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History tends to repeat itself. It is always good to remember the positive aspects of our 

lives, and put those memories that cause us grief on the back burner. This story reflects the 

challenges that my parents had to overcome and how my husband and I had to do almost the 

same forty years later.  

Marta Teresa Suarez, a college student at the University of Havana in Cuba, met Rodolfo 

Nicolas Romañach, who was finishing his last year of studies at the same university. They fell in 

love and were married on November 30, 1957. If this seems like the beginning of a fairy tale, it 

was. My mother was a beautiful, young teacher who married a well-educated accountant. They 

both came from wonderful families that were financially secure and well respected in their home 

town of Cardenas, which is located about two hours east of Havana. Almost two years after their 

wedding, their first child was born, Rodolfo Jesus. On April 15, 1961 my sister, Marta Rosa, was 

born. This was the same day as the famous Bay of Pigs Invasion.  

At this time, things began to change quickly in Cuba as Fidel Castro began putting 

together his plans to take over the country. My father had attended the university with Mr. 

Castro, and he had been approached to join the revolution as part of the executive council. My 

father had no interest in being a part of the revolution, and he avoided Castro as much as possible 

because he knew that he would not take “no” for an answer.  

On July 7, 1962, Elena Maria was born (that’s me). The situation was bad in Cuba by that 

time, and my parents were trying every way possible to leave the island. My passport picture was 

taken when I was three days old, but it would take almost four and a half years before we were 

allowed to leave Cuba.  

After avoiding Castro as long as he could, my father rejected his offer. Mr. Castro was 

not happy, to say the least. Each time that my parents tried to leave the country (this happened 

about five times) we would get all the way to the airport and then, because of some “mysterious 



red tape,” we would not be allowed to leave until the issue was resolved. Castro was determined 

to make our lives miserable since my dad had rejected being part of his executive council.  

My parents did not give up. They continued fighting to leave Cuba and finally, on 

February 14, 1967, they were allowed to leave Cuba via Madrid, Spain. With our lifelong 

belongings packed in two suitcases, we left. We were not allowed to take any valuables with us, 

such as money, jewelry, or even important personal papers such as birth certificates and college 

degrees. The only paperwork we had was a passport.  

When we arrived in Madrid, Spain, on a very cold winter day in February of 1967, we 

had absolutely nothing except those two suitcases. With no money, shelter, or even winter 

clothes (Cuba is a tropical island with no need for jackets), my parents sought help from agencies 

that assisted Cuban refugees. We first lived in a refugee center with other Cuban families who 

were in the same predicament. My father was very lucky that the company that employed him in 

Cuba, had headquarters in Madrid. They agreed to help him and gave him an advance so that we 

could rent a one room apartment which they called a “flat.” My father walked three miles each 

way to work every day because we had no transportation.  

My brother and sister started attending a nearby school. My mother and I spent half the 

day walking my siblings back and forth to school. It is the Spanish custom that all businesses 

close down at lunchtime, so we would walk to school at noon to pick up my siblings and then 

bring them back. In the afternoon, we would journey to pick them back up.  

Five months after arriving in Spain, we were able to enter U.S. territory, so we decided to 

go to Puerto Rico for two reasons. The first reason was that my father’s only brother had resided 

in Puerto Rico since the 1960s, when he had fled Cuba, and was now well established there. 

Through his connections, my father and mother would not have any problems getting a job and 

beginning their lives for a second time. The second reason was because the weather in Puerto 

Rico resembled the weather in Cuba. My brother had suffered from asthma, and the ocean air 

was beneficial for this condition. We lived with my uncle for a couple of weeks while my father 

looked for employment, and we raised enough money for rent. Our first apartment in San Juan 

was in a low income housing building (what we call “Projects” in the U.S.). It was a world away 

from what my parents had been accustomed to in their lives back in Cuba. There were no 

nannies, cleaning ladies or cooks like we had in Cuba, but my parents never complained (at least 



not in front of us). They were determined that there was no looking back, and they would make 

the best of their new circumstances.  

I will always remember the way we acquired our first sofa because someone put it next to 

the dumpster in the apartment complex and my mom saw it. It was made of “fake leather,” and 

apparently someone had poked a hole on the top cushion. My mother brought the sofa to the 

house, taped the hole closed, purchased material, and made a throw cover for the sofa. Someone 

else’s trash had now become a sign of independence for us. We were starting to put our lives 

together and not depending on anyone to help us out with our basic needs.  

In May of 1968, my father was offered the job of comtroller at a resort hotel on the 

eastern side of the island in a small town called Fajardo. The job had been advertised, but no one 

who was qualified wanted to move to this remote part of the island. In the end, the management 

team put together an incentive package that included a house with free rent for a year. My 

parents jumped at the offer and off we went to the eastern side of the island. Just imagine a town 

with one road, one red light, one school, and only a small grocery store. My uncle thought that 

we were making a mistake leaving San Juan, which had so much to offer. My parents, on the 

other hand, saw it as an opportunity to establish new roots in our adopted home.  

The years in Fajardo were the happiest years of our lives. My mother and the children 

walked to school every day and Dad “hitched a ride” to the hotel. He was the only man in town 

who wore a business suit but didn’t own an automobile. By the time we left Puerto Rico, six 

years later, my parents had become homeowners and even owned two cars! In 1973, my parents 

decided that it was time to leave Puerto Rico and move to the United States, so we could learn 

English and one day attend an American college. Their dreams and hard work came true because 

all three of us are now all successful college graduates.  

In 1985, I married my college sweetheart. On July 26, 2005, we celebrated our 20th 

wedding anniversary. As we had an anniversary dinner, we looked back at how wonderful our 

marriage had been over the past years. We have three children, Ryan (17), Lauren (13), and 

Stephen (9). Except for a few times when the kids had gotten the flu or when Lauren had broken 

her leg, our life had been challenge free. Little did we know that in just over a month the biggest 

challenge of our lives would hit us hard.  

The school year began like every year. Ryan was now a senior and a starter for the Slidell 

High football team. This was his year to “shine.” Early on Saturday, August 27th, the phone 



rang. It was my cousin, and she wanted to know what we were going to do about the storm. My 

reply was “What storm?” The night before we had been at Ryan’s football game, and we had not 

watched the ten o’clock news. The last time we had heard about a storm was on Thursday, and it 

was going to hit Florida, but now it was headed for Louisiana.  

My husband is part of the management team of a major retail drug store, and on that 

particular Saturday he was at work. When I called him and told him about the storm, he said, 

“Don’t worry, it will turn.” The more I watched the news, the more I worried. We live directly 

on Lake Pontchartrain. Our subdivision faces the lake, and the storm surge was predicted to be 

about twenty feet. Although our house is built twelve feet above sea level, that meant we could 

have eight feet of water in our home.  

That night after watching the news, my husband said, “Start packing. This is the real 

thing.” In the twenty years that we had been married he had never said this, so I knew that this 

was the storm that everyone had always talked about and wished would never happen.  

Early on Sunday morning, he headed to the store to follow emergency procedures to 

secure the store. I assigned each child a job as we all worked together to pack as much as 

possible. We had done this drill before many times, but this time was the “real thing.” Ryan and I 

got the boards ready to board up the windows. They were pre-cut and labeled for each individual 

window. Lauren was in charge of watching the latest TV updates while she packed clothing for 

everyone. Stephen helped by picking up all the lawn furniture and anything that could fly like a 

missile when the wind picked up. Finally, by 4:30 p.m. on Sunday, we left our home and took 

our house plans as suggested by our neighbor. He said, “You’ll need them if the house isn’t here 

when you return.” It did not even cross our minds that many of our neighbors would face that 

predicament in less than twenty-four hours.  

We returned to Slidell on Sunday, almost a week after the storm, after taking shelter in 

Hattiesburg, and then in Shreveport where my cousins live. Thanks to modern technology, we 

already knew a little of what to expect. We had used aerial views that were posted on 

www.NOLA.com to see that our home had been hit by a small tornado and the entire roof on the 

right hand side had been ripped off. Despite the advance warning that was provided by modern 

technology, we did not believe it until we saw it.  

The National Guard was blocking both entrances to the area. We had to show 

identification to be allowed to enter our neighborhood. I will never forget what we saw as long as 



I live. It is a moment that is imprinted in my mind. It was total destruction. Camps had been 

washed by the surge from one side of the road to the other. Million dollar boats were stuck 

between houses as if someone had parked them there on purpose. After arriving at our home, we 

just stood there and all we could say was, “Oh, my God! Where do we start?”  

The months that followed were unbelievable. How can history be repeating itself? We 

literally had a few suitcases of belongings, three children, and were homeless, just like my 

parents had been when they left Cuba. I began thinking about the obstacles they had faced and 

how they had never complained. How did they do it? Many days I just wanted to cry myself to 

sleep and give up, but it was now my turn to do the same for my children as my parents had done 

for us. Months followed with endless problems, including fighting insurance companies and 

trying to keep our family together. Ryan was depressed because his senior year had been 

“ruined” by the storm. In early October, Slidell High reopened, and Ryan returned to Slidell to 

live with another family and complete his senior year. Every Friday afternoon during football 

season, we drove five hours to see him play. If my husband had to work on Saturday, we drove 

all night to get back to Shreveport. Just like my father had worked in Spain with the same 

company that he was employed with in Cuba, my husband had been able to temporarily transfer 

to another store with the same company in Shreveport. We had decided to live in Shreveport 

while the structural rebuilding of the house was taking place and also so our two younger 

children could experience a more “normal” school year than Ryan was experiencing in Slidell.  

Ten months after the storm, we were able to move back into the upstairs section of the 

house. My husband transferred back to his store which had now re-opened. The right side of the 

roof had been rebuilt thanks to an excellent group of Brazilians who worked feverishly to rebuild 

our home. The downstairs had three feet of flood water damage from the storm surge in addition 

to the rainwater from the storm that came in through the parts of the roof that had been ripped off 

by the wind.  

Once we moved back in upstairs, I became a contractor. I did not want this profession, 

but I had no choice! I had to learn! I started calling the parents of students that I had taught who 

were involved in different aspects of construction and asked for help. The air-conditioning work 

was completed by the company owned by the parents of one of my previous 3rd grade students. 

The tile floor was done by a friend who I played Bunco with, and the woodwork was done by her 

next door neighbor, who is a carpenter. We painted doors, walls, and trim work from sun up to 



sunset. The rest of the house was completed little by little with help from every acquaintance that 

we had.  

While the five of us lived in two rooms upstairs and shared one bathroom, we learned not 

to complain because for the first time in ten months, we were all together under the same roof. 

That was what counted the most. Gradually, the rebuilding continued. Just as the sofa that my 

mother refurbished out of the dumpster provided hope, when my husband and I slept in our own 

bed for the first time in August 2006, one year after the storm, we knew things were getting back 

to normal. This was a major accomplishment after sleeping on the floor for months. Who would 

have told us on the night of our 20th anniversary that life would throw us a curve ball as an 

anniversary gift? It took almost two years for the house to be totally rebuilt. Everyone in this 

house is now an expert in rebuilding thanks to Hurricane Katrina!  

I hope my children will never have to face the challenges that my parents and my 

husband and I have had to face, on their own. Nevertheless, with faith and a strong will, you can 

overcome any challenge that life throws at you. Hopefully, our example has taught our children 

that they should never give up no matter what! 


