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When 10-year-old Chloe McMahon woke up the morning of April 27, 2011, all she 

thought about was how relieved she was that school had been cancelled. She didn’t pay much 

thought to the storms that were brewing in her hometown of Ider, Alabama.  

“I think as a kid you don’t think about that,” she said. “I wasn’t worried.” 

Most of the day passed without incident—but around 6 p.m., her father went outside to 

check on the progress of the storm. When he came back inside, McMahon knew something was 

very wrong. He grabbed her arm and told her to go get in the closet. He joined her minutes later 

with her mother and her siblings, age 3 and 6.  

As the storm grew closer, McMahon’s father started covering them up with pillows, 

blankets and the mattress off of her bed. McMahon, young as she was, started to wonder if she 

was going to die. “When you’re a kid, you can worry, and then you look to your parents and tell 



you it’s gonna be okay, but they were terrified, obviously,” she said. She started to count down 

in her head as the storm blew through her house. 

What she remembers the most is how loud it was. “A lot of people say it sounds like a 

freight train, but to me it felt more like bass, like a sensation or sound rising,” she said.  

When the storm had passed, her father broke down the closet door. All that remained of 

the house was the living room and the master bedroom.  

The family later learned the storm had plowed directly through her house and the one 

next to them. All the other houses in her neighborhood were flattened. By some miracle, no one 

had been injured or died.  

The aftermath was horrifying. McMahon’s family was forced to move in with a friend of 

her mother’s. McMahon and her siblings were left shaken. “For a long time, I had panic attacks 

any time we would have even the littlest storm,” she said. “I also slept walked for a while, which 

I was told was part of the trauma.” 

But, as the old saying goes, there’s a silver lining in even the worst of situations. “I 

learned a lot about the generosity of strangers,” McMahon said of the weeks after the storm. 

Friends of the family brought her and her siblings Easter baskets, and local churches provided 

them with clothes and food. The storm solidified a relationship with her family that McMahon 

doesn’t believe they’d have if they hadn’t been through that together. 

And that’s not all it did. In the years since the storm, McMahon has become interested in 

the Red Cross disaster relief efforts, especially for tornado victims.  

Although McMahon, a freshman at Auburn University, is a Spanish major, she’s 

considering majors that can help her fulfill her dream of working in disaster relief. After 



completing her undergraduate degree, she hopes to enroll in the University of Denver’s Master’s 

program in international disaster psychology.  

 

 

 Above all, McMahon wants people to know that tragedy doesn’t have to define their 

lives. “Even something as traumatic as your home being ripped out of its foundation with no fair 

warning will eventually be okay,” she said. “It’s cliché, but life moves on and heals the wounds.”  

 Those storms will always be a part of McMahon—even now, over 7 years later, they are 

a definitive part of who she is. But instead of defining her, she has let them inspire her. She has 

used them to push her to work towards become a better person; the kind of person who wants to 

give back to those who have no one else to turn to.  


