
Chapter 1: The Hurricane

Chapter 1: The Hurricane begins with a dramatic and unsettling event in June 1972
when the discovery of a skeleton in an old well shakes the quiet town of Pottstown,
Pennsylvania. This well, located on Hayes Street, had been targeted for a new
townhouse development, prompting the authorities to investigate further. Along with
the skeleton, items such as a belt buckle, pendant, and remnants of a costume were
found in the well, prompting police to search for connections to the local community.
Their investigation leads them to an elderly Jewish man living near the old synagogue
on Chicken Hill. When they show him a piece of jewelry, specifically a mezuzah, the
elderly man, identified as Malachi, immediately recognizes it. He shares that his own
mezuzah matches the one found in the well, implying a deep connection to the long-
lost Jewish community that had once thrived in the area. His recognition of the
mezuzah serves as a clue that ties the discovery to the town's Jewish history, a
community that had since dwindled significantly.

As the conversation with Malachi unfolds, more details about his past are revealed.
Once a renowned dancer, Malachi now leads a quiet, unremarkable life, far removed
from his earlier fame. He reflects on how the prestigious Tucker School had been
trying to buy his property for years, highlighting the underlying tension between the
wealthy establishment and the marginalized members of society. Despite the police’s
suspicion, Malachi remains unruffled by the officers' questioning. His physical
appearance, with his old clothes and mostly toothless grin, conveys the passage of
time, while his behavior—humorous and defiant—shows that he is unafraid of
authority. When pressed further, instead of offering incriminating evidence, Malachi
humorously offers pens from his pocket, providing a moment of levity in an otherwise
tense situation. This interaction demonstrates Malachi’s resilience and ability to
maintain control in the face of probing questions, reflecting a complex character



shaped by his past and his unwillingness to be intimidated.

The narrative shifts dramatically when Hurricane Agnes strikes, unleashing devastating
floods that ravage the Chicken Hill area and surrounding counties. The historic storm
causes widespread destruction, claiming lives, destroying homes, and flooding
communities that had already been struggling with systemic inequality. For local Black
residents, the storm symbolizes more than just a natural disaster—it becomes an
expression of divine justice. They view the devastating flood as a reckoning, one that
washes away the remaining traces of inequality and hardship, as if nature itself is
cleansing the land of past wrongs. In the midst of this destruction, Malachi
mysteriously disappears, leaving behind only a few sunflowers, a symbol of his fleeting
presence and connection to the land. His disappearance adds an element of mystery
and loss, with his fate remaining unresolved as the community is left to grapple with
both the aftermath of the storm and the deeper social implications of his absence.
Malachi’s sudden vanishing, alongside the calamity of the hurricane, creates a sense
of eerie connection between the two events, suggesting that some things are meant to
be lost to time, leaving behind only traces of what once was.

In the wake of the hurricane, as investigators search for any trace of Malachi, they find
nothing. His absence, however, does not diminish the impact he had on the
community, and his legacy continues to linger in the collective memory of those who
knew him. Malachi had been a symbol of resilience, representing the perseverance of a
community that had weathered many hardships over the years. His legacy is
intertwined with the story of the Jewish population in the region, whose presence in
Pottstown had been shaped by years of struggle and survival. As the floodwaters
recede and the town begins to rebuild, the loss of Malachi serves as a metaphor for the
ongoing fight against historical injustices. The storm that washed away physical
structures also symbolically erased the remnants of social inequality, yet the
community remains faced with the task of confronting its own history and the
complexities of the relationships that have shaped it. Malachi’s disappearance,
combined with the devastation of Hurricane Agnes, serves as a powerful reminder of



the fragility of both people and communities and the lasting impact of social and
cultural struggles.

The chapter also serves to reflect on the tension between survival and loss, as both
natural disasters and societal forces shape the lives of those in Chicken Hill. The
devastation caused by the hurricane is felt not only in terms of the physical damage
but also in the emotional toll it takes on the community, particularly those who have
faced systemic oppression for generations. Through Malachi’s disappearance, the
chapter highlights the complexities of memory, legacy, and survival. While the storm
might have erased tangible remnants of the past, it cannot erase the cultural and
emotional connections that continue to define the community. As the narrative
unfolds, it becomes clear that the struggle against injustice is ongoing, and the events
of the past will continue to shape the lives of the community members in ways that
may not always be visible but are no less significant. The chapter encapsulates themes
of loss, resilience, and the cyclical nature of both personal and societal histories,
suggesting that even as one chapter ends, the stories of the past are never truly gone.


