There is Magic in the Act of Kindness
 

It’s a Saturday afternoon and I’m sitting in an Avis rental car all alone.  I’ve pulled over to the side of Tennessee Street in the Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans, and as I look out the window, my mind struggles to make sense of what happened here.  I see houses that washed off their foundations and came to rest across the street.  Other houses now sit atop cars.  I listen for some sign of life, yet I hear absolutely nothing; and the silence overwhelms me.  No phones are ringing, no dogs are barking, no children are playing. The street lights don’t work, but it hardly matters because there are no other cars on the road with mine.   The only other people I’ve seen in the last hour were two men working on the power lines.  I’m parked just a few hundred feet from where the levees broke in New Orleans on August 29, 2005, after Hurricane Katrina.  The waters rose over ten feet here in less than fifteen minutes.  I sit and wonder what happened to the people who lived in these homes.

 

In some cases, the answer to that question is written in spray paint on the front of the house.  "One dead in attic", it says.  "Two dogs under house," another.  Some houses have the names of people and their year of birth painted across them.  I hope that means they made it out alive.  My heart tells me otherwise.  Every single house here is marked with spray paint.    Attics of many of the homes have been cut open from the rooftops.  I pray that the people inside were rescued.  Yet, as I look at the water lines on these homes, I know that many of the 1000 or more people who died during the storm died here.  As I let that thought sink in, I weep.  

 

Nothing I have ever seen in my life could have prepared me for this.  Mile after mile after mile, of one of our nation’s largest cities, totally devastated.  If I hadn’t been to New Orleans several times before, and been familiar with the city and its sights, I’d swear I was somewhere in a third world country, not the United States.  

 

I’m in Louisiana for two weeks as a contractor for SAMHSA, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, which is part of the US Department of Health and Human Services.  SAMHSA is here to offer counseling, support, and mental health services to Katrina evacuees.  I wanted to see first-hand where the people I’ve been working with for the past week had been living.  The homes I’ve driven by were their homes.  Their lives, their dreams, their hopes for the future were all here.  Now, many of them are living in trailer parks in Baton Rouge.  Others are with family members in other parts of the state, and many have left Louisiana, never to return.  What made New Orleans so wonderful to me wasn’t the food or the wonderful way of life.  What made Louisiana great was her people. My parents grew up in Louisiana.  This state was once their home.  Now, so few here have a place to call home, and the soul of this great city is suffering.  

 

As I’m leaving the ninth ward, I see a small sign nailed to a telephone pole.  It says “There’s Magic in the Act of Kindness.”  I let those words sink in and I stop my car.  Kindness is what’s needed here; lots and lots of kindness.  Thousands of people here have a story to tell.  I just wonder whose listening.  I hope you will, and in my upcoming columns, I plan to share some of the stories of kindness that I heard and saw during my time in Louisiana.  I hope that as more time passes, our country will continue to listen to the people of Louisiana.  They desperately need us to.   
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