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      Prologue

      
         I was a child in Chinatown.
      

      My earliest memories are filled with strangled ducks and ginseng root, parades of round, worried faces, and babies in pastel
         colors. Rich light slants between squeezed buildings, and winter shadows soak the streets tugging warmth from fingers and
         toes. I hear wailing, chattering, a multitude of tones. A language I can’t understand. And the smells—I know them as well
         as my name—the unearthly blend of fishmongers’ trash, orange peel, garlic, and sandalwood. Joss sticks lit for the dead.
      

      I see myself in these memories as a tall, pale, redheaded girl reflected in a storefront window. A narrow face with a broad
         off-center nose. Too-wide eyes the color of jade and only a vague Oriental cast. Against the rest of the Mott Street crowd
         I stand out like a vivid flaw in a bolt of jet-black silk.
      

      But the girls I admired most in the world—the Yellow Butterflies—stood out, too. Just one grade ahead of me and worlds apart,
         they had the flawless appearance of porcelain dolls. Pale skin. Flying cheekbones. Diminutive noses. Waist-length hair that
         hung straight, gleaming like 
         dark cellophane, and those classic almond eyes with their smoothed-down lids, as if carved in a single stroke.
      

      I studied the Butterflies’ movements, their fashions, their games. True to their name, they dressed in yellow, light and bright,
         with shoes of silver or gold and hair ornaments shaped like blossoms. Their voices, alternating between Cantonese and English,
         made me think of the sparrows that nested in my Wisconsin grandfather’s barn. Grampa said if I got too close, the sparrows
         would peck my eyes out, but as long as I kept my distance I could play in the barn and they’d let me be. I thought the same
         rule should apply to the Butterflies.
      

      One day I followed them out of the schoolyard and heard them tittering about my height, my green eyes. They said my hair was like cock feathers. They turned and called to me in Chinese, broke into giggles when I stopped and
         pretended to read a nearby wall poster.
      

      Still, I imagined them waving me forward, taking my hand. We’d stop to buy plum candies, walk to one of their homes to play.
         Their mothers would have a mah-jongg game going and the gentle swish-click of the tiles would sound in the background as I tried on the Butterflies’ colors…
      

      I fastened my eyes to that poster. A Ringling Brothers clown leered back. The Butterflies yelled in English.

      “Who’s your grandpa? Jolly Green Giant?”

      “Who does your hair? Chicken Little?”

      I bolted across the street, house key clenched in my fist. If I just held onto that key, the Butterflies would stay where
         they were, laughing and linking arms. They would leave me alone. But if I let go, they would come pull my hair out strand
         by strand, they would suck the color from my eyes. They would beat me with their wings until I melted into the pavement.
      

      The key gave me safe passage.

      From my father’s window I watched grocer Hu scold the Butterflies over a box of lychees they had upset in the chase. They
         scrambled on their knees to retrieve them, and then Old Hu softened and gave each of them a nut to crack and nibble at as
         they moved on. I imagined the 
         cool pink flesh between their teeth, the juice like sweet perfume. I could almost feel the brittle shell breaking and, inside,
         the hard, smooth pit, dark as the finest rosewood.
      

      Much later, between years of college, I ran into one of the Yellow Butterflies selling panty hose at Bloomingdale’s. She’d
         had her eyes done. Had the lids lifted, folded, and cut until the almond shape was gone and with it her exotic, imperious
         beauty. Now she looked innocent. Cute. She could pass for American.
      

      “Donna and Bidi had their eyes done, too,” she told me, “and Lily had her nose built up. None of us live in Chinatown anymore.”

      I didn’t remember this woman’s name, much less those of the other Butterflies, but I felt as though I’d come face-to-face
         with myself turned inside out.
      

      Secretly, she was saying, the Butterflies used to envy me because I was real American. “If you’d stayed around, we might have
         been friends.”
      

      I mouthed the conventional wisdom, said those differences never should have mattered.

      “No,” she agreed, “but if they didn’t, there would be no Chinatown.”
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      Part I

      
         The Emperor State Building
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      1

      
         
         Maibelle Chung
      

      75 Sunridge Street

      Playa del Rey, California

      Sept. 26

      Dear Maibelle—Miss Chung?

      I’m not sure how to address you after all this time, especially since you may never read these words. Your mother gave me
         this address but said she hadn’t heard from you in some years and wasn’t sure if it was correct. I can only hope to reach
         you.
      

      Some of your photographs appeared in a small art magazine two years ago, and I was most impressed by them. Now I am planning
         to write a book that would be greatly enhanced by photos. I thought of you not just because you are clearly talented but because
         the book will document the lives of Chinatown residents, both newcomers and some old-timers whom you might remember. Grocer
         Hu, whose shop was across the street from us. Friends of Uncle Li. I 
         haven’t selected all the subjects yet, as I plan to conduct the interviews over the next year or so, but my hope is that the
         human stories might form a bridge from Chinatown back to China. To this end I think it is important to include the faces as
         well as the words of those interviewed. I am not a photographer. That’s why I am writing you.
      

      I realize this comes out of the blue. But Uncle Li always said you would want to come back. I think you must return to New
         York sometime, as your family remains here. This might be a project for your next visit.
      

      I look forward to hearing from you, Maibelle. We can discuss in greater detail then.

      Sincerely,

      T. Tommy Wah

      I was two years and several addresses away from Sunridge Street when Tommy’s letter arrived, not at my apartment, but in my
         box at work. My former landlord must have redirected the envelope, though he had never done this with any others before.
      

      Maybe I should have recognized the note’s circuitous route as a sign, but I was too unnerved by its contents: flattering,
         unexpected, and nothing I could even consider accepting. I hadn’t touched a camera in over four years, and Tommy, Li—they
         were names from another lifetime. Chinatown was ancient history. I couldn’t think where I’d even begin if I were to answer
         with any grace.
      

      So I didn’t. I tossed the letter in the trash and tried not to give it any further thought. For a while that was the end of
         that.
      

      A few weeks later a near miss caused me to reconsider. I was working a charter to Pensacola. Stretch DC-8, the plane shaped
         like a mile-long cigar. We bounced at least six feet on impact, with all the noise of a crash. The lights flashed out. The
         straps of my jump seat flew off. I fell forward, slamming my head on the metal partition in front of me, and began to cry.
         I was shaking so hard my flying partners had to drag me into the rear closet area to get me away from the passengers, who
         were 
         plenty hysterical themselves. We, as professionals, were supposed to smile and pretend this was normal. It turned out we’d
         missed the end of the runway, a rock jetty into the ocean, by just three and a half inches. When the copilot delivered this
         news, he said we were lucky sons of bitches. He called it a sign. The next week I heard he was taking early retirement.
      

      Then I happened to pick up a New York Times and read that a renowned documentary photographer, a single, childless woman named Marge Gramercy, had died in lower Manhattan.
         That night was the first in a month I slept through without one of my nightmares.
      

      Tommy Wah’s letter. The landing in Pensacola. Marge Gramercy. Too many signs, I decided. Or warnings.
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      I returned to Manhattan four months ago—and four months almost to the day after Tommy’s letter—on Chinese New Year. According
         to my calculations, it was the Year of the Rooster, but no firecrackers rattled the streets, no lion dancers came forth to
         welcome me. I did not go back to Chinatown, where such celebrations were surely taking place. Where Tommy, according to his
         return address, still lives. I did not go to the Upper West Side, where my parents now reside. I came to Greenwich Village,
         a territory in between, which no one in the history of my family has ever considered home.
      

      I had an obituary in one pocket and a check for five hundred dollars from the sale of my 1973 Pinto in the other. Having grown
         unaccustomed to Manhattan in winter, I wore cotton, not wool, no hat, no gloves. My nose was streaming, my eyes watering.
         My long hair tumbled with the wind. I’d come three thousand miles to ring the bell of a weather-beaten brownstone I’d selected
         sight unseen.
      

      At the front door Harriet Ratner, 140 West Eleventh Street’s building manager and ground-floor tenant, looked me up and down.
         I stood straight and gave her my best professional smile, but Harriet had the demeanor of a career Girl Scout leader whose
         troops always earn the 
         most merit badges. She warned, “We’re all women here. Your boyfriend moves in, you’re out.”
      

      “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      She held her position and continued to size me up: a redheaded stewardess out of California, single, late twenties, with no
         visible scars or handicaps. From the perspective of a large middle-aged woman with a double chin and orthopedic shoes I was
         a perfect stereotype.
      

      “I grew up in New York.”

      She dug a fist into her hip and shifted her weight against the door frame.

      “Yeah? Where?”

      “Stuyvesant,” I lied. “My parents owned a dry goods store. I joined the airlines after they died… I’ve been gone a long time.”

      “Stuyvesant, huh?” An invisible fault line began to shift. “Grew up in the Bronx, myself.”

      As I followed her inside I slid the clipping out of my pocket and tried to imagine the sweet-faced old lady in the photograph
         moving through this gloomy puce hallway. The single decoration was a Dutch Masters cigar box print hanging across from the
         door. The staircase was clean but well scuffed and creaky. The radiator moaned as we started up, and low-wattage bulbs on
         each landing left the corners in shadow.
      

      Marge Gramercy had lived here for nearly thirty years, the rental agency told me, which was why they could charge only six
         hundred a month for her apartment. Rent stabilization. My father would be proud of me, coming up with this bargain gem long-distance,
         but that was only part of the story. According to her obituary, my predecessor had traveled the globe shooting mountains and
         native children for National Geographie. She’d started at the age of twenty-eight, had won awards for her work. Yet this modest brownstone was her home base. Living
         in her tracks, I thought, might make her achievement seem real to me. Attainable. It might bring both my life and my work
         back into focus.
      

      I trailed Harriet up two flights and into a large square room with a plaster fireplace and twelve-foot ceiling. Two tall windows
         made the 
         place seem lighter, airier than it really was. They looked out across a schoolyard and a couple of tight city gardens to the
         shops of Greenwich Avenue. A wall sliced off one edge of the main room to form a sleeping alcove barely wide enough for a
         double mattress. The kitchen was literally a closet that had been outfitted with a two-burner stove, vintage 1930, and a deep
         porcelain sink. A pull-up table was hinged to the door. The refrigerator stood in the entryway, opposite the coat closet.
      

      It seemed a decidedly inconvenient setup for a woman of Marge Gramercy’s accomplishment, not to mention her longevity here.
         Was the arrangement controlled by economy or indifference? Or was it simply that her real life lay elsewhere?
      

      “Me and my mother live downstairs. These bare wood floors, we’ll hear every sneeze unless you put down carpets.”

      I assured Harriet I was very quiet. With unemployment staring me in the face, I wasn’t looking for any investments that weren’t
         absolutely required. For the same reason, I told her not to worry about the houndstooth couch Ms. Gramercy’s heirs had failed
         to carry away. Harriet visibly shuddered, and told me Marge’s niece had found her lying on that sofa.
      

      “Don’t that bother you?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never owned anything that belonged to a dead person.” Which technically was true: everything I ever had
         from dead people was given to me before they died. Besides, I’d lost my faith in ghosts, so there didn’t seem much to fear
         except the chance that the couch would bring bad luck. And since Ms. Gramercy had made it to eighty-six, working to the end,
         I figured I had some leeway in that department. It was her luck, for better or worse, that I hoped to inherit.
      

      “She did her darkroom stuff in here, if you can imagine.” Harriet swung open the door to the bathroom, a windowless cube only
         slightly larger than the kitchen: more maximized spatial efficiency. The sink was originally freestanding, but a sheet of
         plywood had been cut to fit around it as a counter extending over the tub. Crammed into the corner between the bath and toilet
         was a sky-blue shower with plastic walls.
      

      “I’ll take it—” I turned back to Harriet. “I’m a photographer, too.”

      
         “Oh, I see.” She peered at me as if this new detail made a difference. “Hobby, huh?”
      

      A faint odor, minty camphor or liniment, hung over the bathroom. I fingered the locket at my throat. I looked old and tired
         in the mirror in here, but the overhead light caught the gold heart just right and made it shine like new. Another sign?
      

      Harriet shook her head. “Y’ don’t want to end up like her.”

      “Like how?”

      “Poor Marge, broke her hip when she was seventy-eight. Slipped on the fire escape one day when she was out watchin’ them kids.”
         She jerked her head toward the closed window and the children who, despite the cold, were playing in the schoolyard. “After
         that, her traveling days was over. It’s no fun getting old, but I guess you know, your parents and all—”
      

      “What did she do then?”

      Harriet folded her arms, tight across her chest. “Oh, Marge had chutzpah. Got some catalog company to hire her. They sent
         their little gadgets by UPS and she took the pictures right here.”
      

      I turned on the water. It ran rusty, but gradually cleared, dissolving my portraits of Himalayan peaks into eight-by-ten product
         shots.
      

      “Gadgets.”

      “Yeah, like those slice ‘n’ dice gizmos you see on TV She hardly had to leave the building. Real lucky stroke for old Marge.”

      “Real lucky.”

      I surveyed the main room again. Not hard to imagine how she’d done it. Some backdrop paper against the far wall, strobe, reflectors,
         a few stands for the little inventions. Gadgets like my father’s, no doubt. All simple tripod work. And no traveling. No flying.
      

      “Where was this company she worked for?”

      “Florida, I think. Return address in Pensacola, that sound right?”

      I stubbed my toe on the couch. “Pensacola?”

      But she nodded. “You know Pensacola?”

      I stepped on the toe to stop its throbbing and steadied myself by fixing on Harriet’s opaque brown eyes. “I’ll take the apartment.”

      
         Harriet squinted and pursed her lips, and I sensed her searching for my imbalance. Incredibly, she must not have found it
         because we shook on the deal. Her grip was firm, efficient. When she released my hand, it stayed in midair as if waiting for
         further instructions.
      

      “Harriet?” I asked as she moved out into the hallway. “Was there a memorial service for Marge?”

      “Not that I know. Most her relatives live in Detroit.” An eerie wail lifted up the stairwell. “Never mind that,” Harriet said
         quickly. “That’s Mother. Prob’ly needs her channel changed. You move in anytime.”
      

      Anytime was the following day. I brought a bunch of lilies and daisies and spoke on Marge’s behalf a made-up blessing that
         was a combination thank-you, memorial, and housewarming. I considered it a necessary gesture, like leaving the lights on at
         night, and for the first few days I actually felt safe and welcome in my new home.
      

      [image: art]

      I’d been here less than a week, was applying for work as a commercial photographer’s assistant, and was just beginning to
         doubt the wisdom of quitting my job in the sky when a box arrived, addressed without name to my apartment. Postmarked in Pensacola,
         it contained a set of plastic coasters with interchangeable pictures of game birds, a combination sifter, grater, and dicer,
         five patterns of personalized embossers, and a spec sheet with the size and quantity of negatives and prints the catalogue
         required for each product. According to these numbers, the Hans Noble Company had paid Marge Gramercy about half the going
         commercial rate.
      

      Four days later I sent the requested photographs to Pensacola along with the merchandise and an invoice informing Mr. Noble
         that I, Maibelle Chung, had taken over Ms. Gramercy’s studio upon her death. The following week my payment arrived with a
         new set of merchandise and instructions on which someone had scrawled: “We pay by the job, no contracts. Fee is nonnegotiable,
         but you can have that photo credit you asked for. Sorry to hear about Marge.”
      

      That night was the first time my screams woke Harriet.

      
         “It’s a man, isn’t it?” she demanded, wedging one foot in the doorway.
      

      “There’s no one else here.”

      Under her blue satin robe Harriet wore a flannel nightgown printed with elves. Her face was puffy and her hair looked as if
         someone had sat on it. I could hear her mother faintly whining downstairs. But Harriet was still more or less on my side back
         then and she didn’t insist on searching my apartment.
      

      “Men are shits, kid. They’d rather screw you than look at you. Never forget that.”

      I thanked her for this piece of advice and shut the door quickly before she could offer any more. There was no man that night,
         but there would be. I knew, inevitably there would be.
      

      I used to think I could escape my nightmares by going away. The day I graduated from college, I was packing my car to drive
         across country, and my brother, Henry, said I’d never find what I was looking for that way. I told him whatever I found would
         be more than what I was looking for. He said no, anything would be less. Philosophy and insight not being two of my brother’s
         strong points, I chose to laugh at him, but it turned out he was right.
      

      Instead of driving off into oblivion that summer, I met a rich, fiftyish man in a Howard Johnson’s in Nappanee, Indiana. He
         owned a shopping mall in Muncie where there was a consignment gallery run by an acerbic bleached blonde named Roxy who liked
         to talk about men who’d abused her. Though we would never claim each other as friends, I enjoyed listening to Roxy. I admired
         her certainty and her candor. She knew what she felt, what she thought, and why. Whatever men did to me was not something
         I could discuss.
      

      The rich mall-owner lost interest when I refused to sleep with him, but Roxy said she could use more of what I had, which
         at that point was my student portfolio—photographs of fire hydrants lit to resemble cathedrals, and steeples that looked like
         knives cutting ornate cloud formations. I progressed to vintage cars, using strobes to turn their 
         headlights to eyes, and shot landscapes in which the tops of trees became oceans and sandbars.
      

      For half a year I traveled the Midwest, camping in Motel Sixes and photographing nature in ways that made it seem like something
         else. People who saw my work in the gallery called it “neat,” and bought the prints as puzzles to see if their friends and
         neighbors could figure out what was what.
      

      When I wasn’t using tricks of light and angle to subvert the universal order, I grazed crops of men in truck stops and watched
         families loading and unloading cars in motel parking lots. In Menominee Falls, Wisconsin, I slept with a park ranger who fit
         the description of all my men—boiled gold hair, deep freckles, and eyes that seemed to have dropped from the sky. We spent
         twelve hours together, no hope, no expectations, and hardly more than a physical longing in common, then he went home to his
         wife and four children. A month later I came back to New York and my parents, but before I worked up the nerve to tell them
         my news, much less decide what to do about it, nature replaced my choice with an outpouring of blood, cramps, and unexpected
         sorrow.
      

      Henry, the only member of the family who knew, said I probably wasn’t pregnant at all.

      “Wishful thinking. You know how that goes.”

      I told him he didn’t know shit.

      When I got back to my nomadic life, the fields were buried under two feet of snow. I stood on a hilltop in Illinois and stared
         through my circle of glass at endless miles of skeletal plants, hardened waterways, wildlife preparing to hide from the great
         thermal plunge into winter. Before my pregnancy I’d turned the cold into collages of lace or candy or intricately blown glass
         patterns. (More trick shots, most of them sold. Roxy said they’d make great postcards. She threatened to send them to art
         magazines and, if Tommy Wah told the truth, she eventually must have done just that because I certainly never submitted my
         work for publication.) But that first day back, on that bleak, frozen hill, 
         the seasonal death defied me. I had no more tricks. I’d lost them racing toward some kind of freedom I didn’t begin to understand.
      

      I lowered the Pentax and took another look at the world unframed, let it pull itself over and around me like a vast gray paper
         bag. Only a fool would try to capture such immensity through a mechanical eye. Or believe the cure for terror lay in photographic
         alchemy. I weighed the camera briefly in one hand—metal, plastic, glass cold as ice surrounding a compartment of darkness.
         I let the weight of that darkness pull me to my feet, lift my arm high and wide. I felt the power, the ease of release, watched
         my instrument cut an arc through the frozen air and drop, clattering to the gorge below. Though I could no longer see it,
         I knew it was lying in shards and bent pieces all over the granite’s smooth face.
      

      That Pentax was my first camera. My mother had given it to me for my fourteenth birthday. After cracking it up I checked out
         of my motel room, sent what prints I had to Roxy, and traveled to Chicago. I’d heard from a coffee shop waitress that United
         was hiring flight attendants for openings out of Los Angeles. If I proved I could fly without falling, I thought, my nightmares
         would have to release me.
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      It’s nearly the end of May now, and warm enough for kids to roller-skate in the schoolyard. From my fire escape I watch them
         doing backward twirls and scissor steps to boom-box rock and roll. Behind and above, the sky is the incandescent blue of a
         stage flat, roofs against it black. Up and down Greenwich Avenue shoppers scurry on pre-dinner errands past the dry cleaner
         where I take my sweaters, the grocery where I buy coffee, the record store that supplies me with the Motown greats brother
         Henry taught me to love. Past the photo lab where I take my color work and buy film when I don’t have time to get it at discount
         uptown.
      

      My upstairs neighbors, Betty and Sandra, are running a bath—probably for their new baby, Hope. Above the rush of pipes Larraine
         Moseley is practicing her electric guitar, and through this mesh of sounds 
         come the smells of sautéing onions, butter, roasting meat. These sensations comfort me with their normalcy.
      

      So does the elderly woman who lives on the ground floor of the brownstone next door. Since the weather turned warm she’s come
         out every evening to sit in her garden with her roses and daffodils and trees shaped like lollipops. Unlike Harriet’s mother,
         whose persistent invisibility has convinced me her daughter keeps her housebound and bedridden, my neighbor rolls herself
         out in her wheelchair and writes in a notebook or leafs through photo albums. I’ve never seen a visitor. She sits for an hour,
         then a large wisecracking woman in a white uniform comes to push her inside, and I tell myself the old lady is lucky, she
         must own the building, has the wealth to stay there and choose her own routine. She enjoyed a good enough life that she keeps
         poring over it, wanting to remember. Of course, for all I know, she’s working out her taxes in that notebook and the albums
         contain shots of prospective real estate investments and she’s only lived here for a few months, but I like to think she’s
         stocking up on her past. I imagine the Village is her home, as it was Marge Gramercy’s.
      

      Product shipments now come twice a week. I’ve resurrected Marge’s studio, leased the necessary equipment, and filled in around
         the couch with some folding chairs, a foam mattress in the bedroom, stacked orange crates for shelves. At the moment the crates
         are filled with such indispensable items as a pottery water recycler, a spring-loaded toilet seat, collapsible shoe trees,
         and several digital timers. Some of these products I shot back in February. I’m keeping them to show my father before I return
         them to Pensacola. I remember him saying once, “An inventor should always be on the lookout for concepts to improve.”
      

      One of these days I really will invite Dad to come down and visit. I’ll show him the work that’s paying my bills, make the
         necessary excuses, and admit that although it’s not much to be proud of, it gives me the freedom to do my own projects. I
         won’t lie to him. I just won’t tell him what I’m making of all this freedom.
      

      Harriet’s admonishments aside, there have been men. An actor. A 
         carpenter. A podiatrist. A hat salesman. Few lasted the whole night, none more than two weeks.
      

      I met the last one standing in line at Ray’s Pizza. He had pale Scandinavian hair and a square back, wore an embroidered denim
         work shirt and steel-tipped lizard boots. He ordered a single slice of the vegetarian Sicilian, then turned and, as if we’d
         been talking for hours, explained himself.
      

      “Used to be fat, but I had my stomach stapled. Now I can’t eat more ’n a slice.

      Steady at one-sixty and five feet eleven inches tall, he had skin as smooth as a boy’s and eyes the color of water in a country
         swimming hole.
      

      “I’m Jed Moffitt.” He claimed his pizza and offered me his free hand. Clammy.

      “Maibelle Chung.”

      He waited, watching as I placed my order. We ate side by side at the counter looking out onto Sixth Avenue, and he told me
         he was a sculptor. I said I was a photographer and got up to leave.
      

      “Two artists.” He snaked his arm through mine. “Why the hell not?”

      I knew perfectly well why not, but I followed Jed, anyway. By the time we reached Sheridan Square he was humming the melody
         from “Wichita Lineman” out the side of his mouth. He had a good, low voice and I closed my eyes to reach for the promised
         images of cold, clear, country nights and effortless space. But the humming stopped abruptly and we emerged from the elevator
         on the twelfth floor.
      

      His sculptures were aquariums shaped like antique bottles filled with colored water, dyed oil, and floating baubles. Upgraded
         Lava lamps. I told him they were “neat,” as if I’d never seen such creations before. He turned off the overhead lights, and
         the reflected greens and golds swam across our skin. I touched him first.
      

      In short order I had my tongue in his ear, my hands pawing his back, under, on top, flattened skin-to-skin. The aggressor,
         I granted him neither 
         choice nor comment. I had demanded this entry, forced my way in, and now took him by surprise.
      

      “Wait!” He was gasping. I unrolled the condom for him, as much to preclude conversation as to protect either of us. There
         was no protection for what I was doing.
      

      I nevertheless hoped for a different result.

      This time, I thought as the new man straddled me, this time I will push through. I will feel him with me, beside me, in me.
         Somewhere. I will feel him love me.
      

      But the closer our bodies moved together, the farther I drifted into that other familiar sensation, my own personal Doppler
         effect. A perversion of intimacy like a sexual narcotic, at once numbing and arousing, which heightened the sounds and smells,
         the darkness of moving shapes, yet erased all sensation of touch. I heard and watched as a child removed, and wondered how
         this could be happening.
      

      A child wouldn’t do such things. Not a child whose nakedness is a crime. A child would be plowed under by acts that make no
         sense. I had not been plowed under, therefore my body must belong to someone else. To prove this I went with Jed Moffitt as
         I had gone with so many men. I would not, would never, be plowed under.
      

      We slept together on a mattress he’d slid into a closet in lieu of a proper bedroom. I was used to such arrangements. Nor
         did it surprise me the next morning when he produced a snapshot of his girl. A high school sweetheart, product of a broken
         home, she looked like a mouse. A twelve-year-old mouse.
      

      “She comes up to here,” he said, indicating his chest. He spoke sheepishly: she needed him; he was helping to put her through
         med school in Baltimore. Then he asked when he could see me again.
      

      We slept together eight times, the last at my apartment. I never had bad dreams the nights I stayed with Jed. I wasn’t fool
         enough to think there was anything more to it than comfort, but there was that. I admired his scar, the courage to take drastic
         action to salve his soul. He drank Schlitz and manufactured Lava lamps and picked up women like 
         me, but he no longer felt ugly. If I could just identify what I needed to cut out or staple shut or transform, I might draw
         on Jed Moffitt’s example.
      

      Then three days ago he warned me he was going to be unavailable. The girlfriend was coming. After a few days they would leave
         to spend the summer in Maine with his parents.
      

      I stared at Jed’s hair, memorizing the precise color. Sand on a blazing hot day. White sand.

      “I’ll call you,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “In the fall. She’ll go back to school.”

      The fabric was pilling on Marge Gramercy’s sofa. I tore at the soft nappy tufts and rolled them between my fingertips until
         they hardened into a ball.
      

      Jed ran his fingers over his left eyebrow, wiping invisible perspiration. “I told you going in, Maibelle, this was the deal.”

      “It doesn’t make any difference.”

      After he was gone I realized he’d left a bottle of beer in my refrigerator. I wanted to pour it down the drain, but I didn’t.
         It’s still there.
      

      And yesterday I spotted the two of them strolling up Charles Street, laughing and bumping into each other. Hand in hand. I
         watched them until they turned the corner, and they never let go. Like paper dolls cut out of a chain, they stayed connected.
      

      About two this morning I woke, thrashing and sweating, to the crack of billy clubs at my door. I pulled free of my knotted
         sheets, slowed my breathing to a pinched roar, and stumbled to the peephole. Outside, two overstuffed patrolmen hovered with
         my neighbors arrayed behind them like a geek-show audience. When I opened the door, the police backed away, but Harriet just
         kept coming. She wore a pink hair net and her lips curled down tight over her teeth. Her eyes squeezed against the light flooding
         through my doorway.
      

      “I’ve had it! You either get a grip on yourself or get out. Next time you scream like that, I’m calling Bellevue. Hear me?”

      
         Bellevue. That was a new addition. Usually it was just the threat of the street. One more chance, she’d give me. Maybe two.
         But now it was Bellevue: straitjacket time.
      

      The policemen were staring past Harriet into my apartment. Sandra looked as if she was trying to decide whether I had recently
         ingested monstrous quantities of prescription pharmaceuticals. Larraine was sizing up the taller policeman’s backside.
      

      I apologized, assured the police that I was alone, in no danger, it wouldn’t happen again. I closed the door and threw a towel
         across the crack underneath to make them think I’d turned out the lights. Though I sometimes dream the lamps have caught fire
         and my sleeping eyes open to flames just inches away, it’s a risk worth taking against the alternative: darkness.
      

      But this time I knew I couldn’t return to sleep, no matter what tricks I used. I spent the remaining hours before dawn peering
         at the six-inch Sony at the foot of my mattress, trying to substitute whirling images of Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire for
         my usual dream. The dream, of course, won. Kept playing over and over like a negative superimposed on those elegant, gleaming
         dance numbers. A subway chase, photographers exploding flashbulbs.
      

      An unlit tunnel leads to stairs. I climb. And climb. When I emerge atop the statue’s crown, I am up against the sky. Below,
         the Hudson River runs red. Bodies lie thick in the streets. I mount the howl of sirens, hard as a gale wind, and spiral over
         the ruined city above vacant penthouse gardens and skyscrapers shorn in half. Fifth Avenue writhes with human heads and limbs,
         expensive jewelry. Discarded party hats and bleeding babies. A handsome blond man frowns at the sky.
      

      When I was little, the nightmare would abruptly change at this point and, just as the horror began to sink in, a second surge
         of siren sound would carry me safely home. I’d land on a red and green balcony surrounded by musical bells.
      

      In the version of recent years there is no rescue. I spin my arms like one of those weather-vane ducks to stay aloft and only
         think I know where I’m going. “Home!” I scream. “Let me go!” But it’s as if a cloud 
         of white silk has eaten lower Manhattan. I cannot see beyond Canal Street, nor can I turn back. I enter the cloud and drop
         without warning, spin like an insect caught in a whirlpool. Down I fall, down, bracing to hit concrete, but though I feel
         a pain like razors being sharpened against my skin, though I open my eyes wide enough to take in all Mott Street, I see nothing.
         The white becomes snow as thick as ink. I plunge faster, faster. Invisible hands claw my eyes and mouth. Smoke chokes my throat
         but I cannot cough. Strangled voices jeer and whisper. Another minute, they tell me, another second and I will never breathe
         again.
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      The lamps have come on over the playground, and the crowd of skaters is growing. The center is given to experts who glide
         backward and two-step as if they were born on wheels. The shadows are filled with less ambitious couples who flirt and fight,
         killing time.
      

      Nights like this in Chinatown I used to sit out on our balcony and listen to the washing of mah-jongg tiles from the terrace
         upstairs mix with the laughter of boys playing craps on the sidewalk directly below. I’d watch the slow procession of traffic,
         a pageant of shadow and mirrored light. That balcony was like a box seat at the theater with all of Mott Street the stage.
      

      My father, who would drive an hour to save a dime on a carton of Kents, used to say our third-floor walk-up on Mott Street
         was the biggest bargain in Manhattan. Where else in 1960, he said, could we find a four-bedroom for under two hundred a month?
         Given our address and my father’s Chinese birthright, you might think that apartment would have been splashed with Oriental
         touches, at the very least some bean curd, lotus root, or winter melon tucked into the refrigerator—but it was as though a
         fine dotted line traced the perimeter of my childhood home. To cross it was like stepping from Hong Kong into Geneva.
      

      Outside, whether in the hallway or the street beyond the terrace, the air danced with fragrances of sandalwood, water chestnuts,
         dried 
         shrimp, and garlic. Doors were hung with good-luck banners and appeals for protection from the gods. The reigning colors were
         scarlet and gold.
      

      My mother chose to arrange our home in black and white, with an occasional accent of lemon yellow or hot pink to “punch it
         up.” The apartment coordinated well with her wardrobe, which in the sixties was stylishly eye-popping. The kitchen was done
         in stainless steel, and though the native language was English, the cuisine was aggressively French. A monstrous air conditioner,
         which my father purchased at a factory sale in New Rochelle, was installed in the kitchen window and ran year-round to keep
         the smell of the neighbors’ cooking from contaminating Mum’s. Out on the balcony, where the locals might grow peonies or chrysanthemums,
         she established a garden of pots containing Alpine wildflowers.
      

      She lived there for nearly twenty years but I never once heard my mother call Chinatown home, and after we moved away she
         would unfailingly correct the rest of us: “It’s not our home anymore. We’re up towners now.”
      

      Perhaps that’s why I so automatically rejected Tommy Wah’s invitation to return. That and the fact that for years, because
         of my recurring nightmares, I’ve tried to block out all thought of the old neighborhood. But ever since Tommy’s letter the
         memories have been creeping back, and I no longer know whether to battle or embrace them.
      

      Now, in a corner of the schoolyard I can only dimly see, a girl has fallen, is crying. A boy stands over her shaking his fist.
         She twists away.
      

      I suddenly realize I’m sweating, holding my breath. Blood flows where I’ve bitten my lip. The music throbs and jumps to top
         volume, and the boy yanks the girl to her feet. Their shadowed figures collide, then merge.
      

      I make myself breathe in. And out. They are kissing. I have film to develop. I need to go in and work. But even in the darkroom
         with the door shut, the music penetrates. Pumping. Pounding. “Emotional Rescue.”
      

      
         * * *
      

      My plan failed on both counts. I did not learn to fly freely or fearlessly. I clung instead to one anonymous man after another.
         And my nightmares clung to me.
      

      I could say it was Tommy’s letter that prompted my return. Or the incident in Pensacola. Or Marge. But the truth is, my nightmares
         have been driving me back for years, as relentlessly as they once pushed me away. I came to New York more determined than
         ever to find the source of these nightly terrors, face it down and conquer it.
      

      But determination can be a very fickle bedfellow, and it, too, threatens to fail me now. Mystical signs and coincidences aside,
         unless I make some progress against my dream life soon, I will lose this apartment and even the minimal safety net I’ve managed
         to establish here.
      

      No more men. And no more running away.
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