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For Mary-Ellis Bunim and Jonathan Murray, who started it all.

 

For Stacey, who makes everything more fun.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Some characters have been combined for storytelling purposes. In addition, other names and identifying characteristics have been changed for privacy reasons with timelines compressed.




Progress isn’t made by early risers. It’s made by lazy men 
trying to find an easier way to do something.

 

—ROBERT HEINLEIN, Time Enough for Love

 

 

It is only the wisest and the stupidest that cannot change.

 

—CONFUCIUS

 

 

And as usual, what happens next 
is all Carrie Bradshaw’s fault.

 

—JEN LANCASTER, My Fair Lazy BOOK PROPOSAL




PROLOGUE

Sipping wine out of a paper cup, I’m perched on a tall stool across from my literary idol, Candace Bushnell, who’s interviewing me for her Sirius radio show.

This is the single greatest day of my life.

I’ve managed to keep myself together enough to avoid (a) bursting into creepy fan-girl tears, (b) asking if I can please, please braid her pretty, pretty hair, or (c) shrieking, “OMFG, you’re the real Carrie Bradshaw!” but it hasn’t been without heroic effort. I’m mostly holding my own in the interview until Candace tells me she’s totally into Bow da Lair.

Beaux de l’air?

Botta-layer?

Baudelaire?

I have no idea what she’s talking about. Baudelaire—what is that, a kind of sushi? Some superstretchy Pilates move? This season’s must-have stiletto? I am without a single clue. Yet I quickly confirm that I’m absolutely into Baudelaire, too, and then change topics with the grace and dexterity of a veteran White House press secretary. [Or a Lohan family publicist.]

As I try to keep myself from breaking into terror sweat, it occurs to me that I don’t know who Baudelaire is because I’ve become a little bit dumb.

What prompts this epiphany isn’t my dearth of knowledge of All Things Baudelaire. Plenty of smart people are unfamiliar with Baudelaire. [Right?]

What gives me pause is the ease with which I cover up my ignorance. I’m confident I used to be smart, but when I got laid off from an executive position post-9/11, I was no longer tasked to use my critical thinking skills. On top of that, while I searched in vain for a new job, reality television went from being an occasional guilty pleasure to a full-time source of solace. I mean, sure, I was unemployed and broke and I’d totally lost what defined me, but at least I wasn’t one of those idiots attempting to get Married by America. And I never had to ask my friend Nicole Richie if Walmart was the place that sold walls. Reality television gave me an amazing feeling of moral and intellectual superiority without actually requiring any effort past moving the dogs to find the remote.

Although my life eventually improved, [As evidenced by today’s sit-down with Candace.] I never weaned myself off of reality television once I started writing. And at this point I’m so used to not having much interest outside of what’s happening with The Real Housewives of Orange County and in the Rock of Love mansion that I’ve become an expert in faking most other knowledge. Lying about what I don’t know has become my lazy but elegant solution to not acquiring the basic facts in the first place. Because I no longer report to a boss, I never have to take on hard or boring tasks, thus traveling outside of my comfort zone is a rarity, and most likely involuntary.

Frankly, my steady diet of sloth and avoidance has served me well, and I will see no reason to change things... until the unthinkable happens next week, and I inadvertently end up on the New York Times best seller list.

Ten times.

Dude.

What gets me is the sneaking suspicion that I’d be a better writer if my first thought at this unexpected windfall wasn’t “Dude.” So I grudgingly admit that broadening my horizons is something I should work on, but I’ve got to get through this book tour first.

Anyway, our interview eventually draws to a close, and I leave the studio with no idea if Baudelaire is some kind of yogic breathing technique or French-Vietnamese cuisine.

But I do know if I want to be more like Candace Bushnell, perhaps I should make an effort to find out.




To: angie_at_home

 

From: jen_at_home

 

Subject: today’s Jen-point quiz

 

It’s late in the evening and you’re just about to head upstairs, take a bath, and read a bit before bed when you hear a noise in the front yard. Upon drawing the curtains, you come face-to-face with a hipster who’s using your lawn/the corner of your house as a urinal.

What do you do next?

a. You smile and shake your head. Ah, the capriciousness of youth!
b. You frown and shake your head. You don’t like it, but you understand this kind of thing happens sometimes when you live in an urban environment.
c. You call the police, knowing full well if they even bother to respond to your call, the hipster pisser will be halfway through his can of Pabst Blue Ribbon at the neighborhood watering hole before they arrive.
d. You throw open the front door and scream profanities at the hipster, causing the stream of urine to soak his skinny jeans. And as he egresses at a brisk pace, you shout, “Doesn’t matter if you run, motherfucker, because I know where you’re going!”
e. You spend the rest of the evening standing by your open front door, shaking your garden shovel at everyone who’s unfortunate enough to park on your street.
f. Answers D and E.
Scoring:

Award yourself zero points for Answers A-C, five points for Answers D-E, and ten points for Answer F.

Give yourself one bonus point if your shovel is rusty.






CHAPTER ONE

The Rat World/Road Rules Challenge

(Three months earlier)

 

“You are not watching that crap.”

“No, no, I’m not.” My eyes flick back to the screen.

I hear Fletch take a slow, deliberate breath before he says, “From where I’m standing, it would appear that you are.”

Refusing to meet his eye, I counter, “Maybe you have a bad vantage point?”

Fletch is standing in the small hallway between our kitchen and living room, arms akimbo. From what I can see from the corner of my eye, it almost seems like he’s glowering at me. “You’re not watching that crap.”

Breezily, I respond, “Nope, not me.”

He repeats, “You are not watching that crap.”

I peek up at him again. Oh, yes, there’s distinct glowering. I try to hide my smile behind my hand.

“Does emphasizing a different word every time you say it somehow reinforce your message? Or finally make me understand?” I ask mildly.

To the layman, Fletch might seem angry, but I assure you he’s not. My friend Gina says nothing makes Fletch happier than expressing righteous indignation about something trivial. Minor aggravations keep his blood flowing. And since almost nothing makes him more righteously indignant than fine, fine MTV reality programming, I figure I’ll let this play out.

Fletch turns sideways to enter our tiny living room as if navigating between two closely parked cars. A while back I got new couches, and while they’re the perfect size in both height and width, I kind of forgot to think about depth. So unless we want to do the Bump with the television stand, we scuttle in sideways when we enter and leave. [The nice thing about having such a small living room is that the television looks HUGE!]

Fletch eases in beside me on the couch. My odiferous pit bull, Maisy, is taking up most of the space on the other side of me. Fletch starts in again. “Maybe I’m saying this wrong. I guess what I mean is, why are you watching this crap?”

I press PAUSE and turn to face him. “Okay, number one, you sound like my dad, and number two, I’m not watching. I just happened to turn the channel and this was on.”

He wipes his palm across his forehead and runs it down his cheek, his default gesture when he’s frustrated. He’s done it a lot in the fourteen years we’ve been together. But the way I see it, if I get him a little fired up over a nonissue, he’ll sleep better at night. “That’s what you said twenty minutes ago.”

“Why do you care?” I shift away from him and toward Maisy. She returns my display of affection by violently thumping her tail against a pillow. With each stroke, dust motes float in the filtered winter sunlight and little puffs of her stink waft over me. “If there’s something on you want to see, go watch it in the bedroom.”

“That’s not it. I just hate the idea of you wasting a perfectly good Saturday on this garbage.” He turns and begins to scrutinize the action currently frozen on the set. I see a flash of recognition play across his features. “Wait, I know that girl. Considering I haven’t watched this show in about twenty years, that would make her, what? Forty? Forty-five?”

“Something like that,” I admit. “Although technically this isn’t The Real World, which I totally don’t even watch anymore. This is The Real World/Road Rules Challenge, a whole different beast. This isn’t a reality show. This is a game show. Big difference.” I unpause the program.

Fletch stands up and starts pacing in the limited space between me and the television. Every time he veers left, I veer right to make sure I don’t miss any of the action. “But what’s the deal? How can you possibly be invested in these idiots’ lives? How is it they can always run off to some desert island to play tug-of-war? I mean, do they have jobs? Or bosses? Do they go to an office every day? Or are they professional reality show contestants? Are they all trapped in a state of perpetual adolescence? Does MTV cryogenically freeze them between appearances, or do they actually have lives with mortgages and husbands and wives and stuff ?”

“They’re usually not married because that way they can all hook up with each other once they get there.” Then I reflect on other Real World/ Road Rules Challenges for a moment. “A lot of times, though, they have boyfriends and girlfriends who they end up cheating on, like the first night, so that just adds to the drama.”

He curls his lip in disgust. “Pathetic.”

I give him a playful shove. “Oh, lighten up, Francis. [Wait. You don’t go around quoting Stripes twenty-six years after its release?] And besides, I’m only watching because I’m traumatized, and you can’t argue with that.”

To backtrack: a couple of months ago, we installed a home gym in our basement to supplement my ongoing fitness efforts. Because our rental house is more than a hundred years old, the entrance to the basement is a bit of a squeeze. You have to go down four steps and then duck as you walk under the far corner of the house before you can enter the wee little Alice in Wonderland door.

Bringing the boxes of exercise equipment in whole was impossible, so the deliverymen had to spend a solid hour disassembling the components in our garage and carrying them in, little by little. Once inside, the men had to navigate all the random floor joists scattered throughout the basement [Apparently our house has a tendency to sink without proper support.] while avoiding hitting their heads on the low ceiling beams. Every ten minutes we’d hear a loud metallic clang preceding an “Ooof!” and followed by what I assume was the world’s longest string of Polish profanity.

Once they got the components inside, they had to reassemble the equipment in the spots I’d marked with tape. We had to place each item precisely between ceiling beams, or else we’d give ourselves a million concussions every time we used a machine. As it is, Fletch is too tall for the elliptical trainer and he can’t incline the treadmill at all, unless he wants to hunch down. The one time he tried to run on a grade, he got all hunkered over with his back curled and his head jutting out. He looked like a gecko sprinting across the Australian outback.

From start to finish, Operation Home Gym lasted almost five hours. The delivery guys left the basement door propped open the entire time, as I imagine cursing the two Yuppie bastards upstairs is hot work. [Yes, we tipped them big. But they still hate us.]

Here’s where things got complicated. Our creepy old neighbors moved out around Christmas, leaving little in their wake save for the few Green Party presidential candidate stickers they couldn’t unstick off the lamppost. When we watched them load up their U-Haul with stuff one normally doesn’t pack—e.g., countertops, cabinet doors, floor tiles—Fletch remarked, “There’s not going to be a wire, toilet seat, or lightbulb left in that place.” They even took all the garbage bags that they’d been using for windowpanes on their back porch, thus giving all the neighborhood rats unfettered access to the indoors.

But then a developer bought the property and began to rehab it, displacing a colony of vermin. I imagine the rat packs standing on their haunches in the backyard, hurling rodent-sized rocks and bottles at the contractors, like tiny little Palestinians. I giggle every time I picture them wrapped up in tiny little kaffiyehs.

Now, because of all the comings and goings on the day of Operation Home Gym, I locked the cats in the guest bedroom and the dogs in the master. Eventually the dogs had to go outside, so I brought them out to do their business. Maisy’s just as happy to go on a rug, but you know, standards of cleanliness and stuff.

Afterward, Maisy and I were sitting on the couch and Loki was positioned by the ottoman at my feet. Fletch was on a conference call, and I needed to talk to him before the dogs and I went back upstairs. As I huffed, sighed, and generally made a nuisance out of myself while I waited, I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned my head to get a better look, expecting to see one of the cats. Instead I saw something smaller skitter past. My initial reaction was Oh, look, cute! Fuzzy! Pear-shaped! until my brain fully engaged and....

RAT!

IN MY HOUSE!

RAT IN MY HOUSE!

RATINMYHOUSE!!!!!

RATINMYHOUSE!!!!!!!

The rat, looking plump and robust from his two-month stay in the homeland next door, wandered around the corner from the kitchen with nary a care in the world. He’d strolled halfway to the living room before he caught my eye. Displaying zero sense of urgency, he made a U-turn and sauntered back into the kitchen while I sat paralyzed.

Did the pit bull—a carnivore, mind you—notice the rat five feet away?

No.

Did the German shepherd—another carnivore—notice the rat five feet away?

No.

Did any of the four cats upstairs, whose Spidey senses really should have been tingling so much that they were compelled to hurl themselves at the door, make any sort of noise?

No.

Anyway, when the rat and I locked eyes, I inhaled so quickly and deeply that I passed out for a moment.

When I came to, I very quietly informed Fletch there was a rat in the kitchen, in my house, in my house, IN MY HOUSE. Fletch went to inspect, and I mustered every bit of calm I could and dragged the dogs back upstairs before they noticed, as I didn’t want the afternoon to turn into the squirrel scene from Christmas Vacation, with the addition of bloody entrails.

Fletch went into the kitchen, found nothing, shrugged, and went back to his conference call, mouthing that it was probably a mouse and more than likely found its way back outside.

Yeah, like I was going to take that chance.

Upstairs, I Googled “Chicago Rat Extermination” and began to make calls. The first place didn’t believe me when I said my pit bull—part of the terrier family, meaning they instinctively go after things that are terrestrial—didn’t notice the rat, who was practically whipping up a batch of ratatouille in front of her face. I eventually convinced them I wasn’t (a) crazy or (b) living in complete squalor, but it didn’t matter because they couldn’t come until Thursday.

I left out the pit bull part when I called the second place. However, they kept blathering on about their patented no-kill collection process, which I’d normally be all about if the rats were, say, in my alley. Sure! Let them live! Take them to a nice farm in the country where they can run! But in my kitchen, the pristine place where pork chops are served? Not so much.

I talked to a guy at a third place and when I said, “Then he turned the corner and—” he interrupted me and said, “Hey, it could be a she.”

Really? REALLY? I mean, yay for equal rights and all, but is now the very best time to play the politically correct pronoun game? Then he said something about HER being pregnant, and I may have passed out again.

Fletch enjoys being contradictory, so he refused to believe that it was a rat. Because we were dealing with mice (in his opinion), he said we should simply handle the extermination ourselves. We got a ton of traps from Home Depot, set them everywhere, and installed those electronic rodent repellants.

We caught nothing, save for head colds from our repeated home-improvement-warehouse trips in the dead of winter.

A few days passed, and in a brilliant stroke of irony, Fletch was in the middle of lecturing me about how there was no way a rat could be in our house, when something ran across his foot and under the stove.

Seriously, I despise rats but I’ve got to give the old boy [Or gal.] props for timing.

We stepped up our trapping efforts for a while, until Fletch again claimed we were tilting at windmills. [What is he, on the rats’ payroll or something?] He said there was no way any rodent would still be here, what with the six hungry carnivores we keep. He promised me that nothing could survive the killing fields of our house and that the second the guys caught the scent of vermin, their instincts would kick in, and it would be over. Dogs and cats would work together to circle and trap their prey, snapping and tearing and rending flesh before going all Lord of the Flies, putting the tiny rat/mouse head on a stake as a warning to any others who dared cross their path.

Fletch sounded convincing, yet when I looked at the five furry mass murderers, all snoozing comfortably together on the guest bed, I had my doubts. [FYI, the sixth killer was in the closet, curled up on my cashmere sweaters.]

A couple of weeks ago, Fletch needed to access a plug in his little back-porch office. I heard him moving furniture to get to the outlet before poking his head into the kitchen to ask me, “Hey, why do you think there are a hundred pieces of dog food behind the couch?”

“Hmm,” I replied, “I guess maybe because the ratinmyhouse you promised had left? Didn’t.”

That was when my rat-based nightmares started. I saw them everywhere—swimming in the toilet, helping themselves to blocks of cheese in my fridge, hiding in my car, et cetera. I took to tucking my pants into my socks for fear of one running up my leg.

This goddamned creature turned me into Carl Spackler from Caddyshack as I tried to get him with nontraditional means, and by nontraditional means, let’s just say there was more running around the kitchen banging pot lids together than I care to mention.

I decided the reason we weren’t able to flush him [I refuse to acknowledge the possibility of it being a female.] out was because we didn’t know where he was hiding. So, I came up with yet another cunning plan. I spread flour in front of all the places I thought he might be. I figured that he’d walk in the flour and leave little powdery footprints behind him, and I could ambush him in his home.

Again, did I mention the cunning part?

Yeah.

And... here are the lessons I learned from this little CSI: Martha Stewart exercise:(a) Although they will leave a slash where their tail trails (thus confirming their continued presence and prompting me to spray my counters with more bleach) rat feet are too small to pick up enough flour to leave tracks.

(b) Cat feet, however, are not. Would you like a detailed account of every place each of my extraordinarily busy cats walked the night of the experiment? Because I can give you one.

 

(c) Stupid pit bulls named Maisy believe raw flour is the most delicious treat imaginable and will lap that shit up until the combination of flour and saliva glues her jaw shut.

 

(d) Flour, particularly when combined with pit bull saliva, will never, ever completely come out of hardwood. Or leather. Or wool.

 

(e) This is somewhat unrelated to the experiment, but watching Ratatouille will actually not prevent me from being squicked out by the idea of vermin and may [Read: will.] actually cause a minor panic attack whenever congregating rats are shown. And suddenly, my nightmares are sponsored by Pixar.





Anyway, we’d seen neither hide nor hair of any rodent for a couple of weeks, so today I’d let my guard down.

Oh, wait, I have another rat-related lesson:(f) Never let your guard down.





After a rigorous basement workout of scouring litter boxes, I took my garbage bag of doody out the basement door. I walked through the backyard and into the garage, where I opened the door to the alley. I lifted the lid on the big black garbage can the city provides to control the rat population. And it was at this point that I happened upon something gray and furry, snout buried in an old cat food tin, residing in the one apparatus in this trash-strewn alley meant to deter rats.

In his surprise at having been happened upon, said vermin then lunged directly at my head, exactly like they do in my nightmares, before dashing from the alley, through the garage and backyard, down the stairs, and I can only assume, into my basement. Fortunately, my sheer terror provided me with enough of an adrenaline boost to launch a vertical leap worthy of Michael Jordan or a Matrix special effects artist, so the rodent hit me in the parka instead of the puss.

I shudder at the thought of what might have happened if that stupid rat had better aim. “Hey,” I say to Fletch, gently moving him out of the way of the television, “I almost had a rat in my mouth an hour ago. If that doesn’t give me license to watch a little bit of crap TV, then truly, the terrorists have won.”

To: stacey_at_home

 

From: jen_at_home

 

Subject: Can’t come over

 

Hey, we can’t get together tonight because I accidentally made myself sick when I drank an iced latte that had been sitting out for five hours after I forgot to bring it with me to the suburbs. I took a sip and thought, “Hmm, this is warm. Maybe I’ll just add ice. Genius!”

Guess what.

Not genius.

Because milk spoils.

Wish I’d figured that out before I had to spend the evening crying on the toilet.

 

Later,

Jen



To: barbie_at_work

 

From: jen_at_home

 

Subject: Canceling personal training session

 

Listen, I’ve got to bail on our session today. I had a banana for breakfast like you suggested—26 grams of good carbs!—but it was apparently really old and now my small intestine feels all stabby.

I may have banana poisoning.

See you on Thursday?

 

Thanks,
 Jen



To: stacey_at_home

 

From: jen_at_home

 

Subject: oops, I did it again

 

Guess what I did this weekend. Yes, that’s right: I poisoned myself 1.5 times!

The half was the half an omelet I ate before Fletch found out the cream cheese I used expired six weeks ago. (I guess it’s a good thing I told him that it had started to taste “tingly.”)

The whole was when I wanted a BLT but didn’t feel like going out to buy fresh produce, so I just cut off the moldy bit of the one tomato we had. I guess the “bad” kind of went all the way through.

Later!

 

Jen

P.S. I have grave doubts about the antique bacon, too.



To: jen_at_home

 

From: fletch_at_work

 

Subject: Re: my tummy hurts

 

If you e-mail me at the office every time you poison yourself, I’m never going to get any work done.






CHAPTER TWO

(Not My) High School Reunion

Beyond the gracious picture windows, snow falls gently, glistening in the halogen glow of the streetlights. We’ve reached the point in winter when city snowdrifts turn grimy and sharp, held together primarily by a strata of dirt and salt and crumbled asphalt. But tonight, perhaps in honor of the author’s special event, big, airy flakes drift down, forming a thick buttercream blanket that softens the edges of Halsted Street one story below.

This is the perfect place from which to witness the gathering storm. The windows reach from floor to ceiling, but the room is warmed by incandescent lighting and plush rugs. Rough wooden beams span the ceiling and the walls are exposed brick, providing an elegant contrast to the minimalist animal-print chairs and sleek, low tables. Artfully scattered candles twinkle around the room.

Inside the party the guests are equally radiant, as many are glitterati in their own right. The private event is full of important people, most of whom seem to have stepped out of the pages of Chicago Social Magazine to gather in celebration of the author’s newest tome.

Some of the men have come straight from the office and wear finely tailored suits in muted shades of black and gray. Other guys, perhaps the more artistically minded in the crowd, sport high-concept shirts and jeans by designers like Dolce and Gabbana, topped with beautifully battered leather coats.

As for the women, their looks vary—they run the gamut from couture cocktail wear to bohemian chic. The author herself oozes glamour in a crimson wrap dress that appears to be both couture and vintage. And despite the absolute certainty that all the women here will have to trudge through snowy streets later, their shoes are of the open, strappy, and impossibly high variety.

The thing is, tonight isn’t just an event for people who look beautiful. The author’s invited revelers are decidedly academic. Their repartee sparkles just as much as the weighty diamonds on the women’s necks, wrists, ears, and hands.

Throughout the room, snatches of Important Conversation can be heard on a variety of highbrow topics: this season at the Lyric Opera; a new piece of surrealist art by someone named Claude; and the best vintage of Mouton Rothschild. Guests discuss amending sections of Chicago’s municipal code and the risks commercial paper carries because there’s no collateral behind it. The author holds court in the corner by the bar, detailing the ways in which the Italian legal system differs from our own.

At this point, it should be fairly obvious that I’m not the author in question, and this isn’t my event. I mean, my last book release party was held around my tiny kitchen table and in my microscopic living room with everyone drinking Two Buck Chuck, eating bricks of cheese from Aldi, listening to the GoGos, and playing Scattergories. [It was awesome!] At some point in the evening, I went upstairs and changed into my lightest pair of pajama pants because I got sweaty.

So this here? This tonight? Is so not my scene. My friend Stacey, another writer (but not the host), invited me. She keeps encouraging me to mingle so I’m not bored while she says hello to other guests. Unfortunately, small talk is not my forte, unless it involves my hair or a solid rehashing of that time Pumkin spit on Miss New York in the first season of Flavor of Love. (My academic summation? Them bitches be crazy and shit!)

I quietly slurp my Diet Coke and contemplate what I’ll say if I’m asked a direct question about any of the topics floating around in here. I get superanxious when I’m put on the spot about subjects I don’t know much about. What am I supposed to say about municipal code? It’s good? It’s bad? It’s Dan Brown’s new book? I have no freaking clue.

As for opera, the extent of my familiarity comes from Dan Aykroyd in Trading Places saying, “La Bohème—it’s an op-er-a.” Perhaps I should interrupt the surrealist conversation dudes to let them in on my theory that all contemporary art is a huge scam? I mean, last time I went to a museum, there was a barbell sculpted out of Vaseline. Seriously. You think a piece like that’s going to make the curators at the Louvre go all, “Ooh, let’s put the greasy barbell next to the Venus de Milo! Maybe we can even build out her stumps with Vaseline!” Right.

I notice Stacey nodding encouragingly at me from across the room, so I steel myself. I’m determined to at least try... so then I can quit legitimately. I start grinning awkwardly at the people around me, attempting to catch their eyes and be invited into a conversation. But no one bites because I’m pretty sure I come across as desperate and freaky as the chicks at an open-casting call for Rock of Love, minus the boob job and inflamed downstairs lady parts.

This would be so much easier if I were drinking. A little social lubricant would go a long way to make me feel more at ease. But Fletch is joining us later tonight, and I lost the rock-paper-scissors on who’d be the designated driver. Why do I perpetually remember too late that the bastard always throws scissors?

I’m on my third lap around the party [And fourth Diet Coke.] when I hear a couple of professor-looking guys talking about Syriana.

Hey! Here’s my opening!

I saw that movie!

I can join in!

Look at me go!

[image: 003]

So... apparently when two men wearing tweedy jackets with leather elbow patches are discussing the geopolitical ramifications of the creation of an artificial state, à la Iraq, they aren’t looking for someone to interject, “I totally saw that movie! And if you ask me, Clooney really needs to lay off the pie!” They stared at me as though I was insane, and I slunk off back to the safety of Stacey’s side.

I tried, it was hard, I quit, the end. Story of my life.

This deal tonight could be classified as less of a party and more of a soiree. [I don’t actually know the difference, but I’m guessing a soiree includes cheese made by someone other than the Kraft Corporation.] Boring fusion jazz, which I despise, plays in the background. If I want to hear metallic clattering, I’ll wrongly install my pot rack again. I hate jazz so much that I won’t even go to brunch most places. Thanks a lot, Miles Davis. You’ve totally ruined waffles for me.

Waiters circulate with shiny silver trays covered with something yellow and trendy and lovely served on a bed of something green and crisp. Is it a cube of cheddar? Because I’m all about cube cheese! I glom onto a toothpick as the waiter cruises by and stuff the contents in my mouth when I hear someone exclaim, “Ooh, fois gras!” Then I promptly hawk it back up into my napkin and hide the whole thing in a potted plant.

I’m pretty sure no one saw me.

Scratch that: Stacey saw me.

Fortunately, she just laughs.

Even though we get along famously, I suspect I wasn’t her first choice of companion for this evening. She says I’m a bad wingman because whenever we’re together in public and someone weird corners her with something like four thousand handwritten pages about the history of masonry, I run and hide in the bathroom, giggling until the coast is clear, while a good wingman would swoop in and explain to the bricklaying scribe that our publishers don’t let us read unsolicited work. Fortunately, this is a private event, and the only one liable to create a socially uncomfortable situation is me.

Stacey’s having an animated conversation with one of the clever, pretty people about Chef Grant Achatz. She had the twenty-course tasting menu at Alinea in Old Town recently and tried to explain it to me, but I didn’t quite understand all the fuss.

“Molecular gastronomy is foams, like what Marcel kept using on that season of Top Chef, right?” I asked. “Did you eat a whole meal made of foam? Because that sounds gross. What, were they all, ‘Hey! Have some Caesar salad. It’s foam! Would you like a steak? A thick, juicy, foamy steak?’ How about some pie? It’s foam-tastic. Finish up with a cappuccino. (No foam.)”

Patiently, Stacey explained, “There may have been one dish with foam, but that’s it. You know, Jen, molecular gastronomy’s more than just food infused with air. It’s really about changing the chemical makeup. For example, it can take a solid and turn it a liquid.”

“I can do that with a blender,” I countered.

“No, you can puree something, but you can’t change its physical properties. Each of the tiny bits is still a solid. Chefs use liquid nitrogen to make liquids into solids—”

“I can do that in my freezer.”

“—solids into gases, et cetera. For example, one of the dishes was ‘the soup course,’ which was a tiny bubble filled with tomato water. You put it in your mouth, and the second it hits your tongue, it transforms into a liquid.”

I can do that with my teeth—it’s called chewing—but I suspect Stacey is not so interested in my editorial commentary. Instead, I said, “Like the juice on your cutting board after you slice a tomato?”

Stacey considered this for a moment. “Kind of, only condensed and amplified.”

“And you just get one bite? Wouldn’t you rather have a whole bowl of delicious soup?” I asked.

“I might not be explaining this right. Another course was a lozenge made out of pineapple and bacon. What looked like a tiny piece of candy turned out to be an explosive mouthful of flavor.”

I simply shook my head. “I understand the words you’re saying individually, but together as a concept? No.” [Also, “explodes in your mouth” is not really a selling point.]

“Try it sometime and you’ll get it.”

“Sure,” I agreed. But, honestly, why would I spend four hundred dollars for a bacon cough drop when I can get a beautiful, nonexplode-y steak dinner for two at Morton’s for a quarter of the price? No, thanks.

While I shift awkwardly and mainline my Diet Coke, Stacey’s conversation partner eventually drifts away. She turns back to me expectantly, so I lean in to ask her the one question that’s been plaguing me all night.

“Hey, can you smell my feet through these boots?”

Food snobbery aside, she’s still a great friend. She leans closer and inhales. “Nope, you’re good.”

“Excellent. I was worried because the only boots I could find to fit over my stupid calves are pleather, and they usually reek after I stand around in them for a while. I’m just hoping their funk doesn’t permeate the room.”

Stacey gives me a wry smile. “No worries.”

“Although I’m probably one of the only ones in here who won’t lose a toe to frostbite tonight.” Then I suddenly remember why we came in the first place. “Hey! Where’s your boyfriend?”

She stands on the balls of her feet and scans the crowd. “Not here yet.” Stacey recently reconnected with a high school crush via Facebook, and it turns out they’re both friends with our hostess. Stacey hasn’t seen Crush in twenty years, but still remembers how she’d swoon every time he walked into geometry class. Having transferred schools and lost credits, Crush found himself the only senior in a roomful of freshmen, of which Stacey was one. She says she spent the entire semester gazing at him the same way Samantha Baker stared at Jake Ryan in Sixteen Candles.

“I have no idea if I’d even want him as a boyfriend. Adult Stacey may have very different taste than Young Stacey. I’m not wearing Love’s Baby Soft anymore. I’m also not into slap bracelets or white Ray-Bans or asymmetrical haircuts.” Stacey shrugs and looks around the room again. “It’ll just be fun to see him again, though. Hey, wait—there he is!” Crush spots Stacey and jogs over, practically picking her up with the force of his hug.

This? This guy is Jake Ryan? But where are his plaid shirt and work boots and forward-brushed haircut? Is his Porsche out front? And what of his sweater vest? I mean, this dude’s a perfectly normal-looking forty-year-old guy. I suppose he’s handsome enough, but nobody’s heart is exactly going to skip a beat at the prospect of sharing a birthday cake with him on a glass-top table. [Speaking of glass tables, ever notice that all the tables in the Ryan household were glass? Weird.]

Stacey introduces us. Interestingly, Crush shares a name with a famous department store. While we shake hands, Stacey briefs me on Crush’s life and various accomplishments. I learn about his advanced degrees and his big-deal job in human rights law and how he leads a weekly discussion group in an upscale gastro pub about the various ills befalling our fair city, to which I reply, “Your blueberry muffins kick ass.”

His expression is guarded. Maybe it’s a lawyer thing? “Heh. Yeah. You must have grown up on the East Coast.”

“I lived there till I was ten!” I exclaim. “Anyway, are you any relation?”

He gives me a crinkly smile that may have been what fueled Stacey’s crush twenty years ago. “Afraid not.”

“Bummer. I bet you’d get all the blueberry muffins you could eat if you were a department store scion.”

Except I don’t think I said “scion.”

I might have said “cyclops.”

He and Stacey give me odd looks and begin to chat when I’m struck by another thought. “Hey,” I bark, “how funny would it be if your name were Marshall Field? Wouldn’t that be hilarious? You could get all the Frango Mints you want! HA!”

They politely nod and begin to reminisce about high school. Since this is a reunion of sorts, I find it’s the perfect time to recount my favorite scenes from the WB’s series High School Reunion, but neither of them saw it, so no one laughs when I shout K.K.’s famous line, “I want to peel my skin off !”

Damn.

They continue to chat, occasionally grinning in my direction—whether out of genuine pleasure for my company or an underlying desire that I keep my piehole closed, I can’t be sure. I stay really quiet for fear of saying the wrong thing. My Achilles’ heel has always been my mouth. I’m the person who says every single thing she thinks, sometimes to others’ amusement, and almost always to my detriment.

Before I was a writer, I had slightly more control of my mouth, at least in important professional settings. To keep myself from blurting out whatever crossed my mind in crucial client meetings, I’d make cheat sheets. I’d prepare myself for the social-niceties portion of the gathering by researching the company and their top brass. Whenever possible, I forced myself to say ingratiating stuff like, “I noticed the Mapplethorpe photos in the hallway! What a great collection!” and “Congratulations on making Crain’s Forty Under Forty List!” instead of what I was thinking, which was, “Does your receptionist not totally smell like cabbage? What’s up with that?” I turned into my usual abrasive self once back in the office, but on the road, I was golden, and I eked out a successful niche for myself.

The problem is that in regular social conversation, there’s no opportunity for cheat sheets. I’m flying without instruments. Plus, if there’s any kind of spark between these two, I don’t want to derail a potential romance with a comment about how I’m considering Botox injections to keep my feet from sweating. Best to just lock my lips.

Stacey leans conspiratorially into Crush and admits, “You know, you were my Jake Ryan in high school.”

Crush is confused. “Your Jake Ryan... what does that mean?”

“From Sixteen Candles? Jake Ryan was the senior in some of Molly Ringwald’s classes, and she had such a thing for him even though he had no clue she existed,” Stacey informs him.

“Huh. Never saw it.”

Yes!! Here’s my opening! I’ve been waiting for this all night! I mean, I can’t tell you shit about opera or art or law, but I pretty much have a Ph.D. in John Hughes. [RIP, sir. And thank you for making the kind of films that defined my entire generation.] We’ve hit upon one of the few subjects in which I excel, so I unclamp my lips. “You never saw Sixteen Candles?” I blurt. “How is that possible? How could you practically go to high school in John Hughes’s backyard and not see Sixteen Candles?”

Crush flashes a nervous grin while he runs his hand across his stubbly chin. “I don’t know. I just didn’t.”

I continue on my tirade. “Anthony Michael Hall as Farmer Ted? Trapped under a glass coffee table, screaming, ‘JAAAAKE!’ Ring any bells?”

Crush shakes his head. “I’m sorry, no.”

“Come on!” I insist. “Sixteen Candles is a classic coming-of-age film. You weren’t allowed to leave the eighties without seeing it.”

“Apparently I was.” He glances over to Stacey for help but she just shrugs. Wonder if she wishes he was talking about masonry right about now?

“No! Wrong! Think harder! You must have seen it! John Cusack’s first role? The beginning of the Brat Pack? Molly Ringwald as Samantha Baker? And the scene where her grandmother felt her up because she ‘got her boobies’? Nothing?”

“I’m sorry, no.”

“‘Dong, where is my automobile?’ ‘We have seventy dollars and a pair of girl’s underpants. We’re as safe as kittens.’ ‘Now we’re BOTH on the pill!’ Anything?”

“Nope.”

“ ‘I can’t believe it; they fucking forgot my birthday.’ ” I wait for his flash of recognition, but it never comes. “Seriously, nothing? I mean, come on! EVERYONE has seen Sixteen Candles, so everyone knows who Jake Ryan is.”

Crush takes a series of small, deliberate steps back from me. [Yeah, there’s accidental spittle.] “If I say yes, will you stop shouting at me?”

I weigh his request. “Well, no. I can’t understand how you’re unfamiliar with the cultural touchstone that Jake Ryan was for our generation.”

He remains steadfast. “And I maintain that it’s an esoteric reference.”

Okay, seriously?

Them’s fightin’ words.

I fling my purse off my shoulder and whip out my wallet, which is adorned with a giant Paul Frank monkey. [Hi, I’m forty years old. (Ask me about my Barbie collection, too.)] “Listen, I have”—I count—“eight dollars. I have eight dollars that say you are flat-freaking wrong. I’m willing to wager these eight dollars that every single woman in this room between the ages of thirty and forty-five knows exactly who Jake Ryan is. Are you in? Or are you a tremendous pussy?”

He pauses. “I’m not a tremendous pussy.”

“Ergo, you’re in. Scoot.” I give him a helpful shove in the direction of the stunning girls who’d previously been discussing some guy they kept calling Proost. Not more than ten seconds into the conversation, I hear the lone male in the group squeal, “JAAAAAKE!” Crush catches my eye and I mouth, “I told you so!”

Stacey and I watch as he hops from group to group, and I congratulate myself each time he shoots me a sheepish thumbs-up. Embattled cries of “JAAAAAKE!” occasionally puncture the otherwise civilized din of the party.

Crush works his way around the room, and we spy him chatting up a particularly beautiful girl in a raspberry beret.

Oh, honey, Prince called—he wants his cliché back.

Crush lingers there for a while. “Huh,” I remark. “I wonder what they’re talking about. We already got the Jake thumbs-up, which means I am totally eight dollars richer. I wonder why he’s not coming back?” Raspberry Cliché giggles at something Crush says, and they put their heads closer together. Her hair brushes his face, and he casually smoothes it back for her. “So, whaddaya think, Stace, you like him or not?”

Stacey purses her lips. “Definitely as a friend, but I can’t tell if there’s any electricity or not.”

“Really? How come? I mean, he was your Jake Ryan, for crying out loud.” I gesture so grandly that half my Diet Coke sloshes out onto my boot.

Stacey swipes at a stray curl on her forehead and levels her gaze. “Um, because before we got a chance to connect, you and your eight-dollar bet sent him off to talk to every single attractive girl in this place.”

This? Right here? Is exactly why you can’t take me anyplace nice.

“Oh, no! I’m SO sorry!” I gasp. “It never occurred to me that I just provided your crush with the world’s greatest opening line!”

Stacey pats me on the shoulder. “Jen, it’s fine. I’m not mad; it’s funny. But you really are the worst wingman ever.”

I’ve got to make this right. “Want me to help you meet someone else here?” My mind begins spinning. Maybe I can get one of the elbow-patch academic guys to talk to her? I know Stacey saw Syriana because she’s the one who had to explain it to me.

I take a bracing sip of my Diet Coke. Okay, here’s what I’ll do. I’ll find the tweedy blazer guys, and I’ll tell them that Stacey’s not only cute but totally smart because she wasn’t all distracted by Clooney’s child-bearing hips and double chin in Syriana, and she’s actually able to see him as a serious actor and doesn’t just think of him as the guy who starred on the later seasons of The Facts of Life and had that stupid mullet and—

She quickly throws her hands up into the universal symbol for stop. “NO! No. Thank you. I’m okay on my own.” At this point Fletch arrives. He’s shaking the snow out of his hair, and his face breaks into a sweet smile when he spots us.

He kisses me, then gives Stacey a hug. “Hey, sorry I’m late. I had a client issue that took forever to resolve. What’d I miss?”

“I just made an eight-dollar bet with Stacey’s high school crush and, in so doing, accidentally sent him out to talk to every woman at this party.”

Somehow Fletch doesn’t seem surprised by this news. He tells Stacey, “She’s truly the world’s worst wingman.”

“Agreed.” Stacey nods.

“What are you drinking?” he asks me.

“I’ve had, like, nine Diet Cokes,” I admit.

Fletch turns ashen. “Stacey, you can’t let her have that much soda. Ever. You think she’s a handful when she drinks? That doesn’t hold a candle to her with a caffeine buzz.”

But I’m pretty sure she already figured that out.

Crush eventually joins us again, [After getting Raspberry Cliché’s number. D’oh!] and while the grown-ups discuss the mayor’s latest budgetary follies, I discuss this week’s follies on the first-ever winter edition of Big Brother. As they debate the merits of a flat tax, I debate how flat the top ten female semifinalists were on American Idol. While they grouse about their jobs, I grouse about who was just fired on Celebrity Apprentice.

At some point I interrupt my own personal version of Talk Soup to mention the delicious brisket I had at lunch. Turns out Crush hates brisket, and I argue that it’s impossible to hate brisket and that EVERYONE loves brisket and that I now have sixteen dollars [WINNAH!!] to prove it, and before you know it, I manage to turn the argument into a chance for Stacey to cook him brisket.

We hang out for a little while longer until Fletch notices I’m practically levitating after too much soda and not enough protein. The four of us decide to grab some grilled cheeses at Four Moon Tavern, which is now a bonus date for Stacey on top of the brisket date.

See? I’m NOT the worst wingman ever.

We make our way through the crowd to say our good-byes, and I can’t help but notice how almost every conversation in the room now revolves around either reality television or John Hughes movies. I even hear Patches and Tweedy grudgingly admit how much they identified with the boys in Weird Science.

As we head into the snow, I begin to wonder how the evening might have gone if I’d been there with my pre-9/11 brain. Maybe I couldn’t have kept up with everything, but I definitely wouldn’t have brought an entire room down to my level.

On the one hand, it’s funny that everyone got dumber by having been around me.

On the other, it’s a bit of a hollow victory.

from the desk of ms. jennifer ann lancaster

Dear Alderman,

 

Yesterday I said good-bye to my husband and made my way upstairs to get dressed so I could work. But before I got a chance to sit down at the computer, something caught my eye. I noticed chunks of snow and ice flying... almost as if they’d been hurled. I heard the rev of an engine, over and over, growing more insistent. And, despite the room’s triple-paned glass, I heard obscenities.

Oh, so many obscenities.

Four-letter words filled the air in capital letters, with exclamation points, like one of the fight scenes from Batman, the Adam West era.

Our alley had claimed another victim.

I threw a fleece on over my flannel nightgown, stepped into my woolly Crocs, grabbed my coat, and headed outside, where Fletch was in a state of what can only be described as “bitch-panic.” Fletch had gotten his car stuck in an eight-inch-deep ice valley, formed in the perfect storm of snowing, hailing, melting, refreezing, and non-storm-drain-cleaning-despite-having-asked-your-office-twenty-times-to-please-please-please-do-something.

Unfortunately, I was the one tasked with rocking the vehicle rather than the more desirable job of steering, what with my propensity to hit the side of the garage even when the pavement is dry and clear. Pajama-clad, I spent the next forty-five minutes throwing my weight against the trunk while the useless back tires sprayed me with a mixture of road salt, ice, and liquefied kitty litter.

 

Finally, he stopped swearing long enough to remember we had roadside assistance—a service not only included in the purchase price of the car, but also the main argument he’d used to convince me it was fine to get the rear-wheel-drive model—and the nice folks at BMW quickly dispatched Sherpas bearing crullers, hot brandy, and a tow truck. OK, they didn’t bring liquor or donuts, but they did arrive promptly and free of charge.

Later, my husband brought home a big box of pastry to apologize for being all shout-y.

 

So I guess what I’m saying is, the alley drain that you promised was fixed?

 

Isn’t.

 

As I see it, you have two options. You can use your position as Alderman to pressure the city water department to actually do what they said they did, or you can supply me with a nice box of éclairs so I don’t go all Dick Cheney in your office at the next ward meeting.

 

Your choice.

 

Best,
 Jen Lancaster






End of sample
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