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    For the survivors—not just of Katrina,but of every storm this country never named.Your lives matter. Your stories still echo.This is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "It is not the disaster that defines us,but how we rise from what tried to drown us."— Unknown
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​Preface
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This story is fiction, but it is not false.

When Hurricane Katrina tore through the Gulf Coast in August 2005, it didn’t just break levees—it exposed them. It didn’t just flood streets—it revealed what had already been submerged: poverty, racism, neglect, and a government unprepared to protect its most vulnerable citizens.

The Water Will Rise follows one family, the Johnsons, as they try to survive what should never have happened the way it did. Through their eyes, you will see what the cameras didn’t show, what the politicians refused to admit, and what too many Americans were allowed to forget: that tens of thousands of people, mostly poor and mostly Black, were abandoned in their own country, on their own soil.

Though the Johnson family is fictional, their experience is based on hundreds of real ones. I drew from survivor interviews, news archives, government reports, and firsthand accounts to build this narrative—not to exploit the tragedy, but to humanize it. To remind us that behind every statistic was a grandmother who refused to leave her grandbabies, a boy forced to become a man too soon, a girl who gave birth into chaos, and a man trying to outrun his past while the flood swallowed his future.

This novel is not about the hurricane. It’s about what the hurricane revealed. It is a story of loss, yes—but also of survival, of spirit, and of a Black family’s refusal to be erased.

Let the water rise. We’re still here.

— David Moore
Author, The Water Will Rise
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​Chapter 1 – The Heat in the Air
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You ever feel the sky watching you?

Not like sunshine and blue skies, I mean watching you—like something heavy pressing down, waiting to break open. That’s how it felt the last week of August, before the storm came. The air in New Orleans wasn’t just hot, it was thick with something you couldn’t name. Mama said it was just the humidity, but I swear it was more than that. Like the city itself was holding its breath.

I was sitting on our front steps on Desire Street, watching the block. Kids barefoot in the street, chasing a flat football. Miss Inez next door yelling at her man again. Sirens in the distance, not close enough to worry about yet. Everything felt normal, but off. Like a TV with the brightness turned too low. Same picture, but something ain’t right.

Mama came outside with a rag on her shoulder, wiping her hands.

“Boy, you just gonna sit there all day?” she said. “Ain’t no trash gonna take itself out.”

I stood up slow, half-smiling. “Just takin’ a break, Mama.”

“Mmm-hmm. You been takin’ a break since you was born.”

She didn’t mean it mean. That was just Mama—sharp with her mouth, soft with her eyes. She was tough, but she loved us hard. Took care of me, my little sister Kiana, and Kiana’s baby, Jay. All under this raggedy roof held together with duct tape, faith, and a leaky gas stove. Daddy had been gone since I was eight. Kiana’s baby daddy was even less useful.

Uncle Darnell was back, though. Fresh out after three years at Angola. He’d been clean almost six months. I didn’t know whether to be proud or nervous. He’d been helping Mama with repairs—said it was part of his “new walk,” whatever that meant. I wanted to believe him. Mama did. But I kept an eye out just in case.

That day, I remember the news had started mentioning a storm, but nobody panicked. Down here, hurricanes were part of life, like potholes and second lines. We’d heard it all before. We weren’t stupid, but we were broke. There’s a difference.

You hear “evacuate,” but how? You need a car, gas, a place to go, money for a hotel, food. We didn’t have any of that. So when the mayor said, “Prepare to evacuate,” Mama just shook her head and said, “God’ll make a way.”

And maybe He would. But as I stood on the porch that evening, watching the sky go from gold to bruise-colored, I wasn’t so sure.

Something was coming.
And this time, I didn’t think it was gonna pass us by.
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​Chapter 2 – Mama’s House
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Our house was small—two bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen the size of a closet, and floors that creaked like they were whispering secrets under your feet. The kind of place you could walk through in twenty seconds, but somehow it held four generations of us at once.

You could smell fried bologna and Pine-Sol the minute you walked in. A rosary hung on the back of the front door next to a rusted deadbolt. The couch had been reupholstered so many times it looked like a patchwork quilt. That’s where Kiana slept, with Baby Jay curled up beside her most nights.

Kiana was twelve when she got pregnant. Thirteen when she had Jay. She was just fifteen now, still trying to be a kid and a mother at the same time. Sometimes I saw her staring off into space, like her body was in the room but her mind was somewhere far away, a place where she didn’t have spit-up on her shirt and bags under her eyes. But then Jay would giggle, or reach up and touch her face, and I’d see that fire in her come back. She loved that boy like he was the only good thing she’d ever done.

“Where’s Mama?” I asked, dropping the trash bag by the back door.

“She went to Piggly Wiggly to get candles,” Kiana said. “They already outta bottled water.”

I nodded and sat down next to her on the couch. Jay was asleep
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