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CHAPTER ONE: The Sky Bleeds Dust

The summer of 1934 arrived not with the gentle whisper of growing things, but with a
choked cough of dust. Mae’s first awareness of the new day wasn't the sun on her
face, but the gritty taste on her tongue, an omnipresent companion in their small
Saskatchewan farmhouse. Each morning, the air hung thick and yellow-brown, a
suffocating curtain that muted the world beyond their windowpane. Her seventeen
years had taught her the rhythm of the prairie - the vast, open sky, the endless
horizon, the promise of rain. But this year, the sky had betrayed them. It bled dust.

Her mother, Elara, was already in the kitchen, stoking the ancient woodstove. The air
was a heavy blanket, even inside, carrying the faint, sweet-sickly scent of coal oil. Mae
could hear the faint crackle of burning kindling and the soft thud of Elara’s bare feet
on the worn linoleum. Elara was a woman carved from the prairie itself, lean and
strong, with eyes that held the stubborn light of a thousand sunrises. She didn't
complain, not out loud, but Mae could read the worry etched around her mother's
mouth, the way her shoulders sometimes sagged before she straightened them with a
fierce resolve.

Mae dressed quickly, pulling on a faded cotton dress that had seen better days, like
everything else in their lives. She braided her long, brown hair tightly to keep the dust
from tangling it into an unmanageable mess. Even with the windows sealed with strips
of damp cloth, the fine, red grit found its way in, coating every surface, settling on
their clothes, their food, even their thoughts. It was a constant, inescapable reminder
of their precarious existence, a silent threat that permeated everything.

“Morning, Mama,” Mae said, stepping into the kitchen. The warmth from the stove
offered a brief, deceptive comfort. Elara turned, a faint smile touching her lips. Her
face was smudged with soot, but her eyes, the same piercing blue as Mae’s, held a
flicker of something unyielding.

“Morning, darling. Thought you were going to sleep the day away.” Elara stirred a pot
of thin gruel, their breakfast staple. The smell of oatmeal, usually comforting, felt like
another burden today, another reminder of what little they had. Mae knew that the
oats they were eating were likely from the meager stores they had managed to
salvage from the previous year, or perhaps from the relief shipments that sometimes
trickled in.

Her younger brother, Thomas, a sturdy ten-year-old, stumbled into the kitchen,

rubbing sleep from his eyes. He coughed, a dry, rasping sound that was becoming
increasingly common. “Is it still dusty out?” he asked, his voice reedy. He always
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hoped for a clear day, a day when he could run outside and pretend to ride his
invisible horse across the fields, even if the fields were now barren.

Elara sighed, a soft sound, almost inaudible. “Yes, Tommy. Even more so, | reckon.
Don’t you go near the window.” The wind had been relentless for weeks, a persistent,
abrasive force that stripped the topsoil from their fields and carried it eastward in vast,
churning clouds. The dust storms were becoming more frequent, more intense, turning
day into an unnatural twilight, forcing them to huddle inside, breathing through damp
cloths.

Their father, Arthur, was already outside. Mae had heard him leave before dawn, the
familiar creak of the screen door, the low murmur of his voice as he spoke to the
parched earth, as if willing it to yield. Arthur was a quiet man, his strength more in his
actions than his words. He had inherited this land from his own father, who had
cleared it with his bare hands, envisioning a legacy of prosperity for generations to
come. Now, that legacy was turning to dust.

Mae poured water from the bucket into a basin for washing. The water was lukewarm,
and precious. Every drop was rationed, hoarded. They hadn’t seen a decent rain in
what felt like forever, and the well was dangerously low. Their lives revolved around
the scarcity, the constant calculation of how much they had, and how long it would
last. Hope, once abundant like the prairie sky, was now a scarce commodity, rationed
just like everything else.

After a silent breakfast, Mae helped Elara with the chores. The dust was a formidable
adversary, requiring endless cleaning. They wiped down surfaces, swept the floor, but
the fine particles always returned, settling like a shroud. Mae looked out the small,
grimy window. The world outside was a hazy sepia photograph, the familiar outlines of
the barn and the chicken coop blurred by the swirling dust. The horizon, usually a
sharp line, was swallowed whole by the oppressive haze.

“I'm going out to check on Papa,” Mae announced, pulling on a faded bandanna to
cover her mouth and nose. Elara looked up from mending a tear in Thomas’s overalls.
Her brow was furrowed with concern.

“Be careful, Mae. The wind’s picking up again. Don’t stay out long.”

Mae nodded, already moving towards the door. The air outside hit her like a physical
blow, thick and choking. The wind howled, a mournful lament that carried the grit of
the prairie into every crevice. She squinted, trying to discern Arthur’s silhouette
amidst the swirling dust. He would be out there, checking the meager remains of their

wheat crop, praying for a miracle that refused to materialize.

She found him bent over a withered stalk of wheat, his broad shoulders slumped. His

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

face, when he finally looked up, was a mask of despair. Dust coated his eyelashes, his
beard, clung to the creases around his eyes. His gaze, usually so steady and
reassuring, held a bewildered defeat. He was a man accustomed to wrestling a living
from the earth, but this battle felt unwinnable.

“Papa?” Mae’s voice was barely a whisper against the wind’s roar.

He straightened slowly, his joints creaking. “Mae. What are you doing out here? Go
inside.” His voice was rough, the dust catching in his throat.

“l was worried,” she admitted, stepping closer. The ground beneath her feet was no
longer rich, dark soil, but a shifting expanse of dry, powdery dust. Their fields, once
golden with ripening wheat, were now a desolate wasteland, the precious topsoil lifted
and carried away by the relentless wind. The few remaining stalks of wheat were
brittle and brown, their heads empty.

Arthur gestured vaguely at the landscape with a gloved hand. “It's gone, Mae. All of it.
The wind’s taken it all.” There was a profound weariness in his tone, a surrender that
chilled Mae to the bone. Her father, the steadfast rock of their family, sounded broken.

Mae felt a sharp pang of fear. This land was all they had ever known, all they had. Her
grandparents had poured their sweat and dreams into this homestead, transforming
raw prairie into fertile fields. To lose it, to have it simply blow away, was a betrayal
beyond comprehension. She thought of her grandmother’s stories, of the first bumper
crops, the joyous harvests, the vision of a prosperous future. That future felt
impossibly distant now.

“What will we do, Papa?” The question hung in the air, swallowed by the wind. She
knew there were no easy answers. The creditors in town, unforgiving in their ledgers,
cared little for the drought or the dust. They wanted their money, and they would take
the land if it wasn’t paid.

Arthur stared out at the swirling dust, his eyes fixed on some unseen point on the
horizon. “l don’t know, child. | honestly don’t know.” His confession was a heavy
weight, heavier than any dust storm. It was the admission of a man at the end of his
tether, a farmer who had fought the good fight but found himself utterly defeated by
forces beyond his control. Mae had never heard such raw despair in his voice.

She reached out and took his calloused hand, squeezing it tightly. It was a small
gesture, but it was all she could offer. The bond with this land, this farm, ran deeper
than simple ownership. It was etched into their very beings, a part of their identity. To
leave it, to walk away, felt like tearing out a piece of their souls. But what alternative
did they have when the land itself seemed to be abandoning its children?

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

As the sun began its slow, obscured descent, painting the dusty sky in hues of orange
and bruised purple, Mae and Arthur made their way back to the house. The wind
continued its relentless moan, a mournful soundtrack to their unspoken anxieties.
Inside, Elara had lit the oil lamp, casting a warm, flickering glow that did little to dispel
the gloom in their hearts. Thomas was curled up on the small cot, already asleep, his
cough a gentle rhythm in the quiet house.

Later that evening, after a sparse dinner of gruel and stale bread, the family gathered
around the small table. Arthur read aloud from the worn family Bible, his voice low and
steady, seeking comfort in ancient words. Mae listened, but her thoughts kept drifting
to the swirling dust outside, to the emptiness of their fields, to the looming threat of
the bank. The Bible spoke of steadfastness and faith, but even faith felt like a thin
shield against the ferocity of the drought.

“Mae, darling,” Elara said softly, after Arthur had closed the book. “l received a letter
from Aunt Clara today.” Aunt Clara lived in Winnipeg, a bustling city hundreds of miles
to the east, a place Mae had only ever imagined. A place of paved roads, electric
lights, and, most importantly, jobs.

Mae looked at her mother, a flicker of apprehension in her chest. Letters from Aunt
Clara were rare, usually filled with news of city life that felt impossibly far removed
from their daily struggles.

Elara hesitated, glancing at Arthur, who sat silently, his gaze fixed on the flickering
lamp. “She says... she says there might be work in the city. For young women, in the
factories, or as housemaids.”

The words hung in the air, heavy with unspoken meaning. Mae felt a jolt, a sudden
awareness of a path she hadn’t considered before. Leave the farm? Leave
Saskatchewan? The thought was both terrifying and, in a strange, fragile way, alluring.
It was a glimmer of hope, a desperate lifeline in a sea of dust. But it also meant
abandoning everything she knew, everything her family had fought for.

Arthur finally spoke, his voice gravelly. “Work for women, Elara? What good is that to
us here?” He wasn’t dismissive, merely defeated. The traditional roles were clear: men
worked the land, women supported them. But the land had abandoned them.

“It's an option, Arthur,” Elara insisted, her voice gaining a quiet strength. “A way to
send some money back. To keep us going.” Her eyes met Mae'’s, a silent plea, a
shared understanding. Mae was the eldest, the strong one, the one who bore the

weight of expectation.

Mae looked down at her hands, rough and calloused from years of farm work. The idea
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of city life, of being a factory girl or a housemaid, felt alien, a betrayal of her prairie
roots. But the image of her father’s defeated face, the taste of dust, the constant,
gnawing hunger - these were realities that pressed down on her, demanding a
different kind of courage.

The wind outside intensified, rattling the loose panes of the window. It sounded like a
mournful wail, a lament for the dying land. Mae knew, with a sudden, chilling
certainty, that clinging to the land might mean clinging to a slow, agonizing death. The
choice before her, raw and stark, was becoming clearer with every gust of wind: stay
and wither, or venture into the unknown, chasing a fragile hope in the distant cities.
The whispers of the wind, once a gentle lullaby, now carried the urgent call of a
desperate choice.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER TWO: A PROMISE WRITTEN IN SOIL

The morning after Elara mentioned Aunt Clara’s letter, a fragile quiet settled over the
farm. The wind, for a blessed few hours, had died down, leaving behind a world coated
in a thick, uniform layer of dust. Everything outside was monochrome, shades of ochre
and sepia, as if the very color had been bleached from the world. Mae walked out
before dawn, the air heavy and still, the promise of another scorching day already in
the eastern sky. She needed to think, to feel the familiar earth beneath her feet, even
if it was now just pulverized memory.

Her boots crunched softly on the dust as she made her way past the silent barn, past
the chicken coop where a few listless hens pecked half-heartedly at the barren
ground. She headed towards the section of land her grandfather, Elias, had first
broken with a team of oxen, land he had vowed would feed generations. It was here,
amongst the ghosts of towering wheat and the whispers of a bygone prosperity, that
Mae always found a semblance of peace, a connection to the roots that held her firm.

She remembered her grandmother, Martha, her hands gnarled from work, her eyes
sparkling with stories. Martha had been a formidable woman, capable of both fierce
determination and tender affection. She’d told Mae tales of the first spring, of the
unbroken prairie stretching out like an endless green sea, teeming with life. Of the
back-breaking labor, the sweat and the sun, but also the joy of seeing the first crops
emerge, a testament to their perseverance. “The land gives back what you put into it,
child,” Martha would always say, her voice firm with conviction. “It's a promise, written
in the soil.”

Mae knelt, pushing aside a thin crust of dust to reveal the dry, cracked earth beneath.
There was no life here, no promise. Only brittle remnants of what once was. The words
of her grandmother echoed in her mind, a haunting refrain. What did the land give
back when there was nothing left to give? What promise could be found in this barren
wasteland?

The thought of leaving, of Winnipeg, felt like a betrayal. A rejection of everything her
family had built, everything she was. Mae had never been beyond the nearest small
town, hadn’t even seen a real city street, only pictures in books. The thought of
jostling crowds, tall buildings, and the unfamiliar hum of machines filled her with a
nervous dread that warred with the desperate hope sparked by her mother's words.

Later that morning, Arthur came in from the fields, his face grimier than usual, his

clothes stiff with dust. He sank onto a chair by the kitchen table, not speaking, simply
staring ahead. Elara poured him a glass of water, precious and cool from the well. He
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drank it slowly, deliberately, as if savoring its simple gift.

“The creditors will be calling soon,” he said finally, his voice raspy. “The notes are due.
There’s nothing left to sell, Elara. The livestock are too thin. The chickens barely lay.”
He didn't need to add the obvious: the crop had failed, utterly.

Elara placed a hand on his shoulder, a small, comforting gesture. “l know, Arthur. But
we’ll find a way. We always do.” Her optimism, though strained, was a steadfast
beacon in their darkening world.

“This time feels different,” Arthur mumbled, almost to himself. “This time, it feels like
the land itself is turning against us.” He pushed a hand through his dust-laden hair,
stirring a small cloud of red particulate.

Mae, listening from the doorway, felt her stomach clench. Her father, the man who
had always been their rock, sounded truly broken. The weight of his despair was
almost palpable in the small kitchen. It was this, more than anything, that made the
city seem less like an escape and more like a necessity.

That afternoon, a dust storm of unusual ferocity blew in, painting the midday sky a
bruised, angry purple. It wasn’t the usual golden haze; this was a thick, impenetrable
wall of red earth, a churning monster that swallowed the sun whole. They sealed the
windows with damp rags, stuffed towels under the doors, but still, the dust found its
way in, a relentless, insidious invader.

Mae sat with Thomas on the small rug in front of the cold stove, trying to distract him
from the oppressive silence broken only by the howl of the wind. She told him stories
her grandmother had told her, tales of intrepid pioneers, of fields overflowing with
bounty, of the time a bear wandered into their yard. Thomas, his small face pale
beneath a thin layer of dust, coughed occasionally, but listened intently, finding solace
in the familiar narratives.

Elara sat at the table, a kerosene lamp casting a dim, wavering light over her work.
She was patching Arthur’s worn trousers, her needle flashing in and out of the faded
denim. Her expression was distant, as if she were wrestling with unspoken thoughts.
Mae knew those thoughts were likely about the future, about how to keep their small
family together, how to keep hope alive when the world outside seemed determined to
extinguish it.

Arthur was nowhere to be seen. He had retreated to the small shed attached to the
barn, his sanctuary from the women'’s quiet worries, a place where he could tinker
with broken machinery or simply sit in the dim light, nursing his defeat in solitude.
Mae sometimes wondered what he thought about in those hours, what impossible
solutions he tried to conjure from the despair that surrounded them.
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When the worst of the storm had passed, leaving behind a terrifying stillness, Mae
ventured out to the pump for more water. The air was thick, heavy, like breathing
through a dusty cloth. The sun was a hazy disc, a weak, coppery glow in the sepia sky.
The world felt muted, a landscape stripped of all vibrant life. She filled the bucket
slowly, listening to the precious gurgle of the well, a sound that was becoming
increasingly faint. Each drop was a victory, a small act of defiance against the drought.

As she walked back, her gaze fell upon the small, withered rose bush her grandmother
had planted beside the porch. It had once been a riot of vibrant red blooms, a splash
of color against the endless green. Now, it was a skeletal tangle of thorns, coated in
dust, its leaves long since shriveled and fallen. Yet, Mae saw a faint green shoot
emerging from the base, a tiny, defiant spark of life. She reached down, brushing
away the dust, and felt a tiny tremor of hope. Even here, even now, life found a way to
persist.

That evening, after Thomas was asleep, Elara finally broached the subject again, her
voice soft but firm. “Mae, about Aunt Clara’s letter...” She paused, gathering her
thoughts. “I know it’'s a big ask, darling. To leave the farm. To go to the city.”

Mae looked up from the mending she was doing, her heart thumping a little faster. She
knew this conversation was inevitable.

“We need money, Mae,” Elara continued, her voice gaining strength. “Arthur won’t say
it, but we can’t hold on much longer. The bank... they’'ll take everything. And then
what?” Her eyes, usually so resilient, now held a deep sadness, a mother's fear for her
children's future.

Arthur, who had returned from the shed and was now sitting quietly, staring into the
flickering lamp, remained silent. His quiet resignation was perhaps more powerful than
any argument.

“What would | do there, Mama?” Mae asked, her voice small. The thought of factory
work, of endless, repetitive tasks in a loud, unfamiliar building, was daunting. Or being
a housemaid, serving strangers, a life of unseen labor.

“Clara says there are many opportunities,” Elara offered, though her own knowledge
of city life was limited to her sister’s infrequent letters. “For diligent, strong girls.
You're smart, Mae. You learn quickly. You’'d find your way.”

Mae imagined the city, a chaotic blur of buildings and people, so different from the
quiet, open spaces of the prairie. Her hands, calloused and strong from farm work,
seemed ill-suited for the delicate tasks of a housemaid or the precise movements of a
factory line. She was a daughter of the soil, accustomed to the rhythms of nature, to
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the vast, silent conversations between earth and sky.

“It's not what Papa wants,” Mae said, glancing at Arthur. He still hadn't spoken, his
face a mask of weary defeat.

Elara sighed. “No, it's not. He wants to hold onto this land, to his father’s dream, to a
promise that the earth has seemingly broken. But sometimes, Mae, the dream
changes. Sometimes, survival demands a different path.”

“And what if | go, and it’s not enough?” Mae asked, the fear suddenly very real. What
if she left, endured the hardships of city life, and the money she sent back wasn't
enough to save the farm? What if she sacrificed everything, only for it to all blow away
anyway?

Elara reached across the table and took Mae’s hand, her touch surprisingly gentle.
“Then we’ll have tried, darling. We'll have fought with everything we have. And you’ll
have a future, Mae. A chance at something more than this.” She gestured vaguely at
their small, dusty home, at the suffocating world outside.

Mae looked at her mother, then at her father, whose gaze was still fixed on the lamp,
his silence a heavy weight. She thought of Thomas, his small, persistent cough, his
longing for a clear day to run in the fields. She thought of the withered rose bush,
pushing forth a tiny green shoot against all odds.

The decision, she realized, was hers alone. It was a choice between a fading past and
an uncertain future, between the beloved, dying land and the distant, fragile hope of a
city. The promise written in the soil had turned to dust, and now, a new, daunting
promise was emerging, whispered not by the wind, but by the quiet determination in
her mother’s eyes.

She imagined Aunt Clara’s life, so different from theirs. Clara had left Saskatchewan
decades ago, seeking a different kind of life. Her letters, always neat and penned with
a fine hand, spoke of picture shows and department stores, of a world Mae could
barely fathom. Could she adapt? Could she, a farm girl from the dust-choked prairie,
truly make a life in such a place?

Mae closed her eyes, picturing the endless fields, the golden wheat of her
grandmother's stories, the comforting weight of the soil in her hands. She opened
them again to the dim, dusty reality of their kitchen, the lingering scent of stale bread,
the heavy silence. The land, once her anchor, now felt like a chain.

“I'll go, Mama,” Mae said, her voice barely a whisper, but firm enough to carry through

the quiet room. Her mother’s face softened with relief, a glimmer of light in her tired
eyes. Arthur stirred, slowly turning his head to look at her, a flicker of something akin
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to pain in his own gaze. He didn’t speak, but his look was a silent acknowledgment, a
heavy, unspoken farewell to the life they had always envisioned for her.

The decision was made, a stark, terrifying leap into the unknown. Mae knew the road
ahead would be hard, fraught with challenges she couldn’t even imagine. But as she
lay in bed that night, the wind picking up again, rattling the windows, she felt a
strange mix of fear and resolve. She would carry the prairie within her, the strength of
her ancestors, the quiet courage forged in the face of relentless hardship. She would
carry the whispers of the wind, even as she ventured into a world where new whispers
awaited, a world of machines and crowds, of fragile, distant hope.
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