The Nightmare

Text and Photos by Christopher Oleata

     Our hike went behind the Fazenda, under a fence and onto a dry lake. Birds called as a pack of boar came out of the jungle. We followed a stream to a small carnivorous plant, like a fern, but when touched, the leaves fold up like fingers. The ground was covered in four-leafed clover, millions of them. We joked of the luck we all now infinitely have. We found a skull of a boar, most likely a jaguar snack. I pulled a tooth and put it in my bag with other strange collectibles. There was a skeleton of an entire horse. Maybe it fell to rest along the bottom and was eaten by piranha. The sunset was nearing and we paused to observe the light, before returning through the palm grove of the Blue Macaws.

     We reached the barn just as it got dark and walked into the library to look for a picture of a bird I saw. The guide Paula and I looked for a half-hour and suddenly she looked at me with an expression of fear and spoke, “The safari truck has not yet returned, and it is dark, I believe there is a problem.” In that moment our evening changed. There were eight teenagers in the open bed of a truck with no food or supplies. I turned to Paula and asked, “Do they have flares, a radio?” “No.” she responded, and then she left the room. She sent two workers on the tractor into the jungle and over the next five hours a tense and scary nightmare enveloped our vacation ranch. We sat around and waited patiently as Paula and others became increasingly worried. Dinner was put on hold and a fire was started out front.

     I sat against the fence with Lourdes, the leader of this group of college kids. Paula sat on the porch, alone and quiet, watching the dark night for any sign of her guests. Lourdes and I wondered how the kids were handling the situation. We discussed where they could be. We talked about car accidents and the dangerous water filled jungle. We had ideas of kids trapped under a rolled truck as it flipped crossing the river. We felt very helpless, stopped talking, and listened to the humming Pantanal night.

     Lourdes asked, “Could they survive a night out there?” “Sure.” I say, “If there has not been an accident, if they stay with their guides, then they will just return cold and mosquito bitten. But if there has been an accident and these unprepared kids start freaking out, forget it.” Our imaginations thought of the massive nocturnal jaguars and the twenty-foot silent swimming anaconda snakes.

     Just fifty feet away from the balcony where I rested was the tack area, dark, yet moving. Something was going on. At about ten Paula came to my hammock and asked, “We are going out on the horses to look for them, will you come, do you mind?” I responded with a quick, “Sure, what should I bring?” “Bring your backpack and warm clothes.” Paula said. Then I disappeared into my room to change, grab my chaps, and slip into the tack room.

     As I sat on the bench my mind raced. I sat next to Paula in this hundred-year-old Brazilian jungle tack room, putting on my chaps and loading my pack with flashlights and clothes. The walls were full of strange horse gear, rusty outdated tools and things. Large saddles sat dusty and ready for use and several dark and wrinkled young men sat around talking, thinking, wondering. I could see into the darkness other men gathering on horseback. There were strange noises. Paula sat silent beside me, very worried and upset. Men talked to me and I strained to understand answering back in some terrible and twisted form of bastardized Portañol.

     A neighbor came riding up all dressed in black with a large hat and the typical Pantanal style saddle with a big furry red cover, like someone out of a Hollywood movie. Gun at his side and large knife on the other. He rushed up, saying something to the others in a hurry and men ran about out into the darkness. Time was wasting.

     The horses were soon ready, men wore guns, tension was real, people were serious yet somewhat casual in a Brazilian sort of way. At that final moment as I sat on the bench, I looked out into the Pantanal sky towards the crescent moon soon to set. As the drooping moon sank it turned a subtle yellow and it appeared to me like an infinite moment. I felt something very good, something calling out to me and I turned to Paula to say in all honesty, “Paula, look at the moon. It appears as a shallow glass of champagne to be sipped. I feel it is a message that all is well. The champagne moon, drink it up, all is well.” Then she looked at me a moment to pause and think, and a moment later she rose to mount her horse. A man signaled to mount as men and horses moved in randon patterns. The sounds, that feeling of moving towards rescue. It is an incredible feeling as emotions turn out towards someone else and the empowering you feel as you take action. Just then we heard a sound, the sound of a humming diesel engine. We all froze as Paula kicked her horse and rode off in a gallop towards the voices singing. It was true, it was them, and the fazenda erupted into cheers to the arrival of our lost group. They were all singing happy birthday to Kahira whose 21st birthday it was and the nightmare was over.

     After midnight, everyone began to fade off to their rooms as I made myself comfortable in a chair by the mango trees. I leaned back and embraced the endless space of stars. The black trees in front of me contrasted against the moonless sky, bright with stars. The Milky Way was as a river, rising from the center of my view up as a jungle of stars towards the depths of space. Deep patches in the river marked the starless voids, black and endless space outside of our galaxy.

     When the last guest went off to sleep Paula grabbed a few blankets and another chair to join me. She made her usual rounds, shutting off every light. She was understandably overwhelmed by the whole evening, but she summoned a smile as her workday had now ended. We talked a little and traded stories. Our conversations were often interrupted by exploding meteorites falling towards the horizon with flashing spark displays. There were moments when Paula would see the subtle glow of a light and walk off to find it and shut it off. It was amazing how much brighter the stars would become from just one more light being shut off. It was nearly two and our eyes could take no more. “Se acabo, it is finished, all is well.” I said, and we retired to rest in our rooms of the Fazendo, Rio Negro, Pantanal Matogrosso Brazil.

