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"It is the life for a man; for how otherwise can he come at meaning of the great book
of the world than by treading its pages?"
The Arabian Nights
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May 2nd, 2016. Day 1.
I went to the airport at 4.30am. Lifting off from Wellington, still in the black of
night, we made our way north as dawn pierced the eastern horizon, giving the sea of
clouds a gorgeous red glow. The sky above softened to baby blue before we landed
underneath Auckland's mist. The Sky Tower was just a faint grey figure in the distance.
On the next flight, with a largely empty cabin, I laid across a row of seats and slept. I
did some writing when I woke, at times. We flew north between the Tasman Sea and
Pacific Ocean, over Norfolk Island and New Caledonia, into the Coral Sea, then over
the Solomon Islands and the Federated States of Micronesia, before skirting east of the
American outposts at Guam and the Northern Mariana Islands. It was then just an
ocean of blue before we struck the heart of mainland Japan, Tokyo. The border official
gave me a slightly raised eyebrow when I said I had come to see family, but I soon
crossed the threshold into my 17th country where my cousin Jake was waiting for me. I
got some yen and we caught a bus into the largest city on the face of the earth.
Passing factories and rice fields, we folded into the gigantic depths of the concrete
metropolis. Complexity everywhere; layers of urban sprawl, a city stacked and woven
into itself many, many times over, exhausting to comprehend. The Skytree loomed
ominously, the thick grey fog making it impossible to know how far away it was. We
got off the bus and ventured into the subway, the immensity of Japan starting to dawn
on me. After several stops, we went back to street level and caught a cab. On a quaint
and narrow back road in Meguro filled with the smell of cooking, Uncle Nick waited
for us. He welcomed me to Japan and took me inside his home where I saw Aunty
Tommy. I had a bath before we headed out for dinner in Meguro.
I wrote to Angela that, "I can't help but suspect I've entered the prime of my life".
May 3rd. Day 2.
In every direction, on each horizon, there's more city; more skyscrapers, bridges,
tunnels, motorways, trains, cars, pylons, people. Tokyo heaves with magnitude and
motion, a relentless current of metal and concrete. It's without end.
Today, Uncle Nick wanted to take me to Kanaya, on the other side of Tokyo Bay,
to go for a hike and see some Buddha statues. We walked to Meguro Station, stopping
on the way at a small shrine to light some incense, and then caught a crowded train
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southward. It's Golden Week, so-called because everyone has lots of holidays, so the
crowds are larger than usual. My tenuous grasp of Tokyo isn't yet strong enough to
know which station we then transferred to another train from. As this train sped along
to Kurihama, where we were to catch a ferry to Kanaya, endless waves of city passed
by the window. Not for a single moment during the hour long journey did we ever
leave cityscape. Everything is compact and tightly squeezed, much like the people on
the trains. Monoliths of commerce stand amidst a mosaic of crisscrossing roads and
railways. There is no graffiti, everything is spotless. No chewing gum on the pavement,
no cigarette butts, not even a stray leaf on a railway platform. 'Tokyo' is a seamless flow
of 24 individual cities. We zipped through two of them, Yokohama and Kawasaki, on
the way to Kurihama, where we caught a crowded bus to the ferry terminal.
The trip across Tokyo Bay offered a nice dose of fresh air. Unfortunately, there was
a low haze about so I was unable to sight Mt Fuji. Arriving at Kayana, we set out to the
top of a formidable hill. Walking through the woods made me feel at home. The forest
had a sweet scent and the birds made sounds I haven't heard before. We climbed stone
pathways to a lookout, but we couldn't find the Buddhas anywhere. No Nirvana today.
May 4th. Day 3.
Uncle Nick and I kicked a spontaneous plan into action this morning and made a
mad dash to Tokyo Station in a taxi. Having recently fallen in love with a small town in
the mountains called Nozawa Onsen, Uncle Nick booked us a night there in the twostar Utopia Hotel. Dashing and dodging through Tokyo Station, we caught a bullet
train to Iiyama. Speeding out of Tokyo into the countryside at over 250km an hour, I
caught my first glimpse of the snowy peak of Mt Fuji far off in the distance. At Iiyama,
we caught a bus to Nozawa Onsen.
Perched in the foothills of the mountains, the cute town reminded me of the
cobblestone alleys of Europe, but the smell of the cooking and the architecture of the
bath houses were unmistakably Japanese. Hot springs provide the water for the baths
and streams of hot water run throughout the town. The sound of their current carries
tranquillity. Climbing the steps of an enormous shrine, we met some old women
painting with watercolours. When Uncle Nick told them where I had travelled from,
they said, "Ah, the land of the sheep".
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We checked into Utopia Hotel and were shown to our room; a traditional Japanese
setting which looks out across snow capped mountains and the valley where Iiyama
lies. Wearing our bath robes through the streets, we went to a bath house to bathe in
the hot springs. I wasn't aware of the custom to bathe naked. One old man had
enormous swollen bollocks. It was a somewhat refreshing soak, even with all the ass
cracks and floating pubes.
We strolled through the town in our robes again and watched the locals cook
vegetables in the hot springs. Looking for a place to eat, we were then approached by
an overly friendly local who invited himself to join us for the evening. He was harmless
enough. I had some raw horse meat at dinner. It was chewy. With our new 'friend', we
then went to a karaoke bar to meet some of Uncle Nick's real friends. I'm not sure if it
was specifically a karaoke bar or if all bars here are karaoke bars by default, but the
sake and Asahi inspired several renditions of Japanese love songs. I've been sober for
eight months, so when I was given the microphone I had to sing something without
having had a drop of alcohol to help loosen me up. I sung House of the Rising Sun. I had
a great night out with the guys, even though I couldn't understand them. Some things
in life are just universal, I suppose, like booze, women, and the word 'hentai'.
May 5th. Day 4.
Uncle Nick and I had a traditional breakfast of salmon, rice, and vegetables from
the mountains this morning. While we were eating, the overly friendly local from last
night came into the hotel and asked if we wanted to go for a drive with him. He was
evidently stalking us. We told him to get lost. Bathing in the nude again with some
more old men, we then got a gondola to the ski resort at the top of the mountain. It
was cold, but the views were nice. We left the mountain and walked around the town
some more, lazily killing time before our bus back to Iiyama. Legend has it that 1,200
years ago, a wounded bear came to rest in the hot springs and a hunter who was
tracking it founded the small settlement. It has a population of just four thousand,
most of whom are elderly. The hot water is funnelled through pipes, bits of scrap
metal, and gutters. It trickles through wheels and carefully placed alleyways, like
miniature canals. It sounds idyllic and carries the smell of sulphur through the town.
Catching a rickety old bus down the mountain back to Iiyama, we then caught the
bullet train back to Tokyo. It was the last day of Golden Week, so the train was full of
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people returning from holidays and we had to stand the whole way. Without the
window to look out of, I found myself thinking about the Japanese society I've been
surrounded by for the last few days.
The birth-rate here is in decline and 25% of the citizenry is over 65. I've noticed
how few children their seems to be, a somewhat unsettling thing to pick up on, not
least of all because this was Children's Day. Whenever I do see a young family, they're
usually just with the one child.
Speaking of children, it feels like Japan and the West have simultaneously adopted
each other. At first, I thought perhaps the West had adopted Japan following World
War II, but then I recalled the 19th century Meji period, so I perhaps it's more accurate
to say Japan has adopted the West. They both probably think they're the parent in the
relationship. But whether the West imposed itself on Japan or Japan took pieces of the
West, or both, the blend of cultures is unique. During the drunken karaoke last night,
Uncle Nick turned to me and said, "They're an interesting people, aren't they?" He's
right. This place is absolutely fascinating.
May 6th. Day 5.
With a half marathon in Sendai coming up on Sunday, I needed to go for a warm up
run. Saying goodbye to Aunty Tommy, whose going to visit her mother in Hokkaido,
Jake and I cycled to the Imperial Palace in the city centre. Tokyo is the most aromatic
city I've been to. Berlin's sewerage system was blocked and San Francisco alternated
between marijuana and the foul stench of the homeless. Tokyo, however, only ever
seems to offer the wonderful aroma of cooking. Dodging crowds on the sidewalks and
navigating traffic on narrow side streets, we soon made it to the Imperial Palace, which
is surrounded by a wide moat, trees, police, and huge stone walls. It's a 5km loop
around the moat, so I chained my bike and did a lap while Jake timed me. 27 minutes.
Ten years ago, I'd have done it in 20, but my years trying to be Hunter S Thompson
have taken a toll. I ran a half marathon in 2006 in 87 minutes, but I'll be lucky to finish
Sendai in less than two hours.
Cycling home, we got changed and headed back out. At Meguro Station, Jake took
one train to go to school and I took another to visit the Tokyo Tower. I was alone in
the biggest city on earth. I walked through Shiba Park and saw Zojo-ji, an enormous
Buddhist temple dating back to 1622. It started to drizzle and was foggy by the time I
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made it to the Eiffel-eqsue Tokyo Tower, however, so I decided not to go up it. I
visited Joe's cafe nearby instead and did some writing. Joe is Jake's older brother. When
Joe's shift finished, we went to a ramen bar in Meguro for dinner. It was full of tired
looking single Japanese businessmen.
May 7th. Day 6.
Helping me activate my JR Pass, which gives me unlimited access to the bullet trains
for the next 21 days, Joe then took me to one of Tokyo's most iconic places; the
Shibuya Crossing, the busiest pedestrian crossing in the world. The hot sun bore down
on us as we became two of the 2,500 people to cross at every single light change. It's
the Times Square of Asia, the beating heart of the surging Japanese nation, a place so
full of people and ads that it makes you dizzy.
Walking the fashionable streets, where the beautiful people love to be seen and the
billboards come alive, we made our way to the Apple store where I bought a cheap
iPod. Finding a bar to rest our feet and my spinning head, Joe told me all about the
'scene' in Shibuya; the nightlife, the bars, the girls, and the places to go and to avoid. I
told him about Angela. We finished our drinks and explored the back roads of Shibuya,
soon winding up in a gaming arcade. Four floors of flashing bubble-gum aesthetics and
manic noise made Joe turn to me and say, "This is why heaps of Japanese dudes never
lose their virginity".
Needing to meet Uncle Nick and catch the bullet train to Sendai, Joe led me back
across the Shibuya Crossing to the subway. I met Uncle Nick and said goodbye to Joe
for the time being. The bullet train to Sendai shot us north out of Tokyo, through
watery rice fields and the now infamous city of Fukushima. Fukushima and Sendai
were the worst hit cities of the 2011 earthquake and tsunami. Fukushima was then
struck by a third disaster when the nuclear power plant melted down. The evacuation
zone was further towards the coast than where we passed through.
Arriving in Sendai, we checked into our hotel. Jake had booked it for us but only
booked us a room with one double bed, leading the hotel staff to assume Uncle Nick
and I were gay. Uncle Nick said he'd sleep on the floor. After dinner, we decided to
check out the Sendai nightlife. It snows a lot in winter here, so huge arcades covered
the main streets leading to the bars and clubs. We got a drink at a bar and watched the
Sendai girls go by. Back at the hotel, Uncle Nick needed some blankets to make
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himself a bed on the floor. He went back to the reception a couple of times to get
more, but struck the same concierge each time. He said the look on the concierge's
face gave hint to his suspicions about what these two Western queers might be up to.
May 8th. Day 7.
Uncle Nick and I trained out to the Miyagi Baseball Stadium where the start and
finish lines were for the 26th Sendai International Half Marathon. The gun fired at
10.05am and I and 10,000 other runners set off in the searing heat. The heat and years
of laziness saw me make the 5km mark in 30 minutes and the 10km mark in an hour. It
only got worse as I battled my way through the final 11km to finish in 2 hours and 17
minutes. There were people running in all kinds of outfits; masks, funny hats, there was
a Mario and a Winnie the Pooh, and one guy recorded his whole run with a selfie stick.
I'm just glad I bet the person dressed as an eggplant.
The course itself was an interesting, albeit exhausting, tour of Sendai. It's known as
the City of Trees. The two main streets, Jozenji-Dori and Aoba-Dori, are wide avenues
lined by gorgeous zelkova trees. I was appreciative of these long green promenades
yesterday evening, but was even more so today as they provided some relief from the
scorching sun. All along the streets were people cheering, bands playing, and kids
waving flags. Some guys were dressed as samurai and beat drums to spur us on. One
spectator saw me struggling during an uphill section and ran alongside me shouting,
"Fight! Fight! Fight!"
After the race, we went to lunch at a traditional Japanese restaurant. The food was
good, but crossing my legs and sitting on the floor was tough having just run 21km.
We then took a taxi to a spa. Having gone some 48 hours without seeing any naked
Japanese men, it was oddly familiar to strip down and get back in the water with some.
These were more modern baths than the ones in Nozawa Onsen, so although there
was less hair floating in the water, there were a lot more cocks.
Catching a train back to Sendai Station, we boarded our bullet train bound for
Tokyo. Zooming across the countryside, under the setting sun, I remembered how the
rice fields sitting next to industrial spaces, at first, seemed a strange to me. I like it now.
The water of the rice fields reflect the sky and break up the industry. Lone factories are
surrounded by pools of water, a few roads bridging them to the world.
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In typical Eurocentric fashion, I had an immediate thought upon arrival a week ago
that Japan could quite easily join the EU. Geography aside, its secular society and
absurd level of development make it feel just like France or Germany. But this is Japan,
a proudly unique place; staunch, independent, and mighty.
May 9th. Day 8.
One of my favourite things in life is cities on rainy days. There's something about
the way the rain transforms a city. So, when it started raining this morning just as I left
the house, I wasn't at all discouraged. I made for Meguro Station and looked over the
subway map of potential destinations. Knowing the Tokyo Metropolitan Government
Building in Shinjuku has a free observation deck, I decided to check it out. Radiohead's
new album, A Moon Shaped Pool, has fast become my Japanese soundtrack. Radiohead
marries well to Japan. Their music suits hurtling around on trains, especially at night,
flying across seas of light and darkness at breakneck speed. Getting off the Radioheadtrain in Shinjuku, I headed along the underground mall to the government buildings
and took the elevator to the 45th floor.
202m up, and even though visibility was stunted by the rain, I still couldn't see the
city limits. Grey and white buildings dissolved into the rainclouds in every direction,
Tokyo too big for the sky to cover. There's no such thing as a 'central business district'
because something infinite has no centre. It went to the faded edges of where I could
see. Mt Fuji was ghosted, but the Skytree loomed shallow in the deep. I've only seen it
twice so far. Only a city as phenomenally large as Tokyo could hide the second tallest
structure in the world.
I got a coffee and did some writing in the clouds. I then headed back down to street
level and back to Shinjuku Station, where I caught a train to Roppongi. One of my
favourite things about riding the trains here is seeing people read books in Japanese.
The vertical lines of kanji looks like the coding in The Matrix and they also go from
right to left, so it looks like people are reading in rewind.
Roppongi is the official-unofficial red light district of Tokyo. Prostitution is illegal
and drug use, other than booze and cigarettes, is strictly punished. But walking down
the streets of Roppongi, I could tell things were happening beneath the surface. Sleazy
bars, with black and purple typeset and outlines of the female form, act as indicators
that if you've the cash or inclination, you'll find what you're looking for. The Yakuza's
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reputation is infamous here. The rain and the dreary buildings, covered in flashing
lights and florescent kanji, gave the place that Blade Runner feel of a sci-fi/noir. The
aesthetic was evidence that invariably cracks will appear in a city this big and there will
always be those who are crushed by the weight of it.
Doing some writing in a dingy New York themed bar, I soon headed home on the
network-maze of subways. I wished more than anything that Angela had been with me
to share the day, but was comforted knowing we'll be together in a few months in
America. The highlight of the day came when I was walking down the streets of
Shinjuku. I closed my eyes briefly and felt the rain on my face, and when I opened
them again, everything before me was new. I felt so alive. It was an affirmation of my
long-held conviction that the best thing to do in the world is to see it.
May 10th. Day 9.
"Dad's friend got detained in North Korea", Joe said to me this morning. The story
of Uncle Nick's friend, Rupert Wingfield-Hayes, was all over CNN. He offended the
North Koreans while in Pyongyang covering the Workers' Party Congress and was
arrested, questioned for eight hours, and then deported to Beijing. He's lucky he wasn't
put in a hard labour camp or executed.
Jake had to write an essay for school about the Edo period of Tokyo, so I caught a
train to Akihabara to met him where we then caught another train to the Edo-Tokyo
Museum. The museum sits by the Sumida River, right next to Ryogoku Kokugikan, the
enormous sumo wrestling arena, and focuses on the long and complex history of
Tokyo and the surrounding area. I found it interesting. After the museum, we decided
to head back to Akihabara, renowned for its technology stores, so I could buy a sim
card for my phone. On the way to the station, we saw a group of sumo wrestlers
hanging out on the side of the road. I grabbed a photo with one of them before
jumping back on the subway to Akihabara.
Akihabara is beyond mental; a sensory overload. The streets glow with colours I
didn't even know existed. It's a nerd's paradise; building after building of gaming,
animie, and technology. There are cute girls in cosplay begging you to come into their
cafes where they will sit with you and whisper childish nothings into your ear. We went
into a sex toy shop which was five or six or seven stories of crazy and perverted shit. It
just kept going and going, getting more and more bizarre. Why would a pocket vagina

	
  

12

on display have a 'Try Me' sign on it? And I was just beginning to think Japan wasn't
really as weird as its reputation makes out.
With dinner reservations made, we headed back to Meguro. Meeting Uncle Nick at
Meguro Station we caught a tightly packed rush hour bus to the restaurant. Afterwards,
we came home and Joe and I planned our trip to Hiroshima tomorrow. Jake's friend's
dad is a millionaire who owns a five-star hotel there. They call him the Godfather.
May 11th. Day 10.
Early this morning, Joe and I went to Meguro Station where we got our bullet train
tickets to Hiroshima. The bullet train was leaving from Shinagawa Station, one of the
busiest train stations in the world. In the mayhem of the morning rush hour, we were
crammed so tightly into the train that my feet came off the ground and I was
temporarily suspended in the mass of suited professionals going to work. Once at
Shinagawa, we had some breakfast at a relatively quiet cafe before boarding the bullet
train. Shooting through the countryside, full of rice fields and tired looking industrial
towns, we went through the cities of Nagoya and Kyoto, but it was dreary out the
window and I couldn't see much of them. We stopped in Osaka and transferred to our
next bullet train bound for Hiroshima.
In Hiroshima, a cab took us to the five-star Rihga Royal Hotel that the Godfather
had arranged for us to stay in. The hotel staff all bowed as we checked into our fancy
room on the 20th floor, complete with a sensational view of Hiroshima Castle. We got
word that the Godfather was waiting for us in the lobby. A little nervously, we went
down to met him. Our fears were unwarranted, however, as he turned out to be a
lovely man.
He drove us to the Atomic Bomb Dome on the banks of the Ota River. The Dome
is a ruin of a building that stood directly underneath where the bomb detonated on
August 6th, 1945. The building remained standing, albeit as a devastated shell, while
virtually everything else around it was reduced to rubble. The Dome is a world heritage
site and is fenced off, long grass growing around it. It's a haunting place. Knowing a
nuclear weapon was used in this exact spot was terrifying to think about. Nearby,
someone was selling graphic photographs of the bomb's victims. One photograph of a
man was particularly harrowing. Someone else was selling roof tiles that were allegedly
burnt by the explosion.
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Making the place more eerie was how gorgeous it was; the river flowing smoothly,
the trees, many and green, and the cafes nearby. But there is an inescapable feeling in
the air that this is where humanity realised it could destroy itself. This city was flattened
in a single moment of heat and light and that fact lingers. If hatred is a road, the Dome
is where that long road leads. It was frightening to stand there. All the centuries of
killing come to this one broken building, hollow and useless.
We then went to the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. It was as any such
museum can be; sad, powerful, ultimately asking more questions than it could ever
answer. I noticed how many Americans were there, more than any other nationality, or
so it seemed. I suppose I can understand their interest in coming here. I found out the
man in the photograph I had seen at the Dome died shortly after his picture was taken.
It's the look in his eyes that screams in my memory.
Emotionally exhausted, Joe and I went back to the luxury of the hotel to help return
us to the present day. Hiroshima is a beautiful city, nestled in a valley on a river
between large mountains. A short time later, the Godfather picked us up again, this
time with his family, and took us for a drive into the surrounding mountains. Stopping
to appreciate the view of the harbour, we then went to a remarkable restaurant for
dinner. Surrounded by lanterns and flowing waters deep within a secluded wood, it
served food in the style gangs of samurai were said to have eaten back in their heyday.
The Godfather took us back to the hotel and agreed to meet us again in the morning.
On the 20th floor, Joe and I looked out across Hiroshima at night. I took a
photograph and sent it to Angela. Her reply was, "Oh my ... it's beautiful".
May 12th. Day 11.
I woke to the breathtaking view of Hiroshima Castle this morning. The sky was
bright blue, not a cloud in sight. Joe and I had a buffet breakfast before walking down
to the Ota River to meet with the Godfather. To get to the meeting point, we had to
pass the ominous Dome once more. However, the river was glistening, the sun was
shining, and the gloom I had felt yesterday was diminishing. I can't forget the
apocalyptic visions inside the museum, but I'll try remember Hiroshima for what it was
today and not what it was 'that' day. Meeting the Godfather, he drove us out to
Miyajimaguchi where we had eel for lunch. We then caught a ferry across the pristine
water of Hiroshima Bay over to Miyajima on the island of Itsukushima.
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Miyajima is another world heritage site, but unlike the Dome, it's celebrated for
positive reasons. In a small bay of golden sand, upon rich blue waters, the enormous
Itsukushima Shine was built 1,500 years ago, renovations and additions added
throughout the centuries. Across the gentle lapping of the waves, wooden walkways
lead to shrines and stages for ceremonies and performances, some attended by various
Emperors. We lit some incense and made small offerings to the gods. The shrine itself
is most famous for the large wooden gate that sits out in Hiroshima Bay. It has been
destroyed and rebuilt eight times; a testament to the devotion the Japanese have for
their history and traditions.
Itsukushima island is overrun by deer. They're small and unafraid of people; eating
peoples' food, maps, tickets, or whatever else they can get away with. They wander the
main street, lined with shops and cafes, and rest in the shade, unfazed by tourists
passing by. There is an unusual pastry unique to Miyajima. It's soft and sweet with
cheese inside and it's made in the shape of a leaf. It's hard to come to a place like
Miyajima, on a day as wonderful as this was, and not feel your spirit be rejuvenated.
Feeling at peace, we left Miyajima on the ferry and drove back to Hiroshima. Saying
farewell to the Godfather, Joe and I entertained the idea of staying another night in
Hiroshima. However, we couldn't find any last minute vacancies and decided we'd
better catch our bullet train back to Tokyo. On the train to Kobe, where we transferred
to another train to Tokyo, we stopped briefly at Himeji. I looked across the platform
and saw the Himeji Castle in the distance, tall and elegant in the setting sun. Before
long, we were back in the chaos of Shinagawa Station in Tokyo. Transferring again to
another train, we soon returned to the streets of Meguro.
I'm a stranger in this land and it's disorientating being unable read anything or talk
to anyone. Home can feel pretty far away. However, when we got back to the house,
we saw Aunty Tommy was back from her trip to Hokkaido, and I saw she had done
my laundry and folded everything neatly. Home felt closer in an instant.
May 13th. Day 12.
At 634m tall, the Tokyo Skytree is the second tallest free standing structure on
earth, behind only the Burj Khalifa in Dubai. With clear skies above me, I went down
to Meguro Station - the starting point for all my adventures in Japan - and caught a
train to Mita Station. From Mita Station, I caught a train to Oshiage Station, right
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outside of which stands the Skytree. The elevator to the observation deck at 350m took
all of 20 seconds. My ears popped suddenly.
The view was otherworldly. I could see for miles in every direction and every space
was covered in thousands upon thousands of buildings. Clusters of skyscrapers were
scattered amongst a million seas of smaller white constructions, stretching out far
beyond the curvature of the earth. The rivers cutting through Tokyo were shimmering
ribbons of blue, snaking their way through the city like brushstrokes on canvas. These
rivers and canals, lined with trees and parks, were stitched over with bridges sewing the
staggering metropolis together. The only place not covered in buildings was the water
of Tokyo Bay. Everything else was covered in this vast forest of city. Only the distant
slopes of mountains and a thin green line along the northern horizon suggested the
mighty Tokyo might actually have a limit - somewhere. I'd been growing doubtful that
Tokyo was really as big and as people claim and that a clear day would humble it. I was
wrong, there is no humbling this place.
Coming back down to earth, I joined the evening rush hour and took my two trains
back to Meguro Station. I would say I'm getting used to the crowds, but so far as soon
as I've called Japan's bluff on anything, it's pushed into another gear and taken things
to the next level. This place is full of surprises.
I took Ellie, the family puppy, for a walk after dinner through the back roads of
Meguro. These streets can't be more than two metres wide in some places and they're
so quiet and peaceful, you could hear a pin drop. These streets and the view I saw at
the Skytree are such a strong contradiction. And this is exactly what I mean about
Japan constantly surprising me. It comes in ways I could never anticipate. The only
thing I can say with any confidence is I have absolutely no idea what's coming next.
May 14th. Day 13.
For lunch today, I went with the whole family to an Italian restaurant in Hanzomon
called Elio's. It was cool train-hopping with everyone together. Hanzomon's streets,
lined with towering buildings and a green river, seemed quieter than Tokyo's usual. The
decor of Elio's, the food, especially the tiramisu and gelato, and the staff were like
something out of GoodFellas. The waiter, Luciano, was charming, funny, and spoke
English and Japanese with a thick Italian accent. Elio himself was a large Italian man,
exuding charisma and generosity, one of those people that makes you feel important
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every time he talks to you. He worked the room, entertaining all the tables with his
jokes and stories. He was born to own a restaurant. Towards the end of our meal, he
came and sat down with us, talking about life and what makes it so. "In life, it is
important to have a balance", he said.
Down a quaint series of walking streets, lined with cafes and bars, we then walked
off our lunch, soon passing the Prime Minister's house. I'm not well versed in Japanese
politics but I've seen a few protests in Tokyo regarding Article 9 of the Constitution
which limits Japan's armed forces. The current PM, Shinzo Abe, is in favour of doing
away with Article 9 and naturally some oppose this. Abe will be hosting Obama in
Hiroshima on May 27th, the last day my JR Pass is valid. We made our way home and
had a relaxing afternoon and evening watching TV, going to the shops every now and
then, and enjoying the weather. The sun was hot and the day long and easy.
May 15th. Day 14.
Uncle Nick and I made our way to Shinagawa Station this morning, which acted as
the busy starting line for our morning jog. We ran towards Rainbow Bridge, an
enormous harbour bridge that provides a great view of the city, and after crossing it,
we ran along the sandy beaches of Odaiba. Our halfway point was the replica Statue of
Liberty along the boardwalk, where we turned and ran back along the beaches, back
over Rainbow Bridge, and back to Shinagawa Station.
Later at the house, I booked my accommodation for my upcoming trip to Sapporo
and Wakkanai, on the northern island of Hokkaido. Wakkanai is only a small town, but
it's the most northern tip of Japan and offers a view of the Russian island of Sakhalin,
so I'm keen to check it out. I leave tomorrow on the bullet train for Sapporo.
This afternoon, Joe and Jake took me down to Shibuya to show me more of
Tokyo's epicentre. The sun bearing down on us, we made it to Shibuya Station and
threw ourselves back into the busiest streets on earth. There were more people on the
sidewalks today than I have ever seen in my entire life. The relentless consumerism on
display made me a little sick, but there was no time for any of that, the pace was simply
too fast to dwell on how nature can produce or sustain this chaos. Fashion was on full
volume, every kind of sub-culture flaunting their look. The lights, the ads, the huge
TV screens, the music, and the chatter of the heaving masses created a sense that I was
in the centre of the universe and was the coolest I'll ever be because of it.
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As we crossed the Shibuya Crossing, I looked over at Joe and Jake, the sun
momentarily caught behind the shade of a skyscraper, giving my sight that refreshing
halo of clear blue and white, and I saw the moon hanging in the blue sky above, and
for just a fraction of a second, with everything that was going on at street level, I
could've sworn I'd leapt headfirst into a sunny afternoon of the 22nd century. If there
was a shimmer of city lights on the moon's surface, I wouldn't have questioned that I'd
skipped a hundred years and was now living in the excitement of the future; the whole
galaxy focussed on Shibuya, man's earth finally connected to the stars. Tokyo is the
future. I finally saw some tagging on the back roads of Shibuya; 'TOKYO IS YOURS'.
Hectic at Shibuya, insane in Harajuku. The crowd on Takeshita Street was so dense
I didn't even get pestered by the Nigerian hustlers preying on tourists, there were too
many people for them to choose from. It was so phenomenally busy that I asked Joe if
there was a festival on, something to explain this craziness. He just laughed at me.
[ Briefly: The subject of face masks. Some people wear them to protect themselves
and others from germs. I doubt they do anything, though I suppose they can't hurt. It
was weird at first, all these people with surgical masks, but I got used to it. ]
We came to Yoyogi Park, on the shoulder of Harajuku and Shibuya. The park was a
nice change of pace from the manic streets. Huge green trees lined the pathways and
harboured wonderful shade. Diving back once more into the rivers of people, we
checked out Tower Records before heading back to Shibuya Station. The way the
overhead announcement calls "She-boo-ya, she-boo-ya" on the platforms, where
thousands of people constantly come and go and cram into hurtling trains, only adds
to the sensation that this is truly someplace.
At Meguro Station, Joe and Jake helped me get my bullet train tickets for Sapporo.
I'm away for two nights and I'm looking forward to this trip, but today made me realise
that it's perhaps Tokyo, and Tokyo alone, that can satisfy my imagination.
TOKYO IS YOURS
May 18th. Day 17.
On Monday afternoon, I got the news from Angela that she met someone else. In
the crushing wake of heartbreak, I did what I've avoided doing for the last eight
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months and got blackout drunk. Alcohol is such a destructive force in my life. These
last eight months had almost convinced me that I'd overcome it.
Earlier on Monday, Jake and I walked to Meguro Station and caught a train to
Tokyo Station. Missing my bullet train by a few minutes, I had to get one scheduled to
leave an hour later. So Jake and I got some breakfast at a cafe, then when he left for
school, I boarded my train. The train was bound for Hakodate, at the southern tip of
Hokkaido. From Hakodate, I was then to transfer to another bullet train for Sapporo.
It was in Hakodate that Angela broke my heart and I bought a beer. I had a few more
on the train to Sapporo and it was with a stagger that I stepped onto the platform a
few hours later. I got a cab to my hostel and then went out drinking. A foreign city, an
all too familiar place.
The next morning, I felt fucking awful. My drowned sorrows had resurfaced and
were screaming inside my head. Over the phone, some friends back home gave me
some words of encouragement and I managed to board my train to Wakkanai. The
train wasn't a bullet train, so it took its time winding through the lush green fields, past
snow-capped mountains, into the depths of untouched forests, and by sleepy farming
towns. It was a slow and therapeutic ride to the northern tip of Japan.
The coldness in the air as I stepped off the train into the Wakkanai evening was
exactly what my soul needed. It was a refreshing chill which instantly made me feel as
if I was renewing my spirit. Strolling around the quaint streets, enjoying this cool air, I
found my hotel with the help of a few friendly strangers.
I decided not to waste my remaining few hours in Wakkanai the next morning,
having breakfast and checking out before 5am. The streets were deserted. I made my
way to the docks by the harbour to watch the sunrise. I noticed the street signs were
written in Japanese and Russian, the chill in the air not making the Cyrillic look out of
place. Sitting by the harbour, which was flat as glass, and watching the sun come up, I
felt like today really was a fresh start. I mentioned Radiohead's new album a few days
ago. Well, it ends with a studio recording of an old song of theirs that I've only ever
heard a live version of - True Love Waits. A new interpretation of an old feeling. I will
find that one special girl one day, whoever and wherever she is.
I walked around the harbour, encountering only a few old fisherman here and there,
before making my way to the station for my 7am train. Disappointingly, I didn't have
time to visit the Wakkanai lighthouse on the hill and see the Russian island of Sakhalin,
but I did get to see something else - myself. As the train made its slow journey back to
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Sapporo, I was left with a lot of time to reflect on who I am, where I've been, and what
I've gone through in my 27 years. I said goodbye to Angela in my heart but found
myself wondering, "What on earth do I make of this journey now?"
Arriving in Sapporo around midday, I had a two hour wait for my bullet train to
Hakodate, so I decided to walk around the city and try create a positive Sapporo
memory. I looked at the map and saw there were gardens and ponds in the grounds of
some local government buildings. Walking along the wide streets, with mountains
towering in the distance, I soon came to the gardens and found lots of other people
there enjoying the setting. Because of the northern climate, I got to see some late
cherry blossoms too. Then, while walking back to the train station, I couldn't help but
notice something Aunty Tommy had joked about was actually quite true. Herself
coming from Hokkaido, she said, "The prettiest girls in Japan come from Hokkaido".
My heart was sore, but there was nothing wrong with my eyes.
I boarded my train for Hakodate and watched the calm Pacific Ocean pass by the
window. I'm not sure if I've ever seen both the sunrise and the sunset of a single day
before, but I was treated to these memorable sights today. They felt significant, as if
the universe was signing a contract of fate with me. But what fate had I cast?
In Hakodate, I transferred to my bullet train bound for Tokyo. Ducking into the
darkness of the underwater tunnel that connects Hokkaido and Honshu, the train then
emerged into the darkness of night. As the train sped along, I wrote this entry. It's been
an exhausting three days. A broken heart, lots of trains, lots of solitude, a beaten up
liver, and a blank new page all came together to create an experience unlike any other.
May 19th. Day 18.
The sun bore down on Tokyo's streets as I set out for Joe's cafe to get lunch and do
some writing. Afterwards, I made for Roppongi to check out the National Art Center.
The streets of Roppongi looked less dystopian in the sunshine than they did in the rain.
Still, it's an unusual part of town; sleazy bars at one end and world class museums at
the other; a collection of Renoir's masterpieces drawing me there today.
Renoir's colours nourished my senses. I lost myself in the greens, blues, and
purples. I felt the long grass on my skin, the heat of the open fields, the cool shade
under the trees. I saw the sunlight flickering through the leaves and heard the Seine
flowing by. Bal du moulin de la Galette was the centrepiece of the exhibition.

	
  

20

Although it was amazing art, it had nothing to do with Japan, so I then went to the
nearby Suntroy Museum of Art where the Hara Yasusaburo Collection was on display.
The collection was comprised of exquisite prints, scenes from all around 19th century
Japan of people's ways of life and the exceptional natural features of the countryside
that hosted them. The way the artists captured movement, the texture of water, deep
and shallow, trees, the sky, the wind, rain, snow, the glow of the moon and of moonlit
nights - it's breathtaking. The highlight was the work of Katsushika Hokusai, especially
his most famous print, The Great Wave off Kanagawa. Next to the prints were photos of
the locations as they stand today. The change Japan has gone through since these
prints were made is astounding. Those artists wouldn't recognise their country today.
Having satisfied my need for an art fix, I caught a couple of trains to Hanzomon
Station to meet up with Uncle Nick and join him on a run around the Imperial Palace.
I struggled keeping up with him, but I realised something; just like during the half
marathon in Sendai, I may struggle but I never stop putting one foot in front of the
other. I'm a fighter. One step at a time, one day at a time.
May 20th. Day 19.
I caught a crowded bus to Meguro Station this morning with Uncle Nick and
booked my bullet train tickets to Kanazawa. While we were there, we also got
tickets for a day trip to Odawara tomorrow and for my visit to Kyoto on the 26th. I'm
going to spend the night in Kyoto and then head to Hiroshima the following day to see
Obama arrive. He's the first incumbent US President to visit Hiroshima.
Catching the subway to Tokyo Station, I boarded my bullet train to Kanazawa.
Having an isle seat and being pretty tired, I slept most of the way. The first thing I saw
when I arrived at Kanazawa Station was the enormous glass dome built over the
entrance. The entrance gate was a huge wooden arch and beyond it was a fountain that
spurted water in alternating patterns to spell 'Welcome' and 'Kanazawa'. I walked down
the sun-soaked streets towards Kanazawa Castle Park. The walk from the station to the
park took me through Ohmi-cho Market, a bustling street full of fresh fish, vegetables,
sushi, and people enthusiastically calling out their specials. I got some sushi and
continued onto the park.
Kanazawa Castle Park is encircled by moats, trees, shaded paths, and huge stone
walls. The complex is huge with different castle buildings scattered all throughout the
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grounds, making the walk a magical yet tiring one. Still feeling pretty exhausted, even
after sleeping on the train, I found a secluded spot under an arched bridge at the foot
of a huge castle wall. Lying in the grass, not a care in the world, I fell asleep for about
an hour or so. When I woke, I felt like some kind of lazy samurai, too content to fight,
more interested in snoozing and listening to the birds.
I slowly made my way out of this fairy-tale setting and caught a bus back to the train
station. I still had a good few hours to kill, so I caught a train out to the seaside town
of Uchinada. The train ride was the bounciest, wobbliest train rides I've ever had, but I
made it to my destination and wandered off through dozy streets towards Uchinada
Beach. At the beach, I saw huge expanses of white sand which trailed off into the
distance. There were hardly any people around. I walked down to the water, wetting
my feet in the Sea of Japan.
This is when things took a rather surreal turn. There were two old ladies on the
beach with metal bins burning something. I saw the smoke billowing and assumed they
were cooking, but when I walked closer I saw they were burning books, ripping the
pages out one by one and tossing them into the fires. Then when I decided to head
back to Uchinada Station, I came across a place called Ethnic Beach Restaurant Bar in
the sand dunes, so I thought I'd stop in for a drink. The front door was open so I
walked in and had a look around. It appeared to be abandoned. There were pinball
machines, tables, chairs, and a bar, but they were all covered in white sheets. It looked
like nobody had been in there for a while. They weren't bad vibes I got from Uchinada
Beach, but they were unusual. Nonetheless, the beach was a beautiful sight, and a good
traveller likes to venture off the beaten track and explore something different, so I
headed back to Uchinada Station with a sense of pride in my day's wanderings.
Back on the jelly-train to Kanazawa, I had enough time to get some more sushi for
dinner before catching my return bullet train to Tokyo. Zooming into the biggest city
on earth at nighttime, is an experience I don't think I could ever tire of.
May 21st. Day 20.
I walked to Meguro Station in the warm afternoon sun and caught the subway to
Tokyo Station. There, I boarded a bullet train to Odawara, where I was hoping to catch
a close up view of Mt Fuji. Walking from Odawara Station to Odawara Castle, which
towers high above the town, I thought the day was be clear enough to see the famous
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mountain. However, when I got to the top of the castle, Fuji was hiding behind a haze
and veil of clouds. Odawara was nice but boring, so I got some sushi for dinner and
caught an early bullet train back to Tokyo.
May 22nd. Day 21.
Uncle Nick and I caught a bus to Meguro Station and then caught a train to
Ryogoku Station, hoping we might find last minute tickets to the final day of the sumo
wrestling at Ryogoku Kokugikan. All the tickets were sold out, however, and there
were no hustlers selling tickets for a profit outside the front gate either.
So we decided to catch another train to Iidabashi Station and visit Yasukuni Shrine.
This is a controversial place, in Japan and around the world. The shrine, with its
enormous gateways and main promenade, lined with trees and lanterns, pays tribute to
the 2.5 million people who died for the Japanese Empire between 1869 and 1947. The
controversy is because 1,068 of the 2.5 million people are convicted war criminals, 14
being A-Class war criminals. The issue resurfaces every year when the Prime Minister
visits the shrine. Tensions between Japan and its neighbours flare up, as do tensions
within Japanese politics. The question of whether or not to visit hangs over the head of
every newly elected Prime Minister. Politics and history aside, it's a powerful place.
On the way home, we called in at the single greatest shoe store I have ever been to.
It was an Irish pub three months ago and has a little set of concrete steps leading down
to it from the sidewalk. The inside hasn't changed from the pub layout, it still has a bar
and shoes sit on display where the spirits and glasses normally would. The guy working
there, with his suave vest and good looking charm, was more like some sort of
sophisticated shoe-tender. I could just imagine him welcoming customers by saying,
"Hi there, what kind of shoe can I get you this evening?"
May 23rd. Day 22.
Today was my hottest in Tokyo so far, reaching 35º downtown. It was also one of
the coolest; feeling like a drifter, kicking around a sunny megalopolis. After walking to
Meguro Station in the hot sun, I met an old friend from film school, Reuben, down at
Tokyo Station at 9.30am. In Tokyo visiting his wife's family, he asked if I wanted to
hang out and see where the day might take us.
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We went for a walk around the Imperial Palace and decided to get some late
breakfast. We caught a train to Harajuku, got something to eat and had a walk around.
The police were everywhere, out in force because of the upcoming G7 summit.
Walking down Takeshita Street, which was quieter than my last visit, we then made for
the shade of the trees surrounding Meiji Jingu. By chance, we saw a wedding
procession slowly pass through the shrine, the wedding party wearing elaborate outfits.
We took our time strolling down the leafy pathways, at times totally cut off from the
massive city surrounding us, and soon found ourselves just one stop away from
Shinjuku Station, the busiest train station on earth. I'd visited Shinjuku before, but it
was a wet day and I didn't see much, so we decided to check it out.
Knowing Shinjuku well, Reuben showed me the streets. They're straight out of Total
Recall. We went to a Pachinko parlour. Gambling with money is illegal here, but
gambling with something as inconspicuous as, say, a ball bearing, is not. Therefore,
people play Pachinko machines, which are like slot machines only they bounce a ball
bearing around. The bright lights and sounds bombard the senses while a nearby ball
bearing salesman sits in his perfectly legal shop nearby.
Continuing on, we found ourselves on the dodgy back streets, Yakuza-operated, full
of porno shops and gentlemen clubs. Even in parts of Tokyo like this, I still felt safe.
I'm yet to take a wrong turn in this country. Passing the Yakuza's Robot Restaurant, I
was reminded of the humanoid robot, Asimo, whose at Honda's headquarters. We
decided to track Asimo down, but first Reuben wanted to take me to an old favourite
of his for lunch. We caught a train to Takadanobaba Station and got Japanese burgers
for lunch; burger patties without buns and lots of gravy.
Leaving the air-conditioning of the restaurant, we jumped back into the afternoon
sun and took a train to Aoyamaicchome Station in our hunt for Asimo. Having no idea
where to find this robot, other than knowing to head for Aoyamaicchome Station, I
was planning on just winging it upon arriving there and hoping for the best. Sometimes
in life, making things up as you go along actually pays off and right outside the station
exit we found Honda's headquarters and saw Asimo.
Asimo is the first robot to walk on two legs, so when the machines take over and
kill us all, this is where the story will begin. Asimo, who stands at 130cm tall, gives
demonstrations of his abilities with the help of some beautiful ladies. Unfortunately,
we missed his last demonstration of the day, but his assistants let us take pictures with
him, requesting that we "Do not touch Asimo".
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We left Honda and were quite happy wandering around, but we must've looked lost
because an elderly man became very insistent about helping us find somewhere to go.
He was harmless enough and we said goodbye to him and laughed to ourselves as we
caught a couple of trains to Suidobashi Station to check out the Tokyo Dome City. A
Japanese boy-band, Kyosuke Himuro, was playing at the Tokyo Dome, so there were
tens of thousands of people about.
Pretty tired from cruising around Tokyo in the stifling sun, we stopped at a cafe and
got some much needed caffeine. With the sun beginning to drop in the sky, we decided
it was probably time to call our day of train hopping and drifting to an end, and
pressed through the huge crowds back to Suidobashi Station. Taking a couple of
wrong trains in the mad confusion of the Tokyo rush hour, we eventually got to the
fork in our roads and said goodbye. I'm not sure when I'll see Reuben again, life has a
way of weaving people in and out of each other's lives. I got off at Meguro Station and
walked home. I took a moment to stop at the bridge over the Meguro River and
watched the sun finally give in to the coming night. The Meguro River sometimes has
sulphur in it and tonight it carried that distinctive smell along the streets to accompany
the pink sunset. One of the large black crows that swoop around the high rises then
flew by way up in the sky and squawked, heralding the approaching night.
Jake leaves for a holiday to America tomorrow, and because of our schedules in the
coming weeks, tonight was the last night we could all share dinner together. He and
Aunty Tommy made the most perfect home-cooked meal for the occasion.
May 24th. Day 23.
Today I had the single weirdest cafe experience of my entire life. First though, I
took Ellie for a walk this morning with Uncle Nick and then wished Jake all the best
for his trip to Minnesota. I fell asleep again until around midday and found Aunty
Tommy had left me a cooked breakfast, so I left her a note in my first attempt to write
in Japanese: ありがとう(arigato, thanks).
Needing another sim card for my phone, I walked to Meguro Station and caught a
train to Akihabara. When I visited Akihabara with Jake, we didn't have much time to
look around, so after buying my sim card, I went for a walk around the place. And this
is when my weird cafe experience happened. Yesterday, Reuben had mentioned that
the maid cafes of Akihabara aren't considered sleazy and are actually quite a funny. So
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when I saw one of the cosplay maids on the street trying to get customers to visit her
establishment, Maidreamin, I thought something along the lines of "When in Rome".
The maid led me down a corridor and showed me to the elevator "To level three,
master", she said, waving and smiling at me as the elevator doors closed. I wasn't
expecting what came next. Then again, I don't know what I was expecting. The
elevator doors opened right into the cafe itself and everyone turned and looked at me;
I had been thrown right into the cuteness deep end.
There were several of these maids walking around with their costumes; high heels,
thigh-high stockings, short candy floss coloured skirts, heaps of make-up, and cat ears.
I had only just registered that there were businessmen with bunny ears on and maids
kneeling beside their tables spoon feeding them, when a maid came up to me and
waved and said, "Welcome home, master!"
She took me to my table, and thankfully out of the gaze of the other patrons, and
knelt down beside me. Basically, the whole concept of these places is that they offer
manifestations of the fetishes male fans of Japanese anime have for characters called
moe - cute, innocent girls - to serve them. Nothing at all sexual takes place, other than
the costumes themselves, I guess. It's all pretty fluffy, harmless nonsense, so it's not
exactly a PG cartoon strip club, but that's sort of the vibe. Since their beginnings in
Akihabara in the early 2000s, maid cafes have slowly entered the mainstream and are
now popular with tourists, women, and couples. The more you pay, the more the
maids will do, like spoon feeding and stroking your arms and whispering bullshit in
your ear. There are also cross-dressing maid cafes too, but I'm not that adventurous.
Anyway, the maid lit a "magical candle" and made me clap, taking us to the "magical
world", or something. She then talked me through the menu, full of sweet food
decorated with cute faces. "They're so cute, master, you might not want to eat them!"
she exclaimed. She then told me when I was ready to order I had to put my hands up
like paws and meow like a cat before she could come over. I'm not sure what it says
about me, but I honestly felt more comfortable being naked in a hot spring with an old
man and his swollen testicle.
I had texted Joe, who had finished work early, to tell him where I was and he said
he would come down and meet me - outside the cafe. "There's no fucking way I'm
meeting you in Maidreamin", his text read. Not wanting to keep Joe waiting and not
really enjoying the bright blue and pink lights and awful J-pop (not that western pop
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music is that much better), I eventually gathered the courage to order and meowed like
a cat. The maid excitedly took my order and rushed off.
While I waited for my sundae with a bear face to arrive, the lights dimmed and a
maid took to the stage to give the lamest dance, full of smiles and claps, that I've ever
witnessed. The strangeness soon gave way to the comical absurdity. My sundae came
and my maid showed me how to make it "magically delicious" by copying her and
making a love heart shape with my hands and holding them over the dessert. With a
childish giggle, she said, "I hope you enjoy this, Master!"
"Goodbye, master! Bye, bye, bye, bye, bye, bye!" the maid said, with all the over the
top waving and smiling as I paid up and left down the elevator. I met Joe on the street
and told him about the businessmen in bunny ears being spoon fed. He shook his head
and said, "Beginning of the end, bro".
May 25th. Day 24.
I'm starting to learn what travelling for this long is all about, how it is different to a
holiday, how it transitions from sightseeing to being an exercise in personal growth.
The TV news this morning was all about the Siege of Fallujah by the Iraqi Army. I
remember being in San Francisco in June 2014 when I first heard the news that ISIS
had taken Fallujah. That black hole enveloping the Middle East has been there for far
too long. With this grim news, alongside worrying updates of the American election, I
went back to bed to do some writing to try and cast my concerns about these things
into something meaningful through words. Before long, however, I fell asleep again.
There's been helicopters all over Tokyo the last few days, presumably for the G7, and
it was one of these helicopters that eventually woke me up a few hours later. Before
Jake left for America, he told me that I should check out the art museums in Ueno, so
I decided to spend this overcast day doing just that.
I walked to Meguro Station and sailed along the elevated tracks to Ueno Station.
Not all of the trains here are underground, giving you the chance to soak up the
cyberpunk expanse that is this city. You ride a few stories above ground, snaking your
way through the many districts, passing the millions of narrow buildings, seeing all the
stairwells, windows, rooftops, skyscrapers, highways, apartments, offices, power lines,
and interconnecting layers of rail lines and pipes and networks that make this city seem
so complex, gargantuan, and fascinating.
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I arrived at Ueno Station without realising that Ueno Park, which houses the 20something museums, several shrines, walks, and even a zoo, was sitting just outside the
station. I stopped in at a cafe within the station, ordered a wake-up coffee, and tried to
plan which museums I had time to visit. I was planning on meeting up with Uncle
Nick's running club at 6.30pm in Shinjuku, so I couldn't waste my time wandering. I
soon realised I was right next to Ueno Park, so I finished my coffee and headed over.
Ueno Park is an entire downtown park dedicated to housing art, history, and science
museums, and of course a zoo. Scattered around the park, these places are hidden
behind long paths and overhanging trees. Monet convinced me decide to visit the
Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum, but when I got to the unassuming brick building, I
saw it was also offering an extensive exhibition of paintings by contemporary Japanese
artists. Having already seen the Impressionist work of Renoir in Roppongi, I decided
to pass on Monet and see what the local talent was like.
Each painting was a painstakingly crafted, breathtaking world to escape into, and
there were about 100 of them, maybe more. I poured over each painting carefully,
giving each artist their time. The themes and subjects and styles were as varied as they
were masterful, with the odd white rabbit thrown in for a hint. There was no
pretension in sight; everything had true value, everything had been carefully considered
and composed and forged with detail and care. It wasn't the sort of contemporary art
that makes you think, "What is art?" It was no piece of bread wrapped in a condom
nailed to a toaster. It was sensational art. And not being able to understand what
anyone is saying, I didn't have to overhear some art major try and impress a date. I
could just listen to my own quiet thoughts and be taken in by each artist on their own
unspoken terms.
My head was spinning as I left the museum and walked around the grounds. I was
thinking about the contrast of that boring black flag of ISIS and the endless excitement
of the paintings I had just seen. I was thinking about the best aspects of human nature
and the worst. I was thinking about the people of Fallujah.
By a bonsai tree market, I saw a large fountain and noticed there were 'artists'
hanging around; guys with shaggy clothes and long hair sleeping on park benches,
musicians with guitars and songs to sing, and other street performers. You can drink
alcohol in public in Japan, but despite this, you rarely see anyone drunk in public.
Down by the lakes, however, there were a few bums boozing and laughing themselves
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away. A couple of old men played some sort of wooden board game. It took me a
while to find it, 24 days in fact, but I think I finally found the Bohemia of Tokyo.
I was beginning to feel quite high on life, like I had found the One True Path, and
had an internal monologue running, something along the lines of, "Tire your feet for
the sake of your soul, go the extra block, walk the extra path, visit the extra thing, force
that new experience, because even if you don't find what you were looking for, you'll
find something else". Then, just as I was about to leave Ueno Station for Shinjuku
Station to meet up with the running club and "force that new experience", my own
philosophy seemed to drop away on me, thanks largely to an out of the blue headache.
Perhaps I had had too many thoughts for the day and my brain was sick of me?
I decided to go back to Meguro to sleep instead of heading out with the running
club. I told Uncle Nick I might meet up with him and his friends later on. Getting
home, I had a sleep. I woke about 8.30pm, and being a bit sluggish, I took too long to
get back up to Meguro Station and train out to meet up with Uncle Nick in the end. I
felt quite bad because I had stalled his friends and messed them around a bit, so it was
with a twang of guilt that I walked back to the house.
Something weird then happened. By the banks of the Meguro River, I suddenly
started crying. I don't really know why. Was it tiredness? I felt bad about messing
Uncle Nick around, but grown men don't cry because of things like that. Was it
Angela? It must've been her. I thought of Bob Dylan's Like A Rolling Stone:
How does it feel, how does it feel
To have you on your own
With no direction home
Like a complete unknown
Like a rolling stone
Meguro is only my home for two more weeks, then I go to Central America for a
month, and then where? Angela really did a number on me. I was meant to go be with
her. No where am I supposed to go? I feel like I might soon be able to genuinely
answer Dylan's powerful question, 'how does it feel?'
I stopped thinking about Angela, pulled myself together, dusted myself off, and
walked back home.

	
  

29

May 28th. Day 27.
I drank again. That's the short version of what happened over the last three days.
The long version is more interesting. It encompasses more than just the boring old
story of a heartbroken writer drinking too much. The long version is about hope.
It began on the morning of the 26th. I had breakfast with Uncle Nick and Aunty
Tommy before setting out on my journey to Kyoto, the ancient heartland of Japan.
Walking to Meguro Station, I caught a train to Shinagawa Station. Thankfully, I don't
suffer from claustrophobia, otherwise Shinagawa Station at rush hour would be my
worst nightmare. The platform was just a single mass of people, everyone slowly
shuffling a few centimetres at a time towards the platform exits. I got through the
crowds and caught my bullet train to Kyoto, arriving just before lunchtime.
Kyoto was the capital of Japan for over a thousand years. Nestled securely in its
surroundings, it was the perfect place to defend against approaching armies. However,
in 1868 Emperor Meiji moved his residence to the largest city under his control, the
cultural and political capital of Japan, Edo, which was renamed 'Tokyo', meaning
Eastern Capital. But with over a thousand years of being the spiritual capital, Kyoto
has literally thousands of shrines. The sacred nature of Kyoto is what largely spared it
from bombings during World War II. Therefore, most of the history has survived.
I found a hostel near the station and the woman on reception gave me advice on
where to go and what to see. With a map covered in Xs of potential destinations and
an all-day bus ticket, I stepped back into the hot sun and went exploring. Kinkaku-ji,
known in English as the Golden Temple, was the biggest X on my map. I caught a bus
that actually had some geisha on it. They were using smartphones.
Kinkaku-ji is a gorgeous building made of gold, situated by a small lake that
reflected the gold and the green of the trees and hills. It was a calm sanctuary and felt a
world away from the nearby city. The next X was Ginkaku-ji, the Silver Temple. I met
a cute girl from Finland on the bus ride there. When we said our names, she said
something in long and complicated in Finnish and I must've had a blank look on my
face because then she said, "Maybe just call me Laura". So, arriving at Ginkaku-ji,
Laura and I walked up the narrow street leading up to the temple and swapped travel
stories as we went. When we made it to the Silver Temple, we found out it isn't actually
silver at all, but is still a lovely, peaceful place. We explored the Zen gardens of
carefully raked sand and well manicured trees, and the that pathway led up into the hills
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and offered nice views of Kyoto. When we came back down to the temple, some
schoolgirls interviewed us to practice their English. To say thank-you for helping them
out, one gave me a piece of origami she had made. The next X was Fushimi Inari
Taisha. Laura had already visited this shrine, so we said goodbye and parted ways. On
my way to Fushimi Inari Taisha, I stopped at my hostel for a quick coffee. Recharged,
I walked to Kyoto Station and caught a train to Inari Station. Fushimi Inari Taisha is
located across the road from the station, an enormous orange gate marking the
entrance. Laura had said, "There you will see many orange gates".
Many orange gates? Try thousands of orange gates. Standing right behind each other,
one after the other, these gates form a seemingly endless corridor through the sloped
forest, leading all the way up to the summit of a hill. The size and scale of the place
gradually dawns upon you, much like the sensation of a great realisation itself. After
each bend, the gates spiral off further into the distance, deeper and deeper into the
woods. At certain plateaus, the gates open to a clearing or lake or vantage point of
Kyoto in the distance. These areas were full of shrines and statues, all decorated in
hundreds of smaller orange gates themselves. It reminded me a little of the scene in The
Shining when Shelley Duvall's character discovers what her husband has been 'writing'
for months on end, just 'All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy' over and over
again. There were so many of these orange gates, big ones and little ones everywhere,
that it felt like absolute insanity, only it was too peaceful and beautiful to be anything
other than an exercise in meditation and devotion. It turned out to be an astonishing
4km walk through the forest, the whole way lined with gate after gate after gate. I
overheard a woman complain to her boyfriend, "Why do we have to keep walking?
There is no fucking point to any of this!" Having left visiting this place till so late in the
day, it was fairly empty of tourists. It began to get dark but lights came on and I was
left walking down these long, dramatically lit hallways through the woods by myself.
Towards the end of the walk, I saw a guy sitting and admiring a stretch of this
unusual and unique place. His name was Alex, from Manchester, and we got talking.
He'd been in Kyoto a few nights but was yet to visit Gion. Gion is an old and
particularly beautiful part of Kyoto, famous for the geisha that live there. It was the last
X I had time for, so Alex and I decided to go check it out. By the time we got to Gion,
however, it had started pouring with rain and so Alex suggested we find a place to get a
drink and rethink our night. Getting soaked in the street, it sounded like a good plan at
the time and I went along with it. It was a dumb mistake, as all relapses are. We got a
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beer and thought about calling it a night. But some people are just objectively good
looking, and Alex was one of them, so before we called it a night, we started getting a
lot of attention from a group of girls at the bar. They were pretty, spoke some English,
and seemed to like me just because I was friends with this charming Manc. I got
another beer. I could blame Angela, but the fault is mine.
Cut to: It's light out, 6am, and Alex is being spoken to by police for breaking a
lantern at a nightclub. This time, thankfully, my association with him didn't earn me
any extra attention. I said goodbye to him as he started demanding to be talk to the
British Embassy and see CCTV footage. I had let Kyoto turn into a mess. I staggered
back to the hostel and forgot to set my alarm for my 8am bullet train to Hiroshima.
Instead, I passed out until 10am.
Waking in a cold sweat, I made a frantic dash to Kyoto Station. I was tired, my head
was killing me, and I was stressing out. I called Uncle Nick, who was waiting for me in
Hiroshima, and told him what I had done. I considered lying to him, but I reeked of
alcohol and knew he'd figure it out anyway. I got on a packed bullet train to Kobe and
transferred to another packed bullet train to Hiroshima. I had several anxiety attacks
on the long crowded train rides. All I could do was close my eyes. I eventually made it
to Hiroshima and caught a taxi to the Dome to meet Uncle Nick. He was disappointed
but pleased to see me.
The city was teeming with security-theatre; 4,000 police officers from all over the
country were in town, along with hundreds of riot police, the American secret service,
bomb dogs, helicopters, cops patrolling rooftops, and, I assume, snipers dotted that
remained hidden. There were huge crowds and barricades and protestors and counterprotestors and media. Japanese and American flags hung together off every lamppost.
Standing in the blistering sun, we waited for our chance to spot Obama's motorcade
drive into the grounds of the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. The sun punished
me for drinking in Kyoto. More and more people began gathering and more and more
police began lining the streets. It was overkill, but was a fascinating spectacle to watch.
Things got exciting when two huge tandem rotor helicopters appeared in the
distance. Coming closer, one stayed hovering about 100m in the air as the other
landed. We overheard people in the crowd saying it was Abe arriving early so he could
greet Obama. The twin rotors flew away and Abe's entourage got into position.
Unfortunately, there were a line of busses parked in the way to deliberately block the
public's view of Abe and Obama. It was to be a private event with only dignitaries and
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survivors taking part. Nonetheless, anticipation built rapidly until finally the flashing
red and blue lights of several motorbikes and police cars sped by. Amongst the chain
of black-windowed cars that followed the police escort was Obama's and the crowd
erupted into loud cheers as it drove by.
Uncle Nick and I then made our way through the crowds to Hiroshima Station and
begun our journey back to Tokyo. We had to catch separate trains because everything
was so full. After an exhausting day of long train rides, anxiety attacks, and standing in
unforgiving sun, I finally made it back to Meguro. After a long sleep, I've spent today
quietly at the house.
Hiroshima is a gorgeous city. Both times I went there, it was sunny with clear blue
skies, so the image I have of it is one of undeniable beauty. The people were always
nice, the trees were always full of birdsong, and the river was always glistening and
calm. I no longer associate it with the atomic bombing. Hope has always just been a
word to me. I've never associated it with anything tangible. But now when I think of
the word hope, I see Hiroshima in my mind. I'm transported to a real place with a
flowing river and trees that offer shade form the warm sun. It's no longer just a vague
concept. In a city that was left in darkness and death and despair, there is now so much
light and life. It rose out of its own ashes to become a soaring light to guide the rest of
the world. Hiroshima is the embodiment of the message it wants to world to hear.
May 29th. Day 28.
Today was the first day I didn't catch any trains. I did go on a run with Uncle Nick
to Shinagawa Station in the evening, however, so the day wasn't completely void of
railways. We ran along the Meguro River and through an area called Gotanda. Gotanda
is one of the few places I've seen any homeless people. After the run, we caught a taxi
with Aunty Tommy to Nakameguro, an area of Meguro with boutique shops and cafes.
On the way, we collected Joe and we went to an American diner for burgers. I realised
today that I'm taking less photos. Japan is becoming pleasantly familiar.
May 30th. Day 29.
It was drizzly today, so I decided to visit the Fukagawa Edo Museum to get a better
understanding of the Edo Period. There was a cool breeze in the air as I headed for
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Meguro Station, where I caught a train to Shibuya Station, before catching another
train to Kiyosumishirakawa Station. I found a map that guided me the last few blocks
to the museum on foot. Having already visited the more famous Edo-Tokyo Museum,
I wasn't really expecting much from the Fukagawa Edo Museum, so the combination
of lowered expectations and what turned out to be a really good museum made for a
great way to spend a rainy day. It's essentially a life-sized model of a small area of
downtown Edo, circa 150 years ago. The set-dressing of the streets, alley-ways, and
harbour was really impressive as was the level of detail inside all the different houses
and shops. Although Tokyo is now full of trains and smartphones and maid cafes, the
basics of life here have remained unchanged. People still go to the shops to buy rice
and vegetables, bachelors still clutter their lives with less furniture than married men,
and crazy old ladies still have lots of cats.
I headed back to Kiyosumishirakawa Station in the rain. When I arrived at Shibuya
Station, I reasoned it's not everyday I'm in Shibuya, so before heading home I decided
to again soak up the atmosphere of the Times Square of Asia. The huge screens and
speakers pumped and crowds manufactured that sense that something was happening
there. Stereotypically, when people think of Japan they think of things like robots, but
Tokyo is the robot. This whole city is one enormous machine full of moving parts and
gears and wires and transistors. I got a coffee to go and found a ledge nearby to sit on
and watched the thousands of people crossing the streets. When the Tokyo robot
breathes, it inhales cars and exhales people, in and out, in and out. The lungs are
thousands of people and vehicles alternating in movement, tiny parts of the massive
engine, the electricity and oil, the hydraulics that keep the mechanical giant alive. When
you're in Shibuya, you're sure 'something' is happening, and when you leave you're left
wondering what that something was. Shibuya is the face of the robot.
May 31st. Day 30.
Aunty Tommy works part-time at a church near the Tsukiji Market, so I tagged
along with her this morning to check it out. Meguro Dori is the main road in Meguro. I
turn left from the house and walk along it everyday to get to Meguro Station. It leads
past the boutique interior decorating shops, over the Meguro River, and winds up past
cafes and bars to the train station. The most noteworthy eatery is the fugu restaurant,
which has the killer puffer fish floating in a tank next to the street. This is the delicacy
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that can kill people if the chef cooks it wrong. Today, however, Aunty Tommy and I
turned right on Meguro Dori. Coming to Yutengi Station, we caught a train to
Nakameguro Station and from there we caught a train to Shimbashi Station. We
walked the rest of the way to the church. I helped with a few errands before heading
down to the Tsukiji Market just after midday. The Tsukiji Market is the largest fish
market in the world. Early morning is when it kicks off, but it gets so crowded and
chaotic that the public has been blocked from joining in the mayhem. By the time I
arrived, everything had finished for the day, but what I did get to see was still a real
treat, albeit a deserted and smelly one.
The first thing that hit me, other than the smell of fish, was the size of the place. It's
not so much a market as it is a small city district, consisting of ramshackle stalls all
crammed together in the most extraordinary way. There virtually nobody around, so I
walked around this abandoned underworld city unobstructed. It was like being in some
merchant dungeon on an alien planet. The market was divided into blocks of tiny stalls,
one after the other, with narrow main streets and even narrower back alleys as a means
of moving about this maze of metal, concrete, rust, wooden ladders, leaking pipes,
dangling light bulbs, and towers of crates and boxes. Some of these main pathways
through this now-quietened madness had no lights, so things were dark and cluttered. I
saw a couple of rats scurry along the damp concrete floor. Ice and fish blood made the
underfoot slippery. Occasionally, I saw lone fishermen in distant parts of alleys,
illuminated by scattered light, cutting and dicing fish on wooden slabs. A scooter
would zip past somewhere far off, but I'd lose sight of it by the time I turned around,
they were blocked by the buckets and boxes and bits of scrap metal and wood that lay
piled and strewn everywhere.
Stepping out of the darker streets, I walked along some still-lit, every so often seeing
a bunch of tired looking blue collar dudes smoking cigarettes or eating lunch. Their
work day was over, so it was time for them to relax amongst the debris. Each one of
them had a face etched with the genuine quality of living a real life. They possessed a
style that could never be copied or worn by any actor. They were wholly unique
characters, so honest in their work that it shows in their hair, their clothes, their souls.
Their eyes told stories I could never write. They all seemed pleased the hard work was
over for another day and they all smiled to me as I walked by. I'm sure this place has an
altogether different atmosphere at 6am, as people shout and buy and throw fish, but by
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midday it was like being backstage or in an art museum at night; a private moment for
me and me alone.
I walked to Shiodome Station and caught a train to Azabujuban Station, before
catching my last train of the day back to Meguro Station. I've developed quite an
affection for Meguro, it's a nice part of town. I caught up with Joe before he, Aunty
Tommy, and I caught a taxi to Gotanda to meet Uncle Nick for dinner. He and Joe are
going overseas later this week and I won't be here when they get back, so we decided
to go out for a final dinner. Apart from the bamboo, which tasted a bit like broccoli,
the dinner was pretty terrible. Uncle Nick joked, "Of the one hundred thousand
restaurants in Tokyo, we chose the worst one".
June 1st. Day 31.
Joe and I planned to go to Gonpachi today, the restaurant that features in Quentin
Tarantino's Kill Bill, but it wasn't open so we decided to try again tomorrow and spent
the day watching films instead. At about 5.30pm, I headed down to Meguro Station
with my running gear in my backpack. I took a train to Shinjuku Station and waited for
Chiba-san at the south gate. Chiba-san is a friend from Uncle Nick's running club, and
because Uncle Nick had to work late tonight, Chiba-san was going to take me to
tonight's meet up. Standing at the ticket gates waiting for Chiba-san, I couldn't help but
be overawed at the sheer volume of people passing by. Through the sea of people, I
finally saw Chiba-san and we swam through the currents of commuters and found
ourselves at the platform we needed. We caught the train to Yoyogi-Hachiman Station
and got changed at a public bathhouse with all the other runners and nakedness.
Walking through Yoyogi Park, where the weekly meet up of runners takes place,
Chiba-san showed me around some of the historical sites. He's a history buff, so he
had some interesting stories to share about the park. He even printed off a whole lot of
information for me and had put it in an envelope labelled 'David-san'. The name of the
running club is Namban Rengo. I wore their t-shirt for my race in Sendai. There were
about 70 of us doing the six 1km loops through Yoyogi Park.
Afterwards, on the walk back to the bathhouse, I spoke to an English runner about
her time in Japan. She had all the same thoughts I've had; the cleanliness, the safety,
and the curious ways some things are done. I shared with her a thought I had had
when I first arrived 31 days ago. It sounds moronic, but I had immediately thought,
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"Everyone is Japanese!" Like, what the hell was I expecting? But after thinking about it,
I realised it's just that I've never been to a place as uniform as Japan. New Zealand is
so multicultural, whereas Japan is 98.5% native Japanese.
Getting changed, I caught a train to Nakameguro Station where I met up with
Uncle Nick. He's going to France tomorrow for work, so we found a sushi restaurant
and shared our last meal together. I tried a lot of new food at dinner, enjoying the
soft crab but not the squid innards. While walking home, Uncle Nick then said to me,
"I have a feeling you'll come back to Tokyo someday, Dave".
June 2nd. Day 32.
I woke around 5am this morning to farewell Uncle Nick on his journey to Europe. I
was half asleep so probably didn't impress upon him just how much this last month
has meant to me. I fell asleep again and didn't wake for a good many hours. Joe leaves
tomorrow too for New York, so he and I went to have lunch at Gonpachi, where Uma
Thurman, the Bride, fought Gogo and the Crazy 88's with a samurai sword. Feeling
like a hitmen from the opening of Reservoir Dogs, we walked down the sunny streets of
Tokyo to Nakameguro Station. We got a train to Roppongi Station and caught a cab to
the restaurant. We watched the fight scene on Joe's phone as we ate our lunch, trying
to figure out exactly where the action had taken place.
On the way back to Meguro, I talked to Joe about his upcoming trip to New York.
It's almost two years ago to the day since I visited New York. Tokyo has captured my
imagination, but New York set free my wildest dreams. I need to go back. Since Angela
left me, I don't have a final destination for this trip anymore. Perhaps I make my way
across the United States to New York, the city of my dreams?
June 3rd. Day 33.
On the platform at Meguro Station, Aunty Tommy and I wished Joe all the best for
his trip to Manhattan. "All the world's a stage", and the spotlight on that stage sits over
New York. It's shined over the greatest cities on earth over the centuries, but there's no
question where it shines now. Just seeing someone off, knowing their journey would
lead them to that bright light, made me feel alive. To keep riding this wave, I took a
train to Shibuya Station and stood again at the Times Square of Asia.
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I kicked around Shibuya for a while, dropping in at cafes and bars to drink coffees
and colas and write some thoughts down. I'm trying to think of a new book idea,
something that captures this feeling in the air in the world at the moment. Only 500 or
so people crossed the Shibuya Crossing with me when I was done and heading home; a
quiet day in the busiest part of the largest city on earth.
Back in Meguro, I stopped at the river and watched life roll by for a while. I'm not
sure if it's because it hasn't rained in a while or if it's because today was really hot, but
the Meguro River was particularly milky this afternoon and carried with it a strong
smell of sulphur. Listening to music, I looked up and saw one of the black crows of
Tokyo flying high against the clear blue sky and I realised that is where my new book
idea is waiting for me; on the wings of a bird, unbound. I came home and decided to
go for a jog. I followed the route Uncle Nick had shown me the other day, along the
Meguro River through Gotanda to Shinagawa Station and back. I took it slowly,
enjoying the atmosphere of the hot Friday evening.
Japan is winding down. Latin America is approaching.
June 4th. Day 34.
"Don't count the days, make the days count", said Muhammad Ali. Having slept all
day, I heard the news that the Greatest had died, and since I am actually counting the
days of this trip, I figured the least I could do to honour him was go out and do
something. It was overcast, so I thought I'd go do some writing in Roppongi. I walked
to Nakameguro Station, got off at Roppongi Station, and tried to find a cafe or bar that
wasn't too sleazy. I found a cafe, but I soon met a group of Americans there and began
chatting to them. Having done no writing, I said goodbye to them and walked around
some more, looking for somewhere quiet to sit and write.
Being a Saturday, however, the nightlife began kicking off and any establishment
quiet enough for writing in was probably not to be trusted. Not many establishments
looked altogether trustworthy anyway, despite the best efforts of the Nigerian hustlers
on the doors. Roppongi slid into the usual boring vibe that all nightclub semi-red-light
districts do no matter what city they're in. These underbelly places are all the same;
bodies of women and desires of men are exploited by lazy dickheads looking to make a
quick buck. Booze just makes their buck even quicker. Being on my own, I reasoned
that I had probably seen enough of Roppongi's nightlife and headed for the station.
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Catching a train to Yoyogi Station, I then caught a train bound for Meguro Station.
However, when the train pulled into Shibuya Station, I realised I'd never seen Shibuya
at night, so I slipped through the train doors as they were closing and headed into the
sea of neon madness. Before tonight, I didn't know you could get drunk purely off of
colours and lights. The bubble-gum J-pop and advertisements pumped out of speakers.
I walked through the maze of illuminated streets and side-streets and alleyways, with
hundreds of thousands of other people all busily chatting or drinking or pouring their
faces into smartphones. I couldn't help but think about how far out the universe has
gotten itself; give hydrogen enough time and it will build Shibuya and fill it people
sucking on green Starbucks straws.
I finally found a Goldilocks bar, one not too sleazy nor too busy, one that was just
right, and did some writing. Unfortunately, I didn't get much useful work done, but on
the way back to Shibuya Station, I found a bookstore and picked up a copy of William
S Burroughs' Junky to read in Mexico. I've been thinking more about my upcoming
trip to Mexico. I got an e-mail from the tour company, Intrepid, saying there are only
five other people on the tour with me. These five people might be really genuine and
interesting and we could form lifelong friendships. The guide might be cool too. But if
it's just me and a handful of couples in love, I'm going to flee to the US border.
June 5th. Day 35.
Today was only the second day that I didn't catch. I took myself down Meguro
Dori, hoping to find somewhere nice to do some writing, but I didn't have much luck.
So I just walked around and thought about what I'd like to write instead. An idea I've
had for a few months is slowly coming together in my mind. Angela's dose of
heartbreak and my trip through the jungles of Central America should help.
June 6th. Day 36.
I went to Roppongi Hills today to see Deadpool at the cinema. I walked down to
Nakameguro Station, passing the ramen bar that appears normal in every way except
that it always has a long line of customers. The line, usually of single men, goes out the
door and down the street. I'm not sure what's so great about it, but I don't really want
wait in that line to find out.
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From Nakameguro Station, I caught the subway to Roppongi Station. It's a quick
trip, only a few stops and just ¥170. Train rides in Tokyo are cheap and it's an easy city
to get around, different lines cutting everywhere. I find there's something quite surreal
about riding subways, no matter what city I'm in. Because I can't see anything out the
window, I feel I'm in this black limbo, the motion of the train hurtling along only
barely reassuring me that I haven't vanished into some machine that contorts time and
space to make it appear as though I've travelled somewhere in the real world. It never
really seems real, but I accept it because, well, I'm not insane.
Deadpool was cool and afterwards I tried in vain to find a cafe with the right kind of
vibe to do some writing in, but Roppongi just doesn't seem to be the place for that. It's
all smoky bars that open at 6pm. I jumped back on the subway to Nakameguro Station
and walked back home past the strangely popular ramen bar.
June 7th. Day 37.
The only English speaking TV channel I can find is CNN, so most days I get my
daily dose of propaganda before I remember how much I hate the news and turn it off.
Between the US election and bizarre updates about a dead gorilla, they didn't have
much to talk about this afternoon. When I was planning my trip to see Angela, I
thought visiting Cleveland during the Republican National Convention could be
interesting but discarded the notion of going to Philadelphia during the Democratic
one. However, the way the political circus has played out, I might visit both these cities
in late July. Paul in Detroit, another old film school buddy, has a car and wants to
go on a road trip, so we might stop in and check out the scene. This election is so
unprecedented, as a writer it's my duty to witness it firsthand and see what sense, if
any, I can make of it.
After switching TV off, I took Ellie for a walk and had grand ambitions of going for
a run, but I ended up falling asleep for a few hours instead. When I woke, it was dark
out, so I decided to visit the Skytree again to see Tokyo's vastness by night. I caught a
train from Meguro Station to Shibuya Station and then caught another to Oshiage
Station, at the foot of the Skytree. Against the black backdrop of night, the Skytree, lit
up blue and white, stood as imposing as ever. I took the elevator to the observation
deck and looked out across the greatest manmade landscape anywhere on earth.
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Tokyo's millions of buildings shined billions of lights, which appeared as piles of
treasure and gold. Light was scattered so far to the horizon that my eyes couldn't
distinguish where artificial shimmering light begun and where the stars above ended. It
was as though I was in the supermassive centre of a spiral galaxy, peering out over an
endless realm of stars. The rivers that cut so blue through the sprawl during the day
were like black streaks of oil, the light reflecting in them offering the only certainty that
this was still earth and not the topside of a gigantic star fleet flagship, sailing through
the nothing of space. I bought a coffee at the cafe and did some writing, looking out
over this incredible city. The lighting was dim and some jazz played overhead. Part of
me was sure the elevator hadn't taken me up but rather forward in time, to a classy
vantage of cyberpunk Tokyo in the year 2316. What this city will actually be like in 300
years brings my imagination to its knees.
I'm worried Tokyo has broken my capacity for awe, that there is nowhere else for
it to go. I would dare Mexico City to up the ante, but the last time I goaded a city like
this was when I went to Las Vegas thinking, "I won't get too messed up here". Vegas
saw me coming and spat me out like I was nothing. All I'll say is Mexico City might be
one of the few places on earth up to the task of giving an encore to Tokyo.
I retraced my trains back to Meguro Station and arrived home only a few minutes
before Jake did. He told me some amazing stories of his time in America. I won't find
Angela anymore when I go there, but I wonder I will find?
June 8th. Day 38.
Arranging to meet Chiba-san again this evening at Shinjuku Station to head to the
running club meet up in Yoyogi Park, I figured I'd spend the day in Shinjuku writing. I
packed my bag with my running gear, a notebook, and a pen and headed to Meguro
Station. Listening to music and walking around cities is one my favourite pass times, so
when I arrived at Shinjuku Station, I just began wandering the streets, only half-looking
for somewhere to do some work and not too bothered if I didn't find anything.
Shinjuku is almost like a blend of the best parts of Shibuya and the worst parts of
Roppongi. On the main streets, huge television screens wrap around buildings as music
and ads play, but then on the smaller side streets, 'Luxury Rooms' sell the female form.
There are maybe even more of these kinds of places here than in Roppongi, but I'm
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not sure of the numbers. One of these joints was called 'Lovelie'. I assumed they meant
'Lovely' but the accidental combination of 'Love' and 'lie' seemed fitting.
I kicked around for a while, eating lunch and drinking coffees at cafes as I wrote.
Sitting in one cafe, I overheard an Australian telling his friends what some people on
the streets were selling. They're essentially selling themselves, but not in a sexual
manner, per se. The Aussie explained it, "They're basically just good looking people
who get paid to look cool, dress cool, be they guys or girls, and they'll just hang out
with you for the night at the bar with you and your friends to make you seem cooler
than you really are to the other dipshits around who think that shit matters". I don't
know how true any of that is, but it wouldn't surprise me. Some people are hopelessly
hooked on the fallacy of the image; the flippant, vacuous trend.
I noticed a few 'Luxury Kareoke' venues, which all seemed tackily decorated in fake
Roman statues and cheap marble floors. I didn't go inside any, so I don't know if the
term 'Luxury' implies what it does elsewhere. I also saw more homeless people in
Shinjuku than anywhere else in Tokyo. They all slept on cardboard boxes in the late
afternoon sun. A few smoked cigarettes. Other than all this, and the stale cigarette
smelling pachinko clubs, Shinjuku offers what you might expect from any commercial
hub lined with high rises and restaurants. It can be a little hard to find a decent cafe
that isn't a Starbucks in Tokyo, but I reminded myself that this is the cyberpunk capital
of the universe, not the centre for el fresco settings or hipster coffee shops.
There were no seats where I had arranged to meet Chiba-san, outside Shinjuku
Station's south exit, and my feet were tired from all the walking around I had done, so
I followed a bum's lead and sat on some strewn road works equipment. I took out my
notebook and wrote the following:
The sky has always called to me. I'm not a religious man, but someone I once knew
referred to what he called the 'Great Spirit'. I always found it to be a nice way of talking
about the things we cannot know, a gentle implication for which you can imprint your
own set of spiritual characteristics. And so, whenever I take pause and glance upwards to
the clouds or stars or breathtaking blue, I'm instantly reconnected to the universe, to that
Great Spirit, to the world beyond myself, to tomorrow and yesterday and the single grand
moment of life. It's a reminder that we can stretch out our souls and glimpse, however
fleetingly, the endless power of epiphany. This is what makes all the humdrum and hurt
worthwhile: to see 10,000 years of wisdom in the blink of an eye, in the tumble of clouds
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caught in a sunbeam. And the birds claim the sky, our daydreaming place, and they soar
gracefully through it, teaching us something, as we pace frantically about our many outlets
of

free

enterprise,

about

what

true

freedom

really

is;

freedom

from

contradictions, hypocrisy, and apathy, up there in the unending, silent sky.
Chiba-san soon arrived and we caught the train to Yoyogi-Hachiman Station. Sadly,
this is probably my last entry about naked men. We got changed in the public
bathhouse and headed over to Yoyogi Park for the meet up. Afterwards, I got my final
dose of cock and balls and headed back to Meguro.
I was meeting Aunty Tommy and Jake for dinner in Meguro, so I walked with an
American guy from the running club, Ken, to Shibuya Station. Along the way, Ken
told me stories about spending his summers in the Colorado River. In Shibuya, he
drew my attention to a restaurant that I had walked past many times before but never
taken any notice of, one that serves whale meat. Ken said, "Whale doesn't taste that
good and the majority of people here don't eat it, but Japan's version of 'old white men
running the country' continue to kill whales purely as a petty act of defiance, as if to say
to the world, 'Yeah, we got our asses kicked in World War II and we adopted your new
ways of doing things, but we are still Japan, a mighty nation!' And they think the best
way to prove this is by slaughtering gentle sea giants? It's fucked up".
We crossed the Shibuya Crossing, taking a moment to note where in the world we
were, and caught our train. I got off at Meguro Station and Ken wished me all the best
for my future travels. I met Aunty Tommy and Jake and we went to dinner at the same
place we ate at on my first night here, 38 days ago. Before I know it, I'll be in Mexico.
June 9th. Day 39.
I figured I'd spend this grey Tokyo day doing some more writing again in Shinjuku.
I walked to Meguro Station and caught the train to Shinjuku Station. William Gibson,
the pioneered of cyberpunk, wrote of Shibuya (but I think it applies to Shinjuku too):
Modern Japan simply was cyberpunk. The Japanese themselves knew it and delighted in
it. I remember my first glimpse of Shibuya, when one of the young Tokyo journalists who
had taken me there, his face drenched with the light of a thousand media-suns—all that

	
  

43

towering, animated crawl of commercial information—said, "You see? You see? It is
'Blade Runner' town." And it was. It so evidently was.
Walking around Shinjuku's back streets and metre-wide alleys, with thick bundles of
wires crisscrossing overhead, crammed with restaurants and bars with low headspace, I
found a place to sit a while and write. I ordered some noodles and a Coke for lunch. I
drank the Coke too quickly so I ordered another. Wedged into this pokey noodle bar,
barely enough arm room to write, as the rain fell in the alley, I felt like a cyberpunk
character myself; just another alienated loner living on the edge of a dystopia.
Walking around some more, I noticed finer details of the seedier side of Shinjuku,
like the 'Luxury Club' that displayed pixelated pictures of American celebrities as if they
were the girls working inside, and the porno DVD stores that had 'Relaxation Booths'
for people to jackoff in. Then, underneath a railway overpass, I saw some homeless
peoples' living arrangements. They had made for themselves neat bedrooms, or living
quarters, with just cardboard boxes, plastic bags, string, and some sleeping bags.
Everything was tidy. They were lined up in a row and so neatly put together that it
looked like an underground dormitory. Trains crashed about overhead and trucks
rolled by spewing exhaust only feet away. I caught one of those trains back home.
June 10th. Day 40.
There were blue skies over Tokyo this morning, so I set out for a cruise down the
Sumida River. It was so hot out that the walk to Meguro Station alone required a drink
stop. The vending machine scanned my face and suggested I get a bottle of cold tea,
but I opted for a Red Bull instead. Downing my cardiac-event-in-a-can, I caught the
train to Shibuya Station, where I found hopped onto a subway bound for Asakusa
Station. Outside of Asakusa Station, the Skytree towered high over the other side of
the Sumida River. I bought my boat ticket and climbed aboard.
The little river boat was full of people, but I snuck around an 'off limits' sign and
found a sunny rooftop perch all to myself. I tried counting the number of bridges we
sailed under but soon lost count. It must've been over 20. It was nice and cool in the
brief shade under each bridge. I reached out and managed to touch the underside of
one as we sailed under it. I think I would've been quite happy staying there forever,
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lying back in the sun as Tokyo's never ending skyscrapers gently sailed by. A content
part of me always will be in that moment. Angela seemed a vague and distant memory.
After we passed the Tsukiji Market and came to the mouth of the Sumida River, I
felt the boat veering towards the wharf, so I got down from my spot and joined the
rest of the crowd as the boat pulled into dock. Disembarking at Takeshiba pier, I
boarded a much less crowded boat, and with my feet dangling over the back just inches
from the water, we sailed under the sweeping Rainbow Bridge to Odaiba on the other
side of Tokyo Bay. I walked along the boardwalk to the replica Statue of Liberty and
wondered if her dirty face was symbolic of the current state of America's democracy. I
then found a tree to sleep under for a while.
I took my time walking back over Rainbow Bridge, appreciating the glistening water
and skyline. With monorails passing overhead, I made my way to Tamachi Station and
caught a train to Meguro Station. The sun was setting over the Meguro River as I
walked by, so I stopped for a while and watched it go down.
June 11th. Day 41.
Today's weather was perfect for a trip to Kamakura, famous for its Great Buddha,
Daibutsu. Aunty Tommy, Jake, and I walked in the hot sun to Yutengi Station where
we caught a train bound for Yokohama Station. On the train, Aunty Tommy pointed
out the window to a patch of thick haze out west and told me that Mt Fuji was,
allegedly, behind it. I did catch a very brief and distant glimpse of Mt Fuji on my third
day here, while on the bullet train to Iiyama, and if it weren't for that quick moment,
I'd be suspicious whether or not Mt Fuji was even real.
At Yokohama Station, we transferred to a very crowded train to Kamakura Station.
When we arrived at Kamakura Station, we saw nearly everyone else in Tokyo had
decided to visit Kamakura too. When this happens back home, you might struggle to
find a place to park the car. When it happens in Tokyo, however, you struggle to find a
place to put your body. With hundreds of other people, we crammed into a small tram,
which snaked its way to Hase Station, taking us closer to the Great Buddha. Outside
Hase Station, thousands of people were on the quaint village streets, slowly shuffling in
the midday sun towards the Kotoku-in temple, where the Great Buddha, Daibutsu, is
situated. On the way there, I saw some people eating flattened octopus cakes, thin like
wafers. We soon came to the temple and saw the Buddha statue, calmly meditating in
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the centre of a stone courtyard surrounded by green trees and hills. A lovely place, well
worth the hectic journey to get there, a bit like enlightenment itself, I guess.
The statue is hollow, just over 13m tall, around 750 years old, and made of bronze.
Over the centuries, the bronze has turned that distinctive green colour and the
different temples built around the statue at various times have all been destroyed by
earthquakes and tsunamis, so it now rests alone in the open air. We went inside the
statue up a narrow entrance and staircase and had a quick look at the interior, which
was stifling hot given that it's made of metal and sitting in the searing sun. We also saw
a giant pair of sandals hanging on the wall of the stone courtyard which Daibutsu is
said to have worn. I'm so glad I managed to see a Great Buddha at last. It simply
wouldn't have been a trip to East Asia without one.
As we left the temple grounds, I happened to notice an inconspicuous sign nailed to
a tree which was exactly the same as one I had seen just yesterday on the back of the
boat on the Sumida River. How amazing that I should see these two identical signs in
consecutive days, written in English, positioned in such random places. They both read
'May Peace Prevail On Earth'. We decided to stop by the beachfront before retracing
our steps back to Tokyo. Along the way, I found a place that was selling string
bracelets for only ¥100. I decided to get one as a memento of Kamakura and Japan. As
Aunty Tommy tied it around my wrist, she said that I had to make a wish and when the
string finally breaks one day, it will mean my wish is about to come true. It seemed
only right to make the wish that I did, though part of me feels as though I should
break my bracelet now to make it come true faster, "May peace prevail on earth".
Arriving at the beach, I realised I had seen this place once before; on my second day
in Japan when Uncle Nick and I had gone looking for a different Great Buddha. It
seemed my time in Japan had come full circle. We went back to Hase Station and
watched as platform wardens pushed people into the tram, filling it to the absolute
brim. We waited in the front of the line for the next tram, but even though we were
the first ones on, it arrived already packed with people, so we had to stand wedged up
against other passengers. Back at Kamakura Station, full of yet more people heading to
see Daibutsu, we caught a train to Yokohama Station where we boarded our last train
to Gakugeidaigaku Station. Finding a quiet restaurant to eat, the three of us were
exhausted; the heat, the trains, and the crowds had totally wiped us.
Back at home, I saw that the sun was setting, taking the heat with it, so I went for
my usual run along the Meguro River and through Gotanda to Shinagawa Station and
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back. During the run, weaving my way through the crowded streets lined with Tokyo's
many shining monoliths of commerce, I found myself feeling quite sorry to be leaving
Japan. It's such a wonderful place with so much to see and do. Later on, as I took Ellie
for a nighttime walk around Meguro's sleepy back roads, I thought back to when I first
arrived and how new this all seemed. Now, however, this feels like home. Even simple
things, like the street signs and the busses and the coins, all of it, it all feels so familiar.
I'll be travelling somewhere new nearly every day that I'm in Central America, so I'm
not sure if familiarity will have a chance to set in, but I do wonder what is awaiting me.
I wonder who the other people on the tour are and I wonder what they're doing right
now. All of our lives are about to cross paths in the most dramatic and exciting ways.
June 12th. Day 42.
This morning, I took to the streets for my last wander in Tokyo. I took my
notebook with me and soon found myself in Shibuya. There was street parade on and
the streets were choked with thousands of people dancing in unison, surrounded by
the huge electronic billboards flashing brightly. I found a cafe down a comparatively
quiet alley and ordered a bagel and cup of coffee, New York style.
I walked around some more, soaking in the Shibuya energy one last time. This
afternoon was the busiest I'd seen Shibuya, unbroken swarms of people flowing in
every direction. I got another coffee, to go, and found a perch to sit and watch this
most-unequalled display of human life play out in all its relentless and fascinating glory.
All these people, all these individual collections of stories, ambitions, loves, losses,
desires, opinions, and perspectives. How is the universe keeping track of all this? How
is it taking note of all these singular views of itself? How did it spin the earth so wildly,
so brilliantly? I watched the crowds of people at the Shibuya Crossing and pondered
the immorality of killing our planet by corporate-branded overdose, then realised I
was looking through a pair of Ray-Bans, drinking a Coca-Cola, and listening to an
iPod while wearing Converse sneakers. One of the advertisements hanging over the
streets simply read 'We Are Your Friend'. There's no hiding humanity's guilty pleasures
in the consumer-Eden streets of Shibuya. The ability to make you question everything
about our planet and our species, and yourself, is part of Shibuya's great show. I've
never known a city district to be a drug like it is, but if you drop a tab of Shibuya, it will
forever change how you see the world.
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Turning my back on all of this for a final time, I crossed the famous crossing and
saw a man with a sign asking for someone, anyone!, to marry him. I caught the train
back to Meguro Station and walked home, needing to get ready for the evening. The
Godfather, who showed Joe and I around Hiroshima, was in town and wanted to take
us out for dinner. So, walking back to Meguro Station with Jake and Aunty Tommy, we
caught the subway to Azabu-Juban Station. The restaurant was just outside one of the
station's exits. The Godfather welcomed us to another incredible dinner. It was good
to see him again. We cooked the meat ourselves on a grill in the centre of the table. I
liked the cow's tongue but not its intestines. We finished the meal with corn tea and
milk ice-blocks. I'm going to miss the unpredictable journey that is Japanese cuisine.
We farewelled the Godfather and headed back home the way we came.
As I think so fondly and so often of Dublin, Copenhagen, and San Francisco, I'll
think now also of Hiroshima, Sapporo, Kyoto, and of course, Tokyo. I've known these
places, so whatever my future holds, they will forever hold a piece of my past.
Tomorrow, I disappear into the horizon, into the unending sky, over the curve of the
world, and deeper into life's great unknown.
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June 13th. Day 43.
I woke to a rainy last day in Tokyo. Sharing breakfast with Aunty Tommy, we
watched the sad news of the massacre in Orlando. I packed my bags and patted Ellie
goodbye before getting a taxi with Aunty Tommy to Nakameguro Station. We caught
the subway to Ginza Station, retracing the simple steps that had seemed so
complicated and overwhelming when Jake first guided me through Tokyo on May 2nd.
The jigsaw puzzle of Tokyo's map slowly assembled since then, but I was convinced in
those first few days that it never would. At Ginza Station, we caught up with Jake and
then it was time for me to catch my bus to Narita International Airport. We said a last
goodbye to each other on the rainy streets of Ginza.
My journey to Mexico then began with a surreal bus ride to the airport; Japan's last
intriguing gift to me. The rain was coming down heavily, a dense white mist closing in
all around. People move differently in the rain, there's less abstraction in the way they
go about things, and cities appear untamed; huge buildings take on the quality of rocks
in stormy seas. The effect of all this, the hurried paces and lowered heads under
umbrellas with the impossibly large buildings covered in illuminated chaos, was to
demonstrate to me one last time that this city is what science fiction writers dream of.
The rain was so thick that as we spiralled into the overlapping complex of highways, I
was unable to see more than a few hundred metres. It was like Tokyo was being
uninstalled from my mind, my brain no longer needing to render this enormous city in
full resolution. I listened to A Moon Shaped Pool as Tokyo fell away behind me. I won't
listen to it in Mexico, I want to bind it to the memories of Japan so that when listen to
it again in the future it will instantly transport me back.
Checking into my Singapore Airlines flight to Los Angeles, I ran into a bit of
trouble as the airline tried to understand my plans. "I'm going to Mexico, through the
United States, then travelling to Belize and Guatemala, then I'm going back to the
United States. I'm not sure how long for. I might go look for work in Canada. No, I
don't have a ticket to Canada yet. I have a friend in Detroit. Yes, I realise Detroit is not
in Canada". I had all the paperwork and a kind smile at my disposal, so I was never too
concerned that they wouldn't let me board the plane. I blew my last yen on a terrible
tasting coffee and started reading the copy of Junky I bought in Shibuya. I got on the
plane at 6.45pm local time. We took off half an hour later, Japan disappearing
underneath the rainclouds just a few seconds after take off.
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Heading east, we flew along the northern rim of the Pacific Ocean towards the
approaching march of daylight. Some hours into the flight, when we were still just a
few hundred miles off the Kamchatka Peninsular, I peeked out the window and saw
thousands of stars in the clear night sky. We flew south of the Alaskan islands and the
Bearing Sea, the gateway of snow and ice that leads into the Arctic, the place where the
Pacific Ocean is warned to turn back. The flight was full and I couldn't get a wink of
sleep because the man next to me blew buckets of yoghurt-snot out his nose every five
minutes. It was revolting and I felt like screaming at him.
The cabin crew made us close our blinds because daybreak (of June 13th) was about
to pierce the horizon and strike us with sunlight, so I missed out on seeing the coasts
of British Colombia, Washington, and Oregon. Having to lift the blinds when we were
cruising into land, however, I did get to see California's Death Valley; parched, bone
dry brown expanses framed with gorgeous mountain ranges. We soon descended over
the pale grey sprawl of Los Angeles, with its enormous highways and suburbs that file
off into the smoggy distance. I've been to LAX before, in 2014, but I've never visited
Los Angeles itself. Perhaps I will one day.
I made my way through the infamous United States customs process, the fingerprinting eye-scanning routine that makes every unoriginal person snide cleverly, "Land
of the free". The lines were painfully long but the customs officials were friendly
enough, just people doing their jobs. Crossing the official border into the United
States, I found myself alone in America for the first time in my life. Outside the
terminal, the sidewalks and taxi stands were a reminder of just how hyper-real this
country is. The people are so hard-core in their look, perhaps it's the movies that's
projecting this perception from me, or perhaps it's their interpretation of their muchloved, self-styled freedom; a freedom taken more personally than just the civil rights
afforded by the government and more to do with being able to yell at people, to
express yourself openly, to look like a complete train wreck, to be a freak, to be
different, to not give a shit. This was the America I remembered so well.
I got bad directions from an airport information worker and ended up in the wrong
terminal for my connecting flight to Mexico City. I had to race back outside under the
Los Angeles afternoon sun to the correct terminal. The lady at the Aeroméxico desk
didn't seem all that fazed that I had cut it so fine and this reassured me some. Sweating
like a paranoid drug smuggler was not the ideal condition to head into the TSA's
gauntlet of security screenings, but again I found the people to be pleasant. One of
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them even joked as he patted me down that huffing and puffing and feeling stressed
for time while going through a rigorous security check can't be a lot of fun. Finally at
the Aeroméxico gate, I saw a couple of dudes with big-brimmed hats and moustaches
and knew I was in the right place.
Flying high over the Anza-Borrego Desert, we passed the Salton Sea and crossed
over the US-Mexican border by Mexicali. If I had been seated on the right hand side of
the plane, I would've been able to see San Diego, Tijuana, the Baja Peninsula, and the
Gulf of California. I wasn't too disappointed though because the view of the deserts
and mountains was one of the most beautiful things I've ever seen.
The deserts were a light brown, pale red colour. They had no texture, they were
completely smooth, broken only by the majestic mountain ranges scattered all over.
These razorback ridges of sharp peaks and steep drops were like crumpled pieces of
white paper littered over a varnished pine floor. It was simply breathtaking. It was so
remarkable, in fact, that the idea of taking a photograph completely escaped me. I was
too taken in by this landscape, which looked more like the surface of mars than
anywhere on earth. The sun soon began to set, making the mountains the owners of
long, dark shadows, almost as long as this day had been. The shadows of these
mountains filled the empty stretches of endless desert, linking the valleys in darkness.
This darkness soon overflowed from these valleys and spilled upwards into the night
sky, a promise that this day would have an end.
Approaching Mexico City, the ground underneath become splattered with orange
patchworks of urban nightlife. We had to do a few loops of the airport to make way
for other planes. The news was greeted with a groan by the other passengers, but I
didn't mind. After 38 hours of being awake and journeying across the planet, what was
a few more minutes? The man sitting next to me rolled his eyes at the delay and said,
with a rich, velvety Mexican accent, "Welcome to Mexico, man". As we came into land,
I looked out across the valleys and fields of orange glow, illuminated city districts, like
amber cobwebs, broken by patches of black. Lightning struck off in the distance,
briefly outlining mountains on the horizon. So it was with these volcano silhouettes
and an overwhelming sense of excitement that I touched down in my 18th country.
The Mexican customs experience couldn't have been more different to the
American one. There was no finger printing, eye scanning, body scanning, body
patting, questions - nothing. Just a lazy "Welcome to Mexico, man" from the customs
official and a stamp in my passport giving me six months to kick in Mexico. I got into
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a cab outside and headed for Hotel Metropol in downtown Mexico City. Taxi drivers
are the unofficial ambassadors of their nations. In New Zealand, they're all foreigners.
In Japan, they were all immaculately dressed and spoke no English. This Mexican
cabbie didn't indicate, texted while he drove, nearly ran over a bum, swerved around
cars in lane-less highways, and seemed to only occasionally observe traffic lights. My
first taste of Mexico was wild and liberating. I only caught brief snapshots of Mexico
City through the window; people hanging out on the colourful streets, sitting around
late-night street food stalls.
I was a little concerned to see that Hotel Metropol was behind a blockade of
flashing red and blue lights, but the taxi driver rolled down his window and the
policeman told him there had just been a minor car accident. I checked into my hotel
room and collapsed onto the bed. Despite being exhausted, my mind was buzzing and
I knew I'd never get to sleep unless I wrote this all down.
June 14th. Day 44.
I only slept a few hours, too excited to explore Mexico City to indulge in a sleep in.
Quickly glancing at a map, I figured out where I needed to go and hit the broken
sidewalks. At the end of the street, Luis Moya, was Avenue Juárez and a wide green
park housing the Palacio de Bellas Artes at one end. Walking in a straight line along the
park's edge would eventually take me to the Plaza de la Constitucion, the Zócalo, and
the Centro Histórico, so that's where I headed.
The first thing that stuck me about this city was how authentic it felt. The buildings
alternated between gorgeous, dark grey stone churches to shabby, worn out shops and
apartments scrawled in graffiti. Centuries of hot sun had baked the streets and the
paint on buildings was flaking off, covering the crumbling edges and corners. The
vibrant colours of the buildings was reflected in the street life. The people, the music,
the food, the heat, the noise of yelling shopkeepers with that lovely, effortless Spanish
rolling off their tongues and lifting into the hot summer air.
The energy was that of one enormous summer festival. I fell in love immediately;
without a doubt one of the coolest cities I've ever been to, the flavours of its vibe were
intoxicating. Deformed beggars sat about the place between stores selling clothes,
handbags, sunglasses, and hats. I came to the Zócalo and saw the gigantic Mexican flag
waving impressively in the centre of the vast square, surrounded by cathedrals and
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government buildings of exquisite architecture. Walking through the Zócalo, I went
inside the Palacio Nacional and had a look around under the watchful eyes of guarding
soldiers with machine guns. Inside, I saw the Mexican Declaration of Independence
and the Constitution.
Back on the streets, I made my way into the Centro Histórico, the historical district,
and was amazed by the beautiful sun-drenched aesthetics of the buildings. Domes of
colourful churches dotted the horizons and made for good walking targets, showcasing
the exhilarating streets to me on the way. I walked around for hours, taking a few side
streets here and there, cutting across the thick motionless traffic on the roads, getting
cold drinks when I could. I visited the Temple of Mayor ruins in the heart of the
historical district and got my first taste of ancient Mexico. The heat and stone made me
feel alive. I walked back towards Hotel Metropol and came across a tent city in a park,
overrun with protestors and police. Having seen lots of skulls and skeletons
throughout the city, I stopped at a nearby market and bought a cheap bracelet with a
skull on it. I also bought a knock-off pair of Ray-Ban aviators to hone my Benicio Del
Toro look.
Coming back to the hotel, I re-checked in, this time as part of my tour group. The
bellhop kept taking me to another tour member's room whose name is Corey Davis,
not David Coyle. I eventually got it across that there was a mix up and was shown to
my real room. A few minutes later, my roommate arrived and we got chatting. His
name is Andy, an Aussie. He seems like a nice guy. We met the rest of our tour group
down by the lobby at the hotel bar at 6pm. Thankfully, the group seems cool. There're
two Stephs, one from Australia, one from England. Jack's also from England. Corey
turned out to be a girl from Australia. We're all the same age. Fernandez (at least, I
think that's her name) is our guide; a cool 27 year old Mexican chick. She was wearing a
green Mexican football jersey, very easy on the eye. We had a brief introduction before
organizing our tour to Teotihuacan tomorrow. I cannot wait to climb the pyramids
there, it will be a dream come true.
The group headed out to dinner on Avenue Juárez, where we ate tacos and listened
to Fernandez's stories of Mexico and the places we'll be seeing. As well as confirming
her name tomorrow, I wouldn't mind getting to know her better too. She's hotter than
the chili I tasted at dinner, the habanero. It set my mouth on fire, making sure that it
wasn't just my face that got burned today.
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After dinner, we all went to an impossibly cool bar next to the hotel. The others all
did shots of mescal and washed them down with beers, loosening up the conversations
for the night. They're a cool group of people. I couldn't be happier about spending the
next few weeks with them all. Jack's stories of escaping Libyan mercenaries during the
Arab Spring were a particular highlight for me. Some people live incredible lives. With
tiredness gradually getting the better of me, I called it a night and came back to my
room. 24 hours in Mexico and already I'm in love with this place. The pace of life is
simultaneously chaotic and easy, it's thrilling and wild. There is a charm here.
Everything is so goddamned cool.
June 16th. Day 46.
Andy and I went down to the lobby yesterday morning to meet up with the group.
Fernanda is our guide's real name, we call her Fer or Fern or Fernanda. She wasn't
coming with us to Teotihuacan, which I was a little disappointed about, because she's
been so many times before. Aussie-Steph wasn't feeling well either, so it was just the
five of us (Andy, Corey, English-Steph, Jack, and myself) who climbed into a van and
began our journey to the ruins of the ancient city. Teotihuacan was a place I had long
dreamed of visiting, my obsession with history calling me there over the years.
The morning rush hour van ride through the middle of downtown Mexico City,
frequently ranked the city with the worst congestion in the world, was fucking
madness. Facing impenetrable gridlock and road rage, our driver created more gridlock
and anger in his attempt to get across town. People tooted and waved fingers at him
and created yet more gridlock trying to get by him. He returned every gesture with a
"Puto madre, pendejo!"
The first stop en route to Teotihuacan was Plaza de las Tres Culturas, so named
because it's surrounded by Aztec ruins, a Franciscan church, and the modern buildings
of today's Mexico, comprising the three cultures. It was also the place where the
Tlatelolco massacre took place in 1968, part of the Dirty War (Mexico's internal
conflict during the Cold War). Standing there, as some kids played football nearby, I
couldn't help but be grateful for never having to live under a government, CIA-backed
or otherwise, that could massacre its own citizens.
The second stop was the Mexico City Metropolitan Cathedral. The architecture is
beautiful, however, because of Mexico City's foundations and daily earthquakes, the
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front half of the church is slowly sinking. Walking through it, with its uneven floors
and off-angled stone pillars, it felt as if someone has slipped me something. At a
modern church right next to the old cathedral, a Catholic mass was being shared by
thousands of people. There must have been 30 priests at the altar. Between the two
churches, by the large open square, stood a large statue of Pope John Paul II and
people trying to sell smaller, plastic versions of that same statue. There were also glow
in the dark Virgin Marys and crucifixion fridge magnets for sale.
The last stop was to be Teotihuacan. The drive out of Mexico City to the ancient
ruins was took us through, for lack of a better description, the poorer areas that
surround the central city. Filling the vast open valleys, which are broken up by the
many surrounding mountains, are the homes of Mexico City's working classes. They
live in multi-storied concrete boxes, as densely stacked together as the buildings of
Tokyo, and they spread for miles and miles, covering the land between the mountains,
slowly encroaching on the foothills. The view of all these dilapidated buildings would
be incredibly depressing if it were not for the fact that they're painted in bright
fluorescent colours. Vibrant reds, blues, pinks, greens, yellows, and oranges stretch
over the horizons.
We eventually arrived at Teotihuacan. With the two pyramids looming in the
distance, we were shown into a nearby workshop where the two key ingredients to the
evolution of the ancient culture here were shown to us; cacti and obsidian. The others
drank some alcohol made from the cactus plant. Jack and Andy enjoyed it until Corey
mentioned that the flavour and texture were rather similar to human semen. We then
had a look at all the obsidian sculptures and jewellery that would've been worn by the
people of Teotihuacan. It's amazingly beautiful and remains unknown how they crafted
it. Among the masks, weapons, and necklaces carved out of the black glass-rock was a
finely polished penis. There seemed to be a theme developing.
The sun was high in the sky and fiercely hot when it came time to visit the ruined
city itself. I bought a white cowboy hat for 60 pesos. Walking past the gigantic Pyramid
of the Sun, we came to the Avenue of the Dead, the long main road down the centre
of Teotihuacan that leads to the slightly smaller Pyramid of the Moon. Standing
between these two great structures along the Avenue of the Dead was unreal, like
stepping into the pages of history. We climbed the Pyramid of the Moon, but
discovered we were only allowed to go halfway up, the rest being roped off. Only a
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wild dog could be seen loitering around the top. There were wild dogs everywhere.
They all seemed to be mellow and gentle animals.
Stepping back down, we walked along the Avenue of the Dead again and came to
the base of the Pyramid of the Sun. We climbed the steps all the way to the top,
holding onto a rope as we went. The 360º view from up there looked across all of
Teotihuacan and the surrounding area, littered with huge valleys and striking
mountains. Far away on the horizon, I could just make out the faint skyscrapers of
Mexico City. The whole fascinating history of this sensational part of the world all
came crashing together in a single instant, one powerful moment of revelation; the
view telling the story, completely and without words, that has long captivated me.
Ironically, while we stood atop the Pyramid of the Sun, we saw a thunder storm
rolling in quickly between two mountains in the distance. By the time we had scaled
back down the stone wonder, lightning and rain was all around. It was as if Mother
Earth was reminding us that although man has created marvels from time to time, she
puts on more impressive displays everyday. We huddled under the corrugated iron roof
of a dusty, dimly lit cafe alongside all the cheap souvenir sellers.
The rain fell heavily and lightning cracked overhead. Thunder boomed over the
ancient ruins. It appeared that without any human sacrifices having been made for a
while, the gods were angry. The practice of human sacrifice can be better understood
upon taking the time to appreciate the views of the universe the people here once held.
The conquistadors, having no such time, decimated the culture they scarcely
understood, propagating myths and forcing a mix of culture with their own that all
survives to this day.
With the tour over, we left Teotihuacan; a place of power and prestige. We drove
back in the van to our hotel and regrouped; Corey went to see a friend for dinner and
Aussie-Steph and Fernanda joined us, which I was pleased about. The plan for the
evening was to get dinner and see some mariachi music. We walked through the warm
Mexico City evening along Avenue Juárez and took a left at Eje Central all the way
to Plaza Garibaldi. The whole square was full of mariachi bands, dressed in their black
or white outfits, playing their instruments and filling the night air with their singing.
For a price, men can have their girlfriends serenaded. We ate tacos and watched and
listened to the bands play. A lot of the mariachi stuff sounds the same after a while, but
some numbers were really distinctive and lovely.
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After dinner, we went to a Cuban bar off Francisco I Madero Avenue and listened
to another brand of Latin American live music. Jack felt tired, so he walked back to the
hotel. I was able to sit next to Fernanda and chat to her for a while. I was too busy
being heartbroken and feeling sorry for myself in Japan to get laid, so I'm itching for
some connection to a pretty girl. It might be a waste of time, as hooking up with
passengers is probably the last thing Fernanda wants to do, but I really like her and
figure it's worth a shot.
The bars around this part of town were all closing around midnight, so the
remaining five of us decided to climb into the one taxi and head to La Condesa, a
trendy part of the city full of bars and nightclubs. The driver was unfazed with his
overloaded cab, speeding over potholes, speed bumps, and around corners with a
bored look on his face as Fernanda directed him where to go.
At the first nightclub, we were soon joined by Corey, whose dinner had finished,
and the others began drinking shots of mescal, chasing them down with martinis and
Coronas. I've never been good at dancing sober, so I was a little apprehensive when
Fernanda suggested we go dancing at another club, but I thought to myself, "None of
these people know who I am. Maybe I am the guy who can, albeit white-boy-nightclub,
dance without being a drunk?" After getting patted down for guns or knives by the
bouncers, we went inside the club. It was full of people, the music was an amazing
blend of hip-hop and salsa, and the dancing was insane; Latin American passion at its
best, its raunchiest, its drunkest.
With Fernanda getting closer and closer to me, I was feeling confident in myself, so
I suggested we hit the dance floor. Turns out I can be the guy who can white-boynightclub-dance while sober, and now to these people, and most importantly to
Fernanda, I am that guy. When life offers you beautiful Mexican girls to dance with dance with them!
We were all pretty beat by the time it hit 3.30am, so we left the nightclub and now
the six of us crammed into the one taxi. A New Zealand or Japanese taxi driver
would've lost his mind, but somehow I knew I wasn't in New Zealand or Japan
anymore. Back at the hotel, the party continued with the others finishing off a bottle of
Jack Daniels in Fernanda's room. So she didn't think I was desperate, I decided to call
it a night and went back to my room to sleep; a night well played.
I didn't wake until around midday today. I looked across the room and saw Andy
hadn't come back, probably because I had taken the only key with me last night and he
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hadn't been able to wake me up by knocking at the door. Either that or he hooked up
with one of the girls. "Shit, hopefully not Fernanda!" I caught myself thinking. I knew
we were catching a bus at 2pm to Puebla, so I packed my bags, got a coffee from the
hotel bar, sat outside the hotel on the sidewalk and continued reading Junky. Sitting on
a bustling roadside of Mexico City was the perfect place to read that book.
I thought back to my diary I kept while I was in America in 2014, Tour of the Great
Satan. I thought back to how much 'cooler' it felt than this diary, how much more like
the works of Burroughs and Kerouac it seemed. I thought that maybe it was because it
was handwritten and not for others to read, it had been just for me. I thought that
maybe now I'm not with family, like I had been in Japan, things might get a little more
rock and roll. Then I thought that perhaps I've just done a lot of growing since then
and what felt 'cool' then now just seems a little unoriginal. Maybe I'll turn these entries
into a book someday?
At 2pm, Andy came down and saw me on the sidewalk and said, "Yeah, so
something's happened, let me explain". Turned out Corey had gotten violent food
poisoning from her dinner with her friend and was in no state to get the bus to Puebla.
Fernanda had decided to postpone our departure until 7pm to give Corey some time to
recover enough to be able to make the trip. This delay actually worked out well for me,
as it meant I had time to go check out the viewing deck at the Torre Latinoamericana,
the tallest building in Mexico. Aussie-Steph came with me.
The views of Mexico City were amazing; vast concrete waves that defied belief. It's
no use comparing the view to Tokyo, they're different beasts entirely, but both are
often talked of as being 'The Biggest City in the World', depending on how city limits
are defined. Mexico City is like an enormous pool in the mountains where millions and
millions of people have collected and collide, emitting food, music, and culture in ways
that make you proud to be human. Nowhere is perfect, but Mexico City's
imperfections are among its most endearing characteristics. This place is one enormous
valley of passion and life. They have the famous Day of the Dead celebrations here.
They don't ignore death here, nor do they ignore life. They embrace both. They
celebrate it all. We were soon joined by English-Steph and Jack at the bar on the 41st
floor of the towering landmark. We ate some tacos and had a few drinks before
making our way back to the hotel. By the time our van arrived at 7pm, Corey was
felling well enough to make the journey, so we began our trip to Puebla amidst the
evening rush hour traffic.

	
  

59

I've always associated the music of The Rolling Stones with that great feeling
summer days and nights offer. As the sun set over the streets of Mexico City, in that
magic hour of evening's excitement, I looked out the window of the van and heard
Sympathy for the Devil playing somewhere in the street. I heard it in my soul. Speeding
through the streets, the warm evening air full of that wonderful blend of anticipation
and realisation, with the hot licks of Keith Richards, I was the coolest fucking cat in
this whole god-damned shitty world; single, 27, loaded, and free. Totally free. A long
procession of Federales overtook us, one hanging off the back of a speeding ute giving
me a toothy grin. It was if he knew how I felt in this moment. It was like he was saying,
"Finally, you see it". I wish I could bring all my friends down to Mexico City and give
them that same toothy grin. I want them to see it too.
I don't think poor Corey was feeling as hip as I was during that van ride. Anyway,
after a few hours, with rain and another thunder storm illuminating the night sky, we
arrived in Puebla. It's a city built by design, the Spanish settling it and planning it
perfectly. "Traced by the angels", they say. So it was with great intrigue that I walked
along the straight roads with the others (minus Corey who went straight to bed) to the
Zócalo, where the grand Catedral de Puebla sits. We had dinner and ordered what
turned out to be the largest orange juices I've ever seen. They came in double pint
glasses, surely more than the daily recommended dose of vitamin C. After dinner, we
walked around the square before heading back to Hotel San Angel.
While writing this entry, I thought about Fernanda and listened to some music. The
rock and roll of Van Morrison's Gloria perfectly encapsulates how I feel in this moment
in time. I've changed the lyrics slightly to make Mexico:
Like to tell you 'bout my baby
You know she comes around
Just 'bout five feet-four
A-from her head to the ground
You know she comes around here
At just about midnight
She make me feel so good, Lord
She make me feel all right
And her name is M-E-X-I-C
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M-E-X-I-C-O
Mexico!
M-E-X-I-C-O
Mexico!
I'm gonna shout it all night
Mexico!
I'm gonna shout it every day
Mexico!
Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah
She comes around here
Just about midnight
She make me feel so good, Lord
I want to say she make me feel all right
Comes a-walkin' down my street
Then she comes up to my house
She knock upon my door
And then she comes to my room
Yeah, and she make me feel all right
M-E-X-I-C-O
Mexico!
M-E-X-I-C-O
Mexico!
I'm gonna shout it all night
Mexico!
I'm gonna shout it every day
Mexico!
Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah
So good
Mexico!
All right
Feels so good
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Mexico!
All right, yeah
June 20th. Day 50.
It was so hot during the night of the 17th, our room in Hotel San Angel having no
air-conditioning, that I had a feverish and restless sleep, including a dream (or rather a
nightmare) that there was a mariachi band playing live in my room. In this delirious
dream, I looked over at Andy's side of the room and asked him why this was
happening. Alarmed, he replied, "I don't know!" It was a psychotic and brilliant start to
the day.
Going down to the hotel cafe for breakfast, Andy and I joined the rest of our
group, including Corey who was well again, and all seven of us set out on the gridded
streets of Puebla. In the vicious sun, we walked slowly to the Zócalo again and went
inside the adjacent Catedral de Puebla. The Catholic artwork and architecture was
intense; high arches splashed with gold and lined with saints and graphic depictions of
Christ. Mexico, in this way at least, reminds me a lot of Europe, especially with all the
Spanish being sung on the streets.
Walking to the next destination, Museo Amparo, I talked with Jack at great lengths
about his time visiting North Korea and working in a mine on the Sino-Tajik border.
Jack is the kind of guy who tells stories so outrageous that I wouldn't believe them if
anyone else was telling them.
For only a few pesos, the Museo Amparo was amazing. The journey through the
ancient Mexican world was marked with sculptures, paintings, music, and everyday
things like bowls, clothes, and sewing needles. I've long been fascinated by this
civilization that emerged entirely independent of those in the Old World Mesopotamia, Egypt, India, China - and this museum visit only added fuel to that
flame of intrigue.
There came a corridor by an open courtyard (there are central courtyards in so
many buildings here and they create a lovely space) where a timeline back through
history, covering all the regions of the world, was displayed. I poured over it. To my
pleasant surprise, there were pictures of Lake Tekapo and Lake Wanaka. It was nice
seeing the deep blue of Aotearoa again. Something that saddened me, however, was
the pictures of ancient ruins from Syria and Iraq. Those ancient ruins are being erased
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and replaced with modern ones. Old human stories are being forgotten and new ones
are being pointlessly cut short.
On the rooftop of the museum, we all lounged around in the sun for a while and
looked out across Puebla, church spires and domes dotted all throughout the town.
Jack was telling me about the churches in Spain and how ridiculous they are;
extravagance that is just too much for some people to bare. He told me about the time
he went to Valencia completely unaware that Semana Santa was about to take place
and how totally freaked out he was when he got drunk and then saw the white cloaks
everywhere.
Fernanda then led the group through a couple of market places, a couple of stalls
selling huge and elaborate piñatas. Unfortunately, there were none of Donald Trump.
Wandering around the backstreets of Puebla some more, we soon made our way back
to the Zócalo, where we found a taco place not too far down a side street. The food
was nice but the entertainment in the form of some whacked-out street dancer was the
best part. We then went back to the Zócalo and ordered churros for dessert. A lazyeyed busker with effortless style played some sweet tunes on his guitar, stamping his
boots on the cobblestones for percussion. I gave him ten pesos for his efforts. Sitting
there at the Zócalo, under the shade of the umbrellas and eating good food in the
company of a gorgeous Mexican girl, was one of those 'It doesn't get any better than
this' moments.
We then went back to Hotel San Angel for some rest. A few hours later, Andy, Jack,
and I went out looking for a pub to watch Peru play Colombia in the Copa América.
Andy's parents are Peruvian, so he can hold a basic conversation in Spanish and loves
football. The girls joined us during the second half. Everyone ordered dinner except
for me; my stomach feeling a little bit 'elastic' since arriving in Mexico. The game
ended in a dramatic penalty shootout. Colombia won, much to Andy's anguish.
After the game, we all went back to Hotel San Angel for the night. The girls all went
to bed so Jack invited Andy and I to smoke a joint on the terrace outside his room.
The terrace looked out across Puebla and we smoked a joint while taking in the view of
the city at night. Jack had arrived in Mexico City two weeks before the tour started and
had procured an ounce of weed from a dealer he had met in a bar. I hadn't smoked any
dope since leaving Wellington, Japan being stupidly strict on pot, so it was nice to slink
back into that green haze of soft eyes and blue air. We then played poker in Jack's
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room with the stacks of one peso coins we had accumulated over the last couple of
days. I lost all my pesos first before Andy beat Jack to take the lot.
The next day we were supposed to travel to Oaxaca, so we all got up early and
caught cabs to the bus terminal. However, Fernanda told us that the roads to Oaxaca
had been closed by protestors. There are a couple of different protests taking place
across Mexico at the moment. The more well known one is that in anger of the
government's failure to find the 43 missing students. I've seen '¡#43!' and '43' spray
painted about the streets both in Mexico City and in Puebla. It was an educational law
change protest that was blocking our route to Oaxaca, however, so we had to catch
cabs back to Hotel San Angel and reassess our plans.
It was possible that the army would clear the roads by the end of the day, so we
decided to visit the ruins at Cholula and see if we could get a night bus later on to
Oaxaca. Jack and Andy were tired and stayed at the hotel, probably smoking more pot,
so it was just me and the four ladies that made for Cholula. The Aussies and English
girl are lovely, but the exotic Fernanda is the one who has stolen my heart. I still had
no idea what her relationship situation was, despite suspecting that she liked me too,
but I had a hunch that Corey might know the details. Missing out on smoking more
weed with Jack and Andy, I hoped to get a chance to ask Corey what Fernanda's story
was while we were in Cholula for my sacrifice. The bus ride there was like psychotic
theme park ride. It sped wildly through the narrow streets and although it took
passengers, it took no prisoners. At one speed hump, I got at least a foot of air.
Anyway, we made it to Cholula and walked towards the Piramide de Cholula, which
is the second largest pyramid complex in the world after Giza in Egypt. The pyramid
only remains in fragments around the base of the hill that it now forms, on top of
which now rests the towering church, Nuestra Señora de los Remedios. The Spanish
built the church out of the pillaged stones of the pyramid, a psychological and physical
form of domination if ever there was one. We walked down the long, dark tunnels
through the base of the pyramid and then we walked around the outside of it where
there were various sites for sacrifices to be made. One fairly large section of the
pyramid's slope remains, so we climbed the steps and looked out over Cholula, another
town dotted with colourful domes and church spires. Seeing my moment present itself,
I asked Corey if she knew whether or not Fernanda had a boyfriend. She said she had
just broken up with someone, not too dissimilar to myself. My heart raced, but I tried
my best to act cool.
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While we sat at the top of these ruins, we saw some men climbing a huge pole in
the marketplace below. Over 20m up, three of them slung back on ropes, one playing a
flute, while a fourth danced atop the pole on a platform no bigger than a foot across
and spun around slowly. They all then wrapped ropes around their legs and fell
backwards, spiralling down to the ground. The one with the flute kept playing all the
way down. Fernanda said it was to be a performance that used to be done to make it
rain. Loud bangs then started going off. Fernanda said people light fireworks everyday
in Cholula, without the colourful flare aspect, to honour different saints. The loud
booms and cracks reverberated around the town all day.
Andy had caught a cab and joined us as we walked through the town and got some
lunch. Beggars stopped by at our table constantly, asking for money with their hands
cupped in front of them. After lunch, we climbed to the top of the pyramid to the
church, Nuestra Señora de los Remedios. The view of Cholula, Puebla, and the
surrounding area was beautiful; the snowy cone of the volcano, Popocatepetl,
appearing as a mighty character on the horizon. The interior of the church was the
most exquisite and detailed I've seen so far in Mexico. Climbing back down the ruins, I
bought a skull necklace at the markets before we caught another thrilling bus ride back
to Puebla. The mania of the bus driver's approach to driving was only enhanced by the
whimsical and slightly maddening mariachi music he was playing on the radio.
When we got back to Hotel San Angel, we heard that the road to Oaxaca was still
closed due to the protests. I later learned that six people were killed in the violent
clashes between residents, teachers, police, and the military, so it's probably for the
best that we decided to remain in Puebla another night. The photos of the riots
from the BBC look terrible. Oaxaca is just one of the many places I'll have to return to
Mexico to see some other day.
So, instead of heading to Oaxaca, we went to a bar off the Zócalo in downtown
Puebla to watch Mexico versus Chile in the Copa América. Before dinner, I walked
down the street to find a black shirt to wear for the night out, hoping to impress
Fernanda. This is when I found out how tiny the fitting rooms in Mexican clothing
stores are. With barely enough room to stand in, there was no way I was ever going to
be able to try a shirt on. I just held it up in the mirror, and for only a handful of pesos,
I went ahead and bought it. I headed back to the hotel before we all went out.
Fernanda wore her green Mexican football jersey again. She looked even more
gorgeous than she did when I first saw her in the lobby of Hotel Metropol. But by the
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end of the 7-0 slaughter Mexico received from the Chileans, all she wanted to do was
head back to the hotel and change it. I was really hoping Mexico would win as it
would've been great to see the people of Puebla celebrate. We headed back to Hotel
San Angel so an angry Fernanda could change her shirt. She was so pissed off about
her country's performance that she didn't want to come out with us. She looked cute
when she was sulky. I had told Andy that I liked her, so he went to talk her into
coming out with us in an effort to give me a shot with her. He managed to convince
her to take us out again to see more of the Puebla nightlife. Jack and Corey were tired
so they stayed in. I assumed Jack just wanted to get high again on his terrace, but I
suppose it's possible him and Corey were screwing each other. Anyway, the five of us
(the two Stephs, Andy, Fernanda, and myself) climbed into a cab and drove to some
nightclubs on the outskirts of town.
After being patted down for weapons, we headed into some gangsta bar. Walking
into a sweaty Mexican nightclub with a couple of blonde girls (the Stephs) caused
everyone to stop and stare at us. Feeling all the eyes of the club on us, we looked for a
seat but couldn't find one. The bar staff then brought some tables and chairs over to
us, making us feel even more VIP along with all the staring. It was a young crowd, and
some of the younger drunk guys couldn't control themselves in the presence of a pair
of blonde girls, standing around and staring, so we decided to head to the next place.
This place was huge. There must've been several hundred people in the one
nightclub. The music was an eclectic array of samba, Queen, and pop. A salsa band
soon started playing. Much to the excitement of the ladies in the crowd, the band was
comprised of good looking guys wearing tight white jeans and shiny red jackets. They
played trumpets, trombones, saxophones, and sung cheesy love songs all while dancing
around like maniacs. At one point, we couldn't find Andy, but we soon saw him up on
the stage dancing with the band! He was told by security to get off the stage.
One extremely creepy guy kept staring at the girls, so security escorted him out and
a few bouncers kept close to us for the rest of the night, just to make sure the girls
would be alright. Being stone cold sober, I wasn't scared for myself, but I did feel quite
frightened for the girls. Getting tired of men walking by and whispering vulgar things
into her ear, Fernanda came and stood next to me, giving me a sad face and a hug. This
was the first moment I knew for certain that she liked me. Then, around 4am, she held
my hand as we got back into a cab and made it back to Hotel San Angel.
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Waking around 11am, I went down to the hotel cafe, and to my pleasant surprise,
saw Fernanda sitting by herself having breakfast. I joined her. It was the first moment
that it was just the two of us. She said we were catching a 9.30pm bus to San Cristóbal,
a bus ride that was to take over ten hours. I knew then that I wanted her to sit next to
me on the bus trip. I had the rest of the day to find the courage to ask her. The lads
decided to watch some more football back down at the Zócalo, this time France versus
Switzerland in the Euro. I'm not a football fanatic, but when in Latin America it's easy
to become one. We ate some nice steaks for lunch but the game itself was dull. A gay
pride parade went by as we ate. They seem to celebrate gay pride here by dressing up as
clowns with white faces and colourful clothes.
After the game, back at Hotel San Angel, we got high again on Jack's terrace and
played poker in his room. We wanted to play on the terrace, but it had started raining
heavily while we were smoking our joint. We betted with one peso coins again. Andy
won for a second time. Andy then went to have dinner with the girls while Jack and I
kicked back at the hotel, smoking another joint on the rainy terrace. I read some more
of Junky. It's only a short book but it's taking me a while to finish, the days and nights
here are so eventful. I've tried writing this diary entry a couple of times now but keep
being thrown into another crazy adventure, forced to try take as many notes with my
eyes that my memory will allow.
Everyone then came back and we all left Hotel San Angel for the last time, climbing
into a couple of cabs in the rain. We loitered around the bus terminal for a while,
mentally preparing for our ten hour coach journey. Getting her on her own for a brief
moment, I mustered up the courage to ask Fernanda if she would like to sit with me on
the bus. Thankfully, this lovely señorita said she'd love to. We got comfortable with
each other on the back of the bus, and on the road to San Cristóbal, we shared our first
kiss. She and I arrived this morning in San Cristóbal after a much more... relaxing bus
trip than the others had had. It was nice to get close to a woman again.
San Cristóbal instantly struck me as a breathtakingly beautiful town. It's so
incredibly gorgeous. It's one of those places that I will hold dear in my memory
forever. I'm so glad we get to spend some time here. The hotel we're in for the next
two nights, Casa Margarita, is also rather nice; like some Spanish retreat with
courtyards and hanging plants off balconies. We all went for a short walk to the Zócalo
and had some much breakfast.
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Organising tomorrow's day-long tour of Cañón del Sumidero, we then split up for a
while. Andy, Jack, and English-Steph went to watch the English football game against
Slovenia and the other girls went to the markets. I came back to Casa Margarita to take
advantage of the rare spare moment to write this entry.
June 21st. Day 51.
Last night, we all had dinner and drinks at a wine bar called La Viña de Bacco
on Real de Guadalupe, the main walking street here in San Cristóbal. Sitting at a table
on the street, we watched life roll by; laughter was infectious. The whole town seems to
be full of young people enjoying life. There were bands playing in the street, filling the
night air with all kinds of different music. Young lovers danced in the streets.
Spontaneous limbo broke out as drums beat to this intoxicating rhythm of life. San
Cristóbal is a celebration of all that is good about youth. It's my favourite part of
Mexico so far; the pastel coloured buildings lining cobblestoned streets, everything
flooded with warm sunshine and fabulous music. Fernanda says it's her favourite part
of the whole tour. It's just so gorgeous and mellow and easy here. There are lots of
tourists, however, so this brings a lot of beggars and street merchants, many of them
children. If it weren't for this sad fact, San Cristóbal would be absolute paradise.
All of last night was full of music, food, drinks, laughter, and dancing. At one point,
I felt so content and at peace that I asked Fernanda to take a picture of me because I
wanted to capture that moment for a future day when things aren't going so well, just
to remind me how good life can be. It was also the first night Fernanda and I spent
together. We were in her room, but neither of us had any condoms with us. I went
back to my room to ask Andy if he had any, but he wasn't there. He was probably out
using one himself somewhere. I pulled some jeans on and slipped into a t-shirt and
walked down to the convenience store in my bare feet. I couldn't see anyone inside the
store but there was a window open and lights on, so I called out to see if anyone was
there, "Hola?" A young guy popped his head up from behind the counter, "Si, amigo?"
I then realised I had no idea how to ask for condoms in Spanish and stammered a bit.
Thankfully, he caught my drift and said, "Condonnes?" "Si, muchas gracias!" I said.
Back at the hotel, I was reminded of all the fairness of a woman's touch.
This morning, our gang caught a cramped van to tour the Parque Nacional Lagunas
de Montebello along the Guatemalan border. I wrote yesterday that we were going to
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the Cañón del Sumidero, but I had my wires crossed. The first stop on the tour
though, was to see a waterfall, Velo de Novia Cascade. The hike to the bottom of the
waterfall marked my first steps through the rain forests of Central America. There were
hundreds of tiny caterpillars moving rapidly along the ground and a few electric-blue
butterflies showing what they would turn into. We made it to the outcrop viewing
ledge at the base of the waterfall and got soaked in its roaring white mist. Some of us
took a zip line over the treetops of the rain forest back down to the van.
Thankfully, I fell asleep again on the long and uncomfortable van ride to the lakes
by the Guatemalan border. We got out of the van and looked out across the blue
waters of Tziscao to Guatemala beyond before heading to a small roadside restaurant
for something to eat. After lunch, we got back on the most uncomfortable van in the
history of the world and headed to Lago Pojoj. Thankfully, Fern and I were sitting
together which made this awful van ride somewhat more bearable.
Standing on the banks of the deep blue, clear waters of Lago Pojoj, I couldn't help
but feel a little blue myself. Part of it was because our van tour was turning out to be a
pointless nightmare and I was beginning to feel a little tired of all this travelling around,
but part of it was homesickness. No matter how beautiful the different landscapes of
the world are, Aotearoa is always just so much more gorgeous.
I didn't feel too blue for too long, however, because we decided to rent a raft and
row out to the small island in the middle of the deep lake. On a tethered collection of
logs, we rowed out to the island in typical tourist fashion; worried about iPhones and
passports. Lago Pojoj was lovely and flat and the paddle out to the middle was
incredibly relaxing, especially compared to the van that we had been trapped in for
several hours. It was nice to see nothing but trees and water. There were no signs of
any jaguars, but apparently they do make their homes in these mountains and forests.
On the tiny island's beach, I went for a swim in the crystal water. It was one of the
most beautiful swims I've ever had; floating in a warm, pristine lake in the middle of
the Central American rain forest with glorious sun shining down.
We rowed our raft back to the mainland and reluctantly got back into the van. We
were expecting to be able to spend several hours by the lakeside, not ten minutes here
and there broken by hours of tortuous van driving. Fern had never been on this
particular tour before and she decided she would only recommend it again to her worst
enemies.
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The van ride back was every bit as awful as the van ride out. My shins were hard up
against the seat in front of me and my feet were angled outward. The headrest was too
low and only served to bend my neck awkwardly. Even so, I experienced the highlight
of the day on this hideous van ride. It wasn't the near misses as cars overtook us on
corners. It wasn't the army checkpoints, stopping us and looking for drugs or people
trafficking. And it wasn't the rustic view of the dusty Mexican countryside slowly
fading into the night. It was talking to Fern. She was trapped in my corner of the van
and so we got to know each other a little better. I felt like by getting to know her
better, I got to know her country a little better too.
Mexico is a magical place. It has its ugliness, sure; the corruption, the violent
protests which are happening in towns around us, and of course all the hideous crime
flowing from the disastrous War on Drugs. But there is a magic to this place that is
loud and unspoken. It's in the people, their food, their homes, their music. It's in the
flaking paint of the sun-cooked buildings. It's in the cacti growing on the side of the
road - literally. There is a magic quality to the way things exist here, an enchanting
feeling in the air. This is especially so in San Cristóbal, which feels like a much more
natural version of San Francisco, almost as if this is the place where all the energy for
that great wave that hit San Francisco in the 1960s came from originally, and where
that energy then fell back to, and where it is swelling up once more.
We finally arrived back to San Cristóbal and to Hotel Casa Margarita, which is just
as lovely as the street it's on, Real de Guadalupe. The hotel is broken into a series of
courtyards with wooden doors and archways and tiles and plants. After a quick shower,
we all went to dinner on Real de Guadalupe. It's so hard to believe we've all been in
Mexico together for a whole week already. Time is flying so fast and so fully. Everyday
has been an exotic taste of the wild chaos that makes Mexico so incredible.
I spent another night with Fern.
June 22nd. Day 52.
Our group was due to catch a 9am van to the town of Chamula this morning.
Looking for somewhere to share breakfast, Fern and I saw some of the others having a
coffee on Real de Guadalupe so we joined them. The general consensus was that we'd
all actually rather just spend the day seeing more of San Cristóbal rather than going to
Chamula. Having not quite recovered from the trauma of yesterday's van journey, the
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idea of spending more time in this gorgeous little town instead seemed fine with me.
During breakfast, we then heard the news that the protests regarding the education
laws had since spread to Chamula and had we gone we'd have been caught up in them
anyway. Seeing these protests would be interesting, but with the likelihood of them
turning violent, it was probably just as well we stayed in San Cristóbal.
Jack and Andy wanted to find somewhere to watch more football, but keen to
spend more time with Fern, I tagged along as she took the girls around the different
marketplaces of San Cristóbal. In the thick sun, we walked past Plaza de la Paz and up
Avenue 20 de Noviembre, and past Café Bar Revolución where we had partied for a
while the other night. The markets were wild. There were women chopping chickens'
heads off with huge meat cleavers, there were people shouting, there was all kinds of
strange fruits that I've never seen before, and there were even illegal magic mushrooms
for sale. I was tempted to get a couple, but decided to wait for the next stop on the
tour; the jungle ruins of Palenque.
Having lost my white cowboy hat from Teotihuacan, I was looking for a black
replacement, as a black hat would further complete my Benicio del Toro look. I ended
up finding the perfect one for just 150 pesos. I just need some black snakeskin boots
and I'll be locked and loaded. I might get poncho too. I got a poncho in San Francisco
two years ago, but this is where the poncho comes from, the San Franciscan hippies
just borrowed the fashion. It almost feels like walking through San Francisco during
the Summer of Love when strolling the streets of San Cristóbal, the whole town full of
the festival spirit and young people being cool. There was quite a bit of tagging along
buildings near the markets. There was the usual '¡#43!' stuff calling for justice for the
students and there was some scrawl about state terrorism, 'terrorismo del estado'.
Coming back to the main square, Corey went back to the hotel and the two Stephs,
Fern, and I went to a restaurant with a rooftop overlooking the square. Chilling out
back at the hotel for while, I then joined the others back at the Italian wine bar, La
Viña de Bacco, on Real de Guadalupe where we had spent the other night. It was
round two of laughter, drinking, food, music, dancing, and life. One of Fern's friends,
Josue, came to join us. He's a major in the Mexican Army, serving as a doctor in the
Medical Corps. We call him Major. He told me that he's being deployed to the north of
the country soon to help fight the drug cartels. He said he's a little nervous.
We then made our way back to Café Bar Revolución, where we kept the party going
to the early hours of the morning. Being sober meant I looked out for the others. They
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constantly told me, "I fucking love you, man... and your hat..." Fern and I then spent
our last night together in San Cristóbal.
June 27th. Day 57.
I'm in Playa del Carmen now, at the white-sanded edge of the Caribbean Sea. It's a
long and wonderful story how I ended up here since my last entry, so let me go right
back to where it began in San Cristóbal.
On the morning of the 23rd, Fern and I joined the others on Real de Guadalupe at
a cafe for some breakfast. I got banana and strawberry crepes with a cappuccino. The
others were pretty hungover from the night out, so it was just Fern and I who walked
to the end of Real de Guadalupe, towards the yellow and white steps which lead to the
church which overlooks San Cristóbal. Inside the church, we saw the striking black
sculpture of Jesus. Fern and I then slowly walked back through San Cristóbal one last
time, taking in the gentle ways of the town, before we all clambered into a couple of
taxis and drove to the bus terminal. Major decided to join us on our trip to Palenque,
catching the 2.30pm bus with us.
San Cristóbal doesn't seem real. The charm is like an actual spell, creating the most
heightened place of magic; a fairy-tale. The Fountain of Youth must be hidden
somewhere in its streets. Walking those streets, now in my memory, it feels like the
town is floating in the clouds, adrift in the pink band that shadows the setting sun,
moving gently with the turning of the world. Having finished reading Junky, I dogeared a page with a quote I quite liked. In no other place in Mexico is the quote truer
than in San Cristóbal:
In Mexico your wishes have a dream power.
The bus trip from San Cristóbal to Palenque was a long and slow one. The
education protests that had prevented us from visiting Oaxaca were spreading, making
us take a six hour detour through the Chiapas state capital, Tuxtla Gutiérrez. At one
point on the drive, we drove through a toll booth that had been taking over by the
protesting teachers. They were letting traffic through but taking the toll money for
themselves. I've only heard one side of the story regarding these protests (the
government's side, not the protestors'), but this is basically the version of things that
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I've heard: A teachers' union was found to be forging some teaching licenses, so the
government stated that everyone belonging to that union must reapply for their license
by taking the required test again. The irony of all this is that it seems teachers are
protesting, and in one instance, they burnt down a school, all because they don't want
to take a test. Not a great example for the students. Again, this is just the side of the
story I've heard, it's probably a lot more complicated than that.
In any case, the view out the window of the Mexican countryside was nice;
mountains; dramatic, undulating, and covered in green jungle. We crossed the
Usumacinta River and it got dark shortly after. We were stopped a couple of times by
serious looking federal agents poking around for drugs or illegal immigrants, but they
found neither and let us on our way pretty quickly each time. The tiresome journey was
again helped by the fact Fern and I sat together. We finally arrived in Palenque around
11.30pm.
As soon as I stepped off the bus I was wrapped in the thick, hot rug of the jungle
heat. Having dropped some altitude to enter this rainforest town, the air was heavy and
warm. It began pouring with rain too, a real rainforest downpour. The eight of us
dashed on foot to the hotel which was only a few hundred metres away, dragging our
luggage through warm puddles of water. We were given an entire hotel block to
ourselves. Crossing the street, we sat under cover at an open-air restaurant, eating
dinner around midnight with torrential rain falling all around us. I got the steak. I
wanted it medium-rare, but it came well done. The whole experience so far in Palenque
was making me feel as though I was in Jurassic Park, the T-Rex scene in particular.
The shocking news of Brexit dominated the dinner conversation. The two Brits in
the group were totally stunned at the result, as was I. I really thought the UK would
stay in the EU. Jack was dismayed at the plummeting pound, worried about his stocks
and shares and significant loss of money. English-Steph had said she would eat my new
hat if the UK voted to leave, but I like my new hat too much to make her follow
through with it. Nobody knows what is going to happen next. After dinner, we
smoked a few joints and played cards in the corridor of the hotel block, but like
Britain, I soon got tired of playing and went to bed.
Waking around 10am on the 24th, I got ready to visit the ancient Mayan ruins on
the outskirts of town. Some of the group were tired from a late night of drinking and
drugs and cards, so it was with Corey and the two Stephs that I walked in the blistering
sun towards the ruins. It was an amazing 8km walk through farmland and jungle and
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sunshine. I spotted some large lizards along the way. During the walk, we were joined
by the others in taxis, having caught up on some sleep and keen not to miss out.
Jack and I decided to take the so-called 'Mushroom Tour' of the ruins and jungle.
Eating the Food of the Gods together kick-started a beautiful experience that made
this day rank amongst the best of my whole entire life. Near the entrance to the ruins
and surrounding jungle were people selling magic mushrooms, the kind the Mayans
used to eat to induce the mystical experience and "Make the connection to the
universe", as the mushroom seller said. Strictly speaking, the psilocybin in the
mushrooms is illegal, but the whole arrangement seemed to occupy that grey area that
weed coffee shops in Amsterdam do; a sort of vague blind-eye situation. Ironic, as
there is nothing blind about the experience I had.
A wonderful feeling of love and togetherness with nature began to unfurl within me
just as we arrived at the ruins themselves. Seeing Mayan ruins in the jungle, crumbling
and being strangled by vines and roots, has been a dream of mine ever since I was a
little boy. I would get books out from the library and gaze into the pictures, letting my
imagination run amok and longing to one day see such jungle ruins with my own eyes.
Little could I know that I'd be eating a second dose of mushrooms in those ruins
someday. To finally encounter these ruins, especially in the altered state I was in, was
an experience I will treasure forever. I was in the wonder of my dreams. I hope
everyone on earth gets to feel as happy and awestruck as I did at least once in their
lifetime, no matter what method of prayer or mediation they subscribe to.
Exploring the ruins, we became separated. Then, just as it had when we had visited
Teotihuacan, a black cloud gathered over the jungle hills, flashing white sheets of
lightning and unleashing booming cracks of thunder. The rain fell harder than any rain
I've ever known. I explored the ruined city on my own in the rain; broken walls,
collapsing towers, empty courtyards of stone.
It was like I was on another planet, or in another time. It was like I was the only
person in the whole world, but I was anything but lonely, connected in a deeply
profound and unexplainable way to the entire universe. Where a footbridge had fallen
away, leaving a road to nowhere, I sat for a while in the rain. I was only aware of time
because there was evidence of it all around me. My childhood self was alive, soaring
through this realisation of what had only been an imagined place for so very long. I've
never had such a remarkable reward for holding onto a desire so innocent.
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Finding the others in this main maze of ruins, we then ventured towards the jungle
where we encountered more ruins still. The waterfall and stream running through the
jungle were pristine. Mother Nature's gorgeous eyes; clear, blue, life-giving. I was
soaked when we emerged from the jungle, but I couldn't have cared less. I was so
happy and so moved. The rain hid my flowing tears of joy. The others caught cabs
back to the hotel, but Jack and I were flying too high to care about the wet weather, so
we made our way back on foot. The walk back through the jungle and farmland in the
torrents of falling water was every bit as fantastic as everything else that had happened
so far. At times, I literally felt like an actual mushroom. We laughed hysterically the
whole way back. I have never felt so clean; physically, emotionally, spiritually. I didn't
come on this world trip looking for a fresh start, but I was gifted one on the house by
the magicians at Palenque.
The only downside was that I had completely forgotten about my cellphone in my
pocket. It drowned, dead, and meant I would have to continue my travels without a
phone, relying on my laptop and wifi to navigate the modern world.
Finally making it back at the hotel, Jack and I enjoyed a late lunch with the others
and then we all swam in the pool. I've always loved swimming in the rain. Floating on
my back, I looked up at the jungle trees moving in psychedelic motion above and felt
the rain flicker in colours on my face. In that moment, I could've died the happiest
person in the history of the world.
The sky grew darker as the day's end approached and my euphoria faded gently into
a contentment that has left a permanent smile in my heart. We hung around the pool
for a while, where I let the magnitude of the day slowly sink in, before getting ready for
our night bus to Mérida. The rain was coming down so thick and heavy, and after
having just gotten dry for the first time in what felt like years, we decided to get taxis
for the 500m trip the bus terminal. We farewelled Major, who is off to fight the drug
cartels, and boarded our 11pm bus for Mérida. I slept for nearly the whole trip, Fern
dozing next to me, the curtain coming down on one of the greatest days of my life.
Arriving at 7.30am in Mérida, I stepped off the bus to find the Palenque heat and
humidity had followed us. All of us were feeling pretty tired, so after we arrived at
Hotel Maria José in cabs, we went straight to our rooms and slept until midday. I went
for a quick walk with the girls to the Zócalo but decided to head back to the hotel for
lunch as it was simply too hot outside. I had lunch with Jack and Andy at the hotel,
Brexit being discussed at length again; Donald Trump thinks it's great news.
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I cooled the afternoon off in the pool with Fern. The water and the girl was
gorgeous. Another dark cloud gathered above and it was soon raining again with loud
whips of thunder. I dried myself off and hung around the hotel, finding the English
translations on their visitor information pamphlets particularly entertaining. One of the
safety instructions came across as almost little Shakespearean:
Before leaving room, we beseech wait a few minutes in the given after receiving your key
to the clerk, the maid for may to check your room and see if I forgot any purpose.
Later that night, we all went out for dinner to a restaurant by the Zócalo. It was a
lovely, warm evening, one of those summer nights that could last forever. Sweat
glistened on the faces of people. The night sky seems to hang low over Mérida.
Two terrible buskers started performing nearby, making us laugh. We settled the bill
and headed across the square to the light show about to take place on the facade of the
cathedral. The Mérida Cathedral is the oldest in all of Latin America, being built in the
1590s, just a century after Columbus' first voyage over the Atlantic. The Spanish really
were bastards and tore down the pyramid that stood on the site of the cathedral,
building the cathedral with the pyramid's enchanted stones.
Then, during the light show, a really surreal moment occurred. It actually had
nothing to do with the light show itself. Fern was talking to me, telling me all about
Frida Kahlo, when suddenly the way the orange street lights shined on her face, on her
smooth tanned skin, the way the air seemed to hang low in the heat of this warm
Mexican night, on the pretty face of this lovely Mexican girl, I was overcome with a
sense of nostalgia. For a few days I had been thinking about my upcoming journey
northwards to the United States and Canada, and how I really have no idea about what
is coming next in my life. I was hit with a nostalgia for my old life; the one of boredom
and pleasant certainty, of Wellington and nice Sunday afternoons on Cuba Street, the
life of yearning. The way the light struck Fern and the mood in that square that night
made it feel as though that moment in time will be significant for a long time in my life,
for a reason I cannot know yet. It felt like the beginning or the ending of a long novel,
one which starts or ends miles away from the rest of the story, before or after the
characters have forgotten themselves, purged by the events of the pages. It felt like my
life will now be told in relation to this moment, though I'm not sure how. That square,
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nondescript as it otherwise is, has something particularly powerful about it on warm
summer nights. I do not know what it is.
We went to a bar afterwards but us lads were feeling quite tired so we let the girls
have a girls' night out. I came back to the hotel and watched South Park in Spanish. I
was going to write a diary entry, but I lost my power adapter and couldn't charge my
laptop.
Yesterday morning, the group gathered in the hotel restaurant for breakfast, minus
Aussie-Step who was feeling too hungover. A van collected us outside the hotel for our
tour of some nearby cinotes. I'm not 100% of the science, but the Yucatán Peninsular
is apparently where the meteorite that killed the dinosaurs 65 million years ago struck
the earth, leaving behind some peculiar geological features, one of which is the cinotes;
huge underground pools of crystal clear water, bluer than the youngest skies.
Our tour guide, Raul, was a brilliantly happy man with kind eyes and an enormous
protruding belly. He drove us to two other hotels to pick up four more passengers; a
young Canadian couple on their honeymoon and a Mexican girl and her French
boyfriend. The following drive wasn't long, maybe 40 minutes, and we soon arrived at
the place where we would begin our journey to the cinotes. To make it to the
waterholes, we first had to climb aboard rickety rail carts which were pulled by some
very underfed horses. The carts were essentially just wooden pallets with torn canvas
rooves. The horses had their ribcages on show and looked miserable hauling these
ghastly carts. They were quite small horses, severely malnourished, and had cuts along
their noses where the naked rope was digging into their skin. It was awful. The wobbly
railway tracks soon came to a stop and the horses were allowed to munch on some
leaves and weeds. We then rode on motorbikes to another set of bent railway tracks
where we had to catch more emaciated-horse-drawn carts for the final leg to the first
cinote.
To get into the first cinote, we had to climb into the narrow opening of a dark tree
trunk, pivoting on a rusty ladder and slipping underneath the tree into the earth. A few
metres down the ladder was a huge cave. It wasn't cold like I had expected it to be, it
was warm and the air was dusty. We passed the stalagmites and stalactites and took a
few slippery steps into a deep pool of cool water. It was so refreshing. Swimming along
in the dark, Raul then showed us a place where we could climb up and step over a
ledge, falling into the darkness and into the water below. It was narrow so we had to be
careful not to hit the sides of the cave as we fell.
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Crawling back out to the surface through the tree trunk, we climbed aboard the
depressing rail carts and made our way to another cinote. This one was a wide pool of
water with a dome-shaped roof with a hole, like the Pantheon in Rome, allowing a
single bright beam of sunlight to shine through and illuminate the cave and water. The
water was so blue, like the eyes of beautiful Scandinavian girl. It was like swimming in a
vibrant blue jewel. Unfortunately, I lost my pounamu necklace when I jumped off a
ledge into the deep blue water. Raul said he will look for it, send it to Fern if he finds
it, and she will send it to me whenever I find myself in a fixed address somewhere in
the world. I wonder if I'll ever see it again? It made me wonder too; will I ever see Fern
again?
We snorkelled and dived in the wonderful water for a while before visiting the last
cinote. This last cinote was the best. It was a huge underground cathedral-like space
with a massive pool of the bluest water I have ever seen. It was a shade of blue that
made me ache. The way the sun broke through the gap in the rock above was heavenly,
like a brushstroke by the hand of nature, painting with light and water and bliss. We
lounged around in this underground paradise for a long while before Raul said it was
time to go. I didn't want to leave.
A savage thunder storm unleashed as we rode the depressing horse-trains and
motorbikes back to where we started. We stopped off at a small restaurant for some
lunch on the way back. We were starving, though not like those poor horses. After
lunch, on the van ride back to Mérida, the French kid, who was probably about 19 or
20, bored me to tears with his endless questions about New Zealand. "What's the deal
with New Zealand anyway?" "What do you do for fun in New Zealand?" "What is the
weather like in New Zealand?" I've never wanted to be an Australian before until I met
this fucking kid.
Back at the hotel, everyone got ready for a final night out in Mérida, except for
Aussie-Steph who was still feeling hungover. Just before the others all went out to
watch the Chile versus Argentina final of the Copa América, however, I got my first
rejections from publishers for my Joker manuscript so I decided to stay in and write my
sorrows away for a while. I went down to the hotel bar to watch the game, which
ended in Chile winning in a penalty shoot out. I messaged Fern on my laptop and told
her why I was chilling out on my own. She told me that I was on holiday and shouldn't
miss out on life because of some stupid publishers making mistakes they'll regret and
made me agree to come meet her at the Zócalo.
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When I went down to the Zócalo to meet her, I was overcome with that same
feeling I had had the night before. There is something about that main square at night
that makes you feel like you are walking into the most important pages of the book of
your own life. In the crowds of unfamiliar faces, I soon found Fern's. She's so
beautiful. Along with the others, we went to a bar resting off another square and spent
the night laughing and enjoying life. I soon forgot about the publishers.
We walked back to the hotel and smoked a couple of joints out on the sidewalk
before going for a late night swim in the hotel pool. Good weed, great friends, 2am
swims in hotel pools, Fern - these really are the best days of my youth. Then, later on,
alone with Fern in her room, we shared the single greatest night of passion of my
whole life.
This morning, we packed all our bags and ate breakfast together in the hotel
restaurant before getting into the private van we had rented to take us to Chichén Itzá
and Playa del Carmen. We weren't keen to spend our last journey together with any
annoying French kids and we wanted to play our own music and road trip in style
across the Yucatán Peninsular - all the way to the warm-forever of the Caribbean - so
we hired a van just for us. We arrived at Chichén Itzá after about an hour and half on
the road. This is another place I had always wanted to visit. In fact, it was arguably the
main reason why I chose to come to Mexico in the first place. The Mayan ruins here
aren't as romantic as the jungle-hidden ones of Palenque, but they're much grander.
Like all famous tourist attractions, however, it was overrun with tourists. Insane
heat, fat Americans, annoying hustlers selling cheap shit, and losers taking socialmedia-destined photos all tried their best to spoil the experience for me, but I had
waited too long for today for Disneyland to ruin it for me. The main pyramid was so
elegant and sleek, it was hard to take my eyes off it. The other ruins around the
pyramid were equally as fascinating. The huge ball court, still with its stone hoops
jutting out of the intricately carved walls, was very impressive. The winners - not the
losers, the winners - of the ball game got to receive the honour of being sacrificed on
the pyramid, their heads thrown down the steps to the base. The Mayans were fucking
badass.
With huge lizards walking around in the dust, and endless amounts of smaller
pyramids and other ruins through the sun and cacti, I was totally satisfied with my
much awaited visit to Chichén Itzá, despite it being more commercial than Christmas.
We ate lunch in the refuge of the air-conditioned restaurant before getting back into
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our van and heading for Playa del Carmen, the golden sun hanging low over the long,
flat roads out to the sea south of Cuba, over the coolest couple of days I've ever
known. We listened to rock and roll all the way.
The others have gone for a swim in the hotel pool. I needed to hang back to write
this all down. It will take me months, years even, to come to terms with how incredible
these last five days have been. The tour splits apart tomorrow. The two Stephs and I
continue, meeting up with a new group of people as we venture into Belize and
Guatemala, but the others return to their lives. They'll take off the friendship bracelets
they've bought, they'll put their work clothes back on, and they'll be left wondering if
what just happened to them in Mexico was even real.
Of them all, Fern will be the one I miss the most. She bought me a replacement
jade necklace yesterday off a shaman in Mérida. She also wrote me a love letter which
ended with 'Forever Fer'. Saying goodbye to her will break my heart for the second
time since I left home.
June 29th. Day 59.
Just after I finished the last diary entry, it was time for all of us to head out for our
last meal together. Since it was a special occasion, we decided to do something nice.
We had initially daydreamed of having a fancy private dinner on the beach, but we
were too late in booking it. However, the place we did go to, Alux, was incredible. It
was easily one of the best restaurants I've ever been to.
Catching a couple of cabs in the hot Playa del Carmen evening, we soon arrived at
the restaurant. The whole place was located within an enormous cinote that has had a
smooth concrete floor added. Lit with fairy lights and chandeliers, romantic settings
with private tables filled the entire cave network. There was even a dance floor and
several bars. It was a pretty amazing venue, but the food was just as good as the
surrounds. I got the Mayan Sacrifice; chicken pieces wrapped in bacon with feta cheese
and vegetables and mango sauce. I got the crème brûlée for desert.
Back up at the surface it had cooled ever so slightly, so we strolled through Playa
towards the beach. Arriving at the soft white sand, I saw the Caribbean Sea for the first
time. All the roads travelled had finally led us all to this moment. Fern looked out
across the sea and quietly said to me, "It's been quite a ride, huh?"
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We wet our feet in the sea and then sat around in a circle on the beach, passing a
joint around and reflecting on what had been an indescribable fortnight. From Mexico
City to the warm waters of the Caribbean, our group became a family.
Swapping the tranquillity of the beach for the sensory overload of the nightclubs,
we came to 12th Street, one of the main nightlife drags in Playa. It was absolutely
mental; lights, loud music, booze, the human animal sex quest. I've never been to an
international beach party town before, I've been to Las Vegas which is a different kind
of crazy but no Ibizas or Magalufs or Malias. Playa is sometimes called 'Little Cancún'
because it's just an hour's drive south of Cancún, an infamous American Spring Break
destination. I could almost see the volume of the pop music, it was so loud it shook my
bones. The clubs looked too packed and wild for our tired, stoned, and intimate group,
so after a quick drink we went back to the hotel to hang out on the rooftop terrace. It
was a beautiful and quiet spot overlooking Playa and it seemed a fine place for us to
fade into the night together.
Waking late yesterday morning, we all shuffled our rooms around; Jack, Andy, and
Fern getting new rooms for their non-tour nights in Playa while Corey checked into a
bed and breakfast elsewhere in town. The Stephs and I kept our rooms and were
scheduled to meet up later on with our new tour group at 6.30pm. Getting ready to hit
the beach, we all strolled through the main strip of Playa to a beach club with a
beachside restaurant. The streets are full of people trying to sell tourists all kinds of
things; tours, souvenirs, marijuana, cocaine. It was amazing having lunch just off the
white sanded coast of the Caribbean Sea. I couldn't help but think of the history; this
calm piece of water is where two worlds collided, forever altering the future of
mankind.
I hired a king-sized bed for our group to lounge around on in the sand, drinks being
served by passing waiters. This place is designed for tourists and relaxation. Electro
beat music pumped through speakers nearby as people bathed in the sun and the
water, lazily ordering drinks and food and reading books. Corey soon joined us and the
gang was together again.
Eventually, however, the Stephs and I needed to get ready to meet our new group,
so we all headed back to the hotel. We ended up having our new group's welcome
meeting on the rooftop terrace, amongst the cigarette butts and wine stains of our old
group's partying. My new guide is Carlos, a laid back Guatemalan dude, a mellow spirit,
very friendly. There are three German girls joining us, all friends working as au pairs in
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upstate New York. Then there are two young Aussie guys, mates from Sydney. They
seem like a deadly pair. I look forward to seeing what antics they get up to. Another
girl is going to join us in Belize. We ran through our itinerary; Tulum and Tikal being
the places I'm most itching to visit, and then we headed out for our first dinner.
Afterwards, the Stephs and I asked if anyone wanted to join us for a drink with our
old tour group. The Aussies had been partying hard in Playa for a few days, so they
needed to sleep, and the Germans seemed little shy, so we ended up just going by
ourselves and soon the old group was back together again. I'll miss Corey and Jack's
dry wit. I'll miss Andy's enthusiasm for life. I'll miss everything about Fern.
Something has appeared on the horizon, however: In August, Fern has three weeks
holiday to kill. My American journey will be reaching its loose end come August, after
my road trip with Paul from Detroit, so Fern and I made a plan to meet on Bourbon
Street in New Orleans on August 13th. After my time with Paul up north, I'll make my
way through the American south to Louisiana. I'll meet her on a hot afternoon. We'll
get cold drinks and listen to jazz.
With this plan in mind, our last night together wasn't full tears as it would've
otherwise been. Then, this morning, having farewelled my old friends the night before,
I said "See you on Bourbon Street" to Fern outside the hotel and climbed into a van
with my new tour group. It was with a heavy heart that I waved goodbye to her. I can't
wait to see her again in New Orleans, save for some menacing act of fate...
The drive to Tulum was pleasant and only took an hour or so, passing resorts the
entire time. We arrived at Villa Tulum and checked into our rooms. Because of the odd
numbers, I've got a room to myself everywhere we stay for the next two weeks. I like
having a room to myself, it means someone doesn't have the unenviable job of trying
to replace Andy.
I got some breakfast from the restaurant and hung around the pool with the others.
It was so hot that we dried off almost instantly. English-Steph and I rented some bikes
for 160 pesos for two days. The cost of living in Mexico is so cheap, even for EnglishSteph and her tumbling sterling. Cycling in the heavy afternoon sun, we made our way
south along a coastal road, the white beaches on our left and the green jungle on our
right. Unfortunately, we took a wrong turn early on so ended up miles away from
where we wanted to be; swimming at the beach overlooked by the ancient ruins of
Nômade. We eventually found the right beach, however, and the water was amazing,
like swimming in warm icing.
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English-Steph left to go have dinner with Carlos and the others but I decided to
stay on the beach. Jack had given me a huge bud of weed as a goodbye present, so I
rolled myself a joint and smoked it in the relaxing sun. Going for a swim, I looked
along the white beach, lined with enormous palm trees, up at the ancient ruins perched
atop the cliff. It was the most exotic sight my eyes have ever seen.
I didn't realise that there were no street lights, however, and so when I did decide to
cycle back to the hotel, I had to do so in the pitch black of night. I could barely see
anything and being high as a damn kite didn't help. Thankfully, I made it back to the
hotel in one piece. Something felt a little off when I went to bed, however, and it
wasn't because of the weed or the sketchy bike ride. It was because I was getting into
bed alone, without Fern.
June 30th. Day 60.
It was with a great deal of sadness that I realised this was my last full day in Mexico.
We cross the border into Belize tomorrow, so today was my last chance to go out and
see more of this amazing country. It was an incredible last day too, Mexico not bowing
out without a spectacle. With Carlos, the two Stephs, and the three Germans, I caught
the 8am van from the hotel to the Tulum ruins. They weren't the largest or grandest
ruins I've seen, but they were easily the most gorgeous.
Perched atop steep grey cliffs, resting amongst tropical trees, rising high over soft
bands of white sand, and overlooking the turquoise Caribbean Sea, the ruins were out
of the wild imagination of some author, like Robert Louis Stevenson. Every childhood
fantasy of the Caribbean was coming to life before my eyes; ancient Mayan jungle
cities, Caribbean pirates, lost treasure, exotic landscapes - it was breathtaking. The view
of the temples along the waterfront were the most picturesque things I've ever seen.
They were so gorgeous. They looked just as awesome up close as they had from far
away on the beach yesterday. Flowers of pink, orange, and purple were spread
throughout the lawns and gardens surrounding the ruins, adding splashes of colour. It
was exquisite.
I could've happily spent the rest of my days in those ruins. Each morning, after a
lovely warm swim, I'd take the winding stone staircase up past the white beach to the
hill covered in palm trees and rest in the Temple of the God of the Wind, drinking a
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coconut and looking out over the Caribbean Sea, flooded with pale blues and greens,
awash with golden sunshine.
It was good we got there as early as we did because as we were leaving we saw
streams of tourists heading in, not to mention the sun was already getting
excruciatingly hot. Hopping back into the van, we drove down a bumpy jungle road to
see some more cinotes. The driver stopped the ride momentarily when he saw a huge
snake crawling along the dirt road. A sign of good luck, or so he said. He drove on and
smiled, saying to himself, "Welcome to the jungle".
Arriving at the first cinote, we walked along underground wooden platforms, built
about one foot above the shallow water that filled the cinote. The platforms took us to
a large underground dome-like space filled with stalactites and tiny bats swooping
around. The cave was lined with carefully placed underwater lights, dramatically
illuminating this extraordinary place. The wooden platforms led us outside again to the
second cinote. This second cinote was the best one I've seen. With just a tiny hole in
the limestone ceiling acting as an entrance, a steep wooden staircase led down into the
darkness to a small platform built in the centre of a wide open cave full of water. It was
like standing in a villain's secret lair. At first, I was a little annoyed that we had to wear
lifejackets, but when I got down into the water I knew why. Jumping off the platform
into the cool water, I was able to rest without treading water, which was important as
we were about to swim through an amazing tour of the cave network.
The water was so blue. It was deep too, 25m in some parts, but there were some
parts of the journey where our heads were mere inches from the cave's stalactiteceiling. In single file, all seven of us followed the guide. We went down long, thin
passageways of deep water, trying not to bang our heads on the forming stalactites
above. If the lights along the floor, some metres underwater, suddenly went out, we'd
have been lost in pitch blackness. In some places we saw ocean fossils, millions of
years old, evidence that the Yucatán Peninsula was once underwater. We went deeper
into the caves, deeper into the earth, and emerged at one chamber where baby
stalactites were growing. The tiny stalactites were only a few centuries old. It was like
being in the womb of the world, in the silent sanctuary where rock is nurtured.
Threading our way back through the maze of low-hanging stalactites, we came back
to the large main chamber with the platform in the centre. We took off our lifejackets
and swam over to it, climbing back up the steep staircase through the hole in middle of
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the ceiling into the single beam of sunlight. Mexico had blown me away, yet again, and
all before 11.30am.
Unfortunately, English-Steph began to feel faint as we emerged from the cinote.
She had been shivering in the cold underground water. We drove her back to the hotel
for some rest, spotting some fresh jaguar footprints in the mud along the way. I
decided to skip the last cinote, just a big open-air one, and went back to the hotel with
English-Steph. Later on, when she had recovered, we cycled along the exotic jungle
roads again and arrived back at Santa Fe beach. It was quiet down the end closest to
the Tulum ruins, almost like a private beach. We alternated our swims so as to keep an
eye on our stuff as there were some dodgy looking guys hanging around. Floating in
the warm waters of the Caribbean, I looked down both sides of the white beach. To
the south waved a large Mexican flag rippling gently over the beach club with those
vibrant Italian colours and the eagle-emblem. To the north stood the majestic ruins
right along the coast. It was a grand farewell from Mexico.
Sunbathing for a while, we rode our bikes back to Villa Tulum where we had a
meeting at 7.30pm with the group about our journey tomorrow. At 7am, we drive
south for three hours to the border, cross into Belize, drive south for two more hours
to Belize City, and then take a one hour boat ride out to the island of Caye Caulker. I
think we're staying there for two nights. It will be strange being back in an Englishspeaking country. I plan on having lots of conversations with locals.
Mexico was nothing like I expected it to be. I've grown quite affectionate towards it.
I've been so busy doing crazy things that I haven't had much time to reflect on the
people here, other than their friendliness. There is something easy about Mexico.
There is a slowness in the air, an acceptance of the need for a gentle pace of life that I
find comforting. The way of things here, I could get used them.
This country, and one its daughters, has stolen my heart.
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Belize
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July 2nd. Day 62.
The drive south from Tulum to the Belizean border was a pretty boring one, just
green jungle on either side of a long straight road for three hours, no hills or lakes or
rivers, giving me little else to do but think about my time in Mexico. I kept hearing
Fernanda's words in my head, the ones she spoke in a moment of reflection as she
looked out across the Caribbean Sea in Playa del Carmen, "It's been quite a ride, huh".
Eventually, our van finally made it to the border. We got out of our van, unloaded
our luggage and went through the customs process on foot. I literally did it on foot
because my jandals broke as we exited the van, so it was in bare feet that I entered my
nineteenth country.
The border crossing was slow, mired by shoddy dealings and hints of corruption. If
you're in Mexico longer than one week, you need to pay a departure tax of US$25. This
is fine, but the Mexican border police wanted the three German girls to pay this tax
(presumably straight into their pockets) despite them only being in the country for six
days. Then there was the woman who hadn't clicked the date on her stamp over from
'JUN' to 'JUL'. We had to get her to change it somehow without re-entering Mexico to
ask her and get her to re-stamp our passports because the Belizean border guards
wouldn't let us enter their country without the correct dates in our passports. A
Mexican official ended up helping us by running our passports back to the woman. He
wanted a tip for this but I didn't want to give him one. I offered him ten pesos but he
asked, "What can I do with ten pesos?" I replied, "You can fuck off".
A second van on the Belizean side of the border collected us and took us to the
customs building where we would finally enter the country. After 60 days of being in
non-English speaking countries, it was surreal to hear and see only English again.
When the customs official asked me if I packed my own bag, I replied "Si, I mean,
yes". A rather awful billboard was the first thing that greeted us on the unmarked
country highway. It had a picture of man behind bars and asked an ominous rhetorical
question, "Are you here for child sex tourism?"
With our clocks back one hour, driving through the countryside towards Belize
City, I was struck by how poor Belize appeared. I'm not sure of the statistics, but
Belize looked tired. Beautiful rivers and jungles, but the buildings and the people
looked like they were struggling. We drove through Orange Walk, Sand Hill, and
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Ladyville before arriving on the dusty streets of Belize City. I asked Carlos if Belize
City is a nice place. His reply was a little blunt and rather telling, "No".
Getting out of the van at the water taxi dock, I looked around a little while we
waited for Carlos to buy the tickets to Caye Caulker. The streets and buildings were
broken and dilapidated, Belize looked like a tough place. The history of the world is
even more apparent in Belize than in Mexico. In Mexico, I was aware of the Spanish
influence on the Americas, but in Belize I was more aware of all the battles between
the great European colonial powers. In Belize, African descendants in the Americas
speak English in a sea of Spanish. Complex histories have taken place for this country
to exist the way that it does. I can't say it better than Bob Marley, whose picture and
music is everywhere here:
Stolen from Africa
Brought to America
Fighting on arrival
Fighting for survival
We piled onto a small boat with lots of other passengers. The Caye Caulker Lobster
Fest is on this weekend, so the tiny island's population is quadrupling. The boat ride on
the Caribbean Sea was lovely. I saw a few tiny islands with just one house or mansion
on them, a small wharf, and a strip of white sandy beach with a coconut tree drooping
over it. This part of the world is the mythical paradise, a place of fable and fantasy.
When we got to Caye Caulker, I saw that the effortless streets were of white sand; no
cars, no pavements, just golf carts, bikes, scooters, and white sand. People walk about
here without a care in the world, very different to Belize City.
Hopping on the back of a golf cart, the two Aussies and I rode around the tiny
island to the China Town Hotel. Lots of hotels and shops in Belize are apparently run
by Chinese immigrants. I got into my room and turned on the air-conditioner,
dismayed to see that it wouldn't go any lower than 25º. Still, 25º felt like a freezer
compared to the outside temperature. Carlos took us all for a short walk to the end of
the island where an idyllic bar, the Lazy Lizard, rests on the waterfront, tables sitting in
the shallow sea. The place was full of American tourists. We got a couple of cold
drinks and went for a swim before getting something to eat. The Lobster Fest was
warming up when we walked back to the hotel. On the walk, I was offered marijuana
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and cocaine by hustlers on the street. They call cocaine 'Charlie' here. "Charlie, mon?
You won Charlie?" That accent, that Caribbean cool, it hangs low, laced with a voodoo
edge, as if soaked in rum. It's probably the coolest accent of all the English speakers in
the world. If I could get away with it, I would choose that West Indian laugh every
time.
I had a quick shower at the hotel and got changed, heading back out for dinner with
the others. A new girl joined the tour; Jess from Sydney, she's been volunteering here
for a while. We are now four Aussies, three Germans, one Brit, one Kiwi, and a
Guatemalan. After dinner, the others headed to the bars, so I decided to head back to
the hotel to finally put on pair of shoes in Belize. I joined Jack, Alex, and Carlos on a
scout around the festival. There were pop-up bars selling drinks and cranking reggae
music, as well as a dance stage with Caribbean hip-hop blasting into the warm night.
Jack said the cheap beer tasted like "Watery vomit". We went to a convenience store
where the boys bought a bottle of rum.
Out of the mayhem of the crowds, we went to the darkened waterfront and sat in
an old lady's garden (she let us) as the boys drank their bottle of rum. While we sat
there, Carlos told us horror stories about the crime in Guatemala, mainly flowing from
the War on Drugs, which has now been raging for half a fucking century. Guatemala City
is broken into administrative zones, Zone 18 being the lethal one. With the rival gangs
constantly fighting there with rocket launchers, grenades, and machine guns, not even
the army bothers Zone 18. Carlos has lived in Guatemala City his whole life and has
never been there. We asked what would happen if we ventured into Zone 18. The
short answer is that we would be killed, but we wouldn't just be shot, we'd
be dismembered.
The boys were fairly tanked by the time they finished their rum and were keen to
check out the only nightclub on this tropical island, the aptly named Reggae Bar. The
dancing at this nightclub was too much for me; heavy and dirty booty grinding. I clung
to the bar, well aware how far out of my sober-dancing depth I was. However, some
gross burnt-out hippie chick from Denver annoyed me at the bar. Drunk and fried, her
tedious stories of eating acid in Guatemala irritated me. "It was a full moon party, and
like, nobody spoke any English, so I couldn't say, like, look at moon, dude!"
The boys were braving the dance floor, so I bailed and called it a night. On my way
out of the nightclub, I saw some guy being arrested, but I didn't stick around to see
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why. Probably drug related. And with that, my first crazy, wild, beautiful day in
Belize came to an end.
We had arranged to go on a snorkelling trip to the Belize Barrier Reef today, minus
Jess who had already done it. I got a coffee at a cafe down the main drag and made my
way to the dive shop where I rented my gear for the day. The Aussie boys were a little
late, that bottle of rum having done them in, so I bought a beach towel and a pair of
jandals while I waited. The beach towel is the flag of Belize. I didn't know this, but
Belize only gained independence from Guatemala in 1981, making it the youngest
country I've ever visited. They wave their young flag very proudly here. The Aussies
soon arrived, sick but alive, and we made our way to the eastern side of the island to
catch our yacht. The yacht was nice and spacious, giving us room to lounge around in
the sun as we sailed out to the reef. Hundreds of metres out at sea and we could still
see the bottom, the water was so clear and shallow.
The Caribbean Sea is simply breathtaking. It is so clear that at times it almost
appears white from the sand underneath it. Other times it is pale shades of turquoise.
It is the most gorgeous piece of water I've ever seen. I cannot describe it. Not even a
camera can relay it. You simply have to see this water for yourself to believe it. It is so,
so beautiful it hurts to look at, the pain stemming from the fact that you know you
won't ever find the words to describe it to others. I will spend my whole life trying to
articulate how amazing the waters of the Caribbean Sea are.
Snorkelling along the coral reef was incredible. The plants and coral were outlined
in glowing colours, bright purples and yellows and greens. The fish were florescent,
electric colours. The string rays were like foreboding spacecraft, floating slowly over
coral cities and casting their shadows below. I kept my distance from their long tails.
The highlight was the sharks. "Dey only like white meat, mon", joked the boat's captain
as I dived into the crystal water. The sharks weren't big, maybe 2m long at the most,
but the way they swim, or fly, through the water is so elegant and graceful. They're
beautiful animals and this is a beautiful world. "Deers sharks righ unda you, mon", said
one of the guides as we swam around the reef, so I looked down and there was at least
ten sharks sleeping on the soft, white-sanded sea bed.
This day was already ranking as one of the most amazing of my whole life, but then
the icing on the cake was delivered in the truest of styles. We put up the mainsail and
let the gentle breeze drift us all the way back to Caye Caulker, along the vast, shallow
Caribbean Sea, shaded white, blue, and green. It took a few hours longer than with the
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motor, but I would've been happy if that boat journey had continued until the end of
time, over the horizon, and into unending light of the world. Sitting on the nose of the
yacht, the only sounds were the gentle lapping of the water, the quiet flapping of the
canvas sail, and the faint reggae music coming from the captain's radio. I sat there in
the hot sun, feet dangling over the front of the boat, and looked out across the
Caribbean. Paradise was mine. Had the edge of the world appeared in the distance, I
wouldn't have budged, I would've simply sat and watched it draw nearer with a lazy
smile.
The captain began passing around glasses of rum, so I quietly told him I don't drink.
He said he'd get me a juice, but the drink he gave me definitely had rum in it. I took a
couple of sips and thought there is probably no better place to enjoy some rum than
on the pirate seas of imagination, looking out across the bluest ocean on earth. Drifting
by the northern tip of the island, we pulled into the docks and thanked the captain.
A Belizean guy on the boat then told us that tonight is the night the Lobster Fest will
really kick off, last night just being a warm up. Hundreds of people from the mainland
and elsewhere have arrived on the island and the party is going to go from sundown to
sunrise.
July 3rd. Day 63.
I went down to the Lobster Fest last night but had left it too late; all the lobsters
were sold out. I was going to have to wait until the next catch came in. Walking
through the hot streets of the festival was cool; lots of people drinking and dancing. I
soon found Jack, Alex, and Carlos in a restaurant and joined them. They were talking
to a man with a Belizean flag bandanna and quite possibly the coolest name I've ever
come across: Aaron Moses Casanova. He had seemingly just sat himself down at their
table and had begun telling them his life story. He used to be a cocaine dealer but one
day he got shot nine times and almost died, so he turned his life around and is trying to
make it as a rapper. He gave us a demonstration of his lyrical abilities before leaving.
We would see this character several times again throughout the night.
We left the restaurant and went to one of the bars along the beachfront. The bar
was full of drunk tourists dancing. At one point I went outside onto the beachfront to
watch the thunderstorm lighting up the mainland several miles away. While I watched
the storm, a random guy came up to me and started ranting incoherently. He was
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muscular, his skin was jet black, and his eyes were wild. The bottle of rum in his hand
was nearly empty. He said his name was Scary. I had no idea what he was saying, only
picking up a few words here and there. I did manage to catch him say, "I'm so multitalented", so I asked him, "What is your best talent?" He said that he could open a
coconut with his teeth. I said I didn't believe him, so he handed me his bottle of rum
and staggered off down the beach in search of a coconut to prove to me that he
"Nevah lighs". He soon came back with a coconut and before my very eyes he opened
it with his teeth in four seconds flat. It was an incredible, frenzy-like savaging of this
coconut. When he finished, his mouth was bleeding but he dropped the coconut to the
ground like a rapper drops a mic and staggered off into the night yelling, "I em da
fuckin champiuhn of de world, mon!"
Scary's antics had caught the attention of a couple of Australian girls who began
chatting to me. We decided to head to the Reggae Bar, Jack and Carlos joining us. Alex
had gone to bed because he wasn't feeling well. The Reggae Bar and the Aussie girls
were cool, but I had a sunburnt back from the day of snorkelling and couldn't dance,
so I decided to call it a night around 2am just as the others were going on to another
bar in an isolated part of the island.
I hadn't had a sleep longer than six hours since I had left Tokyo, so when I woke
this morning after a nine hour sleep, I felt ten years younger. There were no plans for
the group today so I took my washing down to Jasmine's Laundromat. Everything in
Belize is Somebody's Something, like Philip's Bakery, Glen's Art Gallery, or Nick's IceCream House. Remarkably, the other day when my jandals broke and I had no shoes
on, we happened to drive past Dave's Shoe Repairs.
I went for a walk through the backstreets of the island, all of which covered in a
fine layer of white sand. On an island this small, even with just nine friends here, I
quickly bumped into them all at different points on my hunt for a nice writing spot. In
the end, I wasn't feeling dedicated enough to write anything of substance, so I hung
out with Jack and Alex, getting coffees and food and wandering around.
We went back up to the Lazy Lizard for a swim. The Caribbean Sea was lovely, as
always. If anything it was too warm. Carlos soon joined us, as did Jess. I think they
might hook up. We hung around the bar as the sun slowly went down to the west over
the Caribbean. We had to get back to the hotel for the 7.30pm group meeting, where
Carlos ran over the plan for tomorrow, so we walked back through the festival. My
new jandals broke on the walk; Belize seemingly keen to keep me in bare feet. I had to
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tread carefully over bottle caps, cigarette butts, broken glass, cups, and pieces of lobster
covering the sandy street.
After the group meeting I headed out to finally get some lobster. While I walked
down the street towards the festival, the power on the island went out. The sudden
plunge into darkness created a wild and exciting atmosphere. Torches and candles were
everywhere. The stars above became clearer. Yet another reminder that life is
constantly full of surprises.
By the time the power on the island had kicked back on, I had caught up with Jess
and the two Stephs. We found a nice restaurant, Habanero's, and I finally got to try
some lobster. I got a whole lobster, grilled, with mango sauce.
We're catching an 8am boat back to the mainland tomorrow and then taking a three
hour bus ride inland to San Ignacio. We'll be surrounded by the jungle. I'll be sad to
leave the Caribbean behind, but I have a feeling I'll be coming back to this enchanting
sea again someday, the sea where the sky seems closer and the wind is gentle and
warm. Seven days just wasn't enough time. Neither would seven lifetimes be.
July 5th. Day 65.
I woke early yesterday morning and headed to a cafe for a relaxing morning coffee.
When I got back to the hotel, however, I realised I had locked my key in my room, so I
rushed around trying to find someone to help me open it so I could get my stuff and
catch the 8am boat back to Belize City. Time marched on as bored and unhelpful staff
fobbed the task off to each other, until eventually someone with keys showed up. I
quickly tossed all my belongings into my suitcase and raced down to the dock, in my
bare feet, making it with a few minutes to spare. While we waited to board our boat, a
crazy woman began talking to us. She told us she was a policewoman, a university
lecturer, and a psychic, having predicted both 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina. Nobody
had listened to her warnings though, instead saying, "This woman is crazy, put her
away". I asked her what the next disaster looming on mankind's horizon is. She said,
"Oh, everything is coming, the whole world".
Our speedboat was soon crammed full of people and we were ready to leave Caye
Caulker. The boat raced across the Caribbean Sea, weaving through different islands
towards Belize City. I sat at the front, the full face of wind waking me up more than
my coffee had. Belize City soon emerged in the grey distance, its buildings no
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bigger than four or five stories high. Belize City had a bleak feel to it; a rundown place,
all the infrastructure seemed broken, the streets were dusty, the sidewalks were broken,
dreary concrete blocks with scrap metal and wood strewn about, and all the pipes and
fences were rusted red and brown. People walked about as if they were in some kind of
daze. There didn't appear to be any well-kept public spaces, it was all just dirt and trash
and stray dogs.
And it was in bare feet that I walked through the grime of downtown Belize City,
dragging my luggage behind me. We soon piled into a couple of cabs and drove to the
bus terminal. While we waited on the platform for our bus to San Ignacio, we saw a
family of Mennonites, similar in appearance and tradition to the Amish of
Pennsylvania. Apparently there's a large community of them in Belize. I had no idea.
They're hardworking farmers who produce crops and keep to themselves.
Getting onto the repurposed American school bus, I was resigned to find the only
free seat was the one above the wheel, meaning I had no leg room. In the foetal
position, I watched Belize City quickly turn to countryside as the bus rolled along the
Western Highway. The Western Highway took us past the Belizean capital of
Belmopan, often cited as the smallest capital in the world. After Hurricane Hattie in
1961, Belize City was so badly damaged that the government moved the capital of
Belize (then known as British Honduras) inland to Belmopan, which today only has a
population of around 20,000 people.
One of the towns we drove through was Blackman Eddy. Belize has the funniest
town names I've ever encountered, my personal favourite being More Tomorrow.
However funny these names are, there's little humour to be found in the poverty of the
Belizean countryside. Many of the houses amongst the fields of palm trees and
sugarcane look fine, and a lot of the people seem more than happy, but there were a lot
of exhausted, half-built, or half-collapsed looking shacks that people were living in too.
Even through my self-centred feelings of shame and pity, I could see that people in
Belize were struggling. There's serious hardship here.
Pulling into San Ignacio after two hours or so, it was a relief to finally get off the
bus. The buildings in San Ignacio have the same grim quality to them that those in
Belize City have, but for some reason there was less of that ghetto feeling. I think the
surrounding hills, which provide shape and greenery to this small town, are partly to
thank for this.
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Passing the tiny main square, we walked up an alleyway to the main street, Burns
Avenue. At the end of Burns Avenue is the intersection where five small roads meet.
Two bars sit opposite each other at this end of Burns Avenue, creating the centre of
town. This is also where the sad and desperate drug dealers hang out all day, everyday.
"Hey mon, whatchu need? I got da green stuff, da white stuff, brown stuff,
mushrooms. I be real professional. We go down to da reevah, smoke up. I ain't afraid
of da police, mon. I don carry nuffin on me. It's all at ma house, mon, we can go there
now".
We checked into Venus Hotel on Burns Avenue. There was no air-conditioning in
the rooms. My room just had one of those ceiling fans like in Apocalypse Now. The
room was hot and sweaty too, putting me right into Coppola's imagination. The girls
weren't interested in seeing the nearby ruins, so it was just Carlos, Jack, Alex, and I
who made the hike up the hill to see the stone remains of Cahal Pech. I bought a new
pair of jandals on the way. It was a decent climb to the top of the hill, made even
harder by the sweltering heat, but we soon made it to the top and looked out across
San Ignacio. Mexico was to the north, Guatemala to the west.
I could never tire of Mayan ruins. Each ancient site has its own unique charm to it.
The ruins of Cahal Pech were empty of other tourists, secluded quietly in the
surrounding trees. Sunlight and birdsong filled the trees as we climbed the pyramids
and explored the stairways and crumbling corridors of what was once a ruler's palace.
It was so tiring yet so peaceful that when we stopped to admire where we were, all four
of us ended up falling asleep on different levels on one face of one of the pyramids.
Waking sometime later, we strolled back down the hill into San Ignacio, where we
kicked around for a while, meeting locals selling jewellery, getting drinks at bars and
cafes, and being offered drugs by the dealers on Burns Avenue. San Ignacio is probably
one of the few places on earth where you can see Rastafarians and Mennonites walking
down the same street. I bought a bracelet from one of the roadside Rastas whose
dreadlocks touched the ground. I now have a bracelet from Japan, Mexico, and Belize;
a typical travelling dickhead.
Carlos then took us to buy tickets for a tour of the Actun Tunichil Muknal cave,
referred to as the ATM cave. The cave is widely considered the best attraction in
Belize. It's a deep cave system where the Mayans used to go and make human
sacrifices. So, this morning at 7am, we got into a series of vans and drove out of San
Ignacio into the jungle. I listened to The Doors to echo the Apocalypse Now vibe.
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Parking up, we hiked for half an hour through the jungle to get to the cave's
entrance, crossing the same river three different times. I like the jungle, it reminds me a
little of the forests in New Zealand, only with the multitude of different species that
can kill you. Arriving at the entrance, a huge stone gateway in the middle of the jungle,
we swam ten or so metres through deep water to cross the threshold into the cave.
Farewelling the daylight, we pressed on into the cave, far into the depths of the earth.
For hours, we scaled waterfalls, shimmied down crevasses, and swam through pools of
cold water. There were at least a thousand stages where any reasonable person
should've turned back, not wanting to be swallowed alive by these jagged stone
dungeons. We pressed on, and on, and on.
In some places the passageways were so narrow that we had to position our heads
carefully and hold our chins up and slide past protruding rocks that scraped our necks.
There was water up to our chests. Thin corridors of stone kept going, however, further
and further underneath the mountains above us. My guide was a fairly fat man,
reassuring me that if he could fit through this claustrophobic vortex of rock then so
could I. He stopped at various points to show us particular and stunning rock
formations thousands or maybe millions of years old. He pointed out different shadow
plays that could be made with torches and the rock formations, that were indeed made
by the Mayan elite who dared venture this far into the bowels of the world. The
Mayans would ingest mushrooms and beat drums, dancing with flaming torches and
performing trance-like rituals. Chills ran down my spine as I passed the same cave walls
they would have. About a kilometre into one dark chasm, we diverted from the main
passage, which itself continued for miles in darkness, and scaled a cliff that had a thin
opening in the rock at the top, leading us into a wide chamber.
Carefully walking across this chamber, our guide began showing us the remains of
hundreds of ceramic pots and other offerings to the gods. Everything has been left as
it was found, nothing has ever been touched, some things have been slowly moved by
water over the centuries, but the cave is a living museum. Continuing on past this
chamber, through tiny corridors of rock, we soon came to a precariously placed
wooden ladder, fastened with rope to the cave wall. Climbing the ladder, we arrived at
a smaller chamber in the rock. It was here that we finally came to the place where our
planet hides its darkest secret: the human being. This is where we saw the remains of
the human sacrifices.
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In the deepest, darkest tomb of the earth, lies a perfectly intact human skeleton.
Entombed deep under this mountain, hidden within the marrow of the planet's bones,
are the bones of a human being, frozen over in crystallised time. This planet is full of
dark secrets and Actun Tunichil Muknal whispers the darkest one. We might destroy
ourselves and our environment, but the world will live on. Our bones might be seen
again someday, by someone or something, and the frightening tale of the human being
is preserved for that day in this cave, in a place where man and planet are woven
together into stone. It was a harrowing privilege to be able to come to this place.
With no further into the abyss to go, we turned our backs on the white skeleton and
made our way back through the black walls of stone and cold water, finally arriving
back at the cave's opening. The sight of the blue and green of the outside world was
overwhelmingly beautiful. Colour and light reconnected my eyes to life in the form of a
rich and vivid jungle. We hiked back across the river three times and made it to the
vans. I listened to The Doors again on the drive out of the jungle. Back in San Ignacio,
Carlos ran us through the plan for tomorrow. We're going to be leaving Belize in the
morning, crossing over into his native Guatemala, and then visiting Tikal. I love the
smell of adventure in the morning.
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Guatemala
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July 6th. Day 66.
I'm disappointed I'm writing this entry tonight. I shouldn't be able to. I should be
out camping by the jungle ruins of Tikal. Unfortunately, the rainy season had other
plans. I packed my things this morning, preparing a daypack in the hope of being able
to camp out the night in the jungle. I met the others on Burns Avenue and we caught
our van to the Belize-Guatemala border. The drive from San Ignacio to the border
didn't take long, but it did give me one last chance to see the Belizean countryside; the
cinderblock ruins of forgotten homes, the devastatingly poor people, the gorgeous
jungle landscapes. Belize is an anomaly, a strikingly unique country.
At the border, we got off the van and carted our luggage towards the Belizean
customs house. On the way, black market currency dealers fixed up our loose change.
American dollars, Belizean dollars, Mexican pesos, and Guatemalan quetzals swapped
hands in all directions. Belize is a funny place when it comes to money. It's a poor
country, but it's expensive. The exchange rate against the greenback is artificially kept
at two Belizean to one American, so it's easy to calculate prices in American dollars,
which are accepted across the country. Often, I'd pay with a mixture of George
Washingtons and Queen Elizabeths.
The customs official chewed gum as she processed me, stamping my passport and
letting me exit her country. Walking outside towards the Guatemalan customs house, I
saw the usual collection of taxi drivers and heavily armed paramilitary police officers
loitering around, looking equally parts bored and badass. Inside the Guatemalan
customs house, where the world became Spanish again, a strangely familiar and
comforting thing, another bored looking official stamped my passport without a single
question. Off to the side stood the suavest looking paramilitary of them all. He had a
crimson red shirt on, black pants, black boots, a black beret, and a shotgun slung over
his shoulder. If it weren't for the shotgun, he would've appeared like any Wellington
hipster, but the shotgun and the fierce snarl in his stare gave him that deadly edge; the
revolutionary flare, the cool style to overthrow. Getting into a Guatemalan van, we
drove over the Río Mopán and into my twentieth country.
The Guatemalan countryside immediately felt slightly healthier than the Belizean, a
little more like Mexico's. Carlos seemed happy to be back on home soil, there was a
special glint in his eye that only appears when a man returns to his beloved country. It
wasn't long before we arrived at the small town of El Remate on Lago Petén Itzá,
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stopping off at a small restaurant and pool that overlooked the lake and hills. We then
got the disappointing news that because of the wet forecast we wouldn't be able to
camp near Tikal. We were still able to do the sunset tour of Tikal, however, so Carlos
introduced us to his good friend and Tikal guide, Juan, who drove us 16km through
the jungle to Tikal. The rain began to pour heavily, then it stopped abruptly. Then it
started again. Then it stopped again. This unpredictability being why our camping was
cancelled. When we entered the gates of the Tikal, Juan said with childish glee,
"Welcome to Jurassic Park".
Juan struck me as a lovely man with a warm and friendly spirit. He had a rich
knowledge of Tikal and the Mayans, being able read ancient Mayan hieroglyphs and
speak their language. He showed us around Tikal, which is an enormous jungle reserve
of 16 square kilometres and which houses over 4,000 ruins. The main buildings are the
pyramids and temples, rising high through the thick canopies of rainforest trees where
spider monkeys and exotic birds make their homes. Hiking through the jungle, Juan
filled our heads with fascinating stories and histories of this ancient city.
Climbing Temple 4, we sat for a long time at the top, overlooking the green carpet
of rainforest stretching all the way to the horizon and beyond. We could hear howler
monkeys in the distance and could see the ruined peaks of the main plaza temples in
the distance, jutting out of the thick jungle to contrast against the blue sky. It was a
mesmerising view; exotic and rich, filled with imagination and adventure. The view was
made famous in popular culture in Star Wars in 1977 as the location of the rebel
base. I could've sat there on the top of Temple 4 forever; looking out contently as
nature tried to haul down these giant stone ruins, strangling them with vines. We scaled
back down the temple, back under the tree-roof of green, and back to the jungle floor.
A man with an ice-cooler was selling beers and sodas at the bottom of the temple, so
we stopped to buy some. Coca-Cola in the middle of the jungle - capitalism. We then
walked through more jungle towards the main plaza.
Two huge temples dominate the plaza which is surrounded by complex piles of
ruins and thick jungle. Climbing over ruins, peering through trees to see ruins in the
distance, living out my childhood fantasies; I was in a dream. I climbed up pathways,
stone stairways, and broken buildings, coming to rises that offered jaw-dropping scenes
of imagination and wonder. Of all the Mayan and Aztec ruins, Tikal reigned. I was
speechless, breathless, and dizzy with excitement. I felt five years old again, exploring
with total freedom these ruins of a thousand year decay. I was alive in my own
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dreams. Tikal took me to a place I never thought I'd go, despite spending my life
seeking the way there. Books, video games, movies, daydreams; they've all taken me
close, but today I finally made it. In the heart of the jungle, I made it to the centre of
my childhood longing. My own Neverland. Today, the boy I once was felt thankful to
the man I now am.
How glad I was that I had come down from Temple 4 to visit the plaza, but how
sad I was that I would now have to leave Tikal. But I never truly left Tikal, I'm forever
bound to its mystique. Such was its power. It didn't rain a drop either, the sky was blue
before it was pink before it was black. To be there as the sun went down, magic hour
in a magic place, I felt so rich in life. Treated to the greatest treasures of the world; I
was privileged, honoured, grateful.
The drive back through the darkened jungle allowed me time to process what I had
just experienced. Arriving back at El Remate, I gave Juan a generous tip and thanked
him sincerely for the experience. He seemed to understand my genuine appreciation
and modestly nodded, grabbing me on the shoulder and saying, "My pleasure, amigo".
I just had dinner at the hotel restaurant with Jack and Alex. There were around six or
seven heavily armed police officers there too, all sharing a laugh and a drink, all armed
with M16s, AK47s, shotguns, pistols, beers, and espressos. Guatemala is killer.
July 7th. Day 67.
I got up this morning at 7.55am, giving me just enough time to go to the store and
buy food and drinks for our 8am bus to Río Dulce. Río Dulce sits on Lago de Izabal,
the biggest lake in Guatemala which rests between Belize and Honduras. The bus ride
was going to take about five hours, so I put on my headphones and listened to music
as we drove south through the lush countryside of Guatemala. The countryside is
bright green and full of palm trees and wetlands. Mountains and ridge lines cut
dramatic scenes through the country, all of them smothered with tropic jungle trees,
vines crawling up and over the summits. Wooden huts with thatched roofs snuggle
into the thick jungle greenery. People go about their lives on the roads and farmlands.
The landscape was gorgeous, lush and full of life. At one point, we saw a Belizean
checkpoint high atop a hill, so we were obviously travelling close the border. We
arrived in Río Dulce around 1.30pm. We drove through the town, only stopping briefly
for petrol, before heading to a hot spring on the outskirts of town.
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We parked the van down a jungle road by a river, seeing locals washing their clothes
in the water. Walking along a jungle trail, the place we were headed was called Paradiso.
The jungle trail led us down the sulphuric-scented river and I couldn't help but think of
the Meguro River in Tokyo. We soon arrived at Paradiso; a special place where two
waterfalls converge into one deep swimming hole. One of the waterfalls is normal river
water, nice and cool, and the other is from the nearby thermal hot spring, piping hot.
The secluded swimming hole was surrounded by thick jungle, sunlight passing gently
through the leaves and vines and shining on the exotic water.
I dived in and swam across to a cluster of warm boulders where the two waterfalls
merged, cascading white rapids flowing wildly. I climbed to a particular spot, the
perfect place, where hot water fell on my back as cold water fell at my feet. Lying back
on the smooth rock, hot and cold water swirling all around me, it did feel like paradise.
I dived back into the swimming hole to cool off and climbed a cliff face, using tree
roots and swooping vines to get to the top. It was about a six metre jump from this
platform of roots on the side of a tree down to the water below. I launched off and
dived in the deep water. The others soon copied me. After a few hours underneath
these two waterfalls, we walked back through the jungle towards the van. Lots of local
kids were hanging around the van, their parents busy doing laundry in the river nearby.
They were excited to see us. Some sold us things, others just asked for quetzals.
We drove back to Río Dulce and stopped by a lakeside restaurant for a late lunch.
The lake was flat like glass, but some dark grey clouds were gathering in the sky above.
We placed our luggage, rather precariously, in the small boat that was to take us to our
hotel elsewhere on the lakefront. The boat was low in the water and it sped quickly
along the glassy lake, so we got quite wet. We sped under the large bridge that spans
the narrow neck of the lake and arrived at the quaint wooden docks of our hotel.
Carlos had kept the nature of this place a secret a from us, wanting it to be a
surprise. Tortugal, which Carlos said roughly translates to 'place of turtles', wasn't a
hotel, it was a dream; built of wood and positioned over the lake, wooden pathways
crossing the lapping water underneath, leading to different tree house like buildings.
The main building had a bar and restaurant and a small library. My room was on the
second floor of a wooden cottage built above the water. Up from the water, up a spiral
wooden staircase, was a round room with four individual spaces coming off it, a bed
with white linen in each one. There were no walls or windows, everything was open
and looked out onto the lake and nearby jungle. Only the bathrooms had walls,
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thankfully, which were down the end of another long wooden walkway. Lying on my
bed, I looked down and saw the lake below me. The whole place was a fantasy.
I went to the reading space in the main building, looking at the novels on offer.
Before I found anything good, I was asked by an elderly Israeli man if I'd like to play
poker with him and two other men from Belgium. As we played poker, we talked a
little about ourselves. The elderly Israeli man silenced us all when he said, "I was
originally from Poland, I got out but my family were all killed in the Holocaust".
The sky grew dark while we were playing and a torrential downpour begun. The
atmosphere was literally electric; a thunder and lightning storm unleashing overhead. It
was an incredible sight, seeing the whole lake and surrounding jungle light up for brief
moments as white streaks cracked and boomed around us for hours. We ate and drank
as we played poker into the stormy night. Winning a couple of good hands, I ended up
going all in with a pair of kings, but one of the Belgians beat me with a straight. I went
and got a drink with Carlos at the bar. I told him that I keep being blown away by each
new day. He looked at me and smiled, his face being lit up in thrilling flashes by the
lightning. "That's life, man", he said with a wink.
July 12th. Day 72.
Since my last entry five days ago, I've had some of the most amazing experiences of
my whole life, but I've had very little time to write about any of them. The same thing
happened to me on my last handful of days in Mexico; I was so busy living life that I
had no time for any writing. But even now as I find myself with some time to write this
all down, it may take years before the significance of these last pushes to the ends of
these tours are made sense of. They're so intense, so moving, and so wild that I simply
can't fully process them at the time, all I can do is try absorb them for later dissection,
to think about them in a time more quiet. I'll need to return to the real world, to the
world of stillness and routine, before the adventure here in Guatemala can be
comprehended of as something other than just some fantastic dream. These final
lunges into the ends of these two tours remind me a little of the mad dash to Mexico
City at the end of Jack Kerouac's On the Road; an exhaustive final haul deep into the
heart of the great story of my life. On the lakeside of Lago de Atitlán, with the sun
setting over enormous volcanoes in an epic haze of red and white, I had the same
feeling of conclusion that I had had when I finally made it to the Caribbean Sea in
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Playa del Carmen. The finish line of a long journey had been reached. Fern's words
rung in my heart yet again, "It's been quite a ride, huh".
I woke slowly on the morning of July 8th to the sound of a man scooping rain water
out of his boat and tossing it into the lake. Above the lake, in my tree house bedroom,
I looked out and saw thick sunshine pouring through the jungle trees. The only
downside to staying at Tortugal was the mosquitos. Although I had a mosquito net
draped around my bed, it seemed a few had been trapped inside the net with me
because my feet, ankles, and legs were covered in bites. Malaria is only carried by about
every millionth mosquito, so I should be fine. I'm not sure of the Zika virus statistics,
but I'd much rather a few mosquitos than the tarantula one of the German girls found
in her bed.
We were meant to take a boat to a beach and visit the town of Livingstone on the
coast, but we needed a minimum of six people to make the trip and only I and the
three German girls were keen, so we ended up not being able to go. I wasn't at all
annoyed, however, as it meant I could get a much needed sleep in. It's funny, I used to
sleep much more when I was working fulltime than since I've been travelling. There's
so much to see and do on the roads of the world that sleep is a low priority. I had
bought the latest copy of Time Magazine in San Ignacio, so when I woke I stayed in
bed reading it. The magazine doubled as a handy mosquito killer too.
I've shied away slightly from commenting on the news of the world at large in the
last few weeks, such as multiple suicide bombings across the Middle East, but to give
this diary a bit of context, this is what was happening around the world as I was
travelling it:
Because the Middle East being hell on earth barely registers as news any more, I'll
start with Hillary Clinton winning her so-called 'FBI Primary', which was basically
Bernie Sanders' only hope of winning the Democratic nomination for president since
early March. The FBI decided that Hillary didn't act criminally in her time as Secretary
of State, only with 'extreme negligence'. I can't believe the Democrats are going to
nominate her over Bernie Sanders. She better not blow this and let Donald Trump take
the White House.
As I was going to bed on July 7th, I heard the sad news of the shootings in Dallas.
When I woke up on the 8th, the number of dead police officers had reached five, with
seven others being wounded along with two civilians. The police were on duty during a
peaceful demonstration against the killings of two African American men by police
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elsewhere in the country in the previous two days. But now everyone will be even more
on edge. Hopefully this doesn't spiral the situation any further.
In the wake of these pointless tragedies, it was to the words of Bob Dylan that I
found myself turning, yet again, words over half a century old that haven't diminished
in relevancy. The words come from a song called The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll,
about the unprovoked killing of a black barmaid, Hattie Carroll, by a well-connected
white man, who in turn was given just six months in prison for assault. Sung over the
gentle strumming his guitar, it was the last words of Dylan's song that I heard in my
head as I saw the news of Dallas and looked out over this calm lake in Guatemala:
Oh, but you who philosophise disgrace
And criticise all fears
Bury the rag deep in your face
For now's the time for your tears
I used to fantasise about being alive during the politically and culturally charged
1960s. Growing up in the 2000s, I was convinced history was over and I was bored of
the post-9/11, post-history, Pax-American world. Now, however, with 2016 offering a
taste of that 1960s flavour, I find myself no longer wanting to be witness to the
churning wheels of history. Was there ever such a thing as a simpler time? Can we go
back to it? Brexit seems to be sinking in and I heard a joke that offered some
brightness in this news-darkened world: "I wish I could lose pounds as fast as the UK".
I finished reading and went down the spiral wooden stairs to a hammock slung over
the lake. I fell asleep again in the hammock for a few hours, waking around midday.
The whole world seemed to be losing its mind and here I was chilling in a hammock in
a tree house over a lake in Guatemala.
I caught a 2pm boat with Carlos, Jack, and Alex to Río Dulce. Carlos walked with
us into town but he said he had to go visit a friend. I assumed he was buying weed but
he was really buying a cake for Alex's birthday. He probably did buy some weed too.
The two Aussies and I strolled about the main street of Río Dulce. The main road was
the furthest into the developing world I've ever walked; it had that organised chaos that
seems to characterise urban settlements in third world countries. It was stinking hot,
there was a stagnant traffic jam of beat up cars and trucks, motorbikes shooting
through narrow gaps, the riders of which not wearing helmets, a man pissed on the
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side of the road, the shops displayed their wares outside the front doors, the shelves
inside were covered in a dark grey dust, women in traditional threaded dresses carried
baskets on their heads, fruit stalls and smoking roadside grills offered food, the
pavement was busted up in parts, pot holes dented the road, wires hung dangerously
low from crooked pylons overhead, the buildings were brittle concrete and rusted
corrugated iron, the faded red Coca-Cola logo was painted on bland walls every few
blocks, children loitered around the entrances to their parents' stores, there was trash
everywhere, and the energy was palpable.
I've noticed in Belize and Guatemala, two places with extreme poverty, there aren't
as many beggars as there are in the West. I guess if not many people around you have
money than there is little point asking them for some. Mexico had lots of beggars. I
wonder if this is an indication of more tourists or greater wealth disparity or both? I
took a picture in one of the markets and a man pulled the fingers at me and muttered
something angrily in Spanish as I walked by. I'm glad he didn't knife me. There wasn't
much to do in Río Dulce, so we caught the 3pm boat back to Tortugal.
I headed up to the loft above the restaurant and started watching a movie on my
laptop. It was cosy up there as the rain starting to fall outside. Unfortunately, the storm
that was brewing began to really kick off, and the thatched roof I was under broke
apart and rain poured in. When I tried to leave the loft, a horizontal waterfall came
howling in through a large open window. I got drenched as I hurried back along the
wooden pathways back to my wall-less room, convinced all my stuff would be in the
lake. Thankfully, Alex and Jack had rescued all our belongings from the storm, but all
of our beds were soaked. Wind and rain howling all through our once-idyllic tree
house, we found a narrow strip of floor that wasn't wet and hung out there for a while,
the power soon cutting out too.
The storm lessened slightly and we made our way back along the wooden platforms
to the restaurant. Everything there was soaking wet, so the staff offered to serve us
dinner in the kitchen. We sat around the dishes and chefs as the thunder and lightning
boomed and cracked outside. Dinner ended with the cake for Alex's birthday that
Carlos had somehow gotten across the lake during the middle of the storm. I took the
spare bed in Carlos' room for the night. I had a nightmare that night that Wellington
had been devastated by the big earthquake its been waiting for. The Majestic Centre
collapsed into the harbour. Maybe the wild storm outside was entering my
subconscious.
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It was an early start on the morning of July 9th, up at 5.30am to get the 6am boat to
Río Dulce. I was still half asleep as we crossed the glassy lake to the dock. We got into
our van and began our journey to Antigua. I fell asleep for a while on the van floor. It
was surprisingly comfortable. We drove through the Guatemalan countryside, climbing
from the lowlands to the highlands, where the fucking mosquitos couldn't follow. The
countryside went from vibrant green to a tinge of brown as the altitude increased.
There was a lot of trash alongside the highways, sad given the natural beauty of the
country. Driving in Latin America feels like being in Grand Theft Auto: Vice City, what
with the static-Spanish coming through the radio and the manic driving. As in Mexico,
overtaking in Guatemala is done on blind rises and corners. But like the organised
chaos of Río Dulce, this way of life seems to work.
A few hours into the drive, we approached the outskirts Guatemala City. We
crawled along the grim highway, shouldered by sharp hills and deep valleys, and made
our unglamorous ascent towards Guatemala City. The treacherous terrain over which
the city is built gave me a headache, the industry and shantytown sprawl clogging up
uninhabitable places. It was overcast and wet as we drove by the grey dirt of concrete,
rust, corrugated iron, barbed wire, tagging, grey-brick, and twisted metals that have
collapsed together to form the outside of this city. It looked like the kind of city people
try to escape from. Carlos pointed out the infamous Zone 18 to our right, the gangland
warzone. "If you go to the end of this street here", Carlos said, pointing to a road with
a burnt car barricading the entrance, "You will die, for sure". Confronted with
enormous favela slums, so bleak and depressing, it made me appreciate everything
good in my life. In the face of these sobering scenes unfolding outside the van, we
decided to 'brighten' the mood and listened to some savage Latino hip-hop. The
absurdity of how macho and vicious this all was made us laugh, even if a little
nervously. The ghettos rolled on and on, up and over hills, down steep valleys, brittle
buildings stacked dangerously high on top of each other, sheets of rusted corrugated
iron acting as walls and roofs, no gardens or green, just dirt and grey dust. Jack talked
about the even larger favelas of Brazil, mentioning the music, the dancing, the street
football, the food, and the life that was so abundant in them, reminding me that it isn't
necessarily all gloom and doom in these places, despite their appearances.
We stopped briefly at one point to pick up Carlos' little girl, Valentina, so she could
ride with us to Antigua. A cute little kid, she wasn't at all shy of this van load of
foreigners. It was nice to see Carlos being a dad.
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Driving on, passing the dreary greys of Guatemala City, we soon came to the much
nicer and more colourful city of Antigua. Built by the Spanish, Antigua has the same
layout and architecture of the cities in Mexico, feeling a little like a cross between
Puebla and San Cristóbal. Mexico has obviously left a warm impression on me as it felt
comforting to walk along streets with a Mexican charm once more. I think any streets
would've felt comforting after the ghoulish dens of Guatemala City. But though it
shares Mexico's air of magic, Antigua is unmistakably its own place; long cobblestone
roads are lined with colourful buildings and hanging gardens, volcanoes towering
above in the distance.
We checked into our hotel, the usual Spanish kind with a courtyard in the centre,
and went for a walk to the Zócalo. The Zócalo was nice, a fountain in the centre
surrounded by green trees and a big brass band playing to one side. Lots of people
seemed to be out, the atmosphere was relaxed and inviting. Alex was keen to celebrate
his birthday that night, so everyone gathered later on in the hotel courtyard for
drinking games. By the time the hotel staff had asked us to be quiet, around 10pm, the
others were completely legless. I made sure everyone made it to the nightclub, The
Lucky Rabbit, in one piece. It wasn't easy. There was a spontaneous motorbike ride
and new friends constantly being made along the way, but we finally all made it to the
crowded Lucky Rabbit without any trouble. It broke my heart, however, to see
homeless kids sleeping outside the nightclub on the street. When the nightclub closed,
some shady guys tried to convince me and English-Steph to smoke weed with them in
the mountains. Steph was a little drunk, so I decided that a 3am excursion into some
mountains with some guys to smoke some weed might not be the smartest move, not
liking the potential fates for her and myself.
The next morning, as I ate breakfast in the courtyard of the hotel, the others slowly
emerged from their rooms, hungover and salty. Steph thanked me for keeping her safe.
Tired and a little timid, we piled into our van again and set off for Chichicastenango. I
slept on the floor of the van all the way, so I didn't see the countryside, but from the
sliding around I was doing on the floor, I can say it was hilly and windy.
Chichicastenango was a cool town. Every Thursday and Sunday the whole town
converts into one enormous street market, every street and alleyway filling with stores
and stalls and people and food. Being a Sunday, it was the largest market I've ever seen.
Some exquisite Guatemalan coffee was the only things I bought, spending time rather
than money as I walked around. The town itself was pretty beaten up, the buildings
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shabby and the roads poor, but the atmosphere was incredible and the surrounding
ranges and valleys were breathtaking. A large, colourfully decorated gateway framed
this countryside beyond. After a while, I didn't even notice the decaying state of the
homes and shops, the crumbling aesthetics drowned out by the energy of the people.
Portugal scored a winning goal in the final of the Euro as we left Chichicastenango,
the commentators ridiculous roar coming through over the radio as we drove away
from the town. Colourful busses raced along the hilly country roads, overtaking on
hairpin corners, missing oncoming drivers by inches, and provided us entertainment on
the way to Lago de Atitlán. We were headed for a tiny village, San Jorge, tucked into
the hillside overlooking the lake. It was in San Jorge that we were to spend a night with
a local family, something I had been looking forward to for a long time.
I was immediately struck by the beauty of San Jorge. The main town square doubled
as a dusty football pitch, pressing right up against shopfronts and the church, which
dominated the square. Children were playing football, full of life and smiles, and the
church had started calling adults to mass with pleasant Latin American music on loud
speakers. The hills that San Jorge nestled into were deep jungle greens, dramatically
shaped with sharp drops and cliffs. The lake was a deep blue way down the end of a
wide valley. The buildings were tired like those in Chichicastenango, but their tiredness
seemed like the lines of an old man's face; he wouldn't have those wise eyes if his skin
was smooth with youth.
Five different families were taking our group in pairs and I was paired with Carlos.
Playing football with the children in the square while we waited for our families to
collect us, we then met the five mothers at the foot of the church. Marcella was the
homemaker who would be looking after Carlos and I and she walked us from the
church all the way to the top of the hill to her home. Carlos said he'd chosen her for he
and I to stay with because her home had the best view of the town. Hauling my heavy
suitcase up the narrow alleyways to the top of the village was tough, but Carlos was
right about the view. With the sun setting over the town, snuggled deep into the hills, I
met Danny, Marcella's energetic eight year old boy. The two daughters, two and
thirteen years old, were a little shy, but Danny was keen to play and show me around.
We played with his toys for a while in the garden before he took me further up the hill
to see the sunset. I bought him a soda and he seemed pretty happy as he drank it. He
drank it so fast he was taking big breaths every time he finished a long sip, as if he was
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coming up for air. I soon bumped into Carlos, Jack, and Alex, so Danny ran off with
some of his friends to play.
The four of us walked along the spine of this rocky ridge line to catch the best view
of the sunset. We had to be careful as there was a huge drop of about a hundred
metres to one side of this narrow rocky spine. Other people were sitting around too,
watching the sun go down over the lake and the enormous volcanoes in the distance.
Three giant cone-shaped volcanoes dominated the vista around the lake. We found a
cave that was empty but had some lit candles in it. Carlos told us shamans come here
to meditate by themselves or with others, often with psychedelic mushrooms or
ayahuasca. Wax from previous mediation sessions covered the tip of a rocky outcrop
that we finally came to sit on.
In front of us was the astonishing view of Lago de Atitlán, the three volcanoes, and
the towns of Panajachel and San Pedro, among many other small towns dotted around
the lake. Panajachel is where we would be spending the following night and San Pedro
is where the annoying hippy from Caye Caulker had tripped acid. Carlos said they were
both nice towns. He also shared some sad stories about his life growing up in
Guatemala. Powerful views often convinces people to open up. It was touching that he
felt he could talk to us. Whenever I lose faith in humanity, I need to remember people
like Carlos, people who've gone through hardship yet still emerge as shining lights of
kindness and love.
Some kids getting drunk and stoned ruined the ambience somewhat by playing
Limp Bizkit and Slipknot on their cellphones, so after the sunset came to its grand red
and purple finale, we left the precarious peak and made our way back to the town. Alex
and Jack went to their family's house elsewhere in the village as Carlos and I played
football in Marcella's garden with Danny until it was dark. Marcella gave me some
colourful Guatemalan clothes to wear for the evening. The markets where people sell
these clothes are a sea of purples and oranges and blues. The patterns are elaborate
too, like a kaleidoscope. Marcella then got me to help making tortillas. Slapping the
dough easily in her hands, she made perfectly round tortillas in seconds. I took minutes
to make one crappy one. It was square shaped and looked like it had a sad face. It
made Marcella laugh.
The whole family soon sat down to a delicious home cooked meal. It felt so lovely
being in a home after all this time in hotels. It was a wholesome and nourishing
evening. From the balcony of the house, I looked over the town, all lit up like a
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Christmas tree and full of music. It was a romantic vision of all that is good about life
and people. I showed Danny a card trick and then played snap with him. He cheated
and smiled the whole time. His father then told him it was time for bed and suddenly
my own tiredness caught up with me too. In my soft bed, I fell asleep instantly.
The next day, Marcella woke Carlos and I for breakfast. She had cooked us
omelettes with beans and rice. It was delicious, but not as delicious as the coffee she
made us. It was jet black, but it was sweet and smooth. We thanked her for her
hospitality and farewelled her. I hauled my luggage back down to the main square.
Danny was playing football in the square with his classmates so we waved goodbye to
each other.
Getting into our van, we then made the quick drive down the hill to the lakefront
town of Panajachel. We checked into our hotel and went for a walk down the main
street, full of souvenir stalls for tourists, Panajachel being a popular tourist destination.
The lake was gorgeous, the volcanoes formidable figures in the distance, and the
cluster of towns dotted around the lake promised to be beautiful retreats. Panajachel
reminded me a little of northern Italy at the foot of the Alps. I bought a coffee and a
handmade ukulele to gift to Paul in Detroit.
We caught a boat to San Pedro. The ride across Lago de Atitlán was exquisite; the
water was flat like silk and it reflected whatever colours were above it, sometimes
green, sometimes blue, sometimes white. The towns dotted around the lake, some on
the water and others high in the hills, looked like tiny pieces of paradise. We sailed into
San Pedro around 1pm and walked through the art-soaked streets to a restaurant on
the lake. The volcano of San Pedro hovered ominously above the town. It was visible
from nearly everywhere within the town. The streets were very narrow, like a maze of
alleyways, so tuk-tuks raced around instead of cars. These tuk-tuks zipped down the
alleyway streets, zooming around corners at rapid paces. I saw a couple of horses being
led down these narrow roads too, all against the backdrop of the volcano and street art.
After lunch, the others went sunbathing, so I went for a walk through the town. San
Pedro is a favourite spot for alternative-lifestyle Westerners, hippies, hipsters,
dickheads, teaheads, trippers, and it has the pull of a spider's web on them; they can't
leave the quaint roads and the special something of this town, perched under a volcano
on a lake. They oozed that tedious sense that they're smarter than everyone else. Some
of them sat lazily in doorways, smoking cigarettes and dope, looking like they'd been
partying for decades. They're a strange contrast to the humble locals who seem to go
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about their daily business, quietly despising these Western Truthseers. I waited on the
docks for the others for a while, lying in the sun with my feet dangling over the wharf
into the cool lake water. At 5pm, we all caught our boat back to Panajachel. The winds
over the lake pick up in the evening, but our boat's drunk captain was the main reason
our lake crossing was a little rough.
Carlos, Jack, Alex, and I smoked a joint on the Panajachel lakefront and watched
the sunset. Two evenings, two sunsets, four friends. We're from different countries,
but we're nationless in spirit; humans at heart. At times, the lake and surrounding hills
made me think of Wellington harbour. Wellington - far, far away, over the lake, over
the volcanos, and way out across the endless Pacific Ocean. Huge clouds billowed far
into the heavens, the kingdom of the clouds reigning supreme. The blue sky turned
yellow, then orange, then red, then purple, and finally black. We watched the thick haze
dissipate and the darkness of the turning world reclaim the volcanoes from sight.
It was in this moment that I felt we had reached where we were trying to get to; the
end of the journey and the beginning of the rest of our lives. Soon, the wind will carry
us all to where we go next. We probably won't ever see each other ever again. But this
moment in time won't be forgotten by those who were there. Maybe when we're old
and senile men, maybe when we're long dead, maybe then the memory of that sunset
will finally fade, just like the sky did. Maybe. It was a remarkable time and corner of the
world to be alive in.
It was a late start this morning, a 10am van taking us on our last drive through the
Guatemalan countryside back to Antigua. The others went on a coffee plantation tour,
but I was keen to rest up and write this all down so I hung back. None of this trip
seems real, precisely why I'm writing it all down, as if typing it binds this dream to
reality. I've been in touch with Paul in Detroit. He's going to pick me up when I arrive
there on Thursday night. After I leave Detroit, I'll make my way to New Orleans
somehow where I'll meet Fern again... Fern... We're not sure where we'll go after New
Orleans. New York seems like the obvious crescendo. Driving through the Central
American countryside for the last time today, preparing mentally for my journey north
to the United States, I listened to Radiohead's Separator, the lyrics making my soul grin:
And if you think this is over
Then you're wrong
If you think this is over
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Then you're wrong
If you think this is over
Then you're wrong
July 13th. Day 73.
Last night, after everyone got back from the coffee plantation tour and Jack and
Alex got back from the tattoo shop, where they got matching turtle tattoos, we all
decided to celebrate our last night as a group. Jack and Alex had a 4am date with a taxi
to the airport in Guatemala City, so the plan was simple: party all night. The rain didn't
dampen our night, we simply moved from the hotel courtyard to the lobby before
going to The Lucky Rabbit again. When it shut, we went to an after-party a few blocks
away at a place called Chaplin's. There were pictures of Charlie Chaplin everywhere.
The bar was nearly as cool as the bartenders who seemed indifferent to the idea of
serving drinks. The night was even cooler than them.
On the way back, as I made sure everyone got back to the hotel safely, some cop
took an unprovoked disliking to me. Maybe he wanted money. He stopped me as we
were all walking, minding our own business, but his Spanish-angst made no sense to
me so I had no idea what his problem was. In the end I said, "Either speak some
fucking English or fuck off!" Maybe he knew the last two words because he let me
carry on and get my friends back to the hotel. At the hotel, I said farewell to Jack and
Alex. Alex sent me an email a few hours later saying sorry for not saying goodbye
because he was so drunk. I told him that he did say goodbye, only he didn't remember
precisely because he was so drunk.
Waking a few hours later, I had breakfast in the courtyard with Jess. She gave me
her wristband for the coffee plantation tour so I could show it to a taxi driver and get
him to take me to the plantation. I walked to the Zócalo, towards the Santa Catalina
Arch, when all of a sudden, a stunning downpour began. I took some shelter under the
covers of a book market at the Zócalo. Waiting for the rain to pass, I looked around
the book market for anything written in English to read on my flights to Detroit. I
found a dusty old book called The Treasury of General Knowledge: Part II, by
the Cincinnati Book Company, but after flicking through its pages I decided there was no
way I could read a 19th century glossary of terms and everyday items. After nearly
giving up, I then found a lone English book amongst Spanish translations of
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Shakespeare; Philip K Dick's Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? I bought it and started
reading it in a cafe when the rain stopped as suddenly as it had started. I hopped in a
taxi and showed a cabbie my wristband. He said "Si, amigo" and off we drove.
The plantation, Filadelfia, had an armed guard at its entrance, followed by long a
avenue shaded by green trees that led to the main processing houses. The place oozed
with money and smelt like coffee. I was shown around the different fields where the
coffee plants are grown and then into the warehouses where everything gets done to
get the beans ready for export. Something overshadowed the trip to the plantation,
however, and it wasn't the rainclouds. It was the child labour. Guatemala, Belize, and
Mexico have confronted me in regards to how some children are forced to grow up.
Outside The Lucky Rabbit nightclub, little kids try selling cigarettes to wasted tourists
at 2 and 3am. It's fucking awful. These little kids should be in bed. They should be in
school. But pitying them just refocusses the attention on myself and achieves nothing,
so what can I do? The issue is so complex and driven by so many factors that all I
could do was smile kindly to them and say, "No, muchos gracias, niño". What they
must think of the world?
I got a ride back into Antigua in a truck belonging to the plantation. The rain was
coming down so hard at this stage that I got drenched just walking across the street
from the truck to the hotel's front door. I have a 7am flight to Houston tomorrow,
then a flight to Chicago, then finally a flight to Detroit, so in the hotel lobby I arranged
for a 3.30am wake up call and said goodbye to the others. I'll miss Carlos and EnglishSteph the most. Just like with all the other friends I've made along the way, I hope I
see them again some day.
My time in Latin America has taught me that there is still some magic left in this
world, and if you keep an open heart, its charm can be passed onto you. Anyway, now
for the main event; The United States of America.
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United States
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July 17th. Day 77.
The last memory I have of Latin America is the dark, empty streets of early morning
Antigua rolling by. On the morning of the 14th of July, I caught my 4am cab to
Guatemala City's La Aurora International Airport, arriving around 5am for my 7am
flight to Houston. I was so tired that I fell asleep as soon as we boarded the aircraft, so
I missed out on seeing the Guatemalan jungle and the Yucatán Peninsular from the air.
When I woke, the Gulf of Mexico was under me and we were already in American
airspace. Central America's chapter had ended, North America's was about to begin.
Before long, we dropped altitude and started flying over Texas. Coming in to land
at George Bush Intercontinental Airport, I managed to catch a glimpse of downtown
Houston's high-rises in the distance. Maybe I'll travel through Houston, or at least
Texas, on my way to see Fern in New Orleans?
When the plane landed, the captain said "Welcome to Houston, Texas" and people
cheered, one person hollering "Yeeha!" At customs, the official asked about my vague
travel plans. He said, "D'troit, huh? Motor City, baby", before stamping 'OCT 11 2016'
on my passport, giving me 90 days to kick in the United States. I thought that coming
through Central America and having no ticket out of the United States would've made
customs more suspicious of me, but the fact I was wearing my black cowboy hat
might've reassured them. There was nobody else wearing cowboy hats. I was the lone
cowboy in the Lone Star State.
I rechecked my luggage in, sending it straight through to Detroit, and boarded my
next flight to Chicago. The flight to Chicago took me over the Mississippi River and
the vast farmlands of the American Midwest, over states like Arkansas and Missouri,
until we finally reached Illinois. Flying into Chicago was insane. The plane swooped
over the skyscrapers before lining up the runway in the distance. Downtown Chicago
looked like a gangster. It looked immense. One badass mother fucking city.
At O'Hare, I only had ten minutes to cross the tarmac in a shuttle and arrive at the
right terminal to get my plane to Detroit. I managed to get onto my plane with a few
minutes to spare. The flight to Detroit was a quick one and we were dropping over the
city in no time. A 747 flew alongside us as we came in, as if escorting us, and I realised
it was the first time I'd ever seen another plane flying from another one. So, as we
came into land in Detroit, I found myself thinking about my grandfather, Papa Jack,
when he flew alongside other planes in the RAF in World War II. I was thinking about
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how different our experiences of flying over cities are and how lucky I am to have my
experiences over his. It was hard saying goodbye to him before I left Wellington. He's
92 years old. I hope I see him again one day.
Arriving in my 5th city for the day, I saw the news of the terrorist attacks in Nice on
the televisions playing throughout the airport terminal. The French are getting hit bad
at the moment. I know I shouldn't have, but I had a beer as I watched the news. After
a long day of travel, it felt well earned. It tasted well earned too - that delicious taste of
beer...
For some reason, my suitcase didn't arrive on the carousel it was supposed to.
Luckily, I saw it going around another one. I waited for Paul outside the terminal as the
setting sun closed the day. Paul soon arrived and we caught up as if we'd hung out only
yesterday. He's one of those great friends that makes your time apart feel insignificant,
no matter how long it's been, and then time you're together feel wholly significant in an
instant. We drove in his massive American car, a Ford Fusion, along the highway to
Royal Oak, a suburb of Metro Detroit. Going to Royal Oak Brewery, we got a classic
American meal; burgers and fries. Paul asked what the story with my drinking was and
I lied right to his face, saying, "Yeah, no problems, man. Let's get a beer". That one
beer at the airport - the crack to undo the dam.
After dinner, we drove to Paul's place in Bloomfield Hills, an unmistakably
American suburb with white houses hanging American flags over large front lawns of
perfectly mowed green grass. Every second or third house flies a flag. The patriotism
was alarming. I met Paul's brother-in-law, John, and we hung out drinking beer and
smoking weed until tiredness got the better of us. I said goodnight to my first
American evening in just over two years. It felt good to be back.
The next morning, Paul and I headed into downtown Detroit, getting stoned on the
drive in. We stopped briefly outside Aretha Franklin's house but didn't see her. We got
waffles for breakfast. I got the Big Mamas. It said it came with 'Collard Greens'. I
asked the waitress what that meant and she said, "They're greens". We then drove to
Belle Isle, which sits just on the border between Detroit and the Canadian city of
Windsor. The water of the Detroit River divides the two countries. The water looked
cold but it framed the Detroit skyline elegantly. The Renaissance Center dominates the
Detroit cityscape as only the General Motors world headquarters could. It looked
sunny in Canada, a positive vibe coming from the country I might soon live in.
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We drove back to downtown Detroit to walk around and drink beer and get a sense
of the place. My immediate impressions, other than the odd abandoned building, is
that Detroit is as pleasant as any other city. It's not the showstopper that is New York,
or the heart-stealer that is Wellington, but it seemed a pleasant place; people walk
around on cellphones, they stop for ice-creams and coffees, they listen to music as they
run. Detroit's bad reputation seemed unfair. The name of General Motors office
buildings, the Renaissance Center, or the Ren-Cen, is an apt name befitting the city.
Detroit has gone through some devastating economic winters, but it's still here; on the
edge of America, on the edge of comeback. We drove back to Bloomfield Hills and
picked up Paul's wife, Meghan, who had returned from a business trip in Germany. We
got high and went out to dinner in Royal Oak again.
The following day, after a quick coffee stop, Paul and I set out on our road trip to
Ohio. Our target was Cleveland, the city hosting the Republican National Convention,
but the road to Cleveland would take us past Cedar Point, the premiere roller coaster
park in the world, so we decided it would be a good place to stop on the way. Along a
rainy highway, we drove to Sandusky, a town that seems to only exist because of the
theme park, and called into a hotel. The drive took us through some of the 'real'
America that I have long wanted to see for my own eyes; small towns, farmland, red
barns. A cooling tower of a nuclear power plant loomed over a trailer park. The real
America.
There wasn't much to do in Sandusky, so we hung around the hotel drinking beer
and smoking weed. Having not drunk or smoked for a while, the combination of all
the weed and beer made me pass out. While Paul and I were smoking a joint in the car
park, I zoned out for a few seconds before vomiting and collapsing. The next thing I
knew, I was facedown in the car park looking up at Paul and asking him, "Where am
I?" I'd gotten vomit all down my front and there were twigs and stones in my hair. This
hadn't happened to me before, though I had seen it happen to others many times. Paul
took me inside and gave me a beer to wash the acidic taste of vomit out of my mouth
and pretty soon we were laughing about it all. I can't blame him for drinking with me,
after all, I had lied to him and told him that me and alcohol were on good terms. I felt
bad about it, but damn I love drinking.
Later on by the pool, we overheard some Donald Trump supporters talking about
how he will 'Make America Great Again'. It's the 'Again' part of that vague slogan that
I find interesting. It suggests that America was great, but that it isn't anymore, whatever
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'Great' even means. It hints to some romanticised vision of the past, presumably the
50s through to the 70s, I guess, when America benefitted from being the only
industrialised nation not completely levelled by World War II; a golden age of
economic prosperity that simply can't be returned to unless something catastrophic
happens to Europe and East Asia again. Perhaps 'catastrophe' will be a key word in the
coming months? Calling an early night, we bought our tickets to Cedar Point and
booked a hotel for two nights in Cleveland. As I went to sleep last night, I couldn't
help but wonder which day would be more of a wild ride; the theme park or the
political freak show?
This morning, Paul and I had breakfast at the hotel and headed for Cedar Point.
The flags in Michigan and Ohio have been flying at half mast, in honour of the victims
in Nice, I suspect, but the huge Stars and Stripes waving over the entrance of Cedar
Point was flying high. There is no time for mourning or anything serious at a place like
Cedar Point. I enjoyed the roller coasters, don't get me wrong, they really are the best
in the world, but I found the people watching to be more entertaining than anything
else. Every demographic of infamy seemed to be on display, from rednecks to the
super obese. With such a broad range of people in this country, it really is like no other
place on earth. I kept switching between two main thoughts; one, "America is
amazing", and two, "America is fucked".
We hit the road again, heading east to Cleveland for the GOP convention. Noam
Chomsky recently said, "Today’s Republican Party qualify as candidates for the most
dangerous organization in human history". Tomorrow, we're gonna crash their party.
July 21st. Day 81.
The 18th of July saw the start of the Republican National Convention in Cleveland,
'RNC in CLE' as the newspaper in our hotel room put it. Paul and I were staying a few
miles out of Cleveland, in Westlake, so we hit up the breakfast bar in the hotel before
Ubering into downtown Cleveland. The Uber driver asked us if we were in town for
the convention and our reply was more tactful than the truth, "We're here to laugh at
your country".
The driver dropped us off outside the Cuyahoga County courthouse, next to a
statue of Thomas Jefferson. It was about 11.30am and the sun was hot. There was a
strange feeling in the air, a mixture of anticipation and apprehension. The streets of

	
  

119

Cleveland were largely deserted, locals were said to have cleared out or were making an
effort stay away. The only people on the streets were protestors, police, media, or
official looking Republican Party members.
We walked down Ontario Street to the Cleveland Public Square. There were a few
more people here, but just small gatherings. There was a definite tension at the square;
people were waiting for something to go down, unsure what form that something
would take. Some young black guys were speaking at a podium, their calls for social
justice echoing around the square but largely going unnoticed. A tall statue nearby was
draped in red, white, and blue flags, soaked in patriotism.
When a Muslim woman took to the podium, a group of Christian extremists
appeared behind her, holding up signs that read 'Every Real Muslim Is A Jihadist' and
'Muhammad Is A Child Rapist'. One man had a shirt that read 'Allah Is Satan' on the
front and 'Muhammad Is In Hell' on the back. Around the neckline, his shirt had a
dotted red line with the words 'Cut Along Dotted Line'. Others wore baseball caps that
read 'Fear God'. One man held a large banner reading 'Homo Sex Is Sin', prompting
two lesbians to make out in front of him. "You think God wants to see that sodomy,
that filth? AIDS alert! AIDS alert! AIDS alert!" he yelled at them in a well-mannered
approach to political discourse. Nearby, an elderly woman sang hymns while an elderly
man ranted, "A nation that permits homosexuals, porno-freaks, cigarette-suckers, potheads, baby killers, Muslims, and all those who would deny the Lord Jesus, is doomed
for the lake of fire!"
Not far from all this, a young man with a 'Make America Great Again' hat and a
fully loaded rifle slung over his shoulder was answering questions from a cluster of
journalists. I noticed that for every protestor, there were at least ten media personal
swooping in around them, desperately sniffing around for a story, the way dogs sniff
people's assholes. The man handing out 'Don't Believe Liberal Media' placards
might've actually had a point if his message was simply 'Don't Believe Media'. It's like
Mark Twain once said, "If you don't read the newspaper, you're uninformed. If you
read the newspaper, you're mis-informed". This is part of the reason I wanted to come
to Cleveland myself and see this scene with my own, unfiltered eyes. Having seen
enough madness at the Cleveland Public Square, for the time being anyway, we decided
to head to the Quicken Loans Arena where the actual convention was taking place. We
walked further up Ontario Street and took a left at Prospect Avenue East, eventually
coming to the corner of East 4th Street, the epicentre of the chaos.
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News reporters rehearsed pieces-to-camera as the GOP delegates lined up and
made their way through security barricades. Most of the delegates were old white men.
The barricades, which were concrete and steal walls, crisscrossed the downtown roads
and reinvented the flow of Cleveland, keeping people and cars away from certain areas.
Someone had tagged on one barricade 'Caution Police State'. There were thousands of
police out walking the streets. I was unaware of the killings in Baton Rouge until the
morning of the convention, one of MSNBC's big screens erected on East 4th Street
bringing me up to speed on the matter. The half-masted flags I'd seen earlier in
Michigan and Ohio must've been in tribute to the events in Louisiana. Seems there is
always something to mourn, or be frightened of, in America. This will especially be
true if Donald Trump is elected president. The police did look nervous as they walked
around. Everyone in Cleveland looked a little on edge, to be fair, but the police even
more so. A woman with a 'Blue Lives Matter' t-shirt went up to one group of cops as I
walked by and said, "Thank-you. You're warriors, you're warriors".
East 4th Street was buzzing with activity. Bars spilled out onto the street and the
mainstream media outlets had raised studio-like setups along the sidewalks. Huge
television screens lined the street, branded with CNN or FOX on the frames. Paul and
I decided to get a few beers and watch the scene. Under the shade of an umbrella, we
watched activists and journalists collide. For a laugh, I bought a Trump-Pence badge
for $3 off some hustler. On the badge were listed Trump's campaign promises:
1.

Create Jobs.

2.

Build The Wall.

3.

Overturn Obamacare.

4.

Negotiate Better Trade Deals.

5.

Save The Supreme Court.

6.

Stop Illegal Immigration.

7.

Protect The 2nd Amendment.

8.

Make America Great Again!

9.

Take Care Of Our Vets.

10. Destroy ISIS.
The Top Ten, the Greatest Hits, of Populist Bullshit.
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Some women walked the length of East 4th Street dressed in pink, as 1920s era
dancers. One held the arm of someone wearing a large Trump head and a suit made of
cash. They laughed and smoked cigars and pointed at people snidely. Some held signs
that read 'More Corporate Loopholes' and 'Privatize Everything'. Debbie Wasserman
Shultz walked by at one point. Someone called out, "Lovely to see you, chairwoman". I
didn't share the sentiment. Her position within the Democratic Party is meant to be
neutral, but she's clearly made efforts to shut Bernie Sanders out of the primaries and
prevent him from disrupting Hillary Clinton's coronation. To assert that this country is
a well functioning and healthy democracy is, at best, naïve.
A fat man down the street wore a Hillary Clinton mask and a t-shirt that said
'Infidel'. He was standing next to two signs, one said 'Hillary for Prison' and the other
said 'Trump vs Tramp'. At one point, Hillary Clinton delivered a speech from
elsewhere in the country on the matter of the killings in Dallas and Baton Rouge. With
so many news outlets having set themselves up along the street, with big and small
screens facing all directions, Clinton took the form of some dystopian world leader, her
robotic voice echoing around the city. It was unpleasant.
Finishing our beers, Paul and I decided to head back to the square to see if anything
new was happening down there. We walked down East 4th Street to Euclid Avenue,
passing the reporters and talking head experts, the merchandise hustlers, and the
Christian extremists with the 'Fear God' caps. One of them gave me a pamphlet titled
'How to get to Heaven after leaving the RNC'.
On Euclid Avenue, the atmosphere was a little less intense, but there were some
extremely unpleasant anti-abortion demonstrators with graphic images of dead and
mutilated babies plastered all over their vehicles. There wasn't a lot happening down at
the Cleveland Public Square, apart from a few people with antagonistic signs and
banners and a couple of people still ranting about the Lord. There was one lone man
with a humble sign reading 'Support Syrian Refugees', but there were no media
huddled around him. His sign nowhere near provocative enough for them. They only
want the inflammatory drama.
Checking out of the political mayhem for a while, Paul and I wandered down to the
lakefront. Lake Erie looked nice, still and blue in the summer sun. Walking around the
FirstEnergy Stadium, we found one of the few spots not guarded by police and
smoked a joint. Baked out of our brains, we looked up at the Cleveland skyline in the
distance and decided to jump right back into the fire.

	
  

122

Passing through the square, we realised we were too high to handle this insanity and
headed to the refuge of a pub on the corner of East 4th Street and Prospect Avenue
East. A few beers steadied our horror. There were a lot of trust fund, Yale, Princeton
types there; old white money wearing beige pants. As the GOP delegates began leaving
the arena for dinner, passing by where Paul and I were sitting, a man began ranting in
the middle of the street about Jesus. This guy was going for it, pouring his divine
passion into his megaphone. He looked sunburnt and dehydrated, but that didn't seem
to slow him down. A drunk guy soon stood next to him and began doing a kind of
interpretive dance beside him, mocking him. The man with the megaphone didn't care,
even when the drunk guy pulled the fingers at him and gave him an intense stare.
While this craziness was happening, the GOP, the contenders for the most dangerous
people in the history of the world, were casually walking by. After a while, the Biblebashing got too much, so we headed back to the square and got a coffee. We sat down
and looked around and a moment arrived that took both Paul and I by surprise. We
were sat there, all this ugliness around us, and found that the evening atmosphere in
the square was actually rather pleasant. People were shouting at each other in
Cleveland, but at least they weren't shooting at each other. Most people were just doing
their jobs, being polite, holding doors open for each other, and getting on with
life. The outskirts of the RNC was not the place I was expecting to have my faith in
America partially restored, but that is exactly when and where it happened.
Before Melania Trump was about to take the stage inside the convention, Paul and I
decided we had seen enough for the day and Ubered back out to Westlake. The Uber
driver told us that we should check out the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Museum,
which unbeknownst to us was right next to the stadium on the lakefront where we had
gotten high. With entry during the days of the RNC being free, we decided to check it
out the following morning before driving back to Detroit. Back at the hotel, we
watched Melania deliver her speech on the television. We joked that she sounds like a
really bad Russian spy and how it's amazing that nobody has picked up on her 'unusual'
American accent.
We drank a few more beers and smoked some more weed before calling an early
night. It had been an exhausting day. Walking around in the hot sun all day would be
tiring at the best of times, let alone when you're high and drunk and surrounded by
lunatics chanting hate and nonsense. Our brains had worked overtime, processing all
the extra information being thrown at them in confusing jumbles of incoherent noise.
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The next day, we threw our bags into Paul's car and made our way back to
Cleveland to check out the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Museum. Cleveland is a nice
city to drive into from the west, the buildings in the distance gradually draw nearer
over the highway and suburbs. Cleveland is a nice city. It's nothing spectacular, but it's
nice enough. I'll never know how it normally looks and feels, though, only as the place
where the Republicans and other insane people met that one time. I did hear an activist
at the podium in the square yesterday saying, "Yeah, this is a nice part of town, but
you'd look nice too if you'd had twenty million dollars thrown at you. Truth is, this
ain't the real Cleveland". So, I guess, I'll never see the real Cleveland.
The highlight of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Museum for me were the original
handwritten lyrics to some of The Beatles' songs, like In My Life and Lucy in the Sky with
Diamonds. The guitar Jimi Hendrix used to close Woodstock was the absolute highlight,
however. That was the axe he used to cut the 20th century in half. Paul, being a
guitarist, said he studied each individual fret and string. Unfortunately, we found out
we'd just missed seeing Tom Morello. He had been doing an interview on the top
floor. He did a performance in the streets the day beforehand too, but we missed out
on that as well.
We grabbed a beer outside the museum and walked into downtown Cleveland for
some lunch. Deciding to do one more lap of the political circus before heading back to
Detroit, we passed through the Cleveland Public Square one more time and walked
down East 4th Street again. I saw many of the same people from yesterday holding the
same banners and yelling the same crap at people. How people can stand to be
amongst this madness for more than a few days is totally beyond me.
We walked back to the car and began our drive back to Detroit, passing through
Sandusky and Toledo before crossing the border back into Michigan. The highways
were full of cars and trucks, the American machine ticking over in all its relentlessness.
It's such a big country and the long-unending highways forced a blue sense of nostalgia
upon me. I found myself rather glumly thinking about where I've been and where I'm
going. Maybe all the alcohol I'd been drinking lately was beginning to bring me down?
Detroit appeared on the horizon in a rather beautiful way as we drove along the
highway. It wasn't long before we were back in Bloomfield Hills, the sun setting over
the charming suburban dream. John, Paul's brother-in-law, got high with us and joined
us for dinner at a burger place. Meghan had gone away on another work trip and Paul
had to work the following day, so John asked me if I'd like to go disc-golfing with him.
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I suck at golf and assumed I'd be no better at disc-golf, but it sounded like fun so I
decided to tag along. So yesterday morning, after checking out a tidy part of town
called Birmingham, where I found a nice bar to do some writing in, I walked down to
John's work so we could go disc-golfing. John had to sign up to some university
courses beforehand, so while I waited for him in his car, I listened to hate-filled
talkback radio, rambling on and on without a hint of irony about how evil the media is.
We got high at the disc-golfing park and I was right in my assumption that I'm just
as rubbish at golf with a Frisbee as I am with a golf ball. The best part was when some
people who take it more seriously than they should showed up. One guy got a 'hole in
one' and I asked him if that was the first time he'd ever gotten one, only to be
answered by a nerdy, over-enthusiastic friend of his, "Pfft, no way, man. He's gotten
heaps". I later overheard that same guy shout out, "Nice toss, bro!"
Today, I've just relaxed at the house with the dog, Lily. I needed a quiet day to
process whatever the hell that was in Cleveland. That shit was crazy.
July 26th. Day 86.
Paul and John got back from work on the night of the 21st and the three of us had
a BBQ on the patio as another warm Detroit day came to an end with a little beer and
weed. While we had dinner, we saw a chipmunk, a racoon, a skunk, and a deer all
passing through the one back yard. It was like there was a secret woodland tea party
going on somewhere. Later that night, I played Grand Theft Auto V with John on his
Xbox. I'm not sure if it was because of the graphics being so realistic or because I was
high or because of the recent spate of terrorist attacks and mass shootings taking place
here and around the world, but running people down and killing cops just didn't have
the same appeal it used to. The following day, I decided to head to a cafe and do some
writing. Heading out of the subdivision (all the houses here are part of some idyllically
named subdivision, like 'Stillmeadow' or 'Overview') and down to the local Starbucks
on foot gave me some much needed exercise, especially in the sweltering 38º heat. I
collapsed into the refrigerated cool of the air-conditioned corporate-coffee giant,
latching onto their free wi-fi and ordering a cold beverage.
I did some writing for a few hours and watched housewives in spandex, come and
go, getting coffees between errands. It wasn't the most intrepid of days, granted, but I
came to Michigan to see middle America, not the trendy slopes of San Francisco or the
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gentrified boroughs of New York. The Starbucks on the corner of Telegraph and Long
Lake in Bloomfield Hills offered me that peek into the American suburban middle
class, into the uber-consumer's head. They do consume enormous amounts of stuff in
America, from food, to drugs, to technology, to entertainment, to advertisements
telling them to consume even more. It's overwhelming.
Back at the house, I saw Meghan had arrived back from her week of working "In
the middle of buttfuck nowhere somewhere in Ohio". Paul then arrived home from
work and we set out for a weekend away upstate in Port Sanilac. Port Sanilac sits on
the waters of Lake Heron, where we had booked a guesthouse for the weekend with
two of Meghan's friends, Jeff and Lindsey. The drive to Port Sanilac offered me
another chance to see the American countryside; vast fields of corn broken up by red
barns, huge grain silos, and long, straight roads that trail off into the horizon. Small
towns drifted by us, their names branded on the face of water towers. The sun began
to set out to our left in a dazzling display of deep orange and pink. In one small town,
we decided to pass through a McDonald's drive-thru, however, the poor girl behind
the counter couldn't understand a word of my accent, so Paul quickly affected a local
twang. Shortly after, we arrived in Port Sanilac. The guesthouse we had rented was a
gorgeous little lake house, built in 1852, located between the most adorable lighthouse
and the Port Sanilac Marina. The interior was just as lovely as the exterior, all the
littlest details considered and all the final touches taken care of. We chilled out on the
porch and watched the sunset with beers and weed, the gentle lapping of the water and
the far off laughter from elsewhere on the marina filling the evening air.
The following two days were a wonderful blur of sleep-ins, naps, joints, kayaks,
meals, sunbathing, music, beers, and friendship. I nearly fell asleep outside by the fire
on the Saturday night, it was just so peaceful and warm and beautiful. We had a BBQ
on the Sunday and ended the evening with a joint and a film. The others had to go to
work early on Monday, so they went to bed while Paul and I stayed up smoking and
drinking into the night. The next morning, Paul and I did the usual routine of dumping
everything in his car and hitting the road. I took one last look at the lake and the
lighthouse; a mental photo of a time and place very special indeed.
Paul had the day off work but there was a family function that evening, so we
decided to hit up Detroit one last time before I would clear town and make for
Chicago. Driving back into Detroit, underneath the 8 Mile overpass, I couldn't help
but feel ashamed of how poorly I'd 'done' Detroit. I mean, I'd always heard stories
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about the renewed underground art scene and the abandoned buildings and all of that,
but I had visited next to none of that stuff. But I became less ashamed, thinking to
myself, "To hell with expectations and clichés".
Parking the car in downtown Detroit, we walked around this unique city for one last
time; by the landmarks of the Fillmore, Comerica Park, and the Fox Theatre, and by
the less famous alleys and bars. We came to Campus Martius Park where a jazz band
was jamming in the afternoon sun. Just casually on a Monday lunch break, downtown
Detroit was humming to some sweet, sweet music. That's Motown. We went to the
nearby Hard Rock Cafe and got a beer, sat in the sun, and listened to the jazz band. As
we sat there, I felt as though I needed to make a correction. I said in an earlier diary
entry that Detroit isn't the heart-stealer that Wellington is. Well, perhaps it could be,
perhaps it could be. Back at Bloomfield Hills, I gathered my things before Paul
dropped me off at Royal Oak Station. I hate goodbyes, especially with very good
friends, so we made it quick. I'll see him again soon. I felt bad for not letting him in on
the true scale of my need for sobriety, but goddamn, we had a good time.
And now: Chicago. This was the first leg of my long journey down to New Orleans,
to Fern. It begun on the sun-soaked platform of Royal Oak Station. The evening was
long, the sun setting slowly. I made conversation with a man waiting on the platform,
asking him if he was headed for Chicago too. He wasn't. He was just there to watch the
trains. According to him, the train to Chicago was five minutes late. The train soon
arrived and I farewelled this unusual trainspotter and boarded the Amtrack train. I
hadn't booked a ticket. I was planning on just winging it. When the ticket guy came
round, I told him my plan and he seemed a little unimpressed but gave me a ticket for
Chicago for $40. I had a headache so I went down to the carriage with the bar and
ordered a water and a coffee. Everything at the bar seemed to cost $2.25. Water $2.25. Coffee - $2.25. Juice - $2.25. Pretzels - $2.25. The only thing that cost more was
the fried chicken, but they were all out of that. My headache subsided as the journey
wore on. The orange glow of the day's end turned black as we drifted west to Chicago.
We passed through Ann Arbor, Jackson, Battle Creek, Kalamazoo, and Niles before
crossing the state border into Indiana, where ironically Michigan City is, which was our
last stop before crossing into Illinois and reaching Chicago.
On this train journey between two of the great music capitals of the world, I
listened to Miles Davis' Bitches Brew. I rolled into Chicago just after midnight. I caught
my silhouette in the train window; I was cooler than an alley cat's shadow. I entered
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Chicago better than I've ever entered any other city on earth; cool, with style and class,
like a bluesman. Chicago's gleaming structures of metal and light appeared like white
hot visions in the thick black night.
Arriving at Union Station, my plan of asking a cabbie if he knew of any cheap
hostels fell flat, so I asked a taxi driver if he knew of any cheap hotels. "South side or
north side?" he asked. I honestly couldn't remember what the dangerous side of
Chicago was, so I took a gamble and said, "North". Thankfully, as we pulled into the
Lincoln Park Inn on Diversey, I could tell I had guessed right. The streets were empty
but well kept; Chicago seemed tidy, this part of it anyway. I asked for the cheapest
room available and they put me in a room that had no floor space, just bed then wall. I
didn't mind. This morning, I found a cheap hostel online and booked myself in for two
nights. I left my luggage at the hotel in the meantime and went for a walk. I had no
idea where I was going, but I've seen enough maps to know the general outline of
Chicago, so when I hit Lincoln Park and the lakefront I knew exactly where I was.
Lake Michigan was breathtakingly beautiful this morning; flat, almost white, it didn't
seem real. The Chicago skyline in the distance looked as impressive as always, the John
Hancock Center and the Sears (#NeverWillis) Tower framing the city perfectly. There
were lots of people running and cycling along the lakeside, making me feel all the more
guilty for having done no exercise since Tokyo on top of all the drinking and smoking
I'd been doing since landing in the United States.
I decided a haircut might help me out with the heat, so I walked down North Clark
Street and looked for a hair dressers. I eventually found one and an old Mexican
woman from Puebla gave me a trim. I kicked around Lincoln Park, or LP, as I
overheard a local say, for a while before getting my luggage from the hotel and taking a
taxi to the hostel. I checked into the hostel and was interested to find it sitting virtually
right next to Wrigley Field. Right next to the stadium is Addison Station, which sits on
the Red Line. For just $3, I got all the way into downtown Chicago, sliding above
ground before ducking underneath the city. Arriving at Grand Station, I climbed back
up to street level and found myself in the heart of Chicago. The buildings touch the
sky. My neck craned upward, as did my imagination.
Crossing the Chicago River, I looked around what I'm now convinced is the most
beautiful of all the North American financial districts. There is a timeless class to how
this city has been built on the lake and the river. This city, the first modern metropolis,
and its architecture, other than being phenomenally tall, is sensationally beautiful. It's
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as if someone plucked the best example of every kind of high-rise possible and placed
them perfectly in a line in Chicago, dotting the skyline with curves and forms that
make the eye rich. The only eyesore was the overkill 'TRUMP' along the side of the
otherwise lovely high-rise on the river. If they can rename the Sears Tower, they can
rename that someday.
Trains went by overhead, boats sailed by underfoot, traffic rushed forward all
around and people moved with that wonderful hustle of big cities. There were beggars
and millionaires on the same sidewalks. There were cafes and bars by the river. I've
always loved looking up at the sun when it's behind something, a building or a tree, and
seeing it give off that bright blue halo of haze against the sky, so fresh and awe
inspiring. Looking up and around at Chicago, the city did this to me all day. I
entertained the idea of doing a river cruise but the street was far too captivating to be
conned into some tourist routine. I'm done doing tours of things and going to
museums, I'm more interested in walking around. I'm not a tourist, I'm a traveller now.
I walked and walked and walked, for hours. The sun, the buildings, the people, the life.
Today was one of those gifts that a city gives you, hoping you return the favour to her
someday. I have an old idea for a book that Chicago might fit perfectly. In any case, I'll
write more about her tomorrow. She's gorgeous. I wrote to a friend, "Chicago is like
New York's hot little sister". If only Dickens had been so eloquent.
One of the only large patches on the city map that I didn't cover today was Navy
Pier. I'll do it tomorrow. Jumping back on the Red Line, I got off at Addison Station
and came back to the hostel. Catching a bit of news about the DNC in Philadelphia,
I'm glad I came west from Detroit last night. Cleveland was enough political bullshit
for me. I'm going to have a quiet night tonight. The two nights I spent at hostels in
Japan were drunken messes, so tonight I'm going to take it easy. I've got nowhere to be
tomorrow and Chicago at my doorstep.
July 27th. Day 87.
Chicago. Chic-ago. If ever there was a city to give New York a run for its money, it's
Chicago. This city is as its name suggests; elegant, stylish, like a gown of steel and light.
Last night, I went to a local sports bar across the road from Wrigley Field for a burger
and fries. I walked around a bit, dropping in at cheap bars to write. I only wrote one
thing that read OK this morning. I was thinking about two unrelated things, when
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suddenly they came crashing together. First was the DNC and Bernie Sanders, a man I
admire tremendously. Second was the thunder and lightning I saw in Guatemala.
It only takes one lightning bolt to illuminate the entire night sky.
This morning, after a free waffle breakfast in the kitchen at the hostel, I set out for
Navy Pier. I caught the train at Addison Station and got off again at Grand Station. It's
quite something to slide over the gentrified northern part of the city, seeing the highrises in the distance, then ducking down underneath the surface, only to emerge on
foot surrounded by those very high-rises. Especially when you listen to jazz while
doing it. I walked down Michigan Avenue again, this time over to the John Hancock
Center, flirting briefly with the idea of paying the $20 to check out the observation
deck. Instead, I walked along the lakefront to Navy Pier. Along the way, I saw a bum
with a sign that read 'My name is Percy Homeless I need money'.
Navy Pier was nice. The Tall Ships festival was happening, so Lake Michigan was
full of gorgeous clipper ships, white sails and grace of a bygone era. I would've watched
the ships for longer but it was just too hot on the exposed end of the pier, so I headed
back towards the city for some lunch. After a cheeseburger, I began walking towards
Grant Park when all of a sudden my left ankle gave out on me. The muscles just seized
up, or something. I almost fell over. Anyway, my plans of strolling around again all day
came to a pretty painful end. I think I may've overdone the walking yesterday, in
jandals no less. I hobbled back through the streets of downtown Chicago to Grand
Station and caught the train back to Addison Station. Back at the hostel, I figured I
may as well make use of this down time to plan my next move in this massive country.
I wanted to stay in Chicago another night, but with Lollapalooza on this weekend
the prices for hostels and hotels are extortionate. Alas, Chicago will have to be
returned to someday. My only fixed date is August 13th, when I'm meeting Fern on
Bourbon Street in New Orleans. Other than that, I'm a rebel without a cause, so to
speak, free to live out my boyhood fantasy of drifting around the United States,
Kerouac style. I was thinking of heading west again, this time to Denver, before cutting
back southeast through Texas to New Orleans. I heard Denver is beautiful, on the
edge of new terrains, epic and wild, the last stop before the mountains and deserts. But
the train there was too expensive. I decided to head south instead. I'm not sure exactly
what places this will take me through, but I locked in Indianapolis as a first stop. All I
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know about Indianapolis is that they race cars there and it's called the Crossroads of
America because of its location. I booked a bus for $20 and booked a hostel for $40. I
guess I'll see what Indianapolis has to offer before plotting the next move.
So this was to be my last night in Chicago, and whether my ankle liked it or not, I
was going to go see this city by night. I'd amputate my foot if I had to. A Cubs game
was on at the stadium, so I had to hobble through crowds of drunk baseball fans to get
to Addison Station.
The sun was setting as I rode into Chicago; magic hour. Goddamn, I felt cool on
that train. The only person cooler than me on that train was the black guy wearing
black shoes, a black shirt under a black suit, and a pair of black shades to finish the
look. My fondness for the quiet Beatle convinced me to get off at Harrison Station. I
limped to street level and saw the sun setting between the long avenues of skyscrapers.
Limping towards the lake, I came to Grant Park. The whole park was closed off for
Lollapalooza. Before I left Wellington, Paul and I had dreamed grand plans of going to
Lollapalooza. Radiohead is headlining the fucking event. RADIOHEAD. But tickets
were sold out so fast and then sold for so much more by scalpers that it just wasn't
feasible. I saw the main stage from afar and longed for a ticket. But I'd be by myself,
alone in a sea of drugged up hipsters. Thom Yorke forgot to put my name on the guest
list, so the subway ticket I got earlier with 'Lollapalooza!' on the back is the closest I'm
going to get to the four day event. Fern said Radiohead are playing Mexico City in
November. I did like Mexico City.
I walked towards Millennium Park and magic hour really became so. If I could've
bottled the atmosphere in Chicago this evening and give everyone in the world a sip, I
would. The street music, the people, the life, the energy. It was so exciting, I could've
wept. Mike Hollins, a family member of mine, once gave me a cunning look and said,
"Chicago's cool, man". Holy shit, I should've known he wasn't kidding. I haven't been
touched by that magic sensation since I went to New York. I didn't know for certain
until this night in Chicago where my journey in America would come to an end, but
now it's clear; New York. It was always New York. I told Margaret-Mary, Mike's wife,
when I first came back from America two years ago that I had felt 'something' in New
York, something I couldn't articulate. She said, "That means there is something there
for you, so you need to go back and find out what it is" - words not easily forgotten.
Hobbling all over Millennium Park, passing artists, musicians, tourists, bums,
hipsters, Lolla-goers, posers, yuppies, junkies, I crossed Michigan Avenue and on the

	
  

131

corner of Washington Street, I saw some badass saxophonist tear up the warm summer
night. The glowing towers of commerce behind him gave him a backdrop from a
1940's film noir. Capone be dead. Gothic-iconic. Avenues of blues. This city gave
America a soul, then sold it to the Devil for a guitar. With that guitar, it stole America's
soul right back out of the Devil's hands - too slow, go back to hell - and redeemed this
country's might with a howl into the night.
I walked around looking for a place to eat and ended up getting some tacos. I
noticed that limping through a city like this, the beggars don't bother you for coins.
What, I get a limp and suddenly I'm Percy Homeless? I stopped in for a quick beer at
the House of Blues, listening to some dudes jamming to B B King. Nobody loved him
but his mother. I walked around the banks of the Chicago River again but found it's a
more majestic place during a sunny day than at night. The way the buildings cut the
sun in dramatic lines, the way the emerald river glistens through the city, it's a
incredible sight. Also, at night Trump's billionaire tag is more ghastly. A dog pissing on
a tree has more class than Trump.
I watched some fireworks light up out over the lake before deciding to head back to
the hostel; my ankle simply too sore to take any more awe-struck wandering. One guy
sitting on the sidewalk with his shoes off saw me shuffling along and said, "Me too,
brother, me too". I got to the subway, but then I stopped. I wasn't finished yet. I
wanted to see more. I wasn't looking for trouble. I wasn't looking for a girl to give the
eye to. I wasn't looking to join the dope fiends down the alleys. I just wanted more
Chicago. I decided to take a limp down South Loop, under the train tracks and see
what was kicking. I'd forgotten that the south side of the city was the dangerous part,
especially at night. I limped naively through the most dangerous inner-city in the
United States. I saw a rooftop bar a few blocks away, so I headed for it.
On the way, a black guy without a shirt on, boxers up past his waist and low-riding
jeans, jacked, juiced, wired, flipped, and tripped, came up to me and angrily said, "I'm
gonna get arrested tomorrow, man, you wanna know why?" My naivety probably
helped me, giving me a nonchalance that came across as confidence. "Because you're
gonna commit a crime?" I asked dryly as I limped on. "Naw, man, 'coz I'm black,
dawg. You white, you ain't gotta worry bout nuttin', you know what I'm sayin'?" he
said. Was he armed? Was he dangerous? I didn't ask these questions until later. I got to
the elevator door to the rooftop bar and decided to mess with him a little, saying, "Na,
man, you got it all wrong. I'm black, you're white". This nonsense disarmed his
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aggression momentarily. He looked at me like I was insane. The elevator doors closed
on his confused face. I had a drink and looked down at Chicago's infamously violent
streets; more and more dodgy, drugged out looking cats staggering around. "All the
animals come out at night", says Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver.
Savouring the exhilarating thrill of feeling alive, that wonderful magic feeling that I
was certain could only be found in New York, I thought of what Margaret-Mary had
said to me, thinking to myself, "Maybe there's something for me in Chicago too?"
After my beer, I limped through the dodgy south side streets of Chicago. By the time I
got back to Harrison Station and then back to Addison Station, and then through the
drunken hordes of baseball fans, and finally to the hostel, my ankle was done.
Tomorrow, I have a handful of hours left in Chicago before my bus to Indianapolis.
What will happen on the streets of these two cities is as unpredictable as it is exciting.
July 28th. Day 88.
I checked out of the hostel this morning and dragged all my luggage across the road
to a Starbucks for some breakfast. The first thing I noticed as I drank my cappuccino
was all the Lollapalooza goers in town. Hordes of young people in short shorts,
singlets, and caps on backwards were walking to Addison Station to get trains
downtown, dressed as if they were going to some kind of hipster gym. Bastards. The
sky was a little grey when I made my up to Addison Station for my last train ride into
downtown Chicago. It was threatening to rain soon, so having to leave this amazing
city the day Lollapalooza was starting was made a little easier by the gloomy skies.
With blues and jazz in my ear directing me, I decided to get off at Grand Station
again, giving me one last walk through downtown Chicago on my way to the bus stop
on the corner of Canal and Van Buren. As I walked through the city, taking in as much
as I could, I couldn't believe I had only been in town a few days. I felt at home on
those streets, like I had been walking them my whole life. I then realised that Chicago
in the wintertime must be a wholly different experience and that I should revisit it in
the colder months someday to see the snow gently fall between the giant buildings.
Walking down State Street, I took a right on Jackson Boulevard and crossed the river,
arriving back at Union Station where my journey here had began the other night.
It started to rain as I waited for my bus, so I took shelter under a tree on the
sidewalk, glancing up at the king, the Sears Tower, through the falling rain. Chicago is a
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fucking boss. The bus pulled up and soon the city was rolling away behind me. We
crossed the state line out of Illinois, taking me back into Indiana and towards
Indianapolis on Interstate 65. Travelling south, it truly felt like I was making my down
to New Orleans, like I was making my way to Fern.
The countryside was full of cornfields, highways, factories, and wind turbines; the
American production miracle in action. Crossing the Wabash River, we bypassed
Lafayette and arrived in Indianapolis at 8.30pm. It seems like a nice enough sort of
place. The downtown streets seemed quiet after Chicago, the bank towers almost
quaint. I caught a taxi to my hostel in the northern outskirts of the city. The Kenyan
cabbie liked my conversation and gave me discounted fare of just $15.
Opening the front door at the Indy Hostel, I immediately felt at home. It was once
a family home and has held that feel. I spent the evening talking to a couple guys about
life and the world. They're my age, from Munich, Brasilia, and San Francisco. I've
booked two nights here. I might stay longer. Before I went to bed, I caught sight of a
map of the city hanging on wall. Turns out this part of town is called Bacon Swamp.
July 31st. Day 91.
Oscar, the dude from San Francisco, showed me the motorbike he's been riding all
over the United States. He started out in California then cut across Nevada, Utah,
Wyoming, Colorado, Kansas, Missouri, and Illinois before finally ending up here in
Indiana. He's one of those guys that has a permanent smile and upbeat personality. It
must be all the sunshine in California. He gave me some tips on how best to see
Indianapolis, so following his advice, I made for the bus stop on College Avenue.
While I waited for the 17 bus, a woman approached me and asked if she could
interview me for her blog. She was a writer and was collecting bus riders' stories. I told
her all about the last three months that I've been on the road. Fern sent me an Ibn
Battuta quote the other day; "Travelling - it leaves you speechless, then turns you into a
storyteller". When a girl quotes Ibn Battuta to you, go meet her in New Orleans.
I caught the bus and asked a local what stop I should get off at. She was
dumbfounded why I'd leave a place like New Zealand to visit a place like Indianapolis,
but she gave me directions nonetheless. Getting off at Massachusetts Avenue, I walked
down the street and found myself on Market Street, where the bus from Chicago had
dropped me off. I walked down Market and came to Monument Circle, the centre of
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downtown Indianapolis. The monument is to all the fallen servicemen and women
throughout history from the state of Indiana. An impressive monument, sure, but I
remain of the humble belief that the greatest monument to victims of war is peace.
Stopping at a Greek cafe, I ate some lovely fresh food, a salad with falafel. There
was no burgers or fries in sight. American food is all burgers and fries. In the hot sun, I
then headed east towards the canal. I mean, compared to Amsterdam or Venice, the
canal wasn't much, but it was nice enough. I walked the length of it to where it stops at
the White River, where a large group of grown men were busy running around
catching Pokémon; augmented reality has finally gone mainstream.
Just then, the weirdest thing happened, even weirder than grown men running after
Charmanders. My right ankle gave out in exactly the same way my left did in Chicago.
My left ankle came right after a day, so I wasn't too concerned, but it's never happened
to me before. I've walked a lot in the past few months, but I haven't been for a run
since Tokyo, so I have no idea why my feet are blowing out. In any case, I hobbled
around another American city. The injury prevented me from checking out much more
of Indy, but to be perfectly honest, there didn't seem a lot else to do or see downtown.
I limped back to the bus stop on Massachusetts Avenue and rode back down College
Avenue to Bacon Swamp. It was just as well I got back when I did because heavy rain
began to fall soon after. I hung out with Oscar in the hostel, talking about all kinds of
things from Trump to girls to Pokémon to philosophy.
One of the girls working at the hostel had told us to check out a place called Broad
Ripple to the north of the city, where all the young people go to hang out in bars and
restaurants. Oscar and I decided to go see what was happening there. A 20 year old guy
from Cairo, Omar, decided to join us and see if he could get away with being underage.
He was clearly a wealthy kid. He drove a gorgeous 2015 black Mustang and said he
travels to Egypt regularly to see family. Anyway, in his beautiful car, we headed out in
the pouring rain to Broad Ripple. It stopped raining when we got there, but Omar
couldn't get into any bars so he went back. Oscar and I played pool and got drunk. He
told me that he sometimes moonlights as a bisexual prostitute and was currently
fucking a gender-neutral theyfriend. Not my scene but interesting all the same to see
where the sexual-spectrum takes people.
We checked out a few more bars before Oscar decided to head back to the hostel as
he was planning on riding to Ohio early in the morning. I didn't feel like calling it a
night just yet, however, so after Oscar left I used my accent to break the ice with some
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local women and got talking to them for a couple of hours. About 3am, one of them
dropped me back at the hostel on her way home. She said she'd be back in Broad
Ripple the following night if I was still in town and at a loose end. I later realised she
was hitting on me.
Oscar woke me up briefly the next morning to say farewell. I couldn't be bothered
moving on myself. I was a little hungover and couldn't decide where to go to next, nor
did I have the inclination to go about getting there. I decided to book another night at
the hostel and rest my ankle. In the afternoon, I got a coffee and some food at a local
cafe. In the evening, a Dutchman by the name of Floris arrived at the hostel. We struck
up a friendship and decided to get some dinner at Broad Ripple. Catching the 17 bus,
we got to Broad Ripple and got some Indian food. Checking out a couple of bars, we
ran into the girl from the previous night, so spent the evening bar hopping with her
and her friends. Turned out she was hitting on me. When I didn't reciprocate her
advances, Floris was more than happy to take her off my hands. I ended up drunkenly
walking all the way back to Bacon Swamp. Thankfully my ankle held out.
Today was the same as yesterday. I was too hungover to be bothered travelling on. I
liked the hostel too, it was cosy on these wet Indy days. In the evening, Floris and I
drove his car to the supermarket to get pasta to cook dinner. We drove past some nice
suburbs with big homes, two stories, attics, lawns, flags; a picture of the American
dream. Back at the hostel, Floris thanked me for letting him have the girl from last
night. With a grin, I told him he was welcome.
August 1st. Day 92.
Checking out of the Indy Hostel this morning, I dragged my suitcase along in the
hot sun to the bus stop on College Avenue. The 17 bus arrived shortly after and in no
time I was back in downtown Indianapolis. Hanging out in cafe near Monument
Circle, I killed a bit of time before catching my bus to Louisville. The cornfields were
endless, like an ocean. On the bus, I met one of America's more interesting characters.
He looked like a meth addict and later confirmed that was indeed the case. His name
was Buck and he was travelling back to his hometown with his toothless girlfriend,
Lisa, to look for work. When I told him I was just passing through Louisville, he told
me, in that unmistakable southern drawl, about all the homeless shelters I could stay in
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for free if I needed to. I appreciated the gesture and thought he had a kind heart, so I
decided to keep talking to him.
He asked me where I was from. I told him and he said, "New Zealand? What state
is that in?" I said it wasn't in the United States and he seemed amazed, "Oh, so you're
from a whole other country?" I showed him my passport, he had never seen one
before. He wanted to know where New Zealand was, so I gave him the general
location. "Australia? Yeah, I've heard of that", he said, nodding his head in thought. It
reminded me of a conversation I'd had yesterday at the hostel with a college kid from
Denver, which was all the more concerning given that he was at college, who had
asked me, "Is New Zealand leaving the European Union like England?" America gave
us J Robert Oppenheimer and they're landing robots on Mars, but sometimes I really
have to wonder.
I asked Buck if Louisville was a nice place. He said, "No, it ain't. It's dangerous too.
My buddy got shot just the other day. He'll be alright, though. Drug deal. Lot of drugs
in Louisville, man. Meth, heroin, crack, marijuana, everybody smokes marijuana".
That's when he told me he was a meth addict and had lost his last job because of a
drug test. Despite being skeletal, he said he was a labourer and, "I can't read or write
too good, but I is good with my hands", which made gummy Lisa giggle. She looked
like Christopher Walken.
The bus stopped for a ten minute toilet and cigarette break. Buck and Lisa were
busy chain smoking as I went into the McDonald's to get a burger. When I came back
and waited with them, they were worried that I didn't have enough money and were
wondering if I needed some. "It ain't no bother", Lisa said. If meth hadn't made her
eyes so sunken and grey, this was a moment where they would've looked kind. I was
just thinking to myself how nice these people were, when suddenly Buck asked, "What
music you listen to, man?" "Anything", I said. And then Buck said, "I like hip hop, but
only white man's hip hop, none of that negro shit. I don't listen anything made by
fucking niggers". Lisa nodded in agreement beside him. On the one hand, these people
had extended great kindness to me. On the other hand, it was probably only because I
was white. "I don't care about that shit", I said and headed back to the bus.
I quickly sparked up a conversation with someone else before Buck and Lisa got
back on the bus. This guy, John, was more normal, to a point; he was obsessed with
construction projects and told me all about what was going on in the Louisville
infrastructure scene, like the widening of Interstate 65 that we were travelling on.
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Driving into Louisville from the north, we crossed a newly built (apparently) bridge
spanning the Ohio River, which marks the state line between Indiana and Kentucky. I
was now in the Blue Grass State. I could sort of understand why John was so into the
construction scene; Louisville seemed to have more construction work going on than
any other city I've ever been to. The bus dropped us off on Liberty Street and I
farewelled John and gave a cold sort of goodbye to the racist junkies.
Louisville looked like a dodgy place. Lots of people seemed to have that gaunt meth
face, those dead meth eyes, and that aged meth skin. Every second person looked like
Steve Buscemi. John said there was nothing to do in Louisville and it looked like it
might rain soon, so I decided to quickly find a place to stay. Using someone's
unprotected wi-fi, I searched for a hostel but couldn't find any. I settled for a cheap
motel instead. It was on Bardstown Road. Coincidentally, I had to catch another
number 17 bus to get there, same price too as in Indy; $1.75.
As the bus rolled down Bardstown Road, I saw some guys brazenly doing a drug
deal a few seats in front of me. Well, more of a drug swap, I guess; a big bag of grass
for a small bag of white rock. Nobody else on the bus batted an eyelid. I got my room
sorted at the Economy Inn. It's the kind of motel that comes with a complimentary
dead hooker. Down the road, I saw there was a KFC, so decided to be a have KFC for
my only dinner in Kentucky. It began to pour with rain when I was walking back to the
motel, a wet night seemingly setting in. I decided to call it a day and booked a late
afternoon bus for Nashville, giving Louisville tomorrow to improve its impression on
me. I'm not holding my breath.
August 4th. Day 95.
Checking out of the Economy Inn on Tuesday morning, I stopped at McDonald's
for a coffee before catching the 17 bus back down Bardstown Road to downtown
Louisville. It wasn't until I got off on Muhammad Ali Boulevard that I remembered
Louisville is where he came from. I began to feel bad about hating on Louisville the
day before, not just because Muhammad Ali came from here and died recently, but
because I started to see a different side to the city as I walked around. I was myself
guilty of the superficial judgements I had found so vile on behalf of Buck and Lisa.
The buildings aren't what make a city, the people are, and the people of Louisville, for
the most part, seemed kind. They offer the elderly their seats on the bus, they let you
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cross the street, they smile and nod as you walk past more than any other city I've been
to, I got called honey and sweetie by every woman who served me, and one lady called
out to me from across the street, "Hey, mister, your laces are untied, you don't wanna
trip over, do ya?" Sure, there are the meth addicts everywhere, but Louisville,
Kentucky, reminded me not to cast stones.
Walking around downtown for a while, stopping only for coffee and lunch, hauling
my suitcase behind me, I decided to head to the bus stop for my 4pm bus to Nashville.
Waiting around on the sidewalk in the blistering heat, I met a guy from Dallas who was
trying to make his way back home. He introduced himself as R Johnny.
"They're still stealing cows down there in Texas, man. I was like, what? I thought
they only done that in the movies. But no, it's a federal crime, they lock yo ass up in
the penitentiary for that. I love Dallas, though, man. Best place in America. Chicago,
not my vibe. I'm from Louisville originally, my mama even went to school with
Muhammad Ali. But I don't like it here. Too many people thinking they all that. Dallas,
if someone borrows money from you, they pay you back. In Texas, yo word is
everything. Here, you'll never see yo money again unless you go get it with a gun".
Soon, a feisty little woman with blonde hair and a thick southern accent came and
sat with us in the sun with us.
"Kimberley, but people call me Kimmy. My daddy was a drinker, so I don't drink,
but I'm going down to Nashville for a party. I used to make guns with my boyfriend,
ARs, it was all legal, but Hillary Clinton wants to change all that. Still, she's better than
Donald Trump. He's just a racist son of a bitch. He don't like Mexicans. I can't believe
people are voting for his stupid ass. Where's this bus at, anyhow?"
The bus turned out to be two hours late. In that time, a third character soon arrived.
She was a tiny little old lady with lots of bags who waits for every bus from out of
town to arrive to sell people stuff. She doesn't work for the bus companies, she makes
them work for her.
"I got ice cold water, sodas, candy, I got tuna in a can, crackers, ear plugs, if you
wanna go to the restrooms, they're about three minutes that way, you'll be back in six
or seven minutes. If you want something else, sandwiches, fruit, pens, lemme know
and I'll see what I can do for you."
Americans are amazing people, so varied and unique. The bus finally arrived and I
was soon back on Interstate 65, back on my long journey down to New Orleans and
Fern, heading south through the green-forested hills of Kentucky. Two people sitting

	
  

139

next to me had just met and were being annoyingly cute with each other and a guy
behind me kept blowing his runny nose, so I put my headphones in and drowned them
all out. The sun began to set, pink and yellow, and the hills turned back into endless
fields of corn. Nashville's skyline soon emerged over the highway in the distance.
The bus dropped us off on 5th Avenue. I walked down to Church Street, taking a
left, passing the historic Printer's Alley, and coming to the Nashville Downtown Hostel
on the corner of Church and 1st Avenue. The Cumberland River runs next to
1st Avenue and directly across from the hostel was Nissan Stadium. The hostel names
each dorm room after famous musicians and I was put in The Beatles. I decided to get
some dinner and went for a walk through downtown Music City. Even on a Tuesday
night, the nightlife was wild. It's a rather pretty city, resting on a slope above a river,
slanted streets with alleyways covered in murals, some avenues lined with trees.
Music was everywhere. Every street sign had a music theme, every bar had a live
band no matter how busy or quiet it was, there were buskers and music street art
on each block, and travellers walked around with guitars over their backs. I got dinner
at a bar on Church Street and struck up a conversation with a local. Her name was
Violet and she had just moved to Nashville from Phoenix. She gave me the rundown
on what to see and do; the famous bars and cafes, Jack White's record store, the
Parthenon, and the walks along the Cumberland. I felt like I might need to extend stay
past the two nights I had planned. Farewelling Violet, I decided to check out
Broadway's main strip of bars. The whole drag of Broadway was lined with neon
cowboys and guitars, teeming with people, all boozing, dancing, and singing. It was
pretty overwhelming, so I thought I'd start off in a quieter pub on 2nd Avenue.
Striking up another conversation, I met a guy who had just retired from the army.
He was pretty drunk and quite open with his thoughts about women and the world.
"Whatever you do, go home eventually, man. I've been to Italy, Latvia, Poland, and all
I know is people should go back to their own countries. Man, I need a woman. Just a
nice piece of ass for the night. Soon as I open my mouth though, stupid bitches all
think I love killing". I wasn't sure what to say, so I told him to take care and checked
out another bar.
I met a girl named Caitlin who played rugby and was immediately keen to talk to a
New Zealander. We chatted for a while and she gave me more tips about how best to
see Nashville. She had to take off but wished me all the best. Another girl then called
out, "Hey, cowboy hipster!" She was referring to my black cowboy hat. We started
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chatting for a while and she said she knew a cool place on Broadway, so I decided to
take her up on the offer to go there. The bar was full of people dancing, and this girl,
Sky, part Native American, asked if I knew how to dance. She was drunk, off Jack
Daniels shots, and wouldn't take no for an answer. It was country dancing, which I had
never done before, so I decided to chase down a couple of shots of Jack Daniels
myself to help me along. Before I knew it, it was 3am and the bars were all closing. Sky
wanted me to come back to her place, but with my heart set on Fern, just like the other
night in Indianapolis, I headed back to the hostel. Back at the hostel, people were
drinking and jamming in the common room, so I joined in and we played until the sun
came up.
Yesterday, after being up all night, having someone snore loudly in my dorm, and
being a little hungover, I wasn't really up to doing much. Chilling out in the hostel, I
extended my stay in Nashville until Saturday morning. I got a late lunch at B B King's
Blues Club on 2nd Avenue and spent the rest of the day writing at the hostel. I went
for a walk this morning in the hot sun around downtown Nashville. I checked out
Printer's Alley and Broadway.
The whole city parties constantly. Bars close at 3am, but they reopen just a few
hours later. I got some waffles at the cafe at the Johnny Cash Museum. I thought about
checking out the museum itself, but after going to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame
Museum in Cleveland, I'm kind of done. Walking along 1st Avenue, along the
Cumberland, I came back to the hostel. After nearly a hundred days being away from
home, I started feeling a little homesick this afternoon. It was probably a bit of the
booze-blues too. I decided to blow the cobwebs away by going for a run, even though
the sun was brutally hot.
Running along the Cumberland River in the ridiculous heat of the afternoon, I
passed underneath bridges and ran through rail yards. Cutting left back into the city, I
passed through Germantown and hit Bicentennial Park. The park and its surroundings
were beautiful. I ran up the grassy hill to the Tennessee State Capitol. Running back
towards the hostel, I made my way down Charlotte Avenue to 1st Avenue and the
Cumberland River. By the time I got back to the hostel, I was totally exhausted but felt
amazing. The homesickness and alcohol-woes had been cured.
I got showered and changed and decided to extend my stay further, locking in my
bed in The Beatles till Monday morning. I'm not sure where I'll go from here, but I
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want to spend more time in Nashville. The hostel was packed with new guests tonight.
We drank and jammed into the early hours.
August 7th. Day 98.
Waking early on Friday morning, I headed down 1st Avenue to Broadway and
called in at Mike's Ice Cream for a bagel and chocolate milk. The streets of downtown
Nashville were quiet, I had caught them in those few hours between bars closing and
opening. It was getting hotter by the second, so I decided to get a run in before it got
too hot. Running over the John Seigenthaler Pedestrian Bridge to the other side of the
Cumberland River, I did a lap of Nissan Stadium before heading back to the airconditioned refuge of the hostel. With three more nights to spend in Nashville, I was
in no hurry to get up to much, so I attempted to do a bit of writing in the common
room. I wasn't feeling overly inspired. I've been trying to crack the introduction to this
new book since Tokyo. Writer's block was making me feel a little down, but then
something quite remarkable happened.
A guy with long hair and a beard came up to me and asked, "You writing poetry,
man?" "Sort of, kind of, I don't know", I replied vaguely. "Can I hear some?" he asked.
"You can read some", I said, offering him my notebook. "Naw, man, lemme hear you
read it, I wanna hear your soul", he persisted. "Honestly, man, I appreciate what you're
doing but I'm just not feeling it right now", I explained with an uninspired expression.
"Well, how's about I read you some of mine?" he suggested. Pulling out a homemade
booklet of his poems, he enthusiastically read me some of his work. His passion for his
awful poetry was cringe worthy and inspirational all at the same time. He then handed
me the booklet and said, "You keep it, bro". I thanked him, and as he walked away, I
saw it was entitled The Power of Possibility.
As if the universe had forgotten how to be subtle, another guy then came up to me.
He had long hair as well. He had heard my accent and as he introduced himself, I
realised he was a Kiwi too. I hadn't met another travelling New Zealander in all the
time since leaving Wellington. His accent sounded funny and familiar, almost flat. It
was different to how Reuben's had sounded in Tokyo or how Paul's had sounded in
Detroit. Friends don't have accents, only strangers do.
I headed out to find some lunch and try press on with the opening of my book. By
now, Nashville had woken up, despite a light dash of rain, and Broadway was back to
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its usual self. I found a bar called Broadway Brewhouse and ordered a beer and a salad
for lunch. In America, the salads are a sizeable meal on their own. I then went back to
B B King's Blues Club, ordered another beer and kept writing. An old guy in shorts, a
Hawaiian shirt, and a backwards green cap came up to me asked what I was writing. As
the blues band played on the stage, I got talking to this old guy. His name was Jeff and
he was from Chicago. We traded stories of how we came to be in this blues club this
night and he said something I don't think I'll ever forget.
"You're travelling, huh? That's good. I wish I travelled. I couldn't, though, I had too
many responsibilities when I was younger. I had a son at a very young age. I could
travel now, I suppose, but I don't have the energy. You see, my son died a few years
ago. Sorry. That's my 'go to' story now, you know? Here's the thing; I've never had a
nightmare in my life. Never. I've only ever had good dreams. But my son dying... I live a
nightmare... Anyway, this band is great!"
The band was great; the clarinet player in particular. I told Jeff I was sorry for his
loss and he nodded sadly into his beer. When we parted ways a few blues songs later, I
shook his hand firmly and wished him all the best. He said the same to me. Back at the
hostel, a cool crowd of travellers and musicians had gathered in the common room.
Good music, good people, good vibes. For the second time that day, I met another
Kiwi. Seems a few of us were kicking around Nashville. She was from Hastings. It was
really nice to hear a woman talk in that lovely, homely accent. We watched the
Olympic opening ceremony together. I drank a lot of beer too. A lot of beer. I didn't
get as drunk as I did in Japan, but I was drunk enough to forget about dinner, smoke a
bunch of cigarettes, and get kicked out of Tootsie's on Broadway. A barmaid with
psycho eyes said "Fuck you, asshole!" because I only tipped her $1 when I bought two
beers. The general rule is $1 a beer for a tip, but I only had a $1 and $5 note and I
wasn't going to tip her $5 for opening two bottles of beer. I was going to let it slide,
but then I saw a $1 note on the floor, so I picked it up and scrunched it into a ball and
threw it at the mad bitch. The bouncer came up to me and said, "Bro, just go
somewhere else". Figuring the incident in Tootsie's was only going to mark the
beginning of a downward slide should I stay out, I decided to call it a night.
I woke to a severe dose of anxiety the next morning. I had avoided the hangoveranxiety in Detroit, partly I think because Paul was such a mellow soul to be around.
Hangovers aren't bad for me because of the headaches or nausea, they're bad because
of the anxiety. It's absolutely debilitating. I was mortified to have ended up in this
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situation - again. To bounce right back, I forced myself out of bed and put my running
shoes on. I had heard that the Parthenon and the Vanderbilt University campus
grounds were worth a visit, only they were a few miles away from downtown.
Everyone had told me to take a bus or taxi, not to do it on foot in this heat.
The heat outside was second only to the heat in my lungs as I ran. I had to walk
some of the way. I vomited once. It was brutal. It was the most important run of my
life, I think. When I got to the college grounds, which were absolutely gorgeous, a
thunderstorm unleashed over the skies above. The rain was a kind reward. As I heard
the clouds booming, I couldn't help but think of Charles Bukowski's "We are here to
laugh at the odds and live our lives so well that Death will tremble to take us". Two
sentences before this, Bukowski also wrote, "We are here to drink beer" - but that's
beside the point. The thunder above was the sound of Death trembling because he
realised how hard it would be to take me one day, to kill my spirit.
I saw some lightning strike the ground nearby and was concerned about being out
in the open. I found refuge from the storm under the stonework of the Parthenon.
Catching my breath, while others caught Pokémon, I checked out the golden Athena
Parthenos replica. It was so strange and wonderful to be in Tennessee and then be
momentarily cast back thousands of years to ancient Greece. The lightning soon
stopped, so more committed than ever to purge myself of the alcohol-vice, I ran back
in the softening rain. At the traffic lights on Rosa L Parks Boulevard, an Irishman
caught the Canterbury logo on my shorts and asked if I was from New Zealand.
"Every time someone tells me to go for a run to cure a hungover, they're from bloody
New Zealand. And every time I tell them the same bloody thing: Fuck off!"
Back at the hostel, I got showered and changed. Starving, I found a place called The
Old Spaghetti Factory on 2nd Avenue and ordered a water, a chocolate milkshake, a
coke, a wonderful bowl of minestrone soup, and a big plate of pasta. I walked back to
the hostel and tried to get some sleep. Unfortunately, my new bunkmate decided to
chew my ear about the American immigration process and show me photos of his
children that he was trying to remain in the country for. I could see he needed
someone to talk to, so I let him say what he needed to. I felt bad for him, I can't
imagine how frightening the prospect of being taken away from your children must be.
I thought of Jeff, the guy from the previous night, the one who had lost his son.
My bunkmate then called his wife and kids, so it was clear I wasn't going to be
getting any sleep anytime soon. I decided to head out and just walk around Nashville.
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That run must've made me really hungry, because I got more food; some strawberry ice
cream from the Savannah Candy Kitchen. I ate it as I walked along Broadway, past the
famous bars like Honky Tonk Central. Having by now heard the same country songs
being sung over and over by different bands, all made up of guys with HarleyDavidson t-shirts or caps, I decided to head back to the hostel and see if my bunkmate
had quietened down. Thankfully, he had.
I got up feeling better than ever this morning, but still felt like grabbing a coffee, so
I headed out and found a cafe on 5th Avenue. Back at the hostel, I decided it was time
to plan my next move. I looked at the map of the United States and considered my
options. America really does feel like one giant backyard. There are so many places you
can go, so many highways to drift down, so much to explore, it tempts you to think
about the freedom it so famously speaks of. A good friend of mine, Glen, comes from
Atlanta, so I decided to visit his once-hometown and write to him for suggestions
about what to do there. Booking myself into Motel 6 in Atlanta for Monday night and
a hostel in New Orleans for Tuesday, I then bought the bus tickets to get me there.
This way, I'll have a few days in New Orleans before Fern arrives on Saturday, giving
me time to suss the place out and hopefully show her a good time.
I then went for a walk back up to the Tennessee State Capitol. Being built on a lone
hill with straight avenues and side streets, Nashville really does allow for some amazing
symmetrical views of itself. I passed a bunch of war memorials and statues and even
happened upon the grave of former-President James K Polk. A gathering of homeless
people were taking up the offer of a charity lunch at the Church Street Park. A few of
them asked me for money as I went by and I had a whole heap of pennies and nickels
in my pocket, so I got rid of some loose change.
Walking down 5th Avenue to Broadway, I got another salad at the Broadway
Brewhouse. Afterwards, I decided to go for another big run. I combined two of the
runs I had done previously; over the John Seigenthaler Pedestrian Bridge, around
Nissan Stadium, back over the bridge, then down along the Cumberland, through the
deserted and sun-soaked railway yards, then into Germantown, and back through
Bicentennial Park, up the hill to the Tennessee State Capitol, past Polk's grave, and
finally back through the city to the hostel on the corner of Church and 1st.
I went back to The Old Spaghetti Factory for another Italian dinner. The same
waitress served me with her cute smile and southern drawl. I gave her a good tip.
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August 8th. Day 99.
After finishing yesterday's diary entry, I went for one last walk around Nashville at
night. From the vantage point of the John Seigenthaler Pedestrian Bridge, the city
looked really beautiful. A couple of guys walked past and I heard one talking about
the AT&T Building, which is unique in that it has two spires. He said, "It's like it's
doing the Devil horns, man, it's saying 'rock on!'" He then held his fist into the night
air and did the sign of the horns, shouting loudly, "Rock on!" It made me smile. The
next time I hear of some incoherent intolerance being spewed from some Bible
bashing idiot, I'm going to try take solace from the fact that in one of the biggest cities
in the Bible Belt, rising high over all else and being illuminated beautifully every night,
there is a giant set of Devil horns.
The Cumberland River was so calm and the air so gentle, it was a wonderful sendoff from Nashville. It had been an emotional couple of days. I hadn't expected my time
in this city to be as moving as they had been. Making my way towards Jack White's
record store, I caught sight of the time and realised I should probably turn back. The
problem wasn't that the store would be closed, the problem was that because my
cellphone died in the jungle in Mexico, I have no alarm clock, and I needed to get up
early to catch my bus to Atlanta. The hostel had no wake up call service and so my
only guaranteed way of not sleeping in was to get to bed early. I decided to leave Third
Man Records for my return to Nashville, however many days, months, or years away
that proves to be.
Walking back down Broadway for one last time, I noticed that the bars were
emptier than on the previous nights. It was a Sunday night and it seemed that Nashville
does find time to sleep after all. Unlike that mad insomniac out in the Mojave Desert
or that eternal light on Manhattan Island, it would appear that Nashville is a city that
does find rest. Pacing slowly down 2nd Avenue, just a handful of people about, I
sensed that it was indeed time for me to move on. It was time for me to head to
Atlanta before making the final push to the greatest musical destination of them all;
New Orleans.
Of all the cities I've been collecting, New Orleans is the one I've lusted after most.
Tokyo, Mexico City, Chicago - but New Orleans has long been the grandest prize. I've
been to New York before, and I can feel her calling me back, so I'll set my sights to her
soon, but I'm so close to finally having New Orleans. I can feel her in my bones. I told
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a pianist in the hostel that I was heading south to that fabled city and he stopped what
he was doing to give me one of those looks that made me feel alive and said, "You
think you know cool, man, wait until you see New Orleans".
Worried I might over sleep, I didn't end up having a very good sleep, so I needed a
coffee after I checked out of the hostel. Across the road from the hostel, often a
hangout for the homeless, is a statue of the two founders of Nashville shaking hands.
It's the spot they're said to have shaken hands on when they decided to build the
settlement that is now Nashville. I saw the statue as Nashville's spirit shaking hands
with mine, as if the city was saying, "You're welcome, don't forget what you learnt
here, and tread boldly in New Orleans. Perhaps we'll meet again someday". I got my
coffee and waited for my bus on 5th Avenue.
When the bus arrived, I showed the driver my ticket, but he shook his head and
said, "You're booked for the wrong day, pal". In my excitement to get to New Orleans,
I had forgotten about America's backwards month-day-year dating system. Thankfully,
the bus was largely empty, so the driver let me board anyway. We drove south-east on
Interstate 25, over the Cumberland River, and headed towards Georgia. I fell asleep for
a few hours, waking just outside of Chattanooga, a few miles from the state line.
Hitting Interstate 75, the countryside rolling by was gorgeous; lush forests covering the
bottom rim of the Smoky Mountains. I listened to some Bob Dylan again, it only
seemed right. Tangled Up In Blue and Song To Woody pierced my heart; the nostalgia, the
heartache, the realisation of dreams that once felt lost, the acceptance that some aren't
coming back, the drifting through this endless nation in the footsteps of men far
greater than I, like the hunters, like the soldiers, like the poets, like my father. Watching
the trees pass under the clouds and watching the clouds pass under the sun, I couldn't
help but think of the deep history of this place. There is something about what has
happened in this land that speaks to you if your soul is quiet enough to hear it.
By the time we had arrived in Atlanta, the bus was about an hour behind schedule.
The result was that a woman, travelling from Nebraska to North Carolina, missed her
connecting bus. She was livid. She went on a tirade about getting her husband "Whose
serving thirty years for point eight of a gram of crack" to call the bus company and
threaten them. I was glad to step out onto the streets of Atlanta and get to Motel 6.
Glen had given me a few pointers on how best to see his hometown in the short
time I had. My first stop was The World of Coca-Cola, but the delayed bus meant that
I was in a rush to get there on time to take the tour. Running the five blocks down
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Baker Street, I made it to Pemberton Place (named after John Pemberton, the inventor
of Coca-Cola), but the woman sitting underneath the giant red bottle cap said I was
too late. "You seem thirsty, though, so you've come to the right place. You can check
out the gift store, it's still open".
The gift store was absurd and amazing. Imagine if Coca-Cola was a country and
imagine walking into a souvenir store in that country. The Coca-Cola Company
probably makes more money than some countries, come to think of it. Anyway, there
was everything Coca-Cola. From Coca-Cola flavoured lip gloss to a $500 crystal CocaCola bottle. I needed a drink after my dash from Motel 6, so I bought a regular bottle
as well as a Coca-Cola pen that doubles as a bottle opener. Back out in Pemperton
Place, I opened my bottle with my pen and felt pretty damn satisfied. I took a photo
with the statue of Mr Pemperton and headed for my second stop; the CNN Center.
Walking through the Centennial Olympic Park (so named because the 1996 Atlanta
games were a century after the first modern Olympics in Athens in 1896), I stopped
and found Danyon Loader's name on a stone monument to the 1996 medal winners. I
vividly remember watching him win double gold medals when I was seven years old.
Making it to the CNN Center, I was immediately struck by how awesome the atrium is;
with a high ceiling, a giant globe, many indoor balconies, all the flags of the world
hanging, and the numerous big screen TVs. Wolf Blitzer's serious little face was LIVE
and BREAKING NEWS all over the place.
The talking heads, who were being recorded somewhere else in this massive
building, were busy talking about how more and more Republicans have started saying
what the world has been saying for over a year now, namely, that Donald Trump a
fucking moron. I was a little surprised how little of the election I had encountered here
in America, unless I had gone looking for it. I've seen the occasional advertisement on
television and the occasional bumper sticker, but that's basically it. Although, driving
into Atlanta, I did see a huge billboard that read 'TRUMP - Pray For Our Nation And
Make America Great Again'. I wasn't sure if the slogan or the title casing in which it
was written irritated me more. I was too late for the official tour of the studio, so I
settled for getting something to eat and drink at the Starbucks and watching some
CNN. The girl at the Starbucks asked me what country I was from. "New Zealand", I
said. "Oh, you're from Australia", she replied. I just smiled quietly but inside I was
screaming in desperation, "What?! No! I literally just said New Zealand!"
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Kicking around downtown Atlanta, I only had one more place to check out on
Glen's list, some place simply called Underground. It began to rain, however, so I
headed back to Motel 6 to regroup. When the rain cleared, I walked up Courtland
Street to check out this Underground place. I think I had left it too late, which seemed
to be a theme for the day, because everything was shut and it was just full of homeless
people loitering around and smoking pot. Or was this exactly why Glen sent me there?
The skyscrapers in Atlanta are simply stunning; grand and imposing. As I walked
around between them, crossing roads and heading down others, pacing all over my
friend's home city, I started feeling a little lonely. However, I soon started to hear
Glen's laughter in my head and felt as though he was with me. It was as if he was
showing me all the spots he used to hang out in, telling me stories about his youth.
"On this street corner, this happened, and over there, that happened, and, oh man, the
craziest thing happened over here!" It really felt like he was hitting the sidewalk with
me. In some ways, I feel like I know him a little better now.
Spotting an Indian restaurant on Peachtree Street, I decided to end my day's
wandering, get something to eat, and call it a night. I got a vegetarian curry, a selection
which made the waiter say, "You are having the most excellent in taste, sir. Indian
customers is getting this. My daughter loves it most". My accent drew the attention of a
man from Nepal, Krishna, who was also dining alone and wanted to talk cricket. I was
more than happy to oblige him. He had kind eyes and was softly spoken, a voice so
gentle and easy to listen to. We finished our meal and parted ways. I'm doing what I've
wanted to do for many years tomorrow, what I've dared to dream about in the longest
of nights, what so many have sung never to do. I'm going down to New Orleans.
August 11th. Day 102.
She's even more gorgeous than I thought she would be. She's perfect. I've long
suspected I was a bluesman in a past life. It's no longer suspect; it's the reason I feel so
at home in New Orleans. But before I explain why this city is greater than ever
imagined it could be, I need to write about my journey here from Atlanta.
I checked out of Motel 6 and walked down to the bus stop around 11am, the
Georgia sun already far too hot to be out in. We travelled southwest on Interstate 85,
crossing into Alabama and stopping for a brief break a few miles over the state line.
Shortly afterwards, we arrived in Montgomery, picking up a couple more passengers
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before continuing on towards Mobile on Interstate 65. The sun was beginning to drop
slightly by the time we arrived in Mobile, giving me my first sighting of the ocean in
nearly a month. Hitting Interstate 10, we then travelled west into Mississippi. With
Mississippi's Rebel Flags waving in the setting sun, we began to drive over long
elevated stretches of highway, spanning swamplands and forests with watery floors. I
knew then that we were getting close. The bus was strangely empty, so I was able to
enjoy the front row of the upper deck all by myself. I put my feet up and put on Jimi
Hendrix. And that's when I saw her.
Over the curve of the horizon, as we started to cross Lake Pontchartrain, I saw the
distant downtown towers of New Orleans. The high-rises looked like a giant castle of
fantasy against the pink evening sky. The bridge spanning the lake was like the road to
the end of the earth, a concrete tether connecting New Orleans to the real world.
Beyond this road was only myth and music. Jimi's words became the voice of the city,
calling to me as I drew nearer:
If you can just get your mind together
Then come across to me
We'll hold hands an' then we'll watch the sun rise
From the bottom of the sea
I wasn't riding a bus into New Orleans any more, I was riding a wave, a beautiful
wave of light and sound, of music and dreams, on Kubrick's Infinite to Barrie's
Neverland. Years of desire were tangible in this moment, life breathed into them at
last. Voodoo Chile then carried me into the city:
Well, mountain lions found me there waitin'
And set me on a eagles back
Well, mountain lions found me there,
And set me on a eagles wing
(Its' the eagles wing, baby, what did I say)
He took me past to the outskirts of infinity,
And when he brought me back,
He gave me a Venus witch's ring
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Hey!
And he said "Fly on, fly on"
Because I'm a voodoo chile, yeah, voodoo chile
It was dangerously cool. We swooped around downtown, past the giant Superdome
which gave refuge in the days of Katrina, and onto Earhart Boulevard. Stepping off the
bus, I looked west and saw the sun putting on the most elaborate display of gold, pink,
purple, blue, and red. Arriving in this city had been like taking a powerful drug,
launching me into some other realm, and despite now standing on the streets, I
couldn't help but feel that New Orleans was too beautiful to be real. Walking down
Carondelet, I found my hostel on the corner of Euterpe. The sun finally went down, it
had shown me the way, now it could invite the night in.
Meeting all kinds of other travellers at the hostel, mainly French, we quickly started
a party that went on all night. It included a journey to Frenchman Street where we saw
live music appear out of thin air, conjured from nothing, in bars, on the sidewalk, off
the walls, in the droplets of rain. One rocker looked like Jack White, he had the same
hair. The jazz. The blues. The rock and roll. In the maze of streets that is the French
Quarter, we wandered through this overdose of life and culture and music.
The legends about this place are all true. Believe everything. Doubt nothing about
New Orleans. I've heard it said that America's greatest contribution to the world is its
music. The world needs this city. America needs this city. Without New Orleans, this
country is done. It snuck up on me, the famous street. We were walking along, I didn't
really know where, and then I looked up and saw a sign; Bourbon. It was under my
feet at last. Bourbon turns into Carondelet at Canal, so we walked in a straight line
back to the hostel. Night one in New Orleans was done. I was speechless.
Yesterday, after sharing communal breakfast in the hostel, I decided to go for a run
along St Charles Avenue. Running along the streetcar tracks in the centre of the
avenue, I was shaken again by how beautiful this city is. It is filled with thousands of
deep green trees, draped in beads. Some of the homes are like miniature castles. The
French started this place, the Spanish took control, the French took it back, they sold it
to the Americans, it rebelled, then it returned to the Union. The result is that is the
most interesting city in the United States. The slave trade, the Haitian Revolution, the
influence and convergence of colonial powers, all of this history has shaped a place
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that doesn't feel like anywhere else. It has the same magical feeling as Mexico. It has
the blues of Chicago. It has the aesthetics of Europe.
I turned around by Loyola University and ran back to the hostel. The street names
here spoil writers; Napoleon, Josephine, Constantinople, Cadiz, Dufossat, Amelia. The
layout of the streets is like a lace tapestry of geometric patterns. It's simply gorgeous. A
tremendous downpour began when I was running back. It has rained softly or heavily
the whole time I've been here. I couldn't help but think of Led Zeppelin's opening
to When the Levee Breaks:
If it keeps on rainin', levee's goin' to break
Showering, I got some dinner on St Charles Avenue before a group of us caught a
streetcar and went to a bar in the Garden District. The Garden District is where the
Lafayette Cemetery is, but Fern had asked me to wait so we could visit it together. We
had a good time on Magazine Street, checking out different places, music, pool, classy
joints and dive bars. Some of the English boys got too drunk.
This morning, it was still raining heavily. But I wanted to see the French Quarter by
daytime, so I set out with my jacket and caught the streetcar to Canal. I had ambitions
to cross the Mississippi River on the ferry to Algiers in search of William S Burroughs'
old house, but the rain was too thick. I've got time, I'll get there. Instead, I kicked
around the French Quarter, eating Louisiana styled fried chicken and listening to
music. One of my missions before Fern arrives on Saturday is to find a cool place for
us to meet. On the beach in Mexico, we had agreed that we'd meet on Bourbon Street,
and although it's a cool street, it's not the most picturesque part of the city. However,
when I first saw Jackson Square, with the dramatic castle-like St Louis Cathedral in the
background, I decided it would be a more memorable spot.
Heading down to Frenchman Street, I was getting too cold from the rain and
decided to head back to the hostel. I caught the streetcar along the Mississippi River
back to Canal. Walking up Canal, lined with huge palm trees, I arrived at Carondelet
and caught the streetcar back to Euterpe, passing Lee Circle on the way. Finding
myself with a spare moment, I decided to quickly write this entry because a large group
of us are all going back to the French Quarter again tonight to listen to more music.
Let the good times roll.
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August 12th. Day 103.
After writing yesterday's entry, I went for a run along St Charles Avenue to see
Audubon Park. Unfortunately the park was closed for maintenance but the run along
St Charles Avenue was beautiful. The architecture, the swampy trees, the streetcars.
New Orleans, baby. I came back to the hostel, got cleaned up and then joined the party
that everyone was having in the courtyard. A group of maybe 20 or so of us went to
Frenchman Street and danced to live jazz, which was everywhere.
The night was going well, I was having the time of my life, but the group dwindled
and separated in the craziness down of the French Quarter, so I ended up being on my
own. Everyone else was lost in a drunken mess of jazz. I decided to walk back to the
hostel. First, however, I stopped at an ATM and got cash out. Because of bank fees,
I've been getting out $500 chunks at a time to get me through each week. I suppose
this was my mistake, getting such a large amount of cash out at 2am. I made myself a
target should thieves be watching, which they were. Walking on through the New
Orleans night, two girls then approached me from behind. One called out, "Hey,
mister", and when I turned around to face them, the other pepper sprayed me in the
face. I was instantly blinded and fell to the sidewalk. They took off with all my money.
The pain was incredible. It felt like someone had stabbed both my eyes with needles. I
couldn't open them. When I tried, the pain exploded even more. I couldn't see a thing,
nothing. The whole world was painful and black. Without a cellphone, I couldn't call
for help. It all happened so quickly.
There was evidently nobody around to help, so I decided to try continuing to the
hostel. In hindsight, I should've stayed put, but I was probably in shock and wasn't
thinking clearly. I have no idea how much time passed between getting attacked and
deciding to walk on. In my blindness, I started walking the wrong way. It was quite late
and it then began raining, so the streets were deserted. I needed help but I couldn't see
if cars were coming or if people were around. There could've been some but they
may've seen me and just thought I was drunk. I walked for maybe an hour in the
wrong direction, taking me to some unknown part of New Orleans. After an hour, I
was able to open my eyes enough to quickly read the street signs. It was virtually
impossible to make them out but I kept trying and I didn't recognise a single one.
That's when I knew I was really lost and in a really bad situation. The rain was thick
and I was soaking wet. I kept tripping up on the busted sidewalks too, stepping in
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puddles and falling over. I became incredibly cold and started shivering. I should've
just stayed still, but I suppose staying still would've just made me even colder.
Eventually, after maybe two hours of stumbling around, the rain washing some of the
pepper spray from my face, I could see enough to know when cars were passing by. I
saw some lights up ahead and waved them down. I told the man in the car what had
happened and he called the police for me. The police arrived some time later and I
thanked the man for helping me. His name was Benny.
The police drove me back to the hostel. They said I was miles away from
Carondelet. They asked for my story and said a detective would visit the hostel later in
the day to get the official details. I got a few hours of sleep, I think, before the
detective arrived. He took my story and said I had two options; to press charges and
begin DNA testing my pockets and checking CCTV, or I could leave it. My eyes were
still sore and I just wanted to sleep, so I chose to leave it. It's unlikely the cops
would've caught the women anyway.
I spent today in bed, unable to sleep, unable to cope with how slow time was
passing. My eyes and other exposed skin, like my hands and neck, gradually cooled
throughout the day. I guess the rain helped, even though it made me freezing cold.
Someone at the hostel made me breakfast and a coffee. Someone gave me some
strawberries. The English lads that I've come to know took me to a pizza place on St
Charles Avenue for dinner. "Make sure all the thieves take from you is your money",
Fern wrote to me. I won't let them steal my affection for this city. There are shit
people everywhere. It could've happened in Wellington.
Fern scared me a little when she first said she loved me. We hadn't known each
other very long and I was closed to the idea of falling in love so soon after having had
my heart broken in Japan. But Fern's heart had been broken even more recently than
mine; we were two wounded people. Fern is braver than I. She felt something between
us and decided not to remain silent. She wrote me that letter, the one which ended
with 'Forever Fer'. I still have. It persuaded me to give love another chance.
Tomorrow, at 3pm in Jackson Square, that chance begins.
August 15th. Day 106.
She's even more gorgeous than I remember. She's perfect. I'm not talking about
New Orleans anymore, I'm talking about Fern. I waited for her at Jackson Square on
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Saturday afternoon and, sure enough, she came looking for me, having brought the sun
with her from Mexico. I sat and watched her for a few seconds before getting her
attention. Moments like those are to be savoured.
Earlier that day, I had woken up feeling like a completely different person from the
day before. I farewelled all those at the hostel that had befriended me over the past few
days and had cared for me after the mugging. Then I set out to get my girl.
I had some time to kill, however, so I decided to check out the much-lauded
National WWII Museum in the Warehouse/Arts District. It strikes many as odd that
New Orleans would house the National WWII Museum, but New Orleans was the
home of most of the United States' shipbuilding during the war, so President
Eisenhower saw it only right to locate the museum here. I dragged my luggage down St
Charles Avenue to Lee Circle and to the museum nearby. I already know the general
ins and outs of World War II, so it wasn't the information I was going for, nor the
artefacts really, but rather the experience. Having worked for The Great War Exhibition
in Wellington, I was curious to see how the Americans had put together their museum.
It was absolutely incredible. A particularly sombre moment came for me when I saw
the photographs of Hiroshima and the Atomic Bomb Dome. I remembered standing
there in May.
When I left the museum, I noticed something rather unusual; there were hundreds,
thousands of people, guys and girls, wearing red dresses and heading towards the
French Quarter. Turns out it was the day of the Red Dress Run, a charity fun run
which some people enter while most just get totally wasted on Bourbon Street wearing
red dresses. Catching the streetcar from Lee Circle to Canal, I saw the drunken sea of
red down Bourbon Street and was thankful I had arranged to meet Fern somewhere
else. Hauling my luggage down Chartres Street, I looked for a gift to give Fern. There
was a really nice painting of St Louis Cathedral that seemed fitting, and it was only the
size of a postcard so I entertained the idea of buying it. The guy at the shop then told
me it was by some famous artist and was selling for $1,500. I bought Fern a much
more affordable little sculpture of the cathedral instead.
After a quick Cajun pasta (pasta soaked in butter with a few stray vegetables), I sat
down at Jackson Square and waited for Fern. The hundreds of people in red dresses
and the jazz bands nearby - there's always jazz bands nearby - set the romantic scene
and the sharp French spires of St Louis Cathedral framed the moment perfectly. I saw
Fern arrive at the square and watched her for a moment, everything becoming slow
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motion. She looked so gorgeous, pacing through the flowers and trees of Jackson
Square. When she finally saw me, she smiled and ran up to me, giving me an enormous
hug and the most romantic kiss of my life. "We made it", she said with shining eyes.
Not really believing that this was happening, she then paused and looked around at all
the people in red dresses and asked, "What's going on?"
I walked Fern through the chaos of Chartres Street and told her about the red
dresses, pointing out the even more extreme chaos down on Bourbon Street, before
we made it to our hotel on the corner of Common and Royal. Fern gave me a whole
heap of presents, things I had mentioned I liked while in Mexico. She also happened to
have packed a red dress with her, so she put it on and we ventured down Bourbon.
The entire street was awash with red, alcohol, music, rubbish, alcohol, food, red,
alcohol, and music. It was the most insane street party I've ever seen. I hear Mardi
Gras is magnitudes even more extreme. New Orleans, drenched in red, was putting on
a party just for Fern and I, everyone was invited and everyone had come.
We saw a drunk old man, wearing a red frock and a red sash and red stockings,
riding his mobility scooter down the sidewalk while sipping his pint. We saw another
guy in a wheelchair, also in a red dress, who was being pushed by his friend, also in a
red dress. The guy in the wheelchair saw some girls he liked the look of and tried to
impress them by pretending to swim with his arms and calling out, "Hey, who am I?"
The girls giggled but said nothing. He kept swimming as his buddy pushed him on
down the street, eventually calling out, the rejection and disappointment present in his
voice, "I was Michael Phelps..."
Fern and I were dizzy in a sea of red, the colour of passion and love. We got dinner
and walked around the French Quarter, up and down Bourbon, down Frenchman,
finding music and drinks and jazz and life and laughter and red and music and love. It
was the perfect end to the most amazing of days.
Yesterday, Fern and I decided to head to Lafayette Cemetery, famous for its use in
movies and television shows, located in the Garden District. Catching the streetcar
down St Charles Avenue, it was nice showing Fern the area of town that I had
previously called home. We were to get off at Sixth, but another downpour began,
returning me to the New Orleans I was used to. We decided to ride the streetcar all the
way to the end of St Charles Avenue so I could show Fern Audubon Park and the
incredible homes that line this amazing avenue. The trees and plants along St Charles
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Avenue really make it clear this is a swamp-city, especially when it rains and there are
warm puddles everywhere.
We got off on South Carrollton Avenue, bought an umbrella at a store, before
hopping on the streetcar going back the opposite way. Luckily, the rain had stopped
when we had gotten off at Sixth and walked down to Lafayette Cemetery. I was under
the impression that this is where the acid freak out at the end of Easy Rider had taken
place, but as we walked around the cemetery, I overheard a tour guide talk about that
scene taking place in another cemetery by the French Quarter. Nonetheless, it was a
nice place to walk around. The cemeteries of New Orleans are striking and hard not to
notice with their above-ground tombs.
We got pizza slices on St Charles Avenue before heading back to Canal on the
streetcar. The plan was to venture over the Mississippi River to Algiers and try locate
William S Burroughs' house. However, there were dark clouds gathering over Algiers
by the time we arrived at the ferry terminal, so we rethought things. After seeing the
Spanish Plaza, Fern then mentioned that she'd never been inside a casino, so we
headed into Harrah's so she could bet the $10 limit she gave herself.
Harrah's was a nice enough casino. It felt a little bit like being in Las Vegas again,
except with a lack of cigarette smoke. Fern quickly lost her $10 and we headed back to
the hotel. It was our last night in this hotel and we realised we needed to make plans,
so we headed for a Japanese restaurant and figured out our next move while Usain Bolt
won his 100m race. We decided to rent a house in Seventh Ward for a week, a suburb
just northeast of the French Quarter. This would give us enough time to feel like we
really lived here and also figure out how we're going to take on New York. Tennessee
Williams wrote, "America has only three cities: New York, San Francisco, and New
Orleans. Everywhere else is Cleveland". I wouldn't dream of stepping on Tennessee's
toes, because I'm inclined to share his sentiment, but I might just add Chicago as a
fourth, even though it has become the most dangerous city in the United States. These
four corners of America are simply unreal.
This morning, we checked out of our hotel, left our luggage in the lobby, and
headed for St Louis Cemetery, the actual location of the Easy Rider acid scene, the
scene in the film that changed American cinema. Walking down Canal in the fierce
New Orleans sun, we arrived at the cemetery. Scouring the cemetery for the iconic
statue that Peter Fonda caressed while whispering, "I hate you so much", we couldn't
find it anywhere. Determined not to give up, we did a quick Google search and found
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that we were in St Louis Cemetery #2 and needed to be a few blocks away in #1.
Housing some of New Orleans' most famous deceased, this cemetery on Basin Street
is only accessible with a tour guide. We payed $15 each to some kind of anti-hippy
voodoo chick - "I love symbolism, that's why I'm all tattooed in them" - and she took
us into the cemetery. It was a good tour. Standing at the foot of the statue where
America collectively had a bad acid trip was nothing if not humbling.
Needing to cool our throats and find some shade, we headed into the French
Quarter and made for Pat O'Brian's, the bar my father had visited forty years ago when
he travelled to New Orleans. The Irish pub was suitably dark and cold and it felt
important to get a drink where my old man did all those years ago. Heading back down
Bourbon to our hotel, briefly getting some fried chicken for lunch, we collected our
luggage and Ubered to our house on Onzaga Street. It was an adorable little house and
we felt right at home, like we belonged in New Orleans. Braving the searing sun, we
went grocery shopping to save money on food for the coming week. I caught a
newspaper headline that made me realise just how bad the rain here and elsewhere
really had been, especially near Baton Rouge; 'It's Like Katrina All Over Again'.
Thankfully, New Orleans has been spared this time. Back at the house, Fern cooked
me dinner as I wrote this entry. I caught myself staring at her as I was trying to think of
a way to end this entry when a thought entered my head that I haven't had for
sometime, "There's my girlfriend".
August 20th. Day 111.
Fern never learned how to ride a bike, so on Wednesday morning, we took the
bikes that came with the house we've rented out for a ride. For her first time on two
wheels she did remarkably well. We cycled down Tonti to Esplanade, which is a busy
main road, the lower half of which forms one of the edges of the French Quarter.
Riding in the other direction to the lower half, we came to City Park and rode up to the
New Orleans Museum of Art and around Big Lake. It started to rain so we headed
back to our house, happening upon the old home of Fern's favourite artist, Edgar
Degas. More than half of his paintings and sculptures focus on the subject of dance.
There are numerous art schools in the area dedicated in some manner to him. Back at
the house, Fern cooked steak for lunch and we spent the rest of the day lounging
around watching television and movies and making our house our home.
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Thursday was another hot day. Before the heat got too out of hand, I went for a run
along the same route Fern and I had cycled the day before. The heat was savage, but I
managed to make it home alive. Along the way, I went to overtake a woman walking
on the sidewalk. She got a fright and jumped as I went past, so I turned to apologise to
her. She said, "Oh, it's fine. I work at an urban school and kids are always attacking us
from behind, I just have PTSD". The neighbourhood we're in isn't exactly the ghetto,
the houses along Esplanade aren't the mansions that line St Charles Avenue but they're
big fancy homes nonetheless. You go a few blocks off Esplanade, however, there is
clear evidence that people are struggling in this area. Louisiana is a poor state, people
do live harder here than elsewhere in the United States, a fact which makes the
flooding all the more tragic.
When I got back home, Fern and I set out in the vicious sun on a mission;
Operation Algiers. The mission was to finally cross the Mississippi River into Algiers
and find the old home of William S Burroughs. The grand trees that line so many of
the streets and avenues offered us shade from the sun and reminded us, along with the
dense humidity, that we're still in a swamp. It's one of the many amazing aspects of this
city that make it so magical and unique. Lizards dash across the sidewalk, strange birds
squawk overhead, and the rich aroma of unusual plants fills the liquid air. It's not hard
to see how Yellow Fever used to devastate this city.
Making it to the French Quarter, we hugged the shade of the different streets until
we decided to stop briefly at Jackson Square. A copy of The Times-Picayune had been
delivered to our doorstep that morning and in it I had read some interesting local
news. Largely, the paper was dominated with news of the flooding and the precarious
future of certain areas of Louisiana. However, there was also a piece about the
proposed removal of the statue of Andrew Jackson which sits pride and centre in
Jackson Square. The issue surrounds the fact that there exist several Confederate
statues in New Orleans, the most prominent, I suppose, being that of Robert E Lee at
Lee Circle. The city, which is 65% African-American, is attempting to remove these
statues as they honour different men who led that devastating armed rebellion against
the United States, the Civil War, to preserve the slavery of African-Americans. The
contention with Andrew Jackson's statue at Jackson Square, which commemorates his
victory over the British in the Battle of New Orleans in 1815, is that he was a slave
owner himself and when he was president he signed the Indian Removal Act which
lead to the Trail of Tears, and therefore his statue could be seen as equally offensive to
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some as those of the CSA leaders. The law professor leading the debate is suspected of
not really caring about Andrew Jackson's past, but is rather implying that old
monuments shouldn't be held to contemporary standards. This country has a long
and complex history of prejudice and injustice. The other articles in the newspaper
surrounded the coming election between Clinton II and Trump. The complex history
of this nation is far from over.
In any case, Jackson Square is a beautiful spot and it holds special meaning for Fern
and I. We later learnt it was once used for public executions and Bourbon Street is
built over an ancient Indian burial ground. A city with history as extreme as New
Orleans is bound to have its ghosts, some think literally. We hung about in Jackson
Square for a while before stopping off at Café du Monde across Decatur for a quick
drink. My chocolate milk was dreadful, so Fern shared her iced-coffee with me. We
shared some beignets too, covered in mountains of icing sugar, and laughed at the
pigeon on another table burying his little face in a huge mound of leftover icing sugar,
reminding me of cocaine-God, Al Pacino, at the end of Scarface.
Passing the statue of Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville, the Father of New
Orleans, we came to the ferry terminal and paid $2 each to cross the Mississippi River.
In a few minutes, we were docked at Algiers. Passing the statue of Louis Armstrong
playing his trumpet, we stopped in at a corner bar for a drink and to check exactly
where Burroughs' old house was. Locating the house at 509 Wagner Street, we walked
through the sleepy neighbourhood of Algiers Point in the scorching afternoon sun.
This part of New Orleans, Algiers, was lovely; the homes and plants had the same feel
as those across the river but with an added feeling of quietness. Walking down Eliza
Street, we soon arrived at Wagner Street and one house off the corner there it stood;
the unassuming one-time home of one of the greatest writers of the 20th century. As a
writer and avid consumer of the counterculture, this was a pilgrimage like few others,
edging out even the visitation to the Easy Rider acid freak out scene two days earlier. I
am earning some serious stripes here in New Orleans, meaningless as they are.
There was nobody else at the house, just a few cats lounging around on the porch
and in the driveway. The lawn was overgrown and the low-hanging sun was baking the
old white paint. There was a rusty padlock on the gate and a few security cameras over
the front door. An old ute sat towards the back of the property. Jack Kerouac visited
Burroughs here on the 21st of January, 1949. I can only imagine what kind of literarydebauchery they got up to. Kerouac wrote about the house in On the Road:
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It ran clear around the house: by moonlight with the willows it looked like an old
southern mansion that had seen better days.
Standing outside this old southern mansion on this sunny afternoon, I felt more
than ever that I belong in words and that words belong in me. We give each other
appreciation and refuge. Walking back to the ferry, the high-rises of New Orleans in
the distance, I felt lucky to have shared these moments with Fern.
Catching the ferry back across the Mississippi, we decided to get fried chicken for
dinner and eat it in Jackson Square. Looking for fried chicken on Bourbon Street, we
saw a statue of the recently deceased jazzman, Pete Fountain, draped in flowers. Also
on Bourbon, a bum gave Fern some beads and then wanted lots of money for them.
She gave him $1.50. He was unhappy. Fern wasn't, grinning with her beads around her
neck. Finding a place called Coop's on Decatur, we went to sit in the grass of Jackson
Square but found its gates been closed for the night. We sat across Decatur
at Washington Artillery Park & Moonwalk instead and ate our chicken, overlooking the
Mississippi River and rising full moon on one side and the exquisite, fairy-tale-like St
Louis Cathedral on the other. "Screw Paris, this is the most romantic city in the world",
Fern said as she licked her fingers.
Strolling around the outside of Jackson Square on the way home, we saw all the
drug-fucked bums and Tarot card and palm readers that fill the place at nighttime.
New Orleans has two dark sides; one is the booze and drugs (Bourbon Street often
reeks of alcohol and piss) and the other is the voodoo queers; the dark angels, the drug
angels, the fortune tellers, the astrologers, the black-magic hipsters, the psychic
deadbeats, the ghost hustlers, those who bend history, believe in the Devil but not
God, those who think, or just make money out of those who think, that the universe
somehow gives a shit about plates and glasses and stitches and needles and dolls and
numbers. The full (fool) moon only added to their sense of mystery and nonsense on
this particular evening. History is full of sorrow and horror, of the kind we often don't
like to think about, but fear is a much more powerful force than anything supernatural.
We made our way through the French Quarter, up Esplanade, and back home.
Friday began with Fern's second-ever bike ride, taking us to Louis Armstrong Park.
Considering how lovely the rest of the city is, it was a bit of a disappointment; big open
spaces of white concrete and a few contrived water features. Fearing the huge grey
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cloud above us might unleash rain on us at any moment, we locked our bikes up under
some cover and walked down St Ann, getting smoothies on Chartres. Finishing our
smoothies, we checked out the interior of St Louis Cathedral before heading back to
Louis Armstrong Park to collect our bikes. The rain held off until we got home and we
spent the afternoon inside watching television and movies. At one point, I went for a
run back up to City Park. The heat and humidity made it tough but it felt good.
One of Fern's newly-made friends from her last tour of Mexico, Caitlin, was in New
Orleans for the night and we had arranged to spend the evening with her. We got
dinner with her in the French Quarter, gumbo and jambalaya, and then took her down
to Frenchmen Street. An amazing jazz band was tearing up the night on the corner of
Frenchmen and Chartres, a huge street party of people drinking and dancing
surrounding them and their sound. New Orleans is the kind of city where little kids
play buckets with sticks and it sounds incredible. These kids grow up not wanting to be
astronauts, but musicians. Every bar has sensational live music. Every street
has phenomenal busking. The music got into my skin, into my hair, into my eyes. It
affected the way I walked. We danced all night in all the bars I had frequented with the
old hostel crew. I drank a lot, but I was riding a high wave of euphoria, one I felt
would never crash into the shore of anxiety. Before we even knew it, it was 5am.
Caitlin was staying in a house near to ours, so she decided she'd stay the night at our
place before leaving for her flight at 2pm. A Palestinian Uber driver gave us a ride
home. When we got back, Fern made us quesadillas. One of the great things about
having a Mexican girlfriend is that she makes tacos and quesadillas at odd hours.
Yesterday, I won the gamble with alcohol and avoided an anxiety-stricken hangover,
getting off lightly with just a sore head and dry mouth. After Caitlin had bid us
farewell, Fern and I went to the shops and bought ourselves some supplies for our
upcoming acid trip. Fern had bought six tabs of LSD with her from Mexico and we
had decided to eat a couple that afternoon. I had told her not to bring the acid with her
across the border for fear she might get caught, especially since finding some acid in
the United States wouldn't be altogether very difficult. Nonetheless, she brought them
with her anyway and got through the airport without any trouble.
The acid was pretty good and burnt upon me the usual combination of exhaustion
and sheer hilarity; a weary sense of madness at the state of the world, and a jaded
satirical edge that makes participating with those non-tripped serious folks a frustrating
bore. My first acid trips when I was 19 and 20 were spiritually revolutionary, profound,
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and deeply moving experiences. But I've seen 'it' twenty-something times now, and
unless I'm alone in the rainy jungle ruins of Palenque, after a while the Eye of God
becomes little more than a plaything for a 21st century punk like me.
LSD remains my favourite drug, however, by a long way. My first books, the short
story collection The Virgins of Mars and the semi-autobiographical Psych World, were
largely inspired by LSD and were attempts to explain the unexplainable experience that
it induces. Every time I take LSD now, the effects are somewhat diminished, but this
simply reassures me that despite all my misgivings, I'm a constant-tripper and am never
far away from the Winking Eye; I must be doing this thing called life in an alright
fashion. Fern has had a lot less acid than me, so she was off riding the rainbow unicorn
and chasing the white rabbit from time to time. We had some lovely intimidate
moments, however, and it was easily one of the best trips of my whole life. At one
point, we left the house to go for a walk and spent a good while appreciating the
brickwork of the school across the street from us. The whole facade of the building
appeared to be moving in electric lines, signs that our doors of perception were being
wiped spotlessly clean.
Today, we ate the rest of the acid for a kick and laughed at the television. Eating
more acid so soon after a trip is pretty pointless as it never works very well, but we still
felt something. We're going to extend our stay in New Orleans another week. It's not
that we don't want to reach New York, we're just enjoying being in New Orleans so
much. In the moments when this doesn't all feel like some kind of wonderful dream, it
feels like we live here.
August 21st. Day 112.
I've been looking for a copy of Mulatu Astatke's New York-Addis-London on vinyl for
over a year now and have never had any luck. But yesterday afternoon, while going for
a walk around the neighbourhood, we found a record store on Bayou Road and
decided to check it out. I had just finished flicking through the jazz section and telling
Fern about never being able to find Astatke's record when I suddenly found it under
the Ethiopian section. The last track, Tezeta, is my all time favourite piece of music. It
stirs all kinds of emotions in me, from regret and heartbreak to contentment and
happiness. Finally finding it on vinyl was a gift from the jazz motherland of New
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Orleans. With the record clutched under my arm, we walked back to our home at 2229
Onzaga Street.
Later on, I went for a run down to City Park again. The sun was just touching the
horizon, so the conditions were a little cooler than the mid-afternoon jogs I'd been
going on. Watching the sun lay gold over Big Lake as I ran around it was lovely and
calming. Old ladies in rocking chairs on their porches waved and smiled to me as I ran
back. The people of New Orleans are incredibly friendly, most greeting us with a "Hey,
how ya'll doin'?" I got back home just as the sky began to grow dark.
Fern and I decided that since it was our last Saturday night in New Orleans, we
should go out and listen to live music in the French Quarter. We walked down
Esplanade towards the French Quarter. The evening air was still warm. As we passed
the elegant homes, with their white pillars, ornate stonework, fountains, and grand
entrances, I couldn't help but compare New Orleans to the better elements of
Wellington's different neighbourhoods. At times, New Orleans is all Tinakori Road or
Kelburn; class, large trees lining the avenues and providing green canopies overhead of
shade and birdsong. At other times, New Orleans is all Newtown; a bohemian vibe and
authentic aesthetic that isn't contrived in it's coolness, music emanating from places of
broken wood and crooked construction, cafes and bars and side streets that hold
secrets. Then there are the times where New Orleans is just like the Botanic Gardens;
an immense garden city with slinging jungle vines and overgrown swamp walkways.
The murky air, at least in these summer months, is so thick and the scent of the rich
flowers is so generous.
Hitting the quiet end of Bourbon Street, we began walking towards the mayhem
located a few blocks towards the city centre. Stopping in at Fritzel's European Jazz
Pub, we ordered some drinks and took a seat. The band was real old time. The pianist
had a cigar hanging out the side of his mouth. He looked like some kind of bored
lawyer. The drummer held his eyes closed the entire time. The trumpet player could've
easily just walked out of a 19th century coal mine. The man on the double bass
could've passed for a cotton plantation owner. The trombonist, who sung between low
bows, looked like an old fashioned comedian with a wide grin, his suspenders hugging
his belly tight. They all wore awful ties.
Their music was even better than their look; a ragtime jumble of blues and jazz that
made me want to punch a cop in the Prohibition era and start a good old fashioned
barroom brawl, only to make off with my dame and kiss her under a bridge
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somewhere. A clarinet player from Utah joined them for a few pieces. Tin Roof
Blues was my favourite; it moaned imagination in my ears. I thought of the 300 word
short story competition entry I had written before I left Wellington, The Saxophonist. It
didn't get a placing.
the SAXOPHONIST
by DAVID COYLE
The saxophonist is dishevelled; his clothes were unloved by someone else before he wore
them out further. His shoes are old. The frantic way in which he cuts through the
streets, as if pupated by jazz itself, would make anyone think him a little mad. He
didn't tousle his hair deliberately, his erratic lifestyle did unknowingly. Nevertheless, he
makes it to the bar on the east side of town just in time.
Unclipping the silver clasps of his saxophone's black case, he takes out the golden
horn. The other musicians start; the snap of the drum and the rain of the piano. The
audience watches on, drinking, holding their breath, waiting. Then, with the chunky
valves at his fingertips and the moan of a dead generation at his lips, the saxophonist
unleashes his raunchy howl into the night.
Everything in his life is otherwise meaningless and off, but for this sole purpose; the
breathing of summer's heat into a city's night. For this he is perfect, a sly master,
perfectly formed, no longer out of place. Seemingly without effort, like an insect that lives
only for a day, he is precise and exact and brief. With light on him and all else dim, he
takes his listeners to New Orleans, a crime noir, Chicago, back alleys, drunk
sophistication, that apartment with that girl, one woman listening even finds herself
thinking - "What is life but the enjoyment of sweet delusion?" - and then they're back
to the bar. To see anyone as good at any one thing is to know that people can be fine.
The saxophonist backs out of his place on the stage, out of the only environment he
suits. He dusts off his jacket and his soul and fades away, never to be seen again.
We left Fritzel's and wandered further down Bourbon Street. The usual antics were
afoot; thousands upon thousands of drunk tourists alongside bachelorette parties,
beggars, hustlers, musicians, and Bible bashers pleading that these revellers consider
their souls with a Jesus insurance. There were some notable exceptions, however; like
the bride and groom walking arm-in-arm through the madness and the strip club
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bouncer who tried to entice Fern and I into his establishment with a catchy line;
"Nothing says romance like a lap dance".
Ducking out of the Bourbon Street chaos and into the relative sanctuary of the
courtyard at Musical Legends Park, we got a drink and listened to some famous jazz
covers. Finishing our drinks, we decided to find another band somewhere and headed
back out onto Bourbon. A woman sat on the curb with a bandage on her head,
witnesses pointing police to the balcony above where someone had evidently thrown a
glass. When a city swims in booze, people always find themselves in the deep end, as I
had a week earlier.
At Maison Bourbon, we found a nice quiet jazz set taking place, really soft and
gentle. It was a nice change of pace from the toe-tapping stuff, like clear water, crystal
sounding. As we sat at the back of this darkened bar watching the band drift through
subtle notes of music, like water gently falling over glass, I realised that I was living out
one of my lifelong dreams. Oftentimes, the moment sweeps me up and I get caught in
its twisting movement, so it was nice to sit in objectivity for a moment and realise just
how incredible all this really was.
Feeling rather tired, simply walking down Bourbon Street can be exhausting, we
decided to head home for the night. I took us down Dumaine Street, to 1014 Dumaine
Street, which was once the home of Tennessee Williams. There was a 'For Rent' sign
on the door. Then, as we walked back home, on Rampart Street, I noticed a sign
outside an old building that mentioned it was once a famous jazz club where Wynton
Marsalis used to play. This was special for me as I had gone to see him play with my
mother when he came to Wellington earlier in the year.
This morning, Fern and I decided to walk into town and see a movie. Fern cooked
us lunch at home, and as we ate it, we could hear thunder booming outside. Taking the
umbrella with us, we set out to the cinema. On the way into town, down our usual
route along Esplanade, we saw a guy staring up at the thundering grey clouds in the
distance. He told us he was watching for tornados and that he thought a few were
about to touch down. Thankfully, none did, but we walked underneath Interstate 10
nonetheless all the way to Canal Street.
At a cinema at the bottom of Canal Street, we caught the 3pm screening of Suicide
Squad. It was dreadful, but it was nice to take Fern to the movies. After the horrendous
piece of cinematic garbage, we walked down Decatur on the way home so that we
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could pass by our beloved Jackson Square. At the square, at the foot of the cathedral, I
turned to gave Fern a kiss and said, "Let's go home".
August 24th. Day 115.
Fern wasn't feeling well on Monday, so we had a quiet day at home. She slept while
I did some writing. Come evening, Fern was feeling a little better, so I decided to take
her for a walk to City Park and watch the sunset over Big Lake. It was a lovely evening,
warm yet cool, and when we arrived at City Park, we heard a jazz band practicing. New
Orleans is a city where kids practice music instead of sports at the local park. We sat in
the grass by Big Lake and watched the sun paint with pinks and reds above us. We
walked back home, past the cemetery and racetrack of Fairgrounds.
Yesterday was another mellow day. The Internet in our house had died and we
needed it to book our bus tickets to New York and secure a room for the time we're
going to be there. So, in the afternoon, we decided to bike to the Warehouse/Arts
District with my laptop and find a cafe to get a coffee and use their wi-fi. However, as
we were about to set out, we saw thunder and lightning on the horizon. We decided to
walk armed with the umbrella instead, strolling down Esplanade and then walking
underneath Interstate 10 to Canal. Underneath Interstate 10 is an interesting part of
the city. The constant drone of cars and trucks speeding overhead surrounds you,
along with the homeless who've come to find shelter in this dry undercarriage of the
city. Murals cover the large pillars holding the Interstate up, usually music related.
By the time we reached Canal, the rain still hadn't begun falling, so we made it to
the Starbucks on the corner of Canal and St Charles Avenue without needing to huddle
under our umbrella. With our coffees, we booked our bus tickets to New York. The
journey is going to be a long one. We leave early Thursday morning for Atlanta, where
we arrive in the evening and have a four hour layover, before catching an 11pm bus for
DC, arriving there around 2pm on Friday. After a three hour layover in the nation's
capital, we then catch a final bus to New York, arriving there at 10pm on Friday night.
It's going to be a long haul, 30-something hours, but it's cheaper than flying and will be
a little reminiscent of the bus rides we took together through Mexico. It was, after all,
on those bus rides through Mexico that we shared our first kiss.
The last time I travelled to New York, in June of 2014, I was with my then-fiancée,
Odyssey. It had been my dream ever since I was a boy to visit New York. However,
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shortly after we returned home, our relationship ended and New York fell into the
painful hands of heartache in my memory. It will be an emotional return. Of all the
destinations I've reached in the last 115 days, New York is the only one I've been to
before, yet for some reason, be it the nature of that incredible city, I can't imagine what
awaits Fern and I there.
We bought our bus tickets and rented a room at 55 Payson Avenue, on the
northern tip of Manhattan. We left the Starbucks and walked back home via Decatur,
passing Jackson Square, and stopping in the French Quarter for $2 tacos. This
morning, we thought we had to check out of our house at noon, so we were in the
middle of breakfast when the cleaners arrived at 11am. Quickly packing all our bags,
we caught an Uber back to the Starbucks on Canal and St Charles Avenue to use the
wi-fi again and suss out a room for the night. We wanted to stay in our Onzaga Street
house another night but it was booked, so we found a room in East Carrollton instead
in which to spend our last night in this magical city.
August 24th. Day 115: Part II.
I haven't done two entries in one day before, but these are exceptional times; my
last night in New Orleans and edging ever-closer to New York. After my entry earlier
today, we left the Starbucks on Canal and caught the streetcar down St Charles
Avenue. It was a bit awkward getting on board with all our luggage, especially because
I was carrying my copy of New York-Addis-London under my arm. I hadn't had enough
time to pack it safely in my suitcase this morning when the cleaners suddenly showed.
But we managed to get on, bought our two day passes, and watched as the palatial
mansions along St Charles Avenue rolled by. It felt like a lifetime ago that I had been at
the hostel in this part of town.
The streetcar soon turned down South Carrollton Avenue and we got off at Birch
Street. Walking just one block, we came to our room for the night at 8120 Green Street
and made ourselves at home. With my cash running low, I've decided to make for
Toronto after New York to try make some money there. Fern has to return to work, so
I'll go north when she goes south. I decided to lay some groundwork for Toronto and
contacted all the hostels in the city to see whether they had any work-for-stay situations
going. I'm hoping to get a foothold in the city before arrive in a few weeks time.

	
  

168

Around 5.30pm, we headed out again for our last night in New Orleans. We caught
the streetcar on South Carrollton Avenue and watched this enchanting city pass us by
through the open streetcar windows. There was a thunder and lightning display
somewhere over the Mississippi River, but it looked like the dry weather was going to
hold out for us. We knew the gates of Jackson Square closed sometime in the evening,
but we weren't sure exactly what time. Our plan was to start our night by visiting
Jackson Square one last time, so when the streetcar was at Lee Circle, Fern decided to
check what time the gates actually do close: 6pm, in 15 minutes! The streetcar slowly
made its way to "Canal Street, end of the line, folks" and we hopped off quickly,
hoping we'd get to share one last moment together in our dear Jackson Square.
Dashing over Canal, we hurried down Royal for a few blocks and then took a right
down Beinville before making a rush down Chartres towards the square. We got there
in time to stand in our square once more and hear the bells toll six at St Louis
Cathedral. As we sat in our favourite place in New Orleans, we listened to the bells
ringing out and watched as leaves gently fell to the ground. It was a moving and
romantic experience. Summer was ending, but life had never held so much promise.
Pledging to return to Jackson Square one day, we walked over Decatur and sat by
the banks of the Mississippi River. Homeless people were smoking pot nearby and one
of their dogs was whimpering, so we decided to move on. We crossed Decatur again to
find the gates at Jackson Square still open. Strolling casually around the gardens of the
square, we then exited at the Chartres Street gate and made another promise to return
one day, some day. Turning our backs on the square, we headed up towards Bourbon
Street for some Louisiana chicken and live music.
After eating our fried chicken, we paced around Bourbon looking for some live
music. In the end, our search took us back down to Frenchman Street. At a familiar
haunt, we found the music we were looking for and shared a drink as the band played.
Leaving the bar shortly after, we saw the same jazz band on the corner of Frenchman
and Chartres that we had seen the other night. They were ripping the pavement up yet
again with that infectious rhythm that has since spread across the entire planet. New
Orleans Jazz: The skeletons in the cemeteries here still play it.
We were feeling pretty tired, but decided to do one last stretch down the entirety of
Bourbon, one last plunge down New Orleans' most famous street. The usual
characters were around; the drunk tourists, the street musicians, the girl who stands
topless and charges for photos with her, the beggars, the hustlers, and the ghosts of
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bluesmen and jazzmen, skeletons still sliding their guitars and howling into the night.
Reaching Canal, I turned to look back down Bourbon, saying to myself, "Farewell, you
wild street of debauchery and jazz, until next time".
Catching the streetcar home, it was a slow and quiet ride through neighbourhoods
and streets-familiar. We were the only ones on board at times. The mansions along St
Charles Avenue, the Mardi Gras beads dangling from swamp-trees and power lines, the
swamp-plants and flowers, all once seeming so surreal to me, now felt normal and
comforting. I'd made a home for myself in New Orleans, so, I guess, I had better get
going.
August 25th. Day 116.
Waking early this morning, Fern and I gathered our things and ordered an Uber to
take us from our Green Street home to the Union Passenger Terminal on Loyola
Avenue. Cedric was our driver. He had kind, light brown eyes. As the car got moving, I
asked him if he was from New Orleans and he replied, "Yessir". He then asked where
we were headed to on the bus and I said, "New York". "New York, New York", he
said to himself, before adding, "Shit, damn traffic". He took us down backstreets to
avoid the morning congestion. "I'm guessing that's where y'all are from?" he asked.
Nobody has ever assumed I'm from New York before. I gave him the usual, "I'm from
New Zealand, she's from Mexico".
"How long do a bus take to get from Nawlins to New York?" he asked. "Thirty
something hours", I replied. "Shit, that's almost two whole days!" he cried. "How much
it cost?" he asked. I told him the bus fare and the comparison to flying, both in time
and dollars. "You know", he started, "I ain't ever been on no plane before. Don't think
I ever will either". We snuck in and out of side streets and main avenues. I thought
Cedric knew some shortcuts, but soon realised he was just following a constantly
changing GPS route. It didn't matter, we had plenty of time and it was nice to see New
Orleans one last time.
"I tell you one place I wanna go", Cedric said, "that's the Golden Gate Bridge". I
agreed with him that that sounded like a fine destination. "Is it Canada on the other
side?" he then asked. "I think it's still California", I said, trying my best not to sound
condescending. I really liked this guy, I couldn't give a damn if he thought mars was on
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the other side of the Golden Gate Bridge. "California's a pretty big state", I added.
"True that", he said, nodding in agreement, "True that".
His haphazard route to the bus station took us past the UFO-looking Superdome.
Arriving at the station, I gave Cedric a tip for his conversation and help with the
luggage. "Thank-you, sir, it's most appreciated. Y'all take care now", he said, shaking
my hand and offering a kind smile. He was the perfect person to farewell us from New
Orleans; kind, personal, and full of charm. After a brief wait at the station, we climbed
aboard our bus and got comfortable in the front row of seats. A battlefield of dead
bugs were splattered all over the windshield, but it still offered us a good view.
As we left New Orleans, I took one final look at the city over my shoulder; the
outlines of the skyscrapers to one side and the three dark spires of St Louis Cathedral
to the other. I remembered my ride into New Orleans on that surging wave of Hendrix
and blues. New Orleans was like a dance, or a swim in bottomless pool of calm water,
or a dream; it occupies that dreamtime when you're not yet awake but not still asleep,
when you're still adrift in a deep slumber, wishing your dream could be real. New
Orleans is that wish that your dream could last forever, and although I've now been
there, I cannot be sure if it was ever real. How can you measure the blues? How can
you define a city like New Orleans, the spiritual home of America?
In front of us was that great road that connects New Orleans to the real world, over
the lake of mist and time and back into the United States. Before long, we crossed the
state line into Mississippi, the state with the Confederate emblem on its flag. On the
grand, sweeping highways, we passed over marshes, swamps, bayous, and rivers; a
uniquely beautiful part of the country. We soon entered the state of Alabama, briefly
stopping in Mobile to collect more passengers before continuing on to Montgomery.
Mobile, Montgomery, and eventually Atlanta were not places I ever thought I'd see
more than once in my life, but my time on the road has taught me that life has a
brilliant way of writing subtle fates. After a burger stop, and a group lecture from an
angry bus driver about the state of the bus' toilets, we arrived in Montgomery to drop
off and collect more passengers.
It shouldn't have, but the news of no positions available in any Toronto hostels got
me down. I think too the endless, exhausting nature of the highways in this massive
country began to ware me down. I was facing hours of introspection and
contemplation. There was simply nothing else to do. As the seemingly infinite roads
stretched on and on and on, I began questioning what I was even doing in this part of
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the world; "Why the hell am I considering being a cleaner in Canada?" It's not that
being a cleaner is beneath me, but more simply; how did that even become a
possibility? How far back do I have to go to pinpoint the choice that led me to
eventually apply for a delivery job at a kitchen supply store in Toronto? Even though I
was on the road to New York, I began wishing I was heading home. Fern could tell
something was up with me and offered me the sane advice I've become so used to
from her. "Focus on New York for now", "If you want to go home afterwards, it's not
a failure", "Only you can make this decision, but you don't have to make it now".
The question of should I scrape a life together for a while in Canada or head home
plagued my thoughts from Montgomery to Atlanta. Fern reassured me that she'll make
her way to me wherever I end up and that helped me a great deal. However, by the
time we arrived in Atlanta, gliding through the immense network of interchanges and
overpasses, I remembered that I'm a writer, in all my unpublished and anonymous
glory. Life is a writer's career. Simply surviving long enough to tell any sort of a
coherent story is an achievement. It may sound counterintuitive, but for a writer, being
homeless in Toronto is actually a positive career move because I'll probably get a
decent story out of it.
Finding myself back on the streets of Atlanta, it felt like New Orleans really had just
been some amazing dream, one I had had during my night at Motel 6. What confirmed
that it had in fact been real was Fern was now with me. I pulled her out of my dream.
With a few hours to recharge, we walked up Peachtree Street with our luggage and
looked for somewhere to eat and drink. I'm not sure if it's racist of me, but I took my
Mexican girlfriend to Jalapeño Charlie's, a Latin American fusion place. We shared a
burrito. Hauling our luggage back to the bus stop, we got in the line for the bus to DC.
A street vendor nearby was selling things people might need for the bus trip; drinks,
snacks, pregnancy tests, pepper spray, Tasers, the usual. The bus was full but thankfully
Fern and I managed to get a seat together. The bus pulled out and Atlanta rolled away,
everything outside falling pitch black.
August 26th. Day 117.
Late last night, I got a message from my friend back home, Phil. He'd read
yesterday's entry about me feeling like returning home and wrote me the perfect
message: "Don't fucking come back here. You're just getting started!" It was just what I
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needed to hear. Reminded of my lust for New York and spurred on by the wise words
of a friend, I began to feel so much excitement that it took me a while to fall asleep.
When I did wake, it was to the bus driver's announcement that we were in Colombia,
South Carolina. Fern and I stepped off the bus to stretch our legs. It was 3am, but that
didn't stop one man from waiting at the bus stop with a pair of shoes he was trying to
sell. Nobody bought them. Back on the bus, I managed some more uncomfortable
sleep. I woke periodically, but outside the Carolinas were pitch black and I soon drifted
back to sleep each time. Around 10am, the bus pulled into a sunny gas station for a
toilet break and I slowly woke up properly. I stepped outside to move my joints and
soak in some sunshine. Checking the number plates on cars, I saw we were in Virginia.
The Virginia countryside was green, full of trees, and we drove over several small
creeks as we made our way through the forests. As we passed these creeks, my
imagination saw me slowly drifting down them in the sun on a wooden raft, a hat
pulled down over my eyes, perhaps strumming a banjo and biting on piece of straw.
I'm not sure if Virginia is the home of such tropes, but that's what I felt like doing;
drifting back in time, answerable to nobody. But this desire soon faded, for I was
instead travelling to the city that is answerable to nobody.
En route to New York, we soon arrived at the outskirts of Richmond, the vast
infrastructure of America capturing my eye. There were highways in the sky, looping
and weaving under and around each other in large, dramatic curves. If one was to
forget that the CIA headquarters itself in this state, they may soon be reminded by the
signs lining the Virginian stretch of Interstate 95 which read 'Speed Limit Enforced By
Aircraft'.
Crossing the James River, we stopped briefly in Richmond to pick up and drop off
passengers. It was only a passing visit, but Richmond reminded me a lot of Nashville;
the old brick warehouses on the banks of the river, the city perched on a hill nearby,
overlooking the horizons. Continuing onto DC, I saw hawks circling high overhead.
The way they glided through sunbeams with their open wings against the blue sky
made me feel as if they were watching over me, protecting my dream to retake New
York. About 2.30pm, we began rolling into DC. We had to catch a connecting bus at
5pm, so there was no time to sightsee. We'd both been to Washington before, so we
weren't too disappointed about missing out on being tourists. As it was, we saw most
of the landmarks from the bus anyway; the Jefferson Memorial, the White House, the
Washington Monument, the US Capitol, and the Pentagon.
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Arriving at Union Station, we got some McDonald's and hung around the front of
the station in the warm afternoon sun. In the distance, we could see the grand, white
dome of the US Capitol, and wondered what sort of geopolitical backdoor dealings
were taking place. At 5pm, we boarded our final bus of this two-day road trip. We're in
Maryland at the moment, on the outskirts of Baltimore, then we head to Philadelphia,
and then the moment I've been waiting for.
August 26th. Day 117: Part II.
We're close. We can feel it. We bypassed Philadelphia but due to heavy traffic in
Maryland, our driver maxed out his driving hours for the day an hour short of New
York. We waited on the New Jersey Turnpike for an hour for a replacement driver to
arrive. Fern and I got a bite to eat while we waited. We talked about how it hasn't quite
sunk in that we're about to arrive in New York. Maybe when we see the shimmering
lights of Manhattan, maybe then it will hit us. We've been on the road for 36 hours.
We're tired, but a new driver has just arrived and now we're speeding towards New
York again. I'm not sure what I'll feel when I finally see those city lights. It will be a
twave of emotion; redemption, relief, excitement, happiness. Everything has led to this.
August 29th. Day 120.
This really is the greatest city in the world. It feels good to be back on the streets of
New York. Bob Dylan once said, "I was born very far from where I'm supposed to
be". That need to be somewhere else follows me around everywhere I go, except when
I'm in New York. This is where I'm supposed to be. Late on Friday night, as the bus
rolled through the industry of New Jersey, I spotted the skyscrapers of Manhattan far
off in the distance. There was New York, right where I left her; an almighty isle of light
and humanity sailing fearlessly into the black Atlantic Ocean. The unsurpassable,
undeniable Capital of the World. Every other city just isn't New York. Every other city
wants to be.
Navigating the highways of New Jersey, the bus slowly approached the shining
island of white light, offering us epic glimpses of Midtown and Downtown; the
dazzling Chrysler Building, the grand Empire State, the defiant World Trade Center -
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they stand tall and call out to each other, they call out to all who approach this place,
"Welcome home".
Before we headed under the Hudson River into the Lincoln Tunnel, we did one
final drive by on the highway, a slow side-on pass of Manhattan. My eyes were wet
with disbelief. Riding underneath the river, we soon resurfaced on the island itself. The
bus dropped us off on 7th Avenue and West 28th Street. Looking north down 7th, I
saw the glow of Times Square colouring the night sky a pale blue. I was back.
It was late and we were tired, the 37 hours on the bus had drained us, so we wasted
no time in finding the subway and making our way to our new home in Inwood.
Riding the A-line from Penn Station all the way to Dyckman Street, we dragged our
luggage through our new neighbourhood up to Payson Street, which rests on the edge
of Inwood Hill Park. This neighbourhood, north of Washington Heights, had become
the unofficial Latino district; that familiar Spanish lyric spreading over the streets.
Finding the apartment building, we buzzed room 1B and met John, the guy who is
renting out a room in his apartment to us. It was around 2am and he had to get up in
five hours, but he showed us the place and we chatted briefly before calling it a night.
The next day, after a much needed sleep in, Fern and I did some grocery shopping
to help us save money on food. We checked out a farmer's market but didn't find
much worth buying, so we hit a local grocery store. Back at the apartment, Fern
cooked some lunch and then we set out to meet up with her friend, Mariana, whose
studying in the city. Mariana was waiting for us at Central Park, so we rode the A-line
to 50th Street and switched to the E-line, getting off at 5th Avenue.
Walking towards Central Park from the subway station took us past Trump Tower.
A band of Trump supporters spewed nonsense at people as we walked past. One
woman was covered in post-it notes that read 'Fuck ISIS'. The sun was beginning to
set and the magic of evening was falling over the city by the time we arrived at Grand
Army Plaza. Waiting for Mariana at the golden William Tecumseh Sherman
Monument, she finally spotted us and welcomed us to New York.
The two girls began catching up in busily-spoken Spanish as we made our way
through the park. It was full of people enjoying the warm evening; baseball, cyclists,
tourists, runners, dog walkers, junkies, bums, hipsters. We stopped in at a cafe for a
few beers. We were there for a while and by the time we left, the sky was a very dark
blue. Mariana had to catch the subway home, so we walked with her to Columbus
Circle before saying goodbye. Having recently been published in The New Yorker,
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Mariana said she'd show my Joker manuscript to some people she knows there. It's a
long shot.
Fern and I then turned our sights down 7th Avenue towards the glowing, beating
heart of mankind; Times Square. Being a Saturday night, Times Square was even busier
than usual; tens of thousands of people crowding the Crossroads of the World. It was
awash in an ever-changing sea of media colour and light. Everyone's faces were lit up
by the lights and by the fact that they were standing in the centre of the universe.
There's an unrivalled thrill there, surrounded by Broadway plays and musicals,
billboards, the allure of fame and fortune, and a sense that you've finally made it. That
awkward space made by Broadway cutting over 7th Avenue was filled by the
congregation of media-lust and people from all nations.
Finding a small pub down 42nd Street for a quick beer, the barmaid suggested
another pub for us; a place called Rudy's on 9th Avenue where we could get a shot of
whisky and a pint of beer for just $5. We headed down that way and enjoyed a night of
cheep booze, conversation and laughter, mixing with New Yorkers and the rest, mixing
our disbelief that we were in this amazing city with the feeling that it felt like home. By
the time the bar was closing, it was 5am. We had no idea where the time had gone, so
we went back to Times Square to look for it. By now, it had quietened somewhat, but
was by no means dead or empty. Riding the subway home, sitting across from drunk
people sleeping, we called it a night as the sun came up over Inwood.
We had planned to go kayaking with John on the Hudson at 9am, but he had gone
out the night before too, so we were all too hungover and just spent the morning at the
apartment instead. Later on, catching the A-line to West 4th Street, Fern and I made
our way to Washington Square Park. It was packed with the usual suspects; the
hipsters, the posers, the junkies, the queers, the fags, the locals, the chess hustlers, the
musicians, the NYU students, the pushers, the tourists, the bums, the drunks, the
insane, the beggars, the artists, the poets, the new agers, and all the others. It was a
cacophony of cliques and clichés and things to be, or not to be, or whatever, who
knows, who cares? It was diverse, exciting, weird, entertaining, and thrilling to be part
of, even if only for a few hours every couple of years.
I revisited Cafe Wha? and had Fern take a photo of me in the same spot I stood
two years before. Bob Dylan, Jimi Hendrix, The Velvet Underground, and Chuck
Berry all played there. We walked down Bleecker Street, stopping for gelato at Father
Demo Square, so that Fern could visit the Friends building. She felt embarrassed being
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one of the tourists taking their picture outside it. John had told us about a free comedy
improvisation night at UCB Theatre Chelsea on West 26th Street. He was going to
meet us there at 7.45pm to line up and get free tickets, so after a second brief stop at
Washington Square Park, where we went just to check out more of the scene, we
decided to head up to 26th. We walked up 5th Avenue, presided over by the Empire
State Building. It stood in the sunshine while everything else dipped in shade.
We passed the Flatiron Building and took a left down 26th, meeting John and
scoring our free tickets. There was an hour to kill before the show, so John took us to
the Hudson River and showed us a few cool bars on the waterfront. The World Trade
Center stood to the left and on the right was the growing sprawl of New Jersey. Way
out in the water stood the pale green Statue of Liberty. After a beer, we headed back to
the theatre. The show was hilarious. John was tired, however, so he left at halftime, but
Fern and I stayed and laughed all the way to the end. By the time the show was over
and we were walking towards a subway station, we were high on New York.
There is tagging on the sidewalks in Chelsea, maybe elsewhere too, I'm not sure, but
on the sidewalks of Chelsea it reads 'TO THE MOON' - the tip of the N is an arrow
pointing upwards. The moon is the only place left to go after New York, for nothing
else on earth can compare to this place.
August 29th. Day 120: Part II.
So much to write about, so little time! I haphazardly cobbled together today's earlier
entry in a frantic rush, a New York minute, desperately needing to get it all down, but
also desperately needing to go out and experience more the city. There were so many
things I forgot to mention, so many details I can't recall or ever hope to capture
completely. I'm juggling so much of this city in my memory all the time that this diary
will simply never be a good enough snapshot of this place. Everyone needs to see New
York with their own eyes, as disbelieving as they'll prove to be.
Fern and I left our apartment and jumped on the A-line at Dyckman Street. It was
while riding the subway here two years ago that I first felt that powerful sense that this
really is mankind's capital. The subway is such a thorough cross-section of humanity;
all races, ages, shapes, colours, sizes, religions, classes, and sub-genres of people ride it.
If New York is a melting pot, the subway is its stir.

	
  

177

We rode the screeching grey train all the way under Manhattan and underneath the
East River to High Street in Brooklyn. I'd never been to Dumbo before, so I was keen
to check it out. We walked under a clear blue sky, under the Brooklyn Bridge, to the
banks of the East River and looked out at the financial giants of Lower Manhattan.
Pacing the gentrified streets of Dumbo, we passed under the blue frame of the
Manhattan Bridge, looking north to the buildings of Midtown. New York is the
archetype-city; everything in its right place, bound to be imitated the world over.
Fern had packed us some sandwiches and we ate them on the waterfront between
the two bridges as boats sailed up and down the East River, as helicopters flew around
Manhattan, as planes flew high overhead, as the world revolved around this grand
metropolis, turning only in accordance with New York's positioning. Manhattan's
shape and direction, the way it appears as though it's heading confidently out into the
Atlantic, it all makes the island feel as though it were some giant ship; the Ark, the
flagship of the human world, the one place that must survive.
After our lunch, we walked back towards the Brooklyn Bridge, stopping briefly at a
small beach to dip our feet in the waters of the East River. I got a coffee as we
zigzagged through the cobbled streets of Dumbo, the bridges framed between the
buildings, streets, and alleys. Finding the stairwell that leads up to the walkway across
the Brooklyn Bridge, we began our trek back over the East River. Pedestrians are
meant to keep to one side as they pass over the centre of the bridge, so a stray tourist
was the target of some frustrated cyclist, "Move outta the damn way, c'mon!" The
views of Manhattan make this walk so incredible, especially looking north to Midtown.
The cluster of high-rises is equalled nowhere else on the planet. It's literally a manmade
mountain range with Empire peaks and Rockefeller ridges. When it comes to cityscape
finesse, look no further, this is it. To put it simply: It is the single greatest view of any
city anywhere in the world. It is New York showing off. It is mankind's masterpiece.
On the handrails, I saw a piece of tagging that read 'David - this moment!'
With the afternoon sun dropping behind the skyscrapers of Downtown, we came
into some shade by the time we re-entered Manhattan. Passing City Hall, we came to
the doorstep of the Woolworth Building. It was a key setting in Joker. Unfortunately,
the top of it was covered in a black shroud of scaffolding, but it was nice to see it again
and imagine the scenes of my book coming to life. It was perhaps a little appropriate
that Fern should experience issues with her bank as we entered the financial hub of the
world. Arguing with inept bank staff back in Mexico in colourful Spanish, she tried her
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best to get her ATM woes sorted, but to no avail. We carried on and came to the new
World Trade Center and the huge, ribcage-like design that covers the shopping mall
there. Walking through the mall, we made a brief stop at the watery footprints of the
old Twin Towers, Ground Zero. The 21st century's beginning was marked and
altered by those events that Tuesday, history reignited.
At a souvenir shop nearby, I bought a 'NEW YORK CITY' t-shirt, the kind John
Lennon wore in that famous photograph of him. I then took Fern down to see the
Charging Bull. It was crowded with tourists. We walked down Wall Street, that chilling
stretch of road that dictates the world. I say it's chilling for a couple of reasons. One,
it's surrounded by huge buildings, so it never gets any sun. Two, cars aren't allowed to
drive down it, so it's got an odd quietness to it and people wander about freely on the
road. Three, there are no trees or cafes or bars or little food stalls anywhere, it's all
imposing stone and lofty steel. It feels inhuman, unnatural. And four, I'm projecting
my sense of distrust and unease. I don't like these mother fuckers. They wouldn't like
me either. At least that's something we can agree on.
Deciding to check out a recently celebrated ramen restaurant in Chinatown for
dinner, we walked back up Broadway to City Hall, the silver point of the Chrysler
Building way down the other end of the avenue. Passing by grand municipal buildings
and courthouses, we soon arrived in the unmistakable neighbourhood of Chinatown;
the locals discussing life at tables in Mandarin, reading newspapers I can't, and playing
basketball in Columbus Park. Down Mott Street, we found the ramen bar and enjoyed
a bowl of hot noodles. Unsure what to do with the rest of the night, we had heard
there was another free comedy event on at the UBC Theatre Chelsea. It was a stand-up
night, a gig where comedians would try new material and test their jokes out, and there
was a very slim chance Louis CK might be there, so we decided to make our way to
Chelsea on foot and pass through Little Italy along the way. Mulberry Street is lined
with Italian restaurants and cafes and I could imagine Martin Scorsese hanging out
there in his youth, getting into the mischief that would one day define pop culture. Or
Robert De Niro in Mean Streets: "Watch this, I'm gonna shoot the light out on the
Empire State Building".
Arriving at Houston Street, we walked west until we hit Broadway. I took us down
Bleecker before taking a right down Macdougal Street, just so I could see the Cafe
Wha? again. Coming to Washington Square Park, a drug dealer walked alongside us
and asked if we wanted any weed. I pulled an Andrew Jackson from my pocket and
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bought $20 of weed off him. We hung out in the fountain under the white glow of
Washington's Arch for a while before following yesterday's footsteps down 5th
Avenue. Guided by the towering Empire State, we passed the Flatiron, crossed
Broadway, crossed 7th Avenue and peeked down at the blue den of light that is Times
Square, and came to the comedy club. We weren't as early as the night before, so we
had to sit on the floor in the very front, right in the line of fire of any fumbling
comedians. Thankfully, they didn't fumble too much. Unfortunately, Louis CK wasn't
there. It was past midnight when the show finished, so Fern and I ducked into a
subway station and rode the A-train all the way back to Inwood.
September 1st. Day 123.
On Tuesday morning, Fern and I went for a walk through Inwood Hill Park and
found a quiet spot to smoke a joint. It's a park of thick forest and hillside tracks and
feels far removed from the concrete overlay of Manhattan. Shaded from the sun, we
found our way to the banks of the Hudson and looked out across the water to the
green edges of New Jersey, the George Washington Bridge spanning the river in the
distance. There was some drumming coming from a beach along a track, so we went to
check it out. A guy was playing some sort of Indian percussion instrument and I gave
him a wave. He turned out to be a real weirdo, very insistent and creepy, so I cut our
conversation short and we headed on.
Although both Fern and I had already 'done' the museums here, they're free from
4pm to closing time at 6pm, and additionally, Fern spent her earliest years in New
York, so she was keen to revisit her old home in the Upper West Side, on 73rd Street,
near the Museum of Natural History. It seemed like a nice way to spend the afternoon,
so we left Inwood Hill Park and made for Dyckman Street, riding the A-train to 81st.
We got ice-creams outside the museum and ate them on the steps by Teddy
Roosevelt's imposing statue.
The atrium at the Museum of Natural History is a staggering taste of what awaits
beyond; two terrifying dinosaur skeletons, ferocious and tall, guarding the entrance. We
gave our donation and headed into the darkened halls of displays; jaw-dropping
reminders of how powerful, majestic, and strange our planet is. Beasts from all corners
of the globe stand in taxidermy-stillness, sad but honest depictions of their wild nature.
From subatomic particles to the bones of our world - rocks, crystals, fossils - the world
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was laid bare. Creatures long lost were re-imagined, from triceratopses to tyrannosaurs
to giant sloths and hundreds more. Our planet has been, and is, an abundant cauldron
of life in all its beautiful and horrific splurge. With the earth being shown so nakedly
here, the human being, the caretaker species, is perhaps best displayed alongside the
other creatures, not in diorama form, but in the obvious and noble devotion to science
that this museum is manifestation of.
Feeling like we'd been transported momentarily back to our childhoods, we left the
museum and decided to revisit Fern's actual childhood by heading to her parents' old
apartment. Crossing Columbus Avenue, we soon came to stand outside the apartment
where she would've learned to walk and talk in. It was nice to see a piece of her past.
We then headed to one of New York's more infamous 'sights'; the Dakota Building,
the former home of John Lennon and the scene of his murder. Walking by the
entrance where he was shot, the same ill-feeling I had when I last came here returned
to me. It was unpleasant. Strawberry Fields in Central Park, which sits across the street
from the Dakota, was a lot nicer. We came to the Imagine plaque and sat down nearby
as a busker played Lennon songs. Someone had placed flowers around the plaque. A
crazy man asked me where I was from and when I told him, he yelled out "New
Zealand! Three cheers for New Zealand!" He spoke to other people and shouted out
things they told him too. He was harmless enough. Other than his occasional
outbursts, Strawberry Fields was a soothing and peaceful place.
Going for a short walk in the park, we found a secluded place to smoke another
joint. We decided to then head down Columbus Avenue to the Lincoln Center for the
Performing Arts. Strolling down Columbus, we started seeing trendy and hip looking
people before we made it to the plaza. Lying down on a patch of green grass, we
looked up at the blue sky and watched the clouds drift by. The vapour trails of two jets
crossed over each other, painting a large white X in the sky.
A comedy club in Brooklyn was offering free pizza and a free open-mic night, so we
then decided to head over Brooklyn ways. Walking to Columbus Circle, we caught an
E-train to 14th Street before riding on the L-line across Manhattan, under the East
River, and into Brooklyn. The busking on the subway platforms was incredible; a
saxophonist and a blues singer ripping the underground apart. We got off at Lorimer
Street and I found myself back on the streets of Greenpoint. Greenpoint was where I
had stayed two years ago and where I set a large part of Joker. It's a blue collar vibe,
Polish-town, with hipsters gradually invading.
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Finding the club on Metropolis Avenue, we ate our free pizza and watched the
open-mic train wrecks crash and burn. It was funny how bad they were. Some were
alright and got a chuckle and a cough from the crowd, but others drew dead silences.
One heckler helped a guy out by being deliberately disruptive and giving the comic
some material to work with. We played a some pool with some locals but then I got
quite drunk and had a pointless argument with Fern. It was getting late, so we retraced
our subway steps on the L and A-trains and made our way back to Inwood. We barely
spoke to each other the entire trip back.
After a severe anxiety attack yesterday and a hungover apology to Fern, we decided
to take it easy and spent the morning at the apartment. In the afternoon, we rode the
subway to Columbus Circle and went for a walk through Central Park. Arriving at
Sheep Meadow, we lay in the middle of the huge lawn, surrounded by the ever-rising
high rises, and listened to Mulatu Astatke's Tezeta on Fern's cellphone. It was a
gorgeous moment, one I'll remember fondly forever.
Around 6pm, we headed over to a soundstage where the Broadway production
of Chicago was doing a free public performance to mark their 20th anniversary - the
longest running American musical on Broadway. After waiting in a mile-long line, or so
it felt, we got seats under a darkening sky and watched the show with thousands of
others. I'm not a huge musical fan, but the Broadway quality was undeniable. Besides,
Fern loves musicals, even performing in a production of Chicago herself in her time, so
it was nice to see her so happy. Especially after making her so upset with my
drunkenness the night before.
This morning, Fern and I ate a quick breakfast and headed down the street to the
Cloisters. The Cloisters is an extension of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (the Met)
and focuses on medieval art and architecture. Perched on top of a hill in Fort Tryon
Park, the whole museum is built to appear as a centuries-old French Abbey. The grey
stone and cold air instantly propelled us back a thousand years in time. Manhattan is
full of time machines. The art and construction in the Cloisters was incredible. The
whole experience made me reflect on what a curiously weird time period the Middle
Ages were; full of myth, faith, superstition, art, fear, magic, and fledging sciences.
Knowledge was guarded and kept in old books by old men, handed down in whispers
through dark church walls, printed only once or twice on elaborate parchment, hidden,
forgotten, the fragile candles of understanding somehow kept lit, often-not, and the
answers lost in the thin trails of smoke from finished wicks.
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Surrounded by all the graphic depictions of Christ, I couldn't help but think of the
woman I had seen a few days ago on the subway. She appeared normal in every sense
until she started calling out "Jesus is the truth!" I couldn't help but think of humanity's
long obsession with religion. It's gone through so many bizarre phases; from Baroque
monks to mentally unstable people on the subways, deep in the bellows of New York.
What an utterly absurd journey the whole Jesus story is. My favourite pieces in the
Cloisters were the fable-inducing tapestries of unicorns and the oldest set of playing
cards in existence. Manhattan is loaded with treasure. Outside on a stone terrace, a
garden with plants used in the time period offered us a nice place to sit. There was a bit
of rain in the air but it kept the day cool.
Heading back to our apartment, we made some lunch and saw John again. It felt
like months since we had seen him last. He works as an extra on film and television
sets and had been doing some odd hours in Chinatown. As the Cloisters is part of the
Met's wider collection, the tickets for one get you into the other. They accept whatever
donation you can give. Having had to race through the second floor of the Met in
2014, I was keen to go again, so we farewelled John and set out again. We rode the Atrain down to 42nd Street, then caught the E-train to Lexington Avenue, and finally
rode a 6-train up to 77th Street. There was only a spot of rain as we walked from the
station to the Met on Park Avenue.
It's impossible to explain just how incredible the art on display at the Met truly was.
How can I explain the greatest efforts of the greatest artists? I should sooner die. For
hours, Fern and I were adrift in a sea of Renaissance masterpieces, swept up in a
storyteller's paint, cast into meadows of Monet, and left to drown happily in rooms of
Matisse, Renoir, Manet, Picasso, Van Gogh, and Degas. There were more. There were
sculptures, images of times lost and myth's imagination, deep into the heart of history's
breath, beyond the hills of our knowledge and into the lakes of our fears, lusts, horrors,
and pleasures. I felt proud to be human. When the call to leave the closing galleries was
finally given into, we headed out onto the street, overwhelmed by the power of the
colours of human dreams.
We got some pizza and then caught the 6-train from 86th Street down to Grand
Central Station. The atmosphere in main concourse was romantic. It may be because
of the constellations drawn on the roof, or as Fern said, "All the stories that have
happened here, people's lives, people saying goodbye, sometimes forever". From a
balcony, we watched the thousands of people come and go. There seemed to be a
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couple fighting in the middle of the busy floor. She cried. They hugged. We looked at
someone else and then back to the couple, but they had gone, vanished. Their story.
Walking outside onto 42nd Street, we saw the MetLife Building and the even bigger
celebrity of the sky; the Chrysler, her glowing crown, that ostentatious symbol that
came to capture New York and the world. There is a grand feeling of the possible in
this part of the city, an atmosphere of amazement on the sidewalk. The light catching
the thin mist of rain amplified the surest feelings of wonder. The American Dream
only feels real in the city that never sleeps.
We walked to Bryant Park, the only green space in Midtown, where a free 9pm
production of Shakespeare's Measure for Measure was being staged. Buying a couple of
hot coffees to keep us warm in the cool September air, we sat down and watched the
lyrical writings of Shakespeare. After the play, we walked past Times Square, that
pulsing furnace of light, and to the Port Authority Bus Terminal. Our A-train to
Inwood soon arrived. Some shit was smeared on the floor of our carriage with a
homeless man lying in it desperately calling out, "Help! Help me! Help me, New York!"
Nobody helped him. New York never stops.
September 5th. Day 127.
The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) is free every Friday night, so with that in
mind for the evening, Fern and I set out in the morning to walk along the High Line; a
disused elevated rail track revamped as an inner-city garden walkway and an escape
from the traffic below. It stretches from the Penn Station Rail Yards at West 34th
Street down to Gansevoort Street in the West Village. John decided to join us, so after
a quick coffee in Inwood, we caught the A-train downtown.
We were busy talking and missed our stop at Penn Station, so we hopped off the
train at 14th Street and rode an uptown A-train back to our stop. Walking west from
Penn Station, we passed the Javits Center, a massive glass convention centre, and soon
made it to the High Line. Overlooking the expansive Penn Station Rail Yards, we
slowly made our way south, stopping every now and then for ice blocks or the view.
There was so much construction of skyscrapers happening in Midtown, it seemed
there were a hundred cranes all pirouetting into the sky at an alarming rate. Already the
most built up part of the world, there were no signs of it slowing down any time soon.
Even New Yorkers can barely keep up with their own ever-changing city.
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Crossing over the brick warehouses of the Meatpacking District, we sat down for a
while in the shade and ate the lunch we had packed. Being the fashion capital of the
world, among other accolades, this city has its share of beautiful people walking
around. As we sat in the shade, we saw some of these fashionistas strutting by. They
looked ridiculous. After walking to the end of the High Line, and watching the Empire
State Building hold its own against the increasing height of its surrounding cityscape,
we dropped back down to street level in the West Village.
John used to live in this part of town and was keen to show us around. Philip
Seymour Hoffman used to live here, he got coffees in the cafes. So did Mark Twain.
John took us down Bank Street, to 105 Bank Street, which was the first New York
home of John Lennon and Yoko Ono before they moved to the Dakota Building.
John (our John, not Lennon) mentioned that this Bank Street address was somehow
involved in the infamous 'Lost Weekend' episode of Lennon's life.
On the corner of Christopher Street and 7th Avenue, John showed us the Hess
Triangle; a tiny plaque on the sidewalk that fills a small piece of useless land that the
original owner was left with after the city cut through the West Village by forcing 7th
Avenue through the district, altering the layout of the West Village and causing many
odd shaped cut-in-half buildings. The residents of the West Village at the time were
opposed to the 'cut' that 7th Avenue made through their neighbourhood, so they were
bitter when it went ahead. The owner of this tiny triangular piece of land was
encouraged to hand it over to the city, but he stubbornly refused and instead had the
plaque laid. It reads, 'Property of the Hess Estate which has never been dedicated for
public purposes'. It was eventually sold to the nearby cigar store for $1000, but the
plaque remains as a tribute to the old dispute.
On the other side of the intersection from the Hess Triangle is a somewhat more
significant historical site; The Stonewall Inn. With rainbow flags waving outside, this
otherwise unassuming pub was the scene of the Stonewall riots; a series of violent
demonstrations by the gay community in the late 1960s that are often cited as the birth
of the gay liberation movement in the United States. I thought about how well they
must've partied down here when the Supreme Court finally gave reason to law and
allowed same sex marriage nationwide. Love won.
With the sun starting to drop in the afternoon sky, we headed to the nearby subway
and caught the F-train to 57th Street, where we walked a few blocks to the MoMA and
lined up for our free tickets with hundreds of other cheapskates. The MoMA was
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incredible, even though we had to fight hordes of tourists taking shit pictures on their
godforsaken smartphones. With six floors, the beginning of the modern art collection
starts at the top floors with the likes of Van Gogh, Cézanne, and Picasso. Journeying
back down to the ground floor, we moved forward through time; passing through
Dadaists and Warhol to the present day.
The Starry Night by Van Gogh was simply impossible to appreciate with all the
Instagram-hungry tourists huddling around it in an excited frenzy, dizzy with their
coming likes and shares, not paying much attention to the painting itself but rather
trying to contain their joy at their social media adulation. The fame of the other
paintings wasn't quite as magnetic as The Starry Night, so we spent our time looking at
those instead. As we moved down the floors, the art got more modern, more abstract,
and the crowds got thinner and thinner as less people 'got it'. I mean, what is there to
even get? Fern was a fruit and I've got a bathtub for a brain.
We left the MoMA and headed on the subway to the East Village for some Indian
food. When we arrived back on street level in the East Village, the sun was setting in
the striking pinks of magic hour. After dinner, we walked up Broadway and saw some
fresh concrete on the sidewalk. People were writing their names in it. I wrote Fern and
I's initials. Then, further down the street, we saw a homeless man who had a sign that
read, 'A little goes a long way'. He also had something written on his arm, 'Buttsex' one word.
We soon came to Union Square, and while John went shopping for some shirts
nearby, Fern and I had a look around. There was a rap battle happening in one part, a
statue of George Washington in another, and a couple of chess hustlers in another; a
classic New York scene. When John came back, Fern and I were standing by a subway
entrance, out of which we could hear somebody playing Mozart on violin. We followed
the music underground, gave the two violinists some change, and headed back on the
L-line to 14th Street. From 14th Street, we caught an A-train back to Inwood.
After a sleep in on Saturday, the three of us decided to head to Harlem to check out
some free swing music. We caught the A-train to 145th Street and walked east until we
struck Malcolm X Boulevard. About five or six blocks down Malcolm X, we came to a
closed off street where a stage was set up and a swing band was playing. People were
dancing in the street; classy old guys in suits, hats, dancing shoes, and handkerchiefs in
their suit pockets twirled ladies around with smiles. A couple of kids were dancing too.
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Harlem was full of life. It felt a little like being back in New Orleans; the saxophone
crawling down the streets.
John was a bit of a weird guy. In his forties, he was infatuated with a twenty-one
year old girl working in a bar in Inwood, and he was beginning to cramp our style. He
was anti-drugs too and we wanted to get high, so we made sighing plans that we knew
would drive him away. When he finally left us, we carried on down Malcolm X, taking
a brief turn down 125th Street to see the Apollo Theater. Harlem was just as I
remembered it, a happening place; full of churches, music, and kids playing everywhere
in the street.
Eventually, Fern and I came to the northern edge of Central Park and went for a
walk around the Harlem Meer. Finding a nice spot to ourselves, we smoked a joint and
let the fuzzy warmth of marijuana roll over us. We kept walking and soon arrived at the
Untermyer Fountain in the Conservatory Garden. It was incredibly beautiful, the
flowers and hedges trimmed to perfection. When we arrived at the Vanderbilt Gate, it
was abundantly clear that we had left Harlem and were now in the affluent Upper East
Side. The money seeped out the buildings. Unfortunately for chumps like me,
however, it disappeared as soon as it came into contact with the air.
The next destination in mind was the Brooklyn end of the Manhattan Bridge. If we
timed it right, we could walk over the East River into Manhattan just as the sun went
down. To this end, we carried on down 5th Avenue for a while, arriving at the Jewish
Museum and then taking a left turn to find the 96th Street station on Lexington. At
96th Street, we caught a 6-train downtown to Bleecker Street. On the platform at
Bleecker Street, there was an uncomplicated looking guy with the most sensational
singing voice. He sung deep, soulful renditions while his buddy jammed on the guitar.
After each song, the entire subway station erupted in applause. The F-train finally
arrived and we hurtled a few stops before diving under the East River and coming to a
crashing stop at York Street. The subways in New York, the grey-metal carts that they
are, screech loudly and rock in dramatic ways, often waking people up or giving
tourists worried looks. Reaching the surface in Brooklyn, we made for the entrance of
the Manhattan Bridge at the perfect time.
Walking on the south side of the bridge, we saw the sun setting perfectly over
Lower Manhattan, the Brooklyn Bridge, the East River, the Statue of Liberty, and the
borough of Brooklyn itself. The river looked so lovely. I know Tokyo has more people,
I know other cities probably take up a larger space, but New York feels so much bigger
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than any other city. It's of a size and scale unmeasurable. It leaves everywhere else for
dead. It simply has some quality to it that makes it the greatest city in the world. The
sun slid behind the glass towers of the financial district as the bridge wove us through
the apartments of Chinatown. It was a beautiful walk; grand, elegant, gritty. Naked
New York; rooftops, alleys, graffiti. Finding ourselves back in Manhattan, with sore
feet and tired bodies, we walked through the bustling streets to the Canal Street station.
We almost fell asleep on the train ride back to Inwood.
Yesterday, Fern granted me permission to take her across more bridges; the 59th
Street Bridge and the Williamsburg Bridge, with a planned stop at the wharves in
Greenpoint. First, however, we wanted to quickly pass the United Nations and see
what was kicking down there. With our Metro cards' weekly pass expired, we needed to
plan our subway trips carefully, so we caught the A-train from Dyckman Street to 42nd
Street and cut across the island to the UN Building. The walk took us past Times
Square, Bryant Park, Grand Central Station, and the Chrysler Building. When we got to
the UN, however, we found there was absolutely nothing there but the building and
Chinese tourists taking photos of it.
Walking up 1st Avenue to 59th Street, we saw the Roosevelt Island Tramway was in
operation and thought it would be a neat way to cross the 59th Street Bridge, as it runs
alongside it. However, as the name would suggest, it doesn't actually go any further
than Roosevelt Island. Finding ourselves stuck on the island between Manhattan and
Queens, we decided we may as well walk around and check the place out. Fern had
been collecting acorns over the past couple of days, so while we walked around
Roosevelt Island, we found a squirrel to give them to. He came right up to us and ate
them. And with that, our stay on Roosevelt Island was done, so we made our way to
the subway. Going deep under the island to the subway platform, we then had to catch
a series of trains to get us to Greenpoint. First, we rode the F-train from Roosevelt
Island to Jackson Heights. From Jackson Heights, we caught an E-train back through
Queens to Court Square. Court Square also featured prominently in Joker. From Court
Square, we rode the G-line into Greenpoint and got off at Greenpoint Avenue.
Pacing down streets-familiar, we came to my favourite spot in New York; the pier
in Greenpoint at the end of India Street, where Joker starts. The view of Manhattan
renders me speechless; the most incredible manmade sight on earth - the Capital of the
World - the silencing argument of which city is the greatest on earth.
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We smoked the last of the weed that I had bought in Washington Square Park in a
brief moment when there weren't any people around. We sat in the sun on the pier for
a while, taking in what seemed unreal in front of our very eyes. When we finally
gathered the courage to turn our backs on such a sight, we found a colony of stray cats
hanging out by the docklands. Sadly, a massive skyscraper was being built right next to
the dock there in Greenpoint, so that quiet gem will soon disappear. But that's the
story of New York, it develops so rapidly and nowhere is safe from its unforgiving
wheels of change.
Walking back to Greenpoint Avenue, we caught the subway down to Williamsburg.
I missed our stop at Broadway, so we ended up getting off at Flushing Avenue and
walking back. I'm glad we missed the stop, however, because walking back down
Union Avenue took us through South Williamsburg, an area the Hasidic Jewish
community calls home. Men in traditional clothing passed us and little boys in
yarmulkes peered down from apartment balconies as we walked along. We stopped at
one point, near Harmony Triangle, to get some drinks at a store. Everyone in the shop
was an Hassidic Jew. Making it to Broadway, we headed underneath the elevated
railway until we came to the bridge's entrance.
We had timed our approach to Manhattan even better than we had the day before,
crossing the bridge a few moments after sundown, when the light became thin and the
sky flirted with red. It was in that moment, that fragile moment when you can almost
drink in the aroma of the day, that we crossed the bridge. And out to our right,
drenched in the warm affair of day's end, in the softest purples and richest blues, stood
the grand sight; the truest city, Midtown.
We'd heard there was some Shakespeare happening down at Washington Square
Park, along with an outdoor art exhibition, so it promised to be a nice end to the day.
With our aching feet soon back on Manhattan's concrete, we caught an F-train at
Essex Street to West 4th, and climbed back up to the surface to find night's black
curtain had fallen over the day. At a nearby pizza place where the guy just called out
"Next!" to the unorganised crowd of customers, we got a couple of cheap slices and
headed over to the park. Unfortunately, the Shakespeare was crap, so we gave it a miss
and went to sit by the fountain instead. The fountain wasn't on and the water was
slowly draining, but under the glow of Washington's Arch, we sat a while and took it all
in. We then heard some classical piano being played nearby. Directly under the arch,
with the red, white, and blue lights of the Empire State looming high in the distance, a
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man was playing a black grand piano. It was sleek and the sound was pure. Everyone
stopped and stood and heard him play. We listened to the pianist a while before
deciding to take the subway home.
Today, a reality suddenly hit us; we need to leave New York soon, we need to
return to the real world, this magical dream needs waking up from. Catching the Atrain to Columbus Circle, we found a currency exchange to change some of Fern's
pesos into greenbacks. We then found a Starbucks near Times Square and booked her
flight on Wednesday to Mexico City, via San Salvador. We also double checked exactly
what paperwork I need for my trip across the Canadian border.
Making for Central Park, we found a guy carrying a 'Bike Rental' sign. Bargaining
him down to $5 an hour, he led us to a nearby bike shop and talked the whole way
there in his thick African accent. "New York belongs to the five continents", is the
only part I caught. This was only Fern's third ever bike ride, after the two in New
Orleans, so she did well to manage the crowds of pedestrians and other cyclists.
Gliding along the green scenes of East Drive, we came to the Jacqueline Kennedy
Onassis Reservoir, the huge pool of water in the centre of the park. Cycling on, we
came to the northern end and passed the Harlem Meer and looped back south, taking
West Drive back to where we started. On the way, we passed the Pool, the Reservoir
again, the Lake, and Strawberry Fields, where we stopped for some water. Some Edith
Piaf was playing nearby. We took our bikes back to the rental shop and found
ourselves at a loose end. What to do in the big city? We settled on eating some cheap
pizza slices and spending magic hour in Times Square. Sitting in the midst of that
jubilant centre of electric light, we watched as the sky put on a colour show of its own.
I'll never forget my sunset at Times Square.
We then took a walk towards the Rockefeller Center. On the way there, we saw the
News Corporation headquarters. Fern took a picture of me pulling the fingers it.
Eating an ice-cream at Rockefeller Plaza, under the looming grey glow of the towering
centrepiece of the Rockefeller Center, we walked over to St Patrick's Cathedral. I'm not
sure why, but I've known about this church for a long time. On the outside of the
front door, I noticed an engraving of a woman. It was called 'Lily of the Mohawks'.
Heading up 5th Avenue, we took a left on 59th Street and walked along the
southern rim of Central Park. Horses were standing there attached to their carriages,
giving the city an earthly scent. Fern patted one for a while, animals seem to like her
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calm nature. So do I. Diving back into the subway at Columbus Circle, we came home
to Inwood. Tomorrow is our last day in the greatest city in the world.
September 6th. Day 128.
Fern and I decided to spend our last day in New York visiting the Met again. After
a quick breakfast at our apartment (I had cornflakes, Fern had quesadillas), we caught a
Brooklyn-bound A-train from Dyckman Street. At 165th Street, we crossed the
platform and stepped onto the C-train, riding it to 86th Street. The day was a little grey,
the tail end of a hurricane keeping the wind up. We cut across Central Park along the
85th Street Transverse, the leaves on the trees fading brown and falling around us.
Autumn.
At the Met, we spent the first hour going through ancient Egypt. I only know one
hieroglyph, the one denoting 'scribe' or 'writer', so I peered along the inscribed tombs
and sarcophagi until I found it. The journey to find this little symbol took me back in
time, back through the hot sands of distant kingdoms, steeped in mystery and grand
design. We were hungry after leaving the Egyptian wing, so we headed outside and got
some fried chicken and fries from a street vendor. Heading back inside, we turned left,
throwing ourselves into Antiquity. The Greeks and Romans lost us in their decadent
world; vases of wine, grapes dangling on the whims of gods, tales of war and conquest
in the foul, beastly world of the unknown, and the agonies and joys of drama and
comedy. With an hour until closing time, we took a quick trip down the armoury of the
Middle Ages. Knights, swords, pikes, spears, crossbows, and rifles, all finely carved
from the finest of things; proof that we can kill each other splendidly. Time escaping
us, we raced through Africa and Oceania. I quickly showed Fern the Maori collection
and taught her how to pronounce Aotearoa. We made for the modern and
contemporary art wing. Here we were met by Picasso, Degas, Matisse, and one maestro
I had never seen before; Salvador Dali. And with that, the museum was closed and we
were forced outside. We sat on the steps of the Met for a while, listening to a
saxophonist sooth the already calm air.
With nothing else planned for the evening, we decided to take a walk through
Central Park. Strolling along the 79th Street Transverse, we soon came to Belvedere
Castle and looked out over Turtle Pond. New York has many faces, many hidden,
secluded sides, and a lifetime of exploring Manhattan could never reveal them all.
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Passing Shakespeare Garden, we came to the Lake and sat for a moment or two.
Continuing on, we went over the bridge by Bank Rock Bay and walked along West
Drive. Over the Lake, we saw the Bow Bridge and then came to Strawberry Fields
once more. When we came to Sheep Meadow, we saw the daunting grey clouds
gathering to the east, and decided we shouldn't linger too long, and instead made for
Columbus Circle and Times Square looking for something to eat. Times Square was its
usual chaotic self, so we walked to Hell's Kitchen, eventually finding a Thai place.
Short of ideas how to spend our last night in New York, we decided on ice-cream at
Times Square. However, the winds of autumn were too cold, so we opted for a hot
chocolate instead. Sharing the drink as we walked, we finished it before we arrived at
Times Square. I looked to Fern and she at me, we looked at the blue light emitting
from around the corner at Times Square, and we decided to head home. We caught the
A-train uptown from 42nd Street. On this ride back to Inwood, in a crowded subway
full of tired New Yorkers, Fern rested her head on my shoulder and closed her eyes.
We part ways tomorrow. I feel like life's lens is sharply focused on me. I suppose it
always is, I just don't realise it. Before I left Wellington, I said to my friends, "I'm about
to disappear into the horizon to go and find the great story of my life". I had no idea
how true that would turn out to be.
September 7th. Day 129.
Early this morning, I helped Fern with her luggage onto the A-train at Dyckman
Street. The A-line starts one station up from Dyckman Street and goes all the way
under Manhattan and Brooklyn to JFK International Airport. It splits at Rockaway
Boulevard, however, one A-train going to the airport and one not. Unbeknownst to us,
we got on the wrong A-train. Anyway, we got a pair of seats together and settled in for
a long train ride. Rested our eyes, we rode all the way through the Manhattan rush
hour. Nearer the airport, the train emerged from the underground and filled with
daylight, the grey towers of Manhattan visible on the horizon. Realising our A-train
mix-up at the last second, we quickly transferred to the right A-train at Rockaway
Boulevard. I almost missed the stop and had Fern not blocked the closing door with
her suitcase, we would've been separated then and there.
At the airport, we had to catch an overpriced airport train to Terminal 4, where
Fern's Avianca flight to San Salvador was departing. At the terminal, before the
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checkout counters, there came the 'Passengers Only Beyond This Point' sign. We
shared a long hug and promised we'd see each other again soon. I hid my tears behind
dry eyes because although I was earnest in my promise, I had no idea when or how to
realise it. I'm not sure when I'll see Fern again. I tried to tell her what the last few
weeks in New Orleans and New York had meant to me, but my words failed. Ever
since I met her in Mexico City, that babe in a green Mexican football shirt whose name
I thought was Fernandez, my life has changed. It's a rare thing, for me at least, to find
love so right and bright. Somehow, I let her go and she walked off to catch her flight. I
immediately felt a hole appear in the centre of my chest.
With my head low, I retraced my steps back on the overpriced airport train and
rode it back to the A-line. As the train dipped back into the underground, I was dogtired and fell asleep for a few seconds here and there. I was doing alright emotionally
until the train started pulling into the Manhattan stations that Fern and I
had frequented over the last few days. Then it hit me just how much I missed her. She
was beginning to feel like the dream I had feared she really was. Have I doomed New
York to the same fate as last time? New Orleans too? Maybe. But show me the one
man wise in love.
Distracting myself with some aimless writing in my notebook, the train eventually
arrived back at Dyckman Street. Walking glumly in the bright sunshine back to the
apartment, seeing John there cheered me up a bit; his strange company better than no
company. We got lunch at a cafe in Inwood and we talked about love and life. I told
him that the last four months have felt more like ten years. My grandfather always told
me to shave before a job interview, so after lunch, with the Toronto job hunt
beginning tomorrow, I heeded his advise and had a shave. I packed my bags, carefully
wrapping my vinyl copy of New York–Addis–London in my Sendai half marathon
finisher's towel. I updated my CV too and headed down to the local UPS to print off
some copies. I got 50 copies done for $17.39. John, who was busy building a shelf for
his apartment, had asked me at lunch if there was anything else I wanted to do before
leaving New York, something just for me. I had thought about it during the afternoon
and decided that I wanted to walk across the Brooklyn Bridge one last time. John was
going to a play in the evening and wouldn't be home when I returned from the bridge
to collect my things, so we said farewell and he instructed me to slide my key under the
door after I had locked up.
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I caught the A-train down Manhattan, under the East River, and to High Street in
Brooklyn. Cadman Plaza Park was covered in the brown leaves of the new season.
Turning towards the bridge, the walk across it was every bit as awe-inspiring and
beautiful as I knew it would be. I went slowly, taking my time to embrace the view.
The sun was setting, my fifth magic hour in a row. The sky was a mix of blue-white, fading
pinks, and all around was the grand, unfathomable sight of New York bathing in a
gentle light. As blushing clouds drifted slowly by behind it, the Empire State gleamed a
fire-red in the setting sun. It was an emotional sight for me. It was the image I had
dreamed of; Midtown, this shining castle of metal structure, binding me to the hope of
things. I was tempted to make this my final entry. This is, after all, what I had dreamed
of for so long. This was the moment that I had been waiting for; to stand in the epic
surrounds of the greatest city in the world. The radiant evening glow, dimming as it
did, seemed to urge me to write 'The End'. It would have been a fine end. I kept
walking, ripping my eyes from the sight they see when they blink, and found myself
back in Manhattan. I made my way to Fulton Street and caught the A-train back to
Inwood. It was time to leave New York.
Gathering my things from John's apartment, I left him the message that Oscar, the
guy from San Francisco I had met in Indianapolis, had left me, 'BE BOLD', and slid
my key under his door. I dragged my luggage past the Latino nightclubs and boarded
my last A-train at Dyckman Street. I looked up at one point and realised I was the only
white person on the full subway carriage. This had happened several times on this trip,
especially in New Orleans, not that it bothered me in the least. The United States is
changing and change rarely happens without conflict. I hope the United States proves
to be what they've long claimed they are: the exceptional nation. Time alone will tell.
At 165th Street, some performers took over the carriage, pumping Cyprus Hill and
breakdancing. They got some coins from weary subway riders and got off at 125th
Street. I got off at Penn Station and made for street level. The bus was departing from
34th Street, between 11th and 12th Avenues, so I dragged my suitcase across 8th, 9th,
and 10th Avenues with the towering Empire State at my back. Along the way, 34th
Street went oddly quiet for a moment, no cars came by, I even heard some crickets
sound in nearby trees. Did I just catch the city that never sleeps taking a nap? Did it
drift off, however fleetingly, as I had done this morning on the subway? I suppose we
all look asleep from far away, just drones wandering around like busy fools. It's only up
close that we see eyes are open and there is a soul peering out through them. I turned
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back to the sky above Times Square, just to double check, and it was shimmering pale
blue as always. New York's eyes were still open.
At the bus stop, I sat on the sidewalk to write this entry. This was the exact same
spot I left New York from last time, then on a bus to Philadelphia. Unsure of how to
close this entry, I thought of the potent symbolism of my time here; the man playing
the black grand piano under the white light of Washington's Arch and the sunsets from
the bridges all came to mind. However, flicking through my notebook, looking for a
clever one-liner to deliver a New York knockout blow, I found a misquoted note from
Fern.
I love you from here to the second star on the right and straight till midnight
It's just struck midnight now.
Goodnight Fern.
Goodnight New York.
Goodnight America.
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September 8th. Day 130.
After seeing the lights of New York drift slowly into the darkness out the window, I
took some anti-nausea pills that Fern had given me which have some kind of sedative
in them, so before long I was asleep. A few hours later, somewhere between Syracuse
and Rochester, the bus pulled into a service station for a half hour break. It must've
been about 5am because the sky was lifting blue and the clouds above were a scorching
rosebush of colours. Watching the sunrise was very peaceful.
The next thing I remembered was being woken by the bus driver, "Sir! Sir! Excuse
me, sir. Sorry, sir, but I need to see your passport". I showed her my passport and she
carried on down the bus sighting the passports of the other passengers. I thought she
was a customs official at first, but she was just checking that all her passengers were
prepared to go cross the border. We were actually still in Buffalo.
The bus then made its way over the Peace Bridge, which spans the Niagara River
and connects the United States and Canada. Pulling into the customs area on the
Canadian side of the river, just outside the town of Fort Erie, we climbed off the bus
and shuffled, very sleepily, into the customs building. Last in line, I had to wait a while
to be seen, but eventually the time came for me to get my working holiday visa. After a
few simple questions, the customs official went into a back room before coming back
with my visa. He stapled it to my passport and told me I had two years to work in
Canada, but in no way could I work in the sex industry. And with that, I entered my
twenty-first country.
Back on the bus, I tried to keep my eyes open as we drove through Niagara Falls,
but when it became clear we weren't going to see the waterfalls from the bus, I stopped
resisting my tiredness and went back to sleep. I woke an hour or so later to find that
we were speeding along a highway surrounded by industry and housing; the outskirts
of Toronto. I watched the city slowly arrive out the window. Apart from the concrete
colossus that is the CN Tower, the thing that struck me most about Toronto was the
glass. Every tall building was armoured in green or blue or clear glass. The occasional
white skyscraper stood out, but everything else was glass.
Winding our way through the city traffic, we eventually came to a stop on Bay
Street. I knew the address of my hostel and how to get there on foot from the bus
stop. Walking up Elizabeth Street, I found College Street and took a left. Crossing
University Avenue and passing the Legislative Assembly of Ontario, I then walked
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by the University of Toronto and crossed Spadina Avenue, finally arriving at my hostel
at 357 College Street. I checked into Planet Traveller and made myself a coffee.
Wasting no time, I dumped my things in my room and began job hunting. After
applying for jobs online, I headed down the street to a Service Canada Centre to get
my Social Insurance Number (SIN). Without my luggage weighing me down, I was
able to appreciate College Street on this walk to this unexciting government bureau.
Between my hostel and the Service Canada Centre, on the corner of Manning Avenue,
College Street was lined with cafes, bars, book shops, and record stores. It seemed like
a trendy part of town. After a hassle-free five minutes, I got my SIN and walked back
to the hostel. I applied for more jobs online before deciding to hit the pavement with
my CVs. Calling in at every bar and shop on College Street with a 'Help Wanted' sign, I
made my way down to Church Street before crossing the road and heading back.
At the intersection with Laplante Avenue, I saw a guy standing in the middle of the
road. He was dead-drunk, fucked, no brain left, totally unaware of what he was doing.
Taking his shirt off, he started punching cars as they tried to drive around him. He
pulled the fingers at drivers. He wouldn't have been able to tell me his own name.
Someone called the police. I overheard other people talking about him, saying, "First
Nation". I didn't know what this meant at first until I studied his face a little closer and
realised he was Native American. Later, when I got back to the hostel, I read up on
what the term means. It denotes various aboriginal Canadian groups that aren't Inuit
or Métis. I was totally ignorant to all of this. It was a sad first inside-look at Canada.
At one of the bars offering work, I got a sandwich and an orange juice. Not needing
to rush out to see Toronto, I was able to enjoy a quiet night in. I applied for more jobs
online before finding some cheaper accommodation. This was when I realised that the
Toronto International Film Festival was starting this weekend and nearly all the cheap
rooms in town had been swallowed up. I eventually found a room out of town listed
by a guy named Ricky. He had a cheap weekly rate going, so I booked myself in for a
week. I then met a some of the other people in my dorm. There are a couple of Irish
lads, some German girls, and an old Moldovan man who wouldn't stop talking about
the ills of capitalism.
There's that shtick that American politicians spew, that cliché where they describe
what their ancestors arrived in the country with, and how hard they worked, proving
the American Dream to be a reality and legitimising their own hateful rhetoric. The
whole, "My grandfather came to this country with just one dollar in his pocket". So, in
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the order that I attained them, here's what were in my pockets when I arrived in
Canada:

•

The origami star the schoolgirl gave to me at the Silver Temple in Kyoto.

•

The love letter Fern gave me in Mérida.

•

1 Guatemalan Quetzal.

•

A US Customs declaration form - in Spanish.

•

A packet of chewing gum Paul gave me in Detroit - spearmint flavour, four
sticks remaining, all melted.

•

Two commemorative Lollapalooza Chicago subway tickets.

•

A napkin from B.B. King's Blues Club in Nashville.

•

A napkin from Pat O'Briens in New Orleans.

•

Two American quarters.

•

Three American pennies.

•

A New York City Metro card.
September 10th. Day 132.

I didn't have a great sleep Thursday night. It may've been because of the heat, the
stress of emigrating, or the blocked sinuses of my old Moldovan bunkmate, but I just
couldn't sign my brain off. Around 3am, being rather thirsty, I decided to go for a
quick walk down to the local 7-Eleven to grab something to drink. When I was coming
back, on the sidewalk outside the hostel was a drunk man shouting loudly to the night
sky above, "I am the greatest human being in the whole world! I am the smartest man
in Toronto! I AM THE SMARTEST MAN IN TORONTO!"
Early yesterday morning, I took full advantage of the free breakfast at the hostel and
then set out for a run. Glancing at a map of the city, I decided on a route that would
help orientate me a little. I ran down College Street until I hit Bathurst Street and took
that all the way to the waterfront. Lake Ontario was flat and a gorgeous shade of blue,
almost white. It looked smoother than silk, like the glass of the city before it. It
reminded me how Lake Michigan had appeared on my first morning in Chicago. I
caught my first sight of the Toronto Islands too and the Billy Bishop Toronto City
Airport, small planes flying low over the lake. Running along the waterfront, I then saw
some harrowing looking statues that looked just like the ones I had seen in Dublin in
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May of 2009. On the northern banks of the River Liffey, some horrifying statues of
starving people pay tribute to those who suffered in the Great Famine. Such is the
extent of suffering throughout history, I tend to only be able to remember the names
of those who caused it and not those who went through it, so I made a point of
remembering a victim's name written on some granite pillars, Mary Conroy. Toronto
was one of the places victims of the Great Famine tried to flee to, often dying on the
trip across the Atlantic.
I ran along Queens Quay up to Parliament Street, ducked under the Gardiner
Expressway, and made my up to Wellesley Street in the rather unusually named
Cabbagetown part of the city. Noticing there was a Bleecker Street, like the famous
one in New York, I ran down it to Carlton Street, which turned into College Street
after Yonge Street. Back outside the hostel, I saw Darragh, one of the Irish lads from
my dorm, heading out for the day. These Dubliners arrived to start a working holiday
the same day I did. He mentioned he and his mates were going to set up Canadian
bank accounts after lunch and asked if I'd like to come. Needing friends and local bank
account, I said I'd tag along.
So later on, myself, Darragh and his mates, Aiden and Paul, set out for a
Scotiabank. We found a branch on Yonge Street. Needing to wait for an account
manager to be free, we hid from the heat in a Starbucks across the street. I've heard all
sorts of horror stories about how cold it gets here in the winter, but with all this muggy
sunshine, it's hard to imagine it being so cold here that your eyes start to freeze. There
are apparently eight weeks to go before the winter unleashes on Toronto. The bank
account opening process dragged on for a while, with lots of paperwork and waiting
and ID checking, etc., so I was pretty tired when it was all done.
Walking back down College Street to the hostel, I noticed the squirrels in Toronto
are jet black. They scurry around the parks and trees looking like little demon squirrels.
Another thing I noticed was all the weed dispensaries. Canada is legalising marijuana
next year, so I can't imagine the police spend too much time hassling smokers. Not
sure what they do with dealers; the law being in some strange grey area at the moment,
grey like the smoke you see and smell down the streets.
Back at the hostel, up on the roof, a large group of travellers were partying and
enjoying the view. Toronto looked devilishly cool at night. I had a few of beers. This
morning, with a mild hangover, I had to try make my way to Ricky's in an outer part of
Toronto called York. I needed to catch two buses and a train, and just my luck, it was
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raining. I farewelled Darragh, telling him that should I ever make it to Ricky's that I
would be sure to stay in touch, and checked out of the hostel.
Hopping on a 509 bus on College Street, I knew I needed to get to Jane Station. An
old man with thick eastern European accent said he knew a shortcut and was heading
there should I like to follow him. I was a little overwhelmed at the journey, what with
all my luggage, the rain, no smartphone, and a hangover, so I appreciated his help.
Toronto busses don't give change and all I had was a $20 bill, so the old man said we
should hop off and change it for some coins somewhere. We got off the bus at
Ossington Avenue and I headed into a nearby bank to change my money. However,
when I came out of the bank, the old man had disappeared. I looked around for him
but couldn't see him anywhere. Confused, I began to feel defeated. "What the fuck are
you even doing in Toronto, Dave?" I started asking myself. Homesick, alone, missing
Fern, lost, confused, hungover, and stuck in the rain, I felt like giving up. "You're not
cut our for this shit", I started telling myself. With all my worldly possessions getting
wet, I stood on the street and nearly cried. But crying wasn't going to help, so I
stopped being a wimp and focused on getting to Ricky's place. I caught the next 509
bus. I never saw that old man again. I got off at the end of the line at High Park
Station. From there, I caught a 2 subway to Jane Station, where I finally caught my last
bus, the 195, to Weston Road.
Getting off at Weston Road, I was pleased my journey was finally over. I hauled my
suitcase along the sidewalk, looking for Ricky's place at 1379 Weston Road. However,
when I saw 1379, it appeared to be a print shop. I went inside. Ricky was behind the
counter. Sensing my confusion, he took me upstairs and showed me to a bedroom
above his shop. It was clean and private, so it didn't bother me that I could hear print
machines running downstairs. The bathroom and kitchen were awful, but it'll do.
Hunting for work online all afternoon, I got a quick takeaway dinner from a
Vietnamese place down the street before calling it a night in my new home - above a
print shop in Toronto.
September 12th. Day 134.
I had breakfast yesterday with someone else renting a room above Ricky's print
shop; Hope, an elderly man from Nigeria, whose been in Canada for five years. He
sends money back to Nigeria to his family. His story put mine into perspective. We

	
  

201

shared some toast and a coffee. Applying for more work online, I got word from Fern
in Mexico City that she was unwell. Thankfully, her mother was able to take her to the
hospital and look after her, but it made me feel far away and useless.
Around mid-afternoon, weary from the job hunt, I decided to go for a run. Not far
from Ricky's print shop was the Humber River; a shaded path running along either side
of the river, busy with black squirrels and tiny chipmunks. They hurried away as I ran
by. I took a moment to sit by the water's edge, letting the sound of the current's flow
take away all the agitation that comes from relentless job seeking. Running back in the
hot afternoon sunshine, I decided to give myself a break from job hunting and did
some writing instead. Although I tried, I couldn't find many good words to write.
Letting my brain wander, I spent the evening staring blankly at the bathtub in Ricky's
garden. There's weeds and goldfish in it. They swim around and around and around.
I shared another breakfast with Hope this morning. He's a cheerful man, a good
person to start the day with. I heard from Fern, who is thankfully back home from the
hospital. I finally made some job progress too. I have an interview tomorrow at 1pm.
I've applied for so many jobs, however, I can't remember what job this interview is
actually for. I'll have to get to the place a little early tomorrow to refresh my memory. I
also have an interview for Starbucks on Wednesday. There are some good jobs for
writers in Toronto that I've been applying for, but I need a roof right now, not a dream
job, and Starbucks might just save my day.
Job hunting for a few hours, I decided to go for another run along the Humber
River to clear my head. When I came back, Hope was playing Stevie Wonder's Isn't She
Lovely on repeat as he cooked dinner in the kitchen. He sung along in a high pitched
voice as he stirred and chopped. I went to 7-Eleven to grab some cheap dinner. Pacing
the dreary aisles of the store, I found myself with that beautiful song in my head. It
made me think of Fern. But instead of missing her, I felt unusually optimistic about
our situation; divided by America as we are. Perhaps it was the song in my head, but I
had a feeling that maybe, just maybe, we're going to make it after all.
September 15th. Day 137.
On Tuesday, after downing a $1 coffee from 7-Eleven, I had my 1pm mystery
interview to get to. To get to the interview in Richmond Hill, I had to catch two
busses, each promising to take an hour. Catching the 195, I watched the suburban and

	
  

202

industrial wastelands of outer Toronto roll by. The bus finally arrived at York
University and I hopped onto Viva's purple line. Being a different bus company to the
TTC, I had to pay an extra $4 for a ticket. As the bus sped through anonymous parts
of Toronto's outskirts, I grew a little alarmed at how far away the CN Tower appeared
to getting in the distance. By the time I got off at Leslie and Highway 7, it was just a
miniature on the horizon.
Richmond Hill was full of wide, grey sidewalks with no escape from the sun; a
soulless, semi-industrial commercial swamp with rows and rows of identical office
units and parking lots. I found the address I was looking for in this uniform blob of
office units and went inside. Express Professionals, a recruitment agency. I approached
the receptionist. She said, "Oh, David. You're here for the production job, right?" I
nodded blankly and she gave me some paperwork to fill out before introducing me to
my case manager. I found it hard to focus on what he was saying because he had
stuffed tissue up his nostril to clog his bleeding nose. The job he was offering me was a
factory job at a soap manufacturing plant. He said he'd set up an interview for me. I
was disappointed I'd come all this way just to key up another interview somewhere else
for another day, but I said it sounded good.
I got a burger down the street in a restaurant that had an unpleasant amount of
condensation on its windows and then made for the bus stop. I went to buy another $4
ticket but found myself short of change. Richmond Hill was the last place I wanted to
be stranded in, so a cold panic fell upon me. Seeing the bus arriving in the distance, I
decided to try my luck and show the driver my old ticket. Thankfully it worked. An
hour later is was at York University again, where I caught a crowded 195 bus back to
Ricky's print shop on Weston Road.
Four hours on busses had left me agitated, so I went for run to exercise all the
negative energy away. Weston Road and Jane Street is an interesting part of Toronto,
full of migrants from Africa and the Caribbean. Reggae plays in cars as they drive
down streets lined with African restaurants. One is called The African Player
Restaurant. Weed is commonplace. Doing a loop around the neighbourhood, I made
my way back to Ricky's store and got myself some dinner. I briefly saw Hope in the
kitchen and he wished me luck for my interview at Starbucks the following day.
To get to that interview, on the corner of Yonge Street and Lawrence Avenue, I had
to catch another couple of busses; the 35 followed by the 52. It didn't take long to get
to the Starbucks, so I had time to get a coffee before my interview. The interview itself
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was alright. I took a walk down Yonge Street afterwards. At a bar called The Right
Wing, I got drunk before making my way home. Back above Ricky's print shop, still
quite tipsy, I got word that yet another publisher had turned down Joker. Being a little
drunk softened the blow. There was nothing special about the rest of the day. I slowly
sobered up as I looked out the window at the fish in the bathtub in the garden. I have
an interview tomorrow for some furniture warehouse. Hope has been cranking some
more Stevie Wonder.
September 16th. Day 138.
It's Friday night and I've been sitting alone on my bed, gazing out the window
wondering, "What the hell am I doing in Canada?" I got a job earlier today, labouring
at the furniture warehouse. Around midday, I had caught the 195 bus from outside
Ricky's print shop and rode it to Finch Avenue. Switching to the 35, I got off at Milvan
Drive and poked around the industrial buildings, looking for the right place. Outside of
Plata Imports, a young man, who introduced himself as Vanish, shook my hand and
told me to take a seat. Being a furniture warehouse, there were plenty of seats to
choose from. Vanish was a cool guy and he liked me. The job sounds fine; assembling
furniture, painting tables and chairs, making deliveries, that sort of thing. I can work
with my hands and daydream about the writing I'll do of an evening. I left feeling
confident I'd secured the job and after I'd retraced my busses back to Ricky's place, I
got an email from Vanish inviting me to start work Monday. Ricky's place is handy to
the warehouse, so I went down to the print store and rented my room for another
week.
Without any friends around, all I really wanted to do was celebrate my new job by
buying a beer. However, there were no bars open and none of the grocery stores sell
alcohol, so I asked a tough looking road worker where I could find a beer. I knew he'd
give me a straight answer and he didn't disappoint, "You're in fucking Canada now,
man. Our balls fell off a long time ago. You can't buy beer from a convenience store.
Gotta go to a licensed Beer Store. Either that or pay ten bucks a at a bar".
Disappointed, I bought some Gatorade from the 7-Eleven to celebrate with. It wasn't
the same. I know it's stupid, but the fact just buying a beer proved to be a challenge,
well, it kind of broke me. I sat in my room drinking my over-sweet Gatorade and cried.
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September 18th. Day 140.
Yesterday, I found myself wondering how the neighbourhood I've been staying in
compares to the rest of the city. This suburb, Mount Dennis, ranks 93rd out of
Toronto's 140 neighbourhoods. The hostel I spent my first two nights in was in the
12th best part of town. 81 places is a long slide to go down for your first week in a new
city. I knew I was feeling a little glum in my surrounds for a reason, so in some ways it
was nice to have it quantified. Having said all that, Ricky's print shop is handy to my
new job, and for just $180 a week it's an affordable beginning. I paid him my second
week's rent in cash.
Last night, I began to feel quite gloomy, panicked, aghast even, finding dread in the
nagging suspicion that I'd made some huge mistake by coming here. But the bleak
industrial wastelands of outer Toronto are beginning to speak to the writer in me.
Writers aren't real people. We're a cross between chameleons and cockroaches. We
blend into the background and we survive, taking notes with our eyes, filling the pages
in our minds of all those books we'll never get round to writing. Wellington remains
the most gorgeous city I've ever seen. But I left that beauty behind for a reason, to see
something different, something to get my imagination working in new ways. If
Toronto seems desolate now, while it's still turning in the afterglow of summer, I'm
excited by the prospect of its sub zero.
When I want to see culture again, I can head downtown to the cafes and trendy
shopfronts of Kensington Market. When I want to see nature again, I can head for
Niagara Falls, or even just the Humber. But I want inspiration now and I'm learning to
see what was becoming a shocking bleakness in a new light.
Huge windowless factories pump steam into the air. Deserted parking lots lie
overgrown with weeds six feet tall. They'll die in winter. Railway tracks sleep mostly
unused, hidden behind chain-link fences and rust. Tall apartment buildings made of
brick dot the barren landscape in place of any hills or natural landmarks. This is no
Wellington. In the wintertime, when this is all covered in a thick sheet of snow, I can
imagine an overcast day; the white, formless distance will meet seamlessly with a
featureless sky, creating an illusion that this a city without beginning or end, trapped in
a cold void. The colourless steam of the factories will then look responsible for this
shapeless space that is Toronto frozen. This will be the winter of my dystopia.
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September 19th. Day 141.
I know now who the true writer of this diary is. Life is the author, I'm merely its
main character. I got ready for work this morning, as my unsuspecting self, and went
over to 7-Eleven, buying a $1 coffee to break up my $5 note so I'd have change for the
bus. The 195 soon arrived and I rode it to Finch Avenue where I got off and caught
the 36. Without a timekeeping device on me, I asked the woman sitting next to me
what the time was. She had a rather nice silver watch on her wrist, so I was surprised
when she said she didn't know. The strangeness of her reply must've registered with
her because she held her wrist up and said, "I can't read the time, I just wear this 'cause
I like it is all". I glanced at the face of her watch and told her it was 10.30am. She asked
how I knew, so I quickly explained to her how to tell the time. I'm not sure if she
understood but she thanked me for my efforts as I got off at my stop at Milvan Drive.
I did a little writing in my notebook as I waited for the furniture store to open.
Vanish soon arrived and I got to work. The job is alright. It's a job, you know? I move
boxes of furniture around in a warehouse. I assemble chairs. It'll pay the bills. I spent
most of the day working alongside a guy called Hamid, who showed me the ropes.
He's from Afghanistan and was impressed when I asked more specifically if he was
from Kabul. "You know Kabul? I grew up there", he said.
The guy who set off a bomb on 23rd Street in New York over the weekend, very
near to where Fern and I had gone to comedy shows, was born in Afghanistan. Donald
Trump, in his infinite wisdom, took this as an opportunity to paint all people with the
same brush. However, the Afghan I met today is a thoroughly nice guy; warm eyes, a
kind heart, and a great sense of humour. Hamid and I spent the day preparing orders
for customers, shifting boxes around the catastrophic maze of cardboard that is the
warehouse. It's a sheer labyrinth of furniture and dusty boxes; streets-unnamed created
by gaps in the towering piles of boxed up tables and chairs, thin alleys of access,
passageways through to more boxes and stuff and furniture and dust. The work day is
pretty mild, contrasted by the spicy Indian food Vanish bought us for lunch.
But I can't do this job forever. It's low-wage and dead-end. The nature of the job
kick-started my senses somewhat and towards the end of the day I began thinking
more seriously about an offer Fern had proposed a few days ago. It hinges on my
ability to attain a Mexican work visa or permit or some other such document, but there
is a job on offer for me in Cancún selling timeshares to wealthy American tourists.
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Being a native English speaker, albeit with a strange accent, the job is apparently mine
should I want it. It's commission-based, but it's on the shores of the Caribbean Sea, so
even if I'm terrible at it, well, there are worse places to suck at a job. Toronto, for
instance. I'd be mad to forgo the white sands of Cancún for the white snow of Canada.
Getting home after work, I went for another run around the neighbourhood. It isn't
the flashiest of neighbourhoods, but the people are friendly. They go about their
business, no judgement taking place. People occasionally stare at me, like yesterday
when I went into a laundromat full of Jamaican housewives, but it's only brief and
usually because I say something in an accent they've never heard. Kids play on the
street and try race me when I run by. I let them win for a little bit before smoking them
harder than the loitering teens smoke their joints.
This part of town is yet to be gentrified, so even though I booked my room above
Ricky's print shop without any idea what the area was like, I'm hipper than the
hipsters. Hamid told me today that the hipsters are scared of Mount Dennis, but I've
so far seen nothing to substantiate its reputation. It's bleak and there are no record
stores or insufferably-cool cafes, but the community is made up of the best kinds of
people, like Ricky and Hope. I had a good chat to Ricky tonight inside his store as he
printed things, mainly about his fellow countrymen Chris Gayle and Usain Bolt. Then,
after Ricky closed his store for the day, I went upstairs and wrote to Fern, asking her to
find out as much about this Cancún gig as she can. Perhaps life has a penchant for
twist endings?
September 20th. Day 142.
I assembled some tables and chairs today at work. I sanded the edges of a wooden
table. I put some lamps together. Oh, and I ate a kebab. The highlight of the day came
when Vanish and his two brothers had a heated discussion with their father in
colourful Hindi about the particulars of some delivery. They're a nice family to work
for. I got to know Hamid a little more too. He lived in Moscow for a while and can
speak Russian, as well as Farsi and English. He's getting married soon and is going
back to Afghanistan to have the wedding so his parents can attend. I asked if his
fiancée was Canadian and he laughed, saying, "No, I couldn't handle a Canadian girl!"
As I left work, the sun was hanging low in the sky. It's been a hot last couple of
days, the ends of which have been marked by the sun cutting golden glares at low
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angles. It hangs there in the evening sky for a long time, almost like it's waiting. When I
went to catch the 36 bus back to Jane Street, the driver pulled me up, and I learnt that
I'd been using the bus ticketing system wrong all this time. It's actually a lot more
expensive to ride the busses here than I thought. I've just happened to get away with it.
I might keep trying my luck, hoping I don't strike that driver again. He could see I
genuinely didn't know I'd done wrong, so he let me ride to Jane Street for free. At Jane
Street, I paid for another ticket and rode the crowded 195 back to Weston Road. The
bus was so full of people that someone at the back desperately shouted out, "We can't
take no more!" I wasn't sure if this was a commentary on the number of passengers on
the bus or of the rut I've found myself in here. Toronto is getting me down.
Am I really just not doing it right? Am I in a dud part of town? Do I need to meet
more people? I've tried adjusting my attitude, do I need to adjust it more? All the shops
seem to have a fine layer of brown soot on the windows, but am I just imagining that?
Am I subconsciously blocking out the clean windows? Everything seems so expensive.
I thought that at least getting around was cheap. I see the skyscrapers of downtown
when I cross the train tracks to Trethewey Drive, but I haven't been to the central city
since my first two nights on College Street. Do I need to go to the city more? Or do I
need to spend more time down at the Humber River? Am I just being a wimp? Do I
just need to harden up?
A friend from high school, Adam, is passing through Toronto this weekend on his
way back to New Zealand from the United Kingdom. We're going to visit Niagara
Falls on Saturday. Seeing an old friend and visiting a place of immense natural power
and beauty should blow a lot of my negativity away. But that negativity, man. When
that guy shouted out on the bus this evening, I felt like an extra in Children of Men, just a
faceless blob in a dystopian background, only witness to the heroics of Clive Owen but
not partaking in them. I'm just set dressing in someone else's movie. They change the
ills of our broken civilization, but I just watch as the 21st century breaks down everfurther, as it fills with debris and debris-people. I don't fix anything, I just gaze in
silence, listening to my headphones. Radiohead, 4 Minute Warning:
This is just a nightmare
But soon I'm going to wake up
Someone's gonna bring me around
Running from the bombers
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Hiding in the forest
Running through the fields
Laying flat on the ground
Just like everybody
Stepping over heads
Running through the underground
And this is your warning
4 minute warning
I don't wanna hear it
I don't wanna grow old
I just wanna run and hide
Now I'm in a nightmare
But soon I'm gonna wake up
Someone's gonna bring me 'round
This is your warning
4 minute warning
I wait for the director to call "Cut!" only to realise that this is real life. Our real life.
Our environment is destroyed. Our climate is fucked. Politics, economics, media - all
working against us. We're racing ever-closer to Doomsday's midnight, desperately
clinging on, hoping we can make it through this century so our grandchildren might
see the enlightened fruits of the next. At best, we hope, they might look upon us with
only pity. Toronto feels like some Kerouac hiatus-city, like in On the Road when Sal
Paradise takes up a job somewhere like Denver or the like; a gap between adventures.
This strange chapter of my life when I worked in a furniture warehouse and lived
above a print shop in Toronto.
September 21st. Day 143.
Dashing over to 7-Eleven this morning, I bought myself a $12 day pass for the bus
and then vowed never to waste such money on Toronto's public transport service ever
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again. I'm going to chance it from here on out and just pay up whenever I get caught.
Work was nice. I moved some boxes around the warehouse and then did some data
entry, going through unorganized credit card statements with Das, Vanish's father.
He's an excellent man; jolly, kind, hardworking, larger than life, and the possessor of a
schoolgirl's giggle. We talked about cricket and he was thrilled to learn I've seen his
favourite film, Lagaan. "Lagaan!" he called out victoriously before giggling.
Waiting at the bus stop after work, I saw a flyer on the ground for a local psychic.
Listed were all the issues in life he can help people with, from money to relationship
breakups to unwanted pregnancies. My favourite bullet point on his list, however, was
the last one, 'Enemy problems, etc'.
The bus rides home were surprisingly empty and comfortable compared to
yesterday. One energetic little boy kept climbing all over his big-bosomed mother,
calling out "Hi!" to people. I smiled and waved back at him. His mother looked so
exhausted, she had that thousand yard stare in her eye. I briefly saw Hope in the
kitchen this evening. He hasn't been playing any Stevie Wonder in while. I've still no
word from Mexico yet about the work permit situation.
At times, keeping this diary has made me feel extremely self-involved, almost
narcissistic. I forget about the vastness of space and I collapse inwards. Other times,
however, I can feel it take the weight off my memory and emotions; forever capturing
a day and allowing me to move freely into the next. I'm feeling a lot more positive
about the world today and I think it's partly because of my entry yesterday. It acted as a
piece of self-therapy. I'm glad I'm keeping this diary. It is a peculiar thing, making a
project of your own life, but it strikes me that there is perhaps no better medium for
any artist to use than their own experience of time.
September 22nd. Day 144.
After hauling furniture around the warehouse this morning, Vanish and I hit the
road in the afternoon, making deliveries all over Toronto. I was thrilled to get a chance
to see more of this grim-metropolis. To my surprise, Vanish pulled out a vaporiser full
of weed as he drove and offered me some. We got high and I got I got dizzy on my
own ideas of the ghoulishness of Toronto.
First, we dropped some shelving off to a chemical smelting plant; an industrial
gulag. A man smoked a cigarette outside the barbed wire fence surrounding the facility.
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Next to him was a pump that was oozing black gunk and brown smoke and smelt like
death. He was blackface and expressionless. It was an ominous welcome. Inside the
plant, the air was oil. It was hot, thick, and grey, almost dark blue. It tasted like
steel and was hard to breathe. Having a cigarette and lining your lungs with tar
would've given them a reprieve. Everything was filthy. The stench of burning carbon
choked the pores of my skin and clouded the eyes of the dazed looking workers. An
old man's white hair was coated in black soot. There will be ash on his bones. Workers
like him stood in tired poses and repeated actions; bending aluminium sheets, melting
iron pipes behind visors and flame, welding metal valves to the sinews of their organs,
drinking in sick toxins of menial work, sifting through rust bins and bolts and scraps,
looking for poison. It was like the depths of a modern Isengard. The occasional man
would stop and look up at me before turning back into a machine part or lump of coal.
If these men are not paid well, they are paying dearly.
Our next delivery was in Mississauga, a city to the west, but connected to Toronto
in unbroken fields of industry. We drove along the colossal Highway 401, which forms
the Ontario stretch of the Quebec City-Windsor Corridor, a highway connecting the
North Atlantic to Detroit. Highway 401 is immense. It's a powerful grey river of
vehicles, an unstoppable, bottomless current of metal and glass that flows ferociously
in both directions, up to sixteen lanes wide. Sometimes, the river dams and the metal
comes to a crawl; traffic, hundreds of thousands of people deep, inching slowly
along the curvature of the earth. Moses was lucky he only had to part the Red Sea. It
was a ruthless reminder that I'm still North America, the Titan Continent, where true
power exists in the frightening scale of what is built here. Infrastructure and industry
unleashed and unlimited, manufacturing the product of itself. Large Canadian flags
flew high along this river of diesel; red-stripe, white-stripe, red-stripe. For all the jokes
from its big brother to the south, Canada is a behemoth economy, 10th in the world,
and for all the tolerance of its society, it would be unwise to mess with a giant of this
magnitude.
There were forests of pylons; metal skeletons holding unnatural fibres which slink
across barren fields of dirt and trash. Wire, at times, imprisoned the sky in hard lace.
There were black mountains along the lifeless lakeshore; factories so gargantuan they
have their own skylines; the Tower of Cirith Ungol, Orthanc, and Barad-dûr. Pollution
and waste vomited upwards. Refineries melt the atmosphere atop tall black chimneys.
The light of the burning sun made me unsure if some of these chimneys were gushing
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white hot steam or hot yellow fire. Complex facilities looked like giant robotic insects,
harvesting this unbelievable sight, their legs and wings attached to silos and conveyer
belts. The Industrial Revolution's rotting corpse. In contrast, the clouds overhead were
painted by Monet; soft blue, white, and pink.
When we arrived at Mississauga, we slipped off Highway 401 and dipped into some
prefabricated suburbia of mass-produced subdivisions. Some of the enormous homes
were still wrapped in plastic, their community only hours old. Of course, this is all
perfect for a furniture wholesalers. Making all of our stoned deliveries to empty fakepalaces, it was 8pm by the time we returned on the 401 to Toronto. Vanish dropped
me off at Lawrence West Station. Catching the 52B bus to Jane Street, I then caught
the 195 to Weston Road. Realising it was already Thursday night, I dropped into
Ricky's print shop and rented my room for another week. I think he knew I was high.
September 26th. Day 148.
After work on Friday, I caught the 195 down to Jane Station to meet Adam. It was
nice to see a familiar face again. I hadn't seen one since Fern turned to leave on
September 7th. Across the street from the station, at a bar called Bryden's, we brought
each other up to speed on the last three years of our lives. Having given some thought
on how to play host in a city that seems suspicious of me, I decided to take Adam up
to my part of town at Jane and Weston. We caught the 195 back up Jane Street and got
off at Weston Road. I showed Adam the print shop and then, for a laugh, took him
down the road to a Caribbean dive bar called Moon Dust Bar. The bar was tiny and
largely empty, but the DJ played Jamaican hip hop so loud we could feel our teeth
rattle. There was nobody dancing in this drug-dealer-ghetto-den, just a few people with
hoods up leaning against the walls. One man was sat by himself at a table, nursing a
beer, staring at a juice box across the table in unbroken concentration. Everyone else
was staring us two white boys. Guys would pass us and make no bones about eyeing us
up and down. It's not that they didn't want us there, they just couldn't figure out
why we wanted to be there. The neon palm tree music was so loud that we soon came
to that same confusion and left.
We thought our evening was done, so we made for the bus stop at Jane Street so
Adam could catch the 89 back to where he was staying. But then we looked across the
street and saw a slightly more inviting looking dive bar, Westwood Burger Bar, and
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decided to keep the night going. People gave us less intense stares and the music wasn't
pressing up against our eyes, so we had a couple of comfortable drinks outside. Things
did start getting sketchy, however, when a girl from Kuwait couldn't stop crying for
some indecipherable reason and another woman with a thick West Indian accent began
ranting about prison, abandoned children, and dead parents, so we decided we'd seen
enough and called it a night.
The next morning, Adam arrived on the 89 outside the print shop and together we
caught the 195 up to Wilson Avenue. Behind the Coffee Time off the Jane and Wilson
intersection, a Chinese run bus service takes people out to the Niagara Fallsview
Casino Resort for just $20 return. We caught the 11am bus and watched the never
ending industrial swamplands of Toronto pass by. The grey and black of the industry is
unrelenting, giving us the means to live our modern lives. Arriving at the casino around
1.50pm, the architecture of Niagara Falls is what first caught our attention. I never
realised Niagara Falls was a city until I drove through it on my bus from New York. I
always just thought Niagara Falls was a big waterfall, but it's actually a miniature Las
Vegas; Soviet-looking casinos and towers line the Canadian banks of the Niagara River,
across which is America.
Uninterested in the casinos, we walked down to the waterfalls themselves and
couldn't believe our eyes. The two waterfalls, the American Falls and the Horseshoe
Falls, were simply breathtaking. Wider than they are tall, they fall a long, long way. An
enormous cloud of mist, a hundred metres tall, rises out of the furious waters of the
Horseshoe Falls. The raging current crashes below into a white thunder; the sound of
the earth's roar. Walking to the closest vantage point to the Horseshoe Falls, we
stopped every few minutes to simply watch what we were seeing. Faced with that
much natural beauty, all I could do was be silent and appreciate my good fortune. At
the nearest vantage point, we peered over the rail and out across the edge of the
waterfall. It was like a tear in the ocean, or the edge of a flat earth; two uneven lakes
coming to a compromise in gravity and wonder. Majesty not belonging to royalty.
We headed back into the candy land of the casinos to get some lunch. Walking up
Clifton Hill to Victoria Avenue, we passed through the colourful mania of the familygeared tourist attractions. Niagara Falls is a downtown theme park for kids, surrounded
by gambler's nightclubs on the banks of a natural wonder. Paying ridiculous amounts
for some Burger King, we strolled some of the quieter parts of the city. The sun was
hot but the air had a cool bite in it. There didn't seem to be a lot happening around the
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place so we headed back to the waterfalls. And this was when Mother Nature really
decided to show off: In the light and angle of the setting sun, the enormous pillar of
mist from the Horseshoe Falls lit up with a breathtaking double rainbow. Birds circled
high through the delicate mist, swooping in and around the grand arches of colour. I
held my arms up and released my soul into this moment, drinking in the power of life
and the world.
With our 6.30pm bus leaving from the casino, we headed back to catch it, passing
the Nikola Tesla monument on the way. On the bus ride back to Toronto, we saw the
sun melt a golden liquid on the horizon. We saw the Toronto skyline over Lake
Ontario, and because of the curvature of the earth, only the highest buildings were
visible over the lake, making the metropolis appear as a floating city, a metal Venice.
Grinding its way through downtown traffic, the bus dropped us off in Chinatown on
Spadina Avenue. It was the first time I'd been back in the city in a fortnight. Walking
down Spadina, then Queen, then King, I was reminded what a nice city Toronto could
be. This is where the business people, the hipsters, and the tourists spend their time.
Seeing some Japanese guys busking on the street, I was reminded what live music,
culture, and energy felt like. The industrial outskirts of Toronto had taken a toll on me.
On the corner of Queen and Soho, we got a beer and reflected on the day. Looking up,
the CN Tower cutting light high into the night, I found myself thinking, "If the
Mexicans don't want me, I can probably do this".
The night took a dramatic and ugly turn, however, when Adam got too pissed and
began getting dark about the world. When I told him everything would work out
alright, he spat back, "What would you know? You ended up in the psych ward, you
useless cunt". Violence isn't okay, and I'm not proud of what I did next, but I beat him
up and pinned him up against a wall. "I have recurring nightmares about that shit!" I
growled an inch from his face. I broke my little finger in a punch to his head, which
was probably the worst injury of the fight for either of us. He cowered and apologised
straight away, frightened at what I had just done to him. I took a while to calm down
but we hugged it out and made our way back to our respective beds for the night.
Yesterday, with Adam due to catch a midnight bus to New York, I was hesitant to
see him again. However, he convinced me we shouldn't end things on a sour note and
a catch up would be good. I agreed to meet up with him and I washed a blood off my
knuckles. Adam caught the 89 to Ricky's print shop and we went for a walk down the
Humber River. Strolling down the shoulders of the river towards our intended
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destination of High Park, we both apologised to each other for our behaviour the
previous night. We were able to turn the encounter into something vaguely positive.
Zigzagging over the river's numerous bridges, we soon came to Bloor Street at Old
Mill and headed along it to High Park. However, when we arrived at Jane Station, the
sun had gone and left a cool evening behind, so we decided to forgo our trip to High
Park. The Humber River track had been therapeutic enough anyway. Adam's visit drew
to a close at Jane Station, the exact place it had begun exactly 48 hours earlier. He
headed down Bloor Street and I caught the 195 bus up Jane Street to Weston Road.
I felt a little off this morning so I wrote an email to Vanish telling him I'd see him
tomorrow. There's been a cold going round the warehouse, giving me a good excuse.
In truth, I just needed a day by myself. I dropped down to the print to give Ricky
another week's rent in cash. Tonight is the first debate between Hillary Clinton and
Donald Trump. It'll be the most viewed political event in history. It'll be entertaining
and frightening. Trump is on the rise. If, dare I say it, he is elected and starts World
War III, well, at least I got to see some of the world before it was destroyed.
September 27th. Day 149.
I don't believe in fate. I believe in forcing life to play its hand, calling its bluff,
backing destiny into a corner and making it act sooner than it wanted. I believe in
daring life. The Jimi Hendrix Experience, Hey Joe:
Oh, dig it
Oh, alright
Hey Joe
Where you gonna run to now, where you gonna go?
Hey Joe, I said
Where you gonna run to now, where you gonna go?
I'm goin' way down south
Way down to Mexico way
After I got home from work, I got word from Fern that there is a path for me to
Cancún after all. It might take a month or two, but I'm going back to Mexico.
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September 28th. Day 150.
It's another lonely night in Toronto. I don't mind, the solitude gives me time to
write. Solitude above a print shop in a deadbeat part of a large faceless city - I can
make anything romantic. Work was hard today, physical and demanding. In an
unpleasant flashback to my days on the docks in Wellington, I found myself unloading
a shipping container full of chairs all afternoon. Ah, at least it's a job. Besides, between
long and exhausting shifts on the wharf, I wrote my first book, The Virgins of Mars. So
perhaps dull labour sharpens the mind? Something-something-Ernest-Hemingway.
Riding the 195 home after work, I looked out the window and saw the Toronto
skyline in the distance; the glowing buildings of downtown. Downtown: It's a place I
feel I could get to if I really, really tried, but I'm honestly not that fussed anymore. I
like my deadbeat part of town. It's what the world would be like if Bolshevism had
survived. Old men with pushed in faces tell drunken stories in the dive bars I write in.
I've got some idea now just how much cash I'm going to need to get down to Mexico.
I'm probably going to have to work here for at least another month or so, maybe two.
Procrastinating doing any substantial work on my novel, I ended up just writing a
seven-letter dedication for this one instead.
September 29th. Day 151.
There's a place in Arabia called the Rub' al Khali, the Empty Quarter. I wrote about
it in The Virgins of Mars. It's the largest continuous sand desert on earth, a place I often
find myself thinking about. H P Lovecraft wrote of it in The Call of Cthulhu:
Of the cult, he said that he thought the centre lay amid the pathless desert of Arabia,
where Irem, the City of Pillars, dreams hidden and untouched.
The dunes of this place are said to act as rolling mountains, reshaping in the winds,
and making any kind of orientation farfetched fantasy. Caravans seeking the riches of
the frankincense trade once crossed it, but the sands soon became impassable, and for
hundreds of years nobody ever came out of the Rub' al Khali. This is exactly what
the furniture warehouse is like. It's a devastating ocean of collapsed and toppled boxes,
treacherous and deadly. Clipper ships are needed to cross vast expanses of cardboard
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and forgotten furniture. Terrifying beasts lurk in the chaos. Skeletons of lost employees
sit in dark corners, untouched for centuries.
After loading a truck, I did some deliveries today with Mahaveer, the youngest of
the three brothers. We went to Scarborough in the east of Toronto, taking the vein of
metal and light, the 401. It never ceases to amaze me just how massive the industrial
wastelands of Toronto are; a Rub' al Khali of concrete, rust, wire, trash, and mud.
I ran home from work, from Finch and Weston to Jane and Weston. It started
raining as I went. It had been a drizzly, overcast sort of day; the CN Tower puncturing
the clouds. Toronto in this weather is the grimmest place I've ever known. The
unashamed bleakness of it is incredible. It's desolation, complete and total. But there's
a certain character of cool in the grit of this city, like the harsh feedback on a
screeching Nirvana track; a remorseless anti-nature.
After a quick shower, I went down to the print shop and asked Ricky to extend my
stay another week, paying him again in cash. I've spent the evening writing and
listening to music. Isn't it something that other people can describe your own thoughts
better than you can? Talking Heads, This Must Be The Place (Naive Melody):
Home is where I want to be
Pick me up and turn me round
I feel numb - born with a weak heart
I guess I must be having fun
The less we say about it the better
Make it up as we go along
Feet on the ground
Head in the sky
It's ok I know nothing's wrong... nothing
Hi yo I got plenty of time
Hi yo you got light in your eyes
And you're standing here beside me
I love the passing of time
Never for money
Always for love
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Cover up and say goodnight... say goodnight
Home - is where I want to be
But I guess I'm already there
I come home - she lifted up her wings
I guess that this must be the place
I can't tell one from another
Did I find you, or you find me?
There was a time
Before we were born
If someone asks, this where I'll be... where I'll be
Hi yo we drift in and out
Hi yo sing into my mouth
Out of all those kinds of people
You got a face with a view
I'm just an animal looking for a home and
Share the same space for a minute or two
And you love me till my heart stops
Love me till I'm dead
Eyes that light up, eyes look through you
Cover up the blank spots
Hit me on the head
Ah oo
October 1st. Day 153.
Thankfully, Friday at work was spent sifting through paperwork as the furniture
store readies for an upcoming audit. I say thankfully because my broken little finger has
been killing me lately. Hauling furniture around with it has been a real drag. Going
through various manufacturing and shipping documents from Guangzhou, I was
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reminded just how expansive, intricate, and complex our modern world is; one
thousand different machines make one thousand more. It's overwhelming to think
about, especially for a writer, someone who tends to overthink about society at the best
of times and whose contributions to society can only be measured in abstract ways.
After some long waits and tedious bus rides home, I wasn't really in 'the space' to
write, so I watched a documentary about the fall of Mosul in 2014. Today is forever
envious of yesterday's problems in the Middle East, envious of a time before the latest
complications were added to the nightmare. There isn't much I can say about the
Syrian Civil War or ISIS or the Iraq War before them. It's the same old story. I'm just
glad my nephews aren't forced to cope with that insanity. Children in war have the
same faces. They exhibit many horrific emotions, fear and sadness, but the one
emotion of theirs that particularly haunts me is acceptance.
Having not taken many photos of Toronto, other than downtown tourist shots, I
decided to walk up Jane Street and try capture the demur images of my own Toronto.
Looking at the pictures I took, one might think I went out of my way to photograph
bad parts of town, but I only walked a few blocks up one street. My Toronto really is
that grim. However, I've come to appreciate that quality. This city will help me write
a great science-fiction novel one day.
The weather took a turn by the time I made it to Sheppard Avenue, so I turned
back towards Weston and took shelter in a nearby McDonald's. Figuring I may as well
eat something, I watched with curious-alarm as an obscenely obese woman with a little
white beard barked her orders and complaints at the poor staff. This vulgar ogre vulgar
affected the girl behind the counter so much that she looked about ready to cry. I told
her not to pay any mind to this beastly woman.
Catching the 195 back to Jane and Weston, I made use of the rainy afternoon by
catching up on some sleep. I feel anti-social, but I don't feel alone. I could make an
effort to go out and meet people, but for now I'm enjoying pretending like I'm living
on the edge of the last remaining city on earth, surrounded by a anarchistic world in
ruin. I walked to the Subway by Trethewey Drive for dinner, over the railway tracks
that lead to the distant view of downtown; the CN Tower severed by the low hanging
clouds, the other high-rises looking as if they were supporting the collapsing sky itself.
It's a beautiful skyline, especially at night. Sitting in the Subway having my sandwich, I
watched the local news on the television there. There was some event taking place
downtown. This is a happening city, but I feel like I'm getting more out of my
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method to this place. Having said that, it does take a toll. I wrote the following piece in
my notebook the other night when I was feeling a little blue, sitting in a local dive bar:
Toronto is uninterested in me, as Wellington was. I'm not sure why I thought it'd be
different. Nobody wants a writer. Even those who pay me to write scripts for them, what
they really want is someone to type their thoughts because they're too stupid or lazy to do
it themselves. I mean, what use is a writer, really? "No, I have no experience with
marketing, I don't know how to use that software, and I have absolutely zero passion
for your stupid industry, but I can write you a powerful metaphor for how pointless your
life is". No, nobody wants a writer. We import misery and export sarcasm.
I've cheered up since I wrote that nonsense. I remembered there is someone out
there who wants this writer. I just need to figure out how I'm going to get to her.
October 2nd. Day 154.
The first question I ask myself if I'm thinking of writing a science-fiction story is the
same question that dogs the 21st century; utopia or dystopia? Toronto answers that
question with great clarity and terrifying confidence. This city is screaming in my ear to
write some dystopian science-fiction novel, more so than Tokyo. Toronto seems
willing to show me the grim realities of mass-civilization. It's as though it wants to fill
my imagination with everything I need before I blow this joint and never come back.
To speed up my escape from this city, I picked up an extra shift at the warehouse
today. I sat on the bus, looking out across the endless wastelands of industry,
surrounded by migrants all wearing their Sunday-best, ready to attend mass at some
architecturally void cathedral of concrete. The landscape near the warehouse, up by
Finch and Weston, is utterly desolate. Out on the horizons, towering blocks of
apartment buildings, uniform in gloom, mark the horizon, connected only by fields of
mud and pylons and trash. Broken satellite dishes and askew pipes litter rooftops.
Das got the time wrong this morning, so I ended up arriving at work an hour earlier
than I needed to. I didn't mind, I was tired, so I sat back against the warehouse and
looked out across the lots of iron and rust. At one point, I dozed off for few seconds,
awoken shortly after by the grumble of a passing truck. This city is astonishingly bleak,
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at least the parts I've seen of it. How weird that before I've even left, I find a part of
me already missing it. Call me a sentimental fool. Call it Toronto Syndrome.
Being a Sunday, the rides home after work were quick and easy compared to during
the week. Back above the print shop, I began fooling around with cover ideas for this
book, using a photo I took of a red-stencilled skeleton in a sombrero that was spray
painted on a vibrant yellow wall on the streets of Mexico City. I took the photo on my
first day in the Americas, the day I met Fern.
October 6th. Day 158.
Quite uniquely, the bus tickets in Toronto number the day of the year. It's Day 158
in my diary, but it's Day 280 in 2016. In more ways than one, my day's in Toronto are
officially numbered. I've been working long hours at the furniture store, helping sift
through mountains of paperwork in preparation for the upcoming audit. I've worked
most days alongside Carolyn, a girl from Vancouver trying her hand at Toronto, hired
to help with the audit. Digits are a11 1 see. But the paperwork has given my broken
little finger a chance to heal. One night after work, Carolyn and I got high just off of
Finch Avenue. She rolled the joint as we talked about how disastrous the bookkeeping
at the furniture store was. After the smoke, we parted ways, and I was so high that it
took me ages to get home because I kept missing stops.
On Tuesday night, Fern gave me the lowdown on 'Mexico: Part II'. My future
employers in Cancún will apply for my work permit once I sign the contract. Once the
work permit comes through, the job begins. Giving the furniture store fair notice of
my departure, I intend to leave Toronto on the 16th of October. Jacking up an final
escapade in Toronto with Paul from Detroit, we've decided to blitz downtown on
Saturday night, the 15th of October. The following day, Paul will drive back to
America and I'll fly to Mexico. He's my Gatekeeper to the American North. I plan to
stay with Fern at her house in Mexico City. I've started learning Spanish. The other
day, I even made my first Spanish pun, 'CaNADA'.
But I take that pun back, not just because it's terrible. To say I found nothing in
Canada would be devious to the truth. My time in Toronto ranks as some of the most
important in my entire life. It's been a great period of self-imposed solitude, leading to
far reaching personal growth. Sitting now above Ricky's print shop, where I've sussed
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my rent until Paul's arrival, I find myself especially attune to the significance of the
Toronto chapter of my life.
I've taken a great liking to the nearby Westwood Burger Bar. I go there most nights
now for a meal and to write as drunks ramble and play pool. The owners are a lovely
old Italian couple, Leo and Nancy. Leo has a thick Brooklyn accent, Nancy only speaks
broken English. Leo cooks incredible dinners and he charges whatever I can pay. I
always pay him generously. There's no menu, I simply chat to him and together we
come to some kind of arrangement; beautiful steaks, pasta, schnitzel, salads, fries,
bread. They seem to like me, I'm not sure if they get many resident writers. Leo sat
down with me the other night and we talked about writing for a while. He likes writing
jokes. "I might have to pack it in, though, what with this Trump a-hole. Who needs
jokes when ya got a piece-a-work like that? Fuck me".
This Monday, Leo's offering free meals to regular customers for Thanksgiving. It'll
be my first Thanksgiving; a holiday I've no history with but the basic premise of it
seems pretty straightforward and sounds like something I can get on board with. I'll
give thanks to this dear couple by paying them handsomely for taking care of me this
last week, even though they won't want my money. I'll give thanks to Toronto too. My
point about bringing up Westwood Burger Bar, other than to tout it as the best meal in
Toronto, is that while sitting there tonight, reflecting over this last week, and the weeks
before it, I wrote this in my notebook:
Toronto has taught me something. I came to this place-unknown, knowing only the
language and a tall building, and I made it click. I found a place to live. I found a job.
Hell, I could've made it here. I found in Toronto a proof in myself. Disorientating as
this city can be, with its unnumbered grid, identical intersections, and banal transit
maps, I located a lens here in which to view myself in a kinder light. I think I'm
starting to see myself as others do. If eyes are indeed windows to souls, then Toronto gave
me my own eyes. I'll bow out of here earlier than planned, not because I didn't find
what I was looking for, rather, because I found exactly what I was looking for - just
sooner than expected. To quote Alan Watts, "If you get the message, hang up the
phone". I'll leave Toronto on my terms, good ones. Will I ever come back? Who knows?
I'll leave fate to the ink of time. But to the city with hard edges, I'll always have a soft
spot for you.
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October 7th. Day 159.
Das is a good man. He's kind hearted, generous, hardworking, and it's easy to see he
loves his kids. They call him Baba, which I think means either father or old man, but
not in a disrespectful way. I call him Das, a shorter form his real name, Mhanadas.
Anyway, it meant a lot to get this reply from him in response to my resignation letter:
Thank you for everything David. I'm glad we can be part of your long journey. I wish
the best of luck for you and your girlfriend. You're a good person and you will stand out
everywhere you go. You seem to brighten everyone's day. Feel free to visit us if you ever
return to Canada.
He has a wonderful way with words, typed and spoken. I find it delightful and
charming the way he speaks. He's got a deep voice yet he's softly spoken, it's rich,
brightly coloured, and hints to the form of his native Hindi. "Looking now for these
paper, maybe being in here, who knows, anywhere, but you found, when do, and then
putting on the list". I know exactly what he means and enjoy the scenic route to his
point. It's wonderful.
While we worked today on the upcoming audit, he played me some of his favourite
music. "I am not music guy, my kids do, but this is the good sound", he said before
playing some thick, droning sitar, over which sang the gritty wail of some tranced out
guru named Hyder Rind-Kangsiyo. It was psychedelic badassery. Das said the musician
was from Rajasthan, which is also where he himself grew up.
It's not unusual that I should learn more about India in my time in Canada than
Canada itself, not when you consider how racially diverse Toronto is. On the 195 bus
this morning, some woman lost her cool and started slurring hate at the Muslim
woman who had accidentally stepped on her toe. "I don't know about the fucking
country you crawled out of but here in Canada we have things called manners", she
spat without a taste of irony left in her mouth. Toronto really is a great sea of ethnic
diversity, except for downtown or on the television. I like diversity, it keeps things
interesting, but I'd be lying if I said this was the Canada I had expected to encounter.
For example, I've not seen a single moose, apart from the ones on the backs of the
quarters. I've met no lumberjacks either. Tim Hortons has probably been my most
quintessential Canadian experience so far.
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Toronto is full of Canadians from all walks of life, some are just in different stages
of considering themselves to be Canadian. Faded flags of home countries drape
proudly over balconies on high-rise apartments along Jane Street. Canadians should be
proud of their country too, no matter how new to it they are. For various reasons, the
Western World has entered a frightened - and frightening - period of nationalist revival
with Trump, Brexit, Le Pen, and all these waves of 'they' and 'them' and ISIS. I once
read a book by Carl Sagan called The Demon-Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the
Dark. Canada's open arms is the West's candle in an ever-growing sense of darkness.
Canada's nerve to hold onto what matters in this world while their allies scared
themselves stupid will not be forgotten by the pages of history.
October 8th. Day 160.
The content of yesterday's leaked video is hopefully the last affront to humanity I'll
ever have to hear Donald fucking Trump say. What an utterly reprehensible, miserable
excuse for a human being. There's no telling what a man that far up his own asshole
might do with the nuclear codes. All jokes aside, he is/was probably one of the most
dangerous men in all history, purely because of his proximity to the command post
of the American military machine.
The US's power and force projection is on a level that is simply unparalleled. The
Soviet's unsinkable aircraft carrier (the island nation of Cuba) was abandoned a long
time ago, their communist empire soon followed, and despite the economic boon,
there aren't Chinese battleships sailing off the Californian coast. Perched atop the
isolated tree of the abundant American continent, with only pacifist neighbours, the
US owns this planet. They can hit anyone, anywhere, anytime. The only reason they
don't constantly do so (debatable) is because their threat is often threat enough.
The leaders of the US show some restraint when wielding their might. Donald
Trump, unaware of anything but himself, might not feel so compelled to do so. The
restraint wouldn't come from him, it would have to be applied to him. Even before he
finally - hopefully! - sunk his campaign yesterday, and even if by some dark-miracle he
manages to win next month, I still remain confident that military commanders would
limit any move of his that could trigger World War III.
Part of the reason Trump is so dangerous is because he has no idea how dangerous
he really is. He's like a drunk driver. Hitler - the usual suspect for evil-incarnate - at
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least had a comprehension of the kind of power he had seized before it drove him mad
and headfirst into Russia's frozen teeth. But Trump is already mad. Hillary wasn't my
first choice, but she's a good compromise for my generation. Furthermore, she's
literally the only option for thinking Americans come November. The only option.
Americans can either elect their first female president or they elect a man who brags
about sexually assaulting women.
Politics is a long game. Hell, by the time a Bernie Sanders finally does make it to the
White House, I might've aged into some conservatism myself. Even if I do follow that
pattern, however, I'll never forget that the youth, idealistic as we might be, are
generally coming from a good place with good intentions.
After doing a long stretch with the accounts at the furniture store today with Das,
he dropped me home to save me riding busses. As we drove from Finch Avenue all the
way down Weston Road, he shared some musings about the world with me. It went
something along the lines of, "If a people be having thee education, thee things and
like, then bright future they are having also. If no educate, people not realise we are all
same being. And then so crime, war, they think no option, and the this. No good, very
bad. Sickness! So you learn something, even a small one, you becoming good person.
The United States, very rich country, and even a people in China now, Russians, these
big countries like that are all having mostly money for to educate but governments not
so, they thinking this. Is much shame. World could be really warm place. People are
only wanting food. These are things I think. And maybe, David, also you are thinking
the same?"
I love how he paints in English. It's exquisite and rich and alive, it moves. He
juggles his words but he never drops a meaning. His wisdom cares not for grammar
or pentameter. I most certainly am thinking the same. In all honesty, I couldn't have
said it any better myself.
October 9th. Day 161.
Hope is quite a religious man and observes the Sabbath each Sunday. Every Sunday,
I wake to a thin veil of sweet smoke in the air as he burns incense and prays. It's nice.
This morning was no different; a fine purple tint in the air as blossom-perfume burnt
in Hope's room. The only difference this morning was that he was also watching The
Godfather. The scene I overheard as I was leaving for work was the one where
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Clemenza talks to Michael about what will happen after he kills Sollozzo, "Probably all
the other Families will line up against us. That's alright - this thing's gotta happen every
five years or so - ten years - helps to get rid of the bad blood. Been ten years since the
last one. You know you got to stop them at the beginning, like they should have
stopped Hitler at Munich. They should never've let him get away with that. They were
just asking for big trouble". Listen to one of your greatest films, America; you cannot
flirt with fascism.
Das dropped me home after another long day pouring over accounts. Five more
days of work to go and seven days until I head to Mexico. I've not been able to sleep
much these last couple of days, I'm too excited to return the most magical part of the
world and get Fern back. Some cool things are happening in Mexico City soon, like the
Day of the Dead and a Radiohead concert, after which Fern and I will cram her car full
of our new life and take to the road, driving east just as we did 100-something days
ago, heading to the white sands and blue-forevers of the Caribbean. That'll be where I
end this book, I think. To riff off of one of my favourite pieces of writing from Hunter
S Thompson's Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, the white sand and blue ocean is where,
with the right kind of eyes, you'll almost be able to see the high-water mark, that place
where the wave of this crazy ride finally broke and rolled back.
Speaking of Hunter S, after watching the presidential debate tonight, in which the
face of American fascism was unmasked in all its boorishness when Donald Trump
joked that he'd imprison Hillary Clinton if elected president, I feel it's my duty as a
writer to, well, write something. This is a writer's duty in times as intense as these. I
need to be as succinct and vogue and poignant as Thompson or Ginsberg or
Voltaire. Yet in the heat of battle, I find my words to be lacking in the face of what it is
we're witnessing take place before our very eyes.
I've read that during the Great Depression, in which conditions in America were
much worse than they are today, there still existed an optimism that things could and
would get better. Post-Great Recession, however, I don't know if Americans today
have that same assurance of spirit that their ancestors did. Maybe they do, but I feel
that even if the Great Recession of the 2000s didn't cause an economic depression on
the scale of the 1930s, that coupled with the aristocratic arrogance of the neo-cons
and monied elite, the imploding Middle East, the ever-persistent military-industrial
complex, a growing distrust in the media, the sheer environmental evisceration, the
resurgence of nationalism, and the refreezing of tensions between Moscow and the
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West leading to a Cold War II - we've entered the Great Societal Depression, the
Gloom.
It was the ruin brought about by the Great Depression that finally gave Hitler the
fertile zeitgeist for him to then lurch into power. Will it be the ruin brought about by
the Great Societal Depression that sees Trump snatch what should never be his? The
full extent of Donald Trump's psychological abuse on our collective psyche may take
years to become clear. It isn't just America he's doing this to. One thing which seems
immediately obvious, however, is that Trump is in Munich and Clemenza was right.
But now what? The question we all ask ourselves is, "What can I do?" This is
especially true for those of us who can't even vote and yet find ourselves unable to
look away. Well, I can share words. I can try spark conversations between people much
smarter and more pragmatic than I. This is how I can help to end the Gloom.
Everyone can do something.
A friend once gave me a great piece of advice, "If you ever find yourself becoming
disillusioned, revisit the classics". He was talking in terms of films, but I've since come
to think more about this and realised it's exactly what led mankind to the Renaissance
when we revisited the actual Classics. If we can have a First and Second World War, if
we can enter a Second Cold War, then why can't we have a Second Renaissance or a
Second Enlightenment?
I can share words. From Hunter S Thompson's Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas:
Strange memories on this nervous night in Las Vegas. Five years later? Six? It seems
like a lifetime, or at least a Main Era - the kind of peak that never comes again. San
Francisco in the middle sixties was a very special time and place to be a part of. Maybe
it meant something. Maybe not, in the long run... but no explanation, no mix of words
or music or memories can touch that sense of knowing that you were there and alive in
that corner of time and the world. Whatever it meant...
History is hard to know, because of all the hired bullshit, but even without being sure
of “history” it seems entirely reasonable to think that every now and then the energy of a
whole generation comes to a head in a long fine flash, for reasons that nobody really
understands at the time - and which never explain, in retrospect, what actually
happened.
My central memory of that time seems to hang on one or five or maybe forty nights - or
very early mornings - when I left the Fillmore half-crazy and, instead of going home,
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aimed the big 650 Lightning across the Bay Bridge at a hundred miles an hour wearing
L. L. Bean shorts and a Butte sheepherder's jacket... booming through the Treasure
Island tunnel at the lights of Oakland and Berkeley and Richmond, not quite sure
which turn-off to take when I got to the other end (always stalling at the toll-gate, too
twisted to find neutral while I fumbled for change)... but being absolutely certain that no
matter which way I went I would come to a place where people were just as high and
wild as I was: No doubt at all about that...
There was madness in any direction, at any hour. If not across the Bay, then up the
Golden Gate or down 101 to Los Altos or La Honda... You could strike sparks
anywhere. There was a fantastic universal sense that whatever we were doing was right,
that we were winning...
And that, I think, was the handle - that sense of inevitable victory over the forces of
Old and Evil. Not in any mean or military sense; we didn’t need that. Our energy
would simply prevail. There was no point in fighting - on our side or theirs. We had all
the momentum; we were riding the crest of a high and beautiful wave...
So now, less than five years later, you can go up on a steep hill in Las Vegas and
look West, and with the right kind of eyes you can almost see the high-water mark that place where the wave finally broke and rolled back.
October 11th. Day 163.
I've been working like a dog; two 80-something hour weeks in a row. No time to do
anything but work. I even missed out on Leo's free Thanksgiving meal on Sunday. But
I need the cash for Mexico and doing over a month's work in just two weeks has put
me in good funds. I'm not really complaining. I did just have the holiday of a lifetime
and it's not over yet. Toronto was just a stopgap, a time to recharge, a time to reflect.
Other than buying my Sunday plane ticket for Mexico City, I've not spent any time
or any cash on anything else lately, except for a coffee and a sugar twist from Tim
Hortons each morning for breakfast. Das buys me lunch each day at work and as we've
been going later and later into the nights he's been buying me dinners too.
Unfortunately, Paul can't visit from Detroit anymore as he's in the middle of
applying for a permanent green card and was advised not to cross borders while that's
in play. I'm catching up with Darragh tomorrow night so I might see what he and his
mates are up to over the weekend. In any case, I'm perfectly happy just to kick around
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downtown by myself as Toronto has been a very personal time, much more so than I
ever could have anticipated. So if I do end up spending my last weekend here alone,
it'll make sense.
From the bridge over the railway tracks, I get a nice view of Toronto's skyline, of
downtown. The CN Tower is always lit in a shifting colours of purple, red, green - an
enormous dagger of light, stabbing high into the dark velvet overheard. Downtown
feels a little like a two-dimensional backdrop, one I never made it to. I couldn't, it
wasn't real. That's not why it was there. It was there to more perfectly frame my
experience of something else. Something closer, more mysterious. Still, I glance over to
the skyline every morning as the 195 bus crosses the bridge. I'm not sure how I'm
going to look back on my time in Toronto in the years to come, but I know it'll never
drift far from my thoughts. Something incredibly profound happened to me here, even
if I don't yet have the fortune of knowing what it was.
I've been listening to A Moon Shaped Pool again. I'd left it unplayed since departing
Japan, wanting to lock the music into that place in my memory. But since I'll hopefully
be going to their concert in a few weeks in Mexico City, I've been listening in again. At
first, I was swept right back into the Tokyo-groove. Now, however, the melancholy of
Toronto has found a feeling in the music too. I've successfully married in sound these
To cities, Tokyo & Toronto.
Das has been dropping me home each night. As we drove home tonight, I looked
up at the thick black sky and saw what I thought were a cluster of bright stars. They
caught my eye because the sickly orange light pollution here usually blankets the stars
out in a ill-black rust. So I looked a little closer. They were planes. Ten or so, maybe
more, sixteen. I lost count as they circled slowly overhead. The furniture store is near
the airport, so huge planes fly low overhead all the time, but there was something
about this sight at nighttime, this nighttime, that made me feel like that the great eye of
life was watching me again. The planes shimmered as yellow stars. It was then that I
realised I will soon be joining them in their orbit of light and movement, caught up
again in that intoxicating thrill of living life as both the dancer and the danced.
October 16th. Day 168.
I caught the 195 from Jane and Weston on Wednesday morning, up past the
stops I've come to know so well: Starting by going over the railway tracks and past
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the view of downtown Toronto before hitting Trethewey Drive, then Lawrence
Avenue West, Maple Leaf Drive, Falstaff Avenue, Wilson Avenue North Side, Exbury
Road, Sheppard Avenue West, Grandravine Drive, and finally Finch Avenue West
North Side. From there, I transfer to the 35 and pass through York Gate Boulevard,
Norfinch Drive, Signet Drive West Side, Weston Road, Weston Road West Side, Jayzel
Drive, and finally Milvan Drive. On the way back home, it's on the 35 through Jayzel
Drive, 2397 Finch Avenue West, Weston Road East Side, Arrow Road, Oakdale Road,
and Elana Drive. Then at Jane Street East Side I transfer back to the 195. This time, it
passes through Frith Road, Sheppard Avenue West, Chalkfalm Drive (North) South
Side, Wilson Avenue South Side, Gordon Mackay Road South Side, Church Street,
Lawrence Avenue West, Denison Road, back over the railway tracks and the view of
downtown Toronto and lastly to Weston Road.
By the end of work late on Wednesday night, I was beat, and by the time the 195
got to Weston Road, I was close to falling asleep on the bus. However, I had arranged
to meet up with Darragh, so this time at Weston Road my journey wasn't over. I
caught an 89 bus down to Keele Station and from Keele Station I walked up Bloor
Street to Dundas Station, past boutique stores and trendy cafes, and caught a streetcar
towards the lake, getting off at the stop nearest to Harvard Avenue. Darragh and his
friends live in at 6 Harvard Avenue; a gorgeous part of the city, right next to High
Park, full of lush trees and New England style homes.
It was nice to see Darragh, Aden, and Paul again and hear their Irish banter. It felt
like years since I saw them last at the hostel, before Toronto happened. They told me it
had only been five weeks. "Has it really only been five weeks?" I thought to myself. We
ended up going out to some bar downtown and I had more than just a couple of
drinks. I felt like I needed a night off. All this work and solitude had made me forget
what it's like to feel human.
Quite drunk at the end of the night, there was no chance I was ever going to
navigate the headache of the Toronto transit system. Despite it being bitterly cold, I
decided to sleep on the sidewalk in the alcove of some shop for a while, hoping that a
more sober me might wake up and be able to figure out how to get home. I ended up
falling asleep for four or five hours, waking a little more sober but freezing cold. I
hailed a cab and rode back to Weston Road. Luckily, when I woke just a couple of
hours later for work, my hangover wasn't too bad. I had dodged the crippling anxiety
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bullet, but it was still a stupid risk to take. I closed my eyes all the way on the bus rides.
Dragging my brain through work, I went straight home Thursday night and slept.
I felt like a whole new person on Friday morning. Towards the end of the day, I
farewelled Hamid and Carolyn and then Das and the family. They gave me some
Canada t-shirts as a farewell present; proof that I was in this city, that I mattered here
for a little while. Vanish dropped me home late Friday night and gave me another
farewell present; two THC gummy lollies made from compressed cannibals oil. We
shook hands. It was a pleasure doing business with him.
Ricky was working late that night, and after eating one of the potent THC lollies
and spending a solid six hours in an extreme rainbow-world, it was to the sound of the
printers working overtime that I eventually drifted off to sleep. Inspired by the sound
of the printers, I decided to get Ricky to print all my unpublished manuscripts for me.
The Virgins of Mars (2013). Psych World (2014). The Candour (2016). Joker (2016). On the
first page of all of them, it reads, 'First printed in Wellington. Reprinted in Toronto.'
The only thing I really wanted to do on my last day in Toronto was go up the CN
Tower. It had shone on the horizon for weeks, like a giant crystal in the night.
I decided to check it out while waiting for Ricky to print my manuscripts. I caught the
195 to Jane Station, transferring there onto the subway. At Spadina Station, I then
caught a streetcar down Spadina Avenue for a few blocks. I got out in Kensington and
walked the rest of the way through the city to the looming CN Tower. The huge glass
skyscrapers against the quaint smaller buildings of wood and brick, Victorian, colonial,
and the red and orange trees of fall; an exotic blend of Europe and North America at
every turn in the gentle light of my last afternoon.
I paid an extra $12 at the CN Tower to go to the Skypod, the top observation nest
some 400m up. It felt important to reach the summit of Toronto. The atmosphere up
there, at the windswept peak of the city, was eerie. High above the city, I watched the
sunset over Mississauga in a pink and yellow deluge. There were few people up this
high. I felt like the only person left in Toronto, the last man to leave the phantom city.
Going down to the lower observation decks, I stepped outside into the birdcage-like
outdoor observation platform, the high winds whistling. With the breathtaking view of
Toronto before me, I stood in the cool wind and looked out across the urban
sprawling at Mt Dennis, at the steam rising from the nearby factory pipes. My time in
this city meant something, even if I'm not sure what it was.
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Back down at street level, I walked through downtown for the last time before
heading back to Ricky's print shop. When I went to pay him for my manuscripts, he
told me that his printers had jammed and he was delaying his customers until Monday.
All this time living above a print shop and the one time I want to print something the
printers jam! I thanked him for his hospitality nonetheless. Seeing Hope in the kitchen,
I wished him well before going down to the old Italian couple's place for one last
dinner. Later on, I packed my things, and looking out my window at the goldfish
swimming in the old bathtub in Ricky's garden, I found myself caught between two
intense emotions about two different times; nostalgia for the past and excitement for
the future. "I'm getting Fern back tomorrow", I thought to myself in disbelief.
I ate the remaining THC gummy and spent my last night flying higher than any joint
has ever gotten me. I went for a walk at one point back to the bridge that crosses the
tracks and offers the view of Toronto's skyline. That image of the city from the bridge
will stay with me forever.
This morning, after leaving my keys to Ricky's print shop in the letterbox, I caught a
taxi out to the airport. I watched out the window as the Toronto streets rolled by for
the last time. I have no idea why, but I felt like crying. I was excited to see Fern, of
course, but so much did I learn about myself on the streets of this city that saying
goodbye to them was harder than I thought it would be. If they had fallen, I'm not sure
what kind of tears they would've been. But it's when I stand at these deep emotional
crossroads in my life, it's at these times when I'm feeling so much that I'm not sure
exactly what I'm feeling, that's when I can be sure of at least one thing: I'm alive.
Arriving at Toronto Pearson International Airport, I checked in and went through
security and waited outside gate C34 for my Aeroméxico flight back to Mexico City. I
had an aisle seat over the wings, so I didn't get any views of anything during the flight.
Before departing for Mexico, I had talked Fern into meeting me at another romantic
location, to recreate the moment from Jackson Square in New Orleans. She gets back
from Guatemala shortly after I arrive and wanted to meet at the airport, but I, in my
grand romantic-arrogance, dismissed her idea and talked her into meeting me
somewhere elaborate in Mexico City. Then I realised life isn't about recreating old
moments. There will never be another Jackson Square. Just like there will never be
another Toronto. Life is about creating new moments.
I can't wait to see the look on my dear Fern's face when she looks up and sees me
waiting for her at the gate.
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Mexico: Part II
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October 20th. Day 172.
The phrase 'hopeless romantic' has perhaps never befitted anyone more than myself
on Sunday evening. Having told Fern that I would meet her at our chosen location in
Mexico City, I waited for her to arrive from Guatemala City at the international arrivals
gate. However, as time marched on well beyond her arrival time, I became convinced I
must have missed her, so I found some wifi and sent her an apologetic message on my
laptop explaining my romantic hopelessness and that I was on my way to the agreed
meeting place. I shut my laptop, dashed outside, and showed a taxi driver the note in
my notebook, 'Fuente de Cibeles'.
Meanwhile, just making her way through customs, Fern got my message. Her flight
had been delayed ever-so-slightly. A few minutes after I had hailed down a cab outside
the airport terminal, she did the same. Now, because I had come up with this romantic
plan to surprise her at the gate, I had been lazy with keeping track of the meeting
places Fern had suggested. She had at one point suggested Fuente de Cibeles, but had
since changed her mind to Parque Hundido, which is where her taxi was headed.
On my taxi ride through Mexico City, to the wrong location, Toronto and its heavy
emotions felt like a lifetime ago. Back in the wild energy and colour of Mexico, I felt
like I was returning home. I was back in a time and place I belonged, that made sense
to me. The taxi driver sped and took sharp turns, muttering "mucho traffico" as he
took shortcuts through backstreets and alleys. The streets were as I remembered them;
lined with food, music, art, graffiti, and sun-worn buildings. Beggars sprung up at every
red-lit intersection. Exotic trees lined multileveled highways overflowing with vehicles;
too much chaos but somehow it works. People blocked streets, cars tooted, men hung
off the back of pickups, and the entire place was mad. With my black cowboy hat on, I
watched this fascinating place once more with a smile. I was back in Mexico.
When I arrived at Fuente de Cibeles, a huge downpour begun. I hauled my luggage
around in the rain, thunder and lightning crashing overhead, and looked for Fern. Part
of me was hoping she'd appear somewhere and we'd kiss in the rain, our love story
complete, but she wasn't anywhere to be seen. I found some shelter from the rain in a
nearby bar, ordered a drink, and took out my laptop again. This is when I saw her
message - "What fountain? Parque Hundido!" - and realised she was heading to
another part of the city. I wrote to her, telling her my mistake and she replied, "Don't
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move, I'll come to you. You are buying me a wine". Waiting for her at a table outside,
the rain falling heavily all around me, I wrote the following in my notebook:
Thunder and lightning sounding overhead, I sit in some bar in Mexico City, waiting for
Fern. The girl, the city, her hometown, an exotic country, wrong place, wrong time, yet
still everything feels like it's come together perfectly. We are the right people, Fern and I,
swept up once again in the grand enduring thing that has become our lives.
A man trying to sell his photographs then began bothering me. I finally convinced
him to get lost when I saw Fern arrive at the bar. "Sorry, there's someone I've been
waiting for", I said, in somewhat of an understatement. Fern being there didn't seem
real, more like a scene from a dream. We hugged and kissed as the rain fell dramatically
beside us. "We found our way back to each other", Fern said.
We sat down and talked and talked and talked. We ordered drinks and a few tacos
before heading to the wet streets to catch a taxi home. The taxi took us through parts
of the city I'd never seen before and it dawned on me just how much more of Mexico
there remains to be discovered. Back at Fern's house, just off of Avenue San
Jerónimo, I met her two dogs; a huge husky named Zulu and a tiny beagle named
Athena. The house is wonderful too, with gorgeous furniture, a comfortable feeling,
and a low ceiling with rooms full of books. I also met the most important person in
Fern's life, her mother, Beatriz. Beatriz is one of those amazing women; wise, succinct,
beautiful, and so devoted in love to her daughter. I was nervous to meet her but was
instantly put at ease by her kind smile and gentle way with words. The three of us
talked into the small hours of the morning, getting to know each other and sharing the
life stories that had lead us to this night in Mexico City.
The following day, after Fern brought me breakfast burritos in bed, we drove
through the untameable streets of Mexico City to the movies. I had wanted to go see a
film to cheer me up after learning that Radiohead had already came and gone. The
American dating system had fooled me once more. Before the film started, Fern
wanted a light for a cigarette, so a security guard with one hand on his Uzi offered her
one. After watching Tom Hanks and Dan Brown butcher more history, we headed to
Fern's friend's house that doubles as their tattoo studio. Fern was getting three tattoos
done. Her friend, Viviana, was lovely and welcoming, as was her boyfriend and fellow
tattooist, Alex, and their four Chihuahuas kept us entertained.
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One of Fern's tattoos was the equation of entanglement theory, an aspect of
quantum mechanics that Einstein called "spooky". I had some understanding of
entanglement theory, but I wanted to know more about it so spent the time Fern was
being inked reading up on it. Back in June, when I was in the main square in Mérida, I
felt something very moving; a sensation I've not felt before or since, one that I've been
unable to articulate at all. Fern mentioned that that evening was the Mayan night of the
Red Skywalker, a night when a timeless messenger comes to you from across the
universe and helps you become a vessel of light. I read about Red Skywalker and it
went some way to describe in poetic verse the sensation I had felt in Mérida. However,
it was this basic explanation of quantum entanglement that, thus far, has come closest
to explaining that feeling in that moment:
Quantum entanglement is a physical phenomenon that occurs when pairs or groups
of particles are generated or interact in ways such that the quantum state of each particle
cannot be described independently of the others, even when the particles are separated by
a large distance – instead, a quantum state must be described for the system as a whole.
It describes Fern and I. On Tuesday, we took the dogs for a walk in Parque
Hundido, the place where we were meant to meet on Sunday night. It's a beautiful spot
deep in the cityscape, full of green trees, little pathways, and replicas of ancient ruins
and statues. Back at the house, Fern then gave me my first formal Spanish lesson. I'm
getting there, slowly, learning a little more each day. We picked up some food and
drink for the evening and spent another great night with Fern's mother, talking long
into the night about old stories, sad and funny as they tend to be.
Yesterday, we took the dogs for a walk through the local neighbourhood. It was a
hot day with a high sun, taking me back to June. We made our way to Parque del la
Escuela Guerra, next to a military academy. We then walked through a Wednesday
food market and passed the cemetery, Panteon San Francisco, which was decorated
with murals of skeletons wearing hats, drinking beer, smoking cigars, and playing
guitars. In life and in death, Mexicans do it best.
Last night, Fern and I realised that the final Clinton-Trump debate was about to
start, so we raced downtown to get some tacos for dinner before the debate started. It
was my first time driving in Mexico and it was wild. There are rules and lanes, but
nobody follows them. Cars and trucks and bikes and busses flowing in all directions,
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swerving, cutting, dodging, weaving. We got our tacos and when I saw we had parked
underneath a giant Mexican flag, I realised just how much of the culture I was
appropriating. I was wearing the poncho Fern had given me, with a skull t-shirt on
underneath, ordering tacos, having had burritos again for breakfast, standing
underneath a giant Mexican flag, learning Spanish, and falling in love with the prized
daughter of Mexico City. Driving back through the mayhem, we made it home and
watched Trump spout ignorant bullshit about this magical country that I love so much.
Today was lazy. Fern did some grocery shopping and I did some writing.
October 25th. Day 177.
Lazy days in Mexico City. On Friday night, Fern took me to Mercado del Carmen in
San Angel. We paid a valet twenty pesos to park the car before heading inside the
beautiful old stone building that had been renovated into a bar and food court. The
place was full of cool people; trendy, nice clothes, carefree laughter with wine. We ate
delicious food, some of which was served on cactus. Miguel arrived soon after we had
finished eating. Miguel is Fern's cousin, a pilot who was in town between flights.
The night took an ugly turn, however, when I got far too drunk. On our way to a
nightclub, I crashed Fern's car. It was nothing major, but I scraped another car and the
driver wanted two thousand pesos for it. After paying him, we wanted to go home but
the car wouldn't start. Coincidentally, the battery had picked this moment to die. Much
to Fern's dismay, I angrily staggered off and ended up falling asleep in a bush by the
sidewalk for a few hours. When Miguel arrived, he drove Fern around and they
frantically tried to find me. He had paid the valets more pesos to jumpstart Fern's
battery, but it wouldn't work, so they left her car on the side of the road and went
looking for me. They eventually found me and Fern told me how dangerous and stupid
I was. Miguel thought we were going to break up. In all honesty, I don't know why
Fern didn't kick me out of her life then and there.
The next morning, Fern and I caught a cab back to her car to meet a tow truck
driver. It was a painful drive back into town; full of the usual anxieties and shames that
I bring upon myself with tedious regularity. Hoisting the car onto the back of his truck,
the towy then drove us back to San Jerónimo. Leaving the car outside the gated
complex where Fern's house is, her mother then called one of her friends who is a
mechanic to come and take a look at it. Turns out the battery itself needed replacing.
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Feeling guilty, I paid for the replacement. I finally emptied my suitcase as well, having
lived out of it for nearly six months; officially moving in with my girlfriend. How she
continues to forgive me is beyond me. Is there really something inside me worth
loving?
In the English section of Fern's library, I found a copy of The Arabian Nights which
I've started reading. I'm slowly picking up more Spanish. Fern had a conversation with
her mother the other day about eggs, I think. Today was just another lazy day in
Mexico City.
When I toured here in June, the road to Oaxaca was closed because of protests.
Now, however, the road is open and Fern and I came up with a plan where I'll pretend
to be just another person on her tour and tag along for the trip. We'll have to keep our
relationship out of the eyes of the others and I'll have to spin a few lies, but it would
give me the chance to see Oaxaca and stick it to Intrepid. Intrepid, the tour company,
are absolute bastards. Had I known how little they pay their guides, in contrast with
how much they charge their customers, I never would've gone with them.
October 29th. Day 181.
I'm back at Hotel Metropol, back where my Mexican journey began in June.
Halloween and the Day of the Dead are approaching. There are skeletons everywhere.
The streets are alive.
I went for a walk down Luis Cabrera on Wednesday afternoon, looking for a cafe to
do some writing in. My luck wasn't in and I couldn't find one, so I headed back to the
house and worked there. Writing is a unpredictable mistress; despite being stuck for
months on the first chapter of my new book, I somehow managed to draft the entire
second chapter in just two days and by Thursday evening it was done. Being an actress,
Fern gave me some character notes after reading through it a couple of times and
together we made improvements. It was nice sharing the creative process with her.
Yesterday morning, feeling inexhaustibly lazy, I decided to go for a run. I took Zulu
with me and we headed to the path that cuts along the side of the hill and winds
through houses and streets and alleys. Afterwards, we headed back to Alex and
Viviana's house, the tattoo artists. When I got my tattoo on Cuba Street in Wellington
last year, I told the guy what I wanted and he said, "A writer's quill? OK. But have you
thought about getting a skull?" I told him I was pretty sure I wanted the feather and he
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nodded slowly in thought, before saying, "What if the feather turned into a skull?" I
managed to persuade him to just give me the feather, but I could see from the various
skull tattoos that he had on his arms that he clearly had a thing for skulls. Then, while
he was tattooing me, there was a silence of five minutes or so, broken by him randomly
saying, "Yeah, I just really like skulls". And even though my time in Mexico has
completely changed my perception of skulls, I decided to simply get Alex to touch up
the feather, adding detail and fixing up some of the lines. It was painful, but he did an
amazing job. We hung out all afternoon with the tattooists, drinking beer and smoking
weed, before heading back to the house to get ready for a Halloween party at one of
Fern's other friend's houses.
The taxi to Andreva's house glided along the upper-level of the highway, riding
through the expansive light of Mexico City. Surrounded by mountains, the valleys of
buildings shimmered like gold sprinkled by the gods, filling up the vast basins with
liquid light that stretched out to the horizon in all directions. It was breathtaking. We
arrived at the party, me with a batman hoodie and Fern with angel wings, and met
Andreva, in Princess Leia's bronze bikini. It wasn't easy socialising as the only one who
couldn't speak Spanish, but everyone's warm energy put me at ease. Well, that and they
all switched to English for my benefit. I hope I pick up the language soon, it sucks not
being able to partake in Spanish, not least of all because it's such a beautiful language.
A good representation of my linguistic abilities are the two books I've been reading; the
English translation of The Arabian Nights and a Spanish version of Spot the Dog's Big
Book of Words.
Severely hungover, Fern and I packed our bags this evening, getting ready for
Operation Fernandez - the codename for devious plan where we pretend not to know
each other and act as if I'm just another person on her tour (Fernandez being what I
thought her name was when we first met at this hotel four months ago). We caught a
cab from her house into the city, riding those same epic highways through the endless
valleys of cityscape and light and mountains. With Formula One and a Day of the
Dead parade on, the traffic was worse than usual and we were cutting it close with the
time. We told the cabbie to let us out and we walked the last kilometre to the hotel.
Fern went in first and begun her meeting with the group and I wandered in sometime
later. The group is big but horrifically boring, even the girl from Wellington. Nothing
like the group in June. That was a special group of people and a very special time to be
alive. My cover story is that I'm a Kiwi living in Toronto.
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Fern took the other's out for dinner, but I stayed in, "Jet lagged". I figured the less
time I spend with the group, the less time they'll have to figure out there is something
going on with Fern and I. I went for a walk down Avenue Juárez, which was closed off
to cars and teeming with people; faces painted like skulls. The atmosphere was wild
and invigorating; music, food, skeletons in top hats, death embracing life. Fern said
we'll be in Oaxaca for the Day of the Dead itself on November 2nd. I asked her if
that's a good thing. She nodded, a look in her eye as cool as the streets of tonight's
Mexico City.
October 30th. Day 182.
Late last night, with the coast clear and the streets of Mexico City becoming still and
quiet, Fern and I went for a walk down to Chinatown. We found a cool little taco place
and we enjoyed a late night taco date. This morning, with everyone having a free day,
Fern and I staggered our departures from the hotel and met up again on the street.
Walking down Avenue Juárez, we came to the grand Palacio de Bellas Artes. I never
went inside on my previous visit, so we walked in and checked out the huge dome
overhead, Fern pointing out the murals decorating the walls.
Strolling Francisco I Madero Avenue with thousands upon thousands of other
people, we saw some Day of the Dead decorations; decorated skeletons and flowers
dangling off of things. Looking over the crowd, I saw that the huge stream of people
flowed unbroken all the way to the Zócalo. We carried on towards the Zócalo but took
a right down Calle de Bolívar and stopped in for lunch at a burger joint on 16 de
Septiembre where I'm pretty sure I ate some dodgy chicken. I'll probably be dead
before the Day of the Dead.
Arriving at the Zócalo, full of thousands more people, we saw Day of the Dead
decorations strewn across the gigantic main square of Mexico. Hundreds of boats,
representing the boats once used when there were canals here, were dotted around the
square. Coloured in bright paints, they were decorated in skulls and flowers, candles,
fruit, and bottles, all symbolic of life and death and the spaces between. A concert was
also taking place but we were more interested in checking out the interior of Catedral
Metropolitana de la Ciudad de México, another building I had only seen the outside of
last time. The inside of the church was the typical overkill display of gold and wealth
that the Catholic Church appears to pride itself on.
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Heading back down Francisco I Madero Avenue, it was clogged to a standstill with
thousands of people. People were dressed as skeletons and comic book characters in a
fascinating mixture of Halloween and Day of the Dead festivities. One skeleton wore a
sombrero and looked out from atop stilts across the crowd as girl skeletons in
colourful dresses and with flowers in their hair danced towards him. It was a wild
display of death and life and the cool charisma that Mexico alone can claim. We
wanted to visit the Museo Nacional de Antropología, Fern's favourite museum, but the
slow current of people held us up too long so we had to rethink things.
Our plan was to visit the Museo Memoria y Tolerancia, but as we sat outside Café
Sheik, Fern got news that one of the people on the tour had been robbed, so she had
to go help him out. I went back to the hotel and read more of The Arabian Nights. The
text itself is more of a treasure to me than anything hidden inside a magical cave. The
only English channels on television were Fox News and CNN, which were both
droning on about Hillary Clinton's latest FBI drama. There was also an earthquake in
Italy and political shakeups in South Korea and Iceland. And then the Middle East; a
distressing piece about the oft-forgotten war in Yemen, then the Siege of Mosul, and
the Siege of Aleppo. I switched off the news and kept reading my book.
Fern arrived back and we got ready to go out with the group for tacos. She went
first and I followed ten minutes later. The group is lame and my ears bled with their
tedious conversations. At least the food was good. The group then went to see
mariachi bands, but I came back to the hotel. Tomorrow will be cool, we're going back
to Teotihuacan.
October 31st. Day 183.
I was sceptical about coming on this tour again. I wasn't sure what it would be like
to relive those 'once in a lifetime' experiences all over again. But after an incredible day,
one in which my eyes were treated to great treasures, all I can say is that this all feels
utterly surreal; like walking through the scene of a good dream, or dreaming of a good
scene once walked.
The day started when Fern woke me up early. She had to go help the guy who had
been robbed. The tour was over for him. I walked past them in the lobby and looked
around for a cafe to get some breakfast. The streets were slowly coming to life, a
Monday morning as any other, but still nothing was open yet. I soon saw Fern on the
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street and she said she knew a place. We walked down Avenue Juárez and got
something to eat at Sanborns. I got coffee, pancakes, and an orange juice. We headed
back to Hotel Metropol and I packed my things while Fern chatted to the others in the
lobby. I then made out that I was handing her my key so she could check me out and
shortly after she went to our room to pack her things. With our group all checked out,
we piled into a van and began our drive to Teotihuacan.
Rolling through the depths of Mexico City out to the ancient ruins, it dawned on
me yet again just how impossibly massive the Mexican capital really is. Not in two
tours, not in ten thousand tours, could I ever see it all. The drive out to Teotihuacan
was every bit as mind-blowing as it was in June. Out the window, I watched in
speechless remembrance at the swarming valleys of concrete homes, crawling up the
sides of mountains, over and beyond each next horizon. Forever, it seems, this
cinderblock ocean stretches; unending, gushing forth, growing and spreading, as if the
core of the world is made of concrete and here is where it has burst open. The
kaleidoscope of colour's paint on these hundreds of thousands of buildings makes this
sight even more staggering. And then before us, Teotihuacan-announced; the massif
Pyramid of the Sun.
Getting out of the van into the hot sun, I regretted my decision to wear black jeans.
Having left my black cowboy hat at Fern's house, I hunted quickly for a new one and
happened across an exact copy. It was 150 pesos more than the original from San
Cristóbal. Our guide for the day was Jaime, a guy so casually-cool, doing a master's
degree in philosophy and art. With his army-green shirt, Ray-Bans, thick black beard
and cool demeanour, he looked like Che Guevara. He talked us through the history
and mythology of the ancient people and city, lamenting for a moment their Spanishfall. Coming to the Avenue of the Dead, the twin manmade mountains - the Pyramid
of the Moon and the Pyramid of the Sun - stood in grand defiance of time's element
and century. I climbed the Pyramid of the Moon first, as I had done four months ago,
and looked down the length once more of the Avenue of the Dead.
In the scorching sun, I walked alone down the Avenue of the Dead. I'm not friends
with these new people. Fern and I kept our cover true and walked apart. Under
punishing heat, I climbed to the top of the Pyramid of the Sun again. I scanned the
surrounds, the mountains jutting up near and far in all directions. I couldn't see the
skyscrapers of the modern city today for the haze. Climbing back down, I walked
around the base of the Pyramid of the Sun for a while, finding a quiet path to pace
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alone. I spotted Fern by the nearby museum, and she showed me through it quickly,
giving me a brief moment to hold her hand. Our romance now Victorian-almost.
I was the first one of the group back to the van, so I kicked off my shoes and sat in
the shade of a tree to read more of The Arabian Nights, in the close and looming power
of the Pyramid of the Sun. Jamie then gave me a cold beer. All books deserve to be
read in such a fine way as this. The tales of Sinbad the Sailor filled my inspirations; a
traveller too, of far less comfort and ease, but similar in our desires perhaps. A
particular passage, in which Sinbad is thinking of travelling again despite the trials he's
experienced, gave me pause to think about how true it was:
The advantages that had come to me through these perils and sufferings now stood in the
foreground of my thoughts, and I said within myself, "It is the life for a man; for how
otherwise can he come at meaning of the great book of the world than by treading its
pages?"
Everyone else soon arrived back at the van and Che Guevara took us to another
part of Teotihuacan that I didn't visit last time; the Temple of Quetzalcoatl. With
exquisite carvings still intact, I was pleased I got the chance to see it. The dynamic and
undeniable presence of this place was then displayed in full force and breathtaking
power when Che Guevara begun telling us of human sacrifices as a thunder and
lightning storm rolled in behind him. Power and Truth and Spirit - Teotihuacan is all.
Our visit to this awe-inspiring place then ended and we farewelled the Cuban
Revolutionary. We climbed back into the van and begun our drive to Puebla. Cactus
fields and volcanoes passed us by; the character and charm of the Mexican countryside
warming my heart. I think I fell asleep for a while in the back of the van, my head
resting on some suitcases, but I was most certainly awake when we arrived in the
gorgeous city of Puebla; where the streets were traced by angels.
Hotel San Angel again. It was in the rooms of this hotel that we all became dear
friends on my last tour. How strange it feels to be back again. One upside of that guy
being robbed and dropping out of the tour is there is now an empty room everywhere
we go; a key asset to the agents of Operation Fernandez.
Fern took the others out to dinner, but knowing my way around these astonishing
streets already, notebook in hand, I fabricated a story (as is my trade) and said I needed
to do some work. I made for the Zócalo and ate a cemita by the Catedral de Puebla,
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doing some writing as the lighting upon the church's exquisite face went from late
afternoon and evening glow to artificial in the dusk. Being Halloween, the Zócalo itself
was full with children and adults in costumes, trick or treating, laughing, screaming,
showing off their amazing creative flair. Everyone was in love with life tonight. In my
notebook, I found myself in full reflection:
My sense of time and life is so different now. Will it ever go back? Do I want it to?
Will it come back when I return to Wellington someday? Wellington... Sinbad refers to
his Baghdad as the Abode of Peace... Wellington - my Abode of Peace, my home.
I must've looked in deep concentration, or unusual in my appearance, because a
woman came up to me and asked if she could take my picture. Confused, I said, "No,
gracias". As she walked away, I wondered why she wanted my picture at all. Then it
clicked. "But my odd look of hipster-cowboy is not a Halloween costume!" I thought. I
soon met up with Fern and the others. Being the white trash that they are, they wanted
to watch Mexican wrestling. I passed and used the opportunity to spend an evening
with Fern amidst the wild festivities and life of the town.
We checked out the artist district, full of Day of the Dead decorations and tributes
to dead artists. We got a drink at a cafe there, a fountain nearby flowed gently. We
went through the markets. We ate churros and got a drink by the square. We walked
around some more, buying candy to give to the children who asked for it. The streets
were meticulous in their beauty, as always is Puebla. Light and laughter and life were all
intrinsic in this magic dream. We fell in love all over again.
November 4th. Day 187.
On Tuesday morning, Fern took our lame group to Tortas Florecita for a traditional
Mexican breakfast. Fern and I sat with the four middle-aged English blokes, who,
despite their ages, employ the conversations of dim-witted children. Fern created the
best moment when she went to pour herself some sour cream only for the lid to come
off and empty the entire bottle all over her plate. After the Great Puebla Sour Cream
Incident of 2016, I headed back to the hotel to keep reading The Arabian Nights,
enthralled by the tales of Sinbad the Sailor. While I was reading, however, I got a
message from Fern on my laptop that Operation Fernandez had hit a snag; the man
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who had been robbed was now re-joining the tour. I needed to move all my stuff out
of his room, sneak into Fern's, and then get his room cleaned before he arrived.
Thankfully, I managed to cover our tracks without a hitch.
To consolidate our cover story, Fern and I invited one of the Australian girls to
come have lunch with us. Afterwards, no longer needing her tiresome company to
make our forming friendship believable, we made excuses to ditch her and headed to
the Zócalo. Near the Zócalo, we ran into the older couple who are on the tour. They're
easily the coolest people in the group, along with their daughter (who happens to work
for Intrepid!), so we invited them to share a drink with us at El Leon Rojo. One of my
father's favourite songs is The Red Rose Cafe by The Fureys, and such was the scene as
described in that song. But in the ease and charm, I slipped. One beer became five, and
after the old couple had left and Fern had gone to book a restaurant for our group's
dinner, I was left feeling cool as I staggered the angel-drawn streets of Puebla back to
the hotel. In the hotel courtyard, I saw the English guys having a few beers and
decided to head to Oxxo, pick up a couple for the table, and join them. I was the life
and fuel of the party; the silly sauce doing its bit.
If I had called it a night then and there, things would've probably been alright, but
at dinner I kept going. After dinner, out in the wild mania of the Zócalo, full of Day of
the Dead fiesta, I went looking for more alcohol. The scene was hectic; costumes, faces
like skulls, music, balloons, all in the nighttime shadow of the looming cathedral. I
ended up not finding any good bars and got more drinks at Oxxo on the way back to
the hotel. In the courtyard, I drank myself into a stupor. Early the next morning, with
my eyes feeling like they were being pushed into my pounding head, I went down to
the hotel cafe for a coffee. It was the Day of the Dead in more ways than one. We all
piled into a series of waiting taxis and headed towards the bus station; my last views of
the infinite lines of the Puebla streets seen through a crushing headache. "I've gotta
stop doing this", I said to myself.
At the Puebla bus station, I got myself a soda and some Doritos for breakfast
before we made our way to the bus. Walking to the bus, I saw the spot where I had
plucked up the courage to ask Fern to sit next to me all those months ago on our bus
to Palenque. On the bus to Oaxaca, I slept for the first couple of hours, waking with a
reduced hangover in time to catch the scenery; dramatic mountain ranges of parched
shrub and valley, sweeping and cutting tall and low, the heat evident in the scorched
earth itself. This remarkable landscape rolled on; cacti and dead trees, men in
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sombreros and jeans walking alongside donkeys, vast slopes of brown vegetation and
heat, the searing sun. Oaxaca state, new territory.
Into Oaxaca. Glad to get off the bus, we collected our luggage and walked in the
scorching sun towards the hotel, Casa Arnel. Much to my hungover-dismay, the rooms
weren't ready yet so we dumped our bags in a storeroom and headed out for lunch.
Fern led us to El Llano, a lovely park of quiet nature and stone, and we went to a
nearby restaurant to eat. Half the group then continued onto the town centre but I
joined the half that went back to the hotel. I snuck into Fern's room and slept.
When I woke, I heard the distinct sounds of Manchester accents coming from the
patio and decided to see what the loser Englishmen were up to. Along with the others,
they were painting each other's faces for the evening of the Day of the Dead; as skulls
with flowers and dead eyes. Stupid gringos. They were all planning on visiting a
cemetery, but Fern had said to me in a private moment that such a trip wasn't a tasteful
tourist venture; to get drunk in costume-face and see families mourn their dead, so I
and the old couple and their daughter said we'd pass.
My walk down Calle Macidonio Alcalá with Fern was much more appropriate and
exciting anyway; the street alive with skeletons and skulls and flowers and candles and
markets and life and music and energy. What a time and place to be - Oaxaca, Day of
the Dead, 2016! We walked past massive stone churches which the Spanish built out of
Mayan temples, those Conquistador pendejos, to the lush green trees of the Zócalo
and found a nice restaurant to share a meal. American tourists, their faces painted,
crashed the ambience with cheers and boos at the Cubs game. Stupid gringos.
After dinner, we were about to check out the festivities in the Zócalo but
unfortunately bumped into the others. They'd gotten drunk, forgone their graveyard
plans, and headed to a bar instead. Without an excuse not to join them, Fern and I
were forced to tag along. Several boring drinks later, Fern, one of the Englishman, and
I headed back to the hotel, walking back down Calle Macidonio Alcalá through all the
markets and scenes of skeletons and skulls and candles. I saw a piece of tagging on an
old building that read, 'Muetre Al Estado'. It had an anarchy symbol underneath it, the
usual protester shit really, but it sounds way cooler in Spanish. Between El Llano and
the hotel, on a street where the streetlamps were all out, a prostitute tried soliciting
business from the Englishman and I. No lights, red lights. One of the benefits,
however, of this street having no lighting was that I could see the stars more clearly
than I have since I left Wellington. How I missed the stars.
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I didn't get a great sleep that night, some more loud gringos keeping the hotel awake
around 4am. Nonetheless, in the morning, I went down to the hotel cafe for a coffee
and an overly sweet milkshake. All of us, except for Fern, were going on a tour of the
surrounding area. With Juan, our guide, and our driver, whose Mayan name translated
to Diving Eagle, we drove to Santa María del Tule to see a two-thousand year old tree,
Árbol del Tule. Fern later told me the story that Cortes, wounded in battle and facing
death, was said to have cried one night by this tree, knowing he was doomed and on
the wrong side of history. The trunk was as thick as a house and the canopy of green
leaves was calm yet overwhelming. Diving Eagle then drove us on to the next site;
Mitla, a town of humble means centred around ancient Aztec ruins. Juan explained the
intricate geometrical stonework patterns, still with faded original colours, and spoke of
history and mythology. A gentle dash of rain soon fell as Diving Eagle drove us
through the mountainous countryside to the next stop, the petrified waterfalls Hierve
el Agua. Oaxaca state is everything I imagined Mexico to be; brown soil, rough,
beautiful, natural, powerful, hot, and in endless wonder. Diving Eagle drove us as his
namesake flew above the sepia coloured cliffs.
Arriving at Hierve el Agua, Juan introduced us to our local guide, Francisco, who
lead us down steep stone steps towards the bottoms of the petrified waterfalls. They're
waterfalls in frozen motion; pure water sliding thinly over stone, crystallising like caveinnards, more like a ribcage than a waterfall, a natural wonder of bizarre and unique
form. With a backdrop of deep valleys and mountain peaks, this strange and beautiful
lurch of water sits intact, unmoving but for the eyes of a million years. Hiking back up
through the sun and stone and prickly bush, behind Francisco's slow pace and walking
stick, we came to the top of the waterfalls, where pools of cool water have gathered,
waiting to be frozen in stone too. Bathing contently in these pools, I looked out across
the valleys and mountains and saw eagles flying by. For a fleeting moment, I was one
of them. I climbed out of the pools, dried myself off, and hiked back through the sun
towards the van, stopping only to buy a pint-sized cup of pineapple pieces from a
vendor there.
The next stop was a textile workshop. I spent this drive talking to the old man,
hearing of his stories travelling through Papua New Guinea in the 1970s and of his
time as a cop in Melbourne when he was young. He once abused his badge to gain
entry into a Chuck Berry concert; the most appropriate abuse of power I've ever heard
of. At the textile workshop, they showed us how they make the coloured dyes, using all
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manners of things from nuts and parasites, and then showed us how they loom mats,
painstakingly-so. The last stop was a mescal factory; a spirit I'm not fond of. Learning
of the process was interesting enough, but perfume-alcohols have never been my thing.
We then drove back to Oaxaca and everyone went their separate dinner and drinking
ways, except for Fern and I who snuck into a pizza place just a block and a half away
from the hotel.
Today, Fern and I managed to spend the entire day walking around Oaxaca town by
ourselves; talking, eating here, drinking there, seeing markets and churches, being burnt
by the searing sun. We're catching an 8pm overnight bus to San Cristóbal tonight, that
magic place that seems to exist upon the air. But I'll end this long entry with a moment
I came across yesterday evening. We were driving back to Oaxaca, the tour was over,
and everyone was laughing at the Spanish versions of rockabilly classics that Diving
Eagle was playing on the radio. But although my lips were cracked in a grin at this, I
was elsewhere. I was looking out the window at the crescent moon, at that thin band
of curved white light, which was arching over a bright star, and together they sat over a
jagged mountain, which was silhouetted now by the deep dark blue of the ending day
and coming night, and all these things were cast against the grand dry fields of Mexico.
It was in this moment, against this backdrop, that I thought to myself, "I'm still out
here, I'm still riding this great wave, drifting from place to place. I'm still doing this. I'm
still the writer versing the world".
November 6th. Day 189.
Early yesterday morning, having slept next to Fern most of the way on the
overnight bus from Oaxaca, I caught a passing view of Tuxtla Gutierrez, the Chiapas
state capital, out the window and knew we must be close to arriving at San Cristóbal.
The dawn was only young over the town, which rested between sweeping hills and the
pale blue sky. I fell asleep again as the bus climbed a highway into the mountains,
climbing up towards the clouds, and when I woke, we were in San Cristóbal, the town
that exists in the calm realm of cool air between the moon and the stars.
Catching taxis from the bus stop towards Hotel Casa Margarita on Real de
Guadalupe, the narrow streets of warm colours washed over me once more. Returning
to this town felt like falling asleep after a long day, or waking after a long sleep;
replenished, whole, content. San Cristóbal de las Casas (the town's full name) is most
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unlike any other place I've ever visited. It has a gentle glow to it. The stone of the
cobbled streets almost feels soft underfoot. My memories of it are kept very near those
of my childhood. Reading The Arabian Nights on the bus, I came to a passage in Aladdin
and the Wonderful Lamp when Aladdin first lays his eyes on the Sultan's daughter. It's
how I felt about arriving back in San Cristóbal:
What a wondrous beauty there was! The witchery of her eyes! The ivory of her skin! The
jet of her glossy tresses! These, and the sway of her graceful body as she walked, caused
Aladdin's heart to turn to water and then to spring wildly into flame.
Standing on the sidewalks of Real de Guadalupe, I looked up and down the street
and soaked in its kind sensations. The surrounding hills were veiled in a low mist,
convincing me this town really is adrift in a great white ocean of clouds and time,
sailing slowly towards islands of light and sleep. If you were to dig underground here,
you would strike the sky, for this town floats above the lands of the world, swept up in
the gentle currents of the winds of the earth, moving over great mountains and cities in
its effortless grace. No matter which way you face on Real de Guadalupe, up towards
the church atop the hill, Iglesia De Guadalupe, or down towards the Zócalo, you feel
as though it's the only road in the universe; the central passage of life, the beginning of
our infinite pathway into reality. When a soul passes into death, they find themselves
walking this street.
Lost Westerners line the sidewalks here selling their handmade jewellery, they speak
French or have American accents. Some of them play guitars. Their quest to find the
One True Path seems to have brought them here, I guess. They have tattoos of the sun
and moon on their arms. The shops are boutique stalls that sell nice things. There are
many places to eat and drink too. Indigenous children try guilt tourists into charity with
sad eyes and faces. The extent of their poverty is hard to gauge, but Fern gives them
food instead of money and they always take it. Their parents are usually nearby, selling
bracelets or trinkets in a persistent manner. Stray dogs with kind temperaments sleep in
the sunshine.
The group dispersed, so Fern and I got drinks near the Zócalo. We then went for a
walk down Miguel Hidalgo towards the Arco Torre del Carmen, the old town gate. It
was a walk to a new part of town for me, so one I was pleased to have taken. A group
of indigenous people from a nearby town, wearing traditional furs, were conducting a
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funeral under the red archway of the old town gate, so we gave them some space and
headed back to the Zócalo. Back on Real de Guadalupe, Fern and I stopped for
another drink at her favourite wine bar, La Viña de Bacco, where a glass of red wine
goes for 19 pesos. A terrible rapper busked across the street as we sat outside. We
didn't give him any money.
The girl from Wellington was celebrating her birthday, so we all went to an
Argentinian steakhouse for dinner. I chatted with the older couple about their travels
through Italy as we ate. Heading back to the wine bar, I continued chatting to the old
man about his time growing up in the counter-cultural mayhem of the 1960s, in which
he narrowly avoided being drafted for Vietnam. Outside, back on Real de Guadalupe, a
cool jazz gang clique of musicians had begun playing; one slapped a box, one played a
violin, and a guitarist with a wild grin strummed emphatically. In San Cristóbal, a street
party can be sparked without warning at any moment. Everyone dances under the stars
to the groove of these musicians, their rhythm giving the earth its spin and time its
power to age us all. A man was selling handmade notebooks down the street. I bought
one for 100 pesos. It has a picture of Frida Kahlo smoking a cigarette on it. Further
down the street, a man was selling weed and cocaine and I bought an ounce of
marijuana for 200 pesos.
This morning, Fern and I slept in before heading back to the Zócalo for coffees.
We then went looking for some lunch down Miguel Hidalgo and spotted a sushi place.
The food and service were awful, so we only tipped 15 pesos and got out of there.
Pacing the gorgeous streets of this gorgeous town back to the hotel, I had an afternoon
nap before meeting Fern and another Kiwi on the tour for a drink in the Zapatista
cafe, TierrAdentro. The Zapatista movement took up arms in response to NAFTA in
1994, but the government swiftly shut them down. Still, the courtyard of this cafe has
literature of revolutions and continues to host political discussions. We just went for a
quiet drink. Day of the Dead skeletons still hung from the ceilings. Afterwards, Fern
and I went for a short walk up and down Real de Guadalupe, our spirits as light as the
air this town seems to exist on.
November 7th. Day 190.
I went with Fern this morning to get breakfast down Miguel Hidalgo at a place
called Anabanana, but when we got there we found it wasn't open yet. Then, on the

	
  

250

street, we ran into the lame Englishmen and were without excuse to get breakfast with
them by the Zócalo. Back at the hotel, I packed my things, snuck out of Fern's room,
and headed down to the hotel courtyard to stash my bags with the others'. Keen to
keep reading about Aladdin, I found an outside table at a bar on Real de Guadalupe
and enthralled myself in his magical tale whilst in magical town myself. A line that
stunned me, made me kick my feet in fact with how brilliantly it had delivered on a
long anticipated moment, was when Aladdin finally sees his bride, the Sultan’s
daughter, whom Disney renamed Jasmine, but whose name in the original text is Bedrel-Budur. The line when he finally sees her after so much entourage and theatrics is:
Bedr-el-Budur, aflame with love for Aladdin, appeared on the threshold like a pure
white bird about to fly into space.
In all my yearning to be a writer, could I ever write a line such as this? Soon after
reading this line, I saw Fern walking down Real de Guadalupe looking for me, my pure
white bird herself. We went for one last walk through the Zócalo and got some tacos
for lunch. San Cristóbal was sadly dissolving before out very eyes as we had to then
leave it behind and head back to the hotel.
With the others, we put our things in the van that was taking us to Palenque. The
drive from San Cristóbal to Palenque was a windy one; through the poorer areas of San
Cristóbal not seen by most tourists and then into lush jungle mountain ranges. The
sweeping slopes of green and evermore reminded me so strongly of Aotearoa. I felt
more homesick than ever before. Homesickness soon gave way to general sickness,
however, as the drive took a toll on me. Which sadist decided Mexican country roads
should be littered with speed bumps? With darkness falling thick outside the windows,
the van eventually arrived in Palenque. We checked into Hotel Xibalba, where I
pretended to arrive for the first time in my life.
Splashing some water onto my face, I readied myself for the group dinner across the
street at the same restaurant where I had first discussed the shock of Brexit with Jack
and Steph in June. I ate a steak and cared not for the tedious group-politik of when or
how to visit the ruins tomorrow. I shared a beer with the old guy, my only friend, and
we talked about the real politics at hand. Tomorrow, we'll visit the ruins of one
civilization and afterwards we’ll witness the potential ruin of another...
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November 9th. Day 192.
Whenever somebody says to me, "There's nothing you can do", I always reply with,
"I can write". Even if I don't have the instruments at hand, I can construct sentences in
my head until I do. So when the results of the American election started to become
clear last night and the grim faces around me started saying, "There's nothing you can
do" - I started writing.
The day before I went to see the political carnival in Cleveland in July, I quoted, for
dramatic effect, the fairly controversial American intellectual, Noam Chomsky; "The
fact of the matter is that today’s Republican Party qualify as candidates for the most
dangerous organisation in human history". So yesterday, arguably the most dangerous
organisation in all of human history gained control of all three branches of the United
States Government, the most powerful economic and military force the world has ever
seen. Nobody - nobody - has any idea what is about to happen.
President-elect Donald Trump has never held public office before, he has no track
record, and all the experts in these matters failed, totally and utterly, to foresee the
events that have transpired this year. Trump broke all the conventions, and guided
either by luck or some personal insight into the American societal landscape, rose to
power against all conventional wisdom. Therefore, all of our usual barometers for what
happens next are, effectively, useless.
We have no idea what the Trump Administration, the Republican Senate and
Congress, and the conservative-majority Supreme Court are going to do, or try to do.
Will they undo the healthcare, abortion, and marriage equality decisions? What will
happen with NAFTA and NATO? What will become of climate change? What will
happen with Iraq, Syria, Libya, Afghanistan, Iran, North Korea, and Ukraine? What
other countries will become part of American political discourse? How exactly will they
deal with the increasingly assertive nuclear-armed powers of Russia and China? What
should the Baltics states, South Koreans, Japanese, and Taiwanese expect out of all
this? Will America really round up and deport its illegal immigrants? If so, which ones
and how many? And if so, how and when and where? What about refugees? Was that
Muslim ban just an in-the-moment piece of rhetoric? And what will become of this
infamous wall this country is meant to be forced to build and pay for?
It's overwhelming how much is up in the air as a result of America's election. It's
currently Schrödinger's Cat; simultaneously the end of the world and a great period of
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peace and prosperity. In other words, until we get an indication to which extent either
of these alternatives start unfolding, we may as well prepare for the worst yet hope for
the best. This isn't me saying, "There's nothing we can do". Far from it.
We can dare to be optimistic about the future. We can refrain from calling
Republican voters stupid, racist rednecks. We can try understand why they voted the
way they did. We can write dairy entries. We can write songs, protest, be civil, debate,
read, share ideas, think globally, act locally, create, invent, trade, travel, help, advocate,
donate, inspire, be inspired, dream, work, remind each other that we have more in
common than just common enemies, learn from each other, participate in the global
story as we move it further and further into the 21st century, and we can make it to the
22nd. There is so much we can do.
Before the election yesterday, I revisited the ruins and jungles at Palenque. What's
coincidental is the last time I visited these ruins, Brexit occurred - a similarly uncertain
shift in the century's narrative, just on a slightly smaller scale. The Mayan ruins at
Palenque are absolutely breathtaking, second only perhaps to Tikal in Guatemala. In
searing sunlight, I climbed several temples and pyramids and spent most of my time
simply sitting on the stone structures and thinking. I thought about people and the
passing of time.
After our guide talked us through the uncovered ruins, he took us to several still
hidden within the jungle. The astonishing sounds of the howler monkeys overhead
were used for dinosaurs in Jurassic Park. We climbed through the thick jungle up a large
hill, only to come to the top of a pyramid and realise the hill was the pyramidreclaimed from the snares of jungle vines and fauna. We came to an ancient aqueduct,
broken but still transporting water, lying underneath the jungle floor. The guide then
said, "Who wants to walk through a Mayan aqueduct?" I assumed he was joking, but he
soon led us into a small stone crack in the earth and into the claustrophobic
underground of the ancient tunnel, water gushing at our feet. We walked forward
through the darkness and came out at a waterfall - reborn.
Returning to Hotel Xibalba, which means 'underworld' in Mayan, we spent the
afternoon by the pool. When the evening came, we gathered around a television and
watched CNN in growing dismay as Donald Trump upset the world. By the time we
were walking to catch our overnight bus to Mérida, with Florida just going red, it felt
like the night sky above was made of a thick black tar and would never lift. I didn't get
a lot of sleep on the bus. Shock and worry and disbelief as the reality of President
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Trump began to sink in. However, my nervous-insomnia meant I literally watched as
the sun rise on this dark night - just as the realists always say it will.
At the Yucatán state-line, the Mexican Army found my ounce of weed in my bag. It
was barely 6am when we were crossing the border into Yucatán, so I was semi-asleep
when I woke up to the sight of a soldier holding my bag up at the front of the bus. He
had an M16 around his shoulder and the only word I understood was "verde" - green.
Fern then looked at me and said, "They found your weed". We got off the bus and
were surrounded by a bunch of soldiers all packing machine guns. If I wasn't so tired, I
would've been more frightened than I was. Thankfully, Fern knew the language and the
law and was able to get us off without any trouble. She said we were allowed to carry
weed in Mexico for personal use, but weren't allowed to carry it over state-lines, so all
they could do was confiscate it and let us go. The soldiers knew she was right and
looked annoyed, they had probably been hoping to get a nice bribe out of me.
Thankfully, everyone else from the tour was asleep on the bus and hadn't seen
anything. If they had, Fern would've had to have kicked me off the tour for breaking
Intrepid's no drugs or prostitutes rule. I didn't even get the chance to smoke any of
that ounce. It had only cost me 200 pesos, though, so I wasn't too bitter about it.
Driving on, we soon arrived at the flat outskirts of Mérida. The sky feels closer in
the Yucatán. Arriving at Hotel Maria Jose, we ate breakfast in the hotel restaurant
before Fern took the group on the routine orientation walk to the Zócalo. Having been
there before and wanting to leave my return until the evening to see if I could
recapture that surreal feeling I felt there last in June, I found a sunbed by the pool and
slept instead. At some point I began to have a nightmare. I started screaming in a
humorous and delirious half-sleep moment, so Fern quickly woke me up. She said, "I
think you had a nightmare". "Yeah", I nodded, "I dreamt Donald Trump became the
most powerful man in the world".
Fern took the old couple and I to the markets next to Parque de Santa Ana for
lunch. She then went with them to the Zócalo, so I came back to the hotel to watch
the latest new from the United States. President Obama having to congratulate the
man who for years maintained he wasn't even a citizen was a cruel twist of history, but
he did it with class nonetheless. I've got complaints of Obama, but dignity isn't one of
them. Fern soon came back from town and got ready to go meet up with her friend
Belinda. Later on, when it was finally dark, I set out for the Zócalo with The Arabian
Nights in my hand.
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The atmosphere at the Zócalo was every bit as ineffable and magical and wonderful
as it was in June. What makes this square so? I read with amazement the Story of the
Three Calenders, coming to a particular passage:
He who writes will perish, though his writing live after him; Let him write, therefore,
only what will stand to the end of time.
Perhaps it was in this square, under the powerful presence of the Mayan-stone
Cathedral, that I first realised, or found the courage to first realise, that I loved Fern?
Perhaps that's what this unexplainable feeling, or even this book, has all been about?
Love. My love for Fern, the only thing of mine that will stand to the end of time.
I got another rejection letter from a publisher for Joker, just like the last time I came
to Mérida. Worrisome politics in Palenque and publisher rejections in Mérida; only life
can get away with writing such coincidences. I came soon across another passage
in Story of the Three Calenders that appeared to make light of my rejection letter, however:
When he harboured me for some days, the tailor desired to know, if I had any trade by
means of which I could earn my living. Whereat I informed him that I was learned in
the arts and sciences, and a fine writer. "Alas!" he said, "there is no profit in such
things."
But the rejection letter couldn't take away the magical feeling I felt while reading in
the Zócalo. It was such a wonderful atmosphere. And then to make it perfect, Fern
arrived. This was the moment of this whole second tour of Mexico I had been
anticipating most; walking in the amber light of the Mérida Zócalo at night with Fern.
That moment was there again; that indescribable sensation of being in the first or last
page of some great novel. The sky felt so close in that moment, as if the black of night
was really the wide iris of the universe's eye peering right up close to watch me in my
moment. These moments would frighten me and chill my bones if they didn't feel so
comforting and true. It was much nicer than the black-tar sky of the night before.
November 15th. Day 198.
They found me out. Well, sort of. Let me explain...
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Having already visited some cinotes on my last trip to the Yucatán Peninsular, I
decided to flag going along with the others on Thursday to spend the day with Fern
instead. I made out that I wasn't feeling well, caring less and less each day if people
believed me or not. Over the past few days, there had been a nasty fracturing in the
group. There was the old couple and their daughter with Fern and I, then there were
the others. There were a couple of neutral people, but the vast majority were awful
people. Ignorant - and proud of it.
On the 10th, Fern and I had breakfast at Habana, the cafe where we had gone on
our very first date, just the two of us, in June. The food wasn't great, but the sentiment
was. We then walked to the Zócalo and absorbed its daytime atmosphere. It's a much
more subdued place during the day, though there is still a hustle and bustle to be
found. Pacing around the square, we then visited the Casa de Cultura Banamex Museo Casa Montejo, an old colonial mansion with a preserved interior and
contemporary art galleries. Back at the Zócalo, we got some sorbet and ate it in the
'you and me' seats. These are famous seats throughout Mérida that are shaped like an S,
so you face the person you're sitting with. Walking on, we stopped in at a German bar
for something to eat and drink. Our plan for the night was to visit Fern's friends,
Belinda and Edgar, who were having a BBQ, so we then went to buy a few things to
take to their place for dinner. We killed a bit of time back at the hotel pool, waiting for
the others to either go out or go to bed, before secretly catching a taxi out to Belinda
and Edgar's place. Their house was beautiful.
I was fumbling my way as best I could through some Spanish, which Belinda and
Edgar appreciated, when one of their other guests started laughing at my every effort.
After the fourth or fifth instance, I asked Fern if we could leave. She understood and
we excused ourselves, getting an Uber back to the hotel. It was a shame the night
ended that way, not least of all because Belinda and Edgar themselves were such lovely
people. I was angry that I let it rock my confidence so much, but when you're doing
your utmost to learn a new language and culture, the last thing you need is someone
laughing at you. Unpleasantly, it made me feel like supporting Donald Trump.
The next morning, our awful group of tourists piled into a van and we drove
to Chichén Itzá. This is where the undoing of Operation Fernandez begun. We were
short one seat in the van, because of my being there, so Fern sat on the floor of the
van. I wanted her to take my seat but she wouldn't. The old couple and their daughter
were the only ones as concerned for Fern's safety as I was, the others focusing on why
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there was an extra person on the tour. They simply didn't give a damn. So long as they
had their seats, to hell with the woman showing them her country.
Revisiting Chichén Itzá was nice, but as far as Mayan ruins go, it doesn't get more
commercial. The entire site geared for lazy Americans to easily visit from Cancún. El
Caracol, the observatory, was the highlight of my visit this time round. The heat was
just as severe as it was in June. Lizards found shade in the dust and trees. Despite my
insistence, Fern wouldn't take my seat in the van and spent another hour or so on the
floor as we drove to Playa del Carmen. The road out these ways is long and flat, it
melts into black pools on the horizon. Passing into Quintana Roo, we synced up with
East Coast time and lost an hour.
At Playa del Carmen Hotel, I snuck into Fern's room again and we got ready to go
out to dinner. We caught taxis to Alux, the restaurant inside the cinote that we had
gone to in June. It was during these taxi rides that Operation Fernadez blew up. One
of the creatures on the tour, some shopaholic hag from Brisbane, had seen the hotel's
list of Intrepid guests and saw that my name wasn't on there. Neither was a plastic
bimbo's from Melbourne, but this witch had apparently been looking for proof of my
deception for a while and so she only saw what she wanted to see. On the taxi ride to
Alux, this revolting Queensland bogan told the woman who works for Intrepid what
we were up to - but she didn't believe it.
This woman from Intrepid had befriended Fern and I, as well as her parents. We'd
all gotten on well and talked about how awful the group was, so she either didn't
believe Fern and I would lie to her or she didn't care by this point. Whatever the case,
she stood up for us, saying that sometimes passengers join tours late after the
paperwork has been sent out. Dinner was awkward. Afterwards, Fern, going above and
beyond the requirements of her job as she always does, took us for an orientation walk
to Playa's main drag, full of nightclubs and bars and party animals. Fern was leading the
group to the hottest spots when they got impatient, as usual, and ducked into some
shitty bar instead. I stayed outside and waited for Fern to say goodbye to these losers,
claim her tip for all her hassles, and then we could go to the beach together. I bought
her some roses off a street vendor while I waited.
However, when she came outside, she was crying. Not only had they not tipped her,
they had been rude in their farewell. I was angry and wanted to go say something to
them, but the old couple and their daughter, as well as Fern, asked me not to. Instead,
we went back to the hotel and shared a couple of drinks on the rooftop terrace.
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I feel really terrible about this next part: The old guy told me, in Italian, that I was
his brother. He said he knew all this crap out me was bullshit and that I was just a nice
guy who had gotten on well with the tour leader. I looked him in the eye and thanked
him. When his wife and daughter reiterated the thought, I did the same to them.
But here is my defence. On her eight tours, Fern has had more than one frightening
experience. This is a dangerous country at times, especially travelling around it so
frequently. Furthermore, there is no telling which people might be on one of these
tours. Intrepid failed Fern's security time and time again. Her wages were meagre and
she never got a contract. Intrepid makes good money at the expense of people like
Fern. They take advantage of people in countries less fortunate. So yeah, I looked
some good people in the eye and lied to them, but I did it because I was sick of my
girlfriend being scared and exploited. For that, I make no apologies.
Later that night, Fern and I snuck out of the hotel and headed down to the beach.
Fern has a lovely ritual where she likes to say hello to the ocean, and after this tour, we
both needed to go down there and cast the negativity into the warm forgiving waves of
the Caribbean Sea. The sand was white and cool and the water was warm. Stars were
overhead. The island of Cozumel was off in the distance. On the calm shores of the
Caribbean, much like all the others in love dotted along this soothing beach this night,
we shared a kiss. "It's been quite a ride, huh?" Fern said again.
To my excitement, we then saw a tlacuache running through the sands. Nearby was
a man strumming his guitar, as if playing a fast-paced piece for the tlacuache to run to.
If this had been the end of my journey, that little animal running across the sand with
so much purpose into the darkness of the night would've be the one I would pass my
travelling spirit onto.
The next day, the group asked Fern to take them somewhere for breakfast, as if
they were children. I said loudly, "I'm not spending anymore time with you people",
and went to the terrace to read The Arabian Nights. Someone else at breakfast, a Kiwi
guy who redeemed himself in my eyes, said "You lot are the most unpleasant group of
assholes I ever met", and then asked them to finally tip poor Fern. They tipped her the
equivalent of $1 a day. When Fern came back from breakfast, I consoled her with the
fact that this miserable experience was over, that this job was done, that there were no
more awful tours for her to go on, and we could get to spend the day at the beach. We
went down to the white sands and swam in the most amazing water on earth.
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Later on, back at the hotel, I told some of the others what I thought of them.
Perhaps I shouldn't have, but I honestly don't care. They deserved it. To the old couple
and their daughter, I gave them hugs and wished them all the best. At least in this
moment I wasn't lying. If the daughter does go back to her office and finds out about
Fern and I and tells her parents we lied to their faces, then I can understand there
being some hard feelings. I hope they can forgive me.
Fern and I then headed to the bus station to get our bus to Cancún. Fern's cousin,
Maria-Fernanda (nicknamed Fuzz), had invited us to come stay with her and her
husband, Juan (nicknamed Muñeco). They're the ones who arranged the job for me
selling timeshares to rich tourists, so it only felt right that we should go visit them for a
few days. Cancún didn't seem to care that it was November; the air was heavy and
warm. We hailed a cab and drove towards Fuzz's house. It was nice to meet her and
Muñeco after having heard so much about them. Their younger cousin, Emilio, was
also at the house, along with their three dogs: Gypsy, Ness, and Luna.
They were all heading to a concert and I could see that Fern really wanted to go too.
After that tour, she needed a night off, so when the others had gone, we checked
online to see if we could score any tickets. To our surprise, we found we could. So,
jumping back into a taxi, we headed down to the concert. Sorting the tickets at the
gate, we got into our first concert together. The Mexican band Molotov was to take the
stage shortly and there was a real hysteria of excitement in the air. We found the others
and when Molotov begun playing the crowd went nuts.
I couldn't understand the lyrics, but I could understand the feeling. Here was a huge
crowd of Mexican youths, like-minded with the youth all over the world, angry about
what is transpiring in the United States. The night before, Mexico had played the
Americans in a football world cup qualifier. We missed the game because we were
stuck having dinner with the tour group, but Fern was keeping track of the score on
her phone. She said, "This match is personal". Mexico ended up winning 2-1. I'm
beginning to understand that to the Mexican people, Donald Trump's wall means war.
They're on the frontline of an existential war that's sweeping through the West. This
country is angry about the rhetoric and proposals taking place. I don't think anyone
would deny them their right to that anger. But it's what they choose to do with this
anger, how they channel it into something worthwhile, that will be their truest test.
After the concert, we all went to a taco place nearby for a late night dinner. After
dropping Emilio home, we went back to the house and stayed up until sunrise, talking

	
  

259

about life, love, and the world. It was one of those great long nights in which you
genuinely meet people. We didn't get a lot done the next day, not waking until the late
afternoon. Fern and I went for a walk around the local neighbourhood, looking for
something to eat. It was nice to be able to hold hands again. Later, while watching the
white glow of the super moon, I heard of the earthquakes back in New Zealand. I
quickly made sure everything was alright with my family back home. It was strange
being so far from home when something like that happened.
Yesterday, with the sun playing its game of endless summer over Cancún's skies,
Fern and I went to the beach. We caught a taxi for 30 pesos to one spot before walking
for a while and catching a bus for 10 pesos to another spot. We walked along the super
moon's high tide Caribbean sands, eventually coming to a secluded patch of white sand
and clear water to swim. Nothing forgives and forgets better than the ocean. After our
swim, we walked along the beachfront towards the towering hotels and resorts in the
distance, the Riu Palace dominated with its particular style of Roman-skyscraper
opulence. Catching another 10 peso bus, we came to La Isla; an outdoor mall on an
island. Getting burgers and milkshakes, we watched the most mesmerising sunset over
Nichupté, the wide lagoon which appears to made of dark blue glass. We caught a bus
back home. A rapper with a boom box soon started rapping on the bus and asking for
money. Fern said his accent was Colombian and that he had said his name and spelled
it - 'Brayyan'.
Today, a spot of rain is falling. We're flying back to Mexico City on Thursday night.
There is still some adventuring I've yet to do before I hand this all over to that
tlacuache in the night.
November 18th. Day 201.
In the wake of the earthquakes and flooding back home, I found myself being
stabbed by a particularly strong sense of homesickness. To help snap me out of it, Fern
suggested we go for a walk and we paced the warm streets of Cancún together. The
next day, we packed our bags and were about to make our way to the airport when we
realised we had been locked inside the house. Fern called Fuzz, who was apologetic to
inform us that she had forgotten to leave us a key. Her parents came to let us out and
we caught a cab for 30 pesos to the bus station. Unfortunately, only one ticket booth
was open and was being hogged by some irritatingly over-prepared couple asking a
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million and one questions. By the time we bought our tickets, our bus to the airport
had just left. So we entered a nervous wait, hoping our different delays wouldn't cause
us to miss our flight.
The bus then added further to our late arrival to the airport, taking an extra half
hour than it should've, so by the time we finally arrived at the right terminal, we were
cutting it very fine. We had booked cheap tickets on the budget airline, VivaAerobus,
but part of their scumbag business model is strict check in times, ensuring that we
'missed' our flight and had to buy new tickets for a later plane. In the end, we spent as
much as we would've if we had flown with a decent airline.
I've flown into Mexico City three times now, but this entrance into this sprawling
metropolis was easily the best. The city appeared as a grand cauldron of light,
boundless in scale and depth, overwhelming the mountains that struggle to contain and
frame this untamed beast of light and concrete and glass. The size of Tokyo was made
obvious to me in an instant, but Mexico City hides its breadth, revealing it in shocking
and awesome ways at precise moments, when it thinks you're ready or you've earned it.
The skyscrapers reflected the black of night. The stars above were countless. It was like
landing in the crater of an active volcano, glowing amber light.
VivaAerobus only rented one baggage carousel for all their incoming flights, so the
baggage claiming process was chaos. Fern got stuck into the horde of frustrated
passengers and soon emerged with our bags. Outside, as cars and taxis dashed about
and tooted along with police whistles, we found Fern's mother, Beatriz, and fell into
the car totally exhausted. It was nice to see Beatriz again. Before long, we were back at
the house with Zulu and Athena. It felt amazing to be home once more.
Today, Fern and I went on a long drive to her friend's house. The night of the
Halloween party, we had accidentally taken his jacket home with us, so we set out to
return it to him. A combination of a long weekend and the Black Friday shopping
madness meant that the Mexico City traffic, notorious at the best of times, was
complete gridlock the entire way. I didn't mind too much, however, as driving on the
upper level of the highways offered me a great view of the cauldron that is this city. In
all directions, urban sprawl eats at the mountains which offer little resistance to the
spread of this city. It has to be seen to be believed. We stopped at Fern's friend's house
before getting the best street tacos anywhere on earth. They were cheap, fast, and
delicious. Street food is one of my favourite things about this country. The whole
atmosphere of the experience is simply wonderful.

	
  

261

Heading back through the gruelling insanity of the traffic, we eventually arrived
back home. Fern's going to two weddings out of town this weekend, so I'm going to
spend time at home writing.
November 26th. Day 209.
The last week or so has been like some kind of lazy dream, fluid and easy and full of
sweet moments, moments that time will soon force me to forget the details of, but not
the feeling. I've been writing. We've eaten in and we've eaten out. It's been easy and
restful. If I had to frame this past week of my life, it would be to the lullaby nature of
Nirvana's Jesus Doesn't Want Me For A Sunbeam.
Fidel Castro died yesterday, 90 years young. Just another on 2016's endless hit list.
Leonard Cohen died too. I thought about sharing a meaningful quote of Cohen's to
share in this entry. After a quick search, however, I thought I'd share a funny one
instead, "The last refuge of the insomniac is a sense of superiority to the sleeping
world". Maybe it's more meaningful than it first seems?
The other day, Fern and I took the dogs to the dog park at Parque México in La
Condesa. It was a beautiful place, with hints of Spain, and even though the evening
was growing dark, the trees in the park appeared to be of every shade of green
imaginable. Not to offend dear Athena, the loyal little beagle, but most of the attention
of strangers goes Zulu's way, the striking husky with regal poise and pale blue eyes.
This is usually harmless enough, but Fern had read earlier that day that people were
stealing dogs from the park, using the "Someone stole my dog" routine to trick people
into feeling sorry for them and then going from there. So when a man, who looked
totally drug-bent, came up to me and said just that, I said "Buenas noches" and we kept
walking. Other than that, we had a nice night out in a beautiful part of this everrevealing city.
I've been running a lot lately. I take a track that winds through different
neighbourhoods. It's always pretty quiet and peaceful; kids playing football, teenagers
smoking pot, elderly couples going for slow walks together. I did see some diplomatic
protection escorts drive past one day; thick doors, tinted windows, dudes in shades,
helmets, and bullet proof vests, packing heavy artillery. The real deal. I turn around and
head back once I reach a river that's fenced off because it isn't clean. A couple of
shacks appear to be beyond the fences, so I assume some people live down there by
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the riverside. However, a lot of the run is lined by gorgeous homes and perfectly
pruned gardens. The haves and the have nots sit side by side sometimes, I guess.
The moment for a final summarising piece of wisdom, one where I say what I learnt
over this particularly extraordinary year, some beautifully succinct line of poetry that
encapsulates everything - that's coming. I still have no idea what it will be.
November 30th. Day 213.
I fucked it all up again. I got blind drunk. I felt like utter dog shit yesterday. Day
Zeros are the worst. Never mind the nausea, thirst, and headache, I tasted an
extra sour cocktail of anxiety, regret, remorse, shame, fear, self-loathing, self-pity, guilt,
frustration, exhaustion, sadness, and depression. Like landing on the big snake in a
game of snakes and ladders, I found myself back on square one, again, repeating empty
promises to Fern as I slid all the way back down to the beginning. The apologies aren't
empty, but they may as well be.
Yesterday's cocktail of emotional hell was particularly bitter. I started wondering if I
could join the 27 Club even though I'm a nobody. I started thinking of ways to do it. I
played the scenes in my head of my different friends and family members receiving the
news that I'd killed myself. They were sad and angry and felt betrayed. Trapped in this
black hole of desperation, I finally snapped out of it, remembering that I've been in
that black hole many times before and every time I've managed to find my way out. A
pathetic way to spend a day on earth.
Why do I keep doing this? Why do I keep throwing myself into that black hole? Is it
because I know I can get out of it? What if, one day, I can't? Why do I risk it? Because
being drunk feels so damn good. Obliterating my brain momentarily releases all the
pressures of being human. But it's a wager with pain - and the house always wins. All
the drinking I've been doing is quickly unravelling my fragile mental health.
Today, with my bones feeling less like cold metal, I went for a walk with Fern to a
quaint little taco place nearby for lunch. Later on, I took a long walk by myself to
regather my thoughts. I paced around quiet neighbourhoods for several hours, alone
with just my thoughts. The only places open were late-night taco shops. The smell of
cooking filled the streets. I found a couple of cool places I wouldn't mind taking Fern
to for a meal or simply to look at the astonishing views of Mexico City. It's such a
mysterious city. It's so hard to comprehend how big it is when you're in it. Only when
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you fly over it or drive some of the highways do you start to understand the scale of
this place; the beating heart of Mexico. The night was still and clear. I looked up to the
stars several times. They shimmered like the lights of Mexico City.
December 1st. Day 214.
"Life is what happens to you while you're busy making other plans", sung John
Lennon. Fern and I have been struggling recently. My drinking and deteriorating
mental health have put a real strain on our relationship. This afternoon, after going for
a run, I gave Fern some space and went for a walk to get some lunch by myself. I took
her copy of The Arabian Nights, which I'd neglected in recent days, and finally finished
it at a burger joint up near Avenue San Francisco. On the way back, I saw a market and
bought some flowers for 20 pesos to give to Fern. However, when I came back home
and gave them to her, I could tell things weren't right. Eventually, she asked if I wanted
to get tacos for dinner. I knew tacos weren't the only thing on her mind. Over dinner,
we broke up.
Heartbroken, I began packing my bags as soon as we got home. But where was I
going to go? I honestly had no idea. In my head, I saw two options: Return to Canada
and pick up where I left off, looking for work and a place to live, or finally call this all
in and head home to New Zealand. I decided to flip a coin. Heads, Canada. Tails, New
Zealand. Tails came up.
I had enough money to get to Los Angeles, but I had to get my folks to wire me the
money for a ticket to New Zealand. Fern said I could stay the night before leaving
tomorrow which was kind of her. I decided to go for a walk to clear my head. Fern
said she wanted to come with me. I wanted her to come too. I wanted to end this all
on good terms, I felt we owed each other that much. I took her to see the views of
Mexico City that I had seen last night.
On the walk, however, we got talking. We talked about Jackson Square and
quantum entanglement. We talked about how we've come this far, and against all the
odds, we've always found our way back to each other. We agreed that I needed to
return home, my drinking and mental health was rapidly deteriorating, but if we're truly
meant to be together, than perhaps one day she might find her feet on New Zealand's
gentle shores.
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December 2nd. Day 215.
Bob Dylan's A Hard Rain's A-Gonna Fall is, now more than ever, my anthem:
Oh, where have you been, my blue-eyed son
And where have you been, my darling young one
I've stumbled on the side of twelve misty mountains
I've walked and I've crawled on six crooked highways
I've stepped in the middle of seven sad forests
I've been out in front of a dozen dead oceans
I've been ten thousand miles in the mouth of a graveyard
And it's a hard, and it's a hard, it's a hard, and it's a hard
It's a hard rain's a-gonna fall
Oh, what did you see, my blue-eyed son
And what did you see, my darling young one
I saw a newborn baby with wild wolves all around it
I saw a highway of diamonds with nobody on it
I saw a black branch with blood that kept drippin'
I saw a room full of men with their hammers a-bleedin'
I saw a white ladder all covered with water
I saw ten thousand talkers whose tongues were all broken
I saw guns and sharp swords in the hands of young children
And it's a hard, and it's a hard, it's a hard, it's a hard
It's a hard rain's a-gonna fall
And what did you hear, my blue-eyed son?
And what did you hear, my darling young one?
I heard the sound of a thunder that roared out a warnin'
Heard the roar of a wave that could drown the whole world
Heard one hundred drummers whose hands were a-blazin'
Heard ten thousand whisperin' and nobody listenin'

	
  

265

Heard one person starve, I heard many people laughin'
Heard the song of a poet who died in the gutter
Heard the sound of a clown who cried in the alley
And it's a hard, and it's a hard, it's a hard, it's a hard
It's a hard rain's a-gonna fall
Oh, what did you meet, my blue-eyed son?
Who did you meet, my darling young one?
I met a young child beside a dead pony
I met a white man who walked a black dog
I met a young woman whose body was burning
I met a young girl, she gave me a rainbow
I met one man who was wounded in love
I met another man who was wounded with hatred
And it's a hard, it's a hard, it's a hard, it's a hard
It's a hard rain's a-gonna fall
And what'll you do now, my blue-eyed son?
And what'll you do now, my darling young one?
I'm a-goin' back out 'fore the rain starts a-fallin'
I'll walk to the depths of the deepest black forest
Where the people are many and their hands are all empty
Where the pellets of poison are flooding their waters
Where the home in the valley meets the damp dirty prison
And the executioner's face is always well hidden
Where hunger is ugly, where souls are forgotten
Where black is the color, where none is the number
And I'll tell it and think it and speak it and breathe it
And reflect it from the mountain so all souls can see it
Then I'll stand on the ocean until I start sinkin'
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But I'll know my song well before I start singin'
And it's a hard, it's a hard, it's a hard, it's a hard
It's a hard rain's a-gonna fall
December 4th. Day 217.
Yesterday afternoon, Fern and I took the dogs for a walk to Ciudad Universitaria,
the main campus of Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. Passing the Estadio
Olímpico Universitario, where the 1968 Olympics were held and American athletes
Tommie Smith and John Carlos gave the Black Power salute, we parked the car and
walked the dogs through the sweeping campus grounds. The Central Library building
towered over the grounds, covered in striking murals. It's as if the outside of the
building is decorated in all the knowledge it houses on the inside.
A science fair was taking place and the campus was buzzing with thousands of
people. A stage at one end of the grounds filled the air with live music. I heard one
band do a terrible cover Got My Mojo Workin'. Hundreds of people were walking
around with telescopes, pointing them at the late afternoon sky, waiting for the cosmic
clockwork to be illuminated by the darkness. There were students, artists, hipsters,
families, skaters, and dogs everywhere. Even a couple of drunks. Early 20-somethings,
caught up in the liberating elixir of college life, were making out all over the place.
The atmosphere was peaceful, but there was a conflict within me. Was I staying in
Mexico or was I going? Fern and I had settled on a plan where I would go back to
New Zealand and reassemble my mental health and she would join me later. But is this
what I wanted?
When we came back to the house, I decided to stick to the plan and began buying
plane tickets home. Mexico City to Los Angeles, Los Angeles to Brisbane, Brisbane to
Auckland, Auckland to Wellington. I also booked a night's accommodation at a hostel
in Hollywood. However, as soon as I did all this, I began weeping. I didn't want to
leave Mexico. I didn't want to stop learning Spanish. I didn't want to leave Fern. But the
deed was done. It was the hardest decision I've ever had to make.
It was my last Saturday night in Mexico, so Fern had arranged a night out for us
with her friend Natalia. We drove downtown to Plaza de San Juan and met Natalia in a
nearby bar. The DJ was another friend of theirs. She was playing electrocumbia, a
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mixture of Latin electronica and Cumbia. The bar was an underground hole-in-the-wall
type place just off the plaza and seemed popular with the alternative crowd; modern
hippies, homosexuals, and others from the scene.
After a few hours, Fern and I went out to get some air. The fountain in the plaza
had no water running and was full of buckets and trash. Even still, it was a nice place
to sit. I let out a sigh and Fern told me everything would be alright. The soft orange
light from the tungsten street lamps shined gently on her smooth tanned skin. She
looked so beautiful, the cool night air against her face. Why the hell was I leaving this
girl? We went back inside and got another drink. When Fern and Natalia went out for a
cigarette, I found myself surrounded by Mesoamerican queers and began formulating a
new plan. Using Fern's phone, I went online and found I had a few hours left to get a
full refund on my plane tickets. I cancelled my flight. By contrast to when I had bought
the tickets, now I was overjoyed.
When Fern came back inside, I told her the news and she beamed from ear to ear.
We danced the rest of the night until the early hours before walking with Natalia and a
group of others to get tacos. Pacing the streets of Mexico City in search of tacos at
4am was everything I could ever imagine it to be; funny, life-affirming, liberating. We
found a cheap taco place down an alley not too far from Hotel Metropol. Today, all
I've done is write this entry and cancel my booking at the hostel in Hollywood. We
might get some dinner soon. ¡Viva México!
December 4th. Day 217: Part II.
I said before that deciding whether or not to stay in Mexico was the hardest
decision I've ever had to make. I have to update that sentiment: The hardest decision
I've ever had to make was the one to leave Fern this evening. On our way out to
dinner, we had another fight. It was just a stupid, stressful fight over money and other
stuff. But I felt then, in that moment, that I wasn't right for her. My sanity has slipped
and I felt that no matter how hard I try, I'm not what she deserves. I would love to
work things out, but I don't know how to. I have to go home. If you love something,
set it free - right? I've always hated that fucking quote.
I'm in La Condesa now, in a hostel called Stayinn Barefoot Condesa. The bed is
hard, the light is cold, and the dorm room is empty. The taxi ride here was a blur. I
hailed it down on Luis Cabrera after I had packed my bags and left in a cold moment
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of pain and sadness. I wish I could take that moment back, but I can't. I guess there's
no good way to break someone's heart.
Once again, I've booked some flights home, this time via Los Angeles and
Melbourne. I've got tomorrow to kill before I fly north on Tuesday. Seven months is a
decent time to be on the road for a fool as sentimental as I. I'm exhausted now. This
last week especially has totally drained me. I'm ready to head home and begin coming
to terms with whatever this trip has meant. I plan on spending the summer camping
and writing. I'll probably do a lot of it alone; just some quiet time in the backwaters of
my backwater-nation, away from the madness and chaos of the world.
I'm still going to dedicate this book to Fern. She's a gorgeous person, inside and
out, and I hope that once all the hurt and anger subsides that this simple dedication
can go some way towards showing her how sorry I am for things ending this way. This
book was meant to be a thank-you to her, not an apology. Perhaps one day it can be
both. That is, of course, if I can ever find a damned publisher who'll print my words.
Ah, to hell with publishers - and Jeff Buckley:
Maybe I'm too young
To keep good love from going wrong
I think I am too. And for this, Fern, I'm truly sorry.
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The End?
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December 6th. Day 219.
I found a cafe on the corner of Juan Escutia and Zamora yesterday morning for
breakfast. I got pancakes and a cappuccino. The waiter asked where I was from and
then asked if I had any coins from New Zealand because he likes collecting coins.
Unfortunately, I didn't have any to give him. I did some writing while I ate but had to
stop when my pen ran out of ink. It was the Coca-Cola pen I had bought in Atlanta at
Coca-Cola World. I noticed it had 'Made in China' printed on it.
I took a stroll down Zamora towards Chapultepec Castle. I was a little unsure about
visiting the castle and the surrounding park, Bosque de Chapultepec, because Fern and
I had made plans to go there together, but this problem was solved for me by way of
the whole park being closed for the day. I'm not sure why it wasn't open. I did manage
to see the castle through the gates though. It looked incredible. It was the scene of a
major battle in 1847 in the Mexican-American War, a battle the Americans won but at
a cost of two thousand of their own men.
I needed a new pen to keep writing with, so I turned away from the castle and
headed back into La Condesa. The skyscrapers in this trendy part of town are pretty
impressive architecturally; very modern, with one holding a helipad hundreds of metres
above the city. Pacing the leafy streets full of businesspeople, I eventually found a pen
for five pesos and soon after I found a comedy bar/theatre with a cafe to write in.
Four yuppies, each with MacBook Pros, sat across from me and busily organised
some hip event. There was another writer in the cafe too. She alternated between
writing in her notebook and reading Watership Down. Twice we made eye contact, each
time silently telling each other that this cafe wasn't big enough for two writers.
It was then that I got a message from Fern asking if I'd like to get dinner. We'd
been writing short messages to each other that morning and I was thankful to get the
chance to end things on a better note than I had the night before. We agreed to meet
up later on at Fuente de Cibeles, the place where we had reunited on that chaotic, rainy
night in October. It seemed oddly fitting to say goodbye there.
I passed the rest of the afternoon writing in the cafe before heading back to the
hostel. Later that night, I nervously waited at Fuente de Cibeles for Fern. It was a
much calmer night than the last time I was there, giving me the chance to appreciate
the fountain itself; the stone chariot surrounded by water and gardens. Then, when I
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saw Fern arrive, all my nerves vanished. She offered me a smile and I gave her a hug.
Things felt almost normal again.
We went for dinner at the same bar we had met on that rainy October evening. We
agreed that Mexico simply wasn't working out for us but that we'd both hate to lose
each other. Therefore, the only solution was for me to head home, rebuild my sobriety
and sanity, and for Fern to take her time saving and eventually join me sometime next
year. Circumstances, some within and some beyond our control were killing us, but
there's every chance New Zealand might offer us a better shot at happiness together.
Once again, we found our way back to each other.
We paid the bill and I suggested to Fern that I try sneaking her into my hostel dorm
room. After all, we'd had plenty of experience sneaking in and out of various
accommodations in the past month. I got her inside no trouble, but unfortunately
there was now some other guy in what had been my otherwise empty dorm room. But
it was perhaps even more special to simply fall asleep together for one last time.
This morning, Fern snuck out of the hostel before I packed my things and checked
out, meeting her out on the street. I needed to head straight to the airport so Fern said
she'd take me. However, when we got to where her car was parked, we found that a
street market had popped up overnight, and her car was surrounded by flowers, fruit,
and vegetables. They had literally used her car as shelving for their produce. Huge tents
and stalls were blocking each possible exit, with crates of food and stovetops cooking
meats hemming us in. There was no way out.
I had to get my flight, however, so I hopped in the car and painstakingly reversed,
nudged, poked, and weaved through the market, occasionally hitting a box here and a
bucket there, as people hurriedly moved their stalls and tent frames for me to get
passed. With about five or six men giving me frantic instructions in Spanish, I managed
to somehow get the car out of one end of the market without doing any damage to it. I
think I may have ruined a tomato or two.
Fern then hopped in the driver's seat and she sped us through the manic Mexico
City morning rush hour towards the airport. I checked into my Volaris flight to Los
Angeles with enough time for Fern and I to share a last breakfast together.
Then it was time to say farewell to each other. Fern cried as I hugged her goodbye,
so I whispered into her ear, "This is where the story of how we met comes to an end,
Fern, but that's all that is ending here. You know where to find me; at the bottom of
the world, on the edge of the earth. That's where I'll wait for you".
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We parted ways and I took one last look at her before heading into the security gate.
The City of Lost Angels was calling me and I felt like I had just lost mine.
I boarded the plane and waited for take off. When the plane did soar upwards, I
realised it was my first daylight flight over the city, and the true enormity of the place
was finally revealed to me. It's so much bigger than I had previously imagined. It's a
metropolis of millions upon millions of people, high up in the midst of a dry mountain
range. Only the tallest peaks were capped white in snow, all the rest were brown and
barren. The city itself was an impossible ocean of grey filling the valleys in all the
directions. As we headed north towards the United States, I noticed white plumes of
smoke dotting the countryside below; bonfires probably. We flew over an endless
stream of brown mountain ranges, as jagged as shark teeth, until the Gulf of California
began to emerge in the distance. I could clearly see Tiburón Island and the tall ridge
lines of mountains on the distant Baja Peninsular. As we flew over the mouth of the
Colorado River, the landscape was etched with table-topped mesas and dramatic
craters, reminding me that our experience called life is but a fleeting moment in the
knowledge and passage of the earth. We entered the flat desert-lands of northern
Mexico and I was hoping to see Tijuana and San Diego from the air, but a thick
blanket of white cloud had different ideas.
But then I saw Los Angeles. This city is an absolute monster. The way the sunlight
shone through the low hanging cloud and thick smog upon the sprawling concrete
beast below made it appear as though it really is some Biblical city of modern ruin,
designed purely for lost angels to drift aimlessly forever in. It looked like a completely
different planet; the grey-earth. It was like landing on the Death Star.
As we landed, the extent of the human world began to frighten me somewhat. How
can the natural world carry the human one any longer? Must not something be about
to give?
Swiftly going through customs, I was given another 90 days to kick in the United
States. I only needed two, but it was nice to know the Home of the Brave was dishing
out extra time. I caught a shuttle outside the terminal on the aptly named road, World
Way, and found that either the universe or my shuttle driver was feeling funny, because
the Red Hot Chili Peppers' Californication was playing on the van's stereo:
Psychic spies from China
Try to steal your mind's elation
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And little girls from Sweden
Dreams of silver screen quotation
And if you want these kind of dreams
It's Californication
It's the edge of the world
And all of western civilization
The sun may rise in the East
At least it settles in the final location
It's understood that Hollywood
Sells Californication
Pay your surgeon very well
To break the spell of aging
Celebrity skin is this your chin
Or is that war your waging
First born unicorn
Hard core soft porn
Dream of Californication
Dream of Californication
Marry me girl be my fairy to the world
Be my very own constellation
A teenage bride with a baby inside
Getting high on information
And buy me a star on the boulevard
It's Californication
Space may be the final frontier
But it's made in a Hollywood basement
Cobain can you hear the spheres
Singing songs off station to station
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And Alderaan's not far away
It's Californication
Born and raised by those who praise
Control of population everybody's been there and
I don't mean on vacation
First born unicorn
Hard core soft porn
Dream of Californication
Dream of Californication
Destruction leads to a very rough road
But it also breeds creation
And earthquakes are to a girl's guitar
They're just another good vibration
And tidal waves couldn't save the world
From Californication
Pay your surgeon very well
To break the spell of aging
Sicker than the rest
There is no test
But this is what you're craving
First born unicorn
Hard core soft porn
Dream of Californication
Dream of Californication
Driving past ominous looking fields of black, slow cranking oil derricks, we began
passing through the Los Angeles outskirts on highways so absurdly massive I couldn't
understand how human begins built them. While on some endless, sixteen-lane stretch
of concrete-Nile, I caught a glimpse of the downtown skyline; the US Bank Tower
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holding dominion over this insane realm of infrastructure and people. We rolled
through Los Angeles suburbs, with their palm trees and convertibles in driveways,
passing street signs directing to places like Santa Monica, Long Beach, Melrose,
Beverly, Burbank, and Pasadena. I spotted the Hollywood sign up ahead on the hill, as
we came to Sunset Boulevard and crossed over into Schrader Boulevard. The hostel,
USA Hostels Hollywood, sits across the street from the Los Angeles LGBT Center,
rainbow coloured panels decorating it.
I checked into my dorm and dumped my stuff on my bunk. My bunkmate turned
out to be from Auckland and he was keen to be my friend and party, but after seven
months, with what I'd gone through, I was too far gone to be making any more
friends, especially with an Aucklander.
It was with this lethargic mood that I took to exploring the Hollywood streets this
evening. This headspace served me quite well because, as I would soon realise,
everyone in this town seemed either bored of success or totally fucking insane. So,
looking like dishevelled-shit and feeling too cool in a place where everyone is
scrambling to be somebody, or something, or whatever, proved to be quite a good
defence against the Celebrity.
Walking down Hollywood Boulevard, the only star on the Walk of Fame I was
interested in finding was Martin Scorsese's. After wandering up and down, past
countless sex and smoke stores, I finally found his star. It sits right outside the Dolby
Theater. I walked by the Chinese Theater too, people hustling and trying to sell their
CDs on the sidewalk outside it. The Capital Records Building was around too. All the
stars on the sidewalk made me think of all the people in my own journey. I'll inevitably
miss some people out here, but My Trip Walk of Fame is: Uncle Nick, Aunty Tommy,
Joe, Jake, Andy, Steph(s), Corey, Jack(s), Alex, Carlos, Paul, Oscar, John, Ricky, Hope,
Vanish, Das, and of course - Fern.
In fake town, I decided to get a fake dinner; McDonald's. Even this was interesting,
though, first with a homeless guy eating all the food scraps out of the trash and then
with an old Asian man carefully combing his very long moustache. I decided to head
back to the hostel after my late dinner and write this entry. Tomorrow I might check
out Venice Beach. Part of me is sad that my trip is now in its death throes. But Los
Angeles is the perfect place for this to happen, I guess. I'm just not sure if I'm able to
comprehend what returning to Wellington will be like, not least of all because my heart
remains in Mexico.
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Another part of me is glad things are finally winding down. I can of course venture
some other day to more faraway lands, but for now retreating home to New Zealand
sounds nice, almost like crawling into a soft bed after a hard day. This is especially true
given that an insane orange clown is about to be given the power to annihilate all life
on earth. Incidentally, he's got a star on the Walk of Fame too.
December 7th. Day 220.
After writing last night's entry, I went back out onto Hollywood Boulevard to get a
snack and a drink and work on my book. I forgot how massive American servings of
food are, however, and barely made a dent in my meal, making more of dent in my
book instead. When I was walking back to the hostel, I noticed Ronald Reagan has a
star on the Walk of Fame. I wonder who the next Walk of Famer to be elected
America's president will be - fucking Micky Mouse?
I woke early this morning to make the most of my day in Los Angeles. I had a free
breakfast at the hostel, and a free cup of coffee that tasted like mud, before packing my
things, storing my suitcase away until later, and checking out all before 8.30am. Out on
Hollywood Boulevard, there were several film units setting up and red carpet was being
readied between Cahuenga Boulevard and Ivar Avenue.
I bought an $8 day pass for the subway and caught a train on the Red Line from
Hollywood/Vine Station to downtown Los Angeles. I got off at 7th Street/Metro
Center Station and transferred onto the Expo Line. The Expo Line went all the way
out to Santa Monica Beach and was an above-ground ride, giving me a chance to see
more of this enormous cluster of cities. At the end of the Expo Line, I walked down
Colorado Avenue towards the Santa Monica Pier, which is complete with a theme
park. I didn't waste any time at the pier, however, instead turning left and heading
south along the vast white sands towards Venice Beach.
The day was still young and the Pacific Ocean glistened a pale blue. As per Fern's
tradition, I said hello to it for her.
Venice Beach was about a mile's walk south of the Santa Monica Pier and the entire
walkway was lined by tall palm trees and beachfront condos. I wasn't really sure what
to expect at Venice Beach, except for buff dudes lifting weights, so I was rather
surprised to see rows and rows of homeless people camping along the boardwalk.
There were a bunch of artists and musicians and alternative healers lining the walkway
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too. One couple were burning poems into panels of wood with magnifying glasses. I
didn't read any of them.
On the other side of the boardwalk, facing the ocean, were the usual tourist
souvenir gift shops, interspersed with cafes and bars. As on Hollywood Boulevard,
there were lots of medicinal marijuana dispensaries too, often alongside a store selling
pipes and other weed culture paraphernalia. California voted to legalise marijuana last
month but the law hasn't come into play yet. This hasn't stopped people from
celebrating early - and it never will - with the fragrant smell of dope wafting across
Venice Beach with the calm sea breeze. The scene was very peaceful, broken only by
the occasional outburst of a mentally unstable hobo. I eventually came to the famous
Muscle Beach Gym, where Herculean steroid junkies were pushing tin with their shirts
off. Inspired by their efforts to push the limits of the human body, I decided to get a
huge double-bacon cheeseburger at a nearby cafe, with extra fries. The waiter only had
one arm. I washed my burger down with a latte and a Coca-Cola. Walking back past
the collection of homeless people towards the Santa Monica Pier, I saw one guy
shaving his head while a woman yelled at him about child support payments and
cigarettes.
The crazies followed me back onto the Expo Line as I rode back into Los Angeles.
One passenger, an old man, was wearing a miniskirt and a silver wig, all while hiding
under an umbrella. Another man was holding his hand in the air, alternating between
pulling the fingers and making a fist. He got off at one stop still with his hand in the
air. This part of the United States very clearly used to be part of New Spain and then
Mexico. It's evident not just in the place names but in the church spires that rise above
the suburbs along with the palm trees. The ride back into the city gave me my best
view of the skyscrapers of the downtown financial sector. These huge buildings had
remained largely elusive to my eyes until now, and other than this short window in
which to appreciate them, they remained elusive for the rest of my time here.
Back at the 7th Street/Metro Center Station, I transferred again onto the Red Line
and rode it to Universal City/Studio City Station. Being an avid movie buff, I figured I
should pay the place a visit. Wellington's filmmaking industry is microscopic compared to
this place. The entirety of Wellington would have to be devoted solely to the film
industry to be able to compare. I'm not diminishing the Jackson/Weta machine, if
anything I'm complimenting them for being able to compete with a place as enormous
as Studio City.
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I wandered around the Universal CityWalk, a neon park of cinema and fast food,
before stopping at a restaurant for a chocolate milkshake. As I slowly made my way
back towards the subway, and having not charged my iPod, I found myself humming
Manhattan Serenade, the music from The Godfather that plays when Tom Hagen visits
Hollywood. I didn't put a severed horse head into Harvey Weinstein's bed though.
Riding once more on the Red Line, I got off at Hollywood/Vine Station and walked
along Hollywood Boulevard for the last time to the hostel on Schrader Boulevard.
Gathering my suitcase, I dragged it along the sidewalks of Selma Avenue towards the
corner with Argyle Avenue. Sitting on the sidewalk, I waited for the bus to the airport
to arrive. It was another $8 deal.
The bus soon rolled up and I stashed my bags in the back before finding a seat.
There must have been zero suspension on the bus because it was a bumpy ride out to
LAX. The setting sun turned the thick white smog a more beautiful shade of pink as
we bounced along. I think the haze of the smog here is part of the reason Los Angeles
seems so big; buildings and places look further away than they really are because
they're behind a veil of pollution, making them appear bigger as a result. We drove past
the oil fields again and soon arrived at the airport. I'm a little early to check into my
Qantas flight to Melbourne, so I'm waiting here with thousands and thousands of
other people. It's the busiest airport scene I've ever come across. The Christmas
decorations giving a clue as to why it's so hectic.
I might buy a book to read on the plane. I did start reading Ernest Hemingway's A
Moveable Feast from the library at Fern's house in Mexico City, but I found it to be an
insufferable bitch. Maybe that's because it's written in similar and better style to this
book. It's hard to believe that this adventure is almost over. The Los Angeles episode
feels the most unreal of all the places I've been to in the last seven months. This isn't
because it's where make-believe is made-reality, nor is it because it's 'the fakest city I've
ever been too'. Las Vegas retains that title. No, it's something else, something to do
with waking from a dream. Los Angeles has felt like that period between being asleep
and being awake, that brief moment where you become aware you're dreaming but the
dream continues anyway, and you can almost control it or direct it. That is until your
conscious mind becomes too alert and the dreamtime evaporates and you finally wake
up properly to the obvious truth of reality and the light of a new day. The last part of
this journey now awaits me behind an airport gate. After a day treading over the stars,
I'm about to go into the night and fly amongst them.
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December 9th. Day 222.
December 8th, Day 221, never existed for me on account of my sneaking behind
the International Date Line on my flight from Los Angeles to Melbourne. The security
screening process prior to take off from LAX was beyond ridiculous; a chaotic scene
of literally thousands of people all painstakingly having their bodies and possessions
scanned and patted and cleared for travel.
Unfortunately, I was seated in the centre aisle of the plane, so I didn't even bother
trying to catch a final glimpse of the United States as we took off and headed out
southwest over the black Pacific Ocean. Los Angeles had been a brief but powerful
experience. It felt evil. In no other city in America did I ever get such an overwhelming
and ominous feeling that the United States really is the Empire. But is it the Empire in
decline or is it simply buckling?
We soared high into the starry attic of the world and held our course for hours and
hours across the largest ocean on earth. I wanted to be more reflective on this journey
back to my part of the world, so I spent most of the flight listening to music instead of
watching movies. I think I fell asleep a couple of times too but I'm not really sure. I do
know that at one point during the 16 hour haul, while replaying the past 220 days in
my mind, I thought to myself, "I touched the surface of the sun".
Passing into the Southern Hemisphere hundreds of miles south of Hawaii, we didn't
strike any land until we came to the islands of Fiji. The turning of the world soon
caught us in a new day as we pushed on towards Australia. We crossed over onto the
continent between Wollongong and Shellharbour, continuing to glide southwest along
the spine of the Great Dividing Range before finally touching down in Melbourne.
The security screening at the international transfers gate couldn't have been an
experience in starker contrast to LAX. There was two staff and I was the only
passenger. I was in a bit of an exhausted daze as I made my way to my connecting
flight to Wellington. I was snapped out of it, however, when much to my
astonishment, I saw Jack from my tour in Guatemala standing right there in front of
me. I think he saw me first. We couldn't believe our eyes that our paths had so unlikely
come to cross once more. We made no effort to hide our disbelief as we hugged each
other. I chose to take this amazing encounter as a sign that I was doing the right thing
by returning to New Zealand, for why else would the way home be lined with such a
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friend? Jack and his girlfriend were en route to Bali for a week's holiday and we busily
chatted about life and the world in the brief time that we had. Our respective
destinations soon called to us, but we shook hands knowing our lives were now
connected in ways we were only just beginning to understand.
I looked for a power point and quickly charged my laptop so I could send an update
to Fern of my whereabouts. It was then that I got yet another rejection letter from a
publisher for Joker. I heard the pained opening cry of John Lennon's voice from the
song Girl in my head:
Is there anybody going to listen to my story...
Rolling my eyes at the letter, I packed my laptop away and headed to the gate. The
plane was delayed, so I sat by the window and looked out across the tarmac. It was an
overcast morning, but even so, the sky still seemed larger than it does elsewhere; a
sensation unique to standing under Australian skies. I had felt it on my visits to Sydney
in 2006 and Brisbane in 2011 and today was no different.
Being in the aisle seat the row behind business class, I was lucky to be the last to
have board the plane. I glanced out both sides of the plane as we took off, hoping for a
brief glimpse of Melbourne itself, but we climbed too quickly into the white-out of the
overcast day. I got some sleep as we began crossing the Tasman Sea. Then, when I
awoke, I saw the most breathtaking sight of this whole seven month journey sitting
right before my eyes - New Zealand.
Out to the left was the Abel Tasman National Park and to the right were the
Southern Alps. It was a clear sunny day, the deep blue water was glistening like
thousands of tiny diamonds, pure white snow covered the colossal mountains, and the
forests and valleys were such a rich green that I instantly felt my spirit shine brighter
than it ever has before. I was seeing my home, my country, as if for the very first time,
with clean eyes, for what it truly is, paradise.
The sheer exhaustion of so much travelling may've contributed, but the
overwhelming natural beauty of Aotearoa made tears fall from my eyes. Made weary
from all the mega cities and the pollution and the poverty and the buildings and the
madness and the chaos, seeing Mother Nature's masterpiece was the single most
gorgeous sight I've ever seen. It made me ache in joy and relief. I was completely
unprepared to be so profoundly moved by the wonder of my home.
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We then flew over the Marlborough Sounds and the North Island was slowly
brought into view. And there, tucked into her hills and her harbour and her green
forests, at last - Wellington
The woman sitting next to me did a silent Sign of the Cross as we touched down.
Amen. Having successfully completed my twelfth and last flight of this journey, Qantas
decided now was the time to lose my luggage. I waited with an English girl at the
conveyer belt for our suitcases which never came. Frustrated to be spending yet more
time in an airport, we filled out some paperwork at the help desk and hoped our
luggage wasn't still in LAX or Heathrow. I'm not worried about the clothes in my
suitcase, but if Qantas has lost my New York-Addis-London vinyl record I bought in
New Orleans, or my several notebooks of writings that I filled over these seven
months, I'm going to be devastated.
Temporarily empty handed, I passed through customs and was greeted by my
parents outside the international arrivals gate. It had been seven months and seven
days since I had seen them. Recounting them stories of my trip, I drove their car
through the spectacular Wellington afternoon towards Oriental Bay. Driving along the
waterfront, the city was simply sparkling, like a jewel-encrusted silver necklace draped
the neck of the most beautiful woman in the world, her hair flowing down her
shoulders.
We soon arrived at their house and they began cooking dinner. Barry, my sister
Rachael's fiancé, came round to welcome me home and share the meal. Even though I
was utterly exhausted, there was still one thing I wanted to do before the day, and trip,
was done. My friends' band was playing a gig in town and I had decided it would be the
perfect curtain closer to this long story of mine. I drove down to Cuba Street and
parked the car outside of SlowBoat Records. My friends were playing at Fringe Bar,
which had once been located on the corner of Cuba Street and Vivian Street, however,
when I went there I found it had been turned into something else. I asked the bouncer
of this new bar where Fringe Bar had been moved to and he told me it was now down
on Allen Street. Deciding to walk there and reacquaint myself with my quaint city, I
walked along Vivian Street to Taranaki Street and then made my way down Courtenay
Place. This is when I noticed the big chunk of Courtenay Place closed off from the
earthquakes in November.
I soon found the new Fringe Bar on Allan Street and paid the $10 to get inside.
Dave, the guitarist was the first to greet me. He had cut his hand quite badly while
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setting up the amps but was still keen to play. Sean, the drummer and singer with
outrageous clothes was second to greet me. But where was the bass player, Phil?
He was running late, as always! He lives a ten minute walk away from Allan Street
yet I had come all the way from Mexico City and had still arrived before him. When he
did arrive, however, he called out "Dave!" and gave me such a big hug that he knocked
my black cowboy hat clean off my head. I then met his girlfriend Vashti for the first
time and together we watched the gig. Now, now I was at home.
All that was missing was Fern.
After the gig, I walked back towards the car, down Courtenay Place to Cuba Street.
The wind was strong and I had to hold my black cowboy hat down on my head. I had
forgotten about the Wellington wind. Slowly pacing along the brickwork of Cuba
Street, passing the Bucket Fountain and Left Bank, crossing over Ghuznee Street, I
couldn't help but miss Fern terribly. An important part of me will remain in Mexico
City as long as she is there.
I don't know what the future holds for Fern and I. I hope she makes it to
Wellington someday. I don't want this to be the end of our story. I want this to be the
beginning.
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