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Praise for Tinderbox






“I LOVED this book! It’s a story that desperately needs to be heard. Lynn brilliantly captures two decades of her adoption journey.. . . With openness and grace, she shares her spiritual journey and hard-won wisdom. I recommend this book to families and mental health professionals struggling with children’s extreme behaviors.”


—Julia D. Rivera, Esquire, board director of Learning Disabilities Association Texas and cofounder of North TX FASD Network


“Tinderbox is a sacred gift: honest, vulnerable, humble, and hopeful. Whether your journey has included similar experiences to Lynn and her family or not, Tinderbox is a timely reminder of our shared humanity and our need to care for one another through both the challenges and celebrations of life. Lynn’s writing is compelling, authentic, and inviting—I couldn’t put it down once I started. I highly recommend that you create space for this book to become a part of your journey; you will be inspired, challenged, informed, and uplifted.”


—Rev. Sharon Seyfarth Garner, United Methodist pastor, spiritual director, author, and founder of Belly of the Whale Spiritual Direction & Retreat


“Lynn Alsup is a gifted teacher and writer. She converts parenting challenges into soul wisdom and love, for herself and her girls. In Tinderbox she shares an inspiring story of family resiliency and equips the reader (through vital encouragement and resourcing) to surrender any illusion of how family life is ‘supposed’ to go and instead open to the breathtaking beauty of each child or family’s unique path to wholeness.”


—Courtney Pinkerton, MDiv, MPP, certified coach, Enneagram mentor, and author of The Flourish Formula: An Overachiever’s Guide to Slowing Down & Accomplishing More
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For Clare, Anna, and Lucy


—who light the path.


And always Jeff


—you and me at each day’s end.









Telling our stories,first to ourselvesand then to one anotherand the world,is arevolutionary act.


Janet Mock












Author’s Note






My beloved writing teachers, Sean Murphy and Tania Casselle, taught me that memoir is the study of memory. That maxim proved itself to me in the writing of this book. While I stayed true to my memory of the almost twenty years of my life recorded here, I realize we each have our own version of the past created by the complexity of our brains and emotions. The neuroscience of memory is fascinating. The scenes within these pages are recounted to the best of my memory or recreated as faithfully as possible to reflect each person’s voice and experience at the time; I checked in along the way with the people who appear here to assure fidelity. I changed several names and created composites of just a few characters and experiences for the sake of privacy and the narrative itself. My journey of writing this story down has been one of profound insight and healing. My hope is the reader will find it so as well.












Gateway to Transformation






At almost thirteen, Clare stood with her shoulders nearly level with mine. She had surprising new curves at hip and breast. We walked our neighborhood hand in hand, her slim mahogany fingers entwined with my pale ones. Her long, dark braids swung in rhythm with our steps under the canopy of pecan trees as she described to me in detail her plan to kill herself one week later.


She’d just said with calm determination, “Life is too hard, Mom. I’m confused, embarrassed, and lonely all the time. This is the answer.”
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After school that day, she had beelined to her attic bedroom with a book in hand. I’d been grateful. Space from her storms for a while. Anna and Lucy, Clare’s little sisters, had sat with me at our long pine table pushing peanut butter into banana boats for a snack and telling me interesting bits of their second-grade and kindergarten days. Lucy had wiped sticky peanut butter from her lips with the back of her hand, smeared it across her tan cheek, and then pushed a tight, dark ringlet of hair out of her eyes. I smiled and shook my head; peanut butter was everywhere. Warm sun streamed in the west window beside us.


A few minutes later, the pounding of Clare descending the steps made me brace myself. I expected unhappy demands, dark shadows. But the door opened to out-of-control, heaving sobs.


I jumped up. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”


“I can’t. I can’t. I can’t,” I heard, staccato between gasps.


I raised my voice. “I need to know if you’re hurt, Clare.”


Anna and Lucy came to my side. Lucy’s small, brown hand clutched her blankie and my pant leg. Anna stood one step behind and peered out with wide, blue eyes. I looked Clare over: no blood, no bones askew, a routine meltdown. My mind pivoted to getting Anna and Lucy away to protect them from Clare’s hurricane.


Taking Clare and Lucy’s hands, I asked Anna to follow me to Lucy’s bedroom. As the little girls sat on the floor, I pushed play on the Free to Be You and Me CD to drown out Clare’s sobs. Pulled down coloring books and promised them Clare would be okay. Anna sat up tall, tucked loose strands of her dirty blond hair behind her ear, and handed crayons to Lucy as Clare and I walked onto the front porch and sat on our wicker love seat. Tears and snot poured down Clare’s dark cheeks, her book still clutched in her hand. When she didn’t calm after a short while, I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Jeff—my husband, Clare’s dad—to come home.


Then I faced Clare, trying to summon my exhausted compassion. “What is it, babe?”


“I can’t do it anymore. It’s too hard,” she stammered. Her seventh-grade year had been a return to the familiar chaos and confusion she spun at school and home. We’d gotten a diagnosis of anxiety disorder and ADHD that spring, but clearly something else was desperately wrong.


I put my arm around Clare, and she leaned her head on my shoulder. Heat radiated from her. And the Texas swelter was already building, though it was just the very beginning of May. I felt sweat beading up at the small of my back. The flurry of different shades of green on the trees along our street accosted me. Clare’s heaving sobs continued. I thought of the day six years before when we’d brought baby Lucy home to Clare and Anna sitting on this love seat on our porch: our last adoption. Three daughters collected into our family with the hopes and joy that were the best of family beginnings.


Jeff pulled up in his green Explorer. His shoulders slumped as he emerged, shrinking him from his almost six-foot height. He looked like he’d been carrying a giant sack of feed on his family’s farm. Weariness and furrows showed on his usually open, peaceful face. His green eyes locked with mine in alliance.


“I’m here,” he said.


“Anna and Lucy are inside. Clare and I are going to take a walk.”


“How many times, Clare?” Jeff looked at our daughter with that mix of sadness and frustration that had become too familiar. “How many times do I have to come home this way?”


Clare glared at him, and her tears dried up. His obvious anger shut her down. She’d turned away from me to Jeff’s calm acceptance for support as she entered adolescence. That day she got a battlefield. What was happening inside us all? Could we survive? My hand reached for Clare’s, and we stood up as Jeff walked through the front door. She tossed her book, Thirteen Reasons Why, onto the khaki cushion and walked with me. Cars whizzed past us at the corner, bass thumping out their windows. At a break in traffic, we crossed into a neighborhood of Tudor-style houses and huge pecan trees.


As we passed her best friend’s house, I asked, “What’s happening, Clare?”


“It’s too hard, Mom. I can’t do it anymore.”


“Do what?”


“Get up every day. Go to school.”


“But you like being with your friends. And writing stories and theater.” I tried to remind her, convince her.


“Everyone is mean. They make fun of me.” Clare had started to struggle in elementary school. We’d gotten accommodations and supports in place at yet another new school over the last year, but it wasn’t enough. I tried to just listen and not say things I’d said a hundred times before. She talked about boys and her math teacher, with whom she fought daily.


She stopped and her deep-brown eyes peered into me. “I’m done, Mom.”


A chill went through me. “What do you mean?”


“I want to die.”


I was speechless, sucker-punched. Through all our years of struggle, she’d never said that before. My professional social-worker self woke up and kept her talking. I asked if she had a plan. She said she’d use a knife, in her room, in one week, after bedtime. Fire burned in my belly, and my chest tightened.


“What about us, your family?” I fought to stay calm, but my voice quickened. “Can you imagine what that would do to us? To Anna and Lucy?”


As Clare started walking again, she assured me, “Life would be so much better for you all without me.”


I followed her around a corner as she turned back toward our home. Purple irises stood tall, and the creek murmured a block away. Clare had shifted to serene, entered the eye of the storm. My heartbeat hammered in the eerie calm. No matter what I said, she didn’t falter. Suicide was her best option. We made our way back up the steps to our house, and Clare picked up her book. She said reading it had broken her open and given her a solution. In the book, Hannah Baker had the courage to end it. Now she did, too. Clare walked inside and ambled back up to her room.


“Mommy?” Anna came out to check on us, eyes questioning, her cheeks their perpetual pink. “Is Clare okay now?”


“She’s okay,” I lied. “She’s going to rest in her room for a while.”


I looked over at Jeff who was picking up the detritus of our banana boat snack and tried to convey desperation without the girls noticing. Then I switched to autopilot. I knew Clare would stay calm for a while. We’d get the littles fed and to bed. And then face our terror.












Manman Clare






Twelve years earlier, Clare had embedded her tiny, one-year-old body in her second mother’s lap. Nanotte was first; Karen was second; I was third. I sat behind Clare and Karen. I imagined Clare’s first mother as a grown-up version of her: Haitian with dark-brown, velvet skin, almond eyes, tight russet curls, and a blazing smile whenever it appeared. Don, Karen’s husband, Clare’s dad for the last year, had just said goodbye to her on the tarmac in Cap-Haïtien, Haiti. His six-five, hardworking frame had engulfed her twenty-pound self. He’d kissed her, told her he loved her, and brushed tears off his cheeks with big, rough hands as a stream of sweat flowed from his temples to his chin in the July Caribbean heat.


Clare stared from Karen’s lap out the plane window at Don. He shrank, diminished by the goodbye, and we taxied away. Clare’s face morphed from blank seriousness as she gauged the situation through wrinkled confusion and curiosity to wide-eyed panic and O-mouth screams as the plane lifted off the ground.


I reached over to her. “It’s okay, babe. Want your octopus?” The toy octopus’s arms crinkled as I tried to hand him to her. As I tried to act like her mother.


“Clare, you hush now,” Karen said and pushed her pacifier into her mouth. It fell right back out, sliming Karen’s blue blouse with slobber. I rubbed Clare’s arm and tried to soothe her. And to make the screaming stop. It tightened my muscles and hollowed out my breath. I clenched my teeth to dam my fear in the vast waters outside my awareness. I smiled and cooed; she ignored me. We’d ridden our first plane together the December before, the two of us bright and nervy with excitement, attached and attuned to each other’s feelings. But that was before I left her, like her first mother.


My dad sat next to me looking out the window. He’d scored Clare’s American visa to bring her home two days before, the miracle Jeff and I had prayed for daily over the past year.


Don and Karen worked for Missionary Flights International in Haiti, and we were flying on their converted cargo plane. Not pressurized, the DC-3 flew at only six thousand feet; we saw the whitecaps of the sea below us. It enthralled my father.


“Look, Lynn, the Bahamas.” He pointed east.


“It’s beautiful, Dad.” I took his hand and leaned over to look at the deep blue of the ocean.


The echoey cabin held eight rows of four oversized, reclining seats with a deep open space for cargo behind the cockpit—a perfect place for our thirteen-month-old toddler to play on the floor. Once Karen had calmed Clare, she sat there on a blanket, teething on the triangle arm of her octopus. Her ever-present pacifier bobbed on its pink teddy bear clip on her shirt. Two more hours to West Palm Beach, Florida, en route to home in Waco, Texas.
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Jeff and I had driven into Waco four years earlier to join a nonprofit and church, Jeff pulling a U-Haul behind his red Jeep Cherokee, and I in my silver shoebox Volvo 240. After three years of newlywed, graduate-student life in Los Angeles and then Austin, we had let roots sink into the Blackland Prairie of Central Texas. We believed in a Christian God with special concern for people on the margins of society, so we lived and worked in an area forsaken to poverty and all it bred. Generosity, community, laughter, and resilience alongside violence, substance abuse, and defeat. I’d hung my crisp, new Licensed Master Social Worker certificate on the wall as Social Services Director of the nonprofit, and Jeff his Master of Marital and Family Therapy diploma as Pastoral Care Director. We set up home, worked, and dreamed of having a baby.


Almost a year later (still no baby), we took our first work trip—our introduction to Haiti. The sultry Caribbean air rushed in as the plane door opened. Our line of twelve White, middle-class young adults streamed into a sea of dark faces in the airport. We gathered our bags inside the open-air building to a swirl of Haitian Creole, a hybrid of African dialects and French. Outside, our Haitian leader corralled us onto a flatbed truck rigged with splintery wooden benches and rebar railings, and we began a three-hour, dusty drive to the village of Ferrier.


I sat wide-eyed as we left the sparkling blue, open expanse of the sea and entered Cap-Haïtien, Haiti’s second largest city. Cars honked, diesel engines revved, and people tap-tapped the sides of carnival-painted pickup truck taxis. Chickens huddled on laps squawked above the din. Bicycles and motorcycles skidded past us on the narrow roads shared with braying donkeys carrying sacks of charcoal into market. People called out Blanc! Blanc! to us, turning our white skin into a name. Each time the wind shifted, a pungent brew of animal droppings and rotting food replaced the scent of sea water and diesel fumes. As we emerged from town and entered the rolling countryside, brown with drought, I tucked my long skirt around my legs to keep the fierce sun from burning my pale skin. I laid my head back against the railing, pulled my hat down, and closed my eyes.


“You okay?” Jeff asked.


Opening my eyes, I took his hand. “Whirling in sights, sounds, and smells. I’m glad we’re here.”


“Me, too. I forgot how much I love to serve in a world so different from mine.”


We reminisced about my high school work across the Haitian border in the Dominican Republic and his in Mexico City. We eased into silence as we bumped and jostled down the road in the hot wind, watching emaciated cows attempt to graze. I knew famine loomed. What compelled these people in the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere to make it through to another day?


I turned back to Jeff. “Living in Waco has already opened up the box I had God in. I think Haiti might explode it. If God answers prayers, rewards faithfulness and good works, why do so many people who love him suffer?”


“I don’t know, babe. It’s hard to see so much pain in the world and keep believing. I guess that’s why it’s called faith.”


I nodded and closed my eyes again. I wasn’t sure what was happening to my faith, but it was definitely changing. My mantra had been “God is sovereign.” Now I wondered.


I leaned my head on Jeff’s shoulder and said, “Our life is an adventure. I’m grateful we’re in it together.” I trusted Jeff to follow God anywhere, and he trusted that faith in me, too. That’s what had brought us together. But how could I continue to believe in prayer and simple answers? I looked at Jeff through the swirling dust. He was already tan, even though it was only May. He seemed relaxed and happy. His legs stretched out into the center of the truck bed. We’d celebrate his thirtieth birthday a few days later. We had partnered with World Hunger Relief, Inc., to build a school and with Hope for the Hungry to repair their orphanage. As our talk melted again in the heat of the sun, I closed my eyes and slept a bit.


During our week in the village, we worked alongside Haitians digging trenches, laying cinder blocks, mending walls. Their strength put us to shame. We laughed and played soccer in dirt fields with the village kids until cactus thorns popped the balls we’d brought. The people’s exuberance and hospitality enchanted us. We fell in love with Haiti. On our way back to Cap-Haïtien, I rode on top of twelve suitcases in the bed of a mini pickup as dirt gusted around me. It occurred to me that relationships drove the Haitians I’d met to keep going. Not wealth or possessions or even working for peace and justice. Staying alive for the sake of keeping the ones they loved alive. On that long dirt road, that seed lodged itself inside me and waited to grow.


The next summer, two years into trying to make a baby, we saw a fertility doctor. Over the fall, I took crazy-making drug therapy to increase progesterone, but no baby. Winter surgery revealed severe endometriosis, and a new medicine—also crazy-making—suppressed my estrogen to kill the endo, but no baby. Spring break took Jeff back to Haiti leading a team; I stayed home—the faint hope of pregnancy kept me from taking malaria medicine. One night I opened our front door and walked to our porch swing before bed. Darkness enfolded me. The metal on metal of the swing’s chain scraped and creaked. A swell of feelings I usually trapped inside erupted.


I yelled at the sky, “Why won’t you answer us? We’ve given our lives to you, and you won’t even give us a baby!” My eyes burned as they filled. “Teenagers and drug addicts around me get pregnant all the time. What is wrong with you?” I wiped my nose on my sleeve and shoved the swing back with my foot. Hot streams ran down my face. “I hate you!” Three years of challenges and disappointments had pushed me over the edge: inner-city violence and systemic oppression, infertility, up-close abject poverty in Haiti and Calcutta. I felt the suffering in my bones. My concept of God wasn’t big enough to hold those realities.


When I was spent, a gentle voice inside me said, “I’m sorry it hurts. I’m sad, too. Can we just be sad together?” The profound sense that I was not alone blanketed my fire. I didn’t understand, but I unclenched my fists. If God was sad and yet didn’t swoop down to right things, had I misunderstood how he worked? I let my shoulders fall and took a deep breath. I cried until I was empty.


Jeff brought me a painting from the Caribbean. A Haitian woman with full lips and deep-brown-into-black, serious eyes. Her elegant neck rose out of a bright pink shirt to her broad face, framed by a cobalt headwrap and gold hoop earrings. Her dark-brown arms reached up to steady a woven basket full of orange mangoes that rested like a living crown on her head. The background was the brilliant blue of the Caribbean sky. The painting held the reality of the Haiti we loved: strength and vibrant life.


Jeff also brought home an idea that he told me about over dinner. “Rebecca from Hope for the Hungry pointed out an American couple at the airport yesterday. They’ve lived in Haiti for twenty years and fostered children waiting for adoption. She thought we might want to talk to them.”


I took a bite of beans and rice. “About adopting?”


His eyebrows raised. “Maybe?”


“I can’t even imagine. I’m so tired.” I pushed my food around.


“I thought you wanted to adopt.”


“Not on the heels of three years of infertility. International adoptions are arduous. Maybe later.”


“I just thought it might be a possibility.” Jeff turned back to his dinner.


But one day soon after, driving my Volvo home from a workout at the YMCA, I recognized the front-porch voice inside me: I want you to adopt from Haiti. A settled clarity ran through my core; it felt familiar, my sense of being led. My insides quickened. At home, Jeff was in the kitchen making dinner.


I walked in and said, “I think we’re supposed to adopt from Haiti.”


He paused and focused his beautiful green eyes on me. When I held his gaze, he smiled and said, “Okay.” Just like that. Jeff’s signature openness and faith.


Over a few days, we grappled with questions: Could we take a child from her home and culture? Was it okay for a Black child to have White parents? What if I got pregnant? We wrestled with the injustice of our privilege and the poverty of Haiti caused by brutal slavery. Then we agreed theoretical arguments wouldn’t help a particular child. We deferred to the still, small voice inside me. Maybe I knew it was our only way to create a family.


Rebecca connected us to Don and Karen, and we met them for lunch as they passed through Texas in June. They looked like well-worn grandparents. We listened to their stories about riding Harleys in Wisconsin in their younger days. When we said we felt called to adopt, they encouraged us, “Start a home study, and we’ll see what happens when we get back to Haiti in a month.” I felt pregnant: a bit nauseous, excited, and scared.


On July 8, 1999, my endometriosis again raging, I’d accomplished the herculean task of showering. My hair dripped rivers down my neck and shoulders as I talked with Stephanie, a Baylor University student who lived with us, and sat resting on the floor of her room. When the phone rang, Jeff bounded up the stairs two at a time with the cordless receiver in his hand, kicking aside the wallpaper we’d torn off the walls and left in the hallway. We looked up, surprised that his predictable calm had been disrupted.


“Rebecca’s heard from Don and Karen in Haiti.”


I thought I heard Jeff’s heart pounding; I caught my breath. But haven’t they only been back a few days? “Put her on speaker!”


“Lynn and I are both here, Rebecca,” Jeff said.


“Don and Karen emailed, and they have a five-week-old, five-pound baby girl named Katiana living with them.” I reached up to grab Jeff’s hand as Rebecca continued, “She came to them last week.”


Could she be our baby? Years of yearning and disappointment filled me. I’d thought I was pregnant so many times; I couldn’t let myself believe.


Rebecca recounted the story. The day after Don and Karen had returned to Haiti, a Haitian man had carried an emaciated baby girl to an American medical clinic a half mile down the road from Don and Karen’s home. He’d waited for hours in the heat on a wooden bench. I imagined his sagging shoulders and hollow eyes. Finally, he carried her into an exam room. I saw the open windows, cement floor, and metal table that stood in the middle like an island. A nurse named Rachel from Waco entered. She was doing a year’s stint in Haiti at seventy years old after being widowed. Through a translator, the man said he needed someone to love and care for the baby. They’d lost her mother from a fever two weeks before. The baby had diarrhea and threw up everything she ate. Limp on the table, her rib cage and head overwhelmed her twiggy arms and legs. The father had no one to care for her while he worked to feed his four other children. The day before, Rachel had gotten a letter from a mutual friend of ours in Waco telling our story and mentioning Don and Karen. Rachel told the desperate man she just might know of someone.


Stephanie scooted beside me and held my hand. We all barely breathed, like three animals stunned by headlights.


Rebecca went on. “A few days later, five-week-old Baby Katiana moved from her thatched-roof hut to Don and Karen’s. But she almost died over the weekend.”


“No,” I murmured, clutching Jeff’s hand.


“Karen squeezed beads of water into her tiny mouth with an eye dropper all night and prayed. First thing in the morning, she sent to town for lactose-free formula, and the baby sucked it down.” Rebecca slowed and took a breath. “She’s gained two pounds in three days. Karen says she’s like a little piggie.” Stephanie and Jeff both chuckled, the spell broken.


“She’s okay,” I choked out with a smile.


“Karen says she seems healthy. She’ll take her back to the clinic this week for a checkup. This must be a shock, but she’s asking if you want to adopt her. She’d like to know as soon as possible. And if so, whether you have a name picked out.”


Everything fell away besides Jeff and me and our desire to have a baby. And her need. He offered me his hand and lifted me up to stand. We nodded at each other, eyes swimming. Stephanie grabbed her camera and snapped a picture.


Rebecca asked, “You guys still there?”


I leaned into Jeff as he said, “We would love to.”


We named her Clare Katiana. After St. Clare of Assisi because of my long infatuation with St. Francis and his companion St. Clare. And a good French name since Haiti was a French-speaking country.


With Clare came an ending. My endometriosis pain made sitting or standing for more than a couple of hours unbearable. My doctor scheduled a complete hysterectomy for the end of July. I made light of it: This surgery is just my version of a cesarean section; I have Clare waiting in Haiti. But as they wheeled me to surgery in a blue scrub bonnet, I choked out the last words of our infertility journey to Jeff.


“I’m so sorry about the babies.” The ones we would never have. The ones that might look and act like him or me. Tears seeped from the corners of my eyes onto the bed.


Jeff’s face screwed up, his own eyes moist. “Oh, Lynn, it’s not your fault. We’re in it together, forever.” He kissed my hand as they rolled me away and spent the next few hours steeping in sadness in the OR waiting room with my parents. When I lay awake that night, he climbed into my hospital bed beside me. I pushed my morphine button, and we held hands. We watched reruns of Seinfeld through the night.


It took three months to recover from surgery and its complications. And the adoption process seemed stuck in a morass of cross-cultural communication. I had eased my way back into work over the fall, but I decided to go to Haiti at the beginning of November, desperate to meet Clare and push the adoption along. Karen invited me to stay as long as I wanted; I bought a one-way ticket. I stared out the window as the pilot announced the final descent, straining to see Karen on the taxiway with Clare. My reflection startled me: a round face after three years of eating frozen lasagna with work groups at the nonprofit, not much exercise, and the menopause into which the hysterectomy had catapulted me. I was creeping up on thirty, and my short brown hair failed to cover the few new lines around my eyes that proved it. The wheels hit the ground and snapped my attention back. I instinctively held my sewn-up abdomen as we bumped along to a stop. Then I saw Clare.


Karen had fancied her up in an aqua-blue dress with white lace trim and tulle underneath, so it puffed out like a 1950s prom dress. When the pilot opened the door, the salty sea air pressed in around me. I held the rail and descended step by step to Karen, standing in her white airport uniform with five-month-old Clare on her hip. I wrapped one arm around Karen and tried to inhale. My heartbreak, infertility, waiting, longing rose into my throat, pushing against my vocal cords and silencing them. I tried to swallow it all, but it flowed out my eyes as Karen handed Clare to me. She was real. And tiny underneath that puff of a dress. Her petite eleven-pound body curved around my side, and she grasped my earring in her tiny hand. Joy and wonder burst through me.


“Hi, there, little one.” I felt the softness of her skin, inhaled her baby smell, and looked into her big, bottomless eyes. And that smile; the sun lived there. Someone snapped pictures, and we walked into the small terminal to get my bag. A swarm of employees said, “Bonjou, Manman Clare!” Clare’s mom. Astonishing.


In the days that followed, Emmail, a friend of Don and Karen’s, drove me around and translated for me. He had a bright smile and a tender heart, and he loved Clare. He came over after breakfast on my fourth day and drove Karen, Clare, and me to the clinic lawyer’s office in downtown Cap-Haïtien to sign papers with Clare’s Haitian father, Roubnert. We walked upstairs to the office where Roubnert sat waiting. The small, short-haired man looked stunned to see Clare. Four months before, he’d left a dying, emaciated baby at the clinic. I carried a thriving five-month-old girl with bright eyes, a deep chortle, and a toothless broad smile. His mouth fell open and spread into a wide grin.


Insecurity pricked me; I held his child. I mumbled to Karen, “Should I hand her to him?”


She shook her head. “It’s not a good idea.”


I deferred. But why did I have the power? How could I keep his daughter from him?


To my relief we hurried off to see the judge. Roubnert, Clare, and I sat in the back seat of Karen’s car with her and Emmail in the front. I turned Clare toward Roubnert and singsonged a smile from her. He clapped and clucked at her, reached out, then waved instead. His yearning undid me, and I handed her over. She laughed and gibberished on his lap while he spoke Creole to her and mirrored her smile.


I pointed to Clare and said, “Remen ou.” She likes you. He smiled and nodded. My jaw unclenched, my shoulders released, and my chest expanded a bit.


Emmail parallel parked on a narrow street by a corner building with giant archways, wooden doors pushed open wide. We navigated the dusty sidewalk teeming with people.


“Merci anpil,” I said to Roubnert as we crossed the threshold into the tribunal with Clare on my hip again. Thank you so much. I longed to be able to talk to him. My stomach churned, and people milled around, all eyes on me, the Blanc. We followed Madame George, the Haitian lawyer, into an open area with a long, old wooden table at one end. A man plopped down a huge red book and opened it to a page filled with handwritten Creole. He handed Roubnert a pen; Roubnert signed and passed the pen to me. I shifted Clare to my other hip and turned to the lawyer, asking what I was signing. After getting a few scraps of English, I paused, chose to trust her, and signed my name. Karen smiled through deep wrinkles on her face tanned from years of the Caribbean sun and asked us to pose for pictures, Haitians watching from every corner. My head swam.


Back at her office, Madame George, Roubnert, and Emmail talked a hundred miles an hour in Creole while I sat in a daze under the ceiling fan, thankful the electricity was working. Madame George had realized Roubnert’s name on his birth certificate didn’t match his signature in the big red book. He’d have to see the magistrate in his village then make the ten-mile trek on his bicycle again to Madame George’s office with another document.


Clare and I both slept hard back at Don and Karen’s. When their generator came on at eight o’clock, I emailed the story of the day to Jeff. I ended with: I wanted you to be with us today. To meet Roubnert and experience the Haitian court with the big red book. I hate being without you and for Clare and you to have to wait so long to be together. Is it time for you to come? I love you. P.S. The ants ate my estrogen I left on the nightstand. Ugh. Could you refill my prescription at Eckerd and send or bring it to me?


Jeff weighed coming to Haiti with responsibilities at work while I lived with Clare at Don and Karen’s, worked on the adoption, and transformed into Clare’s mom. Don moved Clare’s crib into my room. I fed her every bottle. We spent hours at the lawyer’s office hoping to move things along—I sang, walked, and napped her there in my arms. But each document I got led to two new papers to find. On the way back to Don and Karen’s, we’d pick up sugary, crispy elephant ear pastries from the French bakery in Cap-Haïtien or stop for chicken Creole in the warm, saltwater breeze on the open-air patio at the hotel in town owned by a French expat.


Every night at eight o’clock, I sat at the old desktop computer and emailed Jeff the day’s news and my heart; Karen called them my epistles. I read his responses at nine each morning. We discovered a freedom writing our thoughts and feelings to each other: complaining, disagreeing, extending grace. Our intimacy deepened. Miraculously, our crises in starting a family had hollowed out a fertile place, and our marriage had grown. And just before Thanksgiving, Jeff came to Haiti. His first night, he bathed Clare in a plastic refrigerator drawer on the card-table-turned-kitchen-island and laid her on her belly on our eggplant-purple, batik bedcover. We took pictures of her perfect naked bottom and bright gorgeous smile.


Jeff took on the trips to town, and I drank in the slowness, Clare, and Haiti. Afternoons we sat on the front porch watching lizards and red hibiscus blooms that swayed in the wind. And dodging a vibrant green hummingbird who nested in the eaves and torpedoed us to protect her babies. One Friday morning, Jeff and Emmail drove around the car-eating potholes into town for an appointment with Madame George. Jeff sat on the yellow concrete wall outside the office all day, but she never showed. He came home fuming.


“How can she not show up? I had an appointment.” He paced and ran his fingers through his brown hair. I noticed his receding hairline but didn’t mention it.


“Different culture, babe.” I played with Clare on the bed. She smiled and gurgled at me.


“Well, it’s wrong. And nothing happens over the weekend. It means another week here at least. If that lawyer says, ‘two more weeks’ again, I’m going to hurt her.” She’d told Jeff when he arrived in Haiti two weeks before that we’d have the US visa two weeks later. Now we knew two more weeks meant not yet. But I didn’t care how long it took as long as I was with Clare. At bedtime, Jeff and I swayed and sang Clare to sleep, snuggled her blue flannel blanket around her in her crib in the corner of our room, and read The Lord of the Rings trilogy to each other. We had a lovely afternoon tea with Clare’s four siblings, father, and grandmother at nurse Rachel’s cottage on the clinic grounds over the weekend.


On December fifth, Clare turned six months old and sat up on her own. I told Jeff I knew he had to return to work, and his pacing was driving me to distraction. His face lit up with relief then went slack. He hated to leave Clare; he felt guilty for missing work; Haitian inefficiency drove him crazy. A few days later, he plopped Clare in the nest of clothes in his green Eagle Creek backpack, pretending to smuggle her back to Waco. But Clare and I stayed on with Don and Karen. We’d become a strange sort of family. I loved them very much.


By mid-December, Madame George assured me we had everything for Clare’s US visa and our homegoing. Emmail, Clare, and I boarded a plane to the US consulate in Port-au-Prince after a tearful goodbye with Don and Karen. That was Clare and my first flight together, all excitement, joy, and connection. Mother and daughter.


The next morning, an electric jolt flashed through me when the consulate official said, “You lack almost all the papers necessary for an international adoption.” I burned as he explained Madame George hadn’t known US requirements. And signing the big red book had granted us guardianship directly from Roubnert against US policy. A third party had to be involved. I ransacked my ever-present, get-out-of-a-trap tool bag. How to circumvent this barrier? Nothing came to me. We took a taxi back to the hotel, and I kept searching: calling Jeff, US officials, Don and Karen, the attorney, a new attorney in Port. Nothing. After a few days, Emmail went home, and Jeff came back to Haiti. When he entered the hotel courtyard, I ran to him. We held each other with Clare between us, and I cried.


“I’m so sorry I couldn’t get it done and you had to come back,” I said. His face softened, and he looked down into my eyes. His warm fingers touched my cheek.


“Not your fault, love. We’ll figure it out. We’re in this together.”


After a week of phone calls, emails, and long days of waiting, the truth came into clear, terrible focus. Our new Haitian lawyer said six weeks in the US to sort out the American paperwork. We couldn’t take her home. I emailed friends and family and closed with: Our understanding of God, the way we relate to Him and He to us has been stripped back to basics. We aren’t sure anymore in what we are supposed to have faith or what the purpose of our prayer is, but we do keep asking God to help us believe. That’s about all we’ve got.


Clare and I boarded a plane to Cap-Haïtien as Jeff boarded American Airlines to Texas. We were in a movie being rewound. Jeff landed in Dallas alone. I deplaned with Clare on my hip and handed her back to Karen. Then I flew north to the States without her. I arrived home on Christmas Eve with bacterial dysentery and a shattered heart.


Don moved Clare’s crib back into their bedroom in Haiti. Clare started to crawl and powdered her knees on the cement floor as she wandered the house looking for me. They said she sat on a blanket in the living room as if under a shadow. In Waco, I rocked in a chambray-covered glider by the big front window in the corner of Clare’s empty room. I cried or stared unfocused or sang “Amazing Grace” and muttered the Lord’s Prayer—I had no prayers of my own anymore. I felt hollow and dead inside. How I could miss someone so much who had never been there? My doctor diagnosed depression. Looking back, I realized I’d had my first major episode at thirteen, missing the last six weeks of eighth grade with mysterious headaches and stomach pain. I’d suffered from depression all my life.


Jeff dominoed paycheck stubs, tax returns, and bank statements on the wood floor of the study. We stacked them up with notarized medical and psychological exams and educational records. We’d wrangled papers not for six weeks but for five months. By the end of May, an African, French-speaking graduate student had translated it all into French, and we FedEx-ed it to Washington, DC, for certification at the Haitian Embassy. Clare had long since stopped looking for me in Haiti. She cruised the sofas and practiced standing. In June, she started walking and celebrated her first birthday without us. I turned thirty, resigned from the nonprofit at an impasse with my boss, and the Haitian Embassy stapled a velvet red ribbon—proof of authenticity—on top of each section of the dual-language encyclopedia of our life. The packet arrived back in Waco a year after Rebecca’s call about Clare.


I bought a one-way ticket to Port-au-Prince to fight for Clare’s US visa. I had no illusions of control this time, mine or a sovereign god’s; I believed the adoption might never happen. But I wasn’t giving up. Jeff stayed home to work while I sussed things out. My dad ached to help me and offered to come along. On the Fourth of July, 2000, Dad and I took our seats on American Airlines.


At the consulate office, Fred—the stout, sandy-haired man who’d denied Jeff and me Clare’s visa in December—sat again behind his metal desk and again shook his head. We had all the documents, but the guardianship paper from Roubnert, still in our file, was still illegal.


“Anything you can do to help us, Fred? Lynn and Jeff have worked for a year to make this happen. To give Clare a good home.” Dad’s sky-blue eyes held Fred’s gaze.


Fred shifted in his seat. “I appreciate your situation, but there’s nothing I can do.” He looked at his desk and rustled papers. I sat still and remained quiet.


“You must have some power here,” Dad said. “I know you’re in an important position.”


Fred looked up and sat a bit taller. “It is important work.”


“Protecting American interests,” Dad agreed. Fred nodded. I seemed to have disappeared. “It occurs to me that the document has already been approved.” Fred and I both raised our eyebrows as Dad continued, “A Texas congressman walked the case through Immigration and Naturalization Services for us eight months ago.”


Fred shifted again, looked at me and back to my dad. He shuffled through our file until he came to the INS paper stamped Approved with a date of 11.20.99.


“I realize you’re in a bind, Fred. The two things conflict. It’s a hard position for an official.” Fred let his shoulders relax a bit.


My dad took the opening. “I wonder if you could defer to the original INS approval in this case. That signature seems to me to give you some leeway.”


Fred leaned back in his chair. “I guess it’s the INS guy’s job at stake, not mine. You’re right about that.” He sat up and banged his red stamp on our two-inch-thick packet of papers.


Dad reached across the desk to shake Fred’s hand. “Fred, you’ve given a baby girl a good home today.”


A single sob and choking gasp escaped me when Fred passed us Clare’s American visa. Two days later, Dad and I climbed the stairs onto the DC-3 in Cap-Haïtien with Clare and Karen, who was coming to help Clare transition to life in Waco.












Skating






I sat with Clare on her blue blanket on the floor of the plane making her octopus dance. She reached for its colorful arms like a kitten batting a ball. Her laughter gurgled up and out her wide-open mouth between four little white teeth top and bottom. She was as happy as she had been enraged an hour before at takeoff. My dad laughed and clapped with her, his blue eyes twinkling. The few passengers watched her—a performer on a stage. Clare seemed plugged into extra wattage. Bright and shiny. Magnetic. And I got to be her mom.


But then Karen stood up to go to the bathroom, and Clare froze. She reached for the seat and pulled herself up, raising her arms to Karen.


Picking her up, Karen said, “You stay with your momma while I go to the bathroom.” I got to my feet, and Karen handed me Clare as the plane shimmied over a pocket of rough air. But Clare grasped Karen around the neck like a noose.


Shifting Clare to my hip, I leaned over and grabbed The Very Hungry Caterpillar. “Let’s read a book, love.” Clare twisted her little body to wriggle free.


Karen pried Clare’s hands off her neck. “It will be just a minute. You’ll be fine.” She walked down the aisle while Clare struggled to get back to her.


I used my softest voice, sang, swayed back and forth with her. Nothing abated the wail that filled the cavernous body of the DC-3 or stilled the writhing. I walked the wide aisle to the bathroom with Clare, and Karen spoke reassurances through the door. Clare’s eyes darted back and forth as she tried to find her escape, an animal in a trap. The toilet flushed, and Karen opened the door. Clare lunged out of my arms and into Karen’s. She buried her head in Karen’s shoulder and went silent. My heart took up the writhing.


After the DC-3 touched down in West Palm Beach, we walked through a set of glass doors into the USA. Karen carried Clare over the threshold while I looked over my shoulder, expecting to see someone chasing us: You can’t take her out of the building! It’s not finished! Stop! But no one came. The door closed behind us, and the Florida summer heat engulfed us. It was like walking in a dream.


When we landed in Dallas, friends and family met us at the gate with a WELCOME HOME, CLARE sign, the kind our high school football teams burst through after halftime under the Friday night lights. My sister, Kim, had painted the neon pink, yellow, and blue bubble letters. My mom held one end with my three-year-old niece, Annie, and my sister held the other beside her round and drooping belly full of my nephew Ben, who was to be born four days later. Our closest friends from the Waco nonprofit, Jason and Angel, held another sign. They had sent me off to Haiti in November and covered for us at work. They had gathered us up at their table on Christmas after we crawled home without Clare. They stood at the gate now with tears of joy and their one-year-old son, Isaac—Clare’s soon-to-be first best friend. Jeff stood front and center.


Karen held Clare’s hand as they stepped through the gate. My dad and I followed. Clare beamed her full-sun smile as she walked her own personal runway in denim overalls and a bright orange shirt with white trim around the neck for her grand entrance into our family. Until Jeff approached her. She dropped Karen’s hand and her smile and leeched onto Karen’s leg like most scared one-year-olds who need the security of Mom. Karen picked her up.


“You’re okay, babe. This is your new family.” But Clare maintained her death grip.


Jeff wrapped his arms around me and squeezed, “Thank you for bringing our baby home.”


My tears splotched his shirt. “You’re welcome.” I smiled, looking up into his eyes.


I turned to see my mom offer a white stuffed dog with pink tulle ribbon around its neck to Clare. “Hi, Clare. I’m your Mimi. Would you like this?” Clare reached out and snuggled the puppy to her chest, burying her nose in it.


After a few moments she wriggled down from Karen to walk around. Annie’s blond hair swung at her shoulders as she followed Clare, patting her tiny Afro. Clare had never been in a modern, international airport. She’d never seen an escalator. She’d never smelled McDonald’s french fries or Auntie Anne’s pretzels. She’d never ridden in a car seat. With Karen beside her, she inhaled all the new. It seemed like her pores opened up extra wide to let it all in at once. America.


We arrived in Waco after two hours southbound on I-35. Jeff, Karen, Clare, my mom and dad, and I climbed the steps onto the porch of the big, ramshackle house we’d bought three years before. Jeff unlocked the wooden front door, and we walked into the open expanse of our entryway. We’d painted the walls café au lait, and a mahogany staircase with a turn halfway up led to the second floor. Clare went straight for the stairs, scrambling up on all fours with us following behind.


“Here’s your room, love,” I told her and led her inside. A crib from our nonprofit’s thrift store had been on one wall for ten months already, and the blue mourning glider still sat by the window. Annie’s old changing table with red and blue drawers underneath sat between the front windows, and a daybed filled the wall opposite the crib. Clare knew what a crib was for. Karen changed her diaper, plopped her in, and she went right to sleep.


That night Jeff and I lay talking in bed, wonderstruck that Clare lay in the crib in the adjacent room.


“We did it,” I said.


“You did it. You and your dad went and got her.” He turned toward me and gazed, our eyes inches apart, his hand resting on my hip.


“We did it. He just sealed the deal.” My fingers traced his cheekbone. “What do we do now?”


Jeff laughed. “I guess we get up in the morning and feed her breakfast.”


I nestled into his chest and smiled. “Right. First breakfast.”


After a couple of days settling in and visits from Jeff’s parents and what felt like hundreds of friends, Karen left for two nights to visit a friend a few towns away, and my mom and dad went home. When Clare woke up from a nap to just Jeff and me, her face crumpled into the wrinkled folds of an old woman’s. She toddled from her bedroom into the guest room and sniffed Karen’s vanilla perfume but couldn’t find her. The wail began. She dropped to her knees to race the hall that spanned the length of the house like a police dog looking for drugs. As I mumbled reassurances that Karen would be back, she started for the sweeping staircase, so I caught her hands, stood her up, and we went down together.


“It will just be a little while, baby. I’m here.” I carried her into the backyard. Jeff joined us, and we took turns holding her. We showed her leaves and lizards. We sang and bounced. But nothing abated the desperation, the crying. My heart squeezed; my breathing shallowed like hers. What the hell have we done?


Time—an hour? more?—morphed the wails to cries to whimpers to silence. She took her pacifier and let me rock her until dinner, when she ate a few bites of banana and avocado. Back upstairs, she tottered to her crib, grabbed on, and lifted her leg to climb in. When Jeff picked her up, she dove over the side. She popped a pacifier in her mouth, clutched one in her hand, her blanket in the other, and went to sleep. In the morning, she woke up subdued.


A friend had offered to take family photos, so we put Clare’s overalls back on and gave her Mudge—the stuffed white dog from Mimi. He made her smile. We walked out back to the paint-peeling detached garage. Clare leaned against it as if resting at a farmyard barn. She reached out her tiny, dark hand to touch the rough wood. When we asked her to show us Mudge, she grinned. After a few minutes, her full, shining smile broke through, showing the resilience we’d see over and over again throughout her life. We sat under a big pecan tree and sang “Itsy Bitsy Spider.” As we all danced our hands, Clare lit up. Her few teeth framed her Ronald McDonald smile—all horseshoe open-mouthed with a straight upper lip. Her nose crinkled up, and her deep-brown, wide-set eyes shone like each one held a diamond at its center. Little elfin ears and short, tight curls atop her broad forehead rounded out her face. I felt equal parts ravenous and grateful for this “normal” family ritual and at the same time like one of those unrelated models in a PC multicultural photo in a frame at Target: a real family and not yet real all at once.


The next afternoon, Karen came back to finish out the week. Clare snubbed her at first, but by bedtime she climbed in her lap to read Good Night Gorilla. After Clare was asleep, Jeff and I told Karen about Clare’s devastated search for her.


“Sounds like when you left Haiti, Lynn,” Karen reminded me.


“I’d forgotten.”


“That little one has had a lot of changes. But she’s stubborn and strong. She’ll be fine,” she assured us. I wanted to believe her.


A few days later, I loaded Clare into her car seat in my Volvo and put Karen’s luggage in the trunk. The three of us drove two hours south to the airport in Austin. We walked Karen up to her gate where Clare sat on Karen’s lap and played pat-a-cake while we laughed and ate donut holes. Karen wiped Clare’s chocolate milk mustache off with a napkin.


“I’ll never be able to repay you for all you’ve done,” I said. “Thank you.”


“I’m happy you’re together. She’s a special one, this girl.” Karen looked down at Clare who was twisting a long lock of Karen’s brown hair in her hand.


“You’ve loved Clare so well. You welcomed me into your home. You came home with us.” My voice cracked. The last year’s elation, desperation, fear, and relief rolled inside me like waves.


“We love you all.” Karen tilted her head and smiled. She seemed joyful at Clare being home; she’d done her work and could return to Haiti at peace. Maybe tears came on the plane.


When the loudspeaker called her flight to board, she handed Clare to me for the last time and stood up. We hugged with Clare on my hip. Clare held on to my neck, wide-eyed and silent, as Karen handed the attendant her boarding pass. I waved when she turned around to see Clare one last time. Clare raised her little hand and waved goodbye to her second mom. She watched Karen disappear through the gate. My chest hardly expanded as I sipped the air. Clare wriggled to get down. She grabbed my hand. She never looked back.


One morning the next week when Jeff left for work, I scooped Clare up from her usual flow of constant movement, babble conversation, and climbing my body like a jungle gym. I would teach lifespan development at the Baylor University Graduate School of Social Work in the fall but first spend July and August giving Clare my undivided attention.


“Here you go, love.” I buckled her into her Safety 1st booster seat—bold, royal-blue plastic with one red and one green side—strapped onto a tall chair at the bar above our kitchen counter. I offered her half a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and strawberries and sat next to her, eating peanut butter toast. When she got distracted by a bird flying past the window, the neighbor’s dog barking, the Raffi CD playing, anything, everything, I chanted, “Chew, swallow, take another bite. Chew, swallow, take another bite.” Would she just eat one day? After a full hour, I wiped her face and hands with a wet cloth and took off her footy pajamas. Dry diaper and jumper on, we loaded up with Angel and Isaac to go to a splash pad.


Water jumped, bubbled, and sprayed at all different levels and trajectories from a dozen holes in the squishy mat covering the playground. Angel asked if I had a swim diaper and swimsuit for Clare. No, embarrassingly. Clare—in her pink, plaid jumper next to Isaac in his swim diaper and swim shorts—stood at the edge and surveyed the kids. Soaked children shrieked, and parents called, “Slow down!” Shades of green stretched up the hill and reflected in the Brazos River that ran along one side of the playground. I held Clare’s hand and walked her toward the water fountains in my cutoff shorts and T-shirt. Water tumbled from the highest points, separating into individual droplets that drifted through the sunlight to splatter the ground. When Clare got splashed, she stopped.


I knelt down, put my arm around her, and looked in her eyes. “Do you want me to hold you?”


She reached around my neck and held on tight. I picked her up, and we went in together. The water hit her arms, bounced into her face. A stream that had sunk to bubbles at the ground shot back up just in front of us. We both gasped, and then I laughed. I reached my hand out to touch the cold water. Tentatively, she reached her hand out, too. A smile spread over her face, and a little laugh came. After circling the fountains for a while, I walked right through one. We both squealed, and I ran to the edge and set her down. She found Isaac playing there and walked over to join him. Before long they were both full in; they careened around, laughed, and played. Clare looked up as the streams broke into drops and let them splash her face without a flinch. Her pink-and-white jumper clung to her wet skin. Water droplets balanced on her tight curls.


After thirty exuberant minutes, Clare got tired. I didn’t have a towel or change of clothes. Ugh. I needed an outing-with-a-child checklist. Angel toweled Isaac off, put on dry clothes, and strapped him in the car seat beside Clare. She gave him his water and both of them a handful of goldfish in brown paper bags.


Clare was screaming nonstop by the time we got home. Her hair dripped water onto her shoulders and ran in streams down her back. I wiped the cold wetness off her skin and pulled dry clothes on her. I tried to think over her screams. Would food help? I threw frozen strawberries and bananas in the blender with a splash of apple juice. She wedged herself in between the cabinet and my legs, begging me to hold her like she did every night while I cooked dinner. The shrill grinding of the blades and motor made her scream louder. Then she wouldn’t drink. Was it too cold? Did she not like it? I begged her to have some. I sat on the kitchen floor with her; I tried to force it into her. Defeated, I rocked her for an hour until she fell asleep. Five more hours until Jeff came home.
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