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I 
remember seeing Mad Max when I was a kid, but I knew noth-
ing of the desert: that place of sci-! apocalyptic visions and fan-
tastical wars, that wasteland of sand and brush and wily little 
lizards. I had always loved the coast, the ocean. That was my 
speed—staring at the sea. And then last summer, I found myself 
in California, just on the edge of the desert, and it occurred to 
me that it was time to venture into this alternate world.

It was August and, even in Pasadena, the heat was intense. I 
was sure that it would dry me like an ear of corn, from the in-
side out, leaving me a husk 
of my former self. I’d been 
doing research for a book 

at the Huntington Library for a few weeks 
and negotiating the relationship between the 
indoors and outdoors. I wore a tank top and 
a long skirt every day, layering two or three 
sweaters and a scarf to survive the cold read-
ing room and then stripping all this off when 
I went out into the sun. 

The Huntington was a beautiful place—
almost too beautiful, really. In the afternoons, 
I took walks around the grounds, wandering 
from one garden to another. I ate my lunch 
on a bench on a hillside and looked out over 
roses and stone palaces, much like the hero-
ine in a Jane Austen novel surveying her an-
cestral estate. But as in a Jane Austen novel—
as in Emma, say—a world that is manicured 
to perfection can be claustrophobic. The 
perfect always borders on the oppressive. A friend of mine once joked that the 
Huntington is so placid and peaceful that you suspect people must be building 
bombs underneath the rose garden. That was my sense, as well.

But the desert. This would be an uncontrolled space, I thought. An unpredict-
able, unregulated place. No tearoom with little egg salad sandwiches, no reading 
room !lled with leather-bound books.

And so I set off. I drove, along with my dog Millie, through the suburban 
streets of Pasadena, each house larger than the last and all of them surrounded 
by forti!cations of hedges. So many walls of green. I made a detour and drove 
past Julia Child’s childhood home at 625 Magnolia Avenue. It was quite big and 
fancy, and I wondered who lived there now. Sitting in my parked car and looking 
through the windshield, I tried to imagine her in that house, and I couldn’t really 
do it, and I thought: I see why she had to leave. 

I drove along Colorado Boulevard, part of historic Route 66, and headed out 
of town toward Joshua Tree National Park and the small town of Landers, where 

I’d rented an old 1960s Airstream trailer for the night. All around me were palm 
trees, and then the huge white windmills of Palm Springs, and then the clouds that 
sit on the San Jacinto mountains. I felt far from Pasadena. Far from the indoors. 

By lunch, I had checked into my trailer and Millie and I set off again for the 
park, a place that’s like the moon. I say this with no real !rst-hand knowledge of 
the moon—only the conviction that I have never seen another place on earth like 
it. The trees were twisted like fairytale crones. There were no souvenir shops or 
restaurants, none of the trappings of most national parks. Virtually no other cars. 

I felt almost scarily alone, surrounded by rock formations. The park had 
a fondness for the macabre. There was 
“Skull Rock,” which did indeed look like a 
skull, staring down at you in all its mortal 
seriousness. And there was a climbing rock 
called the “Hall of Horrors,” another rem-
nant of prehistory. One of its climbs was 
named “A Cheap Way To Die.” 

As I drove out of the park in the late 
afternoon and back towards Landers, I 
passed various turn-offs where the two-
lane highway just ran out, giving way to 
stretches of sand. “Road Not Maintained,” 
the signs announced. I got out of my car 
at one of these spots and walked up to the 
uneven line where the pavement stopped 
and the sand started, and I kicked the sand 
off the concrete and back into its area. 

In the evening, I made some pasta with 
store-bought Ragu sauce and sat in front of 
my Airstream and drank a glass of wine and 

looked out over the desert. Complete silence. The occasional bark of a dog, some-
where off in unmarked space. People always say that you can hear yourself think in 
moments like this. This is an odd phrase. I couldn’t hear myself think; I’m not sure I 
was thinking. I could smell smoke from the nearby !res in the mountains.

I sat outside for a long time, with Millie "opped down at my feet. Early in the 
morning—maybe at about one—a "ash thunderstorm drove me inside, and I lay in 
bed and listened to the rain on the silver body of the trailer, each drop like a hammer 
crashing down. The wind sounded fake—like an effect from a horror !lm, a manu-
factured noise. Wind doesn’t sound like that, I thought. How absurd. But it did. 

There must be a reason that so many post-apocalyptic stories are set in the 
desert. You sense that you’re not supposed to be there, that only the vagaries of 
modernity allow you access to this space. Don’t forget to go home. So says the 
sand. The desert is calm and still, like a library or an ancestral estate, but it’s also 
thrillingly scary, as if it might opt to kill you if it so desired. You have to trust that 
it will treat you well.

“There must be a 
reason that so many 
post-apocalyptic 
stories are set in the 
desert. You sense 
that you’re not sup-
posed to be there...”
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The perfect always borders on the oppressive. 


