
~desks~

The pen tapped anxiously on the French kingwood desk. The noise was terrible. It made a 
thoughtless hollow echo in the wood that upset me. It pounded on and on like the hammers of 
minimum wage rising cent after cent for years on end that promised to build a stable global 
economy. It knocked over and over like some stabbing alarm of monotony trying to wake 
itself up. I wanted nothing more than a moment's silence, a peaceful reprieve of the afternoon, 
and I stared down in horror at my own hand idly drumming away the thing I craved most.

Abruptly, I set the pen aside and listened defeatedly as it clattered across the desk and hit the 
floor with a crack. It made a racket as it rolled along the oak floorboards like Italian lovers 
bickering on a quiet afternoon. Agitated, I stopped it with my foot. My eyes did not leave the 
typewriter in front of me as I leaned over to pick it up. I returned it gingerly to the notepad on 
the desk with a list of assorted names and dates scribbled on it.

I sat back.

I stared past the half-written letter in front of me. Sunset was dawn all turned around with 
clouds like cotton balls coming unglued. The sky was in a pile of red ribbons and the whole 
afternoon felt like an ongoing craft project. The desk rested comfortably against the west 
window, and I warmed myself in the glow sliding across the second story bedroom of the big 
yellow house on the cliff. I kept squinting past the highway hugging every corner like an old t- 
shirt. My eyes kept trying to refocus on the scenic contradiction- a road that rippled out and 
an ocean beyond it is as flat as the whole world before Columbus.

I tried to settle down into the long afternoon, to patiently begin to piece together time, like a 
puzzle someone left out on the table one weekend when they meant to put together the whole 
picture.

It had been days since I'd had word from anyone. My fists clenched amid the thought. My 
throat closed. My eyes itched and watered. The walls of my mouth ran dry.

Restless, I opened the drawers and shuffled through the loose sheets of half typed snippets. I 
thumbed through a dozen different letters I had started to friends. I scanned the rambling 
descriptions of what I'd unpacked, frenzied opinions of miscellaneous furniture in the house 
and my initial and critical remarks of Hawaii itself. What was I looking for? Some scrap of my 
former insights to exploit- but I has used everything I could from them. I had sent everyone 
on my list some version explaining how I had ended up here. I had told the same story about 
the house ten times over. I had written everyone a personal letter by now.

I uncapped the pen and put a dot next to all the names on my notepad again. I put the pen 
down and ran my fingers along the corresponding dates that told me when the letters had 
been sent. Then, I chewed my thumb for a moment. Then, I stared fixedly at a chip in the 
varnish next to the typewriter in front of me. Pensively, I leaned over the French desk that 
was older than I was. It wobbled suggestively under the weight of my elbows, reminding me 
that I had never fixed the injured leg at the back I resolved to fix months ago.



I remembered when I had first stepped through the door with my suitcase and typewriter. 
Ever since I had come to the ridiculously yellow house in Hawaii, I had felt like I was outside 
of my body looking in, like a visitor arrived after hours. That first morning, I had walked 
determinedly around the house as if it were a whole town and I had one day to sightsee. I 
scribbled phrases and reminders on small squares of sticky notes like postcards to myself. 
That first afternoon, I had sat alone staring mutely through tall, wide countryside windows. 
By four o'clock, I was certain I'd decided what to do with the house, my life, and the whole 
business of the future.

I realized there was a serendipitous climate of destiny in me being here now. I was not here to 
dally. I had a wonderful life to get back to. Yes, this house was part of my past I had put off 
for one reason and then another- but regardless, the time had come to buckle down and deal 
with the things at hand. I saw it all very clearly that first afternoon. It was the right thing to 
do- to finally sort through the dusty collection of my parent's old things in the last house we 
had all lived in together before I grew up. I would take the next month, find the most precious 
things to let the barge carry back to California, and sell the rest. I'd sell the house too. Then, 
I'd hop on a plane and fly away from an island I had never wanted to move to in the first 
place. And I would put all the money in an account and not be a fool with it. I'd repair my 
guitars and trade-up amps and rent a small flat for a year somewhere back in San Francisco.

I had an unmistakable purpose in being here. I'd finally be able to say Aloha, wouldn't I? 
Aloha to a lovely paradise of a place with a lovely language that had a word that meant 
goodbye and hello at the same time. I'd be able to carry that breath and heart far across the 
sleeping black lava that used to be fire to a new beginning for myself. I'd step out and be part 
of the new earth.

Yes. I saw it clearly, and I knew I had to write someone a letter. Outline the whole thing. But 
who?

The house was on 10 acres of private property on the north end of the Big Island. Somewhere 
nearby was the birthplace of the king who had united the island chain. There had been a 
prophecy that he would rise up to overthrow the old chiefs. And I liked that. I liked that his 
birth was tangled up in legends and predictions. And later on, when I found out that he hadn't 
started out as King Kamehameha, I liked that too. That name had been given to him or 
acquired later in his life. Kamehameha. The lonely one.

Of course, it had never been my decision to fly to some lonely rock in the Pacific to be alone 
during the holidays, but the band had put down their collective foot. And then, they had given 
me the collective boot. Lance and Russell had toured the spring, summer and fall and had 
promises to be kept for Christmas back home. Charles simply needed time alone. We had 
lived on the road for so many months we had all lost count. Everybody agreed it was time.

Home. Actually, I remember laughing at them- gathered around the small bar counter in our 
hotel suite. I had sobered up considerably about the whole idea now. Home? I had jested. 
Well, I'll just be on my way to Loyola station in Louisiana then. No? How about that little 
back-room in the French restaurant in Tobago or the seventh floor of a hostel in Geneva or 
that warm prickly shelter of trees in golden gate park- or any damn place I ever called home 



growing up. Didn't they understand that I wasn't like them? My life had been too different, 
and I had no proper home.

Where exactly am I supposed to go? I had demanded. Everyone had stood stock still as 
Charles had produced a plain foreboding envelope from his jacket pocket and replied firmly, 
"Your house. In Hawaii. We bought you a ticket." And I had left off shortly after that. In the 
end, I was a low-ranking navy officer with my next orders. I’d been living from gig to gig for 
so long that there was something in me that invariably listened when I was told to move on. 
They told me where I was going- and I went. That was generally how the whole thing had 
always worked best. Truthfully though, I’d been at sea too long. I had no business walking on 
flat land.

Oh, Hawaii. I forgot about it all the time.

In the last years, I had sent everything there. Everything from my parents travels, 
memorabilia and acquisitions, instruments, furniture and the unpacked boxes and suitcases of 
my youth. I had let it accumulate. It was my mother who had wanted to move to the island in 
the first place. After a lifetime of traveling, she had bought a house without asking anyone. 
Well, no. That wasn't quite true. She had asked me, and I had said no, it was a terrible idea. I 
had no clue why she suddenly wanted to buy a house in the middle of nowhere, in place we 
had never been to before. At the time, she told me that it was her responsibility to invest in 
something secure for my future. She had taken me on an unexpected trip together to see the 
house alone and I had told her bluntly that it didn't seem like a place we would ever live. The 
island was nothing like the islands of the Caribbean where we had been happiest as a family. 
Of course, it wasn't. She said that was the point. We would make a clean start.

Now the place was overrun with cobwebs and the weather had not been kind to the fresh 
coats of paint from over a decade ago. It was too damp in places and yet dry and cracking in 
others. The front pillars were rotting and I found a variety of surfaces peeling, crumbling and 
chipped. I fell asleep the first few nights to the sound of crickets and geckos. I woke up with 
ant bites and spider welts up my sides. There were cockroaches in the kitchen and huge lunar 
moths roughly the size of my hands on the windows. I heard the scampering of rats. There 
were bird's nests under the eves. On my way back from a grocery run, I saw a huddle of dark 
shapes moving across the far end of the property. I discovered there was a family of five or six 
black wild boars who were living there. They were the only neighbours I had met, and I 
resigned myself to the fact that not even they would be asking me to join them at their house 
for Christmas dinner.

It was December, and it had been a long time since I had spent it with my family. On 
Christmas morning, I sat amidst their facts and faces too real to be ghosts just yet. I spent the 
morning rummaging around the attic- rifling out photographs and music books. I found 
spoons, a camel bag, a wooden bear, a film projector and a steel pan. I found myself laughing 
at everything that had come from strange places. I kept telling myself not to panic, I would 
find everything a place.

I brought in the New Year sorting through boxes. I unfolded lace curtains and hand-stitched 
table linens from Guatemala and Haiti. I found paintings and mirrors and five different clocks 



and a faceted chandelier in a crate. In the early mornings, I took walks in the pasture. I 
surmised the fallen branches and the tundra of weeds and ailing fence posts. I tracked real 
country mud on my boots into my jeep and drove into town. I transferred myself more funds 
from my main account, bought black seedless grapes and forgot to meet anyone interesting. I 
returned to unpack copper bowls and three cast-iron pots, hand blown glass dishes and hand- 
painted English tea cups.

All the while, I kept thinking- I never really lived here. This big yellow house is not my 
cherished childhood home. My parent's were not married here but somewhere on the other 
side of the world. Still, this is where it had all ended.

The island itself was beautiful and preposterous. There were beaches and volcanoes and the 
mountain of Mauna Kea that spent part of the year covered in snow. And our life, my parent's 
life, and my life had matched the surroundings. All these preposterous climates in hopeless 
proximity. All these preposterous experiences housed in each of us instead of being properly 
spread out.

I ran my palms along the walls, whispering Dickens. Home is a name, a word, it is a strong 
one; stronger than magician ever spoke, or spirit ever answered to, in the strongest 
conjuration.

I inspected every piece of furniture. Chairs, sofas, chests-of-drawers and accents all hand- 
picked by my mother. Each had the uncanny resemblance of distant cousins who wanted to 
move in. Every now and then, I stopped to stare at a lamp or a trunk skeptically. This could 
be given away. Minutes later, I would stomp back and throw up my hands defeatedly, unable 
to avoid claiming them as family. Of course, she had taken the plain banana leaf art from the 
Haitians and hand- sketches from the street artists in Paris. Of course, she had dragged them 
half way across the world, in the way she had dragged me everywhere too.

And then I would flash suddenly on Charles's eyes when he had said bluntly "Your house." 
What part of this is mine, Charles?

I plodded about with miscellaneous tasks, feeling juvenile and unsupervised. I couldn't rest in 
the house, thinking of my mother and father- their great lives, full of industry, always inspired, 
never idle. I needed to paint one wall and then another. I needed to fix the sink, the shower, 
replace the molded porch planks, and scrub, scrub, scrub every corner in the universe.

I began to lose focus. I was starting to feel overwhelmed. I knew I just had to pick one thing 
at a time and keep moving.

I unburied my father's desk. I found it in a small room. I wiped it down. I sanded the drawers 
and I saw the wobbly leg. I tried to inspect the other wobbly legs. Maybe I just needed to buy 
some wood glue and that would work. It hit me that I had no idea how to repair a piece of 
furniture- like men did everyday the world over. The closest hardware store and anyone with 
real advice was an hour and a half away.



But instead of driving anywhere the next morning, I spent the entire day moving the desk 
around the whole house.

Who was it? George Bernard Shaw. Fellow had a whole shed on wheels so his desk could 
follow the light as it moved through the day. And I moved the desk into every room as the day 
went on. First downstairs, deciding I was a downstairs-with-tea-in-the-morning at my desk 
kind of guy. Okay, okay. No. Not really. Who was I kidding? I was more of a lounging-in-the- 
side-room-midday at my desk sort of fellow. Or maybe I was an upstairs-in-the-afternoon- 
writing-a-letter-with-a-drink at my desk kind of man. But how could I know for sure? I had 
to know for sure.

What about the boy in Florida? I had written him a letter that first night. I told him about my 
plan and about my home and he had sent a lovely reply about his own plans and far off home. 
I did not dare count how many letters I had written since then. I tried not to think about how 
much I had told him in a matter of weeks. I had started with my parents, the whole 
convoluted story- something I had not taken the time to tell anyone in years. Following the 
completion of that, I fell asleep, woke up, and decided the next night that I would write my 
old friend Jo. The night after that I wrote James, and the night after that I wrote Matthew, 
who I had not taken the time to properly know. I remember that lost week in January and 
that no one wrote back to the letters I had sent. For some reason, this struck a sudden resolve 
in me to write everyone I could possibly remember from my life. Maybe in alphabetical order. 
Yes. Maybe I would make a list.

Whiff. Kaboom. February.

New plan. Pull the morning out of a suitcase. Shake the wrinkles out of daybreak. Rifle 
through the pockets of the future. Itch the crust of a plan for everything off your cheekbone. 
Stick to the craft unglue of matted eyelashes. Surrender to the big yawn of Italian opera 
records. Lean on the cobwebbed windows. Whistle to the creak in the floorboards. Turn the 
doorknobs and find room to progress. Write at the desk.

Tell Andy about the reels of old films. Tell Chris about the desert dolls and popsicle stick 
house. Tell Matthew about the stamp collection. Continue to rehash the history of your whole 
entire life with Shawn. Ease into a foolproof schedule. I paced myself, so that my replies 
would be evenly timed. Within a month, I had found the rhythm of each person. Jo wrote 
back the next week. Matthew wrote back almost immediately- and James whenever he damn 
well pleased, if at all. It was like setting notes to music. I knew how to space the notes so they 
fell one right after the other. And it was all fair enough composition. Yes, it was close enough 
to real music.

I was writing everyday. I was unpacking more and more. And I seemed to have some 
reasonable pace- until inevitably, it happened. No word would come for weeks. And I was 
living day to day out here.

Then, I sat down to the desk. I stood up from the desk. I fixated. I had trouble breathing. I 
stopped what I was doing and lay on the floor, on my side, and listened to the unsteady thump 
of my heart. And I stopped cleaning. In fact, I made a mess and I refused to clean it up. Why 



had I written all these people? Who were they? I hadn't grown up with them. What was this 
place? What was I doing here? I hadn't grown up here. This was not my house. I was not 
supposed to be living here.

And why? Why all the writing? Just to have some confidant other than the lined notebooks of 
my youth or the glowing electronic journals of tomorrow? To have friends like people who 
grow up in one place have friends, perhaps. I thought about all the letters I had written since I 
was a boy. At one point, I had believed I could press the best confessions into the pages of a 
story I could give away with a clear conscience. I was going to do that, before I met Charles 
and the band took off. I wondered if that day would ever come for me now- the day when the 
whole world would be my confidant.

I thought of all the chaps I knew who had said soberly to me, 'I just need to speak plainly to 
someone.' It made me laugh a bit. Well, in that case, I had always just needed to speak 
elaborately to someone. I had always just needed to describe a long terrible wandering 
converging of roads and places and the past- even though every time I tried it sounded like I 
was going nowhere.

Well, it was done. What was written was written. And I had tried to convey the emotions and 
the past to everyone I thought mattered the most. And I would look over the explanations I 
had offered of my mom and dad and how I had come to be here and the dreams and plans I 
had for my life. And I would imagine that I would never say anything remarkable again. I had 
wrote them all. I had written everything down. That was the whole damn story. I had said it 
as best I could- and that was that. It had not come to very much. In fact, it had not even come 
to a reply.

While on the floor, I'd often start to think about getting up, and what I was supposed to be 
doing here, fixing up the crumbling house, getting back home to California. Maybe I would 
get up. Maybe I would forget about all my friends, everyone I had ever known or who had 
claimed to know me. I would stop worrying about the girls I had loved and the promises I had 
made to the band. Maybe I would paint the cabinets, replace the baseboards soon, scrub the 
mold off the side of the house, and kneel on my hands and knees planting hydrangeas. Yes. 
Maybe I would. And maybe I could.

But then, the light climbed up the walls- and I would see that I had let another day vanish in 
my absorption and distress. I had such a longing to be close to people who were far away, who 
were never coming here, who could be cut so easily like strings from my blue jeans. I wanted 
to write someone else altogether. I wanted some other family. I wanted to be any other place.

It was becoming clear to me that I had always been going to end up here- in this house alone. 
Hadn't I seen it coming? It had always been going to end this way. And every action from this 
point onward was just some way to keep the end waiting.

And so I would. But I had loved them. All the strangers I had met along the way of my life. 
And I hadn't told them that they had made the journey back home to the very end of it all so 
good. And I hadn't said goodbye. That's all you could do before the real end, isn't it?



So I would scramble off the floor and return to my desk.

I would start to write a goodbye letter. I'd type, aim, miss, type, revise, and aim, aim, aim... 
and then, I was on my way to writing again. I had my north wind. I wanted them to know the 
truth, to know me truly at the end here. I wanted them to see this moment clearly- the stillness 
in the air, the smell of must hanging in the dilapidated island house, the madness of the jungle, 
the immensity and unconquerable realities of my tasks, the walls of my resolve humid and 
abandoned. And to admit plainly and openly, from deep within the beautiful ruins of a boy 
who had to clean and pack up some inherited Golden age- that it didn't matter about the old 
stories anymore. They were more important to me. They had always been far more important 
to me than the majesty of the capitals and monuments of the best cities in the world. And in 
their complete ignorance of my belonging- their souls were the last destination I needed now.

And often, in pursuit of my perfect goodbye letter, the daylight would vanish. Another day 
would get away- like heat from a morning thermos, like billiard balls when money is involved, 
like the Pieris Rapae from the midday chase of small children. Well, tomorrow then, I told 
myself. Tomorrow I will finish the most beautiful, encapsulating, transcending goodbye. I 
would finish it, however long it took.

And then unexpectedly the next morning, I would receive a letter from someone I had all but 
forgotten about that I had written to well over a month ago. It would cheer me beyond 
measure. I would hop around the house- be giddy- so happy to hear from someone else, to 
escape this place, and to take a break from the world's most wonderful departing statements. I 
could pause- reply to a pressing question, something I felt they should know before it all 
ended. And then, perhaps, I left them with a few questions of my own- all the time imagining 
that if these were the last questions- my last questions- that they were beautiful. I had yearned 
for answers up to the very end.

Here in this big house with days that seemed to stretch out further every afternoon, I could 
not stop thinking about it. The end. The end and the sorting of the last box and the typing of 
the last letter from this house and this old life. It was the only thing left that I wanted. To get 
there- but I caught myself on odd days, looking ahead as if it were hardly likely. I had to 
wonder- one day, what if I did get to the end? What if no letters came in the interim? What if 
there was no one there to continue the conversation? What if I finished my goodbye words? I 
would stare at the last line of my finished letter, and what would I think? I would think- I 
don't know how to end. Because I've never actually done it before. I've never actually ended- 
got to the end and finished. I'd try to put myself in the frame of mind one might have to be in 
to really end. I drew a blank. I had no idea what to say, and what did it matter at this point. I 
was still in the middle of some half-written letter.

There was no particular reason why I began to write Shawn more than anybody else. Maybe 
it was out of courtesy to the people I knew best. There was some comfort in confiding the 
most in someone who knew me the least, maybe I thought it wouldn't hurt him as much, and 
certainly because saying goodbye to him hurt me less. And maybe because, at the end of it, I 
wanted to confirm that we were all just strangers who happened to be part of the same story.



I told him every stupid every old thing I could remember- about the day I first understood 
tambourines in a sweaty church from a large Jamaican woman. I told him about one 
Christmas when my parent's drove out into the country with a car full of food to celebrate 
Christmas with strangers- which I remembered from a photograph. I told him about my 
father's boats, the antique sextant, and the storms we almost never lived to tell about. I told 
him about the policemen that still directed traffic in St. Vincent and the first time I attended 
private school in London and the cabin I lived in up in Canada and the piano in the house that 
I pounded on amidst ten acres of no one. I told him about two weeks in Cuba when I was 
fourteen and the first time I fell in love.

And I wrote more. Why not? I had all the time in the world. I had the whole afternoon now.

But things changed sometime in May when he sent me a new recording of his latest song. I 
remembered that night at the small dive bar in Florida when I had first met him and he was a 
young singer- and I was a singer too. A few days later, he sent me a long article reviewing his 
last show. Halfway through the article, talking about tour vans and meeting other bands on 
the road, I remembered that he belonged to some other world- and maybe I had belonged 
there as well, before my time on the island. And when I heard his new recording, I heard a 
great change in the music and I felt it going somewhere good. But I was still here. And what 
was I doing? I was wandering around from room to room in a crumbling house. I was writing 
him letters from an old French desk.

But there was another reason why I continued to write him more than the others. I discovered 
a certain magic after Shawn sent me those recordings. He wasn't like everyone else. I could 
take him with me outside. I started driving around the Big Island- but not alone. I would 
bring my friend Shawn. And that was when I went out to lose myself further in the vast empty 
highways and lava fields and beaches and small towns of the Big Island.

I took the afternoon on the road. I barreled down every side road in my rusty jeep. In a gray 
shirt. A jacket of typeset. Pants the color of faded postcards. A sweater the color of tree bark, 
earl gray, sunshine. A scarf the color of white wine, the color of red wine. Boots the color of 
dark La Mauny rum from Martinique. I was turning left, after turning right. I was blowing 
kisses to the road signs. I was commanding all the green arrows. I arrived on the coast. I 
arrived at the bar. I arrived back home. It was too early, and I was half-awake. It was too late, 
and I was half-asleep. I was rocking out in my shoulder blades and dancing in my eyebrows. I 
was staring at dusty brown cliffs and dry desert bouquets. I was staring into the sun. I was 
wandering in the desert.

Clouds napping. Ocean lapping. Music happening. My feet tapping.

The days became warm and muddy. I woke up with my hands on the wheel, somewhere on 
the highway littered with orange cones and crumbled boulders and boys in yellow slickers. 
Giant rollers steamed and rolled along like thunderheads on faraway Southern afternoons. 
Tractors with yellow teeth crunched the breakfast out of the bottom of the box of morning. 
They made some passing promise to build me a smooth, clear path through my jungle of 
yesterdays.



The best part of driving anywhere on the island was that it took hours. I soon found my 
favourite road, two hours away from the house. It was a four mile scenic route, a sharp left 
turn off the major highway as you drove into the old Capital, a road of potholes through the 
mingling trees and dripping vines winding past raging waterfalls to a craggy steep at the 
unannounced edge of world. Moisture popped into your pores with the windows down. 
Pebbles bounced behind the wheels as I rolled along. True, I had no idea what would happen 
should I come upon an oncoming car on that narrow road- but felt certain it would end in a 
Mexican standoff with one vehicle flying off the cliffside into the Pacific. The browning 
scraggle dangling down from the banana trees left me with a vision of Walt Whitman's beard. 
The large green elephant ears sprouting out of the cliffs reminded me of a costume in a ballet I 
saw once at Queen's Hall in Port-of-Spain, Trinidad and the ballerina I had loved there.

On days when I was less ambitious, I drove down to the swank resorts on the Kohala coast 
and took myself out for a drink, surrounded by happy visitors. I looked like a homeowner 
now. I looked every bit the happy expatriate, content to beach bum my way through the 
summer.

I found a bar with a small courtyard on the Mauna Lani resort, and I sat with the mountains 
like they were old men from Italy. I wanted to be a man and drink and smoke a pipe with 
them- but then, I was prepubescent and happy enough to watch them carry on together and 
talk above my head. The bartender told me one day that the lonely king had lived on this part 
of the island because he could see all five mountains. I realized that the five of them were very 
old friends, and I could almost pick out a word or two after listening to them for a few weeks- 
but I doubted I would ever learn to speak their language quite like them.

Mark Twain had compared Hawaii to Italy- and oddly enough, they came together in my 
mind as well. Of course, Mark Twain would have spit of my French desk and half the year 
gone by without adventure. Half the year? Just a matter of weeks, I told myself to feel better. 
Still, even weeks barely seemed to exist on an island with such old mountains.

July. The letters were still keeping me going- but in the company of tourists from the West 
Coast and Europe, I began to miss Charles. There was always an empty chair across from me, 
and I imagined I could transport him there, and that we could both sit and write music in the 
courtyard. Maybe we would bring our guitars one day and play an impromptu show. 
Following that, I started to imagine what it would be like with my friend Matt sitting there. 
Matt would make me eat a healthy lunch- and afterwards, we would wander through shops 
animated and enthralled about the independent record labels we would start together, and the 
miscellaneous scripts and songs we'd surely write at some point. More than once, I stared 
deeply into the empty space trying to form a face, a nose, the exact spacing of the eyebrows 
and the friendly wrinkles of my dad. I wanted to be in his company- but then, I didn't need to 
ask him anything pressing these days, did I? Or rather, I only wanted to ask him the same 
questions I had for everyone- demanding explanations of history and human nature and what 
love feels like and what their ideas look like and to tell me, using as many words as possible, 
all the details of every available story they haven't quite forgotten yet.

Certainly, I stared at my empty chair and tried to imagine Shawn sitting there once or twice. I 
tried different expressions on his face- enough of them to make myself keel over with laughter 



more than once. But I could never hold him like the others. No. I would never be sitting here 
with Shawn in these chairs, so it was pointless to imagine it seriously. I would have already 
jumped up and said- Let's go somewhere! Thank god you're here and I don't have to sit in this 
damn courtyard anymore. I have places to show you, don't I? I have things to ask you, don't 
I? I thought you were never coming, didn't I?

Mostly, imagining anyone across from me made me grateful to be alone there after all. I was 
not in the best place. Hawaii and all.

One evening, as I stared at a poster for an upcoming show from one of the local bands, I 
realized I had missed my own birthday, and at the same time realized that no one else had 
remembered it either. My mind wandered back to the letters at home I was in the middle of 
writing. I was supposed to be writing the last one and moving on, or at least moving 
somewhere.

How could I trust myself? I was no good with an afternoon on my hands- let alone a whole 
lifetime.

And I still hadn't figured out how fix my dad’s wobbly desk. In the meantime, I had found the 
right place for the desk and for my bed. I made a point to ignore the large cabinet in the living 
room. And all the while I kept dreading the unavoidable grime and sprouting mold on the 
windows. I would have to deal with all that glass soon enough. And what about all the chairs 
in the house? Who knew where they should go. I should have bloody dealt with them first.

August was in full swing, as much as the porch-swing outside that was happily rotting. It was 
the tropics. Inside, there were beams like old skyscrapers that needed to be torn down to 
accommodate the future. The place was falling down around me, and maybe anyone would 
imagine that you could only suffer in a crumbling house. That you could only be miserable 
with everything around you falling into disrepair. But I knew better. I had lived in crumbling 
house once before, far worse than this, and it had been one of the best and most special times 
in my life.

I had only been passing through New Orleans on my way to San Francisco when I got the 
phone call that changed my plans. The man on the other end of the line told me that my 
apartment building had just collapsed, and was now condemned- and that no one would be 
allowed inside due to the asbestos from a building so old. I said goodbye to my belongings in a 
blink. I did not feel grief, but relief that I didn't have to go back there ever again.

I marched promptly over to a lady I had met the week before and tried to peddle an offer. She 
lived in the Garden District, one lane off Audubon Park. I had done some yard work for her- 
and she had told me one day that she needed to rent the downstairs unit, but that it needed 
repairs and that she couldn't afford them. The walls had missing chunks of concrete, leaks and 
rusty fixtures. The place had a fridge, a stove, claw foot tub and a pink sofa, and an antique 
desk with a brass lion head. I told her I couldn’t fix anything, but offered her $200 dollars to 
let me stay there until I figured out how to get back to the west coast. She was happy for the 
money and in two days I settled down into my dilapidated new home. I bought an old Mardi 
Gras poster to cover up the largest hole in the wall.



This was all before Katrina, of course.

I met some batshit crazy women down in New Orleans. Sally, the landlord, was obviously 
totally off her rocker for letting me stay there. Leanne, a well-meaning neighbor who brought 
over home-cooked meals unannounced and caught me naked in bed with a girl more than 
once. I use the term bed here loosely, of course, as I spent my nights one inch above the 
ground. And then, there was Claudia from Honduras, who drove me mad telling me her boy 
troubles, and who took me to audition for a play with her where I got cast, but then had to 
decline, as I had no desire to be an actor. She also screamed at me because she had broken up 
with her boyfriend to be with me- and threw a heavy beaded purse at me that scratched the 
side of my arm and left a scar.

The women drove me wild there, in general. It was the prim heels, the fitted dresses, too many 
ribbons and fastenings, and the moisture in the air that made me want to peel off their clothes. 
It just seemed that everyone would be far more comfortable that way. They don't believe in 
sleeves down there either, and I couldn't get used to all the girls throwing their bare arms 
around me. I hadn't been properly inducted into the charms of perfume and lipstick either. 
How can a shade of crimson drive you mad? How can a flowery whiff drive all sense from 
your mind? I felt thrown to the lions, antique, brass or otherwise.

But I grew more settled everyday in the knowledge that the was nowhere else for me to go. 
And I did a fair share of drinking in New Orleans. I ate one good meal a day, with all the 
Caribbean flavour of my childhood. I rode the St. Charles streetcar down to the French 
quarter for beignets and to talk to Jay, a man with the mule cart who gave me free rides.

I would sit and stare at the street musicians who made me laugh when they wouldn't play 
until after the tourists had paid them. I thought about trying to find some of my parent's old 
friends, but wandered into shops instead, thinking, just thinking, meeting new people, and not 
touching anything neatly labeled 'do not touch'. No one called me a tourist, everyone cut me 
deals, and took me through back doors. The city opened its heart to me, and as I have never 
been much good at not falling in love, I opened my heart to it in return. We made love for 
hours everyday.

I still have a few things from that time. I bought an overpriced gray silk shirt from a shop on 
Magazine St. I bought a silver ring from a gypsy woman who wanted to read my cards and 
see my future. When I politely declined, she nodded and tapped a finger to her temple as if 
remembering something, "oh, I know now, I know what, you don't need me, don't need me at 
all, you SEE, you see already," She had the nerve to have a few real gold teeth.

I also went to the Zoo a few times. It was only a few blocks away and there were wild rabbits 
in the bushes that made me believe in magic again. I cooed and conversed with the owls there, 
and told all my secrets to a big black cat with yellow eyes. I was there, in New Orleans, the 
day a saucy Orangutan escaped from the Zoo. He was cheerfully swinging from a pole, shag 
orange, toothy grin, and he looked just like King Louis. He hopped down sprightly, downright 
merry and shuffled along the cement, wide eyes, in high spirits and much more character than 
the crowd of people ogling around him. It's true, there was a brief midday fuss, but he quickly 
shambled back to his quarters without much persuasion. On the way back, I watched him 



swing over to taunt a large, austere gorilla sitting against flat rocks, pensive, humorless. I 
thought, god, why on earth would you try to entice such a giant threatening creature to take 
notice of you. I felt that most any other animal would have had the wisdom to try to slip by, 
unseen, a natural sense of self-preservation kicking in.

I'd never actually seen an orangutan before.

It reminded me of something that had stayed with me since I was a young boy. I couldn't have 
been more than ten the first time I went looking for the tiger at the Zoo alone. Our house had 
been right above a Zoo in Trinidad. I remember the lions had a roar that would shake the 
ground at sunset, and the squawking parrots flying back and forth into our yard. That day, I 
spent an hour by myself waiting for the tiger to show up anywhere in the green leafy area 
where the sign indicated he lived. I had to stand directly in the sun and eventually I gave up 
and sat down in the heat, sweating and totally exhausted from my childish anticipation. I sat 
down, leaning my back against the fence for a minute or two, trying to cool off for a second. I 
remember leaning back, relaxing as the back of my neck cooled off, when I felt a hot gust too 
close against my skin. I have never done such a double take in my life. There was nothing but 
a chain link fence between me and the tiger who had crept up soundlessly behind me. I was 
eye to eye with him, his hot breath, his steady eyes. I scrambled away, off guard and startled 
to be so close, but he did not move a muscle. I was a foot away and I looked straight into his 
intently slit eyes, more intent than I have words for, more fixed than I can ever describe.

I remember the feeling I had then. This sense that I had known I could be close to him, that 
somehow we could be friends, if only I could explain myself fully. I'm not sure what it was, 
the Jungle Book, or other Caribbean folk tales, or just a grandiose imagination that made me 
believe I could always be friends with wild creatures.

The time I'd spent in New Orleans in the crumbling house on Elizabeth St. had been good. I 
ended up spending eight months altogether. It was there, in my spare time, that I started to 
work on a story, a conglomeration of all the letters I had been carrying with me. I believed if I 
pieced together the best parts, they would reveal some singular truth. I am not sure what gave 
me the idea. I suppose rereading my correspondence seemed idle, and it gave me something to 
do, like those people that make beautiful ceramic pictures out of the broken shards of plates 
and mugs that have no other use than being thrown out. Of course, I'd never show the story 
to anyone, show them how I had used all the bits of letters to piece together a story. Certainly, 
I had felt a character in all my letters, maybe someone better than I was, maybe not better, but 
stronger, solid- who felt real. The best thing was to make her a woman- so she could be just 
like me, but not such a bastard.

I hadn't know what to call her at first, but the old street names were inlaid in the sidewalk 
cement in the Garden District. I stood at the end of my particular street looming over a 
cracked B and part of an H missing, and I knew when I saw her name in the street there, it 
was if I was seeing my own. Elizabeth. It was as if she was me, but with a proper name.

Of course, I had been running away from my responsibilities then too. And maybe I would 
have been happy to run off now, but there was no mistaking that this was the end of the road. 
For so many years, I would be sitting somewhere enjoying breakfast, when the thought of 



having to go through the contents of the attic alone would seize me. And I laughed at myself- 
and all the time I had spent imagining who would be with me. Morgan? Jacqueline? Sierra? 
But no one had come.

I thought about the only person in the world who knew the whole story, and I thought about 
writing a letter asking for help. I thought about how I would start, and what I would say. But 
then, I'd already written that letter to Charles. I had written it on a hundred nights over the 
last decade. I wanted to find the nuance of what made this time different, but something told 
me he had a pretty good idea what was really going on here- and it was much easier to spend 
the course of the day describing everything with an air of mystery to Shawn.

The weather became still and hot in September. While a tropic sun beat me into submission, I 
kept writing, describing wasteland borders where the old lava fields hugged the highway into 
Kona. I felt an odd pull every time I drove past the airport. So much so, that one afternoon, 
without a turn signal- I just pulled in. Maybe I wanted to test it out. To put myself in the 
frame of mind to leave the island, to try to be my own hero, to try to rescue myself from some 
fabled greek island- where Sirens let lifetimes go by without any messages.

At the airport, I peered into the anxious faces of the people in the line for 'lost luggage' as if I 
could steal their haste- as if I could know suddenly and anxiously that I had somewhere else 
to be. I looked at the whole world arriving on honeymoon. Germans, New Yorkers, the 
numerous Japanese and a couple from Oklahoma. They were all here for the same moment in 
their life's progress. It was a right of passage. Hawaii. Check. They have made it here- here, 
where they have a real chance to be together- to get away from their friends and family and 
co-workers and neighbours. No, you can't get more alone than you can here. The Honeymoon 
in Hawaii. Time alone that is supposed to cement you together for the rest of your life.

The only other people who are not honeymooners are older couples returning for their 25th 
anniversary, or 35th anniversary, or the richest doctors and lawyers and ceo's that keep a 
second home here. Here, where they can get away from the stress of their real lives and 
obligations of their real jobs with real deadlines and real consequences. Yes, everyone who 
gets as far this island has come to get away from it all- or as much as they possibly can. They'll 
stay here for a week, two for the lucky, and the winter months for the world's pick of the 
deserving. They'll stay here and love every single minute of it, but eventually, no matter what, 
they will pack their belongings and go back. And I knew why, I did. They went back because 
no one really wants to spend forever alone out here- and more than that, they went back 
because they can't shake the feeling that they should be somewhere else- living their real life.

Watching planes fly overhead, I felt those sudden pangs of shame again. My mother never 
would have sat here useless for so long. She was a pilot. What would she think of me? Sitting 
in her house with nothing to show for half a year but letters that when stringed together still 
failed to rise above anything at all.

September was full of clouds like faded pillow cases that should have been laundered weeks 
ago. Shawn headed out on tour and his letters stopped. I took it as a sign that maybe I should 
get on with things. Maybe I should stop writing. I should finish up here. I should leave this 



place. Only I didn't. I was supposed to be saying goodbye- and I realized that the goodbye 
required for my parents, old friends, and even Shawn, was lost in the long afternoon.

I couldn't say goodbye to anyone. I couldn't even say goodbye to the day.

Most afternoons, I let my head rest against the edge of the flat old desk I typed from- knowing 
it was older than me, wishing it would sprout lips and a language to impart some pleasant 
wisdom known only to antique furniture. I could see it clearly- the blinking eyes of the two 
shelves, a mustache of white half-written papers, a mouth in the middle drawer that sounds 
like a grandfather. Speak! Speak, I wanted to beg. Tell me what to do.

My father's desk was from France, of course. Like everything else in this house, it had started 
out someplace rather cultured until it was forced to expatriate in the dead of night to 
someplace damp and wild to hide away its secrets safely, bearing only a hint of must and 
adventure. And while I had many of my own things now, I had never bought a desk. I'm not 
sure why. I wasn't a businessman like my father- or a writer like my mother. My father's desk 
and my mother's house. They were mine now- but I didn't own them, because by definition 
alone, when you own something, it's yours- you are the one who bought it and you can sell it 
or give it away. I realized I could do neither.

September grew quiet in my heart. The taste of nine months had a flavour that was settling in. 
The wind off the ocean moving inland silenced something in me. This was not the new wind of 
change. It ran over the expanse of lakes and fields in my chest, between old mountains 
whispering for miles in a low audible rustle... and I grew all the more silent after it passed. I 
still wanted the grandest of statements from the most ordinary of minutes. I still wanted the 
grandest of visions from the most ordinary of places. I still wanted to send new letters, even 
though I had been saying the the same old things for the better part of a year.

Old things. Yes. What old things.

My father's desk was such an old thing, and after months of tapping my hand at the edges and 
writing on the surface, I knew that I would probably never buy a desk of my very own. My 
father's desk would be mine now. I had inherited these old things- things that were not be sold 
or given away. Old things that were mine to restore. And I saw all my letters that said the 
same old things- with some old belief inside me that I had never managed to throw away. I 
saw clearly I had never wanted to. I had only ever wanted to restore it too.

And it was impossible for me to live my life fully without finding a way to do so. Maybe I 
needed to stay here until I figured out how. I knew I was going to miss so much and felt a 
great lament rise in me thinking about it. What if I had some life of my own on this island? I'd 
miss so many moments with my friends, so many moments and benchmarks of growing up, 
which I still hadn't managed to do properly yet. The way I had missed the last year. The way I 
began to miss Shawn after he stopped writing, and the way I missed Charles. Could I miss it? 
Miss it all like a train I never even packed for.

In his last letter, Shawn had written "if you don't love life, something must be changed." I 
imagine that is what John Lennon thought when he looked out at the world of war and 



corruption and populace of blindness- because he couldn't love this life- and yes- he had to do 
something to try to change it. And when he finally did love in his life, that had carried its own 
changes too.

What did I love these days? My answers filled up quiet afternoons.

And I was still finding new answers- like wind gathering speed. So much of my youth, I had 
lived like a tornado- traveling with parts of different homes inside me, ripping descriptions off 
the earth and depositing them in places they did not belong.

October followed my realizations, like night turning a doorknob and threatening to come in. It 
came in like a guest I needed to be on better behavior for, like leaves into the driveway, like 
teenagers bumbling late into a classroom, and like the voice of a young singer through 
speakers that fill up the silence.

The band had started calling. When are you coming back home? Home? I would ask, 
knowing it was a question I didn't have an answer for yet. There is still a lot to sort through, I 
would hear myself say. And I offered the same explanation to the grocery store clerk and the 
mail man and the bartender- who were not sure what to make of me, or why I had come into 
their lives for the greater part of a year- or what they should do for me, with me, or about me. 
The bartender used to speaking frankly reminds me that I had said I would be leaving in May. 
I reassure him that I should only need a few more months. December, probably. December, I 
say politely at different points in the week. December, I repeat into the telephone. December, 
I promise again and again to the band- hoping it is the truth.

All the while, days kept on like heartbeats. And truly, there was nothing to do but keep 
thudding away at them.

People wrote on and off, week in and weekend out. I sat with the island sunsets as if I had 
heard every reply, everything translated into the language of sitting with mountains. I had not 
managed to say goodbye- but I had managed to say something and maybe I had managed to 
say enough. I would get this feeling on the island. Like I had said what I needed to be able to 
close my eyes and sleep on the silent side of a rock in the Pacific and be alone and at home at 
last.

I would surrender to the thought fully, on the brink of falling asleep. I was at the end of the 
day and the end of the road and the end, the end, the end I longed for. I felt an overwhelming 
peace, until without hardly knowing it, my eyes would flutter open to the strange unfamiliar 
darkness of the night. I would be quite suddenly seized, pulled out of my bed by an invisible 
force. I would stand up with electric bones and flowing channels of thought. With sudden 
energy and a holy distraction, I would throw off my sheets and head straight to my father's 
polished desk with a wobbly leg. And I would type out unstoppable words and unquieting 
memories. None of which I would ever send now of course, many of which were just me 
typing, not wholly to anyone particular anymore.



And I would type well into the morning- thinking about wildest creature I'd ever known, 
remembering the band and the girls, New Orleans, living outside a cage, and letters I had 
believed would tell a story.


