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For Charlotte, Michaiah, and Olivia and in memory of Scott John Hutchison





My family had come to Sacramento in the 19th century…. Don’t you think that sometimes people are formed by the landscapes they grew up in? It formed everything I ever think or ever do, or am.

—JOAN DIDION

Where I was born and where and how I have lived is unimportant. It is what I have done with where I have been that should be of interest.

—GEORGIA O’KEEFFE






Introduction Who the Hell Is Moomat Ahiko?


Miraculously [Los Angeles’s] extremes include excessive tolerance.

—REYNER BANHAM



Santa Monica isn’t easy to find. It’s on a lot of maps. You can drive there, if the traffic isn’t too bad, but it’s always too bad. You can walk around Santa Monica for hours, among the unhoused and the tourists and the rented scooters that pile up on street corners, and still wonder if you’re there yet. Santa Monica taught me that it’s possible to know exactly where you are and still be lost. It’s the kind of place whose main characteristic is the sneaking suspicion that there is no there there.

Los Angeles specializes in this sort of sleight of hand. Getting to know a city takes time, the sort of time that eludes most tourists—and being as spread out as LA is, I don’t know how someone can take in the whole scope of it. So, people go to places like Santa Monica and confuse it for Los Angeles. The German poet and playwright Bertolt Brecht lived here and called Los Angeles “Tahiti in the form of a big city.” He didn’t like it very much, but then, he lived in Santa Monica. (At 1063 Twenty-Sixth Street, where he paid $60 a month and which would now sell for over $2 million.)1

Some cities you walk out the door and, bang, you’re in it. The city is open to you and you know what you’re in for, places like New Orleans, Berlin, and Glasgow. Los Angeles, on the other hand, is like Paris: the meat of life here happens behind closed doors. While the landscape is open and spread out, social hierarchies exist in closed groups, closed rooms, closed restaurants. If you think you’re getting the real City of Light by just looking at the Eiffel Tower, if you think you understand LA because you people-watched in Beverly Hills for a few strange hours, you don’t understand the lives of cities. We are a city of actual magic castles (I can think of at least two, off the top of my head) and specialize in such trickery: it may look easy because the sun is shining, but the living can be hard. We are clinging to the side of the continent and our days are numbered, so lord help you if you get in the way of someone trying to make their time count.

The American city Los Angeles gets paired with most often is New York. Occasionally someone will confuse Los Angeles and San Francisco as sister cities, though never someone from California. There’s been an unfortunate spate of tech companies draining out of Silicon Valley and moving into LA’s Westside (anything between the ocean and Beverly Hills), chasing good weather and buying up whole swaths of Santa Monica and Venice. As of yet, this influx hasn’t brought any significant change to the culture of the city other than further inflating the real estate bubble and the previously mentioned piles of scooters. Most gold-seeking whites arrived directly in San Francisco from America’s East Coast via ships that rounded Cape Horn around 1849, hence the term forty-niner. Whereas in Los Angeles, the majority of white settlers came via trains out of the dust bowl, nearly fifty years after the gold rush. San Francisco and Los Angeles are only sister cities if you think of them as the sort of siblings who don’t speak to each other.

In fact, the city with which LA has the most in common is Washington, DC. They are single-market towns—with one major industry at the center around which all the other businesses circulate. There might be other hustles in DC, but politics is the point; likewise, show business is at the heart of Los Angeles. They both run on one source of power. The only difference is that in DC power is centralized; everyone can measure their standing by how close they are to one oval office. In Los Angeles, power is decentralized among various studios, agencies, individual actors, producers, and writers. This free-for-all means that everyone is rising and falling, with only the highest echelons maintaining a steady level over the years. Given all this fluidity, there’s a lot of attention paid to who is up and who is down, and so Los Angeles is a fraught city. There is more than one type of fault line.

One must not conflate Hollywood and Los Angeles because, while this is an industry town, there is a difference imperceptible to most outsiders but obvious to the millions of people who live here and have nothing to do with either film or television. Hollywood and Los Angeles are a bit like Santa Christmas and Jesus Christmas, in that the difference really only matters to believers. Outsiders and nonbelievers can’t be bothered to see the nuance. Why should they?

The truth is that this tension made by the diffusion of power didn’t begin with Hollywood. Perhaps it, and the good weather, just meant that Los Angeles happened to be the best place to make movies. This decentralized existence comes from the fact that the city has, since the days when the Californio ranchers divided this basin, been defined by what separates us. First it was the empty miles between pueblos, but now it is time itself. What should take twenty minutes between point A and point B now takes an hour and a half, so everyone tries their hardest to stay where they are, separated across what Reyner Banham called the Plains of Id, “where the crudest urban lusts and most fundamental aspirations are created.”2

Unlike most every other major American metropolis, Los Angeles did not grow outward from one epicenter, rippling out across the land. Instead, pueblos and villages became ranches and cities that grew alongside each other until these organisms eventually absorbed each other, resulting in the pulsing megatropolis we have now.

There are two parties happening in Los Angeles. The first, which is the one everyone knows about (even people who don’t live here), is invite-only. It happens behind closed doors, behind velvet ropes guarded by girls with clipboards. These are the glittering fêtes on sprawling grounds somewhere up in the hills, or beyond the imposing gates, where the valet guys have to sign nondisclosure agreements, promising not to discuss Santa Christmas. It is also the small dinner parties, intimate gatherings that function as postmortems, poring over the data from lives lived in an air so rarified, even the most grounded of them seem like hothouse orchids to the rest of the city’s people. That is the party a lot of people want to attend—and they spend years trying to figure out how to get an invite. They’ve forgotten, or just never cared about, the other party, which only people who live in LA know about.

This party requires no invitation, but you do have to know where to go. It happens at taco trucks in parking lots, on picnics by reservoirs humbled by drought, jammed into Koreatown studio apartments, and at used bookstores downtown. It is the daily life of Los Angeles, somehow both bohemian and bourgeois at the same time. The most expensive offering at this party is the pot, which is phenomenal.

There is also an existence between these two parties: the noir. Noir flourishes in Los Angeles, because it requires the urban but it also needs space. Alone in our cars, we surpass the anonymity of other cities and achieve true loneliness. With no centralized power, chaos reigns and corruption flourishes. Between the two parties is a life spent with headlights shining in your eyes, angry, furtive, looking for what you were promised. My friend Suzanne, who was once the director of development for an Oscar-winning director, likened show business to a simple door. Some people get here and just walk right on through. Some people spend months, years, outside the door, listening to the party on the other side, getting darker and angrier. Noir LA is not just for Raymond Chandler characters; it’s for all the people who don’t understand why “it” isn’t happening for them. If they were smart, they’d move and become the funniest bartender in Boulder, and heaps happier, but they don’t. Maybe they get a job in Santa Monica, trying to be close to something they just can’t touch, reaching for an invitation to walk through.

I don’t know if other people tell themselves stories like these about the places they live. I only know that for the past two years, all I can think about is the lands where I’ve grown up, about Moomat Ahiko, about the interstate, and about what happened in a small town in Florida. I started collecting my own stories, and now it’s time to go through them, to sort out what’s real and what isn’t. I didn’t know where to start, so I went to school.

One balmy November afternoon, I wandered the UCLA campus, a leafy and indiscriminate place spackled with young people all wearing athleisure, burning some time before I met with Dr. Dana Cuff, a professor of urban design, an architectural theorist, and the founder of cityLAB, a think tank that studies how cities function—or don’t. We met in her basement office, where a dog bowl and bed were tucked under a desk, but there was unfortunately no dog that day. Dr. Cuff was wearing a great necklace with little dogs on it, though, and all black clothes. With her very chic, large green glasses, she looked like your favorite elementary school teacher if she only shopped at the MoMA Design Store. “The dominance of individual landowners and developers was the shaping hand of the Los Angeles landscape. And that stays true. We’ve never had a strong civic culture or government,” Dr. Cuff said, phlegmatic. “I think that has had its effects on the built landscape, and maybe that was why the federal highway program was so powerful here, because it was such a free-for-all between the highways.”

Like myself, Los Angeles grew up with no one really watching, no one keeping an eye on her. With no one person in charge, I suspect information, rumor, and gossip have been our real currency since well before the first movie was shot in a barn on the corner of Gower and Sunset.



Of the 114 neighborhoods and 158 cities that make up the whole of Los Angeles, Santa Monica draws large crowds of tourists with its shopping opportunities. I hope these people are also going to the Watts Towers, to the Grand Central Market downtown, to the Getty Villa in Malibu, but that’s up for grabs. For my money, the way to be a tourist in Los Angeles is to rent a kitted-out Sprinter van and drive your hotel room wherever you want to go.

Santa Monica lures visitors with the Third Street Promenade and the redone Santa Monica Place mall, both of which offer out-of-towners all the stores they could shop from back home, with one or two spikes of LA exoticism. There’s also a weekly farmers market, and the Santa Monica Pier with a roller coaster and carousel. The original pier was built in 1909 to carry sewage out past the breakers. It was also a stylish esplanade where early Angelenos marveled at the ability to walk over the water and held swimming competitions. Guess they forgot about the sewage. Shortly after the municipal pier opened, the land just to the south was bought and developed into a pleasure pier, iterations of which have stood until this day, with names like the Horseshoe Pier & Pavilion, the Crystal Pier, and the Million Dollar Pier, all offering casinos, dining, theaters, and saloons.

The name Santa Monica, like so much else in this land, is from our Spanish forebears. The Portolá expedition of 1769 brought the Spanish to California. In what would eventually be known as Brentwood, where the O. J. Simpson car chase ended but also where I took the SATs, sixty-three soldiers, a hundred mules, and a couple of priests made camp by a small Tongva village and the Kuruvungna Springs. If the Tongva had any idea what was good for them, they would have killed the Spaniards that first night without blinking.

The Spanish did not think much of the name for the springs, which translated means “a place where we are in the sun.” Several names for the area show up in the writings of the secretary of the expedition, Father Juan Crespi, including San Vicente (now the name of a wide boulevard with tree-dappled islands) and El Berendo, but the first use of Santa Monica is in a grazing grant from 1828. Originally a wild outpost connected to the pueblo by the rail line, and then a frivolous holiday spot, Santa Monica’s fate was sealed when the “Great Free Harbor Fight” of the 1890s resulted in San Pedro, thirty miles to the south, receiving federal funds to create a deepwater port. Serious money and big business had bypassed Santa Monica, and it’s been a shopping and tourist destination ever since. There is very little in Santa Monica that you can’t get anywhere else, except for the view, which is monumental. And Moomat Ahiko.



Most people who live here could not guess who or what Moomat Ahiko is, though most people I’ve asked assume it’s the name of a Japanese American interned during World War II. That is, if they’ve heard of it at all. Only Westsiders might recognize the name of a small access street that takes cars from the Santa Monica bluffs down to the beach level by the pier and the Pacific Coast Highway. The truth is, Moomat Ahiko isn’t a person. Or a thing. Just like Santa Monica, Moomat Ahiko is a bit hard to define.

California is the America of America—people still move here in their own personal manifest destinies, leaving behind the East with its winters, the old families with old obligations. They think they’re moving to a place with no history, no ties to the past. They think we are the clowns of the frontier. We inspire envy and not a little wonder: Who could live with all those fires and earthquakes?

We have as much history as the East, but instead of Puritans and Dutch settlers, we have Spanish monks and Mexican ranchers as our forebears. But before statehood in 1850, before the Californios, before Mexico and before Spain, there were the Tongva.

When I lived in upstate New York, the names on the signposts were as exotic to me as the woods: dense to the point you couldn’t see between trees, so unlike the solitary sequoias I grew up with. In the Hudson valley, the Dutch left the fingerprints of early white settlers in names like Peekskill and Spackenkill and Fishkill—kill being Dutch for creek or river. But there were also names like Wiccopee, Minnewaska, and Napanoch, words my mouth never seemed able to form correctly. In Los Angeles, if something is old, it’s in Spanish. Except. Except for Moomat Ahiko.

The Tongva tribe has lived in the Los Angeles basin for centuries; archaeological sites date back from eight thousand to fifteen thousand years. Exploring the frigid Pacific in their Ti’at, ocean canoes, the Tongva settled up and down the Southern California coast and valleys. The Spanish missions and later the Mexican and Californio ranches were built on the slave labor of the Tongva, who were not recognized under California state law until 1994. Their language is Shoson.

Moomat Ahiko, it turns out, isn’t a Japanese American, not a Polynesian place, but something else altogether. It’s Shoson for “breath of the ocean.” Formerly Route 187, Moomat Ahiko was the winning suggestion from an online poll to rename an access road. I’d forgotten about the street, and my fascination with it, while I was on my East Coast adventure. But soon enough I was back in Los Angeles, a city I’d sworn off forever, unable to write and aimlessly working at a series of bookstores. I felt like I’d gone backward, that I was stagnant, and it seemed to me that the only way I was going to get out of the mess I was in was to start thinking about beginnings and endings. Moomat Ahiko marks where the Pacific Coast Highway becomes Interstate 10. Or maybe vice versa. Neither necessarily ends, but both definitely begin. I started to think about how you don’t understand a place simply because you’re in it. You don’t understand a place because you’re from there. You don’t even understand a place just because you’re new to it. I started thinking about how place informs person. I began to wonder whether if you don’t understand where you are, you don’t understand yourself. So Moomat Ahiko became way more important to me than most people would judge as normal.

I write about Los Angeles with an outsider’s eye because I am not from here, and I can dish on Los Angeles because I’m a wallflower at the invite-only party. I am a very good example of a certain species of person wholly of Los Angeles but not from Los Angeles: I am a kid from the First (non-famous) Marriage. My father is the actor Tom Hanks; my mother was his first wife, Susan Dillingham. They married when my older brother, Colin, was already two years old and divorced when I was five. My only memories of my parents being in the same place at the same time are Colin’s high school graduation, then my high school graduation. I have one picture of me standing between my parents. In it, my mother’s best wig is slightly askew.

When someone asks me where I am from, I usually say that I’m Californian. This is because I am torn between Northern and Southern California, which is a bit like not knowing if you’re a cat or a dog. How do you not know? I was born in Burbank, one of the many smaller cities that make up LA, but after my parents split up, my mother took my older brother and me to live in Sacramento. I have few memories of the early years in Los Angeles. Eventually a divorce agreement was settled, and I would visit my dad and stepmother (and soon enough my younger half brothers) on the weekends and during summers, but from ages five to fourteen, years filled with confusion, violence, deprivation, and love, I was a Sacramento girl.

Sacramento is a city of gold and trees. The punishing valley heat of the summertime leaches color out of the tall grass, and leaves the fields and yards Andrew Wyeth yellow. Soggy winters aren’t quite Seattle damp, but they turn the rice paddies emerald nonetheless. I lived in a white house with columns, a backyard with a pool, and a bedroom with pictures of horses plastered on every wall. As the years went on, the backyard became so full of dog shit that you couldn’t walk around it, and the house stank of smoke. The fridge was bare or full of expired food more often than not, and my mother spent more and more time in her big four-poster bed, poring over her Bible. One night, her emotional violence became physical violence, and in the aftermath I moved to Los Angeles, right smack in the middle of the seventh grade, when teen herd dynamics are at their most brutal. My custody arrangement basically switched—now I lived in LA and visited Sacramento on the weekends and in the summer. When I was fourteen, my mother and I drove across America along Interstate 10 to Florida, in a Winnebago that lumbered along the asphalt with a rolling gait that felt nautical, as if we were crossing oceans instead of the vast expanses of the South.

My senior year of high school, she called to say she was dying.



Back to Santa Monica. It rests on bluffs above the beach, and in between, in the very slim margin between the ocean and the palisade, is the Pacific Coast Highway, California’s Route 1. If you follow it north, it will wind up through Malibu, where Joan Didion kept a dubious eye on the fire-prone hills, and unfurl, hugging the corners up the coastline, through the grandiosity of Big Sur, and well past San Francisco.

In Santa Monica, however, the PCH veers inland, away from the ocean, under Moomat Ahiko and Tongva Park, which used to be a parking lot but now has plants that are indigenous to Southern California, which means it looks like the canyons of Mars by way of Dr. Seuss. From there, the highway heads into the McClure Tunnel. Originally built for the train from downtown and rebuilt for motorcars in 1935, it was named for Robert E. McClure, the editor of the Santa Monica Outlook newspaper, which began reporting local news in 1875 and ran its last issue in 1998. The McClure is a gateway from the inner guts of Los Angeles to its beaches. The tunnel, I found out, is cleaned every sixteen months, when the city borrows a truck rig from San Francisco, plugs up all the drains, and scrubs down the entire interior. What happens then? “We pack up our equipment and move on,” according to a foreman of the California Department of Transportation cleaning crew. Fair enough.

The McClure looks like any municipal tunnel, but I suspect something else happens in there. Maps will tell you that the 10 starts somewhere around Fourth Street, a couple miles east of the McClure, but the maps are wrong. The 10 manifests itself into existence somewhere in the McClure, somewhere beneath Tongva Park. When the PCH bends and heads east, morphing into the 10, it becomes a path toward not a place, but a time. To go eastward is to head into the past, a reversal of manifest destiny, a search not for a glorious end, but for a missing point of origin or perhaps original sin. This is the road I find myself on. This is the road the red journal and Moomat Ahiko have brought me to, a path back to the small town in Florida where I think it all started.

I do not know where my mother was born. Sometimes she said she was born in Florida and grew up around Cuban refugees. Sometimes she said she grew up in deep Georgia, picking ticks out of her skin and sipping sweet tea. Other times she said she was from the Bay Area and grew up going to Ramones shows, exploring just how much patchouli one white girl could douse herself in.

I do know where her mother grew up: Palatka, Florida, population 10,452, plopped between Jacksonville and the Ocala National Forest. Harriet Collins was a teacher, and she and John Raymond Dillingham had four children, three boys and one girl. I know that John was a soldier, was awarded the Purple Heart when he was injured in combat, and is buried in Arlington National Cemetery. When I told my mom that I’d veered off from my eighth grade trip to the cemetery to see his grave, she did not speak to me for several days. I never saw a photograph of him, and neither my mother nor my grandmother ever spoke of him. He was a ghost I never noticed was haunting me, until I found the journal.

Not knowing where my mother was from was not so unusual. Her relationship with reality was fluid. There would usually be a grain of truth that was fed through the meat grinder of mental illness and came out the other side sordid and upsetting. There was a time she’d bought me a CD from a popular born-again Christian rock band. I looked at it, gave a typically teenage “Yeah, thanks,” and put it down on the counter. Days later, in a restaurant and sobbing to one of her few friends, she described me throwing the CD at her face and screaming at her. She wasn’t being manipulative; that was truly how she remembered it. Because she couldn’t keep the past in line, I knew very little about her life—I don’t know the cards she was dealt, and in turn dealt to me.

I once asked my father if I was a “save the marriage” baby. “No,” he assured me, “but you were a ‘someone died and I feel the urge to create life’ baby.” Turns out, after her father’s death, my mother wanted another child. Without the death of John Raymond Dillingham, I never enter the picture.

Just before Christmas in 2000, my mother called to tell me that she was dying. Smoking multiple packs a day had finally caught up with her: her entire lung was filled with tumors and the cancer had spread to her bones. She died in the spring. Exhausted and baffled by what we’d just gone through, my brother and I put most of her belongings into storage. Life happened, and before we knew it, ten years had passed before we went back to sort through it all.

Opening the boxes years after her death was like opening a time capsule to my childhood, left behind in Sacramento, a city that while I wasn’t looking had transformed from my hometown into something else. I was embarrassed to have to look up directions to the storage facility. There were boxes of my show ribbons from horseback riding, a slew of romance novels. My mother had countless boxes of mass-market editions of Shakespeare. I never knew what she was buying them for, or why she needed fourteen copies of The Tempest, but she hoarded them like they’d be the currency in the world after the apocalypse. Speaking of apocalypses, there were also boxes of canned food she’d moved out of the Y2K panic room she’d built in our basement. Unlike all my friends whose first apartments were stocked with family castoffs and hand-me-downs, I’d never had anything of my mother’s, and I leapt to collect the relics of my Sacramento life. Small things and homely things I kept: a potato masher because it made me think of all the pale Scots-Irish bog women who peeled and pounded potatoes before us. I took the once pink, now nearly bone-white quilt, threadbare and ink-stained, that had been on my bed all those years ago, and in the RV across the 10. I took her dictionary. Amid everything I found a white binder of poetry and a dozen reporter’s notebooks filled with paranoid notations about her phones being tapped and people following her. I grabbed all of these papers, with a vague plan to go through them one day.

“One day” turned into another three years down the line, as I floundered through the end of my twenties. When I finally sorted through all the papers, reading her poetry and legal documents and grocery lists, I found a red journal, the sort flogged on the first floor of a Barnes & Noble. In it I read her thankfulness for the Dead Sea Scrolls being found, that God had evicted all of the drug dealers out of Sacramento. Then I read that Jesus had saved her from going insane when her “mind remembered [her] father butchering, torturing, murdering, raping, dismembering 6-year-old girl Natalie.”

This was the first time I’d ever heard my mother mention her father. It is hard to remember what I thought about my mom before I found the red journal. It is hard to remember if I ever thought of her as a victim of anything beyond mental illness. She was never diagnosed; as an adult she refused therapy, and I assume that, when she was a child, her family decided it was best just to look the other way. What else were they looking away from? Where was the grain of truth in this horror? What if it was more than a mere grain?

My mother was raised by a southern woman. I was raised by my mother. I call myself a Californian, but how much of me was not made in the rice paddies outside of Sacramento, or the freezing waters of the Pacific, under the fragrant eucalyptus of the Santa Monica Mountains? How much of me was molded by a landscape that is as strange to me as I am to it? I’ve tried for thirty-five years to figure out what part of California I’m from, but what if the meat of my life, the bones of my personality, aren’t western at all, but southern?



Like all Sacramento girls, the first traveling stories I heard were of the Donner party: a family of pioneers who had veered off the trusted path to the West Coast in search of a shortcut and found themselves stranded in the Sierra Nevada in an early winter. Of the eighty-seven members who set out, only forty-seven survived to reach California, where lurid tales of cannibalism followed them the rest of their forlorn lives.

For a period of my childhood, my summers were spent traveling wherever my father was working, to places like Evansville, Indiana, or Beaufort, South Carolina, where I ran barefoot and feral, learned how to crab, and kissed a boy. Now when I travel, it’s as a woman alone. Without children or a partner, I find myself camping on the lunar mesas of Nevada, or driving from Idaho to Seattle through a snowstorm, because I can. For me, travel has become the greatest reward of a solitary life. Travel takes time, and I am rich with hours to myself.

I am setting out on the 10, through the American South, because there are no shortcuts. There is no way to understand what the red journal means, if anything, without going back. The narrative I have of the South, as an outsider, is that the past there means something else. That it is both ever present, and never spoken of. That it is indefinable and yet inescapable, an atmosphere that both hovers and is breathed in at the same time. I have my own stories about the places along the 10, the truck stops and tourist traps I visited with my mother on the way to Palatka. I want to see those places again, to find the Moomat Ahiko truth of those spots. I want to know what happened to my mother, Susan Jane Dillingham, who could read a five-hundred-page novel in a single afternoon, who did enough cocaine she collapsed her sinus cavity, who got sober through the power of her Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. I want to know who John Raymond Dillingham was. I want to know what he did.

I am setting out on the road because I never knew what Moomat Ahiko meant until I thought to ask. I am starting this journey because I am yet another girl trying to make sense of her dead, crazy mother. I want to understand the land that made her, to see if it made me too. Because somewhere my mother stops and I begin, just like how somewhere in the McClure Tunnel the 1 stops and the 10 begins. Something magic happens in that tunnel. Something that I think is wholly American. I am going into that tunnel. I am heading east, and I don’t know who I’ll be on the other side.

Forget Moomat Ahiko. Who the hell am I?




Part I The Desert




Chapter One Minnie

I wasn’t supposed to be in this van.

Originally I was driving a Fiat, a teeny tiny convertible that was great for parking in Los Angeles but would not have worked for a six-month road trip. Luckily, I was in a car accident. A man driving a Porsche SUV didn’t check his side mirror and barreled into me on the Sepulveda Pass. While the Fiat was only slightly dented, the insurance company declared the car totaled since the whole thing is basically made of three wraparound pieces of plastic, and I was in the market for a new ride.

All the research about “best road trip” vehicles said Subaru, and I eventually settled on a Subaru Outback, which felt like driving a living room sofa around. I started spending a lot of time looking at Subaru blogs, at all the ways people have kitted out their Outbacks for camping. Everything fell apart when I actually took the car camping.

I was parked in the woods of Kern County, home to Bakersfield, California, and not long after I got home, my engine service light started flashing at me—not great for a brand-new car. When I took it in to get serviced, they broke the news to me: some rodent of an unusual size had chewed completely through the engine suspension cords, and the engine was in danger of “falling out the bottom.” Of course, the fix was thousands of dollars. While the Outback was in the shop, I called my dad to ask if I could borrow the Shit Box.

While my dad does have a “nice” car, he doesn’t like it very much, so he usually drove the small minivan he affectionately called “the Shit Box.” It looks like a box with wheels on it. Driving it across Los Angeles from my parents’ home to my apartment, I realized, Oh, this is just a little higher up off the road; I can really see a lot more. Especially with this big windshield and side windows. Gosh this seat is comfortable. You know, if I took the seats out of the back, I could have a bed and still be able to sit up way more comfortably than in the Outback….

By the time I got to the Eastside, I had already texted my dad and asked if I could take the van, technically a Ford Transit, on the trip.


Take it! Go go go! Drive safe!



So that’s how I ended up with the Shit Box.

Except she was not a shit box! I cannot sing the praises of this vehicle enough. I put over five thousand miles on this car, and all I ever had to do was put gas in it. I did give it an oil change once I got to Florida, but that was it. To be able to take this minivan completely for granted was a blessing. She never got stuck in sand or water. She never got a flat, and her air-conditioning always worked. She just needed a couple of adjustments before I hit the road.

First up, I could not go around calling her “Shit Box” in my head. I’ve always named my cars—there was Edna (my high school ride) and Bertha (the Outback). I’ve come to love the minivan so much that when I eventually get home, I will cry hysterically when I return her.

First I took her to the friend of a friend to disconnect all the back seats. Then I took her to a woman who works as a carpenter for a theater to build a sleeping platform, and in the process of chitchatting, I realized I had been calling the minivan, appropriately enough, Minnie. So, Minnie she was. I like this because I have a soft spot for Minnie Mouse, and also because it seems like a nice echo of the vehicle in which my mom and I drove across the 10 in 1996, a Winnebago that we called Winnie. Then, Winnie; now, Minnie.

The only mistake I made with Minnie was that by trying to conserve headroom in the back, I left myself no under-the-bed storage. Since I wanted to be able to get into the driver’s seat from the bed without getting out of the van, all of my things got crammed into the passenger side’s footwell and chair at night. That would not have been safe had I parked and slept overnight in residential neighborhoods, but I was either in the middle of nowhere or in a Walmart parking lot, which usually had security. It was a pain to have everything either on top of my bed or on the passenger seat—occasionally it could feel claustrophobic.

But that is my one and only complaint about Minnie the Wonder Van. I was blessed with Minnie.



PACKING LIST


	Books (for full list, check bibliography)

	Hiking boots

	Camp dining utensils

	MSR PocketRocket backpacking stove and isobutane/propane canister

	Patagonia sun-protection shirt

	Single-person tent and lightweight sleeping bag

	1 Ikea twin mattress and 1 set Ikea bedding

	1 set Parachute queen-sized linen sheets

	1 set Parachute towels

	Cabela’s folding rocking camp chair

	Curtains

	Emergency bag with snakebite kit, first aid kit, and electrolyte powders

	6 gallons water

	PG Tips tea bags

	2 sets packing cubes

	1 set professional-grade clear makeup artist travel bags

	1 pair espadrilles

	2 pairs butt pants

	1 pair wide-leg cropped pink jeans

	1 USS Kidd baseball cap

	1 cowboy hat

	2019 At-a-Glance Standard Daily Reminder diary

	Index cards

	Legal pads

	Smith Corona typewriter





Chapter Two The Desert Begins


And yet in this fantastic wonderland there are no endings, only beginnings.

—THE LIVING DESERT



In 1996, when I was fourteen, my mother and I made the drive to Florida as quickly as possible. We never stopped at tourist attractions or stayed a couple of nights in different places to get to know the vibe of a city. We only stopped to eat and sleep, usually at Kampgrounds of America. This was in part because my mom wanted to get to Florida and my grandmother as soon as possible, but also, we were on a schedule: from Florida we were driving on to Georgia and the 1996 Summer Olympics.

What I remember is long, interminable stretches of driving; a lumbering, smoke-filled Winnebago; my mother listening to turgid Christian rock and lectures while I listened on my Discman to one-half of the Beatles’ White Album on repeat in my bunk bed, a fan on my face to keep the fumes of her constant cigarette smoking away. We didn’t speak to each other often, except for when she asked me to make coffee. She would drive all day, late into the night, and then pass out on the back bed while I set up the water and sewage lines at whatever random campground we pulled into.

My plan is to take my time on my trip east. The landscapes of the 10 mark the pillars of the legend of America: California, the Southwest, the Deep South. These places are the crux of some of our strongest myths: manifest destiny, the virtue of independence and bootstrap gusto, the gothic and gallant South. To the best of my knowledge, no little kid ever played that classic game Vermont Maple Syrup Farmers. No, they played Cowboys and Indians. Even whatever is going on in Florida is part of contemporary America’s self-concept—its weirdest, most chaotic self, but part of our identity nonetheless.

But the first stretch of the 10, from the Pacific coast through the belly of the city and out through the sprawling inland empire to Palm Springs, is marred by a nearly unending stream of strip malls. Any Angeleno can tell you that a random strip mall can be home to real deal cuisine, but they’re not beautiful. Even with the San Bernardino Mountains looming lovely in the distance, this is a drive I usually do at night. My favorite view en route from Los Angeles and on to Phoenix is the field of wind turbines northwest of Palm Springs in the San Gorgonio Pass. Hundreds of them standing like sentinels over the land, and I like seeing how long they linger in my rearview mirror as I head for the California-Arizona border.

Every time I travel, there inevitably comes a moment when I start listening to a lot of Joni Mitchell. This is in part because I have a theory that every culture has either a statement or a question at its core. As a Californian, I think our culture is built on a question of innate optimism: “What do you want to be?” So you’re a Canadian painter who wants to start singing? Why not? Make up your own chords, while you’re at it. Maybe the Golden State better refers to a golden state-of-being: the identity you take on when you’re in charge of yourself. This innate question—“What do you want to be?”—made the summer I spent working in Connecticut a serious culture shock (the only popped collars I had ever seen were on the villains in John Hughes movies of the eighties), to say nothing of the year I lived in Scotland (there is no collar more popped than on an inherited rugby jersey). Since I live in a place that values the new and flashy, I also feel a deep yearning for the old and prestigious, but if I stay too long in a place where the money is so old that it’s “ye olde money,” or the emotions are repressed, Joni goes on repeat. I start scribbling lyrics on spare pieces of paper: “But I wouldn’t want to stay here / it’s too old and cold and settled in its ways here / Oh, but California, California!” The South will certainly not feel cold—I remember the thunderous heat of Florida in 1996—but old and settled in its ways? That seems likely. As deep as my ambivalence about old places runs, I sure do like to read about them a lot. Old places, old people, old events.

I didn’t know I was a history nerd until other people told me just how much of a history nerd I am. If my mother gave me Shakespeare, Yeats, and Tennyson, my father gave me E. H. Gombrich’s A Little History of the World, William Manchester’s A World Lit Only by Fire, and Anna Funder’s Stasiland. I read. A lot. Constantly, even, often about fascism, and cults, but there is forever space for my always question: “What happened here?”

It’s not hard to imagine why I’m so fascinated by history, beyond what I picked up from my father. I don’t have any sense of my own history. Am I from Los Angeles, where I was born and went to high school, or Sacramento, where I truly grew up? I don’t even know where my mom went to high school. I only have a vague idea of what my mother’s father looked like, and no idea where he came from or who his people were. Who my people are. This trip is not only my attempt to discover where my mother ends and I begin, but an effort to place myself in some sort of historical lineage. If the stories we tell about the places we’re from become part of the stories we tell about who we are, I owe much to place. We all do. But which place?

I want to understand, as best I can, the places I visit on the 10 as I re-create the path my mother and I took in 1996. Naturally I start with reading the history of a place. Then there’s local news coverage (distressingly hard to find in some spots). From there, I dip into the pop culture most associated with it, its best-known fiction, its fine art, its movies and music. I think someone can learn just as much about Sacramento by listening to Cake and watching Lady Bird as they can by reading Joan Didion and visiting Sutter’s Fort.

Once my brain is stuffed with research, it’s time to throw all that out and get going. Walk around, see and taste things. Do what I do best: talk. This is the part I’m most excited for on this trip, talking to people. As I’ve been reading, I’ve been reaching out to writers, friends of friends, asking if people are available for a cup of coffee and a chat. I want to ask strangers about the places they’re from, the places they live, how they think about identity. You can’t meet a place unless you meet some of its people.

I want to shake hands with all these places the same way I’m trying to shake hands with my mother: Hello, it’s nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot, but I’d like to get to know the real you.



These plans are all well and good, but all seem stupid as I’m trundling along the highway, looking at the landscape of cacti and rocks out my window and thinking, not without some guilt, No thank you!

I think there are desert people and then there is everyone else. It takes something specific to flourish in the desert, to find its beauty obvious, to take root and weather the dry heat, the epic and swift flash floods. Only certain people figure out how to blossom in a landscape where everything wears its bones on the outside, where scorpions wander in the front door and tarantulas have migrating seasons. I also think there are many people who live in the desert who never actually engage with it, floating between air-conditioned bubbles and perversely green and verdant oases, golf courses, and luxuriantly watered lawns.

When I was a little girl, we lived momentarily with my grandmother Harriet, who at the time was also living in Sacramento. I can’t remember if this was before or after we spent some nighttime hours on a quilt in the driveway while my mother sobbed and begged the police to come because she was adamant that men were inside the house, waiting to do horrible things to us. We stayed with Haha for a while, though, and in her house, Sunday evenings were for The Magical World of Disney. I vividly remember watching The Living Desert, which won the Academy Award for best documentary feature in 1953; the animated opening of winds, cherubic faces blowing Spanish ships across the seas:


Here in the shadow of [Mount Whitney] the wasteland begins. This is Death Valley, bitterest of all deserts and the lowest point on the American continent…. But this desolate basin is only the beginning of the great American desert. From the vicinity of Death Valley it reaches to the plains of Texas, and from a corner of Oregon, deep into old Mexico. For the granite blockade has created one of the largest deserts in the world.



The truth is, I am not headed into a great American desert. I am headed into an American, Mexican, and, soon enough, Canadian desert. The landscape that most defines the Southwest is actually three massive deserts, each of which is growing: the Sonoran Desert, at 100,387 square miles; the Chihuahuan Desert, at 139,769 square miles (both of these begin in Mexico); and the Mojave Desert, at 4,580 square miles. North of these deserts, reaching up into Canada, are the Central and Northern Basins, creating an arid kingdom “incredibly ugly yet fantastically beautiful,” as The Living Desert put it, whose reach is only expanding in a time of fires, droughts, and climate change.

Sitting on my grandmother’s living room floor watching The Living Desert, I thought: That is not a place for me. I was terrified by the dancing scorpions, the fighting tarantulas, the screaming javelina pigs. Life on Mars looked like it would be rough for a bog person like me.

My skin is made for misty green places and sweaters. Any place where other people would complain of the cold and the damp? That’s where I’m happy. Family trips to sunny, bright places usually result with me inside, reading, trying not to get aloe vera all over the pages of my book. That said, I made a general peace pact with heat. Living in Brooklyn with no air-conditioning for six years had forced me into a détente with humidity, which I learned to wear with little complaint. Rather than figure out how to install and remove a window AC unit, like thousands of New Yorkers do every spring and fall, I found it easier to create an intricate schedule. Before I left for work at Vanity Fair, I would put my dry sheets in the freezer. At night, I would down a ZzzQuil, take as cold a shower as possible, make my bed with the frozen sheets, point a fan directly at it, and hope I fell asleep before everything thawed. This seemed less intimidating than calling a handyman to install a standard window-unit air conditioner, and I did this for six years. Anyway, I got used to being hot.

Heading east on the other side of the mountains, dipping in between great basins and climbing the great Arizona/New Mexico Plateau (74,467 square miles), it is easy to forget about the Pacific Ocean behind you. These deserts are so big, it looks as though you are on a planet of deserts. It takes me reading a book called Horizontal Yellow by Dan Flores to realize that a lot of what I find so discombobulating about the desert is the lack of trees. But just because there aren’t any trees does not mean that this landscape is “barren.”

“What I want to say is that those of us who are repeat devourers of the Chihuahuan Desert recognize it as the living refutation of deserted. Hot and beautiful, it is spare only to forest-trained eyes,” Flores writes. “Looking out from the highway, across the endless creosote bush flats is to misapprehend. Ignore economics and this desert is a paradise, the most ecologically rich and diverse desert in the United States.”1

It’s some brutal economics to attempt to ignore, but in the months I am here I will try my hardest to become a desert person; I will eventually learn to see the signs that distinguish the Sonoran from the Chihuahuan; I will learn what Georgia saw that kept her in the clouds, painting her black door. But first I have to make it out of Phoenix alive.




Chapter Three Phoenix


Dead shopping malls rise like mountains beyond mountains

And there’s no end in sight / I need the darkness, someone please cut the lights

—ARCADE FIRE



All anyone in Phoenix wants to talk to me about is Los Angeles. Half of the people I speak with assure me that Phoenix is just like LA, nearly an extension, another suburb. There’s just as much money to be made, just as much culture, a quality of life that even supersedes LA, with more room, slightly better traffic, and better golfing. The other half tell me Los Angeles is a nefarious cloud on the horizon, infecting Phoenix with bad actors (the politics kind, not the show business kind) and increasingly bad traffic. They bemoan people who live here but commute to LA, making the congestion worse.

“It’s a magnet for people escaping California,” writer Francisco Cantú explains to me, “weirdly just bringing all the problems of California with them.” Problems like traffic, and adding to the Phoenix sprawl, which has this Angeleno floored at its expanse and flatness. Out of this desert plain rises the Camelback, a red mountain that lords over the city, a reminder of all the land underneath this extravaganza of strip malls.

When I try to explain to people what it is I’m doing, my example is that we all know that Arizona must be different from Louisiana. But how is Arizona different from New Mexico? Perhaps there’s an obvious answer to the people who live here, but not to everyone else. How, if at all, is Phoenix different from Tucson?

The first thing I notice about Phoenix is that many of the streets are six-lane-wide thoroughfares, with entrances to strip malls directly off the main road. A lack of side-street entrances means I enrage the people behind me by slowing down to pull into parking lots. These streets as big as highways, I will learn, are known as “stroads,” part road, part street, all bad news for urban planning, local economies, and quality of life.

While here, I’m staying with the parents of some friends, happy to point me in the direction of some of Phoenix’s attractions. They teach me to never leave any door open for too long, because of wandering scorpions. Their library features many biographies of both Bush administrations, and their home is decorated with fine art. In their neighborhood, many driveways feature white Teslas and Land Rovers.

One morning, before the sun rises, I join my host and his friends for their daily walk. I am not fully out of the back seat of one of those white Teslas before a small older man, legs bowed with age but wearing expensive workout gear, marches toward me, putting his own book into my hands. Gary Driggs wrote Camelback, a guide to the hikes up the mountain as well as its art and stories, in 1998. We have not been introduced before he begins, “You must understand that I have a veneer of knowledge about many things. A veneer is a thin layer—”

He decides that I can’t hear him well enough in the single file that the hike requires, so we “hike” back and forth on the concrete path between the car and the trailhead, over and over.

“The story of America is a story of progress,” he tells me. “And it’s better than it’s ever been. All this ‘Henny Penny, the sky is falling!’ It’s just not true. It never has been. That’s all politics.”

At some point Driggs pulls me over to inspect a flower and asks what I see.

“It’s lovely.”

“How many petals does it have?”

“There are five.”

“And what color are they?”

“Yellow.”

“No. There are four yellow petals and one white one. You see, there’s a hidden story behind everything, if you only think to look.” I notice that his sunglasses are Gucci and are women’s sunglasses.

Eventually we meet with the rest of the hikers, who take turns telling me stories of their time in Phoenix, extolling its virtues as a great place to raise children, run a corporation.



I meet up with a friend of a friend at Changing Hands, a bookstore with a full bar and a café that also hosts various book clubs and lectures. I ask what makes Arizona, Arizona.

“Arizona has a very independent, ‘we do it ourselves’ kind of mentality. Underlying, there’s still the idea that Arizona people are very self-sufficient. Bootstrapping,” she says to me, smiling and rolling her eyes at the same time.

In this, Arizona is very American, but maybe especially western. Why else would the metaphor include boots?

Speaking of boots, Dana Armstrong has a fantastic pair. She has even better hair. She has a Stevie Nicks/Dolly Parton coif, a seventies do that is part shag, part bouffant that no mortal woman should be able to pull off. Yet when she meanders into our first meeting at a familiar-feeling Mexican food joint filled with neon lights and generous portions of guacamole for our lunch, she pulls it off so easily, it’s intimidating. My first impression is of a woman who knows precisely what she likes, and what Dana likes is Phoenix, country music, and a good bar.

“I’m totally okay with Phoenix being an uncool place,” she tells me. “You can’t count on a place to make you happy.” That may be, but I’m certain that you can count on a place to make you unhappy.

Dana’s father, Frank, was the co-owner of a local joint called the Dirty Drummer, which opened in 1975. Eventually there were fourteen bars around the Phoenix area under his banner. Although he stepped down from the business in the nineties, and died in 2012, Dana’s ties to the bar remained strong. When she learned that the Drummer franchise was due to close, she and her friends stepped in. When we meet, a new lone Dirty Drummer bar is slated to open in the coming months and she is stressed about the new woodwork for the bar top.

Dana leads me far from the country clubs and green lawns. We go out for tacos and margaritas, and then to her favorite place to drink: the Arizona American Italian Club. Imagine all the perfectly cast extras from The Sopranos—that’s who’s drinking at the bar of the Arizona American Italian Club. A local soul duo with an electric keyboard entertains the slim crowd, and some hock glasses of house red keep our table of young Phoenix folks merry. When I ask any of them about their city, nearly everyone makes some mention of how much they like that Phoenix is not cool. Fuck cool. Fuck hipsters. It’s easy to have a good life in a cool city—but somewhere else?

“I feel most inspired here,” Dana tells me. “It feels original here.”



As I’m driving around Phoenix, I keep thinking about the Disneyland parking lot. Every time I’m at Disneyland, just after I’ve parked and I’m headed toward the trams that take visitors to the park entrances, I wonder what the walk back will feel like. Will it have been a good trip? Will I have noticed something new? How many corn dogs will I have consumed? In my early explorations of the desert, I’m aware of how new it all is—all my gear is
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