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But all the same you had to cry, and she couldn't go out of the room with
saying something to him. Laura gave a loud childish sob. out

‘Forgive my hat,’ she said.

And this time she didn't wait for Em’s sister. She found her way oyt of th
door, down the path, past all those dark people. At the corner of the lap, she
met Laurie, g

He stepped out of the shadow. ‘Is that you, Laura?”

Yes.'

‘Mother was getting anxious. Was it all right?’

Yes, quite. Oh, Laurie!" She took his arm, she pressed up against hip|

I say, you're not crying, are you?’ asked her brother.

Laura shook her head. She was.

Laurie put his arm round her shoulder. ‘Don't cry,” he said in his wapy,
loving voice. ‘Was it awful?’ ;

‘No,' sobbed Laura. ‘It was simply marvellous. But, Laurie—" She stopped
she looked at her brother. ‘Isn’t life,’ she stammered, ‘isn’t life—" But what ife
was she couldn’t explain. No matter. He quite understood.

‘Isn't it, darling?’ said Laurie.
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Jean Rhys was born Ella Gwendolen Rees Williams on the small island of Dominica
in the West Indies. Her father was a Welsh doctor; her mother, a Creole (that is, a
white West Indian) descended from wealthy, slave-holding plantation owners. Rhys
was educated at a convent school in Roseau, Dominica, before, at the age of seven-
teen, leaving Dominica to attend the Perse School in Cambridge, England; she
returned to her birthplace only once, in 1936. Her feelings toward her Caribbean
background and childhood were mixed: she deeply appreciated the rich sensations
and cross-racial engagements of her tropical experience, yet she was haunted by the
knowledge of her violent heritage and carried a heavy burden of historical guilt. Asa
West Indian she felt estranged from mainstream European culture and identified with
the suffering of Afro-Caribbeans, yet as a white Creole she grew up feeling out of
place amid the predominantly black population of Dominica.
After studying briefly at the Academy of Dramatic Art in London, Rhys worked as
a traveling chorus girl, mannequin, film extra, and—during World War I—volunteer
cook. In 1919 she left England to marry the first of three husbands, and for many
years she lived abroad, mainly in Paris, where she began to write the stories of her
first book, The Left Bank: Sketches and Studies of Present-Day Bohemian Paris {1927).
It was published with an introduction by the established novelist and poet Ford Madox
Ford, who was for a time her lover. Ford grasped the link between her vulnerability
as a person and her strength as a writer; he perceived her “terrifying insight . . . and
passion for stating the case of the underdog.” Rhys declared, “I have only ever written
about myself,” and indeed much of her writing is semiautobiographical. Her fiction
frequently depicts single, economically challenged women, rootless outsiders living
in bohemian London or Paris. Her early “sketches” were followed by her first novel,
Postitres (1928, reprinted as Quartet in 1969), in part an account of her affair with
Ford; After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie (1930), about sexual betrayal; Voyage in the Dark
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£ ]934), an accou‘nt of a nineteen-year-old chorus girl in London who has come from

ominica; and (l;aod Morning, Midnight (1939), another first-person narrative of a

I{']ne]ydrifter, this time in Paris.

" ghe published nothing more for many years, dropping out of sight and often living
iﬂ overty, ulnti'l, F{}l'lmving the enthusiastic reception of a radio adaptation of Good
Hornings Midnight in 1957, she began to work in earnest on her masterpiece, Wide
Sargasso Sea (1966). In this novel, set in Jamaica and Dominica in the 1830s and
1840, Rhys returns to her Caribbean childhood and, in a brilliant act of imaginative
mpathy, creates a West Indian prehistory for the first Mrs. Rochester, the mad-
joman in the attic of Charlotte Bronté's aie Eyre. Altogether Rhys worked on the
novel for twenty-one years, amid bouts of depression, loneliness, and alcoholism, but
its immediate acclaim gave her the recognition she had so long been denied. She
continued to publish works of fiction and autobiography and in the year before her
Jeath received the Commander of the Order of the British Empire.

puring the. long period when she was writing Wide Sargasso Sea, Rhys produced
only £WO published stories, both of which draw like the novel on her Caribbean youth.
[n‘The Day They Burned the Books,” set in the West Indies, a white girl who only

artly understands the painful entanglements of class, race, and cultural prejudice
ells how a lower-class Englishman has accumulated a trove of books he values for
their cultural prestige, while his mulatto wife, embittered by her husband’s racism
comes to despise them as emblems of British imperial oppression. “Let Them Call lE
Jazz" also has a first-person female narrator, but this time she is a West Indian
mulatto, who speaks in West Indian English of her struggle against racial and class
barriers after immigrating to London, an outsider in the metropolitan heart of the
empire, ultimately jailed—as was Rhys for a few days after assaulting a neighbor—in
Royal Holloway Prison. The shattering of a stained-glass window in this story—like
the'book burning in the first story and the house burning in Wide Sargasso Sea—
represents an eruption of Afro-Caribbean rage in response to the circumscriptions
and deceptions of white racism.

Whelhel:r working in Standard or West Indian English, Rhys is one of the great
prose styllstslof the twentieth century, her language spare yet lyrical, her sentences
exactingly written and rewritten to suggest the most in the fewest possible words. Her
writing is almost painfully alert to sensory detail, sensitive to the terrible fears and
frustrated longings of marginalized people, and fierce in its unmasking of the social
and psychic consequences of racial and gender oppression,

The Day They Burned the Books

My friend Eddie was a small, thin boy. You could see the blue veins in his
wrists and temples. People said that he had consumption' and wasn't long for
this world. I loved, but sometimes despised him.

His father, Mr Sawyer, was a strange man. Nobody could make out what
he was doing in our part of the world at all. He was not a planter or a doctor
ora lawyer or a banker. He didn't keep a store. He wasn't a schoolmaster or
dgovernment official. He wasn't—that was the point—a gentleman. We had
several resident romantics who had fallen in love with the moon on the Car-
:b,eflls‘*%they were all gentlemen and quite unlike Mr Sawyer who hadn'’t an
hin his composition.* Besides, he detested the moon and everything else
about the Caribbean and he didn’t mind telling you so.

1. Wasti ’ .
Iasis\aillng of the body associated with tubercu- in the southeastern West Indies, now called the
) drC ) Lesser Antilles.

aribbees: old term for the group of islands 3. His pronunciation marks him as lower-class.
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He was agent for a small steamship line which in those df:}ys linkeq up
Venezuela and Trinidad* with the smaller islands, but he couldn't make much
out of that. He must have a private income, people .dec’idf:cl, but they neye;
decided why he had chosen to settle in a place he d!dn t like and to mary ,
coloured woman. Though a decent, respectable, nicely educated coloureq
woman, mind you. .

Mrs Sawyer must have been very pretty once but, what with one thing anq
another, that was in days gone by.

When Mr Sawyer was drunk—this often happened—he used to be very ryde
to her. She never answered him. .

‘Look at the nigger showing off,” he would say; and she would smile a5 jf
she knew she ought to see the joke but couldn't. ‘You damned, long-eyeq,
oloomy half-caste,’ you don’t smell right," he would say; 'Tm(l s;he never
Znswc‘red, not even to whisper, ‘You don’t smell right to me, either.

The story went that once they had ventured to give a dinner party and that
when the servant, Mildred, was bringing in coffee, he had pulled N!rs S;.q“ryﬂ's
hair. ‘Not a wig, you see,’ he bawled. Even then, if you can behcv.e it, Mrs
Sawyer had laughed and tried to pretend that it was all part of the joke, this
mysierimls, obscure, sacred English joke.

But Mildred told the other servants in the town that her eyes had gone
wicked, like a soucriant’s® eyes, and that afterwards she had picked up some
of the hair he pulled out and put it in an envelope, and that Mr Sawyer ought
to look out (hair is obeah” as well as hands). ‘ . .

Of course, Mrs Sawyer had her compensations. They lived inavery pleasant
house in Hill Street. The garden was large and they had a fine mango tree,
which bore prolifically. The fruit was small, round, very sweet and juicy—a
‘lovely, red-and-yellow colour when it was ripe. Perhaps it was one of the com-
pensations, I used to think. . ' g

Mr Sasvyer built a room on to the back of this house. It was mealnte'd inside
and the wood smelt very sweet. Bookshelves lined the walls, Every time the
Royal Mail steamer® came in it brought a package for him, and gradually the

s shelves filled. ]
Cngl?cc I went there with Eddie to borrow The Arabian Nights.” That was on

a Saturday afternoon, one of those hot, still.afternoons when yo.u felt th’a!

everything had gone to sleep, even the water in the gutters. But Mrs Salmer'

was not asleep. She put her head in at the door and looked at us, and I knew

that she hated the room and hated the books. . W

It was Eddie with the pale blue eyes and straw-coloured l’lélll‘—-l}‘fe ]mnﬁ
image of his father, though often as silent as his mother—who ﬁrst'mte(itc
me with doubts about ‘home’, meaning England. He would be so quiet when
others who had never seen it—none of us had ever seen it—were ta]k'mg a{)ou'i
its delights, gesticulating freely as we talkedéLondm.l, the beautl-ful, Tosy:
cheeked ladies, the theatres, the shops, the fog, the blazing coal fires in .wmtel;i
the exotic food (whitebait! eaten to the sound of violins), strawberries an

Company, that [erried mail from London to the
‘est Indies beginning in 1841.

}J\‘ef:\lso called Sﬂlc 'J%wusnml and One Nigf:l_iz 2

collection of old stories, largely Persian, Arabian,

and Indian in origin. ] &

1. Young of a small fish, such as herring, const

ered a delicacy when cooked whole.

4. Formerly British, Caribbean island off north-
east Venezuela. i ) )
5. Offensive term for a person of mixed racial
descent. ]

6. Female vampire, in Caribbean legend. )

7. A charm or fetish used in Afro-Caribbean
witcheraft or sorcery. . X

8. Ship, owned by the Royal Mail Steam 1 acket
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cream—the word ‘strawberries’ always spoken with a guttural and throaty
sound which we imagined to be the proper English pronunciation.

‘1 don’t like strawberries,” Eddie said on one occasion.

You don't like strawberries?’

‘No, and I don't like daffodils either. Dad's always going on about them. He
says they lick the flowers here into a cocked hat? and I bet that’s a lie.’

We were all too shocked to say, ‘You don't know a thing about it.” We were
so shocked that nobody spoke to him for the rest of the day. But I for one
admired him. I also was tired of learning and reciting poems in praise of daf-
fodils, and my relations with the few ‘real’ English boys and girls T had met
were awkward. [ had discovered that if I called myself English they would snub
me haughtily: ‘You're not English; you're a horrid colonial.’ ‘Well, [ don’t much
want to be English,’ T would say. ‘It's much more fun to be French or Spanish
or something like that—and, as a matter of fact, I am a bit.’ Then I was too
killingly funny, quite ridiculous. Not only a horrid colonial, but alse ridiculous.
Heads [ win, tails you lose—that was the English. I had thought about all this,
and thought hard, but I had never dared to tell anybody what I thought and 1
realized that Eddie had been very bold.

But he was bold, and stronger than you would think. For one thing, he never
felt the heat; some coldness in his fair skin resisted it. He didn’t burn red or
brown, he didn't freckle much.

Hot days seemed to make him feel especially energetic. ‘Now we'll run twice
round the lawn and then you can pretend you're dying of thirst in the desert
and that I'm an Arab chieftain bringing you water.’

You must drink slowly," he would say, ‘for if you're very thirsty and you drink
quickly you die.’

So I learnt the voluptuousness of drinking slowly when you are very thirsty—
small mouthful by small mouthful, until the glass of pink, iced Coca-Cola was
empty.

Just after my twelfth birthday Mr Sawyer died suddenly, and as Eddie's
special friend I went to the funeral, wearing a new white dress. My straight
hair was damped with sugar and water the night before and plaited into tight
little plaits, so that it should be fluffy for the occasion.

When it was all over everybody said how nice Mrs Sawyer had looked, walk-
ing like a queen behind the coffin and crying her eyeballs out at the right
moment, and wasn't Eddie a funny boy? He hadn’t cried at all.

After this Eddie and I took possession of the room with the books. No one
¢lse ever entered it, except Mildred to sweep and dust in the mornings, and
gradually the ghost of Mr Sawyer pulling Mrs Sawyer’s hair faded, though this
took a little time. The blinds were always halfway down and going in out of
the sun was like stepping into a pool of brown-green water. It was empty except
for the bookshelves, a desk with a green baize? top and a wicker rocking-chair.

‘My room,’ Eddie called it. ‘My books,” he would say, ‘my books.’

I don’t know how long this lasted. T don’t know whether it was weeks after
Mr Sawyer's death or months after, that [ see myself and Eddie in the room.
But there we are and there, unexpectedly, are Mrs Sawyer and Mildred. Mrs
Sawyer’s mouth tight, her eyes pleased. She is pulling all the books out of the

2. From knocked into a cocked hat: make them Indies.
look terrible by comparison. Daffodils are common 3. Feltlike fabric.
In English poetry, but do not grow in the West
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shelves and piling them into two heaps. The big, fat glossy ones—the good
looking ones, Mildred explains in a whisper—lie in one heap. The E"C]/Clo-
paedia Britannica, British Flowers, Birds and Beasts, various histories, Book-
with maps, Froude’s English in the West Indies* and so on—they are going t;
be sold. The unimportant books, with paper covers or damaged covers or torn
pages, lie in another heap. They are going to be burnt—yes, burnt,

Mildred’s expression was extraordinary as she said that—half h“gely
delighted, half shocked, even frightened. And as for Mrs Sawyer—well, I kney,
bad temper (I had often seen it), | knew rage, but this was hate. T recognizeq
the difference at once and stared at her curiously. I edged closer to her so thyy
I could see the titles of the books she was handling.

It was the poetry shelf. Poems, Lord Byron, Poetical Works, Milton, and g,
on. Vlung, vlung, vlung—all thrown into the heap that were to be sold. Byt ,
book by Christina Rossetti, though also bound in leather, went into the }leap
that was to be burnt, and by a flicker in Mrs Sawyer’s eyes I knew that wojse
than men who wrote books were women who wrote books—infinitely worse,
Men could be mercifully shot; women must be tortured. ‘

Mrs Sawyer did not seem to notice that we were there, but she was breathing
free and easy and her hands had got the rhythm of tearing and pitching. She
looked beautiful, too—beautiful as the sky outside which was a very dark blue,
or the mango tree, long sprays of brown and gold.

When Eddie said ‘no’, she did not even glance at him.

‘No, he said again in a high voice. ‘Not that one. T was reading that one/!

She laughed and he rushed at her, his eyes starting out of his head, shriek-
ing, ‘Now I've got to hate you too. Now I hate you too.’

He snatched the book out of her hand and gave her a violent push. She fell
‘into the rocking-chair.

Well, I wasn't going to be left out of all this, so I grabbed a book from the
condemned pile and dived under Mildred’s outstretched arm,

Then we were both in the garden. We ran along the path, bordered with
crotons.” We pelted down the path though they did not follow us and we could
hear Mildred laughing—kyah, kyah, kyah, kyah. As I ran I put the book I had
taken into the loose front of my brown holland dress. It felt warm and alive.

When we got into the street we walked sedately, for we feared the black
children’s ridicule. I felt very happy, because I had saved this book and it was
my book and I would read it from the beginning to the triumphant words ‘The
End’. But I was uneasy when I thought of Mrs Sawyer.

‘What will she do?' I said.

‘Nothing,” Eddie said. ‘Not to me.’

He was white as a ghost in his sailor suit, a blue-white even in the setting
sun, and his father’s sneer was clamped on his face.

‘But she'll tell your mother all sorts of lies about you," he said. ‘She's an
awful liar. She can’t make up a story to save her life, but she makes up lies

about people all right.’

‘My mother won't take any notice of her," | said. Though 1 was not at all

sure.
‘Why not? Because she’s . . . because she isn't white?’ /

Well, T knew the answer to that one. Whenever the subject was brought

4. Published in 1888 by the English historian 5. Tropical plants.

James Anthony Froude (181 8—1894).
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up—-people’s l'e[ali‘ons and whether they had a drop of coloured blood or
whether they hadn’t—my father would grow impatient and interrupt. ‘Who's
“,hite?’ he would say. ‘Damned few.’

go [ said, ‘Who's white? Damned few,’

You can go to the devil,” Eddie said. ‘She’s prettier than your mother. When
die’s asleep her mouth smiles and she has your curling eyelashes and quan-
(ities and quantities and quantities of hair.’

Wes, I said truthfully. ‘She's prettier than my mother.’

It was a red sunset that evening, a huge, sad, frightening sunset.

§ R t‘.' . ] . [ B ¥ - 5 H . ’

Look, lel s go back," | salld. If you're sure she won’t be vexed with you, let'’s
o back. It'll be dark soon.

At his gate he asked me not to go. ‘Don’t go yet, don't go yet.'

WV - the m: e e < : 1.

\\E%ﬂt l.ll;(}](’l the mango tree and I was holding his hand when he began to
cry. Drops fell on my hand like the water from the dripstone in the filter® in
our yard. Then I began to cry too and when I felt my own tears on my hand 1
thought, ‘Now perhaps we're married.’ ’

'Y(?s, ccrtmn-ly, now we're married,” I thought. But I didn't say anything, I
didn't say a thing until I was sure he had stopped. Then I asked, ‘What's vour
book?' ’

q¢ H '7 el L 1 "

It's Kini, lu said. ‘But it got torn. It starts at page twenty now. What's the
one you took?

T don’t know, it’s too dark to see,’ I said.

; ) ;

W hg}n I. g]o.t‘home I rushed into my bedroom and locked the door because I
knew that this book was the most important thing that had ever happened to
me and I did not want anybody to be there when I looked at it.

But I was very disappointed, because it was in French and seemed dull. Fort
Comme La Mort® it was called. . . .

1960

Let Them Call It Jazz

One bright Sunday morning in July I have trouble with my Notting Hill’
]fmdlm-d because he ask for a month’s rent in advance. He tell me this after I
live there since winter, settling up every week without fail. T have no job at
the time, and if I give the money he want there’s not much left. So I refuse.
Tllle man drunk already at that early hour, and he abuse me—all talk, he can't
frighten me. But his wife is a bad one—now she walk in my room and say she
must have cash. When I tell her no, she give my suitcase one kick and it }JJL-II“-‘.l
open. My best dress fall out, then she laugh and give another kick. She S‘; /
month in advance is usual, and if I can’t pay find somewhere else. K

Don't talk to me about London. Plenty people there have heart like stone
Any complaint—the answer is ‘prove it'. But if nobody see and bear witncss.
or me, how to prove anything? So I pack up and leave. I think better not have
dealings with that woman. She too cunning, and Satan don’t lie worse.

6: Dripstone is a sandstone used as a filter to clean

‘_f‘al?‘r for household use.

K}l]\_o"el (I‘J_(J]) by the English writer Rudyard
P'I_‘IP, (1865—-1936), about an Irish orphan boy

&rowing up in India. ‘

8. Strong as Death, 1889 novel by the French
writer Guy de Maupassant (18501 893).

1. Area of London, then slums with Afro-
Caribbean immigrants.



