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Preamble to the Author’s Note

Do you like surprises?

If so, avoid the Author’s Note until you are finished reading this book. However, if you are the sort of person who prefers to consult a map prior to a quest, turn to here.

You may read this book for the first time only once.

Let that reminder inform your decision.…








This is a habitat.

Life happens here.

Death does too.








“¡Que la tierra te sea leve

como tú fuiste a la tierra!”

—Ricardo Serrano Ríos
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RUGGED PERENNIALS

Packets 33 cents unless otherwise specified

NATIVE SHRUBS

Packets 33 cents unless otherwise specified

DESIRABLE BULBS

Packets 33 cents unless otherwise specified
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“I make a flower necklace, a flower garland, a paper of flowers, a bouquet, a flower shield, hand flowers.

I thread them.

I string them.

I provide them with grass.

I provide them with leaves.

I make a pendant of them.

I smell something.

I smell them.

I cause one to smell something.

I cause him to smell.

I offer flowers to one.

I offer him flowers.

I provide him flowers.

I provide one with flowers.

I provide one with a flower necklace.

I provide him a flower necklace.

I place a garland on one.

I provide him a garland.

I clothe one in flowers.

I cover one with flowers.

I continue to cover one with flowers.

I cover him with flowers.

I destroy one with flowers.

I destroy him with flowers.”

—The Florentine Codex







TWO TAP ROOTS: ONE PROLOGUE

“Hybrid cloud-creatures pressed in upon them, gigantic flowers with human breasts dangling from fleshy stalks, winged cats, centaurs…”

—Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses

Few flowers grew in the place where our girls-only club met, the baseball field in the southeast corner of our school playground. Bull clover sprouted along the edges of the dirt diamond, the weed’s small, grimy blooms the same hue as home plate. Honeybees came for the pollen. In service of their queen, workers hovered and hummed, making music that inspired us to make-believe. World-building is most powerful when it’s done with others, and my fellow visionaries were three tween tomboys who shared my appetite for ceremony, storytelling, theatricality, and adventure.

Because she was my best friend, I’ll start with Charlotte. She was a contradiction, a blonde nerd. With the exception of Fortinbras, her black cat, everyone in Charlotte’s family was yellow-haired and bookish. My family was nerdy too, but my father raised us to shun cats. Hamsters and snakes were our thing. Rocks and alligator lizards too.

Charlotte and I recruited Amber into our club after we saw her perform barefoot in our school talent show. Clad like a denim-loving hobo, she climbed onstage and pretended to dance in a forest. As she spun, she sang “In the Pines” a capella. When Amber twanged the lyric about feeling the cold wind blow, she pantomimed a melancholy shiver that I mimicked when stiff breezes cooled our home, the Santa Maria Valley.

Then there was Naomi, who was new to our school. It took her months to warm up to me. Once she did, she introduced me to gynecology. Her dad, a pharmacist, was also a porn enthusiast who kept a magazine stash in a cabinet beneath the bathroom sink. When her mom went to go pick up Naomi’s little brother from soccer, my classmate freed her dad’s collection from its hiding spot. Squatting near the toilet, we scrutinized crotches that titillated and terrified.

Our club lunched at a white picnic table wedged between the school cafeteria and a redwood tree. After finishing our sandwiches and milk, we would stampede across campus. Our sneakers and sandals carried us past drinking fountains, swing sets, handball courts, and monkey bars. The deeper into the field we ran, the greener the soles of our shoes turned. After darting into the batter box, we plopped onto its bench. It wobbled. Squeaked. Splinters pricked our butts and thighs. Instead of attributing these wounds to the unvarnished wood, we blamed them on unseen forces.

Charlotte dubbed our chosen corner Lone Pine Hill. The dugout was reborn as our “altar,” “bunker,” “laboratory,” and “hull,” the place where we connived, experimented with alchemy, and chanted in pig Latin, sacrificing whatever the entities we spoke into existence demanded of us. Some craved earthworms. Others, a paste made of ground snail, earwig, dandelion fluff, and human saliva. A bossy monster told us to fetch him a toad. A bourgeois demon could only be satisfied by a well-seasoned cracker presented to him on the biggest sycamore leaf that we could scrounge.

We spent April and May venturing to and through never-before-experienced dimensions. Unfettered by genre, the tales we wove veered from science fiction to portal fantasy to eldritch horror. Though we’d never read him, H.P. Lovecraft’s spirit enlivened our games. Our improvisations summoned villains of diverse species and genders, and on a dull but sunny afternoon, Amber raised her string bean arms, threw her head back, and yodeled, “We’re under attack! We’re under attack!”

“Who is it?”

“A witch! Her name is… Lavinia!”

“Lavinia…” Charlotte and I echoed.

“How does Lavinia fight?” asked Naomi.

“With lightning!”

To save ourselves, we had to defeat this hag with our own electricity. Our weapon grew on the other side of the schoolyard fence. This chain link barrier separated our campus from the adult world. Just past it, a mini-Narnia tempted us to break rules.

Single-story homes and a church bordered the vacant lot. Ivy swallowed the fences protecting backyards, and what wood we could see through the waxy leaves had rotted. Storage sheds peeked across the tangled foliage. A footpath snaked through the dark soil, ending at a sidewalk. Corvids nested in the Monterey pines. Their thick boughs filtered sunlight. In the middle of this enchanted real estate, a fiery cluster of flowers blossomed.

Only a California golden poppy could neutralize Lavinia’s magic.

We came up with a battle plan. Each of us had thirty seconds to dash through the gash in the chain link fence, pick a weapon, and return to the dugout with it. Failure would result in exile to another dimension. I feared what might happen to me in this one.

“My dad says it’s against the law to pick those. They’re our state flower,” I said.

Charlotte nodded. “Yeah. I’ve heard that too.”

Naomi fidgeted.

Amber folded her arms into wings. “You chicken?” She flapped. “Bok-bok-bok?”

I dropped to a starting position, double knotted my shoelaces, and took off. None of us were able to complete her mission in time. All four of us got booted to shittier dimensions, but the beauty of playground time is that it begins anew with each recess. The day following our banishment, we got to work creating a world without a lightning-bolt-wielding witch. We moved on to fresh challenges, and I never did tell the club why I failed at my mission.

I sabotaged myself, moving too slowly to make it to the poppies in time. Breaking plant-related laws intimidated me, and I didn’t know what the police would do if I got caught with a contraband flower in my sweatpants’ pocket. Weren’t poppies what heroin was made of? Hadn’t heroin killed John Belushi? He and Steve Martin were my dad’s favorite comedians.

My father loved watching Saturday Night Live. He also enjoyed America’s Most Wanted. John Walsh, a thin-lipped crimefighter, hosted the show. The FBI used it to catch fugitives, and I wondered if my mom and dad might ever be tempted to surrender me in exchange for the right reward. Further making me question my parents’ loyalty was my own reaction to recent world news.

It seemed like half the planet was mad at a man named Salman Rushdie. He was a writer who’d published a novel that our elementary school library didn’t carry. On TV, mobs accused the author of blasphemy. Book-burners fed his bestseller, The Satanic Verses, to ravenous bonfires. According to Iran’s Supreme Leader, censorship was too tepid a response to Rushdie’s magical realism. The Ayatollah issued a decree: Be brave. Kill Salman. Officials sweetened his mandate by offering a six-million-dollar bounty for the offending writer’s remains.

Rushdie went into hiding, and I admit it: I fantasized about finding him and presenting his balding head to the Ayatollah. There was local precedent. In 1853, bounty hunters captured California bandit Joaquin Murrieta and decapitated him, pickling his severed head which was then exhibited up and down the state. The bounty on Murrieta was $5000, nothing compared to the one on Rushdie, and I quickly calculated how I’d spend my millions. I would tell the Iranians to wire half of my reward to my grandparents in Mexico. With that gift, I wouldn’t have to worry about them being able to afford tortillas, milk, papayas, underwear, medicine, or meat. They could retire to Acapulco and hire a housekeeper. The rest of my prize would go into a college fund that I would share with my brother and sister.

When I wasn’t wondering where Rushdie was, I daydreamt about being convicted of poppy-harvesting. The more elaborate the criminal punishments I thought of, the more I longed to rip these flowers out by their roots. The taboo against picking them made these annuals ridiculously desirable. Sexy. It was the end of spring, and golden poppies were erupting from cracks in the sidewalk, taunting me. Still, the poppies that grew in our quiet valley weren’t sinister. The ones that L. Frank Baum wrote about were.

I bought Baum’s classic at a garage sale, and I read The Wonderful Wizard of Oz the way that I read most novels before I got my own room, with its spine propped against my pillow, bedsheets pulled over my head, and a plastic flashlight perched on my shoulder. In the bunk beneath mine, my asthmatic sister snored.

Honestly, I preferred the movie. Didn’t you? Channel 5 aired it annually and it dragged on forever thanks to all the commercial breaks. It opens with a drab look at life on the Kansas farm where Dorothy Gale lives with her Aunt Em, Uncle Henry, and dog, Toto. Everything is sepia. Everything is sad. Dorothy’s nemesis, a cyclist named Miss Gulch, pays a visit. This ugly neighbor complains to Aunt Em about being attacked by Toto and demands that the dog be put down. Despite Dorothy’s threat to bite Miss Gulch, she manages to keep her canine best friend.

Bad weather steers the movie’s plot toward the supernatural. When a cyclone touches down, it sucks Dorothy’s house into its mouth, swishes it around, and then spits it out. The building comes crashing down in Munchkinland, and when Dorothy cautiously opens her front door, she reveals a Technicolor dream. Glinda, a good witch who travels by pink bubble, explains to Dorothy that her house has landed on the Wicked Witch of the East, crushing and killing her. This accidental assassination will likely doom Dorothy. The deceased crone is survived by her sister, the Wicked Witch of the West, and she’s an even bigger asshole than her pancaked sibling.

Dorothy follows the yellow brick road in search of the wizard. He’s the only one who can get her home. Along her journey, she collects three friends—the Tin Man, the Cowardly Lion, and the Scarecrow. They travel through dark and creepy woods. Mean trees pelt them with apples. Upon exiting the forest, the travelers glimpse the Emerald City glowing green in the distance. That’s where the wizard lives. To reach him, Dorothy must cross a great meadow of scarlet poppies.

The friends traipse through the flowers. Dorothy is intoxicated by Papaver somniferum, the plant whose seeds inspired poet Elizabeth Barret Browning to write, “Opium—opium—night after night!” Lethargy sets in.

“I’m so sleepy.…”

Toto flops
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Praise for Myriam Gurba

Praise for Creep

“Brilliant… a hopeful book… rooted in the steadfast belief other worlds are possible.”—The New York Observer

“Witty, confident, and effortlessly provocative.”—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Creep is quite simply one of the best books of the decade. A truly distinctive, authentic, and dynamic literary voice… Without a doubt, Creep confirms that Myriam Gurba is one of our great American intellectuals, one who expertly utilizes a rapier wit to slice away the façade of hypocrisy, bigotry, bullying, and crime that marks our contemporary moment. She speaks truth to power with panache and lawyer-like logic, producing eloquent and vital essays that simultaneously provoke and entertain.”—Los Angeles Review of Books

“Gurba writes the personal and political with invigorating conviction.… She assembles chains of seemingly unrelated memories and events whose resonances grow with each new link. She marshals myriad sources with ease and addresses difficult subjects with blunt wit.… To read Gurba at her best is to feel both the triumph of defiant self-regard as well as the soft contours of the striving it takes to acquire, preserve and restore.”—The New York Times

“[Myriam Gurba] is the mother of intersectional Latinx identity.”—Cosmopolitan

“Absorbing… [Gurba’s] essays can be so darkly funny and artfully constructed, and she has a voice that defies how women—especially Latinx women—are expected to write/sound.”—Carolina A. Miranda, Los Angeles Times

“Witty, confident, and effortlessly provocative, Gurba writes about the things that piss her off with poison and precision, sometimes daring readers to look for themselves in the tangled complicity flowchart.… Creep goes to some dark places, but there’s something joyous about Gurba’s righteous and ravenous worldview.”—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“[Creep] is governed by an indomitable spirit.… Gurba catches us off guard with her unusual twinning of compassion and lacerating observation.… While these essays are full of rigorous critical thought, there’s an intoxicating, lived quality to Gurba’s style of analysis, her willingness to expose the funny and the cruel and the grotesque in a single breath. Gurba doesn’t so much dissect her life or California history as she holds an elaborate wake, reframing our understanding of humor as a means of survival. She is an indelible contemporary voice, and we are the better for it.”—Alta Online

“Challenging and cathartic, Creep is a collection of power and place, kinship and kindness, violence and atrophy. It may hurt, but this one will heal you.”—Ms.

“Brilliant… [Gurba] skins the myth of California as a progressive playground. In its place, she offers a blistering portrait of life in the golden state.… Despite the degradations and horrors Creep chronicles, it’s a hopeful book. A hopefulness shot through with anger, awareness, and unrest. A hope rooted in the steadfast belief other worlds are possible.”—The New York Observer

“Haunting and otherworldly, like reading Goosebumps under a flashlight… With an imaginative combination of rigorous archival resources, magical realism, and wit, Gurba gives us no choice but to read on in spite of feeling spooked.”—Interview

“Sharp, conversational cultural criticism… Gurba goes for the jugular.”—Bustle’s “Best New Books for Fall”

“Gurba is mighty. Brilliant, Mexican, wry; an ethnographer of our inheritances, she trains our eyes on the ugliness of racism, imperialism, and misogyny. A curate of liberation, Gurba pays homage to the survivors and the victims. This book is ceremony: beautiful, difficult, and important.”—Imani Perry, National Book Award–winning author of South to America

“Boom! Myriam Gurba’s writing is a nuclear explosion.”—Silvia Moreno-Garcia, bestselling author of Mexican Gothic

Praise for Mean

“Gurba’s ‘queer art of being mean’ is a triumph of deadpan humor in a timely and thrilling voice. Stop everything and read this brave and tender book.”—O, The Oprah Magazine

“Mean calls for a fat, fluorescent trigger warning start to finish—and I say this admiringly. Gurba likes the feel of radioactive substances on her bare hands.”—The New York Times

“Gurba is something of a connoisseur of cruelty. She doesn’t pull her punches, but her jabs are calibrated with a perfect balance of rage and satire.”—The New York Times

“Mean demands our attention not only as a painfully timely story, but also as an artful memoir.… A powerful, vital book about damage and the ghostly afterlives of abuse.”—Los Angeles Review of Books

“With unconstrained, inventive, stop-you-in-your-tracks writing, Gurba asserts that there is glee, freedom, and, perhaps most of all, truth in meanness.”—Booklist

“Gurba seems intent on tearing down walls and shaking readers out of complacency; her writing pulls our attention to human cruelty, suffering, and then, resilience. We are better off for it.”—BuzzFeed

“[Gurba’s skill] here is apparent in the way she demonstrates her own gradual maturing through her developing thoughts and sense of self.”—Literary Hub

“This is a confident, intoxicating, brassy book that takes the cost of sexual assault, racism, misogyny, and homophobia deadly seriously.”—The Rumpus

“[Gurba’s] politicized consciousness comes not only through her college education, but also through the stories of the women who don’t survive the violence that women of color encounter on journeys similar to hers. This is a startling and edgy book from start to finish.”—NBC News

“[Gurba’s] dark humor isn’t used for shock value alone, offering instead a striking image of deflection and coping in the face of real pain and terror.”—Publishers Weekly
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