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A STORY SIMULTANEOUSLY LARGER THAN LIFE AND ENTIRELY RELATABLE.


From October 16, 1973, to August 17, 1974, Tim Testu walked all the way from San Francisco to Seattle, bowing his head to the ground every three steps. And that’s not even the best part of his story.


Tim Testu was a hippie, a carpenter, a Vietnam vet, an alcoholic, a great dad — and one of the very first Americans to take ordination in Chinese Zen Buddhism. His path — from getting kicked out of school, to joyriding in stolen boats in the Navy, to squatting in an anarchist commune, to wholehearted engagement in a strict Buddhist monastery — is equal parts rollicking adventure and profound spiritual memoir.


Tim eventually found his home with his teacher, the legendary master Hsuan Hua, and was witness to the founding of Gold Mountain Monastery and the vast City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. Nonetheless, he continued to struggle to overcome his addictions and his very human shortcomings.


Touching Ground is a story of no-holds-barred humanity, of trying and failing and trying again on the spiritual path. Anyone who feels like they’ve stumbled or wandered will find this book comforting and inspiring.


“There’s nothing fancy, or easy, about walking a spiritual path, and this is as real and as useful an account as you might ever read.”


— RED PINE, TRANSLATOR OF THE HEART SUTRA


“A gem of a tale about a deeply flawed and serious seeker of the meaning of life. Tim Testu is so honest about everything he encounters — his wise and wild master, and the darkest parts of himself — that I found myself alternately entertained, grateful, and touched.”


— MELISSA MYOZEN BLACKER ROSHI, RESIDENT TEACHER, BOUNDLESS WAY ZEN TEMPLE, AND CO-EDITOR, THE BOOK OF MU


“A wonderful addition to a cherished genre: the spiritual memoir of the all-too-human, struggling practitioner, heroically seeking a way to transcend their flaws and challenges, to achieve a moment of blessed liberation.”


— JOSH KORDA, AUTHOR OF UNSUBSCRIBE
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FOREWORD


“Good medicine is bitter to the taste.”


So goes a Chinese proverb, one that Dharma Master Hsuan Hua was fond of quoting. I remember hearing it for the first time at the monastery Master Hua founded: the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas in Ukiah, California.


“The City,” as its frequenters and residents often call it for short, is not nearly as well-known in Western Buddhist circles as, say, Tassajara or Spirit Rock. But it should be. It might be the largest Buddhist monastery in the United States, as well as one of the most celebrated in Taiwan and China.


My friend Gene and I had both just started to explore Eastern contemplative practices when we met at a month-long youth yoga retreat in Grass Valley. We were nineteen years old. We had to sweep and garden to earn free room and board at the ashram, but other than having to do a little shoveling, everything was easy. There were lots of teachers suggesting that we “just relax, breathe, and enjoy life’s beauty.” So we did. The ashram was full of beautiful, healthy people. We all ate piles of yummy vegetarian food, sang songs around the bonfire, stretched for hours every morning, swam in the crystalline Yuba River, and talked about God as love. It was a happy summer.


But in the midst of this summer of love, another yogi on the retreat had rattled our peace. His name was Daniel. He had a full brown beard and cutting green eyes. Dan had just come from living at the City for a month. And when he spoke of Master Hua or the monastery, he whispered, as if he’d stumbled upon a mythical land.


“It’s more Chinese than China,” Daniel told us as we all ate vegetarian chili and salad in the middle of one of the ashram’s many flowering meadows. “They practice Chan to the letter, just like it was done during the Tang Dynasty. The monks and nuns have vows to never lie down. They meditate, I kid you not, all night long.”


“What’s Chan?” I asked.


Daniel laughed. “It’s Zen. Before it went soft.”


Daniel was only joking. Japanese Zen is plenty hardcore. But he was trying to explain to us rookies that there were other approaches to spirituality than singing around a campfire — approaches that he said could put our yoga practice into hyperdrive.


Having only recently started a modest meditation practice — I was struggling to make twenty minutes a day — the idea of sitting in lotus all night long gave me chills. And as if that weren’t enough, Daniel said the City had been an insane asylum before Master Hua converted it to a monastery. The monks and nuns slept in the former cells of the patients: three-foot-thick walls, the works. Some of the monks had gone on pilgrimages around the United States just like they used to do fifteen hundred years ago in China. “It’s called ‘three steps, one bow,’” Daniel said. “They take three steps and then do a full prostration — knees, hands, and forehead on the ground. And they walk like that down highways and over mountains with bloody knees and hands, trying to transcend every last attachment to comfort — anything that could obstruct full buddhahood.” He said that most Western spiritual centers were trying to soften the true Dharma so they didn’t turn people off. If we wanted the real thing — no filter — we should check out the City’s summer Chan session, where the monks sat fourteen hours each day.


As we sucked down mango smoothies, Gene and I joked that the City sounded like torture. Why would we ever leave California yoga heaven for Chinese pain? But Daniel kept telling us stories about the City — how the monks positively glowed; how many of them took on ascetic practices but some didn’t, because it was their choice. And how ascetic or not, they were all jovial, warm, even funny. Gene and I weren’t sure if we were terrified or envious of Dan’s experience, but we couldn’t stop asking questions. And by the time we’d scraped the last bites of sprouts and nuts from our bowls, we knew that we were going to go on our own pilgrimage to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. Maybe we wouldn’t do “three steps, one bow,” but walking from my mom’s house in Sacramento seemed like the least we could do to earn our stripes for our first real-deal Chan session.


We wanted some bitter medicine.


It was late July when Gene and I started our walk. By 8:00 a.m., the temperature had already reached the high 90s. By the time we arrived in Davis later that afternoon — where we’d sleep in a ditch behind a car dealership — it was about 115 degrees.


Gene and I were embarking on a journey of two hundred miles through the sinuous back roads of wine country. We hoped to finish it in a week in order to arrive in time for the City’s summer meditation session. That meant about thirty miles a day of walking — more than either of us had ever attempted.


When Gene and I finally passed through the Tang Dynasty–style gates of the City later that summer, our feet were covered in blisters, our noses were peeling from sunburn, and our backs ached with pain. To prepare ourselves for the extremes we knew we’d be enduring, we slept on the ground along the way and ate mostly berries and other things we could forage from the side of the road. It seems crazy to me now that we wanted to do any of this, but without ever hearing him speak or reading one of his books, the Master Hua approach had gotten under our skin.


Walking around the City felt like being in another time. Peacocks roamed wild under massive pagodas and grand bronze Buddha statues. Bald-headed monks and nuns with the traditional incense burns branded on the tops of their skulls scurried about reciting the names of buddhas and prostrating just about everywhere there was a buddha statue (and there literally are ten thousand). Daniel met us there and he informed one of the senior laymen about our pilgrimage. The layman was so thrilled that he invited Gene and me to speak to the sangha that very evening about why we had attempted something so “wonderful and sincere” like suffering in the heat for a week. We felt — at first — like our hard work was paying dividends.


Of course, we would only be able to meet the great Dharma master himself in dreams, in which he told us to work harder; this was 1998, and the Master had died in 1995. (Though we were invited to view Master Hua’s crystallized bones: the parts of him that didn’t burn during cremation and that were believed to maintain some of the master’s power.) But everything Daniel had said about the City turned out to be true. That first Chan retreat felt like trying to run an ultramarathon after training with a few laps around the block. We spent weeks suffering through brutal knee pain, meditating and listening to Master Hua’s recorded lectures about Chan retreats in old China — I recall distinctly one about monks who died during Chan retreats and how they were simply thrown under the Chan bench until the retreat was over. Unlike at most meditation centers, where a teacher might say, “Well, go easy on yourself — try lying down,” the teachers at the City would say, “Pain! That’s great. Keeps the mind present. Use it as your meditation topic.”


Where in the hell were we?


During that first retreat, I almost left the City many times. It often felt like the place really was an insane asylum. But after a few weeks, Gene and I noticed something. Sure, we might not be meditating all night long. But sitting for, say, a couple of hours suddenly wasn’t difficult. In fact, it was quite peaceful. Pain was relative. And as the body became accustomed to this seemingly rigid form, we could finally start to watch the mind’s more subtle movements. This “go-hard-or-go-home” Buddhism had trained us to do something in a month that, at the start of this summer, we hadn’t thought we’d ever be able to do. Discipline worked. Hard work worked. And the result was more freedom.


Dan had been right about something else too. The monks at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas were different than any other human beings we’d ever met. Austere as they could seem, if you spoke to them, they were warm, intelligent — and often hilarious. Inspired by these people who seemed like spiritual superheroes, when the retreat ended, I went to live at one of the City’s branch monasteries in Berkeley to learn from Heng Sure, one of Master Hua’s oldest disciples. For a while I even thought about ordaining.


Since my time at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, I’ve tried lots of different meditation approaches — from gentle to devotional to hard-as-nails — and in my experience, they are all helpful. You find what suits your nature at different times of life. But whenever I’m enduring anything difficult, I hear Master Hua’s voice in my ear: “Good medicine is bitter to the taste.” And I know — from experience — that it’s true.


It’s often said that there are eighty-eight thousand Dharma doors and that the path to enlightenment is a razor’s edge. Hard practice can be helpful, but picking up your macho vajra sword to try to be some spiritual hero can easily become another ego trip. You can find yourself quite a bit worse off than before you ever started.


It seems Master Hua was an expert at bringing students to their limit, then reeling them back before they went too far. But even with a teacher as skilled as Master Hua, the mind is complicated. When do we push harder? And when do we give our egos a break?


I don’t think I have ever read a story that explains the subtlety of this challenge with more honesty, humor, and humanity than Tim Testu’s Touching Ground. From his battles with alcohol and the law to his struggles with relationships and faith, Tim seems to be telling us about the universal challenge of being alive. He was a gifted storyteller with a rare vulnerability — a quality that I imagine came from his sincere practice. In addition, by recording his stories of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas for a wide audience, Tim has given the Buddhist community a rare gift.


Whether you meditate or not, this book is a great epic — one that ultimately illustrates a profound truth: our mistakes are our teachers.


Jaimal Yogis


San Francisco, California









INTRODUCTION


I knew my dad had been writing a lot. He would wake up early every morning, make a hot breakfast, walk the dog, meditate for an hour, write for an hour. Then he would wake me up and report his activities, suggesting that I too should get up and do something vigorous, worthy, contemplative. He would also have a hot breakfast waiting for me.


After he died in 1998, while I was cleaning out his study I found a life insurance policy I never knew he had taken out hidden in his desk drawer. Lying next to it was a floppy disk. Written in big block letters across the disk, inked in Sharpie marker, were the words: “JETTI PLEASE PUBLISH OR GIVE TO THE BUDDHISTS. THIS IS MY LAST AND FINAL WISH.” The disk contained an account of his entire life, spanning almost two hundred pages, documenting everything from his time as a submariner in the United States Navy to his “hippie days” on an anarchist commune.


I was grateful to have a record of his adventures. I knew that his friends and the rest of the family would be interested in reading it, too. But I was surprised and horrified to see that he expected me to publish the damn thing. (Of all the moral teachings my father learned in his study of Chinese Buddhism, I think filial piety was his favorite.)


I was eighteen years old, heartbroken over his death, and didn’t exactly have a lot of contacts in the publishing world. With a mixed feeling of dread and duty, I moved the disk, his notebooks, and the computer itself dozens of times with me, from student housing in Arizona to a houseboat in Seattle; from Bellingham, Edmonds, Poulsbo, and Port Townsend, and then back to Seattle again, always keeping it in the small secret drawer of the dresser he had built me.


Somewhere along the way, the disk got lost. I was relieved of the burden — but sad that I had let him down. I knew his was an unfair request to make from the grave, something I would never impose on my own child. Still, I wanted to make him happy. Also, I was pretty sure his ghost would know I had failed at my task and would come to scold me in my dreams. With the disk left unpublished, our karma was left unresolved. My dad believed in reincarnation. What if he came back as my cat or — my God — my child? He had such a powerful presence. Anything was possible.


I had been raised in the Chan (Chinese Zen) tradition, but as time went by I fell away from the Buddhist community, stopped honoring the five precepts, got a job, got married, had a baby. Then a few years ago I was invited to the Buddha’s birthday celebration at a monastery in Washington where I knew a lot of my dad’s old Dharma friends would be. Sure enough, I saw Dharma Master Heng Lai, the abbot of Snow Mountain Monastery, who had known him in the seventies. He said he had a copy of my dad’s manuscript in a zip file and could email it to me if I wanted. He sent it to me the next day. It was time to take action on my father’s last and final wish.


My dad was an American monk named Heng Ju (Tim Testu), a disciple of Venerable Master Hsuan Hua, whom he referred to simply as “the master.” Hsuan Hua had come from Hong Kong to California in 1962, after having previously directed followers to establish the Dharma Realm Buddhist Association, from which many affiliated monasteries and centers would spring, including the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, one of the first Chan temples in the United States and one of the largest Buddhist compounds in the Western Hemisphere, where my dad lived on and off throughout his life. The monastery is known for its insistence on strict adherence to the traditional monastic code; the keeping of the five precepts was strongly encouraged, and participating in ascetic practices like eating one meal a day and sleeping while sitting up were commended. In 1973, my dad and another monk, Heng Yo, began a ten-month bowing pilgrimage for world peace through California, Oregon, and Washington, traveling over a thousand miles on foot. It was the first “three steps, one bow” pilgrimage in the history of American Buddhism.


Dad finished his autobiography shortly before he died. It gives the perspective of an older (and maybe wiser) man with a complicated life: two ex-wives, a teenage daughter, alcoholism, and a cancer diagnosis.


Before seeing Heng Lai, I never knew why Dad had left the monastery. I did know how fervently he’d loved his life as a monk and how he respected and adored his teacher. The family mythology was that he had sneaked out in the middle of the night, crawling on the dried-up riverbed instead of walking out through the main gate. I thought this was a little dramatic, but then, all of his stories about the monastery were dramatic.


The reason he left had something to do with shame. He had gone out drinking as a monk, breaking a basic precept. This was after being ordained for almost a decade, after completing his bowing pilgrimage, after hundreds of newspaper articles had been written about the trip and he had written his own book about it, and after touring Asia with the master, giving Dharma talks to the sangha. The fall from grace was too difficult for him to face.


I know about shame.


Dad had leukemia for six years before he died, and I did not understand how ill he was because the man never, ever complained. We lived way out in the country on the Olympic Peninsula, on a waterfront property with an assortment of tents, trailers, and dogs, and garden hoses and electric cords draped from trees. We had an outhouse, an outdoor kitchen, and an outdoor bathtub. This may sound like hippie Zen paradise — unless you are a twelve-year-old with menstrual cramps, a bad haircut, a bad attitude, and no friends for forty miles. To me, his cancer treatments meant a field trip to Seattle — hospital french fries, veggie burgers, going for Chinese just the two of us.


Dad used every available minute we had together to “transmit the Dharma” to me, lecturing on everything from vegetarianism and respectable conduct to small-engine repair, how to vote (Democratic), how to hold your breath underwater, how to drive a stick shift, how to chop vegetables (according to their nature), how to identify good music (clean, crisp, and stinkin’ with the groove), how to identify poisonous mushrooms, and most important, how to avoid ego and suffering through cultivating the Way. But like most kids, I was full of desires. I wanted to be pretty, thin, popular. I wanted to curl my hair, wear cute outfits, and laugh with my friends. I wanted a living room with a couch and a big TV instead of a meditation hall. And I certainly did not want my dad dropping me off at school dances on the back of his gold BMW motorcycle. His answer to me asking for these things was usually some version of “Do not give rise to a single thought.” I was embarrassed by my dad’s devotion to Buddhism, tired of the constant smell of incense.


At the end of his life, Dad asked me to come home from college to take care of him, and I did. But we had a fight over my frivolous spending. He asked me to pitch in on the mortgage, and I had spent all my money on vanilla lattes and shoes. Rather than admit I was wrong, I moved out. The night he went to the hospital for the last time, we were supposed to have met, to go out to dinner and make up.


As an adult, I can see the profound grace in a strict routine, the joy in hard work, and the relief of not being driven by emotions. I see a lot of wisdom now in the way my dad conducted his life, though I rejected it for a long time. I wish I had known that we wouldn’t have many years together in this life and that my teenage rebellion was a luxury I did not have time for. (Which for me was becoming a born-again Christian, because how else was I supposed to piss off a recovering alcoholic Buddhist monk?)


What I wish more than anything is that my dad could have lived to enjoy his grandson. I think they would have really dug watching Miyazaki films and My Name Is Earl and going to comic conventions together. I’d love to argue about politics and cook farmer’s market veggies while we listen to NPR. Or set him up with my gorgeous fifty-seven-year-old salsa-dancing friend (though I suspect he would have become a monastic again if he had lived). I’d love to listen to his stories and ask more questions, like how to beat the howling loneliness when I wake up at night or how to let go of the thirst for happiness. And I’d love to thank him for his caring attentiveness to me. And for writing the story of his heart.


Thank you to the fabulous Emma Varvaloucas for setting this book in motion by selecting the last chapter of the then-unpublished manuscript to be published in the Fall 2014 issue of Tricycle: The Buddhist Review and for beautifully editing this complete manuscript. Her talent is as enormous as her heart. And thank you to Wisdom Publications for granting my father’s wish and releasing me from my karmic debt.


This book is a dream come true for two people. This book is a life fulfilled.


Jeanette (Jetti) Testu


[image: Image]









1. BABIES, BOMBS, AND BOOZE: MY CHILDHOOD


Life was good for me until about the age of three, when my parents brought home the first of what was eventually going to add up to seven siblings. Yes, when little Terrence with the long eyelashes arrived, bundled in the family’s traditional baptismal gown, I had my first major life realization: the party was over. I can still remember him lying in his crib in the living room of our two-story West Seattle house. Mom, Dad, both sets of grandparents, and various aunts and uncles were all gathered around making their respectful oohs and ahhs while I observed unnoticed from the dining room. For the first time I experienced what it meant to be alone in the world. With six more kids to deal with during my childhood, my parents would never again be able to give me the full attention that I yearned for.


One day, not long after Terrence’s arrival, my mother and I went shopping at the local market. While I was underfoot she dropped a jar of pickles on me, and I started howling.


“What’s the matter, little boy?” asked a kind woman in the aisle.


“Pickles on head!” I sobbed. I didn’t know it then, but the first noble truth of Buddhism — life is suffering — had just hit me over the head.


The Testu family line runs back to seventeenth-century France, where the first known Testu was Claude Guillaume Testu, Marquis de Balincourt, a military marshal and nobleman. As the story goes, a fur trader by the name of Testu traveled down from Quebec along the Mississippi, leaving in his wake a trail of small Testus. When the Testus met the Irish, a flood of Kennedys, Kellehers, O’Briens, Ryans, and Downeys came into the picture. By the time they got to me, I was one-quarter French, three-quarters Irish, and as time would later prove, one hundred percent alcoholic.


My favorite Testu was my dad’s mom, Jeanette, a tall, elegant woman who lived in a castle-like house on the cliffs of West Seattle. We visited her on Thanksgiving, Christmas, and other holidays. Jeanette always greeted me with a hug and a smooch, put her arm around me, and walked me sweetly around the house. Her hugs were the only ones I got as a kid, so they meant a lot. I always liked to see the photograph on the mantle that showed Jeanette with her arm around Washington State Governor Rossellini. Then Grandma and I would stop at the picture window in her living room and stare across Elliot Bay at downtown Seattle, and she’d ask me how things were going. After all the cousins, aunts, and uncles arrived, we’d spread out a big potluck dinner, and if it was Thanksgiving, my dad carved the bird.


Jeanette was a state representative for the West Seattle district, and held her office for twenty years. She was also a pro-tem Speaker of the House, honorary sheriff of King County, and on the committee that put together the 1962 Seattle World’s Fair. Her spouse was Grandpa Homer, a gentleman loved by all and understood by few except those who frequented the taverns of West Seattle. Homer, a Montana cowboy at heart, was always dragging home unshaven tavern denizens to live in the basement and supposedly help with the cooking. Seems like all they did, though, was smoke cigarettes, drink, and hang around.


My dad, Joseph Kirk Testu, pretty much raised himself. He spent a lot of time in the gully below the house, where he pulled pranks like convincing his friends to test his famous trans-neighborhood rope swing. In 1942 he graduated from Seattle University with a degree in business, and then found his lifelong job at Kenworth Truck Company, first as an engineer, then as a salesman.


My mother, Virginia, was a Kennedy, a vital and beautiful brunette. Her grandparents came to America from Ireland and settled in Kent Valley, just south of Seattle, where they ran a farm on the banks of the Green River. Once a month her grandpa walked thirty miles into Seattle’s skid row to get workers for his fields. In exchange for their labor, he offered them no money: just room, board, and all the tobacco they could smoke. By the end of one month they’d all have wandered off, and he’d be ready for a fresh group. When he died, Mom said, his collie howled for days.


Mom had seven brothers and sisters, so I suppose it was natural for her to start building a large family, and that’s exactly what she did. Joe and Virginia married, bought a house in West Seattle, and started reproducing.


As more and more siblings appeared, Terrence and I had to move upstairs into an old room with one single window at the far end. My bunk was against one wall; his, the other. Every three years or so my mom gave birth to another kid. During a twenty-year period she produced Timothy Joseph, Terrence Robert, Kathleen Marie, Kirk Patrick, Matthew Julius, Mary Jo, and Mark John. Later on my parents took in another child, a girl named Virginia, so we became eight in total. Good Catholics that they were, my folks enrolled us “spoiled brats,” as they liked to call us, in parochial schools. I attended West Seattle’s Holy Rosary.


Trouble became me from a young age, and most of the behavioral problems that would plague me for life were already evident by the time I was nine. By the fourth grade, the pattern was set: I did well in school but constantly got in trouble during my off-hours. Some of it was harmless: one time, for instance, I went begging door-to-door for food while my friends observed with great respect from the bushes. On another occasion the same friends and I held an impromptu carnival in our backyard. My offering was to sit cross-legged inside a doghouse acting as a yogi who could answer any question.


But then there was my “unpredictable” side. I’d pull fire alarms, poke bobby pins in electrical outlets, or steal from my neighbors’ vegetable gardens. At an early age I learned how to push my mother’s buttons — I had a habit of pilfering money from her purse — and she’d yell, “You kids are going to drive me crazy!” She said it so often it developed a melody of its own, and I derived a simple pleasure in getting her to spout it. Why? I had no idea — the reasons behind my behavior were just as much a mystery to me as they were to my parents, and it always meant a struggle between us whenever I was caught doing something crazy.


One boring Saturday afternoon when I was nine or ten, I remember I tossed a very large rock into the open door of a delivery truck as it rumbled down the alley where we lived. The driver skidded to a stop, jumped out, and grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and the seat of the pants. Fuming with anger, he asked me where my house was. I pointed to the home of my friend, Nicholas King, who lived on the other side of the alley. Holding me firmly, the driver knocked on the Kings’ back door. When Mrs. King answered, the driver yelled, “Your son just threw a rock into my van!”


Mrs. King looked shocked. “That’s not my son. That’s the Testu boy! He lives across the alley.” The driver dragged me to my real home, where he related the incident to my mother. Mom thanked the driver and then sent me upstairs to wait for my father, who was still at work. When Dad finally got to my room he was hopping mad.


“Get over by the wall!” he yelled as he pulled all the shoes out of the closet, lining them up next to him by the far wall. Still just a small boy, I stood trembling near the opposite wall, where my bedroom’s lone window admitted gray light from Seattle’s overcast sky.


“Why did you do it?” he yelled as he flung a large boot at me.


“I don’t know!” I cried as I tried to dodge the boot. It hit me in the arm.


“What possessed you to do this horrible thing?” He threw a shoe to punctuate each question.


“I don’t know!” I cried. More shoes came flying; I sobbed and screamed.


“What goes through your mind when you do these things?”


“I don’t know, Dad!” One by one he threw the whole pile of shoes at me, and I answered most of his questions with “I don’t know!”


I really didn’t know. I was self-aware enough, though, to realize for the first time that Dad probably had a point — why would anyone in their right mind throw a rock into a delivery truck? Dad left me confined to the room without dinner to think about what I had done. I solaced myself with deep blanket therapy and cups of tears, and I thought and thought. By the time I was done thinking that night, I had decided something about myself: there must be something terribly wrong with me. I just didn’t know what it was.


After my fourth year at Holy Rosary, our family moved to the south end of Seattle to a suburb called Seahurst, which consisted of two gas stations, a candy shop, an old-fashioned meat market cum grocery store, and Saint Francis of Assisi, the local Catholic church and grade school. Dad had just been promoted at Kenworth and was selling trucks all along the West Coast.


At Saint Francis I was now under the tutelage of Sister Superior and the Dominican nuns, who took over my religious training with fervor. I came to believe in a long-haired God that I imagined stood one hundred feet tall. Draped in long white robes, He lived in heaven, which was somewhere up in the sky. I was taught to pray to Jesus when I was troubled, which I often was. (I found that praying actually worked; it seemed to ease my worried mind.) I learned about souls, too. Mine, the nuns explained, was a hazy sphere about nine inches in diameter, located deep inside my midsection. If I committed venial sins, it would get covered with black dots similar to measles. If I died with these spots unpurged, I’d descend to purgatory, where I’d undergo mild torture until my sphere became clear again, and then I’d become eligible for eternity in heaven. A mortal sin, such as missing mass on Sunday or entering the church of some other religion, would create a “grievous offense,” and my soul would become black as ink. If I died in that condition, I’d spend eternity roasting in hell.


To up my chances of admission to heaven — because at that point I was pretty concerned that those chances were low — I became an altar boy and learned by heart all the Latin responses to the mass. I was issued a cassock and assigned a mass to perform every Sunday. I enjoyed being on stage in such a theatrical production, and I especially liked enunciating the divine Latin prose just as it had been voiced for thousands of years. I even understood the translations: “I will go unto the altar of God, to God who gave joy to my youth. We praise thee, we bless thee, we adore thee, we give thee thanks for thy great benefits. O Lord God, Heavenly King, God the Father Almighty . . .”


Saint Francis parish had three priests. The pastor was Father Quik, who, true to his name, always said mass in twenty short minutes. (The other two, Fathers Daly and Dooly, took forty minutes each.) Father Quik’s true interest in life, it seemed, was salmon fishing out on the ocean at Westport. To help him bring in the catch, he bought a twenty-foot boat with a trailer, and to pull it — believe it or not — a garishly pink, 1957 Lincoln convertible with huge, shark-like fins. But the thing that Father Quik owned that was of far greater interest to me and my classmates was his bullwhip, because when Sister Superior was unable to enforce discipline, she’d ask Father Quik into the schoolyard to take care of matters, and it was never pretty.


Here’s just one story. There was a guy in my class named Frank Kemp. Frank was cool: he wore his pants low, his collar up just like Elvis Presley, and he was the first in our school to overtly wear his hair in a DA — a “duck’s ass,” which we weren’t allowed to say, let alone wear. That’s just what it looked like, though: hair swept back along the sides and then feathered together real nasty in the back. The DA style was strictly forbidden, but Frank was an expert at wearing his hair. When the nuns weren’t around, he’d have it in the full DA position, with us boys in awe and the girls going wild. When the nuns came near, he’d restyle it on the fly with a few deft strokes of his handy pocket comb.


One day during recess, however, Frank got caught with his hair in a full DA. Sister Superior called in Father Quik, who captured poor Frank in the middle of the playground. While all students from first through eighth grade watched in terror, our benevolent pastor, our compassionate leader of the flock, whipped Frank severely. The sharp crack of the bullwhip could be heard all around Seahurst, and each time the long, thin, leather tail wrapped around Frank’s legs, he fell to the ground screaming in agony. These were the types of incidents that color my memory of grade school.


But even the threat of brutal punishments wasn’t enough to stop me from endlessly acting out. I felt compelled to put wax paper in people’s sandwiches at lunchtime or squeeze my buddies’ chests and make them pass out in line at recess. Outside of class, I raised more hell: one time my friends and I stole bullets from the local sporting goods store, then broke into a house that was under construction, found an empty paint can, started a fire in it, and dumped the bullets in. We were so naive that we stood behind narrow two-by-fours as stray bullets whizzed by.


I displayed a wild, neurotic energy and constantly sought attention; even when I could have gotten away scot-free, I couldn’t help but take credit for my misdeeds. When I was in seventh grade, my teacher, Sister Angela Marie, had us fill out questionnaires about everyone in the class. They asked us to name the person of the opposite sex we liked the most and the least, and who we thought was the most handsome, popular, or sexiest. She made us sign the papers and turn them in so she could “get to know us better.” We never heard another word about those papers, but I felt shamed and violated by her invasion of our privacy. Luckily, I got my chance for revenge. A few weeks later, on an excursion to downtown Seattle’s skid road, I happened upon a joke store, where from the vast array of gags and tricks I found one sure to do the job on Sister Angela Marie: a powerful, triple-effect, yellow sulfur, whistling, exploding, spark plug–ignited automobile bomb.


The next day during recess, my friend Mitchell and I ducked out and wired up the bomb to the coil wires of the nuns’ station wagon. Sister Angela was normally the driver. By sheer chance, that afternoon she was taking a flock of visiting nuns out to the Seattle-Tacoma airport. It was our luck that the highest Dominican nun on the entire West Coast was with her — the Mother of our Sister Superior — the Mother of all Mothers, for Christ’s sake! All in all, nine nuns loaded into the wagon, and Sister Angela hit the starter. First came the siren scream, then the loud report of the bomb; then the entire car disappeared behind a thick cloud of yellow smoke. All traffic at the little intersection of Seahurst, Washington, ground to a halt as everyone stopped to stare. Suddenly, from out of the smoke and fumes, Sister Angela Marie appeared. Furiously brushing off her robes, she ran like a rocket for several hundred yards, then stopped and appeared to think for a minute. Maybe she was praying for guidance. Abruptly, as if God had given her instructions, she turned on a dime and dashed back to the car, reached in, and gallantly set the emergency brake, although the car was on level ground. All four doors flew open, and the rest of the nuns bailed out. Someone lifted the hood and pointed to the expired bomb hanging from the distributor. My friend and I quietly grabbed our bikes and hit the road.


One week later, while passing Sister Angela in the hall, I said, “Well, Sister, I hear someone put a bomb in your car!” An hour later Sister Superior stormed into our class.


“Testu and Mitchell,” she screamed, “I want to see you in the library immediately!” In the library, a small room alongside our class, Sister Superior was waiting, her face twisted with rage. “Did you put the bomb in the nuns’ car?” she bellowed.


The two of us replied simultaneously: Mitchell said “Yes!” and I said “No!”


“Which one of you is lying?”


We both pointed at each other and yelled, “He is!”


“That’s enough of your lies! Roll up your pants.” We pulled our pants up above the calves. From the depths of her robes Sister produced a short, cat-tailed leather whip and started wailing on our hairless little legs. We cried for mercy, but she kept at it, and when she finished our legs were covered with bright red welts.


I was sobbing when I got my mother on the phone. “Mom,” I cried, “I put a b-b-bomb in the nuns’ station wagon.”


My mom couldn’t figure out what I was talking about and started laughing. Sister grabbed the phone. “Mrs. Testu, this is not funny. Do you know what your son did? He put a bomb in the nuns’ car!”


I took a break from causing trouble — well, purposeful trouble — in the eighth grade, when I noticed that some of the girls in school were becoming quite attractive. Unlike some of the other guys, however, I was terminally shy, and found it extremely difficult to talk to girls about anything, much less tell them how I felt.


To help us develop social skills, the nuns took it upon themselves to hold weekly sock hops in the gymnasium. Every Friday afternoon, in the bright light of day, they assembled the seventh and eighth grade and lined us up, minus shoes, boys against the west wall, girls against the east. (The nuns, especially Sister Angela Marie, observed with great interest from center court.) Sister Superior called them out: “All right, this is a song by Paul Anka, a slow one, and it’s men’s choice.” Then came the hundred-foot walk across the floor to the girls’ line. To be first took incredible guts, but then you’d have your choice of girls. The best strategy, I found, was to dash in right after the first guys made their move, running quickly in the middle of the pack, and then at the last second, leaping out for the best beauty as if by accident. Once the choice was made, you were suddenly in the arms of a member of the opposite sex and touching chest to chest. We stepped on each other’s feet, made faces over our partners’ shoulders, and steered the girls around like we were driving Mercury sedans.


Maybe the sock hops helped, because it was also in eighth grade when I worked up enough nerve to ask out a girl for the first time. I picked Joan. Joanie was not my favorite girl, mind you, but one I felt reasonably assured would say yes to my request. And she did. One fine summery Saturday, together with my friend Furd and his date, we found ourselves taking the bus to Playland, a huge amusement park in the north end of Seattle. I was nervous, but it was a glorious day outside, the park full of Seattleites happily enjoying themselves, and eventually I calmed down. Joan and I lunched on hot dogs, fries, and strawberry milkshakes, then strolled around to check out the exhibits. In one booth we saw through a glass window a live image of a gypsy woman with only half a body. Sure, it was only an illusion created by mirrors and glass, but I didn’t care; I was really enjoying Joan’s company, and everything was starting to seem magical.


After lunch I bought a roll of tickets and we went on some rides. The roller coaster was an absolute blast; Joan even gave me her hand during one of the tight turns. Then we rode the rocket ship, a bullet-shaped projectile that turned us upside down and emptied the change from my pockets. Next came the Killer Octopus, a giant wheel with five spokes. At the end of each spoke spun two little buckets, each with seats for five people. We shared our gondola with Furd and his date. Once full, the Octopus slowly rolled around, stretching its tentacles, the giant wheel spinning faster and faster. Suddenly the operator tilted the platform into the air at a sharp angle and cranked up the speed. My stomach felt sick. Our buckets were free to rotate in their own orbits around each other, so we began spinning wildly at thrice the speed of the main wheel, racing around like a crankshaft inside an engine. People screamed; the big wheel kept turning faster and faster. My stomach couldn’t take it anymore. All at once, I projectile vomited massive quantities of half-digested hot dog, strawberry shake, and fries. Joan, Furd, and his date all tried to block the viscous spray with their hands but were smothered with huge globules of the icky, sticky, pink puke. Pandemonium broke out below as the crowd ran screaming from the falling chunks. Only when my stomach was completely emptied did the big wheel grind to a halt.


Joan and I rode home together on the bus, but little was said. I couldn’t even look at her. It was understood we would never go out again, and in fact I didn’t try again with a girl until I learned how to drink a year later.


Upon graduation from St. Francis, I advanced to O’Dea, the same Catholic preparatory school for boys my father graduated from in 1936. O’Dea’s faculty were the tough and inspired Christian Brothers of Ireland, an elite teaching order of Catholic monks who kept vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. O’Dea had no frills: no metal, wood, or auto shops, and of course, no girls.


Teaching was the brothers’ lives, their daily offering to God, and they taught with fire and passion. Many, like Brother Farrell, my English composition teacher, were quite eloquent. He delivered his speeches like a Shakespearean actor, using the language with a precision and force I’d never experienced. He’d start out speaking in a normal tone, obviously enjoying the way his mind found the most choice and powerful word combinations. As he talked, he strode briskly up and down the aisles, his long black robes brushing near each of us. Walking and talking, he gradually raised the volume and force of his voice, ending up by roaring so loud the windows rattled while we all sat bolt upright, frozen in our seats. After a moment of silence, he’d drop his voice to a raspy whisper and summarize his speech in a few concise sentences while we strained forward to hear every word he uttered. Once finished with his masterful delivery, he’d often twirl around, his robes fanning out like a Sufi dancer, put his face directly in front of mine, and ask, “Isn’t that right, Mr. Testu?”


All the brothers carried black leather straps that measured one foot long by two inches wide by half an inch thick. These formidable weapons weighed about a pound each. Punishment was doled out in sets of three: one shot on each hand and a whack on the butt. In accordance with the severity of a boy’s crime, he got two, two, and two, or five, five, and five, and so forth. One day I got caught making bird noises in the classroom. Brother Farrell stood me in front of the room and told me to hold out my hands for a beating. I braced myself as Brother wound up for a big strike. He made a sweeping revolution of his arm, bringing the strap down toward my quivering flesh with the force of a freight train. At the last millisecond, however, I withdrew my hand, and he missed, lost his balance, and crashed to the floor. The class erupted with laughter, but Brother, once he dusted himself off, got in his whacks in double measure.


During my freshman year a form of gambling became very popular on the playground. Every day at noon we’d gather in the alley behind school to pitch coins. If your coin landed closest to the wall, you got to keep all the money. Every day more people quit playing sports and took up gambling. I suppose it was only a matter of time until we were caught, but it still came as a surprise to us when one day Brother King came out, blew his referee’s whistle, and brought recess to a halt. Hearing his shrill alarm, more brothers poured out of the building, and together they quickly lined us boys up in a row stretching from one end of the field to the other. They ordered everyone to hold out their hands. Then, with fiery intent, they walked the line, strapping our hands. When they reached the end, they made us bend over and touch our toes, and with sixty young butts facing skyward, they ran the line again, leather straps lashing furiously.
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