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Publisher’s Note

BETTER TOGETHER
I

t is a unique partnership. This magazine, Desert Companion. This radio station, KNPR. 
They go together. A benefit of listening. A benefit that comes with financial support 
for this nonprofit media institution, Nevada Public Radio. A benefit that informs our 
city and region. Stories and conversations that resonate across Nevada and beyond, 

in every issue of the magazine and every day on the radio and online.  
Desert Companion is something that we hang onto and read over time, delving deeply 

into the stories and images that help us understand and learn more about ourselves. And 
KNPR is your NPR News station, singularly providing reliable daily journalism and pro-
gramming over the airwaves every day, and — with our network of NPR station colleagues’ 
reporting — regionally, nationally, and internationally, a tremendously powerful news 
service for our country. 

Remarkably, this is one of very few places in the U.S. where an in-depth regional magazine 
and high-quality public media station still work hand in glove, as they have for many years.  

We want to highlight and expand this close relationship, and as you’ll see clearly in this 
issue and hear on air this month, our stories will be intentionally shared and illuminated by 
each other in each medium. Going forward, you’ll see a greater integration of cross-reported 
stories, interviews, voices, deeper journalism, and even better digital content. 

I’ve come to Nevada Public Radio to help us find new ways to expand and grow.  As a 
reader and listener, you likely have ideas to share with us. We welcome that conversation. 
Here are a few things that are coming soon.  

A new digital presence at Nevada Public Radio. We will debut a DesertCompanion.
com/KNPR.org website that is mobile-agile, NPR News-friendly, and gives you even 
faster access to breaking news and social media. The promise of reading both in print 
and on digital devices is not an either/or decision, but rather an array of options for you, 
as a supporter of this institution, to choose from. Would you be interested in Desert 
Companion-quality photo essays online? Is social media how you get your NPR News? 
Let us know.

More audio options. Our Fifth Street newsletter is growing in use — maybe you’d like to 
click through and hear it as a podcast? Would you like to listen to Desert Companion stories 
told in the distinctive sound of our shared human voice?  This is an amazing editorial 
and journalistic effort, but now, in the era of digital media, what are the investments, and 
what is the content that you believe we should focus on?

Although I’m new to this role, I want to share with you, our readers and listeners, my 
deep professional and personal life goal of enhancing the role and importance of public 
media. I’m privileged to be only the fourth CEO of Nevada Public Radio over its 40-year 
history of serving the communities and people of Southern Nevada and beyond through 
independent journalism.

Let’s stay in touch. Write me at mark@desertcompanion.com with your thoughts on what 
you’d like to see in our pages and digital spaces and hear on our air. Thanks for your support.

Mark Vogelzang
President & CEO
Nevada Public Radio
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During his 26 

years at the Los 

Angeles Times, 

John Glionna was 

both a foreign 

and national 

correspondent, 

covering people 

and politics from 

the American West to Japan. His work 

has been included in The Year’s Best 

Sports Writing anthology, and his first 

book, Outback Nevada: Real Stories 

from the Silver State, came out earlier 

this year. He’s currently looking for new 

adventures to feed his human-interest 

blogging habit.

Alec Pridgeon 

received his doc-

torate in biology 

from Florida State 

University. He’s 

written and/or 

edited more than 

15 books, the latest 

a co-authored bio- 

graphy of married astronomers and solar 

energy scientists, With Stars in Their 

Eyes, published by Oxford University 

Press. In his spare time, he indulges his 

longtime passion for wildlife photogra-

phy and enjoys spending summers in the 

Alaskan wilderness with blasé to overly 

friendly brown bears.

Editor’s Note

THE SPACE BETWEEN
F

all feels like a break between seasons in our city, where it follows the 
hot mess of summer and precedes the frenetic cheer of the holidays. 
Philosophers of yoga write about the second between the inhale and 
exhale as the moment when the good stuff happens — though the entire 

breath requires attention for the process to work. The kids are well into their school 
year, Thanksgiving is a long way off. It would be easy to forget about the fleeting, 
in-between month of October, if it weren’t for the start of football season, hockey 
season, the perfect beauty of the Mojave in autumn, and were we not here, in Las 
Vegas, where October will forever be a time to remember. Don’t hold your breath. 
Take it in, pause, honor, breathe out. Hike to a good spot to catch a sunrise. And 
then … go get coffee or watch some hockey with your friends.

For this auspicious month, Desert Companion teamed up with KNPR’s State of 
Nevada to produce a series of complementary radio segments and written profiles 
about life five years after the Route 91 Harvest Festival shooting. In our feature on 
p. 55, you’ll find a QR code linking to the whole series. We also celebrate the city’s 
growing pro-sports fandom (p. 49), explore our increasingly complex coffee scene 
(p. 25), visit a rural brothel turned B&B (p. 40), and much more in this issue — my 
first as interim editor of Desert Companion (if you missed founding editor Andrew 
Kiraly’s farewell, see p. 10 of our August-September issue). 

You may recognize my byline. Since 2014, I’ve been staff writer, then senior writer 
and producer, then deputy editor here at Nevada Public Radio. I’m working hard to 
earn the confidence Andrew expressed passing me the torch, and I could use your 
help. Call or email me. Tell me what you like (or don’t) about the magazine and our 
biweekly newsletter, Fifth Street. What we do, we do for you. So, how are we doing?  
     I hope you’re doing well, especially this month. 

Heidi
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DESERT COMPANION REGRETS

In the Visual Arts section of the 2022 
Fall Culture Guide (August-September 

issue), we mistakenly ran a photo of 
David Seidner’s mixed-media piece 

“Ambient Entity Chillin” upside-down. 
It is shown in its correct orientation 

here. Apologies to David for the error!
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all the other seasons.”  —Jim Bishop
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AALLLLTHINGSTHINGS
P R O M O T I O N

HEALTH 
CAREFORUM

Late this summer, Nevada 
Public Radio held its inaugural 

healthcare forum with moderator 
Dr. Chris Cochran and panelists 

Kerry Palakanis, Shelley 
Berkley, and Jeremy Aguero, to 
spark dialogue on the state of 
healthcare in our community.  

The full discussion is available for 
on-demanding viewing at  

www.knpr.org today. A special 
thank you to our sponsor 
Intermountain Healthcare.

Panelists Jeremy Aguero,  
Kerry Palakanis, Shelley Berkley

Joann Lindsey,  
Barbara Reuben 
Powell

Nichole Juliano and  
Donnabelle Logan

Mark Vogelzang  
and Shelley Berkley

Richard Dreitzer  
and Lorisa Loy

Kerry Palakanis, Dr. Christopher Cochran, Shelley 
Berkley, Jeremy Aguero

Brad Gillman, Clinton Pope, Paula Freund,  
Tana Shivers, Kerry Palakanis
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AALLLLTHINGSTHINGS
IDEAS, CULTURE,  

FOOD, AND OTHER  

WAYS TO USE  

THIS CITY 

I
n the debate over firearm safety, the facts don’t merely speak 
for themselves, they yell: Nevada has the sixteenth-highest 
firearm death rate in the nation, and could be poised to rise 
on that list, as overall gun deaths increased by 24 percent in 

the state from 2011 to 2020. Yet the most concerning statistic by 
far is that of childhood gun fatalities — an average of 41 children 
and teens die because of firearms each year in Nevada, making 
gunshot wounds the leading cause of death for minors in the 
state. For experts, this is especially troubling, considering how 
many of these childhood fatalities are preventable by one simple 
habit: safely storing guns and ammunition.

“There’s a level of responsibility that comes with gun ownership, 
and safe and secure storage is part of that,” says Jamie Bunnell, 
the Nevada state chapter leader for gun safety organization 
Moms Demand Action. “That’s what distinguishes between 
a gun owner and a responsible gun owner.” Proper firearm 
storage means locking up unloaded guns and their ammunition 
separately. Oftentimes this is in a gun safe, protected by lock and 

PHOTOGRAPHY  Jeff Scheid

CO M M U N I T Y

Safe 
Place

Can efforts to promote safe gun storage  
help curb thefts and child deaths?  

Almost everyone agrees, it’s worth a try

BY Anne Davis
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key, passcode, or biometrics. Though less 
ideal than a safe, gun locks and cable locks 
also secure a gun by preventing it from 
firing. Safely storing firearms is crucial 
to prevent a child picking up and firing a 
loaded gun. “Children are not responsible 
for keeping themselves safe,” Bunnell 
emphasizes. “Secured firearms truly do take 
that responsibility off the kids and put it 
back on the gun owner, who was supposed 
to be responsible in the first place.”

Yet accidental discharges are not the 
only scenarios responsible for those 41 
minors who die by guns each year here. 
Suicides, sadly, make up a whopping 41 
percent of all childhood gun deaths 
in Nevada. “We know that having an 
unsecured weapon, easily accessible, 
can literally mean the difference 
between a suicide success and a 
failure,” Bunnell says. “It can be 
the deciding factor in saving a life.” 

Research bears this out: If just half of 
the households in America with children 
that contain at least one unlocked firearm 
switched to locking all of their firearms, 
one-third of youth suicides and accidental 
deaths by gun could be prevented. That 
translates to 14 fewer Nevadan youth dying 
by firearms per year, which could have a 
tangible impact. 

“Failing to secure a gun impacts the 
child, the mother, the father, siblings, 
aunts, uncles, grandparents, their friends 
and teachers at school and church,” says 
Scott Damron, founder and chief instructor 

at Global Security and Training 
Solutions (GSTS), a local firearm 

training organization and member of the 
NRA Business Alliance. “The consequences 
are much, much bigger and more severe 
than people think about.”

Properly locking up guns and ammunition 
extends beyond protecting someone’s own 
family, however — it can also save the lives of 
total strangers by preventing firearm theft. 
“There’s an astronomical number of guns that 
are stolen from individual gun owners each 
year,” says Allison Anderman, senior counsel 
and Director of local policies for Giffords Law 
Center to Prevent Gun Violence. “Many of 
those are stolen from homes, either when a 

gun owner is not present and leaves the gun 
unsecured, and it’s stolen in a burglary, or 
by people who may work in the home, like 
caregivers or workers.” 

Information on gun theft in Nevada is 
hard to come by, but one report from the 
Center for American Progress estimates 
that, in the five-year period between 2012 
and 2017, almost 30,000 firearms were 
stolen in the state. What happens after 
these guns are taken? “They’re often used 
in subsequent crimes and sold illegally,” 
Anderman says. “A gun mishandled can 
be very, very dangerous,” Damron warns, 
“and that’s what can happen when it’s not 
stored properly.”

41
the number of children  

and teens who die in  
Nevada each year because  

of gunshot wounds

47.3% The percentage of Nevada adults 
estimated to have guns in their homes

compiled by Anne Davis sources: everystat.org/#Nevada, RAND Corporation, 
Journal of the American Medical Association, giffords.org, everytown.org

$6.7
 The amount of money 
that gun violence costs 

the state of Nevada yearly

$104.3 million
How much of that $6.7 billion  

is paid by local taxpayers

No. 1
Where firearms 

rank among other 
causes of death for 
Nevada teens and 

children

85%

How much lower the risk 
of unintentional firearm 
injuries is among minors in 
households that lock both 
firearms and ammunition, 
compared to households 
that lock neither

11%
The decrease  
in gun-related 
suicide rates  

among young 
people ages 14-17 
in states that have 
Childhood Access 
Prevention laws, 

like Nevada 
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LOCK THEM UP
Guns in the 
temporary 
storage locker 
at Max Pawn 
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But there’s a bright side — multiple com-
munity efforts aimed at reducing the rates 
of childhood fatalities and theft associated 
with guns. One example can be found at 
Max Pawn Shop in Las Vegas. “We’ve had 
the waves of shootings for the last few 
years,” owner Michael Mack says, “and 
lots of those situations are where the guns 
weren’t stored properly, and they got into 
the hands of young people of all walks of 
life. And they shouldn’t have been.” Mack 
recently launched a program that allows 
legal gun owners to drop off their firearms 
and ammunition at Max Pawn for up to 
120 days (or a full year in select cases), 
if life circumstances don’t allow for safe 
storage at home, such as when kids come 
visit grandparents or gun owners go on 
vacation. Mack has already stored almost 
80 firearms since late July, as well as given 
out countless gun locks, all for free. “If we 
save one life, we’re successful,” Mack says. 
“It’s that simple.”

Another promising solution to the prob-
lem of minors harming themselves or others 
with firearms is Nevada’s CAP (Childhood 
Access Prevention) legislation, passed in 
2019. Nevada is one of only 22 other states to 
have such a law. The CAP law charges adults 
who fail to secure a gun with a misdemeanor 
if a minor is likely to access it and a felony if 
they know that there’s a chance the child will 
commit a crime with the unsecured firearm. 

Ultimately, Damron says, it all comes 
down to gun owners needing to make more 
conscious decisions about how they han-
dle their guns. “Once we have that loaded 
firearm in our hand, subconsciously or 
consciously, we tend to pay more attention 
to what we’re doing with it,” he says. “Once 
we put it down, it becomes less of a conscious 
or critical task in our mind.”

Despite the troubling statistics, efforts 
from local and state-level community mem-
bers to promote safe firearm storage leave 
advocates cautiously optimistic. “I’m always 
hopeful to see more CAP laws,” Anderman 
says. “There are already a number of states 
that have these laws, and there are others 
that have versions of the law that can be 
strengthened.” Bunnell of Moms Demand 
Action agrees, though she sees the future 
less in legislation and more in the hands 
of normal Nevadans. “I’m very hopeful, 
because the more I talk to people here in 
Nevada, the more I see that there is this 
middle ground that can be reached with 
conversation and education. Most gun 
owners that I speak with truly do want to 
be responsible.” ✦ 

Seasonal Yumminess!  All gifts made to order, 
many sizes available.. please visit us online at 
cookiezoo.com or call to order 702-361-8885!  Pick 
up or delivery, no walk-ins please.

Visit us online at Cookiezoo.com  or or call  702-361-8885
ALL GIFTS  MADE TO ORDER. 

Local Delivery/Nationwide  Shipping

         702.361.8885
Local, 

fresh and 

fabulous!

BID LIMIT $250,000 LICENSE NO. 0074966

THOUGHTFUL DESIGN, QUALITY CONSTRUCTION
702-806-8376  |   ORACLEPOOLS.COM

Oracle
SWIMMING POOLS
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“
As a nurse, you’re in between 
the life and death of a person,” 
Elizabeth de-Leon Gamboa  says. 
She recounts a time when her 

initiative and quick actions helped resus-
citate an unresponsive patient at a rehab 
facility. Sharp with her IV skills, de-Leon 
Gamboa put a line in, allowing other units 
to administer medication and revive the 
patient. “That rapid response taught me 
that I’m really valuable,” she says. “That 
was one of my greatest moments.” 

De-Leon Gamboa is a registered nurse in 
Southern Nevada, but she got her bachelor 
of science in nursing in the Philippines 
in 1991. She decided on nursing school 
because of the United States work petition 
that sponsors permanent residency during 
employment. She is one of the hundreds 
of thousands of immigrant nurses from 
the Philippines who’ve worked to realize 
a better life in the U.S. since the late ’60s. 
Over the decades, Filipino nurses have 
helped to fill the gap in the U.S. healthcare 
industry, representing around 4 percent of 
all registered nurses nationwide, whereas 
Filipinos only account for 1.2 percent of the 
U.S. population overall.

The pandemic exacerbated a health-
care-worker shortage that started with 
Nevada’s early 2000s population boom. 
For the last two years, overworked nurses 
have been fighting to stay afloat as shortages 
heightened to new levels. And, because of 
Filipino nurses’ disproportionate repre-
sentation in the field, the struggle has hit 
this population hard. According to National 
Nurses United, about 30 percent of U.S. 
registered nurses who’ve died because of 
COVID-19 were Filipino. This immense 
pressure on the physical, mental, 
and emotional health of Filipino 
nurses is something I’ve seen 
firsthand from my mother, a 
Filipino nurse who retired fol-
lowing the pandemic. “On top of 
the physical stress, many nurses 
worried about exposing their own families 
to the virus,” de-Leon Gamboa says. Nurses 
would take extra precautions when going 

home to their families to prevent the spread 
of the virus, often isolating themselves from 
their loved ones for weeks and months.

While Filipino nurses have confronted 
these hardships and risks on the frontlines 
since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
who has taken care of them? Perhaps not 
surprisingly, they’re doing it themselves. 
De-Leon Gamboa heads an association 
that is responding to those challenges with 
advocacy, education, and support.

GROWING UP, DE-LEON Gamboa wanted to 
be a lawyer. But her mother and two older 
sisters are nurses, which, according to career 
forces in a stereotypical Filipino family, 
meant she was expected to be one, too. 

In the end, she gave in to the expectation 
because of the work petition, sending her to 
California, where her sisters were already 
working as nurses. Despite initially not 
wanting to be like her family members, 
de-Leon Gamboa says her mother became 
her inspiration. “I’ve always wanted to serve 
people,” she says. “Even when I wanted to 
become a lawyer, I wanted to advocate for 
people.” She’s been doing just that for the 
last 31 years as a registered nurse, holding 
multiple clinical and management positions 
in California and Nevada. 

De-Leon Gamboa’s advocacy continued 
when she joined the nonprofit Philippine 
Nurses Association of Nevada (PNANV) in 
2014, working her way up as a board member 
and eventually being appointed president 
in 2021. UMC nurses founded PNANV in 
1992 to recognize and celebrate the hard 
work of Filipino nurses, and to foster their 
well-being. 

During the pandemic, PNANV volunteers 
started the “Masks On, Shields Up!” per-
sonal protective equipment drive, making 
masks and face shields and donating them 
to hospitals, nursing homes, schools, and 

H E A LT H

‘Fill Your Own Cup’
An association for Filipino nurses offers support to a group that’s 
borne a disproportionate burden during the pandemic

BY Lourdes Trimidal

FRONT-LINE FILIPINA
Elizabeth de-Leon 
Gamboa wanted 
to be a lawyer but 
pursued nursing for a 
work petition 



@ Get tickets at meow.wf/lvdc

YOU HAVE NO IDEA WHAT’S IN-STORE FOR YOU!
ASTONISHING. UNPREDICTABLE. MIND-BENDING. Omega Mart is an immersive interactive experience from 

groundbreaking art collective, Meow Wolf. Featuring jaw-dropping work from international and local artists,
Omega Mart sends participants of all ages on a journey through surreal worlds and immersive storytelling. Discover secret 

portals or simply soak up the innovative art as you venture beyond an extraordinary supermarket into parts unknown.
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the public. The organization has also 
taken part in vaccination and flu clinics, 
working with the University of Nevada, 
Las Vegas, and organizations such as the 
Asian Community Development Council 
to help boost numbers. 

PNANV celebrated its 30th anniversary 
at the annual fundraiser gala in May. The 
theme, Pearls of Wisdom and Resilience, 
evoked the last years’ experience. “2020 
was the year of the nurse,” de-Leon Gamboa 
says. “We really had to step up to the plate 
and commit to our mission.” That mission 
is to take care of one another. 

De-Leon Gamboa recalls when a nurse 
practitioner, who was also a member of 
PNANV, was infected with COVID-19 and 
had to be intubated and hospitalized for 
about a month. While he was bedridden, his 
own mother was also infected and passed 
away. The organization helped him with 
their Gifts of Sharing event, which gathered 
money and food donations for nurses af-
flicted with COVID-19 during the holidays. 

Along with other issues that the Asian 
American Pacific Islander community 
already faced, the pandemic exacerbated 
anti-Asian violence, making Filipinos and 
other people of Asian descent targets of hate, 
racism, and xenophobia. It’s another plague 
that has hit hospitals, where stories circulate 
of Asian healthcare workers being harassed 
on the job. PNANV has been involved in 
discussions and roundtable meetings at 
various locations — including hospitals, 
the Las Vegas Metropolitan Department, 
and Roseman University — addressing 
diversity issues and the root cause of an-
ti-Asian hate. De-Leon Gamboa says that 
colleagues who’ve experienced verbal abuse 
from patients ask themselves what they did 
wrong, and say that it gives them feelings of 
heaviness, sadness, and anxiety.” Yet they 
still have to take care of these patients.

Because of all these pressures, nurses’ 
greatest need right now is mental health 
support. Through self-care programs, the 
organization has shifted more of its focus 
to members taking care of themselves. “As 

a nurse, you can’t really give from an empty 
cup. You have to fill your own cup in order 
to give,” de-Leon Gamboa says. PNANV is 
creating a comprehensive mental health 
guide to help immigrant nurses dealing 
with the additional stresses of moving to 
and assimilating in a new country. 

While Filipino nurses’ importance is 
being recognized, 
de-Leon Gamboa 
b e l i e v e s  t h a t 
more could be 
done. Commu-
nity support and 
compassion are 

needed more than ever, and that includes 
spiritual support. “Our culture of prayer 
has a lot to do with our resilience and how 
we were able to survive this pandemic,” 
de-Leon Gamboa says. That spiritual culture 
is unique to Filipino nurses, showing their 
strong sense of hope and prayer while they 
go through the toughest battles of their 
careers. She is hopeful and positive that, 
with more support and advocacy for their 
safety, these essential caregivers can handle 
any kind of weather now, as much of the 
pandemic storm passes. ✦

P O L I T I C S

Seeing Through 
a New Lens
In a crowded midterm, Elizabeth Mercedes Krause  
is distinguishing herself as proudly Indigenous

BY Miles Brady

E 
lizabeth Mercedes Krause stands on the edge of an encampment 
in Northern Nevada, looking out over endless hills of sagebrush, 
watching the sun crest the distant mountains. Her clothing 
is simple: a sweater wrapped loosely over a shirt bearing the 

language of her Oglala Lakota people. There’s no sign of political pretense. 
The American Indian Movement members who make up the rest of the 

camp are quietly rising and going about their morning duties. The purpose 
is clear: prayer and protest, in an effort to sway public opinion against 
Lithium Americas’ plan to build a mine at Thacker Pass, an area sacred 
to several of the region’s tribes. The mine’s ecological consequences and 
implications for Indigenous land rights are just two of many problems 
facing the Indigenous community in Nevada today, though its impact 
could spread throughout the state.

“I just keep thinking, ‘What can I do?’” Krause says.
A moment later, she answers her own question: “Be there, follow the 

lead of the people who are working to protect (the land) around me, and 

CULTURE OF CARE
The Philippine Nurses 
Association of Nevada 
responded to the 
COVID pandemic with 
PPE and food drives.
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Challenger School offers uniquely fun and academic classes for preschool  
to eighth grade students. Our students learn to think for themselves and to 
value independence.

Unmatched Academic Results!
Come tour a campus and see for yourself!

© 2022, Challenger Schools 
Challenger School admits students of any race, color, and national or ethnic origin. 

Desert Hills 410-7225 
8175 West Badura Ave. 

Green Valley 263-4576 
1725 East Serene Ave.

Los Prados 839-1900  
5150 North Jones Blvd. 

Summerlin 878-6418 
9900 Isaac Newton Way

An independent private school offering preschool through eighth grade
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just do everything that I can to help protect 
it, too.”

For most of her early life, Krause was, by 
her own admission, hesitant to speak out, 
preferring to contribute to her community 
quietly. The time came, however, when she 
felt circumstances demanded more voices 
to call for change in the American political 
landscape. It was time for her to step up. 
She decided to run for Congress, taking 
on incumbent Mark Amodei to represent 
Nevada’s second congressional district. 

“I didn’t always see myself in this position, 
as being the person who’s actually running,” 
Krause says, “But I really believe that we 
can create the community that we want.”

The shape of that community is hotly 
contested. During the 2022 midterms, 
fractured sects of political groups have 
resulted in an identity crisis for both the 
GOP and Democrats. Establishment ideol-
ogies clash with Trumpism on the right and 
neoprogressivism on the left. The friction 
has created an environment that can be 

unforgiving for candidates attempting to 
stand out from their contemporaries.

But Krause seems undeterred. She’s has 
taken a different tack entirely, centering her 
message in an authentic local perspective. 
The former elementary school teacher 
describes herself as a “proud citizen of the 
Oglala Lakota Nation,” but also as “bat-
tle-born,” raised in Nevada. She’s a mother of 
three and has been active in the Indigenous 
community both with her tribe up north and 
in the southwest, including serving as the 
chair of the Clark County American Indian/
Alaska Native Democratic Caucus. These 
experiences have led Krause to a unique 
understanding of what is needed in both 
the Indigenous and statewide communities, 
and helped her center her focus on policy.

“What we need are people with more 
real-life experiences, wider lenses, stepping 
into leadership roles,” Krause says.

Many in her community agree. Ray Ba-
casegua Valdez, director of the Northern 
Nevada chapter of the American Indian 

Movement, said that Krause’s unique per-
spective could offer solutions to fraught 
issues across the nation.

“Well, we’re excited to see a Native woman 
in a leadership role,” Valdez says, “She’s got 
a powerful platform, and I think it can help, 
not just Indian people, but (all) our people 
today with all the issues we’re having.”

Krause’s platform is built on racial jus-
tice, environmental protection, healthcare 
access, education, and community. She 
says that in order for representation of all 
communities to truly matter, it has to lead 
to strong, lasting improvements for groups 
who have been left out in the past. 

“When we have more lenses available to 
look at issues and help think of solutions … 
that is always better,” Krause says. “When 
we talk about representation for other 
communities, we need have representation 
to match what our community looks like. If 
we want to see a better world, and we want to 
see change, we have to be solution-focused. 
That’s the number one priority.” ✦

HEAR MORE:
Miles Brady 
interviews 
Elizabeth 
Mercedes 
Krause at 
knpr.org



P R O M O T I O N

Earlier this summer, we celebrated the 10th Annual Focus on 
Nevada Showcase and Issue Party at Nine Twenty Events  

in the downtown Arts District. The Desert Companion  
team awarded prizes for the top snaps in six categories.  

More than 1,200 images were entered in this year’s contest. 
We extend our thanks to the winners, participants,  

and everyone who attended the party!

20
22

Trevor Vellinga

Sonia Barcelona

Grand Prize Winner,  
Mike Cowan

Richard Dreitzer and 
Mark Vogelzang
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Q & A

‘You’ve 
Got to 
Fight’
Dennis McBride on the  
history — and future — of Pride 
in Southern Nevada

BY Nicholas Barnette

W
hen the City of Henderson 
dropped its sponsorship 
of Henderson Pride Fest 
over differing definitions 

of “family friendly,” the decision stirred 
questions over who Pride is for and how 
to celebrate. Dennis McBride, historian 
and author of Out of the Neon Closet: Queer 
Community in the Silver State, ref lects 
on Las Vegas’ first Pride event and how 
cultural shifts may affect Pride events in 
years to come.

How did you first become involved with 
what you describe in your book as the 
first Gay Pride event in Las Vegas back 
in 1983?

Las Vegas had not had a Gay Pride cel-
ebration before, and they’d been going on 
in the rest of the country, in big cities, for a 
decade. So we all decided to pool resources 
and do something …  We weren’t going to 
call it a Gay Pride celebration, because when 
you say “gay,” you scare people, and when 
you say “Gay Pride,” you terrify them. So, 
we decided we were going to have it at the 

university (UNLV) because they were 
very gay-friendly. We set up what we 

called a Human Rights Seminar, 
which sounds safe, but nearly 

all of the seminars that we 
had and workshops were 

gay-oriented. From that 
point onward, we’ve 

always had Las Vegas 
Gay Pride, with var-
ious sponsors and 
various names and 
so on. It might have 

grown much bigger earlier, except that was 
the outset of the AIDS pandemic. 

Tell me more about the line that Pride 
has walked between celebration and 
political action regarding issues such 
as public health.

The gay communities were not found-
ed here on political issues. It was social. 
Nevadans for Human Rights was the first 
political organization that was established 
here, but by people who had been involved 
in politics in other places. When they came 
here and saw the state of the community, 
they determined they were going to make a 
political presence and bring us along. They 
learned quite early on that the best way to 
approach the Las Vegas gay community, if 
you wanted to build a political presence, was 
socially. So they established potlucks, where 
we’d meet once a month. It’d be social, and 
then it would also be political, because they 
would discuss issues and topics. Pride, of 
course, especially early on, was meant to be 
a political statement. In other places, that 
political statement morphed into more of 
a social thing with politics attached rather 
than politics with social things attached.

In a radio interview with KNPR’s State 
of Nevada earlier this year, you said the 
aim of the 1983 Human Rights Semi-
nar was “more a matter of persuasion 
than confrontation.” Do you think that 
compromise is still necessary when it 
comes to planning Pride events in 2022?

I think Las Vegas changed enough that 
you could be nonconfrontational, because 
now, standing up and saying, “I’m gay,” is not 

“Straight allies showing support 
for two-spirit people is more 
than just calling them two-spirit. 
It’s taking it upon yourself to 
understand the deeper meaning 
of culture and traditions, as our 
existence itself is anti-capitalist. 
Advocating for our autonomy 
is the first step, but there are so 
many ways to show support, such 
as helping pay for bills ... giving 
rides for important meetings and 
appointments, buying someone 
groceries for the week, etc. With 
so many different avenues, it’s 
always a matter of knowing where 
to start — ask a 2SQT-BIPOC 
where you can begin to help 
them, and continuously show up.” 
—Yesenia Castro, Administrative 
Coordinator, Las Vegas Indian 
Center

PRIDE AND TRUE

Wondering how to be a good ally beyond October’s 
parades? Community leaders have some advice By Oona Robertson

October is Pride month, at least in Vegas. In more temperate 
cities, it’s in June. Today’s Pride celebrations have their lineage in 
the march that was held on the one-year anniversary of the June 
1969 uprising at the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in New York City, 
leading to the ongoing fight for our rights. We commemorate this 
moment through a celebration of our kaleidoscopic identities, as 
symbolized by the rainbow flag.

But in recent years, Pride has become an extravaganza of cor-
porate sponsorship, expensive parties, and surface-level support, 
dubbed rainbow capitalism. Such celebrations filter money into 
the hands of corporations and commodify our diverse spectrum 
of identities — as represented by our ever-growing acronym, 
2SLGBTQIA+. Here, leaders of our local community provide 
some tangible ideas for change. If you are straight and looking 
to support us, read on, and remember that Pride happens once a 
year; we are here always.

“The best way straight allies can support 
the LGBTQ+ community this fall is to 
vote for pro-equality candidates in the 
November elections. With the recent 
overturning of Roe v. Wade, it is  
more important now than ever for  
pro-equality candidates to get elected  
at all levels of government.” 
—Mark Sundermeier, steering committee 
co-chair for the Human Rights  
Campaign in Las Vegas

“When going out to intentionally 
queer spaces, be sure to center the 
queer experience. These sacred 
spaces may be the only places many 
feel comfortable expressing their 
truest self. Honor them by leaving out 
patriarchal flexing and be aware of 
the space you take up.” 
—Ashe aka A.C. Esme, Bodywork cofounder
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confrontational. If we did it in Nye County, 
absolutely. It’s going to be confrontational ...

Just to illustrate that: (Republican Gov.)
Ron DeSantis in Florida and the (so-called) 
“Don’t Say Gay” law … That party controls the 
entire state apparatus in Florida, including 
the courts. So, whatever recourse you might 
have, to bring a lawsuit and fight it through 
the courts, has been taken away. What are 
you going to do if you want change? There’s 
not much recourse left except confrontation 
of some nature.

Is there a responsibility for people in 
Nevada to speak out, or act politically 
on behalf of queer people nationally?

When you are safe in your space, that does 
suggest a responsibility to make sure that 
others are also safe in their space. Stone-
wall started out as a reaction to something 
happening not just in New York, but on that 
very street in that one spot. As the weeks 
and the months went by afterwards it spread 
into a shared sense of responsibility for gay 
communities across the country. Nobody 
thought, at the moment they were heaving 
bricks at the cops, “This is the inaugural 
event, the inaugural fight we’re going to 
face,” but it became that … Commiseration 
is a great thing; just talking to people is a 
great thing, but at the end of the day, you’ve 
got to fight in some way. It’s hard to say just 
which way things are going to go from this 
point, but always be ready for the worst, 
because the worst is what they’ll give you. ✦

Las Vegas Pride Night Parade begins at 6 
p.m. Friday, Oct. 7, in Downtown Las Vegas. 
See lasvegaspride.org for more.

“If you truly want to be an ally for some-
one who’s queer or someone who’s black 
or both, educate yourself. It’s come to 
the point, we are in 2022, I should not be 
educating you on stuff. If you truly want 
to be an ally, do the work.” 
—Madame Aza, Creator and founder of 
Lilith: A Ladies Night and Madame  
Aza Presents Kink Night 

“Among the LGBTQ folks in Southern 
Nevada, the trans community struggles 
the most with regard to employment.  
We are always looking for opportunities 
for businesses in the community to  
be more purposeful in their hiring 
practices. What we need from the wider 
community is folks to speak up and be 
advocates on our behalf.” 
—John Waldron, CEO of LGBTQ Commu- 
nity Center of Southern Nevada 

Kurt Weill and Bertolt Brecht
U.S. Premiere from the National

Theater in London

- The Guardian
“Grubbily Vivacious Revival”

October 27th - 30th 
Charleston Heights Art Center

Tickets: VegasCityOpera.org
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DUCK DUCK
shed

Duck Duck Shed, referencing the seminal architectural text, 
“Learning From Las Vegas,” is a four-day celebration of Las Vegas 
architecture, design, and culture.

 PHOTO EXHIBITION    WALKING TOURS
 AERIAL TOURS       FILM SCREENING
 LECTURES     EXCLUSIVE HOME TOUR
 COACH TOURS

Duck Duck Shed is supported in part by a grant from the City of Las Vegas 
Centennial Commission, which is funded by sales of the Las Vegas License Plate.

“Las Vegas has so many architectural gems, and I’m 
excited that Duck Duck Shed will shine a national 
spotlight on the beautiful designs that have shaped 
our city’s history...” 

- Las Vegas Mayor Carolyn Goodman.    
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o know a place truly is to know it 
in all seasons. I remind myself of 
this maxim as I blink sweat out 
of my eyes, hunched over a PVC 

pipe jutting out of the grooves of a vast salt 
flat, coaxing an electrode below the earth’s 
surface. The sun floats high over rippling 
ranges of black rock. The mass of dry air 
filling the Amargosa Valley shimmers. 
I’m checking shallow monitoring wells to 
understand flow trends in a wetland near 
Death Valley Junction. It’s lonely, exposed 
work — work that ensures the endangered 
plants that call this place home will have 
the water they need to withstand the ex-
treme summer.

Summer in the Mojave Desert reminds 
human beings that this landscape, for all 
its beauty and allure, is not known for its 
softness. The heat and aridity are real, as 
heavy and constant as gravity. Summer is 
the great bottleneck that dictates who stays 
and who goes in these lands: which species 
have the cleverness, frugality, and downright 
toughness to make it to autumn, and which 
do not. Millenia of seasonally extreme heat 
and aridity have shaped the ecology of the 
Mojave into its contemporary form. It’s 
an ecology of thrift, in which the greatest 
currencies are shade and water.

In these terms, the Amargosa River is a 
treasure trove for many species that depend 

on surface water and vegetative cover. The 
river flows from the mountains of western 
Nevada south into the Mojave Desert, run-
ning 186 miles above and below the surface 
before coming to rest in Badwater Basin of 
Death Valley National Park. The Amargosa 
River supports a network of oases that act as 
bastions against the raw heat of the desert 
for birds, mammals, fish, and amphibians, 
many of whom have evolved into distinct 
species as a result of prolonged isolation 
from their nearest relatives. In a very real 
sense, the incredible biodiversity of the 
Amargosa Basin is a direct result of the 
bottleneck’s severity.

But the bottleneck is constricting. An-
thropogenic climate change is attenuating 
the range of many species’ survivability 
by pushing the summer seasons into a 
higher gear. Heatwaves in the Southwest 
are occurring earlier in the year and lasting 
longer than historical patterns reflect. 
The 20-year drought has stretched so far 
that many suggest we stop using the term 
“drought” altogether. Drought is the new 
“normal.” Phasing out the use of the term 
drought, really, is accepting the reality that 

E S SAY

The Bottleneck
Human-caused climate change is putting the  
squeeze on Mojave Desert species

BY Mason Voehl
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climate change is pushing landscapes into 
a new state of being and that a return to 
the previous state of being is improbable 
given the trends of warming and emissions. 
In the Mojave, this means recognizing the 
narrowing bottleneck.

Researchers have recently reported 
increased mortality rates of species found 
both in Death Valley’s highest ecological 
zones and its lowest. An article in the Los 
Angeles Times documented the death of bris-
tlecone pines on the shoulders of the White 

Mountains, marking 
the end of lives that 
have weathered more 
than 1,000 years of ex-
treme heat and cold. 
Drought and warming 
conditions have led to 
a steady rearranging 

of the alpine forests in many parts of the 
U.S., as they’ve allowed upslope migration of 
tree species historically unable to survive the 
cold of higher elevations. As the trees climb, 
they transport pine beetles into populations 
that are traditionally preserved from and 
thus vulnerable to them by the buffer zone 
of non-beetle carrying pines. It’s resulted 
in the slow death of bristlecones, some of 
the oldest and most resilient lifeforms on 
planet Earth.

In the lower reaches of the Death Valley 
region, scientists have observed mortality 
of creosote, a species well-known for its 
resilience: in years where little else blooms 
or shows signs of vitality, creosote often 
finds a way. This is unsurprising, given that 
creosote was one of the early species to 
populate the Mojave after the last ice age, 
when the lakes receded, and the climate 
changed. But every species, no matter how 
frugal and tenacious, has a breaking point. 
And we’re starting to see the early signs 
of impending ecological collapse, as the 
bottleneck tightens, pushing species into 
a fight for their lives.

There are signs of hope. In June, I went to 
a leadership training in Las Vegas hosted by 
The Climate Reality Project, an organization 
dedicated to giving people the knowledge 
and tools they need to fight for a sustainable 
future. About 400 people attended, joining a 
community of artists, advocates, scientists, 
business leaders, teachers, students, and 
representatives from virtually every walk of 
life in the fight to rein in the climate chaos 
created by industrial societies. Most striking 
was the proportion of BIPOC and Gen Z 
people, two demographic groups that will be 
the most affected by the negative effects of 
climate change. While conversations about 

STREAM OF  
CONSCIENCE
The Amargosa 
River runs through 
the unforgiving 
Mojave Desert. 

vegaspbs.org @vegaspbs

Drama’s Biggest Premiere Night

SUNDAY, OCTOBER 16

8 p.m.
Miss Scarlet and the 
Duke on Masterpiece 
Season 2
Eliza investigates a missing woman  
case, leading to new tensions  
between Eliza and the Duke.

9 p.m.
Magpie Murders 
on Masterpiece

A dead mystery author.  
An unfinished book.  

His editor is soon involved  
in his suspicious death.

10 p.m.
Annika on  
Masterpiece
Annika assembles her 
team to solve murders 
in the waters around 
Glasgow.

Watch Live or Stream on the PBS Video App
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I 
advise you to enter Erin Lang-
ner’s book of essays set in Las 
Vegas, Souvenirs from Paradise, 
through the eyes of its ideal read-

er, who isn’t you. You live here. Langner 
doesn’t, and neither do these essays. 
They’re just visiting. So Souvenir ’s 
ideal reader won’t be continuously 
auditing every aspect of its portrayal 
of the city, the way locals have come 
to after decades of iffy writing about 
their home.

Here’s an example: In the essay “The 
Art Experience,” it quickly becomes 
clear Langner isn’t going to venture 
much beyond James Turrell’s AKHOB 
installation on the Strip. I had to man-
ually override my Vegas Autocorrect 
— What about all the other artwork 
in CityCenter? Do you even know we 
have an Arts District? — to enjoy the 
piece for what it is: an account of her 
obsession with Turrell (and Georgia 

O’Keeffe), through which she explores 
her disjointed family relations, circling 
back, as many of these essays do, to 
her mother, who died when Langner 
was young. Likewise, in “The Fallen 
Star,” a Britney Spears show at Planet 
Hollywood allows Langner to parse 
her ambivalent relationship with her 
Britney-loving, developmentally dis-
abled sister.

So, these are personal essays in the 
key of Vegas — the city is the setting, 
rarely the overt subject, and she mostly 
vends her Sin City hot takes (“... a subtle 
reminder of how Vegas is made real by 
its scars”) in asides. For many tourists, 
escape simply means a temporary flight 
from their day-to-day — but for others, 
escape offers the distance they need to 
see their lives more clearly. Langner 
finds the city rich with signifiers and 
memory prompts around which her 
essays jell. Those are the souvenirs 
she takes home.

The book has its shortcomings. By 
centering “The Museum Attraction” on 
the long-forgotten, now-irrelevant Mob 
Attraction at the Tropicana, Langner 
effectively grounds its observations 
in sand. And her meditations on vio-
lence in “The Massacre,” coagulating 
around the October 1, 2017, shooting, 
never achieve the gravity the reader is 
waiting for. On the other hand, “The 
Menagerie,” which is about, no kidding, 
Wayne Newton’s penguins and her 
incipient motherhood, is delightful.

I shouldn’t have used the word sig-
nifiers earlier; it reeks of the brainy 
jargon with which so many writers have 
tried to explain this place. By largely 
avoiding that, Langner has written a 
Vegas(ish) book we can read with our 
defenses on low alert.

 

Souvenirs from Paradise 
by Erin Langner 
Zone 3 Press, $17
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Tribal relations, environmental rac-
ism, water scarcity, and the respon-
sible transition to renewable energy 
were being held in every corner of the 
conference room, a record-breaking 
heat wave raged across the Southwest 
just outside the walls.

It can be traumatizing to witness 
the casualties caused by humans 
pinching the bottleneck, and in 
truth we are still in the early days of 
what will be an awful and protracted 
degradation of the natural world 
by anthropogenic climate change. 
But despite that, there was a vein 
of contagious optimism running 
through The Climate Reality Project 
gathering. The name itself provokes 
us to accept that climate change is 
indeed our new reality. To accept this 
is to accept that using terms such as 
“drought” or “abnormal heatwave” is 
to irrationally cling to a past chapter 
of the planet on which the page has 
been irrevocably turned. A realist’s 
perspective is one that accepts the 
situation we find ourselves in and 
challenges us to do whatever we 
can, as quickly as we can, to change 
the course of human history in a 
direction more aligned with the 
limits imposed by the landscapes 
we inhabit.

This is what I ponder as I move 
slowly across a lonesome stretch of 
the Mojave, wilting a little under the 
summer sun. If shelter and water are 
the greatest currencies here, how 
will we conserve them? How can we 
invest our resources to support the 
species that depend on the steady 
presence of water and shade? How 
can we fortify these desert bastions 
that human and nonhuman commu-
nities call home against increasingly 
ferocious heat and aridity? And how 
can we ensure that this new age 
of conservation is guided by the 
communities that have historically 
lost the most and stand to lose still 
more? These are the questions that 
push back against the narrowing of 
the bottleneck.

I’m beginning to know this place 
truly, I remind myself, shielding my 
eyes against the sun in my search for 
another lonesome PVC pipe mon-
itoring well. I walk on, endangered 
species underfoot, heat working on 
me like a hammer. I hope that I, too, 
can make it through the bottleneck. ✦

B O O K S 

Just Visiting
Erin Langner's new collection of essays on escape have much for 
local readers to enjoy, if they can lower their Las Vegas defenses    

BY Scott Dickensheets



Table 34 

Featuring Chef Wes Kendrick’s contemporary 

American cuisine including fresh fish, wild 

game, duck and lamb,  Certified Angus Beef 

and comfort food classics.

Conveniently located off the 215 and Warm 

Springs. Serving dinner Tuesday - Saturday 

and Lunch Monday - Friday.

600 E Warm Springs Road 
702-263-003

MARKE T P LAC E

S H O P S  •  D I N I N G  •  G O O D S

Jaguar/Land Rover

EMBRACE THE ELEMENTS.

The Land Rover Defender story began with the simple thought of creating an exceptionally capable 

off-road vehicle. Today, the Land Rover Defender builds on the legacy of previous versions, but it’s a 

completely new vehicle that can confidently take you to some of the most remote places on earth—

and back again.

Visit Jaguar Land Rover Las Vegas for a test drive today.

  

702.579.0400 
jlrlv.com

Brighton Hospice

COMFORT, DIGNITY AND CARE

Our mission at Brighton Hospice is to provide the best physical, emotional, and spiritual care for 

our patients and families. We raise the hospice industry standard as our team of professionals 

works closely across multiple disciplines to create and deliver the best patient care. Brighton 

recognizes that those faced with a life-limiting illness should focus on living, while we enhance 

their quality of life. If you or someone you know could benefit from our help, call us today for more 

information and a complementary assessment.

8925 W Russell Rd #240,  
Las Vegas, NV 89148 
702-790-4013 
www.brightonhospice.com

EMBRACE THE ELEMENTS.

The Land Rover Defender story began with the simple 

thought of creating an exceptionally capable off-road 

vehicle. Today, the Land Rover Defender builds on the 

legacy of previous versions, but it’s a completely new vehicle 

that can confidently take you to some of the most remote 

places on earth—and back again.

Visit Jaguar Land Rover Las Vegas for a test drive today.
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PHOTOGRAPHY  Sabin Orr

D R I N K

JavaVibe
With Las Vegas’ coffee scene brewing, there’s  
a perfect spot out there for every mood

BY Genevie Durano

PHOTOGRAPHY  Bronson Loftin
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I
t’s hard to remember a time when 
Southern Nevada didn’t have the 
multitude of choices we now have for 
caffeine. While we weren’t as ahead 

of the curve as, say, Seattle or Portland, 
Las Vegas has been surfing coffee’s fifth 
wave — the industry term for the coffee 
business as it stands today, with emphasis 
on serving quality ingredients in an aspi-
rational, customer-centric environment 
— for at least a decade now, with new java 
joints popping up in all points of the Valley. 
And while the green siren is as ubiquitous 
as ever, you can easily skip the drive-thru 
lines and get yourself a proper pour over, 
because we’ve got a coffee shop for whatever 
mood you’re in. 

PIC K  A  SP OT

DOWNTOWN If you want to take in the urban 
scene, PublicUs is the place to be. The 
canteen-style restaurant is a great perch to 
people-watch East Fremont’s pedestrians. 
Come for the inventive food menu, stay 
for the coffee — such as the Espresso Old 
Fashioned or London Fog — that invites 
lingering with friends or tucking into 
a good book. 

For a scene-y caffeine jolt, head 
over to Makers & Finders in the 
Arts District, where Downtown den-
izens congregate to hatch their plans 
for world domination. The menu 
is billed as Latin American comfort food, 
and the coffee is just as lively. Kick it up a 
notch with the Mexican-Spiced Latte or a 
Cuban Cortado, both guaranteed to keep 
you up all day. 

If you’re more about bean provenance, 
Vesta Coffee Roasters, also in the Arts 
District, is the destination for you. The 
food menu is streamlined coffee shop fare, 
but what goes in your cup is an expansive 
selection of beans from around the world 
— sourced from trusted producers and 
individual farmers — all roasted to their 
individual optimal potential. A straight-up 
pour over here is as good as it comes.

SUBURBS If ample parking is your jam, stick 
to the burbs, where options are plentiful. 
Aware Coffee & Tea Lounge in the Centen-
nial Retail Center is all about organic coffee 
and teas, with house-made syrups and purees 
from fresh ingredients. Mochi donuts and 
specialty lattes, such as a bourbon vanilla, 
hit the sweet spot. 

In Summerlin, Caffeine Machine takes a 
playful approach to coffee, with fun specialty 

drinks such as the Teddy Graham Latte 
and Funky Monkey Mocha, but there’s sin-
gle-origin espresso, too. If you can’t decide, 
try a coffee flight for a well-rounded buzz. 

Henderson’s Tru Bru Coffee, in a cul de 
sac shopping mall in Seven Hills, is a hidden 
gem. It compels you to slow down, take a 
seat on the couch by the faux fireplace and 
enjoy a cup of organic coffee (the beans 
are roasted in-house) paired with a pastry 
warmed in a woodfired oven. 

THE STRIP More of a hotel  sophisticate? 
Every resort up and down the Boulevard has 
its own coffee shop, but two of our favorites 
are Va Bene Caffe at the Cosmopolitan (for 
the unparalleled beautiful-people-watching, 

natch) and Hazel Coffee & Cocktails at 
Mandalay Bay, where you can start your day 
in a most elegant way, enjoying premium 
coffee and breakfast from a curated menu 
before the “cocktails” part of the name kicks 
in later in the day. 

UP YOUR ’GRAM GAME

WHAT’S MORE INSTAGRAMMABLE than latte 
art? You drinking said latte in a soft-lit 
setting of whimsical décor and plants … 
lots of plants. Gäbi Cafe & Bakery in 
Chinatown takes the (ube) cake in the ‘Gram 
game. It’s a mood board come to life, that 
mood being at the intersection of cottage 
core, fainting couch aesthetic, and con-

CELEBRATED ROASTS
Mothership Coffee is a 
green oasis, but Gäbi 
Cafe & Bakery wins the   
‘Gram game.



Like most cities, Las 
Vegas was traditionally 
a meat-and-potatoes 
town. But the city is 
finally catching up to 
vegan palates. Whether 
you’re looking for 
original plant-based cre-
ations or meatless ver-
sions of meaty favorites, 
there’s something for 
you. Here are five dishes 
that anyone — vegan or 
not — can enjoy. 

BISCUITS AND  
GRAVY AT THE 
COFFEE CLASS
I dare you to tell me 
you can taste the 
difference between Beth 
Ryan-Small’s Impossible 
sausage gravy and 
the real McCoy. The 
thick, peppery gravy is 
matched with impossibly 
flaky biscuits to make 
this a crave-worthy 
breakfast. 8878 S. 
Eastern Ave. Ste. 102, 
Las Vegas

ANIMAL-FREE FRIES 
AT GRAZE PLANT-
POWERED KITCHEN
This riff renders the great 
debate over In-N-Out 
Burger’s french fries 
moot. Vegan cheese has 
always been suspect, 
but Graze uses tasty 
versions of the product. 
The creamy queso, 
smoked tempeh bacon, 
and grilled onions make 
an excellent combination, 
but it’s the sturdy pota-
toes that really dominate 
their fast-food opposi-
tion. 7355 S. Buffalo Dr. 
Ste. 2, Las Vegas

VEGAN NAM SOD 
KHAO TOD AT
THAILICIOUS 
AUTHENTIC THAI 
AND VEGAN
Traditional nam sod is 
all about the pork. This 
small Henderson eatery 
swaps fried tofu for the 
pig. The little cubes of 

protein are firm, like the 
crispy rice that envelops 
them, and they commin-
gle well with sour lime 
dressing. The entire dish 
is a celebration of tastes 
and textures.  
19 S. Stephanie St.  
Ste. 160, Henderson

VEGETABLE 
MEATLOAF 
AT BARRY’S
DOWNTOWN PRIME
How does legendary Las 
Vegas chef Barry Dakake 
get both the soft middle 
texture and the burnt 
crispy bits of traditional 
meatloaf in his vegan 
variety? With a lot of 
thought. A delectable 
combination of root 

veggies makes up the 
bulk of the loaf, and rich 
truffle mushroom gravy 
takes it over the top. 
Circa Resort & Casino,  
8 Fremont St., Las Vegas

VEGAN CHOCOLATE 
CHIP COOKIE AT 
CRAFTKITCHEN
Of the multiple vegan 
options at this popular 
neighborhood eatery, 
the sweetest is, well, 
the sweet one. A mix 
of almond butter and 
oatmeal, plus the titular 
chocolate chips, creates 
an excellent chocolate 
chip cookie, vegan or 
otherwise. 10940 S. 
Eastern Ave. Ste. 107, 
Henderson

temporary Korean cinema, complete 
with a greenhouse-like structure at 
its center and many, many Edison 
bulbs. There’s not a bad seat in the 
house, but the best ones are on the 
stair steps where you can enjoy that 
well-made Americano. 

Downtown, Bungalow Coffee, 
which opened during the pandemic, 
has a selfie station headlined by a 
“Big Sip Energy” neon sign. Pair the 
natural light streaming through the 
windows with a rosemary latte and 
you’ll certainly have energy to spare. 

Henderson’s coffee shops have 
playfulness built in: Bad Owl Coffee 
is a nod to the Harry Potter universe 
and the caffeine that fuels it. The 
Butterbrew latte is a can’t-miss. Far-
ther up Eastern Avenue, Cafe Lola’s 
interior is rosé champagne come 
to life, its 24K Gold Creme Brulee 
Latte — light roast coffee, vanilla, 
caramel, milk, whipped cream and 24 
karat gold flakes — worthy of a close-
up. If you’re craving green spaces in 
the desert, Mothership Coffee’s 
Henderson location is a mini oasis, 
with hanging planters throughout and 
botanical-themed wallpaper, but it’s 
the coffee here — consistent across 
the valley’s other locations — that’s 
the true reason to hang out. 

GET  T HAT  N OVEL 
W R IT T EN

BOOZE AS MUSE? That’s so 20th cen-
tury. Contemporary writers know 
that caffeine gets the creative juices 
flowing, and the best place in town 
to absorb the talents of those who’ve 
come before is the coffee shop at 

D I N I N G

Veggie-licious
From plant-based purists to the vegan-curious, all 
can enjoy these delectable meat-free dishes

BY Jason Harris
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The Writer’s Block. Get yourself a double 
espresso and watch the words pour out. 
The Coffee Press, at the front entrance 
of the Paseo Verde Library in Henderson, 
is another place to find literary inspiration.

If your muse happens to be an insomniac, 
there are middle-of-the-night options. 
Grouchy John’s has a 24-hour drive-thru, 
because you never know when the need 
for their signature latté — white chocolate 
and amaretto with espresso and steamed 
milk — will strike. And Madhouse Coffee 
is there for all your nocturnal musings 24 
hours a day, 365 days a year. You’ll need 
that Chemex for Two to get you through 
the night.  

ALL  ABOU T  T H E  BEANS

SURE, NOVELTY COFFEE drinks are well and 
good, but sometimes you just want to taste 
the coffee. For this, you go to the folks who 
are obsessed with the bean — from its or-
igin through the nuances of roasting to 
its final destination. Dark Moon Coffee 
Roasters roasts each coffee differently and 
samples it many times before it makes it to 
your cup. Desert Wind Coffee Roasters’ 
tenet is freshness, roasting its coffee in 
small batches to serve to customers within 
hours. Yaw Coffee Farm Roaster, recently 

named Yelp’s No. 1 coffee shop in the U.S. 
and Canada, specializes in beans sourced 
from small farms around the globe; they’re 
roasted in-house and brewed with mountain 
spring water. You can also purchase a bag 
of beans to brew at home.

THE  ORIG INAL  SCENESTERS

OUR CURRENT COFFEE renaissance would not 
be possible without the local pioneers who 
paved the way. Sunrise Coffee, founded 

in 2008, opened the door to using ethically 
sourced coffee beans and spotlighting 
fair trade practices. It remains a force in 
the scene, opening multiple Mothership 
Coffee locations in the last few years. 
Sambalatte’s original location in Boca 
Park showed us that drinking coffee can 
be an experience beyond what’s in our 
cup; the atmosphere and food added a 
great deal to the equation. Stop by these 
stalwarts to get in touch with our city’s 
fifth-wave roots. ✦

BUT FIRST, COFFEE!
Mothership (above) has 
ambience galore, while 
Madhouse Coffee (left) 
is for round-the-clock 
caffeination. 
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Brew U
Artisan beer-maker  
CraftHaus pours some love 
on the scarlet and gray 

BY Anne Davis

B
eer and sporting events make 
such good bedfellows that it 
seems a fan can hardly have 
one without the other. Yet for 

too long, UNLV athletics enthusiasts 
have gazed forlornly north to Reno 
and its Wolf Pack Ale, a craft beer cre-
ated specially for UNR by Reno-based 
beer maker The Brewer’s Cabinet. Now, 
courtesy of Southern Nevada mainstay 
CraftHaus Brewery, UNLV fans have 
a beverage of their own: Rebel Spirit 
Golden Ale.

This Ale’s classic, crisp, airy taste belies 
its unique mission in the commercial 
beer industry. “We want to give back,” 
says CraftHaus owner Dave Forrest, 
who, with his wife, Wyndee, founded the 
brewery eight years ago. “Now more than 
ever,” Dave says, “people really want to 
spend their money where they know it’s 
doing good in the community.”

During a post-COVID lockdown vaca-
tion in Reno, he and Wyndee were intro-

duced to Wolf Pack Ale, and inspiration 
struck about how they could give back to 
their own local community when they 
returned to Vegas. “What we do is beer, 
so we thought, ‘Why don’t we make a 
beer for UNLV?’” Dave reminisces about 
the decision to embark on the yearlong 
creation process for Rebel Spirit. “We 
wanted a beer that would transcend a 
lot of different ideas, generations, and 
palates,” Dave says, “very approachable, 
very drinkable,” like the Rebel commu-
nity itself. 

With development complete, the 
Forrests decided to pledge a portion 
of the Ale’s proceeds to UNLV, along 
with opening their brewery to UNLV 
undergrads from their beloved William F. 
Harrah College of Hospitality as a hands-
on lab for the brewers of the future. The 
Forrests’ entire journey, from UNLV 
grads in 2004 to introducing Rebel Spirit 
in 2022, can be summed in three words: 
“It’s full circle!” Dave laughs.

While UNR’s Wolf Pack Ale is still 
going strong, there is no sign that its 
UNLV counterpart is slowing down 
either — quite the opposite, actually, as 
Rebel Spirit Ale is expanding its retail 
and stadium reach across the valley. 
Most importantly for UNLV athletics 
fans, however, Rebel Spirit Golden Ale is 
currently offered at all Thomas & Mack 
and Allegiant Stadium sporting events. 
Brew Rebels, brew! ✦

PORTRAIT  Lourdes Trimidal

GOURD  SEASON
If you’ve been to Gilcrease Or-
chard’s autumn Pumpkin Patch, 
you’re far from alone. Director 
Mark Ruben says as many as 
12,000 visitors may show up on 
a weekend day during the six 
weeks they welcome pumpkin 
shoppers, September 24-October 
30 this year. Here’s some more 
useful trivia about the valley’s 
great gourd attraction.

Something old, something new. 
As in previous years, there will 
be pumpkins, donuts, cider, and 
caramel apples for sale. There 
will not, however, be hayrides, 
which were nixed due to safety 
issues. (You try weaving a tractor 
through a Times Square-sized 
crowd.) Instead, for interactive fun 
away from the pumpkins, Ruben 
has added a corn maze.

Blue is the new orange. Gilcrease 
grows several different varieties 
of pumpkin: the pinkish Rascals, 
white Blancos and New Moons, 
powdery mildrew-resistant De-
nalis and Summits, and yes, Blue 
pumpkins. The garden once pro-
duced a 75-pound Dill’s Atlantic 
Giant, but, Rubin says, it’s simply 
too hot for those here (and even 
the jack-o-lantern varieties will be 
half the size they would be some-
place cooler and wetter).

Glug glug. Founding farmers, 
brothers Ted and Bill Gilcrease, 
began experimenting with 
drought-tolerant apple variet-
ies in the 1970s. The nonprofit 
foundation that continues their 
legacy of providing a community 
pick-and-pay orchard now sells 
15,000 gallons of apple cider at 
the pumpkin patch each fall.

Pro tip. If you want to avoid the 
overwhelming crowds, Rubin 
advises, hit the pumpkin patch 
before 10 a.m. on a weekday 
morning. Another slow time? The 
last weekend. By then, serious 
decorators and pie-bakers have 
moved on. –HEIDI KYSER
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REBEL QUELL 
Dave Forrest, 
cofounder of 
CraftHaus, with  
a glass of UNLV’s 
signature brew 



   Value Pricing

 for Select Dates

NEVADA BALLET THEATRE

Music by Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky
Choreography by James Canfield

December 9–24, 2022

DANCER PHOTO BY BILL HUGHES

“Winter’s most festive spectacle!” 
                                             — DUJOUR MAGAZINE

(702) 749-2000  •  NevadaBallet.org

CULTURECULTURE
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Festival

LAS VEGAS
WATER 
LANTERN FESTIVAL 
NOV. 19

Legend has it that a couple thousand years ago, Chinese Jade Emperor 
Yu Di wanted to burn down a village as revenge for killing his crane. 
But his sympathetic daughter warned the villagers to light all their 
lanterns that night, and the emperor was fooled into thinking the place 
was already on fire. In one of many contemporary interpretations of 
the resulting tradition, the Las Vegas Water Lantern Festival invites 
participants to launch eco-friendly rice paper lanterns — symbolically 
carrying their woes — into the water (which, organizers assure us, staff 
will clean up after the event). Their troubles float away, leaving peace 
and happiness in their place. It’s a family-friendly event that’s meant 
to bring people together through the magic of shared struggle and 
renewed hope. (Jana Marquez) 2-6p, Sunset Park,$25-55, water-
lanternfestival.com

CULTURECULTURE
Ballet

DRACULA
OCT. 6-9

You don’t have to like ballet to 
enjoy the hell out of Dracula, what 
with its dark, foggy set, creepy clas-
sical music, over-the-top costumes, 
and flying main character. But if 
you are a fan of dance, you will 
absolutely devour Ben Stevenson’s 
choreography set to the music of 
Franz Liszt. Nevada Ballet Theatre 
first thrilled crowds with the ballet 
about love, lust, and — yes — bodily 
autonomy, in 2018. Current events 
since then will definitely inspire a 
fresh take. (Heidi Kyser) Reynolds 
Hall in The Smith Center, 7:30 
and 2p, $35.95-154.95, 
thesmithcenter.com

Jazz

Nnenna Freelon, 
Time Traveler
NOV. 9

“A universal love letter to anybody 
who’s lost someone,” is how 
Nnenna Freelon describes her 
recent album, Time Traveler. 
Inspired by the loss of Freelon’s 
husband to ALS in 2019, her 
smooth jazz melodies and 
lyrics on this album touch on 
themes of grief, the inevitable 
passage of time, and (always) 
hope and healing in the 
midst of suffering. (Anne 
Davis) 7p, Myron’s at The 
Smith Center, $39-59, 
thesmithcenter.com 
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Theater

THREE 
DAYS 
OF RAIN
OCT. 14-NOV. 6

A Public Fit chose 
Richard Greenberg’s 
Pulitzer Prize-nominat-
ed drama Three Days of 
Rain, for its first staged 
production of the ’22-’23 
season. Toggling between 
two time periods, the 
play tells the story of 
three children, their 
parents, and the legacy 
of close, complicated 

relationships. First 
staged in 1997, the 
story’s appeal can be
 seen its ability to have 
drawn Julia  Roberts 
to New York for her 
Broadway debut in a 
2006 revival that also 
starred Bradley Cooper 
and Paul Rudd 
(but nevertheless left 
critics unimpressed). 
The presentation will 
be APF’s first on a new 
stage, having left its 
longtime venue on 
Maryland Parkway. 
(HK) Super Summer 
Theatre, 4340 S. 
Valley View Blvd., 
#208, 7 and 2p,
 $25-40, apublicfit.org

Opera

BelleSongs
OCT. 8

If you, too, get a little nostalgic during the 
fall, take a short jaunt into the past with 
BelleSongs, the final recital at the Women 
Composers Festival. Combining the 
works of historic female musicians (such 
as African American composer Florence 
Price) with those from more modern 
voices (think: acclaimed soprano Linda 
Lister), BelleSongs take the audience 
from the 19th century to the present day. 
Sung by powerhouse soprano Kara Grover 
and accompanied by pianist Lois Henry, 
this performance closes the femme series 
with a bang. (AD) Opera Las Vegas, 
visit operalasvegas.com  
for ticket info

Folk Music

CABRERA CONDUCTS APPALACHIAN SPRING
OCT. 15

The Las Vegas Philharmonic, led by Donata Cabrera, delivers a dose of Americana 
in this fall concert with songs inspired by bluegrass, folk, and our sacred music 
tradition, including Jennifer Higdon’s earthy Concerto 4-3, a work inspired by 
the Smoky Mountains. The headliner piece is none other than Aaron Copland’s 
high-spirited Appalachian Spring Suite. 7:30p, Reynolds Hall in The Smith 
Center, $29-121, lvphil.org

 E M O ROC K 

STRANGE 90S WITH  
SLEEPING WITH SIRENS, 
STORY OF THE YEAR,  
AND SUMMER SET 
OCT. 21

Missed out on When We Were Young 
tickets? Take heart — you can still put 
those skinny jeans and black
 eyeliner to good use. The emo 
pop-rock nostalgia festival 
announced a series of side shows 
highlighting favorites from the 2000s 
in a more intimate setting. Our favorite 
is headlined by Strange 90s, a cover 
band with rotating members from other 
alternative groups including Bowling for 
Soup, Goldfinger, The Red Jumpsuit 
Apparatus, and Anberlin. (JM) 8p, 
Brooklyn Bowl Las Vegas, $27.50-
35, brooklynbowl.com/events
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 R E G GA E 

REGGAE 
RISE UP 
VEGAS MUSIC 
FESTIVAL
OCT. 7-9

Kiss another hot 
summer goodbye 
with some cool 
beats — Reggae 
Rise up Music 
Festival is back, 
with almost twice 
as many acts slated 
to perform as 
last year! Slightly 
Stoopid returns 
to the festival 
for the second 
year in a row, 
accompanied by 
fellow headliners 
Rebelution and 
Stick Figure, 
among more than 
two dozen other 
bands. While you’re 
there, grab some 
grub from one of 
the food trucks, get 
souvenir merch 
from the festival’s 
own apparel brand, 
and raise a glass 
to reggae’s Las 
Vegas return. (AD) 
1-11:30p each 
day, Downtown 
Las Vegas Events 
Center, $65-175, 
reggaerise
upvegas.com

Festival

AGE OF CHIVALRY 
RENAISSANCE FESTIVAL
OCT. 7-9

Huzzah! Who’s ready for some 
full-contact jousting? It’s time
 for the annual Age of Chivalry 
Renaissance Festival at Sunset 
Park. Be greeted by knights in 
shining armor, feast on an ob-
scenely huge leg of fowl, rub greasy 
elbows with kings and queens. The 
three-day outdoor festival features 
multiple stages with more than 

50 shows a day, with historical 
reenactments, aforementioned 
jousting, pageants, magic, belly 
dancing, and flame-eating. Guests 
can shop the wares of more than 
100 blacksmiths, jewelers, pot-
ters, woodworkers, stained-glass 
designers, and other artisans. And 
this year, sponsor Clark County 
has brought back the yurt camping 
package, allowing the truly devoted 
to immerse themselves in the 
experience … even while they sleep. 
(JM) 10a-10p Friday and Satur-
day, 10a-5p Sunday, Sunset Park, 
$15-35, lvrenfair.com

ART

UNLV Art Walk 

NOV. 4

Show your support for the arts and culture in Southern Neva-
da by … strolling around UNLV campus? Yep. That’s the gist of 
the university’s fall Art Walk, a drop-by event that showcases 
dance, film, music, painting, sculpture, and more at venues 
scattered around the campus. Attendees may be serenaded by 
violins at one stop and watch actors perform a one-act play 
at the next. It’s a live buffet of creativity! (JM) 5-9p, UNLV 
Academic Mall, free, unlv.edu/finearts 

 L ITE R ATU R E 

Las Vegas 
Book Festival 
OCT. 22

This year’s annual trip down 
a bookworm hole features 
romance writers Xio Axelrod 
and Rachel Van Dyken,
feminist theologian Prisca 
Dorcas Mojica Rodriguez, 
memoirist Reyna Grande, 
and chef Hubert Keller. 
But the really big draw 
will be Carl Bernstein, the 
investigative journalist of 
Watergate fame, interviewed 
by local political wonk Steve 
Sebelius. The
 one-day event will also have 
the usual book signings, 
writing workshops, and 
children’s sing-alongs.  
(HK) Fifth Street School, 
10a-7p, free, lasvegasbook-
festival.com

Festival

ASIAN NIGHT 
MARKET
OCT. 8

Get ready for dalgona coffee, 
tang yuan, and dumplings 
for miles. After a two-year 
hiatus caused by the COVID 
pandemic, the annual Las 
Vegas Asian Night Market 
is back. Nonprofit advocacy 
organizations the Asian 
Community Development 
Council and OCA Las Vegas 
organize the event 
to showcase local and 
authentic cuisine from 
Asian and Pacific Islander 
restaurants and businesses. 
And while attendees digest, 
they can enjoy games and 
cultural performances as 
well. (JM) 6p-12a,  
CSN Charleston 
Campus, $5-88, 
asiannightmarketlv.com

U
N

L
V

 A
R

T
 W

A
L

K
 C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 U

N
L

V
 C

O
L

L
E

G
E

 O
F

 F
IN

E
 A

R
T

S
; 

A
G

E
 O

F
 C

H
IV

A
L

R
Y

 R
E

N
A

IS
S

A
N

C
E

 F
E

S
T

IV
A

L
: 

P
H

O
T

O
F

M



34  |  D E S E R T  C O M PA N I O N   .   OCTOBER/NOVEMBER 2022

P R O F I L E

‘The 
Next 
Ritchie 
Valens’
Now retired in Henderson,  
Max Uballez helped found  
the East L.A. sound that  
shared the airwaves with the 
Beatles in the ’60s

BY Alec Pridgeon

T
here’s scarcely a Baby Boomer 
who didn’t bop to the beat of 
1965’s “Land of 1000 Dances” by 
Cannibal and the Headhunters. 

Beginning with that mesmerizing “Naaa 
na na na na…” the song crossed over racial 
and ethnic lines and put teenagers on the 
dance floor like no other since Ritchie 
Valens’ “La Bamba.” Paul McCartney even 
invited Cannibal (Frankie Garcia) to open 
for The Beatles on their ’65 U.S. tour. The 
unsung hero of “Land of 1000 Dances” was 
18-year-old producer and arranger, Max 
Uballez, who’s been living in Henderson 
for the last 16 years. In 1963 Uballez and 
his band the Romancers had released Do 
the Slauson, the first album recorded by 
an East L.A. Chicano group. Through the 
1960s, the Romancers recorded their own 
hits written by Uballez and also backed 
countless performers from Chuck Berry 
and Little Richard to Chris Montez and 
The Four Seasons.

“I consider Max one of the founders of 
the Eastside Sound,” says Mark Guerrero, 
son of the father of Chicano music, Lalo 
Guerrero, and one-time leader of the band 
Mark & the Escorts. “Do the Slauson was 
very influential. They were so professional 
and so young. Their lead guitar player on 

PHOTOGRAPHY  Jeff Scheid
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that album, Andy Tesso, was a template of 
a lot of East L.A. guitar players.”

Uballez was born in downtown Los An-
geles in a tenement shared with 11 other 
people, including his grandparents, deeply 
religious Roman Catholic mother, and gentle 
and giving father, who had returned from 
the Philippines after the war with what is 
now diagnosed as post-traumatic stress 
disorder. At the age of seven, Uballez sold 
flowers and fruits from the median strip of 
Highland Avenue in Hollywood to help the 
family make ends meet.

From an early age, Uballez was captivated 
by music. The first songs he remembers 
singing to himself were “Cheek to Cheek” 
crooned by Fred Astaire and “Pledging My 
Love” by Johnny Ace. He joined the chorus 
in junior high school and sang doo-wop 
songs in the L.A. River drainage tunnels 
with his friends in the late 1950s. He bought 
a three-quarter-size electric guitar from a 
pawn shop for $75 (a fortune in those days) 
and decided to make a record for his mother 
for Mother’s Day. A family friend named 
Max Ganor fronted the money for Uballez 
to upgrade and buy a concert amplifier, two 
microphones, and a white Fender Jazzmas-
ter guitar. Uballez recruited his friends to 
play in a band he named the Romancers, 
along with some girls watching them, who 
became the Romancerettes. They rehearsed 
in the storage room of the Lincoln Heights 
playground and soon were good enough to 
play at parties and quinceañeras. 

“At one of the parties that I played in 
Pacoima,” Uballez recalls, “I was in the 
middle of singing (Ritchie Valens’) ‘Donna’ 
when all these shots broke out. We basically 
got chased out of Pacoima by a cousin of 
Ritchie Valens, who was upset because I 
sounded too much like him.”

But he still needed that record for his 
mother. He knocked on doors all around 
Hollywood and unsuccessfully auditioned 
for the owner of Del-Fi Records, Bob 
Keane, who managed Valens, the Surfaris, 
the Bobby Fuller Four, and many other 
popular artists of the period. Across the 
street on the corner of Selma Avenue 
and Vine Street were offices of several 
record producers. In 1962, Uballez walked 
through the open door of Joe Van Winkle, 
who'd produced Dobie Gray (“The ‘In’ 
Crowd”) and arranged to record Uballez’s 
version of “You Better” with “Butterball” 
on the B side. Although the record label 
originally showed the artist as “Max Ub-
allez,” the program director at KFWB 
thought the name sounded too Hispanic 

and refused to play it until his name was 
changed to Maximilian. One day not long 
after that, while Uballez was working as an 
upholsterer like his father, he was stunned 
to hear his rendition of “You’d Better” on 
the radio station. He gave the 45 to his 
mother, who cried with pride. The song 
was put on regular rotation, expanding 
Uballez’s audience and popularity.

Uballez’s manager, the late Billy Cardenas, 
told him that Keane now wanted to record 
Uballez playing unpublished material by 
Valens. Unfortunately, Uballez had already 
signed a contract with another company, 
Magic Circle Records, that had exclusive 
rights to his voice for five years, so Keane 
asked Uballez to come up with some in-
strumentals instead. The results were “The 
Slauson Shuffle” with “All Aboard” on the 
flip side. In four hours, Uballez and the Ro-
mancers recorded the other instrumentals 
that filled out the album Do the Slauson, an 
immediate hit in East L.A. and beyond. David 
Reyes, co-author of Land of a Thousand 
Dances: Chicano Rock ‘n’ Roll from Southern 
California, says, “After Ritchie’s death, Bob 
Keane was looking for another Ritchie, and 
he kind of found one in Chan Romero. He 
was hoping Max would do something, too, 
as big as Ritchie did.”

“The Romancers then turned into a 
roving school,” Uballez says. He and his 
guitar player, Richard Provincio, would go 
from garage to garage, teaching Romancers 
songs. Uballez could not read music, so he 
would hum the music he could hear in his 
head for the other band members or hit 
notes on the piano or guitar. Those groups 
evolved into bands of their own, such as 
the Rhythm Playboys (with pre-Cannibal 
Frankie Garcia), The Premiers (“Farmer 
John”), The Heartbreakers (“Everytime I 
See You,” with Frank Zappa on lead guitar), 
and The Blendells (“La La La La La”). 

“Max was always involved in helping 
everybody with their recordings,” Mike 
Rincon of the Blendells says. “He never 
asked for any money or anything. He was 
involved in a lot of the recordings of all the 
different bands in Billy Cardenas’ stable.” 
Reyes adds that Max was able to influence 
so many bands because “he had a good 
demeanor and did not have a big ego. He was 
able to communicate with the musicians 
because a lot of them were his age and 
couldn’t read music, either.”

Apart from recording their own music 
and helping other bands get started, the 
Romancers were also the house band at 
the El Monte Legion Stadium before it 
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was demolished in 1974. They backed 
The Coasters (“Searchin’), The Penguins 
(“Earth Angel”), The Shirelles (“Will You 
Still Love Me Tomorrow”), and Chuck 
Berry. The fearsome Berry, who had just 
been released from prison, warmed to 
Uballez because he liked “The Slauson 
Shuffle” and Uballez’s Fender concert 
amp. 

Uballez recalls Berry giving him career 
advice, including, “Never sign a publishing 
agreement.” Chuck had been burned in the 
payola scandal over his song “Maybellene” 
by disc jockey Alan Freed, who played 
the song almost continuously and on 

that basis assumed co-authorship and, 
therefore, entitlement to a share of the 
royalties (full credit was restored to Berry 
in 1986). Uballez remembered this advice 
when his song “Take My Heart” was used 
in the soundtrack of the recent biopic Judy 
without his consent. He says he never 
signed a publishing agreement for it and 
is investigating copyright infringement. 

In 1972 Uballez formed a new Latin funk 
band, Macondo, and released an album 
of the same name, produced in part by 
Sérgio Mendes. Almost 40 years later he 
recorded the album Prosperity with the 
hit single “Chuy de Cabra.” Now 77, he 

wants to record all his compositions and is 
looking for musicians to accompany him.

Uballez’s son, Alexander Uballez, who 
was recently appointed U.S. Attorney for 
the District of New Mexico, describes his 
father as a prolific artist. “I remember 
the walls of his home studio covered in 
stacked cassette tapes, each filled with 
melody or verse or chorus,” Alexander 
Uballez says. “These were the evidence 
of self-trained fingers that gave life to 
instruments and a mind that heard an 
epic in every interaction. … When he 
creates, all else falls away, and all that is 
left is the art.”✦

T
he forbidden 
allure of Sin 
City makes it 
an enticing 

location for horror 
filmmakers. Here are 10 
movies that explore the 
scary side(s) of town.

Las Vegas Serial 
Killer (1986)
There’s not much 
suspense in this scuzzy 
exploitation movie about 
a strangler on the loose, 
but it’s a fascinating 
travelogue of ’80s Vegas.

Leprechaun 3 (1995)
A luck-based villain 
such as Warwick Davis’ 
evil leprechaun is the 
perfect fit for Vegas. He 
terrorizes patrons of the 
Lucky Shamrock 
hotel-casino in the 
franchise’s campy third 
installment.

Vegas  
Vampires (2007)
Blaxploitation legends 
Tiny Lister, Richard 
Roundtree, Bernie 

Casey, and Fred 
Williamson (who also 
directs) star in this 
repetitive, disjointed 
movie about bloodsuck-
ers infesting the city.

Vampire in  
Vegas (2009)
Horror legend Tony 
Todd brings some 
gravitas to this cheesy 
low-budget production 
about an ancient, strip 
club-owning vampire 
looking for a formula to 
survive the sun.

Fright Night (2011)
This remake of the 1985 
horror-comedy features 
David Tennant as a 
flamboyant Criss 
Angel-style magician, 
alongside Anton Yelchin 
as a teen convinced his 
neighbor is a vampire.

Hostel: Part III (2011)
After two installments 
set in Eastern Europe, 
the series moves to 
Vegas, without creator 
Eli Roth. Hapless tourists 
in town for a bachelor 
party are instead 
kidnapped and tortured.

Evil Bong 777 (2018)
Yes, this is the seventh 
installment in the 

unkillable series about 
Eebee, the evil bong. 
The characters head to 
Vegas for a surreal, 
plotless odyssey that 
includes a surprising 
amount of puppet sex.

Weedjies: 
Halloweed  
Night (2019)
Shot almost entirely at 
the Artisan, this goofy, 
sleazy stoner B-movie 
features nasty little 
creatures summoned by 
a “Weed-G-Board.”

Blood From  
Stone (2020)
Director Geoff Ryan 
mashes up Laughlin 
and Downtown Vegas 
into a fever dream of a 
desert town in this 
meditation on  
the lonely life of 
immortal vampires.

Army of the  
Dead (2021)
Zack Snyder brings his 
maximalist, stylized 
action to Vegas in this 
combination of horror 
and heist movie, starring 
Dave Bautista as a 
mercenary hired  
to steal $200 million 
from a zombie-infested 
casino. –JOSH BELL

F I L M

Hallow-screen
Get in the spooky spirit by watching one  
(or all) of these Vegas-based horror movies

PHOTO ILLUSTRATION  Ryan Vellinga
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I
n a few hours, it will rain so hard that 
the 15 will close. Everyone will as-
sume I’m trapped in Primm because 
of the flooded roadway. 

But I am here on purpose. I am here be-
cause I have passed by it many times and I 
want to know what it feels like to stop and 
stay. Primm is on the border of California 
and Nevada, but it doesn’t seem to exist in 
either. It is an in-between place: too close to 
be a stopping point on the drive to Los Angeles, 
too far to be its own destination. It appears 
from the highway, and then it vanishes. I want 
to be in Primm because I want to vanish, too. 

I booked a room at Primm Valley Resort  
and Casino a week in advance. I’ve been 
getting the we look forward to greeting you 
emails and imagining myself 40 minutes 
outside of Las Vegas, three and a half hours 
from Los Angeles. Check-in isn’t until 3, but 
I arrive early. I wander an empty parking lot. 
Thunderheads darken overhead. Primm 
contains three gas stations, three casino 
resorts (one is open, one is half-open, and 
one is closed), a golf course, a lottery store, 
a few fast-food restaurants, and a dying 
outlet mall. The only housing is for employ-
ees. Primm is where the little Google Maps 
voice says Welcome to California. Primm is 
a traffic chokehold. Primm is a place you pass 
through and forget — that is, if you even 
noticed it in the first place.

I’ve lived most of my life in tourist desti-
nations, staying put while other people move 
on, and more and more I find myself chasing 
the pleasure of anonymity. I worked at resorts 
in the national parks, and now I live in Las 
Vegas. I know what it’s like to be a fixed object 
in a place full of visitors, to be asked, “Where 
do you commute from when you are already 
home?” To sell someone food for the road, to 
watch them drive away. Because of this, I 
can easily imagine a life for myself here: 
everything I own in a room by the highway, 
every day meeting people I’ll never see again. 

WHISKEY PETE’S IS a castle in the brown 
desert foothills. The nearby highway, a 
moat. Red neon sign. The casino is open, 
but the hotel is closed. 

Primm is named after casino developer 
Ernest Primm (it was renamed this in 1996 
after being called State Line for years), but 
spiritually, it belongs to Pete MacIntyre, a 
gas station owner who made whiskey in a 
cave during prohibition. Whiskey Pete’s, 
which opened in 1977 as Primm’s first casi-
no, is named after him. He died in 1933. About 
sixty years later, his body was inadvertently 
exhumed during construction. He was re-
buried in the desert. Today, his cartoonish 
figure is perched among the building’s pin-
nacles and turrets, above the casino. 

The clouds are gathering, shrouding Pete’s 
castle in mist. I am on the other side of the 
15, where Primm Valley Resort and Buffalo 
Bill’s are. The monorail that was built to 
bring tourists across the highway no longer 
runs. The empty tracks of the Desperado 
roller coaster loop around the darkened 
windows of Buffalo Bill’s. The coaster is no 
longer operating. The hotel is closed, too. 
Later, I will ask an employee about the 
Desperado, and she will smile and say, “They 
don’t talk about that” before turning away. 

It begins to rain. Sudden, hard rain. I take 
shelter in an aggressively air-conditioned 
McDonald’s where everyone is eager to be 
elsewhere. An emergency alert pushes 
through to all our phones, interrupting a 
Paula Abdul song. Do not attempt to travel 
unless you are fleeing an area subject to 

flooding or under an evacuation order. 
Everyone ignores it. The downpour dulls 
to a tapping of fingertips, so I go back outside 
and walk across the border to the lottery 
store. The only indication that I’ve arrived 
in California is the lottery itself, which is 
illegal in Nevada because the casinos don’t 
want the competition. Fluorescent lighting, 
the feeling of one of those trailers my high 
school used as a classroom. The woman at 
the counter tells me I’ve circled the numbers 
when I should have filled them in, but the 
machine accepts the ticket. The wind is 
picking up; employees lock the doors to 
stop them from blowing open. Outside, 
brakes screech on the slick roadway. My 
dress sticks to me. Men in cars slow beside 
me, offering me rides, their words polite, 
their eyes sinister. One offers me money 
for sex, which is the third time that’s hap-
pened in my life, the first time in Primm. 

I walk toward the blank billboards that 
frame the outlet mall. The Prizm Outlets, 
formerly the Fashion Outlets of Las Vegas, 
opened in 1998, five years after the first outlets 
opened in Las Vegas. Despite the competition, 
the Primm outlets continued to expand. In 
2007, there were more than 100 stores. From 
2015 to 2018, the mall’s occupation dropped 
by 92 percent and was facing foreclosure. In 
2021, it sold for $400,000. A decade earlier, 
it was worth $125 million. 

Entering feels like trespassing. The vacant 
stores are gated, some outfitted with murals, 
an attempt at making this a destination. 
Vending machines selling off-brand Dippin’ 
Dots are out of order. The food court is 
completely empty. A coin-operated ride 
emits random sounds. The few people I 
encounter make direct eye contact with 
me, the kind of eye contact you make when 
you’re on public transportation and some-
thing fucked-up is happening. I count six 
open stores. Near an empty fountain, an 
employee watches the rain. “Get caught in 
that?” he asks me. We stand next to each 
other, in between a towering pair of statues 
— a woman in a one-piece, a man in a spee-
do, both holding large orbs above their 
heads, their eyes black. He tells me he just 
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got a job cleaning the mall and is staying at 
the hotel right now, waiting for an apartment 
to open up. He hates it here — he doesn’t 
have a car, and there’s nothing to do. The 
most exciting thing he’s seen is an alterca-
tion at the employee laundromat. 

The mall connects to the Primm Valley 
Resort and Casino, which feels equally vacant 
— a closed comedy club, a closed bar, a closed 
ice cream shop. The main draw is a bullet-rid-
dled Ford enclosed in glass. Bonnie and 
Clyde’s Death Car, a sign tells me. A docu-
mentary about the famous bank robbers plays 
on a loop, projected beneath a fake pied à terre. 
I make my way past a row of roped-off slot 
machines, thinking about death — the seven-
year-old girl murdered by a stranger in this 
casino’s bathroom in 1997, the baby murdered 
by her father in a hotel room at Buffalo Bill’s 
in 2005, an unidentified man found face 
down in a hot tub in 2011, and Whiskey Pete, 
buried twice in the same desert. 

In my hotel room, there’s a 
view of a pool that looks like it 
could be anywhere. I turn on the 
TV and watch the former presi-
dent’s home being raided by the 
FBI. Someone is whistling on the 
other side of the wall. The rain lets 
up again, so I go back outside. 
The air is hot and wet. The dry 
lakebed shines with a fresh mir-
ror of water. There are men by 
a truck grilling hot dogs. Men 
outside of a hotel room drinking 
beer. Men in cars, circling the 
puddled pavement. They roll 
down windows to say things — 
“Hey, sweetheart, are you lost?” 
— and sometimes they just stare.

There is always a hint of dan-
ger in these in-between places. 
You put your fingers on it, you 
touch it, but you don’t press too 
hard. The rush of the highway, a 
room key programmed and then 
wiped clean, a 24-hour restau-
rant where each table contains 
a person sitting alone. Every 
impression a first impression. 
I like places like this because  
I feel like I don’t exist; I hate places like 
this because I am always being perceived.

I want to know who Primm is for. Every-
one I ask gives me a different answer. Some 
say it’s a potential spot for a second airport 
to service Las Vegas. An airport that was 
supposed to open in 2017, could open in 
2035, maybe won’t ever open. Others talk 
about the period around 2008 when Primm 

courted Nevadans with gas rebates, show 
tickets, and $59 packages that included golf, 
meals, drinks, spa vouchers, and hotel stays. 
Others mention the off-road racing, even 
if some of the long-running events are now 
happening elsewhere. Maybe Primm is for 
Californians who like to gamble but don’t 
like Vegas — although high gas prices and 
Indian casinos are hurting business. May-
be it’s for a guy who mops rainwater from 
the floor of the empty mall, who would like 
to be in Las Vegas, or Los Angeles, but they 
are just out of reach.

Get even before leaving, a marquee read 
in 2016, marking Primm as a last chance, a 
final temptation. 

EVENTUALLY, I DO find my way to Whiskey 
Pete’s, which involves walking through 
Primm Center (a gas station with a donut 
shop inside), and down a road where every 

passing car sprays me with mud, 
but once I’m there I like it better 
than anywhere else in town. Fake 
Old West storefronts, stained glass 
on the ceiling, a painting of a 
lonesome desert sky. These same 
unspecific frontier elements ex-
isted at every hotel I worked at 
in the national parks, whether 
it was Yellowstone or Death Val-
ley. The familiarity is comforting. 

The highway floods and closes. 
I settle in. 

Tomorrow, I’ll walk to the 
employee apartment complex 
to see if I might fit in there. It’s 
so close to the roller coaster you 
get the sense you could reach out 
and touch the tracks. There’s a 
little market — liquor, cigarettes, 
laundry detergent, heads of cab-
bage, cans of soup. I imagine 
buying rice and beans, walking 
home, and making dinner, lis-
tening to the screams from the 
roller coaster, because in the 
fantasy it still runs. In the fan-
tasy, I am unseen. But the reali-
ty is in the eyes of men in a 
parking lot. Their expression 

tells me I can never disappear. 
Tomorrow, I will return to Las Vegas, scan 

the Mega Millions ticket on my phone to see 
my results: not a winner. 

But tonight, at Whiskey Pete’s, there’s 
country music and darkness, a bartender who 
makes a strong gin and tonic, people waiting 
out the storm. The highway opens, and they 
leave. It’s just me. ✦

This is the fifth 
of six columns 

in which Krista 
Diamond explores 

the intersection 
where Las Vegas, 

pop culture, 
media myths, 

and urban legend 
meet. Krista is an 
MFA candidate in 
UNLV’s Creative 
Writing program. 

Her work has 
appeared in The 

New York Times, 
HuffPost, Electric 

Literature, 
Narratively, and 

elsewhere.
A CELEBRATION OF SPAIN 
FROM CHEF JOSÉ ANDRÉS 



40  |  D E S E R T  C O M PA N I O N   .   O C T O B E R / N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 2

40  

S
COTTY’S JUNCTION — Nigel 
White recalls that day in 2018 
when he returned home to Las 
Vegas from a business gallivant 

across Nevada’s outback. He gave his wife, 
Jennifer, good news: He’d found the perfect 
property to establish the rural bed and 
breakfast he’d always dreamed about.

But there were caveats. The place was 
isolated, 150 miles north of Las Vegas, a 
half-hour past the town of Beatty, its address 
along U.S. Highway 95 the very definition 
of rustic: Mile Marker 92. The other issue? 
The place was once a working brothel, where 
randy men paid to play.

Known as the Shady Lady, the place boast-
ed a colorful reputation as a cathouse that 
liked to push the limits. Briefly, in 2009, 
the Shady Lady featured an L.A. porn actor 
who billed himself as the state’s first male 
prostitute, a self-proclaimed “prosti-dude.”

Nigel liked the idea of communing with 
the ghosts of madams past. The property 
could attract visitors traveling to nearby 
Death Valley National Park and would fit 
into neighboring Beatty’s big dreams to 
establish itself as a tourist hub where you 
could rent mountain bikes and get a good 
meal. Nigel especially adored the name 
Shady Lady. 

“What great advertising!” he told his 
wife. “That name alone is probably worth 
a million bucks!” Always the salesman, he 
added that the price included a passel of 

peacocks that had the run of the grounds, 
spreading their feathers, hooting out their 
signature, “Cah-Ah!” 

Jennifer looked at him like he was insane.
Still, the two entrepreneurs pulled off the 

unlikely. They sold their Las Vegas house and 
relocated, undertaking the job of convincing 
weary travelers to stay overnight at a place in 
the middle of nowhere, where sex was once 
sold, and nobody ever asked any questions.

Nothing is normal when it comes to Nigel 
and Jennifer White. He’s a South African 
gaming industry consultant with a smooth-
as-silk accent. She’s a no-nonsense Pennsyl-
vania native and former clothing boutique 
owner who refuses to suffer fools gladly, 
especially Nigel. 

Their life is like an episode from the old 
Green Acres TV sitcom: A city man has a rural 
dream, and his big-city wife goes along for 
the hilarious ride. At first, Jennifer didn’t 
even bat an eyelash about the brothel. But 
she had other issues: “Where in God’s name 

is Beatty, Nevada?”
And then, when she saw the Shady Lady, 

she had one word to describe it: “Appalling.” 
The brothel, established in 1983, had closed 
in 2014, and for the four intervening years 
had been run as a B&B by a guy who let 
the place go.

As the new owners discussed renovations, 
Nigel confessed to a plan: Along with the B&B, 
he wanted to continue the place’s legacy — as 
in, reopen a brothel. Jennifer wanted the 
place as a private getaway. But Nigel insisted 
that 8,000 square feet of structures, 11 bed-
rooms, and 60 total acres  of land was too big 
for two people. They struck a compromise: 
The property would reopen to guests, but 
not the cathouse kind. 

Sitting on the B&B’s front porch recently, 
Jennifer says, “I’ll never own a brothel.” “We 
can put it in my name,” Nigel offers. Jennifer 
sighs. “Nigel, let’s just get a divorce lawyer. 
Then you’ll get it all.”

“Cah-Ah!” a peacock calls out.

Travel

MADE IN 
THE SHADE
A feisty couple banks on 
the colorful history of a 
Beatty-area brothel draw-
ing visitors to what’s now 
a regular old bed-and-
breakfast
By John M. Glionna

PHOTOGRAPHY  Gregg Carnes 
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THE TOWN OF Beatty welcomes the new 
Shady Lady, as not just any B&B, but one 
that celebrates the world’s oldest profes-
sion. While Beatty looks to the future, it’s 
determined not to forget its past: including 
a close connection to the sex industry.

In the 1950s, two brothels sat in the 
middle of town — the Red Rooster and the 
Willow Tree, both considered respectable 
businesses. Beatty native John Lisle still 
owns the piano his mother bought from 
a working girl at the Red Rooster. In the 
mid-20th century, when officials moved to 
shut down the brothels, residents signed a 
petition fight the move, according to a True 
magazine story headlined: “The Town That 
Fought to Keep Prostitution.” While the 
two brothels did eventually close, another, 
last known by the name Angel’s Ladies, 
took its place outside town until it, too, 
shut its doors. 

Erika Gerling, chair of the town advisory 
board, isn’t ashamed of Beatty’s working girl 
association. “Nobody has anything bad to 
say about brothels here,” she says. “They’re 
a novelty, and that’s why we love Beatty. 
We’re a novelty. And we’re not ashamed of 
our history.”

Gerling says the Shady Lady fits into 
plans to grow Beatty through its proximity 
to the popular nearby national park and 
the three-day Beatty Days festival each 
October. “Another B&B is just what the 
doctor ordered,” she says. “And promot-
ing the brothel theme sets you apart from 
everybody else.”

Nigel and Jennifer opened the new Shady 
Lady in September 2018, but not before 
some renovations, supervised by Jennifer. 
The new owners kept the large road sign that 
beckons passersby down a dirt road called 
Petticoat Lane. They spruced up the grassy 
lawn and painted the white picket fence and 
doublewide trailer. And even though the 
last john visited the place in 2014, Jennifer 
changed the mattresses and bedding, just 
to be safe. The spirit of the former staff 
remains in pillowcases featuring overstated 
female eyelashes.

Now far from shady, the place boasts clean 
comfortable rooms and a full English break-
fast. Jennifer replaced suggestive statues 
and artwork, such as an illustrated poster 
that advertised pricing. She held her nose 
when Nigel found pairs of edible panties 
and handcuffs covered in fluffy red velvet.

“Nasty,” she says.
Today, the bed-and-breakfast enjoys 

rave reviews. Guests like the four themed 
accommodations where the women once 
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did their work — the Paradise room with 
the red heart-shaped jacuzzi, the Asian, 
Victorian, and the Willow tree cabin, with its 
own outdoor pool and breathless mountain 
views. Prices range from about $100 to $200 
and up per night.

Most of all, customers like how Nigel and 
Jennifer — along with Nigel’s cousin and her 
husband, who help out at the B&B — treat 
them like family. Jennifer makes a point of 
walking departing guests to their vehicles 
and often receives a goodbye hug.

“The Shady Lady has a quirky and mis-
chievous history, which makes for riveting 
fireside chats,” one guest writes on social 
media. “This was no shady lady! Jennifer 
was by far the most welcoming host you 
could imagine!” another adds. And a third: 
“The primal needs of man, now replaced by 
the birds, in a desert setting!”

The couple takes pride is their low-key ap-
proach. Guests aren’t immediately hounded 
for credit cards but pay at departure. The 
inn has no website or business cards, instead 
relying on word-of-mouth advertising.

Sometimes, when the sun goes down, Ni-
gel and Jennifer are the main entertainment. 
They love to regale guests with Shady Lady 
tales — how no more than six girls worked 
there at a time, and how owner Jim Davis 
slept in an adjacent trailer while his wife, 
Bobbi, took the madam’s quarters where 
the Whites now live. Bobbi sold the business 
after Jim died in 2014.

Nigel stresses that the couple only offers 

the colorful history with adult audiences, 
and not when families with children are 
there. “We offer a personal touch,” Nigel 
says. “But not like the one they offered 
back in the day, I’m afraid. We’re not quite 
that intimate.”

Nigel offers tours of the endless night 
skies and bought a large telescope for guests. 
He hasn’t yet figured out how to use it, and 
Jennifer won’t be much help. “That’s Nigel’s 
gig,” she says.

SOME GUESTS SEE the dining room table 
full of awards the Shady Lady won as “Best 
Small Brothel of the Year” and add to the 
folklore. One artist painted a sketch of 
the B&B grounds that hangs on the wall, 
along with vintage Shady Lady photographs 
gifted by another guest. Still another framed 
an old-school Shady Lady voucher with a 
matchbook from back in the day.

In its sex worker era, the Shady Lady never 
joined the Nevada Brothel Association. Still, 
the trade group approves of the B&B’s history 
tours in what experts consider a flagging 
industry. The number of Nevada brothels 
has dropped from a high of 35 in the early 
1980s to, according to the Nevada Brothel 
Association’s  Chuck Muth, 19 at the begin-
ning of the COVID pandemic.

In 2019, Muth says, he toured 15 of the 
remaining brothels and stopped in at the 
Shady Lady B&B to meet the new owners. 
“Nigel told me then he was thinking about 
reopening the brothel as a side business but 

had to get the OK from his wife,” he says. 
“I guess that conversation didn’t go well.”

Nigel and Jennifer continue to have their 
differences. He loves the isolation; she deplores 
it. She also rues B&B management’s 24-hour 
schedule, by the time you feed the guests, make 
up the rooms, and welcome newcomers. Then 
there are the complainers who bring out her 
Philly tough-girl side, like the one who griped 
for three days straight, until her host finally 
said: “Did you not Google us? If you’re that 
unhappy, there’s the door!”

The new owners still hear from working 
girls and former clients who didn’t get 
the memo that the brothel closed eight 
years ago. Truckers arrive looking for 
a thrill, and Jennifer sends them to the 
Alien Cathouse in the Amargosa Valley 
( but not before asking if they can read, 
like, the sign out front, which advertises a 
B&B, not a brothel?). Then there are the 
peacocks, which have doubled in number 
to 40, leading Nigel to threaten separating 
them as a form of birth control. 

He still harbors dreams of hosting work-
ing girls again. He insists that, with six 
hostesses, he and Jennifer could make in 
one hour what they make off a room in 
one night now. Like always, she waves him 
off. First, there’d be the $100,000 brothel 
license, she says, and then the attorney’s 
fees when she divorces him.

It is a risky business, financially speaking. 
While the state’s brothel business still thrives 
— stubbornly surviving the COVID pandemic 
— running a B&B may be more viable. 

“There’s more risk in brothels,” says 
Barbara Brents, a UNLV professor and 
author of The State of Sex: Tourism, Sex and 
Sin in the New American Heartland, a 2010 
book that examined the history and labor 

of Nevada’s legal brothels. “You need 
independent contractors who don’t 
stick around without steady clients. A 
B&B makes much more sense.”

Despite their differences, Nigel and 
Jennifer are proud of what they’ve 
created out in the high desert. On a 

tour of the living room, Jennifer points to 
the Victorian furniture. “I’d never buy this, 
but I’m keeping it,” she says.

Nigel shows off the well-lit side of the 
room where the working girls once did their 
lineup for prospective guests, his manner as 
courtly as any museum guide. A visitor looks 
around the area and observes: “If these walls 
could only talk…”

Jennifer whips her head around: “Well, 
they better not talk to me!”

A peacock outside adds, “Cah-Ah!” ✦

FAMILY 
BUSINESS
Nigel White 
and cousin 
Susan Wetton 
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DRY OUT
Lake Mead’s receding 
water levels haven’t 
reduced Las Vegas 
visitation overall. But 
the outdoor recre-
ation sector may not 
be so lucky
BY Paul Szydelko

H
is job frequently requires him 
to be indoors to talk about the 
outdoors, but Colin Robertson 
is an avid walker, hiker, moun-

tain biker, and downhill skier who loves 
to take his kids camping. Appointed the 
first administrator of the Nevada Divi-
sion of Outdoor Recreation in January 
2020, Robertson says hazardous air quality 
from California’s wildfires forced him and 
thousands of other outdoor aficionados 
indoors most of August and the first part 
of September 2021. (Similar conditions 
were developing as this issue went to press.) 

Robertson, a Reno resident who works in 
Carson City, compared the smoky, choke-in-
ducing span to “snow days,” when cold, 
heavy precipitation accumulates on roads 
and closes schools. “Now we have ‘smoke 
days’ as a result of fire … and that has pretty 
serious implications for some of Nevada’s 
rural communities, in particular, that are 
oftentimes gateways to places that people 
want to recreate in Nevada,” Robertson says.

Amid the West’s two searing decades 
of “dry days,” what is now called a mega-
drought, Robertson is well aware of its 
effects on Nevada’s many outdoor activi-
ties — and potentially, tourism. “There’s a 
profound implication for Lake Mead with 
regard to climate change broadly, and that 
has implications for the outdoor recreation 

economy of Southern Nevada,” he says.
Lake Mead’s bathtub ring, the starkest 

symbol of drought conditions that residents 
face, has increasingly drawn national atten-
tion, but visitation numbers continue to 
rise, suggesting the West’s water plight isn’t 
having a major effect on Nevada’s tourism. 
Las Vegas offers enough indoor activities to 
make a visitor’s trip worthwhile without 
ever stepping foot outside.

But those who do can’t help but notice the 
drought’s many consequences — including 
diminished or changed outdoor recreation 
opportunities. 

According to the National Integrated 
Drought Information System (NIDIS), a 
multi-agency partnership, drought affects 
the tourism and recreation sectors directly 
and indirectly. 

Drought obviously impedes activities that 
are dependent on water or snow, such as 
boating and skiing. In addition, low stream 
flow and reduced snowpack degrade water 
quality, which limits activities, increases the 
risk for contracting waterborne disease, and 
shortens the season for outdoor recreation 
and tourism, NIDIS says. 

Increased wildfire risk during drought can 
limit access, and public perceptions about 
the associated dangers of fire and smoke can 
lead to fewer visitors and lost revenue from 
tourism. Drought also alters wildlife popula-

tions and behavior, which can curtail hunting, 
fishing, and photography opportunities.

In Southern Nevada, fewer boat ramps 
on Lake Mead mean longer wait times 
to launch. Declining water levels reveal 
more hazards — including long-forgotten 
watercraft and, famously, a metal barrel 
with human remains. Algae blooms, spiking 
because of higher water temperatures, make 
the water unsafe for people and pets. 

Drought also means shorter ski seasons 
with less natural snow at Lee Canyon and 
earlier or extended campfire restrictions 
throughout the Spring Mountains. 

Although NIDIS’ site broadly details how 
drought degrades the quality of recreation 
tourism, quantifiable effects in Nevada are 
hard to come by. “There’s not necessarily a 
single, consolidated location for information 
about the data regarding the impact of 
climate change on outdoor recreation or 
outdoor recreation-oriented tourism,” 
Robertson says.

IN 2020, NEVADA’S outdoor recreation gen-
erated $4 billion in economic impact and 
represented 50,000 jobs statewide, according 
to the U.S. Commerce Department’s Bureau 
of Economic Analysis. “Those are good 
numbers,” Robertson says. “But they are 
potentially threatened by the impacts of 
climate change.
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“The wildfire piece is one example that 
I have personally (felt) where there were 
weeks on end where people couldn’t recreate 
outdoors safely with the hazardous air 
quality. And we’re sort of at the beginning 
of those kinds of impacts.”

When wildfires don’t impede travel, the 
increased heat propels Californians to 
Lake Tahoe, which welcomes more than 15 
million visitors annually. “Warming tem-
peratures and drier conditions have a direct 
effect on visitation,” Robertson says. “We 
know through studies done by the Tahoe 
Transportation District, for example, and 
in some of the local government agencies, 
that traffic doubles into the Lake Tahoe 
Basin on a 100-degree day compared to a 
65-degree day in the surrounding valleys.”

The Tahoe tourism industry is fortunate 
to have both a summer and winter season, 
says Geoffrey Schladow, director of the Tahoe 
Environmental Research Center and a pro-
fessor at the University of California, Davis.

“The heavily touristed Tahoe Basin (is) 
impacted not just by the Tahoe climate — 
whether there’s more snow or less snow 
— but the climate in our draw area like 
California’s Central Valley and Bay Area 
and even Reno,” Schladow says. “So, if it’s 
hot as hell in those places and even if there 
isn’t much water in Tahoe, people still seem 
to want to come here for the relief.”

But in the late winter and early spring, 
when Lake Tahoe’s ski season is wrapping 
up, the mindset quickly turns from the 
slopes, Schladow says. “There seems to be 
a psychological thing. Once the Bay Area 
starts getting warm and sunny in March 
and April, people start thinking about doing 
other things. Skiing disappears from their 
minds sooner than it would have in the past.”

Schladow, who was quoted in an Octo-
ber 2021 New York Times story headlined 
“Can California Tourism Survive Climate 
Change?” says drought has seriously affected 
trout fishing in the Truckee River and other 
outdoor recreation endeavors.

“As the environment may get more in-
hospitable, people may choose cooler, safer 
climes. It’s dangerous,” Schladow says. “You 
go off the roads, and your car breaks down, 
and some people may not want to take that 
risk. And if there are fewer people doing it, 
then the risks actually increase for those 
who continue to do it.”

REACH FOR THE SKY
An abandonned speedboat juts out vertically 
from the dry bed at Lake Mead. Now known 
colloquially as the “Monolith of Lake Mead,” 
the capsized vessel has become a tourist at-
traction since it first emerged earlier this year.
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WHILE GAMBLING AND other indoor amenities 
drive Las Vegas visitation, Southern Nevada’s 
outdoor recreation assets include Lake Mead, 
Red Rock Canyon National Conservation 
Area, Valley of Fire, the Spring Mountains 
National Recreation Area, and Gold Butte 
National Monument.

According to the 2021 Las Vegas Visitor 
Profile, sponsored by the Las Vegas Conven-
tion and Visitors Authority, about 12 percent 
of the nearly 4,000 people interviewed said 
they visited or planned to visit nearby places 
before or after their trip to the city, down 
from 21 percent in 2016 and 19 percent in 
2018. Those visitors most often cited Hoover 
Dam, the Grand Canyon, and Lake Mead (24 
percent, up from 11 percent in 2016 and 12 
percent in 2018) as places they meant to go. 
An LVCVA spokesperson says the agency 
doesn’t have data that demonstrate a link 
between drought and visitation.  

Travel Nevada’s spokeswoman Tra-
cie Barnthouse says the agency is continuing 
to invest in programs that drive sustain-
ability and responsible recreation. “We 
can’t speak to the possible future impacts 
of climate change, but we are thankful to be 
a state with a variety of tourism experiences 

in addition to our outdoor offerings, and we 
remain committed to educating visitors 
about how to recreate responsibly in Nevada 
and be stewards of the land,” Barnthouse 
wrote in an email.

For example, she says, Travel Nevada 
joined state and federal agencies in March 
to sign the Nevada Agreement for Recre-
ation Shared Stewardship that promises 
its support in protecting Nevada’s precious 
resources through thoughtful promotion.

The agreement aims to increase collabo-
ration in planning, constructing, and main-

taining outdoor recreation infrastructure as 
well as promoting uniform messaging about 
responsible recreation, Robertson says. It 
was not created to address the drought and 
climate change specifically, he says, but is 
inclusive of concerns about the climate.

THE DROUGHT IS not necessarily all bad 
news, says Kristen Averyt, a UNLV research 
professor who focuses on climate change and 
is Gov. Steve Sisolak’s senior climate advisor. 

“Even though there’s a shorter ski sea-
son, it might mean that you have a longer 
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mountain biking season. It’s about a changed 
future where recreation might just look 
different in terms of the opportunities 
where we live now versus what they might 
look like in the future because of how the 
climate is shifting,” Averyt says.

“Maybe folks won’t come here for one 
outdoor activity,” she says. “But maybe this 
opens up the opportunity for another one.”

One example is Lee Canyon’s decade-long 
effort to build mountain bike trails. The first 
few advanced and expert trails opened in 
September after a settlement with the Center 
for Biological Diversity over the protection 
for the Mount Charleston blue butterfly.

Jim Seely, marketing director of Lee Can-
yon, says the full buildout of 13 miles of bike 
trails will help fill the calendar.

“The biggest factor is not necessarily 
drought as much as it’s wasted time. It’s 
perishable time. It’s just like a hotel room that 
doesn’t go occupied,” Seely says. “Summers 
were kind of going unoccupied. There’s this 
potential to be a year-round resort with the 
addition of mountain biking,” 

The trails also provide something Las 
Vegas was looking for — managed, devel-
oped mountain biking as opposed to just 

user-generated trails in unauthorized areas, 
which is common in other parts of the Spring 
Mountains, Seely says.

Seely says Lee Canyon draws about 130,000 
visitors annually (100,000 in winter). About 
70 percent are local, 30 percent tourists, a 
proportion that is closer to 80/20 since the 
pandemic, he says.

While Lee Canyon and others in the out-
door recreation industry balance short-
term business imperatives with long-term 
investments, Schladow reminds them that 
the extremes associated with climate change 
threaten infrastructure for recreation — 
trails, roadways, and bridges.

Once all the long-term data are smoothed 
out, he says, extremely dry periods may be 
followed by unprecedented wet years or 
snow years. “What we consider the one-in-
100-year flow event is going to be less than 
one in 10 years in the future. A lot of our 
infrastructure is designed for that 100-year 
storm. We’re going to be exceeding that,” 
Schladow says.

The historic precedents upon which en-
gineering and infrastructure planning has 
relied are going to be less useful, he adds. 
“So now we’re relying on computer models, 

which are based on assumptions about lots of 
things, including society’s ability to change, 
change emissions, and things like that. So 
really, at the end of the day, it’s a lot of very 
informed, well-based guesswork.”

That guesswork, as well as the innovation 
and messaging for which Nevada’s tourism 
industry has long been lauded, will be keys to 
achieving resilience amid the drought. The 
drought’s effect on tourism, that intersection 
of science and economics, is an area ripe for 
additional research.

“The water situation that we’re faced with 
more broadly, and not just for recreation, is 
deeply concerning, as it should be to every 
single person that lives here in the Western 
U.S. and beyond,” says Averyt, the governor’s 
climate-change advisor. “Outdoor rec is just 
a piece of that puzzle.

“It’s changes across the board, whether 
we’re talking about irrigated landscaping 
or we’re talking about outdoor recreation,” 
she says. “There are lifestyle changes that 
we’re going to have to make in the face of 
climate change and what’s happening, and 
it’s happening everywhere, and everybody’s 
going to be faced with it, including us here 
in Southern Nevada.” ✦
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Las Vegas is, at long last, a big league city. 
Let’s revel in the fun of our burgeoning 

fandom with a look at team bars, 
fan-run social media, and 

the fuzzy cheerleaders 
who whip us into

a frenzy 



T
he history books will forev-
er note March 27, 2017, as the 
day we became an NFL town. 
For it was on that date that the 

league’s owners approved the move of the 
Oakland Raiders to Las Vegas by a Reagan 
vs. Mondale-like vote of 31-1.

But what if we told you that, despite 
the ubiquitous silver and black you see 
everywhere you turn, we are not exclusively 
a Raiders Town?

Don’t believe it? Perhaps Sarah Noback 
can convince you.

“After the Raiders moved here, I had 
people ask me, ‘Aren’t you going to be a 
Raiders fan now?’” says the born-and-raised 
Las Vegan. “You couldn’t pay me (to be)!”

See, for the past 22 years, Noback has 
worked as a server and bartender at Big 
Dog’s Draft House, a Wisconsin-themed 
restaurant/bar/brewery that has been the 
home for diehard Green Bay Packers fans 
for almost 35 years. 

Noback herself has become one of 
those diehards. And she and other faithful 
Packer Backers aren’t the only local NFL 
fans who choose not to root, root, root for 

the home team. Likewise, the Draft House 
is hardly the only local establishment that 
isn’t painted silver and black.

Because unlike what the history books 
may say, Las Vegas was an NFL town long 
before March 2017. 

PRIOR TO OUR city’s Great Professional 
Sports Boom that started with the arrival of 
the NHL’s Vegas Golden Knights five years 
ago, residents who followed pro sports fell 
into one of two buckets: natives who adopted 
teams from other locales and newcomers 
who brought their lifelong fandom with them 
upon relocating from places like Buffalo, New 

York; Madison, Wisconsin; Columbus, Ohio; 
and Wichita, Kansas.

As Southern Nevada went through 
its “One of America’s Fastest-Growing 
Cities” phase from the mid-1980s into 
the early 2000s, the restaurant and bar 
scene took advantage of the valley’s geo-
graphic diversity. Some restaurant/bar 
owners who moved to Las Vegas opened 
establishments that offered a little flavor 
of their hometowns. In other instances, 
existing watering holes organically became 
a home away from home for transplants. 

Before long, hard-core sports fans were 
flocking to these spots en masse, particu- 

50  |  D E S E R T  C O M PA N I O N   .   O C T O B E R / N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 2 I L L U S T R AT I O N  B Y  T I M  B O W E R

Cheers to Fans — of All 
NFL Teams
Before the Raiders arrived in Las Vegas, local football fans 
flocked to restaurants and taverns affiliated with other NFL 
franchises. Guess what? They still do
BY MATT JACOB



 
larly on Sundays (and Mondays) in the fall and winter, when 
the NFL rules the sporting landscape. No matter where you 
lived in the valley, if you were a passionate fan of a popular 
team, you were just a short drive from like-minded fans for 
three-plus hours of nail-biting revelry. As the years passed, Las 
Vegas essentially became several NFL towns rolled into one. 

Then the Raiders arrived 
and … nothing  changed. En-
tering this season, no fewer 
than 19 of the league’s other 
31 teams have a “home” 
somewhere in Southern 
Nevada — and in some cases, 
multiple homes.

Besides the Draft House, 
Packers fans still flock to 
Jackson’s Bar & Grill and 
multiple Rum Runner lo-
cations. Buffalo Bills fans 
have Moondoggies Bar & 
Grill, Office Bar/Naked City 
Pizza, and Johnny Mac’s 
(in Henderson). Cleveland 
Browns fans have the Tap 
House and Sporting Life 
Bar. And Dallas Cowboys 
fans have Mr. D’s Sports Bar 
and Grill. (The list goes on.)

Yes, Las Vegas also has been 
home to several Raiders bars 
over the years. And, of course, 
dozens of other taverns now 
brand themselves as “Raiders 
Bars.” But the silver and black 
are hardly the only game in 
town — which Raiders fans 
will discover if they happen 
into the wrong place at the 
wrong time and ask for a TV 
to be changed.

Just ask Noback, who is at 
the Draft House for almost 
every Packers game.

“All kinds of football fans 
come in, and we’ll show oth-
er games when the Packers 
aren’t playing,” Noback says. 
“But when the Packers game 
starts, every single TV in 
the bar and restaurant — 
even on the patio — is on 
the Packers, with sound. 
And if someone says, ‘Hey, 
can I get the Raiders game 
on in this corner?’ I’m like, 
‘Do you know where you 
are? No!’” ♠

FINN THE BAT DOG

Breed: Labrador retriever
Age: 9
Social media accounts: 
@FinnTheBatDog 
(Twitter & Instagram)
Followers: 27.7k (Twit-
ter)/26.3k (Instagram)
Celebrity follower: 
Los Angeles Angels star 
centerfielder Mike Trout
Partner in crime: 

Lambo (sister)
Claim to fame: Re-
trieves bats from home 
plate and delivers water 
to umpires at Las Vegas 
Aviators games; chases 
down and catches frisbees 
in between innings

BARK-ANDRÉ FURRY

Breed: Jack Russell 
Terrier
Age: 14
Social media accounts: 

@BarkAndreFurry 
(Twitter & Instagram)
Followers: 14.9k (Twit-
ter)/27.1k (Instagram)
Celebrity follower: Las 
Vegas Metropolitan Police 
Department
Partner in crime: Deke 
(brother)
Claim to fame: Vegas 
Golden Knights “super-
fan” named in honor of 
former Golden Knights 
goaltender Marc-André 
Fleury; therapy dog and 
ambassador to the Tyler 
Robinson Foundation, 
which supports victims 
of childhood cancer and 
their families

FAN FAVORITES 

FIVE (MORE) 
BARS WITH TEAM 
SPIRIT
 
THE PLACE: Joe’s Bar  
(2851 N. Rancho Drive)

HOME TEAM: Chicago Bears
WELCOME IN: Italian beef 
sandwiches, Chicago hot dogs, 
deep-dish pizza, six beers on 
tap and, of course, ’Da Bears 
on more than a dozen 65-inch 
flat screens at this ode to the 
Windy City. Only thing missing: 
a stiff breeze off Lake Michigan.
 
THE PLACE: Jake’s Bar (2301 S. 
Eastern Ave.)

HOME TEAM: Denver Broncos

WELCOME IN: Come to this 
old-school tavern for 24-hour 
$2 draft beers and 25-cent pool 
tables. Stay to cheer on the blue 
and orange, as Broncos games 
are shown on 15 flat-screen 
TVs. (Sorry, no Rocky Mountain 
oysters on the menu.)
 

THE PLACE: Scooter’s Pub 
(6200 S. Rainbow Blvd.)

HOME TEAM: Seattle Seahawks

WELCOME IN: Home of the Las 
Vegas Sea Hawkers booster 
club, this is the gathering spot 
for local “12s” (as Seahawks 
fans are affectionately known).
 

THE PLACE: Noreen’s Lounge 
(2799 E. Tropicana Ave.)

HOME TEAM: Pittsburgh 

Steelers

WELCOME IN: You want official? 
Here’s official: This is one of 
a select few establishments 
in the U.S. sanctioned by the 
City of Pittsburgh as a “Steeler 
Nation” bar.

 
THE PLACE: Blue Ox Tavern 
(58255 W. Sahara Ave.) & Blue 

Ox Central (6000 S. Eastern Ave.)

HOME TEAM: Minnesota Vikings

WELCOME IN: Menu items, 
including the 10,000 Lakes fish 
and chips, are served with a side 
of Midwestern hospitality at both 
locations, where you’ll find a sea 
of purple on Vikings game days.

  PUPPY LOVE  

  Las Vegas Raiders quarterback Derek Carr. Vegas Gold-
en Knights captain Mark Stone. Las Vegas Aces star 

and two-time WNBA MVP A’ja Wilson. All are enormously 
popular with local sports fans. 

That said, if you were to conduct a poll asking Southern 
Nevadans to choose their most beloved local sports figures, 
the top vote-getters just might be two individuals who 
have never thrown a pass, fired a slap shot or drained a 
three-pointer (mostly because they don’t have opposable 
thumbs): Finn the Bat Dog and Bark-André Furry.

Finn frequently attends Las Vegas Aviators baseball 
games, where he amazes both fans and players with his swift 
bat-retrieval skills. Meanwhile, Bark-André is a therapy dog 
who brings joy and comfort to kids and their families, often 
dressed in his alter ego’s Vegas Golden Knights jersey.

Here’s a “tail” of the tape on our community’s most famous 
four-legged sports icons.
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W
hen the Las Vegas Lights 
debuted in 2018, they were 
welcomed by excited soccer 
fans eager to support their 

new hometown team. Among the loudest 
and most animated was Joaquin Aztorga. 

At the Lights’ first game on a cold Febru-
ary evening at Cashman Field Downtown, 
Aztorga immediately made his presence 
known as he banged a drum and screamed 
so loud that the entire crowd took notice. 
By the second game, Aztorga had amassed 
a small posse armed with instruments, 
banners, bullhorns and flags. 

With that, the Luz y Fuerza (“light and 
strength”) support group was formed. 
Today, as many as 75 rabid Luz y Fuerza 
fans can be found behind the net at any 
given game.

“It just grew,” Aztorga says. “People 
became captivated by what they saw.”

Word wasn’t just spreading at games. 
The Luz y Fuerza fan page on Facebook 
quickly gained hundreds of followers. 
Today, their private Facebook group has 
almost 750 members who post about 
events and meetings, share chants and 
help fundraise for other Luz y Fuerza 
members. “When somebody needs help, 
we do a kermés,” Aztorga says. “People will 
make food to raise money and support. It’s 
kind of like Las Vegas’ Latino GoFundMe.”

With Las Vegas now a bonafide sports 
city, fandom is being expressed everywhere 
— and that, of course, includes online. 
Social media fan accounts and groups 
contribute to the communal atmosphere 
by revving up fans before games, debating 
player performances, connecting people 
all over the country and, in some cases, 
helping grow the teams’ fan bases.

Take, for instance, the @VegasAcesFans 
Instagram page, which Ray Villalobos 
launched in 2020 to support our WNBA 
franchise. 

A lifelong basketball fan, Villalobos 

started a Vegas Lakers Fans, page in 2010, 
so he was already familiar with how to use 
social media to generate camaraderie. 
Villalobos noticed there wasn’t a lot of 
online fan engagement surrounding the 
Aces despite the team’s success (the squad 
moved from San Antonio in 2018, has 
qualified for the playoffs each of the last 
four seasons, and recently claimed the 
2022 WNBA title). So, he started a page to 
connect fans, share highlights, and boost 
the team’s profile. Now he’s got more than 
750 followers, some from as far as Florida. 

Among those engaged followers: Roscoe 
Wilson Jr., father of A’ja Wilson, the Aces’ 
superstar power forward who this season 
earned her second WNBA MVP award.

“He would comment on the posts all the 
time,” Villalobos says of Roscoe Wilson. 
“Eventually we met at a game and became 
friends. He loves my son Benji and treats 
us both like family.”

Villalobos’ work also has attracted the 
attention of the Aces organization, which 
occasionally supplies him with tickets for 
online giveaways. 

While Villalobos’ Instagram page is a 
place for Aces fans to interact and learn 
more about the team, another local sports 
fan has leveraged social media — and our 
status as a legitimate sports town — to 
make a different type of impact.

Known by Vegas Golden Knights fans 
as “VGK Wolverine” for his uncanny re-
semblance to actor Hugh Jackman in the 
X-Men movies, Jason Griego retired to Las 
Vegas in 2016 after 24 years of active duty 
in the U.S. Air Force. A Colorado native and 
mental health advocate, Griego cofounded 
the Vegas Veterans Hockey Foundation 
(VHHF) with Jay Graunstadt.

The VVHF brings together local veterans 
for two primary purposes: play hockey 

and open up to one 
another in a support 
group-like setting. 
“What happens in-
side the locker room 
is better (therapy) 
than you can get 
from any doctor’s 
office,” Griego says. 

Thanks in large 
part to its Facebook page, Griego’s nonprofit 
has ballooned to 128 members. Beyond the 
hockey rink, the VVHF provides mental 
health resources, hosts charitable events 
and gives back to families. 

The odds of such an important group 
materializing had the Golden Knights 
never landed in the desert five years 
ago? Slim. 

“Part of it blowing up,” Greigo says, “was 
the excitement of the Golden Knights.” ♠

A VIRTUAL 
REALITY
Far from the sidelines, social media groups 
connect fans with their favorite Las Vegas  
pro sports teams — and in some cases offer  
a needed support system
BY ZONEIL MAHARAJ

D E S E R T C O M PA N I O N .V E G A S

• A PHOTO FROM 

THE LUZ Y FUERZA 

FACEBOOK FAN PAGE

• BUCKET$ POSES 

FOR THE VEGAS ACES 

FANS’ INSTAGRAM 

• AVIATORS FANS 

FLOCK TO SPRUCE 

THE GOOSE
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Y
ou see them dart across the 
court, waddle on the ice and 
roam the stands. Sometimes 
they embody a person or cryp-

tid creature, but mostly they’re oversize 
depictions of fun-loving animals.

We’re talking, of course, about mascots, 
those always-effervescent, perma-grin 
wearing characters who serve as the closest 
tangible connection fans have with their 
teams — despite never saying a word.

We recently checked in with 
three of our city’s most 

beloved mascots — 
Spruce the Goose 
(Las Vegas Avia-

tors), Bucket$ 
( L a s  Ve g a s 

Aces) and 

Chance the Gila monster (Vegas Golden 
Knights) — to learn a bit about the char-
acters behind the characters and the role 
they play in fan engagement.

THE YOUNGER, GOOFIER “brother” to The 
Aviator — our Triple-A baseball team’s 
other mascot — Spruce was created with 
a “toddler and child-type mentality.” The 
only thing zanier than Spruce’s backstory 
— he lives in the Fountains of Bellagio and 
found his way to Las Vegas Ballpark by 
crashing into the prodigious video board 
— was his introduction to Aviators fans.

“My first game with the Aviators was 
absolutely out of control,” says the individ-
ual who has donned the Spruce suit since 
the Aviators (formerly the 51s) opened 
Las Vegas Ballpark in April 2019 (and who 
prefers to remain anonymous). “There was 
no time to even build the character, so it’s 
hard to say how it developed.”

A year before Spruce landed in Sum-
merlin, the Las Vegas Aces introduced 
their fans to Bucket$, a two-legged hare 
who has been the WNBA team’s mascot 
since the franchise relocated from San 
Antonio ahead of the 2018 season. Three 
individuals have portrayed Bucket$, with 
the most recent taking over before the 
start of the 2022 season (which ended in 
September with a WNBA championship).

While the gig with the Aces may be 
somewhat new, the current Bucket$ is a 
mascot veteran. In San Antonio, he was 

the mascot for the NBA’s Spurs and 
the WNBA’s Stars. The opportunity 

to fire up half-court shots and throw 
down slam dunks on a professional 
court — albeit during timeouts — 
has fufilled a dream for Bucket$, 
who grew up wanting to play 
professional basketball . 

“If I wasn’t going to become 
a professional athlete, then I 

was going to be in professional 
sports one way or another,” Bucket$ (also 

anonymous) says, “For me, the opportunity 
was in the entertainment side.”  

The enthusiasm both Spruce and Buck-
et$ have for their jobs — not to mention 
their teams and fans — is evident with each 
performance. The same is true for Clint 
McComb, who has been rocking the suit for 
Chance since the Vegas Golden Knights’ 
mascot was unveiled to fans before the 
NHL team’s inaugural season in 2017. 

You may recall that Chance’s initial 
introduction was met with mixed reactions 
— namely, “What is it? And what does it 
have to do with hockey?” Indeed, the choice 
of a Gila monster to represent our city’s 
first major professional sports franchise 
seemed as peculiar as ice hockey in the 
desert. Eventually, though, fans warmed 
to Chance. And the feeling was mutual.

“It is a job,” McComb says. “But the most 
successful mascots — the ones who last 
a long time — are the most passionate.”

ALTHOUGH SPRUCE, BUCKET$, and Chance 
each work for separate organizations, they 
share the same job description: They are 
conductors and ringleaders of the field, 
court and ice, responsible for entertaining 
fans and keeping them engaged in the game.

“Seeing the (fans’) reaction — seeing the 
joy in their faces light up during games — is 
exactly what it’s all about,” Bucket$ says. 

Spreading that joy goes beyond the game, 
too. All three mascots and their teams 
volunteer in the community, frequently 
appearing (often with players) at hospitals, 
schools and public events. As very recogniz-
able faces of the franchises they represent, 
mascots can be as responsible for growing 
a team’s fan base — particularly among 
youngsters — as the athletes themselves.

Case in point: The entire Golden 
Knights’ organization — Chance included 
— thrust itself into the community in the 
wake of the 1 October tragedy five years 
ago, visiting hospitals, comforting families, 
attending blood drives, and offering a ray 
of light in the city’s darkest hour. Not so 
coincidentally, the community has had 
Golden Knights fever ever since.

“Since day one, being involved in the 
community has been a huge part of (the or-
ganization’s) presence,” McComb says. “Our 
team has always made that a top priority.”

Yes, the job of mascot comes with its 
fair share of challenges — not the least of 
which is running around in a hot, heavy 
costume for hours at a time, all while 
remaining upbeat. However, for three of 
our city’s fun-loving sports ambassadors, 
the benefits far outweigh the costs. 

“Sports has a unique way of bringing 
people and the larger community togeth-
er,” Bucket$ says. “To be a pillar for that 
is amazing.”

Adds Spruce: “My job is to bring joy to 
the fans. And it’s a job that fills my heart.” ♠
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SUITED 
FOR THE 
JOB
Three of our city’s professional 
mascots discuss what it’s like to 
be the life of the party — both 
on and off the playing field
BY LOURDES TRIMIDAL



DO YOU KNOW

WHO GOES 

NOMINATE THEM TODAY AT 
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ABOVE AND BEYOND?

A CCSD TEACHER 

IT TAKES JUST FIVE MINUTES TO 
NOMINATE A TEACHER— 
and those five minutes can change that teacher’s life.

Top 20 finalists will receive $5,000 and a Heart of 
Education Award plus $1,000 for their school.
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SO MUCH HAS HAPPENED in the five years since a 
sociopathic high roller opened fire on the crowd at the 
Route 91 Harvest Festival from his 32nd-floor sniper’s 
nest in Mandalay Bay, killing 58 people and causing the 
injuries of more than 850 others. Two more of the injured 
died later. Memorials have gone up and been taken down, 
though the Las Vegas Community Healing Garden, with 
a tree for each victim, remains a soothing sanctuary. 
Event promoters and venues canceled or moved shows, 
tightened security, and then continued business as usual. 
Law enforcement agencies completed investigations, 
issued reports, changed their crisis response tactics, and 
ultimately concluded that no one 
would ever know why the shooter 
did what he did. And, along with 
the rest of the world, Las Vegas 
has been swept up in the chaos of 
political turmoil, global pandemic, 
and economic recession.

Through all this, carrying the 
colossal weight of acute trauma, 
survivors have kept on getting 
their kids to school, showing up for work, and putting food 
on the table. But now, they say, everything’s different. In 
the aftermath of 1 October, life is tinted by a purposeful 
hue — something deeper than the self-indulgent cliché of 
seizing the day. They’re moving through every moment 
with the intention of making it count, for their loved ones, 
for each other, and for those who didn’t make it out. Their 
existence is a triumph of resilience, a source of hope in a 
world that sorely needs it. Here are a few of their stories.

profiles by

A N N E  DAV I S

H E I D I  KYS E R

ZO N E I L  M A H A RA J 

M I K E  P R E VAT T  

LO U R D E S  T R I M I DA L

with additional reporting by 

Kristen Kidman
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photography A A R O N  M AY E S

Life, love, and work went on after  
October 1, 2017, but what happened  
that night is indelibly woven into  
every survivor’s story 

R E C A LC U L AT I N G  
T H E  R O U T E

  HEAR  
Listen to the survivors profiled here and 

other 1 October coverage at knpr.org.
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Despite continued 
complications and 
repeated setbacks,  
they wrote their own 
fairy-tale ending

K I M B E R LY  &  B I L LY  K I N G 
The concertgoers

n the night of October 1, 2017, Billy 
King was fighting for his life at Sunrise 
Hospital after taking a bullet through 

the chest that missed the now-44-year-old’s heart 
by half a centimeter. His girlfriend of three years, 
Kimberly, who helped him escape the nightmarish 
scene at the Route 91 Harvest Festival, wasn’t 
allowed by his bedside. 

“Even though we were raising children together, I 
wasn’t his wife,” Kimberly, 31, says. “I had all his blood 
on me yet didn’t have any rights to even go see him.

“The very first thing we told each other when 
we saw each other at the hospital was, we needed 
to get married,” Kimberly recalls. “But it was just 
an emotional thing. I didn’t think it was actually 
going to happen.”

Two months later, on December 9, Billy and 
Kimberly met with Joseph and Paol Nolan, fellow 
Route 91 survivors who provided first aid and 
flagged down a Lyft driver to take them to the 
hospital. The Kings flew them out from Los Angeles 
to thank them. They dined at Rivea on the 64th 
floor of Delano Las Vegas, the hotel adjacent to 
Mandalay Bay, where Billy worked as a bellman. 
As they reflected on that tragic night, Billy turned 
toward Kimberly and got on one knee.

The Kings have made beautiful new memories 
that eclipsed the horrific event, but the physical and 
mental hardships from 1 October didn’t end there, 
and life would bring more challenges their way. 

“We can probably write a book between these 
five years,” Billy says. 

Billy still experiences physical complications. 
He’s undergone a series of surgeries, with another 

slated for mid-October. “Five years later, and I’m 
still at the drawing board with this situation. (I’m) 
just kind of used to it now,” he says.

Getting used to circumstances no one should 
ever have to has become a norm for the Kings. 
Like when Billy returned to work at the Delano. 
“Every day is a reminder. I go there, and I think 
about it no matter what,” he says. “I guess, after 
time, it’s just gotten easier.”

It wasn’t until this August that Billy gave notice 
at work, leaving the hospitality industry after 23 
years. His new boss? Kimberly and himself.

A paralegal for 13 years, Kimberly found herself 
helping friends with power of attorney filings 
during the early months of the pandemic. One 
suggested she start her own business. She slept on 
it and quit her job the next day — that’s when King 
Solutions began. The company offers document 
preparation services for divorces, taxes, custody 
filings, and other processes that don’t require 
representation. Billy oversees their DMV services. 
“I’m just really grateful I’ve got an awesome wife 
and best friend in Kimberly,” Billy says. “I’m 
excited for her and our family’s future.”

Both Billy and Kimberly were previously mar-
ried with children. Billy has two boys, Enoch, 14, 
and Eli, 12; Kimberly a girl, Velonee, 12, and a 
boy, Maximus, 11. They wanted a child together, 
so Billy had a reverse vasectomy in late 2020. On 
Valentine’s Day 2021, Kimberly woke up feeling 
nauseous. Kenzee King was on her way. That, too, 
wouldn’t be easy.

One day last September, Kimberly was very sick 
and couldn’t feel the baby moving. She and Billy 
rushed to the hospital. Kimberly was developing 
a severe case of COVID -19, complicating the 
pregnancy. Doctors delivered the baby that same 
day, but Kimberly had to spend 10 days in the ICU, 
Kenzee 14 days in the NICU.

The tables turned. Billy was the one praying 
by Kimberly’s bedside. “I didn’t know whether 
I was losing both or one,” Billy says. “It could 
have been a horror story but, once again, God’s 
miraculous for us. We’re here with our baby and 
moving forward.”

Today, 1-year-old Kenzee is a kinetic bundle of 
mischief and curiosity, bringing a renewed energy 
to the family and focus to her parents’ purpose in 
life. “She was a missing piece that we didn’t think 
was missing,” Kimberly says.  – Zoneil Maharaj



Using her background 
in mindfulness, this 
yoga teacher-turned 
firefighter kept 
everyone around her 
calm and found a 
meaningful path to 
serving the community

TA S  U P R I G H T 
The bartender

Unless you were there, you would 
never understand the feelings that 
we were going through,” Tas Up-

right says. Upright had just been hired as a 
bartender, one of her side gigs, the day before 
Route 91 and got oriented two hours before 
the concert. She was among the hundreds of 
bartenders serving in the tents at the back 
of the concert lot that night. Upright was 
a yoga instructor who had been teaching 
classes in Las Vegas since 2013. 

Because she grew up in Thailand, yoga is a 
big part of who Upright is, and its teachings 
of mindfulness and meditation have infused 
many aspects of her life. The night of the 
shooting, being “present and in the moment” 
helped keep her grounded and allowed her to 
survive physically and emotionally. Ducked 
behind the service carts in one of the tents, 
a strange sense of calmness hit her, while 
panic and fear ensued all around. 

“There was this girl who was holding 
on to me tightly, so I kept telling her and 
everyone around me to stay calm and quiet, 
and that everything will be okay,” she says, 
“That’s when I thought, ‘Whatever happens, 
happens.’” It’s not that Upright was ready 
to give up; instead, she was focused on her 
breathing and surroundings, determined 
to figure out her next move. Eventually, 
Upright got up and walked out, escaping 
the lot unharmed.

That odd feeling of peace and clarity kept 

her going through a scene of horror. As she 
walked out, she noticed a police officer 
rendering aid to a man bleeding on the 
sidewalk. She asked if there was something 
she could do to help, but the officer dismissed 
her because she was not medically trained. 
In that moment, she says, a light shined on 
her true calling: being a firefighter. “I told 
myself I don’t want to be helpless or useless 
again. Next time, I want to be able to say, 
‘Give me some gloves and let’s get to work.’” 

In 2018, Upright started her journey 
at the EMS Training Center of Southern 
Nevada, where she took the Emergency 
Medical Technician (EMT) course to get 
her Basic EMT certification, one of the 
state’s requirements for firefighters. She 
furthered her education at the College 
of Southern Nevada, where she received 
Advanced EMT and Fire Science Technology 
certification. With these credentials up her 
sleeve, Upright has worked with one of the 
local fire departments seasonally and is 
currently a volunteer firefighter. She hopes 
to get hired permanently and claim her spot 
in the fire academy. 

Upright took a break from teaching yoga 
as fire training has taken top priority in 
her life. The pressures of being a full-time 
professional firefighter may seem at odds 
with yoga and meditation, but she doesn’t 
forget her roots. She says yoga still gets 
her through tough situations, especially 
in any physical training. 

Upright says it’s been years since she’s had 
to recall what happened that night. Seeing a 
therapist has helped her, but talking to the 
other survivors, friends who’ve experience 
gun violence, or colleagues in the military or 
police, was what made her feel understood. 
She’s randomly met other survivors, some 
even in her yoga classes. Their shared expe-
rience has tied them together and evolved 
into stronger bonds, as powerful as their 
hands holding onto each other that night. 
“I’m glad you’re still here,” are the words 
they end up saying to each other. 

As a mother, Upright teaches her daughter 
what she lives by. “I tell her to not let things 
or anyone get to her — to think first and to 
try to control your actions,” she says. “Live 
your life with compassion … And for me, to 
focus on serving the community and doing 
more good.” – Lourdes Trimidal
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Doing research, and 
sharing what she learns, 
has helped this trauma 
surgeon process the 
events of that night 

D R .  D E B O RA H  KU H L S 
The ER doctor

r. Deborah Kuhls still vividly remembers 
the morning of October 2, 2017 — the day 
after the Route 91 shooting. After working 

all day October 1 and through the rest of the night 
as the calls started coming into the ER, she was 
ready to get home and sleep. Stepping outside of 
UMC’s Trauma Intensive Care Unit that morning, 
where she had served as the medical director for 
more than fifteen years, to talk to the assembled 
media, Kuhls was struck by what she saw across 
the street from the hospital. “There were all of 
these community members lined up, and there 
was this temporary blood donation center that 
was set up,” she says. “My recollection was, there 
were a thousand people there waiting to donate 
blood.” Driving home on West Charleston that 
same afternoon, Kuhls remembers experiencing a 
similar shock seeing a traffic jam of cars lined up, 
waiting to get into the city’s main donation center.

Although thousands of people waiting to donate 
blood would arrest most people’s attention, for 
Kuhls, a physician who has found renewed purpose 
in actionable steps to help her community since 
1 October, this tangible gesture from Las Vegans 
was especially meaningful. “We saw the entire 
community really rise to the occasion,” she says. 
“A lot of lives were saved.”

Since the shooting, Kuhls has retired from 
her role as medical director of UMC’s Trau-
ma Intensive Care Unit to focus on teaching 
the next generation of physicians at UNLV’s 
Kirk Kerkorian School of Medicine. “I have a 
tremendous appetite to be trained well and to 
train others in disaster management,” Kuhls 
told Desert Companion five years ago. And train 
others she has — since the fall of 2017, Kuhls 
has delivered 50 speeches about Route 91 and 
how other hospitals can respond if a similar 
event happens near them. And as the newly 
minted assistant dean of research at the medical 

D E S E R T C O M PA N I O N .V E G A S



60  |  D E S E R T  C O M PA N I O N   .   O C T O B E R / N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 2

school, Kuhls’ recent research has focused 
on similar themes to that of her public 
speaking engagements: She and other 
healthcare professionals from around the 
United States just published an academic 
paper on lessons learned from America’s 
six biggest mass shootings, including 1 
October. Currently, she is conducting a 
national survey on gunshot wounds, which 
is slated to publish soon. “Sharing what 
we learned and what the experience was 
like (in order) to help others gave me a 
sense of satisfaction,” she says, reflecting 
on how she has used research to process 
the shooting. “I think for me personally, 

it must have been therapeutic.”
All this research is intended to help 

healthcare professionals respond when 
the next mass shooting happens — and there 
have been many more since October 1, 2017. 
Since COVID-19 cases have tapered off, 
Kuhls has noticed a return to pre-pandemic 
levels of gun violence. “Those of us who 
were sensitized to shooting, we realized that 
they stopped during COVID,” Kuhls recalls, 
“but once the really serious portion of the 
pandemic started to improve, the shooting 
started again. And the rapidity in which 
they are occurring is really alarming. Our 
society somehow has the need to express 

some feeling or dysfunction as violence. And 
that continues to be very, very alarming.”

In this landscape of continued shoot-
ings, Kuhls emphasizes the importance of 
remembering what happened Las Vegas, 
even five years later. “The reflection has to 
be just recognizing the pain and suffering 
that happened, and in that, that pain and 
suffering can go on,” she says. Yet Kuhls 
has hope that her continued research and 
advocacy since then will help others in the 
future. “We’re optimistic that we can make 
progress, but it will take a lot of hard work, 
perseverance, and, I think, a lot of money 
to do that.” – Anne Davis
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The Life is Beautiful 
programmer turned 
his trauma into 
purpose, keeping the 
thrill of live music a 
reality for Las Vegas 
— and for himself

C RA I G  N Y M A N
The festival insider 

raig Nyman is doing great. But 
it took him an awfully long time 
to get to that point: four years, 

one month and six days, as he reveals it. 
That’s nearly 1,500 days of getting back the 
everyday joy he’d felt before that tragic night 
at Route 91, which he attended with a group 

of friends. The day before his epiphany — 
November 6, 2021 — he’d gone to the Rolling 
Stones’ concert at Allegiant Stadium with 
his brother and parents. It was a full-circle 
celebration: Nyman’s first-ever concert was 
a 1989 Stones show, also experienced with 
his family. The next morning, he woke up 
and said to himself, “I feel genuinely happy.”

If you know Nyman even casually, the first 
thing you envision when you hear his name 
is his perma-smile. Even before 2013, when 
he landed his dream gig as head of music and 
programming for Life Is Beautiful — the 
annual festival in Downtown Las Vegas — 
his face always suggested his very life was 
a dream gig. But October 1, 2017, dimmed 
the light that naturally emanated from him. 

Improbably, the road to recovery began 
exactly one week after the shooting, at the 
very same resort from which the gunfire 
rang out. Nyman attended a House of Blues 
concert headlined by Billy Idol, mostly to 
reunite with managers associated with 
both Idol and Tom Petty, the latter having 
suddenly passed away five days earlier. 
Grief hung in the air that night, but Nyman 
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miraculously steeled himself and regained 
his purpose. “That moment, for me, was 
just like walking right back into things,” 
he says. “Like, I can’t be fearful of stuff, 
as much as it may be hurtful, painful stuff 
like (the shooting). It was just, my path is 
to move forward collectively to heal people 
and bring joy and bring happiness.”

Which meant throwing himself into 
two things: therapy and work. The former 
came from a professional who specialized 
in trauma and offered her services at no 
cost to the festival’s survivors. (“That one 
gesture saved my life,” Nyman says through 
tears.) The latter was possible because his 
Life Is Beautiful colleagues shielded him 
from any security concerns — which now 
included added exits and law enforcement, 
helicopters and police drones — so he could 
focus on the event offerings. The 2018 
edition went off safely and violence-free.

The same can be said for most other 
entertainment events in Las Vegas since. 
Venues have been paying closer attention 
to security, as well as audience capacities. 
Nyman nowadays stands outside crowds and 
looks for anything suspicious. Mostly what 
he sees, though, is a culture and industry 
that seems ambivalent to violence at public 
events; even the see-something-say-some-
thing warnings have all but disappeared. 

“It shouldn’t be something that, when 
an October 1st anniversary comes, we’re 
just moving (along), and there’s a plethora 
of entertainment and concerts in the city,” 
Nyman says. “And I get that we’re a city that’s 
open for business … But it’s not something 
that should be lost or forgotten, especially 
in the city, let alone in our country.”

 If there’s a silver lining for Nyman, it’s 
that 1 October solidified his resolve to 
renormalize large gatherings and experi-
ence the elation that comes with communal 
music experiences. “I knew there was no 
way that night that person was going to 
take away the joy I have from attending 
live music and putting on events,” he says, 
defiance in his voice. “It’s one of the things 
in this world that I believe connects all of 
us … And that part doesn’t happen if I give 
up. There was no chance that I was going 
to give up.” – Mike Prevatt
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No call from his wife 
or kids will ever go 
unanswered again, if this 
former Las Vegas Metro 
Police sergeant and Route 
91 incident commander 
can help it 

RAY  S P E N C E R
The policeman

ay Spencer was working overtime at 
Route 91, something police officers 
commonly do to make extra money 

providing security at large public gatherings. Then 
a lieutenant, Spencer was supervising a team of 
50 officers, and thus became the de facto incident 
commander once the shooting began. 

Spencer’s wife of 12 years, Gena Spencer, had 
traveled that day with her mother to their home-
town of Reno to visit another family member. Ray 
and Gena’s two sons were staying with Ray’s mother 
in Las Vegas. The family of four was scattered as 
the tragedy unfolded.

Ray remembers: “I stopped counting after 20 
victims that I encountered at the main stage. And 
one of the things I remember about that is, people 
had cell phones in their pockets. And you could see 
the phones ringing — ‘Mom,’ ‘Dad,’ you know, their 
loved ones calling, looking for them. And they’re 
never coming home again … I’ll never forget that.”

Meanwhile, Gena was processing a phone call 
of her own — with Ray: “I was getting ready for 
bed. And I had called him ... And he picked up his 
phone, and I could hear it’s like chaos … It didn’t 
seem really unusual, because I knew he was at a 
concert … And then I hear him yelling something, 
and I’m about to hang up. And then all he says is, 
‘There’s an active shooter. Love you, bye,’ and 
just hangs up.” 

That would be the last time Gena talked to Ray 
until early the following morning. She spent the 
night glued to her stepfather’s police scanner trying 
to hear her husband’s voice, scouring news reports 

for some sign that he was alive. When he was finally 
able to text her, she was overwhelmed with relief. 

Ray and Gena have always been close. He describes 
her as his “best friend.” She says they simply love 
each other’s company, whether they’re on an Alaskan 
cruise (such as the one they took in August) or just 
hanging out at home. After the Route 91 shooting, 
though, that closeness took on a new dimension. 
Gena helped talk her husband through some of 
the most difficult moments, eventually prodding 
him into therapy. He became more present in their 
sons’ lives, making sure not to miss a single school 
event or personal milestone. He retired this May, 
after 20 years with Metro, so he could spend more 
time with his family.

“I could have stayed working several more 
years in the police department,” Ray says. “I 
loved my job. But I also love my wife. I love my 
kids. … And I told myself, I don’t want to miss 
my kids growing up, because you don’t get a take 
two, right?”

Hockey has also played a huge part in the family’s 
healing. Gena and Ray attended the Vegas Golden 
Knights’ inaugural-season opener game along 
with other 1 October first responders that the 
NHL team invited as special guests. The couple 
knew so little about hockey that, before the game, 
Ray had a Metro sergeant on his team explain the 
rules to him. 

“We just fell in love with the whole thing,” Gena 
says. “With everything that was going on, just so 
many heavy emotions, to be able to be distracted 
was incredible. And hockey is so much fun!” Soon, 
they were attending games whenever they could, 
sometimes with their sons, who also took to it.

“And next thing you know,” Ray says, “here we 
are, almost five years later, and I’m on my third 
year of my kids playing travel hockey, and literally 
my life, five to six days a week, is hockey.”

The sport reflects the deeper dedication Ray 
found for his family, Gena says, giving this example: 
In the summer of 2021, their two sons were playing 
in two different Southern California tournaments, 
one in Valencia and the other in San Diego. So, they 
split up, each parent taking one son to respective 
tournaments. But during one long break in their 
older son’s schedule, Ray left him with fellow hockey 
parents and drove all the way to the other city to 
attend one of his younger son’s games.

“He’s just so dedicated and purposeful now,” 
Gena says. “He doesn’t want to miss anything.” 
– Heidi Kyser
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S
ur viving the summer in Las 
Vegas is a challenge. We set the 
thermostat at 71 degrees. The 
kids know not to move it. My 

friends with pools become scarce on days 
when the valley feels like Satan’s solarium. 
The rest of us have few places where we 
can linger unbothered without buying 
something. There are libraries and com-
munity centers, but sometimes you want 

to sit someplace and watch the traffic on 
the beltway.

IKEA is that place. 
I wouldn’t have ever been to an IKEA 

if not for the breakfast. The OC Weekly 
declared it a breakfast spot back in the early 
aughts. I was new to the West Coast farm-
to-table subculture that required avocados 
on everything. IKEA made learning the 
ropes simple. Eventually, I’d move away 
and forget the home furnishings superstore. 
But I never forgot the joys of lounging in a 
birch Rönninge chair for hours.

In graduate school during the pandemic, 
I’d meet fellow writers at outdoor cafes in 
spring and fall. I didn’t invite people to my 
house. Who wants the awkward conversa-
tion about where people stand on COVID 
transmission? If the 2016 election taught 
me anything, it’s that ignorance of your 
friends’ politics is bliss.

We needed a spacious place to “work 
on our craft.” It had to be in a part of town 
broke writers could afford, where masking 
was less about politics and more about 
disinterest in applying makeup. I suggested 
IKEA’s cafeteria, a suggestion that had less 
to do with the floor-to-ceiling windows 
allowing natural light to stream through, 
or the splendor of Red Rock as a backdrop, 
than with the true gem of IKEA: its design.

For starters, the parking lot has numerous 

entry points. Does parking in the ample space 
between two lines make you nervous? Well, 
IKEA has 2,300 spots. Take two if you need to. 
From the outside, the second-floor cafeteria 
beckons. Everyone is on display, minding their 
suburban business. Kids press themselves up 
against the window. Pensioners read aloud 
to no one. Budding families discuss décor 
they saw in one of the carefully curated 
rooms. People funnel through the entrance 
and ascend the escalator like a birth canal. 
I’m ecstatic when I enter the maze, a feeling 
that transmogrifies into mania as I move 
farther in.

The chain’s global chief designer says the 
stores are built with one intention. You’re 
meant to feel as if you’re traveling through a 
three-dimensional catalog. The orderly and 
furnished rooms are supposed to bring you 
to some sanguine domestic disposition. The 
imagery is not lost on our writing group — a 
bunch of emerging writers trying to use 
words to be better, more mindful humans.

IKEA is like the malls of my youth. The 
mall was the place deemed safe for me to be 
without an adult. Malls, for many Americans, 
offered the first taste of independence. 
Beyond the usual fare of stores and play 
areas, you could actually see concerts for free 
while hanging out with friends. Malls were 
also where social structure met consumer-
ism. Even as a teenager, I inferred that we 
couldn’t form relationships unless money 
was involved. I am not against that; I just 
wish there were more air-conditioned places 
for the community to socialize without 
having to spend money. 

I’ve been questioning the paradox of 
nurturing community in a place of rampant 
consumerism since then. As my de facto 
community center, IKEA is the latest ex-
ample of this paradox. Eat enough of those 
meatballs, and you start to question a lot 
of things; for instance, the dysfunction of 
late-stage capitalism. Why do communi-
ties rely on corporate behemoths to offer 
opportunities for socializing and refuge 
from the sun? In Las Vegas, traditionally, 
it’s been the role of the casino. You could eat 
at the buffet, leave the kids in the play area 
or arcade, catch a movie, and go home. That 
might be going to the wayside, too, now that 
Circa Resort & Casino has found success 
with an adults-only concept, and Red Rock 
Casino Resort & Spa is making part of the 
pool area inaccessible to children.

But IKEA remains. Like Harry Potter’s 
Room of Requirement at Hogwarts, it’s there 
for whoever needs it. After a long rest, I relish 
the dopamine reward of exiting IKEA’s maze. 
It’s much like the feeling I get when I finish 
a story: only happiness … and relief. ✦

SENSE OF PLACE

COOLING 
STATION

IKEA’s cafeteria is my 
consumerist equivalent of a 
community center

By Soni Brown
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