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Property

A small parcel arrived on the first morning of my visit to my grandmother at her flat in Mayfair. I watched her opening it amid the debris of our breakfast. The process was very slow and laborious; her fingers were gnarled and weakened by arthritis, and could barely gain sufficient purchase to loosen the bow, let alone break the string. The sight of those hands, I remember, was like a dream of helplessness; it sapped all the strength from me. She tried, and failed, and tried again to slip the slackened cradle of string around the edge of the little box. A small cluster of rubies nestled beneath a knuckle, as startling there as the tiny brilliant cherries that sometimes appear on ancient trees in derelict orchards. The back of each hand was mottled with purple veins and mauve contusions.

Inside the parcel was a pair of ornate silver scissors with a little box protruding from the blades. It was for snuffing candles. My grandmother held the scissors at arm’s length, peered at them, and then gave a soft cry of recognition. There was a note with them, which she read, also at arm’s length.

‘How very peculiar.’ She passed the note to me.

‘Dear Mrs Cranbourne,’ it read, ‘I am returning these candle-trimmers which I stole from you when I was in your service. I hope it is not too late to ask your forgiveness. We are both getting on now. Yours sincerely, May Prosser.’ No address was given.

‘Isn’t that peculiar?’ my grandmother asked me. She read the note again and examined the trimmers. ‘May Prosser. I’d forgotten all about her. She left me years ago, before you were born.’ She rubbed the scrolled silverwork with a finger. ‘What a funny thing to do. I knew she’d stolen them, of course. Only one didn’t like to say without proof. What can she be up to, giving them back now? Perhaps she’s gone gaga.’

‘Gaga,’ I echoed, with a giggle.

My grandmother shrugged, and laid the trimmers aside, seemingly unperturbed. But as the hours went by, it became clear that the episode had unsettled her.

We passed the time, as was our routine on these visits, in her cluttered, over-heated drawing-room. She would lie on a chaise-longue sipping cassis and scrutinising the fashion pages in women’s magazines. She had worked for such magazines in her day, and still counted herself an assiduous student of style. Her cheeks were always heavily rouged, and her lips were pearly pink. Pomanders, pot-pourri and lavender bags filled the warm room with sweet dry odours, and such dust as I ever encountered while I idled on the floor was always scented with that same sweetness.

She loved jewellery, as did I. She wore quantities of it even though she rarely saw anybody, and she had books on the subject, filled with glossy pictures which I pored over with undiminished fascination each time I came to the flat. Sometimes she would let me open her jewellery box and spill its contents on to the carpet. Coral and lapis lazuli; pearls, jade, a ring made of gold that swirled like a turban, stripes of sapphire, florets of emerald and diamond, charm bracelets dangling silver animals with watch-jewels for eyes, a great brooch of aquamarine... I could lose myself in rapture for hours over the contents of that box – ‘You ought to have been a girl,’ my grandmother would laugh, then reach for her cassis, and sigh.

Sometimes, too, she would read to me. Our favourite tale was of the old Russian soldier who frightened death away by squeezing blood from a stone, only the stone was a beetroot. I liked the story for its cunning; she, I suppose, for its conclusion. I think she would have piled her kitchen high with beetroots had her sanity ever so much as wavered.

We passed much of the time in silence, absorbed in our own activities; comfortably aware of each other’s presence, but feeling no obligation to speak.

However, on this day, the day of May Prosser’s parcel, my grandmother became increasingly restless and talkative. From time to time she lowered her magazine, frowned, and observed how very peculiar, or strange, or odd it was of that woman to do what she had done. ‘A horrid little woman she was too,’ my grandmother said. ‘What can she want with me I wonder?’

Then by degrees her attention turned from May Prosser to the candle-trimmers themselves.

‘They belonged to my grandmother. When I was your age –’ A stream of reminiscence began then to pour from her. The parcel had prised open a fissure in her, and her early life welled through. She talked and talked, quite oblivious to me, and was still talking when the nurse arrived to administer her drugs and help her bathe.

The following morning a registered letter arrived with May Prosser’s writing on it. My grandmother looked at it with distaste. ‘You can open it,’ she said.

There was a banker’s draft inside, for two and a half thousand pounds.

‘Dear Mrs Cranbourne,’ read the accompanying note, ‘please accept this money in payment for the vase I broke and denied breaking. You knew I broke it but were kind enough not to make trouble for me. I don’t know how much it was worth, you said thousands. I hope this is enough, it is all I have. Please do not think too ill of me. Yours sincerely, May Prosser.’

‘Oh,’ said my grandmother, ‘how dreadful.’ She looked forlornly at the draft. ‘How dreadful. She’s sent me her life savings. She must be going senile. What shall we do?’

I looked up from my cereal uncertain what to say. For my part, I could see no problem. I had just begun to make the connection between money and happiness. I periodically made myself miserable wondering how someone so feeble as I felt myself to be could ever make enough money to be happy. Through sheer force of anxiety I had established a custom among my relatives, that they should tip me handsomely whenever I met them. I hoarded pennies, and felt it my sacred duty to appropriate any untended loose change I found in the households where my parents deposited me on their frequent travels abroad. I wanted to tell my grandmother that I would gladly take the money from May Prosser myself, if she felt unable to accept it. I had enough delicacy, however, to realise that now was not the moment to do so.

She looked so weary and troubled, there in her veils of gauze, her eyelashes not yet on, her sparse wisps of reddish hair spirited into a frail dome over her scalp.

‘What could I possibly want with her money? She must be mad. The vase was insured anyway. We were hoping somebody would break it. Such a horrible thing. A relation of your grandfather’s gave it to us as a wedding present. It was a piece of expensive antique tourist junk from Germany. A great big glass goblet with enamelled views of Bavarian castles all over it. Quite the ugliest thing I ever owned.’

We went slowly into the drawing-room, her arm on my shoulder, rose-scented talc swirling invisibly about the folds and tucks of her gauzy night-gown.

‘I shall dress after lunch,’ she said. She lay on her chaise-longue and reached for a magazine. I could see the wrinkled flesh sagging from her arm as she stretched it towards the pile. The blotches on her skin were big and far apart, like the first raindrops on a pavement. I poured out her glass of cassis. She gazed at the furred and jewelled models.

‘I had a coat with a collar like that,’ she might say, or ‘Those hats were fashionable in my day.’

I took a pack of the stiff, brand-new playing-cards of which she had an endless supply, and spread them on the floor for a game of Pelmanism against myself. Net curtains made an area of milky light behind her. The deep red bloom of an amaryllis on the television testified to the tropical conditions of the room.

‘She knows I don’t need her money,’ my grandmother murmured. ‘Why does she send me these things?’ Then, as I matched two queens and proceeded to redeem pair after pair from the spawn of cards on the floor, she said, ‘Your grandfather was just like you. He never forgot a thing. I, on the other hand, was always too muddled and light-headed to remember very much at all.’

But now, as she lay sipping her cassis and watching my little feats of memory, her own memory began to belie those words. At first she picked randomly at her married life, much as I had done at my jumble of cards, mismatching people and incidents, dates and events, until gradually the episodes fell into place, and started to resurface in her mind with something approaching clarity.

‘We visited Europe’s capitals for our honeymoon. It took us almost a year.’

She recalled the doorman’s braided piping at a Viennese hotel, heat rash in Rome, how her husband was mistaken for the Grand Duke of Luxembourg in a lobby in Baden-Baden, an itinerant jeweller in Amsterdam tipping on to the embroidered cloth of their restaurant table a chamois pouch full of unset amethyst and tiger’s eye, red champagne in Prague, triplets in maroon cloche caps tipsy in the enclosure at Chantilly... She lay back sipping her cassis, remembering these things and the later years. She was not addressing me. The words streamed from her lips as if autonomous, and she, sallow beneath her rouge, seemed at once oblivious to and enrapt in them, like an exhausted medium transmitting a dead soul’s testament. Elisions, not lacunae, fixed a quarter-century into the two or three hours before May Prosser’s successor came to prepare our lunch.

My grandmother talked incessantly, the memories soon flowing too fast for her mind to separate them so that the past became populated with strange hybrid events comprising such occasions as my mother’s birth, my aunt’s fiancé dying of shrapnel wounds, and a series of picnic breakfasts one summer on the South Downs. I could not follow her, and she too seemed estranged from her own loquaciousness. By lunchtime her forehead was moist enough to reflect the milky light of the netted window.

‘I am over-exciting myself,’ she said. ‘Here –’ I helped her to her feet, and we walked unsteadily to the dining-room. ‘I haven’t thought about these things for years,’ she told me as she served the veal and asparagus. ‘I don’t think it is very healthy to dwell on one’s past. Do you?’

And to distract herself from it, she switched on the television after lunch. She liked to watch the races, and was giving me a taste for them too, by encouraging me to gamble. She would hand me a pound to bet with – I invariably chose the outsider with the longest odds, thinking thereby to make my fortune. I would take the pound down to the hall porter and ask him to place my bet for me at the bookmaker. The porter was inclined to pocket the money himself if he thought the horse had absolutely no chance. We could see from the window whether or not he went to place my bet, and long ago we had discovered the added amusement of gambling with each other on his capriciousness.

‘I bet he doesn’t go,’ I said to my grandmother, handing her a half-crown which she was to return doubled if I were proved correct.

I was, and anyway the horse fell at the first fence, as it almost invariably did. It pleased my grandmother immensely to benefit both myself and the porter in this way. She was a gracious giver; it flustered her to receive.

We allowed the television to divert us for the rest of the day. My grandmother had personal feelings towards the presenters and compères. She was of a generation that experienced them as real people, not the corporative chimeras we now know them to be. She adored the new breed of camp comedians taking over the shows. ‘Terribly funny,’ she would say with a guilty smile, as if apologising to someone who disapproved, or else, ‘He does make me laugh.’ To be made to laugh was, for her, the principal reason for having a television. She watched, figuratively speaking, with her ribs exposed, willing the performer to tickle them. The News bored her, quiz programmes she disliked, though her real contempt was reserved for the soap operas that left life as dreary as it was. ‘Why on earth do people want to watch these programmes?’ she would ask if we accidentally alighted on one in our quest for amusement.

By night-time, when the nurse arrived, it seemed the morning’s disturbance had been quite forgotten. And when nothing arrived in the post with the following breakfast, it seemed also that the remainder of my visit was going to pass in its customary tranquillity.

‘Perhaps we might have tea at Fortnum’s this afternoon,’ said my grandmother as she finished her last piece of toast.

But shortly after breakfast the doorbell rang, and there was the porter, a cigarette in one hand, and a vast bouquet of roses in the other.

My grandmother caught her breath as I brought them into the drawing-room.

‘Dear Mrs Cranbourne,’ the note with them read, ‘I am sorry to disturb you yet again, but I have just remembered one last thing. Some roses once arrived for you from a man called Geoffrey Isaacs. You had gone out, having lost your temper with me for no good reason. I took the roses myself out of spite. Please forgive. I hope I did no damage by my wickedness. God bless you. Yours sincerely, May Prosser.’

My grandmother’s face slackened into a look of haggard helplessness.

‘Geoffrey Isaacs,’ she said quietly. She started to tug at the Cellophane wrapper covering the roses, but soon gave up and laid them on the window-ledge beside her. The roses were a lush velvety crimson. The wrapper glazed them, and they were wet too, big dewy beads of condensation dripping on to the furled red petals and dark green leaves from the inside of the Cellophane.

We were quiet again that morning, but it was not a calm quiet. We lay as if we had eaten excessively and any activity beyond breathing was uncomfortable. We were super-enriched – I have had that sensation since; it is as if your blood has been exchanged for some sweet creamy substance that swells in your veins until you feel over-ripe, over-laden, and all you want to do is unburden yourself of everything that clots up your life. It can herald a severe depression, or a nosebleed, or a bout of insatiable sexual desire. It is pleasure taken to an unbearable extreme; a refined torment, only for those among whom superabundance is an occupational hazard. We lay still in that hot room; we were like Keats’s bees in their over-brimmed, clammy cells.

Unanimated, my grandmother’s face looked glum and old. Occasionally she sipped thoughtfully at her cassis and murmured to herself. ‘She oughtn’t to have taken them,’ I heard her say, and ‘She oughtn’t to have returned them,’ and once or twice ‘Geoffrey Isaacs, well I never.’

She looked drowsy on her chaise-longue, and dishevelled. She sighed. Neglected by her, I too became anxious and disconsolate. I was yearning to be older; to be able to control things. I had brought out my bubble-blowing kit to entertain myself that morning. I can remember dipping the plastic hoop into the soapy liquid, and then feeling incapable of breathing life into the taut, translucent membrane. Instead I watched its oil-bright colours swirl and dilate as if they were about to resolve themselves into some dazzling, tremulous sesame, never doing so before it burst.

I brought my grandmother’s lunch in on a tray, but she laid it aside after staring at it miserably for a few moments. ‘I don’t think I’ll manage Fortnum’s this afternoon,’ she said. Then, remembering her duties as my hostess, she added, ‘But shall we watch the races instead?’

I selected an outsider running at a hundred or so to one. She gave me a pound. I took the lift down to the mirrored hall and gave the money to the porter.

‘I bet he will go today,’ I said, handing my grandmother one of the half-crowns she had paid me the day before.

‘Very well, dear.’

I watched out of the window, and sure enough the porter presently ambled out of the building, cigarette in one hand, my pound note in the other. I was aching; full of indefinable needs. Too much was passing through me, but I craved for more. I had to help myself to my half-crowns from my grandmother’s handbag, she feeling too listless to search for the coins herself. I opened the stiff, shiny bag, fingered through its freight of lipstick, tissues, powder-compacts, credit cards, mirrors and receipts, opened the soft leather purse and, thinking it would assuage my desire, took all the silver it contained, and the copper too.

We watched the race – I, with my habitual excitement, she with a fearfulness that turned, as did my excitement, to a kind of nausea as we realised my outsider was going to win.

‘Well there you are,’ my grandmother said when it was over, ‘we’ve won a race.’

We waited for the porter to arrive, avoiding each other’s eyes, as if we had been caught at something shameful.

The bell rang. The porter stood there in a cloud of smoke, chuckling and twinkling, thrilled to be a bringer of such good tidings. He strode past me into the flat, holding our winnings in a carrier bag.

‘You’ve done it,’ he bellowed. ‘I never thought the day would come. My congratulations to you, Mrs Cranbourne, and to you, sir.’

We wanted him to leave the bag and go, but he was waiting for us to rejoice with him. ‘Everyone’s winning today,’ he said. ‘They ran out of notes. Here –’ He reached into the bag and tossed me a dozen polythene envelopes full of coins. Some of the envelopes burst open with a clink as they hit the floor. The rest of the money was in notes which he handed solicitously to my grandmother. We thanked him, but he wouldn’t go. He stayed there grinning and puffing, as if he expected us to tip him, or at least count the money with him. Then he caught sight of my bubble-blowing kit.

‘Look,’ he said to me, ‘I’ll show you a trick.’ He dipped the hoop into the liquid, and inhaled deeply on his cigarette. He thought he was so cheerful, but at that moment he was hateful to us. Slowly and carefully he blew smoke into the drumhead of soap. We looked on silently as three big smoke-filled bubbles billowed out and drifted heavily towards the window. Daylight showed the smoke swirling inside the bubbles. It was the colour of jaundiced porcelain. The heaviest bubble fell back towards my grandmother. She closed her eyes as it approached. It burst on her gemmed knuckle, releasing a gout of smoke that dispersed about the notes she was holding.

He blew a stream of smaller ones that fell like silent bombs on the floor about me. We could not bring ourselves to applaud him, and waited silently for him to make his exit.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘that’s it. That’s my trick. I’ll be off then, shall I?’ We made no effort to delay him.

Left to ourselves we neither spoke nor barely stirred. My grandmother’s eyelids drooped and she fell asleep. I tipped out the coins from all the polythene envelopes, and played with them. I counted them, I arranged them in big concentric rings, I stacked them into crooked columns that tottered precariously and crashed to the ground, I filled my mouth with them and spilt them out like a human fruit machine; I built them into mounds and swam my hands through them.

It was not until much later that it occurred to me that the notes, too, were mine to play with. The sky had darkened and the room was grey. I whispered Granny can I have my money. She made no response. I knew I should have let her be, but I could not help myself. I crept up to her. She was holding the notes in the air below the window-ledge. The dark little rubies sparkled secretively from her knuckle. I reached my hand towards the fanning wad of notes clasped in her fingers. I pulled gently at the money but it refused to slip from her grasp. I was perplexed; I thought perhaps she was teasing me, or that she had decided not to let me keep the winnings after all. A tiny sensation of panic passed through me. I tugged sharply at the notes. They came away immediately, and as my hand shot upward it struck the bouquet of roses lying over the window-ledge. Condensation had gathered in a dipped corner of the Cellophane. As I struck it, the water slithered out of the hole in the corner and splashed down on to my grandmother’s face. She did not flinch. The water broke into little quicksilver drops which trickled over her powdered skin.

By the time the nurse came it had collected at the scoop of her throat. It glinted there like a colossal jewel.


The Bugle

David didn’t recognise the woman who opened the door to him when he arrived back at his parents’ home.

She looked at him questioningly, awaiting an explanation.

‘I’m David Pesketh, I think my parents are expecting me.’

‘Ah yes. Come in.’

He could smell smoke on her clothing as he passed by her into the hall. Her face, under crimped grey hair, was downward-inclined, forbidding.

‘They were expecting you yesterday.’ There was a calm assurance about her that inhibited him from asking her directly who she was, and what she was doing here.

‘I know they were – there was a strike in Tokyo. I’m very sorry.’ He wondered immediately why he had apologised to her. ‘Where are they now – are they in?’

‘They’re resting.’

‘I see. Well I’ll go up and say hello...’ He slid his two bulging suitcases into the shadowy alcove beneath the stairs. He was about halfway up when he heard her calm, flat voice again –

‘They’re asleep. I think you ought to wait...’

He turned on the stairway and looked down at her, astonished. He had not seen his parents for three years.

‘I don’t think they’ll mind, you know...’

‘No,’ she looked directly up at him, ‘but they do need to rest.’

He lingered a moment, registering the power of this stranger who was forcing him, after a minute’s acquaintance, to appear churlish by proceeding, or submissive by descending. It seemed oddly familiar, that dilemma, and associated somehow with the smells, brightnesses and shadows of the house itself. And this familiarity in turn thrust him abruptly back into the long untasted atmosphere of the place. He was home, back home.

He came down the stairs with a conciliatory smile.

‘All right – I’ll wait if you think that’s best.’ He stood beside her, supposing that she would now volunteer some information about herself.

‘I’ll pour you a glass of milk’ was all she said.

‘Who are you... I mean are you, are you staying here?’

‘I live here.’ She looked at him a moment, her eyes unblinking – ‘You don’t remember me do you? I didn’t think you would.’

‘Remember, you?’ He peered at her in the gloom of the large hall. The blue pigment of her eyes had all but crumbled into glazed dust, but what remained was of a tint again faintly familiar, again associated with the house itself.

‘I’m Alice Cottle. I looked after you when you were small. Now I am looking after your parents.’

‘Ah... Goodness...’

Alice Cottle... So she was back too. Miss Cottle the Confiscator, back home again, back before him, a spirit unbottled from the distillation of his childhood...

‘It is strange, yes,’ she said, ‘but here I am you see... Now you go in and I’ll bring you a glass of milk.’ She walked briskly away.

‘Actually I’ll have a cup of tea,’ he called after her, ‘I’ll make it myself.’

She stopped, and paused a second in the corridor before turning to face him.

‘We’ll have tea in half an hour, when your parents come down.’

David watched her turn and recede down the narrowing parallels of the corridor; tap tap tap...

He opened the living-room door, then thought for a moment, and closed it without entering. He doubled back, and tiptoed up the stairs. Only when he reached the second landing, where his parents’ bedroom was situated, did it strike him as laughable that he should feel he had to tiptoe up the stairs in his own home. He strode over to the bedroom door, knocked loudly once, and burst in with a cry of greeting.

There were dust sheets on everything. The great brass bed, the lacquered bamboo tables on either side of it, the plump little sofa by the window – all were shrouded in a pale grey drift of cloth.

The air was musty. Light billows of dust scudded away from his feet as he moved. He raised the sheet from an object beside him. It was the nutwood escritoire from which his mother had run her affairs. He tried the little drawers and hidden chambers that honeycombed its interior. They were all locked. A distinct feeling of weakness came over him. He crossed to the window. A large incinerator was smouldering on the back lawn, just where a japonica bush had been. The ground beneath it was scorched in a black circle.

A voice startled him –

‘They don’t sleep here any more.’

She stood in the doorway with a glass of milk in her hand. David stared in shock at her a moment, then relaxed, and eased his collar from his neck.

‘Ah. I see. That explains it... Where are they then?’

‘On the first floor. They found the stairs too much. Your mother’s in the blue guest room. Your father is in your room.’

David sat – almost sank – down on the bed. It was like being told of a bereavement.

‘It’s all rather... odd.’ He freed his collar again. ‘Where do I sleep then?’

‘We thought the nursery. Most of the other rooms are closed up now, like this. I’m working on the attic rooms at the moment. There’s a lot of rubbish to burn. Here –’

She handed him the glass of milk. He gulped it down. He could see her watching him as the last of the liquid slid into his mouth, her wrinkled face held bunched and contorted in the thick glass at the base of the tumbler. She put out her hand for the empty vessel.

‘I’ll wait for them downstairs,’ he said, wiping his lips.

The reunion at tea had an hallucinatory quality which David attributed to jetlag.

His father had seemed to move down the stairs with the leaden slowness of a shadow creeping round the calibrations of a sundial. His mother, who had been ill while he was away, had shrunk dramatically. She looked at him absently, her head half-sunk in the shadow of her sweater’s voluminous polo neck.

‘It’s lovely to have you back,’ she said. The words reached him as if from an enormous distance, bereft of power.

There was a tinkle of porcelain as his father raised cup and saucer to his lips with trembling hands.

‘Tell us all about Japan,’ his mother said, ‘was it like Thailand – no you enjoyed Thailand. Where was the other place you were unhappy in? Peru was it? Algeria?’

He felt acutely the judgment her confusion passed on the haphazard nature of his adult life. He had passed the same judgment himself, and sentenced the culprit to begin again, begin afresh.

‘Japan is a very nice country. I’ve had enough of that way of life, that’s all. It’s galling to pass thirty and realise the only claim to distinction you have is the ability to teach your native tongue to foreigners. I could have been replaced by a box of cassettes. I probably have been by now...’

Begin again. He knew about the state of affairs in England. The appointment of an American to dismantle the steel and coal industries had greatly tickled the Japanese businessmen he taught. One of them had compared it to a dishonoured Samurai blundering even in his self-disembowelment, and begging a former vassal to finish the job.

Even so, even so... In his dejection abroad, he had allowed himself to blur the idea of flying back across the world, with that of leaping as swiftly into a new existence. There would be a space for him somewhere, a little gap in the margins of the economy, the shape of David Pesketh, and voilà, out of the plane he would step, and into the gap...

He was tired, and went to bed early, but he was unable to sleep. He sat up and opened his eyes. As the dark of the big nursery receded, he could make out the dappled rocking horse in the corner, the children’s books and annuals ranged by series on the bookshelf, their different sizes giving the outline a battlement effect. He could see the silhouette of a kangaroo squatting on the toy-cupboard, a glint of moonlight in its glass eye. It was very strange to be among these things again. In their faint visibility, they formed the eerie picture a device that could summon particles of light from the past might produce. A grainy, dreamy image no human hand could ever alter. He rose from bed and crossed to the window, drawing back the curtain. Abutting from the wall below him was the sloping glass and steel roof of a greenhouse, where his father had once cultivated tomatoes. He could see in the moonlight that it was empty now, and derelict. A faint glow came from the ashes of the incinerator on the lawn.

The days were warm and quiet. If he rose before nine
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