“Being in the Here and Now and the  Joy of an unexpected visit”

Report of  a visit with Elise 14th June 2009-Kevin Clements
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I drove from Hartford Connecticut –the GPS system on the rental car- indicating exactly where I needed to turn in order to get off the Mass Turnpike to Framingham, then Needham and Elise’s North Hill retirement Village. She is now in the Health Centre so  I  made my way to the 5th floor to ask for her room, only to be told that she was in the Activity Room.  I went there and sure enough , there she was,  silver haired, dressed fit for a Sunday morning. 

She was in her wheelchair, with a well read  copy of the Sunday New York Times  on her lap. I greeted her with a kiss and she beamed. The facilitator of the activity (a lovely African American woman) interrupted her questions to the group  and suggested that Elise and I go and meet in the lounge area at the end of the hall. So I spun her wheelchair around and found a seat by a window with me facing Elise and she facing the window.  

“Oh my “ she said,”its lovely that you took the time to come and see me”. Then she said “Kevin, goodness me, what are you doing these days?” so I told her that I was “The Johnny Appleseed of Peace and Conflict Studies programmes and that I was setting up a new programme at Otago University and that Valerie and I  had returned home to New Zealand after 17 years away”.   She was initially a  little worried about what Johnny Appleseed meant. “Who is Johnny Appleseed” she said. Then she  thought for a moment longer and said” We need more Peace and Conflict Studies Centres. They are the answer to war. War never solved any problem. Name me a war that managed to solve anything? War remains the number one problem for the world to resolve”. I agreed with her wholeheartedly.  I also told her what a delight it was to come home after 17 years away.

She then said, “I used to travel around the world like you do. Now I just sit and wonder what it means to  be in the here and now. What use is it being in the here and now? I would love to be doing something to make the world a better place. I’m not sure I am any more. Although I try my best in this place. Even if I wanted to I could not get out of here because I can’t walk” . 

I reflected for a moment and said  “Only a Norwegian would wonder whether she was useful by being existential about where you are”  She laughed. I said “you continue  to bring much joy and love to the world by being in the here and now. To which she responded” Yes I can give people a smile. Its always better to smile than to frown.You don’t persuade anyone with a frown”. She then said, beaming straight at me. “You have a lovely smile, you can persuade people!”. 

I told her that I had dedicated the small imaging workshop that I did in the CONTACT programme  at SIT in  Vermont on Friday to her.”Oh my “she said “that brings me a lot of satisfaction knowing that something I used to do is still being done by someone”.  I reassured her that much she had done as an academic and peace researcher was still being used by her students and devotees. “Imaging is important.” She said “Without a clear image we can’t do any good”  I told her that we needed “Good images and a sensitivity to history,for example, I used your concept of the 200 year present in class last week”. She beamed again and said “A 200 year present is what we should all be living in . I’m not sure why more people are not living in that present. It is a great idea, such a simple idea-- all the best ideas are simple ideas”  

She looked out the window and saw a flock of birds flying by and then  like an innocent child  she said “I have just seen some birds flying by. Where did they come from and where are they going? I haven’t a clue  but I’d sure like to find out. What a thought, where do birds come from and go to?”. 

She smiled again and said “ I love this life, it is so exciting. I know that I have to leave it.  I am 88 nearly 89 but I don’t know how to leave life. How do you leave life ? Does life leave you?” It seemed to me that this was a very profound question  and  I said that “when you find out the answer to that one I hope  you will let me know”. We both laughed. I said that “ Many people would like to have the answer to  that question”. I handed her my new Otago University card and indicated that “Now you have my card and new telephone number give me a call when you have discovered whether you leave life or life leaves you”. We laughed again. 

She then said” I would never take my life that would be too hard on those left behind. But I still don’t know how life ends”. I said that was as deep as mystery as how life began, i.e conscious, reflective life.  She said “ I sure hope that where we are going to is as interesting as the world we are leaving”  I did not have anything useful to offer on that question and suggested that “We live on through our children and grandchildren and through all those we touch in the  course of our lives” . 

She beamed again and said “Oh my I have many children ,grandchildren and great grandchildren. I don’t have to do anything about it. They just keep coming!. They are a source of joy to me. I hope that I have something left after being here to leave to the grandchildren. They could sure use some funds in the future” . 

At this stage one of the staff started knocking on the emergency exit door wanting to be let in. I tried to open it but it triggered an alarm. Elise said, “It seems as hard to get into this place as it does to get out!”. She then seemed to reflect a little on rules and what rules are for. 

I told her that Valerie was visiting Stephen in Denver and had been to Boulder the day before. “Boulder”, she said “Where is Boulder?” I said it was close to Denver and she used to live there on Pearl Street Mall. I also asked whether there were any original residents still living in the Pearl Street apartments. She responded that “Boulder times were lovely times. Yes lovely times. The mountains are lovely”

I told her that I was Secretary General of IPRA and felt very inadequate to the task  because I was spending so much time setting up the new Centre. I told her that it would have been easier being SG of IPRA if I were retired like she was when she was SG. 

”IPRA “ she said” Was an important organisation. Peace is the alternative to war   and we need to know how to live peaceful lives. If IPRA can do that that would be a good thing. We need more peace education”. She could not remember the people I mentioned from IPRA  and got  muddled when I mentioned Birgit Brock Utne as someone who carried on her work in Norway. “Birgit “ she said with a perfect Norwegian inflexion. “Birgit who?. I’ve never heard of her”. This and not being able to recall Boulder were the only occasions when she seemed stumped for a memory or a word. 

We spent a lot of time talking about Being in the Here and Now. I said, “Well you are here and I  am here and it is now . It  feels  like the right place for both of us to be . It feels as though we are meant to be here now”.  She beamed and repeated her story about living peaceful lives and  smiling not frowning and being kind to the staff.  I suggested that” Loving in the here and now was probably the best that any of us could do” . She have me a huge smile and said that “ she loved dancing and music”. I reminded her that we  had danced together in Malta at an IPRA Conference and that she was an energetic dancer. “Energetic does not mean good” she said. She then started talking about loving this world. “I continue to love this world. It is endlessly fascinating. There is so much I don’t know and so much to discover”.  

Looking at her watch she asked me  if it was time for lunch. I said I would find out  and she asked me to push her to the dining room. We got there   and she pointed to her name on the empty table and wondered if we were a bit early. I said it looked like we were so she asked me to take her back to the activity room. On the way she said “I do appreciate you taking the time to come and see me. Life is full of unexpected surprises. It is particularly nice having a surprise in a place like this”. 

We returned to a quiz where the facilitator was continuing to ask questions about American history…. I recalled a question about Calvin Coolidge which challenged my knowledge of US politics…. Elise and  I gave each other a hug and a kiss and I left  her to ponder being in the here and now and no doubt provide some answers to the quiz questions… 

