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B ack in October we heard 
that Hurricane Sandy 
was coming, and we in 
Manhattan Beach giggled. 

“We’ll be fine,” we said, “its just a lit-
tle rain.” We had already seen Irene, 
and she wasn’t so bad. Evacuate? 
Unnecessary. There was hardly any 
damage last time! And yet, I remem-
bered that my awnings were still 
up at my summer home in Loch 
Arbor, New Jersey and knew the 
prudent thing would be to get them 
down. I called the awning company 
and begged. That was the Friday 
“before.” I tend to think of life like 
that now, “before” and “after.” But 
alas, I am getting ahead of myself. 
So the awning guy says, no, he has 
no time to take mine down, but that 
I’d better have someone get down 
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here quick and do it. He said some-
thing about the high tide and the 
full moon and the curvature of this 
particular hurricane pattern. “Mrs. 
Franco,” he said, “I don’t tend to get 
nervous; but this is going to be the 
perfect storm.”

I called my husband and he 
went to New Jersey and pulled the 
awnings up, put some towels down, 
and picked up the hems of the 
drapes. He got the generator ready, 
just in case. He didn’t do much, but 
he felt like he’d prepared. Back in 
Brooklyn I filled my car with gas, 
bought flashlights, batteries, water, 
and milk. I stocked up because I 
figured we might be stuck home for 
a while. There was no way I was 
leaving. Who’d have imagined that 
when all was said and done staying 

or leaving would be the least of our 
problems?

When the alarms on our phones 
started sounding all at once warning 
again that it was time to evacuate, it 
was a little scary—but then I shook 
it off. We’ll be fine. I never even 
thought to go down to the base-
ment and bring some valuable items 
upstairs. It truly never crossed my 
mind. I was too busy filling bathtubs 
and pots with water. 

At around 11 pm on Sunday 
night, my husband got ready to 
board his flight overseas, on one 
condition. “If I leave, you have to 
promise me that tomorrow morn-
ing you’ll go to your mom’s house. 
Promise me,” he said. “I’m not 
going,” I insisted. But then my very 
pragmatic nephew asked me, with 
a straight face, if I had the canoe 
in the garage. I laughed, and said it 
was in Jersey (we do own one, inci-
dentally!) and he said, “I’m serious, 
this is no joke—it’s one night—get 
the hell out of there, don’t act like 
a child!” And so, Monday morning, 

I looked at my supplies and rolled 
my eyes at the stupidity of all that 
money wasted, and I closed my 
door behind me.

When the storm hit, I was on 
Avenue I by my mother’s neighbor, 
having a drink with friends. We 
were laughing once again—funny 
how we thought it was so hilarious 
“before.” On Instagram one NYC 
resident wrote, “Storm, what storm? 
What a flop!” And yet, on another 
post, from a friend of mine who did 
not evacuate her Manhattan Beach 
home, wrote ominously, “Flood in 
basement; three feet high; pouring 
in; floating furniture—you have no 
idea—no power.” And still, I stayed 
calm, and reasoned with myself, 
“My house is higher up than hers. 
She’s closer to the ocean. We’ll be 
okay.” It was wishful thinking.

By 7 am on Tuesday morning, 
I couldn’t stay away, I had to see 
it for myself. I took Ocean Parkway 
and it was frightening. There were 
trees down, traffic lights out, and 
once I passed Avenue V, I started 
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seeing the real devastation. Ten or 
20 cars stood motionless and filthy, 
at awkward angles, in the middle of 
the street. Gates were down, debris 
flying, and worst of all—the mud—
thick, wet, and ugly was every-
where. Once on Shore Boulevard, 
my hand flew to cover the “oh” that 
had situated itself in my mouth and 
stayed there for quite a while. 

Water lines on many homes at 
four feet above ground level illus-
trated the facts. Manhattan Beach 
had been afloat. Inside my own 
home, I was calm. The kitchen and 
hallway were wet, but looked okay, 
and then I attempted to go down to 
the basement. With a flashlight that 
actually came in handy, I peered 
down, but could not understand 
what I was looking at. What is that? 
I kept saying. Oh my, I realized, 
shaking my head. That’s the piano 
floating just under the ceiling height. 
Those are my daughter’s dolls. The 
dresses floating around were my 
own. What I was seeing was about 
8 feet of water. Twenty years worth 
of photo albums were on the top 
shelf of the closet. I prayed, maybe 
they’re not wet—they are really high 
up—maybe they’re ok. What I could 

not understand, just yet, was that 
the water I was seeing had already 
receded. It had not only enveloped 
the books, but had gone through the 
ceiling and up into my living room. 
It took three full days until we saw 
the basement floor. This storm was 
no flop.

Well, I could continue my story 
here, but I’ll allow you to use your 
imagination, or ask someone that 
has endured the devastation that 

was Sandy. This was my story, but 
all of our stories are the same, and 
different too. There are plenty of us 
in Brooklyn, Queens, Staten Island, 
and New Jersey who went through 
the same thing. We aren’t hard to 
find—it’s that far away look in our 
eyes that just hasn’t dissipated yet. 
Some people left, and some people 
stayed. Some waded through waters 
shoulder high to escape right in the 
eye of the storm. All are scarred. 

Through this we have learned 
to endure more and live with less. 
We have been reminded that things 
are just things, nothing more and 
that as long as we are all healthy 
and together, that’s all we need. 
Some of us are still not back in our 
homes, but we will be, soon. Do 
you know why? Out of every pile 
of rubble comes a story of hope, 
help and triumph. To see the high 
school students, just kids, going 
from house to house bringing clean-
ing supplies, food, and helping carry 
wet, filthy keepsakes out of base-
ment after basement, is nothing less 
than heartwarming. Many friends 
and strangers gave their time and 
energy to those of us who needed it, 
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but would never dare ask, freely and 
from the heart. There are thirteen 
hundred homes in Manhattan Beach 
and barely one was spared. At Ohel 
David and Shlomo, Manhattan 
Beach’s beloved synagogue, the 
tale is the same.

For every family, the mess and 
destruction was unfathomable, and 
yet, when the brand new water-
logged chairs were being dragged 
out of the shul Tuesday morning, 
every community member knew 
they had to help. The entire neigh-
borhood rallied to the aid of the syn-
agogue first and foremost. Without 
censorship, volunteers came from 
the many communities of Brooklyn 
to lend a hand. Donations poured 
in from the communities of NY, NJ 
and Florida to assist in the cost 
to rebuild, and with the help of 
Hashem, within a few days, services 
were conducted inside.

Through the team leadership 
of Maureen and Solomon Cohen, 
along with the board and congre-
gants of the synagogue, the first 
floor was restored in less than three 
months. Considering the shortage 
of contractors, electricians, plumb-
ers, and painters, this was a monu-
mental task. Due to the widespread 
devastation throughout the entire 

coastal communities of Brooklyn, we 
were fortunate to get an immediate 
response from M&R Contracting, to 
whom we are deeply indebted.

Ohel David and Shlomo has 
always been a top quality establish-
ment, both as a synagogue and 
event hall, but as every sad story 
always seems to boast a silver lining 
at some point, our shul is no differ-
ent. There have been magnificent 
renovations, which include upgrad-
ed electrical systems, a brand new 
kitchen, restored elevator, new and 
enhanced lighting, new flooring, 
new designer walls and mirrors, an 
expanded lobby and social hall, new 
chairs and tables, as well as many 
additional enhancements coming 
soon—including new landscaping, 
and more exciting surprises.

Our little “jewel by the bay” con-
tinues to offer an easy and stress 
free solution to planning a celebra-
tion. Choose a date, and make your 
list. The specialized lighting, which 
could cost thousands of dollars, is 
included. The chairs, which would 
be at least 10 to 12 dollars apiece, 
are included. Standard sized tables 
are also part of the deal, so you can 
avoid rentals altogether—it’s just 
the price of the room, which is quite 
reasonable and very fair, especially 

when compared to the other options 
out there. Pick your favorite caterer 
and florist, (they are all welcome), 
and you’re good to go.

Ohel David and Shlomo is also 
one of the only venues where the 
hall is situated on the main floor. 
Many are located either upstairs or 
in a basement, and often they are 
dark and confining. Some have dif-
ficult parking situations and surly 
looking people out front, and oth-
ers still are guaranteed to break 
the bank. None offer the ease and 
simplicity or the “day at the beach” 
feeling of this little bayside gem, and 
certainly none offer the spectacular 
waterfront views. Now prettier than 
ever, and still 10 minutes away from 
most every guest, Manhattan Beach 
Synagogue is truly a place to rejoice 
without all the heartache that can 
sometimes bog you down.

We in Manhattan Beach are 
continuing to pull ourselves up by 
our bootstraps every day, as we 
battle insurance companies, con-
tractors and engineers, and yet 
when we go down Shore Boulevard 
and see our shul standing tall 
and strong, we giggle, as we did 
“before.” We have sloshed through 
the mud and survived. We have 
gathered our belongings from the 
sewer and ocean’s waters and sur-
vived. We have lost much, but 
with each other’s help, we have 
survived. We are Jews, and we are 
family. It’s what we do. We wish to 
welcome you all to visit our newly 
renovated building at Ohel David 
and Shlomo. Come for services, 
classes, or to have your next family 
event. Come to pray with us or play 
with us, because we have much to 
celebrate, and we look forward to 
doing it together with you!q

Sophia Franco is a resident of Manhattan 
Beach and a member of Congregation Ohel 
David and Shlomo.


