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Do You Know What It Means to Miss New Orleans?
Do you know what it means to miss New Orleans
And miss her each night and day
I know I'm not wrong, this feeling's getting stronger
The longer I stay away

- Louis Armstrong (Lyrics by Eddie DeLange)

I remember the exact moment that I understood that New Orleans was my home. What made that moment so memorable was just how insignificant it was. My mom and I were driving somewhere––I'm not sure where or why––and we were passing the I-10 feeder for New Orleans East. We must have been going to Gentilly (where we lived) or to the Lakefront. I was 17 and had lived in New Orleans since before I could remember, but it was at this moment that I thought, "Oh, if we went that way, we'd be in the East, but if we went that way, we'd end up in Mid-City. I bet I could walk to anywhere in New Orleans without a map." And right then I knew that I owned the city and that it owned me.


Ten years later and I still remember that moment, but I had to double check a map just to be sure that I'd get my details straight. I moved to Austin when I was 18, and after living here for ten years I feel deceptive claiming New Orleans as home but still hesitate to say I'm from Austin. New Orleans went from being the city where I knew every neighborhood and had a place to crash in each one to that place I grew up.

In August of 2005 I got a voicemail from my mom letting me know she was okay. I had no idea why she wouldn't be, but was glad to hear it. I checked the news and discovered that Hurricane Katrina was devastating the city and that everyone was trapped. I tried calling her back but the lines were down. Calls came in from friends I hadn’t heard from in over a year, asking me if I wanted to meet up while they were in town. I finally got through to my mom and she let me know all the horrible details. "Slidell is gone," she told me. “The winds smashed out all of the windows of The Marriott.” She mentioned other things, but those images were the ones that stunned me. Katrina was scary, the real deal. Slidell was gone! The podunk Northshore town where everybody’s grandma live had been erased. All of the windows of one of the tallest buildings downtown were shattered! This is how I’ll always remember just how powerful Katrina was.

My mom didn’t even hear about the approaching storm until she had gotten to work. The other nurses (My mom’s a nurse, by the way, at an acute care hospital in Uptown) were freaking out but my mom had gotten over hurricane scares years ago. A few hours later, Hank, my stepfather, showed up at the hospital, straight from his shift at Harrah’s. He wanted to stay with her until the storm passed. That was when she started to get nervous. She called my brother, Daniel, who was back at the house in Metairie. (For those of you who don’t know, Metairie is an incredibly obvious product of white flight located in Jefferson Parish, just west of New Orleans.) Daniel, of course, refused, insisting that he had plenty of food and a hatchet for the roof. She was near tears, but couldn’t change his mind. Ten minutes later he called to let her know he was on his way. What finally changed his mind was calling all of his friends, looking for company, and finding out they were all halfway to Alabama. And so my family was together and safe in the hospital, but, according to my mom, if the storm hadn’t turned at the last minute, the hospital would have without a doubt been destroyed.

In the following days, my mom reported back to me on the foragers and looters. They had to chain the doors to keep people out of the hospital. Meanwhile, back at UT Austin, new students had shown up in my classes, transferring from Tulane for the semester. I remember hating them because they weren't really from New Orleans. Hardly anyone from New Orleans goes to Tulane. Someone asked one of these transfer students if she was all right and she responded with details of the long trip, the confusion, the inconvenience––and I wanted to spit on her. Would you feel sorry for Harvard kids if Boston was wiped out in a snowstorm?


And more time passed. I caught myself playing the sympathy card. A casual mention of my hometown could win an argument or get attention. "Did you lose everything," they'd ask. "Well, I wasn't there. I've lived in Austin since ’97. But! My family was there! Oh, yes, thank God, they are fine. But the roof caved in!" And it's true, my mom's roof did cave in. And it was covered with her FEMA check and her insurance. My family didn't really lose much of anything, other than law and order. In Jefferson Parish they even got that back in three months. 

I caught myself even exaggerating my connection to tragedy. "Oh, my family is okay, but I have friends that lost everything." No I didn't. I had friends that were upset; they lost a home, but not due to floods or fires or wind. Most of their property was intact. They left because they had nothing to stay for. Most of my friends had talked about moving for years and just didn't have the motivation. Wanting to leave, or at least saying you’re going to leave, is practically a defining characteristic of someone truly from New Orleans. Katrina did some of them a favor. Not only did they have to move, they got a huge check to cover the transition. 

And the ones that hated Austin or Houston or Baton Rouge moved back. The city wasn't the same, but their favorite bars were still there. They had jobs to go back to. Yet everyone thinks that they lost everything and I play it up for cheap attention, the guy who had to look up where his best friend lived on map. Now when I mention I'm from New Orleans and people ask about Katrina, I just say "Yeah, I got to see a lot of my old friends." They understand both the apathy and the tragedy in that statement.


So now it’s two years later and I still haven't gone back. A few months after it was all over, my mom told me that I should spend my summer rebuilding houses. I don't have time for that. I'm trying to graduate. A co-worker told me his fraternity is going to New Orleans for a month to help out. Part of me felt guilty, but part of me––the part I keep quiet––thought "Oh yeah, it must be nice that Party City needs fixing up, right bro?"


I still haven't looked at pictures of the city. At some point I realized that I just don't care enough. I had only a brief moment of anxiety for my family and friends, and once I knew that they were safe, I just stopped thinking of Katrina as something that happened to me.


I think about the Tsunami that wiped out a third of a million people. I didn't know anyone in South Asia, but I was moved by the tragedy for that week; then the next week it was conversation fodder; the week after that, the set-up for a joke. 


Horrible things happen all the time. Sometimes they happen far away, sometimes nearby. Sometimes thousands die and other times just one person. I'm told that it's normal not to connect with every tragedy. I'm told that it's normal to not fully grasp a disaster that happens on the other side of the planet. I'm even told that it's normal to not care about New Orleans. Maybe it's not normal, but it's what everyone else did, right? The local government didn't care, right? The president didn't care. So why should I?


Sometimes I think that maybe it’s normal for anyone who grew up in New Orleans to not really take Katrina seriously. After all, it's the city where every hurricane season we were threatened with the big one that would finally finish what Betsy had started and our reaction was to tape up the windows and throw a hurricane party.  We learned to take it easy and not flee the city every time the weather report flashed warnings. And for fifty years, we played the right hand. So maybe I don't care because part of me still thinks "Oh, they haven't found the hurricane yet that can scare us."


But I know that, really, when it comes down to it, I don't care because I’m afraid to care. I know that I haven't gone home, I haven't looked at pictures, I haven't read anything since that September, because as long as it's something that I've only heard about, I can pretend it happened in South Asia. If I go back and see it, I might go crazy or at least cry in the streets.


But something else scares me even more than losing my mind. I'm afraid I will go back and still not be moved. I'm afraid I will see the city in pieces and still not feel anything. I know if this happens, I really will be homeless.
