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Introduction


Katrina tore up lives as well as landscapes. A city below sea level was churned suddenly and convulsively by the hurricane that struck New Orleans in late August 2005. Rich people died along with the indigent. The pricey homes of the professional classes, both black and white, were destroyed, as were rickety cottages owned or rented by the poor. Millionaires and high-flying politicians were undone by Katrina, while other survivors found opportunity in the ruins of the city. That did not make Katrina an “equal opportunity destroyer,” as some hastened to call it. Poor blacks did disproportionately more of the dying. And as the engines of recovery creaked into gear, people of means enjoyed advantages that had been theirs all along.

There is a comforting fatalism in thinking of Katrina as a natural disaster, or as God’s will—whether that God is seen as a wrathful deity visiting retribution on a famously hedonistic part of the world or as the savior who once again spared New Orleans.

Katrina was an unnatural disaster—unnatural in its scale and destructiveness, but also unnatural in the sense that it was not limited causally to the forces of nature, to weather and geography and tides. (Of course, in an age of ominously rising temperatures and oceans, it may be that nothing about the weather is entirely a natural phenomenon anymore. I leave that debate to more knowledgeable writers.)

Both in its destructiveness—most of it tied to flooding—and throughout the early phases of the recovery that are part of the story chronicled in this book, Katrina has been essentially a man-made disaster. The levees that failed New Orleans were artifacts that, as much as the ruin of a Maya temple or the Great Wall of China, reflected the dreams and skills and politics of the society that built them. The relief effort and the recovery now under way have been only more obviously a manifestation of human agency—at a particular time and place in the lengthening history of a still-powerful nation.

Katrina taught us much about ourselves here in southeast Louisiana. It taught the rest of America a bit about Louisiana. This book is a skein of stories—about heroes, rogues, dreamers, doers—tangled together in the way that Katrina tangled the lives of its victims and survivors. But as a whole, these stories provide a lesson for America about itself. Because, for all that New Orleans lays claim to eccentric ways and a special place in our culture, it is at heart an American city, a great American city now testing the greatness of America to save it—for and from itself.

         

JED HORNE

New Orleans

April 2006
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Children with Bad Timing

THE WHITE HOUSE HAD DEMANDED ALL ALONG THAT LOUISIANA DEVELOP a single set of priorities and a single board or agency that could speak for the state with a single voice—a reasonable enough request, it might have seemed, and one that Louisiana would be quick to honor, given the billions of dollars riding on the administration’s pleasure. Not so. Even before Don Powell was named federal coordinator and began ending his e-mails with the mantra “One voice, one commission,” there were enough official voices holding forth on urgent themes to form a choir, and not a particularly melodious one. The competing noisemakers ranged from levee boards to the mayor’s commission to the Louisiana Recovery Authority that Governor Blanco had set up. Tuning out the cacophony, Powell turned his good ear to the LRA and left it to Blanco’s panel to tame the levee boards and deal with whatever good ideas—or political imbroglios—Nagin’s group coughed up.

But even when unanimity on aspects of Louisiana’s agenda had been achieved, Washington could get squirrelly. A Category 5 storm defense had been at the top of every list, and yet by year’s end, Washington had committed only to studying the possibility of building a modern flood-control system. When the congressional delegation from Louisiana threw itself behind the Baker Bill—as a framework within which to rebuild, and in some cases relocate, flooded neighborhoods—the White House balked, and a measure that had seemed headed for passage expired with the congressional session that ended with the new year. Well, it would be tweaked and taken up in the next Congress, the Louisiana delegation reassured itself and the folks back home, not yet fully aware how deeply the Bush camp despised the measure. For one thing, it set up a federal bureaucracy to do what the Bush credo held that markets would do better. An underlying problem seemed to be that the bill, essentially a mechanism for compensating homeowners for their losses, was too even-handed. The Bush people wanted to draw a punishing distinction between homeowners who had or hadn’t carried flood insurance. If you lived in a floodplain and didn’t participate in the federal insurance program, then you deserved your losses. If you lived outside the flood zones, well, maybe that entitled you to some consideration.

Louisiana was outraged. The levee system that had failed was federal. For that matter, so were the floodplain maps that had proved completely unreliable as those levees collapsed and almost the entire city filled with water. But the administration held its ground. The biggest problem was that the bill’s cost structure was potentially open-ended. The numbers were all wrong. By late January, it was clear that the Baker Bill was on life support, but its author and Governor Blanco still clung to hope that they could keep Bush’s people from yanking the plug. At a press conference, the Louisianans laid out some numbers of their own. The state’s housing costs were not infinite, but parity with Mississippi would require $12 billion in community development block grants, not the $8 billion then on the table. And as for those out of the floodplain who’d lost their houses anyway, well, there were twenty thousand of them. More to the point, Blanco and Baker declared that they would not even take the ribbon off a federal package that had nothing for the uninsured. The impasse looked to be intractable.

By coincidence, that same day, LRA vice chair Walter Isaacson settled down to lunch in the West Wing with Al Hubbard, Bush’s closest economic adviser. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t an LRA lunch. Isaacson’s range of interests as head of the Aspen Institute gave him plenty of other things to talk about with Hubbard. But when Karl Rove ambled by, the political fortunes of the Baker Bill cropped up in conversation, and it became suddenly very clear to Isaacson that the bill was well and truly dead. Rove would have nothing to do with it. All right. “Then what’s the alternative?” Isaacson wanted to know. From the conversation that followed, Isaacson came away with the sense that money probably could be found to boost the per-household compensation to Mississippi levels. The disparity, with Blanco invoking it so regularly, had to be an embarrassment even to an administration that liked to reward its political allies, and Mississippi governor Haley Barbour was decidedly part of the “in” crowd. But if Louisiana wanted some kind of Baker Bill–style recovery corporation to pay off homeowners and then sell or hold their property for redevelopment, well, Louisiana should set that up at the state level. The administration liked to think it was in the business of paring down the federal bureaucracy, not adding to it.

Isaacson had high regard for Blanco. Let others call her indecisive. For Isaacson, the greatest value of having Blanco at the head of Louisiana government just then was that she was an honest politician—if that wasn’t a contradiction in terms—and she was sufficiently aware of the gravity of the moment to be willing to look beyond purely partisan self-interest. As proof that she was not just playing politics in the tried and true fashion of the Louisiana way, Isaacson needed to look no further than her decision against peopling the LRA with cronies or representatives of special interests to whom she might have felt a need to pander. Isaacson, for one, had never met the woman, hadn’t even spoken with her, when she called out of the blue and asked him to join. Her reasons for turning to Isaacson were straightforward enough: She wanted a Louisianan with clout in Washington, she said—and it wasn’t clear whether John Breaux, the formidable ex-senator turned lobbyist would be available. And in approaching Xavier University president Norman Francis to chair the board, she had turned to a black Louisianan utterly beyond reproach. “Putting Norman Francis on the board made it clear that it was not going to be politics as usual,” Isaacson said.

Some of the same thinking had shaped her approach to the legislative session. Rather than setting an agenda with maximum partisan appeal, she had been encouraged by the LRA to stick to key ideas that would be the clearest expression of post-Katrina reform: levee board consolidation, the streamlining of New Orleans’s government, creation of a program for housing recovery. “Maybe it was bad advice,” Isaacson would muse as the second emergency legislative session entered its final hours, with the key parts of the Blanco agenda still on the ropes, “but it was the correct thing to do, in my humble opinion.”

Isaacson’s opinions were not always humble ones, but they had propelled him to considerable success as a journalist and pundit, and now, at the Aspen Institute, made him something of an impresario in the world of men and women with big ideas. From early jobs as a reporter in New Orleans, he had gone on to Time magazine, where his major books on establishment figures ranging from Averell Harriman and his circle to Henry Kissinger had landed Isaacson the managing editorship at a tender age. Before taking charge of the Aspen Institute and its worldwide network of conferences and publications, Isaacson had served a stint as top dog at CNN.

One of his opinions that didn’t fly far at all was a formula
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Failure Is Not an Option

CONSOLIDATED LEVEE BOARDS WERE A FINE THING. NOW ALL THAT WAS needed were some levees. As the calendar page flipped and January became February, the official onset of the 2006 hurricane season was exactly one hundred twenty days away. Whippet-thin, his reddish orange hair cropped so close to his balding scalp you wondered why he didn’t just take a razor and be done with it, Col. Lewis F. Setliff III began that last day of January as he began most days, with a four-thirty AM jog through dark streets. Very dark. Fully half the city streetlamps were still out, as were the traffic lights. But at least the debris piles had been mostly cleared away in the downtown area. If only something could be done about the wrecked cars. Casualties of the flood, their upholstery rotting, their sides and windows still coated in the weird whitish gray brine that had once coated houses, shrubs, trees, and everything else across the city’s huge floodplain, the cars had been hauled under overpasses and long stretches of elevated expressways, giving the areas the look of ghost parking lots. Just why Mayor Nagin continued to dicker with contracts that should have removed them months earlier was one of the mysteries of municipal politics, but none of a military man’s business.

It was a scattered existence for Setliff, the officer tapped by the army corps to rebuild the area’s horribly degraded levee system—a billion-dollar task even if it just meant mending the system that had failed, and so far that’s all Congress had authorized. Tuesday: New Orleans; Wednesday: Destin, Florida. A talk with corps brass meant a trip to Washington. Research specific to the levee reconstruction project was funneled, like the continent’s mightiest river, through Vicksburg, Mississippi, the corps’ regional command post and the location of the world’s most sophisticated flood-control laboratories. Setliff’s home just then was St. Louis, where the long-suffering Mrs. Setliff was decorating her seventh residence in ten years. She had joined her husband in New Orleans for Christmas. Well, Christmas in a flood-ravaged city might not have been everyone’s idea of a holiday dream come true, but at least they were together—not something that had happened with much regularity during another of Setliff’s recent missions, the fifteen months he’d spent commanding combat engineers in Iraq. On Christmas Day, he took Lizabeth out to see the Seventeenth Street Canal breach. Unexpectedly, the place was mobbed; disaster tourism had picked up with the holidays, and, to the disgust of residents trying to resurrect their homes, Bellaire Drive was a parade of crawling cars and gawking pedestrians. Setliff ordered the site sealed. There were liability issues to consider as well as common decency.

Bringing Lizabeth to New Orleans for a firsthand look at the devastation had recommended itself to Setliff as the best way for her to understand the challenge he faced and the ungodly amount of time he was going to have to devote to an almost impossible task. Except there would be no calling it impossible. Not even with one hundred sixty-nine miles of levee to repair, some sixty contracts to monitor, millions of cubic yards of soil to dig from borrow pits all over the Gulf South.

It was inconceivable that every aspect of this monumental undertaking would be finished by June first. It was likewise inconceivable that Colonel Setliff would publicly countenance the possibility of not finishing by June first. “Failure is not an option.” That was one of his mantras. Another: “The strategy is part of the solution.” That failure was not an option was easy enough to understand. Just how the strategy and the solution converged might take a little longer for the uninitiated to grasp.

His predawn jog completed, Setliff poked some sustenance—but not much—into his skeletal frame, and shortly was clomping in high-gloss black combat boots around the offices of Task Force Guardian, as the levee reconstruction mission was known. The corps had taken over two floors in the Federal Reserve Bank’s heavily fortified redoubt off Poydras Street in New Orleans’s central business district, and it was here that Setliff had based a staff of 183 that ranged from lawyers to engineers to graphic artists and communications specialists. He was an improbable warrior, if brawn and stolid thinking figured into your preconception of the breed. Setliff was as cerebral as he was scrawny. His drivers were accustomed to his paging silently through a sheaf of documents as he was bustled by SUV from one site inspection to the next and on through meetings and interviews and more meetings. His day rarely ended before eight or nine at night and often, as in the upcoming meeting in Destin with engineering firms eager for an army corps contract, went on far longer than that.

There was a time, well before Setliff’s career began, when the army corps had truly commanded an army, and to order up a bridge or a levee or a dam was to stir that army to action. Budgetary constraints and the congressional yen to give constituent engineers and contractors a piece of the action had changed all that. Now the work was outsourced almost entirely, and the commander’s role adjusted accordingly. Setliff was one of just three uniformed personnel among the 186 people on the Task Force Guardian payroll, not to mention the hundreds more private-sector employees working for some forty contractors. Even staring down the barrel of the June first deadline, the preponderance of civilians made the colonel less the lion tamer he might have been, with a horde of soldiers under his command, than a herder of alley cats.

Out of respect for the vestiges of the old order inherent in his camo duds and spit-and-polish boots, site supervisors hopped-to when Setliff arrived unannounced, but the crack of his whip was muffled. Because the initial round of contracts was designed on the fly and subject to continuing modifications, except in the case of the one to gate the plugged drainage canals, it had been impossible to build in the monetary performance incentives that sometimes inspire the private sector to extra effort. Setliff was instead reduced to cajolery and hand-holding. That might seem to have required more psychology than engineering science of the West Point grad. But knowing whose hand needed holding and when to give it a sharp squeeze required weekly, even daily, monitoring of the contractors’ performances, and that in turn meant knowing the technical aspects of every challenge they faced. Hence the constant flow of paperwork and the briefing from the colonel’s immediate underlings as his driver cut through floodgates and delivered him to a scene of toppled flood walls or thrumming sheet pile hammers.

One stopover that morning was a site along the Industrial Canal where water had surged over the flood wall that rose an extra few feet above the top of the levee. As it had cascaded down the landward side of the flood wall, the water had dashed and eroded the levee soils on which it fell. Elsewhere along the Industrial Canal, that process—the engineers called it scouring—was implicated in the outright collapse of the flood wall and the breach that had devastated the Lower Ninth Ward. Setliff noted with satisfaction that trenching had been completed preparatory to laying down a concrete splash pad to catch the spillover—just the sort of thing Bob Bea said should have been there all along, a simple improvement that would have saved a city. But as Setliff’s entourage prepared to leave the site, Setliff had a terse question: “The trees?”

The inner banks of the canal were lined with them: good-size trees, thirty and forty feet high, trees that clearly had been growing for years in blatant violation of maintenance rules—corks in the levee wall just waiting for a high wind or raging water to pop them. It was not Setliff’s job to critique the performance of his good friends on the Orleans levee board, the people responsible for maintenance after the corps built a levee. He was there to make New Orleans flood-proof, insofar as time and money allowed. The aide in charge of this particular section of levee rehabilitation hastened to assure the colonel that the trees would be gone, and it was certain that if they still stood there the next time the colonel made one of his biweekly visits, the tone of the discussion would be somewhat less mellow.

At another site along the Industrial Canal, fast by a cluster of shredded warehouses and rusting derricks, the issue was not trees—there being little likelihood that even a weed could crop up in such a moonscape—but sheet piling. Long H-shaped girders had arrived on schedule and had been hammered into the ground at an angle to the flood wall that they would soon support. It was a design that had proved far more stable than the I-shaped walls that had toppled on the Seventeenth Street and London Avenue canals as well as along the Industrial Canal. But the flat sheets that were meant to be driven some sixty feet into the ground as a barrier against seepage had yet to materialize, and the work was falling behind schedule. “We’re fighting it, sir, to be honest with you,” the subcontractor confessed.

At another site, the flat sheets had arrived; it was another type of sheeting, the H-piles, that were wanting. One contractor was going gangbusters with his flat sheets; another had managed to hammer less than a hundred linear feet of piling into the ground, during a two-week interval that should have seen three times as much progress. The problem was that the piles, which locked together like tongue-and-groove planks, were seizing up belowground and, in some cases, peeling apart as they were hammered. The contractor had brought on-site a crane with a heavier hammer, but it had proved to be too big for flat piles; it had a tendency to smash, not sink, them. The contractor was asking for a design modification—and an adjusted budget—that would permit him to use more rigid and more costly Z-shaped piles. The matter was to be attended to at an engineering review meeting later in the week.

Meanwhile, Setliff had a question: Had any thought been given to staffing the job twenty-four hours a day? In his mild-mannered way, Setliff had cracked a whip. Working around the clock was an option, but expensive for contractors, due to overtime and nighttime pay differentials. Setliff could strongly encourage it, though he did not feel comfortable demanding it. In this instance, the on-site supervisor seemed adroit at fending off the colonel. Of course he understood that going to twenty-four hours might become necessary, the supervisor said. They were considering it. “But the men, sir, don’t feel it’s safe to drive pile at night.” And Setliff, who did not complete a site visit without asking about safety precautions, knew to back off—for the time being.

And if the contractor didn’t solve his problems and get the job back on track? Setliff’s options were limited. He could reduce the scope of the contractor’s work and bring in “additional resources” to make up for the shortcomings, Setliff said. At the least a mitigation strategy would be requested, one that would draw attention to the contractor’s shortcomings and propose how to bring the site back up to speed. But Setliff shunned rule by terror. “We’re out here to make our contractors successful,” he said, adding that the corps had no intention of “infringing on their right to a reasonable profit.”

For all the tension caused by the deadlines he—and the impending hurricane season—had imposed on Task Force Guardian, Setliff radiated a contagious calm. He was given to bland understatement of the extraordinary circumstances in which he found himself. “I have no problem getting up every morning coming to work,” he said of the maniacal focus required in his every waking hour. “We can’t let this happen again.” Aides said dawn’s jogger was generally still at work when they called it quits and slipped out of their offices in the Federal Reserve building late in the evening. Setliff credited others on the task force with similar zeal, so much so that he sometimes had to hose them down. “I tell them this is a marathon, not a sprint,” Setliff said. “I worry about them working too much. I have to keep an eye on them.” If that level of dedication was not universal among government bureaucrats, Setliff readily understood why Task Force Guardian personnel, the bulk of them local to the area, were an exception. “They live behind these levees themselves,” he said.

The collegial spirit in which he worked did not extend much past the doors to the Federal Reserve. As the public face of Task Force Guardian, Setliff had grown accustomed to media interviews that shaded over into browbeatings. What did the colonel have to say of reports that the contractors were just scooping up sandy muck at the site of the failed Mr. Go levees and heaping it back into place—a recipe for certain failure. “It’s simply not true,” Setliff insisted before launching into an explanation of the way the sand, on-site, was being segregated out from the good sticky clays, which were then cured to make sure the moisture content was not too high.

Privately, Setliff could be mordant on the subject of the much-maligned Mississippi River Gulf Outlet, the shipping shortcut vilified by politicians and the press as a “hurricane highway” funneling water into the heart of the city. “If you have a two-hundred-seventy-mile-wide hurricane coming from east to west, when it reaches Gulf Outlet, that surge is not going to take a left turn and get funneled,” said Setliff. The surge simply washed away everything in its path as it swept over St. Bernard Parish and into eastern New Orleans, he was convinced. “But this is New Orleans,” Setliff added, with a wink, “they could have smart water.”

How was it possible, a TV reporter with one of the big network news shows demanded, that the corps, five months after the biggest engineering failure in U.S. history, still could not say exactly what had gone wrong? And what was the point of building the levees to “pre-Katrina” strength when pre-Katrina had proved so catastrophically inadequate? And how could you not conclude that the corps-designed flood system was a fiasco, given that the levees collapsed in a storm that was barely at Category 3 strength when it passed over New Orleans?

The colonel’s answers were honed through repetition. Levee failures were very complex processes and Setliff was not one to jump to conclusions before all the data were in, he would say—a thinly veiled reference to some of the corps’ quick-to-jump detractors in the scientific community. As for recreating the levees that failed: That’s all Congress had authorized the corps to do. The answer to the third question depended on Setliff’s mood. The so-called standard project hurricane, the hypothetical storm against which the corps measured the flood defenses it had begun building in the post-Betsy environment of the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s, did not correlate exactly with the storm-size lingo that had come into general use. People spoke of the standard project hurricane, the storm the New Orleans levees were meant to survive, as roughly equivalent to a fast-moving Category 3 storm. But the categories related to wind speeds, while levees were damaged by surging water. Sometimes Setliff took a stab at it and tried to explain to the uninitiated how the intricacies of storm surge and wave action could be more destructive in certain Category 2 storms than they would be under Category 4 winds in a cyclone of smaller radius than Katrina. Other times Setliff just smiled and played the good ol’ boy: “At the end of the day, it was just a real big storm.”

Just how big, and exactly why it had proved so astonishingly destructive to New Orleans, was the province of the longhairs drawn from a spectrum of universities and research specialties under the aegis of the corps’ Interagency Performance Evaluation Task Force, or IPET. To lead IPET, the corps had turned to Ed Link, who put in thirty-four years as head of the corps’ brain trust, the Waterways Experimental Station, at Vicksburg, before settling into semi-retirement in 2002 as a professor at the University of Maryland. Yes, it was a question of the corps investigating itself, but IPET’s work was under simultaneous peer review by a team assembled by the American Society of Civil Engineers. And of course the independent NSF team under Berkeley’s Ray Seed was a competitive challenge sure to keep everyone on their toes.

Link was a folksy, avuncular man who during his decades in Vicksburg had kept his three kids busy by setting up a youth soccer league that had threaded small towns together throughout Mississippi. He was also a competitor with much more than an armchair interest in the outcome of the investigation he was overseeing. Human lives were at stake and so were scientific reputations, which is why he had had no trouble whatsoever in recruiting a cadre of engineers who saw themselves as every bit the rival of the Beas and the Seeds and the van Heerdens of the world.

The competition was not less than fierce, but Link flatly rejected the notion that van Heerden had been set up by the corps or anybody else when the sheet pilings pulled at the Seventeenth Street Canal threw the LSU team’s sonar readings into question. “That’s just crazy,” Link expostulated during a conversation about IPET’s probe of the levee failures. “There were more lawyers running around there than there are shrimp in Louisiana,” Link quipped, harking back to the December morning when the pilings were pulled. “No way it could have been staged.” But as Link went on with his story, it became clear that there was at least as much theatrics as deductive science behind that day’s proceedings. Link in fact had used the same sonar testing team and had been about to go public with data identical to van Heerden’s Team Louisiana findings when he got a call from the corps telling him that he might want to wait until the sheet pilings had been pulled. Sonar did not yield black-and-white results; you had to know how to interpret the readings. At first Link was indignant. Data was data, and he was going to air his no matter how disturbing. Revisions, if required, could follow. But the tipster from the corps had gone on to make a case persuasive enough to give Link pause. Somehow the same effort was not expended to spare van Heerden embarrassment.

Even knowing that sonar readings can be tricky, Link said his team was sufficiently startled by the outcome to have gone and pulled a few extra piles, just to be sure they matched what the corps had shown the press that day. And he tried to get the LSU team to point IPET to the piles that van Heerden’s readings had shown were truncated. “We got zero sharing out of them,” Link said. He assumed the state attorney general, Team Louisiana’s sponsor, had put the kibosh on an exchange of information in case it came to litigation.

“I have yet to see a villain in all this,” Link said, “unless it’s the way our society has dealt with hurricane protection in the past; it’s been based too much on economics.” Walter Baumy, Setliff’s chief engineer, likewise said he had seen no evidence of specific culpability, of individuals “acting irresponsibly.” But neither man denied the gravity of the disaster. “It’s sort of like coming onto a car wreck,” Link said of the forensic investigation he headed. “You can certainly see that there was a car wreck and it’s really bad. But it’s hard to just look at mangled metal and tell what happened. What started the car accident? Did brakes fail or was it somebody on the cell phone?”

In its search for an exact understanding of the levee failures, IPET had gone so far as to build a 1:40 scale model of the Seventeenth Street, London Avenue, and Industrial canals in a huge metal warehouse at the army corps’ hydrology lab at Vicksburg. The models—levee banks, peaty subsoils, flood walls, bridges, brackish water, and all—were soon to be subjected to computer-generated wave and surge action identical to the forces that had overpowered the real-world canals. “Most people just play around with surge,” Link said. “We’ve gone to great pains to build a hydrodynamic model that follows the storm right into the structures that failed, because the real transformation of surge and waves happens when you get into shallow water.”

Simultaneously, IPET was doing numerical modeling at the highest degree of resolution available to any of the teams. Higher even than LSU’s? Higher than LSU’s, Link said, while noting that the LSU models were for forecasting, not hindsight analysis. But Link had no lack of respect for the LSU research. In particular, he said he had found their stopped-clock data extremely helpful, the moment timepieces stopped working being a fairly strong indicator of the exact minute when flooding overwhelmed a house. “That’s the best information available on when the breaches occurred,” Link said. “If levees breached before the storm reached its peak, then using peak forces is not a very accurate way of understanding their behavior.”

Link had a hunch that in one respect his simulations might provide data that would disappoint those in the corps who wanted to believe that the levee failures could be blamed on uniquely vigorous wave action in excess of what the flood system was designed to handle. More likely it was going to turn out that the low-lying bridges near the mouths of the drainage canals had knocked the stuffing out of surging waves before they reached the flood wall sections that failed.

Setliff, leery as he was of critics who jumped to conclusions without complete data sets, had not been able to wait for IPET’s deep analysis to be completed, no more than he could have tolerated the year or so it usually took the corps to design a major piece of infrastructure, a levee for instance. Instead, even before the corps had succeeded in “dewatering” New Orleans, first after Katrina and then again after Rita, Setliff put people in helicopters and had them scanning the hundreds of miles of levee with LIDAR, a radar-like device that used laser beams instead of radio waves to determine the height of what was still standing. “A fifteen reading, you had a pretty good idea the levee was intact. If it read zero, well…” And indeed, for mile after mile, the readings on submerged levees out along the Intracoastal Waterway and the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet were in the zero range. Setliff’s engineers married those readings to handwritten notes they took from the air, and began guesstimating the scope and cost of the work they urgently needed to put under contract if there was to be any chance of finishing by June.

The estimates proved notably accurate, Setliff was pleased to say. The aggregate cost of the work he hoped to finish by June first: $700 million, with another $600 million available for tasks that would be completed later in the season. Chief among the later projects was—as Bob Bea and Ray Seed would be pleased to note—a belated decision to “armor” the banks of the levees with rock or concrete or possibly even a high-tech fabric version of the water-shedding reed mats that were a traditional part of levee construction and maintenance a hundred or more years ago. The challenge in armoring levees was to find a way to do it that allowed for them to be built up again after the fresh clays had settled or after the land beneath had further subsided under the levees’ weight—subsidence being an ongoing process throughout southeast Louisiana. And of course, if Congress ever ordered up a Category 5 defense, one certain task would be to make the levees higher still. Much of what IPET was doing was too theoretical to be of immediate use to Setliff and company, though it could be immensely relevant if it came to building that Category 5 defense. But IPET studies that revealed where the flood barrier was susceptible to particularly strong assault by surge and rainfall flooding were already being used as a guide in determining where, on a limited budget, to armor the levees, Link said.

         

OCTOBER FOURTH WAS NOT OTHERWISE A MEMORABLE DAY DURING THE ALTOGETHER unforgettable New Orleans storm season of 2005, but it was the day that Dean Equipment Company, working a site out along the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet in St. Bernard Parish, had turned the first sod for Task Force Guardian. The LIDAR scannings had been followed by what was for Setliff without doubt the darkest hour of his sojourn in New Orleans: the nerve-racking and frustrating wait before he could put boots—and dozers—on the ground and begin construction. Cheers had gone up among Setliff’s inner circle as Dean’s heavy equipment began to rumble, and the colonel, for the first time in a while, began to breathe again. Four months later, and with four months to go, a million cubic yards of soil had been moved into place at the sites where it would be compacted into levees, a heroic undertaking that had required excavating scores of borrow pits and an armada of trucks so enormous they had threatened to turn the state highways to rubble. But a million cubic yards was only a quarter of what the job was going to require.

With one hundred twenty days until storm season, Setliff’s official posture was unchanged: The deadline would be met.

“We’re on the right glide path for all this coming together,” Setliff said to a site supervisor toward the end of his tour of Industrial Canal reconstruction work, “but we may have to pull the trigger and go to twenty-four hours.” As he chatted amiably with Alan Darouse, Cajun Construction’s man on the ground, Setliff had no reason to know or care that he was a stone’s throw from the wreckage of the Lamanche Street camelback that had been home to Patrina Peters, her parents, and her kids. And the young man silently moving waist-high orange traffic cones from one part of the work site to another was a Lower Ninth Ward neighbor of hers, for whom the fifteen dollars an hour that Cajun Construction was paying day laborers was better money than could be imagined in any other legal enterprise that had come his way.

Inspections completed and with a two-thirty PM meeting scheduled back downtown, Setliff was striding across the dusty, debris-filled grounds of a cement plant struggling back to life along the Industrial Canal. What’s this, Setliff asked, cocking his chin toward a car-size chunk of Styrofoam that had washed up onto the grounds. On inspection, it turned out to be a giant elephant’s head, the trunk broken off and lying alongside it. “Mardi Gras, sir,” an aide advised the colonel. And for a few seconds of inscrutable silence in a city long since inured to the surreal, the commander of Task Force Guardian stood in silent contemplation of his commander in chief’s party mascot.

At the midafternoon meeting with his in-house staff, Setliff studied charts color-coded to establish the status of nine major contracts for rebuilding the St. Bernard levees. Two of them were colored blue for “project completed,” the jobs for preparation of the levee foundation and borrow pit, which had been let to Dean Equipment way back in October. The priciest job on the menu, a $14.5 million restoration of the Mr. Go levee in the area of Bayou Dupre, was marked red: “Danger of Missing 1 June,” as were three others of lesser magnitude. Another was yellow—“Behind Schedule,” and two others, totaling about $2 million, were white: “Project Not Started.”

“I’m pretty happy where we are on January thirty-first. It’s not where we want to be, but we’ve exceeded expectations,” Setliff said gamely to his staff. “We’re at a transition,” he added, putting as good a spin as he could on what he was seeing, “an acceleration point. We may need to go to twenty-four hours.”

Whether or not the corps was inclined to be vindictive toward its critics in the wider world, it could not be said that Setliff denied his own staff an environment in which they felt free to speak their minds. And one of them now piped up with some statistics not on the chart. Color them a dismal gray. “We’ve allowed twenty-five days for wet weather in the one hundred twenty days between now and June first,” he said blandly. “In the past two years there were forty-six days and forty-five days respectively during this time period, and in 1991 there were fifty-five wet days.”

Privately, away from the contractors and the cajolery and hand-holding, Setliff was willing to admit that even round-the-clock scheduling could fall short. His staffer had touched a nerve. Wet weather could be a problem. Rain stole days from you as surely as on-site accidents. “The moisture content of the soil is a big litmus test,” Setliff said. “It can be too wet. With a dry winter, we’ll be confident we can finish by June one, or even ahead of schedule.” So far, the winter had been dry, favoring Setliff as, for so many years, wayward hurricane trajectories had favored New Orleans.
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Summing Up

TRUMPETER KID MERV CAMPBELL’S HEART STILL BELONGED TO NEW ORLEANS, but it was not good for the city’s recovery prospects that a half year after Katrina, he and Katy Reckdahl and their baby, Hector, had found no reason to tear themselves away from Arizona, and some good reasons not to. The weekly where Reckdahl had emerged as one of New Orleans’s more compelling investigative reporters had laid everybody off after the storm, and, based on visits back home, she was dismayed by the slow pace of recovery. “New Orleans is just not getting it back together,” Reckdahl said over coffee with a friend in early February.

Alvin Crockett had left Houston and the apartment he shared with Clayton and Cindy McKinnis—the couple who plucked him out of the milling throng by the Astrodome—but not to return to his Algiers stomping ground. For all the good intentions and Christian fervor on both sides, it was probably inevitable that the McKinnises’ apartment would prove to be only a way station in Crockett’s life. When the seams began to split on the air mattress they rolled out for him, the young couple had called Cindy’s father, a furniture dealer in Fort Worth, and arranged for the purchase of a bed. And Alvin had been doing well, topping off his interrupted secondary education at a Houston high school and warming to the idea of going on to a local college. He had resisted wardrobe upgrades suggested by his hosts, but the worst tension developed around the Internet. Clayton McKinnis set up an e-mail account for Alvin so he could keep in contact with his friends and family, and just to make sure that’s all it was used for, McKinnis imposed very tight security on the system. “The next thing I know, our desktop computer won’t even boot up because of some virus he downloaded,” McKinnis said. The corker was the time McKinnis arrived at work, plugged his laptop into the docking station, and found pictures of naked men and women in amorous entanglements. That some of the men were black and the women white did nothing to soothe the soul of a man who had been worried the minute the buses started arriving from New Orleans that the ruffians he had seen on TV might pose a threat to Cindy. “I thank God I was there before anyone else could walk by and see it for themselves,” McKinnis said of the laptop porn.

“He’s black, my wife is white, and there is absolutely no possibility of me letting my wife’s safety be compromised,” he added. “We had committed to him that he was welcome to stay with us until he finished high school and went off to college, but if my wife has to walk into her own home fearful for her safety, and I have to live with the fear of my wife being violated by someone we had taken into not only our home but to our families’ homes—then I will go back on my word and I won’t be ashamed of it, no doubt.”

Alvin was deeply dismayed by his fall from grace, appalled that his young man enthusiasm for sexy pictures could be mistaken for ingratitude toward his benefactors—or worse. He and the McKinnises patched things up, but it was definitely time to move on. Katrina had been like that, a stirring of the social pot that had made for some unexpected encounters and brief alliances. Now those who had been caught up in the maelstrom were settling back into former lives with more familiar companions. In early January, Alvin hopped a flight for Vegas to see what his brother was up to.

         

STEPHANIE WYMAN HAD DECIDED AGAINST GOING BACK TO NEW ORLEANS, but it was not because she intended to stay on in Texas, teaching in the Webster school system. In March, she and her husband, Lt. Rob Wyman, got word that the coast guard was transferring him to the Northeast, most likely to the Washington, D.C., area.

Saundra Reed, on the other hand, was going back. In spite of the stingy insurance settlement, repairs on the Central City house next door to her sister Yeolonda’s were due to be completed by June. Even Yeolonda’s son Whitman would be returning. For a time, he and his wife and their two young sons had stayed on in Houston. But when his employer, Boys and Girls Clubs of America, had offered him a good opportunity with their Oklahoma City branch, he had turned it down. New Orleans was home.

         

RAMOLA BURNES WASN’T SO SURE. FROM THE REVEREND BISHOP FRANK Washington’s church she and her daughter, Lakesha, had found their way to one of the giant trailer parks FEMA had set up for evacuees in the Baton Rouge area. They had settled in quite comfortably when the feds called one day to ask if they’d like one of the little travel trailers set up in the yard in New Orleans so they could begin repairs on the house they had fled in young Farrell’s caravan of hot-wired cars. After pondering the offer, Burnes turned it down. Lakesha was in a new high school in Baton Rouge, Glen Oaks, and liked it. And to be honest, thinking about her old Uptown neighborhood kind of gave Burnes the creeps—the drugs, the tensions. Her insurer had come through with about $6,000 for mold and mildew in the house. But, frankly, she wasn’t keeping up with the mortgage payments on the place and realized there was a chance she might lose it. Well, she hadn’t owned it long, didn’t have much equity. It just wasn’t something she really wanted to deal with just then.

“I’m living a Christian life,” she said in a chat with a friend in late February. “I’m trying to find myself. I’m at peace here.” She wanted the same for Lakesha, and for that reason had been delighted when she managed to ease Farrell out of the trailer and on to Houston—something she hadn’t felt she could do until he reconnected with his mother, who was now housing him in Texas. Oh, but that boy did want her daughter. They were adorable together, Burnes had to agree, two teenagers all glowing with their youth. And when it was time for Lakesha’s sweet sixteen ball at Glen Oaks, Farrell had come all the way over from Houston—suit, haircut, the whole nine yards. “He is dying to come back,” Burnes said. But she had resolved not to put up with it, not under her roof.

         

GRADUALLY OVER TIME, AS THEY YO-YOED BACK AND FORTH BETWEEN NEW York and New Orleans, it became less and less clear to Steven Bingler and Linda Usdin just which end of the string was home. But when the girls finished up their spring semesters at Columbia Prep and Trevor Day, there was no question what was happening next: New Orleans. The girls had been furious when their parents decided against returning to New Orleans as Anya’s and Josephine’s schools reopened after the new year for the first time since Katrina. The girls had tried everything, including the silent treatment, but their parents had hung tough. Now there was no holding the girls back, and Bingler and Usdin by then were just as eager to get home for good.

         

WITH THE INTERNATIONAL HOUSE BACK ON ITS FEET, HOTELIER SEAN CUMMINGS had been able to turn his attention to a long-simmering project in his capacity as head of the New Orleans Building Corporation, the agency that handled underused or vacant city property. The goal: regaining control of a long stretch of riverfront and wharfage largely abandoned by the maritime interests in the past thirty years. Cummings envisioned a miles-long string of parks and museums, stretching from a point just below the French Quarter all the way upriver to Jackson Avenue, where the Garden District began. After rounds of shuttle diplomacy on Cummings’s part, port officials and the Nagin administration finally signed a memorandum of understanding that went through what Cummings estimated as some four dozen drafts. In exchange for giving up the land, the port would get 25 percent of the revenues the city collected as the swath was developed. And just to sweeten the pot, Mayor Nagin agreed to commit $150 million of federal block grants to support the project. At the top of Cummings’s wish list: a centerpiece structure by a world-class architect—perhaps something like the wildly daring opera house Santiago Calatrava had designed for the waterfront at Tenerife, with the cresting wave in pure white concrete that swept to a height of two hundred feet above the roof. This assumed, of course, that Cummings’s patron survived the reelection fight that had already encouraged a field of twenty-two candidates to think they could deny the storm-battered mayor a second term.

         

MALIK RAHIM AND COMMON GROUND WERE STILL GOING STRONG. AS SPRING break swept over the nation’s college world, upward of ten thousand students opted against Florida beaches or other more traditional hangouts and pitched in as volunteers in the New Orleans recovery. Common Ground fed and sheltered about two thousand, as did the People’s Hurricane Relief Fund. What was conceived as an ad hoc relief effort had evolved into a multipronged social-services operation, a template for the kind of do-it-yourself communitarianism that adherents hoped might one day supplant the clumsy and crumbling bureaucracies that had served New Orleans so poorly, before and after Katrina. Or would the philanthropic community, like Congress, weary of Katrina and move on, leaving Malik and his volunteers to their memories of a year like no other down South?

         

FOR KIERSTA KURTZ-BURKE, IT TOOK A WHILE TO ACCEPT THAT THE GRAND OLD art deco mausoleum that was Charity Hospital wouldn’t be opening any time soon. Just as the spirit of that place had haunted so much of life in New Orleans ever since the Great Depression, for a time after Katrina it assumed an equally spectral existence as a figment of the city’s future. Rumors abounded that it was about to reopen. One day, Kurtz-Burke and a group of her colleagues showed up at a Wal-Mart in Kenner, out near the New Orleans airport, on the strength of intimations that the hospital was reopening there. Kurtz-Burke was by herself the time she visited a navy hospital ship along the riverfront. Word had spread that it was Charity’s new home. For a time she set her sights on trying to open a health clinic in St. Augustine Church, a beautiful old ark of a place that had been the center of African American Catholicism for many residents of Treme, across Rampart Street from the French Quarter. And then, in a move that shocked its congregation and pastor, the archdiocese made an announcement. As part of a sweeping consolidation of its schools and churches, St. Augustine was being merged with another, more prosperous, church and would no longer be its own parish.

Kurtz-Burke’s husband, Justin Burke, had stabilized the couple’s finances by resuming his career as a physician at a hospital in Jefferson Parish. His wife picked up work at the Veteran’s Administration Hospital down the street from what had been Charity—there being no lack of spinal cord injuries and other trauma among the wounded soldiers coming back from Iraq. And when a satellite clinic opened up under the Charity banner, her offer to assist there as a volunteer medic was quickly accepted. Other parts of the Charity operation also were revived at scattered sites in Orleans and Jefferson parishes, but it worried Kurtz-Burke that people weren’t fully cognizant of the long-term impact of not having a centralized facility in downtown New Orleans: “More people will die from closing Charity Hospital than died from Katrina,” Kurtz-Burke said. “People will die slow deaths from untreated diabetes, HIV, you name it.” The biggest loss, as Javier Aguilar had discovered, was a subtle deprivation. Medical interventions that could be scheduled—however urgent the need—were no longer available locally to the patients without resources of their own that Charity had treated since the 1930s. The scattered New Orleans outposts would treat trauma, heart attack, stroke—emergency conditions. But for open heart surgery to prevent that next thrombosis: Try Baton Rouge—and figure out how to begin commuting to the preparatory doctor’s appointments.

         

FEMA COULD CLAIM A VICTORY. INLATE MARCH, THE AGENCY LOCATED THE last of 5,192 missing kids and could announce that only 12 of them had died. The last of the surviving children to be found was a four-year-old named Cortez Stewart. Separated from her family in the chaos of an evacuation that carried her mother and five siblings to a Houston apartment via the Astrodome, Cortez had been taken by her godmother, Felicia Williams, to Atlanta. FEMA eventually tracked her down—efforts by Williams and Cortez’s mother, Lisa Stewart, to find each other’s place of refuge having proved unavailing.

But as the post-Katrina era reached the half-year mark, a new wrinkle emerged in the FEMA trailer fiasco. Upward of eleven thousand of them, parked in Hope, Arkansas, were discovered to be modular homes of a type that FEMA rules deemed unsafe for use in a floodplain. The glitch left many in Congress, Republicans and Democrats alike, scratching their heads in stunned dismay. “So, this incompetence and this lack of capable response by FEMA and by DHS continues to this day,” Senator Mark Dayton, a Minnesota Democrat, said to Chertoff, as Bush’s top emergency responder was hauled before the Senate’s Katrina committee yet again. “That, to me, is if anything more disturbing than the failure of the immediate response,” Dayton said.

The homeless, meanwhile, had been eased out of emergency hotel accommodations. FEMA continued to provide rental assistance to those with the skills and the patience to pick their way through the agency’s labyrinthine bureaucracy. The most marginalized among them had found shelter in the jumbles of flooded cars, another cleanup challenge that had been stalled while Nagin’s city hall played footsie with contractors. Bush-villes, someone dubbed these clusters of backseat bedrooms, a throwback to the Hoovervilles of the Great Depression.

Flooded-out homeowners, whatever their temporary digs, remained in financial limbo. Congress was not expected to approve the block grants for housing recovery until May, and already, rival states, as Don Powell feared, had begun defying the efforts of a lame-duck president to keep $4.2 billion on track for Louisiana. The money wasn’t expected to start flowing until after the storm’s first-year anniversary, and even then, FEMA would not have completed the flood maps that would finally confirm how high above the ground it would be necessary to raise housing on flood-prone lots.

But real estate investor Gregory Richardson could take stock of his situation in late March and assert more confidently than ever that he was not going to lose his holdings to creditors. As the insurance settlements on his forty-nine units finally began to flow, he found that under close supervision his crew was able to rehab the apartments at a cost to him of about $50,000—little more than half what the insurers were paying. Late March brought tragedy—an attempted suicide by one of the young men in Richardson’s family, after a woman left him. The despondent man, a veteran of the Iraq war, was pulled off a Mississippi River bridge and hospitalized after a friend saw him on the verge of jumping. Two days later, on the last Saturday in March, the family was able to lay Richardson’s father to rest—ending a seven-month struggle to wrest his remains, all but mummified in FEMA’s red tape, from the morgue at St. Gabriel. And two weeks later, a milestone of another sort was passed as Richardson moved tenants into the first of his apartments to be restored to commerce.

“It’s a mountain, but I’m hitting it every day,” Richardson said, settling down to a night of bookkeeping in the bedroom, in a house full of her relatives, that he and his wife called home. And the FEMA trailer, so promisingly delivered to one of Richardson’s lots on Thanksgiving Day five months earlier? The city and the local utility still had not managed to inspect the hook-up and turn on the electricity.

         

AS THE NEXT HURRICANE SEASON DREW NEARER, RAY SEED, IVOR VAN HEERDEN, and others probing the levee collapse had yet to identify a “smoking gun,” the single act of incompetence or corruption at the heart of the worst engineering failure in American history. Rather, their analyses were leaning in the direction of a more complex syndrome of failure. Perhaps as close as the forensic engineers got to a prime cause of the catastrophe was a cross-sectional drawing to which soil testing data had been transferred faultily. The error concealed the presence of the unstable peat layer well below the depths to which sheet pilings had been driven on the east side of the Seventeenth Street Canal. Was the error deliberate, a way to spare the corps or its contractor the added expense of the deeper pilings, or merely careless? That had not become clear and, in any event, shed light only on a single two-hundred-foot breach in a levee system that had been punctured in dozens of places, some of them miles long. The intellectual jousting remained vigorous, however. In March, the army corps task force studying the army corps levee failure came out with an interim report declaring that the particular type of failure mechanism it had identified in the breaches along the drainage canals could not have been foreseen. What had happened, the task force concluded, was that under the pressure of rising water, the concrete flood walls had tipped outward just slightly, allowing water to slip into the tension crack between the sheet piling and the levee soils. That exerted pressure on a lower stratum of weak soils, causing them to slip to the landward side and blow out the levee. Within two days, Bea and Seed had fired off a formal rejoinder. Not only was the failure foreseeable, the corps itself had studied the exact phenomenon and written a report about it back in 1986, a report well circulated before the levees were topped with flood walls in the early 1990s.

The corps evidently had had enough. On a Wednesday in early April, the corps’ commanding officer, Lt. Gen. Carl Strock, surrendered. The flood-wall engineering was a botched job, he conceded. The corps had screwed up. “We have now concluded we had problems with the design of the structure. We had hoped that wasn’t the case. But we recognize it is the reality,” Strock told the Senate appropriations subcommittee. The concrete flood walls had indeed been pushed out of alignment by the rising surge, creating a crevice that pulled water deep into the earthen levees below.

Apparently confession was in season. Days later, the corps owned up to another gaffe: Its cost estimate to bring levees in southeast Louisiana back up to pre-Katrina strength had been a bit shy of the mark. It would cost about $9 billion, three times the figure Don Powell had convinced Bush to back. Whether Congress would agree to the appropriation was anybody’s guess as May gave way to June and the official opening of the 2006 hurricane season.

         

THE YEARNING FOR A CONCISE, SINGLE-BULLET EXPLANATION FOR KATRINA WAS not limited to the forensic engineers, of course, but the months had only complicated the search, confounding those among the true believers still open to argument. Was New Orleans treated to second-rate flood protections and a lethargic federal response to disaster because it was a majority-black city? Or was it political partisanship, the partisanship that played out so blatantly in Mississippi’s early success in securing disproportionate federal grants, that numbed FEMA’s crisis response to a Democratic city under a Democratic mayor and governor. Was Katrina best explained as a weatherman’s warning to a federal establishment in denial about the long-range implications of global warming and the greenhouse effect, or was it God’s finger wagging at a city with a famously casual approach to personal and political morality? Had the focus on terrorism blinkered America to other threats just as grave? Had the Bush administration’s enthusiasm for “downsized” and “outsourced” governance created a political culture in which truly effective governmental intervention on the domestic front was tantamount to the betrayal of these principles? Had deficit spending and the war on Iraq made vigorous response to domestic catastrophe an impossibility? Or was Katrina simply more than even the richest and most powerful country on earth could handle?

That most all of those questions could be answered in the affirmative suggested that no one of them was an adequate key to Katrina’s historical implications. The hurricane was a huge one—but one that blessedly bypassed New Orleans before delivering its full fury on the less fragile landscapes of Mississippi. The army corps’ admission that its designs were at fault still left room to ponder just what sequence of cost considerations, engineering compromises, and bone-headed mistakes had led to the levees being constructed as they were. The federal budget offered ample proof that indeed FEMA—and the corps, for that matter—had been bled of resources that were then reapplied to war abroad and the struggle against homeland terrorism. That the bureaucratic culture was also dysfunctional seemed less certain from Mike Brown’s scathing criticism of his boss, Mike Chertoff, than that someone like Brown had been put in charge of FEMA in the first place. Katrina may not have lent much support to the Bush administration’s infatuation with privatizing government functions, but it went a long way toward demonstrating the implicit contention that there were a lot of things government couldn’t do very well. At least not any more.

New Orleans flood defenses, its pumps and massive river levees, had once been the envy of the engineering world. Now the state-of-the-art was overseas, in Holland, and Washington had qualms about even attempting to build a comparable system in Louisiana. Maybe America’s historical moment had passed and the Katrina response was a harbinger of how it was going to be in a country that had lost its way in the world and squandered the financial clout that for a century had let America have its way even when policy was flawed.

New Orleans found itself in a strange place as the 2006 hurricane season rolled around. It had the feeling of a city on the brink, whether of revival or more permanent decline was the question. Only this much seemed certain: The seeds of whatever future lay ahead had been sown. The levees around the core of the city had been made strong enough to withstand a storm like Katrina in an age when much more serious storms were in every season’s forecast. A moment for bold political leadership had come and gone without anything remotely like leadership emerging from among the gaggle of politicians at city hall. Perhaps it was just as well. Perhaps a concise plan to reengineer New Orleans—to true its “footprint” to the resources available to a city with its population and its tax base cut in half—would have been just another government fiasco. Perhaps it was better to let the city’s revival continue helter-skelter and hope that the result was not the shantytown and plunging property values predicted in those portions of the city’s 116,000 acres that failed to regain the population density an urban infrastructure requires. Perhaps the market would work its magic, suddenly remembering a city that had lain fallow for decades before Katrina, its working people idled, its children sinking deeper and deeper into poverty and lawlessness. Perhaps it would do so within the lifetimes of the men and women and children who had survived the hurricane.

         

PATRINA PETERS RETURNED TO HER HOUSE IN THE LOWER NINTH WARD FOR A final time before it was bulldozed. Keia came along on the ride down from Reserve and so did Peters’s cousin the Reverend Eric Lewis, assistant pastor to the scattered congregation of Battleground Baptist. Damond’s school, Desire Street Academy, had relocated to temporary quarters in Florida, but he’d be back at the end of the semester to patch the hole they felt in their lives without him. There were few signs of progress in the Lower Ninth. In mid-March, the huge barge that had thundered through the breach and onto the streets below the Industrial Canal had been cut apart and sold for scrap. But the wrecked houses were only just beginning to be hauled away and the appalling thing was that as the debris-removal jaws bit into the wreckage, corpses were still being unearthed—three in one day in late March.

Peters’s ambition, aside from a need to just give the place a last look, was to get into that camelback somehow and retrieve a few things from her closet: a strongbox, a purse—assuming no one had snuck in there ahead of her and looted the place. One look at the ruins on Lamanche Street reminded her that even the part of the house left standing was close to complete collapse, and she lost her nerve. Lewis was willing to give it a try, though, and in short order he had climbed up onto the pancaked front roof and stepped through the upper-story window. Soon he was handing things out to Peters and Keia: Damond’s sports trophies, a picture of Peters’s beloved brother, Kevin. The mementos of a past life eased her pain and under her breath Peters thanked God for letting them be salvaged. Emboldened, she and Keia climbed inside and at the sight of their furniture—mangled, mud-soaked, tossed about—burst into tears.

Amid the rubble, Keia found some clothing and her diplomas. She also found her mildewed leatherbound copy of The National Dean’s List for 2001–02, and leafed through it until she found her entry: Dakeia Johnson, Southern University at New Orleans. Her mother spotted a coffee can in which she had stored loose change and small bills—$200 at last count. But when she grabbed the can, the rusted bottom fell out and coins rained down and skittered into cracks in the splintered wood flooring. She salvaged about $100. There was one last item she dreamed of plucking from the rubble that day, something worth more to her than all the rest: a framed poster. It showed a bucolic strip of small white wooden houses and a church facing a grassy expanse. A little girl, African American, walked in the grass in her Sunday best. Peters found the poster, so caked with mold and sludge she could barely make out the inscription: Fazendeville, 1867–1964.

Anger and grief, a longing for what had been lost, and disgust with the world that had let it happen—Patrina Peters found herself pinioned between opposite emotions of ferocious intensity. All right, she was one of the lucky ones. She had survived. She had financial resources—the disability and Social Security checks that saw her and her parents through each month. Those assets were transportable to another town, and in Reserve they had found a bland, upriver existence. More than any of that, she had her faith. She missed the buzz of the big city, the bus rides downtown, a stroll through the Quarter on a Saturday night. What she missed more was her church, Battleground Baptist, those joyful song-filled services, the community of believers who had lingered on the steps, catching up with one another in the Louisiana sunshine. That was worth coming back for. That was life itself—and then it struck her. There was no Battleground Baptist. Yes, the maroon-brick building still stood there, but Katrina had shredded and scattered its congregation, like a Mardi Gras Indian tearing apart last year’s costume before setting to work on a new one.
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