
  [image: ELBN_FC_R1_med.jpg]


  
    An absolutely necessary part of a writer’s equipment, almost as necessary as talent, is the ability to stand up under punishment, both the punishment the world hands out and the punishment he inflicts upon himself.


    —Irwin Shaw
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     Foreword


    One of the side benefits of the writing career is how it keeps you in the conversation. Those writers known as journalists, though, tend not to dwell on this truth. They will talk about the honor of bearing witness, the thrill of holding the powerful accountable, the dopamine rush from stumbling upon a juxtaposition of words that creates sparks in the mind. In moments of acute self-regard (at, say, yet another writing conference’s awkward cocktail gathering), they will declare that “It’s all about the story”—the utterance of which should banish the speaker to actuarial work, so damnably precious is the sentence.


    But writers know that the achievements of the actuary go unheralded, the heroics of the soldier lost in war’s mist, the art of the hairdresser rinsed away by the first shower. The work of the gifted journalist, however, lives on, his words pressed into paper, her phrases aglow on a laptop screen. In some mysterious way, their every story says to the future: I am here beside you, and I have a tale to tell.


    Mike Brick is one of those writers who never leaves your side, and what pleasurable company he provides. As you will discover from this collection of his newspaper and magazine journalism, his words create sparks that flash in the night sky of the mind like fireworks.


    In reading these stories from Brooklyn, Houston, and beyond, picture the man. Tall and lanky and so proud to be Texan. Declaring his Lone Star-ness to all of Gotham during his tenure at The New York Times, wearing a brown vest and cowboy boots, and taping a Cormac McCarthy quotation to the wall above his desk. Using the telephone to beguile a subject one moment, and the next to express his dismay—his wounded-to-the-soul disbelief!—that some editor did not want to join him in telling a story differently, and why is this editor even in the business if not to tell the tale of the human condition afresh, goddam.


    Then out the door to another story, the narrow reporter’s notebook in his back pocket slapping at his flat ass, as if urging him onward because these blank pages needed filling. Brick fills them all right, his slanting, elongated scrawl capturing all that he sees and hears in courthouses and at precinct stations, in dark bars and at swanky parties, along sun-blinding beaches and from snow-blessed mountaintops.


    The words of Brick breathe life into his subjects. Here is Willy, the world-weary lady bartender at a salt-air bar, and all you need to know is that “Her daddy was William, who wanted a son.” Here is Minerva Ramirez, aging with Down syndrome, her hair tied in a floral bow, “pretty like Tinkerbell.” And Danny Wimprine, a talented quarterback too small for the N.F.L., who throws women-swooning touchdowns for the New Orleans VooDoo arena football team. And Peter Carmine Gaetano Napolitano, the bartender at the Melody Lanes bowling alley in south Brooklyn, wearing suspenders and a red-trimmed cummerbund, “an insurance policy for pants.”


    Thanks to Brick, they too sit beside you. So make room for the Coney Island mermaids, wearing green-sequined bras and knocking back Buds. Another round, please.


    Lingering as well are those Brickian phrases. A child murderer’s gaze “like an empty lot.” A bar being “a mystery no one wants to solve.” A veteran bartender looking “made out of old tires and paste.” Yes.


    When accused of overwriting by those who could not write at all, he wrote—or overwrote—an impassioned defense of literary risk-taking:


    “That word, though, if it is a word: Overwritten. In recent years it’s become a sledgehammer in the hands of too many cowardly, unambitious, ladder-climbing, cow-in-a-swivel-chair editors. The good ones know how to tell you where to dial it back, and finding a good one is mission critical. I’ve been lucky in that regard. The bad ones are hanging a kneejerk, uninspired, boardroom groupthink scarlet O on stylish writing.”


    The occasional overreach, if it does occur, is a small tax to pay for the many payoffs—for being able to read, say, that a bouncer was “built like an upturned piano.” Pitch-perfect phrases like this come from the synthesis of risk and rigor, a willingness to leap and then take a step back, and sometimes maybe only a half-step.


    Imagine, then, Brick’s internal dialogue as he pushes and checks, pushes and checks:


    This word is almost right, but not quite. This word is glorious, but it does not belong here. This phrase, oh my God, this one phrase is positively at one with the moment, but Gawker will say it’s too much, Gawker will mock me to the delight of all the professional mockers on the sidelines of life. They will accuse me of overwriting and their mockery will live on in Internet infamy.


    Fuck Gawker.


    Time and again in this collection and in his other work—including two non-fiction books—Mike Brick takes risks and delivers. He has, of course, the good writer’s requisite ear for language, the facility for words. But he also possesses uncommon courage, coupled with uncommon wisdom.


    “Fools believe in final sentences,” he once wrote, and how beautiful is that. Make room beside you.


    — Dan Barry
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    Part One: People
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     A Hipster Quits Williamsburg, and Gets a Haircut


    The story of Mr. Todd Fatjo’s departure from his truly dope duplex loft is one of those rare pieces that manages to capture a subculture in a moment of transition, and were that all the story did, it would be a success. Most people wouldn’t have seen a flier and understood that modern anthropology begins, and often ends, with noticing something hiding in plain sight. In this recognition, and the mental hop-scotch from there to the wide angle lens, Michael Brick shows his reporting virtuosity. But there’s something else, a subversive undercurrent laced beneath the story, managing to both be a newspaper trend piece while also subtly poking fun at the entire conceit. The voice and language is confident, and reading it always makes me picture a young man, running flat out and roaring, in complete control. Even the use of The New York Times’ honorific isn’t perfunctory; he turns a stodgy rule of style into another weapon in his arsenal. There’s a line by singer-songwriter Jason Isbell that comes to mind when I get to the last sentence about building the city on rock n roll: “A vandal’s smile,” ­Isbell sings, and that’s what I imagine on Brick’s face when he finished typing this dispatch. He’d completely captured a world, avoiding the tropes so common with similar trend stories, and while evoking hipster Brooklyn and Mr.­Fatjo’s transition from a DJ to “some guy with a job,” he’d left behind a finger in the eye of those who’d sling cartoons and clichés. He wrote a flawless story, while managing to spray-paint his name on the worst impulses of journalists, doing both at the same time. It is nearly perfect.


    —Wright Thompson

  


  
    dateline: Brooklyn, New York


    Todd Fatjo has moved out, and Williamsburg may never be the same.


    New York neighborhoods do not announce their sea changes. There is no news release or banner draped across the street. Sometimes there is just a certain guy, and a thing that guy does, and before you know it the neighborhood has made one of those subtle shifts, the sort that keep New York City fascinating.


    Remember when Bill Clinton opened an office in Harlem? Or when Miguel Algarin founded the Nuyorican Poets Cafe on the Lower East Side? Or when Harvey Lichtenstein started spreading the Brooklyn Academy of Music facilities around Fort Greene?


    Todd Fatjo is no former president or renowned poet, but for Williamsburg he is a tiny bellwether. In this neighborhood, bohemianism begat or gave way to hipsterism in the blink of a decade, and Mr. Fatjo was right there.


    One moment, there were industrial lofts illegally housing art students who spent days at the L Cafe. The next, there was not one but two cavernous Thai restaurants, and the neighborhood kept them both busy.


    And there was Mr. Fatjo, in an expansive loft far from the main drag, Bedford Avenue, knee-deep in the hoopla. He had a job at a record store, gigs as a D.J., an untamed Afro and three roommates. They held five parties during their tenancy that Mr. Fatjo would later describe as major, defined as involving three separate sound systems blaring away in different parts of the apartment.


    “It was just insane,” Mr. Fatjo said.


    The telltale sign that the party was ending came in the hipster equivalent of semaphore: a flier on a wall. Inside the shopping mall on Bedford Avenue, below the flier for the dance band seeking a musician, Mr. Fatjo posted notice earlier this summer that the party-ing-est loft in all of Williamsburg was on the market.


    He wrote with a simple yet passionate eloquence, speaking directly to his peers in a parlance that showed him to be of the place and moment.


    “If you’ve ever been to my duplex loft you know how truly dope it is,” Mr. Fatjo began. He listed some conventional real estate amenities, such as wood floors, 14-foot ceilings and skylights for a monthly rent of $2,400, then moved on to recount others that only a steeped Williamsburg hipster could appreciate:


    “Popeye’s and Dunkin’ Donuts on the corner, about four 24hr bodegas on the corner, 2 Chinese food places next to both entrances, and it’s above and across from two $.99 stores,” he wrote.


    If you have to ask why proximity to multiple 99-cent stores might be an advantage, you will never know. Mr. Fatjo’s truly dope duplex loft is not in the gentrified Williamsburg of investment bankers and corporate media types. Those 24-hour bodegas he mentioned have bulletproof glass, and one sells Marlboros with Virginia tax stickers. This is the Williamsburg where a spoonful of party helps the squalor go down.


    There are other things you will never know if you did not live in Williamsburg through the heydays of bohemians and hipsters, and Mr. Fatjo invoked that secret knowledge in his flier.


    “Every party we’ve had was one for the books,” he wrote. “If you’ve been to one, you know, if not you missed out.”


    Again signaling his connection to the heart and soul of modern Williamsburg, Mr. Fatjo concluded his flier with a tone of solemn inconsequence, of utter detachment from the whole matter.


    “So I guess if anyone is interested leave a message or call me,” he wrote, adding his cellphone number and e-mail address.


    Lest the neighborhood be left in confusion and suspense, Mr. Fatjo tacked on a postscript hinting at what the future might hold for the young and insufferably hip.


    “BTW:” Mr. Fatjo wrote, abbreviating by the way, “The only reason I’m leaving is because my girlfriend and myself want to get a place to ourselves and this place is too big.”


    Love is a funny thing. It can spin a cynical hipster around like a record (baby, right round, round, round), and it has done a number on Mr. Fatjo, who is 28. He quit the music store this year and took a job showing apartments in Manhattan. He is working toward a broker’s license, and this month he had the Afro shorn to a nice, respectable wave.


    Mr. Fatjo and his girlfriend took up residence in the South Bronx, but despite all the changes in his own life, he was surprised to find that the party seems to be ending for his generation of Williamsburg hipsters. He had written the flier to help find a new tenant because he was fond of the landlord, but the hipsters he had expected never showed interest.


    “I was trying to get some friends in here who were D.J.’s or artists, because you can do whatever,” Mr. Fatjo said. “The demand for it wasn’t what I thought it would be.”


    Last week, the landlord rented the loft to a tenant from another apartment in the same building, a man who had never joined the hipster parties.


    “He’s just some guy who has a job,” Mr. Fatjo said.


    The fate of the truly dope duplex loft may be a sign that the hipster scene is fading in Williamsburg, or who knows? Some new generation could reinvigorate the neighborhood with its own brand of cool. As for Mr. Fatjo, who is fast becoming just some guy who has a job, the end of the party is bittersweet.


    “It really kills me to leave Brooklyn, especially this place,” he said, dwelling on a last look around the empty loft. “But doing something with my lady, that’s good.”


    And as for the Williamsburg hipsters, whose messages are expressed in pop culture references just as surely as they are immortalized on fliers, some might say the moral is that getting older is like skateboarding: it is not a crime. Others might just say we built this city on rock ‘n’ roll.


    — New York Times, August 21, 2004
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    Tracing Steps of the Man Who Walked Away


    It has always seemed right to refer to Brick by his last name. I identify him by his trilby hats and aviator shades, his white T-shirts, his vests, his cool lean against the wooden frame of a screen-house door in Georgia. But I really got to understand Brick, and to call him that, by communing over email the past five years about freelance writing. Brick has come to be something like my spirit animal in that regard. Whether untangling the mystery of a particular editor; or reading each other’s pitches; discussing openly the darker inclinations of holding a professional grudge; reveling in the victory of one of us being published in print; acknowledging and supporting the type of ambition that drives both of us to keep trying.


    Before I actually knew him, Brick was perhaps the most ambitious writer at The New York Times, turning mundane newspaper assignments into something like the songs he grew up writing; into the art collected in this book. You are an artist, Brick says, and it is true of him, and I live by those words. Brick, who can take a story about the summer and evoke its textures of soggy coasters and carnival light; a story about the Arena Football League and distill in one sentence the melancholy of aging, of failing, of never living up to maybe what you wanted; and a story, the next story, that I can’t imagine anyone else writing, about a guy named Jimmy Moy, whose mere footsteps Brick found the lyrics in, a story about a guy who one day had to walk away.


    —Justin Heckert

  


  
    dateline: Park Slope, Brooklyn


    He walked these avenues and then he was gone, as the inhabitants of one city give way to the next, as some are hurried along. Everyone leaves behind a name, a time, a place and a role, and his were Jimmy Moy, 1960, Park Slope, Brooklyn: the man who never returned.


    A cataclysm’s sudden vacancy leaves the memory of the disappeared, and the great imponderables visited upon the ancient Mayans, the Lost Colony in North Carolina, New Orleans, the long list. Where did they go, and will they come back, and why or why not, and what did they find? On the morning fire rained from the sky, Jimmy Moy left Brooklyn and a legend began.


    “The people who lived here then,” said Everett Ortner, who moved into one of the majestic brownstones that define this place three years after Jimmy Moy went away, “are all dead or moved out or sold out.”


    The legend started in a laundry, an immigrant business like countless others across the weary boroughs. Then as now, a man behind a counter could be a neighborhood figure, familiar face and passing acquaintance.


    “He lived across the street,” said Pauline McCaddin, whose family owned a funeral home on Seventh Avenue. “It was on the second floor of a brownstone, grocery underneath.”


    By the same coin, a man behind a counter could be a nonentity, ghost of a half-block’s walk.


    “I didn’t go to the Chinese place,” said Robert M. Nevin, who in 1960 lived at 126 Sterling Place, around the corner from the laundry. “Iused a different tailor.”


    For Chon Quey Moy, the shop was a foothold in the city, sustenance and identity, a place in the world situated between Prospect Park and Flatbush Avenue rumbling on toward Midwood and Flatlands and the whole wide ocean.


    In the 1959 Brooklyn telephone directory, behind a stately cover portrait of the library at Grand Army Plaza, Mr. Moy listed his home number, MAin 2-1446, at the shop’s address, 26 Seventh Avenue. There he was on the page below Elsie Moxter from Shore Parkway.


    To Mr. Moy’s contemporaries, he was the Chinese laundryman of Park Slope. He cleaned shirts and folded them and returned them to their owners, and their owners were his neighbors, and his neighbors called him Jimmy. Park Slope was not the latter-day place of jogging strollers and purebred puppies. Houses on the park were offered for less than $30,000, though few banks would lend money to buy them.


    “The neighborhood was in trouble,” said Joseph Ferris, a retired teacher and state legislator. “Urban renewal was the poison pill they were offering for the abandoned buildings. This was the nadir.”


    Friday, Dec. 16, 1960, 10 a.m.: A wet snow was falling from clouds gathering low over Seventh Avenue. Slush in the streets. Harry Harrison spinning Chubby Checker on the radio, Christmas shopping. Drip coffee, subway tokens, morning. Mrs. Robert Nevin standing there in front of the dresser in a bathrobe, her babies asleep. Same day, 11 a.m.: A DC-8 jetliner collides with a Super Constellation over Staten Island and the wreckage burns in the Park Slope streets. A woman is trapped in a burning car. The Pillar of Fire Church burns, and bedrooms and storefronts burn, and the streets seem to be burning, and 135 would be the number of the dead.


    The next morning the papers called it the worst aviation disaster of all time.


    Dostoyevsky once said there are but two books written: A man goes on a journey and a stranger comes to town. To that end, the New York newspapers found Stephen Baltz, 11, the lone survivor aboard the DC-8. He was photographed dazed and scared under a passer-by’s umbrella in the snow, a living symbol of hope to frame the horror for posterity, but he lived only a day.


    The editors of The New York Herald Tribune wrote of Stephen, “And when he, too, died 24 hours later, the final grim sentence was written — and written in such a way as to concentrate all the horror and heartbreak of the story.”


    Fools believe in final sentences. The day fire fell from the sky was not to disappear from memory, but when Stephen died the chroniclers of Brooklyn’s heartache needed a new protagonist. It happened that a man named Moy had been running a laundry shop at 73 degrees 58 minutes 25 seconds west longitude, 40 degrees 40 minutes 37 seconds north latitude, the corner of Seventh Avenue and Sterling Place. And now he was gone.


    “What has happened since to Sterling Place?” asked an article in The New York Times four months after the crash. “To Jimmy Moy, the Chinese laundryman who vanished shortly after the crash, leaving the lights burning and neatly packaged shirts on the shelves of his seared shop?”


    The writer answered her own question, finding Mr. Moy in Manhattan looking for another laundry job, and quoted him as saying, “I’m 70 years old and I don’t feel good.” How he felt was more detail than the legend required. Jimmy Moy quit Park Slope for Manhattan, left his business and his home, and that act alone would serve to evoke the day the plane fell to earth in Brooklyn.


    Forty-three years later, a magazine called the Park Slope Reader would revisit the crash and mention “Jimmy Moy, who owned a laundry on the parlor floor at 26 Seventh Avenue, decided to move to Manhattan.”


    The man who never returned is a common legend, said Steve Zeitlin, executive director of City Lore, because it describes two ways of navigating life and times. In one way, Mr. Zeitlin said, people “want to come back to the places they once lived; the other being a very American way of wanting to invent yourself from scratch.”


    “When somebody walks away and never comes back,” he said, “they’re in some ways doing a disservice to the community they leave behind, even if they try to find a new life for themselves.”


    The new life Chon Quey Moy found in his 70’s flashes past in five editions of the Manhattan telephone directory. There he is on East Eighth Street through 1962, then on First Avenue near 82nd Street through 1968. By 1970, his name is gone from the Manhattan directory.


    A final accounting appears in a thick black volume marked Deaths and Fetal Deaths Recorded in 1974, City of New York. There, Medical Examiner Case No. 6,532 is described as Moy, Chon. The type is small and the names are dozens to a page, but the space under Boro is marked K, for county of Kings.


    The certificate on file in the Municipal Archives shows that on Oct. 14, 1974, a death was reported in apartment 4R at 560 Lincoln Place. The address is in Crown Heights, not Park Slope but Brooklyn just the same. The man who left the world that day had a wife and a son, and he was first identified as James Moy. On the certificate, someone added Chon Quey, formal nomenclature.


    But the language of bookkeeping leaves no room for intimacies or nicknames, for neighbors or blocks, for things everybody saw, for airplanes falling out of the sky. The pages do not explain that this vessel, brought down by coronary artery disease after 84 years, was the body of Jimmy the Chinese laundryman, the man who never did return.


    —The New York Times, November 18, 2005
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    Dusk of the Drummer


    I once heard someone say that every sentence should be the act of earning the reader’s commitment to the next sentence. Topspin, it’s called. I’ve been envious of Michael Brick’s topspin since I first noticed his byline in The New York Times more than a decade back. Some of his stories, like the 459-word “Shaken and Stirred” column below, made me feel like I was rolling down some glorious hill.


    Reading Brick, for me, is the repetitive act of asking: How the hell do you do that? I still wonder that about the following tone poem.


    A few years ago, Brick was kind enough to help me as I put a book proposal together. He shared his proposal for “Saving the School,” and let on that he was shocked by how much of the proposal was necessarily centered on selling the book.


    Long into the process, he told his agent, “Soon we’ll be done with the selling, and I can really concentrate on the writing.”


    “They’re the same thing,” she said.


    “She’s right,” he told me. “We’re selling the next word, every time.”


    —Ben Montgomery

  


  
    dateline: Brooklyn, New York


    The showman wears suspenders and a red-trimmed cummerbund, an insurance policy for pants. His pleated shirt is ornamented with black studs and red bow tie, his pinkie with a silver ring. He smells like baby powder, and he spits when he talks and wipes his mouth with paper napkins, and he jabs at the air. He looks made out of old tires and paste.


    His stage is a glass-walled barroom in Sunset Park in south Brooklyn, with lights done up for Christmas, dim chandeliers like Superman’s Fortress of Solitude and the television always on. He claims an audience of lawyers and doctors, magazine editors and titans of record companies, great favorites all.


    The showman gives his full name as Peter Carmine Gaetano Napolitano, and he speaks of stages seen, bandstands of a bygone New York, disco halls and late, late nights and platinum records on other men’s walls. The telephone rings, and he answers:


    “Good evening. You’ve reached Melody Lanes. How may we help you? Yes, this is the bowling place.”


    When he hangs up, the show will start again for the unwatching eyes of the lane matron, the football fan and the bowler waiting for a bucket of beer. All the tribes of Brooklyn segregate themselves lanewise, skullcaps from ball caps, high-tops from combat boots. The loudspeaker plays Lisa Lisa & Cult Jam, and the bowlers drink and squint hard and say junior high seems unimproved this time around.


    The showman announces he has cured writer’s block and the shakes, has a head full of invented phrases dictionary-bound. His patter is riled stream of consciousness and runs in figure eights.


    “I don’t like motivational speakers, though they say I could do that,” he says. “They’re talking to a group of successful people who are answering as a unit. Why would a successful person want to be in a place like that?”


    A sign on the bar advertises Pete’s Special, “It’s Green.” Every bottle in reach contributes to the mixture, but its inventor will not partake.


    “It knocks me out,” Mr. Napolitano says.


    Then the shots are gone, and 2 o’clock is gone, and the last customers are gone in outsize camouflage, cockeyed caps and big jeans and no belts. The showman takes out a duffel bag, and there are pictures of square sunglasses and leisure suits, chest hair and Pete on drums. Bearded Pete and his girl camera-ready before brown wallpaper long out of fashion.


    “When I croak, I have this bag,” the showman says. “I’m not alone. I’m not afraid. When you’re yourself, you say, ‘I did what I had to do.’ ”


    PETE’S SPECIAL


    Adapted from Melody Lanes


    1 1/2 ounces Alize


    1 1/2 ounces Wild Turkey


    1 1/2 ounces Bacardi 151


    1 1/2 ounces Malibu coconut rum


    1 1/2 ounces pineapple juice


    Dash blue Curacao


    Pour ingredients in order over ice. Shake, strain, pour shots


    —The New York Times, January 22, 2006
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