Published in DallasChild September 2006

Children of the Storm – One Year Later 
Life and Longing for Dallas’ Displaced Hurricane Families
By: Tessa Falk

“There’s a hurricane coming, sweetie,” a husband whispers to his wife in the wee hours of morning. “We need to pack up the kids and head somewhere safe.”

They have only a few hours warning. The family quickly loads the car with basic essentials — food, clothing, water — as time and cargo space are luxuries they can’t afford to waste. With a tank full of gas, a charged cell phone and the emergency credit card tucked safely in a wallet, the family heads to a relative’s house, secure in the knowledge that this storm will be like all the rest — a routine exercise in inconvenience that comes with living on the Gulf Coast. 

Except this time they won’t be going “home.” 

We all remember the horrific hurricanes Katrina and Rita – the images of their force so unreal; the faces of those left in the wake heartbreakingly real. One year later, these families are no longer evacuees, or visitors, or guests. They are our neighbors, our co-workers, our children’s classmates, our friends. 

But has our home become their home? 

Now that the waters have subsided and the damage has been done, the question is: How are these families fairing now that a “new” life is all they have? 

One Year Ago …
Aug. 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina made landfall at the Louisiana-Mississippi state line. Sept. 24, 2005, Hurricane Rita swept the Texas-Louisiana border. Operating under the impression that a trip out-of-state to ride out the storms would be just that — a quick trip, not a life change — more than 52,000 families converged on Dallas-Fort Worth last fall, most with few supplies and little money. 

As these devastating disasters transformed the landscape of cities, towns and parishes into war-like battle zones, many evacuee families found they had nothing left to return to. As of last month, Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) records indicate that 25,700 of these families still claim Dallas County as their residence. How many unregistered families remaining one year later is unclear. 

What is known, however, is that about 1,400 families still residing in the area are no longer eligible for financial assistance from FEMA, leaving Dallas city officials concerned that they may fall through the cracks. “At this point, we haven’t seen a spike in the homeless population,” affirms Dave Hogan, manager of the City of Dallas Crisis Intervention Unit. “We’re working really, really hard to keep people from becoming homeless, and we hope we can catch them before they do — before it becomes an epidemic.” 

And with a year behind them to rebuild their lives, questions are starting to circulate as to why some families have yet to fully acclimate to the area — and the answer may lie in a culture clash. Many evacuees came from tight-knit communities that had grown and developed together over generations, offering their citizens a cocoon of assistance to fall back on for everything from child care and employment to transportation and emotional support. However, in the sprawling Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex, such natural conveniences have been hard to come by, leaving many families feeling vulnerable and lost, uncertain of what to do or where to turn. 

“How do you acclimate and assimilate into a culture that is so different than your own?” questions Libby Kay, a clinical social worker in the child and adolescent division of the psychiatry department at UT Southwestern Medical Center Dallas. “And it’s not just the culture, but it’s the rules to that culture.” 

Kay, chairwomen of the Katrina Mental Health Services Task Force Children and Youth Committee for the greater Dallas area, says getting people from the response phase to the recovery phase has taken longer than most people might expect simply because evacuees were not being helped in their own community. “By now, everybody has been confronted with the fact that whatever their existence was, is no more,” she says. “Some have been able to re-establish themselves, and others have not, and that’s been a big struggle.” 

This is a sentiment that has also been reflected in the local school districts. “When students arrived initially there was a great deal of disbelief,” reveals Dr. Connie Wilson, executive director of the psychological and social services department at Dallas ISD. “Many students believed they would be going home soon — there was very idealized thinking. After about the four-to-six month mark, distress set in: anger, lack of hope, the realization that Dallas is very, very different from their home and this was not a temporary situation. By the end of school year, students had really fallen into two groups: those that had acclimated fairly well and regained their hope; another, smaller group of those who hadn’t.” 

But it wasn’t just the incoming students who had to make adjustments. Educators across North Texas admit that the current students, while initially warm and welcoming, battled territorial feelings and fear: Will my position in band or in athletics be usurped by a new student from New Orleans? Will I lose my place in the school community? By the time summer break rolled around, however, Wilson says most students had been able to work their way through the transition. 

Now the lingering question is: How will returning evacuee students fair in their second year in the local education system? Wilson says every student who came from an evacuation site was interviewed in an effort to help establish where the child was emotionally and determine what counseling and family services were needed — and they’re doing it again this year. “We are revisiting all returning students to see where they’re at, what they need,” she says. “We are re-establishing [support] groups and family and individual counseling services, as well.” 

And to help with what is termed “anniversary reaction”? “We’re educating the staff as to the meaning of anniversaries and heightening awareness,” shares Wilson. 

Kay says with the one-year anniversary looming and it being the peak of hurricane season (June through November), many feelings and issues that children, as well as their parents, have already dealt with will stir again, rising to the surface — it’s just the nature of things. 

While the close of the first year will have an especially important impact on evacuees, how have the past 12 months influenced the greater Dallas community? Big D has shelled out big bucks to help with the hurricane response-and-recovery efforts in the area, though Hogan says no one has an idea on just how much — something he says that experts may be able to examine after more time has passed. Yet, despite the influx of residents and expended funds, Hogan says there has been little effect on the local economy. 

There has been, however, an effect on the community as a whole. “This made all of the Dallas area really look at how much our own diversity is not paid attention to and the fact that our community will rise to the challenge when given the autonomy to do it,” shares Kay. “I’ve seen some groups come together and work that have never done so before." 

And while our community seems to have weathered the storm, is future fallout expected? City leaders say they just don’t know. 

What about the evacuated families? Though one year has passed since the hurricane devastation in the Gulf Coast rocked the nation, disaster-response officials say it often takes up to two years for disaster survivors to get back on their feet completely. And whether getting back up takes two weeks, two months or two years, to truly understand how life has been for these displaced families, we decided to simply ask. 

DallasChild met three extraordinary evacuee families who invited us to share in their harrowing journeys of heartbreak, hope and picking up the pieces of a life they left behind. 

The Alsup Family
Mom: Dena; Dad: Ray; children: Hannah, 4; Ben, 2. 
Evacuated Hurricane Katrina: Slidell, La., to Lewisville

Two days before Hurricane Katrina swept through the greater New Orleans area, Dena Alsup loaded her two small children, Hannah and Ben, into the car and headed toward Lewisville, seeking shelter in the waiting arms of friends and family. Dena’s husband, Ray, was supposed to follow the next day, however, as the storm approached, he thought it better to hunker down in the family’s home in Slidell rather than be trapped on the roads. 

Since that day, the young family has bounced between living together and apart, in Lewisville and Louisiana, leaving all of them longing for one thing: to be reunited. 

After an initial six-week separation, Dena and the kids left Lewisville and rejoined Ray in their hometown. “Seeing my neighborhood was like a muddy dream,” recalls Dena of returning to Slidell for the first time. “The only reason I could find my house was because I’d driven the area so many times before.” 

The house was salvageable, save for tens of thousands of dollars in repairs, but after two months of living in a post-Katrina Louisiana with armed National Guard keeping peace, price gouging and everyone out of sorts, the Alsup’s decided a life there was not worth it. 

“We had to take a leap of faith to move here,” confides Dena of selling their home and heading back to Texas. “All we had was a U-Haul. Ray had no job. We had no place to live.” 

Despite little preparation, the family was able to quickly settle into a new life — they moved into a small, two-bedroom apartment, and Ray resumed his trade as a truck driver; but the “new normal” didn’t last long. 

The pay scale for truck drivers in Texas was about 30 percent less than what the Alsup’s had been used to, which created a heavy financial burden. And so, in June, Ray moved back to Slidell and took up his former post — Dena and the kids will follow as soon as they have found a new place to live. 

“I’m sad to be moving back. I was raised in North Texas. I love the Dallas area; it’s a great place to live,” notes Dena wistfully. “But you have to go where you can provide best for the ones you love. I can’t help but think, though, that we’re putting ourselves in harm’s way.” 

It’s been four months since Ray moved back to Louisiana, and Dena says the separation has taken its toll. 

“Hannah has started wetting the bed — that’s stress,” she explains, adding that her little girl often cries at bedtime, wanting her dad to tuck her in. The stay-at-home mom says her son Ben asks “Where daddy? What’s daddy doing?” a lot, to which big-sister Hannah always replies: “Daddy’s in Louisiana, and we’re in Texas. He’s finding us a house.” 

Despite the ups and downs of the last year, Dena says her faith in God and her family has gotten her through. “It’s been a mixed blessing. Some good has come out all of this,” shares Dena, who does confide that it’s hard to remain positive sometimes, especially on the nights when she finds herself sleeping in her husband’s shirt with tears streaming down her face. “In losing so much you realize what’s important; your perspectives and priorities change. There are lots of things we want — like a house and a dog — but we know now that we can live a happy life and not necessarily have everything we think we should. The true value is our family.” 

The Dauterive Family
Mom: Christina; Dad: Robbie; children: Gable, 5; Sophie, 18 months. 
Evacuated Hurricane Katrina: New Orleans, La., to Dallas

Living in New Orleans, evacuating is simply a part of life. “We’d been through this drill before,” recalls Christina Dauterive of packing a few days worth of clothes for her family, who sought refuge from Hurricane Katrina in her parent’s home in Baton Rouge. The family thought they’d only be away from their home for a weekend — it has now been a year. 

The Dauterive house, situated in the Lakeview area, was almost completely under water when Robbie, Christina’s husband, was finally able to make his way back into the city after two weeks. He says the area “looked like a bomb had hit.” 

The official assessment of their home? Destroyed. It was time to move on. 

Eager to get their children into a stable environment, both Christina, a marketing manager, and Robbie, a pharmaceutical sales executive, were able to transfer with their respective employers to Dallas. 

“We have found that Dallas is a very family-friendly environment,” shares Christina. “We feel confident that we made the right move.” 

In comparison to many evacuee families, the Dauterive’s transition into North Texas was easy and uncomplicated. Though it was not without its own set of hardships. 

“Gable still talks about ‘when the storm hit our house,’” offers Christina, who says she and Robbie try to explain their situation in simple terms that their young son can understand. “Gable, we can’t go home, there’s lots of water,” they tell him. “He asked a lot of questions. We took him to see the house for closure, and he said ‘OK, I’ve seen enough, I’m ready to go.’” 

Christina says that while Gable cried a lot in the beginning, he has been able to find his place in his new life, making lots of friends and going about the business of being a 5-year-old little boy. “When it’s really stormy, he still gets sad, but we’re really impressed with how well he’s done,” she reports, adding that the stress of starting over hasn’t been as easy on her marriage. “In our relationship, there were a lot of tests; it was a struggle for us. We’d been settled [in New Orleans], and we were forced to get out of our comfort zone. There is a totally different culture here,” notes Christina, who says the couple’s two small children are what pulled them back together. “Our children really helped get us through; they gave us a purpose: Making sure they had a quality of life equal to or better than what they had before. We had to look at things through the eyes of a child … not overcomplicate the situation.” 

Now, a year later, things for the Dauterives seem to be on a permanent upswing, thanks, in part, to a whole lot of love. “A lot of goodness has come out of this,” confesses Christina. “We had friends and family coming out of the woodwork to help. We’ve learned that people will be here through the hard times, and I’ll never forget those who helped us, and hopefully I’ll be able to return the favor.” 

Having survived and flourished in the wake of one of the nation’s most devastating natural disasters, Christina says her family has only become stronger because of it. “We’ve learned a lot — gained a lot,” she surmises. “The family unit is what inspired us to keep going, and we learned that everyone’s common goal is the same: Get through this and move on.” 

The Thomas Family
Mom: Saleeta; Dad: Nicholas; daughter: Chayil, 17 months. 
Evacuated Hurricane Katrina: Algiers, La., to Richardson

For New Orleans natives Saleeta Spencer Thomas and her husband Nicholas, leaving behind their home in Algiers, a community situated on the west bank, was like leaving behind an old, familiar friend. 

Though their home was spared of flooding and suffered only minor wind damage in comparison to other structures, the couple’s jobs were eliminated due to the hurricane devastation. So they packed up and headed to North Texas, where they had first sought shelter from the storm. 

“My husband, daughter, mother and I moved into a townhouse in Richardson,” shares Saleeta, adding that the family first spent one-week stints in a hotel and a friend’s home before settling into the rental. 

And all of the moving came with at a hefty price. “Unlike many families, we received no assistance from FEMA with the exception of the initial disbursement,” recalls Saleeta. “We depleted our savings.” 

Adding to an already intense situation, Saleeta found herself struggling to adjust to her new role as a first-time mom in the midst of utter chaos. “My situation was already very stressful [before the hurricane]. My dad had died when I was nearly eight months pregnant, my daughter had colic,” she discloses. “But what really impacted me as a parent was the lack of structure. Chayil is my first child, and I’d had a lot of plans. I wanted to enroll her in the neighborhood swimming class when she was 6 months old, but I wasn’t able to do that. It may seem like a small thing to some parents, but it was a big deal to me.” 

While Saleeta had hoped she would be able to make new plans for her daughter in Richardson, there was one more move the family had to make — back to Louisiana. 

Though Saleeta had found a job at a local banking institution, after a few months at Texas residences, she was offered a position as a pharmaceutical sales representative in Shreveport with a substantial salary increase. “I begged to stay in Dallas, but I had to go into a territory that was available at the time,” she says. “Even with my love for the city, I couldn’t be selfish. I had to do what was best for my family.” 

Though they have been in Shreveport since late February, the Thomas family still has strong ties to its first post-Katrina home. They travel on weekends to attend services at City Temple Seventh-day Adventist Church in Dallas, and Nicholas is waiting to hear if he’s been accepted into the physical-therapy program at Texas Women’s University in Denton. “Dallas will always have a special place in my heart,” asserts Saleeta. “My daughter learned how to crawl and got her first teeth in Dallas. She experienced her first Christmas there, too.” 

Despite the nomad-like nature their lives have become in the past year, Saleeta says baby Chayil seems all the better for it. “She has been a real trooper,” she reports. “She’s a real adaptive kid. Having to adjust to so many different environments so early on has made her stronger.” 

While the youngest member of the Thomas clan is doing well, how is the rest of the family? “We’re just trying to live a normal life in such an abnormal situation,” offers Saleeta, who says she’s patiently optimistic about what the future holds. “There’s always a rainbow after the storm. That’s where I am right now — the rainbow is coming — I’m very hopeful, very faithful that it’s coming.” 

Sidebar 1: A Year in Numbers

• 52,000 families evacuated to North Texas; 25,700 were registered with FEMA using a Dallas County address within the last month. 

• 6,000 evacuee students attended classes within the area ISDs, including both public and private schools; about two-thirds are estimated to remain during this school year. 

• 1,400 families still residing in the area are no longer eligible for financial assistance from FEMA, prompting concern over a possible increase in the area’s homeless population. 

Sidebar 2: How To Help

• Contact local school counselors or PTA representatives about donating school supplies and uniforms. 

• Become a certified disaster volunteer through the American Red Cross so that in the event of another disaster you will be immediately qualified and ready for an assignment. Contact American Red Cross disaster services at 214/678-4800; 4800 Harry Hines Blvd., Dallas. 

• Give financial donations for all disaster relief efforts. Online donations may be made to United Way of Metropolitan Dallas, www.unitedwaydallas.com; American Red Cross, www.redcross.org; or The Salvation Army – Greater Dallas Metroplex, www.salvationarmydallas.org. 

Sidebar 3: Through the Eyes of a Child
Sabrina, a Dallas fifth-grader who evacuated Louisiana because of last year’s Hurricane Katrina, shares her personal journey of leaving, loss and getting on with life. 


“We found out about a day before the hurricane that we needed to evacuate and I was so surprised. We didn’t have anything packed. There was so much traffic when we were leaving. I had never evacuated before and I couldn’t believe this was happening. 

I had a feeling that our house wasn’t going to get hurt and it didn’t. I didn’t think the hurricane would hit our little town [Boutte, LA], but I didn’t think we’d go back home, either. I can’t explain it, it was just a feeling I had. 

I didn’t feel so good inside [about leaving]. I knew I wouldn’t get to see anyone again, especially my best friend Jessica. I cried every once in awhile. 

We evacuated to Shreveport and it was so nice, sunny and very beautiful. We stayed in a hotel for a week and it was like being on vacation. My mom watched the news a lot, but I was busy playing with my cat. 

We then went to Arkansas to stay with my uncle David. I enrolled in a Catholic school with my cousin, Travis. I was really, really scared [about going to a new school] and I didn’t walk into the classroom for about 30 seconds, I just stood by the door. 

I ended up loving my Catholic school; almost everyone in my class became my friend. But after a month I had to leave again. My mom found a job and an apartment in Dallas, so we moved here. 

It was like really hard at first. Each time I have to leave people, I feel so bad; it feels like I’m abandoning them. But I feel bad for me too, for having to start over. 

When I started at my Dallas school [the third school in three months], everyone was staring at me at first and I got really shy. I walked to the back of the class and sat at my desk. A girl named Devon introduced herself to me and she was like my guide around school. We became best friends. There was only one other student in my class from Louisiana, but he went back two months after he started. 

I’m not crying anymore [about my situation] because Dallas is like beautiful and stuff, but I do miss Louisiana sometimes. I miss the seafood, the Mardi Gras parades and oh my goodness I miss my uncles [mom has six brothers]; they’re super funny. And I miss my dad [he still lives in Louisiana]. I don’t hang out with him that much anymore and that’s hard. 

I miss Louisiana most whenever people are talking about it and the bad things that happened there. I think I wish I were back there, just so I could see it one more time. I didn’t even get to say good-bye.”
