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COME WITH


[image: A photograph of a dark corridor in an abandoned building. Dirt covers every surface. The paint on the walls is cracked and peeling away.]









HE LIVES ALONE on the fourth floor of an old brick building with no view of the sky. When he looks out his window, all he can see is her window—across the alley, an arm’s length away, where she lives alone on the fourth floor of her own old building. They don’t know each other’s names. They have never spoken. It is winter in Chicago.


Barely any light enters the narrow alley between them, and barely any rain either, or snow or sleet or fog or that crackling wet January stuff the locals call “wintry mix.” The alley is dark and still and without weather. It seems to have no atmosphere at all, a hollow stitched into the city for the singular purpose of separating things from things, like outer space.


She first appeared to him on Christmas Eve. He’d gone to bed early that night feeling horribly sorry for himself—the only soul in his whole raucous building with nowhere else to be—when a light snapped on across the alley, and a small warm glow replaced his window’s usual yawning dark. He sat up, walked to the window, peeked out. There she was, a flurry of movement, arranging, unpacking, pulling small vibrant dresses from large matching suitcases. Her window was so close to him, and she was so close to him—their apartments separated by the distance of a single ambitious jump—that he scooted back a few feet to more fully submerge himself in his darkness. He sat there on his heels and stared for a short while, until the staring felt improper and indecent and he contritely returned to bed. But he has, in the weeks since, come back to the theater of this window, and more often than he’d like to admit. He sometimes sits here, hidden, and, for a few minutes at a time, he watches.


To say that he finds her beautiful is too simple. Of course he finds her beautiful—objectively, classically, obviously beautiful. Even just the way she walks—with a kind of buoyancy, a cheerful jaunty bounce—has him thoroughly charmed. She glides across the floor of her apartment in thick socks, occasionally doing an impromptu twirl, the skirt of her dress billowing briefly around her. In this drab and filthy place, she prefers dresses—bright flowered sundresses incongruous amid the grit of this neighborhood, the cold of this winter. She tucks her legs under them as she sits in her plush velvet armchair, a few candles glowing nearby, her face impassive and cool, holding a book in one hand, the other hand idly tracing the lip of a wineglass. He watches her touch that glass and wonders how a little fingertip can inspire such a large torment.


Her apartment is decorated with postcards from places he assumes she’s been—Paris, Venice, Barcelona, Rome—and framed posters of art he assumes she’s seen in person: the statue of David, the Pietà, The Last Supper, Guernica. Her tastes are manifold and intimidating; meanwhile, he’s never even seen an ocean.


She reads inordinately, at all hours, flicking on her yellow bedside lamp at two o’clock in the morning to page through large and unwieldy textbooks—biology, neurology, psychology, microeconomics—or various stage plays, or collections of poetry, or thick histories of wars and empires, or scientific journals with inscrutable names and bland gray bindings. She listens to music he assumes is classical for the way her head sways to it. He strains to identify book jackets and album covers, then rushes to the public library the next day to read all the authors that rouse and unsleep her, and listen to all the symphonies she seems to have on repeat: the Haffner, the Eroica, the New World, the Unfinished, the Fantastique. He imagines that if they ever actually speak, he will drop some morsel of Symphonie Fantastique knowledge and she will be impressed with him and fall in love.


If they ever actually speak.


She’s exactly the kind of person—cultured, worldly—that he came to this frighteningly big city to find. The obvious flaw in the plan, he realizes now, is that a woman so cultured and worldly would never be interested in a guy as uncultured, as provincial, as backward and coarse as him.


Only once has he seen her entertain a guest. A man. She spent an appalling amount of time in the bathroom before he arrived, and tried on six dresses, finally picking the tightest one—a purple one. She pulled her hair back. She put on makeup, washed it off, put it back on. She took two showers. She looked like a stranger. The man arrived with a six-pack of beer and they spent what seemed like an awkward and humorless two hours together. Then he left with a handshake. He never came back.


Afterward, she changed into a ratty old T-shirt and sat around all evening eating cold cereal in a fit of private sloth. She didn’t cry. She just sat there.


He watched her, across their oxygenless alley, thinking that she was, in this moment, beautiful, though that word beautiful seemed suddenly too narrow to contain the situation. Beauty has both public and private faces, he thought, and it is difficult for one not to annul the other. He wrote her a note on the back of a Chicago postcard: You would never have to pretend with me. Then he threw it away and tried again: You would never have to be someone trying to be someone else. But he didn’t send them. He never sends them.


Sometimes her apartment is dark, and he goes about his night— his ordinary, hermetic night—wondering where she might be.


That’s when she’s watching him.


She sits at her window, in the darkness, and he cannot see her.


She studies him, observes him, notes his stillness, his tranquility, the admirable way he sits cross-legged on his bed and, persistently, for hours, just reads. He is always alone in there. His apartment—a desolate little box of unadorned white walls and a cinder-block bookshelf and a futon condemned to the floor—is not a home that anticipates guests. Loneliness, it seems, holds him like a buttonhole.


To say that she finds him handsome is too simple. Rather, she finds him handsome insofar as he seems unaware that he could be handsome—a dark goatee obscuring a delicate baby face, big sweaters disguising a waifish body. His hair is a few years past clean-cut and now falls in oily ropes over his eyes and down to his chin. His fashions are fully apocalyptic: threadbare black shirts and black combat boots and dark jeans in urgent need of patching. She’s seen no evidence that he owns a single necktie.


Sometimes he stands in front of the mirror shirtless, ashen, disapproving. He is so small—short and anemic and skinny as an addict. He survives on cigarettes and the occasional meal—boxed and plastic-wrapped and microwavable, usually, or sometimes powdered and rehydrated into borderline edible things. Witnessing this makes her feel as she does while watching reckless pigeons alight on the El’s deadly electrified lines.


He needs vegetables in his life.


Potassium and iron. Fiber and fructose. Dense chewy grains and colorful juices. All the elements and elixirs of good health. She wants to wrap a pineapple in ribbon. She’d send it with a note. A new fruit every week. It would say: Don’t do this to yourself.


For almost a month she’s watched as tattoos spread ivy-like across his back, now connecting in a riot of pattern and color that’s migrating down his slender arms, and she thinks: I could live with that. In fact, there’s something reassuring about an assertive tattoo, especially a tattoo that’s visible even while wearing a collared work shirt. It speaks to a confidence of personality, she thinks, a person with the strength of his convictions—a person with convictions—contrary to her own everyday inner crisis, and the question that’s dogged her since moving to Chicago: Who will I become? Or maybe more accurately: Which of my many selves is the true one? The boy with the aggressive tattoo seems to provide a new way forward, an antidote to the anxiety of incoherence.


He’s an artist—that much is clear, for he can most often be found mixing paints and solvents, inks and dyes, plucking photo papers out of chemical baths or leaning over a light box inspecting film negatives through a small round magnifier. She’s amazed at how long he can look. He’ll spend an hour comparing just two frames, staring at one, then the other, and then the first again, searching for the more perfect image. And when he’s found it, he circles the frame with a red grease pencil, every other negative is x-ed out, and she applauds his decisiveness: when he chooses a picture, or a tattoo, or a certain bohemian lifestyle, he chooses devotedly. It is a quality that she—who cannot decide on even the simplest things: what to wear, what to study, where to live, whom to love, what to do with her life—both envies and covets. This boy has a mind calmed by high purpose; she feels like a bean jumping against its pod.


He’s exactly the kind of person—defiant, passionate—that she came to this remote city to find. The obvious flaw in the plan, she realizes now, is that a man so defiant and passionate would never be interested in a girl as conventional, as conformist, as dull and bourgeois as her.


Thus, they do not speak, and the winter nights pass slowly, glacially, the ice coating tree branches like barnacles. All season it’s the same: when his light is off, he is watching her; when her light is off, she is watching him. And on the nights she isn’t home, he sits there feeling dejected, desperate, maybe even a little pathetic, and he gazes upon her window and feels like time is zipping away, opportunities gone, feels like he is losing a race with the life he wishes he could lead. And on the nights he isn’t home, she sits there feeling forsaken, feeling once again so bluntly dented by the world, and she examines his window like it’s an aquarium, hoping to see some wonderful thing erupt from the gloom.


And so here they are, lingering in the shadows. Outside, the snow falls plump and quiet. Inside, they are alone in their separate little studios, in their crumbling old buildings. Both their lights are off. They both watch for the other’s return. They sit near their windows and wait. They stare across the alley, into dark apartments, and they don’t know it, but they’re staring at each other.









THEIR BUILDINGS were never meant to be habitable. His was, originally, a factory. Hers, a warehouse. Whoever built these structures did not predict people living here, and so did not give those people a view. Both buildings were constructed in the 1890s, profitable until the 1950s, abandoned in the 1960s, and dormant thereafter. That is, until now, January 1993, when suddenly they’ve been seized and resuscitated into new purpose—cheap apartments and studio space for the city’s starving artists—and his job is to document it.


He is to be the building’s memory, capturing the wretchedness before the rehabilitation. Very soon, crews of workers—worker here being a word used pretty laxly to describe the poets and painters and bass guitarists who do this labor in exchange for reduced rent— will begin the cleaning and sanding and painting and waste removal necessary to make the place generally livable. And so here he is, in the foulest, most unmended reaches of the former factory, wandering with a borrowed camera and documenting the ruins.


He’s up on the fifth floor, walking the long hallways, each footfall stirring up a fog of powder and filth. He photographs the dirt, and the allover rubble of collapsed ceiling tiles and plaster and brick. He photographs the elaborate graffiti. He photographs the broken windows, the curtains decomposed to fibrous ribbons. He’s worried about stumbling onto a sleeping squatter, and debating whether it’s better in this situation to be quiet or loud. If he’s quiet, maybe he can avoid a confrontation. But if he’s loud, maybe the squatter will wake and scare off.


He stops when something catches his eye: sunlight on a wall, streaking across antique paint that’s peeling, slowly, crinklingly, with a thousand tiny fissures and clefts. A hundred years after its application, this paint is now liberating itself, and the texture reminds him of the surface craquelure of old portraits by Dutch masters. It also reminds him, more prosaically, of that small pond on his father’s land back home, the one that would go dry during drought summers to expose the wet mud underneath, the mud hardening in the sun and cracking into jumbled little fractals in the dirt. The paint up here looks like that, like the riven earth, and he shoots it in profile so as to channel a viewer’s gaze along its deep, exfoliated edges—less a photograph of something than a photograph about something: age, change, transfiguration.


He moves on. He decides to be loud, not confident he can effectively sneak while wearing these boots—thick and steel-reinforced, purchased cheaply at the Army/Navy surplus, necessary given the nails sticking straight up from the floor, and the broken glass that is the evidence of some raucous night involving shattered beer bottles. He should also be wearing a mask, he thinks, because of the dust in the air, the dust and dirt and probably mold and mildew and toxic lead and unfriendly microbes, a still and hazy particulate cloud that turns the sunlight coming in via windows to glimmering streaks that in landscape photography would be called God beams but are much more blasphemous here. Gunk beams, maybe.


And then there are the needles. He finds a lot of these, clustered in small methodical piles in some dark back corner, tenaciously amassed and emptied but for a scrap of dark sludge at the tips, and he photographs them with the shallowest depth of field this lens is capable of, so that the picture is almost entirely blurry, which he thinks cleverly evokes what it might have felt like for whatever poor soul was here, craving the needle. Heroin inspires an odd love-hate relationship in the neighborhood—people mildly complain about the hypodermics they find in the park, and about the abandoned buildings down the street known widely as shooting galleries for how many junkies can be found there. And yet? Among the artists who live in his building and who occasionally complain about the heroin, most of them also sort of look like they do it. And often. They have that skinny, stringy-haired, sunken-eyed, colorless look of the frequently high. And in fact this was how he came to be living here; the landlord found him at his first gallery showing and asked: “Are you Jack Baker?”


“I am,” he said.


“You’re the photographer?”


“Yep.”


It was an autumn show at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. On display were pieces by the school’s incoming studio art majors, and among the roughly two dozen freshmen, Jack was the only one who worked primarily in landscape photos. The other students were expressionist painters of exorbitant talent, or they assembled elaborate sculptures from mixed objects, or they worked in video art, their installations built of complexly interconnected televisions and VCRs.


Jack, meanwhile, took Polaroids.


Of trees.


Trees back home, out on the prairie, growing as they did when they were exposed to the weather: tilted, their trunks swept sideways by the unyielding wind.


Nine of these Polaroids were taped in a three-by-three grid on the gallery’s white wall, Jack standing nearby waiting for anyone to engage with him on the matter of his art, which nobody did. Dozens of well-dressed collectors had passed him by when this pale man in a ragged white sweater and unlaced work boots introduced himself. His name was Benjamin Quince, and he was a graduate student, a master’s candidate in new media studies, now in his seventh year in the program, working on a thesis, which, to a freshman like Jack, all sounded like an unfathomable level of academic achievement. Benjamin was literally the first person to ask Jack a question, the question being: “So. Trees?”


“The wind blows hard where I come from,” Jack said. “It makes the trees grow up crooked.”


“I see,” Benjamin said, squinting behind big round eyeglasses, idly rubbing his chin of wiry patchwork scruff. His wool sweater was stretched and honeycombed and doilied in places. His wispy hair was unwashed and hay-bale brown and of a particular length that required diligent ear retucking. He said: “And where do you come from?”


“Kansas,” Jack said.


“Ah,” he said, nodding, as if this confirmed something important. “The heartland.”


“Yes.”


“America’s breadbasket.”


“That’s right.”


“Kansas. Is that corn or wheat? I’m struggling to picture it.”


“You know the song ‘Home on the Range’?”


“Sure.”


“That’s basically where I’m from.”


“Good job getting out,” Benjamin said, winking, then he studied the Polaroids for a moment. “I’ll bet nobody’s interested in these pictures.”


“Thanks so much.”


“I’m not making a value judgment. Just saying, these images are probably not popular with this particular crowd. Am I right?”


“Most people linger for between one and three seconds before smiling pleasantly and moving on.”


“And do you understand why?”


“Not really.”


“Because Polaroids are not appreciable assets.”


“Sorry?”


“They don’t sell. A Polaroid has never once been auctioned at Sotheby’s. Polaroids are mass-produced, instant, cheap, impermanent. The chemicals will degrade, the image will dissolve. A Polaroid is not a durable good. These people here?” Benjamin motioned vaguely to everyone else in the room. “They describe themselves as collectors, but a better word would be investors. They’re capitalist stooges. Materialistic tools. They’re looking to buy low and sell high. Your problem is that a Polaroid will never sell high.”


“Honestly I hadn’t thought about that.”


“Good for you.”


“Mostly I just liked those trees.”


“I have to say I admire your authenticity. You’re not another of these pandering sluts. I dig that.” Then Benjamin came closer, put a hand on Jack’s shoulder, whisper-spoke: “Listen. I own a building in Wicker Park. An abandoned old ironworks. I bought it for a dollar. The bank just wanted to get it off the books. You know about Wicker Park?”


“Not really.”


“North Side. About fifteen minutes on the train. Take the Blue Line six stops and it’s a completely different world.”


“Different how?”


“Primarily, it’s real. It is a place of substance. That’s where the real art is happening, unlike this donor-pleasing bullshit. And real music too, not the fake corporate crap on the radio. I’m renovating my building, a total gut job, turning it into a co-op for creatives. I’m calling it the Foundry. Very exclusive, invitation only, nothing mainstream, nothing conventional, nothing frat boy, no yuppies allowed.”


“Sounds nice.”


“Do you do heroin?”


“No.”


“But it looks like you do heroin. Which is perfect. You want in?” It was the first time in his life that being skinny and frail worked somewhat in Jack’s favor—it got him this apartment in Wicker Park, where he’s living rent-free in exchange for photographic services, living among musicians and artists and writers who mostly also look like they do heroin. It’s a thrilling place to have landed, and Jack finds that despite the poor condition of his apartment building, despite the darkness and bleakness and shivering cold of a real Chicago winter, despite the neighborhood’s frequent muggings, and the alleged dealers stalking the park, and the gangs with their complex rivalries and occasional disputes, he loves it. It is his first winter away from home and he cannot believe how alive he feels here, how utterly, truly, and unprecedentedly free. The city is noisy and dirty and dangerous and expensive and he loves it. He loves the noise in particular, the roar of the elevated trains, the honks of impatient cabbies, the shriek of police sirens, the moaning of lake ice grinding against concrete embankments. And he loves those nights when the noise stops, when the city is shut down and muffled by a storm dropping the fattest, slowest snow he has ever seen, and cars are buried on the curbs, and the sky is a scrim of reflected orange streetlight, and each footfall is greeted with a satisfying eluvial crunch. He loves the city at night, especially when he exits the Art Institute and looks upon Michigan Avenue and the great skyline beyond, the buildings that touch the clouds on thickly overcast days, their colossal flat faces inscribed with hundreds of tiny yellow squares where the business of the city works overtime.


It is an odd feeling, to sense one’s aliveness, for perhaps the very first time, to understand that life up until this point was not being lived, exactly; it was being endured.


In Chicago, he’s seeing art in person (museums being unavailable where he comes from); and he’s watching theater (never having attended a school that even once put on a play); and he’s eating foods he’s never eaten before (foods he had not once encountered until now: pesto, pita, empanadas, pierogi, baba ghanoush); and he’s listening to classmates sincerely debate who’s better: John Ashbery or Frank O’Hara? Arne Naess or Noam Chomsky? David Bowie or literally anybody else? (Debates that would earn nothing from people back home but blank stares and possibly beatings.) For the rest of his life, the songs released this winter will always call him back to these feelings of expansiveness and freedom—Rage Against the Machine screaming “Fuck you, I won’t do what you tell me!” being the verse that most accurately embodies his new uncaged ethos right now, but even the cheesy commercial radio hits feel special and meaningful, songs like “Life Is a Highway” and “Right Now” and “Finally” and that Aladdin tune that’s getting interminable airplay and seems to Jack almost like his own Chicago anthem: it is, indeed, a whole new world.


(Not that he would admit to anyone—ever—that he secretly hums and sometimes actually sings a song from a Disney cartoon while he’s in the shower and, further, that he finds great strength in it. No, he’ll take that to the grave.)


He loves the noise of the city because there’s something reassuring about it—the evidence of other people, neighbors, compatriots. And also there’s something grand about becoming insusceptible to the noise, sleeping peacefully through the urban night without flinching at the beeps and voices and car alarms and police sirens outside—it’s an important marker of transcendence. Back home, the only noise was the constant low breath of the wind, a prairie wind relentless and monotonous. But sometimes, under the wind, after sunset, one could hear the barking and howling of the coyotes that scavenged the countryside each night. And every once in a while, the howling of a pack would become suddenly and hauntingly reduced, only one voice, and the howling would become more urgent, more like yelping, and then more plaintive, more like whining, and Jack, still awake and hearing all of this despite the covers pulled up way over his head, knew exactly what was going on. A coyote was trapped on the fence.


What happens is this: when coyotes leap over a barbed-wire fence, sometimes they don’t leap high enough, and they get caught on the top wire, right at the spot where their hind legs attach to their body, which on canines forms a kind of unfortunate hook. Their front paws will be reaching, swimming, not quite touching the ground, their back legs bucking, and they’ll hang there despite fierce kicking because coyotes are not biologically equipped with the joints or flexibility that might enable other animals to free themselves from a wire fence. Coyotes cannot twist enough, cannot maneuver back legs that are really meant only for driving forward, and so they dangle there, all night. And because they’re dangling on barbed wire, there’s a very good chance they came down upon—and were impaled by—the fence’s knifelike talons, which are now digging into their softest, most tender spot, and the more they thrash and kick and wriggle, the more the spikes stir up their insides, and this is, eventually, how they die: bleeding out from stabs to the belly, their screams carried for miles on the wind. Jack would see them in the morning, hanging like clothes from a line.


Compared to that, the sirens of Chicago are a blessing. Even the muggings are a reasonable toll for entry into this world.


Jack has not yet been mugged. He has, since moving to Wicker Park, perfected a look that he hopes is a mugger deterrent, a dangerous-seeming impression built from secondhand clothes purchased at the Salvation Army and an armload of tattoos and unkempt hair and an urban sort of strut and a steely, determined stare over a cigarette that’s very nearly always in his mouth—all of which communicates, he hopes, Fuck off. He does not want to be mugged, and yet he is also aware that the possibility of being mugged is, in a weird way, part of the draw, part of this neighborhood’s particular attraction. The artists who come out here are not here despite the neighborhood’s danger but because of it. They are here to embrace it. Wicker Park is, according to Benjamin Quince (who can really get going on this subject and talk just about all night long), Chicago’s answer to Montmartre: cheap and dirty and run-down and, therefore, alive.


So the filthiness is roundly celebrated, hence Jack’s photos, which try to capture exactly this quality: the grit, the gunk. He searches the hallways and former offices and storage rooms of the fifth floor looking for evidence of life on the edge. The cracked paint. The left-behind hypodermics. The broken windows. The browned curtains. The crumbling walls. The dust that’s settled so thickly after so many years that it’s now less like dust and more like sand.


“That is so raw,” Benjamin says later, inspecting the photos.


The two of them are standing on the roof of the co-op on a deepwinter day. Jack is blowing warm air into his cold, cupped hands. He’s wearing his usual thin black peacoat, under which is every sweater he owns. Benjamin wears a big parka so puffy it looks balloonish. His cheeks are watermelon pink, and his coat looks warm and soft and probably filled with down, a material Jack has heard of but could not define specifically.


Benjamin looks at the photos, and Jack looks at the gray neighborhood around them, the occasional pedestrian or car, the mounds of dirty snow, the streets and alleys running perfectly straight all the way to their vanishing points at the lake. They’re on the east side of the building, the side that faces the girl in the window. The nameless her. Jack looks down into her apartment. She’s not home right now, but this new view from above is strangely thrilling. He sees a rug she’s placed on the floor near the window, not visible from his usual vantage on the fourth floor. And he imbues this new fact about her with great meaning: She is a woman who buys rugs.


He wants to know everything about her. But he has not asked anyone anything about the girl in the window because he can’t figure out how to ask about her without also revealing that he occasionally spies on her, a practice he is ashamed of only insofar as he knows that others would shame him for it.


Benjamin, still admiring the photos, says: “We gotta put these on the internet.”


“Okay,” Jack says as, directly below them, a man walks into the alley. He’s carrying a large black duffel bag, and judging by the way he’s stumbling along, it seems that either the bag is so heavy it’s impeding his balance or he is very drunk.


Jack says: “What’s the internet?”


Benjamin looks up from the photos. “Seriously?”


“Yeah. What is that?”


“The internet. You know. The information superhighway. The digital hypertextual global cyberspace thing.”


Jack nods, then says: “To be honest I’m not entirely clear on those terms either.”


Benjamin laughs. “They don’t have computers in Kansas yet?”


“My family never really saw the point.”


“Okay, well, the internet. How to explain it?” He thinks for a moment, then says: “You know those flyers for bands that people staple to all the telephone poles?”


“Yeah.”


“The internet is like those flyers, except imagine they’re not on the telephone pole but in it.”


“You lost me.”


“Imagine they’re inside the telephone wires, traveling at the speed of light, all of them connected, dynamic, communicating, accessible to anyone in the world.”


“Anyone?”


“Anyone with a computer and a phone line. I’ve gotten visitors from England, Australia, Japan.”


“Why do people in Japan care about your flyer?”


“There are outcasts everywhere, my friend. The misunderstood, the unpopular, the dissidents, malcontents, freaks. With the internet, we find each other. It’s like this amazing alternative world. You don’t have to prostrate yourself to the usual conformist rules. You’re free to be your weird and wild self. So it’s a more honest place, less fraudulent, more real.”


“More real than what?”


“The world. The manufactured fishbowl construct we live in. The whole mind-control commercialized oppression apparatus.”


“Wow. That must be one hell of a flyer you made.”


“It’s absolutely state-of-the-art.”


“And it’s a flyer about what? The Foundry?”


“Sort of, but it’s also about the neighborhood, and the energy in the neighborhood, our antiestablishment vibe. You want to see it?”


“Sure.”


“I’ll tutor you. I’ll be your internet sherpa. Pull you out of the eighties.”


“Thanks.”


“Hey, you should work for me. I need visuals. Photos of bars, bands, parties. Cool people being cool. That kind of thing. Could you do that?”


“I guess.”


“Great!” Benjamin says, which is how Jack comes to be employed in the New Economy despite not understanding exactly what’s new about it.


Beneath them, the man with the duffel bag stops at the bike rack behind the co-op. He stands there considering the many bicycles locked to the bar, wobbling a little on unsteady feet. Then he puts down his bag, unzips it, and pulls out a large bolt cutter, with which he quickly and cleanly snips the lock off one of the more expensive-looking ten-speeds.


“Hey!” Jack yells.


The man turns around, frightened, and looks down the alley. Then he searches the windows of the building, and then, his palm shielding his eyes from the light, he finally spots them, on the roof, six stories up, at which point the man smiles at them, and waves. A big friendly wave, like they’re all old pals.


And what can they do? Jack and Benjamin wave back. And then they watch the man stow his bolt cutter in the duffel bag, which he slings around his back before hopping on the freed bicycle and riding crookedly away.


Benjamin smiles and looks at Jack and says: “That was so fucking real.”









SHE’ S STANDING in the far-back corner of another loud bar, invited here by another guy of large opinions, here to see another band she’s been told she must love. Tonight she’s at the Empty Bottle, that bar on Western Avenue with the big sign out front for Old Style beer and an awning that says MUSIC / FRIENDLY / DANCING.


Right now, only one of those three things seems accurate.


There is indeed music, though it is not danceable, and it is certainly not friendly. She’s listening to a band she doesn’t know the name of because she could not hear it above the noise of the band. Her date yelled it at her, the band’s name, inches from her ear, twice, but no luck. The band’s drummer and lead guitarist both seem obsessed with preventing any behavior that isn’t the strict paying of total attention to them. Even the song’s lyrics—which feature something about the lead singer’s world-sundering spiritual pain and disaffection—are mostly lost in a bellow of power chords, while the manic drummer seems capable of only one simple maneuver, and it involves a lot of cymbal. People stand around not so much dancing as flinching in rhythm. Drinks at the bar must be ordered via gesture.


Whenever the door opens, there’s a burst of cold air, and so she’s still wearing her scarf, her mittens, her woolen winter hat, which she pulls way down over her ears to muffle the onstage pandemonium by a few blessed decibels. Just outside are roughly half the bar’s patrons, those who chose the cold over the noise. They stand stiffly, their arms and legs pulled tight to their torsos, mummies out in the snow. It’s the kind of Chicago deep-winter evening that’s so beyond frigid it causes despair, so bitter it triggers spontaneous sidewalk lamentation: “Fuck, it’s cold!” the people out there say, stamping their feet. It’s the kind of cold that gets into your boots and stays there all night.


The band she’s listening to is not the band she came here for. The last act is, allegedly, tonight’s big draw, though her date refuses to tell her anything about it. He doesn’t want to spoil it for her. He wants her experience of listening to this music for the very first time to be, he says, pristine. He’s managing her entire experience, and he probably thinks she appreciates it. She stands next to him, sips her beer, and, unable to converse due to the surrounding ruckus, she waits.


The walls of the Empty Bottle are brick and covered in most places by posters or flyers or stickers in such quantity and density that it causes a kind of cognitive overload looking at them too closely. The ceiling is tin-tiled except for the area above the stage, where sheets of foam sound-absorbers—those shaped like egg cartons—hang a few feet over the musicians’ heads. The stage is painted matte black and flanked by stacks of enormous amplifiers. At the bar, there are a total of nine beers on tap, and they all cost a dollar fifty.


It’s one of several local venues known for serious music that she’s recently been persuaded to visit, invited by guys eager to impress her. Tonight’s guy—serious; studied; somber; a particular gravitas that one might call clenched; an upperclassman whose blond hair is parted down his scalp’s exact middle; John Lennon glasses; patterned sweater over differently patterned shirt; name of Bradley; Call me Brad—had sat down next to her in this morning’s microeconomics lecture, the arms of their big winter coats pressing into each other the full fifty minutes, the dirty snowmelt puddles under their respective boots eventually joining as one. After the lecture— which was a deep dive into expected utility and risk aversion and how people make choices in conditions of uncertain information— she could feel him looking at her as they packed up, and when she glanced at him he gave her this big exasperated roll of the eyes and said “Booooor-ring,” and she smiled at that even though she didn’t find the class boring at all, and he followed her out of the lecture hall asking if she had plans tonight, because if she didn’t, there was this brilliant new band playing at the Empty Bottle, where he happened to know the bartender—the implication being that she could drink despite being underage—and when she expressed a hint of interest, he got all elaborate, told her how she absolutely needed to hear this band, right now, tonight, when the band’s music was still pure, before word got out about them, before the malevolent forces of popularity and money changed them and ruined them. So, okay, fine, she agreed to meet Brad here at nine, and when she arrived, he ordered beers and said: “So, you like music?” And she said: “Sure, I like music.” And then he basically forced her to prove it. He began testing her: Do you know this band, do you know that band? Fugazi, Pavement, the Replacements, Big Star, Tortoise, Pixies, Hüsker Dü—pronouncing this last one so exactingly that she could actually hear the umlauts—and when she said she didn’t know a single one of them, he shook his head pityingly and then offered, of course, to teach her. It turned out that Call-me-Brad had a large collection of rare vinyl that he really wanted to tell her about—and wanted even more to show her, in person, back at his place—a full wall of his apartment dedicated to only the most scarce, most genius, most iconoclastic records, sacred records that almost nobody else had heard of or properly appreciated—


Honestly she had stopped listening. Brad required no more encouragement to continue monologuing—the sexual anxiety was radiating off him, a throbbing low-grade panic—and so her attention just kind of detached until the band’s expressive guitarist interrupted with a strenuous riff, whereupon Brad shut up and the howling set began.


What she hasn’t told Brad is that the only reason the rumor of a brilliant new band piqued her interest was the high probability of seeing him, the boy in the window, the boy from across the alley, at the show. And indeed she walked in tonight and there he was, up in the front row, with his camera, and she felt a kind of heaving sensation in her gut that might be the experience people are describing when they say “My heart leapt,” though that description sounds pleasant and enjoyable, certainly much more enjoyable than this current sensation, which is less like leaping and more like being liquefied.


Whenever she sees him out in the world, she tends to become shy, even though she does not consider herself a shy person. She’ll spot him late at night at the Empty Bottle, or Rainbo Club, or Lounge Ax, or Phyllis’ Musical Inn, with his camera, at work, and she’ll watch him until her scrutiny and interest become unbearable: Why don’t you notice me? It feels like there’s a spotlight on her face that gets brighter the longer she stares at him, but he never sees it. He’s always in the front row, engrossed with his camera, shooting from his knees up at lead singers and solo guitarists to make them look, in his photos, monumental.


She’s seen his work on the internet, on one of those electronic bulletin boards, which is also how she finally figured out his name: Photography by Jack Baker. He’s always up there by the stage— sometimes even onstage, shooting the crowd from the position of the drummer—whenever the best acts are playing, the locally famous bands that he usually leaves the bar with, which convinces her that he’s firmly out of her league.


She is, here in Chicago, a nobody.


She does not get invited to the after-parties she knows are elsewhere happening. And she knows they’re happening because she’s seen them on that bulletin board, photos by Jack Baker capturing debaucheries occurring somewhere in the neighborhood, who knows where. Is there any worse anguish than this? To know that fun is being had but not being invited to also have it? Her name is Elizabeth Augustine—of the Litchfield Augustines—though her family’s reputation holds cachet only in particular circles, and these circles do not extend way out here. She’s merely an anonymous student now, a freshman at DePaul, a lowly outsider stuck in the far-back corner, a woman not exactly plugged into the local music scene and so to know where she might find Jack Baker and the rest of the neighborhood’s in-crowd she needs the help of aficionados, guys like Brad, who now leans into her during a subdued moment when the guitarist is tuning and explains certain things about tonight’s brilliant band, how their sound is distinct from rock or alternative or grunge in ways she knows she can’t identify. It all sounds like noise to her, but Brad insists that, no, in fact the Seattle sound now taking over the radio and Billboard charts is nothing like the Chicago sound, which is, he says, less commercial, more true to native jazz roots, less mainstream, more indie. It’s a break from East Coast hardcore, which sold out long ago, and a break from West Coast grunge, which is right now in the process of selling out. It is its own thing, nurtured in forgotten flyover country, unmolested by the larger moneyed interests. She has never before thought about a rock song’s terroir, but she has been giving a lot of thought lately to the crippling effects of money, and in fact escaping the greed and wealth of her family—and the associated inhuman behavior and endless striving and competitive immolation that such greed and wealth demands—had been one of the primary reasons she left everyone she ever knew and came to Chicago.


It would be, she vowed, her final move. She had promised herself, even before arriving in this city, that she would stay here for good, that she would at last build a permanent life—her own life, a compassionate and decent life—this after a childhood of ceaseless moving: she had spent her adolescence living in the wealthy outer suburbs of the big East Coast metros, attending innumerable private day schools, moving from place to place to place as her father marauded this company, then that company, auditing, acquiring, raiding, poaching, liquidating, cashing in, moving on, profiting wildly while leaving nothing behind but insolvency and angry litigants, which was something of a family tradition.


And so she was delighted to find this particular crowd in Chicago, who rejected such crass mercantilism; anyone who pursued wealth was shunned for “selling out,” cast aside for being a “sheep.”


She does not want to be a sellout.


She does not want to be a sheep.


And yet, she’d really like to be invited to those parties.


The band, meanwhile, kicks into its next noisy offering, and Jack photographs the lead singer, shooting him first from the side, in profile, then from behind, then from down in front, kneeling on the dance floor, shooting upward, at which point, as if choreographed, the singer leans way out over the stage, microphone pressed to his lips in a pose that she is sure will look, in the photo, fucking heroic, and the singer whispers something into the mic that’s unintelligible now that the wanton guitarist comes in and overpowers the whole moment. She senses a kind of sibling rivalry between the singer and the guitarist. She decides there’s no need to learn the name of this band, as it will almost definitely break up, and probably before spring. Jack, meanwhile, stands and sheds his sweater, the heavy black one that’s about two sizes too large for him, the sweater that’s essentially his everyday winter uniform, holes worn in the back from sitting on it. Beneath that sweater, he’s wearing another, thinner black sweater.


What is it about this boy that’s so compelling to her? It’s surely not just that he happens to live across the alley. She can imagine that most guys would prompt her to do nothing more than close the curtains. But with this boy there’s an unaccountable feeling of recognition, like he has some important quality that she’s looking for but cannot quite name. Elizabeth had come to Chicago intending to melt, with full abandon, into its lively bohemia: to drink with poets and sleep with artists. (Or vice versa, whatever.) And not even good poets or good artists; the only criteria she really has for going home with a guy is that he is a good and interesting and selfless man who deserves it.


Which is a condition the guys of Chicago have thus far failed to meet.


But the boy in the window seems different: he exudes a kindness and gentleness and restraint that’s a radical departure from the world-dominating ethos she moved to Chicago to escape. Jack Baker is considerate—or at least she believes him to be considerate, believes he would be a considerate person, a considerate lover. She believes this because of the many private scenes she’s witnessed from her place at the window, his many small moments of careful attentiveness: the books of literature and poetry and philosophy he reads late into the night, the way he patiently looks at so many negatives until he’s found the right one, the way he hides sheepishly behind his long bangs. Even his choice of career—photographer— strikes her as pleasingly self-effacing. He will always be on the outskirts, watching. By definition, the photographer will never be the center of attention. She’s dated guys who were always the center of attention, guys like these guys up onstage, guys like Brad, and she’s found that eventually their need becomes crushing.


The band finishes the set, finally, with a great detonative roar that’s similar to its ongoing previous roar except for the strength and frequency of its cymbal-banging. It’s impossible to “crescendo” when you’ve been at max volume the whole time, so the band just goes faster, their beat getting so compressed that everything coming out of those big amps turns to mush. And then with a final orgasmic bucking of the guitarist’s hips, they come to their screeching end, at which point the lead singer—in what is his first intelligible speech of the night—says “Thank you, Chicago!” as if he’s talking to a sold-out Soldier Field and not a dozen people in a dive bar hiding from the cold.


The musicians unplug and Brad turns to her, says, “So what did you think?” Then he crosses his arms and waits for her to answer, and Elizabeth understands that whatever her answer is, his opinion about it will be fierce.


“On a scale of one to ten,” she says, “how much would you say your parents loved you?”


“What?”


“On a scale of one to ten.”


“Wow!” he says, laughing uncomfortably. “Ha ha!”


“I’m serious.”


“You,” he says, pointing at her, shaking his head, grinning a wide stupid grin, “you are a spitfire! You know that? You are sassy.”


After which he goes for more beer.


At the other end of the bar, Jack is mingling. He approaches various groups standing at the bar and says a few words and then takes their picture. She’s seen these photos too, online, portraits of people out at bars. They remind her of that part of the society magazines back home where for upward of six glossy pages it’s nothing more than snapshots of people who recently attended important local soirees and fundraisers. The difference between those photos and these being that the Chicago subjects tend to be more ironically detached. They don’t smile, and mostly don’t even look at the camera. They have a bearing that makes it seem like they’re aware their photograph is being taken but don’t care to participate. Jack thanks them and moves along.


He’s walking her way now, toward the front of the bar, searching for a new subject, his gaze landing on this person, then that person, evaluating them, and Elizabeth wonders if this is the moment he’ll finally notice her, the moment he’ll finally want to take her picture. And she decides she does not care how obvious she is or how liquid it makes her insides feel, she’s going to look at him, look directly at him, she’s going to demand his attention. And this for some reason feels really risky and scary and threatening to her, and when his eyes sweep over her, she has this almost instinctive response to hide. It’s the boldest she’s ever stared at him, which is how she sees him quickly inspect her and then, just as quickly, dismiss her. He moves along, with no recognition, or interest, whatsoever.


She feels, in this moment, sort of like someone never invited to the prom.


She watches him go outside, and when he opens the door, there’s that arctic surge that makes everyone around her curl up, which is when she realizes: her hat is pulled down to her eyes, her scarf is covering her mouth. She is practically in disguise.


So she takes off her scarf and hat, runs her fingers through her hair, and looks out the window behind her. She brings her face right up to it, close enough to feel the chill of the outside air. She sees Jack, his figure made wavy and rippled, distorted by the thick glass. He’s standing at the curb—he shoots, then sidesteps, then shoots again from a new angle, sidesteps again, shoots again. People are pretending not to notice him and yet always angling their bodies contrapposto to the camera. He’s pointing that camera right at Elizabeth, but between them is the huddled crowd, the blowing snow, this cloudy block of glass, and so he hasn’t seen her—or maybe he’s ignoring her; she can’t be sure.


Just then there’s a sound from the other end of the bar, a guitar playing a few simple chords, repeatedly, quietly. Elizabeth glances at the stage to see what band is next and is surprised to see it’s only one woman. She’s short—barely five feet tall—and blond, skinny, young, wearing jeans with a tank top tucked in and a cream-colored cardigan, her hair in a plain shoulder-length cut. She does not, in other words, look like a rock star. Her presentation is contrary to that of the band that was up there minutes ago, all those outlandish guys. She looks so unassuming that Elizabeth thinks it’s possible she’s a patron who’s drunkenly taken the guitar and will soon be escorted offstage by the bartender. But no, the bartender does not move, and at her first sound, Jack Baker comes in from the cold and immediately begins photographing her, and it’s clear that the girl isn’t warming up but has actually already begun her set, that she has no band and no instrumentation other than the guitar she’s holding, which is not plugged into the giant speaker apparatus but rather into one small amp at her feet, so it’s hard to hear her over the small crowd that isn’t shutting up. Elizabeth leans forward and listens to her, her strangely monotone voice, her song, which seems to describe a man with tastes so ravenous he can no longer really appreciate anything:




I bet you’ve long since passed understanding


What it takes to be satisfied





She’s not exactly singing the lyrics but also not exactly talking— it’s a peculiar timbre somewhere in between. And her pitch is not what you’d call in tune, but it’s not flat either. And she strums her guitar so modestly, and she sings so matter-of-factly, without any of the ornamentation and melodrama and vocal scratch of your typical rock-and-roll singer dudes. When Brad returns, Elizabeth whispers: “Who is this?”


He looks at the stage, surprised, as if he had not yet noticed anyone up there. “Nobody,” he says. “Filler.”


“Filler?” she says.


“The headliners are running late. She’s killing time.”


And with a dismissive wave, Brad resumes his discourse, this time a litany of his top-five concert experiences ever. Around them, people chat loudly and rudely, Elizabeth straining to hear the music. Over at the bar, the four guys from the previous band are now laughing, almost advertising how much they’re ignoring the singer’s performance. And this is how the short song goes: the woman strumming her unadorned guitar, her humble sound competing with the ambient noise of an indifferent crowd.


“Number five? The Rolling Stones at the Silverdome,” Brad is saying. “It would have been higher on the list but it was 1989 and the Stones were obviously no longer at their peak and anyway the Silverdome is as lifeless as a mental ward.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Number four was Soul Asylum at Metro in July, which could have easily been number three on the list or maybe even number two if the bar weren’t filled with all these yuppies yelling Runaway Train! like it was the only song they knew.”


And Brad continues his long countdown, Elizabeth thinking that for a guy who claims to love music, Brad sure seems to also hate a lot about it. And the singer continues her song about this insatiable man who’s no longer capable of happiness, and Elizabeth listens to the lyrics and giggles, at which point Brad stops his ponderous clucking and looks at her a little defensively—he’s not a man who likes being laughed at—and says: “What’s so funny?”


“This song,” Elizabeth says, “it’s about you.”


“Really?” he says, genuinely excited, listening finally as the woman sing-speaks in her dark monotone:



You’re like a vine that keeps climbing higher


But all the money in the world is not enough





Brad is now thoroughly confused, but Elizabeth doesn’t care. It’s as if this song were written just for her, a song describing all the greed she has made it her life’s mission to escape.


Then the door opens and there’s that stab of cold air and in walk three guys who could only be the headline band, dressed as eccentrically as they are. She clocks the lead singer immediately, in thick plastic sunglasses and what looks to be a ruffled baby-blue tuxedo shirt from the seventies—conspicuously uncool, which of course makes it really cool—the top four buttons calculatedly undone. The guys enter the bar with a swagger that makes the crowd instinctively part.


“They’re here!” Brad says. “That’s them!”


Onstage, the singer wraps up her song, then shrugs as if to apologize and says, “I guess that’s it,” to dispersed polite clapping. And Elizabeth watches as the singer packs up her guitar and, together with Jack—who had been photographing her all this time—they walk toward the bar’s exit. The singer, Jack, and the singer’s small entourage, all of them off to whatever wondrous after-party awaits.


And she’s following Jack with her eyes as Brad continues to explain why Elizabeth is so lucky to be here tonight, experiencing for the first time this new band, with him, and she’s nodding but continuing to stare at the baby-faced photographer, and right at the moment that Jack crosses paths with the headliners, he looks up at the band, and then past the band, at this table of nobodies in the far-back corner, and his eyes lock onto Elizabeth’s. She sees him seeing her, now that she’s without scarf and hat, and there’s this shiver of recognition between them as he smiles and waves, and she smiles and waves, and Brad looks at her, puzzled, and the relief she feels is just about knee-breaking.


And what does Jack do? He walks right past the band, he walks right up to Elizabeth, he ignores the brilliant musicians and ignores the now puckered Brad and he extends his hand and utters the first two words he’ll ever say to her.


They are: “Come with.”









COME WITH.


What an odd and curious and delightful thing to say.


Come with.


She’d never heard anyone ever say it like that before. None of Elizabeth’s friends in those many private schools would ever say it like that, nor would her parents, nor any of the guests her parents often entertained. They’d never leave that word with hanging at the end of a sentence, unresolved. They’d say it correctly: Do you want to come with us?


It would be proper and complete: Would you care to leave this place?


A fully literate and well educated and finished phrase: Please give us the pleasure of your company.


But Jack had said, simply, Come with, which to her ears sounded refreshingly—and charmingly—imperfect. He held out a hand and looked at her with no guile whatsoever, with no knowledge that he’d said something either funny or strange, which filled her with tenderness.


Come with would turn into a mantra between them, a kind of abracadabra calling back the thrill and surprise and exuberance of this first night. “Come with,” he will say a few days later, when he takes her to the Art Institute and they hold hands and stare at all his favorite modernists. “Come with,” she’ll say a week after that, when she gets student rush tickets and they watch La Bohème at Lyric Opera and he pretends not to be embarrassed by his cheap sweater amid all those suits and ties. “Come with,” she’ll say a few summers later, when they go to Italy and look at every painting and textile and statue that Venice has to offer. And years after that, on a certain significant night when he gets down on one knee and opens a black velvet box with a tasteful engagement ring inside, he will do everything exactly according to tradition except that when he proposes, he won’t say, “Marry me,” he’ll say, “Come with.”


It all starts on this night, with Jack holding out his hand at the Empty Bottle and saying, “Come with,” this incomplete sentence that Elizabeth completes by taking his hand and nodding yes, and together they walk through the blowing snow and the freezing cold, and for the very first time that winter the subzero temperature seems not oppressive but rather hilarious, how they keep ducking into vestibules and alleys to escape the wind, rubbing their hands together, laughing, sprinting to the next hiding spot, traveling in this preposterous manner all the way to a bar on Division, where during a conversation about how much they both loved tonight’s singer they actually lose track of the singer, and the singer’s entourage, looking up for a moment and realizing they’re alone, they’ve been abandoned, then laughing about this, not really caring, talking more, establishing the essential facts about each other: She’s Elizabeth; she’s from New England. He’s Jack; he’s from the Great Plains. He’s studying photography at the Art Institute. She’s at DePaul majoring in cognitive psychology, and also behavioral economics, and also evolutionary biology, and also neuroscience—


“Wait,” he says. “You have four majors?”


“Five majors if you count theater, which I have no talent for but enjoy nonetheless.”


“So you’re a genius.”


“Mostly I’m just tenacious,” she says. “I have a good brain supplemented by a better work ethic.”


“That’s exactly what a genius would say.”


“I’m also minoring in music theory, for fun. And I’ll probably audit a few courses in ethnographic sociology. Basically, I’m studying the whole human condition. Coming at it from every possible angle.”


And the blip of silence that follows makes her immediately regret saying it like that—I’m studying the whole human condition—how pompous! how pretentious! Jack eyes her for a terrifyingly long moment and she worries that either she has ruined the evening by being arrogant or he is about to ruin the evening by being one of those disappointing guys intimidated by her ambition. But then he says, “Are you hungry?” and the answer is “Yes!” because, first, she is actually sincerely hungry, but also, second, she knows that getting food with Jack elevates and advances the night—it means they’re now kind of on a date, that they’ve moved beyond the category of random bar encounter, that she has not in fact ruined anything, that he is not in fact intimidated—and so they totter all the way to that bistro on Milwaukee she’s never once entered because it’s called Earwax, which, gross, but he convinces her to eat at this Earwax place and they share a black bean burger and a soy milkshake and he tells her that he’s thinking about becoming a vegetarian, that he couldn’t be a vegetarian in the backward beef-eating place he grew up in but is free to be a vegetarian here, in Chicago, whereupon she admits that in Chicago she is now free to indulge her deep and abiding cravings for very fatty and very sweet dessert-type foods, these things having been strongly discouraged back home due to parents who had a weird fixation on her diet, on eating only those foods whose fats had been complexly rearranged and chemically substituted— tasteless low-fat cheeses and diet yogurts and margarines and cereal bars—at which point Jack smiles the confident smile of a man with a very good idea and takes her to that hot-dog place next door called Swank Frank and orders the deep-fried Twinkie, which they also share, and which is goddamn heavenly, meanwhile talking about how life should always be full of exactly these kinds of simple yet profound pleasures (screw whatever her parents said about her waistline, her figure), which leads them—wildly gesticulating hands sticky with filling, laughing powdered-sugar lips—to a disquisition on all their favorite things, all of life’s best and simplest pleasures—


“Back rubs,” she says without even pausing to think about it. “Long and luxurious and totally aimless back rubs.”


“Hot showers,” he says. “Incredibly hot. Like, use-all-the-hot-water-in-the-whole-building hot.”


“The first sip of water when you’re really thirsty.”


“The first sip of coffee in the morning.”


“The smell of dryer exhaust.”


“The smell of hot asphalt at an amusement park.”


“Sprinting into the ocean.”


“A hayride at sunset.”


“Lobster rolls, warm, with melted butter.”


“Cheese ravioli out of a can.”


“Whoopie pies with marshmallow fluff.”


“Tater Tots with mayonnaise.”


“The moment everyone at a wedding stands up at the first few notes of the bridal march.”


“When you stare at a Rothko so long it looks like it’s vibrating.”


“The statue of David.”


“American Gothic.”


“The beginning of Mozart Forty.”


“Rage Against the Machine.”


“The violin solo from Scheherazade.”


“The idée fixe of Symphonie Fantastique.”


“Autumn leaf-peeping in the White Mountains.”


“Watching a Polaroid develop.”


“The purple shimmer on the inside of an oyster.”


“The green sky before a tornado.”


“Skinny-dipping in the morning.”


“Skinny-dipping anytime.”


It’s an altogether manic and ceaseless conversation, a conversation that feels sometimes like falling down stairs, barely keeping upright, taken by gravity, skipping, grasping, and then somehow landing, magically, on one’s feet, intact and triumphant.


They walk the few blocks up North Avenue to Urbus Orbis, the coffee shop with the delightfully rude waitresses, the one place in the neighborhood where everyone gathers nightly, the place that is now, at two o’clock in the morning, teeming with the local after-bar crowd, and the two of them manage to find a table way in the back corner and they order their dollar coffees and smoke their cigarettes and they stare at each other for a long moment, and that’s when Elizabeth asks: “On a scale of one to ten, how much did your parents love you?”


Jack laughs. “And thus concludes the small talk.”


“I don’t like to waste time. I want to know everything I need to know, right up front.”


“Reasonable,” Jack says, nodding, smiling, and then he seems to turn inward for a second, looking into his coffee, and the smile turns into a sad smile that makes Elizabeth feel a new warmth for him and he says: “That’s a hard question to answer. I suppose, with my dad, it’s sort of indeterminate.”


“Indeterminate?”


“It’s like dividing zero by zero. The answer isn’t real. It’s one of those paradoxes. It doesn’t fall anywhere on your scale. What I mean is, it would not be accurate to say my dad doesn’t love me, specifically, because he doesn’t love anything. The man does not feel. Not anymore. He’s numb. He’s one of those guys who’s like, I’m fine, I don’t want to talk about it, leave me alone.”


“Oh, I see,” she says, and she reaches across the table and touches him, lightly, on the arm, just a graze, just a small show of sympathy and care, though there is much meaning and purpose in that touch, and they both know it.


Jack smiles at her. “Yeah, my dad, he’s this big rancher guy, this real silent type. Never showed any emotion at all. The only thing that ever got him going was talking about the land. He loved the prairie, and he knew everything about it. We’d go out walking and he’d teach me how to identify things, like, That’s bluestem grass, that’s Indian grass, that’s a baby elm tree. It was nice.”


“It sounds nice.”


“But that was a long time ago. He doesn’t do that anymore. He quit ranching about ten years ago and has spent roughly all his time since on the couch, watching sports, feeling nothing.”


“And your mom?”


“My mom was less concerned with me than with my mortal soul, which, she said, was wicked. So her love was conditioned upon whether I was saved.”


“And were you? Saved?”


“She said going to art school in Chicago was basically the equivalent of going to a whorehouse in Gomorrah, so I guess not.” He rolls his eyes. “Her whole church is praying for me.”


“What are they praying for?”


“I don’t know. That I’m saved. That I don’t fall into temptation.”


“And how is that going?”


“I think I’ve resisted temptation pretty well,” he says. “You know, so far.” And this is when he touches her arm, ever so lightly, a reciprocal graze, slightly above the wrist, but the signal is powerfully sent, the interest is mutual, and they both blush hard and he quickly pivots: “How about you? Your parents? Scale of one to ten?”


“Well,” she says, grinning, flushing, her face hot, “I’d say their love was in the middling range provided I kept quiet and followed them gamely around the country. We moved a lot—Boston, New York, D.C., back to Boston, then Westport, then Philly I think was next, a few weird months in the Hudson Valley, back again to Boston, another little stint in D.C. . . .”


“How many places have you lived?”


“I have never in my life had a friend for longer than eighteen months.”


“Wow.”


“We would always move sometime before eighteen months.”


“Why? What did your parents do?”


“My mom studied history at Wellesley and then did nothing afterward except curate elaborate personal collections of antique jewelry and old furniture.”


“Okay. And your dad?”


“Climbing the corporate ladder is, I believe, the relevant term.”


“Gotcha.”


“Advancing the family fortune. I come from a long line of criminally successful people.”


“Successful doing what?”


“Whatever awful thing they wanted. Seriously, my family tree is a tangle of bad behavior. Swindlers. Sharks. Harvesters of quarterly profits. Financially clever but morally bleak. Their wealth was built a few generations ago via graft and fraud, and little has changed since. I wanted nothing to do with it.”


“They must hate that you’re here.”


“They said if I moved away, they were cutting me off. Which was fine. I don’t want that money anyway. The money was a kind of control. I don’t want to be beholden to it, or to them.”


“Some people,” Jack says, nodding, “are just born into the wrong family.”


“That’s right.”


“Some people have to create their own family.”


“That’s exactly right.”


“My mom, my dad,” Jack says, “they never really got me.”


“Oh, same here.”


“They were too busy feeding their misery. I don’t think my parents enjoyed a single moment they spent together, ever.”


“Mine are one hundred percent the same,” Elizabeth says.


“I don’t understand it. I mean, if your marriage doesn’t fill you with joy, what’s the point?”


“They say that marriage is hard, but it seems to me if it’s that hard then you’re probably doing it wrong.”


“Yes, exactly!”


“If it’s that hard, stop doing it.”


“Yes! If every day isn’t joyous, then leave. Get out.”


“And that’s what I did,” she said. “I left. I had to escape.”


“Me too. Never to return.”


“Never to return.”


And this, they realize as they stare at each other, amazed, this is why each of them feels so powerfully familiar to the other, why they recognized each other and understood each other so easily: they are both in Chicago to become orphans.


They smile at each other then, and refill their coffees, and light more cigarettes, and Elizabeth continues her interrogation, a thorough inventory of probing and alarmingly personal questions.


“Describe the first object you ever loved,” she asks.


And then: “Tell me about a time when you were laughed at in public.”


And: “When did you last cry in front of another person?”


And so on: “Describe the moment in your life when you were most afraid.”


“Do you have a hunch about how you’re going to die?”


“If you died tonight, what would be your biggest regret?”


“Describe exactly what you find most physically attractive about me.”


They will eventually forget exactly how they answered all these questions, but they will never forget the much more important thing: that the questions were, indeed, answered. That they each had this impulse to talk and talk and talk that was categorically different from the guarded way they usually conducted themselves around new people. Which, in the moment, together, at the coffee shop, seems like a pretty important sign. It’s love, they think. This must be how it feels.


By now they’re shutting down the Orbis, and it’s probably three thirty or four in the morning, and the two of them are exuberant, jittery, caffeinated, and Elizabeth asks her final question: “Do you believe in love at first sight?”


And with no hesitation whatsoever, Jack says, emphatically, “Yes.”


“You seem pretty confident about that.”


“Sometimes you just know.”


“But how?”


“You can feel it, here,” he says, placing a palm over his chest. “It’s obvious.”


It’s the kind of gesture—and the kind of sentiment—that might have sent her fleeing were it coming from someone else. Any other guy would have annoyed her for assuming she was the type of person who would fall for a line like that. But from Jack it doesn’t sound like a line. His soft eyes stare earnestly out from under his long tousled bangs.


“How about you?” he says. “Love at first sight. What do you think?”


She smiles at him then, and, by way of an answer, she pulls him out of his chair, out of the Urbus Orbis, back into the cold, and pressing tightly together for warmth, they make their way home. They stop at the mouth of the alley that separates their apartments, these two ruined buildings now caught mid-rehab, and they look at each other, eye to eye, and he’s nervous and quiet, doesn’t know what to do next, and so she says, “Come with” and takes him up to her apartment, where he sleeps that night, entwined with her in her little bed, and the next night, and the next night too, and for countless nights thereafter, for the rest of the year, and the next many winters, and all the baffling time to come.









THE DUAL MASTERS
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PERHAPS it was the frequent use of the word forever that made these meetings feel so fraught. As in, “This is your forever home,” a phrase invoked by builders and designers and architects and real estate agents whenever some costly new extravagance was proposed. The implication was clear: If this is the home you’ll die in, maybe go ahead and splurge. Maybe go ahead and buy the real marble tiles rather than the bargain porcelain knockoffs. Maybe buy the actual reclaimed barnwood instead of the replica laminate distressed at the factory. Maybe build those cabinet doors not from cheap MDF but from a premium exotic like, perhaps, ipe.


It goes without saying that all parties involved took commissions and kickbacks on these materials, and so there were certain strong incentives vis-à-vis the upselling.


Their forever home was a three-bedroom condo in the northern suburb of Park Shore, in a building that would be christened the Shipworks after renovations were complete, so named for its original owner, a long-defunct boatbuilding company. The Shipworks was currently undergoing a full gut and restoration—the last time Jack had dropped by, the place had been reduced to nothing but its original iron shell. Their future condo was, right now, literally just air—just a rectangle in the sky, six stories up—though that bit of sky was thoroughly defined and demarcated in the loan-approval paperwork it had taken many tedious hours to complete. Renters all their adult lives, Jack and Elizabeth were finally becoming homeowners, were finally “putting down roots,” was how the mortgage broker described it, which Jack quietly resented; he and Elizabeth had met in 1993, and it was now 2014, and he personally thought more than two decades in the city meant they were already pretty well rooted, thank you very much.


They’d spent a whole afternoon reading and initialing and signing and notarizing loan-related affidavits, after which they were, at last, approved, and they’d celebrated by standing outside the construction fences and toasting what would eventually become the Shipworks. They were on the brink of homeownership, buyers of real estate that was not yet technically “real” but was circumscribed and plotted with NASA-like precision somewhere within the four hundred pages of loan-application documents Jack carried under his arm. Signing the papers had felt like an order of magnitude more important than any other single thing they’d ever done; even getting married, even having a child, required far less documentation, and far fewer approvals, than securing a mortgage for a condo that did not yet, per se, exist. They stared up at its general location. Jack thought that in previous generations his job here would have been to scoop up his wife and carry her across the threshold, but of course there was no threshold, and Elizabeth had no use for timeworn gestures, and anyway Jack had never been a big enough guy to carry anyone.


“We’re going to be living right there,” he said, pointing at the void their home would soon occupy and inflecting his voice reverently to give the moment its proper gravitas. “Toby will grow up right there.”


Elizabeth squinted and frowned. “I thought the condo was there,”she said, pointing to an entirely different spot in the sky.


“Really? I could’ve sworn it was there.”


It was the first of many minor disagreements. It turned out that when designing a full home from scratch, there are innumerable unanticipated questions, and Jack surprised himself at how much he cared about all of them. Like, for example, Elizabeth wanted to forgo wall cabinets in the kitchen in favor of open shelves, an idea that struck Jack with the force of heresy, even though he had not once in his whole life given any thought to the subject of kitchen cabinetry.


“Open shelves?” Jack said, appalled.


“Yes!”


“You want all our stuff just”—he waved his hands vaguely in the air—“out?”


“It would be beautiful.”


“It would be embarrassing!”


“No, look.” She fetched her laptop and showed him a photo of such a kitchen. It was one of many hundreds of kitchen photos she’d collected and organized and tabulated, along with dozens of bookmarked web pages and saved YouTube videos—she had, as usual, done her “Elizabeth thing,” researching and attacking a subject from all possible angles. The photo Jack looked at now showed a kitchen with dark walnut shelves on which white plates and white bowls and white coffee mugs were tastefully stacked and nested among small pieces of whimsical art. It was a kitchen where most everything was either white or wood-toned, where all the dishes matched, where there were no greasy streaks on any surface, where the wide farmhouse sink was clean and empty, and where all the typical kitchen implements—toaster, microwave, coffee maker—had been banished. It was a kitchen that seemed designed more for reflection and meditation than actual food prep.


“See?” Elizabeth said. “Isn’t that beautiful?”


Jack nodded. “Okay, yeah, very nice,” he said, trying to be diplomatic. “But I suspect that has more to do with the million-dollar budget than the open shelves specifically.”


They were sitting at the counter of their small, cluttered Wicker Park kitchen, its generic sink water-spot-stippled and full of the dirty dishes neither he nor Elizabeth ever had much enthusiasm for cleaning, the refrigerator dotted with fingerprints from an eight-year-old who routinely forgot to wash his hands after playing or eating, the toaster atop a rubble of what must have been at least a quarter cup of burnt breadcrumbs, the coffeepot with the more or less permanent bong water–esque haze on its once-clear glass, the microwave with its interior red crusty canopy, the result of a generation of exploding tomato sauces: there was such a gap between their lives and the lives of people with open shelves.


“Let me offer a quick demonstration,” Jack said, whereupon he stood and walked to the upper wall cabinet where they stored all the plastic plates and plastic cutlery and plastic sippy cups amassed during Toby’s toddler years, along with the total madness of the Tupperware collection, an agglomeration of eclectically sized plastic containers and their (occasionally) respective lids, all jammed together so tightly that as soon as Jack opened the cabinet, one of the larger containers fell out and bounced hollowly on the counter, as he knew it would. This was followed by a kind of Tupperware cascade as the pile lost its structural integrity and slid out of the cabinet and all over the floor in what ended up being a way more effective demonstration than Jack could have ever hoped for.


He looked at Elizabeth. She stared back at him. She said: “I believe I understand what you’re getting at.”


“What makes you think we could have open shelves?”


“I said I understand.”


“We need to be realistic,” Jack said. “I mean, do you seriously want all this out? For everybody to see?”


“Okay, first? Who’s everybody?”


“I don’t know. Guests.”


“When’s the last time we had guests?”


“We sometimes have guests.”


“And second? If we had open shelves, it wouldn’t look like that,” she said, gesturing at the mess on the floor. “It would look better. We would be better.”


Which ended up being the basic philosophical divide between them: whether their new home should reflect their current reality or their future aspirations. Should it be designed based on how they actually lived or how they wanted to live? For Elizabeth, this new condo was a chance for all of them to upgrade, and not only their residence but their entire modus. She wanted their new home to have, for example, an “arts-and-crafts nook” even though nobody in the family had ever been particularly crafty; and she wanted a “rec room” for the playing of nostalgic, analog-type games like Parcheesi and Uno and Go Fish even though Toby seemed interested in games only when he was watching other people play them online; and she wanted the new condo to be “free of television” even though most nights she fell asleep in front of one. And it was hard for Jack to hear these things and not think that Elizabeth was externalizing all her irritations into the very architecture of their new home, baking her disapproval into the walls of the Shipworks.


“I want a fireplace,” she said one night over dinner, as they silently ate salads and scrolled through their phones’ profuse feeds.


“A fireplace?” he said, looking up at her.


She nodded. “Like this,” showing him the photograph on her screen, a picture from an architecture magazine, a middle-aged couple curled up in bed, at night, reading books, a crackling fire at their feet. This couple might have been in a log cabin. They might have been in the woods. They had the contented, untroubled expressions of people with well-thought-out retirement plans.


“I’m not sure that’s exactly our style,” Jack said.


“I love it,” she said. “I want that fireplace. And also? I want to read more.”


“But you read all the time.”


“For pleasure, I mean. Not for work. And both of us, you and me, together. I’d like us to read lots more.”


“You think I don’t read enough?”


“I’m just saying, doesn’t this look nice? Wouldn’t this be fun?”


He set down his phone and his fork, clasped his hands together, stared at her for a moment. “Is everything okay?” he said.


“Of course.”


“You’re not discontented?”


“I’m fine, Jack.”


“Because it seems like you’re discontented.”


“I’m really perfectly fine.”


“It’s just, all the adjustments you want to make to the new place. The open shelves. The no TV. The game room. Your new minimalist aesthetic.”


“What’s wrong with my aesthetic?”


“It’s not very recognizably us. It makes it seem like you’re maybe unsatisfied, maybe a little unhappy.”


“I am not unhappy,” Elizabeth said, patting him on the arm. “Or, at least, I am not abnormally unhappy.”


“Not abnormally. What does that mean?”


“It means I’m exactly as happy as I should expect myself to be, at this stage of life.”


“And which stage is that?”


“At the bottom of the U-shaped curve.”


Yes, of course, the U-shaped curve—she’d been mentioning that a lot lately, whenever Jack prodded her in this way. It was a phenomenon well known among certain economists and behavioral psychologists, that happiness, in general, over a lifetime, tended to follow a familiar pattern: people were most happy when they were young and when they were old, and least happy in the middle. It seemed that happiness spiked around age twenty, spiked again around age sixty, but bottomed out in between, which was where Jack and Elizabeth now found themselves, at the bottom of that curve, in midlife, a period that was notable not for its well-publicized “crisis” (actually a pretty rare phenomenon—only 10 percent of people reported having one) but for its slow ebb into a quiet and often befuddling restlessness and dissatisfaction. This was, Elizabeth insisted, a universal constant: the U-shaped curve pertained to both men and women, both the married and unmarried, the rich and poor, the employed and unemployed, the educated and uneducated, the parents and the child-free, in every country, every culture, every ethnicity, for all the decades that researchers had done this work—the science showed that people in midlife were carrying around with them, all the time, a feeling that was, statistically speaking, the equivalent of someone close to them having recently died. That’s how it felt, she said, that’s how far you were from your early-twenties peak, according to objective measures of well-being. Elizabeth suspected it had something to do with biology, natural selection, evolutionary pressures millions of years ago, as it had been recently shown by primatologists that great apes also experienced the exact same happiness curve, which suggested that this particular midlife sadness must have provided some kind of prehistoric advantage, must have helped our ancient primate ancestors survive. Perhaps, Elizabeth hypothesized, it was because the most vulnerable members of any troop were the young and the old, and so it was important for them to feel happy and content and satisfied—the more satisfied they felt, the fewer risks they would take, and thus more of them would survive. Whereas those in middle age needed to feel the opposite: a great inner unrest, a turmoil so unpleasant that it made going off into the dangerous world seem preferable in comparison. There needed to be someone, after all, who got shit done.


Elizabeth seemed to think this was comforting, that a midlife lull was more biological hardwiring than evidence of something specifically wrong with one’s marriage or life. But for Jack, it was not comforting at all. It just confirmed his fears. All he heard was: his wife was sad.


“But I won’t be sad forever,” Elizabeth said. “Eventually, in our sixties, we’ll both be exactly as happy as when we first met. That’s what the science says, anyway. And isn’t that exciting? Isn’t that something to look forward to?”


“That’s kind of a long time to wait, darling.”


“In the meantime, it’s important to do things to manage our emotional reality. Like, we should pursue new adventures, new experiences, and make little revisions here and there to our daily routines. To keep things fresh and interesting.”


“Hence the fireplace?”


“I believe that we would be motivated to read more books together if we had a fireplace to read in front of. That’s all.”


“Well,” Jack said, picking up his fork again, “I don’t like fireplaces.”


She stared at him for a moment. “Really?” she said.


“Really.”


“You don’t like fireplaces. How did I not know this?”


Jack shrugged. “Never came up.”


“Who doesn’t like fireplaces?”


“I don’t.”


“But why?”


“They’re dirty,” he said. “They’re hazardous.”


“Hazardous?”


“Because of the, you know, the smoke. It’s bad for Toby. The particulates.”


She squinted at him, confused. “You don’t like fireplaces because of the particulates?”


There were ultimately so many such quibbles and dumb flareups that they settled on curating separate Pinterest pages and giving these pages to the Shipworks project manager, who would arbitrate. They asked him to combine and synthesize these two collages, creating a home that would be, basically, an amalgamation of two other amalgamations. And now here they were in the manager’s office, ready to tour their new home for the first time.


The manager—also the lead salesman and finance officer and real estate agent for all Shipworks properties—was Jack’s old friend and landlord, Benjamin Quince, who had finally abandoned that master’s thesis in new media when it became obvious he’d find much more success in an altogether different field: real estate. It turned out that putting those photos on the internet had served as an effective—if accidental—advertisement, drawing exactly the kind of mainstream interest Benjamin had moved to the neighborhood to resist. He’d loudly complained about the myriad waves of yuppie newcomers until he realized how much he could charge them in rent, after which he poured his new Foundry profits into more ventures—buying other old buildings to renovate and lease—then expanding into similarly transforming neighborhoods nearby, and eventually founding his own company, which specialized in the planning, financing, and building of Chicago-area condos, its headquarters downtown. It was Benjamin who’d alerted them to this opportunity at the Shipworks.


“Jack, Elizabeth, so good to see you,” Benjamin said now in his big bright office that overlooked the river. “Can I get you something to drink? I have a case of raw hydrogen water back here. It’s anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, absolutely gem-grade stuff. So much better for the body than the trash-garbage that comes out of the tap.”


When Jack first met him, so long ago, Benjamin had the gaunt, pale, sunken look of devoted malnourishment and vitamin-indifference. Now he was rugged, ripped, a man who ran half-marathons and did Tough Mudders, who led meditation classes every morning out of this very office, who was fanatical about ingesting only organic and natural and authentic foods and supplements, refusing to put in his body anything that was in any way processed or manufactured or artificial or advertised or publicized. It was like his college-era anti-establishment stance had, over the years, radically narrowed, and now pertained strictly in the area of his diet. His skin had the enameled quality of inveterate moisturization. His beard was long but neat, square and rigorously barbered, fading into salt-and-pepper stubble on his cheeks and head. His muscular shoulders stretched his sport coat taut. When he hugged Jack, he squeezed so hard that Jack issued a little involuntary oof.


“Please,” Benjamin said, smiling, motioning Jack and Elizabeth toward two black leather Eames chairs. His teeth were the high-wattage alabaster color of advanced dental work. The skin on his face was somehow more reflective and effulgent than the skin on the rest of his body. He said: “Sit. Get comfortable. It’s the big day, yes? The big reveal? I am so excited.”


The walls of Benjamin’s office were decorated in large-scale renderings of what the Shipworks would look like once construction was complete, most of these pictures depicting a bustling sidewalk scene with dog-walkers and bike-riders out at twilight, the building glowing invitingly, orangely, behind them. It was a mixed-use building designed following certain New Urbanist principles, primarily that it was environmentally low-impact and contained a multiplicity of dwellings: there were live-work units on the ground floor, massive penthouses on the top floor, and between them a couple dozen units of varying size—two-bedrooms, three-bedrooms, some set aside for low-income housing, for which there was a federal grant. Buying in the Shipworks was the only way Jack and Elizabeth could ever afford to live in Park Shore, Illinois, a place where the housing stock was otherwise all big grassy estates, extravagant manors that had once been country enclaves for the Gilded Age rich, now routinely selling in the seven figures. It was a place well beyond their income’s reach—Jack earned only a meager salary from part-time teaching gigs, while Elizabeth ran a small and decidedly humble nonprofit. Their budget had always been tight, their paychecks swallowed by rent and childcare. The only money they’d ever managed to save was from one incredible windfall, one epic freelance job awarded to Elizabeth a few years earlier, for which she was paid an enormous sum that had, ever since, sat idle in a savings account that Jack would occasionally stare at, on his computer, late at night, logging onto their bank’s website and looking at this profound number: more money than he’d ever had in his life. It had functioned as a kind of symbolic bulkhead or retaining wall, this money, a large heavy thing that protected them from the pressures of the world. It let them breathe, let them relax, knowing it was there, this emergency nest egg.


And Elizabeth convinced Jack to liquidate the entire thing, to drop it all into their brand-new forever home at the Shipworks.


The Shipworks had gotten its name from the fact that it had once served as the showroom for the Chicago Shipworks, a boat company founded in the 1880s that operated a factory on the shores of Lake Michigan. The factory burned down under suspicious circumstances involving bankruptcy and insurance sometime in the 1950s, but this showroom was left untouched and abandoned. It had once been a beautiful brick building, with ceilings high enough to accommodate a sail’s mast, and floors varnished and shellacked to the shine of a sailboat’s hull, and a plaster facade sculpted to evoke the prow of a ship. After purchasing it, Benjamin had committed to returning the building to its turn-of-the-century glory. He had of course wanted to preserve the original wood floors, which were notable for being built from teak boat-decking rather than your usual maple or oak, but engineers had found that the decking had mostly rotted away in the last few decades and was now too brittle to salvage, and so the architects decided to build new floors from a synthetic composite called Permateek that looked pretty much exactly like the original boat-decking but was much longer-lasting. Then the original brick walls were found, after a city health department–mandated inspection, to contain toxic chemicals in the mortar that far exceeded modern legal levels, and so all the walls came down and plans were drawn up to replace them with modern walls stamped and painted to look like the original brick. And then it turned out that the beautiful plaster ship’s-prow facade, after enduring the intense freeze-and-thaw cycles of many brutal Illinois winters, had begun crumbling and collapsing from the inside, and so the whole thing had to be demolished and engineers were right now 3D printing a new facade from complex polymers using photos of the old facade for guidance.


The point being, the Shipworks would look more or less exactly as it had in 1890, even though literally everything that actually made the Shipworks would be new. Thus its catchphrase, “Vintage Living, Modern Luxury,” which was displayed on every poster in the room in a large blue nautical font.


“Not gonna lie,” Benjamin said, smiling at them from behind his big desk, “I am exquisitely, extravagantly, almost arrogantly proud of this design. I’ve had my very best people working on it. Are you ready to be thrilled? Yes? Okay, then please put these on.” And he handed them two big virtual reality headsets, which was when Jack understood how they would be taking a “tour” of a condo that had not yet been built.


“This is better technology than they use in Hollywood, by the way,” Benjamin said as he helped them strap on their VR gear. “It’s absolutely state-of-the-art.”


After the masks were properly attached, and after Benjamin had asked “Okay, you ready?” and tapped something on his keyboard, the twin screens in front of Jack’s eyes glowed to life and suddenly he was standing in what he had to admit was a pretty lifelike and three-dimensional and photorealistic depiction of a living room.


A coolly minimalist living room.


Everything in white and walnut.


Jack sighed and looked around. He found that as he moved his head, the view in his goggles changed accordingly. He saw a white leather couch that would probably be really beautiful for approximately eight minutes before it met with some heartbreaking accident involving Toby and grape juice. And white floor-to-ceiling bookcases decorated sparsely with color-coordinated books stacked horizontally next to vases and picture frames and assorted objets d’art. And exposed brick walls with no sign of a television anywhere. Instead, there were paintings adorning the walls, much bigger and more expensive-looking paintings than any he and Elizabeth actually owned. And a credenza behind the couch topped with fine and almost certainly fragile pottery. And, beyond all that, a big kitchen with vast open shelves.


“Welcome,” Benjamin said, “to your forever home.”


“It’s so beautiful,” he heard Elizabeth say from somewhere beyond the goggles. “The kitchen is perfect. And I adore that accent wall,” she said, probably about a wall at the far end of the living room that was covered with planks of distressed and sun-bleached and weathered wood, wood of old age and high character.


“That is recycled barnwood,” Benjamin said. “Actual wood from the genuine barns of America’s heartland. I have a great supplier.”


“It’s gorgeous.”


“Solid hardwood, of course, so no formaldehyde off-gassing. And the floor tiles are handmade encaustic with absolutely no artificial additives. And you notice how the walls seem to sparkle? That’s because they’re covered with a pro-energizing crystal paint blend that mimics the sun’s specific wavelengths, for circadian rhythm reasons. And there’s a water-filtration system optimized for Chicago’s specific toxic soup of plastics and heavy metals. Pollution-free induction stove. UV sanitizing lights in all showers. Air purifiers that cleanse each room of industrial poisons. Do you have any idea how many chemicals there are on one speck of dust? It’s in the five digits, not even kidding. Our corporate overlords don’t want us to know how unhealthy it is to breathe these days, so most people have no idea. They just go merrily along. Cooking with gas. Sheep in an abattoir, am I right? But you won’t have to worry about that. This will be a home that’s aligned with your natural body. Think of it as a detox diet for life. I know that wasn’t on your list, but I took the liberty. It is, after all, your forever home.”


“It’s wonderful,” Elizabeth said. “I love it.”


“And how about you, Jack?” Benjamin said. “You’re being real quiet.”


“I’m just looking,” Jack said in a kind of singsong tone, trying to keep the edge out of his voice.


“He hates it,” Elizabeth said.


“I don’t hate it,” he said. “It’s just—this design doesn’t seem to reflect any of my input.”


“Oh, sure,” Benjamin said. “That’s because you haven’t seen your master yet.”


“My what?”


“Your master. C’mon.”


And suddenly Jack was moving, from the living room through the kitchen and down a hallway, the view bobbing lightly as if to simulate his real gait, Jack feeling the tiniest bit dizzy and disoriented from the sensation of walking without really physically walking. He floated into a room that was notable for how dreary and bleak and off-putting it was: chunky furniture made from what looked like a dark oak, walls painted in a deep maroon, hunter-green sheets over what looked to be a waterbed, curtains that were perhaps actually black, a dartboard on the wall, a beer fridge. It was a room that was very masculine and very unfashionable, making Jack wonder if this was how he was perceived from the outside, as someone in need of a man cave.


“Welcome to your master,” Benjamin said.


“I don’t understand. I have my own room?”


“Yep, your very own suite.”


“And Elizabeth sleeps where, exactly?”


“In her own suite. Waaay at the other end of the condo.”


“Seriously?”


“That is also where I put the fireplace.”


“Hold on.” Jack ripped the Velcro straps apart and removed the goggles. “We have separate bedrooms?”


“Technically it’s called ‘dual masters,’ ” Benjamin said with finger quotes. “It was on your wife’s Pinterest page.”


“It’s kind of a trend,” said Elizabeth, now removing her own mask.


“A trend.”


“Yeah. Separate master bedrooms. A lot of people are doing it.”


“You want to sleep separately?” Jack said. “Like it’s the fifties? Like we’re Lucy and Ricky?”


“Note that we wouldn’t have to sleep separately,” Elizabeth said. “This merely gives us the option to sleep separately those nights when we want to.”


“But what if we never want to?”


“Jack,” she said gently, “we already do.”


Which was, in his opinion, a little too much information to reveal in front of Benjamin, there, even if she was right, that the two of them had slowly, over the years, established a habit of sleeping apart most nights. It had begun when Toby was a toddler and going through a maddening picky-eating phase that caused Elizabeth a great amount of stress, so much stress that she was waking up in the middle of the night, every night, then lying there anguishing and worrying in that particular three a.m. way in which all anguishes and worries are hugely magnified, meanwhile Jack resting quite peacefully next to her and often crowding her and smothering her in his sleep. Elizabeth described a sort of slow-motion chase that was apparently happening every night in their queen-size bed whereby Jack would unconsciously roll toward Elizabeth and cover her with one or two or (sometimes, somehow) three limbs, surrounding her and encasing her and occasionally literally clasping and hanging on to her, and she would soon need to pull herself free and roll away from him because there was no chance of her falling asleep in that burdened position, and then eventually—and usually right at the moment she was finally drifting off—Jack would seek her out again, rolling toward her and draping himself heavily atop her, and she would once again need to extract herself and roll away, and this exhausting game would continue until Elizabeth was left with only the smallest sliver of bed, right there on the edge of the mattress, totally untenable, sleepwise, and so she’d finally get up and go sleep on the hide-a-bed in the room that functioned as their home office, Jack oblivious to all of this until he woke up, once again, alone. This had been happening now for almost seven years. Jack would wake up to find himself abandoned in the night. Or, on those evenings Elizabeth went to bed early because of pressing morning responsibilities, Jack would go ahead and sleep in the office himself, on the hide-a-bed, sparing Elizabeth the whole ordeal. And even though this practice had been ingrained and habitualized over the years, Jack realized right at this moment that he nevertheless still thought of it as a phase, one of those temporary relationship bumps to overcome so that he and Elizabeth could get back to the intimate, entangled way they used to sleep together, when they were young.


However, inscribing it into the layout of their forever home meant it was categorically not a phase. He imagined the rest of his life as a cold and lonely void where he shared his days not with a wife but with a glorified lodger. He thought about his own parents, who had slept in twin beds for as long as Jack could remember.


“I think on the matter of dual masters,” he said, “I’m a hard no.”


“You’re not completely satisfied,” Benjamin said. “I understand. I hear your gripe. But it could take months to revise the design, and there are a few things we really ought to consider before going back to the drawing board. A few, let’s say, externalities.”


“Okay.”


“I’m thinking of two externalities in particular. First, there’s the issue of risk.”


“Risk?”


“As in, how to control it. How to spread it around and diffuse it. As you’re aware, we’ve encountered a few construction snags, a few building snafus, sudden budget-ballooning costs, non-amortized, unfortunate, unforeseen. It’s increased our risk. The investors are nervous. The project suddenly doesn’t look like the safe hedging vehicle they need it to be. They could pull out.”


“And torpedo the whole thing?”


“Perhaps, yes, but probably more likely it would delay construction for however long it takes to settle the inevitable lawsuits. Six months? Maybe a year, tops?”


“A year?”


“Actually maybe two years.”


“But we’ve already paid for it!”


“And that was very shrewd of you. You helped control the project’s risk, by taking on risk yourself. Good job.”


“Ben, we drained our savings account.”


“And I appreciate how that must feel upsetting. But I don’t think you appreciate the significance of controlling risk. I mean it. No important thing has ever been done without controlling risk.”


“It’s our entire savings. All of it. We cannot afford to pay both mortgage and rent for a year.”


“Jack, do you know what the oldest book in the world is?”


“No.”


“It’s a ledger, written in Mesopotamia, six thousand years ago. That’s before the invention of literature, by the way, and before government, before religion. Do you know what it is? Do you know what we needed to invent before we could invent all those other things? Insurance, Jack. Indemnification. Project financing. Limits on liability. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


“Honestly not a clue.”


“Building big things is risky, Jack, and humanity couldn’t do it until we figured out how to spread that risk around. The Sumerians were the first to crack it, and thus became the world’s first empire. They devised a way to insure all those expeditions into unmapped country, all those ships and caravans facing unknown peril. History remembers the travelers themselves, the Marco Polos and Magellans and such, but the real heroes of those stories are the underwriters.”


“As in, people like you.”


“I don’t mean to brag, but yeah, this is where I really excel, alchemizing so many motley interests, the investors and sponsors and purchasers and suppliers and lenders and contractors and such. My projects are vast creatures of shocking complexity—intricate, unruly, asynchronous, a little baroque. It takes serious craftsmanship, project-financing on this scale. But that’s always been my special talent, bringing people together. It turned out I was a mediocre artist, but great at logistics, and a fucking Mozart of risk management. So don’t you worry. I’ll figure this out.”


“Okay. Fine. What do we do?”


“We finalize now. We approve plans for as many units as possible, as quickly as possible, to minimize the investors’ exposure to risk. That’s the first externality.”


“And what’s the second?”


“The second is divorce.”


“Excuse me?”


“Not that I’m implying anything specifically about you guys,” Benjamin said, smiling broadly. “It’s just, you know, fifty percent of all marriages?”


“Uh-huh.”


“And a lot of couples now choose to cohabit after a divorce. For the kids.”


“They keep living together after they break up?”


“Oh sure. Many couples find it ideal. They have their own bedrooms, their own separate entrances. So in the event of divorce you can continue living in the same place with minimal traumatic disruption for Toby. And how nice would that be for him? No weekends away from home, no dispiriting sleepovers at Dad’s depressing little empty apartment.”


Jack looked at his wife. “Are you planning on getting a divorce?” he asked.


“Jack, it’s our forever home,” she said. “Shouldn’t it accommodate all possibilities?”


“You didn’t answer the question.”


“It’s not an indictment of our marriage. It’s just about sleep health.”


“If I may?” Benjamin said. “Try to think of it less like marriage criticism and more like marriage insurance. By that I mean, you don’t purchase boat insurance because you want your ship to sink, right? Same principle.”


“But,” Jack said, “it seems so, I don’t know, so unromantic. So pragmatic.”


“Aren’t you always saying we should be realistic?” Elizabeth said.


“Yes.”


“Well, here I am, being realistic.”


“And this is the one thing you choose to be realistic about? This?”


How had they so suddenly and so profoundly switched roles? Now Jack found himself the aspirational one, wanting their home to reflect not their real life but an idealized version of it, one in which he and Elizabeth fell asleep together and woke up together and agreed on all things. He longed to capture again the intensity and electricity and ease and unification of their first years together. That winter they began dating, so long ago, Jack had spent every night in her small apartment, sleeping with her in her tiny twin bed. They’d wake in the morning sore from holding each other so tightly.


Jack thought about that winter, how for months they were separated by the distance of an alley. All they wanted back then was to eliminate the space between them. And now here they were, twenty years later, putting it back.









THE SONG that all the little children were right now exuberantly singing was a popular dance number about a woman getting really drunk at a nightclub and having haphazard sex with a stranger and then blacking out so she doesn’t remember any of it the next day.


Except, no, that wasn’t exactly right. The song the children were actually dancing to and performing in front of their parents was— you had to listen carefully—a remake of that other more debauched song, this new version having been superficially edited, the adult singer replaced with a dulcet preteen, the most raunchy lyrics replaced with family-friendly alternatives. It was now a song sung by children, for children, part of a series of child-appropriate pop covers that was the only music ever broadcast during these playdates at Brandie’s big suburban Park Shore house. It murmured low in the background, usually, unless the kids decided, as they had today, that they wanted to put on a show. And so here they were, the kids, eight of them, ages six to eleven, all twirling, hopping, hands in the air, sometimes bobbing up and down in a kind of proto-twerk, staging in the living room their vague impression of how pop stars act in music videos. Meanwhile, the parents watched, clapped, hooted, and generally displayed maximal self-esteem-boosting support and encouragement.


Elizabeth studied them, the parents. She watched them watching the children. She was looking for any exterior sign of discomfort or unease that the kids were being exposed to—were, alas, performing—this particular song. The song was of that dance music subgenre that might as well be called “Look at Me I’m in a Club!” It was music that you heard in the club, about the club, on the subject of being seen in the club—basically up-tempo drunken solipsism, with sporadic sexual depravity.


“It’s going down!” the kids sang. “I’m yelling timber!” Which in the original version of the song was a description of falling down drunk, and maybe also a reference to giving a blow job—the lyric was ambidextrous that way. But the parents didn’t seem to notice anything untoward, and that’s probably because many of the song’s key phrases had been changed—a word here, a word there—so that the new lines often meant something exactly the opposite of the original, even if the original still existed in Elizabeth’s ear as a kind of epistemic echo.


“Let’s make a day you will remember,” sang the children.


“Let’s make a night you won’t remember,” sang the echo.


“One more dance, another town,” sang the children.


“One more shot, another round,” sang the echo.


The song had so many such redacted, edited, and ambiguous lyrics that it had little residual meaning left over from the original. It was a nonsense song now, fully censored and decontextualized. Elizabeth wondered how many such small changes could be made to a song before its story was obscured, how many altered words— ten? twenty?—before the song was a new song.


Elizabeth sat by herself, a short distance from the larger group. She watched as the children danced and sang, and she watched as the parents obligingly humored them, and she watched her own son, Toby, himself also sitting a short distance from everyone else, on the kitchen floor, his back to the wall, curled up so that his knees hid his face, staring at the screen of his little tablet computer, ignoring everything, playing Minecraft, alone, as usual. It was what he did during these playdates; Elizabeth longed for him to finally join the other kids, but Toby preferred withdrawal. She’d been bringing him to these gatherings for a month now, and still her son refused to integrate. Instead, he built elaborate structures—castles, cathedrals, cities—on his private little screen, in his fake digital world, far away from the other children.


She felt a familiar ache, seeing this. Toby was, at eight years old, the “new kid in school,” and she remembered, vividly, what that felt like. Growing up, she had been the new kid in school so many times, and she could still feel it in her body, the anxiety and distress and foreboding of entering another unfamiliar place, midsemester, all social arrangements already settled, all cliques very well established, Elizabeth entering this milieu as an automatic outcast, pariah, curiosity, wandering hallways idiotically searching for a locker, walking into classrooms many minutes late, always the oppressive feeling of being ambiently watched, appraised, judged. The horror the outsider feels in a cafeteria with few available seats. The terrible choice between sitting leprously alone or asking to join a group—“Can I sit here?”—thereby risking public rejection and eternal humiliation. The feeling of this—it was so easy to summon it, in her body, it was still so close to the surface—the feeling was like that of her car hydroplaning on a wet road, that sensation when you first lose control and all your muscles tighten and harden and hunch up as you brace for disaster. That’s what it felt like, all the time, when you were the new kid.


So she could sympathize. She understood why Toby might want to sit alone, far away. She had wanted that too, when she was his age. She could still recall a certain picture book she had read over and over when she was young, even younger than Toby was now: it was called Sylvester and the Magic Pebble, and it was about a boy— actually a donkey, but whatever—who finds a magic pebble that grants wishes. And one day while holding the pebble, he encounters a hungry lion and, terrified of being devoured, screams, “I wish I were a rock!” And he turns into a rock. A large pinkish-gray boulder. After which there comes much sadness because, even though he’s safe from the lion, he can’t ever again pick up the pebble and wish himself back to normal (due to: no arms) and so he stays like that, a rock. People look for him for many days, and he observes them, silently, as they walk right by. Eventually, of course, he transforms back into Sylvester and all ends well, but Elizabeth usually preferred to stop reading before that part; she preferred the part before the ending, when everyone is still looking for Sylvester but nobody can find him. This was honestly her favorite part of the story: being a rock, being unseen, ignored. The way the lion looked at the rock helplessly before leaving it be—this was basically what Elizabeth wanted most whenever she was the new kid. To be left alone. Or, if not left alone, to at least have that rock’s same stoicism and indifference and emotionless flat facade during those moments she was being paid attention to disagreeably. To achieve such a surface hardness and gray blankness that she could not be perturbed.


And now, so many years later, here was Toby, hiding behind his computer, doing the same thing.


The children continued their dancing, their singing, and Elizabeth walked over to Toby and sat down next to him, looked over his shoulder at the screen, where his fingers moved with the speed and dexterity and complex intertwining of a pianist: he twirled the ingame camera with one hand while rummaging through his digital inventory with the other while somehow also manipulating Minecraft’s digital building blocks with various available fingertips. It was all so fast and blurred that Elizabeth never had any strong idea what he was actually doing.


“Hey buddy,” she said. “You want to maybe go play with the other kids?”


She waited for him to respond, but he kept at it, quietly running his fingers across the screen, moving these pixelated, many-colored boxes from one place to another place, ignoring her.


“The kids sure are having a lot of fun,” she said.


Still nothing.


“What are you making there?” she asked.


“My secret hideout,” he said. “It’s underground.”


“Underground?” she said, feigning enthusiasm. “Wow.”


“Yeah, look.” He zoomed in to show her. “Here’s the hidden entrance, under this tree. And then you go down these steps to the front door. It’s made of pure netherite and it has a big lock on it and booby traps.”


“Your front door is booby-trapped?”


“I put pressure plates on the ground, with dynamite underneath. See?”


And he lifted a square of what looked to be regular gray floor to reveal a hollow below, inside of which he had, sure enough, hidden a large stash—kind of uncomfortably large, kind of a psychotically large stash—of TNT. Bright red bundled sticks of TNT going down farther than she could even see.


“Honey,” she said, “why would you do that?”


“Nobody knows it’s there,” he said. “So if anyone comes in, the whole place blows up.”


“Right, but, honey? Why would you do that?”


He looked up at her. “So nobody can get in,” he said. “So they leave me alone.”


“But wouldn’t your hideout be more fun if you invited friends?”


He stared at her for a moment, confused. Toby had inherited so much from her—her unruly blond hair, her slouchy posture, her penchant for solitude—but when he focused on her like this, it was undeniable that he had Jack’s dark, searching eyes.


“What do you think is better,” he finally said, “diamonds or netherite?”


“What’s netherite?”


“A metal from a different dimension.”


“What kind of dimension?”


“A dark place, with no daylight or weather.”


“Okay, then I guess I’d say diamonds?”


“No,” he said, shaking his head, turning back to his screen. “Netherite’s better.”


“Okay.”


“It’s stronger, and it doesn’t burn.”


Then he returned to his silent assembling, ignoring her once again.


It had seemed like such a good and judicious and even responsible parenting decision, letting Toby play Minecraft. The game was, after all, so innocent: you just built things. It was digital Legos, digital Lincoln Logs, digital blocks—how sweet, Elizabeth had thought, how very wholesome. Plus, she’d seen research showing that Minecraft could actually help kids who experienced attention-and anxiety-related behavioral problems, that it could coach them to focus on a single task, to break down problems into their step-by-step constituent parts, teach them the benefits of patience and delayed gratification. And while it was definitely true that, in Minecraft, Toby did indeed exhibit the patience and industry and creativity and focus that Elizabeth had always hoped for—he often built huge, cavernous worlds painstakingly over the course of weeks, whole cities filled with everything but people—it was also true that this patience and industry manifested strictly in the world of Minecraft, and nowhere else. In every other area of life, Toby was as impulsive and occasionally explosive as he’d always been. Only now there was this new thing that maximally triggered his tantrums: Minecraft, and when (or whether) he was allowed to play it.


The game seemed to overwhelm all of Toby’s other concerns, seemed to drown out the real world entirely. It was his primary— and sometimes only—topic of conversation: describing his current Minecraft creation, or his next Minecraft creation, or what people were creating on the many Minecraft YouTube channels he followed. He had even started a channel himself, doing what he called “reaction videos.” He would watch other people play Minecraft, and he would react to them, often dramatically. Elizabeth could not fundamentally understand this: Toby was not playing the game but instead reacting to other people playing the game, which apparently still other people found attention-worthy, which was ludicrous. When Elizabeth was growing up, the conventional wisdom was that playing video games was the height of laziness. Then a few years ago, it became popular to watch other people play video games online rather than play them yourself, which seemed even lazier. And now people were watching other people watching other people play video games. It was like a Darwin fish parade of sloth. But Elizabeth kept all this to herself. It gave Toby a great deal of pride that his channel, which he called “the Tobinator,” had recently eclipsed a thousand followers, and he insisted that a little more growth would bring some ad revenue, which seemed to delight him, and so she resisted the occasionally strong urge to take his tablet computer and throw it in the lake.


“Ten more minutes,” she told Toby as the children concluded their show and began taking deep bows, to the parents’ generous applause. “Ten more minutes of screen time, okay? And then you’re playing with the other kids,” she said, to no visible reaction.


She’d been trying this last month to explain to her son how to make friends with new people. She had, at first, naïvely suggested that he just go up and start talking to them, but she was forced to retract and revise that particular direction after she watched Toby barge into a conversation, walking right up to this group of children and intruding on their chat with something irrelevant and off-topic and weird and Minecraft-related—“Do you want to watch me explode a cow?”—and all the kids stared at him confused for a moment before closing ranks and returning to their previous conversation. And so Elizabeth modified her earlier instruction to suggest that before he went up and started talking to people, Toby should first figure out what those people were talking about so that he could participate and add to the discussion rather than rudely derail it or cut it off. But this also required amendments when she saw Toby wander up to a group in mid-conversation and stand there, less than an arm’s length away from them, watching them and staring at them creepily until, very quickly, the children noticed him and became visibly uncomfortable and all of them moved in a very obvious manner far away from the awkward new staring kid.


Which was when Elizabeth realized she needed to take the entire conversation-entering process that she had intuitively perfected all those times she was the new kid in school and break it down for Toby into manageable, followable micro-steps (honestly this was pretty fun for her; behavioral psychologists tend to love their flowcharts). The first step was Observe, Watch, Study, and Eavesdrop. She told Toby that before he approached any group, he should first make sure it was a group he indeed wanted to approach, should verify that the group was speaking in a nice way and generally being kind and not bullying or teasing anyone either inside or outside the group. (Toby was, she knew, a bit of a socially awkward boy, and therefore probably an easy target for bullying or teasing, and it broke her heart imagining him enduring exactly the kind of abuse she herself had occasionally endured as a child when she’d found herself trying to enter social circles in which she really did not belong.) So, yes, first observe the group and eavesdrop on the group to make sure the group was not cruel or vulgar or troublemaking—but, she quickly added, there was also Step 2, which basically occurred simultaneous to Step 1, which was: Be Inconspicuous. She told Toby that most people did not like to be stared at and found the experience of being stared at unsettling and sometimes even threatening. So Elizabeth suggested using a prop—Toby’s tablet computer could function in this manner—some object that he could look at while eavesdropping in order to give the impression that his attention was otherwise occupied. After which Step 3, Identify the Topic of Conversation, followed as a matter of course. The point here, she said, was to suss out what the group was currently talking about and assess whether he had anything valuable to add; ergo, if the group happened to be talking about Minecraft, then by all means it would be perfectly appropriate for Toby to jump in and tell them about exploding a cow, but this was literally the only circumstance in which he should lead with Minecraft stuff and in every other circumstance he should enter the conversation by trying to bolster that conversation in an honestly helpful and supporting way.


But not before Step 4: Locate the Leader.


It had been Elizabeth’s experience that all social groups—no matter how egalitarian they seemed on the surface—had one person who was, at any given moment, on some deep and perhaps even unconscious level, in charge. A kind of social conductor that the group tacitly elevated. Elizabeth began understanding this during all those mortifying lonely cafeteria lunches when she sat by herself, pretending not to care, pretending to be a flat gray rock. She’d look around with the objective, dispassionate eyes of the scientist she would one day become, and she began noticing this pattern: she’d watch a group of friends talking, and at some point one member of the group would excuse themselves to go to the bathroom or grab a dessert or something like that, and if the group continued their conversation effortlessly and without hiccup, Elizabeth knew that the person who’d departed was not the leader. But if the group seemed to struggle, if conversation suddenly seemed fragile, if people stared at each other silently for a moment, filling the space with empty transition words—“So, um, yeah, well, anyway . . .”—like a record skipping until it finds its groove, she could tell that the group had lost its captain and was now grasping for a new one.
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