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1 Dead in Attic

I live on The Island, where much has the appearance of Life Goes On. Gas stations, bars, pizza joints, joggers, strollers, dogs, churches, shoppers, neighbors, even garage sales.

Top of Form

Bottom of Form

Sometimes trash and mail service, sometimes not.

It sets to mind a modicum of complacency that maybe everything is all right. But I have this terrible habit of getting into my car every two or three days and driving into the Valley Down Below, that vast wasteland below sea level that was my city, and it's mind-blowing A) how vast it is and B) how wasted it is.

My wife questions the wisdom of my frequent forays into the massive expanse of blown-apart lives and property that local street maps used to call Gentilly, Lakeview, the East and the Lower 9th. She fears that it contributes to my unhappiness and general instability and I suspect she is right.

Perhaps I should just stay on the stretch of safe, dry land Uptown where we live and try to move on, focus on pleasant things, quit making myself miserable, quit reliving all those terrible things we saw on TV that first week. That's advice I wish I could follow, but I can't. I am compelled for reasons that are not entirely clear to me. And so I drive.


I drive around and try to figure out those Byzantine markings and symbols that the cops and the National Guard spray-painted on all the houses around here, cryptic communications that tell the story of who or what was or wasn't inside the house when the floodwater rose to the ceiling.

In some cases, there's no interpretation needed. There's one I pass on St. Roch Avenue in the 8th Ward at least once a week. It says: "1 dead in attic." That certainly sums up the situation. No mystery there.

It's spray-painted there on the front of the house and it probably will remain spray-painted there for weeks, months, maybe years, a perpetual reminder of the untimely passing of a citizen, a resident, a New Orleanian.

One of us.

You'd think some numerical coding could have conveyed this information on this house, so that I -- we all -- wouldn't have to drive by places like this every day and be reminded: "1 dead in attic."


I have seen plenty of houses in worse shape than the one where 1 Dead in Attic used to live, houses in Gentilly and the Lower 9th that yield the most chilling visual displays in town: low-rider shotgun rooftops with holes that were hacked away from the inside with an ax, leaving small, splintered openings through which people sought escape.

Imagine if your life came to that point, and remained there, on display, all over town for us to see, day after day.

Amazingly, those rooftops are the stories with happy endings. I mean, they got out, right? But where are they now? Do you think they have trouble sleeping at night?

The occasional rooftops still have painted messages: "HELP US." I guess they had paint cans in their attic. And an ax, like the news always told us we should have if we weren't going to evacuate. Perhaps 1 Dead in Attic should have heeded this advice. But judging from the ages on the state's official victims list, he or she was probably up in years. And stubborn. And unafraid. And now a statistic. I wonder who eventually came and took 1 Dead in Attic away. Who knows? Heck, with the way things run around here -- I wonder if anyone has come to take 1 Dead in Attic away. And who claimed him or her? Who grieved over 1 Dead in Attic and who buried 1 Dead in Attic? Was there anyone with him or her at the end and what was the last thing they said to each other? How did 1 Dead in Attic spend the last weekend in August of the year 2005?

What were their plans? Maybe dinner at Mandich on St. Claude? Maybe a Labor Day family reunion in City Park -- one of those raucous picnics where everybody wears matching T-shirts to mark the occasion and they rent a DJ and a SpaceWalk and a couple of guys actually get there the night before to secure a good, shady spot?

I wonder if I ever met 1 Dead in Attic. Maybe in the course of my job or maybe at a Saints game or maybe we once stood next to each other at a Mardi Gras parade or maybe we once flipped each other off in a traffic jam. 1 Dead in Attic could have been my mail carrier, a waitress at my favorite restaurant or the guy who burglarized my house a couple years ago. Who knows?

My wife, she's right. I've got to quit just randomly driving around. This can't be helping anything.

But I can't stop. I return to the Valley Down Below over and over, looking for signs of progress in all that muck, some sign that things are getting better, that things are improving, that we don't all have to live in a state of abeyance forever but -- you know what?

I just don't see them there.


I mean, in the 8th Ward, tucked down there behind St. Roch Cemetery, life looks pretty much like it did when the floodwater first receded 10 weeks ago, with lots of cars pointing this way and that, kids' yard toys caked in mire, portraits of despair, desolation and loss. And hatchet holes in rooftops…a freeze frame, a story of what we once were.

The Smell

New Orleans still unfolds itself to you in a sensual way. That was always her forte, but its different now after the storm. 

For instance, in the immediate days after the flood, it was the sound. Choppers, jets, boats, sirens, big trucks, bigger trucks, chainsaws. And then at night, the scariest silence you have ever heard.

Then it was sight. The impenetrable darkness of the night, punctuated in the distance from time to time by a red or blue cherry top on a slow rolling cruiser and most likely the trooper driving was just as scared as you.

There were lots of monsters under the bed in those early days. 


Now, the choppers are gone, and most of that other industrial noise, and at night you might hear crickets. And the scary darkness is now sliced apart by streetlights and the yellow glow from occasional bedroom windows.
That leaves us the sense of smell. And, wow.


It stinks here, just flat out stinks. There are random piles of residential and commercial trash just everywhere and even when there is no visible evidence, the slightest wind shift can take you to Puke City. I mean, it’s rough. Even in places that are cleaned up and open for business, you can still smell the Aftermath. The CVS and Walgreens drug stores are open Uptown and even though the air conditioning is blasting and they have cleaned the heck out of those places, you can still sense it when you first walk in, just barely taste it. 

Stink is a situation that TV and radio cannot successfully portray; olfactory being one of the senses not yet conquered by the airwaves or Internet. I don’t mean to be complaining here, jumping on the gripe train and all that. Compared to losing a loved one, a home or a job, this is kibbles and bits. But in terms of livability, it matters.

The whole idea of it makes me nostalgic, the radio playing in my backyard on an autumn day, after a Saints game, listening to a Buddy D commercial pitching River Parish Disposal: “Our business stinks, but it’s picking up.”

What a great slogan that is.

Buddy D. The Saints. Garbage pick-up. Ah, memories of my old New Orleans.


Zeitoun
What are your initial thoughts or questions about this story?


Directions: As you listen to the interview and watch the video, make a list of adjectives you would use to describe Zeitoun’s character in the box below. http://n.pr/XrNKEP 


Excerpt from Zeitoun:

“Zeitoun woke with the sun and crawled out of his tent. The day was bright, and as far as he could see in any direction the city was underwater. Though every resident of New Orleans imagines great floods, knows that such a thing is possible in a city surrounded by water and ill-conceived levees, the sight, in the light of day, was beyond anything he had imagined. He could only think of Judgment Day, of Noah and forty days of rain. And yet it was so quiet, so still. Nothing moved. He sat on the roof and scanned the horizon, looking for any person, any animal or machine moving. Nothing.”

“1 Dead in Attic” is a collection of post-Katrina newspaper stories written by New Orleans’ Times-Picayune columnist Chris Rose. His stories recount the first four harrowing months living in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. Chris Rose escaped the Hurricane and stayed with his family in Baton Rouge while the storm battered New Orleans. When he returned to New Orleans days after the storm, he saw a city that he barely could recognize. With time, he saw the spirit of New Orleans return, but also saw aspects of the city and its people that would never be the same. In the newspaper columns below, he describes life in New Orleans after Katrina.





What tone does the author establish in the first paragraphs? Highlight words and phrases that show the tone.





What is the author’s purpose in including these paragraphs about the marking on the house?





Highlight Rose’s questions and wonders about “1 Dead in Attic”. How do these questions and concerns illustrate Rose’s tone toward “1 Dead in Attic”?





What poetic device does Rose use to describe these “early days”? What two things are being compared? What effect does it have on the reader?





On a separate sheet of paper: Write a compare/contrast paragraph about the two post-Katrina experiences (Zeitoun and 1 Dead in Attic). Use signal words (highlight them!) in your paragraphs to structure your sentences.  This paragraph will be turned in at the end of class.  (5 sentences or more in length)





What are the major words, thoughts, emotions that stick with you after reading?  Write down a quote that shows this emotion.





Zeitoun is a nonfiction book by Dave Eggers published in 2009 that tells the true story of Abdulrahman Zeitoun, the Syrian-American owner of a painting and contracting company in New Orleans who chose to ride out Hurricane Katrina in his Uptown home. After the hurricane, he traveled the flooded city in a canoe rescuing neighbors, caring for abandoned pets, and distributing fresh water. Soon after the storm, Zeitoun was arrested without reason or explanation at one of his rental houses. He was not immediately charged with a crime but was imprisoned for 23 days without having stood trial. During that time, he was accused of terrorist activity, presumably because of his Muslim religion, was treated inhumanely, and was refused medical attention and the use of a phone to alert his family. His wife and daughters, staying with friends far away from the city, only knew that he had seemingly disappeared from the face of the earth.





What is the tone of the excerpt?  





What words from above convey the tone of the excerpt?








