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Black Million Dollar Man 
(New York City 1999)

One of the big things I told my pals 
growing up in the suburbs, was about 
how I was gonna tame the city, make 
it my own. And not just drawing com-
ics! Man, I was going to date models, 
starlets, heiresses . . . Because if the 
city was a jungle, they could believe 
me, those girls would just be there 
swinging, available fruit . . . But more 
than models, it was because a guy like 
me was born for cities, made to move, 
born to burst into flame at a moment’s 
notice, to devour everything: ideas, 
girls, money, scenery, concepts, name 
it; the food on your plate, the air in 
your lungs and mine, not only that, I’d 
douse the light from the sky, I’d suck 
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it all in like smoke and after that, I’d 
tear up big chunks of asphalt with my 
teeth . . . I’d make pendulums swing 
when I got there, not just the starlets . 
. . I’d bathe in fountains, cure banali-
ty, fake miracles and when all was said 
and done I’d be able to come up with 
something better than to just revisit the 
wrongs I felt had been done to me. 

Jump cut from that to years later . . . 
From the suburbs to Iowa City, to Hong 
Kong, to Changking, the Wing Wah 
and back, then to New York, where af-
ter a year the only model I’d managed 
to meet was Teena; whose opinion of 
me varied, I’m sure, here to there, but 
really never got up much higher than, 
say, upper-middle, but friend-zone, 
since I was of little substance, I guess, 
and since, like me, she was always on 
the make, always trying, searching for 
something better and still scrambling 
just to survive. And as little as I had 
left to hope for then, there was still no 
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better choice but to dive right into it. 
Dive down into nights like deep felt, 
strange hush, gliding through sheets of 
fog, and always bitter, freezing cold on 
those nights, pounding the sidewalks 
with my pal Valdes, with that inkling, 
as if the city had already failed me. 
Maybe I’d planned to be a billionaire, 
but by then I hardly remembered all I 
said I’d do. Or that night on Ludlow, 
right off Houston, I can still hear my 
footfalls in the snow, in place, pacing, 
from side to side. She never smoked, 
she’d said, but there was Teena, there 
with me, underneath the awning out-
side Max Fish, asking for a light. I’d 
been telling her that I was a complete 
failure. I was admitting that, but by 
now I’d come up with the knack to 
say it as if there was in fact no better 
way to live. We were huddled togeth-
er against the side of the building, so 
close that I could see steam coming 
off the apples of her cheeks. An ab-
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solute failure—that’s the way one had 
to think about it—up until this single, 
shining moment! So many things I’d 
dreamed of had proved to be just too 
big, too far out of reach. Just like those 
snowflakes, drifting in, melting, to 
teardrops against her forehead, down, 
across the bulb of her lips, like that, 
more than a million miles away! And 
yet I couldn’t throw myself off a cliff, 
that’s what I told her, that was my little 
song, but it was still the truth. There 
was still nothing else for me to do oth-
er than keep dreaming, keep barreling 
forward with even bolder, even more 
unlikely pipe-dream plans. I was al-
ready an adult, there was hardly a 
chance, and yet every day, in between 
naps, like a man barely alive, I was 
still trying to re-make myself bigger, 
cooler. Better . . . 
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What Else?!

They say it takes an average person about 
10 years to master a given thing. This 
was my thinking in 1995 when I dropped 
out of college in Iowa City to draw com-
ics. Because I’d seen a lot of movies, I 
figured Hong Kong was the place, so I 
went there, hoping to put a tap on that 
excitement. After that plan went bust I 
tried another, then another. I put down 
the pen too many times to count, only to 
pick up again because there was nothing 
else. If there was a theme to come away 
with it was that nothing is ever as easy 
or even as worthwhile as “They” make 
it seem. The years passed and I was just 
as deluded, but also still excited, about 
drawing, though my life was just as ordi-
nary. My name is Blue Okoye. Anyway, 
that’s the short version . . .
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Blue Curtain

A box without hinges, key or lid—
Like my room in Changking, Ching 
Wren’s place was another prison in 
which the most I could ever seem to 
do was dream successfully. No door, 
just that blue curtain, printed with car-
icatures of Chinese children and which 
sighed throughout the day, rippling 
with sounds of feet and voices; with 
death, life, sorrow and excitement. 
I’d lie on the floor just listening, and 
in that sense it didn’t seem so bad to 
be dreaming and not drawing, all those 
thousands of lives, to feel so content 
idling mine away . . .
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Another Tragedy! 

Heave over, huge void, a hole at the 
front of the page from which I’d burst 
into drawing non-sensical, squiggling 
lines. And no technique, what I want-
ed was for her to see me still fighting, 
sweating it out each night when she 
came home. Each evening I’d draw 
right through one page to the next, un-
til the entire ream was a sea of sheets 
crumpled beneath the table. Another 
tragedy! That’s what I wanted on the 
page, though back then I’d have been 
satisfied to give her some little picture 
of maybe a panda, or a schoolbus . . .
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Cubes

Heave over, huge void, a hole at the 
front of the paper from which I burst 
into drawing nonsensical, squiggling 
lines, page after page. If no pages left 
then fill the spaces between the lines, 
verge toward black, then back to little 
cubes . . . All this to draw the school 
bus at the corner of the same city scene 
I’ve been struggling with, hacking and 
erasing, chipping away for months. I 
could start by drawing a bus, but I know 
better. I could refer back to the photo 
I took my first week in Hong Kong—
that drizzling street-scape soaked with 
grey—to tell me all I ever need to re-
member about futility, about parables, 
like Sisyphus, about a kind of beauty 
that always seems just beyond reach. 
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The beauty of it is each evening when 
Ching Wren comes home, that shine of 
pomade in her eyebrows, and she piles 
a fresh ream of typing paper in front 
of me on the coffee table. The futility 
is the fine misunderstanding between 
us, rather, that miracle, but I tell my-
self I can’t get too sidetracked wonder-
ing what she really thinks. Then about 
those cubes . . . I can try anything, 
draw any and everything to rev myself 
up, but I find I still have to come back 
to those cubes shooting through space, 
through contrails, leading back to pin-
points of perspective. These are the 
building blocks, the theory being that 
through drawing cubes, you can arrive 
at anything, mend any fence. Once, 
just once, I overturned that coffee ta-
ble in a fit of rage, and even going over 
it felt wrong, there in her apartment, 
like some animal amok inside of a ca-
thedral. That was the downside, when 
cubes fail and the new plan B is all 
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those squiggling lines . . . And Sakura, 
let me ease those lines into even ave-
nues and breeze-swept city streets . . . 
Each evening, and though I feel your 
eyes on my back I can’t turn around, 
I won’t utter a word, because I’m not 
just drawing again, I am that bus, silly 
as it sounds, and despite the mess in 
front of me, page after page, it’s still 
those engines in my head, like: Voom! 
Voom!
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Repulse Bay 

Here we go, another strange but true-
told, Hong Kong myth: I remember 
daybreak, waist-deep, standing ful-
ly clothed in the surf at Repulse Bay, 
holding an unopened bottle of vodka. 
It couldn’t have been more than my 
second or third day off the plane, and 
maybe I’d expected it all to feel differ-
ent, better somehow. I’d walked out of 
the hotel wearing brand-new pants, a 
leather jacket, and even at the time it 
was kind of funny, as if someone might 
toss over my shoulders a lei of pink 
flowers to complete the transformation 
. . . The myth was that you could es-
cape your problems, when in fact there 
was nothing as mundane or more bur-
dened than my same-old thoughts that 
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night as I turned corners, drifted down 
walks and concrete flights, and by luck, 
somehow, I ended up on that beach. I 
never did open that bottle. Nor did I 
end up, quote-unquote, finding myself 
in Hong Kong, though that’s proba-
bly what I was thinking when that sun 
came over the mountains, while I was 
spitting water, laughing in spite of my-
self with all that light there dazzling 
around me . . . 




