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Iniki psychiatrist, his family had a close shave
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LIHUE – When Dr. Krishna Kumar treats Kauai residents mentally distressed over Hurricane Iniki, he will have more than a textbook understanding of their fears.
      Kumar, his wife and two children, ages 8 and 12, survived Iniki by huddling with neighbors in a hallway and holding a mattress to protect themselves from flying glass. The psychiatrist had thought his family would be safe in their home.
      “When the roof went and I saw the frightened expressions on my children, we left,” he said last week from Wilcox Memorial Hospital.
      They ran to the car and drove toward the nearest shelter. But an electric pole crashed suddenly in front of them.
      Kumar returned to a neighbor’s house, which had been partly destroyed. The two families of four each squeezed into the bathroom until the roof lifted off.
      “It could have fallen in on us,” he said. “My family was meant to survive.”
      They all ran to the hallway, shoving three into a closet and shielding the rest with a mattress. When it was over, the children were too scared to come out.
      “From here on, people will say ‘Friday the 11th,’ not ‘Friday the 13th,’ ” he said.
      Kumar quickly came to view the experience as a kind of psychic cleansing, enabling him to see what is important. For him, it is life, not possessions.
      “I’m not angry, frustrated or depressed,” he said. “I have enough in me so I can give something to someone else.”
      In the 10 days following the hurricane, he saw about 10 patients in the emergency room for mental anguish.
      They described nightmares, fears, panic suicidal thoughts and excessive drinking, he said.
      One woman had a recurring nightmare in which she was in a bathtub and its sides were closing in on her, he said.
      She had spent the hours of Iniki in her own bathtub and had feared she would be buried alive, he said.
      Another arrived with symptoms of insomnia, restlessness and irritability. Kumar backtracked, finding that the patient had drunk heavily before and during the hurricane.
      The whole experience brought out deep feelings of depression and suicide, causing Kumar to transfer him to Castle Medical Center.
      People who had good coping skills before the hurricane will likely fare better than those who were on the edge, he said.
      Those who put their lives back together after Hurricane Iwa show the ability to cope. “They should give themselves a pat on the back,” he added.
      But he also said everyone would go through some sadness as they come to terms with the loss of life, property and Kauai’s beauty.
      Kumar has rented another house for his family. But he’s made some changes in his habits. No more hot showers. And no more television.
      The family television was picked up and hurled out the window by Iniki. And there it stays.
      “I have left the TV outside to show we should be humble to the forces of nature,” he said.
      Even his 8-year-old son and former TV fan is resigned to the television’s fate.
      When he saw it lying outside, he cracked a small smile and said: “Look Mom – it’s your dream come true.”
