DIARY OF A DISASTER

Sunday, October 21, 2007

8:45 AM 
Dick and I had been looking forward to attending the bi-annual Escondido Street Fair and so we set off early to beat the crowds. Already we noticed that the winds were picking up—intimating what was to come.  We had an especially exciting experience, unexpectedly re-connecting with a friend whom we had not seen in many years. When we heard a siren, Dick said, “There's the first fire!”  I replied, “Oh, don't say that!”
After returning home, though, we spent much of the day watching with horror the television coverage of the multiple San Diego fires caused by the fierce Santa Ana winds which were reported to be gusting up to 75 miles per hour. Since no fires were reported near us we went to bed, relatively secure in the belief that we were safe.
Nevertheless, because I was unable to sleep, I kept getting up about every hour to look out the windows for signs of approaching fires and I finally did see some frightening evidence of fires approaching us from the distant hills after midnight. Dick still was not unduly concerned.
Monday, October 22, 2007
2:00 AM
Our son Rick called to say that he was bringing our two grandchildren, six-year-old Ian and 2 ½ year-old Erin, to stay with us, as they were packing up to leave their home, threatened by the fires. Immediately after we hung up our friend Lilly called to say that she had been evacuated from her home in San Marcos and had moved in with her daughter.  Shortly thereafter we received another phone call from our next-door neighbor to tell us that he and his family were heading to San Diego for safety.
Rick and Jenny arrived with our grandchildren and we put them to bed, while their parents returned to their home to remove more valuables. Jenny had already packed all the scrapbooks that she has created over the years, and they even took pictures down from their walls. I silently began thinking about what we needed to pack, which was a good thing since the next time we looked out the windows we saw an alarming row of fire dramatically spreading across the hills, and definitely moving toward us!
3:00 AM
We had no choice now but to begin the arduous task of deciding what to pack. Unlike that earlier time back in the 80’s when we had been evacuated from our home because of wild fires, I was not quite so flustered. Having been born during the Great Depression, however, and with Taurus rising in my horoscope, I am definitely more concerned with saving things that have intrinsic value than sentimental things such as family pictures.  
I knew what was most important to me and quickly began packing those things. I have thousands (maybe millions!) of pictures stored on my several hard drives, so the only pictures I grabbed were our wedding pictures, and our 50th Anniversary pictures.
I was, however, touched to notice that my husband with sentimental Pisces rising in his birth chart, went back to the house to retrieve not only his eyeglasses which he’d forgotten, but also the model of the F4 fighter plane that he had flown while in the Navy which I had given him last Christmas. 
Besides our immediate needs such as clothing, toiletries, vitamins, and important papers, Dick packed up my desktop and laptop computers, along with two external hard drives. I hastily packed my jewelry. Later I thought ruefully that I had not packed a single outfit with which I could possibly wear that lovely jewelry! 
Amazingly, unlike my undue concern for my appearance back in the 80’s, during this evacuation I cared not one whit for how I looked. I must frankly admit that I have not appeared in public without makeup since I was thirteen years old, but I nevertheless sallied forth without giving my lack of makeup or how my hair looked a second thought. And wonder of wonders! How I looked apparently made no difference to anyone!
4:00 AM
We received the ominous reverse 911 call telling us to evacuate immediately. Fortunately, our valuables and necessities were already loaded in our two cars as were our two cats, in their carriers. Just before we left, I made one last sweep through the house and discovered that I hadn’t packed our checkbooks! Laughing at my oversight, I quickly grabbed them up.  
But where to go?
Our son and daughter-in-law own a timeshare at Lawrence Welk’s Resort, about twelve miles north of us. Jenny called there and after much discussion, succeeded in securing a place for us—for one night only based on the emergency need. And so we set forth in a caravan, with Jenny leading, my son Rick following, me next (tremulous, because I do not like to drive at night), and my husband Dick bringing up the rear, with the cats yowling their heads off in the back of his van for the entire jaunt.
5:00 AM
We arrived at the two-bedroom timeshare condo and settled in, with the disconcerting knowledge that at 10:00 AM, we must move out!  The children were unfazed, happily playing with the toys that their thoughtful Mom had packed for them. As a matter of fact, our daughter-in-law Jenny was an absolute model of composure, thus setting an example that I was determined to emulate.  
Meanwhile, Dick and Rick returned to our respective homes to survey the situation, and eventually returned with food, whilst Jenny and I continued to monitor the alarming firestorm  situation coming over the television in sickening detail.  
9:00 AM
Dick now felt that it was safe for us to return to our home. (Actually, we were under mandatory evacuation orders, and ought not to have returned).  Accordingly, we had scarcely gotten back into the house than we received another reverse 911 call telling us to evacuate!  
I immediately called Jenny’s cell phone, thinking that we should return to Lawrence Welk’s Resort, but she and Rick, having checked out of the timeshare, were already on the road, heading south towards us. We agreed to meet at a nearby parking lot where Rick had left his third vehicle—a truck—packed to the hilt with clothing and toys for the children.  
Once there, we discussed where to go next.  Rick’s good friend, an optometrist in Escondido, in the center of town, had opened his suite of offices as an evacuation center, so, once more, in a caravan, we headed there.
10:00 AM
We walked into “Dr. Joe’s” offices and were immediately embraced with warmth and sympathy by him and his staff. For the rest of the day we remained there, snacking on the food Jenny had bought at the market and Dick had brought from home. Sometimes we napped briefly, or listened to the news coming in on two computers from local TV stations. 
Meanwhile, Ian and Erin played happily with their toys, still unfazed by their dislocation. Everyone there had a home in jeopardy. At times one or another would call their home phone to see if their answer machine picked up, assuring them that their home was still intact.  We were all holding ourselves together calmly—at least outwardly. 
Every now and then Rick and Dick would return to our respective neighborhoods to survey the situation. Rick’s particular concern was the fact that there were 10 bales of hay deposited around his house, in preparation for the Halloween party he and Jenny were hosting for their neighborhood, on Saturday night! He wanted to be sure the sprinklers were turned on!
6:30 PM
Dick and I, after much discussion, decided to return home for the night, much to Dr. Joe’s consternation. We assured him that we would keep an eye on things, and if the situation deteriorated, we would return to stay in the safe haven he had provided for us.
Rick came along with us, in Dick’s van, to pick up his truck in the Major Market parking lot and take it back to Dr. Joe’s where he and Jenny and the children were going to spend the night.
Dick and I went into Major Market to buy a few more groceries. While we were in there, Dick announced that Rick had told him he was surprised by how well I was holding up. I replied, “Well, I just thought, if we lose the house, we lose the house. So long as I have you, I’ll be okay.” 
Whereupon we shared a long, unembarrassed hug and kiss right in the aisle of the store! I commented that we started out in life with little but our love for one another, and since we still have that, we could survive even if we had little else. A day or so later I heard on television one of the couples who had lost their home say essentially the same thing. It’s a universal balm—love!
MONDAY EVENING:
We found our house smoky—but not so bad that we couldn’t breathe more or less comfortably. However, we were amazed by the amount of ash and soot that had managed to seep in. Dick began the ritual of mopping the kitchen floor to keep from tracking the soot into the rest of the house.
The cats were irate! They howled in protest at being confined to the house, indignant that their freedom to roam the neighborhood was being denied them. Although we could see no fires nearby, we couldn’t let them out, because the winds were still gusting periodically, and it was by no means certain that our home was out of danger. We learned later that the fire had passed less than a half-mile south of our home.
7:30 PM:
We were happy to take showers, and I collapsed into bed, exhausted, after having slept not a wink the previous night. I awoke only briefly when Dick came to bed, to ask, “Is everything okay?”  He had been watching the continuing coverage of the fires all over San Diego county and assured me that everything was fine and I immediately fell back asleep.
TUESDAY, OCTOBER 23rd
7:00 AM
Dick was already in the kitchen reading the San Diego Union Tribune, which miraculously had been delivered when I came in. I opened the shutters to look out the windows and gasped, “Oh, no!  Look! It’s all red over there! A new fire is coming toward us!”   
“That’s the sun coming up, dear,” Dick informed me.  It had looked so much like fire, screened by the smoky haze. I’ll be teased about that for a good long time to come!
AFTERNOON AND EVENING:
Throughout the day we received calls from all over, from friends and family concerned about our safety.  We had planned to go on a cruise with Dick’s family to celebrate his brother’s 80th birthday, but had some time ago changed our minds and not gone. I hate to contemplate how upset we would have been; out on a cruise ship, miles from home, and hearing that fires were engulfing our neighborhood! 
Although we were at home, we had not unpacked our cars. Given the quixotic nature of Santa Ana winds, we could not be certain that we were yet safe and spared from disaster. Without my computers, though, I felt eerily “disconnected”. There were people far and wide that I had not been able to assure that we were okay. I finally called my friend Lilly and asked her to email our friends in England and my Aunt Lynne in Texas to let them know that we were safe. Theirs were the only two email addresses I could remember!  
With the Santa Ana winds subsiding, except for an occasional gust up to 20 MPH, it was possible for air support to begin the task of dumping water from above on the flames, and the fire fighters began to have some success in partially subduing the fires.
Late in the afternoon we heard helicopters taking water from nearby Lake Hodges to drop on flames on the other side of the freeway. I again started to fear that we needed to get out, but Dick assured me (or tried to assure me) that the winds were blowing away from us and that those fires wouldn’t come and devour our home. He periodically walked up to the street and came back to reassure me that we didn’t need to leave, while I monitored the situation on television.
WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 24, 2007
10:00 AM
We finally felt it was safe to unload the cars, and Dick began the task of setting up my computer. As luck would have it, (with Mercury the trickster being retrograde) the thing I wanted most--to get back on line through our Cox cable connection--was the one process that gave us the most difficulty. Accordingly, I vented my spleen in a snit, but finally composed myself, rebooted the computer and voila! I was on line! 
The most heartwarming thing was discovering through the many emails that had accumulated in our absence, how many of our friends had been concerned for our welfare and safety. So I hastened to assure them that we had come through our ordeal safely.
And so began the reverse process of putting everything back in place.  
5:00 PM
Dick commented that I had not unpacked our large suitcase. “I’m still a little nervous,” I replied.  But I finally decided the time had come to unpack that also, leaving myself entirely at the mercy of the fickle fates!
THURSDAY, OCTOBER 25, 2007
The process of contacting friends and loved ones continued, as we heard the harrowing stories of how close nearly everyone we knew had come to losing their homes.
Ian and Erin came to spend the day with us as their parents worked to get their home back to normal.  I discussed the firestorm with Ian and asked how he would have felt if his home had been destroyed. He thought a moment and then said, “Devastated!”  which I thought was a pretty accurate analysis for a 6-year old to make. 
When I mentioned that Grampa and I had fortunately changed our mind about going on a cruise to celebrate his Uncle’s birthday, Ian looked at me, stunned. “How could you change your mind about a party?” he gasped.  Spoken like a true Gemini!
10:00 AM
President Bush arrived at Kit Carson Park directly behind our home and we viewed his helicopter from our deck. The sky was rather hazy, but we did manage to get a picture of it.
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I waved and blew a kiss of gratitude to him. Well, to be frank, I’m not sure whether I blew a kiss toward the President's helicopter or the twin one traveling with him. But it’s the thought that counts!  
So, for our family, at least, the 2007 firestorm disaster seems to be over. While we came through it safely, our hearts go out to those who were less fortunate. Our prayers and sympathy join with a multitude of others in wishing them a return to normalcy as soon as possible.
In New York State, where I grew up, October was my favorite month. Here in southern California, that is definitely not the case, since this is the time of year that the Santa Ana winds inevitably cause the most danger from fire.  Next October perhaps I should just pack my bags early in October in preparation for what Mother Nature has in store.
Oh, one final note: I still have not unpacked my jewelry.
