
 A Small Card Stained Red 

The girl was gaining momentum. The lace on her white dress bobbed up and down with 

each step. Her heart was light with the freshness of her twenty years. The heat of the sun on her 

naked shoulders made her forget the cold calm of the street that seemed, like the entire town, to 

be waiting: not daring to rejoice too early, but nevertheless taken in by the historical significance 

of the day. The girl took pleasure in hearing her steps ring out on the pavement, which offered 

her alone all its too generous cracks. The whole street belonged to her today; no impatient car 

horn would hurry her steps. She smiled at the old gentleman who crossed her path, and carried 

with her the illusory knowledge of a hazy look. Curiously, the gentleman’s straw hat, and that 

particular smell of foreigners reminded her of her mother: the smell of too-white breads, of 

deodorant, plastic, the smell of snow and of dollars. How she loved her mother’s annual visits, 

those suitcases full of things from the land of dreams, where everything seemed to take on a 

magic color, even plastic objects with strange and amusing uses!  

This particular smell of new, freshly bought things intoxicated her, despite her mother 

who with an increasingly tired face, continued to sigh: “life becomes more and more difficult 

there. It’s incredible, everything is so expensive. Oh! You like this old box? It belongs to the old 

man I’m taking care of; he threw it away, he doesn’t use it anymore. You can have it, if you want. 

There’s a lot of junk there that no one knows what to do with anymore…what a wasteful 

country!”  

Still a few more months, according to the lawyer, still a few more months and she would 

be there, in this other land that, in spite of her mother’s complaints—in spite of the bad dreams 

about those who always returned with too many purchases, and too much to pay—continued to 

attract her. She was determined to try her luck, too. The church bells hailed the touching rashness 

of youth. She hurried on, her sandals dancing and the lace on her dress tickling the curve of her 

legs. The sun shook itself awake, too, casting thousands of sunbeams on the iron bars of a 

concrete mansion. She glanced at it, envious and disdainful at the same time, and in a second, her 

steps grew heavy with bitterness.  

“Could we go to your house to study, this week, for a change?” 



“No, my grandmother isn’t quite well, and she really can’t stand any noise.” 

“No, this week, my great-aunt is coming from the countryside to visit my grandmother. It 

would be difficult to study; they would just want to chat with us.” 

“My grandmother doesn’t know how to read, she can’t speak French, she makes awful 

faux-pas, she’s always sticking her foot in her mouth, she always latches onto my friends, she 

tells these ridiculous stories that she thinks are funny, she thinks that everything that happened to 

me when I was two, or five, or ten is worthy of being shared with the world. My grandmother 

will dig out the last provisions sent by my mother from some secret corner, and tell you that the 

candies and cheese crackers come from her daughter who lives in Miami, who sacrifices 

everything for her child—whom she spoils with attention and nice things, and whom she sends 

clothing from the big city. My grandmother, she’ll tell you all this while arranging her shawl over 

her white hair, adjusting the belt around her waist, and sitting right next to you to make you 

understand better.”  

“No, you can’t come over and study at my house; not this week, not next week, not the 

week after that, and I can’t tell you why.”  

Her rebellious joy chased away the heavy sigh that escaped from her, and it gave a small 

shove to her legs, which needed nothing more to restart their bouncy pace.  

As agreed, her cousin was waiting for her in front of the house. The two girls took each 

other arm-in-arm, and the double echo of their footsteps continued on to conquer the deserted 

streets, the closed doors, and the terrified looks hidden behind drawn curtains. From the 

neighboring street, a squealing tire ridiculed the girls’ bravado and threw them, frightened, 

against one another. They looked at each other, their eyes filled with the same fear, surprised by 

each other’s presence in these lifeless places, and resisted the strong urge to flee. The fear had 

crept along their hips and bent their backs like old women. But at the same time, a cold rage, so 

old that its genesis was unknown, swept over them. The cornered beast arched its back, and the 

thousand year old rage pushed them forward, towards the insolent serenity of a sun-soaked 

Sunday. They had almost reached their destination. The vitality of the street welcomed them, 

stopping the ravaging worry and jolting rage. All the activities were concentrated on the 

threshold of this building which, despite its scholarly functions had been transformed into an 



electoral office, and had not lost the soothing comfort of home. The two girls let themselves be 

swept away by the mass of people, the din of voices and the slamming of car doors. The 

conversations revolved around the shots heard the night before, the various press releases from 

political leaders, the gossip heard from a friend in the army, the worry of skulduggery, the more 

or less veiled threats, and the anxiety that had blanketed the entire country in an invisible haze.  

The evening before and again early this morning, her mother had called from Miami, so 

frightened, on the one hand, by a sinking feeling of guilt, and on the other, by the panic that the 

grandmother was unable to control her granddaughter.  

“Even just one person voting won’t change anything, I think. I don’t see why you feel the need to 

go.”  

“Maman, I want to go. It’s my first time, you know. Have you ever voted? No? I’d really like to, 

at least once in my life. Don’t worry, everything will be fine.”  

“You know, Americans vote all the time, and nothing really changes in their country. It’s only a 

farce.”  

“That may be so, but I want to go, at least one time, to get a taste of this feeling, to be able to 

choose freely. Don’t worry, maman. Grandmother, please don’t cry…”  

 Through the folds of her white skirt, the young girl touched the small voting card—her 

first—as if to remind herself that it wouldn’t be long. Balancing on one foot, she drew near the 

others to wait. The stampede of activity that faced the silent streets tightened many throats and 

caused nervous laughter. Silent and serious, the young girl preferred not to occupy herself with 

all the excited, impatient and anxious comments.  

 Her gaze flew to the journalist’ cameras with the same satisfaction that led her fingers to 

constantly caress the little slip of paper tucked into her pocket, a fragile symbol that held so 

much hope. Her dreamy eyes rested on the flagpole where, every morning, school children sang 

the national anthem:  

  Pour le Drapeau 

  Pour la Patrie 

  Mourir est beau, mourir est beau 

  Notre passé nous crie :  



  « Ayez l’âme aguerrie » 

  Mourir est beau, mourir est beau 

  Pour le Drapeau 

  Pour la Patrie 

She smiled at the touching and outdated verse, so often repeated, neglected and buried; 

yet ever-present somewhere, ready to emerge when all thoughts stop. From time to time, she 

turned her head to see if the others were lost in the same thoughts, taking an additional comfort 

in the number of people present; it was then that she saw the violence and death approach. She 

did not immediately recognize it. All around her a nightmare world arose, which she refused to 

believe until she felt the crushing weight of her cousin’s body against her own. Her numbed 

senses then registered the machetes, the rapid fire, the screams, the tears, the moaning, the din, 

the hysteria—but she could not resign herself to accept the reality of this carnage. She pouted 

like a disappointed child as she was thrown backwards. She leaned over, upset and staggering, to 

examine the great red stain that bloomed over her beautiful white skirt. The pain was so great 

that she slipped like a sagging puppet. She fell to the floor, eyes open, her innocence violated.  

A small, forlorn white sandal, miserable without the quivering of flesh, lay on the 

doorstep amongst the other slivers of lives still jolting in agony or terror. With candor, the sun 

sparkled on the shoe buckle; it went as far as to flit amongst the torn guts, the dislocated hips, 

and the severed heads. A light, rascally breeze joined the sun; it lifted up ragged skirts, ruffled 

bloody hair, and teasingly blew on a small, crumpled card stained red. It blew the card along for 

a while, and then, nonchalantly, abandoned it in the gutter.  



Mademoiselle 

          I’ve been walking for two days straight; my white blouse is all dirtied, my socks are torn. 

It’s been two days since Maman told Carmen to take me to school, two days that I’ve been 

dragging my feet behind this grey-haired old donkey, two days that I’ve wanted to stick my foot 

in her flat ass. I never understood how she had such a flat ass, in this family it’s not normal to 

have a truck-driver’s ass, one could say without character. I have really had enough of walking 

behind her; we turn right, then left, we never stop turning. We get nowhere. And my hair isn’t 

even styled, to boot; Carmen braided my hair upside down, which I just know she did on 

purpose. I don’t know why Maman lets her touch my hair; with those corncobs she has on her 

head, she must be jealous of my curly locks. 

            I didn’t think school was this far. I’m tired, but I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of 

seeing me cry. They call me a “pouting cry-baby”—never in front of Maman, of course. In front 

of her, they say little angels, my sisters. They’re real pests. I’d be better off styling my own hair. 

While I’m here, I have to change my own blouse. I don’t care if they think I’m stuck-up: I heard 

them say it to our little cousin—but I mustn’t forget that I’m the prettiest of Monsieur Valmont’s 

four daughters. Above all, don’t repeat that, they’ll hate me even more. Yesterday—was it 

yesterday?—I heard Fifi say to Carmen: “Mademoiselle isn’t feeling so well, today; since this 

morning, all she does is pace back and forth.” This obsession with calling me ‘Mademoiselle’! 

One of these days, I am going to throw a chair at their heads. 

            For two days, I haven’t eaten anything. I couldn’t even swallow the foul, dirt-colored, 

poorly cooked gruel that Fifi served me. I complained to my mother. Before leaving, she clearly 

told them to take care of me, to feed and protect me. I heard her; I was right near her bed. This 

mush…it’s food for horses or dogs. She knows damn well that I prefer corn gruel, but no, she 

dared to present me with this horror. I threw it on the ground. I even smiled. Fifi trembled, and 

ran off to whine to Carmen. A real mouse, that Fifi. I know how to scare her. When Carmen 

came, I pretended to be asleep in my lounge chair and I heard them cleaning up. I tried not to 

smile, but Carmen was not to be fooled: “She knows very well what she’s doing, Fifi, let me tell 

you.”  



            Anyway, I’m not scared of Carmen. It’s not because she’s the oldest, or because she was 

always Papa’s favorite that she can walk all over me. Besides, Papa never, ever gave her 

permission to hit us. Papa, he said that no one had the right to discipline his daughters, and 

especially not another girl. All girls have their faults—he should know, he has four; waiting for 

the son that never came. A boy could have helped him maintain order, helped him avoid the same 

old stories you always have with girls…No, no one has the right to discipline his girls, only he 

can, and he must, because God knows that it must be done with a firm hand. No matter if Maman 

begs for mercy. Just the other day, Fifi and Veronique took a beating, and I saw Maman cry. Papa 

hit them with a rigoise ; the whole neighborhood heard them wail. These two little madams had 1

the nerve to keep playing in Madam Thomas’ courtyard with a gang of kids. Unluckily for them, 

Papa came home from work early. He sent Maman to go find them, and then it was World War 

III. They begged, they threw themselves on the ground, they promised to never do it again, but 

Papa didn’t stop beating them. Even Carmen was about to scream, but I didn’t say anything; they 

deserved it, the two little pests! Who sent them to go play in Madam Thomas’ courtyard? Any 

ideas? I laughed so hard I peed my pants. I laughed so hard that even Papa stopped…Mama 

looked at me…and Carmen slapped me.  

            All the while, I try to wipe up the water in the middle of the living room. If I don’t do it, 

who will? Until now, despite Maman’s reproaches, Veronique’s dresses drag on the chairs and 

couches. When I try to lift them up, the others look at me and bat their eyelashes. Two 

simpletons, admiring Veronique because she lives in Boston with her moron of a husband and 

litany of brats, so poorly-raised that they touch everything when they come here. I could never 

stand Veronique, even Papa couldn’t either. She didn’t react like Carmen, didn’t cry like Fifi, but 

instead looked at you with a malicious, cunning gaze. Papa beat her even harder, but she never 

cried. One day she left, just packed up her things and went, then came back with a ring on her 

finger.  This shameless hussy married a ragamuffin, a pharmacist from Jacmel —who knows!—2

Papa kicked them out, without even hearing them out. And now this idiot and his children waltz 

into this house as though they live here. I don’t say anything but I take note of it. Maman must be 
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aware of what’s going on here.  

            And then, they dare to grumble and say that I complicate their lives, me, even though I 

constantly clean! Sometimes, my nails are all black from scrubbing glass on the panetière  and 3

wiping the back of the chairs. They don’t hesitate to say that they sacrifice their lives to take care 

of me. They say it to anyone who will listen, sometimes even in front of me, they assume I don’t 

understand. As if I need them, two retards who never knew how to please men. Carmen finally 

trapped herself a husband, God only knows how! Poor Fifi, she was never good at anything. But 

Carmen took great pains; she didn’t have any qualms about inviting boys into Papa’s house, even 

though we weren’t even allowed to invite girls. Only immediate family, or those approved by 

Papa! “Fifi, this is Clitandre Ambroise, a coworker of mine”. Coworker, we’ve seen everything! 

I hid behind the curtains to listen, since I do have the right to know what goes on in this house, 

which indecent and immoral acts they intend to commit. Fifi wanted to chase me away, I flatly 

refused to leave. I bit her when she tried to haul me away. I never saw that “coworker” again. I’m 

certain that Papa kicked him out, too… 

 This silly, talkative Veronique evidently has nothing to do in this Boston, where she lives, 

because she calls every Saturday evening. And her stories are endless. “How are the kids? And 

your husband? Oh! It’s snowing. Take care of the children!” Little monsters that touch 

everything. I just ignore them when they visit. “Hello, Aunt Fanny.” Since when must I respond 

to a little slip of a girl who walks around with bare legs, in shorts, with messy hair? She dared to 

approach me once, like she wanted to touch me. “If you touch me, I’ll bite your fingers off”. And 

voila! She ran away crying. That will teach her. I took all this time to get ready for school, and I 

am not going to let these uncivilized brats dirty me with their little paws.  

 Only Marco has the right to touch me. He helps me carry my books and notebooks, and 

helps me cross the street. Marco is so handsome that when he looks at me, I feel like a butterfly 

in the month of June. When I hear his voice, an ant with a thousand legs lands deep inside of me, 

and tickles my legs. I have only one want, to touch him, to caress him… 

 We’ve seen everything! Fifi just gave me one of her looks because I put a hibiscus flower 

behind my ear. A red flower, the same shade of red as my lips. Is it my fault that my sisters are so 

  A small, decorative livery cupboard, made esp. in Provence in the 18th century.3



rotten? My hair is longer, my skin is coppery, Maman called me her “golden brunette”. Carmen 

is a marabou  who has gone bad, Fifi is a grimelle  with dirty looking skin, and Veronique has a 4 5

strange skin color that is difficult to define; you might say it is like oatmeal prepared with brown 

sugar. They’ve never loved me, the youngest, the prettiest, Maman’s favorite.  

 I’ve just finished washing my face and putting on my makeup. Marco will be here any 

minute now. I need to pay attention so that I don’t miss his signal, that little ditty he whistles to 

let me know that he’s arrived; oh! Only the first few notes, so as not to make too much noise, 

“auprès de ma blonde/qu’il fait bon dormir ”.  

 Carmen and Fifi pretend to not hear anything. At times like these, I hate them. Carmen 

knows that her idiot of a husband is nothing compared to Marco. A man always in his Sunday 

best, with a ridiculous false collar, hair glued to the nape of his neck, shoes pointed and heeled; 

you could say that his shoes will fly away. Every time I look at him, I burst out laughing, to the 

great chagrin of Fifi, who shakes her head at Carmen, who is practically fuming with anger. I 

don’t care! It’s so embarrassing to have such a brother-in-law. From the moment I saw him, I 

knew that he didn’t belong in our world. Poor Carmen! To be reduced to that! When he died in 

that accident, I couldn’t grieve for him. I’m no hypocrite. Carmen didn’t speak for a whole 

month. And they say I’m the crazy one! It’s not surprising that her son is good for nothing. Later 

this morning, I heard Fifi telling someone that he was a professor of French in Canada. Lies! 

Nothing but lies!  

 Should I change my skirt, too? Marco doesn’t like to see me in the same dress twice, and 

Carmen likes to confiscate my clothes, I don’t know why. They persecute me. Only Papa knows 

how to bring them into line.  

 Finally! Here’s Marco. How handsome you are, Marco. Let me tell Maman that you’re 

back. She always thought you wouldn’t come back…no one believes me when I tell them you’re 

there. If only Maman could see you. Every time I tell Carmen to fetch Maman, she looks away, 

or makes an impatient gesture. Then she makes me swallow those damn pills. I hate them. I’m 
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not sick; I don’t want to spend my life swallowing pills. Where have they hidden my mother? 

Tell them, Marco. Explain that I need Maman. I’m tired, so tired. I can’t stand it anymore. All 

this time I’ve been en route to school, I’m so tired of walking. It’s been two days straight of 

walking, everything hurts, I’m hungry and thirsty. My whole body burns. It’s almost night time; I 

hear the crickets beginning their serenade. I love those little beasts who only sing at night, as 

though they’re playing a concert for Marco and I…the scent of jasmine floods the gallery. I 

cannot forget Marco; it’s around this time that he visits me. He awaits my signal to come in 

through the window.  

 We have to be careful not to make any noise. We must take care to not wake Papa. If he 

ever caught Marco…though, if only Papa knew how gentle and tender Marco is, how softly he 

takes my hand, how his are soft and strong, how difficult it is to resist him, how I cry out in his 

arms like a little cricket awaiting the night…  

 How I cried out that day when that old women, with such wicked eyes and cold hands, 

with the dirty dress, forced me to drink a bitter liquid and spread my legs. She hurt me so much. 

How I cried, oh! I don’t want to think about that day anymore. Something came out of me, a 

slimy ball, all bloodied. I couldn’t see, but I felt it sliding out from between my legs, and the 

sheet was all red. How I hurt. Papa didn’t want me to cry. Maman, where were you, maman?  

 I feel sick. I want to feel Marco against me; I want to feel his lips on mine, on my face, in 

my hair. I wish he’d come back and take me with him. He’ll be here soon, I must take care that 

Papa’s spies don’t warn him…I know Marco will come. Together, we’ll go find Maman; we’ll 

find where they’ve hidden her.  

 The path is so long, and I must go back before it gets dark, to wait for Marco… 

 I feel sick, my hibiscus is withering, and I’m so tired…



Hello!…New York? 

I quit my job at the Telepho, without the two weeks’ notice. Though it was a good job, I 

just couldn’t do it anymore. I should go look for another, without a doubt, but for now, it’s too 

difficult to work, or think. 

I could have had a career at the Telepho, especially since the department head had a crush 

on me. This story ruined everything; I don’t think I could ever stand in front of all those people 

without being embarrassed. I know my parents worry about me; Papa offered me a ticket to New 

York. Perhaps I should accept, but I feel incapable of leaving here without seeing Marguerite.   

It all started when I transferred to the international calls division. A real promotion, in 

short thanks to my department head. I called Clotaire so often that he said he almost felt like he 

was still in Port-au-Prince. I told him about everything: marriages, divorces, friends and relatives 

affected by AIDS, new radio stations, promotions, dismissals, assassinations, arrests, the new 

popular music; my brother, he always tells me I could have become a novelist or an actress in a 

pinch, since I love to tell stories and invent. 

So, last June, I was transferred to international calls. I was so happy! I was amazed to 

hear a voice coming from somewhere as far away as Nigeria or Sweden. To hold the key to 

connecting so many different countries around the world gave me such a feeling of power that I 

had to restrain myself from calling someone just for the pleasure of hearing the phone ring. I 

came to learn about most countries; not just the capitals, but the currency, the languages, major 

cities. I concentrated on countries that were very rarely called, just to be ready in case of the slim 

chance that they were. Thus, I came to know the capital of Burundi, a small country landlocked 

in Central Africa; the capital of Burma; the currencies used in Malaysia and Djibouti, countries 

which up until then meant nothing to me. My life slipped by quietly, punctuated by evening 

outings with friends, but above all occupied in the daytime by these permanent contacts with the 

foreign. I felt as though I lived elsewhere a bit, not totally confined to Port-au-Prince, and yet a 

little in all these countries I could reach with my fingertips. Then my life changed with a simple 

call, an ordinary call for Brooklyn, New York. 

I still remember that August morning, when the employee from the Carrefour office 



transferred the call to me. It was a voice I knew well (we all knew each other by voice at the 

Telepho): rather pleasant, always ready to laugh, or make laughter. With Lydia, you were never 

bored. She always knew the right word to add liveliness to our work, which could often become 

rather tiring, especially on days when all we did was place calls to Miami, New York and Santo 

Domingo. Sometimes, Lydia described the people placing the collect calls. 

“Collect call for Claire Dieujeune. From whom, you ask? The whole family, ma chere, 

the father, the mother, and their five children, all in their Sunday best like no other; the father is 

wearing a tie, the mother is trying to walk in her heels, and the children must have been scrubbed 

and polished so they shine! I imagine they think Aunt Claire will “see” them on the phone.” 

I laughed so heartily with her that sometimes we had to be called to order, especially 

when there were a lot of calls, like on Sundays when, after Mass, it seemed like everyone went to 

Telepho offices. It’s the day when you can be certain to find the sister, brother, or cousin who 

send money transfers, or who promised plane tickets to Grandmother, wedding or funeral money, 

baby clothes, or the youngest’s communion dress. 

But this August day was a rather calm morning, I don’t remember what day it was, but 

there must not have been too many people in the office, since Lydia had time to talk to me at 

length. 

“Listen, Claudie, I’m going to transfer a client, she’s a special case. It’s been a long time since 

she’s come, I thought that she had left or had disappeared. Speak to her, but don’t bother trying 

the number she gives you, it’s not worth it.” 

“But what does she want?” I asked, surprised. “Doesn’t she know it’s a call center? If she doesn’t 

understand, all you have to do is explain it to her.” 

“She knows very well what it is, believe me. She comes to place a call, but the fact of the matter 

is that the numbers she gives are all wrong.” 

“How is that possible, they’re all wrong? You know, it happens sometimes, that the person makes 

a mistake with a number…” 

“I’m telling you, they’re all wrong. She invents them; the thing is, she has no one to call. She 

gives you numbers that she’s chosen, perhaps at random, I don’t really know, but the fact of it is 

that they are always the wrong number.” 



“But why does she do that? Is she crazy or what?” 

“Of course she’s crazy, cherie, really crazy.” 

“Then, all you have to do is brush her off, you’re wasting your time with her.” 

“It’s not that easy, you know. If you don’t place her call, she makes such a huge scene that the 

security guard has to escort her out. 

Lydia’s voice became more urgent. 

“Listen, we feel badly for her here. We’ve become accustomed to leaving her alone, after all, 

what harm is it? If there are a lot of people we make her wait, but when it isn’t busy, like today, 

we transfer her to an operator. So, she thinks she’s speaking to someone in New York, and she’s 

happy, you must understand.” 

“Your story is unbelievable. It’s probably a joke. You’re making fun of me.”  

“No, I swear I’m not. I’m going to transfer the call now, her name is Marguerite Aramon, she is 

from Les Cayes. She wants to speak with Jean-Gerard Alexis, the name never changes, even if 

the number sometimes does.”  

“Is she young, this crazy lady?”  

“In my opinion, she can’t be a day over thirty. She’s very pretty. So, can you handle it? I’ll just 

tell her that I happened upon a Haitian woman who’s going to assist her.” 

I hesitated a moment, then let myself be overcome by my curiosity.  

“Okay, transfer the call.”  

 And that’s how one day, I began my conversations with Marguerite Aramon: a name that 

I will never forget, a voice that I will never be able to erase from my memory. Sometimes I 

wonder if Marguerite isn’t a part of me in some way.  

 Her voice was a bit shrill, but I realized very quickly that it was emotion which deformed 

it a little. It was rather deep, with soft, drawling tones, almost high-pitched only when Marguerite 

was unduly excited, like when she made a scene over another client who made fun of her. I heard 

all the echoes of the altercation through the telephone, which she left off the hook as of course, 

engaging me from time to time to bear witness to the client’s insolence.  

 The first time I heard Marguerite’s voice, my heart was beating rather strongly, despite 

Lydia’s reassurance.  



“Hello!...New York?” 

“Yes, how many I help you?”   

“This is the New York operator?” 

 I hesitated one last time, asking myself in what sort of mess I was putting myself, 

pretending to be in New York, even though I was right in the middle of Port-au-Prince.  

“Yes, this is the New York operator. How many I help you?” 

“I’d like to place a call to Jean-Gerard Alexis, at the number…” 

 She repeated the number that Lydia had already given me, assuring me that it was exact. 

Just to see, I tried the number and waited. As Lydia had predicted, the operator returned to tell 

me that there was no Jean-Gerard Alexis at that number, and that no one knew of Marguerite 

Aramon. They therefore did not accept the charges. I tried to explain to Marguerite what had 

happened. “Do you think he’s moved again?” she asked me.  

 If she had yelled, or if she had asked me with a tiny bit of arrogance or vulgarity, I would 

have perhaps smiled, but there was so much vulnerability and resignation in that voice that, 

despite myself, I was moved. I felt the need to console her, to reassure her and I was utterly 

surprised to hear myself reply, “You know, Marguerite, these things happen. People move all the 

time in New York. It’s a very big city. It’s not always easy to find a decent apartment.”  

 Everything my brother Clotaire had told me came rushing back to me, and I found myself 

saying the words so naturally. I told her about the cost of living, the risk of burglaries and the 

difficulty of getting around in a big city like New York. 

 “It’s true, you must be right. But Jean-Gerard could have told me that he was moving. 

You know, we’re getting married, he and I. We’ve been engaged for nearly three years. He’s 

going to send me the ticket soon, that’s what he told me the last time we spoke.”  

 The last time? I thought. Which last time? If I believed what Lydia told me, it had been 

months, almost a year that she had been calling like this, wrong numbers where no one knew of 

him. Was he real? Had he ever been? An urge came over me to know, to understand what had 

happened in her mind to lead her to distort reality like this, to deliberately shut herself inside a 

world with her own norms and convictions.  

 Over the course of our conversations—which, ultimately, were quite numerous, since 



Marguerite bluntly asked for me: “Get me the New York operator, Claudie is her name, she 

knows me,” and the Carrefour employees transferred all her calls to me—I was able to put 

Marguerite’s story together, piece by piece. A sad story that did not detract from the tragic 

banality of the country girl who shows up in the capital, and meets a charming boy: a known 

ladies’ man, an elegant thug, a smooth talker; she lets herself be fooled by passion. Thus, 

Marguerite, raised by nuns in her hometown, from a good Catholic family, student of philosophy 

and dreaming of becoming a nurse, decides to live in a bachelor pad with Jean-Gerard for two 

months. Two months of extravagance, abandon, pleasure, delirium and love. Two months of 

denial, reproaches, and social rejection. Marguerite, who had embraced everything for her 

passionate love, discovered that she was pregnant, and let herself be convinced by Jean-Gerard to 

have an abortion in heinous conditions.  

 “You know, Claudie, I thought I was going to die that day. I bled so much that I couldn’t 

feel anything anymore. I felt as though my life was slipping away. Thankfully Jeanjean didn’t 

leave me, it was he who chose that doctor, he bought me the medication, and it’s not his fault that 

he had to leave for work the next day. You know he was working in the province, but he asked a 

friend to come check on me from time to time. It was his friend who found me unconscious, and 

drove me to the hospital.” 

 “You didn’t try to contact your family?” 

 “You don’t know my father. When he says, “that’s it” he never backs out on his decision. 

Maman sent me money when she learned. But all that is in the past. Jeanjean told me that he 

wants to have at least four children when we’re married. Four children, four little Americans.”  

 Thus, Marguerite, who was now twenty-four, was still waiting for her Jeanjean. She 

became even more voluble to tell me about their dreams, their projects. He was a lawyer, if I 

were to believe Marguerite: and she, she would enroll in nursing school as soon as she arrived in 

New York. Sometimes she was so happy because, she said, she had received a letter from 

Jeanjean that evening or morning. She read me excerpts over the telephone. Lydia, who gave me 

information regularly, told me that they were in fact sheets of paper covered in a large, feminine 

scrawl. 

 “Probably her own handwriting, Claudie.” 



 After days of euphoria, she would often fall into moments of great depression, and I had 

to console her, raise her spirits. Sometimes, it was rather difficult. My coworkers, who were au 

courant about my conversations with Marguerite, tolerated me and warned me when my manager 

was around. Marguerite did not easily accept that I was not available to speak with her. She 

seemed to think that I was there to listen to her, to console her, to help her. I often asked myself if 

I was her only friend.  

 One day, she called me all shook up, her voice full of grief, of depression.   

 “Last night, I saw a man on the street, his shirt full of blood, and his head split wide open. 

He had just been killed, I think, because the blood was still hot.” 

 “How could you know? Marguerite, don’t tell me that you touched the blood? Did you 

touch it?” 

 “I couldn’t help myself, it was flowing, you know. It was the first time I’ve ever seen 

that. It was horrible, Claudie. Oh! You don’t know how lucky you are.” 

 “Lucky? Why?” 

 “Because you don’t live here. I know you tell me there’s a lot of crime in New York, but 

it’s not the same thing. Tell me, Claudie, tell me about Rockefeller Center, you know, during 

Christmas, when they light up the big Christmas tree. Tell me.” 

 “I’ve already told you, Marguerite, I don’t really have the time.”  

 But it became necessary for me to perform, and call upon my memories from vacation—

since I had been in this New York that fascinated her so, once—my postcards, and images from 

films I had seen, in order to describe an enchanting fairy world, an illuminated universe without 

black-outs, without gunshots, without cadavers left out on the street for hours, a world of beauty 

and melodies, of laughter and happiness. I got carried away with my descriptions, I dreamed with 

her; I, who was physically in the same world of worry and fear, of obscurity and nightmares. It 

was my own way of helping her, at least, that’s what I wanted to think; or was I trying to fuel my 

own fantasies? In exchange, I urged her to be prudent, to not go out at night, to not venture out 

alone in any neighborhood. She avoided my questioning and I never found out where she lived, 

and with whom. By my lie, I limited the help, assistance or comfort I could give her. Sometimes 

I wondered with trepidation whether she lived on the street. I never had the courage to ask her.  



 In general, I had to be rather careful not to arouse her suspicions, since sometimes I 

reacted spontaneously, forgetting that I was an operator in New York! I was so afraid that, 

intelligent and perceptive as she was, she would discover my ploy, but sometimes I surprised 

myself by thinking that perhaps it would be better if she knew I with her, in Port-au-Prince. I 

came to anticipate, from simple inflections in her voice, the times where she would go a week 

without calling, as if a wave of temporary lucidity kept her far away from the phone. On the 

other hand,  I often sensed periods of crisis that threw her into extreme states of unrest where she 

tried to call two or three times in the same day, spending hours at the call office, becoming more 

and more anxious and aggressive. Those days, from the moment I heard her voice I told her, very 

quickly, an interesting piece of news that I had seen the night before on CNN, which I 

embellished to try to stop her depression. Sometimes the strategy worked; sometimes she 

brushed me off with a roar.  

 That morning, even from her first words, I felt that something wasn’t right, and that she 

was upset.  

 “Claudie, I ran into Marc this morning. Marc, you know, I told you about him, you forget 

everything I tell you.” 

 Her voice was impatient and nasty, becoming more and more piercing and I had to hold 

the phone away from my ear.  

 “Marc is Jeanjean’s friend, the one who took me to the hospital. You know he had left 

well before Jeanjean. And believe it or not, this morning, I ran into him. He came to spend a few 

days here.” 

 “That’s nice,” I said, feeling cold spread over me.  

 “No, it’s not nice. This Marc, I don’t know if I’ve told you this, but he’s not a good 

friend, always telling stories about Jean-Gerard, a little jealous and envious, you know the kind.” 

 “What did he say to you, Marguerite?”  

 I was so apprehensive that my own voice became irritated and dry.  

 “Believe it or not, he asked me if I had any news from Jeanjean recently, and of course, I 

told him that yes, we speak rather often, that I call him in New York. So, he tells me, laughing, 

“So you must know that I’m the godfather of his youngest, the third; that Jeanjean doesn’t mess 



around, huh?”  

 The silence seemed very long, but almost all silences seem that way on the telephone. I 

didn’t know what to say, I was afraid of what I would hear and yet, I had to know.  

 “What did you say to him?” 

 “I told him that he was lying, that Jeanjean couldn’t have children, since I was still here, 

and that I was waiting for the plane ticket so that I could rejoin him and we could get married. 

He said, “ah, good!” looked at me, and then he left rather quickly. I can’t believe him.”  

 “What are you going to do now?”  

 “Call him, of course. Place the call for me, please, quickly, so that I can tell Jeanjean 

what I think of his friend, and that he should watch out for that guy. Hurry up, Claudie.” 

 Hurry up! Suddenly, I wanted to be elsewhere, to have never started this insane story, to 

be capable of helping Marguerite, instead of supporting her madness with lies and deception. I 

did all the necessary clicking, since she was able to detect the slightest sounds of keys and said, 

absentmindedly:  

 “Why don’t you come by and see me this afternoon? We could talk a little.” 

 “How could I come by and see you? I’m in Haiti!” 

 “You’re right, I’d forgotten,” I mumbled. “We speak so often that I thought for a second 

that you were already in New York.” 

 “All that I know is that I need to speak to Jeanjean today, you understand. Each time that 

you tell me it’s impossible to reach him, you do it on purpose; I want to speak with him, you 

understand? Today, right now, call him! You don’t do anything. What do you do? You must be in 

cahoots with Marc; I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you. You’re jealous, you too, you think that 

Jeanjean isn’t going to send me the ticket…” 

 As for me, I tried in vain to stop the torrent of words, but I couldn’t utter a single word. 

All of Marguerite’s rancor escaped in great trails of bitterness and hatred, and I considered then, 

for the first time, the extent of her distress. 

  “You too, you think I’m crazy, I hear all of you, you think that I don’t know what they 

say about me, against me. But I’m going to prove to you all that I’m not crazy, you understand? 

I’m not crazy. Dial the number I tell you, every time you tell me stories, just dial the number so 



that I can talk to Jeanjean as soon as possible, or I’ll call the manager.”  

 I didn’t know what to do anymore; I asked myself, panicked, why the Carrefour 

employees didn’t shut her up.  

 I heard the sound of voices, a vague brouhaha, and piercing screams, which froze my 

blood. I screamed myself but an eternity slipped by before someone picked up the telephone: 

 “Hello, Claudie? It’s Lydia. This is not at all alright. I don’t know what happened, but she 

made a terrible scene, your Marguerite, you must have heard it. She left…I don’t know where 

she went. You’re going to look for her? Where? You’re becoming just as crazy as she is. Do you 

know her address?...Okay, I’m going to try to find it out and I’ll call you back.” 

 It was only until after I had hung up with Lydia that I realized all my coworkers were 

staring at me, and that my face was bathed in tears. I wiped them away angrily and prepared 

myself for a confrontation with my boss who, for once, wasn’t smiling at me.  

 “I know, sir, I know,” I murmured, trying to look contrite, though my mind was 

elsewhere. I asked myself thousands of questions: where did Marguerite go? Would she do 

herself any harm? Who would take care of her? I hoped she would not commit any desperate 

acts. I blamed myself; I blamed Lydia, all the other employees, all of us who had heard this story 

with such carelessness and indifference. How did she affect our lives? Arriving at home, we 

availed instead to fuel evenings otherwise devoted to monotony. My letters and phone 

conversations to Clotaire were filled with her; I kept repeating the story to my parents, who told 

me to be careful.   

 I felt so sure of myself, so certain that I could help Marguerite, that I could become her 

friend, that I could make a difference by listening to her, by simply being on the other end of the 

line. And that is how I ruined everything.  

 I went to the bathroom to wipe my face. I don’t know how long I stayed there, immobile, 

trying to control the panic that took hold of me. It was not until I was walking back to my desk 

that I heard the racket. The echoes of voices reached me, screams, and the sounds of chairs being 

turned over.  

 “Claudie, Claudie, watch out!” yelled one of the girls, panicked, and I saw her then, 

Marguerite.  



 Our eyes met and I knew her without ever having seen her before. Her eyes fixed upon 

me with such a mixture of incredulity, horror, regret, indignation and anger that tears of shame 

flooded my eyes. Instinctively, I reached out my hand to her. She had stopped fighting and held 

still to look at me. At my gesture, she recoiled from me so violently that despite myself, I 

murmured her name: “Marguerite.”  

 The sound of my voice made her tremble violently, while she continued to look at me as 

though she could not believe her eyes. Then, turning sharply, she screamed: “NO, NO” and ran 

away. I heard her cries and her footsteps diminish to the rhythm of her rage and distress. She 

hurtled down the stairs with a staggering speed and, apparently, nothing could hold her back, 

despite my calls.  

 I quit my job at the Telepho. It’s already been two months since Marguerite left; I look for 

her every day. I often go to the Telepho in the Carrefour, in Petion-Ville, Demas, and sometimes I 

even go as far as Croix-des-Bouquets, but I have yet to find her. I have to find her so that I can 

explain everything. I have to find her, to reassure myself, to forget her voice, so that I don’t see 

the look she gave me, so that I can finally sleep without dreaming of suicide. 
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