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Why this emptiness after joy? 
Why this ending after glory? 

Why this nothingness where once was a city? 
Who will answer? Only the wind 

Which steals the chantings of priests 
And scatters the souls once gathered. 

--Sidi Mahrez 
14th century Muslim saint



 

Welcome 
(An Introduction) 
 
This is a digital version of a zine that tells the story of my life between January 4, 2006, and 

May 10, 2006, when I left the land of my raising for the land of my breeding, and spent five 
months in post-Katrina New Orleans. Almost all of it was written in 2005-2006, except where 
(like now) I pop in in my 2015 voice to tell you things. It also contains a story, “Ghost Town,” 
that I wrote while I was in New Orleans and finished after I returned to Denver. The original 
zine had lots of pictures and graphics from various publications and news sources, but in an 
effort to make this readable in an ebook format, I’ve taken most of those out. I miss the ability 
to make collages and trying to convey in a graphic form the breakdown of order on a 
fundamental level that happened in New Orleans, but hopefully the text is, if not enough, 
something. 

My mother and her siblings grew up in New Orleans. My dad and his family grew up in 
Shreveport, and he went to college in New Orleans, where he met my mom. In 1985, Mom, 
Dad, Brother, and Me moved to Colorado, leaving behind my aunts, uncles, cousins, and 
grandparents in Louisiana. I was three. 

There’s something about New Orleans that smells like home. Maybe it’s the thick air and 
fermenting grass. It’s not where I grew up, but it’s where I knew that I was growing. It’s where 
my relatives exclaimed over my phenomenal increase in size since our visit the year before, or 
the year before last, or however long it had been. My grandmother recorded the growing 
heights of all fourteen of her grandchildren on the bathroom doorway. 

My family’s hurricane story? When Katrina was crossing the Gulf of Mexico and the order to 
evacuate was issued, my relatives (three aunts, two uncles, three cats, one dog, two family 
friends, several cousins, and a grandparent) left New Orleans on Saturday, August 27th, one 
day before Katrina hit. They headed for the houses of various other family members in San 
Antonio, Shreveport, Alabama. One uncle stayed in New Orleans. They all left with the 
expectation that they would be back home in three days. For some, it was five weeks. For 
some, it still hasn’t happened. 

My grandmother’s house, in the Broadmoor neighborhood, had six feet of water. My Uncle 
Joel’s house was also lost. Both houses are now an idyllic breeding ground for black mold, and 
most of their contents were destroyed.1 My grandmother is now living with her daughter in San 
Antonio, my uncle moved in with his sister (my Aunt Elizabeth), back in New Orleans. My Aunt 
Dee and Uncle David’s house turned out okay. My Uncle Lyle, the one who stayed through the 
hurricane, was missing for three days before turning up at my cousin’s house in Shreveport. 

My family and I spent days watching television, obsessively searching weather.com and 
nola.com for news with increasing horror, sadness, and worry. I had never before realized that 
radar images on a weather report can give you that creeping, angry, scared feeling in your 
stomach—the feeling I usually associate with horror movies. It was like September 11th, when 
                                                
1 2015 note: Both houses were eventually sold to the Road Home Initiative. My grandmother’s house has since been sold to 
new inhabitants, and last I saw it it was gutted down to its bare shell. I’m not sure about my uncle’s. 



none of us could leave our televisions, except for me it lasted for days and days. I watched as 
news of the destruction of the levees started to spread. I watched people huddling on rooftops, 
retreating to the highway interchanges, waving at news helicopters, begging for rescue. I 
watched people walk on the railroad tracks out of town, carrying literally all of their possessions 
with them. I watched policemen, firemen, National Guardsmen, Coast Guardsmen, and plain 
old ordinary citizens with boats fish each other out of the water. I watched the mayor talk of 
thousands of bodies; the fire chief say that they weren’t collecting bodies because they were 
so overwhelmed trying to help the living. Water was rising in the hospitals, nursing homes, 
lapping at the steps of the Superdome, and there was no way to evacuate any of the people 
inside. I watched the cavalry arrive—finally—in the city on Friday, September 2nd, days after 
the levees broke. 80% of the city was underwater, looting spread, and government officials 
didn’t seem to be able to prioritize. And I tried to come to grips with the fact that I was in love 
with a city that no longer existed. 

There was never any question to me of going to New Orleans. It was only the knowledge 
that the city had been closed, and that I would only be adding to the chaos, that kept me from 
packing up and going right then (more surrealism: the greatest city in America, barricaded off, 
closed for business. Even during the occupation in the Civil War, people were still allowed to 
live there). I could not drop everything and go. But I made plans. 

I got an internship at Tipitina’s, the bar of all bars (my dad says to tell you that it’s actually a 
“concert venue”), for school credit. Enrolled in online classes and quit my jobs. I looked into 
volunteer organizations, and asked my Aunt Elizabeth (whose house was undamaged) if I 
could crash at her place for five months. Just after the new year, four months after the 
hurricane, I left for New Orleans. I spent the first two weeks in Houma, a small town about an 
hour south of New Orleans, with a service group from the American Friends Service 
Committee. The rest of the time, I was in the City that Care Forgot. 

Can one person really make a difference? Can one person, in a disaster area as big and 
total as the Gulf Coast, make any difference at all? I’ve been told all my life that you do what 
you can, and that’s enough. Growing up in America, the myth that one person can change the 
world is something you learn in preschool. But the people who taught me that were saying it 
before Katrina rolled through our lives. And if I’m not making a measurable difference, maybe 
I’m just feeling good about myself, instead of good about the work that I’m doing. There’s a 
kind of vanity in goodness, as Madeleine L’Engle says. I didn’t want to go down there and just 
spin my wheels feeling good about myself. Is that what I did? I don’t know. Maybe you can tell 
me, after you read this. 

This is not meant to be a political rant, or a historical documentation, of everything that 
happened in New Orleans. It is not an in-depth examination of what went wrong during the 
disaster response, or a critique of the institutional racism and classism and the bureaucratic 
impotency that contributed to the deaths of thousands of souls, and the unspeakable misery of 
many tens of thousands more. I went to New Orleans to do what I could with my one pair of 
hands, and now that I’m back, I have this story to tell. It has been, as of this writing, nine 
months to the day since Katrina made landfall and the levees of New Orleans broke. The story 
is still unfolding all along the Gulf Coast. I went because I could not do nothing. 



 



Roots 
(Introduction #2) 
 
Louisiana and Colorado are worlds away from each other. In Louisiana, you can feel the air 

in front of your face, settling in between the hairs on your arms. Interstate 10, which passes 
through New Orleans from east to west, cuts through an immense swamp. Cypress trees grow 
straight out of the water, stern and immense, wearing beards of Spanish moss. In places, the 
undergrowth is so thick you can’t see whether it’s growing out of water or trees. Further west, 
where the ground is at least solid, the greenery crowds up against the highway so thick you 
can’t see the lay of the land. You can’t see over anything. 

Everything in Colorado—music, traffic, weather—happens suddenly. It jerks along like it 
can’t decide what it wants. In Louisiana, everything slides, from the water in the bayous to the 
words off your tongue. There’s music in the way people talk, and there’s too much humidity 
and not enough economic incentive to make people hurry. None of the sidewalks are level. My 
past is here in this city, in the house where my grandparents raised six children, the apartment 
in the French Quarter where my parents lived as newlyweds, to the colleges where they were 
both educated, to the hospital where I was born. I did not grow up here, but when I am here, it 
smells like home, and I slide into the rhythm of life, even though I clip off my vowels and 
there’s no music in my voice. 

Louisiana is a place where the billboards are signed by God. Signs in front of people’s 
homes hail Jesus. I once saw a truck for a company called The Lord Jesus Plumbing Supply. 
You can be reasonably certain that just about everyone you meet either went to church 
regularly at one time, attends regularly new, or went to parochial school as a child. Church is 
the center of community; it is your community; it’s your safety net in times of trouble and your 
celebration committee in times of joy. 

Once, when my family was visiting, I went to Elizabeth’s for lunch (Elizabeth’s in this 
instance being a restaurant, rather than a person) with my aunt, my grandmother, and my 
younger sister Meg, who has Down syndrome. Halfway through the meal, an elderly 
gentleman came up to our table. “I apologize for interrupting your meal,” he said, “but I was 
wondering if I may ask the young lady’s name.” He looked at my sister. 

“I’m Meg,” said Meg, ever ready for new friends. 
“Hello, Meg,” he said. “I have a cousin named Marie, who passed away recently. You 

remind me of her.” 
“Well, good!” said Meg. 
“I used to be a priest,” said the man. “Meg, would it be all right if I blessed you?” 
“Well, sure!” (Meg speaks in exclamation points a lot.) 
So he made the sign of the cross and murmured a prayer. He bowed his head to the rest of 

us, and apologized again for interrupting. He rested his hand on Meg’s head, and thanked her. 
Meg gave him a hug, and he left. 

Another time, waiting in line at a bank, I heard a customer greet the teller with, “Is your heart 
at peace today, darlin’?” 



In New Orleans, you blend in better if you make a spectacle of yourself. Being self-
conscious, they figure, is a waste of everyone’s time. If you quietly go about your business in 
New Orleans, there must be something wrong with you. You go about your business with as 
much dancing, singing, and humor as possible. New Orleans will accommodate you, whoever 
you happen to be, if you will accommodate her. 

I love New Orleans, almost everything about it. I love the gingerbread houses. I love the big 
front porches and the wide-bladed grass. I love the shape of the trees. I love the music and the 
ducks in Audubon Park. The legends of Marie Laveaux. I love the French Quarter and the 
Gumbo Shop. I love the rhythm of the voices. I love the way my grandmother’s house smells. 
Smelled. I love its history and the way it’s both cavalier and reverential towards social 
convention. I love Mardi Gras and the anti-Wal-Mart bumper stickers. I love the food and 
Tipitina’s. I love how everything—everything!—blooms in brilliant color. The parrots that live in 
the palm trees. Yes, New Orleans has a large population that lives below the poverty line, 
racial tensions, class tensions—all the problems that were so well publicized in the coverage of 
the hurricane. But to think that that’s all that New Orleans is would be a grave, grave mistake. 

I have one memory, just one, of living in Louisiana. The house we lived in had a number of 
banana trees that, according to my Aunt Dee, my father engaged in an epic struggle with to try 
and keep them looking well groomed. I was two, so far back that the memory is swimmy and 
dream-like, but I was in the backyard, and I wandered into the banana trees. All I can 
remember is that the bewildering height and density of the banana trees (they grew close 
together and blocked out the sun) scared and disoriented me. In any event, I started to cry, 
and my dad came and brought me back into the sunlight. 

So, one memory. All my other memories are of visits. Not much to build a personal history 
on. One memory, and the stories my parents told me, and the visits to my mom’s family. Not 
much. Not enough to say “I’m from New Orleans.” After the hurricanes, I spent a lot of time 
listening to old New Orleans songs, fingering souvenirs I’d brought back on previous trips, 
looking through photos and postcards. Spend any time here, and New Orleans will get under 
your skin. You can’t help but believe in ghosts when you’re here. I don’t carry a camera around 
New Orleans for the same reason that I don’t carry one around Denver, but I always buy lots of 
postcards and key chains, and I save those little pamphlets advertising midnight tours of the 
cemeteries. Since the hurricane, I’ve been trying to convince myself that having a city exist in 
my memory and imagination is just as good as having it exist in real life. 

And to a certain extent, it works, because New Orleans has always been that way, both to 
me (because I grew up so far away) and to itself (because, seriously, New Orleans can be a 
crappy and dangerous place to live). New Orleans has always been what Las Vegas wishes it 
was: bright lights and music, a place where anything can (and does) happen. Color (literal and 
figurative), creativity, story, music. There’s a reason why so many of the novels that are set in 
New Orleans are tales of mystery, intrigue, or horror, and I think it’s New Orleans’ way of 
coping with itself. Just under the lights and the magic, lurking beneath tourism’s glossy sheen, 
there is a lot of ugliness: 30% of the city in poverty, crappy schools, crappy economy, plentiful 
racism, stifling heat for five months of the year. Frighteningly large insects. Termites, 
mosquitoes, cockroaches, and yellow fever. New Orleans is home to some of the biggest 



names in jazz and rock history, but so many of them died penniless, and so many more died in 
total obscurity. Widespread, widely known, and widely accepted political corruption. Even their 
football team sucks.2 But people continue to live there, and continue to love it. The myth of 
New Orleans breathes life into the city and keeps its people going, down to the short order 
cooks at the Camilla Grill who sing old gospel songs while they work and smile kindly at the 
white tourists who have come to stare at the performance art that is hamburger grilling at this 
café; tourists who can’t get over these black guys with their gold teeth making eight meals at 
once but not getting any grease on their white aprons. The United States prides itself on being 
a melting pot, but it’s New Orleans that’s really earned the name, where WASPs and the 
descendents of slaves live in fragile peace, surrounded by French architecture, Spanish moss, 
and food developed by (of all people) exiled Canadians. These days, the fish in the aquarium 
are living in better conditions than a lot of the humans, but as long as they can live inside the 
myth that’s grown up around themselves, nobody seems to mind much. As long as they 
remember and are proud of their city’s heritage, and their family’s, that’s enough to get by on. 

And really, the only thing that makes New Orleans different from the rest of the country is 
that they know they’re inhabiting a myth. They relish it. The rest of the country wants to deny 
its mythology, and want to call it history instead, laboring under the delusion that history is 
somehow truer than mythology.  

 
 

 
 

“Where y’at, darlin?” 
 “I’m blessed, baby, I can’t complain.”

                                                
2 This, of course, was written before the Saints won the Superbowl in 2010. 



“We humans are uniquely equipped with minds capable of thought, hearts capable of 
compassion, and consciences capable of discerning right from wrong. We have voices that 
can speak out and feet that can take a stand. These are truly wonderful capacities; they are 
ours to use if we choose.  

“With so many serious problems in the world, such as starvation, disease, and war, we 
cannot just sit back and wait for others to find solutions. First, it won’t just happen, and second, 
it diminishes us not to engage in the important issues of our time. The truth is that the world 
needs each of us. Part of our journey here must be to contribute to building a better world. The 
future will be shaped by each of us; by our insights or our ignorances; by our actions or our 
apathy; by our contributions or our complacency. We are each challenged to find a way to 
contribute our own particular talents to the great causes of peace, justice, human dignity and 
the survival of life on our planet.” 

 --David Krieger 
News Item 
Saturday, September 3rd, 2005 
 
 
 
 
BUSH VISIT HALTS FOOD DELIVERY 
by Michelle Krupa 
Staff Writer 
 
Three tons of food ready for delivery by air to refugees in St. Bernard Parish and on Algiers 

Point sat on the Crescent City Connection bridge Friday afternoon as air traffic was halted 
because of President Bush’s visit to New Orleans, officials said. 

The provisions, secured by U.S. Rep. Charlie Melancon, D-Napoleonville, and state 
Agriculture Commissioner Bob Odom, baked in the afternoon sun as Bush surveyed damage 
across southeast Louisiana five days after Katrina made landfall as a Category 4 storm, said 
Melancon’s chief of staff, Casey O’Shea. 

“We had arrangements to airlift food by helicopter to these folks, and now the food is sitting 
in trucks because they won’t let helicopters fly,” O’Shea said Friday afternoon. 

The food was expected to be in the hands of storm survivors after the president left the 
devastated region Friday night, he said. 

 
--www.nola.com 
 



Cast of Characters 
(Introduction #3) 
 
New Orleans—New Orleans was founded in 1718 by Jean-Baptiste de Bienville. The 

discussions after the hurricanes, about whether it was wise to build a city below sea level to 
begin with, overlooks two important points: one, it is a port city, and its geography is defined by 
its usefulness in navigating the Mississippi River, Lake Pontchartrain, and the Gulf of Mexico. 
Second, it’s actually relatively higher than other sites along the Lower Mississippi. It’s been 
successively, and simultaneously, inhabited by people of French, Spanish, American Indian, 
Anglo-American, free black, enslaved black, Caribbean, and Canadian heritage. 

In New Orleans, cardinal directions mean nothing. For example, my aunt lives in the part of 
the city known as the West Bank, so named because it’s on the western side of the Mississippi 
River. But, because of the way the Mississippi curves, the West Bank is really located south of 
the city proper. To get from the West Bank to the East Bank, you drive north on eastbound I-
10. It’s reasons like this that directions in New Orleans are defined as “toward the river,” “away 
from the river,” “upriver,” or “downriver.” 

Nothing in Louisiana is pronounced how you think. The town of Natchitouches is 
pronounced “Nakadish.” Chartres Street is Charters. Conti Street is Con-tye. Tchoupitoulas is 
Chop-ah-too-las (emphasis the same as sock-it-to-ya). Calliope Street rhymes with 
cantaloupe. Even Burgundy, which you think you know how to pronounce, is Bur-GUN-dy, just 
to make things interesting. I’m still not sure how to pronounce Paradis. And how do you 
pronounce New Orleans, for that matter? 

All the tourists visit Bourbon Street, but Bourbon Street has no more to do with New Orleans 
than Sunset Boulevard has to do with Los Angeles. The locals tolerate it because of its 
economic importance, and because they like to watch the tourists almost as much as the 
tourists like to watch them, but it’s really a shadow, a parody, or what New Orleans really is. 
It’s what we all hope New Orleans does not become, as it’s re-inventing itself. 

 
Aunt Elizabeth—My mother’s older sister who let me stay in her house. She lives in 

Algiers, on the West Bank, and her house escaped almost unscathed (she needed a new 
roof). In a city that’s suddenly lost 80% of its livable housing, just having a place to stay makes 
you privileged. She a law librarian at Loyola University, the same university where her father 
was a professor (and her brother’s a professor there now), and has lived in New Orleans all 
her life. 

 
Uncle Joel—Elizabeth’s older brother, who lived in Gentilly. His house flooded and was 

filled with mold, and is uninhabitable. But he didn’t lose his job, and has returned to New 
Orleans and is living with Elizabeth. He has a fondness for WH Auden and refers to all cats as 
“puppy.” 

 
Teddy and Sadie—Aunt Elizabeth’s cats. Teddy is a golden tabby of adorable rotundity. He 

tends to be content wherever he is put, and is suspiciously devoid of the usual feline curiosity. 



Humans are useful as the dispensers of food and as warm things to sit on. He has a habit of 
meowing with his mouth shut, so I sometimes call him Pigeon. Sadie is a grey tabby, endowed 
with a greater-than-usual sense of feline curiosity. Humans, to her, are creatures to be 
experimented on. You will be petting her, and she’ll be calm as can be, and then she will, 
without malice, calmly bite or claw at your fingers, just to see what will happen. If she’s lying on 
the floor and you try to step over her, she will roll over and grab your ankle with all four paws. 
Sadie and Teddy have the same relationship that all brothers and sisters have, at turns volatile 
and peaceful. 

 
Tipitina’s—Tipitina’s is a bar, founded in the late 1970s, to support and pay tribute to New 

Orleans’ musical heritage. Most of the bands that play there are local bands. My parents used 
to go to shows there, and my dad brought me up on stories of seeing the Neville Brothers 
there. The patron saint of New Orleans is Professor Longhair, a boogey-woogie piano player 
from New Orleans whose career spanned over thirty years. 

 
Stacy—My boss at Tipitina’s. Ran the box office and the promotions department of the 

venue. 
 
American Friends Service Committee—the AFSC is a service organization founded by 

Quakers. Their activities and history are many and varied, but one of the things they do is 
organize Joint Service Projects, in which groups of volunteers travel to a site and work for a 
week or two weeks. Project sites are typically on Indian reservations or in Mexico, or with 
migrant workers, or other populations who are typically forgotten by the general population. 
They’ve never sent a JSP to a disaster area, to my knowledge, but Katrina and Rita caused an 
exception to be made. The Louisiana Joint Service Project was based in Houma, an hour 
south of New Orleans, and worked with American Indians that are still living in the bayous 
there.3 

                                                
3 From 2015: The AFSC stopped supporting the Joint Service Program in 2008 or so (my memory fails me). Mike, who ran 
the JSP program, is now working through William Penn House. 



“FEMA is not going to hesitate at all in this storm. We are not going to sit back and make 
this a bureaucratic process. We are going to move fast, we are going to move quick, and we 
are going to do whatever it takes to help disaster victims.” 

 --Michael Brown, director of FEMA, August 25th, 2005 
 
 
 



“It makes me think of what my friend Rev. Goat just told me: ‘Let me say this before it goes 
any further: New Orleans didn’t die of natural causes. She was murdered.” 

 --Dr. John, New Orleans musician  



“I don’t think anybody anticipated the breach of the levees.” 
 

George W. Bush said those words to Diane Sawyer on September 1st, 2005, when 
desperate people in flooded New Orleans were still being rescued from their roofs. Now we 
know that just four days earlier, in a video conference briefing, one of the nation’s leading 
hurricane experts had explicitly warned that failure of the protective levees was “a very, very 
grave concern.”



“This is mass chaos. To tell you the truth, I’d rather be in Iraq. You got your constant 
danger, but I had something to protect myself. Three meals a day. Communications. A plan. 
Here, they had no plan.” –Sgt. Jason Defess, of the National Guard MP stationed at the 
Superdome, on the official response to Katrina; he had ended a 14-month tour in Iraq in 
January. 



“George Bush doesn’t care about black people.” –Kanye West 
 



January, 2006 
Houma, Louisiana 
 
It was less than a month after Katrina when I emailed Mike, the Joint Service Project 

coordinator for the AFSC, asking if there were any plans to send a volunteer group to the Gulf 
Coast, and asking if I could be part of any such group. A group did get put together, so on 
January 4th, I found myself on my way to Houma to join a group of Quakers from around the 
country to work for two weeks. 

Houma is about an hour southeast of New Orleans, in bayou country. It is outside the levee 
system ringing New Orleans, so when the hurricanes came through, the storm surge washed 
unchecked straight up the bayous. It is a rural area, shrimp-trawling country. Since Katrina, the 
brunt of the recovery efforts and housing and feeding of refugees has been handled by a local 
network of churches. 

We stayed in a church. The one thing that never makes it into the press west of Texas and 
north of Mason-Dixon is just how NICE fundamentalist Southern Christians are. I mean, 
seriously. They will do anything for you. The ones we were staying with cooked us 44 pounds 
of shrimp, and did our laundry, and offered to cook our meals for us. It’s almost as if they’re 
here to help us, not the other way around. I’m usually a vegetarian, but I have a standing policy 
that I’ll eat almost anything that someone with a Southern accent offers me, because that kind 
of hospitality is rare these days.  

 
 
 



A Day in the Life 
 
I wake up in the church at around 6:30, go to the bathroom, and admire the extent of the 

human eye’s ability to puff in a space of eight hours. Some people wake up at 6:00, some at 
6:30, some at 7:00. I sleep in the sanctuary, because it’s quiet and carpeted and regularly 
vacuumed. Breakfast is officially at 7:00am, but we’re Quakers, and we’ll cook breakfast when 
the spirit moves us (or something like that). Usually we have some variation of eggs and 
potatoes (with stuff like bacon, sausage, french toast, oatmeal, or pancakes to break the 
routine). We have a morning meeting about what we’re doing that day and who’s doing what 
and where and how they’re going to get there (this is what is known as a “Quaker 
Huddle”…okay not really. But it should be.)  

Our main project is to help one couple, Donnia and Ernest. Their house was condemned 
after the hurricane (the storm surge sent water slopping through their windows), so since 
August they’ve been bouncing between relatives, shelters, or their car, and living off of FEMA 
rations, which as far as I can tell is mostly Pringles and peanut butter. They couldn’t keep their 
kids with them, and Ernest is out of work (he’s a shrimp trawler, and he lost his boat). The plan 
is to build them a shed where they can store their salvageable belongings while they wait on a 
FEMA trailer. Most folks (including me) went to Du Lac, where they live, every day to work on 
the shed. Others would depart to help other families with work like cabinetry, painting, 
demolition, etc.  

I call it a shed because that’s all we could commit to building, but this is probably the 
fanciest, most elaborate shed I’ve ever seen in my life. It has windows. It has electricity. It has 
a fancy door. It’s on pilings about 48” off the ground. It’s more stable than their house right 
now. As a novice manual laborer with limited amounts of self-motivation, I work at the main site 
at the shed, and am told what to do by anyone larger, older, or smarter than me. There are 
many tutorials on hammer swinging (but not until AFTER I crush my thumb, of course). It took 
a few days, until they realized that we really were here to do work and not just talk about doing 
work, but you could see the difference in Donnia and Ernest before the shed’s walls were even 
up. They’d been waiting on a break for five months, and had a hard time believing it had 
actually arrived. “He’s got his courage back,” Donnia said about Ernest as she watched the 
walls on the shed go up. When they saw what we meant by “shed” (walls, roof, windows, 
electricity, pilings, fancy door), they almost decided to live in the shed, instead of using it as 
storage.  Luckily, their FEMA trailer arrived before we left, so for now, they live there. 

Other folks help other folks. A lady’s ceiling was scraped free of mold and repainted. 
Another woman–who’s been getting intermittent help from at least three organizations for the 
past five months, besides putting in twelve hour days on her own–got new cabinets. Another 
got help with electrical wiring. And the church where we’re staying received an entire semi 
truck full of donated paint that we helped unload and organize (so people may be living off 
Pringles and peanut butter, but at least they can repaint their homes). In a way it was more 
encouraging to be in a rural area, because the destruction was more spread out, and I could 
tell myself I was making more of a difference than I really was. New Orleans is block after 
block after block of total destruction (more on that another day).  



Our group on the main site was, at its peak, about a dozen people, of different ages and 
skills. We have two co-facilitators: Mike, who is often treated as the leader in spite of his many 
and repeated statements that he is in charge of nothing; and Tom, who is more comfortable 
with the leadership hat (but whether people feel comfortable taking direction from him seems 
to be an issue for lively debate). Team Sparky consists (mostly) of Jason and Fred. They wire 
the shed for electricity, besides being amongst the more skilled with hammer and nails. Fred is 
the only person on the project besides me who knows what Tipitina’s is, so I let him explain 
(enthusiastically) my internship to all that ask.  

I somehow found myself a member of Steve’s Crew (I might as well take a moment here 
and clarify that though I am capitalizing the names of these “teams,” they really exist in only 
the loosest sense of the word. Any JSP volunteers reading this might be surprised to find 
themselves being classified as members of things like Team Sparky, because those things 
really only exist in my head). Steve is a contractor from Berkley, California. He smokes cigars 
(while working, and most prolifically after lunch), and watches birds, and tends to give 
directions like “Go get that thing over there,” waving his hand vaguely in a southerly direction 
while walking away from you, and holding his cigar between his teeth. So he had to tell me to 
do everything twice, and even after I understood what he wanted me to do I usually then had 
to be told how to do it. He had a (self-proclaimed) reputation for being mean to people, but he 
was patient enough with me. I was on this crew sometimes with Noah, a 16-yr-old from Denver 
that I’ve known since we were little; and sometimes with Joe, a 30-something man from 
Chicago whose skills with hammers was about the same level as mine.  

There was also Amy, who seemed to spend most of her time picking people up at that 
airport; Mari, who picked up people when Amy couldn’t do it, and did a lot of shopping at 
hardware stores for us; Sakre (rhymes with “Quaker”) and Barb and Mariel and Nichoe (my 
fellow vegetarian) and Scott and Brad and the Other Tom and Beau and Alan and I’m sure I’m 
forgetting people…and if not everybody gets the same amount of chatter here as, say, Steve 
and Noah, it’s not because they did less important things but just because I didn’t spend as 
much time with them.  

Anyway, I was on Steve’s Crew, which was pretty much the Hammering and Nailing Crew. I 
got much advice on hammering from Steve. And Tom. And Mike. And Fred, I think, and a lot 
more from Tom, and Noah. Noah, somehow, was the least abrasive about instructing me on 
the finer points of hammers and power tools and the like. I can’t figure out why, as you’d think 
I’d be less open to criticism from someone younger than me (Noah’s 16) than from, say, Tom 
(who’s been telling me what to do since I was a little kid and I never minded before). One day 
on the hammering-and-nailing crew and I learned why construction workers tend to be burly. 
You don’t have to have a whole lot of body strength to do something like run a reciprocating 
saw, but it sure helps. I don’t know if I ever did get skilled enough at hammering to satisfy my 
many tutors; they may have just gotten tired of lessons and given me up for lost.  

Noah arrived at the service project with much more knowledge of power tools and hammers 
than I, so he amused himself by taking the biggest hammer he could find and mastering the art 
of driving a nail in with one whack. Noah can get a whole lot done without a whole lot of 
supervision if you don’t antagonize him, but—and I do mean this in the nicest possible way 



because Noah’s a cool person—he possesses that rare gift of being able to antagonize 
anyone and everyone (and I would blame it on the fact that he’s a teenager, except I know his 
older sisters and they’re the same way), and sooner or later an antagonized person succeeds 
in antagonizing him back, at which point he’s likely to wander away and practice one-handed 
whacking. It’s impossible to win an argument with Noah, because he will voice any thought that 
crosses his mind whether or not it’s ludicrous. It’s equally impossible to avoid an argument with 
him for the exact same reason. Needless to say, he makes the worksite a livelier place.  

So the hammering goes on, interspersed by noise from circular saws and drills and the like, 
and gradually a pile of lumber starts to look like a house. And as the house/shed/castle starts 
to look like a structure, Ernest and Donnia start to look more and more like…well, people; and 
not so much like refugees. They start to get life in their eyes, and start helping too, and talking 
to us. I can’t quite imagine what their life must have been like for the past five months that the 
construction of a shed could make such a difference to them. We sang Donnia Happy Birthday 
and made her a cake because she had a birthday over our stay, and she cried. When’s the last 
time you cried on your birthday? Just because someone made you a cake?  

Lunches were usually some variety of sandwich, until Donnia and Ernest finally got propane 
installed on their FEMA trailer (”blessed by God,” is how Donnia reacted) and proceeded to 
make us the Yummiest Food Ever. I’m pretty sure they were feeding us better than they were 
feeding themselves (read the Southern Hospitality paragraph, above). After lunch, and re-
slathering myself with bug repellent (fat lot of difference it made, though), it’s back to work, 
until about 4:30 or whenever it starts to get dark and we start to pack up the tools.  

We took turns cooking dinner, which turned out to be universally delicious (the good thing 
about cooking just once for a whole lot of people is that you can make the one thing that you 
cook really well), and washing dishes. After dinner is free time, when people shower (or, in the 
case of Noah, don’t), play board games, or wander innocently past the lone computer, waiting 
for whoever is on the Internet to sign off so they could be next online. Sometimes we had 
worship sharing. I fell asleep hideously early the whole trip, partly because I was tired from 
work and partly because there wasn’t much else to do. 

 One night, there was Spanish Ministry Night at the church, so we tactfully took our leave 
and decided to go find us some local eats. We ended up at Big Al’s, which seemed to fit the 
bill: football on the television, shrimp on the menu, stuffed alligators nailed to the wall (and by 
stuffed I mean by a taxidermist). I ordered fried cheese sticks because I was feeling 
vegetarian. Everyone else ordered boiled crab and shrimp. I’m going to assume that people 
who read this are more knowledgeable than I am about cooking and eating boiled arthropods, 
so I won’t go into it except to say that I must’ve been feeling squeamish that day because 
watching people crush and dismember crabs to get at their gooey insides was quite 
traumatizing. The fact that Noah was talking to his crabs as he pulled its legs off didn’t help, 
either. There are times when tofu sounds really really delicious, but there wasn’t a package of 
tofu to be found for a hundred miles around. 

I’ve mentioned that Steve the Hostile liked to watch birds. During the drive from the church 
where we were staying to the shed we were building, and he kept a Guide to North American 
Birds with him to identify birds that we drove past. Louisiana is home to a lot of aquatic birds, 



and since the road we took ran parallel to the bayou, we saw egrets, herons, seagulls, 
pelicans. Most of the egrets were some variation of white (but, according to Steve, were of at 
least three or four different species). It was Steve’s deep desire to see a Roseate Spoonbill , 
and we were told to keep an eye out for all things feathered and pink.  

It was over a week before we saw one. On our way home, along a rural road (well, more 
rural than most of the roads), there were two of them wading in the bayou. They’re big birds, 
as big as herons, and the palest, palest pink (except for their faces and bills, which are gray). 
Perhaps, like flamingoes, they eat shrimp? Mike pulled the van over and there was a flurry of 
activity, as everyone got Noah (who was sitting shotgun) to take pictures of the birds through 
his open window. And then we all went quiet, watching the birds (who had to have been aware 
of our presence but evidently didn’t care) do their bird thing. “It’s like a gift, isn’t it?” said Fred 
quietly, from the backseat. And in that moment, I understood why people would travel to 
another continent (or another state) and live in great discomfort just for a chance to see a 
specific of a bird or an animal. Because they’re like gifts, especially when you can watch them 
minding their own creature business, and if you watch them long enough, everything inside 
you goes quiet.  

The last day of the project, only me, Mike, Noah, and Amy were left. We decided, on the 
spur of the moment, to go to Grand Isle, an island/town/national park on the Gulf Coast. Riding 
down, there were a lot of seagulls and pelicans. I really like pelicans, though I’m not sure why. 
They’re this collection of spare parts that somehow achieves great grace. Sitting on the water, 
they look like a child’s toy boat; in the air, they look like they’re floating on nothing. I’ve always 
said that if I get reincarnated as an animal I either want to be a domestic dog or a killer whale, 
but I think I could do a lot worse than to be reincarnated as a pelican. It was sad, though, to 
see large numbers of FEMA tarps, FEMA trailers, hurricane wreckage. Grand Isle reiterated 
the fact that there is nowhere on the Gulf Coast, not between Texas and Florida, that wasn’t 
affected by this. You can’t go anywhere without seeing it.  

We wandered up and down the Gulf beach for awhile. Amy and Noah dug for clams while I 
danced with the waves. It may have been January, but the water was still warmer than 
anything Colorado has to offer. If I was six inches tall, the surfing would’ve been fantastic. 
Instead I took my sneakers off and played tag with the ocean. Here, too, is something 
immensely calming to my soul: to watch (and smell) the waves roll in. It makes me feel 
insignificant, but not unwanted. I don’t know why that makes me feel better, but it does.  We 
walked along the beach to nowhere, watching the sun go down. When it finally got too dark to 
see, and the lights of the off-shore oil rigs were visible across the water, we left. Amy, Noah, 
and Mike had another half day or so in Houma. I got in my car and drove to my aunt’s house in 
New Orleans, to begin Chapter Two. 

Post Script: Two months later, in March, the service project returned to Houma. I didn’t take 
part in that project, but I did go down for one day when they visited Donnia and Ernest. Instead 
of storing their belongings in it, as per the original plan; or living in it themselves, as per the 
revised plan, Ernest had added a staircase and covered the porch, as well as added another 
shed. Donnia was using the two buildings to operate a free store, a distro center where area 
residents could get clothes, baby supplies, cleaning supplies, and the like. Ernest was his 



usual mellow, taciturn self, but Donnia was glowing with pride, accomplishment, and a 
renewed sense of hope and mission. I played only a small part in that, one member in a crew 
of over twenty, but to see that someone’s life had been so affected by something that I’d 
helped with was grand. Simply grand. 

 







Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold, 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world. 

--WB Yeats, “The Second Coming” 
 
 

 
 



Some Numbers: 
 
Total population of New Orleans (according to the 2000 census): 484,668 
Total evacuees in shelters, homes, hotels, and other housing: 374,000 
Total number of evacuees (across the Gulf Coast): 1+ million 
 
Suicides are double the national average. 
Amount of sand dropped by the Coast Guard to repair levees: 350 tons 
Official cost of damage to entire Gulf Coast area: $200+ billion 
Most traffic lights are still not working (as of Spring, 2006). 
Fish that died at the New Orleans Aquarium of the Americas: 10,000 
Official death toll: 1,277 (does not account for bodies missing and never found—those 

washed out into the Gulf, or buried under silt or debris and never recovered.) 
Number of bodies that were found in March, 2006: Nine 
Damage assesment to the New Orleans Public Library District: $18+ million 
Number of homes destroyed: 284,000 
Number of businesses closed: 71,000 
 
“Before Katrina, St. Bernard Parish alone had over 600 restaurants and food stores. Now it 

has ten.” (Times-Picayune, January 31, 2006) 
 
Poverty rate in New Orleans: 38% 
Percentage of evacuees who want to return to New Orleans: 45-50% 
 



January 26th, 2006 
 
On Sundays, the AFSC JSP group went to Quaker Meeting in New Orleans. Afterwards, we 

went to the French Quarter, because we wanted to see “stereotypical New Orleans.” We also 
had to drop Beau off at one of the Meeting members’ houses, because he had to go to the 
airport the next morning and this was the easiest way to get him there.  

This is all a rather complicated way to say that, when I realized we’d be going right by my 
grandmother’s house, I asked if we could stop so I could see it. Mike said sure.  

At first I couldn’t find a way in. The screen door in the front was locked, though the wooden 
door was wide open, presumably to let the smell out. I could see the boxes through the wire 
mesh that my aunt and uncle had filled with the salvageable stuff. Beau and I walked around to 
the back of the house, the backyard still covered in refuse (mostly dead tree limbs), and looked 
in Gran’s back window to her bedroom. All we could see, in the gathering gloom of the late 
afternoon, was scattered and ruined belongings. On the far wall, one of Gran’s glass hangings 
still glittered in the window.  

I eventually found a way in, through a broken window in the storage room in the back, 
thereby gaining the dubious distinction of someone who would break into her own 
grandmother’s house. I don’t know if someone else broke into it first, or if that’s how my uncle 
first got in, or how the National Guard got in when they were clearing homes, but I obviously 
wasn’t the first to get in that way.  

It was late afternoon, and between the setting sun and the lack of electricity, I didn’t get to 
see much. Everything was grey with dirt. It felt like nobody had lived there for years. Like a 
ghost of a house, or a burial ground. I told Mike, Beau, and Tom when I climbed back out that 
it felt like nobody had ever lived there. That wasn’t quite true. It was just the best I could come 
up with at the time. It was that there were pieces of my grandmother’s and grandfather’s lives 
everywhere I looked–but only in pieces. It was the family’s books, still damp even after five 
months, clinging together on the remains of the bookshelves, poisoned by mold, their pages 
scattered over the floor. It was that the organized whole that took Gran and Paw Paw, and 
their family, 60+ years of life to accumulate, was so easily and casually blown apart. It was not 
being able to find stuff that I was used to always finding in the same place, no matter how 
many years went by. I never wanted this house to become past tense, even though I always 
knew that eventually, it would. It’s just stuff, sure, and most stuff is replaceable, but there’s 
something horribly depressing about the fact that Gran and Paw Paw spent sixty years in this 
house, raised a family here, and now all that’s left of that life is sitting in boxes in the front 
room. In the front bedroom, a bookcase had fallen into the water, and the pages, as the water 
level fell, dried to the floor. When my aunt and uncle came to pick up, the pages ripped away 
from the books and remained fixed to the floor, like wallpaper. The books that my family loves 
so much are now, quite literally, a part of the house.  

Signs of cleanliness and care were all around, too. Someone had found Paw Paw’s old 
stamp collection and set it out, except the books are still damp in the middle–still, even after 
five months. Gran always hung a lot of colorful things in the windows, to let the light shine 
through, and all of these had been taken down–except one, in every window, still remained. 



The clock, no longer on the wall, still ticked–the only sound the old house made to greet me. I 
saw the cuckoo clock that my grandfather used to wind. I used to sit in the dining room 
watching that cuckoo clock, determined to watch the bird pop out. It always felt like hours, but 
it must not have been, because I never did get to see the bird.  

I’d been seeing piles of wreckage and rubble for over a week before I saw my 
grandmother’s house. I have heard stories from many people. But to see Gran’s life (even if it’s 
not really her life, just the tangible landmarks of it) strewn about like that was jarring in ways I 
can’t describe. Seeing pictures of the flood didn’t prepare me to see the Lower Ninth Ward in 
person, and seeing the Lower 9th didn’t prepare me to see my grandmother’s house.  

As for breaking into my grandmother’s house when any of my aunts or uncles would’ve 
been happy to let me in themselves…I don’t know what to say to that, don’t even know how to 
apologize. Sometimes you want to go to graveyards alone.  That’s all. 



 

Eulogy to Our House 
By Aunt Ginny 
Morgantown, WV 
September 30, 2005 
 
It’s actually my mother’s house. I haven’t lived there for the last twenty years. But it’s where 

I lived the first half of my life, so it feels like my house, too. 
Our house is in the Broadmoor section of New Orleans. It had about six feet of nasty water 

in it for several days following Hurricane Katrina. When my brother attempted to open the front 
door last week, he was prevented by the crud which filled the keyhole left by the floodwaters. A 
second attempt had to be postponed for days until after Hurricane Rita spent herself on our 
Cajun neighbors to the west. When David and his wife did finally got into the house, they said 
the devastation is nearly complete. The eight-foot pine bookshelves that my father made fifty 
years ago had topples over along with all the books. Wood glue between the furniture joints 
had dissolved, reducing tables and chairs to their constitutive parts. Everything had floated to 
somewhere else; the refrigerator is overturned. Mold covers everything and the smell is 
unspeakable. Only the recent family photos on the mantelpieces have been spared; the photo 
albums with a century’s worth of family memorabilia are ruined. Because the ceilings are 
twelve feet high, there are high storage areas above the closets which may yet yield some 
salvageable treasures, such as the wedding dress that I made twenty years ago. A friend from 
my mother’s church has taken on the job of trying to save the friendship quilt we gave my 
parents at their 50th wedding anniversary. 

My eighty-nine year old mother looks tragedy straight in the eye. From my sister’s home in 
San Antonio, she considers the options, then advises, “Let’s bulldoze it. It served us well; we 
reared a family there. But it was never a great house. It was what we could afford and it had a 
wonderful yard.” So there it is. 

Good-bye house of colors. My father painted the exterior wooden walls in his spare time 
because we couldn’t afford to have it done professionally. It was an ongoing project as long as 
I can remember. There was an extension ladder leaning against the house at any point in time, 
as he patiently wrapped a new coat of paint around it. When I was about ten years old, they let 
me pick the color and it slowly became a brilliant yellow. Since my father’s death, my mother 
has had it professionally painted and she recently had it redone in what she expected to be a 
mossy green, but turned out to be a somewhat garish shade of pistachio. “You’ll get used to it,” 
a friend consoled. Mama admits there was the advantage that it was easier to find. 

Good-bye house of my childhood. House where I learned to walk, then burned my feet on 
the hot grate of the floor furnace. There, Lightfoot the cat taught me to respect animals and 
Charlie the dog consoled me. The towering bookshelves against the walls of the dining room 
and the boys’ bedroom presided over my glowing love of books. One bathroom wall still has 
the unfinished jungle mural which my parents allowed me to sketch with permanent marker. 
Those bedroom walls absorbed the gales of giggles when teenage friends slept over and the 
tears and rage from disappointed romances. 



Good-bye house of joys. An annual spring cleaning ritual included spreading paste wax on 
the pine floorboards of the dining and living rooms, then pulling old socks over our shoes and 
skating around to music while buffing the floor to a shine. It was here that my niece, Beth, the 
first of thirteen grandchildren, padded little pink feet over the midnight cold linoleum kitchen 
floor, calling for Paw-Paw. Countless birthday and anniversary celebrations, countless Easter 
dinners were convened in that dining room. With more grandchildren every year, Christmas 
gatherings grew so crowded that we waded through the living room knee deep in torn 
wrapping paper and ribbons. It was in the dining room the morning after my husband and I 
were married that my uncle, a Catholic priest, celebrated Mass. The kitchen was where we 
gathered after the parades on Mardi Gras day to rest our aching feet while the children spread 
their bags of loot out on the floor. 

Good-bye house of losses. Its door and windows were pried open several times over the 
years by burglars. Here my father surrendered to Alzheimer’s disease. Near the end of my 
father’s illness, the house was smashed into by a van that careened off nearby South 
Claiborne Avenue. The van ended up in the living room and sent the old record cabinet with its 
stash of cherished albums and 45’s flying across the room. Our family gatherings, which had 
swollen over the years with new grandchildren, began to get smaller as some of my brothers 
and sisters, then my husband and I, moved to distant cities. My beloved sister-in-law died of a 
heart attack. 

Twenty years ago, when a deluge caused widespread flooding in the city and the waters 
lapped at our front stairs, my husband (a displaced New Yorker) asked, “Is this water from the 
Mississippi River?” “Oh, no,” replied my mother. “This water is from the sky. If it ever comes 
over the levees, then that’s it.” 

So, that’s it. We’re grateful for this house that served us well. 
 



Left and Leaving 
 

My city’s still breathing, but barely it’s true, 
Through buildings gone missing like teeth. 

The sidewalks are watching me think about you, 
Sparkled with broken glass. 
I’m back with scars to show, 
Back with the streets I know 

That will never take me anywhere but here. 
 

The stain in the carpet, this drink in my hand, 
The strangers whose faces I know. 

We meet here for our dress rehearsal to say, 
“I wanted it this way.” 

Wait for the year to drown, 
Spring forward, fall back down. 

I’m trying not to wonder where you are. 
 

All this time 
Lingers undefined 
Someone choose 

Who’s left and who’s leaving? 
 

Memory will rust and erode into lists 
Of all that you gave me: 

Blankets, some matches, this pain in my chest, 
The best parts of lonely, 

Duct tape and soldered wires, 
New words for old desires, 

And every birthday card I threw away. 
 

I wait in 4/4 time, 
Count yellow highway lines 

That you’re relying on to lead you home. 
 

--the Weakerthans



Ghost Town 
by Rebecca Wright 

©2007 
 

About a week after we came back after the hurricane, my little sister Isabella started talking to ghosts. 

Nobody but me really noticed. Mama and Daddy were mad because Isaiah, Bella's twin brother, had gone to 

the Quarter with my other brother Darius and hadn’t come back for lunch. 

“I seem to remember saying something about those boys being too young to go to the Quarter by 

themselves,” said Mama, almost as if she wasn't mad at all, except for the flatness of her voice. “I seem to 

remember asking you to go with them.” 

“And I did, and then I went looking for a job. Unless you think we gonna live on the nickels and dimes 

those boys bring home.” Daddy said, his voice clipped, like through a closed door. 

“And now we have to go find him, which means you're certainly not going to find a job and I can't try to 

meet with the FEMA person.” 

I had thought that our family had mastered the art of losing things since August. The first thing to go 

was our house. Daddy hadn't wanted to evacuate at all, and we almost didn't, but Mama put her foot down 

and made him to take us away. I sat with Darius on my lap the whole way, inching along on I-10 for hours 

and hours with everyone else who'd decided to leave at the last minute, with the sun beating down and not a 

cloud in the sky, and only the weatherman’s word that we were all about to go to hell in a hand basket. 

Daddy didn't say a word the whole way to Alabama. Mama said he was just mad because he hadn't ever 

left home before and wasn't happy about having to leave now, and that we should all leave him alone. After 

three days of watching water spill into the city, watching people living on their rooftops, Daddy snuck 

home, wearing a hat and dark clothes that made him look like a cop. He stayed until the soldiers made him 

leave for real. When he came back he said there wasn't anything left. For most of the six weeks we stayed in 

Alabama, he paced like a cat in a cage at the zoo. He came back to New Orleans weeks before the rest of us 

did, looking for a job. 

The next thing that got lost was our grandfather. The nursing home he lived in evacuated to Houston, 

and the nursing home people swore they took him along. Mr. Bridgewater, Granddaddy's roommate, said he 

saw Granddaddy on the bus to Houston. But Granddad wasn't at the nursing home in Houston, or 

anywhere else as far as we could tell. 

So in a way, I was surprised that they were surprised to find Isaiah gone. I'd learned about Albert 

Einstein in school, how he'd said that matter could be turned into energy or the other way around, but that 



neither one could ever be lost. Everything had to be somewhere even if its form changed. I guess Mr. 

Einstein never saw a hurricane. 

Mama sent me and Darius to the Quarter to look for Isaiah, while she and Daddy argued about calling 

the cops. I tried to ignore the way Darius's shoes clacked against the sidewalk. He and Isaiah nailed bottle 

caps on the heel and toe of each shoe and went tap dancing in the French Quarter for spare change. It 

seemed like if one of them was going to go missing it would be Darius—he was only seven—but somehow 

Isaiah, two years older, was the one that hadn’t come home. 

Clack, clack. Clack, clack. We crossed Rampart and started up Toulouse. “Where'd you last see Isaiah, 

Darry-o?” I asked him. “Where were y'all dancing?” 

Clack, clack. Clack, clack. “By the big church. Isaiah said he had to go to the bathroom. He took the 

money with him. I waited until I got hungry and then I went back to the truck.” 

“Did you see which direction he went in?” 

“Up the alley.” 

Up the alley. I asked passing tourists and shopkeepers. I asked Fat Rufus and His Jug Band, who were 

playing on the corner of Bourbon and Toulouse. Clack, clack, clack, clack. On the lucky side, at any other 

time, and Darius and I wouldn't have been able to see anything at all except cameras, guidebooks, cell 

phones, and loafers. But when the city was drained of water, it hemorrhaged people, and Bourbon was 

almost empty. The shopkeepers, the band, the few stray tourists and relief workers seemed more like ghosts 

than people.  

We went from the French Market to the Cemeteries and back again. Darius started tripping over cracks 

in the paving stones in his clacking shoes. “Lia, I'm tired,” he said. “Can't we go back to the truck?” 

“Don't be stupid,” I said. “We can't go back without your brother.” He has to be here somewhere, I told 

myself. Just around the corner. Down the next alley. Feeding pigeons in Jackson Square, dancing in front of 

Cafe du Monde. Sitting on the levee watching the river barges. He has to be. He has to be. 

I had to admit he wasn't when Darius finally sat down and wouldn't get up until I let him ride piggyback. 

With my ankles and the arches of my feet aching, I walked back to our pickup truck. Daddy had parked it 

near the St. Louis cemeteries, next to an abandoned housing project. 

Mama and Daddy were fussing again when me and Darius came up. I couldn't hear what they were 

saying, but Daddy had his arms crossed, looking sideways and down at the pavement, instead of at Mama. 

They were standing far apart, their words falling like broken glass into the space between. 



Isabella was sitting on top of the truck, drawing on the camper top with chalk. I put Darius down in the 

truck bed on top of a pile of blankets and climbed up next to her. She had drawn a row of houses under a 

line that I thought was the sky at first, but then I saw the fish and realized it was water. The neighborhood 

still had a crowd of little stick figures with happy faces roaming around, not minding that they were 

underwater. 

“Mama's gonna kill you if she sees you drawing up here.” 

“She won't see.” 

That was true enough. There was a lot that Mama was too sad to see these days. “Darius and me didn't 

find Isaiah. I guess Daddy'll have to go find a policeman.” 

“Are you worried about him?” 

“’Course. Ain’t you?” 

She shrugged. “Not really. He'll come back.” 

“He might not know the way back. He might be hurt.” 

She shook her head. “Nah. He's alright.” 

“What makes you think that?” 

Shrug. 

I sighed and picked up a piece of chalk, doodling without thinking about it. “You're crazy, girl, you know 

that?” 

Mama and Daddy came over then. They asked was I sure I'd looked everywhere. Everywhere I could 

think of, I said. Everywhere I could walk to until Darius fell asleep on his feet. Daddy stood next to the 

truck, his hands resting on my ankles. Mama paced in the street in front of us. “Are you sure?” she kept 

asking. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes, Mama,” I kept saying. 

Finally Daddy put his hand up. “Enough, Nina,” he said. “I'll go find a policeman. They can check the 

hospitals.” 

Mama snorted. “What hospitals. There aren't any hospitals in this city.” 

“You know what I mean. I'll be back.” He jogged down the street, lamplight shining off his bare 

shoulders. I wondered if his feet hurt like mine did, making tracks all over the city to look for work and for 

my brother. 



Mama sighed. “We might as well go to bed. No sense in waiting up.” We climbed down and brushed our 

teeth, spitting our toothpaste into a storm drain.  

I thought I would never sleep. I stared through the window of the pickup's camper top at the few stars I 

could see in spite of the yellow streetlight and the hazy city sky.  

Somewhere in the thickness of sleeping and waking, I heard voices. Isabella's and another. I raised my 

head and saw Isabella perched on the edge of the truck bed, talking to a boy who glowed in the streetlight. 

He held a hat in his hand, wore black suspenders over a white shirt. 

All the breath left my body and I sat up. Isabella turned to look at me, her bare feet dangling over the 

end of the truck. There wasn't a soul in sight, except for us. 

“Isabella?” I rubbed my eyes and crawled out of my sleeping bag. “What're you doing?” 

“Nothin'.” 

I sat next to her. “It looked like you were talking to somebody.” 

She looked at me, her eyes shadowed in the night darkness. She shifted until she was leaning against me, 

and I put my arms around her. “That was Jamison.” 

“Who's Jamison?” 

“He's looking for his brother.” 

“Like us?” 

“Except we're going to find our brother.” 

I let out a long, slow breath. “And Jamison won't?” 

“He's been searching for a long time. I think he's almost forgotten why he's looking.” 

“Where'd he go? I only saw him for a second.” 

“You scared him. He left.” 

“Left to where, though?” 

She didn't answer for a long time, tracing pictures on my leg with her fingernail. “If he concentrates, he 

can be here,” she said finally. “But if he gets scared, he loses his concentration, and he gets pulled away.” 

“Away to where?” 

“I dunno. Not to where he belongs, though. If he could go there, he wouldn't be here at all.” 

I sighed. “You don't talk any sense, Bella.” 

“'M sorry.” 



“'S'okay. We better go back to sleep anyway, before we wake somebody.” 

We went back to our sleeping bags, and I was staring at the stars, wondering where Isaiah was, when I 

felt Isabella snuggle up next to me. “Maybe Jamison'll find his brother after all.” 

“Mmm. Think so?” 

“Maybe. Maybe his brother's still here. Nobody ever really leaves.” 

“Even dead people?” 

“If you're here, you're not dead. Just a little further underneath, maybe.” 



Tipitina’s: An Introduction 
 
Tipitina’s is a bar in New Orleans. It has a stage, a dance floor, a balcony on the second 

floor, and numerous counters where you can buy alcoholic beverages. My dad used to come 
here when he was younger, to watch the Neville Brothers play. He says he never did get to 
see the end of their set—they played for hours, and he always got tired before they did. 

Tipitina’s is a tribute to every local New Orleans musician, especially Professor Longhair, 
the patron saint. The venue name comes from one of his songs. There’s a huge silk screen of 
his silhouette hanging over the stage, and a brass bust that everyone passes on their way in 
the front door. Fess’ forehead is paler and shinier than the rest of the statue because in New 
Orleans, you don’t rub Buddha’s belly for good luck, you rub Fess’ forehead. Today, probably 
90% of the artists that play there are local New Orleans musicians. 

Tipitina’s is also a non-profit dedicated to promoting and preserving New Orleans’ musical 
culture. They have benefit concerts to raise money to buy uniforms and instruments for local 
high school marching bands. Since the hurricane, they’ve spent the lion’s share of their time 
and money trying to alleviate some of the difficulties for local musicians who have lost 
everything. Finding them replacement instruments, providing housing assistance, providing 
networking assistance, helping them find shows and get to work again.  

I haven’t met many people outside New Orleans who know what Tipitina’s is, but everybody 
in New Orleans knows. Tipitina’s is New Orleans. It’s as much as a fixture of New Orleans as 
red beans and rice, or Mardi Gras. Whenever I talk about my internship outside of New 
Orleans, I nearly always have to define it. Usually I start with Definition #1 (“Tipitina’s is a bar”), 
and if I’m feeling chatty, I move on to Definition #2 (“Tipitina’s is a non-profit”). If my 
motivations come into the conversation, I bring up Definition #3 (“Tipitina’s is family history”). I 
don’t believe I’ve ever brought up Definition #4 (“Tipitina’s is New Orleans”) because, let’s face 
it, it sounds kooky enough on paper, so it’s not like I could say it out loud. 

I worked at Tip’s on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Every time I did anything, it was punctuated 
by a little voice in the back of my head squealing, “…at TIPITINA’S!!”, i.e., “I’m walking up the 
stairs…at TIPITINA’S!!”, or “I’m picking up show fliers from Kinko’s…for TIPITINA’S!!”. I won’t 
even tell you how much joy it caused me when somebody asked me where I worked, and I 
said (seemingly casually) “At Tipitina’s,” and their eyes got all big and they said, “Really??”, 
like I was the member of a super-cool club. 

This, of course, is why interns and employers get along so well. Employers get free labor, 
and interns don’t care that they’re unpaid because they get to be members of the super-cool 
club. They get to answer phones and go into record stores and say things like, “I’m Rebecca, 
from Tipitina’s,” which is worth way more than money. 

I did plenty of things at Tipitina’s which are utterly boring and probably not even worth 
writing about. I did a lot of data entry, trying to catch up the venue and the Foundation (the 
non-profit arm of the company is simply “the Foundation”) on seven months of paperwork and 
financial records. Tipitina’s re-opened in October, but they’d lost a bunch of their employees, 
and one of the things that got lost in the shuffle as everyone scrambled to learn everyone 
else’s jobs was paperwork. I made friends with the kids at Kinko’s and got show fliers made 



and hung them around the neighborhood. I made friends with the kids that worked at local 
record stores and exchanged box office tickets for money and vice versa. I manned the box 
office at the club. I went to the post office and ferried things that wouldn’t fit in email 
attachments (like silver platters and accordions) from venue to Foundation offices and vice 
versa. 

The offices at Tipitina’s are pretty open places. People are in and out all day long. And this 
is how you learn at internships: not from what you’re doing, but who you’re around while you’re 
doing it. Local musicians in and out all day long, trading stories, catching up on news. From 
them I learned about the obscene standards of professionalism that local musicians hold 
themselves to, out of necessity: in a city like New Orleans, there’s always another guitarist or 
drummer or whatever lined up to take your place if you make the wrong person angry, so you 
make sure you’ve got your act together and that you’re a pleasure to work with so that they 
don’t want to work with anyone but you. From my boss, I learned “not to ever accept a job 
running a box office” (she, apparently, had had enough of that particular part of her job 
description). I learned about the generosity of people, from processing their donations to the 
Foundation. 



Wednesday, February 1st, 2006 
Business As Usual 
 
Bush’s State of the Union Address was over 5300 words long. Of those, only 163 were 

about the hurricane and the Gulf Coast. None of them were about new aid efforts, continuing 
efforts, or even reconstruction strategy. 

Last week, Bush decided to oppose the Baker Bill, the only bill that all of Louisiana was able 
to agree on that was in the US Congress that was aimed towards business reconstruction and 
economic incentives for Louisiana. 

It’s a pretty safe bet that if something doesn’t make it into the State of the Union, it’s not a 
priority for the President. It’s clear to me that Louisiana (and all of the Gulf Coast) can expect 
less aid, not more; less attention, not more. Mardi Gras will be portrayed as the triumphant 
return of New Orleans, and then everyone will move on. Is that it? Is that what’s happening 
here? 

Just because we’re the city that care forgot doesn’t make it okay for everyone else to forget 
about us, too. 

 





Highlights from President Bush’s Speech 
Given in Jackson Square, New Orleans, Louisiana 
Saturday, September 3rd, 2005 
(Four Days After) 
 
One of our great cities is submerged. The human costs are incalculable. 
Right now, there are more than 21,000 National Guard troops operating in Louisiana and 

Mississippi, and more are on the way. More than 13,000 of these troops are in Louisiana. 
In addition to these National Guard forces, the Department of Defense has deployed more 

than 4,000 active-duty forces to assist in search and recovery and provide logistical and 
medical support. 

Hour by hour, the situation on the ground is improving, yet the enormity of the task requires 
more resources and more troops. Today, I ordered the Department of Defense to deploy 
additional active-duty forces to the region. 

Over the next 24 to 72 hours, more than 7,000 additional troops from the 82nd Airborne, 
from the 1st Cavalry, the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force will arrive in the affected areas. 

Our priorities are clear: We will complete the evacuation as quickly and safely as possible. 
We will not let criminals prey on the vulnerable. And we will not allow bureaucracy to get in the 
way of saving lives. 

Where are response is not working, we’ll make it right. Where our response is working, we 
will duplicate it. 

The emergency along the Gulf Coast is ongoing. There’s still a lot of difficult work ahead. All 
Americans can be certain our nation has the character, the resources, and the resolve to 
overcome this disaster. 

We will comfort and care for the victims. We will restore the towns and neighborhoods that 
have been lost in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. We’ll rebuild the great city of New 
Orleans. 

 
 



Open Letter to the President 
From The Times-Picayune 
Sunday, September 4th, 2005 
(Five Days After) 
 
Dear Mr. President: 
 
We heard you loud and clear Friday when you visited our devastated city and the Gulf 

Coast and said, “What is not working, we’re going to make it right.” 
Please forgive us if we wait to see proof of your promise before believing you. But we have 

good reason for our skepticism. 
Bienville built New Orleans where he built it for one main reason: it’s accessible. The city 

between the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchartrain was easy to reach in 1718. 
How much easier it is to access in 2005 now that there are interstates and bridges, airports 

and helipads, cruise ships, barges, buses, and diesel-powered trucks. Despite the city’s 
multiple points of entry, our nation’s bureaucrats spent days after last week’s hurricane 
wringing their hands, lamenting the fact that they could neither rescue the city’s stranded 
victims nor bring them food, water, and medical supplies. 

Meanwhile there were journalists, including some who work for the Times-Picayune, going 
in and out of the city via the Crescent City Connection. On Thursday morning, that crew saw a 
caravan of 13 Wal-Mart tractor-trailers headed into town to bring food, water, and supplies to a 
dying city. 

Television reporters were doing live reports from downtown New Orleans streets. Harry 
Connick, Jr., brought in some aid Thursday, and his efforts were the focus of a Today show 
Friday morning. 

Yet, the people trained to protect our nation, the people whose job it is to quickly bring in 
aid, were absent. Those who should have been deploying troops were singing a sad song 
about how our city was impossible to reach. 

We’re angry, Mr. President, and we’ll be angry long after our beloved city is and surrounding 
parishes have been pumped dry. Our people deserved rescuing. Maybe who could have been 
were not. That’s to the government’s shame. 

Mayor Ray Nagin did the right thing Sunday when he allowed those with no other alternative 
to seek shelter from the storm inside the Louisiana Superdome. We still don’t know what the 
death toll is, but one thing is certain: Had the Superdome not been opened, the city’s death toll 
would have been higher. The toll may even have been exponentially higher. 

It was clear to us by late morning Monday that many people inside the Superdome would 
not be returning home. It should have been clear to our government, Mr. President. So why 
weren’t they evacuated out of the city immediately? We learned seven years ago, when 
Hurricane Georges threatened, that the Dome isn’t suitable as a long-term shelter. So what did 
state and national officials think would happen to tens of thousands of people trapped inside 
with no air conditioning, overflowing toilets and dwindling amounts of food, water, and other 
essentials? 



State Rep. Karen Carter was right Friday when she said the city didn’t have but two urgent 
needs: “Buses! And gas!” Every official at the Federal Emergency Management Agency should 
be fired, Director Michael Brown especially. 

In a nationally televised interview Thursday night, he said his agency hadn’t known until that 
day that thousands of storm victims were stranded at the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center. 
He gave another nationally televised interview the next morning and said, “We’ve provided 
food to the people at the Convention Center so that they’ve gotten at least one, if not two 
meals, every single day.” 

Lies don’t get more bald-faced than that, Mr. President. 
Yet, when you met with Mr. Brown Friday morning, you told him, “You’re doing a heck of a 

job.” 
That’s unbelievable. 
There were thousands of people at the Convention Center because the riverfront is high 

ground. The fact that so many people had reached there on foot is proof that rescue vehicles 
could have gotten there, too. 

We, who are from New Orleans, are no less American than those who live on the Great 
Plains or along the Atlantic Seaboard. We’re no less important that those from the Pacific 
Northwest or Appalachia. Our people deserved to be rescued. 

No expense should have been spared. No excuses should have been voiced. Especially not 
one as preposterous as the claim that New Orleans couldn’t be reached. 

Mr. President, we sincerely hope you fulfill your promise to make our beloved communities 
work right once again. 

When you do, we will be the first to applaud. 
 



January 23rd, 2006 
 
Close to New Orleans' Lower 9th Ward, Common Ground’s headquarters is located in a 

donated church, on a street that is still lined with rubble and empty houses. The church was 
gutted, too, and has not been restored yet, but is a skeleton of a building patched together with 
old bed sheets, which hang where drywall used to be, fencing off rooms. The sheets are hung 
with all manner of paraphernalia—memos from one volunteer to another (“Karyl! Please call 
Brian!”), from organizers to organized (“Breakfast is at 7:30”), newspaper articles, a box for 
outgoing mail, a street map of New Orleans. Somebody has wallpapered the bare studs with 
sketches of people. Each portrait is elaborately captioned in different handwriting. Kimber, one 
of the volunteer coordinators, tells me that the sketches were all done by a volunteer, of 
residents (or former residents) who came by and told their stories. There are dozens of them. It 
is colorful, homemade, busy. But it is not disorganized, it is not chaotic. Here are people who 
know what needs to be done, and what's more, they're doing it. 

The volunteer orientation overwhelms and inspires. In less than an hour, the eight or so new 
folks that have shown up have been told about the basics of house gutting; the existence of 
the legal clinic, the health clinic, and the mental health clinic; awareness of racism and white 
privilege; where the supply of herbal supplements is; how you get meals; how you get to work; 
how to find a sleeping place; the do's and don’ts of interaction with the New Orleans Police 
Department; and some of the issues that come up in close-quarters living with roughly 150 
other people (tonight at 7:30—a meeting on what circumstances, if any, the Collective allows 
the consumption of alcoholic beverages in the living space). We get a taste of what Common 
Ground is trying to get off the ground: the large-scale planting of plants and trees in New 
Orleans to help renew the soil; a school/daycare facility; long-term accreditation for the medical 
clinic. If you are an inspired person, Common Ground will find you something to do. 

To gut a house, you will need: a sledgehammer, a crowbar, and a variety of claw hammers, 
shovels, brooms, and wheelbarrows. Sturdy shoes, a Tyvek suit, safety goggles and a 
respirator. A good swinging arm and a hearty sense of motivation. Different people are 
motivated by different things: anger at the mold, for example, or a desire to get people back in 
their homes. But whatever motivates you, you better have a lot of it, because it can take a 
week for a crew of five to completely gut a home, and after you’re done with that one, there are 
hundreds more on the waiting list. Sometimes, you tear down the walls in a home only to 
discover that the support studs in the walls were eaten long ago by termites and until they’re 
reinforced, a family could never live there. And you think to yourself that a lot of families don’t 
have the money to replace their walls, much less spray for termites, and you wonder if your 
effort is worth anything at all. You have to remind yourself this: you are not really gutting 
homes. You are trying to give people hope. Trying to give them a sense of the possible. 
Sometimes, just the knowledge that someone is willing to help them is all that people need to 
heal, regardless of whether they are ever able to move back. Some days are great, when you 
feel like you’ve gotten a lot done and have made great progress. Days when you have faith in 
the work that you’re doing. And then some days, you can’t see the difference between that 



morning and that evening, between yesterday and today, except that you’re more tired than 
you were the last time you checked. 

It’s not the cleanest or the safest job ever, and even people who wear respirators start 
coughing after awhile: there’s just too much dust, mold, asbestos, and who-knows-what-else in 
the air. The Tyvek suits are supposed to keep you from contaminating your clothes, but the 
material rips easily and I just don’t have that much faith in them. 

Common Ground feeds its volunteers, so sometime between eleven and one o’clock, a car 
rolls up with food for you. The cooks are, perhaps, the most exhausted volunteers on the 
project. For example, Andrew, who was head cook for awhile, routinely woke up at four or five 
in the morning to start cooking breakfast, which was served at 6:30am. After serving breakfast, 
he and his helpers immediately started making lunch. After sending lunch out in the delivery 
car, he started in on dinner, which was at 5:30, if my memory serves. Then he pleaded with 
someone to do the dishes, went to sleep, and did it again the next day. He didn’t take a day off 
for two months. It makes me feel like I’m doing the easy job, destroying houses. All of 
Common Ground’s food is donated, and they don’t have the most advanced methods of 
storage at the headquarters (like, you know, refrigerators), so they cook everything to make it 
safe for human consumption—including things like lettuce. It’s delicious in that way that food is 
when it’s fresh and not processed, and you’re eating it after spending all morning whacking 
walls with a claw hammer. You eat with your Tyvek suit wrapped around your waist, and then 
back to wall-whacking until about four o’clock, when they come back to pick you up. You add 
your Tyvek suit to the pile of rubble you’ve constructed in front of the house (they’re 
disposable), pack up your tools, and head back to headquarters to get decontaminated. 

If you need a pick-me-up, or day that’s not so hammer-heavy, spend your time at the distro, 
the space Common Ground has set up to distribute donated supplies to residents. Food, 
clothes, toiletries; games for kids; bleach, soap, cleaning supplies; bottled water. Residents 
can add their house to the list of those that need gutting. And if you ask them, they’ll tell you 
stories. All kinds of stories, but almost all of them end (or start) with, “I’m blessed, honey. I 
can’t complain. I thank the good Lord for all I’m given, every day.” Even when the story 
involves tears, as it almost always does. 

At Common Ground, no one asks you why you’ve come to New Orleans, whether you’re a 
volunteer there for a short time or a resident. Everyone knows. In a way, it doesn’t matter what 
brought you here. The unspoken question is, well, now you’re here, what are you going to do 
to help?  

The thing that made the biggest impression on me was the spirit of the people. I don't know 
how to put it in a way that's less sappy. Granted, all the people I talked to are the ones that are 
determined to come home, that hell and high water isn’t enough to stop them, so it's not like 
I'm necessarily getting a representative sample of the population. But their determination to 
rebuild is amazing, and beyond comprehension, especially over the last couple weeks when 
it's been made abundantly clear that Washington doesn't care too much about helping (New 
Orleans may rise again, as Bush said back in September while standing in Jackson Square, 
but it sure won't rise with much help from him). They gut their houses and clean out the mold 
even though someday soon, the mayor may give the order to bulldoze their whole 



neighborhood. They come home and start to clean out damage of hurricanes, only to be struck 
by tornados. They live in their cars parked behind their workplaces. They spend 20 hours a 
week, every week, on the phone, with FEMA, and insurance claims, and contractors, and I 
don't even know what else. They submit the Baker Bill to Washington, and when it's turned 
down because it "introduces unnecessary layers of bureaucracy," they say, okay, we'll make 
do with what we got, thanks for nothing. There wasn't even that much surprise, only 
disappointment and anger, when Bush devoted so little of his State of the Union to the Gulf 
Coast. We'll do it ourselves, they say. It's a very American state of mind I think, this 
determination and (dare I say) god-awful stubbornness. It's just sad that this spirit isn’t being 
met and matched and supported by the rest of the country (Washington in particular). People 
in other states are moving along with their lives; Washington says it would be too expensive to 
re-build and reinforce the levees and then asks for $120billion to send off to Iraq (but don't 
worry, because we cut $29bill from social programs, in a landmark move toward fiscal 
responsibility); Bush refuses to support the Baker Bill and then has the gall to suggest, two 
days later, that one of the problems with the recovery is that Louisiana doesn't have a plan. 
People down here are working their butts off in the face of a lot of uncertainty and fear. 
Sometimes that's all the plan you got, and you work with that. But surely there's a better way to 
support people while they're struggling along so admirably than to force them to spend 20 
hours a week on the phone with FEMA? When did the government become this thing we 
struggle against, instead of this thing that works for us? Odd that it apparently costs less to 
rebuild a city than it does to destroy an entire country. 

 



Ghost Town (Part 2) 
 

The next morning, Daddy was already gone when I woke up. In the old days before the hurricane, my 

dad played music. If people asked him what he did, he never said he was a garbage man. He was a trumpet 

player in Big Chief's All-Stars. It wasn't what he did to pay the mortgage, but it was what he was. 

Daddy kept his record player and records that had belonged to his daddy in the living room. He had a 

new CD player and speakers, and his trumpets, and his sheet music, and his autographed Professor 

Longhair albums, and an old upright piano. Mama played his old jazz records when she cooked dinner, and 

Motown singles when she vacuumed. Late at night, staring out the window at the live oak that grew in our 

backyard, I'd listen to him playing Scott Joplin on the piano, singing words he made up as he went along, 

about Mama and us kids. 

I hadn't heard him sing since September. Darius had asked what had happened to the records, but he 

never did answer. None of us dared to ask about the trumpets, or the piano. He wasn’t a garbage man 

anymore, and I didn’t know if you could be a trumpeter if you didn’t have a trumpet. 

Darius and Isabella were playing Go Fish. Mama was digging through the cooler, pulling out a carton of 

orange juice and a box of granola bars. Darius grabbed for one but Mama smacked his hand. “Boy, what are 

you doing, or have we not said grace every morning of your life?” 

“Sorry, Mama.” 

We all took hands. Mama bowed her head. “Thank you, Lord, for the blessing of another day, and thank 

you for all the people here and we pray for you to help all those who can't make it back yet. Thank you for 

all the good people who have come down here to help, we know they're here by your good Grace. Thank 

you for my children, Lord, and help keep them safe. Please help us to be your good kind servants and give 

us strength. Amen.” 

“Amen,” we repeated, and Mama passed around breakfast. 

“Lia, I want you to look for your brother again. Take Isabella with you. Darius can stay here and help 

me, can’t you, little man?” 

“What'd the police tell Daddy?” 

“Isaiah isn't at the hospitals or the police stations. I'm staying here in case he comes back, and if they find 

him, they'll call me on my cell. In the meantime, you look for him.” 

In the old days, a lady named Mrs. Armstrong lived up the street from us. We went to her house after 

school before our parents got home from work. She said she used to be a teacher, eighty million years ago. 

She had seven kids who were grown up. Four still lived in the neighborhood. She cooked good dinners for 



us, and got Isaiah to do his homework, something no one else in the family could do. She taught me how to 

play canasta. She didn't bat an eye when she found Isabella on top of a roof or six blocks away talking to 

one of her imaginary friends, and she never told Daddy about everything Isabella did, which I was thankful 

for because he got mad enough just over the stuff he knew about. I wanted to tell her about Isabella's 

ghosts. I wanted to tell her about Mama and Daddy's fighting. I wanted to tell her about Isaiah's being 

missing, and my grandfather. I thought she'd know where to look for Isaiah. 

When Daddy came back home after the storm, I asked him about Mrs. Armstrong. “The whole 

neighborhood's gone, baby,” he'd said. “Mrs. Armstrong ain’t there. We just have to hope that she got out 

of the city in time, and that she'll come back, and we'll see her again.” 

Me and Isabella walked back to the French Quarter. “Isabella,” I said, as we waited for a break in the 

traffic on Rampart—the streetlights still didn’t work. “Where’s Isaiah? Do you know?” I didn't even know 

where to start looking. I'd looked everywhere the day before. 

She didn’t answer right away, but her eyes slid out of focus like they do sometimes. “What makes you 

think that I’d know?” 

I hesitated. Bella had always done stuff that was kind of weird, or would talk about stuff she had no 

earthly way of knowing, but nobody in the family had ever said anything about it out loud. If I said it out 

loud, the things that made her different would have sharp edges. They wouldn’t be fuzzy anymore. But still, 

she’d asked, and Isaiah was missing, and that couldn’t be gotten around. “Because you talk to…I don’t 

know who you talk to, but maybe one of Them’s seen Isaiah.” 

For a second I didn’t think she’d heard. When she answered, it was so quiet. “Yeah. I think I can find 

him.” 

On the corner of Bourbon and Dumaine, a small shop had reopened. MARIE LAVEAUX'S, read the 

wooden sign nailed over the door. In the windows, which still had X’s taped over them, voodoo dolls and 

feathers hung from the ceiling and books on ghost hunting sat on the windowsill. A cardboard sign 

advertised palm-reading, fortune telling, connecting with spirits. 

“Come on,” said Bella, pushing open the door. 

A bell tinkled as we went in, followed by a cold blast of air conditioning, and the girl behind the counter 

looked up. Metal hoops went through her nose, lips, eyebrows. Her hair was dyed florescent blue and pink, 

with dark roots growing through. A tattoo of a flowered vine wound up her arm. “What do you want, kid?” 

“What do you know about ghosts?” asked Bella. 

“Only that I can't see them, no matter how I try. You want to talk to Miss Marie. In there.” She pointed 

to the door at the back of the shop. 



Beaded strings hung across the door, and they rustled as we pushed through them. The room smelled of 

incense and the herbs hanging from the ceiling in long, dry ropes. A tiny old woman was standing over a gas 

stove, pouring water from a teakettle into a mug. She wore long skirts and bracelets rattled on her wrists, 

and her hair was bound up in a brightly colored turban. Her skin was the color of dull pennies. She turned 

and looked at us and said, in a Creole lilt, “What you doing in here, girls?”  

“The lady behind the counter said you know about ghosts.” 

She sat at a small wooden table, holding her tea in both hands. “It's possible I do. But then, maybe it's 

just that I know about people. Ghosts are really just people, girl. You know people. You know about ghosts, 

too.” 

“I think she meant you could talk to them. See them.” 

“And you can't?” 

Bella hesitated. Her fists clenched and unclenched. “I don’t know.” 

“Maybe you just can't tell the difference. Sometimes, not even ghosts can tell the difference between 

ghosts and people.” 

“I want to know if everyone sticks around as a ghost, or just some people.” 

She tilted her head and looked at Bella, like a curious bird. “Why you need to know this? Who are you 

trying to find?” 

I stepped forward, interrupting. “Our brother. We’re looking for our brother.” 

Her eyes rested on me. “And your brother is dead?” 

“No!” He better not be, or I’d kill him. 

“Listen, cher. There's a difference between the ghosts that come and find you and the ghosts you carry 

around.” She leaned forward, holding Bella’s gaze. “One kind comes on their own, and they don’t leave you 

alone. But the other kind, that ain’t the problem. It’s you dragging them around, not the other way. There's 

nothing to know about those kinds of ghosts that you don't already know about yourself.” 

She didn't make any sense, at least not the kind of sense I wanted her to make, and somehow she was 

asking all the questions and not answering any. “Come on, Bella. We don’t got time for this.” 

She smacked the table with the flat of her hand, making the mug jump. “Who are you looking for?” she 

demanded, looking at me. 

“My...my brother, right now. But we can't find my grandfather either, or Mrs. Armstrong...” 

“Where is your brother supposed to be?” 



“With us! Or my parents, or his brother, or somebody!” 

“No, I mean, where do you expect him?” 

“I...He went out dancing in the French Quarter yesterday morning and never came home.” 

Her black eyes glittered like sun on the water. “You're never going to find him if you don't know where 

to look.” 

“If I knew where to look, he wouldn’t be lost,” I said, exasperated. I turned to go. 

“Stand still.” 

I stopped, remembering all Uncle Cyril’s stories about gris gris and how dangerous it is to anger voodoo 

queens. 

She rose and, taking a round white pouch out of her apron pocket, filled it with this and that from pots 

near the stove and the herb ropes hanging from the ceiling. She tied it shut and handed it to me. I held it to 

my nose and inhaled the sharp tang of herbs I couldn’t identify. 

“Put that under your pillow,” she said, “and say a prayer to Mary Mother of Us All, and to Saint Anthony 

for strength, and what you lost will return to you.” 

I looked down at my hands, weighing the small white pouch in one and everything that had happened in 

the past two months in the other, wondering which was heavier. 

“And here,” she unclipped a chain from her neck—from around her own neck—and held it out to Bella. 

It was a long silver chain, and from it dangled a medallion of Saint Anthony. I recognized it because Mrs. 

Armstrong up the street used to have one. 

“Remember the most important thing, cher,” she said, looking at me. “You remember to have faith.” We 

both nodded, even though I didn’t think that I had that much faith, especially when put next to people like 

my mama or Mrs. Armstrong. “And you,” she said to Bella, “You remember what’s real and what isn’t, or 

you’ll find yourself in trouble.” Bella nodded. 

Back out on the street, I looked at Bella. “So what good did that do?” 

Bella didn’t answer. She had that listening look on her face. I shut up, and let her listen to whatever it 

was. I was hoping they were telling her where to go. 



Approximately February 13th, 2006 
A Word on Capitalism 
 
Internships and volunteering aside, sooner or later capitalism had to get in the way. A 

couple weeks before Mardi Gras, then I found myself accepting a job at the Starbucks in the 
lobby of the Sheraton Hotel on Canal Street, downtown. 

I’ve worked in many coffee shops. I’m part of the Coffee Mafia in Denver, meaning I can 
walk into just about any coffee shop and walk out with either a free cup of coffee or a job. Or 
both. I am not a fan of Starbucks. Nobody who works for independent coffee shops is. I resent 
people who act like Starbucks is the standard of espresso, or people who distrust local coffee 
shops because they don’t have a “caramel macchiato” on their menu (a secret: there is NO 
SUCH THING as a caramel macchiato, except at Starbucks. A macchiato is not what 
Starbucks makes, and any non-Starbucks coffee jockey considers “caramel macchiato” to be a 
fancy way of saying “caramel-vanilla latte”). I resent Starbucks’ business practices, and the 
way they push smaller companies out of business. Their power in the coffee industry is 
unparalleled, and for the most part this has pushed coffee jockeys like me into two camps: 
either you work for Starbucks, and you take pride in it, and you take comfort in the fact that you 
are a standard-setter; or you work for an independent coffee shop and take pride in it, and you 
spend your life trying to undo the effect that Starbucks has had on the way people order 
coffee, and bring them back to the realm of the sane. Either way, we’re all of us snobs. We all 
know The Right Way to make coffee. It’s an odd business, to be sure. 

As a diehard independent coffee jockey and made member of the Coffee Mafia, I was 
hesitant about taking a job at Starbucks and more hesitant about telling people I’d taken a job 
at Starbucks. Technically, I was an employee of the Sheraton, not of Starbucks, so I can’t 
speak to the supposedly exemplary way that Starbucks treats its employees. I was worried 
about being employed by a corporation—for the past four years or so I’ve managed to keep my 
work experience limited to library districts and local businesses. 

My first day more or less confirmed all my fears. I was doing kind of okay, even though Lou 
and Joe (my co-workers) moved faster than any other coffee shop I’ve ever worked in, and the 
register system was, for some reason, completely counter-intuitive for me. So I was struggling 
to keep up (and struggling with my new 4:00 am rising time), and at around 10:00 am, my new 
boss sent me upstairs to one of the ballrooms, where they were having a meeting for all the 
hotel’s employees. I don’t know quite how to define it, so I will call it a pep rally. 

The first part was actually quite cool. The acting hotel manager recalled what the hotel and 
its employees had gone through during the hurricane, what they were still going through. He 
praised their courage and strength, assured them that yes, he had noticed their efforts, that 
they were all amazing and admirable people. I was just starting to relax, thinking maybe this 
wouldn’t be a crazy and scary day of immersion in corporate values, when a crazy, scary lady 
took the stage. She was from the regional offices, and had not been in New Orleans during the 
hurricane. It was her job to tell us of the changes coming to the company during the next few 
months. She explained that the management wants to make staying at the Sheraton Hotel—
and its sister hotel chains, owned by the same company—not just a box with beds and free 



towels. They want it to be an “experience.” They want to sell a “lifestyle,” in the same way that 
Starbucks sells CULTURE, and not just coffee (I tried to slither lower in my seat at this point). 
In order to make this transformation, she said, she needed all of our help. She wanted us all to 
think of how we could go out of our way to make the “experience” of Sheraton Hotel a special 
one for guests. How to go the extra mile. (It’s worth saying here that I’ve always been more 
focused on making customers happy than on making my bosses happy or on doing only the 
bare minimum to fill the time clock, if for no other reason than customers tip me, and my 
bosses don’t. But to be told to go the extra mile for the good of the company has the perverse 
effect of making me want to do nothing at all.) 

“I am Sheraton, and that means something!” she told us gleefully, and told us to repeat it, 
and then to repeat it again, when our first try wasn’t enthusiastic enough. “I am Sheraton, and 
that means something!” We are not employees of Sheraton, she told us. We are Sheraton. I 
was a little perturbed at the thought that a corporate entity was now, apparently, part of my 
identity as a person (and vice versa). I’ve never even really been one to declare my allegiance 
to sports teams. Unlike the gal from corporate, I was in this strictly for the money, to put my 
time in the clock and then go home. I did not want the Sheraton Hotel to be part of my identity 
or lay claim to my loyalty. But it started to dawn on me that, for a certain kind of person (say, 
the kind of person who dreams of working their way to middle management), who feels no 
passion for God or country, it is possible to mold that person’s need to feel loyal to something 
into loyalty for a large, empty shell of a corporation. Hourly employees may fake it, may be in it 
for the money. But it dawned on me that many managers aren’t—which, of course, is why they 
get to be managers. Their slogans and creative verbiage and exclamations about 
EXPERIENCE and LIFESTYLE are sincere (or very well-faked). And this, more than anything, 
is what scares me about corporate culture. Because I don’t know what it is they’re asking us to 
declare our loyalty to, nor what they’re offering us in return. 

I feel dirty working here. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

But be careful getting coffee 
I think these people want to shoot us. 

Maybe there’s some kind of local competition 
To see who can be the rudest. 

--Ani Difranco 
 
 
 



Saturday March 25 
at a medium pace (a rant) 
 
I heard the words "noun aphasia" on TV (I think I was probably watching House) to describe 

a patient who had lost the ability to recall words for nouns. Verbs, conjunctions, adjectives, 
exclamations were all fine. But nouns wouldn't come out of his mouth. I am skeptical that this is 
an actual medical condition, but I have decided that it's this condition that makes Starbucks so 
aggravating. All the customers have it. And they seem to have it in a higher proportion than 
customers I've had at other coffee shops.  

I think it's Starbucks' fault, really. They have this philosophy of doing things in the most 
efficient and fastest way possible, which I'm not necessarily opposed to, until it ends up 
alienating and intimidating your average coffee drinker. I'd say half of the customers learn to 
navigate without too much trouble, especially if they get something simple. But Starbucks is so 
stupid about making up its own words for everything (Misto, anyone? Caramel macchiato?), 
and most people just don't even want to try to keep up. They want it to be easy. They come in 
frustrated, which makes me frustrated. The Starbucks language messes everything up, and it 
serves no purpose except to try and acclimate people to Starbucks and alienate them from 
other coffee establishments. It makes me think of 1984: the language serves to confuse and 
obfuscate, and not to clarify or define.  

Example. The sizes. I got dozens and dozens of people every day trying to illustrate to me 
what size they want by holding their hands up like they're measuring. Or they just point to a 
cup and say "that one." Why are they so afraid to say small, medium, or large if they aren't 
sure whether grande equals medium or large? Call it a medium. I don't care. I'm not going to 
correct you. I'd rather you say so that I don't have to guess. And this is only the people who try 
to specify size--there's also multitudes of people who don't say what size they want, and then 
look slightly aggravated when I ask them what size they want. Am I truly just supposed to 
guess? Would that make this "Starbucks experience" easier on the both of us? At my 
grumpiest, I suspect people of refusing to learn the size names on purpose: I have made their 
lives unnecessarily complicated by messing with their coffee, they take their revenge by 
ordering as vaguely as possible. 

Then there's the people who do the opposite--"Can I just have a grande?" Or "Can I just 
have a regular?" A GRANDE WHAT. A REGULAR WHAT. Those are adjectives, not nouns. 
Do you go to restaurants and say, "I want a diet"?  

Oh, and then there's the people who think "regular" is a size, and not a quality.  
This even bleeds over into what should be the simple matter of the pastry case. All of our 

pastries are clearly labeled, right there on the tray. You don't even have to search for your item 
on the menu. But it is far too hard for them to say "I want a bagel." Instead they point and say, 
"Can I have one of those?" The pastry case bends light like water, so it’s impossible for me to 
see what they’re pointing at, by the time I've figured out what they want, I've used as much 
twice as much time as I needed to. And all the people behind in line are getting mad because 
they think I'M slow. I'm not. My boss tells me I must be efficient! Why has no one told the 
customers? Next time you're in line at Starbucks, take note of how fast the Starbucks people 



work vs. how long it takes customers to put down their cell phones, figure out what they want, 
dig through their purses/wallets, count money, hand over money, take change, put it away, 
gather up everything they came in with and dropped all over the counter...seriously. (To be fair, 
there are a few of my regulars that I suspect can't read the signs...New Orleans isn't exactly 
known for its highly educated underclass. I do try to be aware and not give them a hard time or 
be impatient. But I feel like most people are just being lazy).  

There was a woman one morning who came in and said to me, "I was so happy to find a 
Starbucks! I've been all over this city looking for one." I realize that since I work at Starbucks, it 
would be a reasonable to assume that I would be happy to meet someone who went questing 
for Starbucks. But how much money did she spend to travel to this city that is internationally 
famous for its food (and its coffee really isn't shabby either) and spent how much money to 
stay in a four-star hotel and you've been making tracks all over town looking for 
STARBUCKS?! What the hell is the matter with you? Did you also eat lunch at McDonald's? 
This especially aggravates me now, because the little local stores are in far more dire need of 
business than my corporate conglomerate of an employer.  

One day after work I went to PJ's (a local coffee shop) to get on the internet (yes, I go from 
one coffee shop straight to another coffee shop. I feel like there should be a reality TV show in 
here somehow), and I was still all tired and cracked out, and me and the coffee jockey spent a 
nice couple minutes talking about Starbucks and how stupid it was. I think she was really 
amused to find a Starbucks employee who was just as infuriated by Starbucks as she was. 
Coffee jockeys are like priests or bartenders. People tell you anything. Maybe this is one 
reason why I miss my old coffee shops--efficiency was not the end goal of everything, so I had 
time to hear more stories from people. At Starbucks, people order and then move along. It 
makes me lonely.  



Tuesday, April 25th, 2006 
The Beatings Will Continue Until Morale Improves 
 
One more thing, and then I’ll stop talking about Starbucks. Both of my co-workers and my 

boss were black. One, Lou, has a cadence in his voice that’s almost Caribbean, and 
sometimes—like when one of his friends came in, or when he got a phone call—he’d lapse into 
French. We spent inordinate amounts of time, especially at first, trying and failing to 
understand each other. It was almost comical, but eventually he learned to talk slower and I 
learned to talk louder and we upped our success percentage a little. It’s also worth mentioning 
that I’m one of those people with no voice of her own. My speech patterns naturally fall into 
those of people around me. When I’m hanging out with my relatives, my accent becomes 
vaguely Southern; when I went to England in high school, my R’s temporarily grew less 
distinct; when I went to Boston, it was my vowels that went. I can’t impersonate accents on my 
own, but put me next to someone with one and I’ll start talking like them, entirely 
unintentionally. Most of the time, if this is noticeable at all, it probably just comes off as silly. 
But at Starbucks, between my transparent accent and my inability to make myself understood, 
or to understand Joe and Lou a good chunk of the time, I probably came off as downright 
insulting. There are very few things in urban America that come off as more condescending 
and insulting than a white person who tries to talk like a black person. Add to the fact that, 
even when I knew that Lou could speak two languages (Joe can too, he just doesn’t do it as 
often), I couldn’t stop my head snapping up in surprise every time he did it. But I didn’t want to 
be the Ignorant White Girl asking rude questions about what language he was speaking and 
where he learned it. 

It retrospect, he probably wouldn’t have minded. I’ve found that people would almost always 
just answer an honest question than deal with the staring. But it was unnerving to realize that, 
as liberal as I am, as progressive as I try to be, I’m completely ignorant about the day-to-day 
lives of the largest minority in this country. And I don’t know how to foster a dialogue when, on 
the most literal of levels, we can’t even understand each other. I shouldn’t be shy about 
admitting my ignorance and asking questions (really, would the idea that a white girl is ignorant 
about black culture have been a surprise to either of them?), but Lou also shouldn’t have to 
explain himself or his language to me. 

So I do’t know what to say or how to end this, except to say that it’s been a long time since I 
felt so out of my element. 

 



Mardi Gras (Part One) 
 
There are plenty of stories floating around about the origins of Mardi Gras. Mardi Gras (Fat 

Tuesday) is the day before Ash Wednesday, the day that Lent begins, the day that Catholics 
traditionally give up meat and fast. The weeks of parades and parties leading up to Mardi 
Gras, between the Epiphany and Fat Tuesday itself, are known collectively as Carnival—from 
the Latin “carni,” meaning flesh, and “vale,” meaning “farewell.” Farewell to the flesh.  

Many pre-Christian pagan societies had celebrations of feasting and excess immediately 
prior to celebrations of fasting and ritual, a custom that early Christians decided to adopt, 
rather than stamp out, when they were converting the masses. In medieval France, legend has 
it, on the day before Ash Wednesday the landed gentry would ride through the country giving 
the peasants gifts of cake (King Cake, perhaps?) and coins (doubloons). My boss at Tipitina’s 
told me that in colonial Louisiana, the day before Ash Wednesday was marked by men riding 
around the isolated, country settlements, stealing food from settlers. They would bring the 
“donations” to the center of town and make a colossal feast in which everyone in the 
community was allowed to take part. Celebration before fasting, a gathering of community. 
King Cake, which you can find in New Orleans beginning on Jan 6, the Twelfth Day of 
Christmas (aka the Feast of the Epiphany), is supposed to symbolize the Three Kings finding 
the baby Jesus—which is why there’s a plastic baby hidden inside. The cake is a circle, 
signifying eternal reign.  The first parades, the immediate precursors to the parades of today, 
started in roughly the 1840s. They were put on hold when the Spaniards ruled Louisiana, but 
when Louisiana returned to the French, Mardi Gras resumed.  

Mardi Gras is all of these things, this amalgam of symbols and celebrations and cultures 
and religions. It is all of these, and yet none of these. It’s the world’s biggest block party. It’s 
celebration and renewal; New Orleans’ chance to celebrate itself. It’s an example of what can 
happen when normal people are allowed unlimited access to glitter and feathers. It walks a fine 
line between holiness and debauchery, though it is not, as the tourism industry would have you 
believe, in any way related to the trashiness of Bourbon Street. This is why Mardi Gras itself 
was a source of conflict this year—for some, Mardi Gras was New Orleans’ chance to make a 
statement about its spirit and its courage. To not have Mardi Gras would truly have been to 
admit defeat for this city. But whenever there’s mourning (and New Orleans is full of grief, 
sometimes I think the residents have gotten so used to grieving that they’re not even 
conscious of how much they hurt), there’s also a feeling that to have a party, to feel happy, to 
look ahead again, isn’t right. It’s betrayal. It wasn’t that some people were mourning and 
couldn’t party and that others weren’t, it was that some people could celebrate in spite of their 
grief, while others couldn’t. How do you balance that spectrum of grief? You can’t.  

New Orleans has always overlooked the ugly for the sake of the party. It’s what you do 
when 38% of your city lives in poverty. How else could anyone have survived down here for 
the last 300 years? Between floods, fires, and yellow fever, there has to be a place to dance. 
Take, for example, the Zulu Krewe (officially the Zulu Social Aid and Pleasure Club). It first 



marched in about 1916, New Orleans’ first all-black Krewe4. Just as Katrina seemed to go out 
of her way to wipe out poor, black areas of town, Zulu was one of the hardest-hit Krewes. Ten 
of its members are dead, 80% are without homes, and many have been unable to return to 
New Orleans. The Krewe’s den (headquarters) had to be completely gutted and restored. Zulu, 
one of the most powerful and colorful Krewes in the history of Mardi Gras, is a wounded shell 
of what it once was. But they marched. They were smaller than usual. There weren’t as many 
marching bands. But they were there, as they have been every year, laying claim and tribute to 
their piece of New Orleans’ culture and history, as they have for the past one hundred years. 
And I don’t see how you can fault that.  

                                                
4 Krewe—a term for all the Carnival organizations in New Orleans, who organize and stage the parades for which 
Mardi Gras is known. Most krewes are named after figures from Greek, Roman, or English mythology (i.e., the 
Krewe of Endymion) and are strictly social clubs, but some, notably Zulu, were also an early way for communities 
to support each other. Zulu members had the costs of medical bills or funerals paid for by the dues they paid to 
the krewe. Early krewes were exclusively white and male, but these days, they’ve overcome that particular bias. 



Mardi Gras (Part Two) 
 
This year, because the city is so much smaller, there were fewer approved routes that 

parades could take (with the result that every single parade I saw marched the same route). 
There are two general places you can go to watch parades: Uptown, where there are streetcar 
tracks and large oak trees and houses; or Downtown, on Canal Street, near the famed French 
Quarter. I saw parades in both places. Uptown, the parades have more of a block party feel 
(especially earlier in the week, for the smaller parades, when there was less of a crowd). 
Beads get caught in the telephone wires and tree branches. You can trot right up to the floats 
to get stuff (during the Morpheus parade, I yelled at a float, “Do you have any doubloons??” 
and one of the Krewe yelled back, “Uhh…yeah! Hold on a sec! Come on, come on!!” so I 
trotted after the float and he handed me a handful of doubloons that he managed to dig out.) 
Churches and schools in the area open their bathrooms to the public (you have to pay $1 to 
use them) and sell food and drinks. They use the money to fund their schools (and, I’m 
assuming, aid their efforts to Not Leave Any Child Behind). Whole families come with ladders, 
and little trolley-box things that they set on top of the ladders for their children to sit in and 
watch the parades. Throws that are not caught by human or tree fall on the ground and usually 
remain there because to pick up beads off the ground is cheating. Uptown is also nearer the 
beginning of the route, so the bands are more energetic and dancey.  

Downtown has its perks too, though. And its own little rules. They block off the parade route 
with police barricades downtown (I think partly because so many of the parade-watchers are 
out-of-towners who can’t be trusted, and partly because there’s just more people generally), so 
if you miss your catch, it’s possible that the metal railings will catch the beads for you. The 
barriers also lead to the post-parade show: after the last float rolls by, kids hop over and under 
and through the barricades to grab all the stuff that fell too far away from the barrier for kids to 
grab. Adults sometimes enlist the children: “Hey kid, hand me that cup/bead/doubloon/stuffed 
cat, wouldja?” And if you stick around longer, you’ll see the other post-parade show: the 
garbage men, trash trucks, and street sweepers, following the whole length of the parade, 
picking up garbage.  

So, parades I saw. Muses, Morpheus, Carrolton, Proteus, some of Bacchus, most of 
Endymion, some of Zulu. The parades recycle a few floats every year (Bacchus has a float 
that’s shaped like an alligator, the idea is that spectators throw their beads into the alligator’s 
mouth as the Krewe throws beads off the float at the spectators), but they also have new ones 
(each parade has its own theme). This year there were a lot of Katrina-themed floats. “Media 
Mis-Information” had many different sharks labeled with news anchor names. There was one 
with a giant paper mache refrigerator labeled “Katrina Leftovers,” referring to the thousands 
and thousands of refrigerators thrown out after Katrina. And one parade (unfortunately, I’ve 
forgotten which one, but I think it was Muses) had a float that was covered in painted flowers 
and the sign over it said, “We look forward to the future—We mourn the past—We never 
forget.” The float was empty of people.  

In between the floats there are various other forms of entertainment. Flambeauax carriers, 
men in tutus on unicycles, jazz bands on flatbed trucks, and what I can only describe as the 



abominable snowman riding a bicycle that was dressed up as a sailing ship. The dukes on 
horseback. The Clydesdales. And marching bands. Marching bands! Marching bands are the 
other great thing about Mardi Gras. Traditionally, each parade is liberally sprinkled with high 
school and middle school marching bands–there is almost always one within earshot (the 
better for dancing with, my dear). For a long time, nobody knew for sure if Mardi Gras this year 
would have any local marching bands from high schools. But they did, and every time one 
went by, I felt like crying. These kids evacuated New Orleans just before the fall semester 
started and most of them probably spent their fall semester in another school. Many of the 
schools were damaged in the hurricane/flood and lost instruments, equipment, uniforms. Then 
they came back in January—schools opened by the skin of their teeth around here—and had, 
what, a month to put together a marching band to march in Mardi Gras. A lot of them marched 
in track suits or polo shirts. A lot of the marching bands weren’t from a school, but the 
remnants of three or four marching bands put together to form one. A lot of the bands didn’t 
even look like high schoolers—I’m pretty sure they were middle schoolers. I can’t imagine what 
their lives were like for the past six months. But they marched up St. Charles like they have for 
the past hundred years.  

It’s impossible, really, to tell the story of a Mardi Gras in any coherent way. Well, it’s not, 
because many reporters managed to pull it off, but it’s hard for me. Mardi Gras is a sensory 
experience (I don’t understand why people feel the need to ingest mind-altering substances on 
this holiday; I can attest that it’s surreal enough when you’re stone-cold sober). Bright lights 
and glitter; giant paper-mache Wizard of Oz characters; the way beads glitter as they fly 
through the air; people yelling at the people on floats and the people on floats yelling back; the 
beat of the marching band that can be heard for half a mile; the smell of tractor diesel mixed 
with beer; the jazz band playing from the bed of a pickup truck; the smack of beads against 
your arm (or, just as often, your face); the roll of beads under your feet. Mardi Gras takes place 
in the spring, when the color of the floats and the beads and the people almost blends in with 
the blooming azaleas and whatever-those-cool-trees-are-with-the-dangly-yellow-flowers. The 
beads hang around for weeks or, in some places, all year: because the streetcars on St. 
Charles aren’t running, beads still dangle from the trolley wires. They still hang from the trees. I 
was walking up the neutral ground on St. Charles on the Saturday five days after Mardi Gras, 
and I looked down and there, half buried in the dirt, was a doubloon from Rex, looking like it 
had always been there. It gave me pause, for a moment, before I bent down and dug it out and 
held this last remnant of the party in my hand. After a parade goes by, the street sweepers go 
by, and the volunteer garbage men, and the scavengers, and the wind. Pretty soon the glittery 
beads fade into the cheap plastic they’re made from. It’s time to go back to gutting your house, 
arguing with FEMA, arguing with the insurance, searching for a job, whatever your daily life is 
here in New Orleans. But if you keep your eyes open, sometimes you find leftovers, and for 
just a minute, life is surreal again.  

 



Mardi Gras 
Part Three 
Dancing the Night Away 
 
During Mardi Gras week I worked at Tipitina’s will call for two of its Mardi Gras shows. Tip’s 

was full of people who not only wanted to see the particular bands playing (Rebirth Brass Band 
one night and Galactic the other), but people who were visiting New Orleans for Mardi Gras 
and wanted to see some New Orleans music in a New Orleans venue (because really, if you 
visit New Orleans and you don’t listen to any music, there’s something wrong with you).  

On the surface, my job was pretty simple. People come up who have already bought tickets 
over the internet. They give me their photo ID, I give them tickets, and cross them off the list. 
Easy. Except for the one thing that makes every retail and food service job not worth the $6 
per hr, and that’s the people. I met a lot of fantastically happy drunk people working will call, 
but even fantastically happy people can be hard to deal with, especially if they’ve been drinking 
(just so you know, if you’re drunk, chances are you’re not nearly as witty as you think you are).  

For example. My first night, and keep in mind I’d had this job for all of ten minutes, I was 
approached by a shabby man draped in Mardi Gras beads and reeking of alcohol. He said, 
what is this. It’s will call, says innocent me. Have you already bought your tickets? No, he said, 
this! What’s THIS!? I realize he’s referring to the book that I’m reading as I wait for people to 
come up to me. Uhh, it’s a book. A good book? Yes, sir. A good book. You’re in college, aren’t 
you? Yeah, I am.  

At this point, he starts digging in his pocket. Are you hoping to buy tickets? I asked him. I’m 
not selling tickets, I’m just—no, no he said impatiently. You’re in college, you said? Yeah, I 
said. Here, he says, and hands me $12. This is for college. Umm, thanks? I say. You use that 
money for college, you hear? You gotta graduate college. You’re smarter than me, I can tell 
right off. You gotta graduate college and fight Bush! Okay? He wants to sell our ports to the 
damn Arabs! So you’ve gotta run him out, okay? Okay, I say. I’ll do my best. Thanks. He 
kissed my hand and said that God would bless me (at this point I see, out of the corner of my 
eye, the club manager drifting over to make sure everything is okay). Thanks again, I said. You 
sure you don’t want to come to the show? Music is the work of the devil, he says, and walks off 
up the street.  

If only all the people who were hard (or just weird) to deal with gave me extra money.  
Really, it makes all the difference. 

The other thing I didn’t realize was the power of desperation combined with the inhibition-
reducing effects of alcohol. The second show I worked, Galactic, sold out the night of the 
show. The last 45 minutes or so of my shift, instead of giving people their tickets, I wasn’t really 
handing out pre-paid tickets as discouraging people who couldn’t get in because there were no 
tickets. If I was the unscrupulous type, I could’ve made about $400 in 45 minutes. That’s how 
much money people were offering me. But I withstood temptation, and remained loyal to my 
employer and my upbringing. I think it’s really funny when people who have NO IDEA how a 
music venue works try to convince me that my flaunting the rules would have no 



consequences at all. Try to convince me that my life would somehow be better if I had THEIR 
respect, and not my employer’s. This, folks, is why you always buy tickets in advance.  

But really, this is why I like the music business (well, one of the many many reasons why): 
with a few exceptions (like the woman I saw on my way home that was in a wrestling match 
with about four of the door staff), to work a concert or to be part of a band means you get to 
see people at their happiest on a regular basis. For most people, this concert is the best part of 
their day, if not their week. They’ve been looking forward to this night. They’re ready to rock 
their socks off. I’m impatient with drunks, but really, to hang out with such happy people (even 
if it’s only for 30 seconds) has a generally good effect on my mood. It’s fun to be a part of 
making people happy.  

 



March 12, 2006 
 
So I'm assuming that everyone saw the pictures of the barge that broke through the levee 

and crashed into the Lower Ninth Ward (if you don't know what I'm talking about, google "lower 
ninth ward barge" and look at the image results). It's become a symbol of the power of the 
hurricane, and is the reason that the Lower Ninth Ward flooded. I didn't know when I saw the 
barge that it had landed on top of somebody's house. But the Times-Picayune is running a 
series called "Katrina's Lives Lost," in which they profile each and every person that was lost in 
the hurricane, one or two people per week. But it was not until they profiled the couple that 
lived in that house that I realized that that was where the barge had landed. In all the news 
stories about it, all the internet discussion, and all the litigation surrounding it (nobody seems to 
be able to decide who’s responsible for removing the barge), I had not seen one mention of the 
fact that it landed on top of somebody's home. It landed on top of somebody , since the couple 
living in the house had decided to ride out the storm. I almost couldn't find any mention of the 
people in that house, at all. And that strikes me. That we can be so taken with this image, so 
awed by the power of weather to drive a barge over a levee, and forget the most important 
thing: that the barge landed on top of somebody's home. Not that the barge broke the levee, 
but that it broke all the human lives that had the bad luck of being downhill from that levee 
breach.  

So it's your job now to remember the names of Darryl Milton and Pam Washington, because 
they were the ones that were in that house, under that barge, that everyone else already 
seems to have forgotten. And here is the article I finally found, after half an hour of searching, 
about the family that lost their son.  



(AP) Family Waits on Word of Man Lost in Storm  
Mar 12 2006  
By MICHELLE ROBERTS  
NEW ORLEANS  
 
Roy Milton sees his nephew still, a glimpse of a smiling face in his rearview mirror or 

through the window of the car next to him. He taps the brakes and squints hard _ staring, 
hoping. Then reality returns, along with the agony that accompanies common sense.  

"There's no way," he'll remind himself. No way Darryl Milton made it through Hurricane 
Katrina alive.  

All logic tells him so, but what happens when a family has no body to bury, no remains to 
provide grim confirmation of the fear that has haunted them six long months?  

What happens when your head tells you one thing and your heart clings to something else?  
Darryl's mother waits for phone calls that never come on holidays and her birthday. His 

sister scans groups of young black men on the streets, looking for a slender young man with 
close-cropped hair. And when her children ask where Uncle Darryl is, she says she doesn't 
know.  

Darryl and his girlfriend, Pam Washington, are among the roughly 1,900 people authorities 
list as missing in Katrina's wake. They lived in a one-story brick and wood house in the Ninth 
Ward that was crushed under a barge the storm sent over the Industrial Canal wall.  

The last time anyone talked to Darryl, he was trapped in the attic begging for help as the 
storm raged outside. He should have gotten out the night before, he conceded, but now water 
was coming into the attic and he and his girlfriend needed rescue, he told an aunt and uncle he 
reached by cell phone. Could they send someone?  

Phone lines quit working a short time later.  
"I'm realistic, there's no way he is alive," Roy says, but still, hope pricks him over and over.  
Officially, Hurricane Katrina killed 1,080 people in Louisiana, though others likely were 

washed to sea or remain buried by debris in the tens of thousands of homes and businesses 
ruined by the storm.  

Since Katrina struck Aug. 29, the city has been pumped dry, those with the will and money 
have begun repairs, and most of the missing have been reunited with family members. The 
200-foot barge—a rusting hulk visited by dignitaries and others curious about the magnitude of 
the damage—has finally been removed.  

And even the Milton family, a close extended family that lost about 10 homes in New 
Orleans, has moved on to a degree. Roy Milton got a job as an equipment operator at a coffee 
company in Baton Rouge. Darryl's mother is working in Arkansas. The aunt and uncle Darryl 
called from the attic have resettled in Virginia.  

What they still struggle with is how, and whether, to move on without Darryl.  
He was a character, they say, but also the peacemaker—the guy who would step in 

between feuding relatives and insist that no one fight at family gatherings. A fry cook in the 
French Quarter, he grew up surrounded by aunts, uncles and cousins.  



Darryl and his girlfriend talked of marriage and had just moved into the house across from 
the canal before the storm.  

Darryl's family has gathered for two funerals since the storm—both were for elderly aunts. 
They haven't yet held services for Darryl. They're unable to bring themselves to hold a 
memorial without official confirmation.  

Darryl is—or was—to turn 29 on April 6. The family hasn't made any plans to mark the day.  
His mother, Sandra Bernard, says that for months she clung to the desperate thought that 

maybe Darryl was delusional or suffering temporary amnesia—something, anything that would 
explain why he hadn't reached anyone.  

But Darryl used to call her every week, so when Thanksgiving and Christmas passed 
without word from him, Bernard reluctantly concluded he didn't survive the storm.  

"I knew he would not let two holidays and my birthday pass without calling me," she says.  
Still, during the holidays, there was no talk of Darryl being dead.  
"We talked around it," Roy says. "We never talk about it. If we talk about it, we get 

emotional."  
Meanwhile, Darryl's sister, Tasheka Dixon, instinctively scans the faces of young black men, 

hoping one of them might be her brother. The habit started when she was evacuated to 
Houston; now back in New Orleans, she can't stop.  

"In my heart, I'm hoping that he is somewhere ..." she says, her voice trailing off as a tear 
rolls off her cheek. "But chances are he is dead."  

She and another sister allowed state authorities to swab the insides of their mouths in early 
November to use for DNA tests, when or if remains are found.  

Dixon has wrestled with what to tell her children, ages 3 and 6. Uncle Darryl often picked 
them up from school, took them to play at a park and to a corner market to buy candy.  

"What state is Uncle Darryl in?" asks the 6-year-old, who knows family members fled 
Katrina's destruction and scattered across the country.  

"I don't know because we haven't heard from him yet," Dixon tells her little girl, unable to say 
more just yet.  

Darryl's mother, however, says she's made peace with the idea her son is dead now.  
"Really and truly, I'm just waiting on the word that they have his body," she says.  
Roy, too, awaits the final word.  
On a recent morning, he and Dixon stood outside yellow caution tape as workers cut apart 

the red barge that rested on his nephew's home for six months.  
He commutes 80 miles from Baton Rouge on weekends and has been spending one day a 

week standing near the site.  
He waits for word that remains were recovered. He just wants to hold a proper memorial 

service, to say goodbye.  
"I think I can go on once I know it's over, and I don't have to keep looking in the rearview 

mirror and going 'Is that him?'" 



Ghost Town (Part Three) 
 

She turned once around in a full circle, looking up at the sky. Then she shook herself. “Come on,” she 

said, and set off up the street, away from Canal, toward the other end of the Quarter. 

We walked without talking. Every now and then, Bella would stop, turn in that full circle, then set off in 

a new direction. Lots of twists and turns, but she kept us steered mostly eastward, angling away from the 

river. I held tight to the penny lady’s gris gris pouch in my pocket, thinking about what she’d said. 

Finally, just when I thought we were bound to hit the Industrial Canal any minute, Bella stopped in front 

of a big church. I looked up at it uncertainly. It was a Catholic church—the double towers told me that 

much—and looked about five hundred years old. The water line was as high as the first floor windows, and 

the National Guard’s search mark marked the big double doors bright orange. Tree limbs and overgrown 

grass littered the yard. Nobody’d come back to this church yet. 

Bella took it all in, then beckoned. “Come on.” She went around the church, to the backdoors. There 

wasn’t a fence around this property, but it was locked and boarded all the same. Was Isaiah here? What on 

God’s green earth would’ve brought him here? 

Around the back was a door that had a hole punched in the glass next to it. Vandalism? National Guard? 

It was a little creepy—during the storm, people had taken shelter in all kinds of schools and churches, and 

tons of them were still open and empty and were vandalized or had god-knows-what going on inside. This 

place looked empty, but still. “Bella?” I said uncertainly. 

Bella reached through the glass, unlocked the door. “It’s fine,” she said, and went inside.  

This must be the door that the priest comes through for mass, I thought, as we crept inside, the 

sanctuary stretched out in front of us. It was dark, the sunlight grey and dirty, filtered through silty stained 

glass. The benches hadn’t been torn apart, but they were rotting where they stood. I could smell the 

hymnbooks, like piles of grass clippings that had been left out in the rain. 

Isabella stepped all the way into the sanctuary, then stopped. Was Isaiah hiding between the benches? 

Had he gotten hurt? 

Then I stopped too. Behind the altar, next to Jesus on the wall, was a lady. Hanging from a chandelier. 

There was a rope around her neck and her eyes and tongue were bugged out. There was only one shoe. 

I bolted for the door, grabbing Bella by the back of her collar, not caring if I strangled her or not. Back 

out on the sidewalk, I pushed her so hard she fell to her knees. “What the hell is wrong with you, why’d you 

bring us to a place like this!” I screamed. I couldn’t catch my breath. “Who is that lady, and where’s Isaiah?” 

Bella dusted gravel off her palms. “I don’t know! I don’t know.” She was crying. 



“This is what I get for following little sisters around. I am not following you anymore, that’s for damn 

certain, and you can stay with your dead ladies for all I care,” I spat at her, wanting so badly to kick her and 

kick her for wasting our time and scaring us so bad, but instead I turned and started walking. After a minute, 

I could hear her trotting behind me. 

I’d just have to go back to the truck and tell Mama we couldn’t find Isaiah, that’s all. What she’d do 

couldn’t be any worse than dead ladies hanging from church ceilings. 

I stopped when I realized I’d been walking so mad that I didn’t know where I was or how to get back to 

the truck. The street I was on was lined with abandoned, broken houses. There was no traffic, no open 

businesses, no phones, not a soul in sight. I plopped myself down on the curb with my feet in the gutter. 

Some of my fury’d been walked off and I wasn’t shaking anymore. The National Guard had searched the 

church—the mark was there—so she couldn’t have been in the church then, or they would’ve taken her 

down. How long had she been there? How long before she was cut down and buried? 

Isabella sat next to me. “I’m sorry, Lia,” she said. She was still crying. “I didn’t know she was in there. I 

was trying to listen, and…well…” she trailed off. 

“That’s the last time I ever ask you to find anything, that’s all,” I said. After a minute, she leaned against 

me, her body warm against my side, and started talking, quiet and sad-like. 

“Once upon a time in Alabama,” she said, “there was a free lady who was going to have a baby. Only 

everyone in her town was really mad at her, because the baby didn't have a daddy. They spit on her when 

they passed her on the street, and the grocer wouldn't sell her bread, and the ladies in the town didn't invite 

her over to tea, and didn't let her talk to their kids.” 

“Why didn't the baby have a daddy?” 

“He was white,” said Isabella. “This was in the olden days before white people and black people were 

allowed to have babies, so when she got pregnant, everyone figured the mama had done something wrong 

and that it was her fault.” 

“Oh.” 

“So the lady had her baby all alone. Nobody came over to help her. Nobody called a doctor. But her 

baby was okay, and she loved him, and on the outside she named him Emory, but in her most secret heart 

she called him Jabari, because that meant 'brave' in the language of her daddy. 

“But her neighbors were angry that she'd had her baby, and even more angry that she'd kept him, and 

more mad that she'd named him. They wouldn't call him by name, not the name that she told them he had, 

or by her secret name for him, or by any secret name they gave him themselves. They pretended he didn't 



exist. But the mama thought, that was okay, because they weren't spitting on him like they'd spit on her. 

And she thought they just needed time to get used to him, and then they'd start to call him by name. 

“One day, she was out in her garden, planting okra and tomato plants, and Emory was in his basket, 

under a tree. And the sun was hot, and there were lots of weeds, and she sung to Emory as she worked, to 

make the time go. But then she turned around, because it was time for lunch, and Emory was gone and his 

basket with him. 

“She was real upset, and ran from house to house, begging for her baby. And the townspeople looked at 

her all cold and said, what baby. I never saw you with a baby. But she kept looking, calling, 'Emory! Emory!' 

And when he didn't answer, she called, 'Jabari! Jabari!' She knew he was too young to talk, but he wasn't too 

young to love her, and she knew that if he heard her, if he heard his secret name, he'd call back to her. 

“That night, she still hadn't found him, and instead of going home, she went to the church, to see the 

preacher. The preacher, he was all right for a white man. He wouldn't baptize Emory, but he'd brought her 

milk and bread, and touched Emory gently on the head and called him Young Man. So she thought maybe 

he'd help her find her son. 

“But he wouldn't. He told her, Emory had gone somewhere he could have a daddy, and that she should 

be happy for him. She asked where he'd taken her son, but he wouldn't tell her. She thought he'd killed her 

son, and that when the preacher said Emory would have a daddy, he meant that he'd sent Emory off to 

Jesus. The preacher told her that wasn't true, but that she couldn't take care of Emory without a daddy, and 

that it was all for the best. It's not the best, she told him, it's the worst, but he didn't listen. 

“She left the church thinking, they all hate me, and they all hate my baby. They all know where my baby 

is, but they won't tell me. And she thought, if my baby's still on this earth, they'll never let me find him. The 

only place I can find him is with Jesus. So she went back to the church, and she snuck in and didn't tell the 

preacher she was there, and she hung herself right there in front of Jesus. The townspeople, they didn't like 

going to church after that.” 

“What happened to the baby?” 

“He got taken off to another town and sold to a white man, who gave him to a black lady to nurse and 

raise, and when he got old enough he worked picking cotton, and was always singing songs that he couldn't 

remember learning. And he got married, and his wife had a baby, and he was so happy, but the boss, he 

took Emory's little girl when she was just little, and sold her to another boss in Georgia, and he never saw 

her again.” 



“Isabella Callandra Spencer, where did you hear such a horrible story?” I asked her, wishing she'd picked 

any other story to tell when we were walking for miles across black, empty streets, across black, open doors 

and abandoned churches. 

“Sometimes Father Emmanuel's sermons got boring, and I listened to the other people instead.” 

I didn’t know what to make of it. Was the woman back there in the church Jabari’s mother? Or were 

there lots of women, hanging themselves in churches all over the place? Or did Bella make it all up? 

I wasn’t sure which was worse, having a sister who was crazy, or having one who wasn’t. Bella had always 

been weird, had always ended up in weird places with that funny look on her face. She took more watching 

that us other three put together. 

So quietly I almost didn’t hear her, Bella said, “I really thought they were taking us to Isaiah. I didn’t 

know they could lie to me.” 

I buried my face in my knees. I didn’t want to deal with this. I wanted Mama to, or Mrs. Armstrong. The 

voodoo woman had said to look for Isaiah where I'd expect to find him. I expected him, I thought, to be at 

the truck, or with Darius. I had expected to be in Alabama for one week, not six. I had expected to start 

eighth grade at St. Mary's in September, and listen to Daddy playing his piano to send us to sleep, and to 

help Darius with his math, and to wake up Isabella when she had nightmares. 

And then I knew where Isaiah was. 

 



Human Solutions 
 
I was working on an article about churches for the Common Ground newsletter when I met 

Pastor Bruce. He tended a church in the 7th Ward, next to a housing project that was home to 
over 10,000 people. Before the hurricane, the church owned five properties. They had a GED 
program. ESL classes. Food and clothing drives. A shelter for pregnant teenagers. Another for 
HIV patients who had been thrown out of job and home. Another for juvenile offenders who 
were trying to turn their lives around. A day care center. And this was not a big congregation–
maybe 250 people, half of whom would come to church on any given week. Pastor Bruce 
stayed in New Orleans through the hurricane until he was forced to leave, trying to get food 
and water to people. Every property that the church owned was flooded and gutted, and the 
housing project hasn’t re-opened. Pastor Bruce no longer has a congregation. But he still has 
services every Sunday; he attends meetings and raises funds for the day that his flock will 
return.  

I met Pastor Emmanuel, who has a larger church on MLK Blvd. He evacuated New Orleans 
before the storm and went to Mississippi. After three days of watching the news, he couldn’t 
take it anymore, and went back. He bought a hat that looked kind of like a policemen’s hat and 
snuck into the city when nobody was supposed to be there except National Guardsmen. The 
first place he went, even before his house, was his church. Except he left Mississippi in such a 
hurry that he forgot the keys and had to content himself with peering in the windows. They’ve 
had services every week since October 1st, whether the electricity works or not. Pastor 
Emmanuel lost his house and lives in a trailer behind the church, but every morning he wakes 
up and thanks God.  

I met Don Steele on the street. Don Steele is (or was at the time) on a hunger strike until he 
gets some sort of help from FEMA. I wasn’t clear on why he hasn’t gotten help so far. But he 
said, the day I met him, that he hadn’t eaten for sixteen days and that he’d lost twenty pounds. 
He kept saying that it doesn’t matter if he dies because we all die, and that he was starving to 
death anyway because he didn’t have money for food. I’ll never see this guy again, and in a 
short amount of time, neither will anybody else. He faxes FEMA every day to try and get their 
attention. He had the sad, inspiring, and baffling kind of clarity that people have after they’ve 
decided to die. I mention him here because if people don’t forget him, maybe he won’t really 
die.  

And then there’s the Bucket Man, who walks around town carrying a five-gallon bucket. If 
you ask him to, or if he’s inspired, he’ll sing for you. He holds the bucket up to his face and 
moves his head in and out of it, creating this resonant humming. And he taps the side of the 
bucket for rhythm. He makes up the songs as he goes.  

I also met Jaime, a volunteer at Common Ground who can’t remember the last time he held 
a job (it’s been at least ten years). Jaime is no bum, though–he travels around the country and 
the world to wherever he can help people. He’s been in New Orleans since the hurricane. 
Next, he’ll go…who knows. Wherever he can help people and get transportation to. He relies a 
lot on karma.  



I met Amber, who is a National Honor Society member and a seriously nice person. She 
lives with her aunt and uncle because both her parents have died. She came to Louisiana to 
help. I met a man whose wife died of lung cancer but he, too, came to help people in 
Louisiana. I’ve met people who came to help even though when they’re in their home states, 
they’re not always sure where the money to buy food comes from. I’ve met people who are 
activists for the homeless even though they, themselves, have been made homeless by 
Katrina.  

I know a woman who moved to Guatemala ten years ago to live in a small village and be a 
teacher. I know a man who worked a job he hated for thirty years so that his childrens’ dreams 
could come true. I know a girl who’s going to be a teacher of children with disabilities. I know 
people who are obstinately, hell-bent, bound-and-determined on staying in New Orleans, even 
though their homes have been destroyed by one hurricane, the other hurricane, the fires, or 
the tornadoes (or by all four, one after the other). I know a girl who’s had so much happen to 
her in the past year that I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d given up, but she hasn’t.  

 
And I keep getting reminded that there are more extraordinary people in this world than no. 
 
 



Local Heroes 
 

Some days the worst that can happen happens. 
The sky falls or weather overwhelms or 

The world as we have come to know it turns 
Towards the eventual apocalypse 

Long prefigured in all the holy books— 
The end times of floods and conflagrations 
That bring us to the edge of our oblivions. 

Still, maybe this is not the end at all, 
Nor even the beginning of the end. 

Rather, one more in a long list of sorrows, 
To be added to the ones thus far endured, 

Through what we have come to call our history: 
Another in that bitter litany 

That we will, if we survive it, have survived. 
Lord, send us in our peril, local heroes, 
Someone to listen, someone to watch, 

Someone to search and wait and keep careful count 
Of the dead and missing, the dead and gone 

But not forgotten. Sometimes all that can be done 
Is to salvage one sadness from the mass of sadnesses, 

To bear one body home, to lay the dead out 
Among their people, organize the flowers 

And casseroles, write the obits, meet the mourners at the door, 
Drive the dark procession down through town 

Toll the bell, dig the hole, tend the pyre. 
It’s what we do. The daylong news is dire— 

Full of true believers and politicos 
Old talk of race and blame and photo ops. 

But here brave men and women pick the pieces up. 
They serve the living tending to the dead. 

The bring them home, the missing and adrift, 
They give them back to let them go again. 

Like politics, all funerals are local. 
 

--Thomas Lynch 
 
 



March 18, 2006 
The Centrality of Churches 
 
I wrote this article for the Common Ground newsletter. 
 
On a deserted block, next to the abandoned St. Bernard public housing project, Reverend 

Bruce Davenport shows me the five converted houses that used to hold St. John's many 
community service programs. All five buildings are empty and gutted, bare studs waiting for 
rewiring and new drywall. It's the same story of many houses and families in New Orleans and 
of refugees elsewhere: the long wait for neighborhoods and communities to come back, but no 
certainty that they will.   

Like so many houses in New Orleans, St. John #5 Faith Church never had the money to 
insure its property. Reverend Davenport's house was destroyed.  He sleeps on a couch in St. 
John's former HIV patient clinic. Every morning, he wakes up and thanks God for the chance to 
do the Lord's work, and then begins his new daily schedule: very little ministry to his people, 
but a lot of meetings, trying to drum up money and support for his deserted neighborhood. 

“Churches around here are struggling,” says Reverend Emmanuel Smith, in his own 
Israelite Baptist Church, several miles away from Rev. Davenport's on Martin Luther King Blvd. 
He, too, lost his home, and is staying in the parking lot behind the church. Many churches, 
especially in the most severely flooded neighborhoods, were damaged and haven't been able 
to re-open. Even those that weren't damaged, like the Israelite Baptist, have seen major 
changes in their congregation's needs and character. They are needs that the churches are 
determined to meet, in spite of so much difficulty and uncertainty. 

“People are starting to come back,” says Rev. Davenport. “And if they find help, they're 
more likely to stay.” His church holds services every Sunday for the small fraction of his former 
congregation that has returned to the city. And he is determined to serve his community, in any 
way that he can. People who want to find help, who want to find a community, should be able 
to. 

Reverend Smith agrees. The Israelite Baptist Church re-opened the first Sunday in October, 
the first week that city officials allowed people back into the area. That first Sunday there were 
seven people, no air conditioning, and no electricity. But they had services, and every week, 
the gathering grows larger. The church is allowing two other congregations, whose churches 
were destroyed, to use the space as well. They have a free clinic open twice a week, and food 
and clothing distribution.  

The Reverend promises that people will find help here, will always find help here, no matter 
what happens to the city. He lists the hopeful things he's seen as the city has started to return. 
“People are crossing denominational lines, racial lines,” he says. A nearby parishioner adds, 
“People are more sincere now...more open. They need the church more than they did before.”  

Many of the faces at the Israelite Baptist on Sunday mornings are new faces, some who 
haven’t been to church in years (or ever), some whose churches have not yet re-opened.  
Churches, those that are able to open, understand that now more than ever, there is great 
need in New Orleans for physical amenities like food and clothing, but even more for a spiritual 
connection and community. The churches try to provide both. “The city will be back,” promises 
Reverend Smith. “And it will be even better than before...destruction offers the chance of 
rebirth.” 

 



March 25, 2006  
Cartography 
 
My grandmother is visiting this week, visiting folks and trying to take care of business she 

can’t take care of from San Antonio. 
We went to the S&WB (Sewage and Water Board) and to Entergy (Lousiana’s public 

service company…gas and electric, all that) to sort out some odd bills she’s gotten since the 
hurricane (doubly odd because she hasn’t been in her house). It was way less painful than it 
could have been. By some miracle that took less than an hour, so then we went gallivanting 
over to the other side of the river. We visited the New Orleans Home & Rehabilitation Center, 
where Gran used to volunteer before the hurricane, to visit some of her friends. I am not 
entirely clear on the clientele of the Home–it seemed to be a cross between old folks home, 
assisted living for people with physical and cognitive disabilities, and home for people 
recovering from neurological illness or injury. Then, because we were in the neighborhood, we 
went by her godson’s home. He wasn’t home, but his wife was, with their adorable little two-
year-old. I feel like when I visit cities, I get really focused on places . My dad seems to do this, 
too, so maybe I got it from him. There’s museums to visit, restaurants to eat at, record stores 
to find, tours to take, historical markers to read. Me and my dad like having schedules. My 
mom, on the other hand, is quite happy to sit in her mom’s kitchen and drink a cup of tea and 
talk. My grandmother is the same way. When I asked her if there was anywhere she wanted to 
go, she didn’t want to see places. She wanted to see people. And this isn’t to say that I don’t 
adore people, especially my family and friends…but I do take them for granted. It’s interesting, 
seeing what kind of constellations people have inside their heads to guide them. 

After visiting people (which, naturally, led to discussion of people and their relatives and 
their life stories, which is exactly the kind of conversation I love to listen to that I don’t 
necessarily have to contribute to), we went back to Elizabeth’s, where I made enchiladas, as a 
sort of look-what-kind-of-food-your-crazy-yankee-granddaughter-grew-up-eating exhibition 
exercise. I have not really found a good Mexican place since I’ve been here, so I’ve been 
thrown onto my own devices. I don’t understand how New Orleans can have the best food on 
the planet but not be able to figure out Tex-Mex. But I must say, I make a pretty mean 
enchilada now. Combined with rice and refried beans. And tortilla chips. And lettuce. Everyone 
(being my aunt, uncle, and grandmother) said they were tasty. I definitely ate too much, so I 
guess that says how I felt. I hardly ever cook for anyone besides myself, so I’m glad that it’s a 
success when I do. Hurrah. 

 



March 28th, 2006 
Happy To You 
 
I turned 24, and ever since I have been really wanting to say “I’m a quarter century old,” but 

that’s not until next year. Phooey.  
I was originally supposed to go out to dinner with my Aunt Elizabeth, Uncle Joel, Gran, Aunt 

Dee, and Uncle David; but the Sunday before my birthday Dee got deathly ill (well, not really, 
just vomitously ill), and couldn’t make it. David (her husband) stayed home to keep her 
company, so it was a smaller party. I told my family I wanted to go somewhere I’ve never been 
before and that I wasn’t really excited about Asian food, and they suggested Semolina’s for 
dinner. Actually we went to two Semolinas because the first one turned out to still be closed 
from the hurricane. Praise Jesus for cell phones.  

Dinner was quite delicious (and, since it was pasta, quite filling). We talked about what an 
adorably precocious child I was when I was a young’un. This is what family is: the people who 
remember who you were, even though you have forgotten how to be that person. I also 
realized that my aunt still misses her sister (my mother) and our family a lot. She sounded sad 
when we talked about when my family moved away. Funny how, growing up in Colorado, 
seeing my extended family only sometimes was normal for me. I’ve never really thought about 
what an adjustment it must have been for the older generation of family.  

After dinner, Joel took Gran to a church event, so we postponed cake and ice cream until 
Wednesday. I have to say that this was quite a nice strategy: between having dinner on 
Tuesday, and cake and ice cream on Wednesday, and not having email access until Thursday, 
my birthday was three days long. Woohoo! I also postponed presents until Wednesday, since 
they go with cake and ice cream (but for my grandmother, I would have opened the cards as 
soon as they started showing up in the mail, but she forbade me from opening them ahead of 
time). My aunt found a doberge cake and chocolate ice cream. Deeelicious. I got wonderful 
birthday wishes from my relatives, as well as three verses of the birthday song (did you know 
there were three verses?). My parents surprised me utterly (and delightfully) by sending me a 
copy of New Blue Shoes, a children’s book I remember from my childhood. I don’t know if I 
remember this book because we read it a lot or just because the little girl in it has the same 
name as me. I mentioned it in passing to my mom a few months ago, and she remembered, 
and found a copy for me (it’s out of print).  

So that was my birthday, not counting the wonderful emails and phone calls I got on 
Thursday. Almost-a-quarter-century-old. This is the year I will graduate college. I feel like this 
is the year that “real life” begins (even though I know that’s not really true; as the bumper 
sticker goes, “life is not a dress rehearsal”). Will this be my year? Will I finally grow into my own 
skin?  

I feel like this is the beginning of “my chance,” and I let my brain buy into this little bit of 
brainwashing. March 28th is not a better day than any other day to start conquering the world. 
I’m not a whole year older, I’m only one day older, every single day. Someday I’ll be a person 
that doesn’t wait until special occasions to make big new plans, but for now, almost-a-quarter-
century-old is a good place to start.  



Happy birthday to me. 



March 31st, 2006 
Spring Break 
 
For the past two weeks, New Orleans has been positively deluged (pun intended) with 

thousands of college students who have come to New Orleans to gut houses over spring 
break. Kids these days, I don’t know what’s up with them. They’ll be the death of us all one 
day. Common Ground almost had more volunteers than it knew what to do with. It had plenty 
of work for them, don’t get me wrong, but they almost ran out of places for them to sleep and 
food to feed them. One group of these students cleaned my grandmother’s front and backyard 
of tree limbs, weeds, trash, and other debris. They did this at the request of the man who lived 
behind my grandmother and is having his house gutted. I haven’t seen one “Practice Random 
Acts of Kindness and Senseless Acts of Beauty” bumper sticker since I’ve been down here, 
but I keep running into people who seem to have read it somewhere.  

I realized yesterday that I am no longer discouraged or saddened by 12-foot high piles of 
rubbish in front of people’s houses. On the contrary, it’s encouraging in a bittersweet way, 
because a pile of trash in front of the house means that the trash is no longer inside the house. 
It may or may not herald the eventual return of a resident, but it is a sign of the human 
imposition of order on a chaotic and hostile environment. Somebody returned, maybe only to 
throw away all of their worldly possessions, but they still returned. Somehow I manage to find 
hope in this. 

I went to the Katrina Krewe clean-up last Wednesday, where they were cleaning in my 
grandmother’s neighborhood. The Katrina Krewe picks a stretch of New Orleans to clean, 
twice a week. You wear an orange vest and gloves, carry garbage bags and collect litter and 
refuse, and leave it on street corners for the infrequently-operating garbage men. Do this for 
two hours and you will begin to harbor violent feelings for those who litter. During this spring 
break week, they had three or four busloads of people who had arrived to pick up litter. As I 
cleaned and raked and swept, I tried to shake the feeling that there should be a little red-haired 
dog padding along beside me. Throughout my childhood, I walked my grandmother’s dog 
through this neighborhood whenever we visited, and all the while that I was picking up litter I 
had to remind myself that she was in San Antonio with my grandmother. I parked in front of my 
grandmother’s house (I figured she wouldn’t mind), and after I was done, spent some time 
sitting on the back steps, thinking about all the ghosts that inhabit this house now. You can 
almost hear them, if you sit quietly enough. Too many people and animals clattered in and out 
of this house over the last 70 years for it to be truly empty now.  

I’ve said that if you spend long enough here (and by “long enough,” I mean any time longer 
than two weeks), you start to believe in ghosts. I’ve developed the habit of wandering around 
Downtown (mostly around the French Quarter) when I get off work in the early afternoons. Up 
and down Magazine and Dauphine all the way to Esplanade; up Toulouse or St. Peter’s to 
North Rampart and the Cemeteries. Past the restaurants that aren’t open yet, but I could 
almost swear I can see people sitting at the tables in the windows. Past houses that were built 
150 years ago and are now empty except for the ivy crawling into the windows. And I can’t 
shake the sensation that the minute I turn a corner, everything behind me changes shape. 



Maybe I just want the detritus left over from the hurricane to disappear. Maybe my over-active 
imagination can’t quite shake the belief that if I turn the right corner at the right time, I’ll meet 
Marie Laveaux. But whatever it is, I don’t trust reality in this city. (For the record, this is a 
sensation that is frightened of neon lights and smelly alcohol, so you won’t find it on Bourbon 
Street).  

Last weekend, the Mardi Gras Indians were having a St. Joseph’s Day parade. It said in the 
paper where they would be, and I missed them at Mardi Gras, so after Quaker Meeting I went 
to try and find them. There was no one at the park where they were supposed to be. I didn’t 
know if they’d already been by or if they’d never gone by, but there was no evidence of their 
presence: no stray feathers, no beer bottles in the trash cans, no parked cars. The Indians are 
part of the mythology of this city, one of her many phantoms that you’re lucky to see. Maybe I 
pass them on the street and I don’t see them because they’re disguised as sous chefs, 
streetcar drivers, air conditioning repairmen.  

 
I’m starting to think that the difference between New Orleans and other cities is that New 

Orleanians believe their city’s mythology. It’s this belief that makes it possible to see the Mardi 
Gras Indians at all.  



Ghost Town (Part Three) 
 
“Come on,” I said, dusting off my butt and setting off so fast that Bella had to trot to keep up. 

Luckily, we came to a street that I knew before too long, and got turned in the right direction. It was still 

a long walk, though. Longer than I thought. The closer we got, the fewer cars there were, the more the 

colors disappeared into lost shades of gray. Every building was marked with the X and the sludgy black 

waterline, where the water had settled and stayed before being drained away. 

We kept watch for cops, but nobody patrolled the empty streets. It reminded me of a graveyard, or a 

church. Mama and Daddy hadn't taken us to see the old neighborhood. They said there was nothing to see, 

and in a way, I figured they were both right and wrong. 

We walked without talking, and after awhile I saw the bridge over the canal, rising sharply above us. Me 

and Isabella both walked faster, and even though I knew our house was gone, I couldn't help feeling that 

joyful jumpy feeling you get when you know you're almost home. Home, I thought, home, as I trotted up 

the bridge's steep slope. 

We couldn't see the other side until we got to the top of the bridge, and there, we both stopped short. I 

heard Isabella let out a small breath, and I took her hand. 

There was nothing there. 

Well, that wasn't quite right. There were pieces of things everywhere. It looked like a Zamboni machine 

roughly the size of God Himself had run over our houses. I’d seen bad neighborhoods since we came back, 

but this was my neighborhood, because I knew where all the houses and the people were supposed to be, it 

was like nothing I'd ever seen before.  

Walking down the slope of the bridge, I couldn't look away, even though I didn't want to see it. There 

was a river barge sitting on top of Mr. Darryl's house. On the wrong side of the levee. The jumpy feeling in 

my stomach changed timbre and I started to panic. I started to run. Somewhere my brother's down there. 

Somewhere my house. I realized I was thinking, I want to go home. I want to go home. And then, in the 

next heartbeat, I was crying. 

The landmarks I'd used since kindergarten to remember the way home were all gone. We had to run 

around Isaiah's friend Benny's house, because it was in the middle of the street. Telephone poles were 

down. Houses buckled in the middle, their roofs bowed, like they'd melted underwater. Cars were upside 

down. Broken glass was everywhere. I ran past six cement steps that led to nowhere but an empty lot, 

littered with pieces of lumber. I ran past the tree that Darius had fallen out of and cracked his head open, 

now a jagged stump. 



Our house still stood. From the outside, it didn't look so bad, except for the drowned, smothered bushes 

in front and the black waterline over my head. “Isaiah?” I called. “Isaiah?” 

The front door was wide open, and I went in, slowing down because I could no longer see without really 

looking. The house stank of mold and old water. The furniture, bleached gray, was piled willy-nilly. It was 

dark, partly because there was no electricity, partly because the windows were caked over with filth. Mama's 

bookcase lay face down on the floor. I could see the remains of Daddy's records, the cardboard sleeves 

cemented to the floor. “Isaiah?” 

Isabella and I climbed over the bookcase and into the kitchen. Above the waterline, I could still see the 

flowered wallpaper that Mama and Daddy had put up themselves, but below that, there was only gray. The 

linoleum floor had cracked and warped, and it crunched under my sneakers. I turned in a slow circle, and 

realized that I could hear a soft ticking. The kitchen clock, perched above the waterline, still hung on the 

wall. Isabella looked at her wristwatch. “It's an hour ahead,” she whispered. 

“We didn't change it backwards in September.” 

Down the hallway, past the low bookshelves where Mama kept her photo albums. They were blackened 

and caked. I pulled one off the shelf and tried to open it, but the pages were wet and cemented together. It 

had been two months, but they had not dried out. 

“Isaiah?” called Isabella. “'Saiah?” 

“Bella?” a voice called, and a small head appeared out of the darkness. 

“Isaiah!” And then we were both hugging him, and crying, and he was crying too, and then Isabella 

started yelling at him and shaking him. 

“I came back to find Bonkers,” he mumbled, and she screamed louder, until I pulled her off. Bonkers 

had been more his dog than anyone else's. We hadn't taken him with us because he wouldn't fit in the truck, 

not with all the rest of us. Daddy had promised Isaiah we were only going for three days, that Bonkers had 

plenty of food, that everything would be fine. 

“Why the hell didn't you leave, though, Isaiah? We been looking for you all over the place! Why didn't 

you come back to the truck?” 

“I couldn't,” he said, crying. “I couldn't leave the house all alone.” 

“So you left us all alone instead,” hissed Isabella furiously. She pulled back to hit him, and Isaiah 

flinched, but I grabbed her arm. 

“Come on, y'all,” I said. “Let's go back to Mama and Daddy.”  



We picked our way back to the front of the house, and I noticed new things this time: like how the 

wooden dinner table had fallen to pieces, and how bad the refrigerator smelled, and how the television had 

washed all the way to the other side of the room. I wondered how were Daddy and Mama ever going to 

clean all this up. 

The sun was low in front of our faces, and I realized how long we'd been gone and how early it got dark, 

since it was November. The place where our truck was parked had streetlights, but there weren't any around 

here. When the sun sank, shadows fell over everything, but there was nothing to do but get walking. Isaiah 

took my hand, but Isabella stared around more curiously than ever, and kept going up steps and peering into 

open houses. All I could see of her was the white flash of her shirt. 

The night was huge and black, and over our heads, stars glittered like I'd never seen inside the city. I 

wondered what would happen if something happened to us on the way home. What Mama would do. I 

wondered who Isabella talked to, who was in the dark shadows that I could not see. What do you do when 

you have a sister like Isabella, and you cannot outgrow ghost stories? 

I don't know how long it took us to get back to the truck. A long time. Both twins were exhausted, but 

they kept walking, because none of us wanted to stop and rest on the steps in front of a black, empty house, 

especially when it felt like they might not be so empty after all. 

When we rounded the last corner, my heart sank. The truck wasn't there, only an empty circle of yellow 

streetlight where it used to be. Now we were really truly lost, I thought. I started trying to figure out what to 

do, moving my aching feet forward, step by step. I was so preoccupied, I didn't notice the man crouched in 

the shadows until he got up and ran towards us. 

“Uncle Cyril!” cried Isabella, running for him. Isaiah and I were less than a step behind. 

“Where the hell have you kids been? Isaiah, are you alright?” he asked, his arms big enough for all three 

of us. I pressed my face into the place where his shoulder met his chest, unable to speak, suddenly too tired 

to stand. He smelled of sweat and Camel cigarettes and solidity. 

“I'm okay,” said Isaiah, but he was crying and trying to pretend he wasn't. 

“He went back to the house,” said Isabella. 

“Boy, your mama's going to wallop you. Let me look at you. You really okay? Isabella, what about you?” 

“Uncle Cyril, what are you doing here? Where's Mama and Daddy?” I asked. We hadn't seen Uncle Cyril 

since before the hurricane either, but for once, that had nothing to do with the hurricane. He'd gone to 

Atlanta in June because the cops were after him. Mama and Daddy wouldn't let me call him, or tell me if 

he'd done what they said he did, or when he could come home. 



“I had to come and check on ya’ll, make sure you were all right. I got here round lunchtime and your 

mama told me about Isaiah wandering off. Come on.” He lifted Bella on one hip and held out a hand for 

Isaiah to hold while we walked. 

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll get arrested?” asked Isaiah. 

“The cops got better things to do these days than look for my sorry butt. Besides, I had to make sure 

ya’ll were okay.” 

“Where are we going?” 

“I found a place for y'all to stay, with my Aunt Ro. What about you, Lia? You okay?” 

“I'm okay. You have an aunt?” 

“Well,” he said, “she's really my ex-wife's godmother, but I always called her Aunt Ro. I talked to her this 

afternoon and she said y'all could stay there, until you figure out stuff with FEMA.” 

Isaiah tugged on Uncle Cyril's hand. “How far is it? I'm tired.” 

“Oh-well-too-bad, Little Man. Don't worry, it ain’t far. Not nearly as far as you walked to get here.” 

“Uncle Cyril?” I asked, “Why'd you come back?” Between the arrest warrant and the sorry state of the 

city, I'd've thought he'd stay well away. 

Uncle Cyril didn't answer right away, staring at a building that had LOOTERS WILL BE SHOT spray-painted 

on the door. “Once when I was younger,” he said, “a friend of mine got shot. And they took him to the 

hospital, and at first it looked like he'd be okay. But then he got some kind of infection, and we all knew that 

he was going to die. And when he died, Lia, I was there. I'd grown up with this man, and when it came his 

time, his mama and his brother said I could stay.” 

“Did it make him feel better? Having you there?” asked Isaiah. 

“Honey, he was past knowing who was in the room with him. He was past any help I could give him. I 

was there because I needed to be there, not because he needed me. This is my home, and ya’ll’re my family. 

I couldn’t be anywhere else. Father Emmanuel would probably call it bearing witness. Living or dying, we 

need to be here.” 

Uncle Cyril was right, it wasn't a long walk to his Aunt Ro's house, but it sure felt like forever, because I 

was so tired. But pretty soon he was leading us up the walk to a little shotgun house that looked like it had 

once been a duplex. It was impossible to tell from the fluorescent orange streetlight and the bare bulb that 

lit the porch, but the next morning I found out that the house had been freshly painted bright purple. 

The front door burst open so hard that it bounced off the wall, and Mama and Daddy ran out and near 

smothered Isaiah. The next few minutes were all confusion. Daddy didn't say much, but Mama couldn't 



decide whether to yell at Isaiah or to ask him where the hell he'd been or to tell him how worried she'd 

been, so she did all three at once. Then she did the same thing to me and Bella. Isaiah started to cry, burying 

his face in Daddy's chest. Daddy picked him up and said, “Quiet, Mama. We can talk to them tomorrow.” 

Aunt Ro was an old lady who wore orthopedic shoes and a flowery dress that went down to her knees. 

Her house smelled like age, like seventy years of sunlight. Mama and Daddy were staying in a room in the 

front that had a big double bed in it. There was only one other bedroom besides Aunt Ro's. She had turned 

it into a storeroom when her youngest daughter moved away, but it still had two twin-sized beds among all 

the boxes. Me and Bella would share one, she said, and Darius and Isaiah the other. All of us except Darius 

had walked across the whole city that day, and I was surprised to find out that it wasn't midnight. All I 

wanted to do was fall asleep. I was too tired to even be happy that I was going to get to sleep on a mattress, 

in a shelter that wouldn’t roll away. 

The bed was next to a window, but all I could see out of it was the splintery siding of the house next 

door. The penny lady’s pouch was still in my pocket, and I slid it under my pillow. Somewhere in the back 

of the house, I could hear water running, and the clink of china, and behind that somewhere, Mama's and 

Daddy's voices. 

I got up and followed the noise to the kitchen. Aunt Ro was doing the dishes. Isaiah, his feet dangling 

above the floor, was sitting at the kitchen table eating a bowl of cereal. 

“Where's my mom and dad?” I asked. 

“They on the back porch,” she said, without looking up. 

I started to the porch, then stopped. “Thank you for letting us stay in your house.” 

“Just as long as you don't cause too much trouble.” 

I thought about the past two days, and the two months before that. “No ma'am, we won't.” 

I went through the kitchen to where the enclosed back porch led to the steps going down to the 

backyard. Mama and Daddy were sitting on the steps, pressed close together. I wanted to ask what we were 

going to do, about FEMA, about insurance, about Daddy's job and his trumpets, about how I couldn't see 

the stars out my window, only the lady in the church when I closed my eyes. Instead I just stood, watching 

them stare across the dark yard and talk in those calm, quiet voices, their silhouettes blurring together.  



If I had grown up in New Orleans… 
 
Whether or not I’m “from New Orleans” depends on who else is sitting at the table. In 

Denver, where I grew up, I’m from New Orleans. In New Orleans, at the dinner table with my 
aunts and uncles who have lived in New Orleans their whole lives, I am most definitely the 
Yankee niece. 

I was born in New Orleans. I learned to walk and talk there. But everything else I learned, I 
learned it in Denver. I’m not sure where I’m from. But place makes the person, and if I’d grown 
up in New Orleans… 

1. I’d be named “Becky.” All my life, I’ve been either Rebecca or Becca, and truth be told, I 
don’t really like being called Becky. It reminds me of a perky cheerleader, a temperament I 
have never possessed. But down here, my name automatically becomes a term of endearment 
to total strangers. No one asks my permission before doing this, which is another thing that 
doesn’t happen in Denver. In Denver, people ask what I prefer to be called. In New Orleans, I 
routinely answer to Baby, Darlin, Becky, Honey. 

2. I’d be less self-conscious. I am painfully self-conscious for reasons I don’t understand. I 
feel like people are constantly watching me, taking notes, waiting for me to do something 
stupid. But in New Orleans, you draw more attention to yourself if you aren’t a spectacle. 
Suddenly I’m in a place where it’s okay to dance in the middle of the street, at certain times of 
the year, it’s encouraged. I could definitely get used to this. 

3. I’d be less frightened of large bugs, and more frightened of caterpillars. 
4. I’d be less attached to standing on top of high places, and more okay with existing at the 

bottom of a bowl. I’d be less used to a horizon that stretches all the way down to the ground. 
5. I’d be less fascinated by rainstorms, more fascinated by snow. 
6. I don’t think I’d be into punk, but I would most certainly be into music. 
 



Sunday, May 7th, 2006 
Day Six 
 
I have a lot to get done in the next three days before I leave and, unfortunately, less time 

than planned to get it done in. Because I spent the first half of last week flat on my back.  
I am still not entirely sure what I did, but I think it's when I took the garbage out at Starbucks. 

The bags are heavy, and you have to throw them into a dumpster that's as tall as my chest. I 
happened to be especially angry and frustrated that day, so I hurled the bags in without much 
thought, and I think when I did that something went wonky. But then again, I've had back pain 
before, just never this bad. I’ve had back trouble on and off since high school. So maybe what 
the doctor said when he said it looked like I aggravated an old injury is true. But anyway, 
sometime last Sunday afternoon, my back seized up into an extremely painful rock. My lower 
back muscles suddenly and definitively refused to support my weight. And it spasmed every 
time I moved, which was great fun. Like I said, I've had back pain before, but I've never been 
unable to walk until last Sunday. So this finally drove me into the realm of the chiropractor (that 
titan of scrabble!), and let me tell ya, they're fun-loving folks.  

After filling out my paperwork (standing up), I was ushered into a small little room and told to 
sit down (fat chance) so they could show me a video extolling the virtues of chiropractice. It 
was a seven-minute disclaimer, made in about 1991, reassuring you that chiropractors were in 
fact respected medical professionals and that very, very few people are injured by their 
chiropractor. It was amazing. Shots of patients and doctors chatting amiably over x-rays, and 
chiropractors twisting their patients around in pretzel shape. "Seriously! Chiropractors are 
respected medical professionals! Get ready for BONE MANIPULATION, everyone!" Quite 
comical, but couldn’t they wait to show me this video until I could, you know, sit and stand 
under my own power?  

I was then brought into a little room that looked something like a doctor's exam room. The 
chiropractor came in, and didn't introduce himself, and asked me to bend this way and that to 
test my range of motion. I think he was perturbed to find I couldn't even touch my knees when I 
bent over (I know I was). He had me lie face-down on the little table, and informed me that my 
right leg was coming up half an inch shorter than my left. Then he gave me a gown that was 
about eight sizes too big and sent me off to get x-rays.  

I was x-rayed by a nurse that I think was just learning the fine points of x-ray, because she 
nudged me back and forth and up and down and fiddled with the machine a lot before going to 
get another doctor, who commented on how my gown was eight sizes too big (I had thought 
that maybe they only stocked XXXL, because it's easier to fit small people into clothes that are 
too big than the other way around). Together, they nudged me this way and that, which tickled 
somehow, before finally taking x-rays.  

Now's where it gets interesting. The nurse (the novice x-rayer) took me to yet another little 
room (and all of this was without explanation, you understand), and told me to lie face down on 
a table. Then she put these sticky electrode things on my back and said to let them know when 
it started hurting. Um...what? She turned it on, and it was electrocuting me. In my back. Kind of 
like those massage chairs they sell at Sharper Image, only...electrocuting me. But it didn't hurt 



(the nurse finally stopped increasing the dose, or whatever, because she was afraid she was 
hurting me and I just wasn't saying anything). Really, living with my back for the previous two 
days, nothing could hurt me worse than that had. So there I am, on my stomach, electrodes on 
my back sending electric vibrations up and down my spine. Then she hit a little pedal, and the 
lower half of the table started swinging up and down and making a noise something like a seal 
caught in a whirlpool. Then she left me.  

All of this, keep in mind, without explanation.  
After about fifteen minutes, she came back and turned off the table and had me stand up, 

and brought me to yet another exam room, and had me lie down on yet another table, and she 
ran a gigantic vibrating instrument (it looked like a table sander) over my back and up and 
down my legs. I think this was about the time when I started to wonder if I was really in a 
chiropractor’s office, and not one of those places you see on CSI.  

Then she left me alone, and then the same nameless doctor came in, looked at my back, 
said something like, "This may feel a little tender," and popped all the bones in my back. I 
swear, ALL THE BONES IN MY BACK. Well maybe not. But he definitely broke the table. Well 
not really. But there was a push, and a pop from my back, and a clang from the table, and 
suddenly my legs were the same length again. He did this five or six times. All without any 
explanation other than "this may feel a little tender." Then he spread some goop on my back 
that tingled like Icy-Hot. 

After that, he took me back to the original movie-watching room, and put my x-rays up on 
the wall, and showed me how not straight my poor spine is. Three or four of my vertebrae are 
twisted. And kicked out crooked. And not fitting together. And this puts stress on the nerves 
that come out of my spine, which is why it hurts all the way down my legs. This condition has a 
name, but alas, when I finally got an explanation for what was going on, I didn't understand a 
word of it except for what I just repeated to you. I don't remember the name of the bad thing.  

So, every day for the past week, I've been going to the chiropractor, where they put me on 
the Wailing Seal Table and then on the Bone Cracking Table. And everything is much better. 
There's still a moment every time I stand up where my back seems to be deciding whether it's 
going to support me or whether it's going to cause me extreme amounts of pain. But, so far so 
good.  

But now I'm really nervous about leaving. Sitting in my car still hurts, even when I'm only in it 
for fifteen minutes. How on earth am I going to drive across Texas?  



May 12th, 2006 
Still Dancing When I’m Ninety 
 
Just before I left town, I was talking to my grandmother (now back in San Antonio) on the 

phone, and she said, “Well, you know, you start to plan something, and you think, this’ll be 
great…and then you get there and you think, well, that was great. And that’s just how we go.” 
Which is her way of saying that she understands that I was ready to go home about a month 
before I actually went. But I came down to New Orleans to enjoy firsthand the music and 
culture that my parents have told me about for as long as I can remember, so it seems fitting to 
“end” this zine with talk of the city’s annual celebration of its music.  

Jazz Fest is six days long, spread out over two weekends (pre-Katrina, it was eight days), 
on an immense fairground. As far as I could tell, there are three major stages, two minor 
stages, and three stages under tents. There’s craftsmen and artisans. There’s souvenir 
booths. There’s old-fashioned New Orleans cuisine, served as it’s meant to be served (in large 
quantities and at high prices to tourists? No, silly. In a large common area, sitting in the grass, 
hoping nobody kicks dust into your beer). There’s countless numbers of port-a-potties. The first 
day, I wandered around for a good hour and a half and I still didn’t know where everything was. 
Yes, Jazz Fest is a big deal. It’s Tipitina’s busiest time of year, even busier than Mardi Gras.  

Jazz Fest is either more or less of a big deal than Mardi Gras, depending on where you 
work and how you like to party. There’s not as much excessive and drunken tomfoolery, but it 
is a celebration, one that (if you can afford to go and you like music AT ALL), you dare not 
miss. I was told that, when at Jazz Fest, I should wander around the track that circles the 
grounds, just to see all that your eyes and ears can take in. At any time, however, you may be 
interrupted along your way by a brass band second lining their way around the grounds. You 
may hear Tab Benoit rocking out on the Acura Stage. But don’t stop, because Big Chief Monk 
Boudreaux and the Golden Eagles are on the Congo Square Stage. Meanwhile, Chief Fiyo 
and the Hard Headhunters are on the Heritage Stage. Mosey your way past the food vendors 
and the port-a-potties to see Galactic on the Southern Comfort Stage. Or, if you’re tired of 
walking, pull up a chair and camp out in front of the stage of your choice and let the music 
come to you. Some people, apparently, stake out the same stage for years running.  

I saw Chief Fiyo and the Hard Headhunters on the Heritage Stage. The Headhunters are a 
tribe of Mardi Gras Indians, so it was with no small amount of satisfaction that I danced along 
with them. One of my biggest regrets about Mardi Gras is that I missed the Indians parading. I 
may have seen them on a scheduled stage appearance, but by golly, I saw them, and I got to 
cross that item off my list.  

I saw Chris Owens in Economy Hall. Chris Owens is a…business woman? dancer? former 
stripper? blasphemer?…woman that has owned a bar in the French Quarter for at least forty 
years. My uncle puts her age at anywhere between 55 and 79. The reason we don’t know her 
age is because she’s had that much plastic surgery. Her face looks oddly mask-like. (She’s 
also in great physical shape, as her shapely legs attest, as well as her hour-long song and 
dance show). She’s a New Orleans institution, and she’s managed to thrive in a world that isn’t 
at all forgiving.  



Her show (at least, the show she put on at Jazz Fest, which may be different than the one 
she puts on in her 21+ bar) was on the family-friendly side of racy. She wore fishnet stockings 
and a leotard with a feathery tail coming out the back. Think Vegas Showgirl and you have a 
pretty good mental image (also, keep in mind that she’s older than my mother). She has two 
male backup dancers who shake their booties. There was audience participation. There was 
can-canning. Like I said, in New Orleans, to make a spectacle of yourself is to blend in with 
everyone else.  

I saw Koko Taylor, which was something like being run over by an acoustic steamroller. I 
couldn’t help but feel grateful that her stage presence was spread out over several thousand 
spectators, because if I’d seen her in a tiny club, I don’t think I could’ve handled it. She was 
one of the most powerful performers I’ve ever seen in my life. Sometimes, listening to a band 
play is the sonic equivalent of being kicked in the teeth. You can’t help but pay attention. You 
can’t help but dance.  

Yesterday I loaded up my car and left New Orleans. In a weird way, it doesn’t feel like I’ve 
left New Orleans. I think my brain hasn’t prepared for the change of scene. Right now I’m in 
Shreveport, at my cousin Melissa’s. Later on today, I’m leaving for Dallas, where I’ll stay at 
another cousin’s. (This is the fantastic thing about my family: between aunts, uncles, and 
cousins, there are very few places in this country where I won’t find a family member). Then a 
stop in San Antonio, at my aunt’s, and in Austin at yet another cousins, and then to Denver 
sometime in the middle of next week.  

Did I learn whether or not one person can make a difference? Not really. Mostly, I learned 
how intentions can get lost on their way to actions, and how much money can get in the way of 
everything. Between Starbucks and Tipitina’s, between getting sick after Mardi Gras and 
getting injured before Jazz Fest, I didn’t have time for hardly any volunteering in March and 
April, something that was inordinately frustrating. There I was, in a city where doing good was 
just sitting around begging to be done, and I had to go work for money at a coffee shop I hate. 
I feel like I still owe something to New Orleans, or maybe to myself, to do something 
worthwhile in this world, and not just suck up all of the good that other people have bestowed 
upon me. I didn’t learn what I meant to learn, but I learned something. I don’t want to put off 
the other lesson until I’m economically prosperous, but I don’t really know what else to do. 



June 1st, 2006 
Home Again 
 
When I was writing this zine, I went back and looked at magazine and newspaper articles, 

as well as books released by CNN and Time Magazine, about the hurricane. I wanted to make 
sure that I wasn’t misremembering those days after the hurricane when everything was chaos, 
confusion, and a sinking sense of despair sitting squarely on my heart. And I discovered that, 
while I had not forgotten much about how events played out, I had forgotten the gut-wrenching 
images and stories of the people left behind in New Orleans during and after the hurricane to 
fend for themselves. People on rooftops in the Lower 9, in line for bottled water outside the 
Superdome, in the streets burgling for supplies, on their knees in tears in front of the 
Convention Center. Staring, dumbfounded and numb, at the pile of rubble that used to be their 
home. I had forgotten the images of National Guard armored vehicles rolling through New 
Orleans (supplanting, for a few weeks, images of tanks rolling through Baghdad). And, while 
looking at a photo of elderly, ill, exhausted citizens lying on the baggage claim belts at Louis 
Armstrong International Airport (a step up, believe it or not, from where they’d spent the 
previous week), I felt the same writhing anger I felt immediately after the hurricane. We are the 
richest country in the history of the world, and we let this happen. We let this misery befall the 
poorest, oldest, and sickest people in our society; we left them directly in the path of the 
hurricane. We watched, helpless, as disaster fell; and then our country’s leaders—elected, 
unelected, appointed—stood around with their hands in their pockets and tried to absolve 
themselves of guilt, either by saying that nobody could have foreseen the failure of the levees 
(even though they could and did), that there was no way to evacuate stranded citizens (images 
of entire parking lots full of empty school buses to the contrary), and that somehow, in the 
richest nation in the history of the world, the resources needed to rescue and rebuild New 
Orleans is beyond our means (but the resources to destroy another country are always 
available). What happened to New Orleans was not a natural disaster. It was a man-made 
disaster, from the man-made levees that did not do the job they were supposed to, to the man-
made barge that crashed into the Lower Ninth Ward, to the bureaucratic, it’s-somebody-else’s-
problem response to a city in crisis. 

As I write this, it is June 1st, the first day of hurricane season, nine months and a couple 
days after Hurricane Katrina. There are still thousands of people waiting on help from FEMA 
(my Uncle Joel among them). There are still thousands of people who don’t know where the 
winds of the storm will take them. There are still houses—like my grandmother’s—who are 
being eaten from the inside out by black mold, while city, state, and federal leaders dither 
about what the best strategy for rebuilding is. 

Necessary discussions about the mechanisms of racism and classism aside, we are the 
richest nation in the world. This should not have happened. 

At the base of the Statue of Liberty, the symbolic gateway into this country, there is a poem 
by Emma Lazarus that every self-respecting American citizen who graduated eighth grade 
knows at least partly by heart. 

Give me your tired,  



your poor, 
Your huddled masses 
yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse 
of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, 
tempest-tost to me. 
I life my lamp beside 
the golden door. 

In light of what happened, I can’t help but feel that as a country, we have forfeited the right 
to claim such sentiment as part of our national character. It’s not that we forgot our poor, 
elderly, and ill on August 29th. It’s that we forgot them a long, long time ago, and August 29th 
reminded us of our shame. I propose a new epitaph: 

  
Dear Tired, Poor, and Huddled Masses, 
 With the right paperwork and proper employment, we will welcome you, 

and there’s a good enough chance that you will find opportunity here over and 
above what you could have found in your country of origin. But remember this: 
when disaster strikes, when your home is swept out from under you by flood, fire, 
or famine, you are on your fucking own. And don’t you ever forget it.  

 If the disaster is large enough or chronic enough, or if you prick our 
consciences enough, we will help you (that’s why we have welfare, Social 
Security, and FEMA, after all). But rest assured, we will help you reluctantly and 
then turn around and insult you in a variety of ways, so that you’re fully and 
painfully aware of just how much of a problem you’re causing us. 

 Love, 
 America 

 
You have paid me a great compliment by reading this far, Gentle Reader, so I hope you will 

forgive me asking for one more. I know that images of disaster are a dime a dozen in this 
world. There’s genocide, famine, and AIDS in Africa; Palestinians and Israelis are trying to 
annihilate each other; there’s continuous chaos and tragedy in Iraq; Iran and North Korea are 
making everybody nervous; there’s Mexicans dying of thirst in the Arizona desert, trying to 
make it into this country that welcomes them with one hand and smacks them with the other; 
there’s children starving to death in Chicago. Women in Afghanistan still have no rights and 
baby girls are still abandoned in orphanages in China. And right here in our own country, the 
homeless are begging for food, women are scrambling for equality on the job and safety in 
their persons; American Indians are fighting against four centuries of robbery and war to keep 
their culture from being forgotten. There’s more than enough heartache to choose from, but I 
would ask this of you: to not forget the images of what happened when America left tens of 
thousands of its citizens to fend for themselves immediately after they had been crushed by 
the greatest man-made disaster to hit this country since the Civil War. 



We have to remember that we forgot them, so that next time this happens, we don’t forget 
them again. We are the richest country in the world. It is incumbent on us, in our wealth and 
prosperity, to do just this much. 
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