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  Turning of the Tide




  Many years ago — at a time when girls wore flowers in their hair — I was on an island, sitting in a little bar drinking a jigger of rum. The island was Caye Caulker which lay in the middle of a large Caribbean sandbank, the Belize Barrier Reef. The bar was a creaky wooden shack, set on pilings that had weathered countless storms. Crumbling rough-hewn beams told the tale of generations of fishermen who came and drank a sundowner here, and later, their last — a mandowner. Often they couldn’t make it home then and slept in front of the shack, or on the beach, slumped against a palm tree. The bar room was so small that it held just three tables and seven wobbly chairs. One table served as a counter, reinforced by timber planks connecting the legs, each of which was perched on several bricks — a perfect height for the barkeep to rest his head for a nap. On a wall hung a faded calendar photo of Marilyn Monroe spread across a length of silk that had once been red, her hands holding her blond hair away from her face, eyes downcast demurely, her lips as red as the silk and just as faded.




  The whole island was not much bigger than the bar. I could circle it in an hour and call a passing, ‘hi’ or ‘hola,’ to the women and fishermen. If I was weary, a nod was greeting enough. I smiled at the children and they responded with, ‘red nose’ or ‘gringo’. Within the hour I passed two other bars in which barkeeps, sleepy as always, dozed behind their counters — bar-rooms that were similarly askew and kept afloat by fishermen who emptied their glasses here and filled the room with their stories.




  My Caye Caulker with its village, Santa Elena, lay just off the coast of British Honduras. Located on Yucatán this little nation was the final jewel in Britannia’s Imperial crown. Later, in 1981 with the coming of independence, it became known as Belize. Surrounded by Mexico and Guatemala, but above all, by a lot of jungle and still more water, the island floated in the middle of the reef like a yellow rubber-duck in a pond. The people — red, black, and white, were an exotic mixture of these colors. And the languages spoken there were equally colorful; a bright cocktail of English, Spanish, Creole, Mayan, and Garifuna. Only the Plautdietsch of the Mennonites was clearly articulated there. Now and then I would meet a ‘White-nose’ who had fled the frigid North. Inevitably the southern sun soon burned a white nose to red.




  One sunny day, back in 1961, residents of the island couldn’t believe their eyes. No one on Caye Caulker believed that their little paradise could become a living hell. Ominously it began with increasing wind and a radio hurricane warning. Some residents tried to reach the mainland, but most opted to stay and ride out the approaching storm. Like a razor Hurricane Hattie roared across Caye Caulker and slashed almost everything in its path: shacks, houses, palm trees. The hurricane split the island down the middle — two island halves, divided by a channel, have remained. Ever since, when a storm draws near, the fishermen sail their boats through the channel to the safety of the leeward shore. The long northern part of the island has remained almost uninhabited, whilst Caribbean rhythms quickly resumed their beat in the south.




  My idea of a night out, like that of the fishermen, was moving from bar to bar — more precisely from rum to rum. We drank it mostly straight or with Cola, occasionally with milk but rarely with ice, available only when the cold-storage room of the fishermen’s co-operative had enough supply. The bartender had to fetch it but depending on his mood, fatigue or the heat this presented an obstacle. Even the local hemp-laced tobacco had an impact on whether the drinks were cool, or warm. So, now and then, the man behind the counter sent a youngster to fetch the ice, and other times a guest. Occasionally the barman shrugged his shoulders unperturbed, and wearily muttered one of his stock phrases, “Soon come cool breeze,” if he spoke at all. At other times, only a, “Yeah, man” passed his lips, together with a weary nod of the head. Both these words could also be interrupted by a deep drag of his joint, which dimmed the senses and made the sun shine at night. After every drag the barkeep coughed as though rocked by an earthquake.




  So I sat in the bar, drank and wrote notes in my untidy notebook, dog-eared and stained with coconut oil. The island women use the oil to fry meat — I use it to rub down my arms and legs. Next morning, when I reviewed my notes, I often wondered at what I had written the night before. Mostly I thought it was trash. With perfect regularity I tore the pages out and fed them to the fire that was heating my morning coffee. The coffee helped to banish the tacky effects of alcohol in my head. The fishermen called rum the, ‘kill-devil’. And indeed, it helped with the devilish nighttime loneliness, and against the sandfly itch on my legs.




   




  Across from me sat Capitano, a white-bearded old fisherman, whom I had known for ages. On and off we played Dominoes. The winner of the game was rewarded the privilege of buying a round for the loser. Now and then we talked about the hurricane that had passed over; occasionally about fishing; rarely about women. Often we sat in silence and just gazed out to sea. Again and again, I would stoop to shoo the sandflies off my legs.




   




  “You don’t drink enough, buddy,” Capitano said calmly. I admired his manner. But no matter how much I drank, my legs were always peppered with small red bites.




   




  “Don’t ever scratch them,” Capitano had advised several days earlier. I bent over and scratched very lightly, then more vigorously. Today I had infected sores on my legs and rubbed them with rum.




   




  “A good idea,” Capitano commented. Rum always helps, no matter what. If you’re alone it banishes loneliness and if you’re part of a couple it provides warmth and bliss. If you’re awake it lulls you to sleep. If you’re asleep it enhances your dreams. It’s just a matter of the right dosage.”




   




  On this particular evening — Capitano was already on his third rum — he lifted something off the floor and threw it on the table in front of me. A packet of yellowed paper landed directly in front of my nose. It was strung together with frayed twine knotted cross-wise.




  “For you, buddy,” he said, “you can keep it. Then you’ll have something to read and won’t have to write so much yourself. Take it, just don’t throw it in the fire, like you do your own words.”




  How could this geezer know that I always destroy my notes? I wondered, and felt my dignity bruised. Nonetheless, I thanked Capitano for the gift.




  I began to turn the pages at their tattered edges but left the twine secure. Like a nosy sniffer dog I caught the scent of musty, yellowed paper. What might it be that was concealed within this small bundle?




  Without my having asked him, Capitano said: “No idea who wrote it. Got it from the old guy from Placencia, back when I was fishing around the cayos farther down south. Later the guy moved up here. To the southernmost point at the end of the road. The last house was his. His name was Norman Joe Miner; a Yankee. We simply called him Alaska-Joe. Came from the cold; somewhere from the States, or Canada. He even brought his boat with him from up North. Traveled down the entire coast. One bay after another...”




  “Sailor’s yarn,” I muttered, but Capitano would not be interrupted.




  “...good fisherman. Twisted guy. Had been for a long time. He was already old when I was still young; could hardly see anymore — he was so old. The eyeglasses he wore were as thick as this ashtray. What I remember most is his laugh. He was a happy guy, this Alaska-Joe. You should have got to know him, buddy.”




  Capitano illustrated his words with sweeping gestures. And I saw scars and red lacerations on his palms, caused by the rigging required to catch fish. Again and again, his fingers pointed to the small bundle in front of me. This was a manuscript. The name in the upper right corner was illegible. The ink had run and was only a blotch of several shades. With the best intentions, one could possibly decode an N and a J and the number 195.




  “It was the rum,” Capitano said, “a bottle o’ rum spilled on it once.”




  I turned the upper pages as far as the twine allowed, and could read bits of individual sentences.




  “What is this?” I asked Capitano. “It’s written in Spanish and English. The words are a mix of rum and Coke, like a cuba libre.” My Spanish was miserable. I told Capitano he had to help me.




  “Mañana, Buddy, mañana, bring your clatter-machine and a bottle of that splendid fuel. We’ll see what’s written here,” he said affably, and his weary eyes lit up like a youngster’s.




  “Two shots of rum,” I yelled at the bar, “and a knife.”




  But the bartender didn’t react. He had laid his head on the counter and was snoring. Capitano stood up and murmured, “Two rums and a knife, sir, with pleasure.” He drew out the i in sir, doubling, tripling it to the, ‘siiir’ of an excited sailor. Without touching the sleeping bartender Capitano stepped behind the bar. He didn’t take the rum bottle off the shelf, but bent beneath the counter. Magically, he conjured from there a bottle I had never seen before. He returned to the table with full glasses and a knife. “Cheers!” Capitano said, and announced. “This is the stuff for special occasions, buddy. I’m happy that this old boatload of words has found a harbor after all these years. Cheers, buddy.” He paused and nodded toward the window: “I smell it — tide’s comin’ in.” And he raised his glass.




  “Cheers, Capitano.”




  I could hardly believe what I was tasting. It was soft, it was round. It was rum. “Wow, good stuff,” was all I could say.




  Capitano smirked and chewed every sip. “How old do you think this nectar is, buddy?”




  But I wasn’t listening anymore, even ignored the drink and cut the twine around the bundle. There was no morning with the clatter-machine. Only a ‘here-and-now’ with these yellowed papers. Carefully I placed the topmost page aside and read the words:




  By the Sea, Back Then




  A Tale about the Island




   




   




  The blows to my face still burned on my cheek, even though my father had administered them several hours before. My nose had stopped bleeding but the bruises to my face had darkened. When I opened my eyes, even slightly, and remembered having been at Grandfather’s place at the end of the road, the beating burned even deeper. My eyes welled over again. And when I saw the scrap of red cloth lying on my chest, the tears spilled down my cheeks. I took the cloth and brought it to my nose, and breathed in her scent and the smell of the sea. This was the moment when my tears turned to sobs and I felt Grandfather’s comforting hand on my shoulder. It felt as though he was talking to me. But we only clasped hands and held onto one another tightly. Not a single word passed between us because everything had already been said.




  I listened to Grandfather’s restless breathing, and heard the rustling of palm fronds and the rhythm of the waves that now rushed louder and louder — the wind was turning. Almost at once I fell back into a dreamless sleep. Only a day before I had loved the sea. Now I felt betrayed and abandoned.




  When I awoke I thought back to how, as a little boy, I had been afraid of the infinite expanse of water. Back then I never went to the beach for fear that a wave, as tall as I was, might come and drag me away to the reef and away into the deep blue. I could barely walk when I began burying coconuts and bananas in holes that I dug in my parents’ yard. Whatever appealing flowers or vegetables I found, in the neighborhood, I pulled out or dug up and re-planted on our place. Often the women scolded me when they discovered that I had been vandalizing their gardens and left my little footprints behind in the sand. I wanted a garden like those in the night-time fairy-tales my mother used to read to me in the sleeping-hammock. But nothing grew in our salty soil and because I often forgot to water them enough.




  Time passed and I began to venture down to the beach. One day I spoke to an old fisherman tossing a few small fish into a bucket. “What’cha doing there? Why do they stink so much? Why is the sea green? Why is the sea blue today? Who lives in heaven? Who built the reef? Why do you look so sad? Why are there so many wrinkles in your face?” Those, and many more, were my questions since every answer spawned a new query.




  The old fisherman had an answer for everything: “I fold the sails because a sail is like a good friend and helps you to move around. You’ve got to treat your friends well. And the fish don’t stink, they smell of the sea and of freedom; they have the scent of adventure. The sea is green because that’s the colour of hope, hope for a big catch. The sea is blue because it holds lots of deep secrets. Dreams that come to you in the night, if you’re good, live in heaven. Corals built the reef so that our cayo is protected from storms. I have wrinkles in my face because I’m an old fisherman and my skin’s been tanned by the sun and the saltwater.”




  The fisherman ignored the question about the sadness in his eyes. I asked again, “Why do you look so sad?”




  The fisherman tried to shoo me away: “Go to your Mama, huahua,” he grumbled. But I stood firm and asked, “Why?” Then the fisherman sat down on a stone and, with a grunt, lifted me onto his lap and we looked out at the breakers on the reef, and he said, “Because I love the sea so much, huahua.”




  “But why do you look so — ?”




  “— because the sea doesn’t love me the way I love it. Take a look at my catch…a couple of little fish, after a whole day and a night. I can skip the trip to the leeward side with this catch.”




  “I get it. The sea should let you hook a really big one. A fat one with a giant saw growin’ out of its face. And don’t call me huahua all the time. I’m not a baby anymore.” After a silence I added, “old-timer.”




  The old fisherman swallowed and cleared his throat. But a few waves later he closed his eyes and smiled. “You’re right when you call me old-timer. And when you say I want a really big one on the hook, you’re right again. I’d be lying to deny it. That’s the way it is, kid. Every fisherman wants that and that’s why we go to sea.”




  “But these fish can feed you today, and tomorrow. So, what are you lookin’ so glum about?”




  The fisherman opened his mouth to say something but the words stuck in his throat.




  “Now you look like a mackerel on the hook,” I said and fell to the sand, laughing. And the fisherman laughed, too, and sat down beside me on the beach. He ran his fingers through my hair and laughed out loud as he hugged me even closer.




  From that day on I ran to the beach all the time and waited for the fisherman. He became my best friend and I became his helper. One day — I wasn’t quite six — I began calling him, ‘Grandpa’. A moment later I caught him wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. It was sunset, and the sky was turning red — the color of a ripe paw-paw; a deep red, like the scrap of cloth on my chest that I had fished from the water.




   




  The ebb and flow of life rolled over Grandfather and me; year after year went by and the catches were sometimes good, but mostly poor. Sometime we returned empty-handed. Grandfather walked upright, and his voice was clear. After many years his thoughts weighed heavy on his shoulders but I didn’t notice it because his voice remained strong. The ebb tide carried his memories away, but the high tide brought them right back. His thoughts came and went, time and again, always. Like the trash that some fishermen dumped out to sea — the next storm would dump it right back onto the beach. There was no getting away from it.




   




  For many years I sailed out with Grandfather to lend him a hand, and for company. He taught me to catch fish-bait with a net, to lure tasty bonito and mackerel onto the hook. He taught me to read the clouds. The rays of the sun reflected by the reef colored them a light turquoise. Thus we could find our way back on the sea at all times. Grandfather taught me to work the mainsail. It had to be plump like a pregnant belly when the wind came from aft; or stand taut like a soldier in a side-wind. He also told me when to furl, or take it down, when the breeze gained the strength to become a gale. When we fished far out in the blue, he showed me the course that the sea birds flew at twilight to return to land.




  Grandfather also taught me to read and write. On every trip he taught me a new letter of the alphabet. He traced them in the water with his spear, or his old bamboo rod. My eyes would follow his quick precise movements and I would memorise the signs before they dissolved back into their element. I would imitate the letter signs with the bamboo rod in the water, then with my finger in the air. Back on land I would write the new letter in the sand. My first letter was a P and Grandfather named a string of words starting with P; the great Pacific Ocean, and its island-world, Polynesia. And he spoke about swarms of piranhas, in the Amazon, that would attack people, and strip their flesh down to the bone, when they smelled blood in the water. After five trips I had heard many stories and knew how to write my name. Pablo.




  Above all, Grandfather gave me the gift of tranquility, and the horizon. But it wasn’t the horizon that I saw at the edge of the sea.




  Year-in, year-out I hunkered down at the same spot on the beach. One day, my mouth drooping at the corners and eyes squinting, I looked towards the reef.




  “Que triste, this damned cayo,” I whispered and hissed, ‘shit’ at the reef and the horizon. I wiped a tear from my cheek and murmured: “I want to get away from here; if only I could be in Belize Town and not on this wretched island. It’s like a prison. Everything turns in a circle, forever — the same old faces, the same food, fish and rice with plantains, and the same tired old yarns by the fishermen.” The sea always listened but never replied.




  It was only in the nuances of the sea that I ever discovered anything new: A pale turquoise at low tide, when the sun rose; a milky green at high tide, when the waves churned up the sand; foaming white in a storm.




  “Now I’m almost as big as Grandpa and still live on this damned island, trapped like a fish in a glass bowl,” I cursed the reef. “Rescue me, sea,” I implored. But when I tried to visualize a rescue my mind was cloaked in a gray veil. I was waiting for something, anything — I just had no idea of what. But I felt my life needed a purpose. This was the feeling I had. It was like the expectant scent of something blooming inside me. I recalled how, as a little boy, I wanted to plant a garden. ‘Maybe I should plant tomatoes and cucumbers after all. ’




  For what seemed like an eternity I thought about Grandfather, the sea, the fish, his tales. Then I had an idea; Grandpa should plant a garden and grow vegetables, to trade the hard life at sea, for a more secure existence. ‘Planting vegetables,’ I thought aloud, ‘but best away from the island.’ The words were meant for Grandfather but I said them to the waves.




  Sometimes, instead of sitting on the beach, I went to his little wooden house. The door was always ajar. I went in and squatted on the sand covered wood floor; Grandfather never swept. When the sand began to pile up I would take a palm frond and sweep it all out.




  So I sat on the floor in front of the little table with the old magazines; sports magazines and ‘LIFE’ and ‘LOOK’. I always read the latest sports magazines because Grandfather read them. They didn’t interest me much because I thought basketball and baseball should be played, not read. Magazines with men on the covers didn’t interest me much, either. But, of course, I knew James Stewart, Burt Lancaster and Gregory Peck by name, and knew what they looked like. They were film stars, but in my world they were only extras.




  The interesting magazines, the ones with the prettiest covers, lay in the middle. That’s how I got to know and admire Rita Hayworth. I knew her smile, her slightly parted lips and upward glance. Above all I liked her dress. Rita allowed me a peek at her heart. From then on a veiled premonition enveloped my soul with a hint of where my yearning might lead. A cover with Elizabeth Taylor inspired me to day-dream even more, even though she was only a few years older than I was. Elizabeth set me on fire, forever and ever, I believed. But after a couple of weeks I viewed her more as a sister; then, a few months later, as a distant cousin. Then I forgot her almost entirely.




  One that drove me completely nuts was a blonde whose picture I discovered a few months later when Grandfather returned from Belize Town with a new stack of colorful magazines. The most beautiful thirteen letters that I had ever read were printed on the cover. Thirteen letters in a unique combination that revealed a secret: Marilyn Monroe. My index finger carefully traced the outline of each letter. I was especially taken by the M. Again and again, my finger caressed its contours before it dared approach the photo and trace its lines and curves. The buds concealed within the picture were beginning to sprout.




  Marilyn gave me even deeper insights than Rita. With long lashes and a half-veiled glance, she looked into my eyes, and only mine, for an eternity. It was as if she were standing before me. Her dress left her shoulders bare exposing the curve of her neck; the straps had slipped almost to her elbows. It was as if the dress might slide to the floor with her next breath. Her upper body bent slightly in my direction. Her bosom almost touched me — it was close enough for her to cushion my head on it. At the same time, she raised her arm, grasped a tuft of my hair and, very gently, pressed me to her. Even the smell of the printers’ ink turned to perfume — a scent of orchids and vanilla aroused me. The deep-red, slightly parted lips wanted to kiss me and Marilyn whispered, “Pablo.”




  She often enticed me away from the beach to Grandfather’s little wooden house, and there life became recreation for me. Spellbound I looked, again and again, at the beauty spot on her left cheek. I didn’t open the magazine until days later. Marilyn sprawled across a cozy couch, found only in America or in the newspapers. I discovered spots of sadness and longing in her eyes, as though she were dreaming of someone who would awaken her, like Sleeping Beauty. I read about her childhood and images stirred in me. I saw her as a young girl, sitting in a wilted weedy garden, lonely, unloved, just as I sat on the beach sadly staring out at the horizon. And then there was also this very small photo in the corner on the bottom, which blew my breath away and which I would encounter again, later.




  Around that time I began to tell stories in order not to go fishing, but instead go straight to Marilyn, since I knew she always waited for me in Grandfather’s little house. I didn’t even miss his stories, because Marilyn led me into a new world, the world of women and dreams.




  Or was it the world of men? It made no difference to me. Marilyn was my world.




  Grandfather knew my small dreams and great yearnings. Most times he noticed when the magazines, on the table, were rearranged when he returned from fishing. Above all, however, Grandfather remembered that he, too, was once been a boy my age.




  “We’re sailing off to the Hula-Hula girls in Honolulu,” he said sometimes, and grinned. And he hid the calendar photo of Marilyn. Grandfather thought that Pablo was still much too young for that because it showed her on a red cloth in all her natural glory. When he held the photo it seemed as though the words, ‘my God’ or, ‘godly’ rose from his lips, and for a few seconds he perceived his life as a gift. When he hid the photo reality came surging back.
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