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It used to be
That when I would wake in the morning

I could with confidence say,
“What am ‘I’ going to Do?”

That was before the seed
Cracked open.

 —Hafiz
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INTRODUCTION

This book is a collection of reflections and observa-
tions about life before and after I came to prison, 

as currently seen from the perspective of this awake 
emptiness at my core. I am profoundly grateful to the 
late douglas Harding and his friends for helping me to 
see Who I really am, and to thus break the bonds of 
contraction and confusion that defined my criminal past. 
Truly without deserving it, I have been blessed with the 
miracle of inner freedom, the turnaround of turnarounds, 
what Harding referred to as the no-meter path to heaven. 

This book is about living and failing to live the awak-
ened life, and how discovering one’s emptiness—one’s 
divinity—is the difference between the two, which, as it 
turns out, were never two to begin with. 

as Harding often said, you cannot fix yourself from 
the level of the self. only the one who is other and yet 
not other, who is both no-thing and everything, who 
is at the very heart of you as Who You really are, can 
transform your life. 
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ARRIVALS

I was in the delivery room when my daughter arrived. I 
later told friends that it was like being on LSd, except 

I didn’t come down for days. I missed my son’s arrival 
because it was by way of emergency caesarean, but when 
I saw him the next day I thought he was even more beau-
tiful than his sister at that early age. 

I can’t count the number of friends who have un- 
expectedly arrived in my life. Looking back, it seems as 
though they magically appeared, and then, as the years 
went by, disappeared the same way, never to be heard 
from again. Several have remained in touch, though, one 
in particular who for no reason other than his selfless 
kindness continues to write and send money when he 
can, even though he barely makes his rent from month 
to month. others, all busier with their lives than I could 
ever pretend to be with mine, never fail to drop a line 
asking how I am or what I need. How I enjoy the arrival 
of their letters, each one a lifeline to a world I rarely see! 

In my former life before I came to prison I often trav-
eled to faraway places, some exotic, some I hoped never 
to visit again. I was always on the go, it seemed. But now 
from this emptiness, this Basic Space of awareness that 
I am, I see that, out of all the trips I took, I never really 
went anywhere, that every one of those places arrived 
here. not once did I board an airplane or climb into a 
car or even walk next door; in fact, I have never gone 
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anywhere in my life. The truth is that when I see Who 
I really am, I see that I have always been here in this 
now-moment, that I have never moved and never could 
move (for there is no thing to move), that every “there” 
I ever thought I went to actually came here, that every 
city or country I ever visited actually visited me. This 
is not something I imagine or believe, it is something I 
see, right now in this boundless awareness within which 
each scene appears and disappears, each one unique and 
each always arriving, one after another, always within 
this profound emptiness that I am. 

Speaking of arrivals, I can’t remember when I arrived 
on the scene more than seven decades ago, most likely 
because I didn’t. I’ve read that some people remember 
their past lives and even their birth into this one, but 
perhaps if they investigated Who They really are they 
would see they were never alive, which is to say that 
they never died nor were born again. I once jokingly 
wrote that, if time flies, this must be the airport. I was 
referring to prison, of course, but that was before I saw 
this immutable and timeless emptiness that I am. The fact 
is, this really is the airport—THIS rIGHT Here—the 
ground for every arrival in the universe, including the 
universe itself. 

and certainly the greatest arrival we can all expe-
rience is the arrival of this Vision to end all visions, 
although it is a different sort of arrival in that what is 
seen has always been here; it has simply been overlooked. 
How I missed it for most of my life or how I thought I 
was something other than what it is, is a mystery to me. 
certainly I never intended to think I was housed in this 
body or that I had a mind of my own, but so I thought, 
and for too long it was a detriment to all the others I 
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thought were “other.” Thank God for this arrival of all 
arrivals, this marvelous absence-presence that can also 
be called God, and for all those who pointed this out to 
me, who literally pointed to THIS rIGHT Here. 

and finally, on the subject of arrivals, when I’m 
writing I’m never sure what will show up in the way of 
the next paragraph or even the next sentence, which is at 
times all too obvious, but usually the words flow unme-
diated and unimpeded (un-minded!) from this alert Void 
as long as who I thought I was gets out of the way. 

What follows, then, is the result of this not always 
successful departure of my imagined “self,” but with 
luck it will get out of the way long enough to allow the 
words to point the way back to where they came from. 
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DISAPPEARING

Last year I received a letter from my wife saying it 
was impossible to write to me. We’ve been married 

forty years, and I haven’t seen her in thirty. Two decades 
ago was the last time I spoke to her on the phone, and 
she hung up on me. a divorced friend says I have the 
perfect marriage.

When I met her in the ‘60s she was 19, had long red 
hair, and wore a purple mini-skirt. She smoked dope and 
knew Hollywood celebrities. She cornered me on a back 
porch in a california beach town and flirted my brains 
into mush.

Later I ran into her in La, and soon after, we hit the 
road together, up to San Francisco, then to new York, 
Toronto, kansas city, and back to the west coast. We 
rented apartments, we hung out with her pot-smuggler 
friends, we knew the hip and hippie crowd wherever we 
went. She dropped acid and binged on liquor and sang 
Janis Joplin songs in the shower. She got higher than 
high and played cards or did the dishes, then got high 
again. She slept with friends and left me for others, but 
somehow, even though I was living with other women, 
we got back together again. eventually we had a daugh-
ter, and a year later were married in The Little White 
chapel in Las Vegas, and nothing whatsoever changed. 

I can’t say I ever loved her. I felt adrift without her, 
but I don’t believe I ever loved anyone, back then. caught 
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up in the drama of ego-self, I was a mess, warring out-
wardly against the world and inwardly within myself. 
How can you love someone when you think you’re 
someone yourself? I—who I thought I was—this image 
of myself I had built and believed and defended at all 
costs—got in the way, filled every moment in every scene 
to the exclusion of others. Having no clue that others—
indeed, that everything—was myself, I treated them as 
objects, pieces to be moved in this all-too-serious game of 
“me versus the world,” “me getting something from life.” 
I never loved anyone. I needed them, and so I used them. 

and so it went. and so did she, eventually, back 
to Mexico where I had once fled to avoid the law. She’s 
still there, to my knowledge, living a life I know nothing 
about. and we’re still married. In her letter she said she 
was old now, and she told of illness and the many oper-
ations she’s endured. She said she was afraid. She sent a 
tiny picture of herself, a copy of a driver’s license photo. 
In it, although weathered by the wind of time, I see the 
same face I saw when she was 19 and left me reeling on 
that back porch so long ago. 

except the color is off. The smile is weak, and her 
eyes seem lost in the pale of her cheeks, as if she is disap-
pearing, retreating into a morning fog. 

or is it me? am I the one who is disappearing, and 
have I found a love too huge for the two of us, for who we 
thought we were? 
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MORE OF THE SAME

The north end of this cellhouse is sunk into the earth 
a good ten feet, solid as a munitions bunker. I sit 

below ground, as it were, here in this cell at my metal 
desk, pen in hand, gazing out my barred window with 
its ledge a foot above the raked dirt. a chain-link fence 
topped with barbed wire stands some twenty feet out, 
and beyond it, part of the administration building to the 
west and a view of the recreation yard to the east, then 
the double perimeter fences clustered with razor wire. In 
the distance are two rocky hills, one alive with piñon and 
sage, the other bristling with antennae and atop which 
sits a massive water tank, black as night, a red beacon 
blinking a feeble warning to low-flying aircraft. This is 
my view, never changing, always new. 

It is december, sunset, dvorak on the radio, and a fly 
lands on the outside of my cell window, walks haltingly 
in a fly-sized circle, then disappears into a purple sky. 
Where did it come from, where is it going? I wonder. 
How could it survive in this cold? 

and the answer trips me, invades what is left of me: 
From this grand expanse and for the briefest of moments, 
awareness sees itself from this selfsame angle, and who 
but itself could create this momentary tingling of recog-
nition, a universe that banged into existence 15 billion 
years ago with all the intention of this improbable fly 
landing on this frozen window, looking at itself from the 
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only point and the only moment it could, right here and 
now? and what could be next but more of the same? 
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FRIENDS

one of my Buddhist friends here is nearly always in 
trouble. The word is that he holds the record for the 

number of disciplinary reports in a three-year period. 
He gets into fights. He argues with officers. He claims 
he’s afraid that others will take advantage of him. Lately, 
however, there’s been a change. He seems to have mel-
lowed. He told us at our last monthly meeting that he’s 
experiencing a sort of global vulnerability, as if some-
thing inside of him is dissolving. 

another Buddhist friend is the most victim-prone 
person I’ve ever met. He routinely gets beat up. I’ve 
heard that he gets angry at certain people and blurts out 
obscenities, which comes back to him as a sock in the 
jaw. He’s also stubborn about the Dharma, which tends 
to come back and sock him in the jaw, as well. 

Thirty years ago before I came to prison I had at least 
50 friends, none of whom have written to me since, and 
who can blame them? 

Last month a friend in this cellhouse dropped dead 
of a heart attack. another found out he has cancer, and 
a third just had surgery for a growth on his prostate. 
a friend here from India thinks Buddhism is the worst 
religion in the world because it makes you weak—look 
what it did for Tibet, how Tibetans simply gave in to the 
will of the chinese without a fight! 

My Indian friend is good friends with my surgery 
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friend but doesn’t like my cancer friend, which makes 
it difficult for my surgery friend because he’s friends 
with all three of us. This happens a lot here. There are 
little dramas within larger dramas within the really Big 
drama. Sometimes it’s stressful but usually it’s amusing. 
I’m grateful that no one has asked me to take sides in this 
latest little drama, because I couldn’t do so. How could I 
believe in the little dramas when I can’t even believe in 
the really Big drama? 

Then there’s my friend Melvin. Melvin is 
eighty-something, is overweight, has diabetes, and can’t 
get his false teeth to fit right. He resembles a bulldog. To 
most, Melvin is, as they say, two cards short of a deck. He 
rarely talks, but when he does, he seems to know noth-
ing about anything. He chuckles a lot, and usually when 
nothing is funny. Moreover, he seems oblivious of the 
past or future, as if he were lost in the present, although 
“lost” isn’t the right word because he’s quite in the thick 
of it. He simply has no complaints: no one has ever heard 
him complain about anything. 

Melvin does what he’s told. When he visits my cell, if 
I invite him to sit, he sits; otherwise he stands and looks at 
me. If I ask him a question, he answers, although not always 
with regard to the question. Last week a guard woke him 
up at three o’clock in the morning and demanded that he 
report to his job at the back gate, so Melvin got out of 
bed and got dressed and shuffled all the way to the back 
gate in the freezing cold, even though he didn’t have a job 
there or anywhere else. When he arrived, another guard 
said they had made a mistake, and sent him back. as far 
as Melvin was concerned, it wasn’t an inconvenience, it 
was just the way things were. Melvin isn’t a Buddhist, but 
sometimes I think he’s the Buddha.
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These days I have new friends worldwide. I am 
amazed at their openness and kindness and generosity. 
at times when I grow small and am sure I’m a pig, I can’t 
imagine why they would want anything to do with me. 
and then I’ll get a letter from one or another of them 
saying whatever it is that true friends say, and suddenly 
it makes no sense that I think I’m my name and history, 
especially when they don’t think I’m my name and his-
tory. But what marvelous sense it makes seeing and being 
Who I really am, which is Who we all really are: the one 
and the many! What marvelous friends we are, every one 
of us, in spite of ourselves! 




