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INTRODUCTION

Francis Wyndham

JEAN RHYS WAS BORN AT ROSEAU, Dominica, one of
the Windward Islands, and spent her childhood there. Her
father was a Welsh doctor and her mother a Creole — that is,
a white West Indian. At the age of sixteen she came to Eng-
land, where she spent the First World War. Then she married
a Dutch poet and for ten years lived a rootless, wandering life
on the Continent, mainly in Paris and Vienna. This was dur-
ing the 1920s, and the essence of the artist’s life in Europe at
that time is contained in her first book, The Left Bank (Cape,
1927), which was described on the dust-jacket as ‘sketches
and studies of present-day Bohemian Paris’. In an enthusiastic
preface, Ford Madox Ford comments on ‘a terrifying instinct
and a terrific — an almost lurid! — passion for stating the case
of the underdog ... He goes on: “When I, lately, edited a
periodical, Miss Rhys sent in several communications with
which I was immensely struck, and of which I published as
many as I could. What struck me on the technical side . . .
was the singular instinct for form possessed by this young lady,
an instinct for form being possessed by singularly few writers
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of English and by almost no English women writers” There is
something patronizing about this preface (Ford was, in literal
fact, her patron) but he must be credited with recognizing, so
early in her career, the main elements which (increasing in
intensity as her art developed) were to place her among the
purest writers of our time. These are her ‘passion for stating
the case of the underdog’ and her ‘singular instinct for form’
— a rare, but necessary combination. Without the instinct, the
passion might so easily be either sentimental or sensational;
without the passion, the instinct might lead to only formal
beauty; together, they result in original art, at the same time
exquisite and deeply disturbing.

It is likely that Ford Madox Ford was somewhat taken
aback by his protégée’s next book, a novel published in Eng-
land as Postures (Chatto & Windus, 1928) and in the USA as
Quartet (Simon & Schuster) — it is the American title that
Miss Rhys prefers. The character of H. J. Heidler, a cold-eyed
anglicized German dilettante, may have been in part suggested
by Ford himself. In Quartet we find the first embodiment of
the Jean Rhys heroine: for essentially the first four novels deal
with the same woman at different stages of her life, although
her name and minor details of her circumstances alter from
volume to volume. Marya Zelli has been a chorus girl in Eng-
land and is now (the year is 1926) adrift in Montparnasse with
a charming, feckless Pole whom she has married. This aimless,
passive existence is suddenly disrupted when her husband is
sent to prison. She is befriended by the Heidlers: a middle-
aged picture-dealer and his very English, rather bossily ‘eman-
cipated’ wife. It is taken for granted by this couple that Marya
should become the husband’s mistress. She is at first revolted
by him, and then falls passionately in love with him: through-
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out she views him with a kind of hypnotized terror. The story
describes the grisly ménage a trois that ensues (briskly broad-
minded wife, selfish petulant lover and their bewildered,
uncomfortably candid victim) until the husband comes out of
prison. Numbed by misery, Marya mismanages the situation
and loses both men. The actual writing of Quartet betrays a
few uncertainties that were later eliminated from Miss Rhys’s
style, but it is conceived with that mixture of quivering imme-
diacy and glassy objectivity that is among her most extraordi-
nary distinctions.

After Leaving Mr Mackenzie (Cape, 1930) also starts in Paris,
about the year 1928. Julia Martin has been pensioned off by
an ex-lover and is leading a lonely, dream-like life in a cheap
hotel. One morning the weekly cheque from Mr Mackenzie’s
solicitor arrives with a letter explaining that it is to be the last.
Julia has no money, and is losing confidence in her power to
attract men. She decides to visit London, to look up former
lovers and ask them for money. The visit (spent in boarding-
houses at Bayswater and Notting Hill Gate) is not a success.
She is met with patronizing incomprehension, with exas-
peration and moral disapproval. She has an affair with a young
man called Mr Horsfield which goes farcically wrong; she
returns to Paris to face an empty, threatening future. The
novel is written in the third person; it has a clear, bitter qual-
ity, but it does not reach so deep into the central character as
the two that followed it, in which the heroines tell their own
stories. '

Jean Rhys returned to England after writing this book, and
it 1s there that Voyage in the Dark (Constable, 1934) is set: the
date, however, revealed casually half-way through, is 1914.
Anna Morgan, who is nineteen, is touring the provinces in the
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chorus of a pantomime. Memories of her childhood on a
West Indian island, of kind coloured servants and tropical
beauty, form a poignant accompaniment to her adventures in
an icy, suspicious land. At Southsea she is picked up by a man
called Walter Jeffries; he seduces her and offers to keep her.
She falls in love with him (‘You shut the door and you pull
the curtains and then it’s as long as a thousand years and yet
so soon ended’); she moves, a shivering dreaming creature, to
rooms near Chalk Farm. But her lover’s house in Green Street
is ‘dark and cold and not friendly to me. Sneering faintly,
sneering discreetly, as a servant would. Who's this? Where on
earth did he pick her up?” And Mr Jeffries is clearly made
uneasy by her absent manner, and sometimes shocked by her
sudden directness. When he is tired of her, his handsome
cousin Victor tells her so in a letter. ‘My dear Infant, [ am
writing this in the country, and I can assure you that when
you get into a garden and smell the flowers and all that all this
rather beastly sort of love simply doesn’t matter. However, you
will think I am preaching at you, so I will shut up. . . . Have
you kept any of the letters Walter wrote to you? If so you
ought to send them back. Stunned by this coup de grdce
(although she has always expected it), Anna drifts into prosti-
tution: in its treatment of a subject often falsified in fiction,
this part of the book stands comparison with the novels of
Charles Louis Philippe, and with Godard’s film Vivre sa Vie.
The story ends with Anna recovering from an abortion to
hear the doctor say, ‘She’ll be all right. Ready to start all over
again in no time, I've no doubt.

In the next and most alarming instalment, Good Morning,
Midnight (Constable, 1939), we see Sasha Jansen revisiting
Paris in 1937, over forty, mistrustful of the men she tries to
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attract, expecting insults but unarmed against them, trying, as
she says, to drink herself to death. Some restaurants may not
be entered, because of the memories they inspire; the atmo-
sphere of others is subtly hostile; the effort needed to buy a
hat she cannot afford, to dye her hair, to follow up a promis-
ing encounter, is almost too much for her. Sasha meets a
young man who turns out to be a gigolo, deceived by her fur
coat into thinking her a rich woman. They embark on a com-
plicated relationship, both at cross purposes. Sasha wants to
work oft on this boy her resentment at all men; she enjoys
watching his desperate anxiety to please her, planning her
revenge. “This is where I might be able to get some of my
own back. You talk to them, you pretend to sympathize; then,
just at the moment when they are not expecting it, you say:
“Go to Hell”” The gigolo is not so easy to shake off; he seems
to be planning some sort of revenge of his own. What starts
as mutual teasing becomes mutual torture. This involved
episode is worked out with great subtlety; its climax, which
brings the novel to an end, is brilliantly written and indescrib-
ably unnerving to read.

Sasha is the culmination of Jean Rhys’s composite heroine.
Although she is aggressively unhappy, she is always good
company; her self-knowledge is exact, her observation of
others comical and freezing. She is often unreasonable, and at
moments one even pities the well-meaning men who found
her so difficult to deal with. But she is not malicious: pity
extends beyond herself to embrace all other sufferers. For her
suffering transcends its cause. This is not only a study of a
lonely, ageing woman, who has been deserted by husbands
and lovers and has taken to drink; it is the tragedy of a distin-
guished mind and a generous nature that have gone unappre-
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ciated in a conventional, unimaginative world. A victim of
men’s incomprehension of women, a symptom of women’s
mistrust of men, Sasha belongs to a universal type that is sel-
dom well written about; for the writer must treat her, as Miss
Rhys does, with understanding and restraint.

After Good Morning, Midnight, Jean Rhys disappeared and
her five books went out of print. Although these had enjoyed
a critical success, their true quality had never been appreci-
ated. The reason for this is simple: they were ahead of their
age, both in spirit and in style. One has only to compare Miss
Rhys’s early books, written during the 1920s, with contem-
porary work by Katherine Mansfield, Aldous Huxley, Jean
Cocteau, and other celebrated writers of the period, to be
struck by how little the actual text has ‘dated’: the style
belongs to today. More important, the novels of the 1930s are
much closer in feeling to life as it is lived and understood in
the 1960s than to the accepted attitudes of their time. The
elegant surface and the paranoid content, the brutal honesty
of the feminine psychology and the muted nostalgia for lost
beauty, all create an effect which is peculiarly modern.

The few people who remembered their admiration for
these books, and those even fewer who (like myself) were
introduced to them later and with great difficulty managed to
obtain second-hand copies, for a while formed a small but
passionate band. But nobody could find her; and nobody
would reprint the novels. Then, as the result of a dramatized
version of Good Morning, Midnight broadcast on the Third
Programme in 1958, she was finally traced to an address in
Cornwall. She had a collection of unpublished stories, written
during and immediately after the Second World War, and she
was at work on a novel.

-
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Of these stories, Till September Petronella, The Day They
Burned the Books and Tigers are Better Looking have since been
published in The London Magazine (which also printed a new,
long story, Let Them Call it Jazz, written in 1961); Outside the
Machine appeared in the sixth edition of Winter’s Tales (Mac-
millan, 1960) and A Solid House in an anthology entitled Voices
(Michael Joseph, 1963). I Spy a Stranger, The Sound of the River,
The Lotus and Temps Perdi were published in the eighth, ninth,
eleventh and twelfth editions of Art and Literature.

For many years, Jean Rhys has been haunted by the figure
of the first Mrs Rochester — the mad wife in Jane Eyre. The
present novel — completed at last after much revision and ago-
nized rejection of earlier versions — is her story. Not, of course,
literally so: it is in no sense a pastiche of Charlotte Bronté and
exists in its own right, quite independent of Jane Eyre. But the
Bronté book provided the initial inspiration for an imagina-
tive feat almost uncanny in its vivid intensity. From her per-
sonal knowledge of the West Indies, and her reading of their
history, Miss Rhys knew about the mad Creole heiresses in
the early nineteenth century, whose dowries were only an
additional burden to them: products of an inbred, decadent,
expatriate society, resented by the recently freed slaves whose
superstitions they shared, they languished uneasily in the
oppressive beauty of their tropical surroundings, ripe for
exploitation. It is one of these that she has chosen for her lat-
est heroine: and Antoinette Cosway seems a logical develop-
ment of Marya, Julia, Anna and Sasha, who were also
alienated, menaced, at odds with life.

The novel is divided into three parts. The first is told in the
heroine’s own words. In the second the young Mr Rochester
describes his arrival in the West Indies, his marriage and its

1
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disastrous sequel. The last part is once more narrated by his
wife: but the scene is now England, and she writes from the
attic room in Thornfield Hall. . . .

All Jean Rhys’s books to date have shared a modern, urban
background: Montparnasse cafés, cheap Left Bank hotels,
Bloomsbury boarding-houses, furnished rooms near Notting
Hill Gate are evoked with a bitter poetry that is entirely her
own. Only the West Indian flashbacks in Voyage in the Dark
and some episodes in The Left Bank strike a different note —
one of regret for innocent sensuality in a lush, beguiling land.
In Wide Sargasso Sea, which is set in Jamaica and Dominica
during the 1830s, she returns to that spiritual country as to a
distant dream: and discovers it, for all its beauty (and she con-
jures up this beauty with haunting perfection) to have been a
nightmare.

EW.

(Francis Wyndham’s introduction and the first part of this
novel were first published in Art and Literature, Number 1.)

12
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THEY SAY WHEN TROUBLE comes close ranks, and so
the white people did. But we were not in their ranks. The
Jamaican ladies had never approved of my mother, ‘because
she pretty like pretty self” Christophine said.

She was my father’s second wife, far too young for him they
thought, and, worse still, a Martinique girl. When I asked her
why so few people came to see us, she told me that the road
from Spanish Town to Coulibri Estate where we lived was
very bad and that road repairing was now a thing of the past.
(My father, visitors, horses, feeling safe in bed — all belonged
to the past.)

Another day I heard her talking to Mr Luttrell, our neigh-
bour and her only friend. "Of course they have their own
misfortunes. Still waiting for this compensation the English
promised when the Emancipation Act was passed. Some will
wait for a long time.

How could she know that Mr Luttrell would be the first
who grew tired of waiting? One calm evening he shot his
dog, swam out to sea and was gone for always. No agent came
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from England to look after his property — Nelson’s Rest it was
called — and strangers from Spanish Town rode up to gossip
and discuss the tragedy.

‘Live at Nelson’s Rest? Not for love or money. An unlucky
place’

Mr Luttrell’s house was left empty, shutters banging in
the wind. Soon the black people said it was haunted, they
wouldn’t go near it. And no one came near us.

I got used to a solitary life, but my mother still planned and
hoped — perhaps she had to hope every time she passed a
looking glass.

She still rode about every morning not caring that the
black people stood about in groups to jeer at her, especially
after her riding clothes grew shabby (they notice clothes, they
know about money).

Then one day, very early, I saw her horse lying down under
the frangipani tree. I went up to him but he was not sick, he
was dead and his eyes were black with flies. I ran away and did
not speak of it for I thought if I told no one it might not be
true. But later that day, Godfrey found him, he had been poi-
soned. ‘Now we are marooned, my mother said, ‘now what
will become of us?’

Godfrey said, ‘I can’t watch the horse night and day. I too
old now. When the old time go, let it go. No use to grab at it.
The Lord make no distinction between black and white, black
and white the same for Him. Rest yourself in peace for the
righteous are not forsaken.” But she couldn’t. She was young.
How could she not try for all the things that had gone so sud-
denly, so without warning. “You're blind when you want to be
blind, she said ferociously, ‘and you're deaf when you want to
be deaf. The old hypocrite, she kept saying. ‘He knew what
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they were going to do.” “The devil prince of this world,” God-
frey said, ‘but this world don’t last so long for mortal man’

She persuaded a Spanish Town doctor to visit my younger
brother Pierre who staggered when he walked and couldn’t
speak distinctly. I don’t know what the doctor told her or
what she said to him but he never came again and after that
she changed. Suddenly, not gradually. She grew thin and silent,
and at last she refused to leave the house at all.

Our garden was large and beautiful as that garden in the
Bible — the tree of life grew there. But it had gone wild. The
paths were overgrown and a smell of dead flowers mixed with
the fresh living smell. Underneath the tree ferns, tall as forest
tree ferns, the light was green. Orchids flourished out of reach
or for some reason not to be touched. One was snaky look-
ing, another like an octopus with long thin brown tentacles
bare of leaves hanging from a twisted root. Twice a year the
octopus orchid flowered — then not an inch of tentacle
showed. It was a bell-shaped mass of white, mauve, deep pur-
ples, wonderful to see. The scent was very sweet and strong. I
never went near it.

All Coulibri Estate had gone wild like the garden, gone to
bush. No more slavery — why should anybody work? This
never saddened me. I did not remember the place when it was
prosperous.

My mother usually walked up and down the glacis, a paved
roofed-in terrace which ran the length of the house and
sloped upwards to a clump of bamboos. Standing by the bam-
boos she had a clear view to the sea, but anyone passing could
stare at her. They stared, sometimes they laughed. Long after
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the sound was far away and faint she kept her eyes shut and
her hands clenched. A frown came between her black eye-
brows, deep — it might have been cut with a knife. I hated this
frown and once I touched her forehead trying to smooth it.
But she pushed me away, not roughly but calmly, coldly, with-
out a word, as if she had decided once and for all that I was
useless to her. She wanted to sit with Pierre or walk where she
pleased without being pestered, she wanted peace and quiet.
was old enough to look after myself. ‘Oh, let me alone,’ she
would say, ‘let me alone, and after I knew that she talked
aloud to herself I was a little afraid of her.

So I spent most of my time in the kitchen which was in an
outbuilding some way off. Christophine slept in the little
room next to it.

When evening came she sang to me if she was in the
mood. I couldn’t always understand her patois songs — she also
came from Martinique — but she taught me the one that
meant ‘The little ones grow old, the children leave us, will
they come back?’ and the one about the cedar tree flowers
which only last for a day.

The music was gay but the words were sad and her voice
often quavered and broke on the high note. ‘Adieu’ Not adieu
as we said it, but a dieu, which made more sense after all. The
loving man was lonely, the girl was deserted, the children
never came back. Adieu.

Her songs were not like Jamaican songs, and she was not
like the other women.

She was much blacker —-blue-black with a thin face and
straight features. She wore a black dress, heavy gold earrings
and a yellow handkerchief — carefully tied with the two high
points in front. No other negro woman wore black, or tied
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her handkerchief Martinique fashion. She had a quiet voice
and a quiet laugh (when she did laugh), and though she could
speak good English if she wanted to, and French as well as
patois, she took care to talk as they talked. But they would
have nothing to do with her and she never saw her son who
worked in Spanish Town. She had only one friend — a woman
called Maillotte, and Maillotte was not a Jamaican.

The girls from the bayside who sometimes helped with the
washing and cleaning were terrified of her. That, I soon dis-
covered, was why they came at all — for she never paid them.
Yet they brought presents of fruit and vegetables and after
dark I often heard low voices from the kitchen.

So I asked about Christophine. Was she very old? Had she
always been with us?

‘She was your father’s wedding present to me — one of his
presents. He thought I would be pleased with a Martinique
girl. I don’t know how old she was when they brought her to
Jamaica, quite young. I don’t know how old she is now. Does
it matter? Why do you pester and bother me about all these
things that happened long ago? Christophine stayed with me
because she wanted to stay. She had her own very good rea-
sons you may be sure. I dare say we would have died if she'd
turned against us and that would have been a better fate. To
die and be forgotten and at peace. Not to know that one is
abandoned, lied about, helpless. All the ones who died — who
says a good word for them now?’

‘Godfrey stayed too, I said. ‘And Sass.

‘They stayed, she said angrily, ‘because they wanted some-
where to sleep and something to eat. That boy Sass! When his
mother pranced off and left him here — a great deal she cared
— why he was a little skeleton. Now he’s growing into a big
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strong boy and away he goes. We shan’t see him again. God-
frey is a rascal. These new ones aren’t too kind to old people
and he knows it. That’s why he stays. Doesn’t do a thing but
eat enough for a couple of horses. Pretends he’s deaf. He isn’t
deaf — he doesn’t want to hear. What a devil he is!”

‘“Why don’t you tell him to find somewhere else to live?” I
said and she laughed.

‘He wouldn’t go. He'd probably try to force us out. Ive
learned to let sleeping curs lie,’ she said.

“Would Christophine go if you told her to?’ I thought. But
I didn’t say it. I was afraid to say it.

It was too hot that afternoon. I could see the beads of per-
spiration on her upper lip and the dark circles under her eyes.
I started to fan her, but she turned her head away. She might
rest if I left her alone, she said.

Once [ would have gone back quietly to watch her asleep
on the-blue sofa — once I made excuses to be near her when
she brushed her hair, a soft black cloak to cover me, hide me,
keep me safe.

But not any longer. Not any more.

These were all the people in my life — my mother and Pierre,
Christophine, Godfrey, and Sass who had left us.

[ never looked at any strange negro. They hated us. They
called us white cockroaches. Let sleeping dogs lie. One day a
little girl followed me singing, ‘Go away white cockroach, go
away, go away. I walked fast, but she walked faster. “White
cockroach, go away, go away. Nobody want you. Go away.

When 1 was safely home I sat close to the old wall at the
end of the garden. It was covered with green moss soft as vel-
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vet and I never wanted to move again. Everything would be
worse if I moved. Christophine found me there when it was
nearly dark, and I was so stiff she had to help me to get up.
She said nothing, but next morning Tia was in the kitchen
with her mother Maillotte, Christophine’s friend. Soon Tia
was my friend and I met her nearly every morning at the turn
of the road to the river.

Sometimes we left the bathing pool at midday, sometimes
we stayed till late afternoon. Then Tia would light a fire (fires
always lit for her, sharp stones did not hurt her bare feet, I
never saw her cry). We boiled green bananas in an old iron
pot and ate them with our fingers out of a calabash and after
we had eaten she slept at once. I could not sleep, but I wasn’t
quite awake as I lay in the shade looking at the pool — deep
and dark green under the trees, brown-green if it had rained,
but a bright sparkling green in the sun. The water was so clear
that you could see the pebbles at the bottom of the shallow
part. Blue and white and striped red. Very pretty. Late or early
we parted at the turn of the road. My mother never asked me
where I had been or what I had done.

Christophine had given me some new pennies which I
kept in the pocket of my dress. They dropped out one morn-
ing so I put them on a stone. They shone like gold in the sun
and Tia stared. She had small eyes, very black, set deep in her
head.

Then she bet me three of the pennies that I couldn’t turn
a somersault under water ‘like you say you can’.

‘Of course I can’

‘I never see you do it, she said. ‘Only talk’

‘Bet you all the money I can, I said.

But after one somersault I still turned and came up choking.
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Tia laughed and told me that it certainly look like I drown
dead that time. Then she picked up the money.

‘I did do it, I said when I could speak, but she shook her
head. I hadn’t done it good and besides pennies didn’t buy
much. Why did I look at her like that?

‘Keep them then, you cheating nigger, I said, for I was
tired, and the water I had swallowed made me feel sick. ‘I can
get more if I want to.

That’s not what she hear, she said. She hear all we poor like
beggar. We ate salt fish — no money for fresh fish. That old
house so leaky, you run with calabash to catch water when it
rain. Plenty white people in Jamaica. Real white people, they
got gold money. They didn’t look at us, nobody see them
come near us. Old time white people nothing but white nig-
ger now, and black nigger better than white nigger.

I wrapped myself in my torn towel and sat on a stone with
my back to her, shivering cold. But the sun couldn’t warm
me. I wanted to go home. I looked round and Tia had gone.
[ searched for a long time before I could believe that she had
taken my dress — not my underclothes, she never wore any —
but my dress, starched, ironed, clean that morning. She had left
me hers and I put it on at last and walked home in the blaz-
ing sun feeling sick, hating her. I planned to get round the
back of the house to the kitchen, but passing the stables I
stopped to stare at three strange horses and my mother saw
me and called. She was on the glacis with two young ladies and
a gentleman. Visitors! I dragged up the steps unwillingly — I
had longed for visitors once, but that was years ago.

They were very beautiful I thought and they wore such
beautiful clothes that I looked away down at the flagstones and

when they laughed — the gentleman laughed the loudest — I
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ran into the house, into my bedroom. There I stood with my
back against the door and I could feel my heart all through
me. | heard them talking and I heard them leave. I came out
of my room and my mother was sitting on the blue sofa. She
looked at me for some time before she said that I had behaved
very oddly. My dress was even dirtier than usual.

‘It’s Tia’s dress.

‘But why are you wearing Tia’s dress? Tia? Which one of
them is Tia?’

Christophine, who had been in the pantry listening, came
at once and was told to find a clean dress for me. ‘“Throw away
that thing. Burn it.

Then they quarrelled.

Christophine said I had no clean dress. ‘She got two
dresses, wash and wear. You want clean dress to drop from
heaven? Some people crazy in truth’

‘She must have another dress, said my mother. ‘Some-
where But Christophine told her loudly that it shameful. She
run wild, she grow up worthless. And nobody care.

My mother walked over to the window. (‘Marooned,
said her straight narrow back, her carefully coiled hair.
‘Marooned.)

‘She has an old muslin dress. Find that’

While Christophine scrubbed my face and tied my plaits
with a fresh piece of string, she told me that those were the
new people at Nelson’s Rest. They called themselves Luttrell,
but English or not English they were not like old Mr Luttrell.
‘Old Mr Luttrell spit in their face if he see how they look at
you. Trouble walk into the house this day. Trouble walk in.

The old muslin dress was found and it tore as I forced it on.
She didn’t notice.
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No more slavery! She had to laugh! ‘“These new ones have
Letter of the Law. Same thing. They got magistrate. They got
fine. They got jail house and chain gang. They got tread
machine to mash up people’s feet. New ones worse than old
ones — more cunning, that’s all.

All that evening my mother didn’t speak to me or look
at me and I thought, ‘She is ashamed of me, what Tia said
is true.

I went to bed early and slept at once. I dreamed that I was
walking in the forest. Not alone. Someone who hated me was
with me, out of sight. I could hear heavy footsteps coming
closer and though I struggled and screamed I could not move.
I woke crying. The covering sheet was on the floor and my
mother was looking down at me.

‘Did you have a nightmare?’

“Yes, a bad dream’

She sighed and covered me up. ‘You were making such a
noise. | must go to Pierre, you've frightened him’

[ lay thinking, ‘I am safe. There is the corner of the bed-
room door and the friendly furniture. There is the tree of life
in the garden and the wall green with moss. The barrier of the
cliffs and the high mountains. And the barrier of the sea. I am
safe. I am safe from strangers’

The light of the candle in Pierre’s room was still there
when I slept again. I woke next morning knowing that noth-
ing would be the same. It would change and go on changing.

I don’t know how she got money to buy the white
- muslin and the pink. Yards of muslin. She may have sold her
last ring, for there was one left. I saw it in her jewel box —
that, and a locket with a shamrock inside. They were mend-
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ing and sewing first thing in the morning and still sewing
when I went to bed. In a week she had a new dress and so
had I.

The Luttrells lent her a horse, and she would ride oft very
early and not come back till late next day — tired out because
she had been to a dance or a moonlight picnic. She was gay
and laughing — younger than I had ever seen her and the
house was sad when she had gone.

So I too left it and stayed away till dark. I was never long at
the bathing pool, I never met Tia.

I took another road, past the old sugar works and the water
wheel that had not turned for years. I went to parts of
Coulibri that I had not seen, where there was no road, no
path, no track. And if the razor grass cut my legs and arms I
would think ‘It’s better than people. Black ants or red ones,
tall nests swarming with white ants, rain that soaked me to the
skin — once I saw a snake. All better than people.

Better. Better, better than people.

Watching the red and yellow flowers in the sun thinking of
nothing, it was as if a door opened and I was somewhere else,
something else. Not myself any longer.

I knew the time of day when though it is hot and blue and
there are no clouds, the sky can have a very black look.

I was bridesmaid when my mother married Mr Mason in
Spanish Town. Christophine curled my hair. I carried a bou-
quet and everything I wore was ne — even my beautiful slip-
pers. But their eyes slid away from my hating face. I had heard
what all these smooth smiling people said about her when she

25



JEAN RHYS

was not listening and they did not guess I was. Hiding from
them in the garden when they visited Coulibri, I listened.

‘A fantastic marriage and he will regret it. Why should a
very wealthy man who could take his pick of all the girls in
the West Indies, and many in England too probably?” ‘Why
probably?’ the other voice said. ‘Certainly’ ‘“Then why should he
marry a widow without a penny to her name and Coulibri a
wreck of a place? Emancipation troubles killed old Cosway?
Nonsense — the estate was going downhill for years before
that. He drank himself to death. Many’s the time when — well!
And all those women! She never did anything to stop him —
she encouraged him. Presents and smiles for the bastards every
Christmas. Old customs? Some old customs are better dead
and buried. Her new husband will have to spend a pretty
penny before the house is fit to live in — leaks like a sieve. And
what about the stables and the coach house dark as pitch, and
the servants’ quarters and the six-foot snake I saw with my
own eyes curled up on the privy seat last time I was here.
Alarmed? I screamed. Then that horrible old man she har-
bours came along, doubled up with laughter. As for those
two children — the boy an idiot kept out of sight and mind
and the girl going the same way in my opinion — a lowering
expression.

‘Oh I agree, the other one said, ‘but Annette is such a pretty
woman. And what a dancer. Reminds me of that song “light as
cotton blossom on the something breeze”, or is it air? I forget’

Yes, what a dancer — that night when they came home from
their honeymoon in Trinidad and they danced on the glacis
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to no music. There was no need for music when she danced.
They stopped and she leaned backwards over his arm, down
till her black hair touched the flagstones — still down, down.
Then up again in a flash, laughing. She made it look so easy
— as if anyone could do it, and he kissed her — a long kiss. I
was there that time too but they had forgotten me and soon
I wasn’t thinking of them. I was remembering that woman
saying ‘Dance! He didn’t come to the West Indies to dance —
he came to make money as they all do. Some of the big
estates are going cheap, and one unfortunate’s loss is always a
clever man’s gain. No, the whole thing is a mystery. It’s evi-
dently useful to keep a Martinique obeah woman on the
premises.’ She meant Christophine. She said it mockingly, not
meaning it, but soon other people were saying it — and mean-
ing it.

While the repairs were being done and they were in Trini-
dad, Pierre and I stayed with Aunt Cora in Spanish Town.

Mr Mason did not approve of Aunt Cora, an ex-slave-
owner who had escaped misery, a flier in the face of
Providence.

“Why did she do nothing to help you?’

I told him that her husband was English and didn’t like us
and he said, ‘Nonsense.

‘It isn’t nonsense, they lived in England and he was angry if
she wrote to us. He hated the West Indies. When he died not
long ago she came home, before that what could she do? She
wasn’t rich”

‘That’s her story. I don’t believe it. A frivolous woman. In
your mother’s place I'd resent her behaviour’

‘None of you understand about us, I thought.
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Coulibri looked the same when I saw it again, although it was
clean and tidy, no grass between the flagstones, no leaks. But
it didn’t feel the same. Sass had come back and I was glad.
They can smell money, somebody said. Mr Mason engaged
new servants — I didn’t like any of them excepting Mannie the
groom. It was their talk about Christophine that changed
Coulibri, not the repairs or the new furniture or the strange
faces. Their talk about Christophine and obeah changed it.

I knew her room so well — the pictures of the Holy Fam-
ily and the prayer for a happy death. She had a bright patch-
work counterpane, a broken-down press for her clothes, and
my mother had given her an old rocking-chair.

Yet one day when I was waiting there I was suddenly very
much afraid. The door was open to the sunlight, someone was
whistling near the stables, but I was afraid. I was certain that
hidden in the room (behind the old black press?) there was a
dead man’s dried hand, white chicken feathers, a cock with its
throat cut, dying slowly, slowly. Drop by drop the blood was
falling into a red basin and I imagined I could hear it. No one
had ever spoken to me about obeah — but I knew what I
would find if I dared to look. Then Christophine came in
smiling and pleased to see me. Nothing alarming ever hap-
pened and I forgot, or told myself I had forgotten.

Mr Mason would laugh if he knew how frightened I had
been. He would laugh even louder than he did when my
mother told him that she wished to leave Coulibri.

This began when they had been married for over a year.
They always said the same things and I seldom listened to
the argument now. I knew that we were hated — but to go
away . . . for once I agreed with my stepfather. That was not
possible.
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“You must have some reason,’ he would say, and she would
answer ‘I need a change’ or “We could visit Richard’.
(Richard, Mr Mason’s son by his first marriage, was at school
in Barbados. He was going to England soon and we had seen
very little of him.)

‘An agent could look after this place. For the time being.
The people here hate us. They certainly hate me.” Straight out
she said that one day and it was then he laughed so heartily.

‘Annette, be reasonable. You were the widow of a slave-
owner, the daughter of a slave-owner, and you had been liv-
ing here alone, with two children, for nearly five years when
we met. Things were at their worst then. But you were never
molested, never harmed.

‘How do you know that I was not harmed?’ she said. “We
were so poor then, she told him, ‘we were something to laugh
at. But we are not poor now; she said. “You are not a poor
man. Do you suppose that they don’t know all about your
estate in Trinidad? And the Antigua property? They talk
about us without stopping. They invent stories about you, and
lies about me. They try to find out what we eat every day’

‘They are curious. It’s natural enough. You have lived alone
far too long, Annette. You imagine enmity which doesn’t
exist. Always one extreme or the other. Didn’t you fly at me
like a little wild cat when I said nigger. Not nigger, nor even
negro. Black people I must say. '

“You don't like, or even recognize, the good in them, she
said, ‘and you won’t believe in the other side’

‘They’re too damn lazy to be dangerous, said Mr Mason. ‘1
know that’

‘They are more alive than you are, lazy or not, and they can
be dangerous and cruel for reasons you wouldn’t understand.
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‘No, I don’t understand, Mr Mason always said. ‘I don’t
understand at all’

But she’d speak about going away again. Persistently.
Angrily.

Mr Mason pulled up near the empty huts on our way home
that evening. ‘All gone to one of those dances, he said. “Young
and old. How deserted the place looks’

“We’ll hear the drums if there is a dance’ I hoped he’d ride
on quickly but he stayed by the huts to watch the sun go
down, the sky and the sea were on fire when we left Bertrand
Bay at last. From a long way oft I saw the shadow of our house
high up on its stone foundations. There was a smell of ferns
and river water and I felt safe again, as if I was one of the
righteous. (Godfrey said that we were not righteous. One day
when he was drunk he told me that we were all damned and
no use praying.)

‘They’ve chosen a very hot night for their dance, Mr
Mason said, and Aunt Cora came on to the glacs. “What
dance? Where?’

‘There is some festivity in the neighbourhood. The huts
were abandoned. A wedding perhaps?’

‘Not a wedding, I said. ‘“There is never a wedding’ He
frowned at me but Aunt Cora smiled.

When they had gone indoors I leaned my arms on the cool
glacis railings and thought that I would never like him very
much. I still called him ‘Mr Mason’ in my head. ‘Goodnight
white pappy, ‘I said one evening and he was not vexed, he
laughed. In some ways it was better before he came though
he’d rescued us from poverty and misery. ‘Only just in time
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too. The black people did not hate us quite so much when
we were poor. We were white but we had not escaped and
soon we would be dead for we had no money left. What was
there to hate?

Now it had started up again and worse than before, my
mother knows but she cant make him believe it. I wish I
could tell him that out here is not at all like English people
think it is. I wish . . .

I could hear them talking and Aunt Cora’s laugh. I was glad
she was staying with us. And I could hear the bamboos shiver
and creak though there was no wind. It had been hot and still
and dry for days. The colours had gone from the sky, the light
was blue and could not last long. The glacis was not a good
place when night was coming, Christophine said. As I went
indoors my mother was talking in an excited voice.

‘Very well. As you refuse to consider it, I will go and take
Pierre with me. You won'’t object to that, I hope?’

“You are perfectly right, Annette, said Aunt Cora and that
did surprise me. She seldom spoke when they argued.

Mr Mason also seemed surprised and not at all pleased.

“You talk so wildly; he said. ‘And you are so mistaken. Of
course you can get away for a change if you wish it. I prom-
ise you.

“You have promised that before, she said. “You don’t keep
your promises.

He sighed. ‘I feel very well here. However, we’ll arrange
something. Quite soon.

‘T will not stay at Coulibri any longer, my mother said. ‘It
is not safe. It is not safe for Pierre’

Aunt Cora nodded.

As it was late I ate with them instead of by myself as usual.
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Myra, one of the new servants, was standing by the sideboard,
waiting to change the plates. We ate English food now, beef
and mutton, pies and puddings.

I was glad to be like an English girl but I missed the taste
of Christophine’s cooking.

My stepfather talked about a plan to import labourers —
coolies he called them — from the East Indies. When Myra
had gone out Aunt Cora said, ‘I shouldn’t discuss that if T were
you. Myra is listening.

‘But the people here won’t work. They don’t want to work.
Look at this place — it’s enough to break your heart’

‘Hearts have been broken, she said. ‘Be sure of that. I sup-
pose you all know what you are doing’

‘Do you mean to say —’

‘I said nothing, except that it would be wiser not to tell that
woman your plans — necessary and merciful no doubt. I don’t
trust her’

‘Live here most of your life and know nothing about the
people. It’s astonishing. They are children — they wouldn’t
hurt a fly’

‘Unhappily children do hurt flies; said Aunt Cora.

Myra came in again looking mournful as she always did
though she smiled when she talked about hell. Everyone went
to hell, she told me, you had to belong to her sect to be saved
and even then — just as well not to be too sure. She had thin
arms and big hands and feet and the handkerchief she wore
round her head was always white. Never striped or a gay
colour.

So I looked away from her at my favourite picture, “The
Miller’s Daughter’, a lovely English girl with brown curls and
blue eyes and a dress slipping oft her shoulders. Then I looked
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across the white tablecloth and the vase of yellow roses at Mr
Mason, so sure of himself, so without a doubt English. And at
my mother, so without a doubt not English, but no white nig-
ger either. Not my mother. Never had been. Never could be.
Yes, she would have died, I thought, if she had not met him.
And for the first time I was grateful and liked him. There are
more ways than one of being happy, better perhaps to be
peaceful and contented and protected, as I feel now, peaceful
for years and long years, and afterwards I may be saved what-
ever Myra says. (When I asked Christophine what happened
when you died, she said, “You want to know too much.) I
remembered to kiss my stepfather goodnight. Once Aunt
Cora had told me, ‘He’s very hurt because you never kiss him.

‘He does not look hurt,’ I argued. ‘Great mistake to go by
looks, she said, ‘one way or the other’

I went into Pierre’s room which was next to mine, the last
one in the house. The bamboos were outside his window. You
could almost touch them. He still had a crib and he slept more
and more, nearly all the time. He was so thin that I could lift
him easily. Mr Mason had promised to take him to England
later on, there he would be cured, made like other people.
‘And how will you like that’ I thought, as I kissed him. ‘How
will you like being made exactly like other people?” He
looked happy asleep. But that will be later on. Later on. Sleep
now. It was then I heard the bamboos creak again and a sound
like whispering. I forced myself to look out of the window.
There was a full moon but I saw nobody, nothing but
shadows.

I left a light on the chair by my bed and waited for
Christophine, for I liked to see her last thing. But she did not
come, and as the candle burned down, the safe peaceful feel-
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ing left me. I wished I had a big Cuban dog to lie by my bed
and protect me, I wished I had not heard a noise by the bam-
boo clump, or that I were very young again, for then I
believed in my stick. It was not a stick, but a long narrow
piece of wood, with two nails sticking out at the end, a
shingle, perhaps. I picked it up soon after they killed our horse
and I thought I can fight with this, if the worst comes to the
worst I can fight to the end though the best ones fall and that
is another song. Christophine knocked the nails out, but she
let me keep the shingle and I grew very fond of it, I believed
that no one could harm me when it was near me, to lose it
would be a great misfortune. All this was long ago, when I was
still babyish and sure that everything was alive, not only the
river or the rain, but chairs, looking-glasses, cups, saucers,
everything.

I woke up and it was still night and my mother was there.
She said, ‘Get up and dress yourself, and come downstairs
quickly’ She was dressed, but she had not put up her hair and
one of her plaits was loose. ‘Quickly; she said again, then she
went into Pierre’s room, next door. I heard her speak to Myra
and I heard Myra answer her. I lay there, half asleep, looking
at the lighted candle on the chest of drawers, till I heard a
noise as though a chair had fallen over in the little room, then
I got up and dressed.

The house was on different levels. There were three steps
down from my bedroom and Pierre’s to the dining-room and
then three steps from the dining-room to the rest of the
house, which we called ‘downstairs’. The folding doors of
the dining-room were not shut and I could see that the big
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drawing-room was full of people. Mr Mason, my mother,
Christophine and Mannie and Sass. Aunt Cora was sitting on
the blue sofa in the corner now, wearing a black silk dress, her
ringlets were carefully arranged. She looked very haughty, I
thought. But Godfrey was not there, or Myra, or the cook, or
any of the others.

“There is no reason to be alarmed, my stepfather was say-
ing as I came in. ‘A handful of drunken negroes’ He opened
the door leading to the glacis and walked out. “What is all this,
he shouted. “What do you want?’ A horrible noise swelled up,
like animals howling, but worse. We heard stones falling on to
the glacis. He was pale when he came in again, but he tried to
smile as he shut and bolted the door. ‘More of them than I
thought, and in a nasty mood too. They will repent in the
morning. I foresee gifts of tamarinds in syrup and ginger
sweets tomorrow.

‘Tomorrow will be too late; said Aunt Cora, ‘too late for
ginger sweets or anything else My mother was not listening
to either of them. She said, ‘Pierre is asleep and Myra is with
him, I thought it better to leave him in his own room, away
from this horrible noise. I don’t know. Perhaps.” She was twist-
ing her hands together, her wedding ring fell off and rolled
into a corner near the steps. My stepfather and Mannie both
stooped for it, then Mannie straightened up and said, ‘Oh, my
God, they get at the back, they set fire to the back of the
house” He pointed to my bedroom door which I had shut
after me, and smoke was rolling out from underneath.

I did not see my mother move she was so quick. She
opened the door of my room and then again I did not see her,
nothing but smoke. Mannie ran after her, so did Mr Mason
but more slowly. Aunt Cora put her arms round me. She said,
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‘Don’t be afraid, you are quite safe. We are all quite safe.” Just
for a2 moment I shut my eyes and rested my head against her
shoulder. She smelled of vanilla, I remember. Then there was
another smell, of burned hair, and I looked and my mother
was in the room carrying Pierre. It was her loose hair that had
burned and was smelling like that.

I thought, Pierre is dead. He looked dead. He was white and
he did not make a sound, but his head hung back over her arm
as if he had no life at all and his eyes were rolled up so that you
only saw the whites. My stepfather said, ‘Annette, you are hurt
— your hands . . But she did not even look at him. ‘His crib
was on fire, she said to Aunt Cora. ‘The little room is on fire
and Myra was not there. She has gone. She was not there’

“That does not surprise me at all, said Aunt Cora. She laid
Pierre on the sofa, bent over him, then lifted up her skirt,
stepped out of her white petticoat and began to tear it into
Strips.

‘She left him, she ran away and left him alone to die, said
my mother, still whispering. So it was all the more dreadful
when she began to scream abuse at Mr Mason, calling him a
fool, a cruel stupid fool. ‘I told you, she said, ‘I told you what
would happen again and again. Her voice broke, but still she
screamed, ‘You would not listen, you sneered at me, you grin-
ning hypocrite, you ought not to live either, you know so
much, don’t you? Why don’t you go out and ask them to let
you go? Say how innocent you are. Say you have always
trusted them.

I was so shocked that everything was confused. And it hap-
pened quickly. I saw Mannie and Sass staggering along with
two large earthenware jars of water which were kept in the
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pantry. They threw the water into the bedroom and it made a
black pool on the floor, but the smoke rolled over the pool.
Then Christophine, who had run into my mother’s bedroom
for the pitcher there, came back and spoke to my aunt. ‘It
seems they have fired the other side of the house, said Aunt
Cora. ‘They must have climbed that tree outside. This place is
going to burn like tinder and there is nothing we can do to
stop it. The sooner we get out the better’ )

Mannie said to the boy, “You frightened?’ Sass shook his
head. “Then come on, said Mannie. ‘Out of my way, he said
and pushed Mr Mason aside. Narrow wooden stairs led down
from the pantry to the outbuildings, the kitchen, the servants’
rooms, the stables. That was where they were going. “Take the
child, Aunt Cora told Christophine, ‘and come.

It was very hot on the glacis too, they roared as we came
out, then there was another roar behind us. I had not seen any
flames, only smoke and sparks, but now I saw tall flames
shooting up to the sky, for the bamboos had caught. There
were some tree ferns near, green and damp, one of those was
smouldering too.

‘Come quickly; said Aunt Cora, and she went first, holding
my hand. Christophine followed, carrying Pierre, and they
were quite silent as we went down the glacis steps. But when
[ looked round for my mother I saw that Mr Mason, his face
crimson with heat, seemed to be dragging her along and she
was holding back, struggling. I heard him say, ‘It’s impossible,
too late now’

“Wants her jewel case?” Aunt Cora said.

‘Jewel case? Nothing so sensible; bawled Mr Mason. ‘She
wanted to go back for her damned parrot. I won't allow it.
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She did not answer, only fought him silently, twisting like a cat
and showing her teeth.

Our parrot was called Coco, a green parrot. He didn’t talk
very well, he could say Qui est [a? Qui est [a? and answer him-
self Ché Coco, Ché Coco. After Mr Mason clipped his wings he
grew very bad tempered, and though he would sit quietly on
my mother’s shoulder, he darted at everyone who came near
her and pecked their feet.

‘Annette; said Aunt Cora. ‘They are laughing at you, do not
allow them to laugh at you. She stopped fighting then and he
half supported, half pulled her after us, cursing loudly.

Still they were quiet and there were so many of them I
could hardly see any grass or trees. There must have been
many of the bay people but I recognized no one. They all
looked the same, it was the same face repeated over and over,
eyes gleaming, mouth half open to shout. We were past the
mounting stone when they saw Mannie driving the carriage
round the corner. Sass followed, riding one horse and leading
another. There was a ladies’ saddle on the one he was leading.

Somebody yelled, ‘But look the black Englishman! Look
the white niggers!’, and then they were all yelling. ‘Look the
white niggers! Look the damn white niggers!” A stone just
missed Mannie’s head, he cursed back at them and they
cleared away from the rearing, frightened horses. ‘Come on,
for God’s sake said Mr Mason. ‘Get to the carriage, get to the
horses. But we could not move for they pressed too close
round us. Some of them were laughing and waving sticks,
some of the ones at the back were carrying flambeaux and it
was light as day. Aunt Cora held my hand very tightly and her
lips moved but I could not hear because of the noise. And I
was afraid, because 1 knew that the ones who laughed would
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be the worst. I shut my eyes and waited. Mr Mason stopped
swearing and began to pray in a loud pious voice. The prayer
ended, ‘May Almighty God defend us” And God who is
indeed mysterious, who had made no sign when they burned
Pierre as he slept — not a clap of thunder, not a flash of
lightning — mysterious God heard Mr Mason at once and
answered him. The yells stopped.

I opened my eyes, everybody was looking up and pointing
at Coco on the glacis railings with his feathers alight. He made
an effort to fly down but his clipped wings failed him and he
fell screeching. He was all on fire.

I began to cry. ‘Don’t look, said Aunt Cora. ‘Don’t look.
She stooped and put her arms round me and I hid my face,
but I could feel that they were not so near. I heard someone
say something about bad luck and remembered that it was
very unlucky to kill a parrot, or even to see a parrot die. They
began to go then, quickly, silently, and those that were left
drew aside and watched us as we trailed across the grass. They
were not laughing any more.

‘Get to the carriage, get to the carriage, said Mr Mason.
‘Hurry!” He went first, holding my mother’s arm, then Chris-
tophine carrying Pierre, and Aunt Cora was last, still with my
hand in hers. None of us looked back.

Mannie had stopped the horses at the bend of the cobble-
stone road and as we got closer we heard him shout, “What all
you are, eh? Brute beasts?” He was speaking to a group of men
and a few women who were standing round the carriage. A
coloured man with a machete in his hand was holding the
bridle. I did not see Sass or the other two horses. ‘Get in,’ said
Mr Mason. ‘“Take no notice of him, get in’ The man with the
machete said no. We would go to police and tell a lot of damn
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lies. A woman said to let us go. All this an accident and they
had plenty witness. ‘Myra she witness for us’

‘Shut your mouth, the man said. “You mash centipede,
mash it, leave one little piece and it grow again . . . What you
think police believe, eh? You, or the white nigger?’

Mr Mason stared at him. He seemed not frightened, but
too astounded to speak. Mannie took up the carriage whip
but one of the blacker men wrenched it out of his hand,
snapped it over his knee and threw it away. ‘Run away, black
Englishman, like the boy run. Hide in the bushes. It’s better
for you. It was Aunt Cora who stepped forward and said,
“The little boy is very badly hurt. He will die if we cannot get
help for him!

The man said, ‘So black and white, they burn the same, eh?’

“They do, she said. ‘Here and hereafter, as you will find out.
Very shortly’

He let the bridle go and thrust his face close to hers. He'd
throw her on the fire, he said, if she put bad luck on him. Old
white jumby, he called her. But she did not move an inch, she
looked straight into his eyes and threatened him with eternal
fire in a calm voice. ‘And never a drop of sangoree to cool
your burning tongue, she said. He cursed her again but he
backed away. ‘Now get in, said Mr Mason. ‘You, Chris-
tophine, get in with the child” Christophine got in. ‘Now
you, he said to my mother. But she had turned and was look-
ing back at the house and when he put his hand on her arm,
she screamed.

One woman said she only come to see what happen.
Another woman began to cry. The man with the cutlass said,
“You cry for her — when she ever cry for you? Tell me that’

But now I turned too. The house was burning, the yellow-
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red sky was like sunset and I knew that I would never see
Coulibri again. Nothing would be left, the golden ferns and
the silver ferns, the orchids, the ginger lilies and the roses, the
rocking-chairs and the blue sofa, the jasmine and the honey-
suckle, and the picture of the Miller’s Daughter. When they
had finished, there would be nothing left but blackened walls
and the mounting stone. That was always left. That could not
be stolen or burned.

Then, not so far off, I saw Tia and her mother and I ran
to her, for she was all that was left of my life as it had been.
We had eaten the same food, slept side by side, bathed in the
same river. As I ran, I thought, I will live with Tia and I will
be like her. Not to leave Coulibri. Not to go. Not. When 1
was close I saw the jagged stone in her hand but I did not
see her throw it. I did not feel it either, only something wet,
running down my face. I looked at her and I saw her face
crumple up as she began to cry. We stared at each other,
blood on my face, tears on hers. It was as if I saw myself. Like
in a looking-glass.

y s

‘I SAW MY PLAIT, tied with red ribbon, when I got up, I
said. ‘In the chest of drawers. I thought it was a snake’

“Your hair had to be cut. You’ve been very ill, my darling;
said Aunt Cora. ‘But you are safe with me now. We are all safe
as I told you we would be. You must stay in bed though. Why
are you wandering about the room? Your hair will grow
again, she said. ‘Longer and thicker’

‘But darker, I said.

“Why not darker?’
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She picked me up and I was glad to feel the soft mattress
and glad to be covered with a cool sheet.

‘It’s time for your arrowroot, she said and went out. When
that was finished she took the cup away and stood looking
down at me.

‘I got up because I wanted to know where I was’

‘And you do know, don’t you?’ she said in an anxious voice.

‘Of course. But how did I get to your house?’

“The Luttrells were very good. As soon as Mannie got to
Nelson’s Rest they sent a hammock and four men. You were
shaken about a good deal though. But they did their best.
Young Mr Luttrell rode alongside you all the way. Wasn't that
kind?’

“Yes, I said. She looked thin and old and her hair wasn’t
arranged prettily so I shut my eyes, not wanting to see her.

‘Pierre is dead, isn’t he?’

‘He died on the way down, the poor little boy, she said.

‘He died before that, I thought but was too tired to speak.

“Your mother is in the country. Resting. Getting well again.
You will see her quite soon.

‘I didn’t know; I said. “Why did she go away?” .

“You've been very ill for nearly six weeks. You didn’t know
anything.’

What was the use of telling her that I'd been awake before
and heard my mother screaming ‘Qui est la? Qui est [a?’, then
‘Don’t touch me. I'll kill you if you touch me. Coward. Hyp-
ocrite. I'll kill you. I'd put my hands over my ears, her screams
were so loud and terrible. I slept and when I woke up every-
thing was quiet.

Still Aunt Cora stayed by my bed looking at me.
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‘My head is bandaged up. It’s so hot, I said. “Will I have a
mark on my forehead?’

‘No, no” She smiled for the first time. “That is healing very
nicely. It won'’t spoil you on your wedding day, she said.

She bent down and kissed me. ‘Is there anything you want?
A cool drink to sip?’

‘No, not a drink. Sing to me. I like that’

She began in a shaky voice.

‘Every night at half past eight
Comes tap tap tapping —°

‘Not that one. I don’t like that one. Sing Before I was set free’

She sat near me and sang very softly, ‘Before I was set free’
I heard as far as “The sorrow that my heart feels for — ’ I didn’t
hear the end but I heard that before I slept, “The sorrow that
my heart feels for.

[ was going to see my mother. I had insisted that Christophine
must be with me, no one else, and as I was not yet quite well
they had given way. I remember the dull feeling as we drove
along for I did not expect to see her. She was part of Coulibri,
that had gone, so she had gone, I was certain of it. But when we
reached the tidy pretty little house where she lived now (they
said) I jumped out of the carriage and ran as fast as I could
across the lawn. One door was open on to the veranda. I went
in without knocking and stared at the people in the room. A
coloured man, a coloured woman, and a white woman sitting
with her head bent so low that I couldn’t see her face. But I
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recognized her hair, one plait much shorter than the other. And
her dress. I put my arms round her and kissed her. She held me
so tightly that I couldn’t breathe and I thought, ‘It’s not her’
Then, ‘It must be her” She looked at the door, then at me, then
at the door again. I could not say, ‘He is dead, so I shook my
head. ‘But I am here, I am here, I said, and she said, ‘No; qui-
etly. Then ‘No no no’ very loudly and flung me from her. I fell
against the partition and hurt myself. The man and the woman
were holding her arms and Christophine was there. The
woman said, “‘Why you bring the child to make trouble, trou-
ble, trouble? Trouble enough without that’
All the way back to Aunt Cora’s house we didn’t speak.

The first day I had to go to the convent, I clung to Aunt Cora
as you would cling to life if you loved it. At last she got impa-
tient, so I forced myself away from her and through the pas-
sage, down the steps into the street and, as I knew they would
be, they were waiting for me under the sandbox tree. There
were two of them, a boy and a girl. The boy was about four-
teen and tall and big for his age, he had a white skin, a dull
ugly white covered with freckles, his mouth was a negro’s
mouth and he had small eyes, like bits of green glass. He had
the eyes of a dead fish. Worst, most horrible of all, his hair was
crinkled, a negro’s hair, but bright red, and his eyebrows and
eyelashes were red. The girl was very black and wore no head
handkerchief. Her hair had been plaited and I could smell
the sickening oil she had daubed on it, from where I stood on
the steps of Aunt Cora’s dark, clean, friendly house, staring at
them. They looked so harmless and quiet, no one would have
noticed the glint in the boy’ eyes.
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Then the girl grinned and began to crack the knuckles of
her fingers. At each crack I jumped and my hands began to
sweat. [ was holding some school books in my right hand and
[ shifted them to under my arm, but it was too late, there was
a mark on the palm of my hand and a stain on the cover of
the book. The girl began to laugh, very quietly, and it was
then that hate came to me and courage with the hate so that
[ was able to walk past without looking at them.

I knew they were following, I knew too that as long as I
was in sight of Aunt Cora’s house they would do nothing but
stroll along some distance after me. But I knew when they
would draw close. It would be when I was going up the hill.
There were walls and gardens on each side of the hill and no
one would be there at this hour of the morning.

Half-way up they closed in on me and started talking. The
girl said, ‘Look the crazy girl, you crazy like your mother.
Your aunt frightened to have you in the house. She send you
for the nuns to lock up. Your mother walk about with no
shoes and stockings on her feet, she sans culottes. She try to kill
her husband and she try to kill you too that day you go to see
her. She have eyes like zombie and you have eyes like zombie
too. Why you won'’t look at me. The boy only said, ‘One day
I catch you alone, you wait, one day I catch you alone. When
I got to the top of the hill they were jostling me, I could smell
the girl’s hair.

A long empty street stretched away to the convent, the
convent wall and a wooden gate. I would have to ring before
I could get in. The girl said, “You don’t want to look at me,
eh, I make you look at me. She pushed me and the books I
was carrying fell to the ground.

I stooped to pick them up and saw that a tall boy who was
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walking along the other side of the street had stopped and
looked towards us. Then he crossed over, running. He had long
legs, his feet hardly touched the ground. As soon as they saw
him, they turned and walked away. He looked after them, puz-
zled. I would have died sooner than run when they were
there, but as soon as they had gone, I ran. I left one of my
books on the ground and the tall boy came after me.

“You dropped this; he said, and smiled. I knew who he was,
his name was Sandi, Alexander Cosway’s son. Once I would
have said ‘my cousin Sandi’ but Mr Mason’s lectures had made
me shy about my coloured relatives. I muttered, “Thank you.

T'll talk to that boy, he said. ‘He won’t bother you again.

In the distance I could see my enemy’s red hair as he pelted
along, but he hadn’t a chance. Sandi caught him up before he
reached the corner. The girl had disappeared. I didn’t wait to
see what happened but I pulled and pulled at the bell.

At last the door opened. The nun was a coloured woman
and she seemed displeased. ‘You must not ring the bell like
that,’ she said. ‘I come as quick as I can. Then I heard the door
shut behind me.

I collapsed and began to cry. She asked me if I was sick, but
[ could not answer. She took my hand, still clicking her
tongue and muttering in an ill-tempered way, and led me
across the yard, past the shadow of the big tree, not into the
front door but into a big, cool, stone-flagged room. There
were pots and pans hanging on the wall and a stone fireplace.
There was another nun at the back of the room and when the
bell rang again, the first one went to answer it. The second
nun, also a coloured woman, brought a basin and water but as
fast as she sponged my face, so fast did I cry. When she saw my
hand she asked if T had fallen and hurt myself. I shook my
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head and she sponged the stain away gently. “What is the mat-
ter, what are you crying about? What has happened to you?’
And still I could not answer. She brought me a glass of milk,
I tried to drink it, but I choked. ‘Oh la la, she said, shrugging
her shoulders and went out.

When she came in again, a third nun was with her who said
in a calm voice, “You have cried quite enough now, you must
stop. Have you got a handkerchief?’

I remembered that I had dropped it. The new nun wiped
my eyes with a large handkerchief, gave it to me and asked my
name.

‘Antoinette,’ I said.

‘Of course, she said. ‘I know. You are Antoinette Cosway,
that is to say Antoinette Mason. Has someone frightened you?’

“Yes.

‘Now look at me, she said. “You will not be frightened
of me’ '

I looked at her. She had large brown eyes, very soft, and was
dressed in white, not with a starched apron like the others
had. The band round her face was of linen and above the
white linen a black veil of some thin material, which fell in
folds down her back. Her cheeks were red, she had a laughing
face and two deep dimples. Her hands were small but they
looked clumsy and swollen, not like the rest of her. It was only
afterwards that I found out that they were crippled with
rheumatism. She took me into a parlour furnished stiffly with
straight-backed chairs and a polished table in the middle.
After she had talked to me I told her a little of why I was cry-
ing and that I did not like walking to school alone.

“That must be seen to, she said. ‘I will write to your aunt.
Now Mother St Justine will be waiting for you. I have sent for
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a girl who has been with us for nearly a year. Her name is
Louise — Louise de Plana. If you feel strange, she will explain
everything.’

Louise and I walked along a paved path to the classroom.
There was grass on each side of the path and trees and shad-
ows of trees and sometimes a bright bush of flowers. She was
very pretty and when she smiled at me I could scarcely believe
[ had ever been miserable. She said, “We always call Mother St
Justine, Mother Juice of a Lime. She is not very intelligent,
poor woman. You will see.

Quickly, while I can, I must remember the hot classroom. The
hot classroom, the pitchpine desks, the heat of the bench
striking up through my body, along my arms and hands. But
outside I could see cool, blue shadow on a white wall. My
needle is sticky, and creaks as it goes in and out of the canvas.
‘My needle is swearing,’ I whisper to Louise, who sits next to
me. We are cross-stitching silk roses on a pale background.
We can colour the roses as we choose and mine are green
blue and purple. Underneath, I will write my name in fire red’
Antoinette Mason, née Cosway, Mount Calvary Convent’
Spanish Town, Jamaica, 1839. ,
As we work, Mother St Justine reads us stories from the
lives of the Saints, St Rose, St Barbara, St Agnes. But we
have our own Saint, the skeleton of a girl of fourteen under
the altar of the convent chapel. The Relics. But how did the
nuns get them out here, I ask myself? In a cabin trunk? Spe-
cially packed for the hold? How? But here she is, and St
Innocenzia is her name. We do not know her story, she is
not in the book. The saints we hear about were all very
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beautiful and wealthy. All were loved by rich and handsome
young men.

‘... more lovely and more richly dressed than he had ever
seen her in life; drones Mother St Justine. ‘She smiled and
said, “Here Theophilus is a rose from the garden of my Spouse,
in whom you did not believe.” The rose he found by his side
when he awoke has never faded. It still exists.” (Oh, but where?
Where?) ‘And Theophilus was converted to Christianity, says
Mother St Justine, reading very rapidly now, ‘and became one
of the Holy Martyrs.” She shuts the book with a clap and talks
about pushing down the cuticles of our nails when we wash
our hands. Cleanliness, good manners and kindness to God’s
poor. A flow of words. (‘It is her time of life; said Hélene de
Plana, ‘she cannot help it, poor old Justine.) “When you insult
or injure the unfortunate or the unhappy, you insult Christ
Himself and He will not forget, for they are His chosen ones.
This remark is made in a casual and perfunctory voice and she
slides on to order and chastity, that flawless crystal that, once
broken, can never be mended. Also deportment. Like every-
one else, she has fallen under the spell of the de Plana sisters
and holds them up as an example to the class. I admire them.
They sit so poised and imperturbable while she points out
the excellence of Miss Héléne’s coiffure, achieved without a
looking-glass.

‘Please, Hélene, tell me how you do your hair, because
when I grow up I want mine to look like yours.

‘It’s very easy. You comb it upwards, like this and then push
it a little forward, like that, and then you pin it here and here.
Never too many pins.

“Yes, but Héléne, mine does not look like yours, whatever
I do’
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Her eyelashes flickered, she turned away, too polite to say
the obvious thing. We have no looking-glass in the dormitory,
once I saw the new young nun from Ireland looking at her-
self in a cask of water, smiling to see if her dimples were still
there. When she noticed me, she blushed and I thought, now
she will always dislike me.

Sometimes it was Miss Héléne’s hair and sometimes Miss
Germaine’s impeccable deportment, and sometimes it was the
care Miss Louise took of her beautiful teeth. And if we were
never envious, they never seemed vain. Héléne and Germaine,
a little disdainful, aloof perhaps, but Louise, not even that. She
took no part in it — as if she knew that she was born for other
things. Héléne’s brown eyes could snap, Germaine’s grey eyes
were beautiful, soft and cow-like, she spoke slowly and, unlike
most Creole girls, was very even-tempered. It is easy to imag-
ine what happened to those two, bar accidents. Ah but Louise!
Her small waist, her thin brown hands, her black curls which
smelled of vetiver, her high sweet voice, singing so carelessly
in Chapel about death. Like a bird would sing. Anything
might have happened to you, Louise, anything at all, and I
wouldn’t be surprised.

Then there was another saint, said Mother St Justine, she
lived later on but still in Italy, or was it in Spain. Italy is white
pillars and green water. Spain is hot sun on stones, France is a
lady with black hair wearing a white dress because Louise was
born in France fifteen years ago, and my mother, whom I
must forget and pray for as though she were dead, though she
is living, liked to dress in white.

No one spoke of her now that Christophine had left us to
live with her son. I seldom saw my stepfather. He seemed to
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dislike Jamaica, Spanish Town in particular, and was often
away for months.

One hot afternoon in July my aunt told me that she was
going to England for a year. Her health was not good and she
needed a change. As she talked she was working at a patchwork
counterpane. The diamond-shaped pieces of silk melted one
into the other, red, blue, purple, green, yellow, all one shimmer-
ing colour. Hours and hours she had spent on it and it was
nearly finished. Would I be lonely? she asked and I said ‘No’,
looking at the colours. Hours and hours and hours I thought.

This convent was my refuge, a place of sunshine and of death
where very early in the morning the clap of a wooden signal
woke the nine of us who slept in the long dormitory. We
woke to see Sister Marie Augustine sitting, serene and neat,
bolt upright in a wooden chair. The long brown room was full
of gold sunlight and shadows of trees moving quietly. I learnt
to say very quickly as the others did, ‘offer up all the prayers,
works and sufferings of this day’ But what about happiness,
I thought at first, is there no happiness? There must be. Oh
happiness of course, happiness, well.

But I soon forgot about happiness, running down the stairs
to the big stone bath where we splashed about wearing long
grey cotton chemises which reached to our ankles. The smell
of soap as you cautiously soaped yourself under the chemise,
a trick to be learned, dressing with modesty, another trick.
Great splashes of sunlight as we ran up the wooden steps of
the refectory. Hot coffee and rolls and melting butter. But after
the meal, now and at the hour of our death, and at midday and
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at six in the evening, now and at the hour of our death. Let
perpetual light shine on them. This is for my mother, I would
think, wherever her soul is wandering, for it has left her body.
Then I remembered how she hated a strong light and loved
the cool and the shade. It is a different light they told me. Still,
I would not say it. Soon we were back in the shifting shadows
outside, more beautiful than any perpetual light could be, and
soon I learnt to gabble without thinking as the others did.
About changing now and the hour of our death for that is all
we have.

Everything was brightness, or dark. The walls, the blazing
colours of the flowers in the garden, the nuns’ habits were
bright, but their veils, the Crucifix hanging from their waists,
the shadow of the trees, were black. That was how it was, light
and dark, sun and shadow, Heaven and Hell, for one of the
nuns knew all about Hell and who does not? But another one
knew about Heaven and the attributes of the blessed, of which
the least is transcendent beauty. The very least. I could hardly
wait for all this ecstasy and once I prayed for a long time to
be dead. Then remembered that this was a sin. It’s presump-
tion or despair, I forget which, but a mortal sin. So I prayed
for a long time about that too, but the thought came, so many
things are sins, why? Another sin, to think that. However, hap-
pily, Sister Marie Augustine says thoughts are not sins, if they
are driven away at once. You say Lord save me, I perish. I find
it very comforting to know exactly what must be done. All
the same, I did not pray so often after that and soon, hardly at
all. I felt bolder, happier, more free. But not so safe.

During this time, nearly eighteen months, my stepfather
often came to see me. He interviewed Mother Superior first,
then I would go into the parlour dressed ready for a dinner or
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a visit to friends. He gave me presents when we parted, sweets,
a locket, a bracelet, once a very pretty dress which, of course,
I could not wear.

The last time he came was different. I knew that as soon as
I got into the room. He kissed me, held me at arm’s length
looking at me carefully and critically, then smiled and said that
I was taller than he thought. I reminded him that I was over
seventeen, a grown woman. ‘I've not forgotten your present,
he said.

Because I felt shy and ill at ease I answered coldly, ‘I can’t
wear all these things you buy for me’

“You can wear what you like when you live with me, he
said.

“Where? In Trinidad?’

‘Of course not. Here, for the time being. With me and your
Aunt Cora who is coming home at last. She says another Eng-
lish winter will kill her. And Richard. You can’t be hidden
away all your life’

‘“Why not?’ I thought.

I suppose he noticed my dismay because he began to joke,
pay me compliments, and ask me such absurd questions that
soon I was laughing too. How would I like to live in England?
Then, before I could answer, had I learnt dancing, or were the
nuns too strict?

‘They are not strict at all, I said. “The Bishop who visits
them every year says they are lax. Very lax. It’s the climate he
says.

‘I hope they told him to mind his own business.

‘She did. Mother Superior did. Some of the others were
frightened. They are not strict but no one has taught me to
dance’
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‘That won’t be the difficulty. I want you to be happy,
Antoinette, secure, I've tried to arrange, but we’ll have time to
talk about that later’

As we were going out of the convent gate he said in a care-
less voice, ‘I have asked some English friends to spend next
winter here. You won'’t be dull’

‘Do you think they’ll come?’ I said doubtfully.

‘One of them will. I'm certain of that’

It may have been the way he smiled, but again a feeling of
dismay, sadness, loss, almost choked me. This time I did not let
him see it.

It was like that morning when I found the dead horse. Say
nothing and it may not be true.

But they all knew at the convent. The girls were very curi-
ous but I would not answer their questions and for the first
time I resented the nuns’ cheerful faces.

They are safe. How can they know what it can be like
outside?

This was the second time I had my dream.

Again I have left the house at Coulibri. It is still night and
I am walking towards the forest. I am wearing a long dress
and thin slippers, so I walk with difficulty, following the man
who is with me and holding up the skirt of my dress. It is
white and beautiful and I don’t wish to get it soiled. I follow
him, sick with fear but I make no effort to save myself; if
anyone were to try to save me, I would refuse. This must
happen. Now we have reached the forest. We are under the
tall dark trees and there is no wind. ‘Here?” He turns and
looks at me, his face black with hatred, and when I see this
[ begin to cry. He smiles slyly. ‘Not here, not yet, he says, and
I follow him, weeping. Now I do not try to hold up my
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dress, it trails in the dirt, my beautiful dress. We are no longer
in the forest but in an enclosed garden surrounded by a
stone wall and the trees are different trees. I do not know
them. There are steps leading upwards. It is too dark to see
the wall or the steps, but I know they are there and I think,
‘It will be when I go up these steps. At the top. I stumble
over my dress and cannot get up. I touch a tree and my arms
hold on to it. ‘Here, here’ But I think I will not go any fur-
ther. The tree sways and jerks as if it is trying to throw me
off. Still T cling and the seconds pass and each one is a thou-
sand years. ‘Here, in here,’ a strange voice said, and the tree
stopped swaying and jerking.

Now Sister Marie Augustine is leading me out of the dormi-
tory, asking if I am ill, telling me that I must not disturb the
others and though I am still shivering I wonder if she will take
me behind the mysterious curtains to the place where she
sleeps. But no. She seats me in a chair, vanishes, and after a
while comes back with a cup of hot chocolate.

I said, ‘I dreamed I was in Hell.

‘That dream is evil. Put it from your mind — never think of
it again,’ and she rubbed my cold hands to warm them.

She looks as usual, composed and neat, and I want to ask
her if she gets up before dawn or hasn’t been to bed at all.

‘Drink your chocolate’

While I am drinking it I remember that after my mother’s
funeral, very early in the morning, almost as early as this, we
went home to drink chocolate and eat cakes. She died last
year, no one told me how, and I didn’t ask. Mr Mason was
there and Christophine, no one else. Christophine cried bitterly
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but I could not. I prayed, but the words fell to the ground
meaning nothing.

Now the thought of her is mixed up with my dream.

I saw her in her mended habit riding a borrowed horse,
trying to wave at the head of the cobblestoned road at
Coulibri, and tears came to my eyes again. ‘Such terrible
things happen, I said. “Why? Why?’

“You must not concern yourself with that mystery, said Sis-
ter Maria Augustine. “We do not know why the devil must
have his little day. Not yet”

She never smiled as much as the others, now she was not
smiling at all. She looked sad.

She said, as if she was talking to herself, ‘Now go quietly
back to bed. Think of calm, peaceful things and try to sleep.
Soon 1T will give the signal. Soon it will be tomorrow
morning’
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SO IT WAS ALL OVER, the advance and retreat, the doubts
and hesitations. Everything finished, for better or for worse.
There we were, sheltering from the heavy rain under a large
mango tree, myself, my wife Antoinette and a little half-caste
servant who was called Amélie. Under a neighbouring tree I
could see our luggage covered with sacking, the two porters
and a boy holding fresh horses, hired to carry us up 2,000 feet
to the waiting honeymoon house.

The girl Amélie said this morning, ‘I hope you will be very
happy, sir, in your sweet honeymoon house” She was laughing
at me I could see. A lovely little creature but sly, spiteful,
malignant perhaps, like much else in this place.

‘It’s only a shower, Antoinette said anxiously. ‘It will soon
stop.

I looked at the sad leaning cocoanut palms, the fishing boats
drawn up on the shingly beach, the uneven row of white-
washed huts, and asked the name of the village.

‘Massacre.

‘And who was massacred here? Slaves?’
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