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For Isobel June Grant







The Great Seal of the State of Arizona depicts the sun behind mountain peaks, a dam, a reservoir, irrigated fields and a cow. The only human is a miner with a mustache and a misshapen hat, leaning on a pick and shovel. This image was copied from a photograph of a real-life prospector named George Warren. As a boy he was kidnapped by Apaches, held captive for eighteen months and then traded to some miners for fifteen to twenty pounds of sugar.


He learned miners’ vices—drinking, gambling, lying, double-dealing—and in 1877 he managed to finagle ownership of a mining claim in the Mule Mountains near the town of Bisbee. It was one-ninth of a mother lode that became known as the Copper Queen, one of the richest copper mines in history.


After a few rounds of whiskey, however, Warren got into a heated argument with his drinking companion about the relative speed of men and horses. He bet his share of the Copper Queen that he could outrun a man on a horse over one hundred yards. Once the wager was made, he placed a stake in the ground at the fifty-yard mark, believing a tight turn would give him the advantage. But he lost the race and the bet, to the amusement of the spectators, and spent the rest of his life in alcoholic penury. At one point he sold himself into peonage in Mexico, and his latter years were spent sweeping floors and cleaning spittoons.


In 1910, an old photograph of Warren in his prospecting days was hanging on the wall of a Bisbee bank, where it was spotted by one of the men designing the state seal. They needed a miner to add to the rest of the tableau, and fate decreed that George Warren would be the human figure that Arizona presents to the world.







Chapter One GOING HOME



In my late fifties, with a younger wife and a four-year-old daughter, I decided to move back to Tucson, Arizona. I had based myself there for more than twenty years as an expatriate Englishman and traveling freelance journalist. I missed the rugged forested mountain ranges rising out of the desert like islands in the sky, the hundred-mile views in the clean parched air, hiking, camping, old friends, the chile kick in the food, carne asada grilled over mesquite coals and diced up in a flour tortilla. I missed the hummingbirds and roadrunners, the wind hissing through the needles of a sixty-foot-high saguaro cactus with its arms lifted up to the sky, the musky scents released by desert plants on the rare ecstatic occasions when it rained.


I interpreted these yearnings as homesickness, even though I’d grown up in Malaysia, Kuwait, and London, England, with no real concept of home. For my wife, Mariah, it was more straightforward. She was born and raised in Tucson (pronounced TOO-sawn) and had lived there into her thirties, when we moved to New York City, which chewed us up and spat us out, and then to Mississippi for nine years, which neither of us had expected. Now she wanted to go home and raise our daughter Isobel among family, friends and familiarity, away from the religious conservatism and social conformity of the Deep South, with easy access to wild nature and spectacular beauty.


Both of us loved Arizona, but not unconditionally. We shared the same misgivings about its rising temperatures and diminishing water supplies, its brutally underfunded and dismally performing public schools, the surly individualism and bared-teeth conservatism that prevails in large swaths of the population, and the seething undercurrents of hatred, paranoia and lunacy that bubble up into the political halls of power. “You can’t spell CRAZY without AZ in the middle of it,” observes Jon Talton, a newspaperman and crime novelist from Phoenix, the state capital—now the fifth-largest city in America and a vital battleground in national elections. Arizona is also a violent unruly place and second only to Florida, I would argue, when it comes to bizarre crimes.


Transience is Arizona’s defining social characteristic. Although the state contains twenty-two Native American nations living on portions of their ancestral lands and some well-rooted Hispanic and Mormon communities, 60 percent of Arizona’s adult population was born elsewhere. And for every three people who move to the Grand Canyon State, two leave for other places. People generally come to Arizona to get away from rules, regulations, obligations, high taxes and cold winters, to make a fresh start and reinvent themselves, or to find a refuge where they can be their weirder wilder selves without attracting a lot of judgment. Social guardrails are weak or nonexistent, the culture has almost no sense of common purpose, and this opens up plenty of latitude for outlandish behavior. You soon become accustomed to reading newspaper stories such as this one: “Father of four, 42, sacrifices family poodle in meat smoker because he didn’t like daughter’s T-shirt.” Or this one: “A naked Apache Junction man, bristling with cactus spines, charged at a Pinal County deputy sheriff and could not be stopped with a nightstick or two superficial gunshot wounds.”


Transience is the main reason why Arizona has such a thin sense of community, especially compared to a place like Mississippi, where ties to the land run generations deep and everyone seems to know each other’s grandparents. Another reason is architectural. The built landscape—especially in Greater Phoenix, where 60 percent of Arizonans live—is dominated by generic suburban subdivisions that sprawl across what was recently irrigated farmland or pristine desert. Backyards are typically separated by eight-foot walls, and instead of neighborly front porches, parking garages face onto the street. This promotes privacy and security, which are highly valued, and discourages interactions with other human beings. According to a recent U.S. census report, Arizonans are dead last in the nation when it comes to spending time with neighbors. In other surveys, more than half of the state’s residents report feeling lonely and disconnected from other people.


We had never lived in a subdivision and promised ourselves that we never would. Except when I was off the grid for a few years on a small ranch near the Mexican border, we had always rented houses in the historic neighborhoods around downtown Tucson and the nearby University of Arizona. A laid-back bohemian vibe prevailed in those heavily Democratic zip codes, with shady porches, cacti and succulents in the front yards, coyotes loping through the alleys, songbirds in the mesquite trees, iridescent hummingbirds feeding on the flowers. It was easy to walk or ride a bike to cafés, bars, thrift stores, record stores, food markets, live music venues and independently owned restaurants. We envisioned buying a house in one of those neighborhoods, living in a community of friends and Mariah’s family members, and making frequent trips into the surrounding deserts and mountains, where we would introduce our daughter to the joys of hiking and camping in the incomparable Arizona outdoors.


So we sold our nice, comfortable, spacious house in Jackson, Mississippi, where Isobel’s best friend Gray Lauderdale lived next door and the two girls had secret pathways to cross from one yard to the other, and would sometimes sit on small plastic chairs on opposite sides of the wrought-iron fence, chatting away and showing each other their favorite possessions. Gray’s parents were churchgoing Republicans, kind, thoughtful, intelligent people, good company and excellent neighbors. We were not churchgoing Republicans, but that didn’t stop us from enjoying meals, drinks and occasional day trips with the Lauderdales. Nor did it prevent Gray’s father, John, from fixing a burst pipe under our house one night during a hard freeze.


It was hard to say goodbye to the Lauderdales and tell the two little girls they wouldn’t be seeing each other anymore. And it was even harder with Louie and Cathy Thompson, our previous neighbors in the tiny rural community of Pluto, Mississippi, which we had moved to from New York City. Despite our cultural and political differences, we had become part of the Thompson family. Louie was a good-humored catfish farmer. Cathy was a labor and delivery nurse who had bought herself an AK-47 to help with stress relief during menopause, and a T-shirt that said, “Look out. I’m out of estrogen and I have a gun.” She had an effusive Mama Bear personality and when Mariah got pregnant there was no question who was going to be her nurse at the birth.


Cathy secured us a comfortable, spacious suite at the hospital where she worked and made sure that all the relevant nurses and doctors knew that Mariah wanted a natural childbirth and I was there to help her. We had gone through training classes with a doula in Jackson and felt well prepared and fairly confident for a pair of first-timers. We arrived on a Friday morning with strong contractions coming at regular intervals, and Cathy took charge. She couldn’t have been more efficient, reassuring or encouraging, and she was also hugely excited because she regarded Mariah as one of her daughters, which meant she was going to be a grandmother for the first time.


With the blinds closed, low lights and ambient music playing, Mariah labored all the way through Friday and Friday night into Saturday morning. She labored on the bed and she labored standing up and leaning on me. Natural childbirth meant no pain meds, and when agony overwhelmed her and she said she couldn’t stand it anymore, we massaged her back and encouraged her to breathe her way through it. She labored all the way through Saturday, fully dilated, pushing with real force and determination, but progress was stalled, it was becoming clear that the baby’s head was too big, and after being in active labor for more than fifty hours, she was approaching complete exhaustion.


Around midnight on Saturday, baffled that none of the medical professionals were suggesting it, I started advocating for a C-section. Mariah agreed to it after breaking down in tears. Then time seemed to speed up and shoot down a tunnel and I was in the operating theater wearing scrubs and a bouffant plastic surgical cap, watching exhaustedly from a chair as the doctors went into my wife’s tented body, plucked out the bloody screaming writhing baby and handed it to Cathy Thompson, whose face beamed with joy and adoration as she said, “Oh, she’s beautiful! Oh, I love her!” Once the baby was examined and cleaned up, Cathy handed her to me.


I was surprised by my daughter’s strength and the force of her screams. She didn’t seem fragile and helpless at all, but full of life and mad as hell. I held her and failed to comfort her as I watched Mariah spasming uncontrollably. Blood was pulsing out of her and I wondered if she was going to die. But an hour later she was stable, with Isobel on her chest. Without modern medicine in a hospital setting, both of them would have almost certainly died.


The following day it was Cathy who gave Isobel her first bath, plunging her into a sink in our new hospital room and scrubbing her vigorously with a cloth as she screamed and wailed. We had no idea you could scrub a newborn baby like that. Cathy was already referring to Isobel as her granddaughter, and in the weeks and months to come they formed a very close bond. When Mariah wasn’t able to get Isobel to sleep, usually because she was stressed out about it and communicating the stress to the baby, Cathy would hug Isobel to her bosom and sit in a rocking chair. Within a few minutes, or sometimes almost instantaneously, Isobel would relax completely and fall asleep.


Even when Isobel was a baby, we felt comfortable leaving her for a night with Nonna, as Cathy called herself, and Louie, who was also great with her. As a toddler, Isobel would often stay for weekends at the Thompsons’ house in Pluto and get thoroughly spoiled. Cathy was her grandmother in every sense but the genetic; when we prepared our wills, we stated that in the event of both of our deaths, Isobel June Grant would go into the custody of Louie and Cathy Thompson.


On a bleak midwinter day, we drove out to Pluto through the flat fields, deep woods and cypress swamps of the Mississippi Delta. We walked into the Thompsons’ kitchen, and told Cathy we were moving back to Arizona. Her body convulsed as she broke down weeping. “Y’all are breaking my heart,” she said. “That child is part of my heart.” There was nothing to do but stand there and feel terrible. Cathy later described it as the worst day of her life. When we explained to Isobel that moving to Arizona meant moving away from Nonna, she went through a range of emotions—defiance, fury, sadness, despair. Then came the awful day of goodbye, with Louie and Cathy doing their best to keep things bright and cheerful, and Isobel looking small and miserable, communicating in murmurs. Cathy gave her a final hug and said, “We’ll FaceTime real soon, my darling, and I’ll come and visit you in Tucson as soon as I can.”


We tried to sell the move to Isobel as a big fun adventure. She would see mountains and deserts and wild animals she had never seen before. Disneyland was right next to Arizona in a place called California. When she told us she felt sad about leaving her room, we promised her an amazing new room in Tucson. “You’ll have great fun decorating it, and arranging all your furniture and toys and stuffed animals,” said Mariah. Isobel was also sad about leaving her school, her wonderful teachers Ms. King and Ms. Robinson, and her friends Birdie and Cora. “You’ll make lots of new friends in Tucson, you’re excellent at making friends,” I said as she stood unhappily in her room one afternoon, surrounded by moving boxes. “I don’t want to go,” she said in a small firm voice. “I want to stay here with my Nonna and…” Then she crumpled down into a sobbing heap of despair on the floor, as guilt and empathetic pain welled up inside me.


She was a strong-willed and sensitive child, which was not an easy combination for any of us. She was determined to get her way, with a deep-seated urge to test boundaries, push, argue, fight. You don’t want your child to be a pushover, especially if she’s a girl, but our household often felt like a battleground. Every morning without exception there was an operatic drama over brushing her teeth and hair—“BUT I DON’T WANT TO!” Sometimes she would rage against the unfairness of the family power structure and cry out for natural liberty: “What gives you the right to tell me what to do?” She was already slamming doors and storming out of rooms, although not at school, where she was obedient, cooperative and diligent.


This was better than the alternative—defiant at school, compliant at home—and Mariah thought it was healthy. “It’s good that she expresses her big, angry, negative emotions to us. It means she feels secure, comfortable and loved.” I had the urge to punish her acts of defiance and rudeness by telling her off and withholding privileges, but it only seemed to deepen the conflict and escalate the drama when I tried, and it had the side effect of infuriating my wife, who would rush to her daughter’s defense and fire an insult at me: “This isn’t England in the 1970s.” After some lively marital spats, we agreed on maintaining a consistent set of rules and boundaries, and calmly sending Isobel to her room when she broke them. This worked fairly well. Isobel would stay in her room until the emotional tempest had subsided and she felt ready to come out. Then she would get loving hugs and reassurance.


Her sensitive side manifested itself in kindness, thoughtfulness, empathy for others, aversion to risk, and agonized meltdowns of self-loathing when she did something wrong or was gently criticized. She also had a lively sense of humor and playfulness, and was highly curious and observant compared to her peers. She loved books and was an early reader, which was gratifying if unsurprising. Her writer father and librarian mother had read to her every night since she was five months old. Like most children, she was highly susceptible to bribery, and she got to watch a lot of cartoons and eat a lot of candy and ice cream as we packed up the house and prepared for the big move, during thirty straight days of rain that flooded the backyard, the crawl space under the house, and low-lying neighborhoods all over the city.


To transport our possessions, we made the mistake of hiring Armstrong Relocation of Madison, Mississippi, who damaged our family heirloom antiques through slipshod packing and refused to pay any compensation. I loaded up the cars with computers, clothes, boxes of important files and documents, bags of toys and stuffed animals. Mariah was going to drive in her car with Isobel, and I was going to follow in mine with the dogs. Savanna, a German shepherd mix, was an aging rebel, runaway and bruiser who had finally calmed down and become loyal and affectionate after being gored by wild hogs near Pluto. Riley, a black Labrador mix, came from a feral lineage in Holmes County, Mississippi. Mariah had spotted her as a tiny pup, standing forlornly by the decaying corpse of her road-killed mother as tornadoes coiled in the sky. Riley had grown into a sweet, loving, affection-craving dog with bad breath; she couldn’t understand why her advances were sometimes rebuffed with appalled groaning noises. She was enthusiastic, eager to please, and a good travel companion who curled up and slept on car journeys.


We hit the road immediately after signing the closing papers in a lawyer’s office in Jackson, massively relieved to have sold the house at a modest loss in a soft market. Driving out of Mississippi, with the rain still coming down and half the landscape drowned by flooding rivers, I felt a surge of mixed emotions. I craved the dry air, warm sunshine, long horizons and cobalt-blue skies of the desert Southwest. I had had enough of Mississippi. I was tired of its obsessions with race and class, its inept and bigoted political leadership, its self-defeating stubbornness and dysfunctionality, its failing infrastructure and smothering religiosity. But I also felt an aching sadness, because I loved the place for its hospitality and bigheartedness, conviviality and raconteurship, zest for living and finely tuned sense of comic absurdity. Nowhere in America has a richer musical and literary heritage or better independent bookstores.


I appreciated the ease and grace that Mississippians brought to social interactions. Most of them were kind, and they had a knack for brightening up each other’s day with amusing remarks and acts of generosity. There would be almost none of this in Arizona, where people seemed ill-mannered, humorless and socially impaired by comparison.


Westward we convoyed through the submerged fields and sodden winter woods, with the windshield wipers going full blast. I wouldn’t miss the monochromatic winter landscapes, the tornadoes and floods, or the oppressive heat and humidity of the mosquito-infested summers. But I felt mournful when I thought about springtime in Mississippi, which is as lush and gorgeous as any spring on earth. We drove past Bolton, where my writer friend Alan Huffman holds a weekend-long party in his antebellum home every year, centered around a pig roast and attracting people from as far away as New York City and Morocco. Farewell, Alan; farewell, pig roast. Driving on to Vicksburg, we crossed the enormously swollen river that gave the state its name. Farewell, Mississippi, land of paradox and tangled contradiction, representing the best and the worst of America at the same time.







Buckets full of human heads. A cooler full of penises. Male torsos without limbs or genitalia, stacked up like cordwood. A small woman’s head sewn onto a large man’s torso. These were among the intensely disturbing sights that FBI agents encountered while searching a body donation center in Phoenix in 2014. Arizona is a hotbed for the nation’s cadaver industry because of its high proportion of elderly residents and an almost complete lack of regulations and oversight. Anyone can set themselves up as a so-called body broker, and unscrupulous operators abound.


The center presented itself as a medical research facility. Grieving family members were told that donating the bodies of their loved ones might lead to cures for cancer, Alzheimer’s, and other diseases. In reality, the owner was running what the newspapers called a “human chop shop.” He was dismembering the bodies and selling the parts to medical schools and biomedical companies, and to the U.S. Department of Defense for blast-testing experiments.


Agents found ten tons of frozen human remains, including 281 heads, 337 legs, and 97 spines. Stephen Gore, the owner of the now-defunct Biological Resource Center, was found guilty of running an illegal business and ordered to pay $58 million in damages to the traumatized family members. Two years later, one of his former employees was found guilty of dumping 24 limbs and 5 heads in the woods of Yavapai County.







Chapter Two COMING INTO THE COUNTRY



I was a veteran enthusiast when it came to driving across America. To spend a few long days on the road was a psychological reset. It gave me a feeling of freedom and release. It soothed my restless spirit with the balm of motion. But not this time. Not with a wife and a four-year-old child in the vehicle ahead, two dogs in the back, all our possessions in transit, a massive load of residual stress from selling the house at a loss with the floodwaters rising underneath it, and a highly uncertain future ahead.


On the first day we made it to a dog-friendly hotel in Shreveport, Louisiana, arriving at dusk in cold blustery weather with spitting rain. Mariah tended to Isobel while I unpacked the vehicles, carried everything up to the room, walked the dogs, fed the dogs, and secured dinner. Then it was Isobel’s bedtime. Mariah read stories and sang, and the lights were out soon after eight p.m. She was able to fall asleep next to Isobel soon afterwards, the dogs were crashed out in their dog beds, but I was a chronic insomniac, a condition inherited from my father and grandmother, and presumably passed down from their forebears in the Scottish Highlands.


I spent the next few hours sitting uncomfortably on the bathroom floor, reading and not reading, trying to relax and lay aside the nagging dread that our family relocation plan was going to be dashed against the rocks of the Tucson housing market. We had spent months poring over real estate websites, shocked at the scarcity of suitable houses in our price range. We had secured a first-rate real estate agent, an empathetic, highly efficient Danish woman named Anne who also taught in the school of geography at the University of Arizona. We had finally found a great little house and bid generously on it, only to lose out to cash buyers paying well over the asking price.


We remembered Tucson as a cheap and easy place to get a roof over your head, but those days were gone. The Old Pueblo, as the city was nicknamed (also Too-Stoned for its drugginess), had been thoroughly discovered by hipsters, investors, Airbnb entrepreneurs, house-flippers including the actress Diane Keaton, minor celebrities including the cult film director Vincent Gallo, and hordes of Californians, New Yorkers, Portlanders, Seattleites, Chicagoans and other urbanites fleeing the brutal cost of living in the big Democratic cities. House prices were going berserk in the old neighborhoods we liked, and nearly everything was snapped up within twenty-four hours of being listed, usually by cash buyers.


We had also looked through the rental listings, month after month, and found nothing acceptable that we could afford. Mariah, who had been working as an academic librarian at Millsaps, a well-regarded liberal arts college in Jackson, had applied for several jobs at the University of Arizona and gotten nowhere. We had also failed to get Isobel into a school. Aside from a storage unit for our possessions and a thirty-day temporary rental, we had nothing solid in our future. Nor did we have a steady source of income, since I was a freelancer, and our family health insurance from Mariah’s old job was set to expire in two weeks.


None of this was conducive to relaxation. I tried stretching and breathing exercises, which helped a little, although sleep still felt like an impossibility. I tried lying down in bed and drinking a glass of whiskey in the dark. I was wary of sleeping pills because my father and grandmother were addicted to them their whole lives, even though their tolerance was so high that the pills barely worked. I went back to the bathroom floor with a book and another whiskey.


I had been a self-employed writer for more than thirty years. I was accustomed to financial uncertainty and doing without health insurance. As a young man I had made the decision to trade security for freedom and independence, and for decades I was satisfied with the terms of that arrangement. But now I was pushing sixty with a wife and a young child to support. More and more often, I found myself wishing I could trade my freedom and independence for a guaranteed income, good family health insurance, and some sort of retirement plan for myself instead of nothing at all.


Early the next morning, after a few hours of whiskey-induced sleep, I drank black coffee, walked the dogs and packed up the vehicles. After a quick breakfast we hit the road, hoping to make 600 miles by early evening and resigned to the fact that Isobel would watch her tablet most of the day. That afternoon, on the plains west of Fort Worth, Texas, the land turned from green to brown, the trees became scarce, the sky rose up and stretched out and turned a deeper shade of blue. We were back in the Southwest, a region defined by its aridity. I found myself looking back at the man I used to be, the one who set my life on this uncertain path. He seemed so distant now. I barely recognized him. Who was that guy?





In 1991, at the age of twenty-seven, I was driving across the arid plains of Texas with a girlfriend from Boston named Rebecca. I had made my final escape from England, where I had always felt out of place and claustrophobic, caged in by the low gloomy skies and persistent rain, the accent-enforced class system, the smallness of the island, and a snide, bitter, narrowhearted nastiness that was all too prevalent in the culture. I had already spent a few years traveling around America and Mexico, working occasionally as a house painter, selling my first articles to magazines, and living for long stretches of time in a dented, leaky 1969 Buick station wagon, which suited me fine because the old hulk still ran and I had no money for better accommodations.


Wanderlust was the driving force in my life. I had no career ambitions. I didn’t want to be rich or successful, but I had strong aspirations to live with the maximum amount of personal freedom that was possible in the modern world. I equated this with nomadic travel on the margins of society, a hedonistic live-in-the-moment approach, and the avoidance of responsibilities and obligations. Possessions were a pointless encumbrance. Houses were traps and relationships could be too. Mainstream society was an interlocking set of scams dressed up in false advertising. I was happy drifting around in the wide-open spaces of the American West and bathing in its rivers. I needed money for beer, food, gasoline and cigarettes, but I was determined not to be seduced by the allure of money or the comforts it could bring. That would mean the end of my freewheeling independence, which was bringing me more happiness and adventure than I had ever known.


Rebecca and I were planning to spend a few months in Santa Fe, where she had friends and could get a job cooking in a restaurant, but it was January and northern New Mexico was getting hammered by sub-zero blizzards. Looking at the weather map, I said, “Let’s go to Tucson. It’s 75 degrees there and sunny all week. We can hang out there until the weather gets better in Santa Fe.” Interstate 10 took us through the arid grasslands and craggy forested mountains of southeast Arizona, a landscape once claimed by the Chiricahua Apache. Then it delivered us within a mile of downtown Tucson, which looked like something out of a Tom Waits song.


We walked past dive bars and street bums, derelict buildings and seedy cafés, an old-time barbershop offering straight-razor shaves, a ramshackle two-story musical instrument store, a wig shop named Wigorama with cracked and sun-blistered faces on its long-necked mannequins. We checked in at the Hotel Congress. Built in 1918, it had a high-ceilinged Southwestern Deco lobby with an old-fashioned telephone switchboard still in operation behind the desk. There was a well-worn bar called the Tap Room with vintage cowboy art on the walls, a café where all the waiters appeared deeply stoned, and a nightclub with a live music stage. The gangster John Dillinger was captured at Hotel Congress in 1934 after an epic cross-country bank-robbing spree, and the rooms hearkened back to that era, with iron bed frames, vintage radios and fixtures, and no televisions. It was noisy at night, with music coming up from the club and freight trains blowing their mournful horns on the railroad tracks across the street, which made it seem even more like a Tom Waits song.


As we explored the rest of the city, it seemed like an amenable overgrown college town with a lot of ugly sprawl surrounding its core neighborhoods. We liked the warm winter sunshine, the desert bohemian vibe in the thrift shops, stores and cafés along Fourth Avenue, the rich spicy Mexican food, the people we were meeting, and the ruggedly beautiful cactus deserts and mountain ranges that ringed the city. It was a paradise for hiking and lazing around canyon swimming holes, and there was good music in the cafés and clubs—a mesmerizing slide guitarist called Rainer who played over tape loops of himself and sang mournfully; an old-school country singer called Al Perry; a rocker named Al Foul; the dusty sun-damaged indie rock of Howe Gelb and Giant Sand; and fantastic mariachi and norteño bands. I loved that Mexico was less than an hour away, and Mexican culture was an integral part of the city. My two favorite countries in the world came together in the Southern Arizona borderlands, although not without friction, prejudice, exploitation and tragedy, as I would learn in the future.


One day we drove over Gates Pass in the Tucson Mountains, found a big flat rock among the towering saguaros, sat down, opened a bottle of wine, and watched the sun set in a panoramic multicolored sky. It had rapidly become one of our favorite things to do. “Tucson is so cheap,” I said as the sunset faded and we waited for the stars to come out. “You can rent a small house in a decent neighborhood for $250 or $300 a month. Santa Fe is going to be four or five times that, at least, and it’s still cold and snowy there.” Rebecca said, “Okay, let’s look for a house to rent and I’ll find a restaurant job.”


We signed a six-month lease on a 1940s bungalow near the university for $300 a month and furnished it from the thrift stores on Fourth Avenue a few blocks away. Rebecca started cooking and baking for restaurants. I managed to line up a few assignments for British magazines. One of them was a travel story about a rafting trip through the Grand Canyon. I bought the necessary gear on expenses, kissed Rebecca goodbye and told her I’d see her in three weeks. The trip took that long because the Grand Canyon extends for 277 miles and we were hiking in its side canyons, bathing in its hidden waterfalls, camping on its beaches under stars framed by the mile-high canyon walls. When I returned to Tucson, half-feral and utterly besotted with the Arizona wilderness, Rebecca had gone back to Boston and cleared out all the kitchenware in the house except for one plate, one wineglass and one place setting of silverware. We both knew the relationship was ending, but she didn’t want me sharing a meal with anyone else.





The urge to travel was as strong as ever, but it was convenient to have an address, a Tucson bank account, and a place to keep my new camping gear and growing collection of books. Living by myself with a pre-internet attention span, I would read for eight or nine hours at a stretch. The staff at a local independent bookstore guided me toward the best titles about Arizona and the Southwest, starting with Edward Abbey’s irreverent eco-crusading Desert Solitaire and The Monkey Wrench Gang, Edward Spicer’s classic history book Cycles of Conquest, and Cormac McCarthy’s gory masterpiece Blood Meridian, a novel based on the real-life exploits of a gang of nineteenth-century killers who were paid by the state government in Chihuahua, Mexico, to hunt Apaches and bring in their scalps. That led to history books and ethnographies about Apaches and the Tohono O’Odham who had lived and farmed in the Tucson valley and now lived on a Connecticut-sized reservation to the west of the city. I read about Tucson when it was a Spanish city and then a Mexican one. I wanted to know where I had landed and what had happened here.


One day I walked out of the bookstore with a copy of Blue Desert by a Tucson author named Charles Bowden. It was a mosaic of reportage, vignettes, profiles and prophetic pronouncements about the desert Southwest, written in a vivid tough-edged prose with streams of consciousness. Early on, he goes deep inside a bat cave with a scientist. Mites move up from the floor and begin crawling over his skin. Urine and feces cascade down from the ceiling in a drizzling mist. He relishes the strange intensity of this experience, and the privilege of being in the bats’ inner sanctum as they prepare for the night’s flight: “The sound tightens now, a shrill spike of screeches and squeaks. The mites scramble across the skin. The larvae writhe like shiny stones at our feet. We stand inside a brief island of life, a hiding place of our blood kin.”


Instead of emphasizing the otherness and creepiness of bats, as one might expect, he presents them as fellow mammals with a 45-million-year history whose populations are now collapsing because of our use of pesticides. Throughout the book, there is a similar visceral connection to wild places and creatures. Arizona is depicted as a place where the land aches with beauty and the people who move here for that beauty are destroying it. Crime is high, drug use is rampant, the water is running out, the population is rootless and adrift, and “progress” is a shady euphemism for untrammeled greed and environmental ruin. It was one of those books you don’t forget, because it alters the way you look at the world.


Soon after I read it, a British newspaper magazine sent me to Montana to write about smokejumpers, the wildland firefighters who parachute into remote areas to attack and hopefully contain forest fires. At their headquarters in Missoula, I met another journalist who was writing about smokejumpers for a German magazine. He was a tall, rangy, rugged figure with blue eyes that seemed to devour his surroundings, a force field of charisma, and a Chicago-accented growl. He was about twenty years older than me and heavily weathered by the sun. He said he lived in Tucson and his name was Chuck Bowden.


“I’m living in Tucson and I just read a book called Blue Desert by Charles Bowden,” I said. “Is that you? I liked that book a lot.” He said, “Yeah. Everyone calls me Chuck.” We went to a bar that afternoon and stayed there for several hours in the reddish neon light under taxidermied deer and elk heads. I drank Mexican beer and smoked Camel Lights. He drank cheap red wine, smoked unfiltered Lucky Strikes and did 90 percent of the talking. I had never heard anything like it. He went from bat ecology to Beethoven’s Ninth, George Orwell’s political philosophy to the inner workings of the Mexican Revolution, medieval Italian scholars to twentieth-century Spanish war photographers. “Lookit,” he said as he started to map out a theory that Dostoevsky was the harbinger of the alienation that defines modernity, and then, “Ya follow?” after he clinched his point.


Crooked financial tycoons were like mountain lions: “They’re predators, exploiting their environment, following their instincts, scenting weakness, moving in for the kill. It’s who they are and what they do. So how do you judge them?” Then he told an anecdote about an Arizona cattle rancher he had interviewed who had seen a pair of mountain lions in the act of mating, an incredibly rare sight. “He says to me, ‘Which one do you think I shot first?’ Well, it was the female, of course.”


Chuck Bowden had once taught American history at a university in Illinois. It promised lifelong security and comfort—“my ticket was punched”—but he found it unbearably dull and stultifying. He tore up that life and fashioned a new one as a reporter for the Tucson Citizen, specializing in crimes and sex crimes. Then he quit the newspaper to become a freelance magazine journalist and an author of nonfiction books. The magazine paychecks bought him time to write the books, which were the ruling obsession of his life. His self-appointed mission was to chronicle his times while ignoring or exploding the conventional wisdoms and following his own intellectual instincts, which were informed by a vast amount of scholarly reading, wide-ranging life experiences, and a compulsive attraction to the dark, violent and depraved side of human nature.


“What I’m really writing about it is the future,” he said, ordering a sixth round of drinks. He saw it as a collision between limited natural resources and unlimited human appetites, and he thought the desert Southwest, with its scarce water and unruly border with Mexico, was the best place to see it unfold, “the center of the future.” Bowden had been a close friend of the late Edward Abbey, the Tucson-based writer, anarchist and radical environmentalist who advocated sabotage to defend the earth. He shared Abbey’s views that governments and systems of authority could never be trusted, and that nothing mattered more than protecting wild places and wild creatures. “If you’ve got a gun and someone is about to harpoon the last whale on earth, what do you do?” he asked. Before I could answer, he said, “The only moral choice is to shoot him.”


Even though we were writing about the same subject for different magazines, there was no professional rivalry. Chuck shared his extensive knowledge about wildfires and fire suppression in the Northern Rockies. He told me which smokejumpers and supervisors had given him the best quotes, encouraged me to seek them out, and recommended Stephen Pyne’s Fire in America as essential reading. Walking out of the bar into the chill night air, we promised to reconnect in Tucson, and I watched him drive away in a small, filthy Toyota pickup that looked ready for the scrapyard.







A saguaro cactus (pronounced suh-WAH-ro) is essentially a column of water stored in spongy tissue and supported by a framework of vertical wooden ribs. A fully hydrated main stem is more than 90 percent water and weighs eighty pounds per foot. Bristly spines, up to two inches long, deter thirsty animals and cast a little shade to mitigate the onslaught of the desert sun. Gila woodpeckers excavate nesting holes high in the cactus, which seals the wound with hard scar tissue. When the woodpeckers leave, the holes are sometimes occupied by elf owls, the world’s smallest owl, no bigger than a sparrow with a gnomish face.


Saguaros start growing their first arms when they are between fifty and a hundred years of age. They can reach a height of seventy feet or more, weigh up to two tons, and live for over two hundred years. In May and June they produce creamy white flowers—the state flower of Arizona—which are pollinated by bats, doves and a native bee. For the Tohono O’Odham, who harvest the scarlet fruits to make syrup and wine, saguaros have long been revered as another form of humanity. Children are taught never to throw rocks at the giant cacti or harm them in any way, because saguaros are people too, made by the god and creator I’itoi.


This view was not shared by a twenty-seven-year-old white man named David Grundman, a cook and petty drug dealer who had gone to prison for robbing his customers. In 1982, he packed two rifles and a 16-gauge shotgun and drove with his roommate into the desert northwest of Phoenix. First they riddled a ten-foot saguaro with bullets until it fell. Then, from close range, Grundman started blasting away with his shotgun at a twenty-seven-foot-tall specimen that was probably a hundred years old. A large limb fell and simultaneously crushed and impaled him to death.







Chapter Three DESERT LIMBO



I had followed Mariah’s car for nearly 1,500 miles when the first saguaros came into view. Other western states, Texas being the most egregious offender, have tried to claim the iconic cacti in their pop culture and marketing campaigns, but they grow only in Southern Arizona and western Sonora across the Mexican border, with a few outliers in California and Sinaloa—a range that corresponds closely with the ecoregion known as the Sonoran Desert. Twenty minutes after seeing the first saguaro, we came into the Tucson valley, a wide flat expanse enclosed by mountain ranges on three sides and carpeted with low-rise, low-density sprawl. A small cluster of high-rise buildings marked the modest downtown. It felt very familiar and unexpectedly disappointing to be back again. Were we really going to spend the rest of our lives in this unimpressive provincial city? Wasn’t there somewhere better in the world that we could afford?


Driving around town, I was struck by the extraordinary number of smoke shops, vape shops, head shops, weed dispensaries and mattress stores. It gave the impression that smoking too much and crashing out in bed were Tucson’s defining activities and an important driver of the local economy. In worse traffic than I remembered—the city had added nearly 200,000 residents while we were gone—we passed through an urban landscape of strip malls, office blocks, fast-food joints and convenience stores, barren empty lots, little patches of undeveloped desert, and two-story apartment buildings painted in poorly chosen shades of brown and beige.


The attractive historic neighborhoods had loomed large in my memory, but they formed a small portion of the spread-out city, which has a metro population of just over a million and a poverty index well above the national average. Homeless people flew cardboard signs at nearly all the traffic lights. Saucer-eyed street crazies yelled and shook their fists at invisible foes. Inflatable saguaros with cartoon faces lurched and flapped about on the forecourts of mini-malls and used-auto dealerships, and all of it looked ugly, crass and mediocre compared to the canyon-slashed mountains that dominated the skyline and had stood there for 100 million years.


Except for what we had in the vehicles, everything we owned was already in a westside storage unit, thanks to Mariah’s younger brother Cody. He was able to unlock it for the antique-damaging hooligan from Armstrong Relocation, who arrived in his moving truck two days ahead of schedule, knowing that we wouldn’t be there to inspect his handiwork and file a claim at the moment of delivery. Some of the antiques dated back to the eighteenth century and had been in my family for generations. I wasn’t particularly attached to them or any other possessions, but they were beautiful and Mariah cherished them.


Our thirty-day rental house was in the foothills of the Santa Catalinas, the highest of the three mountain ranges and the subject of Chuck Bowden’s book Frog Mountain Blues. He compared the range to a “maimed stone god” and from a distance I could see it: a prostrate figure on his back. The Tohono O’Odham call it Babad Do’ag, Frog Mountain, because the front ridge of the mountains resembles a Sonoran Desert toad and the O’Odham regard toads as members of the frog family. Mount Lemmon is the highest peak, nearly 9,200 feet in a forest of spruce and Douglas fir with a ski resort, cabins and a few stores. Tucson is at 2,400 feet in the desert and in the cauldron of summer you can always drive up to Mount Lemmon to cool off, assuming you have the gas money and a functioning vehicle, which hadn’t always been the case with me. Freelance journalism, especially for the first decade or so, had often felt like a vow of poverty.


Convoying through the high-income foothills, we passed gated communities and resorts with irrigated golf courses, then turned on to a succession of winding roads with Spanish names. The houses were isolated from each other on small or medium-sized plots of lands with native vegetation—mesquite trees, palo verde trees that bloomed canary yellow in the spring and were named after their green bark, agaves like splayed bundles of swords, viciously thorned cholla (pronounced choy-ya) cactus, ocotillos rising out of the earth in strange spindly wands like a Dr. Seuss fantasy, and big mature saguaros. We also passed some passive-aggressive scrap-metal yard art, an aspect of southwestern culture I had forgotten about. There was a western gunslinger built of rusty springs with two leveled pistols, a snarling T. rex, and a rusty two-dimensional bear with a sign that read, “What is wrong with you people? The ghettos are quieter!” Another sign, held up by a scrap-iron monkey, said, “Your leaf blower is helping spread respiratory illnesses in children. Are you really that cruel?”


We pulled up to a large white two-story house with solar panels and a small swimming pool, owned by a pair of university professors away on sabbatical. “Yay!” said Isobel. “It’s fancy! It’s like a royal palace!” We gained entry and explored our new temporary home. It had huge rooms, no real backyard except the pool, an upstairs kitchen and living room, and a small balcony with spectacular views to the west and south. Mariah guessed it was built in the late 1980s. After unpacking the vehicles, putting away our belongings and giving the dogs a quick walk, what the grown-ups badly needed was to collapse on a bed and do nothing. I had seldom felt so exhausted and stress-battered in my life.


What Isobel needed to do, after being cooped up in a car for three days, was to race around and play. Her favorite part of the house was the high-vaulted staircase with a right-angled turn that led down to the bedrooms. Accustomed to single-story houses, she spent at least twenty minutes scampering up and down those stairs. Then she went into her bedroom and reappeared in a dress-up ball gown and tiara, holding a plastic scepter. She was in the throes of a long princess phase that did not thrill her father.


“It’s time for the royal ball!” she announced. “Everyone needs to get dressed up in their fanciest clothes and come to the grand reception in my bedroom!” My heart sank wearily and I said, “Isobel, your parents are very tired. We’ve driven a long way and we need to rest. Then one of us needs to go to the store and buy groceries because we don’t have anything to eat.” She scowled at me haughtily. “You’re supposed to call me Your Highness” she said. “You’re supposed to say, ‘Yes, m’lady.’ You’re supposed to do everything I say, because princesses always get what they want.”


One of the reasons I left Britain was to get away from the monarchy and its allegedly divine right to rule over the rest of us, demand our deference, and take a portion of our taxes, all of which I found repugnant. Now, as I joked to Mariah, I was five thousand miles away and royalty was bossing me around in my own household. But the girl was so play-deprived that I felt duty-bound to indulge her. I dragged myself off the bed, went to her room and sat on the floor. I gave her words of encouragement and fashion suggestions that she shot down on principle as she dressed up her stuffed animals in doll clothes. Then Mariah rallied herself and the royal ball took place. We didn’t get dressed up, but we made grandiloquent speeches, air-nibbled toy foods at the banquet, and took turns waltzing around the bedroom with a delighted Isobel.





The next morning we began teaching her about her surroundings, with a focus on safety. The swimming pool was the main worry, because she couldn’t swim, but there were also thorned plants that could impale her to the bone and potentially dangerous insects and reptiles. Arizona has more poisonous creatures than any other state, including thirteen species of rattlesnake and more than forty different scorpions. Isobel was quick to learn the basics of desert safety, and for once she didn’t argue and try to prove us wrong, because she understood that bad, painful things could happen to her.


Don’t touch cactus, even if it looks cute and fuzzy. Careful picking up rocks because there might be a scorpion underneath. Always watch where you’re walking in case of rattlesnakes, and back away if you see one. Careful reaching under bushes because a snake might be there. Gila monsters could be dangerous too, but these burly venomous lizards, weighing up to five pounds, with mottled pink and black coloring, were rarely seen and easy to avoid. So were coral snakes, poisonous centipedes, black widows, brown spiders, and relatively benign tarantulas.


Itchy welts appeared on my torso that morning. At first I thought they were bedbug bites. Then I started looking at skin rashes on my phone. Could it be chiggers? Scabies? Contact dermatitis? I tried ignoring them and hoping they would go away—my go-to strategy with medical ailments— but they spread and became painful. Two days later my oldest, softest T-shirt felt like wire wool and needle points. Finally I went to a doctor, who took one look and said, “You have shingles. There’s not much we can do. You should have come here earlier.” She explained that it was caused by a virus that had entered my body when I had chicken pox as a child. Then it had lain dormant in my spinal fluid for half a century until it had an opportunity to reactivate itself. The doctor said, “Have you been under a lot of stress lately? That often triggers it.”


We had packed up and sold a house during a flood with last-minute inspection nightmares. We had moved across the country and been swindled by the moving company. We had nowhere permanent to live. We were trying to buy a house in a market with extremely tight inventory and soaring prices. We needed a job for Mariah, a school for Isobel, and family health insurance, which would be extortionate even for crappy coverage. I needed to come up with some story ideas and persuade magazine editors to commission them, because we had no current source of income. My insomnia was worse than ever and I was drinking too much to knock myself out at night. I was worried about money-money-money, and the worsening pain from the arthritis and degenerated discs in my spine, and my complete lack of retirement plan. Underneath all this and the ordinary stresses of parenthood was a deeper level of twenty-first-century anxiety.


Unlike our parents and grandparents or any other generation in human history, we were raising our child at a time when the health of the entire planet was threatened and mass extinctions were already underway. Simultaneously we were living through an era of supercharged technological change that amounted to a vast unregulated experiment on human consciousness. America’s social fabric was ripping apart, mass shootings had become normal everyday events, deranged conspiracy theories rocketed around the internet, and there was a pervasive sense that all the old norms were unraveling and collapsing.


Here in the Arizona desert the population was soaring even though the rains were failing, the rivers drying up, and the aquifers plummeting. We were twenty years into the worst drought in 1,200 years, and a large segment of the population was heavily armed with weapons of war. I found it all too easy to envisage a dystopian near-future, but these visions had to be kept in check, because you have to bring up a child with hope. As Chuck Bowden used to say, “It’s going to be a bloody mess, but we have to believe in the future. Every goddamn bird on Earth is going to mate and build a nest next spring.”


The doctor advised me to lower my stress levels, gave me a prescription for lidocaine cream, and said the symptoms would go away in three to five weeks. The lidocaine, I discovered, had almost no effect, but a gin martini or an iced bourbon effected a marked improvement in my levels of discomfort and general morale.





It was a time of limbo, with neither parent working, no school for Isobel, and no physical affection between me and my family members because the shingles virus is transmissible through contact. This was tough for all of us, but especially Isobel who was a highly affectionate child. She had no friends to play with, she missed Gray and Birdie and Cora in Mississippi, and she was understandably bored when we visited our friends, none of whom had children in her age bracket. She liked the big white house in the foothills, but she wanted a permanent room of her own and the rest of her stuff out of storage, and she didn’t understand why it wasn’t happening. “Maybe Tucson doesn’t want us to live here,” she said, and I knew the feeling.


Every day we spent hours searching the real estate websites, and we had asked all of our Tucson friends if they knew of anything coming on the market. Our Danish real estate agent Anne, who was wonderful with Isobel and starting to feel like a friend, showed us what there was in our price range. One featured overzealous tile work on the walls and an apartment under the house in a death-trap basement. Another offered the opportunity of socializing with meth and fentanyl addicts on a street corner just a block away. A third had a ferociously organized cactus garden that looked like an artist’s interpretation of a neurotic brain. A fourth was a lovely old fixer-upper with a guesthouse, but it had a slumping foundation that looked like a money pit.


The impossible housing market, high stress levels and the sharp, aggravating pain of shingles dominated the experience of being back in Tucson, but there were joys and pleasures as well. It was glorious to sit on the balcony and get reacquainted with the Arizona sky, not just the famous sunsets, but the breathtakingly beautiful cloud formations that drifted across during the day, the ladders of light that broke through occasional early spring rainstorms, the rainbows and double rainbows, and the desert stars at night. It was wonderful to go on family hikes and introduce our daughter to the birds, animals and plants of the Sonoran Desert, until she decided that she hated hiking and refused to go anymore. Nor did she enjoy our frequent visits to restaurants.


I had been enthusiastically omnivorous as a child, but Isobel was a fussy eater. This was partly because she was cautious, with a highly sensitive palate and an overactive sense of disgust. And it was partly because refusing to eat something was a way of exercising power and autonomy. Even though she loved steak and enjoyed flour tortillas, she folded her arms and scowled when her mother suggested that she try an ungarnished carne asada taco. “Sweetie, it’s just cut-up steak and a small flour tortilla,” said Mariah. “Those are literally the only ingredients.” Isobel shouted, “NO! You know I don’t like mixed foods.”


It was acceptable to have more than one food type on the plate. Her usual dinner was salami, cheese, bread, grapes and nuts, but they had to stay in separate areas of the plate or they could become cross-contaminated, and they had be eaten separately. Putting cheese on a cracker, for example, was disgusting. Mariah then suggested carne asada without a tortilla, which Isobel rejected because the meat was cut up into little cubes instead of little strips like the steak she normally had at home. So she dined on tortilla chips and nothing else as we loaded up our tacos with pickled red onion, finely shredded cabbage, guacamole salsa, a squirt of fresh lime juice, and a fat stripe of hot red salsa made with roasted chiles. We ate them with grunts and moans of pleasure and wondered how on earth we’d survived without them for so long in New York and Mississippi.


There are more than a hundred Mexican restaurants in Tucson and its overwhelmingly Hispanic “sister city” of South Tucson. Most of them serve the cuisine of the Sonoran Desert, which encompasses Southern Arizona and Sonora. Its hallmarks are flour tortillas, pinto beans, an emphasis on beef dishes reflecting the region’s ranching heritage, the use of a wild chile called the chiltepin, and the Sonoran dog. This is a grilled, bacon-wrapped hot dog served in a slightly sweet bun with mustard, mayo, pinto beans, salsa verde, onions, tomatoes and a grilled güerito chile on top. It’s the signature dish of Tucson street food and our homecoming wasn’t complete until we disgusted our daughter by eating a few of them.


It was also imperative to feast on carne seca, which is shredded sun-dried beef sautéed with green chiles, onions, and tomatoes, preferably served with a paper-thin flour tortilla the size of a bicycle wheel. The Little Poca Cosa restaurant downtown was now calling itself The Little One, and it was still a great spot for soul-nourishing huevos rancheros (fried eggs and refried beans on a crispy corn tortilla with a tomato chili sauce), and lunch combos including chicken en mole negro, a sauce made with bitter chocolate, pumpkin seeds, peanuts, mild red chiles and a dozen other ingredients. And for me at least, there was no point living in Tucson without regular infusions of birria, a rich, earthy, spicy stew of beef or sometimes goat.


Rocco’s Little Chicago was still a great spot for spicy chicken wings and meatball subs with marinara sauce; breadsticks were the only thing Isobel would eat on the extensive menu of pizzas, pastas, sandwiches and salads. And we had to drag her to Time Market on University Boulevard, not just because it has killer sandwiches and the best wine selection in town, but because it was where her parents first met.





I was forty-one years old, getting over a fairly recent divorce and renting a small house not far from the University of Arizona. I would walk the eight blocks to Time Market in the morning to drink an espresso or two and read the newspaper. I was starting to develop a taste for wine at that time, which the owner of Time Market, Peter Wilke, encouraged by giving me recommendations, pours of wine to taste, and the occasional free bottle to take home. He had a young barista working for him in the mornings. She was petite, graceful, kind and beautiful, and I found it difficult to take my eyes off her, even though she was obviously far too young for me. I upped my morning espresso intake so I could interact with her more often at the counter, which she didn’t seem to mind.


One day I saw her sitting by the front window reading William Vollmann’s The Atlas, which I thought was a very interesting choice of book. Dark, haunting, wounded and hypnotic, it consists of fifty-three interconnected pieces of reportage and invention from fifty-three locations around the world, starting with Mount Aetna and ending with Zagreb. We talked about Vollmann and other writers. Mariah said she loved to read, but had no ambitions to write. She had dropped out of college and given up on a nursing career. She didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life. She was into cycling, yoga, rock climbing, food and wine. I had no interest in the first three pursuits, but real enthusiasm for the last two.


I engineered a small dinner party, inviting Mariah along with her boss Peter and his girlfriend Bree. I cooked Indian food, which was one of the only things I really missed about London, and Peter brought some wines to taste. It was a fun, convivial evening, and Peter and Bree left first, as I had hoped. Then I was alone with Mariah in my small walled backyard in the moonlight. She was wearing a white shift dress with spaghetti straps and delicate embroidery at the neckline, a beautiful dress that fit her perfectly. Instead of trying to avert my gaze out of politeness, as I normally did, I allowed myself to look at her with all the pleasure that looking at her brought me.


We stood there looking and smiling at each other. We kissed briefly and held each other. Neither of us was ready for anything more. As I walked her home through the hot summer night, I finally asked the question I had been putting off: “How old are you?” She replied, “Twenty-six,” a shocking number. I told her I was forty-one and we walked in silence for a while. There were other obstacles. She had sworn off men, following a number of bad experiences, and I was dating one of her best friends—casually dating, but dating nonetheless.


About a week after the dinner party, I took in a shaggy dog who needed a home and named him Roscoe. I asked Mariah if she wanted to drive down to Ruby near the Mexican border, with me and Roscoe, to see 100,000 bats fly out of an abandoned mineshaft at sunset. She said, “I would love to.” On the way down there, in my little bench-seat Toyota pickup truck on a winding road through the desert hills, Roscoe got carsick and vomited on Mariah’s jeans. I was impressed that she took it in her stride. It seemed like a sign of good character.


Ruby was a ghost town with a population of one, an old hippie named Sundog who walked us over to the mineshaft and asked us for a small donation. I knew about him and the bats because in the early 2000s I had lived just a few miles away on the Ruby Road. I gave him ten dollars and we waited for the sun to go all the way down. Then the first Mexican free-tailed bats came flying out of the rocks, darting and chittering. Five minutes later there was a river of bats pouring over our heads into the sky. Both of us found this equally beautiful and unforgettable, and romance prospered soon afterwards.
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