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Point rouge

The first red mouchwa têt I ever wore on my head in Haiti I tied up above my mother’s death-
bed, like a hounfor flag, and with something of the same intention: to defend her from the 
bad dreams and morphine hallucinations from which she suffered. I don’t know how well it 
worked, if at all—but at least my intention was clear.

My second mouchwa têt came home with me from Haiti in the summer of 1997 and 
spent the winter folded in a small red triangle on a bookshelf with some other objects—among 
them a bullet from the Citadelle, a bar of soap for washing clothes in rivers, a white feather 
from Lakou Disou—which constituted a sort of impromptu altar in the room where I worked 
at home. I packed it and took it with me when I went in the summer of 1998, and when I 
first left the gateway of the Oloffson Hotel on foot, I took it out and tied it around my head. 
It felt natural enough, thereafter, to wear it whenever I walked in the street, and experience 
certainly kept on proving that if I wore the headcloth I was much less likely to be troubled 
by the hustlers and hasslers of Port-au-Prince. In hotel rooms I would put the contents of my 
pockets into the crown of my upturned straw hat and cover them with the spread headcloth 
for safekeeping. Otherwise if I wasn’t wearing it I kept it folded in my right hip pocket, out 
of sight.

The cloth itself was an ordinary red bandanna, which cost me a dollar at a Stateside Army 
Surplus store. It was decorated with paisley patterns in white, which bothered me a little at 
first. A solid, uninterrupted red color would have been better, I thought, but I couldn’t find 
one like that.

But the cloth changed its quality as I traveled with it bound around my head. It contained 
and compressed and protected my thought (along with soaking up vast quantities of sweat and 
dust), from Croix des Missions to Gonaïves to Pilboreau to Marmelade to Saint Michel de 
l’Attalaye to Saint Raphael to Dondon and finally down through Milot to Cap-Haïtien—that 
counterclockwise circle which was also a magical act for me. At Cap-Haïtien I realized that 
the paisley patterns on the headcloth were like those generated chaos equations—Mandelbrot 
sets, or strange attractors—and thus the patterns were an accurate outward sign of what was 
beginning to happen on the inside of my head.

Maladie surnaturelle

I barred the hall door to the hotel room, opened the door onto the balcony, took off my shoes, 
and stretched out on the bed. I had an hour with nothing to do but wait out the peak of the 
afternoon heat. But as soon as I closed my eyes I found myself watching a peculiar eyelid 
movie. First my own face, but in a nearly unrecognizable aspect: gaunt and as if it were glowing 




