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The High Plains, the Long Roads, the
People Who Remain

A Novel

This novel contains period-accurate depictions of racism, including slurs, which are presented to portray
historical realities, not to endorse them.

For those who remained

“The land made the people, and the people belong to the land.” Luther Standing Bear
“The history of every country begins in the heart of a man or a woman.” Willa Cather
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Prologue
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November 2024

Emma Vogel found the photograph in her father’s nightstand, two days before they buried him.
She had come to the farmhouse to help her mother sort through Michael’s things, the accumulation of

sixty-nine years reduced to decisions about what to keep and what to let go. The nightstand held reading
glasses, a pocket knife, a rosary that Emma had never seen him use, and beneath these, face-down, a photo-
graph so old the edges had gone soft.

A young man in uniform. A young woman with dark hair and darker eyes. They stood together in front
of what looked like a dance hall, arms around each other, smiling the way people smile when they don’t
know yet how the story ends.

On the back, in handwriting she didn’t recognize: Ruth, 1946.
“Mom,” Emma called. “Who’s Ruth?”
Margaret came to the doorway, saw what Emma was holding, and went still in a way that told Emma

everything and nothing.
“That’s a long story,” Margaret said. “Your father carried that photograph for more than fifty years. He

found it in his own father’s things, after Robert died. It changed everything for him. It’s part of why he went
looking for Elizabeth.”

“Elizabeth. His half-sister.”
“Yes.”
Emma looked at the photograph again, at the woman her grandfather had loved before he loved anyone

else, at the life that had been erased so thoroughly that Emma had grown up not knowing it existed. She
thought about her father, who had spent decades trying to understand what his family owed to the people it
had wronged. She thought about her brother Daniel, who would speak at the funeral about land and memory
and the weight of inheritance.

“What do we do with it?” she asked.
Margaret was quiet for a moment. Outside, the November wind moved across fields that had been Vogel

fields for over a century, that had been Lakota land for centuries before that, that had been grass and buffalo
and open sky before anyone thought to draw lines and call it property.

“We keep it,” Margaret said. “We remember. That’s all any of us can do.”
Emma slipped the photograph into her pocket. She would carry it to the funeral, would hold it while they

lowered her father into ground that held generations of his family. She would think about the woman in the
photograph, about the daughter who had grown up without a father, about the choices that ripple forward
through time until they reach people who never asked to carry them.

What do the living owe the dead?
She didn’t know. But she was beginning to understand that the question itself was the inheritance, passed

down through generations like the land, like the stories, like the silence that had covered so much for so long.
The wind blew. The grass bent. And somewhere beneath the frozen ground, the bones of everyone who

had come before waited for whatever the living would decide to do with what they had been given.
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Section One: The Country of the Oglala

1865-1868

Chapter One

The antelope came down from the bluffs at first light, nineteen of them moving single file through the
frost-stiffened grass toward the creek bottom where the cottonwoods still held their leaves. Walks Ahead
watched them from his position in the draw, his breath visible in the October air, his fingers numb around the
bow he had carried since his fourteenth summer. He did not move. The antelope knew this country better
than any man could, and they would see movement before they saw the man who made it.

He had been waiting since before dawn. His wife’s sister was carrying her first child and needed meat,
good meat, not the stringy remains of a summer bull past its usefulness. Walks Ahead had promised to
bring something worth eating. He was twenty-five years old and had been married for three winters, and he
understood that a man’s standing among his wife’s family depended on what he provided when provision
was needed. This was not a hunt for glory. This was a hunt for soup.

The lead antelope, a doe with a torn ear from some old encounter with teeth or thorns, stopped at the
edge of the cottonwoods. Her head came up. Walks Ahead held his breath. Behind him, perhaps a hundred
paces back, his younger brother Stone Hand was supposed to be circling to the south, ready to drive the herd
toward Walks Ahead’s position if they spooked the wrong direction. Stone Hand was sixteen and impatient
and had likely moved too soon.

The doe’s nostrils flared. She turned her head toward the south, toward whatever sound or scent Stone
Hand had offered her. The herd bunched behind her, nervous now, their white rumps bright against the brown
grass. Then they ran west, away from both Stone Hand to the south and Walks Ahead to the north, straight
west into the open country where no one waited and no arrow could reach them.

Walks Ahead lowered his bow and exhaled. The antelope disappeared over a rise, and the morning was
silent except for the wind moving through the grass and a meadowlark somewhere behind him singing its
four-note song as though nothing had happened.

Stone Hand appeared from the south, walking with the particular stride of a young man who knows he
has failed and is preparing his defense. He was tall for his age, already taller than Walks Ahead, with the
long limbs and quick movements of someone who had not yet learned that quickness was not the same as
wisdom.

“They smelled me,” Stone Hand said when he reached his brother. “The wind shifted.”
“The wind did not shift.”

9



10 SECTION ONE: THE COUNTRY OF THE OGLALA

“Something shifted.”
Walks Ahead looked at his brother. Stone Hand’s face was flushed, whether from cold or embarrassment

it was difficult to tell. He was wearing a new shirt, beaded by a girl from the Kiyaksa band whom he hoped
to marry, and Walks Ahead understood suddenly why his brother had moved too soon: he had been thinking
about the girl, imagining the story he would tell her about this hunt, and the imagined story had become more
real to him than the hunt itself.

“We will try again,” Walks Ahead said. “There are more antelope.”
“There are always more antelope.”
“Then we have no problem.”
They walked back to where they had left their horses, two spotted ponies that belonged to their uncle Old

Chief Smoke and were on loan for this hunt. The horses were grazing in a low place where the grass was
still green, unconcerned by the failed hunt or by anything else. Walks Ahead envied them. He had promised
meat, and he had no meat, and by the time he returned to the camp his wife’s family would know he had
failed. Someone always knew. The camps of the Oglala were too small for secrets.

They mounted and rode north, toward the place where the creek bent around a sandstone outcropping that
the Lakota calledWoman’s Head for its shape against the sky. The country here was familiar toWalks Ahead;
he had hunted it since boyhood, knewwhich draws held water in dry summers and which bluffs offered views
of approaching enemies and which stands of plum thickets concealed the nests of prairie chickens in spring.
This was not the best country, the best country was farther west, in the Powder River territory where the
buffalo still gathered in numbers that darkened the earth, but it was good enough country, and it was theirs.

Or it had been theirs. Walks Ahead was old enough now to understand that the question of what belonged
to whom was not as simple as the old men made it sound when they told stories around the winter fires. The
Lakota had taken this country from the Kiowa, who had taken it from someone else, whose name no one
remembered. The Pawnee disputed the hunting grounds along the Platte. The Crow claimed everything west
of the Tongue River. Even among the Lakota themselves, the seven council fires did not always agree on
who had rights to what. Ownership was a story that had to be told again and again, in treaties and battles and
the counting of coups, until enough people believed it that it became true.

The whites told their own stories. Walks Ahead had met enough of them now to understand that their
stories were different from the stories his people told. The whites drew lines on paper and said, “This side
belongs to us, that side belongs to you.” But the lines did not match the shape of the land. The lines cut
across rivers and valleys and the paths the buffalo followed, as though the people who drew them had never
seen the country they were dividing. Walks Ahead suspected this was exactly the case.

They found the antelope again near midday, a different herd, smaller, grazing on a south-facing slope
where the sun had melted the frost. Stone Hand wanted to rush them again, to prove he had learned from the
morning’s failure, but Walks Ahead made him wait. They tied the horses in a gully and approached on foot,
staying low, using the terrain the way their father had taught them before he died of the coughing sickness
that had come from the trading posts on the Missouri.

This time the hunt went correctly. Walks Ahead took position in a narrow defile between two ridges, and
Stone Hand circled wide to the east, moving slowly, stopping often, letting the antelope grow accustomed
to his distant presence before he came closer. When the herd finally ran, they ran where Walks Ahead had
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wanted them to run, funneling through the defile in their panic, and he put an arrow through the neck of a
young buck at a distance of perhaps twenty paces.

The buck stumbled, recovered, ran another fifty paces trailing blood, and collapsed. Stone Hand came
running from the east, whooping as though they had taken an enemy scalp instead of a year-old antelope,
and Walks Ahead allowed himself to feel a small satisfaction. They would return to camp with meat. His
wife’s sister would have her soup. The world would continue as it was supposed to continue.

They butchered the antelope where it fell, working quickly to keep the meat from the birds that were
already circling. Stone Hand talked while they worked, as he always talked: about the hunt, about the girl
from the Kiyaksa band, about a rumor he had heard from traders that the whites were building another road
through the Powder River country, a road protected by soldiers in wooden forts.

“It will come to war,” Stone Hand said, slicing the hide from the buck’s hindquarters with his skinning
knife. “Red Cloud says we should fight. He says the whites will take everything if we don’t stop them.”

“Red Cloud says many things.”
“You don’t believe him?”
Walks Ahead considered the question while he removed the buck’s liver, dark and glistening, still warm.

He would give the liver to his wife’s mother as a gift. An old woman needed soft food.
“I believe him,” Walks Ahead said finally. “But I also believe that believing something and being able

to do something about it are not the same.”
“You sound like the old men who tell us to wait and be patient.”
“The old men have seen more than we have.”
“The old men have seen their people pushed from one country to another for fifty years. They have seen

treaties signed and treaties broken. What has their patience given them?”
Walks Ahead did not answer. He finished his work on the carcass, wrapped the best cuts in the hide, and

carried them to where the horses waited. Stone Hand followed, still talking, certain of his arguments in the
way that young men were always certain of their arguments. Walks Ahead remembered being that certain.
It had been a pleasant feeling while it lasted.

They rode back to the camp in the late afternoon, the wrapped meat tied behind Walks Ahead’s saddle,
the sun slanting orange across the grassland. The camp was in its autumn position along a creek that had
no white name but that the Lakota called Fat Otter Creek for the animals that had once lived along its banks
before the trappers came. Sixty lodges stood in a loose circle, their smoke rising into the still air, their dogs
and children and horses making the ordinary noise of ordinary life. This was Old Chief Smoke’s band, the
Bad Faces, one of the many bands of the Oglala, one of the seven nations of the Lakota. Walks Ahead had
lived among them since his father’s death, when his mother had brought him and Stone Hand to her brother’s
people.

His wife was outside their lodge when he arrived, scraping a deer hide she had staked to the ground. Her
name was Brings the Horses, and she was twenty-three years old, andWalks Ahead still felt something move
in his chest when he saw her after an absence. She looked up as he dismounted, saw the meat, and smiled.

“My sister will be pleased,” she said.
“Your sister will complain that it is not buffalo.”
“My sister complains about everything. It is her nature.”
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Walks Ahead carried the meat to his wife’s family’s lodge, where his mother-in-law accepted it with
the formal gratitude that custom required and the genuine gratitude that her eyes could not conceal. Her
husband had been dead for five years, killed in a fight with Crow raiders, and her son was still too young
to hunt effectively. The family depended on what Walks Ahead and other relatives provided. This was how
the people survived: not as individuals but as networks of obligation and reciprocity, each person bound to
others by ties of blood andmarriage and friendship, each person’s success or failure rippling outward through
the camp like rings in water.

That night there was a council. Word had come from the Brulé camps to the east that the whites wanted
to talk. They were gathering at the place called Fort Laramie, where the Laramie River met the North Platte,
and they were asking the Lakota to send representatives to discuss the road through the Powder River country.
Some of the chiefs had already agreed to go. Others, including Red Cloud, were suspicious.

Walks Ahead sat at the edge of the council, listening. He was not important enough to speak, but he was
old enough to listen, and what he heard troubled him. The chiefs who wanted to talk argued that talking cost
nothing, that they could hear what the whites offered and reject it if the terms were bad. The chiefs who
opposed talking argued that the whites would use the talks as they had always used talks: to buy time, to
bring more soldiers, to get what they wanted through words when they could not get it through war.

“They want a road,” said one old chief whose name Walks Ahead did not know. “Let them have their
road. The wagons pass through quickly. They do not stay.”

“The wagons are the beginning,” Red Cloud said. He was a broad-shouldered man of perhaps forty-five
summers, with a face that showed the marks of smallpox scars and the harder marks of decisions he had been
forced to make. “After the wagons come the forts. After the forts come the settlers. After the settlers come
the soldiers who protect the settlers. We have seen this before. We have seen it on the Missouri. We have
seen it on the Platte. Now they want to bring it to the Powder River, to the last good country left to us.”

“What would you have us do?” the old chief asked.
“I would have us fight.”
The council continued long into the night. Walks Ahead listened until his eyes grew heavy, then returned

to his lodge, where Brings the Horses was already asleep beneath the buffalo robes. He lay down beside her,
feeling the warmth of her body, listening to her breath, and thought about what Red Cloud had said.

Fight. The word sounded simple when a man said it around a council fire. But Walks Ahead had fought
before: against the Crow, against the Pawnee, in small skirmishes where the goal was horses or revenge or
the counting of coups that proved a warrior’s courage. War against the whites would be different. The whites
had weapons that could kill at distances no arrow could reach. They had soldiers who arrived in numbers
that seemed impossible, one army after another, as though the white lands to the east were an inexhaustible
well of men. The Lakota were strong, but strength was not the same as numbers, and numbers, in the end,
decided wars.

He did not know what would happen. He did not know if Red Cloud was right, if fighting would preserve
what they had, or if it would only hasten what was already coming. He knew only that he was twenty-five
years old, that his wife was warm beside him, that there was antelope meat drying on the rack outside the
lodge, and that these things, this life, this ordinary life, were worth whatever it cost to protect them.

The wind rose in the night, and the lodge walls flapped and settled, and somewhere in the camp a dog
barked at something it had seen or imagined in the darkness. Walks Ahead closed his eyes and slept.



1865-1868 13

Chapter Two

The snows came early that year. By the Moon of Falling Leaves, the creek had frozen thick enough to
walk across, and the horses had to paw through drifts to reach the grass beneath. The band moved their camp
twice, following the patterns the old people remembered from winters past, seeking the sheltered valleys
where the wind could not reach and the cottonwoods offered wood for fires.

Walks Ahead spent the short days hunting what could be hunted: deer that browsed the willow thickets
along the frozen streams, rabbits that left their tracks in the snow, the occasional elk that had wandered down
from the higher country to the west. The buffalo were far to the north, in the Powder River country that the
whites now wanted for their road. The band had not made the summer ride to the great hunts; there had been
talk of soldiers on the Bozeman Trail, of forts being built at places that had Lakota names before they had
white names, and Old Chief Smoke had decided that the risk was too great. They would winter on what they
could find closer to home.

It was not enough. By the Moon of Popping Trees, the dried meat from the autumn hunts was running
low, and the children had the hollow look that meant they were not getting enough to eat. The old people said
nothing, but Walks Ahead saw how they moved more slowly, how they sat closer to the fires, how they gave
their portions to the young ones when they thought no one was watching. This was the way of the people:
the young ate first, then the adults, then the old. In a hard winter, the old sometimes did not eat at all.

Stone Hand came to Walks Ahead’s lodge one evening with news from the south. Traders had arrived at
the Brulé camps with goods from Fort Laramie: blankets, kettles, the metal knives that held their edge better
than anything the people could make from stone. More importantly, they had brought food: flour and sugar
and the hard bread that tasted like nothing but filled the belly.

“We could trade for it,” Stone Hand said. “We have robes. We have horses.”
“The traders want more than robes and horses.”
“What do they want?”
Walks Ahead knew what they wanted. Everyone knew. The traders wanted the women to come to their

camps, to spend nights in the lodges where the trade goods were kept, to do what women did with men who
were not their husbands. It was an old arrangement, older than Walks Ahead’s memory, and many families
participated in it: not happily, not proudly, but because hunger was worse than shame.

“We will not do that,” Walks Ahead said.
“I did not say we should.”
“Then why mention the traders at all?”
Stone Hand was quiet for a moment. The fire in the center of the lodge crackled and popped, sending

sparks up through the smoke hole into the cold sky. Outside, the wind was rising again, and the lodge walls
shuddered under its force.

“Red Cloud is gathering warriors,” Stone Hand said finally. “He says he will drive the whites from the
Powder River in the spring. He says any man who joins him will have honor and horses and all the meat his
family can eat.”

Walks Ahead had heard this too. The message had passed from camp to camp through the winter, carried
by young men who rode through the snow with Red Cloud’s words on their lips. War in the spring. Honor
and horses. The chance to count coups against an enemy that had never been defeated, that would flee before
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Lakota power the way the Crow had fled, the way the Pawnee had learned to stay clear of Lakota hunting
grounds.

“What do you think?” Walks Ahead asked.
“I think I want to go.”
Walks Ahead looked at his brother. Stone Hand was seventeen now, a man by any measure the people

used, old enough to make his own decisions about war and peace and everything between. The girl from the
Kiyaksa band had accepted his courtship; they would marry in the spring if there was a spring, if the band
survived the winter, if the whites did not come with their soldiers and their forts and their endless hunger for
land that was not theirs.

“War is not a hunt,” Walks Ahead said. “The enemy shoots back.”
“I know this.”
“Do you? You have never fought the whites. I have never fought the whites. We have stories about them,

but stories are not the same as knowing.”
“Red Cloud has fought them.”
“Red Cloud has raided their camps and stolen their horses. That is not the same as fighting their soldiers.

Their soldiers are different. They do not fight the way the Crow fight or the Pawnee. They stand in lines and
fire together. They have cannons that can destroy a lodge from a distance you cannot see. They have:”

“They have fear,” Stone Hand interrupted. “Red Cloud says they are afraid of us. He says that is why
they want to talk, why they invite us to Fort Laramie with promises of presents and treaties. They know they
cannot defeat us in a real fight, so they try to defeat us with words.”

Walks Ahead had no answer to this. He did not know if it was true. He knew only that he had seen
wagons passing along the Platte, hundreds of them, thousands, a river of white people flowing west toward
the mountains. He had seen the soldiers at Fort Laramie, their blue coats and their rifles and their faces that
looked at the Lakota as though the Lakota were animals to be managed rather than people to be respected.
He had seen the way the country changed when the whites came through: the grass eaten by their cattle, the
game driven away by their noise, the streams fouled by their waste. Whatever fear the whites might feel, it
did not seem to slow their coming.

“I will think about it,” Walks Ahead said.
“Think quickly. Red Cloud sends messengers again in the Moon of Sore Eyes. Anyone who wants to

join must be ready by then.”
After Stone Hand left, Walks Ahead sat by the fire and thought. Brings the Horses was visiting her sister,

helping with the new baby that had arrived in the Moon of Frost on the Lodge, a girl who cried too much
and did not seem strong enough to survive the winter. The lodge was quiet except for the fire and the wind
and the distant sounds of the camp settling in for the night.

He thought about what Stone Hand had said. He thought about Red Cloud’s offer. He thought about
the hunger he had seen in the faces of the children, the resignation in the faces of the old. War would mean
leaving his wife, leaving the band, riding north into country that might be filled with soldiers. War would
mean killingmen he had never met for reasons that seemed clear when Red Cloud explained them and unclear
when Walks Ahead examined them alone. War would mean risk: the risk of death, the risk of injury, the risk
of becoming something other than the man he had been before.
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But staying meant risk too. Staying meant watching the whites build their forts and their roads. Staying
meant watching the buffalo disappear, driven away by the noise and smell of white civilization. Staying
meant explaining to his children, if he ever had children, why their father had not fought when fighting
might still have made a difference.

He did not decide that night. He did not decide for many nights. But when the Moon of Sore Eyes came
and Red Cloud’s messengers arrived with their talk of war and honor, Walks Ahead told Stone Hand that he
would go.

“What about Brings the Horses?” Stone Hand asked.
“She understands.”
This was true. Walks Ahead had told his wife, and she had listened, and she had said what Lakota women

said to their husbands when their husbands went to war: that she would pray for him, that she would keep
the lodge ready for his return, that she expected him to return with horses and honor and stories worth telling.
She had not cried. Lakota women did not cry when their men went to war. They saved their tears for later,
when the crying might be justified.

The war party gathered in the Moon of Making Fat, when the grass had greened enough for the horses to
travel. Three hundred warriors from the Oglala bands, joined by Brulé and Miniconjou and Hunkpapa, by
Cheyenne allies from the south and Arapaho from the west. They painted themselves for war. They sang the
songs their fathers had sung. They rode north toward the Powder River country, toward the forts the whites
had built where no forts should be, toward the road that cut through the heart of the last good hunting ground.

Walks Ahead rode beside his brother, his heart full of something that was neither fear nor excitement,
only some mixture of both that he had no word for. He was going to war. He was going to fight the whites,
who had never been defeated, who seemed to come from an inexhaustible land beyond the sunrise. His bow
hung across his back. His quiver held twenty arrows. The paint on his face was still wet in the morning air.

Chapter Three

The forts were smaller than Walks Ahead had expected. He had imagined something like the stone
walls of Fort Laramie, which he had seen once from a distance, massive and permanent and impossible to
breach. But the forts the whites had built along the Bozeman Trail were made of wood, pine logs cut from
the mountains and stacked into walls that a determined man with an axe could breach in an afternoon. Fort
Phil Kearny, which the Lakota surrounded that summer and autumn, looked less like a fortress than like a
pen for animals. Which, Walks Ahead supposed, was what it was.

Red Cloud had chosen his ground well. The fort sat in a valley along the Little Piney Creek, surrounded
by hills that offered concealment for warriors and long sightlines to the trails the whites used. The soldiers
had to leave the fort to cut wood for their fires, to graze their horses in the meadows beyond the walls, to
haul water from the creek. Each time they left, the Lakota watched. Each time they left, some of them did
not return.

Walks Ahead participated in three raids that summer and autumn. He was not in the front ranks; he
was too inexperienced for that, and Red Cloud had organized the war party carefully, putting the proven
warriors where they would be most effective and the young men where they could learn without getting
killed. Walks Ahead ran horses, drove off cattle, fired arrows at distances too great for accuracy but close
enough to frighten. He saw men wounded. He saw men die. He learned what Stone Hand had not believed:
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that war was not a hunt, that the enemy did shoot back, that the sound of a bullet passing close to your head
was a sound you did not forget.

Stone Hand was braver than Walks Ahead, or perhaps only more reckless. He rode closer to the soldiers
than wisdom permitted. He counted coup on a white man during a skirmish near the wood train, touching
the man with his lance before the man could fire his rifle. It was a great honor, and Stone Hand wore it in his
posture and his voice, in the way he walked through the camp as though he had already become the warrior
he wanted to be.

“You should be more careful,” Walks Ahead told him one night, after a raid that had left two Lakota dead
and five wounded.

“Careful men do not count coup.”
“Careful men live to raise their children.”
“Is that what you want? To live carefully? To grow old telling stories about the fights you almost had?”
Walks Ahead did not answer. He did not know what he wanted. He had come north because it seemed

like the right thing to do, because the whites were building roads through his people’s land and someone
had to stop them. But now that he was here, now that he had seen men die and felt the fear that came
before battle and the strange emptiness that came after, he was not sure anymore that stopping the whites
was possible. There were so many of them. More arrived every day, wagon trains crawling along the trail
like ants toward a carcass. For every soldier the Lakota killed, two more seemed to appear. The fort that
should have been abandoned after the first raids was still standing, still occupied, still sending out its wood
trains and its hunting parties as though the Lakota siege was merely an inconvenience.

The decisive battle came in the Moon of Popping Trees, December by the white man’s calendar. A wood
train left the fort that morning, guarded by soldiers in their blue coats, their breath steaming in the cold. Red
Cloud had been planning this for weeks. He had gathered nearly two thousand warriors from the allied tribes,
Oglala, Cheyenne, Arapaho, more, and positioned them in the hills along Peno Creek, out of sight of the fort,
waiting for the moment when the soldiers would be far enough from safety that they could not retreat.

Walks Ahead was with the group assigned to decoy duty. Their job was to show themselves to the
soldiers, to fire a few arrows, to flee as though in panic toward the hills where the main force waited. It
was dangerous work; they had to get close enough to be seen without getting close enough to be killed. Ten
young warriors on fast horses, riding into rifle range and back out again, hoping the soldiers would be angry
enough or stupid enough to follow.

The soldiers were both. A captain named Fetterman led eighty men out of the fort to chase the decoys.
Walks Ahead learned the captain’s name later, learned it from the stories that spread through the camps after
the battle, but at the time the man was just a blue coat on a brown horse, screaming orders that Walks Ahead
could not understand, leading his men toward the ridge where Red Cloud waited.

Walks Ahead fired three arrows during the decoy ride. He did not know if any of them hit anything. Then
he was galloping toward the ridge, his horse’s hooves pounding the frozen ground, the cold air burning his
lungs. Behind him he could hear the soldiers shouting, their horses’ hooves, the occasional crack of a rifle
shot. He did not look back. Looking back was how warriors died.

He crested the ridge and plunged down the other side, and suddenly he was among his own people:
hundreds of them, thousands, painted and armed and waiting. The soldiers came over the ridge moments
later, still in pursuit, and then they stopped. Walks Ahead saw the moment when they understood what they
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had ridden into. He saw the captain’s face, the realization that this was not a skirmish but an ambush, that
the ten fleeing warriors had been bait and he had taken it.

The battle lasted less than an hour. Walks Ahead did not participate in the main fighting; his group’s
job was done, and Red Cloud had positioned fresh warriors, rested warriors, in the killing ground where the
soldiers had been led. Walks Ahead heard the sounds from the ridge: rifle fire at first, then screaming, then
the thudding of clubs and the whisper of arrows. When the sounds stopped, he rode back over the ridge with
the others to see what they had done.

Eighty-one men lay dead in the snow, the soldiers and their captain. Not one had survived. The Lakota
stripped them of their weapons, their clothes, their scalps. They took the horses that had not been killed.
They mutilated the bodies in ways that Walks Ahead did not watch, ways that were traditional, ways that the
old men said would prevent the spirits of the dead from finding peace.

Stone Hand found him standing at the edge of the battlefield, looking at the carnage.
“This is victory,” Stone Hand said. His face was painted with blood that was not his own. He was

grinning. “This is what Red Cloud promised. This is what they will remember.”
Walks Ahead said nothing. He was looking at a soldier who had fallen near the edge of the fighting, a

young man, perhaps eighteen or nineteen, with red hair and a face that had not yet finished becoming the
face of an adult. The young man’s eyes were open, staring at the gray sky. Snow was beginning to fall, and
small flakes collected on the young man’s eyelashes, on his cheeks, on the wound in his chest that had killed
him.

“Come,” Stone Hand said. “There is celebrating. There are songs.”
“I will come.”
But he did not come. He stood at the edge of the battlefield until the snow had covered the young man’s

face, until the body was just a shape in white, until his fingers were numb and his feet had lost their feeling.
He thought about what Stone Hand had said. Victory. This is victory. He supposed it was. Eighty-one
enemies dead, not one of his own people lost. Red Cloud had done what he said he would do. The whites
would think twice before building forts in Lakota country now.

But looking at the snow-covered body, looking at the face that would never grow old, Walks Ahead felt
something other than triumph. He felt tired. He felt sad. He felt, for the first time in his life, that he was part
of something he did not understand: something larger than himself, larger than his people, a tide of events
that would sweep them all toward a future no one could predict.

He did not know the word for what he felt. The white people had a word for it: history. He was inside it
now, and there was no way out.

Chapter Four

Twelve hundred miles to the east, in a city that Walks Ahead had never seen and could not have imagined,
a young Irish immigrant named Seamus Callahan received a letter from his cousin informing him that there
was work in Nebraska Territory for any man willing to swing a hammer.

Seamus was twenty-two years old, thin as a rail, with hair the color of rust and eyes that had seen things
he did not talk about. He had come to America five years earlier, fleeing the aftermath of the famine that had
killed his parents and two of his sisters and left the survivors scattered across countries they could not have
found on a map. He had worked in the textile mills of Massachusetts, the slaughterhouses of Chicago, the
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foundries of Pittsburgh. He had learned that America was not the land of opportunity the recruiters in Cork
had promised, but it was at least a land where a man could eat, which was more than Ireland had offered.

The letter came in February of 1867, a month after the battle at Fort Phil Kearny that Seamus would
not learn about until much later. His cousin Patrick was working for the Union Pacific Railroad, which was
building a line across the continent, and they needed men. The work was hard and the country was dangerous
and the wages were better than anything Seamus could earn in the cities of the East.

He did not hesitate. He had no ties to keep him where he was: no wife, no children, no property, nothing
but a rented room in a boarding house and a job at a factory that would replace him before his dust had settled.
He packed his belongings in a canvas bag, collected his final wages, and bought a ticket on a train heading
west.

The trip took two weeks. Seamus changed trains in Chicago, in Omaha, in places whose names he forgot
as soon as he left them. The country grew emptier as he traveled, the cities giving way to towns, the towns
to villages, the villages to nothing at all. By the time he reached the end of the line, a raw settlement called
Julesburg in what was then Colorado Territory, he had seen more empty space than he had known existed in
the world.

“You the new men?” asked a foreman at the depot, a thick-necked German with a beard that reached his
chest.

“I’m one of them.”
“You look soft.”
“I’ll harden.”
The foreman laughed and assigned Seamus to a work gang heading west along the Platte River, laying

track through country that seemed designed to kill anyone foolish enough to cross it. They worked from
dawn to dusk, six days a week, sleeping in tents that offered little protection from the wind and less from the
cold. They ate beans and hardtack and whatever game the hunters could bring in. They died at a rate that
would have been scandalous anywhere people were paying attention, but no one was paying attention, and
the dead were buried in unmarked graves along the right-of-way, their names recorded in ledgers that no one
would ever read.

Seamus did not die. He was stronger than he looked, toughened by years of work that had asked more
of his body than his body should have given. He swung his hammer with the others. He slept on the frozen
ground. He watched men around him fall to accidents, to sickness, to the attacks that came sometimes from
the darkness: arrows fired from distances the lanterns could not reach, horses stolen from the picket lines,
supplies raided from the wagons that brought food from the east.

The Indians. That was what the others called them, the men who attacked from the darkness and vanished
before anyone could respond. Seamus knew nothing about them except what the others said: that they were
savages, that they tortured their captives, that they scalped the dead and mutilated the bodies in ways that no
Christian should have to see. He did not know if any of this was true. He had not seen an Indian up close,
not yet. He had only seen the aftermath of their raids, the missing supplies, the occasional body left as a
warning.

“They’re fighting for their land,” said one of the other workers, an older man named Brennan who had
worked the railroads in Pennsylvania before coming west. “We’re taking it from them, and they’re fighting
back. Same as we’d do if someone came to Ireland and tried to take what was ours.”
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“Someone did come to Ireland,” Seamus said. “The English.”
“And did we fight?”
“Some did. Most starved.”
Brennan laughed, a bitter sound that had no humor in it. “That’s the difference, then. These Indians,

they’re not starving. Not yet. They can still fight. Give them time. Give them time and hunger, and they’ll
learn what we learned. They’ll learn that fighting doesn’t matter when the other side has more guns and
more men and more everything.”

Seamus thought about this as the miles of track stretched behind them, as the temporary camps became
permanent settlements, as the empty country filled with the sounds of hammers and saws and the languages
of a dozen nations. He thought about the Indians in their darkness, fighting for land that was being taken
from them whether they fought or not. He thought about Ireland, about the green hills that had been green
when his parents died and would still be green when everyone who remembered them was gone. He thought
about what it meant to fight and what it meant to lose and whether there was any difference in the end.

The railroad reached a place called Sidney in the autumn of 1867. It was named for someone important:
a railroad executive, Seamus heard, though he never learned the details. The place was nothing when the
railroad arrived: a creek, a valley, some cottonwood trees that would be cut down for ties and fuel. By the
time Seamus’s crew had laid the track through, there were tents and wooden buildings and a sign that said
SIDNEY in letters that could be read from the arriving trains.

Seamus decided to stay. He did not know why, exactly. He had no more reason to stay in Sidney than in
any of the other places he had passed through. But something about the land spoke to him: the openness of
it, the sky that seemed bigger than any sky he had seen, the way the grass moved in the wind like the surface
of a sea. He had grown up on an island surrounded by water. This place was an island too, surrounded by
grass and sky, and it felt, in a way he could not explain, like coming home.

He found work at a general store run by a man named Dunne, who had arrived a month earlier with
a wagon full of goods and a wife who was already sick with something that would kill her before spring.
Seamus unloaded crates, stocked shelves, learned to count change in American currency. He slept in a
back room that smelled of flour and tobacco and the leather of the goods they sold. He ate what the store’s
customers ate: beans, biscuits, the occasional piece of meat that was not too rotten to cook.

The wife died in January. Her name was Margaret, and Seamus had spoken to her perhaps a dozen times,
bringing her tea when she was too weak to rise, helping her to the necessary when Dunne was busy with
customers. She was thirty-four years old, and she had no children, and when she died Dunne sat beside her
body for two days before allowing Seamus to help him bury her in the frozen ground behind the store.

“I’m going back east,” Dunne said afterward. “There’s nothing for me here.”
“What about the store?”
“Sell it. Keep it. I don’t care.”
But Seamus did not have the money to buy a store, and Dunne, in the end, did care. They reached an

arrangement: Seamus would run the store, keep the books, send Dunne a percentage of the profits. If Seamus
made the business succeed, he would eventually own it outright. If he failed, he would own nothing, but
nothing was what he had started with, so there was no risk in trying.

That was how Seamus Callahan became a merchant in Sidney, Nebraska Territory, in the winter of 1867-
68. Two hundred miles to the north, Red Cloud’s warriors were still besieging the forts along the Bozeman
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Trail. In Washington, diplomats were preparing to negotiate a treaty that would close the trail and abandon
the forts. And the Lakota warrior named Walks Ahead, who had stood in the snow watching a red-haired
soldier’s body disappear under the white, was riding south toward Fort Laramie to hear what the whites
would offer for peace.

Seamus knew none of this. He had a store to run, goods to sell, a life to build. He set to work.

Chapter Five

The treaty talks began in April of 1868. Walks Ahead traveled to Fort Laramie with a delegation from
Old Chief Smoke’s band, riding through country that was greening with the first growth of spring, past herds
of antelope that scattered at their approach, past the bones of buffalo that had been killed for their hides and
left to rot where they fell.

He had not wanted to come. After the battle at Peno Creek, after the winter of celebration and the spring
of continued raids, he had hoped to return to his wife, to the ordinary life he had left behind when he joined
Red Cloud’s war. But Old Chief Smoke had asked him personally. The old man was not well, the coughing
sickness that had killed Walks Ahead’s father had come to him too, and he would not survive another winter,
and he wanted young men with him who had seen the fighting, who could tell the whites that the Lakota
were serious about defending their land.

Fort Laramie was larger than the wooden forts along the Bozeman Trail, older, more permanent. It
squatted on the south bank of the Laramie River, a sprawl of buildings and corrals and parade grounds
surrounded by the tents and lodges of the thousands of Indians who had gathered for the talks. Oglala,
Brulé, Miniconjou, Cheyenne, Arapaho: nations that had fought together and fought against each other, now
assembled to hear what the whites would offer.

The offer was better than Walks Ahead had expected. The whites would abandon the forts along the
Bozeman Trail. They would close the road through the Powder River country. They would recognize Lakota
ownership of a vast territory: all of present-day SouthDakotawest of theMissouri, including the sacred Black
Hills, plus hunting rights in the Powder River country of Wyoming. In exchange, the Lakota would allow
safe passage along the Platte River road and would refrain from attacking white settlements and travelers.

Red Cloud refused to sign until the forts were actually abandoned. He had learned too much about white
promises to accept words on paper. Let them tear down the forts first, he said. Let them leave the country.
Then, and only then, would he put his mark on their treaty.

The whites agreed. Through the summer and autumn of 1868, the soldiers marched out of Fort Reno,
Fort Phil Kearny, Fort C.F. Smith. The Lakota burned the buildings behind them, sending columns of smoke
into the sky that could be seen for fifty miles, signals to everyone who watched that Red Cloud had done
what he promised: he had driven the whites from Lakota land.

On November 6, 1868, after the last fort had been abandoned and the last soldier had left, Red Cloud
came to Fort Laramie and signed the treaty. Walks Ahead was not present for the signing. He had returned
to his people weeks earlier, satisfied that the war was over, eager to see his wife after two years of fighting.

Brings the Horses was waiting for him when he arrived. She had not changed: or she had changed in
ways that he could not see, internal changes, the accumulation of days lived without him, of fears carried
and released and carried again. She did not ask him about the fighting. She did not ask him about the men
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he had killed or seen killed. She asked him if he was hungry, and when he said yes, she fed him antelope
stew from a pot that had been waiting for his arrival.

That night, lying beside her in the lodge that had been empty for two years, Walks Ahead told her about
the treaty.

“They gave us the Black Hills,” he said. “They gave us the Powder River country. They said it would
be ours forever.”

“Forever is a long time.”
“It is what they said.”
“The whites have said many things. How many of their promises have they kept?”
Walks Ahead did not answer. He was thinking about the young soldier with red hair, the one whose face

had disappeared under the snow. He was thinking about the burning forts, the smoke rising into the sky, the
cheers of the warriors who believed they had won. He was thinking about what Brings the Horses had said:
that forever was a long time, and that the whites had said many things before.

“Perhaps this time will be different,” he said finally.
“Perhaps.”
But her voice carried no conviction, and neither did his. They lay in the darkness, listening to the wind

outside, feeling the warmth of each other’s bodies. They had won. Red Cloud had won. The Lakota had
done what no other nation had done: they had forced the United States to abandon its forts, to close its road,
to recognize Lakota sovereignty over lands that had been Lakota for generations.

And yet, even in that moment of triumph, Walks Ahead felt the unease that had followed him since the
battle at Peno Creek. The whites would not stop coming. The treaty was paper, and paper could be burned
as easily as forts. The wagons still rolled along the Platte, still carried their cargo of settlers and dreamers
and desperate men toward the mountains. The buffalo still disappeared, driven away by the noise and smell
of a civilization that had no place for them.

Forever, Walks Ahead thought. The whites had promised forever. But he was twenty-eight years old,
and he had already seen enough to know that white promises and Lakota hopes were not the same thing, and
that the difference between them would, in the end, be measured in blood.

He closed his eyes. He slept. Outside, the wind blew across the prairie, carrying the scent of grass and
sage and the far-off smoke of the cooking fires. The year was 1868. The treaty had been signed. The war
was over.

It would not be over for long.

End of Section One
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1874-1877

Chapter One

The treaty lasted six years. Walks Ahead had not expected it to last that long.
In the summers after the signing, he and Brings the Horses had moved with Old Chief Smoke’s band

through the country that was now, by law, theirs. They followed the old patterns: wintering in the sheltered
valleys along the White River, moving north in spring to hunt the buffalo that still gathered in the Powder
River country, returning south in autumn to trade at the agencies the government had established along the
Missouri. It was not the life their grandparents had known, but it was a life, and Walks Ahead had learned
to be grateful for what remained rather than bitter about what had been lost.

They had a son now, born in the Moon of Making Fat in the year after the treaty, a boy they named Little
Hawk for the way he watched everything with bright, sharp eyes, missing nothing. The boy was five years
old in the summer of 1874, old enough to ride his own pony, old enough to ask questions that Walks Ahead
did not always know how to answer. Walks Ahead’s older son, Chases the Dawn, was nearly grown now:
nineteen years old, already married to Blue Bird Woman of the Brulé band, already starting a family of his
own. Chases the Dawn had been born to Walks Ahead’s first wife, who had died of the coughing sickness
when the boy was small. Little Hawk would never know his half-brother well; the gap between them was
too wide, their lives already moving in different directions.

“Why do the whites want our land?” the boy asked one evening, as they sat outside the lodge watching
the sun go down.

“They want everything,” Walks Ahead said. “It is their nature.”
“But if they have their own land, why do they need ours?”
“Their own land is full. They have too many people and not enough space. So they come here, where

there is space, and they take what they find.”
“Can we stop them?”
Walks Ahead looked at his son, at the small face that held so much of Brings the Horses and so much

of himself, and he thought about the question. Six years ago, he would have said yes. Six years ago, he
had ridden north with Red Cloud and helped drive the whites from the Bozeman Trail. But six years had
taught him things that victory had obscured. The whites had not stopped coming. They had simply come by
different routes, different methods, in numbers that made the soldiers at Fort Phil Kearny look like a scouting
party.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “I hope so.”
The boy accepted this answer the way children accept the things adults tell them, with a trust that Walks

Ahead knew he did not deserve. He did not know if they could stop the whites. He did not know if anyone
could. He knew only that his son would grow up in a world that was changing faster than anyone could
understand, and that the best he could do was prepare the boy for whatever that world became.

The news came that autumn. Soldiers had entered the Black Hills, the sacred Paha Sapa, in violation of
the treaty that promised those hills to the Lakota forever. They had come with a man named Custer, who had
led the attack on the Cheyenne village at the Washita six years before, and they had found what everyone
had feared they would find: gold.
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The word spread through the camps like fire through dry grass. Gold. The yellow metal the whites
valued more than life itself, more than honor, more than any promise written on any paper. The hills were
full of it, the rumors said. Nuggets lying in the streambeds, veins running through the granite, more wealth
than any man could spend in a thousand lifetimes. And the whites were coming to take it.

Stone Hand arrived at Old Chief Smoke’s camp in the Moon of Falling Leaves, riding a spotted horse
he had taken from the Crow in a raid that summer. He was twenty-five now, a man in the fullness of his
strength, with three wives and a reputation as a warrior that had spread through all the Lakota bands. He
had not changed since the war against the forts; if anything, he had become more certain, more fierce, more
convinced that fighting was the only answer to any question the whites might ask.

“Red Cloud is calling for war,” Stone Hand said, sitting in Walks Ahead’s lodge, eating the elk meat
that Brings the Horses had prepared. “Not Red Cloud alone… Sitting Bull, Crazy Horse, all the chiefs who
refused to touch the pen at Fort Laramie. They say the treaty is broken. They say we must defend what is
ours.”

“The treaty was broken the moment the soldiers entered the hills,” Walks Ahead said. “But breaking a
treaty is not the same as winning a war.”

“We won before.”
“We won a battle. The war is not over. The war will never be over, not as long as there are more whites

than there are of us.”
Stone Hand set down his bowl and looked at his brother. The firelight caught his face, and Walks Ahead

saw something there he had not seen before: not anger, not defiance, but a kind of weariness, as though
Stone Hand too had learned things in the years since the Fetterman Fight that he wished he had not learned.

“What would you have us do?” Stone Hand asked. “Sit in our lodges while they dig up the bones of our
ancestors? Watch while they turn the sacred hills into holes in the ground? Our father is buried in those hills,
brother. Our mother’s mother is buried there. Would you let the whites scatter their bones for the sake of
yellow metal?”

“I would not let them do anything. But what I would let and what I can prevent are not the same thing.”
“So you will not fight.”
“I did not say that.”
“Then what are you saying?”
Walks Ahead was quiet for a longmoment. He could hear the wind outside, the sound of the camp settling

in for the night, the distant cry of a coyote somewhere in the darkness. He thought about his son, asleep in
the back of the lodge. He thought about Brings the Horses, who had gone to visit her sister and would return
soon expecting to find her husband and her brother-in-law at peace. He thought about the choice that Stone
Hand was asking him to make, the choice between solidarity and survival, between honor and life.

“I am saying that I have a son,” Walks Ahead said finally. “I am saying that my wife needs me here, not
dead in some fight that will not change anything. I am saying that I fought once, and I saw what fighting
costs, and I am not sure the cost is worth paying again.”

“The cost of not fighting is higher.”
“Perhaps. But it is a cost my son will not have to pay alone.”
Stone Hand stood. His face had hardened into something Walks Ahead recognized from the old days,

from the times before the war when his brother had argued for raids against the Crow, for vengeance against
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the Pawnee, for any fight that would prove his courage. Stone Hand had always needed to prove his courage.
It was the thing that drove him, the hunger that nothing could satisfy.

“You have become an old man,” Stone Hand said. “You have become like the chiefs who told us to wait
and be patient while the whites took everything.”

“I have become a father. That is different.”
“Is it?”
Stone Hand left without saying goodbye. Walks Ahead heard his horse’s hooves on the frozen ground,

heard the sound fade into the distance, and knew that something had broken between them that would not
be repaired. They were still brothers. They would always be brothers. But they had chosen different paths,
and the paths were leading them away from each other, toward futures that neither of them could see.

Brings the Horses returned an hour later, her face flushed from the cold. She saw that Stone Hand was
gone, saw the expression on her husband’s face, and did not ask what had happened. She simply sat beside
him, took his hand, and waited.

“He is going to war,” Walks Ahead said.
“I know.”
“I am not going with him.”
“I know that too.”
“Do you think less of me?”
Brings the Horses was quiet for a moment. She looked at her husband, at the face she had loved since

she was a girl, at the lines that had appeared around his eyes and mouth in the years since their marriage. He
was not old, not yet, but he was no longer young either. The war against the forts had aged him in ways that
had nothing to do with the passing of seasons.

“I think you are trying to do what is right,” she said finally. “I think there is no right thing to do, only
choices that cost more or less. I think you are choosing to pay less now so that our son can pay less later.
That is not weakness. That is love.”

“Stone Hand thinks it is cowardice.”
“Stone Hand thinks that dying in battle is the only kind of courage. But there are other kinds. The courage

to live when living is hard. The courage to endure when enduring is painful. The courage to survive when
survival means watching everything you love disappear.”

“Is that what we are doing? Surviving?”
“That is what we have always done. That is what our people have always done. The whites came, and

we endured. The diseases came, and we endured. The soldiers came, and we are still here. We will be here
when this passes too, whatever this becomes.”

Walks Ahead looked at his wife, at the certainty in her eyes, at the strength that had kept them together
through everything the world had thrown at them. He did not know if she was right. He did not know if
survival was possible, or if it was only a slower form of defeat. But he knew that she believed it, and her
belief gave him something to hold onto in the darkness.

“We should sleep,” he said. “Tomorrow will be a long day.”
“Tomorrow will be a long day. But we will face it together.”
They went inside, to their lodge, to their son who was sleeping under a buffalo robe, dreaming whatever

dreams five-year-old boys dream. Walks Ahead lay down beside his wife and listened to the wind outside, to
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the sounds of the camp settling in for the night, to the silence that held the accumulated weight of everything
that had happened and everything that was yet to come.

He did not know what the future held. He did not know if the war that was coming would destroy his
people or spare them, if the whites would take the hills and everything else or if somehow, against all odds,
the Lakota would find a way to stop them. He knew only that he had made his choice, and that he would
have to live with it, whatever the cost.

Sleep came slowly, and when it came, it brought no peace.

Chapter Two

The Sidney-Black Hills Trail was crowded that summer with men heading north.
They came from the East, from Chicago and St. Louis and New York, with picks and shovels and dreams

of striking it rich. They came from the failed farms of Kansas and Nebraska, men who had gambled on the
land and lost and were now gambling on gold instead. They came from the railroads and the cattle drives and
the hundred other enterprises that had brought them west, looking for the one big score that would change
their lives forever.

Seamus Callahan sold them what they needed. Supplies for the crossing: flour and bacon and coffee,
boots and blankets and ammunition. Tools for the digging: picks and pans and sluice boxes. And whiskey,
always whiskey, for the nights when the trail seemed endless and the hills seemed impossibly far.

The store had expanded twice since the war against the forts, and Seamus was planning a third expansion.
Dunne had returned from the East after two years, having found nothing there worth staying for, and the two
men had become partners, Dunne handling the freight operation while Seamus managed the store itself.
They employed four clerks now, young men from the East who had come looking for adventure and found
commerce instead. The money flowed in faster than Seamus could count it.

But the trail was dangerous. The Lakota had not forgotten that the Black Hills were sacred, and they
had not forgiven the whites for invading them. Raids were common. Wagons were attacked, supplies stolen,
men killed and left for the wolves. The Army sent patrols along the route, but the patrols were too few and
the land was too vast, and the raiders came and went like ghosts, striking where they were least expected and
vanishing before anyone could respond.

Seamus heard the stories and calculated the cost. Each raid drove prices higher. Each attack made the
survivors more desperate for supplies. He felt something that might have been guilt, or might have been only
indigestion, but he did not let it interfere with business. He was not killing anyone. He was not taking land
that belonged to others. He was simply selling goods at prices the market would bear, and if the market was
distorted by violence and theft, that was not his doing.

One afternoon in June, a Lakota woman came into the store.
She was not the first Indian Seamus had seen in Sidney. The agencies brought them through sometimes,

delegations traveling to meet with government officials, or families who had left the reservations for reasons
no one explained. But this woman was different. She came alone, without escort, dressed in a mix of Lakota
and white clothing that suggested someone caught between worlds.

She walked through the store slowly, looking at the goods on the shelves with an expression Seamus
could not read. He watched her from behind the counter, unsure whether to speak or to wait for her to
approach. Ellen was in the back, feeding the baby; the store was empty except for the two of them.



1874-1877 29

“Can I help you?” Seamus asked finally.
The woman turned to look at him. She was perhaps thirty years old, with a face that had been weathered

by sun and wind but remained striking in a way that had nothing to do with conventional beauty. Her eyes
were dark, almost black, and they held his gaze without blinking.

“You are the one they call Callahan,” she said. Her English was accented but clear.
“I am.”
“You sell goods to the men who go north.”
“I do.”
“The men who go north dig in our sacred hills. They take what does not belong to them.”
Seamus felt a prickle of unease along his spine. He glanced toward the back of the store, where Ellen was,

where his sons were, and wondered if this woman had come alone or if there were others outside, waiting.
“I sell goods,” he said carefully. “What men do with those goods is their own affair.”
“Is it?”
“I don’t make the laws. I don’t decide who goes where. I’m a merchant. I sell what people need.”
The woman was quiet for a moment. Then she smiled, and the smile was worse than her stare, because

it contained something that looked like pity.
“You sell what people want,” she said. “What people need is different. What my people need, you cannot

sell. What my people need was taken from us before you were born, before your father was born. You cannot
sell it because you do not have it. You have only goods.”

She turned and walked out of the store without buying anything. Seamus watched her go, watched her
disappear into the street, and felt the prickle of unease spread from his spine to his chest, to his throat, to
some place behind his eyes that he did not have a name for.

Ellen emerged from the back, the baby on her hip. “Who was that?”
“I don’t know.”
“What did she want?”
Seamus did not answer. He was still looking at the door, still seeing the woman’s face, the dark eyes that

had looked at him as though they could see everything he was and everything he would become. She had
seen something in him that he did not want to see in himself. She had seen that he was profiting from the
destruction of her people, and she had not been angry. She had been something worse than angry. She had
been certain.

“Seamus?”
“It’s nothing,” he said. “Just someone passing through.”
But he knew it was not nothing. He knew that the woman had shown him something he could not unsee,

a truth about himself and about the world he was building that would stay with him long after she had gone.
He was a merchant. He sold goods. And the goods he sold were paid for in blood that was not his own.

He went back to work. There were wagons to supply, fortunes to be made, a future to secure for his sons.
The woman’s words faded into the noise of commerce, but they did not disappear entirely. They settled
somewhere in the back of his mind, where they would wait until he was ready to hear them again.
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Chapter Three

The news of the Little Bighorn reached Sidney in early July, carried by riders who had pushed their
horses to exhaustion to bring word of the disaster. Custer was dead. His entire command was dead, two
hundred and sixty-three men killed in a single afternoon by warriors who had gathered in numbers no one
had believed possible.

Seamus heard the news in the store, from a cavalry officer who had stopped to buy whiskey on his way
south to report to his superiors. The officer’s hands shook as he lifted the bottle, and his voice cracked when
he described what the relief column had found on the hills above the Greasy Grass River.

“They didn’t leave anyone alive,” the officer said. “Not one. Custer, his brothers, his nephew, his brother-
in-law… all of them dead. The bodies were… they were…”

He could not finish. He drank the whiskey in a single swallow, paid for two more bottles, and left without
speaking again.

The town erupted. Men who had been heading north to the diggings reversed course, suddenly uncertain
whether the trail was safe. Others, emboldened by alcohol or greed or the particular madness that gripped
men in boomtowns, declared that they would go north anyway, that no savage victory would stop them from
claiming what was rightfully theirs. The saloons filled. The churches filled. The jail filled with men who
had let their fear turn into violence.

Seamus kept the store open through the chaos, selling supplies to anyone who could pay, watching the
town transform around him. He thought about the Lakota woman who had come to his store in June, who
had looked at him with those dark eyes and told him what he was. He wondered if she had known what was
coming. He wondered if she was celebrating now, somewhere in the camps along the Greasy Grass, dancing
and singing while the soldiers rotted in the summer heat.

He did not feel what he expected to feel. He had thought he would be angry, the way the other men in
town were angry, the way the newspapers from the East were angry when they arrived weeks later with their
screaming headlines and their calls for vengeance. But he felt only a strange numbness, as though the news
had confirmed something he had always known but had not wanted to admit.

The Indians could fight. They could win. The unstoppable tide of white civilization that everyone had
assumed would sweep across the continent was not, in fact, unstoppable. It could be resisted. It could be
turned back. The soldiers in their blue coats, with their rifles and their cannons and their certainty of their
own superiority, could be killed as easily as anyone else.

This should have frightened him. It did frighten him, in a way. But underneath the fear was something
else, something that felt almost like respect. The Lakota had done what the Irish had failed to do. They had
fought back, and they had won.

He did not share this thought with Ellen, or with anyone else. He kept it to himself, a secret that he
examined in the quiet moments before sleep, turning it over in his mind like a stone whose shape he was
trying to understand. The Lakota had won. But winning a battle and winning a war were not the same thing,
and Seamus had been in America long enough to know what happened to people who won battles against
the United States. They won, and then they lost, and then they were forgotten.

He went back to work. The wagons still needed supplies. The miners still needed tools. The future still
needed to be built, one transaction at a time. Whatever happened to the Indians, whatever happened to the
soldiers, the store would remain. The goods would sell. The money would accumulate.
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He had no philosophy beyond that. He had never needed one.

Chapter Four

Walks Ahead learned of the Little Bighorn from a rider who came through the camp in the Moon of Red
Cherries, a young man from the Hunkpapa band who had fought in the battle and escaped before the soldiers’
reinforcements arrived.

The rider’s name was Takes the Gun, and he was perhaps eighteen years old, with fresh scalps hanging
from his belt and a wound in his shoulder that had been treated but not healed. He sat in the council circle
and told the story of what had happened on the hills above the river, how the soldiers had attacked the great
camp where thousands of Lakota and Cheyenne had gathered, how Crazy Horse and Gall and Two Moons
had led the warriors in a counterattack that had swept the soldiers from the earth.

“They came thinking we would run,” Takes the Gun said. “They came thinking we were weak, that we
would scatter like antelope before wolves. But we did not run. We stood and we fought and we killed them
all.”

The camp erupted in celebration. Men fired rifles into the air. Women sang the victory songs their
mothers had taught them. Children ran through the lodges, playing at war, reenacting the battle they had
only heard described. It was the greatest victory in the memory of any living Lakota, greater even than
the Fetterman Fight, and it seemed to prove what Red Cloud and Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse had always
claimed: that the Lakota could defeat the whites, that the old ways could be preserved, that the treaty and
the agencies and the reservations were only one possibility among many, never the inevitable future.

Walks Ahead did not celebrate. He sat outside his lodge, watching the festivities, feeling the joy of his
people wash over him like water over stone. He understood why they celebrated. He shared their pride in
what the warriors had accomplished. But he could not shake the feeling that had settled in his chest when he
first heard the news, a heaviness that had nothing to do with sorrow and everything to do with what he knew
was coming.

The whites would not accept this defeat. They could not accept it. The newspapers that reached the
agencies would scream for vengeance. The politicians in Washington would demand action. The soldiers
would come in thousands this time, in tens of thousands, and they would not stop until they had avenged
what had been done to Custer and his men.

Stone Hand was dead. Takes the Gun had confirmed it, had described how Walks Ahead’s brother had
been in the front ranks of Crazy Horse’s charge, how he had counted coup on three soldiers before a bullet
found his heart. He had died as he had always wanted to die, in battle, with honor, surrounded by enemies
who feared him. It was a good death, the kind of death warriors prayed for, andWalks Ahead knew he should
be proud.

He was not proud. He was empty.
Walks Ahead thought of his older son, Chases the Dawn, who had stayed behind at the agency with his

young wife and infant daughter. Morning Star Woman, they had named her, born the year before in the
spring of 1875. Chases the Dawn had wanted to join the fighting, had argued with his father about it, but
Walks Ahead had forbidden it. One brother lost to war was enough. Chases the Dawn would live to raise his
daughter, would carry on the family when Walks Ahead was gone. That was the bargain Walks Ahead had
made with himself, the reason he had not tried harder to stop Stone Hand from riding north.
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That night, after the celebrations had faded and the camp had grown quiet, Brings the Horses came to sit
beside him. Little Hawk was asleep in the lodge, exhausted from the excitement of the day, and they were
alone with the stars and the wind and the sound of the river in the distance.

“You are thinking of Stone Hand,” she said.
“Yes.”
“He would want you to celebrate.”
“I know.”
“But you cannot.”
Walks Ahead was quiet for a long time. He watched the stars wheel overhead, the same stars that had

watched over his people since the beginning, since the time before memory when the first Lakota had walked
out of the north and claimed this land as their own. The stars did not care about victories or defeats. The
stars did not care about treaties or gold or the endless hunger of the whites. The stars simply burned, as they
had always burned, as they would burn long after everyone who had fought at the Little Bighorn was dust.

“He was my brother,” Walks Ahead said finally. “He was younger than me. I should have protected
him.”

“You could not have protected him from himself.”
“I could have gone with him. I could have fought beside him. I could have died with him, so that he did

not die alone.”
“You could have,” Brings the Horses agreed. “And then your son would have no father. And I would

have no husband. And your brother would still be dead, because nothing you could have done would have
saved him from the death he chose.”

Walks Ahead knew she was right. He had known it since the moment Stone Hand had ridden away from
the camp, since the moment he had made the choice to stay while his brother went to war. He had chosen
survival over solidarity, and survival had its costs. The cost was this: sitting under the stars while his people
celebrated, knowing that his brother had died a hero and he had not been there to see it.

“The soldiers will come,” he said. “They will come in numbers we cannot fight. They will hunt Sitting
Bull and Crazy Horse across the plains until they surrender or die. And when it is over, the hills will still be
full of gold, and the whites will still want it, and nothing we have done will matter.”

“Perhaps.”
“Not perhaps. I am certain. I have seen this before. I saw it at Fort Laramie, when we signed the treaty

that was supposed to last forever. I saw it in the eyes of the soldiers who smiled and shook our hands and
promised us things they knew they could not deliver. The whites do not lose. They cannot lose. They have
too many people and too much iron and too much hunger. We can kill their soldiers, but we cannot kill their
hunger.”

“Then why did you fight at all? Why did you ride with Red Cloud, if you believed we could not win?”
It was a question Walks Ahead had asked himself many times, in the years since the Fetterman Fight, in

the quiet moments when he allowed himself to think about what he had done and why. He had never found
an answer that satisfied him. He had fought because Stone Hand was fighting, because Red Cloud had called
for warriors, because the alternative was to sit in his lodge and watch the whites build their roads through
his people’s land. He had fought because fighting seemed better than not fighting, even if the outcome was
the same.
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“I fought because I did not know what else to do,” he said. “I fought because I was young and angry and
full of the certainty that young men have. I thought we could win. I thought that if we killed enough soldiers,
the whites would give up and go home.”

“And now?”
“Now I know that we cannot kill enough soldiers. Now I know that for every soldier we kill, two more

will come, and two more after them, until there are no more Lakota left to do the killing. Now I know that
the war is already lost, and has been lost since before I was born, and that everything we do is only a delay,
not a victory.”

Brings the Horses was silent. The wind moved through the grass, carrying the smell of sage and the
distant smoke of cooking fires. Somewhere in the camp, a child cried and was comforted. Life continued,
as it always continued, regardless of what men believed or feared or hoped.

“What will we do?” she asked finally.
“We will go to the agency. We will take our son and do what the whites tell us to do, and we will wait

for them to forget that we ever fought. And when they have forgotten, perhaps we can live.”
“That is not living. That is waiting to die.”
“Yes,” Walks Ahead said. “But it is the only choice we have left.”
He did not believe this entirely. Some part of him still hoped that he was wrong, that the victory at the

Little Bighorn would change something, that the whites would see the strength of the Lakota and decide that
peace was better than war. But the larger part of him knew that hope was a luxury he could no longer afford.
His brother was dead. The soldiers were coming. The world he had known since childhood was ending, and
there was nothing he could do to stop it.

He sat with his wife under the stars until the sky began to lighten in the east. Then they went inside,
to their lodge, to their son, to whatever remained of the life they had built. The war was not over. But for
Walks Ahead, it had ended the moment Stone Hand rode away, toward a death that was also a kind of victory,
leaving his brother behind to face the defeat that would follow.

Chapter Five

The revenge came swiftly, as Walks Ahead had known it would.
By autumn, the Army had launched the largest military campaign in its history against the Plains Indians.

Columns of soldiers marched across the territory from every direction, driving the Lakota and Cheyenne
before them like cattle before drovers. The villages that had gathered at the Little Bighorn scattered, each
band fleeing separately, hoping to escape into the vastness of the land that was no longer vast enough to hide
them.

Walks Ahead took his family to the Red Cloud Agency in the Moon of Falling Leaves. He was not
the first to surrender, and he would not be the last. The agency was crowded with families who had made
the same calculation he had: that fighting was hopeless, that the only chance of survival lay in accepting
whatever terms the whites offered, that pride was a luxury only the dead could afford.

The terms were harsh. All weapons had to be surrendered. All horses had to be turned over. The Lakota
would be confined to the agency, forbidden to hunt, dependent on government rations for survival. It was
not freedom. It was barely life. But it was better than death, and death was the only alternative the soldiers
offered.
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Little Hawk did not understand. He was seven years old now, old enough to know that something was
wrong, not old enough to understand what. He watched his father hand over the rifle that had been his
grandfather’s, watched the soldiers take the horses that had carried them across the plains, watched the
world he had known disappear piece by piece.

“Why are we doing this?” he asked, as they walked toward the cluster of lodges that would be their new
home. “Why are we giving them everything?”

Walks Ahead looked at his son, at the confusion and hurt in those bright, sharp eyes, and knew that no
answer he could give would satisfy the boy. The truth was too complicated for a child, and the lies that might
comfort him were lies that Walks Ahead could not bring himself to tell.

“Because we want to live,” he said finally. “Because living is more important than keeping things.”
“But the horses…”
“The horses can be replaced. We cannot be replaced. Your mother cannot be replaced. You cannot be

replaced. Everything else is only things.”
“Is it?”
The question cut deeper than the boy knew. Walks Ahead thought about the rifle, about the stories

attached to it, about the battles it had seen and the hands that had held it before his. He thought about the
horses, about the freedom they represented, about the life of movement and hunting that would never return.
Were these only things? Or were they pieces of a world that could not exist without them, a world that was
dying as surely as if the soldiers had killed it with bullets?

“It is,” he said, though he did not believe it. “Things can be taken. Things can be lost. But as long as
we are alive, we can remember what we had. We can tell the stories. We can keep something of the old life
alive, even if the old life itself is gone.”

Little Hawk was quiet for a moment, considering this. Then he asked the question that Walks Ahead had
been dreading, the question that had no good answer.

“Will it always be like this? Will we always live at the agency, doing what the whites tell us?”
Walks Ahead looked at his son, at the confusion and hope mixed in the boy’s face. The agency might

be temporary or permanent. The whites might tire of it or maintain it forever. The future was a closed door,
and no amount of pushing would open it before its time.

“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “The world is changing. I cannot see what it will become. But whatever
happens, youmust remember who you are. You are Lakota. You are the son ofWalks Ahead and the grandson
of warriors. The whites can take our horses and our guns, but they cannot take that. They cannot take who
we are.”

“Unless we forget.”
“Yes. Unless we forget. That is why we must remember. That is why we must tell the stories, and teach

the language, and keep alive everything that makes us who we are. The day we forget is the day we lose for
good. As long as we remember, we are still Lakota, no matter what the whites do to us.”

Little Hawk nodded slowly, as though he understood, though Walks Ahead suspected he did not, not
fully, not yet. Understanding would come later, if it came at all, after years of living the diminished life that
the agency offered, after watching his father age and his mother grow weary, after seeing everything that had
once been taken for granted become a memory and then a story and then, perhaps, nothing at all.
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They reached their lodge as the sun was setting, casting long shadows across the camp. Brings the
Horses had already started a fire, and the smell of cooking meat drifted through the evening air. It was a
small comfort, but it was a comfort nonetheless.

“We will be all right,” Walks Ahead said, as much to himself as to his son. “We will find a way. We
always do.”

“How do you know?”
“Because that is what we do. That is what we have always done. The world changes, and we adapt. The

world tries to destroy us, and we endure. We are still here, after everything. We will still be here after this.”
Little Hawk seemed to accept this, or at least to stop questioning it. He went inside to help his mother

with the fire, and Walks Ahead stood alone in the gathering darkness, looking at the camp that would be his
home for however long the whites decided to keep them there.

The stars came out one by one, the same stars that had watched over the Little Bighorn, the same stars
that would watch over whatever came next. Walks Ahead watched them for a long time. Whether his words
of comfort were truth or wishful thinking, he could not say. But belief was all he had left, and he would hold
it until something better came along.

Then he went inside to be with his family, to eat the meal his wife had prepared, to hold his son and
remember what they had been before the soldiers came.

Memory was resistance. Memory was survival. Memory was the only weapon the whites could not take.
He would hold onto it as long as he could.

Chapter Six

Seamus Callahan counted his money in the back room of the store, stacking coins and bills into piles
that represented the profits of the year. It was more money than he had ever seen, more than he had ever
imagined having, more than his father had earned in a lifetime of labor in the fields of County Cork.

The Black Hills trade had made him rich. Not rich by the standards of the men who owned the railroads
or the mines, but rich by any standard that mattered to a man who had grown up hungry. He owned the
store outright now, having bought out Dunne’s share with the profits from the first year of the gold rush. He
owned the warehouse, the freight operation, two houses in town, and a half-interest in a saloon that he never
visited but that produced a steady income regardless.

Ellen sat across from him, nursing their third child, a daughter they had named Margaret after her dead
sister. The boys were asleep in the other room, Patrick and James, aged five and three, named for men
Seamus had known in Ireland, men who had died in the famine or in the troubles that followed.

“We could leave,” Ellen said, watching him count. “We could sell everything and go east. Buy a house
in Omaha, or Chicago. Live like civilized people.”

“We are civilized people.”
“You know what I mean. Away from the dust and the Indians and the men who come through here with

blood on their hands.”
Seamus finished counting and wrote the total in the ledger he kept for this purpose. It was a large number,

larger than last year’s, larger than he had expected. The war against the Lakota had been good for business.
Every soldier who marched, every wagon that rolled, every bullet that was fired meant money in his pocket.
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“The Indians are beaten,” he said. “The ones who are left are on the agencies. There won’t be any more
raids, any more trouble. This is the time to stay, not to leave. This is when the real money will be made.”

“Money isn’t everything.”
“It’s not everything. But it’s enough.”
Ellen did not argue. She had learned, in their years of marriage, that Seamus was not a man who changed

his mind easily. He had decided to stay in Sidney when he first arrived, and he had stayed. He had decided
to build a business, and he had built one. He would decide when to leave, if he ever decided to leave, and
nothing she said would change that.

The baby fussed, and Ellen adjusted her position to soothe it. The sound of the wind outside was constant,
as it always was in Sidney, a presence that never stopped, that wore at the buildings and the people alike,
grinding everything down to a fine dust that covered every surface and infiltrated every breath.

“I had a dream last night,” Ellen said. “I dreamed about the woman who came to the store. The Indian
woman. The one who looked at you like she knew something.”

Seamus set down his pen. He had not thought about the Lakota woman in months, had pushed her out of
his mind along with all the other things he did not want to think about. But Ellen’s words brought her back,
the dark eyes, the voice that had held no anger, only certainty.

“What did she say?” he asked. “In your dream.”
“She said that the land remembers. She said that everything we build will fall, and everything we take

will be taken back, and in the end, there will be nothing left but the grass and the wind and the bones of
everyone who thought they could own what cannot be owned.”

Seamus was quiet for a moment. Then he laughed, a sound that was meant to be dismissive but came
out uncertain, as though he was not entirely sure whether the dream was a dream or a prophecy.

“It was just a dream,” he said. “Dreams don’t mean anything.”
“My mother used to say that dreams are how the dead speak to the living.”
“Your mother was Irish. The Irish see ghosts everywhere.”
“And you don’t?”
Seamus did not answer. He thought about the red-haired soldier whose deathWalks Ahead had witnessed

at Peno Creek, though he did not know that man’s name or story. He thought about the men who had died
along the Sidney-Black Hills Trail, their bodies left for the wolves while their supplies were carried off to
feed the people who had killed them. He thought about the Lakota woman who had looked at him as though
she could see through his skin to whatever lay beneath.

He did not believe in ghosts. He did not believe in dreams or prophecies or the voices of the dead. He
believed in money, in hard work, in the power of will to shape the world according to one’s desires. These
beliefs had served him well. They had brought him from a cabin in County Cork to a store in Sidney, from
poverty to wealth, from nobody to somebody. They were the only beliefs he had, and he would not abandon
them because his wife had a dream.

“The dead don’t speak,” he said finally. “The dead are dead. We’re alive, and that’s what matters. That’s
all that matters.”

Ellen did not reply. She looked at him for a long moment, her face unreadable in the lamplight, and then
she turned back to the baby, rocking it gently, humming a tune that Seamus recognized from his childhood,
a song his mother had sung in the years before the hunger came.
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He went back to his ledger, to his numbers, to the careful accounting of everything he had acquired.
The wind blew outside, and the coins gleamed in the lamplight, and somewhere in the darkness, the land
remembered what had been done upon it, whether he believed in ghosts or not.

End of Section Two
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1887-1891

Chapter One

The letter from Washington arrived at the Red Cloud Agency in the spring of 1887, carried by a rider
who did not understand what he was delivering. The agent read it aloud to the assembled chiefs, and the
interpreter, a young mixed-blood man who had replaced Chases the Dawn when the agency decided they
wanted someone more compliant, translated it into Lakota, stumbling over words that had no equivalent in
his people’s language.

The government had passed a new law. The reservations would be divided. Each family would receive
an allotment of land: one hundred and sixty acres for a head of household, eighty for a single person, forty
for a child. The land would be held in trust for twenty-five years, after which it would become the property
of the individual, to sell or keep as they wished. The remaining land, the land that was not allotted, would
be sold to white settlers.

Walks Ahead listened from the back of the crowd, leaning on a walking stick his grandson had carved
for him from a cottonwood branch. He was forty-seven years old, which felt old for a man who had lived
the life he had lived. His hair had gone gray at the temples. His eyes had begun to dim. His hands, which
had once drawn a bow with strength enough to pierce a buffalo’s hide, now ached in the cold mornings.

But his mind was clear, and he understood what the letter meant. The reservation, the land that the treaty
had promised them forever, was being taken again. Not all at once, not by soldiers with rifles, but piece by
piece, family by family, through a process that sounded fair and was not fair, that sounded legal and was
theft dressed in legal clothing.

His older son, Chases the Dawn, stood beside him. Chases the Dawn was thirty-two years old now,
married to Blue Bird Woman of the Brulé band, father to two children: a son named Joseph, who was
fourteen and already working at a white man’s ranch far to the south, and a daughter, Morning Star Woman,
who was twelve. Walks Ahead’s younger son, Little Hawk, had drifted away years before, gone east toward
the Missouri, and sent word only rarely. The family had scattered, as families did in these times. Chases the
Dawn had grown up on the agency, had learned to read and write at the mission school, had worked for the
agent as a clerk before the agent decided that Indians could not be trusted with paperwork. He understood
the white world better than Walks Ahead ever would, and what he understood made him angry.

“They cannot do this,” Chases the Dawn said, his voice low so that only his father could hear. “The
treaty…”

“The treaty means nothing. It never meant anything. It was only a way to make us stop fighting long
enough for them to take what they wanted.”

“Then we should fight.”
“With what? The guns are gone. The horses are gone. The warriors are old men like me, or young men

like you who have never held a weapon in battle. Fighting is finished. Now there is only enduring.”
Chases the Dawn did not argue. He had heard his father say these things many times, had grown up in

the shadow of his father’s resignation, and he had never fully accepted it. Some part of him still believed
that fighting was possible, that the old ways could be recovered, that the world his grandfather had known
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could somehow be restored. But he was wise enough to keep this belief to himself, to nod when his father
spoke, to wait for the moment when waiting was no longer necessary.

The allotment process began that summer. Government surveyors came to the agency with their instru-
ments and their maps, dividing the land into squares that had no relationship to the contours of the earth, the
flow of the streams, the patterns of grass and rock that the Lakota had learned over generations. Each family
was assigned a plot. Each plot was marked with wooden stakes. Each stake was a nail in the coffin of the
life they had known.

Walks Ahead received his allotment in the Moon of Ripe Plums, one hundred and sixty acres of land
along a creek that had dried up three years earlier and showed no signs of flowing again. The agent told him
he should be grateful. The agent told him this was his land now, his and his family’s, forever. The agent
used the word forever without irony, without any apparent awareness that the government had used that word
before and broken it.

“What am I supposed to do with this land?” Walks Ahead asked.
“Farm it,” the agent said. “Raise cattle. Build a house. Become a productive citizen.”
“I am nearly fifty years old. I have never farmed. I do not know how to raise cattle. And this land has

no water.”
“Then dig a well.”
“With what tools? With what money? With what strength?”
The agent had no answer. He made a note in his ledger, handed Walks Ahead a piece of paper that was

supposed to represent ownership, and called for the next family. Walks Ahead walked away with the paper
in his hand, looking at the marks that meant nothing to him, wondering what his grandchildren would do
with this gift that was not a gift, this freedom that was another form of imprisonment.

Chapter Two

Morning Star Woman was twelve years old in the summer of 1887, old enough to understand that the
world was changing and young enough to believe that change might somehow be resisted.

She was Walks Ahead’s granddaughter, the daughter of Chases the Dawn and his wife Blue Bird Woman.
She had been born on the agency, had never known the old life of hunting and moving with the seasons, had
grown up in a world of rations and roll calls and the constant presence of white authority. But she had heard
the stories. Her grandfather told them to her on winter nights, sitting by the fire in the cabin the government
had built for them, speaking in the old language that fewer and fewer people remembered.

He told her about the buffalo hunts, the great herds that had darkened the plains, the way the earth
trembled when they ran. He told her about the war against the forts, the victory at Peno Creek, the burning
of the wooden walls after the soldiers left. He told her about her great-uncle Stone Hand, who had died at
the Greasy Grass fighting alongside Crazy Horse, who had counted coup on three soldiers before the bullet
found his heart. He told her these things not because he wanted her to live in the past but because he wanted
her to know that the past had existed, that her people had once been free, that the diminished life of the
agency was not the only life there was.

Morning Star Woman listened, and she remembered, and she grew up with two worlds inside her: the
world of the agency, small and constrained and supervised, and the world of her grandfather’s stories, vast



1887-1891 43

and dangerous and free. She did not know which world was real. She suspected that both were real, in
different ways, and that the task of her life would be to find some way to live between them.

She learned to read at the mission school, where the nuns taught her English and arithmetic and the
catechism of a God she did not believe in. She was quick with words, quicker than most of the other children,
and the nuns praised her and told her she could become a teacher herself someday, could help her people
learn the ways of civilization. Morning Star Woman did not want to become a teacher. She did not want to
help her people learn the ways of civilization. But she smiled and nodded and said yes, Sister, because she
had learned that saying yes was easier than saying no, and that what she said did not have to match what she
thought.

Her brother Joseph was different. Joseph was fourteen, two years older than Morning Star Woman, and
he had decided that the white world was the future and the Lakota world was the past. He had cut his hair
short, like the white men wore it. He had taken a job at the Callahan ranch, days south of the agency in
Nebraska, working as a hand for wages that were less than what the white workers received but more than
what the agency provided. He came home once a month, smelling of cattle and sweat, and he told his family
about the ranch, about the big house where the Callahans lived, about the machines they used to do work
that men had once done with their hands.

“They have everything,” Joseph said one evening, sitting at the table in their cabin, eating the beans and
bread that Blue Bird Woman had prepared. “Land, cattle, horses, money. And they got it by working, by
building, by being smarter than everyone else. We could have that too, if we wanted it.”

“They got it by taking,” Walks Ahead said from his chair by the fire. “They got it by stealing what was
ours and calling the theft a purchase.”

“That’s the past, Grandfather. The past is over. The future belongs to whoever is willing to work for it.”
“The future belongs to whoever has the guns. It has always belonged to whoever has the guns. The

Callahans have guns. We do not. That is the only difference between us.”
Joseph did not argue. He had learned, as his father had learned before him, that arguing with Walks

Ahead was pointless. The old man had made up his mind about the world many years ago, and nothing that
had happened since had changed it. Joseph finished his meal, slept in the cabin that night, and rode back to
the ranch the next morning without saying goodbye.

Morning Star Woman watched him go from the doorway of the cabin. She loved her brother, but she did
not understand him. She did not understand how he could work for the people who had taken their land, who
had killed their warriors, who had penned them on this agency like cattle in a corral. She did not understand
how he could cut his hair and wear white clothes and pretend that the past was over when the past was still
alive in their grandfather’s stories, in the language they spoke at home, in the faces of the old people who
remembered what it meant to be free.

She turned back into the cabin, where her grandfather sat by the fire, staring at the flames with eyes that
saw something she could not see.

“Grandfather,” she said, “will we ever be free again?”
Walks Ahead was quiet for a long time. The fire crackled and popped, and the wind blew outside, and

somewhere in the distance a dog barked at something in the darkness.



44

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “I used to think so. I used to think that if we waited long enough, the
whites would leave, and we could go back to the old ways. But the whites do not leave. They only come,
more and more of them, until there is no room left for anyone else.”

“Then what should we do?”
“Survive. Remember. Tell the stories to your children, so they can tell them to their children. The land

will remember us, even if the whites do not. The land will remember, and someday, when the whites are
gone, our grandchildren’s grandchildren will walk on this ground and know that we were here.”

It was not much of an answer. But it was the only answer he had, and Morning Star Woman accepted it,
as she accepted everything her grandfather told her, with a trust that was also a kind of love.

Chapter Three

Patrick Callahan inherited the ranch in the spring of 1889, when his father Seamus died of a fever that
had swept through Sidney that winter, killing a dozen people and leaving a dozen more too weak to work.

Seamus had built well. The ranch covered twelve thousand acres now, stretching from the bluffs above
the North Platte south to the Colorado line. There were cattle, horses, a big house with glass windows and
wooden floors, outbuildings for the hands, a barn that could hold a hundred animals. There was also the
store in Sidney, the warehouse, the freight operation, the half-interest in the saloon: all of it passing now
to Patrick, who was eighteen years old and had been preparing for this moment since he was old enough to
understand what inheritance meant.

Patrick was not like his father. Seamus had been a builder, a man who saw opportunity in chaos and
seized it with both hands. Patrick was a keeper, a man who saw what had been built and wanted only to hold
it, to protect it, to pass it on to his own sons unchanged. He did not dream of expansion. He dreamed of
consolidation. He dreamed of fences. Young as he was, he had the caution of an old man, the wariness of
someone who knows that what is gained can also be lost.

His mother Ellen had remarried within a year of Seamus’s death, to a railroad man who took her to
Omaha. His brother James had gone east to Philadelphia for schooling, showing no interest in the ranching
life. His sister Margaret, still a child, had gone with their mother. Patrick was alone with the empire his
father had built, eighteen years old and determined to prove that youth was no barrier to responsibility.

He hired a foreman, a grizzled Texan namedWheeler who had driven cattle up from the Brazos and knew
the business better than Patrick ever would. He kept the hands his father had employed, paying them fairly
and expecting hard work in return. He maintained the store in Sidney through a manager, collected rents on
the properties his father had acquired, and invested the profits in more land, always more land, because land
was the one thing that could not be taken away.

His wife Eleanor arrived two years later, in 1891, the daughter of a Philadelphia merchant who had
invested in Western railroads and lost everything in the Panic of 1873. She had married Patrick because he
was rich and she was not, because her family needed the connection, because the alternative was genteel
poverty in a city that had no use for genteel poverty. She had expected to transform him, to civilize him, to
bring some of the refinement of the East to this barbarous place. Instead, the place had transformed her. She
would become hard, like the land, like the wind that never stopped blowing, like the men who worked the
cattle and drank in the saloons and sometimes killed each other over disputes she could not understand.
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But in the autumn of 1890, before Eleanor arrived, Patrick read about the Ghost Dance in the newspapers
from Omaha.

“The Indians are dancing again,” Wheeler told him one evening. “They say it’s some kind of religious
movement. They think their dead are coming back.”

Patrick read the article. The Ghost Dance, they called it. A prophet namedWovoka had appeared among
the Paiute, claiming that if the Indians danced and prayed and purified themselves, the whites would disap-
pear, the buffalo would return, and the dead would rise to join the living. The movement had spread across
the reservations like fire, and the agents were worried. They were asking for soldiers.

“Superstition,” Patrick said, tossing the newspaper aside. “They’re beaten and they know it. This is just
desperation.”

“The article says they believe the dance will make them bulletproof.”
“Then they’ll learn otherwise.”
Patrick thought about the Lakota boy who worked on the ranch, Joseph, who was seventeen now and had

been with them for three years. He was a good worker, reliable and strong, and he had learned to handle cattle
as well as any of the white hands. But he was still Indian, still connected to the people on the reservations,
still capable, Patrick assumed, of divided loyalties if it came to that.

“Keep an eye on the Walking Ahead boy,” Patrick told Wheeler, using the surname the agency had
recorded when Joseph was enrolled: they had written “Walks Ahead” as “Walking Ahead,” and the error
had become official. “I don’t expect trouble, but I don’t want to be surprised either.”

“He’s a good hand.”
“He’s an Indian. His people are dancing themselves into a frenzy up on the reservation. I’m not saying

he’ll cause problems. I’m saying I want to know if he’s thinking about it.”
Wheeler nodded and said nothing more. He had his own opinions about Indians, formed over years of

working alongside them and against them, but he kept those opinions to himself. Patrick Callahan paid his
wages. Patrick Callahan’s opinions were the ones that mattered.

Chapter Four

TheGhost Dance came to Pine Ridge in theMoon of Falling Leaves, brought by dancers who had traveled
to Nevada to learn the rituals from Wovoka himself. Walks Ahead watched the movement spread through
the camps with a mixture of hope and dread, wanting to believe what the dancers promised, knowing that
belief would not be enough.

Chases the Dawn joined the dancing. So did Blue Bird Woman. They went to the camps where the
ceremonies were held, where the dancers moved in circles for hours, for days, until they fell into trances and
saw visions of the world that was coming. They came back with stories of the dead returning, of buffalo
herds covering the plains, of a time when the whites would be gone and the Lakota would live as they had
always lived, free and proud and unbroken.

“You should come, Father,” Chases the Dawn said one evening. “You should see what they see.”
“I am too old to dance.”
“You are not too old to believe.”
Walks Ahead looked at his son, at the hope in his face, at the desperation underneath the hope. Chases

the Dawn was thirty-five years old, had spent his entire adult life on the agency, had watched everything his
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people valued taken from them piece by piece. The Ghost Dance offered him something that nothing else
could offer: the possibility that the taking could be undone, that the past could be restored, that his children
would not have to live as he had lived.

“I believe in you,” Walks Ahead said. “I believe in your children. I believe that the land will remember
us. But I do not believe that the dead will return, or that the whites will disappear. I have lived too long to
believe in things that cannot happen.”

“How do you know they cannot happen?”
“Because I have seen what happens when we fight the whites. We lose. We always lose. It does not

matter how brave we are, how strong, how righteous. They have more guns and more soldiers and more
hunger. We cannot defeat them with weapons, and we cannot defeat them with prayers.”

“Then what can we do?”
“Survive. Endure. Wait.”
“Wait for what?”
“I don’t know. Something. Anything. The world changes. It has always changed. Perhaps someday it

will change in our favor. But not through dancing. Not through visions. Change comes slowly, and it comes
to those who are still alive to see it.”

Chases the Dawn did not argue. But he went back to the dances, and he took Blue Bird Woman with him,
and they left their children in the care of Walks Ahead, who was too old to dance and too tired to believe.

Morning Star Woman stayed with her grandfather. She was fifteen now, nearly a woman, and she had
watched her parents fall into the trance of the Ghost Dance with a fear she could not name. She did not
believe what the dancers believed. She had learned too much at the mission school, had read too many
books, had absorbed too much of the white world’s certainty about what was possible and what was not. But
she wanted to believe. She wanted her grandfather to be wrong. She wanted the world to change in a way
that did not require waiting.

“Will the soldiers come?” she asked her grandfather one night, as they sat by the fire listening to the
distant sound of drums from the dance camps.

“They always come.”
“What will happen when they do?”
Walks Ahead was quiet for a long time. He was thinking about the Fetterman Fight, about the burning

forts, about the years when it had seemed possible that the Lakota could win. He was thinking about Stone
Hand, who had died believing in victory, and about himself, who had survived by believing in nothing except
survival itself.

“People will die,” he said finally. “On both sides. And when it is over, nothing will have changed. The
whites will still be here. We will still be on the agency. The dances will stop, and the visions will fade, and
we will go back to the lives we had before, except that there will be fewer of us, and the whites will be more
afraid, and fear makes them cruel.”

“Is there nothing we can do?”
“We can stay away from the dance camps. We can be somewhere else when the soldiers come.”
“That is not living.”
“No. But it is not dying either. And right now, that is the best we can hope for.”
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Morning Star Woman accepted this, as she accepted everything her grandfather told her. But in her heart,
she made a different choice. When her parents came home from the dances, she would go with them. She
would see what they saw. She would dance until she fell into a trance, and she would learn for herself whether
the visions were real or only dreams.

She did not tell her grandfather what she had decided. She did not want to see the pain in his eyes, the
resignation, the certainty that she was making a mistake. She simply waited, as he had taught her to wait,
for the moment when waiting was no longer necessary.

When they left for Big Foot’s camp, Brings the Horses went with them. She had watched her husband’s
hope die slowly over the years, watched him accept what she could not accept, and she wanted to see for
herself whether the dancers’ visions were real. Walks Ahead let her go. He could not stop her, could not
stop any of them, could only watch from the cabin as everything he loved moved toward a horizon he could
not see beyond.

Chapter Five

The soldiers came on December 28, 1890.
Morning StarWomanwas at the camp onWoundedKnee Creekwith her parents when the cavalry arrived,

five hundredmenwith rifles and Hotchkiss guns, surrounding the village where Big Foot’s band had gathered
after fleeing from the Cheyenne River agency. She had been dancing for three days, had fallen into a trance
twice, had seen visions that she could not afterward describe except to say that they were beautiful and
terrible and unlike anything she had experienced while awake.

Her mother, Blue Bird Woman, was sick. She had contracted the same fever that was killing people
throughout the camps, and she lay in the lodge shivering under blankets while her husband and daughter
tended to her. Chases the Dawn wanted to surrender immediately, to give the soldiers whatever they wanted,
to get his wife to a doctor before the fever took her. But the soldiers had surrounded the camp during the
night, and there was nowhere to go.

The morning of December 29 was cold and clear, the sky a hard blue that seemed to press down on the
earth. The soldiers ordered the Lakota to give up their weapons. The men filed out of the lodges and laid
their rifles and knives on the ground, while the soldiers watched with their own weapons ready. It should
have ended there. It would have ended there, if not for what happened next.

Morning Star Woman was inside the lodge with her mother when she heard the shot. She did not know
who had fired it, later, there would be many stories, many accusations, many attempts to assign blame, but
she knew what it meant. She grabbed her mother’s hand and pulled her toward the back of the lodge, toward
the place where the canvas could be lifted, where they might escape before,

The Hotchkiss guns opened fire.
The sound was unlike anything Morning Star Woman had ever heard: a roar that seemed to come from

everywhere at once, a continuous thunder that shook the ground and filled the air with smoke and screaming.
She pushed her mother through the gap in the canvas and followed her, crawling through the frozen grass
while bullets tore through the lodge above them, while people ran and fell and died around them.

Blue Bird Woman made it perhaps twenty feet before the bullet found her. Morning Star Woman did not
see it hit; she only felt her mother’s hand go limp in hers, felt the sudden weight of a body that was no longer
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trying to move. She turned and saw her mother’s face, the eyes open and surprised, the blood spreading
across the snow beneath her.

She should have run. She knew she should have run. But she could not leave her mother, could not
abandon her body to be trampled by horses or mutilated by soldiers who would not know or care that she
had been someone’s wife, someone’s mother, someone who had danced because she wanted to believe that
the world could change.

Morning Star Woman lay down beside her mother, pressing her body against the cold ground, pulling her
mother’s body over hers like a blanket. The blood was warm where it soaked through her dress. She could
feel her mother’s weight pressing down on her, could smell the iron smell of blood and the smoke from the
guns, could hear the screaming that seemed to go on forever.

She closed her eyes. She did not pray, because she had never learned to pray to the white God and the
Lakota spirits seemed far away. She simply waited, as her grandfather had taught her to wait, for whatever
was going to happen.

The firing lasted twenty minutes. When it stopped, Morning Star Woman did not move. She lay beneath
her mother’s body, listening to the sounds of soldiers moving through the camp, the groans of the wounded,
the crying of children who had somehow survived. She heard voices speaking English, heard laughter that
made her stomach turn, heard the sounds of bodies being dragged across the frozen ground.

She waited. The cold seeped into her bones. The blood on her dress froze into a stiff crust. She waited
until the sun was high in the sky, until the soldiers had moved away, until there was silence except for the
wind blowing across the prairie.

Then she pushed her mother’s body aside and stood.
The camp was gone. Where the lodges had stood, there were only poles and scraps of canvas and bodies:

so many bodies, scattered across the snow like leaves after a storm. She saw men and women and children,
old people and young, warriors who had fought and people who had only tried to run. She saw the Hotchkiss
guns on the hill, still smoking, their barrels still hot from the killing they had done.

She walked through the carnage, looking for her father. She found him near the center of the camp, face
down in the snow, three bullet wounds in his back. He had been running toward the lodge, toward his wife
and daughter. He had almost made it.

Morning Star Woman knelt beside him and closed his eyes. She did not cry. She was beyond crying,
beyond any emotion she could name. She was simply empty, a vessel that had been poured out, a person
whose life had ended even though she was still breathing.

She heard hoofbeats behind her. She turned, expecting soldiers, expecting death, expecting the end of
everything.

But it was not soldiers. It was an old man on a spotted horse, his graying hair blowing in the wind, his
face carved with grief.

It was her grandfather.

Chapter Six

Walks Ahead had come as soon as he heard the shooting, riding from the agency on a horse he had
borrowed from a neighbor, pushing the animal until it was lathered with sweat and trembling with exhaustion.
He had known what he would find. He had known since the moment the soldiers surrounded the camp, since
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the moment his son and his daughter-in-law had refused to leave, since the moment Morning Star Woman
had gone to join them against his wishes.

But knowing and seeing were different things. Knowing was abstract, a calculation of probabilities, a
prediction based on experience. Seeing was the bodies in the snow, the blood frozen into red ice, the silence
that was louder than any sound.

He found Morning Star Woman kneeling beside Chases the Dawn, her dress soaked with blood that
was not her own, her face empty in a way that frightened him more than the carnage around them. He
dismounted and went to her, moving slowly, as though she were a wounded animal that might bolt at any
sudden movement.

“Granddaughter,” he said.
She looked up at him. Her eyes were dry, her face still. She did not speak.
“Can you stand?”
She stood. She was shaking, he realized, though whether from cold or from shock he could not tell. He

took off the blanket he had wrapped around his shoulders and put it over hers.
“We must go,” he said. “The soldiers will come back. They will want to count the dead. They will ask

questions.”
“My parents…”
“We will come back for them. We will bury them properly. But not now. Now we must go.”
She let him lead her to the horse. She let him lift her into the saddle. She let him walk beside the horse,

leading it by the bridle, back toward the agency, away from the field where her parents lay among the others,
away from the dream that had turned into a nightmare.

They did not speak during the ride. The wind was cold, and the sky had clouded over, and by the time
they reached the agency, snow was beginning to fall, soft flakes that would cover the bodies, would hide
the evidence, would turn the massacre into just another story that the whites would tell themselves about the
savages who had to be civilized.

Walks Ahead brought Morning Star Woman to the cabin and built up the fire and wrapped her in blankets.
He heated water and made her drink. He did not ask her what she had seen. He did not need to ask. He had
seen enough himself, in his fifty years, to know what the silence in her eyes meant. He had found Brings the
Horses among the dead, his wife of nearly thirty winters, and he had not been able to bring her body home.
That grief would come later, when there was time for it. Now there was only the child, the last of his blood
who remained.

When the fire was warm and the cabin was quiet, Morning Star Woman finally spoke.
“You were right,” she said. “You were right about everything.”
“I wish I had been wrong.”
“The dance did not protect us. Whatever I saw in the visions, it did not stop the bullets. The whites

did not disappear. The dead did not return.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and Walks Ahead saw
something move behind her eyes, some pain that was trying to find its way out. “My mother is dead. My
father is dead. And I am alive, and I do not know why.”

“You are alive because the spirits wanted you to live. You are alive because your mother covered you
with her body. You are alive because there is something you must do that is not yet finished.”
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“What? What is there to do? You said it yourself: we cannot fight, we cannot pray, we can only wait.
Wait for what? For the next massacre? For the soldiers to come for us too?”

Walks Ahead sat down beside her, his bones aching from the cold and the ride and the grief that he had
not yet allowed himself to feel. He took her hand in his, feeling how cold it was, how small, how fragile.

“You must remember,” he said. “That is what you must do. You must remember what happened, and
you must tell your children, and they must tell their children. The whites will write their version of this
story. They will say we attacked them, that we started the shooting, that they had no choice. They will make
themselves the victims and us the villains. But you know the truth. You were there. You saw what they did.
And as long as you remember, the truth will survive.”

“How can remembering help? Remembering will not bring my parents back. Remembering will not
give us back our land.”

“No. But remembering will keep us alive. Not our bodies, bodies die, everyone’s body dies, but us, our
people, our stories. The whites think they can kill us by killing our warriors and taking our land. But they
cannot kill what we remember. They cannot take what we carry inside us. As long as one Lakota remembers
who we were and what they did to us, we are not defeated.”

Morning Star Woman was quiet for a long time. The fire crackled in the hearth, and the snow fell outside,
and somewhere in the distance a coyote howled at something only it could see.

“I will remember,” she said finally. “I will remember, and I will tell my children. But I want more than
remembering, Grandfather. I want…” She stopped, searching for the word. “I want them to pay. I want
them to know what they did. I want the world to know.”

“The world does not want to know. The world wants to believe what makes it comfortable. But someday,
perhaps, there will be people who want to hear the truth. And when that day comes, you must be ready to
tell it.”

Morning Star Woman nodded. It was not much of a promise, not much of a hope, but it was something
to hold onto, something to live for when living seemed impossible.

She leaned against her grandfather, feeling the warmth of his body, the steadiness of his breathing. He
was not young, and he would not live forever, and when he was gone, she would be alone with her memories
and her grief and the story she had promised to tell.

But she would not forget. That was the one thing she could control, the one thing the whites could not
take from her. She would remember Wounded Knee. She would remember her mother’s body covering
hers. She would remember the sound of the Hotchkiss guns and the smell of blood and the silence that came
afterward.

And someday, when she had children of her own, she would tell them. And they would tell their children.
And the story would go on, passed from generation to generation, until the day when the world was finally
ready to listen.

Chapter Seven

Joseph Walking Ahead learned of the massacre three days later, when a rider came to the Callahan ranch
with newspapers from Omaha. He read the story in the bunkhouse, surrounded by white men who celebrated
what had been done, who called it justice, who said the Indians had finally gotten what they deserved.
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He said nothing. He kept his face still, his hands steady, his voice calm when he spoke. He had learned,
in his years among the whites, to hide what he felt, to become invisible in plain sight, to survive by being
useful and unthreatening and forgettable.

But that night, alone in his bunk, he wept. He wept for his parents, who he had last seen a month ago,
who had tried to convince him to come to the dances, who had died believing in something he had been too
proud to share. He wept for his sister, who he did not know had survived, who he assumed was dead with
the rest of Big Foot’s band. He wept for himself, for the choices he had made, for the person he had become.

In the morning, he asked Patrick Callahan for leave to visit his family.
“Your family?” Patrick said, looking up from his breakfast. “I thought your family was on the reserva-

tion.”
“They were at Wounded Knee.”
Patrick set down his fork. His face changed, becoming something harder, more guarded. “The hostiles?”
“My parents went to the dances. I don’t know if they… I need to find out.”
Patrick was quiet for a moment. He was thinking about the newspapers, about the editorials that called

for the extermination of the remaining Indians, about the letters from his friends in town warning that the
survivors might seek revenge. He was thinking about the Lakota boy who had worked for him for four years,
who knew the ranch, who knew where the weapons were kept.

“You can have a week,” he said finally. “But if you’re not back by then, don’t bother coming back at
all.”

Joseph nodded. He did not say thank you. He did not say anything. He simply went to the bunkhouse,
packed his few belongings, saddled the horse that Patrick allowed him to use, and rode north, toward Pine
Ridge, toward whatever remained of his family.

He found Morning Star Woman at the cabin, three days later, sitting by the fire with their grandfather.
She looked older than he remembered, older than her fifteen years, with something in her eyes that had not
been there before. She did not rise when he entered. She simply looked at him, and in that look, he saw
everything she did not say.

“I thought you were dead,” he said.
“I am alive.”
“Mother and Father…”
“Dead. Both of them. I was there.”
Joseph sat down heavily on the bench by the door. He had known, of course. He had known since he read

the newspapers, since he saw the numbers: nearly three hundred dead, the reports said, though the Lakota
said it was more. But knowing and hearing were different things. Hearing made it real.

“I should have been there,” he said.
“Why? So you could die too?”
“So I could…” He stopped, unsure what he had meant to say. So he could have protected them? He had

nothing to protect them with. So he could have died with them? What good would that have done? “I don’t
know. I just… I should have been there.”

Morning Star Woman watched him for a moment, then turned back to the fire. “Grandfather says we
must remember. He says that is all we can do now. Remember, and keep living, and tell the story to our
children.”
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“Is that enough?”
“It is what we have.”
Joseph stayed at the cabin for three days. He helped bury his parents in the cemetery that the agency

had established, a bleak field of wooden crosses where the dead were laid in rows like soldiers, their Lakota
names replaced by Christian names the priests had given them. He sat with his grandfather in the evenings,
listening to stories he had heard as a child and forgotten, stories about the old days, about the hunts and the
wars and the world that had existed before he was born.

On the fourth day, he saddled his horse and prepared to leave.
“You are going back,” Walks Ahead said. It was not a question.
“I have to. I have nothing here. My work is there.”
“Your work is with the people who killed your parents.”
Joseph did not respond. He tightened the cinch on the saddle, checked the bridle, did all the things that

needed to be done before a long ride. When he was finished, he turned to face his grandfather.
“I know what they did,” he said. “I know what they are. But I cannot change it by staying here and

starving. The only way I can eat is by working, and the only work is with them. So I will go back, and I will
work, and I will wait. And when the time comes, if the time ever comes, I will do what needs to be done.”

“What needs to be done?”
“I don’t know yet. But I will know when I see it.”
Walks Ahead nodded slowly. He was too tired to argue, too weary to explain why survival was not

enough, why working for the people who had killed his people was a betrayal even when it was necessary.
He simply reached out and put his hand on Joseph’s shoulder.

“Remember who you are,” he said. “The whites will try to make you forget. They will tell you that you
are one of the good ones, that you are different, that you have earned their respect. But you are not one of
them. You will never be one of them. And when you forget that, you will have lost everything.”

“I will not forget.”
Joseph mounted his horse and rode away, south toward the Callahan ranch, toward the work that waited

for him, toward the life he had chosen when he cut his hair and left the agency. Morning StarWomanwatched
him go from the doorway of the cabin, and she felt something inside her harden, something that had been
soft and uncertain becoming cold and sharp.

Her brother would survive. He would work for the Callahans and save his money and become, perhaps,
something like what the whites wanted him to become. And she would survive too, in her own way, by
remembering what he chose to forget, by keeping alive the truth that he was willing to bury.

She did not know yet what that would mean. She knew only that it was a beginning, and beginnings were
what mattered now.

End of Section Three
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Chapter One

Heinrich Vogel had failed twice before he came to Nebraska.
The first failure was in Russia, in the German colonies along the Volga where his family had lived for

four generations. His grandfather had come from Hesse in 1763, answering Catherine the Great’s invitation
to settle the empty lands along the river, bringing with him the language and customs and Lutheran faith
that the colonists preserved like pressed flowers, unchanged by the Russian world that surrounded them.
Heinrich had grown up speaking German at home, Russian in the markets, learning to farm the black earth
that produced wheat in quantities his ancestors in Hesse could not have imagined.

But the promises that had brought the Germans to Russia were being broken. The exemption from
military service, the freedom to govern their own communities, the right to maintain their own schools and
churches: all of it was being stripped away, piece by piece, as the Tsar’s government decided that the colonists
had been separate long enough. In the early 1870s, when Heinrich was a boy, the universal conscription laws
began to reach the colonies, and the young men began to disappear into the Russian army, into wars they did
not understand, into a fate that their grandparents had crossed a continent to escape.

Heinrich’s father had seen what was coming. He had sold the farm, gathered the family, and joined the
exodus of Volga Germans to America, to the plains of Kansas where the railroad companies promised land
and freedom and a chance to start again. Heinrich was twelve years old when they arrived in Ellis County,
old enough to remember Russia, young enough to learn English, to become something other than what he
had been.

The second failure was slower, more painful, harder to name. The Kansas farm had prospered at first, in
the wet years of the 1880s when the rains came and the wheat grew tall and it seemed that the promises had
been kept. Heinrich had married Marta Schreiber, a girl from another Volga German family, and they had
built a house and planted trees and had children who spoke English as their first language, who knew Russia
only as a story their grandparents told.

Then the dry years came. The rains stopped. The crops withered. The banks that had loaned money for
equipment and seed began to foreclose on farms throughout the county. Heinrich held on longer than most,
cutting expenses, selling livestock, borrowing from relatives who had a little more than he did. But by 1906,
he had nothing left to sell and no one left to borrow from. The bank took the farm in March. By April, he
and Marta and their three surviving children were living in a rented room in Hays, trying to decide what to
do next.

The Kinkaid Act had passed two years earlier, opening the Sandhills and High Plains of western Nebraska
to homesteading. The claims were larger than the old Homestead Act had allowed:640 acres instead of 160, a
full square mile of land for anyone willing to live on it for five years and make improvements. The land was
marginal, the railroad agents admitted. It was dry country, cattle country, not suited for the intensive farming
that had worked farther east. But it was land, and land was what Heinrich understood, and the alternative
was to give up entirely, to become a laborer in someone else’s fields, to watch his children grow up without
the inheritance that he had always assumed he would leave them.
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They left Kansas inMay of 1907, traveling by train to Sidney and then bywagon north into the Panhandle,
following a map that the land office had given them, looking for the quarter-section that would become their
home. Marta sat beside Heinrich on the wagon seat, holding their youngest child, a boy named Wilhelm
who was three years old and would remember no other home. Behind them, in the wagon bed, their other
children, Friedrich, who was twelve, and Anna, who was ten, watched the landscape change from the green
of the river valleys to the brown of the high plains, the grass shorter and drier with every mile they traveled.

“It looks like Russia,” Marta said, as they crested a hill and saw the land spread out before them, rolling
and treeless and vast. “It looks like the steppe.”

“Perhaps that is a good sign,” Heinrich said, though he did not believe it. The steppe had been fertile,
watered by the Volga and the spring rains. This land was something else, something harder, something that
would test them in ways they could not yet imagine.

They found their claim three days later, in Banner County, on a stretch of prairie that looked like every
other stretch of prairie they had passed. There was a creek that the map said flowed year-round, though when
they reached it, it was barely a trickle, the water brown and alkaline. There was a low hill that would provide
some shelter from the wind. There was grass, endless grass, waving in the wind like the surface of an ocean.

Heinrich drove a stake into the ground where he judged the center of the claim to be. He would have to
file the paperwork in Sidney, have the land surveyed, begin the process that would make this place officially
his. But for now, the stake was enough. For now, it meant that they had arrived.

“This is it,” he said to Marta. “This is home.”
Marta looked at the stake, at the grass, at the creek that was more mud than water. She did not say what

she was thinking. She had learned, in twenty years of marriage, that Heinrich needed to believe in what he
was doing, needed to feel that his decisions were right even when they were desperate. She would not take
that from him. She would simply do what she had always done: work beside him, raise their children, make
a life out of whatever materials were available.

“We should start digging,” she said. “We will need a soddy before winter.”
They started digging that afternoon.

Chapter Two

Thomas Callahan watched the homesteaders arrive with a contempt he did not bother to hide.
He was fifteen years old in the summer of 1907, the eldest son of Patrick and Eleanor Callahan, heir to a

ranch that now covered fifteen thousand acres and ran three thousand head of cattle. He had grown up with
the certainty that the land was his, that his family had earned it through work and risk and the willingness
to do what others would not. The homesteaders, the “Kinkaiders,” as people called them, were interlopers,
squatters who had done nothing to deserve the land they were claiming.

What no one knew, what Thomas would never admit, was that he sometimes envied them. Not their
poverty or their foolish optimism, but their freedom to fail. The Callahans could not fail. Failure was not
permitted. He had watched his father work eighteen-hour days through illness, through grief, through the
kind of exhaustion that made men old before their time. Thomas would inherit that obligation along with the
land. He had nightmares about it sometimes, dreams where the ranch expanded endlessly and he ran from
fence line to fence line, unable to reach any edge, responsible for all of it forever.
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“They won’t last,” he said to his father, as they rode the fence line along the northern boundary of the
ranch, watching a wagon make its way across the open prairie toward some unmarked destination. “This
country will break them.”

“Perhaps,” Patrick said. “Or perhaps they will break the country.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that there are more of them than there are of us. I mean that the government is giving away land

that should never have been opened for farming. I mean that every soddy they build is another nail in the
coffin of the open range.”

Thomas considered this. He had heard his father talk about the old days, before the fences and the
railroad, when cattle had grazed freely across a hundred miles of grass and the only boundaries were the
ones that nature made. Those days were gone, his father said. The fences had come, and with them the end
of something that could never be recovered. But Thomas had never known the open range. He knew only
the ranch, the boundaries, the careful accounting of cattle and land and water rights that determined who
prospered and who failed.

“Can we stop them?” he asked.
“Not legally. The government has decided that the land belongs to anyone willing to sit on it for five

years. We could buy them out, I suppose. Some of them will fail in the first year and be glad to take whatever
we offer. But there will always be more. There are always more.”

“Then what do we do?”
Patrick was quiet for a moment, watching the wagon disappear over a ridge. When he spoke, his voice

was harder than Thomas had ever heard it.
“We wait. We watch. We take what opportunities arise. And we never forget that this land was ours

before it was theirs, and it will be ours again when they are gone.”
Thomas nodded. He did not fully understand what his father meant, but he understood the tone, the

certainty, the implication that there were things the Callahans would do that could not be spoken aloud. He
was young enough to find this exciting rather than troubling. He would learn, in time, what his father’s
words meant. But for now, it was enough to ride beside him, to share his contempt for the homesteaders, to
feel that they were on the same side of a conflict that had not yet begun.

Joseph Walking Ahead rode behind them, as he always did, keeping the distance that was expected of
him. He was thirty-four years old now, had worked for the Callahans for twenty years, had become so much
a part of the ranch that the white hands sometimes forgot he was there. He had heard what Patrick said about
the homesteaders. He had heard what Thomas said about breaking them. And he had thought what he always
thought when the Callahans talked about who owned the land and who did not: that they were fools, that the
land owned itself, that everyone who thought they possessed it was only borrowing it for a while.

But he said nothing. He had learned, in twenty years, that his opinions were not wanted, that his presence
was tolerated only as long as he remained useful and silent. So he rode behind them, and he listened, and he
remembered.

Chapter Three

The soddy took three weeks to build.
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Heinrich and Marta worked from dawn to dusk, cutting blocks of sod from the prairie with a breaking
plow they had borrowed from a neighbor, stacking them into walls that rose slowly from the earth. The
children helped as much as they could: Friedrich hauling the heavy blocks, Anna mixing the mud that would
seal the gaps between them, little Wilhelm carrying water from the creek in a bucket that was almost as big
as he was.

It was hard work, harder than anythingHeinrich had done in Kansas, harder than anything he remembered
from Russia. The sod was dense and heavy, held together by roots that had grown undisturbed for centuries.
Each block weighed forty pounds or more, and by the end of each day, Heinrich’s arms ached and his back
screamed and his hands were blistered and raw. But he did not stop. He could not stop. Winter was coming,
and without shelter, they would not survive it.

The soddy was not much to look at when it was finished: a single room, twelve feet by fourteen, with
walls three feet thick and a roof of wooden poles covered with more sod. The floor was packed earth. The
windows were oiled paper that let in light but not much warmth. The door was a blanket hung over the
opening, flapping in the wind that never stopped blowing.

But it was theirs. Heinrich stood outside the finished house on the evening they moved in, looking at
what he had built, feeling something that might have been pride or might have been only exhaustion.

“We did it,” he said to Marta, who stood beside him with Wilhelm asleep in her arms. “We have a home.”
“We have a start,” Marta said. “A home is something more.”
She was right, of course. A home was not just walls and a roof. A home was roots, connections, the

accumulated weight of years lived in one place. They had none of that here. They were strangers in a strange
land, surrounded by grass and wind and the vast indifference of the prairie. But they had a start, and a start
was better than what they had left behind.

The first winter was brutal. The wind came down from the north in November and did not stop until
March, howling across the prairie like something alive, finding every gap in the sod walls, every weakness
in the construction. The temperature dropped below zero and stayed there for weeks. The snow piled up
against the soddy until Heinrich had to dig a tunnel to reach the outhouse. The creek froze solid, and they
had to melt snow for water, rationing carefully because the fuel they had gathered in autumn was running
low.

They survived on potatoes and salt pork and the dried beans Marta had brought from Kansas. They
survived on stubbornness, on the refusal to admit that they had made a mistake, on the knowledge that there
was nowhere else to go. Heinrich read from the Bible each evening, the old Luther translation that his
grandfather had brought from Hesse, and the familiar words were a comfort even when the wind drowned
them out.

By spring, they had lost two chickens to coyotes and one cow to the cold. But they were alive. They had
proven that they could survive one winter. Now they had to prove that they could make the land produce.

Heinrich plowed the prairie that spring, breaking the sod that had never been broken, turning the grass
under to expose the dark earth beneath. It was backbreaking work, harder than building the soddy, requiring
every ounce of strength that he and Friedrich could muster. The plow caught on roots and rocks, lurching
and jumping in ways that threatened to break Heinrich’s arms. But inch by inch, acre by acre, they opened
the land.
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They planted wheat in April, the Turkey Red variety that the Volga Germans had brought to Kansas, the
same wheat that Heinrich’s grandfather had grown in Russia a century before. It was a risk, everyone said
the Panhandle was too dry for wheat, that the Kinkaiders who tried to farm would fail, but Heinrich knew
wheat, trusted wheat, believed that if anything could grow in this harsh land, it would be the crop his people
had cultivated for generations.

By July, the wheat was waist-high, green and thick and promising. Heinrich walked through the fields
each evening, running his hands across the heads that would soon ripen into grain, allowing himself to believe
that maybe, this time, he would not fail.

“It is good,” Marta said one evening, standing beside him at the edge of the field. “Better than I expected.”
“Better than anyone expected. They said wheat could not grow here. They were wrong.”
“Perhaps. Or perhaps this is a good year, and there will be bad years to follow.”
“There are always bad years. The question is whether the good years are enough.”
Marta did not answer. She was looking at the wheat, but she was thinking about something else, some-

thing that she had not told Heinrich, something that she was still trying to understand herself.
“I am going to have another child,” she said.
Heinrich turned to look at her. In the evening light, her face was golden, the lines of worry and exhaustion

softened by the glow of the setting sun. She was forty-two years old, older than most women who bore
children, but she was strong, had always been strong, had survived things that would have broken someone
weaker.

“When?” he asked.
“January, I think. February perhaps.”
“A winter baby.”
“Yes.”
Heinrich put his arm around her, feeling the warmth of her body against his, the solidity of her presence

that had anchored him through every failure, every loss, every new beginning. They would have another
child. The child would be born in the soddy, in the middle of winter, in a land that was still more wild than
tame. He would not have chosen it, but choice had never been the point. The point was what you did with
what you were given.

“We will manage,” he said. “We always manage.”
“Yes,” Marta said. “We do.”
They stood together, watching the wheat ripple in the evening wind, and allowed themselves to hope.

Chapter Four

Morning Star Woman gave birth to her first child in the spring of 1904, a daughter she named Mary after
the mother of the Christian God… a name the nuns at the mission school would approve of, a name that
might offer some small protection in a world that had taken so much from her people.

She was twenty-nine years old, old for a first child, but she had waited deliberately, had refused to bring
children into the world until she was certain she could protect them, could give them something more than
the desperate survival that had been her own inheritance. Her husband, Thomas Crow Feather, was a Brulé
man she had met at the agency school where she taught the younger children to read and write. He was
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patient and kind and did not ask her to forget what she had seen at Wounded Knee, did not try to convince
her that the past was over, did not pretend that the world they lived in was fair.

Mary was born in the cabin where Morning Star Woman had sheltered after the massacre, where her
grandfather Walks Ahead had lived out his final years, where she had kept his memory alive by telling his
stories to anyone who would listen. The cabin was old now, the logs rotting in places, the roof needing repair
that they could not afford. But it was home, the only home Morning Star Woman had ever known, and she
was determined to raise her daughter there, surrounded by the memories of those who had come before.

“She has your eyes,” Thomas said, looking at the baby in Morning Star Woman’s arms. “She will see
things clearly.”

“I hope so. I hope she sees more than I have seen.”
“What do you mean?”
Morning Star Woman was quiet for a moment, looking at her daughter’s face, at the small features that

would grow into something she could not yet imagine. She thought about her grandfather, about the stories
he had told, about the promise she had made to remember and pass on what she remembered.

“I have seen too much death,” she said finally. “I have seen my parents killed. I have seen my people
confined and diminished and told that we must become something other than what we are. I want Mary to
see something different. I want her to see life, to see hope, to see a future that is not just waiting to die.”

“That is what we all want.”
“Yes. But wanting and having are not the same. My grandfather wanted that for me, and look what I saw.

I am afraid:” She stopped, unsure how to finish.
“Afraid of what?”
“Afraid that I will not be able to protect her. Afraid that the world will take her from me the way it took

my parents. Afraid that remembering is not enough, that survival is not enough, that nothing we do will be
enough.”

Thomas took her hand, the same gesture that Walks Ahead had used when he comforted her after the
massacre, the same simple touch that meant I am here, I am with you, you are not alone.

“We cannot control what happens,” he said. “We can only control what we do. We can love her. We can
teach her. We can give her the stories and the language and the knowledge of who she is. The rest is not up
to us.”

Morning Star Woman nodded. It was the same thing her grandfather had said, in different words, the
same acceptance of limits that she had struggled against her entire life. She did not want to accept limits.
She wanted to believe that she could keep her daughter safe, could shield her from the cruelty and violence
that the world had shown her. But she knew that belief was a kind of blindness, a refusal to see what was
plainly there.

“I will do what I can,” she said. “I will teach her. I will tell her the stories. And I will hope that it is
enough.”

Mary made a small sound, a murmur that might have been contentment or might have been the beginning
of hunger, and Morning Star Woman adjusted her position, preparing to nurse. The baby latched on, and
Morning StarWoman felt the pull of it, the ancient connection between mother and child that predated words,
predated stories, predated everything except the simple fact of one generation flowing into the next.

“She is strong,” Thomas said. “She will survive.”
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“Yes,” Morning Star Woman said. “She will.”
Morning Star Woman meant it as more than prediction. She meant it as a vow.

Chapter Five

The harvest of 1908 was better than anyone had expected.
Heinrich’s wheat yielded twenty bushels an acre, more than double what the railroad agents had promised,

more than enough to pay the debts they had accumulated in their first year and leave something over for
improvements. He bought lumber for a proper house, glass for windows, a cast-iron stove that would keep
them warm through the next winter. He bought a second cow, three more chickens, a pair of draft horses
that would make the plowing easier. He bought Marta a new dress, the first new dress she had owned since
Kansas, and she wore it to church on Sunday with a pride that she did not try to hide.

The baby came in February, a boy they named Robert after Marta’s father who had died in Kansas. He
was small but healthy, born in the new house that Heinrich had finished just before Christmas, and his first
cries echoed off the wooden walls that were so different from the earthen walls of the soddy.

They kept the soddy as a storage shed, using it for tools and equipment and the overflow of a household
that was growing faster than anyone had anticipated. Heinrich sometimeswent there in the evenings, standing
in the dim interior that smelled of earth and grass and the memory of that first desperate winter. He did not
sentimentalize the place, he was not a sentimental man, but he recognized what it represented, the foundation
on which everything else was built.

The good years continued. 1909 was dry, but the wheat survived. 1910 was wet, almost too wet, but
the harvest came in before the rains rotted the grain. Heinrich expanded, breaking more sod, planting more
acres, buying land from neighbors who had failed and were glad to sell for whatever they could get. By 1912,
he owned a full section,640 acres, the maximum allowed under the Kinkaid Act, and was leasing another
320 from a widow who had moved back east.

He was becoming, by the standards of the Panhandle, a success.
But success in the Panhandle was a fragile thing, dependent on weather and markets and forces that no

farmer could control. Heinrich knew this. He had lived through the dry years in Kansas, had watched the
banks foreclose on families who had done everything right and still failed. He did not trust the good years.
He saved what he could, paid down his debts, prepared for the disaster that he knew, sooner or later, would
come.

“You worry too much,” Marta said one evening in the summer of 1913, watching him pore over the
ledger where he recorded every expense, every income, every calculation of what they had and what they
owed. “We have more than we have ever had.”

“We have what the weather has given us. The weather can take it back.”
“Then we will start again. We have started again before.”
“I am forty-eight years old, Marta. I do not want to start again.”
Marta set down the mending she had been working on and came to stand behind him, placing her hands

on his shoulders in the gesture that had become, over the years, their private language of reassurance.
“You are not too old. You are stronger than you think. And even if you were not, we have Friedrich. We

have Anna. We have Robert and Wilhelm. We are not alone anymore.”
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Heinrich looked at the ledger, at the numbers that represented everything he had built, everything he
might lose. He thought about his father, who had started again in America after leaving Russia, who had
started again in Kansas after the first crop failed, who had died believing that the third time would be different.
Perhaps the third time was different. Perhaps this land, this harsh and unforgiving land, would finally keep
the promises that had been broken so many times before.

“I hope you are right,” he said. “I hope the children can hold what we have built.”
“They will. They are Vogels. Vogels do not give up.”
The words were simple, almost stubborn. But they had carried the family this far, and Heinrich supposed

they would have to carry it the rest of the way. He closed the ledger and turned to face his wife, allowing
himself to see her clearly for perhaps the first time in years… the gray in her hair, the lines around her eyes,
the strength that had never wavered through all the failures and all the new beginnings.

“Thank you,” he said.
“For what?”
“For staying. For believing. For not letting me give up when giving up would have been easier.”
Marta smiled, and for a moment, she looked like the girl he had married in Kansas thirty years ago, the

girl who had agreed to follow him wherever he went, who had kept that promise through everything.
“I did not stay for you,” she said. “I stayed for us. For the children. For the life we could build if we did

not stop building.”
“Is that different?”
“Perhaps not. But it is what I believe.”
They stood together in the evening light, the ledger closed on the table, the sounds of the farm settling

in around them… the lowing of the cattle, the clucking of the chickens, the voices of their children playing
somewhere in the distance. The life they had imagined when they left Russia, when they left Kansas, when
they first drove the stake into the Nebraska prairie, that life had never arrived. This one had come instead,
and they were grateful for it.

The good years would not last. They never did. But for now, they were enough.

Chapter Six

Thomas Callahan married in 1908, a girl from Omaha whose father owned a meatpacking plant, whose
dowry included stock in the Union Pacific and connections to the Republican Party. Her name was Catherine,
and she came to the ranch with trunks full of silk dresses and a piano that had to be shipped by special freight
car. She lasted two years before the wind and the isolation broke her, and she went back to Omaha with a
divorce settlement that cost Patrick Callahan more than he had paid for his first thousand acres.

“City women,” Patrick said, watching the wagon carry his former daughter-in-law’s belongings down
the road to the depot. “They don’t understand what this life requires.”

“I should have chosen better,” Thomas said. He had been sixteen when they married, barely more than
a boy, and already he was bitter, already hardening into the man he would become.

“You chose what was available. Next time, choose a rancher’s daughter. Someone who knows what
she’s getting into.”

There was no next time, not for many years. Thomas threw himself into the work of the ranch, expanding
the herd, acquiring land from Kinkaiders who had failed as his father had predicted they would. He became
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known in the county as a hard man, a man who paid fair wages but expected more than fair work, a man who
did not forgive mistakes or tolerate weakness. The hands respected him without liking him. The neighbors
dealt with him out of necessity. The women of Sidney whispered about the divorce and wondered why no
one had taken his side.

Joseph Walking Ahead worked for Thomas now, Patrick having grown too old for the daily operations
of the ranch. Joseph was forty-one, still strong, still useful, still invisible in the way that had become his
survival strategy. He had watched Thomas grow from a contemptuous boy into a contemptuous man, had
seen how the failed marriage had curdled something inside him, had recognized the danger of serving a
master who blamed everyone but himself for his disappointments.

But Joseph stayed. He had nowhere else to go, no skills except the skills the Callahans had taught him,
no connections except the quarterly visits he made to the reservation to see his sister and her family. He had
become what his grandfather had warned him against: a man who had forgotten who he was, or rather, a man
who remembered but could not act on the memory, who carried his identity like a burden he could neither
set down nor acknowledge.

One day in the autumn of 1914, Thomas asked Joseph to ride with him to the north pasture, where a
section of fence had come down in a storm. They rode in silence, as they usually did, the distance between
master and servant maintained as carefully as the distance between the ranch and the reservation.

“You’ve been with us a long time,” Thomas said, as they dismounted to begin the repairs.
“Twenty-seven years.”
“That’s longer than most of the white hands. Longer than any of them, actually.”
Joseph said nothing. He had learned that Thomas’s observations were often preludes to criticism, and he

prepared himself for whatever was coming.
“My father trusted you,” Thomas continued, pulling a roll of wire from his saddlebag. “He said you

were the most reliable hand he ever had. Said you never complained, never caused trouble, never asked for
anything you hadn’t earned.”

“I try to do my work.”
“You do more than that. You’ve made yourself useful in ways that the other hands can’t match. You

know this land better than anyone except me. You know where the water is, where the grass grows thick,
where the cattle shelter in winter. That knowledge is worth something.”

Joseph waited. There was a point to this conversation, and he did not yet see what it was.
“I’m going to make you foreman,” Thomas said. “Starting next month. You’ll oversee the hands, manage

the daily operations, report directly to me. The pay will be better. You’ll have a room in the main house
instead of the bunkhouse.”

Joseph set down the post driver he had been holding. He looked at Thomas, at the face that was so like
his father’s, at the eyes that held the same mixture of calculation and contempt.

“Why?” he asked.
“Because you’ve earned it. Because I need someone I can trust. Because:” Thomas paused, seeming to

consider how much to say. “Because there’s a war coming. Not here, but in Europe. And when it comes, it
will change everything. Prices will rise. Demand will increase. The ranch will need to expand, and I can’t
be everywhere at once. I need someone who can act in my interest when I’m not there.”

“And you think that person is me?”
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“I think you’re the only one who’s proven himself over time. The white hands come and go. They get
drunk, they get into fights, they move on when they find something better. You’ve stayed. You’ve been loyal.
That loyalty should be rewarded.”

Joseph understood what Thomas was not saying. He understood that “loyalty” meant compliance, meant
accepting whatever was given without complaint, meant being useful in ways that a white man could never
be because a white man would demand to be treated as an equal. Joseph had made himself valuable by
making himself small, by becoming an instrument rather than a person. And now that smallness was being
rewarded with a title and a raise and a room in the house where his people’s land had been administered for
thirty years.

He should have refused. He should have told Thomas what he had been thinking, what he had thought
for twenty-seven years while he smiled and nodded and did what he was told. But he had a sister on the
reservation, a niece named Mary who was ten years old and would need things that the agency could not
provide. He had obligations that outweighed his pride, responsibilities that required him to accept whatever
was offered.

“I accept,” he said.
Thomas nodded, as though he had expected nothing else. “Good. We’ll announce it at the end of the

month. The hands won’t like it, some of them won’t, but they’ll get used to it. And if they don’t, they can
find work somewhere else.”

They finished repairing the fence in silence. Joseph worked mechanically, his body performing the
familiar motions while his mind turned over what had happened. He had become something he had never
intended to become: a success, by the standards of the world that had conquered his people. He had risen as
high as an Indian could rise in that world, to a position of authority within the structure that had destroyed
everything he came from.

His grandfather would have been ashamed. His grandfather would have called him a traitor, a collabo-
rator, a man who had sold his soul for a better room and a higher wage. But his grandfather was dead, had
been dead for nearly twenty years, and the world his grandfather had known was dead too. The only world
that remained was this one, and in this world, survival required compromises that honor could not afford.

Joseph rode back to the ranch in silence, thinking about his sister, about his niece, about the future that he
was building whether he wanted to or not. He would be foreman. He would manage the hands, oversee the
operations, act in Thomas Callahan’s interest whenever Thomas was not there. And he would send money to
the reservation, would visit when he could, would try to be something more than what his position required.

The moon rose over the prairie. His horse knew the way home.

Chapter Seven

The last good year was 1914.
Heinrich Vogel did not know it was the last good year when he walked through his fields that summer,

counting the wheat heads, calculating the yield, allowing himself to feel something like security for the first
time since he had left Russia. The harvest was excellent: thirty bushels an acre, the best he had ever seen.
The price was high, driven up by the war in Europe that had begun in August. The debts were paid, the
improvements made, the children growing into adults who would carry on what he had built.
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Friedrich was nineteen, almost twenty, a young man who had his father’s strength and his mother’s
determination. He had finished school and come back to the farm, had learned to operate the new machinery
that was transforming agriculture throughout the plains. He talked about expansion, about buying more land,
about making the Vogel farm the biggest in Banner County.

Anna was seventeen, pretty in a practical way, courted by several of the young men in the area but not
yet ready to choose among them. She had her mother’s gift for managing a household, could stretch a dollar
further than anyone Heinrich knew, would make some man a good wife when she decided the time was right.

Wilhelm was ten, still a child, more interested in the animals than in the crops, already showing the
mechanical aptitude that would define his later life. He could take apart a piece of equipment and put it back
together with an understanding that seemed almost intuitive, as though he could see how things worked in a
way that others could not.

Robert was five, the baby of the family, indulged by his siblings in ways that madeMarta worry he would
grow up spoiled. He was quiet, watchful, content to observe rather than participate, and Heinrich sometimes
wondered what went on behind those watchful eyes.

They gathered for Christmas that year, the whole family around the table that Heinrich had built with
lumber from Colorado, eating the food that Marta had prepared from the bounty of their harvest. They said
grace in German, as they always did, the old words connecting them to the generations that had come before,
to Russia and Hesse and the villages along the Rhine where their ancestors had lived before anyone dreamed
of America.

“Next year will be even better,” Friedrich said, raising his glass of cider. “The war will keep prices high.
We will expand. We will build.”

“We will be careful,” Heinrich said. “Prices rise and prices fall. Wars end. The land does not change,
but everything else does.”

“Father is right,” Anna said. “We should save what we can. There will be hard times again.”
“There are always hard times,” Friedrich said. “But there are also good times. And when the good times

come, you must take advantage of them.”
Heinrich looked at his eldest son, at the confidence that bordered on arrogance, at the certainty that the

future would reward those who dared to seize it. He had felt that confidence himself, once, in Russia and
in Kansas, before the failures had taught him caution. He did not want to crush Friedrich’s spirit, did not
want to pass on the fear that failure had left in him. But he wanted his son to understand that confidence was
not enough, that the land demanded more than ambition, that the future was not a prize to be claimed but a
mystery to be survived.

“We will do what we can,” he said finally. “We will work hard, and save what we can save, and hope
that the good years continue. But we will not forget that we have failed before, and we could fail again. The
land does not owe us anything. What we have, we must earn every year, every season, every day. That is
the truth of this life.”

Friedrich nodded, though Heinrich could see that the words had not penetrated, that his son still believed
in his own power to shape the future. It was a young man’s belief, and perhaps Friedrich would have to learn
its limits the same way Heinrich had learned them, through failure and loss and the slow accumulation of
disappointment.

But not yet. Not this year. This year was good, and goodness should be savored while it lasted.



66

They finished their meal, sang the old German carols, watched the fire burn down to embers while the
wind blew outside, carrying the snow that would cover the fields until spring. They were a family, whole
and together, and that wholeness was its own kind of wealth, more valuable than any harvest, more enduring
than any success.

Heinrich heldMarta’s hand as they walked to bed that night, feeling the warmth of her fingers intertwined
with his, grateful for her presence as he had been grateful every day of their marriage.

“It was a good year,” she said.
“Yes. It was.”
“Do you think it will last?”
Heinrich thought about the question, about all the things he did not know and could not control, about

the future that waited beyond the horizon like a country he had never visited.
“I don’t know,” he said. “But we will face it together. Whatever comes, we will face it together.”
“Yes,” Marta said. “We will.”
They lay down in the bed they had shared for thirty years, in the house they had built on land they had

broken, and they slept the sleep of people who had done everything they could do, who had built everything
they could build, who had nothing left to do but wait and see what the future would bring.

The good years were ending. They did not know it yet, but they would learn.
Everyone learns, eventually.

End of Section Four
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1930-1938

Chapter One

The sky turned black at two o’clock on a Sunday afternoon in April of 1935.
Friedrich Vogel was in the barn when the darkness came, checking on a mare that was due to foal. He

heard the wind first, a sound unlike any wind he had heard before, a roaring that seemed to come from
everywhere at once. Then the light changed, the squares of sunshine on the barn floor dimming as though
someone were slowly closing a door. He went to the barn entrance and looked north, toward the horizon that
had been clear an hour ago, and saw what was coming.

It was not a cloud. Clouds were white or gray, soft at the edges, moving with the familiar rhythms of
weather. This was something else: a wall of darkness that stretched from one edge of the sky to the other,
rolling toward him like a wave, blotting out the sun and the land and everything that lay between. The leading
edge was black, blacker than any storm Friedrich had ever seen, and behind it was a roiling mass of brown
and red and gray, the colors of the earth itself lifted into the air and thrown across the prairie.

He ran for the house, covering his face with his arm, feeling the first grit hit his skin before he had
gone ten steps. The wind was behind him now, pushing him forward, and the darkness was everywhere, so
complete that he could not see the house even though he knew it was directly in front of him. He stumbled
twice, fell once, got up and kept running until his outstretched hand touched the porch railing.

His mother was at the door, holding it open against the wind, her face pale in the strange brownish light
that filtered through the dust.

“Friedrich! Get inside!”
He pushed through the door and she slammed it behind him. The house shook. The windows rattled in

their frames. A fine powder of dust was already sifting through the cracks, coating every surface with a layer
of grit that would take days to clean.

His father sat at the kitchen table, his hands folded in front of him, his face as still as stone. Heinrich
Vogel was seventy years old, and he had seen many things in his long life: the steppes of Russia, the plains
of Kansas, the endless grass of Nebraska before the plow had broken it. But he had never seen anything like
this. No one had ever seen anything like this. This was something new, something that the land itself was
doing, something that no amount of experience could prepare anyone for.

“It’s the end,” Heinrich said, his voice barely audible above the wind. “It’s the end of everything.”
“It’s a storm,” Friedrich said. “A bad one, but still a storm. It will pass.”
“No. This is different. This is the land dying. This is what we did to it, coming back to us.”
Friedrich did not argue. He had heard his father talk this way before, in the years since the rains had

stopped and the crops had failed and the prices had dropped to nothing. Heinrich had become convinced
that the drought was a punishment, a reckoning for the sins of those who had broken the prairie, who had
turned the grass under and exposed the soil to the wind. It was not a scientific explanation, but Friedrich was
beginning to think it might be true. The land was not meant to be farmed this way. The land was meant to
be grass, and they had taken the grass away, and now the land was taking itself away, one storm at a time.

The darkness lasted for three hours. When the wind finally died and the sky began to lighten, Friedrich
went outside to see what remained.
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The barn was still standing, but the drifts against its walls were four feet deep. The chicken coop had
been torn apart, the chickens gone, scattered or buried or blown away. The wheat field that Friedrich had
planted in March, the field that was supposed to save them, to provide the income they needed to pay the
taxes and the interest on the loans, was gone. Not damaged, not reduced, but gone entirely, the young plants
ripped from the soil and carried away, the soil itself piled into dunes that looked like desert, that looked like
nothing Friedrich had ever seen in Nebraska.

He walked through the ruined field, his boots sinking into the loose dirt, feeling the grit in his teeth and
his eyes and his lungs. The mare, he realized. He had left the mare in the barn. He turned and ran back,
pushed through the drift that blocked the door, found the animal standing in the corner of her stall, trembling,
covered in dust, but alive.

The foal was dead. It lay in the straw, half-delivered, suffocated by the dust that had found its way
through every crack and gap in the barn’s construction. Friedrich looked at it for a long moment, at the small
body that would never stand, never run, never become the horse it might have been. Then he went back to
the house to tell his parents that the worst had happened, and that it was probably going to happen again.

Chapter Two

Anna Vogel Brennan watched the dust storm from the window of her house, three miles east of her
parents’ farm, holding her two-year-old daughter Margaret Brennan and wondering if this was the day they
would all die.

She was thirty-eight years old, married to a man named Michael Brennan whose family had come from
Ireland two generations before, who had courted her with a persistence that had eventually worn down her
resistance. They had a small farm, smaller than her parents’, with cattle instead of wheat because Michael
had never trusted the rains the way the Kinkaiders trusted them. The cattle were huddled in the barn now,
their eyes wild with fear, their lungs filling with the same dust that was filling everything.

Michael was somewhere in the darkness, trying to get the last of the animals inside. Anna had begged
him not to go, but he had gone anyway, and now she did not know if he was alive or dead, if she was a wife
or a widow, if her daughter would grow up with a father or without one.

The child was too young to understand what was happening, old enough to feel her mother’s fear. She
cried and clutched at Anna’s dress, and Anna held her and whispered lies: It will be all right, the storm will
pass, everything will be fine. She did not believe the lies. She did not believe anything anymore except that
the world was ending, slowly and inexorably, one storm at a time.

Michael came in when the darkness began to lift, covered in dust from head to foot, coughing so hard
that Anna thought he might bring up blood. She sat him down and gave him water, wiped the grit from his
eyes, held him while his breathing slowly returned to normal.

“The cattle?” she asked.
“Alive. Most of them. Two of the calves didn’t make it.”
“And the field?”
“Gone. All of it.”
Anna closed her eyes. They had planted winter wheat in September, had watched it grow through the

autumn and the early spring, had allowed themselves to believe that this year might be different. But the
wheat was gone now, and with it the income they had been counting on, the money they needed for the
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mortgage and the equipment and the groceries and all the other expenses that accumulated no matter how
carefully they budgeted.

“What do we do?” she asked, though she knew the answer. There was nothing to do. There was only
waiting, and praying, and hoping that the next storm would not be worse than this one.

“We keep going,” Michael said. “We plant again. We try again.”
“With what money? With what seed? With what hope?”
Michael did not answer. He was looking out the window, at the landscape that no longer looked like

Nebraska, that looked like something from a nightmare, all brown and gray and lifeless. Anna followed his
gaze and saw what he saw: a world that had been broken, that might never be whole again.

“My parents,” she said. “I need to check on my parents.”
“You can’t go out in this. The drifts…”
“I have to. My father is seventy years old. Mymother is almost as old. If something happened to them…”
“Then let me go. Stay here with Margaret.”
Anna looked at her husband, at the exhaustion in his face, at the dust still caked in the lines around his

eyes. He had just spent three hours in the worst storm anyone had ever seen. He could barely stand. But
he was offering to go out again, to risk himself again, because he knew that she needed to know her parents
were safe.

“We’ll go together,” she said. “We’ll take Margaret. We’ll all go.”
They went, driving the old Ford truck through drifts that sometimes reached the running boards, past

farms that had been buried, past windmills that had been torn apart, past the carcasses of animals that had
not found shelter. Anna held Margaret on her lap and watched the desolation pass, and she thought about
what her father had said that morning, before the storm came: that this land was cursed, that they never
should have come, that they should have stayed in Kansas and taken their chances with the banks.

She had argued with him then. She did not argue with him now.

Chapter Three

The Vogel farmhouse had survived, but barely.
Anna found her mother alone in the kitchen when she arrived, Marta standing at the window with a rag

in her hand, wiping the same spot on the glass over and over.
“Where is Father?” Anna asked.
Marta did not turn from the window. “Outside. He went outside when the wind stopped. He said he had

to check the wheat.”
“The wheat is gone. Friedrich said…”
“I know. But he had to see for himself.”
They went out together, Marta and Anna and Michael holding Margaret, walking through the drifts

toward the field that had been Heinrich’s last hope. They found him there, on his knees in the loose dirt, his
hands buried in the soil up to his wrists.

He was trying to plant.
Anna watched her father pull handfuls of wheat seed from the sack he had carried from the barn, push

them into the earth, cover them with the same mechanical motion he had used for fifty years. The wind had
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begun to blow again, light but steady, and the soil he patted down was lifting before he moved to the next
spot. He was planting into wind. He was planting into nothing.

“Father,” Anna said.
Heinrich did not look up. He moved to the next spot, dug his fingers into the dirt, placed the seeds,

covered them. His lips were moving, and Anna realized he was praying, reciting the German words his
father had taught him, the blessing for the planting that the Volga Germans had carried from Hesse to Russia
to Kansas to Nebraska.

“Gott segne diese Saat,” he whispered. “Gott segne dieses Land.”
“Father, please.”
He reached into the sack again, but his hand came out empty. He stared at his fingers, at the grit that

coated them, at the soil blowing past in thin streams. Then he tried to stand, and his legs would not hold
him. He went down onto his side in the loose dirt, and Anna ran to him, Michael behind her, and together
they lifted him, an old man who weighed nothing anymore, who had poured everything he had into land that
would not hold it.

“We should never have come,” he said, as they carried him toward the house. “We should have stayed
in Russia. We should have died anywhere but here.”

They brought him inside and set him at the table. Anna found her parents sitting there an hour later, their
faces gray with dust and defeat. Her mother, Marta, rose when Anna came back through the door, embraced
her with a fierceness that surprised them both.

“You’re alive,” Marta said. “Thank God, you’re alive.”
“We’re all alive. Michael, Margaret, the cattle. We lost the wheat, but we’re alive.”
Heinrich did not rise. He did not speak. He sat at the table with his hands folded, soil still caked under

his fingernails from the planting that would never take, and Anna realized that her father had finally broken,
that the storm had taken something from him that would never be returned.

“Father?” she said.
“We should never have come,” Heinrich said. His voice was flat, empty, stripped of the German accent

that had colored his speech for as long as Anna could remember. “We should have stayed in Russia. We
should have stayed in Kansas. We should have died anywhere but here.”

“Father, don’t,”
“Your brothers are leaving. Did you know that? Friedrich told me this morning, before the storm. He’s

taking Greta and the children to California. He says there’s work there, in the orchards. He says they’ll send
money when they can.” Heinrich laughed, a sound that had no humor in it. “Money. What good is money
when the land itself is dying?”

Anna sat down across from her father, took his hands in hers. They were rough and calloused, the hands
of a man who had worked his entire life, who had built two farms from nothing, who had believed that hard
work and faith and stubbornness could overcome anything. Now those hands trembled, and the man who
had taught her that giving up was never an option looked like he had given up entirely.

“Friedrich is doing what he has to do,” she said. “He has a family. He has to think about them.”
“And what about us? What about your mother and me? Who will think about us when everyone has

gone?”
“I’m not going anywhere. Michael and I are staying. And Robert is here. Robert will take care of you.”
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Heinrich looked at her, and for a moment, Anna saw something flicker behind his eyes, some ghost of
the man he had been before the storms and the drought and the endless accumulation of failure had worn
him down.

“Robert,” he said. “Yes. Robert stays. Robert always stays.”
Marta came to stand behind her husband, placed her hands on his shoulders. She was sixty-nine years old,

had followed Heinrich from Russia to Kansas to Nebraska, had built two soddies and raised four children
and buried one, had never once complained about the hardships or the failures or the endless starting over.
She looked at Anna now with an expression that was part gratitude and part warning.

“Your father is tired,” she said. “He needs rest. We all need rest.”
“I know. But I want you to know that we’re here. That we’re not going anywhere. Whatever happens,

we’ll face it together.”
Heinrich did not respond. He simply sat, his hands in Anna’s hands, his eyes fixed on the distance,

waiting for whatever was coming next.

Chapter Four

Friedrich Vogel left for California in June of 1935, two months after the Black Sunday storm.
He packed what would fit in the truck, sold what he could sell, abandoned what no one would buy. The

farm that his father had built, the land that had been supposed to last forever, was worth nothing now. The
bank did not even bother to foreclose; there was nothing to foreclose on, nothing that could be sold to recover
the debt. They simply wrote off the loss and moved on to the next failure, the next family that had believed
the promises and discovered they were lies.

Anna came to see him off on the morning he left. She stood in the doorway of the house where she had
grown up, watching her brother load the last of his belongings into the truck while his wife Greta and their
two children waited in the cab, their faces pale with exhaustion and fear.

“You don’t have to go,” Anna said, though she knew it was useless, knew that Friedrich had made up his
mind and would not be swayed.

“I do. I can’t watch this anymore. I can’t watch the land die and Father die with it. I have to go somewhere
that there’s hope, somewhere that things can grow, somewhere that the sky doesn’t turn black in the middle
of the day.”

“California is no paradise. They’re not welcoming the Okies with open arms.”
“We’re not Okies. We’re Nebraskans. We’re Germans. We’re people who know how to work, how to

adapt, how to survive. We’ll find something.”
Anna did not argue. She had argued enough, in the weeks since Black Sunday, and nothing she said had

changed anything. Friedrich was leaving, just as their brother Wilhelm had left ten years earlier, bound for
a factory job in Detroit that promised steady wages and a roof that didn’t leak dust. Only Anna and Robert
were left now, Anna with her husband and daughter three miles away, Robert on the original Vogel farm
keeping the place running while their parents grew older and frailer with each passing season.

“Write when you can,” Anna said. “Let us know you’re safe.”
“I will.” Friedrich embraced her, held her for a long moment, then stepped back and climbed into the

truck. The engine coughed and caught, and the truck pulled away, throwing up a cloud of dust that hung in
the air long after the vehicle had disappeared over the horizon.
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Anna stood in the doorway until the dust settled, then went back inside to help her mother prepare the
noon meal. There was nothing else to do. There was never anything else to do. You worked, you ate, you
slept, you woke up and did it again, and you hoped that tomorrow would be better than today, even when
you knew it wouldn’t be.

Chapter Five

Joseph Walking Ahead returned to Pine Ridge in the autumn of 1935, after forty-eight years of working
for the Callahans.

He was sixty-two years old, too old for the ranch work that had defined his life, too worn down by the
years of pretending to be something he was not. Thomas Callahan had given him a pension, of sorts: a small
monthly payment that would keep him fed and housed as long as he didn’t live too long or need too much.
It was more than most Indians received when their usefulness ended. Joseph was supposed to be grateful.

He took the train from Sidney to Rushville, then hired a wagon to carry him the last thirty miles to the
reservation. The driver was a young white man who did not speak to Joseph the whole ride, who looked at
him as though he were cargo rather than a passenger, who dropped him at the agency without comment and
drove away before Joseph had finished unloading his belongings.

The agency had changed since Joseph had last visited. There were more buildings now, more government
offices, more white people doing things that Joseph could not understand. But the Lakota who lived around
the agency had not changed, or rather, they had changed in ways that made Joseph’s heart ache. They
were thinner than he remembered, hungrier, more desperate. The children had swollen bellies and dull eyes.
The old people sat in the shade of buildings they had not built, waiting for rations that came less and less
frequently.

His sister Morning Star Woman lived in a cabin on the edge of the agency, the same cabin where their
grandfather had died more than forty years before. Joseph found her sitting on the porch, wrapped in a
blanket even though the day was warm, watching him approach with an expression that he could not read.

“Brother,” she said.
“Sister.”
“You look old.”
“I am old. So are you.”
Morning Star Woman smiled, and Joseph saw the girl she had been, the fierce young woman who had

survived Wounded Knee and vowed to remember, to tell the stories, to keep the truth alive. She was sixty
now, a grandmother several times over, and the fierceness had not left her. It had simply settled deeper, like
bedrock beneath the topsoil.

“Come inside,” she said. “I’ll make tea. You can tell me why you’ve finally come home.”
They sat together in the cabin, drinking tea made from herbs that Morning Star Woman had gathered,

and Joseph told her about his years with the Callahans. He told her about the work, the money, the slow
accumulation of compromises that had allowed him to survive. He told her about the pension, about Thomas
Callahan’s handshake when he left, about the words that Thomas had spoken: “You’ve been a good worker,
Joe. The best we ever had.”

“A good worker,” Morning Star Woman repeated, her voice carefully neutral. “Is that what you were?”
“It’s what they wanted me to be. It’s what I let myself become.”
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“And now?”
“Now I want to be something else. Now I want to come home, to live with my people, to die as Lakota

rather than as someone’s hired hand.”
Morning Star Woman was quiet for a long time. She looked at her brother, at the lines on his face, at the

gray in his hair, at the weariness that seemed to emanate from him like heat from a stove. She had judged
him harshly, over the years. She had seen his choice to work for the Callahans as a betrayal, a turning away
from everything their grandfather had taught them. But looking at him now, she saw something else. She
saw a man who had done what he thought he had to do, who had survived in the only way he knew how, who
was asking for forgiveness without using the word.

“You are home,” she said finally. “You have always been home. The land does not care where your body
was. The land only cares that your spirit returns.”

“Does my spirit return?”
“I think it does. I think it has been returning for a long time, and now the rest of you has followed.”
Joseph felt something loosen in his chest, some knot that had been there so long he had forgotten it was

not part of him. He was home. After forty-eight years, after all the compromises and the silences and the
slow erosion of everything he had been, he was finally home.

“What is it like here?” he asked. “What is happening to our people?”
Morning Star Woman’s face darkened. “Starvation. The government promises rations, but the rations

are never enough. Young men have no work, no purpose, no hope. The old people remember the days before,
and the remembering makes the present harder to bear.”

“And the drought?”
“The same as everywhere. The grass dies. The cattle die. The people die. The government sends relief

to the white farmers, but not to us. We are not farmers, they say. We are Indians. We are supposed to know
how to live on nothing.”

Joseph thought about the Callahan ranch, about the cattle that Thomas had sold before the drought killed
them, about the money that Thomas had used to buy more land from the neighbors who could not hold
on. Thomas Callahan was richer now than he had been before the drought began. The disaster that was
destroying everyone else was making him wealthy.

“It’s not fair,” Joseph said.
“No. It is not. But fairness is a word for children. We are not children. We are Lakota. We are still

here because our grandparents were still here, because the land remembers us even when the government
forgets.”

“How do you survive? What do you eat?”
“What we can find. What we can hunt, when there is anything to hunt. What the government gives us,

when the government gives us anything. We share what we have. We help each other. It is not enough, but
it is what we have.”

Joseph reached into his pocket and pulled out the money he had been saving for years, the bills and coins
that represented his only security, his only hedge against the future. He placed them on the table between
them.

“Take it,” he said. “Use it for the people. Buy food, medicine, whatever is needed.”
Morning Star Woman looked at the money, then at her brother. “This is everything you have.”
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“Yes.”
“If you give it away, you will have nothing.”
“I will have my people. I will have my home. That is more than I have had for forty-eight years.”
Morning Star Woman took the money, counted it, nodded. It was not much by white standards, but by

reservation standards, it was a fortune. It would feed families for months. It would buy medicine for the sick
children. It would make a difference, however small, in the endless struggle to survive.

“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for coming home.”
Joseph did not answer. He simply sat, drinking his tea, looking out the window at the land that had been

his people’s since before memory, the land that the whites had taken and fenced and farmed and ruined. The
land did not look ruined to him. The land looked patient, as though it were waiting for something, as though
it knew that the whites and their fences and their plows were temporary, and that the grass would return when
they were gone.

He hoped he would live long enough to see it.

Chapter Six

Thomas Callahan surveyed his empire from the ridge above the home pasture, counting the cattle that
had survived the summer, calculating the profits that the autumn sales would bring.

The ranch was larger now than it had ever been, forty thousand acres stretching from the bluffs above
the North Platte north to the edge of the Sandhills. Thomas had acquired the additional land piece by piece,
buying out the Kinkaiders who could not hold on, foreclosing on loans he had made to neighbors during the
good years, taking advantage of every opportunity the drought provided. His father had taught him to see
opportunity in chaos. The drought was chaos on a scale Patrick Callahan had never imagined, and Thomas
was making the most of it.

His son, Henry, sat beside him on a horse that had cost more than most farmers earned in a year. Henry
was seventeen, old enough to understand the business, young enough to believe that the Callahan way was
the only way. He had his father’s sharp eyes and his grandfather’s ruthlessness, and Thomas was proud of
him, as proud as a Callahan was capable of being.

“The Brennan place,” Thomas said, pointing to a section of land to the east. “I’ll have it by Christmas.”
“Michael Brennan? I thought he was holding on.”
“He was. But the bank called his note, and he can’t cover it. He came to me last week, asked if I’d buy

him out. I told him I’d think about it.”
“Will you buy him out?”
“I’ll buy the land. At half what it’s worth. He can keep the house and the equipment, for what they’re

worth. Which is nothing.”
Henry nodded, accepting this as he accepted everything his father told him. The Callahans did not

sentimentalize. The Callahans did not feel guilt about their success or pity for those who failed. Success
was a choice, Thomas had taught him. Success was the reward for being smarter, tougher, more willing to
do what others would not. The Brennans had failed because they were weak, because they had trusted the
rains instead of preparing for the drought, because they had not been Callahans.

“What about the old Indian?” Henry asked. “The one who used to work for Grandpa?”
“Joe? What about him?”
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“I heard he went back to the reservation. That he gave all his money to the Indians there.”
Thomas laughed, a short, contemptuous sound. “Of course he did. That’s what Indians do. They don’t un-

derstand money. They don’t understand property. They don’t understand anything except sharing whatever
they have until everyone has nothing.”

“But he worked for us for forty years. He was foreman.”
“He was useful. That’s not the same as being one of us. Joe understood that, even if you don’t. He knew

his place. He stayed in his place. And when he wasn’t useful anymore, he went back to where he came from.
That’s how it works. That’s how it’s always worked.”

Henry was quiet for a moment, looking out at the land that would someday be his, thinking about what
his father had said. He had known Joe for as long as he could remember, had learned to ride from him, had
listened to his stories about the old days when the ranch was smaller and the work was harder. Joe had been
kind to him, kinder than his father usually was. But Joe was an Indian, and Indians were different, and the
difference was something you couldn’t change, no matter how long they worked for you or how well they
did their job.

“Will you hire another Indian to replace him?” Henry asked.
“No. The Indians are finished. They’re dying off, going to the cities, forgetting who they were. In another

generation, there won’t be any left. We’ll hire white men, good men, men who understand that this land is
ours and will stay ours forever.”

Thomas turned his horse and rode down the ridge, toward the ranch house where his wife was preparing
dinner, where his empire waited for him like a prize he had won. Henry followed, as he always followed,
learning the lessons his father taught, becoming the man his father wanted him to be.

The land spread out around them, brown and dry and waiting. The drought would end eventually;
droughts always ended. And when it ended, the Callahans would still be here, still owning more than anyone
else, still taking what opportunities arose.

Chapter Seven

Robert Vogel buried his mother in the spring of 1936, in the cemetery at Sidney where the Vogels had
been burying their dead since Heinrich’s parents had come from Kansas.

Marta had died quietly, in her sleep, without warning or fanfare. Heinrich had found her in the morning,
her body still warm, her face peaceful in a way it had not been peaceful in years. The doctor said it was
her heart, that the strain of the years had finally worn it out, that there was nothing anyone could have done.
Heinrich did not argue with the doctor. He did not argue with anyone anymore. He simply sat in the chair
by the window and stared at the horizon, waiting for his own heart to give out, waiting to follow his wife
wherever she had gone.

Robert was twenty-seven years old, the youngest of the Vogel children, the one who had stayed when
everyone else left. He had been running the farm for years now, had taken over more and more of the work
as his father aged and his brothers departed, had become the de facto head of the household even as Heinrich
remained the nominal patriarch. He stood at his mother’s graveside and listened to the Lutheran pastor speak
words that offered little comfort, feeling the wind blow dust into his eyes, wondering how much longer he
could hold on before the land finally defeated him too.
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Anna stood beside him, holding Margaret’s hand, her face set in the expression that Robert had come to
associate with survival: not happy, not sad, just enduring, putting one foot in front of the other because the
alternative was to stop moving entirely. She had become Robert’s partner in keeping the family together, the
one who made the hard decisions when decisions needed to be made.

“She was a good woman,” the pastor said. “She lived a good life. She will be remembered.”
Robert knew his mother would be remembered, at least by those who had known her. He remembered

her hands, rough and calloused from work. He remembered her voice, singing German hymns on Sunday
mornings. He remembered the way she had kept the household running through every disaster, every failure,
every setback that would have broken a lesser person. She had been the foundation, and now the foundation
was gone.

After the funeral, they went back to the farmhouse, where the neighbors had brought food that no one
felt like eating. Heinrich sat in his chair, as he always sat, and the neighbors spoke to him in low voices,
offering condolences he did not seem to hear. Robert stood on the porch, watching the dust blow across the
yard, feeling the weight of responsibility settle onto his shoulders like a physical burden.

Anna came to stand beside him. She did not speak at first, just stood, looking at the same horizon he was
looking at.

“What happens now?” Robert asked, though he already knew the answer.
“We keep going. You keep the farm running. I help where I can. We get Father through however much

time he has left.”
“And then?”
“Then you decide what you want to do. The farm will be yours. The debts will be yours. The choice

will be yours.”
Robert looked at his sister, at the lines around her eyes that had not been there five years ago, at the gray

that was beginning to show in her hair. She had aged a decade in the years since the drought began. They
all had. The land had taken something from each of them, some portion of youth or hope or faith that could
never be recovered.

“I’m not leaving,” he said. “Friedrich left. Wilhelm left. I won’t leave too.”
“I’m not asking you to leave. I’m just saying that you could. No one would blame you.”
“I would blame myself. Mother didn’t raise me to run away from hard times. Father didn’t build this

farm so we could abandon it when things got difficult. I’ll stay. I’ll keep it going. And when the rains come
back, if the rains come back, I’ll still be here.”

Anna nodded. She had expected this answer, had known her brother well enough to know that he would
not abandon what their parents had built. Robert was stubborn in the way that all the Vogels were stubborn,
and his stubbornness had become the only thing keeping the family rooted to this land.

“I’ll help however I can,” she said. “Michael and I, we’ll do what we can. You’re not alone in this.”
“I know.”
They stood together in silence, watching the dust blow, listening to the wind that never stopped. Inside,

their father sat by the window, waiting to die. Outside, the land waited for rain that might never come. And
Robert Vogel, twenty-seven years old and already feeling ancient, made his choice.

He would stay. He would keep the farm. He would become the man his mother had believed he could
be.
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Whatever else happened, he would not run away.

Chapter Eight

The letter from Friedrich arrived in December of 1937, postmarked Los Angeles, written on paper so
thin that the light showed through.

Anna read it at the kitchen table, her coffee growing cold beside her, while Michael tended to the cattle
outside and Margaret played with her dolls in the corner. The handwriting was Friedrich’s, but the tone was
different, harder, less hopeful than the letters he had sent in the first months after leaving.

“We are well,” the letter said. “The children are in school. Greta has found work at a laundry. I pick
fruit when there is fruit to pick, which is not as often as we were told. The Californians do not welcome us.
They call us Okies, even though we are not from Oklahoma. They pay us less than they pay the Mexicans,
and they treat us worse. But we are alive, and that is more than many can say.”

Anna set the letter down and stared out the window, at the landscape that had been dry for so long she
sometimes forgot that grass had once grown green here, that wheat had once stood tall in the fields. Friedrich
had escaped. He had gotten out before the land could kill him, before the drought could wear him down the
way it had worn down their father. But escape had not brought him happiness. Escape had only brought a
different kind of suffering, in a place that was supposed to be paradise and was instead just another version
of the same story: people who had too little, competing for what remained, treated as less than human by
those who had more.

“What does he say?” Michael asked, coming in from the cold, stamping the dust off his boots.
“He’s working. They’re surviving. It’s not what he expected.”
“Nothing is ever what we expect.”
Anna folded the letter and put it in the drawer where she kept Friedrich’s other letters, the record of a life

she would never see, a brother she might never see again. She thought about writing back, but what would
she say? That things were better here? They weren’t. That things would improve? She didn’t know if they
would. That she missed him? He knew that already, and saying it again would only make them both feel
worse.

“I need to check on Father,” she said. “Robert says he hasn’t been eating.”
“He hasn’t been eating for months.”
“I know. But I still need to check.”
She put on her coat and drove the truck to the old Vogel farmhouse, where Heinrich sat by the window as

he always sat, and Robert was in the barn doing the endless work that kept the farm from collapsing entirely.
The house was clean but cold, the fire in the stove barely enough to take the edge off the December chill.
Anna built up the fire, made tea, sat with her father in the silence that had become their primary mode of
communication.

“Friedrich wrote,” she said. “He’s doing well. The children are in school.”
Heinrich did not respond. He had not responded to anything in months, not since Marta’s death, not since

the last piece of whatever had been holding him together finally gave way. He was in his early seventies,
ancient by the standards of the time, and he had lived through more than most people could imagine. But
living through was not the same as surviving, and Anna could see that her father had stopped surviving, that
he was only waiting now, for something that no one could give him.
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“Father,” she said, taking his hand. “You need to eat. You need to keep up your strength.”
Heinrich turned to look at her, and for a moment, Anna saw something flicker behind his eyes, some

ghost of the man he had been before the world broke him.
“Your mother is waiting for me,” he said. “I can see her sometimes, in the evening, when the light is

right. She’s waiting for me on the other side of the horizon.”
“Father…”
“I’m tired, Anna. I’ve been tired for so long. I want to rest. I want to see your mother again. I want to

stop fighting.”
“You can’t give up. Robert needs you. We all need you.”
“Robert doesn’t need me. Robert is stronger than I ever was. He’s a Vogel, but he’s something more than

that too. He’s Nebraska. He belongs to this land in a way that I never did, that your mother never did. He’ll
be fine. The land will hold him.”

Anna did not know what to say. She held her father’s hand and felt the bones beneath the skin, the
fragility of a body that had once been strong enough to break the prairie, to build two farms from nothing,
to carry a family across half a continent in search of something better. The strength was gone now. The
body was failing. And the spirit that had animated it, the belief in hard work and faith and stubbornness, had
finally given out.

“I love you, Father,” she said.
“I love you too, child. I have always loved you. I have loved all of you, even when I did not know how

to say it.”
Heinrich turned back to the window, to the horizon that his wife was waiting beyond, and Anna sat beside

him, holding his hand, waiting for whatever was coming.
Heinrich Vogel died three weeks later, on New Year’s Day of 1938. He was buried beside Marta, in the

cemetery at Sidney, and the pastor spoke the same words he had spoken two years before: that Heinrich had
been a good man, that he had lived a good life, that he would be remembered. He was seventy-three years
old.

Robert stood at the graveside, twenty-eight years old now, owner of a farm he had been running for years,
responsible for debts he understood all too well. Anna stood beside him, as she had promised, and when the
service was over, she took his hand and led him back to the truck.

“What do we do now?” Robert asked, though he knew the answer.
“We keep going,” Anna said. “We plant again in the spring. We hope the rains come.”
“And if they don’t?”
“Then we keep going anyway.”
Robert nodded. It was the only answer there was, the only answer there had ever been. The Vogels did

not give up. The Vogels endured. And whatever happened next, whatever the land did or did not provide, he
would still be here, still working, still waiting for the future that Heinrich and Marta had believed in, even
when that belief had not been enough to save them.

The truck pulled away from the cemetery, leaving the graves behind, heading back toward the farm that
had cost everything and was worth nothing, that was the only thing he had, that was home.

End of Section Five
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Chapter One

The train brought the first German prisoners to Sidney in the summer of 1943, two hundred men in gray
uniforms who had fought for Hitler in North Africa and been captured during the Tunisia campaign.

Robert Vogel watched them arrive from the platform of the depot where he had come to pick up a shipment
of feed. He was thirty-four years old, old enough to have been called up but deferred because the farm needed
him, because food production was essential to the war effort, because someone had to grow the wheat that
fed the soldiers and the nation. Anna’s husband Michael had not been so fortunate; he was serving with the
Navy somewhere in the Pacific, and Robert was running both farms now, his own and what remained of the
Brennan place after the Callahans had taken their share.

The prisoners filed off the train in orderly lines, guarded by soldiers who looked almost as tired as the
Germans they were guarding. Most of the prisoners were young, boys still, with faces that showed the
exhaustion of defeat and the long crossing from Africa to Nebraska. Robert watched them and felt a strange
kinship, as though they were all caught in something none of them had chosen, as though the war was a
storm that had swept them all up and carried them to places they had never intended to go.

“Krauts,” said the man standing beside him, a rancher named Henderson who had lost a son at Bataan.
“Should shoot every one of them.”

“They’re prisoners,” Robert said. “The Geneva Convention…”
“I don’t give a damn about the Geneva Convention. My boy’s dead because of men like them. Dead in a

camp somewhere, or worked to death, or starved. And we’re going to feed these bastards, house them, treat
them like guests while our boys rot in Japanese prisons.”

Robert did not argue. Henderson was not wrong to be angry. Henderson had lost something that could
never be recovered, and anger was the only thing he had left. But Robert had learned, in the years since his
parents’ deaths, that anger did not change anything. Anger only wore you down, made you bitter, turned
you into something you did not want to be. The Germans were here, whether anyone liked it or not. The
question was what to do with them.

The government had decided to put them to work. The Sioux Ordnance Depot, the massive ammunition
storage facility that had been built west of Sidney, needed laborers. The farms needed hands to replace
the men who had gone to war. The prisoners would work, earning a small wage that would be credited to
accounts they could access when the war ended. It was not slavery, exactly, but it was not freedom either. It
was something in between, something that the world had not seen before, something that no one quite knew
how to handle.

Robert watched the prisoners march away toward the trucks that would carry them to the depot, and
he thought about his brother Friedrich in California, about his brother Wilhelm in Detroit, about all the
Vogels who had scattered across the country while he had stayed behind. Friedrich’s son was in the Army,
somewhere in Italy. Wilhelm’s son was in the Navy, same as Michael. The war had touched everyone, had
reached into every family and taken something, and it was not over yet. It would not be over for a long time.

He loaded his feed into the truck and drove back to the farm, past fields that were green again for the first
time in years. The rains had returned in 1941, as though the drought had never happened, as though the land
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had been holding its breath for a decade and had finally exhaled. The wheat was growing. The cattle were
fat. The farm was producing again, not enough to pay off all the debts they had accumulated, but enough to
survive, enough to keep going, enough to believe that the future might be better than the past.

Anna met him at the door of the farmhouse, Margaret beside her, both of them wearing the expressions
of women who had learned to wait. They had been waiting since Pearl Harbor, waiting for news of Michael,
waiting for the telegram that would tell them he was dead or wounded or missing. Every day that the telegram
did not come was a small victory, a reprieve that might end at any moment.

“Any word?” Robert asked, though he knew the answer.
“Nothing. The last letter was three weeks ago. He said they were heading somewhere, but he couldn’t

say where.”
“He’s fine. He made it this far. He’ll make it home.”
Anna nodded, though Robert could see that she did not entirely believe it. She had stopped entirely

believing in anything since the drought, since their parents’ deaths, since the world had shown her how
quickly everything could be taken away. She hoped. She waited. But she did not believe.

“The prisoners arrived,” Robert said. “Germans, from Africa. They’re going to work at the depot.”
“I heard. Mrs. Henderson was here earlier. She’s organizing a protest.”
“A protest won’t change anything.”
“I know. But it gives her something to do. It’s better than sitting and waiting.”
Robert thought about this as he unloaded the feed, as he went about the work of the farm that never ended.

Doing something was better than sitting and waiting. The drought had taught him that much. You could not
control the weather or the prices or the war. You could only control what you did, how you responded,
whether you kept going or gave up.

Chapter Two

Ruth Walking Ahead was eighteen years old in the summer of 1943, working as a waitress at the café in
Chadron, saving money for the nursing school she hoped to attend when the war ended.

She wasMorning StarWoman’s granddaughter, the daughter ofMaryWalking Ahead Crawford, who had
been born in 1904. Ruth carried in her face the features of generations: the high cheekbones of her Lakota
ancestors, the dark hair that had never been cut according to the old traditions, the eyes that saw things others
missed. She had grown up on the reservation, had attended the government school where they taught her to
speak English and forget Lakota, had learned to move between two worlds without fully belonging to either.

Her mother, Mary, had married a white man, a rancher’s son from Valentine who had seen her at a dance
and decided he had to have her. The marriage had lasted nearly a decade, long enough to produce Ruth and
her brother James, before Crawford had decided that being married to an Indian was too much trouble, that
the contempt of his family and neighbors was too high a price to pay for love. He had left one morning
without explanation, had sent divorce papers from California a year later, and had never been heard from
again.

Ruth remembered the day they left the Crawford ranch, though she had been only five years old. Her
mother had packed their belongings into two suitcases while the Crawford family watched from the porch,
not offering to help, not saying goodbye. Mary’s face had been still, unreadable, but her hands had shaken
as she lifted Ruth into the wagon that would take them to the train station.
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“Where are we going?” Ruth had asked.
“Home,” Mary had said. “We’re going home.”
“This is home.”
Mary had looked at her daughter for a long moment, her dark eyes holding something Ruth was too

young to understand. “No,” she had said finally. “This was never home. This was just a place we stayed for
a while. Home is where the people are who will never stop loving you, no matter what. Home is Pine Ridge.
Home is your grandmother.”

They had ridden in silence after that, Ruth watching the ranch disappear behind them, not understanding
why her father was not coming, not understanding why the Crawford family had looked at them the way they
looked at stray dogs… with irritation, with the impatience of people waiting for a nuisance to remove itself.
She was too young to know that this was how white people often looked at her mother, at her, at anyone
whose blood crossed lines the world had drawn.

Mary had raised her children in the cabin where Morning Star Woman still lived, had worked at whatever
jobs the reservation offered, had never remarried, had never spoken of Crawford except to say that some men
were not strong enough to love anyone whose love cost them something. Years later, Ruth would bury her
mother beside Morning Star Woman in the cemetery where generations of Walking Aheads lay in rows that
marked the passage of time.

Ruth had grown up hearing the stories that Morning Star Woman told, the stories of Wounded Knee and
the Ghost Dance and the world that had existed before the whites came. She knew who she was. She knew
where she came from. She also knew that knowing was not enough, that the world demanded more than
identity, that survival required skills and money and the willingness to work in places where her people were
not always welcome.

The café in Chadron was one of those places. The owner, a woman named Mrs. Palmer, had hired Ruth
because Ruth was a good worker and because the war had taken most of the young white women who would
normally have filled the position. Mrs. Palmer did not particularly like Indians, but she liked empty tables
less, and Ruth had proven herself reliable, quick, polite in the ways that white customers expected. The
arrangement had its tensions, but Ruth needed work, and work was what the café provided.

The soldiers from the depot came into the café regularly, young men far from home who were lonely
and bored and looking for something to fill the hours when they were not guarding prisoners or moving
ammunition. Some of them flirted with Ruth. Some of them treated her with the casual contempt that white
men often showed Indian women. Most of them simply ignored her, seeing her as part of the furniture, a
brown face that brought coffee and cleared plates and was not worth noticing.

One afternoon in August, a group of soldiers came in with a man Ruth had never seen before. He was
older than the others, perhaps forty, with the weathered face of someone who had spent his life outdoors. He
wore civilian clothes, but he moved like a soldier, with the alertness and economy of motion that military
training instilled. He sat at the counter while the soldiers took a booth, and when Ruth came to take his order,
he looked at her with an expression she could not read.

“You’re Indian,” he said. It was not a question.
“Lakota.”
“I thought so. You have the look.”
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Ruth waited, uncertain whether this was a prelude to hostility or simply an observation. The man did
not seem hostile. He seemed tired, as tired as the prisoners she had seen unloaded at the depot, as tired as
everyone seemed to be in the third year of the war.

“My grandfather served with the Indians in the cavalry,” the man said. “Scouting. He used to tell stories
about them. Said they were the best riders he ever saw.”

“We had good horses,” Ruth said. “Before they took them away.”
The man nodded, as though this were a reasonable response to a reasonable statement. “Coffee,” he said.

“Black. And whatever pie you’ve got.”
Ruth brought him his coffee and pie, and he ate in silence, not trying to make conversation, not looking

at her the way some of the soldiers looked at her. When he finished, he left a dollar on the counter, far more
than the meal had cost, and walked out without saying goodbye.

“Who was that?” Mrs. Palmer asked, coming out of the kitchen.
“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”
“He tipped well. That’s unusual for a civilian.”
“He wasn’t a civilian. He moved like a soldier.”
Mrs. Palmer looked at Ruth with something that might have been surprise. “You notice things like that?”
“I notice everything. My grandmother taught me. She said that noticing is how you survive.”
Mrs. Palmer did not respond, but something in her expression changed, as though she were seeing Ruth

for the first time, as though she had not realized that the Indian girl who waited tables was also a person with
a great-grandmother and a history and a way of seeing the world that was different from her own.

Ruth went back to work, clearing tables, taking orders, moving through the café with the efficiency that
Mrs. Palmer valued. She thought about the man who had left the dollar, about what he had said about his
grandfather and the cavalry and the Indians who had been the best riders anyone had ever seen. She thought
about her ancestor Walks Ahead, who had ridden with Red Cloud, who had fought at the Fetterman Fight,
who had chosen survival over glory and lived to tell the stories that had been passed down through the
generations.

She was his descendant. She carried his blood and his stories and his way of seeing the world. And
someday, when the war was over and she had finished nursing school and become something more than a
waitress in a café in Chadron, she would make him proud. She would survive, as he had survived. She would
tell the stories, as he had told them. She would keep the memory alive.

She never saw the man with the tired eyes again. Years later, when she met Robert Vogel at a VFW dance
in Chadron, she would not think of the stranger at the counter. Robert was younger, different in every way
that mattered, and what passed between them would be something new, not a continuation of anything that
had come before.

Chapter Three

James Walking Ahead came home from the war in December of 1945, wearing the uniform of a Marine
sergeant, with a Silver Star for valor on Iwo Jima and memories that he would never be able to forget.

He was twenty-two years old, had enlisted the day after Pearl Harbor, had spent four years fighting in
a war that had killed millions and changed everything. He had landed on beaches where the sand ran red
with blood. He had watched friends die in ways that no one should have to see. He had killed men whose
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faces he could still see in his dreams, young Japanese soldiers who were no different from him except for
the uniforms they wore and the languages they spoke.

The train brought him to Sidney in the early evening, and he stepped onto the platform with his duffel
bag over his shoulder, looking for the sister who had promised to meet him. Ruth was there, standing beside
an old truck that belonged to someone James did not recognize, her face lit with a smile that made the years
of war seem almost worth it.

“James,” she said, embracing him with a fierceness that surprised them both. “You’re home. You’re
back.”

“I’m home.”
“Let me look at you.” She stepped back, holding him at arm’s length, examining him as though she were

checking for damage. “You’re thin. You’re too thin. Grandmother is going to fatten you up.”
“Grandmother is still alive?”
“She’s seventy years old and meaner than ever. She says she’s not going to die until she’s sure you’re

safe.”
James laughed, a sound he had not made in so long that it felt strange in his throat. Morning Star Woman,

his grandmother, the womanwho had survivedWoundedKnee and kept the stories alive for three generations.
Of course she was still alive. She was too stubborn to die, too determined to see the end of whatever story
she had started telling.

They drove north toward Pine Ridge, through country that James remembered from his childhood but
that seemed different now, smaller and quieter than the places he had been. The Pacific islands had been
loud with gunfire and explosions. Nebraska was loud only with wind, the same wind that had blown since
before anyone remembered, the wind that his ancestors had known and his descendants would know.

“How is everyone?” James asked. “How are things on the reservation?”
“Better than during the war. The government sent more money, more food. Some of the young men who

survived are coming back. It’s not good, but it’s better.”
“And you? Are you still working at the café?”
“I’m in nursing school. In Scottsbluff. I started in September.”
“Nursing school. Grandmother must be proud.”
“Grandmother thinks I should have stayed on the reservation, learned the old ways, married a Lakota

man. But she’s proud too. She says that survival takes many forms, and nursing is one of them.”
James thought about this as they drove, as the sun set and the stars came out and the prairie spread around

them like an ocean. Survival took many forms. He had survived the war, but he was not sure what form his
survival would take now. He had been trained to kill, to fight, to do things that could not be undone. What
did you do with that training when the killing was over? What did you do with the memories that would not
go away?

“I want to stop in Sidney,” he said. “Before we go to the reservation. I want to get a drink.”
“A drink? There’s nothing in Sidney except ranchers and soldiers.”
“I know. But I’ve been dreaming about a cold beer for three years. I want to drink it somewhere that

isn’t a ship or a foxhole.”
Ruth hesitated. James could see the hesitation in her face, the way she glanced at him and then looked

away, the way she gripped the steering wheel a little tighter.
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“What?” he asked.
“Nothing. It’s just… Sidney isn’t always welcoming to Indians. You know that.”
“I’m a Marine. I have a Silver Star. I fought for this country.”
“You’re also Lakota. Some people will only see that.”
James felt something tighten in his chest, something between anger and disappointment, with no clear

name. He had spent four years fighting for a country that did not entirely accept him, killing enemies who
were no different from him, watching men die for a cause they believed in even when the cause did not
believe in them. He had earned the right to drink a beer in any bar in America. He had paid for that right
with blood that was as red as anyone’s.

“Take me to Sidney,” he said. “I want to see what happens.”

Chapter Four

The bar was called the Drover’s, a narrow room on Front Street that smelled of beer and cigarettes and
the particular sweat of men who worked with cattle. James walked in with Ruth behind him, both of them
aware that every eye in the place had turned to look at them.

The bartender was a heavy man with a face that showed nothing. He watched James approach the bar,
watched him take a seat on one of the stools, watched him wait with the patience that four years of war had
taught him.

“What’ll you have?” the bartender asked.
“Beer. Whatever’s cold.”
The bartender did not move. He looked at James, at the uniform, at the ribbons on his chest, at the face

that was not white.
“We don’t serve Indians here.”
James felt the tightness in his chest spread to his arms, to his hands, to the place behind his eyes where

the anger lived. He had known this might happen. Ruth had warned him. But knowing and experiencing
were different things, and the experience of being refused a drink in a bar he had earned the right to enter
was something that no amount of knowing could have prepared him for.

“I’m a Marine,” he said, keeping his voice level. “I fought at Iwo Jima. I killed Japanese soldiers so that
men like you could sit in bars like this and decide who you want to serve.”

“I don’t care what you did. The policy is clear. No Indians.”
“This is America. I fought for America.”
“You fought for the Marines. The Marines aren’t America. America is right here, in this bar, in this town,

and in this town, we don’t serve Indians. Now get out before I call the sheriff.”
James stood slowly, deliberately, letting the bartender see that he was not afraid, that he was leaving

by choice rather than because he had been beaten. Ruth was already at the door, her face tight with the
combination of anger and fear that James recognized from his own reflection.

He walked out of the bar and into the street, where the December wind was blowing cold and the stars
were bright and hard in the sky. He stood there for a moment, breathing, trying to remember the techniques
the Corps had taught him for controlling his rage, for channeling it into something useful instead of letting
it consume him.

“James,” Ruth said. “Come on. Let’s go.”
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“Four years,” James said, his voice barely audible. “Four years I fought. I watched men die. I killed
men who were trying to kill me. And for what? So that some bartender in Nebraska can tell me I’m not good
enough to drink a beer in his bar?”

“It’s not fair. It’s never been fair. You knew that before you enlisted.”
“I thought it might be different when I came back. I thought maybe I’d earned something.”
“You earned everything. But earning and receiving are not the same. Our grandmother has been telling

us that our whole lives.”
James turned to look at his sister, at the face that was so like his own, that carried the same blood and the

same history and the same burden of being something that America did not know what to do with. She was
right, of course. Morning Star Woman had been telling them since they were children that the world was not
fair, that survival required more than deserving, that you could do everything right and still be treated as less
than human.

“I’m tired,” he said. “I’m tired of surviving. I want to live.”
“Then live. But live smart. Don’t get yourself killed by some bartender who doesn’t know your worth.

You’re worth more than that. You’re worth more than they will ever understand.”
James nodded slowly. The anger was still there, still burning, but it was controlled now, banked like a

fire that would wait for the right moment to blaze. He would not forget what had happened in the Drover’s.
He would not forgive. But he would not let it destroy him either. He had survived the war. He would survive
this too.

They got back in the truck and drove north, toward the reservation, toward the grandmother who was
waiting, toward the home that was still home even after everything.

Chapter Five

Robert Vogel saw action in the Pacific in 1945, after the draft board finally decided that even essential
farm workers could be spared in the final push to end the war.

He had managed to stay out for years. He had argued that the farm needed him, that his sister and her
daughter could not run it alone, that the food he produced was as important to the war effort as the bullets
the soldiers fired. The board had agreed, granting him deferment after deferment as younger men went
first. But by late 1944, with the casualty lists growing and the need for fresh troops outweighing all other
considerations, his deferment was revoked. Robert had reported for basic training in January of 1945, had
been shipped to the Pacific in April, and had spent the last months of the war learning what it meant to fight.

He did not talk about what he had seen. He did not talk about Okinawa or the other islands whose names
he had never heard before the war. He did not talk about the men he had killed or the men who had tried to
kill him. He simply came home, in October of 1945, and went back to work on the farm as though he had
never left.

But one memory came back whether he wanted it or not. A cave on Okinawa, three weeks before the
war ended. His squad had been ordered to clear it. They threw in grenades first, waited for the smoke to
clear, then went in with rifles ready. The first body was a soldier, maybe nineteen, his rifle still in his hands.
The second was a woman, civilian, who had hidden there with her child. The child was maybe two years old,
killed by the same grenade that had killed her mother. Robert could still see the pattern of the girl’s dress,
small blue flowers on white cotton, soaked now with blood. He could still smell the cordite and the copper
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and the wet stone of the cave. He could still feel the exact weight of his rifle in his hands as he stood there
understanding that this was what war actually was, not the glory or the sacrifice or the victory, but a dead
child in a flowered dress in a cave on an island whose name he would never be able to pronounce correctly.

He never told anyone. There was nothing to tell. No story, no lesson, no meaning he could extract from
it. Just what had happened, and what had happened could not be undone by telling it.

But Anna could see that something had changed. She could see it in the way he slept, badly and not
enough. She could see it in the way he flinched at loud noises, the way his eyes moved constantly, scanning
for threats that were not there. She could see it in the silences that stretched longer than they used to, in the
way he would stand at the edge of the field and stare at the horizon as though he were looking for something
that he could not find.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked one evening, as they sat on the porch watching the sunset.
“No.”
“It might help.”
“Nothing helps. Nothing makes it better. You just learn to live with it.”
Anna did not push. She had learned, in the years since the drought and their parents’ deaths, that some

things could not be fixed, that some wounds did not heal, that the best you could do was survive them and
keep going. Robert would survive what he had seen. He would keep going. But he would never be the same,
and she would never fully understand what he had become.

Michael had survived too, had come home from the Navy with his own silences and his own scars, had
gone back to work on the Brennan farm that was now half the size it had been before the war. The Callahans
had bought the rest, had added it to their empire while Michael was away fighting. There was nothing
Michael could do about it, no way to get back what had been lost. He simply accepted it, as he accepted
everything, and went on.

“There’s a dance in Chadron next Saturday,” Anna said. “The VFW is hosting it. For the returning
soldiers.”

“I don’t dance.”
“You used to dance. Before the war.”
“Before the war was a long time ago.”
“It was only a few months for you.”
Robert turned to look at her, and Anna saw grief in his eyes mixed with an older, harder feeling she could

not name.
“It was longer than that,” he said. “It was a lifetime. Several lifetimes. The person who danced before

the war doesn’t exist anymore. The person who came back is someone else.”
“You’re still Robert. You’re still my brother.”
“Am I? Sometimes I’m not sure.”
Anna did not know what to say. She reached out and took his hand, the same gesture her mother had

used when there was nothing to say, the same simple touch that meant I am here, I am with you, you are not
alone. Robert let her hold his hand, and they sat together in the fading light, watching the sun go down over
land that had almost killed them and had somehow let them survive.

“I’ll go to the dance,” Robert said finally. “But don’t expect me to enjoy it.”
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Chapter Six

The dance hall was crowded with soldiers and the women who had waited for them, couples moving to
music that seemed too loud after the silence of the Pacific, too cheerful after everything Robert had seen.

He stood at the edge of the room, holding a glass of punch he did not want, watching the dancers with
the detachment of an observer rather than a participant. Anna had found him a clean shirt and insisted he
wear it, had told him that he needed to remember how to be normal, that hiding on the farm would not heal
whatever was broken inside him. He had come because arguing with Anna was pointless, not because he
expected anything good to happen.

He saw her across the room, standing with a group of other young women, and something shifted in his
chest. She was Indian, that was clear from her features, but there was something else about her, something
that Robert could not name. She held herself differently from the white women around her, with a stillness
that suggested she was watching everything, missing nothing, waiting for something that might or might not
come.

Their eyes met. It was only a moment, a glance across a crowded room, but Robert felt it like a physical
sensation, like the kick of a rifle against his shoulder or the concussion of an explosion too close. She looked
away first, turning back to her friends, and Robert told himself that it meant nothing, that he was imagining
things, that a woman like that would not be interested in a farmer from Banner County who had nothing to
offer except land and silence and memories he could not escape.

He went outside, needing air, needing space, needing to be somewhere that the music was not so loud
and the laughter was not so forced. The night was cold, the stars bright and hard, and he stood on the steps
of the dance hall and breathed and tried to remember what it had felt like to be normal, to be the person he
had been before the war, to be anyone except the damaged thing he had become.

“You look like you’d rather be anywhere else.”
Robert turned. It was her, the Indian woman, standing in the doorway with a coat over her shoulders and

an expression that was hard to read.
“I would,” he said. “But my sister insisted.”
“My cousin insisted too. She says I need to meet people, that I can’t spend my whole life studying and

working.”
“What are you studying?”
“Nursing. At the hospital in Scottsbluff.”
“That’s good. Important.”
“It’s a job. A way to make a living.”
Robert nodded. He understood survival. He understood doing what you had to do to keep going, even

when keeping going seemed pointless. He understood this woman, he realized, in a way he did not understand
the white women inside the dance hall who laughed and flirted and pretended that the war had not changed
everything.

“I’m Robert,” he said. “Robert Vogel.”
“Ruth. Ruth Walking Ahead.”
They stood together in the cold, two strangers who had nothing in common except the understanding that

the world was hard and survival was not guaranteed. The music played inside, and the dancers danced, and
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the night went on around them as though nothing unusual were happening, as though two people meeting on
the steps of a dance hall in Chadron were not the beginning of something that would change everything.

“Would you like to walk?” Robert asked. “I can’t take the noise in there.”
“I’d like that.”
They walked through the streets of Chadron, past the café where Ruth worked and the churches where

the white people prayed and the houses where families were sleeping, unaware that outside their windows
two people were discovering each other, slowly and carefully, like travelers in a foreign country learning the
language one word at a time.

Robert told her about the farm, about his parents’ deaths, about the years of drought and survival and the
war that had taken something from him that he could not name. Ruth told him about the reservation, about
her grandmother and the stories she told, about the world that had existed before the whites came and the
world that existed now, diminished but not destroyed.

They talked until the moon was high and the cold had seeped into their bones, and when they finally
parted, Robert felt something he had not felt in years: hope. Not certainty, not happiness, but hope, the
fragile belief that the future might hold something worth waiting for.

“Can I see you again?” he asked.
“Yes. I’d like that.”
Robert walked back to the truck where Anna was waiting, his hands in his pockets against the cold, his

mind full of a woman named Ruth whose last name meant that she came from people who had been here
longer than anyone, who had survived things that Robert could only imagine, who understood survival in
ways that he was only beginning to learn.

“You met someone,” Anna said, when he climbed into the truck.
“How do you know?”
“Because you’re smiling. I haven’t seen you smile since you came home.”
Robert did not answer. He was thinking about Ruth, about her face in the moonlight, about the way she

had listened when he talked, fully listened, as though what he said mattered, as though he mattered. He did
not know what would come of it, whether they would see each other again, whether anything would grow
from this chance meeting on the steps of a dance hall. But for the first time since he had come home from
the war, he wanted to find out.

Chapter Seven

Morning Star Woman met Robert Vogel in the spring of 1946, when Ruth brought him to the reservation
to meet her family.

She was seventy-one years old, small but unbowed, with eyes that seemed to see through everything to
whatever lay beneath. She sat in the chair by the window of the cabin where she had lived for sixty years,
watching the young white man who had come to court her granddaughter, and she did not speak for a long
time.

“You are German,” she said finally. Her voice was thin but clear, carrying the weight of decades.
“My family came from Russia,” Robert said. “Before that, Germany. A long time ago.”
“Not so long. My grandfather was born before the Germans came to this land. My parents were killed

at Wounded Knee, when your grandparents were learning to farm in a place they had never seen.”
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Robert did not know what to say. He had known that Ruth’s family had history, that they had been here
when his family was still in Russia, that they had suffered things that his family had never suffered. But
hearing it from this old woman, seeing the weight of it in her eyes, made it real in a way it had not been real
before.

“I’m sorry,” he said, though he knew the words were inadequate.
“Sorry does not give us back our land. Sorry does not bring back our dead. Sorry is what the whites say

when they want to feel better about what they have done.”
“Grandmother,” Ruth said, but Morning Star Woman raised a hand, silencing her.
“I am not finished. I have lived long enough to say what I think, and I think this: you are not your

grandparents. You did not take our land. You did not kill our people. You are a man who has come to see
my granddaughter, and I will judge you by what you do, not by what your ancestors did.”

Robert waited, uncertain whether this was permission or condemnation.
“Ruth tells me you fought in the war,” Morning Star Woman continued. “That you saw things that

changed you. My grandson James fought too. He came home different, like you. The war takes things from
men that cannot be returned. But it also gives them things. It gives them knowledge of what they are capable
of, what they can survive, what they can do when everything else is gone.”

“Yes.”
“Ruth is strong. She comes from a line of survivors, people who have endured things that would have

broken others. If you want to be with her, you must be strong too. You must be willing to face what comes,
whatever it is, without running away. Can you do that?”

“I can try.”
“Trying is not enough. You must succeed. You must be the kind of man who stands when others fall,

who keeps going when others give up. That is what Ruth needs. That is what any woman needs who chooses
to love in a world that does not want her to survive.”

Robert looked at Ruth, at the face that had become dear to him in the months since they had met, at the
eyes that held a mixture of hope and fear that he recognized from his own reflection. She had brought him
here to be judged, to be tested, to see if he was worthy of what she was offering. He did not know if he was
worthy. He only knew that he wanted to be, that he would try to be, that he would do whatever it took to
become the man that Morning Star Woman was describing.

“I love her,” he said. “I don’t know if that’s enough. But it’s what I have.”
Morning StarWoman looked at him for a long moment, her ancient eyes searching his face for something

that only she could see. Then she nodded, slowly, and something in her expression softened.
“Love is never enough,” she said. “But it is where you start. Everything else comes later, built on what

you feel now, tested by what you face together. If your love is strong, it will survive. If it is not, nothing else
matters anyway.”

She turned back to the window, to the land that spread out beyond the glass, the land that had been her
people’s since before memory, the land that was still there despite everything that had been done to take it
away.

“Go,” she said. “Take her. Build a life. And if you hurt her, I will find a way to make you pay, even from
beyond the grave.”
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Ruth rose and took Robert’s hand, leading him out of the cabin, into the spring sunlight that was warming
the prairie after the long winter. They did not speak as they walked to the truck, did not speak as they drove
away from the reservation, toward the future that was waiting for them, uncertain and frightening and full of
possibility.

“She liked you,” Ruth said finally, when they were back on the main road.
“How do you know?”
“Because she threatened you. She only threatens people she thinks are worth the effort.”
Robert laughed, a sound that surprised him, a sound that he had not made in a long time. He was driving

back to the farm, back to the life he had built, but he was bringing something with him that he had not had
before: the beginning of a family, the promise of a future, the hope that the survival his parents had taught
him might lead to something more than just keeping going.

Ruth sat beside him, her hand resting on his arm, her face turned toward the window and the land that
was passing outside. She was thinking about her grandmother, about the blessing that was also a warning,
about the choice she was making to build a life with a white man in a world that would not entirely approve.
It was a risk. Everything was a risk. But Ruth had learned from Morning Star Woman that risks were worth
taking, that survival without living was not worth the effort, that love was the only thing that made any of it
meaningful.

The road stretched ahead of them, leading toward whatever came next.

End of Section Six
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Chapter One

The oil came up on a Tuesday morning in October of 1949, a black geyser that shot fifty feet into the
air before the roughnecks could cap it, coating everything within a hundred yards with the thick crude that
would change Sidney forever.

Robert Vogel heard about it that evening, sitting at the kitchen table with Ruth and their daughter Eliz-
abeth, listening to the radio crackle with news that seemed to come from another world. A wildcat well,
drilled by a Denver company on land that the Hendersons had been trying to sell for years, had struck oil at
4,800 feet. The first successful oil well in Cheyenne County. The beginning of something that no one had
predicted.

“They’re saying it could be the biggest strike anyone around here has ever seen,” Ruth said, setting down
the plate she had been drying. “They’re saying there might be an ocean of oil under this whole region.”

“There’s always talk after a strike,” Robert said. “Remember the gold rush stories your grandmother
used to tell. Everyone thought they’d get rich. Most of them died poor.”

“This is different. Oil is real. You can sell it, burn it, use it. It’s not like gold, sitting in a vault doing
nothing.”

Robert did not argue. He had learned, in the years since the war, that Ruth was usually right about things
like this, that her way of seeing the world was often clearer than his own. She had been raised to watch, to
notice, to understand what was happening beneath the surface. He had been raised to work, to endure, to
survive. Together, they saw more than either of them could have seen alone.

Elizabeth was three years old, a solemn child with her mother’s dark hair and her father’s gray eyes,
features that would mark her all her life as something in between, not fully one thing or another. She sat in
her high chair, watching her parents talk, absorbing the rhythms of their conversation even if she could not
yet understand the words.

“Should we buy land?” Ruth asked. “Before the prices go up?”
“With what money? The farm barely breaks even as it is.”
“We could borrow. Everyone borrows.”
“Everyone borrowed before the drought too. I remember what happened to those people.”
Ruth fell silent. She had not lived through the drought the way Robert had, had not watched his parents

die and his siblings scatter, had not carried the memory of Black Sunday in her bones. But she understood
what it had done to him, the caution it had instilled, the refusal to trust good fortune that might be the only
thing keeping him from making the mistakes his father had made.

“The Callahans will buy,” she said finally. “If we don’t, they will.”
“Let them. The Callahans have been buying this county piece by piece for sixty years. One more piece

won’t make a difference.”
“It might. If there’s oil under that piece.”
Robert looked at his wife, at the face that he had loved since the night they met at the dance in Chadron,

at the eyes that saw things he could not see. She was right, of course. She was always right. But being right
and being able to act on it were not the same thing. The Vogels had never had the money to take risks. The
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Vogels had survived by not taking risks. To change now, to gamble on something as uncertain as oil, felt like
a betrayal of everything his parents had taught him.

“I’ll think about it,” he said.
He thought about it for six months, while the oil company drilled more wells and the rigs multiplied

across the landscape and the price of land in Cheyenne County tripled. By the time he decided that Ruth was
right, that they should buy, there was nothing left to buy that they could afford. The Callahans, who bought
land regardless of what lay beneath it, following the family pattern of expansion that had nothing to do with
oil, and the Denver companies and the speculators from Omaha had taken everything.

He did not blame himself. He did not blame Ruth. He simply accepted it, as he had accepted so many
things, and went back to work on the farm that would never make them rich but would keep them alive,
which was more than many people had.

Chapter Two

Henry Callahan watched the oil boom from the windows of the ranch house, calculating what it meant
and deciding that it meant nothing.

He was thirty-one years old, the third generation of Callahans to run the ranch, and he had inherited
his father’s certainty about what mattered and what did not. Cattle mattered. Land mattered. The slow
accumulation of acres and herds and the power that came with them mattered. Oil was a distraction, a fever
that would pass, a way for outside money to flow into the county and flow back out again, leaving nothing
permanent behind.

“The Henderson place is selling for ten times what it was worth last year,” his wife Helen said, reading
the newspaper at the breakfast table. “Ten times. Can you imagine?”

“I can imagine the Hendersons losing everything when the oil runs out. I can imagine the speculators
going back to Denver with their profits while the Hendersons end up working for wages. That’s what always
happens with booms. The locals get excited, the outsiders get rich, and when it’s over, the land is still here
and the people who stayed on the land are still here, and everyone else is gone.”

“But if there’s oil under our land,”
“There might be. There might not be. I’m not going to tear up good pasture on the chance that there’s

something underneath it. The cattle are certain. The oil is a gamble.”
Helen did not argue. She had learned, in ten years of marriage, that Henry did not change his mind once

it was made up. He was like his father and his grandfather before him, men who saw the world in terms of
what they could control and dismissed everything else as noise. It was a strength, in some ways. It had kept
the Callahans wealthy when others had failed. But it was also a blindness, a refusal to see possibilities that
did not fit the pattern they had established.

She thought about the women she knew in Sidney, the wives of the oil workers and the speculators and the
new businesses that were springing up everywhere. They were building houses, buying cars, sending their
children to colleges that the Callahans’ neighbors could never have afforded. They were living differently,
thinking differently, becoming something other thanwhat their parents had been. Helen wondered sometimes
if she and Henry were being left behind, if their certainty about cattle and land was becoming a kind of
irrelevance.
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But she did not say this to Henry. She did not say much of anything to Henry anymore. Their marriage
had become a partnership, efficient and functional, with little room for the disagreements that might have
made it something more. They ran the ranch together. They raised their son together. They slept in the same
bed and ate at the same table and attended the same church. It was enough. It had to be enough.

Their son, David, was ten years old, a quiet boy who spent more time with books than with cattle, who
asked questions that his father could not answer, who seemed to be looking for something that the ranch
could not provide. Henry worried about him. Henry had never worried about anything before, had always
assumed that the next generation would be like the previous one, that David would grow up to run the ranch
the way Henry ran it and his father had run it before him. But David was different. David was something
that Henry did not understand.

“The boy needs to spend more time in the saddle,” Henry said, pushing away from the table. “He’s
getting soft.”

“He’s doing well in school. His teachers say he’s the brightest student they’ve had in years.”
“School won’t teach him to run a ranch. School won’t teach him what matters.”
“Maybe what matters is changing. Maybe there are things that matter now that didn’t matter before.”
Henry looked at his wife with narrowed eyes. He had been told that everything he believed might be

wrong, and his face showed the resistance of a man who did not intend to believe it.
“Nothing changes,” he said. “The land is the same. The work is the same. Everything else is just fashion,

and fashion passes. The Callahans will still be here when the oil is gone and the speculators are gone and
everyone who thought they could get rich quick has moved on to the next boom. That’s what matters. That’s
what has always mattered.”

He went out to the barn, where the horses were waiting, where the work that never ended was calling
him. Helen watched him go, then turned back to the newspaper, to the stories of fortunes being made and
lives being transformed, wondering if Henry was right or if they were missing something that they would
never be able to recover.

Chapter Three

The pressure began in the spring of 1951, when Robert Vogel’s older sister Anna came to the farm with
news that was not news, only something that had finally been said aloud.

“People are talking,” Anna said, sitting at the kitchen table where Ruth had served her coffee. “They’ve
been talking for years, but now they’re saying it to our faces. At church. At the store. The banker asked me
last week if you were planning to raise Elizabeth ‘like that.’ ”

Robert stood by the window, looking out at the fields his grandparents had broken from the prairie.
Elizabeth was outside, five years old, playing with a doll that Ruth had made from scraps of calico. She was
beautiful, his daughter, with dark hair like her mother’s and gray eyes like his own.

“Like what?” Ruth asked, though she knew the answer.
“Indian. They want to know if he’s going to raise her Indian.”
“She is half Lakota. She is what she is.”
“I know that. You know that. But these people don’t see half. They see one thing or the other, and

they’ve decided what they see.”
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Robert turned from the window. Anna had been his mother’s sister, had raised him after his parents died,
had never spoken against Ruth in all the years they had been together. For her to come now meant that
something had changed, that the tolerance the community had extended was being withdrawn.

What Robert did not know, what Anna had never told anyone, was that she had once loved a man the
community would not have accepted either, a Catholic railroad worker from County Cork who had passed
through Sidney in 1914. She had been seventeen, and he had been beautiful, and for three weeks she had
imagined a different life. Her father had found out. The man had been paid to leave. Anna had married
Michael Brennan six months later, a good Lutheran match, and had spent forty years trying not to think
about what she had lost. She told herself that she was sparing Robert the pain she had felt. She told herself
this was kindness. She almost believed it.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.
Anna did not answer directly. She looked at her hands, at the table, at anything except Robert’s face. “I

want you to think about the future. About what kind of life Elizabeth will have here. About what people will
say when she tries to go to school, find work, find a husband.”

Ruth stood up from the table. Her face was calm in the way Robert had learned to recognize, the compo-
sure that covered everything she actually felt.

“I’ll check on Elizabeth,” she said. “You two should talk.”
She walked out the door, and Robert watched her cross the yard to where their daughter was playing.

Ruth knelt down and spoke words he could not hear. Elizabeth looked toward the house, toward her father
in the window, and Robert felt something crack in his chest.

“There’s a woman in town,” Anna said. “Dorothy Mueller. Her father runs the feed store. She’s a good
woman, Robert. A Christian woman.”

“I have Ruth.”
“You have a woman you’ve been living with. You don’t have a marriage, not in the eyes of the law. Not

in the eyes of the church. And if you don’t do something about it, you’ll lose everything. The farm. The
bank’s goodwill. Any chance Elizabeth has at a normal life.”

Robert felt the words land like stones dropped into still water. He loved Ruth. He had loved her since the
night they met at the dance in Chadron. He had chosen her over everything his family expected, had built a
life with her that was good and true.

But the cost was rising. Every week brought another slight, another whisper, another door that closed a
little more firmly than it needed to.

“I’ll think about it,” he said.
He thought about it for three years.
The moment that broke him came in September of 1953, at the school registration. Elizabeth was seven

years old, ready to start second grade, and Ruth had taken her to the elementary school to complete the enroll-
ment paperwork. Robert had stayed behind on the farm, telling himself the chores couldn’t wait, knowing
the real reason he hadn’t gone.

Ruth came home that afternoon with Elizabeth silent beside her in the truck. She didn’t speak until
Elizabeth had gone inside.

“Mrs. Hendricks called her a half-breed,” Ruth said. Her voice was level, the way it always was when
she was containing something too large to let out. “In front of the other mothers. Asked if Elizabeth had
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her ‘Indian papers’ for enrollment. Asked if she’d be attending the regular classroom or needed ‘special
placement.’ ”

Robert felt his hands clench on the porch railing. “What did you say?”
“What could I say? I filled out the forms and left. Elizabeth asked me in the truck what half-breed meant.

I told her it was a word people used when they were afraid of what they didn’t understand.”
“I’ll talk to Hendricks. I’ll…”
“You’ll do nothing. Because if you do, it will be worse for Elizabeth tomorrow. And the day after. And

every day until she finishes school in this town.” Ruth turned to face him. “I can take it, Robert. I’ve taken
it my whole life. But I will not watch my daughter learn to take it. I will not watch her become smaller year
by year until there’s nothing left of her that’s proud.”

That night, Robert lay awake beside Ruth, listening to her breathe, and he understood that the choice he
had been postponing could not be postponed much longer. The cost of staying together was now being paid
by Elizabeth, and that was a cost he could not ask his daughter to bear.

Chapter Four

Robert Vogel told Ruth he was leaving on a September evening in 1954, after Elizabeth had gone to bed.
They were sitting on the porch, watching the stars appear over the prairie, the way they had sat together a

thousand times before. Ruth had known it was coming. She had watched him grow distant over the summer,
had seen him talking with Dorothy Mueller outside the feed store, had noticed the way he no longer met her
eyes when they spoke about the future.

“I can’t do it anymore,” Robert said. His voice was flat, emptied of everything except exhaustion. “The
bank won’t extend the note. Johnson at the implement store says he can’t extend credit to someone in my
‘situation.’ I went to three churches looking for someone to marry us properly, and they all said the same
thing. The county clerk won’t issue a license either… said he had ‘discretion’ in these matters. It’s not just
us anymore, Ruth. It’s Elizabeth. She’ll never have a chance here as long as we’re together.”

Ruth did not speak. She had prepared for this conversation, had rehearsed what she would say, but now
the words would not come. She simply looked at him, at the man she had loved for eight years, at the father
of her daughter, at the coward who was choosing the world’s approval over her.

“Dorothy’s father will guarantee the loan,” Robert continued. “He says he’ll help me keep the farm. Her
family has been here since the 1880s. People respect them. If I marry her, everything changes. The doors
that are closed will open. Elizabeth can…”

“Don’t,” Ruth said. Her voice was quiet, but it stopped him like a slap. “Don’t tell me this is for Elizabeth.
This is for you. This is because you’re not strong enough to fight for us.”

“I’ve been fighting for eight years. I’m tired, Ruth. I’m so tired.”
“So you surrender. You go back to the world that rejected you, and you pretend we never happened. You

erase us.”
“I’m not erasing you. I’ll always,”
“You’ll always what? Love me? Think of me? Tell yourself that you did what you had to do?” Ruth

stood up, and Robert saw that her hands were shaking, the only sign of what was happening beneath her
composure. “I have survived worse than you, Robert Vogel. I come from people who survived the massacre
at Wounded Knee. You think your cowardice can break me?”
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Robert reached for her, but she stepped back, putting distance between them that would never be closed.
“I’m taking Elizabeth to Pine Ridge,” she said. “We’ll stay with my grandmother. You can have your

farm and your bank loans and your Christian woman. I hope they make you happy. I hope they’re worth
what you’re giving up.”

“Ruth, please…”
“Don’t. Don’t beg. Don’t apologize. Just go.”
She walked into the house and closed the door, and Robert sat on the porch alone, listening to the silence

that had replaced everything they had built together.
He told Elizabeth the next morning. She was eight years old, old enough to understand that something

was breaking, not old enough to understand why.
“Mommy and I are going to live with Great-grandmother,” Ruth said, kneeling beside her daughter. “On

the reservation. It will be different, but it will be good.”
“What about Daddy?”
Ruth looked at Robert, who stood in the doorway of the bedroom where Elizabeth had been born. He

was crying, tears running down his face that he did not try to hide.
“Your daddy is going to stay here,” Ruth said. “He loves you deeply. He’ll always love you. But

sometimes people who love each other have to live in different places.”
“Why?”
Elizabeth looked at her father, waiting for him to explain, waiting for him to make it make sense. Robert

opened his mouth, but no words came. He had prepared a speech, had rehearsed explanations about the farm
and the bank and the way the world worked. But looking at his daughter’s face, he could not say any of it.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry, Elizabeth.”
She did not understand. She would not understand for years. But she saw her father’s tears, and she

began to cry too, and Ruth gathered her into her arms and carried her out of the room, away from the man
who had chosen to let them go.

They left that afternoon, Ruth driving the old truck toward Pine Ridge with everything they owned in the
back. Elizabeth watched through the rear window as the farm grew smaller, as her father’s figure standing
by the house became a speck and then nothing.

She did not wave. Neither did he.

Chapter Five

Morning Star Woman welcomed them as though she had been expecting them all along.
“The white world is not kind to women like us,” she said, settling Ruth and Elizabeth in the cabin where

she had lived most of her life. “I tried to tell you that when you left. But you needed to learn it for yourself.
Now you know.”

“I loved him, Grandmother.”
“I know you did. Love is not the problem. The problem is that love is never enough to change what

people believe about us.”
Ruth’s mother Mary had moved to Rapid City years earlier, working as a housekeeper for a white family

who paid her enough to send money home but not enough to visit often. She would come when she could,
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would help with Elizabeth when her schedule allowed, but the cabin belonged to Morning Star Woman now,
and Morning Star Woman was the one who would pass on what needed to be passed on.

Elizabeth was in the other room, unpacking the few things they had brought. She had been quiet since
they left, quiet in a way that worried Ruth.

“What do I tell her?” Ruth asked. “How do I explain what happened?”
“You tell her the truth. Not all at once, not more than she can carry. But the truth. She needs to know

who she is and where she comes from.”
Morning Star Woman was nearly eighty now, her face lined with decades, her body bent but not broken.

She had survived Wounded Knee. She had watched her people confined to reservations, had seen children
taken away to schools designed to erase everything they were. She had kept the stories alive through all of
it.

“I am tired,” she said. “I have been tired for a long time. But I waited for you to come back. I waited
because I knew Elizabeth would need the stories when I am gone.”

“Don’t talk about being gone.”
“I have years left. Maybe. But you must learn everything before I leave. And Elizabeth must learn too.”
For the next six years, Ruth and Elizabeth lived with Morning Star Woman on the reservation. Elizabeth

attended the school at Pine Ridge, excelled despite the limitations, grew into a young woman who carried
both her mother’s watchfulness and her father’s gray eyes. She learned the stories. She learned who she was.
She learned that her father had made a choice, and that choices had consequences that could not be undone.

Morning Star Woman died in the winter of 1960, peacefully, with Ruth and Elizabeth beside her. They
buried her in the cemetery where generations of her family had returned to the earth.

“She’s gone,” Elizabeth said afterward. “I’ll never see her again.”
“Her body is gone,” Ruth said. “But she’s not gone. She’s in the stories. As long as we remember her,

she’s still here.”
Elizabeth thought about her great-grandmother, about the stories she had told, about the weight of mem-

ory that now rested on her shoulders.
“I don’t know if I believe that,” she said. “But I’ll try.”

Chapter Six

Robert Vogel married Dorothy Mueller in December of 1954, three months after Ruth and Elizabeth left
for Pine Ridge.

The wedding was small, held at the Lutheran church in Sidney, attended by people who had refused to
speak to Robert when he was living with Ruth. His sister Anna was there, looking satisfied. Dorothy’s father
was there, looking at Robert with the calculating eyes of a man who had made an investment and expected
a return.

Dorothy was kind to him, in her way. She did not ask about Ruth. She did not ask about the daughter
he had left behind. She simply moved into the farmhouse and began the work of erasing the evidence that
anyone had lived there before her.

She found the calico doll in the back of a closet during her first week, a handmade thing with button eyes
and yarn hair, clearly made by someone who loved the child it was meant for. Dorothy held it for a long
moment, turning it over in her hands, thinking about the girl who had played with this, the woman who had
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made it, the life that had happened in these rooms before she arrived. She could throw it away. She could
burn it in the stove and Robert would never know. But she wrapped it in newspaper instead and put it in the
attic, in a box where Robert would find it if he ever looked. She told herself it was because the doll might
have sentimental value. She did not admit, even to herself, that she was leaving evidence of what she was
complicit in, a record of the erasure she was helping to accomplish.

Their sonMichael was born in September of 1955, a boy with Robert’s build and Dorothy’s temperament,
easy in ways that Elizabeth had never been. Robert loved his son, genuinely loved him, but the love was
tangled with guilt that he could not explain and Dorothy would not have understood.

He thought about Elizabeth constantly. He thought about the day he had watched them drive away, about
his daughter’s face in the rear window of the truck. He told himself that he had done the right thing, that
Elizabeth would have a better life on the reservation than she would have had here, that his sacrifice had
been for her benefit.

He almost believed it. In the daylight, working the fields, he almost believed it. But at night, alone with
his thoughts, the lie revealed itself, and he reached for the bottle that had become his companion, the whiskey
that made the nights bearable.

Dorothy noticed. Dorothy always noticed. But she did not say anything, did not confront him, did not
try to help. She simply accepted his drinking as the price of the bargain they had struck, the cost of the
respectability she had purchased with her father’s money and her willingness to marry a man who loved
someone else.

The Atlas missiles came to the county in 1959, their launch sites scattered across the prairie. Robert
watched the construction crews from his fields, thinking about the power being placed beneath his feet,
power enough to destroy cities, to end civilizations, to make all the small struggles of farmers and families
meaningless in a single flash of light.

“It’s terrifying,” Dorothy said one evening, reading about the missiles in the newspaper.
“Everything is terrifying,” Robert said. “The only question is what you do about it.”
“What do we do?”
“We keep going. We raise our son. We work the land. We pretend that tomorrow is guaranteed, even

though we know it isn’t.”
It was the closest he ever came to philosophy. It was the closest he ever came to telling Dorothy the truth

about anything.
Michael grew up on the farm, healthy and happy and ignorant of the sister he had somewhere in South

Dakota. Robert kept a photograph of Ruth in the attic, hidden in his Army footlocker, wrapped in tissue
paper like something precious. He looked at it sometimes, late at night, when the whiskey had loosened his
grip on the present and the past came flooding back.

He never tried to contact Ruth. He never tried to see Elizabeth. He told himself that a clean break was
better, that his presence would only complicate their lives, that the kindest thing he could do was disappear.

It was a lie. He knew it was a lie. But it was easier than the truth, and ease was all he had left.

Chapter Seven

ElizabethWalking Ahead finished eighth grade at Pine Ridge in the spring of 1960, one of eleven students
in her class.
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The ceremony was held in the gymnasium of the school, a building that leaked when it rained and had
no heat in winter. The principal gave a speech about opportunity and hard work and the future that awaited
them. Elizabeth listened and felt the familiar distance between what people said and what was actually true.

Her mother was there, proud and tearful, wearing the dress she had saved for special occasions. Her
great-grandmother was not there. Morning Star Woman had died four months earlier, and her absence was
a presence, a weight that Elizabeth carried alongside everything else.

“You did it,” Ruth said afterward, embracing her daughter. “You finished.”
“I survived it. That’s different.”
Ruth recognized the distinction. She had heard it in her own voice, years ago, before motherhood and

loss had taught her that survival was its own kind of victory.
“What now?” she asked. “What do you want to do?”
Elizabeth would attend the high school at Pine Ridge for four more years, then apply to nursing school

in Scottsbluff, the same program her mother had attended. It was a path, a direction, a way forward that did
not require her to answer the larger questions about what she wanted her life to mean.

“Finish school here. Then Scottsbluff, like you did. Learn nursing. Help people.”
“Is that what you want? Or is that what’s available?”
Elizabeth was quiet for a moment. She watched the other graduates, white kids from Pine Ridge whose

futures would be different from hers, whose diplomas meant something different than hers did.
“Mrs. Patterson pulled me aside last week,” she said finally. “Told me she was proud of me. Said I had

‘come so far, considering.’ Considering what, she didn’t say. She didn’t have to.”
“People say things without knowing what they mean.”
“No. She knew exactly what she meant. She meant that I did well for an Indian. That I exceeded the

low expectations she had for someone like me.” Elizabeth’s jaw tightened. “I want to go somewhere that
‘considering’ doesn’t follow me around. Somewhere that when I do something, it’s just what I did, not what
I did despite being who I am.”

“Scottsbluff won’t be different. Nowhere will be different.”
“Then I’ll make it different. Somehow. I don’t know how yet. But I’m not going to spend my life being

grateful that white people are surprised I can read.”
Ruth heard the anger in her daughter’s voice, the old anger that had been building since they left the farm,

since Robert drove away, since Elizabeth understood what her father’s choice had meant about her worth in
the eyes of the world.

“That anger will either carry you or consume you,” Ruth said. “You’ll have to decide which.”
“I know.” Elizabeth looked at her mother. “You decided. You let yours bank down. You let it turn into

something quieter.”
“I had to. I had you to raise. I couldn’t afford to burn.”
“Maybe I can. Maybe that’s the difference between us. You had something to protect. I don’t have

anything yet. I can afford to burn until I do.”
Ruth did not argue. She understood the fire in her daughter, the refusal to accept what had been offered.

She had felt that fire herself, before motherhood and loss had banked it into something more manageable.
“Just remember where you come from,” Ruth said. “Remember what it cost to get you here. Whatever

you do, carry that with you.”
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“I will,” Elizabeth said.
She would keep that promise, and break it, many times over in the years that followed. But for now,

standing in the dusty parking lot of the Pine Ridge school, she believed it. She believed she could change
the world, or at least the small part of it that she could reach.

It was the kind of belief that only the young can hold completely. And sometimes, that belief is enough.

End of Section Seven
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Chapter One

Elizabeth Crow Feather stood at the roadblock on Highway 18, watching the federal marshals through
binoculars borrowed from a college student who had driven up from Lincoln.

It was March 11, 1973, and Wounded Knee was under siege. The American Indian Movement had
occupied the village twelve days ago, taking hostages, issuing demands, declaring their intention to remain
until the government acknowledged the broken treaties and the stolen land and the ninety years of betrayal
that had followed the massacre. The government had responded with armored personnel carriers and M-16s
and hundreds of law enforcement officers who surrounded the village like wolves around a wounded elk.

Not everyone on Pine Ridge supported what was happening. The tribal chairman called the occupiers
criminals. Some families feared the retaliation that would come when the siege ended. Others said AIM
were outsiders who had come to make trouble and would leave the locals to face the consequences. Elizabeth
had heard all of this, had watched the community fracture along lines that the outside world would never
understand. But she had also heard the grievances, had lived them, had seen enough to know that the anger
inside the perimeter was not manufactured.

Elizabeth was twenty-seven years old, a teacher at the tribal college on Pine Ridge, a woman who had
spent her entire life trying to find a place where she belonged. She had grown up between worlds, the
daughter of a Lakota mother and a white father who had loved Ruth Walking Ahead but had not been strong
enough to resist the pressure that had torn them apart. She remembered the years before the separation, when
they had all lived together on the farm, when she had believed that love could overcome the categories that
divided people. She remembered the day her father had come to tell Ruth that he was marrying someone
else, a white woman named Dorothy who would give him the life his family demanded. She had been eight
years old, old enough to understand that something was breaking, not old enough to understand why.

Her mother had taken her back to Pine Ridge, to the cabin where Morning Star Woman lived, to the
world that had been waiting for them all along. Elizabeth had grown up there, had learned the stories, had
attended the government schools where they tried to make her forget who she was, had gone to nursing
school in Scottsbluff as her mother had done before her. She had married Tom Crow Feather in 1968,no
relation to Morning Star Woman’s husband, though the name was common enough on Pine Ridge, had taken
his name, had found in him the steadiness and acceptance that her father had been unable to provide. They
had a daughter now, Sarah, who was five years old and stayed with Ruth while Elizabeth did what she had
come here to do.

She had not spoken to her father in nearly twenty years. She had heard, through the channels that con-
nected the reservation to the white world, that he had drunk himself to death three years ago, on the farm
where she had spent the first years of her life. She had felt something when she heard the news, but she could
not say whether it was grief or relief or simply the recognition that a chapter she had never properly closed
had finally ended.

Now she was here, at the edge of history, watching her people make a stand that would either change
everything or change nothing. She had not come to fight. She had come to help, bringing medical supplies
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that the occupiers desperately needed, knowing that the wounded inside the village had no access to hospitals,
no doctors, no one to care for them except whoever was willing to cross the lines.

“They won’t let you through,” the college student said. He was young, white, full of the passion that
young white people brought to causes they did not fully understand. “They’ve been turning everyone back
for days.”

“They’re turning cars back. They’re not turning people back.”
“What’s the difference?”
“The difference is that I know this land. I grew up on it. I can walk where they can’t drive.”
The student looked at her with something like admiration, the expression of someone who had never had

to walk through country that was trying to kill them. Elizabeth did not need his admiration. She needed
the supplies in the bag she was carrying, the antibiotics and bandages and painkillers that would make the
difference between life and death for whoever was wounded inside the village.

She waited until dark, then moved.

Chapter Two

Michael Vogel learned about the occupation from the evening news, watching the images of armed Indi-
ans and armed federal officers facing each other across barricades while the anchors spoke in the grave tones
they reserved for foreign conflicts and natural disasters.

He was seventeen years old, a senior in high school, working on the farm on weekends and after classes
while he figured out what he wanted to do with his life. His father Robert had died three years earlier, leaving
the farm to Michael and the debts to whoever could collect them. His mother Dorothy had held on as long as
she could, but the previous fall she had finally moved to Lincoln, unable to remain any longer in the house
where her husband had drunk himself to death. Michael had stayed because the land was all his father had
left him and he did not know how to let it go.

“They’re calling it an armed insurrection,” Dorothy said on the phone that evening. She called every
Sunday, checking on Michael, making sure he was eating and sleeping and not following his father’s path
toward destruction. “They’re saying the Indians have hostages.”

“The news always says that. The news doesn’t know what’s actually happening.”
“And you do?”
“No. But I know the news doesn’t either.”
Michael hung up and went back to watching the images on the screen, the faces of people who looked

like no one he knew and like everyone he had grown up around. He had attended school with Indian kids,
had worked beside Indian hands on the ranches that employed both white and Native labor. He had learned
to see them as individuals rather than as representatives of a group, which was more than most white people
in the county could say. But he had never thought much about the larger questions, about the treaties and the
land and the history that had brought his family here and pushed their families onto reservations.

He thought about it now, watching the standoff unfold, wondering what it would take to make people
desperate enough to do what the occupiers had done. They had to know they couldn’t win. They had to
know that the government had more weapons and more men and more willingness to use force. But they had
done it anyway, had put their lives on the line for something that most Americans did not even know existed.
That took a kind of courage that Michael was not sure he possessed.
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The next morning, he went into the attic of the farmhouse, looking for the boxes his mother had left
behind when she moved. He was looking for something specific, though he could not have said what until
he found it: his father’s old Army footlocker, pushed into a corner behind Christmas decorations and broken
furniture. Dorothy had never touched it: she had always said that Robert’s war years were his own business,
that whatever he had seen in the Pacific was not something she needed to know about. The lock was rusted
but gave way with effort.

Inside, beneathmedals and discharge papers and a bundle of letters frommenwhose namesmeant nothing
to Michael, was a shoebox. And inside the shoebox, wrapped in tissue paper as though it were something
precious, was a photograph.

The photograph showed his father as a young man, in uniform, standing beside a woman Michael did
not recognize. She was Indian, that was clear from her features, and she was beautiful in a way that made
Michael’s chest tighten. His father had his arm around her, and they were both smiling, the kind of smiles
that people only wore when they were happy.

On the back of the photograph, in handwriting that Michael recognized as his father’s, were written two
words: “Ruth, 1946.”

Michael stared at the photograph for a long time, trying to understand what it meant. His father had never
mentioned anyone named Ruth. His father had never talked about the years before his marriage to Dorothy,
the years between the war and the life that Michael had known. There had been silences, absences, things
that were not discussed. Michael had always assumed they were about the war, about the trauma his father
had carried home from the Pacific. But now he wondered if they were about something else, about someone
else, about a woman named Ruth whose photograph his father had kept hidden for more than twenty years,
hidden in the one place Dorothy would never look.

He did not know what to do with this discovery. He did not know if it mattered, if it changed anything,
if the woman in the photograph was still alive or dead or living somewhere he could find her. But he knew
that he could not unknow it, could not put the photograph back in the box and pretend he had never seen it.
His father had loved someone before his mother. His father had kept that love secret for his entire adult life.
And now Michael had to decide what to do with that secret, whether to bury it again or to find out where it
led.

Chapter Three

Elizabethmade it through the lines on the second night, crawling through a drainage ditch that ran beneath
a fence the marshals had overlooked.

The village was smaller than she had expected, a handful of buildings clustered around the church and
the trading post, surrounded by the bunkers and fighting positions that the occupiers had constructed in the
two weeks since they had taken over. There were perhaps two hundred people inside, a mix of AIM activists
and local Lakota and supporters who had come from across the country to stand with them. They were
outgunned and outmanned and they knew it, but they had not given up.

One of the occupation’s leaders met her at the church, a tall man with fierce eyes and a voice that carried
the weight of centuries of grievance. He looked at Elizabeth with the suspicion that had become necessary
in a place where infiltrators might be anywhere.

“You’re the nurse,” he said.
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“I’m a teacher. But I trained as a nurse. I can help.”
“We have wounded. Two, from the firefight last night. One is bad.”
“Show me.”
The wounded were in the basement of the trading post, lying on mattresses that someone had dragged

down from upstairs. One had a bullet wound in his thigh, painful but not life-threatening. The other had
been shot in the stomach, and Elizabeth could see from the color of his skin and the smell of the wound that
he was dying, that nothing she could do would save him.

She did what she could. She cleaned the wounds, administered the antibiotics she had brought, gave
morphine to the one who was dying so that his last hours would not be filled with agony. She worked
through the night, by the light of lanterns that had to be kept dim so they would not draw fire, surrounded by
the sounds of a siege that might end at any moment in blood and bullets.

“Why did you come?” the leader asked her, near dawn.
“Because my great-grandmother survived Wounded Knee. The first one. She hid under her mother’s

body while the soldiers killed everyone around her. She spent the rest of her life telling stories about what
happened, making sure we wouldn’t forget. I came because this is her land, and these are her people, and I
couldn’t stay away while they were fighting for what she spent her whole life remembering.”

“Your great-grandmother.”
“Morning Star Woman. She died when I was fourteen. But she passed the stories on. She made me

promise to keep them alive.”
He nodded slowly. He had heard stories like this before, had met others who had come because of

ancestors and memories and the weight of history that could not be escaped. The occupation was full of
such people, full of ghosts as much as guns, the dead standing beside the living in a confrontation that was
eighty-three years overdue.

“Stay as long as you can,” he said. “We need people who understand why we’re here. The reporters
don’t understand. The government doesn’t understand. But you understand. You carry it with you.”

“I carry it. It’s all I know how to do.”
Elizabeth stayed for three days, treating the wounded, helping with food preparation, listening to the

stories that the occupiers told each other in the hours between firefights. She heard about the broken treaties
and the stolen land and the generations of humiliation that had brought them to this point. She heard about
the government programs that had failed and the promises that had been broken and the children who had
been taken from their families and sent to schools where they were forbidden to speak their own language.
She heard the anger and the grief and the desperate hope that somehow, this time, things would be different.

On the morning of the fourth day, a young woman was carried into the basement, shot through the
shoulder during a firefight that had erupted at dawn. The wound was serious but not fatal. Elizabeth cleaned
it, removed the bullet fragments, stitched the torn muscle as best she could with the supplies she had left.
The woman gripped her hand through the pain and did not cry out.

The leader found Elizabeth after she had finished, while she was washing the blood from her hands in
water that was no longer clean.

“We need you to stay,” he said. “We have people who can shoot. We don’t have anyone else who can do
what you just did.”

“I’ve been here three days. My daughter is waiting for me. My mother is waiting.”
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“They’ll keep waiting. The people here won’t wait. They’ll bleed out, get infected, die from wounds
that you could have treated.”

Elizabeth looked at the woman she had just saved, at the blood on the floor, at the faces of the people
who had gathered in the doorway to listen. She thought about Sarah, five years old, who had cried when
Elizabeth left and who would cry again if Elizabeth did not come back. She thought about Morning Star
Woman, who had survived Wounded Knee by hiding under her mother’s body, who had spent her whole
life keeping the stories alive. She thought about what it meant to carry the weight of history, and whether
carrying meant fighting or surviving or something in between.

“If I stay,” she said, “I might never leave. They could arrest me. They could kill me. My daughter would
grow up without a mother.”

“Your daughter could grow up knowing her mother fought for something.”
“Or she could grow up knowing her mother chose a cause over her. I’ve spent my whole life being the

daughter whose father chose something else. I won’t do that to Sarah.”
The words came out harder than she intended, and she saw him flinch. He had children too, somewhere

outside the perimeter, waiting like Sarah was waiting.
“One more day,” he said. “Just one more day. Teach someone else what you know. Show them how to

clean wounds, how to stop bleeding, how to keep people alive until help comes. Then you go.”
Elizabeth stayed for onemore day. She taught a youngman namedVictor how to suture, how to recognize

infection, how to ration the antibiotics that were almost gone. She did not sleep. She did not eat. She worked
through the night, and when the sun came up on the fifth morning, she gathered her empty bag and went to
find the drainage ditch that would carry her back to the world she had left.

The leader met her at the edge of the village. “Will you come back?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know if I can.”
“The ones who can leave are the ones we need most. The ones who stay have nowhere else to go.”
“I have somewhere else to go. That’s why I have to leave.” She paused, the weight of the choice settling

into her chest where it would stay for the rest of her life. “That’s why I’m leaving.”
She crawled through the drainage ditch in the early morning darkness, carrying with her the images and

sounds that would never fade, carrying the knowledge that she had been asked to stay and had chosen to
leave, carrying the question of whether survival was another word for surrender.

She went back to teaching. She went back to her husband and her daughter and the life she had built on
the reservation. But she was different now, changed by what she had done and by what she had not done,
marked by a choice that would shape everything that followed.

She had crossed a line. And then she had crossed back, because her daughter was on the other side, be-
causeMorning StarWoman had taught her that survival meant choosing, and choices meant losing something
to keep something else.

She never stopped wondering if she had chosen wrong.

Chapter Four

Michael Vogel found Ruth Walking Ahead in the summer of 1974, living in a small house on the edge
of Pine Ridge.
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He had spent sixmonths searching, following leads that went nowhere, asking questions that made people
uncomfortable. Most of the people he asked did not want to help a white man find an Indian woman, did not
trust his motives, did not believe that he was anything other than another government agent or bill collector
or troublemaker looking to cause pain. But eventually, he found someone who knew Ruth’s story, who had
heard about the white soldier who had left her, who understood why Michael was looking and decided that
the truth might heal something that had been broken for too long.

Ruthwas forty-nine years old, her black hair streakedwith gray, with eyes that held the samewatchfulness
Elizabeth had inherited. She sat on her porch and looked at the young white man who had come uninvited
into her world, and she did not speak for a long time.

“You’re Robert’s son,” she said finally.
“Yes.”
“You look like him. Around the eyes. He had kind eyes, even when he was afraid.”
“He kept your photograph. All those years. I found it after he died.”
Ruth nodded, as though this did not surprise her. “He was a good man. A weak man, in some ways, but

good. He could not stand up to his family, could not tell them that he loved an Indian woman, could not
choose what he wanted over what they demanded. But he loved me. I never doubted that.”

“Why didn’t you tell him to stay? Why didn’t you fight for him?”
“I did fight. For eight years, I fought. But fighting alone is not enough. Fighting only works when

both people are fighting for the same thing. Robert was fighting against himself, against his family, against
everything he had been raised to believe. I was fighting for something. He was fighting against something.
That’s a different kind of fight, and it cannot be won.”

Michael sat down on the step below her porch, looking out at the land that stretched toward the horizon,
the land that had been here before his family came and would be here after they were gone.

“I have a sister,” he said. “Don’t I?”
“You have a sister. Her name is Elizabeth. She is twenty-eight years old. She teaches at the college here,

on the reservation. She has a husband and a daughter. She has built a life that your father could not give
her.”

“Does she know about me?”
“She knows you exist. Yes, she knows your father married someone else, had a son, kept the farm that

she was born on. She has made her peace with it, in her own way.”
“I want to meet her.”
Ruth was quiet for a moment, studying him with eyes that had watched so much over forty-nine years.

She was trying to see something, Michael realized, trying to determine whether he was worthy of the gift he
was asking for, whether meeting Elizabeth would heal something or break it further.

“Why?” she asked.
“Because she’s my sister. Because my father kept her secret my whole life, and I want to understand

why. Because I’ve spent the last six months learning that everything I thought I knew about my family was
incomplete, and I need to know the rest.”

“The rest will not make you happy. The rest will complicate everything you believe about who you are
and where you come from.”

“I know. But I need it anyway.”
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Ruth nodded slowly. She reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out a piece of paper, wrote
something on it with a pencil she kept there.

“This is her address. She lives about twenty miles from here, on the other side of the reservation. Go in
the afternoon, when she’s home from work. Tell her I sent you. Tell her it’s time.”

“Time for what?”
“Time for the secrets to end. Time for the family to become what it should have been all along.”
Michael took the paper, folded it carefully, put it in his shirt pocket. He looked at Ruth, at the face that

had once been young and beautiful, that had loved his father and been abandoned by him, that had survived
that abandonment and built a life regardless.

“Thank you,” he said.
“Don’t thank me yet. You don’t know what you’re walking into.”
“I know enough. I know that my father hurt people, and that the hurt has lasted longer than it should

have. I want to try to make it right.”
“You can’t make it right. What happened, happened. All you can do is decide what happens next.”
Michael stood, brushed the dust from his jeans, looked one more time at the woman who had been his

father’s first love.
“I’ll come back,” he said. “After I meet Elizabeth. I want to hear more. I want to know everything.”
“Everything is a lot. But I’ll tell you what I can. It’s time for someone to hear it besides me.”
Michael walked back to his truck, carrying the address in his pocket and the weight of his father’s choices

on his shoulders. He did not know what he would find when he reached Elizabeth’s house, what kind of
reception he would receive, what the reunion of two siblings who had never known each other would look
like. He knew only that he had to try, that the photograph had started something that could not be stopped,
that the past had reached out and grabbed him and would not let go until he had seen it through to whatever
end was waiting.

Chapter Five

Elizabeth answered the door on the third knock, expecting a neighbor or a salesman, not expecting the
young white man who stood on her step with his hat in his hands and his father’s eyes looking out of a
stranger’s face.

She knew immediately who he was. She had known this moment would come, had prepared for it in
a way, had rehearsed what she would say and how she would feel. But the preparation did not match the
reality, the shock of seeing her father’s face reflected in the features of a stranger, the collision of two lives
that had been separated by choices made before either of them was born.

“I’m Michael,” he said. “I’m your brother.”
“I know who you are,” she said.
“Can I come in?”
She hesitated. Thomas was at work, Sarah was with Ruth, the house was empty except for her. She

could turn this young man away, could refuse to acknowledge the connection that bound them, could protect
herself from whatever pain his presence might bring. But she could also let him in, could hear what he had
to say, could find out what kind of person her father’s other child had become.

“Five minutes,” she said. “Then you leave.”
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They sat in her living room, surrounded by the artifacts of a life he did not know: photographs of Thomas
and Sarah, awards from the college, a framed copy of the picture that Morning Star Woman had given her
before she died, showing a young woman holding a baby in front of a cabin that no longer existed.

“I found your photograph in my father’s things,” Michael said. “After he died. I didn’t know you
existed.”

“He kept it from you.”
“He kept everything fromme. He never talked about the war, never talked about his life before hemarried

my mother. I thought it was trauma. I thought he was protecting himself. I didn’t know he was protecting a
secret.”

“You were the secret he was protecting. Not me. He chose you, chose the life you represented, chose to
pretend that I never happened. I was the thing he was ashamed of. I was the mistake he couldn’t acknowl-
edge.”

Michael felt the words land like blows, felt the weight of his father’s choices settle onto his shoulders.
He had not made those choices. He had not known about them until a year ago. But he was his father’s son,
and the sins of the father did not simply disappear because the son had not committed them.

“I’m sorry,” he said.
“For what? You didn’t do anything. You were a child, like I was a child. We were both victims of what

the adults did.”
“I’m sorry for what he did to you. I’m sorry for what it cost you to grow up without him. I’m sorry for

the life you might have had if he had been braver, if he had chosen differently.”
Elizabeth looked at this young man, her brother, the product of the life her father had chosen instead of

her. She had expected to hate him. She had expected to feel rage at the unfairness of it, the injustice of being
abandoned while he was raised in comfort, on land that should have been hers too. But she did not feel rage.
She felt only a strange sadness, a recognition that they were both casualties of the same war, both wounded
by the same choices.

“He drank,” she said. “In the end. That’s what killed him. Did you know that?”
“Yes. I watched it happen. I watched him destroy himself and couldn’t do anything to stop it.”
“I used to think he was drinking because of the war. Because of what he saw in the Pacific. But now I

wonder if he was drinking because of us. Because of the choice he made, the life he gave up. I wonder if he
ever stopped loving my mother, if he ever stopped wishing he had been brave enough to stay.”

“I don’t know. He never told me. He never told anyone, as far as I can tell.”
“No. He kept it all inside. That’s what killed him, in the end. Not the alcohol. The silence. The weight

of carrying something he could never put down.”
They sat together in the quiet of the house, two siblings who had been strangers their entire lives, trying

to find a way to bridge the gap that their father had created. Elizabeth did not know if it was possible. She
did not know if she wanted it to be possible. But she knew that she could not send Michael away without at
least trying, without at least seeing what they might become to each other.

“Tell me about him,” she said. “Tell me about the father you knew. Maybe if I understand who he was
to you, I can understand who he was to me.”

Michael talked. He talked about the farm, about the work that never ended, about the silences that filled
the house like smoke. He talked about his mother Dorothy, who had loved Robert without understanding
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him, who had tried to make him happy and failed. He talked about the drinking, about the slow destruction
that he had watched without being able to stop, about the funeral where he had stood nearly alone because
everyone else who might have cared had already gone.

Elizabeth listened. She heard echoes of her own life in his stories, the same distances and silences, the
same sense of amanwhowas never fully present, whowas always somewhere else in his mind, with someone
else in his heart. She heard the damage that Robert Vogel had done to everyone who loved him, the trail of
broken people he had left behind.

When Michael finished, she reached out and took his hand. It was the first time she had touched her
brother, the first physical contact between two people who shared blood but not history.

“Stay for dinner,” she said. “My husband will be home soon. I want you to meet him. I want you to
meet the family I built without our father.”

“Are you sure?”
“No. But I’m doing it anyway. That’s all any of us can do.”

Chapter Six

The siege at Wounded Knee ended on May 8, 1973, seventy-one days after it began.
Two Oglala Lakota had been killed, a federal marshal had been paralyzed, and hundreds of people on

both sides had been wounded by the gunfire that had continued throughout the occupation. The government
had agreed to discuss the treaty issues that the occupiers had raised, though the discussions would come to
nothing, would be absorbed into the bureaucratic machinery that the government used to deal with problems
it did not want to solve.

Elizabethwatched the end on the evening news, sitting in her living roomwith Thomas and Sarah between
them, watching the images of people emerging from the village with their hands raised, surrendering to the
marshals who had surrounded them for more than two months. She recognized some of the faces, people she
had treated during her three days inside the perimeter, people whose wounds she had cleaned and bandaged
and tried to heal.

“It’s over,” Thomas said.
“No. It’s never over. It just changes form.”
She thought about Morning Star Woman, about the stories that had been passed down through four

generations, about the memory that was the only inheritance her people had left. The occupation had failed,
in the sense that nothing immediate had changed, that the government had not acknowledged the treaties or
returned the land or done anything to address the grievances that had driven the occupiers to take up arms.
But something else had happened, something harder to measure. The world had watched. The world had
seen that the Lakota were still here, still fighting, still refusing to accept the slow extinction that had been
planned for them. That meant something, even if Elizabeth could not say exactly what.

Sarah climbed into her lap, and Elizabeth held her daughter close, thinking about what she would tell
this child someday, what stories she would pass on, what weight she would ask this small person to carry.
The occupation had shown her something she had not known before: that she was willing to risk her life for
what she believed, that the fire her great-grandmother had carried was still burning inside her, that survival
alone was not enough.
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Her phone rang in the summer of 1975. It was Michael, calling from the farm in Banner County. They
had met only once, that brief dinner at her house when he had appeared uninvited on her doorstep, but she
had thought about him often in the months since.

“I saw the news back in ’73,” he said. “About Wounded Knee. I thought about you. I wondered if you
were all right.”

“I’m all right. I wasn’t there, at the end. I came home before the siege lifted.”
“But you were there. Ruth told me. She said you went inside, brought medicine, helped the wounded.”
“My mother told you?”
“I visited her again. Last month. She’s been telling me things, about her life, about our father, about

everything that happened before I was born. She says it’s time. She says the secrets have done enough
damage.”

Elizabeth felt something shift inside her, some tension that had been there so long she had forgotten it
was not part of her. Ruth had kept the secrets too, had protected Robert even after he abandoned her, had
never spoken ill of him to Elizabeth or to anyone else. But now the secrets were coming out, spilling into
the light, and Elizabeth did not know whether to be relieved or afraid.

“What else did she tell you?”
“She told me about Wounded Knee. The first one. She told me about your great-grandmother, about

hiding under her mother’s body, about the stories that were passed down. She told me that you carry those
stories now, that you’re the one who remembers.”

“I try to remember. It’s hard, sometimes. The world doesn’t want to hear these stories. The world wants
to pretend that the past is over, that we’ve all moved on, that the old wounds have healed. But they haven’t
healed. They’re still open, still bleeding, still waiting for something that might never come.”

“I want to understand,” Michael said. “I want to learn what you know, hear what you remember. I want
to be part of the family I didn’t know I had.”

“Why? You have a life, a farm, a world that doesn’t include any of this. Why would you want to take on
our burdens?”

“Because they’re my burdens too. Because our father was the same man, and whatever he did, he did to
both of us. Because I spent eighteen years not knowing who I was, and now I know, and I can’t unknow it.
I can’t go back to being the person I was before I found that photograph.”

Elizabeth was quiet for a long moment, listening to the static on the line, thinking about what Michael
was asking. He wanted to be part of her world, wanted to claim the heritage that their father had denied him.
But her world was not an easy world. Her world was full of grief and anger and the weight of centuries.
Taking it on was not a gift; it was a burden. And she was not sure she had the right to give it to him.

“Come to the reservation,” she said finally. “Come in the fall, when the harvest is done. I’ll introduce
you to everyone. I’ll tell you the stories. And then you can decide whether you want to carry what we carry.”

“I’ll be there.”
“Good. Then we’ll see.”
She hung up the phone and sat in the gathering darkness, thinking about the brother she had just invited

into her life, about the father who had connected them and divided them, about the future that was waiting
to be written.
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The siege was over. The occupation had ended. But something newwas beginning, something that might
heal the wounds that Robert Vogel had left behind.

Or something that might open them wider.
Either way, it was too late to stop.

Chapter Seven

Michael came to Pine Ridge in October of 1975, driving the same truck his father had driven, carrying
nothing but a change of clothes and the photograph that had started everything.

Elizabeth met him at the edge of the reservation, in the parking lot of a gas station that served as a
landmark for people who did not know the land. She was wearing jeans and a flannel shirt, her hair pulled
back in a ponytail, looking like what she was: a young woman ready to work, ready to do whatever needed
to be done.

“You came,” she said.
“I said I would.”
“People say a lot of things. Not everyone follows through.”
She drove him through the reservation, showing him the places that mattered: the cabin where Morning

Star Woman had lived, the cemetery where four generations of Walking Aheads were buried, the site of the
1890 massacre where a monument now stood, marking the place where Elizabeth’s great-grandmother had
hidden under her mother’s body and waited for the shooting to stop.

They stood together at the monument, reading the names of the dead, and Michael felt something he had
not expected to feel: a connection, a responsibility, a weight that was settling onto his shoulders whether he
wanted it or not. These people were his family too, however distant. Their blood ran in his veins, however
diluted. Their stories were his stories, however unfamiliar.

“Your great-grandmother was my great-grandmother,” Elizabeth said. “Morning Star Woman. She sur-
vived this. She lived to be eighty-five years old. She passed the stories on to my mother, and my mother
passed them to me. Now I’m passing them to you. What you do with them is your choice.”

“What should I do with them?”
“Remember. That’s all any of us can do. Remember what happened here, and what happened after, and

what is still happening. Remember that this land was taken, and the people who lived here were killed, and
no one was ever held accountable. Remember that survival is not the same as justice, and that we are still
waiting for justice, even after eighty-five years.”

Michael looked at the monument, at the names carved into the stone, at the land that spread out around
them, beautiful and indifferent. He thought about his father, about the choices Robert had made, about the
secrets he had kept. He thought about himself, about who he was and who he might become, about the
weight of history that was now his to carry.

“I’ll remember,” he said. “I’ll tell my children, if I have children. I’ll make sure they know where they
come from, what it means, what it cost.”

“Good. Then you’re one of us, whether you look like it or not.”
Elizabeth took his arm, and they walked back to the truck together, leaving the monument behind, carry-

ing the memory with them. They were siblings, finally, after twenty years of separation. They were family,
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connected by blood and history and the stories that would bind them to each other and to everyone who had
come before.

The past was not over. It never would be. But the future was still being written, and they would write it
together, one day at a time, one story at a time, one remembrance at a time.

That was the only victory that could not be taken away.

End of Section Eight
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Chapter One

Frank Brennan shot himself on a Tuesday morning in March of 1985, in the barn where his grandfather
had milked cows and his father had stored hay and he had spent forty years trying to hold onto something
that could not be held.

Michael Vogel found him. They had been neighbors for a decade, had helped each other through the
ordinary disasters that farming brought. Michael had come over to return a socket wrench he had borrowed,
had walked into the barn expecting to find Frank working on the tractor that was always breaking down.
Instead, he found Frank slumped against a hay bale with a shotgun across his lap and most of his head
missing.

The note was in Frank’s pocket, written on the back of a foreclosure notice from the bank. It said only:
“I’m sorry. I couldn’t hold on anymore.”

Michael stood in the barn for a long time, looking at what remained of his neighbor, his friend, the man
who had taught him how to repair a combine and how to read the weather and how to survive in a place
that was always trying to kill you. Frank had been sixty-two years old, had farmed this land since he was
eighteen, had raised three children and buried a wife and never once complained about any of it. But the
bank had called his note, and the price of wheat had dropped below the cost of production, and the land that
had been in his family for four generations was going to be taken from him by men in suits who had never
touched a plow or felt the soil between their fingers.

Michael called the sheriff, then called his wife Margaret, then sat on a hay bale across from Frank’s body
and waited. He did not cry. He did not rage. He simply sat, feeling the weight of what had happened settle
into him like water into dry ground, wondering how many more would follow, wondering if he would be
one of them.

The farm crisis had been building for years. Interest rates had climbed to eighteen percent, then twenty,
then higher. Land values had collapsed after the boom of the seventies, leaving farmers who had borrowed
to expand trapped underwater, owing more than their farms were worth. The government programs that
were supposed to help were too little and too late, administered by bureaucrats who did not understand that
you could not simply decide not to farm, that the land demanded work regardless of whether the work was
profitable.

Frank Brennan was not the first farmer in the county to kill himself. He would not be the last. The crisis
was creating a wave of suicides that would roll across the Great Plains for the rest of the decade, taking men
who had spent their lives building something and found themselves with nothing, men who could not bear
the shame of failure, who saw death as preferable to watching strangers take what their families had held for
generations.

Michael drove home that evening through fields that looked the same as they had always looked, green
with winter wheat, promising a harvest that might or might not come. He thought about his father, who had
drunk himself to death rather than face what he had become. He thought about his grandfather, who had died
in the drought believing he had failed. He thought about all the Vogels who had come before him, who had
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survived everything the land could throw at them, who had passed down nothing but stubbornness and the
refusal to quit.

He was twenty-nine years old. He had a wife, two children, and a farm that was worth less than he owed
on it. The bank had not called his note yet, but they would. Everyone’s note was being called, everyone who
had borrowed during the good years, everyone who had trusted that the good years would continue. The
question was not whether the crisis would reach him but when, and what he would do when it did.

Margaret was waiting for him at the door. She had heard about Frank, had already started making food
to bring to the family, had already begun the rituals of comfort that women performed when men failed.

“How bad?” she asked.
“As bad as it gets.”
“The bank?”
“The bank. The prices. Everything. He couldn’t see a way out, so he made his own way.”
“That’s not a way out. That’s giving up.”
“I know. But when you’re standing in that barn, looking at what’s left of a man who worked his whole

life for something that’s about to be taken from him, giving up starts to look like the only option that makes
sense.”

Margaret took his hands, held them tight. “Don’t you ever. Don’t you ever think that’s an option. We’ll
lose the farm before I lose you. We’ll move to town, rent an apartment, work at the grocery store. I don’t
care. But you’re not leaving me the way Frank left his family.”

Michael looked at his wife, at the face that had aged alongside his, at the eyes that still held the determi-
nation that had attracted him to her. She meant it. She would rather be poor and together than comfortable
and alone. She would rather lose everything than lose him.

“I won’t,” he said. “I promise.”
It was a promise he would struggle to keep in the years that followed. But he made it, and the making of

it was the first step toward survival.

Chapter Two

Elizabeth Crow Feather watched the farm crisis from the reservation, where crisis was no news to anyone,
only the way things had always been.

She was thirty-nine years old, teaching at Oglala Lakota College, raising her daughter Sarah while work-
ing toward the degree that would make her a full professor. She had built a life on Pine Ridge that was
small but meaningful, filled with students and stories and the slow work of keeping memory alive. She did
not think much about the white farmers and their troubles. They had problems, yes, but they had also had
advantages that her people had never had: land they owned outright, credit they could access, a government
that saw them as citizens rather than wards.

But then Michael came to visit, and she saw the crisis through his eyes, and something shifted in her
understanding.

They hadmaintained their relationship through the years since he had first come to Pine Ridge, the brother
she had not known she had, the white man who had chosen to learn the stories and carry them forward. He
visited once or twice a year, usually in the fall after the harvest, bringing news of the farm and the county
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and the world beyond the reservation. She had come to look forward to his visits, to value his perspective,
to see in him something of their father that she had not allowed herself to see before.

“It’s bad,” he said, sitting on her porch in the October evening. “Worse than anyone expected. Frank
Brennan killed himself in March. The Hendersons lost everything in August. Half the farms in the county
are underwater, and the other half are hanging on by their fingernails.”

“And you?”
“Hanging on. Barely. The bank is being patient because I’ve never missed a payment, but patience

doesn’t last forever. If prices don’t come up, if interest rates don’t come down, I’ll be in the same place
Frank was. Staring at a foreclosure notice and wondering if there’s any point in going on.”

“Is there?”
Michael looked at her, surprised by the question. “You’re asking me if there’s a point in going on?”
“I’m asking you to think about it. Think hard. Because the answer matters. The answer is what keeps

you alive when everything else falls apart.”
Michael was quiet for a long moment, watching the sun set over the land that had been Lakota before it

was anything else, the land that remembered things that white people had forgotten.
“I don’t know,” he said finally. “I used to think the point was the farm itself, keeping it going, passing it

on. But if the farm goes, what’s left? What am I without the land?”
“That’s the wrong question. The question isn’t what you are without the land. The question is who you

are, period. The land is just where you happen to be standing. It’s not who you are.”
“For a farmer, the land is who you are. The land is everything.”
“For a Lakota, the land was everything too. And they took it. They took all of it. But we’re still here.

We’re still Lakota. The land didn’t make us who we are. We made ourselves who we are, and we did it on
whatever land we had left.”

Michael considered this. He had heard Elizabeth talk about the history of her people many times, had
learned the stories she carried, had stood at the monument to Wounded Knee and felt the weight of what had
happened there. But he had never connected that history to his own situation, had never seen the parallels
between what the Lakota had lost and what he was facing now.

“You’re saying I should learn from what your people went through.”
“I’m saying your people took our land, and now you’re losing yours, and maybe there’s a lesson in that.

Maybe the lesson is that land can always be taken, that nothing is permanent, that the only thing you can
hold onto is who you are and what you remember.”

“That’s not comforting.”
“No. It is not. But comfort isn’t what keeps you alive. Clarity keeps you alive. Understanding keeps you

alive. Knowing who you are when everything else is gone keeps you alive.”
Michael drove back to the farm the next day, carrying Elizabeth’s words with him. He did not fully

understand what she meant, not yet. But he held onto the words, turned them over in his mind during the
long winter that followed, tried to find in them the strength to keep going when keeping going seemed
impossible.
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Chapter Three

David Callahan bought his first foreclosed farm in the spring of 1986, three hundred and twenty acres
that had belonged to the Hendersons for four generations.

He was forty-seven years old, the fourth generation of Callahans to run the ranch, and he had spent his
entire adult life preparing for a moment like this. His father Henry had taught him that opportunity came
during crisis, that the strong survived while the weak failed, that every disaster was a chance to acquire what
others could not hold. The farm crisis was the greatest opportunity the Callahans had seen since the Dust
Bowl, and David intended to make the most of it.

He did not think of himself as a vulture, feeding on the misfortunes of others. He thought of himself as a
realist, a man who understood that sentiment had no place in business, that the Hendersons’ failure was not
his fault and their farm would be sold to someone regardless. Better it should go to a neighbor who would
work it well than to some corporation from out of state that would strip it for whatever it was worth and leave
the land worse than before.

What David never told anyone, what he barely admitted to himself, was that he had cried the night after
signing the papers for the Henderson place. He had driven out there alone, parked at the edge of the property,
and wept like he hadn’t wept since his mother’s funeral. He didn’t know why. The Hendersons were not his
friends. Their failure was not his doing. But something about the empty house, the dark windows, the swing
set still standing in the yard where their children had played, something had broken open in him that he had
spent his whole life keeping closed. He drove home, washed his face, and never spoke of it. The next week
he bought another farm. And another. The feeling did not return. He made sure of that.

His wife Patricia did not see it that way. She had grown up in Alliance, the daughter of a hardware store
owner, and she had never fully adjusted to the Callahan way of looking at the world.

“Tom Henderson came into the store yesterday,” she said one evening at dinner. “He didn’t say anything,
but I could see it in his eyes. He knows you bought his grandfather’s farm. He knows you’re the one who
benefited from his family’s ruin.”

“I didn’t ruin them. The banks ruined them. The markets ruined them. I just bought what was for sale.”
“That’s what you tell yourself. But that’s not what they see. They see a rich man getting richer while

they lose everything.”
“They see what they want to see. If they had managed their debt better, diversified their crops, made

smarter decisions, they wouldn’t be in this situation. The crisis isn’t random. It’s revealing who was prepared
and who wasn’t.”

Patricia set down her fork and looked at her husband with an expression he had learned to recognize over
a decade of marriage: not anger, exactly, but something close to it, the disappointment of a woman who had
hoped her husband would be different from his father and had slowly realized he was not.

“Christopher failed his math test again,” she said, changing the subject in a way that was not changing
the subject at all. “His teacher wants to meet with us.”

“Christopher is eight years old. He’ll figure it out.”
“His teacher doesn’t think so. She thinks there might be something wrong. A learning disability, maybe.

She wants to have him tested.”
“Tested for what? He’s a Callahan. He doesn’t have a learning disability. He’s just not applying himself.”
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From somewhere in the house came the sound of a door closing, and Patricia glanced toward the hallway.
“Megan’s home from school.”

“Good. Tell her to come say hello to her father.”
“She went straight to her room. She does that now.” Patricia paused, choosing her words carefully. “She

asked me yesterday why we buy other people’s farms when they don’t want to sell.”
“What did you tell her?”
“I told her that’s how business works. She said it didn’t seem fair. She said Tommy Henderson was

crying at school because they’re moving away.”
David’s jaw tightened. “She’s eleven years old. She doesn’t understand how the world works.”
“Maybe not. But she feels it. She knows something is wrong, even if she can’t name it.” Patricia looked

at her husband. “Both our children know something is wrong, David. Christopher acts out because he can’t
handle the pressure you put on him. Megan withdraws because she can’t reconcile what she sees at home
with what she feels is right. They’re responding to the same thing in different ways.”

“They’re children. They’ll learn.”
“Learn what? That money matters more than people? That winning is the only thing? Is that what you

want them to learn?”
Patricia did not argue further. She had learned that arguing with David about the children was pointless,

that David saw them the way he saw everything else: as reflections of himself, as things that should conform
to expectations, as problems to be solved rather than people to be understood. Christopher was not like his
father. Christopher was sensitive, uncertain, prone to fears that David could not comprehend. And Megan
was watching everything, filing it away, building a case against the Callahan way that she would act on as
soon as she was old enough to leave.

“I’ll meet with the teacher,” Patricia said. “You don’t need to come.”
“Fine.”
David went back to his dinner, to the calculations that were always running in his head: acres acquired,

debt leveraged, the slow expansion of an empire that would pass to his son whether his son wanted it or not.
He did not think about what Patricia had said about Tom Henderson’s eyes. He did not think about what his
son might need that he was not providing. He thought only about the land, about the opportunity, about the
Callahan way that had brought his family this far and would carry them further still.

Later that night, after Patricia had gone to bed and the house was quiet, David sat in his father’s old
chair in the study and poured himself a whiskey he did not particularly want. The room was filled with
photographs of Callahan men: Seamus in front of his store in Sidney, Patrick on horseback surveying his
growing empire, Henry in uniform during the war, David himself at his wedding. Four generations of men
who had built something from nothing, who had survived when others failed, who had never apologized for
what they had done because apology implied doubt, and doubt was weakness, and weakness was death.

But the whiskey tasted sour, and the photographs seemed to watch him, and when he closed his eyes he
saw Tom Henderson’s face as he imagined it, beyond Patricia’s description: the face of a man whose family
had worked that land for four generations, same as David’s family, who had done everything right and still
lost, who would pack his children into a car and drive away to some city where he would spend the rest of
his life wondering what he had done wrong.
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David had known Tom’s grandfather. Old Bill Henderson had been his father’s friend, had come to family
dinners when David was a boy, had taught David to shoot his first rifle out behind the Henderson barn. Bill
had been a good man, a hard worker, the kind of man David’s father had respected. And now David owned
his land, and Bill’s grandson was crying at school, and Patricia was looking at him with that expression that
said she had married someone she no longer recognized.

He finished the whiskey. He poured another. The photographs watched him, and somewhere in the house
his son was sleeping, troubled by dreams that David did not know how to interpret, and his daughter was
awake in her room, building her case against everything he stood for.

His father had never doubted. His grandfather had never doubted. The Callahan way was certainty: you
saw what you wanted, you took it, you did not look back. Doubt was a luxury for people who could afford
to lose. The Callahans could not afford to lose, had never been able to afford to lose, because losing meant
becoming someone else, becoming one of the Hendersons, becoming a cautionary tale that other families
told their children.

He thought about what his father had told him once, about Seamus, about the famine in Ireland that had
driven the Callahans across the ocean. Seamus had watched his mother die of starvation. He had buried
two brothers before he was twelve years old. He had walked past fields of rotting potatoes while English
landlords exported grain to markets where the prices were better. That was why Seamus had built what he
built, why he had taken every acre he could get, why he had taught his children that land was the only security
that could not be taken away. Not greed. Fear. The knowledge, burned into the family bone-deep, that there
was never enough, could never be enough, because the world could take everything from you in a single
season if you were not prepared.

David felt that fear now, in the darkness, in the quiet house where his children slept. It was not rational.
He owned more land than his grandfather could have imagined. He had more money than his family had
ever had. But the fear did not care about logic. The fear remembered the famine stories. The fear knew that
empires collapsed, that fortunes disappeared, that children starved while their parents watched helplessly.
The fear whispered that if he stopped growing, he would start dying, that stasis was just another word for the
beginning of the end.

He did not know if the fear was wisdom or madness. He did not know if Seamus had passed down a
survival instinct or a curse. He knew only that he could not stop, that stopping felt like death, that the only
safety was more, always more, until there was nothing left to acquire and the fear might finally let him rest.

It never would. He knew that too. But he could not stop trying.
David set down his glass and went to bed. He did not tell Patricia about the photographs or the whiskey or

the face of Tom Henderson that he could not stop seeing. He lay in the darkness beside her and told himself
that he had done nothing wrong, that business was business, that the Hendersons would have lost their farm
to someone and it might as well be him.

He almost believed it. In the morning, he would believe it completely. But in the darkness, for one
moment, he let himself feel the weight of what he had become, and the weight was heavier than he had
expected.

The Henderson farm was only the beginning. By the time the crisis ended, David would own seven farms
that had belonged to his neighbors, nearly ten thousand additional acres added to the Callahan holdings. It
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was the largest expansion since his great-grandfather Seamus had first bought land in the 1870s, and David
was proud of what he had accomplished.

He did not think about the families he had displaced, the histories he had erased, the communities he had
diminished. He thought only about the land, and what it was worth, and what his son would inherit when he
was gone.

But sometimes, late at night when the whiskey was not enough to quiet the photographs, he thought
about Tom Henderson’s grandfather, and the rifle lessons behind the barn, and the way the Callahan way had
turned friends into transactions and neighbors into opportunities.

He never spoke of it. He never would. But the doubt was there, buried deep, where no one would ever
find it.

Chapter Four

Michael Vogel survived the farm crisis through luck and stubbornness and a willingness to do things that
his father and grandfather would never have considered.

The luck came in 1987, when an oil company leased the mineral rights under his back forty for a price
that paid off the most pressing debts. The oil never materialized, the wells came up dry, but by then Michael
had the breathing room he needed, the margin that separated survival from failure.

The stubbornness came from somewhere deeper, from the generations of Vogels who had refused to give
up when giving up would have been easier. Michael did not believe in quitting. Michael believed in working
harder, working smarter, finding some angle that others had missed. When the wheat prices collapsed, he
planted sunflowers. When the sunflowers failed, he raised cattle. When the cattle market dropped, he took a
job in town, working at the implement dealer three days a week while his wife ran the farm, supplementing
the income that the land could no longer provide.

Margaret proved to be a better farmer than Michael had expected. She had grown up in town, had
married Michael without knowing the first thing about agriculture, had spent years learning by doing and
making mistakes and refusing to admit defeat. Now, with Michael working in town, she took over the daily
operations: feeding the cattle, repairing the equipment, negotiating with the suppliers who extended credit
to farmers they trusted. She was tireless, capable, and increasingly angry at a system that seemed designed
to destroy people like them.

“We should sell,” she said one evening, after a day spent fighting with a tractor that was twenty years
old and falling apart. “We should sell while we still have something to sell and move somewhere with jobs
and opportunities and a future.”

“Sell to who? The only people buying are the Callahans, and I won’t sell to them.”
“Why not? Money is money. What does it matter who pays it?”
“It matters because my grandfather built this farm. My father worked this land until it killed him. My

family is buried in the cemetery half a mile from here. I won’t let the Callahans turn all of that into just
another piece of their empire.”

“Your grandfather and your father are dead. The dead don’t care who owns their land. The living care
about surviving, and surviving means letting go of things that are killing you.”

Michael did not answer. He knew Margaret was right, knew that the rational decision was to sell, to take
what they could get, to start over somewhere else. But rationality had nothing to do with it. The farm was
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not a business decision. The farm was identity, history, the accumulated weight of four generations who had
fought to hold this particular piece of ground against everything that tried to take it away.

“One more year,” he said. “Give me one more year. If things don’t improve, if we’re still in this position
next fall, we’ll talk about selling.”

“One more year. That’s what you said last year.”
“I know. But this time I mean it.”
Margaret looked at him with the expression of a woman who had heard too many promises that had not

been kept, who had given too much of her life to a piece of ground that gave nothing back. But she nodded,
because she loved him, because she understood what the farm meant to him even if she did not share the
feeling, because marriage was a series of compromises and this was one she was willing to make.

“One more year,” she said. “And then we decide. Together.”

Chapter Five

Sarah Crow Feather finished nursing school in the spring of 1988, graduating second in her class from
the program at Chadron State College.

She was twenty years old, Elizabeth’s daughter, the great-great-great-great-granddaughter of Walks
Ahead who had ridden with Red Cloud. She had grown up on the reservation, had attended the schools that
were always underfunded and understaffed, had fought for every opportunity that came her way. Nursing
had been her grandmother’s path, a way for Lakota women to survive in a world that offered them few
options.

But Sarah wanted more than survival. Sarah wanted to matter, wanted to change something, wanted to
be remembered for what she did rather than simply what she endured. She had inherited her mother’s anger
along with her mother’s stories, and the anger burned in her like a fire that would not go out.

“You could work at the Indian Health Service,” her mother said, the evening after graduation. “They
need nurses on the reservation. The pay isn’t good, but you’d be helping your own people.”

“I could. But I’m not going to.”
“Why not?”
“Because the reservation is where people go to disappear. The reservation is where they put us so they

wouldn’t have to think about us. If I stay there, I’ll be invisible, just like everyone else who stays. I want to
be somewhere that I can be seen, somewhere that I can make a difference that people notice.”

“You can make a difference anywhere. Making a difference isn’t about being seen. It’s about doing the
work that needs to be done.”

“That’s what you always say. That’s what grandmother always said. Do the work, keep your head down,
survive. But I don’t want to just survive, Mom. I want to live. I want to matter.”

Elizabeth looked at her daughter, seeing herself at twenty, seeing the same anger and the same ambition,
the same refusal to accept the limits that the world imposed. She had felt that way once, had believed that
she could change things, had gone to Wounded Knee in 1973 thinking that the occupation would make a
difference. The occupation had ended, the world had moved on, and nothing had changed except that a few
more Indians had died and a few more Americans had briefly paid attention.

“Be careful,” Elizabeth said. “The world doesn’t reward anger. The world punishes it. The world waits
until you’re vulnerable, and then it breaks you.”
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“Maybe. But better to be broken trying than to never try at all.”
Sarah took a job at the hospital in Scottsbluff, the same hospital where her grandmother Ruth had trained

forty years before. She was one of three Native American nurses in a facility that served a population that was
ten percent Native American, and she felt the isolation every day, the sense of being seen as a representative
of her people rather than as an individual with her own skills and her own story.

But she also felt something else: the satisfaction of work that mattered, of patients she could help, of
skills she could use to make a difference that was immediate and tangible. She saved lives. She eased
suffering. She did the work that needed to be done, just as her mother had said, and she discovered that her
mother had been right, that making a difference came from doing what you could with what you had, never
from being seen.

She did not know, in the spring of 1988, that she would spend the next two decades watching the metham-
phetamine epidemic tear through the communities she served. Nor did she know that she would see things
in the emergency room that would test everything she believed about herself and her people. She did not
know that the anger she carried would both sustain her and nearly destroy her.

She knew only that she was beginning, that the path was opening before her, that whatever came next
would be the result of choices she made and work she did. She was Sarah Crow Feather, descendant of
survivors, heir to stories that would not be forgotten.

And she was ready.

Chapter Six

The farm crisis ended as quietly as it had begun, the interest rates dropping, the land values stabilizing,
the suicides slowing to a trickle rather than a flood.

Michael Vogel held on. He did not thrive, did not prosper, did not becomewhat his grandfather had hoped
his descendants might become. But he held on, kept the farm, passed it through the crisis to whatever lay
on the other side. The oil lease money had helped. The job in town had helped. Margaret’s transformation
into a capable farmer had helped. But mostly, what had helped was simply refusing to quit, staying in the
fight when others were leaving, believing that something would change even when nothing seemed to be
changing.

In the autumn of 1995, he drove to Pine Ridge to visit Elizabeth, as he did every year, bringing news of
the farm and the county and everything that had happened since his last visit.

“We made it,” he said, sitting on her porch in the October evening. “I don’t know how, but we made it.”
“You made it because you decided to make it. Because you chose to survive when survival seemed

impossible. That’s the only way anyone makes it through anything.”
“Maybe. Or maybe I was just lucky. Lucky that the oil company came along when they did. Lucky that

Margaret turned out to be better at farming than I am. Lucky that the bank decided to be patient.”
“Luck is what happenswhen preparationmeets opportunity. You prepared. The opportunity came. That’s

not luck. That’s skill.”
Michael thought about this. He had never thought of himself as skilled, had always assumed that he was

simply stubborn, too stupid to know when to quit. But Elizabeth’s reframing made him see it differently. He
had made choices, good choices, choices that had positioned him to survive when others failed. That was a
kind of skill, even if it did not feel like one.
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“The Callahans bought seven farms during the crisis,” he said. “They’re the biggest landowners in the
county now. Bigger than they’ve ever been.”

“That’s what vultures do. They wait for things to die, and then they feed.”
“Is that fair? They worked hard too. They managed their debt, made smart decisions, positioned them-

selves to take advantage of the crisis.”
“It’s not about fair. It’s about what kind of people they choose to be. They could have helped their

neighbors. They could have extended credit, shared equipment, done the things that communities do when
they’re facing disaster together. Instead, they waited for everyone else to fail, and then they bought what
was left. That’s a choice. That’s who they are.”

Michael did not argue. He had thought the same thing, had watched David Callahan acquire farm after
farm and felt something close to anger, just short of it, the recognition that the Callahans played by rules that
most people could not afford to play by, that their success was built on a foundation that others had laid and
others had lost.

“My kids don’t want to farm,” he said, changing the subject. The crisis was nearly a decade past now,
but its lessons remained fresh. “Daniel is fifteen and all he cares about is cars and girls. Emma is thirteen
and already talking about going to college somewhere far away. Neither of them sees a future here.”

“That’s not unusual. Most kids don’t want to do what their parents do. They want to make their own
way, find their own path.”

“But if they don’t take over the farm, what happens to it? What happens to everything my family built?”
“It ends. Or it transforms. Or it passes to someone else who wants it more than they do. Nothing lasts

forever, Michael. Not farms, not families, not anything. The question isn’t how to make something last
forever. The question is what to do with the time you have.”

Michael stayed on the reservation that night, sleeping in the guest room of Elizabeth’s small house,
surrounded by the artifacts of a life he had come to understand even if he could not fully share it. He dreamed
of his father, of the photograph that had started everything, of the choices that had been made before he was
born and the choices that remained to be made.

In the morning, he drove back to the farm, to the land that his grandfather had broken and his father had
inherited and he had nearly lost. The fields were gold with the harvest that Margaret had overseen, the first
good harvest in years, the sign that maybe, finally, the worst was over.

He did not know what the future would bring. He did not know if his children would stay or leave, if the
farm would continue or end, if everything he had fought for would mean anything in the years ahead. He
knew only that he was still here, still standing, still holding on.

For now, that was enough.

End of Section Nine
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Chapter One

The first meth lab SarahCrowFeather sawwas in the basement of a farmhouse tenmiles south of Chadron,
and it looked like something from a nightmare: jugs of chemicals, tubes and burners, residue coating every
surface with a toxic film that would make the house uninhabitable for years.

She was thirty years old, still working at the hospital in Scottsbluff, still trying to make the difference
she had promised herself she would make. But the difference was becoming harder to see. The patients she
treated were getting younger, sicker, more desperate. The overdoses were becoming routine. The faces of
the addicts were becoming the faces of people she had known all her life: farm kids, reservation kids, kids
who had grown up with nothing and found in methamphetamine a way to feel something, anything, other
than the emptiness that surrounded them.

“It’s getting worse,” she told her mother, during one of their weekly phone calls. “We had three overdoses
last night. Three in one shift. And those are just the ones who came to the emergency room. God knows
how many are out there that we never see.”

“It’s the same here,” Elizabeth said. “The reservation is drowning in it. The tribal police don’t have the
resources to fight it, and the federal government doesn’t care. They send us pamphlets about saying no to
drugs while our children are dying.”

“There has to be something we can do.”
“There’s always something. The question is whether anyone has the will to do it.”
Sarah did not have an answer. She had spent a decade watching the epidemic spread, watching it con-

sume communities that were already struggling, watching it turn people she loved into strangers who would
steal from their families, abandon their children, do anything for the next high. She had tried to help, had
volunteered at the treatment center in town, had testified at community meetings about what she was seeing
in the emergency room. But nothing seemed to make a difference. The drug was too cheap, too available,
too perfectly designed to fill the void that rural America had become.

She thought about her great-great-grandmother, about the stories her mother told, about the survival
that had been passed down through generations. Morning Star Woman had survived Wounded Knee. Her
descendants had survived the reservation, the boarding schools, the systematic erasure of everything they
had been. But this was different. This was an enemy that came from inside, that turned people against
themselves, that made survival seem like too much effort.

“I’m thinking about going back to school,” she said. “Getting a degree in public health. Maybe if I
understand the bigger picture, I can do something more than treat overdoses one at a time.”

“That sounds like a good idea. But don’t lose sight of what you’re doing now. The people you’re helping
today need you today. Tomorrow can wait.”

“Can it? Sometimes I’m not sure there will be a tomorrow for these kids. Sometimes I think we’re
watching a whole generation disappear.”

Elizabeth did not respond. She had thought the same thing, had watched the epidemic claim young
people on the reservation, had buried students who had seemed full of promise and found themselves unable
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to resist the pull of something that made them feel alive. The drug was a lie, she knew that. The feeling it
provided was not life but death, a slow poisoning that looked like euphoria until it was too late.

But knowing it was a lie did not stop the lie from spreading. Knowing did not save anyone. Only action
saved people, and action required resources and will and a commitment that seemed to be in short supply
everywhere she looked.

Chapter Two

Daniel Vogel started using methamphetamine in the summer of 2001, when he was twenty-one years old
and working at Cabela’s in Sidney.

He had been a disappointment to his father from the beginning, the son who did not want to farm, who
had barely graduated high school, who had drifted from job to job without finding anything that held his
attention. Cabela’s had been a last resort, a place where he could work in the warehouse lifting boxes and
driving forklifts without having to think too hard about what he was doing or why.

The meth came from a coworker, a guy named Travis who seemed to have more energy than anyone
Daniel had ever met, who worked double shifts without slowing down, who always had a smile and a joke
and a pill or a line for anyone who wanted one. Daniel did not think of himself as someone who used drugs.
He thought of himself as someone who was tired, who needed a little help getting through the day, who
would stop whenever he wanted to stop.

He did not stop. The drug grabbed hold of him and would not let go, wrapping around his brain like a
vine around a tree, squeezing until there was nothing left but the need for more. Within six months, he had
lost his job. Within a year, he had lost his apartment. Within two years, he was living in his car, stealing from
his parents, doing things he would not have believed himself capable of when he was the boy who had grown
up on the Vogel farm, the great-grandson of Heinrich Vogel who had survived the drought and grandson of
Robert Vogel who had survived the war.

Michael found out about the meth on a February morning in 2003, when Daniel showed up at the farm
looking like a ghost of himself, skinny and twitching and begging for money that Michael knew would go
straight into his veins.

“I can’t give you money,” Michael said. “You know I can’t.”
“Then give me food. Give me a place to stay. Give me something, Dad. I’m dying out here.”
“You’re dying because of what you’re putting in your body. If you want help, I’ll help you get into

treatment. I’ll pay for rehab, I’ll drive you there myself. But I won’t give you money to kill yourself.”
Daniel stood on the porch of the house where he had grown up, shivering in the cold, looking at his father

with eyes that held nothing but need. He was twenty-three years old, and he looked fifty. The drug had eaten
him from the inside out, had consumed everything that had once made him recognizable as Michael’s son.

“You don’t understand,” Daniel said. “You’ve never understood.”
“Then help me understand. Tell me what’s happening. Tell me how we got here.”
“I don’t know how we got here. I just know I can’t get out. I’ve tried, Dad. I’ve tried to stop. But every

time I stop, everything hurts, everything is empty, everything is pointless. The drug makes it bearable. The
drug is the only thing that makes anything bearable.”

Michael stood in the doorway of his house, looking at his son, trying to find the words that would make a
difference. He had read about addiction, had tried to understandwhat his sonwas going through, had attended
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meetings for families of addicts where everyone shared their stories and their pain. But understanding did
not change anything. Understanding did not bring his son back.

“Come inside,” Michael said finally. “We’ll talk. We’ll figure out what to do.”
Daniel came inside, and they talked, and the next day Michael drove him to a treatment center in Rapid

City, ninety minutes away, the closest facility that had a bed available. Daniel stayed for thirty days, came
home clean and hopeful, and relapsed within two weeks.

He would relapse seven more times over the next five years, each time destroying a little more of himself,
each time taking a little more from his family. Hewould steal hismother’s jewelry, his father’s tools, anything
he could sell for enough money to buy another fix. He would lie and manipulate and do things that broke
his parents’ hearts, because the drug had rewired his brain against his wanting, had replaced everything he
had been with a single, overwhelming imperative: more.

The eighth time he was arrested, in 2008, for breaking into a house to steal a television, the judge gave
him a choice: prison or long-term treatment. Daniel chose treatment, not because he was ready to change
but because prison seemed worse. He went to a facility in Lincoln, a year-long program that stripped away
everything he had been and tried to build something new from the wreckage.

The first three months were the hardest. His body screamed for the drug. He could not sleep, could not
eat, could not think about anything except the relief that one more hit would bring. He sat in group therapy
sessions and said the things they wanted him to say, while inside he was counting the days until he could
leave, until he could use again, until he could feel something other than this grinding emptiness.

The turning point came in the fourth month, during a session where he was supposed to write a letter to
the people he had hurt. He started writing to his mother, started listing the things he had stolen from her, the
lies he had told, the look on her face when she realized her son had become someone she did not recognize.
Halfway through the letter, he started crying: not the self-pitying tears he had cried many times before, but
something deeper, something that felt like his chest was being torn open.

“I don’t want to be this person anymore,” he told his counselor that night. “I don’t know who else to be,
but I can’t be this anymore.”

“That’s the beginning,” the counselor said. “That’s the first honest thing you’ve said since you got here.”
The remaining eight months were different. He started listening in group therapy, started recognizing his

own patterns in the stories other addicts told. He called his parents every Sunday, not to manipulate them
into sending money but to actually talk, to ask about the farm, to hear his mother’s voice. He read books
about addiction and recovery, about the brain chemistry that had hijacked his choices, about the slow process
of rebuilding a life.

When he left the program in 2009, he did not go home. He stayed in Lincoln, got a job at a warehouse,
attended meetings every day, sometimes twice a day. He dated a woman in recovery for six months before
realizing he was not ready for a relationship. He worked with a sponsor who had been sober for twenty years
and who told him, over and over, that recovery was not a destination but a daily choice.

He moved back to Sidney in 2012, four years sober, ready to try something harder than staying clean
in a city where no one knew him. He got a job at the treatment center where he had first tried to get sober,
the same facility that had failed him eight times. He started as an orderly, cleaning rooms and making beds,
working his way up to peer counselor, to intake coordinator, to the counselor who sat with new patients and
told them the truth about what recovery required.
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“It’s going to be the hardest thing you’ve ever done,” he would tell them. “And there’s no guarantee it
will work. But I’m seven years sober, and I stole from my parents and broke into houses and did things I
can’t even talk about. If I can do it, you can do it. That’s not a promise. That’s just what I believe.”

By 2016, when the Cabela’s deal first gutted Sidney’s economy, Daniel had been sober for eight years
and working as a counselor for four. He had become someone his younger self would not have recognized:
steady, patient, genuinely interested in helping others find their way out of the darkness. The transformation
had not erased what he had been, the shame was still there, the memories of what he had done to his family,
but it had built something on top of the wreckage, something that felt, for the first time in his life, like a
foundation he could stand on.

Chapter Three

Christopher Callahan never got well.
He was thirty years old in 2008, the son of David Callahan, the heir to the largest ranch in the county.

He had started using methamphetamine in college, had continued using it through his twenties, had become
addicted without anyone outside his family knowing or caring. The Callahans protected their own. The
Callahans had the resources to hide what needed to be hidden.

David had discovered his son’s addiction three years earlier, when Christopher had crashed his truck
into a fence post on the north pasture and the EMTs who responded had found a meth pipe in the cab. The
incident had been quietly handled, the report never filed, the truck repaired before anyone could ask questions.
Christopher had been sent to a private rehabilitation facility in Arizona, where rich people went to get clean
away from the eyes of their neighbors.

He had come back clean and stayed clean for eight months before relapsing. The pattern repeated itself
twice more: discovery, treatment, return, relapse. Each time, David used his influence and his money to
make the problem disappear, to ensure that his son’s weakness did not become public knowledge, to protect
the Callahan name from the taint of addiction.

“You’re enabling him,” Patricia said, after the fourth relapse. “You’re making it easy for him to keep
using.”

“I’m keeping him alive. I’m keeping him out of prison. I’m doing what a father does for his son.”
“A father helps his son face consequences. A father doesn’t hide the truth and pretend everything is

fine.”
“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one whose reputation is at stake. You’re not the one who has to face

the neighbors knowing that everyone is talking about your family.”
Patricia looked at her husband with the expression of someone who had finally reached a limit she had

not known she had. They had been married for over thirty years, had raised two children together, had built
a life that looked from the outside like everything anyone could want. But the looking and the being were
different things, and Patricia had spent too long looking at something that was not what it pretended to be.

“Your reputation,” she said. “Your family. That’s what matters to you. Not Christopher. Not what he’s
going through. Just how it looks to the neighbors.”

“That’s not fair.”
“It’s completely fair. It’s the truth. And the truth is that you care more about being a Callahan than you

care about being a father.”
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She left the room, and David sat alone in the house his grandfather had built, surrounded by the evidence
of four generations of success, wondering how everything had gone so wrong. Christopher was an addict.
His daughter Megan had done exactly what Patricia had predicted twenty years ago… built her case against
the Callahan way and acted on it the moment she could. She had gone to college in Colorado, majored in
environmental science as if deliberately choosing something that would contradict everything her family
stood for, and had never come back except for obligatory holidays that grew shorter and more strained each
year. His wife had become a stranger who shared his bed but not his life. The empire he had spent his whole
life building was crumbling from within, eaten away by a drug that did not care about wealth or status or the
name Callahan.

He poured himself a whiskey and stared out the window at the land that stretched to the horizon, the land
that had been his family’s since his great-great-grandfather had first bought it from someone who had taken
it from someone else. The land was still there. The land would always be there. But the people who were
supposed to inherit it were disappearing, and David did not know how to stop them.

Chapter Four

Sarah Crow Feather received her master’s degree in public health in the spring of 2006, eighteen years
after she had graduated from nursing school.

She had gone back to school part-time, working full shifts at the hospital while taking classes online and
driving to Omaha for weekend intensives. It had taken her five years to complete the degree, five years of
exhaustion and doubt and wondering if it was worth it. But she had done it, had proven that she could do
something more than treat overdoses one at a time, had equipped herself with the tools she needed to fight
the epidemic at a larger scale.

Her thesis had been on the methamphetamine crisis in rural Nebraska, a comprehensive analysis of the
factors that had made the Panhandle particularly vulnerable: the isolation, the poverty, the lack of treatment
resources, the economy that had been declining for decades. She had interviewed addicts and families and
law enforcement officers, had gathered data that painted a picture of a region being destroyed by a drug that
no one had seen coming and no one knew how to stop.

“Fifty-three percent of residents surveyed said meth was a serious problem or a crisis in their community,”
she reported at a conference in Lincoln, presenting her findings to an audience of public health profession-
als and policymakers. “The closest treatment facility to Chadron is forty-five minutes away in Scottsbluff.
The closest detox center is in Rapid City, ninety minutes away. For many addicts, the practical barriers to
treatment are insurmountable.”

After the presentation, a woman approached her, a state senator from Omaha who had been working on
addiction issues for years.

“That was excellent work,” the senator said. “Have you thought about what comes next?”
“I’m going back to the hospital. Back to treating patients. The research was valuable, but it doesn’t help

the people who are showing up in my emergency room tonight.”
“It could help. If you were willing to advocate for policy changes, to use your research to push for more

funding, more treatment centers, more resources for rural communities.”
“I’m a nurse. I’m not a politician.”
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“You’re someone who understands the problem in ways that politicians don’t. That makes you more
valuable than you know. The people who make policy need to hear from people who see the consequences
of policy. They need to understand what’s happening on the ground, in the communities that their decisions
affect.”

Sarah considered this. She had never thought of herself as an advocate, had always assumed that the
work she did was personal rather than political, that she could make a difference one patient at a time without
engaging with the larger systems that shaped people’s lives. But the senator was right. The overdoses she
treated were not random. They were the result of choices made by people in power, choices about where to
build treatment centers and how to fund addiction services and what to prioritize when budgets were tight.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.
“That’s all I ask. And if you decide you want to do more, call me. We need people like you.”
Sarah drove back to Scottsbluff that night, through the darkness of the Panhandle, past the small towns

that were dying and the farms that were hanging on and the communities that were losing their children to a
drug that had appeared from nowhere and was destroying everything in its path. She thought about what the
senator had said, about advocacy and policy and the possibility of making a difference that was larger than
one patient at a time.

She did not know, that night, that she would eventually leave the hospital to run an addiction treatment
program, that she would spend the next decade building the infrastructure that her research had shown was
missing, that she would become the person who connected the private suffering she had witnessed to the
public systems that could address it.

She knew only that something was shifting inside her, some sense that the work she had been doing was
not enough, that survival required more than surviving, that the stories she carried demanded action as well
as memory.

Chapter Five

Michael Vogel visited his son in treatment in the autumn of 2008, making the four-hour drive to Lincoln
on a Saturday morning, carrying with him the hope that this time would be different.

Daniel had been in the program for three months, longer than he had stayed anywhere before. The facility
was different from the others he had tried: not a thirty-day detox but a year-long program that required
residents to work, to attend classes, to build a life that did not revolve around getting high. The counselors
talked about rebuilding from the ground up, about learning who you were without the drug, about finding
meaning in things that were real rather than chemical.

“I think it’s working,” Daniel said, sitting across from his father in the visiting room, looking healthier
than he had looked in years. “I’m not saying I’m cured. They tell us we’re never cured. But I’m starting to
understand things I didn’t understand before.”

“What kind of things?”
“Why I used. What I was trying to fill. The emptiness that I thought the drug was fixing, but it was

actually making worse.”
Michael looked at his son, trying to see past the damage of the lost years, trying to find the boy who had

grown up on the farm and played in the fields and seemed, for a while, like he might become something.
That boy was still there, buried under the wreckage, struggling to emerge.
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“What made you empty?” Michael asked. “What was missing?”
“I don’t know if I can explain it. Growing up, I always felt like I didn’t belong. Like there was something

wrong with me, something that made me different from everyone else. The farm was yours, not mine. The
history was yours, not mine. I didn’t have anything that was my own.”

“The farm would have been yours. We always said,”
“I know what you said. But saying isn’t the same as feeling. I never felt like the farm was mine. I never

felt like any of it was mine. And when the drug came along, it gave me something that was mine. Something
that made me feel like I was real, like I existed, like I mattered.”

Michael sat with this, with the recognition that his son’s addiction had not come from nowhere, that it
had grown from something that Michael might have prevented if he had seen it, if he had understood, if he
had been a different kind of father.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know you felt that way.”
“I didn’t know how to tell you. I didn’t have the words. I just had the feeling, and the feeling was too

big to carry, and the drug made it small enough to hold.”
“And now?”
“Now I’m learning other ways to hold it. Talking helps. Writing helps. Understanding why helps. I’m

not saying it’s easy. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But for the first time, I feel like I might actually
make it.”

Michael reached across the table and took his son’s hand, the same gesture that his mother had used with
his father, the same simple touch that meant I am here, I am with you, you are not alone. Daniel let him
hold it, and they sat together in the visiting room while the autumn sunlight slanted through the windows
and other families had their own conversations about hope and fear and the long road back from wherever
they had been.

“Whatever you need,” Michael said. “Whatever it takes. I’ll be here.”
“I know. That’s the one thing I’ve never doubted. Even when I was at my worst, even when I was doing

things I knew were hurting you, I never doubted that you loved me.”
“Then why couldn’t you stop?”
“Because love isn’t enough. Love is necessary, but it’s not sufficient. What’s sufficient is learning to

love yourself, learning to believe that you’re worth the effort of staying alive. That’s what I’m learning here.
That’s what I didn’t know before.”

Michael drove back to the farm that evening, through the familiar landscape of the Panhandle, thinking
about what his son had said. Love isn’t enough. He had spent his whole life believing that love was enough,
that if you loved your family and your land and your work, everything else would follow. But his son had
been drowning in emptiness while Michael had been loving him, and the love had not been enough to save
him.

Maybe nothing would have been enough. Maybe some people were born with holes inside them that
nothing could fill. Or maybe there were things that Michael could have done differently, conversations he
could have had, ways he could have shown his son that he mattered.

He did not know. He only knew that his son was in treatment, that this time might be different, that hope
was no certainty, only the thing better than despair.
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He turned onto the road that led to the farm, the road his grandfather had traveled a century ago, and he
allowed himself to believe that the future might yet be something other than loss.

Chapter Six

Emma Vogel watched the crisis from Lincoln, where she worked in state government, far enough from
the Panhandle to see it clearly.

She was twenty-six years old, the daughter who had escaped, the one who had gone to college and never
gone back. She had built a career in public policy, had specialized in rural development, had spent years
trying to understand why places like Sidney were dying and what, if anything, could be done about it.

Her brother’s addiction had forced her to see things she had tried not to see, to acknowledge that the
crisis affecting the Panhandle was not abstract, not distant, not something that happened to other people’s
families. It was happening to her family, to the farm where she had grown up, to the community she had
fled.

“You should come home more often,” her father said, during one of their phone calls. “Your mother
misses you.”

“I know. I miss her too. I miss all of you. But being there is hard. Seeing what’s happening is hard.”
“Running away doesn’t make it stop happening.”
“I’m not running away. I’m trying to do something from here. Policy work, funding advocacy, the things

that might actually help in the long run.”
“The long run is made up of short runs. And in the short run, your brother is in treatment and your mother

is exhausted and I’m getting too old to keep doing this alone.”
Emma heard the accusation underneath the statement, the implication that she had abandoned her family

when they needed her, that her career was an excuse rather than a calling. She wanted to defend herself, to
explain that staying would have destroyed her, that she had needed to get away to become anything at all.
But she also knew that her father was not entirely wrong, that distance had a cost, that the life she had built
in Lincoln was partly built on the foundation of escaping the life she had been given.

“Daniel’s doing better,” she said, changing the subject. “I talked to him last week. He sounds different.
More present.”

“He’s been different before. He’s always different when he’s in treatment. The question is whether he
stays different when he gets out.”

“You don’t believe he will?”
“I believe he might. I believe this time might be different. But I’ve believed that before, and believing

hasn’t made it true.”
“What would make you believe? What would he have to do?”
Michael was quiet for a long moment. Emma could hear him breathing, could picture him standing in

the kitchen of the farmhouse where she had grown up, looking out at the fields that had been his whole life.
“He would have to stay,” Michael said finally. “Not forever. But long enough to prove that he’s changed.

He would have to be here, present, part of this family again. He would have to stop running away.”
Emma felt the weight of the statement, the double meaning that her father may or may not have intended.

Daniel had run away into drugs. She had run away into career. Both of them had left their parents to bear
the weight of the farm and the history and the expectations that came with being a Vogel.
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“I’ll come home for Thanksgiving,” she said. “I’ll stay for a few days.”
“That would be good. That would mean a lot to your mother.”
“To you too?”
“To me too. Of course to me too.”
Emma hung up the phone and sat in her apartment in Lincoln, surrounded by the evidence of the life she

had built: the degrees on the wall, the reports on her desk, the comfortable distance from everything she had
left behind. She had escaped, but escape was not the same as freedom. The farm was still there, the family
was still there, the crisis was still unfolding whether she watched it or not.

She would go home for Thanksgiving. She would see her brother, if he was out of treatment by then.
She would sit at the table where she had grown up and try to find a way to belong to a place she had spent
her whole life trying to leave.

It would not be easy. Nothing had ever been easy. But it was necessary, and necessity was the beginning
of everything.

End of Section Ten
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Chapter One

The announcement came on a Monday morning in October of 2016: Bass Pro Shops would acquire
Cabela’s for $5.5 billion, and the combined company would be headquartered in Springfield, Missouri.

Emma Vogel read the news on her phone, sitting in her office in Lincoln, watching the words rearrange
her understanding of everything she thought she knew about her hometown. Cabela’s was Sidney. Cabela’s
had been Sidney since 1961, when Dick Cabela started selling fishing flies from his kitchen table. The
company had grown with the town, had become the largest employer in the Panhandle, had turned a dying
railroad stop into something that looked, from certain angles, like a future.

Two thousand jobs. That was what the analysts estimated would be lost when the headquarters moved.
Two thousand jobs in a town of fewer than seven thousand people. It was not a layoff. It was an extinction
event.

She called her brother Daniel, who still lived in Sidney, who had been sober for eight years and was
working as a counselor at the treatment center he had once attended as a patient.

“Have you heard?” she asked.
“Everyone’s heard. It’s all anyone’s talking about.”
“What’s it like there?”
“Quiet. Too quiet. People are walking around in a daze, like they can’t believe it’s actually happening.

Half the town works for Cabela’s, directly or indirectly. The other half depends on the people who do. If
this goes through, there won’t be anything left.”

“It’s going to go through. The shareholders will approve it. The money is too good.”
“The money is always too good. That’s how it works. The people who own things make decisions that

benefit them, and the people who work for things deal with the consequences.”
Emma heard the bitterness in her brother’s voice, the echo of their father’s voice, the accumulated

grievance of generations who had watched forces beyond their control reshape their lives. Daniel had
changed in the years since his recovery, had become someone she barely recognized: thoughtful, articu-
late, passionate about helping others find their way out of the darkness he had escaped. But the change had
not erased his understanding of how the world worked, had only sharpened it.

“What are you going to do?” she asked.
“Stay. What else can I do? The treatment center isn’t closing. People don’t stop being addicts just

because the economy collapses. If anything, they’re going to need more help, not less.”
“You could come to Lincoln. There are programs here, facilities that would hire you.”
“I know. But this is home. This is where I got sober, where I learned how to be a person again. I’m not

going to abandon it just because things are hard.”
Emma thought about this, about the difference between her choice and her brother’s. She had left Sidney

as soon as she could, had built a life that was defined by distance from where she came from. Daniel had
stayed, had rooted himself in the place that had nearly destroyed him, had found meaning in the work of
helping others survive what he had survived. She did not know which of them had made the right choice.
She was not sure there was a right choice.



150

“I’ll come home for Thanksgiving,” she said. “We can talk about it then.”
“Mom would like that. Dad too, though he won’t say so.”
“How is Dad?”
“Old. Tired. Still running the farm, though I don’t know how much longer he can keep it up. He’s

sixty-one years old, and he’s doing work that would exhaust a man half his age.”
“Maybe it’s time to think about what comes next.”
“He’ll never sell. You know that. He’ll die on that land before he lets anyone else have it.”
Emma knew. She had known since she was a child, had understood that her father’s identity was in-

separable from the farm, that asking him to sell was asking him to become someone he was not. But she
also knew that farms did not run themselves, that someone had to do the work, that Michael could not do it
forever.

“We’ll talk at Thanksgiving,” she said again. “We’ll figure something out.”
She hung up and looked out the window of her office, at the capitol dome rising against the gray Novem-

ber sky. She had spent more than a decade trying to help places like Sidney, had devoted her career to
understanding why rural communities were dying and what could be done to save them. She had written
reports and testified at hearings and helped craft policies that were supposed to make a difference. And now
her hometown was facing a catastrophe that no policy could prevent, a single corporate decision that would
erase everything her family had known.

She did not know what to do. She did not know if there was anything anyone could do. She only knew
that she would go home for Thanksgiving, would sit with her family, would try to find some way forward
through the wreckage.

Chapter Two

David Callahan saw opportunity where others saw disaster.
He was seventy-seven years old, frail in body but sharp in mind, still running the ranch from the office

in the house his grandfather had built. His son Christopher had died the year before, overdosed in a motel
room in Rapid City, the addiction that David had tried so hard to hide finally claiming the life it had been
consuming for decades. His daughter Megan had long since fled to Colorado, working as an environmental
scientist, refusing to have anything to do with the ranch or the family name. Christopher’s death had not
brought her back. Nothing would bring her back.

“The real estate market is going to collapse,” David said to his lawyer, a young man from Omaha who
flew out quarterly to review the Callahan holdings. “When Cabela’s leaves, property values will drop fifty
percent, maybe more. That’s when we buy.”

“Buy what, sir? There won’t be anyone left to sell to.”
“Land doesn’t need buyers. Land holds value over time. The people who panic and sell now will regret

it in twenty years, when someone figures out how to make this place profitable again. The Callahans will
still be here, and we’ll own more than we’ve ever owned.”

The lawyer did not argue. He had learned that arguing with David Callahan was pointless, that the old
man had built his fortune on bets that seemed foolish at the time and turned out to be prescient. The farm
crisis, the meth epidemic, the financial collapse of 2008… David had survived them all, had emerged from
each one stronger than before. Perhaps he would be right about this too.



2016-2018 151

But the lawyer also saw what David did not see, or refused to see: that the Callahan dynasty was ending,
that Megan would never return to run the ranch, that the empire David had spent his life building would
be sold or divided or managed by hired hands who did not share the Callahan blood. David was the last of
his kind, a man who believed that land was eternal and family was the only thing that mattered, refusing
to acknowledge that both his children had rejected him in different ways, Christopher through addiction,
Megan through absence, and that there was no one left who wanted what he had built.

“Shall I draft an offer for the Henderson property?” the lawyer asked. The Hendersons had sold to the
Callahans during the farm crisis, had bought the land back in 2001, and were now facing foreclosure again,
unable to survive without the Cabela’s paycheck that had supplemented their farming income.

“Not yet. Let them suffer a little longer. The more desperate they are, the better deal we’ll get.”
The lawyer made a note and moved on to the next item on the agenda. David sat in his chair, looking

out at the land that stretched to the horizon, the land that had been his family’s for four generations, the land
that would outlast him and everyone he had ever known.

He did not think about Christopher, about the son he had failed to save, about the addiction that had
consumed his heir while David was busy expanding his empire. Nor did he think about Patricia, who had
died in 2012 without ever forgiving him for caring more about reputation than about their children. He did
not think about Megan, who had called last month to tell him she was working with something called a land
trust, helping ranchers put their properties into conservation easements, which means paying people not to
develop their land, which struck David as the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard. He thought only
about the land, about the opportunity that crisis always provided, about the Callahan way that had brought
his family this far and would carry them further still.

He did not know that the land would not save him, that the dynasty would end with Megan’s refusal to
inherit, that everything he had built would be sold to a corporation from out of state within five years of
his death. He did not know that the Callahan way was a dead end, a path that led to accumulation without
meaning, wealth without legacy, victory without anyone left to celebrate it.

He knew only what he had always known: that the land was there, and it was his, and that was all that
mattered.

Chapter Three

Sarah Crow Feather watched Sidney die from a distance, reading the news reports, talking to colleagues
who worked in the Panhandle, tracking the statistics that told the story in numbers that were easier to bear
than faces.

She was forty-eight years old, still running the addiction treatment program she had built, living in Scotts-
bluff where she had spent most of her career. Her son James was in law school in Rapid City, specializing in
tribal issues that would take him back and forth between Pine Ridge and the courthouses of South Dakota.

The Cabela’s deal was not surprising to her. She had watched the Panhandle decline for decades, had seen
the population shrink and the young people leave and the communities hollow out until there was nothing
left but the old and the stubborn and the addicted. Sidney had held on longer than most, had found a way to
thrive when other towns were dying, but the thriving had always been fragile, dependent on a single company
that could be bought and sold and moved on a whim.
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“It’s happening everywhere,” she told her mother, Elizabeth, during one of their weekly calls. Elizabeth
was seventy now, still living on Pine Ridge, still sharp despite the years, still telling the stories that had been
passed down through generations. “Rural America is dying. The cities are growing, the coasts are growing,
and everything in between is being abandoned.”

“Not abandoned. Transformed. The land is still there. The people who stay are still there. What’s dying
is a particular way of life, a way of living on the land that depended on things that don’t exist anymore.”

“And what replaces it?”
“Something else. Something we can’t see yet. The land has been through many changes before. The

buffalo went away, and the cattle came. The cattle went away, and the wheat came. Now the wheat is going
away, and something else will come. We don’t get to choose what. We only get to choose whether we’re
part of it or not.”

Sarah thought about this, about the cycles of change that her mother had witnessed over seventy years,
about the longer cycles that her grandmother and great-grandmother had witnessed before her. The land had
been Lakota before it was anything else, had been transformed by conquest and settlement and industry and
now by decline. But the land was still there. The grass was still there. The wind that never stopped blowing
was still there.

“James is thinking about coming back to the region after he passes the bar,” she said. “He’s tired of cities.
He wants to be somewhere that feels real.”

“Back to Pine Ridge?”
“Maybe. Or maybe to Sidney. He’s been talking to Emma Vogel about what’s happening there, about

whether there’s anything that can be done.”
“Emma Vogel. Michael’s daughter.”
“Yes. They met at a conference a few years ago, discovered they were connected through the family.

They’ve been talking ever since.”
Elizabeth was quiet for a moment. Sarah could hear her breathing, could picture her sitting in the cabin

where she had lived for decades, surrounded by the artifacts of a life that had spanned seven decades.
“It’s strange,” Elizabeth said finally. “All these years, all these generations, and we keep circling back

to each other. The Vogels and the Walking Aheads and everyone in between. We’re all tangled together,
whether we want to be or not.”

“Is that bad?”
“It’s not bad or good. It’s just how it is. The land connects us, the history connects us, the stories connect

us. We can pretend we’re separate, but we’re not. We never have been.”
Sarah thought about this after she hung up, about the web of connections that linked her family to families

she had never known, to histories she had only heard about, to a place that was dying but had not yet died.
Her son was thinking about coming back to the region. Emma Vogel was thinking about what could be saved.
Something was stirring, some recognition that the old ways were ending and new ways had to be found.

She did not knowwhat would come of it. She did not know if anything could be saved, or if the Panhandle
was simply another place that would be abandoned and forgotten, left to the wind and the grass and the ghosts
of everyone who had tried to make it something it was not.
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She knew only that her family had survived before, had survived things that should have destroyed them,
had found ways to continue when continuation seemed impossible. They would survive this too, whatever
it turned out to be.

They had no other choice.

Chapter Four

The layoffs began in January of 2017, a few at a time at first, then in waves that rolled through Sidney
like the dust storms that had buried the county eighty years before.

KevinMarsh learned he was being let go on aWednesday afternoon, called into an office where a woman
from Human Resources sat behind a desk covered with folders just like his. He had worked at Cabela’s for
eighteen years, had started in the warehouse and worked his way up to inventory management, had married
his wife in the company cafeteria because they met there during a lunch break and thought it would be
romantic. They had two kids, a mortgage, a pickup truck with two years of payments left.

The office smelled like new carpet and recycled air. Somewhere down the hall, a phone rang and no one
answered it. Kevin noticed his own phone was silent in his pocket. Usually by this time of day he would
have gotten a dozen texts from coworkers, from the group chat where they complained about management,
from the guys in shipping who kept him updated on the trucks. Nothing. The silence meant they already
knew, or they were in offices just like this one, getting the same speech.

The woman from HR was kind. She explained the severance package, the COBRA options, the job
placement services that would be available. She handed him a folder with documents to sign and a number
to call if he had questions. She did not look at him while she spoke, and Kevin understood that she had done
this many times already that day, that she would do it many more times before the day was over, that looking
at people while she ended their lives would break something in her that she needed to keep intact.

“Thank you for your service to the company,” she said, when the paperwork was done. “We’re sorry to
see you go.”

Kevin walked out of the building with a cardboard box of personal items: a photo of his kids, a coffee
mug his wife had given him, a Denver Broncos calendar that was already out of date. The parking lot was
full of people carrying similar boxes, loading them into similar trucks, standing in small groups and talking
about what they would do next.

He sat in his truck for twenty minutes, unable to start the engine, unable to go home and tell his wife.
Sarah had just gone back to work after staying home with the kids for twelve years. She was a receptionist
at the hospital, making eight dollars an hour, proud of herself for contributing again. That job would not pay
the mortgage. That job would not pay for the kids’ braces or the truck payment or the heating bills that ran
three hundred dollars a month in winter.

He thought about the job placement services, about the resume he would have to write, about the inter-
views he would have to attend in cities he had never visited. He was forty-four years old. He had worked at
one company his entire adult life. He did not know how to do anything else, did not know anyone outside
of Sidney who might hire him, did not know who he was supposed to be if he was not the person who went
to work at Cabela’s every day.

He started the truck and drove home, and when he walked through the door, Sarah was standing in the
kitchen with the news already on her face. Someone had texted her. Someone always texted.
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“We’ll figure it out,” she said, wrapping her arms around him. “We always figure it out.”
But Kevin had seen the other boxes in the parking lot, the other men standing in small groups, the other

lives being dismantled by the same corporate decision. Sidney was full of people who would be trying to
figure it out at the same time, competing for the same scarce opportunities, scrambling for lifeboats on a
sinking ship.

Three months later, Kevin and Sarah and the kids loaded a U-Haul and drove to Denver, where Sarah’s
sister had found Kevin a job at a warehouse that paid less than half what Cabela’s had paid. Their house sold
for forty thousand dollars less than they owed. The bank accepted a short sale and released them from the
debt, and they drove away from Sidney with nothing except the truck and the boxes and the children in the
backseat asking when they could go home.

Daniel Vogel watched the faces of his clients change as the layoffs accelerated. The treatment center was
filling up with people who had been stable for years, no longer with new addicts, who had jobs and families
and reasons to stay sober, and who were now losing all of it. The job loss triggered relapses. The relapses
triggered overdoses. The overdoses triggered funerals that were becoming too frequent to count.

“I don’t know how much more I can take,” he told his sponsor, an older man named Bill who had
been sober for thirty years. “Every day, someone I’ve been working with comes in and tells me they used
again. Every week, someone dies. I became a counselor to help people get better, not to watch them destroy
themselves.”

“That’s the work. That’s what it’s always been. You help the ones you can help, and you accept that you
can’t help everyone.”

“But I used to be able to help more. I used to see people turn their lives around, find jobs, rebuild their
families. Now there are no jobs. There are no families that aren’t breaking apart. There’s nothing to rebuild.”

“Then you help them survive until there is something. You keep them alive until the crisis passes. That’s
the work when there’s nothing else.”

Daniel knew Bill was right, knew that the work was the work regardless of the circumstances, knew that
giving up was not an option for someone who had been given so many second chances. But the weight of
it was crushing him, the endless parade of suffering that showed no signs of ending, the recognition that the
community he had devoted himself to saving was being destroyed by forces he could not fight.

That evening, driving home from the center, he passed a house he had learned to avoid: the place where
a dealer named Marcus had once lived, the place where Daniel had spent too many nights in the years before
treatment. Marcus was gone now, moved to Scottsbluff or arrested or dead, Daniel did not know which. But
the house was still there, and as he passed it, he felt something stir in his chest that he had not felt in years.

Not craving, exactly. Something more like memory. The memory of how the drug had made him feel,
the way it had silenced the voices in his head that told him he was not enough, would never be enough, could
never fill the hole that had been there since childhood. The memory of peace, false peace, chemical peace,
but peace nonetheless.

He pulled the truck over. His hands were shaking. He sat in the darkness and listened to his breathing and
thought about Marcus’s house three blocks behind him, about whether anyone still dealt from there, about
how easy it would be to drive back, to knock on the door, to trade everything he had built for one more night
of silence.
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This was the part that nobody talked about. This was the part that the treatment programs glossed over and
the recovery literature minimized. They told you about the hard first months, about the physical withdrawal,
about the psychological work of rebuilding your identity. They did not tell you that years later, sober and
successful and helping others, you would pass a house and feel the drug call to you like a lover you had never
stopped wanting.

Daniel called his sponsor. Bill answered on the third ring.
“I’m sitting in my truck three blocks from Marcus’s old place,” Daniel said. “I haven’t felt like this in

three years.”
“Where are you exactly?”
“Corner of Pine and Tenth. Engine’s running.”
“Turn the truck around. Drive to my house. Don’t stop for anything. I’ll be on the porch.”
“I don’t know if I can.”
“You can. You’re calling me, which means you want to. The part of you that called me is stronger than

the part that wants to drive those three blocks. Trust that part. Turn the truck around.”
Daniel sat in the darkness for another minute, two minutes, listening to Bill breathe on the other end of

the line. Then he put the truck in gear and turned around, and he did not stop until he was sitting on Bill’s
porch with a cup of bad coffee, talking about the clients who had died that month and the ones who might
die next month and the weight that had accumulated until it felt like it might crush him.

“You came close tonight,” Bill said, when the coffee was gone. “Closer than you’ve come in years.”
“I know.”
“Do you know why?”
“Because everything is falling apart. Because I can’t save anyone. Because I spent eight years building

a life in this town and the town is dying and there’s nothing I can do about it.”
“That’s part of it. The other part is that you’re trying to carry too much by yourself. You’re doing the

work without doing the program. When’s the last time you went to a meeting?”
Daniel could not remember. Months, probably. Maybe longer. He had been too busy, too tired, too

focused on everyone else’s recovery to tend to his own.
“Tomorrow night,” Bill said. “Seven o’clock. I’ll pick you up.”
“I’ll be there.”
“You almost weren’t anywhere tonight. Remember that. Recovery isn’t something you finish. It’s

something you do every day, forever. The day you forget that is the day you end up three blocks from
Marcus’s house, wondering if you have the strength to turn around.”

Daniel drove home that night with the taste of bad coffee in his mouth and the weight still pressing on
his chest. But he had turned around. He had called Bill. He had remembered, at the crucial moment, who
he wanted to be instead of who he had been.

It was not much. It would have to be enough.
He called his sister Emma that evening, sitting in his apartment on the edge of town, looking out at the

lights of Sidney that were going out one by one as people moved away, as businesses closed, as the future
that had seemed so promising disappeared.

“I need your help,” he said.
“What kind of help?”
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“I don’t know. Ideas. Resources. Something. You’ve spent your whole career working on rural devel-
opment. You must know something that could make a difference here.”

“I know a lot of things. None of them are quick fixes. Rural development is a long-term project, and
Sidney is facing a short-term catastrophe. The two don’t match up.”

“Then what do we do? Just watch everyone leave?”
“No. We find a way to hold on. We keep the pieces together until the crisis passes, and then we rebuild

from what’s left.”
“That’s what Bill said. Keep them alive until the crisis passes. But what if it doesn’t pass? What if this

is just the new normal?”
Emma was quiet for a long moment. Daniel could hear her thinking, could picture her in her apartment

in Lincoln, surrounded by the policy reports and demographic studies that were her life’s work.
“Then we adapt,” she said finally. “We figure out what the new normal looks like, and we find a way to

live in it. That’s what people have always done. That’s what our grandparents did during the drought, what
our great-grandparents did when they came here from Russia. The world changes, and we change with it, or
we die.”

“That isn’t comforting.”
“It’s not supposed to be comforting. It’s supposed to be true. Comfort comes later, if it comes at all.

Right now, we need truth. We need to see things as they are, not as we wish they were.”
Daniel hung up and sat in the darkness, thinking about what his sister had said. Adapt. Change. Find a

way to live in the new normal, whatever that turned out to be. It was the Vogel way, the way their family had
survived for four generations, the way they had learned from the Lakota whose land they had taken, whose
stories they had inherited, whose capacity for endurance had become their own.

He would keep doing the work. He would keep helping the people who needed help. And when the crisis
passed, if it passed, he would still be here, still standing, still holding on.

Outside, the wind moved through the empty streets of Sidney. Somewhere a dog barked. The night
settled in around him like something that had been waiting.

Chapter Five

Michael Vogel sold the farm equipment in the spring of 2018, everything except the old tractor his grand-
father had bought in 1952.

He was sixty-two years old, too tired to keep working, too stubborn to admit that the farm was beyond his
ability to manage. Margaret had been urging him to retire for years, to lease the land to one of the neighbors
who was still farming, to let someone else do the work that was slowly killing him. But retirement felt like
surrender, like giving up on everything his family had built, like admitting that the Vogels were finished.

The buyer was a young man from Omaha, a recent agriculture school graduate who saw opportunity in
the chaos. He paid fair prices, loaded the equipment onto trucks, and drove away with the combines and
planters and cultivators that Michael’s father had bought and his grandfather had dreamed of. The machinery
was worth more than the land these days, and Michael needed the cash to pay the taxes, to keep the health
insurance, to survive a few more years on a farm that no longer produced enough to sustain itself.

“We should talk about what happens next,” Margaret said, after the trucks had gone. “We need a plan.”
“The plan is to keep going. Same as always.”
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“That’s not a plan. That’s stubbornness. You can’t farm without equipment. You can’t work the land by
yourself. You need help, or you need to let it go.”

“I’m not letting it go. Daniel wants to help. He said so.”
“Daniel has a job. Daniel has a life. Daniel can’t run a farm and work at the treatment center at the same

time.”
“Then Emma. Emma could come back.”
“Emma doesn’t want to come back. Emma has made that clear for twenty years. She loves us, but she

doesn’t love this place. You can’t force her to want something she doesn’t want.”
Michael sat at the kitchen table, the same table where his father had sat, where his grandfather had sat,

where generations of Vogels had made the decisions that shaped their lives. The house was quiet except for
the wind outside, the same wind that had always blown, the same wind that would blow long after he was
gone.

“I don’t know what to do,” he said finally. “I’ve spent my whole life knowing what to do. Work the land.
Raise the crops. Take care of the family. But now the land doesn’t produce, and the crops don’t sell, and the
family is scattered, and I don’t know what any of it means anymore.”

Margaret came to sit beside him, took his hand in hers. They had been married for forty-one years, had
faced every crisis together, had built something that was more than either of them could have built alone.

“It means we’re old,” she said. “It means the world has changed, and we’ve changed with it, and the
things that used to make sense don’t make sense anymore. It doesn’t mean we failed. It doesn’t mean the
Vogels are finished. It just means we’re at the end of one chapter, and we don’t know yet what the next
chapter looks like.”

“What if there is no next chapter?”
“There’s always a next chapter. Even if we don’t get to read it. Someone will come after us. Someone

will take what we leave behind and make something new out of it. That’s how it works. That’s how it’s
always worked.”

Michael thought about this, about the generations that had come before and the generations that would
come after, about the stories that Elizabeth had told him and the stories he had tried to pass on. His family had
been on this land for four generations. They had survived drought and depression and war and addiction and
everything else the world had thrown at them. Surely there was something in that survival worth preserving,
some legacy that could be passed on even if the farm itself could not continue.

“I want to see Elizabeth,” he said. “Before I’m too old to make the trip. I want to see her one more time,
and I want to bring Daniel and Emma with me. I want them to understand where we come from, what it
means, what we owe to the people who came before us.”

“Then we’ll go. This summer, before the heat gets too bad. We’ll all go together.”
Margaret paused, then added: “There’s something else. A woman from the Land Trust called last month,

asking about conservation easements. Said she’s been reaching out to families with historic properties. Her
name’s Megan Callahan: David Callahan’s daughter, if you can believe it. The black sheep, apparently. She
left years ago, works in environmental science now.”

“A Callahan, talking about conservation?” Michael almost laughed. “Her grandfather spent fifty years
buying up every piece of land he could grab.”
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“Times change. People change. She sounded sincere. Said she’d been thinking about the land out here
for years, about what it could become if someone was willing to do things differently.”

“I’m not ready to talk about that. Not yet.”
“I know. I just wanted you to know the option exists. For whenever we are ready.”
Michael nodded, feeling something loosen in his chest, some weight that had been there so long he had

forgotten it was not part of him. He did not know what the future held. He did not know if the farm would
survive or the family would scatter or everything he had worked for would disappear. But he knew that he
was not alone, that Margaret was beside him, that his children and grandchildren were still part of his life,
that the story was not over until it was over.

That would have to be enough. For now, that would have to be enough.

Chapter Six

The newspaper ad appeared in the Cheyenne County Sun in the last week of June 2018: “Last one out,
turn off the lights.”

It was meant as a joke, a dark humor response to the exodus that had reduced Sidney’s population by
six percent in two years. But the joke landed differently depending on who read it. For some, it was a
defiant gesture, a refusal to surrender to despair. For others, it was an epitaph, the final acknowledgment
that something precious was ending and could not be saved.

Daniel Vogel cut out the ad and pinned it to the bulletin board in his office, where his clients could see it.
Some of them laughed. Some of them cried. Most of them just looked at it and nodded, recognizing some-
thing true in the gallows humor, the acknowledgment that they were all living through the end of something,
that the future they had imagined was not going to happen.

“My grandfather came here in 1907,” one of his clients said, a woman named Karen whose family had
farmed in Banner County for three generations. “He built a soddy with his own hands. He believed he was
starting something that would last forever. And now it’s over. Just like that. A hundred years of work, and
it’s all over.”

“It’s not over,” Daniel said. “The land is still there. The people who stay are still there. What’s ending
is one way of doing things. Something else will take its place.”

“What? What could possibly take its place?”
“I don’t know. But something will. Something always does.”
He did not believe this entirely, not in the way he said it, with the confidence that his clients needed to

hear. But he believed it enough to keep saying it, to keep showing up, to keep doing the work that needed to
be done. The crisis would pass. The people who survived would build something new. And the land would
still be there, holding the memory of everyone who had worked it, waiting for whatever came next.

The ad stayed on his bulletin board for the rest of that year, yellowing in the sunlight that came through
the window, a reminder of what they were living through and what they might someday look back on and
understand.

Last one out, turn off the lights.
But someone was always staying. Someone was always keeping the lights on. And for now, in this place,

that would have to be enough.
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End of Section Eleven
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2024-2026

Chapter One

Emma Vogel pulled into the rest stop outside of Ogallala at 4 AM, hours before her father’s funeral, and
sat in the darkness with the engine running.

She had left Lincoln at midnight, unable to sleep, unable to wait any longer in the apartment that had
never quite felt like home despite twenty years of living there. She had already made this drive once this
week, had come home to help her mother and brother with the arrangements, had found the photograph of
Ruth in her father’s nightstand, had returned to Lincoln to tie up loose ends before the funeral. Now she
was driving back, and the fields on either side of the interstate were invisible in the darkness, and she was
thinking about the photograph and the woman in it and everything it meant.

These were the artifacts of a life she had assembled rather than lived, pieces gathered to fill the spaces
where other things should have been: a partner, children, the sense of belonging somewhere. She had told
herself the work was enough, that helping communities through policy was more important than living in
one. But at 4 AM in a rest stop parking lot, the story felt thin.

She thought about her father, who had called her two weeks ago to talk about the harvest. Not his last
harvest, not then, though she supposed he had known it might be. He had asked about her job, about whether
she was dating anyone, about the research she was doing on rural broadband access. He had listened to her
answers with the patience he had always shown, the patience that had sometimes felt like indifference but
which she now understood was simply his way of loving her without judgment.

She had told him about a conference in Des Moines, about a paper she was writing, about the minutiae
of a career that had taken her far from everything he understood. She had not told him that she had ended a
relationship six months earlier because the man wanted to move to Omaha and she could not bear to be that
close to home. She had not told him that she woke most nights at 3 AM, unable to identify what she was
afraid of, unable to go back to sleep.

The rest stop was empty except for a semi-truck idling at the far end of the lot. Emma watched its lights
in her rearview mirror and thought about all the things she would not be able to say to her father now: the
apologies for missing his sixty-fifth birthday, the explanations for why she had not come home when her
mother called about the diagnosis, the admission that she did not know how to be a daughter because she
had spent so long learning how to be anything else.

She pulled out the guitar pick she kept in her pocket, a habit from college, and turned it over in her fingers.
She had never learned to play beyond three chords, had never had the patience for practice, had always told
herself she would get to it eventually. Eventually had become never, as it did for most of the things she meant
to do.

The sky was beginning to lighten in the east. She would need to drive soon, would need to arrive in
time to help Daniel and her mother with whatever needed to be done. She would need to be competent,
professional, the daughter who had escaped and built something impressive even if no one quite understood
what it was.
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But for another few minutes, she sat in the darkness with the engine running and the guitar pick in her
hand, and she let herself be no one in particular, just a woman in a rest stop, grieving a father she had loved
from a distance she had never known how to close.

Her other hand found the photograph in her jacket pocket, the one she had taken from her father’s night-
stand. Ruth, 1946. She had carried it with her since finding it, unable to leave it behind, unable to explain
why it mattered so much to hold proof that her father had spent his whole life carrying someone else’s secrets,
someone else’s grief. She would carry it to the funeral. She would carry it until she understood what to do
with it.

Chapter Two

Michael Vogel was buried on a Tuesday in November of 2024, in the cemetery at Sidney where his
parents and grandparents and great-grandparents lay in rows that marked the passage of time like rings in a
tree.

The wind blew, as it always blew, carrying the smell of winter and the sound of the pastor’s voice across
the graves of a hundred years of Vogels. The crowd was smaller than it would have been a decade earlier,
before the Cabela’s closure, before the exodus that had reduced Sidney to a shadow of what it had been. But
the people who came were the people who mattered: family and neighbors and the stubborn ones who had
stayed when everyone else had left.

Daniel stood beside his mother Margaret, holding her arm, watching the coffin descend into the ground.
He was forty-four years old, sober for sixteen years, working still at the treatment center that had saved his
life. He had come a long way from the addict who had stolen from his parents, who had relapsed eight times,
who had seemed destined to become another casualty of the epidemic that had consumed his generation. He
was a counselor now, a mentor, a man who understood what it meant to lose everything and find a way back.

Emma stood on the other side of their mother, her face composed in the expression of someone who had
learned to contain her emotions, to present a professional surface to a world that did not reward vulnerability.
She was forty-two, still working in state government, still trying to save places like Sidney through policy
initiatives that never quite achieved what they promised. She had come home more often in the last few
years, had watched her father decline, had tried to make peace with the place she had spent her life trying to
escape.

But standing here, watching her father’s coffin descend into ground that held generations of Vogels, she
felt the weight of what her escape had cost. Daniel had stayed. Daniel had fought his way back from addiction
and built something meaningful here, had been present for the slow decline that Emma had only witnessed
in weekend visits and holiday phone calls. She had missed the last harvest her father would ever bring in.
She had missed the conversation where he finally admitted he couldn’t do it alone anymore. She had been
in Lincoln, writing reports about rural economic development while her family lived it.

The professional distance she had cultivated felt less like protection now and more like cowardice. She
had told herself for years that she could do more good from the outside, that her policy work helped commu-
nities like Sidney even if she couldn’t bear to live in one. But the truth was simpler and harder: she had left
because leaving was easier than staying, and she had kept leaving, over and over, until leaving became who
she was.
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Behind them, spread across the cemetery, stood the others who had come to pay their respects: neighbors
who had known Michael for decades, farmers he had helped during the crises, representatives of the Lakota
community who had learned of his connection to Elizabeth and wanted to honor the family that had bridged
two worlds.

Elizabeth Crow Feather was not there. She had died three months earlier, at seventy-eight, in the cabin
on Pine Ridge where she had lived for most of her life. Her daughter Sarah had called Daniel with the news,
and Daniel had driven to Pine Ridge to attend the funeral, to pay his respects to the aunt he had discovered
late in life, the woman who had taught him that survival was not enough, that remembering was an act of
resistance.

But Sarah was there, at Michael’s funeral, standing at the back of the crowd with her son James. They
had driven from Rapid City that morning, had made the trip because Michael had been family, because
the connection Elizabeth had forged with her half-brother had become something that their descendants felt
obligated to honor.

James Crow Feather was thirty years old, a lawyer specializing in tribal rights, a manwhomoved between
worlds with the ease of someone who had been taught that boundaries were less solid than they appeared. He
hadmet the Vogels several times over the years, had heard the stories of how the families were connected, had
come to understand that his own history was more complicated than the simple narrative of Lakota survival
that his grandmother had taught him.

The pastor finished speaking, and the crowd began to disperse, moving toward the fellowship hall where
food had been prepared, where the rituals of mourning would continue in the form of casseroles and coffee
and stories about the man who had been Michael Vogel.

Daniel lingered at the grave, watching the workers begin to fill it in, feeling the weight of what was
ending.

“We need to talk,” Emma said, coming to stand beside him. “About the farm. About what happens next.”
“I know.”
“Mom can’t stay there alone. And neither of us is moving back.”
“I’ve thought about it. Moving back. Taking over.”
“You have a life here. A job. People who depend on you.”
“I know. But that farm is everything Dad worked for. Everything our grandparents worked for. If we

sell it, we’re selling a hundred years of history.”
“History doesn’t pay taxes. History doesn’t maintain buildings or work the fields. The farm needs

someone who can actually run it, and that’s not either of us.”
Daniel did not argue. He had known this conversation was coming, had been dreading it since his father’s

diagnosis two years earlier. The farm was a burden neither of them could carry, a legacy neither of them
could sustain. But letting it go felt like a betrayal, like abandoning everything his family had sacrificed to
build.

“There might be another option,” a voice said from behind them.
They turned. It was a woman Daniel did not recognize, about fifty years old, with the sharp eyes that

marked the Callahan blood even though everything else about her, the worn hiking boots, the fleece jacket,
the absence of jewelry, said she had rejected the Callahan way.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I’m Megan Callahan. David Callahan’s daughter.”
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Chapter Three

They gathered at the Vogel farmhouse that evening, after the funeral reception had ended and the other
mourners had gone home: Daniel and Emma, Margaret, Sarah and James, and Megan Callahan, who had
driven up from Colorado to pay her respects to a man she had never met.

“I heard about Michael from my grandfather,” Megan said, sitting at the kitchen table where generations
of Vogels had made their decisions. “He talked about the Vogels a lot, toward the end. Not kindly, usually.
The Callahans and the Vogels were never friends. But he respected Michael. He said Michael was the only
neighbor who never sold out, who held on when everyone else let go.”

“Your grandfather bought half the county during the crises,” Daniel said. “He wasn’t exactly a hero to
the people he displaced.”

“I know. Believe me, I know. I’ve spent my whole life trying to understand what my family did, how
they accumulated what they accumulated, what it cost the people who got in their way. That’s part of why I
became an environmental scientist. I wanted to understand the land in a different way, to see it as something
other than property to be exploited.”

She paused, and something darker crossed her face. “You want to know what I remember most about
growing up Callahan? The fence posts. My father made Christopher andme paint them every summer. Miles
of fence posts, white paint in the sun, our hands blistered and our backs aching. He said it built character.
What it built was a hatred for every inch of that property. I used to dream about those fence posts rotting,
about the whole ranch going back to grass, about the land forgetting that the Callahans had ever existed.
I’m not here because I love this land. I’m here because I hated what my family did to it, and I want to see
something different happen before it’s too late.”

“Christopher was my brother,” she added quietly. “We grew up together in that house. I watched him
struggle, watched my father make it worse by trying to hide it, watched my mother give up. I left because I
couldn’t save him and couldn’t watch him die. But I’ve been thinking about this land ever since, about what
it could become if someone was willing to do something different with it.”

“And what do you see?”
“I see land that’s been damaged. Overgrazed, overfarmed, stripped of the ecology that made it valuable

in the first place. I see aquifers that are being depleted faster than they can recharge. I see soil that’s eroding
because the practices that work in the short term don’t work in the long term. And I see an opportunity to do
something different.”

Emma leaned forward, her policy instincts engaged. “What kind of opportunity?”
“Conservation easements. The Land Trust has been looking for properties in the Panhandle that could

be restored to native prairie, that could serve as carbon sinks and wildlife corridors and examples of what
sustainable land management looks like. Your family’s farm is in exactly the right location. If you were
willing to put it in easement, you could preserve it forever while getting a significant tax benefit.”

“What does that mean, practically? We couldn’t farm it?”
“You could farm some of it. The program allows for compatible uses. But large portions would be

restored to native grass, managed for ecological rather than agricultural value. The land would stay in your
family, but it would be protected from development, from subdivision, from the kind of exploitation that’s
destroyed so much of the prairie.”
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Daniel looked at Emma, saw the calculations running behind her eyes. She was the policy expert, the
one who understood how these programs worked, the one who could evaluate whether Megan’s proposal
made sense.

“It would mean giving up control,” Emma said. “We couldn’t sell the development rights. We couldn’t
subdivide. We’d be locked into a particular use forever.”

“That’s true. But you’d also be preserving something. You’d be ensuring that the land your family
worked for a hundred years doesn’t become a subdivision or a feedlot or an industrial farm. It would stay
what it is, just managed differently.”

Margaret, who had been silent throughout the conversation, spoke for the first time. “Michael would
have hated this. He spent his whole life trying to farm this land. The idea of letting it go back to grass would
have felt like admitting defeat.”

“With respect, Mrs. Vogel, Michael lost that fight a long time ago. Everyone who tried to farm this land
the way it was farmed in the twentieth century has lost. The question isn’t whether to keep fighting a losing
battle. The question is what to do with the land now that the battle is over.”

The room was quiet. The wind blew outside, the same wind that had blown for millions of years, that
would blow long after everyone in this room was gone. The land stretched out in the darkness, holding the
memory of everyone who had worked it, waiting for whatever came next.

“I need to think about it,” Daniel said finally. “We all need to think about it. But thank you for the
suggestion. It’s more than I expected from a Callahan.”

Megan smiled, a sad smile that acknowledged the weight of the name she carried. “I’m trying to be a
different kind of Callahan. I don’t know if it’s possible, but I’m trying.”

Chapter Four

Sarah Crow Feather sat with Margaret on the porch of the farmhouse the next morning, watching the sun
rise over land that had once belonged to her people.

“I never told you this,” Sarah said, “but mymother talked about your husband often. About what it meant
to her, finding her brother after all those years. She said Michael was the first white person who ever made
her feel like family wasn’t defined by blood alone.”

“Michael loved Elizabeth. In his own quiet way. He didn’t talk about it much, but I could see it. The
visits to Pine Ridge, the phone calls, the way he kept her photograph on his desk. She was his sister, and that
mattered to him.”

“It mattered to her too. She grew up thinking her father had abandoned her, that she wasn’t worth keeping.
Michael showed her that their father’s failure wasn’t about her worth. It was about his weakness. That
distinction made a difference.”

Margaret looked out at the fields that Michael had worked for fifty years, at the land that would soon
belong to someone else, in some form she could not yet imagine. She had spent her life supporting Michael’s
dream, had sacrificed her own ambitions to help him build something he believed in. And now the building
was over, and she had to decide what to do with what remained.

“What happens to your family’s stories?” she asked. “The ones Elizabeth passed down. Who carries
them now?”



168

“My son James. He’s the keeper now. Elizabeth spent her last years teaching him everything she knew,
everything Morning Star Woman taught her, everything that was passed down through the generations. He’s
the one who will pass it on to his children.”

“Does he have children?”
“Not yet. But he will. He’s young. He has time.”
James came out onto the porch, carrying cups of coffee he had made in the kitchen. He was tall, like

his ancestor Walks Ahead must have been, seven generations back, the warrior who had ridden with Red
Cloud, with features that showed the mixing of lines that had produced him: Lakota from his mother’s side,
German-Russian from the Vogel connection, and traces of other lines that had crossed paths with theWalking
Aheads over generations in ways that no one had fully traced.

“I was listening,” he said, handing the cups to his mother and Margaret. “About the stories. About what
gets passed on.”

“And what do you think?” Sarah asked.
“I think the stories are just the beginning. The stories tell us who we were. But they don’t tell us who

we’re going to be. That’s something we have to figure out for ourselves.”
“Your grandmother would have agreed with that. She always said that remembering was necessary but

not sufficient. You had to act too. You had to do something with what you remembered.”
“That’s why I became a lawyer. That’s why I work on tribal rights. The stories my grandmother told me

weren’t just history. They were evidence. They were the foundation for claims that hadn’t been made, for
justice that hadn’t been achieved. I’m trying to turn the stories into action.”

Margaret listened to this young man speak, hearing echoes of things Michael had said, things Elizabeth
had said, things that ran through all the families like a thread connecting them to each other and to something
larger than themselves.

“You carry all of us,” she said. “Do you know that? You carry the Vogels and the Walking Aheads and
everyone in between. You’re the place where all the stories come together.”

James was quiet for a moment. “I know. My mother told me. Elizabeth told me. ‘You’re the conver-
gence,’ she said. ‘The place where the separate streams become one river.’ ” He paused. “I don’t know if
that’s true. Sometimes it just feels like being pulled in two directions at once. Like I’m not the place where
things come together, but the place where they still haven’t figured out how to fit.”

“What does that feel like?”
“Heavy. Complicated. Sometimes I don’t know whose story I’m living, whose history I’m carrying. But

it also feels like a responsibility. Like I have to do something worthy of everyone who came before me.”
“That’s all any of us can do. Try to be worthy. Try to honor what we’ve been given. Whether we succeed

or not is something we won’t know until it’s over.”
The sun was fully up now, lighting the fields in the golden glow of early morning. The wind had died

down, and the world was quiet, and for a moment it was possible to believe that the land was at peace, that
the struggles of the past had led to something that made sense, that the future would be better than what had
come before.

It was not true, not entirely. The future would be what the future would be, shaped by forces that none
of them could control. But the belief was necessary, the hope was necessary, the act of facing the morning
as though it held possibility rather than despair.
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That was what survival meant. That was what it had always meant.

Chapter Five

Daniel made his decision three weeks later, after long conversations with Emma and Margaret and the
lawyers who handled the family’s affairs.

They would accept Megan’s proposal. The farm would be placed in a conservation easement, protected
forever from the development that was consuming so much of the prairie. Two hundred acres would be
restored to native grass, managed for ecological value rather than agricultural production. The remaining
land would be available for limited farming, enough to maintain the connection to the past without requiring
the full-time commitment that none of them could provide.

The Vogels would not sell. They would not abandon. They would transform, adapting to the new reality
as their family had adapted to every reality that had come before.

“It’s not what Dad wanted,” Daniel said, signing the papers in the lawyer’s office in Sidney. “He wanted
us to keep farming, to pass it on to our children, to maintain what his grandfather started.”

“No,”Margaret said. “What hewantedwas for the land to stay in the family. Hewanted there to beVogels
on this ground for as long as there was ground. This accomplishes that. It just accomplishes it differently
than he imagined.”

Emma, who had negotiated many of the terms, added: “And it accomplishes something else. It acknowl-
edges that the land has a history that goes back further than our family. It recognizes that the prairie was here
before the Vogels, before the Callahans, before any of us. Restoring it is a way of honoring that history.”

“Elizabeth would have liked that,” Daniel said. “The idea that we’re giving something back.”
“We’re not giving it back. We’re sharing it. With the land itself, with the future, with everyone who

comes after us. That’s different from giving it back.”
They finished the paperwork and walked out of the lawyer’s office into the December cold. Sidney

looked the same as it always looked, smaller and quieter than it had been before the collapse, but still there,
still holding on. The lights were still on. Someone was still keeping them on.

Daniel drove out to the farm that evening, alone, wanting to see it one more time before the changes
began. He parked at the edge of the field that would soon be returned to grass, the field his great-grandfather
had broken with a plow in 1907, the field that had produced wheat and corn and sunflowers and nothing at
all, depending on the year and the weather and the price of commodities.

The sun was setting, painting the sky in colors that no artist could capture, the same colors that had
painted this sky since before there were humans to see them. The wind picked up, carrying the smell of
winter and the sound of something that might have been music, might have been memory, might have been
the voices of everyone who had stood on this ground before him.

He thought about his father, lying in the cemetery half a mile away. He thought about his grandparents
and great-grandparents, all the Vogels who had fought to hold this land against everything that tried to take it.
He thought about Elizabeth and Morning Star Woman and Walks Ahead, the line of survivors whose stories
had become part of his own.

He did not know if he was making the right decision. He did not know if there was a right decision. He
knew only that he was making a decision, that he was taking responsibility for the land and the history and
the future that would grow from both.
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“I hope this is okay,” he said aloud, to the wind and the sky and anyone who might be listening. “I hope
this is what you would have wanted.”

The wind blew, and the sky darkened, and the stars began to emerge, the same stars that had watched
over this land for millions of years.

There was no answer. There never was. The dead did not speak, except through the stories they had left
behind, the choices they had made, the lives they had lived. The living had to interpret those stories, had to
find their own meaning in the silence.

Daniel got back in his truck and drove toward town, toward the treatment center where his clients were
waiting, toward the work that never ended. The farm would be there tomorrow, and the day after, and the
day after that. The land would endure, whatever they did to it. The question was what they would do to
themselves, how they would live with the choices they had made, what they would pass on to whoever came
after.

He turned the key in the ignition. The engine caught. The road stretched ahead.

Chapter Six

James Crow Feather returned to Pine Ridge in the spring of 2025, to the cabin where his grandmother
had died, to begin the work of sorting through what she had left behind.

The cabin was small and full, packed with the accumulation of seventy-eight years: photographs and
letters, beadwork and blankets, books and documents and the artifacts of a life that had spanned nearly eight
decades of change. Sarah had asked him to go through it, to decide what should be kept and what should be
given away, to preserve what mattered and let go of what did not.

He found Morning Star Woman’s photograph first, the one that Elizabeth had kept on her dresser for as
long as anyone could remember. It showed a young woman holding a baby, standing in front of a cabin that
no longer existed, looking at the camera with an expression that was impossible to read: not happiness, not
sadness, something in between, something that acknowledged both the weight of the past and the uncertainty
of the future.

Behind the photograph, he found letters. Letters from Ruth to Elizabeth, written in the years after Robert
Vogel had left them. Letters fromMichael to Elizabeth, written after he had discovered that she existed. Let-
ters from people James had never heard of, connections that had been made and maintained across decades,
the web of relationships that had sustained Elizabeth through everything.

And at the bottom of the box, wrapped in cloth that had been embroidered with symbols he recognized
from his grandmother’s teachings, he found a journal. It was Morning Star Woman’s journal, written in a
mix of Lakota and English, covering the years from 1890 to 1960, from Wounded Knee to the death of the
woman who had carried those memories forward.

James sat on the floor of the cabin and read, turning the brittle pages carefully, hearing a voice he had
never heard speak, learning things he had never known.

Morning Star Woman wrote about hiding under her mother’s body while the soldiers fired. She wrote
about the cold and the blood and the silence that came afterward. She wrote about her grandfather Walks
Ahead, who had found her and taken her home, who had told her that remembering was the only victory that
could not be taken away.
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She wrote about the years that followed, about the agency and the allotments and the slow grinding down
of everything her people had been. She wrote about her daughter and her granddaughters, about the hope
that each generation represented, about the fear that each generation might be the last.

And she wrote about the stories, about the responsibility of carrying them, about what it meant to be the
keeper of memory in a world that wanted to forget.

“The stories are not just for us,” she had written, in handwriting that grew shakier as the years passed.
“They are for everyone. They are for the people who took our land, who need to know what they took. They
are for the people who will come after, who need to know what was here before them. The stories belong to
the land, and the land belongs to everyone.”

James closed the journal and sat in the silence of the cabin, feeling the weight of what he had been given.
He was the keeper now. He was the one who carried the stories, who had to decide what to do with them, who
had to find a way to honor the past while building a future that his grandmother could not have imagined.

He thought about what she had written, about the stories belonging to everyone. He thought about
Daniel Vogel, transforming his family’s farm into a conservation easement, trying to give something back to
the land. He thought about Megan Callahan, trying to be a different kind of Callahan, trying to undo some
of the damage her family had done.

Maybe the stories did belong to everyone. Maybe the boundaries that had divided people for a hundred
years were less solid than they appeared. Maybe the future was not about maintaining the old distinctions,
Lakota and white, Vogel and Callahan, survivor and conqueror. Maybe the future was about finding a way
to live together on the land that had witnessed all of it, that held the memory of all of it, that would outlast
all of them.

He did not know if it was possible. He did not know if the wounds could heal, if the debts could be paid,
if the wrongs could be righted. He knew only that he had to try, that the stories demanded action as well as
memory, that the dead had given him something and expected something in return.

He gathered up the journal and the photographs and the letters, packed them carefully in a box that he
would take back to Rapid City. He would read them all, would learn everything they had to teach him, would
find a way to turn the stories into something that mattered.

That was what the living owed the dead. That was what the dead had always asked of the living.
Remember. Act. Continue.

Chapter Seven

The ceremony was held on the Vogel land in June of 2026, on the first day of summer, when the native
grass had grown tall enough to hide the evidence of what the field had been before.

They came from all the places they had scattered to: Daniel from Sidney, Emma from Lincoln, Margaret
from the house in town where she had moved after Michael’s death. Sarah came from Scottsbluff, James
from Rapid City, cousins and relatives from places as distant as California and Colorado, descendants of
Heinrich and Wilhelm and all the Vogels who had left over the generations.

Megan Callahan came, bringing representatives of the Land Trust, the organization that now held the
easement on the property. She brought documents showing what the restoration had accomplished: native
species returning, soil health improving, a small piece of the prairie beginning to heal from a century of
exploitation.
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And the Lakota came, representatives of the Oglala nation, elders who had known Elizabeth and wanted
to honor her memory, young people who had heard the stories and wanted to see the place where they had
happened.

They gathered in a circle, on land that had once been Lakota and then been taken and was now something
in between, neither fully owned nor fully returned, held in trust for a future that no one could predict.

Sarah spoke first, briefly, of Morning Star Woman and Wounded Knee, of survival and the refusal to be
erased. Daniel spoke of the Vogels, of Heinrich andMarta and the soddy they built in 1907, of his grandfather
Robert who had loved Ruth Walking Ahead and lost her, of his father Michael who had discovered his half-
sister late in life. They kept their words short. The stories had been told many times. What mattered now
was not the telling but the presence, the gathering, the act of standing together on ground that held all of
them.

James spoke last, standing in the center of the circle, carrying the weight of both lineages.
“My grandmother asked me a question once,” he said. “She asked me what the living owe the dead. I

didn’t have an answer then. I’m not sure I have one now.”
He paused, looking at the grass that had begun to reclaim the field, at the faces of people who had traveled

from different places to stand together on this ground. The windmoved through the prairie, and he let it speak
for him while he found the words.

“She told me the stories belong to everyone. I think she meant the work does too.”
He looked at Daniel, at the fields that would soon return to grass. He looked at Megan, who had come

back to a place she had spent her life running from. He looked at his mother, who had carried the stories
through another generation.

“I don’t know if we can fix what happened here. I don’t know if anyone can. But we can keep going. We
can keep carrying what was given to us. And maybe that’s enough. Maybe that’s all the dead ever asked.”

He stopped. The wind moved through the grass, and for a moment no one spoke.
An older woman from the reservation, someone Sarah recognized without knowing well, a respected

voice in the community, stepped forward. She was perhaps eighty, with the careful movements of someone
conserving her strength for what mattered. Sarah had heard that the woman’s great-grandfather had died at
Wounded Knee in 1890, that she had grown up hearing what the silence of the survivors sounded like, that
she had been coming to ceremonies on this land since she was a girl.

“Sharing is not return,” she said, her voice quiet but clear. “An easement is still their law, their document,
their way of holding what was ours. My grandmother would ask: when do we stop accepting pieces of what
was taken whole?”

She did not say it with anger. She said it as fact, as something that needed to be named even here, even
now, even among people trying to do right. The words hung in the air, and no one tried to answer them,
because there was no answer that would satisfy, no arrangement of land and law that could undo what had
been done.

Daniel felt his jaw tighten. He had worked for two years on this easement, had believed it meant some-
thing. Megan looked at the ground, her face flushing, suddenly aware that her Land Trust language sounded
thin against a question that old. Emma, standing at the edge of the circle, thought of all the policy papers she
had written about reconciliation and realized she had never once asked whether the people being reconciled
wanted what was being offered.
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James nodded slowly. “She would be right to ask. I don’t have an answer for her either.”
He felt the weight of both bloodlines in that admission: the German-Russian farmers who had taken, the

Lakota ancestors who had lost. He was supposed to bridge them. He had practiced what to say. But standing
here, with the elder’s question still in the air, he understood that bridging was not the same as healing, and
healing was not the same as justice, and justice might be something none of them would live to see.

“Perhaps there is no answer,” the woman said. “Perhaps there is only the question, and the work of
carrying it.” She stepped back into the circle, and the ceremony continued with her words woven into it, a
thread of honest doubt that made the hope feel earned rather than easy.

The ceremony was brief, and when it ended, no one seemed to want to leave. They stood in the circle
and looked at the land and at each other, holding something nameless that could be felt: the weight of the
past and the uncertainty of the future and the strange comfort of standing together on ground that held all of
them.

The wind blew across the prairie, carrying the words away, carrying them to wherever words go when
they are spoken and released. The grass rippled like water, the sky arched overhead, and the land held
everything, as it always had, as it always would.

The ceremony ended, and the people dispersed, returning to the lives they had built in the places they
had scattered to. But something remained, some sense that what had happened here mattered, that the stories
had been honored, that the future had been given a foundation to build on.

The land endured. The stories continued. And the people who remained kept the lights on, kept the
memory alive, kept struggling toward something they could not quite see and yet believed in, with whatever
faith they had left, must be there.

The wind blew. The grass bent. And somewhere, in houses and cabins scattered across the plains, the
living went on living, carrying what had been given to them into whatever came next.

End of Section Twelve
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Author’s Note

The characters in this novel are fictional. The history is not.
Where fictional characters intersect with historical events, I have attempted to represent those events

accurately while acknowledging that no account of the past is complete or free from the biases of those who
record it. The Lakota people have their own historians and their own accounts of these events, which differ
in important ways from the accounts preserved in American archives. I have tried to honor both traditions,
knowing that I will have failed in ways I cannot see.

The fictional lineage traced in this novel spans eight generations on the Lakota side (from Walks Ahead
through James Crow Feather) and four on the Vogel side (fromHeinrich throughDaniel and Emma), covering
160 years of Great Plains history. The convergence of these bloodlines through Robert Vogel and Ruth
Walking Ahead, and through the subsequent connection betweenMichael Vogel and Elizabeth Crow Feather,
reflects the actual mixing that has occurred across generations in the Great Plains, as communities that were
once separate have become intertwined through love, loss, and shared experience on contested ground.

The Callahan lineage represents a different American story: the accumulation of land and power across
generations, the costs of that accumulation to others, and the possibility, embodied in Megan Callahan, that
later generations might choose differently than their ancestors.

The question “What do the living owe the dead?” has no single answer, but the attempt to answer it is
itself a form of honoring what has been inherited.
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Historical Notes

Section One: The Country of the Oglala (1865-1868)
Red Cloud, Old Chief Smoke, the Fetterman Fight, and the Treaty of Fort Laramie are historical. On

December 21, 1866, Captain William Fetterman and eighty soldiers under his command were killed by
Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho warriors near Fort Phil Kearny, eighty-one men in all. The Treaty of Fort
Laramie (1868) closed the Bozeman Trail and established the Great Sioux Reservation, though its terms
would be repeatedly violated in subsequent decades.

Section Two: The Trail of Gold and Blood (1874-1877)
The Battle of the Little Bighorn occurred on June 25-26, 1876. Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong

Custer and approximately 263 men under his immediate command were killed by a coalition of Lakota,
Northern Cheyenne, and Arapaho warriors. The battle was a significant victory for the Plains Indians but led
to an intensified military campaign that resulted in the eventual confinement of most Lakota to reservations
by 1877. The Sidney-Black Hills Trail was a major supply route for the gold rush, and Sidney, Nebraska,
prospered from the trade.

Section Three: The Shrinking Circle (1887-1891)
The Wounded Knee Massacre occurred on December 29, 1890. Approximately 250-300 Lakota men,

women, and children were killed by the U.S. 7th Cavalry, along with 25 soldiers (most killed by friendly
fire). The massacre effectively ended the Ghost Dance movement and marked the last major armed conflict
between the United States and the Plains Indians. Big Foot (Si Tanka) was among those killed. Twenty
soldiers were later awarded the Medal of Honor for their actions at Wounded Knee; in 2019, legislation was
introduced to rescind these awards.

Section Four: The Second Wave (1904-1915)
The Kinkaid Act of 1904 opened approximately 11 million acres of Nebraska’s Sandhills and High Plains

to homesteading, with claims of 640 acres rather than the 160 acres allowed under the original Homestead
Act. Many Kinkaiders succeeded in the wet years between 1905 and 1914, only to fail when the drought
returned. TheVolgaGermanswere among themany ethnic groups who settled theGreat Plains, bringingwith
them farming techniques and crop varieties adapted to semi-arid conditions. Turkey Red wheat, introduced
to Kansas by Mennonite immigrants from Russia in the 1870s, became the foundation of the American hard
winter wheat industry.

Section Five: The Black Blizzards (1930-1938)
The Black Sunday storm of April 14, 1935, was the most severe dust storm of the Dust Bowl era, with es-

timates suggesting that 300,000 tons of topsoil were carried away from the Great Plains. The storm reached
from Canada to Texas, turning day into night across hundreds of miles. The Dust Bowl displaced approxi-
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mately 2.5 million people from the Great Plains states. Pine Ridge Reservation experienced severe hardship
during the 1930s, with inadequate federal relief exacerbating the effects of drought.

Section Six: The War and the Prisoners (1942-1946)
Approximately 425,000German prisoners of warwere held in theUnited States duringWorldWar II, with

many housed in camps across the Great Plains, including several in Nebraska. The Sioux Ordnance Depot,
located west of Sidney, was one of the largest ammunition storage facilities in the country and employed both
civilian workers and POW labor. Native Americans served in the U.S. military at higher rates per capita than
any other ethnic group duringWorldWar II, with approximately 44,000 serving in various branches. Despite
their service, many Native American veterans returned home to face continued discrimination.

Section Seven: The Boom Below (1949-1960)
The first successful oil well in Cheyenne County, Nebraska, was completed in 1949, initiating a modest

oil boom that transformed the local economy. The Atlas and Minuteman missile programs deployed inter-
continental ballistic missiles across the Great Plains during the late 1950s and early 1960s, with launch sites
and hardened facilities located throughout Nebraska. Mixed-race families in rural Nebraska during this pe-
riod faced enormous social pressure; common-law marriages between white men and Native women, while
not uncommon in earlier decades, became increasingly untenable as communities enforced racial boundaries
more rigidly in the postwar era.

Section Eight: The Crossings (1968-1975)
The Occupation of Wounded Knee lasted from February 27 to May 8, 1973, when approximately 200

Oglala Lakota and members of the American Indian Movement (AIM) occupied the town on the Pine Ridge
Indian Reservation. The occupation was a protest against the tribal government of Pine Ridge and the federal
government’s failure to fulfill treaties with Native American nations. Two Native Americans were killed
during the occupation, and a federal marshal was permanently paralyzed. The 1973 occupation took place at
the same site as the 1890Wounded Knee Massacre, giving it deep historical resonance for the Lakota people.

Section Nine: The Breaking (1982-1995)
The farm crisis of the 1980s devastated rural America, with farm debt reaching an estimated $215 billion

by 1985 and farm income falling by roughly half from 1979 to 1983. Suicide rates among farmers increased
dramatically. Interest rates peaked at over 21% in 1981, making it impossible for many farmers to service
debt acquired during the expansion of the 1970s. The crisis accelerated the consolidation of farmland; by
some estimates, a quarter of Nebraska farms that existed in 1980 had disappeared by 1990.

Section Ten: The Poison (1998-2008)
Themethamphetamine epidemic devastated rural America beginning in the late 1990s. Nebraskawas par-

ticularly affected, with meth-related arrests increasing dramatically between the mid-1990s and mid-2000s.
The drug’s appeal in rural communities was tied to its availability, low cost, and stimulant effects that al-
lowed users to work longer hours in demanding physical jobs. The epidemic disproportionately affected
Native American communities. Treatment resources in rural areas remain scarce, with many counties lack-
ing any addiction treatment facilities.

Section Eleven: The Reckoning (2016-2018)
Bass Pro Shops announced the acquisition of Cabela’s in October 2016 and closed the deal in September

2017, for approximately $5.5 billion. The company’s Sidney, Nebraska headquarters wound down in phases
from 2017 through 2019, eliminating roughly 2,000 jobs in a community of around 6,800 people. Sidney’s
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population declined noticeably between 2016 and 2020, though the decline stabilized as remote workers and
entrepreneurs moved to the area. The “last one out, turn off the lights” ad mentioned in this section is based
on an actual advertisement that appeared in a local newspaper during the crisis.

Section Twelve: Those Who Remain (2024-2026)
Conservation easements are legal agreements that restrict certain uses of land to protect its ecological

or historical value. The Nature Conservancy and similar organizations have used easements to preserve
millions of acres of prairie across the Great Plains. The ceremony described in this final section is fictional
but draws on actual practices of both Native American and settler communities attempting to reconcile their
histories and build shared futures on contested land.
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Family Lineages

The Grass People: Walking Ahead / Crow Feather Lineage
Generation One -Walks Ahead (1840-c.1893) , Oglala Lakota warrior who fought in Red Cloud’s War.

Married first to a woman who died of illness, then to Brings the Horses. Father of Chases the Dawn and
Little Hawk.

Generation Two - Chases the Dawn (1855-1890) : Eldest son of Walks Ahead, born to his first wife.
Married Blue BirdWoman of the Brulé band. Worked as agency clerk and interpreter until replaced for being
insufficiently compliant. Killed at Wounded Knee. Father of Morning Star Woman and Joseph.

Generation Three -Morning StarWoman (1875-1960) , Survived theWounded KneeMassacre at age
fifteen. Keeper of the family stories. Married Thomas Crow Feather. Mother of Mary. - Joseph Walking
Ahead (1873-unknown) , Morning Star Woman’s older brother. Worked for the Callahan ranch for decades.
Returned to Pine Ridge in 1935.

Generation Four -Mary Walking Ahead Crawford (1904-1975) , Daughter of Morning Star Woman.
Briefly married to a white rancher named Crawford. Mother of James (1923) and Ruth (1925).

Generation Five - Ruth Walking Ahead (1925-c.2005) , Daughter of Mary. Trained as a nurse. Rela-
tionship with Robert Vogel produced daughter Elizabeth. Never remarried after Robert left.

Generation Six -ElizabethWalking Ahead→Crow Feather (1946-2024) , Daughter of RuthWalking
Ahead and Robert Vogel. Raised on Pine Ridge after her parents separated. Married Tom Crow Feather in
1968 and took his name. Teacher at Oglala Lakota College. Mother of Sarah.

Generation Seven - Sarah Crow Feather (1968-living) , Daughter of Elizabeth. Nurse and public
health advocate specializing in addiction treatment. Mother of James.

Generation Eight - James Crow Feather (c.1994-living) , Son of Sarah. Tribal rights attorney. “The
convergence” where the separate family lines come together.

The Dust People: Vogel Lineage
Generation One -Heinrich Vogel (1865-1938) , Born in Russia to Volga German colonists. Emigrated

to Kansas, then homesteaded in the Nebraska Panhandle in 1907. Married Marta Schreiber.
Generation Two - Friedrich Vogel (1895-c.1970) , Eldest son. Moved to California. - Anna Vogel

Brennan (1897-c.1975) , Daughter. Married Michael Brennan, whose family farmed nearby. -Wilhelm Vo-
gel (1904-c.1980) , Son. Left Nebraska for opportunities elsewhere. -Robert Vogel (1909-1970) , Youngest
son. Ran the family farm through the Dust Bowl and World War II. Relationship with Ruth Walking Ahead
produced daughter Elizabeth. Later married Dorothy and had son Michael. Died of alcoholism.
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Generation Three -Michael Vogel (1955-2024) , Son of Robert and Dorothy. Discovered his half-sister
Elizabeth through a photograph found after his father’s death. Survived the 1980s farm crisis. Maintained
connection to both family lines until his death.

Generation Four - Daniel Vogel (1980-living) , Son of Michael. Struggled with methamphetamine
addiction in his twenties. Recovered and became an addiction counselor in Sidney. - Emma Vogel (1982-
living) , Daughter of Michael. Works in state government on rural economic development policy.

The Iron People: Callahan Lineage
Generation One - Seamus Callahan (1845-1889) , Irish immigrant who arrived in Sidney during the

railroad construction. Founded a general store, then expanded into ranching.
Generation Two - Patrick Callahan (1871-c.1935) , Eldest son. Inherited and expanded the ranch.

Married Eleanor. Established the pattern of acquiring land during others’ misfortune. - James Callahan
(c.1873-unknown) , Second son. Left for Philadelphia for schooling. Showed no interest in the ranching life.
-Margaret Callahan (c.1876-unknown) , Daughter. Left with her mother Ellen when Ellen remarried and
moved to Omaha.

Generation Three - Thomas Callahan (1892-c.1965) , Expanded the ranch dramatically during the
Dust Bowl by purchasing foreclosed properties.

Generation Four -Henry Callahan (1918-c.1995) , Ran the ranch through mid-century. Taught his son
David “the Callahan way.”

Generation Five - David Callahan (c.1939-c.2020) , Acquired foreclosed farms during the 1980s farm
crisis. Expanded Callahan holdings to their greatest extent. Troubled relationships with both children.

Generation Six - Christopher Callahan (c.1978-c.2015) , David’s son. Struggled with addiction. Died
of overdose. - Megan Callahan (c.1975-living) , David’s daughter. Rejected the family legacy. Works as
an environmental scientist with a land trust, facilitating conservation easements.



Timeline of Major Events

The Old World Ends (1865-1890)

Year Event

1865 Walks Ahead hunts on the Powder River country
1866 Red Cloud’s War begins; Fetterman Fight (December 21)
1868 Fort Laramie Treaty signed; war ends
1874 Gold discovered in the Black Hills
1876 Battle of the Little Bighorn; Stone Hand killed
1877 Crazy Horse killed; Lakota resistance ends
1887 Dawes Act divides reservation lands
1889 Seamus Callahan dies; Patrick inherits ranch
1890 Wounded Knee Massacre (December 29); Chases the Dawn killed
c.1893 Walks Ahead dies

Settlement and Struggle (1907-1945)

Year Event

1907 Heinrich Vogel homesteads in Nebraska Panhandle
under the Kinkaid Act of 1904

1909 Robert Vogel born (February)
1914 World War I begins in Europe
1929 Stock market crash; Great Depression begins
1935 Black Sunday (April 14); worst of the Dust Bowl
1935 Joseph Walking Ahead returns to Pine Ridge
1936 Marta Vogel dies
1938 Heinrich Vogel dies
1945 Robert Vogel serves in the Pacific (late-war service)

Crossings and Separations (1946-1975)
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Year Event

1946 Robert Vogel meets Ruth Walking Ahead; Elizabeth
born

1949 Oil discovered in the Panhandle
c.1954 Robert leaves Ruth to marry Dorothy
1955 Michael Vogel born (September)
1959 Atlas missile silos deployed across the Panhandle
1960 Morning Star Woman dies (winter)
1968 Elizabeth marries Tom Crow Feather; Sarah born
1970 Robert Vogel dies
1973 Wounded Knee Occupation (February-May); Michael

finds photograph of Ruth
1974-1975 Michael searches for and finds Ruth and Elizabeth
1975 Mary Walking Ahead Crawford dies

Crisis and Survival (1982-2008)

Year Event

1985 Farm crisis peaks; Frank Brennan’s suicide (March)
1986 David Callahan begins acquiring foreclosed farms
1988 Sarah Crow Feather graduates nursing school
c.1995 Methamphetamine epidemic begins spreading through

rural communities
2001 Daniel Vogel begins using methamphetamine
2003 Daniel confronts his father on the porch
2006 Sarah Crow Feather receives MPH degree
2008 Daniel Vogel achieves sobriety; Christopher Callahan’s

addiction worsens

The Lights Go Out (2015-2026)

Year Event

c.2015 Christopher Callahan dies of overdose
2016 Bass Pro Shops announces Cabela’s acquisition

(October)
2017-19 Cabela’s headquarters phases down; 2,000 jobs lost in

Sidney
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Year Event

2018 Michael Vogel sells farm equipment; “Last one out”
advertisement

c.2020 David Callahan dies
2024 Elizabeth Crow Feather dies (August); Michael Vogel

dies (November)
Late 2024 Vogel farm placed in conservation easement

(December)
2026 Ceremony on the restored prairie (June)
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Glossary of Lakota Terms and Historical
References

Brulé , One of the seven bands of the Lakota (Teton Sioux). Also known as Sičháŋǧu, meaning “burnt
thighs.”

Dawes Act (1887) : Federal legislation that divided tribal lands into individual allotments, with “surplus”
land sold to white settlers. Reduced Native American land holdings by approximately two-thirds.

Ghost Dance : A spiritual movement that spread among Plains tribes in 1889-1890, promising the return
of the buffalo and the ancestors. The U.S. government’s suppression of the Ghost Dance led directly to the
Wounded Knee Massacre.

Hotchkiss Gun , A rapid-fire artillery piece used by the U.S. Army at Wounded Knee. Four Hotchkiss
guns were positioned on the hill overlooking the camp.

Kinkaid Act (1904) , Federal legislation that allowed homesteaders to claim 640 acres in the Ne-
braska Sandhills, rather than the standard 160 acres. The settlers who arrived under this act were called
“Kinkaiders.”

Moon of Popping Trees : Lakota name for December, when the cold causes tree bark to crack.
Moon of Making Fat : Lakota name for June, when game animals grow fat on summer grass.
Oglala , One of the seven bands of the Lakota. Red Cloud and Crazy Horse were Oglala leaders.
PineRidgeReservation , Established in 1889 in southwestern South Dakota. Home to the Oglala Lakota.

Site of the Wounded Knee Massacre and the 1973 Wounded Knee Occupation.
Red Cloud’s War (1866-1868) , Armed conflict between the Lakota and the United States over con-

trol of the Powder River country. The only Indian war the United States definitively lost, resulting in the
abandonment of the Bozeman Trail forts.

Volga Germans , Ethnic Germans who settled along the Volga River in Russia beginning in the 1760s,
at the invitation of Catherine the Great. Many emigrated to the American Great Plains in the 1870s-1900s
when Russia revoked their privileges.

Wounded Knee Massacre (December 29, 1890) , U.S. Army soldiers killed approximately 250-300
Lakota men, women, and children at Wounded Knee Creek on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Often considered
the end of armed Native American resistance on the Great Plains.

Wounded Knee Occupation (February 27 - May 8, 1973) , Members of the American Indian Move-
ment occupied the village of Wounded Knee for 71 days to protest federal Indian policy and corruption
in tribal government. Two Native Americans were killed and a federal marshal was paralyzed during the
standoff.
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A Note on the Families

The fictional lineages traced in this novel span eight generations on the Lakota side (from Walks Ahead
through James Crow Feather) and four on the Vogel side (fromHeinrich throughDaniel and Emma), covering
160 years of Great Plains history.

The convergence of these bloodlines through Robert Vogel and Ruth Walking Ahead, and through the
subsequent connection between Michael Vogel and Elizabeth Crow Feather, reflects the actual mixing that
has occurred across generations in the Great Plains, as communities that were once separate have become
intertwined through love, loss, and shared experience on contested ground.

The Callahan lineage represents a different American story: the accumulation of land and power across
generations, the costs of that accumulation to others, and the possibility that later generations might choose
differently than their ancestors.

All three families remain on the land where their stories began, transformed by time but not erased,
carrying forward what their ancestors left them and deciding, each generation anew, what to do with the
inheritance.
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