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As a matter of fact, it would be easy to show
that the more we are preoccupied with living, the less we are
inclined to contemplate, and that the necessities of action tend to
limit the field of vision.

—Henri Bergson, The Creative Mind

 


Gentlemen, I’m joking of course, and I myself
know that I’m not joking very successfully, but you see you mustn’t
take it all for a joke. Maybe I’m joking through clenched
teeth.

—Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Notes from
Underground

 


 


Part 1


 


I nearly step on a chicken, a crazed rooster
running for its life. I drop the receiver and raise my arms,
pressing myself against the wall, trying to move my feet out of the
way as the trapped bird flaps up against the wood and turns back
between my legs so that I’m dancing in place around a blur of white
feathers and beak. He bangs into my legs, pecking and squawking and
beating his big wings, his red comb and wattle flapping wildly as
he looks for an exit in a hopeless cul-de-sac.

A small boy kneels over my bags at the open
door of the booth and reaches in for the rooster with both arms as
I attempt with one leg to guide it out without actually kicking it.
The bird explodes upward and seems to fill the space entirely with
its panic and noise, and in self-defense my arms push away and send
it out over the head of the boy. It hits the floor running, turning
left then right, legs working in long strides of airborne alarm,
cartoonish in its movement, the people in line at the counter
shifting back and forth as the chicken darts among them. The door
to the Cable and Telegraph Office has been left open, I notice, as
I turn around and pick up the dangling receiver. There are feathers
on the floor of my booth and one stuck to my sweaty shirt, which I
brush off as I put the phone to my ear and speak.

“You still there?”

“What the hell’s going on?” Tom says.

The connection is okay but the delay makes
everything seem shaky.

“A chicken’s loose in here. It ran into my
booth and pecked me.”

“A what?”

“A rooster, a cock, a barnyard animal.
Foghorn Leghorn.”

“I say, I say, hold on boy—are you telling
me—”

“It’s back outside now. Some kid’s chasing
it.”

Through the slot of the open door I see a
vertical segment of island life, clouds riding over a peaked metal
roof covered with rectangular patches of rust, the tops of coconut
palms sprouting between buildings, the one across the street a
battered shell of turquoise and black peeling away to reveal a
layer of pink like an inner skin, the roof gone and banana leaves
slowly unrolling out of windows like weeds. The irregular asphalt
of the street is a dusty charcoal with a sandy rose patina across a
surface worn with potholes, the hot light playing over everything
so intensely that the colors vibrate together and the shadow of a
light pole lies black as tar on the gray pavement, its shape as
sharp and flat as an etching scratched into the road.

Crossing this narrow view, a sizeable woman
passes with a round wicker basket on her head, laundry visible at
the top, a solid weight with a circumference greater than the woman
herself. In the shadow of the basket her head is featureless. She
has one hand to her face and in the other she carries a white
plastic bucket by its handle, her heavy black arms reflecting
russet highlights as if her skin has been rubbed with cinnamon oil.
She wears a blue blouse and a white skirt that dazzles in the sun,
its brightness an overexposure flashing through my sight.

Tom clears his throat. “Aside from being
attacked right off the plane, how is Soufrière?”

“Hot and sticky, otherwise a far cry from
Miami. Looked cool from the air. Small and rugged, really
mountainous. Misty, green, visually intriguing.”

There is a pause longer than the delay. “I
hope it works out for you.”

“I feel good possibilities here.”

“What happened with the other places, Puerto
Rico and—”

“The Virgins. They were okay. I just never
quite broke out of the tourist thing.”

“Hey man, this call’s going to cost you a
fortune.”

From the next booth I can hear a woman’s
muffled voice. I look down at my bags, make sure they haven’t
moved. A man and a boy in line are watching me through my own open
door. My shirt shows dark stripes of sweat from chest to waist. An
old metal fan rattles on its stand near the counter, none of its
air reaching me.

“Tom,” I say, “this is something—”

“Yeah, I know. Sometimes you have to jump off
a cliff.”

“I can’t do weddings and babies all my
life.”

“You don’t even make money doing that.”

“It’s a couple of months.”

“Jake, whatever you had will be dried
up.”

“Gwen Gilmore will give me a show.”

“Maybe you’ll get a coffee table book out of
it.”

“She has New York connections.”

“I understand. The lease was up, the timing
was right.”

“Don’t you have an artistic bone in your
body?”

“Call me the voice of reason.”

“That’s what’s wrong with the world.”

“What, me, or reason?”

“Gotta go. That kid actually caught the
chicken. Looks like it’s dead. I need to get a shot of this.”

“Why?”

“It’s dripping blood in the street, man.”

There is no answer on the other end. In the
silence another thought occurs to me.

“Have you seen Marla around?”

“Once.”

“Did you talk to her?”

“She was with some guy.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“Look, I’d help you any way I could, right?
I’m barely making ends meet here.”

“I wouldn’t even ask. I’m totally fine.”

“I have to get back to work. You take
care.”

“You too. Hey, look for a package soon.”

“Okay, I will. Good luck, man,” he says. “I
mean that.”

“Yeah, thanks.” I hang up and slide my bags
away from the door and get in line at the counter. By the time I
pay my phone charges and get outside, I’m certain of two things:
The kid with the chicken is gone, and I have made my last long
distance call here.

Planning to stay in Granville, the capital,
for a couple of days, gathering information on the country, getting
some feeling from its nerve center, sampling its nightlife, I rent
a plain room in a cheap, clean guesthouse in the heart of town.
Then I go back out immediately with my camera to nose around in the
late afternoon light. From the broken jetty I shoot the vibrant
reflections of fishing boats waving in the sea, stews of color
tossed and stirred in fluid collages. I wander along the water’s
edge to the mouth of the river, where in the current people seem to
be collecting minnows in sacks weighted with stones. On the beach
the skeleton of a car rusts in the sun. As my lens roams over it
two young boys tumble out of a back window.

“He tryin steal you soul!” one of them yells.
They plunge into the river and swim underwater to the other side.
The minnow-catchers watch me shoot the car, but I doubt any good
pictures will come from it. I can’t seem to find any of its soul
remaining.

Back among the buildings at the edge of town
my eye is drawn to faded wood, peeling paint and cracked plaster
surfaces—once-rich colors, time-textured and seasoned by salt
air—of stores and houses emblazoned by a relentless sun. Outside a
small house I stand looking through the lens, working on a
composition that involves a streaked lavender wall, the black
square of an open window, and a brown dog resting under the edge of
the raised floor. Out of the darkness of the window a man’s voice
comes to me.

“Take me pitcher I break dat fuckin camera.”
The voice startles me out of the lens, but I can’t see anyone
inside. Behind me a few people pass on the street.

“I can’t see you, the camera can’t see you,”
I say. The dog looks up with a puzzled expression and I put my eye
back into the lens. The window is a black hole.

“Doan take no fuckin pitcher here!”

I bend my knees slightly, lowering the frame.
“I see the wall and the dog, okay?”

“De fuckin dog doan want it!”

“The dog is begging for it,” I say, and shoot
it.

The man appears in the window, filling the
frame with dark rage; muscular arms press down on the sill,
bloodshot eyes burn red in a black face; wild clumps of dreadlocks
hang like ropes around a heavy black beard that opens as he
shouts.

“White muthafuck!”

The motor drive provokes. At the same time,
it’s hard to resist a photographic moment: hostile man framed above
barking dog—prologue to a crime. My finger reacts involuntarily and
the motor drive fires again. And as the hostile man climbs out of
the window, it fires again. I get out of the lens, stepping
backward into the street. Adrenalin shoots through my limbs; my
brain blurs with possible actions. On the ground the man shouts
again.

“Ass-fuck touriss!”

I stand there wrapping the camera strap
around my hand. “I don’t mind ass-fuck, but I have a problem with
tourist.”

He glares at me, his face a mixture of
revulsion and amazement. In the street people are stopping to
watch. He steps forward.

“Gimme dat fuckin ting.”

I feel someone close behind me but I can’t
look away. “I keep the camera. You get some tranquilizers.”

“Devilfuck!” He comes toward me spouting a
stream of patois, of which I understand the tone, if not the exact
meaning.

One of the onlookers speaks. “Leave de mahn
be.”

Bolstered by the indirect support I yell out
words as they assemble in my head. “Get a therapist, man, or get
some better weed.” He stops an arm’s length away but I keep it up,
as if this verbal barrage is not more fuel to his flame. “Are you a
real rastaman or just a racist with a religious hairstyle?”

More voices come out of the street. “Take it
easy mahn.”

“Pitchers nothin to fight about.”

And from farther back, more urgently, “Rollo!
Police come!”

Rollo freezes, holding himself like a coiled
spring, and leans forward so I can better see the seriousness in
his eyes. He points at me and speaks with trembling quiet— “Dead
touriss, dead devil,”—before he turns around and moves off down the
lane beside his house.

I offer a universal goodbye —“Fuck you!”—but
he’s gone.

In a daze I wade through the black faces
staring at me—hearing, “Okay mahn,” “Free up now,” “Take a
motion”—and pass two policemen walking together in stiff, clean
white jackets and hats, their dark faces smooth, saying
nothing.

I turn the corner, letting the strap loosen
around my hand while neurons are rapid-firing inside my head.

I don’t believe in omens, good or bad. I
don’t believe one person can represent the character of a place.
But I do believe travel plans can develop quickly and I realize
rather acutely that I might benefit from seeing some other parts of
the island as soon as possible.

In a state of high tension, I enter the
guesthouse and go straight to the bar. I order a beer and drink
alone to a rediscovered philosophy: Life is short—keep moving.

The next morning, seeking the mountains of
the interior, I travel by bus—actually a truck with bench seats and
local people in the back—up the twisting, tortuous road traversing
the center of the island to Rocklee, a village nestled among cool,
misty peaks. There are no accommodations in Rocklee itself, but I
hear about a place a couple of miles farther up the mountain road
and set off on foot. Sure enough, I find Sheila’s Red Ginger
Restaurant and Rooms. Right away it feels like home, but I’m near
the end of my trip and Sheila’s place is not cheap. Since it’s
off-season though—if there is a season—and the rustic cabins
clustered behind the restaurant are empty, I convince Sheila to let
me pitch my tent near the cabins and pay half the price of one, but
be permitted to use the bathhouse showers and toilets. I point out
that with the cabins empty no one will be inconvenienced, and argue
that half a customer is better than none.

Although plainly skeptical, she gives in with
the condition that I buy something from the bar each day.
Reluctantly I agree, as long as there is some kind of snack
provided to accompany the drink. She accepts this with a smile,
probably figuring that I’ll frequent the restaurant as well. And
she’s right. An outstanding cook, she wields her talent like a
weapon, and though I try to rely on my own food, it’s no match for
the promises held in the rich odors that waft back to me from her
kitchen. On the first morning, my lump of oatmeal has to compete
with cheese and mushroom omelets, potatoes with onions and spices,
bowls of fresh fruit, pots of fresh coffee, loaves of bread fresh
from Rocklee, butter and all the homemade mango jam one can
stomach. That night, when my peanut butter sandwich comes up
against steaming vegetable lasagna and garlic rolls, the battle is
over.

Compared with the other islands on my list,
Soufrière seemed to offer an untrammeled remoteness, but I didn’t
know what I’d find here. Now, after a few days, I realize I’ve
stumbled upon an absolute jewel—a rough green rock of lush feral
forest, as yet uncluttered, uncut, unfucked by foreign
clowns—that’s working a spell on me. Only here am I beginning to
realize the obvious—that I’ve come to find images I’ve never
seen.

For several days I’d been exploring the
forest, gaining higher elevation with each successive outing. Now
I’ve paused to examine a few wildflowers. In the bland light they
are nothing special. Bending down, I squint. Why did I stop here? I
don’t see the reason now. The whole mountain is beautiful, but it’s
a question of selection. Hidden still lifes are everywhere. Nearly
invisible compositions. Tiny tropical color arrangements. Blown up,
they’ll be like abstract paintings. Will the photos be lost in
exquisite detail? Or vice versa? Won’t the subject of the image be
obscured by the overall abstraction?

In the cool green silence these questions
plague me like a swarm of insects. In the profound solitude behind
the camera they bore into me like parasites.

The sun is gone. I climb the trail to a
clearing where I can see something of the weather on this side of
the mountain. It’s apt to change quickly up here. Through a hole in
the trees, I see clouds move into view, swirling ominously, rolling
downward toward the valley. Beyond the mountains a strip of blue
sea shines in the light about five miles away. Beside a small
stream I sit down to eat my lunch: a sardine sandwich, some avocado
slices, tomato, pepper and lime, coconut chunks for dessert—the
same as yesterday. I drain my canteen. The forest is full of water.
I just need more light.

Every day I go a little farther, working my
way up to the cloud forest. Every day I see less sun and spend more
time hiking. But the forest is so sublime that I’ve begun to
experience a disorientation I find pleasing, partly because I’m
working in macro—finally, after a long process of scaling down, of
reducing my vision to the elemental patterns at arm’s length, to
the abstractions underfoot—where composition is everything.

Searching the floor of the forest I examine
ferns and fungus and fecundity, the arrangement of objects dropped
from trees and the strange white shapes sprouting from dead wood
into short-lived shafts of light; the sand designs in stream beds,
where water deposits a macro-fortune in juxtaposed matter: floating
petals and leaves, seeds, feathers and bark, whole crustaceans and
claw segments, insect wings and legs, shells and stones, fragments
of egg and bone. Down to areas of small detail, places where
compositions emerge at the speed of decay, where color hides in a
frog’s back. Down to the drab world of slugs and termites, to a
level where direct light is a surprise—where decomposition is
everything.

No more scenes of island life. No more quaint
streets, humble people or sailboats in the harbor. No more colorful
fruit markets, idle taxi stands, dilapidated docks or dinghies at
dusk. No more ragged children playing inventive street games or
fishermen unloading their catches. No more humanity in all its
rustic guises. What I seek now is beneath us, behind us, out of our
sight. Things unseen, unnoticed, unknown. No more stunning blue
bays, white sand beaches, coconut palm silhouettes. No more
tourists with rumrunners and straw bags. No more sunburnt chumps in
matching outfits.

I reload the camera and refill my canteen.
The cool sound of the water takes over the forest. There is still
no sunlight on the ground and I lean back against a tree and sit
with the camera on my lap. My eyes are closed. High above me the
trees whisper to the ground. Grainy patches of pale orange march
across the olive surface of my eyelids.

I’m standing near the rim of a sunken lake,
trying to photograph something on the ground. I can’t tell what it
is, but neither can I tear myself away even as I feel the earth
beginning to crack under me. A wall of dirt and rock falls away. I
keep my face pressed to the camera and I hear the motor drive
firing into a massive splash. Then all sound is gone as I plummet
into cold water and sink below the surface. I drop the camera but
the strap hangs around my neck and I continue to sink as I try to
swim, falling like a stone in the dark, afraid of passing out as I
struggle with the strap, going down headfirst to get myself
vertical. I wrestle the strap over my head and the camera
disappears into the muck below. My lungs are bursting as I kick my
legs and claw upward like a frantic cat.

I wake with a start, gasping for breath. The
camera rolls off my lap to the ground. Tree ferns hang over me and
heliconias grow by the stream. I rub my face and stare at the
running water. It seems too simple, this drowning dream. But maybe
I could use a little break. Tomorrow I’ll leave the camera at
home—separate myself from it. I need to break the tension and bring
it back in a new form.

With her white legs up on the railing Sheila
Faber sits on the front porch of her restaurant reading a
paperback. She looks up as I approach the steps, her intelligent
blue eyes appraising me, the corners of her mouth upturned in a
slight smile that seems to signal amusement. Her brown hair falls
to her shoulders and she is dressed casually in khaki shorts and a
loose white cotton shirt that does little to hide the curves
beneath it. She’s an attractive woman in her mid-forties,
long-legged and slim and quite buxom.

“You had a nice time?”

“Yes, thanks.”

“You are having dinner tonight?”

“You have me figured out,” I say.

She cuts through the small talk and gets
right to economics. The question is merely a formality, and
actually more of a statement. We both know the answer. I no longer
even ask about the menu.

“Something from the bar?”

“Sure.” Another daily standard.

She makes me a rum and fresh fruit
juice—today’s juice is passion fruit—and lights a cigarette as she
returns to her chair. She will keep me company for as long as I
spend money. And later, when the dinner guests have gone, she will
sit behind the bar, smoking and talking, serving me drinks and
matching me one for one as long as I want to stay. It’s just
business, and though she goes about it in a casual, easygoing
manner, the bar tab is always precise. For my part, I do enjoy the
conversation after being alone in the forest all day.

Sheila and her husband had opened the Red
Ginger Restaurant ten years earlier after moving here from
Frankfurt. She spoke of the industrialization of Germany and the
cold gray sky there. They had made some money and been happy to
leave, tailoring their business and culinary instincts to an
isolated spot in the Caribbean. They succeeded for several years
before a hurricane hit the island and destroyed their business.
During the lengthy and frustrating period of reconstruction—at
which time the cabins were added—they had separated and then
divorced. Her ex-husband remained in Germany.

Sheila lived above the restaurant. Her life,
as she explained it to me, is simple—tending her garden of
vegetables and fruits, cooking, playing hostess to her guests,
driving to Granville for business errands and supplies, and taking
an occasional trip to Europe. She has everything she needs here,
she says, and she runs the place, if not single-handedly, then
certainly to her exact specifications. She’s a loner who’s found
her place in life and acts as though she doesn’t care if anyone
else shares it or not. And if she pretends she doesn’t care whether
potential customers stop for lunch or keep on driving, it’s because
she knows that enough of them will stop. No doubt she takes pride
in the fine reputation her restaurant enjoys. She mentioned that on
numerous occasions the Prime Minister himself has driven up from
the capital and dropped in unannounced.

She and I had haggled the first day, but an
odd coincidence cast me in a light that may have appealed to her
eccentric nature. After I’d registered, putting my name in her
guest book, she examined me as she smoked.

“Jake?”

“That’s it. Jacob Mayfield.”

“There was a hurricane with that name,” she
said. “In 1980. It broke the house and the bar.” She gestured with
her cigarette. “Trees came inside.”

“I heard about that storm. And I’ll try to be
a little less destructive.”

She studied me through the smoke. “Why are
you here?”

It seemed like a serious question. “To
penetrate other worlds. See what hasn’t been seen, if that’s still
possible.”

She smiled and went to the kitchen,
effectively ending our first conversation.

Four local people, all residents of Rocklee,
are employed by Sheila. The senior employee is Connie, an elderly
cook who’s been with the restaurant from its beginning. She stays
in the kitchen and is rarely seen but I often hear her humming when
the bar stereo isn’t on. At first I mistook the sound for wind
blowing through the trees and later began to think I recognized
church hymns. Her daughter Josephine, or Josey, helps her mother in
the kitchen when the place is busy, and otherwise washes dishes,
cleans the cabins or the restaurant or whatever else needs
cleaning. Some days she washes laundry in a large basin behind the
restaurant and hangs it out on clotheslines that also support vines
of pink bougainvillea. She seems a bit slow to me and though she is
friendly she speaks so softly I usually can’t understand what she
says. A silent young man named Clifton performs the maintenance on
the buildings and keeps the jungle at bay; he works the day shift
only, carries a machete most of the time and rarely looks me in the
eye. Rita works the bar and the dining room, setting up, taking
orders and serving, clearing tables. She appeared a reticent,
conscientious girl who seldom smiled, but in whose black, glancing
eyes I detected traces of curiosity and spirit. The women are
permitted the use of two small utility rooms behind the kitchen for
resting between shifts or passing the night if they desire, and
they have a bathroom back there. Connie has her own room; the
younger women share the other.

I finish my drink and set the glass down on
the floorboards beside my camera. In the west the sun drops below a
band of clouds, suddenly infusing the treetop mist and creating a
layer of floating gold light between us and the distant gleaming
sea.

Sheila looks up from her book. “What a
beautiful picture.”

I lean down and press the button on the motor
drive, opening the shutter, capturing a porch-level panorama with a
wide angle lens.

“You waste your film,” she says.

“You haven’t seen the picture yet.”

She puts the open book down on her lap. “Why
do you make pictures?”

I think about this for a few seconds. “I take
pictures for the surprises. Sometimes I remember an image I saw
through the lens and I carry it in my head. But when I finally see
the photo I’m often surprised at the translation. And when I don’t
remember the image the surprise can be much greater. There’s a
fantastic random quality about looking through a batch of new
photos and finding a bull’s-eye, a winner that lives on its
own.”

At my feet the empty glass has caught the
passing light and recast it in an oval shape on the wood grain,
leaving a design like a translucent barnacle. “Also, I like being
inside the lens.” I look up to see her watching me and I shrug.
“I’m an abstract kind of guy. Composition is everything.”

She lets out a little laugh. “You wish to
make order from chaos.”

“The other way around,” I say. “I’m only
human.”

Rain begins to pelt the metal roof, plunking
a forceful, tuneless song, as if from a child’s toy xylophone. On
the porch streaks of sunlight are still hitting our faces.

“Rita!” Sheila shouts.

The girl comes around the corner and looks up
under the railing at her employer. Her wet arms shine in the warm
light and droplets explode off the tightness of her hair, its
rippled surface pulled back into two short braids that stand out
behind her ears. With her high cheek bones and sharp nose she might
possess some Carib Indian blood.

“Has Josey put the laundry in?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“The dining room is set up?”

“Yes ma’am.”

I reach down and press the shutter release,
firing a shot in the girl’s face. She twitches slightly, glances at
me and then looks down to hide an almost imperceptible smile.

“Then find Clifton and ask him if he changed
the bulb in the drive.” Sheila looks at me as the girl moves away.
“I prefer you don’t take her photo,” she says. “She may think you
are interested.”

“I am. I’m interested in everything. It’s a
sickness. You just saw me shoot a sunset.”

“I don’t allow the staff to mix with the
guest.”

“Look, I’m sorry to break your rule. My rule
is to shoot anything I react to. It’s a hard principle to keep but
it keeps me working, keeps me going, keeps me alive.”

Her face becomes rigid and some redness
creeps into her cheeks.

“It’s also killing me,” I say, smiling as if
this last part is hardly worth mentioning.

Her blue eyes are as hard as quartz but her
mouth softens a little. “The client is sometimes a problem,” she
says. “Would you like another drink?” She gives me a half-smile.
“On the house.”

I laugh. “Well, hell. I’ll need one to toast
this historic occasion.”

As she stands I raise the camera as high as
my knee and shoot her looking down at me. “General interest,” I
tell her. “Everyone’s equal.”

The rain falls harder, and makes a comforting
racket overhead. Sheila sets my drink on the railing. “You want a
cabin?” Every day she asks me this. Twice if it rains.

“My tent still doesn’t leak,” I say, and she
turns to go inside. “What about the snack?”

“Chips on the bar,” she says, passing through
the doorway.

Darkness comes slowly as the mountains and
jungle soak up the remaining light. Over the metallic drumming I
hear the first whistles—like hesitant questions—of arboreal frogs,
and the last excited twitterings—the hurried explanations—of
roosting birds. Then the generator starts and the steady
chug-chugging fades into background noise as the stereo comes on
with Radio Antilles.

I stroll down the concrete path past the
generator shed—Clifton is inside, bent over the machinery with a
flashlight—to the other buildings, where I can barely discern the
rain-battered bushes of red ginger and the loose circle of dark
cabins. On the concrete around the bathhouse, black snails crunch
like seeds under my shoes. I hit the light switch for the showers,
find my damp towel and turn on the cold river water. The rain is
warm by comparison. Under the splattering stream I cease to hear
the river frogs, the steady pumping of the generator, or the
pounding rain on the roof. As I bathe, moths flutter haplessly
around the ceiling bulb while bats cut through the space, whisking
the insects out of the cool night air. It’s great to be alive; it’s
great to be clean.

I leave my wet poncho on the porch and pass
through the bar on my way into the dining room, an open,
comfortable space with tall windows on three sides. Paddle fans and
brass lamps hang from the ceiling. The tables and chairs are local
hardwood and the tablecloths are fine European lace. The front
windows open toward the road and the slope of the tallest peak on
the island, Morne Matin, so named because its cloud-shrouded top is
usually seen in the early morning. A stone planter outside these
windows is full of red ginger plants which flower profusely against
the glass and summon hummingbirds who arrive each morning like
brilliant sweet-seeking helicopters to find the white blossoms
hidden in the crimson. On the east, French doors lead to an
uncovered patio looking out toward lesser hills. The opposite side
overlooks the orderly vegetation of Sheila’s garden and the land’s
irregular descent to the sea.

A European foursome sits in a corner at the
front and a young American couple with a video camera occupies a
table by the French doors. I take a seat on the porch side, as far
as possible from the video people. The man nods at me; I rearrange
my silverware.

Sheila wears a long brown dress and a
multicolored scarf, and when she brings the bread basket and water
to my table she greets me cheerfully, like she would any hungry
patron with a wallet. “Guten abend, Herr Mayfield.”

“Good evening, Lady Faber.”

“A beer?”

“Please.”

I start with callaloo soup. The American
couple take turns taping each other eating their appetizers,
capturing precious moments of their incredible saga. She laughs
with the camera as he makes his crayfish dance across the plate.
When she gets caught with melted cheese hanging from her chin and
he refuses to rewind, she protests and hides behind her napkin. I
figure they might be with the State Department.

The man stands and says across the room, “Hey
pal, would you mind shooting the both of us?” I say nothing,
thinking: point-blank or from here? “All you do is press this
button,” he says, taking a step toward me.

“Je ne parle pas anglais,” I say.

He stops and looks back at the woman.

“He’s speaking French, honey,” she says.

“Oh! Sorry,” he says, raising his hand
slightly. He turns around and sits. “Excuse me, Pierre,” he says,
grinning at me.

If she speaks French, I’m prepared to run out
into the rain speaking in tongues. As it is, I sit looking at them
with my head at a jaunty tilt.

She smiles at me. “He certainly looks
American.”

“You never know with these frogs,” he says,
“until they open their mouths.”

Rita brings out their entrees. “Bon appetit,”
I say, raising my fork.

“Yeah, right,” the man says, “same to you,
Napoleon.”

After the meal—curried lobster, dasheen and
rice—I sip coffee and nibble on a succulent rum-soaked fruit salad
of pineapple, watermelon and grapefruit. Rita brings a cheese and
fruit board around the room but I decline. Sheets of rain streak
down the windows. Low strains of Bach flow from the bar speakers. A
few more diners arrive, stamping their feet on the porch. I hear
Sheila speaking German with them as they are seated.

I retire to the bar and sit under a corner
lamp looking at a book on Caribbean wildflowers. The room has
several rattan chairs, some small tables with ashtrays and
coasters, a large woven grass rug that covers the middle of the
floor. The bar itself—with five bamboo-legged stools lining it—is
one long, irregular slab of mahogany about three inches thick. A
wall shelf holds an array of paperback books—thrillers, romances,
and Nietzsche—and a stuffed parrot. Mounted high on the wall behind
the bar, a black boar’s head looks out over the room; from one
yellowed tusk hangs a blue ribbon cooking medal from Munich.

When the last tail lights turn out of the
driveway and disappear around the mountain curve, Sheila comes into
the bar, lights a cigarette and puts on a reggae tape. I want to
believe she likes to unwind a little after the restaurant closes
but with her it’s hard to tell. If I didn’t have the look of a man
with a sizeable bar tab in his future maybe she would go to bed.
Whatever the case, she pours us equal glasses of rum.

“Another classic feast,” I say, clinking her
glass with mine.

“Not so bad,” she says.

We drink the first drink quietly, feeling the
sweet burn, listening to the music, me watching her smoke and her
watching me watch her smoke. By the middle of the next one we’re
discussing the loss of wilderness in Europe and America, the
rampant squandering of tropical forests, overcrowded cities.

“The world’s changing,” I say. “The cities
have become the norm now, the wild land more and more rare. It’s
out of control, like advertising.”

“In the end we will sell all,” she says.

I nod in agreement. “I spend most of my time
in an urban jungle and I’m not even sure why anymore. I know it’s a
sellout too. So then I find myself standing there in the beautiful
forest feeling wonderful one minute and pissed the next.”

“Drunken?”

“No, pissed like angry. And I realize the
fact that it’s all going away keeps me from totally enjoying
it.”

“The problem is here,” she says, tapping her
head.

“I know, but it’s also out there. It upsets
me, maybe beyond reason. I just can’t accept the way things are
going.”

“I was the same,” she says, “so I make my
great escape. And now my small life is normal, no?”

“Well yeah, you built a tropical holiday for
yourself and people pay you to share it. That works, but what about
all the tourists. Isn’t it a conflict for you?”

“Business, my friend. Without me, without my
nice place, where would you be drinking now?”

“There’s no way out is there? Everyone wants
everything.” I tap my empty glass. “We all want it all. What’s
wrong with us, Sheila?”

She refills our glasses, lights another
cigarette, and turns the tape over. “I have only what I need but I
am happy,” she says, but I can’t believe her on either count.

“Are you really happy? Are you living the
good life?”

“I live the life I choose.”

“I suppose that makes it good. That and the
wild land.”

“It’s not so easy as you say. There are
problems here also, my friend. Serious problems.”

She looks a little high now and I watch her
over my glass, looking for the wildness that must have brought her
here. “Tell me about Hurricane Jake,” I say.

She gives me a curious look, her eyes glassy
as she plays with a pack of French cigarettes. She pushes a loose
strand of hair behind her ear and takes a swallow of her drink.
“That was seven years ago,” she says. “Since then nothing so
exciting has happened.”

“It devastated the island, but you make it
sound like a positive experience.”

“It changed my life completely.”

“Because you survived?”

She studies my face as if she is calculating
something, while her fingers mechanically turn the cigarette pack
end over end. “Not only that,” she says with the faintest hint of a
smile at the corners of her mouth.

“So what, you had a party or something?”

“Not a party but a lot of excitement,” she
says. “I had never seen anything like this.” Then she rushes on,
trying to finish the story. “The wind and the noise, trees flying.
It was terrible.” She finishes her drink in a gulp.

“I’m not really getting the whole picture,” I
say.

The music stops. She reaches under the bar,
fumbling for another tape. “What was it like?” I ask, taking her
wrist in my hand. She looks up at me. I’m not squeezing her arm so
much as I’m gripping it firmly. “Please go on,” I say. “Pretend I’m
not here if you like, but tell me a story.” She stares at my face
and I cross my arms on the bar. She looks down again. The cassette
door clicks shut; a few seconds later some slow saxophone jazz
eases through the speakers.

“Alright,” she says, picking up the rum. “I
will tell you a small story.” She pours two more drinks and sets
the bottle down between us.

“I hope you’re not counting those.”

“Don’t worry.”

She takes a sip, licks her lips and stubs out
her cigarette. She gives me another look and her eyes move to the
open space through the door. “We knew the storm was coming. We
heard about it for many days, coming across the sea, getting
stronger. It was making a straight line to Soufrière.” She pauses,
still staring ahead, as if she’s watching the weather. “I became a
little bit excited but also frightened. We heard it was becoming a
class five storm so we try to prepare—my husband, Connie and me. I
didn’t wish to evacuate because I was making my new home. My
husband was a nervous man and he wanted to leave, so we had a great
fight. I was hoping the mountains would protect us.” A little laugh
escapes her.

“The day before—when we are thinking the
direction will not change—we close the restaurant. We bring
everything inside. We put wood on the windows. We put stones on the
generator house.” She laughs again. “We didn’t understand how
strong the wind could be.” She takes a swallow of rum and coughs
softly.

Rain is still pelting the roof above us. The
music is low. From the yard come the voices of the amphibian
chorus, and on the other side of the wall I hear the sound of pots
banging together in the kitchen.

“In the morning the sky was so dark and wind
was crying in the house. It became difficult to walk outside
because something could strike you. We had breakfast together in
the kitchen. Connie was praying all the time. We made a box of food
and water, flashlights, candles, some medicines—for after.”

“We went under the house with our box and
blankets—here”—she taps her foot on the floor, then adjusts her
weight on the stool and looks outside again. “Then we waited. We
could do nothing more. I became afraid when the storm came. The
noise was so loud I felt stupid. We were like animals under the
house. I wanted to go away but it was too late.” She closes her
eyes and continues.

“Rain came under so we crawled back in our
blankets like snakes. The wind was like a great machine coming
down. I could hear Connie praying and my husband cursing, but the
noise became too much and I was alone in darkness. It was like the
end of the world. The house began to make strange noises, like a
sick dog. Then the roof came off, glass and metal was breaking,
like a train smashing.” She squirms on the stool and speaks so
quietly that I have to lean forward to hear her.

“I felt the power of nature, like a god, but
I didn’t feel afraid anymore. I don’t know why but I thought this
great power would not hurt me. I was holding the earth like a
friend. I had earth in my hands and my body was moving, pushing
down to dirt and stones to get inside the earth, to hide there. I
heard noises but they seemed far away. Then I felt dizzy and sleepy
and everything was like dreaming. I believed the storm was raping
the island. I felt the same pressure inside my body, raping me too,
but I didn’t care. I was pushing myself down into the earth. I felt
my heart beating fast, my body was shaking but not cold. Inside, I
became hot and wet. I was crying, laughing, a little bit crazy.

“I had orgasm. Class five. Then the storm was
past and everything was quiet and peaceful like the time after
lovemaking.” She opens her eyes. Her cheeks are slightly red. She
glances at me, then looks down at the bar and finds her cigarettes.
She lights one and blows smoke at the ceiling. The music has
stopped.

I’m speechless. For some reason I imagine her
telling this story to a group of elderly tourists over lunch and I
almost laugh out loud.

She gives me a sharp look. “You find it
funny?”

“No, I love a happy ending.”

“Since that time I have been an independent
woman.”

“Congratulations. Was it a direct hit?”

“No. At the last moment it moved to the
north, away from the mountains.”

“To independence,” I say, raising my
glass.

“I knew I had finished a big test. I felt
positive to stay here.”

“To bad weather,” I say, taking another
swallow and dispensing with the toasts. I am feeling the rum too; I
might tell a story about groping a continent and from there we
could move on to screwing the planet.

“I thought it could not happen again so
soon.” I don’t know if she means the storm or the orgasm. “But it
didn’t matter. I felt strong. I had no more fear.”

“And you were in love with the land.”

She blows smoke in my face. “I was very happy
to be here, to be alive.”

“It’s great to be alive,” I say. “You don’t
have to know why.”

“We have nothing more,” she says.

We are quiet for a few minutes. I can’t help
but wonder why she told me of her relationship with Hurricane Jake.
She must be drunk. And when she is, she probably tells everyone the
same story. No, that’s nonsense. She just means to be amusing. She
wanted to tell me because of my name.

The kitchen is quiet, the dining room dark.
Falling among the calls of night, the rain beats flat botanical
surfaces and plays haphazard metallic scales, keeping rhythm for
the nocturnal notes of whistle-piping voices.

“What music do you like?” She is rattling
through some tapes.

I didn’t want to talk about music. Or art, or
economics, or politics, or religion. I wanted to talk about the
weather. “It may get stormy tonight,” I say.

She looks up. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I feel some rough weather building
up.”

She stares straight into my eyes for a few
seconds, but I can’t tell if she’s smiling or not. “How do you feel
it?”

“I don’t know. It’s a gift, I guess. I’m like
a human barometer.”

“You have a special instrument,” she
says.

“I’m sensitive. I know pressure when I feel
it.”

She fills our glasses again. “Perhaps you
want to take a cabin.” Her face is inscrutable.

I turn my head to look outside. “You can feel
the electricity. If I was ever going to take a cabin, tonight would
be the night.”

“You would be more comfortable.”

“No sense putting myself in danger.”

The room is quiet. We sip our drinks
listening to the rain. The only appropriate mood music would be a
recording of howling winds and flying debris. Outside, the weather
hasn’t changed much but inside me a low pressure system is
developing.

“Would you show me a cabin?”

“Of course.” She smiles. “Anytime you want a
cabin, you must first see it.”

We finish our drinks and I wait on the porch
while Sheila locks the doors. An umbrella hangs at the end of the
railing and she opens it and turns her flashlight on the path. We
walk down the narrow strip of concrete awkwardly, stumbling off the
edge, bumping into each other, sharing the umbrella, our arms and
legs brushing together as the rain encircles us. The generator
pounds away in the wet air like a deep steel drum muted with
fabric. The rain-flecked beam jerks from the path to the last cabin
and we move up the wet steps carefully. Sheila unlocks the door and
turns on the light. I step inside next to a desk with a lamp on it;
beside it sits a low bureau. A double bed juts out from the back
wall and takes up most of the floor space. A night table with a
lamp stands in the far corner. A grass rug, a ceiling fan, and
three colorful paintings complete the furnishings. The walls are
dark wood and each has a window. We stand inside the open door with
the umbrella dripping on the floorboards. The air is moist and
musty. Rain pings on the roof.

I throw open one side window, then kneel on
the bed and open the back window.

Sheila remains by the door. “Do you want
it?”

I open the night table drawer; inside are
candles, wooden matches, an ashtray. I melt the bottom of a candle,
stand it in the ashtray and light it, then open the third window. A
cool river breeze rolls through the cabin.

“You should take it,” she says.

Leaning over the desk I fling open the last
window; it bangs on the outside wall. When I turn off the lamp, the
candle flame in the corner dances up the walls. I click on the fan
switch. On its high setting, the fan whips the air violently. The
flame jumps around and flickering light flashes across the ceiling.
I pull the umbrella from Sheila’s hand and drop it on the
floor.

Sheets of rain slide off the slanted roof and
splatter on the ground. The fan stirs a blustery funnel in the
center of the room; the leaping light is dim and strange.

“You must take it.” Her voice is nearly
inaudible under the noise in the room.

The candle blows out and the room drops to
pitch black. My hands find hers and pull her forward. She resists,
pulling back toward the door, but I turn her to the bed and she
sits on the edge without a word. She attempts to rise but I push
her down, catching her scarf in my fingers. I loop it around her
wrists and pull her arms over her head so that she lies on her back
as I wrap the other end around the bedpost. We cannot see each
other or hear anything besides the stirring wind but I feel my way
around to her legs and kneel at her feet and place my hands on her
knees. Her dress has risen and I push it higher, my hands spreading
her thighs, my mouth following to kiss the soft flesh there.

She begins to shiver, or quiver, and I
realize I’m blowing at her pubis like a fanatic. Suddenly I see an
image of myself as a demented forecaster in a suit and tie,
kneeling on the ground in a blinding rain, feeling my way to
safety. Hyperventilated, I slump forward between her smooth thighs
and the darkness is full of blinking points of light. Her heels dig
at my back as she pushes me in farther. I gasp for air at the thin,
musky fabric there, my face nuzzling her moist sex. She squirms on
the bed, pushing her pelvis outward, her thighs clasping my head
like she’s trying to pop a balloon. I pry her legs apart and raise
my head to catch my breath and check the weather. I don’t want her
to panic but this storm could be turning into a typhoon.

I manage to loosen several restrictive
garments that might endanger us in the mounting turbulence. Wrapped
in the close humidity of a warm blanket I find her open mouth, her
heavy breasts, her wet crevice. I turn her onto her stomach, stuff
a pillow under her hips for comfort during the melee, and enter her
easily. Pinning her down, impaling her as she rises to join me, we
ride it out together, and over the gale I hear husky cries in the
darkness. I lose track of time and rain, and finally pitch forward,
carried away in a drenching release, exhausted but safe in the
coming calm.

I wake briefly when Sheila gets out of bed. A
few minutes later, the fan’s rapid spinning winds down to languid
revolutions that turn to stillness and absolute sleep.

When I wake next I know it’s later than usual
but I don’t care. I don’t plan to take any photos today, so I can’t
be overly concerned with the brilliant light pouring through the
open window with the whistles of songbirds and the frothy gurgle of
the river.

I shower with the stall door open, standing
in sunlight under the cold water, singing, “What a Wonderful
Monsoon,” a song I’ve never heard until this moment. I feel good;
there may be a few cirrus clouds at the upper reaches of my skull,
but the sky is clear and the future looks bright enough.

The restaurant is quiet. Sheila’s car is gone
and Rita sits in the dining room reading a magazine. Broad stripes
of light cut through the windows and fall across the tables and the
floor.

“Good morning,” I say.

“Mornin,” she says, standing up.

I walk out to the patio. Clear mountain light
shimmers over the wet leaves of an arena of trees. Hummingbirds and
bees sample the yellow allamandas gaping open around the edge of
the patio. Rita brings out coffee and a basket of toast with butter
and sea grape jelly. Her clothes—white shorts and a pink polo
shirt—glow brightly in the light. Her arms and legs are the color
of polished walnut.

“Where’s Sheila?” I ask.

“Town.”

She leaves and returns with a glass. I hold
it up and watch the particles drifting in the brownish liquid. “The
juice of the day.” I say.

“Das tamarind drink.”

A few minutes later she brings me the
special—a freshwater crab omelet and grilled tomatoes—and I pick up
an old newspaper from the bar and leaf through it while I eat. Rita
comes out with the coffee pot as I’m finishing my toast.

“Please,” I say.

She refills the cup and steps back from the
table. “Somethin else?” she says.

I fold the paper and toss it on the table.
“You can join me for a minute.”

She stands quietly for a few seconds, looking
at my cheerful face, then says, “Miss Sheila doan allow de staff to
sit wit touriss.”

“Yeah, so I hear, but can’t you think of me
as something else?”

Rita lifts slightly on her toes and comes
down again. “Such as?”

“A visitor, a passerby, a stranger, a
provocateur. How about a photographer?”

“All de touriss take picture.”

“This is true,” I say, “but the pictures are
not all the same.”

She shrugs.

“Have you ever taken a picture?”

“No.”

“Do you want to?”

She shrugs again.

“I guess it’s not a priority,” I say.

She stands there a moment longer, then turns
and leaves the patio.

I sit wondering how to tackle the day without
a camera. No big deal—within minutes I have a growing list of
interesting possibilities: follow the river; throw rocks into the
ocean; go fishing; go cliff diving; hitchhike someplace; juggle
coconuts; read The Portable Nietzsche.

When I walk back through the dining room,
Rita is sitting again with the magazine she had before, looking at
a picture of a wall of television screens. “What if I sat with
you?” I say, pulling out a chair.

She closes the magazine. “Miss Sheila—”

“She’s not here,” I say.

Rita sits up straight, glancing at the
driveway before looking at me again.

“Look,” I say, “I’m not trying to get you in
trouble. I’m the only one staying here. I just want to ask you a
question. I don’t see the crime in that.” She looks as if I might
ask her to help topple the government, but I sit down anyway. “I
was trying to come up with something to do today and I thought you
might have some ideas. Something unusual to see nearby. Like, I
don’t know, a cave or some natural wonder. Or someone interesting,
a craftsman, for instance, or a bush doctor.”

She looks back and forth from my face to the
magazine, continually smoothing its wrinkled cover. “To take
picture?”

“No, just to see. Anything worth seeing.”

“Dere’s a cascade.”

“A waterfall?”

She nods.

“Okay. Where is it?”

“Up de river.”

“This one behind us?”

“Yes.”

“Upstream from the cabins?”

“Yes.”

“How far?”

“Not so.”

“Thanks,” I say. “Pleasure to meet someone
who never took a photo.”

I wash a couple of tee shirts and hang them
on a line under the roof of the bathhouse. As I’m kneeling at the
flap of my tent, stuffing some things into my daypack, I hear
footsteps on the path and look up to see Rita going by, holding a
plastic bag.

“Hi,” I say.

She waves and keeps walking.

I zip the tent shut and catch up to her.
“Where are you going?”

“To collect de wild spice.”

We start down the ravine on a path to the
river. “What if someone comes to the restaurant?”

“Miss Sheila is dere.”

At the bottom, tall grasses and trees line
the rock-laden river. Flowing smoothly over flat sand-pebble
patches, rippling over irregular stone fields and rushing through
boulder chutes, the water creeps and runs and flashes, pouring
itself along in a voice chattering the language of mountains and
rain.

“Are you going to the waterfall?” I say.

“Not so far,” she says.

“You mind if I come along?”

“You are free to go wheer you choose.”

The narrow river cuts a tunnel through thick
forest; holes in the canopy allow spotlights of sun to hit the
water. Behind smooth round rocks, leaves and brown debris swirl in
the pockets of eddies. Ferns and flowers spill over the lush banks
to brush the water. Huge green elephant ear leaves hang out over
the shallows like wrinkled umbrellas, their thick pliant stalks
home for lizards and snails, their shadows cover for skating
beetles and tiny darting fish. Among muddy roots, orange crabs back
into the darkness of their holes. Across patches of light sand,
long gray crayfish shoot backward under rocks like retracted
torpedoes. Giant philodendrons snake upward, clinging stiffly to
their hosts, climbing into the weave of foliage over the winding
river.

I carry my shoes, stepping from stone to
stone or wading in the brisk, clear water. Soft brown finches chirp
and flit among the reeds and stems fencing the banks. A bright
green hummingbird—what Rita calls a frou-frou—follows us for a few
moments, hovering in the open space over our heads, buzzing and
flashing in a wild geometry of lines and angles before it vanishes
upstream.

In a little meadow beside the river, Rita
gathers the top sprigs of an olive-green shrub growing low to the
ground. She brings a bushy clump of it to the river and sits on a
rock, washing each piece and putting it in the bag. I sit across
from her on another rock, my feet dangling in the water. The sun is
hot now and as I watch her pull a sprig loose, dip it into the
moving water, and slap it against the rock, over and over again,
the task becomes a cycle of continuous motion. Performed and
repeated in a perfectly peaceful setting, the simple action—wet
hand swinging, plant striking stone, droplets showering—gives me a
pleasurable sensation that lulls me into a state of repose. The
rhythm of the task matches the rhythm of the day, and I stare
unfocused at the stone, caught between the movement and the sound
in the innocent workings of a natural clock, its ticking pendulum
marking the slow passage of a time without implication. I feel I
could stay this way until I’m forced to move, but these moments are
as temporary as they are elusive.

“You like it here,” she says, rustling the
plastic bag. She looks relaxed, and I feel like I’m seeing her for
the first time. Strands of her hair have escaped the braids and I
wish she’d shake it all free. I watch her smooth round face, her
black eyes shining at me, her small nose wrinkling under my
scrutiny, her full lips forming a modest smile.

“I do, very much.”

“I myself love de nature world.”

I look around us, thinking of a future theme
park, some bogus approximation of this. “What do you do in your
free time?” I ask.

“Tonight we have a dance,” she says, picking
weeds off her shirt and dropping them deliberately into the same
spot on the water.

“In Rocklee?”

“Sure, but people come from all over.”

“Is there a band?”

“A DJ,” she says. “A lot of people.”

“Where is it?”

“Club Camou.”

“You’re going after work?”

“Sure.” She stands and hops to another rock.
“Now I muss go.” She leaps downstream a few more rocks, then looks
back to where I’m still sitting and points over my head. “Soon you
will hear de cascade.”

It is the sound of power. The water falls
forty feet, crashing in a broken column and flattening to a round
pool, the middle plane between the dark, cavernous hollow below the
surface and the green clearing above it—two halves of a spherical
space carved by the dropping river. The top of the falls is a
screen of fine spray onto which the sun projects the thin, illusory
arcs of concentric spectrums. From the rim, pale vines dangle down
the wall. Ferns sprout from cracks. Behind the raging chute the
rock is slick black, green and gold; across its face endless
rivulets run light and lacy like watery cobwebs. At the edge of the
pool half-sunken boulders wear waving algae skirts and grow deep
green mats of moss like heads of hair on top.

Inside the jungle enclave the falling water
creates a natural static, a mock-deafness. Moisture collects on my
skin and hair and eyelashes as I stand looking into the pool,
seeing as deep as the spectral shafts of light penetrate. I dive
in, piercing the light and sinking below it, my hands outstretched
and groping. Cold-jolted in the darkness, my heart beats wildly. I
hear the muffled churning of the water above. Deeper, there is
nothing but colder darkness; my skin numbs and I feel only the
pressure in my ears. Then my hands touch rock and I turn and kick
off the bottom, reaching for the vague round light above, clutching
at it as I break the surface.

Thrown spray lashes my head. Shafts of water
tunnel into the pool. Underwater I take the roaring massage. The
head-drumming force of the cascade turns me playfully with a loose,
erratic pounding, and I roll in a swarm of bubbles, sinking and
spinning in the turbulence, my tumbling brain filling with watery
images. I wiggle through the water like an otter and come up in the
pool’s smooth middle, seeing sketches of shimmering, shallow water
and flat, dark shapes in my head. Some of the images appear to
float, but the shapes are solid—the crook of an arm, the curve of a
shoulder, a hip, a fist. No face presents itself, but I know the
model is Rita. Maybe it’s not a vision, but I could call it a
premonition. I think I see the next bit of land ahead, the place
where I will live and work until there is nothing left to sustain
me. Then I’ll be back at sea, floating like today.

I climb out onto the rocks. The air is rich
and still. In the space above the falls the sun is moving; in the
spinning spray the rainbow illusions fade, evaporating into the
sky. Peak-time at the pool is over. I put on my clothes and leave,
whistling and weaving back along the river’s solitary course,
refreshed and reaffirmed.

I spend the rest of the afternoon reading
Nietzsche and napping in my tent. Then I dress for the evening in
wrinkled clothes and go to the bar, where Sheila is listening to
the BBC news on the radio. Without a word she mixes a tamarind and
rum and puts it on the bar for me. I’m quiet; when she listens to
the world news it’s with a religious intensity.

The Pope, on a twelve day tour of Africa,
visits Our Lady of Lake Togo and welcomes another opportunity to
remind millions that starvation has nothing to do with birth
control; the Titanic is found but the passengers are still lost; a
devastating Mexico City earthquake kills nearly five thousand but a
dog has been rescued for a man who lost two children; there are
riots in Brixton and West Germany, racially motivated in England,
but simply hooliganism and destruction under a pretense of social
reform on the continent.

When a local health program follows with a
broadcast about fighting anorexia nervosa, Sheila lights a
cigarette and starts our routine. “You would like dinner?”

I take a handful of nuts from the bowl on the
bar. “Not tonight.”

Her eyebrows rise. “You will eat nuts?”

“And berries,” I say.

She smokes, watching me. “Maybe you have lost
your appetite. Maybe you have eaten too much.”

“I don’t want to become a creature of
habit.”

“We are all making our habits,” she says.

“It’s a constant battle, isn’t it?”

“If we like something we do it again.”

I crunch on some nuts and drink the tangy
drink. “The food’s great. I could possibly eat it every day. But if
you expect me to, you’ll be disappointed.”

An announcement concerning the contagious
nature of pinkeye comes on the radio. “Are you eating in your small
tent?”

“In Rocklee,” I say.

She lights a cigarette from the previous one
and makes herself a drink. “Ah. You are going to the dance.” It
sounds like an accusation.

“I thought I’d take a look.”

She draws smoke into her lungs and lets it
out with a whistling hiss. “There won’t be any tourists there.”

“Sounds like heaven,” I say, watching her
eyes through the smoke. “Oh! I see what you mean.” I rummage
through the bowl, picking out the cashews. “You mean white
people.”

Her expression doesn’t change; she isn’t sure
of the territory.

“You mean white people,” I say again.

“I mean visitors,” she says.

“But I’m a visiting white person and I’ll be
there.”

She drinks. I eat nuts. Music plays on the
radio and she makes me another drink. She’s said all she wants to
on the subject. In truth, I don’t want to see her anywhere but
here, and I’m pretty sure she feels the same about me.

She finally moves the conversation back to
our narrow spit of common ground. “Do you want the cabin
again?”

I smile at the nut bowl. “Depends on the
weather.”

“What is the forecast?”

“There’s a storm warning but who knows? It
might blow over or it might hit us. We’ll have to wait and see.” I
finish my drink and stand up. “You might sleep right through
it.”

“It’s the weekend,” she says. “I’ll be up
quite late.” She goes into the dining room, her cigarette still
smoldering on the bar. I stub it out and head up the
driveway—catching the citrus smell of Sheila’s orchard—and out onto
the road. Behind me the sun has dipped deeply into the cloudy
horizon and a steady breeze blows in my face. It’s great to be
free.

Darkness falls on the winding road down to
Rocklee and with it comes the sweet, unseen moisture of the
mountains. The walk is wonderful. A few cars pass and one stops to
offer me a ride but I turn it down.

The village center, with its stores and
box-like houses, runs alongside the road for about half a mile,
outlined at night by pale, yellowish streetlights; branching off
the main artery are dark dirt side streets. I get directions from
one of the shop owners, and set off on a steep curving road that
leads down to Club Camou, a white warehouse-type building beside a
field. Strings of bulbs hang between the front door and two trees
on opposite sides of the road, making a luminous point to the
entrance. Over the door the words CLUB CAMOU are painted in a black
scrawl.

At the edge of the field is a booth with a
group of people standing around it, and as I get closer I smell
fried food. Under the glow of a single lantern, two sweating men
sell fried chicken, fried banana and fried potato on paper plates,
and bottles of Heineken from a barrel of ice. I get a plate and a
beer. A dog follows me under a tree where I sit on a root, toss him
a chunk of chicken and eat in peace. Music spills from the club.
People are milling around the door and cars are being parked in the
field.

After a while I walk over to the front of the
club and wait in the line to get inside. People stand close
together, funneling toward the door, laughing, smoking, arguing in
their lilting patois or speaking matter-of-factly in English. A big
man sits on a stool at the door, collecting the cover and
rubber-stamping a CC on the wrists of the incoming.

Once inside, I stand in the barroom,
separated from the rest of the building by a wall with another
doorway. On the other side is a larger, darker room with a stage
full of equipment at the rear and narrow benches running along the
walls. The room is filling up. I see one more open door at the
back, apparently an exit, with another man standing by. There are
no windows and the room is hot already. Marley is playing through
large speakers but the DJ hasn’t taken the stage.

I squeeze up to the bar. There are about four
stools and maybe forty people there, and a line filing into the big
room. The bartender at my end points at me. “What will it be,
mahn?”

“Heineken.” There are only Heineken bottles
and plastic cups on the bar. He pops one open for me and I put some
money down. “What else you got?”

“Vodka, whiskey, rum and no-label.”

“What’s no-label?”

“Das a cane liquor.” He moves away, putting
beer bottles on the bar with both hands.

The DJ’s voice booms out over the music and
echoes off the walls. The people clap and yell. I can’t understand
what he’s saying so I push my way into the big room. I still can’t
understand what he’s saying. From the ceiling in the center of the
room a wheel of colored lights flashes and turns, flinging blue,
yellow, red and orange spots onto the dark walls and the dark mass
of people. Standing behind his equipment, the DJ spins a record,
the volume cranks up and dancing begins in earnest. I walk around
the room passing the benches along the walls and looking at the
dark figures sitting there smoking and drinking and chatting in
each other’s ears. It is true: I seem to be the only white person
here, the only person who can’t understand the DJ. Making my way
along in the near-darkness I feel an acute sense of myself as a
minority, even though the term has never held much meaning for me.
I imagine someone standing up in front of me to ask, “Hey mahn, how
is it to be so white?” And me saying, “Fine. It’s great to be
alive.” But no one seems to notice me. In the dark I’m invisible,
ignored, a stranger left alone. I return to the bar. I think if I
try some no-label I might start to understand the DJ.

The liquor is a clear fluid with the odor of
a mild fumigant, something like the groundwater that might be found
near a chemical plant. It has a strange, almost bland flavor and a
burning aftertaste that leaves a sinister vapor in the nasal
passages. I’m surprised that a plastic cup can hold it and amazed
at the quickness with which one attains recognition by ingesting
it. After one shot I learn from the bartender of the local
corollary that unites consumption with concern. To publicly drink
more than a taste is to admit you are reckless, insane, deeply
religious, inquisitive to a fault, hell-bent on destruction or
seeking knowledge through the use of solvents.

Soon I begin to witness my own unification
with the people around me. We buy each other drinks and laugh.
Alienation goes out with the empty cups. We see the ways of the
world and reach agreements; we marvel at common dilemmas and wheeze
at stupid solutions. Two of my closest friends at the bar, John and
Earl, convince me that I’m at least brown, and we all promise to
visit each other every year.

“Goddamn it, Earl,” I say, clapping him on
the back, “it’s great to travel.”

Back in the big room I hear the DJ announce
his intention to play selections from Martinique and Trinidad. I
move between the dancing bodies, bending with the crowd just to get
by, swaying and bumping my way into the thick of the event. Colored
spots fly by, catching faces and arms, whipping over walls, grazing
my eyes. Caught in the tide of movement, lifted by the heat and the
beat, I dance without trying, like a rafter at the mercy of ocean
waves.

The air is thick and warm like blood,
pressing close to my skin, filling my nose and head with the odor
of island, the meshed smells of earth and sea—the dripping sweat of
coffee and rum, sugar and fish, oil and salt. The fragrance of
roots and runoff rain, the sticky liquids of pineapple, papaya and
coconut water, the soft, ripe sweetness of brown banana. The air
turns over and over, heavy in the closed room, the reused breath of
people moving, the stale exhaled currents of beer and smoke, the
floating perfume of soaps and potions. People squeeze together,
pressing and grinding their partners, strutting and sliding. It is
a hothouse of cross-pollination, reeking of musk and mango, oozing
the sap of spirits and seduction. All the same, the only fresh air
is outside and that is the direction my dance takes.

I reel out the back door into the field,
exchanging the smooth madness for moonlight and mountain oxygen.
Wandering along a row of cars, I see couples and small groups
dotting the field and the chicken shack crowd a far corner away.
Stopping between cars I urinate on the grass. The two vehicles on
either side seem to roll back and forth and I think I hear someone
calling. I turn to look over my shoulder—inadvertently peeing on a
light-colored Mazda—and see a girl walking toward me. I correct my
aim as she nears.

“Sorry,” I say, “I didn’t know it was your
car.”

“I doan own a car,” she says, stopping behind
it.

“Rita!” I zip up and turn around. “It’s great
to see you.” We walk over near the club’s front door where two
other people are waiting.

“Jake
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