
           
       

              
                

              
             

   
                 

           
   

                      
               

             
  

                      
                 

              
            

    
                      

            
               

                      
                

              
               

              
                

        
   

                      
                     
               
             
                

                       
             

           

I Used to Live Here Once -- by Jean Rhys 
A story set in Dominica, in the Caribbean. 

She was standing by the river looking at the stepping stones and remembering each one. There was 
the round unsteady stone, the pointed one, the flat one in the middle -- the safe stone where you could 
stand and look around. The next wasn't so safe for when the river was full the water flowed over it and 
even when it showed dry it was slippery. But after that it was easy and soon she was standing on the 
other side. 

The road was much wider than it used to be but the work had been done carelessly. The felled trees 
had not been cleared away and the bushes looked trampled. Yet it was the same road and she walked 
along feeling extraordinarily happy. 

It was a fine day, a blue day. The only thing was that the sky had a glassy look that she didn't 
remember. That was the only word she could think of. Glassy. She turned the corner, saw that what 
had been the old pave had been taken up, and there too the road was much wider, but it had the same 
unfinished look. 

She came to the worn stone steps that led up to the house and her heart began to beat. The screw 
pine was gone, so was the mock summer house called the ajoupa, but the clove tree was still there and 
at the top of the steps the rough lawn stretched away, just as she remembered it. She stopped and 
looked towards the house that had been added to and painted white. It was strange to see a car standing 
in front of it. 

There were two children under the big mango tree, a boy and a little girl, and she waved to them 
and called 'Hello', but they didn't answer her or turn their heads. Very fair children, as Europeans born 
in the West Indies so often are: as if the white blood is asserting itself against all the odds. 

The grass was yellow in the hot sunlight as she walked towards there. When, she was quite close, 
she called again, shyly: 'Hello'. Then, 'I used to live here once,' she said. Still they didn't answer. 
When she had said for the third time 'Hello' she was quite near them. Her arms went out instinctively 
with the longing to touch them. It was the boy who turned. His gray eyes looked straight into hers. His 
expression didn't change. He said, 'Hasn't it gone cold all of a sudden. D'you notice? Let's go in.' 'Yes, 
let's,' said the girl. Her arms fell to her sides as she watched them running across the grass to the house. 
That was the first time she knew. 
Response Paper Prompt: 

Closely read Jean Rhys’s short story, “I Used to Live Here Once.” Reflect on the meaning of 
the last line of the story. What do you think that the girl “knew” for the “first time” at the end of 
the narrative? What evidence from the text leads you to think this? Remember, be specific—the 
girl certainly has feelings of loneliness and senses being “out-of-place,” but what does she realize 
that makes her feel this way? What does she realize that makes her feel “out-of-place?” 

In a one-page essay, make an argument about what you believe that the girl “knew” for the 
“first time.” Be sure that you clearly enunciate a specific argument with a strong thesis and that 
you use appropriate evidence from the text to support your claims. 


