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To the red country and part of the gray country of Oklahoma, 
the last rains came gently, and they did not cut the scarred earth. 
The plows crossed and recrossed the rivulet marks. The last rains 
lifted the corn quickly and scattered weed colonies and grass along 
the sides of the roads so that the gray country and the dark red 
country began to disappear under a green cover. In the last part of 
May the sky grew pale and the clouds that had hung in high puffs 
for so long in the spring were dissipated. The sun flared down on 
the growing corn day after day until a line of brown spread along 
the edge of each green bayonet. The clouds appeared, and went 
away, and in a while they did not try any more. The weeds grew 
darker green to protect themselves, and they did not spread any 
more. The surface of the earth crusted, a thin hard crust, and as the 
sky became pale, so the earth became pale, pink in the red country 
and white in the gray country.

In the water-cut gullies the earth dusted down in dry little 
streams. Gophers and ant lions started small avalanches. And as 
the sharp sun struck day after day, the leaves of the young corn became less stiff and erect; they bent in a 
curve at first, and then, as the central ribs of strength grew weak, each leaf tilted downward. Then it was 
June, and the sun shone more fiercely. The brown lines on the corn leaves widened and moved in on the 
central ribs. The weeds frayed and edged back toward their roots. The air was thin and the sky more pale; 
and every day the earth paled.

 In the roads where the teams moved, where the wheels milled the ground and the hooves of the 
horses beat the ground, the dirt crust broke and the dust formed. Every moving thing lifted the dust into 
the air: a walking man lifted a thin layer as high as his waist, and a wagon lifted the dust as high as the 
fence tops, and an automobile boiled a cloud behind it. The dust was long in settling back again.

 When June was half gone, the big clouds moved up out of Texas and the Gulf, high heavy clouds, 
rain-heads. The men in the fields looked up at the clouds and sniffed at them and held wet fingers up to 
sense the wind. And the horses were nervous while the clouds were up. The rain-heads dropped a little 
spattering and hurried on to some other country. Behind them the sky was pale again and the sun flared. 
In the dust there were drop craters where the rain had fallen, and there were clean splashes on the corn, 
and that was all.

 A gentle wind followed the rain clouds, driving them on northward, a wind that softly clashed the 
drying corn. A day went by and the wind increased, steady, unbroken by gusts. The dust from the roads 
fluffed up and spread out and fell on the weeds beside the fields, and fell into the fields a little way. Now 
the wind grew strong and hard and it worked at the rain crust in the corn fields. Little by little the sky was 
darkened by the mixing dust, and the wind felt over the earth, loosened the dust, and carried it away. The 
wind grew stronger. The rain crust broke and the dust lifted up out of the fields and drove gray plumes 
into the air like sluggish smoke. The corn threshed the wind and made a dry, rushing sound. The finest 
dust did not settle back to earth now, but disappeared into the darkening sky.



 The wind grew stronger, whisked under stones, carried up straws and old leaves, and even little 
clods, marking its course as it sailed across the fields. The air and the sky darkened and through them the 
sun shone redly, and there was a raw sting in the air. During a night the wind raced faster over the land, 
dug cunningly among the rootlets of the corn, and the corn fought the wind with its weakened leaves 
until the roots were freed by the prying wind and then each stalk settled wearily sideways toward the 
earth and pointed the direction of the wind.

 The dawn came, but no day. In the gray sky a red sun appeared, a dim red circle that gave a little 
light, like dusk; and as that day advanced, the dusk slipped back toward darkness, and the wind cried and 
whimpered over the fallen corn.

 Men and women huddled in their houses, and they tied handkerchiefs over their noses when they 
went out, and wore goggles to protect their eyes.

 When the night came again it was black night, for the stars could not pierce the dust to get down, 
and the window lights could not even spread beyond their own yards. Now the dust was evenly mixed 
with the air, and emulsion of dust and air. Houses were shut tight, and cloth wedged around doors and 
windows, but the dust came in so thinly that it could not be seen in the air, and it settled like pollen on 
the chairs and tables, on the dishes. The people brushed it from their shoulders. Little lines of dust lay at 
the door sills.

 In the middle of that night the wind passed on and left the land quiet. The dust-filled air muffled 
sound more completely than fog does. The people, lying in their beds, heard the wind stop. They 
awakened when the rushing wind was gone. They lay quietly and listened deep into the stillness. Then the 
roosters crowed, and their voices were muffled, and the people stirred restlessly in their beds and wanted 
the morning. They knew it would take a long time for the dust to settle out of the air. In the morning the 
dust hung like fog, and the sun was as red as ripe new blood. All day the dust sifted down from the sky, 
and the next day it sifted down. An even blanket covered the earth. It settled on the corn, piled up on the 
tops of the fence posts, piled up on the wires; it settled on roofs, blanketed the weeds and trees.

 The people came out of their houses and smelled the hot stinging air and covered their noses from 
it. And the children came out of the houses, but they did not run or shout as they would have done after a 
rain. Men stood by their fences and looked at the ruined corn, drying fast now, only a little green showing 
through the film of dust. The men were silent and they did not move often. And the women came out 
of the houses to stand beside their men - to feel whether this time the men would break. The women 
studied the men’s faces secretly, for the corn could go, as long as something else remained. The children 
stood near by drawing figures in the dust with bare toes, and the children sent exploring senses out to 
see whether men and women would break. The children peeked at the faces of the men and women, and 
then drew careful lines in the dust with their toes. Horses came to the watering troughs and nuzzled the 
water to clear the surface dust. After a while the faces of the watching men lost their bemused perplexity 
and became hard and angry and resistant. Then the women knew that they were safe and that there was 
no break. Then they asked, Whta’ll we do? And the men replied, I don’t know. but it was all right. The 
women knew it was all right, and the watching children knew it was all right. Women and children knew 
deep in themselves that no misfortune was too great to bear if their men were whole. The women went 
into the houses to their work, and the children began to play, but cautiously at first. As the day went 
forward the sun became less red. It flared down on the dust-blanketed land. The men sat in the doorways 
of their houses; their hands were busy with sticks and little rocks. The men sat still - thinking - figuring.

 



Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People about Race by Renni 
Eddo-Lodge, chosen by Nikesh Shukla

On 22 February 2014, I published a post on my blog. I titled it 
“Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People about Race”. It read: 
“I’m no longer engaging with white people on the topic of race. 
Not all white people, just the vast majority who refuse to accept the 
existence of structural racism and its symptoms. I can no longer 
engage with the gulf of an emotional disconnect that white people 
display when a person of colour articulates their experience. You 
can see their eyes shut down and harden. It’s like treacle is poured 
into their ears, blocking up their ear canals. It’s like they can no 
longer hear us.

“This emotional disconnect is the conclusion of living a life 
oblivious to the fact that their skin colour is the norm and all others 
deviate from it.

“At best, white people have been taught not to mention that 
people of colour are “different” in case it offends us. They truly 
believe that the experiences of their life as a result of their skin 
colour can and should be universal. I just can’t engage with the 
bewilderment and the defensiveness as they try to grapple with the 
fact that not everyone experiences the world in the way that they 
do.

“They’ve never had to think about what it means, in power 
terms, to be white, so any time they’re vaguely reminded of this fact, they interpret it as an affront. Their 
eyes glaze over in boredom or widen in indignation. Their mouths start twitching as they get defensive. 
Their throats open up as they try to interrupt, itching to talk over you but not to really listen, because 
they need to let you know that you’ve got it wrong.

“The journey towards understanding structural racism still requires people of colour to prioritise 
white feelings. Even if they can hear you, they’re not really listening. It’s like something happens to the 
words as they leave our mouths and reach their ears. The words hit a barrier of denial and they don’t get 
any further.

“That’s the emotional disconnect. It’s not really surprising, because they’ve never known what it 
means to embrace a person of colour as a true equal, with thoughts and feelings that are as valid as their 
own. Watching [the documentary] The Color of Fear by Lee Mun Wah, I saw people of colour break 
down in tears as they struggled to convince a defiant white man that his words were enforcing and 
perpetuating a white racist standard on them. All the while he stared obliviously, completely confused by 
this pain, at best trivialising it, at worst ridiculing it.

“I’ve written before about this white denial being the ubiquitous politics of race that operates on 
its inherent invisibility. So I can’t talk to white people about race any more because of the consequent 
denials, awkward cartwheels and mental acrobatics that they display when this is brought to their 
attention. Who really wants to be alerted to a structural system that benefits them at the expense of 
others?

“I can no longer have this conversation, because we’re often coming at it from completely different 
places. I can’t have a conversation with them about the details of a problem if they don’t even recognise 
that the problem exists. Worse still is the white person who might be willing to entertain the possibility of 
said racism, but who thinks we enter this conversation as equals. We don’t.

“Not to mention that entering into conversation with defiant white people is a frankly dangerous task 



for me. As the hackles rise and the defiance grows, I have to tread incredibly carefully, because if I express 
frustration, anger or exasperation at their refusal to understand, they will tap into their presubscribed 
racist tropes about angry black people who are a threat to them and their safety. It’s very likely that they’ll 
then paint me as a bully or an abuser. It’s also likely that their white friends will rally round them, rewrite 
history and make lies the truth. Trying to engage with them and navigate their racism is not worth that.

“Amid every conversation about Nice White People feeling silenced by conversations about race, 
there is a sort of ironic and glaring lack of understanding or empathy for those of us who have been 
visibly marked out as different for our entire lives, and live the consequences. It’s truly a lifetime of self-
censorship that people of colour have to live. The options are: speak your truth and face the reprisals, 
or bite your tongue and get ahead in life. It must be a strange life, always having permission to speak 
and feeling indignant when you’re finally asked to listen. It stems from white people’s never-questioned 
entitlement, I suppose.

“I cannot continue to emotionally exhaust myself trying to get this message across, while also 
toeing a very precarious line that tries not to implicate any one white person in their role of perpetuating 
structural racism, lest they character-assassinate me.

“So I’m no longer talking to white people about race. I don’t have a huge amount of power to change 
the way the world works, but I can set boundaries. I can halt the entitlement they feel towards me and 
I’ll start that by stopping the conversation. The balance is too far swung in their favour. Their intent is 
often not to listen or learn, but to exert their power, to prove me wrong, to emotionally drain me, and to 
rebalance the status quo. I’m not talking to white people about race unless I absolutely have to. If there’s 
something like a media or conference appearance that means that someone might hear what I’m saying 
and feel less alone, then I’ll participate. But I’m no longer dealing with people who don’t want to hear it, 
wish to ridicule it and, frankly, don’t deserve it.”

After I pressed publish, the blogpost took on a life of its own. Years later, I still meet new people, 
in different countries and different situations, who tell me that they have read it. In 2014, as the post 
was being linked to all over the internet, I braced myself for the usual slew of racist comments. But the 
response was so markedly different that it surprised me.



Reservoir 13 by Jon McGregor, chosen by Lucy Webster

They gathered at the car park in the hour before dawn and 
waited to be told what to do. It was cold and there was little 
conversation. There were questions that weren’t being asked. The 
missing girl’s name was Rebecca Shaw. When last seen she’d been 
wearing a white hooded top. A mist hung low across the moor and 
the ground was frozen hard. They were given instructions and then 
they moved off, their boots crunching on the stiffened ground and 
their tracks fading behind them as the heather sprang back into 
shape. She was five feet tall, with dark-blonde hair. She had been 
missing for hours. They kept their eyes down and they didn’t speak 
and they wondered what they might find. The only sounds were 
footsteps and dogs barking along the road and faintly a helicopter 
from the reservoirs. The helicopter had been out all night and 
found nothing, its searchlight skimming across the heather and 
surging brown streams. Jackson’s sheep had taken the fear and 
scattered through a broken gate, and he’d been up all hours bringing 
them back. The mountain-rescue teams and the cave teams and 
the police had found nothing, and at midnight a search had been 
called. It hadn’t taken much to raise the volunteers. Half the village 
was out already, talking about what could have happened. This was 
no time of year to have gone up on the hill, it was said. Some of 
the people who come this way don’t know how sharply the weather can turn. How quickly darkness falls. 
Some of them don’t seem to know there are places a mobile phone won’t work. The girl’s family had come 
up for the New Year, and were staying in one of the barn conversions at the Hunter place. They’d come 
running into the village at dusk, shouting. It was a cold night to have been out on the hill. She’s likely just 
hiding, people said. She’ll be down in a clough. Turned her ankle. She’ll be aiming to give her parents a 
fright. There was a lot of this. People just wanted to open their mouths and talk, and they didn’t much 
mind what came out. By first light the mist had cleared. From the top of the moor when people turned 
they could see the village: the beech wood and the allotments, the church tower and the cricket ground, 
the river and the quarry and the cement works by the main road into town. There was plenty of ground 
to cover, and so many places she could be. They moved on. There was an occasional flash of light from 
the traffic on the motorway, just visible along the horizon. The reservoirs were a flat metallic grey. A thick 
band of rain was coming in. The ground was softer now, the oily brown water seeping up around their 
boots. A news helicopter flew low along the line of volunteers. It was a job not to look up and wave. Later 
the police held a press conference in the Gladstone, but they had nothing to announce beyond what was 
already known. The missing girl’s name was Rebecca Shaw. She was thirteen years old. When last seen 
she’d been wearing a white hooded top with a navy-blue body-warmer, black jeans, and canvas shoes. She 
was five feet tall, with straight, dark-blonde, shoulder-length hair. Members of the public were urged to 
contact the police if they saw anyone fitting the description. The search would resume when the weather 
allowed. In the evening over the square there was a glow of television lights and smoke rising from 
generators and raised voices coming from the yard behind the pub. Doubts were beginning to emerge.


