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I dedicate this book to my one and only true love:


Mr. Ron A. Leblanc Sr.

My love for you grows each time I breathe.


There is nothing that I wouldn’t do for you,


and the music I love best is your laughter.


You loved me through the worst experience in my entire life


and I appreciate you.

Finally, I want to thank God for you because


only He could place two hearts such as ours together,


and I promise to be a better, stronger human being.

Will you marry me again on January 3, 2009?


Your wife for infinity,


Mrs. Phyllis Montana-Leblanc.






“The most important thing to remember about the drowning of New Orleans is that it wasn’t a natural disaster.”

—Michael Grunwald,

Newsweek,

August 13, 2007







FOREWORD

SPIRITS WON’T BE BROKEN




Our film crew flew into the Louis Armstrong International Airport in New Orleans, Louisiana, the day after Thanksgiving. The very first person to be interviewed for my documentary When the Levees Broke was Phyllis Montana-Leblanc. We were cordial to each other upon introduction. I remember that before we started filming she asked me quietly if it was OK for her to curse. I quickly reassured her that it was. I wanted Phyllis to be honest in her thoughts, to be comfortable in front of the camera, and if she needed to be profane, so be it. I was amazed. Phyllis was not just cursing to be cursing; somehow her observations were not profane but profound. She spoke with passion and intelligence about the near-death experience of surviving the debacle of Hurricane Katrina.

A documentary is only as good as its subjects. For Levees, we had an abundance of heroic and eloquent individuals—black, white, Hispanic, male, female, young, and old—who shared themselves with the world. As we made more trips down to New Orleans, it became apparent to me that Phyllis had emerged as the dominant voice in the piece.

On our final trip, we filmed Phyllis in her FEMA trailer where she gave me a big surprise. She asked me if she could read on camera a poem she had written the night before. To be honest I have never been a fan of poetry and was not expecting much. But being cordial I said, go ahead and read it. We rolled the camera and in painful and truthful words she summed up the entire four-hour documentary. Silently I thought, “Thank God. Now we have an ending.”

I hope you too will discover what I did. Phyllis Montana-Leblanc is a fine writer, a true Original American Voice.

As I write this foreword, she still lives in her FEMA trailer with her husband, Ron, and their Yorkshire terrier, Brooklyn (great name). She struggles with the rest of her beleaguered city. People trying to get back on track. Let’s all pray for her and New Orleans.

—Spike Lee
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Thursday, August 25, 2005

Tropical Storm Katrina becomes a Category One hurricane, hitting South Florida.
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My husband and I start hearing about the hurricane and the chances of it hitting New Orleans on August 26, 2005. I call my sister Catherine and we decide that my husband, Ron, and I will go over to her house and bring her and her son Nicholas over to my mom’s apartment so that we can be together. Catherine lived about a mile away from us in eastern New Orleans. Ironically, that’s where our FEMA trailer is now located.

Mom’s apartment was directly across from ours. She had moved there after a short stay with my sister Cheryl in Los Angeles. When Ron and I first walk out of the apartment, I look up at the sky. I notice an odd kind of gray color, but otherwise it’s a normal day. I pause for a second in thought and then go about the business of getting my family.

I’m looking around as Ron is driving and I’m thinking, “What in the fuck is about to happen to us and this city?” I think this because the newscasters are saying that a huge storm could possibly happen but “it’s not definite at this time.”

This is why we’re so confused and don’t know whether to run for our lives or just “ride it out.” We’ve had this happen before where the weather people tell us that the forecast is bad and then that turns out not to be the case. We are cautious kind of by nature, and wait to see what’s up. But, honestly, this time I have a feeling that something is about to go down in a serious-ass way. We get to Catherine’s home and start packing her truck.

My nephew Nicholas is running around without a care in the world. I envy him right about now. He has autism and is unaware of “real time.” I know it sounds crazy, but in anxious moments like this, you do what you have to do to mentally escape.

So, we’re packing juices, clothes, Nicholas’s backpacks that Catherine has just purchased for school, cans of food, extra bottles of water, Nicholas’s school uniforms, and her favorite music that her late husband had taped for her. And just as we’re ready to head back to our apartment complex, Catherine yells that she has to go back in the house to get her husband’s pictures. All I can say to Ron is “Oh, my God, not now.” She runs into the house and grabs the picture of their wedding and jumps into her truck. Her husband, Helmon Michael Gordon Jr., succumbed to liver cancer on September 4, 2004.

We ride back to the complex and all the time I’m thinking that all of this effort is for nothing. Ain’t no damn hurricane gon’ hit New Orleans, this is some bullshit! Every time they tell us there’s a hurricane, people begin running for their lives and nothing happens. So we get to my mom’s apartment. Once we situate Catherine and Nicholas, Ron and I go back to our place. I put the Weather Channel on and begin to cook and put food away in ziplock bags. The media are saying we need food for the two or three days when we may be without power.

I know people say that black folks love some chicken and I gotta say they are correct. I fry chicken, barbecue chicken, smother chicken, buffalo-wing some chicken. You name it, I did it to the chicken, okay? I fixed some egg and rice for Nicholas and some gravy and rice, because those are his favorite foods. I fill our tub up with water because the news is saying to “fill your tubs up with water, just in case you need to flush your toilets.” Then I remember something that I used to see my mother do back in the ’70s when there was a predicted hurricane. I put gray electrical tape on all of our windows so that if the wind breaks the windows, they won’t shatter and cut anyone.

All the time I’m running around doing all of this, Ron is looking at me and not saying anything because he would upset me. Ron later told me that the way I was yelling and screaming he was thinking that I was going to have a mental breakdown or a heart attack. He’d already made up his mind to let me do what I wanted and that’s why he only called my name every few minutes or so in hopes I’d calm down. I have to do what I have to do, and nothing is going to stop me. My anxiety is building by the minute because the media’s starting to talk about what to do if water comes into your home and you have to go into your attic. They are recommending that we keep handy a hammer or something that could make a hole through the ceiling to your rooftop. I was like, “Oh, hell no, fuck this, this shit is about to be serious.”

So, I begin to think, if it’s going to be this serious, why in the hell is there no mandatory evacuation right now? What does the mayor have to say about that? Where is the governor? Why are they not telling us to get the hell out of town? So, I’m thinking maybe, just maybe, this is all for nothing. Don’t worry, Phyllis, this is all going to pass us by just like it always does. Still, I prepare. Just in case.








 



Friday, August 26

Governor Katherine Blanco declares a state of emergency in the State of Louisiana, as Katrina is upgraded to Category Two and has passed into the Gulf of Mexico.


Saturday, August 27

Katrina is upgraded to Category Three. Mayor Ray Nagin calls for a voluntary evacuation of New Orleans. President Bush declares a federal state of emergency for Louisiana and gives FEMA authority to provide aid.
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The night of Saturday, August 27, 2005, we sleep and all is well. But the weather forecasters are still watching the storm. She’s not in the Gulf and as long as she doesn’t come there, we’re okay. We wake up on Sunday, August 28, 2005, and the news is now saying that Hurricane Katrina is in the “Gulf” and predicted to hit New Orleans.

Okay, I fry more chicken and call Catherine and tell her what I just saw on the news. “Do you see how big this bitch is?” I ask and then say, “We got to get the fuck out of here.” Catherine says, “I’m ready, ’cause you know if Mike was here we wouldn’t even be here right now. We’d be gone to Texas by now.” My mom is in the background saying that she’s not leaving. She says that her legs are hurting and nothing’s probably going to happen anyway.

“You know what, if Momma wants to stay, then let her. She’s got her neighbors if she needs anything,” I say to Catherine, laughing the entire time because we both know we aren’t leaving our momma. But I’m starting to get worried with all this damn talk about “keep a hammer just in case you have to bust a hole in your attic to come out on the roof” and “fill your tub up so you can flush the damn toilet.” It’s as if all of these people know what the hell is going to happen and they aren’t telling us the real deal, you know? Then Catherine adds to my damn worry by telling me that she forgot something at her house and needs to go back. We jump in her truck and ride back to her house.

We notice fewer and fewer cars on the street, and people gone. The sky looks weird. The clouds are dark gray, light gray, white, and almost black. And they aren’t all together at this point in time. They’re all separated, as if they know that once they connect all hell will break loose. Looking at them, they seem to go through my eyes and down into my soul. There is the most horrible feeling of fear, and at the same time I feel a strange beauty in it. What come to my mind are two words: ominous and ethereal. It reminds me of a really handsome man who is gorgeous to look at but evil behind his face. As much as I enjoy looking at it, I feel something bad behind it, like this is going to be really, really bad—like the end of the world or something. Street after street is empty. The stores are closed and houses boarded up and there is silence in the city. The only thing we need now is for tumbleweed to roll across the street and that would do me in, for real.

So we get to Catherine’s house and I’m telling her to hurry up because it’s starting to rain. It’s only a couple of sprinkles but my anxiety and panic are starting to grow. We should grab what she came for and get the hell back to the apartment complex. I stop rushing her when I see that she’s come back to get more of Michael’s photos. Some are of him in college—he attended Southern University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and was a member of Kappa Kappa Psi fraternity. She grabs Nicholas’s one-piece life jacket just in case the waters overwhelm us, so the rising waters won’t pull him away. Her worst fear is Nicholas drowning and that’s why she is so frantic about getting his life jacket, which is really what she used when they went swimming. We take Michael’s pictures and a few toys for Nicholas, and these paper flowers that Michael had made for her out of construction paper with his own hands as his life was being completely consumed by the cancer.

On the ride back we see police cars riding up and down the streets, patrolling the neighborhoods…probably for looters. There was lots of talk later about how shocking it is when people steal during a bad time. But a criminal isn’t going to change his or her behavior because everybody is in a bad situation. It’s just a fact of life. We get back and I look across the street to a neighboring apartment complex, Pirogue Cove, and it’s practically empty: from what I can see, only a few people around. We walk up the stairs and Catherine goes over to my mom’s apartment and I return to ours, where Ron is waiting for me.

I double-check again to make sure that the apartment is in order and listen to the weather reports. We are now in the path of Hurricane Katrina. And, at about nineteen hours before Katrina is predicted to hit New Orleans, the mayor of New Orleans, C. Ray Nagin, announces a mandatory evacuation. Nineteen hours! What in the hell took our city’s officials so long to place this order?

I call Catherine and ask her if she’s seen the same thing on the news and she says yes. Now I’m in panic mode and yelling that we should leave, and leave right now. I hear the weatherman say that if you haven’t left by now it’s best to hunker down and just get ready to “ride it out.” He keeps repeating what tools to have on hand just in case you have to go through your ceiling and come out on top of your roof, and that shit is freaking me out more by the second. My heart is racing a hundred miles a minute and I keep telling myself that it won’t be that bad. I keep thinking that they are exaggerating this storm, but my heart is filled to the top with fear. I have been through different storms in my life and this is the first time I actually think I might not survive it.

Ron, in the meantime, is asking me to calm down. He says that everything’s going to be okay. I swear, I want to cuss him out and just start walking up the street; that’s how out of control my thinking started to get. But I know better, and decide to try to collect my thoughts. That lasts a good five minutes, and I’m back to checking the windows to make sure the tape is in place.

I walk around our apartment complex and see that there are quite a few people still there, and this helps to calm me down. Then I think, oh, God, that’s how many bodies will be floating when this is all over. Okay, come back, Phyllis. I have got to get myself together, I think. When I walk over to my mother’s apartment, they are sitting down watching television and we talk a little while about what could possibly happen. My mother, Rita, is being very positive about nothing ever happening and this will all pass us by. I leave and walk out to the parking lot, looking at the sky again, and I gotta tell you, you can feel the bad. I’m dead serious. This is the worst feeling I’ve had in my life.

I go back upstairs by Ron and of course he’s telling me the same old shit about relaxing and calming down. The news is scaring the living shit out of me, so Mr. Ron suggests that we turn the television off for a while. Oh, yeah, that will work out just great. Turn off the television and let my imagination just take over and kill me right there on the spot. Needless to say, Ron decides to leave the television on to help his wife calm down. Great idea! Fuck! I don’t know if anyone who’s never experienced this before can imagine sitting and waiting for disaster to strike and not knowing if today is your last day alive. The pressure on my heart is so intense that I want to just crawl inside of a closet with earplugs and a blanket, close my eyes, and make it all just go away. I start singing in my mind, “Rain, rain, go away, come again another day.” Now, do you think that works? I’m trying to find a way to not lose my mind. I have four sisters and a brother—Gina, Catherine, Cheryl, Lisa, and Thomas—and I’ve always wondered which one of us would end up being “the crazy one.”

I choose to hang on to who I am: a strong black woman. I begin to think of all of the bad things I’ve been through in my life and how I overcame them. For example, when I was a teenager and this “boyfriend” decided that I was his punching bag. I was only a teenager and for five years he physically, sexually, verbally, and mentally abused me, and not that someone needs a reason—because there is no reason for someone to do this to another human being—but he had no reason to hurt me that badly to the point where I just wanted to die to get away from it all. I did try to commit suicide, but God wanted me here for a reason. I have come a long way and if I survived those other “storms,” I can do this. Y’all, there is nothing worse than knowing that you are in a fight for your actual life and not know if you will lose.

The news is still saying that it’s now too late to leave. They’re also saying that we’ll only be without power for about three to four days. Okay, not too bad. Maybe we’re going to be okay. A little smelly and hungry, but okay. Catherine, my mom, and me talk back and forth and every few minutes I walk over to where they’re talking with the neighbors and laughing about how all those fools are running for nothing and people will be stealing everything not nailed down. We eat and bathe so at least to have a head start on what is predicted to come. I forget about looking at the sky. It’s as if we all are feeding off each other’s strengths and weaknesses. You know, like real life. As evening begins to fall upon us things start to quiet down and then you can feel the “get ready” in the air—although no one says those exact words. My family members and I keep our cell phones plugged into the wall when we talk on them so we have a full charge when the power goes out. Then darkness comes. We still have electricity. Even as I’m writing this, my heart is starting to beat a little faster because I already know what’s going to happen next and I want to cry. I want to scream. I want to never remember what happens next. Ron and I are in our apartment and my mom, sister, and nephew are across the way from us and we are all watching the news and calling each other back and forth. Ron then decides to move our bed alongside the wall. I think that’s a little uncool. But it seems like a good idea at the time to him and gives me something else to think about.

I do another run-through. I have the comforters nailed over the windows to block any breaking glass and that’s a wrap for the day. Ron goes to lie down and soon falls asleep but I keep waking him to have someone to talk to to get the nervousness out of my system. He wakes up and talks to me and then falls asleep. I keep at it for a while and then give up, feeling sorry for him because he is very tired. I start praying. I ask God to please let us survive this storm and to not let us be killed by it.

I had met so many rotten men in my life. Ron was the best thing to ever come into my life and I want more: many, many more years with him. I think about losing him and what would happen if I lost my mother, sister, and nephew, and that just about wipes me out emotionally. I think I actually started growing gray hairs all in that one evening.

What does help is thinking about growing up in New Orleans. We used to have these sweet summer treats called Huckabucks—they were some type of frozen juice or Kool-Aid and people would sell them during the summertime. We would buy them from the homes of neighborhood women who were elderly and knew how to make them the right way. Our favorite house to go to was Ms. Hazel’s because she put fruit cocktail in the bottom of her cups so you got more for your quarter. Sometimes you could buy them during winter season, but that was only from the desperate households, so we would just wait to go to Ms. Hazel’s or another house if some kid found a better spot to go to. I start missing them. I wish that I had one because when you ate one it made you happy and all you thought about when you had one was that Huckabuck. Sometimes we’d call them Zips or Frozen Cups, and I just wanted something to make me happy and stop the fear.

I call Catherine, who is channel surfing, watching some BET awards show and the weather. Now it was definite: the news is saying New Orleans is in the direct path of Hurricane Katrina and we will be getting hit, and hard. Mayor C. Ray Nagin is saying that the director of weather is saying this is going to be the worst storm to hit the Gulf Coast in the history of this country.








 



Sunday, August 28

Mayor Nagin calls for a mandatory evacuation of New Orleans. Buses, trains, and most airlines have suspended service to and from the area. Katrina is declared a Category Five storm, the highest rating.
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Why didn’t anyone warn us sooner? Why didn’t they (city, state, and all government officials) warn us of how bad this storm really was going to be?

My mind is filled with a million thoughts and each one of them is in the area of saying good-bye. I’m saying good-bye to my life as I have known it and forgetting about the future. I haven’t even completed sharing my love with those I had yet to meet. I have so much love to give—Barry White’s song was Ron’s and my wedding song. We’d only been married for one year! What kind of shit is this? I was going to have a baby and Ron, his kids, and me were going to be one big family and have a big yard and grow together and make up for lost time. I’m wearing myself out mentally and soon decide to lie down and try to get some sleep. I don’t think anymore about the trouble that is coming. I clear my mind to nothing. Blank. No more past. No more future. Just lie down and go to sleep. God will take care and no matter what I pray for or want or wish, His Will Would Be Done.

I am thinking frantically about what to do next and I can’t bring myself to any conclusions. I am out of ideas. I stand over my husband as he sleeps and softly kiss his forehead and then his lips. He moves around for a minute, but stays asleep. I just stand there looking at him in the candlelit room and think of how much I truly love this man. The last thing I do is put my fingers through his fingers and feel his love for me and transfer my love for him in the holding of his hand, praying that he can feel my love in his sleep.

I lie down next to him but I can’t get comfortable. I walk to the living room and take some cushions off the sofa and lay them down on the floor alongside our bed. Still, I can’t get comfortable. I go back on the bed. I go back on the floor. I crawl on the floor to the closet, then back on the bed. I can’t tell you where I fell asleep. I can only tell you when I knew that we were in trouble: serious trouble.

August 29, 2005. Hurricane Katrina is just beginning to flick her tongue at the city I have called home my entire life: New Orleans, Louisiana. In the early morning hours I can hear the swooshing sounds and fear runs down my back. This is when I first realize trouble has officially arrived. We lose electricity and the winds begin to blow. My heart is racing and beating so hard that I can feel my chest jumping against my shirt. Ron lies on the bed, dozing off as I try frantically to find a safe place for us to hide. First I try putting pillows and blankets in our bedroom closet. That’s too small and it’s hard to breathe in there. Then I run to the living room and pull the leather cushions from the sofa and place them on the floor next to our bed. Finally, exhausted, I fall asleep, only to be awakened by the frightening sound of dripping water. It’s so loud that it wakes me up and I start shaking Ron.

“Ron, wake up,” I yell. “Wake up.” I ask him to listen to find out where the sound of pouring water is coming from. We begin searching frantically to find it and then we look up. Water is pouring through the light fixture in the ceiling. Forgetting that the electricity is gone, I begin yelling at Ron that we’re going to be electrocuted and the apartment is going to catch fire. I don’t think at the moment about why or how the water is coming through. But we are soon to find out that the rooftops of the two apartments above us were blown off by the storm.

We can see that daylight is beginning to show through the corners of the window but we can’t see out because of the blankets covering them. The wind gets stronger and stronger, louder and louder. It sounds like a train of water is passing over the apartment, right on top of us. We can hear the building being ripped apart as if by some big-ass woman. I don’t know if you have ever seen this movie with Daryl Hannah called Attack of the 50 Ft. Woman. Well, that’s what Katrina was, peeling our shit apart. Metal is crashing against the walls. Glass is breaking everywhere around us. As I run to the front of the apartment, I notice these swelling bubbles in the walls. “What in the hell are bubbles doing in the walls?” I ask myself. I can’t understand what is happening. When I tell Ron to look at the walls the bubbles are all over. The water is coming in through the rooftop or our ceilings and is filling up the insides of the walls. Ron says, “The walls are breathing in and out.” He says he can actually feel it against his leg. I yell that the apartment is flooding and we need to get out. Ron tries to calm me down, but it is not working. I want to get the fuck out of there. But go where? Out into the storm that is sure to be the death of us? Inside is death. Outside is death.

Our apartment is a one-bedroom that includes a living room, dining room, kitchen, bathroom, and bedroom. We’re standing in the living room, my hand is on the doorknob but I will not, cannot open it. I’m crazy, literally crazy with fear. I’m blank. Then, crash! We hear the breaking and splitting of wood, and the rushing of water. Our bedroom ceiling has come falling down on top of the bed where Ron had lain only a few hours ago. The apartments above us are coming down on top of us. I’m screaming at the top of my lungs “Get me out of here! I don’t want to die! Not like this!” Crash and boom again! The bathroom ceiling falls into the tub and toilet. Holding on to the back of Ron’s shirt I decide we have to leave. I remember not being able to let go of Ron’s shirt. We have to go out into Katrina’s winds, and we don’t know how many miles per hour they are blowing, or we will die in our apartment, buried under the rooftops of two levels of apartments above us.

I have to find my cell phone and call Catherine to find out if she can see outside. I need to tell her we have to get out because the ceilings are falling down around us. We have to get out. We just have to. The winds and the rain are whipping through the complex so hard that you cannot see outside. Each time I try the calls drop. Then I’m finally able to reach Catherine on her cell phone. I yell for her to look outside and see why everything is falling. She takes too long to answer, so I open the door. Then she yells into the phone for us to stay put because there is a two-by-four flying past our door! We slam the door shut. Oh, shit! How in the hell are we going to get out of here? We’re trapped! Our phones go dead. I try to call Catherine again; I dialed so many times my fingers cramped.

Eventually, we get connected again. She tells us that the coast is clear, nothing is flying around. Ron cracks open the door enough to see for himself. It’s not like we don’t believe Catherine, but who are we kidding, in my fear I don’t trust anyone. Not even myself. The entire time I’m holding on to the bottom part of Ron’s shirt. I am not letting go. We have to stay together.

Now, why we come up with this next move I don’t know. But this is our choice, or rather it’s Ron’s. The plan is to run down a flight of stairs to get into my mother-in-law’s apartment in the same apartment complex. She lives with her daughter Valgean and her two young children. They had already evacuated out to Gramercy, Louisiana, where my other sister-in-law, Laurie, and her family are living. That area is in a safety zone, or at least more safe than New Orleans. We don’t think we can chance running across to my mom’s apartment because the space is too wide open. We don’t want to take a chance on flying debris that could kill us. I say to Ron, “Once we go out this door, do not look back! I will be right behind you—just don’t stop once we go out this door.” Each time Ron cracks open the door, I slam it back shut. The fear of what is out there is too much. Once the door opens the wind from Hurricane Katrina takes my breath away. The rainwater stings my eyes, face, and arms. But I run. I run like I have stolen a pack of Now and Later candy and the store owner is chasing me. Then I hear the sounds of glass breaking, rooftops being ripped apart, the rain, the wind. My mind begins breaking apart slowly. I’m running for my life. We are running for our lives. I scream the entire time. No particular words come out. Just screams. It takes us just a few minutes to get to the downstairs apartment but it feels like hours.

Once we reach the bottom of the stairs of the first floor I am relieved to see that there is no water on the ground outside. The waters from the broken levees haven’t reached us just yet. I think we’ve made it. We are still alive and we are going to make it! Thank you Jesus! We get into the downstairs apartment and I begin to assess the area. I go about telling Ron to hurry up and cover the front window first because that is our most vulnerable spot.

There is a recliner chair in the living room, and Ron sits in it as soon as we come in! I yell “Why are you sitting down!” There’s no time to sit down! He just looks at me and he sits. Poor soul. I’ve worn him out. He just sits there. So I open the hall closet to see if I can climb in for cover but there is too much stuff piled in it. I go to the bathroom to see about putting blankets and comforters in the tub, but then think that if the damn ceiling comes down I’ll be crushed. Okay, back to the living room. I start yelling at Ron to put up a comforter. No, a mattress up against the window is better, in case something comes flying through. Where the window is situated, if you were to stand directly in front of it you could see all the way down to the parking lot on the other side of the apartment complex. At the end of this are three concrete studs to stop people from parking on the grass. I’m afraid that the winds will pull them up and fly them through this window. He finally gets up and goes into his mother’s bedroom and gets a mattress off her bed and puts it up against the front window. Okay, that’s better. In the meantime, I’m in his sister Valgean’s room putting her mattress up against her window. I mean that wind is blowing so damn hard I don’t think I can hear. I know that doesn’t make any sense but that’s what’s happening to me. I am deaf from fear.

Then it happens. A lightbulb in the kitchen ceiling explodes. Oh, my God! I jump up to see where the noise has come from and we see water coming through the light fixture. It’s like reliving being in our upstairs apartment. I become more crazed thinking that the ceiling is now about to come down because water is coming through. And this is even worse because we are now on the bottom with two apartments on top of us. So if anything falls we’ll get all of it on top of us. I’m begging Ron not to sit in the recliner chair. So he sits in another chair. I’m like, okay, that’s going to make me feel better. So I pull the chair into the hallway between the closet, bathroom, and bedroom. That way, we have walls surrounding us in case something blows through one of the windows.

At this time we have no electricity. I call my sister Cheryl in California for her to see where the hurricane is. She can’t call me but I could call her because the signal to reach us is gone. I tell her what our situation is. Then I tell her to check the Weather Channel and see how far off Katrina is. She’s like, okay. I don’t know, maybe it’s me but she seems to be moving too damn slow. Trust me, it’s me. You have someone on the phone yelling and screaming, and it will make their response seem slower, but it’s really not. So she gets the channel and she said, “Phyllis, it’s thirty minutes away.” We hang up. I start praying. I call her again, then she tells me, “Phyllis, it’s fifteen minutes away, but she’s moving at ten to fifteen miles an hour, really slow.” Then I call her back and she tells me, “Phyllis, it’s right over y’all.” I say, “Cheryl, I’m scared,” and the line goes dead. I fall to my knees and begin to pray. I’m asking God to forgive me for all of my sins. I’m pleading for death to not come to us. Especially not to my husband. I do not want Ron to die. But hell, I don’t want to die either. For some reason when you’re with someone else, at least for me, you care more about them than yourself in that moment. Still can’t figure it out. But I’m okay with it, and also he is such a beautiful soul and deserves to live. I, on the other hand, have been through some rough times and have done wrong things in life. All that matters now is for me to know that God forgives me, and He does.

I continue to pray. I mean I’m praying so fast that it sounds like I’m speaking Spanish. Not the language, but the speed. Because, you see, I can hear every word that I’m saying, just in a really fast way. I tell Ron that he should also ask forgiveness for any sins. I tell him I’ll say the prayer and you just say Amen. I do and he does. I continue to pray and beg God for a way out alive, not knowing we have already received His mercy. Then we can hear the water. It’s like waves of water blowing in the wind. “Oh, Lord Jesus! What is that?” I am really losing control over my mind. I can’t think straight. I look up at Ron from on my knees behind the chair that he is sitting in and say, “You know what, Ron? You know what I never thought of? What if this is God’s will? For us to die like this, right here, right now?” I never thought of that until just now. “Baaaaaby,” Ron turns around, looks at me, and yells: “WE ARE NOT GOING TO DIE! I HAVE A PRAYING WIFE!”

I’d had no idea that he had been paying attention to all the times I used to sit in our bed doing my Bible study. Then something lifts me up. I can’t tell you that it is my doing. It’s something under my arms and legs that lifts me to a standing position. I can feel something in my heart and it feels really, really good and happy.

So I think about when you watch movies or television shows and people either joke about or are serious about seeing a “light” when you are about to die, so I start saying it to keep my sanity, because it would always seem unreal to me when I heard other people say it, so I just start saying, “Don’t go into the light, Phyllis, don’t go into the light.” No, this is good and it is joyful. It is strong too. I stand up and then I hear somebody yelling: “Who-dee-whooo, who-dee-whooo.” I’m like, okay. Now I know I’m losing my damn mind. Those words are from a rap song by somebody and I don’t know who, but I hate that song! So here I am now hearing this. I must have died and gone to hell.
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