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My name is Nikki High and I live in Altadena, Ca and own a small bookshop in Pasadena, Ca
called Octavia’s Bookshelf.

As I 'sit here writing this statement, I am surrounded by the rumbling sounds of power tools, nails
being hammered into house frames and all the other sounds that come with rebuilding a city. I
am one of the lucky ones. My house is one of 12 remaining homes still standing on a street that
was ravaged by the Eaton Fire. Everything is gone for miles and miles in every direction.
Landmarks that I had come to rely on to easily make my way through the town are replaced by
empty lots and lawn signs begging for anyone to know that we were once here. We had a
thriving community in a historically Black enclave at the base of the Foothill Mountains.

One of the most legendary residents of the Pasadena/Altadena community was Octavia’ Estelle
Butler and is the reason that I own my bookshop today.

I was an early reader with an absolutely insatiable appetite for books. It wasn’t until the age of
16 that I first read a book by Ms. Butler and it changed my life. I not only devoured every book,
short story and essay she wrote but started to read books by other storytellers who looked like
me. That insatiable appetite only grew with age. I was (and am) insufferable! I proselytize to
anyone who will listen about the profound joy that reading brings me.

After discovering a bookstore in Los Angeles called Eso Won Books, I was immediately
captivated. My world grew beyond Pasadena and Altadena. I met authors and other like-minded
people. I went to author events and was surrounded by thinkers and readers and community.
When I look back on that time, I realize the seed had been planted.

As a proud and dutiful Gen X woman, I did what was expected. I went to college, I found a
“good job” with benefits and bought a home. And life was...ok. But the desire to create my own
community of readers only grew.

I knew the bookshop had to be in Pasadena or Altadena (we are two cities but one community) . [
knew it had to honor our hometown legend, Octavia E. Butler and I knew I would never forgive
myself if [ didn’t try.

So, on February 18, 2023, I opened the doors to Octavia’s Bookshelf. I had studied the business
model, the current climate, nearby bookshops, shopping habits of each generation, etc. and if
had not lived in the delusion I created in my head, I would have NOT taken this venture.

The thing is this: I didn’t approach this bookshop with the idea of becoming rich, or famous or to
scale a business or franchise. I decided that if I could earn enough money to keep the doors open,
pay a living wage to young people and support myself AND create community by facilitating
workshops and clubs that included the most marginalized and serve my community then it was a
worthy venture.

It is hard work, harder than I could have imagined but nothing could have prepared me or this
community for what started on January 7, 2025. I was evacuated from my home that evening at



around 6:30pm. We took our dogs, some medication and a change of clothes, assuming we
would be back the next day. Little did we know, we wouldn’t be back in our home until 5
months later.

With the fire actively burning, I went to my bookshop and discovered that we still have WIFI
and power. As I sat there charging our devices and calling around to find hotels that would
accommodate myself, my husband and our two large dogs, it occurred to me that others might
need to charge their phones as well. I made an Instagram post letting folks know that they would
be welcome to come by. Little did I know that was the start of our run as a mutual aid hub.

Within an hour, people came by to charge their phones, they also needed masks and water. I
walked across the street to a pharmacy that was open and bought a couple cases of water. Soon, a
few local restaurants brought food. I asked the larger online community if anyone could bring
masks. By late evening, we had a full operation. I had no time to think about the rent that was
due, or the outstanding invoices, or if my house was still standing. I just removed the books from
the shelves and made a decision. If I lost my business because I opted to serve my community in
this time of crisis and tragedy, then so be it.

For the next 5 weeks, we gave out air mattresses, diapers, toiletries, gift cards, food, snacks,
clothes, bedding and so many hugs. People from all over the world donated to keep us stocked
with any item our community needed.

Once we reopened to sell books, our reach only continued to grow. We offered weekly support
groups through Los Angeles County Mental Health Services, we hosted sound baths, grief
circles, and continued to find and deliver resources to our community.

Since then, we have even offered mobile mammograms, writing workshops, author events, panel
discussions on topics ranging from keeping our neighbors safe from ICE to how to prepare for
the next disaster. Who knew our little 600 square foot bookshop could transform so many times.
Candidly, I suspect Octavia knew!

As the news coverage has faded and locals are being forced to relocate to cities far away due to
rising housing costs, we find ourselves in a vulnerable position.

Sales are down 34% post fire, books are becoming a luxury and costs are rising. That’s the
reality today. It is difficult to plan for the future when many business owners are only able to
focus on the present. Depending on the day, the present often feels impossible. We are plagued
with wondering if we can make enough to cover basic expenses and for small business owners
such as myself, I am tasked with living in a house with very little community around me, I
wondered if my house is still contaminated post remediation, I know more about home hardening
and defensible spaces to reduce fire spread that I ever expected to know.

Frankly, today feels bleak. I am focusing not on today but each hour. What miracles can |
perform? How will I make ends meet at home and at the shop? I know I am not alone. Small
business owners throughout the community are facing the same questions.



What I know for sure is I will never stop trying. I know that this community deserves to have
third spaces where we feel seen, respected and safe. We deserve to have the support of our
elected officials, and we need that help now.

I’ll end this with the wise words of Octavia E. Butler:

So be it! See to it!

Thank you for reading,
Nikki High



