
This story is a lot like life.  
At first it’s funny. 
Then it’s not.
Then it’s over.  

On April 29th 2005 three very specific things crossed my path:   
Tai-chi
My Dad
& The Setting Sun.  

Part i.  Tai-Chi.

It was graduate school at UC Davis and my first semester I was taking a handful of odd-
ball courses as part of the ‘required curriculum’ for an MFA in the department of Theater 
and Dance.  If you had an emphasis in ‘Acting’, as I did, then you were specifically 
required to take something called… ‘Movement.’   At that point in my career, I had never 
taken a ‘movement’ class.  I was more of a meat and potatoes kind of actor and any word 
like ‘movement’ smelled of black turtlenecks, fields of wheat, misused words like 
didactic and lots of unwarranted valuable people consumed with their overly clever 
‘performance pieces.’  This gave me great hope for the chance to meet some real live 
pretentious beatnik hippies.  But this was just a guess, I had no way of knowing what the 
class was really about.  Unfortunately the term ‘movement’ carried no specifics, so I 
couldn’t form a judgmental opinion.  For my own satisfaction, I conceded that this was 
going to be some kind of ‘bowel movement’ class.  In theater, we often talk about 
‘leaving your shit at the door’ so perhaps this was just some liberal extension of that idea.  
Either way, I was just happy to meet a beatnik.   

Unfortunately, I would have to wait for that dream to come true.

To my surprise, ‘movement’ turned out to be tai-chi.  Yes, that slow-motion exercise you 
see old people doing in the park early mornings on your way to work.  I don’t mean to 
single out the old folks, however, tai-chi does have a geriatric stigma.  Seniors love tai-
chi because it’s healthy, social and a low impact exercise.  You can even do it sitting 
down!  “So Mrs. Hollingsworth has no excuses with her broken hip, arthritis and bad 
attitude”  Everybody can do it!  It’s very popular at the senior centers.  And it comes from 
China so for us Westerners it’s very mysterious and magical.   

Apparently someone at UC Davis decided actors should take tai-chi.  I admit, I was a bit 
confused at first.  I considered spending my mornings in bed validating the ‘required’ 
nature of this class, however, I gave hope to the possibility that these artsy fartsy hippies 
had stumbled onto something unique.  It was experimental.  Different.  A little bit edgy.  



So I slipped into my ninja outfit and headed off to my first day of tai-chi.  After all,  I 
wanted these hippies to think that I had an open mind.  So I rolled with it….  I told 
myself, “I’m open to new experiences.   I can meditate.  I like Bruce Lee movies.”

Our instructor, James Kapp, sat in the center of the room, legs crossed in a meditative 
position.  He was quiet.  His eyes were closed and a small grin pressed the corner of his 
mouth.  As students moved into the room, the more experienced took off their shoes, sat 
down and formed a circle.  Without question the rest of us followed.  We sat in silence.  
We closed our eyes. We concentrated on breathing.  

I broke character and looked up every few seconds.   I was sure other people were 
cheating too and I wanted to make eye contact with someone.  Anyone!  I needed to lock 
eyes with another confused pupil who was questioning the lack of explanation.  Yet, 
every time I peeked out, everyone else looked very serious.  Very quiet.  Very Zen.  At 
least ten minutes went by before somebody farted.  I’m not saying who… but I quickly 
looked around for someone else to blame.  Sadly, nobody seemed to notice.  Everyone  
just went about their breathing as if they weren’t in any danger.  ‘These people were 
serious’, I thought.  ‘Just wait till I have a couple hard boiled eggs and a tall glass of milk 
for breakfast, that’ll break their concentration.’

Despite my initial hesitation, it didn’t take long before I was hooked.  Class was only two 
days a week, yet I practiced every morning.  I would walk to a nearby park and breathe in 
the Yin and breathe out the Yang.  I practiced my Golden Turtle, swung my White Crane, 
embraced my Tiger, stomped my Bear and fed my Monkey a peach.  Yes… I fed my 
Monkey a peach.  And my Monkey liked it. 

One of the more amazing things about tai-chi is that you can do it anywhere or anytime.  
You can practice tai-chi in an open field or while sitting in traffic.  In fact, it is the high 
stress moments, like traffic or work deadlines, where Tai-chi becomes your best friend.  
When you see people in the park, working their form, you merely see the outside physical 
manifestation of tai-chi.  On the inside, what you can’t see, is where all the magic takes 
place.  It’s like spinning a wheel inside your body and that wheel is powered by an 
internal life energy.  

Historical commercial break:  In addition to tai-chi being a physical martial art it is also 

a philosophy.  Taoist in nature, it dates back to 12th century China and emphasizes the 
study of ‘appropriate change in response to outside forces.’  It’s the study of yielding and 
blending with outside force rather than meeting it with opposing force.  According to Tai 
Chi theory, “the abilities of the human body are capable of being developed beyond their 
commonly conceived potential.    Creativity has no boundaries whatsoever, and the 
human mind should have no restrictions or barriers placed upon its capabilities.”    



I love this.  It’s wonderful.   

Part ii.  Dad.

I got a call from my father, who was about to leave for the hospital.   He was having 
circulatory problems in his right leg and his doctor advised immediate surgery to have a 
stent inserted permanently into his artery. The stent would help hold open the artery so 
that blood can flow.  

“It’s hard to do work around the house,” he said.  “If I walk more than a hundred feet the 
pain is incredible.  So I actually paid someone to mow my lawn.  Can you believe it?”  

I couldn’t.  My dad loved to mow his own lawn.  With his yard, he had a certain spiritual 
connection.  It was his own little slice of heaven.  My sister tried to hire a ‘professional’ 
lawn service one year as a month long Christmas gift.  However, dad chased the guys 
away, making it very clear he never wanted anyone else to mow his lawn.  Whether it 
came from a sense of homeowner responsible, obligation or just plain stubbornness, there 
was no questioning the man’s innate desire to spend one day a week chasing a gas 
powered lawn-mower through tall blades of Kentucky Bluegrass.   So it was truly a 
surprise to hear that he was forced to pay somebody else to mow his lawn.  

Back on the phone, my dad indelicately described his upcoming surgery.  He did this in 
such fashion as the Click and Clack Brothers might describe the mechanics of rebuilding 
a carburetor.  It was simple, to the point, with a touch of homespun wisdom.  “I wish I 
could rub some dirt on it and take a nap.  However, I don’t think that old trick is going to 
solve this problem.   Not to worry.  Piece of Cake.   I’ll be in and out in a couple days.  
Not even enough time for my coffee to get cold.”  

I remember that telephone call.  It was morning.   I was sitting on my couch, classified 
section in hand, little drawn circles around motorcycles for sale.  The light came through 
my sliding glass door.  Hundreds of tiny dust particles were floating through rays of 
sunlight.  

Our conversation came to the end.  It was time to hang up.  This was never difficult for 
my dad.  He knew when it was time to say good-bye.  In fact, often he would prematurely 
say, “Well that’s the news from Lake Woebegone.”  Which is a cue to hang-up.  However, 
this particular conversation was not quite over.  I said nothing.  He said nothing.  We just 
kinda sat there for a bit.  In silence.  The moment was significant because it was the last 
time I spoke with him.  The silence was significant because it was silence.  And it was 
beautiful.  It still echoes in my mind.  The silence was the part I heard.  It was the music 
between the notes.  It plays over and over in my head.  It was the best part of the 
symphony.  



These things you remember when a person dies.  You remember silence.

Four days after that phone call, my dad was pronounced dead.   It happened very fast.  He 
was admitted for surgery.  The surgery went longer and was more complicated than 
expected.  Within 10 hours my entire family descended upon the hospital.  Some people 
traveled over 3,000 miles.  During his recovery, in ICU, he had a cardiac arrest.  It was 
his last great rage.  It was violent.  It was horrible.  After that, it was only machines 
keeping him alive.  His directive had always been, ‘no heroic measures’.  We honored his 
decision.  

There is protocol to ‘pronounce’ a person dead and it goes a bit like this:  An official 
doctor looking person walks in the room, checks for vital signs, then looks at the clock to 
announce the time of death.  It all carries with it a certain sense of ritual.  The person 
could have died hours before, but, it isn’t until the doctor ‘pronounces’ you dead until you 
are really dead.  ‘Officially’ dead.

There were roughly 32 hours between my dad’s cardiac arrest and his ‘official’ time of 
death.  During that time the machines kept him alive.  His kidneys failed and he was put 
on dialysis.  Slowly, most of his major organs began to shut down.  Although the doctors 
painted a grim outcome, my family still had hope.  

During that 32 hours something very odd happened.  

After spending a long time in a hospital it begins to feel much like a non-stop around the 
world flight on an airplane.  Your ears begin to feel heavy, like they might explode.  
There is cabin pressure.  You are tired because you haven’t slept.  You can hear air 
blowing.  There is a constant hum of machines.  Nurses and flight attendants look the 
same.  And in some cases they treat you with a similar distain.  As if you are a passenger 
imposing upon their own personal flight into purgatory.  Nothing makes sense.  You don’t 
even know how you got on that airplane and you wonder if your bags are going to same 
destination.   Bad coffee and the food taste like shit.  

At times, It’s very unpredictable.  

On April 29th I stayed awake all night holding my father’s hand and doing silent 
meditations of tai-chi.  It was nice to sit there and relax with my dad.  Just the two of us.  
Breathing slowly and steadily.  

The meditation became more intense.  My inner wheel of energy was picking up 
momentum.  I didn’t fight it.  I just let it happen.

At some point I hit turbulence.  



My reality shifted and I was transported out of the hospital room.  

I was standing on the beach with my father.  We were both doing tai-chi.   Moving in 
unison, he was following my lead as I taught him my form.  Our feet gliding over the 
sand and our hands cutting through the gentle off shore breeze.  Everything had a warm 
orange glow.  Behind us stood our family gathered to watch.  Dad stopped and looked out 
toward the sun.  His face was glowing with a bright white orange.  He motioned for me to 
look and embrace the setting sun.  I told him I didn’t want to give up on him.  I wanted to 
continue doing my meditation in case it was helping.  He said to look at the sun and he 
would explain everything.  I did as he said.  The sun was beautiful.  At that point, my 
father turned into a magnificent bird and flew out over the water.  And in that moment, I 
understood that he was already gone.  

I wanted to keep this story to myself.  I had a bizarre outer-body experience.  I was a bit 
embarrassed, it was very personal and I was still considering the necessity for a good 
psychiatrist.  However, the next morning, while I was forcing down some breakfast with 
my sister, she told me something very fascinating.  She said, “Mom woke up this 
morning and told me about two dreams she had last night.  One dream was that she and 
dad were ice skating in New York.  The other dream was that dad was in the corner of 
their room practicing Tai-chi.”

True Story.  

Part iii.  The Setting Sun.

It was a strange feeling to leave the hospital.  It was as though a tremendous weight had 
been lifted from our shoulders.  We all felt an opposing sense of relief.  Thank God we 
didn’t have to spend anymore time in that sterol fucking hell hole of an institution.   

As my family got in their cars and headed home, I drove straight to the beach.  In fact, I 
went directly to Sunset Beach;  A quaint little beachside community nestled between 
Huntington Beach and Seal Beach.   It was perfect timing to catch the setting sun.  I 
parked my truck illegally and collectedly walked out across the sand.  The sun was just 
beginning to bounce along the ocean’s horizon.  A bright white orange and purple glow 
illuminated the sky above, trailing off into dark blue as far east as I could see.  Seagulls 
scattered the beach.  A vapor-trail burned at 30 thousand feet.  The air smelled like 
dreams.  

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  

I realized the sunset would always be there.  There was nothing more reliable than the 
end of another day.  I felt if I ever needed him all I had to do was go to the sunset and he 



would be there.  It was going to be that easy.  And that made me smile.  

I laughed out-loud.  
And then I cried.  
And the sun ended another day.

At first it was funny.
Then it wasn’t.
Then it was over.


