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MARJORIE, content in the autumn of her years,
was watering her garden, and therefore did not notice the advancing
threat.

With her head down, enjoying the smell of wet
earth, her eyes were fixed on the fan of spray from the hose she
held. The water mingled silver with gold as it met the sunlight.
Instinct told her to look up, but too late.

Confronting her stood Mr Grimblow from next
door, fourth time since Sunday. Today, abandoning his ritual of
growling from the fence, he had stepped over it. Definitely an
invasion.

Fierce of face and breathing hard, he grumped
at her. “Ha, caught you!”

Marjorie tried to reply with a firm stare,
but found her eyes in retreat. Her new neighbour was altogether
intimidating, no sight for the timid. Nevertheless, she spoke up in
her usual placid manner.

“Please, Mr Grimblow, I am in my own garden
minding my own business.”

“Minding weeds,” he accused. “I’ve told you
before. Those are weeds you’re watering. They’ll spread everywhere.
It is horticultural vandalism.”

Marjorie tried to smile and managed a weak
murmur. “Surely you don’t think that.”

“Vandalism, madam. And murder too.” He had a
small moustache that now wriggled like a cut earthworm. “Your weeds
choke my cabbage seedlings. They leap across the fence and take
root, madam. They are an affront, madam.”

Marjorie considered the only affront to be Mr
Grimblow’s bullying attitude, yet she was too polite to say so. He
had arrived at the cottage next to hers three months earlier, a
retired rubber planter according to gossip at the Senior Citizens
coffee morning.

She looked across to his backyard, full of
healthy young vegetables and not a flower to be seen. Several
times, she had tried a neighbourly approach as he dug aggressively
at that soil, his suntanned face scrunched beneath a mane of grey
hair, his sleeves rolled up for the no-nonsense attack on
Nature.

His only response to friendly words had been
complaints about her own garden, which was vivid in gold-spreading
growths of, yes, dandelions. Not weeds, not to Marjorie. They were
her chosen thing, also beloved of beetles and butterflies, even
snails. Her creed was to let Nature be, and enjoy it.

This agitated neighbour was unfortunately the
opposite. Most men of his years would be pleasantly balded and
mellow, but Mr Grimblow radiated an energy in retirement that was
unseemly.

One theory Marjorie had was that his peptic
nature came from all the chemicals he was forever dusting and
squirting. The wind often blew the poisons her way, yet she had not
protested. Live and let live, thought Marjorie. We all need to
follow our own inclination.

“A woman your age should know better,” Mr
Grimblow was lecturing. “You are anti-social, madam. You are a
garden pest.”

Oh dear. Was he about to zap her with one of
his insecticides?

“I hate to quarrel, Mr Grimblow, so if you
will excuse me . . .”

“Stop!”

This was too much, decided Marjorie, Look at
the bully spluttering there, whiskers flaring, face perfectly
matching his barks. Here stood a monster of suburbia, here in her
very own peaceful backyard.

In widowhood, years ago, Marjorie had
selected the district for its serenity. Hers was a placid nature,
yet this did not mean she could be pushed around. No indeed. Not by
this cranky ex-colonial or ex-whatever. It was time to hurl some of
his insults back.

“Be reasonable, Mr Grimblow, we are
neighbours and I tolerate your own peculiarities. Let me point out
that the smoke from your frequent bonfires – ”

“I burn weeds, madam.”

“All that smoke seeps into my potting shed.
Until now I have said nothing but it really is intolerable.”

“Weeds are intolerable, madam. That is what I
burn. A garden has to be tidy.”

She saws his eyes bulging for another salvo,
so threw a verbal bomb of her own. “And stop your miserable cat
chasing birds or I will . . . er, I will squirt it with this hose.”
She raised the spurting nozzle as if about to douse her
antagonist.

Mr Grimblow stepped back, pop-eyed and mouth
agape. “Murderous hussy!” He turned in retreat, stuttering parthian
shots that bounced down the street. “Your front lawn is a jungle of
hawkbit and couch grass. Shame on you. And your front door needs
painting. You lower the neighbourhood, madam.”

A twinge jolted Marjorie’s chest. Such
remarks were unfair, for there were lots of small jobs that Harold
would have done in those days before her great loneliness. And her
dear dandelions, to hear them called weeds was painful to her
heart.

Dandelions. A boon. Nature’s magic. That
brute had called them weeds, but weeds were unwanted things and she
cherished her dandelions. They were the vital base in the recipe
for her special tea.

Rich and vivid they grew, serrated green
fingers holding high their promise. In flower, their yellow blobs
made a constellation filling her backyard.

Marjorie conceded that daffodils would have
been just as beautiful to one of those poets, like Wordsworth, and
with stalks even taller, yet daffs had no practical value. She much
preferred her host of golden dandelions.

Steeped and boiled, they worked a miracle on
tense thoughts. She needed a cuppa right now.
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