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Harsh Landing
 
Boom!
Intense pain filled the inside my head, brazen iron bells clanging above a churchyard, iron clashing and striking my brain. When I opened my eyes, I saw an aura of blurred color swirling like a whirlwind around me. I squeezed my eyes closed as tight as I could as if to hold it all in check. When I opened them again the pain was still there but the brash bell sound was almost tolerable and my vision cleared somewhat. Now I had time to notice that I was lying on green grass next to a rusted chain link fence. A huge dog, with brown and white spots, barked and growled as it strained its chain taunt to get at me, and maybe pull its doghouse over too. I sat up and put my hands over my ears to try and stop the baying bells and prayed the dog’s chain would hold long enough for me to get up and away.
Climbing to my feet, slightly swaying, sweaty and dizzy, I leaned against the fence fabric and slowly followed it to a gate and out of the yard. When I got past the yard, the dog stopped barking and the pounding of iron bells reverted to a low hum. Thankful to leave the barks behind, but still feeling weak, I walked unsteadily on the sidewalk, stepped over weeds growing from between the cracks and managed to find a brown porch step in which to sit. There I rested my head in the cup of my hands. I wanted to lie down, or better yet, go home.
The word home shattered any idea of comfort because, Where is home? I couldn’t remember.
It was then that a young child of about three with mahogany skin, tight curly hair, a button nose and wearing dark shorts and a once white tank top skipped along the sidewalk and stopped to the front of where I sat. He pushed his head close to mine, bent it this way and that and then gave me a puzzled look.
“You look funny,” he said.
I tried to smile at the boy through the humming in my head and tried to blink this annoyance away. I hoped he’d be gone by the time I opened my eyes again. He wasn’t.
“What’s your name?” He asked.
Name? With a jolt of intense fear, I suddenly realized I didn’t know my name. I looked down at the cloths I was wearing, scuffed up white tennis shoes, worn faded jeans and a loose tee shirt with Pepsi written across the chest and Coke written down the front as if the designer couldn’t make up his or her mind. As I looked at my light, bare arms, I thought they began to fade away, but that was crazy. I closed my eyes and opened them again. When I did, I felt slightly better, and more solid. The hum became lower and eerily livable.
I put my hands down away from my head, looked directly at the young boy, and asked, “Why do you say I look funny?”
“Cause you wiggle away.”
Just then, a young girl also wearing shorts and a white tank top, cleaner with a strawberry embossed on the front came down the sidewalk and called to the boy. The facial resemblance was obvious but the girl’s face was much lighter, coffee cream with rosy cheeks on a diamond shaped face beneath long, dark curly hair, The freckles running across her nose were dark pink.
“Jeremy, get back here. You know you are supposed to stay in front of the house. And you are never, never supposed to talk to strangers.”
The girl came up to Jeremy, stomped her foot down in anger, then pulled on his arm.
“But Sissy, the lady has a boo boo. Needs a band aid.”
I reached my hand up to the side of my head where it hurt and felt that it was cut and bleeding. While I felt my head, Sissy bent down, squinted her eyes at me, took a long look, and then with her head bent and a puzzled frown on her face, stared directly into my eyes, as if searching for something. Sissy reached her small hand out and touched my bloodied head, then wiped her hand on her shorts.
“Are you hurt real bad?” she asked.
“I don’t know. My head hurts.”
“Did you fall down from the sky?” she asked.
Now I was puzzled. “Why do you ask that?”
“Cause you keep flickering in and out like a Christmas angel or something.”
At her words, I reached out my hand and took a closer look. She was right. I flickered in and out as if I’d stuck my finger in a light socket. As I continued to stare at myself, my body steadied and the flickering stopped. Whatever the answer was I doubted that I was a beautiful Christmas angel. My clothes were not only human normal but dirty, like no angel I could imagine. I sighed and could only hope that the answer of who I was would come back to me when the ache and humming in my head cleared.
Now Sissy frowned, “You don’t have wings and you have red blood on your forehead. Guess you’re no angel, but Jeremy’s right. You do need a Band Aid.”
With these words, Sissy, pulled on my arm as if to lift me up, so I helped her by lifting myself off the steps, stood swaying for a moment, but then steadied.
“Come on.” She added, “I’ll fix you up.”
She started to walk away, but looked back when I didn’t move. “Well, Come on.”
So I did. I followed her on a short walk down the sidewalk to the next porch. The porch was lopsided but the gray, bare wood steps seemed sturdy and the railing solid enough for me to lean on. We entered through a half screen door that banged closed after us. The living room had a painted, wooden floor with a piece of worn linoleum in the center. One wall of the gray painted room had an old sofa patterned in faded flowers with crumpled blankets scattered on it. A brown recliner leaned against another wall and a small television on a roll table faced the couch.
I followed Sissy through the living room and under an arch into a once yellow kitchen where she pulled out a wooden chair from the table.
“Sit.” she ordered.
I sat down gladly.
Sissy, took another chair, pushed it to the sink and climbed up to a high cupboard, opened it and brought down a box. “We keep the medicine up high so Jeremy doesn’t get into it.”
Jeremy, who had followed us and climbed onto the chair across from me said, “I don’t get into stuff no more. I am big now.”
“Yes. I know you are.” Sissy said. Nevertheless, she didn’t bring the whole box down but pulled out a roll of bandage, tape, bottle of peroxide, and a box of Band-Aids.
“Not sure what we need yet.” She looked at Jeremy, “If you’re so grown up, go into the bathroom and get me a washrag.”
Jeremy jumped off the chair and went to get the washrag.
“He’s just little but he listens good.”
I felt amazed at this young girl who seemed to have everything in hand. When Jeremy came back with the washrag, she put it under the running faucet, then came over to me, and wiped off my forehead a number of times between going back to the sink to rinse it out. I got the impression that she knew what she was doing. Probably Jeremy had fallen a few times and cut his head and she took care of him.
I suddenly realized what was missing, or rather who.
“Where is your mother?” I asked.
Sissy, shrugged. “Got called to work this morning to take care of Mrs. Watson. Usually works days so should be home soon, but maybe not.” As she worked, she continued to wipe the blood off me.
When she was done, she stepped back and said in a no-nonsense voice, “You stopped flickering in and out. Does that mean that you stopped being an angel?”
“I don’t know.” I admitted. “I feel lost.”
“You can stay here till you feel better. Mom won’t care. She’s supposed to bring home some cereal and milk, but I don’t know.” There was that shrug again. “She might have stopped off for a drink or two.”
I frowned at this, but didn’t say anything. I pushed back at the humming in my head and tried to focus.
I asked Sissy, “Shouldn’t you be in school?”
She frowned and looked at me sideways, “Ain’t no school. Its summer. Besides, I couldn’t leave Jeremy to take care of himself, now could I?”
“No. You certainly couldn’t,” I agreed
“You hungry? Sissy asked me.
“I am hungry.” Jeremy said loudly.
Sissy began moving around the kitchen opening cupboards, then got out a can of pork and beans, opened it with a hand can opener, then put it in a pot on the stove. I let her do her thing because she seemed so good at it. Before long, we each had a plate of hot beans and bread without butter, “Cause mom didn’t bring any home yet.”
The daylight began to dim while we ate. All of us went into the living room and sat on the sofa. Sissy turned on the television. I sat on the couch with Jeremy bundled up in the blanket next to me on one side and Sissy sat on my other side. As we watched the Simpsons and some other family sitcoms, I sat thinking about myself and this family. My head was clearing a little and I felt less shaky, almost calm. So far, no mother had showed up with groceries even though it was dark outside and the streetlights had turned on. When Jeremy nodded off to sleep. Sissy turned off the TV and told me I could sleep on the couch and then picked up Jeremy and carried him to bed. She didn’t come back out so I figured she had went to bed herself, although I suspected that I had taken her usual sleep place on the couch.
Not knowing what else to do, I decided I’d try to sleep and maybe when I woke up in the morning my mind would be functioning correctly. That bell still vibrated inside my head occasionally but maybe a good night of sleep was all I needed. During the night, I thought I heard a door open and close but was too warn out to wake up enough to check it out. When I awoke early the next morning, I saw through the arch into the kitchen a thin white woman with long, stringy, brown hair sitting at the kitchen table with her head laid down on her arm and an empty wine bottle next to her on the table. She raised her head for a moment when I sat up but quickly lay it back down again. The mother, I assumed, because she had the same pink freckles as Sissy.
For the moment, my concern was how I felt this morning after hours of sleep. Was my memory coming back? The ringing in my head was gone but I still felt confused. I thought it dimly possible that a lightning bolt had done something strange to my body. Regardless, I decided I had no choice but to take on the role of angel for this family. I got up, folded the blanket, went into the kitchen, pulled a chair up and sat next to the mom. Sissy and Jeremy were still asleep so I figured that we wouldn’t be disturbed for a while. We sat next to each other in silence for a long while.
Finally, I reached out, put my hand on her shoulder, and said, inanely, “It’ll be ok.”
She lifted her head from the table and turned to me with a frown. I saw that her eyes had huge dark circles beneath them and her face was gaunt with blotchy, skin. She wore a frown that seemed cemented in place.
When she spoke, her voice was raspy, “How can you say that? Nothing is ok. Nothing will ever be ok.”
Her despair was evident. She was swimming in such deep sorrow I imagined she’d been drowning beneath its waves for many years. In this, I was wrong. I soon learned the tragedy that caused of her sorrow happened mere months ago.
“Tell me about it.” I said in a soft compelling voice, a voice of persuasion that sounded good even to my ears.
She burst out in tears and through large, gasping sobs told me about her husband’s recent death in an automobile accident. How they had just moved into the city and she didn’t know anyone. How her parents had disowned her years ago when she married Ralph, a black man, and how hard she needed to struggle to keep her family together.
“I keep looking for a job but…” She hung her head, “I am so tired.”
I thought that with her shallow looks, and constant frown I wouldn’t hire her either. I wasn’t sure what I could do for her so I just listened to her talk and cry throughout that first day. Every once in a while she would heat water on the stove and pour us a cup of tea. She’d brought home milk and cereal and Sissy made breakfast for herself and Jamey to eat in front of the television.  We had peanut butter and jell sandwiches for lunch, for dinner, Ann got herself together enough to pull out hot dogs from the freezer. Sissy and Jeremy watched television all day while we talked.
Ann said that her husband didn’t have any family that she knew of so she was all alone in a big city. She told me that her parents lived only two hours away but had never even seen their own grandchildren. This brought a fresh burst of tears. She spoke of the money problems too. She only worked a few hours a week for Mrs. Watson. The family did get food stamps and she’d signed up for help with rent but was still waiting to hear.
“How can I keep paying the rent? What if my car breaks down? What if, what if, what if” On it went to late evening between bouts of tears.
I hugged her and cried with her at times. My listening to her seemed to serve as a catharsis because as the day wore on she seemed to pay more attention to the children. I was glad to be of some kind of help, but just listening wasn’t enough and I knew it. I had to do more, but what?
The next morning Ann got a call saying Mrs. Watson had gotten sick and would Ann be available to work for a few days and through the night. Good news because she needed the extra money, but...She turned to me, “Angel, do you mind keeping an eye on the kids. I’ll be gone over night.”
“Love to.”
At Sissy’s instance, everyone had agreed to call me Angel because I still couldn’t remember my name. Ann and I were about the same size and she told me I could wear her clothes. I said that we’d take some cloths to the laundry mat while she was working and we’d get the bedding washed too if she had enough money for the machines. She did, so after she left for work the kids and I gathered up the dirty cloths and put them into plastic bags.
Just before we left the house, two, sudden loud booms startled me and brought the headache back full force. They were so loud we all jumped in fear. It sounded like a gun had gone off very close by. Turned out, it had been a gun, a rifle. Sissy explained that crabby old Mr. Adams shot off his gun to chase the birds away from his grape vines.
“Can he do that in a city?” I asked.
“Guess so. Mom said she was going to complain but didn’t get around to it yet. Probably wouldn’t do any good anyway. You know how it is.”
Well, I wasn’t sure I did. That sudden burst of sound had really scared me and Jeremy too. When I was sure no one was going to shoot at us, I picked up the bags of dirty cloths, half dragged, and half walked them the few blocks to the laundromat on Mack. Sissy and Jeremy skipped beside me and sometimes helped me carry a bag of laundry. We finished washing and drying cloths by the time the church bells rang at noon. I wondered where the church was as we walked home. We didn’t find the church but found a gold mine of books, a huge box of books someone had set out to the street for the trash man to pick up. Children’s picture books and even a few classics like Heidi and Moby Dick. We put what we could carry inside the bag with the folded cloths, brought the clean clothes back to the house and went back for more books. We wound up with quite a stack of books we set on the living room floor next to the couch.
“Ha.” I said, “No TV tonight. Tonight we read.”
I hadn’t seen any books in their home, but we made up for the lack this day. After reading to Jeremy, I listened to Sissy read and learned that she was an excellent reader. She only stumbled over a few words in Heidi.
“Young lady,” I said to her teasing, “Is there anything you can’t do well?”
My words made her smile.
When I added, “I am so proud of you,” her face beamed.
“Me too,” Jeremy said.
“Yes. You too.”
After they scooted off to bed, I sat and thought. The kids were fine. It was Ann who needed the help. With her sad attitude and forever drawn, frowning face who would hire her? Something needed to change. She was making less than minimum wage taking care of Mrs. Watson, which was probably all the family could afford to pay her. Sometimes it worked that way. Surly, Ann could do better? Her problem was larger than my crying shoulder could fix. It needed help from a higher source and I began to pray and make plans.
The next day, I took the kids with me to scout for the church. We’d heard the bells so one must be nearby. We found a small storefront church two blocks away with white siding and a cross in the window. I wasn’t sure what kind of service they had but it looked small enough to be friendly, which is exactly what Ann needed, a friendly support group.
So that Sunday, I convinced the family to come to church with me.
“You’ve got to go,” I said, jokingly “Cause I am an angel.”
Ann smiled at my words but Sissy gave me a knowing look as she grinned and nodded her head. I put my hands out as if to say, “Well, who knows?” Who was I to say differently? I still didn’t have my memory back, though occasionally I thought I saw glimmers of the real me.
That first Sunday, the family huddled by itself in the last pew. People might have thought they didn’t want to be bothered. I read the small paper handed out to see what kind of help was available and prayed to Jesus, “Please step in to save this family.”
At the end of the service, people came up to Ann and asked the family to join in their coffee and donuts. I pushed her into agreeing. It turns out that they had a group that helped people take their high school completion test. At my urging, Ann went to a meeting about it during the week and agreed to sign up and begin a refresher class in September.
She explained that she only needed to brush up on her math because the church also helped people fill out grants for community college and she decided to give it a try. Ann seemed to cheer up from the attention and care of the people at church. I thought it was just what she needed, plus a few sermons to get her walking towards God. In addition, with a new goal and someone to listen, she seemed able to set her sorrow aside.
I taught the kids to say prayers at night and let them listen when I thanked Jesus for helping their mother. Both Sissy and Jeremy liked to pray, but Sissy especially liked praying for her mother. Young and brave as she was, she knew her mother needed extra help with her life.
I stayed with the family through the hot, weeks of August. I helped Ann paint the living room a bright pink, Sissy’s choice, and continued to listen when she needed a shoulder to cry on. During the weeks I stayed with the family, my memory had come flooding back so I knew it was getting time to leave. I had watched Ann brighten up with the promise of school and felt she didn’t need me any longer. Sissy would begin school in a few weeks, and even Jeremy was signed up for pre-school. The family was on a good, strong path.
After lunch, I said to Ann. “Would you do me a favor. Please write to your parents and send them photos of the children.” 
Sissy, ever listening, jumped up and before we knew it, she brought back a piece of paper and pencil and sat at the kitchen table ready to write.
“I didn’t know I had a grandma and grandpa. I am going to write them and tell them about me and Jeremy and lots of other things.” She got busy writing right then. So Ann, a worry frown on her face, nevertheless got busy searching for photos of the kids to put in the letter. Then all of us walked to the post office to mail Sissy’s letter.
On the way back, as we walked up the sidewalk towards the porch, we heard Mr. Adams shoot his gun off again. Boom! The sound was so loud and close it startled all of us. Jeremy started to cry.
“I’ve been meaning to call the police about that.” Ann said.
“I have an idea about how to fix the problem,” I told her.
When we got into the house, I told the family I needed to leave the next day. Jeremy cried and hugged me. Sissy begged me not to go. She pouted and refused to look at me after I told her I had to leave. Then I bent down and whispered “What if someone else needs me?”
She didn’t know how to argue against that.
The next morning, I dressed in the same cloths I had worn when I met the family, that same Pepsi and Coke shirt with the faded jeans and tennis shoes. Sissy kept frowning at me. I could tell she was unhappy but I hoped to lighten the mood with the project I had in mind.
Ann got called in to work for a few hours. While she was gone, I told the kids we were going to build a scarecrow for Mr. Adams. Jeremy was delighted with the project and after a few pouts, Sissy got into the swing of things. Sissy gathered old pie tins while I tied two big pieces of tree twigs together. Jeremy found pieces of ribbon and string that we tied to the pie plates and we hung other stuff on its arms too. Sissy drew a face on one of the pie plates. When we were done, it was a sight to behold.
It was then that Ann came home from work, looking tired until she saw what we had built on the kitchen table. One look at it and she began to laugh. She sat on a chair and roared with laughter. I’d never seen Ann laugh before and told her how beautiful it made her look. She blushed until her freckles bloomed, but I could see that she was pleased.
“We are going to take it to Mr. Adam. Come with us.”
She agreed, and all four of us walked the two houses down the street and knocked on Mr. Adams’ door. He came to the door, his dark old skin, wrinkled which really did make him look grouchy. I could see why the kids called him crabby. He had a scowl on his face and was about to slam the door in ours.
Ann, stood tall and said, “Don’t you dare close the door on my kids. They took the time to make you a gift.”
It was pleasing to see Ann act tough and stand up for her children. I felt she was growing more mature every day.
Then Sissy spoke up, “You’ve got to stop shooting your gun. It scares my baby brother. Makes him cry.”
“I don’t shoot no one.” Mr. Adams said. I just shoot up into the sky.”
“Besides, you might shoot an angel.” Sissy said. She grinned at me as if to say she knew my secret.
Mr. Adams sighed, but took the scarecrow. “I hope it works. Those damn birds are eating all my grapes. I use the grapes to make wine. Bought them special cause they are the best. Thank you.”
Was that a smile on his face when he closed the door?
When we got back to the house, we heard the church bells chime the noon hour. I told the family it was time for me to leave. Jeremy cried as he hugged me. Sissy cried and complained but she hugged me too, and then insisted on walking with me a ways down the sidewalk.
“I promise to come back and visit one day.” I told her. “Watch for me. In the meantime, you take care of your baby brother and mom. Ok?”
She agreed, then looked at me with tears in her eyes. “You going to fly back up to heaven?”
I looked down at her, “Maybe. I don’t know. It’s up to the boss.”
She grinned at this and finally stopped following me but kept watching until I walked around the brick building on the corner. “God works in mysterious ways,” I thought as I remembered how losing my memory had introduced me to this family. A moment later, I made myself invisible and stepped off the earth.
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