Haitang

Beri Laso
 
I woke last night to the repetitive slamming of heavy objects. Outside, the hiss and slash of water on my windows - a fallen cactus plant pushed it's bulbous head against the screen door. Out of bed and into the kitchen: receipts and old photocopies of lesson plans drifted against the kitchen screen door. Haitang had arrived in my sleep. I'd watched a small, looping satellite image on Sunday afternoon as it's first rain bands beat into the eastern coast, the eye still 300 km southeast of Hualian. The infrared images showed dark purple swirls dissolving to red around the eye. A pinwheel arranged by days and days of heat under the peeled blue of deep Pacific. The English version of Taiwan's typhoon information website simply informed that all schools and government offices are closed.

Morning and an in vain search for food leads to the depressing conclusion of yesterday's rice with warmed soy milk and syrup. Oh, and cinnamon - my cupboard yields from a dark back corner. A friend is phoned, his kitchen as bare as mine. My students had told me after class yesterday they were going shopping for extra supplies, as nothing would be open for the next two days. Heeding their warnings I bought 10L of water and six cranberry drink boxes. Liquids covered. I shan't go thirsty.

At The Go Dutch Cafe, Dane and I find one other brave soul halfway through his omelette. A cappuccino dots the top of his plate like a reason for the rainy motorcycle ride through town. We'd seen signs blown from storefronts, and random litter - vaguely roof-like in composure. Leaves everywhere and litter and nobody on the streets, storefronts shuttered and dark. A tree was seen crushing a parked car. A wet, confused looking dog, muzzle dripping, stood halfway through a rail crossing - the long line of tracks dwindling to the rain obscured distance. All rail and bus service cancelled island wide.

The TV is on TTV news channel, volume turned down. Guy translates Chinese characters that stream horizontally across the bottom of the screen; "middle....Taiwan.....1300mm....sharp south turn.....200 people cut off.....landslide....central mountains". Amid images of raging, muddy sluice ways in Taipei we see an interview of a man who smokes feverishly while pointing to his van, trapped in a mudflow. Two young men are shown exiting a KTV bar, the wind catching one and whipping down his pants. Switch to fluorescent light tracks dangling in the wind from a torn open storefront, interviewer thrown off balance, and umbrellas flowering, torn instantly inside-out. A Japanese naval website says maximum wave height 48 ft, wind gusts to 247km/h. Now, over land, Haitang has weakened, "the system becoming disorganized". As I eat my burrito the tree across the street snaps off halfway up it's trunk and lands on a parked car. "Wholly fuck" says Eric as he flips an egg.

On the way home, buffeted by strong blasts, we drive slowly, avoiding palm lying in the streets. There are large pieces of sheet metal and drifts of leaves. A line of motorcycles all lying down, as if asleep. The air smells of freshly cut green wood. Dane asks to be let off a few blocks before his building; he wants to walk it. I leave him, a single figure ballooned by his blue rain poncho. The palms along Linsen Rd. look like wet mops, green handles bowed into the black muck - just like hurricane pictures I remember seeing from Florida, as a kid.
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