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To my grandfathers, Billy Meharg and David Rea.
They taught me that soccer can bridge any
generation gap, knowledge I still use today
with the younger members of our team.
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Prologue

8:55 A.M.

Saturday, August 27, 2005

I arrive at Finn McCool’s Irish pub on Banks Street in Mid-City.

It’s a typical summer’s day in New Orleans. A cloudless cobalt sky. Not yet nine and already in the eighties. During the ten-minute drive from my home on the edge of the Garden District, our twelve-year-old Ford Escort had creaked and groaned as it strained to cope with the air conditioning blasting at full power. The oppressive heat will creep up all day, reach 98 degrees in the late afternoon, then mercifully cool down slowly, like a saucepan lifted off the burner.

Finn’s is a remodeled wooden Creole home in a residential area. It’s not much to look at from the outside. Parking is sometimes tight. It’s a “mixed” neighborhood. In Northern Ireland, where I’m from, that means an area inhabited by both Protestants and Catholics, but here it refers to blacks and whites. There are a few Hispanic families too.

The surrounding streets might euphemistically be labeled “sketchy.” At night you’d want to be careful. Two weeks ago someone tried to rob our towering Dutch player Frank “the Tank” Komduur. He must have been out of his head on crack. No clear-thinking mugger would tackle giant Frank.

The front door is three steps above street level, the usual defense against flooding in the city. Inside it’s cool and dark. My eyes take a second to adjust after the blinding blue outside. I fan my polyester Chelsea replica shirt, already damp from sweat.

Finn’s is a million miles from the Disney-fied version of many Irish bars in America. There are no needlework harps, Guinness tea towels, or plastic green leprechauns. It’s more like a Belfast workingmen’s social club than Rosie O’Grady’s in Orlando. I could be in Dundalk or Donaghadee, County Down, or County Clare. Finn’s is the real deal.

Stephen Patterson, one of three owners, glides back and forth behind the twenty-foot-long polished wooden bar like a shark. He never stops and is always serving people or washing glasses or emptying ashtrays. He grabs a frosted beer mug from the tall white fridge behind him, which has a couple of magnets stuck to the door. Next he reaches for a bottle from the hard liquors alongside. There’s a decent two-shelf range but it’s not the showy glass pyramid of obscure vodka brands you find in flashy yuppie joints. Above him, a framed drawing of a smiling World War II GI holding a steaming mug asks, “How about a cup of shut the f—k up?” A handwritten sign on a strip of cardboard reads, “Wee pizza—$3.” Packets of Tayto potato chips imported from the old country hang drunkenly from a display. One of those big old black rotary phones is mounted halfway up the wall.

He pours coffee into a small brown porcelain cup for me. Some of the lads start drinking as early as 6 A.M. when they watch games, but there’s no way I could face alcohol at this hour. He hands me milk in a small plastic to-go cup. The staff also use them when you have been bought a drink you aren’t ready for: they are placed upside down on the bar to signify you have one “in the well” and often you’ll have three or four stacked up in front of you. Regulars can keep them until the next visit, as they keep a record behind the bar.

There are about eight customers and I sit between our soccer team’s assistant coach Robert “Big Rab” Nelson and forward Benji Haswell. Big Rab, thirty-seven, is a ship designer from Scotland who is six feet, four inches tall and weighs almost three hundred pounds. He’s been “on the wagon” for a week and is the only one following the Scottish soccer game between Rangers and Hibernian on one of the two TVs above the bar.

My team Chelsea are playing Tottenham Hotspur in the English Premiership on the other set. South African Benji, thirty-four, is a landscape gardener who supports Tottenham (known as “Spurs”), and although he already looks drunk, he claims his bloodshot eyes are because he stayed up until 3 A.M. watching rugby.

This half of the building is long and narrow. Facing the bar are two electronic gambling machines and a jukebox, and this part of the room is so tight that if someone is picking a song while a drinker is on a stool at the bar opposite, you have to excuse yourself to squeeze past. There’s also a black metal table and four plastic chairs, and some Saturday nights a beautician sits here and will do your nails for ten dollars. Today there’s just a pack of leaflets about pension rights for British ex-pats.

As the Chelsea game kicks off, I head to the men’s restroom in the corner of the pub. As there’s only one toilet, you often have to queue outside the rickety door and along the side of the bar, but it’s free at the moment. I’ve no time to write a taunting soccer message on the blackboard above the sink.

Another blackboard above the front door advertising forthcoming events reads: “September 17—Halfway to St. Patrick’s Day Party.” On the way back to my seat I pass two small black-and-white photographs of the Giant’s Causeway in Ulster’s County Antrim on the wall at eyelevel. They’re maybe six inches by four inches and I didn’t notice them for months.

Our team captain Paul Medhurst is standing beside my chair when I return. The rotund forty-two-year-old bank manager is another Spurs fan and is talking to fellow Londoner Steve Scully. Because there are so many regulars called either Paul or Steve, these two are known as Medhurst and Scully. Scully follows the London club Arsenal but is rooting for Spurs today because he wants title favorites Chelsea to lose. He’ll be thirty-three on Monday and when he gets drunk he does a funny little dance in front of the jukebox. When I say he should be ashamed of cheering for his bitterest rivals he replies, “My enemy’s enemy is my friend.”

Also sitting at the bar is our English midfielder Paul Daley, a twenty-nine-year-old oilfield manager from Nottingham, and our pocket-rocket star striker Billy Dwyer, a school counselor and (unusual for our team) a New Orleans native. He’s hung over; he turned thirty yesterday and was out celebrating until late last night. It hasn’t stopped him this morning from going straight for the beer though.

Stephen carries a box of glasses from the other side of the pub, a large space about twenty feet by forty feet with doors for the ladies’ restroom and the storeroom. There’s a dartboard, a Foosball table, a pool table, and a bunch of tables and chairs. If there is a large crowd for an important match, Stephen pulls down a roll-out big screen. Posters and flags hailing the Scottish club Celtic are scattered around the walls, as Stephen is a fanatical fan still smarting from the previous week’s defeat to archrivals Rangers.

A corkboard hangs on the pillar between the two parts of the pub. Pinned onto it is a poster listing the games for the Shell Shockers (the city’s minor league soccer team), a schedule for the bar kickball league, news about the book club, and a few snapshots of laughing barmaids and dressed-up drinkers. The obituary of a regular clipped from a newspaper seems almost comic in this incongruous setting. The dominating item is a blown-up photograph of Finn McCool’s Football Club taken four months earlier after our first-ever match. We all look incredibly happy.

We watch Chelsea and Spurs while discussing our own game against local team Olympiakos at 6 P.M. tomorrow. We’ve entered the second division of the Southeastern Louisiana Adult Soccer Association and the season starts in two weeks. It’ll be the first competitive eleven-a-side game many of us have played in years—in some cases decades. At training just thirty-six hours ago we filled the last two places in our twenty-two-man squad. We can’t wait for the kickoff.

But some of the boys are apprehensive about taking on Olympiakos. They have ex-professionals, semiprofessionals, and professional coaches. And never mind the second division; they’ve been first division champions for the last six years. Our forty-six-year-old defender Dave “the Rave” Ashton challenged one of their players to the game in a drunken moment of bravado, but our goalkeeper is out of town and we’re missing other key players. The fear is we’ll be heavily defeated. But Medhurst is bullish. He reckons they haven’t started preseason training and we’ll catch them cold.

Then Billy says: “With this hurricane the game will be called off anyway.”

I mean to ask him to explain, but I’m distracted by a Chelsea goal and a red card for Spurs player Mido. At halftime our stocky midfielder Graeme Shand, like Big Rab a Scottish ship designer, arrives. He comes over to me and enquires, “Stevie, can you sing?”

“Why?” I say.

“Because I thought you might like to sing me ‘Happy Birthday’.”

He’s thirty-seven today but refuses my offer of a beer because he was hammered last night and is determined to stay sober. Big Rab congratulates him then leaves to get a haircut. Stephen will tape the second half of the Rangers match for him to watch when he returns.

On his way out he holds open the door for our English midfielder Andy Smith, thirty-four, an oilfield engineer from Grimsby nicknamed the Ginger Whinger because he’s constantly moaning. He orders a Harp and says, “I’ve just been helping the girlfriend evacuate her horse. Would you believe it cost six hundred bucks?”

Should we be worrying about the approaching hurricane? It has crept up on us, come in under the radar. Even my wife, Julie, normally ultracautious about storm warnings, hadn’t mentioned it this morning and had gone shopping. Benji has lived here longer than me, and his wife, Shawn, is from Louisiana so I ask him.

“It’s going to be fine, dude. I have friends that will tell you there’s no way New Orleans will ever get hit by a hurricane; it’s all to do with the mouth of the Mississippi and wind direction and stuff. Shawn is out of town this weekend and I’m not going anywhere. It’ll be alright. If those pussies Olympiakos don’t turn up then it means we win.”

I turn my attention back to the soccer. Ulsterman Ivan Sproule’s hat trick for Hibernian to defeat Rangers has yet another Scot, Celtic supporter Steve “Macca” McAnespie, rubbing his hands in glee. Cackling Macca is the Shell Shockers player-coach and will be training us for five dollars per person per week when our season starts.

The rest of us watch Chelsea cruise to victory. A great start to the weekend and it’s not even 11 A.M. Medhurst, Benji, and Scully complain about the referee. I gloat for a bit—I followed Chelsea for two decades before they won a trophy, but now I’m wallowing in their recent success—then we carry on talking about our match tomorrow.

Big Rab comes back and settles down to watch the remainder of the Rangers game. He’s unaware we all know they lost 3-0. Every so often Macca innocently asks him what the score is. “Rangers are losing 1-0 … It’s 2-0 now … Hibernian have just gone 3-0 up.” Each time, Macca cracks up behind his back and we all laugh at the windup.

Physiotherapist Dave the Rave turns up in time to see his hometown team, Manchester City, play against Portsmouth in the English Premiership. He’s just finished work and half-watches the game as we continue to discuss our match.

I leave at halftime. I promised Julie I’d be back by lunchtime in case she needs the car. I double-check the details for tomorrow. Meet at the pub at 5 P.M. If Olympiakos doesn’t show, then we’ll hold a practice session.

Benji orders another beer. He says: “We’ll be there okay. We’ve nowhere to go, dude. We’re a whole team of transplants and foreigners—where are we going to drive to? Ireland?” He laughs. I smile and pat him on the shoulder. I tell everyone I’ll see them tomorrow.

But forty-eight hours later Finn McCool’s was under water. Macca was fighting for his life on the roof of a flooded house.

And one week later, we had no way of knowing if more than half of our squad was still alive.


CHAPTER 1

Macca

For months he had nightmares. Her screams woke him in the dead of night. He heard her cries in his sleep. Her name was Lauren. She was eighteen.

“I’ll never forget the sound of her voice. I’ll take it with me to my grave. During the night she suddenly went quiet. I kept shouting and shouting and shouting but I never heard from her again. It haunted me for a long time.”

Macca never saw Lauren. Like him, she was trapped on a roof in the Lakeview area of New Orleans. She was two streets away and started yelling and crying the day the levees broke. He kept shouting to her and reassured her over and over help would come. He coaxed her into talking about herself and urged her to keep her spirits up.

Someone would rescue her soon. She just had to hold on a little bit longer. But she fell silent in the pitch-darkness of a drowned and abandoned city. He repeatedly called her, but she never answered back. He never did find out what happened to her. But right then he knew—he just knew—she was gone.

Ex-professional soccer player Macca was thirty-three when Katrina hit and had been in Louisiana two and a half years. He won the League Cup in Scotland with Raith Rovers before being sold to English club Bolton Wanderers in a record move worth the equivalent of nearly $2 million. Former England national team coach Kevin Keegan then signed him for the London outfit Fulham, but when Frenchman Jean Tigana took over, Macca left for the lower league club Cambridge United and was looking for a new challenge when his contract ended.

He found that the game in England was like an old boys’ club and he had burned too many bridges as a hotheaded player to get a job in the close-knit world of top-level coaching. So in 2002, believing soccer was set to explode in the States, he flew to South Carolina intending to sign for the Charleston Battery. The deal collapsed and he returned home, but on the trip he met Irishman Kenny Farrell, who persuaded him to join a minor league team starting in New Orleans.

When he arrived in February 2003, the Shell Shockers didn’t even have a name. He was unveiled as their first signing and helped get the club off the ground, combining playing for them with coaching roles at youth teams in the city. Finn McCool’s was one of the first bars Kenny took him to and Macca, who likes to drink, immediately made it his local. As a Celtic supporter who grew up in sectarian-split Glasgow, he relished being able to indulge in friendly banter with Rangers fans while watching explosive “Old Firm” battles between the two teams.

When our pub team started we wanted him to manage us in the Shell Shockers’ off-season. He was initially reluctant because of his paid coaching commitments and thought it would be a short-lived joke.

“But being around the guys all the time and seeing the excitement grow was an eye-opener for me. I realized it was more serious than a muck-around on a Sunday and you wanted to take it a step up from just having a drink and a laugh. It’s that British mentality of wanting to win all the time: it’s okay to have fun but it’s no fun when you are getting beat. And it was because of that attitude I said I’d do it.”

Even amongst the hardened drinkers who hang out at Finn’s, Macca is famous for his benders. That Saturday when I left him at the bar, he was just getting started and he stayed there all afternoon and evening.

“With hindsight, people think I was an idiot, but at the time I was laughing and joking over a few beers with the boys. The Weather Channel was on and we were keeping an eye on the hurricane as it was getting closer, but we were trying to avoid thinking too much about it and were discussing other things.”

Later he met friends in a hole-in-the-wall bar near Bourbon Street and kept drinking. Then drank some more. He was still in the French Quarter on Sunday afternoon as the news reported gridlock on the I-10 Interstate out of New Orleans. He finally panicked as one after another of the restaurants, cafes, and bars shut down.

“I was at my wit’s end. By now it’s 5 P.M. and I realized it was too late to go anywhere. I made my way along Bourbon to Canal Street to get a cab, but there was nothing around, so I started walking home and from nowhere the wind picked up and was whipping around me at an incredible speed.

“It was pouring with rain, and I was soaked, but then a taxi driver stopped and asked me where I was going. He wasn’t working but gave me a ride to the top of Canal, and when he dropped me off I legged it as fast as I could to the house. By the time I got home and got bunkered in, it was a raging gale.”

He hadn’t prepared for a storm. No hurricane stockpile. No supplies. No emergency kit. Television showed Katrina drawing a bead on the city. The local channels signed off. Then the power died.

Complete blackness. The wind screaming outside and the rain battering the house. Within minutes, a window blew out. Pictures and photos crashed off the walls. Windows rattled and shook. Storm shutters were ripped loose and banged incessantly against the building.

“The noise was driving me nuts. There was nothing I could do but go to bed. The sound was unbelievable, unbearable, like being on a battlefield. I plugged my ears with toilet paper but couldn’t sleep. I was just hoping and praying it would pass in an hour or two. It was bedlam, like five hundred people all having a party in your room.

“I could sense the roof straining as if it was going to be ripped off at any second. I thought, ‘Bloody hell, if this goes I’m done for,’ and I crawled into the walk-in closet and shut my eyes. The pressure was crazy.”

In the early hours, dehydrated from a weekend on the booze, he got an orange juice from the fridge and saw through the patio doors that rainwater had flooded the garden up to the back step. On his next visit to the kitchen, it was over the step. The third time, it had reached the deck, and the back fence had blown down.

An hour later, the garage roof had been clawed off and the doors torn from their hinges. The contents floated around the garden and porch and the barbeque set was repeatedly clanging against the glass. He considered going out to get it but went back to bed instead.

“I must have managed to doze off, but then I woke with a start and saw there was water right up to the bed. I said, ‘Holy s—t, what’s going on here?’ and jumped up and waded across the room to the chest of drawers. On top of it was a zippered waterproof wash-bag with my passport in it, and I don’t know why but I had the presence of mind to snatch it and stuff my mobile phone in there as well.

“I couldn’t believe how fast the water was flooding in—even in the seconds it took to grab my stuff it’d risen higher. I waded out of the bedroom and saw a broken window where the water was pouring in. I clambered onto a chair to escape through it and was halfway out when the current yanked me away.”

He was swirled down the street by the force of water gushing through the rupture in the nearby levee. He can’t swim and thought he was about to drown, flailing helplessly as the torrent tossed him about like a cork on the ocean.

“It was chaos. I couldn’t see anything, but I could hear trees falling and there was stuff everywhere. Tiles and bits of roofs were being blown about, and I was trying to protect my face with my hands, but I couldn’t tell if anything was coming towards me.

“I could hear things landing in the water all around me, and I was trying to keep a clear head and get my bearings but I was scared s—tless. I was being slammed into electricity cables lying in the water and didn’t know if they were live, so I was trying to duck under without touching them.

“I was sliced open from being pounded into fences and railings and street signs. The water was so high it was above the stop signs, so they were hidden and you didn’t even know they were there until you hit them. I was only wearing a tee-shirt and shorts and my legs were cut to ribbons. Eventually I managed to cling onto the edge of a roof, scramble up, and climb to the highest point.

“I was knackered. It was only maybe one hundred yards from the house, but it felt like miles. I was trying to hang onto the chimney stack but there was nothing to grip, and I felt like the wind was going to blow me back into the water at any minute. I was also convinced it was going to break off, and I remember thinking, ‘If this gives way then I’m f—ked.’

“I was trying to shelter myself from the worst of the gale, but it was coming from all angles, and I could hear trees breaking apart and bits of buildings cracking. It was absolutely terrifying.”

The storm eased as the morning wore on, and the driving, stinging rain—like needles on his body—finally stopped. He caught his breath. Possessions drifted past. The middle-class Lakeview neighborhood had been reclaimed by the sea, and Macca saw firsthand the awesome devastation caused by the catastrophic collapse of the levees.

He shouted to Lauren and heard other trapped survivors dotted about the district. By late afternoon, the wind died down, the clouds dissipated, and he was drenched in an eerie silence. It was as if he was alone in the world’s largest swimming pool. He spent the night clinging to the roof.

“At dawn, I just thought, ‘Well, here we go again.’ I was getting more and more dehydrated and exhausted but couldn’t lie down to sleep because of the pitch of the roof. I kept telling myself that a boat or a helicopter or something is going to come and rescue me. Even if I had been able to swim there was no way of knowing what dangers were in the water.”

Helicopters buzzed high in the sky on Tuesday as the rescue mission trundled into gear and America struggled to comprehend the scale of the disaster that had almost obliterated one of its most famous cities from the face of the Earth.

The southern summer sun beat down relentlessly. There was no hiding place. Macca, partially clothed, fair haired, and pasty skinned, was being baked alive. He made contact with a couple in their eighties a few houses down. They’d spent the night hugging each other as they balanced on a chair in their upstairs bedroom with the water up to their necks.

“At this stage, I was delirious. I’d had nothing to eat, nothing to drink, no sleep, and I was getting sunburned to death. I’m not a religious person but I was reliving all the things I’d done wrong in my life. All the times I’ve been an ass, all the times I’ve pissed people off …

“But the main thing I was thinking about was my five-year-old daughter, Marissa, in Scotland. I wanted the chance to see her again, and I said to myself that if I get out of this then I’ll never act so stupidly again. When you are given that much time to think, it is a huge bloody lesson, believe me.”

By late afternoon, the Coast Guard choppers were flying lower, and every time one passed he’d scream at it and frantically wave his white top. On a low sweep, a pilot spotted him and hovered so close he could shout over the noise of the blade.

He asked, “Are you alright?”

Macca answered, “I am now. Where have you been?”

Macca told him to evacuate the elderly couple first and watched them being winched to safety. The pilot signaled he’d be back in ten minutes. Two hours later he still hadn’t returned.

“I thought, ‘Are you kidding me?’ I couldn’t believe it. I was being teased. That was the breaking point, and I can’t tell you how deflated I was. It was about 7 P.M. because the sun was setting, and I knew they’d be stopping the rescues for the night. I don’t think I would have survived another night.

“But just as I was about to give up, they reappeared and a guy came down, tied me onto the rope, and I was pulled in. ‘It’s okay, you’ll be safe now,’ he said, and I burst into tears. He gave me water, and I was dying to drink it, but my lips were so burnt it stung and all I could do was dab it on them. I just cried and cried like a baby.”


CHAPTER 2

Frank the Tank

Frank the Tank didn’t evacuate either. He was one of seven Dutch nationals his government listed as missing after the hurricane. But while Macca battled to stay alive as he was battered about like a shipwrecked sailor, Frank was tucked up in bed. Fast asleep.

The thirty-eight-year-old colossus spends half the year in Holland growing pot. He harvests in three-month cycles and his crop must be good, because when Katrina hit he held the silver medal for the second-best cannabis in Amsterdam. For fifteen years he’s been coming to New Orleans to work at the hippy India House hostel less than a mile from Finn’s.

“In 1990, I was at a summer camp in New York and bought an Amtrak pass to go down south to find the Blues. At the station in New Orleans there was a large-breasted girl with a sign reading, ‘India House—$8 a night.’ She didn’t tell you that you slept on a mattress on the floor!

“I came every year for Jazz Fest and got to know the owners [of India House], Aaron, John, and Mark. I bought a car from them for $375 to drive to Florida, but it broke down, so I called and said I had no money and asked if I could come back and stay and they agreed.

“Aaron is English, and in March 2005 the police arrived looking for his brother Angus. He’d the same initials so they took him instead, and it turned out he had an expired visa because though he married an American, he never did the proper paperwork.

“He was in Angola [a notorious Louisiana prison] for two months then deported and barred from coming back. He got very depressed and kept calling the hostel saying, ‘I’ve no money, can you send me some?’ and we had to tell him, ‘No, we’ve had a hurricane and we are closed. Can you send us some to fix up the place?’

“John was from Ireland and in 2004 he was killed by a plum pudding. He cooked it using his grandmother’s special recipe, and it was so super rich and he ate so much of it the doctor said it gave him a heart attack.

“There’s only Zimbabwean Mark left. He used to just sit on the porch all day drinking and smoking, but now he has to do all the work.”

Frank started training with us in May 2005 after a Finn’s bartender told him about the team. The six-foot-three-inch mobile brick wall loved to throw himself into lunging tackles and I think it was only through the utmost self-control he didn’t go flying in with both feet off the ground just to get a drink of water at halftime.

“It’d been four years since I played, but I enjoyed it a lot and the players were better than I had imagined. I felt appreciated and wanted, and it was great to be able to talk to other Europeans who sometimes have a better grasp of world affairs than Americans. You could say it was love at first sight.”

Mark left for Katrina but asked Frank to stay, as he was the hostel maintenance man. Eight other staff and friends also decided not to evacuate, and their first job was to kick out the one hundred or so guests still in the three-building complex.

“We said, ‘The bus leaves at noon for the Superdome’ and at 11:30 A.M. we swept the place to throw them all out. Not everybody watches the news—some were really stupid anyway—and many left their luggage, expecting to be back the next day. I had been through a couple of hurricanes and was convinced the hostel would hold up okay, so we boarded up the windows and then I went to bed on Sunday night.

“I’d had a drink and a smoke so I fell asleep, although I kept getting woken up by the water splashing beside me every time the roof sprang a new leak. I’d move my mattress but always get back to sleep okay and the others hated me for it.

“When the storm died down the next day, we had five broken windows and a few inches of water in the hostel, but by the afternoon the water had crept up to a height of about three feet. We spent the day carrying stuff upstairs, and although we hadn’t expected it to be so bad we were having fun and there was nothing to do but have another drink and another smoke.”

For five days Frank and his friends partied and found inventive ways to amuse themselves as the water rose. “We danced on top of submerged cars, some belonging to guests who decided to go to the Superdome rather than drive away. We shrink-wrapped a mattress, lay on top of it, and tested how far we could paddle. We only got to the corner of the road when it sank and we had to swim back. We had an ugly couch everybody hated and we set it alight, pushed it off the porch, and watched it float down the street. We should have been better prepared, but we had the key to the candy machine so although we couldn’t heat any food, we had plenty of brownies and cookies.

“We also watched Dr. Ed, who lives in a one-story house opposite the Canal Street church where the Coast Guard was airlifting people to safety. He closed his practice rather than give it to his wife after a really messy divorce and became very strange and likes to self-medicate a bit too much. Never talk politics with him because he’s a fanatical right-winger. Or is it left-winger? He’s a fanatical winger of some sort, anyway, and at times you just have to say, ‘Hey now, Dr. Ed, it’s time for you to go home’ and he’ll leave.

“Well, the water was up to his ceiling so he got all his important papers, taped them down on top of his roof, and covered it with a tarpaulin. But nearly every time the helicopters came, they blew it off and all his documents ended up in the water. Three times in one day we saw it happen! He’s crazy anyway and this sent him over the edge, so next thing he has a handgun and whenever a helicopter appeared he would shout, ‘Looters! Looters!’ and wave it about and threaten them. He did this for two days and then they sent in a SWAT team and took him out at gunpoint. But three days later he was back.”

They listened to radio reports, but they focused on rescue missions and alleged atrocities in the Superdome and not on what was happening in Mid-City. As living conditions rapidly deteriorated inside India House, relationships unraveled, nerves frayed, and arguments developed. The disintegrating law-and-order situation on nearby Canal Street ratcheted up the tension as they watched armed gangs in boats loot stores.

“The first couple of days weren’t too bad, but it was really humid and the hostel had taken such a beating that nearly every room had a leak. We’d stored all the mattresses in one room and they turned into one giant sponge and you couldn’t even go in there. Other rooms were soaked because of the broken windows, and we spent all day on the balcony and then slept there at night.

“The water got dirtier every day and as there were no working toilets, you had to use a bag and throw it out the window. When the bags started floating back in, it was time to get the hell out.”

By Thursday the water had crested and they knew it would take weeks, not days, to disappear. They decided to wait twenty-four hours to see if the level fell, but the next morning Frank was shaken awake and told some were leaving for the Superdome. He wasn’t invited.

“The five who left didn’t like the fact that we were partying and having fun. Two of them were not very successful recovering drug addicts, you see. And we did have fun—but what were we supposed to do? We were stuck on a f—king balcony for five days!

“We gave our one life vest to a girl who couldn’t swim and forty-five minutes later we sat on the balcony and waved them off. As soon as they disappeared around the corner I heard, ‘Right, let’s go raid the ATM machine.’

“We talked about it and were worried about security like the ink bombs you see in movies, but they removed it from the wall and put it in the water with a blanket over it. It was held together with just four hinges, and an old rusted hacksaw easily cut through them in twenty minutes.

“There was nearly three thousand dollars in twenty-dollars bills and we split it three ways. That was great because the day before the storm I paid sixty dollars to put my car in the parking lot, which left me with $2.75 in my pocket. The funny thing was afterwards we discovered Mark had been trying to call to tell us to break into it! Once we had cash we thought we should get the f—k out of there, as looters were hitting every shop in the neighborhood and we thought we might be next.”

They taped together three large coolers, put their belongings inside, and at noon on Friday, September 2, stepped off the porch and warily swam through eight feet of murky, lukewarm water towards Canal. They were heading for the West Bank, across the Mississippi river, and three blocks towards the French Quarter, Frank’s feet touched the ground. By the I-10 bridge the water was chest high. They resembled pallbearers as they inched forward carrying the makeshift raft like a coffin and were frequently dunked into the cloudy water as they struggled to keep their footing.

“I was scared of everybody. There weren’t many people around, but occasionally guys in boats would stop and confidently stare at you to intimidate you. We saw fifty people in the water straight ahead, and as it’s not a great area at the best of times, we decided to zigzag to the right, away from Canal.

“We passed three dead bodies. The first was a man in white overalls floating face-down in the water. I eased it to the side. I wouldn’t let the girl with us stop to look at it and pushed her in the back to keep her moving. I saw his photo later in some of the special Katrina magazines and books. The next was a black man with a hood over his head in a wheelchair. The third was a man halfway in the water.

“Man, it was hard work walking. We just focused on surviving. We never allowed ourselves to stop and just kept moving. You couldn’t see anything in the water but could feel all the hurricane debris, and every time you lifted your foot, it got stuck in something—downed cables, trees, chairs, signs and stuff floating in the water. The only time we laughed was when we found a big box of bubble bath and opened it, frothing it up and joking we were doing our bit to clean up New Orleans.”

For five spooky hours they walked, waded, and swam through a near-deserted New Orleans in an increasingly agitated attempt to escape the modern-day Atlantis.

“The back streets were empty, although when you came across a shop there were usually looters. People were just taking all kinds of stuff they didn’t even want. We met a very friendly looter and he walked with us for a bit and had all the typical looter things like food and beer. After a while he said, ‘Well, I’m heading back to the store now so I’ll send you on your way.’ He was really nice. He told us to go to the Superdome to get a bus out, but that was the one place we didn’t want to go.

“At the I-10 Claiborne entrance we tried to get onto the interstate, but the military police said there was no shelter, water, or food that way. We told them we didn’t want anything, but they said it didn’t matter and ordered us to turn around.

“We went back down into the water, headed west towards Kenner, and up another interstate ramp—we were desperate to get onto dry land—but we got turned around there as well. Those mother-f—kers couldn’t stop you at the entrance but made you walk a mile before they sent you back.

“The third time we found a ramp near a jail and the police were unloading prisoners in orange suits and shackles all chained together, and the cops said we couldn’t pass. So once more we went down into the water and found ourselves back near Claiborne Avenue.

“We met a French girl who stayed with us for a time but then she got tired and just sat down, and there were a few people close to the Superdome who didn’t want to go in because they heard all the wild stories. We also found a soldier who told us to sit beside him and he’d guarantee our safety for as long as he was on duty but warned that after that we were on our own.

“By now I felt terrible, really depressed. It was early evening and there was no way we’d be able to walk out before nightfall. I didn’t want to be wandering about in the dark and was about to go back to India House. The soldier had told us that if we didn’t go to the Superdome, we wouldn’t be on the register and in line for an evacuation bus. No one knew we were even in the water.

“But then we saw a strange thing in the Central Business District, down a back street near Loyola: a school bus with a nervous-looking driver talking to a couple with a dog who had gone to the Superdome but then left when they’d been told to release their pet, as it wasn’t allowed in. Standing beside them were six girls in pink, frilly dresses and high heels who had got stranded in the city after coming in for a bridal shower the night before Katrina.

“The driver had stolen the bus and was waiting to meet twenty of his family to drive them to Baton Rouge, and we negotiated with him and handed over one hundred dollars each to get aboard. Man, I can’t tell you how happy we were! I was ecstatic.

“One of the girls had a huge family villa near Baton Rouge—they were very rich people—and we crashed there for two days. I had my own room and they totally looked after us and gave us food, beer, everything. One of their friends even brought us weed. Man, it was awesome.”


CHAPTER 3

Coming to America

I first saw Julie in a bar in London’s Victoria Station on December 2, 1995. I still remember the thick green turtleneck sweater she wore. I’d flown over from Belfast for a friend’s birthday party the following day, and I was meeting a few old school mates for a drink. They had invited some female American students they’d bumped into on a recent trip to Dublin. The girls were at Kingston College in London on a three-month exchange program and had visited Ireland for the weekend.

So these Northern Irishmen who lived in England went to the Republic of Ireland and met some Americans who were also living in England and visiting the Republic of Ireland, and they arranged to meet back in England when another Northern Irishman (me) who didn’t live in England but lived in Northern Ireland was coming to visit England. When people ask how we met, it’s easier to pretend it was on a world cruise.

Julie returned home to Charlotte, North Carolina, and we kept in touch although it was six months before I saw her again. After a three-year intercontinental love affair, I booked a trip to the colorful and exotic walled city of Cartagena in Colombia, on the shores of the Caribbean, to ask her to marry me. I imagined dropping to one knee on the soft sand at sunset as the sun sank into the shimmering sea, palm trees swaying and whispering in the gentle breeze while waves rolled onto the white beach and birds circled lazily in the soft dusk light.

Unfortunately, our plane developed engine trouble taxiing at London’s Heathrow Airport and the vacation was canceled. Plan B: Crawfordsburn Beach in Northern Ireland. In winter. Freezing temperatures. A howling gale.

After a lot of coaxing I finally convinced her to leave the house for a Sunday afternoon drive. We parked; I said I had to use the bathroom and went to hide the engagement ring under a shell. I came back and suggested a romantic walk along the beach. She wouldn’t get out of the car.

It is a proven scientific fact that Julie is the most cold-blooded individual in the history of the world. If the temperature falls below 85 degrees, she wraps herself in four layers of clothing, curls up in a blanket, fills three hot-water bottles, and makes a cup of steaming chicken soup. When I said we should take a dander on this refreshing, bracing day she looked at me like she thought I’d smoked a year’s supply of Frank’s “wacky baccy.”

She was adamant it was too cold, and no amount of persuasion or bribery would change her mind. I lost my temper twice. Eventually I simply abandoned reasoned argument, prized her fingers from the door, and dragged her out of the vehicle to the beach. By the time we got there I’d forgotten where I’d hidden the ring.

She stood shivering, bundled up like the explorer Scott of the Antarctic, while I scrambled around in the sand and simultaneously shooed away a curious Jack Russell determined to pee on me. When I finally found it, she quickly agreed to be my wife, mainly I think to get away from the biting wind. And the smell of dog urine.

Her acceptance was fortuitous because I was coming under increasing pressure from pals itching to go on a bachelor party. We’d set up a monthly direct deposit into a savings account two years before because I wanted something more elaborate than a night in the pub, and now they were getting impatient and demanding a definite date. If Julie had said no, then I would’ve had to manufacture a whirlwind romance to escape a lynching. Or ordered a Russian bride.

I can’t remember why I chose New Orleans. I’d enjoyed my previous visits and I suppose I just reckoned it would be a good place for a party. A couple of the lads asked, “Why the hell are we off to New Orleans? What’s there to do there?”

My bachelor party lasted two weeks. After three days in Reykjavik to see Northern Ireland play Iceland in a World Cup qualifying game, it continued with three days in New York, then finished in the Big Easy, where we paid four thousand dollars to rent a mansion for a week. Six did the whole thing and six others flew in for parts of it. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d be back to live in Louisiana, but that house is just five streets away from our home. I see it nearly every day.

After leaving school I spent four years working as a journalist in England, then returned home to Belfast to buy a travel agency at the ripe old age of twenty-one. At the time, my friends were buying beer. I desperately wanted to see the world and was scared I’d grow old like the lead character in the British movie Shirley Valentine, who regrets never traveling to all the places she planned on seeing when she was young. I was determined not to end up like her, although admittedly there was only a remote chance I’d turn into a bored, middle-aged Liverpudlian housewife.

For twelve years I booked cheap weekend breaks to Scotland, beach trips to Greece, and theatre breaks to London. I slapped stickers on tens of thousands of brochures and shuffled them from shelf to shelf attempting to keep the office looking fresh. Twice a week I’d pick last-minute vacation offers to make into posters for the window.

When not obsessively trying to keep the displays vibrant and attractive, I’d unblock the toilet, vacuum the floor, and replace fluorescent bulbs. Invariably, while balancing precariously on top of the counter, I’d crush the light in my hand and the glass would shatter and rain down onto our computers. It was so predictable the staff rushed for the brush and dustpan every time a bulb blew, and we spent our lives gingerly picking razor-sharp slivers and shards of glass out of the keyboards.

As a cub reporter it was drummed into me that the general public are not stupid. Never patronize them. Don’t talk down to them. Always treat them with respect. I now know this to be a load of bull. The general public are stupid. In fact, their stupidity scales heights you cannot imagine. Ask anyone who deals with them face to face on a daily basis. This is one of many similar conversations I had in the travel agency.

Me (breezily): Can I help you there?

Man in flat cap and woolly jumper with distracted look: Here, how much is it to go to one of them places?

Me (patiently): Where are you thinking of?

Man: You know, foreign like. You know, across the water, to the sun like.

Me (helpfully): Majorca, for instance?

Man: Who?

Me (explanatorily): Majorca. It’s an island in the Mediterranean.

Man: Aye, that’ll do. How much is that?

Me (accommodatingly): It depends when you go, how long you go for, where you stay. For instance if …

Man: Aye, right, but just tell me, how much is it gonna cost me like?

Me (with a soupcon of irritation creeping in): As I was saying, it depends on what you want. If I can show you on the screen here …

Man: Hang on, would I need one of them things to go there? ’Cos I haven’t got one.

Me (confused): Things?

Man: You know, one of them things that you need before they’ll let you go to them places.

Me (questioningly): Do you mean a passport?

Man: Aye, that’s it. Do I need one of them?

Me (confirmedly): Yes, you do.

Man: Jesus! I can’t be bothered with all that.

Me (gravelly): You can’t travel abroad without a passport.

Man: Well, I see. Forget that then. But how much would it cost me anyway?

Me (resignedly): There’s a deal on now for …

Man: Hang on; do you need all that funny stuff as well if you go to them places?

Me (baffled): Sorry?

Man: That what’s-the-name, funny money and all. Do I need that?

Me (educationally): Yes, they have a different currency on the continent. But it’s not a big deal to …

Man: Jesus, I can’t be bothered with all that! But how much would it cost anyway?

Me (through gritted teeth): This morning I found an offer for …

Man (now angry): It’s not me, you know. It’s her.

Me (scanning the shop, bewildered): I’m sorry? Who?

Man (shouting): Her! It’s her! She wants to do this, not me. I couldn’t care less. I want to spend the money on the hut.

Me (surreally): The hut?

Man (throwing his arms up in exasperation): Yes, the hut! For my chickens! The chickens! They need a new hut! But how much would it cost to go to them places anyway?

Of course we also had hundreds of friendly and likeable customers who were a pleasure to help, but after years of selling charter tours to Spain and flights to Stansted and boats to Stranraer and buses to Scunthorpe, I was worn out and my enthusiasm sucked dry. But I had seen the world. All seven continents, every U.S. state, all the sovereign territories in Europe bar one, more than 100 countries.

I saw elephants crashing through trees to drink at a watering hole at twilight in South Africa and killer whales circling icebergs in Antarctica at midnight. In Australia I climbed Ayers Rock to watch the sun rise and in Beijing I saw it set over the Great Wall of China. I went to mystical religious sites like Angkor Wat in Cambodia, Peru’s Machu Picchu, the pyramids at Giza, and Tikal in Guatemala.

I frolicked with seals in the Galapagos Islands, got up close and personal with whale sharks in the Philippines, and swam with hammerheads in Papua New Guinea. I dived on the Rainbow Warrior in New Zealand, World War II Japanese ships in the Solomon Islands, and with giant manta rays in Costa Rica.

With a peculiar sense of adventure, I visited the world’s trouble spots. I repeatedly prodded my nodding cabby to keep him awake on a four-hour drive in Libya during Ramadan when he was not allowed to eat or drink during daylight hours. I had a bizarre conversation about Irish politics with a Bosnian border guard, and I flew to Jordan in the Middle East three days after 9/11.
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