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1. Is there life east of I-5? So the bumper stickers in San Diego asked back in 
the 80s. In 2016, we live five miles east of I-5. To me, east means two things: 
The Wasatch Mountains of my youth and the transformation of Buddhism 
during the Tang Dynasty. New York is somewhere in between and takes 
place three hours later than here. Capital has a say in this. There was a point 
in the  Anthropocene when geography cried uncle to time. And then strip 
malls began to mate with McDonald’s. But back to I-5, the first freeway east 
of the Pacific Ocean and oleander’s natural habitat. 

 

 

 

2. I saw the Wasatch Mountains, most mornings, from the living room 
window of my parents house on the east bench of Salt lake City. I’m trying 
to picture the big one in the middle right now but can’t. It’s slipped my mind. 
Mount Olympus—how could I forget that? The peak of the Greeks in the 
Zion the Mormons created by decree. My people I can’t embrace. From the 
beginning—out of step with who I was told to be. Go to church or take a 
hike. At twelve, I said no to church. At sixteen, once I could drive, I said yes 
to that hike.  
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3. To be intimate with words. And then concision. The picture shows a girl, 
seven years old, throwing rose petals over her head. We see her smile as if 
from below. Her friend, a year younger, throws them too. A birdfeeder on 
their left and palm tree on their right bracket the canyon behind. Both wear 
purple dresses with a large butterfly on the front. That’s my eye behind the 
camera—the right one. The left’s astigmatic and renders the world as 
Cezanne might see it. This beats beginning in the good old days, when that 
old stone temple wasn’t a ruin, and the gods I never knew hadn’t yet fled. 
There’s a wound these words can’t heal with a salve from the past.   

 

 

4. A shaken world. A broken rhyme. Tea steeps—Buddha’s Hand oolong 
from Taiwan. Does everyday life evince a law of movement? And what would 
be the other that lets that law appear? Is it the face of the infinite or the 
infinite of the face? Both of ours have aged, these thirty years, hers less than 
mine. This is the law of movement. Its truth becomes. On the other hand, 
our tortoiseshell cat occupies a constant state of samadhi. I try to join her 
now and then. Empty tea cup. Another’s on the way.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

5. I was diligent back in grad school. That was in the 80s when I lived west 
of I-5. Managed to read most everything recommended to me. Even tried to 
learn Chinese. Not a shot. Whether my memory has an eye or an ear, there 
wasn’t enough disk space for all those logograms. But how else could I find 
out if the Tang Dynasty had the answer to my central question: Is a nondual 
line or sentence possible? Is there a way, in language, to not chop the world 
in two—thoughts and things, nouns and verbs, subjects and objects?  

 

 

6. Wondering still wandering among. Glacial debris seen from the side. Does 
memory have peripheral vision? From north to south, the canyons cut from 
the Wasatch Mountains—City Creek, Immigration, Parley’s, Mill Creek, 
Bells, Big Cottonwood, Little Cottonwood—and the city laid out at their feet, 
the grid I grew up on. Each street has its place on that grid, all in relation to 
the Temple. Brigham Young said build it here, then numbered each street as 
it spread out from there. Second South means it’s two blocks south of the 
temple. Fifth West means five blocks west of the temple. You get the picture. 
He must’ve been a mazeophobiac. That’s one thing we share. I’m easily lost 
as well. In fact, I have no idea which direction this sentence is facing. That 
window I looked at Mount Olympus from—thirty-nine blocks south of the 
temple and eighteen blocks east.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

7. Faded, unreadable ink. Broken spine. A color wheel of consumption 
featured on the flyleaf. The book of life has taken a beating. But no graveside 
sermon’s in order. No need to throw a veil over the end that’s just beginning 
now. This perishable self will long be gone before life goes toes up. I doubt 
even my daughter’s great grandkids will witness that. Yet watching as we 
deface this beautiful book, it’s hard to keep the bathetic at bay. Glaciers that 
aren’t. Owls that aren’t. Wolves that almost weren’t. A long litany written as 
erasures. (So there was a sermon after all.) A meander is a landform that finds 
its way around.  

 

8. She’s nine now, and those rose petals have taken their place in a compost 
no one tends. Fell to the ground right after the shutter clicked. That picture, 
one of four, appears every hour or two on my screen. As one fades into the 
other, its afterimage shadows this sentence. And what would a comma here 
or there add or detract? What words perform is hidden in words; otherwise, 
it’s only information. For instance, those tone-leading vowels Pound told 
Duncan who told Davidson who told me about. They perform as if. Whose 
ears can hear? Two girls in the picture shout for joy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

9. Does your memory favor the eye or ear? I hear the past. If my memory has 
an eye, it may be astigmatic as well. What kind of light refracts in memory? 
And how does it bend the way I see life? Only a part’s in focus. Blurred 
childhood, the soundtrack of which. My mother taught me to talk; my father, 
to listen. I love both, though it’s taken me longer to listen. What she said. 
What he didn’t. To be intimate isn’t to confess. It’s finding your life in the 
words that forged it.  

 

10. My mistake was to think nondual must mean one. “Red roofs against a 
blue sea.” Cezanne saw it like this. When light enters the eye of an astigmatic, 
it bends one way more than another, rendering the binocular world of the 
percipient an uneven array of images. Gray sage against amber sandstone 
cliffs, clear only with my left eye closed. Which the camera can’t reveal. My 
right eye looks through the viewfinder at a nondual world. Two is after the 
fact, but one isn’t necessarily before it. No need to make the monocular what 
it isn’t. Intimate words lured in from where?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

11. Early on in the Tang Dynasty—let’s locate that: 618 to 906 C.E.—
Huineng heard intimate words while delivering a load of firewood. He 
couldn’t read, but he could hear the inner reserve of the Diamond Sutra. 
Entered his ear as light. As hammer striking anvil. Dropped his load and left 
for Fengmao Mountain Temple to seek Hongren, Chan Buddhism’s fifth 
patriarch. Can’t imagine a grid spreading out from there. Less than a year 
later, after a secret ceremony made him the sixth patriarch, Huineng snuck 
out the back at midnight with Hongren’s robe, bowl, and blessing. Both 
feared for his life. Who would bow before an illiterate master? Whose ears 
can hear?  

 

12. Finitude’s face in the mirror. Nondual lines around the eyes. Gray goatee 
gone white. Tattered edge of never again. I’ll always be the person who wrote 
this is the enabling illusion at the heart of practice. Knowing it’s not true 
turns the next sentence into a rabbit scratching at a garden fence, snap peas 
in sight. I’m not even that person now, one sentence later. The bundle that 
makes me up has taken on a subsequent array. Yet eyes recognize themselves 
without doubt. What reflects identity? Words. Nothing more. And nothing 
less. I is part of a grammatical pattern, not a self, if by that we mean a self-
contained entity, perduring against time and IQ tests. Anything added to that 
is an enabling or disabling illusion, you choose which. Garden laid waste by 
critters, though they leave the hot peppers and appositives behind. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

13. JFK’s caisson rolling left to right across our black and white TV—the 
oldest screen shot I can recall. I was just six and didn’t know the difference 
between President of the United States and King of the Block I lived on. 
Grim image, even at that age. A few months later, I learned my mom was a 
Goldwater supporter, not that I knew what that meant. My older sister 
refused to admit that was true until just a few years ago, when her best friend 
told her that, indeed, my mom and her mom took them both to the airport 
in Salt Lake City to see Goldwater. I remember because I wasn’t allowed to 
go. She didn’t remember because she didn’t want to believe our mom was 
right-wing. All three of us have astigmatic left eyes. My dad refused to talk 
about religion or politics and had no need for glasses.  

 

14. Let’s loop back to that photo in section three. The canyon behind the 
girls is a tributary of Los Peñasquitos Canyon. Since that picture was taken, 
we’ve moved five miles east, but that canyon’s now across the street. Its bed 
of sedimentary rock dates back to the Jurassic. Let’s locate that: 200 million 
years ago, give or take an eon. The canyon and its creek meander seven miles 
west to east between I-5 and I-15. A rumor among realtors is that property 
values drop a hundred grand each mile east of I-5. Proximity to the beach is 
where exchange and use value meet. Marx would authorize that, but he 
couldn’t qualify for the jumbo loan to buy anything anywhere near.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

15. When I attain certain states of meditation, the theme song from Gilligan’s 
Island finally recedes. I wish I could say the same for the tinnitus my dad 
bequeathed me. At Sesshin, the week-long retreat I attend with my Buddha-
buddies, I had a nondual experience of it. I know that high-pitched 
mechanical screech is in my head, but it sounds like it’s out there, where 
anyone could hear it. Sitting zazen at Hidden Valley Zen Center, finding a 
small slice of samadhi, the difference between slipped away. It’s not inside; 
it’s not outside; it’s not neither; it’s not both. That’s a tetralemma even 
Nagarjuna would authorize. Did they have tinnitus in his time, or is it a side-
effect of mechanized life?  

 

16. Growing up in Utah in the 70s, there were more pterodactyls than avant-
garde poets. I didn’t find this kind of writing until I moved to San Diego 
when I was twenty-five. Who knew poetry could be prose and prose could 
be poetry? Bromige was the first to show me a sentence could be as good as 
a line. Just don’t forget the ear. Tight Corners turned my head. “Concepts 
protect us from experience. So she had conceived.” Wondering still 
wandering among. I strive not to be nonprovincial in my use of double 
negatives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

17. “When Yaoshan was sitting in meditation, a monastic asked, ‘What do 
you think about as you sit in steadfast composure?’ Yaoshan said, ‘I think 
not-thinking.’ The monastic asked, ‘How do you think not-thinking?’ 
Yaoshan said, ‘nonthinking.’” On day four of Sesshin, I wondered whether 
that dog stopped barking or if it just stop bothering me. The Wasatch Fault 
wasn’t anyone’s. Do participles offer an opening between thinking and not-
thinking? Under cover of darkness, light. Astigmatic I tethered to the whether 
or not. Don’t sit there; sit here. I am. Why is my body the last to know?  

 

18. Before we moved, I worried the crack in the patio caused by the Easter 
Earthquake of 2010 would cut into our profit margin. I recall carrying our 
daughter in a blanket out the back door while the house swayed left to right. 
In my memory, JFK was shot on the same day an earthquake hit the Wasatch 
Fault. We had to duck under our desks as pieces of the school’s ceiling tile 
dropped on us. Two minutes with Google show me that’s not possible—
same year, different days. Still, they’ll never not be one event for me. An 
enabling illusion leads to these words.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

19. Thanks to advances in medicine and technology, we can now outlive 
ourselves. My dad did. Dementia killed his mind six years before his body got 
the news. Fifty years ago was more vivid for him than fifty minutes ago. Billy, 
his older brother who died in WWII, seemed to stop by quite frequently. 
Whenever I went to the care center, my dad knew he knew me but didn’t 
know why. “Well, if it isn’t Brigham Young himself!” I don’t have a beard, 
and I only have one wife, so the resemblance is lost on me.  

 

20. Sunrise Senior Living, an Alzheimer’s care corporation, bought Brighton 
Gardens in 2002. In 2005, we consigned my dad to their unit in San Diego. 
Emeritus Care gobbled up Sunrise in 2008, a year before he died. After the 
acquisition, the quality of care went downhill fast. Nothing nefarious, just 
fewer of the kind people who cared for him. Or is that exactly what nefarious 
means in these days of downsizing benefit and upsizing profit? Google tells 
me Brookdale Senior Living swallowed Emeritus Care in 2014. Each iteration 
means less care and more expense. 80% of Americans in forty-six states can 
now shuffle off to one of Brookdale’s pre-death living facilities. You need a 
passcode to get out, not in. This is the law of movement. My dad believed he 
was in Salt Lake, not San Diego. It’s a wonder his brother Billy could find the 
way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

21. David Antin, who said our weather in San Diego is like a cone of sunshine 
that contracts and expands as the year dilates in and out of what we think of 
as seasons, died the other day. Everyone knew he could talk beyond compare, 
but I’ll never forget how he listened. When my dad was drifting away in 
dementia, David listened. When I was worried about my sister, David 
listened. When I told him Deb and I were expecting a child, he smiled like 
Mahakashyapa. He’d say this or that about my writing—“I’m allergic to 
verse”—but about my life, he’d listen. What a performance. I’ll forget him 
against my will. It is, he told me, a journey we all have to take.  

 

22. Big Brother bought the company, not the state, then hollowed the latter 
out by freeing us from all those pesky regulations that stop all those nice job 
creators from monetizing our lives. Here’s a video clarifying why nature likes 
it this way. Ignore the necessary mess at the margins of your screen. Now eat 
those cage-free eggs and embrace the smiley face we’ve come to require. 
Naturalize first, normalize next—rinse and repeat. Do we have a choice? Not 
if we continue to worship growth. Bigger isn’t better; it’s just bigger, and 
we’re running out of room.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

23. I like the idea, probably apocryphal, that, when the time was right, 
Eskimos would say their goodbyes, then float their old folks off on a slab of 
ice into the frozen unknown. Probably gave them a sack of food, some water, 
maybe a pipe with something soothing to smoke. Who knew how long that 
journey would take? Better that than end up at Brookdale’s with a drool cup 
and a head that can’t hold a passcode long enough to slip out the back. Capital 
has a say in this. With all the trimmings, storage fees run eighty to a hundred 
grand per year. Incentivized life for an I that’s not much more than a dangling 
modifier. Brain soufflé.  

 

24. But back to the Chan dialectic of thinking, not-thinking, and nonthinking. 
Which one of those, Yaoshan, are the demented doing as they sit in their 
chairs and lie in their beds? And why am I asking a man whose journey ended 
in the Tang Dynasty? Is that a rhetorical flourish, or can we connect with the 
dead through intimate words? The tea we drink. The rice we season with 
cumin and coriander. Bothered by gray gone white. So much falls away, dead 
and out of all accounts, but what’s passed on as the human bequest is found 
in and between words. And around them, in the silence we sentence the 
unwanted to. Do the demented know their own code?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

25. Light arranged by the eye arcs toward a refracted past, angled away from 
reason. This season begins the cone’s contraction to what few would say is 
winter. Seventy-three degrees at nine o’clock at night, early November, 
doesn’t fit the image I have of light red rock topped by white snow, brown 
foothills surrounding blue spruce and juniper in Bryce Canyon. Went there 
once on Thanksgiving break when I was twenty and caught an early season 
snowstorm. The cold beauty of the canyons rooted hoodoos in my dreams 
for years. Hike up high enough, nine thousand feet above the sea, and find 
bristlecone pines, the oldest trees on earth. How do they thrive for thousands 
of years on barren, limestone slopes? Prominent fauna include mule deer, 
coyotes, and pinyon jays. Winnebagos collude with their own kind.  

 

26. “So why not use your own mind to see the nature of reality directly?” 
That’s easy for you to say, Huineng, with your robe and bowl and a diamond 
that cuts through delusion. How much would I have to cut through before 
“directly” came into play? All the bad habits of attention I’ve accrued over 
almost sixty years have to go, and then the bad habit of calling them bad has 
to go too. And that’s only what I know about now. I can’t imagine an end to 
the iterations that await. Forget all that and just sit, I imagine he’d say. Just 
attend to your breath. Embrace the cold beauty of that simple act. You can’t 
not experience it directly. Try and see if I’m right.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

27. Take a torque wrench to each sentence. Too loose, joints won’t hold; too 
tight, threads stripped of their connections. Either way, it’s easy to lose the 
between. Trying to write with and against the contradictions as they arise; a 
new configuration emerges between. What if we swap synecdoche for duality: 
subject and object, inside and outside as part to whole rather than either to 
or? Nice try, but hierarchy’s baked into that equation. How about as particle 
and wave? When one’s fixed, the other’s fluid. Actually, both are each at once, 
though perception is with and against only one at a time. Do words and 
meaning have the same relation? Careful—don’t turn it too tight.  

 

28. Today, warm Santa Ana winds blow in from the desert to the east, hot 
and sparky—the kind that drive wildfires through the canyons and arroyos 
of San Diego. Rancho Peñasquitos, where we live, a high-risk fire zone, as 
our insurance premiums reflect. The cost of living next to that beautiful 
seven-mile canyon is baked into our budget, but you can’t monetize 
memories when they all turn to ash. I remember Maxine Hong Kingston 
telling me about her handwritten manuscript, almost finished, burning in the 
Oakland Hills fire of 1991. The only copy of her novel—nothing but ash. At 
the first of each month, I swap one thumb-drive with all my writing on it for 
the one in our safety deposit box at a bank eight miles away. Storage fees are 
reasonable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

29. Perception atrophies as habits harden. There’s just too much to attend to 
for it to be otherwise. We’d all be ADHD if we couldn’t  cut the corners 
evolution allows. Our brains are spectacular slackers. Memory makes it 
possible. I remember what a chair looks like, so why waste time looking each 
one over as if? But what’s lost in the swap of intimacy for ease? Perceived 
intimately, everything changes every time we blink. Who could keep up with 
that? Rumor has it a buddha can. No attention deficit. So the slipping by of 
life brings no stress along for the ride? No wonder a buddha needs many 
lives to become. I’ll settle for a little less stress in this one. And I’d like to 
pass a few more koans before I shuffle off.  

 

30. Turns out Cezanne was myopic, not astigmatic. Enabling illusion that got 
me this far. Bring on the next. Those ceiling tiles falling—I’m not sure that 
happened, though I’ve always told it as if. There was an earthquake, and the 
school did have a big crack in its façade, but was I there when that happened, 
or do I just remember the telling? I think I was, but I have no way of knowing. 
My mom would know, but she’s been dead twenty years. So it’s left to 
memory—the supreme fiction.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

31. Brigham brought his ragged band of saints from Nauvoo, Illinois across 
Iowa to Council Bluffs, across the Missouri River and into Nebraska, all the 
way through to Fort Laramie and Fort Bridger, Wyoming, then across the 
Bear River into Utah and down Echo Canyon into the Salt Lake Valley on 
July 24, 1847. Took a year and a half to trudge thirteen hundred miles in 
covered wagons. I can’t recall how old I was when I found out the 24th of 
July was only a holiday in Utah. But I do know I was eleven when I found 
out we were vastly outnumbered by Catholics. The new kid on the block 
broke the news to me: his God was bigger than mine.  

 

32. When I say mind makes both—particle and wave, inside and outside—I 
don’t mean my mind. Mine struggles to make dinner. So in these musings, 
mind isn’t a synonym for subject or self. How about mind as particle, nature 
as wave; nature as particle, buddha as wave; buddha as particle, mind as wave. 
Holy tofu—that’s pretty slick! My first philosophy professor, James Boyack, 
told me all philosophies are circular; the trick is to draw your circle so big no 
one sees it. Yet mind isn’t not body either. “The Buddha is a creation of your 
nature,” Huineng says. “Don’t look outside your body.” But don’t look inside 
either. Look among. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


