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In the entire world, there is no place quite like the Garden District in the heart of uptown New Orleans. Large Victorian homes, sit off St. Charles Avenue, partially hidden by the dense sprawling branches of the ancient Live Oak trees that line the street. The slow rumble of the streetcar, voices of people on the streets, and the sounds of the bird’s mix creating a melody that is unique to this part of New Orleans. The uniqueness of uptown was the reason I decided to live in this part city. When I moved to New Orleans, three years ago form Hattiesburg, Mississippi; I wanted to find an apartment that embodied all of the things about uptown that I loved. When I moved to my current, residence two years ago, I knew that I had finally found the place I had been looking for. Situated a block from the uptown Mardi gras parade route of St. Charles Avenue, in the lower garden district, I am surrounded by all of the sights and sounds, that make me truly happy. All of that changed this summer, and for a long time, I was afraid it was gone forever. 
Living in New Orleans, it is quite common for the topic of the levees or, hurricanes to arise at some point in any conversation. Whether the conversation is with friends and family at a crawfish / crab boil or with an unknown tourist at a bar in the French Quarter, this subject will eventually come up. I am willing to bet that it is a conversation that every New Orleanian has had an infinite number of times, in their pre-Katrina life. In fact, it is a conversation that even when I am on vacation, I cannot escape. Three weeks before hurricane Katrina, I was on vacation in the Pacific Northwest, with my boyfriend Josh, when the topic of New Orleans arose in a casual conversation. Gradually, the conversation shifted to what would happen if a major hurricane were to hit New Orleans. Thinking back now, it seems like the conversation was an eerie foreshadowing, of the events that would transpire in the next few weeks.

On Friday August 26, 2005, I left New Orleans to spend the weekend with my mother, at her home in Stateline, Mississippi; which about an hour from the Gulf Coast on the Mississippi-Alabama state line. When I left the crescent city on that Friday morning, the Weather Channel predicted that Hurricane Katrina was going to make landfall at or near Apalachicola, Florida. Therefore, I left the city not thinking anything about the hurricane. If any thing, I thought that Katrina would do the same thing as hurricane Ivan, make landfall at Mobile, and follow the Mississippi-Alabama state line. Which is exactly what happened last year when I evacuated to my mother’s house for Ivan. Therefore, as I drove to Mississippi, I was kind of hopping that Katrina would take Ivan’s path, so I would get to come home early. Not that I wanted my family home to be hit by Katrina, but I had only been back from Seattle for four days, and I needed to get settled, so I could focus on the start of fall semester. However, on Saturday morning it was clear that was going to be the case, Katrina was head for New Orleans.

All though this is the 21st century, my mother’s house does not have cable, or a working antenna. Therefore, my only real source of news when I am visiting my mother is the morning paper. On Saturday morning, I drove into town to get a pack of cigarettes, a coke, and the paper, when my darkest fears were printed in the headline of the Mobile Register. “Hurricane Katrina expected to hit near New Orleans”. Simultaneously, my heart stopped, and my stomach filled with a sense of utter dread. I had never experienced anything like that before. The only thing I could think about was my boyfriend Josh, who is in the United States Coast Guard, and had stayed in New Orleans to work. My first instinct was to immediately drive back to New Orleans, pick up Josh. Then pack my car to the brim with all of the things of sentimental value that were irreplaceable, and leave again before the storm hit. Something deep inside told me that this was “the big one”, the storm that every New Orleanian feared. All though, despite my worst fears about Katrina, and the internal voice telling me to drive home, I remained in Mississippi.
Although, I had decided to remain in Mississippi, several things had to be done immediately, both in New Orleans and in Mississippi. My first course of action was to call, Josh and let him know about the change in Katrina’s path. The night before he had gone out with the boys, and I knew that he probably had not watched news. Therefore, my first course of action was to call, and wake him from his alcohol-induced coma. At this point, I am sure that Josh thought I was either crazy, or just over reacting, which is completely logical. Considering, that he did not even have a chance to say anything other than hello, before I told him he had to prepare the house and leave the city as soon as possible. Since, I had called him; before his command did, I do not think he really took me seriously. However, he agreed to prepare the house, and assured me that he would evacuate to the Navy base in Meridian, Mississippi, if the Coast Guard issued an evacuation order. After, we hung up; I spent the rest of the day helping my mother and grandmother prepare for the hurricane. 

By late Saturday afternoon, with all the preparations made I began calling my friends in New Orleans to see who was evacuating, who was staying, but by this time phone, communication was already becoming difficult. I was unable to reach a large number of friends, but the ones I did reach assured me they were leaving. Around, five o’clock Josh was able to get a call through, he told me that he was given the order to evacuate, and was currently on Interstate 59 headed to Meridian. This was the best news I heard all day, because I was very worried that he would have to stay at his base as part of a Skelton crew. 
However, like with everything in life, good news is often followed by bad news. Josh, explained that he closed up the house, but that he was unable to convince a friend of ours who had been staying with us, to evacuate with him. I knew what a hurricane as powerful as Katrina would do to New Orleans, and just how bad thing could become. I immediately began to fear for Shawn’s life, and trying to call him non-stop. Nevertheless, by this time, the all of the phone lines, cell and landlines, were saying, “All circuits are busy.” Just like, they would for weeks on end after the storm.

 Subsequently, on Saturday night, I began feeling the first pangs of regret about not going back to New Orleans to; convince Shawn to leave, and to save my personal belongings. On Friday morning, I had only packed enough clothes for what I thought would be a weekend at my mother’s house in the country. Although, Josh secured our house as best he could, he was unable to bring anything other than his clothes. Little did I know, these pangs of regret would only get worst in the next two weeks. Unable, to learn anything about what parts of uptown flooded and how high the water actually got, except that 80% of the city was flooded. I feared the worst, what were the chances that my house was in the remaining 20 percent. Thinking that I might have lost every only made me regret, the decision not to return before the storm.
Later, that night I decided that I would ride out Katrina at my best friend Lauren’s house in Hattiesburg, for a number of different reasons. First, because for as long as I can remember Lauren and I have been fascinated by bad weather especially, Hurricanes  and this was shaping up to be the storm of the century. Second, is because my mother’s house is in a rural area of Mississippi, where the roads would be blocked for several days by downed trees. If the hurricane missed New Orleans completely, class was scheduled to resume on Wednesday, and I would have to be able to get back to the city. Last but not least, Hattiesburg is a relatively large city and it would be easier to get supplies back to my family, if the need arose. In addition, Hattiesburg is closer to Meridian than Stateline and I wanted to be as close to Josh as possible in case the worst did actually happen. 
On Sunday, I drove to Hattiesburg to help Lauren prepare for the approaching storm. Lauren and I, thought that we had bought more than enough supplies to last for the duration of the storm and the days that followed but we were sadly mistaken. By the following Wednesday, there was still no running water, no open stores, no gas, and no FEMA. However, on Sunday we had no way of knowing how bad Katrina would affect Hattiesburg, the only basis for comparison we had were our previous hurricane, experiences. Every other hurricane in our life time that made landfall on the Gulf Coast, and impacted Hattiesburg, had significantly weaken by the time they moved that far inland. So we prepare as we always had, a day or two of supplies, and a whole lot of beer.
Sunday night, and into the early hours on Monday, my friends and I sat around having a small hurricane party. Since, Lauren is a broke collage student she does not have cable, so we monitored the storm on her, black and white,  hurricane TV/Radio. Katrina was monster hurricane just hours away from landfall, when the biometric fell to 902 mbar. I cannot say that we were afraid, but there was a defiant air of apprehension, with this development. Everyone, at Lauren’s house that night had grown up listening to our parents talk about Hurricane Camille, with a biometric pressure of 905 mbar, was the strongest hurricane to impact Mississippi. Around one o’clock, we decided to call it a night, and made plans to reconvene the hurricane party at seven the following morning, so that we could experience the entire storm first hand.
By seven o’clock Monday morning, which is what time I woke up, the wind was starting to pick up and the rain had begun.  From that, point on hurricane Katrina in her fury bore down on southern Mississippi, like no hurricane we ever experience. From about ten o’clock in the morning to almost five o’clock, in the evening, my friends and I sat in Lauren’s garage with the door open and watched Katrina unfold. Since the wind was directly hitting the back of Lauren’s house,  and the garage is situated in the front, we were safe from flying debris and other dangers. All day long, we watch the trees on the other side of the street snap in half like twigs, the neighbor’s roofs being ripped off like pop-top can lids, and even bigger trees up rooted by the wind. At several points during the day, we heard what sounded like tornados in the distance on either side of the house, but could not see anything due to the wind and rain. Around ten o’clock we lost power, how it stayed on that long is a mystery. After the power went out our only source of information was Lauren’s car radio, but would not last much longer, all communications were failing.
However, around eleven o’clock we learned from the last radio station still able to broadcast, that despite the damage cause by the wind it appeared that New Orleans just received a glancing blow from Hurricane Katrina. I had never been so relieved in my life. I knew then that there was a good chance that Shawn, had safely weather the storm. That was the last piece of information I heard about New Orleans, until Tuesday night. A few minutes after the news update, the local broadcaster gave an up date of the storms current strength, location, and projected path. Katrina was a category three, with gust up to 110 mph, and with the eye closely passing with in the hour. 
Although, the eye of the hurricane did not pass directly over Hattiesburg, but we experienced what I believe to be the northeast quadrant of Katrina’s eye wall. The only thing that led me to believe this was the tremendous force of the wind during that hour, and three flashes of lightening, that occurred during this violent part of the storm. Then there was a change in pressure, and wind started to blow in the opposite direction. Causing the remaining trees to snap in half, and the opposite sides of the remaining roofs across the street to peel off. I have never seen anything like that before, it was completely awe inspiring to see the kind of destruction mother nature was capable of doing. 
After, the eye passed I was able to get one last phone call through to Josh, because the storm had not yet destroyed the towers northeast of Hattiesburg. I told him that I loved him, that the eye had just passed, that I was okay, and that the worst was over. We were only able to talk for about three minutes before being disconnected. It would be days before I actually talked to Josh or my family, it would be even longer before I reached all of my friends. I am convinced now, that text messaging is the greatest technological invention of my lifetime. It is interesting how a hurricane changes your perceptions; I despised text messaging before Katrina. However, in the days and weeks that it was my lifeline to my loved ones, and my friends who were scattered across the country. 

Immediately, after that the last broadcasting radio station lost their antenna, completely cutting us off from the rest of world. That was the most surreal experience, to the scan button on the radio and here nothing but static. To dial the number of loved ones repeatedly, and only hear “Due to the hurricane in your area, your call can not go through, please try again later” I never thought that in this age of technology, a hurricane could be so devastating it could knock out all communications eighty miles inland.
In the two days following Katrina, I was able to carefully drive around and check on friends and family members in Hattiesburg. The devastation I saw during these expeditions was shocking. I had been through several hurricanes in my life, or at least I thought so before Katrina. However, Hattiesburg had never experienced a storm this strong in my lifetime, if it ever had. Nothing I had ever seen before could compare to the damage, but that was before I returned home to New Orleans. Eighty percent, of the roads in the Hattiesburg area had been blocked by fallen trees, power poles, and all sorts of debris. Two out of every three homes; had one or more trees right through the middle of the houses, or on the roofs. 
The day after Katrina, I always remember will  as  one of the hardest days of my life. By Tuesday Evening, Hattiesburg’s NBC affiliate station, was back on the air. It was 
the only local television station broadcasting that we were able to pick up, on the hurricane TV/radio. For as long as I live, I will never forget that Edition NBC’s Nightly News.When the first pictures and news began to come in from New Orleans, and the Mississippi Gulf Coast, I was heartbroken. Thinking back, I wonder how I managed not to cry, I guess I was just in shock. When I heard the reports of the levee failures, complete structural failure of buildings, and beginning of the collapse of law enforcement, with in New Orleans, my heart sank. Having been cut off from all news outlets for almost a day and a half, I caught off guard by the deterioration in the condition of New Orleans .I began to fear the worst about Shawn being able to weather the storm, the flood and the complete lawlessness. 

However, a few hours later I received a text message from Shawn. He was alive, said he was aware of the flooding, and wanted to know if we knew how to get out of the city. It was becoming increasingly, dangerous, and he wanted to get out before he lost the opportunity. Shortly after the message from Shawn I received, one from Josh telling me he was okay and he loved me. Things were looking up, at least where communication with loved ones were concerned.  
In the next afternoon, my friends and I evacuated Hattiesburg, for Jackson. My friend Amanda’s parents live in Jackson, and had power. I spent Wednesday night in Jackson, that night I was unable to pull myself away from CNN, and for the first time I cried for New Orleans, and the people who were left behind. On Thursday, my Dad ordered me to come to Natchez to stay at our house there. Therefore, with a half a tank of gas, I set out for Natchez. In Vicksburg, found a gas station that still had gas. 
The line was at least a mile and a half long but I  would never make it to Natchez on the gas I had left. After sitting in line for two hours, I had a full tank of gas. Natchez, is about seventy-five miles south of Vicksburg, along the Mississippi. Although, it is a boring drive thru the middle of nowhere, at least it would not take long. 

By Thursday afternoon, the voice communications had improved, but text messaging was still the most reliable. Josh, and I had been messaging back and forth all day, so that he would know where I was. In his most recent message, he asked me where I was, and what I was doing. Therefore, I quickly filled him in, not thinking anything about it. I was traveling south of Hwy 61, listening to the public broadcast station, not really paying attention. When out of the corner of my eye I see this maniac swerving dangerously close to my car. However, when I looked over, I saw it was not a maniac; it was Josh and his friend Mike. I almost drove my car off the road I was so surprised and excited. In less than a minute I was out of the car and in Josh’s arms, it was the most romantic moment of my life. Although, we could only spend five minutes together, it was more than enough.
Hurricane Katrina came ashore on August 29, 2006, and not only destroyed the only two areas’ I ever called home, but changed my life forever. Life will go on, New Orleans will be rebuilt, and the outside world will eventually forget. But those who lived through, and experienced Katrina first hand will never forget. Life is slowly getting back to normal, or at least some form of normalcy, things are different now. All I can hope is that the city of New Orleans that I call home will learn from this tragedy and never repeat the mistakes of the past.
