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“Bad Dog ! is simply the best book on the wisdom of living I have seen in many years. Its honesty, insight, and pathos pull you into it the way good literature does. I always say, take great care choosing books to read, and I strongly recommend this one.”
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“Jensen writes with a deep understanding of life, the land, and the human spirit.”


CHRISTOPHER MOORE, author of Lamb


“Jensen gives us the pivotal moments in his life When hurt and abuse turn to love. At the side of a grave, at the edge of a swimming pool, in the egg barn of a turkey farm, in a jury room, he observes human life struggling toward the light and he shares with us the courage to go right to the heart of pain, finding the love that hides there. Bad Dog! often made me cry—the kind of crying it feels good to do. I can’t get these stories out of my mind.”


SUSAN MOON, author of the The Life and Letters of Tofu Roshi


“An exquisite work of alarming lucidity.”


STEPHEN BATCHELOR, author of Living with the Devil


“Compellingly beautiful ... a reading experience that is both gut-wrenching and inspiring.”


KEITH KACHTICK, author of Hungry Ghost and editor of You Are Not Here and Other Works of Buddhist Fiction


LIN JENSEN is the founding teacher of the Chico Zen Sangha, in Chico, California, where he lives with his wife, Karen Laslo.





Dedication



                  To my father and mother,


                  Morris and Lucy Jensen,


                  my brother Rowland Jensen


                  and my sister Evelyn Elliot.


                  You alone are the ones who were there


                  to witness our beginnings as a family


                  and whose lives have shaped the world of my mind.




Acknowledgments


I wish to thank Soto Zen Master Eko, Abbot of Shasta Abbey, and Rinzai Zen Master John Tarrant of Pacific Zen Institute for the training and encouragement offered me in the practice of Zen, without which I might have lacked the courage and the clarity to bring to light the events covered in these pages. I thank Susan Moon, editor of Turning Wheel, for her support throughout the years, having published several of my works and given aid in editing and improving the quality of my writing. I thank poet Jane Lawrence who taught me much about tightening and strengthening my prose. In particular, I thank Josh Bartok of Wisdom Publications for his precise and inspired line-by-line editing and for his unwavering belief in the worth of this book. I also thank the many members of the Chico Zen Sangha who have given me a reason to write and who have been a constant inspiration and guide to what finally needs to be said. Last, I thank Karen Laslo, my loving wife and best friend, for her unflinching and honest critique of my work and for her unflagging support of all my literary efforts.





Dust and Feathers



AN INTRODUCTION


I’d been writing this book for several years before I thought to ask why I was writing at all. And further, why I was writing it in the particular way that I was. Did I expect others to read these words of mine and, if so, why would they want to?


There are two things you can expect in reading this book. The first is that it is essentially autobiographical—though telling my life’s story is not my primary intention. I didn’t set out to chronicle the events of my family and the community in which I was raised. What I set out to do was to share what I had learned in my life that might be worth knowing and passing on to others. And all I really know, after all, is what I have truly experienced and observed for myself. Everything other than that is mere conjecture. So: the pages of this book are written in the first person I, a narrative option best explained by Henry David Thoreau, who wrote Walden in the first person for the very reasons governing my own choice: “I should not talk so much about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as well. Unfortunately, I am confined to this theme by the narrowness of my experience.” The result in the case of this book is not the story of anyone’s life told for its own sake, but rather a drawing out from that life those incidents that serve to illuminate wondrous redemption, the kind that the old Zen masters knew for themselves and offered to the world. The second thing you can expect in reading this book is that the events described may at times seem harsh and raw with details one might rather not know. Why do I ask the reader to accompany me through such dark passages? I do so because I’ve been there myself and I’ve learned that when the universe offers the gift of darkness and I refuse it, my refusal invariably forfeits the very light I seek. I wouldn’t ask anyone to take this journey with me if it were merely the story of my journey alone—but it’s not. Though the details of our lives vary, we share a common humanity. If I’ve written truly you will find nothing outside yourself in these pages. I hope my story teaches that if we will accept whatever pain or distress life gives us, then that pain summons its own healing. If pain is what you have, embrace it, honor it, and care for it with all your kindness. Truly, within grief is power that transforms darkness to light.


The events of my own life have brought me to be a Zen teacher. But soon after I began teaching I found, as my own teachers had before me, that I had little to teach. Zen has no absolute truths, as such, to pass on. Zen is not something to think about or believe in—and I’m not very good at believing things anyway. I prefer questions to answers. A question opens my mind in a way that an answer shuts it down. Realizing this, I’ve tried to live a life of inquiry rather than one of conclusion. Zen itself draws no conclusions and is too alive to be captured in thought. Having staked out no fixed territory of its own to defend, Zen is free to roam at will, encountering, with curiosity and surprise, the world as it actually is.


As a result, I’ve written a book that seldom takes sides, preferring to remain undecided and watch what develops. If you really pay attention, life itself teaches the suspension of judgment. In life itself, the fiercest anger often issues from the deepest love, courage is discovered in the greatest fear, an unsuspected tenderness is found in the cruelest hand, a sudden clarity is born of utter confusion, and the one light that never dims is wrested from the blackest darkness. Bad Dog! is written in the knowledge that opposites merge in ways that are often contrary to all expectation, and that our perception of things opposing each other may be little more than the consequence of a linguistic convention.


Roshi John Tarrant, one of my own teachers on the Zen way, tells of an evening when his friend’s girlfriend was having a birthday party for her daughter. Balloons trailing pink ribbons, half-eaten bowls of ice cream going soft in the heat of the kitchen, messy gobs of chocolate cake, and lots of chattering, gooey little girl’s faces. When parents had hauled the other children off, the daughter came to her mother complaining of a stomachache. “Honey, you ate too much cake and ice cream,” her mother told her. But the boyfriend, flaked out on the sofa and having never raised a child of his own, told her, “Maybe you didn’t eat enough.”


I doubt the gastronomic accuracy of the boyfriend’s diagnosis but I like the way it turns things upside-down. “Maybe you didn’t eat enough” is so contrary that it teases the mind out of its conventional expectations. Bad Dog! is like this, encouraging a tolerance for contradiction that frees us from whatever argument we’re having with circumstance. If I find myself in one of life’s distressing events, I can lobby the universe for relief or I can get curious about what’s being offered. While I may prefer sunshine to the clouds massing overhead, if I’m willing to let fall my preferences, I’m free to explore all sorts of rainy-day possibilities.


One of life’s interesting contradictions is that the best intention is invariably wrong. When I’ve taken the time to notice, it wasn’t hard to see that anything we humans think or do is bound to be mistaken one way or another. “Ten thousand beautiful mistakes,” the Chinese Zen masters were fond of saying. An old Christian story attributed to the Desert Fathers touches on the innocence of this human fallibility. The story goes that a monk asked Abba Sisoius, “What am I to do since I have fallen?” The Abba replied, “Get up.” “I did get up, but I fell again,” the monk told him. “Get up again,” said the Abba. “I did, but I must admit that I fell once again. So what should I do?” “Never fall down without getting up,” the Abba concluded.


Falling down is inevitable; it’s what we humans do. When I acknowledge this it brings me to an unguarded kindness and sympathy. Falling makes us human and, if such a thing can happen, it makes us wise. Abba Sisoius is showing us that the trick of falling is just falling itself and that the only thing we need do is get back up so we’re ready, when the time comes, to fall again. Some perilous falls are taken in the chapters that follow these introductory words, but they are falls that reveal the obvious truth that we can only get up in the place where we fell down. And even more pointedly, it is our falling that teaches us the way back up. “The coin lost in the river is found in the river,” old Master Yunmen told us ages ago.


Bad Dog! is about specific things—the stories, events, and images of things I have known and observed for myself. No one’s life is a generalization. Our lives are singular events that lie right before us in all their curious detail and beauty. I trust things a great deal more than I trust ideas about things. I’ve had my own teachers, Soto and Rinzai Zen masters, and none of them gave me their ideas. They taught me instead to look at the details of the story that life itself was writing, knowing that there alone would I find the teaching I sought.


The old Chinese teachers understood this, and taught by pointing directly to life itself. You could never get these old masters to explain anything. If you asked one of them to teach you about Zen, they might set you to cooking rice or they might reply as Master Gensha did long ago in China when a monk said to him: “I am a novice just arrived at this monastery. Please, master, tell me how I can enter into Zen?” Gensha said, “Can you hear the creek down beyond the gate?” The monk listened for a minute and said, “Yes, I can.” “Enter Zen from there,” was Master Gensha’s answer, returning the student to the intimate journey of his own life.


My way of entering from where the water flows will be to tell you a story. “Tell me a story” is an ageless appetite of the mind so simple and understandable that its appeal requires no explanation. Bad Dog! relies on story rather than lesson to carry its message more to the intuition than to the intellect. It’s not always an easy story to read just as life is not always easy to live. It’s a true story as faithful to fact as memory will allow. It begins with the life of a troubled family where the constant threat of economic failure makes hard work the one salient fact of life, and where mutual safety and affection could at any moment be overwhelmed by sudden fear and violence.


The story begins on a Southern California turkey farm. Imagine a hundred thousand birds, acres of milling feet, the earth perpetually ground to a fine powder of dirt and dried manure that the wind carries up through the barns to the house. Everything in such a world is coated gray—the pickup parked in the driveway, the leaves of the sycamore trees, the lawn chairs, even the lawn itself. Dust piles up on windowsills and insinuates itself into the house, coating tabletops and dressers and lying like talcum on the surface of the piano. And drifting feathers too blow downwind where they snag on every fence line and hedgerow and clump of weeds, and even wedge against the dog asleep in the shade of the barn. The acrid smell of turkey manure, where it piles up beneath the roosts, seeps into your skin and hair. The incessant cackling racket of the turkeys grates like the distant whine of a chainsaw or the droning motor of a kitchen refrigerator that never seems to switch off. The ever-present flies go after your breath and the moisture of your eyes.


We were a family of five. My father, a Danish immigrant whose parents had died when he was just a child leaving him to fend for himself, arrived at Ellis Island in 1923, penniless, ill, and with virtually no command of English. My mother was born somewhere in Montana of a mother who abandoned her as an infant, leaving her to be raised by the Goslees, an elderly couple who viewed the adoption of the child as insurance that they would be cared for in their old age. In time, the Goslees moved to the city of Orange in Southern California, and my father, having found his way there as well, met my mother when she was but seventeen. They fell in love and, before my mother’s eighteenth birthday, they married and proceeded to make a household for themselves and raise a family. Neither of them had ever lived in a functional household under the care and guidance of their own parents, and so they had no model for what they were setting out to do. Not only that but they began their lives together at the outset of the Great Depression of the thirties and were soon to know the added hardship of all poor and immigrant households. My brother, Rowland, was born within a year of my parent’s marriage. I came two years later, and my sister, Evelyn, six years after that.


Whatever my parents had hoped for in the beginning, our five lives together turned out to be a daily enactment of inadvertent cruelty and sudden love that we never quite managed to reconcile. But we were a family whose hunger to love one another could not finally be refused. Understanding and tenderness would arise among us no matter how bad things got, and we found redemption in the very places we hurt most. Sometimes in the midst of the worst anger or accusation or threat, an unaccountable hush would suddenly settle over us. In the momentary reprieve of this unbidden quiet the whisper of our five separate breaths could be heard rising to the high ceiling of the old farmhouse living room. Our chests rose and fell with each breath, and there was a wondrous tenderness in the moment that we all recognized and felt for each other.


From these early beginnings on the farm, the story of Bad Dog! expands into the succeeding years, bringing the insights born of one family’s intimate struggles to bear upon the lives of people and communities elsewhere. The book unfolds in chapters of birth and marriage, school and work, friends and colleagues, coastline, valleys, mountains, cities and towns, love and anger, old age and death. Its seven decades spans the startling losses and gains America has witnessed since my birth in 1932 to my present age of seventy-three.


Don’t be deterred by the sometimes troubled landscape visited in these pages. I have returned to these regions not for the sorrow or pity of it, but for the wonder of how love and beauty take root in even the most barren places. Bad Dog! occupies a world in which people with every reason to misunderstand each other, miraculously meet, and find their lives less lonely. Your consolation and mine is that no matter how difficult life can be, its sweetness is always with us.





Bad Dog!



1.


I am eight years old, my brother, Rowland, ten. We follow Father up the steep wooden stairs to the second story bedroom. He doesn’t say anything. Our steps echo in the hollow of the stairway enclosure. Father holds the lath stick by its end. It’s stiff and splintery and it hangs from Father’s hand almost to the floor. I swallow the words that would beg Father, once more, not to do this.


In the upstairs bedroom, Father shuts the door behind us. A ceiling light hangs from a cord. It shines on the bed, leaving the corners of the room in shadows. Father stands by the bed. He looks at us. Rowland and I stand backed up against the closed door. We don’t move. Outside in the hall, Laddie, our farm dog, scratches at the door. Father looks sad and serious like he wishes he didn’t have to do this. He points toward us with the lath stick, and I hear him ask, “Which of you goes first?”


Rowland goes to the bed. He wants to get it over with. It’s worse to go last, but I can never make myself go first. Rowland unbuttons his jeans and pulls them down to his knees. He does this without being told. He knows he has to pull his jeans and underwear down and lie face down on the bed. He pulls his underwear down at the very last because he doesn’t like to show himself. He waits for the first blow. I look away. My body shivers and I feel cold. I hear Laddie snuffling at the door, and then I hear the crack of the lath stick. Rowland doesn’t cry. He holds his breath. He has told me that this is the way to do it.


I hear the lath again and then again. Still Rowland doesn’t cry. Laddie whines at the door. I don’t know why Father is whipping us. Rowland teased me and punched me behind the barn, and I called him bad names. Did Mother hear us? I had some bad thoughts. Did Mother know them? Mother was angry and then she was sick and lay on her bed and put a wet cloth over her eyes and told us that we would be whipped when Father got home. I got scared and tried to talk to her and make it okay again, but the cloth was over her eyes and she wouldn’t talk to me.


Rowland’s turn is over and he gets off the bed. I pull my shirt up and tuck the end of it under my chin to keep it from falling. I pull my pants and underwear down. My penis feels rubbery where I try to hide it under my hands, and Rowland watches me. I hold my breath. The first blow comes. It hurts more than I can stand. My hands stretch back to cover my bottom and I hear myself whimper, “Please, Father, please.” “If you do that, you’ll only make it worse,” Father warns. Sometimes Father says it hurts him more than Rowland and me. I don’t believe him. He doesn’t say it tonight.


When it’s over, Father goes out. Rowland is in the dark near the wall. I’m under the ceiling light. Rowland can see me wiping at my runny nose with my shirt, but he looks away. We have something wrong with us. We both have it. We do not like to look at one another. It makes us too sorry.


After a while I go out. Laddie is waiting. He’s glad to see me and wags his tail and rubs himself against me. “Go away, Laddie,” I say. Later, in the dark when I can’t sleep, I slip from my bed and open the door onto the hall where Laddie waits. Clutching him to me, I tell him how sorry I am.



2.


I am eleven years old. Laddie has done something bad and Father has seen him do it and I don’t know what is going to happen. Rowland says that Laddie killed a turkey. When Mr. Post’s dog, Starkey, began killing our turkeys, Father told him about it. And when the dog didn’t quit Father shot it. I saw him do it. Starkey was dragging a turkey from the roost when Father shot him. Starkey whined and went round and round in circles until he fell down. Blood was coming out of his nose and pretty soon he died.


In the barn, Father has a rope around Laddie’s neck. When Laddie tries to pull away, Father jerks the rope. It chokes Laddie and makes him cough. Laddie’s fur is tangled and dirty like he’s been rolling on the ground. A dead turkey lies on the floor. It’s torn and bloody and its feathers are wet. “Oh Laddie,” I cry out, “what have you done?” I squat and put out my hand. Laddie wags his tail and comes toward me.


Father jerks him away with the rope. “Don’t be good to him, Linley,” Father says. “Now that he’s tasted blood, it’s not likely he’ll quit.”


“He doesn’t know, Father.” I am trying not to cry, but I can feel my face screw up and my voice goes high.


Father hands me the rope tied to Laddie’s neck. “If he kills again, Linley, we can’t keep him. If you want your dog, do now exactly as I say.” I know what to do without Father telling me because Mr. Post tried this with Starkey, but it didn’t work. It’s what everybody does with a dog that starts killing. If we can’t make Laddie stop, we can’t keep him. But we can’t give him away either. Nobody will take a dog that kills.


I tie Laddie by the rope to a post in the barn, and gather the bailing wire and wire cutters and roofing tar that Father told me to get. The dead turkey is covered with flies. Tiny yellow eggs are already stuck to the places where the blood has dried. I take a stick and dab tar on the turkey until its feathers are all plastered down and the torn places are filled and its eyes are stuck shut. This way, Laddie won’t chew it off. I punch the baling wire through its body and wrap one end around each of its legs so that I can tie them around Laddie’s neck. Father says the turkey has to stay there until it rots off because we have only one chance. I’m not supposed to be good to Laddie. He has to learn not to kill.


I take the rope off Laddie. He’s glad to have the rope off and wags his tail and tries to lick my face. “Bad dog!” I tell him, “bad dog!” The turkey hangs from his neck and the tar sticks to his fur. “Bad dog!” I say again.


After three days Mother won’t let Laddie near the house anymore. We are told to keep the yard gates shut. “It’s intolerable,” she tells Father. “I can smell him even here in the house.”


I watch father. He doesn’t look up and he doesn’t say anything.


“It’s not just the smell, you know,” she says. “I can’t bear the thought of it.”


“That doesn’t help any,” is all Father says.


At the end of a week, Laddie quits coming for the food I carry out to him. I find him where he has crawled back into a space under the floor of the storage shed. I call to him but he won’t come. I push the food under to him. I bring a basin of water and push it under too. I do this for two more weeks. Sometimes a little of the food is gone and some water but most of the time he doesn’t eat anything.


Once during this time I see from a distance that Laddie has come out from under the shed. The turkey sags from his neck and drags on the ground when he walks. Even from far away I can see that the turkey is slimy and bloated. “Laddie!” I call. I run to him but, before I can get there, he crawls back under the storage shed. I see him there in the dark. I try to crawl under the shed but it’s too tight and I can’t get to him.


And then one day he’s out. I find him in the barnyard, the baling wire still wound around his neck where the turkey has rotted off. I remove the wire, but he doesn’t wag his tail or try to lick me. I take him to the washroom and fill the washtub with warm water. I lift him into the tub and wash him with soap. I scrub him and rinse him and draw more water and wash him again. I dry him with a towel, and brush him, and I keep telling him that it’s okay now, that it’s all over. I let him out on the lawn by the house where the sun shines through the elm tree, and then I go back to clean up the washroom.


When I come for him, he is gone. I find him under the storage shed. It’s months before he will follow me out to the turkey yards. He never kills again.


3.


I am sixty years old. Father is ninety-three and he is in the hospital with pneumonia. It is not at all certain that he will survive this illness. Rowland and I take turns watching him through the night. Now it is nearly two in the morning and Rowland has gone to rest. Father is fitful. He suffers from diarrhea, and it wakens him frequently in such a state of urgency that I don’t dare doze off myself. Father refuses to use a bedpan, and he is too weak to reach the toilet by himself. He needs me to get him there.


I watch him on the hospital bed where he labors in his sleep to breathe, his thin chest struggling with effort. Father is much softened with age and with grandchildren and great-grandchildren whose innocent loves have reached him beyond his fears. They have coaxed him out of his darkness.


A quarter past three. Father calls. “Linley, I need to go.” He tries to sit up and get his feet to the floor even before I can reach him. I help him up. He has so little strength, yet he uses every bit he has to get himself to the bathroom. I support him as we walk around the foot of the bed and through the bathroom door before I realize we are too late. His hospital gown is pulled open in the back and feces runs down his legs and onto the linoleum where he tracks it with his bare feet.


He looks at me with the most urgent appeal. He is humiliated by what he has done, and his eyes ask of me that it might never have happened. He would cry with the shame of it had he not forgotten how to do so. I back him up to the toilet and sit him down. A fluorescent ceiling light glares down on us. In the hallway beyond these walls I can hear the voices of the night nurses on their rounds. I shut the bathroom door, and when the latch clicks shut on the two of us the sound of it sends a shiver through me. Once again I wait for the crack of the lath. For a moment this old man, sitting soiled in his own filth, disgusts me. But in the cloistered silence of the room, his helplessness cries out to me and the sight of him blurs beyond sudden tears. Laddie whines somewhere in the dark. And from that darkness there rises in me an unutterable tenderness.


“It’s okay, Father,” I tell him. “It’s okay.” I find clean towels and a washcloth and soap. I run water in the basin until it is warm. I take off his soiled hospital gown and mop the floor under his feet with it and discard it in a plastic bag I find beneath the sink. I wash Father with soap and warm water. I wash him carefully, removing all the feces from around his anus and in the hair on his testicles and down the inside of his legs and between his toes. I wash him until all the rotten things are washed away.





The Duck Pen



My baby sister, Evelyn, six years younger than me, wasn’t much more than a year old when Mother took to setting her out on a little patch of shaded grass under a tree in the backyard and putting me to watching over her. I loved my little sister so this was fine with me. At the time, Father was raising a few ducks along with his turkey operation, and it so happened that the duck pen was right there in the back yard as well. Evelyn always wanted to get into the duck pen, especially when there were newly hatched ducklings running about, downy little puffs with tiny sticks of legs and two dark spots for eyes looking at you from over the ridge of a flattened little pink bill.


Mother would no sooner have set Evelyn down and gone back into the house than Evelyn would be tugging at the fencing of the duck pen, trying to get in. She wasn’t big enough to manage the gate, but I could and so I’d open it for her and let her in with the ducks. She’d plunk down on the mud and manure and let the little ducklings peck at her. Sometimes I’d help things out by tossing a handful of grain from the feeder bin in her direction, and the ducklings, little more than miniature eating machines at that age, would walk all over her to get at the feed. I’d been a duck pen–sitter myself once, so I understood exactly why she liked baby ducks on her lap.


The principle of duck pen–sitting is one of simple delight. It’s entirely uncalculated, an innocent inclination to like what the moment offers, a kind of freshness that can surprise you in stale places. After all, we’re each sitting in some sort of duck shit—yet the whole world is brightened with little peeps and peckings and downy little discoveries of a sort we’d probably never think to ask for. And it’s not just that sitting in duck shit is tolerable because the ducklings are so cute, it’s that duck shit is pretty amazing stuff in its own right.


Duck pen–sitting is a state of mind that you can’t initiate by an exercise of will. It’s rather something called up in you, often at times when you least expect it, a grace given without the asking. It’s not something you happen to deserve. It comes unbidden and is virtually unavoidable regardless of your merit or lack. It can come upon you like a blaze of yellow daffodils breaking through rotting leaves on a dark February morning, or the noisy sucking of a nursing newborn calf, a girl tossing her hair forward over her head to dry in the sun, the call of sandhill cranes passing overhead in the midnight sky.


Once you’ve sat among the ducks in this way, you never forget what it’s like. It will sustain you, redeeming the sourest of circumstances—like suddenly remembering in the throes of a divorce settlement how much you love your adversary, or like the unexpected and perfect beauty seen in a lover’s anger, or like that precious instant of recognition in the eyes of a loved one whose mind has been taken from him by age or disease. There’s a power of surprise and delight adrift in the universe that can settle on the most unlikely and difficult situation, transforming it in ways you’d never suspect.


Like all farm families, the Jensen family cultivated a large garden, particularly during the years of World War II when food was scarce. We didn’t have the cash to buy much of what we ate and without the garden we would have gone hungry. Mother always put up vegetables for the off season, stacking the pantry shelves with hundreds of Kerr mason jars, each labeled according to its content. One of the things she always canned was stewed tomatoes. When they appeared on the table, I only had to look at them to know that I didn’t like them. The plump little tomato halves looked so slimy floating in their own juices that I knew I’d throw up if I tried to swallow one of them.


You need to know that the refusal of good food was not readily tolerated at the Jensen table. We children were expected to eat what was given us and not waste anything. Whenever stewed tomatoes were included, I’d load my plate with carrots, beets, spinach, string beans, anything but tomatoes in an effort to show my good will and gratitude. In this way I had somehow managed to get by for years without ever tasting a single bite of stewed tomato. And yet whenever the tomatoes came out of the pantry, there was a certain tension in the air regarding my refusal of them. Once or twice Mother had spooned some tomatoes onto my plate, and when it was remarked that I hadn’t eaten them I’d plead my case with such an urgency that I’d be let off without a showdown. Still, no one likes to hear an ungrateful boy say that the food on his plate makes him want to gag, and the evening came when I’d run out of time. Father himself grabbed the serving bowl and spooned not one but two tomato halves onto my plate and told me to quit my foolishness and eat what I was given. I knew I was up against it and that I’d have to eat the dreaded things, but I was absolutely sure I’d vomit if I did. I simply couldn’t bring myself to put the stuff in my mouth. But Father had no such misgivings and he came around the table and grabbed me by the neck and proceeded to stuff stewed tomatoes down my throat. I struggled, trying to keep my lips sealed against the invasion, but Father was having none of it and he forced the spoon between my clenched teeth and shoved stewed tomato into my mouth.


I didn’t vomit. I didn’t even gag. I liked them! I sat there with tears of defiance streaming down my face, and was startled to realize that the tomatoes tasted good. This is the sort of sneak attack that delight seems to specialize in. I’d been ambushed by a pleasure I couldn’t anticipate or defend myself against. Father was looking as close to apologetic as he was ever likely to get, but I was already moving beyond the outrage of his treatment of me to the undeniable fact that I was about to ask for a second helping of stewed tomatoes.


I think you see now that the gate to the duck pen can open for you at any time. A Zen acquaintance of mine, who for years had been a member of the zendo where I teach, once came to a teacher/student interview for the express purpose of telling me what she really thought of me: “I think you’re a phony,” she said, “and only pretending to be a Zen teacher.” I would expect myself to be scrambling to put up the barricades, especially with this coming from someone I would never have guessed felt that way. Even now I can imagine all sorts of defenses I might have offered on behalf of my teaching competence. But at the time I wasn’t doing any of those things. Instead I was checking the situation out. And when I finally spoke, I had to say, “You know, I think that myself sometimes.” My accuser would never know that in some unaccountable way she’d opened a gate onto the past, and with a whole brood of ducklings suddenly tracking mud all over the interview room I was able to find some agreement with her characterization. To this day, I don’t know any response of mine to a criticism that’s given me more pleasure than that unguarded admittance.


The old Chinese Zen masters were wary of categorical thinking and of the way it serves to control our response to the world. A world order viewed in this analytical way is merely an order of one’s own devising. The trouble with categorical thinking is that it leads you to believe that you’re seeing what you’ve seen before. But sometimes the sheer wonder of the moment breaks through these classifications of ours. The names of things vanish and, though the daily arrival of the sun is an accustomed fact, we are astounded to see a great glowing ball of light rise from the eastern horizon.


The old Zen master Lingyun must have felt this way when, on his walk, he rounded a mountain and saw peach blossoms on the other side of the ravine. Nothing would be more common than peach blossoms in the Chinese spring countryside where Lingyun walked. He would have known at a glance that they were peach blossoms, but at that moment he saw them for the first time and was awakened to a world no name can capture and where nothing ever happens twice. Another old master was sweeping the walkway when the motion of his broom threw a pebble against a bamboo stalk. Tock! For the instant, there was nothing in the universe but that singular sound. A Zen poet once sang, “How wondrously strange and how miraculous this! I draw water, I carry wood.” In other words: I’m alive!


Zen master Yunmen was brought to life in this way when his teacher slammed the door on his leg and broke the bone in two. Elder Ting, surprised by a sudden slap in the face, stood motionless for a moment, not knowing what to do. When a monk standing by said, “Elder Ting, why do you not bow?” Ting bowed and suddenly the whole world opened up and took him in. The delight of simply being alive doesn’t depend on whether something is pleasant. It can come with the sudden brilliance of peach blossoms or a slap in the face.


It no longer surprises me that some sort of simple joy will shine out from places where you’d not expect to find it. It appears in its own unlikely time, like chancing upon a faded snapshot of your own face grinning back at you from under a stack of old bank statements in a desk drawer.


The inclination toward delight is redemptive, awakening a wonder in us that doesn’t worry itself about the mud and manure of circumstances. Duck pen–sitting is a perfect model for its workings. When Mother would find Evelyn in the duck pen, she would grab her up out of there as though she had no understanding of what was going on at all. Yet she must have known that Evelyn was there all along, since the kitchen window where Mother was often working looked right out on the back yard. But she had her duty as a mother and she would say, “Oh Linley! I told you to watch over your sister. Can’t I trust you to do anything I ask?” But of course I was watching over my sister, and it seems a curious omission that for all the times she had to clean Evelyn up and launder her soiled clothes Mother never punished me or specifically ordered me to keep Evelyn out of the duck pen.





The Killing Shed



I huddle by the tub of scalding water. Steam rises from its surface and a little warmth can be gotten from the gas jet underneath. Through the open door at the rear of the shed, I can see into the holding pen where forty or fifty turkeys stand jammed together in the rain. Their wings, heavy with rainwater, drag in the mud as they mill about and push themselves against the fence looking for a way out. In the shed, seven of them hang dying in a row suspended from the ceiling by cords cinched to their legs. Their feathers are smeared with mud and manure and their necks are stretched toward the floor by lead weights hooked into their nostrils. Their bodies alternately relax and contract in sudden spasms. Blood drains from their bills into buckets beneath them.


I wear heavy yellow rain gear and rubber boots, splattered now with blood. In my hand, I hold a boning knife. It too is sticky with blood. Where some of the blood has soaked into a cuff beneath my rain jacket, I can feel a little of its residual warmth. The turkeys now hang dead, the last of their convulsions over, their necks limp, their weighted heads gradually swaying to a stop, their eyes vacant above the bloody rims of the buckets.


At the sink, where the slaughtered turkeys will soon be gutted and dressed for sale, I wash the blood from my hands and from the boning knife. I lay the knife on a workbench alongside a cleaver and meat shears. I drag a ladder out from the wall to the center of the shed. The raingear presses cold and stiff against my body as I climb toward the ceiling to take the turkeys down.


I was nine years old at the time and I don’t recall who in the family gave the shed its peculiarly stark name. It was probably my father, a Danish immigrant, whose choice of English possessed a literalness that could sometimes expose the heart of a matter. The killing shed was part of a plan to get us out of the poverty we were left in by the Great Depression. Father had gone into farming, which was what he had done in Denmark and the only thing he knew to do. He’d chosen to raise turkeys because it was something he could get into with almost no money for a start.


By the time of the killing shed, the farm had done pretty well. The idea was that we could make more money if we retailed holiday birds directly from the farm. An old garage and attached shed were adapted for this purpose. The garage became the salesroom and the attached lean-to the killing shed. Like everything else we did on the farm, this plan took the entire family to make it work. Evelyn was too young at the time, but my mother and Rowland and I were all put to the task. One of my jobs was to help out in the killing shed. Father had anchored seven eyebolts in a row across the ceiling of the shed. From these hung lengths of cord. On the floor below each of these seven stations was a bucket and a lead weight with a stiff piece of bent wire attached to it so that the weight could be hooked into the nostril of the turkey. The idea was to keep the turkey’s head from thrashing about so that the blood drained into the bucket.


It was raining the day Father taught me to kill the turkeys. The two of us went out to the turkey yards in our rain gear and herded a bunch of them up to the killing shed and shut them into the holding pen Father had built there. Father grabbed a turkey by the legs and carried it into the shed. I did the same but, since I wasn’t very big for my age, I had to more or less drag mine in. Father hung his turkey up and went back for another. I hauled my turkey up the ladder we had put there for my use, but I couldn’t get the cord wrapped around the turkey’s legs because it kept flopping its wings and I hadn’t the strength to hold it in place long enough to get it tied. When Father saw this he said, “Okay, son, I’ll put them up. You take them down afterwards.” I liked that because it made our jobs equal. Father must have known how important I felt doing something as grown up and serious as killing the turkeys.


When all seven of the turkeys were hung, Father took the boning knife from the work bench. He grasped the head of one of the turkeys and stretched its neck down hard. He forced its bill open with his thumb and finger. Father told me to watch carefully, that the way to kill the turkey was to punch the point of the knife up through the roof of its mouth into its brain and then to slice the veins in its throat to start the blood flowing. Suddenly I saw the magnitude of what was going to happen. “Does it hurt?” I asked. “It’s all over in a minute,” he answered. I watched Father slide the knife into the turkey’s mouth. I saw his wrist cock upward. The turkey exploded, its wings contracting violently. Its head jerked about in father’s hand, blood gushing from its throat. Father hooked the lead weight into its nostrils. The turkey’s bill opened and closed. Its neck repeatedly contracted upward causing the weight to sway about. Blood splashed into the bucket below. “Now you try it,” Father said.


It was hard for me to force the turkey’s bill open. “You have to squeeze harder,” Father said. I knew this but, as illogical as it might seem, I didn’t want to squeeze down harder because I didn’t want to hurt the bird. My hand shook and the knife was unsteady. I held my breath. I stabbed and sliced up into the throat. The turkey recoiled upward, its head slipping from my grasp, its whole body arching upward, blood spraying against the ceiling and on the walls and raining down on Father and me, our hair and faces splattered with it. Father got the turkey back under control and held it down until I could get hold of it again. “You have to hold tight,” he said. “Is it dead?” I asked him. “Yes, it’s dead, Linley,” he replied.


When I had killed a second turkey, Father said, “I think you’ve got it now. Finish the rest and when they stop bleeding, take them down and put them on the workbench. I’ll be back to show you what to do next.” With that, he went out the shed door into the rain. The four remaining turkeys hung from the ceiling, waiting to be killed.


In time I got the hang of it and the work in the killing shed went smoothly. Father taught me how to scald the turkeys and pluck the feathers clean. He taught me how to gut a bird properly and showed me what the giblets were and how to wrap them in wax paper and tuck them back into the clean body cavity of the finished bird. Father said that what I was doing was called “dressing” the turkey, which was a new use of the word for me but one I liked because it made what I was doing somehow more official.


When a turkey was all done, I’d carry it into the salesroom and Mother would check it for any pinfeathers I might have missed and put it on ice. Sometimes a customer would be in the salesroom and Mother would tell them they could thank me for how beautifully the turkeys were dressed out. As the holidays got closer, there was a steady stream of cars turning in off Seventeenth Street and coming up the dirt drive to get their turkeys. It seemed to me that everyone in Orange County wanted a Jensen turkey. At Schneider’s Market in Garden Grove, there was a big sign that read JENSEN’S TURKEYS SOLD HERE: PLACE YOUR ORDER NOW. All in all, I felt very important doing what I was doing.


Looking back on that time now, I realize that for all the sense of purpose that I felt there in the killing shed, I was never indifferent to the regret that accompanies killing, no matter how unavoidable or necessary the killing might be. And the killing shed wasn’t the only place that killing went on: there were diseased or injured birds to be disposed of as well. And most farms like ours raised pigs, cows, sheep, rabbits and chickens, all of which must eventually be put to death if the farm is to survive and the family to be able to feed itself and others. Sometimes killing was a matter of putting a creature out of its misery. But I discovered that even when killing is done to prevent suffering, you can never really kill with impunity. Some degree of regret, some sorrow, invariably accompanies the taking of a life. This is a truth that farm boys, and most farm girls too, discern early in their lives. Within our family, it was a truth we held in common without any of us ever specifically saying so.
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