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Introduction



When I first read Annie John in 1986, the year after it was first published (I’d obtained a copy from Sisterwrite in Upper Street, Islington, London), I had never read anything like it. Over the years, I’ve read everything by Jamaica Kincaid, and I’ve still never read anyone like her. Re-reading Annie John for the umpteenth time in 2022, I still have not read anything like it.


If you are new to Jamaica Kincaid and Annie John is your first book, I envy you. You have the whole of Jamaica Kincaid to experience. For she is a writer you don’t just read; she is a writer that takes you back to yourself. You’ll get to know yourself better reading Jamaica Kincaid. She’s candid, clear, clarifying – and her books talk to each other as if they are in conversation across time. I would sit down if I were you and read everything she has ever written. If you are returning to Jamaica Kincaid, you’ll be delighted to find the work as fresh, as lively, as surprising as it was when you left it.


It’s a surprise to find that Annie John is a wee book, for instance. In my head it was bigger. In my head, Jamaica Kincaid is big. (She is, she is six feet tall.) It is big because her themes are huge; her principal character is time itself. She is afraid of nothing as a writer, and never seeks her reader’s approval; you’ll love her or not; she doesn’t mind. She is fearless, her work feeds off mythical realities, rich rivalries, her work is deadly alive, brazenly breaking customs and conventions. She gives us a fresh way of looking at everything (and the stories of actual things interest her, thimbles, trunks, marbles, View-Masters). You might return to her work years later and find it still blooming like the gardens she writes about so vividly.


Kincaid once said in an interview that when she was gardening, she was thinking about writing, and when she was writing, she was thinking about gardening.* The two come hand in hand – her love of gardening handed down to her by her mother. This is her writing about wisteria:




But what am I to do with this droopy, weepy sadness in the middle of summer, with the color and shape reminding me of mourning, as it does in spring remind me of mourning but mourning the death of something that happened long ago (winter is dead in spring, and not only that, there is no hint that it will ever come again).†





It is true, so true, and yet it happens to us every year, if we are lucky enough to live somewhere that has still retained seasons: the surprise of winter, the shock of spring.


It’s hard to describe to a reader what Jamaica Kincaid does without spoiling the sheer force and surprise of her fiction and non-fiction. I almost didn’t want to introduce Annie John in case I said something that ruined the experience. In fact, I might urge you to stop reading this now, and go and read the book and come back perhaps to me after, if you want to, but perhaps an even better choice would be to head straight for At the Bottom of the River (1983), her first published book, which contains ‘Girl’, a 690-word sentence of practical instructions from a mother to a daughter first published in The New Yorker. It’s hilarious as well as gobsmacking. From her first book on, Kincaid’s cool, distinct, distant and yet compelling voice grabbed savvy readers’ attention:




And it was so with everything else that lay so still at the bottom of the river. It all lay there not like a picture but like a true thing and a different kind of true thing: one that I had never known before.





This might be for me a description of what it is like to read Jamaica Kincaid; she tells a truth I had never known before. Her fiction is mostly set on the small Caribbean island of Antigua. She starts there with the okra trees and the tamarind grove, the cherry grove and the bright blue of the sky and the sea. Her writing is non-linear, her plots share more with poems than with engines, and yet she is compulsively readable. Memories are so vivid in the works of Jamaica Kincaid that they might as well be the present tense. Now and then are false divides.


Kincaid was born Elaine Potter Richardson in the capital of St John’s, Antigua in 1949. But like Nina Simone, or Toni Morrison or George Eliot, she didn’t just change her name. She invented herself. In The Autobiography of My Mother (one of my favourite ever titles since it plays with all notions of fiction versus reality) the central character Xuela Claudette Richardson says, ‘In the world that I lived in then and the world that I live in now, goodbyes do not exist, it is a small world.’ Annie John leaves Antigua waving a red handkerchief, but Jamaica Kincaid has never said goodbye. For she has returned in her fiction again and again to the place that has tugged at her heart strings: home.


Last night, I re-read Annie John with my heart in my mouth, and a sense of wonder. Here’s a character who begins the book fascinated and simultaneously repulsed by death, a child who tells the reader: ‘For a short while during the year I was ten, I thought only people I did not know died.’ From her yard she can see the cemetery. She notes that children are always buried in the morning. They were afraid of the dead because they never could tell when they might show up again. Annie sees and takes in the drama that surrounds death. The reader is already hooked. Who is this child? This keen observer of everyone’s ways. Have we met her before in fiction? Annie John’s father makes the pine coffins. Her mother has had some people die in her arms. Annie starts to look at them differently. They are changing before her eyes, and so is she; she is changing all the time.


What kind of novel is Annie John? To call it a coming-of-age novel is to do it a disservice. Annie is complex, flawed, and difficult at times. She is not a stranger to her own cruelties, and yet we love her. We love her honesty, her bravery, her desire to flout conventions, her passion. We love the way she loves the Red Girl and the way she once loved Gwen. But most of all we join Annie on her journey through adolescence, through the bewildering relationship with her mother, through the arrival of menstruation, through friendships and love affairs. Annie John is unusual: a good-girl-rebel. But there is great energy and excitement to be found in the art of this critical and caustic observer of manners. You cheer Annie on at the same time as being a little wary, a little afraid of her. To feel discomfited by a fictional character is to feel very much alive.


She’s as brilliant and unnerving a character as Esther Greenwood in The Bell Jar, or Sula in Sula. And the school scenes in Annie John are just as vivid, just as funny, just as brilliantly depicted as scenes in The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. But the most exhilarating thing about Jamaica Kincaid is that you can reach out to try and contextualize her, to place her in a category or in a moment of time, and she will not have it. She transcends time and category.


To read her is to get close to a kind of pure voice, one stripped of adornments, and writerly tics. She’s pared the voice down, like the gardener in her might prune roses. She is her own first reader. She’s the first one to smell the roses. Something clear leaps out at us – a voice that is unfamiliar and then becomes familiar to us. She becomes a familiar, in the sense that she becomes kin; writerly, readerly kin. I remember the excitement of introducing Jamaica Kincaid in Compendium bookshop in Camden twenty-odd years ago. I remember being a little in awe of her.


After a childhood spent in Antigua, Kincaid was sent to live and work in New York as an au pair at sixteen. The shock of this separation – part freedom, part torture – runs through her oeuvre, and so too does the tender and torturous relationship with her mother, her mother who has two faces, who smells sometimes of sage, sometimes of roses. She described her mother as like the god Cronus who gave birth to her children in the morning and then ate them at night.


Many reviewers of her work get bogged down on thorny issue of autobiography, reductively trying to stitch the details of Kincaid’s life to her fiction; they miss the point. It doesn’t matter how much life intersects with art, which then again intersects with life. It doesn’t matter if some of the same memories appear in her fiction and in her non-fiction. We should be over by now obsessing with what is truth and what is fiction, especially when fiction like Annie John can tell a greater truth.


Kincaid is also one of the key chroniclers of family dynamics of the twentieth century. In the astonishing memoir My Brother, about Kincaid’s brother who died of AIDS at thirty-three, a book that is often moving precisely because of the distance Kincaid keeps, she writes:




I only now understand why it is that people lie about their past, why they say they are one thing other than the thing they really are . . . why anyone would want to feel as if he or she belongs to nothing, comes from no one, just fell out of the sky, whole.





The desire to break free from the family is just as strong as the desire to be reluctantly defined by them; the struggle between the two is what she writes about most. Characters arrive whole in her fiction and non-fiction: a couple of strokes, a sprinkling of a few seeds and they have bloomed into life. You can even smell her characters: the fabulous Red Girl in Annie John smells brilliantly to Annie, who loves the fact that the Red Girl is not made to live under any conventions, not made to bathe twice a day like Annie, not stopped from climbing trees.


There’s a great desire for freedom in Kincaid’s characters, but also a tethering to the shore. They break and then they come back like waves. And the language too repeats and mesmerizes with repetition, a sinewy lyricism, a lyricism that is scalpel-sharp, pruning-shear sharp, that gets closer and closer to the truth. There’s plot in the rhythm, there’s poetry in the plot. The novel follows the rhythm of language to follow the rhythm of Annie’s life, her ‘becoming’. She comes into being, a little like Janie in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God. There is a hallucinatory quality to the prose. She falls from the sky, whole. And in her falling and landing on her feet, Jamaica Kincaid created a space for other writers, to take risks, to dare to become themselves.


Some readers have complained that Kincaid doesn’t write about race. But like Toni Morrison, she doesn’t write for the white gaze. She writes for everyone, and assumes that her readers will make the leap, black or white, to travel with her and inhabit the island of Antigua. As Henry Louis Gates remarked, one of Kincaid’s most important contributions is her tacit acceptance of a world that many writers would find necessary to delineate sociologically:




She never feels the necessity of claiming the existence of a black world or a female sensibility. She assumes them both. I think it’s a distinct departure that she’s making, and I think that more and more black American writers will assume their world the way that she does. So that we can get beyond the large theme of racism and get to the deeper themes of how black people love and cry and live and die. Which, after all, is what art is all about.





Kincaid once said: ‘I didn’t understand racial discrimination because I grew up in an all-black place; I thought people who were racist were badly brought up.’* The influences of colonialism (Antigua didn’t become independent until 1981) are there in her fiction; you don’t need a View-Master to find them. But she never writes in a way that explains things as if to an invisible white reader; thank goodness! It is refreshing to read a writer who takes in colonialism, racism, subjectivism, in a new and dynamic way, who tells us what her characters see, who is not trying to point it all out.


At one point in Annie John, Annie says: ‘We swore allegiance to our country, by which was meant England.’ For those of us who have been enjoying this unique and wonderful writer for many decades, I would say we should swear allegiance to our writer, by which we mean Jamaica.


Jackie Kay


2022










CHAPTER ONE



Figures in the Distance


For a short while during the year I was ten, I thought only people I did not know died. At the time I thought this I was on my summer holidays and we were living far out on Fort Road. Usually, we lived in our house on Dickenson Bay Street, a house my father built with his own hands, but just now it needed a new roof and so we were living in a house out on Fort Road. We had only two neighbors, Mistress Maynard and her husband. That summer, we had a pig that had just had piglets; some guinea fowl; and some ducks that laid enormous eggs that my mother said were big even for ducks. I hated to eat any food except for the enormous duck eggs, hard-boiled. I had nothing to do every day except to feed the birds and the pig in the morning and in the evening. I spoke to no one other than my parents, and sometimes to Mistress Maynard, if I saw her when I went to pick up the peelings of vegetables which my mother had asked her to save for the pig, which was just the thing the pig really liked. From our yard, I could see the cemetery. I did not know it was the cemetery until one day when I said to my mother that sometimes in the evening, while feeding the pig, I could see various small, sticklike figures, some dressed in black, some dressed in white, bobbing up and down in the distance. I noticed, too, that sometimes the black and white sticklike figures appeared in the morning. My mother said that it was probably a child being buried, since children were always buried in the morning. Until then, I had not known that children died.


I was afraid of the dead, as was everyone I knew. We were afraid of the dead because we never could tell when they might show up again. Sometimes they showed up in a dream, but that wasn’t so bad, because they usually only brought a warning, and in any case you wake up from a dream. But sometimes they would show up standing under a tree just as you were passing by. Then they might follow you home, and even though they might not be able to come into your house, they might wait for you and follow you wherever you went; in that case, they would never give up until you joined them. My mother knew of many people who had died in such a way. My mother knew of many people who had died, including her own brother.


After I found out about the cemetery, I would stand in my yard and wait for a funeral to come. Some days, there were no funerals. “No one died,” I would say to my mother. Some days, just as I was about to give up and go inside, I would see the small specks appear. “What made them so late?” I would ask my mother. Probably someone couldn’t bear to see the coffin lid put in place, and so as a favor the undertaker might let things go on too long, she said. The undertaker! On our way into town, we would pass the undertaker’s workshop. Outside, a little sign read “STRAFFEE & SONS, UNDERTAKERS & CABINETMAKERS.” I could always tell we were approaching this place, because of the smell of pitch pine and varnish in the air.


Later, we moved back to our house in town, and I no longer had a view of the cemetery. Still no one I knew had died. One day, a girl smaller than I, a girl whose mother was a friend of my mother’s, died in my mother’s arms. I did not know this girl at all, though I may have got a glimpse of her once or twice as I passed her and her mother coming out of our yard, and I tried to remember everything I had heard about her. Her name was Nalda; she had red hair; she was very bony; she did not like to eat any food. In fact, she liked to eat mud, and her mother always had to keep a strict eye on her to prevent her from doing that. Her father made bricks, and her mother dressed in a way that my father found unbecoming. I heard my mother describe to my father just how Nalda had died: She had a fever, they noticed a change in her breathing, so they called a car and were rushing her off to Dr. Bailey when, just as they were crossing over a bridge, she let out a long sigh and went limp. Dr. Bailey pronounced her dead, and when I heard that I was so glad he wasn’t my doctor. My mother asked my father to make the coffin for Nalda, and he did, carving bunches of tiny flowers on the sides. Nalda’s mother wept so much that my mother had to take care of everything, and since children were never prepared by undertakers, my mother had to prepare the little girl to be buried. I then began to look at my mother’s hands differently. They had stroked the dead girl’s forehead; they had bathed and dressed her and laid her in the coffin my father had made. My mother would come back from the dead girl’s house smelling of bay rum—a scent that for a long time afterward would make me feel ill. For a while, though not for very long, I could not bear to have my mother caress me or touch my food or help me with my bath. I especially couldn’t bear the sight of her hands lying still in her lap.


At school, I told all my friends about this death. I would take them aside individually, so I could repeat the details over and over again. They would listen to me with their mouths open. In turn, they would tell me of someone they had known or heard of who had died. I would listen with my mouth open. One person had known very well a neighbor who had gone swimming after eating a big lunch at a picnic and drowned. Someone had a cousin who in the middle of something one day just fell down dead. Someone knew a boy who had died after eating some poisonous berries. “Fancy that,” we said to each other.


I loved very much—and so used to torment until she cried—a girl named Sonia. She was smaller than I, even though she was almost two years older, and she was a dunce—the first real dunce I had ever met. She was such a dunce that sometimes she could not remember the spelling of her own name. I would try to get to school early and give her my homework, so that she could copy it, and in class I would pass her the answers to sums. My friends ignored her, and whenever I mentioned her name in a favorable way they would twist up their lips and make a sound to show their disdain. I thought her beautiful and I would say so. She had long, thick black hair that lay down flat on her arms and legs; and then running down the nape of her neck, down the middle of her back for as far as could be seen before it was swallowed up by her school uniform, was a line of the same long, thick black hair, only here it flared out as if a small breeze had come and parted it. At recess, I would buy her a sweet—something called a frozen joy—with money I had stolen from my mother’s purse, and then we would go and sit under a tree in our schoolyard. I would then stare and stare at her, narrowing and opening wide my eyes until she began to fidget under my gaze. Then I would pull at the hair on her arms and legs—gently at first, and then awfully hard, holding it up taut with the tips of my fingers until she cried out. For a few weeks, she didn’t appear in school, and we were told that her mother, who had been with child, had died suddenly. I couldn’t ever again bring myself to speak to her, even though we spent two more years as classmates. She seemed such a shameful thing, a girl whose mother had died and left her alone in the world.


Not long after the little girl died in my mother’s arms on the way to the doctor, Miss Charlotte, our neighbor across the street, collapsed and died while having a conversation with my mother. If my mother hadn’t caught her, she would have fallen to the ground. When I came home from school that day, my mother said, “Miss Charlotte is dead.” I had known Miss Charlotte very well, and I tried to imagine her dead. I couldn’t. I did not know what someone looked like dead. I knew what Miss Charlotte looked like coming from market. I knew what she looked like going to church. I knew what she looked like when she told her dog not to frighten me by chasing me up and down the street. Once, when Miss Charlotte was sick, my mother asked me to take her a bowl with some food, so I saw her lying in her bed in her nightgown. Miss Charlotte was buried in a coffin my father did not make, and I was not allowed to go to the funeral.


At school, almost everyone I knew had seen a dead person, and not a spirit of a dead person but a real dead person. The girl who sat at the desk next to mine suddenly stopped sucking her thumb because her mother had washed it in water in which a dead person had been given a bath. I told her that her mother must have been playing a trick on her, that I was sure the water was plain water, since it was just the sort of trick my mother would play on me. But she had met my mother and she said she could see that my mother and her mother weren’t alike at all.


I began to go to funerals. I didn’t actually go to the funerals as an official mourner, since I didn’t know any of the people who had died and I was going without my parents’ permission. I visited the funeral parlors or the drawing rooms where the dead were laid out for viewing by the mourners. When I heard the church bell toll in the way it tolled when someone had died, I would try to find out who had died and where the funeral was to be—home or funeral parlor. The funeral parlor was in much the same direction as my route home, but sometimes to get to someone’s house I would have to go in the opposite direction of my way home. At first, I didn’t go in; I would just stand outside and watch the people come and go, hear the close relatives and friends let out incredible loud wails and moans, and then watch the procession march off to church. But then I began to go in and take a look. The first time I actually saw a dead person, I didn’t know what to think. Since it wasn’t someone I knew, I couldn’t make a comparison. I had never seen the person laugh or smile or frown or shoo a chicken out of a garden. So I looked and looked for as long as I could without letting anyone know I was just there out of curiosity.


One day, a girl my own age died. I did not know her name or anything personal about her except that she was my own age and that she had a humpback. She attended another school, and on the day of her funeral her whole school got the day off. At my school, it was all we could talk about: “Did you know the humpbacked girl?” I remembered once standing behind her in a line to take out books at the library; then I saw a fly land on the collar of her uniform and walk up and down as the collar lay flat on her hump. On hearing that she was dead, I wished I had tapped the hump to see if it was hollow. I also remembered that her hair was parted into four plaits and that the parts were crooked. “She must have combed her hair herself,” I said. At last, though, someone I knew was dead. The day of her funeral, I bolted from school as soon as we finished the last amen of our evening prayers, and I made my way to the funeral home. When I got there, the whole street was full of girls from her school, all in their white dress uniforms. It was a big crowd of them, and they were milling around, talking to each other quietly and looking very important. I didn’t have time to stop and really envy them; I made my way to the door and entered the funeral parlor. There she was. She was lying in the regular pitch-pine, varnished coffin, on a bed of mauve-and-white lilacs. She wore a white dress, and it may have come all the way down to her ankles, but I didn’t have time to look carefully. It was her face that I wanted to see. I remembered how she had looked the day in the library. Her face was just a plain face. She had black eyes, flat nostrils, broad lips. Lying there dead, she looked the same, except her eyes were closed and she was so still. I once had heard someone say about another dead person that it was as if the dead person were asleep. But I had seen a person asleep, and this girl did not look asleep. My parents had just bought me a View-Master. The View-Master came with pictures of the pyramids, the Taj Mahal, Mt. Everest, and scenes of the Amazon River. When the View-Master worked properly, all the scenes looked as if they were alive, as if we could just step into the View-Master and sail down the Amazon River or stand at the foot of the pyramids. When the View-Master didn’t work properly, it was as if we were looking at an ordinary, colorful picture. When I looked at this girl, it was as if the View-Master wasn’t working properly. I stared at her a long time—long enough so that I caused the line of people waiting to stop by the coffin to grow long and on the verge of impatience. Of course, as I stared I kept my fingers curled up tight against my palms, because I didn’t want to make a mistake and point and then have them rot and drop off right there. I then went and sat among the mourners. Her family smiled at me, thinking, I am sure, that I was a school friend, even though I wore the uniform of another school. We sang a hymn—“All Things Bright and Beautiful”—and her mother said it was the first hymn the humpbacked girl had learned to sing by heart.


I walked home. By then, I was very late getting home from school, but I was too excited to worry about it. I wondered if one day while going somewhere alone I would see the humpbacked girl standing under a tree, and if she would try to get me to go for a swim or eat a piece of fruit, and the next thing my mother would know, she would be asking my father to make a coffin for me. Of course, he would be so overcome with grief he wouldn’t be able to make my coffin and would have to ask Mr. Oatie to do it, and he just hated to ask Mr. Oatie to do him a favor, because, as I heard him tell my mother, Mr. Oatie was such a leech he tried to suck you dry by making you pay for everything twice.


When I got home, my mother asked me for the fish I was to have picked up from Mr. Earl, one of our fishermen, on the way home from school. But in my excitement I had completely forgotten. Trying to think quickly, I said that when I got to the market Mr. Earl told me that they hadn’t gone to sea that day because the sea was too rough. “Oh?” said my mother, and uncovered a pan in which were lying, flat on their sides and covered with lemon juice and butter and onions, three fish: an angelfish for my father, a kanya fish for my mother, and a lady doctorfish for me—the special kind of fish each of us liked. While I was at the funeral parlor, Mr. Earl had got tired of waiting for me and had brought the fish to our house himself. That night, as a punishment, I ate my supper outside, alone, under the breadfruit tree, and my mother said that she would not be kissing me good night later, but when I climbed into bed she came and kissed me anyway.
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