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Part One





  1


Birth of a Mule

BY THE MIDDLE OF 2006, years of hard work were paying off for me. I’d made the leap from writing for local rags to selling feature articles to the national magazines. I’d landed myself in the pages of Esquire. I’d even been published in the mighty New Yorker. Travel had come to me, attention, publicity, parties, all of it. At thirty, I was suddenly making and spending money in a way I never had. Wild and lusty Austin, my adopted hometown, was the perfect place for the mood I was in; the arrogance of my new success was a giant that followed me through the nightlife everywhere. And why shouldn’t it? I was a normal guy enjoying what I’d earned. When Playboy ran my byline on a story about the backstage scene at City Limits, a Chamber of Commerce rep started giving me VIP passes to all the big events. Soon after, at a private rooftop party at the Belmont on 6th, I found myself at the end of the bar, drunk, well dressed, grinning. It was late October, the weather was mild, the stars were out, and at long last I was somebody. Standing before me was a beautiful girl.

“What’s your name?” I asked her.

“Kate,” she said.

“Here with anybody?”

“Not yet.”

I snatched her arm, claiming my prize.

First it was sex everywhere, in the dressing rooms at her store, in my truck outside the bars. But by just a few weeks later, it was becoming something else.

“Can I ask you something real, James?” Kate said to me in bed one night. “How many people have you slept with?”

I laughed in the dark. I told her, “Don’t you know you’re the only one?”

She elbowed me in the ribs. She laughed, too, and said, “Don’t lie to me. Nothing will ever matter as long as you don’t lie.”

We lived in that dream, breathing it, eating it. After more than a decade working in department stores, Kate had just been promoted to general manager of the downtown Metropolitan Apparel. She was twenty-seven, pulling in double anything she ever made in retail, feeling as big about things as I was. We were always together in the restaurants and clubs, celebrating our success like an endless coronation. All the loud people around us were doing the same thing.

One night, everyone else in the world asleep, I lit a cigarette beside her on the couch on her porch while she smoked a joint. I said quietly, “Kate? What’s really going on with us?”

She said, “Do you mean, When is this going to end?”

“It’s always ended for me,” I nodded and told her.

She said, “Don’t you know I’m scared, too?”

Should we be cautious? But the future felt enormous, everything possible, and carelessness took control. Shopping at Whole Foods a few days before Christmas, Kate caught a whiff of the salmon in the seafood section, ran outside, and vomited.

We rang in New Year’s 2007 leafing through baby books in Kate’s bed, because I’d given up my apartment to move in with her and we were pregnant. We were nervous, happy, and soon we had the first sonogram pictures taped to the bathroom mirror. In the pictures, the fetus was a tadpole attached to the yolk sac. We nicknamed the baby Peanut.

Six weeks later, we’d lost our jobs, and both of our careers were gone. We never considered not keeping our child.

 

The end of our life in Austin is the same story almost everyone in the country can tell now. Metropolitan terminated Kate for “inability to manage employees effectively,” right after she told them she was pregnant, even though she’d never been written up for ineffective management, or anything else. She came home in tears. Of course they didn’t want a pregnant girl running their trendy store. Of course they wanted to cut her inflated housing-bubble salary—her sales associates let her know she’d been replaced for less than a third her pay.

We immediately filed a discrimination case with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, which Metro contested, and then the EEOC informed us that although our case had merit, there weren’t the resources to pursue it. We didn’t have the money to risk taking on the corporation on our own. Kate’s COBRA coverage began a steady destruction of our slim savings. I sold my beloved Ranger for next to nothing on Craigslist to pay for engine repairs on Kate’s twelve-year-old Forester. Kate had been fired; she had to be on the phone day after day with the Texas Workforce Commission, explaining what had actually happened, begging for unemployment benefits. But before we could celebrate the commission’s letter finally granting them to her, every editor I’d ever worked with let me know that not only was there no work for me now, there wouldn’t be anytime soon: subscriptions and ad revenues were way down, and they were having to lay off their in-house people. I’d always loved freelancing for the guts and freedom of it. Now I was paying the dues of that freedom. I didn’t even qualify to apply for unemployment.

I continued pitching story ideas everywhere, but the rejections came in like an endless wave. I sent my résumé to every print outlet I could think of, and didn’t hear back from any of them. Then I tried for anything I thought would offer a livable wage—substitute teaching, marketing, paralegal—and never got called from any of those either. Even the temp agencies said they didn’t have anything right now for someone with my qualifications. I kept asking myself, How could this have happened to me, with the byline I’ve worked so hard to build? Kate and I would rub each other’s shoulders in the night, saying to each other on the verge of panic, “Everything will be fine if we just keep trying.”

We were among the first to get hit by the downturn, didn’t even know there was one yet. We felt alone, ashamed, humiliated. We avoided all our working friends, knew they didn’t want to hear our embarrassing sob story. Once Kate’s $370-per-week unemployment payments started coming in and we saw that we could just scrape by on them if we squeezed out every penny, we breathed a little, tried to make the best of it. We told each other we were lucky that Kate didn’t have to work while she was pregnant, that something in my field would turn up soon. With nothing else to do but pray for a callback, we swam in the pool of our complex in the middle of the day, and in the evenings we drove across town to hang out with Mason.

Kate had met Mason through a girl at Metro when she was new in town and looking for a weed hookup. Mason was a longhaired born-over-here Korean kid with a thick Gulf Coast accent. The only thing really Asian about him was a samurai sword on his wall he’d purchased off TV. He pushed cell phones at Sprint for his day job, sold pot on the side to make ends meet. His wife, Emma, was a waitress at Kerbey Lane, and together they had a two-year-old daughter named Bayleigh.

Mason and Emma were evacuees from Biloxi, had lost their house in Katrina, were still waiting for an insurance settlement eighteen months later. Unlike the people we usually spent time with, Mason and Emma never tried to pretend to be upbeat. They told stories about the hellhole the city had put them in when they’d first been relocated from the FEMA trailers, how the door of that apartment had been kicked in three times while they’d been sleeping, how they’d bought their own television over and over again from the pawnshop every time it was stolen.

But Bayleigh made them happy. She had pigtails, was always bouncing around the room and saying, “Watch me jump, Mom! Watch me jump, Dad!” like everything in the world was just fine. Kate and I would go over at her bedtime, and she would say, “Watch me jump, guys!” to us, too. Then Emma would tuck her into bed, come back out, and tie on her apron for work. She’d narrow her eyes at Mason from the door and tell him, “Try not to pass out, in case she needs you.” He’d shout back, “You think I’d ever pass out on my own kid?”

None of us were in the mood to say much, so we didn’t. Mason and Kate would smoke a blunt. I’d drink beer. We’d kill the evening together staring at the TV. Kate had the kind of morning sickness that went on all day. The weed calmed her stomach enough so she could keep down food; Mason knew our situation, didn’t charge us anything. Kate had printed out a study done on Jamaican women that said pot had no effect on their babies. Still, sometimes when we’d drive home, she’d whisper to herself, “What if I’m hurting my child?” I didn’t like that she was getting high, told her so, but felt as helpless about it as everything else. It was only once a day; she promised to quit soon. How could I begrudge her what she needed to cope with all the shitty things that were happening?

When Mason was stoned, his eyes would get really narrow, he’d grind his teeth, smack his hand on his knee, and shout out of the blue, “Man, we’re never going to recover from the fucking hurricane.” Then he’d notice we were there and his voice would soften. “I’m sorry, you guys, I know what you’re going through. You have each other. Everything is going to be okay.”

With no calls for interviews, and no options left except menial labor and minimum wage, I became depressed, stopped shaving. Then I noticed my beard was falling out. I saw it in the bathroom mirror the first time, small bare patches under my chin like crop circles in a field. I looked it up on the Internet: alopecia areata barbae. There was no known treatment or cure; it was caused by stress. Kate noticed it one day when we were showering, and to lighten the mood she called me Captain Patchy. The Internet said that sometimes the lost hair would grow back quickly, but in other cases it never did.

Kate would usually fall asleep on Mason’s couch after they’d finished their blunt, her hands on her belly, her long black hair splayed across her cheek. She seemed so tragically beautiful to me at those times, like a weary woman in a Rembrandt painting. When she was sleeping, Mason and I would go outside to smoke cigarettes on his balcony. His apartment was one in a stack, the view from the balcony of only the parking lot below. That life could be this terrifying was something I’d never imagined, and I’d worry my beard patches, say as much to him. Mason would tell me, “I know what you mean. And to ask us to bring our kids in on top of it? Who makes this shit up?”

When our lease ran out in May, we gave up on Austin, used our security deposit and the last of our savings to move. Mason came over to help us pack our U-Haul. It didn’t take long, because we didn’t have much and the rest of it we were leaving behind. Then we sat on boxes in our emptied living room and ate a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken together. Mason and Kate smoked a blunt. Mason said at last, “You guys have become such good friends, if you ever need anything, please just ask. We’re all we’re ever going to have in this life, you know? Each other and our kids and that’s it.”

 

My mother had told us to come to Florida, that we could stay in her spare bedroom until we figured things out. But Kate wanted to have the baby where she was from in Northern California, where she said we could get by on almost nothing. She told me again on our drive across the Great Southwest that her part of California was like no other part of the state. That there were mountains and trees were everywhere. That the snow sometimes fell six feet deep in the winter. That the border of Oregon was only an hour away and there were lions and bears in the woods. “And the people,” she said, her hair tied back in a blue bandana like she’d started wearing it, “are a mountain people. They’re rough and hard, and there’s a part of me that’s like that, too.”

Where she took me was Dunsmuir, a tiny mountain town in a rugged canyon that once thrived on the railroad and logging. Her parents had found a place for us there, a rundown cedar-shingled one-bedroom cabin on the Upper Sacramento River that a guy they knew owned. When we pulled up to it, I expected a frontier family to come out onto the porch and stare at us like, “What do you people think you’re doing here?” The cabin was off the road in a stand of cedars; the rent was $375 a month, water and a two-burner Coleman included; there was no electricity; we’d have to buy wood for the stove to heat the place in winter.

I put on a brave face about it, still couldn’t believe all of this was happening. Kate’s scrawny father had been an itinerant timber faller, her tough mother had driven a forklift in the McCloud sawmill before it had closed. When I met them for the first time, I could see they were worn-out drunks. They were supposed to help us move in, but they sat on the porch and drank can after can of Coors. Kate didn’t have much to say to them as we carried in our things, so I didn’t either. I could tell right away we hadn’t come here because of them.

The air was crisp and clean; everywhere were lakes and streams, everywhere high forested ridges. The water that flowed down from there fed the great agriculture fields of California. Kate took me driving through the timber up old logging roads to look at the snow-covered height of Mount Shasta. “People dream of the mountain,” Kate told me one evening as we sat on a blanket in a field of lupine, six thousand feet up. “The Indians did. Some of the Gold Rush miners did, too. Then in the sixties it started calling the hippies, a white mountain every night in their dreams. They rode the rails, came in beat-up cars, raised their families in camps in the woods. Now it calls the odds and ends. People show up with just the clothes on their backs. Somehow they make their way here and never leave again.”

“So why did you leave, Kate?”

She thought about it. She said, “I guess I wanted other things out of life then, James. A mountain just didn’t seem like enough to me at the time.”

A few weeks after we moved in, Kate’s mother came by one evening with a pot of pork and beans, sat for a while and rubbed Kate’s belly, and then asked Kate for money. I was lying on the bed in the backroom to give them some time together; of course I was also listening in on what they had to say. What her mother said was “If you have any spare change, you know we could use it. You must have saved something out there in the world. Isn’t that why you went there? God knows this cabin isn’t spendy.”

First Kate said, “Don’t you know that’s why we’re living in it?” Then she said, “Is it going to be the same old shit after all this time?”

Later, when Kate came to bed, she took my hand to feel the baby. There it was like always, kick kick kick.

“A boy or a girl this time?” she asked.

“A boy this time,” I said.

“You still want to name him Evan?”

“My old man would have liked that.”

We were quiet in the evening’s cool, the cabin quiet around us. At last I said to Kate, “Did she really ask you for money?”

“It was only a matter of time.”

“Don’t they think about us and the baby at all?”

“They know the baby will survive on my milk.”

 

There wasn’t any work up there to look for, so I didn’t. Discussions about what we were going to do next we put off for now. We were getting by on the little we had, growing closer together. Sometimes it felt like nothing was wrong.

That long summer in the mountains, I’d never seen anything so lovely as my pregnant Kate. Inch by inch her belly grew, and with it our baby inside her. She spent more time in the mornings brushing her hair because the hormones had made it thicker. She headed out early for walks, coming home with her bandana full of wild blackberries she’d gathered from the bushes by the tracks. “Do you think you could live here forever, James?” she asked me one afternoon.

I’d caught two rainbow trout from the river, was gutting them in the sink. I’d spent a little extra money on a couple cheap poles; all I ever did anymore was fish. “Live here forever? Maybe if there was any work. The air’s clean. It’s safe. It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever been.”

“But in a place like this, it would be just you and me. No big distractions and not a ton of friends. Just you and me and the kid. Would that be enough for you?”

The trout were fat and fleshy, and had appeared on my line like miracles. That I’d reeled them in for our dinner had made me glad all day. Outside the window, the Steller’s Jays were blue dashes in the boughs of our cedars. I said to her, “What did all of that mean anyway? If we could pay for it, I’d live anywhere in the world with just you.”

Mason called at the end of August: he and Emma were fighting. Of course they would work it out, but could he come and see us for a while? Kate called up someone she knew from high school, a guy named Darren, who she knew could hook her up with some weed. I worried about the cost, but she said she wasn’t going to ask him for much, probably wouldn’t even have to pay for it. It was the least she could do for Mason, she told me, after everything he did for us before we left Austin.

When I came back the three and a half hours from the Sacramento airport with Mason in the car, still reeling in my head from the busy city, Kate had a neat blunt rolled for him and they got stoned on the porch right away. All the two of them did, as they smoked under our tall trees, was laugh like a pair of old hyenas. When I asked them what they were laughing about, Mason grinned at me and said, “Poor James doesn’t even know. It’s because this kush is so fucking good.”

“Look at you now,” he said to me, “a mountain man and all. In a motherfucking flannel jacket just like a goddamn lumberjack.”

I crossed my arms where I stood in the yard and beamed at him.

“How much do you pay for an eighth of this?” Mason asked Kate. Kate batted her eyes at him and said, “Man, don’t you know I grew up out here? I get this shit for free.”

He said, “You have any idea the money I could make with a pound of this in Austin?”

 

It was great to have Mason at the cabin, a friend from the life we’d lived before, seeing us grown into this different place. I’d become proud of the mountains and how beautiful they were, wanted to impress him with our life in them. Mason mostly slept all day, which Kate said was because of the altitude, and when he’d rub his eyes open at last, it was all I could do not to drag him from the couch and down to the river. By the time he’d come to Dunsmuir, I knew a dozen foaming riffles that consistently produced big trout.

Fishing the bend at Sweetbriar one afternoon, Mason said to me, above the roar of the water, “I’ve got this idea. I’ve got this money saved. I’m going to go to Korea to see my uncle and buy as many knockoff cell phones as I can. I’m going to bring them back and sell them out of the back of the store. I’ll double my money easy.”

It was another one of Mason’s schemes. He always had a bunch: to buy a camera and start a real estate video business, to buy a mixing board and turn his living room into a recording studio, to buy a home silk-screening machine and sell T-shirts on eBay. They excited him for a time, but they frustrated Emma, who would always point out the catches. “Plenty of people already have real estate video businesses,” she’d say and roll her eyes. “How are we going to compete with them?” Or “Who’ll want to record their crappy albums in our dirty living room or buy T-shirts you haven’t even designed yet, Mason?” Knockoff cell phones from Korea seemed to me like something in that same vein. Instead of saying so, I asked him, “How much do you have saved?”

“Four thousand dollars.”

A year ago, that wouldn’t have seemed like that much money to me. Now it did. I built a driftwood fire on the bank, and we lay beside it in the grass and charred the fish we’d caught on a spit I’d rigged up with sticks. In the almost four months I’d been up there, I’d figured out how to do such things. As we gazed at the empty sky, I said, “You really think this cell phone thing will work out?”

Mason took a long drag from his cigarette, thought about it. “You know what, James? Sometimes life feels like an endless pile of shit.”

 

Kate and I got married the last day Mason was with us, down the mountain in Redding at the Shasta County Clerk’s Office. Kate wore a white maternity dress she’d grabbed off the rack, was really showing. I wore a jacket and tie. She changed in the bathroom before the service, our rings were from the mall. When we said our vows, the secretaries stood up at their desks around us to watch. Kate started crying; I wiped my face and I was crying, too. Then the marriage official introduced us to Mason as Mr. and Mrs. Lasseter, and we all laughed at the sound of that. We had Chinese food at a buffet restaurant afterward, and people in the surrounding booths congratulated us and wished us well for the baby. It wasn’t the kind of wedding we’d ever imagined having. At the same time, it was private, sweet, and what we could afford, and our lives were what they were now, no matter how we wanted them to be.

Mason took a few buds of weed home with him on the plane when he left, wrapped in cellophane and hidden in his underwear. Then he called us from Austin to tell us that he and Emma were stoned already.

“It was so good to be with you guys. You guys will have the happiest baby. When you come through Austin, bring us some of that Siskiyou kush. We’d make a killing, I promise you that. I mean, I know you really can’t, but you know what I mean. Thanks for having me as the best man at your wedding. Thanks for the fishing and everything.”

 

One night in bed, Kate said to me, “Why did I give my life to those people? Why did I let them treat me the way they did?” It was quiet, cool in the cabin, and there was nothing I could say. Kate said, “Why didn’t I think I was worth more than that? Why did I let myself get so hurt by it?”

We got a crib from the secondhand place down the mountain and Kate turned the corner of our room into a nest. And if we were going to make it through the winter, she told me, it was time to hurry up and start putting in firewood. We’d need at least eight cords, a pile as big as the house.

I shaved off my beard patches, went to the bar in town, gave them my name. Guys started coming to pick me up at the cabin in the mornings, and I’d spend the day with them wildcatting pine off the Forest Service concessions. I knew what we were doing was stealing, but it was the way people lived. We’d labor until nightfall, covered in dust from the saws, then haul the wood back to town with the trucks’ headlights off so the rangers wouldn’t see us. The few times I made the mistake of trying to talk to those guys about the baby coming and being out of work, they laughed—their whole lives had been like this.

Then I started cutting wood for Kate’s high school friend Darren Rudd, a thin and rangy blond man with a hard and quiet edge to him, younger than I was, focused and serious. Unlike everyone else up there, Darren barely drank, didn’t chew tobacco. The land we were working was on the back side of McCloud, and it wasn’t Forest Service land but his own. He wore a sidearm on his hip, I didn’t ask why. When I asked him how much land he had, he said, “Which piece?”

Something in me knew to be wary of Darren. Still, I liked him. He knew the world, alluded to adventures he’d had in India and Thailand. He told me that he wished he’d gone to college as I had, that in another time and place he would have liked to have been a writer, too. When I got up the nerve to ask him where his money came from, he cut the motor on his chainsaw, shrugged, and said, “Oh, you know. Here and there. SoCal, Vegas, Denver, Phoenix. Sometimes it comes from as far away as Florida.”

I wiped my brow, felt the grit on it. I said, “My mother lives out in Florida.”

Without looking at me, Darren said, “A smart guy can put up big numbers in Florida if he’s interested.”

 

In bed that night, I asked Kate about Darren’s money. She told me, “The Rudds have always been pot growers. They’ve been doing it for generations. When we were kids, his parents would get raided and the boys would all get taken away. Then suddenly they’d all be back, half the time without any shoes. When we were young, it made them surly. They were the meanest kids in school. Darren has real money now, a hell of a lot of it. I guess all that meanness finally did some good for him.”

When I’d talk to Mason in Austin, from the ridge where our cell phone worked, he’d always say to me, “Man, what I could do with a pound of that Siskiyou weed.” When I’d talk to my mother in Florida, she’d say, “You know, I’d love to have you guys here.”

One day working with Darren, I finally asked him, “How much would a guy have to pay for a pound of Siskiyou weed?”

“If the guy was a friend, he’d probably have to pay two and a half,” Darren said.

“Thousand?” I said.

“Yeah, thousand.”

“And how much could a guy get in Florida for it?”

“A guy could drop it in Florida for five or six.”

“Thousand?”

“Yeah, thousand.”

The idea of something became planted in me. I didn’t know exactly what the idea was or what I would do about it, just that something could be had here in the mountains for a price you couldn’t get it for anywhere else, and that I could buy it for that price and take it somewhere else and sell it for more than I’d paid. When I thought about it, I saw money, money we needed. I put thoughts of risk and danger away. I was already living in so much fear: that my child would go without, that I’d drag my family through poverty. More than anything else, I felt like I’d failed Kate in how our lives were supposed to be.

I called Mason two nights later. “You know that present Kate had waiting for you and it made you laugh and laugh?”

“Yeah, I know what you’re talking about, James,” Mason said cautiously.

“How about instead of going to Korea with that money, you stayed in Austin and I brought some of it to you?”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “I’ll tell you what. If it’s the same stuff Kate had, that’s what everybody here wants and can’t get. If you brought it to me, I could get rid of it with just a few phone calls. It’d disappear around here like poof.”

“How much could you get for it?”

“Sixty-five an eighth. Maybe more if we came up with a good name.”

“How much would that be on a big one?”

“A big one?” Mason said.

“Yeah, a big one. You know, like how you buy meat at the deli.”

“Meat at the deli? What the fuck are you talking about?”

“By the pound, Mason. Jesus Christ.”

“Let me get my calculator.”

I knew the basics of the weed trade from when I smoked it in college, but what I didn’t know as I waited for Mason was soon I’d be able to reel off the numbers in my sleep. Eighths in a pound? 128 of course. Quarters? 64. Halfs? 32. Dimes in an eighth? 3.5. Nickels? 7 or 8, depending on how greedy you were and what you thought you could get away with. A single pound of Siskiyou kush could be rolled into a thousand thin spliffs. The potential existed for a guy with a primary source to more than quadruple his money.

Mason came back on the phone. He said, “At sixty-five, I’d net eight. At eighty, it would be over ten.”

“Thousand?”

“Oh yeah, James. Thousand.”

I didn’t hesitate. I said, “What if I could get it to you for five?”

 

Chopping wood was brutal labor. I was splitting the rounds I’d earned and gathered in our yard evening after evening. My body hardened; soon the widening pile was higher than my shoulders. Still, when Kate would come out onto the porch wrapped in her blanket, she’d shake her head and say, “We aren’t going to make it.” When the first frost came and we fired up the stove, I figured out right away what she meant. The stove was a glutton, ate wood like a beast, just a week of it chewed a hole in the pile big enough to lie in. Kate said, “When it gets really cold, we’ll have to run it all the time. Because if we don’t, we could freeze to death in our sleep.” When she saw the look on my face, she smiled and added, “Well, we might not die, but we are going to have a little baby to keep warm.”

Even in that hardest of our times, we hadn’t been completely abandoned by the state. Kate had qualified for the WIC food program, and MediCal would cover the cost of the birth. Despite all the humiliating phone calls and hoops we had to jump through to get it, we were grateful for the help. Still, every part of government assistance just reminded us that our lives as we’d known them were gone.

Kate said to me in the dark one night, “Can you remember anymore who we used to be?”

She was warm in my arms, her belly swollen, the baby kicking insistently against my hand. I said, “I remember I thought I was such hot shit.”

She said, “I remember how the money made me feel. The partying. The friends. I had no idea it could end as suddenly as it did.”

I was quiet a moment. Then I said, “Are you worried about the baby, Kate?”

“I think about her all the time.”

“Are you afraid it’s going to hurt?”

“I only want her to be well.”

“So she’s a girl this time?”

“Tonight she feels like a girl.”

“What do you want to name her?”

Kate thought about it. “I’ve always dreamed I’d make it to Europe one day. To Rome. And I’ve always liked the name Roman because it sounds so strong. We can add an a at the end and make it pretty: Romana.”

“Did you ever have any idea how strong you were going to have to be?”

“Not until they fired me.”

“And now?”

“Part of me will always be angry.”

The baby stopped kicking in Kate’s belly. Then it was just the two of us. I said, “You ever worry that we rushed into this?”

“Sometimes I do. But mostly I’m glad about everything that’s happened. Sometimes I’m even grateful. They forced me to stop working; life slowed down. I’ve been able to really feel this baby grow. You’re at home with us all the time and you’ve been able to feel the baby. As long as I focus on things like that, everything seems fine. We’ll have a little more time before the unemployment runs out when we can just lie in bed and be with her.”

“And then?”

“And then something will have to happen for us.”

“What if something doesn’t happen?”

“I don’t know.”

 

Kate went into labor the second Friday in October, two weeks overdue, and her water broke in bed. It had snowed during the night, and it took me an hour to shovel us out to the road as she waited on the porch in her coat and boots. “Why’d you let it get so deep, dummy?” she kept shouting at me between contractions.

The storm had closed the pass; we had to go south to Redding. The icy drive down the mountain took two and a half hours. Kate’s labor quickened in the car. She began to scream every few minutes as if being killed right beside me, and it was all I could do to keep us on the road. At the hospital when they rushed us in, she was already dilated past eight and a half centimeters, too late for an epidural. The looks we got from the nurses let us know they saw us as crazy mountain people.

In the birthing room I found out things I didn’t know: my wife has a primal strength in her, and the world as we’ve constructed it is a joke. Just before the end, dripping with sweat, Kate looked up at me from the bed with this stricken face and whispered, “I can’t do it, I can’t do it.” I knew right then she was going to die. My wife and my baby were both going to die. I knew I’d never love anything again as much as I loved them. I knew my heart would be broken and I would have to die there, too.

Then someone said, “Dad, we’ve got a baby girl!” and someone else took my hand and put surgical scissors in it and someone else guided my hand and I watched the scissors cut a milky plastic tube with dark lines in it. And I understood that the tube was the umbilical cord, and then I understood I was holding my daughter in the palms of my hands. She was covered all over in stork bites and blood clots and vernix. All this relief poured out of me as she began a long, loud squall. I knew right then I’d do anything for her.

 

When we’d gaze at our baby asleep in her crib, Kate would whisper, “How could I have had no idea I would love someone so much?” For my part, I was constantly checking Romana’s breathing. Kate’s parents brought us TV dinners. My mother flew in, made her camp up the road at the Acorn Motel. She’d been upset that we’d married without her having met Kate or even being invited; the baby’s birth made her forgive all that. “It would be a lot warmer for you guys in Florida,” she kept saying and shaking her head as she shivered by the fire and knitted a blanket for her granddaughter.

My mother took me aside before she left, told me, “What’s happening to the country is frightening, but people don’t just starve and die. Your beard doesn’t have to fall out, and you don’t have to go on hiding up here. Maybe life won’t turn out the way you thought. So what? That baby doesn’t care about any of that.”

Mason called from Austin to congratulate us. “In a year you’ll say, How did she get so big? Then one day she’ll stand up in her crib and go, Hey, old man, wake your ass up! Get me my goddamn bottle.”

I went out on the porch, asked him, “Are we doing this, Mason?”

He said, “Yeah, we’re doing this.”

“How are we doing this?”

“We’re going to figure that out.”

But the next time he called, he didn’t want to do it anymore. He said, “What if you get pulled over out there, James? I couldn’t live with that.”

He was right, I had too much to lose now. So I let the whole thing drop like the dumb idea it had always been.

Two days later, I got a text from him: “lets do it.”

I called him, asked, “Can you send me the money in advance?” I could see him shaking his head as he said back, “You know Emma would never let me.”

My family was middle class, and when I was in high school, my father had died of a heart attack. There’d been a modest life insurance policy. I’d spent most of my share on my bachelor’s degree, hadn’t let myself look at the remainder in the ten years since. Kate knew about it; we called it the baby’s college money. Even after we’d lost our jobs, we’d promised each other to treat that money like we didn’t even have it, to do everything we could never to touch her future.

Now I called MetLife. The woman on the phone told me my current balance was $22,031. If I wanted to write checks on it, she’d have blank checks sent; if I wanted to leave it alone, it would keep on growing at four percent interest. “Something really must be happening out there,” the woman told me. “Lots and lots of people are tapping into their accounts right now.”

 

One morning, I woke up to find Kate wrapped in her blanket and staring out the window at the latest round of snow.

Without looking back at me, she said, “Florida.”

Taking a pound of weed to Mason wasn’t a real thing to me yet, was still just an idea. Then Darren Rudd came over to congratulate us on the baby. He brought us oranges from a ranch he had down in Santa Cruz, was driving a new cherry-red F-150 Ford pickup I hadn’t seen before. He’d had a haircut and his nose was tanned. When I asked if he’d been to the beach, he shrugged and said, “Yeah, in Phuket.”

Darren liked the baby, held her. She was three weeks old and spit up on the shoulder of his calfskin jacket. When he told Kate she was looking slim again, she smiled at him and said, “You’ve always been such a liar.” Then she took the baby to nurse, and Darren and I stepped out onto the porch to give her privacy. He had some kind of grain alcohol from Bangkok with a scorpion in the bottom of the bottle, and we took a couple sips from it standing up in the cold, dark night.

“What were you doing in Thailand, Darren?”

“R and R. Having some fun with the ladies.”

“Work been treating you good?”

He nodded. “Things are changing. If they legalize, we’ll have a few more things to figure out. But figuring things out is the nature of the business. There are always problems cropping up that need to be solved.” He patted the place beneath his jacket where I knew he wore his gun. “In fact, I just had to figure something out over in Humboldt. Those inbreds over there can be such thieving idiots sometimes. Now I’ll be heading back to Chiang Rai for a while, up in northern Thailand. I’ve got land there, too. I’m putting in a working organic farm, sustainable agriculture, doing my part to solve the world’s problems. I’d do it here, but it’s too expensive. You can’t beat the cost of that cheap Thai labor.

“So I’ve got my dreams,” Darren said, “and unlike you right now, I also have the means to pursue them.”

I let the comment roll off me. After all, things really were like that. Then I said, “Remember when I asked you how much a guy would have to pay for a pound of Siskiyou weed?”

“I remember I told you if the guy was a friend, he could get it for two and a half.”

“How would he have to pay for it?”

“In cash, like everyone else.”

“No advances for a pal?”

He patted the place where he kept his gun. “There aren’t any pals like that at my level of the business, James.”

I worried my beard patches. I said, “Kate and I have been talking about going to Florida; there’s a guy in Texas I’ve been thinking of taking some to if we do. He’s got the money waiting for me there. So I’d have to write you a check.”

Darren squinted hard at me as if trying to figure something out. He said, “A check’ll work this one time. After that, it’s cash. Are you sure you can trust your guy in Texas to pay you when you get there? Things can get messy in a hurry if you’re not careful. This business isn’t as easy as people think. Not just anyone in the world can be successful at it. But if you can, it can reward you like you wouldn’t fucking believe. Think you can handle stress? Hold yourself together under pressure? If you have that in you, you can completely change your life.” He grinned at me. “It seems like you’re under a lot of pressure already.”

I hadn’t shaved in a few days; I knew he could see my beard patches. I dropped my hand away from my face.

“There’s another thing about it, James. Once you start, it’s hard to stop. You sure you want to mess around with this?”

 

The MetLife checks arrived in our PO box in town; Kate didn’t see them. Then we spent a night at the Mount Shasta medical center, because she had mastitis in both breasts. The doctor put her on an antibiotic drip, and that was the end of the breastfeeding. When she asked the doctor what she did wrong, he said things like that just happened sometimes.

Romana was on formula now, so I had more time with her. When she’d cry in the night, I’d warm a bottle on the stove and feed her while Kate went on sleeping. That life could be as simple and satisfying as this, I’d never known. But there were other parts to life, too.

When we’d talk about it, Kate would say, “Who knows? Maybe we’ll find work out there in Florida.” I’d tell her back, “We’re going to have to live with my mother, you know.”

We didn’t have Internet at the cabin; I started spending afternoons on the one working computer at the tiny Duns­muir library. I was Googling “drug trafficking” and “interstate drug trafficking.” I was reading about the marijuana laws and the protocols for highway stops and searches. I soon learned all about the Fourth Amendment: that you should never leave anything in plain sight in the car that would give the police a “reasonable suspicion” to search it; that if you were pulled over, you should never consent to a search; that you had a legal right to refuse, and if you did refuse, the clock was ticking on them and they could not detain you for more than twenty minutes without a stated reason. On the drive home from the library, I’d sit in the car and talk myself through a stop.

“Sir, I pulled you over for speeding. Will you let me search your car?”

“I’m sorry I was speeding, officer. Please write me a ticket, but I do not consent to a search. If I am not under arrest, I would like to go on my way.”

“Sir, if you’re not breaking any laws, why won’t you consent to a search?”

“Because I believe in my right to privacy under the Fourth Amendment. If you’re not going to write me a ticket, may I please go?”

If the officer asked me to step out of the car, I should lock it and put my keys in my pocket. At no time should I answer any questions. The police would have to prove “reasonable suspicion” to a judge in order to justify a search. If they went ahead and searched without it, a good lawyer could get my charges dismissed.

On the website of the Office of National Drug Control Policy, I read about the High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area program in force on certain highways, and studied pdf’s of police manuals on how to profile drug couriers. I learned that empty fast-food wrappers in the car were a sign of someone traveling across the country quickly, that a windshield splattered with bugs was a sign, that maps were a sign. That transporting pounds of drugs was called “muling,” “moving,” or “carrying weight.” That the average smuggler was a thirty-two-year-old male, unemployed, often with license and registration conflicts, driving a vehicle that didn’t belong to him. That when questioned, the courier usually told a confusing story about his route and reason for traveling. That any perfume or other odor in the car was a sign of a smuggler masking the scent of weed. That most smugglers were high and nervous.

But I understood the drug interdiction police would not be looking for me; they were out there profiling blacks and Hispanics, especially non-English-speaking Hispanics. Just being white would be my best protection. The fact that I’d be driving my own car would help if I was pulled over. That I was articulate, with no criminal history and a perfect diving record, would help even more.

Still, there were the drug dogs. If I got pulled over and refused a search, the cops would try to get a K-9 unit to the location as quickly as possible, run the dog around the car. If the dog barked or scratched or indicated drugs in any way, it would give the police the reasonable suspicion they needed to search. It was clear from my reading there was no way to beat a dog. Dogs could smell drugs buried in coffee grounds, in grease, in gas tanks, anything. Even if the dog didn’t indicate drugs, the handler could jerk the leash in a secret way to make the dog do it. The dogs were so infallible, their searches always stood up in court. If they ran a dog on you, you were done.

I plotted the route to Austin, Googled each stretch of highway for interdiction activity. The NORML website had a detailed interdiction map, and I saw I would have to avoid all of the I-10 along the Mexican border, where the Border Patrol operated checkpoints and the Fourth Amendment didn’t seem to apply. I saw, too, that the I-40 through Flagstaff was a High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area, as was the Texas-Oklahoma border.

I read stories about people who’d been busted. I learned never to drive at night, to check that all my lights were working every time I stopped for gas, to stay with the flow of traffic. If a cop started to tail me, I would have to be cool. If I got pulled over, I’d have to control any nervous tics. And the punishments? If caught with a pound in Arizona, I’d face a year and a half behind bars and a $150,000 fine. In New Mexico, eighteen months; in Texas, two years. I’d have a felony on my record and mountainous legal expenses. Forever after, I’d have trouble getting any kind of legitimate work. At the same time, there wasn’t any kind of legitimate work to get
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