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“A hybrid of travel literature and oral history, Lockwood somehow shrinks the ungraspably vast problem of climate change down to a human scale, then patiently, carefully combines those individual voices into a planetary chorus. A monumental achievement.”

—Robert Moor, bestselling author of On Trails: An Exploration

“ ‘Tell me a story.’ Is there a more fundamentally human sentence than that? Devi Lockwood circles the globe, seeking people’s experiences with water and climate change, from cultural myths to rising seas’ impacts on daily life to one woman’s pain, tuned to the voices of the trees. Lockwood seeks and you, dear reader, shall find.”

—Erica Gies, environmental journalist, science journalist, and author of the upcoming book Water Always Wins: Going with the Flow to Thrive in an Age of Droughts, Floods, and Climate Change

“In a world that needs more listening and more storytelling, Devi Lockwood covers the waterfront. This is an empathetic and beautiful book.”

—Richard Louv, author of The Nature Principle and Our Wild Calling

“This dazzling and significant collection captures the voices of people around the world, from Tuvalu to Thailand, from Australia to Kazakhstan, who are experiencing firsthand the life-altering effects of climate change. Lockwood’s approach to recounting their stories is compassionate and impassioned, focused as much on the tiny details of life as the larger planetary changes afoot in her interviewees’ own backyards. 1,001 Voices on Climate Change is beautiful and necessary reading.”

—Amy Brady, executive director of Orion

“As the fight against climate change accelerates, Devi Lockwood reminds us why. 1,001 Voices on Climate Change records vivid stories from those already living through the climate crisis. Lockwood takes us to every corner of the world to remind us to stop and listen. It is a compelling snapshot of this moment.”

—Samantha Montano, PhD, author of Disasterology: Dispatches from the Frontlines of the Climate Crisis and assistant professor of emergency management at Massachusetts Maritime Academy

“In this book, Devi illuminates the human stories the world so desperately needs. Devi’s gift is in meeting people as they are and pulling out the essence of their stories in such a way that speaks louder than words. It is not with spreadsheets, graphs, and technology that we will overcome the challenges of climate change, but with a transformation of our culture through story.”

—Alina Siegfried, author, narrative specialist, spoken word artist, and systems change advocate

“A great storyteller needs first to be a great listener, and with each pedal of her bike—up and down previously unknown paths—Devi Lockwood hears from those living climate change and related water woes literally on the front lines. Her skills at storytelling are matched by her mastery of listening. The results are riveting.”

—Bud Ward, editor, Yale Climate Connections
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For all the storytellers






INTRODUCTION

MARATHON

When I listen, the whole world widens.

I first felt the need to listen to strangers after the bombs. Two of them, pressure cookers filled with nails, exploded at the Boston Marathon finish line, killing three people, injuring 260.

Marathon Monday is a holiday in Boston; my professors had canceled their classes. On April 15, 2013, I rode my bicycle to Coolidge Corner to cheer on the runners. It was my first time watching a marathon up close. I pushed my bicycle as close as I could to the racecourse. Following the queue of people next to me, I dismounted and called out the names of athletes written on their shirts and arms.

“Go, Jason! Yes, Hannah! You got this, Raquel!”

They pumped their fists back in gratitude, smiling through pain. The raw human emotion, the joy of it, overwhelmed me. After an hour of cheering, I turned my bicycle north and rode over the I-90 overpass back to Harvard. My rowing coach, Michiel Bartman, was the first to alert me that something was wrong.

“You should come home if you haven’t already,” he texted. Something about explosions near mile 26.

I stared at my phone, shaken. How could someone hijack that joy? What could they have been thinking?

A few days later, Massachusetts governor Deval Patrick ordered all Boston residents to “shelter in place,” putting the city on lockdown.1 The streets of Cambridge were silent, empty. Occasionally a helicopter passed overhead, whipping up the air. A siren tore down a nearby street.

In my cooperative house of thirty-two students, everyone was anxious, jittery. Someone prepared a big pot of pasta, which we ate without looking at each other. After dinner we kept to our rooms, not wanting to see our fear reflected back at us.

CARDBOARD

When the lockdown lifted, all I wanted was to go outside: to walk and breathe and hear the sounds of other people. I craved looking at fellow human beings, face-to-face, without flinching. I needed to connect, to remind myself that not everyone is murderous.

The Wednesday after the marathon, biking home from campus, I found a bunch of blue and green balloons on the lawn of the Cambridge Public Library, left over from a Cambridge Science Festival event.

“Please take these,” someone said, handing me the orange ribbon at the base of the balloons. I tied the bunch to the back of my bicycle and pedaled off.

In the kitchen, I poked around under the sink and disassembled a broccoli box. I found a paper grocery bag, cut it open, and taped the inside of the bag over the surface of the cardboard rectangle, covering up the vegetable company’s logo to create a sign of my own. Next, I cut two holes in the top edge of the cardboard sign. I threaded a piece of polka-dot ribbon through the holes, tying knots and adjusting the length around my neck so that the sign fell over my chest. “Open call for stories,” I wrote in Sharpie.

The next morning, I left the house early with the cardboard sign around my neck, the bunch of balloons in hand (to draw attention to myself, I reasoned), and an audio recorder in my pocket.

I remember the air was cool—a spring kind of cool that blushes with the promise of almost-warmth. As I walked with my sign, the streets I thought I knew transformed. Suddenly, every step was laden with possibilities. I could talk to anyone! Why not?

People stared at me, and my sign, and my balloons. Some paused long enough to make eye contact. Some approached me.

“Open call for stories?” they asked, reading my sign. “What does that mean?”

“Do you have a story to share?” I asked.

“What kind of story?” they said.

“Any kind,” I replied. “And would it be okay if I make an audio recording?”

I met homeless Vietnam vets. A woman who lost everyone on her block to the earthquake in Haiti and was wearing a Lady Liberty costume, holding a sign advertising parking. I met a transit police officer who swore that his mother was dead for forty-eight hours and came back to life after he prayed, asking if he could just have one more coffee with her. A twentysomething on his way to a bar busted out a rap dedicated to me and my sign right there on the street—a friend backed him up with beatboxing. An inquisitive psychologist wanted to know what other people were telling me. One man told me his best friend was a clown. Another was worried about his friend who was making a choice between grad school in one city and a girlfriend in another. A woman who had written a poem that morning pulled it out of her purse to read it to me. A retired Spanish teacher swore to me that the Statue of Liberty was modeled after Marie Antoinette.

Back in class, I wrote a series of poems inspired by these stories. But the gift of it felt bigger. I wanted more. Once I started listening to strangers, I didn’t want to stop.

I soon ditched the balloons because I needed my hands free.2 I brought the sign with me everywhere. After a while, I felt naked without it.

KNEE

The year before, in July 2012, I tore my anterior cruciate ligament while playing pickup soccer in Argentina. I sprinted out of the goal fast in a Southern Hemisphere winter, turning left while my foot was still planted firmly to the right. One twist, one pop, and my body betrayed me. The scar from the reconstructive surgery sprawls across my right knee: a line no wider than a piece of spaghetti.

“At least your other leg works!” the players joked. I was on the turf, my knee unsteady. I took a taxi home, hopped up three flights of stairs, Skyped my best friend, and described the twist.

“You’re going to be out for a while,” she said. “This is going to be really hard.”

I came home for surgery, woke up immobile. I was miserable. I wanted to be back in my body, but I couldn’t. I could barely take care of myself. Just hobbling to the bathroom was a struggle. I needed something to get my mind off my current situation. I couldn’t dance. I couldn’t row. I couldn’t walk. I needed a goal.

The first thing I could do to get my heart rate up in physical therapy was the hand bicycle: a machine where you sit and pedal with your hands. As I regained range of motion in my leg, I could pedal on a stationary bike. In recovery, riding my bicycle was the first thing I could do that allowed me to move my body fluidly through space. At first, I could ride my bicycle farther than I could hobble. And cycling was good for building up the muscles around my knee.

The lack of mobility that came along with recovery from this surgery in 2012 raised big questions. Who am I if I can’t move? What do I most want to do when I heal? It was while healing from surgery that the idea for my bike trip was born. I thought to myself, By this time next summer I’ll be able to ride my bicycle a really long distance. I love rivers, so why not cycle down a river? And why not talk to people along the way?

Over winter break, up late in my grandparents’ basement in Canada, I started googling bike paths in the United States that follow rivers. I landed on the Mississippi River Trail. Why? Because it was there.

Bicycling is a kind of freedom. Balancing on two wheels, my body suspended in air, there is no windshield between me and the outside world. I move by the power of my own body. When it rains, I get wet. When I face a headwind, I push harder. When I ride in a tailwind, I float.

To save up for a touring bike, I spent six weeks in the summer of 2013 working at a camp for high schoolers in New Hampshire, co-teaching Arabic classes and saving up around $2,000. This, together with an Artist Development Fellowship from the Office for the Arts at Harvard University, was more than enough to get started. I set my sight on a forest-green bicycle: a Surly Disc Trucker with a steel frame and disc brakes, a durable rear-rack, and a set of Ortlieb panniers—waterproof.

MISSISSIPPI

In August 2013, I rode my bicycle eight hundred miles down the Mississippi River Trail from Memphis, Tennessee, to Venice, Louisiana, where the river meets the Gulf of Mexico. I traveled with an Olympus LS-14 digital voice recorder, the cardboard sign that read “open call for stories,” and enough peanut butter and tortillas to make emergency meals for days. Along the way I collected stories from the people I met.

At times, I wore my cardboard sign around my neck and walked around small Southern towns with my voice recorder in hand. Other times, the fact that I arrived on a touring bike loaded with front and rear panniers was enough to pique interest from the people I met when I stopped to refill on water or food. I soon benefited from the kindness of Southern networks—people I had just met offered me their homes or called up their friends two towns away to put me up the next night.

Many people asked if I carried a gun. I didn’t. In Vicksburg, Sandy Shugars insisted on buying me pepper spray from Walmart, “just in case.” The scariest two things I encountered were a vicious nest of fire ants outside Vidalia, Louisiana, that chewed up my ankle when I paused one afternoon to find a place on the side of the road to pee, and the omnipresence of big dogs with a love for chasing bikes.

You might call this a solo bike trip, but I was never truly alone. People looked out for me wherever I went.

When I pulled off Highway 1 in Greenville, Mississippi, and into her driveway, Jessica Brent took one look at me and said “Girl, where are your lights?!” The next day she came back from Walmart with an orange reflective vest, a pair of red and white flashing lights, and reflective stickers, which we stapled all over the vest.

People talked to me—all sorts of people. I listened. By the end of that first trip, I had compiled over fifty hours of stories that both fueled and inspired me. I didn’t know exactly what I was doing at the time, but it felt right.

MOVEMENT

The Mississippi River is defined by its movement. Despite the best attempts of the Army Corps of Engineers, the Mississippi’s banks are always jumping. John Ruskey, a river guide who makes his own dugout canoes, showed me a watercolor map of the river he had painted to illustrate this point—the layers of mud moving and twisting from bank to bank, leaving oxbow lakes full of fish in their wake.

I met fifty-seven-year-old Franny Connetti eighty miles south of New Orleans. When I stopped in front of her office to check the air in my tires, she invited me to get out of the afternoon sun. She had red spiked hair and a big smile. I felt welcome.

Franny shared her lunch with me. We bit into fried shrimp, the crispy flesh of it. In between bites she told me about 2012’s Hurricane Isaac, which washed away her home and her neighborhood.

“We fight for the protection of our levees. We fight for our marsh every time we have a hurricane,” she said. Despite that, she and her husband moved back to their plot of land, living in a mobile home, just a few months after the disaster. “I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else,” she said. They have since rebuilt their home on stilts.

“Do you think there will come a time when people can’t live here anymore?” I asked.

“I think so. Not in my lifetime, but you’ll probably see it.”

To imagine the road I had been biking on underwater was chilling. Twenty miles ahead, I could see where the ocean lapped over the road at high tide. “Water on Road,” an orange sign read.

Locals jokingly refer to the endpoint of State Highway 23 as “The End of the World.”

Here was one front line of climate change, one story. What would it mean, I wondered, to put these stories in dialogue with stories from other parts of the world—from other front lines of climate change with localized impacts?

My goal, once I graduated, became to put stories of climate change in dialogue with each other, giving names and voices to those impacted. I wanted to humanize an issue often discussed in terms of numbers: millimeters of sea level rise or degrees of temperature change.

I applied to every source of funding I could find, and received many nos, but one yes, from Harvard’s Gardner & Shaw postgraduate traveling fellowships.3 With that, I was off.

Where to? My then-girlfriend advised me to go to Tuvalu. We were sitting in an alcove in a patch of sunlight, doing homework side by side. She was taking a politics of immigration course and tossed me an article she was reading about “climate refugees” in Tuvalu.

“You might like this,” she said. I pulled up Google Maps and added a point.

What she knew about me, and what I have since come to know about myself, is that I am drawn to water. Water infuses my earliest memories and is a mental marker of the places I have lived: Lake Umpawaug, where the fishermen bushwhacked and flew. The Norwalk River, grit and cargo, ships and salt. The Squamscott, a tidal form of resistance training. The Charles River, where I rowed in college and came to know every sinewy turn—the way the water moves in different kinds of wind—the soft bend of a moonrise behind the Boston skyline as seen from the river basin, suspended between water and air.

Wisdom sits in places. So I went to some places, and I listened.

A man named Zorp in New Orleans, when I passed through in August 2013 on my bicycle, told me, “You know, poet, the thing is: you’re going to find in your life, all the stuff you’re doing, you’re waiting, saving it up. Don’t save it. Get out there.”

I listened, Zorp. I’m doing it.

INSTINCT

One of the best pieces of travel advice came to me from Abby Sun, a filmmaker one year ahead of me at Harvard who spent the summer before her senior year jumping trains along the US-Canada border. She pulled me aside before I set out on the Mississippi River Trail.

“I have something to teach you,” she said. “The Three Second Rule.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“When you meet someone, decide in the first three seconds whether or not you trust them,” she told me. “And go with your gut.”

The times where things have gotten dicey have been when I haven’t been able to exit a situation, or I haven’t listened to myself. In following this practice on the road, I have honed my gut. I learned when to say no, and how to leave gracefully.

I recognize that my race and gender and class and ability (and even my height! I’m five feet, five-and-a-half inches, and hardly anyone considers me intimidating) afford me a privilege in these kinds of situations. Hardly anyone finds me threatening. People are quick to trust.

I have talked with men who have ridden their bicycles across entire continents and have never once been invited into someone’s kitchen to chat. On the road, people are eager to help me out. It turns out that is great for storytelling, too. So many of the stories I recorded were in people’s kitchens or living rooms.

And you can tell so much about someone by the way they organize their kitchen: Lynn and Graham Pearson in Whanganui, New Zealand, have walls full of spoons from all over the world—a collection that started with Lynn’s first trip to the South Island as a teen; a recently divorced woman in Australia kept a guitar in the kitchen corner, the air a mix of cat hair and cigarette smoke; in outdoor kitchens in Tuvalu, I found the water carefully rationed and boiled in pots.

INVITATION

I traveled with a cardboard sign that read “Tell me a story about water” on one side and “Tell me a story about climate change” on the other. I traced out each letter with a black permanent marker and hoped that the message was clear. The sign, I’d like to think, is inviting. There’s some kind of openness in its handwritten words, its quiet invitation to have a conversation, face-to-face. Tell me a story.

I have since gone through various versions of the sign, in seven languages (English, Thai, Lao, Chinese, Russian, Turkish, and Inuktitut). At first the sign was new and clean. Over time, it became full of life and wrinkles—an oil stain, a small rip. I loved watching it age. Occasionally, I taped up the edges.

I made a few replacements—once in Chengdu, China, at an office supply store near a university, another time in Balkhash, Kazakhstan, at an outdoor market. Cardboard is surprisingly easy to find the world over. And people have always been eager to give. I travel with a permanent marker.

Now, I feel comfortable introducing myself as a journalist. But at the start, this piece of cardboard was the easiest way to start a conversation. It gave me permission to ask questions.

As the journey continued, my equipment got better, too—I learned to record with a shotgun condenser microphone. (Yes, I get stopped at airport security lines constantly; no, it’s not a weapon.) I also learned to insist on finding the quietest places possible, where a person’s voice wouldn’t be too echoey or overrun with background noise. Coffee shops, despite being full of delicious coffee, are the absolute worst places to do an audio interview. Milk frothing is a noisy process. So is bean grinding.

I shied away from taking videos or photos because I wanted to be able to make eye contact with people as they spoke to me. Something about sound is more intimate, I think, than image. The lack of a camera lens allows people to be more candid, too. When I’m in front of a camera, I can clam up. I think most other people do, too.

In a culture that values productivity over slowness, screen time over verbal storytelling sessions, holding a space for a story to be told, face-to-face, slowly, feels revolutionary. While water and climate change were the starting points of many conversations I had with storytellers, they didn’t necessarily end there. The personal is political, and environmental. It’s all intertwined.

DEEP LISTENING

Throughout the journey I developed a method of deep listening. This was hard-earned, and not instinctual. When I listen to early clips of my journey down the Mississippi, I cringe. I was too pushy. I spoke over storytellers, eager to insert myself. I listened only halfway—the other half of my mind on how I would respond or redirect the conversation next.

I am an auditory person. When I meet someone, the first thing I notice is the musicality of their voice—how they let the taste of a word linger on their tongue or send sentences flying into the ether. Breath. Intonation. Word choice. Sometimes my favorite thing to do is close my eyes and listen.

In Margaret Wheatley’s 2001 article “Listening as Healing,” written a few days after 9/11 for the magazine Shambhala Sun (now known as Lion’s Roar), she wrote: “Great healing is available when we listen to each other. No matter what we have experienced in life, if we can tell our story to someone who listens, we find it easier to deal with our circumstances.

“Listening is such a simple act. It requires us to be present (and that takes practice), but we don’t have to do anything else. We don’t have to advise or coach or sound wise,” she continued, “We just have to be willing to sit there and listen, and if we can do that, we create moments in which real healing is available.”4

When I’m listening (microphone in hand, nodding along and not breaking eye contact), there have been so many times when people have said, “Thank you. Thank you for listening,” or “It feels so good to share this story with you. I’ve never shared it with anyone else before.”

In listening, I want to be sure that people feel respected and heard. I met a Belgian woman in the UK who told me the story of how her hometown’s water supply was contaminated from a plant that put a waterproof treatment on fabric. A man from Afghanistan lost his brother because of water contamination. An American woman visited the Florida Keys as a teenager, only to return years later and find that the reef was dead, bleached. “Thank you for listening,” she told me at the end, through tears.

I enjoy listening to people whose perspectives and takes on the world are different from my own. There’s a difference between offering stories and opinion and offering something aggressive or vitriolic. The first comes from the desire to share and connect—the second is purely an attack. One carries the potential for change and exchange. The other does not.

Deep listening has to start from the basic premise that we are all equal, all worthy of being listened to, all human—that everyone has a story to share, that those stories matter, and that we can learn from each other, if only we are fully present.

Deep listening is listening without the intention to respond—listening with the whole of one’s body: making eye contact, leaning forward, nodding along without interrupting. Deep listening is honoring, is bearing witness, is keeping one’s ears and mind open without the distraction of ego or fear.

This kind of listening is urgently needed in the climate crisis. Because listening is the first stop on the way to solution building. If we’re building solutions that don’t take into account the voices of people who will be impacted, it’s dangerous—and more importantly, ineffective.

SHAHRAZAD

Stories are the way we define ourselves in real time—a collection of narratives and ideas that transfers from my brain to yours, or vice versa. They are snaps, moments. No two storytelling events are ever the same. I could speak the same words I’m saying right now in Whanganui, New Zealand, or under a bridge in Abisko, Sweden, and the resonance would be different.

Some of the best stories are the oldest ones. The oldest surviving manuscript of Alf Layla wa-Layla, or One Thousand and One Nights, likely dates from the fifteenth century. But even before that, it was shared as an oral tradition for hundreds of years. The story flowed from Sanskrit to Persian to Arabic, adding new interlocking tales with each iteration. Even now, retellings of One Thousand and One Nights appear on television and films throughout the Middle East during Ramadan.

Picture a murderous king. Incensed that his wife had cheated on him, King Shahriyar ordered that she be executed, and then, as an act of vengeance, he proceeded to wed every woman in the kingdom, one by one, enjoy their company for a night, and then murder them in the morning.

But Shahrazad is a trickster. She sees a way out. When it’s her turn to marry Shahriyar, she tells him a story that keeps him riveted all night but ends with a cliffhanger in the early hours of dawn.

The king, caught up in the suspense of her storytelling, decides to keep her alive for another night, and another night, until it’s three years later, they have two children, and he has forgotten his desire to kill her altogether. This time, cumulatively, amounted to 1,001 nights.

The idea to collect 1,001 stories started as something of a joke. When I was in San Francisco in October 2014, passing through on my way to Fiji, I told Sophie Lee, a fellow cyclist: “What if I recorded a thousand and one stories?”

“You could do it,” she said.

Hearing those words reflected back at me, I decided I would. This is the story of those stories.

VOICES

Why do I ask for stories about water and climate change?

They are interlocking issues. Climate change is difficult to visualize. Water is easy to talk about. Everyone needs access to safe drinking water in order to survive. And everyone has a story about water: witnessing a flood, or living through a drought, or even the experience of learning how to swim.

I believe in the power of stories well told. If only we can listen to human voices describing the impacts of climate change, I thought, it would motivate people to act.

Another answer to the question “Why water?” is that the substance is part of my primordial soup. When I was born, my mother worked as an aquatics director at a pool in Massachusetts. My earliest memories are of learning how to swim.

I remember how she taught me to float. She stood in the shallow end and held my shoulders and feet while we named shapes in the clouds: castle, bird’s nest, mountain. After a few minutes she removed one hand, then the other.

When I closed my eyes, I could feel every inch of my body held up by the water. Water, for me, was a safe place, a place of togetherness.

I am also intrigued by water’s dual capacity: for creation or destruction. Most people experience climate change through the medium of water—droughts, floods, intensifying storms, or loss of land along the shoreline, to name a few. According to the World Health Organization, 884 million people lack safe access to basic drinking water services worldwide. Climate change, urbanization, and population growth all pose challenges for water supply systems. By 2025, the World Health Organization estimates that half the world’s population will be living in water-stressed areas.5

Safe and reliable water sources are a key component of public health. We all need water in order to survive. In 2010, the UN General Assembly recognized water and sanitation as a human right.6 This international focus on water was further solidified when the UN adopted the Sustainable Development Goals in 2015.7 These seventeen goals cover social and economic development on topics of poverty, hunger, health, education, gender equality, water and sanitation, climate action, and affordable clean energy. Many of these goals are interconnected. Advancing water sanitation and quality, for example, contributes to improving public health.

Due to poor infrastructure, millions of people die each year from diseases associated with inadequate water supply, sanitation, and hygiene.8 Water scarcity, poor quality, and inadequate sanitation also negatively impact food security and educational opportunities. Drought hits some of the world’s poorest countries, exacerbating hunger and malnutrition. Sustainable Development Goal 6 aims to ensure access to water and sanitation for all by 2030,9 with a focus on increasing investment in managing fresh water and sanitation on a local level. Investment in water resources can contribute greatly to poverty reduction and elevate local economies.

Despite longstanding efforts to provide access to safe drinking water, sharp inequalities persist along lines of race and class. People living in low-income areas generally have less access to improved sources of drinking water than others of higher social and economic status. In some cases, this barrier can be a matter of life or death.

Critically, those who contributed least to the problem of global climate change bear disproportionate burdens of its impacts. These people are also the least equipped financially to deal with the fallout.

Human voices must be central to the way we discuss water and climate change. Part of my aim is to make water scarcity and climate change—a topic that can feel both scary and abstract—accessible.

But both domestically and globally, the conversation about climate change isn’t including the right people, so I make a point of seeking out underrepresented voices on remote islands and at kitchen tables—to find the full texture and nuance that the conversation on climate change still lacks, even at this late stage.






1 TUVALU


FUN

The plane started its descent with only the ocean in sight. I pressed my nose to the oval window, trying to spot land.

“Is this your first time?” the woman next to me asked. I nodded, fidgeting with the clasp on my tray table.

“You’re going to be uncomfortable,” she said, placing her hands on top of her flower-printed sulu, a skirt-like piece of fabric that many Pacific Islanders wrap around their waist. She told me that she is Tuvaluan—that this is her home.

I closed my eyes as the nose of the plane angled closer to the waves. I could almost taste their lips, the orderly rows of arrival and salt. I bit down on the inside of my cheek. Approaching Tuvalu is an exercise in trust.

At the last possible moment, a strip of land appeared beneath us. The wheels rolled to a loud stop. We taxied past palm trees, a fence, many pens full of pigs, and concrete homes with tin roofs: gray-green rainwater collection tanks attached to each. I followed my row-mate off the plane, squinting in the sunshine, toward a one-room, open-air airport. The airport code: FUN. Three people on motorcycles idled, one foot balanced on the road, waiting for the plane to depart. A volleyball net billowed slightly in the wind. There is no fence between the runway and the country: seen from the air, the strip of runway is arguably the main geographic feature of Funafuti, a coral atoll and Tuvalu’s capital, which sits 585 miles south of the equator.

A little more than ten thousand people live in Tuvalu. Generations ago, Polynesians navigated here by the stars, calling the sprinkles of land in the vast blue of the South Pacific home. With ten square miles of total area, less than five miles of roads, and only one hospital on the main island, Tuvalu is the fourth smallest country in the world. Disney World is four times larger in area. Tuvalu, formerly the Ellice Islands, became independent from the British Commonwealth in 1978; the flag still bears the Union Jack in the upper left-hand corner. The other three-quarters of Tuvalu’s flag is an aqua blue, symbolic of the Pacific Ocean. The flag is dotted with nine stars, one for each island: Nanumea, Niutao, Nanumanga, Nui, Vaitupu, Fongafale, Nukulaelae, Niulakita, and Nukufetau. The vowels in this language taste as delicious in my mouth as the sunsets are bright.

Funafuti, the capital, houses about half of Tuvalu’s total population. It has the feel of a small town—after a few days, people start recognizing a foreigner. Tuvalu receives some 150 visitors per year.

By some estimates, Tuvaluans will be forced, by water scarcity and rising sea levels, to migrate elsewhere in the next fifty years. This mass exodus is already happening. Large Tuvaluan outposts exist in Suva, Fiji; and Auckland, New Zealand.

I came to Tuvalu with a question: What does it mean for a whole nation to be on track to become uninhabitable in my lifetime? If there’s no place like home—how does that definition of home change when home becomes unlivable for an entire country? How am I, as a white US American of part-British descent, complicit in Tuvalu’s destruction?

My passport stamped, I wandered in the direction of the Filamona Moonlight Lodge, one of two places offering accommodation on the island. The other, the Vaiaku Lagi Hotel (now the Funafuti Lagoon Hotel), was far more expensive. I knew that Tuvalu is a cash-only economy, and operates using Australian banknotes, though there are octagonal fifty-cent pieces adorned with an octopus on one side and Queen Elizabeth’s face on the reverse. There were no ATMs. I took out what I thought would be a suitable amount of Australian dollars before finally leaving Fiji for Tuvalu. I had planned to stay at Filamona, but the prices listed on the website were years out of date; I hadn’t withdrawn enough Australian dollars to cover the price hike. This would only cover accommodation and leave me with nothing for food.

I pondered this predicament, sitting in the lodge’s open-air dining room after dinner, watching a replay of a rugby tournament on Sky Pacific. The owner’s daughter, Luma, a high school student, wrote some basic Tuvaluan words in my notebook: wai (water); talofa (hello); fafetai (thank you); koe fano kifea (where are you going?).

Three planes a week arrived, and one big ship each month from Suva. On my plane and also staying at Filamona was an eighty-one-year-old Japanese man who had retired twenty years earlier from Exxon in Tokyo. Tuvalu was his one-hundred-forty-second country. He spoke loudly and traveled with a camera, taking pictures that he would paint later in his apartment in Tokyo. Before I could object, he snapped a photo of me eating rice.

Funafuti is a skinny crescent of an island lined with hammocks, fishing nets, and kids. Before dusk, Luma took me around the whole island on the back of a blue moped. I sat on the back, holding her waist for stability as we rode out to the edges and then back again. At this time of evening, the runway was an all-out playground. People spiked volleyballs, played soccer and rugby, and jogged around the airstrip’s perimeter. The airplane runway—a backbone of cement—was built in the 1940s by the US Navy during the Pacific theater of World War II. While dismounting from the moped, I burned the inside of my right calf on the exhaust pipe.

In the morning, I sprinted to the southern tip of the island to get away from construction and the whirr of the bandsaw; the lodge, I learned, was under renovation. The December day was already hot with the sun still low in the sky. The end of the road felt like a different world. I could see the sea on both sides and—at the apex—ocean everywhere. Puffy ice cream clouds floated on the horizon. I crunched over coral and rocks underfoot: loose and extraterrestrial. This could be the surface of the moon. Even at low tide, the water felt almost too close, the waves many hands, calling; an ever-present wind. This was one ending: flattened cans of V8 and beer scattered among the white pieces of coral, edges smoothed by the churning of the waves. I splashed a little sea water on the splotch of my exhaust-pipe burn.

Back at Filamona, I struck up a conversation with Makelita, who cleans rooms at the lodge. She paused sweeping and we whispered at length about her employer. She was paid AUD$25 a week.

Two days later, another plane landed. A piercing siren announced its arrival, warning both people and animals to clear the runway. I adopted the gestures of those around me, turning and looking to see who was coming and going. My Japanese neighbor waved goodbye as the incoming passengers emptied onto the tarmac. Later he disappeared in a speck, a contrail. After the siren diminished and it was safe to occupy the runway, I crossed to the other side to visit the meteorological station.

INTRUSION

Tauala Katea, acting chief meteorological officer, sat in his office surrounded by reams of paper and the pieces of various instruments that document the weather and the tides. He tilted one monitor to show me an image of a recent flood, when water bubbled up under the field by the runway. “This is what climate change looks like,” he said. The first signs of change had emerged a decade and a half before.

“In 2000, Tuvaluans living in the outer islands noticed that their taro and pulaka crops were suffering,” he told me. “The root crops seemed rotten and the size was getting smaller and smaller.”

Taro and pulaka, two starchy staples of Tuvaluan cuisine, are grown in pits dug underground. This crop failure was the first indication that something was wrong.

Tauala and his team traveled to the outer islands to take samples of the soil. After a period of research, the culprit was found to be saltwater intrusion linked to sea level rise.

Since 1993, a tide gauge at the main wharf has taken regular measurements. The seas have been rising at four millimeters per year since the Australian government started monitoring in the early 1990s. While that might sound like a small amount, this change has dramatic impacts on Tuvaluans’ access to drinking water. The highest point in the islands is only thirteen feet above sea level.

The last twenty years have marked a period of dramatic change in the Tuvaluan way of life. Thatched roofs and freshwater wells are a thing of the past. The wells have become salty, so they are repurposed as trash heaps. All the water for washing, cooking, and drinking comes from the rain. The freshwater lens underneath the island, a layer of groundwater that floats above denser seawater, has become both salty and contaminated. Each home has a water tank attached to a corrugated iron roof by a gutter. This rainwater is boiled for drinking and also used to wash clothes and dishes, and for bathing.

“We are no longer dependent on underground water,” Tauala said, gesturing to the island around us. “The common areas where people depend on and fetch their fresh water out of it have become salty. So they just fill it up with rubbish.”

Water shortages and intensified storms have become a normal part of life over the past twenty years. But this wasn’t always the case. In the past, Tuvalu had a freshwater lens; Tuvaluans could dig a shallow well and have access to potable water.

Imported food is now commonplace, even in times when there isn’t drought. During my month in Tuvalu (December 2014 to January 2015), I learned what climate change tastes like: imported rice, tinned corned beef, a handful of imported carrots and apples, the occasional local papaya, bananas, and many creative uses for custard powder. Cooking happens on gas stoves in outdoor kitchens or, when a pig is prepared for a special occasion, on coals underground.

“We mostly depend on imported foods,” Tauala said. “It is hard.” In recent years, he told me, king tides have become stronger, another cause for concern. A king tide occurs when the Earth, moon, and sun align in their orbit, combining gravitational forces to create the highest tide of the year.1 During the king tide in Tuvalu, water bubbles out of the ground.

“People experience a swell of currents of the king tide. It’s spreading more inland and further toward households,” Tauala explained. “Here in the Meteorological Office, our surroundings, during king tide, will cover with seawater.”

The Tuvalu Meteorological Service website once featured a picture, since removed, of seven Tuvaluans standing in ankle-deep water in front of the white box on stilts that houses surface weather monitoring instruments.

“The water has spread up and inundated most of the low-lying areas. Year by year you can see that there is an increase in a trend. It covers further inland. This is a new experience for us,” Tauala said.

He also worries about storms that coincide with a king tide. Any cyclone, “when there is a direct hit,” he continued, “it will be devastating.”

Tauala told me that climate change “shifts the pattern of everything, even our rainy season.” In the past, the wet and dry seasons were predictable, with above-average monthly rainfall from November to April, and less rain from May to October.2 “Nowadays there seems to be a change in the rain pattern,” he mused. “We seem to have frequent heavy rain. The total rainfall for each month during the dry season is above normal or below normal.”

There is no normal anymore.

“We can try to adapt to climate change, all these changes,” Tauala said, “or migrate.”

For a low-lying nation like Tuvalu, the impacts of sea level rise can be devastating. Relying exclusively on crops planted in the ground is a thing of the past. Things that are imported run out. Rice? Stock up. Apples and carrots? Enjoy them for the two weeks while they last.

Farther down the runway from the meteorological office, the Taiwanese-funded Fatoaga Fiafia Garden plants salt-resistant seeds in raised beds; the produce sells out quickly on the two mornings a week they open for sale.3 You had to know someone who works there in order for them to set aside a share. Family kinship is king.

STAYING PUT

From the meteorological office, I walked next door to the public works department, my cardboard sign flapping slightly in the wind, and made friends with Ila, age thirty. A new church was being built near the northern tip of the island, and her job was to oversee the installment of new rainwater collection chambers. On the roof, “there’s lots of surface area,” she told me, “so there will be lots of water.”

I asked her if she had ever thought of leaving—of making home somewhere new.

“I go with the flow. If and when the time comes to leave Tuvalu, I will go with my family,” she told me. “While it’s a good idea to have a plan, for now I am staying put.”

Ila thinks the elders who want to “live in Tuvalu and die in Tuvalu are foolish. Some hide behind the Bible, saying that a second flood will not come. And the only response to that is to smile and nod, right?” she said. “You can’t really argue with a religion, or a religious conviction.”

Ila was born in Suva and spent her early childhood there—her father was the head ambassador at the Tuvaluan embassy. She lives with her husband, a sailor who signs nine- or eleven-month contracts at a time. When he returns, he brings her back red or black clothes, her favorite. They have three kids: twin boys age five and a three-year-old girl. Ila had her first children at twenty-five. She dropped out of the University of the South Pacific in Fiji after two years because school wasn’t for her, and has been working nonstop since age twenty. On slow afternoons in the office she plays offline games: solitaire or minesweeper. There were only three computers with office internet, and hers was not one of them.

When the workday was over, she invited me to her house on the other side of the airstrip so that I could use her Wi-Fi to let my family know that I was alive. Ila took a nap on a woven mat on the floor while I caught up with the other side of the world. Later that evening, as the sun faded to the west, her husband took the kids swimming in the lagoon. Ila and I went on a motorcycle ride to the northern tip of the island and beyond—over the causeway to the junkyard. The sunset was stunning. I wanted to throw myself into it.

Riding the moped in the dark, I could see Orion in the darkening blue: sideways and proud. In the center of town, the streetlights obscured it, but there was darkness just a few minutes away. With the sun down, it was finally cool enough to breathe deeply. The air churning in our faces was a welcome coda to a hot day. This time, while dismounting, I remembered to leave enough distance between my leg and the exhaust pipe to avoid a second burn. The previous one bubbled and peeled.

ADAPTATION

For Tuvaluans, adapting to climate change is, in some ways, the only option. When I visited in 2014, Soseala Tinilau was working as project coordinator for Tuvalu’s National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA). He told me that one NAPA project involved planting trees along the coast; their roots can limit soil erosion. Another targeted an island experiencing seawater intrusion; NAPA helped them create an aboveground structure filled with compost and soil where the islanders could plant their root crops. Another Tuvaluan island, in an effort to bolster food security, received help to refurbish their inlet for fishing. A third was considering constructing coastal walls for protection from the tides.

“People in the outer islands, they really want to see solid solutions to their coastal problems like seawalls,” Tinilau said. He pointed out that the highest point in Tuvalu is only thirteen feet above sea level. The country as a whole is ten square miles of land. “The low-lying atolls are pretty vulnerable to sea level rise, especially here in the capital,” he said. “We are very much affected by climate change.

“You may have heard about the severe drought in 2011. Six months without rain. Everybody really suffered.” In order to conserve water, people didn’t shower. “They just bathed in the sea and that’s it,” he said, noting that such a lack in sanitation left Tuvaluans vulnerable to diseases. During that drought, there was a diarrheal outbreak in Funafuti.4

“We are very much affected by climate change,” Tinilau repeated.

“The sea rises and comes from the coastal areas, but also bubbles up from the ground. When it does that, the salt intrudes in our water lens and affects our crops.”

“We plant on saline soil, and you can’t do that,” he laughed, a toothy exhale. “All the plants will be weak or die.”

“We are very much affected by climate change,” he repeated for the third time, a refrain.

“Do you think there will come a time when the sea level has changed so much that people can’t live here anymore?” I asked.

“Well, the scientists have been warning Tuvalu that maybe in fifty years’ time, this whole land will be inundated. If you ask old people here, they have a different view because Tuvalu is a Christian country. They believe that God put us here for a purpose and He doesn’t want to destroy our country. Things like that. That’s old people thinking. But, you know, if you ask the youth, they will tell you that there might be one day that this land will not be habitable. It’s pretty hard, but we just have to—we can’t do much of anything about mitigation,” he said. “So all we have is to adapt. Adaptation is the most pressing solution that we have so far to the changes in our climate.”

“What are you most proud of in your work here?” I asked.

“Most proud of?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I’m a Tuvaluan,” he said, adding that through his work, he could see that his fellow citizens engage in the conversation about climate change. “They accept shortcomings. They do not give up. That’s what I take pride in.”

For now, there isn’t a national plan to leave. “Our leaders insist that we have to stay here and we need to adapt to the changes. Because if we move, then we’ve lost our sovereignty, our culture, our language. Moving to another country, it is pretty difficult to maintain all of this culture,” he said.

“Fortunately, our leaders are dedicated. We were born here and we are staying here, so we have to make the most of protecting our islands from sea level rise,” Tinilau said. “We do not wish to be relocated.”

Instead, relocation is up to the individual. While most Tuvaluans wish to live where they were born, some people, especially of the younger generation, would rather leave. A migration program set up with the New Zealand government, called the Pacific Access Category Resident Visa, allows citizens of Fiji, Kiribati, Tonga, and Tuvalu who are between eighteen and forty-five years old to apply.5

Under this scheme, Tuvalu is given a yearly quota of seventy-five visas. If successful, married applicants can move with their spouse and kids to New Zealand. In order to enter the visa lottery, Tuvaluans have to have a full-time job lined up in New Zealand, be in good health (as proven by a chest X-ray and medical exam), and be able to read, write, and speak English.

Since the program began in 2001, Tinilau estimates that over a thousand Tuvaluans have moved to New Zealand in this way.6 Many of them live in Auckland, though some are in Hamilton and Wellington. In some ways, this is an extension of the tradition of Polynesian migration. New Zealand’s islands are larger; they can more easily absorb the impacts of a changing climate.

Among Tuvaluans, I learned, there’s a generational divide in how people talk about leaving. Youth are taking the plunge; many apply to the Pacific Access Category Resident Visa until the odds shake in their favor. Others go to Fiji to study at the University of the South Pacific. Older generations see climate change as an act of God. They’re staying put.

FAMILY

I met Alofanga while buying a scratch-off internet card to connect with home. She was working at the Telecom stand, selling plastic cards with data plans. I asked her if she knew of anyone who might have extra room for a stranger.

“Let me ask around at lunch,” she said. “Come back in the afternoon?”

I walked out to a dock on the lagoon side of the island, where pieces of coral nestled like bones among the sand. Big white cumulus clouds lavished their rain elsewhere—I watched them drift close to the island, and then pass, their underbellies dark with water. Rains in Tuvalu come heavy in all-encompassing, single-cloud storms that are completely unlike the all-day, gray-sky rains I am used to in New England. Here, I learned, rain is a gift.

In the afternoon, I walked back up to the internet stand. Alofanga stood behind it, staring out into the street, empty except for a passing moped. “You can stay with us,” she said. “Bring your stuff and we’ll go.”

I followed her out the back door and through a tangle of houses nestled close together, past outdoor kitchens under awnings and clothes strung out to dry beneath the roofs. Alofanga introduced me to her grandmother, her aunts, her cousins. A stand-up fan ruffled the edges of family photographs taped to the walls. I put my bags down. For a few weeks, this was home. Every morning I woke up at dawn to Alofanga’s grandmother singing in Tuvaluan. One word I understood: Jesus.

“In Tuvalu, we have this saying: ‘You cannot lift a cup with one finger.’ In other words, we need our family to survive,” Alofanga told me.

Of the eleven thousand people who live on Tuvalu’s ten square miles of land, about six thousand live in Funafuti in densely populated homes. The islands are a culture of extended family; most nights, ten to twelve siblings, aunts, grandparents, and cousins crashed out on woven mats on the floor, competing for space closest to the fan, which pushed a spiral of hot air toward us as we slept. In Tuvalu, it’s completely acceptable to fall asleep on the floor of whatever relative’s house you happen to be visiting that night. Everyone shares rice and fish and fruit.

Alofanga introduced me to her cousin, Losite, who is two years younger than I am. I asked Losite if she could take me out to see the now-defunct wells.

“Sure.” She shrugged. “But it’s not much to see.” We walked out behind a stand of houses shaded by coconut trees. A pile of stones stood at the center of a circular rock wall no taller than my shins. We peered in. At the bottom, some ten feet down, was a muddy puddle. I caught a glimpse of coconut husks and a potato chip packet.

“It’s all garbage, sis,” Losite said. “No water here.”

While living with Losite and her family, I learned how to conserve water. Every drop from the rain was precious, and to be treated as such. Between rains there was always the question: Will there be enough water in the tank to get through the day? And if not, how can we cut back?

Alofanga taught me to turn off the tap while I lathered up my body and untangled my mess of curls. We snuck into the bathrooms at her workplace after hours to bathe—she had the keys, and no one else was using the water in those big tanks, she told me. The bigger the roof, the more water that funnels into the water tanks, and the Tuvalu Telecom building, a two-minute walk from her home, has one of the largest roofs in Funafuti (and blessedly, strong water pressure). The whole ordeal had an air of secrecy about it. We went after dusk and always entered through the back door. We never knew who might be watching. The island, a small community, has many eyes.

Under the Telecom’s shower spigot, I relaxed. Cool water dripped down my back, washing away days of caked-on sweat.

The other solution to not showering is to dance. In Tuvalu, community members gathered after dark in open air halls to dance. Everyone in the audience brought a bottle of perfume (imported, of course). We sat on the perimeter of the hall, large and open to the breeze. People stood up to dance in groups of two or three. If someone liked the dancers, they walked up to them and doused them in perfume as they continued to move to the beat, drawing an X in the space around their bodies in motion. People cheered. The speakers were loud, stacked two or three high. The bass rumbled near maximum volume. The music carried us through.

LAUNDRY

I ask people for stories about water because we often don’t know how to talk about climate change. The language of parts per million of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is awkward and technical. I once heard Christiana Figueres, a key negotiator of the 2015 Paris Agreement, say that she wished she could paint every molecule of carbon dioxide in the sky a bright color. That way people would be able to see the impacts more clearly.

I didn’t bring a paintbrush with me to Tuvalu, but I did bring an audio recorder. My mission: to listen to stories about water and climate change.

Why water? Water is a substance that we can see and feel. When water is not present in our lives during a drought, we experience its lack acutely. Water is rationed. In the most dire cases, our throats go dry. When water is present in overabundance in a flood or sea level rise, it becomes a force for destruction, washing away homes and businesses and lives. Many (but certainly not all) of the impacts of climate change are experienced through water.

Even under the shade of a coconut tree, it was hot. I felt sweat behind my knees and under my arms and at the nape of my neck—my body’s attempt to maintain equilibrium. Each home, concrete and brick, has a rainwater tank affixed to the roof by a pipe. The sides of these tanks read: “Donated by the EU” or “Gift from the Commonwealth of Australia.”

When the rain came—fast, thick, and percussive—I watched the most agile members of each household leap outside. They shook rainwater out of their eyes as they assured that the pipe was attached properly to their roof and tank. Water here is precious and threatened.

Once, during my month in Tuvalu, I asked Alofanga if I could wash my clothes.

“We have to wait for the rain,” she said.

Later, I asked if I could help out after a meal by washing the dishes. She flatly refused. “White people don’t know how to wash dishes without using all the water,” she told me.

FOOTPRINT

In Tuvalu, 600 Mbps of internet in 2014 cost the equivalent of a week’s wages (AUD$20). In Tuvalu, rain is seen as a blessing. In Tuvalu, I learned to take short, cold showers. Everyone got around by motorcycle; it was far too hot to walk for most of the day.

In my first week, Losite showed me around the island. We zoomed by houses and hammocks and fishing boats leaning against the trunks of coconut trees. A woman slept on a platform in the shade using a piece of coral as a pillow.

Funafuti is a semicircle. The protected side is the lagoon, a calm and sequined aqua that should be a color of its own in the crayon box. The unprotected side has hungry waves. At the skinniest ends of the coral atoll, I could see both sides of the ocean out of the corners of my eyes.

The carbon footprint of my flight from NYC to FUN emitted about one ton of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. According to a World Bank data set compiled by the Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, the carbon footprint of the average American is over fifteen tons per year.7 The annual carbon footprint of the average Tuvaluan is just one ton.

Historically, the United States has emitted more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere than any other country in the world. But no one is asking me to move away from the place where my parents and grandparents live. Climate change in Tuvalu is an environmental justice issue—those most impacted by the problem are also those who have contributed to it the least. My wealth and my race and my passport insulate me from the worst effects.

In the evenings, Losite took me for joy rides on her uncle’s blue moped. We zoomed past concrete homes with metal roofs and thatched meeting houses, waving at neighbors, until Funafuti ended at the wharf. Then we’d retrace our path, the churning breeze a welcome respite from a day of heat.

While we rode, Losite asked me questions.

“On your island, does it snow? On your island, do you have a boyfriend?”

Beyond the wharf is a dump, a curious collection of multicolored plastic detritus, hollowed out, skeletal ships, and some military equipment left over from World War II. At the opposite end—a rocky beach of rugged coral—water lapped on both sides of our peripheral vision. It takes only twenty minutes to circumnavigate the island from tip to tip in this way.

NUKUFETAU

Tuvalu is a nation composed of nine coral atolls, but only Funafuti has a functioning runway—the rest must be accessed by ship: the trusty, if rusty, Navaga II. Laden with supplies and family members, the Navaga II departs Funafuti’s wharf for the outer islands once a month to deliver priests and family members and rice—all the essentials.

One of the outer islands, Niulakita, is so small that only a few dozen people live on it. A few days before Christmas, Losite and I boarded the overnight ferry to Nukufetau to visit her parents and siblings.

Nukufetau is a strip of sand even narrower than the capital. When it rains in the distance and the sun is at the right angle, a rainbow hangs in the sky, extending uninterrupted into the azure. Every direction away from Tuvalu is water.

On the Navaga II, which Losite nicknamed “the stinky boat,” we ate coconuts and breakfast crackers, curled up on a woven mat on the deck along with the rest of the passengers, all Tuvaluan. The boat was delayed by eleven hours at the outset because we were waiting for a priest, and, of course, messengers of God have the power to delay departures.

We hit a storm that lit up the sky pink in the middle of the night. At some point, someone waved us inside a cabin with bunks. Losite periodically sprayed two types of perfume in the room. The upper and lower decks were filled with woven mats, unrolled, with people on top, fanning themselves until they fell asleep. I took a break from the room to get some air, standing on the deck of the Navaga II, watching the sea go by, the moon reflecting on the bumpy water.

At the wharf in Nukufetau we were met by Losite’s mother, a primary school teacher; her father, who sells ice cream—which we ate for breakfast with corn flakes and sweetened milk—and her two younger sisters.

As we sat in the shade by her roosters, Losite’s mother, Misikata Ielomi, told me more about the prolonged drought in 2011—six months without rain. She was concerned about the impact that climate change has on her community’s health.

“We usually get water from rain,” Misikata told me. “And when we fetched water from our tank in the drought, it was all empty. We depend on our underground well, and we also found the problem that the underground well water was salty. That was devastating,” she said. “Some of us got sick and went to the hospital and got some medicines, and some even were transferred to the main hospital in the capital that is in Funafuti.”

Misikata’s pigs, another staple of Tuvaluan cuisine and life, suffered from a lack of food and water. Even the coconut trees weren’t bearing fruit. It was “very hard to find anything to drink,” she said, gesturing toward the trees that craned upward around us, leaning out over the water, their trunks like elongated straws.

During the drought, food rations and bottles of water arrived to each of Tuvalu’s outer islands—donations from overseas. It wasn’t always enough.

“We ask for future assistance,” she said. “Whoever can assist us to deteriorate the problem, so that we can live a normal life and a happy life, and especially to our health. That’s all I can say to you. Thank you.”

SWIM

High tide after thick rain in Nukufetau. The water lapped close to my feet. I sat suspended over a trash heap—coconut husks and tin cans and empty chip bags—in a hammock, breathing in the horizon. If I squinted, I could see a rainbow. Tall clouds moved south, taking the raindrops with them.

Losite came up behind my shoulder. “Devi, we go bath in the sea!”

I wrestled my body from the view and followed Losite and her two sisters. We ran across the main road—a sand pathway—to the other side of the island. Soft sand squished under my toes. I could feel the spaces in the ground that were not long ago filled with rainwater. The whole trip took less than a minute.

Just before the beach, we passed the pens of many families’ pigs, a mess of pink and brown bodies pressed close. For a moment, the smell of slop and pig poo permeated the air.

Then we reached the beach. Coconut fronds framed the red-orange curve of sunset. White sand kissed the mauve and azure of the water on this sheltered side of the atoll. We stepped in barefoot. The water was soft and warm.

Losite’s middle sister, the daring one, started to swim across the bay to a small island. I followed. Losite laughed, revealing her missing front tooth. “I can’t swim!”

I slowed down to stay with her, the vestiges of my mother’s lifeguarding instincts taking over. I made sure that it was shallow enough for Losite to walk across the whole way. The tidal current pulled at our limbs, strong but not strong enough to knock us off balance.

When we were out in the middle of the water, I picked up a piece of algae and jokingly tossed it in Losite’s direction.

Losite splashed her sister with a mouthful of salt water as she dodged the green, slimy projectile, prompting a full-on splashing and algae-hurling war. The rhythm of our laughter traveled across the water as we dodged the pieces of slime. I picked a fleck of algae off my cheek and exhaled salt.

We reached the opposite shore, but the bottom was sharp with crushed-up shells so we turned around. Back in the water, Losite’s youngest sister pointed and said in a completely serious tone, “That’s a big shark.”

Losite and I freaked out and started hurling our bodies toward shore. The other two sisters collapsed in laughter. Cue more algae hurling.

The middle sister reached her hand to the bottom and picked up a tubular, brownish creature as long as my outstretched hand: a black sea cucumber. She offered it to me, and I touched it, recoiling and making a face at the slippery squish.

“This animal makes sand,” she said, finding another and tossing it in my direction. I ducked, just in time for it not to hit my face. “We call it loli.”

“Loli.” I tasted the Tuvaluan vowels, the long o and the upswing of the i.

The dark rose. We continued to soak.

“Devi, on your island do you have a boyfriend?”

“In the States? No.”

“Why not?”

“It’s more fun to be alone.”

“And on your island, Christmas is warm?”

“No,” I laughed. “It’s snowing.”

“What would happen if it snowed for Christmas in Tuvalu?” one sister asked.

Losite thought this would be a brilliant idea. “We need snow! The sun here is too hot.”

I expressed concern for the coconut trees. Could they handle it? Probably not.

The first star came out, then a second. I pointed and shouted every time a new one appeared.

“Two stars! Three! Four! Another, there!” The simple jewels.

“In Tuvaluan, we call the night sky ceitu.”

I tried on the word for size. “Ceitu. Cei-tu. Cei-tuuuuuuuuuuuuu.”

Losite and her sisters laughed and mimicked my exaggerated pronunciation. Drumbeats echoed across the water from the village.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“The evening summon to prayer.”

“That means it’s almost Christmas!” I proclaimed. “Happy birthday, Jesus! Amen.” I stuck out my hands like they were pegged on the crucifix and fell backward into the water. I dove down, did a handstand, and came up to cheers.

“Devi, how you do that?”

I explained putting hands on bottom, toes pointed in the air. The youngest sister tried and succeeded. The middle sister flicked her toes back and forth in the air like a mermaid tail. Losite tried but came back up for air, sputtering.

We gave up for home. Outside the one-room house we huddled around a spigot by the rain drum, passing around a bar of soap and a cup. We soaped our hair and used the suds to point it straight up in the air, giving ourselves Mohawks.

The middle sister said to me, “You know, Devi, you’re a nice girl.”

“Ha! And you’re a very naughty girl,” Losite retorted. She was met with a cupful of water in the face. We all laughed.

“Tomorrow we bath at the wharf?”



The next day, Losite and I stood side by side at the top of the platform, looking down at the ocean from above: a stretch of pristine blue lapping at the concrete pillars.

“You ready?” Losite asked.

“Is it deep enough?” I managed, curling and uncurling my toes.

“Yes! Yes! Very deep. Tide is high.” Losite punctuated each word with a hand gesture and smile, our fallback if neither one of us understood the other. “We go?”

I swallowed my suspicion as another round of kids, some naked and some in shorts, pushed past us to jump in, chortling and hollering and making all manner of gleeful sounds as they descended to the water below. It can’t be that bad, right? I poked my head over the edge to make sure they were all unharmed.

“Okay, we go.”

We walked closer to the edge, looking down.

“One, two, three!”

My body was filled with blue. How can the sea be this warm in December? I had to remind myself that Christmas is always sunny and sticky hot near the equator, far from the white Christmases of my childhood in New England and Ontario. I let myself float on my back for a moment, taking in the milky clouds overhead. Tiny electric blue and yellow fish darted in and out of the currents surrounding our bodies.

We climbed the stairs, dripping and laughing. Losite and I jumped again and again and again until the harsh bite of the salt water found my nose and my fingers were wrinkled like tiny walnuts. The tide came in, almost filling the shore.

The Tuvaluan island of Nukufetau sits like a smile of a sandbar atop the ocean. There are no cars, only motorcycles. You can walk from one curved end of the island to another in twenty minutes, and that’s if you pause to chat with a few neighbors along the way.

Without warning it started to rain in big, fat drops. The rain stopped as quickly as it came. I thought about the rainwater tank back at the house, topping up, drop by drop. I looked to the horizon, where a rainbow arcs from one point in the Pacific to another, so clear I could lick it.

A second arc appeared, lighter and fainter about the first. I shouted and pointed, flapping my arms like a baby bird who hadn’t quite mastered the art of flying. “Rainbow! Nua nua!” No one else seemed to take notice. Rainbows must be a daily occurrence in Nukufetau, especially in the rainy season. Children continued to swim and splash each other, dunking their heads below the surface. One found a dead fish, yellow with stripes of white and black. The fish passed between the children’s hands, salty. Its eyes fixed on no one in particular.

MERRY

Losite’s family lives in a one-room concrete home that her grandfather built at a perfect angle so as to maximize the passage of the sea breeze. The floor is covered with woven mats that double as a sleeping surface and an eating surface.

Decorating for Christmas happened entirely in the two days before. We hung up a string of multicolored lights around the perimeter of the room and taped a gold and red sign that read “Merry Ch” to the wall. (I don’t know what happened to the “ristmas.”) Losite’s dad cut a branch of a bush-like plant from the shore that, when stuck in an empty tin of biscuits filled with sand, served as a tree. We wound more lights around the bush.

Tuvaluans open their gifts on Christmas Eve. At dusk, Losite’s mother led us in a long prayer followed by a longer feast of barbecued chicken and a heaping plate of the local root crop, pulaka, followed by another blessing.

After the last streaks of barbecue sauce had been licked from the plates, Losite and I, as guests, were in charge of handing out gifts. Each family member had one gift hanging on the tree. Earlier that afternoon, Losite’s sister meticulously wrapped each item in leftover lined paper from a school notebook. She sealed the edges with packing tape, securing each with a handle that could be used to hang the present directly on one of the Christmas bush’s branches. Each person’s name was scrawled on the paper in permanent marker, all caps.

We tore at the paper in unison. Each of the kids opened a packet of corn chips and a lollipop, which they ate immediately. Losite’s father and I both opened a tin of pineapple in sweet sauce. It felt decadent.

“Thank you,” I managed, overcome with an emotion I couldn’t quite name. I held on to the tin, the cool cylinder and ridges. “You didn’t have to do this.”

I added two gifts to the tree: a beaded necklace, maroon and gold, that I bought from a craftswoman in Suva, and a postcard from Manhattan Beach with some Australian cash tucked in next to a thank-you note saying how grateful I was to spend time with this family. I make a point of thanking every person who hosts me, whether in writing or in person. Losite’s mom read the letter aloud and then handed it to her youngest daughter to read to everyone again.

After that: nap time on the floor—the real festivities didn’t start until the early hours. From midnight until dawn, local kids gathered at the playground with pieces of tin that they used as percussion instruments, the soundtrack for an all-night dance party. Someone tooted a whistle. We shook it under the stars. I walked back home under an upside-down Orion and fell asleep, joyous.

WAI

Back in Funafuti, a voice fell out from the darkened bedroom—a voice like dried palm fronds brushing against each other in the wind. Loud. Tumbling. Urgent. The words were one big exhale, a gravelly sigh many years in the making.

Makelita, my host for the week, was out celebrating the first day of the year with her friends. New Year’s Eve is a weeklong affair in Tuvalu. I peeked into the living room to find everyone else asleep, sprawled across the woven mats that line the floors.

I gulped and walked into the bedroom, guided by a single fluorescent bulb hanging in the adjacent kitchen and my desire to be of use. Makelita’s mother croaked from the bed. I saw the outline of her body lying down, felt her eyes on me as I moved. I treaded lightly, as if that could help. No one was around to translate.

The woman started again with a stream of Tuvaluan. Rhythmically I heard the same two sentences over and over. I recognized one word: wai. Water.

On a table close to me sat a thermos of boiled water. I poured it into the thermos cup and walked closer. The woman belted out a few more sentences that I had no hope of understanding. She was ninety-five and I was twenty-two and the gulf of language between us was nearly uncrossable. Nearly, but not quite.

I handed her the cup. “Wai.”

Makelita’s mother sat up slowly, so slowly. The pink, plastic sheets crinkled under her bodyweight, releasing a faint smell of urine. I could see the edge of the adult diaper under her sulu. She lifted the yellow cup to her thin lips, one hand quaking on the handle. I reached over to steady it and help her drink—three small sips in all. It was still dark, but my eyes started to adjust. Makelita’s mother rested the cup on top of her bedside table next to a blue crocheted cloth. She pointed to the bare lightbulb on the ceiling and mimed with her hands turning on a switch. I walked the perimeter of the room until I found it. When the light came on she smiled and I smiled. Up close I could see the texture of her white hair, her skin like a piece of roti, pocked with splotches of brown.

Makelita’s mother continued to speak. I continued to have no idea what she was saying. Finally I recognized two words. Igoa and palagni. The first is “name.” The second is the catchall term for white foreigner.

I pointed to myself and said my name. “Devi.”

“Dafi?”

“Devi.” I pointed.

“Dave?”

“Devi.”

“Deni?”

We continued like this for some time.

Finally I pointed to myself and said, “America.” Makelita’s mother nodded, as if this was the answer she had been waiting for.

“Window.” She gestured to the latch that would shut the slats of glass.

“Window!” I hopped up to shut the three windows.

Makelita’s mother smiled. I smiled. She motioned for me to leave the room and I did. I looked in later to find her huddled in a fetal position, eyes poring over two pieces of paper from a daily prayer booklet. She mumbled the prayers aloud, clutching them like a talisman.

Half an hour later I passed the doorway while brushing my teeth. Makelita’s mother was asleep, snoring lightly, the prayers on her bedside table next to the glass of water. I darted in to flick off the light.

The next morning Makelita threaded the sewing machine at her dining room table, readying herself for a day of hemming dresses. Trying to sound casual, I asked: “What’s your mother’s name?”

“My name?”

“No, silly, I know your name! Your mom’s name.”

“Oh, my mum? Her name is Malaika.”

“Malaika. Malaika.”

ILL

Sometimes, the water story took place in the landscape of my own body. For three days I was knocked out with a particularly virulent form of giardia, likely from drinking a bit of contaminated water. I made six miserable trips to the toilet on the first day, read the first book of The Hunger Games, and slept without memory of when I woke up and when I dozed off again.

I was vaguely conscious of the episodes of MasterChef Australia that played on a loop in the next room. Not one of these ingredients that the chefs are working with, not one, could be found on this island, I thought, bitter and nostalgic for grocery stores. The thought of food turned my stomach, though, and I rolled off to sleep. Makelita offered me tinned meat for supper, which I politely refused.

The second day was Sunday, and I knew I ought to tell Makelita why I was sleeping so much and kept refusing her offers for meals. She returned from a post-church feast at her sister’s house with a plate piled high with rice and chicken in soy sauce, topped with a generous drizzle of ketchup.

My burps turned sulfurous overnight—this was when I knew it wasn’t just the stomach flu. I had to seek out help. Makelita set the food at the edge of the mattress. The smell turned my already-queasy stomach.

“Makelita,” I started, taking a deep breath. “I’m sick.”

I watched her face turn to concern.

“I don’t want you to worry about me, but I’ve had some awful diarrhea.”

“You go to the toilet a lot, yes?”

“Yes.”

“You should try eating something.”

At dinner I managed rice. Just rice. Three bites, maybe four. Makelita rode her scooter over to the hospital—the one site of medical care on the island—to get rehydration salts for me from the dispensary. I learned that health care and medications in Tuvalu are free.

That night I threw up three times in a row, all rice and water. I stepped over a frog and two cockroaches in the hallway to make it to the toilet in time. There was no one to hold back my hair, but fortunately I had the foresight to cut it short a few days before getting sick.

A cousin once told me, “Devi, you know you’re an adult when you clean up your own puke.” The single bulb above the toilet wasn’t functioning, nor was the flusher, and there wasn’t a bucket of water nearby to dump down. I was completely beyond hauling a bucket in from the navy-green rainwater container out back; I barely had enough energy to make it back to the mattress in the hallway next to the kitchen where I collapsed. I took comfort in the fact that I have good aim and hoped that my hosts wouldn’t be angry. Before I dozed off, I made a resolution to go to the doctor in the morning.

One of Makelita’s nephews laughed out loud to episodes of Mr. Bean playing in the next room. He must be nocturnal.

On Monday morning, Makelita was scheduled for work cleaning rooms at the lodge. I woke up just before she left at 7:30, light-headed from dehydration.

“Makelita, today I’m going to the hospital, okay?”

“Okay,” she nodded, halfway out the door. “Can you close the back door for me?”

“Of course.”

It took me a full hour and a half to leave the house, though, because I kept surrendering to mininaps. The temperature climbed and I sweated even sitting in front of the fan. A line of Audre Lorde floated into the haze: “Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation and that is an act of political warfare.”

Move.

I instructed myself to leave in small steps that seemed more manageable than the twenty-minute walk to the hospital. Devi, sit up. Put two feet on the floor. Good. Put your backpack on. Take it off. Lighten the load a bit. No, you really don’t need a laptop or charging cord at the hospital. Good. Sling it back on your shoulders now. Walk the ten steps to the front door. Put on your right shoe. Put on your left shoe. Take a sip of salty water. Take another sip. Now walk.

I took the journey in small chunks, moving slowly. While I had never been to the hospital before, I knew that there were only two main roads on the island. It would be difficult to get lost. I stopped by a baker to double-check my directions and bought a bun that turned out to be a frosted piece of white bread. I surprised myself by managing to keep it down.

When the woman at the shop saw me sitting at the bench under the awning a good ten minutes after she sold me the bread, she asked, “Did you like it?”

“The bun? Oh, yes. It’s quite a feat, too, because I’m sick.” I licked the icing from my fingers. “Do you make them?”

“Oh, no. My husband does. He bakes and I sell.”

“He must wake up very early in the morning. The bun was so fresh.”

“Yes. Always early. Bread in the dark,” she said.

I thanked her for the fifty-cent bun and trudged onward toward the hospital. The waiting room was full when I arrived.

“ID card?” the woman at the front desk asked.

“Yes, I’m here to see the doctor.”

“ID card?”

I pulled out my passport and handed it over, grateful that I remembered to bring it, given my current physical and mental faculties.

“D-e-v-i-K.-L-o-c-k-w-o-o-d” she typed with her middle finger. “You take a seat now.”

“How long will it be? An hour? Two?”

She smiled, pitiful. “Two or more. Please sit.”

I managed to find a seat at the edge of a bench next to a breastfeeding mother and child and two teens playing cards. The room was clamorous with children. The walls were green. A kid two benches over spit out a red lollipop and wiped it off on his shirt. The adults in the waiting room seemed absent or occupied with sicknesses of their own.

Eventually the exertion of sitting upright was too much for me and I had to lie down. I found a spot next to the windows in the back of the room and curled up, using my backpack as a pillow. The last thing I remembered before falling asleep is a Tuvaluan woman pointing me out to her neighbor and saying: “Tapa (Wow).”

I opened my eyes, disoriented. Green walls. The sun was higher and the room was hotter than I remembered. To my right a group of Tuvaluan kids sat under a crumbling stairwell, tossing bits of tile at each other. One hit my leg with a clattery thwack. I half fell asleep again, only to be woken up by another flying piece of tile.

Mercifully the door to consultation room number five swung open and someone with a clipboard called my name: “Dave Lockwood.” Finally.

I wasn’t sure where to sit. A Tuvaluan woman with a topknot and colorful scrubs stared at a computer screen with my name in the top right corner.

“What’s your problem?” she asked, still looking at the screen.

“Diarrhea.”

She looked me over from head to toe and laughed, a full-bellied, hearty chortle. I blinked twice, refusing to believe that a health-care professional was laughing at me.

“Ha—okay. Diarrhea.” She typed the word painfully slowly, using only her right pointer finger. “And how many times do you, you know…” she trailed off.

“Anywhere between four and eight times a day. Oh, and last night I threw up three times.”

“You puked?” her face contorted into pure disgust. I had to remind myself that I’m not paying for this.

I took a deep breath. “I need Flagyl. I used it once before in Tanzania and it worked for giardia. I have giardia.”

“What is Flagyl?”

“Metronidazole. Do you have that?”

The nurse-doctor spent a few more moments typing before looking up at me. “Yes. We have. I give you one dose? Five days enough?”

“Okay.”

She sent the document to the printer and handed me the prescription, signing it with a loopy hand.

“Where do I take this?”

“Dispensary. That way,” she pointed. “Next.”

I ambled in the direction her fingers pointed toward, finding a door marked Pharmacy. It was locked. I put my prescription in a pile along with thirty or so others at the window next to the door. An hour later a harried-looking man unlocked the door and scooped up the pile of prescriptions, disappearing into a back room. I wasn’t the only one waiting, but I was beyond striking up a conversation. When the packet of pills with my name on it arrived at the front window, it was late afternoon and I felt that I had witnessed a small miracle.

Back in Makelita’s house, I was startled awake in the predawn hours by, of all things, a rat crawling over my leg. The lights were never fully out in the hallway where I slept, so I could see its furry body clearly, the beady eyes staring up at my own.

I panicked—“Jesus!”—shoved it away, and brought my pillow into the room where Malaika sleeps. I curled up on the floor next to Makelita and her two grandsons.
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