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PROLOGUE

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

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

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

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

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

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





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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





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

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

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

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

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

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