MR. SANDMAN BURIED ALIVE —

a new poem by nathan self







The following questions were taken from an adult assessment tool
administered by crisis counselors to people impacted by hurricanes Katrina
and Rita, including displaced families, first responders, host families, and others.

[Rank 1 through 5, where 1 is not at all and 5 is very much]

How much have you been bothered by unwanted memories,
nightmares, or reminders of what happened?

"At first, I started counting
the nights that I hadn't slept, the ones
where I'd tossed and turned until even our sheepdog was glad
Td finally left the bed.

I'd wander down the hall, linger in the kitchen without eating,
finally settling in the living room—
working till dawn on relief plans or leportlng
documents. I'd leave the house without say ing
goodbye, my wife still dreaming in our room.




It's been almost 300 days. Sure, I've had naps, caught a few 7 in the afternoon—
in my car at lunch, and crashed twice, exhausted and sick on my bathroom floor,
but nothing really letleshlng or substantial to speak of since the levees broke.
And I know that that’s one of the signs— not sleeping.”

The counselor,

a younger woman

in a green,

flower-print

dress and golden

curls sitting

across from me,

asks the requisite

follow-up question, “Can you talk a little bit about what you're feeling

in these dreams, Mr. Self?”

She, too, knows that I haven't mentioned any dreams.

But she asks anyway, blushing
into her notebook as if covering her own
recent hardships and doubts about our
community’s future.



“They say having a kidney stone’s like being shot — the closest thing—

— for a man—

— to the pain that a woman feels
during childbirth. And I don't know
anything about babies or bullets, but I've
had real pain— physical and imagined.”

How much effort have you made to avoid thinking or talking about
what happened or doing things that remind you of what happened?

This question rolls out a little more sternly than the first from the counselor's
mouth and I assume she’s unhappy with my opening response. But before I can
answer, I realize that all of my attention,

— even now—

and since the evacuation orders for New Orleans were issued,
has been focused on thinking and talking about what happened.

“T'wo weeks after Katrina, the Foundation’s President
asked me to take care of one of his prior commitments, a thrice postponed visit
by one of his international colleagues

— Monica Borges—

— from SPVS in Brazil.




She had planned for months to come observe
the Foundation's operations
so that her organization - could better serve the people
in her own community.

She arrived and I began teaching her English, explaining how our Foundation
works, and describing the unprecedented amount of need facing Louisiana. She
learned quickly, and we spent several mornings
walking around downtown Baton Rouge, circling
the Capital Building and Park
in broken
discussion, until she returned
to Brazil— home to her husband, kids,
and environmental crusade.

On the day before her return flight— about three weeks after the storm
and before most residents could return,
we drove
down a still deserted I-10
into the devastated city.



First we parked at a pay-n-stay and walked into the Quarter— past hundreds of
vacant, boarded shops and bars. We took each other’s photo in a cleared and clean
Jackson Square, like tourists, before heading further into the damage in my wife's
SUV.

The photos are horrific. And I feel like some kind— a type— of rapist
for taking them, for taking so many.

They are black and white,

filled with debris and broken lives.

I think about the ways we failed even before the storm,
while staring into living rooms and kitchens through half-gone
walls. In one neighborhood, I took a photo with an upside-down
car, like a fisherman at the pier, proud of his catch.”

To what extent have you lost enjoyment in things, kept your
distance from people, or found it difficult to experience feelings
because of what happened?

“In the moments when I do manage to slump off to sleep, usually at a desk over

papers, I always see the same thing: Workers moving furiously to close the
breach, cranes dumping thousands of little sand bags into the murky, flowin
e oI



water— too late, really, to do any good, the homes and businesses already
destroyed.

I hear a voice that says Look what you ve done.
Look at the lives wrecked,

those drowned,
and know: that it was because of you.

This is not my
doing, I say,

accustomed to
the accusation.

The wind and rain will sweep you away, too, you
know?

By now the cranes are bringing in the biggest sand bag I've ever seen, lowering
the 5,000 pound beast down toward the hole. And I see him, Mr. Sandman, the
voice that at first startled my sleep, and now eased me through these repeating,
dramatic scenes.

He's standing in the topping water— 6 or 8 feet tall— workers with nets
in boats circling to get close. One of the workers yells “now,” another pitches



his net, and just as the giant crane releases the enormous bag,
I see Mr. Sandman fall beneath.

I can hear him, gurgling
underneath water and sand,

Save me, Somebody — Please!”

How much have you been bothered by poor sleep, poor
concentration, jumpiness, irritability or feeling watchful around
you because of what happened?

I can tell that Stacy, that's the counselor’s name, is pretty
nervous when she asks this question, and T wonder if some previous
respondent lashed-out
or threatened her.
I imagine her colleagues struggling to pull some burly rescue worker off
of her— him thrashing to take them all.

On the day after the hurricane—
— before most of Baton Rouge’s downtown
employees returned to work, I walked from block to
block gathering information for the Foundation’s relief



efforts. As I hurried from Laurel to 3" and past several
lunchtime shops, a man stepped out from a recessed
doorway and stood in front of me. I stopped and he said,

You better say good day to me, boy. This is my street
now, and everybody pays.

I don't tell Stacy anything, instead staring past her at someone else enduring the
same treatment.

How down or depressed have you been because of what happened?

“Much of my work
has centered
on thinking
about this disaster,
and planning
for the next.

It's been my job to communicate the Foundation’s activities to donors, and serve
the organization’s programmatic functions. I've written response plans, reported
on grants and relief services, documented pressing unfilled needs, and developed a
disaster operations manual should we face another crisis like this.

So I guess you could say that I'm thick with it, that I breathe it. If I've been
down, it's only because that's where the work is.”






