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‘Like’ is of all the words the most ridiculous with which to express the love that I have for this place, love that has something almost physical about it so that in moments of pain I have quite literally lain full length and drawn solace from the ground.



Elizabeth Garner, Duet in Discord





There is nothing unusual in all this, except to those who live like exiles in grey shadows.



Phyllis Allfrey, The Orchid House





Foreword















In the summer of 1912 the French parfumier Jacques Guerlain concocted a scent from musk and rose de Bulgarie with a single note of jasmine. He intended his new scent, which he called L’Heure Bleue, to evoke dusk in the city. The blue hour is the time when heliotropes and irises in Parisian window boxes are bathed in a blue light and the well-groomed Parisienne prepares for the evening.

For the novelist Jean Rhys, the blue hour was also the hour when the lap-dog she saw herself as being during the day turned into a wolf. Dogs hunt best during twilight. Underneath our surface sophistication lurks a predator. Jean Rhys was always concerned with what lay beneath the top notes. In Quartet, her first novel, set in Paris, a young female character, smarter and bolder than her heroine, is wearing L’Heure Bleue by Guerlain. Rhys’s heroine absorbs the woman’s scent as though in breathing it in she can capture her rival’s self-possession.

The scent itself is dusky, as though bought from an old-world apothecary on a forgotten street in Paris. Its hints of pastry and almonds make L’Heure Bleue a melancholic fragrance, as though in mourning for a time passed by. The curves of the Art Nouveau bottle, the stopper, in the form of a hollowed-out heart, allude to the romance of the years leading to the First World War. The story Jean Rhys told in Quartet describes the last days and weeks of a relationship, the loss of love and safety, and, implicitly, the death of old Europe. L’Heure Bleue was her favourite perfume, and The Blue Hour is an attempt to re-capture her life.





Chapter 1:

LE REVENANT











On 25 February 1936, Jean Rhys boarded a French ship called the Cuba at Southampton dock. The ship was bound for Dominica, her childhood home, which she had left twenty-nine years previously. Since then, she had lived in London, Paris and Vienna; she had married twice and given birth to two children (the first died in infancy, the second was living with her ex-husband). She had published a volume of short stories entitled The Left Bank, a translation of a French thriller, Perversity, and three novels, Quartet, After Leaving Mr Mackenzie and Voyage in the Dark. She had received critical acclaim, albeit somewhat guarded, and very little financial reward.

Going home was a matter of urgency: she had to go home to keep writing. She had moved through scenes of Parisian and London life like a sponge, soaking up the atmosphere and detail, yet so absorbed in her own travails that she was unable to connect with external reality. She had met famous people and been the lover of two English gentlemen, one a famous novelist. She had been disappointed and cast aside. She had been cut adrift from her roots, and had found no haven. Dominica was calling her home.

Jean was accompanied by her second husband, Leslie Tilden Smith, an occasional literary agent and publisher’s reader. The couple’s families came to see them off at Southampton: Leslie’s daughter Anne, Jean’s sisters, and her long-lost brother Owen, who had recently returned from a failed fruit farm in Australia. He was as feckless as herself. Everyone brought flowers for the happy couple and everyone was happy for Jean. So was she; at forty-six years old, she was going home.

But the journey was hindered by the sea: the Sargasso Sea, where the Cuba seemed to flounder for long, dreary days in a mess of weed and wreckage. The sea itself was blocking her way.

The Cuba had a French crew and French and English passengers. Jean and Leslie had a table on the French side of the dining room. Jean liked French people. Unfortunately, the reality of being surrounded by people overcame her initial delight at their nationality. And they were not all French. Sitting next to her at the dining table was a voluble Italian woman with two noisy children and a thunderous husband. The woman’s chatter enraged Jean. Words were exchanged, the Italian glowered, an atmosphere poisoned the nightly meal.

Close proximity to other people wiped her out, erased her. It is so hard to get what you want in this life. Everything and everyone conspires to stop you. This was how it seemed to Jean. She could not voice her feelings, and her life, as she told it to others, seemed unreal. She often found that when she told people her story, they looked at her with disbelief in their eyes. So she stopped telling them. Instead, she told it to herself in her novels. That way, she at least could believe it. As a writer, this strategy worked well for her; as a woman, it did not.

Jean put on different guises for different phases, becoming a different person depending on whom she was with; there was no continuity to her idea of herself. When surrounded by others, it was a battle to preserve even the most subtle sense of who she might be.

Jean created her own world as protection from this one, with its infuriating chatterboxes, selfish drama queens, and arrogant upstarts. When she argued with her neighbours, as she would for the rest of her life, it was not merely a matter of winning or losing an argument, it was a struggle to prove that she existed.

The Cuba stopped at St Lucia for a week. The last time Jean had stayed on this comparatively sophisticated French island was for her Uncle Acton’s wedding. Acton was dead now. His widow, Evelina, and her two daughters Lily and Monica Lockhart, were running the Hotel St Antoine outside Castries. There had been a son, Don, who had shot himself. Volatility was not unheard of in Jean’s family. On both her mother’s and father’s sides there were instances of consuming despair and depression. Jean recognised something of her younger self in her cousin Lily, who was a bit of a loner. She went for walks by herself in the moonlight, and edited a self-published magazine for which she wrote all the stories. Leslie, an experienced man of letters, ‘could see no merit’ in Lily’s magazine, Jean wrote in a letter to a friend. But Jean liked it. She struck up a friendship with the girl, a rare instance of mutual sympathy in Jean’s family.

The couple’s stay in St Lucia was pleasant. They were waited on by a woman dressed in the old style, the foulard and madras of the gwan’ wobe (grande robe) of the French Antilles. The woman brought in Jean’s afternoon tea on a tray. It was, she said, ‘the past majestically walking in’.

But there were too many familiar faces here, too many conversations to be had and too many demands on her waning energy. Jean wanted to write. Towards the end of March they arrived in Roseau, Dominica, her birthplace. She wrote to Mother Mount Calvary, her favourite nun at the convent where she had been educated. She had come home, she wrote; she wanted to see the Good Mother. But she was afraid Mother might have forgotten her.

‘How could I forget you, Gwen?’ was Mother Mount Calvary’s reply, using Jean’s real name. She invited Jean to visit for tea.

Going back is difficult because everything always changes. Mother Mount Calvary looked old and sombre though she smiled and kissed Jean affectionately. She had sad news for Jean. Mother Sacred Heart, another beloved nun, was dead. The convent was faced with closure. One consolation was a photograph in Mother’s office of Jean’s father. He had been a doctor to the convent, and a favourite son of the parish. Jean visited his grave in the nearby graveyard. She was grateful to be away from the anxious, ageing nun, who had gamely tried to conceal her worry about her future. But her anxiety betrayed itself, and Jean found it painful to countenance.

Jean sat by her father’s grave with its Celtic cross, almost obscured by weeds and neglect, and wept for the past. Her father, apart from the nuns, had been forgotten. His good works, his kindness to the poor, were as though they had not happened. No one tended his grave. His life had been temps perdu, a waste of time. Nature had confirmed that, wiping out the traces of his endeavour with senseless fertility.

Jean still loved her island. For her, it was the loveliest place that could be imagined. It was so conducive to sleep. The hot weather, the steady rainfall, the lushness, made sleep irresistible. She felt the usual delicious sinking sensation she always felt when tired, as though she were dying of opened veins in a hot bath. Her thoughts were of death, and Dominica was a beautiful place to die in.

A friend of Jean’s dead mother offered her the use of a remote estate called Hampstead in Portsmouth, on the Atlantic side of the island. The familiar English names of the locations belied the dramatic rainforest colours that ran through the gardens encasing the house. Much to her relief, this was not the suburban England that felt so suffocating to her. The colours enlivened her. She felt confident enough to make a joke about several years of hard drinking not making her calm enough to face cockroaches. She had sea on one side and mountains on the other. She had a beach with white sand, a good pool in the river, and a nice girl to look after her and Leslie. Most important of all, there was no one to interrupt her writing or her recovery of her self.

‘The wonderful thing is to wake up and know that nobody can get at you – nobody,’ she wrote to a friend.

This contentment did not last. Leslie tried to blame it on the heat but Jean sank further into a misery born of anger and paranoia. There were too many people around. She sensed hostility. The servants preferred Leslie to her. Her father had been kind to the blacks, she wanted to tell this new generation of black Dominican. Not all the whites were oppressive, she wanted to explain. But no one was in the mood to appreciate her sensitivity to the past and her need to repair the losses she and her family had incurred. When she asked for dishes that Francine, her family’s cook, had prepared, the servants looked at her in disbelief as though such dishes had never existed. When she asked drivers to take her to the places of her childhood, they shook their heads in stupefaction. These places were no longer there, not even the Imperial Road which had been opened by the great Mr Hesketh Bell whom she had danced with at the celebratory ball and to whom she had once been so unpardonably rude. The road was just a track now, covered with forest. Genever, the family estate, was a burnt-out wreck covered in ferns. She walked round it, trying to remember the honeysuckle and the jasmine. There was nothing left.





Chapter 2:

DOMINICA











On 10 January 1882 William Rees Williams, aged twenty-nine, and Minna Lockhart, aged twenty-nine, married in Roseau, Dominica, a colony of the British Empire. He was Medical Officer and Health Officer to the Port of Roseau. She was a third-generation white Dominican Creole and a Welshman. Over the next thirteen years they would have six children: William Edward, Owen Lockhart, Minna Sophia, Brenda Gwenith Maxwell, Ella Gwendoline and Brenda Clarice.



Jean Rhys was born Ella Gwendoline Rees Williams on 24 August 1890 on the Windward Isle of Dominica. Nine months before she was born her mother had lost a cherished baby – Brenda Gwenith – to dysentery, and many years before that, a beloved sister called Ella, so Ella Gwendoline was named after two dead girls. For a long time – almost the entire duration of her childhood – Jean Rhys felt as though she were the ghost of her mother’s baby. She would carry this feeling of insubstantiality with her into adulthood. As she grew, her mother’s inattentiveness and mournful demeanour had far-reaching effects. As far as the young Jean could see, nothing could compensate her mother for her loss.

There were other, more tangible reasons for her sense of separateness from others. Ella Gwendoline, or Gwennie as her family called her, was fair and delicate. Her siblings were strong and dark. There was William Edward, who was seven when she was born, Owen Lockhart, who was five, and Minna Sophia, who was four. Jean was her mother’s fifth baby and would always feel lost in the crowd. She did not fit in: she was pale where the others were swarthy, she was timid where the others were confident. Nor was she like the black girls who lived on Genever, her family’s estate. They ran, swam and sweated as a matter of course. She was a well-brought up little white girl, the descendant on her mother’s side of a wealthy slave-owner for whom blacks were possessions. She would never be accepted as one of them. To make matters worse, her mother was fond of remarking that black babies were prettier than white babies.

Gwennie desperately wanted to please her mother. So each night she prayed to God that the colour of her skin might change. But each morning when she looked in the mirror, she was disappointed. When she was told that Gwendoline, as well as being so close to her dead sister’s name, meant ‘white’ in her father’s native tongue, she felt doomed to an invisible existence. She was strangely languid – her inactivity was often commented upon. Perhaps she was gathering her energy for the long journey ahead that would take her from the Caribbean, across the Sargasso Sea, into the cold, grey stretches of the North Atlantic and deep into Europe’s capital cities. Here she became a wanderer, never belonging, haunted by a sense of loss. Dominica, she would say many years later, was ‘the only home I ever had’.

Dominica: at the centre of the Lesser Antilles, 15 degrees north of the Equator, its colours more vibrant than anywhere else on earth, its rains more sudden and heavier, its nights that fall faster and blacker. Like its neighbours – Grenada, St Vincent, St Lucia and Martinique – Dominica is a volcanic island with high peaks and deep ridges. But Dominica is the epicentre of the force that lifted the Antilles out of the ocean. Hot springs spout plumes of water from the soft, red earth. As if marking its special provenance, a rainbow almost perpetually hangs its arch over the island.

There is a wild and melancholic beauty to Dominica. Viewed from the deck of a sailing ship its brooding mountains, lush vegetation and tumbling streams intoxicate the keen-eyed traveller. In 1856, Anthony Trollope wrote: ‘To my mind, Dominica as seen from the sea, is by far the most picturesque of all these islands. Indeed it would be difficult to beat it either in colour or grouping. It fills one with an ardent desire to be off and rambling among those green mountains.’ Inland, Dominica is even more alluring: like a siren, she draws you in partly because of what she withholds. Even though the island is small, there are impenetrable spots deep in the forest that resist exploration or cultivation. It is easy to lose one’s way there.

The caprice of fecundity has thwarted many a planter’s ambitions. Coconut, cocoa, lime and rubber crops have all been tried and, largely, failed. Things can go badly wrong: families’ fortunes run dry, their plans go awry, rare plagues devastate their crops, and rains flood the harvest. Jean remembered her mother’s complaints in the drenching heat: that washed clothes never dried to a crisp; that it was hard to keep a house clean. Despite the beauty that mesmerised her dreamy little girl, for her mother, the privileged daughter of a patrician white, life was hard here.

James Potter Lockhart, Jean’s maternal great-grandfather, came to Dominica to manage a sugar plantation in the 1790s. He was a Scot, the grandson of William Lockhart, laird of Birkhill, Lanarkshire, and a prosperous sugar merchant. In 1824 he bought the Genever Plantation at Grand Bay, down in the south of the island. His ledgers declared that he owned 1,200 acres and 258 slaves. By the time Jean was born, ‘Old’ Lockhart’s riches had dwindled and the estate, though still in the family, had fallen into decline. There was a picture of him in the house in Roseau, Dominica’s capital, where Jean grew up. As a small girl she loved to hear stories about this serious, heavy man in a powdered wig. Next to his portrait on the dining-room wall was one of his young wife. Her breezy dark eyes and black curls captivated the little girl. Her maiden name had been Jean Maxwell, and she came from Cuba. Family legend had it that she was originally a Spanish countess. This may have been a blind to cover up a Cuban heritage which would suggest that black blood was passed to Lockhart’s children. A person of European descent born in the Caribbean is known as a white Creole. But when Jean repeated the family legend that her great-grandmother had been a Spanish countess to her father, he simply said: ‘Spanish? I wonder,’ before adding: ‘Who’s white? Damned few.’ Whatever the case, on reaching adulthood, Jean would give the name of her spirited great-grandmother a new lease of life.

In her memoir, Smile Please, written at the end of her life, Jean recalls visits to her great-aunt, Jean Maxwell’s daughter, still living at the old estate, Genever. Great-aunt Jane, with her green parrot sitting on her shoulder, would tell the little girl stories about Old Lockhart and his wife. He was said to be very jealous, not of other men, but of his wife’s love of priests and Catholicism. On their marriage he had made her convert to Protestantism. One day, she told him with a loving smile, ‘There was a lovely priest in my room yesterday.’ A terrible row ensued. It eventually transpired that what she had meant to say was, ‘There was a lovely breeze in my room.’ Jean loved to hear this story of verbal slippage, with its implications of flouting authority.

The stories Jean heard about the master of Genever were bewildering. She would visit the estate every summer with her family. There, she would listen to the servants ruminating on the old days. They told her that Lockhart had had many mistresses amongst his slaves, and consequently, many children running around the estate. Wills, deeds and land rights were fiercely guarded by his legitimate offspring and contested just as fiercely by the illegitimate. In Dominica’s version of Victorian society, boundaries had to be maintained between what was right and respectable, and what was not. Lockhart was not respectable, and so he became notorious. The ­plantocracy disapproved. But he was lord of his plantation and as such, he could do as he liked. When he tired of his black mistresses he freed them. If he was feeling kind, he would give them a hut with a little garden. If he could never remember the names of all his children, at least he tried, sporadically, to help them.

All the while Jean was growing up, she grew increasingly aware of ancient resentments and old grudges against his profligacy and the seeming injustice of it all. If some of the blacks, to whom she might be related, eyed her and her family suspiciously, so did the white planters, who feared loucheness more than anything.

Lockhart’s legitimate children were Richard, the eldest son and heir, who disappeared, Cora, who married but had no children, Edward, Jean’s grandfather, and Sophia who remained unmarried. No one knew what happened to Richard. Stories circulated that he had been disinherited for beating a slave or that he ran away with the family silver. But these are familiar stories from Victorian families with black sheep. There again, years later, Jean would talk about an aunt who was ‘peculiar’ and ‘shut away’. Jean used the name Cora in her last novel.

In 1837 James Potter Lockhart died, leaving his lovely Cuban wife with four children still living at home. Genever, like most estates in Dominica, was difficult to manage and remote – a two-hour ride on horseback to Roseau. Jean’s great-grandmother managed the estate with an overseer until 1844, when rumours started circulating that the Emancipation Act was about to be revoked. The freed slaves rioted and burnt down the estate house. Jean Maxwell’s eldest son, Edward Lockhart, was by now a magistrate, and with his wife, Julia Matilda Woodcock, he took over the estate and rebuilt the house. They presided over the gradual decline of Genever. Their first child, Ella, died aged thirteen. Minna and her twin, Brenda, were born in 1853. When Edward died in the early 1880s, Acton, the girls’ younger brother, took over the estate. The price of sugar was falling, and it was hard to get labourers to work as though they were slaves. Acton did not really have a chance.

As young, well-bred ladies in Dominican high society, the twins Minna and Brenda had a sheltered and constricted life. They lived at Genever; took well-worn walks though the gardens and tea on the lawn. They were poorly educated. They received visitors always dressed in white, in case 

they should meet their fate, in other words, the man they were to marry. Minna was the younger and smaller twin, ‘Miss Petit’ the servants called her. At twenty-nine years old, she was well into womanhood by the time her fate appeared.

In 1881 William Potts Williams, the new Medical Officer to the Stowe District, sailed up river in a canoe to Genever. Minna and Brenda met him at the landing post. They took him to the estate house, called Mitcham, and gave him tea. Many years later, in Wide Sargasso Sea, Jean would write about a young Englishman arriving in the Caribbean and falling ill with fever. When William landed at Genever he, too, fell ill with fever. The twins nursed him back to health and as soon as he recovered he married Minna. She was ‘the more angelic of the two – a beautiful sweet nature’, he said. After dinner they would sit on the glacis (verandah) at Mitcham and William would play his flute.

‘Oh, don’t play that again,’ Minna would say. ‘It’s too sad. Play something gay.’



‘Typical Dominica,’ people say when things go wrong on the island and nothing is done about it. It is easy to be indolent there, something Jean learned early on, and something she shared with her father. It was that very indolence that drove her mother mad. Yet the earth itself was so busy, and the island was crawling with strange creatures, so that sometimes all Jean wanted to do was sit and watch – a snake, the diablotin – from which the mountain, Morne Diablotin, takes its name – and the devil bird, black as a raven, swooping and soaring around its peak. Jean would listen, too, to the siffleur montagne or mountain whistler, whose call of two mournful notes echoed across the cloud forest. This was the only place on earth where you could hear that song. Higher up, in the rainforest, there is a giant toad called the crapaud, which tastes like chicken when roasted in a calabash – a pot. There was so much to marvel at, and the little girl, left to her own devices by a busy mother and kind but remote father, was entranced by her island home and its stories.

But, as Jean said, ‘There are places which are supposed to be hostile to human beings,’ and this was one of them. Hurricanes are common and ruinous in Dominica. The sugar trade diminished when she was a child and that generation of planters was ruined. Trouble came from every quarter, and still people tried to build new lives in Dominica.



For Jean Rhys’s father, Dominica was an escape. William was the youngest son of an Anglican clergyman, William Rees Williams of Cardiganshire, south Wales. Whilst at Cambridge, William senior had made friends with the famous mathematician Robert Potts, whose translation of Euclid’s Elements enjoyed an immense circulation throughout the British colonies and America; later, William senior married Robert’s sister, Sophia.

By the time William Rees Williams married Sophia Potts, he was rector of Bodelwyddan in North Wales. They had three children. At the age of fourteen, their youngest, William, ran away to sea. He was caught at Cardiff and sent home to his father’s rectory. At a more suitable age, William junior’s desire for flight was given heed by his father who sent him away to sea. But by then he did not want to go. His father insisted, refusing to invest in his younger son’s education. William eventually qualified as a first mate and sailed the world. But more significant to him was another encounter with authority. He passed this down to his daughter, too. During one sea voyage, a captain ill-treated the young first mate, taunting him with the words, ‘I’ll teach you to think you’re a gentleman.’ This insult was William’s spur to leave the navy. He followed his older brother to London to take up medicine. But he could not settle in the Victorian society he found so stifling. His brother distinguished himself as a doctor. William was a rebel and turned to drink.

The little girl loved to hear stories of her father’s acute awareness of injustice, his scepticism of authority, and his kindness to impoverished patients. The few remarks that she has handed down to us from her father conjure a man who was weary of social niceties, and who expressed this resentment through irony. He was a puzzle to Jean. His remoteness made him all the more heroic; his witty asides on his family’s conformity made her complicit in an ironic commentary on their lives.

The interior of Bod Gwilym, the house in Roseau, was an expatriate exercise in Victorian sobriety. Her father’s Welshness was very much in evidence. There were pictures of rural Wales on the parlour wall as well as a photo of Jean’s Welsh grandfather. Jean never forgot the way her father would shake his fist at the portrait of the old man in a clerical collar. Only the house’s clapboard exterior betrayed its Caribbean location. Situated on the corner of Cork and St Mary’s streets, Bod Gwilym faced on to a street packed with houses containing other white families. 

For centuries, Dominica had been fought over by the French and British. Both had left their mark. As a child, Jean was left to wander the haphazard lanes of the old French Quarter and the British grid of streets which extended from Cork Street to the river bank.

When she looked down Cork Street she could see the jetty and the sea and hear the bellowing hoot of ships approaching. Along St Mary’s Street, she would look down a row of other, gaudily painted wooden houses. They all had first-storey jalousies and roofs of overlapping wooden shingles. It was a lively, colourful scene, and the nearby street market filled the air with the perfume of spices.

Family meals took place under a row of family portraits and a picture of Mary, Queen of Scots going to her execution. Pewter mugs and silver dishes were arranged on solid mahogany. At the back of the house, the family servant would sit on the pantry steps grinding coffee beans for Jean’s father. He insisted on mocha coffee after meals.



Jean’s earliest memory was of her pretty mother bending over her crib. She wrote a poem that expressed her delight in her mother’s presence:



for I was in a crib

when she bent

down & kissed me

smelling sweet

In a low cut black

dress

I remember

I remember

& the other baby not yet born.



It’s a description of a tantalising closeness, an absence wrapped in perfume. Jean’s early memories of her mother suggest a paradise that was subsequently lost. But in truth Minna Rees Williams was a harassed mother of three children when Jean was born, and by the time Jean was five, Minna was pregnant again. The angelic ‘Miss Petit’ of Genever estate was long gone, except in her daughter’s imagination. The reality was a forty-two-year-old woman expecting her sixth baby, who did not have the time or energy for Jean. The little girl’s ruptured relationship with her mother created a void that she filled with nostalgic yearnings and a dread of future betrayal.

Jean’s baby sister, Brenda Clarice, took her place as the youngest in the family. Worse, her twelve-year-old sister, the lively Minna Sophia, was ‘given away’ to Aunt Edith and Uncle John Spencer Churchill, the Colonial Secretary of the Bahamas, a long way away from Dominica. Equally disturbing, her brothers William and Owen were sent to Wellingborough School in England. The arrival of Brenda Clarice ruined everything.

Jean became convinced her mother did not like her any more. The caresses and the warmth that she sought and that should have come from her mother were no longer even a remote possibility. Almost overnight, her slim, pretty mother became a solid, frowning woman, austere and disapproving. Jean worried that she, too, would be despatched to a foreign country. This fear made her cling to her mother all the more, which in turn exasperated the tired, fractious woman, burdened with cares.

Children brought up in colonies dominated by Victorian codes of conduct generally did not enjoy close physical relationships with their mothers. This intimacy, a bond without words, fulfilled the child’s deep need to be understood. But in Jean there remained an unsatisfied longing for this understanding. This was the root of the loneliness that always threatened to overwhelm the little girl and then the woman. It came from an early, irretrievable loss: the loss of her mother.

In Jean’s next memory, the family is celebrating her sixth birthday. Her father was doing well and gaining status in Dominican society. He enjoyed the lushness of the landscape and the rituals of lavish meals served by demure, starchy servants. Every summer the family decamped to his estate in Bona Vista as well as paying visits to Minna’s family in Genever. But on her sixth birthday, 24 August 1896, Jean writes in Smile Please that they were in Roseau. Her brothers William and Owen were home from English boarding school. Jean wore a white dress and a wreath of frangipani, a flower, she noted, whose branches bleed with white blood. She was morbid, even as a child. She sat on an armchair between her mother and father, feeling very important. Her brothers put on a play for her – ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ – but abandoned it halfway through when they got bored. The party was over. Her mother, fearing that Jean would cry, hastily gave her a book sent by her paternal grandmother, ‘Irish granny’, Sophia Potts Williams. This lady, the sister of the great mathematician, who lived in Wales, or England, Jean wasn’t sure, sent books every Christmas and birthday, as well as boxes of chocolate, Carlsbad plums and jars of Stilton cheese for Father. There was a picture of a little girl in a pink dress on the cover of the book. She was sitting next to a big spider but Jean could not read the words underneath it.

She was confused but she had to have her photograph taken. Mother frowned as her daughter’s arm moved when the photographer asked Jean to smile. ‘Smile, please,’ he kept saying. She did not feel like smiling.



A new baby meant that Meta, a da, the Creole word for nurse, took over from Mother. Meta ‘always seemed to be brooding over some terrible, unforgettable wrong’; Jean wrote in her memoir that Meta ‘couldn’t bear the sight of me’. Brenda’s birth spelt the end of her childhood in more ways than one. There would be no more visits with sister Minna to Miss Jane’s sweet shop to buy lumps of sticky guava jelly, ginger, coconut or lassi mango; Minna had gone. Instead, Meta dragged Jean straight past Miss Jane’s and hauled her round the Botanical Gardens for their daily walk, staring darkly and muttering curses all the while. There was no more sweetness to be had. Meta sent her six-year-old charge to sleep at night with tales of zombies and soucriants, the Caribbean version of vampires – livid, living corpses with gnashing teeth, haggard lips and terrifying powers – and Jean was convinced they would assault her while she slept. Worst of all was the loup-garoux, a fiendish female werewolf. Stories of the loups-garoux were brought to Dominica by the French colonists of the eighteenth century. These ghastly apparitions were old women who had made a pact with the devil. In exchange for occult abilities they had to provide him with human blood every night. So at first cock-crow they climbed the steep hill to the mythical silk-cotton tree and unravelled their flesh, which they folded and hid away. The loogaroo écorché, as Meta called them, were only visible as a ball of bluish fire. If you woke in the morning feeling sluggish it was because your essence had been sucked from you in the night.

Meta expressed her feelings of fear and fatalism in terms of voodoo and obeah, the Caribbean black magic. She ensured that little white Jean was haunted by the same sense of horror. On this tiny, inhospitable but luscious island where 300 white people hid their fears behind the artifice of good manners, the 30,000 black people forced into subservient roles spoke of blood-sucking vengeance. The original ­inhabitants of the island, the peacable Arawaks, had put a curse on the island as the Caribs, the first colonisers, hounded them to their deaths. The curse was that there would be beauty, gaiety and longing, with corruption, cruelty and dread. The island was filled with ‘a kind of lovesick sloth’, ‘a heavy, languishing drowsiness’, which Englishmen, it was said, resented.

Fear, awe and reverence for nature dominated Jean’s childhood. Her relish for Dominica and her awe at its ravines torn out by torrents, its azure sea and green forests never left her. Sometimes, when she was a young woman writing in Montparnasse or Bloomsbury, or an old woman writing in her bungalow in Devon, she must have dreamt of being a child again, paddling in the swirl of water in the lizard-green pool in the forest, hearing from somewhere in the trees above her the lugubrious notes of the siffleur montagne, a sound so melancholy it was the perfect emanation of this sad and beautiful place. She must have remembered the river ahead of her running deep into the passage between the swaying trees. These were her moments of pure being, when she imagined herself at one with the world. In Wide Sargasso Sea Jean plunges us back into the child’s curiosity at all the marvellous complexities of the world. She invokes the very earliest period of our lives when sexuality – still exploratory – pours itself into sensuality. She was a solitary child, so experiences such as feeling the sun or sea-spray on her skin were not shared, were not made light of, were not tempered by another’s experience of them. Every natural thing or function that should give us pleasure became a source of anxiety to her. So intense was her apprehension of nature that it brought her closer to a sense of death than anything the Church or her parents’ morality could offer her. Every moment was irreplaceable, furthermore there were no words for it. And her inability to convey her anxiety, her joy, made her a mute.

Jean spent much of her childhood screaming, crying or collapsing with terror, and taking weeks to recover in bed. Once there, she would be ministered to with handkerchiefs drenched in eau de cologne by a gentle woman who whispered soothingly in her ear. It was a way of returning to her mother’s bosom.

Jean’s real mother fretted incessantly about cockroaches. This fretting rang in the little girl’s ears. The cockroaches came out in swarms on a close night, or if there was a shower of rain they fell from the skies. Meta made her panic – she said they would bite her on the mouth in the night and that the scars would never heal. It did not help that her mother ran from the room if she saw a cockroach scuttling across the floor. Jean felt close to her mother when her mother was afraid. It was her link with her.

It helped that there was so much to fear: there were the bêtes rouges – almost invisible to the naked eye – they swarmed up your ankles and made you itch intolerably. There were bright green lizards and yellow-grey lizards, cold and slimy with pimples and knobs. The lizards were the terror of the ladies because they moved so quickly and got mixed up in long, trailing skirts and drapes. And in the grass outside on the lawn, under the mango trees, the rattlesnake or tête de chien lay in wait. A foot long and vivid red, you could be dead from its bite in a couple of hours. Jean listened breathlessly as Meta explained the horrors that could befall her. Every step she took could be her last.

Others increased her burden of fear. An old man on the Genever estate, who had been born a slave, described to her ‘God knew what scenes of lust or cruelty’. On her first day of school, she ‘shrieked, clung to my mother and kicked up such a fuss that I didn’t go’. Once, a boy who was always teasing her put a cockroach down her back. She ‘went nearly mad with horror and disgust’ until she became ill with fever. A friend of her father’s, hugely tall and with a long red beard, put her on his knee. She never forgot these incidents or how she screamed in an ‘agony of terror’, and was sent to her room in disgrace. These were incidental frights. She stored them up untill they found their way on to the pages of Smile Please.

Meta, who earns herself a significant chapter in Jean’s memoir, remained the real terror of her life, Meta and her feverish lectures on zombies, soucriants and loups-garoux. Meta was the evil witch to Jean’s little innocent. Meta wanted to destroy that innocence. Red eyes and black shapeless things waited for Jean each night in the dark. Her mother did little to protect Jean’s innocence, instead giving her another thing to fear: God. While she sewed, her mother would lecture Jean about the Bible, the sharp needles glinting in the sun, conflating in Jean’s mind the big book of the Bible and the small one of the needlebook.

There was cruelty and there were monsters and an obsession with dirty fingernails and concealing her sweat and being slapped for no reason by her mother simply because she was vexed, and there was the haven of enjoyment – hammocks on the verandah and wicker-work loungers and Father at twilight smoking a cigar and sipping at his sherry sangris. These were the moments of heart–stopping beauty that her father enjoyed. The mountains around Roseau rising in voluptuous mounds and the mail boat pausing at sunset to meet the dug-out canoe carrying its passengers across the water. Flickering lights on the harbour and on the other side the mysterious, blue-green meeting-place of mountains and the little capital of Roseau.



Jean coming up to seven years old played in the quarantine station behind her house, sitting on a swing, and singing, ‘Soldier, soldier, marry me / With your musket, fife and drum’. Her elder siblings gone; she was getting used to loneliness. Her only friend was Willie, the youngest son of Dr Nicholls, the senior doctor on the island. She did not see so much of him now as he had gone to a boys’ school. When she did see him, it was cause for celebration. She and Willie had to bathe in a stone bath as big as a room. One day, when she was around nine years old, conscious of his gaze, she slid gracefully down the edge of the bath into the water. She had begun to be a woman.

And as her self-awareness grew more keen, Meta’s mocking increased alongside it. She wore carnival masks to frighten the girl, poking out her tongue through a slit and gabbling wildly at her, until Jean broke down in tears. Jean was so easy to break, so easy to reduce to a quivering jelly that she almost invited hostility. She certainly expected it. Meta took out her frustrations on this wreck of a girl. She played tricks on her. She would tell Jean that Willie was waiting on the glacis for her, so that she would fly downstairs before she was properly dressed. She would then hear Meta upstairs laughing loudly.

At the age of nine she looked at the photograph taken on her sixth birthday and saw that she was not the same pretty little girl swathed in white flowers; she had lost her curls and dimples. This was the first time she found herself longing for the past. She also noticed that the little girl’s finger was raised as though in warning. Jean had become a thin girl, tall for her age, with straight hair. Brenda, the toddler, was the adored and petted child. Jean was forced by her mother to wear ugly clothes. Unlike the black girls who were the children of her family’s servants, she had to wear a vest and bloomers under her starchy garments. Unlike the girls at convent school, her black stockings fell untidily around her ankles. When she asked a girl at school how she managed to keep her stockings so tightly stretched, the girl reluctantly told her that her garters were probably too slack. Jean could not understand why the girl was so dismissive of her. But she sewed a tuck into her garters which smoothed out her stockings. She was pleased with the result but her mother disapproved of the tight fit around her knees and demanded she remove the tucks. Another girl at school, Gussie de Freitas, was equally untidy and tried to befriend Jean – Jean’s discomfort with her body was beginning to be recognised by others. She spurned Gussie, preferring to be an outcast on her own. She had a creeping sense of the difference between what she was and what she wanted to be.

Her father, Dr Rees Williams, was similarly debilitated by the disconnection between the image he had of himself and the one he presented to the outside world. He was a respected figure in his community and his kindness and liberality helped him achieve this status. He acted the gentleman but his actions were depleting the family’s finances. He would not take money from his poor patients, and most of his patients were poor. The grander residents of Dominica insisted on consulting the senior doctor of the island, Dr Nicholls, Willie’s father. This trouble with money is one possible reason why Jean’s older sister, Minna, was adopted by the childless Spencer Churchills and why Mrs Rees Williams was growing increasingly dissatisfied and her husband correspondingly remote.

Jean’s father never learned to moderate his ‘reckless, throw-away attitude’ to money. As long as cocktails were served at the blue hour, and mocha coffee after meals, his equilibrium was maintained. This attitude was passed down to his daughter Jean and his son Owen. For now, though, Owen was at boarding-school in England and Jean, when she was at Bona Vista, where Father was happiest, was allowed to run free.

Jean lived in the kitchen with the servants. Eating with your fingers from the calabash was like being a Negro, like the other women in the kitchen. Here was one of the few places where she felt safe. Watching the rain coming from across the sea, closing the shutters to dim the room, Father and his friends playing Bezique in the dining room, was like being a young girl in a romantic story. The rain falling and abating, and being barefoot afterwards in the grass and feeling the dampness on her skin.

As she grew older, she engaged with books far more than she did with people. People – black, white, coloured, servants, and high society – were so confusing, and generally did not seem to want to speak to her, or to listen. She read Milton’s Paradise Lost, where she hunted down references to ‘Th’ infernal Serpent’, ‘th’ Arch–Enemy’, ‘th’ Apostate Angel’, ‘the Fall’n Cherube’, ‘the suttle Fiend’. She devoured ‘Childe Harolde’, Byron’s story of an eternal wanderer, who grieves for a lost love and who, haunted by guilt, indulges in ‘riot most uncouth’ and ‘sin’s long labyrinth’. Byron touched a nerve with her. The Man of Feeling, with his frisson of erotic diabolism, said things like, ‘The great object in life is sensation – to feel that we exist, even though in pain.’ Already Jean recognised something of what he was saying. She read the eighteenth-century poets with their freight of irony so similar to her father’s, who shared their humorously grim despair at social hypocrisy. In ‘Pity for Poor Africans’, Cowper writes, ‘I pity them greatly, but I must be mum, / For how could we do without sugar and rum?’ These were the writers who stoked her propensity for detached bemusement.

More conventional reading came in the form of the novels of Mrs Felicia Hemans. Everything she wrote conveyed a moral exemplar: her women were calm and moderate, bright and cheerful. Jean read the classics: Robinson Crusoe, Treasure Island, Gulliver’s Travels, Pilgrim’s Progress. And, though they were not her particular favourites, she read the Brontë sisters, whose classic tropes she would later revise: the orphan, the friendless girl, the cuckoo in the nest, the woman in the attic, the wayward men.

Meta did not like her reading. She would creep up on her from behind, grip her by the shoulders and shake her violently. Jean would scream: ‘Black Devil! Black Devil! Black Devil!’ and Meta would threaten her with ‘tears of blood’. She would threaten her with tears of blood for being dirty, for tearing her dress, for not doing what she was told. One thing Jean knew for sure was that one day she would surely weep tears of blood.

But some of the women from her childhood had a benign influence on Jean. She spent many hours talking to Cook who was an obeah woman – her name was Ann Tewitt – and she never forgot her. Unfortunately, she could not focus on what Ann had once told her with such a significant nod of the head – her fortune perhaps? Under her bed in the kitchen, Ann kept a large conarie, or earthenware jar, containing round balls of earth or clay. Some contained hair and rags and were bound with twine; others were stuck round with human or dogs’ teeth and glass beads. But Jean could not hear what Ann was saying when she steadied her eyes upon her. When someone did pay her attention, she was so embarrassed and grateful she could barely take in what they were saying.

Every summer she could escape Meta by visiting Great-aunt Jane at the Genever Estate. From Roseau, through the rainforest towards Petite Savanne (a village inhabited by the descendants of the first French settlers), you pass the ruined Genever sugar mill. The sea lashes at the road. The ruined estate and the neglected garden entranced her, as did the woman she loved most in the world, Great-aunt Jane. The old lady and the little girl would stroll on the lawn among large clumps of bamboo and messy beds of hibiscus, oleander and honeysuckle. They would come to a stop beside the shaddock, the ‘tree of life’. In her lazy, lilting West Indian drawl, Great-aunt Jane, who had passed her youth on St Kitts and spoke French beautifully, would sing her songs handed down from her grandmother, Jean Maxwell. It was an afternoon world at Genever – a place where Jean could watch the sea from a telescope and imagine the drowned mountain ranges of other islands. Afternoons were long and languorous and sometimes she would wander alone in the gardens and imagine James Potter Lockhart, his Spanish countess (who possibly wasn’t) and their 258 slaves.

Great-aunt Jane was delightfully romantic. She wore her white hair in ringlets that fell from under a lace cap, and captivated Jean with her stories of a gracious society where romance and chivalry, curtseys and quadrilles, lace and finery were the order of the day. She would tell her great-niece tales from the old days, of beaux and belles, and the slave girl she had once been given for her birthday. Great-aunt Jane was kind and listened to Jean’s complaints, and soothed her by sitting her on her knee and embracing her. Jean felt loved and understood sitting on that comfortable lap encased in black silk, the two of them surrounded by the moss-stained walls of the wild and melancholy garden. She adored her great-aunt – loved her more than she loved her mother or even her father, partly because Great-aunt Jane was straightforward and partly because the old lady made a fuss of her. She considered her needs and tried to meet them: she made Jean a cardboard dolls’ house with cardboard furniture and little tin plates for meals.

Jean remembered her great-aunt’s home, the Genever estate, in Voyage in the Dark and Wide Sargasso Sea. The 1,200 acres of rotting plantation, the crumbling house and its gardens gone to seed were her lost paradise. The stories that ­Great-aunt Jane told swirled around Jean’s head rendering Genever all the more fantastical. Its heyday was gone, but she remembered every detail her great-aunt told her and nourished them back to life in her books. She even wrote the gardener, Godfrey, who was rumoured to have been born on a slave ship, into her last novel. Her grandmother’s parrot became her heroine’s. ‘Qui est là?’ he cackled, and answered himself: ‘Chere cocotte. Chere cocotte.’

But her mother decided that Jane was spoiling her. Money also became an issue and there was a big family fall-out over Genever. So, quite suddenly, Jean was stopped from seeing Great-aunt Jane ever again. Later in life, she became tormented by the fact that she had never had the chance to tell Jane she loved her. The child she had been had not felt the need to make such a declaration. The adult she became stoked her own torment because she could never find the words to tell the people she loved that she loved them. They simply would not come to her. The feelings were locked up inside her with no escape. Until, as an old lady herself, she poured all her love for Great-aunt Jane and her garden into her last novel.

There were more losses: Jean had a friend, a black girl called Francine, who, like Great-aunt Jane, told her tales that were full of romance, pretty dresses and good meals. Is it significant that the two women Jean loved and lost told her stories? Francine’s stories would start with a ceremony. She would say, ‘Tim Tim’, Jean had to answer ‘Bois seche’, which was the name of an obeah god, then Francine would repeat the magic formula, ‘Tablier Madame est derrière dos’ (Madam’s apron is back to front). One day Francine disappeared and was never seen again. Jean could not understand why she had not said goodbye.

Jean came to expect neglect, indifference, disbelief and cruelty from people. They were strange, inexplicable objects to which she could not attach herself. Jean’s energy, her need for a connection, her nascent libido were re-directed back into herself, into inanimate objects – books, buildings, furniture, paintings – and into nature. As a result, her youthful capacity for love and empathy fell away from her; people – as individuals and in groups – were closed to her, and it was hard for her to find an opening with them, a way of belonging. This conviction she had of not belonging had a profound effect on her. However much others tried to include her, she could not do away with the feeling that certain components of her self, the things that made living in society bearable, had been lost and could not be regained.

In 1903 a riot took place in Roseau between blacks and whites. Thirteen-year-old Jean heard what sounded like animals howling in the night. But Father said that the voices that screamed ‘Kill them! Kill them!’ were harmless. Mother knew better, or so she said. Jean wondered; she had become wary of blacks. Not ones she knew like Francine, or the housemaid Victoria, who was from the ‘English’ island, Antigua. She liked Victoria, who was a Methodist, and sang hymns. ‘Steal away to Jesus’ was her favourite, which she sang while washing up. She was always sad, and Jean felt sorry for her. But blacks like Josephine, another cook, who was Dominican and spoke patois, were different. Jean was afraid of her, as was her mother. Mother and Josephine met on neutral territory in the pantry to discuss the day’s meals. Once Jean peeked into the kitchen where Josephine was holding court surrounded by women she had never seen before. These were the women who delivered baskets of fresh bread which they balanced on trays on their heads. It was the blacks she did not know who scared her the most.

One day at school, where most of the girls were black, she happened to be sitting next to an older girl, very tall, very pretty, with noble bearing, aquiline features and flashing eyes. She did not look coloured or Creole, but Jean knew at once that she was. She could not help staring at the splendidly beautiful creature in a silent fit of admiration and curiosity. Finally, the girl turned to return her admirer’s gaze. The look of hatred was unmistakable. Jean never tried to be friendly to a black girl again.

Her father persisted in the old traditions of patronage towards blacks. There were regular morning processions of old men who came to his surgery for alms. He gave Jean bread and money to distribute amongst them. One patient, a self-contained and modest man, sang her a song, ‘Il y avait une fois . . . un pauvre gars’. She was touched by his dignity but her mother was dismissive of his guilelessness; she mistrusted it.

Jean had complicated and conflicting ideas about black people. On the one hand she envied them, on the other she feared them. She was entrenched in stereotypes of black physicality, loucheness and aggression. Yet she knew that they hated because they had been hated. Although they laughed loud and long, she noticed they seldom smiled. She saw them (and for her they were always the ‘other’, as for any white Creole) as being strong and at ease with themselves. She heard them every night as they danced to drums in the jump-ups in Roseau. They were more alive than whites, she felt, more alive than her.

She envied blacks their French priests as well as their colourful clothes. She liked watching the black women ­walking to mass at the Roseau Cathedral of Our Lady of Fair Haven. She appreciated the fact that blacks sat amongst whites in Roseau Cathedral, rather than in the back pews at the Anglican Church. The worshippers were proud of their cathedral. The women wore sweeping trains to their dresses, heavy gold jewellery and turbans. If the petticoat beneath their gown did not make the ‘frou-frou’ sweeping sound they liked, they sewed paper into the hems. These women, unlike Jean, did not have to worry about who would marry them. They had many children but seldom bothered to marry the fathers. But Jean knew it would become her duty to receive proposals, and dreaded growing up in case she did not receive any. Despite the fact that Great-aunt Jane and her mother’s spinster twin, Aunt Brenda, were perfectly happy (much more so than her own mother) she feared becoming an old maid.

Sex, race and money were minefields. She knew that black people did all the work and white people had all the money, and would often comment on this disparity, hence her family’s nickname for her: ‘Socialist Gwen’. When she remarked that things were unfair, people laughed. She was possessed with a tremendous feeling of injustice that would leave her with a bitter mistrust of the world and was uncannily sensitive to the subtleties of social distinctions. The one group of people who were hated by blacks and whites alike were the coloureds, the half-breeds, the mulattos. White Creoles, like Jean and her mother, were a notch below pure whites – they were saved by the colour of their skin. But coloureds lived uneasily in the social world, they did not belong to either group and so were rejected by both. One day, Jean would put a coloured woman into one of her stories, ‘The Day They Burned the Books’. This woman, whose white husband despises her, and whose eyes were ‘wicked, like a soucriant’s’, would burn the books in her husband’s library on his death.

Around 1900, when Jean was ten, two dolls arrived from England. Jean remembered these dolls well into her old age, and describes their arrival in Smile Please. One doll was dark, the other fair. Jean wanted the dark one but Mother made her give it to her sister Brenda. When Jean complained, Mother said grimly, ‘Nothing is fair.’ Jean smashed the fair doll with a stone. The mingled sense of shame and triumph at her own wickedness overwhelmed her. She asked her father why she had done such a wicked thing. The man who she thought knew everything could not tell her.

‘I can’t imagine what will become of you,’ said her mother.

But Jean never forgot that sense of guilty triumph at having performed a wilful, wicked act. If she destroyed the fair doll was she not destroying herself and taking satisfaction in her own destruction? If she was not fair, she would be free to be black and truly at home on her island. It was an act of rebellion against her mother. Her middle-aged, plump, severe mother was no longer – if she ever had been – that beautiful, sweet-smelling woman who Jean remembered in her cot. Jean no longer watched her mother brushing her hair in front of the looking glass. She had loved to watch her mother brushing her hair. Now, there were times when she was afraid of her mother and times when she just disliked her. But she feared her most when she seemed, together with her twin sister Brenda, Jean’s Auntie B, to be quietly laughing at her. Brenda had come to live with Jean’s parents after the fall-out at Genever and Auntie B strongly dis­approved of her dreamy, book-reading niece. She made it clear to the girl that she was turning into a disappointment as well as a nuisance. Jean watched them laughing silently at her father, too, when he talked about English politics. She started to feel protective towards her father and grew to distrust women. Jean simply became indifferent to them, and if her mother and Auntie B thought her untidy, clumsy, and indolent, she started to take a perverse pleasure in proving them right.

Her need to be admired by her mother had been replaced with a burgeoning desire for independence. Her daydreams of future successes in the social world were a defence against her loneliness; security against present disapproval. But this method of defending herself was itself insecure, particularly as she used it so excessively. It was not the true expression of trust in herself but an idealisation of her future, which would inevitably lead to disappointment.

One of their neighbours, a white man, had married a coloured woman, and occasionally Jean and her mother would visit Mrs Campbell for tea. The path to her house was shaded with clumps of feathery bamboos and tufted gru-gru palms. Jean loved the patois names of things. She loved to ride down Mrs Campbell’s path on her horse, the deep blue ocean stretching ahead of her in the distance.

One day Jean and her mother sat in Mrs Campbell’s garden. Sugared oranges cut in two hung on the posts of the summerhouse. They watched as hummingbirds flew above them, hovering, sipping oranges. Jean had never seen such a swarm of colour. Mother started to cry and to tell Mrs Campbell about her money worries. Mrs Campbell continued to smile at the humming-birds. By the time Jean and her mother arrived home, Mother’s reserve had reasserted itself. But Jean had glimpsed her distress and it was the end of her comfortable certainty that her father could provide for them. She sensed there was some nameless anxiety behind his recklessness, his insistence on charity, and the cocktail hour. He had tried for so long to present himself as the perfect English gentleman amongst the natives, and to perform the rituals that were expected of him, he had even enjoyed his act, but he was tired now.

Her confidence in her father was shaken and in 1902, she was introduced to a man who would confuse her further. Mr Howard, a friend of the family and a respected member of their social circle, started taking her for rides in his carriage around the Botanical Gardens. She was led to believe that this was a great privilege and she was a lucky girl that such a distinguished gentleman should pay her attention. He was, as she recorded in her diary, ‘an English gentleman with a capital G’. On one such occasion they proceeded down Cork Street, following a grey stone wall, before reaching a gate that opened on to the gardens. He talked to her all the while, treating her with the utmost deference as though she were an adult. She was captivated by the intensity of his attention. He asked her old she was.

‘I’m twelve,’ she said.

‘Twelve,’ he repeated. ‘Quite old enough to have a lover.’

This was how Mr Howard’s seduction of Jean began. The lawn rolled in gentle slopes and they came to rest under the cannonball tree which let loose its load with a thud upon the grass. All the while he was telling her a story. He told her that if she lived with him – which she would one day because he was going to kidnap her – he would love her, which meant punishing her, and that she would have to give herself up entirely and hopelessly to him and that he would not allow her to wear many clothes and as he said all this he was touching her twelve-year-old breasts. She was breathless as she listened; at once enraptured and repulsed by his words of seduction, startled and disturbed by the touch of his hand. But Mr Howard was in his seventies so he must be like a grandfather, and she must do as he said. He was abusing her, but she did not know this. What she did know was that he knew she was not a good girl. Otherwise he would not have said these things to her. He dropped her off at home and left her feeling guilty. Unlike Francine and Great-aunt Jane, Mr Howard used stories to break through the little girl’s reserve and to force an unnatural intimacy.

The second time he called for her she told her mother she did not want to go. But her mother told her not to be so rude, and after that initial reluctance, Mr Howard worked hard to win her over. This, for a neglected girl, was even more entrancing. He found out what sweets she liked and brought them to her. He asked her questions about herself and listened carefully to the answers. ‘Mostly he talked about me, me, me. It was intoxicating . . . irresistible.’ Then he continued his story. He would take her to his beautiful house on another island, he would dress her:



My arms were covered with bracelets and my hands with rings. I laughed and danced but I was not happy or unhappy. I was waiting . . . My bracelets tinkled when I moved and sometimes quite naked I waited on the other guests.



She wrote her account of Mr Howard in a series of notebooks; as a grown woman, she returned to this scene of seduction again and again. Sometimes he told her about his past, but mostly he told her about love and that it was a tension between violence and submission. She would be allowed to rebel against him but only so much as to make it more enjoyable when he forced her to submit. She was hooked, and soon it became clear to others that something was going on between the elderly man and the child. Her mother became cold towards Mr Howard; his visits were no longer encouraged. And yet her parents, mired in Victorian codes of conduct, allowed their young daughter to be alone with this man. His stories became the bedrock of her sexual fantasies that involved male cruelty and female submission. She turned his fantasies into a dialogue; on other trips she would ask him questions: what exactly would she wear? What would they have to eat?

‘How white your hands are against the grass,’ he answered.

He went on, ‘Let her naked be, teaching the sheets a whiter hue than white.’

He said, ‘I wouldn’t often let you wear clothes you understand.’

This fantasy, in which she grew to be increasingly complicit, dominated her future relationships with men. She felt complicit because he was fascinating; charismatic and powerful in the eyes of society, and he used that power to serve his ends. Her certainty that no one would believe he was abusing her is a characteristic response of someone who has been abused, especially when the young girl, not the old man, became the subject of reproof.

Mr Howard’s wife sidled up to Jean and whispered in her ear: ‘You are a wicked girl. And you will be punished.’

Mrs Howard’s unfair judgement replicated Jean’s own mother’s misperception. She could only feel that her mother was not concerned for her welfare. Other women, meanwhile, injured her welfare, as did men – except with men, the pain was pleasurable. This realisation came at a crucial time, just as she was beginning to realise her colour was a cause for concern. ‘White cockroach’, black children would call after her as she walked the streets of Roseau. There was black resentment to deal with, as well as white hypocrisy, the whole messy business of sex, slavery, pain and death, and her growing impatience with her parents’ limitations.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPF/thebluehour.jpg
LILIAN PIZZICHINI

Tl Elue Howr

A PORTRAIT OF

_‘J_AN RHYS






