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	Hurricanes are permitted for a reason, some local folks would say; they come around every now and then to “clean up”, or “to make people remember God”, or “as a punishment”. What does this local say? That Mother Nature does whatever she wants to do whenever she wants to; however, prayer is powerful.  On the other hand, Isabel discovered that Hurricane HUGO of 1989 was a great teacher. Since then there has been more respect for this awesome power, and most people are more willing to listen to the authorities. Thanks to HUGO, people now get nervous and run at the first warning sign.





	When Isabel heard on Saturday evening (Nov.13th) that there was a “disturbance” in the western Caribbean she did not pay much attention to it. She figured it would move into the Gulf of Mexico or take another route. She did not want it to touch Honduras and Nicaragua since Hurricane MITCH killed over 10,000 there last year--mostly from mudslides due to torrential rain over a period of several days. On Sunday evening (14th), she logged on to check for mail and there was one from a friend who is an Amateur Radio Operator. Her "antennas" stood up. Only when something threatened did he email charts. Sure enough, his chart indicated that the “disturbance” of the previous evening had become a Tropical Depression; it was expected to become a Tropical Storm by late afternoon, and it was heading East in our direction! “Oh, no!” thought Isabel. "And here I am all alone! Horrors!" Her husband thought it was safe to go on a business trip. After all, there are never any hurricanes in November.





	Isabel turned on the TV weather channel and there it was. It had already become a hurricane- LENNY, with winds of 80 mph expected to increase in intensity. There were three possible routes. It could travel over San Juan, or between St. Thomas and St. Croix, or to the south of St. Croix. We were on alert.





	On Monday (15th) Hurricane Lenny intensified to 100mph and had dropped from Latitude 16 to 15. That was not a good sign even though St. Croix is between 17 and 18, as they tended to move up after a spell. Even a category 1 hurricane is a lot to contend with, so Isabel started putting away gardening paraphernalia from outside. Since she was alone it was important to get a head start on this. 





	On Tuesday (16th) Lenny had intensified to a category 2 hurricane with room for growth, and still heading east. All islanders were becoming quite worried. Meanwhile, Lenny dropped to 14 degrees. It was expected to stay on this track before turning to the North. Residents in St. Croix were told to prepare as it was staying on the third route in our direction! 














	In the morning Isabel closed the shutters, picked up more objects from outside, - potted plants, etc., rearranged the garage to make space for the car. She rolled up the sunshades on the porch and secured them as best as possible. As for the hanging lamp, in the ‘opera box”, which Hurricane GEORGES had already ripped off and smashed in ‘98, and which her husband had patiently repaired and replaced. Well, so much for that…





	After all that, Isabel even had time to do some weeding.  Perhaps it was not a good idea. She pulled a wild vine, which was encroaching on a forbidden area and did not notice the bee, but did she ever feel it. It stung her on the wedding ring finger. If only she had worn the gardening gloves. Too late, the finger began to swell and the ring tightened. She drove to her elderly father in the vicinity, her afternoon duty, and while there she called Rosa who owns a jewelry store. Isabel was urged to go as quickly as possible to cut the ring off. Easier said than done. Between the two of them, they took turns cutting with a special scissor and filing. It took them over half an hour to finally cut through. In the meanwhile, Rosa's husband came in concerned about the look of the sky. They went to look. They had never seen such a black sky. 





	The clouds seemed so low that they could almost reach up and touch them, but that of course was an optical illusion. Isabel jumped into the car and raced home, drove the car into the garage, closed the door and hoped for the best. Then she proceeded to bring in the remaining furniture from the porch and terrace. She could not remove the screen doors to the terrace as was done with the experience of her first hurricane GEORGES; so, Isabel did not expect to see them again. The dining room was in the southwest corner of the porch; she put the chairs on top of the table and pushed it against the double-doors to the kitchen. Then she placed a large plastic sheet over this, securing it with the legs of the heavy table. She did not know where she got all that energy.  Shortly after, the rain started and with it a succession of lightning with accompanying thunder. Isabel had never seen the likes before. Even though night had set in, it seemed like daylight. 





	Isabel listened to the local station as she gathered together her needs and those of the two pets to move downstairs to the hurricane refuge. She had to search for “Catty”- the tuxedo cat, which was scared of thunder. She found her huddled under one of the beds. LENNY was increasing to category FOUR status, possibly becoming a category FIVE capable of extreme damage, traveling to the South but expected to make a move towards the North. Isabel heard a woman, on the radio, say  “fortunately we always have electrical power until it is shut off two hours before the hurricane arrives”. Just then -Wham! A blackout! Isabel could not resist laughing and laugh she did!  She stood the powerful flashlight up towards the ceiling and continued the preparations with the help of two additional lanterns making a series of trips downstairs. The unusual storm well ahead of the hurricane caught many on the roads. It was an eerie night out there. Looking around at the unprotected glass doors and windows to the porch Isabel could only pray and hope that flying debris would not break them. Her hand had swollen from the bee sting to twice the normal size and was very painful. She finally locked the double glass doors to the living room and left the key in the lock in case she had to go back upstairs. The blackout lasted four and a half hours. It was reported that two lightning bolts hit the plant causing the massive blackout. The vigil candle flickered on the little altar in the bedroom downstairs casting a comforting glow in the room. After a time, exhausted with the preparations and the anxiety, she yielded to a night of peaceful slumber.





	On Wednesday (17th) Hurricane LENNY was not expected to display his full power until around noon. After the initial storm last night there was still a space of time to continue preparations. She had everything under control. She received calls and made calls until the electrical power was shut off just before noon. A cordless phone does not work without power--something to remember. Everyone was concerned for her safety as they could see on TV and the computer weather reports that LENNY was a huge hurricane and St. Croix was imbedded in RED. 





	After lunch she prayed at the little altar and laid down for a nap. Exhaustion was catching up with her. The dog “Prinz” and “Catty” were comfortable on the other twin bed. It rained torrentially. The wind and rain pounded on the house. Isabel heard some thing outside. Maybe it was a galvanized metal sheet crashing against the house. It was not clear. The wind was intense. It drove the rain in through every crack and crevice. The kitchen/ living room area was flooding. Isabel worried about her father. Did her brother manage to get him to his house? Or was he alone? What if the roof blew off? Weather reports on the radio indicated that Lenny had sustained winds of 145 mph with higher gusts of a category FIVE. St. Croix was getting the brunt of the eye-wall as it made its way slowly to its South. 





	The pets were noticeably worried, especially Prinz. He does not like strong wind. There was no thunder so Catty was not too concerned as yet; she was intent on going out in the hallway. Isabel figured that she would come in immediately but she even went up the stairs and sat on the landing of the indoor-outdoor staircase. Isabel had to coax her back into the apartment. She was afraid that Catty would venture up and be blown away by the powerful winds we were experiencing. The talk on the radio was disturbing; Lenny was beginning to make that turn to the North, which would bring it either directly over St. Croix or very close to its south. Isabel chose the second option and prayed. She had supper on the bed, - crackers, cheese, and tea. The last person she spoke with in the morning was her cousin who told her to prepare a large thermos of tea. Great idea. The peppermint tea soothed her nerves. She sipped it ever so often. 





	Then a big problem arose! Prinz had to pee! Isabel told him it was all right to do it in the flooded hallway, but not him. He was taught not to pee inside. At one point, between high gusts, she had to let him out. She clung on to the front door with all her strength. Prinz disappeared around the corner of the house. She could not see him. She called and called. Then suddenly he appeared as if running away from the house and the flapping shade above. He was scared. Isabel noticed that the shade had loosened and was flying straight out. She was screaming at Prinz to come back but it was like a whisper in the wind. She screamed until he turned back and raced inside. Whew! She just hoped he peed! The hurricane was raging for twelve hours already.  





	Isabel prepared for bed after midnight. Hurricane LENNY had slowed down. That is the worse thing a hurricane of that size can do. The bedroom floor was now also flooded. She had to do something about it for the night. She pulled the soggy scatter rugs out to the hallway draping them over a lounging chair, which was propped on its side. She mopped up three buckets, and then finally went to bed. No sooner did she lie down that she heard a banging noise. What was that! It continued. She had to check it. She grabbed the big flashlight and went to the stairway. So far the lamp on the porch ceiling was holding on. She wondered if the flapping shade would tear off. She walked up carefully. It was then that Isabel noticed that one half of the double glass doors was standing open just like on a regular sunny day; but the bottom of the other was not latched. One look around upstairs showed that everything was in place. Then she noticed that one of the kitchen shutters was banging back and forth. It took her a while to grab it over the counter. She must have forgotten to latch it, as well as the bottom latch of the door. With that taken care of, she went back to bed and actually slept.





	Thursday (18th) - the day after. A curfew was imposed due to broken power lines and trees on the roads. It was very windy with strong gusts at intervals as well as squalls. LENNY was moving away but it was so big that the effects of it would be felt for a few days. It took seventeen hours to pass St. Croix. As the day wore on Isabel ventured out. The damage to trees and plants was quite visible. Not a leaf, not a flower on the beautiful plants and vines. The young trees were all lying flat. Isabel took photos of what was left of the garden. It was a pitiful sight, but then, rather the garden than the house. 





	In a tropical climate the Flora bounces back fast. What suffer most are the fruit trees. St. Croix has been set back many years since Hurricanes HUGO and MARILYN destroyed hundreds of fruit trees, e.g., it takes thirteen years for a mango tree to bear fruit (unless it is a grafted tree); each type of fruit tree requires a specific number of years before it can produce. Isabel had been waiting two years to savor the bananas from the plants, which normally took one year to produce fruit. She felt fortunate that the “Chiquita” banana plant, which already had a big bunch, was able to stay put after such a beating. She propped it up with a board for 


added support. The fronds of the two tall banana plants were leaning over and had gotten tangled with the umbrella clothesline nearby, which Isabel forgot to remove. The dozen red Hibiscus bushes were on their sides. Isabel pruned them down and replanted as quickly and as best she could. It was quite a job. While she was at it, her niece next door called out to her that the electricity was restored. That was wonderful news as there was a lot of cleaning up to do indoors as well. Leaves from every tree and plant in the garden were represented in the hallway floor and walls downstairs, blown in through the open staircase to the porch. What a sight! She forged on, with hope in her heart, knowing that before long everything would be back to normal. The big advantage is that it is always warm and the house can be opened to all sides for airing and drying out. However, she did not open the shutters for a few days as LENNY was stationary 90 miles away and there was a chance it could turn around. It has happened in other places before.





 	According to the local newspaper “the category FOUR storm passed through the area.” Other reports has the eye of the storm passing some 45 miles to our South, but such an enormous system can swallow a small island with ease. The closest it came to us was 15 miles from the easternmost point. The new Divi-Karina resort only had some water in the rooms, the pool was in need of repair, and the eroded beach had to be restored, otherwise, it was business as usual for them. The casino, which was expected to open in Dec., was postponed for two to three months. The King Christian Hotel did not suffer any damage; quite contrary to reports heard abroad. The boardwalk near King’s Alley, which was destroyed, was rebuilt almost immediately. Radio reports told of twenty to thirty-foot waves in Fredriksted. Two buoys, each weighing two tons, were deposited on land, in a ballpark, and the other on the middle of the main street. The sand from the beaches was flung three streets inland. According to the local government, beach damage due to erosion was estimated at $23 million. Part of the Abramson pier was destroyed and was repaired by the Oil Refinery HOVENSA. Many private boats sank, or were destroyed when blown on land. Another $8 million worth of damage was done to public property, buildings, and equipment. These figures were expected to rise as “teams from the federal and local government continue their tallies.”





	Whether this was a late season hurricane, or not, all Isabel knows is that she prayed very fervently that God should not permit a hurricane BEFORE the thirty-eight UNICEF retirees came for their reunion in St. Croix the end of October, -so that they could see the beauty of the island; nor DURING, so that they would not suffer any stress or discomfort; rather, AFTER they had returned safely home. The last people left after two weeks of beautiful weather; one and a half weeks later LENNY showed his face! (Thank you, Lord!)  Isabel hopes she never has to experience another hurricane, at least, not alone.





                                           *************************





O God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come. 


Our shelter from the stormy blast, and our eternal home. 












































