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For my family





NOTHING


To have nothing. And I mean nothing except the clothes you ran out of the house wearing when you left—when you left before the place burned, before you knew whether you’d be able to go back. Let’s say you didn’t take much. Let’s say what you are left with is nothing.


What are the things you’d miss most? Have you ever asked yourself: if my house were on fire, what would I grab? People ask themselves this question, and they may even come up with a pretty good answer. But the real test is when the fire is raging, and your kids are scared and you don’t really know if it’s a drill or not. So you play it safe and take some important things, but leave others behind, things that you will torture yourself about later on. But your heart is pounding and you can’t think straight because smoke and ashes are in the air, and you have kids and you have to get them and yourself the hell out of there before it’s too late.


I remember exactly what I took with me. It wasn’t much. A leather jacket, a jewelry box, photograph albums, and baby books.


Decisions made on the fly.


This and not that.


But here’s something I hadn’t counted on, a consequence of nothing: the freedom, the lightness. To have nothing means no baggage, no decisions, no choices.


There is a moment when a trapeze artist flies from one trapeze to another, maybe reaching for a partner’s outstretched hands. It’s hang time, a moment when it’s just you and gravity, when you are suspended between the thing you left and the thing you are reaching for. And I’ve heard that particular space and time described as though it were something to be savored and contemplated, even enjoyed, for the sheer excitement of being neither here nor there. Only in between.


I remember that surprising feeling of freedom. Freedom from having. Could anyone else understand this hard-to-explain lightness? And did I ever say this out loud to anyone? No, not in twenty-five years. Only now, as I look back and remember that secret sense of lightness, am I ready to address it.


It was easy to move around without a lot stuff weighing us down. I am speaking now from the perspective of a person who had things, old familiar things, and a nice life. But for a while, I could not fill a shopping cart with what I had left. I would not have wanted to. And that was fine for a long time.


Now, twenty-five years after the fire, my house is full again.


I find myself missing that sense of lightness, that freedom from possessions, and this is a feeling I did not have before the fire. I long for that lightness but do not long for the sense of loss.


And I wonder, is it possible to have one without the other?





PART 1


[image: Images]





CHAPTER ONE
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THE BLUE HOUSE


In February 1984 our family of four moved into our boxy blue house in the Oakland Hills. After years of living in rentals, my husband Bruce and I were happy to be first-time homeowners. Granted, the house had a few drawbacks. A marble could roll from one corner to the other in our bedroom. The carpet on the stairs resembled old banana bread, and the rooms were painted or papered in wildly competing color schemes. Our bedroom, for example, looked like the inside of a ripe cantaloupe, with jack-o’-lantern orange trim. One wall in our son Myles’s deep-blue bedroom sported lively Noah’s ark wallpaper, while the room our daughter Caitlin chose featured an eye-crossing plaid. Shortly after we settled in, we discovered that the hot and cold indicators on all the faucets were reversed. It took a couple of bracing showers to figure that one out. Nevertheless, the house was in a great location—across the street from the kids’ elementary school.


And every February clusters of yellow daffodils bloomed in the red brick planters out front.


When we moved into the house, Caitlin was in kindergarten and Myles was still in preschool. As far as Bruce and I were concerned, our family was complete: a girl and a boy, almost three years apart. In the house on Hermosa, unlike the previous rental we’d lived in for four years, the kids had their own rooms, and their own bathroom. This was our first purchased house—and we felt the same terror and exuberance that I imagine most first-time buyers feel when they sign that imposing stack of papers.


By the time we bought the house on Hermosa, we’d lived in four rental houses over the course of the nearly twelve years we’d been married. Not that many moves, really. And we never got farther than San Jose, fifty miles from where we went to high school. We moved there in December 1977, when I was nearly nine months pregnant with Caitlin, because of Bruce’s first job as a newly minted lawyer. We were about an hour from what we still thought of as home—the East Bay.


Living that far away from friends and family turned out to be a mixed blessing. We were happy to strike out on our own and start our family in a new city, but we didn’t anticipate needing the support of the ones we’d left behind. How could we have known that our lives would be turned upside down after the baby arrived?


Immediately following her birth in San Francisco, we discovered that our newborn daughter would require corrective heart surgery, which resulted in her months-long hospitalization and my daily commute to the University of California hospital to sit by her bedside. We nearly lost her when she developed postoperative complications at a time when she was least able to rally. Repeated surgeries left her with scars on her chest, her back, her ankles, and her wrists. To accommodate the IVs they placed on her scalp, she briefly sported a Mohawk. During those trying days, we operated in crisis mode: not sleeping, on edge, in denial, eating badly, suffering from short-term memory loss, with thoughts ping-ponging through our minds at warp speed.


When Caitlin finally came home, she was four and a half months old. She was sleeping through the night, but had to adjust to a room without the bright lights and beeping equipment she was used to in the hospital.


During the time Caitlin was hospitalized, one of the social workers at UCSF asked me if I’d be willing to talk to other parents who had babies in the Intensive Care Nursery—parents of kids with heart disease, in particular. I agreed, and enjoyed doing it, but felt as though I could benefit from some background and training, not just relying on my own experience. In 1982, I decided to go back to school and get a degree in counseling. So I took a graduate entrance exam and applied to the closest California State University campus, in Hayward. I passed my exam with colors that didn’t necessarily fly, but were good enough for me to gain acceptance to the counseling program. That fall, I took the kids to the student daycare center and raced up the hill to my morning classes. When class was over, I raced back down the hill, picked up the kids, had Caitlin eat her lunch in the car (if I remembered to pack her one—otherwise it was a juice box, peanut butter crackers, and a banana from the local 7-Eleven), and got her home in time for her to walk to kindergarten with a neighbor girl. When she’d started school in the fall, Myles and I walked her to the corner and saw her cross the street safely. He dearly missed his older sister and playmate for the half day she was in school.


THE HOUSE ON HERMOSA HAD BEEN OWNED BY ONE OF Caitlin’s kindergarten classmate’s parents. One day on the playground, the mother of this little boy casually mentioned that they would be moving and putting their house on the market. Bruce and I had recently started talking about buying a house, and had looked at a few in the neighborhood. “Where is your house?” I asked her.


She pointed to the square blue house directly across from the schoolyard. The red brick planters were full of bright-yellow daffodils. “Would you like to look at it?” she asked. “We’re having an open house this weekend.”


“You live across the street from school?” It seemed too good to be true. I told her yes, we would certainly look at her house.


We asked our more experienced next-door neighbors, who had bought and sold five or six houses already, to come with us and help us evaluate the situation. We had no idea what to look for or what kinds of questions to ask. The four of us walked through the rooms, looked in the backyard, peeked in the garage, and sized up the closets. Once our inspection was complete, we walked down the steps to the sidewalk.


“Well?” I asked. “Think we should make an offer?”


They thought it was a good house for us—big enough, and the location was hard to beat. So we went ahead and made an appointment with their real estate agent. The next thing we knew, we’d made an offer and it was accepted. I don’t normally have a penchant for numbers, but I remember to this day what we paid for the house.


Two years after we moved in, we had a third child, James. Our boys shared a room for a couple of years, but we soon added on another bedroom and a family room for our growing family. James got excited when the “pounding men came” and took the windows away and knocked down the walls. We loved the new addition, especially the family room where our kids could spread out their toys and play. Bit by bit we changed the house and made it ours: new carpet on the stairs, calmer colors on the walls, and tiny pink hearts to replace the plaid in our daughter’s room.


Five years after the first big addition, we took a deep breath and remodeled the kitchen. The pounding men returned and took the walls down to the studs. We somehow managed to feed the family using a toaster oven and microwave during the dusty days of demolition. Some nights we gave up and ordered pizza. No one minded using paper plates, since that meant no one had to wash the dishes.


Gradually, the house took shape. We stopped talking about making more big changes. The house suited us and our family of five. Three kids with varying interests and obligations: basketball practice, friends, tap lessons, rehearsals, birthday parties.
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IN OCTOBER OF 1991 CAITLIN WAS THIRTEEN, ALMOST fourteen, and in middle school; Myles was ten, almost eleven, in fifth grade; and James was five and a half, in his first year of school.
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First day of school, September, 1991


Both of my older kids have December birthdays, which makes for a lot of excitement at the end of the year. We threw a lot of birthday parties, with silly games and special cakes, and celebrated Hanukkah (with my family) and Christmas (with Bruce’s). Caitlin had entered the world of middle school and teenage angst. We didn’t have as many battles as my mother and I did, but this was the beginning of her quest for more independence, her interest in boys, and her desire to define herself outside of the family. She joined the basketball team at school, which added a new layer of logistics to our family routine. Myles had tap class after school, so there were trips to Berkeley once a week. James, as the youngest with no plans of his own, had to tag along on these jaunts.


The year Caitlin turned fourteen began the annual exchange of the velvet painting of Elvis. Bruce and I purchased a late-in-his-career likeness of the King in Tijuana, on a side trip from San Diego. Since Caitlin was born the year Elvis died, we’d decided that she would appreciate the piece of art we’d haggled for with a street vendor. On the morning of her birthday, we left a huge box (labeled nineteen-inch television) on the counter with a birthday card addressed to her. She tore open the box, tossed aside the crumpled newspapers packed in layers, and pulled out the velvet painting. She laughed long and hard and then plotted her revenge. The following June, Bruce received the painting, wrapped in the funnies, for his birthday. He brought it to his San Francisco office, which is how the painting survived the fire that year. And so the tradition continues. To this day, Elvis spends half the year with Bruce and half the year with Caitlin.


Because we lived across the street from the school, Bruce and I got involved in fundraising activities and helped organize the walk-a-thon. In a moment of weakness, I got elected PTA president. We became part of a group of parents who enjoyed each other’s company at parties or picnics. We played softball and flew kites with our kids. The school community had become our community.


We had finally reached a point where we felt settled and engaged in our neighborhood. We’d figured out how to have fun, do good work, raise our family in a home we loved, and looked forward to many happy years in our big blue house.





CHAPTER TWO
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SUNDAY


Morning, October 20


That Sunday had started out unremarkably: pancakes for breakfast, a little extra coffee, newspapers scattered across the table, Caitlin working on a poster project for school in the living room, James watching The Little Mermaid in the family room, Myles playing at a friend’s house nearby.


As we lingered over a second cup of coffee, Bruce and I looked out the window and noticed ashes swirling in the backyard, little dervishes of black flakes. The window was open, and we smelled smoke. Sunday morning: too early for barbecue. And this was a different kind of smoke anyway. It smelled like an old ashtray: whiffs of sulfur, sharp enough to hurt your nose and throat. Was someone’s house on fire? Maybe a tree was burning? Bruce turned on the radio to see if there was news about a fire. We’d heard the news the day before, on Saturday—about a fire that had started in the hills above the Caldecott Tunnel, a mile and a half away. James and I had seen the helicopters flying overhead with buckets of water suspended from their bellies. The firefighters had put it out, though—hadn’t they?


But the radio announcer was saying that firefighters had discovered hot embers, left smoldering for hours. Then the wind had kicked up. The hills were on fire.


Bruce and I walked outside and scanned the sky for smoke. It was coming from higher up the hill and blowing west, toward us. We couldn’t see what was burning from the sidewalk in front of our house, so we headed up the hill to get a better look. Our neighborhood was a collection of mismatched houses in styles that varied from Tudor-style cottages to big-shouldered boxes, many of which were barely visible behind tall trees and shrubs. One of the houses on our block used to be a hunting lodge, according to a longtime resident. The bowl-like shape of the school’s playground used to be a pond. Underground creeks still ran downhill, creating drainage problems for the houses on our flat block.


We lived at the beginning of the increasingly steep incline of Broadway Terrace, a street that led up to the hills over the Caldecott Tunnel. I used to walk partway up that hill, with the kids, for picnics or playtime at Lake Temescal, with its sandy beach and big lawns.


In the early 1900s the Oakland hills were oak savannah/grassland, with native bunch grasses and nonnative annual grasses, coyote brush, manzanita and other coastal scrub plants. Probably there were bay trees and buckeyes in the wet areas. Then, the eucalyptus and Monterey pine planted early in the century spread everywhere, and those—plus the horrid blackwood acacia—took over. At the time of the fire, those trees were dominating the hills, but were mixed with a lot of aging exotics planted by homeowners, plus coyote brush and Scotch and French broom. All of it tinder.


As Bruce and I walked up the hill on Broadway Terrace that morning, we saw how the black smoke rose high over the tunnel; the hills surrounding it were ablaze. Hiller Highlands, a community of condominiums that hugged the hillside above us—across eight lanes of highway—was burning. The joined buildings stood in clusters at the crest of the hills, and they were burning faster than our minds could comprehend. The fire looked like it could devour the entire hillside in a matter of minutes. But it couldn’t jump the freeway, we assured each other. Could it?


Bruce and I stopped walking before we got to the entrance to the lake. Most of the neighbors would be home on a Sunday morning, but we heard later about some who had gone sailing on the bay, or hiking in Marin, or to a family birthday party in Walnut Creek. They said they could see bits of ash and a column of black smoke from miles away.
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