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1  INTRODUCTION 
 

 
When Mark and I were contemplating a move to Pensacola Beach, Florida, I was very concerned 
about hurricanes.  After asking the locals about storms, I was reassured when I heard repeatedly 
that "they hadn't had a storm in years, nothing to worry about, ma'am."   
 
Gathering our hopes and dreams in 1994, we moved from Kansas City to Pensacola Beach.  The 
home we bought needed to be gutted and completely remodeled.  With great energy, we 
immersed ourselves into our new project.  Four months later, our home was remodeled and we 
settled in.   
 
One month later, 
Tropical Storm Alberto 
became the first of nine 
storms we have 
experienced in the past 
eleven years.   
 
Eighteen months after 
moving into the house, 
in August 1995, 
Hurricane Erin removed 
a large portion of our 12 
on 12 pitch roof.  Most 
roofers never returned 
our call and if they did I 
was told, "There are 
other, easier roofs to 
repair and replace, why 
take the chance?"   So, 
when Hurricane Opal 
slammed into Pensacola Beach only 10 weeks later, we still had a gaping hole in our roof: a 
double slam that left us in shocked dismay.   
 
Slowly, as the residents began to replace their homes, we watched with concern as structures 
were built quickly and seemingly without thought to how they would weather the next big storm.  
Mark began pointing out the various aspects of the new homes that would fail in another 
hurricane.  Frequently, he would say, "If I were building a new home, I would é "  His web surfing 
ability served him well as he began researching better ways to build structures on a beach.   
 
Our decision to build a dome home was more involved that simply building a new structure to live 
in.  When Mark and I visited Malta a few years ago and saw the centuries-old structures, Mark 
became more determined than ever to build a structure that would withstand the test of time. 
Malta is a country whose homes are used for several generations and their beautifully painted 
transportation busses date from the 1950s. Maltaôs generational use of their resources were a 
quite a contrast to our disposable society.  
Maltaôs structures inspired Markôs search for a building that could withstand the test of time. 
 
Mark also had a visionary desire to share the knowledge he acquired through his research with 
the public and policy makers. Through the web site, various media exposure, and tours of the 
dome, we hoped to stimulate an awareness of building alternatives within the coastal 
communities.  Our mission statement reflects this desire: 
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Our mission is to help reduce the suffering associated with the destruction and loss of one's 
home in a natural disaster. We want to help promote awareness of the superior building 
technologies that can alleviate unnecessary losses. Many of the new technologies are more 
energy efficient and environmentally friendly than their predecessors, thus allowing the 
construction of structures while also protecting and preserving the delicate balance of nature. 
 
In the six years since we wrote this mission statement, many hurricanes have devastated the Gulf 
Coast.  The Dome of a Home withstood these storms admirably, receiving no structural damage.  
We have had numerous guests from the affected areas visit to discuss the attributes of building a 
dome structure in the danger zone.  The Dome of a Home allows them to actually see a dome 
that has looked into the face of Mother Nature's fury and survived.   
 
The Dome of a Home's notoriety soared during Hurricane Ivan's reign upon the Gulf.  Three days 
before landfall, the Travel Channel aired an AMAZING VACATION HOMES episode featuring the 
Dome of a Home.  Days later, the Dome of a Home is making global news because she is facing 
"the Storm of the Century" and is the safe haven in which the MSNBC news crew has chosen to 
weather the storm.   

In our original mission 
statement we wanted to 
promote awareness of 
superior building 
technologies. This has 
happened beyond our 
wildest expectations -- 
the silver lining behind 
Ivan, the Terrible's 
storm clouds.   
 
Only days ago, 
Hurricane Katrina 
changed the world 
when she burst on 
shore bearing 145 mph 
sustained winds and 
storm surges of historic 
heights.   
We begin this book as 
New Orleans literally 
sinks under water and 

succumbs to chaos. 
 
We were in Montana at the time and could only watch in helpless horror as our neighbors to the 
West of us lost their lives; their neighborhoods; their livelihoods; and their possessions --- the 
items that represented the history of their lives.  Now, it appears that even more lives will be lost 
due to the complete breakdown of civilization. 
 
The harsh reality that life as you know it can be completely erased in a matter of hours grieves 
me; that society can erode into chaos so quickly terrifies me; that our governing bodies can be 
overwhelmed so completely worries me; but, what frightens me most is the thought that we, as a 
population, go back to 'business as usual' without embracing the opportunity to alter and change 
our world in a positive way.  What can we do differently to minimize the human suffering in a 
situation like this?  How do we build structures that are less vulnerable to the storm and leave 
less debris in the aftermath? 
 
Three weeks have passed since Katrina terrorized the Gulf Coast and caused over 1000 deaths.  
The testament to lessons learned can be seen as Hurricane Rita stalks the Gulf Coast less than a 
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month later.  As I write this, she is a Category 5, with 175 mph winds, and an expected 50' storm 
surge.  Although landfall is tentatively three days away, massive mandatory evacuations have 
begun along the Texas and Louisiana coast.  Nursing homes and hospitals have moved what 
patients they can.  Busses are lined up and ready to move those needing transportation.  I am 
encouraged that so many factors and issues have been addressed in the last three weeks, but 
problems are still arising.  Traffic is gridlocked for over 100 miles in the Houston area and a 
gasoline shortage already exists.  My daughter in San Marcos, a couple of hours from Houston, 
said store shelves are empty of supplies.  Her classmate's family drove 17 hours to make the trip 
from Houston ï less than a three hour drive under normal circumstances.   
 
These are storms beyond comprehension! In the Gulf alone, there have been four major 
hurricanes over a Category 3 in one year:  Hurricane Ivan, 2004; Hurricane Dennis, 2005; 
Hurricane Katrina, 2005; Hurricane Rita, 2005. This excludes 2004's Tropical Storm Bonnie, 
Hurricane Charlie, Hurricane Frances, and Hurricane Jeanne and 2005's Tropical Storm Arlene.  
If a disaster movie portrayed the events of the last 12 months as they occurred on the Gulf Coast, 
it would be dismissed as over the top; too unbelievable.   
And, yet, it is the somber reality. 
 
It is now seventeen months since Hurricane Katrina slammed ashore.  Four ï I repeat ï only four 
building permits have been issued in the hard hit Ninth Ward of New Orleans. 
What are the solutions?  How can we minimize the damage and loss of life?  How can we learn to 
live with Mother Nature instead of denying and ignoring her effects on our lives?   
 
How do we learn to Build in the Danger Zone(s)? 
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2  HURRICANE IVAN 
Surviving the Storm of the Century 

 
 

 
 
"WHAT?!"  We can't evacuate now, the island has been under water for hours." 
 
Kerry Sanders, the NBC news cameraman riding out Hurricane Ivan with me in the Dome of a 
Home had just handed me his phone.  The urgent voice of Roland Steadham, the chief 
meteorologist with WTVJ TV in Miami is on the other end.  Trepidation grips my heart as he 
explains water over 40 feet high is expected to inundate us as the storm arrives.  Swallowing the 
lump in my throat, I ask him if this storm is more than twice as strong as Hurricane Opal in 1995.  
His negative reply provides enough relief for me to catch my breath and think.  I ask if we could 
examine the wave and surge action more closely.   
 
Mr. Steadham gathers his GPS information, tidal documents, and the latest satellite information to 
determine more accurately the amount of water surging towards 1005 Ariola Drive.  Calculating 
our coordinates from my address, he scrutinizes the data and revises his prediction to twenty to 
twenty-five feet of water at our exact address. 
 
"Twenty feet of water - that we can handle in the Dome," I reply as my pounding heart begins to 
slow to a rapid staccato.  We had two floors, plus a loft area to elevate ourselves above any water 
flooding the first floor.  Drowning was not a prospect we would face with twenty-five feet of water.  
The dome weighs over 850 tons, so I was concerned the Dome of a Home might sink in the fluid 
sand. But I was confident the Dome would not be floating away like an unanchored boat. 
 
After spending years planning and building the Dome of a Home, I was in Montana for a much 
needed vacation.  I was miles away enjoying the mountain air, counting shooting stars in the night 
sky, and hiking mountain trails.  Hurricanes and building projects were far removed from my 
reverie of the Big Sky country.  And then the litany of hurricanes hitting Florida interrupted my 
peaceful interlude.  I told my wife, Valerie, not to worry about Bonnie, Charley, or Frances.   
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But, when Ivan formed near the Cape Verde Islands, off the coast of Africa, on September 2, 
2004, a pit of dread settled in my stomach.  I knew it was a contender, an angel of destruction.  
Ivan would prove to be the strongest hurricane of the 2004 Atlantic hurricane season.  
Hurricane Ivan was an immense storm over 500 miles across that had, on a couple of occasions,  
reached a Category 5 on the Safir-Simpson scale.  In its destructive lifetime, Ivan had increased 
from a Category 1 to a Category 4 in just a mere sixteen hours.  
 
The wind above the hurricane that keeps the storm  from recycling back into itself was  
non-existent.  Without air flow over the center of the storm to tear it apart, Ivan continued to 
strengthen. Ivan had already devoured Granada and had the states along the Gulf warily eyeing 
his progress.  Even though forecasters could not predict exactly where the eye was headed, 
Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana were all on alert.  But, I knew instinctively that this 
monster had our name on it.  I told my wife, ñThis is the one to worry about.ò   Although it doesn't 
happen very often, sometimes, I hate to be right. This time I prayed I was wrong. 
 
As Hurricane Ivan continued to build in the Gulf of Mexico, I received numerous requests from TV 
and radio stations for interviews to discuss the Dome of a Homeôs hurricane resistant construction 
features. When the idea of building a dome on the beach was conceived, our mission was ñto 
help reduce the suffering associated with the destruction and loss of one's home in a natural 
disaster by promoting awareness of the superior building technologies that can alleviate 
unnecessary losses.ò   
 
With Ivan approaching and the media calling, my wife and I decided that I would fly home for the 
interviews and to prepare the house for the impending arrival of Hurricane Ivan.  This monster of 
a storm was stalking the 
Gulf and Pensacola 
Beach was forecast to be 
its prey.  Because I 
bought a one-way ticket 
an hour before my 
departure, I had to endure 
endless scrutiny from 
security. Repeatedly, I 
explained that Hurricane 
Ivan was taking aim at my 
home on the beach and 
that I needed to secure 
my house.  Not knowing 
how extensive the 
damage would be, I 
wanted a one-way ticket.   
I was one of two 
passengers on the red-
eye flight, but since the 
9/11 tragedy security had been understandably increased.  Finally, I was allowed to board.  My 
flight landed at 8 am and my first interview was at 9:30 am.   
 
I had been on a sabbatical and had not seen the Dome for a couple of months.  She was 
beautiful; the landscaping had matured over the last several weeks under John Thomas' care.  
After three years of planning and building with gallons of blood, sweat, and tears spilled, the 
Dome of a Home was stunningly complete.  The house had been designed to weather hurricanes 
and now I was preparing for its first real test. I found it difficult to fathom that years of work could 
literally be washed away in a matter of hours.  I felt that the structure would survive, but I knew it 
would not be in its current pristine condition once Hurricane Ivan unleashed his power. 
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Fortunately, before I had left for Montana in May, the Travel Channel had filmed the Dome of a 
Home for its new series, "Amazing Vacation Homes."  Ironically, the episode aired 3 days before 
Hurricane Ivan struck.  I found solace in the fact that at least we would have a permanent record 
of how the home had been.   
 
The mood on the island was somber.  Many of my neighbors were Hurricane Opal survivors; a 
sickening déjà vu descended upon us as we prepared for the worst.  We all prayed for a 
weakening of this monster that had already been a Category 5 storm on a couple of occasions.  
With the spirit of community that impending disaster fosters, we helped each other get ready for 
the inevitable trauma.  Even the clients renting the Dome of a Home pitched in to help.  Itôs ironic 
that the day preceding a hurricane strike is so stunningly beautiful.  Clear skies, low humidity, and 
a deceptively calm blue ocean make it difficult to comprehend that a monster lurks beyond the 
horizon.  I am grateful, though, that the weather cooperates, allowing us to maximize our ability to 
organize and evacuate.  To know that in 24 hours all hell will break loose when it appears to be 
the most gorgeous day of the year is surreal.   
 
Yet, with several storms in my hurricane preparation resume, I knew what needed to be done.  I 
picked up the yard; turned off the pumps to the swimming pool; stashed outdoor furniture in the 
house; had the hot tub hauled to a friend's home; moved the outdoor kitchen to a safe place; 
carried the garage refrigerator upstairs; and finally boarded up the doors and duct taped the 
windows.  Three days are needed to prepare my home properly for a storm of Ivan's magnitude.  
Exhaustion, both emotional and physical, permeates every cell of my body.  Already exhausted 
and depleted, I knew that in a weekôs time I would be facing the aftermath of Ivan.   

 
The news media descended on the 
area en masse. Between 
sandbagging and swearing, praying 
and preparing, I passed out 
business cards to the media.  I 
explained the hurricane resistant 
qualities of the Dome of a Home.  I 
stress resistant because the media 
insists on declaring that the Dome is 
a hurricane proof home.  Has 
anyone ever heard of the Titanic?  I 
am not arrogant enough to ignore 
my superstition that challenging 
Mother Nature with a claim of a 
óhurricane proof homeô is asking for 
trouble.   
 

As I was putting things in order, news crews began arriving at the Dome.  The day before, I had 
been to the core area of the island and spoken to several members of the media.  Evidently, 
NBC's news correspondent, Kerry Sanders, had spent the previous evening on the internet 
researching the strength of the monolithic dome structure.  With the information Kerry gleaned off 
the internet, he felt the Dome would weather the storm and be a safe place from which to make 
his Hurricane Ivan reports.  Since he wanted to see the Dome for himself I gave him a detailed 
tour explaining the various features.  Satisfied with its storm worthiness, he inquired about staying 
in the Dome during Hurricane Ivan.  
 
I had already decided to evacuate, but Kerryôs request gave me the impetus to stay. I asked him 
again and again if he was sure he understood what it meant to be stuck on a barrier island during 
a storm.  Even with a minimal storm, there is no power, sewer, or water. It's like a camping trip of 
unknown duration.   With the storm surge carrying sand over the island's streets, no one could 
predict how long we would be stranded. And if the bridge to the island was destroyed, life would 
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be even more complicated.  Not quite a Gilligan's Island situation, but these were serious factors 
to contemplate.  
 
I agreed to stay with the news crew after Kerry reassured me that they were not concerned about 
their safety.  He had just returned from Iraq and felt nothing could be as intense as bullets 
whizzing by whispering his name.  He and the news crews' attitude was basically, "Hey, no one is 
shooting at us, this is a piece of cake."   I was overwhelmed by their immense dedication to 
deliver the news to us.   
 
News crews risk their lives to bring us the stories we watch while lounging on our comfortable 
couches.  To share the world's events with the public, they repeatedly put themselves in harm's 
way.  I was humbled by their devotion and developed a new level of appreciation for them. Kerry 
Sanders and many of the crew were Floridians.  By September 16, 2004 Florida had felt the 
effects of Tropical Storm Bonnie, Hurricane Charley, and Hurricane Frances.  After Hurricane 
Ivan, Florida was also struck by Hurricane Jeanne.  Hurricanes can feel personal and Kerry 
wanted a front row seat for this one.   
 
With Ivanôs impending arrival, the opportunity presented itself to share with a large audience the 
alternative building strategies we had discovered for coastal living.  How better to accomplish 
widespread knowledge dispersion than through the news coverage of Hurricane Ivan making 
landfall at the Dome of a Home's location?  Our mission to promote the awareness of alternative 
building strategies was being fulfilled beyond my wildest expectations. This was the silver lining of 
Ivanôs storm clouds. 
 
Four vans hauling supplies with Kerry Sanders, Correspondent; and the NBC crew of AJ 
Goodwin, Producer; Craig White, 
Cameraman; and Chuck Stewart, 
Sound Engineer, pulled up to the 
Dome the afternoon before 
Hurricane Ivan arrived in full force.  
They were literally prepared for hell 
or high water with enough food and 
water for three weeks; medical 
supplies; generators and  fuel; 
several forms of communication 
including transmission dishes, 
satellite phones,  short wave radios, 
and cell phones.  And they had an 
insane desire to experience the 
Dome's hurricane resistant qualities 
first hand.  They partially unloaded 
the vans and then parked them 
between the buildings at the 
Catholic Church ï high ground for Pensacola Beach.  But, not high enough. Ultimately, after 
Hurricane Ivan abated, Craig and Chuck would row a boat to the drowning vans in the Sound to 
retrieve the rest of their equipment. 
 
Everyone chose a bedroom intent on getting a good night's rest before Ivan's landfall the 
following day.  We awoke to a beautiful day ï as is typical of the day before a storm.  Blue skies 
with low humidity made preparations for the imminent arrival of Hurricane Ivan bearable.   
Hurricane Ivan had slowed so we had more time than initially predicted.  The NBC crew set up 
their equipment while I duct taped the windows and vents.  After I finished the last minute details, 
I drove around the island to check on my neighbors' progress.  
 
The tension was palpable; the mood was serious and somber.  Those of us who survived 
Hurricane Opal in 1995 were having flashbacks:  weeks and possibly months before we could live 



9 
 

back on the island in our homes; endless waiting for  insurance checks to arrive; neighbors that 
would never return; and the reawakened anxiety each and every time a tropical system entered 
the Gulf.   
 
By 10 am, the docks on the Sound side were under water.  By noon, the wave action had 
increased significantly, as had my apprehension.  Reality was descending upon me ï there was a 
huge storm aimed at our beach and I was on the frontline. Had I made the right decision?  What if 
we had misjudged the dome's ability?  What if I didn't make it? My first concern was for my family.  
With my wife in Montana and my children inland, I knew they would be safe.  But, I was beginning 
to wonder if the same was true about the NBC crew and myself.   
 
My wife, Valerie, was relieved that she would be able to watch me on TV and that we would be 
able to communicate via the satellite phone.  She was expecting an Opal event, so her concern 
for my safety was minimal.  After all, Opal damaged our ground level home, but did not destroy it 
or wash it away.  Only in the aftermath of Hurricane Ivan did she freak out about the storm's 
devastating strength.  With a constant vigil on our web site's message board, she posted the 
news she received from me and corresponded with concerned supporters. 
 
Cell phones began to ring incessantly as Ivan drew nearer.  My family and friends called to 
express their love and their anger.  I was most unnerved by the calls telling me goodbye ï as in 
the Big Goodbye.   
 
About 4 pm I was examining the horizon, puzzled by the bizarre clouds I was seeing.  One 
second they were there and the next they were gone.  Finally, I realized that I was seeing the 
tops of massive waves being blown apart.  The spray almost looked like birds fleeing.  Soon after 
this observation, the road was breached by the storm surge.  By 6 pm, our fate was sealed; our 
destiny was to ride out Hurricane Ivan in the Dome of a Home.  
 
During storms, to preserve the elevator car, we bring it to level 3 of the house and open the door 
to prevent it from dropping to the garage level when we lose power.   The first wave washed 
through the garage just as we were riding the elevator up.  Timing is everything! 
 
The hours my daughter, Jenifer, and I spent sandbagging the driveways to protect the garage 
and pool were erased by the first major wave.  Those sandbags might as well have been made of 
Styrofoam.  In one wave, the sandbags were blown from my driveway through the garage and 
into the swimming pool. That was a lesson in futility.  Never again would I waste my time with 
sandbags. By stormôs end, I needed an archeologist to find my swimming pool. 
 
Even as the stormôs intensity grew, I did not realize how dramatically the NE to SW wind had 
increased because the Dome does not have any windows that are affected by wind coming from 
that direction.  The wind meter clocked 110 mph, but then quit because the rain became too 
heavy for it to function.  The NBC crew sent live feeds to the four other crew members stationed 
in Gulf Breeze.  I finally had the opportunity to meet this half of the crew after 2005ôs Hurricane 
Dennis landed in our area.  During the broadcasts, we explained the Dome of a Home's features 
and how they were intended to mitigate storm damage.  I found it extremely disconcerting to 
watch the hurricane coverage on TV and be able to see the actual event occurring 
simultaneously.   
 
Keith Olberman and Joe Scarborough both commented on their TV programs that a mad man 
and a NBC news crew were weathering the storm literally on the front lines.  Even though I felt 
disconnected from their rhetoric, I did become increasingly concerned that I had doomed myself 
and the wonderful people with me to death on national TV. 
By 8 pm, the waves were pounding steadily and the action was increasing enough that I became 
gravely concerned about my compatriots in this adventure.  The adventure had morphed into a 
responsibility that burdened my heart.   
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Then the phone call of dire warnings came from Ronald Steadham, the meteorologist in Miami.  I 
knew then that I would never decide to ride out a major hurricane again, the responsibility is more 
than I care to bear.   
 
By 9:30 pm, the storm was raging outside with winds so furious the rain came down in  horizontal 
sheets.  Lightning flashes allowed us glimpses of the storm's fury, but the darkness was so 
enveloping that not even our Q-beam flashlight would penetrate the oppressive atmosphere.  
After our last broadcast at 10:00 pm, the NBC crew in Gulf Breeze went back to their hotel, 
unaware that the satellite truck in Gulf Breeze would soon be ripped apart by Ivan's rage. I was 
relieved to realize the house was not shuddering or shaking, so we all decided to go to sleep as 
well. 
 
Before retiring for the evening, we shined a light down the elevator shaft and were greeted with 
five feet of rising water.  I was certain then that this was not a Hurricane Opal sized event, this 
was so much more.  Initially, my wife was not concerned for my safety because Opal was a 
Category 3 and Ivan was also coming in as a Category 3.  Definitely not the same caliber or 
hurricane - not at all. I think the Category ratings for hurricanes do not account for all of the 
variables accurately enough.  Certainly, the ratings are helpful, but wind speed alone does not tell 
the story.  In my humble opinion, the storm surge created by the size of the storm and the length 
of its life churning in the water seems to have as much of an impact as the wind speed, if not 
more.    
 
We turned off the generator and in the sudden silence we heard dripping water.  We looked at 
each other in amazement.  Upon investigation, we discovered the duct tape I had placed over the 
exhaust fan in the Queen's suite bathroom had blown off in the gusting winds.  The single 
droplets of water were easily managed with a bucket.  Even with Ivan's furious wrath outside, it 
was so quiet in the Dome that we were speaking in normal voice levels.  In a moment of 
epiphany, we grasped the significance of the Dome's strength and substance. With the exception 
of the power outage, life seemed normal inside the Dome.  Secure in our concrete haven, we all 
went to catch some shut eye before the morning's activities began in earnest.   
 
Hurricane Ivan slowed from a Category 5 to a Category 3 as its eye made landfall over Gulf 
Shores, Alabama. But, because Pensacola, Florida was on the east side of the storm, it bore the 
brunt of the attack.  Even though the wind speed slowed at the last minute, the tremendous wall 
of water being pushed by the storm did not dissipate. 
While Ivan raged, we slept. 
 
The earplugs I thought would help me sleep only served to make me aware of my hammering 
heart.  Like the rushing water of a stream, my heartbeat resounded in my head.  Trying to slow 
my pounding heart, I began meditative breathing.  Eventually, as my breathing steadied, my heart 
slowed and I drifted off to sleep.  Just as dreamland was becoming my reality, I heard a grinding 
noise that jolted me awake.  My immediate thought was that the house was being ripped apart.  
Yet, I didn't feel any shaking or shuddering.  I sat up, removed the earplugs, and was confused 
when I realized the sound was coming from the master closet behind me.  I peeked inside. Craig 
was the culprit, passed out and snoring on the floor.  He had chosen the "safe room" of the house 
and must have felt plenty safe enough sink into a very deep sleep. 
 
I returned to my bed, laughing and relieved.  I thought, "Well, if I can hear single drops of water 
and someone snoring, we are probably going to be all right."  I slept the exhausted sleep of a 
dead man.  For a little while.  I was dreaming of sirens and hurricanes and the house being 
shaken apart.  I jolted out of my hypnagogic dream state when I realized I was hearing sirens and 
I did feel the earth shaking.  "Oh, my god! The house is coming apart." was my first thought.  
Then, I saw AJ at the bottom of the bed trying to wake me up by shaking my feet. 
 
The smoke alarms were shrilling because the power was off and the battery back-ups were 
almost depleted.  I got up and removed the smoke alarms.  They had served as a wake-up alarm 
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for the entire house, so we all started stumbling about.  In a bizarre way, it reminded me of 
Christmas:  everyone was up early with eager anticipation to see what surprises awaited upon 
sunrise.   
The scenes that unfolded were difficult to comprehend.  Houses were completely gone or 
destroyed beyond recognition.  The Dome's front and back stairs were gone.  We were awestruck 
by the immensity of the damage.  It was incredible and literally unbelievable. In a matter of hours, 
the landscape was irrevocably changed.  
 

 
 
 
After the initial perusal from my deck, I needed to lie back down for a little while.  We had made it. 
The rest could wait.  I needed more sleep.  I went back to bed and heard a light tapping.  What 
now?  On one of the inside windows of the house that looks into the downstairs, my wife had 
placed a stained glass decoration.  It was ever so slightly tapping the window. 
 
The house was moving and rocking so imperceptibly I could not physically feel it, but the reality 
was that it was moving.  My initial thought was that the house was sitting in six to eight feet of 
quicksand.  I confirmed this conclusion later when we found our landscaping bricks eight feet 
down in the sand.  Had the house tilted? Would I find the Dome of a Home standing at an angle 
when I went outside? 
 
There were no stairs down from the Dome of a Home anymore and the elevator was inoperable.  
All that preparation and I had forgotten a ladder!  Oops!  Our hero, Craig, shimmied down the 
power pole and found a homeless ladder.  We donned sand goggles to protect our eyes from the 
blinding sand, still being driven at tropical storm speeds across the island.  The ground was 
soupy with several patches of quicksand waiting to devour you as it sucked you down to your 
knees.  Water was still coursing across the island with great force.  Yet, the NBC crew pursued 
filming the neighborhood's damage.   
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Like a desert mirage, we saw a young man loaded with equipment stumbling in our direction.  
Another survivor!  We thought we were the only ones on the beach and here is another human.  I 
felt like Robinson Crusoe; unexplained joy filled my soul to see another person in the wasteland 
that was our beach ï alive and seemingly well.    Mike Theiss, an independent, free lance storm 
chaser had ridden out the storm in the Portofino Condominium parking garage.  I cannot imagine.  
We helped him with his equipment and brought him to the Domeôs Survivor Camp.  I have seen 
Mikeôs raw footage of Ivan and am amazed that he is mentally stable after that experience. In his 
film footage, the water is rising rapidly, the wind is howling relentlessly, and all he has for 
protection is his car in the garage.  I heard from Mike after Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf coast 
in August 2005.  His front row seat in Gulfport, MS was the only building left standing after the 
storm.  He said it was intimidating enough for him to question the wisdom of storm chasing a 
monster like Katrina. But, at least, his storm footage will be a valuable tool in learning more about 
catastrophic hurricanes.  After a morning of filming, it was time to get NBC's film footage off the 
island for national broadcast. 
 
Little, petite AJ volunteered to run the film off the island.  She was bent at a ninety degree angle 
to offset the wind's buffeting.  She knew this would be a one way ticket off the island, but she 
knew that the show must go on.  Have I mentioned how much I admire the crewôs dedication? I 
went as far as the bridge with her, then I branched off to go to the west end of Pensacola Beach, 
past Peg Leg Pete's. 
 
I trudged through the sand, water, and debris for five hours to survey the damage further down 
the beach.  I knew that my neighbors and friends would be hungry for information.  Not knowing 
about your home is the most torturous part of the storm's aftermath.  I wanted to be able to report 
as much as possible to the friends who called.    Boats were in homes, swimming pools, and in 
the middle of the roads.    Many times I was overwhelmed with emotion as I realized that it would 
be a very long time before the island recovered from Ivan.  Later, while giving the mayor a tour 

through the Dome, he commented 
that he expected it would take eight 
to ten years to fully recover. 
 
I saw about ten other residents that 
had elected to stay; but, I saw 
absolutely no one from the outside 
world.  Helicopters flew overhead, 
but ours were the only footprints on 
the newly swept beach.  Slowly, 
survivors began to emerge.  At the 
end of our exhausting day, we used 
the water from the hot tub to take a 
"shower" and settled down for a 
gourmet meal.  Before the storm, my 
neighbors asked me to empty out 
their refrigerators if the power was 
off.  As a result we had steaks, 

lobster, liquor, and cigars to celebrate our survival of Ivan, the Terrible. 
 
Underneath the majestic Milky Way and brilliant stars, I imagined what it was like to be on the 
beach centuries ago, before light pollution and tall buildings obscured the panoramic vista.  
Again, I was filled with emotion in the serene aftermath of Ivan.  I slept well and gratefully, did not 
dream. 
 
The next day, we began seeing troops and National Guardsmen on quad runners.  Several of the 
area bridges were severely damaged, so their supplies were delayed. 



13 
 

They slept in the parking lot of the core area under the stars.  Once they discovered the Dome of 
a Home had supplies, we became central station for a little while.  We had medical supplies, 
water, and food.  My neighbor, George, had 350 pounds of fish he donated to the troops and 
police for a fish fry.  News from the mainland let us know we were in a much better situation than 
most.  AJ called from Pensacola and told us they didn't have water, food, or shelter.  The hotel 
had been compromised in the storm and there were long lines for supplies.  We took her advice 
and stayed sequestered in the Dome. 
 
We did go on a search for NBCôs rental vehicles that had been parked between the buildings of 
the Catholic Church.  Not until the waters began receding did we finally see the back ends of the 
cars peeking out of the Sound.  The crew found a canoe, paddled out to the cars, and dove under 
the water to retrieve their water-proof equipment.  They had recently arrived from Iraq and their 
sand-proofed, water-proofed gear was in absolutely fine condition.  If only we could encapsulate 
our homesé.. 
 
While the NBC crew were diving in the Sound, they saw a Kansas license plate of seven sevens-  
7777777.  I had told them I was from Kansas, so they brought it to me.  It was mine!!!  I had 
purchased it over twenty years ago and was thrilled to have the memento returned. Sometimes 
itôs the small things that mean the most. Treasured more than ever, I now use the keepsake as 
my front license plate. 
 
Since we had the medical supplies, the troops brought an injured man, Tom Brandon, to us.  He 
had quite a bump on his forehead and appeared exhausted.  Kerry Sanders, NBC correspondent, 
asked Tom if he would mind being interviewed after a short rest.  SPLASH!, Northwest Florida's 
Entertainment Magazine carried an article written by Fran Thompson detailing Tom's experience 
in their November 2004 issue.  What follows is the article in its entirety. 
 
Beach Resident Pulls 'Woolybooger' to Survive 
Fran Thompson 
 
An old rugby pal and fellow Breezer, Dougie Dassinger, recently told me a "survival" story about 
sixty-five year old Tom Brandon, United States Naval Academy Class of '62, who swam across 
the Santa Rosa Sound shortly after Hurricane Ivan.   
 
Tom and family rode out the storm in Gulf Breeze at his son Mike's home, and on Friday after the 
storm, Tom told his wife, Wendy, that he was going for a bike ride.  Around 10 am, he left his bike 
to attempt to get a glance at his property on Pensacola Beach, hoping to see it from the Live Oak 
National Seashore in Gulf Breeze. 
 
After finding personal belongings, including a red aluminum boat that had been in his garage, 
washed up on the north shore of Santa Rosa Sound, Tom decided to try to get a closer look at his 
property. 
 
It was a pretty day, and the water was calm despite all the debris, and I was almost opposite our 
house," Tom said.  "I thought about taking the boat to the beach, but the Marine Patrol was all 
over and I was afraid they would see me.  So, I found a life preserver, tied my sneakers around 
my neck and swam across." 
 
Two hours later, after dogging the Coast Guard, Tom was on the Island headed for his 
homestead. 
 
He discovered what he expected to find.  That their beach home ï like many others ï was a total 
loss.  He also checked on a few neighbors' homes while he was there. 
 
"The only thing I could find to write notes about my neighbors' homes was a paper plate," Tom 
said.   
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Tom said he really didn't want to swim back to Gulf Breeze.  So, he started walking up to Via De 
Luna Dr.   
 
Once on Pensacola Beach's main street, Tom was quickly spotted from the air by an Escambia 
County Sheriff's Department helicopter.   
 
The National Guard and Sheriff's Department found him and made the assumption they had a 
hurricane survivor.  Tom, not wanting to disappoint his rescue team or face incarceration, agreed 
enthusiastically and asked for a ride back to the mainland.  
 
He was taken to the Dome Home, Pensacola Beach's hurricane-proof house built partly with a 
federal grant, which was being utilized as Police Headquarters at the time, where he was given 
minor medical treatment for sunburn and dehydration. 
 
Next was the phone call to his family. 
 
Tom, in front of authorities and still fearful of incarceration, called his wife, who was not aware of 
her husband's activities that day, and told her he was at the beach, but without food and water. 
 
Wendy said, "what are you talking about you SOB, I just fed you four hours ago." 
 
At that point, Tom put Mark Sigler, owner of the Dome Home on the phone with Wendy. 
 
Wendy was still convinced Tom had been somewhere pounding beers all day.  "No, Ma'am, he's 
not drunk," (Mark) assured Wendy.  "Just a little shell-shocked and sunburnt." 
 
After getting off the phone, the Dome Home owner asked Tom how long he had been married. 
 
"Forty-one years" was the reply. 
 
The man shook his head and said: "I think I now understand why you spent the hurricane by 
yourself on the beach." 
 
An NBC crew working from the house asked to interview Tom, but lucky for him, the crew was 
called away to interview Florida Attorney General Charley Crist first.  Given the chance to slip out, 
Tom hitched a ride in the back of a National Guard Humvee across the Bob Sikes Bridge to Gulf 
Breeze.  
 
The story spread like a wild fire through the close knit community, some rumors labeling him a 
miraculous survivor, others calling him things a little less complimentary. 
 
But Wendy was harder to convince. 
 
"If I hadn't had my notes on the paper plate to show her, Wendy would still be mad at me," Tom 
said. 
  
 
Charlie Crist, Floridaôs Attorney General and future Governor of Florida, had arrived with 
Congressman Jeff Miller to provide a way off the island for the remaining NBC crew.  Kerry, 
Craig, and Chuck respectfully declined the offer, saying they would like to stay in the peace and 
quiet of the Dome another day.  We had ribs on the grill, wine in the fridge, and hungry stomachs 
growling.  Having only had MRE meals since Ivanôs arrival, Mr. Crist was happy to accept our 
offer of grilled treats.  After a satisfying meal, I gave Mr. Crist a tour of the Dome.  I was 
impressed with Mr. Cristôs willingness to listen to my explanation of the various features found in 
the Dome of a Home.  He took the time to understand why this home was more hurricane 
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resistant than its conventional neighbors.  I feel that he was impacted by the devastation he saw 
and will use the knowledge gleaned if a hurricane strikes our shores again.  As governor, Mr. 
Crist is already improving negotiations between insurer and insured.  In a world of politicians, he 
is a rare gem of a man. 
 
Gary Cole was an actual hurricane survivor that also made his way to the Dome of a Home.  
Having spent almost forty years at the beach, Gary was a local that was familiar with storms.    
He had stayed for every hurricane since moving to the beach four days after high school.  So, 
deciding to stay for Hurricane Ivan was business as usual.  Gary's home was a ground level 
cinder block house located on Via de Luna, the main street running through the center of the 
island.  He was approximately three blocks from the Gulf and also, the Sound.    
 
Hurricane Ivan greeted the island with a tremendous storm surge that devoured Gary's home 
around him.  Refrigerators, huge chunks of concrete, and houses were swept along in a river of 
ocean water and debris.  As his home disintegrated around him, Gary had to cross this rushing 
river of death to reach his neighbor's home.  Fortunately, Deb Friedman's home is on pilings and 
her stairs had not been swept away.  Gary struggled up the stairs and went inside the home.  
With a sigh of relief, he took in a deep breath as he savored his successful swim to his neighbor's 
ark in the storm.  The moment of relief was short-lived as the windows broke in Deb's home.  
Gary stuffed mattresses in the open wounds and waited out Ivan's wrath.  Once the storm had 
abated slightly, Gary could see the rubble that had been his home for almost forty years.  
Eventually, Gary made his way to the Dome, where food, water, and new friends at least 
alleviated the isolation he had felt during the storm.  In the following days, Gary would spend his 
days sifting through the sand for items that would become mementos of his life before Ivan. 
Treasures searched for with great diligence and found with great joy!  In many cases, the items 
survivors cling to have no monetary value, but they are invaluable because of what they 
represent.    Gary found a bottle of scotch that had been given to him decades ago.  For over 
thirty years, he had been saving it for a special occasion.  Surviving Ivan, the Terrible, definitely 
qualified as a special occasion. 
 

All of us at the Domeôs Survivors 
Camp grilled steaks and fish under 
the stars and embraced the 
peaceful solitude for the evening.  
We knew the next days, weeks, 
months and years would be filled 
with the headaches and heartaches 
of rebuilding our lives. 
 
Troops arrived the next day to take 
the NBC crew to "safety."  We took 
pictures and they left with souvenir 
Dome t-shirts and hats.  I felt very 
bonded with them and my 
appreciation for the soldiers they 
are has deepened into a 
tremendous respect.  Another silver 
lining of this experience was the 

wonderful people I met along the way. 
 
After several days, the officials allowed the residents back on the beach. But the roads were such 
a mess, people had to park at the core area and walk to their homes.  I wept as I saw elderly 
neighbors stumbling through the sand for a look at their homes.  Lifetimes of memories swept 
away in a moment.  Residents really couldn't salvage much because of the long trek, in many 
cases miles, to the core area.  What you chose to save was relegated to what you were strong 
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enough to carry for that distance.  My heart broke when I heard the sobs ripped from my 
neighbors' chests and watched their torrent of tears replace the receding storm waters.   
 

 
 
Visitors continued to make the Dome of a Home one of their stops as they surveyed the island.  
Joe Scarborough, Florida Congressman and now host of his own TV program, came by to see 
the madmanôs house.  He declined an invitation up the ladder because of a health issue with his 
back.  Ivan brought much more than wind, sand, and water to the Dome of a Home.  A whirlwind 
of media, officials, politicians, and survivors swept through the Dome for the next several days.  
Even today, we feel ripples from Ivanôs storm as magazines and TV interviews are still a common 
occurrence.  Although Hurricane Ivan was a culmination of several events in my life, it was also a 
new beginning. 
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3  Mother Nature's Influence in My Life 
 

 
You could say that Mother Nature and I have been intimately involved since my conception.  In 
January of 1951, while I was growing in my mother's womb, my father informed his citified wife 
that she was moving to the country.  He had bought a farm so the family of twelve (my mom, her 
mother, my father, eight kids, and me on the way) was leaving Kansas City to live on the Missouri 
River bluffs in Wyandotte County, Kansas.  Originally, this move had been prompted by my 
brother's desire to own a horse.  Quite quickly, the farm would become our sustenance.   
 
I was born in May, 1951, five months after my mother left the city, her friends and social life to live 
on sixty-four acres of land.  The intention was never to use the land to survive, but Mother Nature 
proved to have other plans.  The Midwest flood of June 1951 destroyed my father's dental 
laboratory.  At that time, flood insurance was not available to compensate a business until work 
could resume.  It would be a couple of years before my dad's lab was making teeth again. 
 
Without warning, the farm became the family business.  I was only one month old, but I know the 
importance of Mother Nature's fickle character was impressed into my very being at that time.  
Relying on the orchard's crop for our ability to survive caused the weather to be a daily concern.  
Hail stripped the trees, shattered the branches, and bruised the fruit; high winds blew the fruit off 
the trees and bruised them; and the frost could kill the blooms.  Weather could easily wipe out the 
crops and ruin our season.    
 
Everyone living in tornado alley is aware in a general way of the weather.  But, eking out a living 
on a farm made the weather very personal. 
 
As definite novices in the farming culture, our survival was tenuous.  The family had to rely on 
what they managed to grow and the local Catholic charities to feed the twelve member family.  
Eighteen months later, my youngest brother would be born into this farming family.  And months 
later, my youngest sister would complete our family. 
 
For those of you who are counting:  I am number nine out of eleven children. 
 
But, frost was a preeminent concern that froze our hearts in fear.  When frost warnings were 
issued, we held our breath and went outside to inspect the trees.  If the grass crunched under our 
feet, we knew the blooms were damaged and the crop was ruined.  The frost settled in the valleys 
first, with the hills maintaining their warmth longer.  When a late frost was imminent, the entire 
family moved into action like a colony of ants.  Everyone had a job to do as the tires were spread 
throughout the orchard:  one tire per four trees.  The youngest carried the fuel and poured it onto 
the tires as the older children lit the tires.  There was a natural incentive to quickly douse the tire 
with fuel and move on to the next tire as your loving older brothers chased you with a lit torch.  
 
The hope was to create a blanket of smoke that would hinder the frost's ability to penetrate and 
kill the bloom.  In the early dawn, the sight and smell of the fires and smoke reminded me of a 
battlefield.  The surreal scene and the adrenaline we felt from our parents' anxiety pushed us to 
the max as we tried desperately to outwit Mother Nature's damaging frost. Death or life of the 
produce was precarious. Our financial situation was perilously dependent on the weather's effect 
on the crop.   
 
This dependency on Mother Nature's benevolence continues to this day.  My retirement is a 
vacation rental beach home on Pensacola Beach.  Hurricanes devastate my investment and my 
income.  I built the Dome of a Home in the hopes of minimizing Mother Nature's effect when she 
was feeling malevolent.  My hopes were that the Dome would work with her, instead of trying to 
defy her. 
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My first home was an 1800's farm house on several acres along the Missouri River. Thankfully, I 
would not be trying to feed my family from crops raised on its soil.  But, the home was in 
desperate condition ï the first in a long line of homes I would buy that needed to be gutted and 
restored.  I enjoyed buying old homes, renovating them, and personalizing them.  Through the 
years and twelve houses, I saw many techniques and learned many skills that would become 
very useful in building the Dome of a Home.  Because of my history, I was familiar with what 
worked and what didn't.  This knowledge would reach its culmination when we moved to 
Pensacola Beach, Florida in 1994. 
 
My wife, Valerie, and I married on the beautifully snowy Valentine's Day of 1994 in Colorado 
Springs at the Garden of the Gods.  After our honeymoon, we flew back to Kansas City, got into 
our previously packed cars and made the journey to our new home in Pensacola Beach.  Our 
friendly neighbors welcomed us to Paradise and tried to ease our hurricane fears with, "Quit 
worrying, we haven't had a hurricane in 20 years." 
 
Valerie had been concerned about hurricanes as soon as I began contemplating the move 
several months earlier.  As soon as we arrived, we both began having terrifying nightmares of 
walls of water.  Valerie frequently had night terrors, dreaming she had awoken to discover several 
inches of water on the bedroom floor.  In the dream, she would look out the window trying to 
determine where the water was coming from, only to see the entire island covered in water with 
huge waves threatening to break in our second story windows.   
 
Upon daybreak, the nightmares would fade and we would plunge into our project.  Of course, in 
keeping with my tradition, the home we bought needed to be gutted and completely remodeled.  
With great gusto, we eagerly began to transform the dark, dingy house into our dream retirement 
home.  Shortly after we arrived, I came home from my daily trip to Home Depot to find a 10' high 
pile of debris in our front yard.  Valerie had dismantled everything she was capable of and thrown 
it out the patio door:  carpet, rotten sub-flooring, paneling, old cabinets, and even the swimming 
pool slide.  It was a labor of love and we hardly minded sleeping on an air mattress in the upstairs 
loft.  Using a ladder to traverse from the second to third floor in the middle of the night for the 
bathroom was a bit treacherous, but we happily managed. 
 
With the insane vengeance of our optimism, we worked day and night for four months.  Repairs 
were almost completed when our first hurricane season began.  Tropical Storm Alberto, yes the A 
ï the first storm of the first hurricane season welcomed the newbies to the beach on July 3, 1994.  
It would prove to be the ominous forecaster of what was to come.  Months later, a cycle of 
catastrophic storms began that continues to this day. 
 
We shrugged off the ridicule and laughter of the 'old timer locals' on the beach as we boarded up 
our windows and fled inland.  We thought it was better to be safe than sorry, especially with the 
frequent nightmares we were both having.  Our first attempt at storm mitigation as 'newcomers on 
the beach' was ½" plywood, screwed and caulked, over the doors and windows.  Our son, Mike, 
spray painted "Go Away, Alberto" on the plywood to ward off the unwanted intruder. 
 
The next intruder came ashore the following year on August 3, 1995.  Although predicted to make 
landfall near Biloxi, Mississippi, the hurricane made an unexpected turn suddenly south of Cape 
San Blas, placing Pensacola Beach in the bull's eye.  So, we prepared again by placing plywood 
on the doors and windows, caulking it in place to reduce water entry.  Hurricane Erin's eye came 
ashore at Pensacola Beach, Florida with 100+ mile per hour winds.  It is rated by the Hurricane 
Center as a Category 2 with damages exceeding $700 million.  The storm was odd because the 
storm surge came from the Sound (north) side of the island instead of the Gulf.  Consequently, 
the 1950 ï 1970's concrete block homes built along the Sound were flooded worse than the ones 
on the Gulf side.  Pensacola Beach is only 4 to 5 blocks wide, but it was still a shock to see more 
flood damage on the north side of the island than the Gulf side of the island.   
 



19 
 

The winds spawned an F-1 tornado that skipped across the island.  The evident swath across our 
neighborhood included damage to our 12 on 12 pitch roof.  The tornado ripped off one third of the 
roof and left us a souvenir board diagonally extruding from the east side of the house.  The wind 
ripped off the canopy of the city's majestic trees and left much of the area without power.   Tree 
branches and downed power lines made driving dangerous.  To make matters even more 
miserable, we were not allowed back on the island for several days.  Not knowing the condition of 
our home made the event even more traumatic. 
 

Unbeknownst at that 
time, we would receive 
a one-two punch that 
would leave us reeling.  
Two months later, on 
October 4, 1995, 
Hurricane Opal 
delivered the second 
punch of the season.  
We were in shock!  In 
our first 20 months of 
living on the beach, we 
had been affected by 
three storms.  My trust 
in the locals' 
assurances about 
storms was, well, let's 
say compromised.  If 
these events had 
occurred during the 
superstitious era of the 

witch trials, I would have been concerned for our safety.  Here we were, newcomers to this small 
island community that had no recent history of storms until we moved in.  Centuries ago, our 
nightmares of walls of water and the island flooding would have sealed our fate.     
 
Hurricane Opal was a much larger storm than Hurricane Erin.  It strengthened to almost a 
Category 5 storm in the Gulf when it was 250 miles southwest of Pensacola, Florida. The 
residents were dazed zombies making preparations for the second storm in two months.  The 
tension was palpable as we stood in lines for supplies.  Like us, most people had not had time to 
make repairs from Erin.  The impending sense of doom was reflected in the eyes of the residents.   
 
We had tried everything, short of having Valerie standing naked on the street corner waving cash, 
to hire a roofer after Hurricane Erin.  With our 12 on 12 pitch roof, no roofer would risk his crew on 
such a steep incline.  At Valerie's urging, I climbed onto the roof toting my blue tarp.  I needed her 
help so she climbed the ladder and proceeded to freeze.  Rooted to the roof and unable to move, 
Valerieôs fear froze her so completely she was incapable of climbing further up the roof or 
navigating down the ladder.  Fortunately, our neighbor, Vic Mitchell, was on his deck, assessed 
the situation, and was able to talk her down.  Never again did she ask me to get on the roof. 
 
Even though our roof still sported a blue tarp, which we knew was no match for the upcoming 
winds, we made what preparations we could.  Knowing water would enter our patched roof, we 
still elected to seal the windows and doors with plywood and caulking once again.  We moved our 
outdoor furniture inside the upstairs screened porch and placed items from the garage into the 
kitchen. 
 
None of the neighbors were laughing at the newbies now, even though Opal's path was not a 
certainty yet.  
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On the eve of Hurricane Opal most of the neighbors were gone by midnight.  My kids were in 
Kansas City with their mother and Valerie had already retreated to our friends' home in town.  
Wave by insidious wave, the storm surge creeped over Ariola Drive.  Although the severe winds 
and high surge were hours away, I could tell that this storm was a bad one.  I stayed to watch as 
long as I dared.    With great longing, I walked through the home we had so diligently created.  
Eventually, I said good-bye to our home. Waves washed through the garage as I walked through 
my backyard to my neighbor's home on Maldonado to retrieve my car and leave the island I had 
come to love. 
 
At 2 am, I drove to Blane and Heather Butler's home off of Scenic Drive where Valerie was 
staying.  She and Heather were already asleep, so I turned on the Weather Channel for the latest 
update.  Hurricane Opal had strengthened again and was almost a Category 5 storm with 
Pensacola in her sights.  Immediately, I woke Valerie and told her we needed to leave town now.  
Sleepily, she asked if we could wait until morning.  My answer was a resounding, "NO! We are 
leaving now!"  A Category 5 would literally blow down the house we were in just like the big bad 
wolf in the Three Little Pigs story.  Like falling dominoes, structures would easily fail in this 
monster of a storm.   
 

 
We loaded up the car and headed for Texas, bemoaning the fact that our friends elected to stay.  
When we reached the bridge over Mobile Bay in Alabama, water was already licking the roadway.  
Evidently, Pensacola awoke to the news that a Category 5 was ready to devour the area and 
panicked.  On the radio, we heard about evacuation routes gridlocked for 40 miles.  Cars with 
empty tanks were stranded on the roads as tens of thousands of residents became vulnerable 
prey for the impending Opal.  Radio personnel were issuing warnings instructing people to flee 
their cars for the nearest structures.  Catastrophic loss of life was expected.  My wife and I wept 
as we remembered all of our friends that were waiting for dawn to break before leaving town.  
They were now stuck wherever they were to ride out Hurricane Opal's fury.  We were 
overwhelmed in grief. 
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Two hours before the intense impact was expected, a miracle occurred.  Opal had dropped to a 
Category 3 storm.  No easy picnic, to be sure.  But, the devastation would be greatly reduced.  
Our community leaders would have the opportunity to make necessary changes in policy to avoid 
future evacuation gridlock.  Would they seize the learning experience or just count their blessings 
and go on with business as usual?  Nine years later Hurricane Ivan, the Terrible, would test the 
area once again.  Yet another personal silver lining would emerge when we were required to 
receive our neighbors' approval for building the Dome of a Home.  Many of them were Opal 
survivors and wholeheartedly understood what we were trying to accomplish by building the 
Dome of a Home. 
 
Hurricane Opal doused our home through our injured roof and surged our first floor with a couple 
of feet of water.  Once again, we weren't allowed to see our homes for what seemed an eternity.  
When we did finally get permission to visit the beach, police checked our IDs and armed National 
Guardsmen were on the street corners which was both intimidating and comforting.  The beach 
was forever changed.  The plethora of unusual shells left on the beach in Opal's wake were 
evidence of how deeply the waters had been churned.  I viewed it as a fitting metaphor for the 
deep emotions that would continue to churn for years. 
 
Swept away with Opal's waves was our world as we knew it.  We were forever changed.  I looked 
at the Gulf with new respect and fear.  I was awed by the power she wielded.  The power to 
change the course of so many lives lay in Mother Nature's hands.  And, at her whim, you could 
be the next victim.  It was an unsettling realization. 
 
With so many people affected, housing was difficult to secure and we were effectively homeless.  
Our wonderful friends, the Butlers, allowed us to live with them until we had made enough repairs 
to move back to Ariola Drive. Nine months passed before we had one room ready to move back 
into.   
 
Hurricanes are the great equalizer.  It doesnôt matter who you were in the world before ñthe 
stormò; now, you are another hurricane survivor grateful for the simple luxuries you once took for 
granted. What I missed first: a hot shower.  What I stayed grateful for the longest: a hot shower. 
Itôs amazing how a shower brings back my hope and optimism.  It makes me feel human again. 
Back at the beach, we ate Red Cross meals and showered in the tents they had provided.  What 
a wonderful organization! They drove up and down the streets with food, water, and ice.  
Neighbors were generous with their smiles, help, and supplies.  I was struck by the sense of 
community as we coalesced into a recovering group of survivors.   
 
But, the stress definitely took its toll.   Divorces were prevalent among those whose homes were 
destroyed.  After our neighbor's home was destroyed by Hurricane Erin, another neighbor offered 
them the use of his home across the street.  Hurricane Opal completely devoured the transitional 
home and the meager belongings that had survived Erin.  Our neighbor had a heart attack and 
died during Opal.  Losing everything twice in two months was more than he could bear. The 
financial and emotional burdens were incomprehensible.  Many of our neighbors fled inland, 
having had enough of the Gulf's uninvited intrusive visits.   
 
Post traumatic stress disorder, PTSD.  I had heard of it, thought I understood it, but I now had 
empathy instead of sympathy for those with PTSD.  I found myself blocking out entire events, with 
no memory or recollection of them.  Evidently, I went to a doctor's appointment after Hurricane 
Opal.  Years later, I would once again make an appointment with this doctor.  He remembered 
me, my wife, and the fact that I played guitar.  Neither my wife or I remember ever going to his 
office.  I don't know if the memory loss caused by PTSD is to keep you sane by not allowing you 
to continuously replay the events in your mind.  Regardless, I find repeatedly that I have blocked 
entire sections of my life from my memory banks.  And I am not the only one.  It seems to be 
prevalent among the hurricane survivors I have spoken with. 
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Rebuilding began.  Restoration of homes, lives, and sanity was a slow process.  But, eventually, 
a flurry of activity signaled the construction of new homes built to the current code.  I noticed 
several deficiencies in the new homes; construction practices that did not make any sense to me.  
The old cinder block homes were replaced with new homes built on pilings.  Wood pilings were 
the norm, even though in our environment their life expectancy was only 30 to 40 yearsé.if you 
did not have the tenacious termites.  Concrete pilings with metal rebar last a couple of decades 
longer. The galvanized straps were already rusted in the boxes before they were used to secure 
the structure.  How long before the rust rendered them completely useless?  Fiberglass insulation 
that lost any semblance of R-value once moisture was introduced was still being used.  I was 
deeply disturbed that the building codes seemed to ignore the harsh coastal environment these 
structures were being built in and ignore the obvious problems that were evident after Hurricanes 
Erin and Opal.  The salt fog that permeates the island, the constant wind, the water, and the 
intense UV effect of the sun are elements that should be factored into building codes on the 
coast. Like my brother said, "These are 15 year homes with a 30 year mortgage." 
 
I knew there had to be a better way.  I researched the alternatives as I observed the buildings 
around me take form.  As I decided that a monolithic dome house was a near perfect structure for 
the coastal location, I made my wish list.  Its structural integrity combined with the correct building 
elements would help to greatly mitigate the effects of the harsh environment.  Unique 
environments require unique solutions.  I told my wife that if we ever had a chance to build, I 
wanted to build a dome home.   
 
Our chance would arrive in the mail five years later.   
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4  HUMBLE BEGINNINGS 
 

 
The kitchen trash. 
 
Humble beginnings for the beautiful Dome of a Home, but alas, 'tis true. 
 
One fateful day, I opened the mail in the kitchen instead of my office.  That seemingly insignificant 
decision irrevocably changed my life.   
 
We had received a letter from the Flood Mitigation Assistance Program, FMAP, offering us an 
opportunity to apply for a grant to mitigate further flood damage.  Immediately, I threw it into the 
trash.  Government anything means red tape, headaches, and endless reams of paperwork.  I 
wanted nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing, to do with jumping through government hoops.  
Filing taxes once a year was enough involvement for me.  So, the letter went into the kitchen 
trash. 
 
With destiny guiding Mark's hand as he dug through the trash for something neither of us 
remember, he pulled out THE LETTER.  Mark never goes through the trash and he doesn't read 
the mail.  So for him to read mail placed in the trash was doubly disconcerting.   
 
I felt the tingle of apprehension even before he said, "What's this?" 
I mumbled back, "Just a migraine waiting to happen." 
"Don't you think we should at least call and see what this is all about?" he counters. 
 
WE???  I knew what that meant ï me.   
Paperwork was my household responsibility and I could already feel the red tape strangling me 
as I contemplated making the call. I must have given Mark The Look because he quickly 
volunteered to make the call. With the clarity of hindsight, I now know I should have made that 
call. If I had made the call I would have dismissed the information as quickly as I had the letter. 
But, instead fate began to laugh as Mark dialed the phone.  
 
In that moment, I began to mourn my paper shredder.  I had recently burned up the motor 
preparing my tax paperwork for our CPA and had not replaced it yet.  Ironic how it is the 
mindless, inconsequential decisions that seem to ultimately rock your world.  Disturbing, actually. 
 
And, thus the saga began. 
 
Mark learned through his phone call that the opportunity to apply for grant was issued to over 
10,000 people in Escambia County.  The government money was to be divided among those 
whose grant proposals were accepted.  Although the exact formula for determining who would be 
accepted was held like a Top Secret X-file, Mark did discover that applicants had to have at least 
two flood claims.  The usual and customary purpose of the grant was to elevate the existing 
structure on pilings.  However, since we had a concrete cinder block home, this was not an 
option. 
 
Within thirty minutes of the initial phone call, Mark had mapped out an extensive scenario.   
 
We would apply for a grant, not to raise our home, but to demolish it and build a hurricane 
resistant dome home.  The proposal would be so unusual; it would garner the attention of the 
necessary officials throughout the government's  hierarchy.  This would give our proposal an 
advantage over the other proposals submitted.  The dome would not only mitigate flood damage, 
but wind damage as well.  Mark also envisioned an informational web site documenting the 
process and to be available as a reference and educational tool. 

  



24 
 

 I must say, Mystic Mark was right on all accounts; the reality far exceeding either of our 
expectations.  To my dismay, my nightmarish visions of suffocating in red tape were also true.  
Now, seven years later, I understand that the Law of Attraction brings to us what we have 
focused our attention and emotions towards ï good or not so good.  Markôs vision brought us the 
Dome of a Home as I stumbled through the government obstacle course. 
  
The Flood Mitigation Assistance Program was a pilot program in Florida, which means in lay 
terms óeveryone was flying by the seat of their pants and no one was familiar with the procedure.ô  
For example, the letter encouraged us to attend a meeting that would explain more.  Great!  
Except the letter was dated after the meeting had already occurred.   I knew it was going to take a 
truckload of aspirin to get through this migraine in the making, but we ï (yes, we) decided to 
pursue the elusive grant. 
 
After Hurricanes Erin and Opal damaged our home in 1995, Mark began researching how to build 
a better coastal structure.  Although he was familiar with dome structures, he began collecting an 
extensive amount of technological data to incorporate into a coastal home.   Constantly, he was 
critiquing the homes on the beach that were being rebuilt after the storms.  Very little was being 
done to alleviate further damage by the next storm.  When we rode our bikes on the beach, he 
would point to particle board and explain how it would swell in the high moisture environment; 
how fiberglass insulation is useless once it is exposed to moisture and serves as a Petri dish for 
mold and mildew growth; vents in the outdoor soffits would become entry ways for the water to 
douse the home.  As his list of do's and don't's for coastal living grew, Mark decided a monolithic 
dome was one of the few structures that would work with Mother Nature. Instead of  building a 
futile structure and trying to 
defy her, Mark declared he 
would build a dome, given 
the chance. 
 
The grant proposal was 
that chance.  His infectious 
energy convinced me to 
find my machete and hack 
through the red tape.  Mark 
is affectionately called Tom 
Sawyer by people who 
know him.  He has an 
uncanny ability to inspire 
people to work for him. 
The twenty page 
application grew into a 3" 
binder of information.  I was well aware that organization was the secret to having paperwork 
examined and accepted.  It's human nature:  if a file is a mess or a headache, it goes to the 
bottom of the pile.  And forget an unorganized file garnering any attention on a Monday or a 
Friday.  No one wants to deal with it at the beginning of the work week, nor when one's mind is 
pre-occupied with the weekend's relaxation.  So, I accumulated and organized the pictures, 
graphs, and text.   
 
Deadlines rapidly approached since there was a significant delay in FMAP's delivery of the initial 
letter.  The mountain of paperwork required was daunting and much of it redundant and 
unnecessary.  Although our grant proposal application was for a demo and rebuild, FMAP 
insisted on three bids to raise the home on pilings.  Ridiculous paperwork that wastes the time 
and money of both the government and ourselves.  What contractor wanted to put in the time and 
effort for a bid that was obviously never going to come to fruitation?  Exactly, none!  Like a dog 
chasing his tail, we jumped through hoops that should never have been part of this government 
circus.  But, we did. 
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The cost of submitting the application, including paying contractors for nonsense bids, was over 
$12,000.  Even with this substantial investment, there was no guarantee of a grant ï this was 
strictly the cost of the red tape.  Without enough time for architectural drawings or an engineer's 
outline, we had to submit the cost of building our home.  And you can imagine how complicated 
this would be with a monolithic dome.  How could we give an accurate bid without this 
information?  We couldn't.  But, we were assured that if our grant proposal was accepted, we 
would be allowed an extra 20% of funding if our expenses exceeded our original bid.  More on 
that adventure later. 
 
The burden of making a decision to go forth left me anxious and sleepless. When I did sleep, the 
red tape monster chased me through my many nightmares.   We were going to spend at least 
$12,000 just to apply for the grant.  If we decided to build the dome, the grant would only cover a 
very small portion of the expenses.  Quite literally, we would be investing all of our savings in one 
egg in one basket.  I was a nervous wreck.  Mark thought it was an opportunity we should take.  
I'm thinking, "If the government is offering it, it probably is not a good deal for us.  Remember the 
deals they made with the Native Americans?"  Obviously, Mark convinced me to keep on trudging 
through the mire and muck.  Exhausted, I finally completed the most difficult homework 
assignment of my life.   
 
Several weeks later, we received a notice advising us that our grant proposal had been accepted.  
A conference was scheduled to meet with our FEMA representative and county liaison, Bob 
Davis.  Other families who had also been accepted were present at the meeting.  At that meeting 
we were informed of even more impending red tape.  Only two families, including ours, decided to 
proceed with the next stage.   
 
Because the grant was associated with FEMA, we had to have the house tested for asbestos 
before demolition could begin.  If it did contain asbestos, the cost of demolition would be 
exorbitant.  We did not know at the time that this was required and therefore, did not request the 
additional funding for demolition.  In a routine demolition of a residential home this is not required.  
Fortunately, we did not have asbestos.   
One hoop successfully jumped through.   
The asbestos hoop was only one of many in this three ring circus. 
 
Deadlines loomed.  We had less than 24 months to find another place to live, demo our home, 
hire an engineer and architect, design an unusual dome home, build it while dodging other 
hurricanes, and complete the final paperwork before time ran out.  If we did not meet our 
deadline, the grant would be revoked.   
 
Talk about pressure!  And then, there was the politics ï an element I had not factored in. 
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5  POLITICS 
 

politics: n 1: social relations involving authority or power  
 
Ring one of the three ring circus was successfully navigated as we made it through the first round 
of the Flood Mitigation Assistance Program's elimination process.  For the second act, we 
successfully filed our grant proposal to build a dome structure on Pensacola Beach, Florida.  The 
proposal had garnered the attention of FEMA officials at the regional and national levels, just as 
Mark predicted.  Whew!  We assumed that our major hurdles had been jumped.  With backing of 
a federal agency, one would think the local authorities would follow suit and encourage those 
wanting to build a storm resistant home on their beach.  One would thinké. 
 
On Pensacola Beach, residents have a governing body, the Santa Rosa Island Authority.  With 
the exception of one representative elected by the residents of the beach, the other five board 
members are appointed by the Escambia County Commissioners. The appointed members' 
terms are the same as the commissioner who appointed them; the elected member's term is two 
years.  The SRIA oversees the activities on the beach and acts as an extension of the County 
Commissioners. The SRIA's approval was necessary before continuing our project.  
 
Through the grapevine, we heard that our project was essentially dead in the water.  We had 
spent over $12,000 to apply for the grant; the Flood Mitigation Assistance Program had approved 
our grant; the grant money would be filtered through Escambia County; and now we were being 
stymied at the lowest tier of government?    At that time, no other home owner had to maneuver 
through all of the same hoops that were required of us, but we honed our jumping skills and 
decided to just play the game. 
 
Our grapevine angel suggested collecting local homeowners' and business owners' signatures on 
a letter stating they did not mind if we built a dome on our lot.  I also prepared packets of 
information about the unique hurricane resistant qualities of the dome structure for the board 
members.   
 
Like a politician pounding the pavement, I walked for miles discussing the Dome of a Home, the 
grant, and what we hoped to accomplish by building a hurricane resistant home.  Many residents 
I spoke to were 1995 Hurricane Erin and Opal survivors. Each and every person I spoke with was 
supportive, curious, and eager to see the finished product.  The encouragement we received from 
the island residents buoyed my spirits and lightened my step as we continued onward in our fight 
for a structure designed to endure the coastal environment. 
 
 In three days, I received almost 150 signatures and we managed to deliver informational material 
to all but one member of the board. But we would soon discover, not one of them took the 
opportunity to review the material before the meeting.  So much for doing their homework; they 
would be voting on a subject they had not taken the time to study.  In my naivety, I was appalled 
that the government operated in this manner.  
 
But, our all of efforts werenôt for naught.  Others listened and responded to the information we 
presented.  
Perhaps the most significant person we spent time with was the architect on the SRIA's 
Architectural Review Board, John Tice.  Although he originally told us he only had five minutes to 
spare, once he saw the depictions of the dome structure, he became intrigued. When we 
explained what the monolithic dome structure was capable of in the face of a hurricane, Mr. Tice 
allowed us to extend our five minute limit.   His support was invaluable and we appreciate his 
willingness to see outside the box.  Debbie Norton, the manager for the Environmental and 
Developmental Services Department at SRIA, was was supportive and another crucial element to 
our success.  She aptly reminded the board members of refusing a couple's request in the 1970s 
to build their home on pilings five times.  That couple's innovative idea was now one of the 
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required building codes for the coast.  She encouraged the SRIA board members to not make the 
same mistake by refusing our request to build the dome.  
 
We had FEMA deadlines to meet and time was ticking away as we continued to plead our case.  
Finally, the evening of the "vote" came.  I was nauseous, so I sat and watched as my family ate 
Chinese food.  But, heartening news arrived in the fortune cookies.   
  
 "Everything will now come your way." 
 "You will be fortunate to everything you put your hands to." 
 
I dressed for the meeting and tried to still my rushing mind and pounding heart.  At the last 
minute, I removed my Zen meditation cards from their case.  The Success card went flying across 
the room and landed at Mark's feet.  Basically, the meditation states: 
  
The world is celebrating your success with a tickertape parade.  Because of your  willingness to 
accept the recent challenges of life, you are now ï or you will soon be ï enjoying the wonderful 
ride on the tiger of success.  Welcome it, enjoy it, and share your joy with others - and remember 
that all bright parades have a beginning and an end.  If you keep this in mind, and squeeze every 
drop of juice out of the happiness you are experiencing now, you will be able to take the future as 
it comes without regrets.   .   
 

I went outside and sat on my deck until it 
was time to leave.  The waves lapping 
gently on the shore lulled me into a 
dreamlike state.  I began to feel the house 
morph around me and I slowly realized that 
I was sitting on the deck of the Dome Home.  
It had manifested itself around me and I 
knew in that moment we would be building 
the dome on Pensacola Beach.  A parallel 
universe seeping through?  I don't know, but 
the experience had a profound effect on me.  
Several times in the next year, I would feel 
like we were just midwives assisting the 
birth of an entity that was creating itself.     
 
While we were sitting in Markôs truck before 
the meeting, Mark noticed a news reporter 
in the parking lot.  In an effort to catch her 
attention, Mark stepped out of the truck and 
walked to my window flashing our 
presentation artwork.  Just as Mark hoped, 
the reporter responded by asking Mark why 
he was at the meeting. 
 
That very evening, the dome would be 
christened by Mollye Barrows, reporter for 
our local ABC news affiliate.  Although she 
and a cameraman were at the meeting for a 
different item on the agenda, Mollye and 
Mark discussed our desire to build a 

hurricane resistant dome on the beach.  In her broadcast, Mollye began the piece with "There's a 
Dome of a Home going up on Pensacola Beach."   The dome project had its official designation.  
And its web site domain  www.domeofahome.com was born. 
 

http://www.domeofahome.com/
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With a great sense of peace, I went to the meeting, knowing that it would all end as it should. 
With the support and vision of Ms. Norton and Mr. Tice, we received a majority vote in our favor, 
with only one dissenting vote by Mr. Martin McGuire.  Another hurdle jumped, but we were not 
finished yet.  Although it was just a formality for the Escambia County Commissioners to sign a 
piece of paperwork acknowledging receipt of the grants into the county budget, it was postponed 
for two months because of scheduling delays. Many of the commissioners were being 
investigated for alleged criminal acts; the FMAP grant was not priority for them at that point.  Our 
project stalled until the paperwork was signed and entered into the official records.  Finally, ring 
three was completed and we could move on to the actual construction process. 
 
It seemed ludicrous that we would have to struggle so diligently to construct a hurricane resistant 
structure on a coast that had felt the effects of several hurricanes.  It was then that I understood 
the insanity of politics.  While Webster has other definitions for the word politics, mine would 
become: 
 
The insane game of spending too much time, energy, and money to fight the established powers 
to accomplish a project that makes logical sense.   
 
Yes, I had become a cynic in the process.    
 
But, I would also become more convinced than ever as events unfolded that a higher purpose 
existed for this Dome of a Home.  Certainly there have been times of doubt, and still are, but 
there have been instances of great knowing that this project was larger than us and held a 
purpose of its own. 
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6  METAMORPHOSIS 
 
 
 

The Dome Home would become a reality.  From years of research and dreams to finally receiving 
the last necessary approval from the various government officials, the hoops had been jumped, 
the red tape navigated, and the Dome Home would finally be built.  The enormity of what had 
occurred overwhelmed me.  A visionary realizing his dream, Mark would fulfill his desire to build a 
beach home designed for coastal living.  He would not be manipulating the blueprints of a 
conventional home to meet Florida's building codes.  Instead, he would build a home specifically 
designed for our environment:  a home that took into account the humidity and the constant 
attack of salt spray, as well as hurricane and flooding factors.   
 
This was manifestation in the grandest sense of the word.  I had never witnessed the process of 
having a dream of such magnitude become a reality.   Building the Dome of a Home would prove 
to be a spiritual voyage - a journey that was filled with miracles and despair; amazing 
developments and frustrating delays; days of uplifting joy and devastating despair.  Like most life 
passages, it was filled with peaks and valleys.   But, through it all, I knew that she, Serenity by the 
Sea, aka The Dome of a Home, had her own agenda, her own life essence, her own destiny.  We 
were merely the tools she was using to manifest herself.  Being the midwife for such an entity 
irrevocably changed me.   
 
I have been blessed with many miracles in my life.  Most of the time, it is only in hindsight that I 
realize how perfectly the synchronistic pieces of the puzzle fit together. However, Serenity by the 
Sea's conception and birth have provided me with the beautiful opportunity of being aware and 
appreciating the miracles as they occur.  Of course, I don't always have the wisdom in the 
moment, but, for me, this project provided numerous opportunities for me to stand in awe and 
whisper, "I am witnessing a miracle happening right here and right now."  The whispering rush of 
angels' wings accompanied the continually opening doors of opportunity.    
 
When I consulted my journals for the months preceding the arrival of the FMAP letter, it seemed 
obvious that the stage was being set for Serenity's debut.    I was in a space of spiritual 
openness, eager to allow the path to unfold before me.  My mantra had become, "Trust the 
process."  With the perspective of a few years, I am better able to understand and honor the 
interconnectedness of the series of people, places, and events that coalesced to make building 
the Dome of a Home possible. 
 
My New Year's Resolution for 2001 was to read and follow the guidelines in Suze Orman's book, 
Nine Steps to Financial Freedom. Her amazing book includes practical suggestions for managing 
one's finances, but also includes exercises confronting the emotional aspects of money.  Ms. 
Orman explains that the emotional relationship we have with money affects its manifestation and 
how freeing oneself from the chains of fear allows energy to flow unabated.  
I was also reading Eckert Tolle's book, The Power of Now.  His words of wisdom helped me to 
embrace the concept that peace can be the constant anchor in the fluctuating river of chaos we 
call life when we realize our life situations are not the same as our lives.    
 
These philosophies would bring me comfort in the upcoming months as I experienced the 
extreme highs and lows of the dome project.  Before reading these books, my fear would have 
limited the opportunities that were about to knock on our door.  Granted, my fear of government 
paperwork and red tape caused me to throw the letter in the kitchen trash.  But, destiny was not 
deterred as my broken paper shredder and Mark's unusual foray into the trash combined to fulfill 
our fate.  Silly as it may seem, I would cling to this "proof" that we were making the right choice to 
build the Dome Home several times in the upcoming years.   
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Once the red tape maze had been navigated, it was time to turn "talkitecture into architecture", as 
our wonderful architect and friend, Jonathan Zimmerman, so aptly stated.  The image of the 
Dome of a Home I had pasted all over our house would become our home.  From image to reality 
ï a leap of faith that quite ironically, terrified me as much as it thrilled me.   
 
The irrevocable decision to bulldoze the home we had poured our very being into just seven 
years ago was painful.  We had completely remodeled the house in 1994 and just a year later we 
would do it again after Hurricanes Erin and Opal.  In 1998, we made more repairs after Hurricane 
Georges.  And now we were going to voluntarily raze the house we had spent so much time and 
love remodeling?  On a practical level, we were aware that we would continue to make the same 
storm repairs over and over again because of our ground level status.  But, I was not prepared for 
the emotional grief tugging at my heart as we watched the dozer take bite after bite of our house. 
What had taken us months to accomplish was negated in a matter of hours. Facing my damaged 
home after the storms was wrenching, but to purposefully unleash a machine to destroy her felt 
like betrayal.  For a home built on the ground, she had performed admirably against the onslaught 
of several storms.  Now, I was essentially telling her that her efforts just weren't good enough.  
The home had represented the beginning of our life together as a married couple.  It was home 
for our children.  It was the first home in which I felt I was a part of the community. The home was 
the fabric of my security.   
 

 
 
I cried and grieved as I heard her skeleton breaking; I gathered broken pieces of the tile we had 
so carefully selected; I respectfully touched the torn walls that we had so lovingly faux painted; I 
realized our children would never walk through those doors again and be visually reminded of 
their early years on the beach. 
Memories flooded me as more and more of the home's interior became exposed.  I felt 
eviscerated in concert with my home's destruction.  My tears would never assuage the guilt and 
uncertainty I felt as I paid homage to the home that had held so much laughter and hope.   
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In utter shock, I stopped my sobbing to stare at my hand ï a butterfly had ever so gently landed 
on me.  In the winter?  Where had this butterfly come from?  I look up and see the wall of our 
daughter's room exposed.  Just last spring, I had painted colorful butterflies on her bright yellow 
walls.  And now the gift I had given was giving back to me.  The imagery was magically surreal.  
The symbolism was obvious.  Serenity by the Sea would emerge as the beautiful butterfly.  But, 
the caterpillar must first undergo the metamorphosis, the complete destruction of its former self.  
 
In Deepok Chopra's The Book of Secrets, he eloquently explains the metamorphic process from 
caterpillar to butterfly. 
  
 The catepillar's organs and tissues dissolve into an amorphous, souplike state, only to 
reconstitute into the structure of a butterfly's body that bears no resemblance to a caterpillar at all. 
 Science has no idea why metamorphosis evolved.  It is almost impossible to imagine that 
insects hit on it by chance ï the chemical complexity of turning into a butterfly is incredible; 
thousands of steps are all minutely interconnected.  (It's as if you dropped off a bicycle at the 
shop to be repaired, and when you came back the parts had become a Gulfstream jet.) 
 But we do have some idea about how this delicate chain of events is linked.  Two 
hormones, one called juvenile hormone, the other ecdysone, regulate the process, which looks to 
the naked eye like a caterpillar dissolving into soup.  These two hormones make sure that the 
cells moving from larva to butterfly know where they are going and how they are to change.  
Some cells are told to die; others digest themselves, while still others turn into eyes, antennae, 
and wings.  This implies a fragile and miraculous rhythm that must remain in precise balance 
between creation and destruction.   
 
The message was clear:  our first home was the caterpillar from whom the butterfly would 
emerge. The destruction of the old was necessary for the creation of the new. Although the new 
structure would bear no resemblance to the previous one, Serenity would be born from its 
remnants. The Dome of a Home would be the end result of a miraculous chain of thousands of 
interconnected steps.  A great comfort descended upon me as I understood the miraculous 
unfolding of events before me. 
 
I do not want to paint the completely inaccurate picture that I was perfectly serene and always 
comfortable with the decision we made.  Quite the contrary, many times I was a raving lunatic 
mad with anxiety.  Building the Dome of a Home was a mirror reflecting the construction and 
destruction of various aspects of my soul.  We would grow and evolve together.  Building the 
Dome was the most difficult undertaking of my life.   
 
Was it worth it?  Yes, yes, yes! It was worth it.  Not because we now have a beautiful home to live 
in, not because it has garnered world wide attention, but because it has taught me how to 
recognize miraculous synchronocities in the present moment.  I  learned how to creatively and 
consciously visualize and then manifest a dream into reality.  I have enough perspective now to 
recognize and appreciate the web our lives weave as we travel down our paths.  
 
In March 2001, I was meditating on the follow question:  What is the underlying 
cause/effect/outcome of our financial situation? 
The following insightful cards illuminated the answer to my questions, 
  
THE WHEEL OF CHANGE  
 The only unchanging thing in the world is change.  If you cling to the edge of the  wheeL 
you will become dizzy.  Move to the center and relax.  Being centered and  present in the 
now allows me to more easily Trust The Process. 
 
THE MASTER     
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 The Master has no desire that anything be other than it is.  This card reminded  me that 
as I face my fears, I will become more content with living in the present  moment.  There is no 
past, no future, only the Now.  Surrender and accept  without wishing for life to be different. 
  
POSSIBILITIES 
 This card indicates one is at a point where possibilities are opening up.  It is a 
 reminder that you will be provided with exactly what you need.  Celebrate the 
 landscape before you, be present in the blessings of now.  By Trusting the 
 Process, a world of possibilities will open up. Enjoy the ride, the learning  experience ,the 
joy, the fun, and the opportunities.  It is a chance to soar as an  eagle. 
 
FOUR OF PENTACLES 
 Be generous, not poverty stricken.  Give and trust that what goes around comes  around. 
Abundance awaits us all.  Believe in the abundance, be grateful for 
 what you have, and visualize the wealth of your Spirit. 
 
KING OF PENTACLES 
 Encourages one to enjoy life, especially after a period of obstacles that have  been 
overcome with grace and ease.  It also states that despite appearances to  the contrary, 
you will win big and enable others to be winners as well. 
 
Less than a week after this meditation, we received the FMAP letter offering us the opportunity to 
apply for a FEMA grant to help with the expenses of building a home that would mitigate further 
flood damage.  My meditation cards spoke of possibilities and opportunities. Then the letter 
arrives.  Obviously, I wasn't in a receptive state since I did throw the letter away.  But, fortunately 
my husband was following his intuition and the results are evidence of his strong belief in the 
opportunity that was presented.   
 
A Zen meditation I read once said. ñLife is a mystery to be explored, not a business to be 
managed.ò 
 
Wisdom is everywhere and in everything if we just open our hearts to it.  Building the Dome of a 
Home has made me appreciate the mysterious tapestry of our lives.  
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7  SANTA CLAUS IS COMING TO TOWN 

 
 
The Flood Mitigation Assistance Program was FEMAôs new pilot program and we were its initiate 
class.  You can easily imagine how organized the program was and be absolutely correct.    
Without boring you with reams of red tape stories, suffice it to say we were encouraged when our 
FMAP representative assured us we would be able to ask for an additional 20% of the grant total 
if we encountered unexpected expenses. 
 
Unexpected expenses?  We were buried in 
unexpected expenses --- many a direct result of  
insane governmental processes.  Once the 
initial grant was depleted, I called my county 
liason, Bob Davis, and inquired about the extra 
20% we had been promised.  A long silence 
lingered on the line.   ñBob? Bob? Are you 
there?ò 
 
Finally, Bob hesitantly suggests that it would 
probably be impossible to actually  attain that 
money.   None of the original FEMA personnel 
were still with the program; we had nothing in 
writing that verified our claims we had been 
promised 20%; there was no precedence set 
since this was the pilot program; we had a new, 
less compassionate administration; and the 
fiscal year of this program had ended; the fiscal 
budget had been set for the new year and our 
extra 20% was not part of that budget.     
 
Perturbed, but not surprised, by this 
information, I told Bob I wanted to write a letter 
appealing for the money.   He indulged me and 
agreed to pass it along to the powers that be, 
even though he held out little hope.  I poured 
my heart into the letter, delivered it to Bob, and 
we sent it off on angelôs wings.   
 
Months later as I was packing to go to Texas for Christmas, I received a phone call.  The 
gentleman identified himself as Santa Claus.  Giggling in anticipation I inquire in wonder, ñSanta? 
Is that really you?ò  
 
My giggles turned into sobs of gratitude as Bob told me he had a check for the additional 20% of 
grant money on his desk.   I screamed, I cried, I laughed, I gasped, and I was so very grateful that 
what I had envisioned had come to pass.  I donôt remember how long it took me to regain some 
semblance of composure, but eventually Bob asked if I was okay and told me how shocked he 
was when he received that check.   
 
Again and again, as I look back seven years later, I understand how the Law of Attraction caused 
what I had focused on to manifest in the most miraculous way.  This journey we embarked on 
with the Serenity by the Sea is abundantly filled with miracles and synchronocities.  I stand in awe 
at the perfectness of it all. 
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8  "Z" IS FOR ARCHITECT AND ARTIST 
 

 
The lot is cleared - an empty canvas anticipating the touch of an artist.  Like a pristine Zen 
garden, white sand beckons the art to emerge through its grains and into the physical world. I am 
thrilled at the prospect of what will be born in this space of potentiality.  Years of Mark's dreams 
were finally coming to fruition in a home worthy to be in an art gallery.   
We knew when hiring an architect for this project, we would actually be commissioning an artist.  
We wanted a person that could catch our enthusiasm and visualize our dreams with us.  We 
needed a partner that could combine beauty with functionality in the hurricane resistant dome 
home.  We needed an architect with an open mind and an open heart.  
 
After speaking to several architects and designers, Jonathan Zimmerman, affectionately known 
as "Z", was the genius we chose to sculpt our artistic dome, Serenity by the Sea, out of concrete, 
rebar, foam, and a PVC balloon.  For us, his domes were aesthetically pleasing because of their 
organic appearance. We wanted a design that would make us feel connected to the earth, a part 
of Mother Nature's plan.  Instead of sticking out like the proverbial sore thumb, Jonathan's domes 
merged into their surroundings. 
 
Jonathan designed a mountain dome that appears to be a boulder resting on a hillside. We love 
that the home looks like it belongs there.  Like a person that seems perfectly comfortable in their 
skin and at ease in any situation, Jonathan's homes elicit that same image of comfortableness; 
his innate sense of balance creating a calmness within.    
 
Basically, we commissioned Jonathan to create a hurricane resistant sand dune for us. The 
dome's shape is one that mimics Mother Nature's native sand dune.  Even though the dome is a 
unique home in a conventional neighborhood, we wanted it to blend into the beach.  By having it 
impersonate a sand dune, we could make the dome beautiful and as unobtrusive as possible   I 
took several paint color samples to the pristine area of the beach.  The color chip that lost itself in 
the sand was the one I selected.  We would paint the dome the exact color of the sugary white 
quartz sand on Pensacola Beach. 
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I compiled our wish list into a seventeen page document. Implementing several principles of Feng 
Shui in the design was a priority for us. According to Terah Kathryn Collins, author of The 
Western Guide to Feng Shui, Feng Shui is "the study of how to arrange your environment to 
enhance the quality of your life."   It is the ancient art of placing external items in a pattern that 
fosters inner harmony and reflects our desires.  Different elements, colors, and objects draw and 
repel certain energies.  In our other homes, we followed her advice and were amazed at the 
results.  With the dome, we even placed the pilings according to their colors.  Because I could 
only find square baqua maps in the books, I contacted Ms. Collins about the Dome of a Home 
project and she was kind enough to create a baqua map for my round home.   
 
Jonathan said he was open to learning about Feng Shui and was willing to let Mark be a co-
creator with him on the design of the Dome of a Home.  Jonathan was creative and brilliant --- 
both qualities that made him the best in the business, but also, well, temperamental at times.  I 
say that with the greatest love and humor.  Jonathan would repeatedly say to Mark, ñI hate your 
idea, and you want to know why?  Because I didnôt think of it.ò  So the two of them bounced ideas 
back and forth with stunning results. 
 
With curves beckoning you to peek around the next bend, the house is enchanting and magical.   
When people walk in the door, I want their response to be one of immediate relaxation, a 
releasing of the tension in their shoulders, a peaked interest in their surroundings, and an overall 
sense of well-being and peace to flood their souls. I believe we have successfully achieved this 
goal.  Children of all ages walk in the front door, look up, and then race around the first curved 
wall to discover what awaits them.  They continue the exploration until they have investigated 
every nook and cranny.  The curved spaces must be disconcerting because at least eight out of 
ten guests find themselves turned around and lost at some point.  I think it adds to the magic.  All 
that is missing are the secret passageways and hidden rooms of my childhood imaginings. 
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My adult wish list included bedrooms arranged for maximum privacy and a kitchen area 
expansive enough to accommodate a large group of people.   We wanted the master bedroom to 
be designed as a sanctuary, not just a bedroom, but a true getaway.  As a result, the entire 
upstairs is the master suite.  The rooms are spacious enough to accommodate a king size bed, 
two couches, two chairs, reading areas, a wet bar, a hot tub, and a loft area with a queen size 
bed.   
 
Every man's dream of a huge garage is fulfilled by the 2000 square foot space underneath the 
dome.  Because we are on the beach, the home has to be elevated.  Usually, pilings are placed 
in a 10 foot grid underneath the houses, but the dome's design has 16 pilings around the 
perimeter of the dome.  Except for the elevator shaft, a clear space exists to use as a party area, 
garage area, and outdoor kitchen.  The walls in this area are painted in murals by a local artist, 
Thomas Jackson.  From the party space, the outdoor swimming pool and hot tub are only steps 
away.  A great way to have fun in the sun and shade!   
Serenity by the Sea is a magic castle in the sand.  
 

 
 
ñZò IS FOR VISIONARY 
We miss our friend, Jonathan, who succumbed to cancer in 2005.   In a bizarre twist of fate, we 
were scheduled to fly to Jonathanôs memorial on the day Hurricane Dennis hit Pensacola Beach.  
I canôt describe how ironic it felt to cancel the trip to the memorial of our friend because we were 
preparing his ñchildò for yet another storm.  I know he was an anxious architect as he waited for 
Hurricane Ivan to make landfall the previous year.  But, would his perspective be different now he 
had passed over?  I hoped he had ñinside informationò and would keep this ñchildò of his safe. 
 
Since we would not be attending the memorial service, we wrote our tributes to be read at the 
service.   As a glimpse of the continuing synchronocities that signal milestones reached, I include 
them below. 
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 A Tribute to our Friend  

Jonathan Zimmerman  

VALERIE  

 

Jonathan, my dear friend, when we discussed the hurricane resistant 

properties of a dome, I had no idea that we would be putting your dome to 

the test so quickly, nor so  often.  Do you think Mother Nature is cranky 

because we dared challenge her strength?  (ha, ha)   

 

I am so grateful to you for so many things.  Foremost, I love you for making 

me laugh.  

I loved laughing with you because you made me laugh at myself; made m e 

laugh with you, even when I really wanted to scream in frustration.  Thank 

you for sharing your heart with us.   

 

I was inspired when you talked about your daughters. Never had I heard a 

father enjoy his children as much as you did.  Laughing about the j oys of 

parenthood was always my favorite past time with you.  

 

Well, you did it, Jonathan.  You created a star!  òTalkitectureó has become 

talked about architecture.  Serenity by the Sea, aka Dome of a Home, has 

reached envious notoriety in her very young l ife.  She is only just turning 

two and has made her debut literally across the world.  Her beauty has been 

portrayed in print media from Saudi Arabia and around the globe; she has 

been filmed for programs in the UK, Canada, and Germany;  nationally, 

she ha s been on the Weather Channel, Good Morning America, MSNBC news, 

National Geographic, Discovery, Keith Olberman Countdown, Joe 

Scarborough Country.  The list goes on and on.  

 

This is a tribute to you, Jonathan.  There are numerous domes out there, 

but none  as famous or as beautiful as yours.  You created a beautiful work 

of art and I am so glad the world appreciates her.  

 

But, anyone that knows you, knows that the truly beautiful creations you 

are most proud of are Jane and Tegan.  You beamed when you spoke  of 

them.  Never have I seen a heart so full of love as yours for your girls.  I love 

that about you!  

 

You are a beautiful Soul, my friend.  Forever I will hold you dear.  

 

Until we meet again,  

 

Valerie  

 

 

MARK:  
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Last night we were supposed to be on an airp lane, to pay our respects to our 

good friend, and architect in our project, Jonathan Zimmerman. He passed 

away last month.  Instead we're preparing for the onslaught of yet another 

hurricane.  But my heart and  mind stays focused on my friend and the 

times  we shared together and the man that he is.   

 

Jonathan was very passionate about his work, about life in general, but 

mostly about his girls.  I mean, when he talked about his girls there was so 

much pride in his voice.  You can tell that he considered hi s girls his 

crowning achievement in life.   

He was so proud of his daughters.  

 

His work speaks for itself.  I always considered him the Frank Lloyd Wright of 

the dome building industry, even though he gave me grief about it.  His 

work and his designs stood  head and shoulders above any other work that 

I've seen in the dome industry.  I feel extremely honored to have had the 

opportunity to work with him, to collaborate with him.  To create the 

amazing home that Jonathan and I produced has been a high point in  my 

life.  This would have never been possible without Jonathan.  No one else 

caught my vision of what I was trying to do like Jonathan did.  He took my 

vision of a penguin and gave it the wings of an eagle.  

 

His genius caused the project to soar. The beau ty in his design was an 

inspiration to me.  

He was the only thing that kept me going sometimes, when the project got 

really rough.  

Jonathan, I love you, I will always hold you dear to my heart.  Please know 

that you've had a profound influence in my life.  Thank you so much for 

sharing your life with me.  

 

And I know my friend, we will meet again.  Thank you so much.  

 
 
I remember Mark telling Z from Day One that this house was going to be famous and featured in 
media across the globe.  Z always cynically responded by reminding Mark how many times he 
had heard that empty promise.  ñZò said that was just ñtalkitectureò and he was interested 
architecture.  But, Mark held to his vision and the vision has manifested magnificently.   
 
Before Jonathan crossed over, I asked him to contact me after he made the transition.  Not 
putting much stock in my request, he reluctantly agreed to communicate if possible.  A few 
months later, I was at a ñMessages from Beyondò gathering when Sharon Renae, the medium, 
shared these words with the audience:  Z (which is what everyone called him), architect, San 
Francisco ï where he was living, round building, and he says ñhe is pleased.ò  I was elated to 
know that Jonathan knew his daughter had married and was aware of Serenityôs media 
successes.   
 
When it became apparent that Hurricane Dennisô arrival and Jonathanôs memorial service were 
scheduled on the same day, I called on Jonathan for a favor.  I knew from the previous 
ñMessages from Beyondò session that Z was fully aware of the storm bearing down on Serenity.  I 
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asked him to split his energy between the service and the dome.  I pleaded with him to protect 
her and to ask the angels to line up and deflect any debris that would scar her beautiful 
countenance.   
Obviously, he granted my request, because Serenity was serenely waiting for us to return after 
the storm abated.  I felt like there was a passing of the torch that day.  I canôt get my brain around 
the significance of it all just yet.  But, I know in my heart it was another milestone in this 
adventurous journey we call Life! 
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9  SERENITY BY THE SEA 
 
 
The home truly exceeds my wildest imagination. 
 
I have christened her "Serenity by the Sea". So named because when I enter her domain, I feel 
serenity and peacefulness instantly wash over me. Our desire was to build a refuge from the 
storms of life. With her gentle embrace and solid support, Serenity offers a haven to view the 
world differently; to slow down and take a deep breath; to be grateful for the incredible beauty that 
surrounds you. Her effect on people is becoming predictably palpable: widening eyes; gaping 
mouths becoming a smile; a spin around to get a good look; and a burst of laughter. She sets 
your heart free to discover the joy of thinking out of the box. Every time I walk into Serenity by the 
Sea, I am overwhelmed with awe at her beauty.  
 
When I shared her name with my husband, he wanted to know how I knew it was a female. 
Obvious to me, look at those curves! With a gracefulness that defies the pictures, the stairs 
welcome you to the most peaceful place in Paradise. With her embracing arms guiding you into 
the heart of the home, Serenity offers a safe harbor.  An ambiance that defies expression 
envelopes her visitors  as they explore the fantastic features hiding around the curved walls. 
Pictures are a poor substitute for an actual visit; they cannot capture the energy that transforms 
Serenityôs guests into Alice in Wonderland.   
  
Hurricane Ivan, 2004, ripped the stairs from the dome ï they were not structurally attached and 
performed exactly as designed.  I missed the staircase desperately.  With amputated arms, 
Serenity by the Sea lost her ability to embrace the visiting guests.  I was deeply distressed by 
Serenityôs wounds.  One of my happiest days is when the stairs were rebuilt and we could once 
again glide up them and into core of our peaceful domain.   
 
 
The stairs were 
repaired before the 
2005 storm season 
began.  So with horror 
gripping our hearts, 
we watched the first 
storm of the season, 
Arlene, approach.  
Reconstruction had 
begun on Pensacola 
Beach in earnest.  
Construction debris, 
dumpsters, FEMA 
trailers, and 
construction lumber 
supplies were literally 
everywhere.   I had 
visions of floating 
dumpsters acting as 
battering rams beating 
Serenityôs arms until 
they were just stubs; of lumber lifted by heavy winds and projected through our windows; and of 
construction debris swirling in a maelstrom of demented destruction. Fortunately, Tropical Storm 
Arlene was little more than a common thunderstorm. But, a month later Hurricane Dennis 
powerfully made landfall at our beach.  In the days preceding the stormôs arrival, I called the 
companies that owned the numerous dumpsters lining our street requesting they move the 
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dangerous boats of debris.    Not a single company responded ï it was extremely frustrating to 
realize that all of our work could be negated yet again because no one would take responsibility 
for the hazardous material on their lots.  I wasnôt as worried about the storm itself as I was about 
the potential human induced destruction.  I found it utterly incomprehensible that there was no 
plan in place to address these very obvious issues.  Most residents were still fighting with the 
insurance companies over Ivanôs claims.  Now, we were going to have more damage than was 
necessary because there was no plan in place to remove dumpsters, construction materials, 
debris piles and FEMA trailers. (Post Katrina note: I canôt say I am still surprised that FEMA did 
not have a contingency plan for their trailers) 
 
We prepared the house for Hurricane Dennisô arrival with the rote movements of activities 
repeatedly practiced over the last decade. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Letter to Serenity by the Sea  

 
 

I wrote this letter as I was preparing Serenity for yet another storm.  Hurricane 

Dennis, 20 05, was bearing down on us as we stumbled around in disbelief.  

Again???  The preparation was particularly heart wrenching because we were 

missing the memorial service of Serenityõs architect, Jonathan Zimmerman.  Instead 

of flying to California, we were i n Florida battening down the hatches.  

 

I was vacuuming ð donõt ask ð when I was overwhelmed with love for this dome that 

is so much more than a home.  I began to cry and in my anguish I wrote this letter.  

A peace descended upon me as I surrendered to the wisdom of trusting the process.  

  
July 9, 2005 
 
My Dear Sweet Serenity, 
 
As we once again prepare you to face Mother Nature's fury, I want to share a moment with you. So we can 
sit quietly together, I filled you with a beautiful sounds of peaceful music instead of the fearful rhetoric so 
common on other channels. 
 
I feel your Spirit of strength give me the courage to leave you alone to face the storm.  
When people assume I want to stay only to protect my investment, they underestimate my love for you. 
You're my child. Such intense labor pains, but such a beautiful creation. I really feel like we were only 
midwives assisting the birth of a home destined to be. 
 
Ironically, or maybe not so ironically, today is the memorial service for Jonathan Zimmerman, the architect 
that designed you. Last month, he succumbed to cancer. We were scheduled to be in San Francisco today 
to pay our respects. Instead, we're preparing you, his creation, to do what you were designed to do: not to 
compete with Mother Nature, but to work with her.  
 
I have asked Jonathan to stand guard to protect you. Yes, I believe you have a guardian angel now. So, you 
really won't be weathering the storm alone. Jonathan will be here with you. I asked Granny and Grandpa to 
show up, too. So, I think you will not be quite so lonely. No partying. I do worry about that, you know. I mean, 
the lonely part, not the partying. 
 
Serenity, I want you to know how deeply you're loved. Hundreds and hundreds of people tell us how much 
they love you, how you are their favorite house, how they drove miles and miles just to see you, how much 
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fun they had vacationing with you. You even had guests from the UK fly all the way to Florida just to play the 
guitar and to resonate with your music. 
 
You are a celebrity. How many people can boast of your media success in less than two years' time? The 
media from Saudi Arabia, the UK, Canada, Germany, and the United States has placed your picture across 
the globe, quite literally. You made your debut in so many venues: the Weather Channel, the Travel 
Channel, National Geographic, MSNBC news, Countdown with Keith Olbermann, Scarborough Country, 
Discovery Channel, Good Morning America, ABC news, Fox news, and the list goes on.  I know Jonathan 
watches and is so proud of how well you handle yourself. 
 
Anyway, I just want to tell you that we and a lot of other people love you dearly. I love you dearly. We are all 
with you in Spirit. You have been an inspiration to be many, including us.  
 
Love,  
Valerie 
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10  TO HURRICANE HELL AND BACK 
THE ULTIMATE ROLLERCOASTER 

 
The emotional rollercoaster sits ready at the gate to once again raise us to new heights, only to 
plunge us to deeper depths.  The familiar butterflies fluttering in my stomach signal the 
anticipation of the unknown.  I do believe those butterflies have taken up permanent residence.  
At least they have a permanent residence ï unlike so many of my neighbors along the Gulf coast. 
The déjà vu is not a mystery, nor an unexplainable phenomenon.  Twelve years ago, Mark and I 
moved to Pensacola Beach.  Dreams of retiring on the beach and raising our children in its small 
community created the eager anticipation I felt then.  Nine storms later, the anticipation I feel is 

far from eager, it is 
dread. I am becoming 
familiar with the 
emotional cycles of 
being a repeat 
hurricane survivor.  
Too familiar.  The 
stages for me go 
something like this: 
 
First stage:  Storm 
season approaches 
and I hold my breath, 
praying that the storm 
god will exact his 

vengeance elsewhere. Or even better yet, that he has no vengeance in him this summer. As 
hurricane season approached last month, I could feel the anxiety level rising within myself.  I think 
all of us who have weathered the storm, so to speak, feel the stress as forecasters predict a 
powerful, devastating storm season.  And the waitingé.  Even when there is no storm, I wait.  I 
worry while I wait to have something to worry about.  Neurotic?  Yes, but it seems to be a 
common occurrence among my coastal neighbors.  Even if the storm doesn't make a direct hit on 
our homes, our bodies are pumped full of adrenaline each and every time a named storm is in the 
Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Sometimes I want to succumb to the depression I feel when I realize how intensely our lives have 
been affected by hurricanes.  Nine storms in twelve years, I think - some years they all seem to 
run together.   
 
Second stage:  A storm is in the Gulf and its path is unknown.  My quick glances at the 
perpetually playing Weather Channel silently beg for a prediction cone that completely ignores 
the Alabama/Florida coastline. The insensitive prediction cone ignores my pleading and includes 
Pensacola Beach.  The strength expected upon landfall is unknown, so we prepare for the worst.  
Actually, we (coastline residents) always have to prepare for the worst.  There are so many 
unknowns; being prepared is not only for the Boy Scouts.  If we prepared for a minimal storm and 
it gained in strength and speed, the meager preparations would be pointless.  If we prepare for an 
intense storm and it exhausts itself before landfall, we gratefully count our blessings as we 
remove our shutters and take the generators back to storage. 
 
Third stage: With the intensity of the last two years' storms, a community panic sets in, creating 
the need to prepare for the preparations.  Ten years ago, I did not need to buy barrels and barrels 
of gasoline or gallons and gallons of water as soon as a tropical depression was detected in the 
Gulf.  Now, food, water, and gasoline literally disappear before my eyes.  Who knew David 
Copperfield, master magician, was performing at the local Wal-Mart? 
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I wake up one morning and the Weather Channel has definitive projections on the size, strength, 
and predicted place of landfall.  I rub the sleep from my eyes, thankful for my last night of real rest 
until this nightmare ends.  I call my favorite weather man, Jim Cantore, ask him to pinch me and 
tell me it's not real, to go back to sleep, that I'm just having a bad dream.  Adrenaline replaces my 
grogginess with alertness as Jim says to get prepared.  By now, preparations are routine.  I 
always want to be completely "ready" at least 24 hours in advanceéjust in case it doesn't follow 
the Weather Channel's predictions and decides to speed up. 
 
"Completely ready."  What a concept.  I never really thought about it until I typed that sentence.  
How can a person be "ready" to have his/her life completely turned upside down for the next few 
years?  Can a person pre-prepare to be psychologically thrown into such turmoil?  Although the 
storm lasts days, the devastation is interminable.  
 
 
Fourth stage:  As I carry the lawn furniture upstairs, help Mark tape the windows, decide how far 
we will travel, and load up the cars, my consciousness recedes with the rote behavior.  The action 
actually is comforting, better than the inactivity of waiting.  The procedures are so mechanical by 
now, I feel detached from their implications. Detachment.  It can be your friend or your enemy, but 
necessary for me if I am to survive the perpetual storm cycles. 
 
The calm before the storm. I never understood that axiom until I moved to Pensacola Beach.  The 
gathering forces of the hurricane suck the humidity off of the beach, leaving a beautiful, clear day 
and an exquisitely star filled night. As the storm draws nearer, bands of clouds approach, swirling 
against the still blue sky. Within several hours, I know the gentle breeze will begin gusting; the 
gently lapping waves will morph into lashing walls of water eroding the protective strip of sand 
that separates my house from the ocean; and the sky will darken with threatening storm clouds.   
When the beach is in its beautiful "calm before the storm" stage, I can barely get my brain around 
the fact that just miles from the beach a monster swirls in a ravenous rage, ready to once again 
devour my life as I know it.  Before I evacuate, I sit on the beach, gazing around, drinking in the 
beauty; knowing full well that this could be the last time the beach looks this way.  I ride my 
bicycle around the island, waving to neighbors, stopping to discuss evacuation plans with friends, 
sharing hugs and wishes that all will be well when we return. Despair and hope linger in the 
atmosphere.  Many of us have done this many times.  Veterans.  You'd think we would know 
better by now and just bail.  All I can say is that it is not as easy as it seems.  
 
Fifth stage:  Evacuating the beach evokes a myriad of emotions.  Being forced from my home 
sends my emotions through their own tumultuous storm.  Not that I want to stay, I don't.  But, the 
powerlessness I feel in regards to the impending storm is magnified by the mechanical voice of 
the local officials announcing the mandatory evacuation through their bullhorns. Poignant 
memories assail me.  Love and laughter with friends and family; the blood, sweat, and tears of 
remodeling and rebuilding repetitively; breathtaking sunsets; bicycle rides with friends; solitary 
walks on a foggy beach; a pregnant full moon rising from the ocean's depths, the light 
shimmering brilliantly as the waves bring the reflection ashore.  Wonderful memories I cherish.  
Encroaching on the Kodak moments are the gut-wrenching memories of returning after a storm to 
find our home wounded and wet, inside and out.  I am nauseous as I mentally review the trauma 
of displacement; of my neighbors and friends being scattered across the region; of living like a 
refugee for months on end; of fighting the frustrating battle with the insurance companies; of not 
being able to locate reputable labor to begin repairs; of knowing that even if we manage to make 
the repairs, we could be doing it all again next year. 
 
Sixth stage:  The storm strikes.  I am watching the news coverage constantly --- to the uninitiated 
that means I have evacuated far enough away to not be affected by power outages.  My veteran 
status has taught me that much.  I see no need to brutalize myself by living through the storm and 
the immediate aftermath.  If I have repairs to make, I need to be as refreshed as possible, not 
suffering from heat exhaustion.  When the storm strikes the beach, the residents cannot 
immediately return to their properties.  We must wait for the officials to open the bridges and 
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arrange for transportation to the neighborhoods. Frustration is inevitable, but rather than 
frantically pace in a hot, humid self-imposed prison, I choose to enhance my emotional well-being 
by resting in an air-conditioned place complete with amenities.   Instead of aimlessly pacing, I surf 
the internet eager for the first trickling of pictures and reports.  The Pensacola News Journal does 
the community a wonderful service by allowing anyone to post digital pictures of the area on its 
web site.  I also have angels on line who converse with me on our web site's forum.  
www.domeofahome.com  I cannot express how much their supportive comments boost my 
morale.  
 
Seventh stage:  The storm has dissipated and now we assess the damage.  In horror, we try to 
absorb the mangled messes we see. We need to report back to our friends about the status of 
their homes.  After an interminable excursion of two miles to our home, we give our home a 
cursory once over from outside.  Doors, windows, any breaches in the structure?  Landscaping 
and the pool are expected casualties once again.  No surprises there.  It's time to find a way into 
the home.  Did the ladder we left for re-entry get swept away?  That's a yes.  Okay, let's find an 
orphaned ladder somewhere in this debris and get into the house.  The humid heat is sweltering, 
and the sun's intense light focuses onto our unwelcoming backs.  Let's get into the house and 
drink some of that water I collected during the preparation stage.  We manage to get into the 
house, turn up our noses at the distinct smell of an abandoned beach house, and douse 
ourselves inside and out with water.  We look around, make a general list of immediate concerns, 
and tell ourselves it could be much worse.  It is definitely lemonade time.  We count our blessings 
and fret over how much worse it could have been.  We have to take the lemons and make 
lemonade.  We have to ï it is vital for our emotional survival.  Somehow the situation seems less 
daunting when we compare it to what could've been. 
After resting a bit at the house, we walk the neighborhoods with pen in hand.  Some neighbors 
have traveled hundreds of miles and won't be back for a while.  We need to report to them; the 
unknown is the worst.  You can't make a game plan until you know what needs to be done.  And 
having a game plan is also an essential element of emotional survival.  What I find interesting and 
disturbing is that I can pass by a damaged home for months and not really see it.  Then, one day, 
I am walking by and I actually see the ruined building. I am shocked that I hadn't noticed before. 
My theory is that I can only absorb so much devastation at one time.  As I digest my first helping, 
more information can be assimilated. 
 
Eighth stage:  Weeks later, 
the power is on and repairs 
can begin in earnest.  Well, 
if we had our insurance 
claim payment and could 
find laborers, we could 
begin.  Frustration 
overwhelms us as we want- 
no need - to start the repair 
process, yet cannot.  At this 
point, I am usually ready to 
bail out.  I have had enough, 
I am ready to sell and could 
care less if I never see a 
beach again in my life.  I am 
in the middle of a nervous 
breakdown and am ready to 
hide from it all.  I want to run 
away and never return.  I 
want it to be a chapter in a 
book that I incinerate. I cannot keep doing this, it is absolutely insane.  What the bleep do we 
think we are doing?  I am so traumatized that I am numbé.almost.  Not quite detached enough to 
be obliviously unaware of my fragile state of mind. 

http://www.domeofahome.com/
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Finally the repairs begin.  A wide grin splits my face as I drive up to the Dome and see her 
skeletal arms in place. I do know the intense relief I feel directly correlates to the implied 
symbolism of the staircases' embracing arms. I can feel the whispery touch of her delicate arms.  
Her energy and strength are increasing daily.  With the frame in place for the fountain's pool, I 
easily sense the fountain's eagerness to gurgle her greeting once again.   Whatever it is, I am just 
thrilled to experience optimism about the prospects of rebuilding. I am grateful the repairs have 
begun, restoring some of my faith that this, too, shall one day be finished.  Ridiculous? My 
imagination? Sentimental sap? Possibly.   
 
 
For months, it has been an interminable wait.  Frustration permeates every aspect of rebuilding 
from insurance claims to mortgage companies to construction crews.  If patience is built under 
such circumstances, I must be a very difficult case, indeed.   
The lows are very low; but I do treasure and am especially grateful for the achievements made.  
And if something had to be replaced, Mark was glad it was the stairs.  They were one of the few 
aspects of the home that Mark was not satisfied with in the end.  He had envisioned broader, 
more sweeping stairs for the front entry.  Now, he has the opportunity to build them the way he 
has always wanted. 
(He's such a perfectionist, so this will save me years of listening to him tell me how he would do it 
differently.  So, another aspect to be grateful for. J) 
 
Although, we still have much on our 'to do' list to bring the Dome of a Home back to its original 
condition, progress is being made.  Amazing what a psychological difference it makes to be 
moving forward.  Last month, I was ready to sell, sell, sell.  Now, I am convinced I want to stay. 
The water has been beautiful, the skies clear, and the beach beckons me. The true test is 
whether my mental state will make it intact through another hurricane season.  As the old axiom 
says, "Time will tell."  
The fountain is flowing!  The melodies cascading from the fountain immerse us once again in its 
music.  I didn't realize how very much I missed the soothing sound of Serenity's joy bubbling over.  
The water revitalizes and rejuvenates us.  I guess that is the balance of Nature.  Sometimes the 
water depletes us when her energy is destructive.  Yet, the same element has the potential for 
renewal.  Itôs the yin and yang, quite literally the ebb and flow of nature. 
 
The house begins to show its beauty once again.  The repairs become improvements, and I 
become attached once again to my home.  The better it looks, the better I feel.  When normalcy 
reappears, so does my desire to stay.  I fall in love with the beach again and beg the water to let 
me visit her instead of her coming to my home.  And in the deep recesses of my soul, there is a 
seed of hope.  A fragile flower lifting her face to the sun, my hope blossoms into a desire to 
remain a resident on Pensacola Beach.  I fertilize my hope by counting my blessings and 
verbalizing why I am grateful to live on the beach.  Before long, I am determined to stay.  Again. 
 
Ninth stage:  Which brings me to the stage I currently find myself in: a mix of emotions so varied I 
worry that I am in the worst stages of a multi-personality disorder. I am writing this in January 
2006, sixteen months after Hurricane Ivan and less than a year since Hurricanes Dennis and 
Katrina.  I have the delusional hope that we may escape catastrophic damage this year, yet the 
sense of dread has taken up residence in my gut once again.  I love the improvements to the 
house, and I do not want to move away from my community and friends.  But, acknowledging that 
we could be making the same repairs a year from now is distressing.   So, it's a hope against 
hope kind of day.  My fellow islanders reassure me that we couldn't have another year like the 
last two.  Says who? Their denial mirrors my own.  Yet, their seed of hope combines with mine to 
create a fragrant bouquet of the lemons we will one day be making into lemonade.  
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SURVIVOR OR VICTIM 
 
As Katrina looms in the Gulf, I add yet another story to our ever expanding book. If Katrina strikes 
as the monster she presents herself to be, the emotional trauma and scars will be evident long 
after the waters have receded. When people finally understand they may not have a home any 
longer and all of their memories have been washed away, their initial gratitude for just surviving 
plummets into a deep grief. Grief for the friends you will no longer see on a daily basis; grief for 
the inability to have your support system near you in your greatest time of need; grief for the loss 
of your job; grief for the loss of mementos and pictures that have personal intrinsic value; grief for 
the life that will never be again because you are irrevocably changed. 
 
And the thought that there are people without transportation to leave the city has me mortified. I 
am in a deep state of sorrow for the upcoming victims of this storm. It should be a human right to 
have a way to escape an oncoming storm that gives us several days notice. 
Even this afternoon on Pensacola Beach, water was rising significantly. After Ivan, there was a 
set of construction posts that hadn't been seen in decades uncovered. Hurricane Dennis covered 
them up last month. Early this afternoon, they were uncovered half way again. So, we are 
definitely expected some storm waters to flow over the island --- yet again. 
 
I am tired, stressed, and worried for my neighbors and friends. I know the Dome will fare as well 
as any structure out there, but I am sad to see my neighborhood become a debris pile yet again. 
 
It's a week since Katrina irrevocably altered time. I feel the same residue of despair in my heart 
as I did when 9/11 happened. Itôs a deep knowing that life will never be the same again, for any of 
us. I am aware that for many, time becomes relevant only in BK and AK. Katrina will divide their 
lives into Before Katrina and After Katrina. Ivan's reign as the event that defined my time was 
short-lived. Less than a year actually, who would have thought? 
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The incomprehensible 
situation continues to 
compound. From the lack of 
food and water; levees 
breaking; anarchy terrorizing 
the victims even further; 
deteriorating sanitation 
conditions; putrid stagnating 
water; deceased victims 
absent of burials; to the slow 
response time of federal aid, 
the situation becomes ever 
graver. Survivors of the 
actual hurricane must now 
survive the aftermath. 
Medication is running out for 
many of the refugees; there 
are reports of people still 
trapped in their attics; the 
unbearable heat facilitating the potential for diseases and deteriorating health conditions; and the 
heart-rending decisions to separate families to expedite evacuation.  
 
The scenes are reminiscent of a disaster movie. It's likely if we saw all of this occurring in a 
movie, we would say, "It was over the top, too much, it could never be that bad." And like the 
survivors in the movies, small groups of people banded together to increase their odds for 
survival in a world gone mad. Some groups decided to strike out on their own to see if they could 
fare better being active instead of waiting on an organized effort by the government.  
 
While the logistics of organizing a relief effort seem insurmountable, Hurricane Katrina was not a 
surprise. The government knew a storm was heading to the Gulf coast. Not just any storm, but a 
Category 5 monster bent on stalking its prey. True, no one knew exactly where she was going to 
strike, but there was a general location identified by hurricane watches and warning. And it was 
painfully obvious the communities affected would need help. And quickly. 
 
Forces should have been mobilized and readied well before landfall. They could have been 
organized to respond wherever they were needed immediately after the storm subsided. It is not 
a surprise that water, food, emergency personnel, and military support were required after Katrina 
ripped through the coast. If, by some miracle, the disaster wasn't as extensive as anticipated, 
then gratefully, the readied troops could return to their previous duties. Obviously, people and 
supplies should have been ready to move ASAP to the affected areas.  
 
A prominent politician recently stated, ""If we can't respond faster than this to an event we saw 
coming across the Gulf for days, then why do we think we're prepared to respond to a nuclear or 
biological attack?"  
 
I guess that is what frightens me most ï that the American public has been lulled into trusting that 
our government has its act together. A complacency exists because we assume that the 
government is organized and has a plan for catastrophic events. When the directors of FEMA and 
Homeland Security state they didn't foresee the problems and they were unaware of the situation 
in New Orleans (although the news networks spoke of little else), we, as the American public, 
should be concerned about their abilities to lead and protect us in a time of crisis. Thankfully, 
many men and women are helping where they see a need, instead of waiting for orders that may 
never come. 
 
I salute the troops, emergency personnel, reporters, and volunteers who are, quite literally, in the 


