



[image: image]












[image: image]
















Copyright © 2022 by Juliette Kayyem


Cover design by Pete Garceau


Cover images © iStock/Getty Images


Cover copyright © 2022 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


PublicAffairs


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.publicaffairsbooks.com


@Public_Affairs


First Edition: March 2022


Published by PublicAffairs, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The PublicAffairs name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2021953008


ISBNs: 9781541700093 (hardcover), 9781541700109 (ebook)


E3-20220125-JV-NF-ORI














 


To my mom and dad


and 


to all those who help when others need it the most.




















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: PublicAffairs logo]















PROLOGUE



The boys were restless. We all were. It was April 2020, and we had been home, isolated, sheltering for just over a month. They were learning, if it could be called that, remotely after their high school shut down a few weeks before. Their older sister had returned from college, displeased that her freshman year would end taking classes from her bedroom at home. We were all stuck in our house in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Although I, as their mother, might occasionally admit it was special to hold them captive again, they found no such benefits in the situation. As far as the pandemic went, though, we were lucky. Our complaints derived from inconvenience, not wrenching sorrow.


Built in 1840, our rambling and cranky house took a bit of a beating with three teenagers back inside all day, every day. We had spent years tugging it into the modern era, but its bones were still old. It held up well enough for its age—until a fan broke.


In the boys’ second-floor bathroom, the ceiling covers what we had believed was a small crawl space. Above, on the third floor, is my daughter’s bedroom and a guest bedroom, with storage closets built in nooks and crevices around a slanted ceiling. Behind the closets, an architect had told us, were small crawl spaces that we could ignore, as they had been closed off for so long. So we had lived for a decade not really knowing what was behind those third-floor back walls that hid the space above the second-floor bathroom ceiling.


In April, the boys’ bathroom ceiling fan stopped working. They didn’t tell me. They said they forgot. Instead, as kids will do, they continued to take long, hot showers, oblivious to what the lack of ventilation was doing to the plaster. I would later wonder, Did they not notice the paint chipping? The ceiling plaster eventually fell in a big clump, exposing the crawl space above on the third floor. But it was much more than that. A long, narrow space, only about four feet high, was discovered. Our masked handyman set a ladder and hauled himself up. There was nothing in there; no animals or furniture, no treasure. We found just a single mottled photo.


The photo captured a distinguished-looking man leaning on a railing, a red-tinted drape and chair behind him. There were a few words on the back, a name, a date. I was fascinated and very curious. Who was this man? I took the mystery to Twitter, where I knew online genealogists lurked. Surely someone would know what to do with this. Twitter delivered by the hundreds. There was a lot of speculation about the print, the card stock, and the tinting. In about an hour, Twitter sleuths found out where I lived (it’s that easy?) through property searches and worked backward from newspaper stories and historical documents. The photo was of a relative of the McCue family, who had lived in my home, their home, from 1917 to 1919.1


I should probably admit here that my immediate obsession with this search was also a consequence of the pandemic’s manipulation of our time, of the concept of time. I, too, was home, distracted, not really myself, though busier than I had ever been. I no longer traveled; an airport fixture, I would not get on a plane for eighteen months. Still, I was not idle in 2020. My career in disaster and crisis management, preparing public and private entities for what they least expected, was in demand. Whether in academia, government, media, or the private sector, I like to say I have had many jobs but one career. I am like a storm chaser—but for disasters in general. I have a reputation for remaining calm when others do not, and my mantra has always been to “pace the rage.” I have low blood pressure, literally and figuratively.
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Photo of a McCue family member, found in the author’s home.








This profession has led me to places around the globe, many of which have recently experienced a wrenching, often seemingly unfathomable catastrophe. One such place was the small town of Joplin in Missouri. That is where the title of this book first came into view. There I met with Jane Cage, a widow. When a tornado killed more than one hundred of her neighbors and friends as it raged up Nineteenth Avenue in the midsize God-fearing town in 2011, she found herself at a crossroads. I met Jane when I visited Joplin a year later, the sort of anniversary event that we do to memorialize those we lost and celebrate how far we have come. The event was emotionally strange, unsure of itself: Was it a party or a funeral? Was it gross or nice that the lead “hurricane hunter” from the Weather Channel was there signing autographs?


I met a mother worried that high school classes were still in trailers and anxious for the new facility to be ready. I talked with a father who spoke of house renovations without mentioning why he had so many rebuilding projects. There was a couple who had just moved to Joplin, recruits for the hospital, who were curious: they did not know what the town had been like before. Jane Cage did. And she hadn’t loved everything about the place she called home. The traffic was heavy and squeezed out pedestrians and bikers, there was racial segregation across train tracks, and the town had few public spaces. Joplin was not a perfect place. When the tornado struck, too many people died because systems weren’t working, alert warnings were delayed, and the community was not informed of what to do fast enough. For that year and the years after, Jane Cage led an effort to make Joplin better and ready for the next disaster.


Her determination was infectious. Maybe it was her faith, a belief in something bigger. But I came to think that was a simplistic, maybe even condescending explanation. Hers was a faith grounded in something quite tactical, operational, realistic. She wasn’t praying for deliverance or that Joplin would be spared when she knew that it would not be. There would be more tornadoes. She had no delusions but was still optimistic. She told me her guiding principle:


“The devil never sleeps. But he only wins if we don’t do better next time.”2


In the years since then, I have come to believe it. Surely, we all know this now. Disasters and crises are not one-offs, random events, rare occurrences; they are standard operating procedure. I say this to be liberating, not dispiriting. Disasters are simply no longer random and rare. And once we can all accept this lived reality—that the devil never sleeps—then we can better prepare for when the next one comes because it will come, as will all the ones after that. So much of our discourse about disasters focuses on the past and why we didn’t prevent them or on the future and how to stop them from happening again. But we live in an age of disasters. They are here, and they are not going away. There will be tragedies, but they will be tragedies made less tragic if we commit to sustained preparedness to minimize their consequences. And so I taught and wrote and traveled the world in the hopes that we might also see opportunities from events we never asked for.


And then, in 2020, everything stopped. And I was home in the rambling, cranky house whose history was about to be discovered when the bathroom ceiling fell.


We did know something about our house, but not about the McCues. Previous owners in the 1920s had served dinners here and advertised with local publications: “REAL HOME-COOKED FOOD: Daintily Prepared, Properly Cooked and Served, try Elizabeth’s Home Dining Room.” A blowup of this advertisement is now a framed poster in my kitchen, an inside joke with a family that tends not to eat “daintily.”3 The McCues were the owners immediately before Elizabeth’s meals were served.


The Twitter hunt continued for hours, complete strangers sending me information through the platform about the mystery of my walls. Charles McCue, a salesman, had been very involved with the local high school, then called Rindge High School, and served on the school committee. Rindge is now Cambridge Rindge and Latin School, one of the oldest public high schools in the US. My kids were enrolled there, coincidentally. Annie McCue was born Annie Davies, and her parents lived down the street. Annie and Charles had two children. A son, born in 1900, died in 1902 from spinal meningitis. They also had a daughter. Charles died in 1935, his obituary describing him as a “valiant spirit.”4


It seemed like a great find, but before I went to bed that night, I learned that Charles and Annie’s daughter, Elizabeth Letitia, also attended Rindge High School. Known only as “Jack” to her father, Letitia was his frequent companion to Elks Lodge meetings and on sales trips west. Letitia, it seemed, was her father’s life. A Twitter friend found a picture of her in the school newspaper.
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Elizabeth Letitia McCue, given to the author from Sarah Leslee on Twitter.








I fell asleep thinking of this turn in events in which a basic water leak led to this early twentieth-century family. The following morning, I woke up to something sad, even disturbing. The Twitter genealogists had discovered more. Letitia died in our home in the early days of January 1919 at the age of nineteen. Her small funeral was also held here, as the newspapers reported, with influential political and academic leaders sending their prayers. Massachusetts governor Calvin Coolidge, who would later become president, “was one of the first to send his sympathy.”5 The family moved out soon after.


Then I was sent her death certificate.6 Letitia died in the third of four waves during the Great Influenza epidemic, often known by a misnomer, the Spanish flu. That pandemic lasted from February 1918 to April 1920 and would infect about a third of the world’s population at the time—about five hundred million people—before it ended. The death toll is uncertain, but estimates put it between twenty and fifty million. Letitia’s death certificate describes her cause of death: “Influenza.” One hundred and one years later, as we waited out another pandemic, we were living where she had died from the last one.


At that time, homes were built with infirmary rooms that, ironically, were often used for both bringing in life during a home birth and easing toward death for the sick or old. They were isolated from the main area for privacy and to protect the healthy. In my home, that space was on the third floor, eventually hidden behind the back wall of a closet. Letitia entered it when she caught the flu. She never left it alive. When she died, they built the wall. A picture was left behind.


Annie, Letitia’s mother, died a widow in Cambridge in 1962. She had lost a son to a childhood illness and a daughter to the last great pandemic. Later during that week of discovery, a family member of the McCues, who had been forwarded the Twitter thread, contacted me. She told me more about the family. I immediately mailed the picture of the distinguished man, likely Annie’s father, that we found in the crawl space. It was hers.


I was distracted and amazed by all of it. If you believe in karma, you might find it here. I wasn’t quite sure how to react. There was the irony of a modern family, stuck at home during this pandemic, finding a picture of another family who suffered during the last one. Or the coincidence of my work as a disaster and homeland security expert, so much of it being about the 2020 pandemic, ricocheting back to the walls that confined and protected us at home. Or the reminder of the known progression of pandemics—Letitia’s death, a warning that misery comes in several waves. Or the shared worry of two mothers from different eras trying to protect their nineteen-year-old daughters from a deadly virus.


Maybe the lesson is simpler, obvious. I live in a rambling and cranky old house that has seen much since it was built in 1840. Our home. The McCues’ home. Two pandemics unite us across a century because the devil eventually returned.
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INTRODUCTION



WHAT’S IN A NAME?


A disaster is often defined as a sudden, destructive event that brings with it great damage and loss. Its original meaning, from Middle French and Old Italian, comes from the Latin prefix dis, signifying a negative force, and astro for star. Stars were blamed because of the belief that their alignment influenced the fate and future of humans.1 It was thought that when something bad happened on earth, it was a reflection of some ill-fated star pattern. With this definition, disaster is too often viewed through the lens of luck; the word catastrophe also shares the astro explanation. These meanings put humankind in a passive position, at the mercy of forces we cannot control, always surprised by what the constellations may bring.


This description of a disaster may be antiquated, but it still has hold. In the course of writing this book about crisis and disaster management, I came to believe that the word itself had set us on a course of amnesia, excusing our shock and awe, as if we had no agency to manage these disruptive occurrences. After the horror, we just want to move on, bury the dead, pick up the debris, and heal our wounds. It is a very human instinct—to move on from the past and to assume that because we have survived, we have coped. We buy bumper stickers or hold memorial concerts named for the city that has been destroyed—New York, Boston, Paris—adding the word strong to signify our supposed resilience. Emotions, not tactics, guide our sense of success.


As I write this, the world is still roiled by the COVID-19 pandemic, with its recurrent waves and seemingly endless variations. Fresh from this experience, surely, we all know the proverbial stars will misalign again? The Texas ice storm that eviscerated the state’s electrical grid? A large tanker ship stuck in the Suez Canal? A hack against our gas pipelines? Perhaps a hurricane? A flood? A wildfire? A drought? A Miami apartment falling to the ground? A Travis Scott concert? Space debris? The list is endless. Where even to start? Where to end?


This spoil of riches is the point. For there to be a start, it assumes a finish. For the war to end, it assumes there was once peace. For you to stop worrying, it assumes there was a time of unicorns and rainbows when days were carefree and weightless.


I’m here to disabuse you of that notion. There is no finish line.


So much of our discourse about responding to disasters has ignored the potential to do better now. We focus on the past and future, but not on the present. We debate how best to prevent climate change that causes flooding. We seek long-term resiliency in response to that flooding. As for our capacity to succeed on the day of the flood, well, that’s up to the stars.


There will be a devil next time, and the next time, and the next time, and the time after that. Its lessons are for all of us because we must all consider ourselves disaster managers: the CEO and government leader, the teacher and student, the small business owner and the middle manager, the mom and dad. None of us, we all know now, is immune from a devil whose tricks range widely: climate catastrophe, cyberattack, terrorism, pandemic, or a mass shooting. We look one way, fearful of a threat, and from behind comes the next. The devil is indifferent to any of our desires to give it just one name, to delegate it to some other person’s responsibility. So we must better prepare through an era when our connectivity is both a strength and a vulnerability. We must accept this fact, the stars are misaligned, and position ourselves with the tools and skills to be better prepared to respond to the events as they come. And in that positioning, we can respond to these recurring disruptions in ways that make us more likely to minimize the harm, though harm will still surely come.
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The two sides of a disaster framework.








To do so, this introduction describes the basic contours of disaster management and where they have failed us in the past. Disaster chasers tend to divide the world into two moments: left and right of boom, before and after the disaster. It isn’t this simple; there are subdivisions and pieces to each side. But the binary division is conceptually accurate. Essentially, when we think of a disaster, we focus on all the things we can do to stop it from happening (left of boom) and then all the things we can do to pick up the pieces when it does (right of boom). Subsequently, we view success as keeping to the left of boom and failure as right of boom.


It is a consistent framework for those of us in the field. Imagine looking at a timeline of a generic disaster. The left-of-boom stages describe the investments and policies an institution, a business, a government, or an individual makes to avoid it from happening. These are the prevention and protection efforts to delay or dodge the devil. They can be big projects, such as a missile defense system or a nation’s carbon reduction plan, along with the simple ones we perform day to day, such as putting a light on a bike at night or clearing out storm drains to deter water backup to protect our home. We don’t think of these ordinary things as left-of-boom investments, but that is exactly what they are. We are trying to avoid the disaster or at least minimize the consequences should it arrive.


Yet despite best efforts, the “boom” will arrive. The boom may be a crack, a rumble, a surge, an electric fizzle, a howl, a deadly quiet. They are all booms: disaster management is about being ready for any boom in any shape, for whatever the devil brings. This concept, known as all-hazards planning, does not focus on one specific hazard but instead on all of them. Some specialized threats may need specialized reactions—a fire is, in fact, different from a cyberattack—but fewer specialized reactions than we may think. Accepting both the commonality and frequency of disasters allows us to focus on the few key skills needed to manage them rather than highly specialized measures that belong to limited environments. Booms can be slow or fast, wet or dry, hot or cold, silent or loud, visible or invisible. It does not, it should not, matter. It will come. So we must focus on the right-of-boom activities, which are all those things we do to respond, recover, and build more resilience once the devil has arrived, again.


This book focuses on those commonalities and about how we can live more confidently in anticipation of the right of boom, nurturing our immediate responses again and again and again. I want to make disaster management simple, accessible, because I no longer believe that it can be a unique skill delegated to professionals. Disasters, whose impacts know no limits, must be prepared for by disaster managers, which, ultimately, is every one of us. There are basic features and skills that are called upon that need not be secret. These efforts are not solely for a specific type of harm or a single disaster. They apply universally, perpetually. We know them now. By highlighting the recurring features of disaster management, we can, as a society, overcome some of the fallacies and limitations that have affected the field for too long.


Mostly, we need to stop being surprised. If we can structure ourselves around the probability, not the mere possibility, that we will sometime, somehow, always be on the right side of the boom, then we will better invest and nurture the capabilities and skills that can minimize the harm that is to follow. We will get over the notion of what is often experienced as the preparedness paradox, the outcome of being successfully prepared for that one single disaster, resulting in the disaster either being avoided or its impact lessened. Naysayers will then believe that the investment was unnecessary because the consequences were less than anticipated. Instead, sustainable twenty-first-century disaster management doesn’t take place during a single moment in time or focus on a single event. It recognizes the widest ongoing and recurrent potential for disaster: it treats the devil seriously, knowing that the devil never sleeps.


My goal is not to dwell too much on the pandemic in these pages. I use the pandemic to expose how, despite its viral novelty, it followed the same disaster framework that guides all others. Since all of us have lived through it, it will be easy, if not maddening, to see how it unfolded according to a known cadence. To the left of boom were all the efforts to better protect food supplies, detect a global pandemic, inform, educate, and even prepare for its inevitable arrival by buying masks or surging supplies. Not enough of that happened, of course, and many nations spent the early part of 2020 squandering that time, looking at the efforts in China and then Italy from a distance, hoping the boom wouldn’t come.2 It did. And the response and staggered recovery, from flattening the curve to staying at home to masking and eventually a vaccine, were ways we collectively and individually adapted once we were to the right of the boom. The pandemic was scary, but it followed an oddly familiar framework, like a predictable surprise.


The devil will come, but to assume that we are ready because we accept this fact is giving ourselves too much credit. Screaming that the sky is falling isn’t exactly going to save lives, protect property, and prepare communities and our families better. The nature of recurring disasters, and positioning society for them, is to admit that preparations for them are never complete. We would be in grave danger if we assumed some finish line; the nature of the devil is that you never quite catch up to him.


And that means that we need to look at success differently. True, stopping a climate disaster or a cyberattack is a measure of success; putting locks on your home door is an important investment to stop an intruder. What any of us wouldn’t give to live, always, on the left side of the boom. But we can’t; we won’t. We need a different metric. We must now view success through the lens of what I call consequence minimization. Simply, did we do enough so that our entry to the right of the boom will result in less horror, not none? We can make things less bad by sustained preparedness. Accepting that we live on the right side of the boom, we can judge our investments best by whether our individual and institutional planning and preparedness means that fewer people died or less was damaged. The measure of success here is not that we can avoid the devil, only that his constant return will be less tragic.


Working in this field, I wish every day that those who spend their time trying to eliminate risk succeed. I have three children whose lives will soon be built far from mine; I would welcome a world that remained on the left side of the boom. As a society, government, and individuals, we need to do everything we can to stop the bad from coming: mitigate climate change, minimize radicalization, protect cyber networks, identify public health dangers immediately, alert populations to impending doom. I’m all for it. But this is not a book about climate mitigation or how to counter radicalization. I take those, and other harms, as a given.


But to accept defeat shouldn’t leave us helpless. Success need not be binary, where either the disaster happened or it didn’t. There is no role in our lives that is immune to catastrophe. The following chapters provide the steps necessary to brace for the recurring disruptions. The objective is to stop us from being in a situation where we are wringing our hands and asking only, “How did this happen this time?” and instead help us see the recurring themes, successes, and failures that will better prepare us for the inevitable times ahead. Based on fieldwork, the work of experts and practitioners, reports and commissions, history, some imagination of what might have been, and the reflections of people who have been in the scrum (coincidentally, all interviews were done on Zoom due to the pandemic), the legacy of past disasters will be assessed—sometimes counterintuitively—and explored for the lessons for today.


Each chapter examines crises from the distant and near past to draw eight important common lessons that can be implemented now to prepare us for our inevitable future of recurring disasters. Chapters 1–3 focus on the essential building blocks to prepare for the boom: an acceptance that prevention will fail, established mechanisms to listen and communicate as the disaster unfolds, and structures to enforce unity of effort to respond to the crisis. Chapters 4–6 highlight best practices to limit the harms unfolding on the left side of the boom: avoiding the last line of defense crutch, constantly testing response systems, and training how to “stop the bleed.” Finally, chapters 7 and 8 lay out tactics to pivot and learn in time for the next disaster.


These steps are not mutually exclusive. Take one, two, a few, not in order. They are an effort to crystallize the management and leadership skills for all, in whatever roles, that worked or failed in disasters of the past after the boom came. The benefit, if it can be called that, of an era of catastrophes is that there is no dearth of material. A review of them as a group rather than each individually illuminates consistent guideposts for how to position ourselves better time and time again. These lessons focus us on a single moment, that minute before the impending boom, and what we might have wished we had done. It turns out “woulda, coulda, shoulda” is actually a pretty good standard for preparing for the devil.


The book ends with a call to action. We need to reject the fantasy of a fictional place we have deluded ourselves into believing in, a place where we can claim some sort of victory. It doesn’t exist. Instead, we must think in terms of a place that positions us more safely as we wait for the devil’s inevitable return. We are here, now, and that is success. If we think this ends, then the devil wins. We can always do better next time in this infinite loop of destruction.
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Reoccurring disaster framework.








THERE ARE NO SURPRISES


Disasters are the standard now. They are not the aberration, but the norm. We surely must know that as we shift from one tragedy or surprise to another. Yet I feel that the fact we can’t seem to get our heads around the potential for disaster and prepare for it in rational ways is a testament to the power of positive thinking. We just live our lives, go about our days; maybe there are a few random emergencies and blips, but consistent disruption seems beyond our thinking.


It may not just be the power of positive thinking that leads to such willful blindness and short-term planning. Investments in the future are always more difficult as a policy matter, let alone a political one, than what is in the immediate in-box. Media headlines and Twitter noise capture our time and attention. To structure our institutions around constant and predictable disasters seems a paradox, after all. What is a crisis if it doesn’t have an element of surprise? 


In academic literature, there is a difference between a crisis, a disaster, and a catastrophe. A crisis can occur without any consequence; it generally means a threat to a fundamental system that absolutely, without question, requires a response. US Airways pilot Chesley “Sully” Sullenberger famously landed a distressed plane on the Hudson River when he ran out of time to get back to the airport, saving all passengers and crew in 2009. A potential disaster was averted because of his skills and composure, leading to the “Miracle on the Hudson.”3 A disaster comes when the crisis is not appropriately addressed and there is a horrific consequence. This is familiar territory for most of us; the raging California fires that can kill hundreds are the result of a small flame that burns out of control.4 Finally, we then often call a poorly managed disaster a catastrophe. A catastrophe occurs when the crisis seems to result in more damage than it ought to have, such as the more than forty people who drowned on the East Coast after 2021’s Hurricane Ida, which hit land in the Gulf Coast, continued to travel, and brought rain and flooding to people who believed they were safe in their basements.5 For the purposes of this book, which focuses on how best to manage disasters and their consequences, the terms crisis, disaster, and even catastrophe are best understood as reflecting right-of-boom demands. They all describe a world after the devil has arrived.6


One of the most enduring explanations of the attributes of a crisis comes from Charles Hermann, a professor of foreign policy. He wrote that a crisis is an event with three distinct features: it “threatens a high-priority value of the organization,” it “presents a restricted amount of time in which a response can be made,” and it is “unexpected or unanticipated by the organization.”7 This is a mostly helpful definition, as it cuts to the core of what separates a crisis from a routine emergency or even a scandal. The exposure of an illicit affair or release of a sex tape of a corporate leader may feel like a catastrophe to the people impacted, but such a scandal most often doesn’t threaten a high-priority value of the company. Hermann’s definition focuses on what is actually at stake. It isn’t just anything; it is the thing, its essence. The failure to deal with it means disaster ensues. 


This definition, however, needs an update. There should be no more surprises. It is a question of when, not if. Of course, there are flukes and randomness, but even they present the same challenges to an institution that a more likely or an expected event would have. We believe in some unique thing called crisis because we still believe in surprises. As a result, we have a fascination with why we are not ready and less rigorous analysis on what it would take to be ready. For all of us, it can be made simpler: more left and right of boom, both, always.


True, to prepare for disruptions as a common phenomenon negates the very specialness of what makes a disaster, and that seems definitionally absurd. It isn’t. It is like leaving an umbrella in your car in anticipation of rain. It isn’t that it rains all the time, but that there is enough expectation of rain that it makes sense to be ready. We don’t need to be surprised by the unexpected; we need to be ready for it. The focus on surprise as a precondition of a crisis definition has animated disaster management and planning. But it is not only obsolete; it is dangerous. It leads us to be paralyzed by a paradox.


THE PREPAREDNESS PARADOX


The paradox of preparation refers to how successful preventative measures can intuitively seem like a waste of time. It has such a stronghold on how we think about the potential for harm that it unwittingly tends to excuse the institution or person for failing to prepare. It makes us wary to get ready for fear that the very fact of getting ready will be paranoid, defeatist, or defensive even if the preparation is surely more likely to negate the impact of the disaster’s consequences. This is known as the preparedness paradox. It keeps us from promoting preparation in anticipation of a bad event because the benefits of preparation are hard to see and therefore justify. After all, if we are prepared, then the harm won’t be so bad, making others wonder why we were all so worked up in the first place. But the preparedness paradox is only a paradox because we have set up our evaluation of a disaster as an all-or-nothing experience: either it happens or it doesn’t. That can no longer be the case. The more accurate assessment is whether the disaster would have been worse had we not anticipated that it would occur. In every case, the answer is yes.


Focusing our efforts on consequence minimization instead of just prevention means that all of us have the capacity to learn skills that reduce the harm as it comes at us again and again. Specifically, with large-scale, stretched-out events that have effects that are difficult to gauge immediately (COVID-19, climate change), it can be hard to spur people to action. The only way to get ahead of the curve, then, is to take actions at the time that may seem like overreactions. When the harm is limited or forestalled because of the preparedness, then people will think the effort of getting ready was unnecessary. It is like a school snow day that is called in anticipation of a storm that in the end never quite develops or skirts the city rather than dumping all over it. We roll our eyes, despair that our children are home unnecessarily, and urge the local leaders to be more robust next time. What we fail to account for is that even if the storm misses the city, it might have made some of the commuter routes used by teachers dangerous. Or if the snow falls as rain but then freezes, the dangers may be greater than from the snowfall. Or that the practice of closing down better prepared us for the next storm. 
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The prevention paradox was first formally described in 1981 by the epidemiologist Geoffrey Rose.8 In that arena, it describes the seemingly contradictory situation where the majority of cases of a disease come from a population at low or moderate risk of getting sick, and only a minority of cases come from the high-risk population of the same disease. This is because the number of people at high risk of significant illness is normally small. So to prepare for the disease by focusing on the high-risk pool would often seem like a waste of time because it covered such a relatively limited number of people.


Before epidemiologists were household names, the preparedness paradox remained an obscure theory. It took center stage for most of us, however, nearly two decades later. To save memory space in computers during the onset of our digital lives in the 1970s and 1980s, the years were abbreviated—1999 became 99. When that year came, there was considerable concern that computers wouldn’t know what year should follow 99: Was it 2000, 1900, or even 1000? The consequences of computers skipping backward a millennium was a major threat. If the computers became “confused,” they could shut down, erasing bank and medical records, causing power outages, and freezing transportation systems.


This was the Y2K fear that animated much of technology preparedness in 1999. In late 1998, the US government passed the Year 2000 Information and Readiness Disclosure Act to encourage companies to get organized and prepared and to share methods of preventing computer meltdowns. The act also provided liability protection for companies so that they wouldn’t be penalized for responding.9


Companies spent somewhere in the range of $300–$600 billion on preventing and preparing for Y2K. And when the clock struck at midnight on New Year’s Eve, not much happened. Some thermostats failed in an apartment building in South Korea; a bus ticket device in Australia crashed; a few lottery machines in Delaware failed.10 Given all the focus on the threat, the fact that nothing of major consequence occurred quickly created a different narrative: Why did people freak out so much? It is, for those in disaster management, a consistent and frustrating irony.


Safeguards prevent disasters all the time, but we seldom think or hear about them at all because “everything is fine” is not compelling news. Experts can wax eloquent about how various regulations were crucial to avoiding a catastrophe, but it is difficult to empathize much over something that didn’t happen. It isn’t just that we don’t necessarily believe it, but that we also discount it in the future: It didn’t happen this time, so why should it happen next? An action to prevent a disaster can be a self-defeating prophecy. Skeptics of the preparation will be able to say, “You all worry too much.”


Y2K fears were, in fact, justified. These legacy computers were also the very systems that ran some of our most essential infrastructure, including air traffic control and banking. But when January 1, 2000, passed without so much as a minor catastrophe—though there was hoarding of food and water, the National Guard was on standby, financial markets were preparing to crash—a myth started almost immediately that the threat had been grossly, negligently exaggerated.


“The inherent conundrum of the Y2K debate is that those on both ends of the spectrum—from naysayers to doomsayers—can claim that the outcome proved their predictions correct.”11 The American public did not necessarily know how computers worked or how programming factored into the fears, and it therefore really had no strong equities in the debate about how much it should overreact. The prospect of a massive system failure seemed scary enough—and appealing enough from a media perspective—that it was accepted as fact. So when it didn’t happen, skepticism became the norm. That all the retrofitting of mainframes might have saved modern society was quickly replaced by a different narrative. The fear and relief turned into derision, a bit of a punchline, because the warnings appeared unnecessary. It was seen as, wait for it, a “hoax.”


But twenty-plus years later, that readiness had a very different narrative within the field. Y2K preparation worked; the threat was real. The clock, or boom, struck the year 2000, and little happened. The concerns made public awareness greater, even slightly paranoid, but it was the behind-the-scenes work in reaction to that fear that led to the preparations that made planners confident they could avoid catastrophe. The public doesn’t remember it that way, though. Hence, the paradox. The only unavoidable response to the preparedness paradox then is a commitment to sustained preparedness; being ready will seem not that outside the norm. 




THE WHY AND WHETHER


Essentially, I am sort of done with wondering why and whether and how likely bad things happen. Or, more specifically, I leave that to others, to those who study personality traits or probabilities. Tremendous scholarship and examination, for example, has gone into understanding why leaders do not prepare well for disasters. In their seminal book The Ostrich Paradox, authors Robert Meyer and Howard Kunreuther provide an accessible account of the six leadership biases that plague so much preparedness management.12 They are pretty self-explanatory.


These attributes help explain why leadership so often fails us. They describe the internal motivations, or lack thereof, that make us unwilling to accept that the crisis will come. These are ways that we see no evil in order to convince ourselves that the devil does not exist. In the historic disasters that are discussed in the following chapters, these attributes can be seen and identified in the leadership of those who should have acted better. One must overcome these biases to be ready. Great! But then what? Once I’ve discovered my inner biases, what am I to do with that knowledge?
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From The Ostrich Paradox by Robert Meyer and Howard Kunreuther.








Much of risk theory has the same limitation in that it gets us to the right place—bad things will happen—but leaves us there. Much of risk analysis has now been influenced by the seminal 2007 book by Nassim Nicholas Taleb, a finance professor, an author, and a former Wall Street trader. Taleb’s book, The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable, was published a year before the 2008 financial disaster and became a global guide for industry and risk scholarship.13 It was described by the London Review of Books as one of the most influential resources since World War II.14 It changed the way many thought about predictability, and Taleb did so by basing the theory on a mere bird-watching event. For centuries, Europeans assumed that there were only white swans. That was true until black swans were seen in Western Australia by a Dutch explorer in 1697. That there were only white swans had been an “unassailable belief as it seemed completely confirmed by empirical evidence” until the black swans were discovered. In that moment, a universal expectation was invalidated.15


Black swan events—World War I, 9/11, the 2008 financial disaster—have three essential criteria. According to Taleb, the event is so rare that even the possibility that it might occur is unknown, it has a catastrophic impact when it does occur, and it is explained in hindsight as if it was actually predictable (in other words, it seems obvious after the fact). For such rare and extreme events, Taleb wrote, the standard rules of probability and prediction did not apply, and attempts to learn from statistics or models based on the past were actually much more likely to make us increasingly vulnerable to the black swan phenomenon. The past, in other words, was not a good guide for future risk. Taleb did not stop there, however, and his book is revolutionary for its additional contribution: since black swan events could not be predicted, it is essential that institutions—in particular, financial institutions—build “robustness” to negative events so that nothing can fail under the stressful conditions of the black swan event.






The impact of Taleb’s book cannot be underestimated. The notion of the black swan came at a time after 9/11, the war in Iraq, and Hurricane Katrina, when the world was looking for an explanation of why bad things kept happening and why we seemed so unable to grasp them. But while examining the whether by utilizing a risk framework to determine a black swan—low-probability, high-consequence—event, Taleb leaves the nature of robustness for later. He’ll get you to the right side of the boom, tell you that there are events that are consequential and unpredictable but not how to manage through the damage and destruction that will inevitably come.


Nearly a decade later, as both a compliment and a rejoinder, global analyst Michele Wucker wrote The Gray Rhino, examining our failures to recognize and then act on the obvious. The title refers to the fact that rhinos are most often just gray. No point in looking for blue or pink rhinos, Wucker argues, but instead just look at what is in front of us, the risks we face every day and that are so obvious. The search for—and fear of—the black swan blinds us to the obvious threats in front of us. Repositioning the risk calculus, she argues for a focus on high-probability, high-consequence events that are always looming but never recognized.16
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Risk calculation framework.








Taleb, Wucker, and others are essentially describing different quadrants of this chart, often used by risk assessors. Taleb’s low-probability/high-consequence event is in the lower right-hand quadrant; Wucker’s high-probability/high-consequence event is the one in the upper right-hand quadrant. For the most part, risk assessment is just figuring out where the potential threat resides in the quadrant.


As the chart shows, risk generally can be measured, and investments focused, by considering the probability that a consequential event will occur and the harm that will occur if the event happens. As for the other quadrants, the risks that are both unlikely and with less impact can be written off: think of the couple of dozen people who die annually from Instagram-worthy selfie-stick photo behavior over the Grand Canyon or in front of the Taj Mahal. No matter how sad or careless, we shouldn’t move an entire system of security to stop people from behaving in ways that they should know are risky. In other words, we sort of let Darwin take care of that pool. For the high-probability/low-consequence events such as fender benders, scraped knees, or some minor disruption of services that major companies experience hundreds of times a week, we can generally adapt easily because the consequences are relatively minimal and we are accustomed to the frequent occurrence.


Imagine a world, as we must now, where the risk is there, always. To put it more directly: let’s stop trying to control probability when it comes to disasters and start trying to control the consequences. We spend so much time and energy on imagining we can predict with some precision what could happen when the more important realization is that it will. If that is the case, then the whole risk quadrant can be folded into a simple chart: low or high consequence. That’s all you need to know. The words unexpected, unanticipated, and unpredictable will cease to be helpful guides or excuses: they are so passive and often in error.
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High-consequence risk calculation framework. 








In an era of recurring catastrophes, there are only two options: more or less consequential. We could change our entire way of thinking about disasters by accepting, instead, that they will come. I recognize that is asking a lot. Essentially, it calls for people to put aside momentarily the well-established field of risk assessment that calculates probability. In the end, though, the risk field prioritizes the actions on the left side of the boom. Instead, the lessons that follow make the case for measures of success on the right side of the boom based on the notion that whatever prevention and protections to the left of the boom have been undertaken have failed. Calculating what risks lie ahead has always been an art more than a science anyway. Entire intelligence agencies, insurance actuaries, and corporate risk managers work to put some quantifiable number to potential harms. Day to day, they often get it right: the earth is getting warmer, car accidents will always be more likely when the driver is a teen boy, or supply chains will be disrupted by weather events. But often they get it wrong. And the devil makes an appearance.


NOTHING IS THAT NEW


We all know it by now: the potential for disasters should be seen as the norm, not the aberration. Black swans and gray rhinos are everywhere. In left-of-boom prevention planning, the disaster management field has already come to this realization. Leaders talk in terms of all-hazards planning, meaning that the best security planning anticipates all types of potential threats. This reflects some of the lessons learned after 9/11. As money and resources were being distributed to state and local first responders to protect against terrorism, it became clear that the best investments were those that could be used to prevent any risk. After Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the industry shifted, as it realized that by focusing exclusively on stopping nineteen terrorists from getting on four airplanes, it meant it could not save an American city from drowning. Experts began to talk in terms of the notion of all-hazards, prioritizing those resources that protect against all sorts of threats and not just one. The devil could take any shape.


The same must become true for right-of-boom response. We need to talk in terms of same-consequence planning, akin to all-hazards prevention efforts. We already know the attributes of a disaster that we can train for. It isn’t rocket science. Disasters are bigger, more disruptive, interconnected, forcing increased pressure on those who respond and increased scrutiny and activism by those watching. Those are the elements of the disaster that are known now. We can build for the common attributes and challenges of all disasters because, in the end, there is nothing special about them. They just keep coming.


Disaster management studies is moving in this direction, trying to find the connective tissue across every major disaster regardless of what preceded it. As Professors Arn Howitt and Dutch Leonard have documented, we can begin to see their similarities rather than any unique features.17 First, disasters require that we recognize novelty and effectively improvise a response to that novelty. Second, they will inevitably demand some massive scaling; they are big and cross all sorts of physical and professional boundaries. Third, one of the greatest challenges will be maintaining what is called situational awareness, a greater emphasis on determining what is going on and therefore what is needed, which can be hard in the middle of the response itself. Fourth, the crisis response will succeed not just because the problems were planned for but because the response can pivot in real time; too late is always the wrong answer in a crisis. And finally, a true disaster will be bigger than what was planned for, with all sorts of people and interests coming forward and raising new concerns. It will be messy.


The disasters and their consequences highlighted in this book, spanning time and geography, embrace these commonalities. In a world where the devil never sleeps, where Y2K could happen every day, any planning measures will seem like prudent actions, smart preparation for the inevitable. Investments and preparedness won’t seem like overkill because the danger will come. The preparedness paradox goes away because every day that there isn’t a disruption isn’t seen as a normal day but an abnormal one.


It may seem I am asking for overreaction, 24-7. But that is only a criticism if one sees overreaction as a bad response. Underreacting—maybe because the opposite seems hysterical or a waste of time or overwhelming—can, indeed, make something that might otherwise be just an emergency turn into a calamity. In 2014, a major snowstorm hit Atlanta.18 Or rather, it was major for Atlanta, even though it was only a few inches in the end. But as the storm came barreling toward a city very unacquainted with snow—it had few snowplows—roads came to a standstill and students and employees were stuck. You may wonder, “Well, how can Atlanta possibly have been able to prepare for that?” Atlanta, however, certainly has weather forecasts, reads the paper, has friends in other cities, and has contacts with emergency planners up north. It did not position itself for what might happen. The city failed to use familiar blizzard response protocols, which are quite simple: everyone stays home. Unfortunately, once the authorities finally realized this should be the instruction, they then foolishly released everyone simultaneously, making the icy roads crowded, stranding people in some instances for eighteen hours.


No surprises. The devil may have plenty of time, but he has no new tricks. On January 4, 2020, I read a short article in the newsletter STAT, a partner publication of the Boston Globe focused solely on science and health news. It was a piece written by reporter Helen Branswell, who would become a must-read throughout the pandemic. It was headlined, “Experts Search for Answers in Limited Information About Mystery Pneumonia Outbreak in China.”19


It seemed strange at the time, enough to pique my interest. The report spoke of a unique virus in Wuhan, China, one that was sufficiently worrisome that the Chinese were calling in the World Health Organization, even though they kept insisting they had it under control and that there were no deaths. That seemed odd to me, even though I’m no epidemiologist. China would have been unlikely to raise any concerns, let alone call in an international organization, if this was just an ordinary virus.


So I started to pay attention. The US government seemed reluctant to acknowledge or prepare for what was going to happen; through January, it was clear that overreacting was not going to be our problem. Then alarms started to sound. Wuhan was quarantined. Italy was brought to its knees. But in the US, we couldn’t quite convince ourselves that this distant problem would soon, inevitably, be ours too.


Along with many others, I began to raise my voice about what was likely to happen. I prepared the kids, my home. I told friends to get ready, answered texts, urged my parents to hunker down in California. I started to get criticism about my public worrying. “Shut it down,” I told Anderson Cooper on CNN, where I am a national security analyst, one night in early March during an NYC pandemic town hall he was hosting with Dr. Sanjay Gupta. 


Cooper replied somewhat incredulously, “When you say shut it down, do you mean—” to which I interrupted, “Everything.”20 My mother texted to tell me she thought I sounded harsh. I was scaring people. That was my point. The devil was on his way. But we weren’t ready, and any preventive action when there were so few cases of COVID-19 in the US seemed borderline paranoid.


“You are getting me nervous,” Dante Ramos, an old friend and senior editor at the Atlantic, wrote to me. He had been noticing my Twitter feed, which had become a bit of a megaphone, and sensed a rare panic in my tone. He asked if I would write for them. The Atlantic would stand out throughout that first pandemic year for providing some of the best coverage and analysis. 


So I wrote what I was worried about: the devil was coming. “What will you call it?” I asked after filing the essay.


On March 8, 2020, my piece “The U.S. Isn’t Ready for What’s About to Happen” appeared and found a big audience, probably because it validated a growing sense of public unease.21 It warned of what soon was going to happen to the American public. “Especially at this point, even a more vigorous response will not preclude a lot of people from getting sick. Preventing all infections is no longer a possibility, and the measure of success is how much public-health authorities can reduce the number of people who die or fall seriously ill,” I wrote. Reading it now, I realize that I was already on to consequence minimization; the risk could not be eliminated. Dante later told me he initially worried the title was a bit alarmist. As it turned out, within a few weeks, the piece proved relatively accurate. Strangers wrote to me to thank me for the advice at a time when the national leadership offered little. People knew that something didn’t seem right, that a dangerous event was on the horizon, but felt that they were alone.


I wasn’t prescient. None of us sounding the alarm in early 2020 were clairvoyants. We just knew the science. There was a virus. It was not contained. People moving around the globe would spread it. It should be no shock; indeed, it would be inevitable that it would hit us. However much we pretended or wished otherwise, it was coming for us. The devil was on his way.


The measure of success would surely be, for a pandemic, whether we had prepared enough—overreacted, even—so that the consequences would be less burdensome. This is a hard standard to accept. We tend to assess situations in a binary way, whether a thing is good or bad, black or white. But in a world of disasters, the ultimate judgment is always in the gray zone. A pandemic that kills fifty thousand people is surely better than one that kills six hundred thousand.


As COVID-19 came into focus in mid-March, Professor Ian Bogost also wrote in the Atlantic about the need to overreact to the impending doom.22 He felt alone in his personal preparation as he watched family and friends continue with their day-to-day lives. What was it about overreacting that made people not want to prepare, resulting—as we soon saw—in a much greater challenge as the pandemic spread? To overreact is essentially to “look a fool” and be willing to go forward anyway. Long ago, Bogost noted, overreaction was actually viewed as something one could not control, like a muscle instinct. There was no moral judgment to it; blaming someone for overreacting was like blaming them for blinking during a sandstorm.23


That changed in the 1960s, and Bogost attempted to point to what might have caused this change toward a moral judgment, even condemnation, of preparation. One reason may be the rise of psychology and psychiatry as a profession and the resulting compulsion to explain every emotion and response. Overreaction was no longer seen as something objective, without moral judgment, but a state that was more akin to a neurosis. To be a neurotic, after all, is hardly a compliment and is understood as a failure to control one’s emotions. It is, in the end, like being a little crazy. The second phenomenon that led to the denigration of overreaction was financialization. In the post–World War II economy, speculation was on the rise as the fundamentals changed. Supply-chain management, for example, often responded wildly to extreme perceptions of financial changes that were not tied to the reality of the market and were harmful to businesses. 


Whether due to changes in psychology or the global market, or both, overreacting became worthy of moral condemnation and judged a waste of resources. It was viewed as an individual failing and an institutional defect that had to be overcome rather than nurtured. It became a “sin.” “We went wrong when we allowed overreaction to become synonymous with reaction run amok: a crazed, irrational type of action rather than a legitimate way to respond, given a fundamental inability to understand and process stimuli effectively,” Bogost wrote.24 The bar should surely be higher for complaints of overreacting since disasters are now common.


True, judging an event based on how few people died or how much damage was reduced isn’t particularly heartwarming. In the case of the pandemic, response planning also seemed loose and ever-changing: don’t wear a mask, wear a mask—could someone please make up their mind? To be ready at that moment, those seconds, before the devil’s boom will require constant behavior change. It may just seem easier to accept a level of harm, worry, complain, freak out, but still get on with our lives with no action. We could. But it hasn’t been a great strategy so far.


We must flip our criteria for success. After each disaster or catastrophe, we are too familiar with taking up an old two-word refrain as our rallying cry: “Never again.” Guess what… it will happen again. We must move dramatically, faster, and more realistically from a posture that is purely focused on threats to one that can make us better able to manage the consequences when we can no longer hold off the damage. We need to talk less about fears and more about needs. Are we safe? No. Can we be safer? Most certainly. We must brace for the boom.


“Never again” misleads us into believing in a finite and permanent version of success. In a world where one thinks of disasters as random and rare, that might be a perfectly realistic ambition. If occasional disasters were made ever-more infrequent, perhaps, eventually, they would cease to bother us altogether. But what if they are not occasional, not random, not rare? What if the devil never sleeps?


Every disaster has a history. Disasters hold our attention because of the harm we see, but also because they hold a mirror to what we are and the society and institutions we have built. Disasters find victims as they are, not as we want them to be. They expose all that is already wrong in a society: an earthquake in Haiti becomes a time to reflect on America’s military and political excursions into the nation that have left it impoverished; a hurricane in New Orleans becomes a time to manage the racial and economic inequalities that emerged over hundreds of years from a city that used to be the center of the slave trade; a nuclear meltdown in Fukushima, Japan, becomes a time to critique the forced amnesia that overcame a country ready to move on from the nuclear attacks during World War II by neglecting oversight of a dangerous industry; an oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico becomes a time to debate our dependence on offshore drilling and whether we should move more swiftly to greener energy sources; a pandemic sweeping across a great nation, bringing it to its knees, becomes a time when we can no longer ignore the inadequacies and inequalities of its public health system.


We see the horrors brought by the crisis itself, but also the horrors already there. A disaster ends, but in the process, it reveals our identity, culture, and the systemic problems we have too long ignored. We might have been able to live in our blissful ignorance indefinitely but for the devil arriving in a flurry of wind, water, or fire, exposing our systemic negligence. If, when that disaster ends, we move on because we believe the disruption was an aberration or a surprise, we will not examine the deprivations and inequities that lead to such horrible consequences in the first place. The devil will have won the round, and he will return all the sooner.


THE NEW GOAL LINE: CONSEQUENCE MINIMIZATION


For the left-of-boom world, we try to minimize possible harms in our lives every day through what is known as layered defenses. As the phrase implies, these are the impediments or barriers that can slow the likelihood of a threat. You arrive at an airport. Your ticket and the information you shared have already been assessed to ensure you are not on any no-fly lists, that your information is valid, that you are allowed to travel. Your drive to the curb is monitored by surveillance and patrol cops. You go through the frustrations of the TSA line. The gate is another checkpoint. Perhaps there is a US Marshal on the flight. And, of course, there’s a lock on the cockpit door. Layers upon layers upon layers minimize any risks associated with flying, crushing it down as close to zero as possible while still allowing millions to fly every week. We have no similar terminology for the right side of the boom, of how we should view success when all seems chaotic and lost and disastrous. This is the planning gap that must be filled because so much damage can be avoided and so many deaths eliminated.


It is, I admit, a variation of the notion of so-called acceptable losses—a chilling moral concept. One dead is better than ten. Ten dead is better than one hundred. One hundred dead is better than one thousand. The military accepts, indeed plans, around the notion of acceptable losses, comparing the mission’s benefit with the likelihood of mass casualties. For the most part, it doesn’t pretend that it can keep the number at zero. At times, the calculated cost in lives is seen as acceptable if the mission is necessary.


Knowing that the disaster will arrive means that preparation isn’t for some distant future, relegated to the “later” box. You are here. Right now. The disaster looms, and there are only a few minutes until it comes. The chapters ahead provide lessons about how we might better our readiness for that moment. We can live better, more successfully, on the right side of the boom that is bound to come. This will mean that a new strategy, a new metric for success, is needed. What if we no longer viewed success according to whether a disastrous thing occurred (left of boom) but instead according to what the consequences of the occurrence were (right of boom)? 


So this is where we are. Here, as the boom arrives. We’ve all been in that moment when we find ourselves in a complicated, unfamiliar territory and rely on the big map with the bright, orienting marker: YOU ARE HERE. That in-the-present starting point is precisely what’s been missing in the debates around disasters. We talk about prevention and what to do to stop bad things from happening. We urge resilience and how to recover stronger or, in today’s parlance, “build back better” in the aftermath of a disaster. We focus on before or after. We talk too little about here: the moment, the situation before us, and what we can do to make this tragic moment a little less tragic. This book represents an effort to change that thinking.


I will constantly return to the refrain “You are here.” It is meant to place us in the moment, right now, as we wait—years, months, weeks, days, maybe just hours—for the devil to arrive. It is meant to be grounding, to put the immediacy of preparation at the forefront. Reality is somewhere between total neuroses and extreme vulnerability, between the black swan and the gray rhino, in a space that accepts that disasters will come. Given the commonalities across all disasters, we know now what will prepare us better when the boom does happen, again and again. No surprises. There’s no way back. Each chapter focuses on ways to minimize the consequences, because ten is better than one hundred dead. This isn’t rocket science, but it is a science of sorts. Ten dead is, in fact, scientifically better than one hundred dead. Less bad is our standard of success.
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