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On Top of the World

I’ve only had one near-death experience but there wasn’t time for my life to flash before my eyes nor did I see a blinding white light. Instead, I saw the dull glint of a rusty machete suddenly appear before my eyes.  

Rob and I were on top of the world—literally and figuratively. It was our second full day in Jamaica and we were ready for more adventures.   

Our vacation had gotten off to an inauspicious start in Atlanta’s airport, where I was denied boarding because I did not have a passport. Even though I possessed the proper papers to enter Jamaica--a valid ID and my voter registration card—the Air Jamaica lady was adamant.  Rob had no passport, either; but he did have a piece of plain white paper signed by a notary public. He’s a handsome devil, so Miss Air Jamaica had no qualms about letting him board the plane. I, however, was going nowhere—at least, not until the next day when a more congenial Air Jamaica employee allowed me to board the plane.  
We arrived at last to a hot sunny day. A hurricane lingered nearby in the Caribbean, but it didn’t appear to be headed to the north coast. The few gusts of wind were a blessed relief from the heat. Anxious to finally begin our vacation, we collected our rental car and tried to remember to drive on the left to Ocho Rios. We had barely escaped the city limits of Montego Bay when we decided to visit Rose Hall Great House. A tour guide dressed for the period showed us through what is said to be the grandest 18th century plantation house in the West Indies. Restored to its former glory by an American millionaire and beautifully decorated for the holiday season, the real story is that of Annie Hall, the White Witch of Rose Hall. I caught a glimpse of Annie’s reflection in the mirror in her bedroom, where she is reputed to have killed three husbands and at least one lover as they slept. I thought I could feel her ghost lingering in the shadows near her grave as we enjoyed the late afternoon sun.
 Arriving in Ocho Rios that evening, we checked into the Hibiscus Lodge Hotel and enjoyed an elegant dinner at the Almond Tree Restaurant. Over breakfast the next morning overlooking the Caribbean Sea, we planned our day. We set out to see Edinburgh Castle, the lair of one of Jamaica’s most notorious murderers, a Scot named Louis Hutchinson, who used to shoot passersby and toss them into a pit. He was known to have committed at least 43 murders before he was captured and hanged by the Navy. According to my guidebook, the ruins of Edinburgh Castle are easily found not far from Ocho Rios.  

Easy or not, we failed to find the castle ruins and decided to visit Bob Marley’s birthplace instead after spotting a small sign nailed to a tree. Directions were sparse and miles apart, but we forced our small rental car up the pot-holey terrain. 

“He must have been born on top of the mountain,” I said, but when we finally crested the top, there was nothing but brilliant sun in a bright blue sky shining on fields of electric green.  Soldiering over yet another mountain, we arrived at the Bob Marley Visitor’s Center. In the gift shop, I bought a black and white picture of Bob Marley in a heart-shaped wooden frame for my friend back home before we toured the tiny, brightly colored shack.

 Heading to the car, the local hangers-on engaged us in conversation and invited us to see their fields.  They led us through sticky red clay to the fields next to their homes. Desperately poor but proud, they showered us with kindness, even rinsing the dirt off my sandaled feet with water from a bucket. 

On our way back to the hotel, we passed groups of neatly dressed children heading home from school. Two nine-year old girls flagged us down; they wanted a ride home. It was a beautiful day and we were happy to oblige as they entertained us with tales of school and their families. They oohed and aahed over my son’s photo.  “He is so cute,” one of the girls proclaimed. “Oh, I just love him!”  Reaching their home, we promised to send a Christmas package when we returned to the states.


Feeling wonderful, we continued on the steep, pot-holed “highway” on our way back to Ocho Rios. On one side, there were sheer rocky cliffs; on the other, an endless drop into the unknown. The road twisted and curved like a hairpin and was full of holes that could easily swallow a Volkswagen. As we approached yet another blind curve, two men jumped out and placed an enormous boulder into an even bigger pothole.
  “They’re helping us,” I thought. 
 And then I saw the machetes.


I quickly locked the passenger door as the two men ran to the car but to no avail. The man on my side of the car yanked the door open easily and within seconds a large rusty machete was in my face. From the corner of my eye, I saw the other man surge into the car threatening Rob with his machete. My heart froze.

They wanted our cash. I thought about how hard I had worked for this vacation and, foolishly, was not about to hand over my money. “Get a job,” I thought to myself. 
 “I don’t have any money,” I said out loud when my attacker demanded all my cash.
  
He picked up my camera from my lap and flung it back down, disgusted. He seemed to waver as he held the machete. I thought he might be uneasy about hurting me. I clutched the picture of Bob Marley tightly as though it could ward off our attackers.

His partner had no qualms about hurting anyone and the situation quickly turned ugly as Rob tried to reason with him. The man lunged for the ignition, ripping the car keys out. Rob fought to get the keys back and the man whacked him on the shoulder with his machete. The small car rocked madly as they scuffled.


We were too close to the edge. I was more frightened than I had ever been in my life. I thought about my kids and how I would never see them again. Traveling free-form, with no fixed itinerary, we would not even be missed until we failed to arrive back home the following week. That far from civilization, I knew it might be years before we were found in the thick tropical forest, if ever.


Finally, Rob managed to wrestle the keys away from the Jamaican and he jammed the key into the ignition and floored that little car for all it was worth. The bottom scraped frighteningly as the car climbed over the boulder. I prayed that the gas tank would not rupture and burst into flames from the sparks. We raced down the mountain in complete silence; it was fully 20 minutes before we found our voices.

 “That was the nearest death experience I’ve ever had,” I tried to joke.

Back at the Hibiscus Lodge, we headed straight to the bar for a stiff drink. When the manager stopped to chat, we told him of our experience.  He chided us for taking an excursion like that on our own and offered to take us anywhere we wished to go.  As he went to report the incident to the proper authorities, we realized that we had experienced the best and worst of Jamaica in the space of minutes.  

While most Jamaicans are friendly and even eager to meet new people, it is important to remember extreme poverty is a fact of life in many areas. And, as in any city in the world, there are always those who will choose the path of crime instead of honest work.  
Most people who hear of this adventure say, “Well, I guess you’ll never go back there!”   They are so wrong. I can’t wait to go back.
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