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Now the sneaking serpent walks in mild humility,

And the just man rages in the wilds

Where lions roam.

—William Blake

 


 


 


The island, all green mountains and mist,
rose out of the crux of two seas. The warm aquamarine of the
Caribbean brushed against one side; the darker, rougher Atlantic
crashed into the other, spraying the jagged rocks and wind-carved
shrubs, constantly sharpening the edges of intricate recesses where
small, gray crabs scurried and clung.

Rough cliffs came up to a point overlooking
two small bays. On the point, in a clearing behind a dense jumble
of short, thorny trees, sat a small wooden house. Large yellow
hibiscus flowers stared wide open into the clearing and little
green hummingbirds stabbed and poked at them, flitting from one to
the other like tiny hyper-surgeons with impossible schedules.
Burning pink bougainvillea climbed the house, thick as paint. Out
of the sea a double rainbow arched back into the mountains behind
the house like the plumes of some monstrous tropical bird.

Harlan Rivers sat in a lawn chair intently
following the definition of clouds on the horizon, as if he might
see his next move in the slow convolutions. He’d arrived on the
island the day before, taking an impulsive vacation to see a girl
he hadn’t seen for two years. Her name was Patty Roberts. They’d
met in England while she was an agriculture student and he was on a
European holiday. It had been an instant romance—fast, fun and
satisfying. Temporary destiny. They had kept in touch,
sporadically, and several months ago she’d gotten a job in the
islands with the banana industry. He’d finally taken up the open
invitation to visit her—much closer than England now—but arrived
during harvest time and immediately regretted the timing.

Patty was an efficiency expert, down on the
coast to inspect the fruit and the transfer to ship. At the main
depot he’d found her, pale British in khakis and boots, amid black
men unloading trucks and stacking boxed bananas. Standing
there—straight brown hair falling limply around her neck, hands on
hips and sweat stains down the sides of her baggy shirt—she’d
seemed surprised to see him, but they had hugged briefly and
everyone had stopped working long enough to notice. After that he’d
wandered off to look around until she finished.

A huge white freighter was anchored offshore;
small wooden boats carried the bananas to it. Beside the jetty a
few derelict boats lay sideways in shallow water, sand-stuck and
peeling. Chickens with scrawny yellow necks—missing feathers as if
they’d already been partly wrung—flipped bits of debris along the
shoreline. Farther down the road a black and white goat stretched
for a bite of grass, tethered to a monochromatic mass of rust that
had once been a Toyota. Several young boys, dark-naked and skinny,
played at the shore, trying all at once to swing from a rope tied
to a coconut palm that hung out over the water.

At a little restaurant near the water Harlan
drank rum punch and watched an old woman, barefoot in a torn,
flower-print dress, walking along the beach with a single coconut
balanced on her head, her brown, wrinkled arms swinging free at her
sides. The sun, a great red ball, sank ever so slowly into the sea
and then, as it does, the last half slipped quickly out of sight.
The sizzling Harlan heard sounded almost like the faraway hiss of
solar steam. He smelled chicken cooking on an open grill; smoke
swirled around him. The red-orange light on the water receded, was
pulled back to the horizon and sucked over the edge, then
rearranged into broad rosy streaks and splayed up into the pale
blue of the lower sky. He shut his eyes and slid down in his chair.
A radio clicked on; the swaying rhythm of a French-laced dance song
crept over him, seemed to gently push his head from side to side.
He smiled to himself and relaxed even deeper, thinking he’d be hard
to find out here. But sand flies found him, bit into his ankles,
piercing his mood and marking the start of night. He finished his
drink and left.

By streetlight he took a look at the harbor
neighborhood, a sort of wood and tin-roofed amalgamation of shops
and dwellings. Strolling casually he stuck to the brighter, busier
areas and moved through the people and the traffic, never stopping
to linger long.

Back near the depot the line of pickup trucks
waiting to off-load was even longer after nightfall. Men stood in
groups talking near their vehicles—headlights and radios on,
engines off. Every little while they would all move forward a truck
length. Near the front Harlan passed a group of young men, dark
faces laughing, and suddenly a voice reached out to him. “How you
find it, mahn?”

“Find what?”

“Dis little island.”

“Fine, so far so good.” They were passing a
bottle of rum around and offered him some. Strong stuff, it burned
going down. He exhaled loudly; a couple of them laughed.

“You a touriss, mahn?”

“Maybe,” he said, “but I really came to see
that lady,” and he pointed into the open building where they could
all see Patty holding a clipboard and gesturing to a co-worker.

There was a pause, then someone said, “She a
busy woman, dat one.”

And Harlan said, “I think she likes her
work.”

He heard a murmur in the crowd, “Hmmm,” then,
“She goin to inspec your fruit?” Laughter broke out all around.
Another voice added, “An put it in a box?” Fresh laughter. Hand
slapping.

Harlan laughed too. “We’ll see.” He took a
long swallow of rum. The truck ahead started up. “Thanks,” he said,
and handed the bottle back.

“Okay, mahn. Alright.”

He walked over to Patty’s Land Rover, climbed
inside and waited in the passenger seat with a burning throat.

The drive home, to the village where Patty
rented a house, took about half an hour. It was late, there was
little traffic and she drove fast, blowing the horn automatically
before each turn, scanning the next curve for headlights, talking
loudly over the engine about bananas and agriculture. Harlan
listened for a while, leaning against each turn, watching the road
attentively. The car rode roughly, even without hitting the
potholes that pitted the twisting road. Rock walls loomed over one
side; on the other, the surface dropped off into vine-filled
ravines. There was no mention of their first meeting, two years
ago. Harlan became uneasy, bouncing along. She seemed consumed with
work. Overtired. Finally, when she stopped talking, he thought
about the men drinking in line and their fruit inspection joke, but
didn’t mention it.

When they got to the house Harlan brought in
his bag and Patty collapsed in a chair. He stood looking at her
with a question on his face. She looked down at her work boots and
after a long while said, “I think I’m getting emotionally involved
with a man I work with.”

He watched bits of dried mud fall to the
floor as she scraped one boot with the other. “Thanks for letting
me know.”

“It just happened recently.”

“This should be a great vacation,” he
said.

“We don’t have to be lovers for you to enjoy
yourself here.”

“Really? How do you know that?”

“I just do.”

“I’m happy to have your intuition on my
side.”

And that was it. He wasn’t really surprised,
not after all this time, just disappointed. Not so much with the
woman he saw now but with the loss of the feeling he’d tried to
excavate from the past. And with the withering of an expectation
that had grown over old memory and into new desire.

She went to bed and after a while Harlan
realized that besides feeling disappointed he was also famished. He
found half a papaya and some stale coconut cakes in the kitchen and
went outside to eat. Afterward he stood listening to the surf
bashing down below. The air, full and fragrant, pressed against him
and he took it in deeply. Dark mountains stood out clearly against
a light sky. The ocean, compressed between the land and the
horizon, rippled under a thin layer of moonlight. Eventually he
felt sleepy, less hollow, and went inside. He washed his face and
sticky hands and brushed his teeth. Quietly he got into the bed
beside Patty and lay still, listening to crickets—he couldn’t tell
if they were inside or out—until he fell asleep. The night passed
calmly and when he woke, the sunlight coming through wooden louvers
lay in bright stripes on the wall by his head, and Patty was
gone.

Harlan sat through the morning watching the
landscape, drinking coffee, and wondering if he should leave. By
turns he felt unwelcome, unconcerned, anxious and relaxed. Somehow
detached. Take it easy, he thought. Look around. Meet some other
people. Explore the lush land. The place looks good. More primitive
than he imagined.

On the kitchen table he found a note.

Please make yourself at home. If you don’t
mind, pick up some fresh bread in the village across the road and
up the hill. There is a good beach not too far away. The map below
will help you find it. If you have trouble, ask anyone you see for
Hidden Bay beach. And if you get lost, my house is in the village
of Bonbaie. I shouldn’t be too late tonight. Have fun and be
careful in the jungle. Don’t worry, there are no poisonous snakes
here. Patty

The map showed the road, a series of curves,
two villages, an arrow at the start of a trail, and the trail
itself winding down to the beach.

Bonbaie seemed to consist of forty or fifty
small wooden houses along a red dirt track that gradually wound up
a slope and out of sight. On the hillside dense vegetation climbed
up and pushed itself upon the village. Here and there flame trees
burst blooming out of the green sprawl like fixed fireworks. People
greeted Harlan with smiles and upraised hands. Fruit trees and
flowers grew between the houses; chickens were everywhere. He
passed a field, across which a church and a concrete schoolhouse
faced each other like opposing forces. Further up an old lady in a
straw hat was baking bread, little loaves the size of bananas, in a
smoke-blackened kitchen hut adjacent to her house. Harlan spoke
with her through the doorway for several minutes after his
purchase. He explained that he was visiting Patty—the old lady
smiled—and that he enjoyed the countryside and planned to walk to
Hidden Bay. She offered to send her grandson to show him the way
and when he declined politely, she jumped outside suddenly, plucked
a few grapefruit from a nearby tree and shoved them at Harlan.
Surprised, he accepted them, thanking her as he dropped one and
picked it up, stuffing them all into his daypack on top of the
bread. They said goodbye and he walked away with the elation of a
stranger accepted by natives. His former misgivings gave way to
serenity and he ambled off down the hill nodding pleasantly to
those he encountered.

At the bottom of the hill just off the road,
some children were collecting fallen fruit under a huge breadfruit
tree. A little girl about six years old was trying to make a neat
pile of those already found, and two boys, a year or two older,
were foraging for more, spreading out through the vines and
undergrowth where errant fruit might have rolled. As Harlan
approached the road the girl looked up at him with big brown eyes
and a small mouth that rounded in curiosity; she dropped her task
and moved in his direction. She stopped suddenly. Between them,
nearly blending into the rocks on the path, a small, thin snake lay
motionless. Harlan bent forward to examine it—black and white
pattern, sort of checkered and less than two feet long—when the
little girl let out a shriek. “Stink snake!” she cried. The two
boys came running to the girl, who had already gathered a handful
of rocks. She began to throw them at the snake, not very
accurately, but forcefully. The slender reptile jerked its head
back and started to move away from the children, closer to Harlan,
who hadn’t moved at all. One of the boys, holding a single weighty
breadfruit, a textured green cannonball, stepped forward and raised
the weapon over his head.

“Hey!” Harlan yelled. He took a quick step,
leaned to scoop up the snake with one hand and raised his other in
self-defense. A rock hit his leg and the breadfruit burst heavily
on the ground, spotting his tennis shoes with pithy green bits.
Straightening, he held the writhing snake high over his head and
glared at the children, who stood transfixed.

He thrust his snake-wrapped fist out toward
them—the serpent struggled and strained to free itself, stretching
outward away from its captor and swinging down closer to the
children. In wide-eyed terror they stumbled backward, one boy
running onto the road. A horn blared twice. A car coming around the
bend swung wide to miss the boy and blew the horn again, angrily,
steadily, and Harlan—his arm still outstretched—saw the passengers
staring at him as the car curved out of sight. The children cut a
wide berth around him and ran up the path on the hill.

Harlan slung the snake—whipping it through
the air like cooked spaghetti—across the road where it landed in a
bush, bounced once and disappeared from view. He turned quickly to
look behind him; the children had stopped halfway up the path and
stood together staring at him. Farther up on the side of the hill,
a man—shirtless in the sun and motionless as a tree—held a machete
and watched Harlan. Standing like some dazed reprobate, Harlan
stared back; he could even see the sweat glistening like oil on the
man’s skin. Then, unexpectedly, a strong smell crawled into his
nostrils. Mechanically, he brought his hand to his nose, sniffing,
and jerked it away. A pungent odor, thick and musky as a fox, clung
to his hand. He examined it closely; there were no marks. The snake
had not bitten, but had loosed a peculiar excretion that was not so
much a defense as an unpleasant reminder of the encounter. He
squatted and wiped his hand vigorously in the roadside weeds, then
ripped out a handful and rubbed it between both hands as if he were
washing them. Laughter reached him, engulfed him like another
scent; he looked up to see the kids howling and pointing. “Little
shits,” he muttered, wiping his hands on his pants and standing up.
He adjusted his pack and moved on down the road, a marked man,
trailing the awkward aroma of embarrassment, his previous serenity
supplanted by indignation.

He found the trail easily and plunged into
the forest, downhill toward the sea. Unseen doves scattered in
flurries overhead, breaking the stillness with sudden noises: quick
squeaks like rusty wheels and nervous, rapid flappings that seemed
to come from all directions at once and receded so fast as to be
utterly startling. He scrambled ahead, sliding on leaves, grabbing
tall thin saplings for support. Prompting tree lizards to shift
quickly on their trunks, revolving out of sight. Finally he had to
stop; the path split into several choices. Once his breathing
slowed he could hear nothing. It was absolutely still, cool and
quiet. Overhead he didn’t even see the sky; the canopy of
vegetation allowed only rounded fragments of sunlight to dapple the
dark forest floor. He proceeded instinctively and soon caught a
glimpse of blue sea. The path ended in a sandy stand of coconut
palms. There were several piles of husks, wiry brown mounds, but no
other signs of people.

Across the mouth of the bay a line of rocks
caught the surf and broke it up, releasing only secondary, diluted
waves to lap the thin crescent of white sand. The inner periphery,
tall palms and bushy sea grapes, came almost to the water; beyond
that was swampy jungle. At each end tree-covered cliffs closed the
cove from view. Deserted and beautiful. He took off his shoes and
walked the length of it, enjoying the solitude, feeling special,
select. He dropped his pack in the shade, waded into the surf and
swam out to the rocks, over blurry coral heads, wishing he had a
mask. He floated, rocking softly, seeing without hearing, looking
at the sky. He saw the clouds as great banks of brain coral. Back
over sand in shallower water, he dove down and felt the bottom,
moving along like a cruising shark, feeling cleansed. Surfacing, he
smelled his hand and was surprised to find the snake’s scent still
present. At the shore he rubbed a handful of sand into his hand and
forearm, thinking the rough, salty particles might wear away or
absorb the organic odor that clung to his skin. It was the smell of
deep earth, fungus-like and raw, and it seemed significant somehow
as he stood alone at the edge of the jungle, as if he’d met and now
felt the essence of something acutely primordial.

He looked up to see a figure walking toward
him from the same direction he’d come. He rinsed his arm and
waited, glancing once at his belongings. A boy of about fourteen,
clad only in red shorts, approached him walking smoothly and
slowly, as if he had all the time in the world. He stopped a few
feet from Harlan; a wave fused him to the sand and joined the two
of them.

“Snake Mahn,” he said.

“Jesus.” Harlan laughed. “News travels fast
around here.”

The boy looked intently at him. “Why you doan
kill de snake?”

“The thing was this big,” Harlan said,
holding up his hands for measure. “Harmless. There was no reason to
kill it.”

“De people here doan like snake.”

“People don’t seem to like them much
anywhere.” He wondered if the boy had ever been anywhere else. “Why
do you think that is?”

The boy answered without hesitation,
“Tet-Chien.”

“What’s that?”

“Big snake. Very mean.”

“Yeah?” He looked past the boy, into the
jungle. “How big?”

The boy pointed at the nearest palm tree, one
nearly thirty feet tall. “Very big,” he said solemnly.

“Oh really?” Harlan smirked. “And where would
I find one of these big guys?”

“In de bush.”

Harlan looked hard for signs of a joke, but
the boy seemed quite serious. “Well I’d sure like to see one.” He
smiled. “You see, I like snakes.”

The boy grinned. “Stay in de bush all night
maybe he fine you.”

“Perfect! We could drink some rum around the
campfire and come back to the village the best of friends.”

“Hah hah hah.” The boy let out a burst of
laughter. “You crazy, mahn.”

Harlan rubbed salt off his forehead; it was
hot in the sun. “What’s your name?”

“Nurius.”

“Nurius,” Harlan said. “Nurius the curious.”
He stuck out his hand. “Mine’s Harlan.”

Nurius shook the hand. “I can show you de
snake stone.”

“What’s the snake stone?”

“Indian place.”

Harlan waited for more information but it
wasn’t forthcoming. “You mean it’s a carving or something?”

“De snake, he make de stone by heself.”

Harlan ran his hand through his wet hair.
“Look, is this a real place? No bullshit.”

“Sure, mahn. Very real. True.”

He studied the boy’s face and looked again at
the palm tree. “How far away is this stone?”

“Tirty minute.”

“Okay,” he said, moving to gather his things.
“Let’s go.”

“Five dollar.”

“Ah, Christ!” Harlan turned back to face him.
“This isn’t a tourist place is it?”

“No way. De stone in de bush.”

“Alright. But we’ll take a look first.
Okay?”

Nurius shrugged and immediately set off.
Harlan slung his pack over one shoulder, took a look down the
beach, saw no one, grabbed his shoes and fell into step behind his
guide.

Inside the treeline another path presented
itself, winding into dense foliage, rising toward the road—or at
least where Harlan thought the road should be—and cutting back
downward. Nurius moved effortlessly through the filtered light,
intimate with the ground. Harlan struggled through the steamy air,
trying to keep up, telling himself to get in better shape, trying
to breathe regularly through his nose. But the ground was uneven
and the path frequently disappeared, bush-closed; he would come
crashing through to find Nurius standing still, gazing ahead
patiently while he waited, before gliding off again. Once, Harlan
came over a small rise to find the boy bent over a gurgling stream,
drinking from a wild banana leaf he’d fashioned into a cup. He
handed it to Harlan, who took great gulps of the clear, cool water
and let the rest run down his chin and neck. He was breathing
heavily, feeling his sweat surfacing and soaking into his shirt and
beading up on his face and hairline. He looked at his watch. “Are
we almost there?”

“Not far.”

Harlan filled the leaf again and drank more
slowly, watching a small yellow-breasted bananaquit watching him;
he dropped the leaf in the stream and the bird disappeared.

They continued. Though still in thick jungle,
Harlan thought he could hear the coastline through the trees. Quite
suddenly they broke into a small clearing and were standing on a
slab of dark-gray rock. The surface was porous and in some places
long, thin green stems with angular red flowers grew out and hung
over it like the spindly arcs of spiders’ legs. The platform of
rock resembled a rough stage, supporting at its center a strange
vertical protuberance, some growth of itself that rose straight up
ten or twelve feet. The stone column was as gnarled as driftwood
and stood like some outdoor stalagmite, alone, untouched by hanging
limbs or vines. Through the opening in the tree roof, the sun cast
light onto the form. Harlan walked up close and moved in a circle
around it, amazed, looking for signs of human handiwork or a seam
between base and pillar. He saw none. It appeared to be all one
piece, a natural creation erupted from the earth—a volcanic rope,
thick as an old tree, twisted and piled up on top of itself—in a
bizarre occurrence from a far-off instant. A totem of an earlier
time.

Then he saw it. Out of the form, the snake. A
stone constrictor wrapped upon itself in a pillar of curves. The
long body wound upward to the top and came back down, entwined in
itself. Midway down was a great square head with hollow sockets,
with a jawline tucked into the body and a crease that defined the
mouth. Clamped shut. At a certain angle, nearly a smile. Crude yet
distinct, it stared out at the viewer dispassionately. Cool,
bloodless stone.

Nurius sat at the edge of the rock surface
eating a guava; a dozen more lay scattered beside him. Harlan saw
the tree nearby heavily laden with the small, round fruit,
ripe-yellow and beckoning. He walked over to Nurius and picked one
up, held it up and turned it around for inspection. “Beautiful,” he
said, “just for the picking.” He looked slowly around the area and
started to smile. “This might have been the Garden of Eden.”

Nurius stopped chewing, bits of the sticky
fruit clinging to his lips, and stared up at him.

“The original Garden of Eden, man,” Harlan
continued, pointing at the snake stone with the small fruit. “Only
it wasn’t an apple. It was a goddamn guava.” He bit into the soft
fruit with delight, squeezing the skin and sucking the sweet,
purplish pulp into his mouth, then laughed and in a dramatic
gesture, slung the skin to the center of the clearing. It hit the
stone and stuck below the head, leaving a bright yellow spot on the
dull gray.

Nurius laughed, picking up a handful of the
guavas as he stood. He hurled them one after the other at the
target. They smacked loudly, flecking the body with color and
giving the stone serpent’s skin a random pattern.

Harlan felt a queasy sense of violation
welling up in him like bubbles rising underwater. As if he were
shoplifting or grave-robbing. “Okay, okay!” he shouted at Nurius.
The laughter died away. He held up his hand for silence. Standing
perfectly still he listened, straining to hear and staring into the
trees beyond the clearing. It was dead quiet and though the area
around them still had light, the forest was shifting down toward
darkness, beginning to shed its greenness. “It’s getting late,” he
said. “We should get moving.”

“Doan worry, mahn. I know de way.”

Harlan thought he detected irritation in the
boy’s voice. As he stepped off the rock onto the ground, he glanced
back once more at the vertical stone. That’s all he saw. The snake
was gone. He squinted hard, not believing his own vision. The stone
was there: rock was rock. Everything looked the same but his eyes
weren’t picking out the particular relief that created the
reptilian form. He shook his head, closed his eyes for a second and
tried again. Nothing. An optical illusion, the snake somehow
camouflaged.

A rapid fluttering of wings broke the
stillness too quickly. He jumped, wild-eyed. Across the clearing
the shrill, penetrating whistle of a tree frog sounded and was
answered in seconds by others. The noise encircled him like a fog.
He whirled into the path—Nurius was nowhere in sight—and dove
blindly into the shadowland.

He picked up the trail and managed to find
his way back without seeing the boy. He followed the boy’s
footprints across the beach and climbed the trail toward the road.
Finally stepping out of the dark trees he found Nurius sitting on a
stone at the roadside. He paid the boy and they walked along in
silence, then parted with a few words below the village. Harlan got
home while it was still twilight.

He showered, had a snack and wandered outside
in the darkness. Back inside he tried to read but couldn’t. He lay
down and fell into a light sleep. The Land Rover, crunching gravel,
woke him.

“Ah, the banana republican returns,” he said
as Patty entered.

She looked tired but smiled nonetheless as
she sighed and dropped her bag. “Hi, Harlan. How was your day?”

“Not bad,” he said. “A little adventure.”

“Oh really?” Her eyebrows rose. “Did you find
the beach alright?”

“Yeah, I did. Thanks for the map.” He thought
back into the day. “And I got some bread.” They stood looking at
each other, feeling a mutual awkwardness.

“Oh, I brought some fresh fish from town,”
she said, digging into her bag. “There’s a grill outside against
the house. Maybe you could start on the fish while I shower and
when I get out I’ll make a salad.”

“Okay, sure. I’m starved.”

“Me too.”

When everything was nearly ready he toasted
some bread on the edge of the grill. Beside the open door they
feasted on small, tender redfish, cooked whole with lime, pepper
and basil, a salad of tomato and shredded cabbage, salted and
limed, with crisp bread and iced rum to fill in the cracks. Harlan
recounted the basic events of his day. Patty listened without much
comment, seeming to enjoy her visitor’s enjoyment and sucking
thoughtfully on fish bones. She had never been to the snake stone,
but had heard of it. “The Indians that were here said a great snake
came out of the sea, created the island and lived in a cave in the
mountains. They said when strange men came, the snake went away and
left the stone behind. That’s the legend, anyway.”

“You really should see it,” he said.

“One day when I have more time for
sightseeing I will.”

He asked about the big snake, the real
one.

“I haven’t seen one but there is some kind of
boa constrictor here.”

“No kidding.” He considered this. “They’re
not usually all that big.”

“I guess they’ve found a few larger than
usual. And when you consider the natives’ fear of snakes you can
imagine the exaggerations.”

Harlan sipped his rum. “Nurius had another
name for the boa. Tet— Tet—”

“Tet-Chien.”

“That’s it. What’s that mean?”

“Remember your French?”

“No, I never had any.”

“Dog-Head.”

“Dog-Head? I don’t get it.”

“That’s what they call it. I don’t know,
maybe there’s some resemblance.”

He got up, cut a grapefruit in half and
grilled it too. Then he cut out the sections and dripped honey over
them for dessert. When he came back to the table he poured two more
drinks.

“That’s enough for me,” she said. They sat
without talking for a while, sipping in separate preoccupations. “I
have to go over to St. Vincent for a few days,” she said. “Maybe a
week.”

“When?”

“In the morning. They’re starting to
harvest.”

“And you’d like me to leave?”

“No, no, you can stay if you want to. I’ll
show you where to leave the key and you can go when you feel like
it.”

He thought about it. “I’d like to stay a few
more days.” A night breeze came up, blew through the house. He
watched the coals glowing in the grill. “I didn’t think it would be
like this,” he said. “I didn’t know what to expect, really.” The
thought trailed off. “But I like it here.” She said nothing and
when he spoke again his tone was more direct. “I’m going into the
bush to look for the big snake.”

Her eyes narrowed and she leaned forward in
her chair. She made a sound like a small cough. “And do what if you
find one?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe just look
at it. Maybe catch it—” Then he had another vague idea. “And take
it to the village.”

“You’re joking.”

“No, I’m not.”

She made a little laugh. “Oh, the great white
hunter. What do you want to do, educate these people? You don’t
know anything about life here.” She stood, her chair scraping
backward.

He looked up at her. “I’m not interested in
lying in the sun and reading Hollywood novels.”

“There’s a lot of room between those
extremes.”

“It’s just something that appeals to me.”

“Since when?”

“Since now.”

She laughed again, shaking her head. “Are you
trying to prove something to me?”

“Don’t take it personally. Why? You think if
I was fucking you I wouldn’t be doing this?”

“Oh, that’s nice. Very nice. So
considerate.”

“Just blunt.”

“More like crude. And aggressive. I know you
feel rejected, but I think your reaction is a little strange,
that’s all.”

“It’s not a reaction. It’s a separate thing
altogether.”

“It’s frivolous. I’m trying to build a
relationship with these people.”

“And?”

“And credibility is hard to get here. For a
foreigner. It can be damaged very easily and now you’re going off
the bloody deep end.”

“Oh, that’s it. I see. You’re absolutely
right. If I catch a snake the entire banana industry will probably
just collapse.”

“Don’t exaggerate.”

“Me? You’re wrapped up in some old colonial
paranoia. You think I’m going to scare people into revolution, or
what?”

“This is ridiculous.” She started to clear
the table.

Harlan went outside, pulled a lounge chair
out into the yard and lay down. The crickets conducted themselves
loudly, almost obliterating all other sounds, but then behind him
he heard the kitchen being cleaned up. Ordinary sounds of small
purpose: running water, plates and silverware clinking together, a
cabinet door closing. The sounds passed over him like the night
air, soothing and tranquil as he lay gazing up into the dark sky.
He felt far from home, far from himself. He remembered that people
often see animal shapes in cloud formations, and now, out of the
cloud banks in his mind, he witnessed graceful serpentine coils, an
unknotting mass of self-defining movement. A mound of subtle
undulation, it untangled and developed. There it was: a dog’s head
inside his own. He had fallen asleep.

He awoke in the cool dark of early morning,
surprised to see that he was outside. The lounge chair creaked as
he got up. He got a blanket and a cushion off the couch and
returned outside to the chair, where he slept for a couple more
hours until the sky attained the first faint glow of pre-dawn
light. He lay still and snug under the blanket, watching the color
slowly surface and expand over him. He heard the alarm clock in the
house, then the bathroom water, kitchen noise, and a few minutes
later, the front door opening. “I’m making tea,” Patty said.

He turned his head enough to see her leaning
out the door but said nothing.

She brought out two mugs and he took one,
sitting up in the chair. She sat down at the other end. The tea
steam drifted lazily in the cool stillness. “I have to go,” she
said. “Just leave the key under that first conch shell.” She nodded
toward the driveway.

Holding the mug with both hands he drank
slowly and deliberately, nurtured by the steam. “Okay,” he said,
looking at her. “We probably won’t see each other again.”

Getting up she leaned forward and kissed him
lightly on the cheek. “Be careful,” she said. She went back inside
and came out with two bags. She turned once more at the edge of the
driveway and looked back at him sitting on the lounge. She put one
bag down and waved, smiling faintly.

“Bon voyage,” he said.

She backed the Land Rover out. The sound of
the engine receded down the road, around a curve and was gone. He
stood and stretched.

He decided to take it easy for the day and
returned to Hidden Bay to swim and relax. Again, no one was there
when he arrived and he marveled at the solitary beauty of the
place. He swam for a long time, then lay back on the sand and
watched a blue fishing boat with three men in it pass slowly by the
mouth of the bay. He did some exercises in the harder sand near the
water and afterwards ate the lunch he’d brought: two mangoes, a
peanut butter sandwich and a ginger-flavored soft drink. He made
some notes, trying to organize the bush expedition he had in mind.
In the early afternoon some young boys arrived to fish from the
rocks at the edge of the bay. He watched them from the shade of a
palm tree for a while, then left. On the way back through the
forest he moved slowly and quietly, searching the branches overhead
for the ripple of movement or the stationary pattern, juxtaposed
with leaves and limbs, that could reveal the creature he sought. He
saw nothing but tree lizards.

Later in the afternoon he went into the
village, bought a few items, strolled around talking to people—the
old bread lady was happy to see him again—and made casual inquiries
about locals who spent time in the bush. He got the name of Johnny
Figaro.

That night he went looking for Johnny Figaro
on a tour of the local rum shops where the village men met to play
dominoes, drink and talk. There were a couple in the village itself
and a couple more on the main road between Bonbaie and the next
closest village. He found Johnny Figaro at Roger’s Goodwill Bar on
the main road. There were some cars and small pickup trucks along
the road in front of the place and music blared out of the open
door. Inside, the ruckus of voices and laughter hummed and jangled
and the sharp cracks of dominoes slapping wood split the night.

Johnny Figaro, in jeans and a tee shirt, was
playing dominoes, sitting still and quiet, holding all seven pieces
in one hand and watching the opening plays. He was dark with high
cheekbones and a faint slant to his eyes. He slammed a piece down,
breaking the symmetry of the column on the table; the ends of his
hair, hanging out wiry and unruly, quivered with the impact. He
smiled, his teeth the backsides of dominoes.

Harlan stood at the bar drinking a beer,
watching the game. And Johnny, having heard he was wanted, regarded
Harlan casually from time to time between his turns. In fact
everyone in the place—from the loud boys around the doorway to the
grizzled old men in baseball caps playing checkers—noticed Harlan
because he was the only outsider and the only white. He sensed no
tension though and felt fairly relaxed. Yet he was intent, focused
on his plan as he saw it progressing. It wasn’t obsession, but the
idea had momentum; it excited and lifted him in a way he couldn’t
explain.

One of the boys next to Harlan at the bar
spoke to him. A loud conversation ensued over the music. Harlan
bought the next round and then the boys, friendly and eager to
talk, reciprocated. They insisted that he wouldn’t be sorry if he
remained through the weekend. For the action.

“De girls comin out and about.”

“Dancing and drinking in the street,” Harlan
said.

“Dat’s right, mahn. An dey love to meet a
stranger.” They all laughed and the boy closest to Harlan fixed him
with a broad grin.

“You like dese island girls?”

“Yeah,” Harlan said. “All kinds.”

The boy slapped the bar at this and nodding
his head vigorously, said, “True, true.”

When Harlan turned for his beer he found
Johnny Figaro standing next to him. They were the same height; at
eye level they checked each other—the face, the look in the eyes,
the set of the mouth, the expression, the attitude—for motive and
mutual interest. For trust. All this in a second.

“My name’s Harlan,” he said. “I wanted to
talk about the bush.” Johnny said nothing and Harlan made a
suggestion. “Let’s get some rum and go outside.”

Johnny beckoned to the barman, speaking
rapidly in the island patois. The barman set down a gin bottle that
held what appeared to be a bunch of weeds suspended in a clear
liquid. Harlan stared at the bottle and made a face. “Cask rum,”
Johnny said. “De plant cut de taste, make a smooth blend.”

Harlan took a sip and gasped, his mouth open
wide to get air. It was like grain alcohol with an anisette
aftertaste. They got two cups with ice, took the bottle and went
out into the street.

Leaning against a car away from the light and
activity around the entrance, Harlan slowly worked up to his
proposal. He wasn’t quite sure how to go about it, how to explain
himself, what he was after. He didn’t quite know what it was
himself. So he talked in wide generalities for a while, just to
talk, and they kept drinking, slowly—the only way to drink the
stuff—but steadily, developing the bond of strangers that comes
quick with drink, conversation, and some degree of curiosity. They
talked about the contrast between life in the States and here on
the island, between city life and the village life they were living
at the moment.

“I mean look at this.” Harlan gestured at the
darkness, the jungle. “Real rainforest, man. Genuine fucking
paradise.”

Johnny shrugged. “We got everything, but no
money.”

“Enjoy it while you can.” Harlan pointed at
the dark edge of a mountain. “Because when you get money this will
be gone. You’ll trade it for progress.”

Johnny stared at Harlan, whose gaze was fused
with the dark and whose voice went on, in a lower tone, almost lost
between the bar’s music and the night sounds crowding in. “It’ll
end up wasted, these green mountains, the clean rivers, the parrots
and the frogs we’re listening to. But then you’ll have money, man.
Condominiums and pollution and a lot more tourists. What a goddamn
shame.”

Johnny left to get more ice. When Harlan
turned around the bar lights were fuzzy. Johnny came back into
view, his plastic sandals scraping the street. He had a Coke to cut
the rum further. Harlan sipped the sweeter drink and laughed. “Say
goodbye to Roger’s,” he said. “There’s going to be a shopping mall
here, right where we’re standing.”

“What, mahn?”

“Nothing, man.” Harlan waved his free hand.
“I’m getting off the track here.” He was swaying slightly, focusing
his thoughts. “I only wanted to ask you about finding
Tet-Chien.”

Johnny looked a little surprised and Harlan
laughed. “I was just thinking, if I’d asked about Tet-Chien in the
bar, with the old guys playing checkers—”

“Dey would say dis boy like to quit livin.”
His eyes sparkled at Harlan.

“No. Really?”

“Dere’s a lady in de village will tell you
her mahn and his horse get eaten by Tet-Chien.”

“She’s crazy.”

“At least mahn, but she will tell you
dis.”

“But you’re not afraid?”

Johnny laughed. “No, mahn, in de bush I am de
master.” Harlan took this as fact and neither spoke for a few
minutes. Bats flew overhead, over the bar. Johnny held up a joint.
“Smoke?” he asked, and lit it, walking away from Roger’s Goodwill
Bar.

“This should finish me off,” Harlan said.

They stopped at the outer edge of the light
cast from Roger’s. A few figures left the bar and glanced in their
direction. The music, filtered through the night air, seemed
distant now, the domino cracks muffled and mixed with exclamations
and laughter. Overhead a dense starfield pressed close, draped like
a cosmic blanket over the black mountains. The frogs and the insect
brigades, though almost deafening, were practically unheard, so
well meshed were they with the fabric of the night.

“Which work you doin in de States?”

The States? Harlan had been thinking he might
be on another planet, or this planet at a much earlier time. “A
teacher,” he said. “History.”

Johnny murmured, full of smoke, and let it
out. “An what you want with Tet-Chien?”

It seemed like a long time passed as they
finished the joint. Harlan let the smoke escape with his slow,
tumbling verbalization. “Everyone has to educate themselves,” he
said, squinting upward. “Sometimes you just stumble on
something—”

Johnny stood gazing down the road for a long
moment. “True,” he said.

A car started in front of Roger’s and turned
around, shining its lights on them, then passed on the road. They
started to walk back to the bar. “I think I need a guide in the
bush,” Harlan said.

“I too,” Johnny said. They walked a few more
steps in silence. “Come to my place in de mornin. In Bonbaie, way
up de hill. Ask someone for it.”

Inside the bar Harlan discovered the price of
their drinks was based on what was left in the bottle. “I got it,”
he said, digging in his pocket.

Johnny waited, then they stepped outside
together.

“I’ll see you tomorrow then,” Harlan said,
sticking out his hand.

Johnny tapped the back of Harlan’s hand with
his fist, turned and went back in.

Harlan stood looking up the road. At the top
of the incline two figures were moving down toward the bar. He
started walking, trying not to weave too much. He passed the two
boys—they nodded and he nodded—and after a few more steps turned to
look behind him and saw that the boys had stopped and were looking
at him. He kept walking and when he looked again they were gone.
After the lights of Roger’s were lost behind a curve he was alone
in intermittent moonlight. It was a long walk. He passed some
roadside houses, quiet and dark, and plodded along, occasionally
glancing over his shoulder. There were no cars on the road; his
ears strained for any unusual noise. He began to feel a creeping
dread as he turned off the road into Patty’s long driveway, peering
into the cloud-covered darkness. He approached the dark, little
house quietly, avoiding the gravel. At the end of the driveway he
stopped to listen. The steady rhythm of the surf slowly reached him
and had a calming effect. The moon appeared, exposing him and the
house. He walked to the door, unlocked it, pulled it open and stood
defiantly, backlit by the light outside. There was no one else
there. He went in and closed the door, undressed, lay across the
bed and quickly slipped into a deep drunken sleep from which dreams
were banished.

He woke too early with a hangover and
stumbled into the bathroom for aspirin and water, shielding his
eyes from the bright sunlight prying in at the windows. Returning
to bed he slept soundly for another hour and a half and woke this
time feeling much better; his head was still foggy but there
remained only traces of the previous night’s distrust. He made
coffee and walked outside. The day was bright, stark and
clear—open, without secrets. The air felt light and he took it in
hungrily. As his head cleared, the last mist of apprehension
dissipated and by the time he struck out for Johnny’s place he felt
positively eager. The nebulous vulnerability had gone, or
metamorphosed; he was left with a keen sensation of risk, an
impersonal, distilled fear, not blended with the scenery or the
populace, but distinct and vibrant, like a jewel in sunlight.

Johnny was outside repairing a hammock
stretched between the house and a post in the yard. When Harlan
appeared they shook hands. Inside the house—a raised wooden box
with a door and three windows—Johnny made soft-boiled eggs, which
they ate with bread baked that morning, and instant coffee, black.
They agreed upon a daily fee for Johnny—he thought they would be
gone two or three days—and Harlan wrote down a list of supplies.
There was little in the village; he would have to go into town, the
capital, that day. It was decided that they would leave for the
bush early the next morning.

He tried hitchhiking but finally took a ride
on an island bus that was nothing more than a pickup truck with
benches. It was fairly crowded and he stood up at the back hanging
onto a railing that supported a blue tarp, protection from sun or
rain. He enjoyed the ride—up in the breeze swaying with the turns,
with an unobstructed view of green hillsides, blue sea and other
horn-blowing vehicles flying into sight around blind curves.

In town he purchased clothesline, a
flashlight, a sheet of plastic, a machete, a canteen, a cooking pot
and some food. Leaving the grocery mart he stepped out into a
passing column of school girls: a military unit in black-braided
hair, bright blue skirts and white blouses, marching home with
satchels and songs. He cut through the line, creating a stir of
giggles and glances, and strode up the hot street, passing
alongside parked cars and open sidewalk sewers harboring trickles
of grayish water, bits of refuse and pecking chickens.

In the evening he walked off his restlessness
up and down the village road, then the main road, stopping here and
there for beer and passing conversation. He got home early, checked
his provisions once more, and went to bed.

In the cool dark of morning he left the key
under the conch shell at the head of the driveway and started
walking. He got to Johnny’s place before dawn and they drank
coffee, not saying much. Johnny lent him a hammock and a pair of
rubber boots he had borrowed. Harlan divided the food to be
carried. They traveled light; Harlan had his stuffed daypack,
rounded and bulky, and Johnny had a cloth bag that with his arms
through the handles he carried as a knapsack. They took the trail—a
continuation of the village road—when there was enough light to
see. But once in the bush the trail was nearly obscured by darkness
and the coolness of the wet air was soon negated by the exertion of
walking. They descended the Bonbaie ridge—Harlan following Johnny,
who with his machete pushed or sliced grasses and branches away—and
came down into the relatively flat expanse of a banana farm,
accompanied by the shrill chirps of small birds. Walking beneath
the broad, drooping leaves in an ethereal gloom of green-filtered
light, they stepped softly on shed leaves and heard only the
sporadic pattering of ground lizards moving away in bursts of wary
speed. Johnny broke off several green bananas and put them in his
bag; Harlan looked about uneasily. The place was still as a
cemetery. In every direction were more banana trees. They moved
through rows of sticky trunks and hard bunches of hanging fruit.
Finally they reached the other side and waded into tall grass over
their heads. They came out on the bank of a narrow river full of
huge rocks and hopped out to one in the middle.

The sun had not yet gotten over the mountains
but it was hot now. Harlan’s shirt was soaked and covered with
grass seeds. Johnny told him they would follow the river upstream
for a while; there was no hurry. Harlan took off his shirt and
boots and sat down, dangling his feet in the cold water. Johnny
crossed the river and disappeared on the other side. He returned
minutes later with a green coconut and a shirt-full of guavas; he
tossed one to Harlan and dumped the rest on the bank. Harlan was
about to bite into the fruit when something underwater touched his
foot. He scrambled up onto the rock, cursing and peering into the
rush of water and bubbles below.

Crouching in the shallows, Johnny looked over
his shoulder and laughed. “Crayfish, mahn,” he said. “Keep de spot.
Maybe you do de eatin.” He suddenly shoved his hands in the water
and splashed several minnows onto the grass. He cut them into bits
of bait, selected a flexible branch about two feet long and
attached a short line and a tiny hook he pulled from a pouch
hanging around his neck. He hopped from stone to stone to where
Harlan stood, carefully baited the hook and slid it into the water
on the downstream side of the rock, where there was no current.
Squatting on the rock they both leaned over and stared at the line.
Shortly, there was a minute tug; Johnny pulled the stick slightly
and the line went taut. He gestured for Harlan’s shirt, took it in
one hand and with a gentle, steady effort pulled the line up.

“Jesus Christ!” Harlan said. A crayfish
nearly a foot long hung by its mouth from the bait, its pincers out
to the side, grasping the air. Johnny wrapped the shirt around it,
pulled the hook free and went to the bank. From his gear he took a
plastic bag, shoved the crayfish inside and weighted it down in the
shallows with a fist-sized stone. Within twenty minutes he had
caught two more—one nearly as large as the first and one about half
its size—and started a small fire between stones on the bank. The
sun was out and Harlan lay in a pool in the middle of the stream
with only his head showing.

In a pot of boiling water Johnny cooked green
bananas and onions, then added a handful of brown, pea-sized river
snails for flavor. Last, he dumped in the live crayfish; their
dark, mottled shells, the color of river rocks below the surface,
quickly became the livid red of cooked crustacean. After adding
lime juice and salt they sat on mashed-down grass along the bank
and ate the steaming tails and claws, then leisurely sucked out the
heads and legs. The bananas were soft and sweet, like the onions,
and after they were gone, Johnny drank the juice from the pot and
slung the remaining snail shells back into the river. They drank
coconut milk, which had cooled slightly in the river, and afterward
scooped out the sweet jelly meat. Harlan cleaned the pot with wet
sand and lay back in the warm grass and napped for a while. He came
out of a mild torpor feeling a little itchy, as though he had
become insect terrain. He lay underwater in the swiftest current,
arms and legs pressed against rocks, and emerged cool and alert.
Sunlight glittered on the surface of the water upstream.
Downstream, Johnny was finishing a bath. Harlan scooped water onto
the dying coals, raising a small cloud of ash and steam, then
rolled the perimeter stones back into the river and splashed more
water on the remains of the fire.

Against the current they moved from stone to
stone or waded in the shallows, following the river toward the
interior, away from the coast. The river was open, sunny, providing
space in front and behind; on both sides the bush closed in. Ahead
lay higher ground, mountains, rainforest, the wet mists at the top,
blue sky. A chicken hawk drifted over them. In the overhanging
vegetation along the banks bananaquits and finches twittered in
tiny, shrill tones. The air was still and hot; the river kept the
two men cool. They stayed with the river until mid-afternoon,
combing the banks with their eyes and stopping frequently to
submerge in deep spots. Once, they found a small black and white
snake like the one the kids had tried to kill, and they studied it
for a minute, the slim form so still, delicately poised on a
branch, staring back at them. But they sought something bigger,
just as quiet and still, perhaps, yet eminently more capable. An
invisible creature living on stealth and strength in two worlds—in
a dense shadowy world of trees and rain and rotting wood, and in
another world of unseen fears and legend.

For some time they had seen the circling of
buzzards ahead, near the river, and as they got closer they could
tell that some of the birds were descending. They left the river,
hacked through a tangle of low vegetation and came upon a neglected
field of banana and lime trees that was being reclaimed by the
bush. They saw no people, no house. Near the center of the field a
group of the large black birds huddled on the ground; several more
were in a taller tree at the edge of the field. As the two men
approached, the birds spread out, some flapping a few yards away
and some lifting off to the tree. There were a few squawking
complaints. On the ground, lying on its side in the sun, was a
black pig, whole and intact and without any visible wounds except
for the nicks and cuts around its face where the vultures had
started. Its mouth was open; black flies covered the snout and the
edges of the mouth. Johnny turned the pig over with his foot—the
flies rose in a buzzing unit and quickly resettled. The pig fell
stiffly, flatter side up, bristles matted down but no marks
seen.

“He die dis mornin,” Johnny said, “but not
from a hunter.”

Harlan stared down at the pig.
“Tet-Chien?”

Johnny shrugged. “Maybe his heart stop.”

They walked back to the river and continued
upstream through a dazzling light that played off the water, the
rocks and the trees along the banks. To Harlan it was a flickering
light that unified and balanced everything so that each stone, each
ripple, every bend in the course looked the same, in the way that
the black flies on the dead pig’s face were all alike. His feet
were bruised and tired; he kept walking, lulled by the sameness of
his surroundings, following Johnny and picking his way through the
water and the stones.

They came to the spot where Johnny wanted to
leave the river. Harlan sat on a rock and put on socks and boots.
They climbed the bank and were in the bush. In a few minutes he
realized they were on another trail, though it was barely
discernable, winding into the forest and then seeming to continue
in the direction they had been traveling with the river.

A hunting trail, Johnny said. And all around
them was jungle—palms, tall tree ferns and taller hardwoods with
hanging vines that disappeared overhead. Visibility was shallow,
determined by the space between trees, by the men’s shifting
positions, by the illumination strained through the canopy, the
filtered sunlight casting indeterminate accents, dim and brighter
spots that jumped from tree to ground to vine as the leaves and
limbs allowed, wind-stirred way above their heads.

They abruptly began to climb into wetter,
steeper terrain where the light was more vague. They went slowly,
not going any particular place but only searching, only being in
the bush. Walking and plodding upward over rocks, soft ground,
slick roots and fallen trunks. In a murky, ground-level closeness,
a palpable density of tangle and shadow. Water dripped in slow
motion. The dampness absorbed Harlan; he slowly forgot what he was
doing there, why he was walking. His determination became
unfocused, yet remained to push him onward. He marched without
concern or confusion, passing through the forest world almost
unaware of it. Thoughts slipped through his head unanchored; he had
no past, no future—just the bush. His peripheral vision took in the
general atmosphere; his eyes followed the placement of his feet and
the position of Johnny Figaro. It seemed as though they could just
continue wandering and nothing would happen.

Pulling vines to help himself up an incline,
he slipped, reached out instinctively to keep his balance and
grabbed the shaft of a thorny palm. It needled into his hand and
broke into pieces. Releasing it he slid backwards and crashed
against a tree trunk. He sat on the ground breathing heavily and
examined his hand. Small black spikes were stuck in his palm. He
plucked them out—spots of blood rose—and made a fist, testing the
pain and smearing the blood. Somewhat dazed, he looked around
slowly. Beside him a heliconia grew, its pointed blossoms—red and
orange lobster claws—stabbing out of the greenery. He inhaled
deeply and smelled the decay and the leaf rot, the fungus and the
earth. Thin, straight seedlings reached timidly upward. Lush
bunches of ferns surrounded him. Sitting on the ground he could
feel the regeneration, the absolute fecundity. And he smelled rain,
already fallen and yet to fall.

As Harlan was getting up Johnny came back and
noticed the bloody hand. “Here,” he said, tipping a heliconia
flower and spilling its cache of held water. And Harlan cleaned his
hand this way, rubbing and rinsing with the water from several
blossoms.

They trekked onward, Harlan more alert now,
walking and watching with concentration, searching the foliage
where orchids and bromeliads introduced themselves, where the light
was better. They moved beneath giant gommier trees with long, long
liana vines trailing down from the sky. At the ground the light was
fading, becoming the color of tree trunks.

Moving down a gradual slope, Johnny suddenly
stopped. Harlan came up beside him and stood for a minute,
wondering. Then he smelled it too—smoke—but he couldn’t see it.
Cautiously they moved forward. A dog barked. They soon came to an
outcrop of large rocks sticking out of the hillside, forming a
series of cave-like shelters. The vegetation around the rocks had
been cleared away. A fire burned beside one rock, blackened from
previous fires. A wisp of smoke rose like a feeble gray vine
through the waning light. Beyond the rocks the trail continued and
a dog—a mid-sized island mutt, brown and short-haired—came toward
them cautiously, barking once every few seconds, announcing their
presence. Behind the dog, peering at them from between the trees,
was a man. The dog stopped before the crackling fire—Harlan and
Johnny stood quite still on the other side—and the man moved slowly
toward them carrying a pot of water and a small-gauge shotgun. He
was an old man, small and sinewy, black as a forest shadow, wearing
a dirty, torn shirt, long pants rolled up at the legs and drawn up
at the waist with a piece of rope, and black rubber boots. As he
came toward them Johnny spoke in patois and the man listened,
glancing at Harlan. The dog remained near the fire, quietly
watching the two strangers. Without taking his eyes off them, the
old man set the pot on the ground and straightened up again, still
holding the gun. He had not yet spoken.

It was beginning to get dark—night noise had
started, the volume accumulating—and Harlan grew anxious; they had
no campsite yet and the darkness here would be intense. He had also
gotten hungry and tired, and the old man’s furtive glances were
making him nervous.

Harlan took a step. The dog growled and the
old man whistled to it. Johnny spoke to the man again, and then,
with Harlan, walked around the dog and past the rocks to continue
on the trail. The old man called out and they stopped. He reached
into the rocks and pulled out a bag from which he took a light,
wrinkled bundle. Cradling the gun he walked to Harlan, handed him
the frayed end and backed up, unrolling a stiff, crinkling, milky
snake skin about twelve feet long. Harlan stared at the skin, down
the thousands of joined scales, a length of translucent pattern, to
the man squinting at him from the other end. He looked at his own
hands; they held the torn remains of the head, just a ragged
opening with one opaque eye impression. But still an actual casing,
a previous skin of Tet-Chien.

The old man began to reroll the skin, which
was flexible but sounded like rustled newspaper. As he got closer
to Harlan he looked up into his face and said something Harlan
couldn’t understand. That close, with his eyes wide and his mouth
twisted open, showing the spaces of missing teeth, the odor he
carried was noticeable.

Harlan backed away and when Johnny started
down the trail again Harlan caught right up to him. “What did he
say?”

“He say when you find de suit you will find
de beast.”

A few seconds later Harlan asked, “Why did he
keep that skin?”

And Johnny, not answering right away, finally
said, “I doan know.”

They came again to the river. The sky was
still twilight. The river was wider here, and across the expanse,
over the water and its reflected light, the bush on the opposite
bank already looked black and impenetrable. Insects screamed across
the water and the answers, like echoes, shot back and forth so
rapidly that the noise was constant. A bird ripped out of the trees
in a flutter and disappeared over the water. Stars appeared between
roving clouds, and the darkness settled loudly.

They followed the edge of the river, combing
the bank with flashlights, attracting moths and other winged
insects, uncovering tiny, golden frogs and large, yellow-fleshed
snails clinging to leaves, frozen in the light. Mosquitoes bothered
them and they cut back into the bush to find a place to camp. Again
they went up, making a path between trees, hacking bush, creating
some havoc in the darkness. And moving slowly, probing with light,
utilizing this optimum time in the search for the silent beast. For
somewhere around them in the same dark forest the beast was on the
move too, unwinding its languid coils, stretching its rested
muscles and sliding out through the trees in a rippling courtship
of the unwary.

Johnny picked the spot, a somewhat level area
with a configuration that favored the hanging of hammocks. They
strung them, then hung another line above each for its tarp; they
foraged for dry wood and kept it under plastic. Their small fire
illuminated the immediate area. Harlan boiled water for tea and
then started the rice. The night sounds became background as they
sipped the hot tea and rested pleasantly after so much walking.
Harlan’s feet were sore and his right hand throbbed but otherwise
he felt calm, and in his tiredness not so far out of place.

“You know that old man?” he asked, cutting
onion into the pot.

“He is a hunter from a village over de
mountain.” Johnny sat in his hammock swaying slightly, dark eyes
glowing with reflection. “I see him in de bush before.”

“What’s he hunt?”

“Possum. In de daytime I think he shoot birds
too. Parrots.”

“He seems a little crazy.”

“I can’t say, mahn.”

“So he’s out hunting now?” Harlan squinted
into the wall of darkness wrapped around their pale perimeter of
light.

“Maybe.”

Harlan stirred the pot and watched a column
of ants move up a tree next to his hammock. “Doesn’t seem like
you’d meet too many other people out here.”

“True.” Johnny cut into a mango he’d taken
from his bag; juice ran down his wrist. “Dere’s a mahn livin in de
bush here an dere. Wildmahn. If you meet dis mahn you could worry.”
He looked at Harlan.

“It figures.” Harlan shook his head. “In the
thick of the jungle,” he gestured with the spoon he held, “beware
the other man.”

When the rice was done Harlan mixed in
sardines and split the portion. After they’d eaten he washed the
pot with canteen water and made more tea, this time with a couple
of shots of rum thrown in. Then he was ready to go on with the
quest.

“Soon it rains,” Johnny said.

“Yeah? Okay, so we stay right in this
area.”

They put everything in the hammocks, lashed
the tarps down over them and left with flashlights and machetes,
marking a tree on each of the four sides of the camp.

They could see no moon or stars, feel no
wind. Except for the elevation of the terrain there seemed to
Harlan to be no directional indicators. Everywhere was bush: trees,
leaves, roots, vines, webs, ants, moths. And outside the
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