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INTRODUCTION


RUSHING INTO THE MIDDLE


*


Not long after my twenty-fifth birthday, my life began to unravel. From the outside, everything looked great. I was newly married, I had become a partner in a thriving business and I was beginning to carve out a new life in San Francisco. Behind the shiny façade, however, all was not well. My marriage was a sham, I was chronically depressed and my substance abuse was bordering on addiction. In the space of a few short months, the life that I had begun to build for myself in the land of opportunity came tumbling down.


I had arrived in the United States a year earlier, the result of a decision that I had made when I was drunk. I had been running a travel business in London with a man who I was madly in love with. Unfortunately, despite the sexual tension that I felt, our relationship remained platonic. The sadness and frustration were overwhelming, but rather than confront the situation, I dealt with it in the only way I knew how to – passive aggression and workaholism by day, alcohol abuse by night. Our partnership became fractured and untenable until one day, without so much as a word, he picked up his things and left. Nine months later, I was still reeling from his departure but I didn’t feel that I could tell anyone how I was feeling. One evening, as I sat at my desk polishing off a bottle of wine, my eyes were drawn to a business card propped up against my pen holder. It had been left by an American woman who had visited me earlier that year after reading about our business in the New York Times. “You should come to California,” she had told me. “I think you and I would work well together.” Emboldened by the alcohol, I picked up the phone and dialled her number. A month later, having shut down the business that I had worked so hard to create, I was on a plane to America.


San Francisco was exhilarating and terrifying in equal measure. The city was in the throes of the dot com boom but the remnants of its Bohemian past were everywhere to be seen. Hair was long, skirts were short, and the sweet smell of marijuana lingered outside the cafés and book-shops that were holding out as long as they could against the unstoppable wave of change. Yet my abiding memory is neither the laid-back hippies nor the fast-living entrepreneurs. It is the sight of emaciated young men walking the streets of the Castro district with hollow eyes and walking sticks, hapless victims of a merciless epidemic for which there was no cure. In the months that followed, I discovered that lacing your orange juice with MDMA was the norm, that what you did and where you came from didn’t matter, and that everyone knew somebody who had died of AIDS. I was in a city full of renegades and runaways, a hedonistic paradise where anything was possible, if only you could stay alive long enough to make it happen. By day I made money, lots of it. By night I hung out with my friends as we tried in vain to make sense of ourselves and our lives through the fog of drink and drugs.


I had entered the United States on a short-term tourist visa, and a few months into my stay, I realised that, unless I was granted an extension, I would have to leave the country or risk being deported. The thought of returning to England was unbearable and I fell into a depression. Then one evening, my neighbour appeared at my door clutching a potato and asked if she could use my oven. In the hour it took for the potato to bake, Beth and I had drunk a bottle of tequila, put the world to rights and had sex. At that time, sexual orientation was largely irrelevant and even though I didn’t consciously identify as bisexual, Beth and I quickly became a couple. We got on like a house on fire, and a few months later, spurred on by my visa situation, we stood on the steps of City Hall as man and wife. My future in California seemed to have been sealed.


Our decadent existence continued unabated and it was not long before Beth announced that she was pregnant. I was over the moon at first, but then reality hit. At the tender age of twenty, Beth would soon be a mother. What had started as a drug-fuelled marriage of convenience was destined to become a lifelong commitment. I was utterly conflicted. I loved Beth and the more conventional part of me wanted nothing more than to become a father, but the thought of signing up for a monogamous, heterosexual marriage was more than I could bear. So my confused, fearful, twenty-five-year-old self contrived to find a way out. After much discussion and heartache, we agreed to terminate the pregnancy, but to my eternal shame, I was not honest. Gripped by the fear of being trapped in a situation which, instinctively, felt contrary to my nature, I steered the decision in the direction that I wanted, using our age and our substance abuse as an excuse. There was some truth in it, but my driving motivation above all was to come to terms with my sexuality and accept that having a conventional family life was not on the cards. Shortly after the termination, I began to withdraw my affection, and it wasn’t long before I told Beth that I wanted to end the marriage. To this day, I bitterly regret the way I handled the situation, and the gnawing pain of having relinquished the chance to be a father endures.


My dishonesty gave me back my freedom, but the trade was hard. I was overwhelmed by guilt and loneliness, and my mental and physical health began to deteriorate. My gums bled profusely and each night felt like the dark night of the soul as I thrashed around, drenched in sweat, desperately trying to find some inner peace. Until this point in my life, I had always found a way to suppress my more uncomfortable emotions. In fact, it was nothing more than a coping mechanism, born of a belief formed during my childhood that weakness was not to be tolerated. I prided myself on being the strong one, the person that everyone turned to in times of trouble. Now, all of a sudden, the strategy didn’t work any more. I kept my suffering private for as long as I could, but eventually my pride gave way to humility. I was in freefall and I knew that if something didn’t change my life would spiral out of control, so I reached out to one of my closest friends for help.


“You should go and see an acupuncturist,” she told me. “I know just the person.”


“Are you serious?” I replied. “How on earth can an acupuncturist help me?”


“Go see him and you’ll find out.”


There was a time in my life when the idea of visiting an acupuncturist would have been met with a snort of derision, but I was desperate. The following week, I found myself sitting opposite a middle-aged man with soft brown eyes and an air of wisdom. His name was Emmett and he had been practising Five-Element Acupuncture since his early thirties. He began by asking me about myself, but I found it almost impossible to answer his questions. It felt as though he were speaking a foreign language. He persisted, and before long I began to express myself in a way that had been completely alien to me until that moment. When we finished talking, he led me to the treatment table and started to work his magic. To begin with, he took my hand and began to apply a light pressure to my wrists with his fingertips. He was, as I would come to discover, taking the Chinese pulses. Then he got to work with the needles. Lying there that day, feeling the gentle touch of another human being as the glowing aftermath of the acupuncture treatment swept through my body, I felt hopeful and uplifted.


That night I slept soundly and awoke feeling calm. As I sat in the window smoking my first cigarette of the day, I noticed a woman looking up at me from the back of a bus in the street below. As our eyes met, she smiled at me as if to say, “Everything’s OK”, and somehow in that moment I knew that it was. In the weeks that followed, I saw Emmett regularly, and the effects of the treatments were dramatic. Little by little, the scales fell from my eyes. I felt as though I were watching a movie in which I was the protagonist, struggling to deal with conflicting emotions that were wrestling for control. At the time, it didn’t occur to me that this objective point of perception could be the outcome of the acupuncture treatment. Nevertheless, my entire outlook on life began to change and, quite unexpectedly, I felt an overwhelming compulsion to return to the UK. My time in San Francisco had been a whirlwind of excitement, but it had also taken its toll. It was time to leave, and once again, just as I had done the year before, I packed my bags and boarded a plane.


A few days after arriving home, I went to see an old family friend, a vivacious Irish lady called Anne who worked as a psychotherapist. “Oh, my Lord, aren’t you just the luckiest man in the world!” she exclaimed when I told her about my experience. “You’ve woken up!” I was still oscillating between states of sadness and joy, but Anne’s reaction was so disarmingly positive that for a few precious moments, any residual angst fell away.


“So what do I do now?”


“What do you do? The only thing that’s worth doing in this life. You learn about yourself. And then you learn about others.”


“But how?” I asked. Anne pulled a stack of papers from her desk and pressed them into my hands.


“These are from the Pellin Institute. I studied psychotherapy there with a man called Peter Fleming. Ask him if he will teach you. I think you’re ready.”


Within a month of arriving back in the UK, I had enrolled at the Pellin Institute and was immersing myself in the strange new world of Gestalt psychology and Contribution Training. I was proud of myself for having taken the leap, but I was ill-prepared. I was one of ten students, and at the beginning of each session, we would take it in turns to speak. Interruptions were forbidden. I was bored and irritated and, having been effectively gagged, all I could do was listen to the contents of my mind, a chaos of groundless judgements and preconceptions. I thought about quitting but Anne’s words kept ringing in my ears and eventually I surrendered to the process. Little by little, I began to take responsibility for the thoughts in my head and the way that they coloured my experience. It was my first real taste of self-awareness.


Before I left San Francisco, Emmett had given me one of his business cards, on the back of which he had written the name and number of an acupuncturist in London, and two words: SEDATE WOOD. And so, a month or so after arriving back in London, I jumped in my little green car and made my way to Notting Hill. Madelaine was glamorous and motherly, and she made delicious soup. After a few sessions, I asked her what Emmett had meant by SEDATE WOOD.


“Sedate Wood? Well, Emmett’s diagnosis was that your Wood element is out of balance. The organs that relate to Wood are the liver and the gallbladder, and it seems that yours are very agitated, so I need to calm them down.” She popped four needles in both of my feet and then took my pulses. “You see, we’re all composed of the same five elements that we see in the natural world. Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal and Water. We think we’re separate beings but we’re not. We’re a part of Nature, just like everything else. And if you look carefully, you can see that we follow the same laws and rhythms.” I gave her a quizzical look and she beamed at me. “The ancient Chinese knew that the liver is the only organ in the body that can regenerate itself, just like the trees and plants in the spring. The Western world only worked that out at the beginning of the twentieth century. Isn’t that amazing?”


I was immediately captivated by the magic of this system of medicine. It had a simple but profound logic, and a seductive ring of truth that I found irresistible. I visited Madelaine regularly, and each time I became a little more intrigued by what she was doing. Sensing my interest, she told me about two renowned sinologists, Claude Larre and Elisabeth Rochat de la Vallée, who gave weekly lectures on the ancient Chinese medical texts. I was anxious to learn more about this mysterious art, so each week I made my way to Covent Garden and, little by little, the seed that had been planted by my first acupuncture treatment began to take root.


One gloomy afternoon in early autumn, I visited Madelaine and told her that, although I found the psychotherapy training interesting, I couldn’t see myself making it my profession. “Something’s missing,” I told her.


“So why don’t you study acupuncture?” she replied. “You clearly love it.” I had often gazed at her graduation certificate on the wall and marvelled that she was already ten years into her practice.


“You really think I could do this?”


“Of course! What are you waiting for?”


I walked out of Madelaine’s clinic that day with a spring in my step. Just like that, my life had taken another unexpected turn.


* * *


On a bright, sunny day in September 1989, I walked into the College of Traditional Acupuncture in Royal Leamington Spa for my first day as a student of acupuncture. I had expected my fellow students to be Oxbridge intellectuals in shirts and skirts, but instead I found myself surrounded by a group of middle-aged men and women who looked as if they belonged in the Peace Corps. On the first morning, we learned about the history of Chinese medicine and I quickly realised that this ancient tradition was still every bit as relevant as it was when it had first emerged three thousand years earlier. I learned that Taoism and Five-Element Acupuncture belong to a spiritual tradition and system of medicine whose concern is to maintain the balance of body, mind and spirit. It is this fundamental equilibrium that enables us to enjoy a peaceful and harmonious life. The part that really caught my attention, though, was how this philosophy explains our unique responses to the world and to each other. Until this point, I had rarely questioned the origin of my thoughts, emotions and actions. I had had brief glimpses of self-awareness in the psychotherapy training in London, but most of the time I led a fairly compulsive and blinkered existence. All of a sudden, I was being presented with a philosophy that explained myself, those around me and our reactions to one another with a seemingly irrefutable logic. The next lecture laid out the theory that underpins the practice of acupuncture.


“The entire universe is made up of one vital life force called ‘qi’, which manifests as five distinct elements,” we were told. The lecturer picked up a blue crayon, drew a large circle on the bottom left corner of the blackboard and coloured it in. She turned to see our reaction. Blank faces stared back at her. “The Water element!” she declared. She drew four more circles. Green for Wood, red for Fire, yellow for Earth and white for Metal. A circle of circles. Finally she added clockwise arrows to connect the five elements and a pentagonal star in the centre. “Each of us is made up of the five elements. When all five are correctly interconnected and balanced, order is maintained. When there is an imbalance, our entire system is thrown into disarray and distress signals appear in the form of symptoms.” The penny dropped. It was so simple that a child of five could have understood it.


By the end of the lecture, I had a basic understanding of each of the five elements. The Wood element, I had learned, governs our capacity to be born and reborn. Its associated season is spring, the time when new life rises from the depths of winter, giving us a sense of hope and excitement for the future. Wood gives us the capacity to see our potential and the roadmap to realise it. The Fire element, which is associated with the height of summer, gives us the capacity to love and be loved. It governs the circulatory system, bringing warmth to every part of our being, nurturing communication and intimacy, and enabling us to be at ease with our ever-changing internal and external environment. The Earth element is the flesh on our bones. It is associated with late summer, the time when the fruits of the earth are harvested and stored away to give us a sense of security and contentment. The Earth element provides us with a stable foundation from which to navigate our lives, and a sense of belonging that comes from the capacity to maintain a reciprocal relationship with the world around us. The Metal element, which is associated with autumn, is the destructive part of the cycle, the counterbalance to the creative force of the Wood element that is seen in spring. It gives us the capacity to know what is of most value for our body, mind and spirit. Anything that is not needed is discarded. Finally, there is the mighty Water element, the origin of all life, which is associated with the season of winter. This is the element that gives us power and reassurance; the innate sense that we have all that we need to survive. The Water element governs the flow of our physical form, our emotional states and our spiritual evolution; it operates all levels of our being, giving us the capacity to move with ease between stillness and movement.


* * *


Two months into my acupuncture training, there was a buzz of excitement as I entered the school. “JR’s teaching this week!” one of my fellow students shouted as she ran down the corridor. JR Worsley was a legend in the acupuncture world. After studying in Asia with two Chinese masters in the late fifties, he had brought Five-Element Acupuncture to the West and in 1979, after a period teaching in the United States, opened the College of Traditional Acupuncture in Leamington Spa. People talked about this man with such excitement and respect that the thought of him teaching us in person was the highlight of the year. JR’s charismatic presence was matched by his sartorial elegance. Whenever I saw him, he was immaculately turned out in a three-piece suit and white shirt, occasionally finished off with a bow tie, which added to his professorial aura. From time to time, he would inject a bit of humour into the proceedings but the seriousness of what he was teaching was never in question. In fact, I always felt that the way he dressed was a reflection of his reverence for the ancient knowledge and wisdom that he was passing on to another generation of would-be practitioners. His lecture that day was on the ‘Causative Factor’, the name given to the element that is the original cause of all imbalance in the patient’s body, mind and spirit. The Causative Factor is the cornerstone of this system of medicine and the foundation on which our entire approach to treatment is built.


“Pay careful attention,” he warned us. “A person’s symptoms, be they mental, physical or spiritual, are of no help to us whatsoever. They are nothing but distress signals coming from one or more of the five elements. Our job is to find the root of the problem, and this is what we call the Causative Factor.” He wrote the letters ‘CF’ on the blackboard, removed his glasses with a theatrical flourish and turned to face us. “And it’s damned hard to find.” He paused for a moment to let his words sink in and then continued. “Every day you will get better and better at finding the Causative Factor but I’ll warn you now, you are going to have to work at this for the rest of your life.”


The following afternoon, I walked into the classroom to find a teacher wearing baggy trousers, sandals and a cloth cap. The contrast with JR was striking.


“Yesterday, JR told you about the Causative Factor, or the CF as we like to call it. Today I am going to teach you how to diagnose it. Every single person on the face of this planet has a CF. It is the unique cause of every imbalance in their body, mind and spirit and it does not change throughout their lifetime. The CF is the element in each person that is in trouble, creating problems not only for itself but for the other four elements as well. By diagnosing and treating the CF, we help Nature restore balance and harmony.” She turned to face the blackboard and wrote four words in big white letters: COLOUR, SOUND, ODOUR, EMOTION. “Let me make this easy for you. Nature is the healer, and you are its instrument. The moment the causal element goes out of balance, Nature sends out one unified distress signal, which is received in four different ways by the practitioner – an unusual colour in the face, a jarring sound in the voice, a distinctive odour and an inappropriate emotion. All you have to do is pay attention to what Nature is telling you. Nature will lead you to the cause.”


The gauntlet had been laid down but, as ready as I was for a challenge, I was struggling to quieten both the voice of scepticism and the fear of failure that were ringing in my ears. Diagnose someone’s illness by their odour? Really? For as long as I could remember, I had lived my life from a rigidly subjective standpoint, judging, analysing and labelling everything according to firmly entrenched patterns and beliefs. Now, I was being asked to set aside my rational mind and tap into an altogether different part of myself. I went home that day wondering if I had it in me to complete the training, but when morning came, I awoke with a renewed sense of optimism and determination to succeed.


Each week, I set myself the task of exploring one of the four pillars of diagnosis. Our teachers had told us that the best way to become attuned to the senses was to be in nature, so on the morning of the first week, I headed out to the park and lay beneath a large ash tree. To begin with, all I could see was a uniform green colour, but as the week progressed, I began to notice the subtle differences in the leaves. The more I relaxed, the more I could see. Week number two was sound, and eavesdropping became my new hobby. Wherever I went, I closed my eyes and listened to whatever was unfolding. At first, it was almost impossible not to get caught up in what people were saying, but eventually I learned to focus my full attention on the sound in their voices. Little by little, patterns emerged, distinct tones and rhythms that repeated over and over again. Week three was odour. To their consternation, I began greeting friends and family with a prolonged hug, surreptitiously sniffing them as I did so. My inner sceptic convinced me that all I would be able to smell was perfume or sweat, but soon enough I began to notice that everyone has their own unique odour. My fourth and final task was to feel other people’s emotions and, just as I had imagined, it was the toughest challenge of them all. I knew how I felt when I was with someone, but how on earth could I know what they were feeling? Little did I know that the question contained the answer. For the first few days, I struggled. Then, slowly but surely, I learned something extraordinary. The way we are truly able to know how another person is feeling is not by interpreting their outward appearance, which can be misleading, but by remaining neutral and paying attention to the way that being in their presence makes us feel.


The tasks I had set for myself during those four weeks dramatically changed my attitude towards what I was learning. Week after week, my senses had begun to come alive and I finally understood what our teachers had been telling us: in this system of medicine, a diagnosis isn’t the outcome of an objective evaluation. It is the result of sensory perception and experience, and that happens inside us. It would take time for my senses to become sufficiently attuned to make reliable diagnoses but, in the meantime, the way that I perceived the world had begun to change and my resistance had given way to curiosity.


In the years that followed, I learned about the powers, virtues, climates, flavours and emotions of each of the five elements. It was an encyclopaedia of knowledge that not only explained the cycles of Nature, but also the way in which we manifest in this world. It was, quite simply, a map of the human condition. No less extraordinary was the way in which the ancient Chinese had visualised the human body as an intricate network of energetic channels, known as ‘meridians’, through which ‘qi’, the life force in all things, is received, transformed and distributed. Most astonishing of all was the discovery that the meridians don’t exist per se: they are the spaces in between everything. As unconventional as all of this was, it was starting to make perfect sense to me.


Another thing that I found particularly striking was the recognition that every organism requires its constituent parts to work together as one. If any individual part ceases to function as it should, the failure has an immediate effect on the entire system. The ancient Chinese observed this not only in the human body, but also in the natural world and the society in which they lived. It was this fundamental recognition that provided the foundation for this system of medicine. The organs and functions of the body, mind and spirit were likened to the officials of a kingdom, and were named as such. Each official had its own distinct role, but also worked for the success of the whole.


In the West, the organs of the body are thought of purely in terms of their physiological function, whereas in ancient China they were believed to operate on all three levels of being – body, mind and spirit. For example, the Liver official is not only the physical organ; it also regulates the smooth flow of energy and, amongst many other things, it gives us the ability to formulate a vision for the future. Similarly, the Stomach official is responsible not only for the digestion of food, but also for providing stability and the capacity to think.


The more I learned about the officials, the more I fell in love with them. The Large Intestine, which is known as the “drainer of the dregs”, is responsible for identifying and eliminating everything that we no longer need, be it the contents of our bowels, lingering resentments, or even attachment to the memory of those we have lost. Similarly, learning that the Lung was known as the “receiver of the heavenly qi” fundamentally changed the way I thought about breathing. Little by little, I began to learn that most of what I took for granted was an integral part of the sophisticated and beautiful expression of all life.


The jewel in the crown of my training was the so-called Spirit of the Points. In ancient China, almost all of the acupuncture points were given a name that describes unique human qualities. For example, our capacity to be decisive, to feel compassion, to find purpose in what we do, or carry out basic physiological functions. The names of the points are at times poetic, at times literal, but they all convey the possibility of awakening the extraordinary faculties that all too often lie dormant within us. One of my favourite teachers had a wonderful knack of describing the points in a simple, practical and humorous way, but he never failed to convey their spiritual significance. “Lubrication Food Gate is a point found on the Stomach meridian,” he told us in one of his first lectures. “As it says on the tin, this point lubricates your digestive tract to ensure smooth digestion and evacuation.” With a deadpan expression, he lifted his leg and made the sound of someone passing wind. “The richness of life is constantly moving through us. Everything we experience, without exception, is absorbed by us on one level or another. Listening to music, eating a meal, feeling the suffering of another. Every single experience nourishes us and enables us to appreciate the full experience of being human. Just imagine if this capacity within you stopped working. Nothing would move and nothing would be absorbed. You would no longer be nourished by your experience. Can you imagine how that would make you feel?”


* * *


Entering the world of Five-Element Acupuncture had given me a new lease of life and taken the edge off my sadness, yet the peace I yearned for still eluded me. I had the feeling that if only I could peel back the layers of confusion, there would eventually be an ‘Aha!’ moment when everything would suddenly make sense. I would find peace with my past and present and live happily ever after. That never happened. During my time of crisis, I had devoured every self-help book I could find, searching for ways to heal myself. Louise Hay and her philosophy of self-love was a favourite of mine. It posed a very simple question: “What is stopping you from loving yourself?” I liked myself, but love? That was a stretch. I was afraid that I was delusional. Had I done something terribly wrong that I couldn’t remember? Did I unconsciously harbour a deep sense of self-loathing that would prevent me from healing myself? I tried all sorts of different therapies but the moment of revelation never came. Sure, I connected the dots of my history and there were even some revelations along the way, but did anything fundamentally change? No. In fact, a lot of what I had been told didn’t ring true. For example, it was implied that having not witnessed a loving relationship between my parents, I would therefore struggle to form long-term relationships of my own. It was a convenient explanation, but if it were true how was it that my sister was happily married? What I did learn about myself was that the constant, nagging discomfort that I had felt for most of my life – a deep, painful, heartbroken kind of sadness – was not normal. When things were going well, I was happily distracted from it, but often it would be exacerbated by feelings of loneliness, rejection or betrayal. I thought this was how everyone felt, but in my final year of acupuncture training that assumption was finally put to rest when I had the opportunity to be diagnosed by JR himself.


Right from my very first acupuncture treatment with Emmett, I had been treated on the Wood element and I had convinced myself that this diagnosis defined me in some way. Depending on the circumstances, I would either use it as a badge of honour or a way to excuse my behaviour. In retrospect, it was laughable, but we all love labels, even if they are self-limiting. When JR changed my diagnosis to the Fire element, I was shocked. It felt like someone had just changed my name or given me a new star sign, but it turned out to be a transformational moment in my understanding of this system of medicine and, indeed, of myself. I realised that we are beyond definitions, that being part of Nature is to be a cog in the machinery of a constantly evolving universe and that labels – all labels – were nonsense. So what was the significance of this new diagnosis? Well, in truth it was simply that it helped my practitioner to know how best to help me. It was a signpost. Sure, it gave me an insight into the way in which I struggled, but it didn’t explain why I struggled, and to think that it did was to lapse into a self-limiting mindset. Fire was not a definition; it simply pointed to the cause of imbalance in all five of the elements of which I am made. The acupuncture treatment that I received that day affected me in a way that nothing else, other than the fleeting joy of falling in love, had ever done before. I remember feeling the cold stone of sadness that had been my constant companion dissolve and a lightness begin to flow through me. After the session, I ran out of the school and jumped into my friend’s car.


“Your face is bright red!” she said. “What’s going on?”


“I have choice,” I replied.


To this day, I am not entirely sure what I meant by that, but the word ‘choice’ emerged from a feeling of confidence and happiness that I had not experienced since childhood. It wasn’t a conclusion reached through intellectual enquiry or experience. It was the outcome of an effortless return to a natural state of being, a knowing without cause or rationale. When I think of the most memorable events of my life, I was either head over heels in love or suffering from a feeling of rejection and betrayal. At no point had it occurred to me that my reactions were either inappropriate or extreme; nor did it occur to me that I could choose to behave any differently. In fact, it was the volatility of an unbalanced Fire element, my Achilles heel, if you like, that had produced these extremes. If I could find my way back to balance, the way in which I behaved and the choices I made would be of my own volition rather than the result of unconscious impulses. This realisation was shocking to me. No longer could I berate other people for their lack of enthusiasm or blame them for making me feel hurt and sad. The way I felt was entirely my own responsibility. This discovery set me on a totally new path. I realised that maintaining the midpoint, the steady and reliable inner warming of the Fire, was far more important than pursuing the fleeting pleasures to be found in the outside world. As JR used to say to us, “To love and be loved. That is the gift of Fire.”


‘Rushing into the Middle’ is an acupuncture point on one of the Fire meridians located at the end of the middle finger, furthest away from the heart. It gives us the capacity to open our hearts to the world with love and engage fully with the gifts of life. It is a fundamentally human capacity, yet so many of us struggle to find it within.


* * *


In the autumn of 1992, I graduated from the College of Traditional Acupuncture. Four years after my dark night of the soul, I had somehow managed to transform myself from a dispirited, hopeless young man into a qualified psychotherapist and Five-Element acupuncturist with a palpable sense of purpose. The story of my life before I found my path is by no means unique. On the contrary, it is a story as old as time. I set out to gain the world and in the process, I lost my connection with what really matters. Thankfully, I was given a second chance.


Throughout my thirty-five years of practice, I have been granted a rare and privileged window into the lives of my patients. To bring my learning to life, I teamed up with my trusted friend and co-author, James Eden, whose deep appreciation for Eastern philosophy, combined with his wonderful use of language, played a pivotal role in shaping the narrative of this book. Together, we set out to transform my experience into a collection of patient stories that capture the mystery and majesty of this ancient tradition in a way that would resonate for a contemporary audience.


But why stories? Throughout its long history, Five-Element Acupuncture has been passed down from master to apprentice and, as with all great oral traditions, storytelling lies at its heart. Stories have the ability to transcend boundaries, and I believe there is no better way to transmit this timeless wisdom than through the experiences of those who have felt its transformative power. All of the stories in this book are based on real patients who, like me, were searching for a way to heal themselves. However, in order to respect confidentiality, they have been heavily disguised. Each chapter features a composite character, carefully crafted from the experiences of numerous patients who share a similar diagnosis. Together, they illustrate the different ways in which many of us struggle, and the transformation that can take place within us when the natural order is restored. The treatments described are not representative of the entire clinical intervention that I would have made in each case. Rather, they are designed to give you a flavour of this ancient art.


As you read the stories that follow, I invite you to reflect on the profound healing potential that they reveal. We all face moments of disconnection and imbalance in our lives, yet the possibility of restoration and renewal is always there. I encourage you to embrace the wisdom of this ancient tradition and consider how it can support your own path to healing. For some people, the change can be dramatic; for others, less so, but the promise for all of us is a reconnection with our true nature. As we regain our state of balance, the untapped self begins to emerge, paving the way for an entirely new way of being.
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BROKEN BOWL


*


My first encounter with Tor was a little odd, which is just the way I like it. In my world, everything is information. The stranger the interaction, the swifter the diagnosis. It was late August and, after a brief attempt at summer, London was once again conforming to its stereotype. It had been dry when I left home but as I emerged from the tube, it was chucking it down. I pulled my jacket over my head and headed west along Marylebone Road before turning into Wimpole Street. I stood for a moment on the steps of my clinic, watching the raindrops bounce off the pavement before gathering into miniature rapids that swept away the previous day’s debris. I shook the rain from my jacket, took a deep breath to release my irritation and pushed open the door.


“Good morning, Gerad. Your first patient is here.” The voice belonged to the receptionist, Eszter, a Hungarian woman in her early fifties whose brusque manner and fierce expression were curiously at odds with her chosen profession. I loved her, not least because the way in which she announced the arrival of a patient always told me something useful about the person I was shortly to encounter.


“She’s been here for twenty minutes already,” she continued, raising her eyes to the ceiling. “She asked if I had a watering can.”


“A watering can?” I’m always excited to meet a new patient. Making a diagnosis is one of the things I love most about my work and it starts from the very first moment that I set eyes on someone. I turned towards the waiting room and stopped just short of the open doorway. To my left, a middle-aged man with half-moon spectacles was filling out a form while a nervous-looking girl sat quietly by his side. All of the other chairs were unoccupied, but on the far side of the room, the contents of a brightly coloured patchwork bag had been emptied over the sofa: an empty yoghurt pot, a half-eaten banana, a screwdriver and a dilapidated Filofax stuffed full of receipts. Someone had made a nest. I leaned forward and peered around the doorway. To my right was an open window, out of which the uncomfortably thin figure of a woman was leaning, one leg slightly raised to extend her reach and maintain her balance. I coughed into my hand but there was no reaction, so I stepped closer to the window to make sure that I was within earshot.


“Good morning, I believe you’re here to see me.” The woman ducked her head beneath the window and turned to face me. She was dressed in an orange jumpsuit and a long silk cardigan the colour of a parakeet. Her hair was swept back to reveal a pair of circular wooden earrings, and she had deep-set brown eyes that were bereft of sparkle, framed by temples that gave off a yellowish hue. In her right hand was an empty plastic cup that she held aloft.


“The flowers,” she said, by way of an explanation. “They need water.”


I glanced outside at the rain. “They do?”


“It’s just a shower. You can never be too careful.”


I smiled and held out my hand. “I’m Gerad.”


Her face lit up. “Tell me, Gerad, why is it that people don’t look after their window boxes? Everywhere you go, it’s the same. Plants gasping for water. If I had my way, I’d set them all free.” Her speech was like a lullaby, rhythmic and lilting, drawing me in with every word. She tossed the plastic cup in the bin and took my hand. “I’m Tor. It’s Victoria, actually, but who wants to be named after a train station?” I tried to release my hand but it was stuck fast. “I really need your help, Gerad,” she said, looking into my eyes with a pleading expression.


“Of course,” I said, peeling my hand away. “That’s what I’m here for.”


“You see, I’m fifteen weeks pregnant and… Well, I’m desperately worried that I won’t be allowed to keep it.” For a split second, I froze. In front of me stood a woman who was so emaciated that her clothes hung off her, yet she had just told me that she was almost four months pregnant. Not only that, but she seemed to be suggesting that the pregnancy was in jeopardy. It was not the kind of disclosure I would expect someone to make in such a public place.


“Come with me and you can tell me everything in private. You’re a little early but if you don’t mind waiting…” Tor slowly returned the contents of her nest to the bag and lifted it over her shoulder, exhaling audibly with the effort. I gestured for her to follow me and, as we walked down the narrow staircase, I kept looking behind me in case she stumbled. Barely a minute had passed but a number of significant things had already caught my attention. The garish clothes, the sound of her voice, the firm handshake, the desperation in her eyes. All of it spoke volumes. This was a woman who wanted my full attention and, like it or not, I was going to give it to her. “Can I get you a glass of water?”


“What I’d really like is a hot lemon and honey. Could you do that for me?” It was a question but I sensed that it was non-negotiable. I walked to the adjoining kitchen feeling strangely agitated and rummaged through the cupboards looking for some honey. We hadn’t even started the consultation but already everything felt very odd. I wondered if her friends and family felt like this around her or whether my reaction to her was a result of my own personal triggers. Not allowing my feelings to encroach on my objective observations of someone I’ve just met can be quite a challenge, but it is essential if I am to make an accurate diagnosis. In the Five-Element tradition, we call this being an ‘instrument of Nature’ and it is one of the things that makes my work so compelling and liberating. No matter what’s going on in my own life, the moment I step into the role of the practitioner, my point of perception shifts and my attention goes to what I experience through my senses. I enter a state in which the ‘I’ with judgements, preferences and personal reactions takes a back seat. The ‘I’ that remains observes what is happening from a place of peace and neutrality. Whatever disturbs this peace is what catches my attention and leads me to the source of my patients’ problems. When I started out in my early thirties, I found it almost impossible to do, but over time it has become second nature. During the first few minutes with a new patient, preconceptions and judgements abound, but as soon as the session begins, the personal mind is banished and the senses awaken.


I returned to the room, mug in hand, to find that she had removed her sandals and was now sitting cross-legged on the chair. I handed her the hot drink, took my seat and scribbled the date on a blank sheet of paper.


“Welcome, Tor.”


“Thank you.” She raised the mug to her lips and took a sip. “Hmm. It’s a little sweet.” Our relationship had begun.


* * *


Tor was forty-four and full of contradictions. Her speech was that of a sophisticated woman, yet her demeanour was reminiscent of a needy child. She was desperately insecure, yet she dressed in colours that seemed to exude self-confidence. The most striking thing about her, however, was her abnormally thin physique. She presented a picture of extreme malnourishment, yet she was just entering the ‘blooming’ stage of pregnancy. How was it possible for life to emerge in such conditions? I was reminded of those miraculous trees in the mountains which, against all the odds, burst into existence on sheer, barren rock faces. I congratulated her on the pregnancy and assured her of professional confidentiality.


“I have no secrets. Ask whatever you wish.” She sat back in the chair, stroked the arm rests and fixed her eyes on me in anticipation of the first question. I started by asking her about her home life. She told me that she lived alone and had never been married.


“Is this your first pregnancy?”


“Sadly, yes. I always dreamed of having a family of my own but I’ve been far too busy attending to other people’s needs. That’s my lot in life, I guess. Don’t get me wrong, I do it willingly, but it takes up a lot of time and energy, you know? My mother is completely reliant on me and one of my oldest friends has leukaemia so I’m constantly ferrying her to and from the hospital. It’s impossible to find time for myself. I was resigned to the fact that I would never have a child and then quite unexpectedly, this!”


“You must be so excited. Are your friends and family supportive?”


“No one knows I’m pregnant,” she said and then paused, perhaps remembering that only moments ago she had told me that she had no secrets.


“Oh. Why is that?”


“The father is one of my partners in the business.”


“Have you told him?”


“I daren’t. He’d be furious.”


“Why would he be furious?”


“Because he already has five children. Because he won’t leave his wife. Because he’s monstrously selfish.” She paused to draw breath and then launched into a catalogue of complaints about the man with whom she was going to have a child. Tor was one of three partners in a law firm specialising in asylum and human rights. After graduating from Oxford, she had volunteered in a Somali refugee camp before returning to London to study for her bar exams. She was a gifted orator whose eccentric manner and oddball humour rendered even the most mundane conversation entertaining. Her lover, whom she affectionately referred to as The Bastard, was ten years older than her, a bookish barrister with a booming voice and archaic manner. They had been conducting an affair for the past fifteen years and, unbeknownst to anyone, had bought an apartment together once the allure of hotels had worn off.


“Do you love this man?”


“It’s not about love. It’s convenient. It suits us both.”


“Does he love you?”


“He’s a married man! How can he love me? He’s forever banging on about how miserable he is but he can’t bring himself to leave his wife, despite the fact that he’s been cheating on her for most of their marriage. He’s obsessed with sex.”


“Well, I guess that keeps things interesting!”


“We’re not in our twenties, Gerad. Sometimes it’s nice just to curl up on the sofa and talk, you know? I mean, he’s not exactly a spring chicken.” Tor was trying to elicit sympathy but her storytelling was so entertaining that I couldn’t help but break into a smile. As I would come to discover, humour was one of many tools in her armoury, all of which were designed to draw the listener into her story of hardship and despair.


Early on in my training, the idea that you could make a diagnosis using nothing but the senses seemed absurd. It was said that JR Worsley could diagnose a patient’s Causative Factor from the moment he walked into the room, using nothing but his sense of smell. It was a compelling story, but I had struggled to believe that it was actually true. However, slowly but surely, my scepticism had begun to wane. Walking into the student kitchen one afternoon, my nostrils began to sting with a putrid odour like that of urine. At precisely the same time, the woman making tea turned sharply to face me, a look of terror on her face. “Oh, it’s you!” she said, before nonchalantly resuming her task. In that brief moment, I experienced two sensory signals – odour and emotion – as one, simultaneously alerting me to the Water element in distress. From that day onwards, I had wholeheartedly embraced the mystery of this system of medicine and endeavoured to master this unique method of diagnosis.
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