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a little hell of its own
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Hurricane Sandy tore through Coney Island and set
everyone back. The New York Daily News reported
on the “Sandy Generation,” and profiled children in
public housing, separated from the shore by subway
tracks and two blocks of amusement parks, who since
the storm were unnaturally afraid of disasters. “The
world is coming to an end. We didn’t do nothing to
God,” Tyril said.
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It’s August, the week before school starts. I am exiting
the auditorium during an orientation, answering the
phone to find out whether or not our rental application has been approved. Last week a man was shot on
Chauncey Street, in front of the building behind ours.
The bedroom window was open at the top and the
shots stopped whatever conversation my boyfriend
and I were having in our lofted bed.
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What a strange day. I slept while
the rain came in and made your
things wet. The cable man is coming tomorrow. So life should be
back to Awesome.

I can hear the baby of the man who was
shot last week crying on the next block over.
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When I substitute for an elementary
librarian in Kansas City, I read Strega
Nona to a class. I model the three blown
kisses she uses to make her magic pot of
pasta stop boiling and then the children
can’t stop blowing kisses back at me. I
have to ask them to stop blowing kisses.

How long can history last?
How long should history last?
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On a cork board between the men’s and women’s bathrooms at
a Pilot gas station in Iowa there is a missing poster for Elizabeth
Collins and Lyric Cook. The center of the poster is a VR
code made of pink and purple hearts. Last I heard, someone’s
parents were under investigation. An auto repair shop’s security
camera caught the two girls riding their bicycles down the street
adjacent to the shop. The fuzzy-pink riders cut across the top of
the frame; the street view is an unintentional capture and the
most important thing it could ever do.

There are men who can crack up
there are men who can crack open the ribcages
of other men
and tinker with the pink insides,
and then there’s me I can hardly bother
to open my eyes with pointer and thumb.
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The Coney Island Houses were without power or
running water for weeks following the storm. When
the sun went down, it was dark. Hallways lit by groups
of bodega candles, stairwells appeared in the flick of
a lighter. In the morning, mothers filled buckets at
open hydrants to cook breakfast and flush toilets.
NYCHA still expected rent at the end of the month.
A future rent reduction was promised.

The people of the CI houses stage a protest in my dreams. In the nowshallow shore, everyone is lined up by floor number in neatly parallel
rows. The tide comes in and out around their legs. I see this from above
and also in tight shots on their wet ankles.
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An old man is found buried in the sand and no one knows if someone
did it or no one did it. He must be moved. The protest continues.
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In front of the bathroom mirror I rub Crystal Visions
dream balm into my temples. I go to sleep I am in New
York, coming home from work on a Manhattan-bound
B train, explaining to the co-worker who took the seat in
front of me how much I miss holding the cold metal pole
on a fast train going over the Manhattan Bridge. Then,
there’s the sense of being back on Maple Street, proximity of people being the strongest sensation.
Here, there is almost no one. Yesterday I sat on our root
cellar and watched the trees’ branches move on sky.
Small planes flew over at what felt like regular intervals,
towards the downtown Kansas City Airport. I closed my
eyes and faced the winter sun for a long while. When
I opened my eyes, everything appeared very blue, as
things do in iPhoto when you drag the slide tool towards
colder. This took whole minutes to fade.
Twists of fate are never simple: there is a date, barely visible in the concrete of the root cellar. 1917. I know everything would be easier if I didn’t care about New York.
Dear Kansas City expands in the view from my front
porch, now that the trees have lost their leaves. At night
it sparkles like an urban dream.
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To enquiring friends: I have troubles today that I had not yesterday. I had
troubles yesterday which I have not today. On this site will be built a bigger,
better, Steeplechase Park. Admission to the burning ruins — Ten cents.
—George C. Tilyou, posted on a sign the morning after
the 1907 fire that destroyed Steeplechase Park
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The teacher refers to a blog post featuring
microscopic images of sand from around
the world. I’ve seen it. Each grain a
surprising cosmos with colors and textures
that cannot be seen at a glance.

WHEELER
								

13

14

WHEELER

A baby went missing in Gloucester, MA. A walk with her mom, older sister, and dog— a ball bounced, her’s? Her sister’s? Someone else
completely? The mother went to get the ball. She had to go under a
footbridge. She had to go over a footbridge. She returned and the baby
was not there. While she was walking away, while she passed under
or over the bridge, while she ducked under to go back to her daughters, something had happened. The baby was not where she was before. The mother could not see the baby. They were on the beach. That
night, and the next day, people searched for the baby. Specialists were
brought in to question the sister. The specialists were special because
they could ask a four year old questions “with sensitivity in mind.” Who
couldn’t do this? On the second day since the baby disappeared, it began
to rain. The searchers who dove and the searchers who combed sand
and bramble could not search in the rain. The rain continued for three
days. An Amber Alert was considered. It was dismissed because no
one saw her disappear. There was no license plate number and vehicle
description to flash over the highway.

An inquest will be made tomorrow.
An investigation is underway in Ankeny, IA. A man could not contact
his son for three days. He went to his son’s house. His four year old
grandson answered the door and told him his father was sleeping. The
father had been dead for a few days, in his armchair. Our friend lives in
the neighborhood. He’s seen a cop parked on the street all week.
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Two bodies found by a hunter in the woods today.
Although no one has confirmed it, people are reacting as if certain. I did not know until today that the
cousins went missing on Friday, July 13th.

The research never leaves you. More writing for just
writing, running on the topic to anywhere. I was angry, washing a giant silver salad bowl. I didn’t know I
had just started to bleed.
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The girl from the fifth floor’s baby died somewhere between getting in the elevator and reaching her apartment
door. Shifting him in her arms to get her keys she realized
he wasn’t sleeping. There were screams and yelling and an
ambulance. From my sixth floor bedroom window I saw
women from the building falling over themselves crying.
An empty gurney went in and came out with the girl holding her baby close to her chest. The way she holds him, it’s
impossible for the EMTs to work. It was with the greatest
difficulty.
A shrine grew in the lobby. On the floor next to the elevator
were devotional candles wrapped in the images of saints,
stiff new teddy bears, blue dyed carnations. A piece of cardboard taped low on the wall above the shrine held messages
of sympathy and promised strength to the girl from the
whole building.
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Coney’s Games Still Go
and now the children are afraid
of snow, night in the hall
a society of abandoned children
we cannot muster the family
		

they are owed / a parade

down fifth avenue ending
at the beach for summer sorries,
so
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As a first-year teacher in the NYC DOE, I receive:
a clear trash bag with 12 markers, 24 pencils, a
package of loose leaf notebook paper, two pads of
easel paper and a classroom with eleven computers
piled in a mouse-infested closet.
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Sallie Mae called me nine times today. Their number ends in 3321. Normally I take any unplanned occurrence of 3-2-1 in my life as a positive
sign, something saying you’re doing the right thing, this is the right path,
etc. The faculty member at who hired me for my first adjunct teaching
job was in room 321 of her building. When I worked as a camp counselor for an international writing camp in Iowa, my dorm room number
was 321. We lived at 11 Maple St, 220 North Dodge St, and then 3308
Bell St. A natural progression, An order relievingly simple, and because
of obvious contexts very primary.
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GUT:
the basic visceral or emotional part of a person
part of the alimentary canal and especially the intestine or stomach
plural : fortitude and stamina in coping with what alarms, repels, or
discourages
to destroy the essential power or effectiveness of
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In Gloucester, Massachusetts, the turbulent waves of
Sandy brought tides in at record heights, and washed
debris ashore. In the days following the storm, a man
walking along Good Harbor Beach found a tangle of
rope and pieces of fishermen’s nets that had a shred
of pink fabric caught in it. Somehow this shred of
pink becomes reported, Caleigh’s feuding parents
are called to view it, and it is decided that the shred
was part of the pants that she wore the day she disappeared. The conclusion is drawn that she must have
wandered into the ocean and drowned.
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There is a day when all but two of the campers go to Des Moines on
a field trip, and I am asked to stay behind. It is the fifth consecutive
day of 100°+ weather in Iowa, and so I decide to stay inside of my
dorm room with the A/C pointed at the top bunk while I stream a
Lifetime movie. It’s a dramatized take on the 1998 incident at the
high school in Gloucester, MA when the school was suddenly full
of pregnant teenaged girls. The made-for-TV-movie’s angle is that of
an investigative journalist returning to her hometown to gain true
insight into the situation, but she largely becomes overshadowed by
her bumbling use of a camcorder as a reporting tool. Her genuine
care and compassion for the misguided teens is underscored when
she offers to turn off the camcorder and just talk with them.
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A hawk sat on a low branch over the playground at
recess. His feathery brown back was to the children. I
heard violins playing in unison. I’m overly warm, but
I believe it is because I have on three shirts. The loan
company called me seven times yesterday, nine before
that, and so far four times today. There is a framed
picture of Maria Montessori at this tiny teacher’s desk.
Is the sun out? It is cloudy. The Baptist church across
Wornall Road is placing orderly small white crosses in
its yard in rows. The seven colors of colored pencils are
ordered by color in same-colored cups. It is nearly time
for dismissal, I can hear the spinning wheels of the janitor’s bucket.
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relinquish to,
surrender control to another power
If the baby is left in the sand, what power is asked to take control?
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I fall asleep in fleece sheets and wake up after a nightmare. I
move to a recliner. I fall asleep two hours later. In my dream
I visit a psychic I know and have visited with before. She
knows me. I don’t have an appointment but she is ready for
me and asks me to have a seat on her couch. I need to focus
more on the women in my project. A psychic in New York
needs a personal assistant. She is comforting, understands
my anxieties, and laughs them off. When our time is over
I ask her how much do I owe you? and she reminds me my
special price is $16. I hand her a twenty and she hands me a
twenty and a five back.
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I make a note to myself to smile more.
It becomes more and more difficult
to remember. You describe the music
as “all travel; no arrival,” and I become
paranoid that my life follows the same
pattern despite my desire for the
contrary. Patternless laps around the
country. How foolish my little lines
transversing the globe are. And for
what? I flew at high altitudes for hours
and threw a coin in a fountain.
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Coney Island is my playing board, the ocean the southwest border.
The surface ends not far from there and the top is an avenue with
auto repair shops, ATMs, and a thousand shuttered windows. And
all the deli men are in dirty plastic candy thrones. I play my pieces
all over it, entering and exiting the game on the elevated path of the
Q train. The map is glued to a foldable square of cardboard whose
edges are tucked over with linen like the headband of a book. It’s an
original contour drawing of a brand new coastline filled with Dutch
rabbits, printed off of the internet yesterday. There are eight men in a
row who are asleep on the train. Only one man opens his eyes at each
stop, the others know when to get up.

This boat has wings, they flap when we settle in to our plank seats,
the man announces the start of our journey, we fly on.
My sweetheart, my man on the moon. What an odd place to land
after the Whip and Top, the Down and Out Slide,
the Ghost Train, Honeymoon Lane, the Hell n’ Back walkthrough.
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In my dream I am with children at an elementary school, and I try to
teach two lessons. Neither are successful, both are simple and contained on a single piece of paper—thick like cardboard. Each time I
present a lesson to a child, any child, their head would start to itch or
they could look anywhere but the sky.
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December 14, 2012

This school used to be a Montessori school. It’s written in the concrete
pillar outside. Good luck, a teacher says to me in the hall—a reflection
of her own struggles more than how my day will go, I remind myself.
Zonnie can’t understand why I walk backwards as I walk the class down
the hall. And why I sometimes switch to walking frontwards. I tell her I
learned how to do it at teacher school.

The windows are opaque. They let in light and shadows, but you can’t
tell what’s out there until it comes real close—a face with a hand cupped
at the brow, a basketball’s quick approach and disappearance.

The pledge starts at 9:35. Murmurs from all directions. Liberty and justice for all, the child’s
voice crackles with extreme volume on the PA,
the excitement of being the loudest of all in the
whole building. Office phone ringing in the
background. On the regular teacher’s desk a
Bible quote typed, printed, and taped carefully.

WHEELER
								

39

40

WHEELER

