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  Chapter One

  Under a Kansas Sky


  Perched next to her husband on the seat of their covered wagon, and with a pot of sickly purple geraniums on her lap, Jennifer Vandermeer at last saw on the treeless horizon a cluster of buildings, all sitting as if in a vice between the tawny-green prairie and the lowering dark sky.


  “Ha!” blurted her husband, a big, ruddy-faced man sporting a wide-brimmed hat. “There it is!” He turned to his wife, but her dour profile quickly subdued his enthusiasm. He returned his attention to the distant town and gave the reins a flick.


  His four oxen, however, unimpressed, continued in their slow, plodding way, their heads down and bobbing as they went, their yoke chains gently rattling.


  It would take a while for the wagon to cross the great intervening distance, and Jennifer found herself once more lulled by the heat of the early summer day, the monotony of the endless, sweeping grasslands, and the creaking of the wagon’s axle. When, finally, the town was close enough to see it better, Jennifer sat forward, her curiosity piqued. But she was quickly disappointed: the buildings had false facades, like so many theater sets, fronting what were really weather-worn hovels. Some were made of prairie marble—bricks of sod. There weren’t even any boardwalks, but only loose planks laid down on the dirt along the front of the buildings. Four Corners’ foothold on the prairie seemed all too unconvincing. The sea of thigh-high grasses crowded the buildings, coming right up to the sills of the outward facing windows and infiltrating down the two prairie paths that intersected the town’s center.


  “Peter! Emma! Wake up!” called Jennifer’s husband, leaning back and turning his head toward the interior of the covered wagon. In a moment, two sleepy faces appeared. The boy, around eleven years old, had his father’s blonde hair and blue eyes; and the girl, a couple of years younger than her brother, had her mother’s delicate build and dark hair. “Is this Four Corners?” asked the boy.


  “It must be,” answered the father, growing excited again. The wagon approached the first outlying building, which had big open doors, and a furnace and anvil inside. A slender man with thick forearms and a leather apron stepped outside. Jennifer’s husband pulled on the reins, and the oxen stopped. “This Four Corners?” he asked.


  “You found it,” said the man, his face glistening with sweat. He approached the wagon and stopped by a rear ox, patting its rump.


  “My name’s Walter Vandermeer,” said Jennifer’s husband. “This is my wife, Jenny, and my two children, Peter and Emma.”


  “Pleased to meet you,” said the slender man. “Name’s Frank Turner. Where you from?”


  “Ohio.”


  “Ah. I’m from Indiana myself. Been here five years now.” Frank Turner looked at Jennifer. “Welcome ma’am.”


  But Jennifer smiled only faintly and averted her eyes.


  “My wife’s kind of tired,” explained Walter quickly.


  “Sure. It’s a God-awful journey. I don’t know how the women do it. Anyway, your timing’s not bad.” He gestured with his head toward the dark sky.


  “Yeah,” agreed Walter, “it looks like it’s going to come down hard.”


  “Then don’t let me keep you. You’re probably looking for the land office.”


  “That I am.”


  Wiping his neck with a handkerchief, Frank Turner pointed toward the center of the cluster of buildings. “That’s it, next to the general store. The agent’s name is Bill Wilkes.”


  Walter craned his neck and squinted in the general direction.


  “He’s not been too popular around here lately,” continued the blacksmith, tucking his handkerchief into a back pocket. “But that’s what happens when you get more than two people together—politics.”


  “I guess so,” said Walter, flicking the reins. “Thanks for your help.”


  Frank Turner patted the ox on the rump and backed up. “You’ll need that axle greased,” he called.


  Walter directed his wagon into the center of town and pulled up in front of a small, sod-brick building with a wooden awning. The sign read:


  U.S Government Land Office

  Bill Wilkes, agent


  There weren’t many people on either of the two intersecting streets, but those who were there nodded a greeting and waved. Walter returned a smile, even as he muttered to his wife, “You can at least try to be friendly. They’re going to be your new neighbors.”


  But the very suggestion made Jennifer stiffen, and she lifted her chin defiantly.


  Shaking his head, Walter lowered himself to the ground. He stretched. “Peter, Emma, close up the wagon,” he said as he went up to the front of the oxen and began tying the lead pair to a crooked cottonwood limb that served as a hitching post. “Then come inside. It’s going to rain.” He looked to his wife. “Jenny, you’re welcome to come in, too.”


  Jennifer turned her head away. She found herself looking across the dirt street at a building that also had a wooden awning, whose support post had a sign reading, Pearson’s Inn.


  “Suit yourself,” said her husband as her children began excitedly drawing in the canvass around the opening at both ends of the wagon.


  Walter was in the land office only a moment before he reemerged. “He’s not in there. I’ll check the general store.” He paused a second and eyed his wife. “Jenny, don’t be so stubborn. When the children are done, come in with them.” But, again, Jennifer didn’t answer. Grumbling to himself, Walter disappeared into the neighboring building, which had a sign over its door, Franz Hoffmann’s General Store. Between the two buildings was narrow alleyway that revealed a slit of the surrounding prairie.


  “We’re done, Momma. Are you coming in?” asked Peter, standing on the ground near the wagon seat.


  “No, you and your sister go ahead,” said Jennifer quietly.


  “But it’s going to rain,” insisted Emma.


  “I’ll be fine. You go join your father.”


  Her two children walked the few steps along the planking and entered the general store.


  The sky, meanwhile, was getting very dark. Other people began making their way to the store. But Jennifer, resting the geranium pot next to her, sat primly in her seat, her hands now folded in her lap.


  A moment later, Peter stepped outside and called, “Momma, Poppa said not to be stubborn and to come inside.”


  “Tell Poppa I’m quite content to remain here.”


  Peter went back in. Jennifer peered up. A pale-bellied bird streaked across the dark sky, just high enough to clear the false facades.


  Then Jennifer heard a faint thump on the wagon’s canvass. She thought it might have been another bird. Then she heard a clack just in front of the land office, and she saw what appeared to be a smooth, white pebble roll off the plank and into the dirt, where it began to melt. This was followed by a second clack, as another white pebble bounced off the wagon’s tongue between the two oxen. Now the clacking and thudding began to grow in rapidity and in volume as ever more white pebbles dropped from the sky, bouncing and rolling across the wooden awnings, wagons, and the two dirt streets. The oxen began to get jittery as an occasional pebble smacked their hides. Pretty soon, Jennifer, shielding her flowers, was herself struck smartly on the shoulder. She hurried off the wagon with her pot, nearly tripping over the hem of her long skirt. The pebbles fell in full fury just as she hurried into the general store.


  “Damn, hailstones in July,” said one man over the thudding on the roof. He was standing before the window and gazing out. Across the rump of his pants was a patch stamped with the words, “ava Coffee,” the “J” being missing from “Java.”


  “This is going to knock the hell out of the wheat,” commented an older, square-built man with short, white hair. He stood by a makeshift bar, which consisted of two barrels, upon which rested a short length of hickory board. On a shelf behind the bar was a single bottle of schnapps.


  “Ach, dis iz zomet’ing, all right,” added a tall man wearing an apron, standing behind the main counter. His slick, dark hair was parted in the middle, and his face was red, as if from too much schnapps. He cleaned a ceramic stein with a rag as he spoke.


  Jennifer, remaining near the open door, quickly scanned the rest of the room, which was jam-packed with what seemed to be every conceivable type of merchandise. Several barrels were scattered throughout, one filled with pickles, one with crackers, another with nails. Some hard salamis hung over the counter, which itself held a large, round cheese and a glass jar of white-and-green peppermint sticks. Behind the counter and the red-faced man hung a cuckoo clock, its hands and weights still. Nearby were shelves holding dishes with brightly colored scenes painted in their centers. There were drinking glasses of all heights, tea cups and saucers, beer steins, general bric-a-brac, and, leaning in one comer, several blank headstones.


  “I hope Todd had sense enough to take in the laundry,” remarked one woman to another, both of whom were standing by an unlit stove in the middle of the room. The first woman held by her side a little barefoot boy, roughly Peter’s age, who was sucking a peppermint stick. The boy and Peter kept eyeing each other from a distance.


  “So you decided to join us,” called out Walter to Jennifer His hat off, he was standing by a barrel with another man, who boasted a healthy set of muttonchops and, hanging from his hip, a gun. Emma was there, too, clinging to her Poppa. Jennifer approached. “This is Mr. Wilkes, Jenny,” said Walter, unburdening his wife of her flower pot. “He’s the land agent.”


  “Ma’am,” said the bewhiskered man


  Jennifer nodded coolly.


  “Mr. Wilkes will be showing us our land,” said Waltr.


  “As soon as the hail stops,” said Wilkes. “It won’t last long.” He looked across the crowded room and out the window where the man with the patched pants was standing. The hailstones were already slowing down. The thudding on the roof became less intense.


  “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen hailstones in summer,”


  commented Jennifer quietly. “And such large ones.”


  “Why, this is nothing,” said Wilkes. “I’ve seen hailstones as big as my fist!” He made a fist and showed it to Jennifer— “Yep, one thing I’ve learned since coming out here is there’s no telling what’ll fall out of a Kansas sky.” Wilkes called across the room, “Say, Seth, remember sixty-six?”


  The man by the window turned, the coffee label on his rump disappearing. But he didn’t answer Wilkes. Indeed, he seemed only to scowl at him. Then he turned to look out the window again.


  Wilkes seemed unaffected by this treatment. “He lost all his crops that year,” he explained quietly. “Had to find work in the next county.”


  “But why—” started Jennifer.


  “Grasshoppers,” said Wilkes. “They came out of nowhere, just like the plague in the Bible—covered everything—crawled into people’s houses, got into their clothing…”


  Jennifer closed her eyes as if to block out the image.


  “It’ll be frogs next, I suppose…”


  “Ah, Mr. Wilkes,” interrupted Walter, noting his wife’s paling complexion, “perhaps we can set out now.”


  “Sure, be glad to,” said Wilkes. “Didn’t mean to upset anyone.”


  Walter replaced his hat on his head. Still holding Jennifer’s pot, he took Emma’s hand with his free one and called Peter, who had slowly inched his way nearer the barefoot boy with the peppermint stick.


  Following her husband, Jennifer was stopped by the boy’s mother. She was a dark, slight woman, no more than five feet tall, with black hair and intense, dark grey eyes. “Mrs. Vandermeer,” she said, “I’m Lucy Baker, and this is Nancy Camp.” She gestured to the other woman, who was tall, and whose fairer skin was sunburnt—“It seems we will be neighbors.”


  Jennifer marked the two women’s worn faces, their faded calico dresses, and she could do no more than hurry on.


  Outside, the sky had risen, and streaks of blue were appearing. The two streets were already turning muddy from the hailstones melting in the summer heat, and the planks squished beneath Jennifer’s shoes.


  “Settle down,” murmured Walter to the oxen, all four of which were jittery from the pelting. He patted their broad, heavy heads, one by one. He placed the flower pot back on the wagon seat.


  “I’ll get my horse,” said Wilkes, heading off toward the blacksmith shop.


  Walter continued stroking one of the oxen. “Peter, Emma, open the wagon.”


  Jennifer, meanwhile, stood patiently on a plank, her hands clasped before her.


  “Jenny,” said Walter quietly, still petting the ox, “if you don’t start acting friendly, you’re going to make us outcasts before we even settle in.”


  “Hm!” grunted Jennifer, looking off in another direction.


  Walter took a long, exasperated breath just as Wilkes rode up on a bay horse.


  “Tie your horse to the back of the wagon,” suggested Walter, stepping up to meet him. “You’ll ride up front with me19


  “Don’t want to crowd the missus off the seat,” said Wilkes.


  “That’s quite all right,” said Jennifer, “I’ll sit inside with the children and let you two men talk.”


  And so, while the two men talked up front, Jennifer sat in her rocker, which didn’t rock because it was tied with heavy cord to a plow and various furniture. Her pot once more on her lap, she faced backward, gazing out the back of the wagon at Wilkes’s trailing bay while the axle creaked beneath the floorboards and a gentle, warm breeze wafted in through the wide front opening. Peter and Emma sat on the floor at the rear, wedged between a crate and a bureau, taking turns looking through a stereoscope. Jennifer watched the town slide slowly back toward the horizon, sinking ever deeper into the tall grass.


  “I imagine you’ll want to start planting as soon as possible,” said Wilkes to Walter.


  “Yeah,” answered Walter, “I’ve got a John Deere breaking plow back there. I’ll be planting com.”


  “You know, in these parts, the grass is little bluestem,” said Wilkes, “and people do better with wheat. If it’s com you want, you should have stayed farther east, where the big bluestem grow.”


  “The best land’s taken back there.”


  “Not if you look. Why, if I were you, I’d reconsider eastern Kansas. There’s more streams back there, better rainfall…”


  “Maybe so,” said Walter, “But I’m here. And here’s where I’m planting com.”


  Hm! Now who’s being stubborn! thought Jennifer.


  Four Comers, meanwhile, had dropped from sight. There was little now on the subtly rolling terrain to show the passing of the miles. The very trail—lined here and there with pink-clustered flowers that attracted swarms of monarch butterflies—sometimes grew indistinct, and grasses brushed under the wagon’s floorboards.


  By and by, the wagon pulled off the trail, continued several dozen yards, then stopped.


  “This is it!” announced Walter, “Everyone out!”


  The wagon jostled as everyone dropped off—except for Jennifer, who remained stolidly in her rocker. And she stayed like that for several minutes, listening to the muffled voices of her husband and Wilkes, occasionally the voices of her children, and always the gentle blowing of the prairie wind.


  Finally, the mutton-chopped visage of Wilkes appeared in the rear opening of the wagon, startling Jennifer.


  “Well, I’ll be heading back now, Mrs. Vandermeer,” he said as he untied his horse’s tether from the wagon.


  Jennifer forced a decorous nod.


  Wilkes leaned toward her. “I can’t say I blame you for feeling this way,” he said almost in a whisper. “It’s pretty rough-going out here.”


  Jennifer arched an eyebrow.


  Wilkes straightened. “Anyway, good luck to you.” He tipped his hat and walked over to his horse. Jennifer watched him ride away toward the trail.


  Then Walter, his ruddy face even redder than usual, appeared in in the opening. “I hope you’re pleased with yourself,” he growled. “Now Wilkes is going to have a grand time telling everyone how you acted like a spoiled little girl and refused to come out of the wagon.”


  “I don’t care,” said Jennifer quietly.


  “You will next time you have to show your face in town.”


  “I don’t plan to.”


  “Never?”


  “Never.”


  “Oh, you’ll have to. Now, why don’t you stop making a fool of yourself and get out of the wagon.”


  “No thank you, I’m comfortable right where I am.”


  “Damn you!” snapped Walter, stalking off a few feet, then returning to the wagon. “I won’t put up with this much longer!”


  “Where are the children?”


  “They’re fine! Now are you coming out of there, or aren’t you?”


  Jennifer turned her head away, looking over the plow handle at a jumble of chairs. Again Walter stalked off, and Jennifer wondered whether her stubborness was pushing her husband too far. He returned.


  “You know, I really ought to start breaking ground,” he complained. “It’s late in the season.”


  “You go right ahead.”


  “Yeah, but first I’ve got to get you out of there. Hand me the shovel.”


  Jennifer furrowed her brow, but she didn’t ask why Walter wanted the shovel. She reached behind her, took it, and offered it to him. He grabbed it and stalked off.


  Soon, she heard him digging. She was curious, but she dared not look, even though it was getting hot in the wagon.


  But then, several minutes after the digging started, Jennifer was jolted from her chair by the shouting of her children. “Poppa! Look out!” cried Peter.


  Jennifer put her pot down and stuck her body out the back of the wagon. She saw, some yards off, Walter swinging frantically with his shovel at some squat, furry beast in the grass. “Walter!” she screamed. She scrambled from the wagon and hurried to him, hoisting her skirt to keep herself from tripping.


  “Stay back, everyone!” roared Walter, taking a swipe at the grizzle-coated animal, which snarled back and returned the swipe with its own long claws, ripping Walter’s pant leg.


  Jennifer dashed to her children and yanked them behind her. “My God, Walter, where’s your gun?”


  His blue eyes bulging, Walter kept swinging his shovel as if he were using a scythe, but the beast kept dodging it, lunging spryly this way and that, slashing back.


  “Walter!” cried Jennifer, making a tentative step toward her husband.


  “Poppa!” cried the children from behind their mother.


  “Keep them back!” shouted Walter as he landed a good whack on the animal’s broad back, then another on its side.


  The beast, its striped face locked in a snarl, began to back up. Walter didn’t follow. When there was some distance between the two combatants, the animal turned and, still growling, waddled off into the grass. Jennifer and her children now hurried to Walter, who let the shovel drop to the ground.


  “Are you all right, Poppa?” shouted Peter.


  “Walter,” cried Jennifer, hurrying to her husband’s arms.


  “Well, look who’s out of the wagon,” said Walter, his chest heaving, his face sweaty and red.


  Jennifer pushed him away at arm’s length but kept her hands on his broad shoulders. “Are you hurt? Your pants are ripped.”


  Walter looked down at his shredded pant leg. “Well, that old badger got the worst of it.” Jennifer started to bend to check her husband’s leg, but he stepped away and walked over to a small rise in the land, which was taller than he. It was in the side of this rise that he had been digging. He checked along the base and stopped. “Ha!” he shouted, “It looks like I was breaking into a badger den. See the entrance?” He pushed back some grass.


  The two children ran over to see.


  “Peter! Emma! Be careful!” shouted Jennifer. Keeping her own distance, she craned he neck and looked. “My God, Walter, why were you digging there, anyway?”


  “I was preparing our home,” he answered. He noted the den. “And now it seems I’ve been given a head start. I’ll just expand this burrow until it’s big enough for the four of us and our furniture.”


  Jennifer felt woozy. “Walter,” she began slowly, “surely you’re not suggesting that we are going to live inside this hill.”


  “I surely am, little lady. There are no trees around here for a proper cabin, and this is the quickest way to get us some shelter. Don’t worry, you won’t be the only one living this way. Remember that stand of wheat we saw with no house around? There was probably a dugout nearby.”


  Jennifer closed her eyes and stepped back. “Walter, I will not live in a badger hole.”


  Walter approached his wife. “Listen, Jenny, it won’t be a badger hole when I’m through with it. You’ll have a door and windows…”


  “I will not have the children living in there.”


  “Hell, they’ll probably think it’s fun—right, children?”


  Peter’s and Emma’s eyes widened with joyous expectation.


  “Yay!” shouted Peter.


  “Yay!” echoed his little sister.


  Walter turned back to his wife. “See?”


  “No, Walter,” insisted Jennifer, “I’m sorry. I want to go home.”


  At this, Walter could only clench his teeth and glare at his obstinate wife. He picked up the shovel. “You are home.”


  Chapter Two

  Digging In


  Over the course of the next week, Walter kept enlarging the badger den. He made the entrance big enough to allow his own broad physique, and continued hollowing out the inside, eventually poking a square hole on either side of the entrance for windows. At the end of each day, he declared that he was done because the dugout seemed spacious enough—until, that is, he moved in a piece of furniture. Then he realized how small the room still was. So, the following morning, he resumed his digging.


  Meanwhile, Jennifer, now that she was out of the wagon, stayed out, if only to tend to her children. Walter had scythed away the grass from a small area where she could cook without setting the prairie on fire. Nearby she set up some chairs, a table, and a packing crate, which served as a kitchen counter. She even set out her rocker so that she could watch Walter digging as she rocked back and forth in grass that came up to her armrests and tickled her forearms. The wagon itself provided her with a semblance of a wall in what was otherwise an endless expanse that reached in every direction to the single encircling horizon. On bright days, Jennifer noted how the wind might continuously comb the grassy sea, and sheets of light would glide across the bent stems like fleets of magic carpets, beckoning her east.


  But Jennifer stayed only in her rocker, feeling very small in the midst of all that open wilderness—and positively insignificant beneath its enormous capping blue dome. The prairie sky, she noted, was everywhere you looked. It was above you, it was in front of you. It was in back of you. It was everywhere except beneath you.


  But as bad as it was during the day, the prairie during the night was still worse. Once the sun lowered to eye level, smearing the western sky with color and reddening the prairie and broadside of the covered wagon, Jennifer grew frightened. The sky darkened in the east, where the stars first appeared, spreading westward until they were overhead and all around, encrusting the entirety of what was now a black dome. With no moon out, the great grassy expanse disappeared in darkness. Jennifer could no longer see, only listen to what was out there beyond the glow of her campfire. Mostly there was the chirping of insects and the gently blowing wind. Sometimes, there was the chilling, yet poignant, howl chorus of distant wolves. On those occasions, Jennifer didn’t sleep. She kept her children close to her inside the wagon, and she didn’t relax until the sun returned, appearing at eye level on the opposite horizon, reddening the great grass expanse from that direction.


  It was none too soon for Jennifer when Walter finally did dig out enough room in the hill to fit all the furniture and all the family—if just barely. He finished the job by putting in
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