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    To my mother and father






    You cannot put a Fire out—

A Thing that can ignite

Can go, itself, without a Fan—

Upon the slowest Night—

You cannot fold a Flood—

And put it in a Drawer—

Because the Winds would find it out—

And tell your Cedar Floor—

Emily Dickinson








    Introduction

The town had been there for a century and a half. Then one evening, in the summer of 2021, it disappeared.

Greenville was a mountain hamlet of about a thousand people, nestled in the mountainous wilderness of northeast California. The town had sprung up as a mining outpost during the gold rush, and buildings from that era still dotted its main street. The local economy was sluggish, and most residents were far from wealthy, but the community was close-knit; as one resident later recalled, “We’d go to the local grocery store and sometimes it would take over an hour to get out, just to run in and get a gallon of milk or something, because we knew everybody.” Some residents had moved to Greenville from the Bay Area in search of cheap housing, while others relished the town’s distance from urban sprawl—a writer from Greenville would later recall a social tapestry made up of “retirees, hippies, bikers, rednecks, ranchers, [and] cowboys.” Inside the valley, insulated from the mountains by a screen of trees, it was easy to forget the rest of the world.

    On the evening of August 4, 2021, one of the largest wildfires in US history breached the valley surrounding Greenville. The Dixie Fire had been smoldering for weeks nearby, but a sudden wind from the south had sent it spiraling to the northeast. It moved through the valley “like a blowtorch,” as one resident put it, destroying three-quarters of the town’s buildings in a matter of minutes. Houses erupted into fluttering tufts of flame; cars shriveled up like dried flowers; light poles and stop signs doubled over; trees dissolved into yellow air. The fire obliterated the library, the pharmacy, the baseball field where the Little League teams played, and the streets that hosted the annual “Gold Diggers” mining festival; it incinerated boxes full of family photos, heirloom rifles, children’s toys, and workaday silverware sets. A hundred and seventy years of history and memory evaporated into soot and haze.

    The disaster did not end once the fire burned out. It took months for the federal government to arrive in Greenville with emergency trailers that could shelter displaced residents. In the meantime, the refugees from the town scattered across the state to find temporary housing, forced into a wrenching exile from their homes. Greenville’s working-class residents had come to the town because it was affordable, and now they struggled to find alternative shelter elsewhere in the state: California’s housing shortage had jacked rents up to unprecedented levels even in places that had seen no wildfire damage, and many victims had to search for months before they found apartments they could afford. Some were priced out of California altogether, while others left the state by choice, terrified of living through another fire season—a few of the victims had moved to Greenville from the town of Paradise after the Camp Fire three years earlier, only to find themselves burned out again. Meanwhile, many who wanted to return to Greenville found that they lacked the means to do so. In the years before the fire, insurance companies had started to pull out of the town, telling residents the area was too risky to insure, and many victims who had lost their homes in the fire did not have sufficient insurance coverage to rebuild. They moved to nearby towns and cities instead, ten or twenty miles away, and found themselves slipping into new lives. The few hundred residents who did return found the town in a state of permanent limbo: the scarred landscape around them was haunting and hostile, frozen in the moments after the fire. The natural beauty of Greenville’s secluded valley, the affordable housing stock that had attracted artists and eccentrics, the close social ties that had bound the community together—everything that made Greenville what it was had vanished.

The destruction of this quirky mining town and the displacement of its residents function as a parable for what the next century of climate change will bring to the rest of the country. The summer of the Dixie Fire saw a series of climate calamities strike almost every corner of the United States—there was another historic fire near Lake Tahoe, a monstrous hurricane in Louisiana, a millennium-scale drought across the Southwest. Thousands of people lost their houses to a tide of storm surge, or watched their communities go up in smoke, or suffered beneath lethal temperatures. By the end of the year, one in three Americans had experienced a weather disaster of some kind.

For a long time, climate change was something to be discussed in abstract terms, something that existed in the future tense. That is no longer the case. Each passing year brings disasters that disfigure new parts of the United States, and these disasters alter the course of human lives, pushing people from one place to another, destroying old communities and forcing new ones to emerge.

    This book tells the firsthand stories of people whose lives have already been touched by climate change, who have already lost their homes and their histories to a crisis that millions more of us will soon confront. It draws on hundreds of original interviews and thousands of pages of research to show how climate disasters expose fundamental flaws in where and how we have chosen to build our communities. It also illustrates how government disaster policy and the private housing market combine to push people away from the riskiest places in the aftermath of floods and fires, creating a cycle of displacement and relocation. But this book is also a portrait of a generation of domestic climate migrants, one that is growing larger every year. These people live in every corner of the country, from the waterlogged streets of Miami to the parched cotton fields of Arizona. They run the gamut from minimum-wage workers to millionaires, from liberals in big coastal cities to entrenched small-town conservatives. Their stories range from the tragic to the comic and from the inspiring to the infuriating.

Indeed, there is only one thing they all have in common: they are moving.



The title of this book is an oblique reference to the Great Migration, the largest single migration event in American history. From the 1920s to the 1970s, more than six million Black people left the South and moved to northern cities like New York and Chicago, fleeing an economic and humanitarian crisis. They left to escape the yoke of Jim Crow, the rampant flooding along the Mississippi, and the economic stagnation of the former plantation states, and flocked to the north for good-paying industrial jobs and the promise of racial tolerance. There have been other nationwide migrations since, from the Dust Bowl exodus to the Sun Belt boom, and many of these migrations have been driven by crises and upheavals, but none anywhere near so consequential as the Great Migration: the Harlem Renaissance, the civil rights movement, and the rise of hip-hop and blues can all be traced back to this seismic shift.

By the end of the century, climate change will displace more people in the United States than moved during the Great Migration, uprooting millions of people in every region of the country. In recent years, politicians and academics have begun to use the term “climate migration,” but “migration” is not quite the right word to describe what is happening in the aftermath of disasters like the Dixie Fire. The word implies an intentional, one-directional action, but the movement on the ground is more diffuse. It is beginning everywhere, in fits and starts, and enfolding people of all races and classes. In aggregate, the movement looks less like an arrow shooting through the air and more like water churning in a pot as it reaches a boil. Hence the use in this book of the term “displacement,” which conveys the reality: these movements will be unpredictable, chaotic, and life-changing.

    This churn of displacement is occurring amid many other kinds of upheaval. Disasters like the Dixie Fire are not happening in a vacuum—they are happening to a society that is lopsided and unequal, shaped by political and economic forces. The blaze that destroyed Greenville may have ignited due to a climate-induced drought, but the town’s exodus was the product of an underfunded disaster relief system, a dire affordable housing shortage, and a broken insurance market. These same factors are fueling displacement in other parts of the country, after other kinds of disaster: climate change is applying stress to an already brittle social and economic order, widening cracks that have been there the whole time.

At the most fundamental level, displacement begins when climate change makes it either too risky or too expensive for people to stay somewhere. The disasters discussed in this book bear little resemblance to each other on the surface, but they all exert pressure on governments and private markets, whether through the financial costs of rebuilding or the strain of allocating scarce resources. As this pressure builds, it starts to push people around, changing where they can live or where they want to live. Sometimes this looks like the government paying residents of flood-prone areas to leave their homes; sometimes it looks like fire victims getting priced out of an unaffordable state; other times it looks like fishermen going broke as the wetlands around them erode. It may seem reductive to think about a planetary crisis in terms of financial risk rather than human lives, but that is how most people in this country will experience it—through the loss of their most valuable assets, or the elimination of their job, or a shift in where they can afford to live.

    The burden of this shift will not fall on everyone equally—indeed, displacement will create new cleavages between the rich and poor, the privileged and the marginalized. If the government can only spend so much money on flood walls, it might choose to protect wealthier communities with more robust tax bases; if a thousand fire victims scramble for two hundred vacant apartments, the richest two hundred renters are more likely to end up with roofs over their heads. These disasters will serve as reckonings for a society that has attempted to tame the forces of nature while leaving the provision of shelter to the whims of the market.

As more people leave their homes, patterns of displacement will emerge. The trend will begin in small towns in remote places, but over time the instability will spread to major cities and entire regions. As disasters continue to pummel our housing markets, public and private powers will push more people out of vulnerable areas, and escalating fear of danger will spur more to move of their own volition. The result will be a shambling retreat from mountain ranges and flood-prone riverbeds, back from the oceans, and out of the desert. It will take decades for these movements to coalesce, but once they do, they will reshape the demographic geography of the United States.

Even today, in towns across the country, the contours of this new national future are starting to emerge.



Among people who live in more temperate locales, there is often a tendency to gawk at people who choose to live in places that appear vulnerable to disaster, like New Orleans or the fire-prone Sierra Nevada range. In the aftermath of a hurricane or wildfire, it’s common to hear the question “Why don’t they just move?” The past few years have shown that way of thinking to be utterly misguided, as disasters have struck areas that many people considered insulated from climate risk. The summer of 2021 saw a lethal “heat dome” pass over the Pacific Northwest, killing hundreds of people. The following month, a series of devastating floods crashed through the mountains of middle Tennessee, wiping away whole towns and sweeping children away in rushing water. The month after that, the remnants of Hurricane Ida killed more people in New York and New Jersey than the storm itself did in Louisiana. That same year saw a deep freeze in Texas, a tornado squall in Kentucky, and an urban wildfire in the Denver suburbs. The climate crisis is coming for everyone.

    Even so, not all risks are created equal. There are some places in the United States that are far more vulnerable than others, places where climate risk is not occasional but existential. The towns and cities profiled in this book are among the first places in the United States where climate displacement has begun to unfold, but their stories are representative of broader trends taking hold in other places across the country. They illustrate how displacement begins at the local level in the aftermath of a disaster and widens over time to pull thousands of people into the current.

The first three chapters examine the three major forces that create climate displacement. The first and most obvious force is the ever-increasing severity of weather disasters, so we begin in the Florida Keys, an archipelago of islands pushed into a state of permanent decline by rising water. The second force is government policy; for this chapter we move to a small town in rural North Carolina, where a government buyout program emptied a historic Black neighborhood. The third and most chaotic force is the private housing market; this chapter takes place in Santa Rosa, California, where a housing shortage upended the social order after devastating wildfires.

The next two chapters explore how these forces combine to create the large-scale, long-term displacement that will characterize the next century. The fourth chapter takes place on the coast of Louisiana, where coastal erosion has threatened the survival of an Indigenous fishing village; the fifth moves west along the Gulf of Mexico to Houston, where a series of floods has ravaged the city’s urban fabric and torn its neighborhoods apart along racial and economic lines.

    The final three chapters pan out to the regional migrations that are already taking shape. The sixth chapter recounts the emerging water crisis in central Arizona, which has destroyed the region’s cotton-farming industry and has jeopardized the future growth of the Phoenix suburbs. The seventh moves east to the coastal city of Norfolk, Virginia, where rising sea levels have destabilized the flood insurance system and set the stage for a housing crash of epic proportions. The final chapter takes up the thorny question of where people displaced by climate change will land, surveying the country to chart the trajectory of the next century’s migration.

The protagonists of this story are the thousands of people who have already left their homes and communities behind; in doing so, these people have become some of the first Americans to experience what the writer Sonia Shah calls “life on the move,” a strange and uprooted existence in a turbulent world. This book tries to illuminate the climatological forces that push climate migrants out of their homes and the political and economic structures that determine where they end up, but it also tries to memorialize the many places that climate change will force us to abandon. Even in a world that is only one degree warmer, floods and fires are already destroying fragments of history and culture, and these losses are impossible to quantify. The forces that shape climate displacement may be vast and impersonal, but the experience of leaving home is always intimate, and every displacement story is also a story of personal bereavement. What gets lost when a fire consumes a place like Greenville are not just houses and streets, but floors that witnessed children’s first steps, kitchens that hosted nighttime arguments, cul-de-sacs that signaled the end of evening commutes. When a community disappears, so does a map that orients us in the world.

    On the other side of this loss, there is an opportunity. The sheer scale of displacement over the coming century forces us to reconsider our relationship to the places we call home—not only the houses we inhabit but also the land we occupy. Why have we built so many homes in places that are vulnerable to floods and fires? Why are our housing markets so unfair and unaffordable? Who gets to decide where we should and should not live? The way we answer these questions will determine what life will look like for future generations, who will have to live with the consequences of further warming. One thing is certain: The status quo is not working. Millions of people live at perennial risk of losing their homes to climate disasters. When people do lose their homes, many of them struggle to find new ones, and often find themselves in places that are worse off and more vulnerable than the ones they left behind. The government agencies and private industries designed to help them recover often push them toward further instability. There are ways to fix this broken system, to ensure that our communities are resilient to climate disasters and that our society can guarantee shelter for everyone, but first we must acknowledge how large the crisis of displacement has already become.

It has become commonplace for journalists to call climate change “the story of the century,” and it’s true that no phenomenon will exert a greater influence on American life over the next hundred years. This book is an attempt to tell the first act of that saga, to follow the displacement and upheaval that is already underway in the United States. The rest of the story is yet to be written.





    CHAPTER ONE The End of the Earth
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CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE AGE OF PERMANENT DISASTER
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Big Pine Key, Florida






I. The Big One

In late June of 2017, Jen DeMaria drove down to Key West for Tropical Fruit Fiesta, a celebration of exotic fruit hosted by her friend Patrick Garvey. She and Patrick both lived on Big Pine Key, a hardscrabble island about half an hour to the east, part of a chain of islands called the Florida Keys. Big Pine is known as a refuge for misfits, and Jen and Patrick owned businesses that matched the island’s reputation: Jen and her fiancé ran a vegan beachfront bed-and-breakfast, and Patrick tended a tropical fruit grove that had once been the property of a local hermit.

To get from Big Pine to Key West, Jen crossed a succession of barely there tropical islands dangling off the southern tip of Florida, each thick with mangroves and overrun by lizards, roosters, and endangered deer. Surrounding her on both sides was an ocean colored an almost outrageous shade of swimming pool blue, capped by billowing clouds and a crystalline sky. When she arrived at the Fiesta, she found Patrick as happy as she’d ever seen him. He was handing out pamphlets about his fruit propagation efforts, chatting with fellow horticulture experts, and serving up exotic juices with help from his friend Ukulele Tim. His wife, Angelica, and their three-year-old twin daughters were there, too, along with their dog, Bella, the whole family sweating in the afternoon heat.

Patrick had moved to the Keys from Prince Edward Island in Canada, certain that he was searching for something, but uncertain what that something was—at any rate, he wasn’t thinking about tropical fruits. He spent a few years as an investigator for the state’s Department of Children and Families before someone told him about a destitute fruit grove on Big Pine. The grove had been the property of one Adolf Grimal, a reclusive retiree who had smuggled countless rare fruits into the Keys in an attempt to build a global nursery. After Grimal died in 1997, the property fell apart, and when Patrick first saw the grove it was serving as an open-air drug den. With a single-minded devotion, Patrick tracked down Grimal’s family and bought the plot from the old man’s surviving kin, then emptied his savings to restore it. After years of pulling roots and chopping wood, his work had paid off: the grove had a healthy population of jackfruits, longans, soursops, and other fruits that existed almost nowhere else in the continental United States. What had at first seemed to Patrick’s neighbors like a futile vanity project had become a bona fide community resource—in addition to a nursery, the grove was also a living laboratory for horticultural education and a gathering place for local hippies. It was one more curiosity the residents of Big Pine Key could be proud to call their own.

That day in June of 2017 turned out to be the high point of Patrick’s life. The following month, Angelica and the twins went to Brazil to spend the fall with Angelica’s family, leaving Patrick alone to work the grove. A few weeks later, in late August, meteorologists began tracking a tropical storm system called Irma, which churned across the Atlantic with record-breaking intensity ahead of Labor Day weekend.

The Florida Keys sit a mere three feet above sea level on average, and their pendulous position in the Gulf of Mexico makes them a prime target for tropical storms. But island residents—known in local lingo as “conchs”—often adopt a defiant posture toward hurricanes, and pride themselves on sticking it out rather than evacuating to the mainland. Irma was different: the storm broke multiple records even before it hit land, maintaining Category 5 strength for sixty straight hours while still in the Atlantic. Even before the models had determined where the storm would hit, nearly everyone on the Keys packed up and left, booking hotels wherever they could find them in Tallahassee, Jacksonville, Georgia, and North Carolina. More than six million other Floridians did the same thing, pouring out of the state in bumper-to-bumper traffic that filled both sides of the highway.

At first, Patrick, Jen, and Jen’s fiancé, Harry, planned to stick it out on Big Pine with two of their other friends, but at the last moment those two friends ditched them and disappeared from the Keys overnight. By the time Jen started getting scared, it was too late to evacuate. Every gas station from Key West to Miami and beyond had run out of fuel. She and Harry decided to wait out the storm with Patrick in a beach house down the street from their bed-and-breakfast.

On September 9, after Hurricane Irma made landfall in Cuba, it veered sharply to the north and pushed toward the Keys. Like most tropical storms, Irma had weakened as it passed over land, dropping from a Category 5 down to a Category 2, but the storm now regained power as it passed over the warm waters of the Straits of Florida, strengthening into a Category 4 storm with peak winds of more than 130 miles per hour. A storm that destructive had not made landfall on the Keys in more than eighty years, and almost none of the buildings on the archipelago were built to withstand it. Multiple people later recalled watching emergency officials on television tell anyone still in the Keys to write their Social Security numbers on their arms so rescue workers could identify them if the worst came to pass.

With hours to go before the storm arrived, Patrick, Jen, and Harry realized it wasn’t safe for them to stay at the beach house. They left the house and made for the Sugarloaf School, a designated “refuge of last resort” a few islands over. There they found a scene that resembled a modern-day Noah’s ark: hundreds of people had gathered in the school cafeteria along with pet cats, dogs, parrots, and fish, all having abandoned their homes and houseboats and campers. There wasn’t a backup generator—someone from the county had arrived earlier and hauled it off.

Irma arrived at around three o’clock the next morning, slicing through the midsection of the Keys with eight feet of storm surge and winds that exceeded 150 miles per hour. The refugees at the Sugarloaf School sat on the floor of the cafeteria and listened as the roar of wind and water became first cacophonous, then deafening, drowning out all conversation. The lights shut off and the wind screamed around the building for what seemed like hours.

Then, all at once, the whole world seemed to go quiet: the tranquil eye of the storm was passing overhead. Bleary-eyed from a sleepless night, Patrick and Jen stepped outside into the early-morning light with their fellow refugees. Looking around the parking lot, they discovered that the wind had thrown palm trees onto many of their cars. Looking beyond the lot, they saw that the rest of the island appeared to have vanished into the ocean. The group rushed back inside before the opposite eye wall arrived and the gale started again.

As the storm wore itself out, the refugees at the Sugarloaf School realized they had been thrust back into the Stone Age. There was no power or phone service anywhere on the Keys, which meant there was no way for the holdouts to communicate with the emergency officials who would soon descend on the islands. They were on their own.

In the early afternoon, once the worst winds had passed, a few people in the cafeteria decided to take their chances driving back home, where they had backup generators and emergency radios. “If I’m not back in an hour,” one man said, “that means I made it.” Patrick, Jen, and Harry chose to risk it as well. Patrick took a friend in his truck and drove west to drop the friend off; Jen and Harry, meanwhile, headed east to Big Pine. They told Patrick to meet them at the bed-and-breakfast.

As Jen and Harry drove toward Big Pine, windshield wipers beating against the rain, they saw destruction that felt like something out of a dream—cars and sailboats flipped and splintered in the roadway and around bridge bases, motor homes and refrigerators cast around like bowling pins, trees uprooted and slammed through the windows of houses. At last they came to the turnoff for their street, Long Beach Drive, at the foot of which sat their bed-and-breakfast. But as Harry turned off the main road, Jen let out a gasp. There did not seem to be a Long Beach Drive. There were no homes, no street signs, nothing recognizable—only a vast chaos of debris and rushing water, a deluge of storm surge and detritus slipping back into the ocean. They gave up and reversed out to the main highway.

Patrick was waiting for them there. One of his neighbors, he told them, had given him a key to a camper where the three of them could stay for a few nights, at least until the electricity came back on. As she and Harry followed Patrick across Big Pine, Jen stared out the passenger window in shock. The damage on the island was so extensive that she had no idea where she was. The eye of the storm had missed Big Pine, passing over the Sugarloaf School a few miles west, but that wasn’t a good thing; because hurricanes rotate counterclockwise, Big Pine had been hit by the “dirty side,” which meant a devastating combination of storm surge and extreme wind. The storm had stripped the beaches of sand, flattened the inland forest, and carried away entire neighborhoods. Fallen trees had rendered many roads all but impassable, which meant there was no way to know who was out there and who needed help. When the three of them arrived at the camper, which had somehow been spared by the storm, Jen thought that the area seemed familiar, but she couldn’t place it.

Toward the end of the day, when the sky started to clear, Patrick asked Jen to go out with him for a walk. They stepped out of the camper and walked through the yard, passing over a downed fence line and into the property next door. At first Jen thought she was standing in an abandoned lot—there were tree stumps scattered across the grass at random intervals, wood and metal strewn around like bird feed. About a hundred feet away she saw a single tree left standing, denuded of leaves. Patrick was silent as they surveyed the damage.

Jen, still dazed from the shock of the storm, looked up into Patrick’s eyes.

“Where are we?” she asked.

He looked at her, his eyes blank.

“Do you really not know?” he said.

“No.”

“Jen,” he said, “we’re in the grove.”

She watched as Patrick turned and walked away, moving step by tentative step through the ruin of his life’s work.



The following day, Jen and Harry told Patrick they were going back down to Long Beach Drive. They needed to get to work fixing the bed-and-breakfast, where storm surge had punched out the entire first floor and poured dead fish through second-floor windows. They were worried about Patrick, and they wanted him to come with them. There was an intact home near the bed-and-breakfast where they could squat for a few days until temporary trailers arrived, and the waves had carried off much of the debris, which at least made the road passable. Given the state of the rest of the island, it was just about the best place they could be.

Patrick told Jen no—he was going to stay near the grove.

“I have to be there,” he told her. “I have to fix it.”

Jen was scared for Patrick, and she thought about trying to talk him out of it. He wouldn’t be able to stay at the safe house for more than a few nights, and the storm had flooded his own camper and wrecked two of his cars; going back to the grove would mean living in stifling heat without running water or air-conditioning. To make matters worse, the area around the grove was abandoned, and there would be nobody nearby who could help him with food or supplies. Patrick was undeterred—the grove was all he had, and he wasn’t going to let it slip away.

If the Sugarloaf School had felt reminiscent of Noah’s ark, Patrick’s next few months in the grove recalled the story of Job, the saga of a man tested by a vengeful God. Angelica couldn’t bring the twins back from Brazil, which left Patrick and his dog, Bella, alone on an island that felt like a ghost town. Every morning he walked out into the grove to confront a devastation that was almost incomprehensible, and every night he fell asleep alone in his battered, leaking camper, surrounded by a haze of mosquitoes.

This living situation, in addition to being intolerable, also ran afoul of the law. The Federal Emergency Management Agency, the government agency in charge of disaster recovery, had long maintained a so-called 50 percent rule for properties in flood-prone areas: if a property incurred damages worth more than half its value, the owner had to rebuild the property from the ground up, elevating it above flood level. This meant Patrick was not legally allowed to repair his camper now that the storm had destroyed it. According to the letter of the law, he had to build a new home on elevated stilts, something he didn’t have the money to do. The FEMA policy was intended to help make housing safer in the aftermath of hurricanes, but it often rendered victims homeless if they couldn’t afford to rebuild or move elsewhere, and in Irma’s aftermath it turned many survivors into squatters. In the weeks after the storm, county officials roved back and forth across the Keys, evaluating the damage to individual properties and affixing orange or red tags to the houses that had sustained major damage. If the officials caught a homeowner trying to repair such a home, they could slap that person with a hefty fine.

The grove, meanwhile, had lost much more than half its value. The few trees that hadn’t blown away had been sickened at the root by a surge of salt water, wiping out what Grimal had spent decades building and Patrick had spent half a decade rebuilding. Only one breadfruit tree had emerged healthy enough to survive on its own, and the rest had to be replanted and nursed back to health. The grove was in worse shape than it had been when Patrick found it, but this time he only had a few months to restore it; if he couldn’t anchor new plants by the time the dry winter season arrived, the nursery would perish by the spring.

Even in those first weeks, Patrick had a vision for how to rebuild the grove. He couldn’t save all of Grimal’s rare plants, but he could use the seeds from the sole surviving breadfruit tree to create a whole colony of such trees, and could sell the breadfruits to restaurants, nurseries, and amateur horticulturalists. Before he could do that, though, he had to fix the property, and that meant hours upon hours of solitary labor—hauling out dead branches and heaps of storm-borne plastic, rebuilding hutches and nursery buildings, digging and replanting ruined stretches of soil. A few locals offered to help him raise money, and a friend flew down from Washington, DC, to help him for a few weeks, but other than that, he was on his own. Everyone else on Big Pine had their own crises to deal with, and the grove was his burden to bear.

As he pieced the grove back together, Patrick tried to remember why it had attracted him so much in the first place. He had always thought of himself as a storyteller, and the grove’s mythical status had afforded him plenty of material to spin a compelling yarn. At one point, for instance, Grimal’s family had told Patrick that the old man had smuggled the grove’s lychee tree out of China, stealing a sapling from an imperial palace and sneaking away under cover of darkness, and Patrick had woven the tale into the spiel he gave during his tours of the grove. The story might not have been entirely factual, but it expressed something about the magic of the place the old man had built.

Soon that magic was all Patrick had left. By the new year he had begun to undo the damage the storm had done to the grove, but there was no undoing the damage it had done to his life. His family was nowhere to be found, he couldn’t go back to Canada for fear the grove would collapse in his absence, and his friends in the Keys had drifted apart during the harrowing aftermath of the storm. Angelica and the twins came back for a few weeks, then left again, then came back for a few weeks around the holidays. On the second visit, Angelica told Patrick that she wanted to separate—“I can’t do this anymore,” she said. Not long after, she and the twins departed for Brazil again.

Patrick soon ran out of money for repairs. He started scrounging for landscaping and maintenance jobs to stay solvent. As the rainy season ended and he struggled to coax the grove through the winter, his loneliness became all-consuming. It drowned out the progress he had made on the breadfruit and erased whatever hope he had of patching up his marriage.

Even in the spring, his misfortunes continued. Patrick had invited some local kids to the grove for a tour of his renewal efforts, hoping to show Big Pine that the grove was down but not out. As he started to give the tour, he realized he needed to move his camper out of the way. He hitched it to his pickup truck and started the engine, but as he pulled the camper forward, he heard a sound that made his blood curdle. It sounded like bones being crushed. With the children’s eyes on him, Patrick jumped out of the truck. His dog, Bella, had been sleeping underneath the camper, and he had run her over.

The final sign came a few weeks later when smoke started to drift over Big Pine. A fire that started at a homeless encampment in the island forest surged out of control, feeding on dead trees left from the storm. The local fire department was unable to contain the flames, and by the time reinforcements arrived, it had been smoldering for more than a week.

The fire came within twenty feet of the grove, but it never crossed onto Patrick’s property. Even so, it seemed like yet another omen, one more plague for a man who had already lived through death and floods. No matter how hard Patrick worked to restore order, life would never go back to normal. The disaster would never end.

II. The Last Straw

The thousand-odd islands that make up the Florida Keys are the first flock of canaries in the coal mine of climate change. In the five years since Hurricane Irma, the residents of these islands have been forced to confront a phenomenon that will affect millions of Americans before the end of the century. Their present calamity offers a glimpse of our national future.

Even though the phenomenon underway in the Keys has already altered thousands of lives in the United States, it is so poorly understood and so little discussed that it does not really have a name. Politicians call it “climate migration,” and advocates call its victims “climate refugees,” but these terms are too narrow to encompass the real scope of the phenomenon. Moreover, none of these phrases can capture the strange and chaotic way that people move in response to climate events, the mixture of voluntary and involuntary relocation that characterizes this growing exodus from vulnerable areas. The process is messier than mere migration, but more profound than mere population turnover; slower than a refugee crisis, but more drastic than a demographic shift.

As many conchs will be proud to tell you, the Keys are one of a kind: there is no other place in the world that boasts the same combination of geological, ecological, and sociological characteristics. The islands have a special, addictive quality about them, an air of freedom that leads people to turn their backs on mainland life. But the Keys are far from the only places in the country that risk succumbing to climate change over the next hundred years, and the dynamics that threaten them are the same ones that will soon threaten much of the nation.

The most obvious of these dynamics is the one that sent millions of Floridians fleeing up the coast in September of 2017. Nature is changing. Today’s hurricanes tend to be stronger, wetter, and less predictable than those of the last century. They hold more moisture, speed up more quickly, and stay together longer. It’s difficult to tell for certain what role climate change plays in any individual storm, but in the case of Hurricane Irma there is little doubt that the warmth of the Caribbean Sea made the storm more powerful, allowing the vortex to regain strength overnight as it barreled toward the Keys. As global warming continues to ratchet up the temperature of our oceans, we can expect more storms like Irma. The danger to the Keys doesn’t end with hurricane season, either: a slow but definite rise in average sea levels over the past decade has contributed to a rise in tidal flooding, leaving some roads and neighborhoods inundated with salt water for months at a time.

On their own, these natural disruptions might not be enough to push a place into a state of collapse. After all, flooding has been a problem for as long as humans have lived near the water, and the chances of a direct hit from a major storm will always be small. But there is another, more powerful dynamic that has thrust the Keys into existential danger, and that is the sheer fragility of human society on the islands. In other words, part of the reason places like Big Pine are collapsing is that they never should have been built in the first place.

For centuries, the Keys were mostly uninhabited, visited only by Indigenous hunter-gatherers or errant explorers, and they might have remained that way had a combination of historical accident and human gall not opened them up to the mainland United States. The first permanent settlement on the islands was not established until 1821, when a businessman named John Simonton purchased Key West for $2,000 at a café in Havana and traveled there to build the nation’s next great port city. For much of the nineteenth century, the region’s main industry was “wrecking,” or the salvage and sale of goods from crashed ships, a trade that made Key West the richest city in Florida. By World War I, though, improvements in ship navigation had led to a drop in the number of shipwrecks, which in turn caused an exodus toward Miami.

In the 1930s, just when the region’s economy was at its weakest, a storm much like Irma threatened to erase Simonton’s paradise. On Labor Day 1935, one of the largest hurricanes in the history of the United States barreled through the islands, killing as many as six hundred people and destroying an estimated 90 percent of permanent structures. In a strange twist of fate, the storm turned out to be the Keys’s saving grace: the commercial railroad connecting the Keys to the mainland had been so badly damaged in the storm that its owners sold the tracks to the state of Florida, which used them to complete a highway down the archipelago. The highway connected Key West to the mainland and hastened its transformation into a vacationer’s paradise, opening it up to the fantasies of bards from Tennessee Williams to Jimmy Buffett. Drifters from all over the country filtered down to lower islands like Big Pine to fish for grouper, play in amateur bands, and take quaaludes.

As Buffett’s “Margaritaville” became a jukebox staple and a generation of retirees cashed out their pensions, thousands of people around the country decided they wanted a slice of paradise. This tide of snowbirds pushed real estate development out from Key West and into the smaller islands that make up the midsection of the archipelago. To satisfy demand for new homes, developers employed building techniques that were as shortsighted as they were audacious: some sliced through seaside mangrove forests and shoved fake land out into the water, while others dredged canal networks where vacationers could park their boats. This tide of development reshaped not only larger and more populous islands, but also smaller and lower-lying spits, places where humankind had never so much as pitched a tent.

Over time the rum-soaked anarchy of the undeveloped Keys got harder to find, until finally it became isolated on and around Big Pine, one of the few major islands that managed to resist a full developer takeover. To this day, most of Big Pine is an untouched conifer forest, and many residential roads are still unpaved. This wilderness has helped suppress property values, keeping the island affordable for the line cooks, fishermen, and boat buffers who have been priced out of Key West by the tourist boom they help sustain. It has also attracted more than a few hippies, ex-hippies, and outlaws—a frequent joke is that everyone there is either running from something or toward something.

The possessive love that many conchs have for the Keys can make it hard to remember just how short and tenuous the history of the islands has been. The first significant development on Big Pine did not arrive until seventy-five years ago. Almost nobody who lives there was born in the Keys or even in Florida, and most current residents are thirty or forty years older than the neighborhoods they inhabit. Furthermore, the freebooting society that exists in these places has been threatened almost from the moment they came into being. Decades of development in the Keys have pushed rents up to New York City levels, and the much-maligned cruise ship boom has blunted the island’s Wild West spirit. If the island has always attracted people living on borrowed time, the island itself has been living on borrowed time as well.

In the five years since Irma, the bill has come due, not just on Big Pine but for the entirety of the Keys. The hurricane made undeniable what previous floods had only suggested: that climate change will someday make life in the archipelago impossible to sustain. The storm was the first episode in a long and turbulent process of collapse, one that will expand over time to include market contraction, government disinvestment, and eventually a wholesale retreat toward the mainland. Irma may not have destroyed the Keys in one stroke, but the storm ran down the clock on life on the islands, pushing their residents into a future that once seemed remote. The impulse to stay, which once bespoke a conch’s devotion to his or her adopted home, now looks a little more like denial. The decision to leave, on the other hand, which once signified surrender, now looks more like acceptance of the inevitable.



The aftermath of a major disaster looks a lot like a gold rush. Thousands of people arrive at the disaster site from all over the country representing every branch of government as well as innumerable nonprofits, charity groups, churches, private companies, and contractors. After that come the evacuees, the thousands of people who left home during the hurricane or wildfire or tornado and are now trying to return to inspect the damage. Everyone seems to be selling something, or offering something, or trying to help someone get in touch with someone else. The rush of people is so large and so chaotic that most people have a hard time figuring out who, if anyone, has the power to make things better.

The most important player, though, is the federal government, which shoulders most of the burden for responding to large disasters. At least in theory, the way it works is that the government shows up after a storm and hands out money: FEMA distributes individual grants to people in affected areas, the Small Business Administration (SBA) offers low-interest loans to help victims rebuild, and the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) pays out claims to people who have flood insurance. The feds also reimburse state and local governments for the cost of cleaning up debris and infrastructure. All this money acts to rewind time and restore everything to normal.

Things almost never work out that way, but in the Keys it was not even close. FEMA was already shorthanded after having spent the previous few weeks responding to Hurricane Harvey in Houston, and the remote nature of the Keys made it difficult for the government to bring in the requisite aid as fast as was necessary. Meanwhile, the members of Big Pine’s off-the-grid population found it almost impossible to jump through all the bureaucratic hoops required to receive federal assistance: many of them did not have a permanent residence, or did not have a deed to their home, or had never known they needed to buy flood insurance, which meant that FEMA, the SBA, and the NFIP denied their relief applications. The result was that even months after the storm, most of the island still looked like Grimal Grove: torn apart, bereft of life, ramparted on all sides by piles of stinking debris.

In the absence of government assistance, the hard work of rebuilding the island fell to a small group of hardened Piners, locals who refused to let their island remain in a state of disrepair. One of these people was Lenore Baker, a bartender at a local seafood grill who started a volunteer cleanup effort in the months after the storm. Lenore was fifty and single, and like many of her neighbors she considered leaving the Keys for good when she saw the piles of trash that lined every road in Big Pine. When at last she decided to stay, she figured she’d better take the cleanup into her own hands: she called up a few of her friends and posted on Facebook that she was going down to the main highway the next day to pick up trash. More than two dozen people showed up to help, lifting plywood boards and boat masts out of the weeds in eighty-degree heat. It wasn’t just hardened locals, either, but snowbirds who had flown down to fix their vacation homes and seniors who wanted to lend a hand. They picked up fridges full of rancid fishing chum, split cabinets with crushed china dishes inside them, and hundreds of pounds of brown sea gunk. Lenore held another cleanup the next weekend, and another one the weekend after that, and another one the weekend after that. As she and her crew worked their way along the length of US 1, they drew hundreds more volunteers.

Recovery efforts have since acquired an almost mythical quality on Big Pine. Many island residents had already been skeptical of government even before the storm, but FEMA’s shortcomings only further convinced them of the incompetence of the federal bureaucracy. As they tell it, individual heroes like Lenore are the only reason the island ever recovered, the only reason why there aren’t still piles of debris lining the side of every road.

If Lenore succeeded in restoring the body of the island, though, its spirit was still languishing. For every local who joined one of her cleanups, there were ten more like Patrick Garvey who were struggling through a dark night of the soul. As autumn gave way to winter and winter surged into a frothing spring, more and more people on Big Pine felt their grip on the island start to slip away.

Witness to this darkness was a bartender named Debby Zutant, who worked at a smoke-filled dive bar called Coconuts. Born in Syracuse, Debby is another classic Big Pine figure—she describes herself as an “extreme empath” and was once married to her half brother, whom she met in her thirties after growing up with adopted parents. Debby was among the first people back to work after the storm, and Coconuts was the first business on the island to reopen.

In the months after the storm, the men of Big Pine started to spend long hours in Coconuts, entering the bar in the middle of the afternoon and staying put until late in the evening. Once the aid organizations and church groups flew home, there was nothing left to prop up the community. There was nowhere to work, nothing to see, nothing to do but sit around and wait for aid money to arrive. Debby spent hundreds of hours in what she called “group therapy” with the Coconuts crowd during that first winter, pouring up free drink after free drink and trying to help them work through problems that seemed to get worse by the day.

The remaining Piners found themselves living in a place that was nothing like the one they remembered. The renegade spirit of the island had all but vanished: gone were the anarchic trailer park communes, the impromptu confabs in the Winn-Dixie parking lot, the earthshaking parades of the local motorcycle club. The church congregations broke up, the fishing groups disbanded. The spirit of toil and solidarity that took hold of the island in the storm’s wake soon vanished, replaced by a dread about the island’s future. Debby tried her best to keep tabs on all her customers, often calling to check on them after they left, but she could only do so much to ward off the darkness. When her customers walked out of the bar and back to their cars, the wreckage of their lives was always waiting for them.

One of Debby’s closest friends was a Coconuts regular who ran a homegrown taxi company on the island; he was what she calls “an old-school Boston gangster,” not the kind of person who is easily rattled by adversity. Before the storm he had lived in the Seahorse RV Park, a small motor home community that in many ways was the spiritual heart of Big Pine. “It was a den of iniquity, too, but we won’t talk about that,” says Debby. Like other Seahorse residents, Debby’s friend had evacuated during the storm, but when he came back, he learned that the county government had condemned the trailer park, deeming it too dangerous to rebuild. With nowhere to live, he gave up his trailer and rented a room elsewhere on Big Pine. Much of the island’s population was gone, and his taxi business slowed to a halt.

One night in February, when Debby’s friend closed out his tab at Coconuts, he left Debby a fifty-dollar tip. She came around the bar to give him a long hug.

“You’re one of my favorite people in the world,” she told him. At the time she didn’t think anything of the tip—that was just what people did for each other.

The next morning, Debby got a call. Her friend had shot himself.

As the months wore on, the dread that had descended over the island claimed still more victims. At least a dozen people committed suicide in the winter and spring that followed the storm, many of them Debby’s patrons at Coconuts. By the time summer came around and the tourist season resumed, it felt as though the Rapture had taken place on Big Pine, leaving behind only those who were desperate or crazy enough to believe they could rebuild what had once existed there. The official statistics say that just under 5 percent of Keys residents left the archipelago for good after Hurricane Irma, but between the deaths and displacements the number of absences on Big Pine felt much larger. There were still people like Patrick and Lenore straining to rebuild their lives, but the space between them seemed to have grown larger. Some days, as Debby drove around the island, it felt like she was the only one left.

III. Never Going Back Again

The term “climate migration” is an attempt to explain why people leave one place in favor of another; it assigns a primary motivation to movements that may be voluntary or involuntary, temporary or permanent. Yet even if the primary cause for an episode of migration is clear, there are still countless other factors that influence when, where, and how someone moves in response to a disaster. It’s this messiness that is reflected in the word “displacement”: the migratory shifts caused by climate change are as chaotic as the weather events that cause them. The migration that took place in the Keys after Irma was just such a chaotic displacement event: some people left by choice, but many others left because they had no other option.

For some families the decision to depart the Keys was easy. The storm was a traumatic event, more than enough to convince many people that life on the islands was too dangerous to accept. They came back home, fixed up their houses, and got out. That was the case for Connie and Glenn Faast, who left the island city of Marathon for the mountains of North Carolina after spending almost fifty years in the Keys.

“It was pretty much immediate,” Connie told me. “It’s just too hard to start over when you get older. We couldn’t risk it.”

The Faasts had lived the kind of life you can only live in the Keys: Connie worked on commercial fishing boats and in a local aquarium, while Glenn owned a boat maintenance company and raced Jet Skis in his spare time. They had stuck it out in the Keys through several major storms, including 2005’s Hurricane Wilma, which brought five feet of water to their little island and totaled three of their cars; Connie still shudders when she remembers the image of her husband wading through the water around their house with snakes climbing all over him, clinging to him for shelter from the flood. The Faasts had second thoughts after that storm, but the Keys were paradise, and besides, they didn’t know where else they would go.

When Irma came twelve years later, though, the choice was much easier. During the evacuation, it took the Faasts a week to find a decaying hotel in Orlando where they could













IV. Time and the Tide
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