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    Welcome to Purgatory


    It is a cold and harrowing morning in the life of a man the day he wakes up, looks at himself in the mirror, and ﬁnally realizes that he is not, has never been, nor will ever be George Clooney. A magniﬁcent, eternal ideal had been floating out there; it was a paragon of the perfect human being this man had wanted to become. He wanted to look like him, act like him, talk and think like him. He wanted to be him and shed the creaky body, cranky soul, and unexciting past of the man he was. And now he realizes: it isn’t happening and it’s not going toDamn it, I am just going to go on being me.


    Perfection will not only forever elude this broken man; it won’t even get close enough to tickle his bald spot, pinch his love handles, or tug on his double chin. If he were as much as half-perfect, he wouldn’t be here; he wouldn’t be looking at his reflection in his smudged bathroom mirror, wishing with all his might that he were someone else. And it’s too late: it won’t ever happen. He knows it now. Excellence, courage, wit, grace, conﬁdence . . . they’ve all slipped away. The luminous spirit of the ideal man has fled the scene and isn’t coming back. It’s all over now, Baby Blue. James Bond is long gone, my friend. You will never play centerﬁeld for the Yankees, you will never be Tiger Woods or Spider-Man, you won’t win an Oscar and own a large yacht and sleep with famous women. The closest you’ll ever get to being Jimi Hendrix or Eddie Van Halen is playing Guitar Hero. You’ve always been you and will always be you and now there’s nothing left to do but ride Life’s Moving Sidewalk Unto Death.


    In these harsh terrible seconds, the truth slowly twists into him like a corkscrew, and in the mirror he sees the lights going out, one by one, on his future.


    I have been that man, looking into the mirror. I have heard the strains of “Taps” tooting mournfully out of the bathroom faucet. And in short, I was terriﬁed.


    The lights were going out and I had to do somethingI had to ﬁnd something, anything, no matter whatto prevent everything from going dark.


    Then I found poker, fortune, glory, and for the ﬁrst time in my life, self-conﬁdence, and suddenly the world was bright again.
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    I want to go home. Where it’s warm and cozy and where I am, I hope, still loved.


    But I can’t. I’m no longer welcome there even though I, of course, was the one who sprang for the fuzzy welcome mat. (How cruel is that?) So here I am in Purgatory.


    It has ﬁnally stopped snowing, but it’s still freezing out, and if the furniture inside the Purgatory Inn had teeth, they would be chattering. In all my life I’ve never seen so much snow. White as far as the eye can see. Snow covering hills, trees, roads, ﬁelds, and whatever the hell else out there that it’s covering. Underneath that rolling furry blanket of white and silver are many more sheets of it.


    This motel has ten rooms but right now I’m the only guest, so mine is the only light on. From the dark, empty road outside, my one light might make it look as if something nefarious is going on, but inside there’s nothing more sinister than a humming laptop, a moldy carpet, a lot of faded plaid, and sitting on the rickety night table alongside a plastic glass (“Sanitized for Your Protection”) of Scotch, two autographed paperback books, both written by Frank W. Dixon.


    Any minute now Wolverine Mommy, my cherished long-distance friend, will be joining me here. She and I have never met. Not in the flesh at least. She had no idea I was coming out to her frosty Michigan oblivion, but here I am.


    I want to go home. I miss my wife and it’s killing me and I want her back. With all my heart and soul I do.


    This is what all my newfound self-conﬁdence has wrought?


    The motel TV is on and I’m flipping between March Madness and the usual catastrophes on CNN and paying no attention to any of it. In two or three days I am planning to drive back down to the Detroit airport, if my rented Hyundai Cilantro doesn’t crumble on me, and return to my normal life, which has shattered into, yes . . . A Million Little Pieces. Where I’ll go from here, nobody has any idea.


    It’s past six-thirty. Wolve told me she’d be here at six. Her husband teaches history at the local high school and loves to hunt and hopefully he won’t pop in on us with an Elmer Fudd cap and a 12-gauge Winchester over/under. (I assume she hasn’t told him I’m here.) She has three young boys and sometimes, when I’m playing poker with her on-line, I swear I can hear them running, yowling and knocking over things in the background.


    Hell, Michigan, would have been a better name for this desolate place, but that was already taken. Only a person in transit from one nowhere to another would ever ﬁnd out that such a town even existed. I had to leave New York quickly, and it is a measure of how far America’s 711,653rd most popular novelist has fallen that the Purgatory Inn is the best I can do for refuge. But there wasn’t anywhere else to go except to a clinic. And I’m not ready for that.


    The problem isn’t that I’ve hit rock bottom. The problem is that I haven’t.


    A few hours ago I turned on my laptop and played poker for about an hour and a half. Thanks to four miracle 3s, I ﬁnished ahead. (It was terriﬁc: a cocky guy named Element Lad thought he had a sure winner with a club flush; while he gloated, I quietly showed him my quad 3s . . . he was crushed.) Then I saw Wolverine Mommy log on and joined her at her table. “Guess where I am?” I IM’ed her. “Where?” she said. “In Purgatory,” I told her, knowing she wouldn’t believe me, “just a few miles away at the Purgatory Inn!” She said, “No way . . . you’re kidding me,” and I said: “Wolve, I swear to God I’m really, really here. Any way you could come over soon?” She won $300 with two Jacks and, after I swore on my parents’ graves I was actually here, she told me: “Okay, I think I can be there at 6 but this better not be a prank.”


    There’s a knock on the door now . . . it could either be the good-natured Sikh proprietor, who has suddenly remembered he owns and operates a motel, or Norman Bates. Or it could be . . .


    “It’s Wolve!” I hear from outside.


    I turn off the TV, get up, open the door. I see that she has bright red shoulder-length hair and is wearing a navy goose-down parka and Timberland boots. She’s about thirty pounds overweight, and, no, she’s not Miss Upper Peninsula but then I’m no Mr. Teaneck, New Jersey, either.


    “I can’t believe this!” she says, shaking her head of all its disbelief and snow. “You’re really you?”


    After I assure her that I can’t help but be me, I bid her in with a gentlemanly wave of my arm.


    She dances a little jig to shake loose the snow from her shoes and pants, and I close the door. Hours and hours online chatting to each other, of winning and losing money to each other, and ﬁnally we meet.


    “I can’t believe this, Chip!”


    “Me neither.”


    After a minute of nice-to-ﬁnally-meet you pleasantries she sits on the bed and I ask, “So, did you tell your husband you were visiting me?”


    “Uh, no. He wouldn’t understand.”


    It isn’t hard to see that she also doesn’t understand. And I don’t know if I do either.


    “He doesn’t,” she says, “get our whole world. He just likes it that I win sometimes.”


    I tell her that Wifey has thrown me out of the house, although I don’t tell her why, and that I had no place to go and so I came here. To no place.


    She looks at me and I look away. What am I doing here, she’s probably thinking. I know for a fact that I didn’t come all the way here to be a cad, and I’m pretty sure she hasn’t come to the motel tonight to be an adulteress and has come only as a friend. But still, it’s awfully cold out there.


    The wind wails and the motel’s walls and floorboards shudder when I hand her my two novels, Plague Boy and Love: A Horror Story, neither of which I am able to think about without being overwhelmed with pride, despair, bewilderment, and rage.


    She examines the books, reads my brief inscriptions to her, and starts to cryI’ve had some negative reactions to my work, but nothing quite like thisthen dabs at her eyes with her huge purple faux-shearling mittens.


    “I’m really miserable, Chip Zero,” she whimpers. “You have no idea.”


    “But I’m here,” I tell her.


    She looks up at me . . . her big blue eyes are her best feature, other than her chest. Many times over the course of the last year she’s told me how lonely she is, and right now, in the same way that some statues are meant to personify Perfect Beauty, Total Victory, or Absolute Piety, this woman represents Abject Loneliness.


    “Are you going to leave soon? Any idea how long you’ll stay?”


    I tell her I have no return ticket and no plans to either go or stay. “Right now I may be the world’s wealthiest homeless person,” I say.


    I join her on the edge of the bed, which sags, exhales, and nearly gives way when I sit. You’d think that beds in motels and hotels in the American Heartland would better tolerate the heft of large people.


    “Please stay for a while, Frank,” she says. “It would be nice.”


    It surprises me for a second, her using my real name. Hardly anyone does anymore.


    I lie and say, “I don’t want to go,” and as soon as I hear myself say it, I realize it might not be a lie at all. Maybe, I think, I’ll stay here for a week or two. Or three. It’s barren, it’s freezing, it’s on the outermost edge of nowhere, but it’s certainly endurable. And right now in my life, “endurable” doesn’t sound so bad. I also think: I hope Cynthia doesn’t ever ﬁnd out about this!


    She takes off her mittensone drops to the dismal mint-colored carpetand holds out a hand and I take it. I expect it to be ice cold but it’s very warm.


    I can stay here in this frozen-over, snow-domed limbo and start writing again. Yes, that’s what I’ll do! I’ll write! And maybe, just maybe, my wife will take me back! There’s hope!


    She squeezes my hand and says, “NH.”


    “Huh?”


    “NH, Chip.”


    Ah. I get it now. Nice hand.


    I put my arm around her puffy North Face coat. She rests her head on my shoulder and I see a warped, dark gray reflection of us in the TV screen. What are we doing, I wonder, the four of us?


    “You have no idea,” she says, “how lonely I am. There’s no . . .” She stops to compose her thoughts. “I really love my husband, my kids are the most precious things to me in the world . . . but none of this is any fun.”


    I squeeze her shoulder tighter and tell her everything will be all right. More than anything I wish I were sitting next to my wife, on my couch, in my apartment.


    “Where does your husband think you are now?”


    “At the Kohl’s.”


    For a second, before I realize what she means, I imagine Wolverine Mommy warming her hands over a pile of glowing coals in the evening blizzard.


    She looks at her watch and says, “I need to be getting back” and then puts her purple mittens back on. They’re as big as lion paws. She really does have a nice face, sort of like Ellen Burstyn in her heyday but with a few extra pounds.


    She wraps her goose-down arms around my neck and we hug for a half a minute and when we separate her face is quite flushed. No, it can’t go any further than this. A hug or two. A kiss on the cheek. That’s it. Anything more would be nuts.


    I close the door and hear a car drive off, crunching through the choppy sea of snow.


    This trip to Michiganthe plane fare, the car rental, the gas, the motelis costing me about nine hundred dollars. If I stay here for a week or so, I’ll be able to afford it. Easily.


    All I have to do is log on and play a few hands. That’ll take care of it.


    Because, despite all my recent losses, somehow I still have to believe I’m a winner.


    

  


  
    2


    A Long Out


    This journey of starts, stops, victory, loss, and reshuffles began innocently enough last March in Las Vegas at the Luxor hotel. Had I not been exactly where I was when I was, doing exactly what I was doing, perhaps I would not be here in lonely, frigid Purgatory, one year later.


    I was with Wifey, our bellies full of mediocre, overpriced Vegas foodcooked by a famed New York chef who wasn’t anywhere within two thousand miles of the placeleaning over a ten-buck-minimum craps table. To my left stood WifeySecond Gunman, my poker buddy, was the ﬁrst to call Cynthia thatever so slightly spilling out of a tight red silk cheongsam. The dress, bought only hours before on a whim, featured a long trickle of gold dahlias falling gracefully down the right side.


    The stranger immediately to my right, a male about thirty years old, said, “Hey, you know who you look a lot like?”


    Is there a chance, I wondered for an instant, that this guy actually recognizes me from the black and white portrait on the backs of my two novels? That would be impossible for three reasons: hardly anyone remembers author photos, hardly anyone bought my two novels, and there were no author photos to begin with.


    “I have no idea,” I answered. “Who?”


    But he was talking to Cynthia, not me. He elbowed his buddy, who stood on his right, and said, “Richie, who’s she look like to you?”


    Richie examined, unlecherously, Wifey’s long, wavy black hair, tight Asian garment, and hint of sun-bronzed cleavage and said, “No idea. Who?”


    “The Dragon Lady on the Poker Galaxy site!”


    “You’re right,” Richie told him.


    Cynthia and I looked at each other and shrugged. I had no idea what they were talking about.


    “Who?” I asked as the dice came up a 7. “What Dragon Lady?”


    There was a collective groan, chips were gathered, the dice changed hands, and I plunked a few red chips from my stack onto the pass line. I was still up over $300.


    The two mensalesmen of some sort, most likelytold me there was a site called Pokergalaxy.com (aka the Galaxy) and on this site there were “characters” (or avatars): you logged on, went to a poker table, and became a character for the duration of the game, until you left or changed avatars. One of the characters, Richie said, was a foxy Asian woman in a red silk dress.


    “People play for real money on this site?” I asked them. So innocent.


    “Oh, it’s real all right,” the one to my right said. “Believe me, it’s real.”


    “You can check it out,” Wifey chimed in to me, “back in the hotel room.”


    That would be easy to do. I’d brought a laptop to write a book on, I’d brought a pad and pens and index cards to make notes for this book. I’d brought everything but a successful career, any trace of a readership, an idea for another book, or the will to ever write another one. (One thing gamblers, writers, aging athletes, and repeat victims of adultery must be able to admit to themselves: I know when I’m licked.) So for the last few days, while Wifey was working at the Convention Center at the Venetian (she’s head of ad sales at Soles, a footwear trade publication), I’d been relaxing by one of the Bellagio pools, drinking Coronas, eating lousy hot dogs, watching women jiggle in swimsuits, and cursing: cursing my (possibly former) agent Clint Reno; cursing my (deﬁnitely) former publisher; cursing the Times and Time magazine and The Boston Globe and readers the world over, except for England, where I am, for some reason, understood and appreciated. (Yeah, I know: so are Benny Hill, Robbie Williams, and cricket.) It was an unusually torrid March, even for the Nevada desert, and, after three Coronas and gazing at women in bikinis rubbing SPF 2 all over themselves, it begged the question: Is global warming really so bad? Every day I’d log on to my e-mail, hoping there would be a message from the Reno Brothers Literary AgencyI hadn’t heard a peep out of Clint for three monthstelling me he’d sold Dead on Arrival, the book I’d turned over to him the previous December, to a publisher.


    There was no such e-mail.


    When Cynthia and I returned to our hotel room from the Luxor, I immediately went to Pokergalaxy.com. Having never been there before, it took a few minutes to navigate the site. I had to register and do this and that and, in a way, it was like becoming a citizen of a new country. But ﬁnally I made it to a poker table and saw . . .


    “This must be her,” I said to Wifey. “Take a look.”


    I was sitting on the corner of the bed and she peered over my shoulder, her long earring tickling the hair on the back of my neck.


    “I guess,” Cynthia said, “you could say she looks like me.”


    Sure enough, a sultry Asian woman in a tight red cheongsam was sitting at a table and playing cards. Although my wife is not remotely Asian, there was a resemblance. But my gaze drifted to the player sitting next to her: a portly dude in a bright yellow Hawaiian shirt with a peroxide-blond Caesar haircut and a pair of round sunglasses tinted a very hip rose pink. I watched this character, the Big Man, as he conﬁdently made his moves, his actions controlled by some stranger in Dubai or Dublin or Durbin or Des Moines. It was No-Limit Texas Hold’em and the Big Man just sat there coolly. . . . There was no movement other than crude jump cuts and no sound other than the clacking of chips and the crisp snap of playing cards.


    He won seven hundred dollars with two 2s. Real money.


    From out of my mouth there slipped an elongated curious Hmmm . . .
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    The day after Wifey and I got back to New York from Las Vegas, I went into my study and logged on to the Poker Galaxy again and nosed my way around cautiously. There were dozens of places on the site to go to and, I saw, 30,000 other people were logged on at the same time I was. Alongside their handles or nicks (their online nicknames) you could see where they were calling in from: Sydney, Singapore, Cairo, Paris, Kiev, Baghdad, Seattle, Quito. Time zones didn’t matter here. It was midnight in Manhattan but some burly yobbo waking up late in Perth and chugging a Fosters for breakfast could get a few hands in against a tea-sipping spinster in Surrey who was just trying to win a few quid before hitting the hay.


    In Vegas I had created my nick: Chip Zero. It was the ﬁrst thing that came to me.


    Now I went to a play-money table. Although there were no instructions on how to raise, check, fold, etc., it was easier than putting a round peg in a round hole. You simply had to move the cursor to the correct box and clicka four-year-old could have ﬁgured it out. The dollar amount rose when you clicked RAISE, your avatar (I chose the Big Man) folded when you clicked FOLD. It was easy, all too easy.


    The game was Pot Limit Hold’em and I watched from the sideline, not taking part. After a while I clicked PLAY and there I was, wired in to all corners of the gambling globe.


    The low blind, I got a 6 and a King for my pocket cards. Not good, not terrible. There were three others at the table, and the flop came up 10, Jack, Queen. The betting began and, even though it wasn’t real money, my hands quickly got clammy. After a raise and a few calls, the pot rose. I stayed in with nothing but a possible straight. The turn came up another 6, giving me a weak pair. Everyone was passingthey didn’t have much either, it was easy to surmise. Or they might be blufﬁng; someone might have the straight or two or three Jacks or Queens and be slow-playing me, sucking me in. But what did I care?: It was play-dough, not even as tangible as Monopoly money.


    The river card was a 6. I had 6-6-6.


    I raised. One person folded, the other called. One of them reraised and I saw it. The thought that there were two pocket Queens lying in wait for me flashed across my mind and my hands got colder, clammier. Then it was time to show the cards.


    I won. Some man (I assume it was a man . . . online, you can never really tell anything) from Topeka named Topeka Tim had two Queens. But my devilish trips had bettered him.


    I won over seven hundred bucks in that ﬁrst hand.


    The money was fake, but the pride, shock and 5,000-volt thrill were not.


    “That was just too damn easy,” I said to Wifey sometime later that day.
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    Other than poker, I’ve never excelled at anything. And it’s not for lack of trying.


    I wanted to be professional athlete. That was Plan A. If that didn’t work, then I would, I thought, become a great artist. That was Plan B.


    But I was never good at sports. To observe me playing basketball is to watch a great unforgivable insult to the game itself, and generations of Naismiths have spun in their graves whenever I lofted up an air ball from three feet, dribbled the ball off a shin (my own or an opponent’s), or jammed an elbow into the temple of the man I was putatively guarding. I am still a Teaneck playground legend of sorts for not being good at it but for never giving up. Five on ﬁve games, three on three, one on oneI played them all, and I’ve shot hoops by myself a thousand times. I tried so hard but never got good, and it became as common a sight in the neighborhood as the Mr. Softee truck rolling down the street in summer, me slumping my way home from basketball courts and playgrounds, baffled, sweaty, and thoroughly distraught.


    I was a third-string wide receiver on my high school football team but never got into a game and quit the team in my senior year to dedicate myself to smoking pot and chasing stoner skirt. In my twenties I played on a Garment Center softball team and once hit a ball high over the left ﬁeld fence . . . but I stood at home plate too long admiring my majestic wallop and was called out at second base. It ended up just being a long out. At summer camp I was on the B team in soccer and swimming. I was lousy at golf, tennis, and ice-skating and have never won one single game of chess. I was like a clumsy third baseman who lets the ball go between his legs every time it’s hit to him, in that I never picked up the signals that the Gods of Success were sending me: some people, no matter how hard they want something and no matter how much they work at it, will forever be relegated to life’s B team. Where we belong.


    A perennial mediocre student, as early as my teens I found myself staring at the ceiling and wondering: Is it really asking so much to be good at something? At anything?


    When I ﬁnally came to accept that I wasn’t ever going to be a professional athlete I switched over to Plan B. My major in college had been Art History. The tests were easy, most of the students in the classes were girls, and I loved what I was studying.


    So two years after graduating I flew to Paris with all my savings and found a run-down apartment in a seedy section of town and moved in. Never having studied drawing or painting, I was going to teach myself from the ground up. I would be a naïf. If I led a miserably Spartan life, which I did, I had enough money to live there for a year. There’d be no numbered ducks at Tour Argent for me, nor any Le Big Macs; my lone extravagance would be the International Herald Tribune every day and a whore on Rue St. Denis once every two months.


    I needed to go to a place where I knew no one, had not one distraction, could barely get by with the language. The starving Artist-in-Paris fantasy may seem hackneyed, but perhaps there is something to that fantasy after all, which is how it became so hackneyed. To make matters even more stereotypical, I was fleeing a scarring breakup with Diane, my college girlfriend, whom I’d caught in bed one day snatching away my little brother’s virginity. I had to go someplace far away and immerse myself in something so I’d stop thinking about her.


    Once there, I created a serviceable atelier out of my living room and soon the living room ceased to exist as such: it was a windowed box containing rolls of canvas, an easel, tubes of paint everywhere, brushes and pastels on the floor, and me. There was no phone, TV, or radio. Once a month I made the long walk over to the American Express on Rue Scribe to get mail.


    Weeks passed without my saying a word to anyone, other than “Un vin blanche, s’il vous plaît” to a bartender. The prostitutes on St. Denis cost $40 a throw then, and I painted a nude of one of them, a bulky, crossed-eyed blonde. (I was classy enough to uncross them in the picture.) I’d begin drawing and painting at eight in the morning and some nights I’d paint until 3 a.m. Once I got going, I couldn’t stop. Even when I wanted to, I couldn’t. Looking back, this must have been my ﬁrst battle with addiction and it was one I didn’t want to lose.


    As I worked and struggled, I dreamt ahead several decades. My paintings would hang in museums all over the world and in the homes of the stinking rich, those despised clients of mine who saw my work as investments and not as unique works of unparalleled beauty. I had a house in Maine, a loft in SoHo. In books and monographs, black-and-white photographs of the much-younger me in Paris ran alongside the paintings I was executing at the time. In these photos my paintings can be seen hanging on the dimly lit wall and propped up on the floor behind me. My sad, lonely eyes stare out and I am haggard and hungry, my jeans and sweatshirt are splattered with paint, and a cigarette dangles from my hand . . . even though I’ve never smoked.


    Needless to say, no such picture was ever taken.


    The time flew by and I wanted to slow it down just so I could paint more. I would sit down at my easel and focus in on the work at hand, focusing as I’d never focused on anything in the past, and before I knew it, ten hours had elapsed. If anyone had been there to ask me how much time had gone by, I probably would have said ten minutes.


    It may have been the greatest time of my entire life.


    But it was time that went right down the drain. It became Zero Time, a year of my life that just did not happen. Because I wasn’t any good. I made no progress at all and was just as bad on Day 350 as I was on Day 1. I denied my lack of ability every day and every minute, I denied it even as my arm, wrist, and back ached from painting twelve hours straight. I denied it when I hung my completed canvases on the walls of my Parisian apartment and stood back to take them in. I denied it as I sketched at two in the morning, did watercolors at noon, and gouache and Conté crayon at nine at night. I denied it right up to the moment when I had only enough money left to make it to the airport and for my plane ticket home.


    There was no Plan C, which is how I wound up becoming me.
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    Taking into consideration the myriad items on List A, which contains those things I’m not good at (sports, painting, carpentry, anything musical, cooking, being charming at parties, anything of a ﬁnancial nature, crosswords, computer know-how, conversing about indie ﬁlms and alt rock bands), and the items on List B, which contains those things I am good at (writing novels that don’t sell and screenplays that never get ﬁlmed and plays that never get produced, playing poker, not doing volunteer work), you would think that List A would feel sorry for List B and perhaps send a couple of things over just to boost morale. Sort of like a talent mercy fuck. But List A is merciless, takes no prisoners, brooks no quarter, and the end result is I might very well be a no-talent bum of the ﬁrst order.


    So that was my life the day I won that ﬁrst hand of fake money: I had two books under my belt, and while they had not sold well, one (Plague Boy) had been optioned by Hollywood (the red-hot director Pacer Burton was slated to direct). I’d written a third novel but its fate was unknown and possibly extremely dire. On the plus side, I had a great job. My wife and I had enjoyed seven truly wonderful years of a yin-yang marriage. However, we had been married for ten, and lately (ever since my books began withering on bookstore shelves), my irritable and shabby New Jersey yin had been clashing with her carefree and classy Park Avenue yang. Because I could no longer bring myself to start another book and because I had so much free time on my hands, the stage was set for me to become a semiprofessional poker player.


    At least I was doing something I was good at.


    I refused to let all the lights go out.
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    A week or so after I got back from Vegas, I opened up, with Wifey’s approval, a separate account at my bank and put a thousand dollars in it. When I got home from work one day I went into the Galaxy and set the whole thing up, linking the new account to the site. In the eyes of over 50,000 winners and losers around the world, I was now Chip Zero, Man of a Thousand Dollars. I would either grow my stake into two or three thousand or fritter it away in a week. If it turned out to be the latter, then so be it. I’d have learned my lesson.


    Things would be different now: I wasn’t gambling with play money. Play money was Whiffleball; this was hardball. Of course, I didn’t have to play for real moneyI could shuttle between the play tables and the real ones, hone my skills in the former to unleash them in the latter.


    Cynthia hadn’t come home yet, and after ten hands with the fake stuff, I made the move into Real Money World. I went to a table in “Low” with ﬁve- and ten-dollar blinds; my hands were ice-cold and my armpits were like sponges. As is possible on the site, before I took my “seat,” I observed the game and the players for a while. It was not surprising that play here moved slower, that the players deliberated longer: money really does change everything. This was like going from playing checkers with a ten-year-old to playing chess against Big Blue.


    I had also noticedthe site informs youeach player’s winnings (or stacks); that is, how much money players brought to the table. For example, Foldin’ Caulﬁeld (an orthopedist from, ironically, Council Bluffs who either plays poker between surgeries to relax, or performs surgery between poker games to relax) might have a stack of $150,000, while Halitosis Sue’s stack was a modest $450. For this, my ﬁrst game, I chose a table where people didn’t have that much, took my seat and played as the Big Man again. I don’t know why, but I was drawn to that avatar. (If Wifey resembles, as she thinks she does, Ava Gardner a year past her prime, I resembled Gérard Depardieu then, circa the 1980s, albeit with moppier, grayer hair and not as big a galoot. I was ten pounds overweight but, in my defense, it had been the same ten pounds for twenty years.)


    Chip Zero was now in the house.


    I dumped ﬁve bucks the ﬁrst hand, folding two fours. The winning hand was three Jacks. Okay, I thought, so now I’m down to $995.


    I dumped twenty the next hand, hoping that my nines and eights would prevail. But three nines kicked me right in the teeth and I let out a groan that sounded like a Bassett hound being neutered by a failing veterinary student.


    Well, this isn’t that much fun.


    But I had nothing else to do. There were no books to write. If I wrote them, there was nobody to publish them. If I wrote them and somebody published them, there were no readers to read them.


    In the third hand, not only did I win all the money back with a full house, Kings full of tens, but suddenly I was ahead a hundred dollars.


    I vowed then that, as God is my witness, I would never be behind again.


    When Wifey came home she put a pot of water on the stove to make pasta for dinner, but simmering with glee I ran over, turned the burner off, dumped the water into the sink, and whisked her out for dinner. In the restaurant I said to her, “I think I may ﬁnally have found something I’m good at” and told her it was poker. She wasn’t as happy for me as I would have liked, but when I told her how much I’d won and how easily I’d won it, well, I think she came around. I didn’t pay for dinner that night and neither did shea few faceless poker players whom I’d never met wound up paying for it. We downed an eighty-dollar bottle of wine and when we returned home I was still so excited I couldn’t sleep. So at about three in the morning I went into my little study, flicked on a small light, and made a list of the things I could do to resurrect my literary career.


    Go to book parties and sucker-punch the likes of Jonathan Franzen, Jonathan Safran Foer, Jonathan Lethem, Michael Chabon, David Eggers, David Mitchell.


    But this might be a problem as there is no chance at this point I’d ever get invited to such a book party.


    In lieu of the aforementioned Jonathans and Davids, I could punch out an old coot like Phillip Roth or Joyce Carol Oates and hopefully not kill them. Or I could take on a career-dead writer like Marty Amis or Sal Rushdie, both of whom could use the publicity, too.


    But Joyce Carol Oates once wrote a book about boxing and could possibly beat me up.


    In a profanity-laced article in The Atlantic or The New York Review of Books, I could drill the above Jonathans and Davids new assholes. Why, it would be the literary scandale of the decade! I’ll write unending comma- and semi-colon-ﬁlled sentences about their books and their abundant lack of talent. Pick one single ungainly sentence of theirsjust like the real critics do!and use it to skewer their entire oeuvre. Use words like “pullulation,” or short fancy-ass words like “ﬁctive” so that people take me seriously. It would make Mailer v. Vidal and Hellmann v. McCarthy look like the undercard of a Golden Gloves featherweight bout! One of the offended geniuses would go on Charlie Rose and, after belittling my inconsequential output and poor sales, dare me to a boxing match (or, if it’s Marty Amis or Sal Rushdie, a tennis or cricket match), and I would go on Charlie Rose and come up with a lame excuse why I couldn’t go through with it (“Charlie, I’m not going to dignify that juvenile challenge with a comment.”).


    But in order for me to pull this off I’d have to read their books . . . and I didn’t want to.


    I could burst into the Reno Brothers Literary Agency and pummel the hell out of Clint Reno, my agent (if he still is my agent). In this wacky world, not only would that get Dead on Arrival published, it would also land me a reality TV show on Bravo.


    Start a blog. Tweet. The ﬁnal desperate cries for help of wretched losers everywhere.


    Write a new new novel, get it published; the novel gets good reviews in the Times, I go on Oprah and Charlie Rose. But who am I kidding? The Times hates me so much that they Photoshopped me right out of my wedding announcement picture, turning me into the conspicuous gray blotch hovering over my blushing bride’s shoulders.


    Write a book about my dog. My lovable dog Max, Molly, Spanky, or Duffy. He or she could be a gorgeous purebred or a big ol’ scruffy mutt who followed me home one day. The dog keeps my marriage intact and happy, and saves my troubled daughter from drowning one day. Because of the dog, my severely autistic son sinks twenty shots in a row in a high school basketball game, and the dog sees my wife through menopause and a cancer scare. Spanky gets old and blind and dies in my arms. For the ﬁrst time in my adult life, Iever the cold-blooded stoiccry. Ultimately not only has the dog taught me the true meaning of Love, it has rescued my literary career.


    Pen a poorly written trilogy of mysteries set in Stockholm and then die of a heart attack.


    I could get a job in advertising, then get ﬁred. Then get a job at Starbucks. Write about the whole wonderful, fulﬁlling experience, and quit the job when the book gets sold to the movies.


    Confess in one memoir that I was once a young, homeless, drug-addicted but still ravishingly beautiful transvestite prostitute who serviced truck drivers and the squealing livestock they transported. In the next memoir confess that I wasn’t, that I was really my sister, a tough white kid who hung around with murderous but tenderhearted black L.A. gangbangers and who had once escaped the Holocaust, after meeting my wife in a concentration camp, and been raised by wolves in the Brussels woods.


    I could write an A Million Little Pieceslike memoir, all of it pullulating with exaggeration and falsehood. Concoct my very own crack whore, whose shattered life I later save. I’ll pass myself off to the literary world as a tough guy, a bad boy, a ticking time bomb, the kind of brooding, barbwire-skinned punk who calls a bartender “barkeep” and befriends maﬁosi and boxers and corrupt clarinet-playing Negro judges.


    Or I could write a real memoir, about losing out as a novelist, discovering poker and winning tons of money and adulation but losing everything.


    But with so many phony memoirs getting published these days, it has become almost impossible to publish a real one anymore. The world prefers the fake stuff.


    I printed out my list, looked at it, tore it up, and threw the pieces out. Then I logged on to the Galaxy and played a few hands. I crept back into bed with my wife, who was curled up and sound asleep and had no idea that her husband was now ﬁve hundred dollars richer.
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    Big Slick


    Where else but on the Galaxy could I ﬁnd camaraderie at any hour of the day or night? Where else could I ﬁnd a place where failure was not only expected, but was hoped for? For when you’re sitting around an online poker table, you’re joined by at least one other and possibly nine other likeminded souls and, though they are out to take your money, you are, for a short time, willfully and inextricably bound to them. If you stick around long enough, you will witness them fail miserably and they will be courteous enough to return the favor.


    The ﬁrst friend I made online turned out to be my best: Second Gunman, a hotel receptionist in Blackpool, England. For the ﬁrst few days I played, I was so nervous that I refrained from any online chatting. I’d noticed the chat going on (there’s a small oval box where players talk to one another) but I wanted to concentrate on the cards and make sure I made the right moves: it was one thing to channel Doyle Brunson, another to channel me, but I wasn’t ready to do both at the same time. It wasn’t until my sixth day playing that I noticed I was often playing with the same people.


    “Chip,” Second Gunman said to me one day, “how are ya?”


    I panicked but only mildly. I had been playing in the shadows, an unseen puppeteer pulling the strings of my poker-playing bulldog. When I’d win hands, players would say “NH” (nice hand) or “VNH” (very nice hand); I should have sent them a “TY” (thank you) but was too locked into the game to do that.


    I IM’ed back, “Hi, Second Gunman,” and he quickly responded: “Talking today, I see. The other day the cat had your tongue.” I wrote back: “Well, the cat coughed it back up.”


    This conversation took place while the cards were shuffled and dealt, while we players examined our pocket cards (I had two 4s, usually the start of a go-nowhere hand) and while the flop was revealed. I had to mentally toggle between checking, raising, and possibly folding, and typing the next sentence and reading his words to me.


    “I had a feckin cat once,” he said. He raised ﬁve dollars and I called.


    “I don’t really like cats,” I told him. “More of a dog man really.”


    “I LOVE cats!” someone at the table, appropriately named Feline Lucky 2Nite, said.


    “Well, neither do I, Chip,” Second said to me, “but I also don’t like mice and that’s why I had a cat once. That cat took care of the mice asap.”


    The turn card was a 3 and everybody passed. There was only the river card left.


    “So the cat killed the mice,” I said, “but then you’re stuck with the cat.”


    The river card came up a 4. I now had three of them and won sixty bucks. Not bad for four minutes’ work. There was a break in the action while the program shuffled the cards, the blinds were automatically paid, and the next hole cards were dealt.


    “I made fluffy slippers out of it,” Second told me. “Dyed ’em pink. Very comfy.”


    I had an Ace and a King, unsuited. Big Slick, they call it, probably because it promises more than it delivers and more often than not you end up slipping and sliding.


    “That cat was either,” I replied, “very big or you have awfully small feet, Second.”


    The flop came up Ace-King-2, giving me a strong two pair. Money was bet and the pot went over $100 after the flop.


    “So what cards do you have, Chip?” Second Gunman asked me . . . as if I would tell him!


    “I’ve got Big Slick,” I told him.


    The turn card was a 5. No help to me. But what if someone had pocket 5s? My Aces and Kings would go down, like Brazil losing to Lichtenstein in soccer. But I had to stick with them and I kept checking. Gradually, day by day and hand by hand, I was developing a system.


    “Big Slick?” Second Gunman said. “Don’t get it.”


    A player named Gloomy Gus 17 dropped out . . . maybe he knew what Big Slick meant.


    The river card came up a Jack. Second Gunman passed, I raised, and Feline Lucky folded. It was just me and Second now. He saw the raise.


    It was time to show the cards. I had the Aces and the Kings . . . but Second had pocket Jacks: the river Jack had given him three of a kind. He won . . . and Big Slick, that arrogant, strutting cock of the walk, had fallen on his face once again.


    “NH,” I grunted to my new Anglo-Irish friend.


    “Uh oh,” he said. “Arsehole hotel manager coming. Gotta go!”


    By the end of the ﬁrst seven daysI took Sundays offnot only had I made over $1,000 but also a new friend who worked at the Four Swans, “the second best hotel in Blackpool, England.” (“You ever need a place to stay in B-pool, just tell me,” he said. “Wow! I could stay at the hotel for free?!” I asked him. “No,” he answered, “but I know a nice alleyway nearby.”)


    I was still working then and was only playing a few hours a day. And not writing a word.
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    If I was going to play poker for real money, then I had to concentrate, get totally locked in, locked in to the Zone. I had to be like a batter at the plate tuning out all the crowd noise, empty seats, John 3:16 signs, and the white sky or silver dome above and beyond the pitcher. If Kim Kardashian were descending naked by parachute onto my face, I had to ignore her: There was only the ball. I had to tune out the world and weigh my own hand against what others might have and pay attention to their wagering and decide how to act.


    When I told Wifey/Cynthia, at the end of the ﬁrst week, how much money I’d won, she didn’t believe me. I logged on to the site and showed her I wasn’t pulling her leg.


    “So does this mean,” she asked me, “that I won’t owe you my half of the rent this month?”


    I thought about it. The $1,000 seed money had been my stake; it had been my idea to play for real dough, it was my poker skills and luck that had reaped this largesse. She had no more to do with it than I had to do with her earning her weekly nut from her footwear trade mag. This was all my doing! (Did Mrs. Isaac Newton ever once ask for a share of her hubby’s gravity proceeds?)


    “Okay,” I told her. “I’ll pay it all this month.”


    At ﬁrst I reserved my poker playing for between eight and eleven p.m., which is when I used to write. By playing at the same time each day, I discovered, I would see the same players.


    One day, in the second week of this new avocation, I was at a table with three other people. My hands still got cold, my pulse still quickened. Second Gunman was present but wasn’t saying much. I was having a run of tremendous luck when a Texan named Amarillo Slim-Fast said to me: “Hey, Chip, what’s the deal? Stop winning!”


    There was a 4, 6 and 8 on the table. I had a 5 and a 10.


    The turn card was a 7. I had an 8-high straight now. So, too, might anyone else.


    “Slim?” I said, as I raised, “I have an 8-high straight. So if you wanna bail, bail now.”


    Slim-Fast checked. Neither he nor anyone else believed me. This ultimately became one of my trademark moves: bluff by telling the truth. It may seem cruel but in that crush-or-be-crushed world, it’s what I had to do, although it still brings me pangs of guilt to think about it.


    “Hey, I got a straight too,” announced a player named Toll House Cookie, making the ﬁrst appearance of what would be many in my life.


    Miraculously the river card was a 9 and now I had a 10-high straight. I told everyone present, “Hey! Correction! Full disclosure! I now have a 10-high straight!” I raised again.


    Again, nobody believed me. All the others, including the slightly gullible Cookie, called. I took the pot (which by then was over 400 bucks) and left everybody chomping on their ﬁngertips.


    “Dang,” said Amarillo Slim-Fast. “You was tellin’ the truth.”


    I won six of the next eight hands. Over 1,200 bucks in thirty minutes.


    I knew to quit while I was ahead. So much of this was luck: I’d been playing as the Hawaiian-shirted, champagne-blond-haired Big Man; it was his seat and body that I’d chosen to occupy. Had I chosen any other seat at the table, I would not have gotten the same cards. Cartoon character was destiny.


    “Last hand, guys,” I told everyone. “And then you can all start winning again.”


    “We appreciate that,” Cookie said.


    I drew pocket Kings and there was another King on the flop. Pure magic.


    Slim-Fast asked me, “Whattaya got?” and I told him, “This one I’ll keep to myself ’cause if you knew I had 3 Ks, you’d fold, right?”


    Someone new, whom I’d barely noticed, a player named Artsy Painter Gal spoke up. “Sharing is caring, Chip. Do tell. I insist.”


    The turn card was a 2. With the 2 on the flop and this one, I now had a full house. Fortunately, nobody at the pixilated poker table could hear me chortling at my desk like a madman.


    “Artsy, let’s just say I have this hand all sewn up,” I said.


    Artsy Painter Gal’s avatar was the cool, curvy blonde with the Godiva-length hair falling all the way to the floor. That was not all that was plunging: her tight gold-lamé dress barely contained an enormous bosom. The dress was the one Marilyn Monroe wore when she sang “Happy birthday, Mr. President,” but the explosive rack belonged to Jayne Mansﬁeld.


    “Oh,” she said, “you like sewing, do you, Big Blond Boy?”


    The river card was a meaningless 5. I’d been slow-playing this last hand; that is, I’d been letting others do the raising, letting them think they had me. And when they did raise, I’d wait a few seconds before I called, making them think I was mulling over the decision to stay in or not.


    “No,” I confessed, “I can barely thread a needle.”


    “Too bad,” she said, “’cause there’s a rip in this gown. And I’m sitting on it.”


    The pot was now over six hundred. A third of my rent, or my cable bill for four months, or one-half of a large HDTV, or round-trip airfare to somewhere possibly very pleasant. When my full boat was revealed, I was met with a chorus of grrrrs and “VNH”s, another “dang” from Amarillo Slim-Fast, and a “Do you have any idea how much I loathe you at this very moment?!” from the fetching Artsy Painter Gal.


    I clicked the SIT OUT box, which meant I was still at the table but couldn’t play. Artsy Painter Gal, having dropped $200 in one hand, was gone with the wind and her chair was empty, leaving neither a dimple in the cushion nor a stray long blonde hair to be seen.


    “I think she liked you, Chip,” Second Gunman said. “She had spunk,” Cookie said. To which I replied: “I hate spunk.”


    When Wifey came home that night she could tell right away that something marvelous had happened. Though our marriage was now fairly routine, we still could pick up each other’s signals, no matter how faint, and still loved each other very much.


    Limpid green eyes glimmering, she asked me, “Did they renew the rights to the movie?”


    She meant the rights to Plague Boy. Every few months a check would come for me from an outﬁt in California called Egregious Motion Pictures. That was always a sweet windfall, but if the movie ever got made life would have been a lot sweeter and windier. (But forget about the money. My hope, my prayer, my pipedream, was that the movie would start a Frank W. Dixon Revival. Magazines and newspapers would write articles about my books, which would be reissued with new, lustrous, star-studded covers. And, yes, there was the money too.)


    “No . . . I won some more money.”


    She waited a long second before smiling.


    I wound up paying for all the electricity, phone, and cable bills that month, too.
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    A month into my Galaxy citizenship, I found myself one evening at a table with someone from Illinois called Grouchy Old Man. It was just the two of us. I’d played with this altacocker once or twice before but didn’t know much about him. I was in my small study and the lights were out.


    “This crazy thing happened to me a few days ago,” he said to me during a game. I looked at the grimy buildings across the street and asked him: “Here? Or in the real world?”


    “The real world,” he said. “Out there.”


    I clicked the SIT OUT button so he could talk, and he sat out, too. We were two people only halfway there. In the ether of the ether, twice removed from all things earthbound.


    “My wife, she’s got Alzheimer’s disease,” he said. “Had it for years now. She’s in a nursing home a few miles away.”


    I told him I was sorry and looked more closely at the avatar he’d assumed. It was an old man in a tattered argyle cardigan with thick glasses and a furrowed brow. Gramps.


    “I visit her a few times a week . . . sometimes she recognizes me, sometimes I can’t tell.”


    The site sounded a bell: we had to play a game or else click out and then click back in. Both of us clicked back in, cards were dealt and he continued. “So I’m there yesterday and she’s in the lounge sitting on a couch and I’m sitting next to her. She says to me, ‘Remember the time we went to Lake Michigan? The motel?’ ”


    I had pocket Jacks and bet and Grouchy saw it.


    “I say to her,” he said, “ ‘The one in New Buffalo? That wasn’t a motel, that was a hotel.’ She says, ‘No, George, the motel! In Saugatuck!’ ”


    The flop was a 3, a 7, another 3. Conﬁdent with my two Jacks, I bet again and he called.


    “She’s calling me George, see?” Grouchy Old Man said.


    “Yeah? So?”


    “My name is Len!”


    The turn card was another 7, giving me Jacks and 7s.


    “She says to me,” he went on, “ ‘The week that Len was away, George, in New York at the stationery convention and you stayed.’ Then I realized, Chip, she was talking about George, who was my business partner. For thirty years. We sold stationery in the Chicago area.”


    The river card was an uneventful 5. I bet, he called.


    “I says to her, ‘Yes, honey! I remember now! The motel in Saugatuck, right on the lake. For a week. I remember.’ See, Chip, now I’m pretending to be George, who’s dead fifteen years, that bastard. Pardon my French.”


    We showed our cards and the program’s mute ever-present “narrator” informed us:


    Chip Zero shows two Jacks and two 7s and wins $300.


    We clicked out. Back into the ether. He continued:


    “The upshot was, Lynn had been having an affair with George for thirty years. I had no idea. They did it in my bed, they did it in my living room, they did it in his bed, they did it on the desk in my ofﬁce. For thirty years this went on. I had no goddam idea.”


    I waited a bit. I didn’t know what to say. Finally, I asked: “What about George’s wife?”


    “He never married,” Grouch told me. “A real Lothario type guy. And guess what? Everyone at the company knew it but me. I found this out. Everyone. They all kept the secret, those momsers.”


    We clicked back in and didn’t say a word to each other than “NH” and “TY” and “VNH.”


    We were soon joined by Irma La Deuce in Hartford and Cali Wondergal in Yorba Linda and someone named Bjorn 2 Win from Gothenburg, Sweden. Then two more people came in. Then another three. Grouch kept playing, winning, losing, folding, and hanging in there, and I, sitting alone in my hushed, dark den, realized that all these people at this table, on this site, in this world . . . are real.
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    One Monday morning it was a slow day at work. The previous Saturday I’d spent about six hours online playing poker, winning, then losing. I was still on the plus side but had taken a serious bath. I’d begun the day ﬁve thousand dollars in the black but by evening I’d sunk. It’s amazing to me how you can do everything right, make every play by the book, and still lose. Al Gore must know the feeling.


    It was early and nobody was around. I wanted to see just how much money I’d made in three weeks and I logged on. It was the ﬁrst time I’d ever visited the site at work. Near the words CHIP ZERO, it said: $5,421. That was a nice bundle, sure, just for deciding when to hold ’em and when to fold ’em, but the $7,476 I’d had two days before was a hell of a lot nicer.


    I went to my ofﬁce door, looked down the hallway in both directions. Nobody.


    I sat back down and within a few seconds I was at a table. There were four other players there, including Wolverine Mommy, whom I’d only recently met.


    “Hey Chip!” she greeted me.


    (In the Galaxy, people are sometimes deliriously happy to see you. “Hey, you!” they’ll say. Or: “Hi! How are ya, buddy?!” It’s flattering, reassuring, and a bit exhilarating.)


    I told Wolve I was at work and couldn’t stay too long and that my stack had shriveled badly. She told me she couldn’t stay on long either: “Baby very colicky today.”


    After folding three hands I was met with my new nemesis: pocket Aces. (They just never seem to prevail.) The Kiss of Death. Right away I assumed I was in trouble and I groaned aloud.


    After the ﬁrst round of betting the pot was up over two hundred bucks.


    The flop showed two 4s and another Ace. I had a full boat. There was no way anyone was going to beat me. Money in the bank.


    The betting resumed and someoneBjorn 2 Win againraised. I called, did not raise.


    The turn card was a 3. Someone checked, then Wolverine Mommy checked, then it was my turn: I raised. A few people called and Wolverine Mommy folded.


    “So where is the baby right now, Wolve?” I asked.


    “Bouncing on my lap,” she said. “Crying his little lungs out.”


    She was in Michigan playing poker and her baby was on her lap, probably looking at the screen, at the chips and baize and the Big Man, whose body and loud yellow Hawaiian shirt I was occupying. I wondered how much worse playing poker with a kid on your lap was than smoking cigarettes with kids in the house. But I didn’t wonder too long. Besides, the kid had to learn some time, right?


    The river card was a 9. The betting began again and I raised and everyone called. A player from Utrecht called Hands Brinker raised again. Which gave me the chance to re-raise.


    My full boat won, and I took the next hand with a pair of lousy 4s.


    I made, on the average, about $250 a day at that job. But in less than ten minutes I’d won over $1,600. I played for another ten minutes and not only did I make up for most of Saturday’s losses, but I easily tripled what I usually earned in one week at work.


    I liked my job. It was enjoyable, satisfying, and lucrative enough, and I treasured the company of my coworkers. It was a dream job and I was lucky to have it.


    But that morning I wondered aloud: What the hell am I still doing here?
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    Start Your Engine


    It took me two years to write Plague Boy but not for one second did I ever think it would get published.1 This was because by then I’d already written about twenty plays, thirty screenplays, hundreds of atrocious poems, and ﬁve other novels, and nothing had happened to them. Failure was my Siamese twin, a writhing, unctuous viper joined to my hip who plotted against me in my sleep on those rare nights he was kind enough to let me sleep.


    My schemein terms of audacity and cunning, the plan was positively von Schlieffenishwas to publish three minor novels, then publish my American Nightmare Trilogy, which I felt would be my one true bright, shining masterpiece.


    Plague Boy had gotten, with the exception of The New York Times and Time and The Boston Globe, mostly favorable reviews. (According to the U.K.’s Observer, the book was “coruscating and blistering . . . masterfully ugly and unsettling . . . almost brilliantly upsetting.”) Cynthia lovingly scrapbooked the good reviews but she needn’t have: I admit that I’ve memorized them all and can rattle them off whenever anyone asks. (Nobody ever does.)


    And then, after Love: A Horror Story, my second book, died its quick and quiet death, along came the idea for Dead on Arrival, an idea so obvious that I was afraid to write the book just in case it had already been written. The story: suburban married man bored to numbness, into fantasy football; moribund relationship with wife; one day the wife purposely drives her car, with both kids in the back, off a cliff. Hilarity and high jinks ensue. The man gets a plump check from the insurance company, goes on a senseless, euphoric spree of debauchery (sexincluding sleeping with his dead wife’s sisterbooze, drugs, gambling, the works), then the sad truth of the matter ﬁnally settles in. Slow fade to black.


    (“This sure is some grim and gloomy stuff,” my buddy Lonnie Beale said to me after he read the ﬁrst twenty pages.)


    How Nick Hornby hadn’t already written a book like DOA was beyond me. It seemed like the sort of thing he would do. For all I know, he still might.


    Well, this was ﬁnally going to be it for me. I was already a forgotten author, but when I typed the ﬁnal period of Dead on Arrival, my career would be reborn. In my beleaguered soul, it was Monday morning in America! The Times would have to review DOA. . . . They might love it or hate it (probably hate it, as the book doesn’t begin with a sentence like “In the small village in which my grandmother was born, the giant men flew down from the violet mountain mists after every monsoon season to take our women away.”), but they’d have to give it notice. Perhaps I’d even be invited back on NPR’s Fresh Air, as I’d been for Plague Boy but wasn’t for Love: A Horror Story. All the newspapers and magazines that had admired my ﬁrst two novels would note the “sudden maturity” in my work andeasy marks that they arehave to start taking me seriously.


    There would be other rewards.


    I’d be invited to join PEN, and I’d attend their gatherings and make statements against harsh totalitarian regimes that didn’t really bother me or that I didn’t know existed. The Times Book Review would offer me money to write reviews and I’d politely refuse. (They may think I’m suddenly qualiﬁed to review another author’s work; me, I know I’m not. ) The New Yorker would offer me top dollar to write pithy 1,500-word essays about my favorite album for their Music Issue, the best meal I ever had for their Food Issue, and the most mind-blowing socks I ever had for their Style Issue. My Sally Field moment was close at hand: They would like me, they would really, really like me!


    And I’d nail the most prized reward of all, something every writer covets more than a big contract, a movie deal, or a gorgeous second wife: Freedom. This is why writers write. Freedom from having to work in an ofﬁce, from being told what to do by people they smugly regard as their intellectual inferiors. Freedom from having to teach creative writing to kids who can barely compose text messages. A has-been writer once told me he was moved to write “by my demons,” but Demon Number One for every writer is having a job and having bosses. (Can you possibly imagine Jonathan David Safran Franzlethchabeggars working in an ofﬁce?) William Carlos Williams may have been blissfully content teaching Jersey Girls how to breastfeed, but the last place any writer wants to be is at a desk taking orders from The Man.


    (If anyone doubts the veracity of this assertion, submitted for your approval, the words of Stephen Dedalus in Ulysses: “Count me out, he managed to remark, meaning work.”)


    I handed DOA to Clint Reno on a blustery morning two Decembers ago. I was dead certain this was a life-changing moment and that within days Clint would be telling me of publishers on their knees pleading and offering top dollar for my work. For weeks the words “bidding war” floated in front of me like the wobbly lettering on a toy Magic 8 Ball. I’d eat meals with Wifey and see in my asparagus the words “a darkly comic masterpiece . . . the best American novel I have read in quite some time.” Every day and night I would write reviewsI’d write new ones, repeat the old ones, tweak them into perfectionas well as my deﬁant statement refusing the National Book Award. William Faulkner would rise from the grave to hand me the PEN/Faulkner Award, and Richards Price and Ford and Don DeLillo would number me in their illustrious company (writers who don’t write great books but who are treated and paid as though they do).


    I have not heard a word over the phone from Clint Reno since then.
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    By the end of April, after one month playing poker online, I was up $15,000.


    One warm evening in my study I logged on to the Galaxy and sat down, for the ﬁrst time, at a High table. Here the blinds were $500 and $1,000. This was not quite the Upper Stratospherethere were Ultra-High tables beyond thatbut it was close. At this point I was up nine grand and, as far as I was concerned, every penny over my original one thousand dollar stake was the house’s money. There, sitting alone at a table, was Bjorn 2 Win. It was 6 p.m. on a Saturday in New York; it must have been midnight in Gothenburg, his hometown. I told myself, Okay, I’ll play one hand at these high stakes, see what happens, then get out.


    Bjorn, whom I knew from his terse proﬁle page was a horse butcher, was playing as the old man with the wrinkled brow, and I played as the Big Man, who had become my regular go-to avatar. Bjorn, I was soon to ﬁnd out, is one of the most obnoxious fuckers ever to stare at a poker hand, online or off. He constantly criticizes other players’ playing styles even as he dumps hundreds of dollars to them, and if he is aware a player has a personal tic or physical defect, if he knows something about their past, he won’t stop harping on it. Sometimes when he shows up at a table, players say, “Oh no” or “Ugh” or “I can’t stand this guy” and leave immediately. In the Galaxy there are no insta-plebescites to eject rude players, the chairs are not ejector seats, and thus you are stuck with these scolds, scourges, and irritants.


    I was dealt a King and a 3 of hearts. There was no pre-flop raise, which, at these prices, I dreaded. The Butcher of the Baltic kept mum. The flop showed two more hearts, a 5 and a 2. And a King of clubs. So I now was four cards into a flush and, failing that, I had two Kings. I just needed a heart on the turn or the river to ice it. I raised, he called. My hands got so clammy that it took a while before the cursor budged.


    The turn card was another King. Now I had three of them and I raised and Bjorn called. The pot was over two grand now; this was the most I’d ever played for in one hand with only one other person. I was squirming in my swivel chair. The river card came up a 3 of clubs. I had no King-high flush but still, I had the three sovereigns, the hand they call the George Clooney (Three Kings). The pot rose and rose. Even though it was the house’s money, it now dawned upon me: Wait . . . I am the house! I didn’t want to lose one cent of it.


    I didn’t. He never folded. I won $2,300 in about one minute and forty seconds.


    I clicked out but Bjorn stayed on. (“That Swedish bloke,” Second Gunman had told me, “may be detestable but he is dead money. Whenever you need a few quid, play him.”) Understandably, he wanted another shot at me. . . . I could almost see him salivating.


    “You’re leaving?” he asked me. I felt a chilly gust of Scandinavian incredulity sweep over me. (Was he at work, I wondered, surrounded by hundreds of reeking horse carcasses?)


    “Gotta go, Swede.” I did have to go: Cynthia and I were going out for dinner.


    “That’s not right. You cannot just go.”


    I said, “Watch me, Sven,” clicked on the word LEAVE and was gone.


    Sometimes I did feel bad for the people I beat (but not the Swede). They all seemed like nice people. But I’d ﬁnally found something I was good at and this was the way it had to be.
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    After giving Clint Reno my manuscript, the weeks turned colder and the days shorter. A massive cold front from the North moved in on my life. Why begin a new book, I reasoned, I might as well give myself a little time off. Three books in seven years . . . I deserved a break.


    In the middle of January, I sent an e-mail to Clint:


    I know it’s been only a month and that no work gets done in publishing in December but I was wondering if you’ve heard anything re Dead on Arrival?


    (And what type of business is publishing, that no work gets done in December? In every other job I’ve heard of, save baseball and lifeguarding, work gets done in December. Do they all go to St. Bart’s together to shred manuscripts, toss up the confetti, and pretend it’s snow?!)


    A day went by without an answer, then another day, then a few more. I checked my e-mail the way I used to check the Amazon rankings of my ﬁrst two books: every few minutes. At times, every few seconds. After two weeks of silence, I sent Clint another e-mail:


    I wrote you a few weeks ago re DOA. Can you tell me who you sent it to? And if you’ve heard anything? Thnx.


    I wasn’t worrying yet. Somewhere in the Hamptons, I assumed, a man in dungarees was painting my name onto a mailbox. The book was what a gambler would call a gimme or a lock. Even though my best friend and former cowriter Harry Carver (he gave up writing and is now a real estate lawyer in Beverly Hills) had read half of it and told me it was so dark that he could barely make the letters out against the paper (“What font is this in?” he asked. “Death, 5-point?”), I was certain this baby was going to get published. The typical male reader, publishers would assume, would love the book and laugh along with it because it would remind him of how truly contemptible he was, and the average woman, publishers would assume, would lap it up because she only suspects how truly contemptible the average man is; this novel would conﬁrm it. DOA was as blatant a chick-pleaser as were the words LOSE 40 POUNDS IN 10 DAYS on a magazine cover.


    When Clint still didn’t reply, I began to fret for his health or for the fate of the tiny literary agency he ran with his identical twin, Vance. They didn’t handle any of the Big Boys (the Jonathans, Davids, Richards or Shteyngarts); they only handled struggling mediocrities-with-mostly-good-reviews-but-poor-sales such as myself. (I often thought that when the Reno Bros. took on Plague Boy they presumed they were getting the next David Sedaris and didn’t realize that not only could I not stand David Sedaris, I wanted nothing to do with people who could. ) I Googled “Clint Reno” and “Vance Reno” and “Reno Brothers Literary Agency” to see if the three of them were still alive. Perhaps a chopper carrying their entire staff to an off-site retreat had gone down a few weeks ago. Perhaps they’d been purchased wholesale by a large Shanghai conglomerate interested in cornering the market of middling American literature, or maybe it had dawned upon them that in ten years all novels will be written in 3D text-message form. There was no news of the sort. It seemed Clint was still alive and kicking and so was Vance (he works in L.A. and handles the movie and TV end) and that the Little Agency that Could (but wouldn’t) was still around.


    The eight-cylinder engine of my Joseph K. nightmare was only getting warmed up.


    Lacking the onions to calland also thinking that being Mr. Nice Novelist and not bothering my agent would somehow be to my beneﬁtI sent another e-mail.


    Hey, is everything okay? Hope it is. Did you get my last couple of e-mails? Any news on DOA?


    There had to be news, for when I was writing DOA I didn’t feel like I was a novelist or an “artist” so much as a cat burglar sneaking into the jewelry box of a much better novelist and pocketing a priceless gem. I hadn’t ever done anything to deserve such a good idea.


    Clint didn’t answer my e-mail. There was no news, and when you’re trying to make something of yourself, no news is never good news and is a lot worse than even bad news.
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    After winning the ﬁrst ﬁfteen grand, I didn’t get so nervous playing anymore. I usually played for about ten minutes for fake money before moving into the real-money rooms, where I’d work my way up the tables, going from Low to Medium to High. I was Spider-Man crawling up a building, moving from the cheaper lower floors to the posh penthouse apartments.


    Slowly, I began making friends in the Galaxy.


    This was at a table one Wednesday night: I saw that Bjorn 2 Win, Wolverine Mommy, Y. A. Spittle, History Babe (who was new to me), and a few others were present, so I joined in, this time playing as the suave James Bond character, a tuxedoed Clive Owen look-alike with a sleek gold cigarette case frozen for all cartoon eternity in his hand. I folded crap the ﬁrst two hands but won $900 the next one with only a pair of 6s.


    Bjorn 2 Win: Can I get my money back, Chip?


    Chip Zero: Huh? From just now? I won that fair and square, Swede.


    Wolverine Mommy: So History, what do you do for a living?


    Bjorn 2 Win: No, from the other day. You think you’re a good poker player, you’re not.


    History Babe: I just got a certiﬁcate for teaching but haven’t found a job yet.


    I had a 4 and 5 of clubs and the flop showed two more clubs, a 7 and a Jack. Of all the dilemmas in Hold’em, for me the biggest is getting two pocket cards of the same suit. I always stay in and have probably lost more than I’ve won vying for the flush. (Which would prove what I’ve always suspected: hope and enthusiasm usually get you in trouble.) And sometimes, of course, even when you get the flush, you can still lose to a higher flush or a full house. If you’ve ever lost a with a King-high flush to an Ace-high flush, you know the feeling of there being no justice in this world.


    Wolverine Mommy: My husband teaches history!


    Chip Zero: [trying to avoid Bjorn] Oh yeah, Wolve? Then when was the Battle of Hastings?


    Wolverine Mommy: History is the hubby’s thing, not mine.


    Bjorn 2 Win: You play predictable, Chip. Also, you think you’re funny, you’re not funny.


    History Babe: 1066. Awww, that’s an easy one. That’s the pi=3.14 of history. Toss me something tougher than that.


    Bjorn 2 Win: How many more childs will you have, Wolverine? You should have stopped at 1. I cannot believe your husband even desires to make more childrens with you.


    Wolverine Mommy: GFY!


    The site informed us:


    Dealing the turn card: an Ace of Hearts.


    The Ace didn’t help my flush at all but I still had four clubs. As soon as he saw the Ace, Bjorn 2 Win raised two hundred bucks, and a few others folded.


    History Babe: When was the Diet of Worms, Chip?


    Chip Zero: Diet of Worms? No thanks, I’ll stick to Weight Watchers or Jenny Craig.


    Dealing the river card: an Ace of Clubs.


    I had my flush. There were three clubs in the community (the ﬁve cards on the table) so it was possible that someone else would have a flush. But there were two Aces and Bjorn leapt in again, raising two hundred. I ﬁgured he had three Aces, but kept in mind his best-case scenario and my worst: he might have a full house, Aces full of something. But I had an Ace-high flush and would be a moron to surrender it.


    History Babe: C’mon, Chip, take a guess. If you’re wrong I won’t spank you.


    Chip Zero: This had something to do with Martin Luther right? Or was it Lex Luthor?


    Fifth Beetle: History, I think he might want you to spank him.


    Chip Zero: Well, I wouldn’t turn it down, no.


    Bjorn 2 Win: It’s just not right to leave so quickly after winning, Chip.


    I raised. Fifth Beetle (he’s an entomologist) folded, so it was just me and the Horse Slaughterer of the North. The pot was approaching two grand.


    History Babe: Martin Luther, yes. I don’t think Lex was involved.


    Y.A. Spittle: Was this before or after he nailed his forty feces to the door?


    Wolverine Mommy: He so did not do that!


    Chip Zero: Yes, Lex Luthor did that. He was mad at Superman for making him bald so he nailed his feces to the little door on the Fortress of Solitude.


    Grouchy Old Man is waiting to enter the game.


    Bjorn reraised. Maybe he did have a full boat. It would be me being force-fed my just deserts if he did. But I called.


    Chip Zero wins $2,600 with an Ace-high club flush.


    Wolverine Mommy: NH!


    Fifth Beetle: VNH, Chip.


    Chip Zero: Thnx. No props from you, Bjorn? Where’s my dap at, Ingemar?


    Bjorn 2 Win has left the table.


    (I pictured him taking a cleaver and cutting off the scrotum of a dead horse and then hurling each grapefruit-sized nut as far as he could into the Scandinavian snow.)


    I stayed at that table for an hour and added a cool six grand to my stack. Players came and went, but the history chatter did not.


    History Babe: So Chip, who’s your favorite character from history?


    Fifth Beetle: Always liked Julius Caesar. I was born on March 15, the day he was killed.


    Chip Zero: Wow, you must be over 2000 years old! You seem awfully spry for a man your age.


    Grouchy Old Man: You know, just for the Caesar salad alone, you gotta hand it to Julius.


    Chip Zero: The hell with the Caesar salad. I mean, what about the Orange Julius? And if you’re going to go by history and foodstuffs, what about the Napoleon?


    Grouchy Old Man: I guess if you’re a conqueror or something to that effect, you get a food named after you, huh?


    Chip Zero: It’s a good thing the Nazis lost or otherwise we’d be having little pastries called adolphs or himmlers or something.


    Meanwhile another hand was underway. I had two twos, usually a loser hand. Butand I had noticed this a few times by nowthe other players were now more involved in our conversation than with their hands or with the money at stake. I kept up the inane chatter.


    Chip Zero: All right, History: Desert island? Ethelred the Unready or William Pitt the Elder?


    History Babe: Hmm. Can’t I just have Brad Pitt? I wouldn’t be Unready for him.


    Chip Zero: Grouchy, Betsy Ross or Marie Antoinette? Desert island?


    Grouchy Old Man: That’s a tough one.


    Chip Zero: Betsy could probably sew you a loincloth out of coconut hairs but Marie would probably give you much better head.


    I raised, they folded, and I won with only a pair of 2s. When all was said and done, I would’ve gotten beaten by Grouchy Old Man, who revealed he had two 9s, and by Wolverine Mommy, who was so busy LOLing that she hadn’t noticed she had 9s and 2s.


    I had developed an M.O.: keep ’em talking, keep ’em laughing, win their money.


    I was playing too much, I knew. But because I was winning, it wasn’t easy to stop.
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    Plague got negative press before it was even ﬁnished. An article had run in Publishers Weekly about the purchase of the book; this was immediately pounced upon by a weasely media pundit (one of those parasites who spends all day writing about people who spend all day writing about people who spend all day writing about . . .), who, on a seldom-read and no longer extant website, called my novel “the lowest form of trash, the rankest kind of rubbish, the grossest sort of detritus, and worthless mind-polluting slag at its absolute worst.” Now, at this point, the book hadn’t even been set in type and I hadn’t yet earned a dime out of it. And already the reviews were negative? Two hundred years ago this would have been enough to challenge someone to a duel; those days are gone but nowadays, in place of pistols at forty feet, there is e-mail at ﬁfty words a minute. I ﬁred off a quick one and it was curtly responded to by the weasel. In the response he had the temerity to call me thin-skinned! The following day I found out where the Web site ofﬁces were (only ﬁve blocks away, as it happened) and stormed past a receptionist and confronted him in his ofﬁce. I ﬁgured he’d be a 110-pound Ivy League twerp, and that the years of pent-up fury I had over himplus my menacing Gérard Depardieu scowl would be enough to make him piss his Old Navy chinos. He turned out to be tall, muscular, and well-dressed and could have knocked me out easily, but it didn’t matter. “You call me thin-skinned?!” I yelled at him. “How dare you?” His stunned coworkers rushed to his cubicle as I continued. “YOU DARE CALL ME THIN-SKINNED, YOU SNARKY GODDAM CHATTERING CLASS FUCK?! WHO THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU FUCKIN’ ARE?!” Eventually my inner Teaneck, New Jersey, and I were asked to leave by the petite ofﬁce manager, who said, just as the elevator doors opened for me, “You know, Mr. Dixon, you do sound a tad thin-skinned.”


    I had little knowledge of the book business before I was published, and now I have a lot less. Everybody seems so scared to do the wrong thing that they wind up doing nothing. I worked in the clothing business once, and in those days the Maﬁa was all over the placethey were at the airport clearing the goods through customs, in the trucks delivering the cartons from the airport to the warehouse, and delivering the goods to the stores. It was dirty and people were frightened, but at least you knew the rules. In publishing, everyone is governed by a sort of invisible, elastic British constitution that has never been written: nobody knows whether there are any rules but everyone pretends there are and that they know them.


    It is impossible for me to read “great” books anymore without seeing the ink of an editor’s blue pen throughout. When I pick up something like the nap-inducing The Ambassadors by Henry James, I see blue lines slashing through whole sentences and large blue Xs on paragraph after paragraph, page after page. The whale sections of Moby Dick are covered by huge blue Xs (today some astute publisher would just publish the whale parts and the book would wind up on the “Who Knew?” table in Barnes & Noble). I see written in the corner of the page in blue: “For God’s sake, GET ON WITH THE DAMNED STORY!” Honestly, would any cost-conscious editor today permit this extravagant waste of paper from Ulysses:


    “Sinbad the Sailor and Tinbad the Tailor and Jinbad the Jailer and Whinbad the . . .” and on and on until ﬁnally: “Linbad the Yailer and Xinbad the Phthailer.”


    And yet . . . and yet . . . there are hideously pretentious and shockingly juvenile portions of Jonathan David Foster Safroenzthem’s Everything Motherless is Inﬁnitely Heartbreaking and Corrected (which I have not read and which I will never read, but I have seen the reviews) that somehow made it into print, that some editorthanks to a three-martini lunch?okayed.


    (On the other hand, can you imagine the parts of these books that were left out?)


    One day, a few weeks before Plague Boy hit the stores, I got a phone call from Abigail Prentice, the chief publicist at my publishing house. “Frank,” she said as though she was telling me I’d just given birth to twin messiahs, “you just got a grrrrreat Kirkus!”


    I had no idea what the hell a Kirkus was and my ﬁrst reaction was that it sounded like a kind of mole; yes, it sounded as though I were being told my kirkus mole was benign!


    In a few minutes the brief review, about as long as a Times death notice, from Kirkus Reviews, the Bible of Pre-Publishing, was being faxed to me. I don’t know which was the more glowing of the two of us, the review as it regurgitated out of the machine or me when I read it.


    Favorable reviews kept coming in. Looking back, I should have been unnerved by this, I should have seen the thunderclouds behind the silver lining. But I didn’t, and this must have been how Ted Williams felt, swatting hit after hit; surely, before he ever made it to the Major Leagues, Teddy Ballgame imagined himself at the plate spraying balls all around the park. And now he was doing it. This must be what it’s like to actually be with the young Sophia Loren for the ﬁrst time (even though that ﬁrst time would most likely last only three seconds). That is how I felt. After decades of failure and futility, dreams ﬁnally were coming true, and I had to pinch myself to make sure I was still alive.


    Hey, Mister, maybe I can really do this here novel-writing thing!


    I had developed the ﬁrst man-crush of my life that wasn’t on an athlete. It was on me.
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    February, last year. T plus two months since I’d nudged DOA over to Clint Reno during that fateful breakfast. (He had pancakes, I had French toast. I paid for the meal, an ominous sign that I failed to note at the time.) I have not yet begun playing poker. . . . I’m about four weeks away from discovering it exists online. I have sent ﬁve e-mails to Clint asking about Dead on Arrival. Finally, a week ago, I call. I get his answering machine and ask, voice cracking like a sixteen-year-old boy soliciting a prostitute, “Clint, it’s me, Frank. . . . I’m wondering if there’s been any response yet to the book? Let me know?” Groveling on my knees, throwing my pride into a toilet bowl and flushing it three times just to make sure every last morsel of it goes down.


    A few days later came the following e-mail (I’ll only leave in the interesting bits):


    FD


    So far the news isn’t good. I got this from Glenn Tyler of Lakeland & Barker:


    “Frank Dixon is a master of the suburban mimetic. . . . I ended up hating his characters as much as any ﬁctional characters I’ve encountered in a long time. . . . The truth is that these creeps are out there, and a perhaps even more dismaying truth is that any married man with a shred of honesty will acknowledge his secret sharer status on at least some levels. . . . I’m going to pass on DEAD ON ARRIVAL. . . . Frank Dixon is terriﬁcally skilled. . . . but his characters gave me a kind of spiritual rash.”


    Sorry, Frank.


    CR


    There were three encouraging things about that rejection: (1) Everything that Glenn Tyler had despised about the book was what I’d loved about it. A “kind of spiritual rash” was just what I’d been aiming for! I thought that was what art was supposed to do; (2) the words “master,” “truth,” “honesty,” and “terriﬁcally skilled” had all appeared; (3) I now had something (“secret sharer”) in common with Joseph Conrad.


    But . . . the “Suburban Mimetic”?


    What does that mean?


    I was a master of the Suburban Mimetic. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? Was this like being Dr. J. Robert Oppenheimer, the Father of the Atomic Bomb? Sure, he engendered the eventual end of humanity and of the planet . . . but at least he was the Father of something.


    Suburban Mimetic. A crash test dummy in a Chevy SUV?


    I looked up mimetic in the dictionary but that didn’t help any.


    Suburban Mimetic Suburban Mimetic Suburban Mimetic Suburban Mimetic.


    For a week I kept repeating those two words over and over again, and when I was alone I said them aloud, over and over again. Suburban Mimetic. Suburban Mimetic. It was like an infectious pop song (I’m ever-eee woman!) I didn’t like but couldn’t shake, playing incessantly between my ears. I repeated them until they became utterly empty meaningless noises . . . but then again, that’s what they’d been in the ﬁrst place. One night, Wifey even heard me mumbling suburban mimetic in my sleep and had to wake me up.


    In the old days I used to frequent illegal after-hours clubs in the far East Village with my pals Harry Carver and Lonnie Beale: seedy, sweaty punk rock clubs that violated every liquor, ﬁre, and decency law known to man. Bands played until seven in the morning . . . bands with names like Agnostic Front, the Benzene Ring, Major Dump & the Roaring Ones, the Suited Connectors, the Del-Normals, Pierre & the Ambiguities, and often you couldn’t tell when one song ended and the next one began. Many times you wound up only inches away from the drummer or the guitarist; there were no stages, no curtains, no fancy lighting, just sticky floors, leather pants, leopard-skin tank tops and gobs of pomade, sweat, and barf. These places didn’t even open their doors until 2 a.m. and I remember Lonnie once curled up and fell asleep on an ampliﬁer. I am fairly certain that one night, high and drunk and barely able to stand, I’d once held my hands over my ears and tried to drown out the shredding guitars, pounding drums, and piercing indecipherable rage of a band called the Suburban Mimetic.


    
      1. “Are you really going to use your own name?” Cynthia asked me when the book was, to my astonishment, bought by the publisher. “Maybe you should come up with a penname?” My given name is Franklin W. Dixon and, yes, that is the name of the man (it was really a committee of men) who wrote the Hardy Boys detective novels back in the twenties and thirties. Either my parents had no idea about this (this is what they told me when, at eight, I discovered the Hardy Boys) or they had a sadistic sense of humor. The way I saw it, being named Frank W. Dixon might help me get started as a writer and I wouldn’t be the ﬁrst to cash in on a famous name (look at Leicester Hemingway, Joanna Trollope, Auberon Waugh, Martin Amis, Zoë Heller, Kate Chopin, and way too many others), so I told Cynthia: “Yeah, let’s go with it.”

    

  




End of sample
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