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So rare and wonderful is it when two people stay together for so long that there are thousands of “Remember when…” moments that only the two of you share, only the two of you know about, and only the two of you share secret smiles over when you say it.

Like, remember when…

the puppies were born on Christmas night and we stayed up all night thinking of names for them…

we caught the little field mouse in the “catch and release” mousetrap and you took him a mile away so he wouldn’t come back into the house (per instructions on the box), but you brought him back and let him go in the backyard because, you said, “he might have a family here.”

we went skydiving (my first time) and you didn’t tell me I had to jump first. Do you remember that I let you live?

when we almost didn’t get married…

when I almost left you…but we stayed together.

Do you remember when we realized we were still in love after eighteen years, and I finally believed you wouldn’t leave me?

Do you wanna make some more…memories with me? I can’t wait….

Joe—I love you. This book is for you.








“You don’t think—not possibly—not as a mere hundredth of a chance—there might be things that are real though we can’t see them?”

—ORUAL, TO THE FOX, IN TILL WE HAVE FACES, BY C. S. LEWIS







Angels OF A Lower Flight







Overture



AS I STAND IN knee-deep Colorado snow and watch the waters of the Roaring Fork River sparkle and wink, I realize I am finally happy. My gloveless hands are stuffed, deep and warm, in the pockets of my old ski parka. The breeze lifts the snowflakes like glitter from the tree branches. The flakes twirl in a cheerful dance before becoming part of the river below. It is a fine day near the town of Aspen, where I live with my husband, Joe.

Soon I’ll leave again for my other home, Haiti. I don’t know what awaits me on this next trip. If what I’ve encountered so far in my lifetime is any indication of what I’ll face next, I may wish I had stayed home.

But my travels are about my calling, not about fate. At age forty-three, I feel that strange paradox of being young and old at the same time. No longer do I search for a finish line. I know it’s there, unseen. I’m just taking each small decisive step toward that invisible finish and toward those who I know await my arrival and cheer me from the other side. Sometimes I hear them in my moments of despair. And I think about what we might say when we meet again. I’ll tell them again that in this world they were loved. This I know, because I loved them.

I hear others too. Their voices are still here, still now. They send shafts of hope through my dark times:

Patricia, an elfin seven-year-old, now adopted by a family in Ft. Meyers. When she came to us, her smile was marred only by a cleft palate. We were able to secure an operation for her in the United States. Today she enjoys total health.

We found Sanon at age nine, hiding in an empty building with his two younger siblings. His parents had both died. His grandmother tried to care for him until she no longer could. Sanon was spread thin in his desperation, one part wedged in responsibility, the other immovable in grief. Today Sanon is seventeen, a muscled, astute young man who interns for our foundation. His computer skills shine, and he is being trained in management. He has never lost the drive to provide a better life for himself and his siblings.

Marty was never expected to live, much less walk. We found him at age three, abandoned, his skull enlarged from hydrocephalic syndrome. Whenever he tried to walk, he toppled over because of the extra weight. Today he jokes with the rest of the children at the orphanage that he’s the smartest because his head, though healed, remains the largest. His progress is astounding: now six, Marty blazes through his ABCs; he sings with aplomb; and he doesn’t just attempt to walk on his spindly legs anymore—he runs, he skips, he sprints, he dances.

Those are the mental pictures I hold closest. Once, in a lapse of judgment, I took my dog Flo-Dell to the grocery store in Aspen, where I promptly lost her. Panicked, I called my husband: “See—this is why we have no children,” I said.

“What do you mean we don’t have any children?” Joe retorted. “We have thousands of them.”

Flo-Dell was soon found.

And, yes, Joe was right.

In my life, I have known both opulence and squalor. I have dined with celebrities, and shoveled hell with demons. What motivates me today is a faith that compels action, a vision to look upon each of the world’s children as valuable and loved, and a belief that the unexplainable and miraculous happen on a daily basis. My platform—what I stand on—is courage, action, survival, and dignity, both for the desperate children of Haiti and for people anywhere who need help.

This is the story of how I journeyed from a world of hurt to a world of hope. The hope I found is seldom seen in huge successes but rather in a song murmured in a hospital, a bottle of water bought for a child, a note tucked in a dark place. These small flickers combine into enormous rays of light.











Chapter 1

Coffin Notes




IN THE WINTER OF 1995, I toured the pediatric and maternity wards of the government hospital in Port-au-Prince for the first time. Nearing the hospital, I could see dozens of women in the entryway, some clearly in advanced stages of pregnancy, others already holding tiny babies or toddlers against their breasts. A few were lying on straw mats or leaning against the concrete building, sweltering in the tropical heat. It seemed that each woman I passed either mumbled incoherently or wept, hands pressed to her face, her tears running between crooked callused knuckles. I had brought a few Haitian gourdes and American dollars to purchase water and medicine for the patients. I didn’t yet know what else I could do.

An elderly gentleman dozed in the entryway with a shotgun balanced on his thighs. I gently tapped on the metal door frame beside him, and he started from his nap. Grasping his shotgun with one hand and the waistband of his britches with the other, he fumbled to keep his pants from falling down over his protruding hip bones.

“State your beezness,” he said irritably, his English thickly accented with Creole.*

“She eez missionary.” My companion, Viximar, a Haitian national, family man, and trusted friend, answered for me, although I disliked that description of myself and considered it inaccurate. I had come to Haiti without a Christian agenda or connection to an organization, only the desire to make good on a promise I made to God when I was little.

The elderly security guard waved us through. Once inside, I thumped Viximar on the arm.

“Don’t lie!” I said.

He grinned. The word missionary always seemed to facilitate entry when needed.

If nothing else, I had come to Haiti hoping to leave my demons behind me, but soon after I arrived I realized that I had, in fact, fled to their native land. I had first come to this small country—a mere five hundred miles south of Florida—more than a year earlier, and in the twelve months that followed, I had witnessed more pain, suffering, and death than I could have possibly previously imagined. Though I had no earlier training or experience as a relief worker—my last job was owner of an antique shop in Aspen, Colorado—I somehow was able to start a small school and feeding program in Cité Soleil, a ravished district in the Haitian capital, arguably the worst slum in the Western Hemisphere. Viximar lived there with his family and was guardian of my school.

The hospital I was visiting with Viximar was the government hospital, and while it’s not the only one in Haiti, it is the cheapest, and meant for the poorest of the poor. When Viximar and I went inside we found three large wards, each measuring around twenty by twenty feet. About a hundred children and infants lay in the three rooms. Most of them were covered with flies and ants, and though they must have ranged in age from a few months to several years, it was difficult to tell, given the distortions of illness and malnutrition. Some of the children appeared to be there alone; others had an adult holding vigil nearby; many of them were crying. But the ones who immediately caught and held my attention were the children who simply stared. They seemed oblivious to the swarms of flies and ants feasting on their excrement. They were alone with no adult to watch over them, their tiny faces sculpted only by bones, hunger, and fear.

Words penned by Elie Wiesel, Nobel Prize–winning journalist and Nazi-concentration-camp survivor, have haunted me since I first read them. Wiesel spoke of an old man who could no longer fight and would soon be a victim of the “selection.” In the concentration camps during the Holocaust it was a frequently used term for those weakened and no longer able to perform labor. They were selected for extermination. It was only now, as I looked into the eyes of these children, that the meaning truly penetrated my soul: “Suddenly his eyes would become blank, nothing but two open wounds, two pits of horror.”

These children in the Haitian hospital had also been selected. For them it would only be a matter of time.

As I stood in the pediatric ward of the government hospital, I wanted to cry. No, I wanted to scream. But during the past year that I had worked in Haiti I had learned to do the opposite of what I would normally do back home in Aspen. So I stood there and thought through the situation: If I had been one of these children or mothers lying here, wondering if I was going to die, and I had seen a white woman, maybe for the first time, I would have been terrified. And if any woman would have looked at me and started crying, let alone screaming, I would have thought something horrible was happening to me.

So there was my answer. I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t turn away. I would do the opposite. Or something close to it, anyway: I would sing. And so I began to hum very lightly and smile at each person I passed, reaching out to touch tiny hands and feet.

I was afraid I would hurt the patients as I touched them; they had so many sores and bandages. I had never witnessed such agony. I wondered how many foreigners heard about this place and came, saw, cried, and left, never to forget it, yet leaving everything just as it was, as if they were never here at all. For several hours I walked through the maze of iron cribs and stained cots, in and out of the rooms, observing every kind of deformity, handicap, and disease that could be imagined.

I had spent the twenty years before I came to Haiti focused inward, on myself. My ambition had been to transform myself into someone who would be loved. Not satisfied with my natural state, I spent days at the hair salon and gym, manicuring, pedicuring, soaking, dyeing, running, tanning, waxing, and dieting. I read dozens of self-help books: Dianetics. Psycho-Cybernetics. The Road Less Traveled. Think and Grow Rich. Transcendental Meditation. The Celestine Prophecy. The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. From the moment I left my parents’ home, at age fifteen, my sole purpose in life had been “self” improvement. I walked out the door with no money and only a tenth-grade education. But I knew a few things. I knew that the only way I would ever make it through my remaining seventy years—what I figured I had left—would be on my own. Not that I hadn’t heard of God; I knew all about God. First, that He was slow. And second, that He seemed to have a mean streak, at least when it came to me.

Over the years, as part of my “self improvement,” I had carefully buried my childhood memories, putting them safely in the ground, one by one, where I could keep track of them and keep them from contaminating my improved self. In the hospital in Haiti, as I walked on through each of the rooms, still singing quietly, I knew that for these children, growing up in this lonely place would result in the same sort of personal graveyard. If they ever got to grow up.

For years, I had scarcely touched a Bible, although I had gone to church every Sunday during my childhood in Alabama. I had spent most of each sermon watching the clock and hoping the preacher really meant it when he said “…and in conclusion…” for the seventh or eighth time. But the thousands of hours spent in a church pew had burned a complete set of hymns and Bible verses into my brain. Sometimes, when in trouble or depressed, I would hear the Psalms or other verses—not as if they came from memory, but from an invisible presence between my shoulders. That presence returned to me while I was in the hospital ward, and I began to put words to my humming, quietly singing the comforting parts of hymns I remembered: “Oh Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder / consider all the works Thy hands have made…”

Through the rooms I sang, I hummed, I smiled, and I touched. So many sick people. So much despair.



INSIDE A RUSTED CRIB lay a bundle of rags with a skeletal face nestled inside. A woman, the mother, I assumed, leaned over the rail. She wept, seemingly inconsolable, and clutched a small square piece of paper. I avoided going near her when I first walked by because I didn’t want to disturb her privacy and obvious grief. I later learned to recognize that reaction as a peculiarly American one.

With my tour nearly over, I was ready to leave the bundle of diapers we had brought for whoever needed them and go back to the hotel. I was finished with watching people suffer. But something inside me made me turn and walk back to the woman by the rusted crib. For a minute or so, I simply stood near her. I watched her as, through her tears, she followed the tiny spiral of her baby’s rib cage, heaving up and down. The baby stared at the mother, sluggish but awake. As with so many of the other babies, ants scuttled around and within her badly dirtied diaper.

Gently, I laid my hand on the woman’s shoulder. She lifted her head for a second and then collapsed under my touch. Viximar, who was at my side, rushed to catch her before she hit the floor. She was frail and gaunt, not more than eighty pounds. I asked Viximar to take some of my gourdes, buy water from one of the vendors on the street, and quickly get her something to eat, if he could find it. He helped me settle the woman near a wall beside the crib.

“Ti-Judith,” the woman whispered, gazing weakly up to where her tiny daughter lay. That was the child’s name: Ti-Judith.

I removed my fanny pack from around my waist and placed it under the mother’s head so that her cheek did not rest on the filthy concrete floor. I returned to the baby, Ti-Judith, and peeled away the diaper that stuck between her teeny legs. It was laden with thick yellow liquid. I changed her diaper and cleaned her the best I could without water. The little girl’s lips were cracked, and her long narrow feet and hands were skin-covered bones.

The mother had fallen asleep. I reached down and read the piece of paper she clutched between her bony fingers. She looked a hundred years old, though she couldn’t have been more than twenty-five. The paper appeared to be a prescription, dated days earlier. I recognized the French word for saline, barely legible, as the paper was soaked with either tears or sweat. The other word I recognized was an antibiotic.

When Viximar returned he knelt beside the mother and put a plastic pouch of water to her lips. She stirred, and almost immediately started to plead and cry again. I felt wetness forming in the corners of my own eyes but blinked it back. I thought of all the times that I made myself stop crying on demand when, with a stick in her hand, my mother said to “Dry it up!” After that, it was easier.

I tried to calm the mother, holding her hand, smoothing her hair, but she was crying for her daughter and wouldn’t be consoled. I had never seen anyone bear another human being’s pain with such desperate agony. I silently wished my mother had cherished me like that. I asked Viximar to try to get her to eat the griot (fried goat meat) he had brought back in a grease-stained paper bag. The women initially refused, but after Viximar placed a bit in her hand, she put the small bite inside her mouth and chewed. A small glimmer awoke in her eyes. She reached out and gobbled up the meal with abandon.

While she ate I asked Viximar to tell me where we could buy the prescriptions on the piece of paper. The only doctor Viximar could find on the compound was an intern, but he confirmed that what was prescribed was in fact a saline solution and a common antibiotic. The intern did not know where to purchase the prescription at this late hour and went on to explain that to administer the medicine we would need to buy a syringe and some gauze, because the hospital did not have any left. I gave Viximar all the money I had in my fanny pack and instructed him not to come back until he found everything on the list.

While the mother dozed again, I picked up the baby girl and held her. She didn’t cry at all. Her gaze seemed focused on something invisible in the distance between us. I lifted her to my lips and kissed her nose. She didn’t look like a baby, really, except for her smallness. I wondered if she would ever smell like the babies I had held in the United States. I had always loved the smell of baby powder, baby lotion, baby shampoo, and baby clothes drenched in fabric softeners. Ti-Judith’s little blanket was tattered and badly stained; the pink and yellow flowers on it were faded and barely visible. Her tiny fingernails were long and jagged. It seemed as if I were holding an incredibly old woman, wizened and decrepit. I wondered if this child would ever get to be any older than she was now. I took a deep breath and watched, staring at her until she closed her eyes, hesitantly, as if the greatest battle of her life was to stay awake.

When Viximar returned two hours later he had all of the items requested except the syringe, which could not be purchased until one of the official pharmacies opened the following morning. I asked Viximar to explain to the mother that we would be back tomorrow. He gave the woman the antibiotics, gauze, and five plastic pouches of saline solution. We stayed until she drifted into sleep again. I changed Ti-Judith’s diaper once more, and asked Viximar to place the remaining part of the bundle of diapers under the woman’s head. We left her in peace.

The mother didn’t stir.



I SLEPT THAT NIGHT at the El Rancho Hotel in a small room with faded red carpet on the floor and a bright red clawfoot bathtub, in which I washed and rinsed my clothes for the next day. My room was near the hotel casino, a decaying 1970s remnant of one of the few periods when Haiti had rallied itself enough to lure a few cruise ships into its tropical ports. I turned the rickety air conditioner on high to drown out the noise below from the UN soldiers and their Haitian prostitutes, laughing and cheering from inside the casino.

My plan was to leave early in the morning, buy the syringes, and get to the hospital before the Port-au-Prince traffic became impenetrable. Thoroughfares in the Haitian capital are seldom dependable and usually jammed with rickety tap-taps (the colorfully painted passenger buses used by locals, notorious for their ill-maintained brakes) or barricaded with burning tires planted by political activists or entrepreneurial protesters who will agitate against anything for a meal or a weapon or a few gourdes.

But when I awoke, it was to a pounding at the door and an angry sun beating through a gap in the partially drawn drapes. I looked at the clock on the nightstand—9:04 a.m. I had slept twelve hours. In an instant, I was completely awake. Racing around the room, I searched for my robe. “Hold on, I’m coming!” I eased the door open, leaving the chain intact.

“Madam, we must go! It is late!” Viximar said.

“My alarm must not have been set—give me two minutes!” I said. Then, thinking more rationally, I took the chain off and opened the door. “Viximar, please go to the front desk and ask if there is a pharmacy nearby where you can get some syringes. By the time you get back, I’ll be ready—twenty minutes, tops!” Viximar nodded and then went running down the red-carpeted hallway.

Twenty minutes later I was ready, but it took us more than two hours to reach the hospital. Burning barricades manned by gun-toting gangs made us turn back four times to seek other routes, but of course every other street had already been clogged by hundreds of other vehicles seeking to avoid the same obstacles. When we arrived it was already 11:30.

I went straight toward the back room and crib where Ti-Judith lay. Someone had attached an IV tube to her, but instead of embedding the IV into her forearm, someone had inserted the tube into a vein on the side of her head. The tube led to one of the plastic bags of saline solution we had bought the day before. Ti-Judith’s face was less taut and seemed to be a shade darker than when I left her many hours ago. Her diaper, new when I had left her the day before, had not been changed since. I went about the business of wiping her red, irritated bottom and cleaning the plastic sheeting beneath her.

Where was her mother? Deciding that perhaps she had gone to relieve herself or was sleeping outside with the other women camped around the hospital’s entrance, I picked Ti-Judith up, careful of her IV, and walked to an area of the building where everyone seemed to be resting. I sat down against the wall and propped the infant against my thighs with her head at the top of my knees. I took the small mirror from my fanny pack and held it closely in front of Ti-Judith’s face. She seemed transfixed by her own eyes. I moved the mirror slightly to the right, then to the left. Her eyes followed. I couldn’t think of any baby songs, so I sang “Jesus Loves Me,” a song I had learned as a child. For the first time, I saw Ti-Judith smile.

We sat there for maybe fifteen minutes before Ti-Judith started to cry and strain a bit. I was afraid I had dislodged the IV, so I placed the bag on her belly and played with her lips with my finger. She poked a little pink tongue out, then pursed her lips. Her fingers wrapped around my forefinger, and she tried to force it into her mouth. I stood up with her and went in search of a doctor or nurse. I found someone who looked like a medic. In broken Creole I tried to tell him the baby was hungry and that I wanted to feed her. He just smiled. Okay. I surmised that since they had no gauze, no diapers, no syringes, no medicine, and hardly any doctors or nurses, they probably had no food. Cuddling the baby against my breast, I walked back to the crib assigned to her, in search of baby food.

Viximar was waiting near the crib. He was leaning with his head against the wall where we had left Ti-Judith’s mother sleeping the night before.

“She is morte,” Viximar said, in a mix of Creole and English, looking at me with his head still against the wall. “She took the antibiotics, but they did not help her.”

I stared at Viximar. It had not occurred to me that the antibiotics were for the mother.

“She had the bad blood,” Viximar said. I looked at him, not understanding. “The AIDS; she had the AIDS.” He shook his head sadly.

I looked down at the baby I held in my arms. I had put my finger in her mouth, not thinking that she also might have contracted the disease. She had sucked my finger and stopped crying.

“Who will take care of her now?” I asked, my voice wavering. “Where is her father?”

Viximar only shook his head. He did not know. We both looked at the baby in my arms.



THE TRAFFIC HAD ABATED somewhat, so it did not take long to reach the only market I knew of that sold Enfamil and baby bottles and return to the hospital. I spent the rest of the day holding Ti-Judith and talking to any doctor who made a rare appearance in the pediatric section. Around 6 p.m. I decided we should head back to the hotel before dark. There had been talk around the hospital that tonight in the downtown area there would be more shooting. I had learned not to second-guess this kind of gossip.

I changed Ti-Judith one more time, then left the Enfamil and a prepared bottle with a woman who was there with her twelve-year-old son, a burn victim. He had fallen into a kettle of hot oil that was used to fry griot and plantains. I gave her a few gourdes to buy the salve the doctor had told her to use to ease the child’s pain, and she agreed to feed Ti-Judith a little of the formula every few hours until I returned the next morning.

After making arrangements to be picked up at 7 a.m. the next day, I gave Viximar a hug at the entrance of the hotel and said good night. Inside the lobby, a young woman with large inquisitive eyes sat behind the reception desk. “Madam Susie?” she asked. “I have a message.” She handed it to me. It read, “Caller: Mr. Joe. Time: 8:53 p.m. Message: ‘I love you.’” The woman smiled, revealing a large space between her bright white front teeth. “He said to make sure I tell you he loves you!” she said.

“That’s my husband. I can’t believe I missed him.” I had tried to call him several times over the past few nights after returning to the hotel, but no luck. The phone lines worked sporadically, and when they did, all the hotel guests rushed to make calls, tying up the lines.

“Would you try to get a line out for me to make an international call?”

“Yes, I will try.” And she did, each time pushing the receiver button down with her chubby forefinger. “The lines are down right now. We can try for you later.”

I thanked her, went to my room, fell onto my bed, and prayed for the children at the hospital. I prayed they wouldn’t suffer tonight, and that God would let them see their guardian angels so they wouldn’t feel alone.



TI- JUDITH WAS DEAD.

Viximar and I stood behind a toothless man whose only clothes were a torn pair of boxer shorts and gray rubber fishing boots. As he pulled back a gigantic steel sliding door, I felt my head jerk back involuntarily and my eyes begin to sting. The stench that rushed out at us was so powerful it seemed to have texture. The man reached above the door and yanked a string to illuminate the room. I tucked my nose into the inside of my elbow and walked into what was surely the nearest place on earth to hell.

All around us were stacks of dead bodies, their limbs crumpled and askew. Blood seeped from the stacks, many of which towered above me, and all the corpses showed obvious signs of decay. Viximar took one look and then fled toward daylight and fresh air. From somewhere ahead of me came the unhurried exhalations of the morgue caretaker, who was somehow able to breathe normally. In my horror, I was only dimly aware of the sound, at least until I could no longer hear it. Where did he go? What if he closes the steel door and locks me in here? I was alone in the morgue behind the government hospital. I choked the thought from my mind and began to pray. Come back if You have left me, God! Oh, help me! You said you’d be with me always. My thoughts raced with doubt and fear. Ti-Judith. Oh, little girl. I must remember your face. I must concentrate on that.

My hands were clammy and I felt dizzy and faint. I realized I wasn’t breathing. I took the hem of my dress and lifted it up to cover the lower half of my face. I took a breath. The floor sucked at my shoes—I realized it was from blood that had drained from the corpses and not yet dried. It occurred to me that this was why the man wore rubber boots.

I turned around, and the man in his underwear appeared from the shadowy recesses of the room. He thrust a small naked male infant near my face. The child showed signs of having been dead for several days. I nearly gagged as I coughed and turned my head away.

“Is this it? He here long time!”

“No, no! A girl! Ti-Judith! She was brought here last night!”

The man flung the baby boy up onto the top shelf of the metal racks. He poked at my arm with a bloodstained finger and motioned for me to follow. I willed myself to move and then nearly fell as my shoe clung to the sticky blood on the floor.

I let go of the hem of my dress to use my hand to keep myself from falling onto the body of a young girl on the concrete in front of me. She was wearing only a torn pair of panties; on her face was the last grimace she had borne in life. As I reached up to steady myself, my hand brushed the bare belly of a woman tossed onto a concrete platform. She appeared to be at full term of her pregnancy. Her flesh was hard and cold. Between her colorless eyes was a small, blood-rimmed hole, about the size of a dime. Who would shoot a pregnant woman in the head? As I turned away I saw her gaping mouth move as if to speak. I started and began to run. I ran past the man in boots, the only other living creature in the room, and then over another body, that of a bullet-ridden boy. I was looking for Ti-Judith. I had to find her, I had to get her out of there. I tried to move quickly but the light was so dim; my eyes searched in vain through the remains of skinny children and tiny newborn babies that I discovered heaped in piles on the blood-covered concrete floor.

An eternity seemed to pass. I tried to hold my breath, and then grabbed a bunch of my hair and pressed it hard against my face. I reached for the rim of a gigantic wooden barrel to balance myself while trying to squeeze between it and a metal gurney that held the half-naked, decomposing body of what looked like a toothless old man. In front of me was a rusty metal rack of shelves that held several layers of deflated toddler-sized bodies. The sight of all the little feet hanging stiffly on top of the others tore at my heart.

Then I noticed for the first time the worms around the bodies. I gasped for air and smelled worm shit. The worms were writhing, slithering, feeding; they were shitting out what had once been mothers, fathers, sons, daughters, husbands, wives—each of them the light and hope of someone’s life.

I had to turn my face. For a split second, as I held on to the edge of the barrel, my gaze fell upon a line of wide, terror-filled eyes. I was sick and tasted vomit in my mouth. Oh, Ti-Judith, little girl. Where are you! Was I talking, thinking, screaming? I don’t know. I will find you. I won’t leave you here! As if in answer to my vow, I heard a scraping sound and, startled, turned to find the man with the boots and underwear holding a small limp body up by its right arm for my inspection.

“Is girl,” the man said as he lifted her closer. Her open eyes had sunk deep into her head, and her tiny lips curled inward. It crossed my mind that she was not stiff yet. For some reason, this felt like an accomplishment—she must have died only an hour or two ago. It was Ti-Judith. I nodded my head.

Outside, I knelt behind a rusted shell of an old car and cried and vomited. I wiped my face with my dress and rubbed my hands in the dirt. I walked slowly back and waited while the man wrote Ti-Judith’s name down in an old ledger with a frayed and torn cover. The man handed me a broken pencil, and I signed my name on the line next to Ti-Judith’s. I bought one of the tiny Styrofoam coffins that the man urged me to purchase, but I simply could not put Ti-Judith’s body inside it. The coffin had no lining and seemed so uncomfortable for such a frail little girl. I cradled her tiny body in one arm, paid the five American dollars, grabbed the coffin under the other, and left.

Viximar and the driver had pulled up the truck near the entrance of the morgue. They were both silent as they opened the back of the truck and cleared enough space to place Ti-Judith’s coffin and body. I shook my head and climbed into the front seat. I’d hold her, I told them. Viximar found a piece of plastic from a nearby pile of garbage and wrapped her in it. From their expressions, I could tell that her corpse had begun to smell. We drove to the orphanage to wash and bury her.

There was no consolation in this moment, this tiny funeral procession for a dead Haitian child. There in the truck, my teeth were clamped together so tightly that I felt a bit of tooth break off. I spat it out and tilted my head back so far I heard my neck crack. I opened my mouth and began to scream. I screamed willfully, as loud as I was able. I didn’t recognize the sound as my own. It was scratchy and high-pitched and agonizing. The sound of my voice terrified me as much as the fear of being locked in the morgue. I had completely lost it. Words spilled from me, and I ripped at my hair. There was no gauge by which I could measure reality any longer. Every face, every set of eyes, every pair of little feet was now part of me forever. I screamed again and again.

Ti-Judith lay wrapped in that torn piece of plastic on the seat beside me while I buried my face in my dress. She had died in the early morning while I fought off the usual monsters in my dreams. She was taken to that horrible place all alone. We found out later that the mother of the little burned boy had tried to rouse her to give her some of the formula, but she would not wake up. She had given the guard three gourdes to take the body to the morgue behind the hospital.

“Ummmmm, hmmm, uhummm, uhmmmmm.” Inside the truck, Viximar began to hum a song he had learned from missionaries when he was a boy. He opened his mouth and began to sing “Amazing Grace,” quietly at first, then louder as the words came to him.

“Sing, Susie, sing for her,” Viximar said. “Sing for Ti-Judith. In this world, she was loved.”

That last phrase caught at my throat, a small comfort on the surface, but deep as a silver mine in truth. I wondered if Ti-Judith had ever known anybody who hadn’t looked upon her as a burden. Ti-Judith’s mother had loved her, I knew that. And I loved her. That was two. I imagined Ti-Judith in heaven, resting in the arms of Jesus. Her pain and suffering were over now. There would be no more hunger or tears where she was. Ti-Judith was indeed loved.

At the orphanage we cleaned Ti-Judith’s body. We bought a used dress from a street vendor and put Ti-Judith in it. The dress was made for a little girl’s party, pink with lacy trim and a white collar. It hung on Ti-Judith’s tiny frame. We buried her in a small plot at the city cemetery. As the men lowered the coffin, I asked them to stop. Viximar ran to the truck and grabbed a scrap of paper, and with a pen from my purse I wrote a note.

On that note was a phrase I would write from that moment onward. I would write it repeatedly, and I would write it too often. I would write it in tribute to every child I ever knew who died. It was the phrase I wanted everyone who had ever been hungry, poor, alone, destitute, or sick to somehow know and feel and remember and hold close. Over time, the phrase would come to symbolize all that I held to be important.

The note read, “In this world, you were loved.” I opened Ti-Judith’s tiny coffin without a word, and slipped the note inside.











Chapter 2

Muscadine Stains




THE EVIL I CONFRONT in the slums of Haiti first visited me when I was a child, growing up in small-town rural Alabama in the mid-1960s. Most people think back to childhood as their best time. I hated mine. As a four-year-old, I used to lock the bathroom door behind me, cry, and study my reflection in the mirror. I looked old and wise. So many Haitian children have the same look of awareness and maturity—too much maturity for a child; facial expressions that children should not wear, feelings that children should never feel.

Mostly, like all little kids, I just wanted to be loved.

One day I was with my babysitter, LaDora, at a shopping mall near Lacey’s Spring. Barefoot, I stubbed my big toe on a crack in the concrete floor. My toenail broke in half. LaDora frantically tried to stop the bleeding. She was so upset, I was afraid she was going to start crying. So I started crying first. It felt good. It was the first time I cried without being afraid I’d get a whipping with the belt. LaDora never carried a belt like my mama did. I decided to cry the rest of the day. Maybe LaDora would want to cry a bit with me. She was black and fat, and I figured she liked ice cream. I wished I had money so I could buy her a cone. I remember thinking it would be nice if she would adopt me. She wasn’t beautiful, like Mama, but she was clean and smelled like rosewater. I was having the best kind of day pretending LaDora was my new mama.

You see, crying was never tolerated by my real mama. If any of us kids started to sniffle, she would threaten us: “Dry it up, or else I’ll knock your teeth down your throat.” Hers weren’t idle threats. Mama often used belts and sticks. She called it “spanking,” but really, it was whipping. We’d often appear at school with bruises, welts, cuts, and scrapes. After a while it took a lot to force me to tears.

My mama, Betty, was a stunningly beautiful woman. But in her secret self-loathing, she could not see her beauty. My father’s mother begged Daddy to leave her, arguing bad genes. Mama came from a bloodline of classic possum-eaters. Pure hillbillies to the core. Picture the Hatfields and McCoys—only worse; that was my mother’s upbringing. Jealousy, insanity, cruelty, feuding, and suicide were heavily laced throughout the Powell gene pool.

My daddy, Frank, was an engineer and brilliant. He built houses on the side. We lived in the houses briefly, then Daddy sold them, so we moved around a lot—Athens, Cotaco, Huntsville—mostly in the same area, but always a different school. When we lived in Lacey’s Spring we lived on twenty-four acres. We had a catfish pond and a pig shed, and Daddy built a barn with stalls so we could board horses for extra money. I adored and worshipped Daddy. For some reason he also adored and worshipped my mama. His main concern with us kids was having us not upset her. I can’t explain why my father never did anything to help us.

Mama’s violence wasn’t a secret in our small town. Other kids were seldom allowed to play with us. Some folks called us monsters. Mama was diagnosed as a borderline schizophrenic and had a host of other mental problems. She always took pills—she called it her “nerve medicine.” When we were a bit older Mama lost all control. I believe she suffered a complete mental breakdown. Over the years she underwent six electroshock treatments and was in and out of psychiatric care.

Knowing all that doesn’t make it any easier for a kid.

At age four, I considered myself very plain looking. I had a large gap between my front teeth, basic brown eyes, and blond hair that was never cut. Mama said I had walnuts in my cheeks because my face was so round. I began to keep track of the days that passed without a spanking. My sister, Tammy, and I lay awake on the tenth night—we couldn’t believe we had made it that far. I climbed into Tammy’s bed and scratched her back while she gave me well-thought-out advice.

“If you cry when it first starts, then it doesn’t last as long,” Tammy said. She was brilliant for her age. She was two years older, and her techniques, tried and tested, were listened to with reverence.

“And if they know what your favorite thing is,” Tammy added, “that’s the first thing they take away. You gotta act like something else is what you like best. Then when they tell you they’re taking it away, you gotta cry and act sad for at least a day.”

Man, I really loved her. I could have lain there scratching her back all night just to keep her giving me this kind of information. From then on, I tried to follow Tammy’s advice whenever I could. I was terrified of my mother’s wrath. I learned never to do anything “wrong”—meaning anything that would provoke my mama’s anger. So I purposely didn’t have a doll, like other girls my age, because if I got Mama upset I knew she would take the doll away. It’s crazy, but I had this little pet rock instead. It almost seems silly now. I named it Sugido—Su for me, gi for a girl at church named Gina Faye whom I wanted to be friends with, and do for Donny Osmond, whom I had a crush on. My reasoning with the rock was: Mama won’t know it’s important to me, so she won’t ever take it away. I didn’t dare draw a face on it—it was a plain old rock. But I gave it a name known only to me.

To say we were a religious family is an understatement. Whenever the doors opened at Sommersville Church of Christ, we were there—three times a week at least. It was a tiny church of about seventy regulars, and we had all met in an old trailer until enough money was saved to build it. The new building was redbrick with white trim, no cross or steeple (icons meant idol worship), with a large baptismal tank inside behind where the preacher stood. Across the street was a cemetery where folks had been buried for a hundred years or more. Some graves had collapsed over time and left body-sized crevices in the grass. About five other kids beside the four kids in our family attended the church, and after Sunday-and Wednesday-evening meetings we’d play in the cemetery, sometimes tripping and tumbling into the sunken graves. One of my little friends, Diana, coughed all the time. Her red-freckled face was always drawn tight, and she was always grouchy. We knew she had cystic fibrosis but weren’t sure what it meant. After she died she was buried in that cemetery. We never played there anymore, but we’d hang out on the church steps and watch from across the street. When it got dusky, we’d all swear we could see a glowing lantern hanging over Diana’s grave.

Mama’s interpretation of religion dictated everything for my family. Mama was convinced that God was very strict and didn’t like bare skin, so Tammy and I could never wear shorts or short sleeves. No pants either. Ever. They were for boys. In summer, we had to swim with dresses on. My brothers swam in pants and shirts. Even in gym class we couldn’t wear shorts. This was all just Mama. She was convinced you should never be able to see a woman’s shape. None of our other friends at church or school were under rules this strict. According to Mama, folks were bad for just about everything they did. “You’ll go to hell!” Mama shouted. It was common for adults to stand in front of our conservative church congregation and confess their sins out loud. Mama thought we kids should have to do that too. I still prayed to God, though, all the time. I knew He was looking down on us, thinking something—I just didn’t know what.

At school, my mother was not known as a nice woman. She yelled at our teachers and principal. She craved control. A school bus went right by our house, but Mama said, “No, you’re not taking it again today, either.” She was scared we’d learn bad words on the bus. So she picked us up from school every day, but she might show up an hour or more later than promised. We hung around, playing on monkey bars, swinging on the swing set. She eventually drove up—no explanation or remorse. We assumed she spent the day sleeping. Our house was always the same as when we left it in the morning. When we got home, Mama was eager to have us start on our chores. Mine were to clean the bathrooms and vacuum the house, and then after dinner clean the kitchen with Tammy.

Before my brother Mark was old enough for school, he often spent the day over at my grandmother’s. Mark, who is five years younger than I, was hyperactive, Mama said. He made her nervous, and whenever Mark cried, she hit him. Mark favored my sister, Tammy, because she rocked and held him twenty-four hours a day if she could. I loved Mark too, and called him Baby Markett when I played house with him. I made our brother Matt, four years younger than I, play the daddy, while I was the mother. Matt liked to play until I yelled at him the same way my mother yelled at my father. Then Matt would quit and play with his G. I. Joe instead. Somehow I’d find ways to pry Baby Markett away from Tammy, and over time, we became the closest, I think. I don’t believe Tammy minded much. As siblings, we all looked to each other for support. Years later we would struggle to maintain this bond as the trauma of our childhoods reverberated through our adult lives.



WHEN THINGS GOT REALLY bad in our house, we stayed with my grandparents—Daddy’s mama and papa. Although we moved around, it seemed they always lived half an hour down the road. They were religious—Grandpa was an elder at the church they went to—but never as strict as Mama. I had a little bedroom that Grandma called my room. It had a twin bed in it, and when Tammy and I stayed overnight we would sleep together on it and talk about picking some muscadines the next day so Grandma could make us some jars of jelly. The wild grapes grow easily in the warm, humid South.

I thought there was no cooler woman than my grandmother. Sometimes we sneaked into the old den, where Grandma often fell asleep after watching The Price Is Right or Let’s Make a Deal or one of her “stories,” as she called them. Most of the time she didn’t wake up when we got the ice cream out of the freezer box, but whenever she did, she came in to help us. She’d cut open a cantaloupe and scrape out the seeds and scoop vanilla ice cream into the hollow. “Cantaloupe à la mode,” she would say, like it was the best of French desserts. I loved that old woman to the very marrow of my bones. We sometimes talked about how Mama was too rough on me when she hit me with a stick or belt. Grandma asked me if Daddy ever spanked us like that, and I told her “not usually,” only if Mama made him do it. Daddy didn’t like to; I could see it in his face.

One spanking stands out vividly. Daddy’s belt stayed on his pants for this one, but the greater injustice of the incident blisters to this day. On that summer afternoon my toy oven was taken away from me because, after I returned from my grandparents’ house, Mama saw that I had muscadine stains on the back of my dress. She twisted my elbow over my head in her vise-grip hands to look me over and put her face right in mine. I was a “wicked, evil child,” she screamed—Daddy was going to whip me when he got home. I stood in the playroom—the garage where Daddy had put down carpet—looking at my new toy oven; I couldn’t play with it now for three weeks. I could feel the red rising to my face and a bruise forming on my arm. I wanted to scream back at her, “I would never get my dress dirty if I could help it! I love my new dress!”

But all too often kids stay silent.

Earlier that morning we had gotten up early so we could pick the muscadines for Grandma’s jelly. Grandpa said he would drive me and Tammy down to the creek bed since both of us were barefoot and refused to put on shoes. The muscadines grew thick on the banks of the old creek, even though the water had mostly dried up from the kind of hot summer people in Alabama talk about for years afterward. I was thinking to myself that this would be a fine day. Tammy was there, and I felt very fine myself to know that we’d be having muscadine jelly on Grandma’s biscuits for supper.

We rode in the bed of Grandpapa’s old powder-blue pickup through the back pasture where most of the hay had already gone to seed. I was looking at the ground intently as we bumped over rocks and through cow pies in hopes I’d spot a little bird’s nest that had fallen from one of the grand old maple or oak trees. Sometimes when the wind gusted, the tiny sparrows’ nests would dislodge and fall into the tall weeds. I raised many abandoned baby sparrows during those summers and cried every time they matured and flew away.

I didn’t find any nests that day. When we reached the old creek bed that meandered like a serpent through our grandparents’ land, Grandpa announced that he had forgotten to bring grocery bags for gathering the muscadines, and Tammy would have to walk back to the house to get us some. I don’t think Tammy knew, but when I looked at Grandpa, I could see the evil coming. Tammy began her walk back across the pasture to the house. She argued at first that Grandpa could drive, and we could all go together back to the house. But I knew it would never happen that way, and she reluctantly left.

Grandpapa told me to lie down in the creekbed. In my head I tried to remember all my Bible verses and wished I had done my Sunday school memory lesson for the week already so I would have a new one. He unzipped his trousers and got on top of me. He was heavy and I felt his weight crushing me. In my head I thought of the words to a hymn: “I will cherish the old rugged cross, ’til my troubles at last I lay down,” then another: “Rock of ages cleft for me, let me hide myself in thee….” I had heard my preacher consoling the parents of a sick child one time. He had opened up his Bible and read something akin to “The Lord does not give you any trouble that you cannot handle.” Those were the nicest words I had ever heard. The Lord, I concluded, must think I am the strongest little girl in the world, because I have more trouble than anyone I have ever met.

I was not there when this happened to me. I was never there. Not then, not for any of the years my grandpa did this to me. I was not there on the riverbank with the back of my new dress getting dirty from lying in muscadines. I was never there when Grandpa would pull his truck to the side of the road when he and I went to get ice cream. I wasn’t there when he would come to my bedroom in the night when Tammy wasn’t around and take off my pajamas. I only watched from beside me.

I remember his ugly fingernails that day on the riverbank, because they were thick and yellow. I saw his thing. He went back and forth, with his eyes rolling back into the top of his head. Detached, I observed him, and for an instant he looked at me watching him and became very angry. He had not been successful.

When Tammy came back with three grocery sacks, all she saw was her grandfather. She did not know the look he wore was that of an unsatisfied rapist. I said nothing to Tammy. Grandpa had told me that if I ever said anything to anybody, my mama would beat me real bad. Maybe kill me.

This was my life. This was my childhood.

I told no one. I was too scared. I figured out really soon that nobody was ever going to help me. Not even my kindly babysitter, LaDora. I felt totally isolated. I had no real friends. No one to talk to. I was too embarrassed and terrified to bring any of my classmates home to my house, because I didn’t want them to see me get a spanking. And I wasn’t allowed to go to anyone else’s house unless it was someone from church. So I just kept my mouth shut.

I was raped by my grandfather from age four to eight. It’s hard to remember how frequent the incidents were. I remember rooms in his house. I remember his penis. I remember his eyes narrowed to slits. I don’t remember ever sitting in his lap when he didn’t have his finger in my panties. He probably raped me every time I was alone with him. When you’re little, you forget on purpose.



I TOOK LIFE AS it came. I hoped to see goodness wherever I could. Before I was old enough for school I would spend most of my days by myself out in our garage playroom after making the beds, cleaning the bathrooms, and folding my little brothers’ diapers. My mama would put me out there after lunch and I’d wait the rest of the day for my sister, Tammy, to come home from school. I adored Tammy and was so amazed to see the letters she drew on the papers she brought home from school while she sat in front of the TV watching Popeye and Gilligan’s Island. I’d just sit there welling up with pride and staring at her in amazement. The girl could write a whole sentence, and she was my sister!

One day Mama gave me a MoonPie—as she often did when she needed to have time to herself. It was one of those Little Debbie cookies with marshmallow cream inside. I tried to save it for Tammy so when she came home from school she would have a big surprise. I sat there and talked to myself. I talked to the MoonPie. I thought if I made it my friend maybe I wouldn’t eat it. But soon half my friend was gone, and I just talked to the remaining half.

I was never able to talk to Tammy about what Grandpa did to me. I couldn’t tell her. Years later, when she was ten and I was eight, she told me Grandpapa put his hand down her panties once and she socked him right in the face. Now, why in the world didn’t I ever do that? Whenever it happened, I was just so scared and couldn’t even make a scream come out. I couldn’t think a thought. Maybe that’s why I could never talk about it—when it came to that area of my life, I was just shut tight. I could not wait to grow up and run away. When I was suffering through all this—the constant discipline from my mother and the sexual assaults from my grandfather—I wanted to die. When I was five, I sat in the playroom saying over and over to myself: I wish I was dead. I can’t take this anymore. By the time I was eight, I would’ve walked in front of a bus—gladly. There was no one in my family to talk to: no one, no one, no one! It was just the way my family was—we all kept our mouths shut, even to each other.

One day my mother came to my grandparents’ house unexpectedly to pick me up. I never got a chance to ask why she decided not to let me spend the night as Grandpapa had requested. Grandma was in the hospital with something called syphilis, and Grandpa told Mama he didn’t want to be alone, so she had let me go home with him. I wonder now if Mama ever questioned where Grandma’s syphilis came from, but those are the questions you don’t ask as a child.

That evening Grandpapa was sitting on my little bed, telling me that it was more important than ever to never tell my mean mama about the things he did to me. He had unzipped his trousers and was about to do something else when he stopped, very abruptly. The kitchen door opened and my mother’s voice was calling to see if anyone was there. Grandpa tried to get his trousers zipped, and I think he must have hurt his thing on the first attempt, because he said a bad word. My mother was coming down the hall, and then she opened the door to my room. I was afraid. I think he was afraid too, because there were many words coming from his mouth but they were not whole sentences. He seemed like he needed to run. On his face was the same look I surely got whenever I knew Mama was going to whip me. I’d never seen that look on a grown-up before, and when Mama opened the bedroom door, she saw it too. This time, she yelled at him, not me. My grandpapa explained I was sick, so he was putting me to bed. The old liar. I must have been possessed at that moment, because the sound that came from me was not my own, a woeful dirge of “No, nooooooooooooooooooooo! Please no! Help me! Help me!”

Wailing, I ran into Mama’s arms. I looked at her face and saw terror. I knew that she knew, but could not fathom the crime that had been committed. She picked me up, and we were both crying. I loved her very much then. We drove home, and there were questions that I could not answer, because the only words I could scream through my tears were “Help me.” My mother saved my life that day, because God knew I had taken all a little girl like me could take.

Mama’s grief boiled into hysterics by the time we got home. She told Daddy. He telephoned his father and ordered him to come over—now! We kids were all sent to our rooms.

“Why would you do that?” Daddy said over and over to Grandpa when he showed up. Daddy was crying then. Mama just kept yelling.

“Because she asked me to,” Grandpa finally said. I grabbed the doorknob to go out and defend myself, but Tammy held me back.

The things that happened were not spoken of again from that day on. Only many years later, after we had all grown up, we found out that Grandpa had done the same thing to Baby Markett and many of my cousins.

Mama did not have to feel the pain of what she now knew for very long. Her mind became more ill, and she was prescribed a new medicine for that type of thing. Drugs were never a lasting solution for her. Before too long, the new medicine did not work as well, and Mama was given to fits and talking to us kids about killing herself with the pistol she kept in the drawer of her nightstand. She’d moan to us: “When I die and you’re looking at me in my casket you’re going to be sorry for the way you’ve treated me.” How, after all the things she’d done to us, could she think we would even be sad? So many nights I had prayed to God that she would die. Truthfully, I longed to see her in a casket, or just to never see her anywhere again.

I knew what I needed to do. I needed to run. I needed to flee from my house and away from the abuse. I needed a job, money, and an apartment of my own to share with Mark. Tammy and Matt were savvy enough to make it on their own, I reasoned, but Baby Markett would never make it without a stronger hand.

You become very mature when sex is forced on you at age four. I saw things that no little kid should see, and I bore these feelings all by myself. One day in my childhood there was a moment of clarity: I knew that someday I would do something significant, more significant than all these people who were hurting me could ever imagine. I promised it to God—I would fix it so no child ever suffered like I had again.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/colophon.jpg





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
Angels
or 4 Lower Flight

ONE WOMAN’S MISSION TO SAVE A
COUNTRY . . . ONE CHILD AT A TIME

Susie Scott Krabacher

A TOUCHSTONE BOOK
Published by Simon & Schuseer
New York * London * Tarommo * Sydney





