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Dedication

This book is for Angela, Shelli, and Brandi
for all that you are and everything
that I am because of you
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Foreword

by Dr. Phil McGraw

I have always said that the decisions we make each day create the outcomes in our lives. If a vile, heinous crime were to ravage you and your family, if tragedy were to knock on your door, how would you react? Would you shrink into yourself, fearing life and constantly looking over your shoulder, or would you step up and challenge the label “victim”?

You are about to hear a story that will make you stop and think. It is an amazing story of courage in the face of tragedy. Not long ago, a jar of acid was thrown from a highway overpass and crashed through my sister-in-law’s car, burning her all over her body. This senseless, random act of violence by a stranger changed Cindi’s life forever. She suffered third-degree burns, countless surgeries, and disfigurement.

I am still struggling to get my mind around such a stupid and random act. Why, out of all the people in the world and in all the minutes in time, why did she have to be under that bridge, at that moment, on that road, when that sick and demented monster dropped that acid? How could such a horrendous thing happen to such a good person? Because I know Cindi, because she is family, I am sure that I am by no means objective. So let me just tell you the facts, facts that I believe will make you as proud and humbled to know her through this book as I am to know her as a friend and family member.

As a single mother, Cindi did whatever she could to make ends meet. Working three or four jobs at a time, she put her three daughters through college, never asking for or accepting anything she did not earn. She never complained, she never seemed to get tired, she just did. She leaned on God’s strength and wisdom and put her family first, always doing what she had to do for her family, not merely to survive but to thrive with love and joy.

I have always believed and taught that You Create Your Own Experience. Where others might understandably find despair and frustration, Cindi has found strength, inspiration, and faith. Though she has and will continue to face a lifetime of surgical and rehabilitative procedures, and the pain and loss of function that come with those challenges, Cindi has chosen not to let that assailant hurt her again and again by robbing her of her spirit and optimism. Cindi could have chosen to wake up every day bitter and angry, but instead she chooses to wake up every single day and see the blessings in her life.

This book is the compelling story of how Cindi has found and embraced the strength to overcome. She still wears the outward scars of that day, but those scars have not changed the fact that she is truly beautiful both inside and out. She radiates good humor to all those around her. She does not look back in anger; instead she looks forward in joy to her family, friends, and colleagues, all of whom have supported her in her darkest hour. Her remarkable spirit has soared in the face of adversity. It is a spirit that is wonderfully contagious to all those who know her or read about her.

It’s easy to be a victim, but Cindi’s never taken that attitude. She has instead made the choice to be much more than a casualty of her attacker’s madness—she has challenged herself to move beyond her circumstance. In this book she uses the understanding of her own experience to create a path, a plan for others to learn and, ultimately, to find their own way, whatever their challenges may be.

I am so proud of my sister-in-law, have so much respect for her, for her integrity and her selfless desire to help others, and I believe that you will, too. This book is as powerful as it is important. Read it with your family, look for strength in one another, and find your hero.

Cindi Broaddus is certainly a hero of mine.
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Me, on my last birthday before the attack
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Am I Dying?

I NEVER HEAR it coming. I never see it fall. And I never hear the bloodcurdling screams that come from my own mouth.

I do not feel anything.

I must be dead.

But I can’t be dead because I am aware that I have a few seconds left. So have I come back to life? Or was I never dead at all?

The only explanation is that I am suspended in a void between life and death. It is a reprieve, a few seconds to tell my children good-bye.

My first conscious thought is that Jim, my friend who is driving, will have to carry that message for me. I hear myself begging him.

“Jim, please, pull the car over. Something has happened to me. I am dying. You have to tell my girls how much I love them. Tell them I’m so sorry, I don’t want to leave them like this. Please pull the car over, Jim, please.”

I need him to listen to me, to give me every ounce of attention he has, but why won’t he stop the damn car? The darkness is overwhelming, not only outside in the predawn blackness, but also inside of me.

Though the fire is scorching my skin, I can’t get a more searing image off my mind: my three daughters. The more I slip into the fiery abyss, the farther away from them I feel. I cannot die like this. I have too much living I want to do. Please, God, get me home to my family. This cannot be real. I don’t want Angela, Shelli, and Brandi to know I died like this—in so much pain and so afraid. I just want them to know I love them so much. I would give my life for each of them. We have been through it all together. If this is my end, I don’t want my last moments to be apart from them.

It’s so dark and loud that I’m afraid Jim won’t hear my desperate message unless he stops the car and listens to my every word. I need him to pull over so he can be my eyes, my ears, my mouthpiece. Does he even realize what’s going on? I must be dying the way my mother did. Of a silent, deadly heart attack. Her death devastated me, so I know how my daughters are going to feel. I can’t stand that thought. I can’t stand leaving without them knowing that my last thoughts are of them.

“I can’t see! Jim, I cannot see. I’m dying. I’m dying! You must stop and listen to me. Please pull over, Jim. Please, you’ve got to pull over.”

Jim hasn’t answered me, hasn’t explained why he won’t pull over. Instead of Jim’s voice, I hear the voices of my daughters. I see their faces, but I can’t touch them. I need them so badly right now, and I know they’d rush to my side if they knew what I was going through while they were sleeping. Can Jim even hear me, or have I already died? Is my time up?

I’m screaming bloody murder, but to me, my voice is calm. It seems to have no effect on Jim. He drives faster. I can’t see the road, the speedometer, or him, but I can feel him accelerating, regardless of my pain, my fear, my death. My mind is going a million miles per hour. I’m reliving my life.

“Shut up, Cindi! I won’t do it. You’re going to live to tell them yourself.” Jim fires back with a force I have never heard from him before. He would never tell me to shut up unless it were a last resort to shake me out of hysteria. It works. His intensity is welcome because it tells me I am alive. Oh my God, I am alive.

But for how long?

That void, not knowing whether I was alive or dead, is gone. What replaces it is even worse. It is pain and fear.

“I can’t pull over, Cindi. I have to get help. God help us, I think someone threw acid on us.”

In the dead of night, on a long, lonely highway, someone crept along an overpass with a gallon glass jar of sulfuric acid, and waited. It was 3:00 A.M. on Tuesday, June 5, 2001. At that hour, the H. E. Bailey Turnpike outside of Newcastle, Oklahoma, might as well have been the bleakest, loneliest dirt road in America. Little did we know that someone else was awake at this hour, planning his attack, his heart filled with anger, his hands bent on destruction, and his eyes focused on the highway below. He had the upper hand as he waited for his defenseless victims, two innocent people who trusted that a quiet night meant a peaceful one. Two innocent people whose lives would be changed forever.

Did I hear Jim right? Acid? Who would do such a thing? But because Jim won’t stop, and because of the desperation in his voice, I’m convinced someone is chasing us. Someone set me on fire and Jim is not stopping because now that person is after us. Who would chase us? Why does he want to kill us? Where is he now, behind us, or right beside us? How do we get away from him?

These answers can only come from Jim because I can’t see. I have been blinded by the acid. My face catches fire first, then my neck and chest and arms and stomach and legs. The pain is unbearable. I’ve got to get it off me. With both hands, I cover my face, feel something moist, and believe I’m bleeding. But it’s my skin coming off in my hands. My eyelids, my chin, my lips are all being eaten by acid.

Cautiously I take one hand away from my face, making sure the other is still covering as much of it as I can reach. I grab at my shirt and it shreds in my hand. My clothes are so soaked in acid that they burn my skin more deeply. I can’t get my bra off, and my skin melts around it. I thrash around like a wild woman with no thought, just a feeling that I have to get this liquid fire off my body. It is eating me alive.

It seems like hours, but only a few minutes pass, when I finally hear Jim say the words I’ve been praying for.

“Cindi, I see lights. There’s help up ahead.”

I know that’s what he said, even though the wind is deafening. The jar of acid had crashed through the windshield of my car, leaving an enormous gaping hole through which the air beats mercilessly against my face. The dark morning is cool, but it tortures my burning skin. A million tiny shards of glass pierce my cheeks, my arms, my breasts, and my legs. Is this what dying feels like?

After driving one and a half miles that feel like one hundred and fifty, Jim pulls over. He stops the car so abruptly I hear the tires screech. Because I’m literally blind, I can’t see the horror on his face, but I’m about to find out why I’m going to die.

“I couldn’t pull over until now. I’m sorry, baby.”

Along the way, he’d spotted only the yard lights of distant farmhouses. We’d traveled this turnpike many times before and knew there aren’t many exits. We’d never gotten off before reaching the city. Jim had driven to the nearest exit and turned toward the first bright lights he could see, about a quarter mile away. It’s the Newcastle Indian gaming complex.

“Hold on, baby, I’m going to get help.”

Without waiting for me to respond, he’s gone. As the door slams shut behind him, another excruciating blast of air adds to my agony. For all that I can’t see, I can hear Jim’s footsteps running away, and then the quiet—the damn, deafening quiet. I once again feel the paranoia that someone is chasing me, Jim’s abandoned me, and someone’s going to get me. Death is going to get me.

My fear is suffocating. The abyss is black and spinning and sucking me down. If only I could see. I have to escape. I have to get out of this car so I can breathe.

I will breathe again. I will not be trapped. I will not sit here in acid and glass and shredded skin and let this take me. I’m about to make my first choice in this dire situation. I have decided to fight. I’ve been alone before, and I know I have to help myself before anyone else can help me. I could sit here, feel sorry for myself, and accept what’s been handed to me or find out what’s beyond this car door.

My right hand feels its way to the latch. I open the door and pull myself out, wondering where Jim is. It’s eerily silent. No cars, no people, not even the ever-whipping Oklahoma wind. It’s not what I expect. No one is rushing to help me. My moment of courage is fading quickly. I shut the car door. With my right hand again covering my eyes, I feel my way along the car with my left hand. I sense the heat of the engine. I have no idea where I am. I’ve never felt so alone.

I don’t know where the hell I’m going, but I’m going. For a second, I take one tiny step too many and suddenly find myself panic-stricken. I’ve lost contact with the car, and fear shoots through my burning body. Fear on top of fear. Pain on top of pain. The pain is pounding to the beat of my racing heart. The car, which moments before felt like my tomb, now seems like a safe haven. But I don’t know where it is—left or right, in front of me or behind. In the time it takes to inhale, I’ve lost touch with the only thing that was keeping me grounded. My knees weaken and fear engulfs me. I realize how very lost, confused, and helpless I am. My flailing hand finally touches the car again, and I take another breath, this one deep, thanking God that I’m on familiar ground once more.

I imagine an angel touching my shoulders, but then I recognize the feel of Jim’s arms and hear his voice. With his right arm around my waist and his left arm holding my hand, Jim rushes as he leads me, blind, across the parking lot to a water faucet.

“Here, baby, get down on your knees. I’ve got to get you washed off.” Without arguing, I do what Jim tells me. Cupping his hands under the faucet, he splashes water all over me, trying to wash away a madman’s destruction. I’m screaming in pain again. My clothes are still coming off in strips. My skin is smoldering.

Jim’s voice is pure controlled calm at this point. I’d always known what a brave person he was, but now his strength is really coming through.

“Cindi, everything’s going to be okay. An ambulance is on the way. Help is coming. Hold on. Just hold on.”

The ambulance takes time, but the acid wastes none. It is ravenous and merciless and has no saturation point. It burns through surfaces until it is washed away.

“Am I dying?”

I hear a voice I don’t recognize. “No, you’re going to be okay. You are going to be just fine. I’m Richard, head of security here.” Richard joins Jim in the frantic attempt to rinse as much of the acid off me as possible. After a few seconds of using only their hands, they realize the futility of their efforts.

“Wait a second!” Richard says. “This travel plaza has a truck stop—there are showers. Let’s get her inside.”

They lead me, wet, half-naked, and in complete shock, to the showers. Each step brings more pain. God, I need your help. I know you have an army of angels and I need to ride on their wings. He answers my prayers by bringing me these people. But the prayer I need answered most is for the ambulance to get here.

The water from the showers is not the welcome relief I had hoped for. The changing temperatures, combined with the fact that my top layer of skin is gone, brings its own new agony. First screaming, “It’s too hot!” and in the next breath, “It’s too cold!” and then pleading for someone, anyone, to get me help, I continually ask everyone around me, “Am I going to die?” Once again, I am sure that this is what death must feel like.

Jim himself is in need of attention. The acid has burned his head, right arm, right shoulder, and stomach. One of the female clerks stays with me while Jim is led to another shower.

Her voice is calming. “Just hang on a few more minutes, sweetie.”

“It hurts. It hurts so bad.”

“I know. I’m so sorry.”

“Where’s the ambulance? What’s taking so long?”

The clerk explains that it has to come from Blanchard, fifteen miles away.

Some of my clothing is still on me, including my bra, panties, strips of the red Capri pants and chunky white tennis shoes I had bought specifically for my vacation. Only one thing makes it through without harm—those shoes. I actually had resisted buying them, because they seemed too trendy for a grandmother, but my daughter Shelli had insisted they were the perfect complement to my outfit. Getting dressed that morning, I almost put on open-toed sandals, but that hadn’t seemed fair to Shelli. I would soon find out how that one small decision would play a major role in this unfolding drama.

In the distance, I can hear the siren. Like someone who struggles for hours to stay afloat in the ocean and relaxes the moment help arrives, only to drown before she can be saved, I slip into unconsciousness.

The clerk rouses me just as a man approaches my shower.

“Is the ambulance here? I thought I heard a siren.”

“No, honey, not yet. It’s just the police.”

“Officer Gary Norman, Newcastle Police Department,” he says. He tells the clerk to keep turning me around under the showerhead.

“Make sure to get some in her mouth, too. She probably screamed on impact, and who knows how much she’s ingested.”

“Am I naked?” I ask, now that I know a man is nearby.

“No, you’ve been taken care of. You’re covered,” Officer Norman answers. He sounds calm and collected, but when I met him later I learned that his gut instinct told him he was looking at a dying woman. He also told me that when he’d driven up to the travel plaza and seen my car, he found it hard to believe his eyes: he’d never seen anything like it in all his years of police work. It looked like an enormous rock had smashed the front window, but it was obvious that something hot had melted the glass. Whatever it was had turned the inside of the car black, like a trash fire. After one look at that car, and another at my skin, he knew he had a major emergency on his hands. He immediately suspected foul play.

It sounds like everyone is yelling. Over all the commotion, I can still hear the police questioning Jim in the next shower stall. “Where did this happen?” “What did you see?” “What can you tell us?”

I turn toward the sound of Officer Norman’s voice. “Please, please,” I scream, “call my daughters!” I’d been protecting them since they were babies, and even in my condition, all I care about is taking care of them. Even though they are grown-up women, in my mind, they’re still my little girls.

“I don’t think I’m going to make it. Call Angela and have her call Brandi because she’s the closest and she can get here first.”

“Do you want me to just call Brandi?”

“No, let Angela call her sisters. Whatever you do, don’t call Shelli. She can’t take this kind of news. I’ll give you her number, but don’t call it. If Angela doesn’t answer, then call Brandi next. Whatever you do, don’t call Shelli.”

I’m so busy screaming at Officer Norman, I don’t hear the ambulance arrive. One EMT checks on Jim, while the other rushes to my side. I’m vaguely aware that I’m being lifted onto a gurney and keenly aware of the piercing wind as I’m rushed to the back of the ambulance.

The paramedics ask me where I want to go.

Dazed, I reply, “The closest hospital you can get to.”

“What about the burn center at Baptist?” they suggest.

“I really don’t care where we go. Just get me help.”

I hear radio chatter between the hospital and the paramedics.

“We have a female patient, extensive chemical burn, lots of pain.”

Lying there, all I want is to wake up from this nightmare. This can’t be happening to me. This kind of thing only happens in the movies. But, I realize, it is happening to me.

Jim climbs into the ambulance beside me. “Hang on, Cindi, you’re going to be okay.” I’m not convinced.

While one medic jumps into the front seat, the other works on removing what’s left of my clothes. My bra straps are so soaked with acid, they’re eating the flesh on my shoulders. The skin that has melted around them makes removal very difficult for the medics and unbearably painful for me. They pull at each piece. I beg them to stop, but my pleas fall on deaf ears.

“I’m sorry, but we have to get this off.” They cut the bra, inch by inch, until it’s finally gone.

“Are we clear to give her morphine?”

The medic looks for a place to put the IV and can’t see one. I have burns all over my body—my eyebrows, eyelids, nose, lips, cheeks, chin, neck, chest, breasts, stomach, arms, hands, fingers, and the right and left legs from the knees down. Amazingly—I believe miraculously—the skin on my thighs was unscathed, although we didn’t realize it until later. And later, having this unburned skin would prove crucial to my treatment and recovery. The burns are so bad, he can’t see a vein where he’d typically insert the needle. He also knows that all it takes is a tiny point of entry into burned skin to cause a deadly infection.

I hear him say, “Let me check her feet.”

Jim and the medic unlace my shoes, the ones I almost didn’t wear. Somehow, while everything else on my body is soaking up acid, the chunky white canvas tennis shoes do not. Was it divine intervention or just a lucky choice that I wore them instead of a pair of sandals that would’ve left my skin exposed? Those shoes not only protected my feet from getting burned, they were the only reason I would eventually get a reprieve from the pain. But first, I scream out loud as the medic pierces my toe with a needle. I hate needles, but I had no idea that an IV in my foot would be this painful. For that instant, I have no doubt that I am alive.

“Are we there yet?” I am desperate to get to the hospital as quickly as possible because I’m convinced that’s the only place that can save me.

The ambulance starts to roll and then stops.

“We haven’t even left yet,” Jim answers. Someone is talking to the paramedics, and I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

“Don’t leave. We’ve called HAZMAT. We have to wait on them.”

Oh my God. This can’t be. Hazardous material. We have to wait on guys in white puffy suits and gas masks, and all I want is for this ambulance to move.

I start to feel the effects of the morphine. My toes go numb, then my legs, then my arms. For the first time in almost two hours, my screams subside and my body relaxes. I feel like I’m floating, but the ambulance isn’t moving.

MY MIND DRIFTS BACK to when we were planning this vacation to California. Jim, who had convinced me San Diego was spectacular, also tried to persuade me to spend the night in an Oklahoma City hotel near the airport. He suggested leaving on the evening of June 4, but I wanted to head out first thing June 5. My reason for the later start was to be home in Duncan for something important on Monday night. My four-year-old granddaughter, Kennedy, was going to play in her very first T-ball game, a child’s version of softball. Kennedy is my first grandchild, the light of my life, and I didn’t want to miss any of her games.

In the end, we decided to stay in Duncan and use the hotel money on something fun in California. I also promised to stay awake and keep Jim company during the drive to the airport. After we made the decision to leave in the morning, we never looked back.

The game was great. Kennedy made a few base hits, and I was glad I was there to see them. I’ll never forget the walk back from the ball field back to the parking lot—Angela and her husband, Steven, who was holding their newborn son, Carson; Kennedy, who was running ahead with all her spunky, funny teammates. The short journey was filled with jokes, laughter, and a feeling that all was right with the world. I had no idea that in just a few hours, these would be my last memories of a normal life.

So early Tuesday morning, and I mean early—2:00 A.M.—the alarm clock sounded. I jumped out of bed with excitement. As a single mom, I hadn’t treated myself to many getaways. I worked too hard, tried to save as much money as I could for the girls, and, before Jim, did not have a partner to travel with.

I hadn’t slept very soundly and couldn’t wait to enjoy a week of relaxation in the sun. We had so many reasons to go to San Diego—the zoo, the beach, and the Padres. We didn’t care much about the “Pads” per se, but being big Braves fans, we’d hoped by some miracle that our team would be taking on the home team the week we intended to be there.

Our flight to San Diego from Will Rogers World Airport in Oklahoma City would take off at 5:30 A.M., with or without us. Jim and I wanted to make sure we got to the airport in plenty of time, which meant leaving home by 2:30. He packed the trunk of my black Pontiac Sunfire with way more stuff than we actually needed. I took a look at my cute little car; it was the first new car I’d ever owned, and I was proud of it.

Jim slipped into the driver’s seat, I sat beside him, and we left the town of Duncan sleeping behind us. We were right on time, but about to find out how disastrous our timing truly was.

The breeze coming through the half-lowered window, the one that was supposed to keep me awake while Jim drove, was relaxing. It was tough not to drift off to sleep on a dark, straight, and empty highway. But I had promised Jim I’d stay awake.

“I don’t ever remember the night being so black,” Jim struck up conversation to keep us both alert. “There aren’t any stars out. I don’t even see the moon.”

“Jim, I know I’m not supposed to, but really, wake me if I go to sleep.”

“Don’t worry, Cindi. Your snoring is enough to keep me as alert as I need to be.”

Even though I swore to Jim I wouldn’t, and although he knows I always do, I fell asleep daydreaming about the part of the Pacific I would claim for the next five days.

Jim glanced at the upcoming overpass. Our car lights were the only illumination anywhere, but out of the corner of his eye, he saw a flicker. We were halfway to the airport, but halfway was as far as we’d get.

IN THE END, the ambulance doesn’t wait for HAZMAT, but they and the fire department are waiting for us when we pull up to the emergency room at the Baptist Burn Center. The ambulance stops with a jolt. Thank God we’re finally here. There are only a few feet between the back of this ambulance and the front doors of the ER, but something’s wrong. For some reason, nobody’s moving.

They’re not going to let us in. It feels like I should’ve been rushed into the burn center hours ago, but once again, I’m left to wait. Does anyone realize what I’m going through?

Jim does.

Still wrapped in only a sheet, he jumps out yelling, “What is the holdup? Get her inside.” For a Scotsman with a quick temper, he actually tones it down, not saying what he’d really like to, hoping to improve our chances of getting help quickly.

A firefighter answers, “They can’t let her in until they know what burned her.”

“I can tell you it was acid. Get my clothes out of the bag. She’s showered. She doesn’t have anything chemical on her. Just get her inside,” Jim shouts. He’d had the presence of mind to save his own clothes in a plastic bag after taking a shower at the travel plaza, thinking that authorities could use them to test the chemicals later.

“Let her in. She needs help. I’m telling you, it was acid.” His is the voice of a confident and deeply concerned man who doesn’t need a scientist to tell him what the substance is and what I need.

“How are you so sure?”

Patiently, Jim explains that in the seconds after the attack, a small drop had landed on his lip. Without thinking, he licked his lips, tasting the acrid liquid. It brought back memories of being a kid working on car batteries and accidentally rubbing his dirty hands on his mouth.

“I’m telling you, it’s acid.”

Inside the ambulance, I’m crying, “Please, please somebody help me.”

Finally, by the grace of God, after more than two hours of suffering, the hospital lets me in.

JUST AS I’M wheeled toward the emergency room doors, a plane with two empty seats flies overhead.

Our five-day vacation will turn into an eighteen-day stay in the burn center. What I thought was the start of a relaxing getaway was instead the beginning of a journey beyond mere survival.

As the automatic doors to the ER swing outward for us to enter, I feel a blast of freezing cold air. God that hurts. I grab my face. The air-conditioning would normally be welcome on a summer morning, but this time it brings on a new wave of pain. I don’t know if I’m saying anything coherent, but I can hear everyone else, and it seems that people are everywhere. A nurse puts a fresh wet cloth on my face.

“Please, am I dying?” I whisper from under the cloth. Or maybe I scream. This voice steeped in pain is not my own. “Am I going to die?”

“No, honey, you’re not going to die.”

I kind of believe her. Then I wonder if she’s just saying that. I ask someone else.

“You’ve been burned. It’s a chemical burn.”

“Is it going to burn my organs?” I can’t imagine anyone could survive that.

“Look, you’re in the best hospital in the state, and we’re going to take care of you.”

Her words should be comforting, but I’m consumed with worry. I always thought this hospital cared for people with burns from fires, not from acid. They barely let me in the front door. How can they possibly know what to do with an acid-burn victim? How many of their patients get acid tossed on them as they’re driving down the highway? Now I’m really in trouble. In an instant, I feel like I’m back at the travel plaza in the dark, silent night feeling my way toward nothing. I’m slipping away again. I’m alone again.

“Where’s Jim?”

“He’s okay. He’s doing much better than you are.”

They leave me alone. No one is talking to me now. I don’t know where I am, what’s around me, who’s around me. I wish they would talk to me, walk me through everything they’re doing.

Again I ask myself if I’m dying. I feel like, if I’m lying here not dying, then
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