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To my parents—who got handed a quirky kid and gave the world to him every step of the way, even if that meant following a limousine for 40 miles on the highway so five-year-old him could gawk at it, buying $50 in pennies at the bank so seven-year-old him could sort through them, sitting at a railroad crossing for an eternity waiting for a train to activate the gates and flashers, or driving ten-year-old him to the beach at 2 A.M. to watch a thunderstorm over the water.

I also promised my mother that I’d thank her in my speech when I received my first Emmy award. That hasn’t happened yet, so, Mom, a book dedication will have to do for now. We’ll get the Emmy soon enough.

I should probably thank my sister, too. Though she’s four years younger than me, I’m still (slightly) afraid of her. If nothing else, she kept me humble.

Also dedicated to Waffle House. Sponsor me already damnit.






The Beginning

If you’re ever looking to get over a fear of flying, spending ten hours on a sweat-scented double-decker bus from Boston to Washington, DC, will do the trick. It was July 2012, and while every other friend of mine was spending the summer caddying or refereeing youth soccer games, I was on my way to weather camp. Apparently, it’s a real thing.

I was fourteen years old and had just completed my freshman year of high school on Cape Cod in Massachusetts. It wasn’t the first time my activities didn’t exactly line up with those of my peers.

Most elementary school kids spent recess trading Yu-Gi-Oh! cards or swapping Silly Bands; I was staring at the sky and journaling. My best friends in second grade were my teacher and the ladies in the front office. (Mrs. Monska, the head secretary, had a Jelly Belly machine on her desk. I visited every morning without fail.)

My classmates all had PlayStations, but I spent my First Communion money on a bulky camcorder. Any distant rumble of thunder sent me running to the garage to grab my bike for an impromptu “storm chase” around the neighborhood cul-de-sac. The footage I captured fell tragically short of National Geographic quality, but it was a start.

“Dad, I got another lightning strike,” I can be heard exclaiming in lisp-twinged second grade glee, my clunky camera work entirely missing the electrical discharge in question. “It was a pink one.” I then proceed to explain to the “folks” watching how ribbon lightning works, what a wall cloud is, and why the clouds are so dark. Despite growing up in the Boston suburbs, I sounded like a veteran Great Plains broadcaster. Since then, my passion has never wavered nor left me. On the contrary, it matured as I did.

I gave daily weather reports at school to my fourth grade class during Ms. DeLorenzo’s morning meeting. My field day and recess forecasts blared over the Indian Brook Elementary School intercom. My parents grew accustomed to 2:00 A.M. taps on the shoulder, nine-year-old me whispering to rouse them from their slumber. “Can we go to the beach?” I would beg, desperate for a view of whatever was happening in the sky.

Every year on my birthday, I corralled my family into the front yard to lay on a blanket and stare skyward as the Perseid meteor shower slung shooting stars across the heavens. And if thundersnow ever entered the forecast, I could go days on end without sleep.

Middle school passed similarly. The other kids took to sports and playing Call of Duty. I memorized the periodic table and landscaped in the summers to earn money for a laptop. In seventh grade, I enrolled in a class called Helping Others While Learning, taught by Warren Phillips, a renowned science educator who was inducted into the National Teachers Hall of Fame that year. It proved a pivotal turning point.

Mr. Phillips combined service learning with science geekery to constantly push the limits of what was possible in a classroom. He led each of us through making a gel electrophoresis, implemented an ambitious school-wide recycling project and, most importantly, was awarded a grant that allowed for the production of a student newscast. Three seconds into our first filming, I was hooked.

As it turns out, middle school isn’t built for quirky kids who aim to grow up and become scientists. I stuck out like a sore thumb. I was adored by administrators and teachers—especially within the Science Department—but I certainly didn’t blend in with my peers. Most were too wrapped up in drama and Doodle Jump. As the midpoint of eighth grade approached, I was looking for an escape plan.

That turned out to be Sturgis, a charter high school located in Hyannis, Massachusetts, about thirty minutes away from my hometown of Plymouth (yes, where the Pilgrims landed). Affectionately referred to as the “island of misfits,” Sturgis had a reputation as being a place where just about anyone could fit in (maybe even me). And the academics were second to none.

Erected in a converted furniture store, Sturgis was held together with duct tape and bubble gum. The roof leaked whenever it rained or snowed; we had no cafeteria or gym, and the art room was a house the school had purchased on an adjacent street. The campus wasn’t much to look at. Somebody once left bananas in a locker during winter break, resulting in a fruit fly infestation we discovered in January. (The school decided to combat the pests by leaving dishes of apple cider vinegar all over, which promptly spilled and left sticky floors for more than a year.)

Because the school was located next to a row of shops, restaurants, and art galleries, it wasn’t unusual for tourists to stroll through the building on a whim. Sometimes people walked their dogs through the main hallway. The architecture was labyrinthine.

The teachers were equally eccentric. My history teacher had a “pilgrim voice” and character he occasionally slipped into; another routinely donned a colander to impersonate the former Soviet satellite “Sputnik.” My Spanish teacher had just turned twenty-two, and my mustache-sporting art teacher sprinted into class the first day wielding a hammer and an unhinged stapler.

Our chemistry teacher sometimes taught while doing snow angels on the floor “for [his] bad back.” Mr. Carah, the physics teacher, could get away with saying just about anything—no joke was too off the wall. And my math teacher once sprinted home from class mid-lecture to make sure he had shut off his stove.

Since the school didn’t have a designated vehicle to transport goods, they relied on a donated vehicle that the administration fondly referred to as “the creeper van” to shuttle around band and student council equipment. Every March, we had a fundraiser called Tape a Teacher, where a $5 bill would earn students a piece of duct tape to affix a teacher to the wall. One year we inadvertently taped Mr. Dunigan-AtLee, a math teacher, to a utility pole in front of the school with his arms outstretched in a Christ-like state… on what turned out to be Good Friday (that led to an unfortunate article in the Cape Cod Times). We also made the news when four hundred copies of a yearbook reading STURGIS CHARTER pubic SCHOOL were delivered. That may or may not have been my fault.

It was an erratic, unconventional school where everyone was as quirky as I. Within a week, I knew I was home.



Now, freshman year at Sturgis had come to a close, and I was on my way to the nation’s capital for a two-week weather camp at Howard University. Ever the tireless parent, my mother had finally “found a place for me” after scouring the internet for opportunities. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration–funded summer program featured an immersive curriculum under the auspices of a former National Weather Service meteorologist.

More importantly, it offered the prospect of finding myself among a dozen other weather-obsessed nerds like me. For the first time in my life, my unshakeable fixation with weather would be the norm. I knew I had to apply. Weeks later, I kissed the jam-packed oversized manila envelope good-bye, crossed my fingers, and waited. After a month of checking the mailbox daily, good news arrived—the only catch was that we had to get ourselves to Washington, DC.

“Try the Megabus!” my high school bus driver said when I told her the news. (Since Sturgis was a charter school, we all had to rent our own bus and hire a driver.) Her name was George, and raspy shouts of road rage–induced profanity were a staple of our afternoon commutes. If she wasn’t texting or scrolling through the TD Bank app while driving, she was dispensing somewhat questionable life advice. But when she mentioned $5 bus fares to Washington, I paid attention.

It would be my first time away from home, and I was a bit apprehensive. My saintly mother agreed to accompany me to Washington, seemingly enthused at the prospect of a bus trip down the Northeast Corridor. Our mutual excitement over a bargain prevailed as we headed to South Station in Boston one morning in early July. We had no idea what we were getting ourselves into.

The hulking double-decker bus lumbered into the station ninety minutes late, reeking of diesel fumes and whatever’s inside blue portable toilet water. Hordes of passengers rushed aboard in a stampede, haphazardly chucking luggage at the driver for stowage in the under-cab compartments. My mother and I climbed to the second floor of the top-heavy bus. (We wound up shoehorned in the back, but, to my relief, near the stairs—Megabus drivers had a history of plowing into shallow overpasses.)

Saying it was a harrowing journey would be an understatement. The journey quickly devolved into a hodgepodge of cascading headaches, but somehow it all added to the excitement of my first weather camp.

In Union, Connecticut, we had to backtrack a half hour after leaving a woman behind during a pit stop at Burger King. New York City traffic snarled us with ninety-minute delay, and the first floor toilet overflowed into the cabin in Newark. In Hoboken, New Jersey, a hitchhiker attempted to board the bus; shortly thereafter, a fistfight almost broke out between two women over a pair of stolen sunglasses. The woman to my left had found it fitting to frame me.

Temperatures inside the bus rose to 109.2 degrees in Philadelphia thanks to air conditioning issues, which I know because I was carrying a pocket thermometer. By the time we got to Washington amid the unbearable heatwave, I felt famished, lightheaded, and dizzy.

Once we arrived in Washington, I transitioned to just plain terrified. I was four hundred miles from home, had just been granted my first cell phone, and was being dropped in an unfamiliar location with unfamiliar people. Reality hit fast. After a dinner of chicken tenders and soft pretzels, I fell into a fitful sleep, anxiously dreading what lay ahead.

The next morning I stared emptily at my breakfast plate, too strung up to even eat a slice of bacon (anyone who knows me will immediately realize how significant that is). Around 10:00 A.M., my mother and I hopped on the Metro and rode to Howard University, where I planned to bid her farewell. I wasn’t concerned about being away from my parents, but spending two weeks in close quarters with eleven peers would be daunting.

I wasn’t feeling much better after the program director’s introductory remarks. Then came time for the camp’s leader, meteorologist Mike Mogil, to speak. About a sentence in, I yelped, leaping up as though my pants were on fire. Something in my pocket was buzzing and squealing. Everyone turned to face me.

I suddenly remembered I was carrying my travel-sized NOAA weather alert radio. I blushed, wishing I could melt into the floor. I hastily mumbled an apology, trying to silence the still-screeching radio.

“Wait a second,” Mr. Mogil said. “Are we under some type of alert?” He extended his hand, motioning for the radio.

“The National Weather Service has issued Severe Thunderstorm Watch 413 in effect until 9:00 P.M. tonight,” barked the automated Perfect Paul voice. The room erupted into shouts and cheers; Mr. Mogil cracked a grin.

“Welcome to weather camp!” he bellowed. In an instant, I realized I was in my natural habitat.

The kids alongside me were every bit as eager about the stormy forecast as I was. Hours later, I found myself analyzing the 3:00 P.M. data, half a dozen other campers surrounding me as I explained the incoming charts and figures splayed across my laptop. It kicked off the most amazing two weeks of my life. My lifelong obsession with weather made me the star of the group and earned me Mr. Mogil’s invitation to the American Meteorological Society’s annual broadcast meteorology conference in Boston later that summer. The following year, I vowed to not only attend the conference, but to present at it.

Having seen the presentations delivered from meteorologists of every background, I knew my research was up to snuff. During my sophomore year of high school, I compiled my work into an abstract titled “Outflow Boundary-Related Waterspouts: Advanced Detection and Warning.” In January 2013, I submitted it to the American Meteorological Society for consideration. By March, I was booking a ticket to Nashville.

Being fifteen years old, however, meant that I wasn’t permitted to rent a hotel, procure a rental car, or even fly alone. I knew I would be able to, but society didn’t agree. Thankfully, my mother agreed to be my chaperone.

Because the hotel was exclusively occupied by meteorologists, every elevator ride, momentary instance of hallway eye contact, or breakfast line turned into a speed round of networking. But no one wanted to talk to me; after all, how could I be a meteorologist? They defaulted instead to my mother, a longtime pediatric nurse at Boston Children’s Hospital. She could sew Humpty Dumpty back together again and save his life after a great fall, but clouds and water vapor were my thing. I felt like a shadow.

I drifted quietly around the conference for two days and, save for the occasional pleasantry offered by an observant and sympathetic small-town meteorologist, I was given the cold shoulder. Then came Wednesday. I silently sat in the back, reviewing my slides, making sure I knew where to pepper in my occasional humorous quips and moments of levity. As the presenter before me concluded her remarks, I began making my way to the lectern.

“Next up, we have Matthew Cappucci, who will be speaking to us regarding outflow boundary-related waterspouts,” the presenter announced. In the online application, I had selected the university/graduate student box, as that was the closest option to tenth grader. But they accepted my research anyway.

Now, I stood at the podium a thousand miles from home, explaining my hypothesis, and why I believed a series of weak, erratic, and quick-hitting tornadoes had made appearances along the Massachusetts coastline during the summer of 2012. Not a peep could be heard in the audience. I zeroed in on three case studies I had prepared, each featuring documented examples of waterspouts, or tornadoes over water, sweeping ashore and causing damage. They all formed on days when storms were outflow dominant, exhaling more air than they were ingesting. I wove together my theory, explaining why low-level lapse rates, vorticity stretching, and downdraft surges were vital. I supplemented my claims with meteorological observations.

In essence, I asserted that the cool breeze rushing away from an approaching thunderstorm could occasionally spin up invisible horizontal tubes of air a thousand or so feet above the ground. Ordinarily, they aren’t problematic. But when that tube intersects the coastline at an oblique angle, it can become fragmented—a series of smaller horizontal vortices resulting. If the temperature contrast between the air within the storm and that ahead of it is great enough, warm air forced upward ahead of the gust front can tilt a tube, stretch it vertically, and form a waterspout. Under the influence of capriciously moving cold air from behind, those spouts can easily be steered toward land.

It had been enough to convince the local National Weather Service office to append additional statements at the end of their severe weather warnings, the bulletins first utilized in September 2013. The crowd nodded in agreement, exchanging occasional glances with one another. I heard a few murmurs. In that instant, the age difference between the audience and myself evaporated. It dawned on me that the group no longer considered me “the kid,” but rather a budding colleague. Someone who shared the same passion as everyone else in the room. At least that’s what I told myself.

As I wrapped up my speech, cognizant of the blinking yellow timer, I opened up for questions. An older gentleman, who from a distance appeared to be in his upper fifties or lower sixties, sauntered up to the aisle microphone. I awaited the question, ejecting my flash drive and fidgeting with my clicker.

“First off, you can have my job in far less than six years,” the man said. Without looking up from my podium-mounted monitor, I recognized the voice instantly. My eyes widened. “The second thing I want to say is that, at your age, at this point in your life, to be able to put this together, break new ground and deliver it is absolutely unbelievable,” he continued. It was Harvey Leonard, chief meteorologist at WCVB-TV in Boston. I had grown up watching him religiously. I had a saying in my household: “When Harvey’s talking, you’re not.” He was my meteorological idol. Behind the podium, my knees shook. (He’s been a friend and a mentor ever since.)

At the coffee break following my talk, I experienced something I had never encountered before: I was popular. Meteorologists congratulated me, joked about buying me a beer, and even approached me with questions or observations of their own. Now a degreed meteorologist, my colleagues have become some of my closest friends. It took years of wandering around like a tumbleweed, staring up at the sky, but I’ve finally found my people. Nowadays, seven or eight conferences later, I’m finally old enough to get that beer.

Suddenly being Mr. Popular was new to me. The conference lasted another two days, and everyone wanted to talk to me. I was all for it. It was as though each of the two hundred meteorologists there saw a piece of themselves in me, remembering back to when they were in my shoes. I frequently think back to the kindness they extended, hoping to use the platform I have today to pay it forward.

As I headed back to Cape Cod for the start of junior year at Sturgis, I was busy hatching a plan on how I could capitalize on my newfound momentum. The conference had reignited a spark beneath me, and I wasn’t about to let that go to waste. I continued cataloguing weather events and decided to try my hand at writing for local newspapers.

On October 29, 2012, the fringe effects of Hurricane Sandy, which had ravaged New Jersey the day before, arrived in the Northeast, where they knocked out power and snapped tree branches all across Plymouth and Cape Cod. I wrote eight hundred words and emailed it to the local newspaper to see if they were interested. They ran my piece on “The Science of Sandy” in their next biweekly edition.

That was my first time getting to actively share my enthusiasm for all things atmospheric with the public. Days later, a 100 mph microburst, or downward rush of severe winds from a thunderstorm, caused serious damage and sank several boats two towns over from me. Once again, I contributed a write-up.

I was granted a regular column in Plymouth’s Old Colony Memorial, where I quickly began submitting thousand-word explainers deconstructing local, regional, and national meteorological happenings. I knew my minuscule audience was primarily comprised of nursing home residents and retirees, but it was something. I hoped someone—anyone—was learning something new.

Apparently, they were. Soon thereafter, I was treated to a nice little surprise. I opened up that week’s edition of the small-town paper, immediately finding my name. But it wasn’t in an article I had written. It was a letter to the editor that read “Hats off to Matthew Cappucci.” I quickly snatched the page for a closer look.

The paragraph-long submission was from a gentleman who apparently enjoyed a piece of mine on hurricanes. I was ecstatic. I had a living, breathing reader! The letter was signed by Eric J. Heller, a local resident who lived a few miles north. After asking the editor to connect us via email, I sent him a note of appreciation for taking the time to pen such kind words. We shared a brief online exchange, I thanked him, and then returned to an otherwise routine world of homework and weather maps. I was fifteen. It seemed insignificant.

It turns out I was wrong.






Senior Year

Who are you!?” I whooped into the phone. It was November of my senior year, and Thomas, the homeschool student I was tutoring, was shrieking with laughter. “What do you want!? Why do you keep calling me!? I don’t want your solar panels!”

I belligerently hung up, tossing my flip phone onto the table before cracking a smile and shaking my head. Thomas, who had been working to stifle his giggles, erupted into a fit of guffaws.

“And that, Thomas, is how you take care of telemarketers,” I said professorially. He was practically snorting with merriment. My phone had rung four times during my one-hour Latin tutoring session with Thomas, who was thirteen years old and lived at home with his overbearing and deeply religious guardians. I was the only outside interaction he was permitted to have. Phone spammers were certainly not going to interrupt me at work.

Thomas’s adoptive parents, his aunt and uncle, were overwhelmed with life. His uncle Richard was a former Green Beret who suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder. He isolated himself in the house, shades drawn, with air purifiers in every room. Thomas’s aunt Debbie was a kindly woman who awoke early every morning to pray and care for Thomas’s sister, Veronica, who had profound handicaps and was nonverbal.

Thomas was brilliant and an erudite learner, but his aunt and uncle had removed him from public school lest he “encounter someone who lives a lifestyle against the teachings of the Bible.” I was brought in as an English, Spanish, Latin, and math teacher for Thomas, and the family adored me as a positive role model for him to aspire toward. Ah, the irony, I thought, chuckling. Hiding in plain sight.

Given his carefully curated and censored home life, Thomas didn’t have any friends. I tried to structure my lessons around informality as best I could, giving him at least a taste of friendship. Standing out in middle school usually meant standing apart, and I knew what Thomas was going through. So when my phone rang for the fifth time with an unknown number that afternoon, I decided to have some fun with it. If it made him laugh or elicited a rare smile, it was a small success.

After my two-hour session, I thanked his uncle, collected my $60, and sauntered outside to my parents’ truck for the short ride home. As soon as I turned the keys, my phone rang again. It was the same number.

“What?” I grumbled loudly rolling my eyes and parking on the side of the sleepy wooded neighborhood. I was not in the mood.

“Hello, sir, my name is Hayleigh Shore,” spoke the friendly voice. “I’m from the Harvard University Admissions Department. Is Matthew around? We’d like to schedule his interview.”

The color drained from my face as I realized the number was not a telemarketer. Had I really just yelled at Harvard a half hour prior?

“One second, ma’am,” I grunted. Maybe she won’t know it was me. I placed the phone facedown on my seat-belted lap, took a moment to breathe, and then held the phone to my ear, smiled, and broke out my effusively friendly weatherman voice. I hoped I sounded different.

“Hello, this is Matthew!” I stated. She reiterated her introduction for me, noting that she had a tough time trying to contact me earlier on. Deny, deny, deny, I thought. It seemed to work.

I had only applied to three colleges. The first was Lyndon State, a tiny school in Vermont located near St. Johnsbury, which I had toured a month earlier. Situated on a hill overlooking alpine forests and the somnolent town of Lyndonville, it wasn’t a name-brand school, but it had churned out some great broadcast meteorologists. Jim Cantore, the figurehead of the Weather Channel known for always being in the eye of the storm, had graduated from there in the 1980s. It was a perfect fit for me. I fell in love as soon as I set foot in their college newscast studio.

Despite my immediate draw to the campus and the culture, there were some red flags—the 99.4 percent acceptance rate was one of them, along with some of the statistics I was seeing. The cost of attendance—$26,000 a year—was another. I was on my way toward netting more than $90,000 in third-party scholarships, which would have mostly wiped out the cost of attendance over four years, except I knew Lyndon wouldn’t give me much of a backup plan if broadcasting didn’t work out. I was sure I would be happy there and I loved the students I had met, but I also had a future to think about.

Cornell, the second college on my list, seemed to be the best option. It had a world-renowned meteorology program and was an Ivy League school. Even after financial aid, however, I had calculated annual tuition to be around $37,000. A tremendous financial burden, even with the scholarships. That’s when I spotted an article in the Cornell Chronicle from 2010: “Cornell has announced it will match the need-based financial aid for admitted students who are also accepted to other Ivy League schools.”

That was music to my ears. I’d used the Walmart price-match guarantee before at supermarkets. Now I just needed to find an Ivy League school known for handing out piles of cash. How different could this be? Strategically, and, admittedly dubiously, I applied to Harvard. I evidently had glossed over the part that mentioned an interview.



The day after my unfortunate phone call, I found myself standing in the “Pit,” a nickname for the lowered entryway in front of Sturgis’s main office, waiting for Hayleigh. It turns out she wasn’t just the scheduler. She was actually driving down from Cambridge to interview me.

“Excuse me, are you Hayleigh?” I asked a well-dressed woman walking by with a notepad. She seemed out of place.

“Matthew?” she asked. I smiled. So did she.

“The school’s a bit of a maze, so I figured I’d meet you out here,” I said. I could tell right off the bat I had made a good impression.

We strolled through the disheveled hallways past the teachers’ lounge, where Mr. Mathews was snacking on a muffin at the copy machine. I had booked the adjacent conference room last minute that morning; after all, I didn’t have much advanced notice. A box of holiday decorations and a leaking water dispenser stood in the corner of the room.

I waited for her to sit before plopping down on a chair myself, the two of us angled toward one another at one corner of the sprawling conference table.

“Thank you again for driving all the way down here,” I said, adopting a refined but sincere weatherman charisma. “It’s like pulling teeth to get my dad to go up to Boston just for an airport run.” She laughed.

Our conversation flowed naturally and smoothly; I pretended I was speaking with one of my mother’s friends. I was better with adults than I was with my peers anyway. Adults made sense to me. Call of Duty and memes did not.

“So what’s your favorite book?” she asked. I replied without hesitation.

“The Giver by Lois Lowry.” It was a dystopian novel that explored the perceived satisfaction a human would have in the absence of choices and consequences. I had found its symbolism deeply evocative. “Have you happened to read it?” I asked. She seemed taken aback.

“I’m actually friends with Lois,” she said, her eyes lighting up the same way mine had when she’d asked me about waterspouts a few minutes prior. I had a good feeling about this.



Thanksgiving passed and a deep freeze settled over the winter landscape. The only trees that weren’t naked were the scrub pines everywhere on Cape Cod. I continued my daily grind of school and working forty hours per week, including at an ice cream shop, as a paid weather columnist at the Barnstable Patriot, and tutoring and busing tables at a country club down the road. I was happiest when I was busy.

In January I picked up a new tutoring client from Chris, a friend of mine, who referred me since he wasn’t well-versed in precalculus. It was a Plymouth South High School student who was failing senior math, and it was the last credit he needed to graduate. Piece of cake, I thought.

I scheduled my first session on a Tuesday evening after classes, printing out directions from MapQuest and driving three miles to the Ponds of Plymouth, the subdivision where their neighborhood was located. A light snow was falling, blanketing the ground and muffling sounds to leave a peaceful noiselessness. I double-checked the address, parked at the end of the driveway, and marched to the front step, clipboard in hand.

“SHUT UP!” I heard as screams echoed inside the house. It sounded like two men brawling. I hadn’t even rung the doorbell yet. Dogs were barking frantically. I texted my parents the address, took a deep breath, and knocked. My tire tracks had disappeared into the snow.

A man in his early fifties opened the door. He was about six feet, four inches tall, looked to weigh a little over 220 pounds and, by the look of his facial expressions, he wasn’t happy to see me.

“Okay, what’s your hourly rate?” he asked, angling his body to block an antsy Rottweiler from escaping. No greeting, no pleasantries.

“Thirty,” I said, trying to look stern and formidable in my fuzzy blue jacket. I definitely wanted to be taken seriously here. The man, who I imagined to be the student’s father, wrote a check and handed it to me.

“This isn’t going to work, so here’s something for your time,” he said, his eyes darting around wildly. I could tell he was flustered.

“Excuse me?” I replied, confused.

“He’s barricaded himself in his room and refuses to do any work,” the father said aggressively. “He’s not coming out. I’m at my wits end. If he wants to drop out, he can. I’m done. Sorry to waste your time.” The door slammed in my face.

I trudged back through the snow angry and $30 richer. That family is making a huge mistake, I thought. Oh well. I tried. I am not getting eaten by a Rottweiler today.

I climbed back into the truck and began driving home, the peaceful snowfall a stark contrast from the household crisis I had just parachuted into. As I drove farther from the house and turned onto Long Pond Road, a nagging guilt began gnawing at me. I thought back to all my favorite teachers—Mrs. Runyon, Mr. Phillips, Mrs. Cardin, Mr. Carspecken, Mrs. Yalden. What would they do? I called my aunt, a teacher, for advice.

My eyes narrowing, I whipped the truck around, driving back to house and parking at the top of the driveway this time. I banged on the door and rang the bell until the father once again answered. He was sweating and breathing heavily.

“I’m not leaving until you give me thirty minutes,” I said. I didn’t even know his son’s name. “You let him drop out and you’re going to regret this for the rest of your life. I’m not going to let that happen.”

Before he could say no, I stepped inside and stood on the welcome mat, snow melting off my boots and dripping onto the floor.

“Wait here,” the father said, clearly annoyed at my presence. He climbed a flight of stairs, leaving me to fend off Mr. Rottweiler and his unlikely friend, Mr. Pug. They’re more afraid of you than you are of them, I repeated to myself.

“Ian, open up,” his father yelled, pounding on a door. I couldn’t make out a series of stifled shouts that followed. Seconds later, a full-blown screaming match was ongoing. I ascertained that the son, apparently Ian, had barricaded himself in his bedroom by placing a bookcase in front of the door. The hoarse, guttural roars became violent.

Suddenly, I heard the crash of splintering wood. The dogs, who had been harassing me seconds before, scurried out of sight. I looked anxiously up the stairs in horror, hearing Ian launching verbal grenades at his beleaguered father. Seconds later, the father reappeared at the top of the staircase.

“You’ll have to go talk to him,” he said, brushing past me. Why am I doing this? I thought.

I climbed the carpeted staircase, still in my blue hand-me-down jacket, and turned down the hallway. A bedroom door was hanging from its hinges, with books and shattered glass surrounding a toppled bookshelf. I stepped carefully over the wreckage to find an oversized, gangly teenager spawned across his bed, fuming. He turned to face me. It was Ian Wilson—one of my sixth grade bullies.

“Um…” I started, unsure how to begin. I had not been expecting this. “I remember you. You probably remember me. Forget that. I want to see you graduate. You owe it to yourself.”

I was met with an angry scowl and a look of suspicion. For a moment, my sixth grade fear returned. I pressed onward.

“Give me thirty minutes, and if you feel it’s not working, I’ll leave. But give yourself a chance.” He shrugged.

“Take a few minutes and then I’ll see you downstairs,” I said. I turned and walked out of the room without giving him time to respond.

Seven minutes later, I was staring absentmindedly at a blank piece of lined notebook paper on the wooden dining table in the Wilsons’s kitchen. Silence engulfed the room, akin to the refreshing calm that sets in after a line of storms. To my surprise, I heard footsteps on the staircase. Ian had decided to take me up on my offer.



The first half hour passed quickly—so much so, in fact, that I neglected to tell Ian when time was up. He was too engrossed in converting between standard form and vertex form and trying to plot a parabola to notice. I quickly deduced that he knew more than he thought he did. What he lacked was confidence, however; building that back would be my first step.

We worked for two hours that night. My job was one of trying to bring equations to life—what did the lines, curves, and numbers actually mean? And how could they be visualized? At the end of our session, Ian quietly asked, “Are you free tomorrow?” It was a sentence that atoned the past; I could tell he was grateful.

As the weeks passed, Ian’s aptitude and morale grew. He took pride in demonstrating what he learned, nabbing an 82 percent on his next quiz. B’s replaced D’s. Lightbulbs replaced furrowed brows. And—in the end—he graduated.

At the time, it seemed insignificant. Ian was a tutoring client, and I had done my job—teach math. I was seventeen years old. It just so happened that I briefly entered the equation at what, for him, proved a crucial inflection point in his life. A small nudge in the right direction would inevitably have an enormous bearing on his future.

It made me wonder how many of those cascading ripples I had surfed. Which chance encounters had shaped my life? Was I even aware of their impacts? Was it Mrs. Runyon, the eighth grade science teacher who was the one person that year who assured me it was okay to love meteorology? Was it Jan, the cashier at Shaw’s Supermarket whose checkout line I had been passing through since preschool, and who, despite not always having much, gave everything she had to help everyone who needed it? Or was it Mrs. Monska and Mrs. Findley, the ladies in the front office at Indian Brook Elementary School, with whom I had shared jelly beans every morning?

Looking back, it was all of them and more. I firmly believe there’s something to be learned from every person that enters one’s life. I’m just fortunate that those who have been a part of mine have had a lot to teach.

My interactions with Ian and Thomas also illustrated the empowering role that education and confidence could have. It’s a moral I’ve carried with me to adulthood. Nowadays, I embrace my role on all platforms as that of a teacher. If my viewers, followers, readers, and listeners learn one new thing or end their days feeling just a little bit smarter, then I’ve done my job.



The next month or two of senior year passed by uneventfully. I spent most of what little spare time I had working on scholarship applications, scouring the internet for textbooks, or daydreaming about the trip I hoped to someday take to Oklahoma. I got my hands on a copy of Thomas Grazulis’s 1,400-page Significant Tornadoes, which chronicled every recorded F2 or greater tornado (on a 1–5 scale) between 1680 and 1991. (The F in F2 stood for the Fujita Scale, named after Tetsuya “Ted” Fujita, the late Japanese tornado researcher. F2 tornadoes contain winds of 111 mph or greater.) I knew I’d hear back from Harvard and Cornell on April 1, or Ivy Day, at 5:00 P.M. Eastern time. I wasn’t nervous about getting into either school—I was more concerned about paying for it. When the day and hour finally came, I was busy watching WCVB NewsCenter5 at 5:00 P.M. in the basement.

“Aren’t you going to check?” my mother badgered. She was anxious. I was devoid of emotion.

“Harvey’s talking,” I replied. I was watching the weather.

“Everyone is coming over,” she urged. “Go check. For me.” She had invited my grandfather and my aunt Meg over for pizza. Cheers or tears, at least Papa might have some wisdom to offer.

Sighing, I climbed two flights of stairs and slipped silently into my bedroom, prying open the MacBook I had purchased four years prior after a summer landscaping for $6 an hour. I closed the door behind me.

“Congratulations,” read the email from Cornell. Check, I thought. I planned to review their financial aid letter later. I wanted to get back to watching Harvey’s 5:15 P.M. forecast!

I navigated to an email from Harvard containing my username and password for their admissions portal. Copy. Paste. Copy. Paste. Enter. A brochure-like display of diverse college-age students hanging over a text box greeted me. They were smiling. I was in.

Good, I thought. That was that. I had met my expectations. But I didn’t feel like celebrating. It was only the beginning of what I knew was a long road to achieving my goals. And I wanted to get rid of my acne, too.

I checked the clock: 5:16 P.M. If I rushed back to the basement, I could still make it in time to see Harvey’s seven-day forecast. I clicked my laptop shut and plodded down the stairs.

“Well?” my mother asked, beaming tensely as she stood in the kitchen with her famed “ove glove” oven mitt on. She was making cake. The glove had been a Christmas gift from my great-grandmother. Rumor had it she pulled it out of her cabinet after forgetting to go Christmas shopping.

“Rejected at Harvard, waitlisted at Cornell,” I said matter-of-factly. My mother frowned, her expression softening as she motioned to comfort me. It was just a temporary lie. For now, I wanted to catch the end of Harvey’s forecast. The less talking, the better. Besides—I’d tell them the truth later.

And I had a lot to think about.






Harvard

Against all odds, I wound up at my last choice school: Harvard. After financial aid, Lyndon would have been pricier, and driving out to Ithaca made me rethink Cornell (the suicide nets didn’t really sell it either). In the end, I figured I could always transfer from Harvard, but I could never transfer in. Harvard was a golden ticket. I just had to write it myself.

Clicking the ACCEPT OFFER button was daunting. I was sealing my fate and matriculating into a university that didn’t have a meteorology program. I didn’t even tap the button myself. I tricked Noodles, my scruffy and short-tempered dog, to paw the trackpad for me.

Summer passed quickly and, before I knew it, move-in day had arrived. I was paired up with a friendly math whiz from Delaware and assigned a somewhat opulent apartment in Apley Court; it even had a fireplace (and ample space for my green screen). I met my advisor three days in and presented him my four-year color-coded course plan on poster board. It wasn’t conventional, but I was sure I could wrangle together an atmospheric sciences education.

Doing so would require a special concentration, or petitioning Harvard to grant me my own major. A concentration in atmospheric sciences had never been done before. Special concentrations were awarded an average of once per year, and the vast majority of applications were rejected. Besides, I couldn’t apply until the spring semester, and even then, it would be a long uphill battle.

Culture shock set in fast at Harvard. At Sturgis, I was the smart kid. Now I was average, if not a bit below. My lab partner in physics was a bona fide prince, and my roommate received a $500 allowance from his parents every two weeks. Students used words like apropos and intersectional as if their lives depended on it, and some went so far as to use an in front of historic. I couldn’t tell who was putting up a facade or if anyone was being genuine. I was just little old me.

The proctor of our tiny twenty-six-person dormitory organized frequent outings and get-togethers to help the student bond. Our first began by introducing ourselves with our name, where we were from, and our PGPs.

“I’m sorry, but what’s a PGP?” I asked. I had the misfortune of being selected to speak first.

“Preferred pronouns,” the proctor said. “It’s what you identify as.”

Identify? I assumed it was one of those ice breakers like the ones at camp where we had to use the first letter of our first name. I thought for a minute, and then blurted out my answer enthusiastically.

“I’m Matthew. I’m from Cape Cod, and I’m a natural disaster because I chase storms.”

Crickets. Two dozen students peered back at me blankly, some squinting as if I had said something offensive. Great, I thought. I’ve already screwed up.

Following the advice of my student advisor, I signed up for CS50, an introductory computer science course. He told me it would give me the coding prerequisites I needed for some of the physics classes I’d inevitably be taking.

“Take it pass-fail,” my advisor said. “Trust me.”

On the first day of CS50, I and nearly a thousand others crowded into Memorial Hall, an auditorium-size amphitheater tacked onto the end of Annenberg Cafeteria, a Hogwarts-style freshman dining hall built in the 1870s. The four-story theater was jam-packed, with boom cameras and recording equipment jutting out in between the hordes of students. The lights eventually dimmed and a DJ began pounding away at a soundboard.

“This. Is. C. S. FIFTY,” a voice boomed as colorful lights danced. A balding man, presumably the professor, strutted out in tight black jeans and a dark V-neck T-shirt. Students clapped. A pair of assistants wheeled out a massive sheet cake for display.

We learned binary, the language of computers—zeroes and ones. Simple enough. I could manage that. The second class was equally straightforward, and the third was reasonable. Once the deadline to drop CS50 passed, the level of difficulty skyrocketed. I could hardly even begin each assignment, never mind get results. I flocked to office hours every night from 9:00 to midnight alongside two hundred other students, but, with limited staffing, I was lucky if I could get a single question answered.

My other classes were going better, but not by much, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that Harvard had made a mistake. The other students weren’t like me. I was gaining weight, my face was riddled with acne, and I hardly felt like leaving my dorm. I was at a school that didn’t offer any meteorology courses. I knew that even if Harvard hadn’t made a mistake, I had.

Things reached a low four weeks into the semester in late September, when I ventured to Jefferson Laboratories, a maze-like building where I’d have my first midterm exam. Little did I know the exam had been rescheduled—I had somehow missed that email.

Naturally, I never found the testing site: it didn’t exist. Instead, I wandered the building, whose rooms seemed like they’d been numbered by a drunken cross-eyed lizard. I passed room 453 despite there being only three floors. Before long, I was hopelessly lost. And I was losing precious time locating the exam room.

Nine forty-five became 10:00, which became 10:10. Eventually, I gave up. That was it—the doors were doubtlessly closed and the exam had started. Pack it up, I thought. You’re done. Go home. This is it. I was on the second floor of the sinuous building and no one was around. I slumped against the wall, tossed my backpack on the floor, and began to tear up. I was done. It was my first time in life resigning to the universe. I had fully given up. My heart sank.

A dusty beam of yellowed sunlight glinted off a brass nameplate affixed to the door of a faculty office opposite me. Something about it caught my eye. It read ERIC J. HELLER.

Instantly, my mind flashed back to the Wednesday newspaper half a decade earlier. Could this be the same kindhearted reader who complimented my article? I knocked on the door, and a friendly woman about thirty years old answered. After a short exchange, I learned that it was the Eric J. Heller. Apparently my random reader from 2013 was a world-renowned physicist at Harvard. With nothing to lose, I scheduled an appointment to meet him.



October rolled around and the leaves began to change. I was just barely treading water in CS50, but I had made a friend, Martin, with whom I spent every night working on problem sets. We were both struggling, but at least we were struggling together. Our study sessions usually concluded with a 2:00 A.M. game of Ping-Pong in Apley’s basement. I began to feel less lonely.

One day around Halloween, Martin disappeared without a trace. None of the other students knew where he went. His dorm room was vacant, the hand-printed callout glued to his dormitory door ripped from its perch. Even my faculty advisor, who had also overseen Martin’s academics, refused to divulge where he’d gone. It was rumored to be an academic integrity issue. I was sad not only because I had lost a friend but also because he had helped my adjustment to Harvard without even knowing it. Maybe Martin needed someone to do the same, even if only to listen.

When it came time to meet with Dr. Heller, I didn’t know what to expect. I ironed my button-down shirt, as I was eager to make a good appearance. His assistant, Roel, greeted me at the door.

“Rick’s running a bit behind,” he said with a smile. “He should be ready soon.”

About five minutes later, the door to Dr. Heller’s office creaked open. An older man in his late sixties or early seventies shuffled out. His face was staunch, adorned with wire-rim glasses and a mustache. As soon as he saw me, he broke out into a smile.

“Matt!” he said eagerly. “Come on in!” It reminded me of the opening scene in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, in which a stumbling, haggard-looking Gene Wilder suddenly keels over, somersaults, and surprises the crowd with his verve. I followed Heller into his office.

Our discussion was far from conventional academia—we talked about life in Plymouth, Heller’s extensive research in physics and chemistry, and his TED talk on rogue waves. He asked me about my passion for weather, which launched us into a lengthy chat about outflow boundary-related waterspouts.

“How do you plan to study meteorology here?” he asked.

“Well I hope to orchestrate a special concentration, but that’s going to be a challenge,” I said.

“What would that entail?” he asked.

“I’d need to have all four years’ worth of classes planned out, a bunch of letters from people… I’d have to find an advisor,” I explained. The process was lengthy and arduous.

“You need an advisor?” he asked, beaming. “I’m your guy.” It took a minute for the gravitas of what he’d just said to sink in.

I’d found an advisor? I thought after a moment. Just like that? Finding an advisor—someone to accompany oneself on a four-year-long academic journey—was supposed to take months, if not a year or more to find. Had he just offered twenty minutes into our first meeting?

“I’m sorry?” I asked. I was still in disbelief. He was signing up for a years-long commitment.

“I’ll do it!” he said. I’d heard correctly.

I was in shock. Everything had been going wrong, and yet suddenly the most important item had fallen into place. Things were suddenly looking up.



“I found an advisor!” I announced eagerly to my faculty advisor, who was in charge of overseeing my progress during freshman year. He seemed skeptical.

“Who?” he asked. I could tell he was cautiously optimistic, but excited for me. He was rooting for me.

“Eric Heller,” I said, before delving into the story of how we had first “met” through my newspaper article. I was still surprised that someone of Heller’s intellect and stature read the newspaper. I didn’t see myself as worthy of his time. Who else might be quietly paying attention to me?

I spent the next several months working tirelessly on the forty-page special concentration application. That meant procuring an endless stream of statements, faculty letters of support, and devising a rigorous educational plan. I hunted for resources, discovering a little-known $4 million recording studio in the basement of Harvard’s Widener Library, complete with a green screen. I befriended the studio manager, who offered me a weekly Friday slot I could use to practice my on-air delivery.

I opted to cross-enroll at MIT during the second semester of my freshman year. I was still lonely, but at least now I was busy with atmospheric dynamics. The course, taught by a grandmotherly Italian woman and a man who reminded me of Simon Cowell, proved my first taste of the “under the hood” equations governing the atmosphere. I was hooked.



I got the call three weeks into sophomore year, on September 14, 2016. It was Tessa Lowinske Desmond, a professor and member of the Committee on Ethnicity, Migration, Rights at Harvard. She also ran the special concentration program, which only consisted of four or five students. I didn’t recognize the phone number, but this time, I picked up.

“I wanted to let you know that the committee on special concentrations met and has approved your proposal,” she said, pausing for a moment. “You officially have a special concentration in atmospheric sciences.”

I was dumbstruck. Harvard had been around for almost four hundred years; this hadn’t been done before. Now they were entrusting me to do it. Even writing the proposal had been an uphill battle—the head tutor in the Earth and Planetary Sciences Department had refused to offer his support, telling me I was too young to know what I wanted to do. I wrote an effusive and vehement rebuttal to his response and, to my surprise, the committee had chosen my side. I was ready to hit the ground running.

I registered for a number of graduate classes in atmospheric dynamics, since Harvard didn’t have any for undergraduates. My first was dynamic meteorology: an equation-based physics course that required fluency with multivariable calculus, differential equations, and abstract linear algebra. Usually it was the last course required of seniors before graduation. I had only taken up through Calculus II, but if it meant the opportunity to get my hands dirty in the field, I’d teach myself multivariable calculus on the go.

I doubled up on courses at MIT, petitioning Harvard to cram extra classes into my roster. Scheduling wasn’t always cooperative, so if a course was offered, I did everything I could to get in on it. On Thursdays I had to make an appearance in three classes in an hour—one of which was at MIT, which was two miles away. I could usually be seen sprinting through Harvard Yard, splitting through crowds of tourists with a bagged lunch in hand en route to catch the M2 shuttle.

I hardly had time to sleep but, for the first time, I felt like I was on the right track.






Chasing my Namesake

It was a Tuesday night in early October 2016, which meant I had lab for Physics 12B. Much to my dismay, there were no beakers, test tubes, or stuff to blow up. Instead, we were working with Arduinos, tiny circuit board–like mini computers, to build a radio antenna. Our professor had hidden an electromagnet in the classroom, and it was our job to find it.

The challenge seemed interesting enough, but my attention was elsewhere—Hurricane Matthew was bearing down on Haiti with 145 mph winds. It had rapidly intensified over the weekend and become the first Category 5 Atlantic hurricane in nine years; the last Category 5 was Hurricane Felix, which lashed Nicaragua and Honduras in 2007.

I had forecasted hurricanes before, but this one felt different. There was a certain angst in the voices of news anchors reporting on it, and weather Twitter was abuzz as each new computer model run came in. They were painting an increasingly dire picture for Florida, where a state of emergency was in effect. Closures were announced at Disney World for only the fourth time in the park’s forty-five-year history.

I thought back to my bucket list—“stand inside a storm with my own name” had yet to be scratched off. So did “visit Kericho, Kenya; chase waterspouts in Key West; document thundersnow; and make a best friend.” I had to cross at least one thing off that year.

Hurricane names are predetermined, organized on a six-year rotating list. I figured I could just wait until the next reincarnation of Hurricane Matthew in 2022, but that would be iffy. Convention has it that a storm’s name is retired if it causes damage or loss of life to the extent that future use of the name would be insensitive. Names like Katrina, Andrew, and Wilma were struck from the list, for instance. This might be my last chance to meet my cyclonic namesake.

Giving into a sudden urge, I decided to peruse flights—there was one on Delta leaving Boston at 10:35 A.M. Thursday that would get me to Daytona Beach, Florida, at 4:09 P.M. Hotels were cheap, too, only $100 for a Marriott on the barrier islands. I didn’t have classes on Friday either, so if I went, I’d only be missing two lectures. This could actually work, I thought.

“Everyone understand the instructions?” the teaching assistant asked, snapping me back to attention. I realized I had been daydreaming about hurricanes and missed everything she said. All the other students were bobbing their heads up and down. I nodded, too.
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