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Entering the men’s bath area at the Dream of Water bathhouse in the Chinese city of Wuhan, I am shocked by what I see at one end of the bathing pool. It is quite unprecedented—and this is after many years of living in China, where the unbelievable is a form of daily entertainment. No, it’s not the male patrons nearby growing hard-ons while their genitals and anuses are soaped up during the cleansing massage, de rigueur in bathhouses here (these are not gay establishments). Nor is it the sight of men openly washing themselves in the showers surrounding the pool, gazed on absentmindedly (or with curiosity in the case of foreigners) by the men soaking in the pool itself. After all, this is a country where people often leave their stall door open in public toilets to show you what newspaper they’re reading, as they while away the minutes expelling their constipated shit from lack of fiber in the diet.

I am referring to the spotlights lighting up the patrons like museum statues in the transparent shower stalls lining the end of the pool.

Let me try to help you visualize what I am describing. This row of shower stalls is distinct from the other showers surrounding the pool in that they face away from it, with the back of the stalls flush up against the pool edge. If you stand inside one, you are visible not only in front but also behind you through the glass-paned rear of the stall. In other words, the whole purpose is to illuminate your body for others’ amusement. Yet not only do the patrons in these stalls have no problem with the transfiguration of their bodies, they seem to relish in it.

I’d like to have a photo of this, but despite the insouciant exhibitionism on display, taking pictures without permission in a bathing area is in bad form, and of course for legal and ethical reasons any naked person apart from myself I managed to shoot would be inappropriate for publication. I could ask a fellow patron to snap me as I am showering, close enough that the adjacent stalls are out of the picture frame, or wait till they are empty to get a wider shot, but then I envision the cellphone falling into the water as he fumbles with it. Likewise no go is to have him sit on the opposite edge of the pool, given that the bathers would be caught in view.

Or I could announce to everyone present that I could pay them all to be in the picture, were it not for the fact I am presently on a budget.

A compromise is required. I get a reluctant attendant to come around to the front of the stall and shoot me there. The theatrical perspective from the pool is sacrificed, but at least it’s still visible behind me through the stall. With the focus on me in the foreground, the figures in the pool are sufficiently obscured as to be anonymous.

Whoever cooked up this concept of public showering as performance art, the implications are profound, above all now in the uninhibited Internet age. What a radical inversion of the most intimate of activities, one’s secret ablutions. By this masterstroke, it follows that all private activities are candidates for exhibition if the parties are willing: from the marriage chamber on the wedding night to the most tucked away of massage booths.

The massage booth differs from the shower in that two people are involved. It is an oil ablution, performed on one by another, not as on a queen in her private chamber, but merely to produce the necessary traction. Yet in this fairytale space all kinds of transformation are possible, if only for the smallest of audiences.

Massage is straightforward enough, but to describe the allure of massage is anything but. I attempt this in the following chapters by unveiling primal scenes in the massage stalls and chambers of various Asian countries. To prevent sensory overload from this baroque subject matter, I vary my approach in each chapter.

Chapter 1, “A Massage School” recounts the funny events that played out in a massage therapy course in the US during my grad school days, when they encountered the likes of me. Chapter 2, “The Old Chinese Bathhouse, circa 2000,” distills the essence of some 200 visits to Beijing bathhouses I undertook around the turn of this century in descriptive vignettes with comparative cultural analysis.

Chapter 3, “Men Massaging Men,” reveals my keen appreciation of gay eroticism. At the same time, the chapter is intended to confound the hackneyed expectations of straight men for a massage prostitution travel guide to Asia, which this book is not (you will find no list of massage establishments with addresses). Chapter 4, “Icon, Index, Symbol, Semen,” introduces the reader to the Chinese bathhouse by way of an introductory course in semiotics (I might have alternatively titled it, “Everything you wanted to know about semiotics but were afraid to find out in a bathhouse”). More on the infinitely varied Chinese massage experience is provided in Chapter 5, “The Curious Benefits of Neurosis,” as recounted by an obsessive-compulsive narrator out to visit every massage parlor in China.

Chapter 6, “The Taiwan Massage Scene,” takes us geographically and culturally a bit further afield from the Chinese mainland, and wields a few more semiotic tools to slice things up for digestible analysis. In Chapter 7, “Massaging the Yin-Yang in Pattaya,” I employ a Taoist symbol to tease out the contradiction between the sexual and nonsexual worlds of commercial massage, both juxtaposed in abundance in Thailand, the massage Mecca. More reportage on massage in China and Thailand in Chapter 8, “Massaging the Masseuse in Beijing and Bangkok,” but with an investigative angle that reverses the terms—when I offer some of the innumerable masseuses employed in the trade a massage instead.

Chapter 9, “Japanese Voyeur Massage,” imaginatively seeks to get into the head of the typical female customer who goes for massage (women go for paid erotic massage too), in the most perversely revealing of contexts, the Japanese reality porn niche known as “hidden cam massage.” Chapters 10 and 11, “In Search of Malaysian massage” and “Coffee and Massage in Burma,” look at how massage gets played out in these two countries in religion and politics, respectively. Chapter 12, “Why All Sex Should Be Paid For” (originally titled “A Modest Proposal Regarding Sex Work”) employs polemic and Swiftian satire to critique the intolerance of commercial sex in the age of Political Correctness.

In the print version of this book, the reader will also notice a kind of running commentary in the margins, a style of formatting common in Renaissance books and put to exuberant, beautifully overwrought and ultimately intimidating use in contemporary Robert Greene’s The Art of Seduction (Penguin, 2003). My marginalia are clearly subordinate to the main text. Some of these notes speak to or elaborate on specific points in the text; others are more free-floating observations: they are my thoughts while on the massage table. They may be perused at will. They also celebrate the virtues of the printed book and its unique advantages over the ebook, for which I’ve had to come up with a different solution by creating access to the marginalia through hypertext links (alternatively, they may be read in full in the "Notes and Marginalia" section at the end of the book).

In answer to the inevitable question of what I’m trying to get at by yoking together two seeming incompatibles—massage and writing—I wish to point out the intimate relationship between the two, the one being a writing on the body with oil for ink, the other a massaging of paper with pen. Consider by way of analogy another type of text, the daguerreotype, the earliest type of photographic process, invented in 1839, which captures an image on a silver plate coated with light-sensitive chemicals. The daguerreotype grows more beautiful over time due to damage and decay, the colors fading into a silver sheen and veiling the image behind a haunting patina of stains, scratches and blotches. It’s so delicate a mere swipe is enough to wipe it off its plate, and that which a moment ago was of a finer resolution than any digital camera is capable of now appears on the finger as grime, though the plate’s pristine surface can be reused to create a new daguerreotype.

Massage reverses this process, transferring oil from the fingers to create a fleeting yet memorable design upon the flesh. To some, the idea of having one’s body smeared and soiled by a stranger, perhaps with unwelcome sexual intent, is repellent or even frightening. To others it is intensely appealing and exciting. How to account for this strange contradiction between griminess and the silver sheen, obscenity and ecstasy, is the subject of this book.

I. C., Beijing, January 2015
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​Chapter 1: A Massage School [​1]
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One summer day I notice an ad for a massage therapy training school. A massage school. The idea enthralls me. What an antidote to the cerebral mortification of the University of Chicago! I can scarcely afford the $3,000 tuition for the yearlong course, much less the time I will need to carve out of my busy study schedule, but sign up I must, and I explode with anticipation of the course’s start in the fall. It completely eclipses my fading enthusiasm for academic work, and in the final days before the school’s orientation, I toss and turn with rut-swollen, limb-splayed dreams. Of course I am aware that we will be learning strictly nonsexual massage, but let’s also realize that there is no such thing as strictly nonsexual massage. Massage is always already erotic.

The course is rigorous: three two and a half-hour classes per week, a lecture followed by two practice sessions. The lectures deal exhaustively with the musculature and skeletal system—which specific muscles attach to which bones and how to manipulate one against the other. In addition to techniques in Swedish oil massage, we acquire a few Eastern methods like acupressure and the meridian system. The school is run by the ebullient Dave and Pete and a team of female assistants culled from among the program’s graduates. There are sixty of us in the class, fifty-five females and five males. Most are in the nursing or physical therapy professions and intent on expanding their repertoire of techniques or launching their own massage therapy practice. [​2]

The ground rules are laid out for us in the orientation. Massage therapy is sharply delineated from sex massage and prostitution. Chicago’s prostitution laws are so stiff that female undercover vice squad officers are known to pose as customers and dupe both male and female therapists into massaging their breasts in order to arrest them for prostitution. For our protection, a sheet and towel-draping procedure has been worked out so that unlawful areas of the body are never touched or exposed. We’re allowed to massage the chest between, around and under the breasts along the sides. We’re allowed to massage the inner thighs and belly up to an inch away from the pubic hair. Unless a customer wants to wear underwear, the buttocks and outer pelvis are normally massaged, with the exposed buttock worked on one leg while the other leg and the groin are draped. [​3]

For the practice sessions we divide into three groups on different days and work openly together in the room to facilitate group feedback. When it’s our turn to be practiced on, we disrobe and wrap ourselves in a sheet before mounting the massage table. There’s a screen and a bathroom for undressing in privacy, but we’ve been told that if anyone prefers to disrobe openly his or her right to do so is to be respected (tacitly sanctioned as well by the full nudity illustrated in the California-style massage technique books sold in the school’s front shop). We’re also warned that males are liable to get involuntary erections while being massaged, and everyone needs to deal with that fact and ignore it when it occurs. Finally, we’re required to pair up together on our own time for extra massage practice and turn in a quota of feedback forms. [​4]

The following May, eight months later, we break for a few weeks before the course’s final term. I receive a phone call from Pete that I need to come down to the school to discuss some matter. I wonder if they have a project in mind for which my research or writing skills are needed.

“Do you know why you’re here?” they ask when I sit down in their office.

“No.”

“We have reason to believe that you have been sexually harassing some of the women in the school.”

“What?”

“We’ve gotten complaints on separate occasions from five or six women. So there’s now the question of the ethics of your membership.”

“I haven’t harassed anyone. Who complained? When?”

“I’m afraid we can’t reveal their names.”

“What exactly are the complaints?”

“To begin with, it’s claimed you’ve exposed yourself with an erection when disrobing. You’ve touched the breasts and genitals of some of the women while massaging them. You’ve encouraged sex during massage by using provocative hand gestures or verbal suggestions, and you’ve encouraged some to touch your penis. Is any of this true?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Then how is that five or six women individually came to us with complaints about you? If there had only been one or two, it might have been due to some misunderstanding, but we’re seeing a pattern here. Are you denying that any of this occurred?”

“Yes, I am. I emphatically did not do any of these things I am accused of.”

“Well, Isham, this puts us in a rather awkward position, because we’ve got five or six people who have made complaints about you. Why don’t we start at the beginning, and you tell us about any incidents which might have given rise to these complaints.”

“Five or six people—no way. This is unbelievable. What do you mean ‘five or six’? Is it five or is it six?”

“Again, we can’t reveal names.”

“Okay, yes, I regularly undress openly during the practice sessions and I know I’m the only one who does so, but as you stated on the first day we’re allowed to disrobe openly. And I think you’re aware I always do it discreetly, facing the wall and away from everyone. I’ve never had an erection while undressing. Anyone who accused me of disrobing with an erection is lying.”

“At least one of the women claims you disrobed with an erection during massage practice at her apartment.”

“The only time I disrobed openly at anyone’s apartment was at Kate’s place, but I certainly did not have an erection. Yes, I did get an involuntary erection while she was massaging me. You know this happens. But it only happened after I got on the table.”

“You didn’t encourage her to touch you or insinuate anything with body language?”

“Absolutely not. I was embarrassed when I got the erection, and I apologized to her for it. She said, ‘Don’t worry about it.’ I went to her place twice. I got an erection on the first visit. If she was so upset about it, then why did she invite me back again? It was during the second visit that I undressed openly, figuring she was cool about it. I again got an erection while being massaged, and like the first time it went away after a few minutes. Then after massaging me she openly took off her clothes and got on the table topless, with the sheet covering her lower half. At no point did I do anything to encourage sex.”

“You didn’t touch her sexually when massaging her?”

“No, I did not.”

“Did you massage her breasts?”

“No. I massaged between and around them in the usual way, exactly as if they had been covered with a towel.”

“Did she get excited?”

“If she did, she didn’t show it. And that was that.”

“Did you get an erection while massaging her?”

“I don’t know, I can’t remember. I might have, but my clothes were back on when massaging her, so she hardly would have noticed. C’mon, you’ve never gotten a hard-on when massaging a woman?”

“Did you press your erection against her while massaging her?”

“No, I definitely would not have done that. Look, she had a big scary Doberman pinscher shut in her bedroom that was barking during our massages and I was going to start harassing her? I just wanted to have a nice massage with her. I liked Kate. She even invited me over to her friend’s place afterwards for coffee, and the three of us talked about going camping together.”

“You mean to say, if she didn’t have that dog there, you would have been more aggressive with her?”

“No, that’s not what I meant.”

“Another woman says you touched her vagina while massaging her.”

“That was probably Trish and Mable. They came over to my place once. I can tell you exactly what happened. I was massaging Trish on the inner thigh. She has a lot of pubic hair. It extends way down, like a beard, and I accidentally brushed the edge of it with my fingertips. I touched it so lightly I wasn’t even aware of it until she mentioned it. I apologized and was careful not to do it again, and that was that. She really complained about that?”

“She claims you touched her vagina.”

“That’s not true. I touched her hair, not her vagina. Who knows, maybe in her mind it felt like her vagina was being touched. I’m sorry if she got upset, but I didn’t intentionally do anything. I know we’re supposed to be careful not to graze someone on the wrong place, but she needs to go to you to complain about a single trivial occurrence? Speaking of accidentally touching the genitals, I can tell you about how I’ve been touched by some of the women at this school. And I haven’t complained. Once during a practice session here one of the female assistants—I won’t mention her name since I don’t think it’s worth complaining about—was showing some of us how to do effleurage on my torso. When she brought her strokes down over my belly she stuck her hand under the sheet all the way to my penis—several times. I was actually rather shocked, since I never suspected a trainer of all people would go that far, but I wasn’t upset. So what if she touched my penis? And she really did touch me, deliberately—unlike these accusations against me. It was done in a playful way. It was no big deal. It was funny. It was like we had a little secret, and the others had no idea. I’ve got better things to do with my time than cause a fuss over it.”

“Did you get an erection?”

“No, that time I did not. And that reminds me of the time I got together with Martha for massage practice. Do you know what she did? She was massaging my stomach, and her hands were also going down under the sheet to my pubic hair. This time I did get an erection, which stuck out from under the sheet. With each circular stroke she bent my penis sideways before releasing it and letting it spring back. She did this repeatedly, as if fascinated. True, I didn’t stop her, but why should I have? We’re adults. I didn’t feel any crime was being committed. I didn’t do anything to discourage it, but I didn’t do anything to encourage it either. My erection went away anyway and nothing came of it. Was she one of the ones who complained about me too? Oh, my god. Okay, that’s Kate, Trish, and Martha. Who else?” [​5]

“Perhaps you can tell us?”

“I really can’t think of anything else that happened. There was one other woman who came over once and we got sexual during the massage and made love, and it was completely consensual and she initiated it and wanted it. But I don’t want to go into that, as it’s a private matter and there’s no way she could have accused me of anything.”

“How do you know it was consensual?”

“Oh, my goodness. I got hard and when she finished massaging me she said she had wanted to take me in her mouth. And when I was massaging her back, she turned over naked and said she’d never had her breasts massaged before.”

For hours we go over and over the same details. I think they are finally won over by the consistency of my account, as they seem to soften up a bit by the end. I tell them I’m willing to meet face to face with the women in a group session to try to thrash out what gave rise to the misunderstandings and see if we can make amends. They agree that this sounds fair. They will ask the women if they’re willing to do this and then get back to me in a few days.

For several days afterwards I am shocked and depressed and confused by the accusations. A week goes by with no word from the school. I wonder if the women are too embarrassed to confront me, now that we’re getting down to brass tacks. In any case, what’s clear by this point is that there is no way I can work with these people again, even if things did get resolved. I’m thoroughly disgusted by the experience, and accordingly I inform Dave and Pete that I’m quitting.

The facts: I undressed openly but circumspectly. I got the occasional brief erection under the sheet while being massaged. I never actively encouraged sex with my massage partners in any manner, whether through verbal or bodily insinuation, nor touched any of them lasciviously (as some did with me).

But toss their accounts together into a juicy mix and the facts recombined to turn out conveniently and compellingly against my favor. I was the class pervert, the male lout who compulsively exposed himself and leeringly brandished his hard-ons, who took advantage of female classmates by molesting them while vulnerable and helpless on the massage table and egging them on. It must have seemed like they had a pretty strong case against me, especially after much gossiping and whipping everything up into a frenzy, with all the elements—flagrant exhibitionism, erections, rumored sexual come-ons—falling in place with a sophistic and syllogistic logic to establish a perfect scenario of depravity beyond any reasonable doubt. Men who undress openly and get erections are guilty of sexual harassment. Isham undressed openly and got erections. Therefore Isham is guilty of sexual harassment. [​6]

I scour my memory for any other incidents that might have contributed to my selection as a scapegoat for the class’s surplus of sexual guilt. Nobody enters a massage school unburdened with some brand of sexual baggage. It’s what draws one to massage, just as psychologists are drawn to their profession as a way to work through their own mental issues.

It is a strange activity, this “therapeutic” massage. Effective though it is in treating inflammations of the muscles, the ultimate purpose—as with all massage—is to train sensuous hands on oiled flesh in order to drive and release intense feelings of bliss. We learned to work the trapezius muscles along the spine to roll out the endorphins, the body’s natural narcotic, to induce a drug-like high, and to dislodge embedded memories from the pectoral muscles of the upper chest. This caused some of the women on practice nights to break down in tears. A thorough massage of the inner thighs and buttocks fires up the sexual hormones, spraying the room with pheromones and pungent odors and dripping secretions and perspiration on the sheets. How long can they keep up the pretense that it’s only just physical therapy? Was I the only one dealing with fantasies? I was practicing on Keith once, the other male in our group, when I noticed he had neglected to wipe off the remnants of the morning masturbatory jism encrusting his belly hair. Now what if I had been cited for that? [​7]

The massage class was a boiling cauldron spewing emotions like lava, lava that began to flow my way. Then there was the Carol incident, which didn’t involve anything sexual yet couldn’t have helped my case. Chummy with Trish and Mable, Carol disliked me from the very start. Hers was an icy aspect that made me to understand how reprehensible and unforgivable my act of unveiling in the open was (though it is curious that Trish herself undressed out in the open with me on our first practice session, only to desist thereafter). I hesitate to pass judgment on others who may have their own justification for their biases, but I have to say she wasn’t the nicest of women. This was apparent in the capacious boundary she established around herself, so that not even the mild-mannered Keith dared approach her for conversation, to say nothing of massage practice, while she and I avoided each other like timeworn enemies, taking up positions at opposite ends of the room.

One day I brought some eucalyptus-scented oil to class and was massaging my partner with it. The sharp invigorating fragrance shot through the premises more aggressively than expected, and a hyper-allergic condition that none of us knew about caused Carol to faint and collapse. She soon revived and was okay, though shaken and had to be taken home, but not before she and her cohorts strafed me with fierce glances on the way out.

Now, whereas the eucalyptus episode was an accident, however susceptible to misconstruction and possible repercussions, I must concede several miscalculations on my part that clearly enabled the scandal to take root. First, of course, was my undressing in the open. I had long celebrated nudism and naturism. The big mistake was to reveal this enthusiasm where it not only had no place, but was incendiary—a massage school. American society has a hard enough time accepting the natural human body; nudity and massage are volatile enough on their own terms. How could I not have anticipated the affront of trying to combine them? [​8]

The problem was my being thrown off by the official invitation to unveil openly. And the more I considered the reason why, the more alarmed at myself I became. In short, I betrayed an inability to distinguish between the literal and the figurative, the denotative and the connotative—despite all my years of study in English literature and poetry, where such distinctions form the basis of our working vocabulary. When Dave and Pete announced that the right of anyone who wished to disrobe openly was to be respected, they didn’t really mean it. On the contrary, it was taken for granted that no one would dare do so. But as they were reluctant to appear overly dictatorial by forbidding it outright, they had to come up with a way to hint at what they could safely assume everyone would plainly understand. So they teased the idea.

Likewise their advice to take any male erections in stride wasn’t meant literally but figuratively, metaphorically, as if the erection was a normal and natural physiological response. This was their form of advertising, of self-promotion, and who knows, they may genuinely have been sympathetic to the idea in a utopian sense. But just as nobody takes ads at face value, nobody would have failed to register their words as a mere rhetorical gesture toward New Age sexual health, when the reality was that under no circumstances could an erection be countenanced. This was simply understood. [​9] As for so-called “involuntary” erections—the male’s inevitable excuse for a willful erection—the problem was quite easily solved: any male harboring even the remotest suspicion he might be susceptible to an involuntary erection on the massage table had a moral obligation not to attend the course. His sense of decency and responsibility to avoid at all cost the traumatizing of his classmates should prevent him from ever enrolling in the first place.

My final blunder is more mystifying, and to this day I can’t understand how foolish I could possibly have been. Before the start of our orientation on our first day, I had had a brief chat with Pete and handed him a short story of a lubricious and witty massage seduction scene by the French erotica author Anne-Marie Villefranche. I just had to give it to him, figuring he would appreciate its humor. He finally got back to me about it: as more evidence against me in the harassment charges.
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​Chapter 2: The Old Chinese Bathhouse, circa 2000
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“Wow, your skin is so white.”

“Only my butt is. My arms are darker than yours.”

“Your Chinese is really good.”

“Nothing special.”

“Where are you from?”

“America.”

“How long have you been in China?”

“Years.”

“You here alone or with your family?”

“Alone. My wife is back home.”

“Why did you come to China?”

“I like the contrast of cultures.”

“You don’t miss your family?”

“Not too much. I like living abroad.”

“What does she do?”

“Business.”

“Why didn’t you bring her with?”

“She’s Chinese.”

“Is that so. Does she know you frequent these places?”

“Yes.”

“And she approves?”

“Yes. You stopped massaging me.”

“Sorry. Do you want to do it?”

“Shoot the airplane?”

“No. Make love.”

“How much?”

“168.”

“So cheap. What about my massage?”

“We don’t actually do that here.”

“I can see that.”

“Let me get my kit.” 

Lina slips out the room and down the hallway maze she just led me through, the hallway of the Eastern brothel, where men go to socialize and only incidentally to have sex: a tea room, a mahjong room, a room with two guys in robes and a girl in lingerie playing cards, and other rooms with bamboo-slatted windows through which could be seen the sexes in various states of undress. Then the big “resting room,” with house girls in silk nighties sitting around, one of whom beckoned me with thick rustic eyebrows. An attendant tried to get me to go for another girl and her together but Lina was enough. [​10]

She returns with the kit—a cosmetics bag with artificial lubricant and condoms. She also bears cups of hot and cold water. I’ve had the “fire and ice” treatment before. The girl takes you in her mouth filled first with the hot water which she squirts back out in an arching stream neatly caught by the cup, and then with the cold water. There is something too practiced about it, like a circus act. I tell Lina I don’t want it. She then applies oil to her chest to give me a breast massage. This can be marvelous when a glamorous bust is employed, less so with one as small as hers. But I am electrified by female body hair, and her bushy set of eyebrows, underarms and mons provokes a hard-on, which she goes over with a wet towel before rolling on a condom. Sex is short-lived. No prostitute tolerates more than a few minutes of fucking, no matter how friendly she is otherwise. 

Those encountering the rare foreign customer commonly engage in friendly banter, if only out of curiosity, though masseuses who are not adept at emotional labor don’t last long in the business. Bad management and stringent working conditions also contribute to high turnover rates. The girls are required to be on hand twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, with only occasional days off. The main occupational hazard is boredom. When they aren’t with customers, they lounge about the big resting room or in a backroom dorm napping or watching TV. Business picks up late in the evening and winds down in the early hours of the morning, whereupon they sleep till noon. The shrewder bathhouses hire them on-call or freelance to fill momentary demand and reduce the room-and-board expense. This is better for the girls as well, which forces them to get out and be more active instead of sinking into lethargy, not to mention health problems from prolonged lack of exercise and sunlight. While most places keep their girls there around the clock, it should be stressed that they are not confined or enslaved (as in some brothels in India, for instance); they can go out to do errands and may quit the job any time.

Lina and I cuddle for the rest of the session. It’s now my turn to ask questions. First off, I always need to know what part of the country they’re from, since there are two places—Guangxi Province and Tibet—whose women I still haven’t slept with. “What’s your home town?”

“Harbin.”

“How old are you?”

“27.”

“Boyfriend?”

“Divorced. I left when he began beating me.”

“When did you marry?”

“21.”

“So early. The same age as my mother.”

“I worked in my family’s shop for years before that. Didn’t finish high school. Last year a female friend convinced me to try doing this. We went to Shanghai but when things didn’t work out there we went to Dalian. And then we wound up here.”

“What job did you do while married?”

“Clothing shop.”

“You live here in the bathhouse?”

“No. We rent a place nearby.”

“What are your hours?”

“Every day from 1 p.m. till 1 a.m.”

“No days off?”

“We take a week off each month during our period.”

“How many customers do you have every day?”

“Four or five.”

“What do you think of most of them?”

“Not much. What can you say about them, when some don’t even speak a word the entire time?”

I invite Lina to visit me in Beijing and she brightens up at this. It’s unlikely to happen. It wouldn’t make economic sense. I’d have to be a lot richer than I am to justify the trip in her eyes. That’s an important difference between ordinary women and prostitutes. Most sex workers are not out to be rescued by a man “Pretty Woman” style. They want to be in control and are forever performing cost-benefit analyses. Just as I don’t get involved with someone who doesn’t give me the personal space I need to do my work, no prostitute wants to be with me outside of her work. She sizes me up according to whether I’m one to advance or interfere with her financial happiness. [​11]

Handjob masseuses in the bigger cities earn anywhere from 2,500-10,000 yuan a month, depending on the number of daily customers; intercourse can double or triple that. It is a lot more than what the rest of the service industry earns, which is rarely over 500 yuan a month for putting in the same twelve to fourteen-hour workday. This includes the many service workers employed by the bathhouses as cooks, attendants, servers, masseurs, maids and teenage girls doing nonsexual and foot massage. Like their sisters in sex work, reflexology masseuses and restaurant waitresses hail from the countryside, but unlike them they choose to remain “pure” and use their virginity value to marry up into a better household or attract a husband who can buy or build his own house. Yet visit any Chinese village, and chances are the newly constructed cement-and-tile houses you see were made with money sent home by the sex worker of the family. [​12]

I head back to the resting area where I am once again invited to “rest,” or, depending on how you translate xiuxi, to “relax.” But I mean, am I supposed to feel tired? Perhaps the best English gloss is to “unwind.” Then again, considering most patrons are seeking relief from the daily grind of alcohol-fueled business deals, it’s no wonder the default male condition is universal exhaustion, accelerating in middle age. Some other tonic is needed to ease passage into oblivion. Sadistic Sichuan cuisine works for a while but soon palls. In the absence of opium or a recreational drug culture, that leaves only one option: the Chinese form of white noise known as Hong Kong action films on repeat till the last comatose guests synchronize their snoring through their foot massages and the grating roar eases just before dawn. Maybe this is why the funhouse ambience of these establishments is taken dead seriously—the patrons are all practically dead. [​13]

I’m not sure if the Eastern and Western motifs slapped together for decor are haphazard or deliberate. On the one hand, the flashy photomural signs outside with bright red characters conjuring up an Oriental island paradise—Golden Water, Sparkling Sea, East Wave, Little River, Dragon Bridge, or as my bathhouse the Hao Li is named, the Great Benefit—and a corresponding scene of a bungalow and palm trees or a bikini-clad female emerging from the shore (seafood restaurants also like to display tropical beach-themed marquees out front; the signs are so similar that only the Chinese characters signal whether it’s a bathhouse or a restaurant). On the other, the Roman bath interior, marble tiling and nude Greek statues, and in the resting area, the Victorian molded-wood paneling and dreamy paintings on the walls of topless girls bearing urns. This most primal of pleasures, bathing, is somehow too close to home and must be made exotic, Occidentalized.

Forgoing rest and relaxation, I head into the hall to the men’s bath area to clean up, and stand again stunned at the novel sauna with its floor-to-ceiling wall of glass, exposing the blissfully naked occupants to view. In China, a benign gray area blurs the distinction between society and shame, a distinction known in the West as privacy. You also see people leave their toilet stall door open in public lavatories. It wasn’t too long ago that lavatories lacked compartments and users squatted in front of each other to grunt out their shit without the least shyness. Now private stalls or meter-high toilet dividers are the norm, but many lavatories also happen to have windows, providing passersby who care to look with a view inside.
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