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Chapter One 

SATURDAY, APRIL 13 

CHUCK RITTENBURG, slump-shouldered, unshaven, stood on the concrete walkway in front of 
his dingy row- s been like 
this, a beer for breakfast. But now . . . what the hell. 

Pulses of warm, humid wind from the Gulf of Mexico via the Piney Woods of east Texas 
whipped over him, bearing away the odors of cleaning solvent and insecticide that leaked from his 
cheap efficiency like aerosols of despair. Something else rode the wind, too;; something at once 

thunderstorms, the kind that give birth to the Grim Reapers of the Great Plains tornadoes. 
The day that had heralded the unraveling of his life had begun like this . . . a decade ago. The 

image of what happened that day was seared into his memory like a psychic scar, one that would 
never heal, never stop hurting, never allow him to raise an emotional white flag and say I surrender, 
let this be the end of it. Instead, it clung to him like psychological leg irons, reminding him 
constantly of all he once had but had no more. 

 the lead van of two belonging to Thunder Road Tours, his eminently successful tornado 

semiarid landscape of mesas and buttes in the western part of the state. A line of thunderstorms, like slow-motion, 
alabaster napalm explosions, billowed along a dryline advancing out of the Texas and Oklahoma Panhandles. 

A dozen chasers, tourists really, each having shelled out over two grand for the privilege of getting intimate with a 
tornado, piled out of the vans to watch the closest cell a few miles to their west. A visibly imposing, low-hanging 
bulwark of blackness, the wall cloud, rotated counterclockwise beneath the towering storm. 

 
flank of the thunderstorm. A wind-borne rumble of thunder almost blotted out his words. 

A bolt of lightning lanced out of the storm onto a nearby mesa, immolating a scrubby pine and simultaneously 
launching an artillery-like explosion of sound. 

 
The chasers scrambled back into the vehicles. All except for two: a young man and his girlfriend. The man, from 

the West Coast and perhaps un
pointed a digital camera at the cauldron of clouds and snapped a series of photographs. His lady friend stood beside 
him, her head dipped into the wind, her blond hair whipping around her face. 

two stragglers. But he was a heartbeat too slow. 
The man turned and looked at Chuck. It was that image that Chuck knew he would carry with him the rest of 

-charged hair standing on end, his eyes pleading, his mouth wide with unspoken 
thoughts secrets only a man who knows he has a millisecond to live can harbor. The brilliant stroke hit him square, 
knocking him out of his shoes and throwing him yards away as if he were no more than a stuffed toy. 
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as the dart of lightning struck, then crumpled into a heap, dead before she hit the ground. 
In tandem with the fatal harpoon of electricity, thunder erupted in an ear-splitting barrage and rolled across the 

barren landscape for several seconds, like tympani for a dirge. 
Between the two bodies, a shallow, smoking crevasse lay in zig-zag repose across the gravelly surface, a final, 

eternal link between the young man and his lady friend. 

CHUCK TOOK A SWIG of his Coors and stared across the parking lot in front of his apartment. 
The lot remained filled with cars Saturday morning. Not too many people going to work, 
transporting their kids to school, or setting out for classes at the nearby University of Oklahoma. 

ed not 
only the lives of the young man and his lady, but his as well. Not in a physical sense, of course, but 
in all aspects of his life that mattered. Even though his company was covered by liability insurance 
and waiver forms, slick, predatory personal injury lawyers and the spiraling cost of mounting a 
defense forced Thunder Road Tours into bankruptcy. Chuck lost not just his company but, in quick 
succession, his savings, home, and wife. 

Suzanne, his wife, had been unable to adapt to their new status as 
affair with a former boyfriend, she and Chuck divorced. 

His nineteen-year- -length and contentious 
relationship undoubtedly a contributing factor to the animus in his marriage had stormed out of 

 

 to raise a 

the phone with her at least once a week during her high school and college years. Until she was 21, 
pport he could muster by working as head custodian at a 

local middle school and at various odd jobs, all of them menial. Even now he and Arlene remained 
in touch, though less frequently, as she busied her life carving out a career in public relations and 
a  

Chuck turned as the man who lived in the apartment next to him stuck his head out the door, 
stooped to retrieve the morning newspaper, and said,  

 of his wife and three kids. Probably 
illegals. He seated himself on the steps leading to his apartment and placed the beer beside him. 
Empty paper cups and styrofoam hamburger containers tumbled across the parking lot, driven by 
the fitful wind. A small whirl of dust chased a mangy-looking dog toward the main street. 

A black SUV, a Lincoln Navigator, turned into the lot and eased along the row of apartments 
where Chuck lived. Looking for a specific unit, he guessed. The Lincoln coasted to a stop behind the 
vehicles jammed into the narrow parking slots directly in front of where Chuck sat. He watched as 
the front driver-side window of the SUV opened. A well-groomed man with a broad face and full 

head out. 
 

 
 

Shit, not another fucking lawyer.  
The man scratched his nose, perhaps buying time to formulate a response, then laughed softly. 

 
 



12 

The man looked down at something on the passenger seat, then moved his gaze back to Chuck. 
  he said. 
 

-time stuff. The 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

The dog shooed away by the dust devil earlier returned and crept toward Chuck, stalking the 
beer can but probably hoping there were some accompaniments nearby pretzels or chips or 
popcorn. 

Chuck stood and, carrying th  
 

-
 

Chuck pivoted to face Metcalf, a large man, overweight, with an odd sense of style: In addition 

boots.  
 

Metcalf stood on the short wal
 

 

Channel. You were featured in USA Today and People 
ht or even in the depths of a beer can. Hell, I know 

disaster, in the wake of the Dixie tornado swarm in 2011, and then Moore in 2013. Jesus, that was 
close to home wasn't it?" He paused, seemingly thoughtfully, then shook his head. "Ya know, 
Charlie, I don't understand why anybody would want to live in a place like this." 

choose 
to live. It's good country with good people. As far as keeping my hand in the business, I did that as a 
hobby until my laptop went tits-
help you, Mr. Metcalf. And something else, just for the record. I like to kick off my day with a 

 
-duty shit came down on 

 
 

e smiled broadly. 
-angled morning sunlight. 

The mangy dog, some sort of terrier-Lab mix, settled onto its stomach and watched the 
exchange between the two men. 

Chuck glanced at the mutt, then at Met  
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collectors. Tired of explaining to others how my li
slammed the door. 

The envelope contains a proposal from Global-American Cinema. Take a look at it, then decide 
 

put my room number on it. Give me a ca
 

 

 
Chuck stood near the door, gripping his beer can, waiting for Metcalf to depart. 

redemption, too, my friend, if yo  

parted the stained venetian blinds, and watched as Metcalf climbed into his Navigator and drove off.  
Chuck drained the rest of his Coors from the can, tossed the empty container into the trash, 

and settled into a tattered, faded armchair, Goodwill-issue, in front of his TV set. He clicked it on 
with his remote and watched a meteorologist with a manufactured grim-faced expression explain 
there was a threat of severe thunderstorms and tornadoes later in the day. 

Chuck switched the channel to ESPN to check out how the Royals had done in their first home 
-

the mid-
Prediction Center. 

rapidly and he spun off a subsidiary, Cat Five Tours, to pursue hurricanes. But his life and business 
and everything else had imploded with the lightning strike in the Glass Mountains. 

Some things, apparently, were never meant to be. 
He stood, retrieved another beer from the refrigerator, and plopped back into the ratty chair. 

 . . . too much melancholia. He 
changed channels again and found an old Tarzan movie. He watched the film disinterestedly and 
sipped his beer until he dozed off, his chin resting on his chest, like a geezer in a retirement home. 

He awoke with a start, realizing it was almost noon. The Coors can, half empty, sat on the floor 
beside him. The Tarzan film had morphed into an old Western, something starring Randolph Scott. 

Chuck rose unsteadily, stretched, and poured the remaining beer into a soiled sink cluttered 
with unwashed dishes and a deceased cockroach. He exhumed his wallet from beneath a pile of dirty 
clothes in his bedroom. He opened it. Eight bucks. At least enough for lun  

He opened the front door. A gust of wind darted into his apartment like a refugee seeking 
asylum. A piece of Scotch tape, nothing fastened to it, clung forlornly to the exterior of the door. 

 
of his life. Some things never change. Que sera, sera. 

He shrugged, shut the door and headed toward McDonalds, dodging a dozen kids on trikes and 
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skateboards monopolizing the sidewalk. He headed west, no
towering cumulus clouds in the middle distance, billowing skyward. 

Something brushed against his leg. He looked down. The mutt that had been hanging around 
the apartments earlier trotted beside him, a white business envelope clamped in its mouth. 

to one side, probably hoping for a game of toss and fetch. 
 

He continued walking. 
The dog did, too, envelope again in its slobbery mouth. 

 
Once more, the mutt dropped the envelope. This time, Check saw a name embossed on its 

upper-left hand corner: Global-American Cinema. He picked it up. The dog yapped and ran off a 
short distance, waiting for Chuck to lob the thing. 

Instead, Chuck opened it and extracted three sheets of paper pitted with teeth marks, the 
proposal that Metcalf had taped to his door. He looked down at the dog, who stared back with big 
brown eyes almost hidden behind a tangle of matted fur. 

 
The dog cocked its head in a quizzical pose. 

que sera, sera  
When he came to the paragraph spelling out the amount of money being offered, he jerked his 

head up and glanced around, certain he was being set up as the butt of a TV gag show. 


