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By Amy Hale-Janeke



As I mentioned in the last installment of this article, I took a job in New Orleans right before Hurricane Katrina hit the area. After a brief three month detour in Texas, I headed to my new life and new apartment on New Year’s Day, 2006. My semi-retired father offered to come down from Lubbock to Houston to help me move. He had just purchased a new truck and was itching for a road trip.


 He showed up with his truck, which I promptly christened “Clifford the Big Red Truck,” and we started loading it up. While we loaded, Dad groused about girls having too many clothes, but I told him I didn’t take fashion advice from a man who had not purchased new shirts since the Carter administration. 


Dad is a gadget lover and he brought with him two short range walkie-talkies so that we could keep in touch. Since Dad had retired from the police force, he thought it would be best if we used some police codes to keep in touch on the road. “Remember, it’s 10-4 when you understand and 10-12 if you need to go to the bathroom and 10-8 if you want to stop for a meal...” he explained. “Stop,” I said, holding up my hand. “I won’t be able to remember any of that except maybe 10-4. So let’s keep this simple, OK?” Dad reluctantly agreed, muttering about the mental capacity of my generation.  


We put the rest of my stuff in my car, got some iced tea, and headed out towards the Pelican State.  


Once we crossed into Louisiana, Dad and I figured it would only be a couple of hours until we reached New Orleans. After all, it didn’t look that far on the map. I called my new boss Kay at work to announce that we’d be there in a few hours. “Where are you now?” she inquired. “We just crossed the Texas/Louisiana border and are heading towards Lafayette,” I said. “We should be there in couple of hours!” I said brightly. 


“Um...I hate to tell you this but you are more than a few hours from New Orleans,” Kay said. “Try about six to seven.” 


“Oh,” I said. We had already been driving about three hours and I knew that another six wouldn’t sit well with me or Dad. “We will just find a place to stop and get some sleep and we’ll head into the city tomorrow,” I told Kay.


That was a fine idea, except that every hotel west of New Orleans was sold out. Packed. Stuffed. Overflowing.. Displaced people were living in them and that meant that those of us crazy enough to go towards New Orleans were looking at sleeping in our car.


Luckily, my sister is a computer whiz and never far from her CrackBerry (whoops I mean BlackBerry). I called her and asked her to find us a room anywhere west of New Orleans. She did some searching and announced that she found exactly one hotel room, a non-smoking double at a Best Western on the west side of Lafayette. I told her to snap it up and that we’d be pulling into their parking lot in about 30 minutes. 


About half an hour later, we pulled in and our reservation was confirmed and waiting for us. We parked the truck and my car in front of the office and hoped that no one wanted to steal eight containers full of clothes and books. Dad and I were both so exhausted that we went to bed about 8 p.m. I remember thinking right before I fell asleep that if anyone stole my containers, I hoped they were tall so the clothes wouldn’t go to waste. 


The next day as we continued our eastward journey, we started seeing firsthand the hallmarks of Hurricanes Rita and Katrina. Trees were blown over, billboard signs were twisted or in splinters, and houses and businesses were boarded up or had collapsed. It was a sobering sight to see as I headed toward my new home.


We pulled into New Orleans around noon the next day and really got an up close view of the new New Orleans.  From the Interstate, we saw an ocean of blue FEMA tarps on roofs. Some houses looked relatively undamaged while others were barely standing. And some places just had slabs were houses had been before Katrina.


As we exited the Interstate, we saw thousands of abandoned cars under the overpasses. The cars had been left by those fleeing the flooding after the storm. Most of the cars we saw were dirty and smelled awful as they and they had marinated in canal water and chemicals for a couple of weeks. You could almost feel the desperation of these people as they struggled to get to higher ground and safety.


As we approached the French Quarter, Dad called on the radio. “Girl, this place looks like it took a whupping,” he said. I looked around at the crumbling buildings, plywood-covered windows, and piles of debris lining the street and replied “10-4.” 


Turning onto Esplanade, the street that forms the eastern border of the French Quarter, we saw another Katrina leftover - indecipherable numbers and symbols spray painted on the houses by rescue teams. Some of them had phrases like “dog OK” or “none found” but some of them had more ominous sayings like “1 body.” 


We turned onto the street leading to my new home and Dad slowed to a crawl. There wasn’t much traffic out on the street even though it was the middle of a work day. Dad leaned out of Clifford the Big Red Truck and drawled, “Honey, them streets look too narrow for me to park my truck.”  I looked down the street and noted that he was correct. Due to its historical nature, the streets in the French Quarter are unusually narrow. However, it seemed that most current residents got over that problem by simply parking on the sidewalk. 


“Just pull up on the sidewalk and we’ll unload. It shouldn’t take long,” I replied. We pulled up on the sidewalk to my new apartment and looked at the unimpressive front gate. As we entered the gate, though, we walked down through a side passage that opened onto a beautiful courtyard complete with a sparkling clean pool.


“Cool!” I said, thinking of future afternoons lying by the pool or swimming. Of course, since it was January, it was only 50 degrees outside so I wasn’t inclined to take a dip right away.

But looking back, that entrance was a metaphor for what I was seeing in New Orleans. 


Most of the houses and businesses looked damaged or run-down, but sometimes when you turned a corner, you would find a beautiful courtyard. Other times, you’d find the debris of someone’s life in a huge trash pile. 


After we unloaded the truck, Dad and I climbed the rickety wooden steps to my apartment and opened the door. It was just as advertised. However, up close I could see the fine details that the photo on the Web didn’t show. Like the fact that the apartment was decorated circa 1970s garage sale. The carpet was a hideous gold shag and the pictures on the walls were a bizarre hodgepodge of paintings of ladies in ball gowns, old maps, sketches of houses, and poor quality reproductions of some Van Gogh pieces. The sofa pattern inspired vertigo and the kitchen table was barely holding together. 


However, it was clean, had a bed and a sofa and a kitchen, and most important of all, the Holy Grail of apartments- a washer/dryer unit. Granted, it was a small unit, capable of washing perhaps one pair of pants and some socks, but it meant that I wouldn’t have to haul my laundry up and down my shaky and probably-soon-to-collapse steps.


Dad came in and gave it the parental once over, making sure that all the windows and doors had locks and other such things that dads look for when they know they are going to leave their firstborn child in a city that has one of the highest murder rates in the country. Not to mention the looting that went on after Katrina. As Dad said, “It’s enough to give your poor old Dad heartburn.”


After we unloaded, we went for a walk around my neighborhood. We saw some people on the street and in the bar. Dad used his powers of observation to lean down and say, “Amy, where are all the women?” At that moment, we spied a window display featuring several Ken dolls in prom dresses. “Does that answer your question?” I said to Dad as I pointed. 


It seems that unbeknownst to me, my apartment was across the “Lavender Line” in the Quarter and I was deep in rainbow territory. That was fine with me as I have always enjoyed shopping at gay-friendly businesses and socializing in mixed gay/straight clubs. So I was glad to know that I had an apartment in the cool part of the French Quarter. 


Dad was relieved for a different reason. “Well, I guess I don’t have to worry about you getting raped in this part of town,” he said slowly. “But you might want to watch out for people who might mug you for your purse or shoes,” he said in all seriousness.  Good ‘ole Dad, always watching out for me. 


Once we figured out where the neighborhood grocery store and post office were located, we headed back towards Clifford. The diesel V-8 engine growled to life and we headed out towards my new job site so I could get my passcard for the parking garage and employee entrance. 


We parked on a side street and went into the courthouse. My new bosses and colleagues greeted both of us as long lost friends. We got the grand tour and I was shown to my new office. Yes, a real office! With a door! At that moment, I knew I was going to love this job. 


We left Clifford at the court parking garage and Dad and I headed home. I had no trouble finding parking in the French Quarter, which I now realize was another effect of Katrina.


That night, Dad and I walked down to Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville to test the local food and libations. We were not disappointed and it was a good thing we walked to the restaurant from my apartment as the margaritas at Margaritaville are strong enough to strip paint. 


After a couple of these paint strippers, I overcame my natural shyness and started chatting with our food server, Doug. Dad and I were the only people in Margaritaville so I guess he didn’t feel pressured to zip off to check on another table. Doug sat down with us at our table and filled me in on the role of alcohol in New Orleanian society. Doug said that he evacuated to Austin during Katrina and was told by three people that he had a drinking problem. Doug was not concerned. “They just didn’t grow up in New Orleans,” he said with a wink. “Besides, after Katrina it’s a good idea to drink to kill off any bad bacteria in the drinking water.” The man had a point. 


So that was my introduction to New Orleans. I was living in a 1970s era apartment in the gay part of town on a street where the sidewalks were fair game for parking and people killed the bacteria in the water by ingesting large quantities of alcohol. 


On the other hand, my workplace was great! I now had a job in a beautiful building with very nice colleagues and bosses doing work that I loved. So it all balanced out. 


However, getting to New Orleans was just half the battle. The other half came in learning the local customs. 


For example, the Friday before Martin Luther King day I was at the reference desk. Some of my colleagues stopped by to chat and got into a discussion over who was going to bring the King cake. “Oh, that is so nice that you have a birthday cake for Martin Luther King!” I said. “But aren’t we off next Monday for the holiday? Wouldn’t it be better to wait and have the cake on Tuesday?” 


My office mates looked at me like I was smoking crack. “Uh, what are you talking about?” they said. “The King cake,” I replied. “Isn’t that what you are talking about?” I asked. “Yes. But it has nothing to do with Martin Luther King,” they said.


Turns out that “king cake” is an iced, bread-like cake that is sold in the weeks leading up to and through Mardi Gras day (known as “carnival”). Most cakes feature a plastic baby Jesus or other small token that is inserted somewhere in the cake. Whoever gets that item in their slice of cake has to buy the next king cake. And since there are about six weeks in the carnival season, there is usually at least one king cake purchased per week. 


 “Do people ever accidentally swallow the token?” I asked. “Only if they are too cheap to buy the next cake,” was the answer. As I was pondering this new custom and looking it up on the web to make sure they weren’t trying to play a joke on me, my associates wheeled out a small plastic Christmas tree. 


“What are you doing? Christmas is already over,” I asked cautiously, now aware that things are done differently in this part of the world.  “It’s the Mardi Gras tree,” said one colleague placidly as he started winding Mardi Gras beads around the tree and placing porcelain masks on it.  “Oh is that what that is. Wow, it looked like a Christmas tree to me,” I replied. “That’s because you are not from here,” was the gentle reply. How true. 


And don’t even get me started on the foreign words I have had to learn, such as lagniappe. It is a word frequently used by people here in Louisiana and I had to have it spelled for me and then explained to me as well. It’s “a little something extra,” like a thirteenth donut thrown in free when you buy a dozen. 


Needless to say, I have had some culture shock as I adjust to life in New Orleans, but I am grateful for my patient coworkers and bosses who are coaching me through the finer points of life in my new home state. 


My husband recently arrived to live here with me after finishing his teaching contract in California. We are now living in a town home far away from the Quarter which allows us to have our two dogs with us. I am looking forward to explaining the new customs to Erik, just as soon as I have figured them all out myself.

