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Dedication


To the survivors who shared their stories with me

at the worst possible time in their lives,

thank you.
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Prologue

She stared at the house, engulfed in flames. The tall, alternately white and bright orange spikes were licking at all of their memories, devouring them. Cheeks singed, eyes narrowed and swimming with tears, she searched the façade until, finally, she found what she was looking for, what she’d feared: on the second floor, a dark shape stood in the window. She screamed then, her whole body contorting with the effort, her throat scalded. Her cries were swallowed by the deafening cracking of wood, the whining of the house’s foundations as it threatened to collapse.

They hadn’t all gotten out.
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Water





August

The surface of Lake Anza was so still that it reflected the surrounding trees in a perfect mirror image, the sky captured cloud by cloud, the entire world in this body of water. This was Abigail’s favorite time of day: just after the crack of dawn, when the woods were quiet but for the chirps of waking birds and insects, when no one expected her to be anywhere at all. She stepped in, her body seizing as the cold enveloped her feet. Before she could change her mind, she dove, her hands, breasts, stomach, and legs slipping into the crisp water, each one of her skin cells coming alive. The shock was a welcome sensation. Too much of her life was spent feeling comfortable, she thought.

She would be turning fifty soon, and it hadn’t escaped her that in all likelihood, more than half of her life was now behind her. Her body certainly didn’t let her forget it. First, there were the hot flashes, which started last year and had only grown more intense over the hot, sticky summer nights. Then the sudden bouts of insomnia, which left her roaming the house before dawn, like a bear who’d wandered in by mistake: a little stunned, surprisingly hungry, mostly frustrated at not being able to find a comfortable position, even in her own bed. But it was the dryness that really caught her off guard—nothing a little lube couldn’t fix, but still, she wondered why women didn’t warn one another about such things. A heads-up might have kept her from scrolling manically through WebMD at one a.m., after a frustrating tussle with Taylor, to whom she had insisted that yes, she was turned on; yes, it was good for her; no, she didn’t know what the hell was going on, maybe it was stress—the usual culprit. A few impatient clicks and frustrated scrolls later, Abigail made the gratifying discovery that it was, in fact, yet another symptom of menopause. She also came across the unfortunate descriptor that her vagina was “atrophying.” When she Googled that, in turn, two definitions popped up: 1. to waste away; and 2. a gradual decline in effectiveness or vigor. Synonyms: “shrivel,” “wither,” “decay,” “wilt.” Mazel tov.

Abigail slowed her strokes, which had grown messy and fitful with her thoughts. She ducked her head underwater, felt the whoosh of a watery silence surrounding her. She opened her eyes. Even with her goggles on, she couldn’t see farther out than her hands, the murky waters rendered green by years of drought. She buried her feet into the warm mud of the lake’s bottom. Something solid, to keep her still. She popped her head back above the surface and took in the ring that ran around the lake’s edge, marking the spot where the water used to come up to, back before the rains stopped. The chalky rocks, wild tree roots, and long grass that used to be hidden beneath the line of the water were all visible now. They looked naked, exposed, like they hadn’t asked for any of this.

Fifty was the year Abigail had spent her whole life measuring herself up against. When she thought of who she wanted to be, what she wanted to accomplish, she’d used the refrain: “I don’t want to wake up at fifty and . . .” Now here she was, a couple months shy of the fated birthday, and when she took stock of it all, she wasn’t sure she liked what she saw.

She’d had grand visions for her life. An overeager law school student, she’d pictured herself as a fighter for justice, the next Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Instead, she now spent her days in the confines of a small office, drafting proposals for grants from foundations that had far too much money and even more causes competing for it. On good days, she was proud of her job. “I work in affordable housing,” she’d drop at one of the charity benefits Berkeley High parents organized each year. People oohed and aahed. So important. Yes, especially with the homeless problem around here, it’s really getting to be out of hand, yes, yes, such critical work.

But on most days, Abigail saw her job for what it really was: paper pushing against the behemoths of capitalism and Big Tech, a battle long lost. For every affordable unit built, another ten multimillion-dollar homes and luxury condos went up. One step forward, one hundred back.

Just days ago, she’d gotten word that a project she’d been working on for months—a building going up on the city’s west side, which she was trying to convert to mixed-income housing—was falling apart. She’d negotiated a unique partnership between the corporate developer, who’d built it; the city, who’d granted the land; and a local food bank, who could help identify reliable, low-income tenants. If the project succeeded, it would be the first of its kind in Berkeley, a successful public-private-nonprofit collaboration for housing (which was the kind of thing foundations absolutely ate up)—and it was Abigail’s brainchild. In time, it could be replicated elsewhere, make a serious dent in the housing crisis statewide. But then, at the last minute, the developer pulled out. They said they couldn’t possibly set aside a third of the apartments for low-income renters. They just couldn’t get the budget to add up. (Their profits wouldn’t be astronomical enough, they meant.) Maybe, just maybe, they could make 5 percent work. In a twenty-unit building, that meant one apartment. Just one, to be priced below market. And with that, Abigail’s hopes and dreams had withered into dust. So much for making a difference. Making her mark. Making something of herself.

So on days like this, at the tail end of summer, when Abigail had a moment to step out of her routine and look at the big picture, she wondered if it was enough, really. What her life added up to.

Abigail stopped swimming, feeling her heart racing. She waded back toward shore, the insides of her thighs chafing against each other as she heard her mother’s voice ringing in her head: Make something of yourself, Abby. It was a refrain her mother had repeated for as long as she could remember. The trouble was, Abigail wasn’t entirely sure what she meant.

She picked up her towel, shaking the sand off and burying her face in the soft cotton, letting the darkness engulf her momentarily. Then she dragged the towel aggressively up each of her arms and down her legs. “Make something of yourself.”

Did her son, Xavier, count? He was a senior at Berkeley High, a gem of a human. Even if the planet was overpopulated, the warming climate precipitating humanity toward a cycle of fires and floods of biblical proportions, certainly it was a net positive that she’d brought someone like Xavier into the world—so well educated, so thoughtful. He’d go on to do a lot of good one day, probably.

Abigail walked toward her car, rubbing her eye sockets and pinching the place on the bridge of her nose where her goggles had pressed in too hard. She had a good life, for fuck’s sake. Who was her mother, anyway, to decide whether she had “made something of herself”? The woman lived alone in the same brownstone in Brooklyn where Abigail grew up, four stories of empty rooms, with only her weekly shabbat dinners at the rabbi’s to look forward to.

“Make something of myself,” Abigail muttered, turning on the car with an impatient flick of her wrist. She drove out of Tilden Park, her tires kicking up clouds of dust, tossing pebbles like tiny missiles to the feet of the tall redwood trees.

A few blocks downhill, Abigail pulled into her driveway. She took in her three-story, chestnut-shingled house, the thin slice of their deck’s breathtaking view just visible from the street. Regal, deep green pines surrounded the deck then plunged down toward the miles of houses below, stretching all the way out to the bay.

If this wasn’t a successful life, she didn’t know what was. (Never mind that it was Taylor’s earnings that had gotten them this house in the first place—an anxious thought for another day.)

Abigail turned the car off and paused with her hand on the door latch, knowing what awaited her inside: Taylor’s silences, grown longer and heavier in recent months, and Xavier’s adolescent moodiness, intensifying as senior year approached. She took her hand off the door and cranked her seat back, turning the radio to NPR. She closed her eyes. Just a little while longer in the quiet.

Suddenly, her eyes popped open. She knew what she would do. Yes. She’d throw a party. A fundraiser. She’d ask her friend Marcia to host. She had a fabulous house in the hills, with plenty of space and a view to die for. Abigail could invite all her friends, the whole network of Berkeley High parents. If done right, it would only take one night to raise the money they needed to make the deal work, to subsidize the remaining apartments for low-income renters. Her organization would be thrilled. And God knew, Berkeley High parents loved an excuse to throw their money at a problem, to sleep a little sounder at night.

She’d do it on her fiftieth birthday weekend. It was still a couple months away—plenty of time to plan. That way no one could refuse her. (Taylor couldn’t very well be withdrawn, nor Xavier moody, at her birthday party.) She’d invite her mother to come from New York. She’d see just how well surrounded Abigail was, how full her life.

One had to celebrate things. Otherwise, what was life but a slow, mundane crawl toward an unavoidable end?

* * *

Right on the shoreline, where the edge of Berkeley melted into the water and the snowy egrets stood on long black legs in the shallows, where the highway’s exhaust fumes dissipated into the bay, Sunny was tossing and turning in the back of the van, waking from a fitful sleep. It was hard to keep his eyes shut, feeling the moisture gathering between his thighs, the heat pressing into his chest, a slow smothering. He needed to get these windows open.

He wriggled one arm gingerly out from under Willow’s head and pulled the other from under Aso, whose long, furry body emanated heat like a sixty-pound furnace. Crawling up between the two front seats, Sunny winced as he turned the key, started the engine, and sent the old vehicle rumbling to life. He peeked back over his shoulder. Willow pulled a pillow over her head and groaned, willing the noise away. Sunny cranked the driver’s-side window open, inhaling a sliver of morning breeze rolling in off the water. This was his favorite place to park: on West Frontage Road, just on the other side of the highway, along a semi-forgotten strip of beaches—if you could even call the ten-foot-wide patches of mud and rocky sand that. To Sunny, it was a holy respite from long days working construction under the punishing California sun. His own private peace.

He glanced at the time blinking on the dashboard: 9:14 a.m. Shit. He was going to be late. Again.

“Willow,” he said, crawling back over to the mattress in the back of the van. She didn’t budge. He dug through his gym bag squeezed up against the side door, lifting out one shirt after another and holding them up to his nose. None were clean. He took another quick whiff to find the least-rank one and slipped it on over his head. By noon, most of the guys would be sweating to high heaven anyhow.

“Willow, baby,” he said, louder. He didn’t like to wake her, knowing how her insomnia kept her up at night.

Willow shoved the pillow from her face and squinted her sleep-crusted eyes. “What is it?”

Sunny leaned over her. “Babe, you’re gonna have to walk and feed Aso. I have to get to the site before they fire me for real this time. You okay to handle him?”

“Of course I am, you fretter. Get out of here.” Willow pulled Sunny in for a kiss and then shoved him away. “We’ll be fine, won’t we, bud?” The old pit bull padded over to Willow’s outstretched arms and sat squarely on her stomach, eliciting a humph and a giggle.

Sunny paused for a moment to take it in—his two most precious beings, all cozied up.

Then he turned to leave, crawling toward the van’s back door, throwing it open. As he hopped down to the cement, he looked out over the bay. The shimmering blue water extended before him, meeting the dark, jagged mountains of Marin to one side and buoying dozens of shipping containers along the South Bay to the other. Square in the middle rolled San Francisco’s hills, dotted with tiny white and beige houses. The gray towers crowded into the city’s downtown sent a pang into Sunny’s stomach. He flashed back to the first months he’d spent there, over a decade ago, on his own for the first time, a nineteen-year-old in the cold, fog-swept city. He slept in bus stops and under bridges, hell-bent on not going back to his parents’ in Los Angeles. On the upside, that was where he’d met Willow.

Sunny finished tying the laces on his work boots and gave one last peek into the van. Aso and Willow were a pile of limbs, already asleep again. He softly shut the van doors. Jogging at a modest clip, he could get to the job site by ten a.m. He’d be an hour late, but it was nothing his supervisor couldn’t let slide. He’d gotten away with worse before—not showing up at all some days, when Willow had one of her episodes and try as he might, Sunny couldn’t get her to rise from bed, or even muster the will to eat. When she was like that, Sunny didn’t leave her side. Not after the one time he had and he’d come back to find her . . . He didn’t like to think about it.

Jogging up University Avenue, past the rush of commuter cars and caffeine-desperate workers waiting in line outside cafes, Sunny spotted from afar the new high-rise being built on the west side. Its windows glistened in the morning sun, a golden promise.

Months ago, Jo from the food bank had suggested he and Willow apply for a place there. Apparently, the building was willing to rent out some apartments at affordable rates, if the tenants came recommended. Willow filled out an application, and Jo said they’d hear back soon. Sunny played along, not believing for a second that they’d get it. That’s not how things usually worked out for them.

But he had to admit, eyeing the building shooting up toward the sky, hugging the edge of the bay, the idea thrilled him. Their own place. Finally. A bed to stretch out in. A bathroom with a shower. Some privacy. Some quiet. A safe, stable place for Willow to get back on her feet.

Sunny didn’t believe in God; no higher power he trusted would allow what they’d been through. Still, he prayed. Silently, barely even admitting to himself that that’s what he was doing. He prayed they’d get the apartment. Some ease. A chance at something better.

He fiddled with the locket hanging from a chain around his neck. When he pushed it in at the sides, it clicked open to two tiny pictures: one of him and his mom, when he was about five years old, backdropped by a fake, cloud-filled sky from a strip mall photo booth in downtown LA; and one of Willow, her mouth cracked open wide, midlaugh, from the days after they’d first met. They were two young runaways with no family, no home, no money—just an instant connection and the same magnetic pull to dream. If he had known then all the ways life would conspire to fuck with them, would he have kissed her as they climbed to the peak of Mount Sutro to gaze at the full moon? Would he have married her in a makeshift ceremony on China Beach, Aso as their only witness, shivering in the wind, exchanging lockets and swearing to each other: “It’s us against the world”? Hell yeah, he would.

After he got to work (apologizing half-heartedly to his boss, who underpaid him because he was still part-time and not a member of the union), Sunny watched the cement pour out of the mixer, lulled by its slow oozing into the foundation of the new house. He cursed himself for forgetting to bring a second T-shirt to soak in cold water and throw over his neck. The afternoon was turning into the kind of hot that made his skin feel like it was sizzling, the beating sun penetrating his pores, every drop of sweat instantly evaporating and leaving him coated in a thin crust of salt. As he moved over to lift a long, wooden plank, balancing it over his shoulder to carry it into the backyard, Sunny felt like his limbs were moving through molasses, the air thick with the weight of the sun’s rays. Tossing the heavy beam to the ground, Sunny wiped his brow and looked at the partially built house.

It would stick out like a sore thumb in this neighborhood. The modern, sleek black paneling made for an uncanny contrast to the older, shingled homes surrounding it, with triangle roofs and wild yards. Sunny knew most of the new houses were being built like this, rectangles with sharp edges and glass panes. No more rounded window nooks or built-in bookshelves. It made him sad for a reason he couldn’t quite put his finger on. He wondered if the new owners would get curtains to block passersby from gazing into their house through the floor-to-ceiling windows, or if that was the point.

As he walked around the edge of the freshly painted pool, empty of water, Sunny imagined the future residents filling it to the brim despite the drought. They would dive in headfirst and swim lazy laps before settling at one end, sipping on a cold drink. He wondered if they’d pause for a moment then, feeling the refreshing tang of lemonade fizzling on the backs of their tongues, listening to the chorus of jays in the surrounding elms. If they’d think about the workers whose sweat had dripped into the slats of their wood floors, whose skin cells were embedded in their windowsills.

* * *

In the heart of the city, around the corner from Martin Luther King Jr. Civic Center Park, where a drum circle met on Thursdays and the farmers’ market on Saturdays, inside the massive, stark white building of Berkeley High, Mar walked down the hallway thinking that this school was both not as bad and worse than she had imagined. Not as bad because the twelfth-grade classes weren’t, as she’d feared, any harder than the junior-year ones at her old school in San Jose, nor did her classmates appear to be any smarter. But also worse, because Mar somehow hadn’t anticipated just how much it would suck to be the new girl in her last year of high school.

At her old school, Mar felt like herself: confident, walking around in giggling, arm-linked packs with her friends, boldly challenging teachers in the classroom. Here, she was a ghost of herself. Other students called out one another’s names in the halls, collided in dramatic hugs and fist bumps after summer break, and Mar floated through them, showing up late to class because she couldn’t find the room, eating lunch in the park to avoid being the loser sitting alone in the cafeteria. How quickly her sense of self evaporated when the people who’d always known her weren’t around.

Mar ducked into the bathroom, which was mercifully empty, and pulled out her phone. She considered calling her mom, telling her that this was all a terrible mistake—she shouldn’t have moved to her dad’s in Berkeley, she should just come back to San Jose, where she’d grown up and they’d all been happy all those years ago, before her dad fucked up and her parents split. But she also knew how hard her dad had fought to get her here, how he’d spent over a year on a waitlist for rare affordable housing in North Berkeley, just so she could attend the prestigious local public high school he taught at, so she could spend her senior year there, in time for college applications.

Mar tucked her phone back into her pocket with a determined shove. She was going to make herself some friends, goddamn it. It couldn’t be that hard.

She marched across the hall into the office of the dean of student life. After waiting impatiently for the bored administrator behind the desk to lift his eyes to meet hers, Mar asked for their list of clubs. The gray-haired man arched his bushy eyebrows and wordlessly pushed a stack of pamphlets across his desk. Mar smiled tightly and tucked them under her arm, moving to sit in a chair in the corner of the office. She splayed them out in her lap and set aside basketball, soccer, and softball. The only cardio she did voluntarily was dancing. She flipped more slowly through the leaflets for debate club and the school paper—much more her vibe. But it was a bright green pamphlet that caught her eye, slipped between the theater club brochure and one for competitive knitters: birdwatching.

Ever since Mar was little, she had always felt freest outdoors. Back when her family was still whole, Mar and her parents would drive down to Santa Cruz on weekends. They’d lie side by side on their matching striped towels, each holding a book strategically positioned above their head to block the sun while they read. Mar and her mom would eventually get up to wade at the edge of the ocean, never swimming—the Pacific was way too cold for that—but letting the tide dig their feet into warm puddles. When the sun set, the sandpipers would come out. The small brown-and-white birds descended onto the water’s edge, marching together by the dozens in their pitter-patter way, scurrying along the damp shoreline, rushing away as the waves came in. Mar was always mesmerized by their synchronized movements, by the assuredness of their unity.

Birdwatching it was, then.

The next day, she stood outside the classroom door and felt her armpits break out in sweats. Maybe the other students would be weird. Scratch that, they would definitely be weird. What had she been thinking? She glanced in the window, checking her hair in the reflection. She caught the eye of a boy sitting inside. He waved. Shit. No turning back now.

Tucking her curly brown hair behind her ears, she stepped in. The boy who’d been eyeing her had a small smile tugging at the corner of his lips. The others sat in a circle of desks, turning simultaneously to take her in. Mar swallowed the nerves balled up in her throat.

“Um, hey, this is bird club, right?” She looked desperately over at the teacher, who sat behind a desk near the whiteboard and didn’t bother to raise her eyes from the book in her lap.

“Birdwatching club,” said a girl with long silver hair and dark eye makeup. “Five bird nerds and Ms. Plummer, who couldn’t tell a heron from a crane if it stole the romance novel out from her hands.”

“Hilarious, Lena,” Ms. Plummer said, still not raising her eyes from the page. She gestured vaguely at the middle of the room, presumably for Mar to take a seat.

The boy who’d been staring pulled a desk over to his side, swiveled it around to join the circle.

“You new here?”

He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and cocked an eyebrow.

Mar felt a response come to her lips and then, to her horror, nothing came out.

The boy’s legs were spread wide like the classroom was his. He was annoyingly hot.

“I’m Xavier,” he tried again. He twisted a finger through the ends of his Afro absentmindedly.

“Mar,” she finally managed.

She pulled her backpack into her lap and then, realizing she was gripping it so tightly the blood vanished from her fingertips, she placed it slowly on the floor.

“I just moved here,” Mar said. “From San Jose. My dad is Gabriel Amado. He teaches—”

“No way! You’re Mr. Amado’s daughter?” Lena said excitedly. “I’m in his social studies class. He’s the chillest teacher here. Except for Ms. Plummer, of course,” she added loudly.

Ms. Plummer snorted and kept her eyes on her book.

Lena gave her a rundown of the club: they met once a week after school and tallied any new bird sightings. Sometimes they shared articles about local migration patterns or climate threats. On weekends, they went for hikes in Tilden Park to birdwatch. And they kept a running log of all the birds they’d spotted, as well as the elusive ones they still hadn’t managed to lay eyes on.

Mar stayed quiet for most of the hour, observing. Lena and Xavier argued about the merits of the scrub jay (blue wings, white belly, wicked caw) versus the Steller’s jay (blue wings, black belly, sick mohawk). Lena let out a loud cry, imitating the sound of a crow she’d come across on her way to school. The others burst out laughing, and Mar’s stomach clenched with jealousy at their obvious ease with one another. And then, to Mar’s surprise and intense secondhand embarrassment, the others broke out into their own chorus of caws, hoots, and trills, imitating other birds. Xavier caught Mar’s eye and hooted. They were definitely weird, but maybe they were just the kind of weird she needed.

At the end of the hour, as everyone got up to leave, Mar heard a loud crack. She cast her eyes down to the floor and spotted a journal, a messy scrawl of notes and sketches peeking out from between its folds. Without thinking, she reached down and brought the book into her lap. Turning the pages slowly, she gaped at the intricate detail of an eagle’s crooked toes curled around a branch, the long beak of a sandpiper dipping into the receding tide.

“Ahem.”

Mar glanced up to see Xavier standing above her, his hand held out.

“Oh, sorry,” she stammered, handing the book over. She immediately regretted her apology, hearing her mother’s voice in her head telling her never to apologize unless she’d actually done something wrong, especially to a boy. He was the one who’d dropped the book, after all.

“Like what you see?” Xavier said, grinning.

Mar remembered herself and raised an eyebrow.

“It’s all right, I guess,” she said, tossing her backpack over her shoulder.

Xavier’s smile wavered as she turned and walked out of the room. She knew how to deal with cocky boys. She might need new friends, badly. But this guy . . . The last thing she needed was the kind of distraction he would be.

Mar had promised herself before the year started, if she was going to change schools and upend her whole life, it had to be for one reason: she was going to get straight As, write a killer application, and get into her dream college. She had her eyes on the climate justice program at Brown University. She just had to stay focused. Less boy drama, more AP Bio.

“So, Mar—is that short for something?”

Xavier jogged up behind her.

“Kind of,” she said, scanning the numbers on the long hall of lockers. “My dad’s mom was Maria del Sol. But I’m just Mar.”

“That’s cool,” Xavier said, adjusting his stride to fall into step beside her. “And you live around here?”

“Like a mile away, maybe?” Mar said distractedly. What was her locker number again? Thirty-five, thirty-seven? “It’s, like, a couple blocks from Cheese Board pizza.”

Ah, thirty-nine. She remembered because that was her parents’ age.

“No shit! That’s pretty close to my house, actually,” Xavier said, leaning against the locker next to hers.

“Cool.” Mar jammed the key into her lock, jiggling it. Damn thing never opened when she needed it to.

“Yeah, I live up in the hills,” Xavier said. “Maybe we can walk home together sometime. I’ll show you the best boba on Shattuck.”

Mar wriggled the key again, tugging down on the lock. Nothing. She groaned.

“May I?” Xavier said.

Mar stepped back. She watched Xavier’s long fingers—smooth and delicate—play with the lock. Within seconds, she heard a click.

“There,” he said, dropping it into her hand, their palms meeting a beat longer than was necessary. “So I guess I’ll see you around?”

“I guess so,” Mar said.

As Xavier walked off, his jeans hugged his legs in all the right places. Mar shook her head. Don’t go there.





September

The heat took its toll on the city, emanating up from the sidewalks, hanging in the air, drying the leaves and crackling the trees as they swayed in the wind. Tilden Park, usually an iridescent green bursting with eucalyptus groves, towering pines, and ferns filling the forest floor, was now a swath of patchy yellows and eerie grays.

Taylor ran on a secluded trail, bathed in sweat. Her steps left lines in the dusty, orange soil, pressing her footprints onto the earth’s chapped lips.

She was thinking of how to break it to Abigail that she wanted to leave her.

“Honey, I’m not happy anymore,” Taylor tried aloud. Too vague.

“Abby, if you hum when you chew your food one more time, I’m going to rip out your vocal cords with my bare hands.” Too dramatic.

Climbing uphill, the tension building satisfyingly in her thighs, her feet leaping over gnarled roots and stray branches, Taylor debated whether she should hold off until next summer, when Xavier would be headed to college, or just break it to Abigail now. Certainly, she could wait until after Abigail’s birthday fundraiser shindig in a few weeks—she owed her wife that, at least. It annoyed Taylor to no end that Abigail had decided to turn her birthday, usually a quiet family affair, into a work event. But who was she to stop her wife from raising money for a good cause? She said nothing. Or rather, she said, “Sure, that
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