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PENGUIN BOOKS

WHATEVER HAPPENED TO MARGO?

Margaret ‘Margo’ Durrell (1920–2007) was the younger sister of novelist Lawrence Durrell, and elder sister of naturalist and author Gerald Durrell, whose Corfu Trilogy – My Family and Other Animals, Birds, Beasts and Relatives and The Garden of the Gods – features her as a character. Born in British India, she was brought up in India, England and Corfu. Margo had two children, Gerry and Nicholas, with her husband Jack Breeze, a British Royal Air Force pilot whom she met when he was stationed in Corfu during the Second World War. After they divorced, she moved back to Bournemouth, and started the boarding house she wrote about in her inimitable memoir, Whatever Happened to Margo?




To my family, who have supported 
me in all my adventures




Preface

People are always asking me what happened to my sister. I am pleased to report that Margo is still full of beans and that our lives continue to be as entangled as they were during those halcyon days on Corfu. She helped raise my animals; I helped raise her children. She descends upon me frequently at my zoo in Jersey and my house in Provence; I often invade her territory in Bournemouth. We have taken many holidays together – driving through the back lanes of France and arguing about a picnic site or when it is biologically necessary to stop the car; feeding the pigeons in the Piazza San Marco in Venice and watching them (the pink kind) in the tropical paradise of Mauritius. And, yes, sharing again the charms of Corfu, looking for and finding the deserted olive groves and sea caves where we were all so happy.

From the beginning and every bit as keenly as the Durrell brothers, Margo displayed an appreciation of the comic side of life and an ability to observe the foibles of people and places. Like us, she is sometimes prone to exaggeration and flights of fancy, but I think this is no bad thing when it comes to telling one’s stories in an entertaining way. I am delighted that she has written down the experiences at ‘51’ and I know you will enjoy them, too.

Gerald Durrell

Jersey, 27 November 1994




Introduction

The year was 1947, the place was suburban Bournemouth and the idea had started with a telephone call from my Aunt Patience, a formidable spinster who had rung the family home in Bournemouth to announce her impending visit.

‘How is your dear mother, poor soul – such a handful to bring up all you children alone.’ (Mother was a widow.) ‘And that clever boy, Lawrence, is still about, well and writing?’ (Lawrence was aspiring to be a literary genius.) ‘And how is Leslie? Has he got another job yet? For it’s high time he had!’ (Leslie, with the hint of an entrepreneur and another venture abandoned, had been out of work for some months with no particular career prospects in mind.) ‘And dear brother Gerald, is he still away, exposing himself to tropical diseases?’ (Brother Gerald, showing a distinctive leaning towards nature from the age of two, was at that moment surrounded by animals in some zoo, observing heaven knew what.) ‘And you dear – I trust you are not letting the grass grow under your feet?’ I had returned home for a spell, after an adventure both into marriage and exciting travels to faraway countries and now, undecided what to do next, I was, in fact, in limbo.

Satisfied that we were all at least living, Aunt Patience then probed me on the second most important subject – money.

‘And how are the finances?’ No doubt she had been hoping for a miraculous answer.

‘Well I have my inheritance father left me … maybe,’ I edged uncertainly, not wanting to create too black a picture in case I incurred her imminent disfavour, or too prosperous a one which would possibly kill any generous urges she might have. I imagined the fond smile accompanying her questions turning sour with disapproval at the mention of any impending financial muddle.

‘I have been giving you, Margo dear, a considerable amount of thought lately, and I have an idea.’ She announced the word grandly then paused ominously, waiting for my gasp of anticipatory pleasure.

‘Margo, are you still there?’ the voice demanded, sensing the drifting threads of concentration.

‘Yes, of course,’ I replied quickly and sat down with a silent sigh of resignation, knowing Aunt Patience’s ideas required making oneself as comfortable as possible, in order to enjoy a lengthy conversation.

‘You really must pull yourself together dear, and work hard for your future prosperity, as I have done.’

It was a lecture all about working hard – something I knew nothing about. Dismayed, I let my mind hastily return to its wandering. I was brought back to the present by a sudden squeak in a tone of urgency. ‘It’s the only thing to do – don’t you agree?’

‘Yes!’ I gasped, alarmed at my aunt’s implications.

‘You, dear, will start a guest house. Not a common affair, but something rather superior, something secure – and safe!’ The voice rose firm and enthusiastic. ‘Marriage is neither secure or safe.’ (Aunt was a spinster by design.) ‘It will be a sort of anchor for you: at the moment you are like an old boat being tossed about without a rudder.’

Not caring for my Aunt Patience’s descriptive values, I reassured myself in the mirror opposite. There was no resemblance to her simile yet but the thought of financial security suddenly lifted my spirits to unquestionable heights. I analysed the situation briefly. Aunt Patience was right; a property, a boarding house. What a good idea! Not that I had any experience in these matters.

‘A boarding house? I have never thought of that,’ I replied with a growing interest.

‘Not a boarding house dear, a guest house – boarding is so common. I was only saying to Mummy yesterday,’ Aunt Patience continued, ‘what Margo needs now is something solid behind her, not another marriage but a business property, for there’s no stability in marriage with her temperament.’

I found myself grinning fondly across the distance into the ‘Kensington’ room of aquarium greenness straight to my Aunt Patience. The idea was suddenly a challenge. With security so elusive, who was I to treat lightly any suggestion to better myself financially? The rosy life of a landlady floated before me, the proverbial grey cloud with its silver lining was actually within my grasp. Consequently, I blessed my Aunt Patience on this fateful day as I made for the kitchen, a little diffidently perhaps, for there was still the inevitable family comment.

I broke the news of my intended venture to Mother and anyone else who was around at the time, with glowing descriptions of financial gain and life-long security in an atmosphere of quiet refinement. The place wasn’t going to be an ordinary lodging house, I explained, chatting on enthusiastically to a row of granite-like expressions, but something on a higher plane: a guest house.

They treated my colourful conclusions with prolonged silence then retired hurriedly behind locked doors to discuss what they called ‘this new madness’.

Why must a new venture be treated by my family as if it were only once removed from lunacy, I asked myself bitterly. What could be wrong with becoming a sedate landlady in a respectable town, when backed morally by Aunt Patience – and, possibly, financially if she should have one of her generous urges – and who were they to judge such an important business issue when there wasn’t a single commercially-minded one amongst them? I analysed my family’s virtues with the jaundiced mind of retaliatory criticism.

Take my mother, for instance: tiny and courageous – yes; indomitable in mother love – yes; but no connoisseur of landladies and certainly no businesswoman. How could she be, with her limited experience, completely engrossed as she was in family affairs: the animals; the garden; concentrating on the delicate art of Indian cooking and the fascinating pages of Prediction. How could she possibly interpret the respectable role of a landlady into a Crippen-like drama of unpredictable dangers? Her worries so far had been an impending overdraft and a terror of the white slave trade. She still warned me, her only daughter, against hypodermic syringes administered swiftly in cinemas by dark-skinned strangers and, of course, the perils of not lifting public lavatory seats. Lawrence had not helped the situation either, fostering her fears with his diabolical genius for invention and urging her loudly to put her foot down. Neither had Leslie, that squat, Rabelaisian figure lavishing oils on canvas or sunk deep in the intricacies of guns, boats, beer and women; penniless too, having put all his inheritance into a fishing boat that had sunk even before the maiden voyage in Poole Harbour. He had agreed with every word Lawrence had uttered, illustrating the already imagined horrors with still more graphic accounts of lewd male lodgers, landladies throttled at their posts, questionable births and remarkable deaths. His final pronouncement that ‘landladies are born, not made’, in a voice suggesting that they had just laid a very dear corpse to rest, upset Mother still further.

Fortunately, brother Gerald’s absence had temporarily spared me his comments, which would, no doubt, have equalled anything his brothers had to offer. I shuddered at the recollection of his activities (which did not include the apt handling of a vast business fortune or running a sedate boarding house, I thought with some scepticism), as I re-lived tins filled with beetles, boxes of lizards, evil-smelling bird droppings, stinking snakes preserved in alcohol, corpses splayed grotesquely ready for dissection, the air thick with ether as a maimed animal was skilfully treated and brought back to life, while those with weaker stomachs than his tottered away to readjust themselves. His return would mean confusion and disorganization, and we would all be enthusiastically forced out, regardless of weather conditions, to scan the countryside for possible properties, where he could, without restraint, create the first nucleus of a dream zoo. Already a lively candidate, a marmoset, a small furry apparition with the face of an old sage, ruled the house in his absence. Perching in strategic spots to relieve the pangs of nature, deeply offended if disturbed, Pavlo would sulk for hours in some inaccessible place while an over-fed Tibetan sheepdog tussled against him for first place in the family’s affections. A badly stuffed crocodile, from which a musty odour exuded in strong waves, glared with beady eyes from the top of the bathroom cupboard, and beneath, scrawled across the mirror in red soap (a strong reminder that his absence was only temporary), a warning read, ‘Please don’t touch’, along with a reminder to himself of a dental appointment.

So, who wouldn’t want to escape to a landlady’s Utopia?
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CHAPTER ONE

Consequently I left the warm familiarities of well-known surroundings and started weeks of intense house-searching. A new world opened before me; a fascinating world of bricks and mortar, that carried me away on the heady wings of exploration – and I saw everything but the right house! Shuttered windows opened to reveal silent ballrooms; marble pillars spiralled up to ornate ceilings, where lusty rotund cherubs unashamedly chased each other in play; secret stairways laced in cobwebs; attics, breathless in their wealth of waiting shadows; shoe-box bungalows, prim and lifeless; monstrosities in corrugated iron and dull brown paint, alive yet dead; whilst a host of echoes whispered of Aunt Patience’s unseen scolding presence (‘A most unsuitable property, dear’) and brother Gerald’s gleeful murmurings (‘Look, marvellous as a hippo pond’) as another corner revealed a neglected sunken garden. And the margin of suitable houses narrowed alarmingly, forcing me to consider practicalities.

I didn’t know what I wanted – then suddenly I did, in one wild unpredictable moment, completely without reason and unbelievably near home. Of course, I’d seen the house before, but never ‘felt’ its presence, or even noticed who lived behind the yards of dismal maroon curtaining. Now a FOR SALE notice had changed everything, I thought in amazement, as I stood starry-eyed and contemplated my choice in this sedate wide road of large Edwardian houses (our own road, in fact).

The object of my affection, a big comfortable, square house, stood solid on three floors. Wide bay windows broke the solidity of thick walls in the front and between these, small domed windows in bright stained glass added the odd bizarre touch to the somewhat dull colour scheme outside of murky green. High between the chimney stacks, I noted with satisfaction the enticing windows of an attic. A large porch sheltered the front door and lying back from the porch, a stone garage narrowed the entrance to the back garden, a square of unpruned trees and rough lawn surrounded by a high wall, stout fence and a deep privet hedge. A wilderness – but to me, at this moment, it was paradise.

The front door opened to my eager enquiry almost before I reached it and, piercing me with a shrewd look from eyes permanently screwed up in putty-coloured folds, as if they had spent a lifetime in hot sunlight, was a woman of ample proportions and declining years. A voluminous white blouse, sadly yellowed, sloppily topped a threadbare skirt held together on straining seams. The blouse buttons, a solitary two of glass and chipped like crystal rock, hung by a lonely thread, gallantly but vaguely restraining the pendulous breasts which threatened to burst forth; through the grinning gaps a grimy wool vest and cambric framework of ingenious invention fought for first place to freedom. In contrast to the rest of her, a halo of hair shone forth like a message. Plaited in a thick, white rope and circling her head neatly several times, it was skewered to firm immobility. It was as if she wore a silver crown.

I stood, astonished, startled by the ill-assorted appearance. Not wholly confident, I felt the sharp edge behind the soft, gargantuan bulk, whilst my inquisitive eyes glanced past her and examined the hall which, despite the dismal decor of faded mottle beige, was large, with many possibilities; long stained glass windows opening on to the porch reflected shades of bright colour. The centre light was a gloomy contraption, covered by a brown paper shade, an amateurish homemade hotchpotch, and carelessly gummed.

Possibly, at some other time, my first impressions of a grubby interior and peevish inglorious old woman would indisputably have put me off, but now, feeling supremely confident in my choice, nothing would turn me from my task as I was swept along in the wake of something that was not unlike a Cook’s tour. For now Mrs O’Grady had become humanly garrulous, interspersing her sales talk with other incongruous subjects, with the dogged playfulness of an elderly bitch long past her prime. She stressed the beauties of the house, repeating the phrase ‘newly decorated’ constantly, which was a downright lie because it was very apparent that only the woodwork in the most prominent parts had been licked with a brush. She hurried me cunningly from one small patch of fresh paint to the next, hoping to deceive, expanding her stories of life in China – years spent saving souls in a Mission, along with the demands of an ailing husband – while my curious eyes, missing nothing, noted that there was not a single personal object in memory of a country to which she had given her best years.

The wide staircase, turning gently at two points, led up to an airy landing which overlooked the well of the hall; bright, with a long window in opaque emerald glass, I saw it as a musicians’ gallery. Rooms spread out widely around the square. Nothing could depress that airy landing, I thought, not even the evil smell of burning stew bubbling on the gas stove. At the top of the stairs I turned to find with surprise yet another spacious landing and more large and well-planned rooms, including a huge bathroom with a cast-iron monster of a bath standing on curved feet, full of dirty crockery. A narrow stairway led up to a long white attic of sloping ceilings and dormer windows. The garden spread out beneath us, melting into a tangle of green shrubs and tall trees, the view stretching out again to rooftops and misty greens rising in a distant line of hills, blurred now in the softening light of the end of yet another day.

It was dusk when I left. Long shadows lay silent across the avenue and the odd light twinkled. Mother’s dog Simon scampered down the road in hot pursuit of a ragged cat to the muffled cheers of her ancient Irish neighbour, Miss Brady, who loathed cats even more than dogs.

Battle, I sensed, would now commence, in the legal wrangling for a house – my house – a guest house – tomorrow, and possibly the day after …
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CHAPTER TWO

Mrs O’Grady proved to be a hard old nut, just as I had suspected from her shrewd face. Her years in a Chinese Mission supplementing the Lord had not given her a warm or generous nature. She was as crafty as an old jackdaw, lying boldly, haggling like an Eastern vendor in a bazaar, squatting in the midst of her worm-eaten belongings. She prolonged the final purchase as long as possible, endeavouring to muddle the course of red tape and relish a few extra pennies. A born Shylock, she hotly demanded a fair price for what she termed ‘scarcely worn fittings’ – some curtain rails, green and bent with age, which hung aloft by the grace of a few rusty screws.

I was lost in a sea of incomprehensible depth, not understanding the necessity for so much red tape in buying a house or this greedy, grasping woman. How anyone could argue and haggle over mouldy curtain rails only fit for scrap or how they could bother to creep out after dark and remove quantities of plants, leaving a tell-tale trace of newly turned earth was beyond me.

A rose tree disappeared from the garden, then another, while slowly the boring rigmarole of house-buying was completed. I signed document after document of unfathomable length, and my money – a legacy from my father – dwindled somewhat. I began to doubt the wisdom of my choice, but there was no turning back now.

This momentous decision over the house coincided with Aunt Patience’s arrival, an arrival I now regarded as an omen of good fortune, a direct pointer from whence to borrow money if necessary, so I welcomed her with open arms while the rest of the family fled.

Aunt Patience arrived with all the pomp of a mayoral visit, erect and queenly at the wheel of a smooth-purring Bentley, not chauffeur-driven for no one was going to send her to an early grave! A quick glance told me that she carried the usual precautions against the elements: travel rugs and hot-water bottles, a rain cape covering a bulging picnic basket, and a first-aid box, carefully wedged in a strategic position, was ready in case of emergency. A Japanese sunshade threatened to break its way out of the rear window and a sonorous sound came from the depths of the back seat.

A moment’s struggle with the door and she was emerging daintily, giggling a little as she untangled herself from behind the wheel, her brown eyes bright, her cheeks like pink velvet. A tan velour cloche snugly covered her neatly waved hair and a waisted travel coat in a mixture of beige and green wool fitted tightly across her stomach, with one large mottled button. A fox fur hung about her neck in an agonized way. From the depths of the back seat, disturbed from their slumbers, followed her usual retinue: yapping Bedlingtons and Pussy, the Siamese cat.

Full of exuberance at our reunion, my aunt shepherded us, with the aid of the Japanese sunshade, towards the house. A whiff of expensive scent drowned any animal smells and amidst a scurry of animal legs we made for the drawing room.

Smothering my curses at the inconvenience of so many animals in every direction, I hastily locked away Mother’s dog Simon, who was growling threateningly at the sight of a glossy, potbellied Siamese making for his chair. I shooed Gerald’s marmoset Pavlo up to the top of the curtain rail where it screamed abuse at the intrusion and throwing a tea-towel swiftly over a biscuit tin of mealworm, guaranteed to upset anybody, I settled my aunt comfortably among the opposing smells. Feeling that the scene was now set, I apologized for the temporary absence of the family and unfolded with great detail the story of my own activities, painting a grim picture of Mrs O’Grady and what seemed to me her unreasonable and cunning ways. Giving a glowing account of the house, I took Aunt Patience to the door and pointed out my near purchase and its possibilities from a business point of view.

Aunt Patience heard my story oscillating between cries of dismay, horror and indignation, and praise when she thought I had shown a modicum of business sense and scored a point. I was pleased with her rapt attention and interest in my affairs, and consequently elaborated with intense enthusiasm.

‘And what do you think – she wants to force me to buy a lot of old junk!’ I complained, coming to the end of my other more important items.

‘The wicked old woman!’ Auntie beat the arm of her chair, indignantly. ‘Obviously not a churchwoman,’ she added.

‘Oh, she is,’ I contradicted. ‘A missionary from China.’

‘Never trust one of those, dear.’ There was a scornful sniff. ‘What you need, Margo, is to cultivate the ability to sum up people, to be able to separate the wheat from the chaff, the rough from the smooth.’

‘And she’s digging up plants, and carrying them away,’ I interrupted plaintively, as I suddenly remembered the missing rose trees and, rather enjoying the uproar with which my words were being greeted, I was unable to resist the further temptation to add more fuel to the already explosive atmosphere.

‘Whatever next! She will have to be dealt with!’ Scandalized comments filled the drawing room once again.

‘So I told her I would see the solicitors about the matter,’ I added, in a tone that suggested I had played a trump card.

‘Well done, dear. That was the right thing to say.’ Aunt Patience then stood up. ‘We’ll go and settle that woman now,’ she announced dramatically.

Horrified at the sudden turn of events, I tried hard to dissuade her, but she was determined. Gathering up her coat she flung herself into it, crushed her cloche rapidly back into place, swung the ailing fur across her shoulders, then, taking me firmly by the arm, she marched me forcibly to battle.

We sailed purposefully down the drive. I followed my aunt apprehensively – things had taken a turn I had not expected. I dreaded the scene which I knew would materialize shortly, with Aunt Patience, in her most ladylike way, demolishing the enemy. I began to feel a little sorry for Mrs O’Grady and hoped she was out. Vainly I tried to postpone the evil moment by calling out a friendly greeting to an elderly, rotund, robin-like gentleman, with cheeks like freshly washed china and frightening false teeth, who was watching with interest his dog about to leave an offering on our front lawn. He had been to tea on several occasions and we had urged Mother, repeating the gossip about his fabulous wealth, to look upon him in a favourable light and replenish the family fortunes (now somewhat diminished since our Corfu experiencefn1) – with the added pleasure of matrimonial bliss – and we tried to outwit the pigeon-like housekeeper who guarded him with vigilance as he tried to attract Mother’s attention. Mother said primly ‘that she was much too old for that sort of thing, and in any case she couldn’t cope with the silly old fool.’

Now I greeted Mr Beetle warmly. Delighted at the welcome, his old eyes sparkled and he answered eagerly, apologizing for his dog, remarking on the weather, and asking tenderly after Mother’s health – at the same time faithlessly eyeing my aunt with relish, with a view to a possible second best, no doubt. But Aunt Patience, as if on a pilgrimage, pressed forward heedlessly to the purpose in hand, leaving him gazing regretfully after her with a speculative glint in his eyes.

Mrs O’Grady met us in a hideous floral dress, on which puce roses glared at yellow daisies while blue lover’s knots threaded their way between the screaming flowers. I shuddered at the combination and trembled at the consequence of my exaggeration. My aunt was, of course, master of the situation, her quick mind sensing the weakness in her opponent immediately. Her accurate knowledge of legal proceedings, not to be trifled with at the best of times, was this day as keen as a freshly sharpened stiletto, as she banded intricate lawyers’ jargon, defying argument and completely flooring her adversary’s attempt to justify herself. Mrs O’Grady reeled uncertainly, like a bull recovering momentarily before the final thrust of the matador. I was impressed by the female brain that could master such technicalities.

Aunt Patience, having made her point, was now satisfied and with a cursory last look and a final pitying ‘breeding will out, I always say,’ she turned magnanimously – all sweetness now – to a heartfelt chat with Mr Beetle, followed by shamefaced me.

‘How right you are, dear Madame,’ agreed Mr Beetle. ‘A most unChristian, ill-bred woman.’

I couldn’t help grinning.

‘Quite,’ agreed my aunt, warming to the tubby figure.

I glanced around – Mrs O’Grady had fled and I stood suspended between fatuous laughter and genuine horror at the debunking of our fellow man, for which I was responsible. This, I decided, was the moment to change the subject.

‘Mother asked after you today,’ I said cunningly. ‘Quite worried she was about you – said she hadn’t seen you for days. Wanted you to go to tea, I think.’

‘Really?’ Mr Beetle was immediately in a visible flurry. He gave his prospective new love an apologetic look. ‘Must dash – best trousers at the cleaners – dear Mrs Durrell – so charming …’

‘Silly old fool,’ my aunt said to the retreating back, in just the way Mother had done. I grinned disarmingly at my aunt in complete agreement.

With Mrs O’Grady and Mr Beetle banished successfully, minutes saw us striding out again to sort out my affairs. The fire was well and truly lit.

Some time later, having achieved our objective, we returned home. My aunt was still prattling. ‘Now dear, having sorted out that little matter of the plants with your house agent,’ she said graciously, ‘I have other things to say to you …’

Seeing that my aunt, with what seemed to me a magical wave of her hand, had sorted out my legal affairs, I now listened indulgently to anything that she might have to say.

‘The house must run on a thoroughly business-like and respectable basis. There is to be no nonsense.’

‘Nonsense?’ I asked, surprised. What was nonsense to my aunt was not, as a rule, nonsense to me. ‘What sort of nonsense?’ I enquired in dulcet tones.

‘Nonsense, dear. A squandering of money, extravagances and that sort of thing. You know you have an irresponsible streak in you, and at times an irrepressible gaiety, that I am not totally in approval of. As I said before, the house must be run on a thoroughly business-like and respectable basis, and remember, you must refer to your people as paying guests. “Lodgers” is so vulgar. And do try and get nice, respectable guests – people of breeding, who pay their rent. No missionaries, of course!’ she said meaningfully. Her faith in good breeding was unshakeable.

‘Of course Aunt, those are just the sort of people I thought of too,’ I agreed hypocritically. I was lying, of course. The idea of boring individuals, religious characters and spinsters, possibly smelling of mothballs, or worse eucalyptus, was not my idea of a jolly household.

‘One can hardly have any faith in the family’s business acumen,’ she complained. ‘And after your brother Leslie’s foolhardiness and your desire to break free – well!’ The subject of Leslie’s sunken fishing boat and my matrimonial affairs would, I feared, always be a bitter one.

A large fire now glowed in the grate and Mother presided over her traditional tea, a steaming pile of hot scones and a trolley laden with her best china. The dogs, at the return of their mistress, flew at her, barking joyously and Pussy was waiting to leave.

Aunt Patience soundly kissed everyone, asked a hundred questions, scolded, applauded, gave a lot of good advice, ate a huge tea, then decided suddenly that a liver attack was imminent and driving in the dark would endanger her health. She then herded her flock together and left.

‘Well – that’s that,’ I said, heaving a sigh of relief as the great car, gathering speed, nosed its way out of sight. I was well satisfied at the final turn of events.

With the mass exodus of the O’Grady establishment, No. 51, now silent and shrouded in emptiness, became my constant companion in the following days and my eagerness to prepare the house and install my lodgers was compelling.

In secret moments of disquiet I viewed England with misgivings. After constant travel abroad I was afraid that I might find a continual dose of suburbia irksome. In these moments I could not help wondering if I and my neighbours were not only going to be friends but at times enemies by the sheer incompatibility of our natures. We were a motley crew: the bustling Miss Brady, withered as a tortoise but still hawk-eyed; Mrs Briggs, lusty voiced, good-hearted, incorrigibly inquisitive with her ‘I don’t want to be nosy, mind, but’; perky Mr Beetle, ready to swoop gallantly in the light of new love. The liverish huddle of fur, Lady Booth, who passed daily, dragging a permanently yapping terrier, so that I had heard Miss Brady, nerves frayed, threaten to do it in more than once. Methods were discussed openly: a kipper stuffed with arsenic, said the proud owner of a poodle, who encouraged her own dog to scrub about other people’s gardens at least twice a day. Miss Brady said this method was reserved for cats – when all else failed. The matter was dropped. Then there was Lord and Lady Booth, an aloof pair who seldom smiled and whose approach was guaranteed to break up any gossiping party.

The first day of true ownership I crossed the road to my new house trying to look inconspicuous but inconspicuous I was not to be.

‘See you’re busy then,’ Mrs Briggs was at her gate. ‘And ’ands full, I see,’ she added cheerfully. She reminded me of a chrysanthemum that was just about to fall apart; it was the burnished hair, I decided, wisping out in curved strands. ‘Paid a good price for that house, I have no doubt?’

‘Yes,’ I agreed unwillingly, trying once again to escape.

‘Sure, the price of things today, it knocks yer flat.’ She beamed sympathetically and then confided, ‘You know the woman who owned the house, one of them missionaries, barmy she was – I’m not surprised after living in them foreign parts.’

‘Yes,’ said I.

‘It rots yer, I always say …’ I agreed, politely. ‘Of course you needs plenty of maids in houses like these,’ she reflected, gazing up at the house with respect. ‘You won’t be ’aving any maids, will you?’

‘No,’ I said, wondering if she was going to offer me her services and if so, how I was going to get out of it.

‘You’re a good-hearted girl, for all your “blah”, I tells my hubby.’

‘Really,’ I said, feeling more pleased.

And so we chatted. A passing Mr Beetle was summed up in a few words: ‘Well, you know what men are! It’s all sex with some – never too old – disgusting I call it!’

‘Yes,’ I agreed.

‘Of course, there’s snobs around ’ere you know!’ The voice was full of scorn and class distinction reared its ugly head: I eyed the way of escape longingly.

‘Of course, you’ve come down in the world, ’aven’t you? Miss Brady and I both agree to that!’

As I was moving such a short distance I supposed it was inevitable that some of my business should be known. I did not have time to find an answer to her last remark, however, for like a bloodhound she was on the trail again.

‘You used to ’ave maids and silver and that sort of thing. There doesn’t look like much silver among your things now.’ The candid observation of my belongings just brought out of store brought a withering look to her countenance.

I agreed, amused at this paragon of backyard gossip, the backbone of every suburban road, a mixture of pure good heartedness and uncrushable tittle-tattle.

‘But I really must go, there’s a lot of work to do,’ I explained, looking for excuses to get away.

‘Sure, sure poor you. I pity you.’ She shook her head, still reluctant to leave me. ‘’Aven’t you got two children?’ she enquired, hovering, curiosity getting the better of her again.

‘Yes. They’re holidaying with their father – such a good man. Hasn’t Mother told you?’

‘Oh.’ There was a long pause as she digested this bit of news. ‘Ah well,’ she said, throwing it off lightly, ‘ta-ta for now,’ and satisfied she bustled away quickly, eager to discuss this interesting titbit with everybody and anybody, no doubt.

My first act on entering the new house had been to reach up from a chair and dismantle the greasy, tatty paper shade hanging in cobwebs and fly dirt. Then, wandering casually about the empty house, fetid with the aromas of Mrs O’Grady, I began to plan – flinging wide the windows, letting the clean sweet air blow lustily through the big rooms, while in darker corners and cupboards, where the shadows of Mrs O’Grady still lurked, I lit sulphur candles until the odour seeped mercilessly out and I was forced to capitulate in my zealous drive against the nauseous staleness of fish stew and embrocation and admit that every vestige of O’Gradyism must now be well and truly dead.

An imminent second visit by my Aunt Patience had been prevented by an epidemic of flu. However Auntie, not to be daunted, was still with me in spirit. Making full use of the postal service (‘so much more economical than the telephone, dear’) I kept her diligently posted with news, and was in turn bombarded with stern warnings, and the announcement that she would hurry down as soon as illness allowed and Pussy was sufficiently recovered to cope with car travel.

The family opposite at No. 52 were curious as to what was now going on at No. 51 and called daily, unable to resist the temptation to give me the benefit of their advice. Mother, remaining a little dubious and unconvinced that I was safe in my new sanctuary, hovered, genteelly brewing constant cups of tea for the various workmen in residence, questioning them closely on the safety of the electricity and gas, probing about in dark corners for the mains, finding them, and then calling me and carefully explaining the dangers of not knowing the position of all these vital points in case of emergency. She stood in the kitchen by the hour to make sure that her much-loved grandchildren, Gerry and Nicholas, who had arrived back from their prolonged stay with their devoted father, were not now starving to death in my hands and concocted special dishes with all the enthusiasm of a witch doctor. The children, overjoyed to see their grandmother and strong in the knowledge that every whim was an immediate victory, made full use of the situation.

In the wake of Mother came my brothers, bustling with energy, aglow with feelings of responsibility for my welfare: Lawrence with uneconomical suggestions for burglar alarms, revolving baths and lavatory walls lined with bookshelves and a concealed radiogram, saying that it was the only place in any family residence where one could be completely private; Leslie, delighted that my scheme appeared to be taking shape, with plans for uneconomical swimming pools, a rifle range and a specially designed bar.

A card arrived from brother Gerald, saying he had heard by devious methods that I was about to replenish the family fortunes and was delighted with the news. I read the brief communication with great mistrust and no enthusiasm: Gerald would just have to realize that I had moved into an area of civilization and that there would be no animals, or their dung, littering the place, however sweet or however small. (How wrong I was.)

My house now lay in an atmosphere of feverish activity. I had worked hard: disorganized, reorganized, and turned my hand to decorating, slapping on paint and distemper with gusto, mastering the art of working at dizzy heights, taking on furniture moving or housework with equal ease. The children, excited and noisy at their return, embraced the upheaval with glee. They followed the path of an emaciated gas man with rapt interest. They cadged bits of wood from the carpenter, normally a mild man but now irritated to the point of blasphemy, waited for a death fall from the stepladder, encouraging a fatal slip and revelling in the possibility of an ambulance calling or the excitement of the fire brigade. Uninhibited, snub-nosed, tousle-haired, they cheerfully awaited calamity.

The most fascinating distraction was Charlie Hardcastle, the plumber. A sly old rogue, reeking of stagnant beer, withering happily and surveying the world about him with tolerant twinkling eyes. A decrepit cloth cap, set at a crazy angle, usually covered his egg-shaped cranium where a few spare white hairs sprouted like fresh cress. From his top lip, reminiscent of a tattered paint brush, hung a grey moustache, heavily stained with cheap tobacco. A wide grin showed two remaining discoloured teeth in barren gums.

In the morning Charlie invariably arrived late. In the afternoon he always arrived late, slightly intoxicated, his gait a little unsteady as he smacked his thigh, whistling a saucy ditty – an aging Don Juan showing off hugely. His rich Dorset twang rolled amidst his own and the children’s appreciative laughter. I couldn’t control him at all, in fact after the first attempt I didn’t try. He enjoyed this little farce, swaggering dangerously, a little more crazy, a true extrovert. Realizing his thirst, I would some days secrete a bottle of beer for him in the airing cupboard where he would go like a child to claim it, and like a child would delight in his find. Later I had cause to doubt my action in aiding and abetting Charlie along the primrose path – but that was later.

One morning, just as Charlie (mercifully sober) and I were coping with a blocked main drain, our heads inquisitively deep into the dark smelly waste where, just maddeningly out of reach what looked like a toy car glimmered faintly in the distance, we were distracted by the purr of an expensive engine, and a lush-looking car rolled to a standstill at the gate. Charlie and I straightened up together to see who the visitor might be, my thoughts immediately rushing to my aunt.

‘Money,’ Charlie muttered contemptuously, noting the shining chromium plate, and he spat generously with great ceremony into the gaping sewer. I dropped the plunger which Charlie had presented to me as a very necessary part of my future equipment. After a morning spent examining the intricacies of a draining system, I was hardly ready for a visitor, especially a smooth creature with the proportions of a young panther, dangling a grey Homburg nonchalantly from dainty fingers, where a heavy signet ring flashed.

‘Major-General Durrell about?’ he drawled effectively, leaving his car and measuring me with a too-experienced eye. I hastily manoeuvred Charlie back to the sewer and went forward to join the visitor.

‘As far as I know, he has been dead for years,’ I answered, keeping my voice cool and a little unfriendly, detesting his manner. He laughed long and loud, as if I had made an uproarious joke. It was no joke however. The only army celebrity I knew of in our family was long dead – my father’s brother: a fair, thickset man of medium height, with kindly blue eyes and a crisp moustache. In fact, only the other day, when sorting out an old tea chest of long forgotten memories, I had resurrected a large photograph of him in uniform, with a Sam Browne belt and a chest full of medals – and hadn’t we got his heirloom resplendent on the mantelpiece, a monstrous black clock with marble pillars, which chimed the wrong hours at the right intervals, and a little below the ugly face a small silver notice stated the solemn fact. Mother had refused to allow it to go out of the family for sentimental reasons.

‘I am afraid you have got the wrong address,’ I suggested, eager to get back to my drain as a subterranean rumbling noise and long drawn-out ‘Aargh’ from Charlie told me that victory was in sight.

‘I’ve come about yachts and boats, you know – things that sail on the jolly old sea,’ he explained. ‘Luxury class, what?’ he ended playfully.

The whole situation suddenly became clear – it was Leslie he wanted. Leslie, with his catalogue mania and nom-de-plume of Major-General, who had obviously given my address. Well, he’d gone too far this time: he would end up in prison for fraudulent impersonation if he didn’t look out, and serve him right too, I thought uncharitably. Still, poor Mother would be upset if Leslie went in the dock, though Lawrence and Gerald would probably relish the spectacle ‘as a new experience’. Better act quickly, I decided, before Leslie reaped the seeds he had sown and we were all forced to find money for bail. I saw my letting profits visibly vanishing.

‘Gout,’ I said hastily, and without much thought. ‘I’m afraid he’s suffering – in great pain – bedridden and can’t be disturbed.’

‘Bad show,’ the visitor was suitably awed. ‘No chance of seeing him, then?’

‘No,’ I answered firmly, with a certain smug satisfaction, ‘no chance at all,’ for at that moment Leslie was in fact doing a part-time job delivering beer in crates for the tall and robust, good-natured Doris, with a booming laugh: she ran the off-licence at the bottom of the hill. He had passed by only half an hour ago with his small Morris belching black smoke as a signal of protest against the weight. It was hardly the sort of position to be caught in unaware. For a short tubby figure in rough sea-going clothes, struggling with wooden crates marked ‘Strongs’ from a shabby wreck of a car, was very far removed from a sleek yachtsman with the esteemed title of Major-General.

The visitor, exclaiming deep sympathy as though Leslie was already on his deathbed, took a card out of his wallet. ‘Perhaps you can give him this?’ he asked respectfully, no longer playful, ‘and he can contact us when he is fit again, when we may have the pleasure of meeting …’ I took the card, promising to deliver it safely.

‘The General will ring you,’ I said calmly after the retreating slinky figure. ‘If he lives,’ I added grimly.

Then I hurried back to join Charlie in his triumphant hour, for he was holding aloft a toy car and grinning from ear to ear. Leslie could be dealt with later.
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CHAPTER THREE

May found the house ready, with only the lodgers to install. Our house over the road was closed, a reminder that my family had decided, on impulse, to disperse in all directions – though some not far. I had spoken sternly to Leslie over his criminal tendencies in written impersonations but he pooh-poohed my warning and assured me that I should be thankful that the situation had been no worse, for it was Gerald I wanted to worry about – he was the one who usually caused the most trouble and I had to admit he was right. And anyway he was moving in with Doris and taking Mother on holiday.

Charlie Hardcastle, the plumber, had been the last workman to go, and as the small, now rather crestfallen figure had gathered up the tools for his final departure, croaking ‘parting be such sweet sorrow’ on a breath laden with beer fumes, I had decided to speak to him sternly about the doubtful effects of liquor whilst at work and the trail of cold taps pouring hot water and hot taps pouring cold water. But Charlie was philosophical. Regarding me with a pained look he had answered gravely, ‘what will be will be, and what be life without liquor?’ There was a chorus of agreement from the children – what could I say? I left the taps in memory of the craziest, but most lovable plumber of all time.

Leaving my children happily busy over the funeral arrangements of a dead sparrow, I
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