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This book is dedicated to all those who are struggling with major illness, or suffering from physical or mental pain. May you be free from danger. May you have physical and mental happiness. May you enjoy peace and well-being.





A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S



In most books, the purpose of the acknowledgment section is to thank those who helped the author write the book. Here, its primary purpose is to thank those who saved my life. In fact, one might say that this entire book is one long acknowledgment. In the writing of the book I often used pseudonyms, in deference to peoples' wishes for privacy, but here it is my privilege to use real names.

To begin, a heartful thanks to all my doctors and healers: Dr. Robert Belknap, my family physician of twenty-five years, gifted diagnostician and good friend; Dr. Deborah Doherty, with her magic touch in treating the neurologically-impaired; Dr. Diane Englemann, a true listening woman; Dr. Arthur C. Fenn, the surgeon who opened my throat so I could breathe; Dr. Steven Frankel, whose warmth comforted me in my grief; Drs. Mary Ellen Guroy and Frederick Drach, infectious disease specialists and investigators extraordinaire; Dr. Barry Grundland; Lonner Holden, whose warm hands had such healing grace; Dr. Alan Margolin, chief physician during my stay in intensive care; Dr. Richard McAuliffe, who surgically implanted a feeding tube into my stomach that kept me alive for several weeks; Dr. Richard Mendius and Dr. Tracy Newkirk, both skillful and intuitive physicians; Dr. Paul Pelaquin, who offered me much-needed encouragement; The Ven. Segyu Rinpoche, who summoned my soul back from darkness; E.R. physicians Drs. Ray Brindley and William Teufel; Dr. Nancy Van Couvering, who was a pure comfort to me; and Dr. Peter Walsh, who most skillfully guided me back from the brink of darkness and despair.

Amy tried to keep a list of all my nurses' names as I passed through the various medical wards. I know we didn't get all of them, but thanks to Alex for his fearless spirit; Anarie for her steady hands; Charlotte for her kindness; Duncan for his great good spirits; Elvia for her stoic strength; Glenn for his patience and skill; Ingrid for her optimism and warm heart; Jill and Joan for their quiet excellence, and Jodie for her infectious good cheer; Kaija for her wealth of philosophy; Manny for his songs; Maria, Marcy, Martel, and Nympha for keeping the night demons at bay; Pat, Richard, Darryl, and Sally for calm in the face of chaos; Rhonda for her smile; Tim and Tom for their impressive expertise; and W.D. for his jokes. And to all the others who took such good care of me whose names I did not know or remember, thanks for your care and kindness.

I would like to offer a special thanks to all my physical therapists, especially Kathleen, Kristie, Laurie, Natalie, Sterling, and Wynne. During my long initial rehabilitation, they did so much of the hard work and heavy lifting.

Among the multitude of friends and family who rallied to my side, I would like to mention my sister Anna who sang me our childhood songs, Palden Alioto, Reb Anderson, Sylvia Boorstein, David Chadwick, Surya Das, Andy Dudnick, Matt and Jeannine Herron, Jack Kornfield, Yvonne Rand, Jay and Diane Rizzetto, Roger Walsh, Ken and Elizabeth Sawyer, Mel Weitsman, as well as all the hundreds of people far and wide who kept me in their prayers.

A special note of thanks too to Alan Rothenberg and my son Ivan, both of whom donated their own blood to me when mine faltered; and to Sue Rothenberg, Joan Busby and Hildy Burness, who took such good care of Amy while she was trying to take care of me.

Many healing memoirs do not have good things to say about insurance companies, but mine will be an exception: thanks to Julie Karpela, my case manager at the Principal Financial Group, for her concern and constant support, and to the company itself, which paid some $300,000 in medical bills—all of them.

And finally, thanks to all those who helped me produce this book: my agent Eileen Cope, my editor Tracy Behar, her associate Brenda Copeland and all the staff at Pocket Books, and Ben Yalom for his valuable editorial assistance.

I will say it again: this whole book is one long acknowledgment and warm embrace for all those people, named and unnamed, seen and unseen, who saw me through this time of darkness with their care, hard work, and love.

Thank you all.





I N T R O D U C T I O N



This story is the saga of a man who was nearly given up for dead, but who emerged from deep coma to embark on more than a year of difficult healing and eventual recovery. But it is also a story of the relationship of death to life, and life to death, and all the way stations between. As a former Buddhist priest and author, I tend to see this terrain with Buddhist eyes and will often describe it so, especially since this illness deepened my Buddhist understanding by making starkly real what was once somewhat theoretical. The first of Buddhism's Four Noble Truths—that suffering is an inevitable part of human life—is not so hard to understand intellectually, but when the suffering is yours, and goes on, week after week and month after month, it is not mere understanding, it becomes an authentic truth.

This illness also taught me that I could not rely on Buddhism for everything. Buddhism is based on having a clear, attentive mind, and the viral encephalitis that nearly took my life damaged my mind's clarity for several months. To heal I had to reach beyond everything I thought I knew and let the disease lead me and teach me. It was an often terrifying, sometimes amazing journey into the mysteries of the human mind—my mind. I am a different person now, and I hope a better one—more humble, more compassionate, aware that beneath the hustle and bustle of ordinary life lies a world of pain, courage, despair, and hope. As my doctor at the rehabilitation hospital said to me when I left, “You are one of the lucky ones.” I left behind so many fellow patients whose minds and bodies would never be whole, who would struggle for months just to be able to lift an arm, or to say a word.

This long, difficult journey of healing also gradually revealed a hidden gift—the gradual opening of my heart. Before this illness, I was a quick-witted workaholic who coped with the crises of my life, such as my bout with cancer fifteen years before, by relying on my brainpower, energy, and problem-solving ability. During my year of chemotherapy and radiation I was for the most part cheerful and upbeat, and kept up a busy work schedule the whole time. But after the encephalitis I was a frightened, nearly helpless brain-damaged husk of my former self, dependent on my wife and the ministrations of my caregivers for nearly everything. The journey back, through fire and ice, forged a new person, one who could cry easily; my own suffering and that of my fellow patients gave me a renewed appreciation for the fragility and preciousness, as well as the resiliency, of life.

Nor do I feel that the journey I have taken is mine alone; the path of healing is universal. As I pondered what metaphor or myth might best express this universality, I consulted my knowledge of Buddhist scripture, but found myself instead drawn to the biblical Lazarus, the man who was raised from the dead. Although his story is one of the most famous in scripture, it is no more than a brief interlude in the Gospel of John. Mary of Bethany informs Jesus that her brother Lazarus is recently deceased, and begs Jesus to bring him back to life. Jesus does not hesitate. He accompanies Mary to the tomb, enters, and cries, “Lazarus, come forth!” And the Bible says, “He that was dead came forth.”

That is all the scripture tells us of this extraordinary event. We do know that even for Jesus this was no easy feat; the scripture mentions twice that before he entered the tomb Jesus was “groaning,” as though gathering within himself a great spiritual force. Most readers of this story may concentrate their attention on Jesus' extraordinary powers and their religious meaning. But what of Lazarus the man? Almost nothing is known of him. We don't know how old he was, or what trade he plied, or most importantly, what happened to him after he emerged from his tomb.

And how did he die? Was it from disease, or an accident, or old age? Was he struck down in violence? The Bible is silent regarding these details. And what was his condition when he was restored to life? Was he fully healed, or did he still suffer from illness, old age, or disability?

Our world is full of modern-day Lazaruses, people who have been rescued from certain death by medical miracles. But these modern Lazaruses, though they survive, do not become young and perfect again. If they are old and infirm, they remain so; if the disease that would have killed them has disabled them, they remain disabled. It may be that Jesus' miracle was so extraordinary that the biblical Lazarus was restored to the prime of his life. Or he may have come back to life still weak and infirm. We do not know.

These gaps in Lazarus's story invite us to speculate, which in the service of describing the journey of healing I have presumed to do. Though we are not told his age, I imagine him as an elder, someone whose wisdom commanded great respect in his community. I wonder, could that be one of the reasons why Jesus agreed to lift him out of the grave? Is it possible that he intended to leave Lazarus in a confused, imperfect condition, so that he would have to make the slow, difficult journey from death to life, and be able to pass along what he learned to others?

To carry this speculation further, how would the members of his community have responded to this miracle? At first, of course, they would have been overjoyed. The great man Lazarus, whom they thought they had lost forever, had returned to the living. What a miracle! It would be only later that they would realize that Lazarus was not as he once was. He was confused, frightened, and mostly silent, but when he did speak it was of strange visions and a nameless terror from his time in the tomb. On occasion he would burst into tears or fly into rages for no apparent reason. He would ask, “Where is this place? Why am I here?”

His disciples—as an elder, I imagine he had disciples—would do their best to reassure him, but privately they would say among themselves, “This is not the teacher we once knew. His time in the tomb has altered him. He mind is like a child's, and he seems fearful of the simplest things.”

What Lazarus and his disciples must discover is that the return from death, or near death, is not a sudden leap but a gradual journey. Whatever condition sent Lazarus to the tomb in the first place, he now has new wounds from the shock of being drawn so suddenly back into the light. Having spent four days in the death shroud, he doesn't have the words to express what he has experienced there, or to integrate it with his previous life. His family and disciples can only comfort the old man, hoping that soon—they don't know when—his confusion will clear and he will once again be the Lazarus that they remember.

Lazarus was brought forth by the touch of the hand of a miracle worker, who some said even then was the son of God. But now, his mind half light and half dark, Lazarus has to heal himself with no more divine help. His remembered wisdom will help him some, but not much. He is in new territory. Even his friends and disciples can do little more than comfort and support him. The hard work of healing can be shared, but not much; mostly it must be accomplished by him alone.

The reason why Lazarus serves as the theme and unifying thread of the book, and why each chapter begins with an imagined vignette from his new life, is not just because he is the hero of a famous story but because he represents all of us. Each of us has been, or someday could be, Lazarus. Each one of us could be a person who emerges from the tomb of our own serious illness, life crisis, or other catastrophe. When, sometime in our lives, we hear the command, “Lazarus, come forth!” we will understand that the person being spoken to is none other than ourselves. In their journey home, not everybody will follow in Lazarus's footsteps. But everyone will recognize the terrain—the steep cliffs, the sharp stones, the dense thickets, and all the other features that indicate we are feeling our way through the landscape of healing.

As for the real Lazarus, I imagine that in the goodness of time he emerged fully restored to his previous powers, but with a wisdom even greater than before, because he had a glimpse of human existence from both sides, emerging from the tomb like the newborn baby that we all once were and, deep within, still are.





ONE

STRUCK BY LIGHTNING



Lazarus, esteemed elder and learned scholar, walks down the central street of his hometown, scrolls under his arm, his robe pristine white, on his way to a study session with his students. As he passes, the town's inhabitants greet him by touching their hands to their foreheads in a sign of respect.

Suddenly, without warning, Lazarus stumbles, falls, and collapses senseless in the street. Immediately a crowd of people runs to his aid, and soon the news electrifies the entire town. Lazarus, the elder, has been struck down, as though by lightning, and even now is being borne to his home, while the town physician is urgently summoned.

What misfortune! What woe! the townspeople exclaim. What are we to do?


In Mill Valley, the suburb of San Francisco where I live, summer days are often cool and fog-shrouded. But July 1999 began with a heat wave. My family—my wife Amy and grown son Ivan—were looking forward to the July 4 weekend, a traditional time for us to barbecue hot dogs and corn on the cob, and later perhaps watch the fireworks at the local county fair.

After a busy week in my software business, I was not feeling well. On the day of the holiday, I was running a bit of a fever. But I felt well enough to participate in the festivities; I assumed I had a touch of the flu, or a summer cold.

Over the next week, however, the fever worsened. I was also beginning to feel a sharp pain between my eyes. I suspected a sinus infection, a chronic problem for me, and scheduled an appointment to see the nurse practitioner who assisted my regular family doctor. “Yes,” she confirmed, after a quick examination, “looks like a sinus infection to me.” She prescribed a sulfa drug and sent me home, certain that I would be well in a day or two.

I took the medicine, but the fever continued to climb. When it hit 103, I moved to the downstairs bedroom, where it was cooler, and began spending the whole day in bed. From then on my memory of events becomes vague. Amy tells me I spent three days in that bedroom, each day sicker than the last, taking powerful pain pills for my headache and sleeping much of each day. Finally, one evening I telephoned my physician's on-call doctor to report that I was beginning to have difficulty balancing, and had a roaring in my ears.

“Can you touch your chin to your neck?” he asked.

I could, but just barely.

“You'd better get down to the emergency room,” he said. “Those are fairly striking symptoms. It could be meningitis.”

“Go there now?” I said. It was already 9:00 P.M.

“Now,” he said firmly.

I don't remember the trip. Amy told me later that I was so dizzy that the only way I could negotiate the outside stairs leading down to the garage was to sit down and slide backward, one step at a time. At the bottom I vomited. I do have a hazy memory of sitting in the car in the parking lot of the emergency room, my vertigo so severe I couldn't get out. When an aide had to lift me into a wheelchair, I cried out in pain.

I also remember the name of the emergency room doctor—Teufel, which I knew means “devil” in German.

“Teufel! The devil! I am in the hands of the devil!” I thought as they wheeled me into a stall on a gurney.

I have only a few further fragmentary memories of that evening before I lost consciousness—the voice and face of the kindly Doctor Teufel—in real life an angel, not devil—the roaring of the hospital fans, and Amy, hovering over me with loving concern. I also recall her face sometime later that evening, wrapped in a mask of metal foil. And I thought, “The devil's got her too!”

But there was a reason for the mask. Who knew what contagious horror I might be carrying? At this point the doctors could not be too careful.

I soon lost consciousness entirely.


For the next two weeks I would be a patient, not a person. It would be two weeks before I would emerge from deep coma and be lucid enough to understand what had happened—that I had been struck down by an acute and life-threatening case of viral encephalitis, a rare disease with various causes. Sometimes, as in the case of the West Nile virus that made headlines that same summer in New York, it is carried by mosquitoes, but this was not so in my case. The doctors suspected herpes zoster, the same virus that causes cold sores, but they could not prove it. In spite of the diligent efforts of several infectious disease specialists (they even sent a sample of my blood and spinal fluid to the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta), no one was ever able to determine how one person in a suburb of San Francisco could come down with a disease more usually seen in Africa or Southeast Asia. My chances of getting it were probably about the same as being struck by lightning.

We read about random tragedies every day in the paper: a car full of joyous teenagers crashes, a kindly old woman is brutally murdered, a high school principal falls off a ladder while changing a lightbulb in his house and becomes a quadraplegic. We know these things happen all around us. They are a part of life, and yet most of us manage to avoid thinking about the possibility that they could be a part of our lives. Yet even today, nearly two years after the event, Amy and I still shake our heads in amazement at the shock, the suddenness and injustice of it all. Why did it have to happen to me? To us? Our lives had been going so well. I had recently published my first book, Work as a Spiritual Practice, which drew on my fifteen years as a Buddhist meditation teacher and another fifteen as a business entrepreneur. The business I founded was doing well; Amy had recently decided to leave her demanding job as a school principal for some well-deserved time off. I had just fulfilled a lifelong dream by releasing a commercial recording of original self-performed piano pieces. We were on top of the world. And then this!

In previous centuries life was not always so pleasant or secure. Then the lightning of personal tragedy struck regularly. Wars, famine, disease, poverty, all took their toll. Everyday life was an uncertain proposition. Ancient cultures sacrificed and prayed to their gods to spare them such suffering, and when it occurred, attributed it to the wrath of some offended deity.

And there were also ancient sages like the Buddha, who taught not of vengeful gods but of reason and wisdom. The study of Buddhism was my first career and occupied the first fifteen years of my adult life. As an ordained Zen Buddhist priest and meditation teacher, I taught classes and lectured, expounding the Buddha's ancient wisdom that life's woes were not the random whims of angry gods but the fundamental condition of human existence. “All human existence is characterized by duhkha,” he taught, using a word often translated as “suffering,” though the term has a deeper meaning that includes joy as well as sorrow, both of which are fleeting and unpredictable, bound to change and pass away. Though we may intellectually understand this truth, most of us tend not to dwell on it. Buddhist spiritual practice is designed to help us incorporate this truth into the way we live our lives. And though I expounded these teachings for years, and wrote about them in my first book, it was not until I suddenly found myself on a gurney in an emergency room, my last memory the face of my loving wife, that it hit me, like a clap of thunder, what the Buddha really meant.

Regardless of the place, regardless of how advanced and modern a civilization we have become, or how healthy and affluent, the tragic, unpredictable, and grievous lightning of suffering can strike at any time.

I had been a Buddhist for thirty years, and had the ordination certificates and teaching credentials to prove it, but I now feel that my true baptism into the Buddhist faith occurred on July 13, 1999, when the lightning of dukkha struck me down and my familiar, predictable, wonderful life of fifty-two years fell completely, disastrously, apart.







TWO

FEAR AND FIGHT



Lazarus lies motionless in his dark tomb, wrapped in a linen shroud. How did he come to be here? What cut short his ordinary life so suddenly? Outside, his wife, his friends and family, all comfort each other in their grief. Lazarus, just a few days ago so vibrant, so alive, is lost to them. Wherever he is now, it is not in their world. He is drifting in darkness.


Long ago in our evolutionary history, like all creatures human beings learned fear, in order to flee or fight. Whether it be some trivial apprehension or full-blown panic, we all know that fear is both unpleasant and, in its own primal way, often valuable.

Before this illness I was certainly familiar with fear in almost all its flavors and potencies, but the fear that I experienced as I sank into coma was of a different sort altogether. It manifested itself as a succession of extraordinary dreams, whose common theme was the urge to escape. Months later, I showed a transcript of these dreams to Dr. James, the psychiatrist treating me at that time. He agreed that they were unique, unlike any dreams of ordinary sleep. “Those dreams may be one reason why you survived,” he said. “They kept your mind active, even in coma.”

I am grateful for whatever forces constructed our brains to have such vivid and potent resources. These dreams may have been a direct expression of the all-out war between the encephalitis virus and my immune system. Who is to say how these mysterious connections between body and mind truly function? I will say this: in ten days, I dreamed a whole lifetime of vivid adventures, only a small fraction of which I include here. And though I have little memory of the days preceding my arrival in the emergency room, or what happened after, I still remember all these dreams after nearly two years. To the outside world, I was totally unconscious, but inside my head, I was active and aware, full of fear, fighting for my life.


As I arrived at the emergency room of Marin General Hospital, I was still conscious, but very confused. What was happening? What was wrong with me? Minute by minute I was losing my capacity to reason and my awareness of the outside world. Soon, and for the next ten days, the “real” world would be utterly lost to me. Everything I can now tell about what happened in that world, I learned later from Amy and others. Mine would be the world of coma, of darkness and the shroud. But strange to tell, it was not a blank world, not empty or silent. As mentioned above, I lived a lifetime of adventures there, in an never-ending sequence of brilliant dreams that had their own internal logic and a common goal—to escape. In this chapter and the next, I will write of these two worlds in alternation, sometimes describing mine, sometimes the “real” one. In fact they were both real, except that mine existed only inside my own head.

Back in the emergency room, the doctors saw my descent into coma as a dire, life-threatening sign. They did an emergency CAT scan, as well as a spinal tap, a painful experience that my waning consciousness pictured as two plumbers sticking screwdrivers in my back. The spinal tap's result confirmed the doctors' worst fears. My spinal fluid was full of white cells, where there should be none. There was an infection in my brain. And the CAT scan showed that my brain stem, at the top of the spinal cord, was swollen. It wouldn't be until they did an MRI scan (which required me to be transported to another building, something they could not do that night) that they could confirm what they suspected—viral encephalitis—but they began treatment immediately. The doctors pumped me full of acyclovir, an antiviral drug, along with massive doses of cortisone to control the swelling in the brain. For now, that was all they could do.

Amy stayed with me until 2:30 A.M., when I was about to be transferred to the intensive care ward, and the doctors told her, “There's nothing more you can do for him now. You should go home and get some sleep.”

The minute she got home, around 3:00 A.M., the phone rang. It was one of the doctors calling to confirm that I was safely installed in intensive care, and that I was going to be “intubated,” i.e. have tubes inserted in my throat to help me breathe. He wanted to make sure that she was not shocked the next morning when she came in and saw me. She has always been grateful for that doctor's small act of kindness.

What was it was like to be in a coma? I know there are books that describe the near-death experience in terms of brilliant lights, rapid movement, or even visions of deities. In my case, if any deities visited, they did not leave their calling cards, and the only travel I remember was a dream that every evening I was transported to a space station for storage! But my mind was continuously active with its survival dreams. As soon as one dream ended, another began. Each of them were epic struggles. Fear, and its partner fight, were the driving engines behind these visions—fear of dying, and the fight to survive.


I am flat on my back, on bare wood, surrounded by squatting South American Indians. They are shamans, about to perform a ceremony for my benefit. Amy is here, somewhere behind me. We are in the top floor of a multistory ceremonial structure, in the holiest of the rooms. Before me in an alcove there is an elaborate altar, with carvings, abstract painted patterns, and bowls of water and food. One old man, his face ancient with wrinkles, rises and touches my forehead with a feather. The other figures begin a low, deep chanting, and the ceremony begins.

I know the purpose of the ceremony is to transform me into a bird, a sacred bird who will fly away and be free. The old man circles my body again and again, performing various ritual movements and gestures with his hands. He touches my heart, my forehead, my feet, and sprinkles water on my bare belly. In the background I hear the voices of two of my Buddhist friends, one of whom is a recognized expert on shamanism. They are apparently part of an invisible audience to the proceedings. “This is quite an authentic example of the bird ceremony, don't you think?” he says to the other in a matter-of-fact tone. “ Yes, yes indeed, best I've ever seen,” comes the reply. I am annoyed. Why don't they help me? I am trapped here, my present human form about to be dissolved. Roger, John! I try to call out to them, but I am mute. The ceremony continues, on and on for hours, as I lie there helpless, unable to move.

At last I understand—not through speech, since I cannot understand the Indians' tongue, but intuitively—that for the ceremony to be successful, I must stop breathing. But if I do that I will die! Nevertheless, I want the ceremony to succeed. I want to escape. So I do it. My breathing, which has gradually become slower and slower, now stops completely. I must be dead. But nothing happens. I do not become a bird. I do not fly away. I simply feel very quiet and calm.

The Indians in the circle all rise and begin to disband. Apparently I am still alive after all, and the ceremony, though complete, is unsuccessful. I have not become a bird. What is going to happen next? Why won't anyone talk to me? In the background, I hear the voices of my two Buddhist friends chatting as they depart with the rest. “That's the full traditional form,” I hear Roger say, one academic to another. “ You rarely see it nowadays.”


Day after day I lay still in my hospital bed, surrounded by beeping machinery, profoundly unresponsive. My heart kept beating, and my chest rose and fell, but that was all. Amy had by now been told by the doctors that I might not survive. Dr. Belknap, our family doctor of more than twenty years, had called her at home one evening to break this news to her as gently as he could. “Amy, things don't look good. I think we're going to have to start changing our thinking,” was how he put it.

One afternoon at the hospital she leaned over my motionless body and whispered, “If you need to go, my darling, it's all right.” Though I had not moved in days, my head suddenly jerked from side to side: No! Then I was still. For a moment Amy thought I actually had awakened. But no, I was just as before, still in a coma, my eyes staring blankly into space.

From a Buddhist perspective, all fear boils down to the fear of dying, of change and loss, the ending of all that we love and cherish. How deep that fear is, and how strong! Even in coma, when the mind is all but gone, it persists and pushes on, in my case serving a vital function—to keep me alive. It is often said that Buddhism sees fear as a kind of ignorance, or delusion. But even our delusions have their purpose, their reason for being, their gifts. Mine did. Sometimes the purpose was mere comfort, encouraging me that all was not lost, that life would go on:


My son Ivan, though not a musician, forms his own rock band. The band creates their own, more trendy versions of my original piano compositions, and Ivan plays them for me. The music is strange, electronic, barely recognizable as mine. Nevertheless, I feel grateful that he has gone to all this trouble to cheer me up.

Ivan contacts Eileen, my literary agent, to discuss the commercial possibilities of this music, and negotiates a deal for it to be distributed in Japan. Instantly it is done, and my music is a huge hit there. Everyone in Japan wants to hear “Richimon,” which is the name I have been given there, in live performance.

But they know Richimon is a Buddhist, and they expect Richimon to be a minimalist, “Zen” musician, notwithstanding the rock-style music that Ivan has distributed there. I am supposed to sit motionlessly before a zitherlike instrument with an air of meditative detachment and only occasionally pluck a string. This is the style that is currently wildly popular.

I protest to Eileen that I am not that kind of musician, and do not play that kind of music. “Don't worry,” she says. “Just play the role. You'll be fine.” But there is some other reason why this plan seems impractical. Oh, yes. Now I remember. I am ill and unconscious. I can't go anywhere.

In spite of this, I let the plans for the concert tour proceed. The amount of money involved is huge. Perhaps I will recover in time and be able to bring off this role as “Zen” musician after all. The dream fades. All that remains is this Japanese version of my last name: Richimon. It will appear again in other dreams.


To keep my fever down, I was wrapped in a special ice-cold blanket. To protect my corneas from damage as my eyes rolled from side to side, the nurses covered my eyes with cotton balls and tape. So that my fingers would not curl up like claws, they filled rubber gloves with water and pressed them into my grasp, though I kept pushing them away.


Poisonous creatures, like crabs, nestle themselves into my hands, attaching themselves with their pincers. Over and over I grapple with them, trying to extricate myself by clenching and unclenching my fingers. On a horse farm, the proprietress leads a horse out of a stable and encourages me to mount and ride, but I lift my hands, showing her the crabs still attached to them, as a mute explanation of why I cannot ride.


To prevent my foot muscles from permanent damage, Amy, advised by one of the doctors, secured a pair of Converse sneakers for my feet. They were too small, and pinched my toes, but I felt no pain. I felt nothing at all.


We lived in a cave, our small band of Stone Age men and women. Our village was just outside, but it had been overrun by another tribe, ancestral enemies. I was the leader, and I had to find a way to retake the village and reclaim what was rightfully ours. But for some reason we all had cotton balls over our eyes and could not see. We communicated only by hearing and touch. Nevertheless, we made plans. We were a proud people. The enemy would not prevail.


In its fight for survival, my mind decided that no one and nothing could be trusted. My final memories, of a hospital filled with doctors and nurses, were transformed by my unconscious into the only explanation for my condition it could fathom, one in which cause and effect were confused. The doctors, far from being my rescuers, must be the cause of my condition, and thus my enemies. The nurses were their henchmen. Other important people in my life—my family and friends—were spies, plotting against me. I was like a condemned prisoner in a dungeon, shaking the window bars to see if they are loose, scouting the floor for a sharp object to dig with, constantly looking for a way out.

As my coma grew deeper, the tubes inserted down my throat were no longer adequate, and posed some danger of infection. So the doctors performed an operation called a tracheostomy to insert a plastic breathing apparatus in my throat, and open a breathing hole just below my larynx. This would prevent me from choking on my own fluids. A tight plastic band around my neck kept the apparatus from becoming dislodged. Periodically the breathing hole would fill with fluid, I would begin to choke, and a nurse would have to suction out the hole.


I have pain, just below my Adam's apple. It is a wound, a gash, an open sore. And to make matters worse, there is a tight band around my throat, a noose drawn so tight that I am immobilized as well as mute. I am a prisoner, but of whom? From the conversations I hear around me, the truth gradually becomes clear. I have been captured by members of a secret cult, based in England, whose ancient roots reach back to the Druids, and who worship certain birds. One bird in particular is their god-king, dignified and handsome in appearance, with the fierceness of a falcon but the gentle curves of a dove.

Though this bird has been extinct for centuries, generation after generation this cult has been trying, through alchemy and magic, to bring it back to life. And at last they have finally succeeded—with me. Somehow the gash in the throat was an important part of the procedure. I still have the physical form of a man, but in their magical, cultic world, I am also a bird, their god, and the leash around my neck is to keep me from escaping.

My creation has caused enormous excitement among the cult members. The head of their band is a hyperactive young man in his twenties with the spiked hair of a punk rocker. His youth and charisma have captivated the other members, and he has great plans. The ancient power of the cult will rise again, he says, and to announce their new triumph to the world he plans to exhibit me to the world on the London stage.

Immediately the scene shifts, and I am being driven around the London theater district in a taxicab, still tethered to my leash, listening to the cockney-accented patter of the driver as he points out landmarks and places of interest. My status as god-king makes me deserving of this preliminary tour. Perhaps I am even supposed to choose the theater for my debut. But I have no interest in this wild ride; I am confused, exhausted, despairing. How can I extricate myself?


On Sunday July 23—when my condition was worst and the doctors most pessimistic—Amy and my son Ivan visited Yvonne, a close family friend and an experienced Buddhist teacher. Yvonne had led many through the labyrinth of death and dying, and knew many prayers and meditations in the Tibetan tradition, some of which she taught to Amy and Ivan, but mostly they all just cried together, their thoughts focused on my fading body back at the hospital.

Some days earlier, Yvonne had put in a call to a neurologist whom she knew in San Diego. Now, though it was Sunday, while Amy and Ivan were still there, the phone rang and it was he. He was unfazed by the dire medical report. “Don't give up,” he said immediately. “Don't let the doctors have the last word. The brain has miraculous powers to heal. He could come out of it.” He suggested that Amy start speaking directly to my brain cells and taught Yvonne what she should say. “Deep inside the brain where new cells form, new cells please meditate,” she was to intone in my presence over and over again.

As Amy and Ivan were driving back from Yvonne's, Ivan suggested that they visit the place where many years ago we three had buried the ashes of our favorite family dog. He and Amy went and stood over the spot, in a secluded grove shaded with tall, stately redwood trees. The dog's name had been Ryan. When I had cancer, years ago, Ryan never left my side, and month after month lay with me in bed as I rested from the chemotherapy. Strangely enough, when my chemotherapy was over and I became well, Ryan became ill. I took him to the vet and discovered that he had developed cancer in exactly the spot I had had mine. The vet showed me the X rays of Ryan's tumor. I lifted my shirt and showed him the scar on my belly, in exactly the same location as Ryan's. The veterinarian said nothing; this was a little too spooky for his Western medical mind. From then on we had always referred to Ryan as our Medicine Dog. He was a beautiful dog, and had been buried in a beautiful place. Amy and Ivan spent some time communing with Medicine Dog.

A week earlier Yvonne had arranged for The Ven. Segyu Rinpoche, a healer in the Tibetan tradition, to come to my hospital room and perform a traditional healing ceremony over my immobile body. Though born in South America as the son of a Western-trained physician, he himself had left medical school in favor of an alternate healing path. Since his visit to my hospital room, he had been praying for me every day. Now, the day after Amy and Ivan had visited Yvonne, while Amy and my sister Anna were waiting at the hospital elevator door to leave the intensive care ward for lunch, the doors slid open and there was Segyu Rinpoche. In her own journal of this time, Anna described what he did on this surprise visit:


Lama Segyu is an open, expressive, unpretentious, warmhearted person. All last week, during his prayers for Lew he had felt an image of growing blackness at the base of Lew's skull, and today knew he had to return immediately. He sat down at Lew's bedside, moistened cotton balls with prayer-consecrated water, and put them on Lew's forehead, throat, and heart. Then he began chanting healing verses from a red-clothed book, occasionally changing the position of the cotton balls. He massaged various places on Lew's body with his fingertips, in a clockwise, circular motion, and then flicked his hands away as though dispersing energy.

Finally he took out some small cymbals and clanged them three times over different parts of Lew's body. Then he left us with detailed instructions about how to visualize the color blue at the heart, throat, and solar plexus, changing to orange as it moved up to Lew's head.

Later that afternoon I noticed a change in Lew's eyes. They seemed more present, less blank.

“If you can hear me, Lew,” I said, “blink your eyes.” And he blinked!

It was one of the greatest moments of my life.


The neurologist in San Diego was not the only one who disagreed with my medical team's prognosis. Jalal, my business partner and a computer programmer, had had an earlier career as a surgeon, and when my illness struck, he was on vacation in Colorado. As soon as he heard the news, he called Amy and listened carefully to her report. Of course he knew all about viral encephalitis and how serious a disease it was. But after he had heard Amy's report, his response was, “Lewis will fight, he will live,” he said. “He is strong.”

As he drove back from Colorado to San Francisco, he called Amy every day for updates, but in spite of the continued bad news his opinion did not change. Much later, during my recuperation, I asked him why he was so sure. “The doctors in the hospital didn't know you,” he said, “but I did. I knew you would fight. Where I learned to practice medicine [he is a native of Iran] knowing the patient is very important.”


I am floating in a tank of water in the kitchen of an ocean-going cruiser. Bound up with thick twine, I turn and bob in the liquid. Sometimes my face is submerged and I cannot breathe. Just as I am about to lose consciousness, my body turns in the water and I can take a breath. All around me are bustling people in cook's uniforms. Some of them look Hawaiian or Asian. Occasionally one of them pokes me with a long fork.

All their actions indicate they are preparing to boil me like a chicken. I cry out to them that there has been a terrible mistake. I do not belong here. I am Lewis Richmond, from California. Finally I mention that I am a patient of Dr. Belknap, my family physician. Please call him, I plead. Please. He will explain.

This seems to get their attention. At last I am lifted out of the tank and released from my trussing. For patients of Dr. Belknap, they explain, there is a special dispensation. On ocean liners everywhere, he has made arrangements for his patients to be exempt from the usual treatment. I am enormously relieved. At last I can breathe normally.


Once, in the early days of the San Francisco Zen Center's development of the Tassajara Zen monastery in the Santa Lucia Mountains of California, Buddhist teacher Shunryu Suzuki was enjoying the cool water of a swimming hole in the Tassajara creek. None of the students with him knew that he did not know how to swim, and when he disappeared from view for a few moments, it took them a while to realize that he was underwater and was not coming up. Several of the men jumped in and pulled him out. He was gasping and choking, and had almost drowned.

He talked about this incident in several subsequent lectures, how for the first time in decades, he had felt the fear of death surge through his body. In his mind, a true Zen master should have no fear of dying, and he humbly admitted that he would now work harder on his own Buddhist practice.

A few years later, when I read transcripts of these lectures (I was not present at the swimming hole), I was greatly impressed by this story. No fear of death. The true Zen spirit! But now, after thirty years, my attitude has changed. Perhaps there may have been some extraordinary Buddhist adepts who were able, through long years of meditation, to neutralize the fear of death, and the fight to survive, that is programmed into every cell in our body. But for most of us that fear of death, and will to fight, is our ally in times of crisis, indeed our friend.

Looking back to my time in coma, I have come to appreciate fear as part of the embedded wisdom of the mind and body. Far beneath the thin stratum of our waking conscious mind, it protects us, looks out for us, and perhaps even loves us. Without it, I would not be writing these words, nor you reading them. Without it, we would not be the mysterious, complex creatures that we are, and the miracle of healing that began in the depths of my coma, and continues even today, would never have occurred.
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