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Sunday

We started the day with mass at St Maria Goretti. It was good to see Monsignor again. He gave us a special welcome during mass, introducing our group to the rest of the congregation. After mass, lots of parishioners stopped by to talk to us.  They thanked us for coming, asked where we were staying and what kind of work we would be doing. Some folks began to share their stories about surviving Katrina. One woman was especially glad to meet us because her name is Vivian and she had never heard about a St Vivian.

After mass we went to the French Quarter. We shopped in the French Market, had beignets at Café Du Monde, and ate lunch at a Cajun restaurant.  Next we took a bus tour of the whole city.  It included the Lower Ninth Ward - still unbelievably wrecked by Katrina - and nicer parts of the city, like Espenlade Ave, Lakeside, City Park, and the Garden District. Everybody's favorite part of the tour seemed to be our stop in an above ground cemetery.

When the bus tour was finished a few of the group were too tired to continue being tourists, so they when back to the volunteer quarters. The other half of the group stopped by the Satchmo Summerfest and enjoyed a tribute to Louis Armstrong. That was neat to see because, not only did it offer great music, it seemed to be filled with locals rather than tourists. It felt like a genuine sample of New Orleans culture.

Now we're back at the volunteer quarters. It's 9:45PM and we'll be going to bed soon. Which is good-I'm exhausted!  Tomorrow our day begins at 7am. Rumor has it that we'll be doing mud work on drywall.

Monday

Our first work day!  It was HOT.  I had sweat dripping from parts that I didn't know I had.  Praise God for cool breezes!

Today, one work crew did mudwork on drywall.  It was especially difficult because the studs in the home were warped, which means the drywall panels are crooked and awkwardly spaced.  So we have a lot of gaps to fill in and angles to smooth over.  We almost finished the walls today.  Tomorrow we'll have to start the ceilings.  My arms, neck, and shoulders are not looking forward to that job.

The other crew had a mix of jobs to work on at their house.  They organized construction clutter, hung tar paper on the exterior walls, and did repair work on the rotting floor. 

There's no question that the floor needed to be replaced, as Alex actually fell through it!  Don't worry, no permanent injuries - only one scratch, which was promptly cleaned with hydrogen peroxide.

A highlight of the day for the second crew was getting to know Bryan, the homeowner who worked alongside them for most of the day.  Bryan is a 68-year-old photographer with a strong Cajun accent.  At a break time the crew went to McDonalds for ice cream sundaes.  They brought one back to Bryan and his face absolutely lit up!

Now we are all home and showered and hungrily awaiting dinner.  

Tuesday

Today was another day of hot, hard work.  Our two teams accomplished a lot - drywall work, replacing/fixing floor joists, landscaping, and cleaning.  Did I mention that the work was hot and hard?  The drywall team learned that if you have a layer of drywall dust on your arms, face, and legs, when you sweat it turns into drywall paste.  The floor crew learned that if you have a layer of saw dust on your arms, face, and legs, when you sweat it turns into itchy saw dust paste. When the two crews reunited at the end of the work day, there were debates about which paste is worse.

The best part of the day was dinner with Sr Lou.  We picked her up at the Metairie retirement home where she now lives and took her to dinner at the New Orleans Hamburger and Seafood Co.  At the restaurant Emily Brunsman sat next to Sister.  Emily admitted later that at first she expected it to be kind of boring sitting next to the elderly nun, but Sister was full of interesting stories and genuinely enjoy listening to Emily, so Emily ended up having a great time.  And now she has a new best nun friend!  It was Sr Lou who chose the restaurant, and that was a HUGE hit.  For one thing, the hamburgers and poboys were delicious.  But what made it great is that they also had FREE SOFT SERVE ICE CREAM!!!  Just what our hungry work crews needed!

Wednesday

Today we worked on drywall, flooring, insulation and landscaping. It was really really hot, as usual.

Almost every time I've been to New Orleans, someone has recommended that I try an icy treat called a snowball. I've always figured it was the same as a snow cone, which is good but not great, so I haven't been in a hurry to get one. On this trip, four different people have recommended snowballs. Last night it was Pastor Teresa, the founder of His Hands 2 Go, who asked if I had tried a snowball yet. I said no, but making pleasant conversation, I asked what her favorite flavor was. Her answer: vanilla with condensed milk.  Condensed milk!?! Hold up! Either that is absolutely disgusting, or snowballs are very different than snow cones.

So today after work - hot, sweaty, and covered in drywall mud - we went out for snowballs. Most of our crew ordered standard fruity flavors, but I went out on a limb and tried the vanilla with condensed milk. I half expected the server to say, "Ew, gross!" but she took the order as if it was completely normal.

How was it? Kind of strange, but pleasant. It tasted just like ice cream when you make it yourself - not quite right, but not at all bad.

After snowballs, dinner and chores, Mary, Randy, and Pat stayed home to catch up on sleep, and Mark and I took the kids out to Rock n` Bowl. It's a bowling alley that also has a live band and a huge dance floor. Or is it a dance hall that also has some bowling lanes? 

Anyway, we had a really good time. There was a swing band and at least a dozen couples dancing who really knew their stuff. I think all of us did a little dancing, and then we bowled one game.

On the agenda for tomorrow: more drywall, flooring, landscaping, heat, and sweat. There is also a possibility of a demolition job, but I don't yet know for sure.

Thursday

Today we worked on drywall, flooring, insulation, landscaping, and ... DEMOLITION!!! Pat Youngblood punched through a wall - watch out for her! Josh, Adam, and Michael tore into the demolition as well and had a blast! Probably the biggest excitement was when Josh tore down a board and a giant rat fell out of the wall and scurried across the floor! That will keep you on your toes! (Made me glad I'm just working on drywall.)

Every Thursday night that they have volunteers staying with them, His Hands 2 Go hosts a prayer service to help process the experiences of the week. It's a great opportunity to minister to each other and share our perspectives and insights. Those who worked on Bryan's house talked about how much fun it has been to get to know him. He is so grateful for all the work they do and is fun to talk to. They said that knowing how much Bryan appreciates the work motivates them to work harder and faster.

Another observation during the prayer service was about how often complete strangers will recognize us as volunteers and stop to thank us for the work we our doing. We aren't even working on their homes, but our presence here gives them hope.

People also mentioned how this time away helps us practice gratitude for things we often take for granted. I know that I personally have been so grateful for the occasional cool breeze. But we all also appreciate things in our daily lives that we normally overlook - to have a secure and finished home, to live in air conditioning, to take showers without waiting in line, to have dish washers and garbage disposals.

Finally, all the volunteers were proud of the work that they've done. It has been very rewarding to see, step by step, the progress we've made since Monday.

This year His Hands 2 Go began a tradition of asking all volunteers to paint their names on a couple of doors that had been salvaged from a demolition site. Today we signed those doors.  But we weren't the first volunteers from St Vivian to do so. It was really cool to see the names of Greg Hogg, Anita B, John Hadden, Pat Frey, Sue, Rosemary, etc, who had all been here last February.

Friday

We worked until 12:30 today doing demolition and flooring. I think it may have been the best time of Michael's life, punching and kicking down those walls. 
Bryan was so happy with the work being done at his house that he went out and bought flowers for the garden, which the crew helped him plant. Nobody tell Sarah that I wrote this in Quicklets, but while working at Bryan's she stepped on a rake which swung up and whacked her in the face just like in a cartoon. It actually hit her hard enough that she was afraid of getting a black eye, but I think what hurt most is that everyone cracked up laughing when they heard the story. Poor Sarah.

Bryan took pity on her and bought her a rake mask (face shield) for future gardening. He also bought Adam a Cajun sword (machete) and got hard hats for Randy, Mary, Richele, and Adam.  He joined us for lunch today and had a formal presentation of all those gifts, calling it the 2009 Katrina Construction Awards. It was fun for the rest of our group to finally meet Bryan. I can see why that crew liked him so much.

After lunch I filled out a report to record the work that we completed on each house. As I looked through the log on our drywall house I noticed something very cool. In January of 2008, Joe and Joey Meyer repaired the roof on that house.  And the friends we made on that 2008 trip, also known as the porch people, repaired the floor. Joe, if you're wondering, the roof on the Clouet house is holding up nicely and the drywall mudding is ready to be sanded.

After lunch we went on swamp tour, which was a lot of fun. We saw about six or seven alligators and also beautiful herons, cypress, Spanish moss, etc.

Then we headed back to St Maria Goretti for a celebration of racial harmony. It was a prayer service organized by the archdiocese and celebrated by Archbishop Hughes. There was an amazing gospel choir at the prayer service and a reception afterward. It was a good chance for us to visit with Sr Lou and Monsignor Gauthreaux again. I invited Monsignor to come visit us in Cincinnati. Hopefully he or some of the Goretti parishioners will have the opportunity to do that this year. 
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