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“Hurricane Katrina takes aim”, little did I know how these four words in Saturday’s paper would change my life forever. The news was intense. Another storm was making its way into the Gulf of Mexico. Yet, the path of this storm was amazing everybody. I distinctly remember it being a tropical storm east of Florida and the local weatherman forecasted “We have nothing to worry about...” Then the storm took a twist and actually crossed Florida at a south-westerly curve. Well, then a panic state hit the entire southeast coast. Could it possibly be coming straight for New Orleans as a major catastrophic storm? I could feel the pressure coming. So the preparation was brief, but substantial. Phones rang every ten minutes to update plans between family and friends. It was now or never for many people deciding to go, or to stay behind. This storm was a monster. It brought about change that could not have been described until it happened. The older hurricanes, like Camille and Betsy, will have to be compared to the devastating Katrina. We have to look at out lives in the aftermath of this painful event and decide endlessly on the next step. Now we face the future that is determined by the past. Everything around us has been affected and we have images of how things used to be. Our local hospitals took a huge hit when they sent off their patients and staff. They made life and death decisions with the best in mind. Many patients have been forced to seek medical treatment at new facilities to pick up where they left off. Healthcare workers, nurses, and doctors now had to find new places to work and adjust as best they can during periods off understaffing. We can tell stories about “before the storm” and “after the storm”. I stared Katrina in the face and I have been cleaning up her mess ever since. My life has changed in many unforeseen ways.

I know that things cannot always go as planned, but I never expected this. Life has been challenging. I’ve been working towards my nursing degree to become a registered nurse since 2001. I earned another degree while waiting to enter Charity School of Nursing. I was content with life’s pace and challenges. I was finally in my last semester at Charity. Wow, I was amazed by how far I came so quickly. My fiancé, Ty, also my best friend, has supported me the whole way through this journey. We have been together five years and became engaged in December of 2005. Once I finished school, we planned to get married and follow life’s path. We bought our first house in 2004, a fixer-upper. We put endless hours and hard work into making this house beautiful again. We thought we had it all planned out: fix, sell, and move on to the next. We finished our house in August 2005. It was going under a contract to sell. It would help us start our life together and go down in our list of accomplishments. We never expected a natural disaster to be the one thing to hold us back. So there we were, trying to figure out what to do first. I knew to pack up my pictures and school uniform. My father and grandmother survived Camille and lost everything. The one thing they wish they had was their picture album of the family. I loaded my car with personal files and pictures. I always stored my car in a downtown garage. So my personal things would stay there locked in my car while I ride out the storm. The next big task was securing the house, chopping back trees, and boarding the windows. Things started to sink in. We did this on Sunday before the storm. Traffic looked like a mad parking lot, drivers paid no attention to street lights, and the city was shutting down. Even Wal-Mart was closed. We loaded some clothes, food, water, and our dog into the truck. We left New Orleans and went to my father’s house in Metairie. The brick, one-story, boarded up, “made it through Betsy” house was our refuge. It was safer than our house and we felt comfortable with my Dad, the Camille survivor. We ate steak and mashed potatoes, enjoyed the company, and sat in front of the TV to get every piece of news available. We had to also get the ax, flashlights, and rope…just in case. So the night went on and we braced ourselves for the situation and possibilities. For me, the whistling of the wind and the rattling of the windows brought a taste of fear. By 2 a.m., the power was out, and you were surrounded with uncertainty of where the storm was headed. Our small AM radio was giving updates, but we were feeling the strength of the bands all through the night. In the early morning of Katrina, the wind pulled off some boards from the windows and we could see outside. Trees that were 30-40 feet tall were crossed over roofs and in the streets. As I looked out the back door, I heard a snap and boom. It was our tree falling onto the garage, luckily not the house. By this time, the radio broadcasters were reporting that the eye turned slightly east of New Orleans and was moving up closer to southwest Mississippi. Good news for us, bad for my grandmother in Pass Christian, Mississippi who also rode the storm. We still had our phone line, but we could not get through to my grandmother who was one block from the Gulf. Worry and wonder sat over our thoughts. The wind and debris storm quieted down just after noon. We went around the neighborhood to assess the destruction. I almost did not believe what I was seeing. Every giant pecan tree around was down, power lines were all over the ground, pieces of roof were on the street, and even houses under construction were just a pile of wood. Ty’s parents were in Lakeview on Canal Boulevard, just a quarter mile from Lake Pontchartrain. We talked to them on the phone to see how they did and they were ok. Trees down, debris everywhere, and a couple feet of water in their house was just minor damage in their eyes. As they assessed the damage, they noticed somewhat of a stream with whitecaps on their side street. They called us in a panic. They were worried about us being in a single story house. They had a second and third floor to escape from the rising waters. We, on the other side of town, had no sign of flooding for 10 blocks. Ty’s mother left a message on my cell phone that made everyone wonder what was going on. She was very scared and sad. She was on her upstairs balcony trying to flag rescue boats as they went by. She said they were trying to leave their house, the water was too high, and she did not know what would happen once the sun went down. When I heard this message, I turned on the radio to hear about the levee break. Wow, we dodged the storm, but then the city’s levee protection system wiped us out. We went through the neighborhood to see if flood waters were making their way to us. Still, we were dry. The radio hit home when they were giving continuous instructions to people on getting rescued. The calls from people in their attic with children broke my heart. So where did Ty’s parents go? We had no idea and thought they were at the Superdome.  Ty and I drove to Airline Highway’s overpass. It looked like a canal. All we saw was water stretching to the city as far as we could see. We just kept hoping that our house in mid city was ok and not flooded. Ty tried to bike there, but police just turned him around. Search for survival was the only concern. We were without power and water, but we had gas and dry streets. We were very fortunate. We even scooped flood water to use for toilet flushing. The only vehicles on the road were police and military officials that were patrolling the neighborhoods. The choppers overhead were busy evacuating people and hospital patients from the city. This was getting crazy. We began to clean up our block by cutting trees and raking yards. We took care of our evacuated relatives and neighbors by emptying refrigerators, hiding valuables, and taking care of pets left behind. The streets were quiet without people around so we placed trash bags in every driveway to seem as if more people were home. After all, we got phone calls about the gangs of looters going around with guns harassing the people still around. We had adequate protection, including 5 dogs with incredible hearing. 

This whole experience started changing how I see things. Even little things in life became useless. Other things, like water to flush the toilet or brush your teeth, became more valuable. Tank tops and shorts were the saving factors from the heat. One of the prize possessions of the house was a battery operated water-misting fan. We would also sit on the front porch and swing to create a breeze and keep a look out. Well, we did spend 75% of our days on the porch when we were awake or finished cleaning. The radio kept us informed, although sad news overwhelmed the mood. We had lots of time to think about plans and what to do next. Our plans of selling our house may be done with. What about school? Downtown seems to be a disaster area. Charity was just a few blocks from the Dome. Where would we go for hospital clinicals and classes? Life seemed to take a different path and I could not do much about it. Mother Nature played her part and we were all just props in the game. So what would happen next? Where do we start? Well, with a city-wide curfew and road blocks not allowing anyone to enter, we waited for some direction. The local officials spoke everyday to give some information and updates. It was disturbing to hear the messages telling people to only leave, and not to come back for 6-8 weeks. I thought that was ridiculous. How could this have happened? Friends and family called and begged us to leave and stay with them. We were fine in Metairie, had plenty of food to eat out of the deep freezer, charcoal for the grill, and water to drink. It was also at this point when my Dad said, “First people will panic, then there will be a rash of looters, next we have to find the Red Cross station for food and water, but then the stench of rotten food will be overwhelming along with the giant black flies.” He was right. With nothing open around town, the Sam’s Club parking lot became a food and water distribution center where we could stock up on supplies. We spread the news to all we saw to help them out. They were not announcing that on the radio. Just search, rescue, and pleas for help to the federal government. We seemed to live under the helicopter highway. Every other minute there were choppers of all sizes crossing paths and making their way in and out of the city. It was pretty noisy. They flew so close that I could see the military men hanging off the side as the deep vibration shook our house. I took some large white pieces of porch awning and spelled out “hope” and “faith” in the grass to give them something positive to look at. After all, everyone knew the situation with the evacuations of thousands of people. Finally, by day six, we heard good news that Ty’s parents were ok and in a trailer now. We then heard that my grandmother was seen and looked ok. Tears of happiness ran down my face. If we could only get to her, but the bridges were out and there was no gas station open yet. Life had become simple yet complex. My father’s work was requiring him to relocate. Was our family being shifted around now because of work? Everyday brought another surprise. The best thing to have around was my family, Ty, and the dogs. We kept everything together. We felt as if we were in the Wild West for a while, but slowly things settled down. We even had a neighbor cutting his grass in shorts, shoes, and had a gun tucked in the waist of his pants. What a sight to make you laugh. Is this really happening? What a different feeling among us. What will happen to our city now? The beautiful historic homes had water sitting, stagnating, and ruining their beauty while everyone sat helpless. The city finally saw “the one” we have always been warned about. 

Ty and I came to realize that we lost our house in mid city. We snuck across the border because we had to see it with our own eyes. The house we worked so hard on and put all our extra time into was now another victim of the flood. The wood fences were busted up and people used some segments as a boat. The brown stains lined the water’s peak. Six feet of water, shifted foundation, trees down, and a for sale sign brought about emotions I have never experienced before. To me, the house was dead. Our plan had to change. But we had each other. We knew that one step at a time will get us through this. What still mattered most was meeting our basic needs. We lived day by day and did what we could each day. Now, I was really wishing I was getting finished in nursing school. But that was another question in my thoughts. So much wonder, but survival was the key. Whatever we had to do to get through this was priority. 

The journey has been long and exhausting. Things that used to seem so important may now be useless. However, my goals and dreams have not changed. I still feel excited about becoming a RN. I can help those who are in need of medical attention and listen to how their lives are different due to the storm. Even discharging patients may take longer because of their home’s condition. Do we need to incorporate more social services into our patient’s needs? How well will insurance companies respond to a delay in discharge due to unlivable housing conditions this patient has. The revolving door seems to turn endlessly. This storm had an effect that may continue to change health care for five years or more. We see and hear news everyday about the progress of our city in rebuilding. We have to consider how the city was before, and how it should be tomorrow. Changes can take place and systems can be revised and improved.

Now that everyone has experienced this historical event, we see things from our own new timeline… “before the storm”, “during the flood”, or “after the storm”. We now have a new beginning. Some people are tired of talking about the storm and how things are different. However, we all need to express our thoughts and concerns so we do not ball up our emotions inside. Even though we have different roofs over our head, different people working at our favorite groceries, new hours of operation, we are still people with hope that familiar sights will be back soon. I rode the storm and learned about life in a new way. I will always remember the good, bad, and surprising moments of Katrina and the flood. Thankfully Charity resumed and can send the senior class on our way as nurses to help our neighbors when they need it most. I will be able to prepare better for storms in the future, and be more cautious when buying another house. Luckily all family and friends are still alive and well. All around us are signs of destruction. We all have a scar from this experience. It hurts to put our lives back together one piece at a time, but we need to continue to work hard for the things in life that are important to us: our family.

