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GRANDPA’S TOBACCO



I smelt my granddad’s tobacco this morning. It was as I cycled past the newsagent on the high street. I would have stopped to investigate, but was racing to beat a traffic light in the process of turning red. And I was late for work. At the time, making it to the office for an eight-thirty meeting seemed more important. But I should have stopped. I’ve not smelt that tobacco for twenty years. Not since my granddad died.

I’ll never forget the deep sense of loss I felt when I was told he’d gone. I’ve not experienced such all-consuming sadness since. I was eleven years old. I can clearly remember his funeral. I wanted to see the body of the man I’d loved and admired. I thought seeing him not breathing, without his trusty pipe, might help me comprehend this loss; this thing I’d had no exposure to–the change from living to not living. Death. But they wouldn’t lift the lid on his coffin.

Grandpa was a sociable man. He belonged to a respected regional wine-making society, and constructed stage sets for the local drama group. And he puffed away-as was acceptable back then-wherever he went. He only ever puffed his own blend. He created it himself. He mixed various tobaccos together with other carefully selected and prepared ingredients. They were all weighed out in precise amounts to create his pipe’s sui generis combustible stuffing. No other tobacco smelt like his. And it smelt incredible. Every single vintner and male amateur dramatist who encountered him, begged him for details of his blend. The same enquiry would also emanate from more casual acquaintances who’d pass him as he walked his at-heel dog, or meet him at village fetes and horticultural shows. He’d always refuse their requests. He planned to make his fortune, and fund his retirement, with that magical mixture. The scent was magnificent. Sucking the drifting smoke in through your nostrils provided low-dosage hits of all the major narcotic experiences; you’d get a bit of a high–a mild euphoria, a tickle of inebriation and even very low-level hallucinations. Each old-man-made mini-cloud of super-fine soot was a finely blended cocktail of legal narcotics. How is it possible to get all of those effects from breathing dispersed carbonised particles? I can’t explain that. All I can say is that one sniff of the by-product of his smouldering recipe would make you feel warm, loved, and happy, and would even conjure up images of bleating lambs skipping around flower meadows, or chuckling children playing hide-and-seek in fruit orchards. The effect was so wonderful that even non-smokers said they’d take up a pipe if he divulged his guarded recipe.

I don’t want to go on and on about the nature of the tobacco. It had always remained, after all, an enigma. What bewildered me when I smelt it this morning was not its psychoactive effect, but the fact that it exists at all. He should have taken its secret to his grave. It’s formula should be like one of the lost books from the Library of Alexandria; forever ashes, never to be reborn. One sniff upset my perception of the world; my sense of order. It’s very existence knocked me for six. That shock must have been what made me ride on. It wasn’t until I got to work and the fog cleared that I thought ‘I should have stopped.’


Grandpa didn’t make his fortune from that tobacco. He worked in a factory where they produced washing-up liquid. He spent his latter years living off a state pension. Although his blend was entrancing, the odds were stacked against him. He was an armchair inventor living in an age when innovation was the preserve of industrial corporations and connected individuals affluent enough to tinker without working. Yes, he sent off samples to big tobacco companies, department stores and specialist retailers. But he was probably just one of thousands who mixed up a little of this and a little of that in their cluttered workshops before stuffing it unprofessionally into little brown envelopes and posting it into the ether. I doubt a single one of those packages’ recipients ever smoked his tobacco mixture. If they had, this would be a tale of glorious success. Grandpa would have made a killing. Grandma would of moved into the private residence she’d always dreamt of; and he wouldn’t have had to drive them both round in a car whose holes were patched with folded cardboard and gaffer tape.

Though he sent off many such packages over the years, none of the recipients could be responsible for its continuing existence. Even if they’d wanted to replicate his creation without crediting him, they could never have reverse-engineered the blend. The technology wasn’t around back then (Grandpa was popping samples in the post a good fifty years before CSI Las Vegas first hit our screens). That leaves me with two possible explanations as to how someone could have been smoking the blend this morning: either he’d shared his creation with someone else or someone else had initially shared their invention with him!

The first of these two possibilities, whilst it may have been a crazy thing to have done, is of no real consequence now. He’ll never benefit from any future success of the blend so someone might as well. If he did reveal his formula, that doesn’t particularly bother me. At least it’d mean his inventive genius lived on. The other explanation is far more disturbing. If it was the case that he’d originally learned that enchanting concoction from someone else, then my granddad lived a lie. He’d bathed in another man’s glorious smoke for decades. Grandpa didn’t need to lie. He was charismatic. Memorable. People liked him. He had a rich Gloucestershire accent with which he’d always loudly declare he was ‘terrible’ if you asked of his well-being. He cultivated roses just as well as the head gardener of any stately home. He always had a packet of Extra Strong mints from which to distribute potent breath-freshness. He wore a tweed jacket twelve months a year. He’d repair his car with any odds and ends he could get hold of. He made a killer Bengal chutney. And he’d always keep his family stocked-up with washing-up liquid. He was a true original. He didn’t need a crutch.

After kicking myself all morning for not stopping to investigate who was smoking Grandpa’s irreplicable tobacco, I’ve spent the rest of the day restlessly wrestling with the disturbing thought that the blend was neither his, nor unique. Sniffing that tobacco smoke was like releasing the Black Death from a mummified corpse. It was a secret best not rediscovered. But once you’ve released a pathogen, you can’t turn the clock back. No matter how hard you shove, you can’t squeeze a genie back into a bottle. I’m stuck now with the knowledge that someone is smoking Grandpa’s tobacco. And the only thing that brings any comfort is thought that it might be him.








THE BEST BIT OF ADVICE



I woke this morning with Shelly lying sprawled across my chest like an oversized Persian cat. The purple sheet underneath us was badly wrinkled, having been tugged and pulled in every possible direction throughout the early hours of the morning. The crumpled duvet that lay on top of us was shamefully askew-one edge lying across my shins; my naked feet saluting her bedroom. Her left thigh was draped over my lower abdomen, compressing the upper half of my pubic hair. I had my right hand possessively clasped around that long warm limb as I drifted into consciousness. My first action, as I came to, was to stroke it. It was firm and sculptural with taught, smooth, wonderful skin. I grinned like a cheeky schoolboy as I remembered the inside of that thigh tickling my right ear only a few hours earlier.

Shelly kept her legs in impressive, athletic shape by running three times a week. It was one of the many things she’d told me about herself last night–the first time we’d ever met. I told her a lot about myself too. Two people heading for a one night stand often do that–open the floodgates of personal information; exchange intimate knowledge of one another prior to gaining carnal knowledge. Why do we do that? Is it to assuage the guilt we feel for engaging in promiscuous, lust-driven abandon with a stranger? Or do we feel that we must have at least some in-depth knowledge of a person we’re going to rub naked bodies with, and if that’s not been built up naturally over the preceding weeks and months, then it has to be done in the hours or minutes before sex? Or perhaps uninhibited chatter has nothing to do with guilt, or the desire for personal knowledge; maybe it’s just intoxicants setting tongues loose like caged birds released into the wild. However, my favourite explanation for pre-bonk banter is that sleeping with someone you don’t know is an opportunity to get someone else to see you as you see yourself. That’s something you can never do with existing acquaintances. Friends and family all have their own take on you; their vision of who you are is influenced and shaped by their own experiences. That’s not the case with one-night stands, because they have no prior knowledge. Fleeting amorous companions have only two things to base their assessment of you on: what you tell them, and the stuff in your bedroom. I know from considerable experience that while neither of these sources is one hundred percent reliable, a person’s personal possessions and decorations are less likely to deceive. The self-portrait we paint of ourselves is generally very different to the ones painted by people who know us. So, while we pretend we’re revealing all during excited pre-coital dialogue, we may in fact be peddling a barrel of lies. Shelly was probably telling the truth about her running. She was obviously doing something to keep in fabulous condition. It’s possible that she was burning calories by shagging a new bloke every night, but I didn’t get that impression. Shelly may well have had dark secrets that she kept to herself last night, but I doubt any of them were quite as dark as mine.

The cab ride to her house from the club took twenty-five minutes. And we didn’t even start looking for a taxi until we’d spent ten minutes licking each others tongues outside the rapidly-emptying late night venue. That action continued, and in between long wet kisses in the back of the car (which, by the way, needed new suspension springs), we assured one another that I’d be sleeping on the couch. Both of us, and the taxi driver, knew that was never going to happen.

When we got to her house, she took me inside to the lounge for a glass of wine. We sat, legs intertwined, on the couch that I was never going to end up sleeping on, pawing one another for an hour, investigating and revealing each other’s lives. During that iPod iDock accompanied exchange, Shelly asked me a question: “What’s the best bit of advice you’ve ever been given?”. I said I couldn’t think of an answer, so she told me hers: “Not everyone can like you”. I liked that–it was so honest. I wasn’t nearly as honest. I had thought of
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