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Collected Works of James Hilgendorf

Set One

Five complete full-length books by the author:

Capricorn & Cancer

Traveling to a New America

Handbook for Youth in a Muddied Age

The New Superpower

Maybe We Need A New Religion
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BOOK ONE:  CAPRICORN & CANCER

––––––––
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Love is born out of opposites colliding.

Look at the universe, with its swirling galaxies of stars, whole nebulae clashing and devouring phalanxes of suns.  It is not a peaceful picture.

We advance by facing that which we do not know.

The love that becomes the strongest is the love that grows by circling each other in contrapuntal rhythms, held in place by an inward and outward attraction perfectly balanced, like moons circling a planet, like planets a sun.

As planets arc through their journey, you can hear them crying and sighing, the tension of irrepressible joy.

I never knew you, and did not ask for your presence, yet from out the darkness and eternity, you appear, and we become caught up in tides of memories and fate from an unfathomable past.

We are Capricorn and Cancer.  We are winter and summer.  We are night and day.

Tears and laughter, fondness and spite, pulling at the orbits of each other, circling in the gravity of old bonds.

Merging, breaking down disparate identities, becoming one.

Love is born of a battle, no easy quest this one, no easy prize.

We merge and shine like the sun.

*****
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CANCER

On Christmas Day, 2018, my wife Elizabeth underwent a three and a half hour surgery for pancreatic cancer.

The surgery – named the Whipple Procedure – was successful, removing a two centimeter cancer on the pancreas, as well as part of the pancreas itself; removal of the gall bladder and parts of the intestines; and a reworking of her internal plumbing.  

Six or seven days later, my wife was up and about in a limited way, and I remember us attending a large New Year's day celebration.

Pancreatic cancer is a deadly cancer, rarely recognized until it is too late.  My wife was one of the lucky ones – only 10-15% of pancreatic cancer patients even qualify for surgery, because by the time it is discovered, the cancer has already spread to other parts of the body and is beyond the reach of surgery.

Our journey with the cancer began in late 2018 when Elizabeth was suddenly feeling a lack of energy, as well as a lack of appetite – which is something she had never experienced before.  Our doctor took a blood test, and a few days later Elizabeth was sent to have a CT scan.  She had finished the scan, and we were both on our way to lunch at a nearby restaurant, when her cell phone rang, and she was notified to immediately report to a nearby emergency room.  Other tests being done, it was revealed that she had the malignant cancer on her pancreas.  We opted for surgery.

The surgery was only the beginning, because if you ask any doctor, the verdict is always the same: pancreatic cancer is incurable.  

Many oncology doctors invariably prescribe some type of chemotherapy after the Whipple procedure, to try to clear up whatever traces of the disease may still linger in hiding.  The effectiveness of this approach is debatable, since doctors almost universally believe the cancer, at its roots, cannot be cured.  The chemotherapy should ideally take place within the first two or three months after the operation at the most.  

After many talks with our doctor, Elizabeth finally decided to forego chemotherapy.  Our doctor was completely supportive of our decision.  

I must say, we both felt in great hands with our doctor.  He had been an oncologist for many years, and had a tremendous number of patients who both trusted and loved him; but he was not liked by many of the other doctors in the business, primarily I think because his approach was different from the standard procedures.  From our own experience, looking back, I feel he was motivated first and foremost with the quality of life of his patients.  He was dealing with a cancer that was remorseless, one that decimated many of its victims in the first six months after prognosis.  He knew the odds, and was always listening to his patients, aware of the grim reality of the situation.

So we went along for several months, and everything seemed normal.

Then in October, 2019, a new test showed the cancer had returned in force.  A normal blood test reading for tumor markers is less than 35.  My wife's test returned a level about 18,000.

Our doctor immediately moved us to a strong combination of chemotherapy drugs, and Elizabeth endured this for about three months.  The chemo was difficult.  There were some days when she was like a zombie.  But she kept going, and at the end of the three months, her tumor marker had plummeted from 18,000 to 215.

Elizabeth needed a reprieve from the chemo, and the doctor agreed.  She went off the chemo for about five months.  Tests at the end of that time revealed the cancer had returned in force, with a tumor marker in the 13,000 range, and a PET scan (an electronic procedure enabling a very detailed look at her internal body) revealing that the cancer had spread and metastasized.

About this same time, our doctor finally retired from his practice after several decades of service.  We were channeled to a new doctor, a younger woman, who started Elizabeth on a new regimen of chemotherapy drugs.  

Complications developed.  Elizabeth's legs both swelled badly, turned red and warm.  The doctor was concerned about blood clots and began administering a blood thinner.  The tumor marker, originally about 13,000, dropped on the next test to about 5000; but the test after that showed a rise to 6000, then 9000, and again back up to 13,000.  The cancer was not being slowed down this time.  

On October 21, 2020, in the middle of the night, I was asking a question of Elizabeth while in bed, and she suddenly sat up and began shaking and making inaudible noises.  I held her in my arms.  As hard as she tried, she could not talk.  She wanted to write something on paper, but could not hold a pen or write.  She was hysterical.  It was a very frightening time.  I called 911, and four men came soon and took Elizabeth away in an ambulance to the emergency department of a major hospital.

She had had a major stroke.

The next day, her speech was slowed, and she could not move her right arm or leg.  Our more intense struggle had begun.

America, in recent times, has also caught a disease.  

Like pancreatic cancer, it has developed slowly, almost unnoticed, taking root deep down in our collective psyche, to burst forth in gruesome view in current times.

Its symptom was covid-19, the pandemic; but the cause lay much deeper within.  Its most glaring exemplar of the physical and moral culmination of the disease was our President; but the infection, for decades, has been spreading out from the roots and metastasizing within the entire social and political body of America. 

At its core, it is a loss of vision.

We have lost our dream.  America has lost its dream.

Who are we?

This book is about health and disease; about the extraordinary journey my wife and I led together, and our love which grew from mere common seeds to blossom into a life of forever; about the division and chaos and loss of hope in this mythic land, past, present and future, and the immortal Dream of America.

But this book is also about life and death, and a vision that has been waiting to break forth from the common, everyday motion of our lives since the dawn of light first broke upon deep, dark, primordial waters.

This book is about eternity.

*****
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DISINTEGRATION & REBIRTH

I was born into a world that no longer exists.  While I was lying in a playpen, the world about me, reaching out to all corners of the globe, was being torn to shreds in a mayhem of madness, the Second World War.  Civilizations were crashing down all around, the underpinnings of those civilizations collapsing from within our psyches, though we were unaware of it.

I remember cornfields and small towns and simple men and women moving through their days much as we move through our own days today, with endurance, with pain, with love, carrying out the simple roles of parents and child, the eternal cycles that go unrecognized alongside the bolder, brasher actors of our world, the ones who lead us into war, who primp and pose upon the stage of politics and money and power and the actors' limelight, those simple people who are greater than any of the greatest of politicians or movie stars or monied magnates, people who have held on and endured forever and ever, and will keep on enduring forever because of a matter of the heart.

It was the common human heart that was being torn apart and desecrated during that colossal upheaval.

Nothing can stand alone forever.  No nation, no people, no race, they must of necessity come tumbling down.  We are one people.  We are one human race.  

In 1971, I was living in a boarding house in Boulder, Colorado, working the midnight shift in a broom factory.

Alone in the factory as the dawn came up, I would put on a record and throughout the entire building the music of the Beatle's “Here comes the Sun” trumpeted forth, and I made my own obeisance to the sun and the morning light.  

It was a time of going to seed.  I was on a journey of disintegration and rebirth in my life at that time.  Everything in the past was shedding away, making way for a new life and rhythm. 

I had recently gone through a divorce, and had moved from Chicago to Boulder at the invitation of a friend.

Boulder at that time was one of the centers of deep change that were spreading all across America.

Young people were dropping out in droves, dropping out of mainstream America, going to seed, rebelling, into drugs, free love, anti-establishment, boundary-breaking music, searching for new meanings, new ties to each other and to the cosmos.  Rising up against the war in Vietnam, the slaughter, the rampant militarism, the hubris of a dying breed of America, they staked their claim on disengagement and inward journeys to the core of the self.

After a few months, I came to know Elizabeth.  As it turns out, she was living in the same boarding house in the room next door.  

People come and go, our lives move out on paths we seem never to have seen before; yet, behind everything, there are currents of life converging from many points of the compass, merging, mingling, reshaping in unseen ways the moves we make and the hidden direction of our lives. 

One day, she knocked on my door.

“Hi, I'm Elizabeth.  I live next door.”

“Hello”.

“Mind if I come in?”

“No.  Please.”

A blond, about five-foot-five, she had a slightly New England accent.  

“I saw you on the street a few days ago, and realized you lived here in the house also.”

She looked at me in a very confident manner.

“Where are you from?” she asked.

“The Midwest.  Indiana and Chicago.”

“Me, too.  The Midwest.  Kentucky.  But I was born in Maine.”

She paused, in a smiling, knowing sort of way.

“Why are you in Boulder?” she asked.  

“I have a friend here.”

“This is my second school.”

She laughed, though there was a hidden sense of regret in her voice also.

“I started out at a girl's college in Missouri, but after a year, that was enough.”

“What are you studying?” I asked.

“Whatever.  My mother is a teacher, and my father is an engineer, so it's expected I go to college.  When I came here, it was just a lot of partying, and I didn't do well.  I dropped out for six months, but now I'm back in.”

She paused.  Then, in a more serious manner:

“Do you ever think what life is all about?”

It was an unexpected question.  Thus began our introduction to each other.  

Over the next few weeks, we met only passingly.  One time, she invited me next door to her room, and introduced me to a wiry young man with long black hair, also named Jim.  We sat talking awhile, when there was a knock on the door, and there stood the postman with a large two-foot high box for delivery.

Jim accepted, and after closing the door, opened the box, revealing a large stuffed teddy bear.  He pulled out a knife and quickly slit open the back of the bear, and inside were piled cakes of hashish.  We smoke some hash – the first time for myself – and I remember having never laughed so hard in all my life.  

Little by little, we began seeing more of each other, and I learned more of her background.

Her parents were in the Midwest, an upright couple, who had worked for many years at their professions, saving money.

I will go into their lives briefly at this point, and into the lives of my parents also, because they also were part of a strange convergence of people and circumstances tied into the apparently random meeting of myself and Elizabeth. 

Her parents met in Maine, where her father was working the summer as a civil engineer.  Her mother was vacationing, being from New Hampshire.  It was a lovely summer.  To walk along the Maine coast, with the wild wind crashing waves on the rocks, brought a sense of freedom and freshness.

They met at a dance, and seemed to drift into each others' orbit.  He was a handsome young man, but quiet, and though she was not gifted in social skills or conversation herself, she was attracted to him because he saw something in her, and she saw what he saw in the mirror of his eyes, and it was lovely and attractive and filled up some long suffering void in her life. 

They married quickly, and returned to his home in Kentucky.  She soon became pregnant.  The child came, then another, both daughters.

It became apparent within those first few years that this was not what she had imagined as a life for herself.  She found she did not really have much of an affinity for children.  Her life was in imagination, in books, in drama, in faraway places, anywhere but where her life had actually taken her.  She traveled several times to England, which she reveled in, with its history and culture.  The conservative culture of a Kentucky small town she found stifling and repulsive.  

Her relationship with her husband grew cold, a formality.  Sometimes, in dreams, she imagined herself married to a doctor, living in a grand mansion, and herself at the center of a circle of social admirers.

Meanwhile, as the years went by, the husband grew more passive, weak, his voice sometimes hard to decipher it was so low.  His shoulders grew bent over, and he looked up with a fearful questioning in his eyes.  

Later in life, he would visit with another woman whom he had secretly loved since early adolescence, but who married another man.  She was lovely, and vivacious, and full of life and determination.  Her husband died, and somehow she and Elizabeth's father would come together to talk over earlier days over a cup of coffee or simply take a walk in a park, and her father would come alive, his body animated, energized, fired with an awakening of dormant energy, and his eyes sparkling with life.  Then, later, returning home, he lapsed into the same old passivity, growing more withdrawn, more quiet than ever before in their relationship.

The years, their lives, went by.  There were many bank accounts sequestered by Elizabeth's mother, put on hold for a day when there would be more freedom.  Then her husband, Elizabeth's father died, and she was left alone with her books and atrophied dreams.

Something had to come of all the years.  Something had to be fulfilled.  She knew a doctor in town, who was married, but who had for some time been filling up her mind and dreams.  One day she called the events director of a leading hotel in town, and reserved a large banquet facility for a date six months hence, which was to be her wedding date.  

She began making detailed wedding plans.  She printed up invitations for all of the leading citizens of the city.  She began going over the wedding details with the hotel events director.  The doctor, her object of devotion, was totally unaware of these arrangements.  Gradually, details leaked out, and were corroborated, and it was at this point that Elizabeth's mother took her refuge behind the gradually increasing fog of Alzheimer's disease.

She lived ten years after, gradually retreating more and more from reality, but a certain happiness grew in her life, permeating her being more than at any other time in her prior years, and at the end, she was smiling.  

One evening, in 1971, I received a phone call from my mother.  My father had just died.  

Later that night, I boarded a Greyhound bus, and began the trip across the prairie to Indiana.  It was winter, and snowstorms were raging throughout the night.  There were not many people on the bus, and I sat in the rear aisle, looking out the window.

Several times during the night, a vision of my father came to me.  He was laughing, riotously.  My father was not a happy man at the end, but now here he was laughing, and his face showed intense joy.

This vision has stayed with me all my life.

I thought about my father all through the night.

In the small Indiana town that I grew up in, the streets where I lived ended at the edge of broad corn fields.  

There was still that connection to a time long gone in the past, of small towns, farms, insulated families, a connection to the land that was like the relation of plant and earth, a connection to deeper rhythms.  It was all a faint remembrance of something long gone in the past. 

What had gone, what had disappeared, was the dream.  Down labyrinths of time, down deep corridors of longing, memories stirred, but were long forgotten.  It was a memory of stars and suns and black nights moving in irrevocable rhythms, the haunting dream of what the world could be.  

We all knew this dream.  It was born in our blood.  The remembrance was forever.  The dream was America. 

The dream was buried by men who pursued another dream, of machines, of money, of metal-forged foundries, of skies burning at night with flames of oil and gas and fumes of poison.  

My father appeared in this dream.  He came to manhood in the deep Depression, when the dream of America had imploded into dust bowls and famine and bread lines and destitution of the spirit.

Out of eight children, he fought for recognition and survival.

After graduating high school, he approached a wealthy uncle, asking for money to attend college, and the uncle declined.  

Then the war came, and production boomed.  Hellish lights lit up the horizon by night, mile after mile in nearby cities, putrid gases and fumes, hell-holes of molten iron and steel scarring the landscape and polluting the air.  Children walked and played through this nightmare, swinging and sliding among rusted playgrounds, this was the American Dream, the Dream that issued forth from the bruised and twisted heart of the American landscape.

Although we did not know it, we had lost our vision.  No gods, no goddesses, no myth-makers, only objects and pieces and shards of a life pieced together to make money for the day.

Diligently, my father rose each morning, in support of my own fragile young life, had his coffee and cigarette alone at the kitchen table, then walked the mile or so down a dusty lonely road to the factory, where machines waited, mercilessly tying men and women to their metallic rhythms.

My father was tortured by something.  A lack of love.  His father had treated him roughly, sometimes with a certain brutality.  He gave his son no praise.

On my mother's side, there is this photograph of my mother when she was a young girl, perhaps seven or eight, with curls, looking directly at the camera, with a shy, but rather proud smile.  It is a proud moment in time.  

She was one of five daughters.  Her father was a soft, shy person, ineffectual in the real world.  He had one knack, though: he could fix anything.  He would tinker and tinker and find a solution to something broken.  He was a drinker and dreamer, not attuned to the demands of workaday world.  

One of my earliest recollections as a young child was hiding beneath a dining room table in my grandparents' house, and all around me, around the table, were my grandfather and four or five other men, singing loudly, “Under the Old Apple Tree”, in drunken camaraderie.

My mother had four sisters.  There were no boys born to my grandparents, and this was a major disappointment to my grandfather.  When I was born, he disappeared for three days on a wild drunken spree.

My mother was quiet, drawn immensely to books and reading.  Later in life, she became a librarian, and taught me her love of great books and great writers.  

She met my father in high school.  They were something of an incongruous pair, as many married couples turn out to be.  

My father was very intelligent, quick-minded, but no opportunities opened up for him to further his education, and he turned, as most did in those days, to a job in a factory, and it was there that he battled his demons and his faltering hopes; and then I was born, and his world and his perspective changed, here was something new in his vision, something lovely and wonderful, that enabled him to keep tramping down that early lonely morning road to the job and the machines, that made some kind of sense for the pain he suffered.

What was his vision of the world?  What could it be?

Born in a small Indiana town, a narrow enclave rarely opening to the wider world around him, it was a life centered on parents and sisters and brothers and people he had known in high school, and life in a largely rural area, farms and fields of corn and wheat, and factories, and neighbors on familiar streets.

It was a world weighed down with antiquated dreams and archaic philosophies stretching back thousands of years, religions whose spirit had died out ages ago, but whose formalities continued on in churches and in the minds of children as they followed their parents into the worn-out paths of faith that meant nothing except dressing well some random Sunday morning to attend church and hear the intoning of bells and music and prayers, looking for salvation on high – nothing that touched life in the trenches each day, nothing that made sense or reason out of life's dilemmas, that answered in any way the questions that always and forever have been kept in the shadows, behind cupboards and closed doors – what is it all about?, what are we doing here?, what is the meaning of anything?

Not knowing anything else, I followed those broken visions.  I bowed each Sunday in the darkened pews, tasted communion among the organ's deep intonations, prayed forgiveness for my sins, confessed the tiniest transgressions, not knowing anything, but convinced from the beginning that I was unworthy and stained and sinful, praying for forgiveness and love, blessing the Almighty over and over, while I rattled rosary beads in repentance and absolution.

We have all been there.  Each soul in America has been there, grown from the foundation of weeds that sprang up to choke off the pure waters of Walden Pond – seeds that shaped our earliest lives and grew to fruition in rusted metallic towers of molten steel and smoke and cancerous air and rivers running with rust-red pollution and the stink of death. 

Later on, I remember riding the South Shore railway across the farmlands of Indiana and then into these endless acres of desolation, at night, with towers of lights strung across the sky, towers of refineries, and the inescapable stench in the air, and then onward into the night and Chicago and miles of tenements and passing by the lighted apartments and rooms, teeming with life, moving around a bend in the rails and a woman or a child standing on a balcony, silhouetted against the bare light in rooms, then disappearing, and more lights and rooms and people, the loneliness of the night and the train rattling, endlessly.

So for my father, as for millions of others, there was no vision.  There was never a time when eternity broke forth.

One of my earliest memories came during the war.  Everything would go dark during the air raid practices, the sirens sounding.  I do not know if I was awake or dreaming; but I was in bed, under the covers, and someone was coming up the stairs from below, a dark figure – was it my father?  There was a sense of fear and foreboding and imminent danger.  

It must have been a deep, shadowy sensing of conflicts in my environment; for even then my parents' relationship had begun to show serious rifts.  

When I was seven, my father bought a two story house, renovated it inside, and we became part of the growing middle class that arose after the war. 

In this house, one night, a fight erupted between my father and mother, and as I stood frightened nearby, my father struck my mother, and screaming, she resisted him, and a short fight ensued.

On that long bus ride through the frozen prairie that night, other memories flooded through my mind.

About a year before my father died, I was visiting home one weekend and my father and I rode to a bar that was a favorite hangout of his, where a few of his friends gathered, and he had a deeply worried, haggard look in his eyes.  He was very tired, he was tired of his life, he had put everything in his hopes for me, and I had begun magnificently, but about my second year of college, I suffered a sort of nervous breakdown.  I continued in school, but my life had hit a wall, there was a deep unhappiness and growing restlessness in my life, I needed anything but to sit in classrooms and read books or write.  I began drinking heavily, wandering the streets of Chicago, hanging out many times in dingy bars.  My life began to spiral slowly downward, moving restlessly, and it was during this time that I married the first time, and the restlessness continued to grow for five years, ending finally in divorce and a close to a big chapter in my life.  

So carrying these seeds of life and marital unhappiness, Elizabeth and I meet in a boarding house in Boulder, Colorado.

One evening in my room, I heard a door open and close next door, and a knock on my own door.

It was Elizabeth.

“Hi, can I come in.”

The door closed, she shed her clothes, and we made love.

*****
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DIARIES 1

October 22, 2020  Thursday

Spent several hours with Elizabeth in the hospital.  She is having trouble talking, and cannot move her right arm and leg, although they have feeling.  I stayed until about 4:30 p.m.  By then she was speaking more clearly, but very little.  A CT scan showed different parts of her brain affected, but the problem is not there, not a mass, but from some other source, so they are checking everything, her heart, etc. 

October 23, 2020  Friday

Spent the day with Elizabeth.  She is much improved.  Can move her right leg slightly, still not the right arm, but she is more alert and talking better, her eyes look full of life.  

Food in the hospital is rather bad.  Breakfast she could hardly eat.  I was there for lunch, and she could not eat a tuna sandwich they brought.  She ate very well the salad and soup.  I ordered more food, which took about an hour, that included a piece of fish which she gobbled down, and more salad.

October 24, 2020  Saturday

Spent the day with Elizabeth.  She is starting to use her right arm.  An occupational therapist came in and worked with her, getting her to use her arm in different ways, breaking the deadlock and beginning to have the brain and body remember movement.  Thank you so much.

I'm at home again tonight, dinner alone.  Honey, I miss you so much.  I miss you my dear.  I wish you were here to share the food and television and being together, washing dishes, being in the same rooms.  Please get well soon, I miss you so much.

We're in the middle of the covid-19 pandemic nightmare, the economy crashing, incomes crashing, faith in the government crashing, caring unbelievably for nothing but money and power instead of the people's welfare, the world crashing, hope crashing; and here Elizabeth and I are met along with this seemingly insurmountable array of problems, pancreatic cancer and now the stroke. 

*****
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SOMETHING NEW IS COMING 

During the Great Depression of the 1930s in America, many people lost everything they had – jobs, homes, sense of security, even hope for the future.

Yet people survived.  And a sense of community flourished in many cases.  People were brought together by their common problems, they were forced to get back to basics and to things that really mattered.  Pretenses were shed and destroyed.  Bubbles burst and business empires collapsed.  

Out of this bottoming out, though, emerged eventually the most dynamic and powerful country the world had ever seen.  

We often forget our lessons learned, the past goes unremembered, and human desire takes precedence once again.  

Now our foundations are being shaken once again – economic, political, social – a slide has commenced, and fear is in the wings.

Where are we going?  Who are we?  What does the future hold?

We are indeed entering a momentous time.  It is tectonic plates shifting deep beneath our dreaming anxious world.

There is no going back.  The old world is dying.  And something new is coming.

Out of the gathering chaos will emerge a new world, a world of people tied to each other by bonds of the heart, beyond borders, beyond nations, beyond nationality and religion and race and ethnicity, a world and a people alive to who they are, brothers and sisters of the cosmos, appearing here and now in eternity. 

It is coming.  Make no mistake.

The heart of the universe is coming to fruition.

Here in America.

*****
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MARRIAGE & A NEW LIFE

About the next year or so after my father's death, I can remember very little.  Elizabeth and I were together, and then we were not together.  I was moving back and forth between Boulder and my mother's home in Indiana.

It was a time of a great blowing of a winter wind through my life, and all the dead leaves of the past went blowing from the trees, drifting down to the earth.  I was a leaf blowing in the wind, and drifting down.

I only remember clearly, out of all those months, one short period of time.  I boarded a bus for San Francisco, and arriving, stayed with a friend from college and his wife for two nights.  During two days time, they loaned me one of their cars, and I drove all over the Bay Area, searching for something.  It was not there.  I boarded another bus back to Chicago, then to my mother's house.  The following day, I took a bus back to Chicago and then caught another bus to Alexandria, Virginia, where I had another friend.  I spent a day looking around the area, again not finding what I was looking for, and then hitch-hiked up to New York City.  For a full day, I rode the subways all over the city, looking, feeling.  I remember the loneliness of the subways.  Around midnight that same evening, I boarded a bus heading back to Chicago.  I remember being in the back of the bus, and I was desperate and crying and wondering what was happening.  I was looking for something, and I could not find it. 

Sometime later, in the fall, I was back again in Indiana, spending a few weeks painting my mother's house.  She was selling her home.  

One morning, I packed a small suitcase and asked my brother to drive me to the train station in the neighboring town.  He asked me where I was going.  I told him I did not know.  I caught the train into Chicago, then decided I would go see Elizabeth, who had come home to her parent's in Paducah, Kentucky for a stay.

When I arrived at her home, her father was out raking leaves.  It was a beautiful late autumn day.  Elizabeth and I put on some old clothes and joined her father in raking leaves.  After a short time, I turned to Elizabeth and said: “Let's take a ride, and get married.”  She consented, and because you had to take a blood test and wait a few days before marrying in Kentucky, we drove across the Ohio River into Metropolis, Illinois, a small town celebrating its status as the home of Superman, with giant murals of the super hero plastered all over buildings in the city.  

I bought a cheap ring in a department store, and, after some time, we found a judge who had some time on his hands, who married us.  

We drove back across the river, and once again, in all our dingy clothes, joined Elizabeth's father in raking leaves.  I told him we had gotten married, but he did not believe us.  We then told her mother, who believed us.  This was, perhaps, her biggest nightmare.

Later, Elizabeth's father took me quietly aside, and with an aged and troubled look, said:

“Take care of her.”

I said I would.

Shortly thereafter, my mother, who was living by herself, suddenly decided to sell her house.  She gave away or sold almost everything she owned.  

Elizabeth and I stayed at my mother's for a few days.  All three of us were in transit.

We went out for coffee one day.

“Where are we going?” was the question.  None of us remembered who spoke up first, but one of us said:

“Let's go to L.A.”

Strangely, though none of us knew anyone in California, we all agreed.  Within a week, we packed our things and headed out in our car, pulling a small U-haul trailer.  It was just before Christmas, and a snowstorm was raging.  We were barely able to get out of town.  

After four days on the road, we crossed the line into California.  The temperature was about ninety degrees, and I pulled the car off the road, walked over to a towering palm tree and hugged its trunk.

We drove as far as we could go, to Santa Monica and the ocean, and within a few days had rented a two-bedroom apartment.  

A few days later, I was out for a walk one evening, when a car pulled to the curb, and a young woman rolled down the car window, looked out and asked: “Would you like to go to a Buddhist meeting?”

I said “No.”

The girl was very positive and bright, and handed me a card with an address on it.

“If you change your mind, the house is only a few blocks away.”

And with that, she drove away.

I walked a short ways, reconsidered, then walked to the address.

It was a small wooden house, with a broad porch covered with shoes.  From inside came the rhythmical chanting of many voices.  I took off my shoes, and went inside.

There were fifty or sixty people in the room, all of them chanting the words Nam Myoho Renge Kyo, over and over, while focusing their prayers towards an altar where a scroll with oriental writing on it was enshrined. 

I sat down on the floor and listened for about five minutes as the chanting continued.  I was raised Catholic, and had briefly explored several spiritual avenues, but this seemed strange indeed.

After five minutes of quietly listening, I rose and left the room.  On the porch, I began looking for my shoes.  The girl who had asked me to the meeting came outside and asked me to come back in.  I told her I was not interested, and that chanting might be okay for her and the others, but not for me.  She did not seem to listen at all and again tried to get me to come back in.

She said people would be giving experiences, and she wanted me to hear them.  I again told her I was not interested.  I kept looking for my shoes.  The shoes of all fifty or sixty people inside were piled on the porch, and I could not find mine.  

This went on briefly, with this girl begging me to come back in, and me looking for my shoes.  Finally, unable to locate them, I followed her back into the house. 

Later, I attributed my inability to find my shoes on the porch for my introduction to the greatest philosophy and religion of our age.  

The chanting ended, a positive energy exploded in the room, and several people, one after another, rose to tell how this practice had transformed their lives.  

I was surprised at what I heard.  Obviously, this was some kind of religion or spiritual practice, but the stories these people were telling were of the most mundane, down-to-earth kind – of profound changes in their relationships with husbands, wives, employers; health problems overcome; jobs secured, promotions, financial benefits; dreams achieved.  This was not some kind of quiet meditation, or other-worldly withdrawal and introspection, but a practice or philosophy or religion or whatever it was that was energetically confronting the hardest problems of everyday life and producing changes and results in the here and now.  

One girl, in particular, drew my attention.  She related her latest benefit, of how she chanted for a new car, and just that week had achieved her goal.  Everyone applauded, and I thought to myself: This is interesting.  

Later, I came to know this young woman and her background well.  When she began chanting, she was a young divorced mother with two children.  She was on welfare, without a job, was practically homeless, and her two young children were extremely difficult to handle.  

After beginning her practice of chanting Nam Myoho Renge Kyo, she began making very positive changes in her life.  She got a job, gradually got off welfare altogether, and found a nice apartment for herself and her children.  Her energy increased, and her health improved.  Feeling more confident than ever, she went to a car dealership and filled out an application to buy a car.  Three days later, she drove out of the dealership with a brand new car. 

So behind the surface experience I heard at that first meeting, of somehow magically conjuring up a car with her chanting, there was rather a deep process of struggle and development that culminated in her simple announcement that she had bought a new car. 

One of the more profound changes manifesting in her life as I came to know her had to do with her relationship with her children.  They had been very difficult to handle, prone to tantrums and rages, but with the continuation of her chanting, they gradually transformed into what seemed almost like two different children, well-behaved, vibrant, happy.

This illustrates a profound truth about our lives that I came later to understand.  A deep change or revolution within a person's life always results in a change without.  The key to unlocking our problems is always within our power, and always lies within.  This is the process which Buddhism calls “human revolution”.

After the meeting, the girl who had invited me there and another young man came up to me and asked if I would like to try chanting.  For some reason – the high energy in the room, the experiences – I said yes.

Two days later, I received my own copy of the scroll, which was enshrined in a cardboard box on my bedroom wall, and I became a member of the Soka Gakkai International, or SGI.

From day one, I began the basic practice of Nichiren Buddhism, which is the chanting of the words Nam Myoho Renge Kyo, and the recitation, morning and evening, of a chapter and half of the Lotus Sutra. 

I would sit chanting, wondering exactly what I was doing.

Inscribed down the center of the scroll were the Japanese characters Nam Myoho Renge Kyo, and centered around this were characters representing the Treasure Tower chapter of the Lotus Sutra.  

I was told by the person enshrining the scroll in my apartment that the scroll represented not a god or deity or any power outside myself, but acted more like a mirror, which functioned, when activated by the chanting of Nam Myoho Renge Kyo, to bring forth the limitless potential and state of Buddhahood from within my own life.  

I was told I could chant for anything, to just try it out and see what I experienced.  I did not have to have faith in anything, nor did I have to change my life in any way except to add this simple practice to my life each day.  

The first week, I chanted on my own, and attended two more meetings with other members at the same house where I first encountered the practice.  I listened to more experiences of people changing their lives. 

Meanwhile, Elizabeth stayed home at our apartment while I was visiting those meetings.  At the end of a week, she was really wondering what was going on, and what I had gotten myself into, so she went with me to the next meeting.  Her family background was Episcopalian, and the chanting seemed very strange, but she decided to give it a try also.

We were both chanting softly now, early in the morning or in the evening, in our bedroom, and my mother was not aware of what was going on.  The following week I told her that Elizabeth and I were now practicing Buddhism.

Her sole comment was: “Oh, shit!”

She had been through a great deal with me and my wanderings, and this just seemed the last straw.

A few days later, I brought her to a meeting, and after the presentations and experiences and open discussion, she came up to me and said:

“Just keep doing this.  This is exactly what you need to be doing.”

A week later, she joined also, began chanting, and continued her practice for the next twenty years right up until her death.

From the beginning, as I did this simple practice, I felt something moving deep within my life, although I could not put a name to it.

After about three months, I noticed one big change.  I had asthma most of my life, many times very bad.  When I first moved to Los Angeles, I remember, an attack hit me that lasted for about three days.  Now, after the first few months of adding this practice to my life, the asthma gradually phased out, and did not come back.  This was something I never consciously thought about or chanted about, but nevertheless the benefit appeared. 

After about six months of chanting, I suddenly looked back one day, and saw how much our lives had changed.  Elizabeth and I were both working, we had a new apartment and car; but most of all, we were filled with new dreams and energy and hope.  And we were now part of an organization and network of people of all kinds, all backgrounds, who were setting out to transform not only themselves, but, in the process, the world.

*****
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DIARIES 2 

October 26, 2020  Monday

Spent the day with Elizabeth.  Very much improvement.  Walking with a walker, then by herself for short ways.  Her arms and legs moving now.  Nurses rather amazed.

Transferred late in the day to another hospital.  Ahead:  Three hours in each of the 24 hours of each day in intensive rehabilitation.  

I have been researching and becoming aware of the tremendous importance of nutrition in combating cancer.  I had been deeply worried about her food at the previous hospital.  She is trying recover from the stroke, but in the background always is the cancer, which is growing, and which we cannot attack directly with chemo because Elizabeth has lost so much weight and needs most of all now to eat good food and gain weight. 

––––––––
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October 28, 2020  Wednesday 

Elizabeth looking bright as I entered.  She has much better food here than the previous hospital.  There is a balance of vegetables, fruits, fish, prepared well and attractively.  Still, some of the food offered should be eliminated because of the cancer.  Cancer thrives on sugar, dairy products, meat; but much of the food Elizabeth is offered seems good for her.  They are treating a stroke here, not cancer.  She is walking better.  The occupational therapist and physical therapist see good progress.  The doctor and therapists are meeting tomorrow to consider her progress and possible release date.  

Elizabeth is meticulous about the payment of our bills, and three bills near the end of the month have to be paid manually, and she could not remember the password to get into the companies' apps.  I finally called around and got the bills paid.  

Relying more and more upon our Buddhist practice.  To build an indefatigable spirit when facing any obstacle.  Facing problems with confidence and determination.

To feel confidence in challenging these situations, is to turn even the deepest misfortune into fortune.  It all lies within.  It all lies with our determination and resolute life force to surmount even the most daunting of obstacles, to reach a new pinnacle of life.

Nam Myoho Renge Kyo.

October 30, 2020  Friday

A wonderful day together.  I was with her at her lunch.  Food is so much better than the previous place.  Well cooked and tasty fish, black beans, tomatoes, excellent clam chowder.  I brought in the whey shake, strawberries, apples, soy milk I make each day for her.  She loves this.

Elizabeth works out a few times a day with physical therapy, walking, up and down stairs, bicycling in the gym, etc.  Also occupational therapy (I always thought this had something to do with work or jobs, but find it is about working on those daily things that occupy our time, like getting dressed, eating, etc.)  The care is very good here.  I feel quite a bit relieved from before, at the other hospital, where the food was terrible, and I know we needed to concentrate on the food, getting her more protein, etc.  Also the physical work is excellent.  We were informed yesterday that the heads of the different approaches think she should stay until November 11.  I want her to leave before then, depending on Elizabeth, but I am much more okay now knowing that she gets pretty good food and therapy and that I can bring in my concoctions also to add to her recovery.

December will be two years since she had her original operation for the cancer, and other than the few bouts with chemo, she has experienced no pain whatsoever from the cancer.  A great benefit.  

Elizabeth is also getting a bit cantankerous also, with me, with the help – a good sign.  She wants things the way she wants them.  

The election is four days away.  I have not looked at television all week, don't want the added distraction and political noise.  The pandemic is growing alarmingly – possible 500,000 deaths by middle January.  No action for financial relief to the people.  The Senate walks away after confirming a new Supreme Court justice.

There is nowhere I wish to be other than with Elizabeth.  I will never give in.  I will continue to work to create the life we both envision together.  

November 1, 2020  Sunday 

Late in the afternoon, I sat with Elizabeth, chanting softly together, and tears came to my eyes.  She is weak, tired today, it came over me.  I asked her: “You're not going to leave me, are you?”  She replied “No.  You have doubts.”  We understand one another, we love each other so much.

One of the nurses came to help Elizabeth this afternoon with the walker.  It is Sunday, very few nurses around.  Her name is Tanya, she is from the Ukraine.  She asked Elizabeth how long Elizabeth and I had been married, and Elizabeth told her 50 years.  She was amazed, wanted to know what the secret was to our marriage, she is going through a divorce.  We introduced her to chanting Nam Myoho Renge Kyo.

Looking into Elizabeth's eyes, I can see eternity. 

*****
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LIFE AND DEATH

Death.

We have been skirting the issue ever since the white man came to America and buried the Indians in the mud and rivers.

These aboriginals were unafraid of death, they built huge fires and smoked the pipe, but as the darkness closed in and the moon hung like a lantern pointing the way in the sky, they were unafraid, it was part of the living world around them, the animals, the sun rising each morning, thunder and lightning and darkness and rain, and then the clouds parting and sunshine brilliant as the beginning of time.

It was life and death, and the great circle come to a close.

And always the light appearing once again, like a small sliver and crack of dawn, life come back again, and the rain washing the sky clean, and horses and bison standing stark still in the soft shimmering morning light, the whole world silent and beautiful, and the wonder of it all, the freshness and dew.

But even the Indians lost their hearts.  They built casinos, they traded the heart of the world for blackjack winnings and five-card stud, and copied it all and stuck everything in the face of the white man, and made piles of winnings and invested and bought out whole towns, but lost in the end – the flow of life of the great spirit running through their veins – lost it all on a throw of the dice.  

A new story, a new myth now takes shape, something new, never seen before.  

Life and death, moving about one another, twin universes of joy.

Simple things.  Growing aware of the light around us.  Trees and birds and ourself suspended in space.  Three and four and five dimensions of an astonishing world, and we are here, we have been honored out of all time and space to occupy this moment, this living breathing moment which will never come again, friends' voices, a touch on the arm, to feel our heart beating, remembering all those who came before, the billions and trillions, this moment waited for and fought for and endured for by generations unending, this moment in America, this time of eternity.

It has always been here, but we were unaware.

We looked into each other's eyes, but there was no mirror.  We sought ourselves in the forests and in the hills and over the oceans, along a maze of streets, in lovers, in frenzies of desire, but there was no one there. 

Out of the gathering chaos emerges a new world, a world of people tied to each other by bonds of the heart, a new world beyond borders, beyond nations, beyond nationality and religion and race and ethnicity, a world and a people alive to who they are, brothers and sisters of the cosmos, appearing here and now in eternity. 

*****

[image: ]


DREAMS

I've always had big dreams.  I believe everyone should go for their dreams.

Ever since I could remember, I had wanted to make films.

I never talked about it with others, the dream seemed so crazy, so out of touch with reality, that I could never muster the courage to express it.  I had no experience, no background or training.  I did not even know how to use a regular pocket camera.  So this idea had remained buried.  It was 1991, and I was now fifty-one years old. 

One lovely cold Christmas day, my brother John and I (he was eleven years younger than I) were visiting our hometown in Indiana.  It was beautiful, the snow, the light, the joy in the air.

I said to my brother:

“John, let's make a film on Indiana.”

“Sure”, was his reply.

That was all.  John had no more experience than I with filmmaking.  He was a walnut and almond broker.

Nevertheless, I borrowed money, bought a professional camera, and went out on the streets of Los Angeles to try to learn how to use it.

I remember talking about our idea of making the film with a few people we knew – one, actually a university instructor in film – and they all thought we were crazy – we were too old, we had no experience, we were competing with people who were professionals.  

Nevertheless, a few weeks later, I left for Indiana to begin a month of filming and interviewing.  I had nothing but my car and the camera and a few dollars.  My brother flew out and joined me for several days; but most of the time, I was alone, and sleeping in the car.  

A deep love of the land, the corn fields, the people, imbued my journey.  I wanted to capture the beauty of the State, and repay my gratitude.

I would stop upon the streets of small towns that still held the memories of earlier decades, the Civil War, the wooden stately houses built upon main streets, when time seemed to stop and hint of goodness and a simpler life.  

I would stop people on the streets to talk.  They told their stories.  They relayed their love of the town or city they lived in.  

These were the stories that were told over and over again under the shadows of the pyramids, that moved hearts a million years ago, warmed by tall fires set in front of caves, the same stories, lost in the darkness of time, that I wanted to catch and listen to and record, the intonations, the feeling of forever.  

I was capturing my own diminishing memory, something that had already slipped away into the past, but that we hold onto, believing it is forever, that passing moment sliding into the dust.  

At the end of the first month, I returned home and reviewed the footage.  There were some good sections, but overall it was pretty poor.  I had spent the first month learning the basics of my craft.  

This was the first of four journeys from Los Angeles to Indiana that year.  I remember especially the third trip.  My brother could not get away from his business, and the night before I was to leave for another three or four weeks of shooting, I had no money.  My brother gave me two hundred, fifty dollars, and the next day I set off, sleeping in the car on the way.  

The first day, my camera suddenly stopped working.  It took most of the day to get it functioning again.  I had about seventy-five dollars, and three or four weeks of shooting ahead of me.  

I tried everything.  One day, for example, I called upon a jewelry company, and made an appointment with the owner of the company.  We met that afternoon, and I laid out a vision of what I hoped to accomplish with my film on Indiana.  I had nothing to show him, only an idea.  He asked me to come back a few hours later, and when I did, he wrote me a check for a thousand dollars.  

I continued.

All in all, my brother and I covered about ten thousand miles around the State, talking to people, filming, scripting, learning how to edit.  At one point, we bought a cheap electric piano keyboard and composed an hours worth of music for the film. 

At the end of the year, a one-hour film was finished, and I packaged it off to the Indianapolis Star newspaper.

A wonderful review appeared within a few weeks, and shortly after that we were written up in twenty-six newspapers all across the State, sometimes with full-page color spreads.  We sold a lot of videos through the mail, and received a great many letters from residents telling us how beautiful the film was and how it touched them.  

After the work was finished, I began thinking of what would come next.  I wanted to expand our work, but I did not know exactly where to begin.  

The person whom I used as the narrator of the film – David – had taken off to St. Petersburg, Russia.  He was well-known as a writer in athletic circles, and had taken a journalistic job for a body-building conference that was taking place in the city.  

The translator for his group was a young woman, who was a professor of English at St. Petersburg University.  My friend David immediately fell head over heels in love with her.  Upon his return to the States, he decided to fly back again to visit her – it was the middle of the Russian winter – and he arranged to stay with the young woman's family in their apartment for a few weeks.  
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