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Natural disasters never come at a good time. In December 2017, the searing grind of 
completing my dissertation had barely abated, and I was still adjusting to life. Yet, 

the wildfire that would become the largest in California history—for a short time—ignited 
when extreme winds brought two power lines into contact, showering molten aluminum 
into the crispy undergrowth in the canyon below. The fire was named Thomas—after the 
nearest landmark to the ignition site, Thomas Aquinas College—the saint who insisted 
that faith and reason are not mutually exclusive.

In December, autumn rains would have normally soaked the vegetation, ending the 
fire season. In the fall of 2017 that did not happen. Scientists have tracked the shrinking 
California rainy season: as it contracts into shorter timeframes, it lengthens the fire 
season and focuses intense rain into shorter periods,1 creating a perfect storm for late 
autumn wildfires immediately followed by heavy rains, which in turn create mud flows. 

This is exactly what happened. 
That night, while heading into a late meeting with colleagues, I had to lean into 

the wind to keep my footing. It blew sand into my eyes and dry leaves into my hair. Two 
hours passed indoors. When the meeting had ended, I checked my phone. I had an 
unusual number of text messages, none of which made any sense:

“You can stay at my place if you need to.”
“Stay put. I’ve got the dogs and I’m coming to meet you.”
“Hey, I saw about the fire. Are you ok?”
My colleagues and I pieced together the rapidly-unfolding events. A wildfire had 

started just to the east. The wind was pushing it rapidly toward town. We had to get to 
our families and get out. Goodbye. We literally scattered to the winds, in the direction 
of what matters most. 

Outside, the dry gale picked up intensity. I couldn’t smell smoke yet. My spouse 
pulled into the parking lot just as I was stepping outside. I climbed into the front seat. 
The dogs were happy to see me, as usual, but anxious. The back seat was piled high with 
blankets, sleeping bags, dog food. We didn’t yet know where we were going. 

I texted back the friend who had offered the four of us a place to stay in her little 
apartment southwest of town.  

Once we arrived, we were still exchanging polite greetings when one of our dogs 
relieved herself in the middle of the living room floor. Embarrassed, already feeling like 

1. Swain, Daniel L. A Shorter, Sharper Rainy Season Amplifies California Wildfire Risk. Geophysical Research Letters 48, 
no. 5 (2021). 
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a burden, I leapt with cupped hands to catch the rest of the warm lumps before they, 
too, landed on the carpet. We were all laughing at the absurdity of it—I couldn’t myself 
believe what I had just done—and I made my way to the toilet to flush them.  

“Wait—where are you going?! Take it outside!!” She yelled. But it was too late. I 
washed my hands. All five of us were on edge. 

She generously gave us her bed and took the sofa, though we knew none of us would 
be getting much sleep. This would be the first of many sleepless nights. At dawn, she 
gently tapped on the door, her voice muffled from concern but sharp as it squeezed 
through the crack in the door jamb.

“Guys?”
“Yeah?”
“The fire is getting close to here now too. It’s time to go.”
She was eerily calm, despite the fact that we were all trying to escape the biggest 

natural disaster any of us had ever experienced. She works for a nonprofit that deploys 
dogs to search for victims in the eye of the world’s biggest crises. Her composure was 
steadying, strengthening mine.

Bleary-eyed and sleep-deprived, we packed our things. Where would we go next? 
Whom should we call? Clearly, going west again was not a good idea; if the fire was really 
this out of control, it would burn all the way to the coast (and it did). I took a chance. 

“Meet me at Esther’s,” I said. “I’ll call her on my way.”
She answered immediately. 
“Hi—are you ok?”
“Can we come over?” I asked, giving up trying to hide the shaking in my voice, finally 

grasping the magnitude of the situation. 
“Come over.” It was more of a demand, as if to say, don’t think. Don’t ask. Just come. 
I took a deep breath and gripped the wheel tightly. I was dizzy. It was difficult to 

focus. The sun was coming up and the birds were at their peak daybreak energy. A small 
songbird flew directly into the left headlight of the pickup and ricocheted at an angle 
into the shrubs at the side of the road. None of us saw this coming. 

We should have, though. Our area had not burned for more than 30 years, creating 
a buildup of fuel for an intense wildfire. It had not rained yet this water year, which 
began in October. The intense, easterly, dry, hot winds, which usually abate by mid-fall, 
were still here, and were in full force. 

We caravanned and took the coast, trying to give the approaching front of the wildfire 
a wide berth. Cars flowed north on the 101, meeting their daily rush hour appointment 
for gridlock as if nothing was amiss. Overhead, a reddish-brown sky streak stretched 
across the highway and out to the ocean. It reminded me of the midcentury horror 
movie The Blob: a sinister, amorphous being wreaking havoc on unsuspecting victims 
just trying to have a nice time at the local swimming hole. The beach was tranquil, the 
ocean on a different time sequence than the fire.
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We arrived at Esther’s. In Oxnard, south of Ventura, 
we were sure to be safe, separated from the fire by 
concrete, agricultural fields, freeways. And we were. We 
walked into the house and while we were exchanging our 
greetings, as if on cue, our other dog relieved herself on 
the rug in the middle of the living room floor. This time 
I neglected to dive for it. I was tired. 

“It’s alright,” Esther reassured us. “This carpet has 
seen worse than that.”

Although we did not yet know it, this would be our 
home for the next ten days. We had more questions than 
answers. The local news was not helpful, just reel after reel 
of reporters standing in front of one burning mansion 
after another, lamenting the loss of people’s stuff. The 
most useful information came from a community group 
formed on social media. Our neighbors were reporting 
from the front lines. Some had decided not to evacuate, 
to instead weather the firestorm with garden hoses, 
rakes, and shovels.

As it was December, Esther had decorated her house, 
with delicious delights in reach. I wasn’t very hungry 
during the evacuation, but one thing I did find appealing 
was the dish of red and green chocolate candies that sat 
on the counter. I ate so many, emptied and refilled the 
dish so many times, that I felt guilty and bought more 
bags to replace them before we left. I mindlessly popped 
them like pills while scrolling social media, refreshing, 
refreshing, hoping for answers that slowly trickled in, 
then having to separate the alarmist chaff from the 
information wheat. 

Night after night we tossed and turned, lucky if we 
got a few hours’ sleep. Still, we were safe and warm. Each 
night Esther and I would get together in the living room 
to eat ice cream and watch DVDs of The Marvelous 
Mrs. Maisel. Esther grew up in New York City at the 
time that the storyline is set. Observing her watching was 
more fulfilling than watching the show myself. For those 
couple of hours each night, I was elsewhere. I would see 
comfort and nostalgia in her eyes and would miss a past 
I had never even known. h
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