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Introduction
Christy and I had a plan.
I proposed on March 1st, 2005, the night before Christy’s birthday, and we set a wedding date for October 22nd that same year. We confirmed the date with our church, Mississippi City Methodist. We then booked the rehearsal dinner at the Ruby Tuesday on the beach in Gulfport. We booked a lovely reception at an upscale local tennis club called Bayou Bluff, and made plans for a Disney World honeymoon. I already had a single bedroom apartment and my lease expired at the end of October, then we planned to sign a new lease for a bigger apartment at the same complex.
Everything was lined up. The timing seemed perfect.
We had a plan that went to chaos overnight. That night was August 29th, 2005, and the cause was named Katrina.
Hurricane Katrina.
Thanks to high winds and a twenty-foot storm surge, my apartment, the church, and the Ruby Tuesday were all destroyed. The tennis club had so many large trees down around it that we couldn’t get in close enough to see if the building was still intact. Christy would lose her second job as a surveillance supervisor at a local casino because the water picked up that casino and placed it on top of a hotel a quarter mile away. Our honeymoon plans were not-so-literally up in the air because the local airport was closed and flights were being re-routed.
I was left homeless and she was partially jobless. I didn’t want to live with her parents and she didn’t want to live with mine. My job put me on a bus travelling a hundred miles away to Baton Rouge, Louisiana five days a week, resulting in very long days that kept us separated. Her Gulfport Police Department job was put on hiatus while relief crews used the office where Christy worked. While I was at work, Christy spent much of her free time helping the less fortunate members of her family clean up their destroyed homes.
In all of that mess, we never once considered cancelling the wedding, even though most of our wedding plans had already been involuntarily cancelled. Some people suggested we wait until a more convenient time to have the wedding, but we thought that setting the date back would be a mistake. With all of the work and clean-up going on, we knew that our friends and family would appreciate a happy wedding and big reception.
That and we already had our invitations printed. Those things are expensive!
We had only seven weeks to find a new place to live, locate another church, reserve space for another rehearsal dinner, set up a new reception, book new flights to Orlando, and make arrangements to keep our Disney honeymoon. For the first two of those seven weeks, we had no electricity, no clean running water, no phones, and no internet connection. Even if we had decided to cancel the wedding, we wouldn’t have any way of telling anyone.
This is a completely true story about two young people in love who struggled to put their lives back together and still get married despite tremendous odds. I didn’t have to exaggerate or take liberties with anything you’re about to read. By God, I wish I could say this was all just a story, but it really happened. I did my very best to remember every last detail about all the situations described here, and I hope anyone who shared these experiences with me will find my depiction accurate.
This is how to get married in a federal disaster area.
CHAPTER 1
LEAVING HOME
August 28th, 2005
Gulfport, Mississippi
9:00am
I tossed my suitcase atop my bed and it landed with a bounce. My beachfront apartment in Gulfport, Mississippi was in a flood-prone area that was under mandatory evacuation orders, and I had to get packed and on the road. I filled the suitcase with a few day’s worth of clothes, including one pair of shoes, plus a few odds and ends that I could fit inside: a book, some DVDs, my Nintendo Game Boy, a cherished knife my cousin had given me, and my Walther P22 pistol that I kept under the bed. Road trip essentials.
My cell phone rang. It was Christy, my fiancée.
“Are you ready to go yet?” she asked.
“Almost. I’m packing a few things for the trip,” I told her.
“Everybody is on their way over here right now.” She was calling from her parents’ home on the east side of Gulfport, which was a ten minute drive from my apartment complex named Water’s Edge III.
“I’m leaving in two minutes,” I said. “I love you.”
“I love you, too. Be careful.”
I ended the call and slid the phone into my pocket.
After adding one last t-shirt, a birthday present from two weeks prior, my suitcase was almost full. I did a quick survey of my bedroom to see if there was anything else I needed to take. I wanted to bring it all with me, but there was not time. My computer, guitars, and books all had to stay. The last thing I took from the bedroom was my digital camera.
With my suitcase in one hand and my camera in the other, I walked through the living room of my apartment. I was almost to the front door when I realized that things might not be the same when I returned. The roof could be heavily damaged or even gone. Someone could break in and rob me. Windows could be broken and water damage could have been everywhere. At that moment, I realized the need to take photos for insurance purposes. I had a renter’s insurance policy with USAA and had always hoped that it wouldn’t be needed, but having that policy helped reduce my anxiety about the impending hurricane.
I set the suitcase down by the front door and went back to the bedroom to take photos of everything in my closet, all the stuff on my bookshelf and dresser, and all the equipment on my computer desk. If there was anything of value in that room, I made sure it was within the frame of those few shots. I then went into the living room and took photos of the furniture, my entertainment system, and my shelf full of movies. Finally, I took a few photos of the kitchen to show my dining table and some of the appliances.
Content with having my bases covered, I put the camera back into its case and walked out the front door. I took one last look around as I locked the door behind me. I would never have expected it to be the last time I’d ever see the place. It was my first apartment.
The parking lot of my complex was mostly deserted. A few people were packing their vehicles, but most of the residents had already left. The Water’s Edge III apartments were located right off the beach in one of the lowest lying flood areas on the coast. With all the projected flood warnings from Katrina, it was virtually guaranteed that the complex would flood, but there was no way of knowing to what extent.
Rather than take the beach to Christy’s house, I drove up nearby Courthouse Road to see if any gas stations were still open. All I needed was a few gallons to top off the tank. I should have bought some earlier but never got around to it. Luckily, I found a station and all they had left was premium, so I paid a little extra for my procrastination.
When a storm is approaching, one of the first things people say to do is make sure to fill up your gas tanks because you don’t know when it might be available again if the power is knocked out.
I left the gas station and turned onto Pass Road, which is about a mile inland and runs parallel to the beach. A few minutes later, I turned the corner onto Christy’s street and saw her three sisters and two of her four uncles lined up outside the house in five different vehicles along with their respective husbands, wives, and children. My future wife comes from a very large family. Everyone was anxious to get on the road because the traffic was going to be hell.
Hurricane Katrina was coming right for the Mississippi Gulf Coast, and I was evacuating to Destin, Florida with my fiancée and future in-laws. The storm was predicted to move ashore later that night and batter the coastline throughout the morning of August 29th. What’s weird was it only drizzled a little that morning while we were preparing to leave. I would have thought a devastating hurricane less than a day away would have pushed out some heavy rain.
We expected to be gone overnight and then come back the next evening to clean up the mess.
We expected too much.
CHAPTER 2
BLIND DATES
Autumn 2003
I met my future wife on a blind date arranged by a mutual friend.
A woman I worked with wanted to introduce me to one of her single friends. I’ve never had one female recommend another before, especially for a date.
“I’ve got someone I want you to meet,” she said.
Wonderful. A blind date. I hadn’t enjoyed much luck with blind dates over the years, especially while in college. However, it was the middle of September 2003 and I was virtually dateless, so I accepted the invitation.
“Who is she?” I asked.
I found out that my co-worker let her friend read some of my bizarre short stories that I posted on a website, and this mystery woman wanted to know more about me. Considering some of the odd topics I’d written about in the past, whatever had piqued her interest could have been scary. I didn’t write that stuff to impress women. Nevertheless, phone numbers were exchanged, calls were placed, and a blind date was arranged.
The night went well until we had a few beers, and then my date generously recounted her entire past criminal history. She had numerous close calls for everything from drugs to a DUI, but she only had one conviction for the offense of shoplifting. This conviction, for stealing a tube of lipstick, got her permanently banned from the largest Wal-Mart store in this part of the state.
I couldn’t wait to get back to work and have a few words with my co-worker. No wonder her friend was single. Who wants to date Thelma & Louise? Don’t answer that question.
The irony was that I already knew about my date’s shoplifting arrest before meeting her. Our local sheriff’s department set up an online arrest docket in which you could search through all the arrests made in the past several years. The website had just gone live and I was having a lot of fun looking up former high school classmates whom I knew would end up in jail. Once I learned the name of my blind date, one of the first things I did was look her up on the docket, though I didn’t expect to find her there. Her shoplifting arrest happened a few years before I met her, so I wanted to still give her a chance and see what she was all about. My co-worker was a trusted friend, and I didn’t think she would steer me the wrong way.
I wanted to give this blind date a chance since people do sometimes actually change. Unfortunately, my blind date was not one of those people.
Needless to say, that relationship didn’t last but a few weeks. During that time, I had moved into my new apartment on the beach in Gulfport and was looking forward to meeting more people and doing some more dating, but not with her. The last time I saw her, she came over to check out my new place, but stayed on her cell phone the entire time. No big loss there. I’m sure one day she’ll find someone to put up with her eccentricities, but I was not going to be that guy.
With that first blind date girl out of the picture, I spent a couple of weeks alone in my new apartment. My plan wasn’t working out very well. There were other women I had talked to and I did go hang out with some friends, but my dating life had hit a major snag. I felt defeated after hooking up such a great bachelor pad, then spending so much time alone in it. There are only so many new video games a guy like me can play before I start to worry myself.
My love life was looking grim until one day in November when my friend Shaun Szkolnik sent me an email that said, among other things, “I’ve got someone I want you to meet.”
Oh hell, not again. Not another blind date. I was interested in meeting someone new, but I didn’t want to do the blind date thing again. I would rather go out with someone I had at least met before, especially after that last disaster. It was, however, already early November and I was virtually dateless again, so I decided to give Shaun’s friend a chance. I figured she could not be any worse than the last one.
Shaun was the former roommate of an ex-girlfriend of mine from a couple of years back. At the end of our relationship, she decided to get rid of most of her friends and her former life, so Shaun and I had that much in common. For him to introduce me to someone new seemed quite odd because I became friends with him as the result of a previous breakup. Shaun and I had not spoken for over a year after the loss of our mutual friend, then one night I happened to meet him at a party and we’ve kept in touch ever since.
I emailed Shaun back and asked for more information about the mystery girl. He replied by telling me that she was his boss and her name was Christy. He gave a very vague description that assured me she was not a “withered Barbie doll type” and that she enjoyed conversation. His vagueness only made me more interested in meeting her. Shaun is most definitely one of those guys you might call a ladies’ man, so if he says she’s good then it must be true.
I was also very pleased that Christy wasn’t listed on the sheriff’s online jail docket.
A week later, Shaun facilitated an email addresses exchange and I sent Christy the first of many long autobiographical messages. It was as if I were interviewing for a job and trying to impress the boss when I didn’t know what qualifications were required for the position.
Christy and I emailed each other at least twice a day for nearly a week. I’d write her in the morning and she’d write back that day, then I’d write her back that night and she’d write back later that same night. After much typing and Internet bandwidth usage, I offered my cell phone number and told her not to call after 11pm.
At 10:58 that same night, the phone rang.
We spoke for an hour about this and that, then I had to go to bed. For the next couple of days, we spoke on the phone for about an hour each time. I quickly realized that Christy was someone with whom I could easily talk, even though we came from different backgrounds and had different interests. I liked to read and was into computers, whereas she was more into TV shows like CSI and The X-Files. My family all came from the South and hers came from up North. I wondered what my parents were going to say about my yankee girlfriend, but they didn’t seem to mind. Hey, it’s a southern thing.
Finally one night I got tired of not knowing what she looked like and asked her to meet me in person. At first, we were just going to go see a movie, but I decided to make it a real date and include dinner, too. Despite her hectic work schedule, Christy had a rare free weekend night and the date was a go. We were to meet first at Chili’s at 7pm and then go see a movie called Love Actually.
I am normally prompt when it comes to dinner and movies, but that night I showed up at Chili’s just a few minutes after the designated time. Christy had already beaten me there and gone inside to put us on the list for a table. I wanted to meet her outside in the parking lot instead of having to go through the initial introduction in a crowded public place because I was afraid I might walk up to the wrong person and ask if her name was Christy.
When I got to the crowded Chili’s parking lot, the space next to her car happened to be available. I parked and looked around for a moment, then got out and looked toward the crowd of people gathered around the front entrance of the restaurant.
There she stood on the corner, looking right at me. She had a light jacket draped over her arm and was smiling at me. I won’t lie and say that it was love at first sight because it wasn’t. It was, however, a very pleasant introduction and her smile helped me shake off some nervousness. She was pretty cute, too.
“Bill?” she asked first.
“Christy?” I asked her back.
We then said, in unison, “It’s nice to finally meet you,” and shook hands.
Despite our multiple hour-long phone conversations, we both were a little quiet as we stood there waiting in the foyer for our table to become available.
“So,” she said, as if to lead me into saying something.
“So,” I said, followed by a nervous laugh. Things are always different when you meet someone face-to-face for the first time. It’s a lot easier to open up to a computer screen.
After spending several too-quiet minutes with her, I could tell that she was somewhat nervous but calm. I was also a bit nervous, but I tried to hide it behind my silence. I am lucky enough not to be one who talks too much when I am nervous. Christy and I made small talk, then relief came in the form of flashing red lights on our giant pager. Our table was ready.
The waitress stood beside our table as we sat down, then she offered to bring us a drink. Chili’s was running a special on their El Presidente margarita that neither Christy nor I had ever ordered before, but we both agreed to try it. We needed something to take the edge off and anything with alcohol was welcome. I think we would have agreed to try any drink the waitress had offered that night.
The liquid courage provided by the drinks was very helpful, and we got to pour each other’s refills, which was nice. Dinner was excellent, as always, and neither of us spilled anything on our clothes. I paid the bill and we left together in my truck.
The movie did not begin for another hour, so we decided to spend some time perusing the aisles of the local Barnes and Noble bookstore. I am an avid reader and did my best to point out some of my recommendations to her, but Christy only seemed mildly interested. With her busy work and home life, she didn’t have much time for reading. It didn’t take me long to realize that a bookstore was not a good bonding place for us, so we headed over to the theater.
While waiting in the lobby for the ushers to clean up after the previous crowd, I could tell that Christy and I were becoming more comfortable talking to each other. The satisfaction of a good meal and the effects of the margarita probably had something to do with our increased level of comfort because we were soon talking like we’d done on the phone in the past week.
Love Actually turned out to be an excellent romantic comedy, although I was embarrassed by some of the adult content in it. Christy is by no means a prude and neither am I, but I didn’t want her to think I was some kind of pervert. The movie had a good bit of profanity and some nudity, including a running side story about a couple of actors meeting on the set of an adult film. It still turned out to be one of the most romantic movies we’d ever seen. We both laughed at the same parts and agreed that it was an excellent movie and would look forward to buying the DVD.
When the film was over, it was a few minutes past midnight. I had to get up early the next morning to go on a hunting trip with my father and she had to be at work early, so I took her back to Chili’s to end the date. We talked for a few minutes in the empty parking lot and I told her that I would like to get together again sometime. She also said that she’d like to see me again, then she opened the door to get out.
“At least let me give you a hug,” I said as I jumped out of my seat and walked around the back of my truck to meet her. We hugged for a few seconds, then wished each other a good night and a good tomorrow and went off on our way.
That first date began shortly after 7pm on November 21st, 2003, and ended just after midnight. The following day, we did not speak to each other on the phone because I was out of town and she was at work.
Since Christy and I met, November 22nd, 2003, has so far been the only day that we have not spoken to each other at least once.
Who would have known that the former roommate of a crazy ex-girlfriend would be responsible for introducing me to the love of my life? It only took one date and one day without communication to make us inseparable. When Love Actually was released on DVD, Christy bought it for me and we recommend it to our friends. Chili’s will always hold a special place in our heart and this story is one we’ll tell again and again to our friends and family.
I guess blind dates aren’t always that bad, after all. Thanks, Shaun.
The bond that developed between Christy and me was the beginning of something much larger than the both of us. We just didn’t know it yet.
CHAPTER 3
ON THE ROAD
It was a last minute decision to leave for Destin, Florida on the morning of Sunday, August 28, 2005. We had all watched Hurricane Katrina’s progress in the Gulf of Mexico and knew it was a storm not to be reckoned with. As its wind speed grew with each passing hour, we decided the safest place would be out of town. Christy’s mom, Jayne, called every hotel chain she could think of until she found some vacancies in Destin. At the time, Katrina was still wavering out in the Gulf and the hurricane’s exact path was not definitely known. Destin seemed far enough to the east that we could at least get out of the bad part of the storm.
Destin is located just east of the Pensacola area, which is in the northern nook of the Florida Panhandle. We had all vacationed there many times before and were familiar with the area, so it seemed like a good choice. We hoped the storm would not be so bad and that we could make a little vacation out of the trip. Even then, the day before the storm, we were still optimistic of the situation. Nobody wanted to leave, but we still tried to make the best of the situation and at least take comfort that we had everyone together.
On the same day we evacuated, we were supposed to go see a live taping of Wheel of Fortune at the convention center in New Orleans. We’d been looking forward to seeing that show for several weeks. We never heard if it was officially cancelled, but I’m sure Pat and Vanna got out of there as quickly as possible. The winds were just starting to get bad over there right around the time when the show would have been taping.
Although I did not want to leave my parents, I knew they would be okay because they lived far enough inland that the winds wouldn’t be as strong at their house. My uncle Harry was also staying with them, plus they had plenty of food, gas, and other provisions. During the evacuation for the previous hurricanes, Ivan and Dennis, I had stayed with my parents instead of Christy’s family, and I did not want to be separated from her like that again. She was very scared this time around and insisted that I come along. The truth was that I didn’t have a choice in the matter.
My parents had picked up my uncle Harry from his house in downtown Gulfport, and he was going to ride out the storm with them. Harry had originally intended to stay at his house but then got worried about the winds and flooding since he lived very close to the beach. He was 75 years old at the time and didn’t want to take any chances. My younger brother Clay decided to stay with his fiancée, Laura, at her apartment in the northwest part of Mobile, Alabama, near the airport.
My apartment complex, The Water’s Edge III in Gulfport, was located in Flood Zone A. The Flood Zones are categorized by letter, with A being the first most likely to flood and then on up. Local officials declared a mandatory evacuation for everyone in Flood Zones A and B, plus recommended evacuation for people in Zone C. That covered about half the city of Gulfport. They wanted everyone south of Interstate 10, which was about ten miles inland, to leave town. Even though it may seem ridiculous to issue evacuation orders to over half the people living in the area, the authorities weren’t joking. Thousands of homes stood in harm’s way.
Christy’s family decided to split into two groups during the hurricane. Her uncles, Bobby and Steve, stayed with their mother at Steve’s house out in the country on the north side of Gulfport. Steve was the Gulfport Police Chief at the time and could not leave the area. Bobby lived near the water in a neighborhood appropriately titled “Bayou View” and he decided to ride out the storm with his brother Steve so he could take care of their mom while Steve was away at work. The rest of us piled into our cars and headed over to Destin.
Christy’s family formed a convoy to make our escape to Florida. The lead vehicle was a Nissan pickup carrying Christy’s uncle Chuck, his wife Lauren, and their two young adult sons, Stephen and Charles, Jr. They had just moved into a new house in the Bayou View area, not too far from Bobby, and it was on the border between two flood zones. They thought it was best to get out with the rest of us.
Christy’s parents, Gary and Jayne, rode in their Nissan Armada with Christy’s younger sister Melissa, her daughter Alyssa, and her husband Richy. Melissa and Richy had been married almost a year and another previous hurricane almost cancelled their wedding plans. Christy caught the bouquet at her wedding, which is merely a coincidence since I was already planning to propose to her, though it would be several more months before I actually did it. Melissa and Richy lived in an apartment complex right across the street from Gary and Jayne’s neighborhood. Richy’s mother lived near the beach in Gulfport, but she insisted on staying.
Gary and Jayne had two dogs, a yellow Lab and a cocker spaniel, and they had to leave them locked up in a back room of the house where they usually stayed at night. Her parents knew they’d be safe because there weren’t any large trees in their back yard that could fall on that part of the house. Of course, the roof could always come off or cave in from the winds or other flying debris. We were all worried about them, but still could not take the dogs with us because we didn’t think the hotel would allow it.
Christy’s oldest sister, Tanya, rode with her daughter Kourtlyn. Tanya worked for a big cellular phone company with stores all over the Coast. She lived in an upscale area on the line between Gulfport and Biloxi, near what’s called Back Bay. Although it was considered to be in a flood zone, the area had never flooded before. Tanya decided to leave with Kourtlyn so that they could be with the rest of the family.
Christy’s older sister Gretchen rode with her husband Rick and their daughter Mckenzie. Gretchen and Rick had bought a new home the year before, and it was only a mile island although the elevation was higher than most land that close to the water. Their new home had a lot of large pine trees in the back yard, and they worried about one coming down on the house while they were inside. Rick’s family lived north of the coast and they were in no immediate danger.
Tanya had two huge Labrador dogs and Gretchen had a yellow Lab of her own. As much as they hated to leave the dogs behind, they had no other choice because most hotels would not allow pets and they didn’t want to risk getting all the way to Destin and being turned away. It was decided that since Tanya lived farther inland, the three dogs would be safest there. They were locked inside the back bedroom with plenty of food and water in case we had to be gone for more than one night. The carpet would have to be cleaned or replaced later.
Everyone was very distraught about leaving their dogs behind. Before we left Gulfport, Tanya wanted to go back to the house and check on them one last time, but couldn’t. She and Gretchen were both crying for their pets as we began our trip. Although they had children of their own, those dogs were like their first children and they loved them all incredibly. There’s so much uncertainty when it comes to hurricanes because no one knows which way the storms will go until the last hours, and you have to prepare early.
We left Christy’s house that drizzly Sunday morning in five different vehicles. Most of them took Highway 90, which runs along the beach, but Christy and I decided to take Interstate 10. We took Cowan-Lorraine Road toward the interstate and the traffic did not seem that bad until we got to the overpass. From there, the traffic was bumper to bumper and a line of cars waited on the onramp just to merge into the creeping line of vehicles that were all headed east.
Realizing that it could be a much longer trip than expected, we pulled into a nearby gas station to buy a few drinks and snacks for the road. The drink coolers in the back of the store were virtually empty of all but fruit juices and the more expensive sugary drinks. Not a single can or bottle of beer was left, and most of the Coke and Pepsi products were close to being sold out. The shelves inside the store were just as bare. We were still able to get a few things. The poor clerk behind the counter looked as if she were about to pull her hair out.
After leaving the gas station, which was less than a mile from the I-10 overpass, it took us nearly half an hour to physically get all four tires of my Toyota pickup onto the interstate. From there, I knew it was going to be a long trip. I looked into my rearview mirror and saw a line of cars, three lanes wide, as far as I could see. It was the same in front of us. The scene reminded me of something out of a movie.
Most of the other vehicles’ license plates varied between Mississippi and Louisiana. Many of the cars were packed full of various personal items that their owners did not want to lose. I began to question whether or not I should have packed more, but it was too late to turn back. In my mind, I could still see the inside of my apartment and hoped it looked the same way when we got home.
As the traffic crept along, we thought perhaps it had been a mistake to take the interstate instead of the beach. Most of the people coming out of Louisiana would have to take I-10, so perhaps we thought the beach would be less congested. Then Christy called her mother.
“It’s bumper to bumper out here. We’re barely moving,” Christy told her mom, Jayne.
“It’s the same way here on the beach,” Jayne replied.
“Do you think it’ll clear up?” Christy asked.
“I hope so, dear. Please be careful out there. People are driving like crazy,” Jayne said.
The traffic on the interstate was terrible, and the situation was made worse by the inconsiderate drivers. Not only did people use the shoulder as a fourth traffic lane, but others were even driving in the grass to pass those drivers on the shoulder. I’ve never seen such selfish and dangerous road behavior as from those ignorant people who drove up the shoulder and into the grass just trying to beat everyone. The police stopped a few people, but the crowds were too overwhelming for them to do much. I got into the right lane and did my best to prevent shoulder drivers from merging back in, but I eventually relented to the left lane. If ever there was a time to have a legitimate reason for road rage, that day was it. I know everyone was in a panic to get out of town, but that’s still no excuse for being so careless.
On any other day, a trip to Mobile, Alabama would take about an hour, but on that day it took five excruciating hours. Destin was normally another hour or two past Mobile, but at the rate we were going, we had no idea when we’d finally reach the hotel. As we slowly approached Mobile, the weather grew progressively worse. Katrina was getting closer and we hadn’t gotten far enough away yet.
The five hours of stop-and-go traffic caused my right leg to cramp and my hip felt as if it were on fire. I was in terrible pain by the time we reached Mobile and stopped for a break. When I got out of the driver’s seat, I could barely stand up because my right hip hurt so much. I’m glad my truck was an automatic instead of a standard, or else I might not have made it. Just two months before, I had traded in my older Toyota Tacoma for a newer model. Thank God for that deal, because my old truck had a standard transmission. I had to ride the brake for almost the entire trip.
That Mobile gas station was packed with people stopping to buy gas and food or use the bathroom. I remember the men’s bathroom being completely out of toilet paper and hand towels. The refrigerators in the store were wiped clean of all the beer and most of the soft drinks. The only thing that seemed to be in stock was fruit juices. The two girls working the registers must have been overwhelmed.
We left the gas station and decided to stay off the interstate and try the two-lane highway that connects Mobile to Destin. Christy’s family had already taken the same route and said it was much better than the interstate. The road was less congested, but the constant flashes of lightning were terrible and the rains were getting heavy. Katrina was getting closer. If there had not been another driver in front of me to provide taillights to follow, I don’t know if I could have navigated the roads as quickly as I did.
Later that night on the same road, two people died in a head-on collision due to the heavy rain and poor visibility. According to the news report, they were only half an hour behind where we were. That could have been us.
CHAPTER 4
FLORIDA
Christy and I drove another three hours to get to Destin from Mobile, and the other group had arrived only thirty minutes ahead of us. We checked into our rooms and then turned on the television to watch the latest updates on the storm. The winds were still fast enough to keep Katrina in the notorious Category Five rating, and the storm had turned slightly to the east. The wide eye of the hurricane looked like it would go ashore around the state line between Mississippi and Louisiana, which placed the Mississippi Gulf Coast in the position to receive the worst possible storm damage.
Hurricanes coming from the Gulf of Mexico always spin in a counter-clockwise direction, meaning that anything on the east side of the storm always gets pounded the hardest with winds blowing out of the south. If a hurricane comes toward your area, it is always best to be on the west side of the eye, because by the time the winds come around to the west side, they won’t be nearly as bad. Being on the east side of a Category Five hurricane was a death sentence, and all we could do was watch and wait as the storm crept closer to our families, friends, and homes.
That Sunday night, we tried to sleep as much as possible, but it was sort of like the dreadful opposite of a child going to sleep on Christmas Eve night. We couldn’t wait to wake up early and see what the morning brought. Good or bad, it’s the uncertainty that drives you mad. It’s tough to be patient when you are waiting on bad news.
We woke up Monday morning and turned on the news to find out the worst - the storm had turned east and the Mississippi Gulf Coast was being assaulted by high winds and flood waters from a massive storm surge. All we could do was watch the reports and listen to what we thought was being overly dramatized by the media.
“The entire beachfront has been devastated,” the reporters said.
“Nothing is left,” they said.
“Everything south of the railroad tracks is gone,” they said.
The Weather Channel’s Jim Cantore was broadcasting from our hometown and we watched the previous day’s footage of him talking about places that we drove past every day. At one point, he was standing in front of the casino where my wife worked part-time when he said, “This will not look the same tomorrow.”
We’ve always joked that if there is bad weather and Jim Cantore shows up in your neighborhood, it meant you were screwed. The man is a disaster magnet, and there he was just a couple of miles from where I lived.
We all knew that the media only reports the bad news, and we expected that was the case, but it wasn’t. In fact, the damage was much worse than what they showed on the news, and what they showed on the news was quite bad. Widespread reports of flooding came from all areas of the coast. Homes that had never been touched by water now had six or more feet of water in them, if they were still standing at all.
When people from out of town ask me if Katrina was really as bad as the media made it out to be, I tell them it was worse - much worse than what the news could ever show. You know the damage is bad when the reporters can’t even get into the area to shoot some video. The reason why there is hardly any good storm surge video from Katrina is that if you were close enough to get good video then you would not be able to escape the water. With no live news reports from the Gulfport area on the morning of the storm, we knew it was bad.
All Tanya and Gretchen could worry about were their dogs. We were all worried about the dogs, but those two were visibly upset. They still regretted leaving their three Labrador retriever dogs locked in the bedroom at Tanya’s house. To make matters worse, Tanya’s neighborhood was reported to be flooded, but we didn’t know how deep or for how long. My in-laws were tormented by every news report, and their torment was made worse by the fact that most phone lines, land and cellular, were no longer working. Nobody had any way of checking on their homes or their loved ones, and the storm wasn’t even over yet.
The only person to establish any contact with someone on the coast was Rick when he called his neighbor, but the connection was so bad that he could only make out every other word. The neighbor said something about a tree, someone’s roof, and a fence before the line cut out. Rick couldn’t get the connection back after that. He and Gretchen didn’t know if a tree had fallen on their roof or what might have happened.
What bothered us all was that many people at the hotel had their pets with them. There were people holding cats and walking big and little dogs up and down the carpeted hallways. Given the nature of the situation, the hotel management would not turn anyone away, even though they were supposed to have a ‘No Pets Allowed’ policy. This made Christy’s family even more worried knowing that they could have taken their own pets with them and it would not have been a problem. Those dogs had all been raised from puppies.
After Katrina hit, researchers discovered that one big reason why some people refused to leave their homes for a shelter was because they did not want to leave their pets behind. At the time, shelters did not allow pets inside. This policy has since been changed in order to save more lives. People with aggressive or exotic animals still won’t be allowed inside, but friendly pets will be welcome so long as they are kept leashed or in carriers. It’s a shame that it took a tragedy like Katrina to update such a policy. There might have been a few less people killed had they been allowed into the shelters with their harmless cats and dogs. The same kind of bureaucratic nonsense is what made so much trouble for the people of New Orleans.
Hurricane Katrina took its sweet time turning the entire state of Mississippi into one big junkyard full of broken homes, cars, trees, and lives. It entered the southwestern corner of the state and went all the way to the north border and then on through several other states. Never in the history of our state or even this country has a hurricane been so destructive. Most hurricanes lose the majority of their strength by the time they get fully inland, but Katrina made its way halfway across the eastern United States before it settled down.
Prior to Katrina, another hurricane named Camille had set the benchmark for what coast residents thought would be the worst hurricane ever to hit South Mississippi. The thousands of Camille survivors still here on the coast all agreed that Katrina was far worse than Camille. I have heard that some of the people killed by Katrina were Camille survivors who thought if they survived one, they could survive another. They were over-confident in the stability of their homes because they’d withstood Camille. Katrina left empty concrete slabs where there once stood homes that had survived Camille. I’ve compared photos taken of the aftermath of Camille to ones taken after Katrina, and the destruction was quite similar.
When the news began reporting that the Katrina destruction was worse than 9/11, I knew it was a big deal. I remember watching the news on the morning of 9/11 and being so glad that I didn’t live in New York. Now almost four years later, I was in the middle of my own 9/11. It took us all a couple of days for that reality to sink in. It’s still sinking in. Just as the people of New York City can’t forget when they see the city’s famous skyline, the people of the Gulf Coast can’t forget when we drive down our beach. Years from now, when all the debris is gone and new buildings are built over the empty lots left by the storm surge, I will still remember what used to be on the beach. I will try to never forget.
We all wanted to go back home to survey the damage on Monday the 30th, but the storm was still in full force long into the day. We had to stay in our comfortable hotel in Destin for one more night, so we did a little shopping while there. Some family members bought supplies, such as generators and chainsaws, to prepare for the work needed to be done back home. We had no idea what to expect when we got home, but we knew it would be nothing like our air-conditioned rooms with a pool and a hot tub out back.
That last night, some of us sat out on the back deck of the hotel and enjoyed the swimming pool and cool breeze. My future brother-in-law Rick made the comment, “This will be the last creature comforts we’ll enjoy for a while.”
Oh, how right he was!
CHAPTER 5
MEETING THE PARENTS
My first opportunity to meet Christy’s family came in mid-December 2003, after I’d only known her a few weeks. Her entire family, which included three uncles and two aunts, three sisters and two brothers in-law, plus a slew of cousins and nieces, had all gathered at her Uncle Bobby’s house for their annual Christmas party. I quickly learned that her family is the type that gets together often. Christy called me from the party to invite me over. By then, her family knew she was dating somebody and they wanted to meet me. I could only imagine how they drilled her with questions that night.
When Christy called, I heard some people in the background discussing my last name. They were talking about the movie Meet the Parents, in which Ben Stiller’s character had the last name ‘Fokker’. His character’s name inspired several jokes in the movie. My last name is Fulks, so I can see how they’d draw the comparison to Fokker. At the same time Christy was trying to convince me to come over and meet everyone, they were making fun of my name. And she wondered why I didn’t want to meet the parents that night.
It would be a couple more weeks before I actually met Christy’s family. Although her mother wanted to meet me before anyone else did, I first met Christy’s two older sisters and their husbands. Christy had some friends in town and we were on our way to see the third Lord of the Rings movie, Return of the King, so we decided to stop by her sister Gretchen’s house. Christy had told them beforehand that we were coming because her other sister, Tanya, was there waiting on us. They all wanted to get a look at the guy who was going out with their little sister.
Gretchen and her husband Rick lived in a neighborhood only a couple miles from my apartment, and it was on the way to the theater. We only had a half hour to visit, so it was just long enough to learn names and chat a minute. Tanya lived closer to Christy’s parents, but they all still lived within a few miles of each other.
My first impression of Gretchen and Tanya were that good looks seemed to run in the family. Both of them had very different personalities, but I could tell they would be a lot of fun to be around. Although high school had been about ten years ago for them both, they seemed like the kind of ladies who were popular back in those days. Tanya is one of those energetic people who is so high on life that she practically bounces off the walls when she gets excited, and she gets excited easily. Gretchen is a bit more serious and seems to take after her mother as being the type to know what everybody is doing all the time. She’s a natural leader, and her husband Rick will verify that.
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