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  For my mother




  







  ‘A consultation last year took me to an intelligent and unembarrassed-looking girl. Her style of dressing is disconcerting; where women’s

  clothes are normally attended to down to the last pleat, one of her stockings is hanging down and two buttons of her blouse are open.’




  

    Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams


  




  ‘She immediately stepped into the wardrobe and got in among the coats and rubbed her face against them, leaving the door open, of course, because

  she knew that it is very foolish to shut oneself into any wardrobe.’




  

    C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe


  




  ‘Have you ever been so lonely that you felt eternally guilty – as if you’d left off part of your clothes – I love you so, and

  being without you is like having gone off and left the gas-heater burning, or locked the baby in the clothes-bin.’




  

    letter from Zelda Fitzgerald to her husband, Scott Fitzgerald
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  My Mother’s Wedding Dress




  

    ‘Married in black, you will wish yourself back.’


  




  MY MOTHER WAS married in a black wedding dress, a French cocktail dress from an expensive boutique in Hampstead, close to where she lived at the time.

  It was October 1960, the beginning of many things: the winter, the decade, the marriage, and me. I was born eight months later, in June 1961, feet first and too small (little enough to fit into a

  bottom drawer, until a cot could be found; five pounds of jaundiced fretfulness; not the neatly stitched white-linen contents of the bottom drawer that my mother’s mother would have planned).

  When I was eighteen and started to wear the dress – a narrow, corseted sheath, just above knee-length, hidden bones within its bodice and waist – I thought about my mother, and how

  slender she had been on her wedding day, no more than a girl herself, even though she was meant to be all grown up.




  What became of the black dress? It has gone and disappeared, lost like my parents’ marriage, yet it lives on in my memory, and in photographs of my mother’s wedding day, and of me,

  when I wore it to my university graduation ceremony, a few weeks before my twenty-first birthday. Just as I cannot yet explain how or why or when I allowed such a precious bequest to slip through

  my fingers, neither can my mother tell me her precise reasons for buying the dress (and sometimes, when I wake up in the night and think about this, about what I don’t know, and what I want

  to know, it feels as if something has unravelled within and without me). But what my mother can recall for me is this: she spent more, far more, on her wedding dress than anything else in her

  wardrobe; sixty pounds, which was a great deal of money in those days, especially for an impoverished twenty-one-year-old, newly arrived in London from South Africa.




  ‘I bought it in a hurry,’ she says.




  ‘Why black?’ I ask her.




  ‘Why not?’ she says.




  Although the wedding dress was lined with a soft dark silk – worn and torn by the time I inherited it, wrinkling like an older woman’s skin – its skirt was made of a scratchy

  woollen mohair beneath a satin bodice. I sometimes wonder if my mother hoped it would keep her warm, in the unfamiliar coldness of London, even though the dress was sleeveless and really rather

  short. ‘I thought it would be useful,’ she says. To which I might reply, ‘How useful is a French cocktail dress to a pregnant girl living in a rented one-bedroom flat in

  Hampstead?’




  But that would be missing the point entirely. The dress, perhaps, was her way of declaring that she was a chic European now; that she had left behind the safe conformity of her colonial

  upbringing (a place more English than England, with its good manners and carefully observed social etiquette). Here was my mother – a pale-faced convent girl, with a family tree that was

  carefully traced back to a beatified Catholic martyr; the great-granddaughter of a colonel of the 11th Hussars – marrying a Jew. I was always taught never to say that word; to say

  ‘Jewish’ instead, to avoid the inflections of anti-Semitism; but isn’t this how the story of my parents’ wedding would have been told at the time, back home in South Africa?

  Hilary Garnett married Michael Picardie, a Jew, in London, in black.




  Actually, I can’t be certain how that story was told. South Africa was such a long way away – and when we did go there to visit my mother’s parents, Pat and Fred, they were far

  too polite to comment on their daughter’s marriage. They were not wealthy, despite the titles and prosperity of previous generations on both sides of their family (‘I’m a

  Balfour,’ my grandmother used to say, with some pride, ‘and your grandfather is a Garnett’, not that those names meant anything to me). Pat and Fred are dead now, leaving me a set

  of Georgian silver cutlery and a clutch of unanswered questions; as discreetly silent in death as in life; though I have borrowed from my mother a map to their lost world, a copy of the Garnett

  family tree. My mother is not certain who wrote it (‘One of the unmarried aunts, I think,’ she says, ‘a grand one in South Kensington’), but I have pored over the

  author’s spidery Edwardian handwriting in order to decipher a small piece of the fabric of my past. It seems that my grandfather Fred was the son of a second son: his father had come to South

  Africa, lured there by the goldmines, but there was no fortune to be found, just blackwater fever, which killed my great-grandfather at the age of forty, leaving behind him a widow, May, and two

  children, Lillian and Fred. Someone had to support the family (and May, said to be a stubborn sort, didn’t want charity from the rich relatives back home in England), so my grandfather left

  school at fifteen and trained to be an engineer. He was a man who liked mending things, who could fix anything: even a broken heart, it seemed to me whenever my sister and I went to stay with my

  grandparents; not that my mother would have necessarily agreed.




  Pat and Fred loved each other with a calm consistency quite unlike my own parents’ marriage, and their lives were ruled by routine: up with the sun, the BBC World Service news just after

  breakfast, The Times crossword, tea and shortbread at 11 a.m. and half-past three; a brandy sundowner at six. The only disagreement of theirs I ever witnessed was over the last slice of

  avocado in a green salad: they both loved avocado, and wanted the other to enjoy the remaining piece. ‘You have it,’ said Fred to Pat; ‘No you have it,’ she replied,

  and so it went on, back and forth, until the excessive courtesy seemed suddenly to infuriate them, and my grandmother tried to throw the avocado onto my grandfather’s plate, but missed, so

  that it fell onto the pristine white table cloth, green and smearing. What did Pat say then? Did she purse her lips, or laugh, shame-faced? Did the stain come out in the wash? Probably, scrubbed

  clean by my house-proud grandmother, though it remains on the linen forever for me, fixed there in memory, indelible, when so much else has faded away.




  Despite the constancy in other parts of their life, Pat and Fred did not stay put in their houses. When I was a child, they moved from Cape Town to Johannesburg, to and fro, several times, like

  stately migrating birds (following similar patterns, perhaps, to their parents and grandparents, Victorian and Edwardian colonials, who crossed oceans and continents, Australia, India, Africa, with

  no visible sign of complaint). But their wardrobes always seemed to stay the same: my grandfather’s dark suits, neatly pressed, and his ironed white cotton shirts, kept in their place, to one

  side of my grandmother’s equally respectable starched separates and modest neutral frocks. Of my grandmother’s wedding dress there was no sign, not even a picture on the mahogany

  sideboard. She hated being photographed, complained always of her ugliness in front of a camera, and destroyed dozens of pictures as a result, but my mother managed to rescue one page from an

  album, which shows Pat in what looks like a long lace dress and a wide-brimmed hat. (‘A beautiful coffee-coloured lace dress,’ my mother says, ‘I used to admire it so much as a

  little girl, and then one day it disappeared. Whatever can have become of it?’)




  Beneath the photograph, my grandmother has written, ‘THE DAY 25–10–1930’. ‘The’ is underlined with four neat lines, each one shorter than the other, so that

  it descends into an arrowhead. I know this is my grandmother’s handwriting – I recognize it instantly, from all the airmail letters she sent us from South Africa, thin blue paper,

  covered with thin blue lines. When I look at the arrow now, it seems to lead somewhere else, to another day, an undated day, the first day that I remember, from that almost unimaginable time before

  my sister was born. My mother was pregnant, so it must have been 1964, maybe the end of ’63, and I was just about two, and we had flown, without my father, to stay with her parents in South

  Africa. I remember the aeroplane – or more specifically, the glamour of its air hostess, who wore a jaunty hat and polished high heels, and had a little curtained annex of her own, with a

  mirror where she let me try on her lipstick – and I remember my grandparents’ wardrobe. It was big: large enough for me to climb into it, and I stayed there, my cheeks against their

  lavender-scented clothes, until they called me outside to see a parade that was going past the window. (Recently, when I ask my mother if I am imagining things, she laughs, and says it’s

  true, I did sit in the wardrobe, and sometimes my grandmother played with me in there, while I pretended to be an air hostess. ‘And there was a parade, of sorts. It was Christmas, and the

  Salvation Army band came and did a concert outside on the street.’ My mother is silent for a moment, and then says, ‘I wish I could remember their address . . .’)




  As for my father’s parents: I never really knew them at all. Like Pat and Fred, they were émigrés, but from a very different place. They had escaped from Lithuania and Russia, ending up

  on ships to Cape Town, though they might as easily have gone to Liverpool or London or New York instead. My father’s mother, whose name was Minnie, died when I was still very young, and his

  father, Granddad Louis, was in disgrace, having remarried a blonde shiksa called Marilyn, and frittered away the family’s hard-earned savings and investments. I wish I had known Louis better

  – he was a poet and schoolteacher who abandoned Judaism and turned to spiritualism and séances instead, much to his family’s annoyance – but I do have a photograph of him

  and Minnie that I treasure; a sepia picture of them on their wedding day. Her face is turned towards the camera, looking straight out at me, and she is wearing an elaborate white gown: long-sleeved

  and lacy, with a train gathered over one arm, and a big bouquet of creamy roses. She has two strings of pearls around her neck, and more pearls wound around her white headdress. She is beautiful

  – as pretty as a picture; like a still of a silent movie star. Louis is in a dark suit and a high-collared stiff white shirt, gazing at his wife, apparently rapt at her beauty. My youngest

  son, who has seen this photograph on the mantelpiece of my study, says that Louis looks sinister, a bit like Dracula, ready to bite his bride’s neck. I don’t think so; I think he was

  just counting his blessings that day.




  I have searched for the same look on my father’s face in the pictures of my parents’ wedding day: he is darkly handsome, like Louis, beside his sweet-faced smiling bride. They hardly

  knew each other – had met only twelve weeks before, in London; drawn together, perhaps, by what they had left behind in South Africa, even though their paths had never crossed in their

  homeland. Their parents were not at the wedding; and neither was my mother’s twin brother – it was a quiet ceremony, in Hampstead registry office, witnessed by my mother’s older

  brother, Richard, and their auntie Lil (Fred’s sister Lillian, who lived in London, having escaped South Africa, leaving a husband behind). Lil is wearing her pearls, and Richard and my

  father are in buttoned-up dark suits; my father’s from a Savile Row tailors, made for him when he first came to England, on a student scholarship to Oxford. Richard’s tie is neatly

  knotted, as is the collar of his shirt, but my father is more rumpled: his striped tie does not sit quite as it should beneath his collar, as if he had wrestled with it the morning of his wedding

  day. The pictures are black and white, so I cannot see the colour of his tie, or my mother’s cloud of red hair, which nevertheless looks like a Renaissance angel’s halo in the flash of

  the camera. To one side, above my father’s cropped black curls, there is a blurring of white light (which my grandfather Louis would doubtless have seen as spiritual; evidence of the Other

  Side, come through to witness the ceremony). This light is there in all four of the photographs that I have of the wedding: pictures I have examined over and over again, like separate pieces of a

  jigsaw, that might eventually fit together and make more sense. In the first picture, my parents are smiling at one another, standing in front of the door to what I guess is the registry office; in

  the second, the door is open, and they are smiling at the camera, and I can see there is a rose pinned to my mother’s dress, and rather disconcertingly, a stranger’s face, hovering

  between their shoulders, like a materialized ghost in a Victorian photograph. In what I think of as the third picture (not that there is an order to them, apart from my own), they are sitting

  inside the registrar’s office; Richard next to my mother, and my father on the other end of the sofa. Lil is behind them, standing, and my mother is leaning towards my father, though my

  father has both his hands on his suited knees, looking rather disapproving, looking like the angry young man he was in those days, a political radical, a member of the ANC. In the final photograph,

  my parents are alone again, close up, leaving the registry office. They seem to be holding hands, but it’s hard to tell – their fingers don’t seem to be doing the right thing

  – and my mother is turned to my father, with a nervous not-smile, and my father is gazing at something else, away from the camera, something unseen in the middle distance. The photographs are

  stuck very tightly to the black paper pages of the album in which they are kept (glued there by my maternal grandparents, I think, who would have been sent them in South Africa; and then posted all

  the way back to London to my mother, months or even years later, probably). But just now, I lifted a corner of one of them, the last picture, and there, in tiny silver handwriting, the neatest

  capital letters, someone has written: ‘JUST YOU TRY!’




  I never saw my mother wearing her black wedding dress again; and it never did come in useful for her, as a party outfit or otherwise, as far as I could see. But she kept it safely, despite all

  the moves we made – from Hampstead to the English countryside (so cold, that winter, she remembers, stuck in a cottage in the middle of snowbound fields in rural Oxfordshire; no way out for

  weeks at a time), and then to Liverpool, where my father was studying for a while, and south to Henley-on-Thames (how weird was that for a couple of young radicals?), and to London again, to

  a flat in Marylebone High Street, and afterwards to Oxford, where my father got a job as a university lecturer. Oh, and there were more moves – too many for me to remember – but the

  wedding dress came with her, even when my father did not.




  The dress had a little matching jacket with it that buttoned up at the back; so neat and perfectly cut that when it was worn over the dress, you wouldn’t necessarily guess that bare flesh

  was beneath; that something sleeveless was going on. My mother kept the jacket on during her wedding day, at least she did in the photographs; so perhaps it was me who turned the outfit into a

  party dress; jacketless, wanton, feeling myself to have been set free in a way that she was not. I don’t remember my mother actually giving me the dress: I think I’d found it for

  myself one day, looking through her wardrobe. I’d always been interested in her clothes – they seemed to be material clues to her history, and mine; more significant, perhaps, because

  there were relatively few to examine. She was very frugal, unlike my sister and me when we grew up, and after this one extravagance for her wedding day, bought herself little in the way of party

  outfits, though she made wonderfully exuberant dresses for us as children, which seemed like the most precious of gifts.




  I’m not certain of the precise circumstances in which I first wore her wedding dress – but I remember the way it felt, stepping into it, holding my breath, while someone – my

  mother or my sister? – zipped it up at the back for me; and fastened hooks and eyes, too (for this was a dress that I could not put on or take off without help). It must have been shortly

  afterwards that I packed the dress into a battered suitcase when I left home, at eighteen, to go to Cambridge – a place where I thought I could re-invent myself, leave my family behind. But

  my running-away bag contained bits and pieces of my mother: not just the dress, but an old bone-handled bread knife, a brightly coloured blanket she had brought with her as a girl from South

  Africa, and her handwritten recipe for scones. My mother has very precise handwriting, small and carefully formed, and she wrote postcards to me at university, a time of great unhappiness in her

  life, though her sadness was kept between the lines. Her marriage had been tempestuous, marked by separations and reconciliations and several attempts at fresh starts, but now it was finally at an

  end. She was forty, and I had gone, taking her wedding dress with me.




  At university, I tended only to wear old clothes, other people’s clothes: mainly stuff that I bought for very little money, from the stalls in Cambridge market. That might sound dismal,

  but the clothes were as exuberant as I was. There was a frilly rose-pink Sixties dress – layered, like petals, its pastel sweetness sabotaged by the fact that it was almost indecently short,

  especially when I cycled home in it, drunk and weaving under the wide night sky, my party face covered in the kisses of boys I had left behind. (One night, a policeman stopped me, and said I

  shouldn’t be out so late alone, dressed like that; and I just laughed, and said I was too fast to catch.) I also bought Fifties cotton frocks – splashed with flowers, vivid pinks and

  greens, daisies running riot – and sparkling sequined cardigans that smelt of mothballs and cologne; and a long tulle ball gown, sherbet-lemony skirts cascading from its tightly fitted waist.

  I wore other women’s shoes, too: still bearing the shape of their feet; precipitous heels from twenty years ago, Sixties lilac satin stilettos and black patent winkle-pickers and fake

  crocodile boots. It was all so cheap, but I treasured these things, my trove from jumble sales and charity shops, washed up into my arms.




  If the contents of one’s wardrobe are in any way the manifestation of one’s inner self (which I believe them to be, some of the time, at least), then mine was a rag-tag bundle of

  other people’s identities, assembled into something of my own. All those second-hand clothes are gone now, abandoned or lost or fallen apart; and I mourn none of them, not deeply, except the

  wedding dress. I feel that in losing it, the past is eluding me; as if I have lost a piece of my heart.
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  The Fairy Without Any Knickers On




  

    ‘I’m Nobody! Who are you?




    Are you – Nobody – Too?




    Then there’s a pair of us?




    Don’t tell! they’d advertise – you know!’




    

      

        Emily Dickinson, poem 288


      


    




    ‘Clothes serve to cover the body, and thus gratify the impulse to modesty. But, at the same time, they may enhance the beauty of the body, and indeed, as we have seen,

    this was probably their most primitive function . . . In fact, the whole psychology of clothes undergoes at once a great clarification and a great simplification, if this fundamental ambivalence

    in our attitude be fully grasped and continually held in mind.’




    

      

        J. C. Flugel, The Psychology of Clothes


      


    


  




  THERE HAS TO BE a first dress, like a first kiss; there has to be. Mine was the one that my mother made for me to wear to my birthday party: a fairy

  dress, sewn of translucent net, with matching wings and a glittery silver wand. I was three, and my sister was still a baby, and we were living in a place called Damer Gardens, a modestly modern

  housing estate in Henley-on-Thames. There were lots of other children who lived there – a nursery tribe of us – and our house was in a cul-de-sac, just off the main circle of houses;

  safe enough for me to ride my tricycle around the road with my friends; but also a place that seemed to lead to somewhere more dangerous, as well. (Outside the circle, behind a hedge, there was a

  man – The Man – who hid from us, just as we hid from him, but if he were to see me, or I to see him, then I knew I would be stolen away, or worse. Did I ever glimpse him? I think I did,

  just once, blurred and wild and half naked, but I can’t be sure, it might have been a dream; a nightmare, like the nightmares we all share, of being undressed, of disgrace . . .)




  When I think back to that time, try to see it clearly (as if clarity were possible, and the smudges wiped clean), the memory is tinged with a kind of shame and secrecy, even though I am running

  through it, in sunshine and summer light. My birthday is in midsummer – the day before the shortest night of the year – and warm, so that my party is to be held in the garden. Someone

  (who? I can’t remember who) has told me that I do not need to wear any knickers beneath my fairy dress – that I must take them off, because they will show through the net – and

  then when all my guests are assembled, before the party games have begun, the boldest of them, a boy, points at me and cries, ‘You don’t have any knickers on!’ When he says this,

  I know that I have done something wrong and been caught out; but I cannot speak, I am hot and humiliated, I hate myself, I feel like an ugly goblin.




  The fairy dress is my first lesson in what can be uncovered, and what must be covered up. Well, I’d like to believe it was that simple (a discovery, like the sartorial clues in a Hitchcock

  film), but it isn’t, of course, because I still haven’t worked out the threads of the past, have not got everything sewn up. Also, when I remember the fairy dress, it reminds me of the

  story of the Emperor’s new clothes: at least, my tangled childish version of it, in which I imagined the Emperor dressed up in his finery – not naked at all – but underneath his

  new clothes, there was nothing; truly, nothing, no skin, no flesh, no bones, just emptiness. And from then on, I knew that nobody meant exactly that: no body, a condition that might be

  hidden by clothes.




  The fairy dress and the Emperor’s new clothes collide in my mind, perhaps, because they coincide with my learning to read and write: once upon a time, at home, all of a sudden the letters

  turn into words. I make lots of mistakes – where do the circles go; which letters have cul-de-sacs? – but even so, the books provide a safe place, behind their covers, where no one will

  see me, or shame me, where I can disappear, hidden by others’ words. There is another hiding place, too: a wooden Wendy House set on stilts in our back garden; Wendy is a girl in a book and

  she flies away from home, but she knows her mother will be waiting for her. Her father is in the doghouse, chained up, so he cannot do anything, poor man. (Later, much later, my mother tells me

  about Wendy growing too big for her little house, and her arms and legs are poking out of it, so she looks like she is wearing a dress that has shrunk in the wash; and I say no, that was Alice in

  Wonderland, after she has eaten the cake that made her suddenly expand.) Wendy is briefly captured, and so am I, in photographs: cradling my baby sister, my baby; sitting with her on my lap in the

  garden outside. Inside our house, my parents have two antique chairs – we call them ‘the thrones’ – of a dark ebonized wood inlaid with mother of pearl. One day, my sister

  and I are photographed sitting on the chairs, separately. Ruth can sit up now by herself. She has dark curls and dark eyes, like my father, and I look more like my mother, but even so, our faces

  seem to reflect each other, so that we two are one. On the back of my throne, above and behind my head, the pearl makes patterns and pictures: circles of leaves and two white winged horses, facing

  each other, ready to fly, but they are inside the picture on the chair, and they are always there, they cannot break free.




  In the photograph, I am wearing a dress with a dark background, covered in sprigs of white flowers and bright orange blooms, as if I am growing out of the throne, sprouting yet rooted to it.

  There is a narrow crocheted trimming around the neck and bodice and fluted bell-sleeves. In my hands, I am holding the treasured shell of a sea urchin, which has come all the way from Africa. The

  dress has come from Africa, too, given to me by one of my father’s aunts, a hand-me-down from her daughter; flown here over the desert and the ocean, even though it has no wings. It is short,

  almost too small for me to wear now, and my legs are crossed; hollow legs, my mum says, as I get taller. The shell is very precious and fragile, hollow inside, like my legs (its previous

  inhabitant, the sea urchin, dead and gone). I know I must not drop the shell, for it would break in a hundred little pieces, and nobody will be able to glue it together again; not like my flowering

  dress from Africa, which has been mended and darned.




  Why are these clothes so etched upon my imagination, as if history can be pieced together by a patchwork of this stuff? When I try to get things straight in my head – to tell the story

  properly, as stories should be told – it seems impossible to un-jumble; though maybe memory is not a jumble, but a kind of loom, shuttling through the warp and the weft, weaving together a

  whole. After the fairy dress, I’d like to think that all my other dresses were armour, keeping me safe inside, but there’s always a chink, isn’t there? I can see that, clearly,

  when my mother makes me a crocheted silver skirt: full of tiny holes in the gleaming metallic lurex knit. I wear it when we leave Henley-on-Thames and move to London, to a flat in Marylebone High

  Street. I am living high above the High Street, sleeping on the top bunk in the bedroom I share with Ruth. The room is painted purple, like my mother’s favourite minidress; the bathroom is

  sprayed silver, like my skirt.




  Ruth and I have a dressing-up box in the bedroom. The fairy dress is in there, but I don’t like it now, it’s too scratchy, it itches, as if it has left an invisible mark on my skin.

  It stays at the bottom of the box, in the dark, while I go out, because I have left nursery, I am at Robinsfield Infants’ School, and one day a journalist visits the playground, to ask us

  what we think about heaven. ‘People have bare skins,’ I tell him, amongst other things, and I spell it out for him, B-A-R-E, not B-E-A-R, like my teacher taught me, but when he writes

  his article, it comes out differently. I didn’t read it at the time, but I do now, all these years later, because my grandmother cut it out of a magazine, and stuck it into a photograph

  album, the one I have inherited. It’s a tiny cutting from the October 1968 edition of the Reader’s Digest, which my grandparents subscribed to. The Reader’s Digest

  has digested my words from a much earlier edition of the Daily Mail. This is what I am supposed to have said, aged five: ‘In heaven the people are mummies and daddies and children.

  There are square houses, round houses and tall houses. The ladies have skirts on only because it is so hot. Men wear only shorts. There is a lot of singing about God because He lives there and He

  is the King.’ There is no mention of the bare skins, or bearskins, in this misinterpreted Eden.




  Meanwhile, back home, in our earthly eyrie, my sister and I wear the princess dresses that our grandmother has sent from South Africa. The dresses say ‘PRINCESS’ on the label, and

  they are long and many-layered, pink and peach, and they crackle when we pull them over our heads. My mother says this is called ‘static electricity’, but it seems more like magic to

  me, the buzzing of fairies outside and inside my head. ‘Why does she send me a nylon nightie every Christmas and every birthday?’ says my mother, one corner of her mouth curved in a

  smile. ‘What does she think I wear in bed?’ My mother does not wear the Princess presents from my grandmother, so Ruth and I dress up in them instead.




  I want to be a princess, and I am reading The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. One day, I hope, we will be like Susan and Lucy, the sisters in the book: if Ruth and I sit long enough in

  the right wardrobe, and fall through the other side into Narnia, we will live happily ever after, with the fauns and centaurs and talking animals. (The trouble is, how do I know we have the right

  wardrobe? Maybe it’s the wrong one; not that I have any choice . . .) Lucy finds her way to Narnia, beyond the fur coats and the mothballs in a wardrobe in an otherwise empty room, one of

  many in the house that she is staying in (‘the sort of house that you never seem to come to the end of . . . full of unexpected places’). At first, her sister and brothers think she has

  imagined this other world, ruled by the White Witch who is beautiful but deadly in her robes of white fur, and then they discover that Narnia is real.




  I believe in Aslan, the lion who saves Narnia, who will save us all. When my tooth falls out, he comes padding along Marylebone High Street in the darkness, and he climbs up the stairs into our

  flat, and when everyone is sleeping, he takes my tooth and leaves me a sixpence behind. Aslan can speak, but he is silent on his visits to London, so quiet that he never wakes us; but I know that

  he will protect me when I walk to school through the park, like he watches over the children in Narnia.




  My dad listens to a song about Lucy in the sky with diamonds, he plays it on the record player, over and over again; but his Lucy is not the right one, she doesn’t go to Narnia. The real

  Lucy, my Lucy (who found her way through the wardrobe, not into the sky), has a little bottle made of diamond, containing within it a cordial of the juice of the fire-flowers that grow in the

  mountains of the sun. If she or her sister is hurt, a few drops of it will cure them. And she has a dagger.




  I would like a dagger or a gun, like Bonnie who is the girl in my other favourite book, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase by Joan Aiken. Bonnie doesn’t have a sister, but she has a

  cousin, Sylvia, who comes to live with her in Willoughby Chase, a great house with battlements and turrets, that stands in eminence in the heart of the wold. That’s what it’s called,

  the wold, but I read it as the world. Bonnie is the only daughter of Sir Willoughby and Lady Green, who are kind and loving parents, but they must leave her for a long voyage, in search for a cure

  for her mother’s illness. Lady Green is pale and ailing and beautiful, but in her place arrives an evil fourth cousin, Miss Slighcarp, to take charge of Bonnie and Sylvia as their governess

  and guardian. Sylvia is an orphan, who has been raised by her Aunt Jane in an attic room in Park Lane, and she travels by train to Willoughby Chase with a suitcase of clothes sewn by her aunt out

  of an old curtain of white Chinese brocade. ‘I do like to see a little girl dressed all in white,’ says Aunt Jane, as she weeps over Sylvia’s going-away clothes. Sylvia is rather

  depressed at the thought of wearing only white, but she would never dream of saying so, for she is a good child (as I am); and anyway, Aunt Jane also makes her a travelling cloak of green velvet,

  cut from the shawl that they have slept beneath on cold nights in Park Lane. Aunt Jane is left with nothing to warm her but a jet-trimmed mantle, and Sylvia departs in shabby shoes, polished with a

  mix of soot and candle grease, in a bonnet trimmed with a white plume from the ostrich-feather fan that her aunt had carried at her coming-out ball. (At eight, I never questioned why Aunt Jane had

  fallen on such hard times, while her relatives lived in splendour; though now it seems as inexplicable as the sudden impoverishment of my grandfather Fred, sent out to work at fifteen to support

  his mother and sister while his wealthy English cousins played cricket at Eton and went skiing in Gstaad.)




  As for Miss Slighcarp: she arrived in Willoughby Chase clad from head to toe in a travelling dress of swathed grey twill, with a stiff collar, dark glasses, and dull green buttoned boots. The

  day after Bonnie’s parents have departed on their travels, Miss Slighcarp appears wearing one of Lady Green’s dresses: a draped gown of old gold velvet with ruby buttons. When Bonnie

  demands that the governess takes off her mother’s dress, there is a struggle, and a bottle of ink is knocked over, spilling a long blue trail down the gold velvet. I remember all this, in far

  more detail than my own parents’ fierce arguments, where burning pans are snatched from the cooker and thrown at one another, and clothes are torn, along with everything else; because I have

  read and reread The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, until I know it almost by heart. Clothes, it seems to me, are the signs and signals by which a child might recognize and avoid danger, or

  defeat the enemies all around. For there are human wolves, as well as the packs that hunt on Willoughby Wold; and sometimes they wear sheepskin, and sometimes they come in fur.




  







  Best-Dressed Heroines




  

    1 Pippi Longstocking: carrot-coloured pigtails, blue dress with little red patches sewn on by herself, long stockings (one brown, the other black), giant black shoes, twice as

    long as her feet; though Pippi is never too big for her boots. (And her creator, Astrid Lindgren, has never been bettered; for once encountered, Pippi Longstocking is always remembered; the

    nine-year-old who lives alone, with a horse on the porch and a monkey on her shoulder, who waves to her angel-mother in heaven, saying, ‘Don’t worry, I can look after

    myself!’)


  




  2 Kate, in Rosamond Lehmann’s Invitation to the Waltz, at a coming-out ball in 1920: ‘The airy apple-green frock which Kate made for herself flared out below her

  hips and clung lightly to waist and breast. A little floating cape was attached just over each flat delicately-moulded shoulder-blade by a band of minute flowers, buds, leaves of all

  colours.’ Most impressively, Kate ‘just took it straight from Vogue.’




  3 Holly Golightly in Truman Capote’s Breakfast at Tiffany’s: not simply because of her perfect little black dress, black sandals and pearls, but because of how

  she wears them, with ‘a soap and lemon cleanness’ and ‘the ragbag colours of her boy’s hair’, tawny streaked and blonde.




  4 Rebecca, as imagined by the second Mrs de Winter; Daphne du Maurier’s day-dreamed glamorous ghost, in the silver dress glimpsed in a dead woman’s living wardrobe.




  5 Linda in The Pursuit of Love; though not only as dressed by Paris couturiers. Before then – before her affair with the fabulous Fabrice – she is a 1930s

  debutante with a talent for looking original: ‘Linda had one particularly ravishing ball-gown made of masses of pale grey tulle down to her feet. Most of the dresses were still short that

  summer, and Linda made a sensation whenever she appeared in her yards of tulle, very much disapproved of by Uncle Matthew, on the grounds that he had known three women burnt to death in tulle

  ball-dresses’. (Could Nancy Mitford have remembered that the Reverend Patrick Brontë, father of his more famous Brontë daughters, was similarly fearful of inflammable gowns?)




  6 Cassandra, narrator of my favourite novel, I Capture the Castle by Dodie Smith, and her sister, Rose, who dye all their clothes green at the beginning of the novel, to

  make up for the fact that they are penniless; Rose wears their stepmother’s hand-me-down silk tea gown, ‘which looked wonderful – it had been a faded blue, but had dyed a queer

  sea-green’.




  7 Flora Poste and Elfine Starkadder in Stella Gibbons’ Cold Comfort Farm. Flora – a wonderfully dressed, wonderfully wise and witty heroine – takes her

  younger cousin, Elfine, in hand: ‘A large girl like you must wear clothes that fit; and Elfine, whatever you do, always wear court shoes. Remember – c-o-u-r-t. You

  are so handsome that you can wear the most conventional clothes and look very well in them; but do, for heaven’s sake, avoid orange linen jumpers and hand-wrought jewellery. Oh, and shawls in

  the evening.’ Flora subsequently changes Elfine’s life by taking her to London, to be fitted for a ball gown (‘She bathed delightedly in white satin, like a swan in foam’).

  At the party that follows, ‘Flora’s own dress was in harmonious tones of pale and dark green. She wore no jewels, and her long coat was of viridian velvet . . . Flora knew that she did

  not look so beautiful as Elfine, but, then, she did not want to. She knew that she looked distinguished, elegant, and interesting. She asked for nothing more.’




  8 The Girls of Slender Means, in Muriel Spark’s novel of the same name, who share amongst themselves a single Schiaparelli taffeta evening dress: a ‘marvellous dress,

  which caused a stir wherever it went . . . It was coloured dark blue, orange and white in a floral pattern as from the Pacific Islands.’




  9 Esther, the narrator of Sylvia Plath’s autobiographical novel The Bell Jar, skinny as a boy and naked beneath her black shantung sheath, in a hot New York summer

  working for a fashion magazine. (Inspiration for Edie Sedgwick, and others in a later Sixties line-up of the Beautiful and Damned?)




  10 Miss Havisham in Great Expectations. Yes, I know she looks appalling in her ancient wedding dress and tattered bridal veil, but she is also the most memorably dressed

  woman in any of Dickens’ novels (and possibly rather influential: emulated in all those successive waves of vintage chic, and on the catwalk, too, in Commes des Garçons’

  autumn/winter 2005 show); and no one could ever forget her terrible ending, ablaze with a crown of fire soaring above her head.




  11 Mrs Ada Harris, the heroine of Paul Gallico’s ‘Flowers for Mrs Harris’; though perhaps she should be in a category all of her own. A widowed London cleaning

  lady of sixty or so, she scrimps and saves enough money to travel to Paris to buy a Dior dress, of ‘wonderous frothy foam of seashell pink, sea-cream and pearl white.’ It cannot

  transform her into a beautiful young girl – ‘the creation worked no miracles, except in her soul’; but its magic survives, despite damage and misadventure, so that by the end of

  the story, ‘Mrs Harris hugged the dress to her thin bosom, hugged it hard as though it were alive and human . . .’
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  The Orange Apple Dress




  THE APPLE DRESS isn’t green, nor any kind of apple-y colour, it’s flaming orange, even brighter than my mother’s burnished copper-red

  hair. She has taken me to the Apple shop, on Baker Street, around the corner from our flat. The Apple shop is owned by the Beatles, she says, you know, the Beatles; and I do know, I nearly

  saw them one day, driving past us in a white Rolls-Royce, sprayed with painted rainbows. My mum said, ‘Look, that’s the Beatles.’ I looked, but they were gone so fast, I

  couldn’t see them, just their big car, swooping away, while my mouth fell open, in a silent ‘oh’. But I can see them on the cover of my parents’ records. I like Sergeant

  Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band; I sing along to the songs, I know all the words, I know about the spaces to leave between the lines (‘Look for the girl with the sun in her eyes,

  and she’s gone . . .’ boom, boom, boom); and I like their Sergeant Pepper clothes, the bright colours and gold-brocaded uniforms. My mum explains it to me: Ringo is wearing the pink

  suit, John is in the yellow one, that’s Paul in blue, and George in the orangey-red, with a matching hat on his head. My dress is more orange than George’s suit, but it’s hard to

  see the colour properly in the Apple shop, which is dark inside, like a cave, smoky and bat-dark, full of people who seem to be half-asleep, lolling on the ground, like the slumped blurred shapes

  of grown-ups who fill our flat, occasionally, the morning after my parents’ parties. Outside, the dress is more astonishing, with tiny mirrors sewn down the front, glittering in the light,

  like tiny eyes, I think to myself, like Lucy in the sky with diamonds. The mirrors are too small for me to see myself in, but I imagine the outside world reflected in my dress, broken up into

  pieces, lots of little bits of beyond. It is July 1969, the summer holidays have nearly started, and I am wearing my orange dress because it is a special day – a dressing-up day – when

  my mum has taken Ruth and me to see the Rolling Stones play a concert in Hyde Park. I can’t remember if my dad is there; I can’t remember much, to be honest, apart from the mirrors on

  the orange Apple dress, and Mick Jagger’s smock. He is a man wearing a white dress – a tiny little man, more like a dancing doll or a marionette, a long way away on the stage –

  but when we get closer, pushing through the crowd, past more people than I have ever imagined, we see some white butterflies around him, hundreds of butterflies, fluttering to the ground, like

  falling angels. It is very sad, my mum says, because someone has died; another man who left the Rolling Stones is dead, Brian Jones is dead, and it looks to me like the butterflies are dying, as

  well. (You must never touch their wings, I tell my sister. If you touch a butterfly’s wings, it won’t be able to fly again, and that will be the end of it.)




  At home, my dad is also very sad. He feels like death, he says. One day he is looking at his books on the shelves in the living room; but the shelves aren’t straight, he says, and he

  starts crying. ‘I’m going under,’ he says, ‘I’m going down.’ There are tears rolling down his cheeks, and there is nothing I can do to make them stop, there is

  nothing, he says; and my mirrored dress is very thin, I feel cold inside, shivery and unarmed, and he is shivering, too.
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