


20.

FREYA & DENISE

SEPIA; GRAY

It is morning, but the sky is a slab of wet slate hanging
over Chicago.  Freya and Denise move sluggishly in the pallid aisles of the record
shop, looking out the front windows at the dark gray mural of the world outside, in
winter.

When Freya opened the store this morning, she put on the Red House
Painters.  She sips her coffee and listens.  She chose an album from their early
sequence of self-titled albums: the one with the sepia-toned photo of the bridge on
the cover.  Normally, Freya has little patience with “sensitive boy” music — the
pains and indignities that men select as evidence of their profound suffering seem
unremarkable to her, precious even.  For the most part she prefers classic rock,
male music that luxuriates in its power: give her the motherfucking Rolling Stones,
at least she knows that they’re playing with all the cards out on the table.

She likes Mark Kozelek, the lead singer from the Painters, because he’s
doesn’t reject the rock tradition; he accepts the world his fathers made; he covers
songs by AC/DC, Kiss, Paul McCartney, Yes.  But he slows these songs until a new
emotional landscape emerges from their centers.  It’s like watching someone enlarge
a halftone photo over and over again, coaxing out the previously unseen details, the
hidden forms.  The power of the songs crumbles, revealing an entire somber
architecture of sorrow; and she begins to understand how masculinity could be a
burden, a series of demands and expectations that any given man could not possibly
live up to.  And that helps her, more than the faux powerlessness and wounded
croonings of a hundred other singers, to understand what is going on in the minds
of the men around her.  She thinks, here, of Jakob, of his series of tentative moves
and immediate retreats.

She turns towards Denise and faces a pair of sunglassed eyes.  Even though
it’s a dark day everywhere.  But fuck it.  She’s hit upon a point in her introspection
which she’ll be able to communicate.

—So I got together with that guy who gave me his number, Freya says.
Denise cocks her head but doesn’t say anything.
—Oh, Freya says.  —Maybe you weren’t there.  Some guy came into the

store, I don’t know, two or three weeks ago, and gave me his number?
—Yeah, Denise says.  —I think I remember.
Freya continues.  She’s been determined, for a while now, to reach through

to Denise; she’s willing to reveal parts of her private self, a sort of offering.
—Yeah, well, we got together.  I don’t mean like ‘got together,’ got

together: we just went out for a couple of beers.  But I think he’s interested.



Denise is quiet and still.
—And, you know, I think I might be interested, back.  I mean, he’s OK-

looking.  And, well, it’s been a while since I’ve gotten any action.  I mean, I’m not
like, climbing the walls or anything, but it’s nice, you know, in winter—I mean, it
gets chilly at night, you know?

Denise is thinking. It’s not her intent to be rude with silence.  She is
considering things to say and almost saying them and then clamping down.  The
last person she slept with was Toy, one of her roommates.  His actual name is
“Troy,” but everybody calls him “Toy;” the story involves a younger brother who
couldn’t pronounce the name right.  Toy had come home super-drunk and stood in
the doorway of her bedroom, and he’d asked, in a voice that seemed to come from
a six-year old somewhere inside him, if he could sleep in her bed tonight.  She
didn’t think it was a good idea— she knew he had a girlfriend —but the way she
imagined things would play out if she said no seemed so tiresome.  It was 3:09 in
the morning.  Why not?  She thought maybe he would just lay down next to her and
sleep.  When he began to touch her she realized that she hadn’t really thought that.

They didn’t use a condom.  She’d asked him about that in the morning.
Why didn’t you use a condom? she’d said.  He’d looked at her with shock.  You didn’t say
anything, he said.  I figured if you wanted me to you would have said something.  After a
few minutes he said I figured you were on the pill and when she didn’t say anything he
got out of the bed and shouted why didn’t you say something if you weren’t on the pill?

She doesn’t want to tell Freya this.  Not because she’s embarrassed but
because she doesn’t want to weigh Freya with concerns.  She kind of likes Freya,
and she knows how easy it is to want to care for someone in trouble.

She didn’t give Toy an answer.  Her answer is that it doesn’t really matter.
She spends so much time distancing herself from herself: everything that happens
seems to happen millions of miles away.  She wouldn’t have minded becoming
pregnant.  She can see herself as being the type of person who would put a baby in
a dumpster.  The stranger the things are that happen, the easier it is to feel distant
from them.  She looks at the Red House Painters CD case on the counter, examines
the sepia photo, listens to the air.  There is so little red in this music.  It is all sepia.
The photo on the cover is well chosen, she thinks, as her eyes, behind a layer of
smoky plastic, move over it.



21.

FREYA & JAKOB

LISTENERS

Freya chews her sandwich (turkey on sourdough,
chipotle spread).  Jakob had called her a few days ago: —Are you working on
Friday?  he’d asked.  When she said she would be, he responded: —I’ll be in the
neighborhood; I’ve got a few errands to run?  But anyway, I was wondering if you’d
maybe want to meet up for lunch?  She’d agreed, and here they are.  They’ve just
sat down, next to a guy nattering away on his cell phone, offering affirmatives.
(—Uh-huh, he says.  —Right.)

Jakob looks up from his plate, meets her eye and smiles — for one moment
looks like he’ll begin to start a conversation — then looks back down at the plate
again.  Calling her up this time had been difficult, because he was requesting to
meet with her one on one, without Fletcher’s mediating presence, and he knew
that this would reveal at least a hint of his intentions.  He’s not fully ready to tip his
hand.  He’s trying for a subtle approach.  He doesn’t know that Freya’s been aware
of his intentions for some time now.  She sees him approaching as clearly as she
would if he were an elephant rampaging across a plain.  (What he thinks of as
subtlety strikes her as timidity — if he’s an elephant, she must look a whole lot like
a mouse.  She doesn’t mind this: it’s a pleasant change from appreciation of the nice
tits variety.  Or the chest-stares that she gets with some regularity.  Walking down
the street at night and having guys drive past and blow their horns at her.  Someone
screaming hey, mama from the window.)

Jakob looks up again, gives it a second try, this time gets a sentence out.
—So, he says.  —How’s life at the record store?

Freya swallows her bite of sandwich.  —Not bad, she says.  —I mean,
yeah, it’s a job.  The guy with the cell phone is still going on:  —Yes.  Yes.  That’s
already gone through.  Freya watches Jakob nod sympathetically, but he doesn’t
seem to have anything to add.  She realizes she hasn’t given him very much to go on
yet.  —I’m sorry, she says, —that wasn’t a very good answer.  I’m just having a
little trouble focusing.  She points with her eyes over to the guy with the phone,
who is performing little karate-chops to accompany what he’s saying into the phone.
—Yes.  The paperwork on that went through yesterday.  I’m absolutely, yes; yeah,
I handed it to him myself.

Jakob smiles, mouths a silent ah of comprehension.
Freya leans in so she can whisper across the table.  Jakob leans in too, close

to her now, and some chemical system telegraphs a flurried excitement all
throughout him.  —I just, Freya says, —I just don’t get those things.  I can’t imagine
feeling so . . . self-important as all that.  You know?



Jakob contemplates his response for a second and Freya’s eyes get wide.
—Oh my God, she says.  —You don’t have one, do you?

—No, he says, no, I don’t.
—Thank God, Freya says.  —For a minute I was thinking I was just sitting

here insulting you.  Cell phone users are such assholes, blah blah blah.  That’s totally
something I would do.

—My students, on the other hand, Jakob says.  —They love ‘em.  I have to,
like, make an announcement at the beginning of class to get people to turn ‘em off.
Otherwise I’m in the middle of trying to teach something and, all of a sudden, it’s
like “Turkey In The Straw” starts going.

—Oh my God, Freya says.  —I would flip.  I— seriously —I would have
to kill somebody.  She looks around as if searching for a victim.  —Where is that
guy, anyway?  (He’s up and headed for the door, still speaking into his tiny appliance.)
—We don’t even let people use them in the store.

—Yeah, Jakob says.  —I saw the sign.  (No Cell Phones In The Store Ever!!,
Sharpie-markered onto a square of cardboard.)  —Why is that, anyway?

—Because I would have to kill, Freya says.
Jakob makes a meek-looking face.  —Oh, he says.  After a moment: —I

actually don’t mind them too much.  I find it kind of interesting to see where
they’re appearing and stuff.  It kind of fits in with this project I’m working on.

—Oh yeah? she says.  —What’s that?
—Oh, he says.  —It’s going to make me sound like a big dork.
—Give, she says.
—Well, Jakob says.  —I’ve been thinking for a while about doing this

science fiction thing.  Um, a novel.  It’s kind of based, a little bit, on how we live in
this world that’s like blanketed with communications and transmissions and stuff.
The book—the book sort of imagines that that trend will continue until you can
just pull any kind of information you want right out of the air if you’ve got the
right sort of receiver.

—Wow, Freya says.  —That’s pretty interesting.
—Yeah, it’s got like, telepathy in it, too, that kind of stuff.  Pretty dorky, I

know.  Blame it on too much Dungeons and Dragons when I was a kid.
—No, no, Freya says.  —It actually sounds really cool.
—It’s not too much more than a pile of notes at this point, Jakob says.
Freya snaps her fingers.  —You know what you should hear? she says.

—If you haven’t already?
—What?
—This guy Scanner.  Jakob shakes his head, to indicate I don’t know him.
 —It’s this guy, an electronic musician from London, he goes around with

some kind of handheld device, a scanner, I guess it’s called, and he listens in to
these cell phone conversations.  And he records them and uses them in his music as
a kind of, I don’t know, a kind of texture?

—Wow, Jakob says.  —Um, yeah, I’d like to hear that.  It really sounds
like it would fit in well with what I’m working on.



—I think we have a copy of some of his stuff in at the store, Freya says.
—You should come back with me when we’re through here and check it out.

For just a second he stares at her with an admiration that borders on awe.
He’s always been impressed by people with a wide musical knowledge, and this
moment illuminates exactly why: they have access to the perspectives of all different
sorts of people, and they have the ability to sift through their index of active minds
in order to find a worldview or an aesthetic appropriate to the moment.  He looks
at her and he sees a listener, a personality capable of shift and contradiction, a
polymorphing receiver, able to pick up on any band of the world’s information.
And that flurry of excitement surges within him again.  It is a feeling that he can
not quite identify yet with a single word.



art of bringing the thoughts of a roomful of people into harmony with your own?
(He’ll write that one down, later.)  He comes out on the other side of the tracks,
enters the edge of a bobbing field of pigeons.  They notice him and, surprised, they
burst into the air, as though they are a single thing.



25.

FREYA, JAKOB & FLETCHER

ANTIMONUMENT

ANother Friday night at the Gold Star.  Fletcher has
collected their money and gone up to pay the tab.  Jakob and Freya don their coats,
with a familiar semidrunken struggle.  Freya fishes a crumpled pack of American
Spirits out of her pocket, examines it, and flings it onto the table.

Freya:  Empty.
Jakob:  Kicked.
Freya:  Cashed.  [She pauses.]  Do you realize I’ve been smoking for fourteen

years?  That’s half my life.
Jakob:  You know.  I heard them saying on the radio.  The fifteenth anniversary

of the Space Shuttle Challenger disaster is coming up in, like, a month.
Freya:  Jesus, only fifteen years ago?  That seems like forvever ago.
Jakob:  Fifteen years is half your life.
Freya:  Over half my life.
Jakob:  You just said so.
Freya:  I just— I remember myself then —I was such a kid.
Jakob:  We all were.  I think—[he gropes for the words]—I think that

there’s something important about it; I think it was significant for us for a reason;
it was—it was, like, the first time we realized that the structures of order could
fuck up.

Freya:  Oh, um, no.  I realized that a lot earlier.
Jakob:  Oh?  How?
Freya:  Um.  My dad.
Jakob:  Oh.
Fletcher returns, pulling his hat on.
Fletcher:  What are you guys talking about?
Freya:  Space Shuttle Challenger.
Jakob:  Fifteen years ago now.
Fletcher:  Oh.
Jakob:  Man, I’ll always remember that shape — you know what I’m talking

about?  That shape of the explosion?
They all will.  That glyph of smoke and fire in the sky is written into each

of their brains.  It is one of the characters in their shared secret alphabet.
Freya:  Antimonument.
Fletcher:  You know, I still remember all those Christa MacAuliffe jokes—
Freya:  Don’t.
Fletcher:  “What were Christa MacAuliffe’s last words?”



Freya:  Fletcher, just— don’t.
Fletcher:  All right, all right.  Who’s ready?
They thread through the crowd and push through the door out into the

street.  It has begun to snow.
Jakob:  Hey— it’s snowing.
He looks up.  He has always loved looking upwards into a snowfall.  He

sees a million gray flecks swirling on the black field of the night sky.  A huge and
unmappable thing; every piece unique.


