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			Raves for Jen Lancaster

			Bright Lights, Big Ass

			“Lessons we’ve learned from Jen Lancaster: Bitter is the new black; Target is the new Neiman’s; pit bulls and surly neighbors are the new Samanthas, Charlottes and Mirandas; and midday whiskey is always a good idea. Bright Lights, Big Ass is a bittersweet treat for anyone who’s ever survived the big city.”

			—Jennifer Weiner

			“Refreshing, hysterical, illuminating! From the title on, Bright Lights, Big Ass is an anti-haute hoot. In a voice that’s charming and snarky, hilarious and human, Jen Lancaster tells the ultraglamorous truth about real big-city living. And it’s better than anything on TV. Jen Lancaster does not teeter around on Manolo Blahniks or have lobster for breakfast. She eats pork chops and Lucky Charms. She dreams of shopping sprees at Target. She works temp jobs and spends too much time Googling things online. She wears footie pajamas. In other words, she’s a lot like the rest of us. Thank God! And this wonderful, sweet, funny book proves once and for all that Carrie Bradshaw and her Sex and the City cronies are big, fat liars. Of course. Of course they are.”

			—Lori Jakiela, author of Miss New York Has Everything

			“Bright Lights, Big Ass is brightly crafted and big on laughs. Jen Lancaster is wickedly funny, refreshingly honest and totally unapologetic.”

			—Caprice Crane, author of Stupid and Contagious and Forget About It

			“Jen Lancaster may be one of the few authors around capable of writing her own sitcom; she’s smart, wry, and never afraid to point out her own shortcomings while letting us into her uniquely funny world.”

			—Melanie Lynne Hauser, author of Super Mom Saves the World

			“Jen Lancaster is the Holy Trinity of funny.”

			—Nicole Del Sesto, author of All Encompassing Trip

			“After reading Bright Lights, Big Ass, I’m convinced Jen Lancaster is the illegitimate love child of Nora Ephron and David Sedaris. She’s simply that great—a genetic hybrid of two of America’s most loved writers. In Bright Lights, Big Ass, Jen Lancaster gives the proverbial ‘finger’ to the Carrie Bradshaw lifestyle trading Barneys, Manolo Blahnik, and Bergdorf’s for her very own shopping Holy Trinity: Target, Trader Joe’s and Ikea, allowing women everywhere to rejoice in their $60 Issac Mizrahi Target coats.”

			—Robert Rave, author of Conversations & Cosmopolitans:

			How to Give Your Mother a Hangover

			“Jen Lancaster is like David Sedaris with pearls and a supercute handbag.”

			—Jennifer Coburn

			“Part Seinfeld, part antidote to Sex and the City, Bright Lights, Big Ass is the must read for anyone who has ever suffered through a regretfully torturous workout with her trainer, a run-in with irrational, perhaps psychotic neighbors, a long-winded, insipid telemarketer or the black hole known as Ikea. (And really, isn’t this everyone?) Nothing and no one is spared from Jen Lancaster’s acerbically sharp wit, as she gives voice to all of the things we wish we could say, but don’t. I defy you not to laugh out loud on nearly every page. Someone give this girl her own show, already! That would be must-see TV.”

			—Allison Winn Scotch, author of The Department of Lost and Found

			Bitter Is the New Black

			“The funniest new author from the blogosphere. A must read.”

			—Jessica Cutler, Author of The Washingtonienne

			“A wry account of job seeking peppered with scathing one-liners.”

			—The Washington Post

			“An irreverent, abrasive, and funny self-portrait.”

			—Chattanooga Times–Free Press

		

	
		
			Bright Lights, Big Ass

			A Self-Indulgent, Surly Ex-Sorority Girl’s Guide to Why It Often Sucks in the City, or Who Are These Idiots and Why Do They All Live Next Door to Me?

			Jen Lancaster

			[image: image]NEW AMERICAN LIBRARY

		

	
		
			New American Library

			Published by New American Library, a division of
 Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street,
 New York, New York 10014, USA
 Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
 Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2,
 Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.)
 Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.)
 Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi-110 017, India
 Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore,
 Auckland 1311, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue,
 Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

			Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

			First published by New American Library, a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

			Copyright © Jen Lancaster, 2007

			All rights reserved

			[image: image]REGISTERED TRADEMARK—MARCA REGISTRADA LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA:

			Lancaster, Jen, 1967–

			      Bright lights, big ass / Jen Lancaster.

			        p. cm.

			      ISBN: 1-101-12841-0

			      1. Lancaster, Jen, 1967–2. Authors, American—21st century—Biography. 3.
    Chicago (Ill.)—Social life and customs. I. Title.

			   PS3612.A54748Z466 2007

			   813'.6—dc22[B] 2006032863

			Set in Bulmer MT

			Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

			PUBLISHER’S NOTE

			While the author has made every effort to provide accurate telephone numbers and Internet addresses at the time of publication, neither the publisher nor the author assumes any responsibility for errors, or for changes that occur after publication. Further, publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party Web sites or their content.

			The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

			Reader’s note:  Due to formatting issues in electronic files, footnotes now appear within the text bracketed and italicized.

		

		Version_3

	
		
			For Angie, Carol, Jennifer, and Wendy, who were there from the very first word and who promise to host an intervention (complete with umbrella drinks) should the need arise

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Author’s Note

			

			
				Sucks and the City

			

			
				Church of the Magnificent Mile

			

			
				The Butterfly Effect

			

			
				All Quiet on the Westerville Front

			

			
				Tuesday Afternoon Drinking Club

			

			
				The Neocon Express

			

			
				The Only Thing We Have to Fear Is Rachael Ray

			

			
				Jen Hollywood

			

			
				Lovin’, Touchin’, Squeezin’ (and Bruisin’)

			

			
				Loathe Thy Neighbor

			

			
				If the Werewolves Are in London…

			

			
				My So-Called (Superficial) Life

			

			
				Loser? Yes, but Not the Biggest

			

			
				I Love the Smell of Cardboard in the Morning

			

			
				Maisy and Me: Life and Love with the World’s Most Spoiled Dog

			

			
				No Molestar The Attack of the Sock-Monkey Pajamas

			

			
				The Holiday Drinking Season

			

			
				The Marquis de Sade in Mary-Kate Clothing

			

			
				Be Witch

			

			
				Acknowledgments

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			These stories are true, and the characters are real, as are the events. However, I’ve changed names and descriptions to protect the innocent and to keep my stupid neighbors from egging my house.

		

	
		
			
				Where skin-deep is the mode, your traditional
 domestic values are not going to take root and flourish.

				—JAY MCINERNEY, BRIGHT LIGHTS, BIG CITY

			

			
				You’re moving to Chicago? Ha!
 You’ll come crawling home the first time
 you bounce a rent check.

				—TODD LANCASTER, MAY 6, 1996

			

		

	
		
			Bright Lights, Big Ass

		

	
		
			
				 

			

			
				
					

					from the desk of Miss Jennifer A. Lancaster

					Dear Carrie Bradshaw,

					 

					You are a fucking liar.

					 

					And for that matter, so are Jay McInerney, Bret Easton Ellis, and everyone else who’s ever claimed city life to be nothing but a magical, mythical, all-around transcendent experience chock-full of beautiful, morally ambiguous people lounging around at fabulous parties, clad in stilettos, and offering up free piles of blow.

					 

					Because, seriously?

					 

					No one’s ever offered me anything more provocative than a cough drop or a hug in my ten years here in Chicago. Which is fine. I mean, I really don’t want cocaine or a threesome. Frankly, I’m too busy trying to scrape up rent money to engage in that kind of stuff, anyway. (But it might be nice to be asked, for crying out loud.)

					 

					My point is you and the rest of your ilk on Sex and the City painted an inaccurate portrait of city life. Most of us don’t spend our days getting buffed and polished at the city’s finest spas and then ripped at the most au courant watering holes. And we don’t hunker down in trendy bistros over $40 breakfasts while discussing spanking an investment banker with Samantha, Miranda, and Charlotte, either.

					Real urbanites are way more likely to have a collection of shopping bags from Target than Prada. The majority are never going to know what it’s like to get a chemical peel by a meaty-armed Swede named Inga.

					 

					And they’re okay with that.

					 

					And you know what?

					 

					I am, too.

					 

					The thing is, although metropolitan living can be fabulous at times, more often than not it’s just me watching reality TV with my husband, Fletch, seeing rats so often I’ve named my favorites “Bitey” and “Señor Skinnytail,” and accidentally reporting the guy next door to Homeland Security.

					 

					In no way, shape, or form does your fictional existence mirror my real urban life and I thought you should know.

					 

					And if you don’t like it, you can kiss my big, fat, pink, puffy down parka.

					 

					Best,

					 

					Jen

					

					 

					

					Dear Alderman,

					 

					I’m writing you regarding the condition of my block on Racine Ave. In the past four months, the amount of garbage littering the street has increased dramatically.

					 

					I’m particularly concerned about the sidewalk area bordering the empty lot on the west side of the road. Last year the area was neatly maintained with gravel covering most of it. Recently it has become a dumping ground for take-out food containers, empty beer bottles, condom wrappers, and this morning, the pièce de résistance, a single woman’s slipper and an old pair of men’s pants.

					 

					I have no idea what’s happening on my block while I sleep, but if it involves someone losing their pants, it can’t be good and I would like you to make it stop.

					 

					Thanks in advance,

					 

					Jen Lancaster

					

					 

					

					Dear Yellow Pages Customer Care,

					 

					I’m writing to inform you of the Leaning Tower of Phone Books you saw fit to station outside the gate of my condo complex last week.

					 

					There are sixteen townhomes in this development. Most of the residents here are single professionals (read fat girls), although a few of us are married or, um, partnered. But in total, approximately twenty-two people live here.

					 

					So, can you please explain the math that led you to believe that sixteen units/twenty-two people require forty-eight sets of White Pages and forty-eight sets of Yellow Pages? Although I understand the rationale of dropping off a few extra books, leaving sixty-four extra is not only patently ridiculous but also incredibly wasteful.

					 

					Should you care to salvage any of the phone books that have not yet been peed on by my dog, I suggest you do so quickly before something unfortunate happens to them, which may or may not involve a book of matches and a bonfire. (And possibly a pair of pants, although I do not hold you responsible for their presence.)

					 

					Looking forward to a speedy resolution,

					 

					Jen Lancaster

					

					 

					

					To: angie_at_home, carol_at_home, wendy_at_home, jen_at_work

					From: jen@jenlancaster.com

					Subject: party over, oops, out of time

					 

					Howdy,

					 

					I wasn’t yet close to most of you guys during my fabulous old life, so you’ll have to take my word for it when I say back in the dot-com era Fletch and I were true social butterflies—not a weekend went by that we didn’t see friends. Our calendars were filled with dates for dinners, drinks, parties, mixers, gatherings, brunches, etc. We were Paris Hilton (minus the skank).

					 

					Of course, now we’re old, fat, and far less liquid, so those days are long gone…which brings me to my present dilemma.

					 

					A nice couple is coming over tonight. It’s the first time we’ve had anyone here since we got our lives back and I don’t really remember how to entertain anymore. Sure, I can still handle the physical aspects of having guests—thorough cleaning, fresh flowers on the mantel, cookie-scented candles, proper lighting, delicious snacks, etc.

					 

					But the interaction aspect?

					 

					Not so much.

					 

					I’m afraid since I’ve used proper conversation skills so infrequently in the past couple of years, I’ve become socially retarded. I fear when our guests get here I’ll blurt something Peter Griffin–like from The Family Guy, e.g., “Bob Crane of Hogan’s Heroes had his skull bashed in by his friend who liked to videotape him having rough sex.”

					 

					Then Fletch will play a Helmet album while demonstrating our awesome new vacuum, a cat will jump on the buffet and lick the cheese, Maisy will crap on the floor, and we’ll call it a night.

					 

					But I’m probably just being paranoid, right?

					 

					Jen

					

					 

					

					To: angie_at_home, carol_at_home, wendy_at_home, jen_at_work

					From: jen@jenlancaster.com

					Subject: party over, oops, out of time, part 2

					 

					10:03 p.m.—Fletch whips out the Dyson.

					 

					10:05 p.m.—Guests remember a previous engagement and leave.

					 

					And you all thought I was kidding.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Sucks and the City

			

			
				I’m clad in my favorite power suit, crafted from the wool of cosseted Australian sheep (of course) and lovingly pieced together by the finest tailors ever to lay thread to silk. My portfolio gleams in an equally polished and manicured hand and my Chanel sunglasses hold back a perfectly arranged coif. Poised on the edge of my seat in the senior vice president of Operations’ office, I’m crushing my interview, or at least I am until he asks the one thing I’m not sure how to answer:

				“If you’re a former vice president, why exactly do y’all want a job gittin’ my coffee?”

				An excellent question.

				For which I have no response.

				I take a deep breath and surreptitiously glance at my surroundings in order to buy a minute. The senior vice president’s office is mostly chrome and glass and skyline, yet it’s not cold or impersonal. Likely it’s because Mr. James, the man behind the title, radiates such warmth. First, his accent is incredibly disarming. How do you not love anyone who says “y’all” without a trace of irony? Perhaps it’s an inaccurate prejudice, but it seems like almost everyone with a Southern accent is nice. With their slow, long consonants, I bet they have a really hard time yelling at anyone effectively. By the time they’d get out the appropriate epithet about goin’ straight to Hades for cutting them off in traffic, the offending driver would already be halfway down the off-ramp.

				This office really speaks to Mr. James’s personality. A couple of deeply green rubber trees soften the light from the window and lush, variegated ivies trail down from the top of his credenza. I read an article once about the effects of plants in the workplace—supposedly they not only clean the air but also reduce employee stress. [Of course, not laying employees off without giving them a reason also reduces stress, but that’s another story.]

				All the surfaces in his office are littered items that speak volumes about his personality. There’s a two-foot-long paperclip chain draped over the corner of his computer monitor, likely constructed during a boring conference call. There’s something oddly appealing about someone who’s not too professional to fidget on occasion. Under a pile of paperwork I see the end of a familiar pink wrapper, telling me he was probably eating Almond Roca before our interview. (I sort of love anyone who thinks there’s nothing wrong with candy for breakfast.)

				Handsome sterling-framed photographs line the other end of his L-shaped desk. Posed on a sailboat is a pretty young blonde girl and an identical older blonde woman, both with big, flashy white teeth, the sun setting in the background. Another photo shows a white German shepherd and a yellow Lab, covered with leaves and mud, smiling those big openmouthed doggie grins, ankle-deep in a creek. A dozen more pictures of happy people are scattered in the corner, with State of Texas and rainbow flags forming an ad hoc backdrop for them all.

				Okay, honestly? I didn’t know you could be both gay and Texan. I mean, come on, Bush Country? It’s a president! It’s a euphemism! It’s heterosexuality on a stick! The joy of realizing my two favorite characteristics could be combined must be a lot like what the guy who invented Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups felt. [Harry Burnett Reese. Because I? Am all about the Trivial Pursuit answers.]

				With his sweet drawl and easy laugh, I desperately want to land this assignment. It’s only supposed to last a couple of months, which is perfect because this will neatly bridge the gap between selling my first book and receiving a check for it. (The book sold based on a proposal, outline, and a few sample chapters, so I actually have to finish writing it by June 1. But I also have to generate enough income in the interim to keep my lights on, so here I am.)

				I envision him and me gossiping like sorority girls after the oddly clad chief executive officer stops by his office. Seriously, I’ve seen this man on CNBC and, damn. I don’t care what Marc Jacobs says, there’s no good way to pair windowpane plaid, vests, and stripes together [Gentlemen, a bit of advice, if I may? The fine staff at Brooks Brothers will never allow you to leave the store looking like a well-tailored rodeo clown. Just so you know.] without appearing to have stepped straight off the set of Newsies. “He’s the CEO?” I’d ask. “Pfft, not in those pants he’s not,” Mr. James would reply. Then we’d explode into a fit of giggles before tottering off for a lunch that included a lot of wine.

				Not only do I want this man for my boss, I yearn for him to be my boy-friend. Which, for those of us happily married, should never be confused with “boyfriend.” The former includes having slushy fruit drinks while singing show tunes at Sidetracks and a penchant for J-Lo movies, the latter a vow-violating touching of one another’s goodies. But the thing is, I’m afraid if I can’t answer this question properly, it’s never going to happen.

				Even without the boss, this is a choice assignment on its own merits. My recruiter told me the assistant is essentially there to answer the CEO’s call if Mr. James is on another line. Otherwise, he’s almost entirely self-sufficient. He does need someone to get his coffee, but only because he’s got arthritis in his ankles. The last girl who worked here managed to arrange her whole wedding from the desk, with the boss’s blessing. [And he even bought her a toaster off her Williams-Sonoma registry!] I practically salivated when she described all the uninterrupted time I’d have to write.

				I shift uncomfortably in my chair while beaming the glazed, terrified smile of a Miss America contestant who’s completely forgotten her platform after having dropped her flaming baton. Was it AIDS? Animals? Animals with AIDS? And do you think the judge will hold his second-degree burns against me? Shit!

				At this point I should mention that the portfolio’s pleather, that my fake Chanel sunglasses are strategically placed to cover up my overblown roots, and that the outfit’s an ill-fitting reminder of the brief period in the dot-com days when I was rich. What used to be an Italian power suit is now a lethal weapon—one wrong inhale and hand-tooled ivory buttons will blast off my chest like buckshot. As my chances of working with this darling man will greatly diminish should a wayward endangered toggle accidentally blind him, I breathe in rapid, shallow gasps and mull over an appropriate answer.

				Naturally, I can’t fault him for asking. I mean, why would a former associate vice president be interviewing for a temporary assistant’s position? Especially since back in the day I was a Prada-toting, insult-hurling, penthouse-dwelling smartass with my own pack of assistants ready to procure my hot beverages on demand. [Vanilla latte, full fat, extra foamy, two Equals, and make it snappy. Ooh, and get me a maple scone, too!] I made important decisions, closed huge deals, and single-handedly kept the Nordstrom shoe department in business. However, after a particularly virulent (and not undeserved) bout of unemployment my world was forever altered. Due to my own arrogance [Read stupidity.] I didn’t realize until far too late it was a bad idea to tell potential employers, “I don’t get out of bed for less than $10,000 a month.” Particularly since (a) we were in a recession at the time, and (b) with a bachelor’s degree in political science, my only real skill was ordering people to bring me those lattes.

				Eventually, the economy turned around and I was given a choice: go back to the business world or pursue a writing career. I went with the option that included working in polar-bear-print pajamas.

				Mr. James senses my discomfort and smiles at me in encouragement. He leans forward and raises his eyebrows, the same way he would if we were having lunch and he simply couldn’t wait to hear what juicy detail I might dish next. His sensitivity and geniality prove too much and I feel the word-vomit bubbling up in the back of my throat. Much as I try to stop the sound from spurting out of my mouth, I am wholly unsuccessful.

				“Mr. James,” I bleat, “I’ve got to be honest—”

				“Aw, Jen, please call me Skip,” he interjects.

				“Okay, um, Skip.” After temping and being in a subordinate position for so long, it feels strange to be allowed to call someone by their given name again. “Do you know Carrie Bradshaw?”

				“Personally, or do you mean the character from Sex and the City?”

				“The character.”

				“Well, I guess so, yes.” His accent is so twee and cute it makes me want to put him in corduroy overalls and place him on a shelf. Yaa-iss.

				“Here’s the thing—Carrie Bradshaw is a fu—, I mean, a damn”—I cough—“ahem, a dang liar. Seriously, she lives in a chichi part of town in a great apartment and has forty thousand dollars’ worth of shoes. She’s forever out having drinks with her friends and she’s not the kind of girl who goes to Dollar Beer Night at a seedy sports bar. She’s all ‘top shelf or don’t bother, please.’ Plus, every time a trendy restaurant opens? She’s there, and you know they’re the twenty-five-dollars-and-that’s-just-the-dollop-of-goat-cheese-appetizer kind of places. She doesn’t cook and buys all her meals out. She keeps sweaters in her oven, you know.” I pause and catch a breath before another wave of verbal diarrhea hits.

				“I watch the show on occasion, but I’m afraid I don’t follow.”

				“Think about it—what does she do for a living?”

				“She, um, has that column, right? About datin’ and sex?” Say-ekks.

				“Ding, ding, ding, yes! She’s a writer. And she has/does all this cool stuff and she’s not drowning in credit card debt, nor does she, you know, shake it on the side for extra cash. Although I bet Samantha would, if something happened to her PR agency. Miranda, too. My theory is she’s dirtier than people think. A nice girl would never dye her hair that garish red. Although, really, their lives make me a little crazy. You’d think sometimes they’d just want to stay in and eat Raisinettes and watch old episodes of Mystery Science Theater 3000 while tucked under a fluffy down comforter. All that grooming and trawling must get exhausting. Sometimes I want to yell at them, ‘Hey! Stay home tonight for once! Balthazar will still be there tomorrow! Put a mask on, read something trashy in the tub, or, like, go take a pottery class. Slow down!’ They’re exhausted; no wonder they all look like they’ve served prison time on that show.”

				He nods and drawls, “I have no idea where you’re going with this, but I’m certainly interested to find out.”

				“The point is Carrie Bradshaw set highly unrealistic expectations. I thought when I sold my book I’d have hundred-dollar bills hanging out of my pockets and it would be me commanding the best table at Balthy, sucking down their deep-cupped Goose Point Oysters, sipping Pol Roger Cuvée Sir Winston Churchill Brut ’95. Or, if not rich, at least as cool as Carrie is so I’d make the kind of rich friends who’d have that kind of clout. Shoot, Mr. Big was probably always buying, you know? At the least, I figured I’d be able to live in the city without having to take mindlessly mortifying temp jobs before I get my advance check. But that’s not reality.”

				“It’s not?”

				“Oh, hel—I mean, heck no. Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled to have sold my book. But I still have to make some money so I can continue to live indoors until I get my first check.”

				“Have y’all been tempin’ for a while? Aren’t most assignments kinda like this one?”

				“Yeah”—I laugh bitterly—“right.”

				“Are they so bad?” He makes “bad” into a multisyllable word—bay-ya-duh.

				“Are you really interested or are you just humoring me because you think I’m unhinged and may go all Dick Cheney on you?”

				He shakes his head. “Not sure yet. There’s a possibility for this to go either way. Whyn’t you tell me about some of them jobs and then I’ll let y’all know?”

				“Fair enough. Okay, so, after an entire year of working terrible and ridiculous temp jobs and putting together my book proposal, I’m ready for an enjoyable assignment. My recruiter tells me about this high-level, use-my-brain type of job at an architecture firm, and I’m like, ‘Yes! Finally, a challenge!’”

				“And was it?”

				“If by ‘challenge’ you mean physically moving and sorting ninety filing cabinets full of musty, moldering, water-stained blueprints in the one part of the building without air conditioning, then yes. FYI? If you’re looking for a manual laborer, the overweight, surly, ex–sorority girl wearing pearls may not be the best candidate.” [Seriously, I’m so lazy that many a time I’ve considered whizzing in our kitchen sink rather than climbing the stairs to our bathroom on the second floor.]

				He chuckles and nods for me to continue.

				“Anyway, when I wasn’t busy hauling heavy, dirty things from Point A to Point B, my twenty-six-year-old, fresh-out-of-B-school boss enjoyed barking new and impossible tasks at me. Which was fun. Especially when I wasn’t given tools to complete said tasks. For example, Little Miss MBA demanded I order more metal inserts for those fetid file drawers.”

				“That’s not so awful, right?” he asks, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his sleek glass desk. He lowers his chin to his hands, still rapt with attention. His lips curve up and his smile makes his eyes all crinkly. I already adore this man—he’s darling! Like I want to dress him in corduroy overalls and place him on a shelf in my bedroom.

				“Correction—the custom-made file drawers. About which I had no manufacturing information. Or system upon which I could order them. Or official authorization to access said system if, in fact, one even existed. Or method to pay for the inserts, had I been able to track down the mystery drawers, gained access to said ordering system, and learned how to operate it. My only resource was the girl? Who used to hold that job? And ended every sentence? In the middle of a phrase? With a question mark?” [Do you care to guess? How helpful she was?]

				He covers his chin and mouth to suppress a grin.

				“However, the beauty of being a temp is the ability to say with a straight face, ‘Yes, I absolutely ordered them,’ before dancing out of the building for the last time.” [Bonus superiority points awarded if you leave without stealing any office supplies.]

				“What’d y’all do before that?” They-ya-tuh.

				“Prior to ordering imaginary items for architects, I had a short-term gig in the legal department of a company. This assignment wasn’t so bad—a little collating, some filing, a bit of calendar management, and enough watercooler chat about last night’s episode of American Idol to keep me if not happy, then at least relatively satisfied.”

				“That sounds kinda nice.”

				I agree. “Actually, it was, at least until the day the chief corporate counsel came back from his vacation. Prior to my arrival and his horrifically hairy-backed, Speedo-clad holiday in the south of France—by the way, I saw the photos and I’m blind now—”

				Skip snorts a bit of coffee onto his French cuff. Without thinking, I grab a Starbucks napkin from his desk, dip it in my water glass, and hand it back to him.

				“Start blotting. You don’t want the stain to set. Anyway, the chief counsel had shipped four hundred thirty-page contracts to a client. Although he’d overnighted these documents, his client never received them. I suggested I call the client to confirm his correct address before reshipping them. However, he thought we—meaning me—would be better off simply faxing them on the office’s miniature Playskool’s My First Fax Machine. Now, let me see your cuff.”

				Skip holds out his wrist and the stain’s noticeably smaller.

				“See? Keep it up and it will be completely gone in a couple of minutes. Anyway, let’s do the math, shall we? Four hundred contracts times thirty pages each on a piece of equipment practically covered in duckies and moo-cows. [The farmer says, “Be sure to use a cover sheet!”]

				As the attorney outlined the parameters of my assignment, I offered up a small prayer. ‘Dear God, please allow me to walk the earth long enough to fax all twelve thousand frigging pages. Thank you. Amen.’ Unfortunately, the fax machine was not also blessed with such longevity and gave out around page 657. So, we went with my original plan, which was to ship the contracts.”

				Skip interjects, “It’s all gone!” He turns his wrist over again and again, marveling at my mad stain-fighting skillz, yo. “But I’m sorry—you were sayin’?”

				“While I prepared the mailing labels, I quickly assessed why the documents had never arrived. I popped into his office to explain the situation. ‘Excuse me, sir?’ I asked, standing in his doorway. ‘Um, I figured out why those documents you sent never arrived.’ Normally I’m not afraid of anyone, but there was something about this guy’s steel gray eyes that really threw me. All flat and dead. Ick. Anyway, he was enraptured with his computer screen and he said, ‘Uh-huh. And?’ ‘Well,’ I told him, ‘although I haven’t been able to get the client on the phone to confirm this, I’m pretty sure you used the wrong address.’ ‘Impossible,’ he replied with a gesture. I recall thinking, Oh, hold the phone, did he just make shoo-be-gone motions at me?

				“I continued, ‘But, sir, you sent them to the—’ He snapped, ‘It’s right. Ship it again.’ And yes, there was distinct shooing. Then he rolled his scary eyes and turned his back to me. ‘But, this address was where the Wor—’ Before I could finish my statement, he rose and walked to the door. ‘And that will be all, thank you,’ he said, shutting it in my face. So I dutifully completed the labels and sent the boxes off to Two WTC, NY, NY, which is better known as?” I ask.

				Skip replies, “Ground Zero?”

				I nod gravely. “The south tower.”

				“Wow. So, what’d you do then?” They-inn.

				“Here’s the thing—after 689 days of being unemployed (but who’s counting?), [Oh, yes. That’s right. My mother was counting.] I totally appreciate the opportunity to work. But once in a while when I run into someone who’s a bigger asshat than I could ever have been when I was a VP, I feel it’s my duty to give them a gentle karmic reminder.

				“On my last day with the legal department, I took it upon myself to do just that. I walked into his office and said, ‘Excuse me, sir—hi, I’m Jen, you know, the temp who’s been covering for Mary Ann? Anyway, I notice you shut your door a lot for privacy. And, I’m not really quite sure how to say this, but when you shut the door? It’s not like a magic door or anything, so you don’t actually become invisible when you close it. And you may not realize it, but anyone walking by can see in through your giant glass wall next to the closed door. And, the thing is, I was just thinking since you’re chiefcounsel and all? It might be better if, um, the other employees didn’t see you surfing teenaged-girl porn sites.’”

				“No, y’all didn’t!” He shrieks with laughter.

				“Yes, I all did,” I reply. While we giggle and wipe our eyes, the receptionist buzzes to inform Skip his next appointment has arrived and is waiting in the lobby.

				“Well, Jen”—Jay-unn—“I think I got a purty good idea of what it would be like working together. Anything else I ought to know before y’all go?” Skip asks.

				Minding my potentially dangerous buttons, I take a deep breath before delivering my final pitch. “Skip, I have to level with you. Working temp jobs is more than just a way to supplement my writing career and pay my cable bill. I mean, I used to be wealthy and obnoxious, spouting ridiculous sentiments like how I wouldn’t ride the bus because ‘the thing about mass transportation is it transports the masses.’ But a while back I got a real wake-up call when my luxurious dot-com world came crashing down and I lost my executive position. However, as our financial situation improves, I sometimes forget those hard times. Given my propensity for raging narcissism, I occasionally need a coffee-carrying gig for reasons other than financial. Being someone’s assistant, even temporarily, keeps me grounded. That’s why I really want this job.”

				Skip tents his hands and hides most of his face behind it. “Jen, I’ve got to know one thang and it’s important.”

				“What’s that, sir, I mean, Skip?”

				“If I look at teenaged-girl porn, are y’all gonna squeal on me?”

				“Depends,” I reply. “Are you planning on looking at any teenaged-girl porn?”

				“I can’t imagine I ever will.” Wee-ill.

				“Hmm, then I’d say we’re good.”

				He extends his hand and reveals a huge smile. “All right, I guess I’ll see y’all on Monday, maybe ’round nine a.m.?”

				Wait, does that mean I got the job?

				I got the job!

				Knowing my suit can’t possibly withstand a victory dance, instead I shake his proffered hand and reply, “I guess y’all wee-ill.”

				 

				
					

					To: angie_at_home, carol_at_home, wendy_at_home, jen_at_work

					From: jen@jenlancaster.com Subject: the shit list

					 

					Haven’t sent you one for a while, so please enjoy today’s shit list:

					 

					My Tanning Salon—When your cheap door handle breaks and traps me inside the booth for ten fucking minutes, I expect you not to laugh at me when you’re finally able to release me from my ultraviolet prison cell.

					 

					Coworkers at the Temp Job—Yes, I know you need an envelope and you’re welcome to take as many as you want. But it might be nice if you fucking said hello or something before barging into my cube and riffling through all my drawers.

					 

					The Condo Association—We pay $2K/month to live here. Some of that money goes to condo assessments. This means someone is being paid to remove the one inch of solid ice on the sidewalk. Can you please make this happen before I break my fucking hip?

					 

					US Weekly’s Cover Story—How can you be shocked Charlie Sheen and Denise Richards are getting divorced? It’s Charlie Fucking Sheen. Your cover story should have read “Can You Believe It Lasted This Long?”

					The Squirrel—You almost gave Fletch a fucking heart attack when you popped out of the garbage can and lunged at him à la Christmas Vacation. Excuse me, but he has far too much cholesterol in his arteries to sustain that kind of shock. (And I’m too young to be a widow.)

					 

					Also?

					 

					I don’t appreciate laughing myself into a pant-wetting asthma attack upon witnessing my 6'2", 215-pound spouse screaming like a little girl while being chased across an icy parking lot by five pounds of furry rabid fury.

					 

					Off to go kick something,

					 

					Jen

					 

					P.S. Yes, I realize I dropped five f-bombs in this note. (Fuck you for counting.)

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Church of the Magnificent Mile

			

			
				A few years ago I used to take shopping so seriously it was less of a habit and more of a religion. Every chance I got, I’d steal away between appointments or at lunch in order to maintain my daily communicate status, worshipping at the Church of the Magnificent Mile. I’d make my way down Michigan Ave, stopping to pay my respects at the lesser deities: Sephora for their Fresh soy skin-care line and giant perfume selection, [Yes, I only wore Dior J’adore. But I had to smell everything to make sure it was still my favorite.] the Body Shop for products with a conscience, Lord & Taylor for Jockey for Her underwear, [White and white only, thank you very much.] Marshall Field’s for scarves and hair accessories, Pottery Barn for casual home décor except for glassware, which was Crate & Barrel’s domain, Burberry if I felt like a little something plaid and pretty, and Les Vosges because carrying heavy shopping bags made me hungry for $30-a-pound chocolate-coated toffee. I’d tithe portions of my salary at each of these stores until I got to any one of the members of the Holy Trinity—Bloomingdale’s, Nordstrom, Neiman Marcus—and the real purchasing commenced.

				Bloomingdale’s was my preferred spot for staples, such as fur-trimmed coats, bathing suits, and cashmere sweaters, while Nordstrom was the best place for multiple shoe purchases. (Really, those poor salespeople worked on commission—it would have been a sin to make them run into the back for only one pair!) Neiman Marcus was my absolute favorite place for ridiculous designer splurge items—jewelry, purses, and sunglasses. Plus Neiman’s made it so damn difficult to buy anything—they wouldn’t take Visa or MasterCard; basically they’d only accept cash, Krugerrand, and black diamond truffles—walking out of there with my shiny silver carrier bag always felt like a bit of a victory.

				My shopping habit was so all-encompassing that I had to construct a list of rules so friends could better understand the process. But rather than sending them down on a couple of heavy tablets from Mount Sinai, [Really, with the schlepping? Oy.] I simply e-mailed them.

				The Jen Commandments of Shopping

				Thou shall not buy on sale. Because sale? Is another word for shit not good enough to be purchased full price.

				There’s no such thing as too many twinsets. And you shall not rest until you have them in Every. Single. Color. (Except orange, because, you know, ick.)

				Remember the three most important things when buying shoes: Italian, Italian, and Italian.

				Life is too short to wear synthetic. Our Heavenly Father would not have placed all those goats in the hills of Kashmir [Do not give me the “Oh, but most cashmere comes from China now” argument. My point remains the same.] if He wanted you to put on something fashioned from a recycled Mountain Dew bottle.

				Salespeople are there to carry the heavy stuff for you. So let them. See also: Cold Beverages, Running to fetch.

				Coupons are for amateurs. What good is a $400 sweater if you can’t tell people you paid $400 for it? See also: Commandment, First.

				“Outlets” are for plugs and creative expression, not malls. Is style so trivial to you that you’re willing to purchase your clothes at a store situated between the place where they sell the deformed Goldfish crackers and designer impostor perfumes? I think not.

				Only shop in stores that have a philosophy. Hell, yes, you should pay 10 percent more for a store with a philosophy. (Even if that philosophy is, “Let’s sucker our customers into paying 10 percent more.”)

				The harder to pay, the better it is. Self-explanatory. See also: Marcus, Neiman.

				People who say “less is more” are simply jealous. More is always more. This is precisely the reason people go gaga over twins and litters of puppies and why a matched set of Kate Spade luggage is so much better than a single piece.

				 

				Even though I treasured almost every item sold in each of the Holy Trinity’s bountiful departments, the merchandise wasn’t the only draw. I loved the service and the personal attention. Nothing made me happier than when my girl Basha at Nordstrom’s Dior counter called me to tell me about a new line of body shimmer. It made me feel like she had ESP; how did she know that very morning I’d looked at myself in the mirror and thought, Yes, you glow, but are you luminous enough?

				No matter how chaotic Michigan Ave was, I knew I could enter the pricey enclaves of my favorite places and it would be calm, cool, and quiet. Clerks would speak in hushed tones—almost reverent—and would wrap my pair of capri pants and Lacoste shirt with the same care they would use to package Waterford crystal for shipping. There would be few other shoppers around, and we’d rarely interact because we were all too involved with our own expeditions.

				My little boy-friend who worked the David Yurman counter would squeal whenever he saw me pass, sibilantly exclaiming, “Ooh! What are we treating ourssselvesss with today?” and before I could say, “Nothing, thanks,” he’d be waving a black velvet-covered platter full of sssparkly thingsss at me. And it would have been rude not to try—and purchassse—at leassst one of them, right?

				Obviously, I don’t live my life like this anymore (a) because I can’t, and (b) because I like to think I have some small capacity for “learning.” I’ll be honest—I still dig buying stuff, but that’s mostly because at the nadir of our unemployment, purchasing anything other than dog food and toilet paper was a luxury. I still believe in the Holy Trinity, except now it’s Target, Trader Joe’s, and IKEA.

				After selling off the bulk of our nice stuff while out of work, we began to replenish our household at Target when things turned around. I don’t exactly know what happened to Target in the twenty years since I was a cashier there, but hot damn, have they changed! In 1985 I was mortified to get my off-to-college supplies at that stupid discount store. I remember grudgingly shoving a boring tan-and-brown comforter—the nicest-looking one they had—into my cart and then wanting to die a thousand deaths a week later when my adorable freshman roommate arrived with an equally adorable pastel tulip-sprigged Marimekko quilt.

				There were no coordinated goods when I worked at Target and Cynthia Rowley for damn sure had nothing to do with my ugly-ass bedding. Yet now when I stroll Target’s home department, there’s nothing but gorgeous, high-quality, low-priced styles as far as the eye can see. What’s your pleasure? The faded florals of shabby chic? Rich, shimmering jewel tones of the Far East? Nubby wools and flannels inspired by the North Woods? Any designer you’d prefer? Isaac Mizrahi? Michael Graves? Thomas O’Brien? Then step right up! Stripes? Plaids? Geometrics? Yeah, they’ve got it, and in every color, too. And don’t forget the matching rugs and bathroom accessories, like toothbrush holders, shower curtains, and towels.

				And can we please discuss their clothing? Twenty years ago I’d have rather stayed in and studied than gone to a party in anything with a Target label. And yet recently when shopping for a new mop I passed by their women’s section and saw a tan tapestry coat with a detachable fur collar. I tried the coat on and it fit as though I’d had it custom-made. As I had never seen outerwear this cute in my life, I forgot about the mop, threw the tapestry masterpiece in my basket, and made a mad dash for the checkout line, assuming the minute the rest of the female shoppers saw it, I’d have to fight them for it. None of the outerwear I bought at Bloomingdale’s ever garnered the compliments I’ve gotten on my $60 Target coat. [Ever seen Carrie Bradshaw in a Target coat? No? I didn’t think so.]

				Recently my Target added a Starbucks and started selling wine, pretty much cementing it as my favorite store on the face of this earth, and if ever asked what the one thing is I’d take with me to a desert island, I’d say Target, of course.

				That is, if I didn’t have to take their current staff with me.

				First, I have been a Target cashier, so I know that of which I speak. Although the merchandise has changed over the years, the basic exchange of goods for currency has not. Back when I worked there, we had no scanners. We had to key in every single bar code in order to check people out and we weren’t supposed to look at the cash register when we did it. [Uphill! In the winter! With no shoes on! For five miles! With hungry dogs chasing us!] If you bought it, we bagged it, and God help us if we put your cookies anywhere near your motor oil. The managers who stood at the end of the conveyor helped us speed things along not by bagging but by loudly providing constructive criticism about every single one of our stupid mistakes.

				The managers in my store were particularly sadistic and would run time and motion studies on each of us cashiers, making wagers on who could process the most customers per hour. Then they’d place our scores up on the break room wall with our names on them and helpful motivational phrases, like “Ring faster, you loser!” Also, we had to dress professionally under our smocks with earrings no larger than a dime, clear nail polish, no facial hair, [Really not a problem for me. At least until I hit my thirties. Ha! Kidding! (Or am I?)] and panty hose, managers reserving the right to yell at us like drill sergeants were we to be remiss in any of the above areas. One day I forgot to put on knee-highs and flashed an inch of bare ankle; from the reprimanding I received, you’d have thought I’d kicked each and every customer in the big box.

				Let me just say this—my old managers do not work at the Target where I shop. There’s one kid there who sits on
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