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Dedication

To everyone who knows how it feels

to face steep waves of change.
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Once the wave comes in,

whatever was written in sand

is gone.

And everything

is written in sand.

So every day

is a clean, bright slate.

Who you were,

who you are,

who you want to be—

these are waves,

each bringing a new start,

each holding an ocean

of possibility.

Go on, then,

young one,

dear one.

Write something new

in the sand.

—Etta Kahana
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Where There Is Smoke

I learned this great calm-down trick recently. It was at the end-of-the-year seventh-grade dance, back in Houston, which is where I live during the school year with my mom and stepdad.

I didn’t want to go to that dance, by the way. I mean, of course not. But Mom made me.

I was lucky Mr. Parris was there. He noticed me rocking in a dim corner of the gym, hands over my ears, banging my head on the wall, while Taylor Swift’s “Shake It Off” roared and everyone screeched and danced. You know things are bad when you can’t shake off “Shake It Off.” But Mr. Parris, he’s one of the special ed teachers, so he saw, and he got it. He led me out into the empty hall, leveled his big brown, tired, reproachful, baggy old teacher eyes at me, and said, “Maudie, you’re in sensory overload.”

No s___, Sherlock, as Mom likes to say.

I didn’t say that out loud, of course. I would never talk rude to Mr. Parris. I’m not that kind of person. But anyhow, that’s when he taught me the trick.

Mr. Parris grabbed a piece of paper off the deserted entry table and offered me a chair. “Here’s what you do, Maudie,” he said. “I want you to write down what you’re feeling from all your five senses. See how many you can list. And don’t forget to breathe. Deep and slow.”

When I started writing, a whole avalanche of stuff poured out of the pen.

There’s this theory of autism that’s called intense world theory. It basically says that the world feels different to us. A deluge of sensory stuff. Everything’s too loud, too bright, too prickly, too much. Intense world theory makes a lot of sense to me, because I always feel like I’m drowning in sounds, smells, and visual flashes—churning in waves of too-muchness.

Back at that school dance, the calm-down trick of cataloging all the too-muchness helped. I was able to make some sense of the sensory overload.

But I have to say it now: that noisy dance?

It was nothing. It was a flea of nothing. Utterly nothing at all, compared to the too-muchness of right now.

Because right now, I’m sitting in an emergency shelter. I’m in Molinas, California, the little town in the Santa Cruz mountains where my dad lives. It’s where I spend every summer. I flew here only yesterday. Mom put me on the six a.m. flight from Houston, shouting commands to the flight attendants (She looks more capable than she is—you have to watch her!) while I squirmed with embarrassment.

It’s hard to become a capable person when your mom is always reminding the world that you’re not.

And it was only yesterday afternoon, when Dad picked me up at the San Jose, California, airport. He was standing by our usual pillar, waiting. Arms crossed, shaggy hair, rumpled flannel shirt, blue eyes twinkly as ever.

“Hey, Mouse,” he said, pushing off the pillar and taking my roller suitcase and backpack. “Missed you.” We exchanged a smile and a warm glance. “Truck’s this way.”

Dad’s like me. Doesn’t talk much.

I’ve never talked much, as a rule. But this past year, I’ve really gone silent. See, I have this secret I’m supposed to keep, now. It feels like I’ve swallowed a burning lump. And I’m trying to keep it locked away, like, behind a tiny door in my chest.

But when I speak, sometimes I can feel the door rattling.

I know I need to someday get to the point where I can talk about the things that are too hard to think about. Even though I’ve kind of promised not to. If that makes any sense.

Anyway.

I always spend summers in Molinas with Dad—that’s the rule. School years with Mom (and now also with Ron) in Houston. Summers with Dad in Molinas, in the mountain cabin he built himself. I wait all year for this. For summer with Dad in the cabin. It’s the one place in the world I feel totally, completely at peace. Yesterday, I got off that plane feeling such sweet relief. The burning lump felt nonexistent. I felt safe.

Safe . . .

Ha.

Now everything is upside down and dark.

And all thoughts of a peaceful summer with Dad have turned to ashes.

I am not using a metaphor, here. I am talking about actual, physical ashes.
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Wowowowowowowowow

The Molinas emergency shelter is packed with stressed-out neighbors, grim-looking police, and frantic aid workers handing out things like water bottles and crinkly silver emergency blankets.

It’s not cold, but I can’t stop shivering.

There’s an old clipboard perched on a table under a stale coffee cup left over from some meeting. I take it with me to one of the cots the volunteers have set up. Its thin blue mattress crunches underneath me; it feels like it’s filled with plastic pellets.

I unclip an old paper from the clipboard and turn it over. And just like Mr. Parris taught me, back at that noisy dance, I do his calm-down trick. I start to catalog the too-muchness.

SMELLS

stale coffee

stale soup

industrial carpeting

body odor

ashes

smoke

fabric softener

SOUNDS

kids crying

a couple arguing in staccato Spanish

an old man coughing and hacking up something wet and gross into a Kleenex, ugh

some lady shouting “Who took my phone? Who took my phone?” over and over

distant sirens: wowowowowowowowowowowwwwwwwww

TOUCH

this silver emergency blanket, which feels like slippery aluminum foil

this sweaty plastic-pellet mattress under my butt and legs

burning eyes, like my lashes are gunked with hot grit

headache, blaring and pounding at my temples like a vise

a strange iron-band feeling around my chest, keeping me breathless

B R E A T H E

B R E A T H E

B R E A T H E . . .

SIGHTS

the curve of my dad’s back

He’s just sat down at the other end of this cot, facing away from me, knobby elbows on bony knees. I see the bumps of his spine through his thin green T-shirt. I want to put my arms around his neck and hold on tight and have him fly us right out the grimy basement window to somewhere safe.

He’s usually a pretty scruffy guy, but after what we’ve been through today, he’s really rough looking. His thick blond hair sticks out in tufts, and his face is oily and grim. I can smell his BO. His knee is jitter bobbing up down, up down, up down—I tend to do that, too. A stim, a knee-bob stim. He scratches the back of his head and keeps texting.

“Do you have to tell her?” I say.

“We have to let your mom know, Maudie,” he murmurs.

“Can’t we just wait awhile?”

I like to believe in the magic of not-talking-about-things—if we swallow them down and lock them away and forget about them, then maybe they won’t really be true.

First of all, we’re safe, Dad texts, ignoring me.

I mouth the words silently—we’re safe, we’re safe, we’re safe—shift them around on my tongue, tap the rhythm of their syllables by chattering my back teeth together. It’s a thing I do, another kind of stim. But I can’t find a way to make the words we’re safe feel right to me.

I keep reading Dad’s text over his shoulder. We’re at a shelter. Maudie is fine. We’re fine. His thumbs hesitate. But we had to evacuate due to wildfire.

Due to wildfire. I repeat it to myself. Due to wildfire. Due to wildfire. Due to wildfire. Due to wildfire. Due to wildfire.

If you whisper repeat something over and over, often the words lose their meaning entirely and turn flat like ashes in your mouth.
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Rosie’s Diner

In the Before Times (just this morning!), Dad and I were having our summer kickoff celebratory brunch at Rosie’s Diner downtown. We always go to Rosie’s for breakfast on my first full day in Molinas. We’ve done it for as far back as I can remember. It’s our thing.

The table was pleasantly crowded with plates and cups—coffee for Dad, hot chocolate for me, two sides of bacon, scrambled eggs, hash browns, and the world’s best cinnamon French toast dolloped with whipped cream.

The diner was filled with a familiar clink of plates and low murmur of coffee-sipping folks, and Dad was happily describing some of the latest pieces he built—he’s a great carpenter and he can build just about anything. But he likes to design unusual, artsy, cool stuff best of all. He was telling me about an order of really fancy bar stools he’d just made for some big winery. Fifty of them! They’d taken him months and months, and they were all done, waiting in their shipping boxes in his workshop by the cabin. He couldn’t wait to show them to me—and I think he also couldn’t wait to get paid for them.

Anyway, so, he was telling me about the stools, and about a book he was reading, and some show he was watching, and some thoughts he was thinking . . . typical Dad monologue, bits of this and that, all delivered in his quiet, gentle, wandering way of talking.

Then he stopped. Took a sip of his coffee, squinted at me. Like he was really focusing in. “Something’s off with you,” he said in a slightly sharper voice. “What is it, Mouse?”

I fidgeted in my seat. Fluttered my fingers. Rubbed my right thumb hard across my left palm, over and over, this thing I do when I’m nervous. Tried to turn the talk back to him.

But Dad wouldn’t be put off. Those blue eyes bored into my soul. “Seriously, Mouse. You okay?”

I kept shoving French toast in my mouth so it would be too full to talk.

Dad got a mischievous gleam in his eye. “Or are you just being all teenagery and thirteen on me now?”

Mom’s voice hissed inside my head: It’s nobody’s business. The threatening, desperate look in her beautiful eyes.

I stared at my plate. One of those heavy white diner plates, with a dark green line around the rim. I love how indestructible diner plates are. This one had splotches of dried egg on it, though—a hot-yellow mess. I pointed to my full mouth, pretended to struggle to chew.

Dad was scanning me way too intensely, and it was making me jittery.

“Really, Mouse. You all right?”

I nodded violently. “Fine!” I said through a lump of French toast. “I just have to go to, uh . . .”

Then I excused myself to the ladies’ room. I was sure I was going to throw up.
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The Molinas Cabin

I’ve been spending summers with Dad ever since I was four, the year my parents got divorced. I wasn’t upset when they split. I was too young to think or do anything but accept it.

Same deal about a year and a half ago, when Mom started dating Ron. That, too, felt like just another wave of change washing over me. Wave after wave. More and more things to accept, to let happen to me. Life has always felt like I’m just a spectator, along for the ride.

When Mom and Ron got married, it was a positive change, in one major way: it solved Mom’s money worries. And it got us out of our sad, shabby, roach-infested apartment, and into Ron’s super luxury condo in a golf resort. Ron loves golf. So now my mom loves golf, too. Whatever Ron likes, she likes. Whatever Ron does, she does.

I hate golf, and I hate that condo. It’s all hard surfaces and sharp corners, marble and glass and something underfoot called terrazzo, which is hard as rock—your teeth jitter and your heels hurt when you walk across it barefoot—and you do not want to fall or hit your head on that floor. Take it from one who knows.

Dad’s cabin in Molinas, on the other hand, is all honey pine woods, sunny windows, and overstuffed chairs you can flop into any way you want. There’s a cast-iron woodstove in the corner, and bookshelves that Dad built himself, with fancy carved animal designs along the top. They’re crammed with dusty books and wooden toys he’s carved for me through the years.

There’s an old record player, a row of scratchy-sounding albums, and Dad’s ukulele, which he’s terrible at playing, to be honest. Soft old quilts made by Grandma Carmen cover the beds. I never got to meet Grandma Carmen because she died around when I was born. But I feel like I know her, because Dad talks about her so fondly.

In front of the stove, you can put your feet up on a sturdy old coffee table Dad built when he was in high school. Dad’s been building things out of wood his whole life. I wish I had something that I loved to do as much as Dad loves to make beautiful things out of wood.

So you see, my Texas life is kind of cold and hard, and my Molinas life is warmer and simpler. Dad doesn’t care how many stuffed animals I put on my bed, or if I sleep with a nightlight, or if I spill milk during dinner, or forget to bring my plate to the sink now and then. He doesn’t shame me for reading picture books, or making blanket forts, even though I’m technically too old for that stuff, at thirteen and a half.

Ohhhh, there are so many reasons why summer at the cabin with Dad is my favorite time. And the very first day of summer at the cabin feels like the best day of the year.

Anyhow, so.

After Dad had paid the bill for breakfast at Rosie’s, and we were driving back up the mountain toward home, we went around a bend and suddenly saw a big fire truck parked across the road. Its siren made a quick, earsplitting WHOOOP!!!

I shrieked and covered my ears.

Dad stopped the car.

“Stay here, Maudie,” he said. He got out and went up to one of the firefighters by the truck. Just as he and Dad started talking, a superloud message boomed out of the PA system. “ATTENTION, RESIDENTS! EVACUATION IN PROGRESS!”

Each word made my ears feel like they’d been punched.

The firefighter was shaking his head grimly and pointing back down the way we came. I looked around and noticed that cars were starting to appear on the roadway, nosing out of their long driveways among the trees. (Where Dad lives is up at the end of a long, winding, mountain road.) Some firefighters in yellow coats were directing traffic, waving these people out.

Dad got back in our truck, his face suddenly pale. “Hold on,” he said, and screeched us into reverse.

“What is it?” I said, my hands still over my ears.

“Wildfire up the road. Growing fast.”

Fire.

The word ignited a flash of pure fear.

And worry. An ember of doubt and worry

also sputtered into life

and lodged into a corner of my brain.

By the time we got back down to the main road, more fire vehicles and firefighters were milling about. They’d made the road all one-way heading downhill back into town—except for a lane on the far left, reserved for engines coming in, sirens blaring.

I twisted around in my seat and saw a fringe of flame behind the ridge. Smoke was creeping, acrid, into my nostrils. Inside I felt weirdly disconnected, not really there—just observing it all from outside my body.

Firefighters and police waved everyone on. Keep driving, keep moving, go, go, go! We jostled for position like bumper cars, frantically trying any which way to get up onto the main road—all trying to merge at once. Dad was swearing and muttering and sweating. Finally, we got our turn, and joined the parade.

The worst moment was when the road took a bend, and we came to a section where dry grass was burning right up to the guardrail. Smoke, soot, leaping flames, flying ash—I felt the heat right through the metal truck door. I had to lean away from it to keep my arm and shoulder from being burned.

I started breathing way too fast. For the first time, I was afraid Dad’s truck might catch fire. “Put this over your head!” Dad yelled, shoving his jacket at me. Then, from behind us: BOOM! Something exploded. What was it? A propane tank? A car full of people? I closed my eyes, clapped my hands over my ears, and rocked, rocked, rocked. I tried to think of something, anything, that would help.

What would good old Mr. Parris tell me? Maybe to think of something calming, instead. I thought about swimming in cool water.

And somehow, slowly, our caravan of cars all made it down the hill into town. We made it to this shelter. The one I’m in right now, right here, sitting on this blue, sticky emergency cot. We are “safe.”

Is this what safety feels like?

I try hard to convince myself the answer is yes.





A worry burns in me

with crackling, hissing heat.

A worry flickers in me

like stubborn candle flame.

Forget it!

Douse it!

Drown it out!

I thought my summer would be safe.

That I’d left all my troubles behind in Texas.

But maybe troubles trail along with me

like sparks along a fuse.

Maybe I’m the trouble.

Bad luck all the way around.

What if there is no safe place

for me to be?
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Accursed

At the shelter, Dad shifts away on the blue cot, cupping his big hand around the phone, trying to keep me from hearing Mom’s panic-loud voice. But words sneak through.

“She’s incapable! . . . too much for her! . . . she can’t handle this!”

Yeah, those are words I’ve heard before.

Dad’s blue eyes have no twinkle in them now; they’re dull and flat. He hands me the phone. “She wants to make sure you’re all right,” he mutters.

“Maudie!” Mom shrieks. “See, this is what’s wrong with California—if the earthquakes don’t get you, the wildfires will! It’s an accursed place.”

Texas just suffered a massive hurricane and historic flooding, and hundreds are homeless and missing there. Terrible pictures have been all over the news for weeks. But Mom would never call Texas “accursed.”

“And what was your father thinking, taking you to a shelter?” she says. “Couldn’t he at the very least take you to a decent hotel for the night? You can’t handle a shelter, for crying out loud! Your sensory issues must be—I mean, you can’t even handle—can’t even handle—”

I hold the phone a little farther from my ear.

“He’s so incapable! I mean, your father’s not great at handling— Do you know he just told me he doesn’t even have fire insurance? How could a grown man living where he lives not have fire insurance? Can you imagine?”

I don’t know what fire insurance does, exactly, but not having it truly doesn’t sound good.

“Welp, I suppose that’s it. There’s no way around it.” Mom’s voice is heavy, flat. “Ron and I are just going to have to cancel our cruise. We’re going to have to go out to accursed California to get you and bring you home instead. That’s all there is to it.”

My heart ignites in a fiery protest.

No, no, no, no, no . . .

I hear a deep loud growl in the background of the phone.

“Hold on a sec,” Mom says. “Ron wants me.”

I hear some of Ron’s rumbling words: “impossible” and “nonrefundable.”

I feel a little droplet of hope.

Ron and Mom have been planning an eight-week-long luxury cruise for this summer, while I’m away. It’s meant to be their belated honeymoon, and Mom’s been looking forward to it all year. There are very, very good reasons I would hate for them to miss their trip.

I eavesdrop on Mom and Ron, still squabbling a bit. I’m feeling short of breath. I squeak out, “Don’t cancel! Please! I’m fine! We’re fine!”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Mom snaps. “Your father’s not equipped to handle you in a crisis.”

Why is she always against him? Anger flashes in me. I clear my throat. “He is equipped! We’re fine—I’m fine, and we’ll handle it! Don’t cancel your trip!” I am grasping at mental straws. What can I tell her? How can I convince her? “Mom! How about if you give Dad twenty-four hours to sort it out? I’m fine and safe right now. Dad can take care of it! He will figure out a summer plan for us! And it’ll be fine.”

She sighs. “Maudie, I do believe that’s more sentences than I’ve heard you string together all year. And here you are, issuing me an ultimatum. Just who do you think you are, missy?” Then she’s silent for a moment. “Put your father on.”

I clutch Dad’s arm as I hand him the phone. I make serious, deep eye contact. I put maximum pleading power into my eyes. “Whatever happens, please, Dad, I have to stay with you.” I say it in the most intense voice I can muster. “I have to.”

Dad’s eyes narrow. He looks confused. I lock my gaze on his and form each word carefully. “When it’s summer, I stay with you. No matter what. That’s the rule. Summers with you. Please. It’s important. A promise is a promise and has to be kept. Even Mom believes that.”

Dad heaves a sigh. He squeezes my shoulder. Then he takes the call out to the corridor.

On the other side of the room, a family is gathering their things together. The parents each carry a sleeping toddler as they walk through the open double doors to a minivan parked outside. An old lady in a pink sweater—the grandma, probably—swoops them all into her arms; and now they’re all talking and crying at once, hugging and wiping their eyes as they pile into the van. Off they go, red taillights bright as Christmas.

Imagine having someone like that grandma to come and pick you up. To love you like that. Grandma Carmen probably would have, if she hadn’t died. As for my other grandparents, Mom’s parents? I doubt it. Of course, I’ve never met them. The only thing Mom’s told me about them is “We’re better off without them around. They were bitter, difficult people, Maudie. I haven’t had it easy.”

I felt sorry for Mom then.

Out in the hall, I can hear Dad—he’s raised his voice a bit. “I can handle it,” I hear him say sharply. “She’s no trouble! Not ever! I love having her. I can handle this—I have a plan! Give me some credit, okay? I don’t know why you assume I can’t . . .”

My brain is still replaying some of Mom’s words, turning them into a teeth-tapping rhythm. I guess I should be ashamed of this weird habit, but I can’t help it. I tap a rhythm of six syllables by gently clicking my molars together. Don’t be ridiculous, don’t be ridiculous, don’t be ridiculous.

Six syllables Mom says to me, and to Dad, a lot.

I barely move my jaw so no one sees me tap. It’s my hidden, internal, socially acceptable stim that I can do for hours. Don’t be ridiculous, don’t be ridiculous, don’t be ridiculous.

When Dad’s done talking to Mom, he brings me back a foil-wrapped burrito from the emergency shelter’s food table. It’s warm and very soft, and I kind of want to squeeze it until the warm beans gush out between my fingers. That’s the type of thing I would have actually gone ahead and done when I was younger, because I had impulse-control issues then, but not anymore. I’ve gotten way better about impulsivity. I’ve come very far.

“Okay,” Dad says with a strained smile. I look up at him, anxious. “They’ve agreed. You are staying with me, and your mother and Ron are going to go ahead with their cruise for this summer.”

I jump up and down!

“But it’s on the condition that I get you out of this shelter and into a better living situation immediately.” Dad looks around and scratches the back of his head. “So, I had an idea. Here’s what I think we should do. And you tell me what you think. What if we got in the truck and drove all the way down to Southern California tonight? Headed down to Conwy?”

I grin.

Jump up and down even higher.

Flutter my hands with joy and relief.

I’ve never been to Conwy. But here’s what I know about it:

It is a small beach town.

It is all the way down near the Mexican border, near San Diego.

It is where my dad grew up.

My mom lived in that town, too, but only for one year during high school. The year she and my dad met.

When Dad talks about his wild teen surfer-skater-punk days growing up in Conwy, he always gets a kind of sad yet also happy glow. The kind of look that people call bitter-sweet. I’ve always wondered about it, and it’s always made me really want to see Conwy.

“I just rang my old high school buddy Rinaldo,” Dad says. “He runs the state campground by the beach now. And he has a small campsite for rent, with an empty camper on it. Nothing fancy. A little rough, actually. But he says it’s ours, if we want it.”

“Can we afford it?” I think about what Mom said about the fire insurance.

“Yeah, I can swing it. You up for a long drive tonight? And then, a summer by the beach?”

Of course! I want to go right now. I want to get far away from this shelter as soon as we can. People have been whispering all around us for hours, wondering about the fire: What might have caused it? Whose fault might it be? These are questions that make my heart beat out of my chest.

“Let’s go, Dad,” I say. “Let’s go. Let’s go.”

Plus, there’s no way I can sleep on this blue plastic, pellet-filled mattress.

I reach out for Dad’s hand and squeeze it three times. It’s our thing. He squeezes back three times, and smiles. “All right then, Mouse.”

I don’t like that nickname, “Mouse,” but I can understand why I got it. I’m small, quiet, nervous, and twitchy. I have mousy brown hair, pin straight, past my shoulders. My small round ears stick out through my hair on either side of my head.

“Let’s grab some supplies first—then we’ll hit the road.” Dad pauses and gets a funny look on his face. “You know, I haven’t been back to Conwy in, oh, a dozen years.” He rubs the back of his neck. “I barely think of it as my home anymore.”

I don’t really think of any particular place as home, the way Dad says he does.

I mainly just think of Dad.
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Things to Know About Mom

Back in Texas, my mom has a giant rolling cart filled to the brim with makeup. There’s a whole drawer just for lipsticks. And one for foundations and eye creams and eyeliners—you should see the rainbow of eye shadows. Enough to match every spangly dress in her fancy new walk-in closet.

She needs that stuff because of her show. Mom is kind of famous. She’s got a YouTube channel called Living with Grace, where she gives advice on makeup, home décor, fashion, that kind of thing. She recently hit two hundred thousand followers, and that’s a lot. Sometimes, when we’re out, people will come up to her and say, “Oh my gosh, aren’t you Grace?” And you can see her blush naturally underneath all the carefully blended powder. And when that happens, I really do feel proud of her. She has a genuine talent for YouTube.

You know—or maybe you don’t—how they say a lot of autistic people, girls especially, have a sort of “mask” when they’re being social? We try to camouflage, to blend in. I totally do that. I don’t mean to. I don’t set out to. The mask just happens. I so desperately want other kids to like me that my brain’s command center takes over whenever I see a group of other kids, and it tells me: Mask up! (sort of like when, on Star Trek, the captain says, “Shields up!”) Smile, lips! Look calm and happy! Act like them! Talk like they talk! Laugh when they laugh!

I can mask all day like that. But then, by the time I get home, I’m totally exhausted. Then, all I want to do is roll myself up in a blanket and never talk to anyone again. Just . . . detox from the day. Just disappear.

I suspect that everybody does this, though. Everybody masks, at least a little. It’s not just autistic people. I mean, my mom does it. It’s just that she draws her mask on with all those pencils and brushes and powders and creams from her giant rolling makeup cart.

She brightens up her voice, too, on her show. Tells people in a very polite, charming voice what to wear if they’re pear shaped or how to get “brassy tones” (whatever they are) out of their hair or how to make a perfect summer cocktail. When she talks on camera about such things, she’s speaking through her Grace mask. I’ve noticed she uses that mask around Ron, too. Her cheerful-pretty-bright Grace mask.

So it always feels like a bit of a surprise when she lets the mask drop and shows her cranky, anxious side.

Mom’s show is okay, most of the time. The only time I have a problem with Living with Grace is during April. April is Autism Awareness Month, and Mom always does an autism episode where she “shares her private struggles” with
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Each wave is a new start.
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