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Chapter One

The Hay Capital of the World
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The grapefruit tree was dying, and I was pretending not to notice.

Every morning I walked past it on my way to the kitchen — this grand old Rio Red that my grandmother had planted the year she bought the house, 1962 or thereabouts — and every morning I catalogued the damage without quite admitting that’s what I was doing. Yellowing leaves. Bark splitting near the base. A scattering of fruit that dropped too early, hard and green and accusatory on the gravel below. The tree needed attention. It needed someone who knew what they were doing to prune the dead wood and test the soil and adjust the irrigation drip, and I was not that person. I was a person who wrote grant proposals for nonprofit organizations and could not keep a succulent alive in Tucson, which should tell you something about both my talents and their limits.

But I made my coffee — dark roast from Bergies, whole bean, ground fresh because that was one of my grandmother’s habits that had colonized me since I’d moved in — and I stood at the kitchen window watching the early light hit the grapefruit tree, and the orange tree beside it, and the Meyer lemon that still produced so heavily each winter that I left bags of fruit on neighbors’ porches like some kind of citrus fairy. October light in Gilbert is something particular. Low and golden and so clear it makes the San Tan Mountains look like you could reach out and touch them, though they’re a good fifteen minutes down the 202. The light was the thing I’d missed most about the East Valley when I lived in Tucson, though I wouldn’t have admitted that either.

The house was a 1958 slump-block ranch, the kind of structure that desert homebuilders loved because the thick walls kept the heat out in summer and the warmth in during the brief, startling winters when the temperature dipped into the forties and everyone in the Valley acted like it was the end of days. My grandmother Estella Alonzo had lived here for sixty years. I’d been here for two, which in the math of houses and belonging barely counted as an overnight guest. Her presence was still everywhere — the dried herbs hanging in the laundry room, the ceramic saints on the windowsill above the kitchen sink, a calendar from 2022 still pinned to the wall by the back door, open to the month she’d died, which I could not bring myself to take down. And at the end of the hall, the study. Her study. I kept the door closed because opening it would mean dealing with everything inside — the papers, the books, the filing cabinet that was padlocked for reasons I’d never asked about — and I was not ready to deal with everything inside. I might never be ready, and that was a possibility I was learning to be comfortable with, or at least learning to ignore.

I’d told myself, when I came back to settle the estate, that it would take six months. The house needed cleaning, organizing, a few decisions about what to keep and what to donate. Six months became a year when I realized the Gilbert housing market was absurd and selling would be complicated. A year became two when I admitted I liked the deep porch, the citrus trees, the cool tile under my bare feet in the morning. Two years and I still had a recurring phone reminder — TUCSON LEASE END DATE — that I snoozed every time it appeared, even though the lease had been over for eighteen months and the reminder was a ghost of a commitment I’d already broken.

I was comfortable. I was fine. I was not, in any meaningful sense, home.

* * *
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Bergies smelled the way a place of worship should smell, which is to say: transcendent, slightly overwhelming, and like it might alter your consciousness if you stayed long enough. The roaster was running when I walked in, and the whole building throbbed with the dark, round scent of beans just past second crack. There was a line, because there was always a line — three people deep, everyone patient, nobody looking at their phones. That was a Bergies thing. The coffee demanded your attention. The small dining area had mismatched chairs and a counter along the window where the morning light came in sideways and turned everything the color of honey, and the barista called out drinks in a cadence that was almost musical.

I ordered my usual — a cortado, because I liked the way the word felt in my mouth and because the proportions were right for someone who wanted to seem like less of a caffeine addict than she was — and found my spot at the counter by the window.

Rudy Esperanza was already there, because Rudy was always already there. He ran a leather goods shop three blocks south in the Heritage District — custom boots, belts, wallets, the kind of handwork that took forever and cost accordingly — and his mornings started at Bergies the way mine did, which meant we’d been having the same not-quite-a-date for about fourteen months. He had sawdust on his sleeves today and the faint smell of neatsfoot oil that I’d come to associate with him so strongly that I sometimes caught a whiff of it in the Heritage District and turned my head before I could stop myself.

“You look like you slept well,” he said, which was his way of saying I did not look like I’d slept well.

“The neighbor’s dog was going crazy around three a.m. again. Barking at nothing.”

“Dogs don’t bark at nothing.” He slid a pastry toward me on a napkin, something flaky with apricot jam. “They bark at coyotes, cats, and their own shadows, all of which are something.”

“Philosophical.”

“I’m a deep thinker. It’s why people come to me for custom boots.”

I took the pastry because refusing food from Rudy felt churlish, and because it was very good. He watched me eat it with the particular satisfaction of a person who shows affection through feeding others and has learned not to mention it directly.

Rudy was thirty-five, third-generation Gilbert. His grandparents had worked the cotton farms back when Gilbert was still the Hay Capital of the World, which was a real title the town had held and which I found both charming and slightly melancholy. He knew everyone. He knew everything — not in a gossipy way, though he was that too, but in the way of someone whose root system ran so deep into this place that information flowed to him naturally, the way water moves through caliche soil: slowly, but it gets everywhere eventually.

I liked him more than I was willing to act on, which was a pattern of mine that I recognized without being able to change, like knowing you grind your teeth at night but refusing to wear the mouthguard.

“You coming to the Art Walk on Saturday?” he asked. “Yolanda’s showing those mixed-media things with the desert plants.”

“Maybe.”

“That’s the Maren Alonzo version of ‘no.’“

“It’s the Maren Alonzo version of ‘maybe.’ They’re different, I promise.”

He smiled at me in a way that was patient and warm and slightly sad, which was the Rudy Esperanza version of pushing and retreating at the same time, and I finished my cortado and told him I’d think about it, which we both knew meant I would think about it, enjoy the idea of going, and then stay home with my laptop and a grant deadline.

* * *
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I walked the canal path on my way back because October mornings in Gilbert are a gift and I wasn’t so far gone that I’d waste one. The Salt River Project canal cut through town like an artery, concrete-lined and purposeful, carrying irrigation water to places that had once been farms and were now master-planned communities with names like Ashland Ranch and Val Vista Lakes. The path along the canal was paved and popular — joggers, cyclists, a woman walking four Pomeranians who collectively weighed less than my laptop bag — but at nine-thirty on a Tuesday morning, I mostly had it to myself.

The cottonwood trees along the east bank had started to turn, just barely, the green going dusty at the edges in the way Arizona trees surrender to autumn — not the dramatic blazes of New England but a quiet, grudging acknowledgment that the season had changed. Grackles strutted along the path ahead of me, iridescent and obnoxious, making sounds like rusty hinges. A lizard the color of concrete froze on the canal wall, doing its tiny push-ups.

The water was low this time of year, moving at the pace of someone who knows where they’re going and isn’t in a hurry. I could see the canal’s shadow on its own concrete floor, and below that, nothing — just the engineered precision of a system designed to bring water to the desert and make things grow. My grandmother used to walk this path every evening after dinner, rain or shine, though “rain” in Gilbert meant maybe thirty days a year and “shine” meant the other three hundred and thirty-five. She’d walk for exactly forty-five minutes, come home smelling like dust and creosote, and settle into her study for the night.

I never asked what she did in that study. I was a teenager, then a college student, then a twentysomething who visited twice a year and spent most of those visits eating her cooking and sleeping late. The study was just a room with a closed door and the sound of paper rustling behind it, and I’d assumed it was bill-paying, or letter-writing, or the other bureaucracies of an older woman’s life.

Now the study was still a room with a closed door, and I walked past it every day the same way I walked past the dying grapefruit tree: aware, avoidant, telling myself I’d deal with it soon.

The canal path curved south past Guadalupe Road, and I stopped at the point where you could see the Riparian Preserve spreading out to the east — those seven big recharge basins glinting in the morning sun, and beyond them, the trails and marshland and the observatory dome like a silver eye watching the sky. The Preserve was one of the things Gilbert had done right, genuinely right. They’d taken their treated wastewater and turned it into a hundred and ten acres of habitat — ponds, trails, three hundred species of birds, a paleontology dig site, an entire ecosystem conjured from what most towns just flushed away. My grandmother had loved it. She used to volunteer there, walking the trails before dawn with a flashlight.

A pair of great blue herons stood motionless in the nearest basin, patient as statues. A red-tailed hawk circled overhead. The water smelled faintly of minerals and algae and something alive, the way water in the desert always smells — like a small miracle insisting on itself.

I turned around and walked home, and if I walked a little faster than usual, it was only because I had a grant proposal due by three o’clock and not because the canal path, at the point where it passed the Preserve, sometimes gave me a feeling I couldn’t name. A prickle at the back of my neck. A sense of being watched by something patient.

Coyotes, probably. Gilbert had plenty of coyotes.

* * *
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Becca Tran was already seated at Joe’s Farm Grill when I arrived, which meant she’d ordered for both of us, which meant I was eating the green chile burger whether I wanted it or not. The restaurant was built from the bones of a 1960s farmhouse, and it still had that ranch-house DNA under the retro-futuristic renovation — the butterfly roof, the glass-box kitchen, the LCD menu boards that felt like they’d been designed by someone who watched a lot of Jetsons. But outside, it was pure old Gilbert: mature trees throwing deep shade over picnic tables, kids shrieking on the playground, the farm fields of Agritopia stretching out behind it all like a promise that some things don’t have to change.

Becca waved from the patio table she’d staked out under the big mesquite tree, the one with the view of those fields.

“I got you the green chile burger,” she said.

“I know.”

“With the ghost pepper jack.”

“Why?”

“Because you need to live a little, Maren. You’re thirty-two years old and you eat like someone who’s been meal-prepping since the Eisenhower administration.”

Becca was my best friend from Gilbert High School, which we’d both attended even though I’d technically lived in Tucson by then and only came to Gilbert for summers and holidays with my grandmother. She was a veterinarian now at an East Valley animal clinic, and she had the particular energy of someone who spent her days with sick animals and needed her off-hours to be relentlessly cheerful to compensate. She was also the person who’d stayed when I’d left, and the person who’d been most visibly thrilled when I came back, and there was something in the gap between those two facts that neither of us had ever directly addressed.

“Did you see the Nextdoor post?” she asked, settling into
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4 Tuesday, March 4
Fed V. at Basin 2 before dawn. She took the
supplement without trouble.

Checked the east access seal — holding well, no
subsidence since February.

Spoke with L. at dusk. He says the lower tunnels are
stable but the junction near Hiigley needs attention
before summer.” Will ask Frank fo look. 5
Basin 4 valve opened manually per schedule. Closed
at first light. No surface activity.

Reminder: Dot’s turn for the Tuesday check.

Left supplies at the canal junction.

V. came to the porch again last night.

Maren still not back from Tucson.
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