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Chicago is enormous. The life you build here can remain
deliberately small.
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C H A P T E R I

The City Becomes a
Neighborhood
Most people carry the same picture of Chicago. Towers crowding a river. The Loop
under its elevated tracks. A lakefront so long it behaves like a coastline. Traffic, scale,
noise, ambition: a city famous for being more than a person needs. It is hard to
imagine a less likely setting for a small, unhurried life.

That life asks for very little. It begins early, with a run or a walk before breakfast. It
buys what it needs on foot, reads and works at home through the middle of the day,
and spends most evenings indoors with the people it already has. It does not need a
scene. It needs streets that carry the same routine for two or three months without
asking it to become something else. It needs a place to live in, not a place to visit.

Move north from the Loop and Chicago begins to shrink. Along Lincoln Avenue,
where North Center meets Lincoln Square, the towers move to the edge of the day
and an ordinary week becomes surprisingly small. Long blocks of brick two-flats,
bungalows and small apartment buildings sit under mature trees. Parks lie within an
ordinary walk. The commercial avenue runs on the diagonal and does most of the
neighborhood's daily work, and a train line makes the rest of Chicago a matter of
deciding to go.

This book calls it the seam, and the word is deliberate. The seam is not a district with
a border drawn around it. It is where two neighborhoods meet along one avenue and
one train line, and where the city's scale thins into something a household can hold.

Most large cities have quiet neighborhoods. What surprises here is how completely
the ordinary week fits inside this one, and how available the enormous city remains
whenever you want it. The towers do not disappear. They move to the edge of the
day: a train ride away, entered on purpose and left on purpose.
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The Loop from Millennium Park, August 2018. The towers at the edge of the day.

So the book begins where the life does, on an ordinary morning a long way from
downtown.

Start at the door, early, while the side streets are at their quietest. Run toward Welles
Park, or go west toward Horner Park and its riverbank trails. By the time Lincoln
Avenue is fully awake, the run is done. Buy what the day needs on foot. Work and
read at home. If the evening wants company, bring the company home. If the week
wants the lake, the museums or a ballgame, take the Brown Line and go, then come
back to streets that did not ask you to keep up.

The city is still there. It simply no longer sets the scale of the day.
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C H A P T E R I I

The Seam
Montrose Avenue is the line on the city's map. South of it lies North Center; north of
it, Lincoln Square. Walking down Lincoln Avenue, you would hardly notice the
boundary, and that is the point of calling this place a seam rather than a
neighborhood. The life described in this book does not belong to either community
area. It belongs to the stretch of Lincoln Avenue that runs through both, and to the
side streets on either hand.

Stand at the corner of Lincoln and Montrose and the whole arrangement is in view.
Welles Park opens on the northwest corner. The library fills the block on the
northeast. South toward Irving Park Road, Lincoln Avenue carries the supermarket
and the everyday shops of North Center; north toward Lawrence, it carries the older,
more particular shops of Lincoln Square. A few blocks east, the elevated Brown Line
and the Metra embankment run north and south together, and three stations sit
along them at roughly half-mile intervals.
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PLATE 1  ·  THE SEAM
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Schematic; positions approximate. Montrose Avenue divides the two community areas; the
life runs along Lincoln Avenue through both. Shaded: where to place the search.

The side streets are where the life happens. Between the avenues they are residential
almost all the way through: brick two-flats with their front steps and small yards,
bungalows, three-flats, a few newer condominium buildings, and the trees that make
these blocks feel slower than the avenue a few doors away. The grid is generous and
legible, and Lincoln cuts across it on a long diagonal, which is why most errands seem
a little shorter than the map suggests.
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AI-generated illustration of Lincoln Avenue in Lincoln Square; not a photograph.

Place the search, then, in the residential blocks between Irving Park Road and
Lawrence Avenue, close to Lincoln Avenue on either side. The heart of it is the band
between Irving Park and Montrose, where North Center's quiet streets lie within a
short walk of the supermarket, the library, the park and two Brown Line stations at
once. North of Montrose the blocks around the Lincoln Square shops are just as
livable, a little busier near Lawrence, and closer to the best of the food.

The seam has edges, and they matter more than any official boundary. The arterial
streets, Western Avenue on the west, Irving Park Road, Montrose and Lawrence,
carry heavy traffic and buses. The six-way crossing of Lincoln, Irving Park and
Damen holds most of the area's taverns and late music. The rail embankment on the
east carries trains through the evening. Two blocks away, they barely register. From
the bedroom window, each of them can.
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C H A P T E R I I I

The House

What you need
Write the requirement down before you look at a single listing. You need a furnished
apartment or house with two bedrooms and two full bathrooms, available for two or
three months. The second bedroom is what lets friends stay. The second full
bathroom is what makes their stay comfortable rather than merely possible. Without
that configuration, hosting exists on paper and disappears when you try to live it.

What the seam offers
The seam's housing was built for families who stayed, and much of it shows. The
classic Chicago two-flat holds one apartment on each floor, and many of those
apartments have one bathroom. Ordinary two-bedroom apartments in Lincoln
Square rented for around twenty-two hundred dollars a month at the time of writing,
most of them unfurnished, on yearly leases, and many with a single bath.

The second full bathroom usually comes with renovation. Gut-rehabbed flats,
duplexes that join a main floor to a finished lower level, and the newer condominium
buildings along and near the avenues are where it lives. Some of those owners let their
homes furnished, by the month, while they are elsewhere, and a smaller number of
operators run furnished apartments for stays of thirty days or more.

The configuration is obtainable, and it carries a real premium for being furnished and
available by the month. Furnished two-bedroom, two-bathroom homes taking stays
of a month or more begin around three thousand dollars. More polished furnished
stock elsewhere on the North Side can rise well above that, so budget above the
minimum if you want real choice.
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Where to look
Search the furnished and mid-term rental platforms for Lincoln Square and North
Center together, filter for two bathrooms, and set the stay to the dates you need.
Read every listing for the words that matter: furnished, two full baths, minimum
stay, utilities. Many owners post the same home on several platforms at slightly
different prices; ask which figure includes the platform's fees.

Ask every landlord the same questions. Are both bathrooms full? Which floor is the
apartment on, and which way do the bedrooms face? How is it heated, and is there air
conditioning? Is there laundry in the unit or the building? Are utilities and internet
included? How far is it, on foot, to the nearest Brown Line station?

Which blocks
Prefer the side streets. A home on a residential block between the avenues, a few
minutes' walk from Lincoln Avenue and a station, gives you everything the seam
offers and almost none of its noise.

Be careful with anything that faces the arterial streets, sits directly against the rail
embankment, or looks onto the six-way crossing at Lincoln, Irving Park and Damen.
Ask for the street address before you commit, and look at the block on a map: what is
across the street, what is behind the building, and which way the bedrooms face.
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PLATE 4  ·  THE HOUSE
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Also avoid the six-way crossing at Lincoln,
Irving Park and Damen.

The configuration that makes hosting real, and where on the block to find it.

What a good home feels like
The right home is quiet at night, a few minutes from the avenue, and arranged so that
two households can share it without stepping around each other. A second bedroom
at the other end of the apartment, or on its own floor, is worth more than a larger
living room. A porch or a small yard earns its keep from May to October.
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C H A P T E R I V

An Ordinary Tuesday
An ordinary Tuesday begins early. The parks open at six, so a run before then stays on
the side streets, under the trees, past the front steps of houses that are still asleep.
After six, Welles Park is a few minutes away: a loop or two on its path and home
again. On the longer days the run goes west instead, to Horner Park and its riverbank
trails, and the avenue is only beginning to stir when you come back.

Breakfast at home. Then the house day: reading, work, the long quiet stretch in
which nothing needs to happen and a good deal gets done. A block or two back from
Lincoln Avenue, the side streets do not compete for attention. The avenue keeps its
business to itself.

Tuesday is market morning. From seven until noon, the Lincoln Square farmers
market sets up on Leland Avenue, just off Lincoln, and a late-morning walk there
brings back whatever is in season. For the rest of the week's basics, the supermarket at
Lincoln and Berteau is ten minutes in the other direction. Carry it home with a bag in
each hand.

Lunch at home. In the afternoon, if the apartment has grown too familiar, take your
work to the library. Sulzer Regional fills the block at Lincoln and Montrose; on
Tuesdays it is open until eight, and its second floor is a quiet, well-lit room for
reading. It is the neighborhood's second study, and a good one. Walk back through
Welles Park on the way home.

In summer, Tuesday evening has music: the gazebo in Welles Park holds a concert
series on summer Tuesdays, and the neighborhood comes out with folding chairs. In
winter the same Tuesday moves indoors. Swim laps at the Welles Park pool instead of
running the river, and let the early dark send you home a little sooner. The shape of
the day holds.

Most Tuesdays end at home: dinner, a book, an early night. Lincoln Avenue has its
evening life, and it is not hidden. Around the six-way crossing of Irving Park, Lincoln
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and Damen there are taverns, breweries, live music and a comedy room. Farther
north, a stretch of Lincoln Avenue between Leland and Lawrence is given over to
people on foot, with shops, cafés and restaurants along it, and the Old Town School
of Folk Music holds concerts in its two buildings on either side of the avenue. All of it
is there when you want it and easy to leave alone when you do not.

Once or twice a week, a Tuesday includes the Brown Line and an evening in the city.
It does not need to. That is what the seam gives you: a week that works on its own,
and a city that is there when you choose it.
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C H A P T E R V

Running and Walking
Three kinds of ground lie within reach, and each is good for something different.

Welles Park
Welles Park is the nearest and the simplest: about fifteen acres at Lincoln and
Montrose, with a walking path, lawns, ball fields and a green wrought-iron gazebo on
its west side. It is the place for the short run, the recovery walk, and the morning
when the legs want movement but not ambition. Its field house keeps an indoor pool
and a fitness room, open from early morning on weekdays and through Saturday
afternoon, closed on Sundays.

Horner Park and the river
West of the seam, Horner Park is larger, and along its eastern edge it becomes
something else entirely. The riverbank there was rebuilt as a strip of native savanna on
the North Branch of the Chicago River, with about a mile and a quarter of mulch
trails and flagstone steps down to the water. A paved path loops through the rest of
the park. This is the ground for the longer, slower morning, and for walks that want
trees and moving water rather than pavement.

The 312 RiverRun
From Horner, the river path keeps going south without asking you to cross a street.
The 312 RiverRun runs off-road from Montrose Avenue to Belmont Avenue,
ducking under the Irving Park Road bridge and crossing the river on its own
footbridge. On the days that call for distance, this is where the distance comes from:
out along the river, back the same way, with the city reduced to the sound of the
water and the occasional bridge overhead.



THE HOME INDEX  ·  CHICAGO  ·  THE SEAM RUNNING AND WALKING

16

PLATE 2  ·  RUNNING GROUND
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Schematic; the lakefront is drawn at compressed scale to keep it in proportion: a
destination, not a doorstep.

The lake, in perspective
The Lakefront Trail is one of Chicago's great possessions: about eighteen miles of
path along Lake Michigan, open water on one side and the city on the other. From
the seam it is a destination, not a doorstep. The Montrose bus runs east to the
lakefront, and a long Saturday run or walk there is worth the ride. The ordinary week
does not depend on it. Welles, Horner and the river carry the daily work.

When the weather closes in
Chicago winters shut the outdoors on some days, and the seam has an answer within
walking distance. Swim at Welles, use the fitness room beside the pool, and save the
river for the clear cold mornings that make January bearable. Spring rain and summer
storms are shorter; wait an hour and go.
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C H A P T E R V I

Food
Most of what a week needs lives on Lincoln Avenue, close enough to carry home.

The big, unremarkable shop is the Jewel-Osco at Lincoln and Berteau: a full
supermarket, the place for the weekly basket. It is not a place for pleasure, and it does
not need to be.

The pleasure is farther north. Gene's Sausage Shop fills two floors on Lincoln Avenue
in Lincoln Square with smoked meats made in the house, sausages of nearly every
kind, cheese, bread and mustards: the shelves that turn an ordinary dinner at home
into a good one. A few blocks west on Lawrence Avenue, HarvesTime has served the
neighborhood since 1995, an independent grocer with deep produce, imported
foods, a meat counter, and bread and prepared dishes made on the premises. It is
where the neighborhood shops when it wants the supermarket's range with better
fruit.

From spring into autumn, the Lincoln Square farmers market adds the season itself:
Tuesday mornings and Thursday afternoons on Leland Avenue, with farm produce
and the things that only appear for a few weeks a year.

None of it requires planning. Buy for a day or two at a time. The avenue is close
enough that a forgotten lemon costs a short walk, not a car trip, and after the first
week the route becomes a habit that no longer needs thinking about.

Cook at home most nights. The seam rewards it: a good kitchen, a market on
Tuesday, sausages and cheese from Gene's, the week's basics from the supermarket,
and friends at your own table rather than someone else's.
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C H A P T E R V I I

Hosting
The second bedroom and the second full bathroom are what make the home work
for guests. Chicago makes the rest easy, because guests can reach the seam from
almost anywhere without changing planes more than they must.

Arrivals
O'Hare is one of the most connected airports in the country. From the terminal, the
Blue Line runs around the clock toward the city; guests can ride it to the Montrose
station and take the Montrose bus east to the seam, or simply take a taxi, which runs
about three quarters of an hour outside the rush and longer within it. Midway is the
other airport, reached by the Orange Line from the Loop and the Brown Line home,
or by car in a similar time.

PLATE 5  ·  GUESTS ARRIVE

FROM O'HARE

Terminal

Blue Line (24 hours)

Montrose (Blue Line)

Montrose bus east

The seam

Or a taxi: about 45 minutes outside the
rush.

FROM MIDWAY

Terminal

Orange Line

The Loop

Brown Line north

The seam

Or a taxi: a similar time by road.

Both airports by rail with one change, or by taxi.



THE HOME INDEX  ·  CHICAGO  ·  THE SEAM HOSTING

19

Meet them at the station or the curb. The first walk from the train to the house,
under the trees, tells them more about where they are staying than anything you can
say.

What the second bedroom allows
Guests change the rhythm of the house, and the second bathroom keeps the
mornings civil. Give them their own door and their own hour. The seam does the
rest: a morning walk in Welles Park, coffee and pastry on Lincoln Avenue, a market
Tuesday or a Gene's Saturday, dinner at home.

Two or three days, without turning them into tourism
Day one belongs to the neighborhood: the park, the avenue, the library if they are
readers, dinner at your table. Day two can go in: the Brown Line to the Loop, one
museum chosen in advance, the river, an early train home. Day three is for whatever
they came for, a ballgame, a concert, a long walk by the lake, and then a quiet evening
before they leave. Chicago is generous with visitors, and the seam lets you share it
without spending the whole visit downtown.
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C H A P T E R V I I I

Going In
The rest of Chicago begins at the Brown Line.

Three elevated stations serve the seam: Irving Park, Montrose and Damen, each about
half a mile from the next. Trains start at four in the morning on weekdays. At the
weekday rush they come every few minutes, through the middle of the day and the
evening every seven or eight, early and late a little less often. From any of the three, the
line runs south to the Merchandise Mart, about twenty-five minutes away, and then
around the Loop's elevated tracks before turning home.

Treat the train as a door, not a commute. Take it in for what the city does best. Take
it home before the city has asked for more of the evening than you meant to give.
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PLATE 3  ·  ONE TRAIN TO THE CITY

Damen

Montrose

Irving Park
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Belmont
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The Loop around the elevated Loop and home

about 25 min
Irving Park to
Merchandise Mart

THE SEAM'S THREE STATIONS
Irving Park, Montrose and
Damen, each about half a mile
apart. Weekday service from
4 a.m.; every few minutes at
the rush, every seven or
eight through the day.

ALSO
Metra Ravenswood, two blocks
east of Damen: a second way
downtown, and north along
the lake.

Treat the train as a door, not a
commute.

Schematic. Confirm weekend work on the Loop elevated before planning a Saturday in town.

What to go in for
Go in for the things only a great city can offer, and go in for them one at a time. The
Art Institute, the Field Museum and the museums along the lake. A symphony
concert, an opera, a play. The river and the architecture that lines it, walked on a clear
morning before the crowds. A ballgame on a summer afternoon. The lakefront on a
hot evening, when half the city goes down to the water.

Choose the purpose before you leave. Go in for that, eat something on the way, and
come home on the train you meant to take. The towers are at their best seen from the
platform as you leave them.

Going farther
Two blocks east of the Damen station, Metra's Ravenswood stop on the Union
Pacific North line offers a second way downtown and a way north out of the city,
along the lakeshore suburbs. The seam is a good base for the occasional day beyond
Chicago; it is not a place you need to leave.
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C H A P T E R I X

Getting Around

On foot
Most days need nothing else. The supermarket, the specialty shops, the farmers
market, the library, the park, the pool and the post office lie within a walk, and
Lincoln Avenue's diagonal shortens most routes.

The Brown Line
The train is the second way of moving and the main way of going in. Use a contactless
card or a transit card at the gate. Learn the three stations: whichever is nearest the
house becomes yours within a week.

Buses
The east-west buses on Montrose, Irving Park and Lawrence matter for particular
trips: the Montrose bus to the lakefront and to the Blue Line toward O'Hare, the
others for crossing the North Side where the train does not go. For daily life you will
rarely need them.

Metra
The Ravenswood station is for the occasional run downtown or north along the lake.

A car
You are unlikely to need one. Parking on the side streets is shared and sometimes
restricted, the avenues are slow, and every destination this book describes is reachable
on foot or by rail. Rent a car for a day beyond the city if a day beyond the city calls for
it.
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C H A P T E R X

The Seasons
The seam works through the year. It is not equally pleasant in every season, and it is
better to say so plainly.

PLATE 6  ·  THE YEAR

J F M A M J J A S O N D

The season to choose

Winter: the house turns inward

Farmers market, Tue and Thu

Gazebo concerts, summer Tuesdays

Maifest, end of May

Square Roots, July

Apple Fest, first weekend of October

Dates vary by year; confirm before
booking.

How the neighborhood changes through the year. Autumn is the season to choose; winter
works, but it is not the season to discover Chicago.

Spring
Spring arrives late and unevenly. April can be cold and gray for weeks, then warm for
a day, then cold again. By May the trees on the side streets fill in, the farmers market
opens, and the parks come back to life. Maifest closes Lincoln Avenue in Lincoln
Square for a weekend at the end of May. It is a season of improvement rather than
arrival.

Summer
Summer is the most social season and the most crowded. The days are long and often
hot and humid, with sudden thunderstorms. Welles Park fills with games and picnics,
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the gazebo holds its Tuesday concerts, and Square Roots takes over Lincoln Avenue
for a weekend in July. The lake is at its best. Run early, before the heat, and keep the
evenings for the porch.

Autumn
September makes Chicago's strongest argument. The heat breaks, the air clears, the
side streets turn gold and the river trails smell of leaves. Apple Fest closes Lincoln
Avenue between Lawrence and Sunnyside on the first weekend of October, with
farm apples, cider and music. October stays mild more often than not, and
November turns it cold and early-dark. If you have a choice of seasons, choose this
one.

Winter
Winter is the hard season, and it is long. The cold is real, the wind off the lake is
sharper than the temperature suggests, snow comes in storms and lingers, and the
afternoons are dark by five. The seam still works. The supermarket, the library and
the pool are a short walk on cleared sidewalks; the Brown Line runs; the apartment is
warm. But outdoor running becomes a matter of judgment, the parks empty, and the
neighborhood turns inward. A winter stay suits people who like a warm house and a
quiet season. It is not the time to discover Chicago.
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C H A P T E R X I

Practical Matters

Health
You are at home in your own insurance system, which removes the paperwork that
shapes every foreign stay. Swedish Hospital, a teaching hospital on California Avenue
at the northwest edge of Lincoln Square, has a full emergency department a short
drive away. For major trauma, the city's designated trauma centers take the case.

Weather
Pack for the season you choose, and then for one colder. Chicago weather changes
quickly. Layers, a proper winter coat from December to March, and a good umbrella
from April to October cover most of it.

Safety in ordinary use
The seam's streets carry a normal residential life, early and late. Use the ordinary
habits of any large city: lock the door and the bicycle, keep valuables out of sight in a
parked car, and choose a lit, busier route home late at night. The six-way crossing is
lively on weekend nights; the side streets two blocks away are quiet.

Post and parcels
The Ravenswood post office is on Lawrence Avenue just west of Western. For
deliveries, confirm with the landlord where parcels are left and whether the building
has a secure place for them.

Airports
O'Hare is the default for most flights and the obvious choice for guests; the Blue Line
reaches it at any hour. Midway serves fewer routes and is sometimes the easier airport
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for a domestic trip. Leave extra time at the rush for either one by car.

Time
Chicago keeps Central Time, one hour behind the East Coast.
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R E F E R E N C E

Reference

Confirm before booking
Home: furnished; two bedrooms; two full bathrooms (ask); stay length and minimum;
utilities and internet; heating and air conditioning; laundry; floor and orientation;
distance to a Brown Line station; nothing facing an arterial street, the rail embankment or
the six-way crossing.

Transit: Brown Line hours and frequency for your dates; the Blue Line from O'Hare; any
planned weekend work on the Loop elevated.

Library and park: Sulzer Regional hours (a remodeling has been discussed); Welles Park
field-house and pool hours; park hours.

Food: the farmers market season and days; HarvesTime and Gene's hours; the
supermarket pharmacy, if you need it.

Seasonal events: Maifest, the Welles Park gazebo concerts, Square Roots and Apple Fest
dates for your year.

Method Note
Several Chicago neighborhoods were investigated for a residential stay of two to three months,
using evidence on safety, daily life on foot, running, transport, housing, hosting and the seasons.
The North Center–Lincoln Square seam emerged as the strongest residential fit. The full record
is kept in the Home Index archive.

The city does not get smaller. Your ordinary life does.


