TESTIMONY OF HEIDI WAKEFIELD, 1532 WILLIAMS VALLEY RD, GREENVILLE, CA 95947

I was amazed at the ferocity and speed of the Dixie fire the firefighters attested to. Within minutes of burning down Greenville it roared into my neighborhood three miles away and headed  up and over a mountain behind us. Our home and those of our neighbors were turned into pure white ash. For weeks we had followed the news of how the fire progressed. We were hopeful that all the fire hardening and resources put to it would keep it from reaching us and so many others. 
The suspense of fire watching is always terrible as ash swirls in the air and falls like snowflakes. The insidious smoke infiltrates the lungs while eyes and nose smart. Summer nights turn into weeks of a stuffy and hot closed off house lest the smoke be drawn in. Sleep is fitful. Going outside provides no relief. We can't see the view or our neighbors' houses. We don't know how close or far the fire is until the next report. If embers fall, is it near or miles away? 
The playbook of hypervigilance including strategies toward worse outcomes is mentally and emotionally draining. How much of a lifetime do you take away on short notice? And where to? The Dixie Fire's threat was so widespread and fast burning that we saw early on that we had nowhere to take belongings ahead of the fire. We could not risk the  roadblocks prohibiting our return for the sake of storage runs. Until notified otherwise, home was still the safest place to be. One by one the many rural exits from our valley were closed off as the fire decimated multiple areas at once. I had at least 7 routes I counted on going north, south, east and west to major highways and safety. During previous forest fires that neared our valley I always had a few available for evacuation. Instead when we got the mandatory alert to leave we had but one. 
When the red code alert came I obeyed. I did not want the horror and resulting trauma of driving through super heated walls of flames on both sides of the highway lest that be the outcome for delaying. Let alone the risk of tragedies of failing vehicles and fallen trees across the roads. Earlier that day, with increasing smoke and ash in the air, I had filled the car with necessities. Now with dread and sadness I added our two cats and left everything else behind.
 For all my natural stoicism and pragmatism to face ill winds, the knowledge that healing comes with time, to survive assaults and forgive, to reinvent myself when abilities diminish, I was surprised by how painful and difficult it's been to live post fire. It turns out that it's not just losing meaningful possessions, but to also lose a way of life and the security this particular piece of land and home provided.
I've had neurological and autoimmune issues for 50 years that interfere with my ability to maintain sustained employment. As I've aged the time span between episodes shortens. Still, I persevered and worked all manner of jobs, ambitiously pursued a college degree, when "well." I moved many times to where the jobs were even if it meant another state and leaving my community and family. Yet, the day came when I could no longer hold a job and my nervous system was wrecked. I could not even concentrate enough to drive my car. But, moving to the beautiful Indian Valley, nurturing the trees on our property, watching seasons amid quietude and natural beauty with a forested mountain view I would heal. I would never need to move again it seemed. Still, a year later my eyes tear up surveying the magnitude of loss. It will be decades for the natural order to resume and the creatures to again have a home to sustain them. I love this land and its ancient history. We will do what we can to better it, I want it to be a healing place again.
I never improved enough to commit to gainful employment, but I volunteered locally as I was able. I forged new relationships and with it a feeling of belonging and purpose as so many in Greenville and our valley were committed to sharing life and aims, and especially the good of the local children, even if unrelated. There was something for everyone, just on a smaller scale compared to a city, as to interests and activities. And it was just plain cheering to live among such friendly can do folks. But where are those smiling faces now? Our community has been severed and scattered. Just a small percentage have returned. I will be one of them, but I will so miss the many who cannot.
When I was in college I eventually satisfied the requirements for a Bachelor degree in Studio Art, a museum certificate and a minor in Art History. However, my life was such that I could not afford an adequate home or studio space. Often I was living with others such as during elder care jobs in private homes. More than not my possessions were in boxes in storage. At long last I had a home of my own with a room to use as a studio. Art sales and upcoming shows ensued. I had large canvases and supplies to create two separate themed shows in 2022 and 2023--"Persephone" and "I Remember Red." To have my entire oeuvre of college coursework and subsequent creations, with a self curated technical and art history library, and all the accompanying tools and supplies to vanish in fire is still too painful to speak of aloud.
My incentive to create has also resulted in a lifetime of original poetry, essays and hundreds of songs. Along with newspaper articles and performance promotions, these were my legacy that my children especially enjoyed and I kept in my studio. Correspondence by earlier generations in my family and that of my beloved dad, his journals and poetry translations, photos and markers of milestones and special occasions such as births, baptisms and funerals, and photos of my son's and daughter's childhood would burn away as it was all on paper and not online.
I especially enjoyed the assortment of fine china and handiwork of fabric and thread that were handed down by various women from as far back as my great great grandmothers. It's almost like losing their company to not see the representation of their personalities and the times they lived in. It's a wonderful thing to hold something that so many loved ones held.
I appreciate the opportunity to write this testimony. The harm of a catastrophic fire is far reaching and unfortunately, long lasting. While brief, I hope it gives the reader some sense of our loss. After writing these paragraphs and reliving the trauma in order to describe it, I was stricken again with grief. I lay absolutely still and was motionless in my bed for two full days. The pain is still deep and is yet to be allayed.
Sincerely, Heidi Wakefield, age 67
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