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      For Josh and Jessica,


      who have the hearts of true butchers—


      tough, generous, and enormous


   

      AUTHOR’S NOTE


      It’s the memoirist’s privilege to tell her version of a many-faceted story; and any one facet may necessarily be incomplete,

            fractured, or polished to a sheen that the original stuff of experience didn’t possess. Cleaving is a book that is faithful to my heart, but occasionally fuzzy on the odd physical detail. Other participants in the events

            recounted in these pages undoubtedly remember things differently; from them, and from the reader, I ask for a bit of patience

            and understanding.


   

      Prologue
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      February 13, 2008


      THIS IS REALLY not what it looks like.

      


      The work is most often a delicate thing, and bloodless. In the year and more that I’ve been doing this, I’ve gone whole days

         with no more evidence of my labors by evening than a small bit of gore on my shoes or a sheen of translucent fat on my hands

         and face (it’s excellent for the skin, I’m told). So this is unusual, this syrupy drip, my arms drenched up to the elbows,

         my apron smeared with crimson going quickly to brown.

      


      I reach down into the plastic-lined cardboard box one more time, coming up with an organ weighing probably fifteen pounds,

         a dense and slippery deadweight, a blood-soaked sponge. I slap it onto the cutting table, and it makes a sound like a fish

         flopping on the deck of a boat; the risk of dropping it on the floor is not inconsiderable. The box is deep, and when I reach

         to the bottom of it my face brushed up against the bloody lining. Now I can feel a streak of the stuff drying stickily across

         my cheekbone. I don’t bother to wipe it off. On what clean surface would I wipe it, after all? Besides, it makes me feel rather

         rakish.

      


      I take my scimitar from the metal scabbard hanging from a chain around my waist. For most work I use my boning knife, an altogether

         smaller, finer thing, six inches long, slightly curved, with a dark rosewood hilt worn to satin smoothness by all the fat

         and lanolin that has been massaged into it. That little knife cracks open a haunch joint or breaks down muscle groups into

         their component parts like nothing else. But with this heavy, foot-long blade I can, while pressing firmly down on the flesh

         with my right palm, slice straight through the liver in one dragging stroke. Thin, even slices. With the boning knife I’d

         have to saw away to get through that bulk of organ meat, making for torn, jagged edges. And you wouldn’t want that. You want

         the blade to slip through easily. Smooth. Final.

      


      More than a year ago, when I first told my husband, Eric, that I wanted to do this, he didn’t understand. “Butchery?” he asked,

         an expression of mystification, perhaps even discomfort, screwing up his face.

      


      His suspicion hurt me. There was a time, just a few years before, when there was no trace of it in his heart. I knew I deserved

         it. But it was just so strange to have to try to explain; strange to have to explain anything to Eric at all. I’d known him

         by then for sixteen years, almost literally half my life. I knew him when he was a beautiful, shy, blue-eyed teenager in baggy

         shorts, a stretched-out sweater, and worn Birkenstocks, with a dog-eared paperback jutting out of one rear pocket. And almost

         at the beginning I picked him out, decided he was the one I needed. It took most of a school year to snatch him from the swarm

         of pretty girls that seemed always to be circling—he so oblivious, he so sweet and gentle—but I managed it. God, I was invincible

         when I was eighteen. When it came down to it, I got pretty much whatever I went after. Want. Take. Have. That was my simple motto. And I was right—to take him, I mean. From the beginning we were interlocking puzzle pieces. From

         the beginning we nestled into the notion that our two lives were to be irrevocably woven into one.

      


      I now slice off eight pretty burgundy flaps of liver. The cut organ releases a metallic tang into the air, and yet more blood

         onto the table. Changing knives now, I delicately excise the tight pale ducts that weave through the slices. Perfectly cooked

         liver should be crisp on the outside with a custardy-smooth center. Nothing tough or chewy should get in the way of that sensual

         quintessence. Six of these slices are for the gleaming glass and steel case at the front of the shop; the last two I set aside,

         to wrap up and take home after work for a Valentine’s Day dinner tomorrow. Once, I thought the holiday merited boxes of chocolate

         and glittery cards, but in these last couple of eye-opening years, amid the butchery and wrenches of the heart, I’ve realized

         life has gotten too complicated for such sweet and meaningless nothings; I’ve even learned I’m okay with that.

      


      VALENTINE’S DAY LIVER FOR TWO


      ½ cup flour


      2½-inch-thick slices high-quality beef liver, trimmed of any tough veins or filament


      Salt and pepper to taste


      2 tablespoons butter


      1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil


      Spread flour on a large plate. Season the liver slices with salt and pepper, then dredge in the flour, shaking off excess.


      Set a skillet over high heat, and add butter and oil. When the butter foam has just subsided, add the liver slices. Sauté

         just until a crispy golden brown crust develops, about two minutes. Flip the slices and do the same on the other side. (Don’t

         worry about undercooking. Overcooking is by far the worse fate for liver.)

      


      Beef liver cooked like this—I keep telling people in the face of near-universal scoffs of disbelief—is one of the most, well,

         passionate things you’ll ever eat. I don’t know exactly why this is. It’s as sexy as hell, but difficult too. Somehow faintly

         forlorn, like there is no denying that something was torn from something for your pleasure.

      


      Eric and I married young, but that doesn’t mean our union was precipitous. We’d already known each other for seven years by

         the time I donned that white organza princess gown and walked along that stone path on my father’s arm to the bubbly notes

         of “My Baby Just Cares for Me.” We could look right down to the bottom of each other and see what was swimming there, like

         fish flashing in clear mountain lakes. At our center wasn’t sexuality or ambition, though we shared both. No, deep understanding,

         that’s what we had. The nagging voice I’ve all my life heard in my head, the one people might call addiction or restlessness

         or waywardness, but which is to me almost an embodiment, some thing outside of myself, impish, far from benign, but also inspiring

         and not entirely unconcerned with my self-interest—Eric believed in it. He feared it sometimes, but he believed in it. In

         2002, when I turned twenty-nine, and we were living in Brooklyn, and I was stuck in yet another in a long line of ill-paid,

         dead-end jobs, loving my husband—clinging to him, in fact, as the sole solace in a world that I figured by and large didn’t

         have much use for me—but unhappy and beginning to feel I just didn’t in fact have much of a talent for happiness, Eric understood

         that when the voice spoke to me I had to listen.

      


      “What if I cooked my way through Mastering the Art of French Cooking? Like, in a year?”

      


      “What if you did?”


      “That’s—what?—five hundred recipes? More than that. That’s crazy, right? Right?”


      “Sure it is. You could blog about it. I think you should.” He didn’t even look confused. Eric could always divine for me just

         who I was and just what I could do.

      


      So: I did this crazy cooking thing, and did it saucily, with style and courage. And I was rewarded. Suddenly I was successful.

         A book deal, a career! Using the very stuff of my despair and frustration, I’d turned my life around, transformed myself from

         a depressed secretary into an Author. I was, I thought, just what I wanted to be—confident, brave, and well paid. I was congratulated

         on my transformation, and because I was now a confident woman, I accepted the congratulations. But privately, I knew that

         I owed it entirely to Eric. He’d seen me as better than I was and had shown me the way to get there. If you’d told me then

         that he wouldn’t understand when the voice spoke again, that I was capable of doing anything that could erode the faith of

         this most loyal of men, I’d never have believed you.

      


      But by the time I followed the whisper here, to this butcher shop two hours from my home in the city, I’d learned through

         bitter experience that I was wrong. It turns out that things, even perfect things, pieces that seem to fit, to work together,

         can warp and crack and change.

      


      After slicing the liver, I give my hands a quick rinse in the utility sink at the back of the shop. On my left hand, my cutting

         hand, I’m wearing a curious uncured leather bracelet that wraps around my wrist, then meets in a single thin band at the back

         of my palm, a slit in the end of which encircles the base of my index finger. A few coarse, snow-white hairs cling to it,

         though most of the hide has been worn bare. People mistake this for some sort of brace or therapeutic wrap, a treatment for

         carpal tunnel or a sprained wrist, but really it is a reminder of what I’ve experienced during these last years of marriage,

         butchery, obsession. I try to wipe some of the blood from it, but as much soaks into the leather as washes away. Then I retrieve

         a china plate, white with small cornflower blooms, like something you’d find in a quaint old kitchen, and I line it with an

         absorbent pad and a square of green butcher paper. I arrange the slices in an attractive floral pattern.

      


      It was confusing and distressing to find myself, so soon after that whirlwind year came to a close, more or less where I’d

         been before. That wasn’t really true, of course. I could not, without seeming churlish and ungrateful, deny my good fortune,

         the money and job offers and a book contract, the fans and friends and of course the devoted husband. Eric and I seemed calmer

         together after weathering what I’d spent the last year putting us through. I had every reason for contentment, pride, fulfillment.

         So why did it all feel like… I don’t know, like cheating, somehow? If I pinched myself, I feared I’d wake up, disappear from

         this dream world in a puff of smoke.

      


      I was starry-eyed and vaguely discontented and had too much time on my hands. It was exactly the wrong time for the phone

         call I got that summer of 2004, a year after my cooking project ended, as I was putting the final touches on my very first

         book. A call from someone I’d not heard from in years, a half-remembered murmur coming across the line, sparking uncomfortable

         memories of a handful of long-ago late nights I’d nearly succeeded in forgetting. “Hey, it’s me,” he said. “I hear you’ve

         been doing well for yourself. I’ve moved to New York. Let’s get lunch sometime.”

      


      I realize that this could all look a little incriminating, a woman in a butcher shop in upstate New York, covered in blood

         and completely unruffled by that fact, wielding knives casually, lovingly manipulating offal with gore-begrimed fingers. No,

         I’m not a lover caught red-handed in the middle of a crime of passion, or a psychopath in the midst of a ritual dismemberment.

         No humans were harmed in bringing you this scene, but still, I get why it would all make some folks, well, speculate. Speculate,

         maybe especially, about the expression on my face, which betrays more than just the professional indifference I’m trying hard

         to project. If you look closely enough, if you get past the (formerly) white apron and the blood and the big knives bristling

         at my hip and up to my eyes, I’ll confess you might see something a bit unnerving there. A secret glow. A little thrill. As

         my friend Gwen would say, “Makes a girl wonder where she’s hiding the bodies.”

      


      It’s a difficult thing to explain, made more difficult still by a phenomenon I’ve noticed many times since starting work here:

         it turns out that it’s very hard for people to listen clearly to a woman holding a butcher knife. But, truly, the glint in

         my eyes is not about violence or vengeance or cruelty. The joy I take is not—well, not only—in the power I now have to hack and cut and destroy. It’s about something else, something calm and ordered.

      


      Just as Tinker Bell led Wendy astray from time to time, my inner whisper has sent me right into all manner of scrapes and

         heartbreaks. But I trust it, because I’ve also followed it to my apprenticeship. My haven. My butcher shop. I spend my days

         now breaking down meat, with control, gentleness, serenity. I’ve craved certainty in these last troubled years, and here I

         get my fix.

      


      I wipe my hands on a towel I grab from the bin and bring the china plate with its glistening offal rosette up to the front

         of the shop. As I do I feel an insistent beelike hum at my left butt cheek—the BlackBerry tucked into my jeans pocket. I get

         phone service only at the front of the shop; the walk-in coolers at the rear block the signal. Though I do, if I’m honest

         with myself, still feel a small adrenaline-stoked surge in my chest whenever I feel this buzz, I ignore it, and instead hold

         out the plate to Hailey, who’s ringing up a couple at the cash register. “For the case,” I mouth at her.

      


      She nods. A line is forming, the beginning of the afternoon rush. “Can you put it in for me? There should be room on the top

         shelf.”

      


      “Um, where?”


      “By the oxtails?”


      I slide open the glass door of the case, bending to rearrange the crowded array of meat to accommodate this new addition.

         It’s full to bursting already, with dry-aged steaks and unctuous Berkshire pork chops, heaped bowls of ground lamb and rows

         of spice-spiked house-made sausage. I thought it beautiful the first day I entered this shop, nearly a year and a half ago.

         Now, as a contributor to it, I find it more beautiful still.

      


      As I close the door and straighten up, I find myself eye to eye with one of those women. They come into the shop every now and again, these women, with their raised eyebrows and sourly flared nostrils, as

         if they’re walking into a refugee-camp latrine. Vegetarian or merely squeamish, forced by whatever circumstance into a clean-smelling

         but unapologetic temple of meat, they exude supercilious disapproval, as if this place I have come to love is a barely endurable

         abomination. It’s all I can do to be civil, honestly.

      


      “Hi. Whaddaya need?”


      “Two skinless boneless chicken breasts, please.”


      These women always want skinless boneless chicken breasts. “We’ve only got bone-in. Sorry.”

      


      The woman sighs noisily at this affront. I try, not entirely successfully, to repress a roll of the eyes. Of course, I could

         offer to bone them out for her. I now know perfectly well how to remove the breastbone and cartilage from that insipid slip

         of white meat. But I am offended by the very notion of skinless boneless chicken breasts, and the boring sticklike women who

         eat them. This is why I don’t work the counter; my people skills leave something to be desired. “Well, that will do, I suppose,”

         she mutters. I turn to one side to reach for a pair of latex gloves.

      


      “Ex—, excuse me?”


      I look up from the tray of breasts to see the customer’s suddenly stricken face. She brushes a finger fitfully against her

         own cheek. “You have a—”

      


      I remember the red streak on my face and realize with a certain savage glee how I must look to her, bloody and wild-haired

         under my wide-rimmed leather hat. I want to bare my teeth and hiss vampirically at her. Instead I pull off the gloves I’ve

         just put on. “Actually, I’m going to let Jesse help you,” I say cheerfully, nodding to a tall, bespectacled boy behind me

         who’s just pulled on his newsboy cap and is washing his hands in preparation to return to the counter after his lunch break.

         Then I hold up my hands to her, turning them back to front so she gets a good look at the brown gunk under my nails, the stains

         and unidentifiable bits of goo stuck to my skin, the blood-stained leather band around my wrist. “I’m a little messy right

         now.” I grin toothily, just to provoke a shudder, then turn on my heel.

      


      As I throw the gloves into a garbage bin with a snap, the BlackBerry in my back pocket buzzes again. I pull it out, not worrying

         about the grime I just tried to scare a customer off with. (My PDA, like my hat, my sneakers, and my iPod—currently resting

         in a dock balanced atop the Cryovac bags, blaring Modest Mouse—gets coated with meat schmutz as a matter of course. Even the

         setting of my engagement ring is clotted with bits of flesh and fat.)

      


      An e-mail. Eric, of course. How’s it going? he writes. The meat I bring back home when I return from Fleisher’s, the butcher shop where I’ve trained and worked, helps,

         but after more than a year, my husband still doesn’t understand what it is I’m trying to do here, what I’m finding that’s

         so important. He gets lonely. So do I. Still, I elect not to answer; not now.

      


      Instead, I take a break. It’s four o’clock, and there’s a fresh pot of coffee, our third of the day. Since I started cutting

         at Fleisher’s I’ve become a coffee fiend. It’s not just that the caffeine keeps me spry during the long hours on my feet.

         It’s also that the heat warms fingers icy from slipping into the freezing crevices between muscles, and the moments spent

         loosely cupping the mug seem to soothe my hands and wrists, so often swollen from gripping the knife, working it into joints,

         then twisting to open them up.

      


      I pour myself a mug and clasp it between my palms, leaning up against the table opposite the stove in the kitchen. Something

         on the cooktop smells wonderful, heady with garlic. The soup of the day. I peer into the pot, then grab a ladle for a taste.

         Spice and rich pork. Posole. Warms me to the core, reaches where even the coffee doesn’t, in this place that must of necessity

         remain nippy all the time. Resting against the counter, thawing my hands, I stare, dreamy with weariness, at the lion’s share

         of liver still sitting on the table a few feet away, as smooth as a river stone, though of a more vivid color.

      


      Those familiar with grisly nineteenth-century British history might know that one popular theory among Jack the Ripper armchair

         criminologists posits that the killer was a practicing butcher. I have developed a small addendum to this hypothesis. I am

         by now fairly confident that should I want to surgically excise a streetwalker’s liver, I could manage it. I will even confess

         that I can sort of imagine the appeal. Don’t get me wrong: I’m not an advocate for slashing prostitutes’ throats and rummaging

         through their innards as a valid lifestyle choice. But in a weird way, I see the butchering part of what Jack did as separate

         from the killing, the frenzy, the rage. And I see it as maybe containing the tiny kernel of sanity still left to him. Maybe

         it was his forlorn way of trying to fit the pieces back together, or at least understand how they once fit. I look at that

         crosscut organ sitting on the table, its workings so mysterious but its dimensions so satisfying, dense and symmetrical and

         glassy-smooth, and I feel a sort of peace, a small piece of understanding.

      


      My hands are blue with chill, my lower back throbs, my left wrist aches, and in the cooler in back is a towering stack of

         pork sides waiting to be broken down before closing in three hours. I smile into my cup. I am far from home. Right where I

         want to be.

      


   

      PART I


      Apprentice


      … And how it whispered,


      “Oh, adhere to me, for we are bound by symmetry


      And whatever differences our lives have been


      We together make a limb.”


      —THE DECEMBRISTS, “Red Right Ankle”


      When are you going to get this, B? The life of a
     slayer is very simple. Want. Take. Have.


      —FAITH, Buffy the Vampire Slayer


   

      1


      Love and a Butcher Shop
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      A year and a half earlier, July 2006.


      I GUESS I really have been in the city too long; I’ve acquired, among other traits of the native New Yorker, a blanket disdain for

         the entire state of New Jersey. I was irrationally hesitant to come here. But on this day NJ Route 202 is leading me through

         an unexpectedly lovely landscape of gentle hills and dilapidated barns. I’m getting no service on my BlackBerry, which sends

         a slight frisson of panic through my body, making my teeth buzz in my gums; this must be another one of those New Yorker things

         I’ve picked up. I keep lighting up the screen and scrutinizing it for bars, but it’s no-go.

      


      The air breezes in through my rolled-down windows, warm and smelling heavily of honeysuckle and freshly cut grass, rather

         than the diesel fumes and sour chemical smoke that clung to my nostrils during the run down the turnpike. It calms me. I breathe

         deeply.

      


      It’s been a frustrating few months.


      •   •   •


      I GUESS the truth is that butchers intimidate the hell out of me. I’ve long had a bit of a thing for them, akin to the way many women

         feel about firefighters. Burly Irishmen covered in soot are okay, I guess, if you’re into that. But I prefer this world’s

         lock-pickers to its battering rams. Anybody with enough resolve and muscle can bust down a door; that kind of force I comprehend

         completely. I myself possess it, psychologically if not physically—just call me Julie “Steamroller” Powell. But a man who

         can both heave a whole pig over his shoulder and deftly break down the creature into all its luscious parts, in a matter of moments? That’s a man whose talents I can really

         use.

      


      I’m attracted to a butcher’s intimate knowledge. Romantically, I imagine it’s innate, that his nicked hands were born knowing

         how to slice those whisper-thin cutlets. I’m attracted to his courtly, old-world brand of machismo. Butchers are known for

         their corny jokes and their sexism, but when the man behind the counter calls me “sweetheart” or “little lady,” I find myself

         flattered rather than offended. Most of all, I’m attracted to his authority. There’s an absolute sureness to a butcher, whether

         he is chining lamb chops with a band saw or telling his customer just how to prepare a crown roast. He is more certain of

         meat than I’ve ever been about anything. Rippling deltoids and brawny good looks are nice, of course, but to me a butcher’s

         sureness is the definition of masculinity. It strikes me as intoxicatingly exotic, like nothing I’ve ever experienced. (Well,

         not for years, anyway, not since I was a kid. I think of the teenager I was when I found Eric and took him to me, and it’s

         like remembering an entirely different person.)

      


      Maybe that’s why I seem unable to open my mouth around butchers.


      IF I’M dreading a conversation, I tend to practice it over and over in my head beforehand, perhaps not the most effective of preparation

         techniques. “I want to learn how to—”… “I was hoping you could teach me to—”… “I’m really so interested in what you do…” Ugh.

      


      This is far from the first butcher I’ve tried to ask for this favor. Weeks ago, I asked the guys at Ottomanelli’s—my first

         butcher shop when I moved to New York City, and still my favorite. It’s a tidy storefront on Bleecker Street with hams and

         ducks hanging in the meticulously polished windows and a tight awning overhead, red and white stripes as neat as the trimmed

         and tied meat and bones within. I used to be a regular there, and the guys behind the counter—brothers, I think, all of them

         in their sixties or seventies, white coats spanking clean despite days of blood and ooze—still always make a point of greeting

         me when I come in. It’s not quite a “Norm!” sort of welcome, but there’s warmth there.

      


      But when I managed to ask, stammering, if they had a place for an apprentice with zero experience, they demurred. Not particularly

         shocking, I suppose. Instead they suggested one of the culinary schools downtown. I briefly entertained this notion, but it

         turns out culinary programs don’t offer one-off classes on butchering, and I wasn’t about to shell out twenty thousand bucks

         for a yearlong program teaching restaurant management and pastry making, my personal vision of hell. I proceeded to ask around

         at the handful of other butcher shops in the city, or try to, anyway. Half the time I couldn’t even get the words out. When

         I did, the men behind the counter looked at me as if I might be a tad touched and shook their heads.

      


      I press my lips together as the beseeching words run through my mind. And then, inevitably perhaps, he pops into my head, the one whom the word beseech sometimes seems to me to have been invented for, the man who called, two years ago, to ask me to lunch, the man I’ve wound

         up spending much of the last two years pleading with—for attention, assurance, sex, and love. The exception proving the rule

         of my marriage, the one man who, when he was not much more than a boy, small and dark, not so very attractive, found he could

         make me open my dorm room door in bewilderment, late at night, with a single knock. The one who, nine years later, discovered

         he could still do essentially the same thing. In my phone’s contact list he is represented by a single towering initial, D.

      


      But no. I’ll not let him in, not now. I shake my head sharply, as if I could physically dislodge the errant thoughts. Find a butcher. Get him to teach you how he does what he does. Do it now. I don’t know why I want this so much, what I have to gain from learning to cut up animals. Yes, I have a thing for butchers,

         but it hasn’t ever before occurred to me to try to be one. What’s going on here?

      


      Maybe I just need distraction. D and I have been sleeping together for nearly two years now. I’m familiar with the landscape

         of addiction, and I recognize that I’ve built up a habit for him, no less real and physical than my habit for booze, which

         has itself grown stronger in the wake of all the various stresses of being an adulterer. And something is wrong lately, slightly

         off. Just thinking about that makes me crave a drink.

      


      Eric, of course, knows I’m fucking someone else, has known for almost the entire period of my affair with D. He even knows

         that, in distressing point of fact, I’m in love with this other man. I don’t have to tell him this. We basically share the

         same mind, after all. Once, I was proud of and comforted by this nearly paranormal connection. That my husband knew me so

         well, and I him, seemed proof of a love superior in all ways to all others. Then D happened. We fought about it when Eric

         first found out, of course, or rather I cried and Eric yelled and marched out of the house into the night for a few hours.

         But after that, there was only exhaustion, and quiet, and in all the months since we’ve barely spoken about it at all. Sometimes,

         even most of the time, everything seems fine this way. But then, this talent we share emerges and proves itself the stealthiest,

         most vicious weapon in our arsenals. We can delve into each other’s heart and deftly pull out the scraps of filthy hidden

         longing and unhappiness and shame. With a look or a word, we can deftly rub these into the other’s face as we’d push a dog’s

         nose into its mess on the living room rug.

      


      We’ll be sitting in front of the TV, say, into our second bottle of wine, watching some Netflix DVD. I always have my phone

         on silent when we’re together, so Eric doesn’t hear the trill or feel the buzz against the sofa cushions. But still I’m tense,

         glancing at the BlackBerry screen whenever Eric gets up to go to the bathroom or stir the soup. When he gets back to the couch

         and sits, I’ll press the soles of my feet up against his thigh in a gesture of affection intended to make me seem comfortable

         and happy. But eventually, unconsciously, the nervous energy builds, and I’m tapping my bare feet against his pants leg. “What’s

         the matter?” Eric will say, grabbing my feet to still them, not taking his eyes from the TV screen. “He not paying enough

         attention to you tonight?” I’ll freeze, stop breathing, and say nothing, waiting to see if there will be more, but there won’t

         be. There doesn’t need to be. We’ll stare at the television as if nothing at all has been said; when D does send me a message,

         if he does, I’ll be afraid to answer it.

      


      I can do the same to him. Some night my husband will go out. “Drinks with work buddies,” he will say. “Back by nine.” Nine

         o’clock and then ten will, inevitably, come and go. The first time this happened, a month or two after he discovered I was

         sleeping with D, I was surprised and worried. He came home that morning at two thirty and woke me up to confess, remorsefully,

         that he’d been on a date with another woman, that it wouldn’t happen again, though I told him—ah, the pleasure of being the

         sainted one for once—that he deserved to be able to see anyone he wanted. By now I’m used to it; I don’t expect him home,

         probably until dawn. I can instantly tell, from the tone of voice when he calls or the phrasing of his e-mail, that he’s going

         to be with the woman he’s been seeing off and on for nearly as long as I’ve been fucking D. I’m not even angry; I’m pleased.

         The text I send him at a little after eleven is always more than gracious: Sweetie, can you let me know if you’ll be home tonight? I totally understand if you won’t be. I just don’t want to worry.

      


      It might take him twenty minutes to write back, or an hour, or three. But he’ll always write the same thing. I’ll be home soon. I know I’m fucking up everything.

      


      No, I’ll write, all sweetness and light, you’re not fucking anything up. Have fun. Come home whenever you like. When I hear the lock in the door I’ll initially feign sleep while he undresses and cuddles up guiltily beside me in bed,

         but I’ll make sure I give his hand a reassuring squeeze so he knows. In the morning I’ll pretend not to see his wish that

         I’d scream or cry, show my hurt and thus my love. I’ll poach an egg for breakfast, smiling. Nothing will be said. This is

         how I punish him.

      


      When he leaves for work I’ll report everything that happens to Gwen, the friend I go to with all of this. “I really don’t

         mind. He cares for her, you know? He deserves some relief.”

      


      “Julie, honestly? I love you, but I don’t know why Eric stays. I really don’t.”


      Gwen says all the things a good girlfriend should, and every once in a while she offers to beat up my husband or my lover

         for me, depending on who is driving me more crazy, which is nice. But at the end of the day, she can’t quite fathom the situation

         I find myself in.

      


      “I know. When did we start being so nasty to each other? I mean, it’s not all the time, it’s really not. But—”


      “Do you really see this getting any better?”


      I don’t know the answer to her question. I do know that through all this, Eric still doesn’t leave. And as for me, as bad

         as it is, I can’t even comprehend the pain of leaving him. (As so often happens in my life, I find that a character from the

         much-mourned TV show Buffy the Vampire Slayer puts it best: “It’s like I lost an arm. Or worse. A torso.”) I just need a place to hole up from time to time, from this

         constant silent seep of toxic hurt and anger, and also, lately, from D’s hot-and-cold ambivalence, which I feel like too-tight

         clothing. Bafflingly, when I think “sanctuary,” what comes to mind is the gleam of steel and tile, the moist red of a lamb

         roast, the pungent smell of aging beef, and the grip of a knife in my hand.

      


      But it turns out that this is a tricky thing I’m trying to do, and not just because I seem to be constitutionally terrified

         of men in white coats. There also just aren’t a lot of butchers out there anymore, not real ones, not in this country. That

         seems impossible, doesn’t it? I mean, there are a lot more of us Americans than there were, say, a hundred years ago, and

         a whole lot of us are eating meat. But butcher shops have been largely replaced by meat-processing plants, giant factories

         that swallow up animals and excrete vacuum-packed steaks. A crude analogy, I know. But the invisibility of the procedure is

         as complete as that of your own bodily processes. We know there are lots of heavy, sharp machines in there, since the workers

         inside are constantly getting hurt and killed. (Meatpacking is one of the most dangerous jobs in America, and that’s probably

         why it employs more than its share of illegal immigrants.) We know that there are probably men in there with terrific knife

         skills, presumably fitted into the industrialized process, fleshly cogs in the vast machine, clad in chain-mail aprons and

         repeating the same cut on the same body part over and over until their hands cramp and backs throb.

      


      But I’m guessing about all this, because Big Beef doesn’t generally tend to roll out the red carpet and start throwing backstage

         passes around. In this age of nanotechnology and liability, you’ve got a better shot at taking a journey through the digestive

         tract of an industrially farmed steer than at witnessing exactly how that same animal moves from on the hoof to on your plate.

         And that’s not what I want anyway. I want to be taught by an artisan, not an assembly-line worker.

      


      So, after exhausting all the possibilities in the city, I’ve made a few calls and obtained another few names from farther

         afield, seasoned guys who still know how to go about the old-fashioned trade of ushering animal into meat. I’m following one

         of those leads now, straight into the far reaches of southern New Jersey.

      


      I’ve been riding the curves of the road a bit too fast, declining to apply the brakes, so that on the sharper turns I can

         feel the weight of the car edging out along the grassy verge. But as I get closer to Bucktown, I slow up. At least, I think

         I’m close to Bucktown. I’ve been on the East Coast for fifteen years now, since graduating from high school back in Texas

         and moving up to Massachusetts for college, plenty of time to have accustomed myself to the fluid notions of townships up

         here. But I still find myself occasionally nostalgic for the decorous distances of my home state, not these villages and localities

         endlessly bunched and inextricable, but blank landscapes clarifying the separation between well-marked city limits, leaving

         me always assured that I can find out where I am, at least on a road map. I miss that sense of separation.

      


      Generally I like driving, especially by myself. I never really lost that teenage thrill, the fantasies of flight that accompany

         going fifteen miles over the speed limit, curling smoothly around more earthbound drivers, knowing that whatever exit I need

         to take is still miles ahead. But this part of driving I don’t like—the looking, the poking about, the squinting to catch

         sight of numbers on the sides of mailboxes. Trying to figure out the details of where the hell I’m headed. I guess maybe no

         one likes this part. I’m tempted to text Eric, always am when I’m lost. He is out there somewhere, eager to help, but I still

         have no phone service.

      


      Finally I find the place. It’s more retiring than I’d imagined, more countrified. I’ve been in the city long enough that I

         expected, even in this rural setting, a city sort of butcher shop. I’d been imagining a redbrick storefront in the small town

         center, shining glass panes, and the white tiles and stainless steel of a meat counter visible within. So I’d missed the rambling

         old clapboard building set some yards back from the road, with the weather-beaten sign propped up on the pitched roof of the

         front porch—an Italian family name in unprepossessing lettering. I pull into the little unpaved lot with a crunching roll

         of tires. For most of the drive from Queens I’ve been filled with that lovely sense of purpose that comes from having embarked

         upon a quest without yet having begun to grapple with any of the nitty-gritty; yet for the past half hour I’ve been overcome

         with the frustration and irritation of unfound addresses. And now, as I put the car into park and take the key out of the

         ignition, all of that goes away and I’m stuck with that old lurch of the heart. Now I have to walk in there and ask these

         guys for a favor. A job. That this time I’ve driven for two hours at the behest of the raving voice inside my head doesn’t

         make this any easier at all.

      


      The air smells like flowers. With a little extra push of will I open the car door and get out. Inside the front screen door,

         the shop is dim and has a whiff of something not exactly clean, though not unpleasant either, the same class of aromas to

         which horse barns belong. There’s something unsavory, yet covertly exciting, about the place; it’s like sneaking into an abandoned

         hunting lodge. A glass-fronted freezer against one wall to the left holds an untidy pile of hand-labeled bins and packages.

         The wide planks of the wood floor are worn, dark, stained, and strewn with a light sprinkling of sawdust. The meat counter

         seems to be an improvised affair; the coolers look old, perhaps secondhand, and rather than the high piles of fresh beef and

         lamb on neat trays adorned with parsley sprigs I’m accustomed to seeing at Ottomanelli’s, there’s a haphazard scattering of

         meat, some of it looking a little gray and tired. The end of a busy week. There’s a blond woman in her late thirties smiling

         at me directly behind the counter, and an old man, stooped, in the farther reaches of the space behind her, winding trussing

         string around thick, stiff fingers. One of the brothers from the sign, of course. You can always tell a butcher. He looks

         up at me and nods, not unfriendly but weary. “Can we help ya?”

      


      So once more I give my spiel about wanting to learn butchery, of being willing to do anything to get behind that counter every

         day and watch him do his thing, that I’ve driven all the way from New York to ask him for this favor. The brother smiles sadly.

         But once again I get a shake of the head. “We don’t have enough work to go around as it is. Nobody wants butchers anymore.

         When we retire, we’ll have to shutter this place.” He says it kindly enough, and it’s not my place to argue with him. Maybe

         he thinks I’m a dilettante, and maybe I am. Maybe this irrational passion is going to pop like a soap bubble, evanesce. Maybe

         I’ll change my mind tomorrow, decide I’m really into, I don’t know, dog racing.

      


      But if there’s one thing I’ve learned about myself, it’s that my passions don’t tend to run out. Would that they did.


      It occurs to me as I duck back into my car that all the butchers I’ve been speaking to remind me of my granny. She lived to

         be ninety, never really had anything wrong with her, physically anyway, and presented herself as a cheery, tough old broad.

         It took me the longest time to realize that the same woman who used to make me the world’s best fried chicken, who I shared

         a bed with as a kid, who I’d wake up in the morning with my giggling, toothless “Yet’s yaff!” (that’s “Let’s Laugh!” in toddler),

         lived every day of her life harboring a blackness in her, a profound dissatisfaction with the confines she’d placed herself

         in when she was still just a beautiful young woman of limited prospects in Brazoria, Texas, that had settled into a sort of

         dry rot of the imagination. So what must it be like to see your entire profession—not just your job, or your business, but

         the entire profession, what you have always done for a living—crumpling up and blowing away? I don’t know, but I know that

         Granny fought a feeling of pointlessness her whole life, that it curdled her sense of humor (she was never not funny, but

         she got to be funny in a darker, sour way) and led to the inordinate consumption of Taylor sherry. I know it because I see

         her in my mother, and I feel her in me, more and more. It leads me to drink too—though not sherry, yet—and to other things,

         to things that are bad for me, harmful urges succumbed to. My fear of butchers is nothing in the face of my fear of this curse

         that seems to run through the veins of the women in my family. Maybe that’s what the voice I hear is telling me; it’s trying

         desperately to help me outrace an inevitable future. One thing I’ve learned about my voice is that it prefers indulging dangerous

         cravings to the prospect of tamping down those cravings into bitter resignation. I make a U-turn in the gravel lot and head

         for home.

      


      A few miles before I hit the interstate, I come over a hill and my BlackBerry goes all atwitter in the cup holder. I pick

         it up eagerly, though with a pang as well. I’m surprised in the moment that I’m almost disappointed the thing is working again.

      


      Two messages, two men.


      The first: How’s the meat?


      The second: Mhm.


      Does everyone talk like this, in these codes? I decipher both perfectly. One pulls at me with a thousand strands of anxiety

         and obligation and love and solicitude and guilt; the other with a single knowing yank, the secret guttural syllable that

         brings me to heel.

      


      To both my answer is the same: I’m on my way.


   

      2
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      AND THEN, a month later, I find it.

      


      Another clue has led to another long drive, all the way north to Kingston, New York, nestled in the Catskills. I head up early

         in the morning in my Outback. (Yes, I’ve become the sort of thirty-three-year-old woman who drives a silver Outback, bought

         new. Somehow, funky, colorfully dilapidated wrecks became one of those categories, along with funky, colorfully grotty shithole

         apartments, that I outgrew without noticing.) I am nervous and not too hopeful as I park, feed a meter, walk through the glass

         door of the shop on Wall Street. But I know the second I step in: this is it.

      


      Fleisher’s is more than a butcher shop, really. It’s almost a market, with fragrant soaps made of beef tallow on the shelves,

         local vegetables in baskets in the middle of the floor, T-shirts for sale pinned to the walls: 100% GRASS-FED, LOCALLY GROWN. It’s a place equally quixotic and inevitable. It might be a neighborhood butcher shop, or it might be a political movement

         masquerading as a neighborhood butcher shop; either way, it’s not quite the shop of my fantasies. It’s something else, a place

         I’d not quite imagined.

      


      I introduce myself to the guy behind the counter, a big man with a seventies porn mustache, small, smirking blue eyes behind

         wire spectacles, and a long rusty braid running down his back from under a black Kangol cap. He’s surprisingly young, not

         much older than I am. Maybe that’s what finally gives me the push I need. “My name is Julie, and I—” At the last moment I

         abandon all my carefully rehearsed phrasings. “Honestly? I just want to learn how to turn a cow into a steak.”

      


      Raised eyebrows. And then: “Cool.”


      The butcher’s name is Joshua. He invites me back to watch him cut up a pig. And then he feeds me the best pork chop I’ve ever

         tasted.

      


      “ALL RIGHT, chica, you’re going to bone these bad boys out.” As he passes on his way to the front office, Josh tosses two bewilderingly large

         pieces of pig onto the cutting table, adding to the collection already there. Back legs, with the hooves still on—do pigs

         have hooves, is that what you call them?—and the skin, laced with dark veins and pocked with pores and the occasional wiry

         hair. They’re shaped rather like giant pork drumsticks, which is exactly what they are. “Watch Tom,” he calls over his shoulder

         as he strides away. “He’ll show you what to do.”

      


      It’s my first day as a butcher’s apprentice. I woke up at six this morning. I’ll grant you that’s not hideously early by your

         average working stiff’s standards, but sometimes it’s a struggle just to get out of bed in the morning at all. I swear I sometimes

         think if I didn’t have a dog to walk and cats to feed, I just never would. Eric has been having the same problem. He barely

         stirred when I slipped out from under the covers and into the shower. By seven I was on the road, and now, at five minutes

         after nine, I am tying on a white apron, which I grabbed from an old plastic laundry bin, and taking a knife from the magnetic

         strip on the wall.

      


      Josh passes again. He keeps barreling up and down the length of the shop from counter to office to cooler to kitchen to back

         stair: arranging the case, grabbing invoices, pulling out primals to be cut down, checking on how the sausages are coming,

         going out back for a smoke break. A bear of a guy, with a big voice to match and a cheerfully profane word for everyone, he’s

         like an animal in a well-designed, spacious zoo, relatively comfortable but still prone to restless pacing. I briefly try

         to picture this guy submitting to a suit and tie, a maze of cubicles; the image is laugh-out-loud funny.

      


      “You got your lid?” he says without pausing in his circuit, tapping the brim of his own cap.


      “Oh, right! I do actually!” I trot back to the table and chairs in the back of the shop, behind the front cooler, where I’ve

         dumped my stuff. I’m pretty proud that I remembered, on my first day, to bring a hat, and a good one, too—a brown leather

         New Zealand bush hat that fits me like I was born to it. I wear it at a slight tilt over one eye, jauntily. I have lost and

         found this precious object enough times to bring to mind the phrase “God looks after fools and drunks.” I have had many dreams

         in which this hat has featured prominently. So the idea of wearing it all day, every day, to keep my hair in place while I’m

         learning to cut up large animals—the air of sexy, tomboyish bravado this hat will help me exude—is privately exciting. I yank

         it onto my head and almost dash back to the table, where Tom, a tall man with a slight stoop, a black mustache, and a goofy

         grin, is already pulling a second leg toward the edge of the table. Tom is a master butcher, has been doing this all his life,

         just as his father taught him. When Josh decided to open a shop a few years ago, he knew no more about butchering than what

         he had gleaned from some visits to his grandfather’s kosher butcher shop in Brooklyn as a child, so he hired Tom not just

         to help cut meat, but to teach him and his employees. Of which I suppose I’m now one, sort of.

      


      “Start by taking off the trotter, here.” Holding the hoof in his left hand and the knife in his right, he runs his blade around

         and straight through the first joint, taking off the foot with one smooth spiraling motion. He tosses the foot to the table.

         “Go ahead, you do it. Piece of cake.”

      


      I pull a leg toward me, feel around to make sure I know where the joint is, and make a circular cut around, through the tough

         skin and flesh, but I’ve misjudged, for I hit only bone. “Shit,” I mutter.

      


      Tom grins over at me. “Wiggle it. Ya gotta wiggle it.”

      


      And when I move the foot back and forth I see what he means. When I work the foot I get a better sense of where the axis of

         the joint is, and after some digging around I hit cartilage and shove the tip of my blade through, between the bones. A bit

         more sawing and I have the foot off. It ain’t pretty, but it’s done. “Okay.”

      


      “Now off with the hock. You can do that with the band saw, if you’re a hack.”


      “Oh, I’m a hack. I aspire to hackhood.”


      “Nah. This is how the real guys do it.” He simply slides the blade through the skin, across what would be the base of the buttock, to mark his cut,

         then switches the grip on his boning knife so that he is fisting it with his pinky at the base of the hilt and with the sharp

         of the blade facing toward him. With his elbow bent at a right angle he pulls it through the meat, blade all the way to the

         table—a scarred wood surface, maple I think, four feet by six, on wheeled, metal legs—until, again unerringly, he hits the

         joint. Some blade tipwork gets him through that, and he finishes by smoothly raking through the flesh on the other side. Ham

         hock thrown to the side.

      


      “They call this here a pistol grip.” I nod, though I don’t really understand how it pertains to firearms; it looks more like

         the clutch of a frenzied serial killer in a horror flick. Then he makes a quick gesture, pulling the knife blade first, fast,

         toward his groin. “They also call it the widowmaker,” he says with a cackle. “Gotta be careful. You putting force behind that,

         it comes free and flies straight into you.”

      


      “Maybe you should show me the band saw.”


      “Eh, wimp. Go on, do it. You can learn the shortcut after you get the real way down. Band saw’ll kill ya, anyway.”


      “Oh, all right…” So I apply myself to the job, getting used to the new grip. I actually prefer it; it feels so much stronger.

         Which, I realize, is exactly the danger. I’m able to put a lot more power behind the blade this way, pulling it toward me

         with my biceps. I can see what Tom means; if I pulled a bit too enthusiastically, things could get ugly. I scoot my body off

         to one side a little just to be safe, then slice through. Again I hit bone, again I have to dig messily around in the meat

         until I find the joint, wedge my knife tip down into the small, curved space between the bones, a cup and ball, as tightly

         knitted together with white bands of sinew as a devoted husband and wife. (I wince away that maudlin metaphor as quickly as

         I can.) My knife makes uncomfortable squeaky noises as it works in, hitting cartilage and bone. I get through it, though.

         The edge is ragged, the skin abraded, but the hock is off. “Okay,” I breathe. “Now what?”

      


      Tom is already on his third round, lapping me with practically every step I complete. I suspect he’s showing off a little.

         “Peel away the skin. You want to leave the fat on, though.” He demonstrates, loosening up the tough, slightly translucent

         skin at one edge and then, holding the flap between thumb and forefinger to keep it taut, pushing the blade away from him

         in a long sweeping motion just under it so that it lifts off easily, revealing a thick layer of fat, as white and sticky as

         a spread of Marshmallow Fluff. He pulls the skin off that entire ham—it is now recognizable as such—in one great piece, almost

         completely clean of any white fat residue. The woman-suit-making freak from The Silence of the Lambs would have been impressed. I certainly am.

      


      Needless to say, I don’t manage with nearly such finesse. I quickly find that there is something particularly satisfying about

         this job, though, something about how, when you get the pressure right, along with the angle of the blade, the knife skims

         across the underside of the skin with an easy scraping noise like ice skates. There is a trick to it, and when you’re doing

         it right, you know it. I whisper under my breath, in nearly unseemly pleasure, “Thaaaaat’s what I’m talkin’ about.”

      


      But I don’t always do it right. I sink into the bed of fat or pierce the skin, and wind up getting it all off only in several

         ragged pieces. No woman-suit for me.

      


      Next I take off the top round, a cap of flesh on what I guess was once the pig’s tush. Tom shows me how to find the seam.

         “Seams are the key. You can follow a seam, you can break down anything.”

      


      So. Between any two neighboring muscles, be they housed in a pig, a steer, or, one presumes, me, it turns out that there is

         a thin layer of connective tissue: clear, threadlike, easily cut. It looks rather like what would happen if you rubber-cemented

         two pieces of pink construction paper together, then pulled them apart again before the rubber cement dried. I don’t know

         what this stuff would be called by a biologist or a doctor, but in the meat fabrication biz it is called a “seam.” Seams seem

         (seams seem, heh) magical to me; they are what give butchery its best chance at grace. If you know what you’re doing, you

         can peel two muscles clean apart, smooth and untorn, with the tip of a five-inch knife, or even just with your fingers. I

         go along painstakingly, but as I pull up on the cap of meat with my right hand, all those clear connecting threads show the

         seam’s path. As timidly as I jab at them, still they fall away before me.

      


      “Don’t gotta be so delicate with. It’s pork! You can’t screw it up!” Tom cackles again. He’s got a nasal voice, always amused,

         his words accented into a slight New Yawkese. He looks and sounds like a Muppets character. “Chop, chop!”

      


      But I’m rather mesmerized by the slow, easy peel. Like the muscles knew from the beginning that it would end with this, this

         inevitable falling apart. It’s actually rather moving, though I know better than to try to explain why aloud. It’s sad, but

         a relief as well, to know that two things so closely bound together can separate with so little violence, leaving smooth surfaces

         instead of bloody shreds.

      


      And off comes the top round. This will later be sliced into cutlets for the case, to be fried into schnitzel or rolled up

         into stuffed involtini. But for now it’ll be bagged and put into the front cooler until the case needs to be refilled.

      


      “And that’s it. The rest goes into the grind. Just sausage.”


      A white plastic bin on the cutting table is piled high with pig meat, roughly sliced into big strips. Juan has come over to

         stuff the meat into big clear plastic Cryovac bags. He’s a short, barrel-chested guy I guess to be a little younger than I

         am. I’m instantly attracted to his smile, though I’ve not yet gotten to talk much with him, just a hello after Josh introduced

         him this morning as “the only guy with any brains in the whole place. That’s including me.”

      


      “I like your hat,” he says to me now.


      “Thanks!” I find myself blushing with pleasure. It is a good hat.

      


      Tom has by now broken down almost all of the pile; he’s leaving one more round for me to practice on, while he moves on to

         shoulders. He speaks quickly. “Pull out the aitchbone, that round one there.”

      


      “H bone? H as in hip?” For the bowl of bone protruding from the fat end of the round, with its hole in the middle, clearly

         has to be some part of the pelvis bone. It looks like something that—if picked clean of flesh and left out on the desert floor

         for a month or two—Georgia O’Keeffe would paint, as the bright New Mexico sky gleamed through its smooth white curve.

      


      “Nah. Aitch. A-I-T-C-H.”


      “What does that mean?”


      Tom shrugs his loose cartoonish shoulders. “Dunno. Homework for you, eh?”


      So I pull it out as Tom shows me, with the help of a meat hook. With the big knob end of the drumstick facing me, I scoop

         out the divot of flesh from the middle of the hole, then come behind the bone to scrape meat free from the top edge. Then

         I can work the tip of the meat hook over that edge, then back and through the central hole. The hook is a C-shaped curve of

         steel about the size of my curled thumb and forefinger, with a viciously sharp point on one end and an orange plastic grip

         on the other. I hold it as if it were a bicycle handle, the base of the hook emerging from between my index and middle fingers.

         With it I can get a sure grasp on the bone, and a means to turn gravity to my advantage.

      


      (Funny, about meat hooks. I’ve had the phrase meat hooks in my vocabulary for as long as I can remember, accompanied by the vision of a broad-chested, letter-jacketed thug pawing

         at a comely bobby-soxer. And I never gave the origin of the word any thought; I think I was picturing fleshy, too-big mitt-hands.

         Actually, using this meat hook, a sharp, small, thin tool that fits so coolly and easily in the palm, provokes a tiny, almost

         imperceptible shift of perspective. Meat hooks aren’t like “meat hooks” at all. They’re much more effective and terrifying.

         I find myself wondering idly if the first fifties coed to utter the phrase “Get your meat hooks off me!” was a butcher’s daughter.)

      


      As I pull down on the orange handle now, the bone gets looser. I help it along, scraping, sawing through the sinews marrying

         it to the rounded edge of the thigh bone. As more of the bone loosens, the rest of it comes away easily, until by the end

         I’m hardly using the knife, just yanking down and toward me with the hook.
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