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Chapter Three

A Forest Fire is Only a Fire

When you’re an author, almost of all life is about writing.
Years ago, I pictured myself as the only survivor in a plane crash, for 

the stupidest of reasons: I imagined my first-person account would 
make such a gripping tale it would sell madly, like a book touted 
by Oprah. Now, with more sense, I’ve decided that no stampede of 
buyers could possibly be worth those moments of excruciating, stark 
terror. . . .

So while we writers certainly don’t choose our miserable childhoods, 
nor do most of us seek out unbearable or life-threatening experiences 
(except for reporters embedded with combat troops), when they 
happen to us, we use them.

In his book on writing, Stephen King described at length the 
disaster that befell him when he was hit by a car while he was out 
jogging. And for years I wrote stories about the scariest event I lived 
through as a child. I imagined I had a complete, rounded tale.

I was wrong.  
 
Only a year after Allan and I moved to our new ranch, a 

malignant forest fire swept down from the peaks of Mount Eddy and 
began eating up our forest in fiery gulps.
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The fire was the first truly dramatic thing that ever happened to me. 
I was ten and wide-eyed, soaking up impressions like a tremulous Bambi, 
aware of every startling detail—the way, for instance, sparks from the 
burning trees drifted high in the air and glowed like fireflies.

The process of squirreling away literary nuts to dig up for later use 
was just starting.

Had he not been away at camp, Allan would have seen how in-
nocently the calamity began . . . the typical hot July morning, a hired 
hand casually pointing at the sky, a few of us staring upward until 
we spotted a small puff of white hovering above distant Mount Eddy. 
I remember being surprised by the look of alarm on the face of my 
handsome stepfather, Hans.

The smoke—if one could call it that—was just a snowflake of a 
thing, barely visible, yet here he was, racing for his pickup truck and 
shouting back at me, “Someone has to tell the Forest Service. Get in, 
Maralys, we’re going to town.” Along with everything else we didn’t 
have, we didn’t have a phone.  

Hans stopped the truck at our neighbors’ house. He and the mother, 
Alice Deetz, exchanged a few anxious words, and with that I jumped 
out. “I’ll just stay here,” I said.

He waved and drove away.
In retrospect, Time is unreliable. It telescopes or magnifies until, 

at dramatic moments, one loses the real sense of it. In only minutes, 
it seemed, the sky had darkened, and Alice Deetz and her three boys 
and I were watching flames peek, like Kilroy, over the top of a nearby 
hill. “There!” someone cried. “Oh! Another one!” A flash of red here. 
Another there. Then momentarily nothing.

Across the broad meadow from the Deetz’s little house, the sharp 
rise that captured our attention was forested with stately pines, now 
strangely backlit. Suddenly one of the trees near the ridge ignited like 
a Roman candle. We all gasped in unison. A steep climb of flame, a 
bright, upward sparking, and the tree was consumed.

All too soon another tree flamed up. Then a few more. A swarm 
of fireflies winked across the hill. 

Time telescoped with a fury. Within minutes the whole hillside 
came alive like the sky over Disneyland, sparking, bursting, popping, 
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streaking. I was mesmerized, trembling with nervous excitement. How 
could this have happened so fast? A short time earlier I’d seen only 
that bit of cotton fluff in the sky, a city girl assessing the danger as 
nothing, really nothing, and clearly miles away. And now this!

In stunned fascination the three boys and Alice and I stared at 
their hill, felt a hot July wind come up and brush our arms, smelled 
the acrid smoke, surprised that it burned our nostrils.

Overhead, blackened twigs flew by like startled birds, each trailing 
smoke. Suddenly eight-year-old Jimmy Deetz yelled, “Fire!” and he 
began running. On the other side of us, across the dirt road near 
which we stood, tiny flames began to sizzle and pop in the grass. 
Jimmy Deetz stamped them out with his shoes. His younger brother, 
Laddie, grabbed a shovel and attacked a small burning shrub until it 
turned black and smoldering.

I stared in horror.
Still a third shrub ignited and Jimmy ran over, a farm boy long 

accustomed to working like a man.
I thought, Oh, God. Oh, God. They’ll never keep up. The twigs 

will fly over our heads like winged matches and more fires will start. 
And sure enough, flames erupted in half a dozen places, and I thought, 
Even the Deetz boys can’t beat back a forest fire.

Hovering near Charlie, the oldest, who was my age and gentler 
than his brothers, I stood rooted. 

Panic welled inside and I wanted to run . . . but where? The reality 
was horrible, all too obvious. We were surrounded. Flames on the left, 
flames on the right, and we were in the middle. We were all going to 
burn. I was sure we would die.

I whimpered and cried. I was a mess.
Charlie, too, was scared and useless.
Joining her two younger sons, Alice Deetz began fighting the small 

fires, beating at them with the only object at hand, an old broom long 
discarded outside, with hardly any bristles.  

I’d always known Alice had guts. But now she seemed to have no 
sense. Why are you doing this? I thought. Why? Without knowing 
the word futility, I understood the concept perfectly.

Just then one of the hired hands came careening down the road 
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from our ranch and I virtually leaped at him, stopping his truck, 
begging to be taken away. The man shouted at Alice and her boys. 

“You want to come along?”
“No,” said Alice, waving him off. “We’ll stay here and fight.” Just 

like they’ve always done, I thought. Fighting poverty, fighting fire. 
Never knowing when to give up.

The hired hand swept up Charlie and me and went on. Our self-
ishness was monumental and not to be forgiven. Even ten-year-olds 
should worry about others, but the two of us were like prairie dogs 
pursued by a hawk, racing for our own burrows and hardly aware 
of the other dogs. As we tore down the dirt road, I knew only relief 
that Charlie and I and the driver were outrunning the fire. We were 
going to live.

 
The fire could not have impressed me more. Years later I tried 

to use the blaze in college English assignments, in creative writing 
classes. I may have described it well, but I didn’t necessarily get “A”s. 

Only in retrospect do I realize the forest fire became my first real 
writing lesson. All I’d managed to do, in those early writing attempts, 
was create a “slice of life.” At the time, I thought I’d written a story.

I hadn’t. A slice of life is not a story. It’s just a fragment. An isolated 
happening without purpose or meaning. It doesn’t come to anything 
or “wind up.”

“Slice of life,” to a writing teacher, is a dirty word . . . make that a 
dirty phrase. It leaves the reader with too many questions:

So?
What happened next?
How did the characters change?
What’s the point?
Eventually I learned that to classify as a story, the tale must have 

an ending. It needs a purpose or theme, too, but it absolutely must 
have an ending. By the final paragraph, something or someone must 
have changed. The people involved should be different in some way 
. . . in attitude, behavior, or with a heightened sense of irony. (A story, 
by the way, is not an exact duplicate of real life, but merely a gilded 
imitation called Art.) 
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For me, finding meaning and endings is the thorny part of writing—
the part where what you’ve lived through and seen with your own 
eyes drops off and you’re left with all the work. That’s the moment 
when you harness up your imagination, like a mule to a plow, and 
whip it until it moves.  

 
By itself, then, what happened that day on our once-verdant 

ranch was neither dramatically significant nor especially unique. It 
took a perceptive creative writing teacher to make me probe deeper—
to define the fire in terms of PEOPLE. He made me recall that my 
mother left the ranch long after I did, unwilling to abandon her 
home until the last minute, then forced to rocket down the dirt road 
between towering, flaming trees. He made me think about what 
became of her afterwards. (That part, I had to make up.) Unless I saw 
the tempering of her character—of all our characters—in a molten 
setting, the fire was just a fire. Had I really been a coward? Did the 
fire pit my timorousness against Jimmy Deetz’s natural guts? Did I 
ultimately become braver?

 
For unknown reasons, it took me forever to understand 

that the important aspect of dramatic moments seldom lies in the 
moment itself, but in what I, as a writer, make of it.  

Suffice it to say that the lesson kept coming unstuck, and I had 
to keep gluing it back on as I struggled to turn real life events into 
gripping stories.

In my lifetime I have lived through, besides the fire, a near-drowning 
in an undertow, the raising of six boisterous children, the unthinkable 
loss of two sons, a cataclysmic upheaval in my marriage, the death 
of a beloved son-in-law, and the shredding of my youngest son’s life 
by addiction. Heaven knows I never sought or expected any of these 
things (except for the kids, of course).

So why did they all happen?
Nobody can say. But occasionally I have a phantom conversation 

with a Being I can’t identify, and that Being says, “So, Maralys, you 
always wanted to be a writer . . . you’ve carried an inner vision, you 
dreamed of finding drama in real life and sharing it with the world. 
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Right? . . . Okay, then, I’ll just give you something to write about!”
 
Allan came back from camp to find our forest gone. 
Nobody died; nobody was even injured. Strangely, the Deetzes, 

who had less to lose than we did, lost almost nothing that mattered to 
them. They still had their meadows, their cows, their house, a barn.

For the rest of us—my mother, Hans, Allan, and me—the change 
in our lives was irrevocable. With the forest consumed, the guest 
ranch my mom and Hans were putting together became nothing but 
a vanished dream. The new house they’d been building, unfinished 
but already occupied by Allan and me, was gone, marked only by 
two tall chimneys.  

For months the atmosphere was bleak. The very air around us 
stank of charred wood and ashes. At first I felt suffocated, unable 
to breathe. But my mother and Hans chose to stay on, for reasons I 
can’t now define.

Every day that fall Allan and I packed our lunches and trudged 
down the dirt road to meet the school bus. We walked between 
ghostly trees that were still smoldering, and tree stumps that still 
flamed and sizzled around the roots. Though he’d never done this 
before, Allan often stopped to relieve himself into some flaming 
stump or other, intent on drowning the enemy. It was his way of 
fighting back. A male thing.

I watched his back and waited, and we went on. His nine-year-old 
efforts didn’t strike me as doing much for the situation. But at least 
they were diverting.

 
We lived among our blackened trees for a couple more years, 

until World War II came and Mom’s marriage fell apart.
With the once-lush trees mere skeletons, there was less to see or 

care about outside the house, and I found myself reading more than 
ever. Mom subscribed to the Reader’s Digest, a lucky circumstance 
for me, because she was far too distracted and upset to be much of a 
mother and, without knowing it, she gave the raising of her daughter 
to a magazine.

Reader’s Digest isn’t paying me to say this, though they should, but 
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it’s amazing how much influence a magazine with an attitude can 
have on an impressionable pre-teen. Amon g those pages I found a 
strong voice commanding me to morality and ethics.

Even more, I became steeped in a can-do, Horatio Alger, success-
against-the-odds outlook, demonstrated in story after story. After 
awhile I became convinced I could be stranded in a downed plane 
on top of a mountain in a raging blizzard and still find a way to 
extricate myself.

The magazine was amazing. Luckily, on the few occasions my mother 
paused long enough to share her personal convictions, she was more 
or less of the same bent as the Digest, so together they convinced me 
that no goal was beyond reach.

Not a bad attitude if you hope to succeed in the Arts.
 
As I learned over the years and proclaimed so vehemently 

in the first chapter, attitude is essential to writing success. Attitude 
keeps you striving, attitude makes you search more than once for 
that exact right word, attitude makes you a life-long student—always 
analyzing, constantly studying the craft.

Eventually the good writer sees that there are subliminal “rules” 
for good writing, small, barely-visible techniques that go unnoticed 
by those merely reading for pleasure.

In the next chapter, I describe a few of the techniques that kept 
hitting me as I corrected student manuscripts . . . and more, those that 
occurred to me as I mushed on to become a better writer myself.
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