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Joy of healing child etched in Bismarck woman's mind 
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Christopher Sprung 

SAN FELIPE, Guatemala - She sits in Joanne Rose's lap, her red knee-highs fallen and drooping at her ankles, wondering why this woman loves her so. 
Could it be the girl no longer remembers the day that Joanne will never forget? 

It was 1994 and the Bismarck, N.D., pharmacist was making her first visit to Guatemala as part of a team of volunteers who had come to build homes for poor families involved in the God's Child Project. 

"Being fat and old, I sat down to rest one day, and the mother comes over with Mary Lou and starts talking." 

She confided that her daughter wouldn't wear "pantalones." When Joanne looked confused, the mother raised the girl's skirt. 

"There's this massive, ugly burn," Rose recounts. It covered the 3-year-old's buttocks, lower back and genitals, and it was filthy and infected. 

Mary Lou had been injured in a cooking accident, the mother explained as Joanne examined the ghastly wound. 

"There was black, dying tissue. Definitely a third-degree burn," she says. "I presumed this kid was going to die with a wound this massive and this deep. 

"I said 'She needs to go to the hospital.' The mother said 'We tried and they wouldn't take her.'" 

That kids die for want of medical attention is a fact of life in the slums of Guatemala. But Mary Lou would not be one of those, not if Joanne had anything to say about it. 

Artfully convinced by a fellow volunteer that Rose was an American doctor, a local pharmacist allowed Joanne to search his shelves for a suitable burn ointment and gauze. 

For weeks, Rose and another woman cleaned and dressed the wound. One day, having given the girl Tylenol for pain, Joanne used a cuticle scissors to cut away the dead tissue. 

Before she left the country, Rose told the mother that Mary Lou's life depended on keeping the wound clean. And she dragged a priest up the mountainside to bless the girl. 

Rose went home expecting Mary Lou to die. 

A year later, the pharmacist was back in San Felipe working on another housing project when a little girl walked over and stood next to her. 

"She just looked at me. She knew me before I recognized her," says Joanne. "I scooped her up and I actually looked at her butt." 

This time the woman doesn't inspect the first-grader's backside. "She's grown shy bones," says Rose. And the twinkle of recognition isn't as bright after three years. 

Does Mary Lou remember? "I can only say maybe," says Rose. 

That's all right. Joanne's memory is big enough for them both. 

For more information about The GOD'S CHILD Project, write to: GOD'S CHILD Project
P O Box 1573
Bismarck, ND 58502-1573
(701) 255-7956
godschld@btinet.net 
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