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“Whole cultures could now be programmed to
keep their emotional climate stable in the same
way that we have begun to know something
about maintaining equilibrium in  the
commercial economies of the world.”
-Marshall McLuhan
Understanding Media
1964

“Keep you doped with religion and sex and TV

And you think you're so clever and classless and free

But you're still * peasants as far as | can see.”
-John Lennon
“Working Class Hero”
1970

*  Omitted at the insistence of E.M.I.
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PART ONE

BARNES AND NOBLE
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Samantha stops in front of a stately shelf in a somewhere-in-America Barnes and Noble, and
reaches. She tilts a book into her hand the same way she’d maybe tilt a box of Triscuits towards
her were she in the grocery store; she opens the book, flips past its title page, its dedication, its
printer’s indicia; she begins to read the first few lines. Something had inspired her to take this
book off the shelf, but before she’s through the first paragraph she’s already begun wondering
what it was. Perhaps the careful arrangement of images and fonts on the cover, the feng shui
utilized by the graphic designer, had caught her demographic eye? Perhaps the words on the
book’s spine activated linguistic associations software’d into her brain, triggered complicated
sequences of mental impulses which became the desire to know more, a desire which translated into
an action, the action of reaching out and picking up the book? Something—what was it—had
inspired her to open the thing and start reading, but now she stares at the daunting gray page of
text in front of her, and she can feel that inspiration (whatever its cause) beginning to degenerate;
she has begun to tire of following the long chains of all those sentences (laid out in their
meticulous lines, like rows of corn in a strange and dreary cornfield) and so at the conclusion of
the first paragraph she closes the book, puts it back on the shelf, and turns her attention back to

the surroundings of the bookstore.
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It's not that Samantha isn’'t a reader. Yes, she was born in 1978, so it’s true that she has
never known a time when TV was not ascendant, and, yes, it’s true that she was raised in rooms lit
by TVs pulsating eyeball, and she had the normal sorts of comings-of-age that those raised by
TV tend to have: at age three she learned Spanish and the basic shapes from the cuddly urbia of
Sesame Street; at age eight she saw herself within the screen for the first time (news coverage of
Santa making a parachute landing at the elementary school, the folks Betamaxed it); at age
fourteen she saw her first penis, a hulking thing belonging to a porn star—she watched it ejaculate
onto a gigantic labia, watched the flung semen progress through air with a geological slowness
(her friend Susie had pressed the remote’s Fast-Forward and Pause buttons simultaneously to get
Extra-Slow; the orgasm took almost five minutes to play out to the final dribble; and Samantha
had watched the whole thing with, strangely, the identical transfixed fascination she’d felt when
she’d watched flowers bloom and collapse in time-lapse sped-upness in Science class). So, yes, TV
tinkered with her formative experiences, gave her rites of passage that she would not have had in a
world with no TV, but the fabric of her attention, woven more tightly than that of many of her
less-fortunate peers, stayed more-or-less intact through it all.  1f she were asked to fill in a circle
on a questionnaire—Do you find reading: a) unpleasant b) somewhat unpleasant c¢) neither
pleasant nor unpleasant d) somewhat pleasant e) very pleasant’—she would fill in the circle for )
completely and she would make her mark dark. And she wouldn’t be thinking of like Grisham
and Grafton, either. She’s just out of college. She majored in Political Science and minored in
Women’s Studies. She read Simone DeBeauvoir’s The Second Sex and found it e) very pleasant. She

read Bakunin’s Statism and Anarchy and found it e) very pleasant.
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But it’s Friday night. And this Barnes and Noble is having its Grand Opening. And for
some reason, reading seems less interesting than looking around the store, exploring this universe
that Barnes and Noble, have planned down to the last detail. Samantha thinks that those twin
divinities have done something even God couldn’t do: they've created a universe that is not only
complete but also infinitely replicable. They’ve composed a system of organizational rules and
economic mysterium and aesthetic order. Turn it on and it manifests itself in the form of a
bookstore, in the same way that God's system manifested itself in the form of the universe. The
difference is that God’s system, the once-and-done creation of a universe, played out so long
ago—even if you take the creation scientists at their word there’s still 6,000 inactive years to
account for. Whereas the Barnes and Noble system manages to open a new micro-universe for
business every four days now, in the last point-five percent of the twentieth century.

Samantha doesn’t believe in God anyway. She believes in the forces of production and
distribution and exchange. She believes that these are the forces that control us, make us or
destroy us, and here, in this superstore, she can see those forces all made concrete, or, more
accurately, made into plush carpet and teakwood and light and the faint strains of classical music.
When she walks up the center aisle towards the glowing promenade of magazines that stretches
across the back of the store, she knows that she is crossing the flightpaths of the invisible angels of
fixed capital and circulating capital. The Plan, symbolized, becomes the temple.

And she knows she needs to hate it. She’s never seen a picture of Barnes and Noble, the
individuals—she’s not even sure if the names correspond to real people—but she visualizes them as
Romulus and Remus, foundlings and founders, their mouths straining up to clamp on the dangling

breasts of the wolf, and she knows she needs to hate them in the same way that the early Christians
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probably found themselves beginning to hate those born-lucky Roman babies the thousandth
time they got ripped to pieces by lions.

But it’s Friday night. If there’s one thing she learned in college it’s this: there may be a
revolution, but it won't happen on a Friday night. And, besides, look: magazines!

How can you hate this system? she asks herself. There’s a part of her brain that still relishes all
forms of capitalism, a part she characterizes as a tiny gnome hiding out in a fluorescent-lit corner
office in her skull somewhere. Just look at what you get, this inner money-loving dwarf says, as
Samantha wanders in a mostly-diagonal line across the luminous piazza of Magazines. Yes, it's
true, right here in front of her she’s got images, thousands of images, God, millions probably.
Pure abundance. She sits down in an overstuffed chair and lets her eyes race from one end of the
semicircular rack to the other, taking in Italian gowns (green & taffeta-looking) and hi-fi stereo
components (matte black & dildo-sleek) and Johnny Depp’s face (white w/ethnic touches) and an
arty photograph (cracked lightbulb, crazy filament: sepia & out of focus) and a dinner roll (torn
in half, textured as an acid trip, the melting pat of butter startlingly featureless, a metamorphic
alien blob) and a slim woman (Gauguin-brown skin, yellow bikini cut to accentuate her pubic
triangle) romping in digital-blue surf at the edge of some island that’s probably got a hundred
athletic shoe factories packed dense just beyond the next ridge. Samantha relaxes in the chair—
ahhh—and she finds that sitting here in Magazines she’s become almost imperceptibly turned on.
She’s not sure exactly what did it. She uncrosses her legs and spreads them a little at the array of
magazines, and her mind parallel-sequences two weird fantasies simultaneously. One: that she’s
inviting the galaxy of images to fuck her with its chromatic cock, and two: that she’s the one who

has birthed these images into the world, that each of them has passed through the parentheses of
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her ilia and the hot canal of her cunt, that she’s the Mother of Capitalism. Her tongue presses
against the back of her teeth.

She thinks, for a pointed and pleasurable moment, about trying to see Dmitrovitch later
on—giving him his shot at pleasing the Goddess of Information; seeing if he can reach the womb
mighty enough to hold all of Materialism—and then the static of guilt disrupts her, she
remembers that she’s here to talk to Gregor, to see if he wants to hang out with the YesMen
tonight, and the fantasies submerge back into the psychological mire they'd risen from.

She’s still charged up though, so she jumps out of the chair, skips lightly from one end of
the magazine rack to the other, and fills her arms with a slippery pile of glossy paper, grabbing
everything that looks interesting. It's the summertime. It's Friday night. She wants to party like
it's 1999. And it is.

She’s wearing a grimy pair of overalls and a T-shirt that says “Donut King” on it and the
magazine on top of the pile says “7 Great New Styles From Milan.” If you pointed this out
Samantha would tell you the thing about 1999: the thing about 1999 is that there’s no paradox
there. She twirls out of Magazines, hugging the pile close to her chest: it's time to go find
Gregor.

There are three authors signing books at three tables set up along the midway. This is
part of the Grand Opening. The first author is surrounded by a tidy crowd of four somewhat
interested-looking people; the second one is talking to a blond woman in a leather bomber jacket
(Samantha suspects it’s the author’s girlfriend, bussed in for the occasion); and the third one has no
audience and in fact is engrossed in reading what appears to Samantha to be a copy of his own

book. She is careful not to make eye contact with any of the authors as she goes by; she doesn’t
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want to see the hopeful glimmer that might appear in their eyes if they think she’s here to see
them.

She hears: “I just love your book. I never knew that ordinary macaroni could be so
versatile.” Cuts left.

She’s in the Bargain Books now. Books under $10. Books under $5. Gigantic tomes of
stock illustration culled from the engravings of the pre-photographic era. Fodor’s Guides from
the early 90s, representations of outdated Frances and Italies and Spains. A book of bad Picasso
reproductions. An opulent cookbook, thick as the Metro Yellow Pages, cover photograph
depicting a Mediterranean kitchen in which every object and surface appears to be gilt-edged—
$8.95!

This is where Samantha pauses for a moment. $8.95? she thinks, that isn't bad, although she
has no kitchen of her own, only the one in Professor Laura McMillian’s house, a kitchen that will
be hers only from now until January. In January Laura will get back from her Visiting
Professorship in Fairbanks, and Samantha will give up the housesitting gig and—uwell—from there
she’s not quite sure what she’s going to do. Samantha gives another longing glance to the hundred
and one radiant copper pots on the cookbook’s cover, then she remembers that the built-in shelves
in the Kitchen Laura’s at are amply stocked with cookbooks of many nations, cookbooks she’s
never opened or even touched, much less used to make a meal, and she figures that investing $8.95
now in a mythical future is probably a foolish way to invest $8.95. In her mythical future she has
the fabulous cosmopolitan apartment of her dreams, full of really snazzy modern cookbooks that
she actually uses to make gorgeous meals, which she serves to her fabulous cosmopolitan friends on

bold primary-color plates that compliment the food and reflect her personal iconoclasm, but
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spending $8.95 tonight, with 25% of her stuff in temporary disorganized piles in Laura’s living
room and the remaining 75% boxed up in her bedroom at her parents’, would not result in her
coming one step closer to her ideal life; it would result in her having one more underutilized book
to cart around when she leaves Laura’s house for good. She recognizes this, and forges on.

She comes out of the claustrophobic discount world. There it is. It opens up before her
like the Pacific opened up before whoever-it-was from what’s-that-year. Airy and noisy. Clean
and well-lighted. Starbucks Coffee.

Samantha takes a quick survey of the twenty-or-so people sitting in the bookstore cafe
and types them—a bad habit left over from her early college days, when making snap judgments
about people proved your quick wit and requisite cynicism. She takes one look at the people here
and divides them up into subcategories. Old married couples. New lovers. New couples, who are
thinking about becoming lovers, and so have come to the Grand Opening because they know
there will be books there (and thus a steady supply of conversational prompts). Weird loverless
guys with strangely bad hair who think that sitting alone in Starbucks brandishing a book on tai chi
or Tantric orgasm will increase their chance of meeting a soulmate. Plus a few normal-looking
people sitting by themselves and—Samantha’s glad to see—reading. They’re reading books that
belong to a corporation, a corporation that also owns the space they’re sitting in, but still, they're
reading, like they just got engrossed in what they were looking at and needed to know more, needed
to sit down with the book and go deeper, with a hot cup of stimulants just within reach. She
thinks she sees one person taking notes. She types this group as the readers, and she feels a faint

affinity towards them which is genuine.
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All the subcats eat and drink, of course, that's why they’re here, to indulge their basic
consumptive urges. Samantha types these people down to what they’re drinking. The lovers drink
coffee, replenishing their energy for the upcoming fuck; the married couples eat carrot cake and
sip decaf; the Eastern-philosophy guys nibble elegantly at phallic biscotti and enjoy glasses of
some kind of murky tea; the couples-to-be are having different drinks, not yet in sync, one has
some froufy thing topped with a dissolving mountain of nutmeg-sprinkled whipped cream, the
other has a bright red granita. Overlooking the rituals is a huge mural depicting a cafe populated
by various literary figures (labeled with their surnames) all engaged in what must be deep and
interesting and fulfilling conversations about books, driving home the time-honored connection
between literature and coffee beverages. Samantha remembers something Gregor, acting in
English-major mode, once told her: that Balzac—whao’s not in the mural—died from caffeine
poisoning: he used to have sixty cups of coffee a day. Barnes and Noble should build a statue.

Samantha notes that the cafe depicted in the mural is sort of German-expressionist, full of
dramatic angular shadows, and is remarkably unlike the Starbucks it hangs over. She tries, idly, to
fit the figures in the mural into the subcategories of the people she’s set up. She can see Kafka all
too easily as one of the unlovable guys in sandals. The others are trickier: would, say, Mark Twain
be settled down happily with Virginia Woolf, the two of them hopping out for dessert after
filing the dirty dishes in the dishwasher? Or would he be whispering nasty bawdiness into poor
Emily Dickinson’s ear, recognizing the sexiness of a shy girl out of her element?

She looks back at the eating and drinking and courting subcategories filling the tables. If
she and Gregor were sitting down together there would be another subcategory: ex-lovers. (She

supposes, to be fair, that some of the couples she’s identified as new-couples-thinking-about-it
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could also be Exes; both categories exhibit the same sorts of tentativity on the surface, but for
some reason every couple Samantha sees looks like a current couple and not an ex-couple.
Samantha supposes it’s because when you're trying to stay friends with your Ex it always seems,
somehow, like no one else in the world is trying the same thing.

Ex-couple, Samantha thinks, trying out the still-new word in her mind. No, Samantha
thinks. Fuck that. Ex-lovers. She thinks of Gregor that way, ex-lover, firmly ex-lover, although he'd
want her to say “ex-boyfriend,” and he’d want her to think of herself as his “ex-girlfriend.” This
Is a semantic knottiness she doesn’t want to be bothered to puzzle out. She didn’t want to puzzle
it out when they were still lovers, either: the missing “ex-" prefix made the problem, if anything,
even knottier back then. In fact it’s part of why the whole thing ended.

Gregor isn’t sitting in the cafe. He works behind the counter. This is his first job out of
college. He’s been training for a week and tonight is showtime.

There he is, busy behind the counter, in his green apron. He hasn’t seen her yet, and she
takes a minute to study his anxious profile. She thinks of him as a lovely rabbit: big feet, beautiful
nervous eyes. She waits until the person in front of her buys their Ghiradelli chocolate bar and
their Davinci soda and then she slips up to the counter while his back is turned.

She says: “Hi, I was wondering if you could help me? I'm looking for The Communist
Manifesto? 1 don’t know who wrote it, but it’s got a red cover?”

He turns, blinks at her, smiles. “I'm sorry, I'm not authorized to talk about anything that
even looks like a book. You'll have to go to the Information Kiosk, ya Commie rat-bastard.”

R

“Hj
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“So this is it, eh?”

“Yeah. Check this out.”

He pulls the name badge, pinned through the apron, away from his chest. It says, across
the top, “Barnes and Noble.” Underneath that it says “Gregor.”

“That's great,” she says.

“Yeah, it’s cleared a lot up for me.”

Someone else comes into line behind her.

“When do you get a break?”

“Soon. You want to hang out and talk?”

“Yeah. I've got some magazines to keep me busy.”

“So | see. You want anything?”

“What can | get for free?”

“There’s a broken cookie in the case. We can’t sell the broken ones. I'll give you a piece
if you want.”

“That’s capitalism for you,” she says. “If you don’t play all you get are the broken
cookies.”

He leans across the counter, looks directly at her. “Truly,” he says, “we are not yet
revolutionaries.”

“This is not your father’s anarchism,” she says.

He goes to get the cookie pieces. She looks at the green circles. Starbucks. A mermaid
with two tails, one splayed east and one splayed west. A woman spreading her legs. Her smiling

head flanked by stars.
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She has nine magazines. She waits for half an hour or so with nine magazines’ worth of gloss
sprawled out in front of her. She has just enough room on the table to keep all nine open
simultaneously and still maintain a small square of space in which to place her stolen cup of coffee
and her saucer with the bits of broken cookie. Periodically, she’ll look at all nine magazines at
once, pulling her attention out of whatever particular article it might have been enmeshed in, in
order to take in the whole. When she does this, the nine magazines generate a kind of magic
square: each image seems determined by its relationship to the ones surrounding it. When she flips
one magazine to a new page she finds, shortly thereafter, that she needs to turn the pages of all of
them, to maintain some kind of harmony, some particular ordered grid.

She flips the pages.

She pairs the bronzed pectorals of a model in frothy sand with a cheerful blue
Volkswagen; she positions a woman in a cellophane shirt above an aerial photograph of
Barcelona’s convulsed streets. With the invisible order reestablished in this way, she can permit
herself to go deep again, to descend into engagement with a page of text for another few minutes.

She is deep in when Gregor comes over, coffee cup in hand, and pulls up a chair.

“I've got fifteen minutes,” he says.

“Sssh,” says Samantha, without looking up. “I’'m trying to take this quiz.”

“What is it?”
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“Marie Claire.”

“What's the topic?”

“How Long Will You Live?”

“How are you doing?”

“I lost big points on the smoking thing.”

“How can you take a quiz like that without writing down your answers? Don’t you have

to tabulate everything at the end?”

nah?”

“I knew if | wrote in the magazine I'd have to buy it.”
“If you really could find out how long you were going to live, wouldn't it be worth it?”
“Nah.”

“Nah? This is the ultimate knowledge we're talking about and you shrug it off with a

“Yeah. Nah. What's the point? What would I do any differently?”
“You really don’t think you'd do anything differently?”

“Let me think. I'd stop paying taxes.”

“You don’t pay taxes. You don’t have any income.”

“Not true. Laura’s paying me a hundred bucks a month.”

“Are you planning to declare it?”

“No.”

“Well then.”

She sticks out her tongue at him and looks down at the quiz again.

“What would you say is my total percentage of body fat?”
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“Well, it's been a while since I've had the opportunity to—"

“You can stop right there, mister.”

“So what are you going to do about a job, anyway?”

“I've still got student loan money left over.”

“You've dtill got student loan money? Jesus. How much?”

“And when that’s gone, I'm going to make a coffee-table book. How’s this?: a book of
photographs of celebrity houseplants.”

“Most houseplants fall short of the threshold of fame generally required to create
celebrity, I think.”

“Don’t play beautiful. You know what | mean. Photographs of the houseplants that
belong to celebrities. Like, you know, Goldie Hawn’s ficus tree, Tom Cruise’s rubber plant. Each
page has a giant color photo of the plant and a little black-and-white inset photo of the
celebrity. A block of text in the margin where the celebrity talks about their relationship to the
plant. The book sells to celebrity hounds and plant aficionados alike. What do you think?”

“Sounds like a pretty crappy book.”

“Look around you.”

“Touché.”

“People get paid to create junk like that. Can’t you see me driving around LA?”

“In a red convertible.”

“With a cellular phone.”

“And a pager.”

“Making appointments with celebrities.”
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“To photograph their houseplants.”

“Living fat off my fat advance.”

“Picking up a giant cocaine habit.”

“Please. This is the nineties.”

“Scientology habit?”

“Perfect.”

“Your hair blowing in the wind.”

“Why can’t this happen? What stops me from pitching this to a publisher tomorrow?”

“Decorum?”

She is about to say something but instead she looks at him. His face makes her bite her
lip. He is the youngest-looking twenty-one she’s ever seen. She knows people who, by
graduation, looked like veterans of a secret war: bits of metal splintering the cartilage of their
faces, bar codes and biohazard symbols and pink triangles tattooed on their shoulders and wrists,
great bags of violet flesh hanging from their lower eyelids. She knows a girl who had the backs of
her legs branded with sigils when she turned eighteen. Whatever tremendous fire passed over
those children, changing them into scarred adults, seemingly spared Gregor: if Samantha had to
use one word to describe the way he looks it would be soft. His expressive lips are soft(she knows);
his hands, magically unblemished despite the bass he plays, are soft; the beard he can’t quite grow

is downy and his face beneath it, again, is soft.
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Seeing this softness in him frightens her. She believes, almost, that he won't survive, that
he has only been lucky so far, and that something—she couldn’t really articulate what it might
be—is going to come along and hurt him irrevocably. He cried the first time they made love. !

How can such a boy survive? Samantha had wondered then, and she wonders it again now,
looking at his pretty, expectant face. How has he even gotten this far?

She didn't like that he had cried; she didn’t want that responsibility; she wanted to think
of lovemaking/fucking as something that was fun and felt good and relieved tension, and of course
she felt close to Gregor emotionally and all that bullshit, but for her the plain act of fucking had
forever been just something that you did, like going out to a movie, only free, and sometimes more
exciting, and yet there she was, on the couch in her mom’s house, with this boy in her arms, smiling
and trembling, with tears coming out of his giant blue eyes. That was only last summer, last
August, when her mom and her mom’s new beau were in the Caymans, but it seems a long time
ago, now.

Gregor is balancing his coffee on his knee—there’s no room on the table—and he’s
tracing the rim of the mug with his pointer finger and not making eye contact with her.

“Samantha?”

“What?”

“Are you sure you don’t want to start the band up again?”

“Oh, Gregor.”

1 Made love—she hates the words. That’s not her way. She wants to say he cried the first time they fucked. But Gregor’s a
boy who can't fuck, if he were to even pronounce the one harsh glottal stop of the word he would just shatter. With her and
Gregor it was always making love, he was always tender and gentle in the exact way the words suggested, and the first time—
she found out later that it was his first time with anyone—nhe cried.
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He’s still not looking at her. “I just miss it. I'm not saying that we have to get together
again—I mean, I'm not saying that we have to be boyfriend and girlfriend again—"

“Will you knock it off with that boyfriend/girlfriend stuff? You know how I feel about
that.” She says this, and she’s sorry immediately, hearing it come, too harsh, out of her mouth.

“Come on, Sam, you know what | mean. I'm not asking for the relationship back. What
I'm asking for is that we just play together. Like we used to. I still get up in the morning and I
practice the old basslines and it just sounds so fucking stupid without you there.”

“I don’t know, Gregor.”

“Come on, Sam. We were pretty good for a while there.”

“Yeah.”

In July of 1998, Samantha and Gregor—the “just friends” Samantha and Gregor—
stretched out on a blanket in the park after midnight and changed their friendship into something
different with one unexpected kiss, which they would later come to call the Nameless
Relationship2. A week before this kiss, they had agreed to form a band, which they called Now
Hiring. It featured Samantha on vocals and acoustic guitar, Gregor on bass. Their entire senior
year they'd supplemented their student loan money by playing shows every other month or so at

Wingz, the non-alcoholic pub in the basement of the University’s Union Building. They got a

2 There had been a terrible fight in Gregor’s bed one night, conducted in angry whispers until roommate Jason climbed
exasperatedly out of the top bunk, informed them that they shouldn’t even bother whispering, struggled on his black pants
and black shirt, and declared that he was heading down to the computer lab to check his e-mail and that by the time he got
back they’d better be done. The compromise they reached, at 3:18, six minutes before Jason came back into the room all

baleful-eyed, was that they could agree to call their social interaction “Nameless Relationship,” or, alternately, “It.”
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hundred bucks per show, enough to keep Samantha in cigarettes and Gregor in indie-rock CD’s
until their next slot on the University Activities Calendar would roll around.

To their surprise, they began to develop a small loyal following, and they’d actually
started to get off-campus; they played one successful show downtown at a club called Access All
Areas (Triple A, in the vernacular). Gregor had expected this trajectory to continue: he’d only
just begun to articulate his aspirations, in the shyest and most effacing of ways, but real hope lit his
face any time they’d talk about the band’s potential future, Samantha could see it. And maybe,
she thinks, maybe seeing that he’d grown invested in that future together was what caused her to
feel that the pressures of the Relationship, nameless or not, were crushing some fragile and earned
independence within her. And so, eight months into the Nameless Relationship, after they played
their March slot at Wingz and lugged the equipment all the way back to Gregor’s townhouse,
Samantha told Gregor that “It”—whatever “It” was—was going to have to end.

He'd exhibited an admirable degree of resolve when she told him she didn’t want to be in
the Relationship any more, but then he asked, in a wavering voice, whether they could still play in
the band together. She dissolved Now Hiring with a single exasperated roll of her eyeballs, and
that was when he cried. He sat right down on his amp and looked at her and let his rabbit face
sag and disintegrate into tearss.

“We were great,” Samantha says. “But you can’t be sentimental about that past.
Remember? We promised each other we wouldn’t be sad? For the sake of the friendship?”

“Yeah, | know,” Gregor says.

“There’s got to be lots of bands around this burg looking for a good bassist.”

3 Jason had walked in then, too, taken one look at the tableau before him, said “I'm going to check my e-mail and then
have a long and powerful drink,” and walked right back out.
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“Yeah.”

“Besides, you know I'm not playing now. Not until I figure out what I'm doing with my
life.”

“I know.”

“We were all just so privileged, you know? All there in our little middle-class college.
We didn’t have to work. The government gave us money not to work. We were being subsidized
to fuck around. Is it any wonder that we all tried to be artists?”

“That’s not what it was about.”

“Look at us. Look at this society. Where is the good art supposed to come from?
People working at Barnes and Noble? How many of the people working here have college
degrees?”

“Alot.”

“You better believe it a lot. They probably all thought they were artists in college and
are now struggling to put in forty hours a week here putting Windows For Dummies on the shelves
and writing their Great American Novel on the weekends.”

“So what? Could happen.”

“It could not. It’s irresponsible to art to try and be an artist in your spare time. What are
you going to end up with? Spare time art. Rainy day art.”

“People need to eat, pay the bills. They need to have jobs.”

“You end up with a society in which ninety-five percent of the artists either produce art

on the weekends or are still in college. A society in which ninety-five percent of the art is either a
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hobby or made by the immature. I'm not going to pick up my guitar again until I find a way to
live sustainably with it at the center of my life instead of a job.”

“I don’t look at playing my bass as a hobby, exactly.”

“Then why are you here, Gregor? Why are you here in the Barnes and Noble Cafe when
you could be at home playing your bass?”

“Because | don’t have a band. Remember? You took it away.”

That ends the conversation for a good minute. Gregor looks down, and Samantha’s
insides are like a slow-motion explosion. Forces point violently in all sorts of directions. She half
feels guilty, aware that what he’s saying is half true; another part of her knows that the band
wouldn’'t work, can't work under the current circumstances of their friendship. In a way she feels
resentful that he’s even asking. The resentment and the guilt engage in infinite recombination,
creating a half-dozen hybrid emotions that all clamor for expression simultaneously, jamming the
switchboard. Gregor seems to be engrossed in picking a fleck of something off of the rim of the
cup with a fingernail.

“Look,” Samantha says, finally.

“I'm sorry.”

“Look, Gregor, I didn’t come here to pick a fight.”

“No, it's me; I'm sorry; | have to respect what you want; | know that.”

“Look, I came here because | wanted to see you—"

“1 have to be getting back soon,” Gregor says. “My fifteen minutes are about up.”

“Look, Caccian and Jason are having people over tonight; I'm supposed to ask you if you

want to come over when you get done here.”
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“Yeah,” Gregor says. “Yeah, | probably will.”

He sips his coffee.

“S0,” he says. “How long are you going to live?”

“1 don’t know,” Samantha says. “I smoke. I'm drinking a cup of coffee instead of a cup
of green tea.”

“I'd sneak you a cup of tea except the bags count as inventory,” Gregor says. “We’'d both
go to jail.”

“How long do you think you could live without buying anything?” Samantha asks.

“Anything?”

“Anything.”

“You could grow your own food,” Gregor says.

“You'd need land.”

“Purchase a lot for a dollar at a government real estate auction. I've heard it can be done.”

“That counts as buying something.”

“So you'd be homeless.”

“Propertyless, yes.”

“Living on the streets.”

“Living in the rural South. Stealing Farmer Joe’s cabbages.”

“Sneaking into peach orchards.”

“One step ahead of the law.”

“Sleeping under the open night sky.”

“Menstruating in time with the moon.”
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“Nice. Wild armpits.”

“Thanks. So: how long do you think I'd live?”

“I don't know,” Gregor says, and he looks at her, as if imagining her feral in Alabama.
She watches him avert his eyes then, and watches the slightly rueful smile on his soft lips, and she
knows he’s thinking about the corpse of the Relationship. Then he snaps out of it, looks at her
again, grins, downs the rest of his cup of coffee.

“I should get back,” he says. “Oh, don’t forget. Sunda