NEO

and Winter Time fun in Chicago

Formerly at 2350 N. Clark Street. Now moved to Debonair Social Club in Wicker Park's Flat Iron
Building at Milwaukee and Damen)

Two scenes from the novel A Perfect BlindnesScenes have been edited for clarity,

flow and to avoid spoilers.)

[Backgroundo NEO interior sceneit’s June. A couple of days before Jennifer drove to
Michigan to surprise her boyfriend only to find him in bed with someone else; back in
Chicago, she’s still trying to regain a sense of normalCy. Wendy, her boss at a modeling
agency and close friend, is trying to help by taking her out. Jennifer narrates this scene

from Chapter 2l Un-Normal]

The Wednesday mob at Neo is
relievingly normal.

In the smoky semidarkness, someone
jostles my stool, trying to squeeze through the
people crowding the raised concrete bar area.
1tOs railed off like a balcony, overlooking the
dance floor, though itOs too early for any
dancers. Wendy’s sitting next to me on a
stool, facirg away from the bar, talking to a

very pretty young girl with dark hair. Work or
pleasure? Can’t tell: Music’s too loud.
My fingers tap out the solid rhythm on the concrete bar, which feels cool against
my forearms. As usual, people are checking each other out in the mirror behind the bar as
they drink. Chris will be by later. Charlene won’t. But that’s gotten normal.
Thisis what I needN for things to be what I expect. Because while Neo and
Wendy feel right, | still feel wrong, as if | canOt feel straight anymore.
Using the reflection in the mirror behind the bar, | examine my face, turning my
head slowly to one side and then to the other, checking for something that might have
changed. IOm not sure what to look for, but | donOt see anything wrong: my lips, my eyes,
my hair, the way IOm holding my glass, the way INgpmal Next to my reflection,
Wendy runs her palm ams the girl’s shoulder and down her arm. The girl looks down



uncomfortably. | want to tell herDOnOt worryWendyOll take care of yiguf you let
her.O

Realizing how normal everything is, my shoulders go slack and fall, releasing the
tension thatOs bestuck there since Michigan. | lean back on my stool, feeling very okay
with all the normal aroundOm fine. Past weekOs been a blip.

Then | feel a finger tapping my shoulder.

| turn.

Jonathan’s standing there. “What’s up?” he asks.

Ol thought,Oshy, feeling the evening suddenly turning weird. “You had
rehearsal.”

“We did. We’re done. Now I’m here. So’s Chris. Someplace.”

Why are you here? Things were finally starting to feel right.

“AnnMarie and Chris are right. Neo’s cool. Like it.”

I take a drink.

OTell me. What do you think of OSo Long, So WrongO? feadisuthinkN not
just fluff-this-guy-off Ookay, goodO sort of thing.O

OWell... It is good.”

OThank you,O he says, Obut can you tei:meyou like about it? What not?”

“I don’t know,” I say, suspicious of the question. Why do you think | care enough
to have an opinion other than OgoodO?

“You’re not a musician, right?”

ONo.0

Ol hear Ron talk abduit’

OIOm an executive assistant slash assistant project manager at Les Femmes.O

OChris mentioned massages?0

“Used to. Well,” I say, sighingN | hate explaining this. Ol didnOt have my license.
But | worked at Wild Hair under licensed supervision.O

“Sorta like residency?” he half-asks, as if heOs not expecting an answer.

Then he looks closely at me, with eyes that seem to be almost every color in turn.
OHow old are you?O he asks, offering me a Camel straight.

| shake my head and slip a Winston out from my own pack. ONineteen.O

OAh, that makes sense.O

OWhat makes sense?0

OYouknow, IOve never met anmasseuse befdkelicensed or not.O He lights
both our cigarettes with a noisy, flashing flick of his Zippo. “Did you have to massage fat

people?”



OSometimes@pnOt even try. | donOt get picked up. Ever.

OManipulating flab. UgO

OYou think of something thatOs not so bad.O

OHow about really hairy guys?0O

“That,” I say, smiling in spite of myself, “does suck. There was this guy. Always
came in on Tuesdays at 6:00 p.m.N my night. Always wanted a OsupervisedO massage
Ocause O# cheaper.O Hated touching him. His back was covered in monkey hair. And he
was such a pussy, whining, ‘Oh, you’re pulling my hair.””

He puts a fingertip on my shoulder. “You know what? I have to go. My friend is
out of the bathroom,0 he says. OWellexrfyom Ohio.”

As if I care.

OMight get a bit miffed if | spend the night talking to you. But,O he says, putting a
finger across his lips as if considering something. Ol really do want your opinion of OSo
Long, So Wrong.” I want to hear what a real listener thinks of it. How about Friday?

We’re going to be doing a lot of work on it then.”

Ol don®t know anything about music,O | say, shaking my head, O$6’1 donOt

OExactly. Around eight? ThatOll give us a couple of minutes to talk before the rest
of the and arrives.O

Why do you think 101l show up at all? Arroddéant

Then this strikingly goodooking brunette with a streak of red in her hair walks
up in a microminj her tight shirt tied up to show off a flat, pierced belly. She looks me
over with bright sapphirblue eyes. Her expression is so intimidating that | pull back.

OAmy,O he says, Othis is my friend Jennifer. Jennifer, Amy.O

Instead of saying anything aodding hello, she curls her lips at me as if
challenging me to a fight. Her eyes flare like gems aflame.

| look away and then watch as he takes this Amy woman to meet Wendy.

As Amy arrives, Wendy steps back, which is about impossible. No one
intimidates Wendy; she@svaysthe boss.

After a moment, he and Amy slip off into the crowd, her hand possessively
gripping his ass.

What is your gameRo, | donOt care.

Next | seeNendy has her arm around the young girl.

Now this I understand.

| take another drink.

Normal.

But feeling normal doesnOt last long.



[background tdNEO exterior scenea year and a halater in JanuaryjJennifer& friends
Wendy and Chritiead out for a night at Neo: just the giflis is told from JenniferOs
point of Viewin Chapter 481 Book of Love]

But we had to get to Neo before it got full; we had to have seats at the bar.

OEveryone bundled up?0 Wendy asked. OSingle digits. Windy.O

| tucked in my scarf and pulled my hat down over my ears. My gloves slasbn
We looked like Eskimo bunnies for the dash to the car.

OLetOs go,0 Wendy said, opening the front door of her building.

A blast of frigid air hit us.

“Holy fuck!” Chris said.

OOut, out, out,0 Wendy said.

We run-walked down the sidewalk and ar@ithe corner of the building to her
car. The wind cut straight through my hat and sdafélt like I had ice crystals inside
my nostrils. Wendy unlocked her door as I ran around to the passenger side. The snow
was more like ice; | nearly slipped twid&endy got in and unlocked the back door for
Chris right as the wind picked up. I ducked my face into my scarf, to which clung bits of
ice grown from my breath.

OHurry up! Hurry up!O | stomped my feet.

Wendy lifted the lock of the front door, and | satded onto the hard plastic of
the seat and slammed the door closed. It was a freezer in there, but at least thereOs no
wind.

OHeater,O Chris said. OHurry.O

Stiff as a board, my whole body shivered. As the car started warming up, cold air
poured out fran the vents. | blocked mine with my hand as plumes of our breath frosted
the windshield.

OGive it a minute. Heats up quick,0 Wendy said.

Finally warmed up, we started on the road. After about twenty minutesye turned
from Fullerton onto Clark at the building with the glazed wiiieecorner that looked
like a castle turret. We snagged a spot right after |
said, OParking karma,O making quotation marks with
the first two fingers of both hands.

We runwalked again, almost jumping into
the alley leading to Neo to get out of the wind, and
didnOt slow up until we got to the door, passing the
armlessmannequin of a woman and the slideshow




of Gothic images on the brick wall: the skulls, crucifixes, mausoleums, and dramatically
made-up mourners. There we pulled open Neo’s tin-encased door, and music poured into

the alley. Kissing the bouncers as they acus in, Wendy led us past the cashierOs
window and up the stairs to the poured-concrete bar. We grabbed three stools and ordered
beers and shots.

This felt more like home with family than either my parentsO house or the loft.

It’s also the last time I can remember feeling really good.

Since then IOve been able to keep my head together by telling myself that
everything thatOs wrong is only the stress of the gigs, the constant rehearsing, and the
worst of i\ finding out that having a recording contrdoesnOhean you make any
money.
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