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Then

I SAID
IʼD THINK
ABOUT IT

SOME
TIME
PASSED

WE
FORGOT
ABOUT IT

I RAN
OUT OF
MONEY

B

y now it was fall of 2011. I had been living off my
savings (caddie money) and writing a novel since
May. I lived at my parents’ house in the suburbs
until July, but then I started to clash with my mother and
be mean to her and felt like I shouldn’t live there anymore.
I filled a backpack and came to Chicago and drifted from
apartment to apartment as I wrote the last chapters of this
book.
Throught the summer, I had thought about moving to
New York City and abandoning the Midwest. I visited
New York in July and after flying home, I got on a Metra
train to return to the suburbs. It was the weekend of the
Air and Water Show and there were a lot of drunk people
onboard. I felt like the train was spiraling down into a
tired and dreary netherworld.
I was at a grocery store the next day and the shoppers
I saw there looked like they had been pumped full of
sedatives and issued a wardrobe of bland, baggy, comfortable clothing with which to drift through the aisles of life.
I finished my novel in November but by that time the
winter was approaching and my savings were running out.
I ask ed Paul if he still want ed to hire me to do this
investigation of the parking meter lease. He said sure.

So

And

Then

I MOVED
TO HYDE
PARK

I GOT A
LIBRARY
CARD

I DID
SOME
RESEARCH

I

qu i ck l y d i s c o ve re d , a f t e r t h e m o st s u p e r f i c i a l
skimming of Google, that many articles and many
reports had already been written about the privatization of Chicago’s parking meters.
The Chicago Reader published three, highly-critical
articles. The (former) Inspector General of Chicago,
David Hoffman, wrote a long and technical critque, as
well. William Blair and Company, the investment firm
that put the parking meter lease together for the Mayor,
wrote a report in retaliation to the Inspector General’s
report saying the privitazation was a good and fair deal
and that Hoffman’s calculations were wrong.
The Active Transportation Alliance (the old Chicago
Bike Federation) wrote two reports about the lease, the
first of which was mysteriously retracted, and the second of
which was more or less in favor of the privitazation.
Bloggers wrote about it too (and I discovered there’s
an entire blog dedicated to parking in Chicago called The
Expired Meter).
And Matt Taibbi from Rolling Stone discussed it in
his book Griftopia, and The Reason Foundation wrote a
report saying that the Chicago parking meter lease was a
great example of how a city can get rid of burdensome assets.

As Such

I BEGAN
TO
WONDER

W

as there anything useful I could contribute to
this debat e? There were a few points of
contention within the repor ts - the most
complicated of which was the future value of the parking
meter system over a seventy-five year period (the length of the
lease), the calculation of which is like predicting the future.
However, what most of the writers and the journalists
agreed about was that Mayor Daley presented the lease in
a way that was hasty and opaque and aggressive, and that
the City Council had only a few days to read and approve
the dense, 500+ page proposal. And now, three years
later, the city is receiving one bill after another from
Chicago Parking Meters, LLC (which is owned by Morgan
Stanley, Allianz, and the sovereign wealth fund of Abu
Dhabi) saying they are owed money by the city for one
reason or another (recently, it was for reimbursements for
free handicap parking). Chicago Parking Meters, LLC
just cites its lengthy contract and says, hey, we get a refund
if you close the streets and prevent parking for too long.
However, what’s most egregrious and depressing in
reading these reports is discovering that the money (the
$1.2 billion dollars) the city was paid for the parking
meters is, today, three years later, just about all gone!

M

ayor Daley promised that the money from the
lease would be saved for the future and that
the interest from it would replace the lost
parking meter income (for about 36,000 parking spots).
But no w the mone y’s gone! Gone! Ho w can a
politician get away with this? To rent out the sovereign
land of his city and then to blow the money in a few years’
time? I think this is why I felt uneasy taking this money
from Paul. It’s just so disheartening, to try and give a shit
about politics, especially in this state, and to maybe make
a smart contribution to the public conversation.
I needed the mone y, and I was hopeful. But my
feeling, after reading everything that had been published,
was that something was horribly and dreadfully wrong.
Not with the meter deal in particular (of which there were
several things wrong), but with a general mood hovering
over the city of Chicago, a mood of sleepiness, of
weariness, of laziness, a mood that lets people pay
exorbitant taxes or have a de facto dictator for a mayor
and not get particularly upset about it.
Now it was at this time that I had a dark, disturbing
crisis of my own and felt like I was the one being a hypocrite
and llike I was the one flushing my future down the toilet.

W

hat was I freaking out about? Why did it feel
like I could hear alarms ringing and see red
lights flashing at the back of my mind?
I’m not totally certain, but it seemed to have a lot to
do with finishing this novel and purging its 70,000 words
from deep inside of me. I thought finishing it was going to
be this great relief and make me feel buoyant and free.
Instead, as I completed the last chapter and then tried to
get going on this parking meter stuff, I felt anxieties and
doubts and despair swarm around me, as if a nest of
hornets had just accreted out of the balmy, grim mood of
the Hyde Park apartment in which I was holed up alone.
I worried that I had made a terrible decision in
quitting a corporate career job earlier in the year and
taking time off to write this book. I worried that I had
become a drif ting, aimless, lazy bum, that I was a
mediocre writer and too deluded to admit it, that my book
would get rejected, that everyone else I knew was obtaining
dull but respectable grown-up jobs and earning money and
starting families, while I was munching on sun-dried
raisins and Saltine crackers and watching Netf lix on a
futon, alone and isolated in the dim sad shadows of the
University of Chicago.

So

I HUNG
OUT ON
CAMPUS

I
SHOT
POOL

And

Then

And

And

Then

But

SHE
STOOD
ME UP

I

was going nowhere with Paul’s parking meter project.
I was feeling blocked, stuck, like I couldn’t speak up
and say something meaningful in whatever form. It
was like the feeling I get when I play chess and I think
about a move for too long and then my mind gets cloudy
and I become mentally paralyzed.
It was Christmastime now and I went home to the
suburbs for a few days. I saw an Illinois Christmas
anthology on my parents’ fireplace and I wanted to read
something to distract myself. By then, after the disappointment of the ballerina (who had pink hair and smoked
pretentious, unfiltered, Lucky Strike cigarettes), I was
feeling stuck in an eddy, stuck spinning around without any
currents from the future, any desires or hopes or even crude
and violent illusions to pull me downstream into tomorrow.
There was an excerpt in this Illinois Chirstmas
anthology from Theodore Dreiser. It was a passage about
when he was a young man in Chicago in 1890. He said
he was so filled with hope to be in the city those days.
He wrote: “Chicago was so young, so blithe, so new, I
thought. Florence in its best days must have been
something like this to young Florentines, or Venice to the
young Venetians.”

D

reiser continues about Chicago: “Here was a city
which had no traditions but was making them,
and this was the very thing that every one seemed
to understand and rejoice in. Chicago was like no other
city in the world, so said they all. Chicago would outstrip
every other American city, New York included, and become
the f irst of all American, if not European or world,
cities...This dream many hundreds of thousands of its
citizens held dear. Chicago would be first in wealth, first
in beauty, f irst in art achievement...It is something
wonderful to witness a world metropolis springing up
under one’s very eyes, and this is what was happening here
before me.”
Is it still possible to feel those great, glowing, glorious
things for Chicago that an inspired young Theodore
Dreiser felt 120 years ago?
I returned to the city and at a New Years Eve party I
talked to a guy from St. Paul, Minnesota who had just
moved from New York City to Chicago, for a job in advertising (a job which, when he described it, made him sound like
a robot with Seasonal Affective Disorder). He said to me,
“In New York, people are trying to get shit done.”
That was what I wanted to hear.

So

And

And

And

I STOPPED
THE
PROJECT

I GOT
A
HAIRCUT

I PACKED
MY
BAGS

I LEFT
HYDE
PARK

O

f course, for as much as I’m condemning Chicago
as a lame city that induces deep, crippling,
negative inertia into its citizens, I’m sure I’ll
come back here. My family’s here. My old friends are here.
It’s not a bad place. What could you really expect, culturewise, from a city that’s so far from the ocean, that’s so
nestled into the comfy, conservative midlands of a nation?
What do I like about Illinois and Chicago and the
suburbs? Well: Abraham Lincoln, the 1893 World’s Fair,
Edwin Hubble, Grote Reber, deep dish pizza, Portillo’s, the
DuPage County Forest Preserve system, Fermi Lab, the Prairie
Path, the Morton Arboretum, Chicago Golf Club, Frank
Lloyd Wright, Louis Sullivan, Ernest Hemingway, Saul
Bellow, Chris Ware, The Blues Brothers, Ferris Bueller’s
Day Off, Hoop Dreams, Wilco, Tortoise, the Art Institute,
Siskel and Ebert, the Quad at the U. of I., the Beamer Center
at Wheaton College, the Harper Reading Room at the U. of
C., the library at the College of DuPage, Intelligentsia, Lake
Shore Drive, the Music Box Theatre.
All that stuff is good, but I feel like I have to leave now,
to shove off and row my little Midwestern dinghy toward the
hellish, vain, and swirling centers of energy on the American
coasts. It’s the only way to get home again, I think.
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I GOT OUT
OF HYDE
PARK

And

I WAS
SO
HOPEFUL

now

But

I ASKED
HER TO A
MOVIE

I LEFT
CHICAGO

So

I MET
A
BALLERINA

And

CRISIS,
CHICAGOSTYLE

O

ne day, my buddy told me that his cousin Paul
wanted to pay me to write a report about how
the city of Chicago privatized and leased all its
parking meters to a corporation (Chicago Parking Meters,
LLC) back in 2008. This cousin wanted me to come up
with solid empirical evidence for why that was a bad idea.
He was confident the city didn’t get paid enough money for
its thousands of parking meters and that there was
corruption involved. Maybe the mafia, he said.
This was the spring of 2011, when Paul asked if I
wanted to do this stuf f for him. I said, well, didn’t
someone already write a report about the parking meter
lesae a few years ago, when it was a fresh topic?
Paul said yes, maybe, but his tone of voice as he said
this was skeptical, as if he was quite sure that no one had
really, truly looked at everything with a critical eye.
Paul didn’t seem to consider the possibility that
serious, quality journalism was published by newspapers
and websites and news shows in Chicago, but that maybe
it got ignored and dismissed as a harmless, forgettable,
politically impotent static in the background of the city,
like the orange glow of the sky at night or the rumble of the
“L” trains in the daytime.

I
DRANK
COFFEE
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And

Or

4
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I
PACKED
MY BAGS

THE
PARKING
METER
LEASE
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SHE HAD
PINK HAIR
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