Smart Bar
3730 N Clark St, Chicago, IL 60613
(World class dance club in the basement of Cabaret Metro)

Two scenes from the novel A Perfect Blindness (Scenes have been edited for
clarity, flow and to avoid spoilers ©2017 W. Lance Hunt.)
[Background to first scene: Jennifer has driven to Michigan to surprise her boyfriend,
only to find him in bed with someone else. In an effort to help, her best friend Wendy
takes her to Smart Bar, not only to relax, but exact a bit of playful revenge against men
who shouldn’t be here. Told from Jennifer’s point of view.]
Wendy drives us to Smart Bar and snags great parking on Racine, behind Metro.
Turning the corner from the alley between the Gingerman and Cabaret Metro, I see Smart
Bar’s simple black sign of two women in white outline. Underneath it we enter a long
black tunnel. In the shuddering fluorescent light,
bright graffiti murals of dancers shimmy at us as
we walk toward the cover window. A heavy
rhythm pounds from below. The woman behind
the arched ticket window waves us past the line of
people paying the cover charge. Wendy pecks the
bouncer guarding the stairs on the cheek, and he
lifts the rope. We’ve never shown our IDs or paid
a cover charge here. All we ever have to do is
smile and say hi, and the ropes go up as if we are
in some commercial for couture jeans; as the
brand’s logo floats across the screen, the voice-over announces that “for girls like these,
the ropes always rise.”
As we walk down the staircase enclosed with a chain-link fence, the rhythm from
a dark soundtrack throbs through me; this is a place where vampire-white skin is the
norm and suntans are shunned. With each step, the pulsing in my chest and legs grows
stronger. At the bottom of the stairs, darkness spills out before us and the Sisters of
Mercy’s “Temple of Love” welcomes me back to where everyone knows life is short and
love is always over in the morning. Here everything is understandable, normal, and
predictable.
First we say hello to the bartenders and what regulars are there as we go from the
side bar to the main, where we find a good seat along the curve by the women’s restroom.

Sitting down, I light a cigarette and watch the smoke twist up one of the tight
columns of light that shoot down from the ceiling in a long row down the whole length of
the bar, splashing off the black lacquer, casting an eerie, glowing light.
Not long after getting our drinks, Wendy nudges me on the shoulder.
“Look out,” Wendy says, flicking her head toward a tall blond boy with tightly
styled hair, pressed jeans, and a polo shirt. “Suburbanite invader looking for a wild time
in the big city. In under five minutes, they’ll be here, trying to score.”
While the blond boy looks back at her from the far end of the bar, a man in a Cubs
jacket hands him a full beer. The blond nudges the other man’s arm and nods at us. The
boys start walking over.
Oh, here we go.
“Let’s at least get a drink for having to put up with them.” She finishes her drink
as the blond and his friend come up to us. She shakes the cubes around her empty glass
before setting it on the bar.
“So can I get you a refill?” the blond asks.
“Jack and Coke.”
“Strong.”
“I like strong,” she says.
I see the blond raising his eyebrows to his friend.
This isn’t Porky’s, dipshits.
I finish my beer and let them buy me another. This really isn’t worth a free beer,
but they won’t leave without calling us stuck-up bitches or frigid.
“Mike,” the blond says, pointing to himself. “And Adam.”
“Justine,” Wendy says. “And Melissa.”
Whenever Wendy’s dealing with uninvited guys trying to pick us up—every time
we go out—she always gives these names. If someone gets the reference to The
Alexandria Quartet, or the Marquis de Sade, that means he might actually be worth
talking to. No one ever has.
So we nod coldly at whatever they say, sending out not-interested signals hard
and fast.
Still, Adam offers to buy another round.
Then Jonathan appears from behind the two boys.
I catch my breath.
“Hey, Jennifer. How’d you like the party?” Jonathan asks, pulling his hair from
his face. He’s sweaty, as if he’s been dancing.
“Justine and I,” Wendy says, “were talking about that earlier.”

“Justine?” He looks lost for a moment. “I’m terrible with names. You’ll forgive
me, won’t you?”
“I have to go to the bathroom,” I say, standing up.
“Sure,” Jonathan says. “Maybe I’ll see you later. Make sure you come by
rehearsal next Tuesday. Your friend Chris knows about it.”
I walk into the salon of the bathroom. Staring into a mirror, I pull out my lipstick
and start tracing my lips. That’s one person I didn’t want to see. I purse my lips at myself
and then blot them. He’ll be waiting out there. With Wendy. He’s exactly the type.
“Why do I have to deal with these people?” I ask my mirror-self. “Moron.” That
comes out louder than I expected.
The women at the other three mirrors glance at me, one still holding her sponge
applicator over a cheek.
Even more bullshit I don’t need to deal with: A musician stalker. I’m going to tell
him, right now, that I don’t give a rat’s ass about him, his band, or his loft. I’m not going
to come to his rehearsal Tuesday—or ever.
I snap the cap back onto the lipstick and march back into the darkness.
Wendy’s alone, smirking.
I stop and look around. “Where is he?” I stomp my foot.
Wendy looks at me and bursts into laughter.
“My god,” she says after catching her breath, “you should have been here. Oh,
Jesus. You should have seen the expression on their faces when they figured out they
were in way too deep.”
“Where the hell is he?” I ask.
“He who? That blond?”
“Jonathan.”
“Hell, I don’t know,” Wendy says.
“Oh, that’s just great.”
“What do you care?”
“He probably thinks I’m some sort of a cock tease,” I say.
“So what? Who cares what he thinks? What anyone thinks? We’re here to have
fun, right?”
“Yeah,” I say. “But still.”
“Still what? Let him think what he wants.”
“But I’m not like that,” I say. “I don’t care what anyone thinks of me. Who I
really am. And I am not a cock tease. I’m not a bitch either.” I look around. “I’m going to
find him.”

“And say what?” Wendy asks. “‘Oh, you misunderstood; I’m only pretending to
get free drinks’? Sit your ass down. Forget about him. Think about what we’re here for.
We’re on a mission. Of fun.”
“Yeah,” I say, sitting back down. What can I say?
I slump onto the bar. Still, it pisses me off that he has the wrong idea. I am who I
am, not anything else. Now Chris is going to be working with him.
“Fucking wonderful,” I say to my beer.
[Background to second scene: About three years later, after watching several people
reveal sides of themselves that she was not aware of and now “tired of tripping over who
people really are” she and her close friend Chris, who has changed a bit herself, visit old
stomping grounds. Told from Jennifer’s point of view as well.]
After a dinner of chicken flautas, rice and beans, and margaritas at Las Mananitas,
we’re on the hunt for parking closer to Smart Bar. There’s a lot of traffic on Clark Street,
so we start looking for a parking space blocks before Metro. Everything slows to a crawl
in front of its big black doors and glowing marquee. I haven’t been here in ages, and I
miss it.
I remember the time Mercurial Visions played here, which starts me thinking
about Jonathan.
I shake my head.
Chris looks quizzically at me.
I mouth “nothing,” and scan the street for parking, holding my fingers up in
curling quotation marks, invoking parking karma.
“There,” I say, pointing to a space on Racine, behind the Gingerman.
After parking, we walk through the alley between Metro and the Gingerman, and
emerge on Clark and then wave to the bouncer as we walk past the black doors of Metro
and through the gate of Smart Bar. We enter the tunnel. The graffiti skankers and demonfaced boys and girls painted on the passage walls, dancing under the pallid flickering of
fluorescent bulbs, look like old friends. I feel the throbbing rhythm more than hear it.
Then it’s like old times and I’m nineteen and the past couple of years never happened.
Still manning the booth, charging cover, Jennie looks the same with her long, black,
blunt-cut hair, black dress, lipstick, and eyeliner.
I wave.
“My god, we all thought you’d died,” Jennie says.
“Kinda did,” I say. “In Seattle.”
“Welcome back to Chicago,” Jennie says.

Chris hugs the bouncer, and he lets us onto the fenced-in stairs leading down into
darkness. The music thunders. Light splashes intermittently as people walk through
beams of light coming straight down from spotlights in the ceiling. It’s so familiar, like
home. I look down the front bar, and I recognize several of the faces in the light
splattering up from the bar. The light casts deep shadows over them, making everyone
look demonic. I hang names on those I can—Paul, Missy, Mark, David, Sherry, Darlene,
Gray, Bobby V, Rob, Kelly, Lynn—and I wonder if I actually know everyone here. Jack,
the bartender, hands us our beers, Chris puts a fin down as a tip, I suck on the cold brew,
and everything feels good and right.
Chris tells me she’ll make the rounds to see who else is here, and she leaves me
standing in the darkest corner of the bar, where I can watch but not be seen. It’s always
been my favorite spot. I notice people I don’t know. New blood keeping this place alive.
Good to see.
At the far end, Nancy struts up to the bar in a tight, short black cocktail dress.
“Oh, shit,” I say, pulling back farther into the shadows.
She gets several drinks.
If they’re all here, he’s here. I need to get gone. Now.
“Chris, where are you?” I whisper.
Lurking in this deep shadow, I search for Chris, watching out for anyone else
from the band. The DJ has played “Mambo Witch,” “Isolation,” and “Stainless Steel
Providers,” but still no Chris, and I dread that she’s talking to them—to him. Or maybe
she’s dancing. She never dances. Not even when she’s drunk. But she never wore makeup
either.
Oh, girl, where the hell are you? Get back now, I think as hard as I can. Please.
Then someone at the bar recognizes me in spite of the shadows, raises his beer
glass, and nudges the girls beside him, and they wave me over, and now I can’t escape, so
I trudge over, and the questions start like a flood: Have I gotten married? No. Pregnant?
No. School? No. How are the bars there? Some are okay. Night life? Not like here.
I hate answering these questions.
More people I used to hang with pile on, asking the same things, and more songs
play, and Chris hasn’t come to rescue me, and I’m dreading Jonathan finding me here, so
I’m thinking maybe I should simply leave, but I’ve no car, and this is getting very
frustrating, so finally I tell everyone I have to find Chris.
Breaking free from their questions, I weave my way through the bodies, keeping
my head down to avoid being seen by anyone else I might know. I hesitate at the edge of
the glass-block wall separating the dance floor from the main bar. Some Cubs fan who’s

standing next to me starts looking me over. He cocks his head as if he’s going to say
“Don’t I know you?,” so I quickly step around the corner toward the dance floor. The
music grows more intense, the bass thudding through my chest. I search the silhouettes of
dancers thrashing, jackets winging, cigarette cherries carving arcs to the rhythm. No
Chris. Not a surprise. I look down the drink rail fencing off the dance floor. Small
spotlights shine straight down, splashing off the glossy black wood. Trails of smoke
climb the light beams. I scan the people standing behind the drink rail as they nod to the
rhythm and sip drinks. Again—no Chris.
There is only one place left to look in the whole bar.
Making it to the far end of the bar, I can see the back alcove in the far corner—a
large, square darkness. Chris has to be there, but I don’t want anyone sitting in those
shadows to see me.
I just want Chris.
So I steal a look into the alcove. At one of the tables, I see Chris shaking her head,
looking distressed. She doesn’t see me, so I have to take a step forward. Everyone looks
troubled. Nancy shakes her head, and AnnMarie sits cross-armed but then leans down to
listen to Jonathan, who sweeps hair from his lips.
I freeze.
He hasn’t seen me yet, so I drop my shoulders, thinning myself, trying to
disappear into the darkness so I can, quietly, escape.
Then Chris sees me. She stands up, pointing. Following her finger, Jonathan’s
eyes land on me.
“Aw, hell,” I say.
He stands, ushering me to sit, looking very grave.
“He’s dead,” Chris says. She looks stricken.
“What?” I urgently want to flee but feel paralyzed with everyone watching me.
“Good you’re here now. Come on. Sit next to Chris,” Jonathan says, urging me to
the table with a hand on my shoulder. I submit.
Chris leans close. I can see she’s been crying. “He’s dead.”
“What do you mean? Dead?”
“Shot,” she continues.
“Shot? Who? What’s going on?”
“Cops stopped by this afternoon,” Jonathan says. “Questioned me. Unreal. They
suspect a lover’s spat. I think that’s nuts.”
This is all too much.

“Jennifer … I …” he says. He drags his hands down his face, leaving a frown
behind. “I’m sorry. For not seeing things. Everything could’ve been so different.” He
squeezes my shoulder.
In this darkness, everyone at the table looks like a specter, and the music keeps
thumping through my body. Like shades, shapes of people mill around the alcove’s
opening. I feel like I’m in a cave, looking out from the world of the damned.
Chris is hunched over facing the wall. I wrap my arm around her, and can feel her
sobbing. I lead her away from the alcove. In the deep shadows and columns of light, I
steer Chris through the faceless silhouettes as dark-dressed bodies jostle us, waving lit
cigarettes around, the orange glows like tools of torture. The rhythm pounds over cackles,
chortles, guffaws, and bits of conversation. The faces look menacing, leering, and angry.
Smoke rises up the columns of light as if from pits of fire.
We make it to the stairwell. I feel cold air on my face, and I climb up and pull
Chris with me down the hall, through the gates, and into the cold air of the night. It bites
into me. Walking down Clark Street, I shiver. I take the car keys from her.
We’ve escaped, but I need to spend the night beside her—for both of us.
Images of Smart Bar on Facebook
Images of Smart Bar on Twitter
Images of A Perfect Blindness on Pinterest
Smart Bar in TimeOut

