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To Mom and Dad,

who taught me anything is possible if I put my mind to it
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Foreword

THOSE FIRST FEW DAYS AFTER KATRINA came ashore, I was in Mississippi on the Gulf Coast. I’d been in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, when the storm hit, and had followed it to Meridian, Mississippi, later that night. By the next morning, the hurricane had passed. While searching for gas, I met a woman who said I should go to Waveland. “It’s a small town,” she told me, “and I haven’t heard any news about it.” Small towns often get passed over on big stories, but of course a hurricane doesn’t make such narrow-minded judgments. I took the woman’s advice and headed for the coast. When I got to Waveland, a FEMA search-and-rescue squad was just beginning its work. It was searching for the dead, and it found plenty.

I stayed in Waveland for several days before heading to New Orleans. I will never forget what I saw there, and in Bay St. Louis, and in Gulfport, and all along the Mississippi Gulf Coast. I’d spend the day driving around, talking to survivors, shooting stories. At night on the air, broadcasting for CNN, I’d hear politicians thank one another, talking about the tremendous relief effort that was under way and what an unprecedented, unpredictable disaster this was. It was stunning. Katrina may have been unprecedented, but it certainly wasn’t unpredicted.

In Mississippi in the days after the storm, the silence was shocking. There was little heavy earthmoving equipment, few trucks with aid rumbling past. I’d stand in a field of timber that once was a street and hear the wind blow through the remains of people’s lives—a sheet of plastic caught in a tree would rustle in the breeze, flies would buzz over the corpse of a dog. A few seconds’ intrusion, then silence once again.

Katrina touched all of us in different ways. My dad was from Mississippi, and we’d visited the Gulf Coast together when I was little. Those of us with ties to Mississippi found it impossible not to see the past in the present. Kathleen Koch saw it all around her as she reported from Mississippi. She’d lived in Bay St. Louis. She had memories there—friends, too.

People would come up to reporters in those dark, difficult days and say, “Don’t let them forget about us.” It always made me incredibly sad. The idea that our fellow citizens had to ask not to be forgotten.

It’s been five years now, and much of what happened along the Mississippi Gulf Coast threatens to be forgotten. There have been other disasters since, other headlines that have captured the nation’s attention. But for the people along the coast, the storm winds still blow. There has been rebuilding and rebirth, but there is still much to be done.

Kathleen Koch saw it all firsthand and made sure the world saw what was happening to the town and the people she knew so well. It’s been five years, but Kathleen has continued to follow what’s happened in that town, and to those people. In these pages, she tells their story and her own deeply personal one. A story of survival and resilience, courage and compassion. It is a story none of us should ever forget.

Anderson Cooper, anchor of CNN’s AC360º
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~PROLOGUE~

Moving In

THE AFTERNOON SUN STREAMED in the rear window of our white ’71 station wagon. I yawned, stretched, and uncrossed my stiff legs. My sister Gerri leaned her head against the red vinyl interior and wiped the bead of sweat that ran down her neck.

“When will we be there?”

It was the dreaded road-trip question my mother had fielded at least a dozen times that day.

“Soon,” she assured us with a sigh.

We’d left before dawn. My parents’ routine on long drives was to pile my younger siblings, Mark, Laurie, and Krissy, into the car while they were still asleep and get a few blessed hours of quiet. Gerri and I would climb in the coveted rear-facing seat to read and talk as the miles went by. It was nearly seven hours from Huntsville, Alabama, to the Mississippi Gulf Coast. We were used to long drives—and moving. Dad worked in the aerospace industry. And at Martin Marietta, if he wanted to move up, he moved around. Bay St. Louis would be home number seven. We were always the new kids in school, peppered with the inevitable question: Where are you from? I hated it because I never knew how to answer. Should I tell them where I was born, where I’d lived the longest, or where I’d just left?

For us, home was portable, not permanent. Friends were people we knew for a while and then left behind. We kept on moving and never looked back. It was the only reality we knew.

“Hey, kids, we’re almost at the water!”

My dad’s excited voice was like a wake-up call. The scenery had changed. For hours, it had been a blur of tall southern pines broken only by gas stations and ragged roadside restaurants. Now, we saw beach souvenir shops. A bakery. A hardware store.

As we turned off Highway 90 and down a two-lane road into a residential area, we rolled down the windows to see if we could smell the salt water. A wave of humidity rushed into the car.

“We’re coming up to some tracks. Look both ways,” said my mother.

The railroad tracks sat elevated on a ten-foot hill. When we came down the other side, I caught my breath. The street ahead was lined with enormous live oaks, their branches heavy with Spanish moss intertwined like giant arms across the street, creating a shaded haven from the sweltering heat. And at the end of the allée sparkled the water.

Excited squeals filled the station wagon. The dogs leaped up from the floor to see what was going on. Ahead of us stretched yards of white, sandy beach.

“Dad, where are the waves?” asked Mark. “You sure can’t bodysurf in that.”

“The barrier islands out in the gulf block the surf,” explained my father. “But there’s plenty of good fishing!”

We turned left down the beach road. Grand southern homes and quaint Acadian cottages surrounded by lush tropical plantings stood next to new houses, some perched high on pillars. Unlike the homogenous suburbs we’d left, these houses had cupolas, gabled dormers, Palladian windows, balustrades, and a distinct charm and grace. Porch swings hung on spacious verandas overflowing with ferns and potted bougainvilleas. Long, green manicured lawns stretched down to the road. The live oaks, strong and majestic, stood in yard after yard like stately guardians looking out over the calm water.

Then we passed what looked like a vacant lot. Then another. And another. Though devoid of structures, they had steps leading up to the overgrown properties. On one, a set of rusted iron railings remained, waiting to steady an invisible owner’s hand. Insistent clumps of weeds pushed their way through cracks in the long, curving driveways. The lots stood out like ugly scars on the otherwise pristine coastline.

“Mom and Dad, what are those?” I asked.

My mother took a deep breath, turned, and looked back. “They were destroyed by the hurricane. You remember. The one we told you about—Camille.”

I was in elementary school when Hurricane Camille hit the Mississippi Gulf Coast on August 17, 1969. A monster Category 5 with two-hundred-miles-per-hour winds that pushed ashore a twenty-four-foot wall of water called a storm surge, Camille was the strongest hurricane to strike the United States in modern history. It left 131 dead and 41 missing on the Gulf Coast alone.

But three years later when our parents told us we’d be moving to Bay St. Louis, Mississippi, into a beachfront house rebuilt after the hurricane, I’d assumed everything else had been rebuilt, too. I was wrong.

I studied the abandoned, weed-covered lots as we drove by. They were an unsettling contrast to the well-tended homes around them. I wondered what had happened to the people who lived there. Had entire families died on these very spots in the storm? Or had they lost everything they owned and couldn’t afford to start over? Or could they not bear to risk losing it all again and just walked away? It was a mystery that would haunt me every time we passed the empty slabs.

“Here we are!”

We turned left where a set of tree-lined white retaining walls opened onto a circular shell driveway. At the end was a sturdy, two-story red-brick Colonial with white columns and a carport.

We five kids tumbled out of the car, laughing and jockeying to be the first one in the house.

“I want to pick our room!” Laurie shouted to Krissy.

“It’s upstairs on the right!” yelled Mom to the crush of backs rushing up the front stairs.
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~THE KOCH FAMILY HOME ON SOUTH BEACH BOULEVARD IN BAY ST. LOUIS, MISSISSIPPI
Photo by Mary Lou Koch

Gerri and I got the bedroom on the west side. It ran the width of the house and had windows overlooking the beach, the neighbors’ home, and the backyard and pecan grove beyond.

We dashed downstairs to see the rest of the house.

“Why is there a phone pole in the kitchen?” asked Mark. Rising from the yellow linoleum floor into the ceiling just to the right of the central staircase was what appeared to be the lower half of a telephone pole.

“Well, this is a hurricane-proof house,” explained my father. He pointed to the paneled walls around us. “You see those sections every six feet where the paneling juts out? Telephone poles are in there to reinforce the structure.”

Around the perimeter of our house and smack in the middle, the builder had sunk telephone poles ten feet deep. Apparently, the owners who’d lost their home to Camille had been persuaded this architectural innovation would save the structure if a killer hurricane ever threatened again.
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~HISTORIC LIVE OAK BEHIND THE KOCH HOUSE
Photo by Mary Lou Koch

We raced out to explore the backyard. We had our own immense live oak with a gigantic branch that formed a canopy over a generous square concrete patio. Next to its trunk sat a pile of bricks. I noticed that the color and texture were different from the bricks in the house.

“Mom, what’s this? Were they going to add on?” I asked, poking at the stack with my tennis shoe.

My mother, an avid gardener, was already making her way back to examine the pecan trees that filled the rear half of the yard. “No, honey,” she offered over her shoulder. “That’s all that’s left of the house that was here before Camille.”

[image: image]

At first, I wasn’t sure what to make of the little town of just over six thousand nestled on a peninsula between St. Louis Bay and the Mississippi Sound. It boasted just three traffic lights. In a short bike ride, I could cover the entire length of Beach Boulevard, the five-mile-long road that hugged the town’s perimeter, separating homes and businesses from the water.
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~MARK, KATHLEEN, KRIS, LAURIE, AND GERRI KOCH CANOEING IN BAY ST. LOUIS
Photo by Mary Lou Koch

The water was the focus of life here. Some residents were fishermen. Others worked the oil rigs out in the gulf or crafted massive vessels at Ingalls Shipbuilding fifty miles to the east in Pascagoula. Many catered to tourists who came to enjoy the beach. And even the small business owners and aerospace workers employed at one of two nearby NASA facilities had homes overlooking the bay or plied its placid waters evenings and weekends in fishing skiffs or sailboats.

Growing up a corporate vagabond in suburbs with other transferees, I’d never known people so rooted to a place. In Bay St. Louis, families often lived in the same homes for generations. Eventually, like grooves worn in a staircase by thousands of footsteps, the families’ names became imprinted on the houses themselves. The Breath home. The Haas home. The De Montluzin home. I loved that sense of history and permanence and relished the fact that my parents had decided this was the place we would finally stay.

The homes had their own character, like living things. The oldest, built before air conditioning, had twelve-foot ceilings and thick glass windows speckled with tiny bubbles that caught the light. The traditional southern design with a long central hallway meant that by merely opening the front and rear screen doors, residents could allow the breezes off the water to flow through, cooling every room.
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~KATHLEEN, LAURIE, RAY, KRIS, MARK, MARY LOU AND GERRI KOCH IN FRONT OF THEIR BAY ST. LOUIS HOME
Courtesy of Mary Lou Koch

Bay St. Louis was sixty miles east of New Orleans. Over the years, residents of that city who came for the beaches ended up building summer homes here. So the architecture echoed that in the Big Easy—Victorian, Greek Revival, Queen Anne, shotgun houses, Creole cottages. But the demographics of Bay St. Louis were vastly different. Like the rest of the Mississippi Gulf Coast, it was mostly white, while New Orleans was predominantly African American.

In Bay St. Louis, not only did everyone know everyone, they looked out for one another. It wasn’t just what was taught in church, though faith ran deep in the six-square-mile town that boasted fourteen houses of worship. Rather, the town had a special inter-connectedness. From day one, we were greeted as though we’d lived there since birth. At school and at Our Lady of the Gulf, the historic church on the water we attended, we were welcomed into clubs and activities like chorus and the Catholic Youth Organization (CYO). We performed in plays at the Bay St. Louis Little Theatre. My mother, Mary Lou, taught at two local schools, Our Lady Academy and Bay High.

My dad, Ray, and my brother, Mark, ardent fishermen, were in heaven. In the evening, they would trek to the middle of the two-mile-long bridge connecting Bay St. Louis to the rest of the Mississippi Gulf Coast and haul in hungry speckled trout that lurked and fed under the glow of the lights. Come flounder season, Mark tried to school us in the fine art of gigging the flat bottom feeders. But at night, as we shuffled behind him through the brackish water to avoid stepping on stingrays, our giggles and chatter sent the fish fleeing. I was amazed at my brother’s patience—and that, under the wildly swinging kerosene lantern, none of us impaled our feet.

We had better luck with the pecans that ripened and dropped by the hundreds every fall from the trees in the backyard. We harvested, bagged, and sold them at a folding table at the end of the driveway. We had a heavy incentive to succeed, since what we didn’t sell we had to shell by hand. Though we hated the tedious process, we reaped a consolation prize—the intoxicatingly sweet, buttery smell that filled the house as my mother’s pecan pies baked to crispy perfection.

Without realizing it, we slipped into the gentle, quiet rhythm of life in Bay St. Louis. The time between when the sun sent its first rays to paint the bay a warm shade of peach and when it set like a gleaming red ball behind the live oaks stretched out languorously. We joined the local kids in their nimble Sunfish and learned how to sail. On weekends, we stacked driftwood and fallen branches into massive piles and had bonfires out front on the beach. We still stood out when we paddled our red fiberglass canoe into the bay. And residents shook their heads when my parents decided to turn an old pool hall downtown into an ice-cream parlor. Fixing it up was a challenge. But my parents always taught us we could do anything if we put our minds to it. Soon, we were scooping out thirty-two flavors and learning the responsibilities of running a business.

The ice-cream parlor was perched on a picturesque bluff overlooking the bay. At thirty-one feet in elevation, downtown Bay St. Louis was the highest point in the United States on the Gulf of Mexico—perhaps one reason early French explorers had built a fort here in 1699, twenty years before New Orleans was founded. So our town had no levees, unlike the fragile network that stretched around most of southeastern Louisiana.

Hurricane Camille was long gone, but it had made a permanent imprint on Bay St. Louis. As newcomers, we were at turns fascinated and frightened by the stories of its ferocity.

CYO president David Treutel described how his entire family had to scramble into the attic of its single-story home on St. Charles Street during the hurricane. “Here you are in water. You’re in pitch darkness. The younger kids are crying.” His voice was low, his eyes big. He leaned toward me. “There were whitecaps on the water. You’d hear what sounded like trains in the distance—tornadoes! In the flashes of lightning, you could see broken power lines whipping around like electric eels. Once we were in the attic, my dad had to break through the roof in case the water kept rising, or all eight of us might have drowned.”

Others talked of how some profited from the storm. “I know someone who bought up all the chain saws at the local hardware store days before the hurricane hit,” said Kenny Murray, a classmate at Bay High School. “He cleaned up afterwards renting them out to everyone.”

Before long, we had our own storm stories to tell. Every few years, the Mississippi coast found itself under a hurricane watch. And after what we’d seen and heard, we didn’t question evacuation orders.

When the first storm approached, Dad carefully cut plywood to fit each window in the house and numbered the boards so we knew which went where. But the process of hauling them around, dragging them up a ladder, and pushing them into place took longer than we expected. By the time we finished, the whipping winds had turned the sheets into sails that threatened to pull Dad off the ladder. Police officers were driving up and down the beach through the pouring rain, pounding on doors and warning residents to leave while they still had time.

“Come on!” shouted Mom as she tried to herd us into the car. “Grab your things. We’ve got to go!” My parents had told us to choose whatever was most important to us in this world—whatever we couldn’t live without—and bring it with us. With seven of us, plus two dogs, we didn’t have room for much.

Wet and breathless, we piled into the station wagon, clutching our treasures. As we pulled out of the driveway, I gazed back at the house until it was out of sight, trying to memorize every detail. It would become my evacuation ritual. Because it wasn’t just a house anymore. It was home—the Koch home. And I knew that mental picture might be all I would have left. I realized that we could come back to nothing but a pile of bricks and stairs and a driveway to nowhere.


~1~

The Assignment

THE CHEERFUL E-MAIL FROM THE CNN assignment desk came Thursday just after noon.

Subject: Katrina

good news. assume you’re going. will confirm shortly (we want to see your hurricane curly hair get blown around!).

I’d been following the hourly weather bulletins on Tropical Storm Katrina for days. Forecasters were saying it could strengthen into a Category 1 hurricane before it crossed Florida’s coastline.

Reporting on hurricanes was a relatively new assignment for me. As a Washington correspondent for CNN, I covered beats like the Pentagon, the White House, and Capitol Hill. My wardrobe was dress suits, not slickers.

But in 2003 when Hurricane Isabel threatened Virginia Beach just four hours away, I had been thrown into the mix. When I reported the deteriorating conditions, I made it clear this was not fun and games. Hurricanes could kill. Evacuating was serious business. I knew it firsthand.

Even a storm as relatively small as Isabel had its surprises. One minute, I stood in the driving rain clinging to a massive cement planter while reporting how the hurricane’s winds had strengthened to seventy-five miles per hour. Off the air just five minutes later, I heard a loud boom and looked up to see the roof of the hotel next door flying off in pieces. I called my cameraman out to shoot it, eyeing the chunks as they landed and calculating that even if they had hit one of us during the live shot, we probably wouldn’t have been killed. I did a live report by phone detailing the new damage and headed inside.

I was drying off when my cell phone rang. I was mortified to hear the frightened voices of my nine- and twelve-year-old daughters, Kara and Kaitlyn. “Mommy, come in out of the hurricane!” they pleaded, on the verge of tears. “You’re going to get hurt! Tell CNN you won’t go outside anymore.”

The effects of Hurricane Isabel reached all the way to Maryland, where school was canceled for the day. The girls and my husband, Rick, had been watching our coverage.

“Sweeties, don’t worry,” I assured them. “Mommy’s moving to report in a safer place. I’ll be fine.”

“But roofs are coming off buildings!” protested Kaitlyn.

“Just small pieces. And they didn’t fall anywhere near us,” I insisted.

I didn’t realize until the next day that the noise I’d heard was actually a fifteen-square-foot section crashing through the corrugated fiberglass roof of the pool enclosure just fifteen feet from where we’d been doing our live shots.

I was rattled by our close call. But it was nothing compared to my dismay when my planter-hugging hurricane debut ended up in a montage on The Tonight Show with Jay Leno. There I was in my yellow slicker, along with a correspondent losing his pants in the wind and NBC Nightly News anchor Brian Williams being swept off his feet by Isabel’s force. “Why do reporters feel they have to cover hurricanes?” quipped Leno. “You can’t cover hurricanes!”

Nothing was funny about the track Katrina was taking in the gulf and the strength that was building. The Florida Panhandle and much of the state’s western coast were under a hurricane warning or watch. Forecasters were talking about a possible Category 4. My assignment was Panama City.

Every time before I deployed to cover a hurricane, I did my homework, including checking to see which other storms had followed the same early path and where they had ended up. I logged onto wunderground.com and clicked on Katrina to see if the past would in any way be a predictor of the future.

The sweeping color-coded tracks of five hurricanes displayed, but one name leaped off the screen—Camille. My heart started to pound, and the color drained from my face. I realized Bay St. Louis could again be at the bull’s-eye of a killer storm. By Friday afternoon, the National Hurricane Center shifted Katrina’s likely landfall to the Louisiana/Mississippi Gulf Coast.

I’d be working with a new team. Janet Rodriguez, one of our top-notch D.C. live producers, would be my field producer. Beautiful, with raven hair and flawless olive skin, Janet was a woman of few words and cool temperament under pressure. She’d never covered a hurricane before, so I walked her through a supply list over the phone. Hat, sturdy rain jacket and pants, rain boots at least up to the knees, flashlight, lots of batteries. Ziploc bags for keeping notepads, phones, BlackBerries, etc., dry in the driving rain. And a rechargeable AM/FM radio lantern fan.

“Why do I need that?” asked Janet.

“Well, it’s got a fluorescent lamp to work by, and a spotlight. Once the power goes out, we’ll have the radio to get weather and damage reports and the fan to keep us cool,” I explained. “Two really handy features are the siren and blinking light. We can use them to guide rescue crews if a roof or wall collapses on us and we’re trapped.”

The phone was silent.

“Well,” said Janet, taking a deep breath. “Guess I’d better go find one of those.”

Sunday morning, I said my goodbyes to my family. Though I traveled frequently covering breaking news, hurricanes were different. My husband, Rick, trusted I wouldn’t take any chances. My daughters weren’t so sure.

“Be careful, Mom,” warned Kaitlyn, now fourteen. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Mommy, you’re going to miss my first day of middle school!” protested Kara, painfully aware of the difficult transition that would begin for her the next day.

“I know, baby. And I’m so sorry.” I hugged them both tightly, kissing Kara on the forehead. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, okay? Promise.”

I met Janet at the airport, and we boarded a flight to Atlanta. We were now to be positioned in Alabama on the eastern edge of the storm to keep the network on the air when the winds got so bad to the west that they knocked out all the other crews’ signals.

As we awaited our connecting flight to Mobile, a news bulletin flashed across a television overhead. Katrina’s barometric pressure was now 902 millibars, lower than Camille’s. And when it comes to hurricanes, the lower the barometric pressure, the deadlier. The knot in my stomach grew tighter.

Then the e-mails from home started coming.

Subject: Chasing Katrina

We went north last night to Laurel MS. I think this is the mother of all storms. I fully expect to lose Tranquility and our new home. I am ok with that. I just wish the best for the folks that can’t get out.

Please be safe. Your girls depend on you.

I will try to reach you later.

Kenny

It was Kenny Murray from high school. He was now a successful businessman in New Orleans, married, with two beautiful young daughters.

I responded, mustering some false optimism.

Subject: Chasing Katrina

I’m glad to hear you’re safe. I hope you’re wrong about Katrina, and about your beautiful home and boat. No worries. We’ll be safe. Stuck at the airport in Atlanta right now. (Engine problems in Baltimore made us miss our connection.) Give me a call later!

We arrived midafternoon Sunday on one of the last flights into Mobile. Luckily, our New York crew, Emmanuel Tambekakis and Gil De La Rosa, had made it there earlier, picked up our two SUVs, and stocked them with food, supplies, and extra gasoline.

Hotels, restaurants, stores, and other businesses throughout the city were closing fast. Our hotel, the Riverview Plaza on Water Street was no exception. As the name suggested, it was probably not the best spot to ride out a hurricane. So after a last-minute scramble, we found one of the few still taking guests—the Lafayette Plaza Hotel.

“Four rooms on the twelfth floor!” Janet shouted, waving the room keys victoriously.

“Janet,” I smiled, shaking my head. “The power’s going to go out. We’re going to get a hell of a workout running up and down twelve flights of stairs.”

We were plotting locations for our live reports when I received an ominous e-mail.

Subject: Turning

May be turning more your way. I don’t want to wish it on anyone but God spare New Orleans.

Kenny

Kenny didn’t have to say anything more. We both knew what he meant. If the hurricane hit New Orleans head on, thousands would die. We had to pray it went east—right into Bay St. Louis.

I answered.

Subject: Turning

I hope you’re right.
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~2~

Getting Ready

IN BAY ST. LOUIS, THE AFTERNOON CSX train sounded its whistle as it did every day, riding the tracks parallel to the beach before jogging east and across the long bridge over the bay. Businesses were closing early. There was a buzz of activity but no panic. All around town, people were making what they didn’t realize at the time were life-and-death decisions.

Mayor Eddie Favre, distant cousin of NFL quarterback Brett Favre, was going down his standard hurricane checklist. He’d been in office since 1989 and knew the list like the back of his hand. Test backup generators on water wells. Test backup generator on the sewage lift station. Fuel up public-works and emergency vehicles. In the past, those preparations had always been sufficient.

Eddie, whose girth was as generous as his spirit, was known for his culinary skills. So Sunday morning after covering his city duties, he loaded his pots, pans, burners, and other cooking equipment into his old Crown Victoria to store at his brother’s home downtown on Main Street, just in case. His mother, nephew, two sons, daughter-in-law, and one-year-old granddaughter would all be staying there on some of the highest ground in town. It seemed wise to bring necessities as a precaution.

As the forecast worsened, Eddie made more trips to his home on vulnerable North Beach Boulevard. He loaded up the computer, copy machine, printer, TV, stereo, clothing—anything he could carry. He was calm on the outside. But as he pulled away and headed to the police station for the night, a feeling of foreboding swept over him unlike anything he’d experienced before. It was as though someone were reaching inside and twisting him. This is the last time I’m going to see this, Eddie thought. It’s all going to be gone.
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~BAY ST. LOUIS MAYOR EDDIE FAVRE
Photo by Gerri Koch

Firefighter Monte Strong reported to work Sunday along with other Bay St. Louis first responders. They stockpiled three days’ worth of water and canned goods in the firehouse and brought along a few changes of clothes. We’re going to be here two or three days, thought Strong. And then, you know, everything will be fine.

Back at home, his wife, Danielle, and their three children were equally upbeat. “Hurricanes have never bothered me,” Danielle insisted, leveling her blue eyes resolutely at anyone who asked. “I’ve always stayed.”

She was still stinging from two previous evacuations that had backfired—one in 1998 for Hurricane George and the other in 2004 when Hurricane Ivan threatened the Gulf Coast. For George, Danielle fled seventy-eight miles north to her brother’s house in Hattiesburg, Mississippi. For Ivan, the family sought refuge at her motherin-law’s home in a high section of Bay St. Louis. In each case, she ended up stuck without power for days while her own neighborhood was unaffected.
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~BAY ST. LOUIS FIREFIGHTER MONTE STRONG AT WORK
Photo by Kathleen Koch

“Well, I’m not leaving my house next time,” vowed Danielle. “I’m staying here.”

But Sunday morning, neighbors who had been planning to ride out the storm with the Strongs stopped by to say they were evacuating. And then her mother called. A longtime coastal resident, Joan Garcia always stayed put. “Well, where are you going?” she asked.

“Nowhere,” replied Danielle matter-of-factly. “I’m not leaving.”

“Honey, this is going to be really bad,” warned Joan, her voice trembling. “I mean it. You’ve got to go! I am.”

That was enough to scare even a diehard like Danielle. She reluctantly locked the family’s golden retriever, Chance, and yellow Lab, Holly, in the dog yard. Then she and the kids joined the long line of traffic snaking east toward Panama City, Florida, to wait it out.

David Treutel, my CYO friend, drove downtown to make sure the storm shutters were closed on his insurance office one block from the water. Selling insurance wasn’t his dream job. In fact, in high school, David had sworn he would never work at the independent agency his grandfather had founded back in 1925. To a teenager, it reeked of tedium. David never forgot how, after Hurricane Camille, his job as an eleven-year-old every day after school had been to file away a seemingly endless stack of claims. But his dad, gentle yet persistent, wore him down, and he’d joined the family business, helping townspeople put together the right combination of insurance policies from a variety of providers. Still, the company carried no flood insurance on the building. “There’s never before in recorded history been water in this part of town,” David reasoned.

David collected some papers and drove to his one-story home to ride out the storm with his teenage son, Alex. But at seven-thirty, the phone rang. It was his wife, Angelyn, out of town on business and frantic that her seventy-two-year-old father wouldn’t evacuate his home across the bay in Pass Christian. His neighborhood was surrounded on three sides by water. “Would you go talk to him?” she begged.

“Well, I don’t know if he’ll listen to me,” David responded.

“Well, go talk to him,” said Angelyn. “Just try.”

So David and Alex headed east across the two-mile-long bridge that linked the little towns on either side of St. Louis Bay.

A. J. Scardino had been a sheriff’s deputy in his youth and had ridden out numerous storms. He was adamant. “I’ve moved my car to high ground. And if the windows blow out, I want to be here to protect my home and my property.”

After an hour of cajoling, David finally tried humor. “Look, A. J., not only will you be much safer if you evacuate, but all your daughters and your wife keep calling me.” David smiled the infectious grin that few could resist. “So do me a favor and come with me so they’ll quit.”

Five minutes later, the three were on their way to NASA’s Stennis Space Center, the biggest employer in the area and a safe evacuation site far from the water. David and Alex dropped off A. J. But as the two tried to leave, the security guard at the gate warned them that many local roads were already covered in water, and that they might not be able to make it home. So David and Alex reluctantly joined the hundreds of other residents hunkered down at Stennis.
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~INDEPENDENT INSURANCE AGENT DAVID TREUTEL IN FRONT OF HIS HOME
Photo by Kathleen Koch

Diane Frederick had been a housekeeper for David’s family when he was young. The cheerful middle-aged woman now owned a cleaning service and drove a school bus as well to help her family make ends meet. Diane’s husband, Allan, was in the hospital in nearby Gulfport, so she handled preparations alone with the help of their sixteen-year-old daughter, Cookie.

“Baby, run some water in the tub,” she told the teenager as she packed a small overnight bag, tucking in three days’ worth of clothing, Vienna sausages, a flashlight, and an all-weather radio. “I want to make sure we have water when we get back.”

They lived in Bay St. Louis’s Third Ward, a largely African American community of simple homes well inland from the water. “Our little home is ours,” Diane liked to say. “We’re friendly, God-fearing. Just a nice bunch of people.” Diane was going to ride out the storm with Allan at the hospital while Cookie stayed in Bay St. Louis with a friend in a two-story apartment.
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~HOUSEKEEPER DIANE FREDERICK OUTSIDE HER BAY ST. LOUIS HOME
Photo by Kathleen Koch

On the western edge of the ward, home health care aide Shannon Evans sat anxiously with her four daughters in the tiny white clapboard home they rented on Washington Street. Backing into her driveway Saturday, her car had slipped into the ditch and broken three of the five bolts on one wheel. It wasn’t safe to drive. Shannon had no choice but to stay.

Another former classmate of mine, Pat Kergosien, had stocked plenty of food and water. He and his wife, Hope, were expecting seventeen members of Pat’s family to ride out the storm with them at their home on Carroll Avenue. Though just six hundred feet from the water, it was located at one of the highest points in town. Pat knew that if he, Hope, and the kids evacuated, his relatives would go back to their homes, which were all in lower spots. If I leave, they could all die, thought Pat, betting his family’s lives that everyone would be safe at his home.

Still, he had a nagging feeling as Katrina grew stronger out in the gulf. “Erin, why don’t you take the video camera and go out and get some shots of the town?” he asked his sixteen-year-old daughter.
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~THE KERGOSIEN FAMILY AT THEIR HOME ON CARROLL AVENUE. FROM BACK TO FRONT ARE PAT, JAYNIE, ERIN, HOPE, KRISTIN, AND PIERCE.
Photo by Carolyn Kergosien

So Saturday and Sunday, Erin and a friend drove up and down Beach Boulevard—a bit too fast, music blaring, as teenagers do— recording what no one knew would be the last video of the city intact.

Nikki Cleveland and her husband, Patrick, a local veterinarian, lived in a home raised on pillars in a small community on a series of canals off the Jordan River, which flows into St. Louis Bay. The young newlyweds knew it wouldn’t be wise to stay there. On Sunday afternoon, the tall, handsome, dark-haired vet and his petite blond wife boarded the windows and made what might seem an irrational decision—they evacuated to her parents’ home on the beach. To the casual passerby, it looked like a contemporary white two-story stucco house. But inside, it was a fortress. Fourteen-inch-thick cement walls covered welded steel rebar. It would take dynamite to bring the home down.

Ralph and JoAnna Dagnall had moved to Bay St. Louis in 1969 the day before Hurricane Camille hit, just in time to witness its devastation firsthand. So Ralph, whose construction battalion in the army had built bridges, was determined to design a house to protect his family.
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~RALPH AND JOANNA DAGNALL’S HURRICANE-PROOF HOME ON SOUTH BEACH BOULEVARD
Photo by John Wilkerson

“Growing up, it was always hurricane-proof. And that’s what we all believed,” said Nikki, reasoning that it would be the safest place in town to weather the storm.

Next door in the town of Waveland, Mayor Tommy Longo and his staff went door to door on the streets near the water warning residents to get out. Tommy knew the drill well. Thirty-six years earlier, his father had been mayor of Waveland during Hurricane Camille.

Officials up and down the Mississippi Gulf Coast were making the same argument and often getting the same response. Some residents couldn’t afford to leave or had nowhere to go. But many more simply refused. And it wasn’t because they weren’t educated or intelligent. I dubbed it “Camille survivor syndrome.”

While covering Hurricane Ivan in 2004, I had interviewed Mayor A. J. Holloway of Biloxi, Mississippi, about the evacuation orders going into effect for that storm. A short, balding man with an ever-present smile, he’d lived on the coast his entire life.

“What are your plans?” I asked.

“Well, I’ll be at home,” said Holloway matter-of-factly.

“You’re staying in your house a block and a half from the beach?” I was incredulous. “Is that wise, when you’re advising residents to evacuate?”

“Well, I was there during Camille. My wife wouldn’t leave,” he responded with a chuckle, shaking his head. “A lot of people are not going to leave. They just won’t. And what can I say? I won’t leave either, so . . .”

Red Cross worker Jana Zehner, organizing shelter for Mississippi evacuees fleeing Ivan, heard the same from many local residents. “That they’ve seen it. That they’ve been through everything. That they’re prepared to handle anything,” she explained. “In a storm like this, of course, it can be gambling with their lives.”

For Mississippians, Camille was the mother of all hurricanes, the benchmark against which they gauged all other storms. So if they’d ridden out Camille in a home or building, in their minds it was hurricane-proof, just as they themselves were hurricane-proof.

The reality? They had been damn lucky once. They wouldn’t be damn lucky twice.
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The Storm

THE DRENCHING DOWNPOUR from Katrina’s outer bands began slapping Mobile just before five in the afternoon on Sunday. The weather bulletins forwarded from CNN got more specific: “Landfall expected tomorrow morning between New Orleans and Biloxi.” Even as far east as our Mobile location, we were under a flash flood watch and a tornado watch/warning. Winds were already gusting twenty to forty-five miles per hour. On Monday, they were expected to hit forty to eighty-five miles per hour, increasing to fifty to one hundred in the afternoon.

A weather service online editor, Greg Hernandez, warned my producer.

Subject: NOAA Katrina Satellite Images

Janet,

You are in the bull’s eye zone. Be careful.

We set up on the hotel balcony with the city skyline behind me, doing live shots into the night. I was the first in a long line of CNN reporters stretching west through Mississippi into Louisiana, laying out what each city was doing to prepare. But as I watched the monster storm just offshore surging in size with each update, I wondered how many of those efforts would be futile.

Perhaps that’s why, in one live report, this no-nonsense, justthe-facts journalist did something I’d never done before and haven’t done since. I mentioned the need to pray for the people of the Gulf Coast. It seemed to make sense. No one noted it. No one repeated it. I just felt it needed to be said.

And all the while, I was aching, both journalistically and emotionally, to be in Mississippi. I knew the Gulf Coast—the lay of the land, the officials. My first job in television had been at WLOX in Biloxi. But more importantly, I knew the people and why they clung to this humid, sometimes inhospitable but strikingly beautiful eighty-mile sliver of coastline. Instead, I was stuck in Mobile, a city I’d never set foot in.

“Dammit! I should be in Bay St. Louis, not here,” I told Janet. “We could be set up at the Coast Inn, right at the corner of Highway 90 and Route 603. It’s just a few miles south of I-10. We could jump up there and chase the storm east or west, depending on where the eye goes.”

“Kathleen, everything happens for a reason,” Janet replied, trying to calm me down. “There’s a reason we’re here and not there.”

Wise words. But they gave me no comfort.

We got to bed just before midnight and were up again at four in the morning. The wind and rain had strengthened. But I still knew it was nothing compared to what was happening to the west.

Ninety-two miles away on South Beach Boulevard in Bay St. Louis, Nikki Cleveland was awakened at the same time by the relentless, howling wind. When she went outside to check conditions, she found trees bent sideways, nearly touching the ground. Sheets of rain pelted down, and the sky had an eerie glow. Nikki leaned her hundred-pound frame into gusts that threatened to knock her off her feet and worked her way with a flashlight to the end of the driveway to see if the water was coming up. She was stunned because it hadn’t risen. It had disappeared. Katrina’s winds had pushed the bay waters out into the Mississippi Sound. As far as the eye could see was nothing but sand, just like a shoreline before a tsunami strikes.

Nikki stumbled back inside, where her parents were now awake and waiting for her. “Mom, Dad, we’ve got to go,” she insisted. “The bay is gone! There’s no water. I don’t know what that means, but I’m scared.”

“Baby, we’ll be fine,” said Ralph. “This house is built above the twenty-four-foot Camille surge line. It’s not going anywhere.”

“But Dad, we can get out now. There’s no water in the streets. We’ve got to go before it gets bad!”

“Sugar,” JoAnna said, smiling calmly. “We’re staying. Go back to sleep now.”

Angry and frightened, Nikki went to the upstairs bedroom to find her husband. “Patrick, there’s no water on the beach. This is bad! I want to go. But Mom and Dad won’t leave.”

“Well, we could head north,” said Patrick. “Are you okay with leaving them behind?”

Despite her concerns, Nikki knew she’d never forgive herself if they left and something happened to her parents. So they lay down and tried to go back to sleep.

At seven-thirty that morning, sewage started backing up in the basement. Ralph and Patrick plugged the faucets and toilet, cleaned up the mess, and waited.

By eight o’clock, the wind intensified, whipping like a blender the water rushing back into the bay. Behind it was a towering thirty-plus-foot storm surge that had been building as Katrina roared across the gulf. It smashed into the house, ripping off part of the roof and sending a flood of water cascading into the back bedroom, where Patrick, Nikki, and her parents sat talking. They could hear windows shattering. The door burst open to reveal that the entire front of the house was missing.

“Oh, my God!” screamed Nikki.

Eight-foot waves began battering apart the rest of the roof and then the walls, each blow breaking off more and more chunks. Nikki, Patrick, Ralph, and JoAnna grabbed hold of what structure was left as the walls collapsed and the sheetrock began tearing off the studs. Wave after wave slammed into them, knocking them off their feet. Each time, they scrambled back up and braced themselves for the next onslaught.

“Hang on!” screamed Patrick. “We have to stay in the house.”

JoAnna was near exhaustion, so Nikki and Patrick positioned themselves on either side of the sixty-eight-year-old, holding her up with each wave.

“You got to get up, Mom,” insisted Nikki. “Come on. You got to hold on!”

Across a hallway from the other three, Ralph clung to plumbing pipes protruding from the floor. He eyed the situation like an engineer, calculating how long the house could withstand the punishing surge and when the water might subside. Nikki’s father had faith in the hurricane-proof home he’d designed, stubbornly refusing to acknowledge their lives were in danger.

He yelled his calculations over the wind: “It’s going to be high tide at nine-fifteen! If we can make it another twenty minutes, everything will start going down.”

But around nine o’clock, a massive wave crashed down, ripping their hands from the studs and washing them to the edge of the house. Before they could catch their breath, another wave swept Nikki and Patrick out.

Nikki was washed under a section of the floating roof. Realizing she was trapped, she vowed to herself that this was not how she was going to die. She freed one leg and began kicking until she made a hole and dragged herself out. But now she was back in the churning water, continually being pulled under. Everything was the same taupe color, and it was hard to tell which way was up. Survival skills kicked in again. Nikki remembered what she’d learned as a lifeguard. She followed her air bubbles to the surface and popped up, gasping for breath. Her strategy now was to stop fighting, conserve energy, and just float, keeping her feet and head out of the current and letting the water take her.

Patrick was still reeling from the wave that had smacked him like a punch in the face. For a minute, he couldn’t see. Then the water slammed his head into a rafter on the back porch. He ducked under, and the swirling current pulled him out. Patrick felt his shoes rip off, then his shorts. Wearing just a T-shirt, he began grabbing at trees as the surge carried him along. Though he was muscular from his work as a large animal vet treating horses and cattle, exhaustion was setting in. He caught hold of a tree but found himself facing the roaring surf and was quickly swept off. Patrick grabbed a small limb and perched on it for a few minutes. But Katrina’s relentless waves and flying debris knocked him from safety there as well. Finally, after being torn from nearly a dozen trees, Patrick managed to position himself on a huge live oak. He was naked now. Shivering, he breathed fast and shallow from having inhaled so much water. He wrapped his arms, scraped and raw, around the trunk and hung on for dear life.

Patrick began to consider the others. He assumed the worst. I’m the strongest of the group, he thought. If it took everything I had to make it, how could they?

Nikki, too, sought refuge in a tree, hundreds of yards away, where she was being pummeled by boards, shingles, furniture, and other wreckage swept along by the churning current. One four-by-eight-foot sheet of plywood covered with nails was particularly menacing, striking her on the head over and over. As she reached up to push it aside, Nikki noticed something shiny dangling from one of the nails. It was Patrick’s wedding ring. She gasped, plucked it off, and slipped it on her finger before shoving the board away. A few minutes later, Nikki saw Patrick’s shorts hanging on the branch of a nearby tree. He’s dead, she thought.

A mile and a half up the beach, Pat Kergosien stood transfixed at the sight of the brown bay waters surging past his house on Carroll Avenue. Just like the old downtown, it sat on a thirty-foot bluff. Never before in the history of Bay St. Louis had water crested the sea wall and spilled onto his street.

Katrina’s winds had been roaring at 125 miles per hour all morning. Gusts as high as 145 miles per hour strafed the city, ripping off roofs and tipping over trees like toothpicks. Power had gone out all over town around five-thirty that morning. From his vantage point on the front porch, Pat had watched the window and porch awnings on the neighbor’s house across the street peel off and blow away. The trees that were still standing were bent nearly horizontal. He could hear sharp popping sounds but wasn’t sure if they were power lines snapping or boards and shingles being pried off houses and going airborne.

Pat grabbed his camera and started videotaping the giant waves that crashed at the bay end of the street, sending a raging torrent inland to engulf the town. The house had become a fragile island, shaking from the force of the water rushing underneath. His wife, Hope, ushered the children into a bedroom while other adults shoved towels beneath the doors in a frantic attempt to keep the water out.

Sixteen-year-old Erin, who the day before had casually driven around videotaping the town, now stood petrified as the city’s emergency siren began to wail. “Mom, I don’t want to die,” she whispered as the younger children sat on the bed praying and crying.

Hope looked into her oldest daughter’s eyes. “Honey, at least we’re all together,” she replied.

For Pat, the new threat simply required a new plan. If things got worse and the house was about to wash off its foundation, they would all seek shelter in the small apartment over the garage behind the house. He made his way outside to see if the waist-deep water was still rising. As he peered down the street through the blinding rain, Pat suddenly realized that all of Bay St. Louis was underwater. It sent a shiver down his spine to think that friends and neighbors were likely out there in the churning water, fighting to stay alive.

A mile or so inland, Shannon Evans and her daughters were terrified. The water had begun to rise around their small clapboard house. With each gust, the wind rocked the structure, every joint creaking and groaning as though it was about to go. As they huddled together on her bed, she watched a crack start in the wall by the window. It grew as the storm raged, snaking like a living thing across the room to the roof.

“Get up. Quick!” commanded Shannon. “We’re going to sit in the hall for a bit.”

They’d been there barely a minute when suddenly the ceiling over Shannon’s bed caved in and they could see through to the sky. Part of the roof had been ripped off. Rain began pouring in.

“Mama!” screamed her youngest, two-year-old Mariah.

“I want to get out of here,” begged fourteen-year-old Shanell, her eyes wide with fear. “We can go across the street to the neighbors’.”

Shannon regarded her daughter’s pregnant belly and the swelling water in the street outside. “Baby, you see that water?” she said, pointing. “And feel that wind. If you try to cross, that wind will take you and we’ll never find you. It’s too late.”

Shannon had one last hope. She reached for the phone. It still had a dial tone! Punching 911, she held her breath. Busy. Damn! They were on their own.

Less than a half-mile away at the police and fire station, the phone had been ringing nonstop since eight o’clock. The first panicked calls came from the beach, then from the Cedar Point area on the bay. They were chillingly similar. The home was filling with water. The cars were all swamped or blocked in by fallen trees. The callers couldn’t swim. They needed help or they would die.

“We’re in our second-story window and the water’s steadily rising!” screamed one person over Katrina’s roaring winds. “We want you to have our names so you can link us to this address if you find us later. We’re going to jump!”

The 911 operators took down the names and addresses, and Monte Strong and the other first responders tried to go out on the calls. The engines, sirens blaring, sped out of the station. But they didn’t get far. The roads not blocked by trees, telephone poles, and other debris were completely submerged.

So was the low-income housing project across the street. Many elderly people there hadn’t evacuated. Water was already halfway up the windows of the modest one-story brick homes. Monte and half a dozen firefighters donned their foul-weather gear, waded over, and began pulling residents out of the houses. They worked with their clear face shields down, the pelting rain ripping at any exposed skin like buckshot.

“Hey, look!” shouted one firefighter, pointing behind a house. A flat-bottomed aluminum skiff was bouncing on the storm surge. They grabbed it and for hours used it to shuttle wet, frightened seniors and families to higher ground at the station.

All the while, Katrina’s winds whipped debris through the air around them. Monte tried to dodge a flying shingle that caught him square on his shoulder blade. He’d been trying to stay on what he thought was the middle of the street, but the blow threw him off balance and he stepped instead into a ditch. Suddenly, Monte was underwater and felt himself being swept along in the current. He tried to scream, but his mouth filled with water. He pushed his heavy firefighter’s boots in the direction of the road, dug in, threw his weight forward, and dragged himself up and out of the surge.

Wet and exhausted, the rescuers worked until the neighborhood was empty. It helped keep Monte’s mind off the fact that his home was in one of the low-lying neighborhoods where the 911 calls originated.

One call came from Main Street—from Mayor Eddie Favre’s son. “Daddy, Uncle Mike’s got two feet of water coming in the house!”

Eddie tried to calm his son. “All I can tell you at this point is that in twenty minutes the eye’s supposed to come through. Then the winds are gonna turn and it’s gonna blow the water out that built up. Y’all just hang in there.”

The mayor’s brother, Mike, grabbed the phone. “Damn, boy! Y’all need to do somethin’ about this floodin’ problem we’re having over here!”

Eddie sensed the anger and fear in his brother’s voice. He pictured his petite eighty-year-old mother, his daughter-in-law, and his little grandbaby struggling as the fetid storm surge rose around them.

“I can’t help it,” he replied. “The eye’s supposed to be coming, and hopefully it’ll pull the water out.”

Two and a half miles farther inland, the situation was deteriorating quickly at the Coast Inn. The hotel where I’d wanted to stay with my CNN crew was two stories high and had never taken on water. In fact, longtime local restaurant owner Tommy Kidd and his wife, Linda, had stayed there in 1969 during Hurricane Camille. And Tommy would never take a risk with his high-school sweetheart, a brunette with twinkling brown eyes whom he’d married shortly after they both started college. Sunday after they hung the storm shutters on their raised home on the bayou, the couple, now in their mid-sixties, followed the same game plan and squeezed into a ground-floor suite at the hotel with five family members, two Labs, a blue Doberman, and a cat.

Monday morning when water began flowing under the door of their room, it became clear this was no safe refuge. The hurricane-force winds that had been howling nonstop for hours suddenly intensified. Before they could get out, all seven were waist-deep in brown, swirling water. Drenched and carrying their pets, they waded to the stairs and scrambled up to the second floor.
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~TOMMY KIDD IN FRONT OF HIS HOME ON THE BAYOU
Photo by Kathleen Koch

As they stood shivering on the open walkway, Tommy had an unsettling feeling. He didn’t see the elderly couple from the room next door. They were in their eighties, and the husband had Alzheimer’s. “We need to go back down and check on them,” he said.

So Tommy and his son plunged back into the rising water. They slogged down the walkway and pressed their faces against the window of the couple’s room. Tommy’s fears were confirmed. Inside, they saw the woman standing helplessly with her husband almost neck-deep in the brown water as their dog floated on a mattress nearby. The men tried the door, but it was jammed shut by the force of the surge. Tommy thought about the sledgehammer in his truck, which was already underwater. They scanned the debris rushing past them and spotted a two-by-four. It was their last hope. The two gestured to the couple to stand back and began pounding the glass. Finally, it shattered, and they swam through.

“Can someone help my husband?” asked the woman in a surprisingly calm voice as she balanced on her tiptoes.

“Yes, ma’am,” said Tommy, looping his arm underneath the man’s and lifting him. “I got him.”

The men pulled the two and their dog out of the room and up the stairs to safety.

“Thank you. Thank you so much,” the drenched woman kept repeating. “I just didn’t know what to do.”

From the second-floor breezeway, the group peered through the blinding downpour, stunned, as the storm surge swelled higher, enveloping everything as far as the eye could see. Cars floated and smashed into one another in the parking lot. Signs, shingles, tin, flashing, and two-by-fours pried from homes and businesses became airborne projectiles, impaling whatever they hit. Powerboats appeared through the driving rain, making their way to the hotel loaded down with people plucked from trees and rooftops. The Coast Inn was one of the few two-story structures in the area. The water had stopped just short of the second floor.

Tommy worried about his daughter’s restaurant, Daddy O’s, just a mile down the road. If the relentless winds hadn't shredded it, then it was surely underwater.

Everyone waited for the eye to pass and give the town a respite before the winds turned and sucked the water back out. But the break never came. It felt like the hurricane that wouldn’t end, an insatiable monster ripping, grinding, and battering Bay St. Louis hour after interminable hour.

Eighteen miles to the east, Diane Frederick and the patients and families sheltering at Gulfport Memorial Hospital were waiting for a respite, too. The roar of the winds outside was almost deafening. Suddenly, Diane heard what sounded like a brick being thrown through a window.

“Move the patients! Move the patients!”

Nurses came bursting into the fifth-floor critical care unit and began wheeling the beds into the hall. Diane rushed out with her husband, Allan, dragging a chair from the room with her. She pushed it against the wall next to his bed, out of the way of the nurses racing up and down in their efforts to calm the patients. Diane looked down at the plastic ID bracelets all family members had been issued, only now realizing they were for identification purposes if the hospital was destroyed.

She turned up the volume on her all-weather radio. Ham radio operators up and down the coast reported the eye was passing over. “If anyone out there has any reports from Bay St. Louis or Waveland, we want to hear from you,” said one announcer. No one responded.

Diane flipped open her cell phone. No service. She got up and tried the pay phone near the elevators. No dial tone.

I’m gonna do a little adventurin’, Diane thought, determined to find out how bad conditions were. She pushed open the door to the stairs and headed down. But after she passed the second floor, she stopped short. Brown, murky water filled the stairwell. My God! she thought. Where is this water comin’ from?

Diane retreated back to the fifth floor.

“Our Father, who art in heaven . . .”

“Hail Mary, full of grace . . .”

The murmured prayers of patients and family members echoed down the darkened hallway. Diane sat next to her husband and joined in.
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Back in Mobile, the rain and winds were strengthening by the minute. Police began getting calls for help. Mobile Bay was spilling over its banks and into downtown, swamping the streets with several feet of water.

Between my early live shots under the hotel awning, I got an e-mail from Kenny.

Subject: Latest

You may get some action. Looks like the Big Easy may have dodged the bullet again.

Kenny

I was relieved. At least New Orleans was safe. All I had to worry about was what had become of Bay St. Louis, now in the deadly northeast quadrant of the hurricane.

Already at our hotel a half-mile from the water, the winds were so strong they’d blown loose a steel ventilation cover on the lobby roof. Every few minutes, a strong gust would send it crashing over. From inside, it sounded like it was about to smash through the roof. Worried it would blow off onto the sidewalk below and kill someone, hotel management sent two workers up in the swirling wind and rain to try to anchor it.

Not long afterward, our satellite truck operator, Charlie Neiswenter, dashed in from outside, shaking the rain from his hair. “We’re down. Everything’s soaked. I’m going to work on it. But it could be awhile.”

Damn! So much for being the network’s go-to reporter in the east. Still, it gave me a chance to run upstairs, get my radio, and bring it down to the hotel dining room, where guests were congregating. As I opened the door to my room, I was puzzled to hear water running. But it wasn’t in the bathroom. My window sill looked like a waterfall, the persistent winds forcing the rain in around the edges of the sealed windows. I grabbed towels from the bathroom, stuffed them on the sill, and dashed back downstairs. As I set up the radio in the darkened dining room, guests began to cluster around to hear the latest weather bulletins.

I was startled to hear my cell phone go off. Phones hadn’t worked for hours.

“Kathie? It’s Mark.”

It was my brother. I’d been so focused on work that I’d shoved to the back of my mind the fact that he, his wife, and their four children were riding out the storm in Biloxi, roughly halfway between Mobile and New Orleans. They’d assumed Katrina would stick to its westward path and they would have no need to evacuate. So when the hurricane jogged to the east, Mark decided they’d leave their Ocean Springs home and seek shelter at Keesler Air Force Base Hospital, where his wife, Maureen, worked. The sturdy five-story building was just 250 yards from the water.

“Mark, are you okay? How bad is it there?”

“We’re fine. We lost power hours ago,” he replied. “Part of the roof of the maternity ward blew off. Maureen and the other nurses are keeping patients alive using batteries.”

I shook my head as I listened. Why the hell did they go west toward the hurricane, instead of east? True, sheltering at a hospital sounded safe. But the kids were so little. Joshua and Jeremy were one and two, Amber and Emily five and nine. What if the walls didn’t hold?

“What about the storm surge?” I asked, knowing that Back Bay was just a stone’s throw away.

“Well, the water’s rising. It’s already flooded the basement, where the generators are.” Mark kept his voice low so he wouldn’t scare the children. “We’re upstairs. But the wind is so strong the window in the room is starting to crack. Kathie, I just don’t know—”

The line went dead. The last cell tower that had somehow withstood Katrina’s winds had finally gone down.

“Mark! Mark! Can you hear me? Are you there?”

He’s fine, I told myself. They were in a hospital, for God’s sake. If anything happened, doctors and nurses and medical equipment were there . . . all in the dark with the water rising and the roof coming off and the windows about to blow in. Damn! And I could do nothing about it.

“We’re back in business!” our satellite truck operator announced proudly, stomping the rain off his boots as he strode into the lobby.

We donned our hurricane gear and went back out into the storm to do live reports the rest of the afternoon. By nightfall, the American flag that had flown on the front of the hotel hung in shreds. I just wanted the day to end so we could be cleared to head to Mississippi.

But then everything changed. Though New Orleans had escaped the brunt of the storm, reports came that the levees there had broken. I could almost see the giant media spotlight swinging west to focus on the inundated Crescent City. I didn’t yet realize it, but at that moment Mississippi became a footnote. To the nation, Katrina would always be known as the hurricane that hit New Orleans.


 [image: image]
	
~4~

The Aftermath

THOUGH HE WAS A CONGRESSMAN, Gene Taylor knew his way around boats. The one-time boatswain’s mate with the chiseled features of a young Robert Redford had served thirteen years in the Coast Guard as the skipper of a search-and-rescue vessel. And he was a “Bay rat”—a Bay St. Louis local who had grown up sailing and fishing the salty waters of St. Louis Bay, the Jordan River, and surrounding tributaries. So as soon as Katrina’s winds began to drop, Gene and his seventeen-year-old son, Gary, hauled his thirty-yearold Boston Whaler to the nearest body of water—Route 603, which had disappeared underneath six feet of storm surge.

As they headed south toward Bay St. Louis, the contents of people’s homes drifted by. Gary spotted a pool table, the balls still neatly racked in the center, as though waiting for a couple of players to pop out of the water and start taking shots. “Dad, can we keep it?”

“No,” said Gene. “Whoever owns this is going to want it back.”

He steered the boat onto the Jordan River, which was fifteen to twenty feet higher than normal. They cruised past waterfront homes, peering into the second- and third-story windows. Thirty- and forty-foot boats perched in the trees. Finally, it dawned on Gene that he had no need to follow the river. Everything was underwater. There’s no Bay St. Louis, he thought. As far as he could see, any area that had once been land was now part of the Gulf of Mexico.
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~THE VIEW FROM I-10 LOOKING NORTH ON ROUTE 603 TOWARD KILN, MISSISSIPPI, ON AUGUST 29, 2005
Photo by John Wilkerson

[image: image]

~THE VIEW FROM I-10 LOOKING SOUTH ON ROUTE 603 TOWARD BAY ST. LOUIS, ON AUGUST 29, 2005
Photo by John Wilkerson

They set a course for the two-mile-long Bay Bridge. Gene was careful to dodge the roofs and treetops that poked out of the water around them. As they neared the mouth of the bay, they found themselves following a bizarre flotilla of debris being sucked slowly out to sea. Cars, boats, couches, refrigerators, and all manner of refuse flowed south at a good six knots. Gene worried that it would all dam up at the bridge.

The massive four-lane Highway 90 bridge that connected Bay St. Louis to the rest of the Mississippi Gulf Coast had its spans toppled by Hurricane Camille in 1969. Now, Gene was astonished to see that every inch of the roadway was gone, as was the CSX train bridge beyond. Only the drawbridge and the supporting piers jutted from the water as the wreckage floated by unimpeded.

Gene brought the boat around and began scanning the shoreline for damage, cruising parallel to North Beach Boulevard, where the homes of friends and family had stood for decades. He and his wife had raised their three children there in a charming three-bedroom shotgun, where they’d lived since 1978.

The previous day, the congressman and his son had carefully fastened new storm shutters made of plasticized decking to the windows. They were guaranteed for life. “This is the last pair of shutters we’ll have to put on this house,” Gene had declared as they finished the job. Glancing up, he’d noticed a bit of paint peeling under an awning. “I am going to have to paint this house pretty damn soon.”

Now, nothing was left on the street where he’d lived for nearly thirty years. Not a dock. Not a wall. Not a shed. Not a porch. Nothing. Gene’s gaze moved from left to right. The Tanner house was gone. The Kennedy house. The whole Eagan compound. The Chamberlain house was gone. Only a crumpled dumpster stood at Gene’s childhood home, which his brother had recently bought from their parents and remodeled. Gone, too, was the little shotgun home where Gene and his wife, Margaret, had lived since they were married, where their children had taken their first steps and then walked away as adults.
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~REPRESENTATIVE GENE TAYLOR SHOWING LIEUTENANT GENERAL H.
STEVEN BLUM, CHIEF OF THE NATIONAL GUARD BUREAU, AND REPORTERS
WHAT WAS LEFT OF HIS HOME ON NORTH BEACH BOULEVARD
Courtesy of National Guard Bureau

He felt as if someone had punched him in the stomach. Katrina had wiped the shoreline clean of every structure. The only things standing were the yacht club flagpole and the battered frame of one home situated on a slight hill overlooking the Cedar Point neighborhood.

Gene and his son sat silently. They had hoped to rescue some living being, even a dog or a cat. But they’d seen nothing alive except a few weary sea gulls. This must be what the place looked like when the Frenchmen landed, thought Gene as he regarded the barren landscape.

“Dad, you want to tell Mom, or do you want me to?” asked Gary.

“No, son. That’s my job.”

“Well, you know it’s gonna get pretty dark pretty fast,” said his son. “We’d better get back.”

They navigated by memory as darkness fell—a blacker darkness than they’d ever seen. Not a single light was visible anywhere. Even the moon and stars were blocked by Katrina’s lingering cloud bands. Gene dreaded what lay ahead—facing the family and friends who’d congregated at his brother’s farm in “the Kiln” north of Bay St. Louis, anxious for word on how their homes had fared.

By the time they returned, a gauntlet of more than twenty people waited in a narrow hallway between the garage and main farm building.

His brother saw him first and knew by the look on Gene’s face. “It’s gone, eh?” asked Dean.

“Yeah,” responded Gene with a short nod as the group crowded around him.

“How’s my house?” asked one neighbor.

“And mine, Gene,” chimed in another.

“It’s gone.”

“You mean the roof is gone?” pressed one.

“No. It’s gone,” Gene repeated.

“You mean the windows are blown in?”

Gene sighed. “No, it’s . . . Nothing is there.”

Margaret Hadden stepped forward. “How’s my house, Gene?” She’d lost her home in Camille and rebuilt a taller hurricane-proof home on pilings.

“Well, it’s gone,” he replied.

“But you can’t see my house because Corky’s house is in the way,” Margaret insisted.

“Corky’s house is gone.”

“No. It’s a hurricane-proof house,” she maintained, her voice quavering. “That’s impossible.”

“Margaret, your house is gone. Corky’s house is gone.” Gene spoke with as much finality as he could muster. “Every house that you can see from the water is gone.”

For the next hour, the grim process continued as one by one they got the news. Each watched the shock and disbelief on the face of the previous person, praying that when it was their turn they would be the exception. No one was.

Gene finally turned to his wife, Margaret. Blond and with clear blue eyes the shade of the sea, she had a staunch inner strength and calm when things were at their worst. Margaret had seen the others and knew what was coming without asking.

“It’s gone,” he said, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close. “Nothing is there, absolutely nothing there.”

Back in town, Mayor Eddie Favre, first responders, and public-works crews got chain saws, backhoes, and heavy equipment and started clearing the streets when the winds and water finally began to subside. They worked at a feverish pace, each in the back of his mind hearing the desperation in the 911 calls. Each feared finding bodies when they finally got through.

A dump truck was the only vehicle that could maneuver around the trees and over the debris that filled the streets. Eddie and a city worker climbed in and wove their way down Highway 90, the town’s main business artery. Initially, they noticed roof and water damage. As they neared the bay, buildings were missing front and back walls, their interiors swept clean by the storm surge. Then entire structures were gone.

Eddie took it in slowly, building by building. Reiman’s Funeral Home, gone. Peter’s Wieners, gone. Pic a Pac, gone. McDonald Realty, gone. On Phillips Street, the Kergosien Real Estate building, gone. The Dantagnan house and business, gone. Home after home, business after business. Nothing was left. The mayor was in such stunned disbelief that they drove almost the length of the highway before he was finally able to acknowledge reality. Entire sections of the town of eighty-two hundred no longer existed.

The dump truck turned off the highway and headed to the mayor’s brother’s house on Main Street, where he’d promised his mother and daughter-in-law they’d be safe. The front door had been kicked open. Inside, a thick sludge of mud covered the floor. A water mark ringed the room at around six feet, just above Eddie’s head. Furniture was strewn about, broken and flipped upside down.

Eddie heard a tiny wail rising from one room. Sitting atop a soggy mattress propped against a sofa was his grandbaby, crying frantically. Next to her, filthy and exhausted, was his daughter-inlaw, Karen. She uttered not a word but cast him a look filled at the same time with frustration and relief.

“Baby, I’m sorry,” said Eddie, wrapping her in an enormous hug. “I’ll never do this again.”

Hanging open above their heads was the door to the attic, where she, the baby, and Eddie’s mother, brother, sons, and nephew had ridden out the storm.
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~BAY TOWN INN, A HISTORIC BED-AND-BREAKFAST ON NORTH BEACH BOULEVARD, BEFORE AND AFTER HURRICANE KATRINA
Photos by John Wilkerson

Eddie looked outside. The garage where he’d stuffed all the belongings he could carry from his house so they’d be safe was full of mud. The three cars had been pushed helter-skelter by the surge.

A mile and a half south, Patrick Cleveland was lowering himself from the live oak he’d clung to for the last eight hours. He’d lost not just his clothes but his glasses. Still, he managed to stumble back to the crumbled ruins of Nikki’s parents’ house, hoping to find someone alive. One small section of the first floor attached to the garage remained. Upstairs, only the stone fireplace was intact, jutting resolutely skyward.

“Nicole! Ralph! JoAnna! Is anybody here?” he called.

The only answer was the whistling winds of Katrina’s southern bands as the hurricane churned inland.

Panting and struggling to breathe, Patrick realized how cold he was. He looked inside, but the house had been stripped bare, too. So he made his way to the back of the property, where they’d parked their cars on high ground. He hoped to crawl inside one until he was found.
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~DEBRIS FIELD ON WASHINGTON STREET IN BAY ST. LOUIS
Photo by Mark Proulx

He spotted a man waving his arms. Unable to tell who it was, Patrick pointed toward a clearing in the debris where they could meet.

“Are you looking for your wife?” asked the man.

“I sure am,” said Patrick, his heart racing at the possibility that Nikki may have made it through the storm.

“Well, she’s right back here,” the man responded.

As they picked their way through the debris, the man reached up, pulled a soggy Mexican poncho out of a tree, and handed it to Patrick. “Not much. But it’s better than nothing.”

Half an hour earlier, Nikki had spotted the same man and his family and dropped from her perch in the branches into the water, screaming to get their attention. They rushed over to fish her out as Nikki’s legs collapsed like rubber beneath her. After eight hours clinging to the tree, she’d lost all feeling in them. It took several excruciating minutes of sharp pin-prick pain up and down both limbs before her circulation was restored.

Still, when she saw Patrick walking barefoot toward her across the field wearing the muddy poncho, Nikki jumped up and managed to sprint the last hundred feet to her husband, throwing her arms around him. “Patrick!”

“Baby, you’re okay!” Patrick embraced her gently as he fought to catch his breath. “Oh, watch it. Not so hard.” He pulled back to reveal his battered forearms, the flesh raw.

“You’re both coming to the hospital—now,” insisted the man as he directed them through the rubble toward the nearest road.

Back downtown, the fire engine carrying Monte Strong and his crew slowly followed a city bulldozer and a front-end loader as they cleared the road, first of trees, limbs, power poles, and pieces of roof. Then cars, washing machines, refrigerators, and entire houses blocked the way.

As the procession inched forward, the firefighters got out, clambered into the houses they could enter, called out, and then marked where they had searched with a spray-painted X. They then filled in each quadrant of the X with the date, search team, hazards inside, and number and condition of victims.
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~COURT STREET STATION, A BAY ST. LOUIS ANTIQUE SHOP, BEFORE AND AFTER HURRICANE KATRINA
Photos by John Wilkerson
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“Fire department! Anybody here?” called Monte as they climbed through both levels of a two-story house in the hard-hit Cedar Point neighborhood.

No answer. But something made the firefighters stay. It was the same sixth sense that often led them to panicked residents hiding during house fires. Someone spotted a trapdoor leading to a tiny attic crawlspace and pulled it open. Curled up in the corner was a man in his mid-fifties wearing shorts and a T-shirt.

“Are you okay?” they asked.

The man nodded but stayed tucked in his fetal position.

“Is anybody else in the house?”

The man slowly shook his head, his eyes shifting like those of a startled animal. He was in shock.

Monte and the firefighters loaded him into a city utility vehicle for the paramedics and moved on. The walking wounded were everywhere, bleeding and mud covered, some carrying in small buckets or bags the few possessions they’d salvaged as they scrambled out.

“We made it!” an exhausted middle-aged couple told the firefighters as they approached. “We’re the ones that jumped out our window.”

They were the 911 callers. Monte and the others smiled because they’d feared the worst.

“We tossed out a mattress and floated on that,” explained the husband proudly. “Just as it was about to sink, a log with nice big branches almost like handles drifted by, and we grabbed onto that.”

His wife shook her head. “I was so worried that when the water went out, it would take us right with it. But we’re here.”

As dusk fell, the firefighters got a break. Monte and a neighbor mounted all-terrain vehicles, determined to make it to their neighborhood a mile and a half away. It was like navigating a maze. Finally, they parked the ATVs and began climbing through backyards.

A woman, distraught and trembling, saw their uniforms and came out of her house. “My mother. I tried to get her in the attic, but she couldn’t get up there. I tried everything. Can you let someone know?”

“Yes, ma’am. We will,” said Monte, lifting his radio to let paramedics know they had not just another body but another shock victim.

They slogged through water up to their thighs until finally reaching the Strong home on Pine Drive. The front door was smashed in, and the living room was jammed with mangled, muddy furniture from every room in the house. Sitting atop the soggy pile were toys, trophies, videotapes, and other belongings that had floated from the children’s rooms down the hall. The surge had flowed into the attic of the one-story home, so the sheetrock ceilings had collapsed. The air-conditioning vents and ductwork dangled from above. A wet layer of white blown-in insulation coated everything.

“Chance! Holly!” Monte clambered over the mess, calling his dogs’ names. He yanked the door to the laundry room, where he’d locked the golden retriever and yellow Lab the night before, but it was jammed with debris. Monte rushed outside and around to the laundry-room window. It’s a big room with plenty of space. And they’re good swimmers, he thought hopefully. But when he reached the window, his heart sank. The smashed washer and dryer and contents of the utility shelves were piled so high it was impossible to see in. Monte knew his pets couldn’t have survived.

“Man, it’s gonna be okay,” said his neighbor, wrapping his arm around Monte’s shoulder. “Danielle and the kids are alive. You’re alive.”

Over the next few days, Monte made the same journey to his brother’s, his sister’s, his mother’s, and his mother-in-law’s homes. Every house was gutted or gone. Everyone had lost everything.

Pat Kergosien emerged stunned to see the destruction around him while his home survived intact. But he and his seventeen family members were stranded, every single car ruined by the floodwater. Fortunately, Pat had a four-wheeler. He began ferrying everyone around to see what was left of their homes. On a trip across the highway to the battered Cedar Point area, he spotted what looked like a mannequin’s legs protruding from a ravine. The skin was white and pasty. Pat drew closer and saw what appeared to be a man’s body clothed in a long nightshirt covered in mud and pine straw. He noted the location. As the evening sky darkened, he made his way downtown to let police know what he’d found.

Tuesday morning, the sun rose over the bay, casting a gentle pink glow on the body where it remained in its odd, undignified state.

 [image: image]

~DA BEACH HOUSE, A BAY ST. LOUIS CAFÉ AND BEACH RENTAL SHOP, BEFORE ANDAFTER HURRICANE KATRINA
Photos by John Wilkerson
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A block away, Pat’s older sister Mary had started to clean out her flooded home when a thin-faced man in his seventies approached her in the driveway. “Oh, Mary, we can’t reach Nan,” he said, leaning on his cane. “Can you go see about her? I can’t go anymore.”

Nancy Belle Murphy and Mary were prayer partners who attended church together every week. Miss Nancy was wheelchair-bound and had never married. She referred to herself genteelly as an “unclaimed rose.” George Ladner was her brother-in-law.

Mary jumped on the bicycle she’d been using to navigate the debris-covered streets. “I’m going right now.”

“Just try, honey. Just try!” George called as she pedaled around the corner.

Mary’s heart was pounding. She felt the adrenaline rushing through her body as she kicked and then finally used her shoulder to force open the door to her friend’s one-story home. She searched through the mishmash of wet, broken furniture but found nothing.

As Mary climbed back on her bike, a neighbor on the street flagged her down and pointed out the body in the ravine. It was still coated in a layer of pine needles, the face turned to the side, as if the person were asleep. Mary leaned down and brushed the short, gray hair back from over the eye. It was Miss Nancy.

The elderly gentleman was waiting in the driveway as Mary rode up, breathless.

“I just wish I had better news for you,” she said.

“I knew it.” His head sank into his hands as he began to weep. Mary tried to comfort him, but he waved her off. “No, it’s okay. I’m a go. I’m a go.” He picked up his cane and walked slowly toward the street.

That same morning, David Treutel and his son, Alex, left NASA’s Stennis Space Center and raced back to Bay St. Louis. They were among the fortunate few whose cars had survived the storm intact. Katrina’s winds had turned rocks on the facility’s flat roof into buckshot that blew out the windows of dozens of cars parked in front of the building.

David was still marveling at the sea gulls he had spotted when the eye passed over Stennis the day before. The wind and rain had stopped, revealing a disk of blue sky where the sun shone brightly. Trapped inside the eye were sixty or seventy tired sea gulls that had no choice but to follow the storm as it barreled north. Fly too far in any direction and they’d be shredded by the 125-miles-per-hour winds.

During the entire drive, David wove his car around and over downed trees and debris. Once in town, he and Alex began checking family homes. His parents’ house on St. Charles, where the family had ridden out Hurricane Camille in the attic—gone. His sister’s and brother’s homes—flooded.

Downtown, a mountain of debris blocked his family’s insurance business. So David and Alex climbed around back. Huge holes had been ripped in the rear and side of the building. The entire contents of the business had been pushed into the front rooms. They picked their way through carefully, looking for anything to salvage. A familiar stench filled the air—water, oil, gas, sewage. It smelled like Camille.

“Come on, Alex,” said David. “Let’s go home.”

As they made their way back to the car, David noticed the scores of people on foot. Most vehicles in town were wrecked, flooded, or blocked in by debris, so residents were walking through the muck and wreckage in the hundred-degree heat to check on friends, family, homes, and businesses and to try to find food and water. There was no sign yet of any help.

A lanky figure waved to David from the end of Main Street. It was eighty-one-year-old Leo Seal, the former president and CEO of Hancock Bank, the state’s largest financial institution. He was wearing a dirty, wrinkled seersucker suit that looked like it had dried in the sun.

“Mr. Seal, you okay?”

“Just got back to town to check the house. My yard’s full of downed trees. Couldn’t see a thing when I got there at dawn,” replied Seal. “And the damn storm shifted my fence. So when I jumped it to get into the yard, I ended up in the pool.”

“It’s rough,” said David. “You’ve been through not one but two once-in-a-lifetime hurricanes.”

“Hell, Treutel! I was here in the ’47 hurricane,” said Seal with a laugh. “I’ve been in three once-in-a-lifetime storms.”

David patted the elderly gentleman on the back, and he and Alex made their way to the car. They drove down Highway 90 and parked as close to Dunbar Avenue as they could. Their street was blocked by fallen trees and wreckage, so the two began slogging through. Alex, born with a mild case of cerebral palsy, had experienced difficulty walking since birth. Yet the seventeen-year-old was determined to keep pace as they neared their white-brick one-story home. David’s pulse quickened as he saw the house was still standing, but then he spotted a water line of pine needles and small branches about nine feet up, on the roof. He knew then that they, too, had lost everything.

At the same time, we were racing west from Mobile, unsure what, if anything, was left of Bay St. Louis. The main highways between Alabama and Mississippi had been shut down. I’d tracked down a man who was the last evacuee to arrive at our Mobile hotel Sunday night.

“You gotta use the back roads,” he advised me as I scrawled down the directions. “It’s the only way you’re gonna get through.”

As we headed toward the cars, a thin red-headed woman stopped me. She and her husband and teenage daughter had evacuated from Waveland, the town just west of Bay St. Louis. “I know you’re busy, but could y’all let us know how Waveland is? We left our dogs behind, and we’re really scared about the reports we’re hearing.” She pressed a scrap of paper with her phone number and address into my hand.

Mobile city crews were already out in force, using everything from backhoes to leaf blowers and push brooms to clear branches and other debris from the streets. As we drove west, trees were down. Then entire stands of forest were leaning over, toppled by the hurricane-force winds. Even supple pine trees had been snapped in half. Downed power lines draped the roadway. Roofs were missing shingles, then were just missing altogether. Highway billboards were mangled and twisted. Once we hit I-10 north of Biloxi, only the empty billboard frames remained. I peered south as we passed the exit for Keesler Air Force Base, knowing my brother and his family were there somewhere, hopefully still alive.

We passed a motorcade of tree-service trucks heading west. Next in the procession came a dozen vehicles pulling Florida Fish and Wildlife boats. Then three ambulances headed in the same direction flew past us.

With every mile, my heart sank. Still, I dutifully recorded it all in my reporter’s notepad, a grim catalog of destruction. Then we turned south on Highway 49 into Gulfport, and I stopped writing. I did not have enough paper or ink.

Roofs and awnings had been ripped off more buildings than I could count. Some businesses had collapsed entirely, sending a shower of bricks into the road. Debris and smashed, overturned cars littered parking lots. Mississippi National Guard units swarmed the downtown business district. Some stood guard against looters, while others operated heavy equipment to clear the main road down to the beach.

Outside the courthouse, we spotted a thin man wearing a Harrison County coroner’s hat. He sighed as we asked the inevitable question: How many had died?

“We have numerous John Does, Jane Does. Everything is being documented with addresses and GPS coordinates where the bodies are being found,” explained Jason Green calmly. “And we’re just asking for everyone’s patience.”

“And the count so far?” I asked.

“Twenty-six.” He looked around as if struggling to comprehend the number he’d just uttered. “It’s just total destruction. It’s catastrophic. Our whole Gulf Coast is destroyed.”

I asked if any bodies had been found at Keesler Air Force Base.

No, the coroner’s official answered, much to my relief. Thank God! At least I knew my brother and his family had survived.

I pulled Green aside and asked how he was doing and how his house had fared.

It was gone, he said bluntly. “We’re holding up the best we can. We think we’re strong people. But we’re being put to the test now.”

Across Highway 49, we saw a blond man in a red polo shirt and jeans surveying the shattered exterior of the Hancock Bank headquarters. It was John Hairston, the chief operating officer. The entire granite wall at the entrance had been ripped off, and a melamine chair sat perched on the edge of the now-visible second floor. “Don’t know where that came from,” he said, pointing. “We don’t even have that kind of chair in our office.”

Hairston explained how the storm surge and floating debris had taken out the ground-floor walls, while the building’s windows had been broken by boards and roofing that had been peeled off nearby structures by the hurricane winds. Nearly every window on the bottom eight floors of the fifteen-story headquarters was shattered.

“What about your Bay St. Louis branch? What have you heard from there?” I asked.

“Bay St. Louis did not do very well,” he replied. “Some of the areas are actually still cordoned off to where we can’t get to them.”

“Cordoned off? Why?” I asked, not sure I wanted to hear his answer.

“They’re still removing bodies.”

Hoping to find a route west, we drove south to the beach road but got no farther. An enormous wall of more than fifty crumpled truck trailers from the adjoining port blocked all four lanes of Highway 90, the road I used to drive to work every day. It looked like a giant toddler in a rage had dumped out his box of toy trucks. Mangled and crushed, they were too high to climb over or drive around. Several protruded from the lobby of a hotel overlooking the highway. The scene was so surreal that my mind could barely process what my eyes were seeing.
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~HURRICANE-BATTERED DOWNTOWN GULFPORT BUSINESS DISTRICT
Photo by Janet Rodriguez/CNN

Looming over the bizarre devastation was the hulking wreckage of the 450-foot-long, pink Copa Casino barge, which had once bobbed in a berth at the nearby state docks. It now rested in a parking lot a half-mile inland, its lower walls ripped open to expose slot machines and mud-covered gaming stools.

We had heard radio reports about the looting and bedlam in New Orleans. But here, many residents wandered emotionless through the wreckage. I studied them, trying to process how they fit into the chaos in front of us. A man and his daughters walked by not seeing, not reacting to the destruction, just moving. They had a blankness in their eyes I’d never seen before. I didn’t know I would see it again and again and again.

Near the trailers lay a sea lion that had washed up out of the destroyed Marine Life Oceanarium. A small group had gathered around to pour water over the animal as it panted helplessly in the blistering heat. When one person tired, someone else would take his place. Because they could do nothing about the devastation around them, keeping the sea lion alive became a way of doing something, whether it was fighting back or refusing to quit.
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~COPA CASINO BARGE SITTING NEXT TO HIGHWAY 90 IN DOWNTOWN GULFPORT
Photo by Janet Rodriguez/CNN

Larger groups of people were scrambling through the beach-front wreckage. We weren’t sure where or when we’d be in danger. Power, water, and phone service were all out, and no relief supplies had arrived yet. We were careful not to open our SUVs in plain sight and reveal the food and water we had on board. We didn’t want to start a riot. And as much as we wanted to share, it was all we had. In talking with colleagues, we’d already heard how one desperate Mississippi woman tried to cut a CNN team’s spare gas can off its vehicle right in front of them. So we decided to keep moving.

We headed west down Railroad Street, the only east-west artery that was passable. It paralleled the CSX railroad tracks. Just beyond the rail bed, survivors had hung handmade plywood and cardboard signs on trees with their names or addresses and short messages like “All OK” and “We got out.”

Where the road ended, we turned south over the tracks, hoping to make it to the beach. But other than a narrow stretch of homes close to the raised railroad, everything was obliterated. Every street leading to the water was clogged with roofs, walls, trees, cars, boats—the mangled remains of once-beautiful beachfront neighborhoods.

We drove west on Second Street and stopped next to a large culvert where a few people had gathered. Beyond it stood the shell of a Wal-Mart. From our vantage point, we could look straight through the building’s missing walls to the water.

A man in his late fifties holding a baby stood next to his adult daughter, gazing at the wreckage. The entire contents of the Wal-Mart had been swept by the wind and storm surge into the drainage ditch. Washers, TVs, plastic storage bins, soccer balls, toasters— all were intertwined with masses of wet, muddy clothing, towels, sheets, and other unrecognizable fabric.

Paul Eppert said he and his daughter Crystal had both worked at the Wal-Mart—he as a manager, she as a pharmacy tech. “Pretty bad scene,” he concluded.
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~CRUSHED SEAFOOD DELIVERY TRUCK IN PASS CHRISTIAN, MISSISSIPPI
Photo by Mark Proulx

“I’m speechless. I don’t know. I don’t have a job.” The young woman fought back tears. “I have a home. I’m thankful for that. But I don’t know how I’m . . . I don’t know.”

“It’ll be all right,” insisted her father. “We got water and food to last us . . . probably last us this week. But after that, we don’t know, if something doesn’t start opening up around here.”

A young security guard kept watch nearby. He explained that people had been looting tires and other usable items. He must have gathered by our stunned expressions how ludicrous it seemed that Wal-Mart would attempt to salvage anything from the muddy wreckage. “And there are five bodies in there,” he added, as if to justify his presence.

I glanced down at the culvert and then quickly averted my eyes. I’d never seen a dead body before and didn’t want to start today. I tried not to think about the sickly sweet smell that hung in the air.

We continued west and came upon a stocky young man in a dirty gray shirt and shorts, walking down the road with a cat and a dog. Mud encrusted his legs from the thighs down. He was from Henderson Point, a Pass Christian neighborhood that jutted into the mouth of St. Louis Bay. Jim Thompson said he’d stayed in his home during the hurricane until the water was up to his chest.

“It came up high enough I was able to—because it was so high— force Willow and the cat out the window and push them up onto the roof. And once I’d gotten them out, I did the same thing.” The young man’s eyes were red and welling with tears.

“What did you see when you got to the roof?” I asked.

“A lot of water. A lot of water.”

Thompson described how his house had come apart into four pieces and how he, his dog, Willow, and his cat, LJ, had spent nearly four hours clinging to the roof as Katrina roared onshore. “It was weird ’cause I had actually noticed that some of the other houses in the area were floating and starting to move around me.” Thompson shook his head at the unreality of what he was saying.

“How are you still here alive?” I asked after hearing his tale.

“Some would say I’m supposed to be.”

“Someone upstairs likes you,” I offered.

Thompson cracked a weary smile. “Somebody somewhere.”

After explaining that he was trying to get to family in Gulfport, he set off east.

We drove only half a mile before finding the remainder of the road was a tangled web of debris, downed trees, broken power lines, and toppled power poles. Our cameramen, Emmanuel and Gil, decided to stay and set up for a live shot while Janet and I looked for more survivors.

While Janet drove, I walked in front of the SUV, picking up shattered glass and shoving aside nail-studded boards and wreckage that might puncture the tires. What we couldn’t drive over, I walked backwards and guided the SUV around and under. I tried not to think about the fact that everything I pushed aside, everything crushed beneath the truck’s tires, had once been part of someone’s home. I did what we journalists always do: bottled up the emotion to deal with later. It was the only way to survive. The job came first.

Progress was slow. We saw no signs of life and realized we were probably the first journalists to reach these hard-hit areas. Finally, we came upon an intersection where some homes appeared intact.
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~PASS CHRISTIAN HURRICANE SURVIVOR JIM THOMPSON WITH HIS DOG, WILLOW, BEING INTERVIEWED BY THE AUTHOR AND GIL DE LA ROSA
Photo by Janet Rodriguez/CNN

After parking, we spotted a woman clearing fallen branches from her yard. But no sooner had we gotten out than two tall men approached us. Most residents we’d seen that day were sweaty and filthy either from the storm or their efforts to clean up its effects. These men weren’t.

“Hi! Are you from around here?” I asked.

They didn’t respond. Janet and I followed their gaze as it went from us to our black SUV with the red gas cans strapped to the top.

“You sure don’t look like you’re from around here,” one of them finally said slowly.

I plunged ahead, ignoring the uncomfortable feeling that was growing by the second. “We’re from CNN. We’re looking for people who rode out the hurricane to interview.”

The men looked at each other. One then gestured over his shoulder. “There’s an old guy back there that stayed. Maybe he’ll talk to you.”

I looked in the direction he pointed, where a mass of toppled trees almost obscured a small house. Peering out from behind the crisscrossed trunks was a nervous, bespectacled old man. Janet and I didn’t have to say a word. We both knew there was no way we were climbing back there and letting these men get between us and our vehicle.

“Actually, I think we’ll check first with these folks we saw clearing debris over here,” I said.

“Right,” said Janet. “That crowd could have some stories to tell.” Catching on to my ruse, she inflated the number of people nearby. “I’ll call the guys and let them know where to meet us.”

I turned and walked diagonally toward the yard the woman was clearing while Janet headed toward the SUV. The woman, not interested in talking, waved me off. When I turned back to the car, the men had disappeared.

Janet and I went another block west to Espy Street before we decided it was time to turn back and rejoin the crew. We’d become keenly aware of how vulnerable we were.

As we wrapped our live shot, a car pulled up and a burly, dark-haired man with a gray mustache got out. Richard Notter, a local alderman, offered to give us a tour of what was left of the town of Long Beach.

First, he gestured to an enormous empty slab next to us. It had been an apartment complex. “It’s the same view everywhere. There was a four-story hotel at the end of this street. These were houses, both sides, all the way to the beach.” He gestured with both arms toward the water. “Down on the end was two huge condominium complexes, and those are totally gone. And this is repeated every street throughout the entire city.”

We got in the car. As Notter drove, he pointed to mounds of twisted walls, roofs, beams, and wreckage that had been homes that withstood Camille. He didn’t know if the residents had left this time.

“I noticed that nobody is showing their emotions,” I remarked.

“Well, you know, I think people are just in shock,” said Notter. “I just don’t think they know what to think. I mean, I know I don’t.”

Downtown, we got out next to the flattened First Baptist Church. Only the sign remained. An American flag planted in the rubble fluttered gently in the evening breeze.

“Several businesses went down this way. Those are all gone. This was all businesses here on our left side. Those were destroyed all the way to the beach.” Notter pointed to an empty sign, the only thing standing on the waterfront. “We had some old businesses down there. The Waffle House is gone. You can look down here and see what type of debris field . . . I mean, everything is pretty much eradicated.”

“Where do you begin? Where do you start?” I asked, looking at the rubble that flowed uninterrupted to the water.

“I don’t know. I don’t know,” he confessed. “We’ve been through catastrophes before, and the people of this town . . . This is a very strong group of individuals. People will pull together. People will help their neighbors, and that’s what it’s going to take. It’s going to take the help of each of us working together. I like to think that people’s community, when things are at their worst, they are at their best. We just have to work together and clean the town up and rebuild.”
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~LONG BEACH’S FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH IN RUINS
Photo by Janet Rodriguez/CNN

A sunburned man and his wife walked up and shook the alderman’s hand. Mike and Taylor had fled their Long Beach home in the middle of the storm.

“Yeah, about 8 A.M., the water started rising. So we got in our truck and left and gone down the street and got blocked. So then we had to climb out of our truck and run across the tracks in probably 110-, 120-mile-an-hour winds.” Mike’s voice was dry and raspy.

“Why did you stay?” I asked.

“Well, I didn’t think it was going to be this bad. Camille wasn’t like this.” Mike looked at the carnage around him. “I’ve never seen this much devastation. It went further inland. There’s nothing left.”

“What happens next?”

“Patience. Time. Just a lot of hard work.” He blinked back tears as he looked down at the metal toolbox in his hand. “This is what I’ve got right here, my clothes and my tools.”

“But you’ve got your lives.”

“That’s exactly right.”

“And this is a coastline of survivors.”
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~REMAINS OF A WATERFRONT BUSINESS IN LONG BEACH, MISSISSIPPI
Photo by Janet Rodriguez/CNN

“Oh, we’ll be back. I’ll build another house. We’ll be here.” Mike shook my hand. “Thank you. Just send help.”

I stepped back and the two men embraced, Notter patting Mike on the back. “It’ll be good,” he reassured his friend.

“It’s not going to be good for a while.”

“Yep,” acknowledged Notter.
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Thirteen miles to the west, chicken and sausage sizzled on the stove outside the third Emergency Operations Center, or EOC, set up in Bay St. Louis. The first two had flooded out. This one took on water but was at least usable.

“You want something to eat?” asked the self-appointed chef as Congressman Gene Taylor pulled up in a battered 1980 Mercedes 300D. The car had been sitting in a storage shed so long the windows wouldn’t go down and the air conditioning wouldn’t work. Its top speed was just thirty miles an hour. But it ran on diesel, a fuel that was easier to find than gasoline. And the congressman discovered he could get ventilation as he drove by holding the door slightly ajar with his foot.

“Where’d you get all that?” asked Gene, surveying the meat and realizing it had been awhile since he enjoyed a hot meal.

“Oh, we looted the Wal-Mart,” replied the man.

Gene’s mouth dropped in disbelief.

“Oh, yeah. By the way, if you want a T-shirt or somethin’, we took those, too,” the man added.

Eddie Favre and Tommy Longo, the mayor of nearby Waveland, were sitting on the stoop. They confirmed that they and the Hancock County Board of Supervisors had sanctioned the looting of local stores so residents would have food, water, and clothing. They had few options, since relief supplies were still nonexistent.

“Hell, it was David Yarborough who picked up a pipe, broke the window at the Spur Station, and said, ‘Let’s get whatever we can outta there,’ ” said Eddie.

Gene shook his head at the thought of a county supervisor being forced to break into local businesses.

“Gene, we finally said, ‘What are they gonna do? Put us in jail?’ ” Eddie explained. “Get what we can out of it. There ain’t nobody here gonna use it.”

“The Wal-Mart, too?”

“Well, the windows were broken, so I said, ‘Let’s go on in,’ ” the mayor said. “Same at Winn-Dixie. Eckerd. We went on in and took everything we could. Then we took a school bus, started making all kinds of runs down to the high-school gym, where we set up a shelter.”

Gene glanced inside the EOC at the clothing, water, soft drinks, canned goods, potato chips, and cookies the band of official looters had accumulated. “So is anybody at the stores now?”

“Gene, we’re basically letting people who need stuff go in and get it,” Eddie said.

“No police there?”

“They’re going back and forth. I told the guys, ‘Look. If people are looting for items they need to survive on, leave ’em alone.’ ” Eddie leaned forward. “ ‘But if it’s not things that they need to survive, shoot the bastards.’ ”

At the Coast Inn, Tommy and Linda Kidd and the other guests took advantage of the edict. All their cars had been flooded. Linda’s even had a gaping hole in the windshield from a boat propeller. So no one was going anywhere. But the Kmart was across the street and the Wal-Mart next door, making it an easy walk to find water, ice, and food. Someone hauled a gas grill out of one of the stores and began cooking whatever people brought.

“We’re living large!” exclaimed Tommy, taking his turn at the grill. He’d spent all morning handing out ice and water at the back of the Kmart and helping keep an eye on the sanctioned looting. Though the store had been flooded with seven to eight feet of water, items on the top shelves were still dry. Most people were climbing up and pulling down necessities like diapers, medical supplies, canned goods, and pet food. Tommy had to step in only once, when a handful of young men in their early twenties tried to smash open a jewelry case.

He sauntered over and smiled up at the ringleader. “Don’t do that.”

“And who made you police chief, old man?” cracked one of the boys.

“Oh, no. I’m not the police chief,” laughed Tommy, his eyes twinkling as he reached in his pocket and pulled out a badge. “Just deputy sheriff. Y’all move along, now.”

Two miles down the road, Nikki and Patrick Cleveland wandered outside the high-school shelter trying to find help. Bruised and battered from head to toe and wearing nothing but hospital gowns, they were a bizarre sight. They’d been discharged at six that morning with a fistful of antibiotics and pain relievers, despite the fact that Patrick had been near death from aspiration pneumonia. Nikki had spent what felt like endless hours watching hospital workers pound on his back to break up the water that had pooled in his lungs.

Since it was nearly empty of cars, they decided to try the highway. They’d heard that Dr. Waddy LeBourgeois, a fellow veterinarian and Nikki’s father’s best friend, was looking for them. They had no money, no identification, no car, no clothing. And no one had seen Nikki’s parents. Nikki hoped they were with Dr. LeBourgeois and was determined to get there.

“Stop! Help!” screamed Nikki, waving her arms at the few cars that went by. But no one would stop.

Patrick had been heavily sedated all night and was still weak and groggy. It was evening now, and the traffic was dropping off even further. When a police car approached, Nikki decided to take a chance. She ran into the road in front of it. “Help us! Please stop!”

“Miss, are you crazy?” shouted the officer as the patrol car screeched to a halt. “I could have killed you!”

“Thank you. Thank you so much,” said Nikki before she blurted out their story.

“Well, y’all get in. My family’s over there on Old Spanish Trail near where he is,” said the officer, figuring at the very least he was getting the odd duo out of his jurisdiction. “I’ll drop you off and check on them.”
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It was getting dark as my CNN crew navigated the eerily empty roads back to Gulfport. We reported late into the night in front of a gutted gas station across from the twisted stack of box trailers splayed across the highway. Morning live shots would start at five, so Janet and I scrubbed down with baby wipes, brushed our teeth in the debris-littered parking lot, and climbed into the back of the SUV to sleep. We set up our rechargeable lantern fans and cracked the windows slightly so no one could reach in. The night was hot and unbearably humid. As uncomfortable as it was, I knew tens of thousands along the Gulf Coast were enduring much worse. I folded a shirt into a makeshift pillow and slipped into a fitful sleep.

The day replayed in fast forward in my dreams, the people we’d met flowing past on a rushing tsunami of wreckage. I dreamed of my golden Labrador, Nick. Normally gentle, he morphed into a fierce beast, snarling, growling, and biting. I tried to calm him but couldn’t. I wasn’t strong enough. Nick, like everything else, was out of control, and I could do nothing to change it.

Wednesday morning, we were into our second hour of live shots when the silence of Gulfport’s desolate, mangled waterfront was broken by the roar of engines. A motorcade of backhoes, front-end loaders, and dump trucks rolled past us and began scooping up the debris, much of it goods Katrina had strewn over the waterfront from the nearby port. On a normal day, the port hummed with traffic as products like grain, timber, and poultry were shipped out while imports from bananas to cars to lingerie were off-loaded onto trucks and trains. Now, the stench of tons of rotting chicken and pork bellies hung in the air. Huge three-ton rolls of brown paper dotted the landscape. Bags of cat and dog food were tossed everywhere, most still intact.

No one knew when stores would open again or when food for people or pets would begin arriving. So we stopped the few cars that passed and asked if those inside wanted cat or dog food, and to spread the word. One man pulled over and began loading bags into his trunk. As the backhoes approached, we tried to snatch the pet food out of the way. We kept up the crazy game of cat and mouse until we’d passed out all the bags we could. It wasn’t much, but it felt good to do something to help.
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~VIDEOGRAPHER GIL DE LA ROSA, THE AUTHOR, AND VIDEOGRAPHER EMMANUEL TAMBEKAKIS PREPARING FOR A LIVE REPORT IN GULFPORT
Photo by Alec Miran/CNN

In the morning light, we could see into the smashed gas station that had been our backdrop the night before. The refrigerated cases were still packed with water and drinks, and food on the shelves appeared to be salvageable.

“Guys, what do you think?” I asked Emmanuel and Gil. “Should we tell people before it goes bad? I mean, it seems a shame to just let it rot.”

I knew in asking the question that I was wandering into territory that was off-limits. Journalists are supposed to be neutral observers, not active participants, even in war zones. Otherwise, they could impact the outcome of a story and bias their own reporting. But no one had ever talked about how to respond when ground zero was your hometown.

“I don’t know,” responded Gil with a shrug. “Better leave it.”

I was frustrated. Would that really be looting, or just being resourceful? What was the difference between trespassing and doing what had to be done to help your fellow man? All the normal rules seemed absurd and inapplicable.

By midmorning, the heat was almost unbearable. It’s always that way after hurricanes pass. They suck the rain and clouds inland with them, leaving behind the clearest blue skies and most intense sun imaginable.

A local man stopped to ask if we needed anything. We thanked him and said we were fine. Amazing! His town was flattened by a hurricane, and he wanted to know if we were okay.

During a break in live shots, I finally got a chance to check my e-mail on the satellite truck’s laptop. My inbox was jammed, but not just with e-mails from CNN. People were reaching out to me, desperate for help in finding missing family members or learning whether their homes had survived. Their anguish was palpable.

Subject: need help!

Kathleen,

Do you have communication with the police or sheriff’s office? We are trying to find out if my home is still standing on 5th Avenue, just four blocks north of Hwy. 90 in Gulfport. It is located 2 miles east of the new Federal Courthouse. Would you be able to help me find out some information? I would appreciate any help that you can give me. My 75 year old mother, my daughter and I are staying in Thomasville, GA in a hotel. My cell phone is not working. I will check my e-mail.

Sheila Currie

 

Subject: Checking for Help

Kathleen,

I’m in Washington DC and trying to check on my sister and brother in law. I saw your report from Pass Christian this afternoon. That is the town they live in. We heard from them last night for about 45 seconds and know they are alive, but have not heard from them since. Their house is about 2 blocks off the beach off Hwy. 90 at Shadow Lawn (not that street signs even exist anymore). According to her brief report to us, they spent the worst part of the storm in their attic and came out to find a lot of destruction.

They stayed because my brother in law is a doctor and serves as the medical director for the local EMS. I don’t know if you’ll report from there again, but if you are back in that area and see folks could you ask about them?

Again, many thanks.

Kiki McLean

 

Subject: Need Information on James Hyre, Ocean Springs, MS

James (my Uncle), lives at 2 Gulf View Dr, in Ocean Springs. My mother spoke with him at 7 am Monday morning, and we fear he didn’t get out.

Too close to the ocean.

Ralph Hyre

 

Subject: Valorie (Young)—Bay High Classmate

Dear Kathie,

I am grasping at any lead or contact to try to find information about my father. I’ve had no success in phone contact with anyone.

I’m particularly concerned about Dad since he is a stroke victim and is wheelchair bound. As of 11:00 P.M. Sunday night before the storm hit, he and his wife had not left their house, even though several of us family members tried to convince them to leave. Most shelters are not set up conveniently to help handicapped people, so they thought they’d take their chances at home.

I’m writing on the chance that you’ll be able to read this and if time and conditions allow, to ask you to add my dad’s name to your list.

Thanks, Kathie!

Love,

Valorie

 

Subject: long shot—missing parents in bay st. louis

I unfortunately have not heard from my fam. They live in bay st. louis and . . . its bad there. They decided to ride it out, and they have a pretty old home, but i can’t call or anything. I’ve seen some homes pretty trashed and i am kind of scared.

I have no clue if you can do this or anything, but i was wondering if you could see if its still standing. They live at 504 N. Second St., Bay St. Louis, MS. I would do anything to know they are ok.

Many (many) thanks,

Joshua

 

Subject: Treutels

Kathleen,

I saw your report this morning. I graduated from Stanislaus in ’78 with Paul & Steve Treutel and dated Missy. . . . Did you find out anything about them? I heard that their parents planned to ride it out in their house on St. Charles.

Jim Murphy

 

Subject: looking for relative—Gulfport

My film professor from GW is looking for more info on his father and his property, including missing dogs, in Gulfport. His name is Gary Lorenz, they lived on Bayou Village Drive in Gulfport. My prof’s name is Jay Lorenz.

Alexis

 

Subject: Hey! From Lydia Schultz

Just left a message on your phone. Was trying to get to MS when I got stopped cold in Atlanta. Am in Woodstock at Brooke’s house hoping I can get some info about my house and Van. He stayed. It is sooooooooooo nerve wracking. Painful to not be able to get through and then you see these pictures that are sooooo God awful! Anyway, our house is on Breeden Place. I cannot imagine what it is going to be like in there.

Lydia

Most of the heart-wrenching e-mails were from strangers. Some, though, were from people I knew, like Sheila Currie, a local Rotarian, and Valorie Young, one of my closest friends from high school.

The last one was from Lydia Schultz, my mom’s best friend before she and my dad left Mississippi. Lydia, her husband, Van, and their daughters, Brooke and Marie, had lived around the corner from us in Bay St. Louis. Lydia was witty and sassy, a passionate woman who boldly embraced everything life threw her way. Van was the polar opposite—quiet and introverted. I babysat their girls regularly as a teenager. Brooke was a fun, spunky little kid who was always into mischief. Marie, a year and a half younger, was gentle and thoughtful and had a smile so sweet it could melt an iceberg. They were grown young women now, their parents divorced but still close friends. Van and Lydia had moved into a new home on a street built just a few years earlier. I couldn’t believe Van had stayed. And I didn’t know how I would find the street, much less the house, if Bay St. Louis looked anything like what we’d already seen.

I jumped on the satellite truck’s phone to check my voice mail. Again, I was overwhelmed.

“Hey, Kathie. This is Lydia Schultz. I’m stuck in Atlanta and not trying to get down there just yet. But I’ve not been able to get in touch with Van in any kind of way. He stayed in the house on Breeden Place, and I was just wondering if there was some way you could possibly help me. My number is . . .” She barely finished her phone number before dissolving into tears.

The next caller was my brother-in-law, who had grown up in Long Beach. “Hey, Kathie. It’s Mick. Just got off the phone with Mom. She talked to Kelly last night. They’re doing okay. My cousin Monica that lived behind the Wal-Mart in Pass Christian, the house is gone. They have nothing but a slab. Kelly’s house, they took a branch through the roof. Physically, everybody’s okay. Just like everyone else, they’re starving for information, specifically on access for roads. There’s a lot of people that want to help—us included— trying to get supplies, relief supplies, in and out. So if in any of your clips you guys can find out what roads are open, what sections of I-10 are closed down, what bridges are shut down . . . I really appreciate everything you’re doing down there.”

Next was my older sister. “Hey, Kathie. This is Gerri. In case Mom and Dad didn’t call you, they’ve heard from Mark. Somehow, he was able to get out of the hospital and go to their location for their home. And believe it or not, in Ocean Springs at their location, their home is still standing. He said the pillars that hold up their front doorway area were pushed all the way from the front of the porch to the back of the porch. But he said that’s totally easy for them to fix. He didn’t say much about other damage. But he said they have a structure that they can live in. Now what they’ve been told by the National Guard is of course the homes aren’t safe to go back to. No power. No water. And they’re getting put in temporary, he said, Quonset-type housing on the Keesler Air Force Base for now. And at some point, they’ll be able to go home. Do stay safe ’cause it’s pretty unpredictable out there!”

Hallelujah! Mark and Maureen hadn’t lost their home!

The next voice mail was from my brother himself. My heart leaped. It was so good to hear his voice.

“Kathie, this is Mark. I just wanted to let you know we got a chance to check our house today, and it has very minimal damage. Just a dozen or so shingles off. Mom was worried about our friends over in Bay St. Louis. Obviously, they took a pretty bad hit. I’m up on the roof of one of the buildings to get a good strong signal. We’re all doing okay. Not sure when we might be released to go back to our house. I have my phone on. I don’t know. I don’t want to stay up on the roof too long. I’ll probably go down and keep an eye on the kids. Talk to you soon!”

He sounded tired, but the news was all good. I so wanted to see him, hug him, tell him I was relieved he was alive and that I’d kill him if he ever did anything like this again!

My younger sister called next. “Kathie, this is Laurie. Missy Treutel is looking for Paul’s family, for Steve’s family, and for Pennie and David. And then your classmate Valorie Young called, and she’s looking for her father, Tom Young. He is in a wheelchair. He’s had a stroke. Anyway, she knows that they were staying ’cause he’s difficult to care for other places. Hopefully, you’ll get this message. I have called Missy to ask if she has any news of them, so you don’t have to go if they’ve been located.”

I hung up, drained just from listening to their gut-wrenching messages. Suddenly, our live reports seemed so pointless. Lydia and the others needed help. People were missing, maybe dead. Homes were gone. No one could call into Mississippi’s 228 area code. We were literally the only ones they could turn to.
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~REMAINS OF A DIAMONDHEAD NEIGHBORHOOD
Photo by Mark Proulx

“Kathleen, do you know where Diamondhead is?” Emmanuel asked, hanging up the truck’s other phone.

“Sure. It’s just north of Bay St. Louis. Why?” I asked.

Emmanuel, too, had gotten a frantic call from a friend, Kim Pierce, he’d known since he was a teenager. Her ninety-two-year-old grandmother was in a nursing home there, and Kim was anxious to find out if she was okay. That was all the encouragement I needed. Damn the rules! I was ready to leap across the line against journalistic involvement with both feet. But we’d do it on our own time, and we’d leave the camera behind.

“As soon as we’re done, we’re outta here,” I promised him.

As other crews arrived at the satellite truck, we learned that CNN had secured a hotel in Ocean Springs for network personnel. A bed sure sounded a far sight better than another night in the SUV. But first, I needed information. Reporter Gary Tuchman had been to Bay St. Louis. I pumped him for details. How bad was it? Would the home I’d grown up in on South Beach Boulevard be standing?

Gary wouldn’t look me in the eye. “It’s bad,” he mumbled, squinting down at his notepad, trying to look busy.

“Can I look at the tape?”

“Sorry, Kathleen. We’ve got to start editing soon.” Gary turned away, peering at the monitor. He said nothing else. He didn’t have to. I understood.

We wrapped and made our way to the hotel, only to find out it was full. CNN had forgotten to hold rooms for us. Luckily, the manager at the hotel next door somehow managed to find four rooms. We had no power or potable water, but at least we had beds.

After we checked in and threw our bags in the rooms, Emmanuel and I dashed west. It was dark when we finally reached the Diamondhead exit, the intersection ahead swarming with police. An eighteen-wheeler blocked the road north into the development.

I jumped out and found Hancock County sheriff Steve Garber. I explained we were with CNN and were looking for a woman at the senior citizens’ center. And I asked about the dead. Did he have a count yet for the county?

“No. But Pearlington’s bad. Pulled about a half-dozen bodies out of there,” he said as he gestured to his officers to move the truck and let us pass. “Careful, now. Had some tornadoes back there. It’s a mess.”

There were no lights. Huge downed trees lay strewn across the road. We wove slowly around them. Street signs were gone, so we missed a turn and had to backtrack down the darkened roads.

Ahead, we spotted the taillights of a large vehicle, a bus parked outside the senior citizens’ center. Aides were guiding hot, tired elderly men and women out of the building and into the air-conditioned bus. The seniors seemed to be in good condition despite the intense heat and humidity, and the building’s structure appeared intact.

Emmanuel plunged into the group. “Has anyone seen Mrs. Lorena Hornsby?”

“Her nurse is inside,” said one of the aides.

We entered the building. While hot, the interior was dry. Emergency lights cast a dim glow. A man with a flashlight guided us back. “I-10 saved us,” he explained as we walked. “Water came under it and right up to the door here. Then it stopped.”

A smiling young woman at the end of the hall was helping the last few residents gather their belongings. “Oh, Mrs. Hornsby?” she said. “She’s a dear, and she’s just fine. I put her on a bus to Wiggins not twenty minutes ago.”

Mission accomplished!

Emmanuel and I drove back down the darkened interstate. When we hit the Highway 49 overpass, he e-mailed Kim the good news on his BlackBerry. We’d discovered a handful of spots where for one reason or another cell phones and BlackBerries sporadically got signals.

My BlackBerry vibrated to life as we drove down the other side. It was our Thursday assignment—Bay St. Louis.




End of sample
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