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It was hard for us to stay put. I don’t know what it was. What it was 
with the world, what it was with us. All our friends were always 

whipping around the country, and it was hard not to get sucked into 
the criss-crossing slipstreams. Buses to Boston, buses to Philly, buses to 
Providence, buses to Richmond, trains to DC, !ights to LAX, !ights 
to ORD, !ights to PDX, !ights to SEA, !ights to SFO, !ights to ATX, 
day trips to the mountains, drives down the shore, cross-country tours 
that lasted all summer and into the fall. It was di"cult to maintain the 
more mundane business of living—jobs, residences—with a schedule 
like that. Free as we were, it was almost like being in and out of prison.

Eugene had been on tour since he was seventeen. At #rst with Jake 
and me, but then as a solo act. I was #rst to quit, at age twenty-two. 
We were staying at a barn outside Nashville, out of money, out of con-
tacts, waiting around until someone tapped us for the next show. There 
was no way of knowing how long this would take, or if it would ever 
happen. On week three I told Jake I was thinking of quitting. When 
word got to Eugene he smashed my keyboard on the concrete !oor.

“Good!” I said. “I don’t fucking need it! I’m quitting!”
He curb-stomped the synthesizer and sent plastic keys skittering like 

broken teeth across the room.
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Nicholas Clemente
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It was the only time in my life I’d ever seen him angry. He dropped 
me at the nearest Greyhound station and drove o$ without a word. 
Only to call back a day later, e$usive in apology, almost in tears, o$er-
ing to pay me back for the keyboard, pay me back for the gas money 
I’d ponied up before we left, split all further proceeds with me once 
the tour was over. I calmed him down and refused all o$ers of com-
pensation. I knew that the tour would never be over.

After he was done apologizing he asked, out of curiosity, where I’d 
taken the bus to.

“New York,” I said.
This was our home base between legs of the never-ending tour. And 

though it was expensive I had come to crave this inconvenience in a 
way. I wanted to see if I could make it as a real adult, with a job, bills, 
possessions, all that. I wanted an excuse to stay in the same place for 
longer than a month.

I moved in with a girl. I thought that would settle things. Then I 
panicked: I was only twenty-two. Then she panicked: her live-in boy-
friend didn’t have an education, a trade, or any skills beyond general 
bedouin resourcefulness.

“Don’t think I’m not going to throw you out just because you don’t 
have anywhere to go,” she said.

“Funny you should mention that,” I said. “I was just leaving.”
My suitcase was already packed. I had a feeling this conversation 

was coming.
Jake called me up the next day, having also quit the band. 
“Can I crash?” he said.
“That depends. Where are you?”
“New York. Where are you?”
“Chicago. You just missed me.”
Chicago: home with a question mark. We were from the suburbs, 

the three of us, but we left the region a couple months after high 
school graduation. It was too cold, too violent; too close to our fami-
lies and former friends. But nearer to adulthood now, familiar with 
money and its vaporous properties, we could at least appreciate cheap 
housing when we found it. I put a security deposit down on a tent 
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in a loft in Humboldt Park. The next week Jake came out to join me. 
Split #fty-#fty the rent came to an immoderate night of drinking in 
a non-dive Brooklyn bar.

The wind blew in through gaps in the windowpanes, swept the 
whole length of the open !oor. This was a di$erent winter than the 
ones we’d grown accustomed to on those long southern tours: these 
were the winters of our youth, snowbound and blue, without discern-
ible end. When night fell we’d have to sneak out of the tent and crank 
the oven for heat because the resident eco-anarchists wouldn’t let us 
touch the thermostat.

Noise bands played quintuple bills long into the night. The soundproof-
ing on the tent was not so good. When the screeching—the droning, 
the whomping, the hissing, formless, tuneless, deathless—became too 
much to take Jake and I would bundle in our coats and slosh through 
the snow to keep warm. Breathing ice and cigarette smoke, checking 
over our shoulders for assailants that never materialized, we sometimes 
wondered aloud where Eugene was and how he was doing.

The kid had a dark streak. He threw a #t when Jake left the band too: 
pink faced, yelping, volcanic. It was hard to watch, especially having 
known Eugene all his life, especially knowing how gentle he usually 
was. All he really needed for happiness was junk food and tape loops, 
and as long as he had a stock of soda and chips and e$ects pedals he 
could lose himself with a toddler’s abandon in the sugar-charged world 
between his headphones. His problems only started when the outside 
world came creeping in.

I had a job, brie!y. Delivering !owers in a van in the Loop. The 
streets froze, the tires spun. I got tired of #guring out how to conceal 
the dents, and it was over as soon as the management got wise to my 
bumper-car driving tactics.

Jake got desperate; suggested we move to Bu$alo.
“Bu$alo,” I said, “is where dreams go to die.”
I had a lead in SF. It wasn’t much, but still better than unemployment: 

Len, a friend from high school who I didn’t really talk to anymore, 
could get me a job at his tech company’s call center. I informed Jake 
of his rent increase; he wasn’t invited, and didn’t take it well.
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The Brown Line crawled out to Midway. Brick row houses, stamped 
across the landscape in an unbroken pattern, passed beneath for forty 
full minutes. The late afternoon sun, barely able to force its rays through 
the wall of cloud, highlighted the specks and streaks of whitish grime 
on the El windows. I was cold everywhere I went, no matter what I 
was wearing, my body wet with sweat and my toes wet with slush. I 
was ready to leave.

From there, San Francisco. Balmy and green, swamped with sickly 
winter verdure, the leaves of the palm trees and alien shrubs limp as 
if rotting where they hung on their parent branches. The change of 
weather slammed me right away and I was sick for a month after 
moving. The culture shock didn’t hit as hard but took longer to get 
used to.

The job stuck. I had an apartment. Not to myself, but still: a room 
with four walls, my name on a lease. It was out there, somewhere, 
in whatever hall of records: legal proof that I existed. I watched the 
months pass: eight, then nine, then ten. Watched nervously, as if I knew 
all along it was only a matter of time before some unforeseen force 
descended to yank me out of my apparent prosperity; like it was all an 
illusion that I couldn’t quite bring myself to believe in.

Which is where I found my way back to Eugene. Rather, how he 
found his way back to me.

I hadn’t spoken to him since our parting and reconciliation the year 
before. Not for lack of trying: but my emails went unanswered and I 
could never keep track of which of his burner cell phone numbers 
he was using. It was Jake I heard from instead. He was still mad about 
being left behind in Chicago, and I hadn’t been talking to him either. 
As soon as I saw he was calling I knew that it had to be something 
about Eugene.

“He’s in a really bad place, man,” he said.
“What do you mean? Bad place how?”
“I don’t know. All anyone can tell me is it’s something about a girl.”
A girl. The information took a while to process. It brought to mind 

reality TV marathons, pajama parties, shared bowls of cereal—all the 
ways in which Eugene usually interacted with women. There was a 
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movement in my spirit like that of a parent whose child is threatened. 
If Geno ever fell in love he’d be eaten alive.

“Well, where is he?”
“Chicago.”
“So you’ve seen him?”
“No. I’m in Austin now.”
“So what do we do, you think?”
“Well, I was thinking maybe you–”
“What?”
“I was thinking maybe you should go out there and make sure he’s 

all right.”
“Why me? Why not you?”
“I’m not doing too great on money right now,” he said.
He knew I was working for Len. He knew that I was making 

more money than either of us had ever dreamed of, knew that I now 
shrugged o$ paychecks that would have once rendered me goggle-
eyed and ecstatic, would have drawn from me the deepest gratitude 
and sent me on another-round-for-the-boys spending binges. Maybe 
Eugene knew it too somehow. I left the o"ce early that day and 
took some time to soak myself with sun before plunging again into 
arbitrary winter.

I got in in the dark hours of the morning: red eye, four hours, no 
stops. There was no one else on the Blue Line besides sleeping bums. 
I didn’t have anywhere to stay either; hadn’t made many friends dur-
ing my time in Chicago. I didn’t have any leads except for the guy 
who ran our old tent city. It was dawn by the time I reached Division 
Avenue. I drank a cup of co$ee and hovered by the deli door, shuf-
!ing to warm my feet, waiting to catch an empty bus on the reverse-
commute out west.

The tent city had gone to seed. The ceiling bellied out with leaks, 
and plaster fell in clots from permanently wet walls. The tents had col-
lapsed and all pretenses to privacy had been abandoned: the tenants lay 
sprawled in the open like triaged patients at a #eld hospital. I found 
Kyle in the kitchen, scrubbing a green rug of mold o$ a pan. Boxes 
of vegetables behind him seeped brown liquid through the cardboard 
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and onto the !oor. He was now long haired and crazy eyed, like a 
man who’d lived too long in the jungle.

“It’s terrible, man, it’s just terrible. It’s a nightmare here. Everyone who 
used to care left, only the freeloaders stayed. I don’t even know most of 
these people. Keep your shoes on and watch where you step—there’s 
needles all over the place now. There’s fuckin’ gangbangers coming 
in and out now, man, I don’t even like being here anymore. I try to 
stay away as much as I can, but I don’t want anyone jacking my stu$. 
I moved most of it to my practice space already but I don’t think I 
could live there full time—I mean I don’t think it’s legal, plus I don’t 
think I could stand it. This place, I mean this place is bad, it’s scary, it’s 
dangerous, but at least it has windows—”

“Kyle,” I said.
“—but it’s fucked, man, I mean there’s no lock on the door anymore—”
“Kyle!”
He stopped talking, his mouth hanging open in case he needed to 

start again on short notice.
“Where’s Eugene? Jake told me he was staying here.”
He stared vacantly, shook his head. “I mean, he passed through about a 

month ago. But I don’t know why, and I don’t know where he is now.”
Fucking Jake. It was ten below freezing and I was two thousand 

miles from what I was trying to call home.
“Well, do you know what number he’s using these days?”
“Dude, I don’t even know him really. I knew him because he played 

a show here a couple years ago. I knew him because you knew him. 
That’s it, man. Sorry.”

Sleeping bags writhed and moaned like the bodies of the damned as 
I made my way across the !oor. The cold blasted up from the stairwell: 
so much ice and snow had crept in from the sidewalk that the door 
could no longer shut all the way. I leaned for a moment against the 
wall before heading out. I was very tired, and I had nowhere to go.

A mu%ed and irregular clapping came from upstairs: the sound of 
Kyle tripping down the steps. At #rst I thought he was !eeing some 
catastrophe above. Then I saw that he was relieved to have caught me 
in time.



   193Fall 2017

EUGENE

“I almost forgot,” he said, panting. “There was this girl Stephanie he 
used to see who lived here. For all I know they’re still a thing. I don’t 
know where she’s living now, but I know she used to wash dishes up 
in Avondale. That’s the best I can do.”

It was better than nothing. He wrote the address on a dollar bill; I 
told him I’d pay him back one day.

Mexicans stood smoking around the frozen lake of mop water in 
the back lot of the restaurant. Stephanie wasn’t there yet.

“Thirty minute,” they said.
I waited in the kitchen while they chopped and prepped improb-

ably colorful vegetables on the stainless steel counters. The place was 
like a mad scientist’s laboratory—a bleached and sterile environment 
pumped with wet greenhouse heat where dead things were snatched 
from the winter and made living again.

Stephanie was peroxide blond with pale blue eyes—not the type of 
girl I would’ve expected Geno to lose his mind over. But there was a 
woman buried deep beneath her winter coat, and between the time 
she took o$ her parka and wrapped herself in an apron I saw, I think, 
what Eugene must have seen: a body rigid and austere like a mountain 
range, her #gure carved with peaks and crags and vertiginous drops. 
She either didn’t notice me standing there or didn’t care enough to 
ask who I was. The rinsing hose spat water and the air clouded with 
a cumulus blast of steam.

“I’m looking for Eugene,” I said.
“Geno can fucking drop dead,” she said, still washing dishes.
“Listen. He didn’t send me here to talk to you. I don’t care about 

anything that happened between you two. I’m just an old friend who’s 
trying to #nd him.”

She let go of the hose and planted her hands at the lip of the sink 
but still wouldn’t look up.

“I don’t know where he is. I don’t even know if he’s still in the city. 
He just doesn’t care. He just goes where he goes.”

She tilted her head and showed her eyes to me: di$erent eyes now, 
!ooded dark red like a reservoir inside had burst.

“What’s the matter with him? What went wrong? There’s so much 
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good there, but he doesn’t know what to do with it. So much hope, 
so much energy. But when he gets frustrated he goes crazy, and when 
you try to help him he just snaps on you…”

She stood up straight and closed her eyes, folded her hands in front 
of her and took a deep breath through her nose. When she opened 
her eyes again they were dry and washed of color, raptor-focused but 
too light blue to really pierce.

“He’s just a child. I don’t care if he’s older than me. I don’t know 
what I was thinking. If you #nd him, don’t tell him I helped you.”

Afraid she might change her mind, I pumped her for all the infor-
mation I could. He wasn’t strung out, wasn’t using. It wasn’t in his 
character but I thought I’d make sure. He was as unemployed as ever 
but always managed to #nd a place to stay. If he ever ran low on friends 
he would just make more. The last she heard, two weeks ago, he was 
still somewhere in the city. She gave me a couple numbers and a list 
of addresses, mostly DIY spaces, where other people might be able to 
give me speci#cs. She said she did everything she could to keep their 
relationship together, but they were just too di$erent.

“Everyone’s too di$erent,” I said.
The wind had dropped the temperature another #ve degrees, and a 

sky-sized cloud had !own in o$ the lake. I tried the numbers, to no 
e$ect, over a plate of soggy pierogi. Flat chunks of snow tumbled through 
the air outside the window. The phone rang as soon as I stepped into 
the gale, and I had to duck under an awning so I could talk.

“I’m looking for Eugene,” I said.
“Who is this?”
“A friend. I’m looking for him. It’s important.”
The awning a$orded no shelter. The snow shot at me sideways, in 

gobs that gunked in my eyes and splashed down my collar when they 
hit. They melted on contact and soaked my layers: already the sting 
crept into my skin, displacing the reserves of Frisco warmth stored 
within. I felt like an astronaut !ailing around in space, tethered only 
to the disembodied voice on the other end of the phone call.

But what a voice. Three syllables in I could tell. It went on:
“And what makes it so important?”
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“I don’t know exactly. I hear he’s depressed or something.”
“And that surprises you?”
“Yeah. Why shouldn’t it?”
She let forth a polite little laugh, only half condescending. “Because 

I think any observant person would have seen it coming by now.”
It rolled, it clicked, it purred, that voice, thick with hidden insinu-

ation and buried tells. It covered me like a blanket and I didn’t feel 
the snow anymore. I told myself that what I was about to do was a 
necessity, not a choice.

“Look: the connection’s bad. This might take a while. There’s no 
reason we should be doing this over the phone. Is there any chance 
we could meet?”

She made me promise I wasn’t a creep. I lied and said I wasn’t. But 
this was the answer she wanted: the lie, not the a"rmation. 

Her place was on the north side: another train and another bus away. 
Freshwater waves leapt frothing from the lake and froze into a sheet 
of ice on the concrete walk below her building. The housing project 
across the street was doused to dark brown, all its streetlights burning 
orange as it slept through the storm. The air smelled wet and sucked 
all warmth from the body. There was no tra"c in the street and no 
one else out. 

She laughed when she saw me. She had a bottle of red wine open 
and another waiting. She brushed the frozen-solid blocks of snow from 
my shoulders and hung my coat to dry. Judging from the books on 
her shelf and the cut of her glasses she was going to grad school for 
either psychology or one of its sister pseudosciences. She didn’t own 
a television. She lived alone, and she took pains to keep the cat hair 
from clumping on the sofa.

“What’s with the candles?” I said.
She sat at her living room table and nudged them into symmetry. “In 

case the power goes out. Have you ever seen thundersnow?”
She nodded out the window, where silent lightning shot transpar-

ency through the layered sheets of cloud. There was almost no trace of 
daylight left; it could have been morning, afternoon, midnight, eternity. 
She #lled the glass across the table and waited for me to sit. She had 
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cigarettes and an ashtray ready. I’d quit smoking, but it seemed like a 
good time to start again. She planted her chin on her palm, which was 
sheathed to the knuckles with the sleeve of her sweater. 

“How do you know Eugene?”
“We grew up together.”
Eyes wide, shoulders back: “No.”
“I don’t have any reason to lie to you.”
“So was he always like this?”
“Like what?”
“You can’t be serious.”
“He was always just Geno to us.”
“Just Geno? Just Geno?” She leaned deep into her chair and blew 

a pu$ of smoke to the side. “He was ‘just’ the most repressed subject 
I’ve ever encountered, in practice or in case study.”

“And you were his…?”
“His friend. I conducted an informal analysis over the course of our 

talks together. Honestly I don’t think he was even aware of it.”
“So you’re sure the subject never experienced any ‘transference,’ 

Ms. Freud?”
She frowned, unimpressed, stubbed her smoke out. “Eugene, whether 

he knew it or not, was incapable, on every level, of sustaining any 
variation of, or even deviation from, a sexual or romantic relationship. 
Any puppy love he may have felt for Stephanie was just a regurgitated 
burlesque of common cultural tropes. As Stephanie, poor girl, found 
out for herself soon enough. Any ‘transference,’ as you put it, that 
he may have felt toward me is typical of the misguided search for a 
mother #gure so often exhibited by overgrown boys such as Eugene 
and yourself.”

A roar gathered far o$ in the sky, rumbled away to nothing. She 
tilted her head at the window and permitted a smile.

“Thundersnow,” she said, and she topped o$ the glasses.
“So where is he?” I said.
“Frankly, I don’t think that’s what you should be most concerned 

about. I think you should be most concerned with what you’re going 
to do after you #nd him.”
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“When was the last time you saw him?”
“It must be half a year ago now.”
“So you don’t know—”
“I’ve heard. And I know that simply !nding him, locating him physi-

cally, is not going to help either him or you. You came in from out 
of town?”

I nodded.
“Just to #nd Eugene? And what were you planning on doing once 

you ‘found’ him?”
“I don’t know. Talk to him.” She gazed back unbelievingly, a 

charmed sort of hunger in her eyes. The more wrong I was the 
more attractive she seemed to #nd me. “What, is that so wrong? I’ve 
known him my entire life. What would you suggest I do, in your 
professional opinion?”

“I think the fact that you’ve known him your entire life may be 
the problem. I think he may be beyond help. If his neuroses had been 
caught early instead of encouraged—if he had come of age among 
sensible people—there might be hope for him. Now, I am not so sure. 
All I know is that it is beyond my capacity as a therapist.” 

I watched the dark mercury-drops of water seek each other out and 
race in streaks down the windowpane. The cloud was pressed close to 
the glass and gray spots of snow swarmed the air like plaguing insects.

“Don’t sulk,” she said. “I hate it when boys sulk.”
“I’m not sulking.”
I made a dismissive gesture and upset my glass. The crown shattered 

and the wine surged everywhere. Instantly she was present with a dish 
rag: she wiped the table, the !oor, my shirt, my lap.

“You would not believe,” I said, “how tired I am.”
“Where did you !y in from?”
“A little bit of everywhere.”
She pulled me out of the chair by the hand and deposited me on 

the couch. When she sat she tucked her legs beneath her and leaned 
forward with earnest psych-major gravity.

“And you really thought that was the way to self-realization? You 
thought that was a healthy and ful#lling way to live?”
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I leaned forward also, studying the space on her shoulder where her 
brown hair twined with the stray threads of her burgundy sweater. The 
smell of wool reached my brain’s memory centers, charged them to 
overheating: the smell like every sweater smells when you’re a child.

“What will it take to make you not talk about this?” I said.
“And lose all our progress? Forget about the cure?”
Yes. Forget the cure. My hands in her hair, my face in the sweater. 

Then the other way around.
“This is not even fair,” I said.
In the morning she said it would be best if I left. She didn’t say why, 

and I didn’t press her for details. I turned around after she had eased 
me through her apartment door.

“Hey.” I wasn’t sure what I was going to say. At #rst it was something 
about me and her, but I decided against it. She was too smart for that 
sort of thing, and she wanted to believe that I was too. “Where do you 
think I should look next?”

She slumped against the doorframe, exasperated, but gently so, pretty 
and unkempt in her morning things. “You really think you’re going 
to #nd him? You still think that?”

“That’s what I came out here for, isn’t it?”
Her expression went from concern to pity. “Well, I can see you’ve 

learned nothing here. I can see that you’ll never allow yourself to learn 
anything either. You’re just as bad as he is.”

“I don’t care! Where is he?”
“He’s eating bowl after bowl of cereal in the SAIC dining hall. He’s 

lying in a dark room and plucking one guitar string over and over. He’s 
riding the all-night bus listening to bad alt-rock from our childhood. 
He’s leaning against a playground fence and watching the children 
run around for hours. And yes, he really does all these things, because 
he’s emotionally disordered and needs help. And you do too, darling, 
but maybe not in the same way.”

She shut the door.
Another train, another bus. My hair, wet from the shower, was fro-

zen into place by the wind blowing o$ the lake. The sky had cleared 
overnight and now stretched straight up, pure empty blue except for 
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a few clouds scattered at di$erent altitudes to give you a proper sense 
of scale. All the snow that hadn’t been blackened or melted formed 
a glittering frost over the unadorned factory blocks. Water ran clear 
black in the streets and light !ared from o$ the ice with sunset inten-
sity. The #rst address Stephanie had given me was an inconspicuous 
frame house on some dead-end street in Pilsen. I tried all three buzzers, 
unsure of which unit I was looking for, unsure if any of the buzzers 
worked. A circular window creaked open from the attic, showering 
me with a spray of icicles.

“I’m looking for Geno,” I said.
“Eugene? He just left.”
The kid in the window above was dressed like a saboteur, black wool 

cap on a hairless head, no #ngers on his gloves.
“You know where he went?”
“Hold on.”
The window closed. It took a full #ve minutes for the door to open. 
“Who wants to know?” said the kid from behind the cracked door.
But up close I saw he wasn’t a kid. He was a man, full grown but 

short, whose eyebrows and beard were one shade of blond away from 
albino-white. He was not doing the best job of being intimidating.

“You had to come downstairs to ask me that? It’s fucking freezing 
out here, guy. Let me in.”

“I don’t know you, man.”
“Do I look like a cop to you?”
“No.”
“So what’s the problem.”
“Geno owes money.”
“Oh yeah? Tell me more. I’ve known the guy since I was twelve—

I’d be a rich man if I’d never met him.”
He still didn’t open the door, was still waiting for me to leave. But 

I could tell he was going to let me make the call. My ears were twice 
their usual size, freezer-burned all over; I told myself this was another 
necessity.

“Let me in,” I said. “I want to talk more about Eugene.”
The staircase to the third !oor was really more of a ramp; an unstable 
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incline where bundled newspapers and magazines shifted underfoot, 
threatening avalanche. I could see which issues had been dislodged on 
the descent: Playboy and Esquire and Life magazines from the seventies 
and eighties, with an odd nineties number, diminished in format, page 
count, cultural relevance, buried runtily in the heap. And this was just 
the over!ow. The room, beyond the arc of cleared space that allowed 
the door to open, was a one-bedroom-sized warehouse baled with 
ceiling-height stacks of obsolete media: LPs, books, VHSes, catalogues, 
the hoarded wreckage of an entire century. The !oor sloped toward 
the center of the room, sagging under the weight of history. It was 
like stepping into a wormhole; the accumulated time trapped deep 
inside all these objects bent gravity, slowed the passing of the seconds.

“This used to be an anarchist squat,” said the guy, picking his way 
through the mess. “My #ling system, unfortunately, is still in its anar-
chist phase.”

I took a seat on the nearest lowest stack, watching for a reaction. The 
guy winced but allowed it; the stack shifted but did not slide. 

“Where does Eugene #t into all this?” I said.
“He stays here sometimes. A few days, a couple weeks at a time. 

Then he’s o$ to wherever else he crashes. He brings armfuls of DVDs 
from the UIC library—I still don’t know who gets them for him—and 
spends a weekend ripping them to hard drives. The weirdest shit, stu$ 
even I’ve never heard of, he #nds it and burns it. And not even weird 
as in arty, because all that’s been archived already. It’s like old ads and 
stu$, old cartoons. Animated ads—those are his favorites.”

“And he seemed #ne when he was here?”
“Yeah. Sure. What do you mean?”
“I mean people have been telling me he’s had or is about to have 

some sort of nervous breakdown. I !ew in just to #nd him and shout 
some sense into him.”

The guy shrugged. “He’s the same as he always is.”
“Great.” I clapped my hands on my thighs, stood up. “Well, thanks 

for your time, guy. Guess it’s back to the airport for me.”
He stopped me before I reached the door. At #rst I thought it was to 

keep me from knocking something over. But he wanted to talk more.
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“Wait wait wait wait wait. Tell me more about Geno.”
“He’s a pain in my ass, that’s what he is. A goddamn inconvenience. 

Get out of my way.”
“I can give you his number if you haven’t been able to reach him.”
“I don’t want it. The next time I see him I’m going to break his nose.”
The little man stood #rm between me and the door, his eyes glit-

tering with manic energy, his grin so eager I could see the #llings in 
his back teeth. He was as crazy as Geno, as crazy as the rest of them. 
I wanted to get out of this nightmare and back to the West Coast 
nightmare of my choosing.

“But you can’t leave. You’re one of us too.” He nodded in spastic 
agreement with himself. “Can’t you feel it? Just a bunch of lost souls 
echoing away to some unknown vanishing point. Bouncing from city 
to city in search of life, truth…I don’t know, in search of anything. 
But everything’s so hard to #nd these days. Everything’s already been 
found. All that’s left is hiding in plain sight, fossilized dispatches from 
the past, hollowed and empty like cicada shells. That’s why I like to 
keep all this stu$ around: someone has to take care of it. Someone has 
to remember what once was. A culture, real culture, living breathing 
culture—a culture for adults, for people like you and me! Don’t you 
see? You, me, Eugene—we would have been kings if we’d been alive 
back then. We would’ve been arbiters of culture, salaried, respected…
only it’s not like that anymore. Things have changed. It’s hard to say 
how. Because it’s not just that the frauds have gained control of the 
culture—if only it could be so simple. The problem is that the culture 
itself has become fraudulent. People like you and me, you and me and 
Geno, real, honest people, we’ve had to go underground.”

I made a motion to push past him but he tensed up, hands like claws 
in front of him, ready to pounce.

“Listen, just listen a second. I was just like you. Just like Geno too. 
We’re all looking for the same thing. But no one knows what it is 
anymore. It’s like a lost language that no one can decode. We can look 
at the signs, study them a lifetime, but we’ll never know what they 
mean. Never know how it felt. To be alive, really alive, sunk in the world 
around us. That’s what we’re looking for, that lost feeling. The sort of 
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thing you see in a photo for just a second before it !its away—the 
play of neon on a storefront, the view down an alley at noon. It’s just 
an imagined emotion, the lingering phantom pain of real experience, 
but still you try to track it down somehow. Then you get to the new 
city and it looks like all the others and the people there are the same 
as the people everywhere else. You stick around waiting for that ghost 
of a sensation to visit you once again—you can almost feel it com-
ing one day, just outside the city limits, where families pile into cars 
and play sports and #x their houses—but it never comes through as 
strong as it did that one time in that one photograph. And then your 
friend mentions another city—or not even the name of a city, just 
the name of a bar, a club, a park, a street, and it sparks in your brain 
like a secret agent code word and you have to go searching for that 
feeling again. I know, I’ve been there. I used to do it too. So o$ you 
go, and when you #nally #nd it it’s nothing like the picture you had 
in your mind. But that’s what other cities are for. That’s what a life 
on the road is for. Years and years it goes on like this. But you have 
to stop sometime. That’s what Geno doesn’t know yet, that’s what I 
don’t have the heart to tell him. Because you never #nd whatever it is 
you want. After a while you don’t even get the feeling anymore. You 
surround yourself with a bunch of crap that no one wants. You try to 
remember what you never saw, what maybe never was. That’s all you 
can do. That’s all that’s left.”

He shrank back, slumped his shoulders as if de!ated by this expen-
diture of energy. No longer concerned with blocking the door, he 
found a seat on a pile of old electronics and #xed me again with his 
puppy dog eyes. I stayed where I was.

“And at the end what do you get? Generalized knowledge of big 
American cities and bygone cultural touchstones. But it doesn’t add 
up to much. In terms of memory, in terms of experience, in terms 
of anything. All you can say, maybe, is that you’ve had an interesting 
life. But so what? It’s a life that only really looks interesting, that only 
seems interesting to other people. They don’t know how boring it 
all is. They don’t know that that’s why we moved so much: because 
nothing is worth sticking around for. So I dunno. I guess other people 
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might think I’ve had an interesting life. But it never felt that way to 
me. To me it just felt like torture.”

In every city I’ve ever been to there’s a bar called The Continental. 
And in every city it’s known as the sort of place you go when you 
want a bad decision to happen: the last bar you stumble through on 
the way home, where you can take advantage of a rolling last call and 
the hazy judgment of other unsatis#ed thrill seekers. The place where, 
when all else fails, the past-their-prime bartenders will let you post up 
and smoke inside and watch them with drunk half-longing as they 
close up for the night.

That’s where I went to wait out the rest of my time in Chicago. But 
it was too early, I was too sober; there wasn’t enough energy in the 
room to infect me or anyone else. The air wasn’t #lled with laughter 
and sprays of booze like it usually was, the !oor underfoot wasn’t pitch-
ing and rolling like an earthbound ship of fools. Everything that day 
was clean and orderly. Young professionals stopped by to suck down 
cheap shots before some main event happening elsewhere. Wind from 
o$ the lake raged impotently at the walls. I didn’t recognize the bar-
tender, and she didn’t notice when I tried to signal my superiority to 
the yuppies by making ironic eyes at her.

That guy at the vault made me take down Geno’s latest number 
before I left. When I conceded that nothing interesting would hap-
pen at The Continental I gave it a call: the number was out of service 
already. I never saw Eugene, then or since. I retreated back to San Fran-
cisco, where I had a steady job and where life—life as I imagined or 
feared it would be; life as Eugene had either dreamed or experienced 
it—couldn’t reach me anymore. 


