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This book is for my sister
 Margo,
who has let me lampoon her in print, 
with great good humour.
With love.





The Picnic


The months of March and April of that year had been unprecedentedly dry and warm for England. The farmers, caught by surprise by the novelty of a situation, which did not allow them to plead bankruptcy because of unusually late frost, rallied gamely and started talking about the horrors of drought. People who had, the previous autumn, informed us that the wonderful crop of berries and mushrooms were signs of a hard winter and an even harder summer to follow, now said that a surfeit of berries and mushrooms meant a fine spring the following year. To top it all, those paid Munchausens amongst us, the weather forecasters, predicted an extremely hot spell from April to August. The English, being gullible, got so overexcited at these predictions that many of them went to extreme lengths, like laying in suntan oil and deck chairs. In the whole length and breadth of Bournemouth, on the south coast, where we were living, there was not a pair of bathing trunks nor a sunshade to be had for love or money.

My family, all sun-worshippers, responded like buds to the warmth. They quarrelled more, they sang more, they argued more, they drank and ate more, because outside in the garden the spring flowers were in riotous sweet-scented bloom and the sun, though only butter-yellow, had real heat in it. But, of all the family, it was my mother who was moved to a strange fervour by the meteorological forecasts that were being mooted about, principally, I think, because she heard these predictions from the radio.

To Mother, this made all the difference; the difference between reading your horoscope in a women’s magazine and having your future told by a genuine gypsy on the steps of his caravan. Throughout the war, the British government, including Churchill (when he was not otherwise engaged), lived inside our radio set for the express purpose of keeping Mother informed as to the progress of the war, and the imminence of the German invasion. They had never told her a lie and, more important, they had won the war. Now, of course, the war was over, but the integrity of the men who had lived in the radio was just as impeccable as it had been of yore. When she heard farmers talking of thousands of cattle dying of thirst or reservoirs drying up, anonymous doctors giving tips on how to avoid sun-stroke, and of beauty consultants advising on how to get a tan without withering away, Mother naturally concluded that we were in for a heat-wave that would make the West Indies seem like an extension of Alaska.

‘I’ve thought of a wonderful way of welcoming Larry back,’ she said one morning at breakfast.

Larry, who of his own volition had been absent from England for some ten years, was paying a flying visit in order to attend to the promotion of one of his books. In spite of a letter from him saying how the thought of returning to what he called Pudding Island revolted him, Mother was convinced that he was pining for the sights and sounds of ‘Merry England’ after so many years as an exile.

‘Who wants to welcome him?’ asked Leslie, helping himself liberally to marmalade.

‘Leslie, dear, you know you don’t mean that,’ said Mother. ‘It will be so nice to have the family all together again after so long.’ 

‘Larry always causes trouble,’ said my sister Margo. ‘He’s so critical.’

‘I wouldn’t say he was critical,’ said Mother, untruthfully. ‘He just sees things a little differently.’

‘You mean he wants everyone to agree with him,’ said Leslie. ‘Yes,’ said Margo, ‘that’s right. He always thinks he knows best.’ 

‘He’s entitled to his opinion, dear,’ said Mother. ‘That’s what we fought the war for.’

‘What? So that we’d all have to agree with Larry’s opinion?’ asked Leslie.

‘You know perfectly well what I mean, Leslie,’ replied Mother, sternly. ‘So don’t try and muddle me up.’

‘What’s your idea?’ asked Margo.

‘Well,’ began Mother, ‘it’s going to be unbearably hot …’ 

‘Who says so?’ interrupted Leslie, disbelievingly.

‘The wireless,’ said Mother, crushingly, as though speaking of the Delphic oracle. The wireless says we are in for an unprecedented trough of high pressure.’

‘I’ll believe it when I see it,’ said Leslie gloomily.

‘But it was on the wireless, dear,’ explained Mother. ‘It’s not just a rumour – it came from the Air Ministry roof.’

‘Well, I don’t trust the Air Ministry, either,’ said Leslie.

‘Neither do I,’ agreed Margo. ‘Not since they let George Matchman become a pilot.’

‘They didn’t?’ said Leslie incredulously. ‘He’s as blind as a bat, and he drinks like a fish.’

‘And he’s got B.O., too,’ put in Margo, damningly.

‘I really don’t see what George Matchman’s got to do with the weather on the Air Ministry roof,’ protested Mother, who had never got used to the number of hares her family could start from a normal conversation.

‘It’s probably George up there on the roof,’ said Leslie. ‘And I wouldn’t trust him to tell me the time.’

‘It’s not George,’ said Mother firmly. ‘I know his voice.’ 

‘Anyway, what’s your idea?’ asked Margo again.

‘Well,’ continued Mother, ‘as the Air Ministry roof says we are going to have fine weather, I think we ought to take Larry out to see the English countryside at its best. He must have been missing it. I know when your father and I used to come home from India, we always liked a spin in the country. I suggest we ask Jack to take us out for a picnic in the Rolls.’

There was a moment’s silence while the family digested the idea. ‘Larry won’t agree,’ said Leslie at last. ‘You know what he’s like. If he doesn’t like it, he’ll carry on terribly; you know him.’

‘I’m sure he’ll be very pleased,’ said Mother, but without total conviction. The vision of my elder brother ‘carrying on’ had flashed across her mind.

‘I know, let’s surprise him,’ suggested Margo. ‘We’ll put all the food and stuff in the boot and just say we’re going for a short drive.’

‘Where would we go?’ asked Leslie.

‘Lulworth Cove,’ said Mother.

‘That’s not a short drive,’ complained Leslie.

‘But if he doesn’t see the food, he won’t suspect,’ said Margo triumphantly.

‘After he’s been driving for an hour and a half, he’ll begin to,’ Leslie pointed out. ‘Even Larry.’

‘No, I think we’ll just have to tell him it’s a sort of a welcome home present; said Mother. ‘After all, we haven’t seen him for ten years.’

‘Ten peaceful years,’ corrected Leslie.

‘They weren’t at all peaceful,’ said Mother. ‘We had the war.’

‘I meant peaceful without Larry,’ explained Leslie.

‘Leslie, dear, you shouldn’t say things like that, even as a joke,’ said Mother reprovingly.

‘I’m not joking,’ said Leslie.

‘He can’t make a fuss if it’s a welcome home picnic,’ put in Margo.

‘Larry can make a fuss about everything,’ replied Leslie with conviction.

‘Don’t exaggerate,’ said Mother. ‘We’ll ask Jack about the Rolls when he comes in. What’s he doing?’

‘Dismantling it, I expect,’ said Leslie.

‘Oh, he does annoy me!’ complained Margo. ‘We’ve had that damn car for three months and it’s spent more time dismantled than mantled. He makes me sick. Every time I want to go out in it, he’s got the engine all over the garage.’

‘You shouldn’t have married an engineer,’ said Leslie. ‘You know what they’re like; they have to take everything to pieces. Compulsive wreckers.’

‘Well, we’ll ask him to make a special effort and have the Rolls all in one piece for Larry,’ concluded Mother. ‘I’m sure he’ll agree.’

The Rolls in question was a magnificent 1922 model that Jack had discovered lurking shamefacedly in some remote country garage, her paint unwashed, her chrome unkempt, but still a lady of high degree. He had purchased her for the princely sum of two hundred pounds, and brought her back to the house in triumph, where, under his tender ministrations, she had blossomed, and was christened Esmerelda. Her coachwork now dazzled the eye, her walnut fittings glowed with polish, her engine was undefiled by so much as a speck of oil; she had running boards, a soft top you could put back for fine weather, a glass panel which could be wound up so that the driver could not hear your strictures on the working classes, and – best of all – a strange, trumpet-like telephone thing through which you shouted instructions to the chauffeur. It was as wonderful as owning a dinosaur. Both the back and front seats would accommodate four people with room to spare. There was a built-in walnut cabinet for drinks, and a boot that appeared big enough to contain four cabin trunks or twelve suitcases. No expense could be spared on such a vehicle, and so, by some underground method, Jack had produced a continental fire-engine horn, which let out an ear-splitting, arrogant ta-ta, ta-ta. This was only pressed into service in extreme emergencies; normally, the huge, black, rubber bulb horn was employed, which made a noise like a deferential Californian sea-lion. This was suitable for hurrying up old ladies on pedestrian crossings, but the fire-engine horn could make a double-decker bus cringe into the ditch to let us pass.

Just at that moment Jack, in his shirt-sleeves and liberally be-smeared with oil, came in to breakfast. He was a man of medium height with a mop of curly dark hair, prominent bright blue eyes, and a nose any Roman emperor would have been glad to possess. It was a nose that really was a nose; a nose to be reckoned with; a nose of size and substance, one that would have warmed the cockles of Cyrano de Bergerac’s heart, a nose that heralded the cold weather, the opening of the pubs, mirth, or any other important event, with a flamboyant colour change that a chameleon would have envied. It was a nose to be arrogant with, or to shelter behind in moments of stress. It was a nose, which could be proud or comic, according to the mood; a nose that once seen was never forgotten, like the beak of a duck-billed platypus.

‘Ah!’ said Jack, and his nose quivered and took on a rubicund sheen. ‘Do I smell kippers?’

‘There, in the kitchen, keeping warm,’ said Mother.

‘Where have you been?’ asked Margo, unnecessarily, since Jack’s oil-covered condition stated clearly where he had been.

‘Cleaning Esmerelda’s engine,’ replied Jack, equally unnecessarily. He went out into the kitchen and returned with two kippers lying on a plate. He sat down, and started to dissect them.

‘I don’t know what you find to do with that car,’ said Margo. ‘You’re always taking it to pieces.’

‘I knew a man once who had a wonderful way with kippers,’ remarked Jack to me, oblivious of my sister’s complaints. ‘He’d sort of turn them on their backs and somehow get all the bones out in one go. Very clever. They all came out, just like that. Like harp strings, you know … I still can’t quite see how he did it.’ 

‘What’s wrong with it?’ asked Margo.

‘What’s wrong with what?’ countered her husband vaguely, staring at his kippers as if he could hypnotize the bones out of them.

‘The Rolls,’ said Margo.

‘Esmerelda?’ asked Jack in alarm. ‘What’s wrong with her?’ 

‘That’s what I’m asking you,’ said Margo. ‘You really are the most irritating man.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with her,’ replied Jack. ‘Beautiful piece of work.’

‘It would be, if we went out in her occasionally,’ pointed out Margo, sarcastically. ‘She’s not very beautiful sitting in the garage with all her innards out.’

‘You can’t say innards out,’ Jack objected. ‘Innards are in, they can’t be out.’

‘Oh you do infuriate me!’ said Margo.

‘Now, now, dear,’ said Mother. ‘If Jack says there’s nothing wrong with the car, then everything’s all right.’

‘All right for what?’ asked Jack, mystified,

‘We were thinking of taking Larry out for a picnic when he comes,’ Mother explained, ‘and we thought it would be nice to do it in the Rolls.’

Jack thought about this, munching on his kippers.

‘That’s a good idea,’ he said at last, to our surprise. ‘I’ve just tuned the engine. It’ll do her good to have a run. Where were you thinking of going?’

Lulworth,’ said Mother. ‘It’s very pretty, the Purbecks.’

‘There’s some good hills there, too,’ said Jack with enthusiasm. ‘That’ll tell me if her clutch is slipping.’

Fortified with the knowledge that the Rolls would be intact for the picnic, Mother threw herself with enthusiasm into the task of preparing for it. As usual, the quantity of food she prepared for the day would have been sufficient to victual Napoleon’s army during its retreat from Moscow. There were curry-puffs and Cornish pasties, raised ham pies and a large game pie, three roast chickens, two large loaves of home-made bread, a treacle tart, brandy snaps and some meringues; to say nothing of three kinds of home-made chutney and jams, as well as biscuits, a fruit cake, and a sponge. When this was all assembled on the kitchen table, she called us in to have a look.

‘Do you think there’ll be enough?’ she asked, worriedly.

‘I thought we were only going to Lulworth for the afternoon?’ said Leslie. ‘I didn’t realize we were emigrating.’

‘Mother, it’s far too much,’ exclaimed Margo. ‘We’ll never eat it all.’

‘Nonsense! Why, in Corfu I used to take twice as much,’ said Mother.

‘But in Corfu we used to have twelve or fourteen people,’ Leslie pointed out. ‘There’s only six of us, you know.’

‘It looks like a two years’ supply of food for a Red Cross shipment to a famine area,’ said Jack.

‘It’s not all that much,’ said Mother, defensively. ‘You know how Larry likes his food, and we’ll be eating by the sea, and the sea air always gives one an appetite.’

‘Well, I hope Esmerelda’s boot will hold it all,’ commented Jack. 

The next afternoon, Mother insisted, in spite of our protests, that we all dress up in our finery to go down to the station to meet Larry. Owing to the inordinately long time Margo took to find the right shade of lipstick, Mother’s plans were thwarted, for, just as we were about to enter the Rolls, a taxi drew up. Inside was Larry having caught an earlier train. He lowered the window of the cab and glared at us.

‘Larry, dear!’ cried Mother. “What a lovely surprise!’

Larry made his first verbal communication to his family in ten years.

‘Have any of you got colds?’ he rasped, irritably. ‘If so, I’ll go to an hotel.’

‘Colds?’ said Mother. ‘No, dear. Why?’

‘Well, everyone else in this God-forsaken island has one,’ said Larry, as he climbed out of the cab. I’ve spent a week in London running for my life from a barrage of cold germs. Everyone sneezing and snuffling like a brood of catarrhal bulldogs. You should have heard them on the train – hawking and spitting and coughing like some bloody travelling TB sanitorium. I spent the journey locked up in the lavatory, holding my nose and squirting a nasal spray through the keyhole. How you survive this pestilential island, defeats me. I swear to you that there were so many people with colds in London, it was worse than the Great Plague.’

He paid off the taxi, and walked into the house ahead of us, carrying his suitcase. He was wearing a deer-stalker hat in a dog-tooth tweed, and a suit in a singularly unattractive tartan, the ground colour of which was dog-sick green with a dull red stripe over it. He looked like a diminutive and portly Sherlock Holmes.

‘Mercifully, we are cold-free,’ said Mother, following him into the house. ‘It’s this lovely fine weather we’ve been having. Would you like some tea, dear?’

‘I’d rather have a large whisky and soda,’ said Larry, taking a half empty bottle out of the capacious pocket of his coat. ‘It’s better for colds.’

‘But you said you hadn’t got a cold,’ pointed out Mother.

‘I haven’t,’ replied Larry, pouring himself out a large drink. ‘This is in case I get one. It’s what is called preventive medicine.’

It was obvious that he had been using preventive medicine on the way down, for he grew more and more convivial as the evening drew on; so much so that Mother felt she could broach the subject of the picnic.

‘We thought’ she said, ‘since the Air Ministry’s roof is emphatic about the terribly hot weather, that we might take the Rolls out and go for a picnic tomorrow.’

‘Don’t you think that’s a bit churlish, going off and leaving me after a ten-year exile?’ asked Larry.

‘Don’t be silly, dear,’ said Mother. ‘You come too.’

‘Not a picnic in England,’ protested Larry, brokenly. ‘I don’t think I’m up to it. How I remember it from my youth! All the thrill of ants and sand in the food, trying to light a fire with damp wood, the howling gales, the light snowfall, just as you’re munching your first cucumber sandwich …’

‘No, no, dear. The Air Ministry roof says we’re having an unprecedented ridge of high pressure,’ said Mother. ‘Tomorrow’s going to be very hot, it said.’

‘It may be hot on the Air Ministry roof, but is it going to be hot down here?’ enquired Larry.

‘Of course,’ insisted Mother stoutly.

‘Well, I’ll think about it,’ promised Larry as, carrying the remains of the whisky in case germs attacked him in the night, he made his way to bed.

Next morning dawned blue and breathless, the sun already warm at seven o’clock. Everything augured well. Mother, in order to leave no stone unturned in her efforts to keep Larry in a good mood, gave him his breakfast in bed. Even Margo, in the interests of peace, refrained from giving us our normal excruciating half-hour when she sang the latest pop tunes in the bath, without the benefit of knowing either the tune or the lyric with any degree of certainty.

By ten o’clock, the Rolls had been loaded up and we were preparing to go. Jack made some last-minute slight but important adjustment to the engine, Mother counted the food packages for the last time, and Margo had to go back into the house three times to get various items that she had forgotten. At last we were ready and assembled on the pavement.

‘Don’t you think we ought to have the roof down, since it’s such a nice day?’ suggested Jack.

‘Oh, yes, dear,’ said Mother. ‘Let’s take advantage of the weather while we’ve got it.’

Between them Leslie and Jack lowered the canvas roof of the Rolls. We entered the car, and were soon bowling along through the English countryside, as lush and as green and as miniature as you could wish for, full of birdsong. Even pieces of woodland on the rolling Purbeck hills were set in bas-relief against the blue sky in which, high and faint, like the ghosts of minnows, a few threads of cloud hung immobile. The air was fragrant, the sun was warm and the car, purring softly as a sleepy bumblebee, slid smoothly between tall hedges, breasted green hills, and swept like a hawk down into valleys where the cottages clustered under their thatched roofs so that each village looked as though it was in need of a haircut.

‘Yes,’ commented Larry, musingly, ‘I’d forgotten how Victorian dolls’ house the English landscape could look.’

‘Isn’t it lovely, dear?’ said Mother. ‘I knew you’d like it.’

We had just swept through a hamlet of whitewashed cottages, each with a thatch that looked like an out-sized pie-crust on top, when Jack suddenly stiffened behind the wheel.

‘There!’ he barked suddenly. ‘Didn’t you hear it? Distinctly. Tickety-tickety-ping, and then a sort of scroobling noise.’

There was a pause.

‘I would have thought,’ Larry observed to Mother, ‘that this family was quite unbalanced enough without adding insanity by marriage.’

‘There it goes again. The scrooble! The scrooble! Can’t you hear it?’ cried Jack, his eyes gleaming fanatically.

‘Oh, God!’ said Margo bitterly. ‘Why is it we can’t go anywhere without you wanting to take the car to pieces?’

‘But it might be serious,’ said Jack. ‘That tickety-tickety-ping might be a cracked magneto head.’

‘I think it was just a stone you kicked up,’ said Leslie.

‘No, no,’ said Jack. ‘That’s quite a different ping. That’s just a ping without the tickety.’

‘Well, I didn’t hear any tickety’ said Leslie.

‘Nobody ever hears his tickety except him,’ complained Margo, angrily. ‘It makes me sick!’

‘Now, now, dear – don’t quarrel,’ said Mother, peaceably. ‘After all, Jack is the engineer of the family.’

‘If he’s an engineer, it’s a curious sort of technical language they are teaching them now,’ commented Larry. ‘Engineers in my day never discussed their tickety-pings in public.’

‘If you think it’s serious, Jack,’ said Mother, ‘we’d better stop and let you have a look at it.’

So Jack pulled into a lay-by, flanked with willows in bloom, leapt out of the car, opened the bonnet, and flung himself into the bowels of Esmerelda, as a man dying of thirst would throw himself into a desert pool. There were a few loud groans and some grunts, and then a high nasal humming noise that sounded like an infuriated wasp caught in a zither. It was our brother-in-law humming.

‘Well,’ said Larry ‘since it seems that our postillion has been struck by lightning, how about a life-giving drink?’

‘Isn’t it a bit early, dear?’ asked Mother.

‘It may be too early for the English,’ observed Larry, ‘but don’t forget that I’ve been living among a lot of loose-moraled foreigners who don’t think that there’s one special time for pleasure, and who don’t feel that you’re putting your immortal soul in danger every time you have a drink, day or night.’

‘Very well, dear,’ said Mother. ‘Perhaps a small drink would be nice.’

Leslie broached the boot and passed us out the drinks.

‘If we had to stop, this is quite a pleasant spot,’ said Larry, condescendingly gazing round at the rolling green hills, chess-boarded by tall hedges, and patterned here and there with the black and frothy green of woodland.

‘And the sun really is remarkably hot,’ put in Mother. ‘It’s quite extraordinary for the time of year.’

‘We shall pay for it in winter, I suppose,’ said Leslie, gloomily. ‘We always seem to.’

Just at that moment, from beneath the bonnet of the car, came a loud reverberating sneeze. Larry froze, his glass halfway to his mouth.

‘What was that?’ he asked.

‘Jack,’ answered Leslie.

‘That noise?’ exclaimed Larry. ‘That was Jack?’

‘Yes,’ said Leslie. ‘Jack sneezing.’

‘Dear God!’ cried Larry. ‘He’s brought a bloody germ with him. Mother, I’ve spent a week avoiding infection by every means known to the British Medical Association, only to be transported out here into the wilderness without a medical practitioner within fifty miles, to be bombarded by cold germs by my own brother-in-law. It really is too much!’

‘Now, now, dear,’ said Mother soothingly. ‘People sneeze without having colds, you know.’

‘Not in England,’ said Larry. ‘The sneeze in England is the harbinger of misery, even death. I sometimes think the only pleasure an Englishman has is in passing on his cold germs.’

‘Larry, dear, you do exaggerate,’ said Mother. ‘Jack only sneezed once.’

Jack sneezed again.

‘There you are!’ said Larry, excitedly ‘That’s the second time. I tell you, he’s working up for an epidemic. Why don’t we leave him here; he can easily hitch a lift back into Bournemouth, and Leslie can drive.’

‘You can’t just leave him on the roadside, Larry, don’t be silly,’ said Mother.

‘Why not?’ asked Larry. ‘The Eskimos put their old people out on ice-floes to be eaten by polar bears.’

‘I don’t see why Jack has to be eaten by a polar bear just because you’re frightened of a stupid little cold,’ exclaimed Margo, indignantly.

‘I was speaking figuratively,’ said Larry. ‘In this area, he’d probably be pecked to death by cuckoos.’

‘Well, I’m not having him left, anyway,’ said Margo.

At that moment, Jack emerged from under the bonnet of the car. His ample nose seemed to have grown to twice its normal size, and to have assumed the colouring of an over-ripe persimmon. His eyes were half closed and watering copiously. He approached the car, sneezing violently.

‘Go away!’ shouted Larry. ‘Take your filthy germs into the fields!’ 

‘Id’s nod germs,’ said Jack, endeavouring to enunciate with clarity. ‘Id’s by hay feber.’

‘I don’t want to know the scientific name for it – just take it away!’ shouted Larry. ‘Who the hell do you think I am? Louis Pasteur? Bringing your bloody germs to me.’

‘Id’s hay feber,’ Jack repeated, sneezing violently. ‘Dere must be some damn flower or udder growing here.’ He glanced about balefully through streaming eyes and spotted the willows. ‘Ah!’ he snarled, through a flurry of sneezes, ‘dad’s id, der bloody things.’ 

‘I can’t understand a word he’s saying,’ said Larry. ‘This cold’s unhinged what passed for his mind.’

‘It’s his hay fever,’ explained Margo. ‘The willows have started it up.’

‘But that’s worse than a cold,’ said Larry in alarm. ‘I don’t want to catch hay fever.’

‘You can’t catch it, dear,’ said Mother. ‘It’s an allergy.’

‘I don’t care if it’s an anagram,’ said Larry. ‘I’m not having it breathed all over me.’

‘But it’s not infectious,’ insisted Margo.

‘Are you sure?’ asked Larry. ‘There’s always a first time. I expect the first leper said that to his wife, and before she knew what was happening, she’d founded a colony, all ringing their bells and shouting “unclean”.’

‘You do complicate things, dear,’ said Mother. ‘It’s perfectly ordinary hay fever.’

‘We muzt ged away from deze trees,’ said Jack. He entered the car and drove us off at such a furious pace that we just missed hitting a large wagon of manure pulled by two giant Shire horses, which was coming round the corner.

‘I don’t remember entering into any suicide pact with him,’ cried Larry, clinging to the door.

‘Not so fast,’ said Margo. ‘You’re going too fast.’

‘Air!’ groaned Jack. ‘God to have air to ged rid of de pollen.’ 

After a few miles of furious driving, accompanied by squeaks of alarm from Mother and Margo and admonitory roars from Larry, Jack had taken sufficient air through his nose to ease his affliction somewhat. We settled down to a more sedate pace.

‘I should never have set foot in England again. I knew it,’ complained Larry. ‘First it’s cold germs, then it’s hay fever, then a death-defying ride like something out of Ben Hur. When you get to my age, you can’t stand this sort of pace without getting a coronary.’

Just before lunchtime, we discovered that we were enmeshed in the maze of little lanes that led all over the headlands and the cliffs. In our efforts to try to find Lulworth Cove, we got ourselves thoroughly lost, but at last we followed a road that led down to a circular bay guarded by tall cliffs. The bay looked blue and serene in the sunshine, so we decided to stop and have lunch there. Apart from an elderly couple exercising their dog, the beach was deserted.

‘How fortunate,’ said Mother. ‘We’ve got the beach to ourselves. I was afraid this fine weather might bring out a lot of people.’ 

‘Let’s walk half-way round the bay,’ suggested Leslie. ‘It’s not very far, and you get a better view.’

Having all agreed to this plan, we parked the Rolls and, staggering under the burden of food and drink and rugs to sit on, made our way across the shingle.

‘I must have something to sit against,’ said Mother. ‘Otherwise I get terrible backache.’

‘Yes, you must recline in a civilized manner,’ agreed Larry, ‘otherwise you’ll get your viscera in a knot. It leads to ulcers and all sorts of things. Your guts rot and your food falls through into the stomach cavity.’

‘Larry, dear, not just before we eat,’ said Mother.

‘How about leaning against the cliff?’ suggested Margo.

‘That’s a brainwave,’ said Mother. ‘Over there, in that sort of little sheltered nook.’

As she started across the shingle towards it, a fairly large chunk of the cliff came away and fell to the beach with a crash, to be followed by a hissing waterfall of sand.

‘Thank you,’ said Larry. ‘If you sit there, you sit alone. I have no desire to be buried alive.’

‘Look, there’s a big, black rock in the middle of the beach,’ said Leslie, ‘perfect for leaning against.’

He hurried ahead and reached the rock. He threw down the things he was carrying draped the rock with the rug padded it with cushions, and had a suitable seat for Mother to sink on to when she had staggered across the shingle to his side. Larry sat down beside her, and the rest of us spread more rugs and sat down, unpacking the vast array of food.

‘There’s a very curious smell around here,’ Larry complained, his mouth full of curry-puff.

‘It’s the seaweed,’ explained Leslie. ‘It always pongs a bit.’

‘It’s supposed to be very healthy for you,’ said Margo. ‘Anywhere that smells of seaweed is supposed to be good for the lungs.’

‘I wouldn’t have thought that this smell was good for the lungs,’ complained Mother. ‘It’s a bit … well, it’s a bit … strong.’

‘It comes in waves; said Larry. ‘I suppose the wind is carrying it.’

‘Oh, yes, I can smell it,’ said Margo, closing her eyes and inhaling deeply ‘You can almost feel it doing your lungs good.’

‘Well, it’s not doing my lungs any good,’ exclaimed Larry.

‘The wind will probably change in a minute and blow it the other way,’ put in Leslie cheerfully, cutting himself a large piece of game pie.

‘I do hope so. It’s a bit over-powering,’ said Mother.

We ate for some time in silence, and then Larry sniffed. ‘It seems to be getting stronger,’ he observed.

‘No, it’s just the way the wind blows it,’ answered Leslie. Larry got to his feet and peered about.

‘I don’t see any seaweed; he said, ‘except right over there at the water’s edge.’

He came over to where we were sitting and sniffed again.

‘Well, no wonder you’re not complaining,’ he commented bitterly, ‘there’s hardly any smell over here. It seems to be concentrated where Mother and I are sitting’.

He went back to where Mother was sipping her wine and enjoying a Cornish pasty, and prowled around. Suddenly he let out such a cry of anguish and rage that everybody jumped, and Mother dropped her glass of wine into her lap.

‘Great God Almighty, look!’ roared Larry. ‘Just look where that bloody fool Leslie’s put us! No wonder we’re being stunk out; we’ll probably die of typhoid!’

‘Larry, dear, I do wish you wouldn’t shout like that,’ complained Mother, mopping up the wine in her lap with her handkerchief. ‘It’s quite possible to say things in a calm way.’

‘No, it isn’t!’ said Larry, violently. ‘No one can keep calm in the face of this … this olfactory outrage!’

‘What outrage, dear?’ asked Mother.

‘Do you know what you’re leaning against?’ he asked. ‘Do you know what that back-rest is, that was chosen for you by your son?’

‘What?’ replied Mother, glancing nervously over her shoulder. ‘It’s a rock, dear.’

‘It’s not a rock,’ said Larry, with dangerous calm, ‘nor is it a pile of sand, a boulder, or a fossilized dinosaur’s pelvis. It is nothing remotely geological. Do you know what you and I have been leaning against the last half hour?’

‘What, dear?’ asked Mother, now considerably alarmed.

‘A horse,’ replied Larry. ‘The mortal remains of a ruddy great horse!.’

‘Rubbish.” said Leslie, incredulously. ‘It’s a rock.’

‘Do rocks have teeth?’ enquired Larry, sarcastically. ‘Do they have eye sockets? Do they have the remains of ears and manes? I tell you – owing either to your malevolence or stupidity, your mother and I will probably be stricken with some fatal disease.’ Leslie got up and went to have a look, and I joined him. Sure enough, from one end of the rug protruded a head, which undeniably had once belonged to a horse. All the fur had fallen off and the skin, through a motion in the sea water, had become dark brown and leathery. The fish and gulls had emptied the eye sockets, and the skin of the lips was drawn back in a snarl displaying the tomb-stone-like teeth, a discoloured yellow.

‘How damned odd,’ said Leslie. ‘I could have sworn it was a rock.’

‘It would save us all a considerable amount of trouble if you invested in some glasses,’ remarked Larry with asperity.

‘Well, how was I to know?’ asked Leslie, belligerently. ‘You don’t expect a bloody, great, dead horse to be lying about on a beach, do you?’

‘Fortunately, my knowledge of the habits of horses is limited,’ answered Larry. ‘For all I know, it may have suffered a heart attack while bathing. This in no way excuses your crass stupidity in turning its rotten corpse into a chaise-longue for me and Mother.’ 

‘Bloody nonsense’ said Leslie. ‘The thing looked like a rock. If it’s a dead horse, it should look like one, not like a damn great rock. It’s not my fault.’

‘It not only looks like a dead horse, but it smells like one,’ went on Larry. ‘If your nasal membranes hadn’t been, like your intellect, stunted from birth, you would have noticed the fact. The rich, ambrosial smell alone would have told you it was a horse.’

‘Now, now, dears, don’t quarrel over the horse,’ pleaded Mother, who had retreated up-wind and was standing with a handkerchief over her nose.

‘Look,’ said Leslie angrily, ‘I’ll bloody well show you.’

He flung the cushions aside and whipped away the blanket to reveal the horse’s blackened and semi-mummified body. Margo screamed. Of course, when you knew it was a horse, it was difficult to see it as anything else, but to do Leslie justice, with its legs half-buried in the shingle and only its blackened, leathery torso showing, it could be mistaken for a rock.

‘There you are!’ exclaimed Leslie triumphantly. ‘It looks just like a rock.’

‘It doesn’t remotely resemble a rock,’ said Larry coldly. ‘It looks what it is – an extremely dead horse. If you mistook it for anything, one could only think it was one of the more senile members of the jockey Club.’

‘Are you going to spend all afternoon arguing over a dead horse?’ asked Margo. ‘Really! You men make me sick.’

‘Yes, Larry, dear,’ said Mother, ‘let’s move away from it and find another spot to finish lunch.’

‘Let’s send Leslie on ahead,’ suggested Larry. ‘Maybe this time he could rustle up a cow or a couple of sheep. Who knows what other odoriferous farmyard trophies await us? A drowned pig would be a tasty addition to our menu.’

‘Larry, do stop it,’ said Mother firmly. ‘It’s quite bad enough having that smell, without you talking like that.’

‘It’s not my fault,’ answered Larry irritably, as we moved along the beach. ‘It’s Leslie’s. He’s the one who found that delicious, disintegrating Derby winner. He’s the Burke and Hare of Lulworth Cove. Why don’t you attack him?’

We moved further down the beach, and now, our appetites stimulated by the sea air, the lack of smell, and the quarrels that had grown out of the discovery of the dead horse, we attacked our victuals once again with relish. Presently, nicely sated with food, and having, perhaps, drunk a shade too much wine, we all fell asleep and slept long and soundly. It was owing to this that none of us noticed the change in the weather. I was the first to awaken. At first
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