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      ‘I own … that if landscapes were sold one penny plain and twopence coloured, I should go to the length of twopence every day
         of my life.’
      

      
      Robert Louis Stevenson 
Travels with a Donkey

   
      
      1 Babe Jude

      
      The lady lay in a little glen — if bananas and coconuts and cat’s-tails and fire-of-the-forest and heat can make a cool-sounding
         thing like a glen — and from under thick lids examined Mrs Filling who stood on the sand at the glen’s edge with the sharp,
         green Caribbean sea behind her.
      

      
      Mrs Filling wore a hat and carried a handbag. She had drawn the line at stockings (ninetyish in the glen’s shade) and her
         dress had only holes where the arms might be, like everyone else’s dress, and there were only sandals on her feet. But Sunday
         was Sunday, the Anglican Church the Anglican Church even at Pineapple Bay, and Matins Matins. Let Henry go off in the glass-bottomed
         boat in his bathing trunks, she and the Jamaicans were for prayer books and careful clothes.
      

      
      She had walked back down the empty main street of Pineapple Bay under the shouting sun with rivers trickling down her back
         and running down her arms and legs, back to the great, cool hotel with its ageing rich Americans sipping rum punch under the
         colonnade, to tell Henry about the service. She felt tired and rather faint.
      

      
      And Henry was not there. Not in their room, not on their verandah, not on the terraces and now, down by the burning steps
         to the sea, not on the private beach. ‘He’s out in the glass-bottomed boat, Ma’am,’ they said by the jetty. ‘That’s maybe
         where he gone, Ma’am. Out over on the reef.’ And they watched her as she went, heavy-footed in soft sand, carrying her handbag,
         sinewy from knee to ankle. They noted the hump above the shoulder-blades, the hump of age, the hump acknowledged now in dress
         making, the hump that stills desire. ‘First the waist,’ she had been thinking in church, looking at the tall and careless
         Jamaican backs in the pew in front. ‘The waist gets high. You adapt the pattern. Then the length. You drop the hem. You cover
         the heavy, rounded part above each knee-cap. Then this rising hump at the nape of the neck. But you can’t cover the box jaw,
         the lines, the sagging chin. And afterwards the cords in the hands, the fat ankles, the brown spots on the arms. Then real
         age — the slow, flatfooted step, the groping hands, red rings to the eyes, thin hair, uncertain heart and head. Sex and all
         that sort of thing so lost that it isn’t even the memory…’ Mrs Filling stumbled in the thick white sand. ‘Where am I?’
      

      
      She had walked across the private beach, newly raked, deserted. White tables under their umbrellas were deserted, the sea
         empty, not a wave stirring, and at the end of the beach had come to the glade and the woman, large as a fallen tree, draped
         in a silky lilac dressing-gown, flabby-faced and puffy on a sort of bed. Beside her was a small table with a drink on it and
         around her the motionless bright leather of the trees.
      

      
      ‘Well, hi,’ said the woman after a while and lifted a plump, bottle-shaped arm in greeting. The effort was too much for it
         and it flopped back on to the grass which its fingers began to stroke and pluck. The glen was a private garden at the end
         of the beach, set back. There seemed to be a shadowy house beyond.
      

      
      ‘Hi,’ said the blotched woman watching Mrs Filling, and Mrs Filling, blinking, said, ‘Oh, I beg your pardon. Good morning.
         Er…’
      

      
      ‘C’mon in. Press a tit.’

      
      Mrs Filling became steel rods, then turned and began to walk quite briskly back across the beach. Astounded horror stiffened
         her clothes. What on earth? What on earth? And queer comfort arrived and she thought, ‘But I can still be shocked. I’m only
         forty-eight. Some words do still shock me.’
      

      
      ‘Hi,’ called the woman on the chaise-longue, ‘hi. Where you off to then? C’mon. Ring the bell. Press a tit. On the tree. C’mon
         back. C’mon in and have a drink, will you?’ and Mrs Filling stopped because when she was not looking at her she wondered if the woman was after all so utterly disgusting.
      

      
      ‘On the tree,’ said the woman, look. Press it. The boy’ll come.’

      
      Nailed on to the palm tree near the woman, about five feet from the ground, was an electric bell set in a piece of wood. A
         wire curled up its silver stalk and then crossed the air in the direction of the shadowy house in the distance. ‘That’s right,’
         said the woman, ‘press the bell. Press a tit. I never did see a gel more needin’ a drink.’
      

      
      Mrs Filling pressed the bell on the tree which had BOY written beneath it on the wood. She sat down on a white beach chair
         nearby and dabbed under her nose with her little handkerchief made into a pad. Silence fell between them; not a breaking wave,
         not a stirring leaf. It was about twelve noon, the sun so high there were no shadows though there was shade in the damp glade
         and sky-blue water lilies floating on an ornamental pond had round drops standing on their petals. A blue lizard was at Mrs
         Filling’s feet, fat as a trout and sturdy on its pointed fingers. A big red bubble came and went under its chin. Mrs Filling
         was past observing it.
      

      
      ‘So very hot,’ she said faintly, and after a while, ‘I’ve been to church.’

      
      ‘Slow,’ said the woman. She was listening for something. She was also munching shreds of coconut and licking her fingers.
         ‘Slow. He’s bloody slow. Bringing the drinks. Ring again, will yer, gel? Where you from?’ Her legs, Mrs Filling, saw, were
         like tree trunks, and purple.
      

      
      ‘England,’ said Mrs Filling. She pressed the bell on the tree again. It made no sound but then the sound had far to go for
         the house was really quite a distance off. Looking at it, behind the woman’s head, at the end of the glen it appeared to be
         behind a pale green haze, like a gauze curtain. Like the lost boys scene in Peter Pan, she thought, palm-green, Treasure Island-green, the domes of the house brass-green through the arcs of the palms and even
         taller trees in the greener haze behind - a poui, a cottonwood. As she looked she thought she saw the shadow of the servant leaning on a balcony, not moving.
      

      
      ‘Can you see if he’s comin’, gel?’

      
      ‘I — I think I can see someone.’

      
      ‘Bloody nigger. Chinese, gel. Chinese. Jamaica-born Chinese nigger. Where you from?’

      
      ‘England,’ said Mrs Filling again. ‘From Barnes, actually.’ Sitting down again on the edge of the chair she felt her body
         wet under her nylon dress. She dabbed again at her face. ‘My husband is on business here. In Kingston, that is. We are here
         on the North Shore just for a few days. We really wanted Montego Bay, but …’
      

      
      ‘I’m Babe Jude,’ said the woman. ‘Jamaica-born. He’s bloody Chinese nigger, hot as hell, but — God now, where he gone? You
         want a drink, I want a drink. See here, you go over there and get that whisky, gel — over on that table, gel. He’s slow, that
         bloody Chink.’
      

      
      Walking over for the whisky Mrs Filling was aware that she had never in her life been in conversation with anyone so dreadful
         and was at once in Barnes. ‘I met the most appalling woman on the beach,’ she was saying. (Coffee. Ellen next door. The basket
         chair on the patio. Dahlias.) ‘Really the most frightful — Yes, awful. I don’t think I have ever — No, white, I think. You see, in Jamaica you never really know.’ She heard the new knowledge in her voice already, weeks before it spoke,
         and saw herself in the hairdresser’s off Castelnau, sitting straighter, looking modestly down. ‘And where did you go for your
         holidays, Mrs Filling? My! Jamaica! How marvellous! I bet that was hot. It’s like a film there, isn’t it?’ Drawing sweet jealousy.
      

      
      She felt ashamed at once, remembering Matins. She picked up the whisky and walked back to the unspeakable purple woman.

      
      ‘Pour yourself a drink, gel.’ The voice was kind.

      
      ‘Oh, well— I’m afraid I never drink whisky.’

      
      ‘Goslife, gel, pour yourself a drink.’

      
      Mrs Filling poured herself a drink, then a drink for the woman who was holding out her glass. Turning away to replace the bottle she was surprised to see that the servant was now
         much nearer to them, leaning against a tree not far behind the woman and watching her. He was dressed splendidly in black
         trousers and a waiter’s coat of sugar-pink, a black tie and boiled shirt. His face was a creamy colour, his hair wavy and
         long over the ears, his Chinese eyes delicately turned up at the outer ends, his mouth finely cut and turned down with a regretful
         and almost sweet expression, a wide space between the upper lip and fastidious nose. A silver tray was in one hand, but empty
         and hanging at his side. He was very still, beautiful and quite certainly bad.
      

      
      Turning back to the woman Mrs Filling felt her stomach give a great lurch and that it was hard to breathe.

      
      ‘Blue,’ said Babe Jude, ‘my Boy Blue. Little Boy Blue. Bloody nigger. Bloody nigger Chink. Every stitch on’s back I give him.
         Every dollar he got I get him. Out of the jungle I brought him. Set him up. Livin’ in a chicken shed, sleepin’ on the dirt
         beside a pile of rotten fruit. That was him. Boy Blue. Bloody black Chink.’
      

      
      Mrs Filling said, ‘Oh dear. Oh — Oh — Please!’

      
      ‘He’s got a Merc.,’ said Babe Jude looking into her whisky. ‘I give him the Merc. Din I? Look on his wrist. You ever see a
         watch better’n that? Diamond ring,’ she said, ‘platinum. Filthy yellow nigger.’
      

      
      ‘He’s — Oh dear,’ Mrs Filling gasped, ‘please Mrs — er — please, I think he’s here.’

      
      ‘Here, is he? Good.’ She raised her voice. ‘Where was he before then? Where was he last night? I heard the Merc. D’you hear
         that, Boy? I heard the Merc. come back. Three o’clock in the morning, Boy. I’m no fool. I can’t walk but I’m no fool, boy.
         Give us a drink, gel. I’m no fool, Chink.’
      

      
      Mrs Filling’s mouth opened but no sound came. Behind the tree with the bell on it she felt that the servant had moved nearer
         still and in the intense heat and through the dampness all over her she felt cold.
      

      
      Babe Jude continued. ‘It’s the finish now, Boy Blue. It’s finished.’ Her vast, dry, powdery face had begun to shake and Mrs Filling saw that she was weeping. ‘You get no more off me,
         man. You get no more money off me for your fancy women. Nor for your fancy men.
      

      
      ‘I’m finished wid you, Boy Blue, see,’ she shouted at her empty whisky glass. ‘So find a way round that you bloody, black
         Chinaman.’
      

      
      As the glass-bottomed boat rode in from the reef towards the white beach and its curve of pale palms, Mr Filling was surprised
         and embarrassed to see his wife break out of them, running fast and clutching her handbag in the heat of the day.
      

      
      ‘Good heavens, it’s my wife!’ he exclaimed.

      
      The boatman said that this seemed to be so.

      
      ‘Running,’ said Mr Filling, ‘good gracious me, running at mid-day,’

      
      The boatman said he didn’t like to see a gel running in the heat. No, man.

      
      ‘She’s been in the trees,’ said Mr Filling, ‘in that queer glen place. Whatever has she been doing in there? I thought she’d
         gone to church.’
      

      
      The boatman said he didn’t like to see anybody going in that place. Girl or man. No. Girl or man, he said, would be better
         in church than that place.
      

      
      ‘My wife is a great one for church,’ said Mr Filling.

      
      ‘She need every church of heaven that place,’ said the boatman.

      
      ‘Dear me,’ said Mr Filling in a jaunty voice, considering the amount of the tip, considering his wife, still running. She
         had reached the jetty now. Her church hat was ridiculously crooked over one eye. She still clutched her handbag. He could
         see her face now, sharp and red and not beautiful. He foresaw an agitated lunch and felt depressed. Most men on business in
         Jamaica wisely came alone.
      

      
      ‘You keep that gel away from that place, man,’ said the boatman tossing the anchor gracefully, slowly, into the clear green
         sea. ‘You take care of her, man. There been bad murder that place, long time back.’
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