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				Introduction

				Everyone Gets It in the Neck

			
			by Han Ong

			It’s the end of November 2024. I receive an email from Doubleday’s Thomas Gebremedhin, who declares himself a fan of Fixer Chao, my first novel, published in 2001. Thomas is launching Outsider Editions, a new paperback imprint that aims to reissue overlooked books, and would like to include Fixer Chao among his first titles.

			I’m always grateful to find partisans of my work—as with most writers, regardless of the facts of the matter, I feel that partisans of my work are few and far between. Case in point: Fixer Chao has languished out of print for nearly two decades.

			But here, the matter gets a little complicated. Given that my ratio of pride to embarrassment about the novel falls 60/40 (that is to say, 60 percent pride and 40 percent I’m-sorry-for-some-of-these-sentences) and also, depending on the mood that colors my reading of my earlier work, the 40 might edge closer to 50, perhaps it’s good that Fixer Chao has gone out of print?

			Anyway, I tell Thomas about the pride/embarrassment ratio, but amend it to 70 percent pride, 30 percent embarrassment, not wanting to push back against his too rare championship. Additionally, I say that, given these mixed feelings, I would like the chance to revise the book for its republication.

			I came to early fame as a playwright. My grounding was in the theater.

			It has been said, and I agree, that “you don’t have to be a good writer to be a good playwright.” I am not denigrating the form, and I am not saying that playwriting is not actual writing; but it’s writing of a different order. Another way to put it—a play, in my opinion, is not so much written as it is composed or transcribed. The unit of value is not the sentence, at least not “sentence” the way we have come to understand its use and its primacy in prose, as the sole locomotive of comprehension, eloquence, and musical variety.

			The unit of value in playwriting is the paragraph. It’s not just a single line of dialogue that does the work (Oscar Wilde and his scintillating one-liners notwithstanding—a style nobody writes in anymore). Instead, it’s call-and-response-and-response-and-response, before a pause for breath is eventually taken: the paragraph.

			Here are playwriting’s glories: repetition; malapropisms; grammatical and semantic errors; outright lies; arias of self-justification. The aim for a playwright is to write for an actor, to furnish them with notes (dialogue) to play for comedy, or even better, for character insight, preferably if such insight comes despite the orating efforts of the character. As with music, the range of effects, in a single play, can run from jagged to mellifluous and back again, from atonal to lyrical.

			Transferred to prose, this habit of writing capaciously and sometimes with wild switchbacks tends to bagginess, to inconsistency, to overemphasis, to head-scratching turns of phrase—qualities that cry out for the editor’s red pencil.

			Still, I thought that I had made the transition from playwriting to prose well enough, in 2001, when I published Fixer Chao. Or maybe it’s closer to the truth to say that I believed, as in my playwriting, that the power of the story and of the characters’ life-forces (and death-forces) would come through some of the novel’s roughnesses, which I thought to leave in as both a link to my theatrical past and to my own autodidact’s training.

			

			—

			For the life of me, I can’t accurately describe what rereading a novel written by a thirty-year-old who shares my name is like. Is the analogy that of exhuming a body? Or maybe going back to a long-ago-abandoned home country? Or could it be like regarding a photograph of a childhood or teenage past, an occasion that is equal parts wistful and wince-inducing?

			But there has been no question in my mind, especially in the last five years or so, that I would disinter the body, that I would make that return voyage, that I would dare a reacquaintance with—and hold the gaze (maybe accusing, maybe humorous) of—that younger writer. Consider it unfinished business.

			

			—

			By 2019, I had turned my attention largely to short stories. I had returned to a form that has always bucked my previous attempts at mastery or fluency or conversancy. Previously, I only managed to come up with these mangled objects (or more properly, carving freestanding pieces from longer novels-in-progress), but suddenly the new stories I was writing had a shape to them, with true, odd endings that didn’t conform to many of the models of short story endings: no “dying falls,” no O. Henry–style “gotchas,” no heavy-hitting last line.

			But mostly, with my short story writing, I’ve become an adept of sentences, finally.

			I could not tell you how this happened. And again, I could not say which is the proper symbology: a lightbulb went on over my head; the fog lifted; a door, previously locked, could now be opened. None of these seem satisfying, or accurate.

			Still, 2019 breaks up my life into two phases: not-good-with-short-stories; good-with-them.

			

			—

			Between 2019 and 2024, when Thomas emailed me, I must have had an inkling that Fixer Chao would get a second chance. Or maybe not. Maybe, newly alive to sentences, I wanted to go back to unfinished business, to reread Fixer Chao and to “fix” it.

			This accounts for the ready-at-hand formulation when I’m explaining the book to acquaintances and peers: 60–40, 70–30.

			

			—

			The thrill of reunion with a younger self is often the revelation of how “fun” one used to be. Similarly, all manner of “fun”-adjacent tags struck me when rereading Fixer Chao. First off, great title! And how swinging the prose is! Elan, flair, insouciance—check, check, hello! Never mind the iffy sentences, because a long string of sturdy sentences will finally come into view to make the reader (myself) relax. (This revision consists mainly of identifying the iffy sentences and striking them.)

			For a visual art analogy to Fixer Chao, imagine a collaboration between the German Expressionist Max Beckmann (with his gargoyles and crude human caricatures) and Warner Bros. cartoons (in particular, a Bugs Bunny in drag befuddling an Elmer Fudd dressed as a hunter): sentences aiming for a cartoon zing trying to pin down human subjects skewing more zoological than anthropological, stapled to their spots by an eye of extravagant bitterness and mercilessness.

			And the hatred! Such joyful hatred! (A lesson for our current times: cast that evil eye on your secret enemies list.) Everyone in the book gets it in the neck. Three cheers for being reacquainted with my junior self, that virtuoso of pettiness and misanthropy.

			I remember the period of writing Fixer Chao as an extremely happy one. I felt in the grip of an original character, William Paulinha (an attempted mash-up of piranha and caipirinha, the Brazilian cocktail), the Port Authority cocksucker turned Feng Shui expert William Chao. And for sociological research, I had, among other resources, Samuel Delany’s short nonfiction account of a derelict gay paradise in a bygone New York (as in the Savoy of Fixer Chao): Times Square Red, Times Square Blue. And also, I lived through the same period I was writing about. I knew Times Square pre-Disney, and post-LEDification.

			Which is also to say that I lived through one end-times (1999 casting its terrified gaze to 2000), when supposedly all the computers that governed our lives would turn back to 0000 in some worldwide counter and crash all systems. (Airline accidents featured heavily in these doomsday scenarios.) And I wanted to get the flavor and the fun of living through this apocalypse into the book—its hecticness, its overstuffedness; the carnivalesque free-for-all. Boy, did the grifters come out left and right then (another analogue to this current era). If the book’s plot seems just a little silly, well, that, too, was in the air—really.

			Especially noteworthy: upon rereading, I am shocked by how much I used to know, the analogy- and reference-strewn world of Fixer Chao, punctuated by ellipses, with neon-markered lines making connections between seemingly disparate items: Feng Shui, Isuzu Yamada and Barbara Stanwyck, Agatha Christie and Georges Simenon, H magazine (a stand-in for W magazine), a name plucked from Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (in fact, my friend Shem gave me permission to use his name and told me of its origins), SuperPigeon and its doomsday ilk, Spawn of Iglesias, Peking Man? Woman?, the fraudulence of Broadway musicals, the embalmed plays of Lincoln Center, Indian nannies, Proctor Silex as a code for the costs of immigration, the New York theater scene that gave credence to a play like Primitives, mail-order brides from the Philippines and the men who love them, the louche siren call of the pre-retail Meatpacking District, Los Angeles as the paradise of second chances, the piano player guest of the Dowager (a stand-in for Bobby Short), Third World nannies on the Upper West Side, the New York Post (whose scuzziness was among the presiding spirits of Fixer Chao), the pop stylings of Boyz II Men (much appreciated by the boyz-as-girlz of the Savoy), magazine retouching, Big Wong, Fuck Life (a bastardization of the pop group Wham’s slogan “Choose Life”), To Be or Not to Be, Just Do It, character actors whose stock-in-trade is dying before the last reel, Phoebe Snow and Mariah Carey. You’d think that the writer was afraid he wouldn’t get the chance to author another book and wanted to stuff as much of what he knew onto the pages as he could!

			A welter, as befits the spirit of the time captured.

			And emerging fully by the book’s end is a portrait of a lost man-boy, who rides the glee of his malice for as long as he can before the sobriety of near-death strands him on his own island—a lesson in portraiture I learned from my favorite novelist, Georges Simenon: place a man against his world and his motives will come into the sharpest relief.

			What I’m most proud of in Fixer Chao: fixer Chao himself, who is not quite piranha and who will have no truck with sugary caipirinhas. A shot of tequila for the gentleman right here—and don’t water it down!

			

			—

			Finally, apropos of this new (old) era of Major Malfeasance and Grifter Goons, let it be understood that each victim of the current U.S. administration is a Chao, a Shem, a Shem-in-Chao, waiting out the long game so that they may one day present the gift of this maxim to today’s crop of villains: Beware the life you earn.

			June 16, 2025
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				ONE

			
		

	
		
			One

			Beware the life you earn.

			Most days I can’t take a drink quick enough. Then I wait for that moment. A square of pure light to open up in my head. I peer inside, looking at the many things that I could, if I wanted to, still be. Time being elastic during these moments, it seems like my entire youth is still before me, instead of already half over.

			I could be a writer…I’d been saying this for years, but the furthest I’d gotten was only to try out sentences in my head like a radio broadcast formulated to pass terse comment on my life and on others’, but which I never bothered to write down to see if I had any of the essential ingredients: clarity, focus, insight, concision, the ownership of something to say. I needed to muster a continuous sobriety, instead of the intermittent bouts—full of great, promising starts that go on to crash with a condemnation best described as orchestral—that kept passing through my life like a tease of the worst sort. A writer, hmmm, a writer. I knew how to type, that was one thing. My mother put me in secretary school to get me out of her hair one summer. My fingers danced on a keyboard, revealing their autonomy from the rest of my body. For several years that was how I supported myself. I worked typing up the awful, turgid manuscripts of wannabe writers—I charged seventy-five cents a page, undercutting the going rate of a dollar a page. Looking back on it, I realize that that was a stupid thing to do. This was before the predominance of the personal computer when every Wite-Out-covered mistake stood out on the page like a signal flare. My typing was immaculate. That alone would have recommended me, guaranteed that I got more work. Why did I have to continually undercut myself, filled with the pathetic belief that I was a loser with a target on the forehead? Well, OK, I am a loser, but hey, my typing speed: it was in the range of 120 words a minute. And the mistakes, no one could find any.

			For a while I answered phones at an employment agency, a job requiring a good voice—which I had—and only light typing skills. But that didn’t last long because I soon discovered that I resented having to speak to people. My hands were all I was willing to give. Take my hands, but leave the rest of me alone. And also, it required me to appear presentable, and I was still young enough not to see that getting out of bed and going straight to work bringing the face that I had acquired during the night was far from socially acceptable.

			Today, it takes me about forty minutes to an hour of reviewing myself in front of a mirror before I’ll step out. I want to minimize the chance of anyone pointing to me on the streets and laughing, echoing my thoughts. This is my routine: I wash my face to get rid of excess oil, put ChapStick on my thick lips to replenish the moisture that washing accidentally takes out, and then comb my hair and set it in place with hair spray that I choose for the ability to hold but not stiffen. By the time I get out the door, I’m about as human as I’ll ever be.

			Then I was a mail clerk for the city’s Workers’ Compensation claims department. I pushed a metal cart that was a bulkier version of a supermarket cart up and down three floors, distributing mail that I had previously sorted and then rubber-banded together. I would leave these packets at the desks of the lawyers’ secretaries, whom I didn’t get to know beyond their bright, sunshiny names: Mary, Violet, Clarita, Sara, Jamina.

			Later, I worked as a data entry clerk for Arco, the big oil company notorious for owning the tanker that spilled millions of gallons of crude oil into the waters surrounding some part of Alaska. My stint there was postdisaster, but it didn’t seem to have bothered me one bit. This is what I’m trying to grow out of: the unwillingness to see that I am connected, even if by the thinnest of threads, to everything else. I remember only that I sat on a stiff chair that had wheels which I couldn’t resist sliding back and forth, back and forth, to alleviate the soul-destroying repetitiveness of my task. I stared into a green screen; that at least was helpful. My favorite color, the color of trees, of grass, of certain kinds of ice cream that tickle the tongue, ice cream with names that seem like nothing remotely sugary could be extracted from them: avocado, green tea, pistachio. The screen was green, and the cursor blinking to be filled in like an outstanding debt was a lighter-shaded green, psychedelic in its insistent winking. I keyed code numbers into the boxes that asked for project headings. What these “projects” were I was never quite sure of. I typed names of employees, their titles and designations, locations pertinent to these reports, comments. Comments written by whom? Come to think of it, I wasn’t sure of anything that I was typing. It all became abstract: merely speed and touch; keystrokes like paddling in water until I could get to the first fifteen-minute break.

			I was supervised in this job by a kindly black woman who looked like a newscaster with her helmet of stiff hair and her repertoire of suits and skirts that always made her look older than she was. Whom did she go home to at the end of each day? It made me sad to think of her unlocking the door to an empty place. A pet—a cat perhaps—the sole witness to her life. But how come that sadness never touched my own thoughts about myself, when the same scenario—minus the cat—was the exact one I lived through? Well, for starters, the word “bachelor” seemed fine, unlimned by bad vibes, unlike “spinster,” a word conjuring a winter tree, spindly branches reaching upward in torment.

			And then through referral from a friend, I went to work for an old Jewish woman, a survivor of the camps who paid me to type up her memoirs, which she dictated on the spot. The job was frustrating because it required me to suppress my natural instinct to improve on another’s words. Her grammar slipped in and out, in a touching way that I’ve only seen white people pull off. Have a colored person speak the same way and immediately you’d yell: English only! And also, her locution was disastrous, sentences that snaked back and forth and then back again until you weren’t sure how everything had begun and where you were in relation to two beats ago, in a way that I’m sure would’ve sent James Joyce into fits of epileptic jealousy. A joke about Irish writers, somewhat applicable to this Jewish woman: Get to the verb!

			Here is a sample sentence:

			Nowadays walking these ugly gray streets called New York City and seeing American friends going from shopping back to house and we stop on the streets and say many things, saying hi, things like that, also we ask each other about so-and-so, how is so-and-so we ask, and usually so-and-so, for example Mrs. Heifetz from originally Kraków, is fine, always fine, maybe a little under the weather, maybe suffering from like King Lear where the ingratitude of children is sharper than a serpent’s tooth, but always, still, fine, and then one day I will hear that so-and-so is dead, and of course immediately I think when will be my time, but after that, I always think, my God, Mrs. Heifetz the Nazis did not succeed in killing, but eventually she is gone to pneumonia, or high blood pressure, or arterial blocking, you know what that is, that is thickness of the blood in the heart or somewhere that blocks the blood from getting to your parts, but that is not a feeling that’s so bad because eventually we all have to go, but what is worse is this other feeling, this experience of walking the streets one day and you see a revelation, my God right there half a block away from me, standing at the corner of Eightieth and Broadway near Zabar’s, my God isn’t that Mrs. Heifetz and you go running, screaming all the time, Mrs. Heifetz Mrs. Heifetz! and you look closer and it’s not Mrs. Heifetz at all but someone with the exact same face but a different name, and you become ashamed of making such an unnecessary farce, I mean fuss, and after shame comes such a sadness, big big kind of sadness, like you realize the streets are full of ghosts now, more ghosts than living kind of people, and the way someone stands, something very simple like that, or the way the sun happens to be hitting someone’s face or their clothes, will bring back for a very brief moment, your entire life of friends and acquaintances, and yes, even enemies who are now all dead and who you wish they were alive today so you could forgive them, and yes, be forgiven by them, because life, yes life is so precious.

			How did I know that that was one sentence? Well, the woman spoke so fast that the comma seemed the only response, like those notations comic-book writers would put at the heels of superheroes to indicate flight, or departure, which was exactly the way she spoke.

			She called me boychik, her voice going up and down, and it made me afraid because I thought this meant she saw through what I concealed from her: that I was a big fag: chick boy. But seeing my face seize, she explained: It’s the word for young boy in Yiddish.

			But all these were things I had been.

			What would I be?

			This was exactly my frame of mind when, sitting at a bar called the Savoy near Times Square, a place frequented by hustlers and transvestite hookers way past their prime and by junkies who resembled stick figures and moved as if struggling underwater—a bar I went to because I liked its sad, defeated air, and because it helped remind me of everything I was afraid of becoming—it was while sitting in there, nursing the first of what would be a million shots of cheap tequila, that Shem C walked into my life.

		

	
		
			Two

			Shem C was a Jew. His eyes sloped up at the sides, giving him a Far Eastern look, but his pupils were the cool gray of steel. His name was given to him by his father. He told me it was the Yiddish word for name. I told him I knew another Yiddish word: boychik. OK, he said, I can see we’ll get along. Where did his father get the name? From Joyce, Shem replied, and then proceeded to recite a passage from Ulysses with the word “shem” in it. Oh wow, was all I could think to say.

			But first we had to slog through an opener like this:

			Are you a Chink? Shem asked, sidling up to me at the bar. Up until then he had been just another silhouette with red eyes glowing in the dark, the kind of thing that made you think, and nine times out of ten you’d be right, forewarned: Out for meat!

			What? I turned to him, surprised out of my stupor. What had I been thinking about before he’d disturbed me? Oh right: What would I be…And I was right in that quicksand place when…

			You a Chink? Shem repeated.

			It took me only a few seconds to regain my composure. Flip, I replied.

			Flip? What’s that?

			Filipino.

			What’s that?

			(Is this guy kidding?) Philippines, man.

			Philippines, he pronounced, making it sound fictional. That a place?

			Country.

			Wow.

			Well, I wouldn’t go that far.

			You being sarcastic?

			Duh.

			Listen. Don’t make fun of me. His tone was hurt.

			No one’s making fun of no one. Relax.

			Can I buy you a drink? he asked.

			What for?

			What do you mean, what for? This is a bar. You buy people drinks.

			I considered for a moment. OK. Sure.

			What’re you having?

			Tequila, I replied. And tell them not to water it down.

			He motioned for the bartender, Barney, a thin bookish type who looked wrong in a place like this, like Jesus in the midst of lepers. But when he fixed your drinks, turning everything into rainwater, you realized he was just as snaky as the rest. Another tequila for this young gentleman right here, Shem told Barney, indicating my nodding figure.

			Barney laughed, replying, He ain’t no gentleman.

			He put a shot glass in front of me. I raised it in front of Shem’s face to let him see what he was paying for, said, Cheers, then knocked it back in one try.

			An expert, Shem declared approvingly.

			Then he whispered: The guy over there said you suck cock.

			Excuse me?

			You heard me.

			What guy? I asked.

			Over there. He pointed to a mummy figure even a six-year-old would know not to trust.

			Well, I replied, he’s got a big mouth, maybe you should be interviewing him for the job.

			Oh no no no. I wanna be clear. I’m not looking to get my cock sucked.

			Why did you ask then? I replied in a tone of great indignation.

			I just wanted to know how low you could go.

			What’s that mean, how low can you go?

			Limbo. You know the limbo? How low can you go?

			I’m in this bar, ain’t I?

			My point exactly.

			So why do you even have to ask?

			Just want to double-check. So talk to me. I told you my name. Now tell me something about you. He took a millisecond pause, and then: Besides the fact that you suck cock.

			Fuck you. I moved several barstools down from this Shem who should’ve been called Sham instead.

			He came over to me and apologized.

			Another drink? he asked.

			Sure.

			Bartender, another—Shem looked at me and asked, Tequila? I nodded. Bartender, another tequila for this young man. And one for me too.

			Barney slithered over with two shot glasses, pounding the counter in front of us. He was eyeing Shem with a look of: Is this guy gonna stiff me?

			What’s wrong with you? I asked.

			Barney looked straight between my eyebrows, as if at a third eye. What’s wrong with you?

			I showed him my throat as I chugged down the drink.

			Shem, on the other hand, took a faggy sip. Ow, he said, like being burned.

			Whatsa matter? I asked.

			Do you know, he asked me, that tequila’s the hardest form of liquor for the liver to process?

			What’s that mean?

			It destroys the liver over the long haul.

			Good, I replied, I can’t wait to die. I blinked. Then looked away. My God, why did I say stupid things like that?

			Barney eyed the scene to our right with a laconic distaste. People were singing along to the jukebox or talking to themselves. Also, they rubbed their bodies against the vinyl of the small booths, making what sounded like kissy-smoochy noises. Barney looked away. Everything he did was filled with an implication of wearing a space suit. Why work in a place like this and act like a messenger from God?

			He was standing in the center of a clock that radiated sunbeams made of tinfoil. The clock said one o’clock. Two of the sunbeams gave the illusion of being horns on Barney’s head. I laughed. Barney moved away. Picking up a comic book from underneath the far end of the bar, he started to read, his sullen expression glued on.

			Shem said, Wait a minute wait a minute.

			I waited a minute.

			Shem continued, OK, I remember what I wanted to say.

			I waited another minute. My throat was scratchy but I didn’t want to involve Barney again.

			Shem spoke as if coming back from a trance. I approached you—God! He stopped suddenly. This tequila’s not agreeing with me.

			Are you kidding? I asked him. That’s not even one hundred percent. It’s one third water.

			Still my stomach’s not—Anyway.

			Right, anyway.

			Are you being sarcastic again?

			Listen. You’re not going to ask me to suck your cock, are you?

			No.

			Good. Cause I don’t do that anymore.

			Anymore, he repeated, italicizing.

			We all get desperate sometimes, you know, I told him.

			I certainly do.

			On his wrist was a fancy-looking watch. Looking at it, I dismissed that this man ever knew what desperation meant. But if that was so, what was he doing in this place that made everyone who walked through its doors partake of its cheapness and sorrow? Maybe like some drunks who wouldn’t otherwise have the conviction of their drunkardness, he needed a place ugly enough to loosen his inhibitions.

			Oh for heaven’s sake, look at him, he’s no drunk: one sip of diluted tequila and he’s clutching his stomach!

			Are you OK?

			Fine. And to prove his point, he sat bolt upright. It’s one o’clock, he said.

			One-fifteen, I corrected.

			It’s one-fifteen.

			I have to go, I told him. I was feeling sleepy. Ever since I turned thirty…My God the things I used to be able to do. It’s true, I used to suck cocks. In fact, right outside this bar, not half a block away, was my former headquarters, the Port Authority Bus Terminal, where I had to compete with frisky Puerto Ricans and athletic black boys for a cut of the overweight white businessman business.

			Cut a montage this way: Bathroom stall door in the men’s room of the Port Authority Bus Terminal. Let it be a plain door, black or some blacklike color with the nickmarks of time cut into it. Door opens, a portly white gentleman, with a bald spot in the middle of his head, walks out. A sliver flashes between his exiting figure and the slowly closing door to reveal a young boy of twenty-one, -two, wearing a tight white T-shirt and black painter’s pants. That’s me! Jump cuts like a staccato radio beat: again and again the door opens to reveal yet another version of the first guy; they all make quick exits, adjust their zippers on the way out, heads bowed down, the better to showcase the tops of their heads. With few exceptions they are all bald or balding. They are on their way home to the suburbs. They’ve had disastrous days and want to take out their frustration on someone. I’m perfect, a skinny colored kid, almost like the ones they see a lot of nowadays on TV, except shabbier. They’re witnessing their time in the spotlight stolen by a whole crew of new, mystifying faces. Or so they think. And they want somebody to pay, be humiliated, physically put under them like restoring their natural position in the world.

			Another montage: a love chorus. Though one long sentence, attribute each segment to a separate talking head, forming a comic chain: Yeah suck that dick, come on fuckhead, that’s it, take daddy’s juicy dick in your hot mouth, isn’t daddy’s dick juicy, come on, yeah yeah yeah.

			Sometimes the montage is interrupted by an errant scene, but whatever its nature, make sure to always run comedy through it.

			Say someone comes in who really needs to shit, and seeing that all three stalls are taken up by two pairs of feet, he’ll bang on the stall doors and yell: Hey, give it up, someone really needs to use the john and I don’t mean you fatsos who can’t get a decent date even if you had to pay for it!

			Or say a policeman does a random sweep. When we open the doors, the johns sheepish and the boys roguish, think of the one-liners we’ve had to come up with: Sorry, Officer, I was just performing some Extreme Spunk—I mean, Extreme Unction.

			Also cut in a brief scene at the sink. Stand the young boy there, washing his mouth out, gurgling discreetly as if the locale had shifted to some high-class place. He looks up and though he doesn’t mean for it to happen, there he is staring back at himself in the scraped-into mirror. Quick, frightened look away. Then look back, curiosity getting the better of him. Quick cut to close-up: face bleached by the lights. Stay on the mirror as he turns his back, and as a retreating figure shrinks.

			A second later, the mood turns. He’s smiling, bounding up steps and counting his money. You only have to realize: One day this boy will be a typist. He will live in an apartment, paying rent on time.

			But back to Shem at the Savoy:

			Can you come with me? he asked.

			Where? I heard myself asking.

			I’m staying at a hotel.

			I told you—

			And I told you. No sex. I’m straight. I don’t want what you got to offer.

			I ain’t offering.

			Well if you did—

			Well I’m not.

			Just come to my hotel. It’d be more conducive to conversation.

			Which hotel? I asked.

			The New Yorker.

			This was a hotel near Madison Square Garden that I had always passed by but never, in the course of my ho’ing career, entered. It seemed to speak well for Shem C, but my head was like a quickly closing bloom, so I said: I’ll take a rain check.

			You sure?

			I need to be asleep right now, I said.

			You sure? he repeated.

			Damn sure. (Though, of course, I felt the exact opposite…What would I be? What was that corner to be turned? And was it Shem who would show me the way?)

			You be here tomorrow. He turned to motion to Barney. He laid down two tens and a five, which Barney retrieved with a small bow and took to the register.

			What’s tomorrow?

			I didn’t get a chance to talk.

			About what?

			Plans. Listen, I didn’t approach you just to tell you the origins of my name, OK? For your information I got a plan. A plan that involves you.

			A plan that involves me? I don’t think so.

			What’re you afraid of ? He reached into his pocket and produced a twenty. Here, he said, pushing it toward me on the bar. A sign of good faith. From me.

			I don’t want it, I said, although you could tell I was riveted.

			Take it.

			What for?

			Cause I have it and you need it.

			Smooth lines like that were a dead giveaway of something bad, but still I couldn’t take my eyes off the twenty. I don’t want it, I repeated.

			He took the twenty between two fingers, did an origami move turning it into a cocaine pipe thing, and proceeded to shove it into my shirt pocket, which I didn’t even recall being there. Be here tomorrow, he said.

			I staggered home with the twenty next to my chest like a gift of plutonium. And the lights on the street, even when pushed to the outer edges of my vision, seemed to foretell one last fling with black things before I could pull myself up and write all about it later.

		

	
		
			Three

			My good deed of the last few months was one that was easy, like breathing. It was to take care of someone I loved, Preciosa X. She lived downstairs from me and was in dire need of a new hip. She was biding her time, hoping for some last-minute miracle—a gift from God to reward her for her vestigial Catholicism—until she could no longer endure her situation, and then she would get herself an operation, which would set her back in the vicinity of fifteen thousand, a figure I couldn’t even begin to wrap my brain around.

			Preciosa, too, had come from the Philippines, preceding me by decades. She’d been in New York close to twenty years, and she, more than anyone I knew, had seen it change from one sure thing to another. Times Square, for instance. She remembered its seedy heyday, something I could only imagine, and in this imagining, build up into something unreachable and glamorous and sad as if history had passed me by.

			I never thought I’d say this—she confessed one day—but when I find myself missing something about New York, something from the old days, I think about the smell of come.

			The front door to our building also served as the front door to a joint called Peep Corner. The two words were done in neon with an eye blinking in between. It was a place where for twenty-five cents men could make wooden panels go up and view naked women dancing behind glass partitions. Twenty-five cents bought you exactly ninety seconds.

			The joint was managed by two Indian brothers, Veejay and Sanjay, who wore serious expressions on their faces—as if they were sniffing some awful scent but couldn’t locate its source—which made them look like deeply religious men inexplicably caught in hell, which, I suppose, was exactly what they intended. If they had wives, or girlfriends, they never allowed those women to come close to our building.

			Veejay, the older one, worked in front, behind a glass counter that displayed sex goods. While Sanjay, the younger, sadder one, stood at the back, monitoring the entrance to the viewing booths. No one could go past without having bought at least five dollars’ worth of tokens from Veejay up front, and Sanjay made sure of this, checking every man’s palm as he entered. It was a job he didn’t care for because he wasn’t protected from what he saw as the contamination of the men by anything like Veejay’s glass counter.

			Inside stood another family member, a distant cousin named Neil, who did odd jobs, like replacing lightbulbs or mopping the floors inside the booths in between customers. It was he who I befriended and who filled me in on this and that while drinking at the Savoy. The girls, he told me, came in through an entrance in an alley at the back and had their own bosses they had to be accountable to, men no better than pimps who kept them on a tight schedule of appearances from one place to the next. The girls often ended their shifts sleeping with the johns who had spent the whole night watching and fantasizing about them. There was an entire operation—dressing rooms and shit, in Neil’s words—right next door that Neil and his cousins were only the curtain holders for.

			At the end of the vestibule that led from the main door to the two inner doors—one to Peep Corner, the other to the apartments—a camera connected to video screens hung from the ceiling and played behind the counter where Veejay stood. When they closed Peep Corner, they took everything down, but kept the camera where it was, its eye collecting dust.

			I bought Preciosa’s groceries, using food stamps she got twice a month in the mail. I picked up her mail in a box she rented in the main post office across from Madison Square Garden. Sometimes there’d be letters from the Philippines. At the corners of these envelopes would be blue-white stamps showing rural scenes, and a postal mark reading Pilipinas, with a date arranged inside a circle. Looking at them made me sad, knowing that a whole part of my life was over and that I didn’t miss it one bit.

			I went to the library to check out books and movies for her, using her library card and a letter she signed to explain what I was doing in her place.

			My duties for Preciosa made me feel, in a rare instance, connected to everyone else in the city: put-upon citizens on the subway with their air of being mysteriously afflicted I now recognized as fellow errand-runners, all of us grimly determined to beat the city’s million hindrances to get our days behind us.

			In her apartment, I fed her pet goldfish, Divina Valencia, named after a famous Filipina movie star she liked and who was almost always cast as a haughty villainess: roles Preciosa herself, with her high, regal cheekbones and her aloof stare, would’ve been perfect for. I helped do her laundry, hand washing in a plastic bucket and then hanging the items to dry on her shower curtain rod. Once a week, I did light dusting, which was actually heavy dusting, because grime and grease from a burger joint half a block away managed to find its way into her apartment through windows in the back.

			I read her stories from the New York Post, a paper we both enjoyed because it affirmed our view of the world as being filled with tawdry people who saw others as rabbits while regarding themselves as lions blessed with superior speed, skill, and readiness. It was a place, in fact, very much like the Savoy.

			In particular, we liked stories involving bodies found in different areas around the city because, first, death was something abstract and pleasurable to us, never having experienced it outside of the movies, and, second, because these stories set our minds spinning in ways to which the closest we otherwise came was having to take drugs: Sparks flew, each one a tantalizing question mark: Who were these people? And who the culprits? Why had they been killed? And why were the corpses found where they were? Was sex involved? Drugs? What were the instruments used? Were the bodies intact? Or did they come in two, three, or more pieces: head, torso, legs, etc.? Was each section found in a different spot? Or all together, dumped next to one another? What were the conjectures of the police? Would the perpetrators ever be apprehended? In life, how did these bodies move, what clothes did they like to wear, what food did they like to eat?—ordinary things whose beauty death, having ended them forever, accidentally revealed.

			I was massaging Preciosa’s hips. The look of agony on her face as I did this told me I should stop. During these sessions, Preciosa would tell me a few things about her life, but never much, as if she trusted me to figure out the rest for myself.

			Most likely she’d mention jobs she’d taken in New York: a model, a dancer, a salesgirl at Saks.

			There were jobs she didn’t mention, only hinting at “dark times.” Things she’d had to do just to make ends meet. She intimated connections to shady figures. All small-time hustlers who peddled on the streets, nothing organized and labyrinthine, headquartered in dark, velvet-lined places. Was this how she would get her hands on fifteen thousand?

			Looking at Preciosa’s beautiful but tired face as I massaged her—the days of my volunteer work piling up around us—I wondered whether I was anywhere close to softening her up so she could reveal to me the things which I didn’t have the courage (or was it the imagination?) to fill in.

		

	
		
			Four

			The New Yorker Hotel sat on a particularly drab stretch of Eighth Avenue, surrounded by several storefronts that were no more than doorways, inside of which cheap plastic goods manufactured in Taiwan and places like Taiwan were sold by—and to—those who had recently arrived in this country and who spoke several foreign tongues plus a new kind of molting, transformed English. Across from it was a bright McDonald’s that seemed as if it had come down from outer space and simply taken root in the middle of the block just to spite the colorless neighborhood.

			Inside the hotel, I encountered a group of European tourists dressed in jeans and sweatshirts which bore the names and insignia of American things which were “hot” a decade ago—rock bands, actors, movies, TV shows, perfumes—and the effect that these costumes gave off was one of cheap, hopeful participation. The carpet had on it one large flower and across this were several zigzag indentations left by the wheels of suitcases.

			The elevators were right next to the check-in desk, an unmanned ghost station. It took me a while to realize that the check-in person was the short, balding Mediterranean who was helping to facilitate the arrival or departure of the European contingent. I walked past everyone and into an awaiting elevator.

			More flowers, smaller versions of the arrangement downstairs, greeted me on the fourth floor. Wall sconces glowed dimly, giving the hallway the feel of a grotto. I took out the piece of paper Shem had left for me at the Savoy. Room 4C. I knocked.

			There he was, looking happy to see me. He took my hand and shook it warmly.

			I knew you’d come, he said to me. I had a feeling about you. Come in come in.

			He put a whole arm around my shoulders and gently influenced me through the door.

			Shem’s room was taken up by a large, ugly double bed. It faced a TV set, which was dead, and which the hotel bolted onto a sideboard to prevent theft. Shem pushed me into a chair.

			You want something to drink? he asked. He reached for a brown paper bag underneath the bedspread. From it he produced a bottle of liquor, with the liquor at the low end of the bottle. Ever tried scotch? he asked me.

			No, thanks, I replied.

			Suit yourself, he said, then uncapped the bottle and took a long, satisfying swig. The way he drank, you’d think it was only water.

			The night before, he had introduced the origin of his name. Tonight he was going to start on the origin of his face, how it got so sad-looking.

			Shem’s wife kicked him out two weeks ago. They had a baby daughter together. She was four and a half. Never cried. Was in perfect health. The apple of her father’s eye. He had to admit that he’d dreaded the onset of fatherhood. He’d felt in danger of being written over, of having his plans pushed aside. He and his wife hadn’t talked, planned, prepared. They had been married for six years and it seemed to be part of what would happen next, the big project it was assumed they shared with everyone. He had just—How could he say this—OK, he had just gotten over the loss of, not the loss but rather incursion, yes, he’d just gotten over the incursion into his character which marriage represented, and didn’t want to have to deal with a new incursion—that of fatherhood—so soon after. He wanted time so he could plan out his future, not have it decided for him.

			His character had taken him a long time to construct: an independent man finally deciding for himself the outline of a day, and telescoping that, the outline of a life, something his wife, it seemed, had begun to take away from him piece by piece from the first day of their marriage.

			She was kind, understanding, and didn’t complain, but that was precisely it, she didn’t need to say a word, it was all clear from the way she looked at him. Jewish women, he said, disgust in his voice, have perfected the art of complaint by transforming it into a nonverbal, all-bases-covered thing that burrowed inside your spirit and took root with the virulent industry of a cancer.

			More about his character: For starters, he’d had to break free from a father who threatened disinheritance if he continued to pursue his dream of becoming a writer. A useless thing, his father had declared. But Shem’s love for words, for writing—which you’d think a father with enough of a touch of poetry in him to name a child after a passage in Joyce would share—would not be put off, and secretly, maybe, his father’s disapproval had sealed it for Shem: He realized that this was exactly what he needed to establish an identity separate from his family’s—his would be a bigger life of more ambition and, consequently, more rewards.

			So he went to college, learned his trade, got connections, and started freelancing. He wrote for celebrity magazines; wrote book reviews in the daily and weekly papers and in places like The New York Times Book Review. He was well thought of in his profession, or professions, but did not have the necessary immune system to mingle with “the right people,” and thus never advanced beyond a certain level of keeping up.

			By this time he was married. And his father, affected by the spectacular rightness of this marriage, soon relented. The family inheritance was once more his. It was a marriage nobody could improve upon. This sparkling Jewess with a lineage you couldn’t invent: the daughter of the acclaimed Jewish novelist Bill Hood. Bill, he paused, just like you.

			No, I told Shem. William.

			What a socially formidable family! Think of my own father’s joy at being connected in one fell swoop to class and influence! Have you read any of his books? They’re on every college syllabus in the United States.

			Here I had to confess that I never went to college.

			His Jewess, the novelist’s daughter. Her name was Marianna. He repeated that name several times. Everything was so perfect, but of a kind that was like suffocation. And then without warning, and seeming to arrive like another cell door closing: his daughter. Beulah. That was her name. After his wife’s grandmother. The novelist’s mother. Now even the dead were closing in on him…After her birth, he had visited his bachelor friends and had envied them their small studio apartments where they were free to come and go as they pleased. As for himself, he felt stifled in a prison of somebody else’s making: the good son, the good husband, and now, the good father. Was it any wonder he started having difficulty breathing?…After Beulah’s birth, he had begun to see his career in a different light: bypassable bylines and second-string assignments that never seemed to end and yet all added up to nothing. It had taken his daughter to expose to him his great inadequacy. And to top it off, he was struck with writer’s block, frozen at his desk! How could he go on, losing the one thing that was still his, that marked him as separate from his family? This was when they decided to sink their teeth further in. His father-in-law, the novelist, a filthy, social-climbing human being if ever there was one—a man whose two or three good books were thought to be such contributions to American letters that they shielded the rest of his weak, watery (needlessly mournful) work from critical reproof—suggested pulling a few strings. And why not, the sonofabitch had connections up the wazoo. You should see him at a party, his natural environment. A lizard slithering, that was it, no more fitting description: long tongue licking its own lips in a ritual of self-satisfaction; frightening eyes magnified by psychotic black-framed glasses, always on the lookout for the next piece of ass; and finding which, he would use his marquee value to oh so gently steer it toward his bed.

			This man casually dropped names while at the dinner table and made sure to surround himself with companions who would remember and then quote back to him either lines from his own works or lines from the critics in praise of those very lines. All the while he conducted himself in public with the air of an ascetic, unsullied by the tactics being used by the new generation, who of course needed them because they were far less gifted: powermongering, self-advertisement, and such. What a performance! This man suggested pulling strings for his beloved son-in-law. Why not let him arrange a book contract for Shem with his, Bill Hood’s, publishers? It was as good as done. How could Shem refuse? It would have been as good as a slap to his father-in-law’s face. So he met with an editor who never hid the fact that this had all been cooked up to please Mr. Hood, wasn’t it lucky Shem had made the tactical move of marrying Bill Hood’s daughter…In truth, that kind of humiliation was nothing to him next to the money, his promised advance. Six figures, said Shem as if speaking of some repulsive thing. In summary, it had crushed his writing. It represented everything he did not want to become, everything he didn’t know he was dreading, until it happened.

			Day after day he sat at his computer, stricken with panic and unable to string together the simplest of sentences. The proposal was something he didn’t even put too much thought into. He’d approached them with some ridiculous notion about Oriental motifs in recent American literature, an arcane—and what’s more, untrue—thing with no possible commercial appeal and which he knew would end any talk of a book contract right there and then, but the senior editor had come back all smiles, saying that the board had approved the idea, and what’s more, they couldn’t wait for Shem’s manuscript! The sheer hypocrisy of the bunch, it was enough to make you want to puke!

			The money had come in. The first part of it, at least. He still couldn’t write. Meanwhile, his wife had begun to buy things with the money which she started to pile around the house as a display of improvement but which, when he looked at them, revealed their unfriendly motives, animated by Bill Hood’s spirit. He couldn’t look at the new furniture, the new clothes, the new dishes, the baby’s things without hearing Bill Hood’s voice behind them, taunting, and pretty soon he found that all of his energy went into trying to avoid his house…What could he do, condemned by circumstances and, even more unbearably, by his own actions, to suffer this joke of privilege transformed into hell? Seeing the three of them—his own father, his wife, and her father—huddled together like bowling pins at the far end of his reach: this image had galvanized him. They had to be dealt with, their plans of dealing him a death by turning him into someone else, crushed…There were so many women passing by on the sidewalk as he sat at a café, women in bookstores, in restaurants…God only knows it was some fault inside him, some defect, that would not allow him to sit quietly by, as most men would, and simply enjoy his situation. He had to go somewhere, defile things. From where had he inherited this trait? There was talk of an uncle, a malcontent who abandoned his family and was discovered years later in
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