New Orleans Blog

Jan 31 – Feb 7, 2009
Sunday

We arrived safe and sound in New Orleans last night. The weather is mostly sunny and warm!!!

Today we went to the noon Mass at St Maria Goretti. They have a gospel choir that is really beautiful and inspiring. We chatted with Monsignor Gauthreaux before and after the mass. Everyone was very welcoming and happy to see us again.

Today is our day to relax, so we've been driving around the city and hanging out in the French Quarter. Those who were here last year have noted lots of signs of improvement. In the Lower 9th Ward, which had been almost completely bulldozed, there are now about 7 beautiful homes that were built by Brad Pitt's Make it Right foundation.

We're writing to you live from the Hard Rock Café while watching the Super Bowl. It's the 3rd quarter. C'mon Cardinals' get your act together! Enough with the fouls!

Thanks for all your prayers and support.

Monday

It's 10 O'clock and we just got home from a long day. We started with morning prayer at 7:30. We're so lucky to have Greg Hogg with us because he brought his guitar and led us in song.

Next, John Hadden went to the airport to pick up Darwin Yung, who arrived this morning at 9am.

We all went to Mike Peterson's house where we spent the day working. 

Mike's house was built in the 1800s. It took on 13 feet of water in the flood after Katrina. He was fascinating to listen to because he seemed to know every person and every rumor in New Orleans. He was quite a storyteller. We did a lot of clean up work and sorting of scrap wood at his house.  We also prepped and painted the upstairs bathroom. The paint was an interesting color choice. The label said it was "spring green," but to me it looked like electric chartreuse! We also did some woodwork and put in shelves and a countertop for a sink.

We got home exhausted, but instead of resting, we quickly showered and took off to find Sr. Lou. She now lives in a retirement home in the nearby city of Metairie (20 minutes from New Orleans). We picked her up and she took us to a place for dinner called New Orleans' Hamburger and Seafood Restaurant. It was delicious! And it was so much fun to gather around the table and chat with Sr Lou! We stuffed ourselves on shrimp po'boys and blackened catfish and stayed there until the waitress said she had to go home. As we bid Sr Lou "au revoir," Rosemary Erman gave her a box of Greater's chocolates. Sister said, "Oh, the box is so lovely!" We said, "Wait til you try what's inside!"

Sister also went on about how much she enjoys the people of St Vivian. She said we are "a faith-filled community, and we're not afraid to share it." It was so nice to hear.

Now it's time to rest up for a full day of work tomorrow!

Tuesday

Hello to snowbound Cincinnati from your sunburned friends in New Orleans!

Today we worked at Isaac Green's house painting the outside trim and installing a new front door. Both jobs required lots of prep work, as the trim had to be scraped and sanded and, as it turned out, the door didn't fit inside the doorway. But with lots of work, we got both jobs finished. We'll do a second coat of paint on the trim tomorrow. 

The work was hard, but it was a beautiful sunny day and we loved it. 

We loved it even more when we heard about the 8 inches of snow you were getting in Cincinnati!
After work we were treated to red beans and rice cooked by local New Orleanians. Ron & Betty Dufour lost their home in Katrina and His Hands 2 Go helped them rebuild. Our group had never helped them, but they cooked us a savory dinner tonight with the best cornbread I've ever tasted. They shared stories about surviving and rebuilding after Katrina and all the trials and blessings they've met since. We topped off the evening with a sing-a-long led by Greg Hogg.  It turns out Joe Meyer has an unforgettable Elvis impression!

Thursday

Wednesday was so busy I didn't have time to write! The highlight of the day was lunch. We went to Walker's Barbecue a place that has been featured in Esquire Magazine and on the Food Network. It's only open on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday from 10:30 until they run out of ribs. I'm a vegetarian, so it didn't have much appeal to me, but the rest of our group agrees that it was the best meal of their lives!

In the evening the menfolk went to see the Hornets/Bulls game. The Hornets lost but they really went to see D. West who had a great game and was named MVP.

Pat Frey, Suzanne (a His Hands 2 Go volunteer coordinator), and I went to The House of Blues to see Susan Tedeschi. She's a blues singer and guitarist who reminds me of a cross between Bonnie Raitt and Janis Joplin.  She was fantastic!

This morning we're working on a home where the owner works during the day, so we haven't met her yet.  We've installed two bathtubs and are now working on installing window and door frames. Others are scrubbing the floor. I'm washing windows -- which means I'm outside and no one knows that I'm sending e-mails instead of working. The windows are a mess though! Some of them still show the water line from the flood after Katrina. It's was a shock for me to realize what that line of dirt was.

Well, I better get back to work before I get caught!

Thursday (cont.)

Anonymous observations from the New Orleans Crew:
Walker's barbecue was everybody's favorite.

Decorative wrought iron takes a LONG time to paint!

Greg Hogg is a great paint brush washer.

Jeanne Schaefer knows every song ever written.

My paint clothes are now multicolored.  Light pink (from last year), electric chartreuse, salmon, and white. Yes, it is hard to paint and keep it off the socks, shoes, and jackets.

The team has worked well together.  Of course, the foreman, Joe Meyer, can be hard on his laborers.

Isaac likes to laugh; Mike likes to talk.  (They're the homeowners we've worked with.)

God is good and people are grateful!

This has been such a great week. Since we are a smaller group, we've had the pleasure of working as one team.  It has been hard work, but rewarding to see the improvement in people's homes. Our on-the-job singing has kept people in stitches and very up beat. Monday we got to see Sister Lou again. She's so much fun. We ate at the New Orleans Hamburger and Seafood Restaurant. Do I see raised eyebrows?! Actually, it was great and Sister had so many tales to tell. What a night!

Friday

Today we finished painting Isaac Green's house. I'm so glad we did because we all just love him. First of all, he likes to work and sing along side of us. Secondly, he has a wise and peaceful demeanor about him. Thirdly, he makes delicious hot chocolate! And finally, he has given most of us pretty good nicknames.

Joe Meyer is The Carpenter.

John Hadden is The Banker.

Greg Hogg was The Chisel Man (Joe will tell you that story!) And now Greg is The Guitar Man.

Darwin Yung is The Quiet One.

Jeanne Schaefer is Bebop Doowop.

Rosemary Erman didn't get a name, but he did call her "really something."

Work is done for the week and now we're cleaning up to go to the Krewe of Brid parade. Hopefully, we'll each bring back armloads of beads!

Saturday

Holy Smokes - The week ends with a bang (and giant plumes of smoke)

Last night was our last night in New Orleans. We finished the week off with a parade and a trip to an Italian ice cream shop. The big Mardi Gras parade season hasn't yet begun, so Sr Lou was surprised to hear that we had found a parade at all. When she heard the name of the parade, The Krewe of Brid, she tactfully warned us, "Don't expect it to be very...exciting." She was right! There were no floats, just one marching band, a group of bag pipers, a group of Irish dancers, and a group of girls on roller skates. But we did catch some beads and even some fake mustaches!

Then we went to a very popular Italian pastry shop where we were joined by most of the His Hands 2 Go staff, including Pastor Teresa, who founded HH2G; Pastor Larry, the executive director; and Suzanne, the volunteer coordinator. When we got home we had a slide show of all the pictures we've taken throughout the week. It was a fun opportunity to reflect on our experiences.

We left this morning around 7AM New Orleans time. As we were leaving, Pastor Larry led us in prayer, calling on God to bless us with a spirit of unity and to keep us under His protection. It's a good thing he did, because not three hours later, Pat Frey and Jeanne Schaefer would need exactly that!

We had split into three different cars for the ride home. Jeanne and Pat were riding in Pat's Nissan Sentra. There had been no car trouble throughout the week, but shortly after they crossed the border from Mississippi into Alabama, the car began to shake with several rattles and clunks. Then the engine started smoking. Pat pulled over right away. They got out of the car and Pat tried to call AAA while Jeanne watched curious things happen below the car's hood. 

Smoke poured out like an upside down waterfall -- first white, then black. Then there was a "Pssst! Clank!" and antifreeze poured out over the front passenger-side tire and into the street. Then there was a "Bang!" followed by another "Bang!" and then, FLAMES!

"Pat!" Jeanne shouted with considerable alarm, "The car's on fire!" 

and they rushed to unload their suitcases and backpacks, and purses, and sleeping bags, and pillows, and anything else they could grab.

Just then, the car with John Hadden, Joe Meyer, and Greg Hogg, noticed a burning car on the side of the road. And then they noticed, "That's Pat and Jeanne!" They sprang into action, helping to unload the car and get Jeanne and Pat a safe distance away.

Meanwhile, the flames were getting bigger. 911 was called. A trucker pulled over and attempted to put the fire out with his little fire extinguisher. Unsuccessful, he put down the extinguisher and instead took pictures with his camera phone. Pat and Joe took pictures, too. 

By now the flames had completely engulfed the engine and began to overtake the windshield. The front tires melted slightly and then exploded. The sheriff arrived and took a statement from Pat and Jeanne. Pat was shaking a little and in shock at the fact that this was really happening, and that was her car, and she and Jeanne had been happily driving along inside it not 15 minutes ago. The fire department arrived and put out the fire with a fire hose, but all that remained was the charred shell. It only took 30 minutes for the car to burn entirely.

Around that time, the car of Sue Lennert, Anita Bidleman, and Rosemary Erman drove by a burning car on the highway. They could see that the police had already responded and a large crowd had gathered, but they did not recognize their fellow travelers in the crowd. They hoped no one was hurt, said a prayer for the occupant(s) of the car, and continued on their way.

As the car burned, the fire crew worked, and Sue's car prayed - Joe, Greg and John tried to reserve a rental car. Pat's smoldering car was on the shoulder of I-59 North at mile marker 38 outside of Eutaw, Alabama. The nearest rental company that would allow Pat to rent a car for a one-way trip to Cincinnati was at the Birmingham airport, about 100 miles away. Together, Pat, Jeanne, Joe, Greg, and John discussed how they could possibly get Pat and Jeanne and their stuff to Birmingham, when John's car was already filled to the brim with the men and their stuff. Then the sheriff introduced a guy named Ron. Ron, an off-duty volunteer fire fighter, offered to take Pat and Jeanne and their stuff to the nearest rest area while they waited for a rental car to pick them up. Then Ron heard about their predicament, so he drove them to Birmingham. This was two hours out of his way!  The group offered to pay him, but all he would accept was a gift card for Shell gas and Jeanne and Pat's hugs and eternal gratitude. He drove them all the way to the Hertz rental company and then helped load their stuff into the new Toyota.

Darwin Yung missed all the excitement because he was flying home. 

During Darwin's layover in Atlanta, Joe called to tell him about Pat's ordeal. Darwin didn't believe him. But, come on, if Joe Meyer told you such a story, you wouldn't believe him either!

The men followed Jeanne and Pat to Birmingham and continued to trail behind the rental car for about four more hours. They decided to split when the girls needed a pit stop and the guys didn't. John's car continued up the highway while the rental pulled into a rest area. Guess whose car they parked next to when they stopped – Sue, Anita and Rosemary! There was a great reunion in the women's restroom! Lots of hugs and thank goodnesses and can you believe thats!

The Jeanne and Pat car made it home safely around 10:30PM Cincinnati time. Hopefully, the other cars have arrived safely home as well.

Gentle reader, please say a prayer in gratitude for Pat and Jeanne's safety, for peace of mind for Pat as she handles insurance and looks for a new car, and - most of all - thank God for angels like Ron Smith, who would drive two hours out of their way to help out a couple of stranded strangers!

