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Destruction In The Desert
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Let me begin by telling you that I am so goddamn mad at the universe, and I don’t know if I will ever not be mad. I don’t want to be, but I am, and I don’t know if I will ever not be mad, and that’s a shit way to go through life. Living with this emptiness is existing in the shrouded darkness of a grave, with the isolation and decay surrounding me. I don’t think the light will ever come back on, and this crumbling erosion will eventually bury me alive.

Why are assholes walking this earth, while my husband, who was the best person I had ever met in my life, is dead? My husband was fifty-three years old, loved his family immensely, and we loved him. Rick was vibrant, healthy, caring, and a wonderful husband and father. Why wasn’t a disgusting pedophile, a heartless murderer, rapist, or a cowardly wife beater, taken out in a violent wreck instead of my husband? Why weren’t one of them drug across the blistering black highway, their brain twisted and torn instead? 

There is no logic in this, and saying that it was god’s will, or he was needed in heaven, holds no credence with me! This kind of ridiculous religious rhetoric has never rung true to me. The atrocities of this world aren’t meant to be, and my husband was not needed in heaven. He didn’t even believe in heaven, so there’s that.

Religion has always made me cringe, and there are so many ghastly tales in that big black book known as the Bible, I feel this massive door stopper should reside in the horror section of the library, or better yet, on the banned books shelf. I also wouldn’t expose any child of mine to it, unless I was attempting to induce nightmares and fuck up their head.

I can feel the hurried exodus of many Christian readers, and I respect that, but I hope you stay and read my story. I have questioned the existence of god and heaven for a long while, and with all the sorrow and chaotic life-changing incidents that have happened in my life in the last fourteen years, I am most assuredly leaning towards a firm nope, and Mr. god will get no hallelujahs here. Your experiences shape you, and I have had more than enough reasons  to not believe, but that’s me. Your beliefs are yours. This book is strictly from my memory and a scant amount of hospital records. I am sure some of my recollections have paled and waned, and have sprouted some different versions or followed a different timeline than the actual events with the years, but my essential truth is here. I have not purposely stated any untruths in the writing of this memoir.

I apologize if my beliefs are blasphemous to you, but without putting my stance out there, this book is one big lie. This isn’t about belief or disbelief, but rather it is about truth, as I saw it and lived it. If my views are egregious to you, this is your opportunity to bow out now and keep scrolling with no need to punch that “Buy Now” button.

So here it is.

My husband had a playful, fun personality, with just the right amount of seriousness in his beautiful gray green eyes. When he smiled at me, his upturned lips felt like a secret message meant just for me, and when he smiled at others, his face was open, warm, and friendly. Rick’s hair was dark and fine, and he didn’t have much of it. He joked about his measly mop, and how it wasn’t much good for blocking the sun, and hats and caps were a staple in his wardrobe. Rick told me that he starting losing his hair in his early twenties; that receding hairline just allowed me to see more of his handsome face, and he was very handsome! Rick was about 5’ 11” in height, and weighed around 165 pounds when we first met, with a muscular and strong physique that I loved. Even though his head wasn’t hairy, his chest and legs were. Rick was a little shy, or maybe quiet is a better word. He didn’t come on like gangbusters like so many men do, which has always made me uncomfortable. He had the aura of a man that was confident, which was one of the many things that attracted me to him. This was a sexy, masculine, smart, funny man, with not a bit of arrogance or chauvinism. In my eyes, he was the whole package. He had such a way of making me feel so special in this world, and nobody has ever made me feel like that, before or since. Rick was deep but didn’t want to show it. But he also had a deep hurt that he didn’t share with me; I just knew it was there. I could see it in his eyes, and feel it in his embrace. I loved him with all my heart and soul.

When this whole nightmare began, we had been together for about twenty years. Rick had just spent almost two weeks working in the Black Rock Desert under the scorching hot Playa sun, performing grueling work for a large group of high ticket pleasure seekers and weekend warriors who were attending the Burning Man Festival that was held yearly in the bone dry desert of Nevada. These thrill seekers and alternative lifestyle lovers had paid Rick a generous salary to create a camp, protect their high end coaches and motorhomes, feed them, and keep them happy through the annual event of Burning Man. This was a huge undertaking, and not just anyone could pull it off; Rick’s responsibility was huge and would be daunting for most of us.

He had started working for this group eight years prior, and once they found him, they held onto him, getting in touch with him each year to handle their comfort during this extravaganza that is known worldwide. Black Rock City is set up every year, and is located about a hundred miles east of Reno, Nevada, where Rick, myself, and our son Joe, had lived for years. If you aren’t familiar with Burning Man, I have a detailed explanation of this event in Chapter Two.

Rick would go out to Black Rock Desert in Nevada two or three days earlier than the rest of his crew, find the camp, and set up the temporary abode. The others in the crew would show up a few days later, and the games would begin! 

Burning Man has a policy that nothing is to be for sale on the Playa, so absolutely everything had to be brought in, and I mean everything! Food, drink,(especially drinking water) sleeping bags, pillows, a couch for relaxing, tarps for shade... I cannot even imagine organizing and putting this together! 

The Playa is brutally hot, dusty, and dirty during the day, while the evenings are just as gritty, but are bone chillingly cold, with winds whipping up even more sand, making vision almost impossible at times. Participants come from around the world, not knowing what to expect, not being prepared for the winter like night air, bringing only shorts, tank tops, bathing suits, and skimpy costumes. It’s the desert, after all. Rick would bring along a pile of blankets, coats, ponchos, scarves, and hats to keep these clueless participants warm when the blazing sun went down, and the starry inky desert nights set in,  and the glint of a nocturnal critter’s eyes occasionally disperse an eerie jaundiced light.

It really was a life event for a lot of the participants, and many returned year after year.  This was their week to let loose, and many of them spent the rest of the year behind desks, gathered around conference tables, answering to corporate bosses, donning unattractive smocks to check groceries out for housewives, slinging burgers or mugs of beer, or any other number of monotonous jobs. But this week was theirs to live in wild abandon, with some sweat, grime, music, and lots of other things thrown in to enhance the experience. Chief executive officers, presidents and owners of vast companies, celebrities, mingled with the average everyday food server/week-end art lover and grocery checking free spirit. Participants and “burners” came from all walks of life, and all corners of the world. It was an event that through the years has become a lifestyle and mindset that allowed people to live as they wished for a week,  letting loose and enjoying themselves to the fullest on the Black Rock Desert of Nevada.

Rick was a hard worker, extremely organized, knew how to lead and direct a crew, and did it all mostly with a smile. He just got things done, and didn’t let himself get flustered, irritated or disheartened, though when he did, he would quickly figure out a solution to the problem, and move on from there. Rick was amazing in this way, and I was always in awe of his ability to be so calm and purposeful in the midst of what I would consider chaos, and promptly have a breakdown! I dwell on things, trying to figure out a solution, and if I can’ do that, I throw my hands up and become frustrated. We were a good balance to each other in this way.  

Hard work didn’t faze Rick; he could labor around the clock with very little sleep, and did it all with humor and an even temper. I have seen him get upset with individuals on a catering gig or job site, but only when their work wasn’t being done and they were slacking on their duties. I on the other hand, would have gotten so royally pissed off, and that’s why I am better working by myself in a comfortable environment with a thermostat regulated temperature.

Our son Joe had been traveling to the Playa with his dad since he was seventeen, and of course, he loved it! What 17-year-old boy wouldn’t? With an abundance of female flesh to ogle, techno music, art, neon, bike riding, late nights, and I don’t want to know what else, Burning Man is a virtual hedonistic heaven for young people. But more than all of this, Joe loved seeing his dad in action, the big boss, getting things done, directing his crew, etc. Joe was proud of his dad, and they both treasured this time they had to spend together. The camaraderie that they experienced under the wide open Nevada sky was priceless, with lots of laughter, jokes, and shared opinions of some of the stranger sites that they wouldn’t have been comfortable sharing with anyone but each other. I am certain there was more than a bit of father/son imbibing, and I didn’t have a problem with that. They weren’t driving or in some rowdy bar, so go for it, and have some fun, my guys! As kids get older, the less and less time we have with them, so this yearly trek was a brilliant father and son getaway.

Along with Joe, Rick’s mother and brother had gone to Burning Man with Rick to be part of his eight or nine person crew. At this time, his mom was in her early seventies, and why she would want to subject herself to Burning Man is something that baffled me, but to each his own. Rick’s brother was in his early fifties, and the rest of the crew were made up of Joe, his friends, and some trusted workers that Rick had grown to know and trust through the years. They were all young and strong, and loved being part of the gang.

Part of the crew’s salary for working was that they were given a ticket to Burning Man. Rick’s employer would give him a certain number of these much coveted tickets, and he would give these to his crew for their work. This in itself was more than enough incentive for many to make the trek out to Black Rock and work, but Rick also paid them a good wage, and his crew loved working for him. He was fair and allowed them to have their share of fun as long as the job got done. There were a few that weren’t asked to help the following year because their work ethic didn’t rise to the occasion. Working at Burning Man was a tough duty, and entailed much more than just a good time.

Was I thrilled about my husband going out to the desert where there was an abundance of barely clothed young women, who were high, drunk, and horny, looking for some strange stuff? I honestly didn’t mind. Rick was there to work, and although I am sure he enjoyed the scenery, that was not his prime agenda... making some money was! I never worried about him doing more than looking, and I don’t think that he ever did. There are times when you just have to trust that your mate will do the right thing. We had been married for over two decades by this time, and I didn’t want to put myself in the sickening position of worrying, wondering, and imagining the worst for ten plus days. I had done my share of that in my younger days, and it was no fun! I chose quiet relaxation for a few days instead.

I had many friends who said if their husband were going to Burning Man, they would damn sure be there too. Everyone is different; I had no desire to be in the scorching and arid Nevada desert among thousands of participants covered in chalky Playa dust, smoking joints, lifting bottles of booze, along with their arms to reveal hairy, stinky armpits! I had been sober for fifteen years, and Burning Man held no appeal for me; a couple of decades ago, I would have gone early and stayed late... not now. I need my own space, don’t relish grit in my food, and enjoy hot showers, clean clothes and my comfy bed too much!

As far as I was concerned, the days that Rick spent at Burning Man every summer were just a part of our yearly income, and he was paid very well for his time. So what if he saw a few dozen boobs, threw back a few shots, and smoked a couple of joints? He worked hard all year, and even though this was arduous labor, it was also fun for him, and that made me happy! Besides, our son was there, and worked closely with his dad. I am sure it may sound pretty unconventional to most, but for us, it was just business as usual. If I had ever found out that he had done anything untoward out there, we would have had a serious shouting match, but that never happened, or if it did, I never heard about it.

Rick was a workaholic, and had always held down two or three jobs at a time. He didn’t enjoy punching a time clock, so roofing, construction, bartending, catering, and odd jobs were the elements he wove together to provide for his family, and we never wanted for much. We certainly didn’t live high on the hog, and there was no financial portfolio or summer home, but our needs were met; we were happy. Our house was in a middle class neighborhood, we took the occasional vacation, and our bills were always paid... in my book, we were winning. Most of all, we loved each other, and I always felt protected, loved, and cared for. I suppose many women wouldn’t have been happy with this sort of life, but I couldn’t have asked for more. I loved Rick so much, and in my eyes, our marriage was pretty damn great. I don’t need a bigger house, car, bank account, or any of the other things that seem to create happiness in so many people.

Though I had never gone to Burning Man with Rick, I wish with all of my heart and soul that I had gone with him in 2012. Could I have convinced him to put his seatbelt on? Yes, if only to quiet my rant about the safety of seatbelts. Could I have talked him into waiting until the wind died down to begin the voyage home, or not to load his trailer so heavily, and instead making two trips to get his equipment and supplies? I think I could have convinced him to do this. There are so many scenarios that could have happened that didn’t, and if they had, Rick wouldn’t be dead now. But none of these things are the way things unfolded, and my husband is gone.

Inside my head, I am screaming why, and the screaming never stops, just like my hot red anger; even now after fourteen years, the screams of why still echo over and over. I know that my love and desperate ache for him will never end. Rick was the love of my life, my knight in shining armor, and my prince after many frogs. We were good together, and although the road getting there was bumpy, it became a smooth sailing ride. Rick and I just worked, and I believed we had nothing but blue skies ahead. 

Instead, my husband’s body was hurled into a hazy, filmy sky, landing him in the middle of the desolate asphalt highway, then sending him skidding hundreds of feet, with his head bouncing along that blistering and bumpy desert road until his mangled body came abruptly to a stop, bloody, unconscious, and devoid of any perception of what had just happened. Nothing would ever be the same.
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What Is Burning Man?
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Burning Man is a week long, large scale event that is focused on art, community, self expression and reliance that is held in the Black Rock Desert of Nevada yearly, and is roughly 100 miles northeast of Reno. It has been in existence since 1986, when it began in San Francisco, but by 1999 had outgrown its location, and was moved to the Nevada desert.   Throngs of “burners” come from all corners of the world, and from all walks of life to be a part of this experience. The event is world renown, and is mentioned in movies, songs, and books. This dry and barren area becomes a mecca of activity for a week out of the year. The rest of the time, the only inhabitants are vultures, rattlesnakes, coyotes, all with dark and flinty sparkling eyes, spikey cactus, rolling tumbleweeds, and other desert creatures that roam and grow in this waterless desolation.

Generally, Burning Man is held the last week of August and extends until September 1. There are art structures, techno music, bikes, funky clothing and costumes, lots of neon, and without a doubt, drugs, drinking, sex, and general debauchery, all wrapped up in feathers, leather, fur and fishnet.

Way back in the day when Burning Man first began, the tickets were free. In 2025, ticket prices range from $550 up to $3,000. 

There is a temporary medical center, a police force known as the Black Rock Rangers, and even an airport! It truly is a city unto itself during that sweltering late summer week.

Here are the ten principles of Burning Man:

Radical inclusion: Everyone is welcome.

Gifting: Burning Man is devoted to the act of giving, and reciprocity is not expected.

No Commodification: No commercial contracts, sponsorships, or advertising to help preserve the spirit of gift giving. 

Radical self-reliance: Burning Man encourages its participants to rely on his or her inner resources.

Radical self-expression: Each person brings their own unique gifts.

Communal effort: Everyone works together to create a collaboration that is co-created, therefor a genuine spirit of community is realized.

Civil responsibility: All participants must obey local, state, and federal laws. Participants must want to take responsibility for nurturing culture.

Leaving no trace: Respects the environment, and is committed to leaving no physical trace of any activities where participants gathered. 

Participation: Everyone is included, and is encouraged to work and play.

Immediacy: Participation with purpose overcomes boundaries that stand between us.

This information was taken from taken from Burningman.org

Are these tenets followed strictly? I am not sure if they were in the early years, but my guess from information that I have gathered, is that this list of principles is no longer very important to most attendees.

The gathering has received bad press, along with a lot of good press.  The bad press is  that it has become commercialized and has strayed away from its original ideas of self-expression and community. The number of attendees has risen to around eighty thousand and it has been said that the idea of “leaving no trace,” is impossible because of the sheer number of people that converge in a relatively small area for a short period of time with no clean up crew after the event. Even many burners admit to this, and the majority of the attendees don’t give one shit about leaving the desert the way they found it. In their opinion, it’s akin to going to a hotel room that you don’t have to clean; just gather your belongings and go.  Broken down vehicles, bikes, garbage, and a week’s worth of evidence of human presence along with an altered landscape is what is left.

Many children come and with their parents, and an adult must accompany all kids under eighteen years of age andkids under twelve are admitted for free. There is even a group of camps called Kidsville that is child and family oriented. My son started going there when he was seventeen, but as a younger teenager, I wouldn’t have allowed it.

In my opinion, Burning Man is not a fun and enlightening event for the whole family. It might be alright for younger children, but my thoughts are that once they reach adolescence, there is too much temptation at this free spirited event.

Burning Man is made up of mostly white and wealthy participants. The gathering is now very much tech and Silicon Valley centered. Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, and Mark Zuckerberg have all attended. If a celebrity shows up, such as Katy Perry, Susan Sarandon, and Heidi Klum, it becomes international news. These wealthy powerhouses are the people who dictate the flavor and politics of Burning Man, not the food server, grocery store clerk, or local business owner attendee. Money always talks, whether in the air conditioned boardroom or the sun scorched desert. 

I have never been an attendant of Burning Man, but I really didn’t have any strong opinions about it one way or the other. I understand that Rick went out there of his own volition; he was a big boy, and nobody forced him to go. We reaped the benefits that the income provided our family.

The tragedies that have occurred in mine and my son’s lives aren’t the fault of Burning Man. With that said, I have never thought that this festival is all about the art, self expression, and brotherhood that we are led to believe it is. I feel that Burning Man is a conglomerate of these things, plus wild abandon, sex, drugs, music, and is a place where hidden desires have the possibility of becoming a reality. Come on people, let’s call a party a party, and dispense with the bullshit.

When it’s time for the Burners to head for the Playa,  they invade Reno; time for the stores to be filled with them shopping for easy meals to take to the desert, filling up the parking lots with their crumbing dented vans and trailers, and shopping for last-minute essentials. Many times, Burners park their vans on city streets, and leave them there for the week of the event. This is not appreciated by locals, as I am sure you can imagine. I had a motor home parked right in front of my store for the entire week of Burning Man. My store wasn’t visible from the street because the vehicle was tall, and many visitors to the area weren’t aware that it was there unless they were out and about, walking and exploring the vibrant and flamboyant streets of Midtown.

The street that our house is on is filled with these vans and campers, with residents or visitors just waiting to head to Black Rock. The roads are fairly narrow throughout my neighborhood, and with vans and large motor homes parked in the street, squeezing by them is sometimes tricky. Oh well, it’s only for a week or so, then they will be gone for another year. 

The Reno airport will be swarmed with festival participants heading to the Playa, and getting flights into Reno at this time isn’t easy. The airport authorities put out notices that the burners need to bathe and wear appropriate clothes when they fly so as to not offend other passengers.

The usual prohibited items are on a list of forbidden travel articles. The airport does not supply showers or storage facilities., and the principle of Leave No Trace is asked of the travelers, meaning that no trash or recyclables should be dumped at the airport. Luggage with Playa dust should be placed in plastic bags, provided by the airline, after as much dust as possible has been removed. I am assuming this is referring to the return sojourn, unless it’s dust left from the prior year.

Travelers are advised to check in at least two hours early for domestic flights, and several hours for international flights. The airport accepts bike donations at specific times during the final days of the event. There are a few more things that the airport offers, like information booths, and transportation options. Burning Man is a huge deal, and I feel sorry for the airport workers during that week. I am sure it’s a busy, trying, and frantic time for them.

The following information comes from an article that I found in Wikipedia.

Statistically, there has been about one death a year. The deaths are often because of accidents, drug use, and medical emergencies.

One notable incident happened in 2018 when a person deliberately ran into the fire of The Burning Man on the last day of the festival.

There was a suicide in 2007.

In 2024, one woman died on the first day of the festival.

These are some of the more notable deaths, but with Burning Man attracting 80,000 people or more, it is statistically more likely to experience some deaths. Considering the number of participants, it seems to be a relatively safe event.

The actual “Burning Man” has gone from 8 feet in 1986 when the celebration started, to 44 feet in 2025, and is burned on Saturday night before Burning Man ends on Labor Day Monday. The significance of burning the structure is one of release and a new beginning. 

There’s not much more to say about Burning Man, except that it brings large throngs of participants to the area, and they spend a lot of money in Reno and the surrounding areas. Locals love it for this reason, or at least most do, but there are definitely burner haters in Reno and the surrounding area. When we owned the store and they came in to shop, everyone was always friendly and in a great mood, looking forward to their week in the desert. It was fun to talk to other areas of the country, and even different countries. They were all so surprised that I had no desire to attend. I just laughed and told them to make sure and stock up on the sunscreen and water before heading out. Oh, and say hey to my husband if you happen to cross his path!

It gets a little annoying when the burners buy up all the groceries in the local supermarkets, camp in parking lots and city streets before they head to the Playa, and then bring all of that nasty clinging dust back with em. Oh, and the patchouli oil; That shit stinks! I used to wear it when I was in my teens, and I remember all the adults in my family really disliking the smell, and now I know why all the cringes when I doused myself in it!

The burning question (pun intended) is the price of tickets. The lowest cost of a ticket to the weeklong event in 2025 is $250-$350, but these tickets are limited and are gone very quickly. On top of the ticket cost, each vehicle that is brought onto the Playa requires a vehicle pass, which is $150 per vehicle, plus fees. If you can purchase a higher priced ticket in 2025, which are priced at $650, $750, $950, $1,500, and $3,000, plus taxes and fees, these are available if you have the funds. These prices are per person, and the vehicle fee applies on top of the ticket cost.

Burning Man demographic data shows that over the past decade, there has been a vast increase in attendees with incomes of between $100,000 and $300,000, with a dramatic decline of attendees with an income of $50,000 or less. In the last few years, there has been a large influx of what is called “plug-and-players,” who are high income attendees that pay others to haul in their upscale recreational vehicles, cook their meals, maintain their camp, and clean up after them when they leave. This is exactly what Rick was doing, being hired by wealthy groups that came out to play with the commoners.

There has been a definite decline in ticket sales in 2025. Diehard burners are hoping that this is a good sign, and that many of the plug-and-players have gotten bored with Burning Man, and that fewer are attending. This may be true, but do the money makers of Burning Man feel the same way? I highly doubt it. Would they rather see old time burners buying low priced admission, or the wealthy and savvy tech crowd of Silicon Valley and beyond, buying high priced tickets? Also, if it’s true that the old time burners are hoping to weed out (again, pun intended) plug-and-players, what happened to the first principle of Burning Man, which is radical inclusion and everyone included?

This year 2025, a Russian man, aged thirty-seven, who had been living in Tacoma, Washington, was found dead in a pool of blood at Burning Man. A homicide investigation was prompted to be performed by state and federal officials. This happened in the midst of peace, love, and inclusivity, not in the middle of a war, riot, or ICE invasion.

Burning Man has become political, commercial, corporate, and capitalistic. How could it not? This is America, and we are all of these things. It only stands to reason that these American values would infiltrate this yearly event. It isn’t all kumbaya and kale anymore, folks. Rarely does anything thwart the love of money.

The event has gained international attention and brought notoriety to the desolation of the Nevada desert. Burning Man is a pop-up city that happens every year, rain or shine. The only thing that has been capable of cancelling the event was Covid. The organizational skills and planning involved in putting on this sort of event are monumental and praiseworthy, no doubt about it. With that said, there is still a question in my mind of what Burning Man is really all about anymore.
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Rick in his silly BM wig he brought out every year.
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