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We’re Alone: A Preface




Your hands—give them to me,


Let me speak, and simply


Words you can not forget. . . .


We’re alone—


And the sea . . . .


And the cradling palms are thick.


Roland Chassagne, “Shore”





I spent many years trying to find the original French poem “Plage,” from which these lines were translated. I came across the English translation in a 1934 book given to me in the 1990s by a friend. The book is The Poets of Haiti: 1782–1934, and the translator is an American writer named Edna Worthley Underwood. Underwood was born in Maine in 1873. I don’t know how she ended up in Haiti during the latter end of the 1915–1934 US occupation, but she had friends in high places, including Haitian president Sténio Vincent, who wrote her book’s introduction.


Readers will find in The Poets of Haiti “the echo of all great human emotions,” Vincent declared.


Some of the poems in the collection felt intimate, particularly those by the Jérémie-born poet Roland Chassagne, whose words read like secrets. We’re alone is the persistent chorus of the deserted, as in no one is coming to save us. Yet, we’re alone can also be a promise writers make to their readers, a reminder of this singular intimacy between us. At least we’re alone together. Or as A. S. Byatt wrote in her 1990 novel Possession, “The writer wrote alone, and the reader read alone, and they were alone with each other.”


Writing for me, particularly writing essays, is a quest for that kind of aloneness/togetherness, as well as something akin to what the Haitian American anthropologist and artist Gina Athena Ulysse has labeled Rasanblaj, which she defines as “assembly, compilation, enlisting, regrouping (of people, spirits, things, ideas).”


After trying to locate the original Chassagne poem on my own, it finally occurred to me to reach out to Régine Chassagne, a Haitian Canadian musician and one of the lead singers of the indie rock group Arcade Fire. Roland Chassagne was her grandfather. Régine’s father, Stanley, sent her a screenshot of the poem, which she shared with me. (See the appendix.) “Plage” was published in a 1933 collection by Roland Chassagne called Le tambourin voilé (The Veiled Tambourine). I might have translated the verse differently, if perhaps less lyrically.




Laisse-moi prendre tes mains


Et te dire des choses simples


Et inoubliables . .


Parce que nous étions seuls,


Près du rivage, sous ce dais


des palmes, et qu’on s’aimait,


Le bonheur était intense et


Inexprimable.


Allow me to take you by the hand


And tell you some simple


And unforgettable things . . .


Because we were alone,


Near the shore, under this canopy


Of palms, and we loved each other,


The pleasure was intense and


Indescribable.





In April 1963, during the Duvalier dictatorship, Roland Chassagne was arrested at Port-au-Prince’s Deschamps printing house, where he worked as a proofreader. He was accused of being in possession of “contraband literature.” Roland Chassagne was taken to François “Papa Doc” Duvalier’s prison dungeon, Fort Dimanche, and was never heard from again. His son Stanley, Régine’s father, was studying in Chicago at the time and did not hear of the arrest until an aunt traveled there to tell him and other family members. Roland Chassagne was working on an unfinished novel, a copy of which his son Stanley still has. Roland Chassagne’s name eventually appeared on a 1978 Inter-American Commission on Human Rights list of political prisoners who had died from malnutrition and disease or had been executed at Fort Dimanche. Still, Roland Chassagne’s words remain, both in the original and in somewhat interpretive translations. Writers die, but not their canopy of language. Just as Roland Chassagne still sometimes whispers to me, Dear Reader, Please allow me to reach for your hand. We’re alone.









Part 1









Children of the Sea
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Early in the summer of 2018, I was at the opening of a library in a southern Haitian town called Fond-des-Blancs. Fond-des-Blancs, which means Fountain of Whites, is home to a large number of people of Polish lineage, the descendants of soldiers from a regiment that switched alliances from the French armies they were fighting alongside in early nineteenth-century Haiti to join the Haitians in their battle for independence from France. The mutinous Polish soldiers who settled in Fond-des-Blancs were the only whites and foreigners granted Haitian citizenship after Haiti became the world’s first Black republic in 1804.


The library we were there to celebrate had been started by a nonprofit organization called Haiti Projects, which was run by an acquaintance of mine. The opening-week program included writing workshops and conversations with writers. I participated in a conversation and writing workshop with the Haitian novelist and short story writer Kettly Mars. Our moderator, the Haitian educator Jean-Marie Théodat, asked us to read both the beginning and the end of one of our short stories, Kettly in the original French and me in a Haitian Creole translation. We were then asked to explain to the group of twenty-five or so eager teenagers why we’d begun and ended that story the way we had.


It is much easier to explain or elaborate on endings than on beginnings. For endings, you can always say that it ended this way because it had begun that way. Or it ended that way because something popped up in the middle that led there. Beginnings have more amorphous origins.


I thought of the opening line in an essay by the short story writer and novelist Ann Beattie: “A guilty truth about writing: if you know your subject well, you will never feel assured about where to begin; only boring subjects offer an inevitable starting point.”


One of my earliest childhood memories is being torn away from my mother at four. At the airport in Port-au-Prince, on the day my mother left Haiti for the United States, I wrapped my arms around her legs before she headed for the plane. She leaned down and tearfully unballed my fists so my uncle could peel me off her. As my two-year-old brother, André, dropped to the floor, bawling, my mother hurried away, her tear-soaked face buried in her hands. She couldn’t bear to look back.


If my life were the short story whose beginning I was asked to explain in that Fond-des-Blancs writing workshop, this might have been my chosen beginning, the most dramatic one I can remember, and which I have spoken of and written about often, including in my memoir Brother, I’m Dying. In Haitian Creole, when someone is said to be lòt bò dlo on the other side of the water, it can mean either they’ve traveled abroad or they have died. Even before I knew what it meant, my parents were already lòt bò dlo, my father having left for New York two years before my mother. My desire to make sense of this separation, this lòt bò dlo-ness, helped me understand that words could bridge distances.


One way I used to communicate with my parents was through letters. Every month my father would send us a brief letter that would begin with “J’écris, espérant que cette missive vous trouve en bonne santé. Moi aussi, je vais bien. Grâce à Dieu.” I write, hoping this letter finds you in good health. I, too, am fine. Thanks be to God.


Each time my parents’ letters arrived at my uncle’s house in Port-au-Prince, I was reminded that my parents could tell me stories from afar. I imagined them telling me cautionary tales, which my uncle often repeated, of my undocumented parents’ long, arduous days toiling in sweatshops or about how the immigration police might raid their workplace at any time and take them to a detention center to await deportation. At the workshop in Fond-des-Blancs, the young writers, like so many other young writers elsewhere, kept asking, “How do you begin? Who taught you to write? What do you read? Who do you keep reading?”


My best writing teachers were the storytellers of my childhood, I told them. Most never went to school and never learned to read and write, but they carried stories like treasures inside of them. In my mother’s absence, my aunts and grandmothers told me stories in the evenings when the lights went out during blackouts, while they were doing my hair, or while I was doing their hair. This is another possible beginning: stories told to me by women like the ones the late Paule Marshall called “kitchen poets.”
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I moved to New York in 1981 at age twelve to join my parents soon after cases of acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) were first discovered in the United States. The Centers for Disease Control named four groups at “high risk” for the disease: intravenous drug users, homosexuals, hemophiliacs, and Haitians. Haitians were the only ones solely identified by nationality, in part because of twenty or so Haitian patients who’d shown up at Jackson Memorial Hospital in Miami. Suddenly, every Haitian was suspected of having AIDS. At the public junior high school where my parents enrolled me, some of the non-Haitian students would regularly shove and hit me and the other Haitian kids, telling us that we had dirty blood. My English as a second language class was excluded from a school trip to the Statue of Liberty out of fear that our sharing a school bus with the other kids might prove dangerous to them.


I had a wonderful teacher at this junior high school, a Haitian exile named Raymond Dusseck. Mr. Dusseck’s science, math, and English as a second language lessons relied on games and songs to help us begin speaking in our new tongue. He taught us English songs that were full of stories, starting with the African American national anthem. I remember being enchanted by James Weldon Johnson’s beautiful lyrics:




Lift every voice and sing,


’Til earth and heaven ring,


Ring with the harmonies of Liberty.





Eight months later, I was “mainstreamed” from English as a second language to a regular class, where my teacher asked me to write an essay about my first Thanksgiving. I wrote that I was looking forward to eating the “golden” turkey, which I thought was original. Later I would be horrified by my cliché, but she told me I had a great writing voice. Lift every voice, indeed. Though not that of the massacred Native Americans.


When I was in the eleventh grade, Mr. Casey, my history teacher at Brooklyn’s Clara Barton High School, asked me how I wanted to leave my mark on the world. I told him I wanted to be a writer. The next day, he loaned me his copy of Mari Evans’s anthology Black Women Writers (1950–1980): A Critical Evaluation. The book included scholarly writings on the works of Paule Marshall, Toni Morrison, Lucille Clifton, Alice Walker, Toni Cade Bambara, Audre Lorde, Gayl Jones, Gwendolyn Brooks, Sonia Sanchez, Nikki Giovanni, Maya Angelou, Gloria Naylor, and many other writers, who would become some of the literary loves of my life. They, along with the Haitian writers I began reading in New York, writers like Marie Vieux-Chauvet, Jacques Roumain, Jacques Stephen Alexis, J. J. Dominique, Ida Faubert, and Dany Laferrière, became my companions on my nascent journey as a writer. (I write about some of these writers elsewhere, including in my 2010 essay collection Create Dangerously, which was inspired by Albert Camus and adapted from my lecture in Princeton University’s Toni Morrison Lecture Series in March 2008.)


“Can writing change anything?” was another question I was asked at the youth workshop in Fond-des-Blancs. “How does the artist move the world?”


I’m not sure I did, but I wanted to say by bearing witness.


In a 1984 New York Times interview, the writer Julius Lester asked the novelist, essayist, and activist James Baldwin: “Witness is a word I’ve heard you use often to describe yourself. . . . What are you witness to?”


Baldwin replied, “Witness to whence I came, where I am. Witness to what I’ve seen and the possibilities that I think I see.”


Though I might not always succeed, this is the kind of writer I would like to be, a witnessing writer.


A friend who was with us in Fond-des-Blancs that day told me that I should write more about love. I considered all I could possibly have to say about love. I told my friend that every word I put down on paper is an act of both witness and love. I thought about what James Baldwin has written about love: Love does not begin and end the way we seem to think it does. Love is a battle, love is a war; love is a growing up.
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In Dust Tracks on a Road, the writer and anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston writes that after her mother, Lucy, died, and she left home to travel to places previously unknown to her, she was forced into “the morning of the day of the beginning of things” and that “all that geography was within me. It only needed time to reveal it.”


I love this last line so much that sometimes I misquote or paraphrase it as All geography is within me. It only needs to reveal itself.


When, after graduating from high school in Brooklyn, I became a student at Zora Neale Hurston’s alma mater, Barnard College, I felt as though Zora’s ghost was shadowing me. Zora had gone to Haiti to study zombies, Vodou, and folktales. She wrote her most famous novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God, there. While Zora’s overemphasis on Haitians’ “unconscious cruelty,” in contrast to her casual dismissal of the brutality of the 1915–1934 US occupation of Haiti and the 1937 massacre of Haitians and Black Dominicans ordered by the Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo, is agonizing to read in Tell My Horse, her chronicles from Haiti still offer the astute perspective of a Black woman anthropologist and creative writer exploring the country’s primary religion, Vodou, which continues to be stigmatized and caricatured in the United States.


According to Haitian folklore, eating salt can liberate zombies from their living death. People who suddenly receive terrible news are also given salt, in coffee, for example, to help ward off the sezisman, the shock, so that we can pick ourselves up and keep moving. I told the young writers I am a writer because, somehow, I was given the salt. For some of us, that salt is stories and words. For others, it is music, movement, and dance. For others, it is images, shapes, sculpture.


When I first moved to the United States, I remember being shocked that salt was white. In markets in Haiti, we often bought rock sea salt that looked like little crystals or small pebbles, which were unevenly shaped, and had dark streaks either on the surface or inside. You always had to wash the salt pebbles before putting them in food, and even after you washed them, they looked more gray than white.


“The sea is salt,” Zora Neale Hurston wrote.


“The sea is history,” wrote the Saint Lucian poet Derek Walcott.


In his hybrid poetry and prose collection Un arc-en-ciel pour l’Occident Chrétien, translated by the scholar Colin Dayan as A Rainbow for the Christian West, the Haitian poet and novelist René Depestre writes that one day water will carry us to the other side of humanity. “Je dis bonjour à cette eau qui nous vient des confins de la douleur! Disons tous bonjour à cette eau qui nous vient des profondeurs de la mer!” (My translation—I greet this water that comes to us from the depths of pain! Let us all greet this water that comes to us from the depths of the sea!)


The story whose beginning I chose to explain to the teenagers at the library in Fond-des-Blancs is from my 1995 short story collection Krik? Krak! and is called “Children of the Sea.” It’s about a group of Haitian refugees trying to reach the United States by boat after a US-supported 1991 military coup d’état against Haiti’s first democratically elected president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide.


I began the story the way I did, I told them—with the lines “They say behind the mountains are more mountains. Now I know it’s true.”—because it evokes a Haitian proverb I love—dèyè mòn gen mòn. I also told them that writing that story, and all my stories, reaffirms my belief that being human means having to keep beginning again.
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After we left Fond-des-Blancs, my husband and I and our two daughters went to spend two weeks with my mother-in-law in Gros Marin, a small rural village further south. Our US-born niece, who was in Haiti for the first time, joined us there. Suddenly a whole new generation of our family, from the millennials to the preteens, wanted to visit Haiti. They were telling us that they didn’t want to visit “Resort Haiti”—which we were not that familiar with anyway—but wanted to see what they were calling “the Real Haiti,” or as real as we, their diaspora relatives, could show them.


My eighty-six-year-old mother-in-law, who, when she was in the countryside, chose to live, for the most part, the same way her grandparents had, could always be counted on to provide a rustic experience. One of the three bungalows on her property—the one my husband, daughters, and I usually slept in—had a thatch roof. Behind our bedroom was a much smaller room where we showered using plastic buckets filled with water we pumped ourselves from her well. For a more luxurious bath, we could walk down to the river, which our niece did in the most elaborate white ruffled two-piece bathing suit that anyone in my mother-in-law’s village (and probably on most American beaches) had ever seen. At night we peed in chamber pots if we were too scared to walk out to the latrine in the dark. The foods we ate were mostly from my mother-in-law’s garden or had been traded for other foods from her neighbors’ gardens. When we were served chicken, it was likely that we had met the bird earlier in the day, which led to my husband, who’d spent his childhood summers in the same area, being the only one in our group eating those meals in their entirety. Our niece took all of this in the way young people process experiences, with her smartphone. She texted, Snapchatted, Instagrammed, and Facebooked everything to her hundreds of social media followers.


We did our best to stay one step ahead of the heat. There was the river, which was crowded with local bathers every afternoon. We also drove out to the beach but could not go in the water. Most of the beaches on the southern coast were covered in red tide, toxic algae that made them look as though millions of dead brown leaves were either bobbing on the waves or had washed ashore. The combination of the algae and the human-produced waste—plastic and foam containers being the most prevalent—made swimming impossible.


After our niece returned to Miami, we devoted ourselves entirely to watching World Cup games in the backyard of a neighbor who happened to have a television and was charging people the equivalent of a quarter to watch each game. The World Cup was an obsession in our area, as it was in the rest of Haiti, where the Brazilian team is a perennial favorite. There were Brazilian flags everywhere—on cars, motorcycles, and homes—not because Brazil had led MINUSTAH, a multibillion-dollar, decade-long United Nations peacekeeping debacle in Haiti from 2004 to 2017, or because thousands of Haitians had migrated to Brazil after the January 12, 2010, earthquake, but because most Haitians, like many other soccer fans around the world, claim Brazil’s team as their own. They hoped the Brazilian team would win its sixth World Cup in the last sixty years.


One sweltering early July day, we drove to the home of a family friend in Port Salut, a beautiful coastal town about thirty miles from my mother-in-law’s house, to watch Brazil face Belgium in the quarterfinals. So many of our friend’s neighbors had come to watch the game that he pitched a makeshift tent in front of his house to accommodate us all. When the match ended, and Brazil lost, scoring only one goal to Belgium’s two, the young woman sitting next to me began sobbing. I thought she was a superfan who was overcome with grief at the loss, but as she rocked herself, she said, “What am I going to do with all the machandiz?”


She’d been hoping that the Brazilian team would make it to the finals, she said, and had gotten a high-interest loan to buy Brazil-related merchandise—jerseys, flags, and bracelets—to sell. Now the items had plunged in value, and she was deep in debt. Her anguish was a heartrending reminder that the fate of some of the most disadvantaged people in the world is linked to factors far beyond their control.


Port Salut felt like a graveyard when we left it that evening, not just because of the disappointment over the World Cup. During Brazil’s final match, the Haitian government, led by President Jovenel Moïse and Prime Minister Jack Guy Lafontant, had announced that to ensure the country would qualify for low-interest loans from the International Monetary Fund, they were raising the price of gasoline and diesel. As a result, the cost of kerosene, which was used to light most homes in the Haitian countryside, increased by 51 percent. We only heard the news on the drive back to my mother-in-law’s when we began receiving messages from family members and friends advising us to get off the road. We encountered nearly a dozen roadblocks on the way, most of them made from piles of rocks and flaming tires guarded by anxious young men, some of them waving handguns. After fleeing one where a man was shooting in the air, we retreated to a dry riverbed where we encountered a young mototaxi driver, who, while explaining why he and his friends would not let us through, detailed how the sudden gas hike would chip away at the life they were struggling to build for themselves and their families.


“We want a future, but they keep snatching it away,” he said.


When we finally made it back to my mother-in-law’s house, we waited a few days until the demonstrations quieted down before leaving for Port-au-Prince to catch our scheduled flight to Miami. We left late one afternoon, and as we departed the countryside, it began to rain. The roads were mostly deserted, in part because of the rain but also because of the recent protests. We came across remnants of several roadblocks along the way: half-melted tires, blackened river rocks, fallen palm trees, around which our friend and Tour Haiti driver, Solage, carefully skirted his pickup truck.


We were relieved as we approached Port-au-Prince since we thought we were leaving behind, in the countryside, the greater possibility of overflowing rivers and mudslides strong enough to overtake Solage’s jeep in the rain. As we approached the city’s outskirts, I saw what seemed like a shimmery river extending for miles and miles. Solage was uncertain about how to proceed. It was hard to tell how deep the water was or where the car might sink or get stuck. Solage moved carefully, staying close to the front porches of houses and patches of sidewalk that were still visible.


As the car made its way through the tightly packed surface of this street river, the water parted, and on either side of us were hundreds of plastic water and soda bottles mixed with foam boxes, which in the limited light seemed to glow. During heavy rains in Port-au-Prince, a large number of people—with no sanitation system to speak of and no regular pickup—throw their trash in the surge of water suddenly gushing in front of their homes. We did this in the house I lived in as a child, not thinking where this trash would end up. Our trash probably resurfaced in a place like this, in a stream of rubbish seeking a path to the ocean.


Our trash was mainly fruit and vegetable husks and peels. We reused everything else. The Carnation milk cans became lamps (tèt gridap), and occasional glass jars or plastic bottles were used to store castor, cooking oil, or kerosene. Now so much of the trash is plastic or Styrofoam that it floats by the tons on top of flowing or agitated waters, reminding me of images I have seen of vortexes and plastispheres in both the Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans, most famously the Great Pacific Garbage Patch that stretches between California and Hawaii.


A few weeks after we found ourselves in this river of debris, Hurricane Florence struck North Carolina, and debris from Haiti and the Dominican Republic, including shampoo, vinegar, and ketchup bottles, and relaxer containers with Spanish and Creole labeling, washed up on much-frequented North Carolina beaches.


“I can’t fathom the volume of trash that must be floating in the ocean from that one small island. It is a serious problem when a shoreline over 1,100 miles away is tainted,” a Charlotte resident told his local newspaper.


Our small island did not invent this trash. Ironically, a flatbed truck from the Dominican Republic was stuck in the trash river with us. The truck was carrying hundreds of bottles filled with fluorescent juices and sodas heading to market: for schoolchildren to put in lunch boxes, to be enjoyed at parties, or during days spent at beaches, some of which are covered with bottles like these. Even if all the plastic in the water that night was instantly removed and recycled, those bottles on the truck were waiting to replace it. Not to mention the foam food boxes, single-use bags, and discarded used clothes (pèpè) shipped in bales to Haiti daily.


It feels theatrical to admit, but while the car was wading through that river of foam and plastic, and God knows what else, with Solage and my husband and daughters watching, I felt like screaming, “The land might never be pristine again.” This land of mountains beyond mountains has already seen genocide after Christopher Columbus and the Spaniards arrived in 1492 and either killed outright or worked the Taíno and Arawak to death for their gold. This land where enslaved Africans were then brought to be brutalized by the Spanish, British, and French until the enslaved people and some free men and women, and some mutinous Polish soldiers whose descendants now live in Fond-des-Blancs, battled for independence and created the world’s first Black republic. This land was forced to spend the first century of its existence paying $150 million (now worth close to $30 billion) indemnity to France for this independence. Americans invaded and then occupied this land for nineteen years at the beginning of the twentieth century. This land endured the murderous thirty-year dictatorial Duvalier dynasty until 1986. This land elected its first democratically elected president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, in 1990 only to have him overthrown in a coup d’état carried out by the Haitian military—some of whose members had been trained in the United States and were on the CIA’s payroll—and deposed again in 2004 after his reelection. This land was devastated by a massive earthquake that killed over two hundred thousand people in 2010. This land was struck by several destructive hurricanes soon after. This land where United Nations “peacekeepers” introduced a cholera epidemic that has killed over ten thousand people and has affected close to a million, increasing the use of water bottles as carriers for “safe” or filtered water. This land where, at the same time that we saw this river of scraps and discards, protesters were demanding the ouster of their president over fuel price hikes and corruption, most recently embezzled funds from Petrocaribe, an oil alliance between Venezuela and some Caribbean states, including Haiti.


In the Caribbean tourism market, the “hot” places quickly clean up their trash. However, those who can’t afford to clean up a river or rain drain full of plastic and foam in the middle of a city will have to live with their trash. Or they might burn the garbage themselves. And burning one’s own garbage, as many do in Haiti—from those living in the middle of the city to those residing in the most remote rural areas—now means using fire to break down plastic and foam polymers. This trash is not just migrating from land mass to oceans and back. It is also migrating into our blood, lungs, placentas, breast milk, and our brains.


Three decades earlier, in 1988, a garbage barge named the Khian Sea dropped four thousand tons of incinerated trash ash from Philadelphia on the shores of Gonaïves, a historic northern Haitian city and one of the country’s largest. The Khian Sea had been sailing worldwide for years, looking for a place to unload its cargo in the Bahamas, the Dominican Republic, Bermuda, Panama, Honduras, then Senegal, Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Borneo, and the Philippines. The barge was turned away from these ports. Then a group of Haitian politicians accepted bribes in exchange for having a portion of the Khian Sea’s fourteen thousand–ton cargo, which was labeled as fertilizer, discarded on a beach in Haiti. (The rest was dumped in the Atlantic and Indian Oceans.) The ash, in the care of a waste disposal company hired by the city of Philadelphia, was later found to contain lead, chromium, and dioxin, a toxic environmental pollutant and a known carcinogen.
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