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The tiny island of St James in the eastern Caribbean forms a link in the chain which stretches from Tobago to Dominica. At a latitude of 120° – and rumoured, incidentally, to have been the real setting for Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (or so the locals insist over the scrumptious rum punch) – Trinidad is just a seaplane-hop away. Four miles to the north-east of wooded Grenada with its ancient fortress and fabled spices, St James is one of the more exclusive types of resort. Long white beaches that look like no one’s walked there since Man Friday. A lagoon and primeval jungle. And a truly stunning hotel, where all the most evocative features of the old plantation house are blended with a luxury that’s bang up to date. Choose your own mousseline de fruits de mer by the pool. Or select callalloo, a sancoche or a roti – just some of the exotic and intriguing Caribbean dishes on offer. Whatever you do choose, you’ve no choice but to accept the peace and tranquillity.


Here’s our recipe for that punch:


Standard golden rum (as much as you like). Booster of white rum (watch out there). Grenada nutmeg (pow!). Angostura bitters, the mythical aromatic concoction of gentian and other herbs and spices. Fruit juice and water (don’t drown it).


And if you’re one of those super-executives who are contemplating Christmas on the magical island of St James, here’s the recipe for the St James traditional Christmas punch. The Island’s legendary non-alcoholic blender with rum is sorrel. Dried sorrel sepals are infused with cinnamon, cloves, sugar and orange peel. Leave for two or three days and then strain. The drink is a pleasant red colour, with a fresh spicy taste. Book early for Christmas! 
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Her head came in like a blot on the water – like a drowned spider – and I wouldn’t have seen her in the first place if it hadn’t been for the helicopter with its whirring over the island just at the hottest time when all the white people rest.


The noise drew me out of the store. Thank the bloody Christ I’ll be away from here soon. That’s me, pick up me cutlass an me three-cornered hat and go. ‘Where you going next, Holly?’ they say at the Coconut Bar when the nutmeg’s run out and the brown rum makes puddles on the counter. ‘South China Seas again, eh?’ ‘Our favourite lady pirate’ – and all that. But it’s not funny any more. The cutlass can well come in handy. And I’m not leaving this godforsaken island until the pistol arrives from the US of A. ‘Mind they don’t drop it in the sea near Cuba, Holly,’ Jim Davy said down at the bar that night – but then he went too.


There was a big yacht moored out beyond the bar, to the left of the store and straight in my line of vision, framed by a couple of palms and Mighty Barby doing press-ups (in this heat) on the beach. But there’s nothing so strange about that. This time of year is high season. They reckon, I daresay, that trouble’s over for the meantime. That’s an American chopper, like a bee gone off course from its pollen trail at the lip of Grenada, just four miles away. Maybe, for all I know, the people on the yacht like the sense of security it gives – tearing blades, high security, police presence and all. You might not think it was much of a holiday. But – again maybe – it’s the only safe holiday you can have these days if you’re stinking rich.


The girl must have climbed off the yacht when I was still in the store, counting out change for Mrs Van der Pyck. (A big dinner party last night up at Carib’s Rest: snapper and lobster ordered from the fishermen days ago, mangoes – but the old ketch, the Singer, didn’t come in this morning; a storm blew up last night and there’s no mango after all. ‘Holly, give me some of that terrible artificial ice-cream.’) The girl, as I say, was just a head at first – it could have been a coconut, blown off in last night’s winds. Or, when you began to see the tentacles of hair trailing, a big, bobbing, bad-luck black widow spider. And let’s say that’s what she proved to be. I had no evidence yet, and no evidence to the contrary either. But she looked like bad luck to me.


*


The island of St James used to belong to the Allard family. The family was split into two branches – the elder had a house at the north end of the island and the younger, three miles away at the southern tip, sat out on its wooden terrace above the lagoon and there was nothing to see until you got to South America. Not that they ever did, of course. The Allards had intermarried for generations and were far too tired to go to Trinidad, let alone Venezuela or Nicaragua. Their money came from Trinidad, anyway. A seventeenth-century Allard had made a fortune in arrowroot, and then there was sugar, always sugar, and slaves. Life on St James was – and still is – pretty feudal. The first time I came here, taken by my friend Teza, I thought Russia in the days of the serfs must have been like this: those big estates, and the trees, and a gentle wind always blowing, while the money and the sale of human sweat takes place somewhere else. In the case of St James there’s a small village at the top of the hill (the island looks like a child’s drawing of a whale) and a cottonhouse, for there used to be a small crop of Sea Island cotton.


When I went to St James with Teza, the descendants of the slaves were sitting on the cottonhouse floor, picking cotton. They were all women, and the voice of Martin Luther King came out of a transistor on the stone floor with a metallic, melancholy sound. I remember thinking the words and music must mean as little to the women as the voice of some rare species of tree frog, swum over from the botanical gardens the circumnavigators loved to plant on the island, near the edge of the sea. I was wrong, as it turns out.


It was very hot – the rainy season – and the mangrove swamps below the cottonhouse had a sort of pall of mist rising up over them. If there was any sign of life at all it would be one Allard visiting another, going along the narrow dirt road like a fly. By the time I went, they had jeeps; but I used to laugh, thinking of the Allards in the old days, crawling back and forth along this track, with offers of marriage and candied fruits, in a pony and trap. Then, the three-and-a-half-mile length of the island must have taken quite an hour to do. Maybe they rested the horse by Man o’ War beach, where the big rollers come in on the windward side. And by the time they arrived at the house at the southern tip of St James, the inevitable face of cousinship and interbreeding could have seemed at least a little removed.


When Teza and I went all that time ago to St James (I was bar-hopping, working as barmaid all over the States, and Teza was a journalist) the car that crept along the dirt track towards us was one of those giant-size American cars, a Cadillac probably, or a Pontiac about ten years old, and there was a body in the back. It was the body of the last remaining Allard, and now there were none left. The strain of the proposals and the infertile adjacent marriages had finally wiped the family out. A servant was driving old Allard to the jetty to load him on to the Singer. They must have kept him in the underground ice house at the northern end of the island, I suppose. Because the Singer only visits once a week, or did then, at least. Nowadays a few things have changed.


*


I never liked it here in the first place. It’s the kind of thing that happens to you, and you wonder how. It’s money, of course. Everything is. You take a part-time job one day in a small store on an island that looks as if someone had thrown it into the sea because they had no use for it. And there you are, still wrapping plastic reindeers and digging out the mince pies for Mrs Van der Pyck fifteen years later. Of course, some things have changed. We didn’t sing carols to the sound of US helicopters in the old days. And there weren’t any T-shirts with slogans printed on them, like we sell now. YANKS HANDS OFF I’ll write on mine one day. But I wouldn’t mind betting I’ll be the one to go home first.


The girl only lifted her face out of the water a couple of times for air. I stood and watched as the dark head came up to the wooden platform they put at the Coconut Bar for those who’ve had a couple of daiquiris too many and fall in. She lifted her head there and stared straight at me. Her black hair was all over her face. Behind her, like a flat, badly painted canvas in this heat that distorts everything as soon as you look at it, was the yacht. No sign of life whatsoever.


The helicopter was making a terrible din. It was like a great sheet being torn up. I went outside the store and leant against a palm. Mighty Barby had finished his press-ups and gone away. There was no one between me and the scuffed sand, and those ugly pink shells the local kids find at the lagoon and try to flog to tourists at the Bar, and the blue sea nibbled by dead palm fronds – and the girl who had pushed off from the side of the platform now and was swimming in as if she’d been given my address the other side of the world and was making straight for me. And I’m not so far off the mark there, either. Except that there was one other figure in the landscape – coming towards us down the beach, just as she swam in.


Afternoon may be the time when white people out here have a good lie-down (and especially today with the Christmas Eve Ball at the hotel to look forward to) but it wasn’t too much of a surprise seeing Sanjay walk along the beach in this kind of heat. I’d easily not have seen him at all if the swimming blot of dark head hadn’t unnerved me somehow and made me look to right and left, like an old woman trying to make up her mind whether to cross the road. (And I will be an old woman soon if I don’t get off this goddamn island by New Year.) The truth is, recent events have made everyone jittery here. Even Jim Davy, just about the calmest, thickest American you’re likely to meet, half jumped out of his skin the other night at the Bar when a bat flew in over the water and dive-bombed him on the skull. You keep moving your eyes from side to side – and often as not you catch another pair of eyes doing the same.


There wouldn’t be any danger of that with Sanjay. I honestly don’t think he knows or cares what’s going on here. He walks up from the lagoon to the shop or the Bar once or twice a week in his straw hat and his white flannels with green stains at the knees and he smiles and orders a Coke or a ginger ale. He likes to talk about his garden, or about a new consignment of exotic birds he’s ordered from the Far East, or whatever. He’s proud of the fact that his is what he calls an ‘open aviary’ – the birds can leave if they wish, but most of them seem not to want to. Like you could say that about me – or any of the villagers here who toil for the bloody millionaires – I’d like to say – being sarcastic, of course. But you can’t: Sanjay would look hurt. Maybe that’s how the rich get away with it. They leave you with the feeling they just don’t belong to this world anyway.


Not that Sanjay is fantastically super-hyper-rich. Not any more. Sometimes I think people just think he is. Because he’s the last remaining nephew of the Allard family – he came out to St James when the old man died, and he stayed on. Like me, you could say. But with some difference. The house at the southern tip of the island had been derelict for years – that branch of the family must have died out in the thirties – and no one had expected this nephew, who’d spent his childhood and youth in England, to come out and settle in St James. He had a wife then, and she died. That’s why, some people say, he never got the strength to load up his things on the Singer and go.


Sanjay was still a white shimmer on the sand, like a line of light that’s got into film and cracked the photo, when the girl came in up the beach and rolled for a moment on her back to stare up at the sky. I’d gone into the store by then, and I was pretending to wipe a frosting of tinsel, fallen off the decorations that Mrs Van der Pyck had pressed into the arms of her maid Millie, from the counter top. I could see the girl perfectly well, of course, through a pyramid of cans of concentrated orange juice, but I was pretty sure she couldn’t see me. And by the time she’d picked herself up and tossed her hair to get it dry, and started to dance towards me – yes, lifting up her feet high, because the concrete walkway outside the store gets scalding hot this time of day – I’d slipped into the Craft Centre through the back door of the store. It’s always nice to be near a phone, I say. And I could see her through the opening to the Centre, framed by pottery jugs hanging by their handles and bursts of raffia baskets, and I saw she’s lighter-skinned, not a high yellow but definitely lighter-skinned, than I had at first thought. A pretty girl. A pretty honey colour, like a sponge. If it wasn’t for her expression – I just couldn’t go for that at all.


*


Sanjay wandered down the beach where the hedge of seagrape trees can whip back at you if you push too hard against the broad shiny leaves – and if you don’t, you’re driven by the narrowness of the strand into toe-stubbing coral. By the time he passed the bamboo shelter for the millionaires to rest under, on the rare occasions they walk to the southern tip of the island, the flop of his straw hat and a lime green scarf at the neck had come into view. At one point, where the reef recedes and water shows a deeper, bluer blue, he slipped off his straw slippers and waded in, head peering down, like a seabird marking fish. Below him, shoals of guppies darted like fireworks.


Then Sanjay stood back and surveyed the island. Trousers rolled up, he stood in the sea up to his knees without moving, as if he half-permanently belonged there, like a merman. His tropical jacket, with its greenish, sea-lichen look, seemed a part of him too, grown on him, encrusted like a fine thing found in a wreck. He stood among and was part of the sand and water and scraggly forest in the background, the uncleared manchineel trees and the scrub that seals off the lagoon and the privacy of his creaking house.


It’s impossible to imagine that by New Year Sanjay’s lease runs out. After all, he was here before the rich people and the houses with ornamental gables, and the bougainvillea round the pools.


It got he was called Sanjay because he was James Allard, and when he came to St James about the time it was clear the old man was going to die, he said the place wouldn’t know itself in a few years, he was going to make such improvements.


‘I’m Mister St James,’ he said to the visiting dignitaries from Trinidad, as he showed his latest inventions for swamp clearance, mosquito riddance, a water reservoir for the village and a new roof for the little Methodist chapel that used to make you feel when you went inside, like you’re trapped in a fault of Nature: the intense blue on all sides and the roof open to more blue, and creepers growing up through the cracked stones like a beard. Sanjay – Mr St James – altered all that. He had the Allard money, of course, but he was a sixties man of money too. I think he saw the village as a sort of commune, only one that would cater pretty exclusively to his needs. What he chose to forget, it seems, was that while old man Allard had sold off the northern end of the island to a consortium of American and Venezuelan businessmen, he had only granted a lease to his nephew. Pure greed probably; it made it a better deal for him. Sanjay could indulge his dreams, while the money lasted, in the jungle of the small estate by the lagoon. He never cleared the trees there. Visitors wanting ibis or flamingo for their home movies are only allowed the near end, the stretch of water you can see from the Coconut Bar if you lean out on the rail over the sea.


Now the consortium, after the sixteen-year lease Allard had granted his nephew runs out in the New Year, will be in possession of the whole island. The major development will start. They’ll pull down the wooden house. A digger and dumper will wrench out the roots of the trees – it’s already started and you won’t hear the trees scream over the roar of the engines. Sanjay’s red cockatoos will go off into the sky. But after what’s happened round here recently, why should Sanjay care? Do I care? I think about the day I first came here with Teza – when the island, from the deck of the Singer, looked as if it might, like a gentle whale, blow out a spout of water. It even, in that haze of heat, seemed to be moving slowly away from us like a peaceful dream you never can quite catch. And then I think of the day two months ago – red blood in the blue water and shots that sounded at first like a hailstorm on the corrugated-iron roof of the shed by the side of the store. Only it wasn’t the rainy season. The spurts of red blood went into the bluer, deeper water where Sanjay is standing now; arid, looking up at the sky, he sees his red birds clearing the tops of the trees and going off into the blue. But how much was he to blame?


*


You have to go to the past to find the seeds of trouble. (‘There’s Holly with her homespun philosophy again,’ says Jim Davy and whatever American cronies have come down on their three-masted schooners from Guadeloupe or Martinique. ‘Tell us what to do next, Holly.’ ‘Have a Planter’s.’ I quite miss Jim, with his stiff knobbly knees. Plump, polite, talcum-scented, trying to look young in Bermuda shorts.) But maybe too they’ll remember they weren’t here when I was. When I came with Teza and we stood by the cottonhouse and looked down at that beat-up American car taking old Allard’s body to the quay. And then went to the wooden house by the lagoon and were given tea by Sanjay and his wife, Duchess Dora as she was known. And went up to the village, before it became a model village for the new age of the St Jamesians, which was to learn how to operate a Poggenpohl kitchen for the visiting rich. Oh, long before any of that. But sure enough, the seeds of trouble were already there.


The trouble was that St James hung on in its own blue bubble of time. Everyone knew old Allard’s stooped, broad back, his hawking cough, the way he blew his nose in his fingers as he drove the jeep through the wild cattle he was too lazy to round up and the mosquito-breeding swamps he was too idle to clear. It seemed old Allard had been there for ever, as long at least as the God with the blue eyes in the painting in the chapel up on the hill – and doing better than that old God, too, because Allard’s house hadn’t got the roof half falling off. Nothing would ever change.


Then he died and the consortium came and it did. At first, of course, no one knew about the consortium. Sanjay was a decadent and delightful offshoot of an old, interbred family. He even built a village hall, modelled on one of those pastoral dreams of paternalism you find in the West Country in England, and a children’s zoo, where he planned to put rabbits and pigs – but the first consignment of rabbits got bitten by a mapipie snake and pigs mysteriously disappeared.


‘It can come to no good,’ Teza said. We were standing in the village, which at that point was undergoing Sanjay’s improvements. Open drains were in the process of being dug out. A large generator – supplying the first electric light to a people whose slave forefathers, sullen and surly all day, had turned in the light of lantern and fire to fantastic storytelling, dancing, throwing off shadows as vast as trolls on the hut walls – hummed deafeningly a few feet away. The children’s zoo, which had already become a kind of rubbish dump for old bicycle tyres, patches of material, torn cement bags, had a mass of small children crawling about on it. A young man was walking down the street towards us, with a transistor radio dangling from his wrist. Yes – I wouldn’t forget that.


‘His heart’s in the right place,’ I mumbled, meaning Sanjay and his optimistic plans to pull St James in one leap from Neanderthal to Now. ‘I mean it’s better to be comfortable than to die of agonizing disease in poverty!’


Those were the days when I still bothered to say that kind of thing. These days I just shrug. Who’s the one who went back to England and came into money from her mother or someone and pursued her radical journalism and bought a nice little house in Portobello Road, where the West Indians are, move along, move along, please, up the Harrow Road as the area becomes more fashionable? Teza’s the one. Not I. Yet you could say I was the lazy one not to go back with her in the first place. And take instead this ‘temporary’ job – with the tins of Carnation milk and frozen shark steak in the fridge. ‘It’s the most extreme form of patriarchal imperialism,’ Teza said, and the subject was closed. But I may be a bit of a snob, I’d liked my tea on that wooden verandah where the rocking chairs groan like Gone with the Wind and a soft trade breeze blows through night and day, bringing a smell of fried yam from the kitchen. I didn’t even mind Sanjay, I knew that worried look he had from when I used to hang round Chelsea, working in the antique hypermarkets or serving Tom Collinses at the Green Velveteen Club. The look is bloated and pinched at the same time: the effect of too much money and too much drugs and what you rip off with one hand you give munificently with the other. Just the opposite of Teza’s look, I must say, and it’s no surprise they didn’t hit it off at all. I could see Sanjay thinking Teza the most bloody awful little puritan he’d come across in a long time.


Teza is half Czech and she has wide cheekbones and long, corn-coloured hair like a woman in a Soviet agricultural poster. But somehow she’s not beautiful: her eyes are too small, they’re like pieces of fossil chipped off a rock and set in a slanty angle to her nose. Which, in turn, is long and pointed, as if she’s forever on the point of truffling out some unpalatable fact. And she is. She finds corruption at each step. I’ve laughed, sitting in my room by my hurricane lamp. (The famous electricity never reached the conglomeration of squalid houses where people like me live – misfits, white trash, old-young – missing persons who ran away from home a generation ago and are ageing here very gently, presumed dead.) I’ve laughed, thinking how the stallholders in Portobello Road must dread Teza, when she comes down on them with some statute or by-law she’s dug up to prove they’re trading illegal. Yet Teza has a kind heart, even if she does have a totalitarian mind to go with it. She keeps in touch. Last time she went to Cuba she sent me down a bundle of Havana cigars. ‘It’s shocking, Holly,’ she said on the card from the Socialist Havana Hilton poolside. ‘These cigars are still made by the women here rubbing the tobacco leaves on the insides of their thighs. And it’s still a piece-work system, I’m quite surprised.’ I laughed then too, smelling the warm cunt – as I liked to fantasize – of a Guantanamera woman every time I lit up a cigar at night by the lamp. Maybe those are the seeds of everything that went wrong later. For in every peach Teza must find a worm.


*


Looking at Sanjay, who was standing on one leg now, head craning over his shoulder backwards, posing like a flamingo in the blue water that cuts him off at the knee, I think of tea in the wooden house that day – and the picnic at the lagoon the day after. I see Sanjay must have hurt his foot or he wouldn’t be standing like that, but I can’t help remembering the lobster nipping him in the thick weeds of the lagoon all those years ago, and him lifting his foot and toppling in.


I laughed. I must have been mad, I suppose, because the girl in the front of the store heard me and she didn’t cough or anything, she just called out, ‘Who’s there?’ But then, through the assorted clumsy pieces of pottery that Jim Davy gets made in the new kiln in the village, I saw Millie – or half of Millie – come in the store, and the girl was quiet again. Behind the pots Millie was moving quietly about, assembling her order. What the hell does Mrs Van der Pyck want now? As if Christmas dinner and all the trimmings and a fine choice of seafood wasn’t enough. Maybe it’s the new people off the yacht the girl swam ashore from and I never saw them land. (It’s funny here, you can so easily find you’ve dropped off to sleep. It’s the heat.) But I’d have made a mental note of it if the minibus from Carib’s Rest had come down to the jetty to pick up a load of passengers off the yacht. Maybe Mrs Van der Pyck has invited the whole island – the smart end, the northern end, that is – to dinner tonight. Well, she wouldn’t ask me anyway, would she? I’m just the storekeeper here, even if the store has gone up in the world. All it used to sell was meat pies and rum – and it hired out hair clippers to Millie and other St Jamesians – in the days before the cottonhouse ever became Carib’s Rest.


That first tea in the house by the lagoon, Sanjay carried the bamboo tray out to the verandah and Duchess Dora did the pouring. I’d have laughed again, if it wasn’t precisely the wrong moment to do so, for seldom can so many misunderstandings have been playing themselves out in one small space at the same time. The first, and funniest, was that Sanjay’s wife – I never found out why they called her Duchess Dora but it must have been something to do with her grand voice and her airs and the way she talked about huntin’ in her childhood in West Ireland – anyway, Duchess D. was definitely under the impression that we were there to interview her for Vogue or American House & Garden or some such. She was even quite disappointed, I think, that I hadn’t a camera – and certainly she’d dressed up in white lace for the occasion. A parasol leaned against the balustrade of the verandah, I can see it now.


‘And what kind of thing do you want to ask?’ Sanjay said as we sipped our tea from cups so thin they looked like those shells you can see through when they’re lying in shallow water on the sand. ‘You mentioned the improvements I’ve set in train here and I think I’ve filled you in about them all. The first houses for visitors will be constructed in the coming months, in the dry season, of course.’ Teza’s pencil pretended to race. ‘And we will not, it goes without saying, alter the natural beauty of the island or imperil the ecology.’ (Saving the Earth was just getting in its stride then, as the Americans blasted the leaves off the trees in Vietnam.) ‘We intend to preserve an unhurried, rural way of life,’ Sanjay said. He threw a quick, sharp look at Teza and I thought, he’s not such a dimwit after all. The almost black hair smoothed back as if for his thousandth polo match, the slightly weak jaw, eyes that were in a mirthful, apologetic crease as if to compensate for the ridiculous luck of being an Allard less interbred than his predecessors, it’s true, but rich from the money of slave owners, and knowing it. ‘The conditions of the inhabitants of St James will soon be altered beyond recognition,’ he said. ‘By June there will be running water in the village, I’m glad to say. And the school will be fully air-conditioned!’


I’d be glad to say on this day that there’s running water at The Heights, the sardonically named slum where I live, in the dip in the hill in the middle of the whale’s back where no one can see us. We’re not a show village – but what’s the point of grumbling? Half the people there could find themselves thrown out if they make too much of a fuss.


‘Will the St Jamesians be obliged to work as servants in the new hotel and wait on the winter visitors?’ Teza said.


I must say, you have to hand it to Teza. But Duchess Dora came into her own at that point and saved the situation – for them, of course, not for us – in the classic fashion. The biscuit china went down with a tiny crash on the saucer; a moon face, with curls as dark as Sanjay’s flat thatch and with a little-girl bandeau to hold it all in, peered in friendly confusion at her husband over the tray. ‘Sanjay, darling.’ The voice was meant to be lisping, but it came out hard. ‘We haven’t mentioned the picnic yet. We haven’t invited Teza … and … er …’


‘Holly,’ I said.


‘Oh, you make me think of Christmas,’ this priceless woman then said. ‘How divine. I was saying, we have a picnic at the lagoon on Sundays … children and things … some of the heavenly Venezuelans are coming, they’re simply camping up at the old Allard house in the north at present … and you must both come …’


‘Just a family picnic,’ Sanjay said. He hadn’t liked, perhaps, the mention of the Venezuelans. ‘Also, I don’t know where you’re spending the night. But if you’d be able to bear it …’


‘And not be put off by the ghastly discomfort,’ Duchess Dora said.


Teza and I exchanged the most fleeting glance you could get. Mine said, why not? Teza said aloud, ‘I’m sorry, Mr Allard …’


‘Sanjay,’ Sanjay said firmly. For the first time I saw he was attractive, used to getting his own way and doing it with a sudden charm out of the affectation of tiredness. He rose. His faded shirt was a very pale pink against the roaring blue of the sea beyond the posts of the verandah. Here goes, I thought, here’s the photograph I was supposed to take. I decided not to include Duchess Dora in the imaginary shot (but that’s me, you know – childish).


‘I’d love to,’ I said.


‘I have a friend in the village.’ Teza finally came out with her unexpected news. ‘So thank you, but I’ve already made arrangements to stay.’


*


It wasn’t strictly true. Teza, at her London college, had briefly known a young trainee teacher who came from St James but had gone early to live with a relative in Trinidad and then on to London on a grant: he left college and went to teach at a comprehensive in North London; he said he had a brother, much younger, on the island and Teza should look him up. But Teza is the kind of person for whom a piece of information is as solid as human flesh or a bed to sleep in. Like most people of her sort, she has no idea how much inconvenience this can cause others. And she ended up in poor Millie’s bed while Millie slept on the floor – and all this just because Millie was walking with those slow, slow steps down the village street at the very moment when Teza and I, breathless in the heat from the short climb, were walking up it.


There was no shade. There were no dogs because there was no shade for them to lie in. A few chickens squawked. Out the other side of the village, down the far side of the hill, were nutmeg trees and there some old men lay. But it was too far to reach. Even the chapel, roofless, looked as if it had caved in under the weight of the blue sky. And Millie with her slow steps walked, apparently not moving, towards us. Tiers of pale washing stood on her head like a wedding cake.


A boy came out from behind one of the squat houses. He had a transistor radio dangling from one arm. We all stopped. The four of us stood there, trapped in the scene. Speed and movement-ahead to Teza and to the boy, who was still just legs-and-arms-all-over-the-place but would become Ford, the well-known, brilliant, reckless Ford. Slowness and slowness and death for Millie and me. Or that’s how it seems on the afternoons when the sun’s stuck up in the sky and the pyramids of cans of rock salmon are blistering to the touch, and the iced-lollie wrappers stick to the tray in the deepfreeze so the whole lot has to be melted out.


Millie never had the opportunity to move. That’s why she’s in the store even on Christmas Eve, pulling polythene bags of olives from what is supposed to be the cold display. ‘She’s so slow,’ Mrs Van der Pyck says, rolling her eyes. ‘But then I suppose they all are.’ And as for me – where could I have gone to anyway?


Ford was Teza’s friend’s brother. Something had brought him out from the yard, the sound of Teza’s voice probably, and my grunt of reply. He stared at the ground when Teza asked if his family could put her up for the night. And Millie said it was room in her house and she knew we’d be at the picnic tomorrow with Mr Sanjay at lagoon.


And Ford suddenly looked up at Teza and said, ‘Does she want to go Coconut Bar?’ And there I was. And Ford and Teza were on a moped and all the chickens ran stupidly about in the dust when they went off pop-pop-pop down the road just the way we came. Millie and I didn’t look each other in the eye at all. And I walked back down again to the wooden house by the lagoon – to the irritation of Duchess Dora, who was then slap-bang in the middle of her afternoon rest.


*


The Coconut Bar had at that time just been put up. No lights, no jukebox, no deepfreeze for the lobster claws – just a platform out on stilts and a hat of dead coconut fronds over it. A bar, that was the nice part, an old mahogany bar Sanjay took from old Allard’s house before the consortium came to see what was what. It could have been a bar in a London club, it made you think of brass fenders and fires burning and the kind of Christmas you were meant to have had as a London child (speaking for myself, I froze in an aunt’s boarding-house in North Berwick). Fresh lime was kept in old lemonade bottles. The rum was stacked in a crate under the bar and new crates got hoisted in from the Singer with a good deal of shouting and pattering on the floor that was planks nailed together. When it got dark, there was the most spectacular sunset. Pools of crimson on a nut-brown backcloth, and sea silvery in the moon in no time, as if a toucher-up with a glitter pot hadn’t had the patience to wait.


Not that I liked the nights in St James then any more than I do now. If you live in these places you just have to take the fact that the night is the one thing the white man couldn’t chain down, and for all his plans and compromises he still can’t. No wonder they call them tristes tropiques, and they don’t mean the morning when the sun catches the hibiscus and a humming bird skims past and the impression is that all is made new. They mean the coming of the night. The hedge of coconut palm and seagrape along the beach go first, as suddenly as colour draining out of the cheeks of a corpse. Then the horizon, playful in the day with the outlines of small islands, is knocked flat out of the picture. It just isn’t there any more. The sun splits sideways, bunging up the sky with red. This gives a blood light all over to the sand and trees – and at the same time, although there’s no wind, there’s a rustling, whispering sound that sounds like a whole townful of tongues. I’ve even heard music. I don’t care what anyone says about the cruelty on these islands and the slaves beaten into silence and the long history of their mastery of the night: the dance and the tales of kings and monsters, and the song, all come out of this terrible darkness. Cane rustles, though it grows the other side of the island, over the hill, you can hear it on certain nights. It’s different now in the Coconut Bar, of course. Fairy lights strung out over the sea. Music billowing deep into the waves if the sea gets up. It’s all reggae and rock. You have to go to The Heights, to the crossroads of tumbledown dwellings the far side of the village, to feel that old fear and sadness now. But then, when the Bar had just been put up as a place for the few visitors to the island to call at on their way to Grenada, Carriacou, Trinidad, it’s difficult to know what effect sitting there for hours on end – to a girl like Teza at least – would have had.


Sometimes I think of that evening, or rather the tail end of that afternoon, when I look at Sanjay, as I do now. (He’s taken his shoe off in the water, examined the sole and replaced it: then he’s wading into the shallows and his thin legs, brown as wooden stumps, are visible down to the tops of his feet.) I think how things would have been so different if Teza and I hadn’t gone to St James, and if Teza hadn’t gone to the Coconut Bar, and if we all hadn’t gone to the picnic at the lagoon the next day. I think of Teza and Ford sitting there on the old beer crate they had for seating in those days, with the first bats of the evening diving under the thatched roof of the Bar. And flying fish making those phosphorescent trails in the water below. There’s the smell of wet sand, and snappers’ heads thrown into the sea under the Bar, stinking up the soft wind of the evening. Ford and Teza – they didn’t exchange a word, she said – listening to the night that Ford knew everything about and Teza nothing at all. In any case, Teza flew off the next night with this so-young man with the big, quick eyes. Or rowed off, presumably. There was a fisherman’s boat missing from where it had been tied up, in front of the store. You can guess who took the rap for that.


*


Now I just listen to the sound of that bloody helicopter. The tearing sound makes me think of the days my friend Lore and I used to go to Peter Jones and get the salesman to rip us off a yard here and a yard there in the sale, for a motley lot of cushions and curtains for our flat. That’s long ago for you. And if Lore didn’t write, how’d I keep up with all the goings-on in London Town? She even came out here. Barbados on a package, it was, and she came down and caught the Singer and put herself up in a hotel run by a Mrs Heering in St Vincent or was it Bequia? Lore’s the one who knows how to get around. For all Teza’s political sophistication, she’s an innocent compared with Lore. And with me, I would have said in the past. But I don’t know now.


We were all friends. Lore and I lived off the King’s Road and worked in various bars, and Lore did a little escort agency stuff when we needed a holiday or simply a rest from serving literary drunks at the Green Velveteen. Teza lived near Westbourne Grove, Portobello Road, that area, where, as Lore put in her first letter, ‘There are so many West Indians already that one more won’t make any difference.’ She wasn’t as astonished as I was by Teza going off suddenly with Ford. I suppose nothing seems surprising in London, whereas the village here in St James did seem too remote for it to be possible for anyone to leave, let alone elope from. (This is silly, I know, because Ford’s brother had already got away and is a London teacher.) Maybe it’s to do with Ford’s peculiar look of innocence – he could have been a child in those days, and by my standards today that’s just what he was. I reckon Ford was rising eighteen that summer and Teza was twenty-two, the same age as me. And all that sixteen years ago. You could hardly blame me for failing to see the Ford-who-became-a-famous-poet, the Ford of Black Power and the final, anarchic Ford in that short day and a half before Teza took him away.


Sanjay was the first to welcome Ford-the-uninvited-guest to the picnic at the lagoon on that Sunday in December. (God, I think to myself, sixteen Christmases later and the new houses for the winter visitors are up, the interior decorators came from New York, Mrs Van der Pyck arrived and all the cotton fluff was swept out of the cottonhouse and it was made gleaming and olde worlde and rechristened Carib’s Rest.)


Sanjay was unpacking a hamper and he looked up and smiled at them both, and said, ‘Oh hello, Ford. Come for Sunday lunch?’ And I could see Teza was disconcerted. She was so determined to make a monster of Sanjay, a colonialist, capitalist warlord, and there he was knowing the name of a youth from the village, and he grinned and held out a hand that had oil on it from the salad dressing and I could see Teza could not think massa at all.


It hadn’t been a very pleasant night for me at the old wooden house by the lagoon. I see now that Duchess Dora, who lived out her last years in a state of agonizing jealousy – it’s a constitutional hazard for white women in the tropics, and particularly those, like Duchess Dora, with every tiny thing done for them – had it in for me from the start. ‘What extraordinary things people wear nowadays’ and other similar remarks throughout the evening put my teeth on edge. Sanjay didn’t seem to notice; he was kindness itself to the baby-faced wife with black curls held in by a bandeau and this hard, lisping voice that was clearly put on because it was considered to be attractive. The skins of white women go green and the hair goes lank in this tropical heat. As for me, I haven’t such a bad figure – Go on, Holly! – according to Jim Davy at the Coconut Bar anyway. But if I look up now at the mirror Jim Davy insisted on installing in the Craft Centre against shoplifters (who on earth would want to steal any of his bloody pots?), I see myself just as ravaged by the bloody equator as Duchess Dora, for all her whiteness and her face creams, was then.


We all went to bed early, after a meal of a dryish pork-tasting thing that Duchess Dora sharply told me was a great delicacy, for it came from Grenada, sent by Dr Gairy himself, and it was armadillo. There was coffee on the verandah, and the groaning of the wicker rocking chairs, and our three faces in the light of the old Venetian lamp. Sanjay told me of his plans for new crops on St James. ‘It’s eggplants in the north,’ he said. ‘And we may try some tobacco.’ He sounded as if he couldn’t make enough plans for the exotic place he had come to. But Duchess Dora sat very quiet and pale by the coffee tray. Her airs and graces had tired her out, I thought then, uncharitably.


*


The picnic had that same sad kind of feeling – to me anyway – as the evening before when Duchess Dora went listlessly back and forth in her chair on the verandah. It may have been the music from Sanjay’s tape deck coming out over the lagoon. After all, we were in the late sixties then, and everything was rotting with sadness and protest and self-pity and loneliness. And there’s something about the tropics that makes you feel so lonely anyway. But that’s just me again with my left-out feeling – for I could see Teza smile at Ford, and soon she was lying right up close to him on the rug on the sand, while Duchess Dora pouted with disapproval and Sanjay poured us rum and sliced open coconuts for the chaser.


I remember there was a sort of little creek at the side of the lagoon farthest from the house. Cinnamon trees and tall palms shielded it from view. Sanjay took me there. ‘This is my favourite place, Holly,’ he said. And he took my chin in his hand and held my face as if trying to decide whether or not to add a finishing touch. ‘You’re a lovely girl, Holly,’ he said.


This, I can tell you, is par for the course. Married men, and they tell you later why they won’t be able to see you after all. I can tell the dudes who come off a yacht for a bit of fun in one glance, and I can count the number of drinks they’ll need before they say there’s nothing doing. But the profits swell the till, and the Bar is lumped in with the store, so it all adds up. At least it used to before I looked in the accounts book last week and my eyes nearly jumped out of my head. ‘Holly, you should put more water with it,’ I said. But there the figures were.


If I remember fuzzily, it’s because it gets on my nerves to look back to that day at the lagoon, with Sanjay holding my face and then turning away as if he was angry with himself – and so I think, only think, some small kids appeared, paddling in the creek. Yes, I guess they must have, because there was a sudden burst of rain and they all screamed and Sanjay squatted down near them. I remember noticing his broad back. His smooth hair wasn’t so smooth that day, and it was falling in his eyes, so he didn’t look so much like a polo-playing, wife-murdering Englishman. He’d made a small pier that stuck out into the creek and there was a model boat tied up there. The kids – now I see them, about five or six of them, white and pale brown and blackest black, and heaven knows how many of them with Allard blood from the old slave days, and Barby, the albino Negro from The Heights, just a tiny boy then with a white frizz of hair and his poor skin burning so badly from the sun. There was this quick downpour of rain, as I say, and Sanjay called to the kids to come out from under the manchineel trees. They got a poison sap, and rain coming through the leaves can burn you bad. Some of them started screaming; I reckon there’d been some harm done already.


‘I made this boat,’ Sanjay said when the kids had scattered over his pier. ‘It’s a galleon, sails and all.’ And he fiddled with a string and sure enough a fine set of sails unfurled.


I was in no mood, however, for model boats at that moment. On top of which I could see Duchess Dora, who had doubtless scoured the bushes at the back of the property, and the orchid house, and the open aviary very likely too, with the swooping keskidees and humming birds no bigger than a bright leaf in the thick, tropical growth. She was walking towards us, with the fixed smile of the permanently, insanely jealous and she was carrying, as if strolling on an English lawn, a pair of secateurs.


‘It’s for you, Dora,’ Sanjay murmured. He wasn’t speaking to his approaching wife, but to his daughter, who was as pale as a vanilla ice-cream and had wafer-yellow hair to match. Pandora, I can’t think why they called her that. ‘Dora’s lovely new boat,’ he said in a fond-father voice. I felt a bit sick, you’ll understand. The way men rub up to a girl, make a pass at her one moment and then speak in the same voice to a child the next. It smacks of something disgusting to me.


But by this time Duchess Dora was just a few yards away. ‘Sanjay!’ She didn’t say my name; maybe she hoped she could disappear me into the creek like a soucriant if she thought hard enough that I wasn’t there. ‘Sanjay, we’re all longing to unpack the hamper,’ she said. ‘Bring Pandora with you. Millie’s laid it all out on the new coral table the other side of the lagoon.’


It was a rotten shame to have to leave then really, and especially for one of those little Creole kids who was trying to totter along the pier and play with the model boat Sanjay had made for his daughter. She was so excited to see the ship with the sails up, and there was even a breath of wind, so the canvas puffed out and the ship tugged daintily at its string. But Sanjay had collapsed the sails before the poor little brat could get there. He wasn’t thinking, I suppose. And Duchess Dora – did she put on speed – she leaned over that toy pier and clouted the kid on the back of the head. So it went splash into the murky water, little pink dress and all.


‘Dora!’ Sanjay said in quite a different tone to his wife. But I reckon that kind of thing was happening all the time, because none of the other children paid a scrap of attention. And it was for Millie to come on those slow, heavy legs round the bend of the creek and pull the bawling creature out. I can’t say I go for kids, never have, and this wasn’t a particularly attractive specimen.


‘Take her up to the village, Millie,’ Duchess Dora said. ‘And tell Tanty Grace to keep a better eye on things. You hear?’


Millie worked for the Allards then. Mrs Van der Pyck and her equally demanding régime were yet to come.


We all sat on the gnarled beach stools Sanjay had fashioned from flotsam, and tucked into the picnic in silence. It was good – roti and beef with curry and samosas and soursops and mango, which for some reason don’t grow good on St James and have to come over from another island on the Singer, just as they were supposed to yesterday.


‘I’ll tell you about the Sea Island cotton I’m considering reintroducing,’ Sanjay said. He kept his eyes away from me as he talked. Duchess Dora’s eyes were fixed on me, though, in fury. I want to get off of here, I remember suddenly thinking then. No one listened as Sanjay talked of crops and rainy seasons and the hurricane that hit Dominica a few years ago.


*


Sanjay is walking along the beach, and the helicopter hovers a moment longer before turning – in the opposite direction this time, over the island where no one will look up from the village at propellers cutting into the blue sky or look after it when it has gone down towards Laughing Gull Bay. (Sometimes the pilot amuses himself, swooping right down to the sand, and last month, after a freak tide, he found what he thought was an arm or a leg sticking up out of the sand by the reef – he’s used to that kind of sight by now, I suppose. It was in fact the neck of a pre-Columbian urn. ‘So beootiful’ – I can hear Jim Davy now, when it was brought in to him by the pilot. Wide, a warm brown, chased with pale painted whorls. ‘We’ll put it in the Craft Centre,’ Jim Davy said. ‘We’ll teach the students to make an urn like that.’)


I get these flashes of fear, they last as long as the shadow from a chopper’s blade, and it suddenly comes to me that Sanjay is walking towards me with news of disaster. Is there a war starting up? What can he see, from the verandah of his wooden house where you can stare and stare and you won’t see anything until you get to the coast of South America? He could see a fleet all right, steaming up to fight out a bloody Falklands on our beaches. But the British don’t want anything to do with protecting St James. When we were made ‘independent’ (what a laugh), along with St Jude to the north, and a chinless member of the Royal Family came – he was trying to grow a beard, I remember, the sweat of the tropics came through the pathetic straggle of hair – what a fuss Duchess Dora made! Oh, the tea on the lawn! a steel band, even. It was embarrassing. But they don’t want anything further to do with us. The fighting’ll be between the Cubans and the Americans. I see it in my dreams and then the Russians fly in in planes from dark skies heavy with snow.


*


‘Holly!’ I hear. I go into the store, it’s time I served Millie, after all, because her basket is full with those extra trimmings Mrs Van der Pyck needs for tonight. ‘You going to dinner up there?’ Millie says, and I shake my head and we both laugh. We’ll be sick-drunk together later, no one is stopped from going into the Coconut Bar. In a comic-strip show of equality and comradeship, the Americans and Venezuelans will dance with the villagers from St James and the funny hats will go on and we’ll all be happy as the night is long. Mrs Van der Pyck will make her annual pass at Sanjay, who will slip away before the end. Jim Davy dressed as Santa Claus. ‘What are you giving us this year, Santa, to keep us good?’ But Jim Davy’s not here, and that’s one of the reasons I suspect bad news.


Now I’m back in the store I see the girl from the yacht has an impatient look. She’s swum over with a wad of dollars tucked in her hair and she’s laid them out on the counter.


What is she trying to prove? And now I find there’s a lump in my throat. It’s fear again. Because every day this place gets more and more like a re-run of an American TV serial. I just expect her to pull a gun – and point it at me. Steady on, Holly, I say to myself as I add up Millie’s shopping on the ancient cash register.


‘Going away on holiday this year?’ I say to Millie, to keep up the seasonal running joke between us. And Millie laughs – that slow, rumbling laugh that makes you feel quite cheered up until you remember you’re stuck on an undefended island only four miles from Grenada.


‘Just the usual little skiing holiday,’ she says. ‘In Switzerland.’ And we both laugh together, while the girl stands staring at us in open contempt. A couple of old bats, you can see her thinking about us. And I think back, well, dear, you’ll just have to wait your turn to get served. As if we were in one of those crummy streets in West London where you see girls looking like this one, and not on an island that might be blown up any minute and the pieces scattered as far as Trinidad.


*


Lore was the one who wrote and told me the news, that Christmas after Teza vanished with Ford. (They’d gone to Union Island in the fisherman’s boat, it was later revealed, and had a lobster dinner and spent the night in the one battered hotel.) It was the first time Ford had left St James. By the time they got on the big plane to London in Barbados his eyes were nearly popping out of his head.
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