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Dedicated to firefighters and disaster survivors everywhere.

My last year living in Los Angeles began with two of the worst wildfires since I moved to the city in 1995. When it came time to write a new story for the JMS Books Advent Calendar, I decided to highlight these events. Ember Cast (a term I learned watching a documentary about the fires) really wanted to be written—the first draft was finished in five days. My main characters in this story are new, and they don’t cross paths with any existing characters from my story universe, but they embody my recurring themes: loss, reinvention, and cooperation. While there is grief in this story, it’s tempered by the knowledge that everyone did the best they could, and left no essential words unspoken. Plus, there is most definitely a happy ending.
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Ember Cast

By Alexandra Caluen

Chapter 1
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It was, unfortunately, not a surprise when the flight attendant announced, “There are fires in Los Angeles.” It wasn’t until the metro area was actually visible through the window that Emrys realized how bad it was. His flight from San Francisco was due to touch down at 10:45 P.M. Fire showed up really well at night.

He made some kind of sound; the person in the adjacent seat looked over and said, “Oh my God.” Then people all over the plane started looking, and before long, there was a chorus of gasps, exclamations, and muted swear words. People—including Emrys and his neighbor—held up their phones to the windows, taking pictures. He was on the left side, so his view was of the Pasadena area. It looked like an apocalypse.

And that’s where he was going.

If he could.

It might not be possible. The last time he’d been within so few miles of a wildfire, only emergency personnel had been allowed to approach.

As soon as they landed, he’d try to get in touch with his father, the stubborn old goat he was coming to LA to talk to about their plan to merge households. Rhys didn’t really want to do it; Emrys and his sister Llynn had finally convinced him after a scarifying hospital stay with coronavirus. The last time either of them had seen inside the house on the eastern edge of Altadena, it looked like an episode of Hoarders. Well, almost. It wasn’t filthy. Rhys didn’t have dementia or delusions. He could take care of himself. He was simply an indefatigable collector and craftsman with an endless list of projects he wanted to do someday.

Occasionally, he did a project. Or at least he started one.

All of those projects might be ashes right now, or before morning, or by the time the fire crews got this monster under control. As if the thought had summoned a demon, the plane began to vibrate, bucking and shuddering from turbulence. The way the fire looked, the winds must have been bad down there. Now the other passengers were making new sounds, uneasy and worried. Over the intercom, the flight attendant reminded them to keep their seatbelts fastened. They were making their landing approach anyway, the air smoothing out as they turned away from the plume of smoke and began to descend.

Emrys, as usual on flights, continued to look out the window until the wheels grabbed onto the runway. Then he took his phone off airplane mode and watched texts start to land. His sister, several times. A friend who worked at an LA law office. The neighbor he’d only met once, during his most recent visit to Rhys. Another from him, and another, and another from his sister, then one from an unknown number. He checked voice messages, his father’s preference. One from Rhys. Emrys read the transcript; Rhys was telling him there were fires but not to worry, they were headed west and hadn’t touched his block, he’d see Emrys in the morning. But the next voice mail was from that same unknown number, and the transcript was the worst possible news.

He stayed in his seat until almost everyone else had deplaned, reading all the messages, especially the last ones from Llynn, the neighbor, and the unknown number. Trying to come to grips with what should have been a new beginning for himself and his father, and instead was the end.

There was no point rushing over to Altadena. Emrys had reserved a room at the Marina del Rey Hotel, which was far enough away from the fires that evacuees hadn’t stuffed it full yet, and close enough to the airport that he could get back there without undue hassle. Enterprise delivered a rental car in the morning, within an hour of his call. After shaking hands with the driver, Emrys tucked the key in his pocket and walked out behind the hotel to its events terrace, where his law firm friend got married under the pretty gazebo overlooking the marina. Up the coast to his right was a ghastly plume of smoke from the Palisades fire. He’d seen the plume from the Eaton fire from his room’s window. He stood there staring at it while he was on the phone with Llynn, both of them sad, shaken, sniffling.

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“Planning to call that neighbor after breakfast,” he said. “The guy from across the street, the Krakatoa guy I told you about. Felix.”

“It was nice of him to contact you.”

“He’s a nice guy. Never thought he’d come in so handy.” The neighbor and his siblings were various types of engineers who co-owned Krakatoa Disaster Recovery Services. Emrys had smiled at the vivid vinyl wraps on the vehicles parked outside their houses. Felix had smiled, too, saying he looked forward to Emrys moving in, promising a cookout.

His messages the night before helped a lot. They answered the worst question; the one about did our father die alone. He hadn’t; Felix was there, with at least one of his siblings, offering comfort until the ambulance arrived. Giving the next of kin information to the paramedic, in case it was needed.

Which it was.

Emrys shook himself, shook off the thought, told himself to be grateful. It was a heart attack, fast, while Rhys was outside hosing down the house. Some might say it was the best-case scenario, even though Rhys had probably been furious. He’d have died not knowing if the house would be safe, and he loved that house.

Now it belonged to Emrys, because Llynn had executed a quitclaim years ago. She lived with her husband in Colorado. They were both doctors, with a house of their own, nearly twice the size of the Altadena bungalow. Not only did they not need the house, they were relieved that Emrys was willing to take on the supervision of their father in his declining years.

He leaned on the railing of the event gazebo, staring sightlessly at the water and boats and seagulls, tears trickling down his face, wishing the chance hadn’t been taken from him.

* * * *
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Chapter 2

Felix and his siblings didn’t get much sleep that first night of the firestorm, and the morning after was a bit of a nightmare. Two of their houses were on the block with Rhys Morgan’s, where nothing burned. One was on the next block west, which was evacuated as a precaution. Another house was one street away, where some structures—including theirs—burned. The last was in the block beyond that, where everything was obliterated.

Olli, his sibling on the next block, brought spouse, pet, and essentials to the home of Tori, the sibling next door to Felix. The fire crews wouldn’t give them an estimate on when they might move back, even though their house wasn’t damaged. This wasn’t the time to pester about that; the fires were out of control.

Felix had been living alone for some time, so Dani and Sami, his other two evacuated siblings—and their spouses—were staying with him. Five adults squeezed into what had once been a two-bedroom, one-bath bungalow with no particular style and was now a one-bedroom, two-bath modern house. The only original features that had survived his decade-long renovation and remodel were the deeply beveled tile surround of the old, fixed-glass picture window—itself replaced with a set of operable casements, framed by panels of stained glass, under a stained-glass transom—and the matching tile surround of the front door—the cheap 1980s wood door having been replaced by a midcentury-style steel door.

Felix loved his house now. He loved that the two tiny bedrooms and bath had become a comfortable master suite, that the new bathroom addition meant visitors had no excuse to invade his personal space, and that the rest of the floor plan was open. He vaulted the ceiling, so his tall siblings had no excuse to duck their heads and make jokes about the hobbit house. Replaced the worn wood flooring in the public area with smooth terrazzo. Tore out every shred of drywall and surfaced the walls with cool, reflective, ceramic tile in sections defined by exposed teakwood posts. The back wall featured two sets of metal-framed French doors opening into backyard space divided between a tiled plunge pool, a redwood pergola, and a paver patio with a grill.

The furniture in the public space was sibling-sized, meaning large, deep wooden daybeds. He’d presciently acquired four of those with custom cushions, so his guests each had a place to sleep. Their belongings were stacked fairly neatly behind each daybed. All of them were being loud and boisterous, trying to pretend they weren’t shocked past the point of functionality by this sudden and grievous displacement.

Felix was going to run out of food very soon.

He asked if anyone wanted to come with him to the supermarket, assured them nobody needed to, and wasn’t surprised when everyone continued to wander aimlessly around, making vague sounds about wanting to help. “You don’t need to help,” he told them again. “You’ve just lost your houses. Take a day or two to grieve. They won’t let us even see what’s left for a while, but don’t forget to contact your insurers so they know. I’m going to take a little time for myself. When I come back the truck will be full, maybe you can give me a hand unloading.”

He smiled at the resulting chorus of, “Sure, yeah, of course, thanks.” He gave them a wave, picked up his keys, and went outside. Took a moment to look at his home, congratulating himself for the thick stucco, the deep eaves, the metal roof, and the minimalist landscaping. Then he looked across the street at Rhys Morgan’s Craftsman-style house, which had similar features. He didn’t know if Emrys would come by today. Their morning conversation had been inconclusive. He sent a text, just in case, to say he was going out for an hour or so and would text again once he got home.

This was not the way Felix wanted to meet Emrys Morgan again. He’d hoped they would have time to settle into being neighbors. That Emrys would have time
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