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About the Book

 
Easter, 1981.  With Jamaica in a state of emergency, the Landing family gathers to bury one of its own. For Monica Landing, who had not spoken to her daughter for fifteen years, the death of Lana is the cruellest kind of loss.  For Lana’s youngest sister, Jean, it is an incomprehensible tragedy.  All she knows is that her beloved homeland holds no future for her. But flight means crossing a landscape where soldiers turned executioners and armed gangs rule. It means making her way through the memories that engulf her, with perhaps the only man she has ever loved by her side.  THE TRUE HISTORY OF PARADISE captures the grace, beauty and brutality that are indelible parts of the Jamaican experience.
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Author’s Note

While some of the events in this book are based on historical facts, and while many of the places described are real, this story is a work of fiction. Certain Jamaican words and phrases recur throughout the novel, and a glossary has been provided for those who might be unfamiliar with the dialect.




The history of these islands can never be satisfactorily told.

– V. S. Naipaul
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It’s Easter, and Jamaica is in a state of emergency.

A woman looks out from her veranda. Like most verandas on the island, this one has recently been enclosed in iron grillwork, and this grillwork also covers every window of the house. It’s a hot, bright afternoon without breeze. Inside, a transistor radio is playing, and now and then she hears the dogs bark at a stray goat wandering past the garden gate. She wears a faded red housedress and diamond earrings. Her eyes are light brown, an unusual color for someone of such dark complexion (‘Where dis black pickney come from?’ her own mother asked, examining her at birth).

She lives on Bonnieview Terrace in the suburban highlands of Kingston. To her east are the Blue Mountains, air-blue at the horizon.

But that isn’t where she looks now.

Spread out before her, between the broken circle of mountains and the sea, is the capital: corrugated tin roofs, leaning shacks, high-rise hotels, flamboyants she can name from this distance by their colors, the irregular geometry of city houses and lawns, swimming pools, great bushy treetops, animal and vehicle pausing and proceeding, and the corrugated tin roofs repeating themselves all the way out to the corrugated gray water of the harbor.

Since morning she has counted six fires. They continue  blazing, barely luminous on such a bright day, adding no noticeable heat to the already insufferable air.

She telephoned her mother earlier, having heard about a fire on Molynes Road not far from the family business. The moment the secretary answered Jean regretted making the call. Her mother was busy. ‘She talkin’ long distance. Hol’ awn a minute—’ Her mother’s assistant, Miss Wong, shouted across the room to a delivery man, something about Easter buns. ‘Jean, you can cawl back later?’

‘It’s all right,’ Jean said, feeling pointless, realizing it was all business as usual at Island Bakery. Still, she fumbled on, saying she had heard on the radio about the fire across the road at Mr Mahfood’s shop and—

Monica Landing got on the phone:

‘What happen? You ’fraid?’

Monica has never been afraid of anything and is openly contemptuous of anyone who shows fear. She considers her daughter weak-minded, like her late husband, Roy Landing.

Roy died when Jean was seven. But memories of him surface so often that he continues to live with her in a bright, episodic way. One of his paintings – one of the few he ever finished – hangs in the National Gallery, and a story of his, published posthumously, turns up now and then in anthologies.

Another fire now blazes, near the university, just a few miles away. The firemen won’t come. They’ve been on strike since the King Street fire, when they were shot at by men with machine guns.

You ’fraid?

She unlocks the veranda grillwork and walks down the long paved driveway to the gate. The gardener, Hilston, is late. She knows what he has to go through to get here from his part of town. Roadblocks and soldiers are the least of it; there’s the danger of ambush on every unguarded lane. The city has been divided into war zones marked out by graffiti. The name  MANLEY or SEAGA, or letters, PNP or JLP, are painted on sidewalks and walls in their respective party colors, orange and green. No graffiti means you’re in No Man Land and you take your chances.

She peers down the road, hoping to see Hilston making his way up the hill. A few days ago he told her about an incident he saw on his way to work.

‘Dem chop down a man on Birdsucker Lane dis mawnin’.’

‘What you mean “chop down”? They stab him?’

‘No, ma’am. Chop ’im ’ead off clean-clean.’

He has never been this late. He must have decided it was too dangerous to go out.

She looks at the red ginger growing in front of the veranda. It’s overgrown and is bringing lizards into the house. She has wanted for some time now to dig it up and plant roses there instead. Hilston said he would help her even though he has the day off. He has worked for them for twelve years and thinks of it as his garden.

Something must have happened, she thinks. He won’t come.

He doesn’t realize – how could he? she can barely admit it to herself – that the red ginger has to be done today because tomorrow, God willing and nothing standing in her way, she will leave this house, this garden, this city.

She goes back inside, locking the grillwork, securing the chain and padlock around it.

The kitchen smells of onions and thyme. Irene is marinating fish and listening to her radio drama, Portia Faces Life. The story has been on the air for as long as Jean can remember. She would like to tell Irene that she is going away, to sit and talk with her in this honest kitchen with the hum of the refrigerator and crackle of the transistor radio.

‘Fire at the university,’ Jean says.

‘Eh-eh! Look like dem wan’ bun down de whole country.’

Jean pours herself some lemonade, pink, sweet, and so cold it chills the glass.

‘No sugar in de supermarket,’ Irene drones.

A month ago, Irene sprained her ankle in a riot at the supermarket over a shortage of rice. ‘Miss Jean,’ she said, recounting the incident, ‘me neva see anyting like dis from me bawn.’

She has worked for the Landings for almost twenty years and, in the face of the recent hardships, has finally assumed the culinary martyrdom to which she always aspired. Every dish of rice-an’-peas that reaches the family table is due to her cunning market strategy and fearlessness. She also provides an ongoing political commentary: ‘Me neva see anyting like dis from me bawn. Prime Minista ’im na know people ha fe put food ina dem belly . . .’

Jean walks back through the living room. It’s dark and cool this time of day. She’s tempted to sit down, and, while she can, quietly take in the things around her. Only recently has she come to realize how much she likes this room with its gleaming wood floor and bright Armenian rugs, and her mother’s piano, which is rarely played. But she is determined to dig up the red ginger; the roses are outside, ready to be planted. On her way out she passes the small brass table where the old family photograph stands, the faces in it distinct only in her mind since the morning sunlight has long been whitening away the features of all four – Roy, Monica, Jean, and Jean’s sister, Lana.

She’s on her knees pulling up the red ginger, the sun scorching the back of her neck, when her own voice jolts her: ‘Why are you doing this? Why are you bothering with this now?’

She goes on digging, uprooting several plants at a time. The effort of her hands and the smell of the soil steady her. Upstairs in her bedroom drawer is a US passport with her photograph and someone else’s name. She’s leaving. She’s made up her mind.  There’s nothing more to think about, she tells herself and brushes the crawling ants from her arm.

She’s still digging, and there’s a heap of red, waxlike flowers beside her, when she hears the dogs come tearing around from the back of the house and sees the white pickup truck at the gate.

It’s Paul, a day early. Has something happened?

‘Jasper! Cleo! Down!’ she shouts at the Alsatians, who carry on as they always do when anyone arrives, barking like crazy and lunging at the gate as if they’re out to kill. She opens the gate so Paul can drive right up to the house. The dogs run barking alongside the vehicle, a compact Japanese model that cost him dearly in bribes, import taxes, and patience (‘But in the long run is well worth it, man, the Japanese build these things to last’). The dogs quiet down, wagging their tails and sniffing the warm body of the pickup, waiting for Paul to get out.

Jean walks up the driveway. She has known Paul since childhood and it is to him that she’s always turned for company, solace, safe passage. His habits are well known and dear to her. By now he’s usually comfortably sitting on his favorite veranda chair or is inside chatting with Irene, helping himself to a cool drink from the refrigerator. It’s odd that he’s still sitting in the truck. Is he waiting for her? Does he want her to leave with him now?

One of the dogs begins to whine.

She reaches the top of the driveway, and Paul gets out of the truck. Something has happened.

He tells her, ‘Lana is dead.’
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They bury Lana the next morning because, as someone explains to Jean, burned bodies decompose quickly.

There will be no nine-night for Lana, no tambourines, drums, singing, fried fish, sugar cake, no sprinkling of rum, no glass of water left out at night for the spirit, no time to grieve or seek an explanation or explain. There’s the immediate matter of shoes: The mortician needs a pair. Should they buy new ones? Should they cover her burned scalp with a scarf, her hands with gloves? What does it matter? The coffin will be closed. It matters to Lana. It would have mattered to Lana. They’re not sure what tense to use now when they talk about her.

It’s raining lightly. The funeral takes place in the city’s Catholic cemetery at the shrine for the Blessed Virgin. Jean expected graffiti and smashed walls. She’s surprised to see how well tended it is. So there’s still something the gunmen respect and fear – duppy.

Jean watches her mother, mesmerized. Monica stands by the closed coffin of her elder daughter – the daughter she has not spoken to in over fifteen years – stroking the wood with a manicured, jeweled hand. Her black hat and veil cover her face completely. One of her nephews walks up and puts his arm around her. At his touch, she starts to cry. He says, ‘Hush, Auntie, is awright,’ and signals Father Thomas to begin.

[image: 001]

Every funeral takes Jean back to that time in her great-grandfather’s grocery shop when the family gathered to pay respects to the dying patriarch. She was only five, and yet the shop is one of her clearest memories: its smell of dried herring and carbolic soap, and its neatly arranged tins.

Mr Ho Sing (whom everyone, even his family, had always called Mr Ho Sing) was not ill, but his third wife had died a few months earlier in a car accident, and he decided it was time for him to go. He was thought to be about a hundred years old when he lay dying. He himself was unsure of his age. According to his indentured-servant papers, he was twenty when he came from China in 1884 on the Prince Alexander. He had been orphaned when his village was destroyed and had spent most of his childhood begging and stealing around the docks of Macao.

He wanted all his children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren around him at the end. There must have been close to a hundred people there. He had never spoken much about China or been known to speak Chinese. But during those last, confused days he had been speaking, or rather grunting, some gibberish that led his children, who had never heard a word of Chinese, to believe he was speaking in his native tongue.

Mr Ho Sing had not written a will, and although he lived in three rooms at the back of the shop, he was a wealthy man. At the age of eighty or so, assured that his children were financially secure, he had finally indulged in the great, secret wish of his life: he had bought a racehorse, Marshal Bloom. At the height of his career, Marshal Bloom had been worth over fifty thousand pounds, and at the time of the old man’s death, the horse’s filly, Twice Bloom, was worth three or four times more.

The family contacted the Chinese Benevolent Association, which sent someone to translate Mr Ho Sing’s dying words. He arrived, the Chinese Benevolent Association man, heavyset, wearing a white polyester suit and a flower-print shirt, looking,  as Jean’s grandmother said, ‘like a real pappy show – a wonder if him can speak Chinese fe true.’ He sat around all day with the Ho Sing men, whose preferred beverage, like his, was rum, and joined them in a few games of dominoes.

As relatives wandered in and out of the death room, Cherry, Jean’s grandmother and Mr Ho Sing’s only daughter, fussed around her father, fixing his pillows and shouting questions at him the way people do sometimes to people who speak another language.

‘You feel awright, Mr Ho Sing? You need anyting?’

He waved his hand; it was an incomprehensible gesture.

‘What about de horse?’ Cherry shouted.

Mr Ho Sing looked startled: ‘House?’

‘Horse! Twice Bloom!’

Mr Ho Sing blinked and looked thoughtful. He seemed to understand and to be formulating a reply. The Chinese Benevolent Association man was hastened from the dominoes table to the bedside: ‘Quick, man! Come quick! Mr Ho Sing wan’ fe say someting.’

Mr Ho Sing recognized him and began to grunt.

The translator bent over the bed to listen more closely; Mr Ho Sing clutched the man’s shirt.

‘What ’im say? What ’im say?’ everybody began asking.

The Chinese Benevolent Association man released himself from Mr Ho Sing’s grasp and chuckled. He took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one, immensely pleased at being able to hold everyone in suspense.

‘Him say, “Gimme one a dem Benson an’ Hedges.” ’

A ripple went through the room, the hilarity of it all, the old man begging a cigarette, not in Chinese, but in the Jamaican patois that they all spoke. Even the small children tittered, without fully understanding, when they saw the grown-ups laughing.

And it was then, as he had his last smoke, that Mr Ho Sing looked at Jean. He had recognized very few people that day, and  it was impossible to tell whether he recognized Jean, but for a moment she, out of all the children, held his attention. It might have been because she was the youngest, or it might have been that, among the varying shades of white, yellow, and brown faces – the mixed-up progeny of the old man’s oceanic urges – Jean’s was the only one that could unquestionably be called black.

 



Lana’s funeral is barely a funeral. The priest didn’t know her, but he knows Monica, and so he speaks vaguely about ‘a mother’s suffering’ and reminds everyone to attend the Easter vigil later that day. Only a dozen or so mourners have turned up. There was not enough time to tell people. And there’s another reason. Jean counts and names the missing: Roy, Daphne, Cherry, Mary, Deepa – they’re gone. Skeletons and spirits.

It isn’t until she’s walking with the others, following the coffin to the grave, that Lana’s death hits her: Her sister is being carried, yes, carried; Lana’s footsteps are not among those she hears trampling the wet grass.

She smells something – perfume – and turns around to see who it’s coming from. It’s no one. It’s a hedge of jasmine, the small white flowers drenched with rain, drooping from the branches.

It’s over. Someone takes Jean’s arm, leading her from the grave. She looks for Paul. He’s way ahead of everyone, walking alone to his truck. She looks back and sees the gravedigger shoveling dirt into the open grave. Will Lana be all right? It seems wrong to leave her like that with a stranger. Again someone touches her arm, gently urging her to move forward.

The jasmine is there, involved, enclosing. She thinks it a lovely thing to plant among the dead.
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She catches up with Paul after the funeral. ‘Can we go now.’ It’s not a question.

‘Now?’

She knows what he is thinking: Lana is dead, and one moves slowly after a death, even a sudden death, even in a state of emergency; there are steps, tolls; among other things, the after-funeral gathering at Bonnieview; Monica expects them; but most of all there is Lana’s death, how it stuns them.

She gets in the truck; that is her answer.

‘But – do you have everything you need?’

‘Yes.’ She hopes he does not see her trembling.

All she has with her is what she’s wearing, a black funeral dress – how fitting, she thinks, to leave the country in mourning clothes – the fake passport, and two hundred US dollars. Alan told her to take as little as possible. All week she’s been changing her mind about what constitutes ‘as little as possible,’ vacillating between the most sentimental and most practical things. She woke up one night from a dream in which she walked part-naked and barefoot through the streets of a new city. Kind strangers kept approaching her with things of hers that they had stumbled upon – among them, a favorite hand-painted perfume bottle. Waking, she realized that she would not be able to take any of the objects returned to her in the dream; they were all already lost or broken.

Paul will take her across the country to Trelawny, where he has a farm. From there she’ll go to a small private airfield, then fly to Providenciales, where Alan will meet her.

The Kingston airport is too risky. A diplomat and his wife have been killed. The US embassy has been overrun, and immigration officers have become monsters. It’s impossible for Jamaicans to leave, and nearly impossible for people with foreign passports. Besides, someone is bound to recognize Jean. The airport security officers know her; they’ve arranged VIP passes for her when she’s been there on government business. Driving across the country on a holiday weekend will not arouse suspicion, even if she is recognized.

She is sure that the government will fall within days, if not hours. It doesn’t seem as though things can get any worse (‘Never say never and never say things can’t get worse,’ her maternal grandmother, Mary Darling, used to tell her). However things turn out here, it will be bad for her. She has no interest in politics, no ideology, no allegiances; but it doesn’t matter; everyone has had to take sides. Lately, gunmen wearing no identifying party colors have been abducting children on their way from school, taking them to deserted places, and asking them which party their parents belong to. As if playing a kind of Russian roulette, the children have to choose. Jean has had nightmares where she gives the right answer to no avail because someone recognizes her: ‘Is Roy Landing dawta, she a PNP,’ or ‘Is Monica Landing pickney, she a JLP.’

She looks at Paul. His face, as usual, reveals nothing; it belongs among those expressionless yet alert faces on ancient Egyptian papyri, the face of some palace servant with large tranquil eyes, an almost pointed chin, and skin that is smooth shaven, brown like an old penny. His looks have never changed; his tightly coiled hair has always been close cut like a smooth carpet, even during the proud years of Afros; he has never lost  or gained weight as far as she could tell. She looks at his hands on the steering wheel, slender hands, not the kind one expects on a farmer.

‘Lana is dead,’ he said yesterday, so softly she wondered for a moment if she had heard correctly, but knew that she had. ‘I just called the hospital, Jean’ - The hospital? She had no idea Lana was in the hospital. – ‘The nurse said she was gone. “Gone where?” I asked. I didn’t think she could get up and leave so soon, but you know Lana. “Gone to the morgue,” the nurse said, cold, just like that. Can you imagine?’

A police jeep overtakes them. The policemen sitting in the back look lethargic, their limbs overly relaxed, as if they aren’t actually holding weapons.

‘Can’t get much hotter. Sorry ’bout the air conditioner.’ It’s the first thing he’s said since they left the funeral.

A wasp flies into the truck, buzzes around Jean, then frantically attaches itself to the windshield. Paul pulls over. The wasp starts buzzing around her head again. She’s allergic to insect stings.

‘Hold still.’ Paul’s eyes follow the wasp.

The jeep turns around and heads back to them.

Paul squashes the wasp in a paper napkin.

Two policemen saunter over. They don’t say anything; they just stare at them and at the truck with the authority they’ve been given to stare.

‘Step out,’ one of them tells Paul.

Jean tries not to look anxious.

‘You too, miss. Come on, step out, step out.’ The policeman gestures with his rifle. ‘Stan’ up over there!’

They stand at the side of the road as they’re told.

The policemen in the back of the jeep assume an alertness they didn’t have before. They look at Jean, then Paul, then back at Jean, trying to figure out their relationship. Lovers? Or brother and sister? It’s a bold, libidinous look.

The two policemen search the truck. One of them looks through Jean’s bag. She’s glad she’s got the US dollars hidden in her clothes. He opens the passport, then looks at Jean.

Paul decides it’s time to say something: ‘A wasp got in the truck, Sergeant. We just stopped to get it out. Didn’t want to have an accident, you know.’

The sergeant looks at them as if he doesn’t speak their language. There is no sign of comprehension at all. It’s clear to Jean that they have no idea what they’re looking for. They take the passport back to the jeep and discuss it with the others.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Paul mutters.

Two small boys appear and the policemen send them to the corner shop for cold sodas and patties. Jean and Paul find a shady place on the sidewalk and sit down.

Almost an hour later, the sergeant brings back the passport. ‘Alright, g’wan.’

The police jeep takes off. Paul and Jean get back in the pickup. He sighs heavily. She’s afraid he’s going to back out, that he’ll say, Let’s turn back, this is too hard, too dangerous, but he starts up the engine and says with mock bravery, ‘Forward.’

I might never see him again, she thinks. They will take the usual roads today, roads they’ve taken together many times, and that’s why it feels so odd: Jean and Paul driving to the country – too familiar to be called a tradition, too enjoyable to be thought of as routine. From Kingston to Trelawny and back again, how many times, over how many years?

When she asked him a few days ago for his help, his unwavering yes assured her that she was doing the right thing. But is she? She is leaving her country. There are people here, souls, whom she never thought to be without. Her sister is dead; her dearest friend, Faye, lies in the hospital.

I can’t change what has happened, she tells herself.

She is merely a passenger. After Paul there will be unknown  drivers, pilots, and finally, Alan, waiting for her. A passenger. She falls on the word like a penitent falling to her knees. It’s out of her hands. Pray, pray for a safe passage.

Paul turns on the radio. The American evangelist Reverend Peyton F. Peyton reads from the Bible – ‘My kingdom is not of this world.’ Paul curses under his breath and changes stations. A cheerful locally made commercial for deodorant comes on, followed by another American evangelist. Paul turns off the radio.

The sky is clear and there is no sign of the morning’s rain. In a matter of hours everything has become parched and dusty again. She looks at her city, pressing its image to her mind to last a lifetime, and as she does so it becomes a ghost city. In spite of everything, she loves it, the way one might love a dangerous, delinquent brother: the stunted shacks beside the affluent walls, the resilient street goats, and the bright hedges of bougainvillea. It’s Easter weekend, the rain has stopped, and Kingston’s million inhabitants all seem to be outdoors. Teenagers, liberated from school uniforms, walk the streets and shopping plazas, flaunting American styles. They seem oblivious to the state of emergency. Roadside higglers weigh, measure, and sell, in a disgruntled fashion, everything from hair ribbons to yams. A couple of dusty boys with sticks run through a gully, chasing a rat.

At a stoplight Jean watches a fire burning in an empty lot. A goat tethered to a nearby fence tugs at its rope. It is at a safe enough distance from the flames but is nevertheless in a panic. The one-legged beggar who works this intersection limps deftly between the cars. His hair is matted and his bare chest is encrusted with dried mud. He stinks so badly that drivers throw coins on the sidewalk to keep him at a distance. Jean is momentarily stunned by the odor as Paul hands him something through the window. He puts it in an old Ovaltine tin and limps away, but not fast enough. The light changes. ‘Move outa de way,  man!’ ‘Chu man! Move you rass!’ The drivers cuss and blow their horns. The beggar hollers back and threatens them with his stick. A driver swerves out of his lane and rams into another car. Everything breaks down. The light changes again. She will be caught here forever, some random violence making her a ghost in the traffic of this embattled city. She is jolted as Paul steps hard on the gas and speeds through the amber light.

They come to a roadblock. Not police this time, soldiers. But whose soldiers: PNP? JLP? She never imagined living in a country where she wouldn’t be able to trust the people in uniforms.

An army tank rests at an almost comical angle on the grassy roadside, its gun aimed point-blank at the blossoms of a poinciana. In the middle of the road, a man lies facedown with his hands bound. Another man with bound hands is being pushed into an army truck. Meanwhile, a Rastafarian carries on the business of selling Sno-Kones from a cart on which the words ‘No Worry Jah’ are painted.

A country bus approaches, blaring its horn and sending black fumes into the air. It leans precariously to one side, heavy with passengers, human and animal, mostly market women on their way to the city. The shouting begins. They’re intrepid, the market women. They have a reputation for vile cursing. The soldiers know and don’t want to be laughed at. So the minute the women begin – ‘G’way soldier-bwoy! Chu! Mek we pass. You cock only good fe piss’ – they let the bus through. Then to save face, they turn on ‘No Worry Jah,’ forcing him into the army truck. A group of ragged children descend on his Sno-Kone cart and drag it away.

A fat, sweaty soldier, who seems to be the only one actually checking vehicles, peers into Paul’s truck and waves him on.

At the crossroads Jean sees three john-crows perched on a telephone pole, smelling new death in the new day. A sign says ‘Spanish Town.’ The old capital. It occurs to her that she is  taking the same route the Spanish settlers took three hundred years ago when they fled from the English invaders.

The road cuts through flat, leafy fields that smell perpetually of burnt cane and molasses. They pass the old, defunct sugar mill; it used to be the first of many milestones for Jean when she and Lana were on their way back to boarding school after holidays. These fields were once part of a big slave plantation, and though cane still grows here, Jean has never seen anyone working in the fields. As a child she used to stare at the thick rows of cane and imagine slave ghosts, cutlasses in hand, working pitifully in a realm deaf to change.

A burnt-molasses wind blows through the truck. The scent of enearthed history breaks the air at every landmark, and every familiar thing is a landmark for her today, not in the way of an edifice proudly drawing attention to itself but with the air of a forgotten ruin.

They pass the Arawak museum, and she remembers a family outing. Lana had not wanted to go and showed it by lagging behind. Monica kept warning her: ‘Stop draggin’ you foot-bottom’round de place.’ Jean was scared by the silence, the sense of desolation around the broken, colorless pottery. The outing ended when Lana struck her forehead against a glass case displaying a stuffed iguana and the glass cracked. The two girls were shoved into the car, which in those days always smelled of sweet pastries. ‘Why you cyaan behave youself?’ Monica scolded Lana, then turned on Roy: ‘We shoulda neva come here. All dis badda-badda over a dead iguana, you woulda tink is Queen Elizabet’ crown.’ The parents started arguing and Lana sang out: ‘Is jus’ a big fat lizard.’ Roy said that the iguana had been in Jamaica long before Columbus and was a reminder of the island’s early history. ‘I can’t stand history,’ Lana said.

As a child, Jean found it hard to believe that the Arawaks, who gave the island its name, Xaymaca, Land of Many Rivers, had  been wiped out by the Spaniards. She thought there had to be a few surviving Arawaks in remote caves and mountains, men and women who were centuries old in their ways. For years she played with an imaginary Arawak boy she called Kawara. He spoke the sleeping language of volcanoes, and showed her how to hunt iguanas, build canoes, and pound cassava as his people had done before the Spanish discovery. She smiles to herself, grateful for the memory. She hasn’t thought about Kawara in years.

They’re moving away from the hot, heavy air of the city, beginning their ascent into the green hills where there will be intervals of shade. She looks, as always, for the sign that says ‘Dove Hill’ at the bottom of a dirt road, a road they will not take today. Her father took her there on one of their many impromptu expeditions. They had to leave the car at the bottom of the steep road and walk. It was a burning-hot day and the climb was draining. ‘Ancestry!’ her father said when they reached the top of the hill. She had never heard the word before and thought he was talking about ants. Ahead were some broken walls in the overgrown foliage, with weeds and tufts of grass growing in their cracks. A plantation house had been there, he told her, and they might find buried silver. ‘Come, I show you something.’ He led her by the hand through the tall grasses alive with lizards and insects, to the gravestone of their ancestor General Crawford, who had fought against the Spanish for the island. This was a true story, he said. Not many people could trace their family history so far back. His great-aunt used to show off silver goblets engraved with the letter ‘C’ for Crawford. For Jean the persistent memory of that day was not General Crawford’s grave or the hope of finding silver, but something she came upon all by herself. Walking back, she felt something hard under her feet. ‘You find something, Jean?’ They pushed aside the tall scratchy grass and saw a small gravestone. The words were whole and clear in the sun:
SUSANNAH CRAWFORD 
1687-1692 
beloved daughter and sister






She was also part of this true story, a white English girl who lived and died in this black slave country. Jean had no words at the time for how it captivated her, finding that buried daughter and sister among the green interstices of history.

They are climbing high into the mountains. Smoke rises from the forest like burnt offerings: allspice, cedar. Lana is dead.

Her sister’s death saturates everything. It is crucial that she go now. It is terrible now to go. Should she let herself be run out of her own country, her sister unquiet and confused in the grave? No one is more confounded by Jean’s decision to leave than Jean herself. She has always been of a slow, patient disposition.

She looks out the window at the mountains as if something out there will convince her to stay or encourage her to go.

Speak to me.

Silence. Trees. Green, irreverent green, overgrowing centuries of secret ruin.

Ghosts stand on the foothills of this journey. She smells their woody ancestral breath in the land’s familiar crests and undulations. She has heard them all her life, these obstinate spirits, desperate to speak, to revise the broken grammar of their exits. They speak to her, Jean Landing, born in that audient hour before daylight broke on the nation, born into the knowledge of nation and prenation, the old noises of barracks, slave quarters, and steerage mingling in her ears with the newest sounds of self-rule. On verandas, in kitchens, in the old talk, in her waking reveries and anxious dreams, she has heard their stories.
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Rebecca Landing (née Crawford) 1682-1751

 



I lived in Dove Hill until the age of eleven. I did not realize, at first, that I lived in a paradise as lovely as that one in the Bible. Flowers outbloomed the seasons; fruit ripened on the trees all year long. The rivers were cool and fresh. We were children of the sun, my sister, Susannah, and I. She was my sole companion. We were not permitted to play with the Negro children.

Like that legendary garden, ours had a Forbidden Tree. This tree bore neither fruit nor flower, only small black pods. Seba, our nurse, picked one of these pods one day, rubbed it vigorously against her apron, and placed it in my hand. It burned horribly, and I dropped it.

‘Satan’s eyeball,’ Seba said. ‘Hot like hell.’

Seba said this was the Punishment Tree, and if we misbehaved we would be lashed by tongues of fire like the wicked slaves who were punished there.


There were so many unforbidden pleasures on the plantation however, that this Satan tree (as Susannah and I often called it) held no temptation. I spent countless hours playing with Susannah and riding with my father. We rode daily to the river. The waters were considered excellent for our health, as they contained medicinal salts. We went to the river early, before it became too hot, to a special pool where white, lanternlike flowers provided privacy and shelter. The water was so pure that we saw our feet and the pebbles beneath. I must seem to you to be describing some fairy scene or peep into Elysium. It is possible,  of course, that these images appear more radiant through the mist of remembered happiness, but I do not think so.


On the seventh day of June, sixteen hundred and ninety-two, the world changed.

We woke that day, before sunrise, dressed, and drank our morning chocolate in the darkness. It was the day before my tenth birthday. We were going to visit some friends of my parents and stop at my grandmother’s home in Spanish Town on our return. She was to come back with us to Dove Hill for my birthday. There was to be a celebration. The Negroes would be given a half-day holiday, and my father had promised them a hog and some rum. Dove Hill had been under a cloud for several weeks and it was hoped that this celebration would lift all our spirits.

There had been a punishment: A slave had been whipped to death. I cannot remember what his crime was, but it must have been abominable because for several days there had been much talk about it among my father and his friends. I heard him say that it was a miserable thing to have to lose a whole man, but in the long run better than inviting insurrection. This punishment, while merely inflicting wounds of a corporeal nature upon the Negro, sorely affected the minds and domestic tranquillity of our family. You see, I accidentally witnessed the punishment. The slave’s face impressed itself upon my inward eye and caused me great distress. I had seen that pitiful expression before, in illustrations of the Scriptures. To think that a Negro, a slave, who was by no means innocent, should remind me of our Lord’s suffering! My mother scolded Seba for not protecting me from that brutal sight. My father disagreed with my mother and reminded her that I was not an English girl but a Creole like him and had sooner or later to become accustomed to such things. Their contrasting views, as usual, erupted in bitter arguments which threw the entire household into disturbance.

But this trouble was now behind us, and the plans for my birthday had an uplifting effect upon us. I was especially looking forward to seeing Nana, my father’s mother.

It was uncommonly hot for that time of day, and within hours the sky was glowing red. We feared a hurricane, but were already too far on our journey to turn back.

At Caymanas, we stopped at a public house for some light refreshment while my father went off on some business. It was a great relief for my mother, Susannah, and me to escape the suffocating heat. Susannah had been irritable all morning, whimpering and insisting that my mother hold her like a baby even though she was five years old.


The owner of the inn, a Mulatto woman, was very talkative. She lavished many compliments upon our pretty Susannah. I was accustomed to being excluded from such compliments, being quite plain to begin with, and furthermore having the disadvantage of being born with my eyes severely crossed. Persons were inclined to turn their gaze from me, and I understood that it was disconcerting for them not to know whether I was looking at or beside them. She said her daughter had just given birth to a son and was having a difficult lying-in. There were several nearly White children around who were apparently the Mulatto’s grandchildren. She served us limeade, and she and my mother spoke about birthing, or rather, the woman spoke to my mother. She said, ‘It is astonishing, ma’am, how fast the Negro gals on the island do breed and how quickly they recover from their lying-in.’ It was quite different with the Colored ladies, she said. My mother said that she had heard physicians make similar observations.


You might think it strange that I should remember something so trivial as this, but it was the last morsel of ordinary life to gain my attention before the extraordinary occurred.

First there was a deep, terrible rumbling, which knocked over the pitcher and glasses. Then the building shook suddenly and with such force that we were thrown from our chairs. The walls crumbled. The rumbling sounded like thunder breaking from the bowels of the earth, a sound so hellish that I knew whatever calamity had befallen us was being visited upon the entire land. My mother held us tightly, shielding us as well as she could. Susannah would not stop screaming, and I was certain that we would die.

I do not know how long we remained like that, and to this day, I cannot understand how or why we were spared. The Mulatto woman and children were struck by the falling roof and buried in the rubble. My father appeared, and seeing him, my mother began to scream like Susannah.

Outside it was far worse. The world appeared to be breaking into many pieces. The sky was dark, yet there were no clouds. Rocks and trees fell before us. Fires raged everywhere. We drove through the wreckage, hurrying first in one direction and then another. My father was for going out to shore, to Port Royal. My mother felt it safer to go inland, to Spanish Town. The thunder was mortifying and came from above and below. But louder still, and unforgettable, was Susannah’s screaming.

After some time of speeding back and forth directionless, we stopped at a point of elevation. From there we were able to look out to sea. Oh, it was horrifying. Port Royal sank before our very eyes. Houses, ships, and living creatures dashed against each other. Everything fell into the roaring fire. Even the sea appeared to be on fire. And though it seems impossible, I heard human cries in the distance.

We eventually reached Spanish Town. The destruction was not so great there, though fires had broken out in many places and the inhabitants were running in great alarm through the streets. A tree had fallen upon the roof of my grandmother’s house but the house itself stood firm. Nonetheless, we felt it safer to take shelter outdoors in a shed where she kept rabbits.

My father left us in order to search for his cousin, Pietra, who lived in Port Royal, though my mother pleaded with him not to go and threw herself upon him with such violence that I also began to plead and cry.

He came back days later, without his cousin. How he managed to escape, and exactly what he saw there, I can only imagine from the ghastly descriptions others have given, for my father never spoke of it. Port Royal, where so many had been made rich, was made desolate in a day. I heard that as the famous city sank, many of the doomed inhabitants ran about wildly, stealing whatever they could get their hands on, stabbing, shooting, and even strangling anyone who stood in their way.

We remained with my grandmother for several weeks because the roads to Dove Hill were impassable and because my father left us again to search for his cousin. By the time he rejoined us, our Susannah had died of the dengue fever which had spread throughout the land for lack of clean water.

When we returned to Dove Hill we were astonished to see that our home  was intact, for all we had heard were stories of death and ruin. The plantation of our cousins in St Ann had washed out to sea and the entire family had drowned.

It was not until I went riding with my father the following day that I saw what the earthquake had done to our plantation. Much of our livestock had disappeared or been killed, many trees uprooted, and a good number of our slaves had run away. Strangest of all, the river, our river, was nowhere to be found. We rode across the altered countryside, searching for it. We finally came to a muddy pool whirling between large rocks. That was what was left of our river! Rocks and trees had tumbled from the hills, changing its course and nature forever.

I had thought till then that rivers outlived men. But here I saw dry land where there had been water, rock where there had been forest, and valleys where there had been hills.

My father changed. He became unkempt and grew a savage beard. He would ride about the plantation at strange hours of the night, no longer like a master but a trapped animal. Worst of all, he stopped speaking to us. He stared through me at times as though he had forgotten who I was. My mother could not be comforted. She, too, seemed at times to forget who I was. I came to prefer her phases of forgetfulness to those of recognition. For when she remembered me, she would clutch me in a manner that frightened me. Days passed without my talking to a living creature or hearing the talk of others. My parents had become strangers to each other and to the world, their souls unhinged by their tragedy.

The slaves were neglected, and they in turn neglected their work. I was served my meals on filthy dishes, and oftentimes not fed at all. The Negroes laughed at me and talked about how ugly I was. Food, clean clothes, baths, all depended on Seba’s feeling benevolent toward me. The house was dark because the slaves stole our lamps and our candles, and I was afraid to fall asleep. I missed my sister. I was so miserable that I prayed to die, too.

One night my father found me by the Punishment Tree. I must have cried myself to sleep there, because I only dimly remember him picking me up and carrying me into the house. After that, Nana came to stay with us. She sold Seba, who had taken over the household during my mother’s infirmity and had,  as Nana said, ‘become too big for her britches.’ The house was bright and clean again. Nana took good care of me and talked to me. But she could not stay forever. It was decided that my mother and I would go to England.


We went to live with her brother and his wife, the Gilberts of Monmouth. Immediately upon arriving, my mother went to bed and never got up again. I later learned she had become overly reliant on opium. I learned something else, the full cause of her desolation: she blamed my father for Susannah’s death. She could not forgive him for abandoning us in Spanish Town while he searched for his cousin, Pietra. Pietra had been his mistress for many years, even before his marriage. My mother knew. Everyone in Jamaica knew – even the slaves knew – and their knowing humiliated her. Her family, when they learned, turned against him. His name was not spoken except by the gossiping servants. And how they gossiped! They said my father’s mistress had put a West Indian curse on my mother. Another rumor had it that disgruntled slaves had worked obeah spells on my poor mother. I, too, began to suspect these things were true, for the physicians could find no cause for my mother’s illness, and she grew weaker and died within a year. After her death I asked if I might return to my grandmother in Jamaica, but I was made to understand that even if these tragedies had not occurred, it had been my mother’s wish for me to live in England once I was of a certain age. Few white families remained long in the colonies, my father’s family being a great exception. The climate was considered particularly brutal for females.


My father came only once to England to see me, and that was at my request, for my wedding. I admit that I, too, had borne some anger toward him, but I could not erase my early, happy memories of him. There were stories that he had grown savage and lunatic and it had been hoped, among my mother’s family, that he would not respond to my invitation. But he did. Neither savage nor madman was he, but obviously ill. He died on his way back to Jamaica.

Though I lived in England most of my life, I remained a Jamaican lady. I received letters regularly from my Nana till the day she died, and she alone kept the island alive in me. My uncle and aunt felt obliged to eradicate my early memories, and to reform me into an English girl. They had no children of their  own and were extremely kind to me. But at the slightest mention of my childhood in the colony, this saintly couple would appear so distressed that I avoided the subject in their company. The subject of my West India inheritance was not so easily avoided. After my father died I inherited the sugar estate at Dove Hill and the large income from my late cousins in St Ann. At the age of seventeen, I was heiress to a great West India fortune. My husband, Sir William Landing, became a powerful man with the wealth I brought him. For that, at least, he showed gratitude.

My husband’s family, indeed many in England, scorned me, not only because I was a Creole, but because my father’s mother was a Spanish Jew. I was often questioned about the West Indies, but I soon discovered that these interrogators had no interest in my answers. They merely wanted to display their own knowledge of the colonies.

 – I’ve heard the air is so unhealthy that our English women cannot survive there long.

 – And, tell me, for I find it too ghastly to be true, do those black devils still try to eat each other on occasion?

 – B’Jesus! Hurricanes, snakes, and fevers; you are most fortunate to be here, Miss Crawford!

It may have been my skewed eyes that confused people and made them converse with me as though I were not actually present. I became a quiet person filled with uneasy and unspoken thoughts.

My grandmother had given me Mimba, a Quadroon girl my own age, as a parting gift. Mimba stayed with me many years, a faithful servant and my only friend. When I first arrived in Monmouth she accompanied me everywhere. Her skin looked white but her lips were large and she had Negro hair. To my horror, people who had not yet made my acquaintance often mistook her for me. There is a preposterous idea among the English that the climate in the colonies alters Whites who are born there and causes such modification of feature that we are practically become Darkies.


Upon meeting me, a friend of my uncle’s, a Mr Southerne, exclaimed: ‘Why, she’s as pale as any English girl,’ as if he had expected a blackamoor! This same Mr Southerne wrote a play about Suriname, based on Mrs Behn’s book  which I did not read. It is supposed to be a True History based upon some time that she spent in the colony. I am certain every word is a lie. I have never read a true thing in any book except for Mr Defoe’s Moll Flanders.

I have read widely on the subject of the West Indies. Indeed, I am considered bookish. I search for facts equal to my memories, and I search in vain. I read in one of these books, which are called Histories, that Creole women are cruel and that they indulge themselves in licentious amours. These books hurt me. They are cracked mirrors which break the paradise in my mind.

My grandmother, Antonia D’Costa Crawford, was a true Creole. No one remembers her or her stories. The forest has eaten her grave. Her father, Don Alejandro D’Costa, a converted Jew, brought twenty horses and fifteen mares from Spain. In spite of his great wealth and his conversion, the Catholics treated him with disdain. He welcomed the English invaders, among them General Crawford my grandfather. Don Alejandro informed them of a counterattack planned by the Spanish. Even so, the English might have confiscated his land and horses had it not been for General Crawford, who had fallen in love with Antonia. She became his wife at fifteen. He was kind to her except in one respect: He was a Puritan and would not allow her or their children to worship as Catholics, and so she was forced to give up her religion for the second time.

Nana told me that it had dismayed her parents to see her embrace the Catholic faith so devoutly. In turn, it broke her heart to deny her children her own beliefs. ‘My soul has been divided by a sword,’ she told me. ‘I have twice lost my religion.’ I thought to lose something meant simply to search for it until it was found – like a lost glove – and I remember saying to her, ‘Don’t worry, Nana, we shall soon find it again.’


My grandfather the General did not tell me stories, though I am sure he had many to tell. He read to us and recited verses: 
What should we do but sing His praise That led us through the Watery Maze





He died at the hands of rebellious slaves on a neighboring plantation. My uncle and aunt Gilbert did not believe this or the other things I told them. They said I had a morbid imagination.

The history of our island is a history of hell. It is also a history of grace terrestrial. I lived in a brightness beyond description, and did not know true darkness until I came here.

I alone survived my family’s hardships, and being alone, I was without commiseration. When I came here, no one cared to hear my story. It was uncomely. So was I. I learned my own way of seeing, like one who is blind. I performed the part of an odd, quiet woman, and performed it to everyone’s satisfaction. When others slept, I was awake; when they woke, they found me quietly occupied. I took walks by myself. I read and sewed or sat in the garden with my own self for company. I was not missed. I have never been missed. I had all the manners and necessities of other women of my society, yet I was without society.

I was a widow and an old woman at the age of twenty-eight. After my husband died I drew the curtains around myself. I did not follow my mother’s way and take to bed. I simply surrendered to that brute unhappiness which had always been close at hand. I no longer made the effort to appear civil, for by then I loathed civilization from the bottom of my heart. Solitude, after a while, becomes the worst kind of savagery.

I never returned to Jamaica. No one in our family visited Dove Hill for years. A manager was engaged to look after the plantation. In the year seventeen hundred and twenty-eight, my son, Edward, visited the island and met his great-grandmother, my Nana, before she died. When he returned, he brought back a Mustee, a pretty girl, to be a servant for his wife. I am no fool and can see that the wench has the face of a Crawford. However, I do not pass judgement. It is possibly God’s plan to whiten the Africans and so better their race. Though this means our men fall to degeneracy, we must accept, as Sarah accepted the Egyptian handmaiden, Hagar. I have often felt that it might one day be said of me, as it was said of that other Rebecca in the Bible: ‘Two nations are in thy womb, and two manner of people shall be separated from thy bowels,’ for I see in the face of my son the father both of free men and of slaves.

That day in Spanish Town as we waited for the earthquake to end its devastation, I heard someone cry: ‘Who has cursed us? Who has cursed this land?’ God must indeed have a special purpose for us and for our seed to have dragged us through such salamandrine fire.

Like my grandmother, I remained a Jamaican lady, a true Creole. My soul, too, was divided by a sword. That day we left for England the ship whistled so loudly it drowned out my cries.

Know what I know: Time has shaped you from a hundred histories which will never be told; our voices are not welcome among the living. Stay and die there, unaccounted for. Or escape, live, and be silent among the migratory whose lives are like a discontinued letter. What do you expect? What consolation do you seek from the eternally disconsolate?
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‘. . . a mistake.’ Paul startles her.

She feels as if she’s been woken from the anxious soliloquy of a dream. What does he mean?

They cross Flat Bridge. The Rio Cobre is high from the rain, and the current sweeps branches and other broken things violently downriver. Some women sell fruit and roast corn along the roadside. Paul pulls over.

‘Want anything?’

‘No.’

The women rush. They all have the same kind of fruit in their baskets, making it impossible to choose. One overzealous woman splits a pineapple down the center to show how ripe it is.

‘Chu man!’ Paul reprimands her. ‘Who tell you fe cut it? Is not pineapple I want, is star-apple. Awright, awright. Gimme de pineapple. How much you want fe it?’

The woman begins peeling the pineapple while he bargains with the others. He hands Jean a naseberry and she bites into its flesh, sweet, brown, and granular like brown sugar.

Paul walks over to the woman roasting corn. ‘A mistake,’ he said and his saying it had seemed to her like something involuntary, like a sea creature gulping air, not the beginning of a conversation. She believes he was talking about Lana. She watches him standing over the coal pot. The smells of ripe fruit  and burning coal and the clean face of the world around her don’t suggest anything hidden or terrible; but Paul’s words do. Suddenly she feels as if she’s going in the wrong direction; not a geographical wrongness, but as if she’s being pulled back to some inexorable sadness. What happened to Lana? It’s like a question blurted out in a nightmare; she wants to ask but is afraid to.

He comes back, biting into the steaming corn, and starts the pickup. Two army trucks come round the corner, speeding downhill one after the other, and Paul has to pull over as far as possible. ‘Dem crazy like hell,’ he mutters to himself.

Jean glances at him. He has avoided looking at her all morning like someone who cannot trust himself with a lie.

‘What happened to Lana?’

‘You tell me,’ he says bitterly. ‘You’re her family.’
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They probably did seem like a family when Paul first met them, the widow, Monica, and her two daughters. But she would have to go much further back to explain the unruly kinship.

 



Lana was five when she discovered that Monica was her mother. Until then she had assumed her mother was the woman she called Ma, her maternal grandmother, Mary Darling. She lived with Mary in a country village called New Hope. Monica visited on weekends. It was on one of those visits, while they were having dinner, that Lana found out. Monica told her to take her elbows off the table.

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m your mother and I say so.’

Monica Darling-Stern was seventeen when Lana was born and there was no hope of her marrying Lana’s father, Dipanjan Ramcharan, known as Deepa. She named the baby after Lana Turner, the movie star, whom she herself resembled and whom she did her best to continue resembling way into middle age, copying Turner’s wavy hairstyle and once even bleaching her hair blond.

Monica had always felt trapped in New Hope. So had her sisters, Gwen and Daphne. They were yard poor – they had food from their own small yard and were never hungry. What their mother went through to school and clothe them was never  talked about. Not even by Daphne, who would talk about anything, especially when she was drunk. They were full of family pride and race pride, those three girls, particularly Monica.

The girls shared a single bed in the tiny three-room cottage. Their brother, Errol, the youngest, had a room to himself. The cottage had been built in the previous century by an emancipated slave who had also given the village its name. Except for the recent addition of electricity, there were no modern conveniences. They collected rainwater daily from a nearby catchment, and there was a pit toilet outside in a shed with a corrugated tin roof; it stood next to a mango tree which dropped its fruit on the roof with a loud clang.

The children were up before sunrise to do housework and yard work before they went to school. Monica would wake up earlier than her sisters so she could lie undisturbed and day-dream. She daydreamed about the Indian boy, Deepa, who took piano lessons on the same day she did and who always walked her partway home. The piano, which had belonged to Mary’s mother, was the most important thing in the cottage. It distinguished them from the other people in New Hope and reminded them and everyone else that they were the grandchildren of Dr John Darling and his revered wife, Jean Falkirk Darling. Once a year, on Empire Day, Mary invited all the children of New Hope to the cottage, handed out sweets, and played the piano while everyone sang ‘God Save the King.’ Deepa was not among them. He lived in his Hindu family’s compound and was not supposed to mix with the local children.

The girls harbored secret memories of their father, Jedaiah Stern, and talked often among themselves of the way they had lived before their parents’ separation. Errol was too young to remember. They had been happy in the town of Black River, a proper town, not as big as Kingston, but with glass-fronted stores and a cinema. Their house had been bigger, with  a proper indoor bathroom, and their father used to take them for a drive every Sunday in his motorcar. They remembered with bitterness the day their mother left Jedaiah and brought them to New Hope, a place on a country back road where cars never stopped.

They hated the six-mile walk to school with the other children, whom they secretly called Blackies. The Sterns stood apart partly because they wanted to and partly because they just did. They were ‘fair-skinned’ and had ‘good hair’ like White people, and they spoke English better than the others did. They were the only children who wore shoes every day, not just on Sundays.

Once a week they had to suffer the humiliation of walking with produce on their heads, like common higglers, carrying yams, avocados, and other provisions to Miss Drusilla, their mother’s friend, who lived near the school and cooked lunch for them.

Mary knew her children were vain, and though she was entirely without pretensions herself she didn’t begrudge them their elevated opinion of themselves. She managed to find the money to send Monica for piano lessons, and to send all four of them for extra lessons in reading and arithmetic with Mr Peartree, the school’s headmaster. Once a month she put them on the bus to Black River and gave them a shilling each to spend at the cinema.
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