Chips for Tea
The taste of chips reminds me of him. And dandelions, because those yellow bastards were his enemies.

He did battle in the garden of our terraced house, dismembering brambles with his secateurs, his hands in leather partnership with the dirt. He hated the bare earth, but its raw scent reminds me of my father. A cotton hat hid his face from the sun, but he still burned to the colour of bricks.

My father wasn't an easy man.

I think of him when I see old men with nimble fingers who reek of piss and tobacco. That and when I taste cold custard from the side of the pan, because Dad knew how to make good custard.

The rubbery smell of backyard tyres reminds me of him, his toad-like jowls, his constant shouting. One evening at dusk, I helped him heave another discarded tyre on top of the staggering pile, but it fell. I took a beating that night. It wasn't the only time. He'd do it, and then he'd drink all the beer in the house.
Sometimes he was kind.
I'm there in 1956 with the clean scent of lather on my chin. He's teaching me how to shave. He offers fragments of tissue when I cut myself.
Cold custard can do it, reminding me of an even colder slap on the shins. His 'have-you-cleaned-your-room' harshness, the scrabbling for pennies, chips for tea with nothing else.
My father wasn't a violent man. I deserved what I got, though my tomboy sister escaped unscathed, until she escaped altogether with an insurance salesman from the high country.
You would never call my father a genteel man. But late one night I crept to the bottom step because I could hear music. Dad rarely touched Mum's instruments, as if he was keeping them safe in case she came back. Sometimes he endeavoured to play the piano. I only ever heard him play that one piece. Climbing arpeggios that sounded like hope. I peered round the door and saw he was crying. 

I'm not a man easily overcome by sentiment. Dad's long gone. A blood clot killed him in the end. His tortuous varicose veins were full of them, purple blobs like the blackberries he tried to eradicate.

I heard that melody for the first time in sixty years tonight. Told my wife I had something in my eye and turned to look out of the window. There's a lot I remember about my old man and a lot I have forgotten. 
My father wasn't an easy man to get along with. But what has not been forgotten has long since been forgiven.

Just wish I could have told him.
