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Preamble to the Author’s Note


Do you like surprises?


If so, avoid the Author’s Note until you are finished reading this book. However, if you are the sort of person who prefers to consult a map prior to a quest, turn to here.


You may read this book for the first time only once.


Let that reminder inform your decision.…
















This is a habitat.


Life happens here.


Death does too.
















“¡Que la tierra te sea leve


como tú fuiste a la tierra!”


—Ricardo Serrano Ríos
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RUGGED PERENNIALS


Packets 33 cents unless otherwise specified


NATIVE SHRUBS


Packets 33 cents unless otherwise specified


DESIRABLE BULBS


Packets 33 cents unless otherwise specified















[image: A kitchen countertop with various items including a can of 'Cafe La Llave' espresso, a box of 'Maizena' corn starch, a can of 'Crisco' vegetable shortening, a bottle of white wine vinegar, a small container, and a three tulips with green leaves. There are electrical outlets on the wall behind.]

















“I make a flower necklace, a flower garland, a paper of flowers, a bouquet, a flower shield, hand flowers.


I thread them.


I string them.


I provide them with grass.


I provide them with leaves.


I make a pendant of them.


I smell something.


I smell them.


I cause one to smell something.


I cause him to smell.


I offer flowers to one.


I offer him flowers.


I provide him flowers.


I provide one with flowers.


I provide one with a flower necklace.


I provide him a flower necklace.


I place a garland on one.


I provide him a garland.


I clothe one in flowers.


I cover one with flowers.


I continue to cover one with flowers.


I cover him with flowers.


I destroy one with flowers.


I destroy him with flowers.”


—The Florentine Codex















TWO TAP ROOTS: ONE PROLOGUE


“Hybrid cloud-creatures pressed in upon them, gigantic flowers with human breasts dangling from fleshy stalks, winged cats, centaurs…”


—Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses


Few flowers grew in the place where our girls-only club met, the baseball field in the southeast corner of our school playground. Bull clover sprouted along the edges of the dirt diamond, the weed’s small, grimy blooms the same hue as home plate. Honeybees came for the pollen. In service of their queen, workers hovered and hummed, making music that inspired us to make-believe. World-building is most powerful when it’s done with others, and my fellow visionaries were three tween tomboys who shared my appetite for ceremony, storytelling, theatricality, and adventure.


Because she was my best friend, I’ll start with Charlotte. She was a contradiction, a blonde nerd. With the exception of Fortinbras, her black cat, everyone in Charlotte’s family was yellow-haired and bookish. My family was nerdy too, but my father raised us to shun cats. Hamsters and snakes were our thing. Rocks and alligator lizards too.


Charlotte and I recruited Amber into our club after we saw her perform barefoot in our school talent show. Clad like a denim-loving hobo, she climbed onstage and pretended to dance in a forest. As she spun, she sang “In the Pines” a capella. When Amber twanged the lyric about feeling the cold wind blow, she pantomimed a melancholy shiver that I mimicked when stiff breezes cooled our home, the Santa Maria Valley.


Then there was Naomi, who was new to our school. It took her months to warm up to me. Once she did, she introduced me to gynecology. Her dad, a pharmacist, was also a porn enthusiast who kept a magazine stash in a cabinet beneath the bathroom sink. When her mom went to go pick up Naomi’s little brother from soccer, my classmate freed her dad’s collection from its hiding spot. Squatting near the toilet, we scrutinized crotches that titillated and terrified.


Our club lunched at a white picnic table wedged between the school cafeteria and a redwood tree. After finishing our sandwiches and milk, we would stampede across campus. Our sneakers and sandals carried us past drinking fountains, swing sets, handball courts, and monkey bars. The deeper into the field we ran, the greener the soles of our shoes turned. After darting into the batter box, we plopped onto its bench. It wobbled. Squeaked. Splinters pricked our butts and thighs. Instead of attributing these wounds to the unvarnished wood, we blamed them on unseen forces.


Charlotte dubbed our chosen corner Lone Pine Hill. The dugout was reborn as our “altar,” “bunker,” “laboratory,” and “hull,” the place where we connived, experimented with alchemy, and chanted in pig Latin, sacrificing whatever the entities we spoke into existence demanded of us. Some craved earthworms. Others, a paste made of ground snail, earwig, dandelion fluff, and human saliva. A bossy monster told us to fetch him a toad. A bourgeois demon could only be satisfied by a well-seasoned cracker presented to him on the biggest sycamore leaf that we could scrounge.


We spent April and May venturing to and through never-before-experienced dimensions. Unfettered by genre, the tales we wove veered from science fiction to portal fantasy to eldritch horror. Though we’d never read him, H.P. Lovecraft’s spirit enlivened our games. Our improvisations summoned villains of diverse species and genders, and on a dull but sunny afternoon, Amber raised her string bean arms, threw her head back, and yodeled, “We’re under attack! We’re under attack!”


“Who is it?”


“A witch! Her name is… Lavinia!”


“Lavinia…” Charlotte and I echoed.


“How does Lavinia fight?” asked Naomi.


“With lightning!”


To save ourselves, we had to defeat this hag with our own electricity. Our weapon grew on the other side of the schoolyard fence. This chain link barrier separated our campus from the adult world. Just past it, a mini-Narnia tempted us to break rules.


Single-story homes and a church bordered the vacant lot. Ivy swallowed the fences protecting backyards, and what wood we could see through the waxy leaves had rotted. Storage sheds peeked across the tangled foliage. A footpath snaked through the dark soil, ending at a sidewalk. Corvids nested in the Monterey pines. Their thick boughs filtered sunlight. In the middle of this enchanted real estate, a fiery cluster of flowers blossomed.


Only a California golden poppy could neutralize Lavinia’s magic.


We came up with a battle plan. Each of us had thirty seconds to dash through the gash in the chain link fence, pick a weapon, and return to the dugout with it. Failure would result in exile to another dimension. I feared what might happen to me in this one.


“My dad says it’s against the law to pick those. They’re our state flower,” I said.


Charlotte nodded. “Yeah. I’ve heard that too.”


Naomi fidgeted.


Amber folded her arms into wings. “You chicken?” She flapped. “Bok-bok-bok?”


I dropped to a starting position, double knotted my shoelaces, and took off. None of us were able to complete her mission in time. All four of us got booted to shittier dimensions, but the beauty of playground time is that it begins anew with each recess. The day following our banishment, we got to work creating a world without a lightning-bolt-wielding witch. We moved on to fresh challenges, and I never did tell the club why I failed at my mission.


I sabotaged myself, moving too slowly to make it to the poppies in time. Breaking plant-related laws intimidated me, and I didn’t know what the police would do if I got caught with a contraband flower in my sweatpants’ pocket. Weren’t poppies what heroin was made of? Hadn’t heroin killed John Belushi? He and Steve Martin were my dad’s favorite comedians.


My father loved watching Saturday Night Live. He also enjoyed America’s Most Wanted. John Walsh, a thin-lipped crimefighter, hosted the show. The FBI used it to catch fugitives, and I wondered if my mom and dad might ever be tempted to surrender me in exchange for the right reward. Further making me question my parents’ loyalty was my own reaction to recent world news.


It seemed like half the planet was mad at a man named Salman Rushdie. He was a writer who’d published a novel that our elementary school library didn’t carry. On TV, mobs accused the author of blasphemy. Book-burners fed his bestseller, The Satanic Verses, to ravenous bonfires. According to Iran’s Supreme Leader, censorship was too tepid a response to Rushdie’s magical realism. The Ayatollah issued a decree: Be brave. Kill Salman. Officials sweetened his mandate by offering a six-million-dollar bounty for the offending writer’s remains.


Rushdie went into hiding, and I admit it: I fantasized about finding him and presenting his balding head to the Ayatollah. There was local precedent. In 1853, bounty hunters captured California bandit Joaquin Murrieta and decapitated him, pickling his severed head which was then exhibited up and down the state. The bounty on Murrieta was $5000, nothing compared to the one on Rushdie, and I quickly calculated how I’d spend my millions. I would tell the Iranians to wire half of my reward to my grandparents in Mexico. With that gift, I wouldn’t have to worry about them being able to afford tortillas, milk, papayas, underwear, medicine, or meat. They could retire to Acapulco and hire a housekeeper. The rest of my prize would go into a college fund that I would share with my brother and sister.


When I wasn’t wondering where Rushdie was, I daydreamt about being convicted of poppy-harvesting. The more elaborate the criminal punishments I thought of, the more I longed to rip these flowers out by their roots. The taboo against picking them made these annuals ridiculously desirable. Sexy. It was the end of spring, and golden poppies were erupting from cracks in the sidewalk, taunting me. Still, the poppies that grew in our quiet valley weren’t sinister. The ones that L. Frank Baum wrote about were.


I bought Baum’s classic at a garage sale, and I read The Wonderful Wizard of Oz the way that I read most novels before I got my own room, with its spine propped against my pillow, bedsheets pulled over my head, and a plastic flashlight perched on my shoulder. In the bunk beneath mine, my asthmatic sister snored.


Honestly, I preferred the movie. Didn’t you? Channel 5 aired it annually and it dragged on forever thanks to all the commercial breaks. It opens with a drab look at life on the Kansas farm where Dorothy Gale lives with her Aunt Em, Uncle Henry, and dog, Toto. Everything is sepia. Everything is sad. Dorothy’s nemesis, a cyclist named Miss Gulch, pays a visit. This ugly neighbor complains to Aunt Em about being attacked by Toto and demands that the dog be put down. Despite Dorothy’s threat to bite Miss Gulch, she manages to keep her canine best friend.


Bad weather steers the movie’s plot toward the supernatural. When a cyclone touches down, it sucks Dorothy’s house into its mouth, swishes it around, and then spits it out. The building comes crashing down in Munchkinland, and when Dorothy cautiously opens her front door, she reveals a Technicolor dream. Glinda, a good witch who travels by pink bubble, explains to Dorothy that her house has landed on the Wicked Witch of the East, crushing and killing her. This accidental assassination will likely doom Dorothy. The deceased crone is survived by her sister, the Wicked Witch of the West, and she’s an even bigger asshole than her pancaked sibling.


Dorothy follows the yellow brick road in search of the wizard. He’s the only one who can get her home. Along her journey, she collects three friends—the Tin Man, the Cowardly Lion, and the Scarecrow. They travel through dark and creepy woods. Mean trees pelt them with apples. Upon exiting the forest, the travelers glimpse the Emerald City glowing green in the distance. That’s where the wizard lives. To reach him, Dorothy must cross a great meadow of scarlet poppies.


The friends traipse through the flowers. Dorothy is intoxicated by Papaver somniferum, the plant whose seeds inspired poet Elizabeth Barret Browning to write, “Opium—opium—night after night!” Lethargy sets in.


“I’m so sleepy.…”


Toto flops on his side.


The girl from Kansas joins him.


Dorothy’s friends panic.


How will they break the spell?


In her castle, the Wicked Witch of the West gazes into her crystal ball.


Her complexion is the color of fresh guacamole.


She cackles.


I, too, once fell asleep in a field of complicit flowers. My slumber happened decades after my poppy lust had cooled, and though the blooms that cushioned my outdoor bed looked like the golden poppies from my childhood, they behaved nothing like Eschscholzia californica. Instead, these flowers acted as accomplices to the man who transported me to them. We shall call this suitor my marijuana prince.


Steve, one of my community garden neighbors, set me up with the guy. My friend Marta and I tended a plot where we grew chiles, artichokes, tomatoes, beans, beats, squash, carrots, cilantro, and onions. In his plot, Steve mostly grew ornamental flowers, a brazen violation of community garden policy which he never seemed to get in trouble for. The rules said that we were supposed to devote three-fourths of our land to growing edible stuff. Technically, peonies are edible but consuming them will disrupt your social life. They can trigger a rash, rile up your stomach, and turn your colon spastic.


As an adult, I’d continued to practice ‘girls only’ policies. I primarily applied them to dating. I eased these restrictions when I entered a dry spell, a romantic drought, and so when Steve told me that a friend of his had seen me around the community garden and had a little crush on me, I perked up. I was curious. What might it be like to spend private time with someone who could inflate a mushroom between his legs? I would find out.


The marijuana prince and I texted, and he suggested that we meet on a Thursday afternoon, at a beach parking lot. When I arrived, I found him leaning against a scruffy palm tree, clutching a bouquet of bird of paradise. “For you,” he said, handing the gift to me. Then, he unloaded a picnic basket and tablecloth from his Jeep.


“I hope you like carbs,” he said.


I laughed. The unoriginal joke disarmed me.


We walked toward the ocean until the marijuana prince ordered, “Stop.” Then, he unfurled the tablecloth across the sand, securing its corners with rocks. Across our makeshift table he arranged a baguette, a stick of butter, brie, red grapes, a bar of dark chocolate, plates, wine glasses, napkins, and a knife. We sipped Chianti, buttered our bread, and watched pelicans dive for fish. Glowing like a fat, ripe strawberry, the sun half sank into the Pacific.


The marijuana prince reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a glass pipe. At first, I thought it was mushroom-shaped. When I realized that it was phallic instead of fungal, I blushed. Next, he reached into his jeans pocket and fished out a black film canister. He popped it open, took a pinch, and nestled the herb in the bowl, tapping it three times with his index finger. After producing a lighter, he fired up, put lips to the pipe, and inhaled for what seemed like a superhuman amount of time. Before I could say excuse me, he’d grabbed me and kissed me, exhaling, infusing my body with THC. Smoke curled down my throat and into my lungs, caressing my alveolar sacs.


I quickly became addicted to the scent of the marijuana prince. He smelled of coconut. Clove. Vanilla. Cinnamon. Cardamom.


He was a stoner pastry.


I gave up sleeping in my own bed so that I could wake to his intoxicating aroma.


This pleased him.


“I want you here all of the time,” he said. “I want you to stay with me.”


When we’d been seeing each other for about three months, the marijuana prince told me something concerning. “I’ve been waiting for someone like you all my life. I’d almost given up.” A tear rolled down his fragrant cheek. “Every woman I’ve ever loved has betrayed me. I know that you won’t.”


His words chilled me, but I stayed. I didn’t want to bring him more pain.


The following Saturday, after we’d eaten toasted ham and cheese croissants on his patio, the marijuana prince announced that we would drive to the high desert, to a valley where pronghorn antelope once ran wild among the Joshua trees. Destiny had chosen this landscape for a superbloom, a spectacle of wildflowers that Californians were clamoring to see. Heavy winter rains and long-dormant seeds had made this rare event possible, and our journey would take us near Lancaster, the town where the Gumm Sisters had entertained locals by performing song and dance routines at the Valley Theatre. Baby Gumm was the youngest sister, and her father, Jack, operated the theatre. He leased it but was run out of town once the community discovered his secret.


Jack liked boys.


He hired them as ushers and (rumor was) he tried ushering himself into their laps.


The Gumm Sisters performed up and down the West Coast, but critics liked Baby best. Her big break arrived in 1935. On September 13, the thirteen-year-old auditioned for MGM studios. They offered her a seven-year contract, billing the Lancaster girl as Judy Garland. Before she’d go on to star in The Wizard of Oz, the future Dorothy would experience a loss that she considered her life’s great tragedy. Her dad died. At his funeral, Baby locked herself in the bathroom. It was her first time seeing someone in a casket, and the actor was ashamed that she couldn’t make herself cry.


One of my dad’s sisters lived in Lancaster. During a visit, she’d taken me on a driving tour. When we cruised past 44665 Cedar Avenue, my aunt said, “That’s where Judy Garland lived.” I gasped at how ordinary Dorothy’s childhood home looked. I guess I was expecting Munchkinland.


I figured that the marijuana prince and I would see lots and lots of bright colors during our visit to the superbloom. The drive to the Mojave lasted hours. We parked on a soft dirt shoulder. Clear sky greeted us. The wind blew hard, threatening to pluck petals and send them sailing. We climbed a gentle slope blanketed by golden poppies.


“Lie down,” ordered the marijuana prince. “I’ll take your picture.”


Not wanting to be like the other women who’d hurt him, I obeyed. My weight crushed petals and stems. The marijuana prince snapped photos that I never saw and now, when I shut my eyes to envision them, I conjure a short-haired Ophelia, eyes shut, lips slightly parted, a pair of turkey vultures circling overhead.


I look dead.


Maybe I was.


The flowers had anaesthetized me, forcing my eyelids shut and then paralyzing me. Like Dorothy, I slept. Unlike Dorothy, I remained that way for a very long time, my soul travelling to other dimensions, realms haunted by absinthe drinkers, zombies, and Death. This skeletal doula caressed my cheeks with her bony fingers, and when I’d begin to stir, threatening to wake up, her skull would descend, nearing my lips. She planted calcified kisses on me and blew fine graveyard dust into my mouth.


My soul wandered for three years. That was how long it took for me to be rescued from the marijuana prince and his botanical accomplices.


In The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy’s friends cry for help and are heard by Glinda. She whips up some good magic, making it snow. The sudden drop in temperature wakes Dorothy. The moisture causes the Tin Man to rust and freeze.


I was roused by the hum of an air conditioner. When I opened my eyes, I saw Juan Gabriel, Marta’s Persian cat, perched on a tattered couch arm. Marta, Juan Gabriel, and I never discussed those three lost years. It was too terrifying to admit that I’d been played by a man-witch.


We pretended that my poppy coma hadn’t happened.


We treated my lost years like seeds, burying them.


I took up temporary residence in Marta’s spare room, one she planned on someday using as a nursery. The space felt right. I was a baby learning to walk and talk and eat again. I was also as scared of being alone as I was of becoming a burden. Having spent years cradled by Death, I rejected solitude, overstaying my welcome everywhere I visited. Supermarkets. Pharmacies. Thrift stores. Churches.


Once Marta got pregnant, I decided to leave the nursery, hopping from mattress to couch to mattress to floor. I became expert at packing and hasty evacuations. It seemed impossible for me to put down roots. I travelled so lightly that it still sometimes seemed that I was as dead as my Mexican and Polish grandfathers.
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