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To my Alchemist—and the first responders who protect Los Angeles





AUTHOR’S NOTE

I’ve covered countless wildfires across the West as a journalist for CBS News, but nothing prepared me for January 7, 2025—when I reported on Los Angeles burning as my own home fell under evacuation orders. The Palisades Fire was among the first to ignite that morning, followed by blazes in Altadena and Sylmar; within forty-eight hours, six separate fires ringed the city, scorching some thirty-seven thousand acres, destroying more than sixteen thousand structures—most of them homes—and claiming at least thirty-one lives. I anchor this book in Pacific Palisades—the fire I watched from beginning to end. The fire that set everything else in motion.

In reporting this story, I spoke to dozens of people across agencies and ranks, many of whom approached me first at press conferences, on social media, or by email. Some asked not to be identified for fear of retaliation or compromising ongoing operations; others spoke only off the record. In each case, their accounts were independently corroborated. Their sentiment was the same: this can’t happen again.





PREFACE: OPTICAL ILLUSION

The mahogany-colored sandstone and shale cliffs that tower over the Pacific Ocean resemble a wall of massive tree trunks, chiseled by thousands of years of wind, rain, and surf. The optical illusion reminded early settlers of the blockades of wooden stakes, or palisades, built around forts to ward off threats. It was the perfect name for a new town that would test the limits of American ingenuity against some of the most extreme environmental conditions in the West.

Pacific Palisades first broke ground on its clifftop perch in the early 1900s. Developers advertised the rugged mesa—framed by the Santa Monica Mountains to the east and the ocean to the west—as an escape from the dust and noise of the growing city of Los Angeles. A paradise “where the mountains meet the sea.” Though the Palisades was just eighteen miles from Downtown Los Angeles, reaching it in those days was an all-day journey with horse-drawn carriages navigating rough dirt and gravel roads. From the beginning, the Palisades, with its Mediterranean climate and jagged coastline, lured the most adventurous of settlers, each generation reshaping it in its own image.

First, it was a Hollywood frontier, with a studio executive turning the jagged mountains into the home of a pioneering movie studio that filmed America’s first Westerns. Then came the Methodists, seeking a utopia shielded from the excesses of the Roaring Twenties. They gave the Palisades its name and built the town’s first modest bungalows in 1922. In the 1940s, it became a sanctuary for intellectuals and artists fleeing the Nazis. And by the turn of the twenty-first century, most of those tiny bungalows had been replaced by sprawling estates—fortresses for the entertainment elite, where Oscar trophies adorned mantels and wealth guarded from disaster.

The Palisades was proof man could tame America’s wildest land and nature would obey. But that too, like the wooden stakes the town was named after, was all just an illusion.

January 7, 2025, marked the reckoning.

The first plume of smoke snaked into the sky over the Santa Monica Mountains before 10:29 a.m. “Resources are responding to a vegetation fire with smoke visible in Temescal Canyon,” a voice crackled over emergency radios. Residents, phones in hand, filmed flames licking up the hillside. The site was achingly familiar: A blackened patch of chaparral, scarred by fireworks one week prior, now harboring a renegade ember that for days smoldered in secret. A silent assassin. A light breeze found it, fanned it, and soon the air tasted of ash.

Fire crews didn’t arrive fast enough. That was the first domino. Without a line in the hills, the fire ran downslope and jumped to homes—unchecked through the cul-de-sacs below. It advanced into Floresta Place, Bienveneda Avenue, and La Puerta del Sol—streets the Los Angeles Fire Department had long deemed non-defensible if flames breached and gained hold. With no guidance from officials, residents self-evacuated. Sunset Boulevard seized in gridlock as cars stacked nose to tail. When fire engines finally came, they couldn’t get through.

“Civilians abandoning cars are impeding firefighting operations. Shelter in place at the top of Palisades Drive,” a radio call pleaded. Panic had already set in. Sunset and the other arteries became metal chokepoints; engines were rerouted or turned back. With each blocked road, another neighborhood went unreachable. The Palisades was on its own.

Residents who stood their ground held back forty-foot flames armed with only garden hoses. “Where are the firefighters?” they yelled as the inferno fed on dry chaparral and eucalyptus—vegetation so flammable it might as well have been soaked in gasoline. By nightfall, 100-mile-per-hour winds howled through the canyons.

What began as a brush fire fused into a single, town-eating front. A midnight plume—visible from space—rolled and heaved above it. At its peak, the fire chewed through five football fields a minute. For three full days, the fire tore through the heart of town before sufficient backup arrived to drive it into the hills, where it smoldered and flared for weeks.

When the smoke lifted, the disaster left a ledger—four in five structures lost; neighborhoods and the business core pressed flat into a grid of ash and mangled steel.

The Palisades, its homes, and its overwhelmed defenses had been built for a climate that no longer exists. Nearly half of American houses predate 1980, before today’s era of megafires, floods, and hurricanes. Yet even modern building codes lag behind the pace of warming. Leaders still permit—and subsidize—construction in the riskiest places, while first responders are left to hold the line with aging engines, thin crews, and tactics designed for a milder past.

“As hard as rebuilding housing is, real change—real lasting, structural change—that’s even harder. And it takes courage to experiment with new ideas and change the old ways of doing things. That takes time,” said President Barack Obama in New Orleans on the tenth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina.

No such words were ever spoken following the fire in Pacific Palisades.

In fact, while winds still howled and the fire still burned, officials faced the cameras and blamed the wind and the drought. They said nothing about the dozens of homeowners who held the lines on their own, or the private crews that stopped flames where public engines never arrived. Owning that would have exposed the city’s mistakes—and the chain reaction they set off.

The truth is, much could have been done to stop this fire and much must be done before the next one arrives. I know this because I was there. Not after the fact. Not once it was safe. My team and I were among the first journalists on the ground after the fire started, and one of the only ones who stayed through the critical first four days—watching, recording, pulling dogs from burning homes because no one else was there to do it.

I saw what the cameras didn’t. The failures at every stage of the disaster response, from before the first spark to long after containment. The officials who hesitated. The resources that never came. The bureaucracy that burned right alongside the town.

I bore witness to one of the costliest natural disasters in U.S. history—and to a recovery sustainability experts call deeply flawed and dangerously fast-tracked.

In the wake of the Palisades Fire, political archrivals tasked with the rebuild became strange bedfellows, tethered to the same torch. It looked like bipartisanship. It wasn’t. The unity came not in service of public safety, but at its expense. Personal legacy prevailed.

This book exists because the Palisades could have been saved and there are actions communities still standing can take right now to fight off a similar fate. If there is any hope of preventing the next catastrophe, we must learn from this one.

Pacific Palisades isn’t just a California disaster. It’s a global warning. A parable of what happens when we fail to adapt to a changing world—and when the leaders in charge rewrite history. Or worse—cover it up.

“The short memories of American voters is what keeps our politicians in office,” once wrote Will Rogers—actor, social critic, and longtime resident of Pacific Palisades. One can only imagine what he would’ve said about the political theater that unfolded in the ashes where his home once stood, a historic landmark for more than a century, before the flames arrived.





I FROM ASHES






LEFTOVERS

January 8, 2025—twenty-four hours after the Palisades Fire ignited

A red-tailed hawk cut through the smoke, wings tilting and leveling in sharp, mechanical turns. Its head jerked in quick, precise movements, golden eyes locked on the ruins below—unblinking, glassy, scanning like sensors. In the smoldering burn scar, hawks multiplied, joined by crows and ravens, all drawn to the sudden abundance of easy prey.

The flames—driven by 100 mph winds at their height—turned entire neighborhoods into blowtorch corridors, and left the landscape littered with carcasses: squirrels incinerated on lawns and in tree hollows, burned in clusters where they had huddled; others cooked alive in underground dens as heat tunneled through the soil. Songbirds fell mid-flight, their feathers seared. Reptiles stiffened in the scrub, frozen where they lay. The scavengers thrived. Even the hawk, a predator by instinct, now circled carcasses because so few living creatures were left to hunt. Each pass over the wreckage was a reminder of how quickly desperation could unravel the natural order.

Beneath the hawk’s three-foot wingspan lay downtown Pacific Palisades—streets, rooftops, landmarks—whittled to a skeletal grid. Cars sat abandoned at odd angles in the middle of the road, doors left open where drivers had fled. Streetlights drooped, their wires tangled like black vines across the asphalt. Shop signs blistered and curled into hieroglyphs. It looked less like a neighborhood than a diorama of ruin, a still life of disaster.

And yet the fire was not finished. It hunted its own prey in other corners of town, advancing house by house almost peacefully, like the flame of a candlestick leaning into the wick of another. The monster was in no hurry. That was the absurdity of it: by the morning of January 8—twenty-four hours after the fire started and as the winds finally eased—more homes ignited in the lull as backup still struggled to arrive.

There were more birds patrolling the skies than engines on the streets. The slow-motion carnage carried on for two more days before reinforcements arrived, finally helping drive the flames back into the Santa Monica Mountains. Yet some officials would later admit the fire was never truly contained—it simply burned itself out after devouring everything in its path.

The true toll had yet to be written in the ash.



Just after noon on January 8, Mayor Karen Ruth Bass and Governor Gavin Newsom stepped into the flaring crucible, photographers in tow—Bass in her black-framed glasses, her eyes sharpened by strain; Newsom tall and polished, silver hair pushed back under a cap, aviators reflecting the scene around him. Both looked rattled and out of place in a ghost town still burning.

Rarely in the state had a governor or mayor descended into a wildfire as if the flames were already cold. It was the equivalent of walking into a hurricane’s eye or through a crime scene while investigators were still dusting for prints. That they were both there spoke to the rising political heat they were facing over their failed response—heat fanned from Washington by President-Elect Donald Trump, still weeks from taking office. “The incompetent pols have no idea how to put them out,” he erupted online, as images of flames looped endlessly on cable news. “Gavin Newscum should resign. This is all his fault!!!” he added, using a nickname for the governor. Others reached for their own—labeling him “missing in action” and calling Bass “nowhere to be found.”

Bass was facing mounting criticism from all sides. As the city’s commander in chief during a disaster, she was also its conductor—leading an orchestra of emergency departments whose success depended on playing in concert with one another.

But Bass was more than seven thousand miles away—and out of reach—during the fire’s most explosive growth a day earlier. Many city officials hadn’t known she was overseas, or that she’d quietly named Council President Marqueece Harris-Dawson acting mayor in her absence. It was a decision that cascaded into cataclysm, as time would eventually reveal.

Newsom, too, had been conspicuously silent before the fire, preoccupied with a deadline to present his state budget proposal, and preparations for outgoing President Joe Biden’s visit to announce two new national monuments. Newsom and Bass may have been missing in action and nowhere to be found when the fire started, but now they were in the middle of it—their proof of presence time-stamped on film.

“Just devastating,” Newsom said as he walked in lockstep with Bass through a landscape of mangled steel and broken concrete where the Palisades’ commercial center once stood. This fire line became Bass and Newsom’s stage, their reckoning, and, according to several city officials, their attempt not just to change the optics, but to flip the page entirely. They spoke of reinforcements—thousands of firefighters streaming in from across the West—but turned just as quickly to discussing “an urgent path forward towards recovery,” as the mayor described it in a social media post.

The words struck many as strange. Flames were still devouring property. The cause was still unclear, as were the reasons help never arrived in time. The death toll was still climbing, and more than one hundred thousand people were under evacuation orders, searching for shelter. And yet already the talk was of recovery—of futures not yet secured while the Palisades Fire feasted largely unopposed.

The question was: Recovery for whom?

“The first time they toured the damage they discussed the Olympics and the need for federal funding,” recalled one city official. “The governor had already been exploring options with advisors.” Even as lives hung in the balance and crews struggled to hold the line, Bass and Newsom were gazing three years down the road to Friday, July 14, 2028. The date of the city’s Summer Olympics opening ceremony.

For Newsom, who had presidential ambitions, and Bass, who long had her eye fixed on a larger national stage, the Games were more than a sporting event—they were survival. “Losing the Palisades damaged both of their careers and they knew it,” the city official said. “Losing the Olympics would be game over.”

As evacuated residents watched their hometown burn on hotel television sets, in the rooms where the Summer Olympics ruled the calendar there were already whispered concerns about if the show could go on. Newsom and Bass were aware. Pacific Palisades was the western gate to the Riviera Country Club, Olympic golf’s stage. The fairways had survived, but the approach was ash—charred hillsides, collapsed lines, neighborhoods erased. Just beyond the fire zone sat UCLA, future home of the Olympic Village, its dormitories and athletic fields spared but suddenly cast in shadow by the inferno next door.

For families, it was devastation. For Bass and Newsom, it was a blackened bottleneck. Their tour that day marked the beginning of a rebuild driven less by safety than by political ambition and shared legacy. To succeed, they would need the Trump administration on board. Trump, the very man who had blamed them for the fire. The governor had already been speaking with allies about a plan.

Midway through their walk, smoke began to thread from the tiled roof of a two-story shopping plaza that housed a Chase Bank and several restaurants. Embers had taken hold beneath the clay. The photographers captured Bass and Newsom in front of it, backs turned, mid-conversation. With no active defense on scene, the flames climbed. The building later collapsed on their watch—a photo op as surreal as it was damning.

The hawk wheeled overhead, gliding on the soot-stained thermals. What was true for the natural order was true for the political one: strength gave way to scavenging, circling ruins, searching for advantage. Bass and Newsom were political animals, bred to compete and endure. The cost of that instinct would only reveal itself with time.



Around the time Governor Newsom and Mayor Bass walked the charred streets for the cameras, a row of cars idled on the edge of town, stretching down Sunset Boulevard, headlights dulled by smoke. The way forward was cut off at Amalfi Drive, where a checkpoint that had been set up the night before held the line. Each driver clung to the hope that their story might earn them passage.

The officer stationed there had kind eyes and a weary calm. Ash streaked his uniform. One by one, windows slid down just far enough for voices to slip through—pleas knotted with sobs. Some searched for family, some for friends, others for pets left behind. Most had been at work when the fire sparked.

“We’re not letting anyone through right now,” he explained each time. “The fire’s still active. It’s too dangerous.” He asked for names and addresses and wrote them in a small notepad. He promised to send someone to look, though he knew how it sounded: more dismissal than reassurance. Still, it was the only answer he had.

“How bad is it?” most asked before reluctantly turning back.

“I haven’t been inside. I’ve just been told to hold the line,” he said.

It was true—he hadn’t seen the destruction himself. But he had heard enough to know it didn’t look good and that some of the missing he logged would never be found alive. More families would try to negotiate their way in. But there was no room for dealmaking so early into a disaster where the danger was still fire.





OLYMPIC RUSH

One of the first conversations Governor Newsom had in the hours after the Palisades Fire ignited—and before his tour of the Palisades with the mayor—was with a man known in Hollywood as “lord of the rings.” “He was quite literally one of the first calls I received,” Newsom would later remark, almost offhand. Casey Wasserman was a Democratic rainmaker, Hollywood power broker, and confidant to both Newsom and Bass. Magnetic and younger-looking than his silver hair and beard suggested, Wasserman was equally at ease in a tailored suit or a hoodie. As an entertainment executive, sports agent, and chairman of LA28—the city’s Olympic committee—he was fluent in image making, deal cutting, and spectacle. The Hollywood Reporter once asked: “Can Casey Wasserman navigate political land mines, relentless fundraising and a showboating president to deliver Olympic gold to L.A.?” It was a tall order before the fire—now it seemed impossible.

Wasserman—like Bass and Newsom—understood that the success of the Games could make or break a career. His career. Yet he also cast them as something larger: a chance to turn chaos into order, as he told Newsom on their first call. “The rebirth, the rebuild, maybe reimagining LA 2.0—and the Olympics as a catalyst for all those things—we think is really part of our ethos,” Wasserman would later say. It wasn’t a cynical calculation but a hopeful one: the belief that the Games could give a wounded city something to live for, according to a member of the city’s Olympic committee. Yet in treating them as opportunity, Wasserman—who had no background in disaster response—underestimated how punishing three years could be in disaster time, and the toll it would exact on public safety. The pitfalls were in the fine print.

Newsom lived in those margins and knew the stakes and the hurdles, understanding rebuilding didn’t begin with hammers and nails. It started with the Environmental Protection Agency removing heat-swollen propane tanks, lithium-ion batteries, solvents, and asbestos. Then came the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers with their bulldozers scraping foundations, ash, and poisoned soil. Finally, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, who would test for what the eye couldn’t—lead, arsenic, and asbestos lingering in the dust. In all it would take twelve to eighteen months of clearing before construction could break ground.

Permitting presented its own challenges: the Coastal Commission guarded fragile bluffs, and air quality regulators worried about toxic dust. Los Angeles Building and Safety was drowning in backlogs. Zoning boards. Fire marshals. Environmental reviews. A tower of delay. A quick rebuild was fantasy.

Unless the clock could be reset. Unless the Olympics forced its hand. The Summer Games would become both their catalyst and their deadline, guiding every step forward.

Newsom and Wasserman spoke only briefly during that first call, but, as the governor recalled, “a couple hours later” they reconvened to talk strategy. What took shape was straightforward: strip away roadblocks, secure funding, and install “recovery czars” to usher the public through shortcuts. Newsom would lean on the mayor’s support and navigate state regulations. Wasserman would work the federal side. It wasn’t the kind of haste normally associated with Newsom. The city was burning, its defenses faltering. Yet the lure of Olympic gold eclipsed caution and the science behind a safer plan. The pace was so fast there was no room for review, no pause to measure risk.





THE SAFER PLAN

It moved in a V shape,” observed Dr. Faraz Hedayati as he picked through the ruins. “Once the fire entered the first neighborhood, it expanded on both sides,” he said, raising his arms into a wide angle: his nose the fire’s origin in the mountains, his hands stretching outward toward the Pacific. Hedayati, one of the nation’s leading forensic wildfire investigators, arrived in the Palisades on January 13, 2025, as the fire fight still continued in the hills. His head of perpetually wind-tossed long dark hair was easy to spot as he scanned the lifeless wreckage like a detective at a crime scene. Five thousand, four hundred, and nineteen homes were destroyed. One hundred and thirty-five multifamily buildings were erased and 158 businesses were leveled, but he was most focused on the nearly one thousand damaged homes still standing.

“They have the fingerprints of the fire,” he said. “There’s little evidence to gather from homes completely destroyed.” He crouched by one windowsill and ran his hands across its blistered walls. Flames came close, but not close enough to ignite. He logged it—another clue in the question that drove him: Why did a handful of homes survive while the rest of the block fell?

The moment fire licked a structure, Hedayati knew, a clock began to tick before flames broke through. In wildfires, it wasn’t walls of flame but embers—the tiny, smoldering fragments of burned material—that typically posed the greatest threat. They drifted in the wind and could easily slip through vents, lodge themselves between shingles, or sear through vegetation planted alongside homes. Under the right conditions, they could travel for up to a mile before landing and igniting fresh flames. Older homes—cedar roofs, thin glass—held back ember-born flames for twenty minutes, maybe thirty. Modern homes, fitted with ember-proof vents, dual-paned windows, fire-resistant roofs, could hold for an hour.

No house was fireproof, but stronger ones bought time. Time for firefighters to arrive. Time to crush an ember before it grew. Holding the line—a firefighting phrase borrowed from the military—was the doctrine: survival meant buying enough time until help came.

But in the Palisades, a failed response meant few firefighters came fast enough. That absence turned the community into a kind of experiment. Hedayati had a chance to see how California’s homes performed when left to stand alone. The verdict was clear. Even in the absence of firefighters, design and planning could help hold the line—if they were used. “There is a lot that could have been done to limit the damage to just a few blocks,” he concluded after nine days sifting through the ruins. “Absolutely yes.”

Hedayati was deployed to the Palisades by the Insurance Institute for Business & Home Safety, a one-of-a-kind crash-test lab for houses. Where automakers smashed sedans into walls to learn what survived, IBHS fired embers at roofs and walls until they failed. Every test measured the same thing: how many minutes a structure could buy. Safety had always evolved by increments. Cars had shed leaded gas, gained seat belts, then airbags. House construction in the West had grown from containing kitchen fires to holding back wildfire at the door.

California wrote those lessons into the strictest codes in the country—roofs, siding, dual-paned glass, vent screens—all of it influenced by IBHS testing. But Hedayati always added a caveat: a home is only as strong as its neighbor and the weather conditions its materials were tested in. Most of the Palisades was older, built before safety rules existed. And as he suspected, even modern codes—based on recommendations that took years for local legislatures to approve and implement—were already being outpaced by increasingly more extreme weather.

In California, Red Flag Warnings—issued when wind and dryness turn spark into threat—had risen nearly 20 percent in a decade. Seventeen of the state’s twenty largest fires had burned since 2000, giving rise to a new word: “megafires.” Meanwhile, housing at the wildland’s edge surged by 160 percent, sparking more ignitions—95 percent human caused. Those twin pressures—hotter climate, newly developed risky terrain—amplified the threat, making it harder for underfunded and overstretched fire departments to respond, and ultimately rippling into the insurance market.

State Farm, Allstate, Farmers, AIG—one by one, providers scaled back or pulled out entirely. Each exit was a calculation: losses outpacing the ability to cover them. The codes were not abstractions. They were survival—for homeowners, and for insurers staking bets against loss. That made IBHS research a counterweight. Every minute bought was a minute closer to survival.

The evidence Hedayati gathered in the Palisades told the familiar story of fire spreading through older communities where safety measures were a mixed bag. But what he also saw were signs fire-resistant materials alone weren’t enough to weather the changing climate and landscape.



Dr. Hedayati’s South Carolina lab stood in what looked like an aircraft hangar the length of a football field. There he commanded a machine built to conjure catastrophe. A wall of turbines six stories tall could hurl winds stronger than a Category 3 storm. Ember cannons spat firebrands in swarms, testing the weak points of siding, vents, and shingles. Side by side, houses were built: one to outdated standards, the other to modern code. Every second of their destruction was measured.

Here Hedayati re-created the Palisades Fire, feeding in data from hundreds of homes he had inspected.

The first trial—without wind—revealed the fragility of older materials. Embers fell, and the house caught quickly. Its hardened neighbor resisted: screens, siding, roof, all held, buying precious time. In the second trial, a hardened home was placed fifteen feet downwind from the older one as the turbines roared to life.

At 30 miles per hour, the modern home endured. At 60, it faltered. Embers swarmed by the hundreds of thousands, carried aloft. But the real danger lay at the ground. The wind pressed flames forward like a blowtorch, hotter than any drifting spark. Within twenty minutes, those ground fires leapt the gap, shattering tempered glass and defeating ember-proof vents.

“Space is the most important factor,” Hedayati noted. Fire-resistant materials could buy minutes, but only distance could buy survival if firefighters didn’t arrive. In the Palisades, the lesson was written in the ash. In one neighborhood, older homes stood twenty to twenty-five feet apart. Some burned, but the gaps slowed the spread. In another, newer homes wedged six to ten feet apart ignited like a row of dynamite. One spark, then a chain reaction.

And then there was 415 Lombard: a modern home built to code, but unlike its neighbors it sat on a double lot. Thirty feet of open space ringed its walls. Everything around it collapsed. Four-Fifteen endured. In the Goldilocks equation of wildfire, it was “just right.”

Creating space was not always difficult or costly. Clearing shrubs, sheds, and accessory dwelling units—known as ADUs—helped. Even removing or relocating hot tubs created space. Hedayati found burned-out hot tubs that had drained, their plastic shells igniting into ten-foot torches.

But in many neighborhoods, permitting had allowed houses to swell beyond their lots, erasing the very buffer they needed to survive California’s changing climate. State code set no minimum distance. “Our urban layouts are not designed to survive seventy-mile-an-hour fires,” Hedayati said. “Materials can only perform as tested. To reach tolerable conditions, we must increase the distance between structures,” he concluded.

It was a rare opportunity: a community starting from scratch could adapt.

But even before Hedayati finished collecting his evidence, less than a week after the fire started and as it still burned, the rules were already shifting. In the rush to rebuild, Governor Newsom and Mayor Bass stripped safeguards—including those scrutinizing space. The same shortfalls that left the city exposed to the flames were now being written into its recovery.





“RECOVERY”

Sunday, January 12, 2025

One day before Dr. Faraz Hedayati arrived in the Palisades and as firefighters were still trying to contain flames in remote canyons, Governor Gavin Newsom stood before a camera planted in wreckage with a promise to remove any roadblocks to rebuilding for survivors. He said he would “cut red tape.” But this was not just a cliché. In an extraordinary move, he signed an Executive Order suspending two of California’s bedrock protections: the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and the California Coastal Act. Overnight, the permit process vanished. No CEQA review—no environmental impact reports, no traffic or evacuation modeling, no requirement to study whether rebuilding would put residents in harm’s way. No Coastal Act permits—no oversight of fragile bluffs, no hearings, no public objection.

The governor framed it as mercy. A promise to help the displaced return home. “California leads the nation in environmental stewardship. I’m not going to give that up,” Newsom said. “But one thing I won’t give into is delay. Delay is denial for people: lives, traditions, places torn asunder.” He explicitly linked the rebuild to the Olympics: “My humble position, and it’s not just being naively optimistic, [the Olympics] only reinforces the imperative of moving quickly, doing it in the spirit of collaboration and cooperation.” He even invoked President Trump: “Donald Trump, to his credit, was helpful in getting the Olympics to the United States of America, to get it down here in L.A. We thank him for that. This is an opportunity for him to shine, for this country to shine, for California and this community to shine.”

Newsom spoke not at a press conference but to a single journalist whose father was in talks to become a “wildfire recovery czar,” charged with fast-tracking the state and city’s plan to rebuild. The governor’s remarks drew little pushback, even when he proposed a state “Marshall Plan,” referencing the rapid reconstruction of bombed-out Europe after World War II—as if California had won this war and nature could be bound by peacetime terms.

Mayor Bass applauded the governor and, the day after his order, issued her own: permits would be granted within thirty days, and the city’s parallel oversight—zoning reviews, capped density, fire marshal sign-offs—swept aside. She, too, cast it as compassion—a way to spare survivors from bureaucracy.

And the mayor sweetened it with an incentive: houses could be rebuilt up to 10 percent larger than before. To supporters, it was a smart compromise that would calm complaints from developers while establishing a ceiling meant to curb runaway “mansionization.” To critics, it was an accelerant. In the Palisades, where houses already pressed against one another and against canyon walls, 10 percent more meant less defensible space, less buffer between wood, glass, and flame. Rebuilding just to burn again. Dr. Faraz Hedayati’s research underscored the danger.

Council Member Hugo Soto-Martínez, a member of the City’s Olympic committee, added: “If we’re going to host the Olympics in 2028, we need to make sure it actually benefits our residents, who are reeling from losing their homes, jobs, and livelihoods. This event could bring billions into our local economy—but who will benefit: our neighbors or multinational corporations?”

The city would still require every rebuilt home use code compliant materials, but materials were no longer the greatest vulnerability. The real threat was density: too many houses jammed into terrain where fire, wind, and gravity conspired against defense. Codes could harden a single house, but they couldn’t change the geography that fueled flames capable of breaching modern infrastructure. Only policy could.

The contradiction was glaring. In a city where fire experts urged hardening homes and carving breathing room between them, leaders gave permission to squeeze houses tighter. What began as a suspension of state protections under Newsom had been reinforced locally under Bass—ensuring that the return to the Palisades would look much like the past, only bigger, denser, and more exposed. Next would come Washington, and with it the talk of a recovery worlds away from ground zero reality.



Search and rescue teams wore their masks tight, so tight the impressions scarred their faces for hours after the masks were removed. Gloves cinched at the wrists. Clipboards. Tablets. Hopes for finding more survivors in the morass faded quickly. This was recovery in execution.

The list came first—names pulled from frantic calls, missing persons reports, neighbors who hadn’t seen someone since the firestorm. Friends stalled at roadblocks, pleading. Each address marked on a grid. House by house, lot by lot, they would confirm who had escaped—and who had not.

The work was slow, methodical, and dangerous—a fact made plain by the endless wail of sirens. Firefighters were the other constant presence in the ruins—their engines rumbling through heavy smoke. Engines prowled block by block, crews sweeping for flames and flare-ups. Above, helicopters dumped torrents of water across ridges. By this stage, more than three thousand firefighting personnel from across the state and western region had been mobilized to the coast, reinforcing the few hundred LAFD crews who had carried the fight alone in those first desperate days.

Together they had driven the fire from neighborhoods deeper into the mountains, where it still burned in rugged canyons, but hot spots smoldered beneath the soil—flames that could lie hidden for weeks, waiting for a gust of wind to wake them. In this active fire zone, every step meant loose ground or an ember ready to catch.

Search and Rescue moved carefully, dogs padding through the ash, trained to locate what the fire had tried to conceal. Crews sifted with rakes and gloved hands, lifting debris piece by piece. Sometimes they uncovered remains intact. More often it was fragments: a bone fragile as chalk, a tooth preserved in soot. In places, nothing but what resembled silhouettes seared into concrete.

When something was found, it was bagged, tagged, logged with coordinates, and carried out with quiet ceremony. At the morgue, DNA was swabbed, dental records checked, names confirmed. Families waited anxiously for any word.

On January 14, Search and Rescue recovered another victim—curled under collapsed beams, fetal, as if bracing against the fire’s last breath.





STRANGE BEDFELLOWS

Wednesday, January 15, 2025

Casey Wasserman flew to Mar-a-Lago to secure buy-in from newly reelected President Donald Trump. On paper, Trump, Bass, and Newsom—and, by extension, Wasserman—were archrivals, avatars of dueling Americas. But the Olympics made them accomplices.

Wasserman became the bridge—linking Sacramento and Los Angeles to Washington, liberal California to Trump’s conservative America, rival legacies lashed to the same torch. “By total fluke of timing, I was the first person from L.A. to see the president of the United States in person after the fires,” he recalled.

The president, a developer by trade, worried about the disaster’s impact on Olympic preparations, according to those familiar with the exchange. Some of his closest allies were already urging him to pull the Games. “Are we ready to host the Olympics in three summers from now? No way,” declared Charlie Kirk, the late conservative provocateur and Trump confidant, suggesting the games be moved to Dallas or Miami.

Wasserman assured Trump the city was on track, the president’s concern easing only when he learned the Riviera Club and UCLA had been spared. “These are America’s Olympics,” Trump told him. “These are more important than ever to L.A., and I’m going to be supportive in every way possible to make them the greatest Games.”

And a few days later, the president seemed to be delivering. Trump publicly pledged his commitment to Los Angeles in a rally before his inauguration. “We have the best builders in the world,” he told the crowd, referencing the overwhelming task of rebuilding the nation’s Olympic stage. “Together we will rebuild Los Angeles better, more beautiful, than ever before, and in 2028, the Los Angeles Olympics will be one of the great sporting events and patriotic celebrations in history.” He even name-checked Wasserman, calling him one of his “top people all in on the Olympics.”

How Trump intended to help with the rebuild would become evident soon—and it would redefine recovery itself.

Back in California, less than a month after that first call from Casey Wasserman—the call that started it all—Governor Newsom announced a new nonprofit, LA Rises, that would join the work of resurrecting the city. The nonprofit would be seeded by billionaires to “build back faster and stronger.” Newsom had envisioned the cause would require something akin to the Marshall Plan, and now he was delivering on it. Wasserman would be its czar, joined by financier Mark Walter and Lakers basketball legend Magic Johnson. Not one had a background in disaster recovery.

The state-backed plan would run parallel to, and in coordination with, Mayor Bass’s equally flawed one. Bass tapped a man best known for stadium deals and civic boosterism to lead Los Angeles’s public disaster recovery effort. Like Newsom’s team, Bass’s “wildfire recovery czar” had no training in fire science or emergency management. The result was a double helix of power—one private, the other public—twisting around the same mandate.

Both promised speed but never advertised the risk. “Fast isn’t the enemy of right, but shortcuts almost always are,” quipped one city official who worried the recovery wasn’t grounded in the hard lessons of fire. What followed was power without restraint.



Steve Soboroff had built his reputation on big, visible projects—the kind of civic undertakings that reshaped skylines, remade parks, and produced ribbon-cutting photo ops. He had chaired the Los Angeles Recreation and Parks Commission. He had helped shepherd the Staples Center into being. He brokered the city’s first tech-driven crime-mapping initiative, and presided over the city’s Police Commission. Philanthropy, corporate boards, downtown revitalization—his fingerprints were everywhere in the built environment.

Los Angeles was a city he knew and loved, and undoubtedly he had the best intentions for during the rebuild. But his résumé did not mention his friendship with Bass or that he had endorsed her mayoral campaign. “She understands that every unique neighborhood… from San Pedro to Pacific Palisades—demands a tailor-made plan that addresses residents and business owner’s [sic] individual needs,” he’d written in a 2022 op-ed before Bass’s election win. Most critically, his résumé did not mention he lacked any experience in fire recovery. There was no history of trained and tested knowledge in the basics of wildfire mitigation or hardening homes against the next wind-driven inferno.

And yet, on January 17, 2025—ten days after the Palisades Fire began—Mayor Bass named him Los Angeles’s Chief Recovery Officer. The city’s “wildfire recovery czar,” as the press labeled him. Soboroff would “clear the way for Los Angeles residents to rapidly rebuild the homes,” the mayor promised, “neighborhoods that are stronger, more resilient, and more united than before.” What blueprint Soboroff would use for rebuilding and what science-backed research would guide the work was never disclosed.

There was backlash—not over his lack of disaster relief credentials but the salary he set for himself: $500,000 for three months’ work. The mayor repeatedly refused to disclose the amount, until it leaked to the press. Even then, she offered only that Soboroff’s pay would be covered by philanthropic groups.

The optics were combustible. Many saw a leader using charity to line an unqualified supporter’s pocket. The backlash was swift enough that Bass reversed course. “Steve is always there for L.A. I spoke to him today and asked him to modify his agreement and work for free. He said yes,” she released in a statement. Five hundred thousand dollars to $0 in a split second.

“I was lied to,” Soboroff fumed, claiming he had texts to prove it. When later asked to clarify, he would walk his comments back: “That was not what I feel and not what I meant.”

Bass would soon scale back Soboroff’s role. The man who was in charge of leading the city’s entire wildfire recovery was told to only focus on Pacific Palisades’ business district. It’s unclear if talk of money soured their relationship, or if it was Soboroff’s eventual call to pump the brakes on recovery. Even a man built for speed and designed to meet deadlines couldn’t keep up with the timeline Donald Trump was about to demand.

Friday, January 24, 2025

President Trump stepped off Air Force One into the hard California glare. Waiting on the tarmac was Governor Gavin Newsom. For years the two had been foils—Trump mocking him as “New-scum,” and Newsom dismissing Trump as unfit and chaotic. Yet in the smoke-stained air of Los Angeles, they embraced.

“Thank you first for being here. It means a great deal to all of us,” Newsom said, gripping Trump’s hand. “We’re going to need your support. We’re going to need your help.”

“We want to get the problem fixed,” Trump replied with sincerity.

Even conservative news outlets remarked on the moment. “Trump’s trip to Los Angeles included moments of warmth,” read one article. It was the tone of recognition: both men understood the countdown to the 2028 Olympics had made them unlikely partners. Whatever their politics, both had a stake in showing the world Los Angeles would be ready. “The president was clever. He came with an olive branch and orders to clear out any hurdle that stood in the way of his Olympics,” observed one city official involved in the president’s visit. That olive branch concealed a gavel—one he was about to use to lay down his rules of recovery.

Moments later, the president was in Marine One, thumping over Pacific Palisades. The helicopter’s rotors stirred the smoke that still clung to the hills. From the window, Trump looked down at ridgelines charred black and neighborhoods flattened to ash. The Palisades Fire was on its final breath in the mountains. “I don’t think you can realize how rough it is, how devastating it is, until you see it,” he said, appearing stunned. “This is like you got hit by a bomb.” It was only four days into Trump’s second term, and part of his first trip beyond Washington.

Earlier in the month, he had watched on cable news as flames tore through the Palisades, criticizing Newsom’s and Bass’s apparent failure to contain them. Allies had piled on, warning the city was unfit to host the Games and urging him to move them elsewhere. Now, as Marine One hovered above the ruins, those warnings seemed to replay in his mind, according to people familiar with his thinking. He saw more than destruction; he saw part of his legacy reduced to rubble, its recovery left to officials he believed were not up to the task. But there was no turning back. So consuming was Trump’s fixation on the 2028 Summer Olympics that, before he had even raised his hand to take the oath of office—before this chopper carried him over the Palisades—he had already met with the International Olympic Committee, pledging Los Angeles would recover swiftly so the event would go on “without a hitch.”

When they parted ways that day, the president and the governor declared themselves to be on the same page for L.A.’s recovery. They shook on it. Next it was time to make sure the mayor was too. Unity was the message. Federal, state, and city leaders had to appear as one. The IOC was watching. Trump knew that no matter how many permits had been lifted, if the ground wasn’t free of fire wreckage rebuilding would stall. What he saw from the sky proved it. And the estimated twelve to eighteen months to clear out and commence construction, he knew, was too long.

Trump had played diplomat with Newsom, but the pressure campaign was on. Next stop: Pacific Palisades, center of the inferno, and Fire Station 69, where Mayor Bass was waiting.



The station’s fluorescent-lit engine bay had been converted into a stage. Folding tables were set for a roundtable with local leaders, including the mayor. Firefighters and Republican voters—handpicked by the administration—sat in the audience. Trump and Bass were positioned near each other. They were poles apart politically, but like Newsom, Bass was connected by the desire for speed. The dispute was over what “speed” meant. Trump wanted residents allowed back onto their lots immediately, to begin clearing debris without delay. He was particularly concerned about the neighborhoods surrounding the Riviera Club according to one official in the room. “They should be able to start tonight,” he said.

“That will not be the case,” Bass quickly replied. “You know first we have to take care to make sure there’s not hazardous waste,” she added.

“Well, hazardous waste, what’s hazardous waste?” the president questioned. He appeared unaware of the critical step. “I mean, you’re going to have to define that. Are we going to go through a whole series of questions on determining what’s hazardous waste?” he said dismissively before pivoting back to the cleanup.

“People are willing to get a dumpster themselves and clean it out. I know my people,” he said, pointing to a man in the audience. “He’ll be in that thing tonight, throwing the stuff away, and it will look perfect in twenty-four hours.”

The clash tightened. “You have emergency powers, just like I do. You have to exercise them,” Trump pressed.

“I did exercise them,” Bass shot back, noting she was “slashing all regulations,” so people could rebuild fast. Homes could be built bigger—“taller” and “longer”—she said. “I want you to know we’re expediting that.” She then showed her cards. “We absolutely need your help.”

Trump seized the upper hand. “You’ve got it. You will have no permit problem. There will be zero delay.” Applause filled the bay and fueled Trump. “You have to allow people to go to their site and start the process tonight,” he pressed.

“And we will,” Bass appeared to concede. “You can come back and check.”

The optics cut one way. Trump—impatient, forceful, and surrounded by supporters—sounded like the voice of Los Angeles. Bass looked as if she was trailing behind. Her city needed federal aid, and Trump held the checkbook. She knew it and he knew it.

“People can clear their yards in twenty-four hours,” he demanded as if seeking final confirmation.

“Yes,” Bass answered. “And if individuals want to clear their property, they can,” she doubled down.

By law that wasn’t true. Only the EPA could handle hazardous waste. Yet she appeared to settle for optics of unity over issuing accurate public health guidance. The negotiation ended there. The gavel fell. The last guardrails of a recovery already being carried out in haste were lifted in a verbal agreement Trump acted on later that same day.



After the president’s advisors informed him hazardous waste was clearly defined by the federal government, the president signed an executive order to fast-track its removal. He gave the EPA one month to remove the dangerous materials from nearly seven thousand properties in the Palisades. In Lahaina, site of 2023’s devastating Maui fires, similar work on just fourteen hundred homes had taken more than four months to complete. One EPA official called the new deadline “bananas.” The president swiftly moved to bypass soil testing, instructing FEMA to stand down on protocol that had been in place for nearly twenty years. Through a series of orders, Trump collapsed the three-step clearing process from eighteen months to as little as three.

Some state officials were alarmed. “Failing to identify and remediate these fire-related contaminants may expose individuals to residual substances during rebuilding efforts and potentially jeopardize groundwater and surface water quality,” Nancy Ward, director of California’s Office of Emergency Services, warned FEMA in a letter urging the agency to reconsider. The letter changed nothing.

Governor Newsom didn’t challenge the White House directly. Mayor Bass, too, held back—an uncharacteristic silence from both. Silence gave the impression Trump, Newsom, and Bass were aligned.

Bass even followed through on her promise to let residents back into the Palisades quickly, beginning January 27. It was a risky move. The fire was still burning and wouldn’t be declared fully contained until the thirty-first. The burn zone stretched across twenty thousand toxic acres, where even the slightest disturbance could rouse a hidden hot spot. Bass’s choice cut against her instincts—and against her allies, whose warnings to slow down would soon force her to reverse course.

“I just personally don’t think we’re anywhere near ready for that,” Councilwoman Traci Park, who represented the Palisades, told the mayor. Park was worried about public exposure to ash and dangerous chemicals and debris.

“It’s premature. I don’t see the benefit of opening everything up to everybody,” added Steve Soboroff, the man Bass had charged with leading the city’s entire recovery. Soboroff would later explain he had never been consulted. The mayor had left him out of the decision.

He wouldn’t be the first person close to Bass to risk derailing the plan.





THE WHISTLE-BLOWER

Fire Chief Kristin M. Crowley, like Steve Soboroff, was interested in money too—but for her department. It had been the constant in her dealings with Bass. Since 2022, when Crowley was named chief, she had filed a dozen reports that distilled to one point: the Los Angeles Fire Department’s budget wasn’t keeping pace with growth of the population it was sworn to protect.

Since 1960, the city had nearly doubled in size while the number of fire stations had shrunk. Crowley would present the figures in neat stacks of paper and deliver the same refrain: “Aging infrastructure, surging emergency calls, and shrinking staff left the city at risk.” In her department’s response to the Palisades Fire she saw those warnings—ignored—materialize in real time. A self-fulfilling prophecy. She wasn’t one for whistle-blowing, but the fire changed that.

While the mayor’s failure to defend her first responders or acknowledge her role in a fractured response had drawn criticism, Crowley’s firefighters were now taking most of the heat. In disasters, the mayor is the conductor, bringing agencies into tune. Bass, it would be revealed, had not only been out of the country as the Palisades fire erupted but also left another critical seat in the city’s emergency response empty: the deputy mayor for public safety—a liaison during interagency activation. At the time the fires exploded, that man, Brian K. Williams, was on leave and under FBI investigation for placing a bomb threat, allegations that rattled City Hall. No stand-in had been named. With both Bass and Williams gone, the jigsaw of departments never locked into formation.

That was the breaking point. In one interview, Crowley put it plainly: the mayor failed her. Crowley maintained her department performed as well as it could; without a conductor—and without a budget to replace broken instruments and hire missing players—even good musicians fall out of time. The Palisades Fire wasn’t unwinnable. It just wasn’t fought with a properly funded and staffed playbook.

“[Bass] sought to shift blame.… The lies, deceit, exaggerations, and misrepresentations need to be addressed with the only thing that can refute them—the true facts,” Crowley would later allege.

Afterward, her phone lit with messages of support.

“I’m praying for you and your team everyday. You are an exceptional leader and we are so fortunate to have you at the helm,” texted one firefighter.

“Behind you 100%. Proud to have you as our chief,” wrote another.

“To the firefighters with boots on the ground in the Palisades, her ‘outburst’ cemented Crowley as a folk hero,” the Los Angeles Times wrote. Crowley already had folk hero status in her department after fighting flames in a fire years earlier, but now support poured in from fire departments across the country who, like the Los Angeles Fire Department, were struggling with budget cuts and growing demand. “Politicians love to say ‘do more with less’ and then play dumb when firefighters are unable to,” said one.

Then came the backlash. “I don’t know why you had to do that; normally we are on the same page, and I don’t know why you said that to the media,” Mayor Bass later scolded Crowley in her office. Crowley kept her job—for the moment. But soon she would become Bass’s target.

Mayor Bass was livid, and worried Crowley was distracting from the positive message she had worked to portray on a now underway rebuild, according to City Hall staff. The optics cast Crowley as an endearing hero up against a City Hall Goliath; left un-reined, she would own the story.

And Crowley was angry. The mayor was dodging responsibility for a fire that might have been contained before it turned catastrophic. Weeks earlier, in December, Crowley had issued her final written warning to the mayor that her department lacked the resources to face another major blaze. And leading up to the fire, the National Weather Service had issued nearly a week’s worth of warnings.

That knowledge gnawed at her. The sacrifice her crews were always asked to make. The way their courage was spent to paper over failures far above their pay grade. She thought about the quiet toll borne by the men and women she commanded. Even those who walked away from disasters physically unscathed rarely lived in peace. Rates of cancer among firefighters run far higher than among the general population, linked to years of inhaling toxic smoke. Mental-health injuries linger
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