


	Pauline Melville's Shape-Shifting Fictions�PRIVATE ��





"Cross-cultural texts of such societies as Guyana...continually inscribe difference and transformation on landscape and on human form, literally...in the features and voices of man, woman and child." (Gareth Griffiths) 1





"The trickster. The effect of a command and the effect of transformation meet within him, and the the essence of freedom can be gleaned from him as from no other human figure...he shakes everyone off, he destroys custom, obedience...he can talk to all creatures and things. He...is bent purely on his own transformations...He imitates everything badly, cannot orient himself anywhere, asks only false questions...He is the forerunner of the fool and he will always interest people. However, his experiences have to remain incoherent. Every inner sequence, every connection would make them meaningful and would rob them of their value, i.e. their freedom." (Elias Canetti) 2





The 'shape-shifter' of the title of Melville's first collection of short stories is glossed in two epigraphs to the collection: one describes the shape-shifter, as someone who "can conjure up as many different figures and manifestations as the sea has waves": the other more specifically refers to strong belief that the: "shaman or medicine-man of the Indians of Guiana, to whom nothing is impossible can effect transformation of himself or others". The first epigraph is attributed only to an "Unknown poet" and the second to Walter Roth's anthropological study, Enquiry into the Animism and Folklore of the Guiana Indians (1909). In this way, Melville links the general and the particular, the timeless, cross-cultural archetype and a specifically Guyanese, Amerindian inflection of the concept of shape-shifting, as an introduction to her own work. More importantly, the two epigraphs encourage a shared identification of the writer, artist and magician as potential shaman figures. However as the narrator of 'The Truth is in the Clothes' warns: "the gifts of the genuine shaman overlap in places with the psychological wizardry of the charlatan" (p.99), and true shape-shifting may be confused with the slipperiness of the "confidence trickster" (p.99). The epigraphs also challenge or blur the conceptual boundaries between the natural and the supernatural, the artist and his/her audience, the magician's agency and the effects of his/her magic. As such, they constitute the first instance in Melville's short story collection, of the deliberate juxtaposition of different points of view in order to encourage multiple readings of the same event/  phenomenon and a concomitant questioning of the assumptions, categories and oppositions upon which 'orthodox' explanations are based.





This sense of contesting explanations which act to undermine any single dominant interpretation and to defer any final reading, is particularly apparent in the differing interpretations and belief systems of characters in 'The Conversion of Millicent Vernon'. In this tale, Mrs Vernon's Catholicism, the Obeah practices of Mr Evans' and the 'Indian Obeah man' whom Mrs Singh visits, as well as Millicent's own alter/native pantheistic belief in the Congo pump tree are all presented. Indeed, the overlapping, "out of step" (p.27) bells of the Lutheran and Anglican Church which are joined by the chimes of the Catholic Church "intermingling with them and confusing the difference between all three" (p.27) not only encapsulates, in microcosm, the process of racial and cultural creolization in Guyana, but also suggests a theoretical paradigm for the reading of Melville's short stories. `Overlapping' and  'intermingling' are central to these works which deliberately seek to blur boundaries and 'confuse differences'. As will be demonstrated, such multiple readings are suggested in most of the stories, including 'I Do Not Take Messages from Dead People', 'The Girl with the Celestial Limb', 'The Truth is in the Clothes' and especially 'You Left the Door Open'. 





In this way, as O'Callaghan has noted, "Melville prevents us from taking anything for granted. With Kincaid and Brodber, she blurs the boundaries of time and space and narrative centrality [especially in stories such as 'You Left', 'The Truth' and 'Eat Labba and Drink Creek Water]. More importantly, she deconstructs the easy adversarial status that too often informs political rhetoric. The story 'You Left', complicates the superficial binarism of aggressive male versus passive female victim in a chilling account of paranormal rape (by whom/ of whom?). And in 'The Conversion', racial distinctions and the hostilities they engender are subverted by reference to the 'genetic kaleidoscope' that results from racial mixing in the West Indies, so that with each generation `a greater variety of ghosts appeared, sometimes as many as four or five mischievously occupying one body'" (p.28).





As the epigraphs suggest, Shape-Shifter is a collection which deliberately  crosses 'borders', moving between different age-groups, ethnicities, cultures and genders, and between different spaces, times and worlds in order to challenge received boundary demarcations and to unsettle assumptions. That this is Melville's main fictional agenda is strongly intimated in her own suggestion that her Guyanese background and mixed(-race) ancestry make her ideally suited to "breaking down preconceptions, stirring up doubt, rattling judgements, shifting boundaries and unfixing fixities." 3 Melville has spoken of her own shape-shifting as not only relating to her background but also to her fictional strategy of refusing to write from one particular point of view. 4 Indeed, as O' Callaghan observes, Shape-Shifter can be read as correspondingly positing: "a concept of the writer/reader, character as a site of multiple and heterogenous 'subject-positions', emphasising not so much...[discrete positionalities] but 'the fluid boundaries and continual commerce between them'." 5





In an autobiographical essay Melville draws attention to the shape-shifter as trickster figure, one who deliberately deceives by changing his appearance: 





	There is a Yoruba folktale of a trickster god who loves to cause strife. He walks down the main street of a village wearing a hat that is red on one side and blue on the other. When he has passed, the people on one side of the street say "Did you see that god with the blue hat go by?" The people on the other side reply: "That hat was red..." and they fall to fighting and fisticuffs and interminable arguments while the god continues on his way, laughing.





She supplements this observation with an autobiographical note:


	


	I also cause confusion. I look completely English. My mother is English...from a London family, a tribe of Anglo-Saxons if ever there was one, blonde and blue-eyed. The photographs show St Augustine's angels in hand-me-down-clothes. My father was born in Guyana...The photographs show a genetic bouquet of African, Amerindian and European features, a family gazing out from dark, watchful eyes - all except one, who turned out with the looks of a Dutchman. But then, Berbice, their birthplace, was a Dutch colony in the eighteenth century. I am the whitey in the woodpile. The trickster god now appears in another guise. He has donned the scientific mantle of genetics. 6





Clearly then, "the term shape-shifter applies as well to [Melville] as it does the twelve short stories in her collection...Melville is just as hard to place." 7 Born in London, brought up in Guyana, Melville has spoken of feeling connected to both Britain and the Caribbean, as the narrator of 'Eat Labba' describes (p.148-9). Like "the ambivalent Anancy figure who may be god or trickster," 8 Melville herself eludes simple definitions of racial and cultural identity by occupying an ambivalent positioning between a "white present [and a] black past". 9 As the protagonist of the loosely autobiographical 'Eat Labba' is reminded, appearances can be deceptive:





	"Just because you've got white skin and blue eyes you think you haven't coloured blood in you. But you have. Just like me. It's in your veins. You can't escape from it" (p.162)





In this way Melville foregrounds the need to disrupt a politics of identity based on the assumption of an easy equation between phenotype (the way genetic make-up is expressed physically) and genotype (the genetic composition of an individual), a confluence between the visible and the invisible, what she has termed the 'interior' as opposed to the exterior 'landscape' of an individual 10. The result is a more complex and fluidly defined sense of "all the multiple influences that go to build up an identity" 11, one which recognizes the self as inhabited by various traces of the ancestor and 'previous belongings' but which is equally importantly cross-mapped, as in the stories, by dream, fantasy and the imagination. 





Although Melville claims that she did not deliberately set out to show the complexity of Guyana's cultural and ethnic mix in her collection 12, in many ways the social complexity of Guyana, its pronounced genetic hybridity, unique matrix of mythologies and histories and its particular 'geo-psyche' 13 of coastal 'exterior' versus  unmapped 'interior' (another inflection of the visible and the invisible) are paradigmatic of the complexity of Melville's fictional stance, just as they are of that of fellow Guyanese writer Wilson Harris, with whom her writing is often linked.  Like Harris, Melville's foregrounding of the imagination as "effortlessly trans-national, trans-racial, trans-gender, trans-species" 14, and her belief in its creative, transformative potential: "where boundaries are crossed and hybrids fertilized...where everything is possible...where things can begin to change" 15, proceeds from experience of the complex social reality of Guyana. 16                                                  


Like Harris, Melville acknowledges the tremendous creative potentialities of taking this hybridized society with its complex history of overlapping ancestral presences as in 'Eat Labba', as the basis of an aesthetic model for a fiction which is similarly syncretic, multiple, overlapping, constantly contesting simple categories or oppositions such as time and space, life and death, the natural and the supernatural. It is a fiction in a constant process of revision - or in Harris' terms, 'infinite rehearsal', a fiction which revisits itself to consume its own biases. Certainly, some of the individual stories of Shape-Shifter work in a similar way to Harris' more intricate and extended fictions, reading and revising each other, returning to the tropes and themes of earlier fragments in a process of continual transformation. Thus, for example, a concern with clothes as mobile (and frequently deceptive) signifiers is established early on in the collection and successive stories read and reread the signifieds attached to clothing. Shakespeare McNab's female impersonation in the first story, dressed in his grandmother's clothes, is thus reread by Mrs Parish's similar imitation - in this case - of poverty in order to extort money and favours from her neighbours in `About that Two Pounds'; similarly, the attribution of supernatural and magical powers (as well as mythical status) to clothing as foregrounded in the King of Rags in `The Iron and the Radio' is taken up and expanded by a later story, `The Truth is in the Clothes' which focuses on Maisie, a mysterious clothes designer. In this way, Melville's fiction is an example of what fellow Guyanese writer, Grace Nichols, has described as the impulse "to keep on creating and reshaping...Literature is not static".17





Linked to this strategy is Melville's shared fascination with  carnival as fictional trope, the 'riot of the imagination' as a formal dynamic:





	Pinning down my identity is not what interests me most about life. I enjoy carnival because anybody can take on any form: an egyptian goddess; a Mabaruma warrior; a sultan; a demon; a frog. Race, gender, class, species and divinity are all in the melting-pot, and I am a champion of mixtures and hybrids. Carnival plays with identity. It is masquerade where disguise is the only truth...Death comes in the guise of uniformity, mono-cultural purity, the externals of the state as opposed to the riot of the imagination 18.





In Melville's case this fictional interest in carnival role-playing and other forms of masking, camouflage, disguise, impersonation and imposture which reveal alternative or hidden truths (as in 'The Truth', 'You Left' and 'I Do Not'), is also extended into her professional life; as an actress she is also a shape-shifter of sorts. The positive benefits of this trickster-like ability to role-play flexibly, to take on different (dis)guises, is also implicit in her comments on the advantages of being "hard to place", shape-shifting between different categories (black, white, Guyanese, British) - none of which can contain her: "Perhaps I am the joker in the pack, able to turn up as any card." 19 Here the 'joker figure' is not only adaptable but also potentially subversive of received categories and thus is an appropriate image bridging Melville's background, her acting profession and the strategies of her fiction.





Shakespeare NcNab, the protagonist of the first story in the collection, 'I Do Not Take Messages from Dead People' aspires to be the Vice-President's official biographer and as such, belongs to a long line of West Indian fictional characters who are aspiring writers of different kinds. 20 All fantasize about their literary prowess and accomplishments, most in sharp contrast to the rather more banal and strictly pecuniary function of their actual writing activities (McNab has a regular radio-slot telling, or rather retelling, proverbs and folktales). Similarly, he like most, is satirized for his flights of fancy and self-inflated aspirations, McNab with magnificent bathos (p.20). Despite Shakespeare McNab's illustrious name, given to him in the hope of redeeming a child who "don' look so bright...[or] pretty either" (p.3) it is thus apposite that McNab merely "pretends" to read and study the papers from his briefcase (p.10); his talent is one of mimicry, although of a different type to Biswas' 'colonial mimicry'. Like the eponymous protagonist of Selvon's Moses Ascending, McNab is obsessed with accuracy in his use of words (p.1) but despite this, he is quite spectacularly out-of-control with regard to his narrative; in both cases the subversive effect of the narrative (Moses' Memoirs and McNab's Anancy story with an unforeseen allegorical dimension directly relating to the Vice-President's murder of his wife) is largely unconscious and unintentional.





Here, as in all of Melville's stories, the Vice-President is characterized economically yet evocatively, his "sulleness" holding the "gravitational density of an imploding star" (pp.3-4). Just as the celestial imagery will be re-iterated throughout Shape-Shifter, along with a number of other recurrent motifs, so the story itself resonates with the tropes of camouflage: McNab's boss in "camouflage jacket was a special sort of hypocrite" (p.3), the Vice-President himself is trying to cover up his corrupt and murderous activities and MacNab himself will resort to cross-dressing in his grandmother's clothes in order to appear as the supernatural presence La Diablesse in a cunning ploy to regain his position and the Vice-President's favour.





The allegorical resonances of the story of Anancy outwitting Hog which MacNab tells on air, derive from more than the overlapping of Vice-President Hogg and the character Hog in the tale (later to be surreally re-iterated in McNab's dream of the bulky Hogg metamorphosed as an amorphous "black shape" emerging from the sea [p.8]. The grimaced features of McNab after the President strikes him are directly echoed in his description of nancy, the "magic spider with the cleft palate and the speech defect, the tricksy creature of unprepossessing proportions who continually outwitted the great and savage beasts of the jungle" (p.5), thus linking McNab directly with this archetypal shape-shifter, trickster and impersonator, of West African and Caribbean oral traditions. Whereas, Anancy swops clothes with Hogg's wife in order to escape being eaten by Hogg, MacNab volunteers to cross-dress in his grandmother's clothes in order to first frighten, then protect the Vice-President in an attempt to regain his lost position. 


 


This is a tactic which his grandmother strongly warns against. Death, which intrudes in one guise or another into all of the stories in Shape-Shifter, has already been explicitly linked with eating: the Vice-President's wife is poisoned at a State banquet, Anancy is in fear of being eaten by Hog at his grand feast (p.6) and McNab's folktale programme is ironically replaced with a recipe programme. The warning thus acts as a final ominous reiteration of this link, an intimation of death as another kind of 'consumption'.





The allegorical resonances of this tale within the tale point to the possibilities of multiple or at least alternative ways of reading and of making sense of events, and more importantly, the need to be a 'discriminating' and flexible reader of all narratives including the all-important 'social text' in order to survive. Ironically, although the President has been able to read the anancy story allegorically, and despite apparent evidence of his susceptibility to superstition, he fails to recognize the ominous folkloric figure of La Diablesse; instead he reads Macnab's impersonation of the supernatural Diablesse figure as his dead wife come back to haunt him. In both cases, McNab experiences a lack of control over the hermeneutic process as others interpret the narratives he spins in unsuspected and alternative ways. In this way, Melville provides an instructive gloss on Michael Dash's observation that "In order to survive, the Caribbean sensibility must spontaneously decipher and interpret the sign systems of those who wish to dominate and control." 21





McNab's growing awareness of this lack of control over the interpretation of the narratives he constructs and re-constructs, is manifest in his growing paranoid suspicion that he has been targeted for surveillance by a group of Afro-Guyanese hitmen'. This  has the effect of silencing his own response to the narratives of others, for example his friend Denzil's parallel, and equally subversive tale within the tale, of the Vice-President and the statue of the heroic slave Cuffy: "...Denzil had been sent to trap him. Laughter in the present circumstances could be interpreted as a form of high treason" (p.7). Only his grandmother's reading of events: "Leave the country", remains consistent throughout, although it too may admit multiple interpretations, as an ominously re-inflected version of the familiar paradigm of exile in West Indian texts. The story ends with an ambivalent and unsettling sense of her awareness of the constant vulnerability of the trickster figure, especially in moments of triumph or pride, which is juxtaposed with McNab's much more limited sense of renewed security and power. 





'I Do not take Messages from Dead People' can be viewed as merely the first in a series of stories which delight in multiple signification and which "keep alternative readings available". 22 This flexibility and plurality is to be found both within individual stories and within the collection as a whole. Each story refuses formal closure or containment and is open to the overlapping, cross-mappings of other stories in the collection.





The second story, 'The Iron and the Radio Have Gone' is an instructive parable on the deadly sin of pride and the devastating awakening to her own racial prejudices of one Molly Summers, a white Quaker schoolteacher who visits Guyana "in order to enrich the lives of the schoolchildren she taught in England" (p.15). Like the 'Quaker Lady' in James Berry's poem 'On a Train from Victoria to Purley 1955',23 Molly prides herself on the involvement of the Quaker movement in the anti-slavery struggle and energetically applies herself to present day liberal causes. However, ironically she is blind to the possible biases of following "its one god so pale and subdued and down to earth that he barely existed" (p.16) (to be echoed in the "pale impotent" (p.30), "anaemic picture of Christ" (p.40) in the Catholic Vernon household in 'The Conversion'). 





The story is a variant of the innocent abroad, albeit a middle-aged one infused with certain tensions (p.16). Arriving in New Amsterdam, Molly sees the town in fairy-tale or picture postcard terms, with "stylish old colonial buildings whose latticed partitions and verandahs gave the impression of white lace" (pp.17-18). Yet even in the details of her first impressions of Georgetown's night-time beauty, intimations of Anancy-like deceptive appearances are to be found; the foliage of the royal palms seems like a "spider dancing on a stick" (p.17). In the morning, a very different, defamiliarized city "smil[es] at her with rotting teeth...an open sewer" (p.18). Appropriately then for one feeling 'all at sea', the timbered veranda of her host's house gives her the "impression that she was on the deck of a huge white ship that sailed on dry land , [significantly] going nowhere" (p.18),  and further images of shortage, stagnation, stasis, and ultimately, death proliferate in this story. 





Melville cleverly locates Molly in a longer tradition of (fictional and non-fictional) interlopers from Europe in the Caribbean, by having her feel a disorientating "unreality...One of these countries [England and Guyana] is imaginary, she thought. And I think it is this one" (p.18). Molly is clearly no Antoinette Cosway, 24 as the bathetic linking of her 'unreality' with an inability to imagine the Finsbury Park shoe-shop where she recently bought her sandals makes clear. However, she suffers a similar sense of "terrified consciousness" 25 and psychic dislocation in the Caribbean; she is similarly unable to connect her interior and exterior 'landscapes', England and the Caribbean, other than in the images of incipient madness and death with which the story ends and which provide another permutation of "confusing the difference" in this collection. (p.26)





Other intertextual traces also appear in this story. The Rasta 'King of Rags' on the streets who looks like a "walking tree" (p.18) echoes McNab's disguise in the first story, just as Molly's impression of the 'English beggar' at the car window as "enormous. His head eclipsed the sun" (p.25) suggests a parallel grotesque of epic proportions to that of McNab's nightmarish vision of Hogg as a black amorphous shape rising from the sea. The "fluttering scraps of material" (p.19) in which the 'King of Rags' is dressed, echo the Harlequin man of Conrad's Heart of Darkness, and his namesake in Harris' The Tree of the Sun (1978), with similar suggestions of the 'wise fool', 'Idiot nameless' narrators of The Eye of the Scarecrow (1965) and Companions of the Day and Night (1975) - all important permutations of the trickster. As in Harris' novels this figure here suggests "that an alternative world imperfectly understood may actually be in control - the realm of the King of the Rags, a scarecrow figure with supernatural powers." 26 He is also linked to other characters in Shape-Shifter who seem to possess supernatural powers, including Mr Evans the Obeah man of 'The Conversion', Maisie in 'The Truth', Dr Bartholomew in 'About That Two Pounds, Mrs Parrish'. 





Although the carefully depicted social milieu of 'The Iron', makes it superficially closest to the final story also set in Guyana and bridging Britain and the Caribbean, other stories in the collection are also anticipated here. Donella announces that "Someone climbed in through the window" (p.17) to steal the iron and the radio, thus prefiguring the much more troubling 'break-in' of 'You Left'.  Mollie's momentary reflection on the link between the "history of the place" and some of the actions of its present inhabitants (p.21) also anticipate McGregor's similarly imprisoning sense of the dynamics of black-white relations in 'McGregor's Journey'. The snapshots of damaging diasporic experiences (p.23) prepare us for those of Winsome in 'A Disguised Land'. Molly's paralysing response to the "endless expanse of blue sky" (p.24) is to be re-iterated in a different way at the opening of 'The Girl'. Finally, Molly's sense of having been "tricked" (p.26) (By what?, by the people, by appearances? by her own assumptions about herself?) will be played out in a variety of ways in 'Mrs Parrish', 'A Disguised Land', 'The Truth' and 'You Left'.





Again, character is delineated with succinct, pithy images which act as a kind of short-hand for the reader. Molly is introduced as a "plump white woman with a necklace of mosquito bites" (p.15) and with an echo of her colonial forebears a "neat helmet of iron grey hair" (p.16) and her Guyanese host, Donella is a "stick insect" in a kimono. Melville's eye for the hypocrisies and fine lies which oil this society are much in evidence in this story. As Molly's double vision of the city suggests, it is characterized by a series of dualities, or rather duplicities, even down to the operation of its black market economy. Thus Donella's disdain for the English people's lack of personal hygiene (p.18) is juxtaposed with her slavish retention of the English intonation, class distinctions and social mores she acquired during her years as the "daughter of some high-ranking diplomat" in England (p.17) and is neatly encapsulated in her retention of old issues of Harper's Magazine and Tatler (p.17). Her sloppy table-manners are in contrast to her high social pretensions; she rails about the constant shortages in Guyana despite wearing expensive clothes and employing a servant; her hypocrisy and material, emotional and spiritual meanness is tellingly revealed not only in her sparse frame but also in her habit of tearing up paper napkins to make them last. (p.19) Indeed, Donella's acquaintances and 'business associates' who provide access to various black market goods, are linked in the final pages of the story with the images of vultures greedily circling carrion; not only do they prefigure Molly's death but also implicitly, the chronically unhealthy state of the society. Ironically however, literal carrion is unwelcome to these characters when death intrudes into the story: "Blast it' thought Ralph. Don' tell me the woman has come all the way over here just to die in the back of my car.'" (p.26)





The lack of connection between different worlds as experienced by Molly is also explored in some of the stories set in London. In 'A Disguised Land' the roles are reversed with a black Jamaican character, Winsome, feeling alienated in England. Like Shakespeare McNab and other characters in Shape-Shifter, Winsome experiences ominous or prophetic dreams involving death and the dreamlike sense of disguised meaning is extended across the whole story as she struggles to 'read' the English and their signs. Nowhere is this sense of concealment and disguise greater than in the courtroom where Winsome is tried for shop-lifting, her own brand of deception: 





	That was one of the odd things about England. Nothing was what it seemed. Everything was camouflaged - buildings especially. Courts masqueraded as offices; blocks of flats were built to resemble multi-storey carparks; their national theatre pretended to be a prison and the new prisons were disguised as modern college buildings. People too. People concealed their intentions... (p.46)





In an ingenious turning on the trope of magic which runs through the collection, Winsome's Rasta friend Levi warns her to:





	"watch yuhself in some of dem courts...Especially the older courts. They gat certain magic writings on the walls to do harm to black people. Ancient spells fi mek us confuse when we stand in de dock deh...Writings on de wall an' yuh cyan understan' it. Babylon writings." (p.44-5)





The "magic writings on the wall" which are to be echoed, along with the theme of harm by supernatural means, in 'The Truth', turn out to be a defamiliarized description of the Latin inscriptions on the Courtroom crests, signifying, for Levi at least, the exclusivity and ancient powers of white authority.





Winsome's initial sense in her dream, of the kindness of the English, "such pleasantly relaxed people" (p.41) being merely the veneer to a more treacherous reality, is reiterated in those who attend her during and after her trial. Only the black cleaner, who enters the sterile 'whiteness' (in all senses) of Winsome's hospital cubicle in prison (later to be echoed in the harsh lights of the television studio and her prison cell), is able to disrupt the whiteness which like its metonym, the crest in the courtroom, "hurt her eyes" (p.47). The domestic is able to present Winsome with an alter/native reading of her immediate predicament (she has just given birth), one which is grounded in a more accessible history of personal memory and which is powerfully affirmative in (re-) connecting Winsome to a black, female, Caribbean experience:





	"Black women strong, yuh know. Me mudda had me in de carner of a canefield and she was back at work a few hours later..." (p.48)





The "good..red blood" which the cleaner contrasts with the "pale..weak and sarta watery" (p.48) blood of white women, echoes the picture of a pale looking Christ in 'The Conversion' and prepares for the culturally specific simile of the "spreading scarlet stain [of Winsome's blood on the bedclothes] like a poinciana tree in her grandmother's yard" (p.48). In this way, blood and bloodlines are stressed in a passage which suggests the need for generational, gendered and cultural connection and continuity. Significantly, in Winsome's final dream she is being buried in "unfamiliar countryside" (p.53) which may be Jamaican; the "bright flowers...seemed familiar. She tried hard to remember the names of them. But the names wouldn't come" (p.53). This cultural amnesia, specifically the erosion of native language, links Winsome's journeying to England and the subsequent severing of connections with Jamaica, with that of the Middle Passage and slavery. As in 'McGregor's Journey', a particular history resurges in the casual comments of the production assistant on the plan to return Winsome to prison: "God, I feel awful..as if I'd captured a runaway slave or something" (p.52). In many ways, 'A Disguised Land' is indeed a modern slave narrative, one which recognizes the need to voice silenced narratives ("'You must get' pon de television and mek dem see what these people dem a do to you. Mek dem see you side of the story'" (p.50) but also the problemmtics of doing so and the enormity of the process of (re)negotiating power in a society where power is still overwhelmingly in white hands. Appositely then, in a direct inversion of the ending of the slave narrative, Winsome ends the story, not free but (literally) in captivity, constrained as much by societal structures as by the prison walls. However, the story 'A Disguised Land' acts to "make  the invisible visible" in a highly significant way, by mapping onto the more 'visible' white fictions of 'britishness' a defamiliarizing counter narrative of the relatively hidden fictional terrain of the black diasporic experience.





The difficulties of connection between different groups and the lack of 'connectedness' is also explored in 'McGregor's Journey' which makes explicit use of European mythology in fusing the Celtic myth of Angus the Wanderer and the Ancient Greek myth of Orpheus travelling the underworld in search of Eurydice. Just as Orpheus desires to 'connect' with his lost love Eurydice, so the drunken scaffolder, McGregor yearns for genuine connection with a "real bit of humanity" (p.97), quitting his job to embark on his own personal odyssey through a parallel 'underworld' of London pubs, buses and the London Underground. McGregor's epic struggle, is in large part against the closing down of life's possibilities and the 'closedness' of other people to each other. Images of closure, including the ultimate closure of death, abound in the story but are held in tension with the anarchic life-force and regenerative potential of McGregor himself. Thus, his quitting his job to go drinking is both a closure and a beginning of sorts.





McGregor's encounter with closure and death in life takes various forms: the pensioner with eyes the "colour of bluebells" (p.90) with whom he converses in the pub, aptly "Close[s] up in the darkness like a flower in the night" (p.91) and McGregor takes on another mythical mantle of Sisyphus "pushing an enormous boulder uphill" (p.91) in an attempt to raise the spirits of a young man who can only see the closing down of prospects for his new-born son in contemporary British society. However, it is amongst the living dead of Melville's own version of the 'Unreal City' on the "travelling hearse" (p.95) of the bus, that the contradictory pull between death and life is manifested most strikingly. On one hand McGregor's quest is gently mocked as an "epic struggle against invading tiredness" (p.94.), "his jacket [having] taken off on a journey of its own" (p.93); on the other, he is seen to undergo a dramatic transformation which is described in evolutionary as well as mythical terms. Thus the story provides another instance of multiple views on the same phenomena, the blurring of different kinds of discourse, here the scientific and mythological. Furthermore, not only did nineteenth century theories of evolution originally occupy a distinctly 'borderline' status in relation to orthodox religion as well as science (contesting the primacy of Creationist narratives and the categories of knowledge upon which they were based) but they also posited another highly contentious variant of 'shape-shifting' over longer periods of time: the evolution of different species over millions of years.





Thus it is highly appropriate that McGregor awakes as if from a primeval sludge, his mud-streaked face made him look "like one of those creatures that has lain immobile in mud-flats for the duration of a drought waiting for the rains to come in order to return to life" (p.93). This sense of rebirth or miraculous resurrection cuts across both Christian and pagan myth and McGregor's subsequent metamorphosis into a tree (p.94-5) invokes both the 'Green Man' of European pagan myth and classical metamorphoses such as Daphne, turned by the gods into a laurel tree 27, Acteon turned into a stag and the archetypal shape-shifter of Greek mythology, Triton.





Melville has spoken of this story as dealing in part with the difficulties of black and white working class communities connecting in Britain 28, and with the things which divide them. This 'difficult' connection is most clearly manifested in the epiphany of McGregor's joyful dance with the black woman on the underground concourse, a moment of tentative but genuine and mutual 'connection' which is prematurely foreclosed by McGregor's sense of unease and the guards' advice that:





	"A lot of these youts still hot-headed after the riots... Them could jus' get hold of the wrong end of the stick...[and] think ' here is another white man who think he own a black woman like all through history". (p.97).





Here, the imprisoning modes of white-black relations determined by a history of slavery and colonialism are re-invoked in the context of a new politics of confrontation, one whose divisions are arguably just as destructive as the psychological legacies of which McGregor is here made aware. Eurydice's order to Orpheus not to look back, becomes not only a mediated voice in Melville's story, as the guard after consulting with the women, speaks on her behalf:"'Don' even look back. Let she jus' pick up she bags and follow you'" (p.97) but an altogether more ambivalent one, resonant in multiple ways in relation to "What the guard said about history and white men" (p.98), the closing down of possibilities for 'dialogue' with history and new modes of relation, of human connection.





The sense of a hidden or subterranean realm as a kind of parallel or overlapping dimension which is merely hinted at in 'McGregor's Journey' becomes much more central in the slippage of time and space at the end of the occult tale 'The Truth' and in the paranormal happenings and the strange synchronicity of 'You Left'. Significantly, Maisie, the enigmatic subject of 'The Truth is in the Clothes' has a voice as "low and sweet as an underground river" (p.100) and her true identity is just as hidden, gifted as she is in the art of disguise. The equation between artist and sorcerer or shaman figure, invoked in the epigraphs to Shape-shifter, take their most literal form in this a dress designer travelling with a band of Sowetan musicians, who claims her clothes can shape lives:





	"make [people] successful...make people into stars...make people live long...kill people...heal people..." (p.101)





Despite, the retrospective certitudes of the narrator at the opening of the story that Maisie is a "manipulator...a shrewd entrepreneur", " her powers more akin to those of the confidence trickster [than] the gifts of the genuine shaman" (p.99) the story turns on exactly the ambiguity and refusal of certainties which the narrator wishes to deny and is as slippery as Maisie herself. As in previous tales, multiple readings of the same events or actions are suggested. Thus the accretion of occult symbolism is to be found not only in the exotic clothes Maisie designs but in the mundane example of the "crescent" (p.100) shaped black eye Zephra sports. The fact that the narrator's black cat strolls in and gravitates toward Maisie may suggest it is her 'familiar', linking with her comment that "In America they said I was a witch" (p.104) or alternatively it may be playful but insignificant index to her character. 





The narrator's re-construction of Maisie in this retrospective narrative, shifts from contained and particular description through a series of biblical and mythological parallels. These include Medea, maker of clothes which can heal or kill and alluded to in the latter part of the story (p.109); 29 "a female Ozymandias...bestrode the desert", the cloth around her in her studio forming a  "miniature landscape" over which she soars and which  shifts to give the impression of a vaster scale (p.106); and an iconic image of the biblical Rachel amid the alien corn, longing for home (reiterated in the musician's comment on their homesickness on p.103). Yet even some of these references are to be undermined as Maisie tells the narrator she travels widely and seems to consider no particular place home, and the name 'Medea' is revealed to be no more than a teasing slippage of the word media, itself an ambiguous term, connoting the materials in which Maisie works as an artist, the media as a means of mass communications, and traces of Maisie's role as a 'medium' of sorts, a person claiming to act as a conduit to the spirit world, as revealed in her designs.





Maisie is recurrently linked with the natural world, both as artist and as individual; in a moment of synchronity she is glimpsed by the narrator "sitting on a wooden bench in Africa...under the shade of a great sprawling tree" (p.102) as well as under the weeping fig in his living room and the narrator reflects on the natural associations of her name. (p.102) However, these may belie an artifice in terms of her art and the wider fraudulence of the confidence-trickster. As the narrator is forced to concede, Maisie is both businesswoman and artist - her magical powers may extend no further than her ability to suggest the contours of a continent in the cut of a suit (this novel mapping of Africa onto clothes echoes the africa-shaped hearing aid worn by Avalon in 'A Quarrelsome Man'); in this reading the "fire [which] crackled all over the cloth...as he slapped the drum" (p.103) is less magical than a trick of the light, an optical illusion created by careful choice of fabric. In this way, the clothes can be seen to signify in complex and multiple ways, as another variant on the self-reflexive texts within the text that are the letters on the wall of the catacombs which, Daniel-like, the narrator tries to decipher, the sermon from Exodus and Ecclesiastes and the cryptic story title which the typewriter produces, seemingly of its own accord.





The clothing itself features a combination of the occult or mystical (the scarabs and golden bell and pomegranate on the narrator's jacket, which also links the story to the underworld mythology of 'McGregor's journey') and the banal (the "diagram of white drumsticks " on the cloth around Maisie's head (p.100) or the sun and banana tree print of Zephra's outfit which echoes the tropical images with which Ruby is associated in 'Mrs Parrish'). This careful overlaying of the magical and the ordinary comes close to a magic realist technique in the final part of the story where the scarabs shift from the narrator's jacket onto the walls and floor, a cat is seen to levitate, and a hole in the wall provides the means of entry into another imaginative realm or dimension, which is in part a kind of regression into the narrator's unconscious.





The mythical and cross-cultural permutations of journeying which are respectively explored in 'McGregor's Journey' and 'Eat Labba' are joined in this story by a different sense of journeying: into the past, into the catacombs and passages of another kind of 'hidden realm', an 'interior landscape' of the psyche. As in Harris' fiction, Melville is concerned in this story with "the penetration of masks to unravel deeply buried and unconscious residues of individual and historical experience; the need to trace and elucidate real motivations behind paradoxical or deceptive appearances". 30 The latter part of the story is characterized by the same kind of metaphoric condensation, metonymic displacement and slippage of the signifier which characterizes dream sequences and can be read as another permutation of Melville's concern to "make the invisible visible". 31 That the usual boundaries of time and space have been collapsed is suggested by the narrator's comment:





	"I couldn't believe that I had lived in my ground floor London flat for five years without even realising Jamaica was just on the other side of my back wall...Now I would be able to return whenever I wanted, by going through the hole in the wall. " (p.111)





However, an alternative reading is also suggested, that Jamaica is simultaneously to be found in London, as the opening of 'A Quarrelsome Man' and the diasporic experiences of characters such as Tuxedo and Winsome suggest in different ways, elsewhere in the collection.





Similarly, interior space is dislocated as the narrator passes through a series of spaces all linked in some way with the preceding story: an empty house in which the narrator once lived reminds us of Maisie's London studio; the evangelical church hall which, as in 'The Conversion', "confuses the difference" by amalgamating different denominational elements, is the location in which a "overlapping" sermon is heard, echoing the motifs on the robe Maisie made for the narrator and the Medea-like potential of her clothes to heal and kill. In a Jamaican locale, familiar to the narrator, the Anglican vicar's "white surplice" of the last scene has metamorphosed into a "dazzling white robe [which] reminded me of the garb worn for the pocomania ritual" (p.111) and Mr Elliott's servant Dolores is teasingly also connected with clothes and the Medea figure; finally Mr Elliott's bedroom opens onto a room which the narrator recognises as where she should be (p.112). Only here, is the blocked writing of the story about Maisie released, as the story (which may be the story we have just read) begins to write itself. Melville has spoken of the ending of this story as exploring the need to go back to one's origins before beginning to write 32 and thus it is significant that this final room suggests childhood memories, as well as a certain circularity in its echoes of the empty old house at the beginning of this sequence. As 'Eat Labba' will make even clearer, there is a sense here of a "journey into the past and hinterland which is at the same time a movement of possession into present and future" 33, and a cleverly oblique commentary on the genesis of art and its self-reflexivity.       





Despite its more serious tone and violent subject-matter, 'You Left the Door' is in many ways the most central story in Shape-Shifter, encapsulating in microcosm all of its concerns and motifs. These include: ambiguity, boundary crossing, shape-shifting, impersonation and disguise, the role of art and the imagination, the use and abuse of power, fear, magic, dreams, madness, interior landscapes and the psyche. In addition, the anancy-like use of story-telling (p.120) and "The cunning obsequiousness of the slave" (p.125) as survival mechanisms are recurrent concerns as is the "confusing [of] the difference" between the human and the animal, the living and the dead, science and the supernatural, reality and unreality.





`You Left' is also the most self-reflexive story in the collection. Not only does the narrator remind us that the "lens through which something is viewed determines what is seen" (p.113) but she also presents examples of different ways of 'reading' the break-in and attack on the female protagonist by an unknown man, and the status accorded to their respective discourses, from psychology to demonology to forensics. That certain readings are deemed more valid than others is beautifully encapsulated in the policewoman's empirical bias, her refusal to record the narrator's description of her assailant as appearing to have the "soul of a wolf" (p.114). However, the narrative voice warns against discounting less orthodox explanations, by reminding: "Some events defy scrutiny...All that can be seen are traces of recent passage, tracks left behind" (p.113) and this might be taken to apply to much of the collection. Indeed, as in most of the stories "at the heart of the matter lay impenetrable ambiguity" (p.113) and this remains the case to the end.





Unlike the deliberate aura of mystique surrounding Maisie in 'The Truth', the narrator of this story candidly declares her position as shape-shifter in demystifying terms: "I am a cabaret artist. I specialize in impersonations" (p.115).  However, her cross-dressing creation of the fictional Charlie, a minor criminal, quickly takes on ominous tones, as Jekyll-like, she feels controlled by his "vicious and predatory" impulses and desire to "hurt people (p.115). Indeed, as Morris has suggested 'Charlie' is ambiguously constructed as the narrator's Jungian shadow, as well as overlapping with a present-day criminally insane man is charged with a series of attacks on women, and in a chilling instance of synchronicity, with one Charlie Peace, a nineteenth century murderer and cabaret artist who "eluded capture [by]...assuming many disguises" (p.122). Accordingly, the assailant's explanation of his 'entry' which forms the story title, resounds in ways beyond the most immediate orthodox interpretation, as the narrator reflects:





	"it was as though he was referring to some other door, as though I had unwittingly nudged open an invisible door to some infernal region, enabling him to slip through" (p.122) 





An interesting subtext on this sense of doors opening into other dimensions is provided by the narrator's picture of the leopard, painted in Haiti. Haitian paintings such as this are regarded as 'multi-dimensional' in other, quite culturally specific, terms: with the artist acting as a medium and his painting as a bridge between the human and spirit worlds. Brathwaite's comments on the late Guyanese painter, Aubrey Williams, make this clear:





	Williams is the medium. His paintbrush is the door, the porte cabesse or central pole, down which the gods often descend into the tonelle during vodun worship. 34





Yet the painting is surrounded in ambiguity. The narrator considers it to have talismanic powers and thus is loath to loan the painting to a friend, but whether the subsequent attack is or is not linked to the absence of its protective influence is unclear. 





The recurrent references to the narrator as wild and animal-like (p.118) suggest that she is forced to becomes the leopard itself, her own protector. Significantly, in a dream after the attack, the leopard recurs in a domestic setting "half-painting and half-real" (p.132). The narrator's contradictory feeling that "he had to be moved so that he could see in the mirror. But I knew that when he was face to face with the mirror, something terrible would happen" (p.132) echoes the half-glimpsed portents of the narrator's earlier - equally ambiguous - encounter of self with the 'self' she has created in the bathroom mirror, also half-artistic creation, "half-real". It also captures the mixture of terror and horrid fascination with which she subsequently attempts to re-enter the events of the night of her attack, to scrutinize its 'impenetrable ambiguity' and make sense of the paradoxical lack of 'traces' left by such a violently physical encounter, as well as her growing intimation that what she is uncovering may be part of her own psyche, a bizarre variant on 'the enemy within' rather than an external 'foe'. As a character in 'The Girl' says: "there is a reality which we uncover by our observations" (p.144) but "[Einstein] didn't...consider the possibility of multiple universes." (p.144) The latter possibility is exactly what the narrator of 'You Left the Door' must confront:





	"could it have been part of myself that escaped and attacked me? Had the spirit of a nineteenth-century burglar and cabaret artist entered a contemporary small-time burglar? Did we all overlap?" (p.133)





However, as in 'The Truth', the supernatural is stubbornly accompanied by the natural, the banal and the prosaic. Thus a further, more ordinary kind of 'overlapping' is constituted by the shape-shifting 'slippage' of roles and agency in the final section of the story. The policeman who visits the house of the narrator-as-crime-victim is also an ex-repertory actor and foregrounds the narrator's similar occupation as a "performer" (in itself an ambiguous term). This reading blunts the potential synchronicity of the story's ending as the narrator encounters the man accused of a subsequent attack in the area, wearing the same type of clothes favoured by both Charlie Peace and herself in her own impersonation of a "small-time crook" (also named Charlie). Perhaps then, she is just a consummate 'performer' and able to gauge these things well. Similarly, the accused's claim that someone is attempting to "get into him and tell him what to do" (p.134) signifies doubly as the sign of his mental illness or supernatural manipulation by the spirit of Charlie Peace. As so often in Melville's stories, an 'impenetrable ambiguity' remains.





In sharp contrast to the impressions of other characters in Shape-Shifter, the narrator of the final story 'Eat Labba and Drink Creek Water' reflects (of Guyana): "everything is more visible here, the gunmen, the politics, the sturdy, outspoken people" (p.149); yet this reading of contemporary Guyanese society (personified in the pragmatic and politically aware Evelyn and borne out by the mad aunts' outspokenness) is accompanied by a contesting reading, provided by one of the aunts that: "Everything's gone middly-muddly over here" (p.162), thereby affirming the concept of multi-focality, different versions of the same reality.





'Eat Labba' is fragmentary in form, constructed like Brodber's fiction, from a series of disconnected voices and making use of a range of oral resources including song (p.153), folklore (p. 157), superstition (p.159) and the words of childrens' games (p.155 & 157). Likewise it eschews strict narrative temporality for a more fluid, 'spatial' mapping of experience and events, and a more holistic sense of time. As in Harris' novels, this involves slippage between different tenses and the collapsing of the boundaries between the living and the dead, a recurrent theme in Shape-shifter. Thus the narrator's (memory of?) playing in the lake (p.149) constitutes a Harrisonian "catalyst of experience within the density of place [which causes her to] sense presences...the sense of unfathomable age and youth" 35, in a passage which invokes an overlapping, multi-dimensional sense of time: an Amerindian women (living? dead?) in a canoe (p.149), the spirit of the "pale boy", Wat, travelling centuries before with an expedition in search of the the riches of El Dorado, is rumoured to be "trapped" under the waters nearby.





As in Atwood's Surfacing, the retreat into a Guyanese interior allows the narrator to map her own 'interior landscape', to reconstruct a personal history which not only involves encounter with the most immediate 'natives of her person' (the aunts), but also admits the surfacing of a series of other traces and ancestral presences. 36 In this context, Brathwaite's following comment is pertinent:





	In the Caribbean, whether it be African or Amerindian, the recognition of an ancestral relationship with the folk or aboriginal culture involves the artist and participant in a journey into the past and hinterland which is at the same time a movement of possession into present and future. Through this movement of possession we become ourselves, truly our own creators, discovering word for object, image for the Word. 37





However, an alternative, less positive sense of 'doubling back' and self-defeating circularity is also intimated in the anancy-like boat called by the Arawaks the 'eight-legged sea-spider'...lost in a labyrinth of rivers...seem[ing] to travel on the same spot [or] carried in circles" (p.158), the New Amsterdam "telegraph poles whose wires carry singing messages from nowhere to nowhere" (p.153) and the mad Aunt, crippled by her obsessive return to divisive racial distinctions, the fearful blackness in the family which like "molasses, will always stick to you" (p.157).





In this way, Guyana is constructed as vast and self-sufficient but also as isolated and plagued by shortage and poor communications. Appropriately, Melville has similarly spoken of Guyana as being in a kind of 'limbo': part of South America as well as the Caribbean, belonging fully in neither category. 38


 


'Eat Labba's fragmented form is also paradigmatic of the larger fragmentations of Caribbean history. Central to this are the sequence of 'journeys', arrivals and departures and the exploration of the trope of the journey in its various permutations in the story: imaginative and dream journeying, the journeys of the dead (the body of the Amerindian "falling through the mists" as if through time (p.150), "Wat's body loosened from its grave..[on] a quest of its own" through a labyrinth of waterways [p.160]) as well as literal migrations, quests and odysseys and a series of voyages into the archives of personal memory and a collective past. Lamming's sense of a `journey to an expectation' is glossed in a variety of ways in this story, from the cross-cultural expectations of the conquistador in Guyana searching for the mythical El Dorado (p.150) and the modern day tourist's vague sense of Caribbean geography and culture which begs comparison with the starting point of Kincaid's A Small Place, to the equally idealized expectations of the West Indian journeying to London, reciting, as if by rote, a litany of those factors which constitute the 'pull of the metropolis' (p.151 & p.153). There is also the wonderfully parodic account of the 'golden city' which is London. Here, Melville appropriates the language of European travellers' accounts, with their fanciful descriptions of the grotesque, outlandish inhabitants of the New World, and the language of the conquistadors in search of the gold of El Dorado, and turns it toward another city mythically 'paved with gold': London. In this financial centre at the heart of empire:





	dwell men who deal in markets of coffee and sugar and vast numbers of other like commodities. They have eyes in their shoulders, mouths in the middle of their breasts...in the uppermost of these towers, which are as we would call palaces, sit stockbrokers, their bodies anointed with white powdered gold blown through hollow canes until they are shining all over. Above their heads [with distinct echoes of Conrad's Heart of Darkness] hang the skulls of company directors, all hung and decked with feathers. Here they sit drinking, hundreds of them together, for as many as six or seven days at a time. (pp.154-5)





Like a number of texts by Caribbean writers based in Britain, 39 'Eat Labba' is concerned with the problems of return to the Caribbean and specifically with the overlapping versions of Guyana which are encountered in myth, dream, and the different expectations and realities. Lamming's 'journey to an expectation' is inverted in the opening pages of the story as the narrator and her Jamaican friend discuss their mutual need to 'go back'. However, the story goes on to deconstruct this easy duality by acknowledging the complex trajectories of desire which accompany such journeys and which problemmatize any concept of 'home', 'return' or 'arrival':





	We do return and leave and return again, cross-crossing the Atlantic, but whichever side of the Atlantic we are on, the dream is always on the other side. (p.149)  





Arguably, O'Callaghan's observation that Shape-shifter is characterized by a range of subject-positions with "'fluid boundaries and continual commerce between them'" 40 finds its apotheosis here, as boundaries are continually crossed and blurred. Demerara is described as "a city built on stilts, belonging neither to land nor to sea but to land reclaimed from the sea" (p.152); likewise, the father's birth certificate pronounces him "Coloured. Native. Creole" (p.153) yet his mixed racial origins 'over-spill' the categories which seek to contain and define him, thereby destabilizing the boundaries of such classifications; they are then 'rubbished' by the colonial authorities and replaced with a birth certificate in a deceptive move to conceal his 'difference' in England. Finally the narrator, like Melville, presents a confusion of categories, as an "ice-cream face" (p.156) looking white but with mixed race origins, her complex dual belongings in Britain and the Caribbean, giving her the sense of travelling on "a frail spider's thread...attached to Big Ben at one end and St George's Cathedral, Demerara, at the other" (p.149). In this, the most impressionistic and autobiographical of Melville's stories, the narrator weaves an anancy-like fictional web which bridges time and space, past and present, the real and the mythical, the natural and supernatural, London and the Caribbean, "communicat[ing] much by indirection, by symbolic hints...traffic[king] in intuition...travel[ling] dream and myth" 41 in true shape-shifting style.                                                                                                         
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