COUNTRY LIFE
Terrance and
Stephanie
Osborne, with
Sydni and Seth,
have settled in
Acworth.

BY C H A N D R A R . T H
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One year ago, Hurricane Katrina obliterated
New Orleans and ripped a path of destruction across
a swath of Gulf Coast cities. Their homes destroyed
and their spirits temporarily battered, an estimated
40,000 men, women and children flocked to the metro
Atlanta area—the third most common destination,
behind only Louisiana and Texas. Eleven evacuees
share their journeys from there to here.
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L I F E I M I TAT E S A R T
IN 2002, ARTIST AND ART TEACHER TERRANCE OSBORNE

painted a piece he titled “Post Hurricane Blues.” The 31-yearold—known for bold and vibrant renderings of his hometown, including a massive 105-by-41-foot mural on the side
of the Hilton New Orleans Riverside Hotel—could not predict that, just a few years later, his life would imitate his art.
When word of Hurricane Katrina surfaced, it was the urging of Terrance’s wife, Stephanie, that led him to load their
children, Terrance Jr., 12, Seth, 5, and Sydni, 3, into their
minivan to head out of town.
“At first, I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t really feel like packing up paintings, but she was really scared about this one,” he
admits. “I’m glad I listened to her this
time.” The Osbornes packed a few days’
clothes, some important papers and a commission that Terrance was working on,
then set off on the five-hour drive toward
Stephanie’s relatives in Alexandria,
Louisiana. By the time they arrived, the
small home was overcrowded with other
kin who had fled there, so they had to
move on to plan B: Dallas. On the Monday
after Katrina hit, the Osbornes, like countless others, breathed a sigh of relief when
initial reports suggested the city had
dodged another bullet. “I didn’t worry
until I saw the water covering the city,”
says Terrance of the compelling television
footage they watched from their hotel room. “I was shocked.
Then I realized that everything we owned was in that van.”
The family remained in Dallas for a week until their saving
grace came via cell phone. One of Terrance’s clients called to
invite the family to stay at a home he owned along a small
lake in Acworth. It was a long drive with three kids in tow,
and the rumored gas shortage that followed Katrina only
added to their troubles. “It was pitch black, and I was on a
back road with no lights,” recalls Osborne. “Everybody was
sleeping, and I was trying to drive slowly in order to conserve
gas. I’ve never been so scared in my life.”
When they arrived at the split-level home in a quiet neighborhood, they were surprised to find the previously empty,
up-for-rent home fully furnished with a stocked refrigerator,
flowers and even a bottle of wine. “It was the best gift we
could’ve gotten,” he says. The family returned to their home
on the New Orleans West Bank two months later to find most
of their belongings, including much of his artwork, ruined by
water and nasty green mold that was crawling up the walls.
Fortunately, Terrance was able to save about 60 percent of his
work, most of which had been hung high on the walls of their
home. “You could see the water line on the back,” he says.
“Now it serves as a reminder of what we’ve been through.”
Terrance has since finished a piece aptly called “Post Katrina

Blues,” which features a row of vibrantly colored New
Orleans–style homes steeped in murky water. In fact, he says
that nowadays none of his creations feel complete unless
water is prominently featured.
The Osbornes often yearn for authentic New Orleans delicacies like boiled crawfish and jambalaya, but they’ve adjusted
well to Acworth. “It was a bit of culture shock because we
saw so many Confederate flags posted in the area. That was
my biggest concern,” says Stephanie. “But there really haven’t
been any [racial] problems.” The transition into Cobb County
Schools has been much easier for the children than the adjustment to life in a rural area. “For a while, Terrance Jr. kept saying, ‘I can’t sleep, it’s too quiet out here. I
can hear crickets chirping,’” she says.
The couple plans to stay in their
Acworth home for the time being since
hassles with FEMA paperwork have left
them without aid. “They were supposed to
give us rental assistance, but every time we
would send in something, they would ask
for more paperwork and proof of this and
that until we just said forget it,” says
Stephanie. She continues to manage the art
business, and for the first time, Terrance,
whose New Orleans–themed work has
been in high demand since Katrina, has
been able to paint full-time. He spends his
days helping with the kids and his evenings
listening to music as he works in his makeshift studio—a
small corner of the home’s cluttered garage. “I always considered myself a city boy, so it was hard getting used to how
quiet it is out here,” he says. “But walking along the lake and
watching the trees change from yellow to orange to green—I
must admit the peacefulness here just got me.”

“Everybody
was sleeping,
and I was
trying to drive
slowly in order
to conserve
gas. I’ve never
been so scared
in my life.”
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C AT M A N
AS FAR AS NEW ORLEANS RESIDENT MATTHEW CARDINALE

knew at first, Hurricane Katrina was over when it slammed
into his hometown of Fort Lauderdale, Florida, late Thursday
night. “I called my dad and my grandma to see if they were
okay,” recalls the University of New Orleans graduate student
who had relocated to the city from California just seven
weeks before. Early the next morning, Matthew, who didn’t
own a television, received an important call from friends who
said that Katrina was headed for the Crescent City and that
they were evacuating within an hour. It was hardly enough
time for him to pack. Plus, he had Beebosh, Annie and
Daphne—his three cats—to think about.
His friend, Orissa Arrend, whom he had met as an undergrad
at Tulane University, was leaving town, but she agreed to let
him ride out the storm from the two-story Uptown home she

“I knew I had a
commitment to
take care of these
cats. I was scared
that if I was
rescued, they
wouldn’t let me
take them.”

SURVIVORS Matthew Cardinale with Annie and Beebosh (Daphne hid from the camera).

shared with her husband. Getting his furry companions there
would prove tricky for Matthew, who didn’t have a car—or a
cat carrier. He called a cab, but when it arrived at his apartment, the cats, sensing trouble, refused to leave their hiding
spots. Matthew managed to get one into the backseat before
the driver impatiently notified him that he had to move on. It
would be five hours before Matthew could persuade another
cab driver to transport his precious cargo to Orissa’s house.
Once there, anticipating a power outage, Matthew hurriedly
cooked all he could find in the refrigerator. “I fried up some
catfish and chicken breasts. It was great, like a feast,” he
remembers. “I was looking at it almost like a short vacation.”
After 10:30 p.m., the power was out—it was pitch black—and
Matthew spent the night huddled with his feline trio on the

floor of a downstairs bathroom. The next morning, it seemed
as though the worst was over and the only major challenge
would be enduring the blistering New Orleans heat without air
conditioning.
As the water gradually rose over the next few hours, so did
Matthew’s concerns. Radio reports of widespread flooding
across the city and of chaos erupting in the so-called “shelter
of last resort,” the Superdome, heightened his growing apprehension. By the time his mother called his cell phone, which
was already dangerously low on battery power, he was hysterical. “She said, ‘You need to get out before you get stuck . . . it
could be months before the city recovers,’” he says. “I knew I
had a commitment to take care of these cats. I was scared that
if I was rescued, they wouldn’t let me take them.”
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Determined not to abandon his felines, Matthew hid from
rescuers for six days before a low food supply forced him to
brave the water, now chest-high. Before heading out on his
trek, he left the back door open for the cats in case he didn’t
make it back. “I guess you could say . . . I . . . looted,” he says,
referring to the two trips he made—one for food and another
for water—to a nearby store where the front glass had already
been smashed. After returning from the second trip, Matthew
went out to see Coast Guard rescuers he heard outside. At
that moment, he was forced to make the heart-wrenching
decision he had dreaded and leave his cats behind. Rescuers
lifted him into a boat and dropped him off on a nearby street.
He befriended an elderly man who agreed to walk with him to
a hospital, miles away, that was rumored to be taking in evacuees. When they reached the Jefferson Parish line leading to
the hospital, armed police officers refused to let them through
because of the 6 p.m. curfew. His companion opted to head to
his nearby home, leaving Matthew behind. “It was late at
night and I was left alone to walk through the ghetto,” he
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recalls. Just as tears began streaming down his face, a group
of passing volunteers placed him on the back of their truck
then dropped him off at the hospital—where workers refused
to let him inside. It took a full-fledged tantrum outside the
emergency room doors to get him in. Once inside, he made a
deal with a stranger; he’d let the man borrow his cell phone in
exchange for a ride to a bus station. The awkward ride to
Baton Rouge ended at a Greyhound station where Matthew
found just enough money in his wallet—exactly $86 in cash—
to purchase a one-way bus ticket to his hometown in Florida.
About a week later, he and Orissa met up in Luling, a small
Louisiana town, and drove straight to her house in New
Orleans. Matthew was shocked to find his beloved trio of cats
huddled together under a bed, a week and a half after he had
left them. “It was the happiest moment of my life when I saw
their little faces,” he recalls.
After a month living in a cramped FEMA-funded apartment in Shreveport, Matthew decided Atlanta was the best
place to finish his schooling, which he’s doing online, and

move ahead with his plans to publish and sell a “street newspaper” that raises money for the homeless. He’s launched
Atlanta Progressive News, a version of the paper he had originally planned for New Orleans. He spent two months living
in an extended-stay hotel before he began searching for a permanent home. Unfamiliar with the city, Matthew, desperately
trying to keep his expenses the same as they had been in inexpensive New Orleans, naively considered crime-ridden apartments on Hollowell and in College Park. “I didn’t know
where to look. It sounded nice; it seemed like it had a college
and a park,” he says, laughing.
His monthly rent is now about $200 more than he’d “like
to spend,” but Matthew says he’s pleased with the quaint onebedroom Midtown apartment he selected. The intown location also allows him to get around fairly easily by bicycle. He
says the biggest challenge has been adjusting to Atlanta’s “status conscious” atmosphere, and he’s hoping his newspaper
will help raise awareness about important community issues.
“Many people I’ve met here say that maybe it’s a good thing

FANTASTIC FOUR Beatrice Lett, Evelyn Turner,
RoseAnna Bowman, Rosemary D. Foster

you came from the hurricane because there was such a need
for progressive media here,” he says. “I’m glad I’m here.” As
for the cats, Matthew says they love the ATL too. “They’re
very well traveled. They’ve already lived in three states,” he
says of his brood. “I’m so appreciative that they made it here
with me. I don’t know where I’d be without them.”

OLD SCHOOL
ALTHOUGH ROSEANNA BOWMAN, 87, ROSEMARY D. FOSTER,

73, Evelyn Turner, 73, and Beatrice Lett, 76, were long-time
New Orleans residents, they had never met before Katrina.
Now, they see each other several days a week at the Norcross
Senior Center in Gwinnett County. Displaced by Katrina and
afflicted with severe cabin fever brought on by weeks of living
in crowded hotel rooms and apartments with family members, the women, one-by-one, found their way to the center in
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search of daytime activities. Evelyn arrived in January, Beatrice a month later, RoseAnna in March and Rosemary in May.
“I was ecstatic when I found out they had some New Orleans
people there,” says Rosemary.
Although their personal backgrounds and journeys to
Atlanta differ greatly, the gray-haired gang is united by their
new Gwinnett home, their shared losses from the hurricane
and their thick accents, heavy with New Orleans colloquialisms like “yes, indeed.”
Like many elderly victims of Katrina who were uprooted
from their homes and routines, the foursome have faced their
share of challenges during the transition from considerably
smaller, close-knit New Orleans to sprawling Atlanta. Everything is more complicated, from finding affordable housing
and furniture on fixed budgets to adjusting to the high cost of
transportation in a large unfamiliar city.
“I have to pay $35 to take a cab to the
doctor’s office,” notes Evelyn.
But as they gather at the center and
reminisce about their beloved hometown,
their mutual upbeat outlook shines
through. “The will of the Lord must be
done, and that’s okay by me,” smiles
RoseAnna, sporting one of her signature
hats. “All I can say is that we have been
so blessed here at the center and in
Atlanta. The people here are so nice.”
Evelyn, who lives in Norcross, agrees. “I
have done so many things at the center
that I would not have ever imagined
doing. It’s so great. I don’t have to worry
about going to make groceries [a New
Orleans term for “going grocery shopping”] or anything. They carry us wherever we need to go.”
The group is divided as to whether they
will ever permanently return to “Nawlins,” but RoseAnna is
holding out hope. “If the Lord spares me, I would love to go
back to my little house one day,” she says. In the meantime,
the four women marvel that it took a natural disaster for
them to finally meet. “We didn’t know each other at all in
New Orleans. Isn’t that funny?” says Beatrice. “But we’ve
gotten to be great buddies in Atlanta!”

of Georgia, had endured many hurricane alerts, mostly false
alarms, since moving into their cozy Uptown New Orleans
apartment, so the growing buzz about Katrina hardly left
them concerned. Still, Mike kept a close eye on weather
reports, finally deciding on Saturday evening that they should
leave in the morning. They packed Corinne’s tiny Acura Integra and, early Sunday morning, headed to Austin, Texas, to
stay with Mike’s cousin. Once there, they, like thousands of
others, watched in horror the next morning as rising water
and chaos began to overtake the city they had planned to
make their permanent home. “It was pretty surreal because
this was my hometown,” remembers Corinne. “I was watching places where I had gone shopping and had eaten lunch
with my mom going up in flames. On TV, they broke in with
live pictures of the Yacht Club in flames. That’s where I had
planned to have my bridal shower.”
Adding to their misery was the fact that
Corinne could not reach either of her parents, who had decided to weather the
storm in their respective homes. “She was
crying a lot, and there wasn’t much any of
us could do to comfort her,” recalls Mike,
a Chattahoochee High School grad who
grew up in DeKalb County. Corinne adds,
“I didn’t know if my mom was dead or
alive. I couldn’t think about the wedding
because I was wondering if I might have to
plan a funeral.” The next day, Corinne’s
dad called to say he had managed to leave
the house with neighbors just before the
water reached dangerous levels. It would
be 10 agonizing days before Corinne
would learn that her mother had made it
safely to Jackson, Mississippi.
With that burden lifted, the couple
moved forward with plans to move in
with Mike’s parents in Alpharetta. Soon after they arrived,
Mike’s dad suggested they attend a relief event for Katrina
victims at the Jewish Community Center’s Zaban Park campus—a meeting that would prove pivotal for the young couple. Brenda Fiske, Sara Franco and Susan Metz, all of the
Jewish Family & Career Services, listened tearfully as
Corinne shared the heartbreaking details of her thwarted
wedding plans. “The next thing you know, all these women
were flocking around me saying, ‘You’re going to have that
wedding,’” says Corinne. “They were so excited.”
Before long, the wedding plans, which had previously been
delayed indefinitely, were quickly and furiously moving
ahead. First came the great news that the boutique where
Corinne’s wedding gown and bridesmaids’ dresses were purchased had suffered little damage. The owners express-mailed
the dresses to Atlanta and even threw in a free veil. In the

“I didn’t
know if my
mom was
dead or alive.
I couldn’t
think about
the wedding
because I was
wondering if
I might have
to plan a
funeral.”

H A P P I LY E V E R A F T E R
MIKE SKOTT AND CORINNE SELTZER HAD PLANNED TO

include “for better or worse” in their wedding vows, but they
didn’t expect that to be put to the test until they were at least
married. Their nuptials were barely two months away, and
everything was on schedule for the traditional Jewish ceremony. The couple, who met as undergrads at the University
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NEWLYWEDS Corinne Seltzer and Mike Skott’s wedding plans were wrecked by Katrina.
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meantime, all the other important details
were falling into place too. The maverick
wedding planners had rounded up vendors to donate DJ services, flowers, photography and a cake, and the Holiday
Inn on Capitol Avenue offered ballrooms for the reception and ceremony.
Just two months later—on November
5, the same day they had originally chosen
for their New Orleans “simcha”—about
120 guests attended the Atlanta ceremony
(250 had been planned for New Orleans).
“It was nothing like we had planned for
New Orleans, but everything turned out
gorgeous,” says Mike. “The kindness and
generosity was overwhelming.”
Since returning from their honeymoon
in Aruba, the newlyweds have landed jobs.
Mike is a marketing manager for the JCC,
and this fall, Corinne, who had only been
working as a teacher for two weeks when
Katrina hit, will begin a full-time teaching
position at Holy Redeemer Catholic
School in Alpharetta.
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The couple has given up their initial
plan to live in New Orleans. After staying with Mike’s parents for five months,
they purchased their first home in Norcross. Although everything seems to be
working out well, Mike says they still
“mourn” the life they had in New
Orleans. “In Atlanta, we basically just
go out to dinner, and I have run into
some old friends, but there isn’t much to
do socially during the week,” he says.
“In New Orleans, there was always
some live music or something we could
do on a whim. A lot of the close friends
we had are now scattered all around the
country. Our life there just ended so
abruptly, we never really had closure.”
Corinne admits it has been difficult to
accept that settling in her hometown,
still largely in ruins, is no longer an
option. The memory of their wedding,
however, always seems to lift her spirits.
“It was more than just a wedding; it was
an expression of kindness to us,” she
says. “It was the family reunion we all
needed, and it was also our official welcoming to Atlanta. It made it home.”

G U M B O GA L S
PREPARING A POT OF AUTHENTIC NEW

Orleans gumbo is second nature to
Anita Roberson-Taylor, but cooking up
The Coastal Gumbo Coalition with her
colleague Carla Allen was unexpected.
Not long after Katrina left the New
Orleans natives and their families stranded and homeless in Atlanta, the duo, both
of whom had previously worked in the
public housing sector in New Orleans,
connected and quickly jumped into
action, helping low-income evacuees
secure housing, jobs and other necessities.
“We were so busy helping others that we
literally forgot about ourselves and others
like us,” recalls Carla, who hosted a religious television show in New Orleans.
“Then we started thinking: ‘What about
the people who are not on Section 8 or
those not on government assistance—
people like us.’ We need help too.”
United under that sentiment, Carla
and Anita created—two months after
Katrina’s fury ravaged the Gulf Coast—

a coalition to reach out to storm victims.
They joined forces with various social
agencies, including the United Way and
its subsidiary hurricane aid agencies
such as Salvation Army, HUD and Travelers Aid, to help fellow evacuees get settled in Atlanta. First, they helped place
32 families in free homes donated by the
Home USA Corporation. By February,
they had launched a monthly support
group to help victims deal with the
often-overlooked emotional turmoil left
by Katrina. By March, they had coordinated and hosted a New Orleans mayoral candidates forum that was broadcast live on C-SPAN.
And they managed to put it all together
while dealing with their own losses.
Anita; her husband, Randy; and the two
children who often lived with them, Derrickneisha, 12, and Corey, 6, lost everything after their home in the Ninth Ward
community of Gentilly Woods was submerged beneath nine feet of water. “We
were only able to salvage three pictures
that were hanging high on the wall in
our house,” says Anita, who now lives in
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HELPER Carla Allen co-founded the “Gumbo Coalition” to assist her fellow evacuees.

southwest Atlanta’s Adamsville community. The historic French Quarter home
Carla shared with her husband, Glenn, a
reverend, and children, Glenn Jr., 4, and
Zoe, 6, was also battered in the storm.

“The walls had literally shifted,” says
Carla, who now works as a personal trainer at the World Changers Church International gym and as a consultant for the
Housing Authority of New Orleans. “But

it’s historic, so it can’t be torn down.”
For eight months, the Allens lived in a
house donated by the congregation of the
Olivett Baptist Church in Fayetteville. In
April, they purchased a home of their
own in the same city. Carla now admits
that she has fallen in love with Atlanta.
“Somebody should have told me New
Orleans was not the place to be. I love it
here,” she says, adding that her family
p l a n s t o r e m a i n h e r e i n d e f i n i t e l y.
“There’s a wonderful entrepreneurial
spirit here and a lot of opportunity.” The
Allens have established New Life Family
Worship Center, a Fayetteville church
considerably smaller than the one they
owned in New Orleans.
The adjustment has been tougher for
Anita, who has had trouble coping with
Atlanta’s heavy traffic and lack of authentic New Orleans food. “We bugged the
manager at Kroger so much, he finally
agreed to stock some file in the store,”
she says, referring to a seasoning that is
an essential ingredient in gumbo. “I had
to buy a navigation system because I was
always getting lost. The highways are
crazy here.”
The coalition’s current success is just
the beginning. Carla and Anita continue
to forge ahead and set new goals, including plans to host quarterly New Orleans
City Council meetings here and get newly
re-elected Mayor Ray Nagin to address
evacuees regarding plans to rebuild the
city, particularly the embattled levees. “I
think he still owes us as citizens to tell us
what’s going on in our city,” says Anita.
Along with addressing serious concerns facing Katrina evacuees, the coalition plans to stay true to the popular
New Orleans sentiment “laissez les bon
temps roulez” (French for “let the good
times roll”). While the weather is warm,
they hope to organize a large “family
reunion–style” barbecue for evacuees
and Atlantans who have helped them.
The tentative working title is “Proud to
Call It Home.”
“Of course we all miss home,” says
Anita. “But Atlanta has really opened its
heart to us.”

AGAINST ALL ODDS
SELIKA THOMAS HAD HOPED THAT SHE;

her husband, Erroll; their two children,
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FAMILY TOGETHERNESS Erroll and Selika
Thomas with Jabria and Erroll III

Jabria Turner, 10, and Erroll III, 3; along
with her brother-in-law Courtney
Thomas, 22, would ride out Katrina
from a hotel room in Baton Rouge. After
all, as a chef at the downtown New
Orleans Marriott, she qualified for a
steep discount. Her better half had a different idea. Jaded from years of near
misses in the coastal city, he was convinced that the family would be all right
in their second-story duplex in the closeknit Gentilly community. Selika stood by
her man and assisted with their usual
storm-preparation rituals.
Everything seemed normal until early
Monday morning, when they were
awakened by the sound of pounding
rain. “The power was out, and my husband woke us all up to watch everything.
He was so excited, like a kid on Christmas. The wind was so strong it literally
pulled up the carpet that was attached to
our porch,” says Selika, remembering the
fuzzy green material flailing in the wind.
The stormy morning transitioned into a
deceptively beautiful, sunny day. “[Then]
we heard this loud boom,” recalls Erroll,
describing the sound of the levees breaking. Soon, water streamed into the street
in front of their home. The couple kept a
close eye on the rising water, but they
didn’t get alarmed until Tuesday morning, when the water topped the stop sign
on the corner.
They knew it was time to bring their
three elderly next-door neighbors—one
of whom had an oxygen tank that was
reaching critically low levels—to their
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“They kept trying to put me
on a helicopter, but I
told them to
go ahead, I’m
not leaving
without my
husband.”
home. Just after Erroll and Courtney
brought “Ms. Margaret,” her husband,
“Mr. Lucas,” and her sister, “Ms. Stella,”
over with the help of a ladder, Coast
Guard rescuers, alerted by Selika’s mother, arrived in a boat. Erroll and Selika,
who, after a long relationship, had married barely three months before, got
teary-eyed as they kissed and exchanged
brief good-byes. Their only solace was
the rescuers’ promise that another boat
would come later for the men. The
women gripped the children tightly as the
boat glided through the deep murky
water—so high that it covered cars
below. They were dropped off on the
Interstate 610 bridge and Ms. Margaret,
who had required the oxygen, was taken
to a hospital by helicopter. The long day,
without anything to eat or drink,
dragged into the night, and there was still
no sign of the men.
On Wednesday, Selika, exhausted from
the sleepless night on the bridge, conjured up a bogus story (she claimed that
her husband had heart trouble; his brother had diabetes; and Mr. Lucas needed
oxygen) in hopes of getting rescuers to
return for them. She was taken back to
the house by boat (leaving the children
on the bridge with Ms. Stella), but rescuers only agreed to take the frail Lucas
back with them. He and Stella were
taken by bus to Houston, but Selika
refused to leave the bridge. “They kept
trying to put me on a helicopter, but I
told them to go ahead, I’m not leaving
without my husband.”
Little did she know, Erroll and Courtney were desperately trying to reach her.
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The brothers filled backpacks and made
their way through the grimy shoulder-high
water, which was polluted with everything
from dead animals to furniture. Their
attempt was abruptly abbreviated when
Courtney got tangled in underwater
debris. Erroll managed to pull him to safety
before he lost his footing, but the incident
indicated that the trip was too risky, so
they reluctantly returned to the house. For
the next three days, they tried to signal
rescuers by yelling and even burning trash,
but no one came to their aid.
After three days on the bridge, a distraught Selika was determined to get
back to her husband. When she caught
sight of a refrigerator floating in the
water, she quickly mapped out a plan.
Tearfully, she loaded her children, who
remained amazingly calm throughout the
ordeal, inside the battered appliance and
began wading toward her house. A man
passing by in a boat saw her struggling
and offered to take them home, but there
was a catch—he could not bring them
back to the bridge. Selika agreed, and her
heart fluttered as she spotted her husband’s face peeking out a window of
their house.
On Friday morning, the sound of
Coast Guard choppers hovering overhead sent Selika running to the porch,
holding up their young son. It worked.
The crew sent down a large basket,
which hoisted them into the air. The full
emotional impact didn’t strike until after
they had settled in the helicopter. “We
just hugged and cried. We were just overwhelmed,” remembers Selika.
Their elation was short-lived. They
were dropped off on another bridge and
told to wait for a bus. After an eventful
ride to an army base and then the Houston Astrodome, the couple ending up
pulling double-duty, keeping a watchful
eye on their neighbors’ children, an 8year-old and 1-year-old who had been
separated from their parents en route.
Selika recalls an especially chilling
moment when she first caught a bird’s eye
view of the Astrodome. “They had started
calling us ‘refugees’ in the media, and
I remember one time when I went upstairs, I
looked down on everything. I couldn’t help
but think of the movie Scarface. I was thinking, ‘This really does look like a refugee
camp. We’ve got to get out of here.’”
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Erroll managed to call a cousin in College Park who agreed to buy bus tickets
for the family. There was another surprise: Erroll’s brother happened to be on
the same bus headed to Atlanta. As the
bus pulled into the Greyhound station in
downtown Atlanta, they were overcome
by emotion. “It was like we had finally
made it. I can’t explain the overwhelming
feeling that came over us,” recalls Erroll,
who now passes the station regularly on
his route as a MARTA bus driver. “When
I see it, I always remember that feeling.
We had made it!”
The family spent three weeks in a
southwest Atlanta apartment jam-packed
with 25 other displaced family members.
“People were literally sleeping in the bathtub,” says Selika. They stayed there for
three weeks until the congregations of the
West End Church of Christ and Shannon
Church of Christ, of which they are members now, moved them into a furnished
house usually used for visiting guests.
The couple saved money and have since
purchased a comfortable home in a sleepy
Riverdale neighborhood. They say the
area is pleasant, but they miss the friendliness and familiarity of their hometown.
Although they managed to salvage most
of their belongings, including lots of family
pictures that are now sprinkled around
their new home, Jabria is beginning to ask
when they will be going home. “I just tell
her that this is home now,” says Selika.
She has a temporary job at her son’s
daycare center, but the frustration of not
being able to find work as a chef or be
with her family and friends continues to
take a toll. “I still cry about it a lot and
mope around the house because it’s so
hard to deal with being uprooted like
this—New Orleans is our home. I haven’t
seen my mother in so long, and I want to
get back to cooking. I try to lean on my
faith in God. I just tell myself that if I
could stay on that bridge all that time with
no food or water, I can handle anything.”
Erroll, on the other hand, says that,
despite their horrifying ordeal and ongoing challenges, he’s grateful for the family’s journey to Atlanta. “I know it sounds
crazy, but I wouldn’t change what has
happened to us,” he says. “This has
taught us to trust in God and lets us know
that everything will be all right. I thank
him for allowing us to overcome.” ✪
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