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The southeast wind along the Alabama and Mississippi Gulf Coast picked up slightly as a returning patron slipped into the front door of the Polka Dot Mermaid Restaurant to eat supper alone, again. Miss Betty Brown continued walking through the main dining room until she reached the back of the restaurant and walked through what appeared to the uninitiated to be a cement vault. It had been an old storm shelter remodeled to fit the décor of the restaurant.

Miss Betty sat at one of four tables in the shelter, which the patrons and staff called the Florida Room.

The Room was made from an old WWII bomb shelter, which had managed to survive since its creation about 80 years earlier.

Tables stood precariously perched on the tiny square footage with just enough room for waiters to still manage to bump into each other. But with an 18% better efficiency than before because the owner had managed, over a short three years, to eliminate one table.

And even then, there was disagreement.

The walls were filled with obligatory pictures of Bear Bryant, Nick Saban, and a multitude of action shots from important past football games and championships. Quarterbacks throwing game-winning Hail-Marys, running backs slicing through the line and scoring a long touchdown run, and the defensive backs of the world making the occasional interception all to the delight of a happy and paying public.

Like all decent southern restaurants, wise and profound sayings littered the walls and were enough to make a Cracker Barrel blush. At last count, the Florida Room held 345 frames of wise sayings and proverbs to guide customers in their daily struggles. Writings such as, “Refuse to Settle for Anything less than Butterflies,” “Today has been Canceled, go back to Bed,” and “My level of Sarcasm depends on your Level of Stupidity.” 

All sensible sayings to be sure. The owners of the Polka Dot Mermaid simply ordered the same stuff from Cracker Barrel itself and never looked back.

The Florida Room faced the ocean. Actually, it was the Gulf of Mexico as far as bodies of water go. It offered spectacular views of sunsets and sunrises with the obligatory senior citizen picking up and throwing shells and other critters back into the salt water. There was the occasional afternoon convection rain shower and at least one visible abandoned oil rig sitting about one mile from the beach. Sometimes schools of bottlenose dauphins made appearances, but they were mainly limited to the commercial fishermen.

Today, however, far south of the Polka Dot Mermaid, distant storm clouds boiled and assembled as gale-force winds boasted to the gulf waters about being able to topple anything in its path. Some ambitious Gulf storms announce their presence weeks in advance, giving coastal inhabitants days to prepare for landfall and the resultant destruction and damage to life and property.

But some storms... 

Some of these crafty storms can crop up at a moment’s notice, especially in the heat of a long-winded August.

Meteorologists named this storm, “Marylou.” She popped up in the center of the Gulf the day before surprising everyone.

Within four hours of being declared a Tropical Storm, Marylou had reached category three status hurricane.

The residents of the tiny Alabama island and the customers at the Polka Dot Mermaid breathed easier knowing that they were well outside the storm’s projected path. Televisions blasted out minute-by-minute news of the storm’s path and vital statistics.

“Miss Betty! It’s good to see you tonight,” said Carl, the only waiter on duty that night at the Polka Dot Mermaid. “And what would you be having tonight, Ma’am?”

“Just a glass of wine and maybe some shrimp and flounder,” replied Miss Betty.

Carl leaned in toward Miss Betty: “I don’t want to frighten you, but we may be shutting down early, depending on that dang hurricane out there,” said Carl motioning his hand towards the Gulf.

“Oh. Is it serious?” asked Miss Betty.

“Not for us but looks like New Orleans is gonna be hit pretty hard,” Carl said.

The news that the storm would not be coming their way was a relief. No one on the Gulf Coast wished the storm would hit any populated place but would simply just dissipate. Most coastal inhabitants, including Miss Betty, had lived through such storms and would just as well not have to do that again.

Carl continued with taking orders for the other table in the Florida Room, which consisted of James, a young man in his 20s, and Jenny, his same-aged girlfriend. Carl brought and distributed the plates of deep-fried consumables to the eager patrons.

The customers spent the next 37 minutes eating, drinking, and having a good time there near the beach, unconcerned about the potential for destruction that, like Schrödinger's cat, might or might not visit them that night. As far as they knew, New Orleans was gonna get hit, not them.

At 9:32 PM CST, Marylou had changed her mind and had taken a northeastern turn. Still, a day away from landfall, she was now destined for Mobile and its small tourist island.

Caught in the same path lay the dormant drilling rig. The rig hadn’t produced a drop of oil in decades ever since the fatal fire and explosion that took 29 lives, including Miss Betty’s husband, Keith.

Because the storm was still far away from them, neither Betty nor the others on the tiny island were much concerned about their safety. After all, hurricanes are so unpredictable.

It wasn’t that Miss Betty was ignorant of the destructive power of a hurricane. She had, after all, lived most of her 68 years of life on the Alabama and Mississippi Gulf Coast and was well versed in tracking such storms on her refrigerator with plotted paper mailouts from any number of local radio or TV stations. Everyone on the coast was. It was the official pastime for coastal residents to keep up with impending doom.
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