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Praise for What Stands in a Storm

“The writerly brilliance—the terse dark poetry—of this debut book explodes from every page. Yet Kim Cross is too much of a writer to let mere masterful writing suffice. She has enlisted her sentences in the service of her tremendous reportorial mission: to recover and make sense of the thousands of fragmentary incidents, images, voices, and glimpses of human character ennobled by loss and imminent death—the sum and substance of the most catastrophic mass-tornado attack in recorded American history. This young writer has done the impossible: she has out-written apocalypse. A new star has appeared in our literary sky.”

—Ron Powers, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and coauthor of Flags of Our Fathers

“Amid so much terror and pain and death, there is an overflowing of life here in What Stands in a Storm, gathered together in a blessing of uncommon decency and indelible beauty. If you want to know what shape your heart’s in, read this book and learn, through Kim Cross’s extraordinary reportage and artistry, that stories are as much a gift as life itself. Stories, in fact, are our afterlife.”

—Bob Shacochis, author of The Woman Who Lost Her Soul

“Whether you live in tornado country or not, everyone should read this book. Heartbreaking and heroic.”

—Fannie Flagg, author of Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistlestop Cafe

“Turn off your cell phone. Call in sick. Tell your family whatever you need to tell them, because you’re going to have to have eight hours of uninterrupted time once you begin Kim Cross’s book. Her verbs pulsate, her narrative web sucks you in. Mostly, Cross makes you care about the people in What Stands in a Storm, their quirks and aspirations. You won’t look at a coiling sky the same way after reading this powerhouse debut.”

—Beth Macy, New York Times bestselling author of Factory Man

“What Stands in a Storm is a dramatic and carefully reconstructed account of nature’s unexpected and explosive power and the strength of humans to bond together in its destructive wake.”

—Peter Stark, author of Astoria and The Last Empty Places

“With exhaustive, on-the-ground reporting, spellbinding prose and voices of the living and the dead recounting every haunting moment of the storm’s three-day reign of terror, Kim Cross has produced a spine-chilling narrative. What Stands in a Storm will tear apart, forever, our complacent sense of security when we look at a dark sky overhead.”

—George Getschow, writer-in-residence, The Mayborn Literary Nonfiction Conference

“A powerful book, unforgettable in its recreation of a horror that swallowed entire communities. Kim Cross brings to life the soul-searing experience of people standing prostrate as a monstrous storm tears their lives to shreds. But there is joy in this horror. She shows us how ordinary people in the worst-hit areas discovered what they and their communities were made of as the sky fell around them.”

—Winston Groom, author of Forrest Gump
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For those who lost their lives to this, and for everyone who loved them



AUTHOR’S NOTE

April 27, 2011, became the deadliest day of the biggest tornado outbreak in the history of recorded weather. It was the climax of a superstorm that unleashed terror upon twenty-one states—from Texas to New York—in three days, seven hours, and eighteen minutes. Entire communities were flattened, whole neighborhoods erased, in seconds, by the wind.

This was an epic storm in an epic month: April 2011 saw three separate outbreaks and a record 757 tornadoes—nearly half of which (349) occurred during the April 24–27 outbreak that inspired this book. This anomalously stormy month blew away the previous April record of 267 tornadoes in April 1974 (and the record for any month, topping the May 2004 count of 542).

The storm left in its wake long scars across the landscape, $11 billion in damage, and at least 324 people dead. Most of them died in Alabama, which now leads the nation in tornado deaths. On April 27, a total of 62 tornadoes raked the state; in some moments, there were six or more on the ground at once.

This book tells the story of this storm through the characters who lived it. All the characters and events in this book are real, based on more than a year of research and one-hundred-plus hours of interviews with responders, meteorologists, survivors, and the families of those who died.

Any dialogue in quotation marks was taken directly from an audio or video recording, or from transcribed interviews in which those conversations were recounted directly to me. Time-stamped posts were recorded directly from Facebook, Twitter, and chat rooms. Text conversations were retrieved from victims’ salvaged phones and shared with me by their families. These conversations have been left raw and intact, with no editing for grammar, spelling, or punctuation. Emergency radio transmissions were transcribed from time-stamped recordings. A person’s thoughts set in italics were based on social media posts by that person, or were remembered by primary sources present when the character said what they were thinking.

I have attempted to check and double-check my scientific facts with the help of many experts, including respected research and forecast meteorologists and a fact-checker trained in science writing. That said, any errors are mine.



FOREWORD

Almost nothing stood.

Where the awful winds bore down, massive oaks, one hundred years old, were shoved over like stems of grass, and great pines, as big around as fifty-five-gallon drums, snapped like sticks. Church sanctuaries, built on the rock of ages, tumbled into random piles of brick. Houses, echoing with the footfalls of generations, came apart, and blew away like paper. Whole communities, carefully planned, splintered into chaos. Restaurants and supermarkets, gas stations and corner stores, all disintegrated; glass storefronts scattered like diamonds on black asphalt. It was as if the very curve of the earth was altered, horizons erased altogether, the landscape so ruined and unfamiliar that those who ran from this thing, some of them, could not find their way home.

We are accustomed to storms, here where the cool air drifts south to collide with the warm, rising damp from the Gulf, where black clouds roil and spin and unleash hell on earth. But this was different. A gothic monster off the scale of our experience and even our imagination, a thing of freakish size and power that tore through state after state and heart after Southern heart, killing hundreds, hurting thousands, even affecting, perhaps forever, how we look at the sky.

But that same geography that left us in the path of this destruction also created, across generations, a way of life that would not come to pieces inside that storm, nailed together from old-fashioned things like human kindness, courage, utter selflessness, and, yes, defiance, even standing inside a roofless house.

As Southerners, we know a man with a chain saw is worth ten with a clipboard, that there is no hurt in this world, even in the storm of the century, that cannot be comforted with a casserole, and that faith, in the hereafter or in neighbors who help you through the here and now, cannot be knocked down.

—Southern Living, August 2011

I wrote, after the winds had died, that we would never look at the sky the same way again. But it changed us in more ways than that.

Before April 27, 2011, the wail of the warning sirens might have caused some concern, some pause. After, after the winds bore down and into this place, the sirens struck us with dread, and sent us moving for basements and strong buildings not in panic, maybe, but aware—certain—of the destructive power that swirled somewhere nearby.

Before, we looked at the weatherman with the remote control in our hands and heard his warnings, certainly, but it seemed distant, that danger, something we could just flip away from at any time if we wanted, and hide inside an old movie, or the cooking channel, or ESPN. After, we searched for him, quickly, because he had been the only warning a lot of people had.

Before, we looked at things like concrete blocks and red bricks, like lumber and nails and poured cement, as solid things, substantial things, something stronger than the elements. After, we saw steel twisted into ribbons and bricks scattered like bread crumbs, saw cars crumpled like wadded-up newspaper and trees snapped like Popsicle sticks and whole streets swept raggedly free of houses; in some cases of whole neighborhoods.

Before, we took the darkening skies as a kind of inconvenience, thought to ourselves how inconvenient it might be when the lights winked out. After, the funerals lasted for days.

Most of us could only imagine the horror of April 27, 2011. Some of us were very lucky, and only came home to the great sadness of the destruction of splintered houses and lives. We drove back into our neighborhoods to see only material things smashed and hurled about, and knew nothing of the deeper misery, in places like Rosedale, the Downs, Forest Lake, Holt, Alberta City, and other places.

I had been about three hundred miles away and watched the storm—disconnected, somehow—terrify people I knew and leave many of them homeless, and when I came back into the city in the awful calm I was not even sure where I was, because the lovely trees and the landmarks had been erased.

I felt lost, in this splintered place, but I didn’t know what lost was.

Now, because of the work Kim Cross has done in re-creating the drumbeat of horrors of that terrible day, I realize more than ever how lucky I was, how lucky we all were, to only lose wood and bricks and trivial things such as cars and trees.

Because of her meticulous re-creation, we know more about what it was like to live through that time, and, tragically, what went through the minds of some who did not.

Much has been written and said about the goodness of the people who responded in various ways after the winds died down. Those people can never be repaid, never be thanked sufficiently. People whose names I did not know sweated and even bled in my neighborhood, for strangers.

We have, many of us, counted our blessings and moved on, until the next siren, the next darkening sky. The dead are buried, and prayers have been said, and love overflowing has washed through the pain.

What Kim has done here is perhaps the oldest service a writer can supply. She has helped put a human face on the people inside those winds, and, maybe, etched their faces a little deeper into memory. At least, that is what we writers would like to believe.

Rick Bragg


In times of trouble, the things that tear our world apart reveal what holds us together.
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PART I

THE STORM




CHAPTER 1

RACING THE STORM

3:44 P.M., WEDNESDAY, APRIL 27, 2011—SMITHVILLE, MISSISSIPPI

Patti Parker watched the dark funnel grow until it filled the whole windshield, blackening the sky. Its two-hundred-mile-per-hour winds were furious enough to blast the bark off trees, suck the nails out of a two-by-four, and peel a road right off the earth, and it was charging at sixty miles per hour toward everything she loved most in the world—her children, her husband, their home. She was racing behind the massive storm, down the seven-mile stretch of rural highway between her and the life she knew.

Smithville, Mississippi, was much smaller than Oxford, the postage-stamp of native soil that William Faulkner called home. Too tiny to appear on some maps, it was a 1.5-square-mile speck of a town about ten miles west of Alabama and twenty miles southeast of Tupelo, where Elvis was born. Set on the banks of a dammed river some locals believed tornadoes would not cross, Smithville was a place where women put on makeup before going to the Piggly Wiggly, planned dinner around choir practice, and took their families to Mel’s Diner for fried catfish and the town’s late-breaking news. It had one stoplight and five churches.

Smithville’s earsplitting tornado siren, just fifty feet from Patti’s house, had been screaming so often this spring that she found herself sleeping through the warnings. A high-pitched, lugubrious wail, it sounded just like the air-raid sirens of World War II. When people heard it, they would run into their closets and bathrooms, although many would pause first and go outside to stare up at the sky.

The sirens had interrupted Patti’s work again today in the neighboring small town of Amory, Mississippi. The executive director of the local United Way, she had been at her desk answering e-mails and reviewing disaster plans. When the sirens screamed she sighed and joined her colleagues in the stairwell, pausing by the coffeepot along the way to pour another cup.

Tornado season hovered like an unspoken question over every spring in the South. It was just part of living here. But this time, when someone opened the metal doors beneath the stairs to peek outside, Patti noticed a sinister shift in the wind. She had told her husband she would wait it out and come home when the warnings expired, but she felt the urgent need to be with her kids. If she left now, she thought, maybe she could beat this thing to Smithville. Driving on the road was quite possibly the worst place to be in a storm, aside from a mobile home. But the pull of family overcame logic.

And now here she was, caught behind a mile-wide tornado that was rushing immutably toward the center of her universe.

[image: image]

At home in Smithville, Patti’s son, Johnny Parker, one day shy of his seventeenth birthday, was leaning into his computer, peering at the radar maps. What he saw made him prickle with fear. Severe thunderstorms were popping up across the state, dotting the screen with red and yellow tie-dyed splotches marching steadily northeast. He knew some of these storms were pregnant with tornadoes. A student of the weather since the age of four, when a storm nearly crushed his house with a toppled tree, he studied the maps, searching for patterns and clues that might foretell what the sky would do. His fingers flew over the keyboard, dashing off an e-mail warning to the hundred friends who followed his weather dispatch, which he always typed, because cerebral palsy hijacked his words somewhere along the path between his mind and his mouth. Johnny could type a blue streak and you would never know, reading his forecasts, that he struggled to speak.

Johnny’s concentration was broken by the sound of his father yelling, calling him and his fourteen-year-old sister, Chloe, to come out and look at the sky. Together, they stared up at the terrible beauty: steel-colored clouds that whorled around like dishwater circling a drain. Johnny turned his head, and all he could hear was the terrible roar. He knew without looking what it was, and that it filled the Mississippi sky.

“Get inside!” yelled his father, Randy.

Johnny and Chloe raced to the innermost hallway, where a parade of tiny handprints on the wall, growing bigger through the years, marked the passing of their childhoods. They knelt and tucked themselves into balls, covering their heads with interlaced fingers, just as their teachers had taught them during tornado drills. The roar turned deafening, so large and loud they could feel it rumbling inside their chests. Their ears popped with the sudden drop in pressure as the walls of their home began to shudder. And then, in a moment most meteorologists will never experience, Johnny’s house came apart around him.
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Four miles away on the two-lane highway, Patti pounded the steering wheel, stuck behind a slow-moving pickup truck. Rain and hail were sheeting down, and wind gusts were shaking her car, but this pickup was creeping down the two-lane road as if the world was not about to end. She wanted to pass, but through the curtains of rain she could see the silhouettes of falling trees, huge and ancient pecan trunks crashing across the road. The truck went around them, and she followed its blurry taillights through the sluicing rain. And then the truck stopped dead in the road, blocked by live power lines and mountains of debris.

Patti stopped the car, flung open the door, and ran to the driver’s window. An old man looked at her mutely. Her auburn hair snapped like a flag and her green eyes squinted into the wind as she heard her own voice, as if in a movie, rising in pitch with panic.

“I’ve got to get through this! I’ve got to get home!”

The old man watched her as she started running, guided by some primal compass through a splintered landscape that, stripped of all landmarks, didn’t look anything like home. She ran through the mud, hurdling limbs, dodging live wires, and finding her way through the shredded remains of homes she had passed that morning. Her heels scraped on the asphalt, her stride abbreviated by her pencil skirt, her jacket flapping like frantic wings. The storm had roared on into Alabama, leaving in its wake an eerie quiet that amplified the muffled cries emanating from broken heaps. It registered that these were the voices of friends, of neighbors, of people who desperately needed help—of people who might be dying. But her legs would not stop moving under the directive that looped through her mind:

Get home—Get home—Get home!

The house on the corner was mostly gone, but the piles of yellow brick signaled she was close to home. A neighbor crawled out of a gutted house and called out to her, and Patti yelled back, but could not stop her legs from running. As she approached the spot where her home once stood, she screamed for her husband.

“Randy!”

In her hand, her mobile phone lit up with a message from Johnny, the last thing his friends and family would read before the long silence.

Get to a safe place NOW!!



CHAPTER 2

TROUBLE ON THE HORIZON

Four Days Earlier . . .

SATURDAY, APRIL 23, 2011—ACROSS THE COUNTRY

Somewhere west of the Mississippi River, the ingredients of violent weather began drifting into place. A blanket of warm, humid air slid north from the Gulf of Mexico to hover languidly over the South. Storms were hammering the Rockies, wringing moisture from the air, dumping snow upon the mountains, and lurching east as a cold front. A large trough of low pressure stretched from Arkansas to the Great Lakes, rippling slowly eastward over the Central Plains like a giant ocean swell. Behind it, the mass of cold, dense air from the Rockies was grinding east like a plow, shoving up the warm, moist air in its path. Along the invisible boundary between these clashing bodies of air—the dryline—blue skies began blooming with thunderstorms.

The thunderstorms began as the innocuous white cauliflower of cumulus clouds that formed in the beautiful dance of convection that resembles a boiling pot in time-lapse movies. The sun beat down and warmed the earth, heating the blanket of air from the Gulf, as hot and wet as a fever sweat. From it, great blobs of muggy air broke off and rose like invisible hot-air balloons, penetrating the cold, dry air above. The rising air left behind a wake of low pressure that the surrounding air rushed to fill, creating a fountain surging upward as fast as one hundred miles per hour. As the moisture rose and cooled, it condensed into microscopic droplets, a veil of white on blue. Those droplets merged into bigger and bigger drops and, when they became too heavy for the updraft to keep aloft, fell to the earth in a shimmering gauze of rain.

As vapor became liquid, the state change released latent heat—the fuel of thunderstorms—feeding the air fountain with a new surge of power. The top of the fountain cooled rapidly, crested over, and sank to the ground, only to be warmed again by the surface and sucked back into the storm. These rushing currents created a self-perpetuating loop, a monster that fed itself. The storms mushroomed upward into towers that loomed thirty thousand feet and higher, grazed by screaming upper-level winds that sculpted their classic anvil tops, and caused the storms to tilt and rotate. The thunderstorms throbbed with power, releasing more energy than the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima. And these self-feeding monsters stalked steadily east.

Meteorologists frowned into their screens at NOAA’s Storm Prediction Center on the plains of Norman, Oklahoma. Their weather models were painting apocalyptic futures, projecting what the weather community had been worrying about for days: a widespread, multiround outbreak of violent long-track tornadoes.

The conditions intimated an outbreak of epic proportions, an event of a scale that many scientists had never witnessed in their lifetimes. But it was impossible to forecast exactly when and where the storms would form. Tornadogenesis is still a mystery not yet decoded by science. Meteorologists have deciphered the conditions that give rise to tornadoes—moisture, instability, wind shear, troughs of low pressure and ridges of high pressure that ripple through the upper air like ocean waves—but not the proportions. Much as bread dough with too much water or too little yeast will fail to rise, the ingredients for tornadoes must be present in very precise amounts. “We know the ingredients,” some meteorologists liked to say, “but not the specific recipe.”

This week these ingredients were present in generous quantities, making the atmosphere ripe for the kind of tornadoes that could stay on the ground for hours. But the best that science could do was map out the probability in any given area. That picture grew clearer with each passing day, as the weekend ended and the workweek began. The map looked like a target, with concentric circles of decreasing risk radiating from the bull’s-eye.

That bull’s-eye was beginning a slow drift toward Alabama.

This April had already seen two outbreaks, and one was the worst in years. Just days ago, on April 14–16, 178 tornadoes had raked across sixteen states from Oregon to Virginia, killing thirty-eight people. Towns in Alabama, Mississippi, and Kentucky were still picking up the pieces.

Three days later, on April 19, the second outbreak barged through the Midwest and southern Great Plains, unleashing hail-spitting thunderstorms and seventy tornadoes in Oklahoma, Missouri, Ohio, Illinois, Kentucky, and Indiana. One of the biggest struck the St. Louis area a little before eight in the evening on Good Friday, carving a twenty-two-mile path through the suburbs, barely missing downtown. Nearly half a mile wide, it damaged 2,700 buildings and pounded the airport, blowing out terminal windows and buffeting three commercial airplanes full of passengers waiting on the tarmac. Damage to the airport, which would close for four days, was nearly $30 million.

Astonishingly, no one died. Broadcast meteorologists had warned St. Louis with thirty-four minutes of lead time.

April was usually the peak of spring tornado season, but this April was exceptionally fierce. Around two hundred tornadoes had struck North America so far this month. The tally would rise to 757, making April 2011 the most active tornado month in recorded history. But most people would not remember these first two outbreaks, because a third was brewing with such malevolence that it would come to eclipse them both.
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James Spann, the lead meteorologist for Birmingham’s channel ABC 33/40, had been monitoring conditions intently. In nearly three decades of forecasting Alabama weather, he had watched the atmosphere turn deadly many times. As a teenager he had witnessed the worst outbreak ever previously recorded, the Super Outbreak of April 3, 1974. That was the first time he had ever seen death up close, and now, as a broadcast meteorologist, he felt a personal responsibility for every fatality on his watch. He could recite the victims’ names and life stories; he attended their funerals and grieved with their families, some of whom became his friends.

Karen Spann had been with her husband for his entire career. Married for nearly thirty years—they joked that she was a “weather widow”—she could read the forecast in the shadows of his face and in the fog of preoccupation that clouded his eyes whenever a storm approached. She was accustomed to the silent withdrawal that occurred whenever he was in the zone. But something about this storm struck her as particularly ominous.

“This has a huge potential for disaster,” Spann told his wife quietly at the kitchen table one morning as they sipped their coffee. Breakfast was the one slow moment of his day, after calling in forecasts to twenty-seven radio shows, filming his daily online Weather Xtreme video, and getting their thirteen-year-old son off to school. Today as they talked, he was troubled, his forehead etched with concern. “Somebody could die in a setup like this.”

The computer models were not always right. But atmospheric conditions looked alarmingly similar to those of past outbreaks, and models were all pointing to a day when the sky would convulse with long-lived supercells bearing families of tornadoes. He expected to see funnels of unfathomable size and power that could stay on the ground for a hundred miles—maybe more. Spann felt certain this was going to be a red-letter day. He had come to this conclusion more than a week before the storm.

“Wednesday the twenty-seventh—that could be a pretty active period for strong or severe storms,” he had warned viewers the past Tuesday, eight days out, on his Weather Xtreme podcast. “Hey, this is April in Alabama, when things like that can happen—and often will.”



CHAPTER 3

THE CALM

SUNDAY, APRIL 24, 2011—TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA

Danielle Downs awoke on Easter Sunday to the unusual quiet of an empty house. Both her roommates were with their families, and in their absence the house lacked the comfortable chaos of three students with colliding schedules. Danielle wished she could be home today, too, with her parents and younger sister. But she had the weekend shift again at the Wingate, an interstate hotel where she worked the front desk. In the slanting light of spring, this rare and velvety silence tempted her to sleep in. But she decided to get up for Easter Mass, even if she had to go alone.

A mile north of campus, her house stood in the lowest point of Beverly Heights, a sleepy street of middle-class homes and college rentals shaded by trees in new leaf. The neighborhood lacked the couches-on-porches ambience of the Strip, that thumping stretch of University Boulevard where Lynyrd Skynyrd blasted at any hour from the belly of a sticky-floored bar. At twenty-four, Danielle was over that. She liked this house, with its wraparound deck seasoned with late-night laughter and spilled drinks, where the white wooden railing was still wrapped in Christmas lights. It was quiet, but not too quiet. Through her second-floor window she could hear invisible trains rumble by, hidden by curtains of tall pines.

A senior in social work, Danielle was one of thirty-four thousand students attending the University of Alabama, the biggest school in the state and an academic juggernaut that dwarfed the historically black Stillman College (one thousand students) and two-year Shelton State (around five thousand) in their semesterly occupation of Tuscaloosa. Graduation was less than two weeks away, and all three schools were pulsating with the fugue of procrastination and panic that whirled through finals week.

One last paper stood between Danielle and her diploma. Working seventy-hour weeks between her full-time hotel job and her field placement for the School of Social Work, she had been rushing to finish papers and tie up loose ends in the scraps of time between double shifts. When she learned that she had qualified to graduate, the swell of relief yielded a smile so big that her almond eyes disappeared. Her family called this look her “Chinese eyes.” It meant she was really happy.

She loved walking to class across the grassy Quad, the focal point of campus, beneath cherry trees that rained pink blossoms in the spring and rust-colored leaves in the fall. On one side of the Quad sat the musty-smelling fortress of Gorgas Library; on the other towered Denny Chimes, the redbrick obelisk that announced the hour with a melody. Ancient oaks knit their branches into a canopy above University Boulevard, shading the white double staircase of the President’s Mansion, one of seven antebellum buildings that survived the burning of campus five days before the end of the Civil War, when this was a military college. Beside the mansion was Danielle’s School of Social Work, headquartered in Little Hall, a former gymnasium named after an 1892 transfer student who introduced a game he had learned up north: football. The university now claimed a football dynasty that could easily double the population of Tuscaloosa on game days, when students must move their cars off campus to make room for convoys of motor homes filled with fans of the Crimson Tide.

Soon there would be no more tailgating on the Quad, admiring the chocolate fountains and flat-screen TVs clustered under vast alumni tents. No more all-nighters over textbooks or beer pong. No more struggling for a passing grade in classes that tested theories but not those unteachable realities that underlay her calling to social work—compassion, integrity, tenacity, patience. Well, maybe not patience. She was itching to move on.

Her little sister’s wedding was a week from Friday, and Danielle was the maid of honor. Michelle was marrying her high school sweetheart, a meteorology student, just a few days after their graduation from Mississippi State. The day after the wedding, Danielle would walk across her own stage in Tuscaloosa. After pulling on one more bridesmaid’s dress for a good friend’s wedding in May, she could get on with her own postcollege plans to move to the snow-white beaches of Florida’s Gulf Coast. She hoped to find a job at Eglin Air Force Base, counseling families through deployments.

Danielle had not been to church in a while, and as she entered the sanctuary of Holy Spirit, a large marble fountain of holy water bubbled as if to welcome her back. An Irish priest delivered a touching Mass, the altar behind him lit by the late-morning sun streaming through the stained-glass window, which depicted a white dove in flight among golden rays. Around Danielle’s neck swung a medal depicting her patron saint, Joan of Arc, an inexpensive piece of jewelry that she almost never took off.

After church, she treated herself to the jazz brunch at Five Bar, a gastropub in old downtown known for its Bloody Mary bar, beignets, and fried chicken ’n’ waffles. Customers filled the bistro tables on the sidewalk patio as temperatures rose comfortably into the mid-eighties—a good bit warmer than normal for April. A gentle breeze drifted in from the south while a local jazz trio played in the background. It was not a bad way to spend Easter, even if she could not be with her family. She paused to muse on Facebook:



	1:16 p.m.

	Mass was pretty amazing . . . but I wish I could have spent it with family and friends . . . Happy Easter and just be thankful to be with the ones you love today!





At 3:01 p.m. she clocked in and took her place behind the wood-and-marble front desk at the Wingate. As comfortably familiar as any chain, the five-story stucco-and-stone hotel joined a Cracker Barrel and a Howard Johnson among the gas stations off Interstate 20/59 on the outskirts of Tuscaloosa. It offered clean, predictable rooms and a free continental breakfast to visiting UA parents, interstate travelers, and a few French and German employees attending meetings at the nearby Mercedes-Benz plant.

Danielle was still upset with her boss, who had cut her hours as punishment for her recent confrontation with a customer, a man who had been complaining aggressively. She took pride in her ability to smile and let customers vent. But she was no pushover, and this man had been condescending. She had tried to offer a calm reply, but he had cut her off and talked down to her. She had raised her voice, not to the point of yelling, but enough to ensure she was heard.

Her boss was furious. Coworkers and nearby customers had defended Danielle, calling the customer out on his behavior. But it had not made any difference. She was dropped from the schedule Mondays and Wednesdays. And with two weddings coming up, and her own move in May, she desperately needed the money.

Her Sunday shift passed uneventfully, and after clocking out at 11:12 p.m. she went home to a house that was no longer quiet. Her roommates, Kelli Rumanek and Loryn Brown, were back and getting ready for Dead Week, the window of all-night voracious cramming that preceded final exams. It was good to have them back.

The girls were aware that a dangerous storm was expected midweek. The TV meteorologists were working themselves into a lather. Danielle was not afraid of storms, but she constantly reminded everyone she knew to stay prepared and take shelter. Loryn, on the other hand, was terrified of storms and had just bought a weather radio, which would wake them up with a loud alarm if a tornado warning was issued in the middle of the night.

As Dead Week commenced, the bars on the Strip got at least as busy as the library, and students sauntered in small groups across campus dressed in the unofficial coed uniform of T-shirts, shorts, and flip-flops. It was starting to feel like early summer.



CHAPTER 4

THE PRELUDE

MONDAY, APRIL 25, 2011—ACROSS THE SOUTH

As Monday slid into afternoon, the sky to the west began stirring. Tornado-producing thunderstorms were forming on the leading edge of a cold front nosing its way across Arkansas, chasing a surface low. Hail drummed the ground, growing as big as hen eggs, golf balls, baseballs, and softballs, pocking cars and cracking windshields. Ending months of abnormally dry weather, the skies spilled themselves upon Arkansas in what would become, in many parts of the state, the wettest April in years. Rivers swelled and escaped their banks, engulfing roads and sweeping cars away in the swiftly moving water. Six people died in those cars. A house was flushed from its foundation. In Missouri, the Black River seeped over the crest of its levee in more than three dozen spots, oozing toward the thousands of people who lived in its floodplain.

And then came the wind. A rash of tornadoes broke out across Texas, Oklahoma, and Arkansas. Around 7:25 p.m., a large tornado struck Vilonia, a one-block town in Arkansas, thirty miles north of Little Rock. A husband and wife who tried to ride it out in a big rig were killed when the truck was tossed into a pond. Two others died in their mobile homes. The phalanx of storms marched east in a nearly vertical line that crossed the Mississippi River around 10:00 p.m., beating Mississippi with straight-line winds and leaving in its wake a lingering rain.

Before Monday was over, ten people were dead in Arkansas. The governor declared a state of emergency.

“And you know,” he said, “it may not be over.”



CHAPTER 5

THE OPENING ACT

11:00 P.M., TUESDAY, APRIL 26, 2011—BIRMINGHAM, ALABAMA

Jason Simpson never slept well before a storm. He was half-awake when his alarm clock buzzed, and he rolled over in the dark beside his sleeping wife and glanced at the laptop glowing on the bedside table. The radar showed a red streak moving east across the Mississippi River. It was a squall line, a wall of thunderstorms marching in an angled line across northern Mississippi. This triggered a twinge of surprise. Things were expected to get ugly the coming afternoon, but this squall line was sneaking toward Alabama in the middle of the night. Moving steadily east, it would cross the state line well before daybreak.

I’ve got three hours, Jason thought, now wide awake. Time to get to work.

He rolled out of bed and dressed quickly in the dark, careful not to wake his wife. Seven years into his job as a weatherman at ABC 33/40, Jason still worked the morning shift, which began at 4:00 a.m. He was accustomed to starting his day in the dark and functioning on five hours of sleep, but Lacey, four months pregnant with their first child, needed all the rest she could get. Her belly was beginning to swell, and today was the ultrasound appointment that would send her shopping for pink or blue. He hated to miss that tender moment, but the weather does not wait.

Jason went into the kitchen, brewed six cups of coffee, enough for one big mug and a thermos to take into the TV studio. Three pieces of bacon and three sausage links crackled on the George Foreman Grill, the breakfast he ate every day while trolling the weather maps on his laptop at the breakfast counter. It was part of his pregame ritual, the daily routine that made him feel ready for anything, and he didn’t like to miss any part of it, especially before a big storm. He had gone to bed earlier than normal so he could have plenty of time to prepare for what he expected to be a harrowing day. He deviated from his ritual only slightly, nuking a few chicken fingers and throwing them in a plastic container for later. If the weather got dicey, at least he would have protein.

Jason had been on edge for the past week, along with every other meteorologist in the South, as he had watched, with mounting concern, the atmosphere beginning to simmer. Around twenty-two hours earlier, at 1:00 a.m., the Storm Prediction Center had released a two-day outlook with a warning that had made the weathermen shiver:

***POTENTIAL FOR A SIGNIFICANT/WIDESPREAD SEVERE WEATHER EVENT—INCLUDING THE POSSIBILITY OF A TORNADO OUTBREAK—REMAINS EVIDENT THIS FORECAST . . . CENTERED ON THE MID SOUTH/TN VALLEY AREA.***

Tension had swept through the weather community. The professionals hunkered down over weather maps and computer models at the National Weather Service (NWS) and at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) offices. Amateur weather buffs flocked to the chat rooms to fill them with speculation. Conditions were very similar to those of past outbreaks, and the models painted probabilities that looked downright apocalyptic. Yesterday the Storm Prediction Center in Norman, Oklahoma, issued a two-day forecast warning that conditions were ripe for long-track tornadoes in parts of Alabama, Mississippi, Kentucky, and Tennessee.

Again? Jason thought. So soon?

The last outbreak—the worst in years—was less than two weeks ago. Now the potential for another outbreak was clear and present, but it was hard for Jason not to feel a little skeptical. What were the odds of another one, so soon after the last? Would it strike the same place twice?

In his kitchen just before midnight, Jason puzzled over his weather maps. These look like fake numbers. This can’t be real. The wind shear was off the charts, approaching a level he had never seen.

He followed the squall line across his screen. There would probably be damaging straight-line winds, maybe a small tornado or two. But large and violent twisters are rare when thunderstorms march in a line. The individual storm cells in a squall line often compete and interfere with one another, throwing off the recipe for supercell tornadoes. But by midnight, the thunderstorms had begun dropping tornadoes on Mississippi. Around 1:00 a.m., going against type, Jason called a director and told him to meet him at the station. By 3:00 a.m., he was standing in front of the green screen and talking into the camera.

Going on air during a severe weather event is a two-meteorologist job. One monitors the radar behind the scenes while the other performs between the camera and the green screen, connecting with the audience. There is a lot of information to take in, and one look at a weatherman’s laptop screen, jammed with maps and chat rooms and camera feeds, is enough to make an average head explode. The screen displays two radars: one showing radial wind velocity; the other, precipitation. Five private chat sessions with National Weather Service offices scroll with internal messages and public warnings. Another chat room buzzes with Sky Watchers, amateurs trained to spot the harbingers of storms. A window shows live feeds from the SkyCams, which must be driven by remote control so that they point in the right direction. And now on Twitter and Facebook, viewers on the scene supply photos that can be useful—as well as ground observations that a seasoned pro knows better than to trust. To the untrained eye, a funnel-shaped cloud can resemble the vortex of a tornado. And some tornadoes look like a thunderstorm sitting on the ground.

Jason usually drove the radar, in the studio. But right now, he was flying solo on the weather desk, doing his best to cover both jobs, translating the gist of what he saw into the black eye of the camera. He asked two early morning anchors on the early shift to help him.

“Look for power flashes, low-hanging clouds,” he told the anchors, “anything that looks weird.”

At 4:16 a.m., while most Alabamians slept soundly and unaware, the first tornado reached into the dark of rural Alabama and filled the air with a lonely roar and the snapping of tall pines.
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Across town, lead meteorologist James Spann was startled awake by the loud bleating of his smartphone. It was just a few minutes before his regular alarm went off, as it did every weekday at 4:52 a.m., but the sound startled him, and he surfaced through a fog of surprise and alarm. His weather app was doing its job, waking him up with the day’s first warning. He pawed around on the nightstand for his phone, which lay next to the weather radio, glanced at the radar, and shot out of bed.

Oh, Lord!

Thunderstorms were developing up and down the state, and the National Weather Service was already pumping out warnings in six counties. It took a minute for him to confirm he was not dreaming. In three decades of reading the patterns of the atmosphere, James had seen the weather unleash a Pandora’s box of maelstroms, but not like this one.

“When it comes to thunderstorms,” his colleague Al Moller always said, “expect the unexpected.”

These predawn storms had surprised him with both their timing and severity. Every single conventional forecasting method had failed him. In yesterday’s broadcast, he had warned emphatically about the potential for dangerous storms to rumble through the afternoon. But he had said nothing of a morning outbreak.

James fought the queasy feeling that he had botched the forecast. He showered quickly and threw on the uniform he wears every day in front of the green screen: dress shirt, tie in any color but green, and dark trousers held up by suspenders. He stuffed his MacBook Pro in a bag, grabbed his jacket, and jumped into his silver Ford Explorer. The sky was black and the clouds hung hot and low. Stealing glances at the weather radar glowing on an iPad mounted to his console, he raced—his wife would kill him if she knew how fast—to the TV station on the other side of town. Thank goodness the roads were empty at this hour. The commute takes twenty minutes on a regular day. Today he got there in ten.

This was rare form for Alabama’s favorite weatherman. In a state where only the Gospel is gospel, James Spann’s word is considered the next best thing. A common refrain is: “My mama says, if James Spann says it, it must be true.” Wives have learned not to talk to their husbands during the Iron Bowl or anytime James Spann is on the air.

Spann, fifty-three, bald on top, gray on the sides, delivered the weather in a deep, crisp baritone. Many of his viewers were outright fans. They called him “my hero,” and “the Man.” They knew if they e-mailed or tweeted him a question, they would get a personal answer. They read his blog and watched his weekly online video talk show, WeatherBrains, on which he and other self-professed “weather weenies” talked shop about meteorology. Spann had more Twitter followers than some national celebrities and had reached Facebook’s max on friends. He may be the only weatherman in history to have his own bobblehead doll.

Spann fans swore that they could glance at a muted TV and tell you how bad the weather was based on what they could see of Spann’s uniform. Uh-oh, I see suspenders—where’s the tornado? Those visible suspenders meant he had removed his coat, a signal that weather conditions were getting serious, and you had better pay attention. If his sleeves were rolled up, it was time to hide in the closet. “The day the tie comes off,” said one fan, “will be a very, very bad day.”

When Spann burst into the studio, jacket under his arm, Jason could still hear the sleep in his voice. James looked at Jason and read his face: conditions were bad. They had been a team for seven years and could communicate whole paragraphs with a glance and a gesture. Without a word, they swapped places. Spann stepped in front of the green screen, opened his laptop on a mobile podium, and addressed the black eye of the camera. If he turned his head to the right, he could see himself in front of the weather map on a small monitor just off camera. Beyond that, he could see Jason on the weather desk, behind a row of six monitors that showed the disaster unfolding in many dimensions. Jason gave him a hand signal and the show went on.

Above them, above the wires and the studio lights and the acoustic dampeners, above the rooftop of the ABC 33/40 station on the hill in south Birmingham, the sky was already churning.
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Jason would never forget the first time he met James Spann. It was April 1998, his senior year at Holly Pond High School. The guidance counselor had pulled him aside and said, “Jason, there’s somebody here I think you need to talk to.” The Storm Link minivan had pulled into the parking lot, and out climbed James Spann, there to give his meteorology talk to the students, to dazzle them with his science. Jason helped carry in a projector and a twenty-pound laptop. On their walk down the hall, the high school senior gushed. When he was bored in class, he drew pictures of megastorms, radars dotted with hook echoes, the supine commas that signaled spiraling winds around a ball of debris. James looked at the kid, and saw promise.

“How would you like to intern with me this summer?” James said.

“Really?” Jason said. “That would be great!”

It was seventy miles from his house in rural Holly Pond to the TV station in Birmingham. But that was back when gas cost seventy cents a gallon. He could make the round trip in two hours and on four dollars. Like a young Jedi, Jason studied James. He watched the way he moved, the way he talked, the clues he noticed, the words he chose. But the kid was one of about thirty interns that year. How could he ever hope to make a lasting impression on the master? One night he got his chance: his first taped weathercast.

He had thought it would be easy, because James made it look effortless. But in front of the green screen, it was not so easy. Jason found himself with his back to the camera—a broadcast sin—floundering around as he tried to figure out where the heck on the blank wall to point. You could almost hear the air whooshing out of his ego like a balloon as he trudged off the set, chin to chest. James had been in the control room, watching the boy unravel. He met him at the door.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “It gets easier.”

That was classic Spann. Little words. Big message. Unforgettable truth. Jason had a seventy-mile drive home to let that marinate. By the time he pulled into his driveway in Holly Pond, he had talked himself out of quitting. It gets easier. Those three words prevented him from giving up on this career.

After that, Jason worked with James whenever he got the chance. James taught him everything. Most important, he taught him to be himself. Authentic. Viewers could smell a fake across two counties. “Don’t be a blow-dried boob,” James would say, nodding at the stiff-haired guys on the national news. “You be you. You’re from Holly Pond. You remember that. Don’t ever forget where you came from.” Jason watched, listened, and learned. He got a job in a smaller TV market and practiced. In August of 2004, shortly after the ten o’clock news, his phone rang. It was James.

“What do you think about coming to work for me?”

“I think it’d be pretty good.”

Jason could not wait to work a severe weather event with James, to be his right-hand man. But it did not happen right away. In the first bad storm, he found himself third on the totem pole. Jason stormed out of the studio that day, hurt that he was not trusted to do the job that James had hired him to do. But James knew he was not ready. Eight or nine months later, Jason had learned how to anticipate what James needed.

It got easier.

In the studio, Jason drove the equipment while James went on camera. Jason had studied James for so long that he knew what he wanted, sometimes even before James did. The hand signals would come in handy today.
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Seven hundred miles away, at the Storm Prediction Center in Norman, Oklahoma, the warning coordination meteorologist Greg Carbin was watching the Birmingham radar closely. He spotted a bow echo forming—a line of storms pushed out into an arc, like a hunter’s bow. The storms’ position at exactly 5:52 a.m. looked to him like a giant question mark, punctuated by a storm cell at the bottom. It was poised over central Alabama, spreading over roughly eleven counties. Carbin shook his head and thought: Even the atmosphere doesn’t know what it’s doing.

Like a canoe paddle moving through the surface of a lake, curling the water into whirls within swirls, the squall line moved through the atmosphere, stirring up small to midsize tornadoes. Some dissipated minutes after they formed. Others grew to a size that could shred a double-wide trailer into ribbons. One stayed on the ground for twenty-three miles. They coursed insidiously through the rural lands of west-central Alabama, across counties where timber farms outnumbered stoplights.

At 5:18 a.m., the fifth tornado of the day to strike Alabama had come straight down the main street of downtown Cordova, a small town an hour’s drive northwest of Birmingham, shattering storefront windows along Commerce Street and leaving a trail of bricks and broken glass.
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