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			PREFACE

			I am the age of most of the ghosts that live here.

			The men and women came from all over the world.

			Sailing ships from China.

			Fleeing the famines in Ireland.

			Farmhands and cowboys.

			The tenements of New York City.

			Small towns across the Midwest.

			They came here to make their fortunes, in search of adventure…

			…and most of them died. Died before age thirty-five.

			They died of exposure. They died in famous mine collapses. They died of influenza and diseases they picked up in the brothel here. They breathed in lead dust in the Union Mine and got sucked into machinery. They died in gunfights over card games. They died of suicide and alcoholism and little cuts that got infected. Some are buried in the cemetery here, some are still trapped down in the mines.

			They worked twelve-hour days and seven-day weeks for subsistence-level wages. They had dreams of enormous riches, of escaping the strife of their homeland, of a different kind of life. They died of heartbreak and homesickness and were buried below wooden headstones now lost to time. The sardine cans they subsisted on and discarded, the Prince Albert tins they tucked claim papers in—it’s this evidence that I find in washes and in gullies that testifies that any of them ever existed at all.

			Not that this place was any kinder to the owners of the mines.

			I am now the latest in the long line of owners, and nearly every single one of them was ruined. They made fortunes then lost them. They lost marriages and reputations. Their ambition curdles inside them, turning their hearts to stone. The only evidence that they ever existed is etched in the legal record of hundreds of now-forgotten court cases, newspaper scandals, and the occasional street sign. Obelisks mark their grave sites back in civilization. Only one chose to be buried here.

			This town I am in, Cerro Gordo, is the rock of paradoxes.

			To me, it is beautiful, but it is also dark. It is totally barren, yet it teems with the potential of life and natural wonders. It is a dreamscape that also holds the stuff of nightmares, a place built inherently on extraction that somehow manages to take a piece out of everyone who mines it. Something you think you own until it ends up owning you.

			I am the luckiest man in the world. I am also a prisoner of this place.

			I live at eight thousand feet, with one of the most breathtaking views in the continental United States. I see the highest peak and the lowest valley. Beneath me are mines so valuable they built the city of Los Angeles, mineral veins tapped for hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of silver, yet I am hopelessly in debt. I can sleep in my choice of a dozen ramshackle buildings, every one of them a piece of living history, a monument to the single-minded determination of the men who built them in this cruel, hard place…and yet nowhere can I reliably take a shower or brush my teeth.

			It’s a whole town that’s mine, once home to some four thousand people and now has a population of me, myself, and I.

			Dodge City. Tombstone. Deadwood. Virginia City. Bisbee.

			Cerro Gordo started earlier and lasted longer, and yet, hardly anyone had ever heard of it. When it went up for sale in 2018, it cost me every single penny I had…but was still cheaper than a half-decent two bedroom house today in the city that probably wouldn’t exist without it, Los Angeles.

			It was my life savings, and every single day it has cost more. It is the best money I have ever spent. The best thing I will ever do. On some days, it feels like the last thing I will ever do.
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			If it can’t be grown, it has to be mined. It’s a truth of human progress. There is a monument to it out my bedroom window. A mountain of tailings—the jagged shards of broken stone hauled up from what was once the most prosperous silver mine in California and then discarded—looms over the town. When I stand atop it, I can see ore the miners rejected because it wasn’t rich enough for them to process. Not good enough to refine into bars of pure precious metal.

			Out beyond this mountain, beyond this man-made heap of rock that perches upon it, is the barren dust basin of what was once the great Owens Lake. Now a monument of a different type, the lake was drained to allow the city of Los Angeles to thrive. Beyond that, on the other side of the valley, there is the Sierra Nevada, lush with trees and streams. My cabin likely began its life across this valley. As part of those forests. That’s where the wood was harvested to build the town of Cerro Gordo.

			The forests don’t go forever. Eventually they stop. As the trees approach the summit of Mt. Whitney, the air gets too thin for them. The soil, less fertile. One of those trees is the highest tree in the continental United States. Does it know that, or just that it’s alone up there?

			People didn’t come to this side of the valley to grow things. They came here to mine. Billions of years ago, asteroids collided, dust stuck together, and the Earth formed. Molten lava pushed silver, lead, and zinc up to fill in the cracks in the contorting crust of the new Earth, nature’s version of kintsugi, the ancient Japanese art of restoring broken things with precious metals, making them sturdier and more beautiful than they ever were before. A few billion years later, miners got word of the dead star debris here in the Inyo Mountains and flocked to set up camp and extract their little piece of it. Some found much, much larger pieces than others.

			It’s easy to think of Earth and the earth as separate things when you live in the city. You’re so far removed from the source of anything created in the earth, that Earth itself seems more like an idea than anything else. That’s what happens when you don’t touch soil and you can’t see starlight. They become novelties or abstractions. And that’s when you forget that you came from the earth, too, along with everything you touch, and you will return there one day.

			It’s impossible to avoid these thoughts here. This town was established because of the earth around it. It’s famous because of it. It’s the reason I’m here. It’s the reason I’m writing this. It’s the reason you’re reading this. It connects all of us. No matter how far removed from it we may feel.

			Being here makes me feel more connected to Earth. And in turn more connected to everything in the earth, whether it be grown or mined.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			PICK YOUR SPOT AND SWING

			It started as a pretty straightforward task.

			William “Burro” Schmidt, a prospector, was tired of bringing his gold ore around a mountain, so he decided to go through it. In the spring of 1900, in the El Paso Mountains of the Mojave Desert, Schmidt began to chip away every day at solid granite using a pick, a shovel, and a four-pound hammer. When enough broken rock accumulated by his feet, he’d carry it out, first on his back in a canvas sack, and later in a wheelbarrow.

			He’d come to the desert of California to save his life. Six of his siblings had died of tuberculosis back home in Rhode Island. Doctors, in their primitive ways then, had prescribed a hotter climate to avoid the same fate. Never one for half measures, Schmidt picked the hottest, driest desert in all of North America to stake his claim.

			He reimagined himself as a prospector, a frugal one at that. He reinforced the toes of his boots with discarded tin cans and patched his tattered, greasy trousers with old flour sacks.

			If you visit the tunnel, as I have, you begin to get a sense of the man, the compromises he was willing to make, and the ones he refused to. The first thing you notice about Schmidt’s tunnel is that the farther back you walk, the lower the ceilings become. At  6'2" I stand comfortably at the beginning of the tunnel. A few hundred yards in, I have to bend down to avoid hitting my head on the jagged, dust-covered rock all around me. I wondered if Schmidt, appearing in photos to be a bit shorter than myself, had done the math on how much time he could save by reducing the ceiling height a few inches. As I continued forward stooped over, like Alice in the shrinking room, I realized that a few hundred yards was actually three or four years of hard work. Maybe Schmidt had shrunk so much from hauling out tons of broken rock that he didn’t need the higher ceilings anymore.

			It was dirty and dangerous work. From time to time, pieces of the mountain would fall on top of him. He’d dig himself out, and on more than one occasion, he’d limp toward a neighbor’s house to beg a ride to the nearest hospital to get patched up so he could return to digging.

			On a good day he might make a foot of progress. On a bad day, maybe only an inch. He added dynamite and ore carts to the mix, but still progress was slow and imperceptible. Day in and day out Burro Schmidt woke up, grabbed his pick, and attacked the mountain. He knew what he had to do, every single day, for decades. There must have been comfort in that.

			A photo of him from back then shows a man with a crooked back, pants filthy with grease, and a T-shirt ripped and full of holes. Still, evident even in a faded black and white photo, is the start of a smile. A look of pride in his sunken eyes.

			In 1920, two decades into Schmidt’s digging of the tunnel, a road was built over the mountain, making his tunnel useless. He didn’t stop digging.

			Maybe he thought he was close to finishing. Maybe he had come to love the rhythm and the purpose of the task so much that he could not bear to stop. In any case, he would spend another eighteen years digging the rest of the tunnel. Day in and day out, committed to finishing what he started.

			As I go farther back in the mine, the light at the entrance reduces down to the size of a flashlight in the distance. I guessed that I’m halfway back. Halfway was nineteen years in Schmidt time. With nineteen more years ahead.

			Then, on some otherwise uneventful day in 1938, having worked through the invention of the car and the television, through a world war, the Great Influenza, Prohibition, and the Great Depression, nearly four decades after he began, he saw sunlight at the other end of his tunnel.

			His pickaxe, dulled and battered after nearly forty years of hammering away at the rock inside the mountain, clattered to stillness at his feet. A spark, a puff of dust. Newfound silence. He had chipped his way through a half mile of solid granite.

			The exit was on the side of a steep cliff. There was a wash a few hundred feet below, but no practical place where the ore could have been transported from. Had he taken a wrong turn?

			Had the whole thing been doomed from the start?

			Schmidt was not the kind of man prone to existential questions. Soon after breaking through to the other side, he went back to the cabin he’d called home for forty years, packed up his few belongings, harnessed his two mules, Jack and Jenny, and left the place forever. No ore was ever sent through his tunnel.

			But one man literally moved a mountain.

			In my time at Cerro Gordo, I’ve come to view Burro Schmidt as the patron saint of the area and of my own undertaking. The tunnel that he dug, inch by inch through unyielding rock, is not a shortcut to nowhere as the cynics would have it. It is, for me, the most direct path through all the doubts and fears that have haunted me since I took on the task of rebuilding and restoring this decaying ghost town in the middle of the desert. Burro Schmidt’s tunnel is a monument to what a person can achieve when they put all other considerations aside and push on toward a single goal. Heedless of the obstacles that stand in their way. Taking on a seemingly impossible task, not for profit or glory, but for its own sake.

			I know this because I am standing in the testament to it. Many less foolish things, things that serious people took seriously, where are they now? So much has happened in the century since he finished, but the work, a bewildering but undeniable demonstration of human will, is still there.

			Call it projection, call it wishful thinking, call it my own need to justify the seemingly insane decisions I made that led me to Cerro Gordo, but I believe Burro Schmidt died a happy man.

			“The struggle itself…is enough to fill a man’s heart,” Camus wrote in The Myth of Sisyphus. I choose to imagine Schmidt as Camus’s “happy Sisyphus.” I choose to believe that Schmidt found joy and purpose in a task that others would find to be useless drudgery.

			I had no idea such a powerful sense of purpose could be wrung from rock.

			I do now. My road to that epiphany had cut through a few mountains, too. It led me to Cerro Gordo, a town just north of Schmidt’s tunnel, with over thirty miles of mines burrowed underneath.

			It was two a.m. when my friend, half-jokingly, sent me a message that said, “This might be your next project, lol.” Included in the text was a link to an article: “Buy Your Own Town for Under a Million Dollars.”

			I clicked on the link, as I’d clicked hundreds of real estate links in my past, but this one wormed deep inside my soul.

			The article included an aerial shot of a collection of sun-bleached buildings against a desert sky, as if Georgia O’Keeffe had freelanced a real estate brochure. In the distance, behind the shacks and sand, magnificent mountains loomed, the sort of things that excite the heart of a guy who grew up in the relentlessly flat suburban swamps of Florida. The town in question covered over three hundred acres, nestled in the mountains between the Sierra Nevada and Death Valley National Park.

			It had a name that, while a bit clumsy in English, sounded beautiful in Spanish: Cerro Gordo—Fat Hill. It had been an almost legendary boomtown, a mecca for silver and lead mining in the 1800s, and some of the vestiges of its storied past still survived: a church, a few cabins, a hotel named the American, which had once been considered fairly luxurious for the location and the era, and a nine-hundred-feet-deep shaft into the old silver, lead, and zinc mines.

			And then, there was plenty the town didn’t have. No running water. No residents. No major stores for hours in any direction.

			Despite the lyrical tone of the copy and the arresting beauty of photographs, it was clear that as fixer-uppers go, Cerro Gordo was in a league of its own. The kind of impossible place that could break a man’s heart, his will, and his bank account.

			In other words, it was perfect.

			It was precisely the kind of challenge that I had been looking for.

			My life at that point had devolved into a kind of numbing, comfortable sameness. When my friend sent me that listing, I was sprawled out on a worn and cozy couch on the front porch of a lovely 150-year-old Victorian mansion in Austin, Texas, that I had turned into a profitable and successful hostel, hosting travelers from around the world.

			History and hospitality were, at that point in my life, my stock and trade.

			But I was ready for a change, for a new challenge.

			If I’m being honest, I was looking for the next thing to grab my attention.

			If I’m being really honest, I was looking for something to hold my attention and not let go, the way that tunnel through the mountains grabbed Burro Schmidt. I just didn’t know it at the time.

			I grew up the son of two public-school teachers in the artificial uniformity of the suburbs outside of Tampa. In my house, education was important. Degrees were important. Going to college was a given, the question was what to go to graduate school for—a doctor, a lawyer, a banker. Solid, blue-chip jobs, the kind my parents would be pleased to boast about when the neighbors asked what I was up to. I didn’t like blood, so being a doctor was out. Nor did I have the necessary tolerance level for boredom and bullshit to become a lawyer, so I focused on finance, where there was just as much bullshit but far less boredom. Where the blood that was spilled was almost always virtual.

			I liked the perceived swaggering every-man-for-himself nature of finance. There was something about the sociopathic “coolness,” the Gordon Gekko, Goldman Sachs, Patrick Bateman bad-boys of big bucks–ness that appealed to the eighteen-year-old me.

			Deep inside, of course, I had my doubts. I was not, at least I don’t believe, a remorseless me-first sociopath. But I tried to brainwash myself, watching a video entitled “Damn It Feels Good to Be a Banker” over and over, attempting to drown out the nagging pangs of conscience I felt but didn’t acknowledge.

			“I got a house in the Hamptons, and a penthouse loft…” rapped a guy in a suit pouring Red Bull into a Grey Goose bottle. Sitting behind my parents’ house, entertaining myself by slapping the pond with a stick, the life of an investment banker sounded like an adventure. One that might even make my parents proud.

			Simpler yet, grad school would give me an unambiguous answer to the question that nearly every young person gets bombarded with: “What are your plans after school?” I bought the ticket, and I took the grad school ride.

			The dream came to an end in beautiful Gurnee, Illinois. I was there on a “due diligence consulting” gig pitched to me as a job in Chicago. Even after you get the job, banks can’t stop sweetening the picture of what they do. My job, on this day, was essentially digging through boxes of unpaid loans and attempting to see how much the underlying asset was worth. A family wasn’t making payments on their grain farm. How much could we sell the mortgage for back in New York City so someone could foreclose on the family and turn it into a Walmart?

			The pay is good because the work is horrible. There was no Red Bull, no bottles of Grey Goose, either. Just two-for-one appetizers at the Chili’s out front of a strip mall. I looked around the table at my peers five, ten years further along than me. They were slouched over their sizzling skillets, forcing small talk and waiting to die. How long could I do the job before I was just like them? If you don’t take the money, they can’t tell you what to do.

			The day I returned to New York, I quit. I traveled. I ran out of money. I no longer had a good answer when someone asked me what I was doing. Neither did my parents.

			I moved deep into Brooklyn into a three-bedroom apartment I shared with four people. I wrote articles online for $5 apiece. Graded standardized tests. Anything, everything, to not be an investment banker. Most of that money went to paying the debt for the schooling I wasn’t using.

			I felt stupid, yet free. Eventually I’d start a hostel in Brooklyn, which led to a hostel in Austin with its secret speakeasy and mascot goat. I met an author who introduced me to another author writing a book on marketing. I worked a day job in digital marketing (I still do) to pay for my side job of hospitality. Mastery comes from learning a variety of skill sets and combining them in a way nobody else can. That’s what makes your specific skill set unique. I certainly wasn’t a master, but I was learning what I loved and learning how to make a living doing that.

			And then came that serendipitous late-night missive from my friend. A ghost town, smack dab in the middle of nowhere, a place I could revive and transform into a tourist destination, hospitality steeped in history.

			I had just turned thirty, that magical age when, as a friend of mine once said, “no one will ever again say that you accomplished so much at such a young age” and the clock was ticking. I had by many measures found a successful life, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I needed something more, something that would demand that I tap into all the creativity I had. More than that, I wanted—no, I needed—a real life challenge, a test of my character, my abilities, my sanity.

			I wanted to see what I was really made of.

			The moment I saw the pictures of the place, I was flooded not just with excitement for the future, but also with a kind of borrowed nostalgia. Old memories flooded back of watching Gunsmoke with my grandfather. He lived with us for a bit when I was a kid. And he got me to watch his favorite show. I loved spending time with him and before I knew it, I was as enthralled by the adventures of Matt Dillon, Doc Adams, and Miss Kitty in Dodge City, Kansas, as he was. There always seemed to be a problem to solve, a bad guy to hunt down, riches to explore. Their fictional Dodge City existed in the same rugged era in which Cerro Gordo reached its zenith. I wanted to restore them both to their former glory.

			I quickly learned that it’s easier to find a dream than it is to finance one.

			The property was listed for $925,000. Far more than I could ever afford on my own. If only out of curiosity, I called the real estate broker the next morning. I told him I wanted to make an offer. Maybe I’d get lucky and I could steal this out from under the noses of people who couldn’t see what I saw.

			“Get in line” was all he said. Apparently the listing had been sent around among lots of friends and they were already fielding hundreds of inquiries, including from the press, which only made the property a more competitive bidding situation. I didn’t learn much in grad school, but I did learn what made a compelling real estate offer. Someone who had a vision. Someone who had passion. But more than anything, someone who could close fast. And to do that, I was going to have to convince a lot of other people to get on board to lend me their money. To do that, I was going to have to learn everything I could about this town.

			I hung up and immediately dove into as much research on the town as I could find.

			Once upon a time, Cerro Gordo was a thriving mining town in California’s Inyo Mountains that extracted hundreds of thousands of tons of silver, lead, and zinc ore from the surrounding hills between 1865 and 1940. The many miners of Cerro Gordo produced so much refined silver in the first thirty years of the town’s existence—roughly half a billion dollars’ worth in today’s money—that Cerro Gordo, 213.8 miles by road from the bottom of Sunset Boulevard—would come to be known as “the mines that built Los Angeles.”

			It was an important place during an important time in California’s history. The more I read, the more I fell in love with it, and the more I wanted to go see it for myself.

			As my car rattled into town, the vitality and significance that put Cerro Gordo on the map, and that jumped off the pages of all the articles I’d read, were a distant memory. In their place was the collection of dilapidated buildings I’d seen in the listing photo, most of them slouching earthward under the combined weight of 140 years of use.

			From the center of town, standing on the splintered deck of a general store that had been turned into a museum, I could see the hotel with the saloon over to the left, built in 1871; the chapel down to the right, built in the second boom of 1910; a bunkhouse below that. Behind me, up a massive heap of waste rock pulled out of the mines, was the trestle of an old aerial tramway station, a building they called the assay office, and a large structure called a hoist house that sat on top of the mineshaft that went straight down into the mountain for nine hundred feet.

			Surrounding the town core were a bunch of sunbaked cabins and about twice as many collapsed structures that used to be a hundred different things. They were all made with a combination of corrugated tin and old timber planks that had been scrounged and repurposed. Most of the buildings were uninhabitable. Many were full of junk. All were full of history, waiting to be told.

			The buildings were connected by a network of roads and paths. Some were wide and smooth and looked like they’d been around as long as the town. Others were packed down and rocky, the exact width of a backhoe bucket. On either side of them, in between the buildings, was nothing but undulating expanses of dirt, rock, and scrub brush dotted with hunks of rusted metal that had once served the town—as ore buckets, ore carts, rail track, drill rods, and square nails—but were now just places for tumbleweeds to collect and for snakes to hide.

			It was lonely and desolate, abused and abandoned, the most beautiful place I had ever seen. And I immediately fell in love.

			Two main questions turned over and over in my mind as I walked the property: “How could I possibly buy this?” and “What could this become?”

			Maybe it could be a kind of rugged Adventureland for grownups, an adult campground, with small, unelectrified cabins and safari tents, maybe some yurts. I had a friend with a line on some Airstream trailers. Maybe we could park those all around the property, and my other friend who is a fine artist could come up and give each one a unique paint job on the inside. Maybe we would renovate all the larger buildings and turn them into event spaces or meeting spaces and then rent the entire town out for corporate retreats and film productions. We could build stages against the hillsides and host conferences, too. Or maybe we could just let every piece of the place tell us in its own time what it wanted to be. As I went through all of the possibilities my mind was able to conjure, it was clear that whichever path I chose was going to require more than I was capable of.

			But that didn’t stop me from using pretty much every penny I had to my name, and a shitload of pennies from the bank and a group of friends turned investors to buy Cerro Gordo and become its newest owner. Much like Schmidt might have done in his day. The way most mines were financed in the silver boom—a dream and a handshake.

			By some people’s calculation, I had just committed myself to an incredible amount of risk. I had tied my financial fate to a dream that was defined primarily by uncertainty. Still, never once did I wonder, “How do I get out of this if the place becomes a money pit?” I never thought, “What should I do if all of these crazy ideas fail?” I only contemplated those first two main questions: What should we do, and what’s it going to take? There is no playbook for bringing a dead town back to life, but given what had got me to Cerro Gordo, I felt just about as qualified as anyone else out there.

			Mainly, I didn’t want to become one of the mass of men, as Thoreau put it, who “lead lives of quiet desperation.”

			On June 13, 2018 (a Friday the 13th, of course), I officially took ownership of a “ghost town,” with no way of knowing, not even a little bit, how much my life would change as a result. As much as I might have wanted it to be different, there is simply no way of projecting or preparing or planning for an adventure like this. Instead, like Burro Schmidt, I just had to grab my hammer, pick my spot on the rock, and swing. What other choice made sense?

			Since purchasing Cerro Gordo, most of my plans have gone very awry. Every day is chaos with a side of adventure. There’s been more than a few hospital visits. I’ve lost nearly thirty pounds since moving to the hill. I’ve lost a relationship. I’ve lost business partners. I’ve lost most of my life savings. Many think I’ve lost my mind. Many think I’ve wasted the best part of my “earning years” dithering away on an impossible task.

			I wouldn’t change a thing.

			I came here as a city kid who couldn’t tell a plumb bob from a pizza, but now I can build things with my bare hands, operate pretty much any piece of heavy machinery, survive in the wilderness, rappel deep into the earth and claw my way back up. I have battled fire and flood, earth and air, and I am still standing. And that counts for something. That counts for a lot.

			There’s a nineteenth century word for works of man that are remarkable for their achievement, for their ingenuity and the spirit of dedication that it took to create them, but which add nothing tangible to the world. As they cannot be commoditized, they have no practical purpose, and they’re hardly the sort of thing a reasonable man would spend the best years of his life constructing.

			They were called “follies.”

			I hate this. It’s a dismissal word coined by people who have no imagination, who measure out their lives in standard units, dollars, and data points. People who fail to appreciate the magnificence of an obsession, the kind of people who could never begin to understand what it means to move mountains. Or to try to bring a dead town back to life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			GET TO WORK

			In a span of months after the end of the Civil War, an uninhabited patch of dirt became home to over four thousand people. More than five hundred buildings sprung up, including five known saloons, six hotels, twelve restaurants, three brothels, and a post office to boot. Cerro Gordo went from mountain to municipality in the blink of an eye.

			For that to happen, every stick, every nail, every fixture had to be brought up on the backs of mules, who plodded their way up the serpentine “Yellow Grade Road” to Cerro Gordo as it climbed five thousand feet of elevation in less than eight miles. Every day, twenty mule teams finished their twelve-day trek from Los Angeles with supplies while another twenty teams departed Cerro Gordo with the valuable silver that would eventually turn L.A. from a pueblo into a metropolis.

			If Cerro Gordo was a microcosm, one could say Los Angeles was a macrocosm of Cerro Gordo. Before the City of Angels had even had a chance to sprout its wings, this little city on a hill in the Inyo Mountains had already come alive. By 1870, in fact, Cerro Gordo was known as the home of the largest silver mine in the state. The governor of California visited. It’s rumored Butch Cassidy, Wyatt Earp, and Mark Twain did, too. In those post-war years, if you found yourself west of the Rockies and you had money on your mind or adventure in your heart, the name Cerro Gordo was on your lips.

			Then, sometime around 1930, in the midst of the Depression, the ore ran dry. And when it did, the town collapsed into ruin and decay.

			Almost one hundred years later, in March 2020, I found myself stuck in a snowstorm, somewhere around midnight, halfway up that very same Yellow Grade Road. The world, and my world, were falling apart. A pandemic was sweeping the nation, closing cities, roads, and businesses—mine included. People were dying. Hospitals in New York had coolers outside of them to handle the excess dead.

			I had just completed a marathon twenty-six-hour drive from Austin, Texas. I saw hospitals turning away patients in New Mexico. Roads closed in Arizona. I drove through an abandoned Las Vegas, with no visitors on the Strip, no casinos open, just ominous messages displayed on mammoth marquees like at the MGM:

			“Stay safe and we’ll get through this together.”

			“Ever apart, we’re in this together.”

			“We can’t wait to welcome you back.”

			I was headed up to replace Robert, the caretaker of the town. His wife was sick, he was sick of the town, and he had called to tell me he was taking off. Nobody would be there to watch the town once he left, so I had a decision to make.

			Since the day we bought the place, I’d said Cerro Gordo needed to be my top priority. But living 1,500 miles away in Austin, I found a thousand and one ways to put the town on the back burner. We all dream of a life less ordinary, but what steps do we actually take to make that a reality?

			J. P. Morgan once said every man has two reasons for doing anything: a good reason and the real reason. The good reason I was heading out to Cerro Gordo was to replace Robert. The real reason was to prove something to myself. That I could take more than just the first step in a big project. To my work, to my friends, to my life. I wanted a challenge that called upon all of me. To see what I was really made of.

			I don’t think I’m alone in feeling that way. I see it in many of my friends. We were brought up in this era where everything has been made easier for us, and so we got bored. Complacent. Disinterested. It’s why cynicism has defined so much of our discourse. Our response to anything new has been “who cares?” Well, some of us have started to care. We want something hard. Something that makes us feel alive, feel purpose, feel connected to something larger. We want to prove to ourselves what we’re capable of.

			And when we see someone giving their absolute all to do that, to do something big that gives them purpose, it’s the ultimate inspiration. It’s proof of the possible. We’re drawn to people like that. We’re drawn to the things they do. It’s why people pay to do Tough Mudder races. It’s why we idolize Navy SEALs and fetishize their training methods. Or why TV shows like Alone are so popular. It’s why the journey of Christopher McCandless into the Alaskan wilderness, his tragic end on an adventure that was in many ways doomed from the start, is, for some of us, both an inspiration and an admonition that continues to seize our imagination. Or why every rich tech entrepreneur eventually gets into hunting or Brazilian jiu-jitsu or ayahuasca. We seek out challenges. Voluntary hardships. Unimaginable risks. It’s a push against the comfortable life we’ve grown to know.

			Technically, of course, I’d already made that first big push against the comfortable life. I’d taken the first step toward doing something hard, something bigger than myself. I bought the town. My name was on the deed. Yet I hardly think I deserve any credit for that. Spending lots of money, especially when most of it isn’t yours, is much easier than doing lots of work. If I wanted any credit for trying to make this dream come true, or for trying to build an extraordinary life, the first real step toward earning it, in my mind, was deciding to come out to replace Robert. The second step, it turns out, was making it up the road to even get myself there.

			What is now called Cerro Gordo Road is a daunting, tricky beast. The first mile is the easy part. The road is wide. The curves, to the extent they exist, are long and gentle. The surface itself is flat—which is something, for an unpaved road made of nothing more than sand and crushed rock. Eventually, the mountain begins to rise up and pinch in on either side, and the road begins to rise and narrow with it. Very quickly the smooth ride disappears, and it feels like you’re scrambling up an enormous wash that has been carved into the rock by centuries of snowmelt (which it has) then widened by force from decades of mule teams and heavy machinery coming up and down this pass in search of riches (which it was).

			The middle stretch of road is pitted and rutted and off-camber. The remnants of large rockfalls sit within inches of your mirrors, a constant reminder that you’re taking your life into your own hands when you choose to come up this way. The road’s unpredictable shape has been defined as much by erosion as by usage, but with time you can get comfortable threading your way through these rocks. Then, as if out of nowhere, one side of the mountain falls away and you’re left clinging to the other.

			What you are left with, at least in the daytime, is something that will take your breath away: a majestic view across the valley of Mt. Whitney, the highest peak in the continental United States. From where you are on the road when you first see Whitney, it feels like you’re eye to eye with the mountain. It is simultaneously enthralling and terrifying. The panorama draws your gaze toward it like a gravitational force. You just want to stare at it. But you can’t. You have to keep your eyes on the road. Immediately ahead there are a series of steep, blind switchbacks to navigate, the apex of each covered in fine loose dirt churned up from extra wheel spin by a parade of drivers who danced on their vehicle’s accelerator trying to get through the turn as quickly as possible. But not too quick. If you carry too much or too little speed into any one of these turns, it could send you over the side where the only thing capable of stopping your fall is the floor of Owens Valley, four thousand feet below.

			It’s only the last quarter mile of road that offers any relief to a driver’s white knuckles. Even then, this is the stretch that is notorious for people getting stuck in the snow and the mud, just as the very top of town comes into view. It’s a last cruel twist that Mother Nature applies to your journey as you arrive at a place she clearly does not want you to be.

			I didn’t heed her warning. I was too deep into my own sense of adventure. I hadn’t even noticed that a storm was brewing, or more accurately, a storm was already raging a few thousand feet above me.

			I was halfway up the road when a heavy, wet snow started to swallow me. Thick velvety curtains of snow overwhelmed my cracked, old windshield wipers and erased my memory of the road’s contours. My eyes struggled to distinguish between where the graded road ended and the sheer mountainside fell away. About a half mile from the entrance to town, I felt the truck’s balding tires start to spin and its back end start to fishtail. The snow was getting too packed down and the road surface was getting icy. I had to stop. It was as far as my two-wheel-drive Tacoma was going to make it. I had no grip. To make matters worse, neither did my shoes.

			I’d left Austin in a pair of the official shoes of the young entrepreneur: Allbirds slip-on “Loungers.” Comfortable, simple, sustainable, and utterly useless in the face of even slightly adverse conditions. Like those shoes, I was ill-equipped for any of this. With night falling and the snow continuing to plummet, I abandoned the pickup with a bed full of supplies in the middle of the road, and hiked the rest of the way up the mountain in the least functional shoes possible.

			My longing for adventure was still overriding any feeling of distress. None of these circumstances made me want to turn back. In fact, it solidified, in my mind, that I had made the correct decision in coming out. In coming to the town, I was hunting for an adventure. And I’d found it, even before I made it all the way into the town itself. I felt relief. Relief that I was finally doing something, anything to work toward my dream. I felt as though there was finally a purpose in each action. It brought every cell to life. Made me feel more alive than I had in the decade or so since entering the “workforce.” I was carving my own path. I could barely sleep the first night, excited to see what the next days would hold.

			I woke up that next morning to three feet of densely packed, wind-driven snow. Snow had accumulated around the truck, sticking it further in place. My tire tracks were covered over, too. Any sign that a living soul had traveled up the mountain the night before was gone. Not that it would have mattered. The road was now completely impassable. And if the National Weather Service was to be believed, it was going to stay that way for the next few weeks.

			The idea of being marooned in the town for weeks because of even more snow made me even more excited. I wanted a bit of struggle. I wanted to experience the town, what people in the past might have experienced. I wanted the opposite of whatever my existence had been in my fancy apartment in
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