 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1A Long Journey...Home?

By Amy Hale-Janeke

“Even with the best of maps and instruments, we can never fully chart our journeys.” - Gail Pool1
My journey towards New Orleans started way before Katrina, back in April of 2005. I responded to a job posting for a reference librarian for the 5th Circuit Court of Appeals, headquartered in New Orleans. “Louisiana??!!,” my husband Erik exclaimed when I told him I had applied. “You’ve gotta be kidding!” But after going with me to see the beauty and charm of New Orleans and meet the people with whom I’d be working, he was convinced that Louisiana had a lot to offer us. 

After several phone interviews and an in person interview, I was offered the job in early August. I gave notice at my former job, the San Diego County Public Law Library, and prepared to make the move to “the Big Easy.” 

Only it wasn’t as easy as I had hoped. The plan was for me to go to New Orleans and find a place to live for myself, Erik, and our two beloved dachshunds Henry and Genie. Since Erik is a high school biology teacher, he can really only quit his job one of two times- either Christmas break or the end of school in June. Our carefully crafted plan was for him to quit teaching at the Christmas break and join me in New Orleans, LA, also known as NOLA. We would be settled by New Year’s, or so we thought. 

I happily placed a deposit on an apartment in New Orleans, packed my things, and was getting ready to leave town when Hurricane Katrina made landfall. As I watched this natural disaster unfold every day on television, I wondered what would happen to the city. What was happening to my friends who lived in New Orleans? My future co-workers? My soon-to-be-occupied apartment? Would I still have a job? Did I really want to move to a place that was now 80% underwater?

A few days after Katrina, my new bosses, Fifth Circuit Librarian Kay Guillot and Deputy Director Michael R. Smith, called to check on me. “Have you changed my mind about working in New Orleans?,” they asked fearfully.  “No,” I replied, “but I would like to wait to start until I don’t have wear a scuba suit to work.” They agreed and said they’d be in touch. I called up my soon-to-be-former boss to ask if I could stay on another month while things got sorted out and he graciously agreed. 

Kay and Michael called me a few weeks later to announce that most of the New Orleans court had been relocated to either Baton Rouge or Houston. “Do you have any preference where you’d like to go?,” they asked. I told them that as a native Texan, I was obliged to choose Texas or risk having my Texan citizenship revoked. Houston is pretty far from the city of Lubbock where I grew up, but it still had plenty of friendly folks and lots of good food. “OK,” they agreed. “We’ll call Tina [Houston branch librarian] and tell her you are on your way.” 

Thus, on October 11th, my best friend Rheesa and I set out on our epic journey via Interstate 8 East on our way to Houston. Rheesa has always wanted to visit Texas, and is about the best road trip partner I’ve ever had, so armed with our bag of Oreo cookies, we took off. 

On our way to New Orleans, we made some detours. First, we stopped overnight in Tucson, Arizona to visit her family. The next day, we spent another ten hours in the car driving to Carlsbad Caverns, NM. Here’s a travel tip: gas up in El Paso, as there is literally NOTHING between El Paso, TX and Carlsbad, NM except a lot of sky and plains. You also don’t want to do this drive in the dark unless you want to stargaze and that’s dangerous to do while driving (at least that’s what the experts say). And don’t drink anything for the previous two hours before attempting to cross unless you enjoy squatting in the sagebrush. 

In any case, we finally made it to Carlsbad Caverns and met up with my family. They had come down from Lubbock, a quick trip of only about four hours one way. (On a side note, the fact that I think a four hour road trip as a “quick trip” is probably due to the fact that you have to drive at least that far to get away from Lubbock and to something interesting. For example, many college weekends were spent partying in Dallas, TX which is five hours away. We’d get out of class, hit the road, and get to a friend’s house about 9 p.m. Then it was a quick change clothes and off to dance till about 2 a.m. Then sleeping in the next day followed by some light shopping at the Deep Ellem flea market, and then heading home.) 



We spent the entire third day of the road trip underground in the Caverns with my parents and my seven-year-old nephew. By the time we got out of the Caverns, I knew that I could wait another five or ten years before seeing or smelling another bat. 

The second major detour occurred on the fourth day of our trip. We were heading from Carlsbad Caverns, NM, towards San Antonio, TX. I decided to take a small detour at Pecos, TX and show her Balmoreah State Park. This is an oasis close to the Fort Davis mountains that has been visited by generations of my family. 

“...the park's main attraction is a large (77,053 sq. ft.) artesian spring pool that is open daily and fed by San Solomon Springs. The springs also fill a 'cienega' (desert wetland) and the canals of a refugium, home to endangered species of fish, assorted invertebrates, and turtles. The pool differs from most public pools in several respects: the 1 3/4-acre size, the 25-foot depth and the 72 to 76 degree constant temperature. It also has a variety of aquatic life in its clear waters. With a capacity of more than 3 1/2 million gallons, the pool has plenty of room for swimmers, while offering a unique setting for scuba and skin diving.”2 

My plan was for us to just drop by and dangle our feet in the water, but we arrived on a warm day in the middle of the week and the place was temptingly empty. Then we spied three men emerging from the pool like creatures from the black lagoon, sporting full scuba gear. “Where in the world do you get a diving suit around here?” Rheesa inquired. The tallest man pointed one dripping hand to a small shack just on the other side of the state park’s fence and said smilingly,  “See that over there? That’s the closest scuba diving shop for 150 miles. And I own it.” 

I am not certified to dive, but Rheesa has done a fair amount of diving. “Can you rent us some equipment?” Rheesa asked excitedly. “Sure,” he said. “Right this way.” We followed his soggy trail to the small shack and were amazed to see the volume and variety of diving equipment he had stuffed in there. 

Rheesa didn’t have her dive certification card with her, so he said he couldn’t rent her a scuba outfit. But he said he could rent us some snorkels and fins.

“But I’ve never snorkled!,” I protested. “Don’t worry- it’s fun!,” said Rheesa as she measured me for fins. Half an hour later, we were armed with an underwater camera, new beach towels, face masks, snorkels and fins. Now, most of my flesh hasn’t seen the sun in literally years, so I told Rheesa not to be surprised if the fish and assorted marine life were scared away us due to the amount of light reflected off my skin. I also warned Rheesa she probably wouldn’t need to use the flash as I could provide whatever underwater illumination we’d need, much like an albino lantern fish. 

She was the expert snorkeler, so I concentrated on not sucking water into my lungs and not flinching whenever a fish grazed me. She did the majority of the photographing and showed me how to dive short distances underwater with a snorkel. As we explored the springs, we saw large catfish, turtles, and some smaller fish I couldn’t identify. We spent plenty of time chasing the catfish and turtles until we wore ourselves out. When I found myself imaging how the surrounding catfish would look if they were fried up nicely in some cornmeal, I knew it was time for lunch. We dried off, returned the equipment, and headed for a small Mexican restaurant we spotted on our way to Balmoreah. We ate and then continued our trip east on the never-ending I-8. 

As we slowly inched our way across the Texas map, we decided that eight hours of driving was enough for anyone and that we’d pitch camp in San Antonio. Since my idea of camping is a at least a three star hotel, we put in a quick call to a former co-worker of mine who enjoys planning trips via computer. She went online and quickly found us a great hotel deal across from the Alamo in downtown San Antonio. We arrived at the historic Crockett hotel about 7 p.m. and wandered over to the Riverwalk to get some dinner. Unfortunately, the Alamo wasn’t open for tours that late at night, but we did some walking around San Antonio and I promised Rheesa that we’d go back there for a weekend soon. 


On the final day of our trip, day five, we headed into Houston. As we drove into the gulf region of Texas, we noticed how green it was, how many trees covered the landscape, and that it seemed especially humid. We were amazed to find it was muggy even in our car, so we had to run the air conditioner on the windshield to keep it from fogging up. Our teeth chattered all the way to the airport! Rheesa had a plane to catch in a few hours and so I drove her straight through the heart of Houston to get to Houston Hobby airport. She got out of the car, got on a plane, and flew back to San Diego, compressing a trip that was 1463.3 miles and five days long into one five hour flight. 

After I dropped off Rheesa, I turned around and went straight to my great aunt’s house just north of Houston. I stayed with her for about a week while I went out apartment hunting. Most of the available housing had been absorbed by other Katrina refugees so it was a long process. However, I was fortunate to find a furnished apartment in Spring, TX, about 30 miles away from the federal courthouse in downtown Houston. There was a park ‘n’ ride mass transit stop literally within blocks of my new place, so getting to work only took about 45 minutes. 

My first day on the job, Houston branch librarian Tina Ting showed me to my new desk in the corner of the copy room. She apologized for the lack of space, but noted that there simply wasn’t any other place to put me. The Houston courthouse had been overrun with federal court employees from New Orleans. Some people were even having to sit in hallways! So I felt pretty good about landing some space and a chair, even if it was in the copy room. Tina offered me office supplies from her own desk as the library’s supplies had long been exhausted by the other Katrina evacuees. 

The other librarians, Chou-Shia and Andy, were very welcoming as well.  In addition to showing me “the ropes,” they also showed me the tunnels of downtown Houston. Yes, tunnels! It’s like a whole hidden world down there. There are shops, eateries, salons, dentists, doctors, you name it! Many people use to tunnels to get from building to building in Houston as the summers are horribly sticky and hot and the winters are blustery and cold. The tunnels are quite twisty and confusing, so I learned to get around using landmarks. “Turn right at the sparkly purse place, left at Starbucks…” I would mutter to myself as I navigated the maze. 

As I got settled into my Houston job, I decided to volunteer for the federal court employee’s lunchtime choir, “Court Notes.” What I lack in pitch I make up for in enthusiasm and the twice weekly practices in preparation for the employee holiday party helped boost my holiday spirits. At the holiday party we sang traditional and nonreligious Christmas songs such as “Holly Jolly Christmas” and “Silver Bells.” I even had a small solo part, the introduction to "Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer".  After the party, some of us went to going to a local hospital to sing carols for the patients. 

Living in Houston was relatively easy. The next biggest challenge I would face was scrambling to find a place to live in New Orleans. I not only needed a place to live, I needed something furnished as all my furniture was being used by my husband and weiner dogs in California. I knew I needed to find something by January as the court employees were supposed to be back in place by then. 

The court employees had started going back to New Orleans in waves. The first wave went after Thanksgiving and was composed of people whose houses were undamaged or were damaged but livable. The second wave went after Christmas. Their houses were not habitable, but the court had found them housing in a complex roughly an hour outside of the city. The commute looked like it would be about an hour and a half one way, so I decided to look for something closer to the city. The final wave of employees was scheduled to depart between Christmas and New Year’s, so I started looking for housing right after Thanksgiving.

I faithfully read Craigslist New Orleans every day. I went through all the Internet apartment finders. I spent hours calling apartment complexes to inquire about vacancies. I actually had one leasing agent at an apartment complex laugh at me when I asked about vacancies. I suppose I was probably the ten millionth caller she had dealt with that day, so I don’t hold that against her. Everyone was on edge and we were all desperate for housing. 

One day, I spotted an ad on Craigslist for an apartment in the French Quarter that was fully furnished. I called immediately. “Hello. I saw your ad and wanted to know if the property is available?” I asked. “Yes,” the wearied landlord said. “And I have been deluged with requests,” he added. At that point, I decided I needed to play my trump card quickly. “Well, I am really quiet. You see, I am a librarian.” “Really?,” he asked. “Yes,” I said. “And I don’t have any pets and I don’t smoke. And I knit in my spare time,” I added helpfully.  

“Great!, “ the landlord gushed! “I’m going to fax you the paperwork right away! You sound like just the kind of tenant we are looking for. Nice and quiet!” he said. For once, the stereotype of a librarian played in my favor! I didn’t tell him that I also teach bellydance and enjoy skeet shooting with my 20 gauge shotgun named Edna. I figured there was plenty of time for that to come out. And I really am a quiet tenant....honest!

With an apartment finally rented in New Orleans, I packed my apartment and moved on New Year’s Day. My father and his gigantic new red truck acted as my own private moving company.  You won’t believe what happened next...

Be sure to catch the next installment of this article entitled “Amy Goes to New Orleans” coming in the spring issue!

1 For information about Gail Pool, see www.publishersmarketplace.com/members/gailpool/


2 http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/spdest/findadest/parks/balmorhea/
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