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for all those whose bodies remain here,

but whose voices water silenced


and for a time when we first whooshed,

far away from here
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…when I awake, I awake in the grip of everydayness. Everydayness is the enemy. No search is possible. Perhaps there was a time when everydayness was not too strong and one could break its grip by brute strength. Now nothing breaks it—but disaster.

—WALKER PERCY, The Moviegoer




This land which man has deswamped and denuded and derivered…The people who have destroyed it will accomplish its revenge.

—WILLIAM FAULKNER, Go Down Moses




It is better to live in New Orleans in sackcloth and ashes than the entire state of Ohio.

—LAFCADIO HEARN
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…and America returns whispering this time.

A tick, air-conditioning, falling, soft, a tock, the ceiling fan beginning to turn, stirring it in, a closet light suddenly spilling an absurd yellow line past its open door, across this bed, my eyes, pulling the plug on some dream.

So, that’s all there is to it?

Huh.

My pores curl in, close. I climb under the covers, silver silk cold like silver, wrench them over my head, curl my knees into my chest, close my eyes, and grope frantically for sleep that’s not there not anywhere, and her. My fingertips finding sweat. Still there. Warm outline of a body.

Open my eyes. Peek out. See the air-conditioning’s digital monitor, the desired temperature 71.2 degrees, the actual temperature beside it 93.1…92.8…92.4…92.0…91.7…twin streams, warm as August sun, down my cheeks for the first time since I was nine, the age I stopped crying no matter how hard I tried, no matter who died. The clock changes to 10:19 A.M., Monday, September 26, 2005, and I can feel the city shivering with fire alarms, and this first place that loved me is now burning. By 10:20 I can’t squeeze another drop from my eyes and I’m left whimpering, panting like some spoiled thirsty dog into the sweat beside me fading cool against my cheek, and I begin laughing at how pathetic it is until that too fades into half-coughs…84.9…84.5…84.1…83.8…

It struggles for a while around 72, kicks on and off several times. Yesterday, the radio told me the mayor wants 250,000 people back in the city by Friday. When at last the two numbers match at 71.2 degrees, cold hint of sweat slipping through my fingertips, I throw the cover off. I slip on my bathing suit, walk into the kitchen, a floor cold under my feet for the first time in four weeks, flip open cabinet after cabinet, and it’s pretty obvious this person, whoever it is used to live in this apartment, didn’t live here much, like so many others who have condos in the French Quarter.

There’s an open package of chocolate-chocolate-chip sugarfree cookies, sugarfree Hershey’s syrup, and a can of chicken vegetable soup and that’s it. I don’t even glance at refrigerators anymore. The cookies are soft like I like them. I open the soup, dip a cookie in it, then drink the rest out of the can. I can feel them already, the evacuees flooding in, fluttering to the electricity, to the lights like moths that for twenty-eight nights now drowned in the wax around our candles. On the second-to-last cold gulp, soup rolling off my chin onto my toes, I notice the blinking clock on the microwave, feel kind of stupid.

The alarm goes off as I exit the apartment, walk through the courtyard, along the cleanest pool in the Quarter, piles of cans we never needed to open, skillets, kindling, the grill, beads and clothes hanging from trees, a table with too much liquor, coolers holding too much food, military rations, first aid kits, flashlights, bug repellents, shovels, brooms, tiki torches, blue-and-red candle wax splattered on the patio bricks, and I leave it all right where it is, walk the width of the French Quarter, six blocks down toward the river, past fellow holdouts struck dumb with electricity’s onslaught, their glares fractured into Whoa Wow Shit Cool Hell Okay Well No Fuck Huh Whoa…and evacuees already returning, clean and smiling, some of them friends who don’t recognize me at first, some chasm now opened between us into which I futilely throw a few sugar-free cookies and a story or two, maybe what it’s like to have to suck your blood back out of mosquitoes, what it was like to be one of the hundred or so in the Quarter who never left, then keep walking while Decatur Street’s distant alarms, awed with sudden power, rage closer and closer, and at last I am past the St. Louis Cathedral, through rows of Humvees and state police cars from New York, New Mexico, and Oregon parked upon the stones of Jackson Square we’ve swept, take a right, the first door on Decatur off the square, through my entryway’s strobe alarm light, to the third floor, my own apartment, where I suppose I’ll start getting normal again.

Flies and gnats swarm excitedly down the hallway from my kitchen to greet me. Outside, New Orleans is going off like a thousand newborns kicking and screaming and crying into light now. Across the street, the Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Museum finally cranks up its own siren. The smell of rot wafts up along with the alarm from the restaurant below me. I stand in front of my floor-to-ceiling window, in the sunlight—the only thing that hardly changed this whole time—between the heat outside and the air-conditioning inside.

A container ship named Ocean Favour plows a crescent bulge of water down the Mississippi. There is no wake there, around its bow, as there is behind the ship. The water simply lifts up into a soft hill, the height of a man, casting aside the creole color of its river to catch flecks of blinding September sun that lead to the Gulf of Mexico. The river’s settled back into its man-made grooves. I suppose I can be put back in mine alongside it. The ship tilts to port as it rounds the river bend, slides past hills of smoldered bricks where warehouses stood a few weeks ago and for the first time I can no longer smell a million burning bananas simply by looking over there.

The television’s on, MSNBC, and, just like when the power went off a month ago, there they are, still raging about Katrina, only the alarms have drowned even whatsherass out now. In fact, it’s my own fire alarm that’s really drowning her out. It’s not the kind where you can simply unplug the battery. It’s wired into my wall. I find my hammer, swing wildly at my alarm until it slows—whack!—dawdles—whack!—moans—whack! whack! whack! goddammit!—dies. In its place is an advertisement for some plastic cylinder that removes women’s facial hair, no prescription required, 19.95 with shipping and handling. Call now.

And I sink to the couch, appalled, think back to the last time I saw a commercial, thirty days ago, the Saturday before She came. It was Uptown in Parker Junior’s house and the Professor was trying to get his pod back from the pod people.
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“My spleen just changed colors. Can you feel it? This is what happens when I am wholly consumed with low-to-moderate-scale burning righteous fury.” Smoke poured forth from the Professor into his cell phone. “I am very, very calm. I’ve had three verbal assurances—three—from your employees that they would bring the pod this afternoon. Now this. PODS equals Portable On Demand Storage, correct? Well, sir, you are on demand. I need to move into my new house this afternoon, right now, and everything I own is in that pod. Everything that is valuable to me. My stuff. What on God’s green Earth I ask you can I do without my stuff? How would you like it if I took all your stuff? What could you do? What? No, that is not a threat. Listen, I’ve got an entire workforce waiting here to help me move my stuff into my new place.” He waved his pipe at Parker Junior and me—the workforce—as we opened a couple of Heinekens that the Professor, in all his telenegotiations, had neglected to put in Junior’s refrigerator. He was living on Junior’s futon until he could move into his place.

I flipped on the television. It asked me if I were swimming in a pool of credit-card debt. The Professor yanked the remote out of my hand, turned it off, and said into the phone, “My workforce, they—my God, man, they have nothing to do but sit here and watch the commercials. In exchange for—no, now it is your turn to listen to me—for helping me move I was going to treat them to a barbecue. Now, you have to understand, I already bought all the stuff for the barbecue, so it’s too late, we need the pod. And you are making my spleen hurt, sir.”

He plunged the pipe back into his beard, crossed his legs, and stared into his plumes of smoke wafting up into Junior’s overhead fan. The Professor came down from Columbia University to teach political science at Tulane a few semesters back, decided he’d stay, and finally bought a house for real last week after several housewarming parties in places he never actually closed on.

My girlfriend Katherine and I met him and each other at his third such housewarming party. The three of us stood in the corner talking since we didn’t know anybody there, including each other. He had no idea who’d invited these people. No one invited me, I told him. He said he could never buy the house now because it was too much like civilization, always full of people he didn’t know. Thirty-one hours later Katherine and I were still awake, sitting in her Maxima in the Audubon Zoo parking lot, holding hands over the console between us, while it rained and dawn opened the sky, feeling sleep come on, still growing our eyes at each other, hers spanning like wings to her long thin nose, their ends falling slightly down over her cheekbones, the bottoms falling out of her depthless green irises, and only a train blaring its way along the bottom of the levee.

I flipped on Parker Junior’s television again. For some small fee I could have Gwen Stefani singing, “B-A-N-A-N-A-S, Bananas!” every time someone called me. Right now, no one was calling me because they couldn’t, nor could I call them, all circuits busy all day. Everyone was calling everyone until no one could call no one, same as last year before Hurricane Ivan missed us. The Professor had the last working cell phone in New Orleans that we knew of. Apparently, while I was working this morning he’d spent a couple of hours on the phone with the energy company and made enough of the right threats to enough of the right people that, against all odds, someone drove out on a Saturday and turned his power on at his new house a couple of miles away in Lakeview. And he was not about to let some possibly impending Hurricane Katrina backhand his batting average down to .500 this afternoon.

“Yes, yes, okay, hurricane.” The Professor plunged the pipe into his beard where the side of his mouth must have been, closed his eyes, and continued into his cell phone, “Do you realize that you are in Kenner where the swamp used to be? You are on the low ground. So, you need to bring my stuff to Lakeview so it will be safe and so I can move into my—Hello? Hello? Hello?” He hung the phone up. “I will mutilate them. Throw the steaks on the grill, you sods.”

They weren’t really steaks at all but gray slabs of steak-flavored soy protein. By the time the corn was finished boiling they’d turned beige and shrunk to half their size. We ate on Parker Junior’s mismatched furniture while we flipped through the commercials. A giant troll walked across the television while a girl in the foreground told us she believes anything’s possible, “A world without spyware, identification theft, and viruses. I believe. Earthlink.” When the commercials took breaks, we’d watch weathermen’s eyes bulge and their forehead veins pulse as they beat doomsday drums: Hurricane Katrina could increase to a Category 4, could come to New Orleans, assuming this and that and that and this. They showed the cars driving on both sides of the highway one way out of town, “contraflow,” they called it. The latest satellite image came on.

“Where’d the Gulf go?” asked Parker Junior. There was no could about that part. Sometime that afternoon, on the weatherman’s map at least, the storm’s red had mostly eclipsed the Gulf of Mexico’s blue, over six hundred miles across. Then it was back to the ring tone commercials.

As I put a couple beers in the freezer, I told the Professor the only thing worse than Heineken was warm Heineken. Then I turned and slammed my knee into an old bookcase with glass doors Junior had apparently begun using as a pantry.

Junior was a wiry giant who, like many tall people, would contract his neck and spine down into his body like a tortoise into its shell, so that he fooled the unsuspecting into believing he was just a little taller than the rest of us. He taught English composition at the University of New Orleans, wrote fiction, painted, played bass in a gospel band called the Number Wonders, had three testicles and several holes in his fingers from the time he went back to the frame shop he worked in after our ten-cent-martini lunch and attempted to drill small screws into massive frames. He moved here from D.C. a couple of years ago and I fell in love with him when he told me over a $1.50 twenty-ounce Miller High Life draft one night, “D.C. has some of the greatest art in the world—the National Gallery, the Library of Congress, theater, music, everything you could possibly want for inspiration, you know? Yet somehow it’s all dulled by the glass cases, those metal detectors at the door, the security guards—art’s something to be protected and viewed from a safe distance. In New Orleans, art’s something you eat and breathe, man. Everything from the streamers on your bicycle to the way you pronounce the street names is art. Like, in D.C. if I had dragged home furniture from the neighbor’s garbage, my girlfriend wouldn’t let me back into the house. Here, she says, ‘Put that in the kitchen.’”

We put on jackets, piled into Junior’s car, and crashed the Children’s Museum fundraiser where Katherine was volunteering. Apparently most of the $150 ticketholders had hightailed it. This left the children’s interactive exhibits largely open. I kissed Katherine hello and, while she picked corn out of my teeth, tried to tell her how stunning she looked, completely true even though the only makeup she wore was some subtle lavender stuff with sparkles in it over her eyes.

Junior, the Professor, and I roamed the Children’s Museum wildly, grabbing appetizers from the city’s greatest chefs standing lonely behind their serving stations until we found a faux news studio for kids. We stood in front of the green board, watched ourselves on the monitors as fake warm and cold fronts swirled behind us while we imitated the subdued hysteria of our favorite weathermen an hour earlier. Junior shrank his spine down to fit in front of the green board, pushed us aside, and looked into the camera as his image bisected all the surrounding monitors and held up a chocolate éclair.

“You see, now let’s say this is the Gulf Coast, okay?” he said. “You know, if it was a chocolate éclair. Now here’s Hurricane Katrina down in the Gulf.” With his other hand he began spinning a clear Chinese rice noodle like a lasso, his hips gyrating right along. The few people who were still at the party gathered around to watch him in his jeans, them in their tuxedos and evening gowns.

“As the hurricane approaches it could push up a tidal surge—Hey, sprinkle some of that Tabasco on this thing will you, man? So, you can now see the coast has Tabasco on it, which is just like the muddy sediment-filled waters that the Mississippi River kicks out south of the Mississippi Gulf Coast. Except that it’s Tabasco. And as the winds get closer the noodle wraps around the coast and it gets devoured. And it tastes, wow, not bad at all…”

Everyone clapped. Junior crammed the rest of the éclair into his mouth, slurped on his cocktail, and continued, “Now, lucky for us, New Orleans is not on the coast holy shit that’s starting to burn.” He lifted up another noodle. “To get to us this noodle has to spin through God help me I can’t feel my mouth fifty miles of swamp, which is kind of like this bowl of chunky seafood marinara sauce here, and that marinara, boy does it slow it down. Of course, keep in mind this bowl was full not too long ago, there’s a lot less marinara now than there used to be because we’ve eroded hell out of it, someone get me some milk or I’ll die. Of course, we may not even get the noodle. In fact, I think I lost it in the marinara here. No here it is. So now if it starts spinning toward us.” As the sauce flew, people fled, giggling. “Oh, God, help me, I’m burning,” said Junior. “Why would I eat that? Why? We can’t let this happen!” He handed me the rice noodle and fled downstairs to the bar.

I stood there holding the limp noodle, marinara dripping onto my sneakers, staring at Katherine who was the only person left standing there, stone cold. She had seen the noodle in real life, twice, and maybe it wasn’t so funny for her. She was a child when Hurricanes Betsy and Camille came in the late sixties. She knew them, their destruction, how they transformed the Mississippi Coast—where all four of her grandparents had lived—then lined with some of the oldest homes in the country, and a history within which her first senses of family and summer and nostalgia were forged, into what was now a twenty-mile-long strip mall spattered with Waffle Houses, gaudy casinos, and Wal-Mart-sized “surf” shops that sell overpriced fluorescent bathing suits. Betsy and Camille were memories of the impossible, simply part of the Gulf Coast’s skeleton, zero moments that it was taken for granted, despite prophecies of a future hurricane sinking us, we newcomers would never see and never ever understand.

We were not from here, since there is no way to be from New Orleans unless you first came into the light here. If you are birthed in Baton Rouge, say, and move here when you’re two weeks old and stay here until you die at the age of 100, your obituary will state, “Originally from Baton Rouge, So-and-So moved to New Orleans where he attended…” Katherine was from here. Betsy and Camille were her noodles. She had grown up staring into the Mississippi and, after a decade away, given up tenure at a university back east to come back and be able to stare into it again every day for the rest of her life and, fortunately for me, the first party she wandered into after her return was the Professor’s third housewarming party next door to her.

“Here,” I said, dangling the noodle humbly toward her. “You can have it.” She just glared at me, those eyes going shallow. The noodle slipped through my fingers and landed on my left Adidas. “That violet skirt looks gorgeous,” I said. “Is that silk?”

I finally caught up to her downstairs at the bar. We drank two cups of water each—hydrating our hearts, we called it, because the human heart is 80 percent water, more than any other organ—then showed the bartender how to make our invented drink of the month, Elle in August: rocks, couple ounces vodka, soda, splash of cranberry, two limes, and Katherine took one and the Professor and Junior and I took three apiece and we all headed across the French Quarter into the Marigny to Mimi’s bar where a friend was having a going away party, not for the hurricane but for good. This too was fairly empty, just empty enough to make the $500 party bar tab go real, real far for the several of us there.

Katherine and I ducked out onto the balcony with our Elle in Augusts, happily alone with Mars piercing the city sky’s lavender din above us all by itself. Because of my deadlines, it was the first time in a week we’d really been awake together. We wrapped our arms around each other and held tight and talked excitedly as always about things we would never remember between the silences in which we grew our eyes by simply staring at each other nose to nose, her long thin nose to my ordinary one and her eyes the water over Nova Scotia.

Nova Scotia, for me, was a sandbar in Cape Cod Bay. My family would spend summers in a small cottage just down the street from the one my father was born in, in the same town six generations of fathers before him had been born in. I was the first son born in the New World outside Cape Cod, in the northwest section of Washington, D.C., a segregated section of a segregated city with all the cultures of the world and no culture of its own, the antithesis of New Orleans.

The tide in Cape Cod Bay went out farther than anywhere in the world, that’s what my father said, anyway. When it was halfway out, we would go in a little dinghy with a four-horsepower motor to the farthest sandbar from our beach. I still have no idea why it was called Nova Scotia, maybe because it seemed as far away as that. It was about a mile from the coast with a deep channel separating it from all the other flats which, at low tide, ran together back to the beach. We’d fish for a couple of hours, casting into the channel.

At first, there would be just a few inches of clear green water splaying strings of light over the ribbed sand. The water’s rippled, sun-flecked surface and the strings of light upon the bottom seemed to move independently of one another, even in different directions, unconnected. It was impossible for me to tell the depth between the two simply by looking. This was how Katherine’s eyes could get. And it is what I saw that morning I woke in her car in the Audubon Zoo parking lot, thirty-one hours after the Professor’s party, and she was still awake watching me and she suggested we walk down to the river in the rain, and it is what still shook me two years later, the striations in her green eyes wavering like those strings of light over Nova Scotia, depthless below the surface.

They would became a mere echo of one another only for a flash before sand broke through at low tide. The sand would be ribbed and white and it would get hard and dry and hot in the sun like the bones of waves, like something dead. And I would wait for the water to creep back in and clothe its bones. I would sit there in the sand while the tide came back in around me. When it got to my shoulders, the strings of light on the sand went away and I would stand up. We would get in the boat and I would look over the side and see exactly how deep it was, the two surfaces again seemed connected, as they were in most people’s eyes.

Water for me was something you swam in, something you could see through, something that stretched to the horizon. Something that came and went predictably and benevolently. And then this. Mississippi. Roiling and black as outer space inches below its surface. Finally held in place weakly by two centuries of engineering and the world’s largest human creations—its levees. Before that it had roamed at will. Every bit of the last 1,300 miles of old Mississippi River which La Salle first floated down in a canoe 324 years ago was solid, dry land now. Mark Twain judged it the longest river in the world, though it has shortened by several hundred miles since then, due to man and the river itself cutting some of its near 180-degree curves. Beginning from the head of the Missouri, its largest tributary, it is now a close third. Unlike the other great rivers of the world, instead of widening toward its mouth, it grows narrower and deeper, more violent and unpredictable, as it winds through southern Louisiana, land made wholly from sediment carried down the continental shelf by the river’s tributaries. From the Montana Rockies to the Appalachians, the Dakota plains down through the Ozarks, the deserts of New Mexico to the Great Lakes, we live on tiny pieces of every landscape in America.

I suppose I’d spent the last eight years in New Orleans inching my way closer to the river until it was my front yard. Right now, standing on the bar’s balcony with Katherine, it was just over some warehouses a couple of blocks to the south. We grew our eyes until our drinks were done and we finally and stupidly went inside for more drinks and the party was just small enough to suck us in, and we were forced to share ourselves.

All the talk was of staying or going. Of course I was staying, I said. “Unless someday a Category Five comes straight for us—I may be stupid but I’m not crazy—I’m always staying during hurricanes. Besides, I got two books on deadline that my company’s publishing and a travel piece for the L.A. Times and thousands of other little things and I can’t afford to waste a couple of days stuck in traffic trying to get out of the city, only to come back in the next day, the way everyone did last year when Ivan missed us, could I please have another with a little less cranberry?”

The bartender reminded me to fill my bathtub up if we were going to stay because you never knew if the water might get cut off. It was decided the Professor and Parker Junior would crash at my place tomorrow if Katrina headed near us. I extended the invite to the dozen or so others there too. Sure, I told them, the television was hyping the possibility of twenty feet of water in the Quarter but my place was forty feet above Decatur Street, the highest street in New Orleans, in the oldest apartment building in America, the Pontalba Apartments had seen 160 years or something like that of hurricanes, they took up a whole city block, a veritable goddamn fortress, the brick sumo of apartment buildings on the highest ground in the city. Just bring water and wine, I told them. At least half of them agreed to crash at my place and three Elle in Augusts and seven waters and scattered shots of Maker’s Mark later and the bartender again reminding us to fill the bathtub up if we were going to stay, we left with more drinks, and next thing I knew I was lying on my mattress, arms, legs tangled in Katherine’s, something beginning half in sleep, when her phone started going off Sunday morning.

Obviously, I’d forgotten to ask her to make sure it was turned off before we went to sleep. I knew my own cell phone was off because it was part of the four F’s: lock the Front door, turn the cell Fone off, landline Fone off, and the Fan on which provided white noise in the rare occurrence that one of my neighbors should walk down the entryway in high heels. Of course, the outdoor buzzer and intercom were disconnected, and my windows were locked (I checked them every night despite not having opened them in weeks). I always knew I would wake to find these things done because my routine was like God for some people—it was just there. But I’d forgotten about Katherine’s phone and I couldn’t believe it and I was pissed at myself, really pissed. I wanted to find the phone wherever it was within the previous evening’s clothes and turn it off, but I wasn’t about to untangle myself from what we had begun.

The fifth time or so it started ringing, Katherine now sleeping again, I unwound myself from us and crawled out of bed just to find out who the hell it is thinks they can call me before 9 A.M. on this Sunday when it was the first day I was taking off in a month. I managed to get my arms and head out of the bed before calling it quits. I laid my head down on the pinewood floor and dreamt of the time Katherine and I were in Cuba birdwatching and she said she had spotted the smallest bird in the world, the bee hummingbird, and I was a bit upset at her because she always noticed everything around us before I did, and I asked where it was and she pointed to it sticking out of her eye, its wings still beating into a blur around its red neck glittery like sequins, clouds of blood blooming in Katherine’s eye, washing over her emerald iris and she was laughing, saying, “If you can choose, it’s not love, don’t you know? Some poet said that to me,” and then the hummingbird’s wings were ringing again and goddamnit this time I made it all the way out of bed and crawled around trying to find the phone because I just needed to know who it was thought they could call this early. It stopped and I curled up into Katherine’s violet skirt, used my pin-striped pants as a pillow and almost went to sleep before it went off again and stopped again before I could find it.

I rose, defeated, walked into the kitchen, dropped a packet of Tangerine Emergen-C into a plastic go cup, filled it with water, slumped onto the futon in my living room, and flipped on CNN. A series of red spirals, hurricane symbols, each marked with a 5 in its center, arched through a diagram of the Gulf straight into where I was sitting.

“Whoa,” I muttered. “Wow. Shit. Cool. Hell. Okay. Well. No. Fuck. Huh. Whoa…”

We were in the path of something very important, and everything else was lost.

Katherine walked in checking her messages, all of them from friends saying the same thing CNN was, how Katrina, now a Category Five hurricane, one of the strongest ever recorded, was supposed to make landfall here early tomorrow morning, and we had until this evening to leave the city under the first-ever mandatory evacuation. I checked my own messages. Friends were on the road halfway somewhere already: Houston, Austin, Pensacola, Missouri, and the rest just west to Baton Rouge. The Professor had enjoyed his newfound power sleeping on his new linoleum kitchen floor for about an hour last night before he bolted podless to Baton Rouge at four in the morning. We had no idea how he or anyone else got through, because neither Katherine nor I could return the calls, or make any others, all networks still being busy. But my land line worked and I tried to call my friends and tell them to get back here, dammit, but I just got busy signals.

I looked out the window at Jax Brewery, the palm trees on its roof standing tall in breeze, the stores on its ground level already boarded up, their signs still hanging out front, idling from their chains, the Mississippi past them fighting its fall as ever downstream. “Well, suppose I better go fill the bathtub up,” I said.

I knelt beside the tub as it was filling and prayed every single prayer I knew to every God I knew, and some I made up, that lives and property would be spared. I was still praying when the bathtub overflowed.

Part of me felt that, like every hurricane for the last decade, it would not really arrive. History, for me, never had. The rest of me knew that if it did, Katherine and I would make it though this. And I was not going to miss it.

Yet I did not choose to say. I could not choose.
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We spent the afternoon at Katherine’s apartment uptown, rummaging around in her neighbors’ trash to find enough plywood, planks, crates, driftwood, old signs, anything to effectively seal her house from all sunlight. We moved most of her stuff away from her windows, then tripped all over it gathering up some clothes, jewelry, and shrimp gumbo to take back to my place. After driving back downtown and parking our cars high up in the Canal Place shopping-center garage, we scurried back to my apartment through deepest blue dusk as the first feathery outer rain band of Katrina tickled our faces.

Pressure was getting sucked out of the air, allowing the faintest electric gust to lift wrappers and shopping bags from gutters and overfilled trash cans, a single Mardi Gras purple ribbon dancing a tango with a plastic shopping bag four stories high between Jax Brewery and the Pontalba Apartments. The Quarter was swept clean of people, cars, lights, noises, routines, and, already, an aloneness more vast than lying down in the vastest desert swallowed us whole. There was a terrifying comfort in being so alone in a place where you always, always saw so many people, a place that people probably had not left this empty since its birth three hundred years ago. Static in the air shuffled electrons through our bone marrow and gave us hot goose bumps. Along with the floating garbage, the potential for anything at all now hung weightless above us.

A police car eased toward us in the distance. Aware of curfew and mandatory evacuation we slipped into my entryway. We walked onto my balcony to see gray clouds racing frantically away from what was in the Gulf as the cop car rolled out of view. “I’m sure lots of people are staying,” I said to Katherine.

“Yeah.”

She gazed down empty Decatur Street along the endless slanting wrought iron balconies to the business district’s skyline six blocks to our right, then over to the Marigny neighborhood seven blocks to our left, and between them the Old U.S. Mint; the last down and dirty bars of lower Decatur; Central Grocery, “Home of the Original Muffuletta”; Café du Monde; Jackson Square; Jax Brewery; Tipitina’s; the House of Blues; countless twenty-four-hour bars and daiquiri cafés and Cajun/ Creole restaurants and t-shirt and hot-sauce tourist schlock shops connecting them, every one now sleeping behind plywood. We looked ahead of us, past the train tracks, over the levee into the Mississippi about 150 feet from my front door, my view of it sandwiched between a giant oak and the Jax Brewery shopping mall directly across the street from me, the Ripley’s sign creaking on its chains out front, palms poking the sky on the mall’s top. The clouds got faster, darker, and I suddenly realized what it was that was so terrifying about it all. It was not the disappearance of the immediate sounds. It was the susurrus of a city, gone.

The days here were usually buses, beer-delivery trucks, calliope on the riverboat, zydeco blaring out of tourist shops, accordion of a gutterpunk in cowboy boots and striped tights on the corner competing with a tuba and trumpet on the next corner, train’s horn as it slows along the bottom of the levee, steamboat blasting its call, the eight million tourists a year we had to weave through to get anywhere. This was all you could hear in the day, each noise upon the other endlessly.

Late at night and into morning they slowed—the ships blowing horns, the occasional car, siren, the Nina Simone songs the homeless listen to on Jackson Square to keep themselves awake so they won’t get arrested, a guttural yawp every few minutes whose emotional provenance I could never discern between laughter or surprise or fright or agony or rapture or just for the sake of letting it out before its owner had to go home—and there was space between these immediate sounds. And what lay in these spaces in the night was the susurrus of a city. It is something you do not listen to, just something you know. People are always doing things that make noise, even sleeping. In a city, there is enough thousands of them that they make a whispering. A city person knows, consciously or not, that the breath of a city is missing when they travel to a place without thousands of people. It was missing now. And it was terrifying.

We walked back inside, closed the two windows, locked the inside shutters, looped belts around them, nailed crutches across one set and a half-painted door we’d been planning to make into a dinner table for a year now across the other. We left ourselves a vantage by only closing, not nailing or even belting, the top shutters of one window which were just over our heads, but could be opened and peeked out if we stood on the futon.

That was the only room with windows. I got everything in my office at least three feet off the ground, then did the same in the bedroom. Katherine heated the gumbo and I filled every cup I had with water and placed it in the freezer, enough to keep our hearts hydrated for a few days, then walked into my laundry room, the room deepest into the massive building, the room where come tomorrow morning I figured we’d be standing huddled together, cowering on top of the dryer hoping the water stops at our shoulders because it would have to.

We ate the gumbo and watched every television station go so nuts over Katrina that they provided enough actual content that we avoided having to watch commercials just by flipping back and forth through channels while little patches of rain pitter-pattered the windows. “An environmental disaster of biblical proportions, one that could leave more than one million people homeless…” they said. It could turn New Orleans into “a vast cesspool tainted with toxic chemicals, human waste, and even coffins released from the city’s legendary cemeteries.” The mayor told us to get an ax to chop our way out through the roof after the water traps us in the attic, in case we’re still alive at that point. One channel showed a clip of the mayor of Grand Isle, Louisiana’s only inhabited barrier island, trying to convince an old family friend named Riley Lasseigne to leave. Riley was on his four-wheeler saying, “When it’s your time to die, it’s gonna be your time to die. I was on a metal fishing boat for Camille. We were scared. I don’t care where yat, when the storm hits you gonna be scared. But—I’m still staying.” And that was that.

Then came incessant shots of traffic. Contraflow had ended, but evacuation had not, and the cars fell along my screen, out of the city like water from a faucet. Most of these people had locked their pets in the kitchen with a couple of days of food and water and newspaper, then packed a few shirts and shorts and looked forward to a couple of days off work. Hurricane Ivan, this time last year, had been the dress rehearsal. They’d sat in ten hours of traffic to get seventy miles west to Baton Rouge, fleeing the ship that never sank. And we who stayed smirked at them as they spent another ten hours coming back the next day. But even those who’d smirked after Ivan were now driving across my television screen. And, as I weeks later found out, so too was Riley Lasseigne who, upon realizing he’d be the only person left in all of Grand Isle, rode his four-wheeler into the bed of his Dodge pickup and left like the others, taking my confidence carload by carload with them.

We decided to cheer ouselves up by watching Silence of the Lambs when my cell phone rang for the first time all day. It was Get off the Babysitter, a friend from Biloxi, Mississippi, who earned his name by marrying his boss’s babysitter. “Where are you?” he asked.

“Here.”

“Where? Baton Rouge? Houston?”

“At my place,” I said.

“You fucking idiot, are you out of your fucking mind?”

“There’s other people staying, too.”

“Who? How many?”

“Well, there’s Katherine and me and like this one other girl I know who lives on Orleans Street and I think there’s this guy uptown.”

“There’s titties everywhere.”

“Where?”

“In Birmingham. I Googled for the nearest Hooters convention.”

“Where’s your wife? Your baby?”

“They’re right here. Well, it’s not really a convention, but it’s Hooters. Little Nigel loves the titties and the titties love him. He wants the milk! Don’t you little Nigel? Little Ni-gee love that milk, baby want the milky milk milk milky milk, yes he does. I can’t hear you.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“I’m sorry you’re going to die. Baby want some milky milk, baby want some—” And the signal faded.

Hours went by. Every time we checked the news, cars were still running down I-10. I searched for a blank cassette tape, but couldn’t find one. After rummaging through old tapes, I found an interview I did with this guy whose nineteenth-century French Quarter home had been made uninhabitable by Bourbon Street’s subwoofers:

Those things will go thru lead, man. You walk down Bourbon any night after twelve o’clock, it’s like an Orwellian generator. Pat O’s plays Say-leen Deeeee-on until four AM! If the people who make this a neighborhood can’t live here, it’s just going to be one t-shirt shop after another and people are gonna say what the hell do we wanna go to New Orleans for?


Amen.

I dug out an old school RadioShack recorder I’d been meaning to return, the kind that’s almost the size and shape of a shoe box with the buttons sticking out like teeth on one end and a big speaker on the other, popped the tape in, tested it, and left it on the living-room coffee table, just in case there was actually something worth recording tomorrow.

Midnight came, went, and it was now the last Monday in August, still and always the greatest month because it used to be summer vacation’s final roar and that’s all that mattered no matter how hot it was. Outside was the rain and thunder burst of any other summer day, strange only because it rarely rains at night in New Orleans. We swallowed over-the-counter sleeping pills and lay in my bed.

Uncertainty eased into me as the day eased out of me and my head lost the ability to override logic. I knew fuck-all about how safe I was. I knew fuck-all about this building and this hurricane. I knew fuck-all about any buildings and any hurricanes. I knew sleep and I felt myself slipping into that closet, locking the door, peering out the keyhole for the beast that was coming, hoping it wouldn’t find me, knowing I could not wake from it if it did, but to it.

“Do you think we’ll ever really get to walk on the bottom of the Mississippi?”

I came up out of it, back into consciousness. We were naked on our backs beside one another, still holding hands between our hips. “What?” I asked.

“Remember how you used to say we’d do that someday,” said Katherine. “Walk the bottom?”

“I’d still like to. I know a river pilot. Maybe he’d have an idea who we could talk to. It would be pretty cool, huh? I bet more people have climbed Everest than walked on the bottom of the Mississippi.”

“And we’d be the only people to have ever done it together. We’d have the only’s. That’s what I used to think about when we were going to sleep, walking on the bottom, holding hands like this, like we were in a womb, two hundred feet below, all senses gone. But sound. I would imagine nothing but the sound and darkness and it would put me to sleep when I couldn’t sleep.”

I turned the lamp on beside my bed, walked across the room, rifled through the bottom drawer of my bureau until I found my miniature boom box. I flipped through commercials, changed it to AM, then ran through channels starting on the bottom frequency. “Let’s see if we can find it,” I said.

“It’s on the radio?” she asked.

I switched slowly higher and higher through frequencies shallow with static until I hit 1460. This frequency was different, deeper, it filled the room, like many different layers of static tumbling over and over themselves. “There,” said Katherine. “I think I can sleep in that.”

The thunder outside washed below 1460 AM and I lay back on the bed, put my fingers through hers again. When I felt the first twitch of her hand, her fingers squeezing my own suddenly and then relaxing, I leaned over, kissed her cheek, felt the soft sleeping breath.

I woke with a start. I slowly pulled my hand from Katherine’s, walked out of the static-filled bedroom, down the hall into the living room, and picked up the tape recorder.


Monday, August 29, 3:28AM. Thought I heard wind howling. Only air conditioning kicking on. Peaking outside. Like real bad rainstorm outside. Going back to bed.

5:25AM. Gotten a bit worse. I can hear pressure of wind knocking the windows. All news channels are covering it. CNN says the storm took a slight turn to east, good for us. They say it’ll make landfall around Empire down in Plaquemines Parish in a half hour. It’s about seventy miles south of us, going fifteen miles per hour.

6:37AM. Just lost power. Opening the shutters. Invisible sun came up maybe five minutes ago making everything a little gray but mostly still dark. All trees outside are bent. Debris flying. Newspaper machine just blew into street. Rain’s cutting off visibility. Can’t see Mississippi River across the street. Trees swept around like twigs. Palm trees on top Jax Brewery bent over parallel to ground, their leaves swept around like a woman’s hair in wind. Going to go lay down beside Katherine, try to sleep.

8:39AM. Building just shook for the second time. Saw Mississippi for a couple seconds during split second break in rain. Swells roaring upriver just like when the previous storms came near, but white caps this time. Three birds—pigeons?—shooting past window, hurled down into ground. Small one—sparrow or starling—gone in blink of an eye. Now the palm trees on top Jax Brewery standing straight up like nothing happening, but leaves, branches shooting straight down to the ground like they don’t know where to go. It’s as if the wind is trying to split the trees from the top down.

9AM. Palm trees gone. Wind shouting. Listen to it…

9:13AM. Called mom with land-line phone which is miraculously still working back in the kitchen, told her everything’s cool. Still have water. Wind shooting through my apartment, like trying to find a voice, something out of a bad horror film. Heavy, heavy rain. Leaves everywhere. Trees down in middle of Decatur street. Katherine sleeping in all that static white noise. God bless this place and I hope it stays the one I love.

9:29AM. Amazing rainstorms outside. Little tornadoes of rain. Wind banging, barging on windows and door, screaming, trying to break in. Blown away by amount of wind coming up under entryway door back by the kitchen despite three stories high and deep into the building. Okay, opening door—[loud crash] [garbled] Fuck![garbled]—my ass. Just got knocked onto my—[garbled] Shit. Can’t get the door closed. Bastard. There. Got ya. Hey baby. Good morning. Sorry. Sleep well?
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Anemic light spilled around Katherine, naked, drained itself upon her muscular shoulders, shoulder blades like anchor palms jutting from the shank of her spine, shadows outlining her back muscles which even now warped the darkness in the room to every finger’s twitch, playing in the candlelight like colliding conflicting currents in the river we could no longer see for the rain. She closed the living-room window’s top shutters, the light withdrawing from the room, her, me, us now left in the flicker of three candles on the mantel. Wind still filled the darkness, still inhaling and exhaling, still trying to find words.

“It’s something you don’t see so much as hear,” she said. We listened, naked next to one another, our knees, shoulders, hands inches apart as the wind rose over us into a banshee’s wail, then subsided again, whispered through my front door, sucked at my windows, and the city she was born in died.

“Want some oatmeal?” I asked.

“No.”

I filled a bowl with dry oatmeal, chopped up half a banana, added a scoop of vanilla protein powder, some nutmeg, water, stuck it in the microwave and felt kind of stupid. I took it out, stirred it up as air whipped around and around me, desperately trying to find its way back outside, and I brought the cold oatmeal to the living room and spoon-fed Katherine half of it and ate the rest myself. Something loud hit the side of the building. Katherine shivered, then stood up on the futon again, opened the top shutters.

“What is it?” I asked.

“The oak. The one you wanted to kill.”

“No. The giant one? That blocked my view of the river bend?”

“Some of it anyway.”

I got up on the futon, stood beside her, leaned against the lower shutters and peered out the top of the window. And there it was, through a fleeting break in the rain and the few half-broken branches still remaining on the oak’s trunk: the reason three hundred years ago Bienville chose this strategic spot to found La Nouvelle-Orléans, a 110-degree bend where the river digs down 240 feet—the deepest spot of once the longest river in the world—before hurling itself to the right toward the Gulf, laid out plain for me.

“Pruned hell out of that oak,” I said, and stepped off the futon. “Now, I’ll have a real view. We should get away from the window. All it takes is one piece of debris and that’s the end of us.”

She did not move. Stormlight tangled in her blond hair which came down her back like the wet sun-stained wood that the river coughs up onto its banks here after shaping it for a thousand miles, striations flowing in waves until they ended in splinters just over her tailbone.

“Maybe we could make love,” I said, “while we listen to it all.”

“I don’t think I’ve seen a single drop of rain hit this window,” she said.

“No,” I said. “Never mind.” I reached up, touched her extra rib. She had a thirteenth rib on her left side only, a lumbar rib, a little half rib that reached barely around to her side. There was a time when we would lie together, before we were intimate, and do nothing but grow our eyes while it trembled beneath my fingertips. It was warm and still. “But, please, c’mon, it’s not worth it. Stay away from that window. We’ll listen.”

And we did, on opposite ends of the futon, the tape recorder lying between us, wind whistling through the dancing candlelight until it blew out, the only movement in the room, not daring to look at each other for fear something would break, until the gusts became more and more sporadic and the rain, while still whipping hard, thinned.

At half past eleven, I walked back into the kitchen and called my mother again and told her not to worry. We dressed in windbreakers, shorts, and sneakers and walked down the three dark flights and opened the street entrance and almost knocked over an old man with a cane. He stood below the Pontalba’s balcony in soiled plaid pants, flip-flops, T-shirt, and three days’ worth of white beard, smiling at us, impossibly dry.

“Excuse me, sir, ma’am,” he said through a single black tooth. “Would y’all happen to have a cigarette?”

We were speechless.

“Oh, no, no, no,” he said. “Don’t worry, don’t worry.” He reached into his pocket, held out a quarter. “I’ll pay for it.”

“Don’t smoke,” I said. “I’m very sorry.”

He hobbled along. We walked over to the daiquiri bar on my corner. The dozen or so ceiling-high windowed doors that had surrounded the entire place were lying broken in the street, one now perfectly framing a fire hydrant on the opposite sidewalk. Customer-signed dollar bills, stapled to the wall, flapped wildly in the wind, like dry leaves in some place that has autumn, above the inert daiquiri machines every color of the rainbow and some nature never intended. Thirty-foot-long streamers swam in the air from the ceiling out over us to Walgreens on the other side of the street, then snapped free as a sudden gust ballooned our jackets, swept rain up our shorts, and we clutched each other around a drainpipe.

The sun had been shut down like I’d never seen before in New Orleans. The sky was white drizzle, the air just cold enough to be cold. Rain in New Orleans was supposed to come with thunderous billowing black-bellied clouds and vanish within the hour into a sky cast with humbling purple and pink and gold and orange and blue and every other color of daiquiri, even the seemingly unnatural ones, but for the first time, the air and sky were drab as a rainy day somewhere else in America. It took Katrina to do that.

And now I would see what it had done to Jackson Square, the solar plexus of the city. About two-thirds of it was down. Trees from the park had been blown into lumber upon the pedestrian mall that framed the square. Where there were no branches or trees, wet green leaves covered every last stone beneath our feet. Lining opposite sides of the square, the Pontalba Apartments looked unscathed, as did the Cabildo, the seat of the Spanish government centuries ago and where the Louisiana Purchase was signed, with only a couple of windows blown out, as did the St. Louis Cathedral, the oldest active cathedral in the country, its first incarnation destroyed by a hurricane in 1772, brick fortresses that they all are. In the center of the square, Andrew Jackson reared back, hat raised in oblivious triumph, upon his veined horse. And, above it all, the cathedral’s clock had frozen at 6:37.

Another gust swept Katherine into my arms. We fell against a piece of plywood declaring, WE DON’T RUN FROM HURRICANES, WE DRINK THEM! HURRICANE PARTY INSIDE! in red spray paint. It was over the door of an abandoned restaurant, some tourist trap where they shoveled jambalaya and syrupy “N’awlins” punches into foreigners from Texas to Tasmania, the first place I bartended in New Orleans when I moved here eight years ago, and the first place I quit.

“Looks like someone took them up on their offer,” she said. She pointed below the HURRICANE PARTY sign, which was just high enough for a person to crawl under. One of the doors behind the plywood sign was ajar. I wondered if they were still in there.

We walked to Royal Street as the wind lessened. “You know how it is when you wake up after a real long sleep and feel like hell and realize you have the flu?” she said. “That’s what this is, what it feels like. But, it’s everything else that’s sick, of course. We’re fine, I guess.”

People began slowly emerging, cocktails in hand. We passed the Cornstalk Fence Hotel, handed pieces of the only copyrighted, not-legally photographable iron fence to the owner who was otherwise happy as hell that they’d made it through okay, his face like everyone else’s filled with Whoa Wow Shit Cool Hell Okay Well No Fuck Huh Whoa.

Roof flashing was everywhere like copper tinfoil wrapped around whatever had stopped it from flying into eternity—fire hydrants, parking meters, stop signs, cars. And still more cocktails, almost full now. We were getting warmer. We rounded St. Philip Street, saw someone slip into Flanagan’s Pub. Big black spray paint on the plywood-laden door declared



WE WILL NOT DIE SOBER!



These guys, unlike the bar on Jackson Square, were apparently serious. We slipped into the darkness sprinkled with candles, flickering tattooed and pierced faces exuding cool indifference around the bar. Strangely, this was the second bar I tended in New Orleans, this one for a year and a half after I quit the first one on Jackson Square, and I still knew it with my eyes closed, a good thing now because it was almost that dark. The place prided itself on not having a lock on the front door. The new owner, Andy, dug out a couple of the last cold Budweisers he had, told us everything’s on the house, “This is a shelter now, not a bar,” then crawled onto an air mattress on the pool table and started snoring.

We walked around the square bar in the pub’s center, to the back where there were two free stools. We exchanged our story with the sunken figures across the bar, wavering candlelight forming great jittery shadows looming nervously behind them. They’d been here all night, they said, and they had plenty of guns in case they needed them. “This whole thing’s like one real bad hangover that needs real bad nursing, ya know?” said one of the women as she passed us the bong. We declined, passed it around. She had red tears tattooed down both cheeks. “Wanna hear my joke?” she asked.

“Sure.”

“There once was a red widow spider who asked an alligator for a ride across the Mississippi. So, the alligator says, ‘No way man, you’ll sting me and then I’ll be stunned enough to drown!’ The spider replies, ‘Dude, if I sting you we’re both dead because I can’t swim.’ So the alligator thinks on this, then lets the spider crawl up on his back. Halfway across the river—”

“I know this already,” I interrupted. “He stings him and while they’re both drowning the alligator asks the spider why he did that and the spider says—”

“‘Because it’s my nature,’ says the spider. Now just wait,” the girl told me. “Then these two Cajun guys Boudreaux and Thibodaux row up in their pirogue and pull them up onto the shore. Boudreaux breaks a branch off this cypress tree and pokes the alligator for a bit ’til it coughs up water and starts breathing, then Boudreaux takes him by the snout, flips him over, and pushes him back to the river. Thibodaux catches the spider by a leg as it’s crawling away, and dangles it in the air for a bit, just having a look-see, then puts it on the cypress tree, and walks off. The alligator crawls back onto the shore, looks up at the spider and screams, ‘What in fucking hell was that?!’ The spider replies, ‘The surest sign that God has gone completely goddamn nuts.’ And then he jumps into the river and drowns.” She winked across the small darkness between us and slurped down the last of her drink. It was the first humor we’d heard since I went to sleep Saturday night.

“Why aren’t you laughing?” she asked. Before I could answer she shouted, “Andy, drink me, dammit!”

Andy sprang to life off the air mattress and got her another beer. We showed him how to fix Elle in Augusts and took a couple to go, tipped him fifteen dollars, and slid back down Chartres Street.

The Ursuline Convent, the oldest building in the Mississippi Valley and residence of Our Lady of Prompt Succor, to whom the nuns pray before impending disaster that the convent and the city be spared, appeared unharmed but for one shattered chimney whose bricks were now fused into a crater on the massive slate roof like someone had dropped a bomb there. A squat Asian man with a body and face so soft and indistinct he seemed to be a series of brown marshmallows strung together walked out of the convent’s parking lot, said he was just checking on his car, the nuns had let him keep it there during the storm. “I didn’t evac because I got six young children to take care of,” he proudly explained to us. I suggested he could have taken them with him. Pointing to his house next door, he said, “Well, this building’s been here for a hundred fifty years,” shrugged, and walked off.

Esplanade Avenue was a mess of a rain forest. The street’s median had had more trees than anywhere else near the French Quarter. We weaved through the splintered trunks, their branches, their leaves still glistening with Katrina’s last rain band, and thanked God they were in the street, not the houses. A white-haired mustachioed man stood in his plaid bathrobe and bunny-rabbit slippers between two fallen trees, his hands outstretched in exasperation. “Hey,” he shouted at us, “where’s my paper?!”

Across the street, someone somehow had neglected before the storm to put away the single tallest ladder I’d ever seen. Over seventy feet high from the ground to the roof, it was still leaning against the gigantic Old U.S. Mint. An oak tree had bent it like straw on its way into the building. A good $50,000 worth of copper roof flashing from the Mint had wrapped itself in a gravity-defying heap around the top of a single NO PARKING sign like a cabbage on a toothpick.

Lower Decatur Street’s bars, squirreled far as possible away from Bourbon’s slop, were at this Monday noon hour usually occupied by sunken figures comforting each other in their loneliness in stale darkness that only a fuzzy television scratched at and Tom Waits groaned out of every jukebox and you were asked to kindly fuck off if you ordered bottled water. These were the spaces in which people ignored many a previous storm, but now each last one of them was nailed shut.

A couple of blocks to the right, a couple to the left, and we were standing toe to toe with Christ upon a fallen oak tree, scraps of bark still clinging to its naked trunk like scabs, in St. Anthony’s Garden behind the St. Louis Cathedral. Christ, affectionately dubbed Touchdown Jesus, because of the life-sized statue’s high-and wide-stretched arms, stood triumphant in the end zone above a congregation of debris and two fallen 300-year-old trees turned to scrap at his pedestal, parting Orleans street and the entire Quarter down its center. But something was missing. A finger. It was his left thumb, and it was the only damage the cathedral had taken. We wondered where it was in all the mess, if it would ever be found. “And He will say to those at His left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels,’” I said. “Had to write a paper about the Last Judgment once.”

One block up Orleans Street, where it cuts through Bourbon at the dead center heart of the Quarter, Johnny White’s Sports Pub was the place. “There’s two things you need to know here,” said an old wild-eyed man with a long white beard that yellowed at its wispy ends, who’d managed to claim a seat along the tiny L-shaped bar as we tried to get the busy bartender’s attention. “The first is that the bartender’s name is Bob. The second’s that you should tip him heavily,” he told us. “Because I don’t.”

A couple dozen people were crammed into the small pub. All drinks were half price. We got cold Bud Light drafts, moseyed over to the far end of the bar, between the restroom and a video-poker machine, the only comfortable standing room, next to a middle-aged man with a salt-and-pepper ponytail. I nodded to him, asked how he was doing.

“Awwww, you know, same shit, different day,” he said.

“A hurricane just hit us,” I said.

“Hell, I got two or three hurricanes hit me every week, romantic life I got.”

It took us ten minutes to get the busy bartender’s attention and grab another couple of drafts. There was a vague underlying sense of disappointment in the bar. People had gone to sleep last night with a distant hope that they would wake up inside an important piece of history. But this was all there was to it. Some roof flashing and trees and a couple of broken windows and a white sky.

We walked back to my place, stepped over the busted Ripley’s Believe It or Not! sign and entered the dark of my entryway. The sign was half the size of one of the Ripley’s kids who two days before had stood on the sidewalk across the street. Those kids were what got me about life. The museum never seemed to do any business and so the kids who worked there would lean against the building out front, dawdling away their nine-to-five’s, ticking away life’s seconds gazing vacantly at drifting clumps of lost tourists, their youth quietly washed clean with routine. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop looking at them. So, I’d while my own days away watching them while they watched the tourists who seemed to lack the free will to do anything but ogle whatever corporate honky-tonk fanfare was put in their path around the street mimes and musicians and clowns, wondering if anyone was watching me. It made me sorry for these tourists and sorry for this neighborhood, for this world so full of Ripley’s kids, and myself in it. It would all be back soon now.

I turned to see the closing door eclipse Katherine’s silhouette, reached for her hand but couldn’t find her, moved down the stone corridor, her footsteps a beat behind my own, up through the winding stairs, so long the route of my own rote routine, my eyes closed as though it made any difference, and felt my way home for the first time.
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“I think the batteries died,” said Katherine when I tried to turn the boom box radio on. “That’s when I woke up this morning, when it went off.”

In a box in the back of my closet I finally found the matchbook-sized battery-operated radio I’d bought so I could listen to the news nonstop in the days after 9/11. We spent an hour on my bed, heads together, sharing a pair of earphones, listening to the only radio station left, WWL, usually 870 AM, but now it had taken over numerous frequencies on both AM and FM. The broadcast was out of Baton Rouge and all they could do was take call-ins: a man surrounded by water, trapped on his rooftop, a dead dog floating by him; reports of a floating body; the Industrial Canal levee may have been breached, but where and on which side no one seemed sure; twenty thousand people had looked straight up and watched a chunk of the Superdome roof fly off early this morning; someone staying at the Hyatt next to the Superdome watched the piece of roof fly into his side of the building; looting at the Winn-Dixie just above the Quarter; and Whoa Wow Shit Cool Hell Okay Well No Fuck Huh Whoa and here we were lying in the same positions as when we went to sleep last night and I tasted the fears and doubts that had slid into my mind then and Christ—we really had survived. We had survived. That was all there was to think about it right now.

We walked up the middle of Decatur Street trying to hitch a ride to Katherine’s place uptown, since we had no idea what we’d do with our own cars if we got them out of the parking garage, or if we could even get them at all, or if we could even get uptown at all.

A white Volvo station wagon with Oregon plates soon pulled up alongside us and we told the thin, thirty-something, pony-tailed guy we were headed uptown, as far as he could take us. He wanted to see what had become of Uptown, too, so we shot through the business district, barreling over streets and sidewalks covered in glass shards from downtown windows, past cars with their windows blown out and some flattened with brick walls in them, into the labyrinth of fallen trees and power lines that was now Uptown, in a matter of minutes. Besides some big puddles, there was no flooding anywhere we could see. Our driver had just moved here a couple of weeks ago to bus tables while completing a definitive book on the 1919 influenza outbreak.

No traffic lights were working, of course, so he just continued barreling through every intersection around fallen trees, through trees where possible, stopping and reversing and spinning around at whiplash velocities where not possible, weaving back and forth across St. Charles Avenue, yesterday the most beautiful street in America with its expansive neutral ground lined with street-car rails and centuries-old oaks and monstrous palm trees now snapped clean in half, farther and farther uptown until we got to Louisiana Avenue. There, no matter what side streets we tried, it was all impenetrable, impossible to get further upriver. We handed him five dollars for gas money, though all the stations had looked pretty much closed.

Katherine and I got out and walked over trees and under power lines a dozen battered blocks, some roofs and windows missing, but mostly everything intact except for the sporadic and seemingly random houses that were now piles of sticks and stones.

“Tornados,” said Katherine as we walked by one such pile. “A hurricane spits out little tornados called microbursts that destroy everything below them in the blink of an eye then disappear just as fast.”

Most fences were gone or partly gone and we saw for the first time what Uptown really looked like. The homes shrank from Corinthian-columned mansions down into trailers then up into sagging century-old shotgun houses within a single block. We saw what Katrina had left mysteriously unmoved on their porches, in their windows, bronze shih tzus, half-full whiskey bottles, crayon drawings, porcelain Jesuses, where the paint was missing, what colors had once shone now hidden below new surfaces, which lawns were worn with children’s footsteps, which were not, which porch steps sagged from feet after work and bottoms during family cookouts. We waved at a black couple we’d never seen before, sipping 24-ounce Icehouse cans on their porch, now in full view of the street, and rounded the corner into Katherine’s block, a typical Uptown smorgasbord of medium-sized houses, their porches slanting toward the sidewalk at different angles, whose only sense of design seemed to be to clash greatest with their neighbors.

From the outside, her apartment looked fine, thank God. I removed the planks from her front door, opened it. Something black came swooping out of the darkness at my face. I flinched, reeled back, flailing wildly, until I realized it was just a dragonfly. It was the largest one I’d ever seen. It paused in the fresh white light between Katherine and me, turned to her then me, then dropped down to our waist level, knee level, finally gliding onto the Oriental rug between us. It twitched its wings twice, then stayed still. Katherine broke past me into her place, frantically scanning for damage. I crouched down over the dragonfly. Its black body was as thick as my forefinger and a little longer. Its wings fluttered weakly as I nudged its tail until it was in the palm of my hand. I placed it on the side of Katherine’s front step, its body shedding its darkness into an emerald green so bright it was obscene. It lifted into the air a few inches then came to rest again in the same spot. “Damn,” said Katherine. “These windows.”

There was water on the floor below two windows in her library. When I removed the patchwork of sopping wet wood, we saw that a few terra-cotta tiles from her neighbor’s roof had flown through her porch and shattered the windows. We taped garbage bags over them, nailed dry boards back up, then removed the hodgepodge of wood from the rest. I pried the last board from her last window as the sky grew grey again and the sun sank into a pool of wild canary-yellow light, and so we made that color with chilled Stoli Limon vodka and pineapple and mango juice and drank it on her porch and toasted the sun’s dying return and it made us feel a little better, I guess.

We took what we could—a cooler of food, more clothes in paper shopping bags, her laptop—and transferred all her essentials into her burgundy leather purse, the pearl-trimmed image of a lavender dragonfly stitched into it, that her great-grandfather had brought back from their ancestral village of La Ferté-St. Aubin, France, after he fought in World War I and had given to her great-grandmother soon as they were reunited in New Orleans. (As Katherine tells it, the purse was so beautiful that her great-grandmother didn’t notice her husband was missing his left arm until they got home from the train station and she tried to hand him a cup of tea, which fell onto their Oriental rug, now Katherine’s Oriental rug, giving it the stain just inside her doorway that I was standing on now as I held her cooler.)

The dragonfly lay upon her front step where I had left it, its emerald faded, vanished into black now. I asked Katherine to get a box or something. She came out with an empty cigar box from Cuba, made a sad face when she saw the thing in my hand. I placed the dragonfly in the box, put it in the cooler. In twilight’s last azure glimmer I boarded her front door back up to dissuade any would-be looters.

There was no life anywhere—no people, distant cars, dogs barking, bird calls, crickets—and as we used her sole flashlight to navigate through puddles and electrical lines and trees I wondered which of those would be first to return and claim this silence. By the time we got to St. Charles Avenue, which would lead us straight back to the Quarter, it was dead moonless night.

I somehow always figured that light pollution was like other kinds of pollution—just because you stopped polluting all of a sudden one day doesn’t mean all the previous pollution magically vanishes—like there’d be some kind of lingering lavender haze still blocking the stars out even if you cut a city’s lights entirely. But, now that no one had any power, the universe raged.

Out of the mess of it came Vega, blue, straight overhead, that first note you can’t hear the beginning of because it’s just there suddenly as though it always was. Then constellations, Lyre and Northern Cross, Big Dipper and Bear, Swan and Eagle and the Herdsman sat upon the western horizon and Hercules in the middle began pounding away with his club, faint at first, his body arrested in forward charging motion, then louder, pounding boom and thunder into the tiny empty darkness below him, beating black out of the sky. And it was not the people or distant cars or dogs barking or bird calls or crickets after all that would ever return to claim this silence, this time. It was they who had it just as they had it in time before Earth was place, and they fell down into the silence upon one another until they became one deafening harmonious mess, a single omnidirectional timbre, the wordless groan of our whole tiny universe so piercing it shivered into silence. But silence, too, of course, has volume and voice. And I was listening.

I was listening as the Archer fired a shot screaming into the southern horizon through the cat’s moaning eye, red Anteres, backbone of the Scorpion, its tail unwinding, gristle creaking, below the shadow of some St. Charles Avenue mansion. And that, too, subsided into murmuring silence behind us as Andromeda rose straight ahead of us, chained to a rock for her mother’s pride, left there to be devoured by Poseidon’s sea creature, so that he should spare their coast; Andromeda’s knight in shining armor Perseus not yet visible, his Pegasus above her saddled but empty, only the water constellations there; the Water Carrier shimmering faint, foreshadowing the fall, a last cymbal soft as the last drops of rain this morning, and I was still listening.

But I was not listening to Katherine, who I suddenly realized was asking me what I was laughing about, and as I said, “Huh?” I tripped over a power line and, while trying to catch my balance, slammed my shin into a fallen palm tree and her cooler and everything in it went flying into the darkness as did I, screaming, catching another power line in my armpit on the way into the roots of a fallen elm. As I attempted to stand, I hit my head on a broken tree, spun around, tripped backwards over a telephone pole, and wound up with my ass in the branches of another tree and my left elbow in Katherine’s homemade cilantro guacamole. It took a long time to make it the dozen blocks back to Louisiana Avenue.

We hoped to grab another ride there because, far as we knew, that was the furthest cars could get uptown. We were still the only life anywhere. Then a couple of cop cars rolled slowly by. We’d heard there was a strictly enforced curfew, but we weren’t really sure when it was, nor what time it was right now. No matter. We tried to flag them down, but none would stop.

We carried Katherine’s stuff until our shoulders got numb from the pain then began burning all over again and we collapsed on the side of the road. My face was bleeding from falling into the branches. A patrol car finally stopped. We explained we were just trying to get back to safety in the French Quarter and might they be able to give us a ride even part of the way since they were headed that direction? “Liable to get robbed sitting there,” said the officer before driving off.

A few minutes later a black Land Rover stopped, or rather had to stop because we were splayed across the road at this point and it looked like I had already been run over, and we piled in next to this couple, Jorge and Julia, all four of us in the front seats, Katherine’s few belongings piled on top of all theirs in the back, my bleeding face out the window so I wouldn’t get anything on the seats. They drove us all the way through Uptown, the business district, into the Quarter to my front door, said they were going to spend the night back in the Hyatt.

We drained the bathtub since the water had stayed on and, after a cold shower which made my face look a lot better, had my birthday dinner. My thirtieth birthday wasn’t for a week but there was talk of days without electricity and so we ate a whole package of smoked salmon with cream cheese, spring greens, capers, a splash of lemon, on candle-toasted French bread, then had fresh jumbo Gulf shrimp for dessert. We took a couple of Elle in Augusts out on my balcony and listened to Patsy Cline on Katherine’s iPod in our pajamas under the stars while passing red and blue police lights bounded off Jax Brewery and we smiled at the reality of us living together these next couple of days. Though we spent most nights at each other’s apartments, we still needed those apartments, those spaces, for our own reasons—my work, and Katherine’s recent, long marriage, which ended just before she moved here, home. When the iPod battery died she pulled her shirt above her belly button, just above her extra rib. “That was before I got to see the rest,” I said.

She laughed. “You used to beg me, after a date, before you went home, to show this rib to you.”

“And you’d make me tell you something about me I had never told anyone else ever before.”

“That was the deal.”

“Hell of a deal.”

“Tell me something now,” she said.

“You know it all, baby. There’s nothing left to me.”

“A little something? Please?”

“You know me better than anyone in the world.”

“That’s a big something. Is that true?”

“Sometimes I think you know me better than I do.”

“I know how much you used to want to touch this rib.”

“To touch it, I had to promise to keep my shorts on.”

“Which was an even harder challenge, huh?”

“No. No, it wasn’t. I always meant it when I said I’d stick with you even if we never got naked together. Really.”

We decided to have our own French Quarter pajama party. We got up in our bathrobes and sandals to roam the curfewed night, see if anything was open, who was out, what they were saying. But Katherine’s purse, the one her great-grandfather had brought back from France. We couldn’t find it. Using her sole flashlight, only allowing us to see an agonizing square foot at a time, we ransacked my apartment, even tore through Saturday night’s clothes still strewn about over my bedroom floor. It had her everything—wallet, keys, camera, phone, birth control, you name it, and it was nowhere. We’d left it in the Land Rover. The irony of making it through a Category Five unscathed only to leave Katherine’s purse in the back of a car did not amuse us.

The Land Rover was supposedly at the Hyatt, and all we knew was that the Hyatt was somewhere next to the Superdome in the middle of the business district. So, we walked the length of Decatur Street back out of the Quarter, our calves and thighs still weak from the hike back from Katherine’s apartment uptown, crossed Canal Street, the widest street in America, into the business district, again the only ones anywhere. Everything was dark and foreign. Stars lit street signs and showed us the way through this strange forest the city had become.

“That’s it,” I said.

“What? The Hyatt? I thought that was further up.”

“No. It is. But this is the corner.”

“Which corner?” Katherine asked. “We need to get my purse.”

“Where I finally got the balls up to kiss you for the first time.”

“Is it?”

“This is it. Let’s find the lamppost.”

“Let’s find my purse.”

“C’mon, take a second.” And I pulled her along. “You were the assistant for that actor who was staying at this hotel—see, it’s the Windsor Court right there. And you kept him waiting for you in the lobby while we were wobbling down the street together on my ’56 Schwinn?” We came to the Windsor Court, once voted “Best Hotel in the World” by Condé Nast Traveler readers, and there were the lampposts all lined up. I couldn’t remember which one it was that we stopped beside that day. “It’s this one here,” I lied, “and I asked if I could first.”

“You asked me would I smack you if you tried to kiss me.”

I kissed her and it was tentative and slight as that first kiss, slight not out of shyness and heart flutters like one year nine months nineteen days four hours three minutes and thirty-nine seconds earlier, but out of preoccupation.

“And then came the rib,” she said.

“Yeah. This was before even that. How long ago. Okay,” I said, and wanted to say I never had any idea I was capable of loving someone this much despite how stupid it sounded, “your purse.”

We turned right on Poydras Street which runs from the river into the heart of the business district, skyscrapers hulking shoulder to shoulder above us, lining our path, looming black into the galaxy overhead. And we walked upon their windows—all those high-up tinted office windows, the ones you always wondered what was happening on the other side of—in pieces, each shard holding a star’s reflection, constellations’ rhythms scattered and twinkling and crunching beneath us, occasionally cutting through our flip-flops, and we’d pause to lean on each other, pull the stars out of the soles of our bleeding feet.

A cop car rolled past us every five minutes as we walked toward the Superdome. “What?!” I yelled after the fifth one that ignored my extended thumb. “Just cause I’m in my flip-flops and bathrobe doesn’t mean I’m not out looting! Damn! Well, I guess we should just put on our jammies next time we want to rob a liquor store.”

“And be white,” said Katherine.

“Shit.”

The blue BellSouth sign was lit at the top of its building above us, the only sign of power anywhere. I guess they were trying to make some kind of statement, and so long as they kept my land line going, the only working phone in New Orleans we knew of, I was all for it.

“You know, this is very likely the only time two people have had all of downtown—well, Poydras Street anyway—all to themselves,” I said. “It’s probably the only time since it was first paved. Who else has had this, done this in this city? In any city anywhere?”

“We’ve got the only’s, babe,” said Katherine. “Let’s enjoy them while we got them.”

Six more blocks or so up Poydras the Superdome came into view like a giant white rock. I wondered how many were trapped inside it. We knew they were there but not what was becoming of them. And we could see no one and nothing outside it but Poseidon’s sea monster above it swallowing Mars on its way to Andromeda in the sky.

Sure enough, to our left was the Hyatt, most of its south-side windows cracked or gone, gaping black in the bright white starlight. We felt our way through the cars parked twelve-wide the whole way down the long covered driveway to the Hyatt’s entrance. Across from the entrance, the very last car, was the black Land Rover. And there was Katherine’s great-grandmother’s purse behind the passenger-side front seat. The doors were locked, of course.

“What was his name?” Katherine asked.

“Julio. Something like that.”

“Julio,” said Katherine. “That’s it.”

It took us fifteen minutes of crocodile tears over her “medication” which we’d left in Julio’s car for the security to let us into the hotel, and another fifteen of pure hysteria to get an escort to the third floor ballroom where we were assured everyone was sleeping, everyone but the mayor and the governor and the press who were squirreled away on some upper floor.

The air in the cavernous ballroom was the stale hot breath of some beast that’s lain in the back of its cave for as long as it can remember and, despite its high ceiling, the darkness and warmth imbued the mass bedroom with stifling closeness. Dim fluorescent lights cast sallow green pall over the shifting bodies strewn about the floor beneath white sheets, huddled together, gasping, in couples and families, all eyes open and following us as we scrutinized each silent one of them, whispering “Julio? Julio? Julio….”

No dice. After three rounds we gave up, went back outside to their car and left notes tucked in every door and on the windshield for them to call my land line. It was excruciatingly frustrating to be inches from the purse and yet to have to leave it there and walk all the way back to my apartment. But at least we knew where it was now.

On the way back down Poydras I wondered if we had time, in between the patrol cars that refused to stop for us, to make love in the middle of street, to consummate our only’s. As I opened my mouth to suggest it, another cop car cruised by, so I looked up, saw something I had only once before seen in my life, the newly blossomed Andromeda Nebula, a galaxy like our own off Andromeda’s knee, the most distant object man by himself may see, its hundred billion suns shining light 2.7 million years old. It left a taste like peanut brittle in my mouth. We moved toward the Quarter and into Bourbon Street.

Bourbon. Imagine it: Disneyland for grown-ups, g-string-clad bottomless dancers and bead-and-boa-wearing middle-American housewives singing “Hotel California” karaoke throwing down three-for-one cocktails and hurricanes and hand grenades and subwoofing Orwellian generators cranking out of every open doorway, every step a different smell—sweat, smoke, sex, cigars, seafood and sausage gumbo, puke, pizza, piss, seafood gumbo again—more bars and clubs side by side than anywhere in the world, and suddenly it had all become a shamble of shadows. There was not one noise, not one cigarette’s ember glowing, not anything, not even a smell. Bourbon’s buildings now were shallow cliffs rising to either side of us, the Milky Way’s river washing straight ahead, as it had down St. Charles Avenue earlier. Our city in a new light, no light, starlight. And us. The only’s.

After ten or fifteen minutes we saw an orange glow like campfire spilling from shutters ahead. I didn’t know where we were until I saw Touchdown Jesus white in the night at the end of the street to our right. Orleans Street. Johnny White’s Sports Pub. Inside, a half-dozen patrons exchanged candlelit whispers in air so thick and hot we had to push our way into it. I slurped down a burning-cold can of Bud Light, then ordered another before the bartender had gotten my change and Katherine’s water. I wanted to join the handful of people crowded around the bar, to drape my own uncertainty with their insouciance, share this space out of time with them. I tried and tried but I couldn’t decipher their whispers, the air too thick for them to get to me, too thick for me to move to them. They were way ahead of me, too late to catch up and Katherine was tired, so we made our way back out, past Christ, through the forest that Jackson Square had become and into my bed. Before I knew it, a phone was going off again, wrestling me from another dream. It was morning. Soaked in sweat, I flew to my land line in the kitchen hoping it was Julio with Katherine’s purse. But it was National Public Radio in Washington, D.C. They wanted to know what I’d been eating.

“Stars,” I said. “A whole lot of stars.”
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