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 More Advance Praise for 


One Blade of Grass


“Lovely prose . . . This memoir will resonate most with readers wanting to understand the slow, rocky process of practicing Zen.” 


—Publishers Weekly


 


“This is the book Shukman was born to write—I’ve been waiting a long time for someone to write this—a record of how we evolve, from ignorance and suffering as a young boy, tracking his accidental awakening, discovering in fits and starts his way-seeking mind to peace and the ground of being. So beautifully written, the reader immerses along with the author on his stumbling path to wholeness. In parts hilariously funny, I cannot say enough—I love this book.”        —Natalie Goldberg, author of 


Writing Down the Bones and The Great Failure


 


“It is a marvelous book . . . Anyone interested in writing, anyone interested in Zen, and anyone interested in writing in Zen—the book is marvelous, and also you can read it just for fun. It’s a really interesting book about [Henry Shukman’s] life, which has been extraordinary, leading into [his] Zen practice.” 


—Abigail Adler, The Last Word


 


“What a wonderful and generous book this is, Roshi Shukman sharing so openly his particular path into the depths of Zen, and sharing also those depths themselves. If you’ve ever wondered how a messed-up kid like you or me might master the wisdom of Zen, One Blade Of Grass is the adventure for you. It’s great company—and after reading it, you might recognize that you’re further along than you imagined.”        —David Hinton, 


editor and translator of The Four Chinese Classics and author of The Wilds of Poetry 


 


“There’s no two ways about it. Henry Shukman has a seductively natural style of writing. And the story he tells is both informative and inspiring. Shukman grew up in a culturally rich but physically and emotionally painful situation. Upon encountering the writings of Zen Master Dogen, he was fortunate to have an early experience of the reality that mountains dance. This planted a seed which eventually bore the fruit of happiness at the deepest level—happiness independent of conditions. Read and be encouraged.”        —Shinzen Young, author of 


The Science of Enlightenment


 


“Henry Shukman’s autobiographical journey from childhood trauma to healing teacher, from the glamorous life of a successful young writer to the quiet of the meditation cushion, from the torment of eczema to the ecstasy of no-self, fascinated me all the way, in part because Shukman can articulate both inner and outer experience with poetic precision and nuance. He manages to capture here how one might have a profound experience just this side of ineffable, and how it might become central to a person’s life. There is Zen wisdom here for those who want to learn more about Zen, presented in the most unpretentious way possible, with writing that resonates in the heart and mind long after it is read. You will meet in One Blade of Grass many great teachers, and one more who stands among them and shines with them all.”        —Rodger Kamenetz, author of 


The History of Last Night’s Dream and The Jew in the Lotus


 


“Henry Shukman is a wonderful and brilliant teacher who has affected me deeply. His journey from a troubled kid to a widely respected Zen master is a fascinating story in which everyone can find inspiration. One Blade of Grass is a must-read for anyone interested in human spirituality and gaining practical wisdom about how to navigate this thing we call life.” 


—Kirsten Powers, CNN political analyst and USA Today columnist


 










Henry Shukman is an English poet and writer. He is the recipient of the Arvon Poetry Prize, the Jerwood Aldeburgh Poetry Prize, the Arts Council England Writer's Award, the Author's Club First Novel Award, and his poems have appeared in the Times, Telegraph, Guardian and Independent on Sunday. He now teaches mindfulness and meditation in the US and Europe, and is the guiding teacher at Mountain Cloud Zen Center in Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA.
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Prologue


It was the third or fourth night of the retreat. Rain was lashing down, pinging against the dark windows and sometimes clattering as if a handful of shingle had been thrown at the panes.


Rain is a blessing in the desert, and rare, and the meditation room was growing pungent with the thick scent of wet dust, along with an invigorating cool that had crept in from outside.


I was aware of all that, but mostly I was conscious of having slipped into a state of calm and clarity at last. That was a welcome relief. All day I’d been having a hard time of it. Long trains of difficult, distressing thoughts had been grinding through my mind—about life choices, about having moved back to New Mexico, abandoning a good life in England, and the many ways I hadn’t been as good a father as I’d have liked, or as attentive a husband. Finances, work challenges, difficult conversations over the past weeks or from decades ago, all had been erupting in my mind just when I most wanted—and felt I needed—inner quiet. There were all kinds of ways I could torment myself when I was helplessly stationary in meditation, and even though I knew most of them by now, knowing them didn’t seem to make much difference. 


The retreat center was in the hills above the remote town of Gallup, in western New Mexico. Gallup was a small sprawl on the desert, dusty and quiet, except for its trains. It happened to be a major railroad junction, and all day long, any time I had started to feel my mind settle down, inevitably just then a long, sonorous blast on a train whistle would come hooting up the hillside and yank me out of the slowly gathering calm. Once again, pangs of unease and remorse would move through my mind, accompanied by tensions and stresses in my innards—like the storm clouds that must have been moving through the night sky outside.


But now all that had changed. Instead, in the cooling room fragrant with the chalky smell of desert rain, a glowing calm was seeping up through me, like an incoming tide rising through wet sand, making me highly alert, very still, deeply relaxed. As if the whole body were enjoying the simple fact of existing. I could feel my sense of the world opening wider and wider, like the aperture on an old camera expanding. At the same time, I was starting to get an odd sensation, such as can sometimes happen in meditative absorption, where I felt like I was being squeezed from both sides, becoming thinner and taller by the moment, until I was slender as a flower’s stalk, so thin and tall I felt I might topple over at any moment. 


Then my gaze fixed on the wall in front of me—a wall of adobe, glowing in the light of a lamp. An intense love for the wall welled up, almost as if I were falling in love with it, and it with me. All of a sudden, with what felt like a seismic jolt, the room seemed to blow wide open, the whole scene became an infinitely broad expanse, and it was as if I was sucked into that expanse myself and became part of it, so that the desert hills outside, which reached down to Gallup, in the valley two miles away, and on beyond, were my very own body. 


An intense energy was moving all through me and through the world, and I could feel tears streaming down my face—tears of love, of joy, of gratitude. It was true, as the Buddhists said: I was one with the world. I was one with everything. The whole world was my body, my mind. And because of that, I was beloved, I belonged, I was healed in all possible ways. All had been well, secretly well, all along. 


The bell rang for the end of the period, and things quietened down and became normal again, except that I was left with a tingling sensation in my limbs and a sense of great spaciousness, as if my mind had been extinguished and replaced by a boundless peace.


Then I had to go and set up the interview room for the teacher, and the evening went on, and the rain was still thrashing down on the little retreat center, drumming on the roof, filling the air with its thick scent of promise. But I knew: this Zen, I could trust it. In some ways it was the best thing. It was real, and it worked. In spite of many occasional doubts, I was on a true path.


è


I once heard the Englishwoman Tenzin Palmo give a talk about the twelve years she spent in a remote Himalayan cave. The isolation had been part of her Buddhist training. An audience member asked how it had felt to get ready to come out again.


“Fine,” she said. “Either you’re cooked or you’re not.”


“How do you know if you’re cooked?” the questioner wanted to know.


“You just know. You’re done.”


She paused, then added that she’d heard of people who had done the same twelve-year cave training and not been cooked by the end. But if you were, you were—that was all there was to it. 


You can get this impression in the world of meditation: people go in ordinary; then something happens in the middle, inscrutable, ineffable, not castable in language mere mortals can grasp; then they reemerge new, different, “done.”


I used to live near Stroud, in Gloucestershire, England. A local café had a print on the wall, a triptych of three images of mountains. The first picture was plain and simple, an iconic triangular mountain, with these words beneath: before zen, a mountain is a mountain. The second was confused, with several mountains superimposed at odd angles over one another, above the words during zen, a mountain is not a mountain. The final image was the same as the first, simple and plain, and the phrase beneath read, after zen, a mountain is a mountain. 


So whatever the cooking did, however disorienting it might get in the middle, it wasn’t supposed to lead to some otherworldly result, at least not in the Zen approach. But in a way, that only made it more confusing. If everything ended up just the same, what was the point? Or perhaps things were the same but you saw them differently afterwards?


This book hopes to demystify the cooking process, to cast it in ordinary language, and to show how it can work in normal life. And to convey why it matters. For even though we may continue to lead ordinary lives, it offers the possibility of a change in the way we experience them that is not at all ordinary. Some claim it is the most radical thing we can do for ourselves and our fellow beings. After all, it can show us that we are not and cannot be alone, no matter how lonely we may sometimes feel. Instead, we are all part of one single existence. If this is right, the implications are mind-boggling.


The ninth-century master Gensha (hard g, as in “get”) had a sudden experience of this single life when he was thirty years old. He grew up the son of a fisherman in China, and while still a boy he watched his father get swept to his death by a surging river. He became a fisherman himself, but as a young man, troubled by the transience of life, he entered a monastery and took up meditation. After several years, feeling he didn’t have what it took to penetrate the mysteries of the practice, he strapped his traveling case to his back, stepped into his sandals, and headed off he knew not where.


On his first day out, while ambling up a hillside, he stubbed his toe on a rock. It was bad. Some records say a lot of blood appeared, others that his toe “exploded.” As he clutched his foot in agony, a profound epiphany befell him, and his sense of being a separate person moving through the world vanished. He is said to have cried out, “There is no body. So where does this pain come from?”


Dizzy with relief in spite of his painful toe, he limped back the way he had come.


“Why are you back so soon?” his old master asked. “What about your pilgrimage?” 


Gensha replied, “Not a single step was taken.”


Apparently the master liked this statement and welcomed him back. Then he asked what had happened, what he had seen.


Gensha’s response was, “This whole universe is one bright pearl.”FN00


This little story suggests a few things. One is that sometimes it’s true: no pain, no gain. Another is that sometimes we make more progress when we give up. Reculer pour mieux sauter, as the French say: to retreat in order to leap better. And sometimes we’ll find what we’re looking for only when we stop looking. If what we’re looking for lies outside of imagination or calculation, we can’t know what it is until it hits us. 


We are living in an extraordinary window. On the one hand, our situation is perilous, with climate change and the nuclear arsenal hanging over our heads. On the other, even as global society becomes more polarized between the wealthy few and the rest, unprecedented numbers are turning to the practice of meditation, which can not only steer us toward kinder, wiser ways of living, but also happens to be more or less as free as the air we breathe. Ancient teachings—of esoteric Tibetan Buddhism, of the early Buddhist canon, of Zen koan training—are readily accessible, often all in a single city.


At the same time, the contemplative traditions are being subjected to the scrutiny, invention, and utilitarianism of Western science: how can we extract the most useful parts and adapt them to modern needs? The most widely known result has been the mindfulness movement, pioneered by various teachers, notably the Harvard doctor Jon Kabat-Zinn, who began his meditation practice as a Zen student. There is debate about the wisdom of divorcing mindfulness meditation from its roots, but there is little doubt it is taking Western society by storm. While half a century ago perhaps ten thousand Westerners might have tried it, today the number is over thirty million and counting in the United States alone.


Neuroscientific research keeps yielding new evidence for its positive effects on brain function, suggesting that it can indeed lead us out of stress, anxiety, and self-absorption, toward peace, creativity, and compassion, as its adherents have claimed for millennia. Yet along the way, as its popularity grows and it becomes ever more mainstream, sold as a cure-all for many modern ills, it’s possible that the kind of training I have been through, young as it is in the West, may be lost. In our quest for efficiency, the old ways of proceeding through a slow, patient training over many years under an experienced guide may go the way of the dinosaurs, replaced entirely by short-term methods, even surgery or new, as yet unknown neurological interventions. Will something be lost? Is meditation merely an instrument to induce desired changes? 


For one thing, in its paradoxical way, it tends not to work so well if we are too directly seeking its benefits. For another, the chance to apprentice with a teacher, to entrust ourselves to an authentic guide, is a privilege like no other. And if the modern approaches end up supplanting the ancient, transformative insights into what it means to be human, they will have lost their true power to help our world.


This book is about how I found a path when I didn’t even know I was looking for one. For a long time I didn’t know where I wanted to be; I just knew I wasn’t there. 


I tell this story not because it holds any special interest. Far from it; my challenges have been unremarkable. It’s a tale of everyday desperation, such as many know, that healed through meditation practice. That’s why I hope it may be helpful: to show that the practice can steer and jolt even a common dolt into kinder, better ways of living, without divine intervention though with moments of grace. For those who feel, as I once did, like giving up on life, perhaps this little narrative may incline them to think again. 


It’s also for people who have lived a long time with indeterminate unease, inwardly taking up residence at a fork in the road, following neither the more nor the less traveled path. Sure, life shakes us down and sweeps us along. It’s hard to shirk the currents of our nature and culture, and we find ourselves in lives that more or less make outward sense. But inside we know there is more. We sense a more real investment of our powers still waiting. 


“Late and soon, getting and spending, we lay waste our powers,” said the poet William Wordsworth. Too right. A more real engagement must be possible. But with what? Of that we may not be so sure—but at least with the bare fact that we exist for a while, in a world full of other beings who also exist. Is there a way to get closer to that before we die? Yet if we don’t, isn’t our life somehow wasted?










Part One


One Bright Pearl










Speedy’s Dog


It has taken a few years to get this Zen center rolling again. Founded in 1985 but abandoned by its teacher in 1986, this husky adobe haven on the edge of Santa Fe, New Mexico, has been barely surviving for decades. Rented out to different groups, its identity all but dissolved back into the earth on which it stands, and out of which it is made, Mountain Cloud Zen Center somehow kept going through many lean years, and now it’s starting to hum.


This is the eighth retreat in a row to which more than thirty people have come. Thirty is just about our maximum. And these are the dog days of June, days that come early here in the mountains of northern New Mexico, when summer has barely stolen into the land yet the heat is as fierce as it gets: noon till six every day, the thermometer stands in the mid-nineties. Later, in July, the rains will roll in and things will cool down. But not yet. Not even the thick mud walls of our zendo can keep out the heat. Dressed in the lightest clothes, trickles of sweat inching down our bodies, we slowly bake as the afternoon creaks, twitches, hisses, clacks, or flutes by, according to the sounds of our nonhuman cohabitants on the land.


Early mornings as night is paling, we sit out on a deck. There is basically no dew, but the air is rich and cool. The boards have a sweet resonance as people step about, finding places to settle. Up the hillsides, the piñon trees are still dark.


The timekeeper rings the bell. It sounds matter-of-fact in the outdoors, and the day’s first period of silence begins.


At first there’s the usual uncertainty—like, what? What are we supposed to do? But quickly the mind settles into the body, and the body settles into the surroundings, as the sense of boundaries dissolves. An ease of belonging in the world, a gratitude for existing, emerges from the flesh.


As the week wears on, we start to appreciate more and more where we are and what we’re doing: walking over the dry earth, on little river-falls of pebbles, on paths that wind among the frugal trees; steeping in the quiet. Here we are, perched on dry land amid stands of juniper and piñon, which eke out their lives from the red-baked earth. Beautiful ferrous rocks mark the land. On hot days the shade of the old ponderosa pines is a balm. This is a place of kindness, where human beings don’t have to prove themselves or strive to be anything they are not already. We learn a lot here by sitting still. But this collection of mud buildings among the trees is a home for exploration too. 


It reminds me of an exploratory impulse that woke in me long ago, in the city and valley where I grew up, in Oxford, England. The warm air here, the dry soil and baking afternoons, when the trees hiss with a thick life whose pleasure only they know—it’s something personal to them. Then the light thickening, the clock slowing, the trees resting after their long secret union with the sun, as evening begins to show in the form of a blue hue to the foliage—it all reawakens sensations from my youth, taking me back to summer in my early teens, when there was a long ease in the land, a promise in the very earth. There was the thrill of looking out early mornings and seeing, yes, once again, not a cloud in the summer sky. It’s all somehow sweetly familiar, and stirs a memory of a particular evening long ago. 


è


One night at the tail end of summer, when I was twelve years old, there was a thudding on the back door of our family home, a dilapidated cottage up the Cherwell Valley. Our mother opened up, and we heard her cry out in surprise and delight. It was a rainy night, and we gathered round to see what was going on.


“Come in, come in,” Mum called, and out of the weather stepped a windswept heap of a man wrapped in a damp, hairy overcoat, with two dogs at his heels. I guessed it must be Speedy.


We’d all heard of Speedy, and even caught glimpses of him on the far sides of fields, in his shaggy greatcoat, the same color as his spreading ginger beard. Staff in hand, he’d be pressing along, his two dogs weaving in and out of hedgerows in his wake. But I’d never seen him up close before, face-to-face. 


He appeared in the valley each spring, putting up in the ruined mill two miles away downriver, hidden in its lonely stand of giant willows. That place had an atmosphere. On sunny evenings it was enchanting. On dark afternoons it was ominous, with the long willow wands stirring at cross-purposes, hissing like the ocean.


Speedy spent his winters on the south coast of England, where it was warmer. No one knew how it was he’d started coming to our valley, but every spring he would show up. No one minded, not even the farmers, even though he used his dogs, a terrier and a lurcher, for hunting rabbits and moorhen. He was a dab hand at smoking pike, which he hooked from the canal, and he buttered up the village women by bringing them yellowish sides of oily, smoky fish. Mum was thrilled when he brought her some.


This was the mid-1970s, when there were still bona fide tramps stalking the byways of England, old-school “men of the road” such as had been beating the footpaths for at least a century, or maybe much longer. We’d heard of tramps, with a mixture of fear and fascination.


The autumn evening Speedy rapped on our door, rain was lashing down. He stood under the little porch, his hairy coat dripping. He brushed himself down, opened up his front, and pulled out a little puppy.


“Well, you did say,” he said to Mum, and wheezed out a laugh.


“Oh, yes,” she cried, with a mix of delight and nerves, and ran off to the kitchen to put together a bag of food, beer, and tobacco for him, as well as a banknote from her wallet.


While she was gone, Speedy looked down at us kids. We’d never seen a face like it. First off, hidden between his beard, hat, and hair, it was hard even to see his cheeks. Then when you realized you were looking at them, it was a shock to see skin so brown and ruddy. It looked more like animal hide. Then you landed on the eyes, shimmering, alive. They shocked you when you stole a glance at them, there was so much life and light in them. It was like having a wild animal in the room. Only when I did did I realize he was smiling. 


“So then,” he asked, “which one of youse’s she going to be?”


At first we didn’t know what he meant. His voice was a growl somewhere under his coat, and we couldn’t make head or tail of his accent—it was more like thunder heard two valleys off than speech.


“Eh, then?” he prompted us.


“Wha-at?” my sister asked hesitantly, and giggled.


“Oose’s she gonna be? Yours or yourn?” he asked in a singsong.


“Oh,” we said as we both got it.


He was holding out the sweetest little puppy, yellow-brown, with a dark, shining snout, like a baby African hunting dog, and gleaming black eyes that gazed at us eagerly.


“Everyone’s,” I said. “No one’s in particular.”


“It’s a she, is it?” my sister asked.


“Course it is. Like yer mum said. ‘If she ’as pups, bring us a bitch,’ she told me.”


Even now that we were understanding him, Speedy’s voice still sounded strange and muffled, yet the words rang clear in his body. You could understand him better if you listened to his chest.


“Who’s gonna yold her first, then?”


My sister and I glanced at each other and laughed nervously. 


“Reckon it’ll be you,” he said, handing the puppy to my sister. 


Mum came back in with the bag for Speedy, and he said, “Much obliged, ma’am.”


We’d never heard anyone call her ma’am before.


“Thank you,” she said politely, and we sensed that he was somehow important.


He opened up the bag and peered in. “Look at that.” Then he stood up stiffly. “Well, just like you said, she’s a bitch, and a right sweetie.”


And he was off, into the night and the rain, his dogs at his heels.


By the time Speedy walked away that night, I realized there was another way of being human. It was unlike anything I’d known. It was as if the room itself had just been shocked, and a stunned peace fizzed among the furniture. An aliveness that was new, and not my own, welled up inside me.


For the first week we had the puppy, every day at some point the mother would appear at our back door and trot into the house to find her daughter, who would jump up, tail quivering, and greet her. The bitch was a beauty, a terrier like a small fox, but white. All that summer, she had cavorted with our dog, a larger terrier, and both our mother and Speedy had surmised there might be puppies. 


Each day, she stood there in the kitchen suckling her pup a moment, then gave her a lick round the ears and scampered back out of the house, toenails clicking on the linoleum. The pup would stand watching her go.


It fascinated us kids. The mother hadn’t forgotten her; she knew where to find her. She came by herself. How did she know the way? It was two miles from the old mill. Could she read the land like a map? 


Then one day when she came, the puppy didn’t get up. The bitch trotted in and stood still, looking across the floor at her offspring, who sat quiet and glum where she was. The mother walked out and never came back.


Not long after, it was back to the ivory tower for us, to Oxford and the school term.


It was September by then, and back in the city the annual funfair of early autumn had come to town. The night the fair began, I was at my window, looking out over the rooftops, seeing faint stars low in the sky, when I realized I was also seeing the far-off lights of the carnival rides, and I couldn’t tell the lights and the stars apart. 


I fancied myself a young poet, so when a phrase came to mind, I grabbed paper and pen. After a while a new kind of poem, different from any I’d written before, was on the page, something that knew the scene better than I did, as if produced by an energy that had come in from outside, which left me trembling with excitement. I felt closer to the world than I ever had. The poem had been written not by my normal mind but by that other part Speedy had woken up. 


That winter we read As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning, Laurie Lee’s luminous account of wandering around Spain with a fiddle, a blanket, and a handful of pesetas earned from busking. We read The Dharma Bums, by Jack Kerouac, and learned about the Beats, who had lived working odd jobs and writing poems, inscribing their trajectories across America. We read the Imagist poets of the 1910s, who had admired the Chinese poets of the eighth century, who wandered the mountains and rivers of the “Middle Kingdom,” losing themselves in the precipitate landscapes, writing poems about friends they missed, about their love of wine, and about the natural scenery around them. We met in coffee shops and smoked roll-ups, comparing poems we had come across, sharing scraps we had written. Poetry was our way to get closer to life. 


An idea bloomed: the land itself could be your home. We were earthborn creatures, autochthonous, as Plutarch called it. Why shouldn’t one be at home anywhere? Just like Speedy and his dogs?


The next year happened to be 1976, a legendary year in England. Barry Sheene and James Hunt became world champions in motorcycle and Formula One racing, Lynyrd Skynyrd toured the UK, but more than anything, from June to September, England baked. It was a summer that would go down in history, when hay trucks spontaneously burst into flame and traffic backed up for hours on the roads, when reservoirs ran dry and, around our valley, the fields hardened into rustling savannas, the cattle-trod earth either side of gates becoming African watering holes, their moisture long since gone. The woods turned dark and serious under the dome of natural sky, as if for the first time tasting a maturer life long denied them.


It was also the summer we got to know Speedy for real. He befriended us, and taught us some of his tricks. How to make a rabbit snare out of garden twine and set it on secret rabbit paths. How to catch and smoke fish. He told us of his winters on the south coast, his life on the open road. Roped in his hairy overcoat, stringed into his boots, he liked to sit still and watch things, he said. You could learn a lot if only you just sat yerself still. Everybody else, the whole world, is rushing about all day long, they don’t have time to learn nothing, if they just stopped still a moment they’d be amazed what they’d learn.


He also talked of old roads that crossed the length and breadth of the land. These days people didn’t know how to find them, but they were plain as a pikestaff if you knew what you were looking for, he said. “Most people can’t see the ghost roads”—another name he had for them. “They only show theyselves once you been walking a lot.”


We didn’t know what to make of that. But the open road was real. Hedgerows, bushes, woodland, ruined sheds, old railway signal boxes: Speedy loved a signal box, he told us, being shaken to sleep at night by coal trains coming down from the Black Country. There were lots of places a man could rest if he just had a sleeping bag and a sheet of plastic. And with a hook and line he could pull perch and tench from the brown waters. Speedy didn’t have a home, or a kitchen, or a bedroom. He basically just had himself, that was all. That and the land. He was at home anywhere. He was his home.


We imitated him, slinging on backpacks stuffed with sleeping bags, sausages, tea, and bread and wandering the valleys and hills, sleeping rough under the stars night after night, drinking sweet tea made with stream water over open fires. There was a small, changing group of friends who would join us. We felt we were starting to live, and thought our dreams of becoming wanderers, vagabond world lovers, were coming true. You could drift like the old poets of the Chinese mountains, losing your old life, finding every day a new life in the contours of the land, chasing the scent of a fulfillment always just out of reach. 


We lit cigarettes from the embers of our fires, drank bottles of local ale, and began to discover a force inside us that wanted to live. Something happened that summer. In the swells and cambers of fields that we got to know as well as our own bodies, in the rambling farther and farther from home, in the village shops where we stocked up on supplies, in the gullies and copses, clambering over wooden fences bleached by the sun, splashing through streams, we found ourselves, as people with our own relationship to the land and its creatures. 


The young dog would always come with us when we slept out. She couldn’t resist the pull of the old fields she’d known as a puppy. She would disappear into reeds by the riverbanks. We’d hear her thrash through them, then burst out in excitement. She came alive on the land. This was the life she had been made for: tramping the fields, rivers, and woods of her native territory. She didn’t have to think why. She was made for it, and it for her. At the end of a day she would sit at the foot of my sleeping bag, a pale triangle, looking out across the dark land into the night, and not curl up until everyone else was asleep. 










Skin Deep


All the above—that’s one story, one version. But there is another. Often I felt my body and skin weren’t made for this world at all. 


I was born into burning skin, a nettle shirt.


At school we learned about the mythological beast Typhon, who lived under the volcano Etna. That was me. I lived in a volcano. Or else a little Typhon lived inside me, belching sulfurous steam that worked its way out through my skin.


They called it eczema, which meant “boiling out.” Bubbles appeared under the dermis and epidermis and broke open into the air, and the itching, weeping, bleeding, and so on followed.


Actually, I wasn’t born into it; I was born just fine. The problem started when I was six months old. My father, a historian in Russian studies at Oxford University, was offered a fellowship in Helsinki and took his family with him. 


From Helsinki, Russia was less than a day away by boat, across the Gulf of Finland. It was the Cold War, and when a message came through from Cambridge Circus that my father was to travel to Leningrad on urgent business, he didn’t hesitate. Although he was a quiet Oxford man, like many Russianists at that time he also did occasional work for “the Circus”—namely, MI6. He was a part-time spy.


Mum and Dad went together. They disappeared across the water into the Soviet wastes, leaving the kids in the care of a Finnish au pair. Apparently my four-year-old brother did fine while they were gone, but I didn’t. I don’t know what happened, but when they came back some days later, they found the baby—me—red and raw all over, covered from head to toe in eczema.


“He looks like he’s been flayed,” my father reportedly said, frowning over the hot little bundle in his arms. 


What had happened? Was it the au pair girl? What had she done? My mother cursed herself for having weaned the child so abruptly, simply leaving him—and in a foreign country, too—with only a teenage girl to look after him. The au pair thought it was an allergy to the Finnish pines. My father scratched his head and mused that once they returned to Oxford, all would be well, so they’d better not dwell on it. But Finland was just the start. 


Back home, my skin raged and seethed. Over the years the doctors often sent me to the Radcliffe Infirmary, where I’d lie on crisp sheets through days of lonely relief, feeling numb and safe. When I was home, the district nurse came daily to lay me on a towel and bathe me in antiseptic solution, which smelled like toffee, then wrap me in coal-tar bandages of gray, wet clay, which smelled like chalk.


While I specialized in eczema, my little sister, when she grew into childhood, specialized in asthma. She had inhalers and pills and sometimes went to hospital, too. Apparently they traveled together: eczema, allergies, asthma.


Some mothers might fuss over such kids, drag them to specialists and quacks. Others, like middle-class postwar British mothers, were more apt to say, “Stop making a fuss.” Our mother wasn’t sure which way to go. Sometimes she believed in them, sometimes she didn’t. Perhaps we were exaggerating and only wanted attention. But on the other hand, it was terrible to see us suffer like that. Meanwhile my sister gulped on her inhalers, and I scratched my way through childhood.


I was also born into privilege. We lived in ancient Oxford, in its broad depression among low hills, where clouds congregated and drizzle was common. The rain made the streets shine and the faces of the old colleges dark. When the sun came out, the stone facades, hewn from local hills, glowed the color of peach.


Both our parents taught at the university. Our parents’ friends taught at the university. So did our friends’ parents. My brother and I went to a local private school that thought itself progressive because the boys wore corduroy bomber jackets rather than blazers. They drilled us in French, Latin, and Greek from the age of eight. 


We were privileged, but it was complicated. Mum’s family had been lawyers for generations on one side, Northumbrian coastguardsmen on the other. A century before, one of the coastguardsmen ran away to sea as a cabin boy, and returned home a shipowner. He built up a merchant fleet, most of which he lost in the course of the two world wars. But the ghosts of former glories hung over the wider family. 


Dad’s family, on the other hand, had been tailors down to the last man and woman. Penniless refugees, they’d escaped the pogroms of Eastern Europe and arrived on the Tilbury docks with a couple of cardboard suitcases between them, believing they’d reached America. So they got off the boat and stayed. 


We didn’t exactly belong in the middle classes, but nor did we belong in the working classes. Nor among the Jews, since our mum wasn’t Jewish.


Rather than tailoring like everyone else, Dad went into electrical engineering, but when he was drafted into his national service, at the age of eighteen, he was sent to the “Joint Services School for Linguists,” a Russian crammer dreamed up in 1950, when Britain found itself entering the Cold War short of Russian speakers. Dubbed the Spy School, it offered a route out of the working classes for many bright young men, Dennis Potter and Alan Bennett among them—and our dad, raised in a London tenement, later an Oxford professor. Part of the training involved a term in the Russian Department at Cambridge University, where he met our mother. 


We were hothouse kids. Our academic parents didn’t have great wealth, but they had educational resources, so that was what they heaped on us. We were brought up to excel, in humanities, sciences, literature, languages, music—something, anything, so long as we excelled. 


Dad looked like Inspector Morse, the TV detective. Flowing seventies hair, darker than Morse’s until it turned silver. Darker-skinned too. A heavy-cheeked, Jewish face, with a decisive blade of a nose. He would scowl like Morse at foolish ideas. “A Kashmiri spice merchant,” he once appraised, staring at a picture someone had taken of him: a dark-skinned man with heavy sideburns and eyes that bore into the viewer, hard as hailstones. “No,” he corrected himself. “A Lebanese jewel trader.” 


We laughed, because of course he was neither. He was our dad.


è


“Atopic eczema has a multifactorial etiology,” says the British Medical Journal. Meaning many things may cause it.


The underlying condition, atopy, from the Greek meaning “placelessness,” is a maternally transmitted genetic disorder that generates allergic reactions. A cat’s whisker, a mite’s detritus, a speck of pollen: these harmless guests, drifting into nostril, brushing against ankle, are taken as lethal intruders, and the body goes into overdrive to be rid of them. But though eczema is linked genetically to allergies, it needs no allergen to kickstart it. And it sticks around chronically, unlike allergic reactions. 


The life cycle starts with vesicles: mini-blisters that emerge in slow motion. They were the zema part, the boiling. Greek was what my studies gravitated to later: perhaps because of my brand, which was Greek: ek-zema. The language claimed me early and dragged me down into Typhon’s cave, where he articled me, apprentice to his noxious arts.


“Atopic” or “placeless” was an odd designation, given that the sores would stick to their places tenaciously. On me, some would pass the three-decade mark in the fullness of time, never moving, just rolling through the seasons of their life cycle: first the mini-blisters like blackberry nodules, then the moist gashes of the middle cycle, then the dried-out gulches of the parched later phases, as well as the knots and gnarls of the final state. Then starting over again, like fruit trees in the tropics that bloom, fruit, and shed their leaves all at the same time.


There were pavements from my childhood gashed by the force of rising tree roots that transfixed my gaze when we walked past them, so exactly did they resemble the slow eruptions in my skin. 


But all these stages met in one furnace called itch. As if it weren’t enough of a mess, often there was no choice but to tear the whole geothermal process to shreds, destroying all delineation of the stages of the “natural history” in one frenzied rapture—scraping over trouser seam, tearing across table edge, or down and dirty fingernail ripping—anything to quench the ancient fire of the forges within with a draft of blood and lymph and tears.


Yet “placeless” was right, too. It was a Jewish condition, they said. We were placeless people. From England and Scotland, yes, but Russia too. Except not Russia, because our people hadn’t been allowed in Russia proper, only its annexes: Ukraine, Poland, Belorussia. We were the placeless tribe.


Western medicine had two options: antibiotic ointments, which had no effect beyond annoying the eczema, and steroid creams, which were the holy grail because they worked, at least the strong ones. But the doctors were wary of them. They “burned” the skin, thinned it, caused cancer. 


Eczema doesn’t mark only the skin, but the psyche as well. The shame runs deep, clever at reinforcing itself. A stranger’s glance across the street, a brush-off by a nursery teacher—shame looks for shame. There’s despair too, because in spite of the doctors’ predictions, it never ends. Year after year you keep passing the landmarks by which time the doctors said it should have left: learning to ride a bike, going to school, making friends, playing games.


The doctors say don’t scratch. But they don’t understand. Whether you scratch or not is immaterial. Not scratching doesn’t make it go away. It just evolves differently, a spreading subcutaneous intrusion, whereas if you scratch, at least the sores generally stay put.


In 2007 the Center for the Study of Itch at Washington University, in St. Louis, discovered a receptor in the spinal cord that was specific to itch, thus establishing that itch and pain travel by different neural pathways. The big payoff of itching is that when you scratch, the neurological reward centers offer the brain a bath of endorphins. But with eczema, to scratch to the point of overwhelming an itch means tearing the skin open, so the pain receptors fire, too, canceling out the rush of endorphins.


That was one problem: the interface between the world and me, my vivid skin. There were others. Like Dad. And the divorce. 


The “family meeting” (our first and last) happened in the little-used sitting room. One morning Dad summoned us all, and we slouched disconsolately into the room and sat nervously on the stiff upholstery, wondering what was going to happen.


Mum had a ball of tissue clenched in one hand. Dad said something I didn’t understand and started to laugh. My sister looked at him and burst out crying. Through his laughter Dad said, “You didn’t know Daddy could cry, did you.”


So he wasn’t laughing.


My older brother wailed, “Oh, no, you’re not getting divorced?”


So he knew what it was, and it wasn’t good.


Soon all four of them were sobbing, while I perched on the edge of the sofa, transfixed by an itch on the back of my knee, and now on the webbing between the index and middle finger of one hand, then the other—except in my case it wasn’t webbing, it was scaly hide.


Eczema has a way of trumping all other concerns. While an itch is going on it’s hard to turn the mind to anything else at all. It has no space for anything that might not help its constant endeavor—to escape the present itch.


Then Dad was down the hall with his navy suitcase, and down the slapping stone steps to the street, and into the little Fiat, with its fragrant blue smoke, and me clinging to the back bumper shouting, “I’m pushing you, Dad!” still not understanding what was happening, and the world all glassy and watery and uncertain in its shapes, and Dad calling from his open window, “Let go, dear, let go,” a choke in his voice, and driving off with the aroma of his little tail of smoke hanging in the air.


They used to say they had got on each other’s nerves. But we all got on one another’s nerves.


As a child our mother hadn’t known a stable home, her childhood having been decimated by the Second World War. Her mother had been one of a very few women who flew for the war effort, the first woman to fly a Spitfire. She worked as a ferry pilot in the Air Transport Auxiliary, delivering battle-scarred planes from airfields along the south coast to factories farther north, where they could be refitted. She died in a plane crash in 1944. But even before the war, she had been largely absent, making pioneering transcontinental flights in her De Havilland Gipsy Moth biplane. 


Perhaps Mum imagined life would be simpler without a husband, not bargaining on the weary slog of raising three children alone. Yes, we went to Dad’s for one night every two weeks, but that wasn’t enough relief. The remorseless round: breakfast, dinner, laundry, tucking into bed, shopping, overseeing homework, feeding the pets, round and round, day after day. 


Mum didn’t want to be single, but she hadn’t wanted to stay married either. Marriage was a torment. She never could relax. She came from a lineage of divorces, and perhaps divorce was in her genes. The best relief was boozy dinners with university friends where the wine flowed and the talk grew outrageous. We kids loved those evenings. We’d sneak out of bed and listen through the banisters to the hubbub down at the bottom of the house, and feel blessed, sprung into a fairy tale where the adults were happy. But those nights were too rare.


After the divorce, Mum threw herself into work and study with a vengeance. She hired the cleaner more often so that he, a sweet Scottish Lowlander, could help with the children while she plunged into writing a book on Soviet literary theory. She taught us kids how to make beans on toast so we could feed ourselves, and packed us off to school as soon as possible after breakfast so she could settle down to work in her study.


Dad wasn’t exactly remote after the divorce. He lived only a mile away, and we saw him every two weeks. But that one mile of the Banbury Road in Oxford separated us for the rest of our lives.


At first the arrangement was fine. In his new flat we got to play on the rolling office chair and sleep on bunkbeds while he cooked chicken with soy sauce and Chinese cabbage, and after supper we’d curl up on his modern corduroy sofa and suck mint imperials while he read to us: American books mostly, like The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and Catcher in the Rye, his voice radiating through us, warming us with happiness. At bedtime he would strip me down on my bunk and apply the creams and ointments that were part of my daily routine. As his hands moved over me in their calm, measured way, I’d feel a hope that someday the eczema might really end. 


It was sad when we had to leave on Sunday afternoon, but at least we knew the place would be waiting for us just as we had left it. 


It didn’t last. One night a year or two after the divorce, as Dad was driving us, so we thought, to his flat, he made another announcement.


It was October, my sister and I in his new car. Our brother was already away at boarding school. We clamored, as usual, for the sunroof; it was the first car we’d had with a sunroof. The autumn evening drizzled, but Dad groaned and agreed, and we watched in delight as the large, pale sycamore leaves moved across the open roof above our heads.


Out of the blue he said, “You’ll never guess who’s moving here.”


Before we could ponder any guesses he said, “Your auntie.”


The mood in the car changed. 


My sister said, “Who-o?” in a long English intonation. “Our auntie?”


“That’s right,” Dad declared. “Your auntie.”


Our auntie wasn’t really our auntie; she was our mother’s cousin. I loved her. She lived in Canada, so we rarely saw her, but she was kind and treated us like adults. She was an artist, and that made her different. She was frank and free, and we kids could feel it. Yet at the news Dad had just divulged, neither my sister nor I felt good. Something strange was in the air. 


It turned out she wasn’t moving; she already had moved. She was here, in Oxford, with her children. But no one had mentioned it. Even at the ages of six and nine my sister and I knew that was odd. 


Not only that, but we were on our way to her house now. Not to Dad’s beloved flat, with its soft carpet and sweet scent of soy sauce and rolling chair, but to a house we didn’t know, to a family we did know but only as our cousins in Canada. 


It ought to have been good news, yet some dread hung in the car. We tried to get him to turn round and take us to his flat, but he wouldn’t. Our nights alone with him were over. 


Mum hadn’t seen this coming: her first cousin returning to England with her children and her belongings in tow—and not just to England but to Oxford, to move in with our dad. 


It was unthinkable. Her cousin. Her ex-husband. 


She tried not to think about it, and threw herself harder than ever into work and study, avoiding contact with the people who had once meant so much to her.


She never spoke of it, but we knew what she was going through. I could tell. Some mornings I’d find her in the kitchen, frozen in the act of opening the fridge or of putting a pan on the stove. She’d be hunched in her dressing gown, face tipped into her palm, cheek wrinkled like an old apple. I would try to comfort her. But what could my little arm do? I’d try anyway, put the arm round her and feel her shudder.


It was embarrassing—to me and to her. She didn’t want me to see her like this, and I didn’t want to be comforting her. Yet in some secret way, I did want to. Ravaged by eczema, I felt like a disgrace to my father, in spite of his occasional ministrations to my skin. It was easier to be with my mother. Perhaps in a way I had wanted him gone. And he had gone. Perhaps secretly I had contrived it, and it was all my fault. And now I had the consequences on my hands. 


Meanwhile our father’s remarriage was a union of true love. A photo taken soon after the nuptials smolders like Burton and Taylor, the communion of body and soul palpable in the old image. 
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