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             The Sausage Maker’s Daughter

         

         My bed vibrates with the force of the chopping down below. An alarm call of sorts. Six o’clock on the dot, six days a week and Dad’s already marking time with monotonous thuds, his maple block bowing in the middle with the weight of the years. There’s comfort in the rhythm, and the smell of sweet meat that pervades this house above the shop.

         As usual there’s no stirring from Mum in the bedroom at the front. Dad tells me she likes to have a little lie in of a morning, that she hasn’t had it easy what with one thing and the other. So at eight o’clock Dad leaves his chopping for just long enough to bring us both a cup of tea so that we can come-to nicely. He takes Mum a Marie biscuit to settle her stomach. He asks if I’d like a slice of toast when I come down, but I’d better not be too long as he has to open up at nine. It’s Saturday. They’ll be queuing outside the door, he laughs, shopping bags at the ready. He tells me Mum’s having one of her days so she’s going to have a bit of a rest, stay put. I tell him I’ll give 2him a hand in the shop. At sixteen what else might I be doing?

         Dad sets me a place at the red Formica table with the drop leaves in the back kitchen. I sit on the old settle but he stands with his back to the Rayburn, as if he’s trying to absorb enough warmth into his body to keep him going. His hands are always so cold, fridge-cold, tinged blue at the nails, cut short and scrubbed clean. I have the urge to cry as I look at him in his freshly starched white coat, his blue and white striped apron on top, ties crossed at the back, wrapped around him twice, and double-knotted at the front.

         “Why’s she not getting up again, then?” I ask.

         “Leave it now,” he says, “no point in getting all worked up about things.”

         Don’t go upsetting your mother is the mantra we live by in this strange house where Mum is the semi-present butcher’s wife, who spends half her life tucked up in flannelette sheets, curtains drawn tight against the rows of identical grey, terraced houses.

         I clear the dishes for Dad and then walk along the long, dark passage towards the shop. The frosted glass door that separates it from the house is three-quarters open. It’s kept ajar by a large, iron meat-hook that hangs from the stainless steel bar suspended from the ceiling. Dad likes to keep the door open so that he can keep an eye on things, listen out for any movement if, and when, it comes.

         Once inside, I greet the carcasses he’s had delivered from the local slaughter house. There’s a side of beef, the lights, hearts and kidneys of the scarf attached; a pig, snout down, front trotters crossed, remains of bristles and hair 3that have escaped the scald and the shave visible; and two skinned lambs.

         I glance at the round walnut clock above the door: one minute to.

         “Better let them in before they break the door down,” he says.

         I unbolt the shop door, top and bottom, pull up the white blind. There’s no one waiting on the other side, just the empty pavement and the rain nailing down. I reverse the sign from closed, written in black by Dad’s magic marker, to open, written in red.

         Armed with an empty liver tin, I climb up onto the white marble slab inside the shop front and unhook the sheets of greaseproof paper that hang from a brass bar running the full length of this window to the world. I place the hooks carefully into the tin. One hook, two sheets, says Dad. Overlap them. Don’t waste. I smooth each of the ten sheets into a pile and put them in the back room ready to be used again at closing time whatever time that might be, when Dad says: That’s it. Don’t think there’ll be anyone else now.

         “Shall I do a bit of a display?” I ask.

         “You can try,” he says. “Stuff’s in the cold room.”

         I turn the handle to raise the iron bar and heave open the dense door of the walk-in fridge. The automatic light comes on inside. Even though I should be used to it by now, I’m afraid the door will slam behind me, the light will go out, sealing me in the chilled darkness. Recently the fear is more intense.

         I leave the heavy stuff for Dad, but as for the stainless steel trays with the beef pieces all cut up into evenly sized cubes, the loin chops and the minced beef, I can carry those. 4What would I do without you? Dad says every day. Especially the way things are. I trundle the trays back and fore to the shop window, position them in the hope that they’ll catch the customer’s eye. The passing trade.

         When I’ve done that I ferry what Dad calls the extras so they’re in full view of the street: homemade faggots, pressed tongue, brawn, the roast pork that he’s wrapped in foil and lovingly tended in the Rayburn, crisped the crackling in the top oven to finish off.

         He tells me not to forget the burgers. He’s invested in a little manual press lately, circles of greaseproof paper to separate the finely ground beef – no muck in these like the bloody new-fangled supermarkets are selling. Tesco won’t last, he goes on. You mark my words.

         In the back room of the shop, he works late into the evenings, pressing out the burgers in defence of his corner shop, a lonely one-man assembly line. As he keeps telling me, it’s all he’s ever known. And when he’s done with that, he stuffs raw sausage meat and a little rusk into the barrel of a red iron sausage-making machine and gently eases the emerging pink meat out of the metal tube like toothpaste into the white-lace intestines of lambs. Try as I might, I can’t loop the sausages like Dad. It’s easy, he says, just press and twist. But it isn’t easy. Any of it.

         I finish off my window display with a length of Raymond Williams’ famed homemade sausages, draped from a hook. In between the sparkle and shine of the steel trays, I place imitation orange-red tomatoes and lime-green plastic lettuce leaves. But I doubt if this will change things.

         Behind the counter, facing the wall, we stand at our blocks. He has the large one for chopping, dissecting, slicing 5– the intricate work, and I have an offspring version for the small stuff that’s not too dangerous: liver and the like which I can slice and weigh on the Avery scales. When I’ve done that I wrap in greaseproof paper and then enclose in a single sheet of yesterday’s newspapers which I’ve cut along the folds with one of Dad’s knives. They dazzle against the shiny, white surface of the tiles of the wall behind the block, left to right in ascending order of blade-size: six inchers, seven inchers, ten and twelve inchers, straight blades, curved blades, scimitars, skinners, boners and breakers. He likes to keep things in order, everything in its place, where it should be, where it’s always been.

         I watch him as he peels back the fat with a knife to expose the aged flesh of beef beneath. He throws the trimmings into a large meat tray on the floor, ready to boil and make dripping once it’s full again. The rusty smell doesn’t bother us at all, though it’s not to everyone’s taste the way it’s always in the air. Gets under the skin, Mum says. Can never wash the grease completely out of Dad’s apron however hard she tries.

         He works with concentration, pride even, etched into his face which is looking a lot older than his forty-two years. He deals with the sinew and the tendons, gets rid of the guts and the offal. Then he breaks down the beast into its named and manageable parts just like the jigsaw diagram of the cow in the alcove: topside, silverside, hind quarter and forequarter. He moves around the dead animal like the Master Butcher he is. He has a certificate to prove it hanging on the wall and a sign in an old-fashioned font, full of loops and swirls, above the shop front outside, for all the world to see: Raymond Williams Purveyor of Fine Meats.6

         “Did you ever want to do anything else apart from being a butcher?” I ask.

         “Never had the chance,” he says, “had to come out of school at fourteen to help with the business after the war.”

         “And what if the war hadn’t happened? What if David hadn’t been killed?”

         “Surgeon, I think. Passed the 11+, you know. Not much difference really between a surgeon and a butcher.”

         “Only the money,” I say.

         “Yes. Only the money,” he says. “Things might have been different then.”

         He slices up the sirloins and puts them in an orderly row in the tray in the window, stabbing one of the thick steaks with a price sign that says 7s/6d per pound.

         “What’s really wrong with her, Dad?” I ask.

         “Up and down a bit, that’s all. What with the business being slow. She’s not one for change, your mother. Likes the idea of being in business. All she’s ever known, see,” he says.

         “Can’t go on like this, Dad,” I say.

         “No choice. Pity she hadn’t married that bloody dentist,” he says. “Called it off because he was always telling her what to do. Doesn’t like being told, your mother.”

         We stop talking as we hear the creak of the stair treads. We turn from the blocks as Mum wafts into the shop. She’s dressed up to the nines in her pale-blue two-piece and matching court shoes and bag, her dark hair coiffed, and made-up and ready for the off. I smell her distinctive Yardley perfume as she click-clacks past the counter. It smells out of place among the sweet stench of dead meat.

         “Up and about, then?” Dad says, smiling. “Feeling a bit better?”7

         “Mmm … thought I’d go into town for a couple of hours, have a little look around the shops,” she says.

         “Go you, love. Give yourself a bit of a fillip,” says Dad. “Get yourself something nice.”

         I give her one of my looks; but she doesn’t respond.

         She totters around to our side of the counter and offers us each, in turn, her cheek to kiss before opening the till. In goes her gloved hand, deep into the back of the drawer, reaching for the car-keys and a couple of fivers.

         It’s here in the compartments at the back, beyond the notes and the coins, that Dad keeps his precious things safe: the last letter from his brother before he was shot down, my first milk tooth, a curl from my hair, and a black and white picture of his wedding. In the frozen image, their skin is unlined, their lips upturned.

         “See you later,” she says.

         After she’s gone we stand together behind the counter; waiting mostly. From time to time I glance at the clock, wondering when Dad will decide to shut up shop so I can hook the sheets of greaseproof paper back up and block the world out for the weekend. He keeps smiling at me and saying: Well, you can’t call it busy, but it’s steady. Give it just a little while longer.

         Stragglers from the grey, rain-drenched neighbourhood come in dribs and drabs, wanting little except a handful of mince, a half a pound of sausages, a packet of dripping, the odd burger. Some want nothing more than a bag of bones for the dog, a scrag end, the left-overs.
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             Blackberries

         

         I used to believe that sometimes things could be too perfect, that when life was going well, perhaps too well, it just couldn’t last. It was just a fear, I suppose – though I did once hear a tale of a teenage boy called Evans who apparently had it all: good looks, athleticism, charm – you know the type. Anyway, he fell out of a tree performing some prank, days before his sixteenth birthday and that was the end of Evans. Though this story was told to me decades ago, it somehow stayed with me, springing up on me every now and then, usually when I was perhaps a little too smug about life, as though to hold me in check and give me a little warning.

         I was oiling the five-bar farm-gate in my garden with Ronseal Teak Oil when these thoughts last came back to me. Perhaps they drifted in on the summer breeze that hot August afternoon. It was an unusual breeze come to think of it, easterly, off the land, dry and pollen-laden – so different from the damp, salt-laden south-westerlies that usually buffeted these parts. I remember the breeze caressing my uncovered shoulders, noticing the fine hairs, bleached blond by the sun, stand up on my bare, outstretched arms 9which, I recall thinking, were almost the same colour as the gate I was brushing; a rich teak. I remember feeling vital. Yes, that’s the word. My new husband had told me I was blooming. I remember taking a few minutes to acknowledge how happy I was and to be grateful for it. My life had recently started over again and I was hungry for everything. For relishing my work and piano playing and gardening and growing organic vegetables and learning Welsh and running miles each day along the beach. I was blessed.

         And this feeling I breathed in along with the vapour of the teak oil, the turps in the pot on the grass, the coconut oil I’d rubbed into my skin and the honeysuckle that had started to creep through the hedges in the lane outside. Along with the honeysuckle crept simple tales and folk-lore. You couldn’t seem to escape these in the country; don’t cast a clout ‘til may is out; red sky at morning, shepherd’s warning, and the one about blackberries which I couldn’t exactly recall but which my mother had told me, in a chilling voice, when I was a child, something about never daring to touch those that hung on the hedges after Calan Gaeaf for fear they’d be touched by the Devil’s spit. I particularly remember then how I was drawn to those blackberries, the white flowers still clinging to the firm, green fruit of the unripened flesh at their centre and anticipating how ripe and juicy they’d be by autumn when they’d be mine for the taking. And that’s when Evans came back to me.

         The off-shore breezes continued all week and every day the temperature rose. It was said to be one of the hottest summers on record. It didn’t seem possible it could get any hotter. But it did. Strange though, as it sounded like winter, especially in the early mornings and towards dusk 10when the wind got up and moaned eerily. It felt foreign, sultry, almost unreal. And I loved it; the strangeness of it. Loved the way the trees spoke in a different way, whispering almost. Loved the way the sea sounded nearer than normal, echoing through the stillness. Loved the shafts of sunlight burrowing into my skin and bones. I knew it wouldn’t last and I wanted my fill of it, and would lie stretched out in the full glare of the afternoon sun on the hot slabs of the patio, a cat, almost purring with ecstasy in a state of semi-consciousness, letting my imagination drift. And there I’d lie languid, until I was sapped and wilting like the summer blooms, in the parched flowers beds, their heads drooping, desperate for a shower of rain to breathe life into them once more.

         By the weekend, I sensed a change; by late afternoon on the Saturday, the stillness was oppressive, ominously calm. The humidity was achingly heavy, the kind of heaviness that made your ankles swell and your limbs drag. The landscape took on a strange hue. I remember thinking how air and earth had become one; even the slate chippings surrounding the lavender bushes seemed to be absorbed into each other and the air which took on a mantle of deep plum, as if it itself had substance and texture. The atmosphere was clouded with irritating bugs; thunder bugs. I could smell the ozone: we were due a storm to clear the air.

         It was as dusk descended and the heavens turned to a thick ebony, almost touching me, that I felt the restlessness grow. I was unsettled, as if I was waiting for something I couldn’t put my finger on. It must have been the storm brewing. It was the inexplicable sensation of Evans again. The wind rose, suddenly, swirling the leaves of the silver 11birch in the wild space at the far end of the garden. A downpour was imminent. And sure enough the first drops started to fall, vertically, bouncing in great splats on the patio. I frantically raced around the house, which now was filled with an uncharacteristic inky gloom, to secure the windows. I noticed I was clammy, my whole body dripping in sweat and tiny beads of perspiration soaking my upper lip and brow. I remember wiping the wetness with the back of my hand as I reached up and pulled down the sash window in the bedroom that overlooked the garden.

         In the half-light, it looked like a pre-historic bird, its immense wing-span stretched, hovering just feet above the birches, silhouetted against the sky. And then a violent rustling as it seemed to swoop downwards and come to a sudden stop, trapped in the silver leaves of the branches. It felt primeval and I rolled Pterodactyl around in my mouth with pleasure and with a logic that at that moment made perfect sense.

         It’s the wetness I recall now, the cooling deluge of storm-rain soaking my cotton T-shirt as I raced towards this creature hanging there in the branches, silent and motionless. This creature whose wings too were sodden and limp. I could see that the flimsy silk of its wings, the tips like smoked tallow, had been violently ripped in the fall and had become detached from the skeletal framework which reminded me of tributaries of veins. Pathetic somehow, this loss of flight, this fallen angel.

         This was a creature of unspeakable beauty with a fineness of form which was almost unearthly. Not yet fully mature, you could see the adult that would be in the face that was finely sculpted, sharp and intense; the skin taut 12and translucent, veins showing through the alabaster, the bloodless lips that looked icy cold, and the eyes, pleading to be cut free. This mesmerising bird-man had flown into my garden on a sudden storm one hot August night and fallen to earth. I felt an instant connection. He gave off an aura which I sensed even before his arrival.

         I must have untangled him from the branches; unhooked the barbed brambles that had punctured his flesh. I suppose I might have helped him off with his harness and pack away his sorry wings. And I would have bathed the scratches on that face of his – wiped it clean – as my fingertips remained stained with blood, a juicy rich red-purple, like those fat ripe blackberries that would soon hang in the lane, just beyond. I presume I asked him his name, where he came from, all manner of things as I knew by his accent and his archaic northern dialect that he wasn’t from these parts, perhaps not even from these times. He simply told me that his name was Evans. I just have an impression of him leaving, walking down the lane that leads to the sea, trailing his broken and bedraggled wings from his shoulder, turning his head, just once, to smile, as he faded into the distance.

         Naturally, my husband put it down to the combination of too much sun, heat exhaustion and the virus. The medical profession reassured him that high temperature, hallucination and out-of-body experiences followed by total collapse were typical; recovery was likely to take a long time. They put the broken branches on the birch down to the storm that night, the electricity in the air; but no one could explain the blood on my hands.

         Summer passed. When late October came, I ventured out beyond the five-bar gate and along the lane. The 13blackberries had flowered and fruited without my knowledge, save those remaining desiccated few, near which a foulness of blue-black flies buzzed over a heap of dried dung.
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