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        Dedication

For Lea, Caerthan, Maia, and Danis Banks sisters of sisters


All the people in this novel, including the narrators, are imaginary; any resemblances to persons living or dead are wholly coincidental.


        Epigraph

        
            The role that causality plays in our
                        culture has its counterpart in the role played by analogy among the
                        Meso-Americans. Causality is open, successive, and more or less infinite: a
                        cause produces an effect, which in turn engenders another. Analogy or
                        correspondence, by contrast, is close and cyclical: the phenomena
                        evolve and are repeated as in a play of mirrors. Each image changes, fuses
                        with its contrary, disengages itself, forms another image, and in the end
                        returns to the starting point. Rhythm is the agent of change in this case.
                        The key expressions of change are, as in poetry, metamorphosis and
                        mask.

            Octavio Paz, Laughter and Penitence

        

        
            I thought that happiness was mine

            Dressed in silk and drinking wine.

            Now I’m face to face with me,

            I
                    look around, and suddenly

            I’ve changed—yes I
                have—

            I’m a brand new beggar.

            I’ve changed—

            I’m a brand new beggar.

            “Brand New Beggar”

        

    
Contents

Dedication
    
Epigraph

Captain Blood

1

2

3

4

5

Nyamkopong

1

2

3

OBI

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Dread

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

About the Author

Praise

Also by Russell Banks

Copyright

About the Publisher


Captain Blood


They were black. They spoke beautiful English. Who were they?

“What is this place?” I asked.

“Jamaica. This is Kingston.”

“Jamaica?” So that was it.

Errol Flynn, My Wicked, Wicked Ways
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THIS PART OF MY STORY BEGINS one evening early in January 1976 in Anchovy, Jamaica, a country village clinging to the hills of St. James Parish about twelve miles south and west of Montego Bay. At that time I was residing in Jamaica for a few months, ostensibly for the purpose of investigating the living conditions and habits of the Maroons, a remnant people who were the direct descendants of slaves who had escaped from their Spanish and then British masters in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and who afterwards from their inaccessible mountain enclaves had successfully conducted a hundred year guerrilla war against the British. When I was not actively researching the daily lives of these people, I had sufficient leisure and interest to involve myself in the daily lives of the more typical Jamaicans who lived all around me, drinking and smoking ganja with them, playing dominoes, arguing politics, and so on. As a result I formed several close friendships with a number of my neighbors.

My closest friendship, however, was with a man named Terron Musgrave who was neither a typical Jamaican nor one of my neighbors. He was a man in his mid-thirties, my own age, and a Maroon, and though during these months he spent fully half his time in Anchovy at my house, he lived in the Maroon village of Nyamkopong, forty miles and three hours’ drive away.

Terron was a short man, even diminutive, but extremely muscular, and though he gave the impression of having been packed into his body under great pressure and seemed always about to explode into furious, chaotic activity, when he moved he moved slowly and gracefully with thoughtful, deliberate precision. His skin was dark brown, almost mocha-colored, and his face had been carved by genes and character into the face of a Nigerian king. Because he was a religious man and a member of the Rastafarian sect, he was bearded and wore his hair in long, matted, leonine locks called dreadlocks, and in profile he did indeed resemble a dark male lion, which was as he desired it.

Terron’s greatest gift, however, his most remarkable beauty, was his voice and the language it carried. He owned a deep, resonating baritone that came directly from his chest, and his exotic blend of Jamaican English, country patois, and Rastafarian neologism, a poem in any man’s mouth, in his became a song, a chanting, rolling, mahogany and birdflight song. Against his, my own voice came to sound like the random banging of oilcans, tinny, empty, erratic, and my language as flat and uninteresting as a sheet metal duct. The comparison inevitably silenced me and my silence usually brought Terron “forward,” as he would say, “into speech.” He told me of his childhood in Port Antonio where the banana boats of United Fruit were loaded, his youth in the ghettos of Kingston where whole large families lived in refrigerator cartons and abandoned Japanese cars, his years in the back streets of Montego Bay where he had hustled as a middleman between the ganja growers in the hills and the dealers in the Bay, and, for the last seven years, his life among his “ascendants,” the Maroons of Nyamkopong, where he himself had become a ganja grower. He told me also of his religion and the experience of his conversion, when he had come “to know I,” and the marvelous changes it had wrought in his interior and exterior lives, how it had merged them, made them one holy vessel, like the conversion experience of an early Christian gnostic. His political views, too, he described to me, and they were literally that, views, for he, like all true Rastafarians, was a visionary and believed in prophecy, specifically those of Marcus Garvey and the apocalyptic books of the Christian Bible. We both mistrusted the current Jamaican government, a corrupt, incompetent bunch of ambitious men and women, most of them educated in England, where they had learned to long for the power and wealth of a ruling class and to mouth the socialist rhetoric of the dispossessed masses. But while Terron saw every evidence of their corruption and incompetence as another welcome sign of the fire to come, I saw it merely as another depressing episode in the history of the New World. Evil confirmed and deepened Terron’s belief in good; all it did for me was confirm and deepen my pessimism.

The differences between us, it seemed to me, were so radical and thoroughgoing, the vocabulary and syntax of our respective lives so incomprehensible to the other, that what ordinarily should have repelled us in actuality attracted us, drew us together, so that we were like a pair of magnets clamped together, opposite pole to opposite pole. A consequence of this, or so I believed, was that neither of us took the other’s descriptions of reality as revealing any reality except that of the teller himself. I believed that we looked into each other, but not through each other, to the world beyond. Almost the way lovers do, each man used the other to learn only about himself. We were utterly opaque surfaces, I thought, but as a mirror is opaque. When we sat out on my terrace in the evenings, watching the sun fall behind the lush green hills, smoking ganja and talking with one another about our beliefs, I perceived only Terron Musgrave and nothing of the world his beliefs had sprung from. This, I thought, had been a deliberate decision on my part, a decision not to translate his words, not to research him, as it were, but simply to give myself over to the contemplation of his voice and language, his profound sincerity, his genuine great-heartedness and sorrow, and his spiritual optimism. I dealt with him as a phenomenon and not a referent, and thus I learned nothing from him of the Maroons, of Rastafarianism, of Jamaican peasant life, of the intricacies of the ganja trade, or even of the geography of the island, subjects he knew too intimately and unselfconsciously to make known to me without my having first to translate him, without my having to put myself into the role of researcher. Then one night, very late, Terron told me of his knowledge of Errol Flynn.

He had been circling the subject of his work as a fisherman when he was a boy in Port Antonio, lyrically describing barracudas he had speared, chunks of black coral he’d retrieved from forty feet of water, lobsters the size of full-grown goats he’d sold at the yacht club, when I suddenly realized he was describing his discovery of the remains of a human body. He had been paddling his canoe alone early one morning from the fishermen’s beach on the eastern curve of Port Antonio, headed toward the Blue Hole, a hundred-and-eighty-foot-deep natural lagoon with clear water for diving and a small restaurant where there appeared occasionally a tourist or two interested in buying fresh-caught lobster for lunch. Passing the rocks and ledges of Folly Point a few hundred yards at sea, during a lull in the breeze so that the water stiffened and cleared like a pane of glass, he had peered down forty feet to the gray, pitted bottom and had seen an unnameable brown beast with a white mouth, a strange gaping eel staring up at him from a grotto, a human leg severed from the trunk. The breeze suddenly returned, breaking the skin of the water and erasing Terron’s vision of the bottom. He dared not say what he had seen; he wasn’t sure that he had in fact seen what he had seen. Until afterward, when he arrived at the Blue Hole and saw on the beach a half dozen boys, fellow divers, standing awkwardly around a second human leg, swollen, slickly wet from the waters of the lagoon, dark brown, almost black from foot to thigh, where it became a white thick-lipped gaping mouth.

There had been a murder. And a shocking dismemberment, for within a week there were found, battered and caught among the craggy limestone cliffs from Folly Point to the Blue Hole, first one arm, then the second, then the torso—a woman’s—and at last, rolling in the surf by the beach of Boston Bay, the head. The torso had revealed the sex of the victim, and the head had shown that the person was young, but further identification, because of the hammering of the sea and rocks and the work of the carrion eaters, was impossible.

A few days later, when all six pieces of the corpse were being deposited together into a wooden crate in the basement freezer of the restaurant at Frenchman’s Cove Hotel—the only place in Port Antonio at that time where the police could store the ghastly evidence—it was observed by one of the more astute members of the constabulary that the limbs and head had been severed from the torso with exceptional precision, as if with a single stroke of a machete, the way a skilled butcher would cleave the legs and head from a freshly killed goat. This was a curious development. And, according to Terron, it was what led directly to the arrest of the butcher, DeVries, and his quick conviction and execution, by hanging, in Kingston.

This was not the end of the story, however. Terron’s story, I mean. The butcher DeVries was innocent, he told me. The dismembered woman had indeed been his wife. The police had proved that easily. They had simply inquired after the wife and girl friend of every butcher in town, and when only DeVries’ wife was missing, they had asked him where she was, and he had lied. He told them she was in Kingston visiting relatives and would be home in a few days. Why, what was the matter, had she done something? No, nothing she’d done, they just wanted to talk with her about a civil suit, so DeVries was to notify them as soon as she returned from Kingston. The police waited, they had plenty of time, the body was in the freezer in the restaurant at Frenchman’s Cove, and three weeks later, when DeVries’ wife still hadn’t returned, they had simply gone back and asked him again where she was.

This time, however, he did not lie. He said nothing. It was as if he had been struck dumb. The only sound he could make was a kind of caw that came from the back of his throat, like the caw of a crow or one of those Jamaican turkey buzzards called the John Crow that loop lazily against the perfect Caribbean sky day after day, endlessly drifting in concentric circles above the point of a tiny, sudden death in the dense greenery below.

The butcher DeVries, throughout his trial and right up to his execution, remained silent, except when directed to speak, when he would gulp and strain and writhe and produce the squawk that Terron said was the work of Errol Flynn. Flynn and his American doctor friend, Dr. Menotti, Terron explained, had silenced the butcher so that he could not testify against them. For the killer had not been DeVries but Dario Menotti, the adolescent son of the white physician, a boy in his late teens who was about to leave the island and his father and go to college in Massachusetts so that he too could become a doctor. Menotti, Sr.—a longtime resident of Port Antonio and drinking companion to Errol Flynn—a widower, a man remembered for his delicate manner and precise smile, loved his son and would not have wanted to see a brilliant medical career ruined before it had even a chance to begin.

This is what happened. Sometime during a late February evening, after cognac and Royal Jamaican cigars at Flynn’s finca east of Port Antonio, the two older men and the boy, all three slightly drunk and exhilarated, had determined that this would be the night to initiate the boy into his life of medicine. If you are to save lives, Flynn said, it will be merely a technical skill, a mechanic’s act, meaningless and insensible, unless you first know what it means to destroy a life. Everything implies its opposite, he told them, while the doctor nodded in sage agreement. The boy did not understand what this meant, but he trusted his father and he thought Flynn heroic. Both men had been with the boy when he first tasted the pleasure of coupling with a woman, both men had introduced him to the expansive intensities of ganja and cocaine, and both had instructed him in the pleasures of gambling on the outcome of violent encounters between cocks, dogs, women with knives and men without them. Through his father and his father’s friend Errol Flynn, the boy had learned how to perceive himself in relation to his environment, the environment of a black peasantry in which he was the white lord of the manor.

Flynn saw DeVries pass the window, about to start for his home in town, and he bellowed and waved for the man to come into the huge, tile-floored living room. Flynn raised red poll cattle on his thousand acres of cleared seacoast and hill-side,  and at times he hired all the butchers in town to come out and ply their trade with their machetes. Today had been such a day, and DeVries was the last of the butchers to leave. He stepped timidly into the room, hat in hand, barefoot, wearing bloodstained trousers rolled almost to his knees and a tattered undershirt without sleeves. He was frightened. Flynn, when drunk, could get wild and say strange things that confused and hurt people. DeVries saw that the Doctor was with Flynn. The Doctor. To Jamaicans of the interior and in ports as isolated as Port Antonio the title meant witch doctor, voodoo man. It meant obeah. Flynn was evil and, because of his wealth, powerful; but the Doctor, because of his knowledge, was even more powerful than Flynn. The two men together, however, were dangerous.

The white men were drunk, waving cigars, gesturing and talking loudly in that flat, difficult speech of theirs, pointing at the boy, who sat serious and poised near the fireplace, until at last it became clear to DeVries that what the men wanted was a woman for the boy, a woman from the streets. They would pay him for procuring her, and they would pay her well too. Ah, now DeVries understood what was going on. The boy was about to become a man. Well, he would be happy to accommodate them, yes indeed, and with immense relief and pleasure at the thought of the money he would receive tonight, he bowed and stepped from the room, then ran down the hill from the greathouse to the low barn where his meat wagon and scrawny horses were tied. He would bring them a woman, all right, but it would not be a whore from the Port, some pretty-faced brown girl who would thank him for his trouble and keep for herself whatever she could beg, earn and steal from the white men. No, he’d go to his own wife, who also was pretty-faced and brown and still slender, the way white men liked them, and in the morning he would take from her whatever they had given her. He would make money for procuring the woman, and he would have the woman’s money too. He would buy a new horse.

A few hours later DeVries delivered his wife, who was named Waila after Noah’s wife, to Flynn and the Doctor and his son. Flynn told DeVries to wait at the bottom of the hill with his wagon and he would pay him later, when they were through with the woman. This confused DeVries. He had expected them to pay him and send him away. Let the girl get back to the Port on her own.

But the butcher did as he was told and walked slowly down the gravel drive to the low wagon shed near the gate. It was very late, almost midnight, overcast and moonless. He smoked a cigarette, talked to his bony horses for a while, and then climbed into the back of his wagon and, curling up in a pile of burlap bags in a corner, fell asleep.

Sometime toward dawn, when the horizon was silvering into a soldered line between sea and sky, DeVries was wakened by a man’s hand, Flynn’s, shaking him roughly by the shoulder. He rubbed his eyes and sat up and remembered where he was and what he was doing there. Flynn growled at him, told him to follow him back up to the house, and turned and disappeared into the gloom. The butcher swiftly followed, running barefoot along the gravel drive, and arrived at the back entrance of the house just as Flynn, somehow there before him, opened the door from inside. DeVries could see the Doctor sitting in a heavy chair beside the fireplace and next to him his son, chalk-faced, staring intently into the fire.

Flynn ordered DeVries to follow him into the kitchen and stalked ahead of him, through doors and along dark corridors. When they entered the large, high-ceilinged kitchen, Flynn switched on an overhead light, and the butcher saw his wife, naked, lying on a long table in the middle of the room, above her a rack of pots, pans, and skillets hanging by their handles like small carcasses. Though there were no wounds on her body that would tell him how she had died, the butcher knew that she was dead and that the Doctor and Errol Flynn and the Doctor’s son had killed her. She was a beautiful woman to DeVries at that moment. It had been a long time since she had seemed beautiful to him.

That was as close to grieving as the butcher came; it was all his terror would permit him. Flynn simply told the man to get rid of the body and come back later in the morning for his pay. Throw it in the sea from Folly Point or someplace, and make sure no one can identify it, Flynn instructed him, and then he left the man alone with his wife.

Quickly he gathered her up, hitched her over his shoulder, opened a door that led directly outside, and, as the sun braised the sky and washed his face with light and warmth, he hurried down the hill to his wagon, where he wrapped the body in burlap, packed it into a corner—the same corner he had slept in—and started for Folly Point.

At his trial DeVries squawked and cawed whenever called to testify or answer for himself. Errol Flynn was in Spain and the Doctor’s son was in Massachusetts. But the Doctor attended the trial every day, sitting in a front-row seat, cool and silent and crisp in his white linen suit, smiling delicately when he saw someone he knew, chatting easily later with the lawyers in the corridors, patting the policemen lightly on their bulky shoulders, and all the time, no matter what else he seemed to be doing, watching DeVries, circling over him like a turkey buzzard riding the rising currents of air, waiting for the smell of death to reach him.
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IN FEBRUARY 1976 I moved out of my house in Anchovy and returned to the States to resume my normal activities there. In April, however, I was obliged to come back to Jamaica to attempt to answer certain questions concerning the Maroons that had become apparent to me only from far away. I rented a car, a banged-up yellow Toyota sedan, at the airport in Montego Bay, where Terron was waiting for me, and the two of us drove into the interior to the Maroon village of Nyamkopong, where I would stay for ten days in the home of a man who was my friend and who was also the village wise man, an old man of crackling intelligence and power who functioned as his people’s historian, jokester and magician, their conserver of language and rite. Terron was my guide and companion, my lightning rod in this storm, for it was that to me—a storm.

Following my ten days in Nyamkopong, I was to travel to the eastern end of the island to visit the remaining three Maroon settlements—Gordon Hall, Charles Town, and Moore Town—moving as impulse and circumstance indicated from one to the other of these tiny, isolated, mountain villages, sleeping in the back of my yellow Toyota and in huts and under the counters of crossroad shops and inns, interviewing the chiefs and old people, observing their conventions, recording their talk, learning their names for the things they lived among, trying to understand how they perceived themselves. Terron, of course, accompanied me throughout this journey, and even though we were moving through people and places and spiritual events that he himself had never encountered, he nevertheless protected me and facilitated my entry into this world. He was black and I was white; he was a Jamaican and I was a foreigner; he was a Rastafarian and I a questioning skeptic; he was a Maroon and I a direct descendant of their enemies; he was articulate and I was unable to speak without first translating my thoughts into words. Yet, despite my dependence on him, on his intelligence and good will, I trusted him completely, and because of this, the people I moved among, ordinarily angry against and withdrawn from strangers, white or black, foreign or Jamaican, seemed to trust me. The storm, therefore, continued to rage.

Traveling along the coast between Gordon Hall, huddled among the vertebrae of the seven-thousand-foot-high Blue Mountains that spine the eastern end of the island, and Moore Town, a village that seemed to have been glued to the side of limestone cliffs, Terron and I passed through Port Antonio, where we stopped for a few days, for Terron had been a child and adolescent there and had not been back since then, and he wished to visit a brother who still lived there and to walk through some of the rooms and along some of the streets of his childhood. After a few queries in bars along the waterfront, we learned that Terron’s younger brother Holmes was now living with a man named Evan Smith in Smith’s house on the edge of town.

I was exhausted by the time we reached Smith’s house. The demands on my attention during the past three weeks began to leave me at the end of the day too exhausted to recover fully by morning, resulting in a kind of entropy. I was running down. That very morning, in the shade of a bread-fruit tree in Gordon Hall, an old man with lines crawling over his face like snakes as he talked and hands holding sunlight like delicately woven baskets had revealed to me how the Africans, as he called himself and his people, had come to Jamaica. His tale had taken the form of a test. First a question, How did the Africans come to Jamaica? and my answer, I don’t know, the only correct answer, and then his answer, They flew over, followed by another question, Where did they land? Again, my answer, I don’t know, the only correct answer, with his, Over there on that hill. Another question, Where on that hill? and my confession of ignorance again, I don’t know, and his answer, On a tree. What kind of tree? I don’t know. A cashew tree. And why that tree? I don’t know. Because they were hungry when they arrived. And what was the name of this place then? I don’t know. Cashew Town. And who was here to greet them? I don’t know. Nonny the Warrior Queen and her brother Cudjoe. And who were her other brothers? I don’t know. Nyamkopong, Johnny, Quao, and Cuffee were the four brothers. And why are there four Maroon villages? I don’t know. Because there were four brothers, one village ruled by each brother. And so on, for hours, until at last, breaking, I found myself weeping, and the men in the room, the old man telling the story and my friend Terron and two younger men from the village, reached out and touched me and smiled into my eyes.

Now, after a supper of gungo peas, rice and chicken wings cooked up by Holmes, I was sitting at Smith’s rickety Formica-topped table with Smith across from me and a bottle of over-proof white rum between us. Holmes and Terron had gone out, apparently to visit old girl friends, cousins, aunts and uncles. Because of my exhaustion and because I liked this man Smith, I had declined their invitation to join them. Smith was in his early sixties, a man with a broad smiling face, a shovel-shaped beard speckled with gray, and a rasping, hurried voice. He was an intelligent man, one of the managers of the Port Antonio higglers market, but also an eccentric who lived alone, except for Holmes, who exchanged housekeeping and cooking for room and board. Smith had built his two-room cabin atop one of the bluffs that stick up like bony knees on the western end of the Port, had built it, evidently with Holmes’ help, shortly after his wife had gone to the States to live with her two daughters and grandchildren in the Bronx. He could have joined them, he said, but he had chosen to stay in Port Antonio. That was his chief eccentricity. He explained it by pointing out that his wife’s daughters were not his, though he had raised them as a father would, and that here in Port Antonio he was a man with many friends. I guessed that this smiling man’s wife was probably a strong-willed and demanding woman and that he might have a lady friend here in Port Antonio.

From the bluff I could peer out the open, curtainless window all the way down to the Port, could see its curve from Folly Point to Bryan’s Bay, with Navy Island in the middle, guarding the Port like a huge sleeping dog. The lights of cars driving up and down the dozen streets traced a map of the town, and the still lights of the banana boats, the private yachts and fishing boats marked the depths of the dark waters of the Port. Channel markers at the ends of Navy Island flashed like sudden insights, their locations forgotten as soon as the flash had passed, only to appear again seconds later seen as if for the first time. It was a warm, balmy evening, the smell of woodsmoke and cassia blossoms mingling with the breeze off the sea, while from the road far below me came the occasional honk of a car horn, from the darkness of the bush behind the cabin a transistor radio blatting reggae, the cry of a baby, a woman calling after her oldest son to come carry water as he scrambled down the rocky pathway to the road and the nightlife of the Port, bars and whorehouses and smoky backroom gambling dens or an interlude in someone’s packed dirt yard squatting on the ground in darkness and passing a ganja spliff back and forth.

Looking down at the Port, I naturally thought again of Errol Flynn, for he had kept his boat anchored in that darkness and, I had learned that afternoon from Holmes, at one time had owned all of Navy Island, had won it in a poker game at the Princess, a bar and whorehouse on the water-front. So I asked Smith if he had known Errol Flynn during the forties and fifties, when the man had made Port Antonio his primary place of residence. Talking with Smith was not like talking with Terron, because Smith translated himself for me whereas Terron would not, or could not. Terron spoke in images—not parables, allegories, symbols, or metaphors, but images—and translation destroyed his meaning. Smith, however, permitted different rules for the game, which of course meant that he communicated a different kind of information. Terron used language the way the old Maroons did, so that abstractions came across with the power of physical attacks, violently, irresistibly; Smith was better able to provide data. He was a type of Western man that Terron and the old Maroons and Rastafarians were not. In my fatigued condition, I was glad for the difference and for that reason risked a conversation concerning Errol Flynn.

Yes, he had known him, not personally, of course, only a few black people knew Flynn personally, those who worked for him out at his ranch or on his boat, and many women, though one may not want to call that knowing him personally. Errol Flynn was a bad man, Smith rasped, pouring himself an inch of rum, bringing mine back up to the same level. A bad man. Not like most men, though, who are bad because they have suffered or have something wrong with their heads. Errol Flynn was bad when he had no reason for it. Men cheat and steal and sleep with other men’s wives, and they mistreat children and sometimes they kill a man, and yet it’s always somehow understandable. There’s always an explanation. It doesn’t make them into good men, of course, but it explains why they were bad. With Flynn, though, it was different. There was never an explanation for why he did those things. He wasn’t even crazy.

He started telling me how Flynn had come to own Navy Island and what he did over there afterward, how people would stand on the docks in the Port at night and gaze in horror across the half mile of water to the flickering firelight and dancing bodies on the beach facing them. As he told this a slow smile spread over his broad face, almost as if he admired Flynn, so I asked him about DeVries and the death of his wife, did Smith know that particular story, insofar as it concerned Flynn? Oh sure, sure, everyone knew that one, but it wasn’t too interesting. What interested Smith were the special kinds of debaucherie that went on at Navy Island after Flynn had won the island in a poker game at the Princess. Everyone used to watch from the docks, he repeated, and once in a while kids, boys, would sneak into the water and swim across, but no one ever saw them again, except when a few weeks later their bodies would show up tangled in one of the channel markers or caught on the rocks at the point near Titchfield. The official report always said they had drowned trying to swim over to Navy Island, which was acceptable, Smith said soberly, because the current is strong in places, especially when the tide’s moving. Navy Island is owned now by big guys from Miami and Las Vegas, he told me. Flynn sold it to them before he died.

I didn’t believe him. I wanted to hear about Errol Flynn and Dr. Menotti and his son Dario and DeVries the butcher and his dead wife Waila. Did that happen the way Terron said it did? I asked him, and told him quickly what I understood Terron to have told me.

No, of course not, he said, laughing. A lot of people in Port Antonio believed that story because for most of them a Doctor was an obeah man. These Jamaicans are backward people, he explained, pouring another inch of rum into our glasses, and it’s much easier for them to explain events by pointing to magic, voodoo, and obeah than by pointing to the facts. The facts in this case were that DeVries killed his wife and then was seen trying to dispose of the body, so when he lied and told the police that she had gone to Kingston to visit relatives, they arrested him. The witness, a man who worked for Flynn, saw DeVries early one morning out at Dolphin’s Bay, saw his wagon and old horse, which were well known, by the road and then saw DeVries out on the cliff hacking at something with his machete. This all came out at the trial, and there was nothing DeVries could say to defend himself. Flynn and Dr. Menotti and his son had nothing to do with the case, except that the witness happened to work for Flynn and that was why he was out on the road past Dolphin’s Bay so early in the morning. And except that Dr. Menotti happened to own the land on both sides of the road at Dolphin’s Bay.

Beyond that Smith wasn’t even faintly interested in the Doctor and his son, and the only thing about Errol Flynn that interested him was what he used to do out there on the beach at Navy Island. But I could see that he was interested in the DeVries case itself, because he had known DeVries back then, he told me, had known him since childhood—they were both about the same age—and he had always been a bad man, wild, violent, and everyone had been saying for years that someday he would kill someone. Then, for some unknown reason, Smith was telling me about the hurricane of 1938. In those days no one knew when a hurricane was coming until a few hours before it actually hit, when suddenly the rain would slow and stop and the air would get heavy. Birds would fly inland in flocks, and the sea would turn silver and smooth as a fish’s belly. But the hurricane of 1938 hit Port Antonio in the evening, so that the only warning they had was the sudden cessation of the rain that had been falling relentlessly for three days and nights, a warning that most people misread entirely, believing that all it signalled was the welcome passing of the storm. People opened their stores, threw up their windows, went out for walks in the street, and had conversations on corners for a change instead of inside their houses and cabins.

Smith was a young man then, unmarried, and he had gone to a dance at the Marblehead Pavilion, where now there is a hilltop hotel with a famous view of the mountains and the sea. In those days it was a dance hall, and it was customary on a Saturday night for young single men and women to meet there and dance and walk home together in pairs. At the dance Smith met for the first time the woman he would marry, a woman slightly older than he who had two young daughters. Their father had gone to the States to work in the orchards and had jumped contract and hadn’t returned. The woman was a nurse, working for a doctor in Port Antonio, and she was lonely and she liked him, and he fell in love with her, and after they had danced for a couple of hours they had started the walk back down the hill to town, when the hurricane struck. The wind started to blow, in gusts at first, then steadily and building, and the rain started falling, first in billowing sheets and then, driven by the wind, rushing straight into their faces, as if being shot at them by a weapon. Heads down, they ran, the young man and woman, down the long, steep, hillside road to town, and then down the street toward the woman’s house, where her sister was staying with her two daughters.

Smith spent the next three days at the woman’s house, a three-room cabin located on one of the narrow alleys that cut back into the bush from the Port. He spent his time comforting the woman and her sister and children, nailing back boards and sheets of galvanized metal as the hurricane wrenched them loose, telling stories with them, singing songs, all of them warm and secure together for three days and nights while the hurricane battered the Port, the whole island, eventually the entire Caribbean and Gulf Coast. Until at last it moved away and slowly chewed a path north and east along the Atlantic.

The sky brightened into a silvery, satiny canopy, and the rain stopped. Birds returned from the hills behind the Port and hungrily headed out to sea. Dogs were barking, babies crying, engines starting up. The woman cooked Smith a large breakfast and sent him on his way, a happy man. Strolling down the street, whistling, nodding hello, and chatting with everyone he passed, he made his way toward his mother’s house, which was situated, as it happened, a few buildings down from where DeVries lived and kept his butcher shop. As he approached DeVries’ building, he first had to pass a small walled-in garden that the butcher had planted and tended, a vegetable garden that gave enough produce for his family with a little left over to sell to the higglers. Smith passed the wall, a flimsy structure made of scrap lumber and cast-off sheets of roofing tin, and heard a sound—Whap!—like the sound of someone beating a carpet. That seemed strange to him, beating a carpet right after a hurricane. Then he heard a man’s voice, cold and harsh, You bitch! Again the hard slapping sound, and again the curse, You bitch!

Smith stopped, his whistle had died, and he felt sorry for DeVries’ wife: It was a glorious morning, people were alive, the hurricane had passed over and had left them all among the living. But on a glorious morning a man’s wife was being beaten, Smith thought sadly. A shame. A damned shame. Again the crack of a hand against flesh, and again the curse. Smith cringed and walked slowly on, passing the ramshackle wall and nearing the house itself. He peered into the house as he walked by an open window and saw a woman inside, a woman he knew. It was DeVries’ wife. She was a pretty young woman, Smith told me, slender and brown. She was cooking ackee and salt fish—he remembered the smell—and she smiled at him. He smiled back, tipped his hat—he had a brown porkpie hat then; he wished he had it now—and quickly walked away, thinking about DeVries, trying to understand what kind of man would beat his girl friend with his wife not twenty feet away.

I got up from the table and discovered that the rum had been working on my body without my knowing it, for I had difficulty gaining my balance and nearly fell forward onto the table. Feeling like a tower about to topple, I stepped carefully outside and walked a way into the bushes, where, my feet spread, I stood and urinated, and while the water noisily splashed from my body, watched the town and port below, the half mile of black water between the docks and island that Errol Flynn had owned, and the flashing channel markers where the mangled bodies of curious boys had been found. On my right and about three miles away at the same altitude as the knob where I was standing were the lights of the hilltop hotel which in 1938 had been the dance hall where Smith had met his wife.

Smith was right—it was difficult to understand what kind of man could beat his girl friend when his wife was barely twenty feet away. That was the kind of man who could kill his wife, however. And a satisfactory way of explaining why he killed her, Smith had reasoned, was simply to describe him as the kind of man who would beat his girl friend in the garden while his wife was cooking breakfast next door. One didn’t need a motive to explain violence; there are none. One needed a psychology. And for Smith, and now for me too, DeVries’ psychology was available, whereas the Doctor’s and his son’s and Flynn’s were not.

I buttoned up and started unsteadily back toward the house, when suddenly I realized that, yes, the psychologies of the white men might well be a mystery for Smith, but not for me. I understood them, just as Smith understood DeVries. It was DeVries who had been the mystery for me, in Terron’s story as much as in Smith’s—a man who would peddle his own wife to another man and who, when it turned out that the client had slain her, would take her body and destroy it and toss the remains into the sea, a man who, when accused of killing her himself, would double in on himself and go silent, a man who would finally let himself be executed for the crime. That business of Menotti as obeah man, of course, I discounted altogether. After all, I understood the white men. I was one myself.
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MY WORK AMONG THE MAROONS was soon completed, and again I had to return to the States to resume my usual activities. I turned in the by then nearly useless yellow Toyota at the Montego Bay airport, gravely said good-bye to Terron and his brother Holmes, who had decided to travel with us from Port Antonio to Montego Bay, and moved regretfully into the line of returning American tourists, all of them sunburnt, straw-hatted, and grinning. I had no sunburn to show for my month in the tropics, no straw hat decorated with an impossibly contorted limbo dancer, and no anticipating grin for what the girls in the office would say on Monday when I strolled, luxuriously colored, into work.

Instead, my mind was jammed with images that in their darkness and conflict with one another made me uncomfortable—images of Errol Flynn as Terron saw him—Captain Blood, obeah man, a proud, laughing prince of darkness—and images of Errol Flynn as Smith saw him—an elegant mafioso don, a wealthy and famous land baron, a possible CIA agent—and images of Errol Flynn as I saw him—a sybaritic debauchee, an aging and decadent movie star. But it was the conflict between the images, rather than their number, that troubled me, for while I saw the man mainly in psychological terms, Smith saw him in social terms, and Terron saw him in mythic terms. This raised in me an irritated grasping after certainty, an insecurity that was distinctly unsettling.

One couldn’t resolve the conflict simply by saying that Flynn was all these things at once, that an image, like a text, functioned on all three levels simultaneously and equally. One wished instead to establish a priority among them, a hierarchy, and for a long time now in his investigations one had organized his perceptions under the assumption that the psychological led to the social and historical, which in turn led to the mythic. This was the assumption of the age, the convention of rational analysis, that one had been trained to trust. Simply put, one could not know Errol Flynn as mafioso don until one had come to understand him as debauchee, and one could not know him as Captain Blood until one had probed his role as land baron. Cause and effect. It was presumed that his psychology caused his social identity which then caused his mythic function. Each stage was impossible without the previous stage as underpinning. Certainly Flynn could be perceived separately at any one of these three levels by different individuals who by their conditioning and circumstance were more or less better equipped to perceive him at one level than at another, and it did not depress one that Terron, Smith and oneself happened to perceive Flynn at different levels. What depressed was that, for Smith and Terron, the social and mythic levels, respectively, seemed sufficient, as if they were self-determined. For Smith and Terron, there was no irritated grasping after certainty. The perception alone was both adequate and certain. They had peered out from the house of their own perceptual apparatuses, and they had each seen an image, Errol Flynn, and for them the view had the clarity and certitude of a vision. For me, however, from my house the view caused anxiety, mistrust, depression.

But I saw no necessity for that anxiety, mistrust and depression. They were not expressions of the nature of the world; they were expressions of the nature of my training. I determined to neutralize the effects of my training somewhat. As soon as I had put my affairs in the States into an order that would permit me to be absent from them for a long period of time, I would return to Jamaica. I would come back and live there for at least a full year, and my purpose this time would be to establish, in place of a point of view, a vision. And I knew, as I boarded the plane for New York, that to do so I first might have to destroy my point of view, all my points of view.

A grant from a large private foundation afforded me the luxury of returning to Jamaica that September. Once again I took up residence in the house on the hillside in Anchovy and proceeded to throw myself into researching the Maroons. I had already familiarized myself with their history, through a set of written documents, all lodged in the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., and the West Indies Institute in Kingston. What I was after now, what I thought I was after, was an understanding of how the Maroons today experienced their world. At this time of my life I, like most Americans, believed more in the essential sameness among people than in their difference. I thought I could learn to know what it was like to be a Maroon. I could not then see any conflict between that belief and my ambition to replace a point of view with a vision.

Shortly after my arrival in Anchovy, Terron appeared, literally as if by magic, strolling delicately from the dense undergrowth and ledge one dark night, peering over the wall of the terrace and with his bassoon of a voice singing, “Yass, Rasta!” I hadn’t told him when I would be arriving or where I would be staying; I had merely written him in the early summer to say that I would be returning to Jamaica sometime in September and that I hoped he would once again “move with me in the country,” which was how he described his activity apropos my activity. So here he was, ready to move with me in the country again, after having come forty-five miles across nearly impassable Cockpit Country, jungle-covered limestone pits and craters that from the air resemble nothing so much as the surface of the moon. There were a few narrow roads curling around the edges of the region, along which great, lumbering, top-heavy buses carried passengers and market goods back and forth between Montego Bay and the interior villages. But travel to and from the interior, for the impoverished Maroons especially, was expensive, difficult and never casual. Terron’s sudden appearance, therefore, was all the more surprising to me. He could not have known I would be here in this same house on the hill, sitting out on my terrace smoking a Royal Jamaican cigar and watching the sky over the Caribbean shift from blue to rose to purple and finally, as clouds streamed in from the northwest and blocked out the stars and moon, to black. I asked him how he had known I would be here, and he smiled and in rapid country patois said something about a dream, and I concluded that he probably spent a lot more time testing the prophetic powers of his dreams than I did.

I won’t go into the details now of how I spent the next six months because my purpose here is to describe the encounter between Errol Flynn and DeVries, an almost forgotten murder case that, by my attempts to get straight what really happened, led me into understandings I did not expect or particularly desire. Let the six months pass, then, and assume certain changes in the narrator. Assume an increased ability to understand and speak Jamaican patois, an increased tolerance for the crisp fire of white rum, a growing respect for the difficulties of understanding what it was like to be a person from a different culture, race, landscape, economy and language, even as I was daily growing more familiar with the intricacies of that culture, race, landscape, economy and language. I learned the names of the trees and the flowers and the foods that surrounded me, learned how to play dominoes as ferociously as a Jamaican, and even learned how to talk with Jamaican women sufficiently for them to forget for whole long moments the tremendous advantage to their economic position I represented, so that they would now and then briefly cease trying to tell me only what they thought I wanted to hear. This does not mean that I then understood what they said to me.

At the end of March I went alone to Port Antonio, one hundred miles away at the opposite end of the island. Terron stayed in Nyamkopong to deliver his fifth child, but I had planned to make this trek alone anyhow. I had bought a car, a used Mazda van, in September on my arrival, and by this time had coaxed, pushed, and jammed some ten thousand miles of backcountry crushed limestone road onto it and had given up my earlier capitalist fantasy of selling the car when I left the island for the same four thousand dollars I had paid for it.

I parked the blue van in front of the Hotel de Montvin at George and Musgrave Streets on Titchfield Hill, a high-rising neck of land that swung around the Port on the western end of town where there were a dozen narrow streets and weather-beaten, unpainted, old houses from the last century, the remains of a hotel that seemed to have been partially constructed and then deserted. The de Montvin was like the houses, dilapidated, but fallen from a considerable height, so that enough remained from its original tropical opulence and excess and the colonial love of detail to make it still comfortable and interesting to the eye. I was given the key to room number thirteen by a rotund, bald, brown-skinned man at the desk and was directed to a small but airy and clean room at the back on the second floor.

The hotel had the feel of a rooming house. The guests I saw seemed to be residents, not tourists—a white man, who turned out to be Scottish, in his sixties and crippled so that he moved in tiny steps with the aid of two canes, his newspaper in a tight roll stuffed between his arm and tense, bent body; a pair of thick-faced black men in short-sleeved, double-knit tropical suits, apparently salesmen from Kingston; and an elderly woman, very black, with her hair wrapped in a lavender gauze scarf. Everyone in the hotel—the fat desk clerk, the chambermaids, the long-armed youth setting the tables in the dining room, and the guests—seemed to be locked inside his own thoughts, totally uninterested in what was going on around him, even the fact that a white man, obviously a foreigner, was registering at the desk. This pleased me. It was as if I were watching a meticulously detailed movie in which I was a minor character, a movie set in a Caribbean country in the 1930s designed to demonstrate a socialist view of history by killing off all the characters one by one until only the innocent working-class young are left alive. I knew that I would be among the last to go, not because I was most nearly innocent but because I was most representative of capitalist evil. To kill me off early would destroy any possibilities for dramatic action, and even ideology must allow for drama.

At the hotel bar, a small anteroom off the dining room, I drank a Dragon stout and asked the barmaid, a lanky girl with a lovely wide gap between her two front teeth, how to get to the famous Blue Hole. I noticed, behind me and almost out of sight, that the desk clerk (who now seemed to be a manager, for I saw that he was wearing a necktie) was attempting to watch me without my noticing it. When I had registered, in the space marked “Occupation” I had written “writer,” and, though I was obviously American, I had put down my Jamaica address. This may have confused him, aroused his suspicions slightly. To be a “writer” in an anxious, politically intense society is to be under suspicion, and to contradict nationality with place of residence is worse. From now on, I decided, I would put “teacher” for my occupation, and I would only provide my U.S. address. Better to be a tourist and allowed to settle into a trusted generality than to make myself unique. I wanted information; I wanted to see, to make a vision for myself; I did not want to become someone else’s information, to be seen, to be inside a vision. So I would lie. Let the truth take care of itself, I decided. It’s done all right on its own so far.

I parked my car in the rutted lot next to the wharf, facing Navy Island, the United Fruit pier on my left, and walked carefully into the clubhouse of the Eastern Jamaica Anglers Association, which passes for the Port Antonio yacht club. The bar was open to the water on three sides, so that boats-men could tie up on the low dock and step directly into the clubhouse for a drink. There were three or four small, unkempt sailing vessels and a noticeable absence of customers at the bar, but it was still early—not quite ten in the morning. This kind of sailor likes to sleep late, I thought.

The bartender, a swollen black man in his fifties with purplish lips and rings around his eyes like a racoon’s, was slinging beer into the lockers below the bar when I sat down and ordered a cold Red Stripe. He yanked it open, set it in front of me, and went back to stocking his lockers. Where did Flynn used to dock his boat? I asked him.

Flynn? Flynn? What the hell was this guy talking about? Ah, Errol Flynn, the movie star. Right out there, he pointed. In the stream, actually in an eddy in the stream between Navy Island and the mainland just below Titchfield Hill. He liked to keep his boat a little ways off the Jamaica Reef Hotel that used to be there on the cliff, where Titchfield Hill juts out against the sky and then drops several hundred feet to a sudden beach. That was the concrete wreckage, the pilings and empty pool I had seen this morning before I checked in at the de Montvin.

The Jamaica Reef, eh?

Well, actually, when Flynn was alive it was the old Titchfield, owned by a friend of Flynn’s, Captain Ausley, now manages Navy Island.

Navy Island? The whole island?

Well, actually it’s called the Windjammer Hotel, still under construction. You can’t get out there, though.

Why not? I asked him.

They’re not ready yet.

On my way back through town to the wreckage of the Jamaica Reef Hotel, I turned left at the square and passed the Delmar Theater and observed that a karate film made in Hong Kong and starring Bruce Lee was the current feature. This seemed significant to me—but practically everything seemed significant to me then. That was
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