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THE MAGIC TOYSHOP


‘This crazy world whirled about her, men and women dwarfed by toys and puppets, where even the birds were mechanical and the few human figures went masked … She was in the night again, and the doll was herself.’


One night Melanie walks through the garden in her mother’s wedding dress. The next morning her world is shattered. Forced to leave her rural home, she is sent to London to live with relatives she has never met: gentle Aunt Margaret, mute since her wedding day; and her brothers, Francie and Finn. Brooding over all is Uncle Philip, who loves only the puppets he creates in his workshop, which are life-size – and uncannily life-like.


‘The boldest of English women writers’


Lorna Sage


‘Her writing is pyrotechnic – fuelled with ideas, packed with images and spangling the night sky with her starry language’


Observer










THE WRITER


Angela Carter (1940–1992) was born in Eastbourne and brought up in south Yorkshire. She read literature at Bristol University before spending two years in Japan, and went on to become one of Britain’s most original writers. Carter wrote her first novel, Shadow Dance, in 1965. Several Perceptions won the Somerset Maugham Prize in 1968 and The Magic Toyshop won the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize in 1969. Angela Carther’s death at age fifty-one ‘robbed the English literary scene of one of its most vivacious and compelling voices’ (Independent).
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THE DESIGNER


Jacqueline Groag (1903–1986) studied in Vienna during the early 1920s. She was known mainly as a freelance textile designer and book illustrator, producing designs for The Wiener Werkstatte during the 1930s before emigrating to France to escape the Nazi invasion. In France she designed fabrics for Lanvin and Schiaparelli. In 1939, fleeing the Nazi invasion again, Groag moved to England. Here she gained connections with many textile manufacturing and wholesale firms including Liberty’s, Heal & Sons, and several book publishers.
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INTRODUCTION


Angela Carter died in 1992, from lung cancer. She was fifty-one. For a good part of her latter years she was one of my closest friends, and for most of that time I was also her publisher. Her photograph sits on the mantle in my bedroom and her sketches are still on my walls; one of them, of sweet peas and marigolds, hangs above my desk and gazes upon every word that I write. There was very little Angie could not do: she drew very well, and loved colour, bold colour, so that everything she created – houses, etchings, writing (and her clothes) – had something of the rainbow about them. Angie was particularly keen on every shade of yellow, and as much purple as could be added to anything. Orange also played a large part in her life.


But these talents were mere coda to what she could do with language, with words, which, after her husband and son, were the joy of her life. It was more than words, actually. The ideas behind the words she chose with such care and enthusiasm were just as important to her. She was such a believer, such a curious, cynical, wicked, robustly unsentimental believer.


What did she believe in? When Angie died, I spoke about her at her funeral at Putney Vale on 19th February 1992.






‘Pleasure has always had a bad press in Britain. I’m all for pleasure, too. I wish there was more of it around. I also like to argue. A day without an argument is like an egg without salt,’ wrote Angie.







And then I went on to say:






There are going to be many such saltless days now for those of us who loved Angie. What will we miss? We’ll miss her passionate interest in all of us, her irony, her exotic pleasure in everything, her advice, her fabulous imagination, her subversive irreverence, her anger. Who is there to talk about politics now that she is gone? Her long telephone calls: what phone bills! What profit for British Telecom! How gratifying it was when one’s news, gossip or opinions were received with that knowing cackle.


(Such was our mutual addiction to these conversations that in 1987, when she was on one of her constant travels to foreign parts – Angela loved abroad – I sent her a telegram: ‘Angie, when are you coming home? You are away too much and I have gossip one thousand miles long and no address to write to you.’)


And then: her vocabulary, her cooking, her physical mannerisms, her jokes, her travels, the quality of her voice, her writing, her kindness and her compassion; the sheer originality of every single bit of her. She was the oracle and guide we all consulted, a listener whose eloquent silences kept us hanging on every word she quietly and wickedly uttered.







I first met Angela Carter in 1972, at a book launch party of the 1970s kind. Her memory of it was that my first words were ‘Don’t you adore cabbage?’; mine that she told me that her husband had thrown a typewriter at her the night before: did I recommend that she should leave him? She was thirty-one when I met her and had already written five novels. I had just founded Virago. Angela went on to become one of the first writers I commissioned. Commission, however, is the wrong word to use for publishing Angela Carter. She wrote what she wanted to, and to get Virago off the ground, she chose to write The Sadeian Woman, a study of women, sexuality and power, which both outraged and alarmed some of the feminists of the time. Angela was a fervent feminist and a determined socialist, but she was a ribald, irreverent and very often a topsy-turvy version of each: and she put up with politically correct nonsense from no one except herself. She wrote to me in 1973:






Herewith is the Sade book for Virago, who I hope is a healthy child and screaming already. Many apologies for the delay – moving was one thing, and I’ve been trying to work, which means I go into a kind of self-enclosed capsule, from the centre of which the outside world (when I perceive it) and, also, time, appear to be compounded of porridge. (I don’t like porridge either).







Because Virago was in its infancy she took a peppercorn advance of £400 for this book. Angela was fond of money and the good things it buys, but she never thought the world of it. Over the next twenty years, she continued to produce this and that for Virago. Loyalty was an absolute cornerstone of her personality, and she felt it for all who worked at Virago over the years. As she lay dying in Brompton Hospital, she was fiddling about with a manuscript on her bed: the Virago Book of Fairy Tales – ‘I’m just finishing this off for the girls’.


For a complicated and formidably original human being, Angie proved to be the simplest person to publish. Everything pleased her. Everything received her attention, from endpapers to the identity of her reviewers. Editorially, of course, there was little to do. She couldn’t spell, but apart from that, every word she wrote was chosen with precision, to present with that word, and no other, the imagination or opinion she wished to convey. Courtesy was the root of it: Angela was a truly courteous woman. It came from her tremendous interest in, and microscopic observation of, the world about her: she knew what people were worth.


She knew what she was worth too. In her later years she became famous herself, the only female in that early gaggle of writers who were, in the 1980s, considered to be Britain’s finest – Ian McEwan, Julian Barnes, Martin Amis, and of course, Salman Rushdie. Recognition was slow to come to her; she knew in her bones that her gender had something to do with that. It made her angry, as injustice always did, but that was not the feminism she espoused; hers was of the laughing, ironic and get-on-with-it kind.


Nothing escaped her razor-sharp mind. She was no compromiser and did not cut her purse to fit any pig’s ear, but her immense curiosity meant that she took a vast pleasure in everything life had to offer. So while she despised many of the histrionics indulged in by the glitterati (mostly male, but neither did she spare such female versions as there were in those days), she was never averse to dabbling her toes in their glamorous pools: good copy for hour-long telephone dismemberment afterwards.


Angela Carter, no narrow Anglophile, was a great traveller and loved America, Japan, Australia, Italy, France. But she was rooted in Britain; in its literature, food, its politics. She was a true child of the last war and the age of Austerity which followed it, and she gave thanks every day of her life to the post-war Welfare State for the good things it gave her. She was an irredeemably radical political animal. Her last years were spent in Thatcher’s Britain: ‘We’re going to hell in a hand-basket’ were her words on those years. In this, as in much else, she was the prime representative of a particular British personality which runs a gamut from Shakespeare to Tom Paine to Charles Dickens. She was spared New Labour, Tony Blair, Iraq, George Bush and much else, but she has left behind such a body of work that her views on each require no imagination. More, the language she luxuriated in to express disgust and disdain remain a bible for anyone today who might be lost for words to attack the status quo.


Though she lived in the twentieth century, in fact she belonged to the twenty-first in almost every way. She was fascinated by men, women, children and the beasts of field and sky, but her concentration was on uprooting assumptions about how women live and love, celebrating how they decorate and indulge themselves, and how they hunger for sex. Challenging authority, she stuck a pin into any available literary or cultural balloon, rewriting and reinterpreting fairy tales and myths so that little girls were no longer eaten by wandering wolves, but were given a decent pair of gnashers to do the chewing themselves.


She was the great celebrator of the vulgarian as heroine, and raised her irreverent female creations high, using the fairy tale and the theatrical and music hall images she loved so much. Angie loved the movies, too, everything about them. Popular culture fascinated her. She preceded Madonna and Kylie Minogue, but she prepared us for their arrival. You see them in her heroines as they fly out of her novels and short stories, cursing and sweating, exotic or bawdy, making jokes, using every beautiful word in the English dictionary in magical and exquisite ways, to tell the world to move over, and make way for women.


In that way, she was a seer – an itinerant Pied Piper who travelled whenever she could, doing what she loved to do: teach. She was the Johnny Appleseed of English literature: all over the world are literary incendiary bombs planted by Angela, and in Britain, young writers whom she encouraged.


Virago published The Sadeian Woman in 1979. Immediately after that I delved into Angela’s suitcases of journalism and in 1982 Virago published a selection, Nothing Sacred. Her ‘advertisement’ for that (Angie never liked to use the word ‘synopsis’, an insufficiently ebullient word for what was, after all, to become a book) sums up the varied interests of her magnificent magpie mind: ‘South London; Venice; Padstow; D. H. Lawrence as closet Queen; Red Indians; Health Foods; Underwear; Teddy Bears; Male Nudes.’ By this time the Virago Modern Classics list had been launched and Angela, phenomenally well read, was as interested, as critical, and as supportive of that fiction list as she was of everything else Virago did. She read novels for me and became passionate about some of the writers on that list – Margaret Atwood, Christina Stead, Eudora Welty, Elizabeth Taylor, Elizabeth Jolley.


By 1981, she had reacquired the rights to some of her earlier novels. Virago was to publish five of her works of fiction in the Classics list, but the first novel we chose was her second, The Magic Toyshop, a perfect introduction to her work. You will laugh on the first page, you will be disturbed by the end of the first chapter, you will soon be transported into mysterious and fascinating places. In her day – and since – Angela Carter’s writing has often been categorised as magic realism. Angela herself scorned this description, considering herself a stern realist, and as you follow the story of Melanie in The Magic Toyshop, you will see how right she was. You will know what it is like have the body and longings of a young girl, set loose upon a dangerous world. Melanie’s adventures, at once charming and unsettling, introduce you to the audacious imagination and fabulous sense of wonder and fun of a great writer. Only the person she was could have produced a novel like The Magic Toyshop. You are about to encounter the vibrant and conversational ghost of Angela Carter.


Carmen Callil, 2007




1


The summer she was fifteen, Melanie discovered she was made of flesh and blood. O, my America, my new found land. She embarked on a tranced voyage, exploring the whole of herself, clambering her own mountain ranges, penetrating the moist richness of her secret valleys, a physiological Cortez, da Gama or Mungo Park. For hours she stared at herself, naked, in the mirror of her wardrobe; she would follow with her finger the elegant structure of her rib-cage, where the heart fluttered under the flesh like a bird under a blanket, and she would draw down the long line from breast-bone to navel (which was a mysterious cavern or grotto), and she would rasp her palms against her bud-wing shoulderblades. And then she would writhe about, clasping herself, laughing, sometimes doing cartwheels and handstands out of sheer exhilaration at the supple surprise of herself now she was no longer a little girl.


She also posed in attitudes, holding things. Pre-Raphaelite, she combed out her long, black hair to stream straight down from a centre parting and thoughtfully regarded herself as she held a tiger-lily from the garden under her chin, her knees pressed close together. A la Toulouse-Lautrec, she dragged her hair sluttishly across her face and sat down in a chair with her legs apart and a bowl of water and a towel at her feet. She always felt particularly wicked when she posed for Lautrec, although she made up fantasies in which she lived in his time (she had been a chorus girl or a model and fed a sparrow with crumbs from her Paris attic window). In these fantasies, she helped him and loved him because she was sorry for him, since he was a dwarf and a genius.


She was too thin for a Titian or a Renoir but she contrived a pale, smug Cranach Venus with a bit of net curtain wound round her head and the necklace of cultured pearls they gave her when she was confirmed at her throat. After she read Lady Chatterley’s Lover, she secretly picked forget-me-nots and stuck them in her pubic hair.


Further, she used the net curtain as raw material for a series of nightgowns suitable for her wedding night which she designed upon herself. She gift-wrapped herself for a phantom bridegroom taking a shower and cleaning his teeth in an extra-dimensional bathroom-of-the-future in honeymoon Cannes. Or Venice. Or Miami Beach. She conjured him so intensely to leap the spacetime barrier between them that she could almost feel his breath on her cheek and his voice husking ‘darling’.


In readiness for him, she revealed a long, marbly white leg up to the thigh (forgetting the fantasy in sudden absorption in the mirrored play of muscle as she flexed her leg again and again); then, pulling the net tight, she examined the swathed shape of her small, hard breasts. Their size disappointed her but she supposed they would do.


All this went on behind a locked door in her pastel, innocent bedroom, with Edward Bear (swollen stomach concealing striped pyjamas) beadily regarding her from the pillow and Lorna Doone splayed out face down in the dust under the bed. This is what Melanie did the summer she was fifteen, besides helping with the washing-up and watching her little sister to see she did not kill herself at play in the garden.


Mrs Rundle thought Melanie was studying in her room. She said Melanie ought to get out more into the fresh air and would grow peaked. Melanie said she got plenty of fresh air when she ran errands for Mrs Rundle and, besides, she studied with her window open. Mrs Rundle was content when she heard this and said no more.


Mrs Rundle was fat, old and ugly and had never, in fact, been married. She adopted the married form by deed poll on her fiftieth birthday as her present to herself. She thought ‘Mrs’ gave a woman a touch of personal dignity as she grew older. Besides, she had always wanted to be married. In old age, memory and imagination merge; Mrs Rundle’s mental demarcations were already beginning to blur. She would sit, sometimes, in her warm fireside chair, at the private time when the children were all in bed, dreamily inventing the habits and behaviour of the husband she had never enjoyed until his very face formed wispily in the steam from her bed-time cup of tea and she greeted him familiarly.


She had hairy moles and immense false teeth. She spoke with an old-world, never-never land stateliness, like a duchess in a Whitehall farce. She was the housekeeper. She had brought her cat with her; she was very much at home. She looked after Melanie, Jonathon and Victoria while Mummy and Daddy were in America. Mummy was keeping Daddy company. Daddy was on a lecture tour.


‘A lecher tour!’ crowed Victoria, who was five, beating her spoon upon the table.


‘Eat up your bread pudding, dear,’ said Mrs Rundle. They ate a lot of bread pudding under Mrs Rundle’s regime. She did bread pudding plain and fancy, with or without currants or sultanas or both; and she performed a number of variations on the basic bread-pudding recipe, utilising marmalade, dates, figs, blackcurrant jam and stewed apples. She showed extraordinary virtuosity. Sometimes they had it cold, for tea.


Melanie grew to fear the bread pudding. She was afraid that if she ate too much of it she would grow fat and nobody would ever love her and she would die virgin. A gargantuan Melanie, bloated as a drowned corpse on bread pudding, recurred in her dreams and she would wake in a sweat of terror. She pushed the fatal bread pudding around her plate with her spoon and slyly shovelled most of her helping onto Jon’s plate when Mrs Rundle’s broad back was turned. Jonathon ate steadily. Jonathon ate largely out of pure absence of mind.


Jonathon ate like a blind force of nature, clearing through mounds of food like a tank through the side of a house. He ate until there was no more to eat; then stopped, put knife and fork or spoon and fork together neatly, wiped his mouth with his handkerchief and went away to make model boats. The summer Melanie was fifteen, Jonathon was twelve and absorbed in the making of model boats.


He was small, snub-nosed and fair, a grey-flannel-and-school-cap boy, with a healed scab, always, just at the flaking off point on one knee or the other. He made model boats from construction kits, scrupulously painting, assembling and rigging them and then placing them on shelves and mantelpieces up and down the house, where he could stare at them in passing. He made models only of sailing ships.


He made a model of the three-masted barque, H.M.S. Beagle; also of H.M.S. Bounty; of H.M.S. Victory and of H.M.S. Thermopylae. His hands, that summer, were always tacky with glue. His eyes had a far-away stare in them as if he saw not the real world, but the blue seas and coconut islands where his boats, once launched, imaginatively and forever sailed. A mental Flying Dutchman, Jonathon roved uncharted seas under a swan-spread of canvas, his feet on swaying, salt-drenched boards, never treading dry land at all. He walked with a faintly discernible nautical roll but nobody ever noticed.


And nobody ever noticed that he did not see them because his eyes were concealed by glasses with round, thick, bottle lenses. In the things of this world, he was extremely shortsighted. With his glasses and his school cap and the scabs on his knees, he looked the sort of small boy who makes one immediately think of Norman and Henry Bones, the boy detectives. Misled by his appearance, his parents loaded his bookcase with Biggles books, which gathered dust unopened.


Early in the summer, Melanie stole six untouched Biggles books from his room, smuggled them to a town on a cheap day excursion and sold them at a secondhand bookshop in order to buy a set of false eyelashes with the proceeds. But the false eyelashes made her weep painful tears when she tried to fix them in place and then they refused to stay put but riffled through her fingers onto the dressing-table like baleful, hairy caterpillars with a life of their sinister own. Mutely, they accused her – thief! thief! Treacherous, they were the wages of sin. Melanie burned them guiltily in her rarely used bedroom hearth. It was obvious to her that they could not be worn because she had stolen to get the money to buy them. She had a well-developed sense of guilt, that summer.


Victoria had no sense of guilt. She had no sense at all. She was a round, golden pigeon who cooed. She rolled in the sun and tore butterflies into little pieces when she could catch them. Victoria was a lily of the field, neither toiling nor spinning, but not beautiful. Mrs Rundle sang old songs to her, sang how the harbour lights told me you were leaving and that roses were blooming in Picardy but there was never a rose like you; and Victoria chuckled on her knee and grabbed at Mrs Rundle’s cat with her cube-shaped fist. Mrs Rundle’s cat was an obese, nose-in-the-air Tom. Seated, it was the size and shape of a fur coffee table, a round one. Perhaps Mrs Rundle fed it on scraps of bread pudding.


It sat on Mrs Rundle’s indoor slippers (which were yellow felt with red pom-poms) and Mrs Rundle sang to Victoria and knitted.


‘What are you knitting?’ asked Victoria.


‘A cardigan.’


‘Cardingan,’ perverted Victoria with satisfaction.


‘Why is it black, Mrs Rundle?’ asked Melanie, come to get orange juice with ice-cubes from the refrigerator, padding on summer-naked feet.


‘At my age,’ said Mrs Rundle with a sigh, ‘there is always someone to wear black for. If not immediately, then sooner than later.’ The vowel in later came out immensely elongated, as if steamrollered flat – leeeeeeter. ‘You’ll catch your death, dear, with bare feet on a stone floor.’


The ice cubes shivered in Melanie’s hand.


‘Have you known many dead people?’ she asked.


‘Sufficient,’ said Mrs Rundle, beginning to cast off.


‘I find death inconceivable,’ said Melanie slowly, fumbling for the right word.


‘That is only natural at your age.’


‘Sing!’ commanded Victoria, beating her lollipop paws on Mrs Rundle’s black silk knee. Mrs Rundle obediently lifted up her voice.


Melanie thought of death as a room like a cellar, in which one was locked up and no light at all.


‘What will happen to me before I die?’ she thought. ‘Well, I shall grow up. And get married. I hope I get married. Oh, how awful if I don’t get married. I wish I was forty and it was all over and I knew what was going to happen to me.’


She stuck moon-daisies in her long hair and looked at herself in her mirror as if she were a photograph in her own grown-up photograph album. ‘Myself at fifteen.’ And, following, the pictures of her children in Brownie uniforms and Red Indian outfits, and pet dogs, and summer-snapped future holidays. Buckets and spades. Sand in the shoes. Torquay? Would it be Torquay? Bournemouth (the Chine)? Scarborough-is-so-bracing? And never, for example, Venice? And the pet dogs, would they be Yorkshire terriers or corgis; or noble, hawk-nosed Afghan hounds or a pair of white greyhounds on a golden chain?


She said to the daisy girl with her big, brown eyes: ‘I will not have it plain. No. Fancy. It must be fancy.’ She meant her future. A moon-daisy dropped to the floor, down from her hair, like a faintly derisive sign from heaven.


Meanwhile, they lived in a house in the country, with a bedroom each and several to spare, and a Shetland pony in a field, and an apple tree that held the moon in its twiggy fingers up outside Melanie’s window so that she could see it when she lay in her bed, which was a single divan with a Dunlopillo mattress and a white quilted headboard. She slept between striped sheets.


The house was red-brick, with Edwardian gables, standing by itself in an acre or two of its own grounds; it smelled of lavender furniture polish and money. Melanie had grown up with the smell of money and did not recognise the way it permeated the air she breathed but she knew she was lucky to have a silver-backed hairbrush, a transistor radio of her own, and a jacket and skirt of stiff, satisfying, raw silk made by her mother’s dressmaker in which to go to church on Sundays.


Their father liked them all to go to church on Sundays. He read the lesson, sometimes, when he was at home. Born in Salford, it pleased him to play gently at squire now he need never think of Salford again. That summer, they went to church with Mrs Rundle, who was devout. She took with her her own bulging, black prayerbook which scattered old dried pressed flowers and bits of fern if she picked it up carelessly. Victoria sat on the floor of the pew, chasing idly the desiccated greenery drifting from Mrs Rundle’s prayerbook and cooing. Sometimes she cooed quite loudly.


‘Is Victoria retarded?’ wondered Melanie. ‘Will I have to stay at home and help Mummy look after her and never have a life of my own?’


Victoria, like Mrs Rochester, a dreadful secret in the back bedroom, beaming vacantly, playing with kiddibricks, simple constructional toys and wooden jig-saw puzzles, pushing her indecent baby face against the banisters to coo at unnerved guests.


Jonathon’s favourite hymn was ‘Eternal Father, Strong to Save’. Whenever the vicar, a pale man who fished and made pale jokes about fishers of men, came to keep the eye on them all which he had promised their father, Jonathon would grip the hem of his cassock fiercely and request that ‘Eternal Father, Strong to Save’ should be sung the next Sunday.


‘We’ll see,’ the vicar would say, ill at ease beneath the intense glare of Jonathon’s spectacles.


All Sunday breakfast and best-dressing time, Jonathon quivered with suppressed anticipation. But, more often than not, the hymn was not sung. Hope faded the moment he saw the hymn numbers posted in the wooden slots on the wall. Then Jonathon climbed aboard the tea clipper Cutty Sark or H.M.S. Bounty and cast off with a fresh breeze swelling the sails, and steered out across the blue, blue sea, nursing his hurt. The vicar had betrayed him. Gag him with a marlin spike. To the mizzentopmast, keep him there all day – naked, during the long tropic day. Give him a taste of the cat.


Melanie prayed: ‘Please God, let me get married. Or, let me have sex.’ She had given up believing in God when she was thirteen. One morning, she woke up and He wasn’t there. She went to church to please her father and she wished on wishbones as well as on her knees. Mrs Rundle prayed, astonishingly: ‘Please, God, let me remember that I was married as if I had really married.’ For she knew she could not fool God by virtue of the deed poll. ‘Or at least,’ she continued, ‘let me remember that I had sex.’ Only she phrased it less bluntly. Mrs Rundle became abstracted from time to time during the service as she wondered how the roast beef and potatoes left at home in the oven were getting on. But she always apologised when she returned in mind to God.


Neither Jonathon nor Victoria prayed, having nothing to pray for. Victoria tore the fringes off the hassocks and ate them.


Melanie was fifteen years old, beautiful and had never even been out with a boy, when, for example, Juliet had been married and dead of love at fourteen. She felt that she was growing old. Cupping her bare breasts, which were tipped as pinkly as the twitching noses of white rabbits, she thought: ‘Physically, I have probably reached my peak and can do nothing but deteriorate from now on. Or, perhaps, mature.’ But she did not want to think she might not be already perfect.


One night, Melanie could not sleep. It was late in the summer and the red, swollen moon winked in the apple tree and kept her awake. The bed was hot. She itched. She turned and twisted and thumped her pillow. Her skin prickled with wakefulness and her nerves were as raw as if a hundred knives were squeaking across a hundred plates in concert. At last, she could bear it no longer and got up.


The house was heavy with sleep but Melanie was wide awake. She felt strangely excited to be up and about when they all slept; she imagined a trail of zeds … zzzzz … issuing from their three sleeping mouths like bees and buzzing dreamily around the house. She wandered idly into her parents’ empty room. Shoes under the bed waited patiently for her mother’s returning feet, an empty tobacco tin pined on the bedside table for her father to come back and throw it away. The room was lit completely by the moon; the white crochet cover on the low, wide bed glowed in the moonlight with a pregnant luminosity. Her parents slept in this bed, which was generous and luxurious as a film star’s.


Leaning over the wicker heart which formed the bedstock, Melanie tried to imagine her parents making love. This seemed a very daring thing to think of on such a hot night. She tried hard to picture their embraces in this bed but her mother always seemed to be wearing her black, going-to-town suit, and Daddy had on the hairy tweed jacket with leather elbow-patches which, together with his pipe, was his trade mark. His pipe would be tucked into the breast pocket while they did it. Melanie tried but could not imagine her parents’ nakedness. When she thought of her mother and father, their clothes seemed part of their bodies, like hair or toenails.


Her mother, in particular, was an emphatically clothed woman, clothed all over, never without stockings whatever the weather, always gloved and hatted, ready for some outing. A wide-brimmed brown velvet hat with a black ribbon rose at the side superimposed itself on Melanie’s picture of her mother being made love to. Melanie remembered that, when she was a little girl and her mother cuddled her, the embraces were always thickly muffled in cloth – wool, cotton or linen, according to the season of the year. Her mother must have been born dressed, perhaps in an elegant, well-fitting caul selected from a feature in a glossy magazine, ‘What the well-dressed embryo is wearing this year.’ And Daddy – Daddy was always the same; tweed and tobacco, nothing but tweed and tobacco and type-writer ribbon. Of these elements, he was compounded.


Her parents’ wedding photograph hung over the mantelpiece, where the familiar things seemed exotic and curious in the light of the moon. The French gilt clock, for instance, which told her parents’ time and had stopped at five minutes to three on the day after they left for America. Nobody had bothered to wind it up again. Next to the clock was a Mexican pottery duck, bright, gay and daft, its blue back splotched with yellow flowers. Her mother had bought it after seeing its photograph in a Sunday colour supplement. Melanie wandered over to the mantelpiece, picked up the pottery duck and put it down again, and raised her eyes to the wedding photograph.


On her mother’s wedding day, she had had an epiphany of clothing. So extravagantly, wholeheartedly had she dressed herself that her flying hems quite obscured Melanie’s father. One could only see his shy grin, misted over with blown tulle, and Melanie could not tell whether, as she suspected, he was wearing the leather-patched tweed jacket even on his wedding day, because he could not take it off. But her mother exploded in a pyrotechnic display of satin and lace, dressed as for a medieval banquet.


Cut low in front to show a love-token locket nestling in the hollow of her throat, her white satin dress had scooping sleeves, wide as the wings of swans, and it flowed out from a tiny waist into a great, white train, arranged around in front of her for the photograph so that the dress appeared as if reflected in a pool of itself. A wreath of artificial roses was pressed low down on her forehead and a fountain of tulle sprang up and around it and spouted in foam past her waist. She carried a bunch of white roses in her arms, cradled like a baby. Her smile was soppy and ecstatic and young and touching.


She was surrounded by relations of whom they had seen less since Daddy had done so well with the novel and then the biography and then the film and so on. Aunt Gertrude, too tight perm, awkward feet in too tight shoes, grasping a shiny, patent leather handbag like the week’s groceries. Melanie remembered the Ashes of Violet flavoured kisses of her Aunt Gertrude from the few family Christmases when Grandfather (scowling at the camera as if he expected it to gobble his soul) was alive. Good-bye, Grandfather. Good-bye, Auntie Gertrude. And good-bye brilliantined Uncle Harry with Auntie Rose on his arm. Rouged Auntie Rose. The round patches of rouge came out black in the photograph. She might have been a sweep they asked along for luck. Good-bye, Uncle Philip.


Unlike the rest, Uncle Philip did not smile at the camera. He might have strayed into the picture from another group, an Elks’ solemn reunion or the grand funeral of a member of the ancient and honourable order of Buffaloes, or, even, from a gathering of veterans of the American Civil War. He wore a flat-topped, curly-brimmed, black hat such as Mississippi gamblers wear in Western films and a black bootlace tie in a crazy bow. His suit was black, his trousers tight, his jacket long. But the final effect was not of elegance. Under the black hat, his hair seemed to be white, or, at least, very fair. He had a walrus moustache which concealed his mouth. It was impossible to guess his age. However, he seemed old rather than young. He was tall and of a medium build. His hands were clasped before him on the silver knob of an ebony cane. His expression was quite blank; too blank, even, to seem bored. Mother’s only brother. Her only relative living, for all the others were father’s family. And he could not even raise a smile at his sister’s wedding. It seemed churlish of him.
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