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Praise for New York Times bestselling author

JENNIFER WEINER

The Guy Not Taken

“This is a book you’ll want to lend to your friends. Just make sure you get it back, you may want to read it more than once. The common thread through all the stories is Weiner’s voice, her ease in any situation—humorous, serious or sad. These are Weiner characters: three-dimensional, with the ability to pull you in and make you forget you’re reading fiction.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

“Weiner’s star rises higher with The Guy Not Taken. . . . She continues her successful run with a compilation of eleven short stories, some of which Weiner wrote recently, others as early as when she was a teenager.”

—Chicago Tribune

“A readable mix of love, angst, disappointment and hope, this collection of short stories adds to Weiner’s stature as a writer. . . . If you weren’t previously a fan of Weiner’s you will be after reading The Guy Not Taken.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“Some of the stories were written when Weiner was in college, others were tucked into a shoebox and others more recent. But all are utterly readable with good characters and Weiner’s trademark wit.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“The Guy Not Taken showcases a maturing Weiner. . . . [The] In Her Shoes author is resigned to the fact that in some circles she is referred to as the ‘Queen of Chick Lit.’ But I challenge anyone who says her short-story collection, The Guy Not Taken, isn’t serious women’s fiction. The women in these stories are a far cry from the Manolo-obsessed bubbleheads sometimes found in chick lit novels. These women apply healthy doses of self-doubt, loneliness and misgivings along with their lip gloss and mascara. All the stories in Weiner’s collection have that ‘Calgon, Take Me Away’ quality to which smart women, whose lives are complicated by careers, men, babies, parents and siblings, can relate.”

—USA Today

“Very, very funny. . . . These stories are entertaining, with distinctive dialogue and wit.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer

“These autobiographical stories suggest that Weiner is the kind of wisecracking pal who makes a great lunch date. . . . In Swim, a woman who left her TV job after her sexy writing partner led her on, then eloped with the show’s star, helps a nebbish craft a personal ad. When he says he’s picked ‘Lonelyguy 78’ as his screen name, she blurts, ‘Was ‘Desperateguy’ taken?’ Even a coda on the inspiration for the stories is a hoot.”

—People

“The Guy Not Taken has taken Weiner to the next level as an author. . . . With her latest collection, Weiner is proving that the masters of the oft-maligned chick-lit are voices to be reckoned with. An accessible anthology that takes readers on a ride through divorce, heartbreak, insecurity and what might have been, The Guy Not Taken is a tender, thought-provoking read that puts Weiner on the map as one of her generation’s best literary voices.”

—The Boston Herald

“Eleven sharply written short stories about women struggling—with humor and resolve—to get love right.”

—Life Magazine

“This collection of stories reads like a series of studies for Weiner’s larger chick-lit portraits. . . . One roots for Weiner’s characters as they come to terms—and in some cases, heal—from disappointment and neglect.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Thorough and clever . . . The Guy Not Taken is a collection that explores both sides of what happens when we get what we want, as well as how the idea of stepping out of our comfort zones can at times hold us back.”

—The Calgary Herald

“From the author of Good in Bed comes eleven short stories about romantic (and other) relationships with all their complications. Ranging from the humorous to the heartbreaking, the snippets mostly feature 30ish women, though there are male protagonists, too. One woman tries to woo her broker by putting her apartment on the market, while another young woman struggles with her father’s disappearance. Though the stories are refreshingly different from one another, Weiner’s style is consistent enough to keep readers tethered to her voice.”

—Daily News

“Jennifer Weiner’s new book of short stories, The Guy Not Taken, is really good. So good that Paramount has already optioned one story about a woman who obsessively checks her ex-boyfriend’s online wedding registry.”

—Jane Magazine

“These stories aptly demonstrate how deftly Weiner can transcend the normally limiting moniker of ‘chick-lit.’ Her characters are flesh-and-blood people, with flesh-and-blood problems. They navigate the everyday terrain that we all traverse and usually do so with self-deprecating humor. . . . It soon becomes apparent the reason for Weiner’s incredible popularity—her likeable voice. . . . The Guy Not Taken will delight fans of her earlier books and certainly garner new ones.”

—BookReporter
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For Adam


Happiness

There’s just no accounting for happiness,
or the way it turns up like a prodigal
who comes back to the dust at your feet
having squandered a fortune far away.

And how can you not forgive?
You make a feast in honor of what
was lost, and take from its place the finest
garment, which you saved for an occasion
you could not imagine, and you weep night and day
to know that you were not abandoned,
that happiness saved its most extreme form
for you alone.

No, happiness is the uncle you never
knew about, who flies a single-engine plane
onto the grassy landing strip, hitchhikes
into town, and inquires at every door
until he finds you asleep midafternoon
as you so often are during the unmerciful
hours of your despair.

It comes to the monk in his cell.
It comes to the woman sweeping the street
with a birch broom, to the child
whose mother has passed out from drink.
It comes to the lover, to the dog chewing
a sock, to the pusher, to the basket maker,
and to the clerk stacking cans of carrots
in the night.
     It even comes to the boulder
in the perpetual shade of pine barrens,
to rain falling on the open sea,
to the wineglass, weary of holding wine.

—Jane Kenyon
1947–1995



JUST DESSERTS


It was a late June afternoon. Jon, Nicole, and I were scattered around the pool in our backyard, watching our mother swim laps. Jon, who was almost fourteen, kicked rhythmically at the foot of his chair with his bright yellow Walkman earphones over his ears. “Cut that out,” my sister snapped. She was almost seventeen, and had felt entitled to boss our little brother around since his arrival had displaced her from her crib, even though he was taller than she was and muscular from a spring on the lacrosse team.

Jon kicked harder. Nicki leaned forward, brown eyes glaring, skinny shoulders tensed. “Stop it, you guys,” I murmured, as our mother touched the edge of the pool at the deep end and began another lap. The flowered skirt of her swimsuit flapped in her wake. Nicki sank back against the slightly mildewed cushion of her chaise lounge, which seemed to sag under the humid, gray sky. Even the leafy trees and lush lawns of our Connecticut suburb looked despondent in the heat. It had been over ninety degrees every day since June, and it hadn’t rained once, although there was thunder every night.

Mom flipped over again and started another lap, switching from the crawl to the breaststroke, with her sleek head bobbing in and out of the water. Underneath the tinted plastic of her goggles, I couldn’t tell whether her eyes were open or shut.

“Why doesn’t she wear a decent bathing suit?” Nicki grumbled to no one in particular. Nicki herself was clothed in a scrap of a bikini, neon green with black polka dots, cut high on the thigh and low on the chest.

I unlaced my workboots with grimy fingers and wiped my forehead on my sleeve, smelling the gasoline that had seeped into my clothes. I’d taken a women’s studies class that spring and had come home from college determined not to take any stereotypically female job. I’d passed up a chance to babysit or peddle perfume in the air-conditoned mall, and had gone to work for a commercial landscaping company, earning six dollars an hour pushing a big red mower up and down endless corporate office parks. It was miserable work, and I wouldn’t even have a good tan to show for my troubles: Lavish Landscaping rules dictated jeans, not shorts, because the mowers would kick up stones or broken glass—whatever you’d run over—and spit chunks of it back at your shins.

I yanked my shirt down over my hips and started fanning myself with my Lavish baseball cap.

Nicki glared at me. “Get downwind,” she commanded.

“I’m striking a blow for gender equality.”

“You sure smell as bad as a man,” said Nicki.

Jon settled his earphones around his neck. “Mom bounced a check to the car place,” he said.

Nicki made a disgusted hissing sound. “Oh,” I said. I twisted my shirt, feeling a mixture of sorrow and indignation. Sorrow that my family, my mother in particular, kept finding itself in situations like this; indignation that, somehow, I’d become the one who was supposed to do something about it. Down in the deep end, Mom’s arms moved like pistons in a slow machine, up and down, entering the water without a splash. When they’d dug the hole for the pool and filled it with concrete, the five of us had used a stick to write our names in the yielding gray sludge. Under the water and the tiles, our names were still there.

Nicki raked her pink-tipped toenails through the gravel. “I need a job,” she said.

“The babysitting thing didn’t work out?” I’d passed along all of the job offers I hadn’t taken to my sister, and as of that morning, she’d been working for a family down the street.

Nicki shook her head wordlessly, leaving me to fill in the blanks—the father had tried to grab her butt, the mother wanted her to empty the dishwasher while the kids were napping; the kids were brats; or some combination of A, B, and C. Or, more likely, one parent or the other had asked, with too much cloying sympathy, How are things at home?

“Lavish Landscaping’s always hiring,” I offered. Nicki grunted something unintelligible and arranged a towel under her head. Even when she was annoyed, she was adorable, with her brown hair permed into corkscrew curls, and a tiny heart-shaped face to go along with her slender frame. All of the cute genes floating around in our collective pool had gone to Nicki, whereas I’d cleaned up in the big, bosomy, awkward, and acneprone department.

“No physical labor!” she pouted.

I reached for the newspaper our mother had tucked underneath her chair and flipped to the classified ads. “Avon Convalescent Home. That would be easy. Just feed the oldsters their mush, wheel them around a little bit.”

Nicki’s scowl deepened. “Josie,” she breathed in the fake-patient tone that signaled a full-blown tantrum was on the way. “You know how I feel about old people.” She reached for her baby oil and smoothed a dollop onto one hairless calf. “About all people, actually.”

I turned back to the ads. “The state parks system is looking for seasonal workers.”

“No people!” said Nicki, shuddering. “I don’t want to spend my whole day telling a bunch of idiots where they can swim or how to find the hiking trails.” She grabbed the tube of generic suntan lotion and squirted it vigorously onto her chest.

I pressed on. “It says here they’re looking for maintainers.”

“What’s that?”

I took my best guess. “You wouldn’t have to deal with the people, just their messes.”

Nicki gave a noncommittal snort.

“You might not have to talk to anyone. You could just walk through the woods all day, and spear garbage on a stick.”

She sat up, intrigued by the image of the cool woods and a job that would pay her to poke things. “Huh.”

“Outhouses,” said Jon.

“What?” asked Nicki.

I explained, “Well, there probably aren’t bathrooms in the woods.”

Nicki grimaced. “No outhouses!” she cried. She flung her suntan lotion onto the gravel and flopped furiously onto her stomach. “Why, oh why, do you all torture me so?” she murmured into the cushion. Milo, our bulldog, strolled over to investigate the commotion. He approached cautiously to sniff Nicki’s foot, but his stentorian breathing gave him away. Nicki waved her arm. “Go away, dog!” she yelled. Milo shuffled sadly down the sloping hill that led to the deck at the back of our house, as our mother raised her head from the water.

“You could work at Friendly’s,” she said.

Nicki was momentarily silenced, as if the irony was too great for her to decide immediately between one of several replies. Finally she arrived at “Who invited you into this conversation?”

Mom smiled and shook water out of her ears. “I was listening to you when I was swimming.”

Nicki was spoiling for a fight. “You can’t hear underwater.”

“Sure I can.” She did a showy backward somersault in the shallow end and popped her dripping head back up. “You could work at Friendly’s,” she repeated. “They need an ice-cream scooper.”

It was left to me to point out the obvious. “The thing is, Nicki’s not very friendly.”

Nicki swung around eagerly. “I am friendly!” she insisted. She peered into the backyard until she located Milo on the deck, underneath the shade of the picnic table, splayed on his belly and snoring.

“Come here, sweet puppy!” she cooed. Milo continued to snore. “Milo!” she called. The dog lifted his massive head and stared at Nicki distrustfully. “Oh, sweet Milo!” she sang. Mom watched from the water as Milo lowered his head until his jowls rested on the deck, and went back to sleep. Jon laughed. Nicki shoved herself off her lounge chair and stomped across the gravel to the fence dividing the pool from the yard.

“Dog!” she hollered. Milo heaved himself to his feet and trotted briskly toward the back door. Nicki spared me a murderous look. The cordless telephone on top of Mom’s towel started ringing. The sound cut through the sticky air, silencing Jon’s laughter and Nicki’s yells. My sister stiffened. Jon turned away, and Mom ducked back under the water, gliding down the length of the pool without a breath.

When the ringing finally stopped, my sister stomped back across the gravel and snatched up the telephone. She flopped onto her chair, punched in some numbers, and said, “Yes, in Avon, Connecticut, a listing for Friendly’s, please?”

•   •   •

This was the summer of 1988. I was nineteen years old, thick of thigh and sunburned of face, home from my freshman year at college. My parents, who’d still been, at least nominally, together in the fall, had both dropped me off on campus in September, but when the school year ended, I took trains back home—the little train from campus to the Princeton station, a bigger train from the station to New York City, then an Amtrak train up past New Rochelle and New Haven to Hartford. My sister met me on the sidewalk and drove me home to Somersby, and our big yellow house with the black shutters on Wickett Way.

Nicki had gotten her license that spring, but she still looked like a little kid pretending to drive as she sat behind the wheel of our mother’s green station wagon. “Brace yourself,” she said, as she swung the car, tires squealing, down our street and into our driveway. The paint on the house was peeling, the lawn was ragged and overgrown, dotted with dandelions and Queen Anne’s Lace. Someone—Nicki, I suspected—had backed into our mailbox. The wooden post supporting it was splintered and listing to the left, looking like at any minute it would just give up and collapse onto the street.

Things inside weren’t much better. By my first night home, I’d realized that my brother had basically stopped speaking; my sister seemed to be a perpetual ten seconds away from punching someone; and my mother spent more of her time under water than on land. When she wasn’t doing laps, she was teaching summer school algebra to kids who’d flunked it the first time around, and ignoring the telephone.

I mowed my way through June and July, reading the entire oeuvre of Judith Krantz in my spare time in the air-conditioned library, scrunched into a carrel along the back wall, trying to avoid my current neighbors and former classmates. When Jon got invited to a dance at the country club, I used a library book to figure out how to tie a tie. When the water heater broke, I cashed in the State of Israel bonds from my bat mitzvah and gave my mother the money to repair it. I’d been expecting an outsize emotional outpouring of gratitude, something like the scene in Little Women where Jo sells her hair to pay for her mother’s trip to her sick husband’s bedside. Instead, my mother had just slipped the money under her towel, nodded her thanks, and done a shallow dive back into the deep end.

She swam, and seemed not to notice that the azure-blue tiles were falling off the edge of the pool and the water was an odd shade of green now that we could no longer afford the maintenance service and couldn’t get the chemicals quite right ourselves. She’d do laps until eight or sometimes nine o’clock at night, after the sun had set and the thick night air came alive with fireflies. Once a flock of bats had exploded up from the field behind the house and fluttered over the water, flapping their wings and squeaking. She’d churn out lap after lap, mile after mile, as the telephone shrilled and then subsided, and the three of us sat on our lounge chairs, bundled up in damp towels, watching her.

•   •   •

Nicki shocked all of us by making, and keeping, an appointment for an interview at Friendly’s, where she was hired on the spot as a scoop girl. It was, she assured us, ideal for her. She’d be working in front of freezers, to keep her cool, and behind a long, stainless-steel counter, to keep the pesky people at bay. Waitresses passed her written slips or called out their requests; Nicki made the requisite dish, and then flicked a switch that lit up a number on a flashboard, and the waitress would come and whisk the sundaes and cones and Fribbles away.

I’d stop by for lunch between lawns and find Nicki, clad in a short blue-and-white gingham dress and a frilly white apron, bent over the caskets of fudge ripple and strawberry delight, the muscles in her skinny arms working valiantly to dislodge the ice cream. “Get out of there, you!” she’d mutter into the tubs. When she’d gotten the ice cream loose she’d stand up with the dish in her hand, pivoting swiftly on sticky sneakers between the hot fudge dispenser and the plastic containers of jimmies and Reese’s Pieces and maraschino cherries.

On her chest, like medals for valor, she had pinned brightly colored Friendly’s-supplied buttons, a new one each week, bearing slogans like “Buy one get one free! Ask me!” or “Try a cone-head!!” The one pin that should have been a constant was the plastic rectangle reading simply “Hi! I’m” with a space left for the employee to write in his or her name, but Nicki, perversely, would change names every night. She’d be Wendy on Monday, Juanita on Tuesday, and Shakina the day after that. She hated the implied familiarity when customers requested things from her by name, and she took a great deal of delight in watching people who would mistakenly approach the counter thinking she would serve them, or help them in some way, struggle with unfamiliar monikers to which she’d never respond on the first try.

•   •   •

Spying on Nicki at work became a regular summer event for me, Jon, and our mother, one of the few pleasures those hot months held for us. After dinner and Jeopardy, Mom would survey the family room. Jon would usually be sprawled on the brown leather couch in khaki shorts and a too-tight polo shirt, tossing a tennis ball toward the ceiling with his Walkman headphones over his ears. Milo would be dozing on the floor, and I’d be in a corner of the couch with a book or a magazine in my lap. I’d take the quizzes in Cosmo. It’s in your kiss! Does your smile say “Sexy?” Are you the life of the party or a wet blanket?

“OK, kids,” Mom would say, “who wants a Fribble?” We’d pile into the station wagon, drive past the leaning tower of mailbox, and make the fifteen-minute trip to Route 44, past the brief strip of chain stores and fast-food restaurants, and turn into Friendly’s parking lot.

Nicki’s manager was an ex-teenage wasteland turned bornagain Christian named Tim, with the ravages of bad acne still apparent on his newly baptized brow. He knew us well. Dispensing with the menus, he would lead us to a booth that offered the best view of Nicki scooping ice cream, refilling the napkin dispensers or salt shakers, or grimacing as she wiped off the counter or directed lost diners to the bathrooms.

One Thursday night, as Nicki squirted whipped cream on top of banana splits, a birdlike old lady waiting at the cash register tried to get her attention.

“Excuse me,” she called across the counter in a high, reedy voice. Nicki ignored her and reached for the hot fudge. With shaking hands the woman fumbled her chained bifocals to her eyes. “Miss?” she called, squinting at the name tag. “Esmerelda?”

Mom set down her coffee spoon. “Esmerelda?”

The old woman waved her check at Nicki, who shook her head. “I don’t do checks,” Nicki said. “Just desserts.” The old woman heaved a well-practiced sigh. “Young people today . . .” she began, as Tim, sensing trouble, hurried out of the kitchen. Nicki turned, ladle in hand, and glared at the old woman.

“Begone!” she thundered. A glob of hot fudge flew off the ladle and was headed straight for the woman’s withered bosom when the manager interposed himself between topping and target. He snatched the bewildered customer’s check. “It’s on the house tonight, ma’am. I apologize for your wait.”

Nicki bent contritely over the wet walnuts as Tim sponged fudge off his shirt. “Behave,” he muttered. “Esmerelda.”

“Hey, Nicki,” Mom called, “not too friendly.” Jon pointed his spoon at her. “Begone!” he said, and I laughed. “Nicki Krystal, defender of the young people today.”

Nicki clicked on the Fribble machine, which roared into life with a wall-shaking racket.

“You know who has power?” she yelled over the din.

I did. “Whoever’s got the money.”

Nicki shook her head. “Nope. It’s actually whoever’s making the food.”

Nicki lasted for almost the entire summer at Friendly’s. In August, after his fourteenth birthday, Jon got a job, too. He’d wake before the sun was up and pedal past the pristine, sprinklered lawns and freshly painted houses, with his tennis racket strapped to the back of his bike. There were a few farms in town happy to hire fourteen-year-olds to pick strawberries and green beans and corn, and he worked at one of them. By noon, the sun would be high in the hazy sky. Jon would collect his pay in crumpled dollar bills and head off to meet his friends.

Work wasn’t going well for me, not because of my foundering feminist ideals, but because of the weather. The dry spell stretched through July into August, and my hours at Lavish Landscaping dried up right along with all of that corporate grass. I’d pick up babysitting jobs when I could find them. When I couldn’t, I’d stay home, angling fans on either side of the heavy fringed rug in the family room for some cross-ventilation, glued to the couch by inertia and my own sweat, waiting for Mom to come home. When her car turned into the driveway, I’d unstick my legs from the leather, pull on my own suit, and swim with her until my arms burned and my legs felt numb. Then I’d turn on the underwater lights and sit with my feet dangling in the water until she was done. I’d ask careful, leading questions. Had she heard from my father? Had the lawyer called yet? She gave vague answers without meeting my eyes, without seeming upset or sad or worried or anything that would have been appropriate.

Even when she was inside and upright, dumping chicken and Italian dressing into the chipped green bowl to marinate, or whispering to her lawyer behind the closed door of the stifling, curtained living room where no actual living ever went on, her movements and her speech had a dazed, distant quality, as if she were observing the world through goggles and three feet of artificially warmed, weirdly green water.

Her friends were constantly on the phone, but none of them seemed to stop by anymore. The neighbors would watch us as we backed the station wagon out of the driveway or crossed the street to get the mail from the ruined mailbox, then look away quickly, as if divorce was some kind of contagious skin condition that they could pick up just by looking. The telephone would start ringing at seven in the morning, a constant reminder of our father’s absence, and it would ring all day long.

My father hadn’t left the way other neighborhood dads had, with regret, a nice speech about how he’d always love us, and a new address at a condo across town. He had simply gotten up from the table after Thanksgiving dinner, tossed his napkin into the congealed gravy on his plate, and said two words: “That’s it.” My mother, at the other end of the table, had gone pale and shaken her head. Tears filled her eyes. I felt my stomach clench. I’d heard them fighting at night, his hissing whispers and her tears, and I knew that for the last month he’d come home late, and for the last week not at all, but I’d been telling myself I was worrying about nothing, that they were just going through a rough patch, that things were going to be fine.

“Ready for dessert?” Nicki had chirped, and Dad had glared at her so furiously that she cringed in her seat.

“That’s it,” he’d said again, and walked away from the table, set with the fancy white lace tablecloth and the good china, laden with roast turkey, sausage stuffing, asparagus and corn-bread and bottles of wine. He stomped through the kitchen and the laundry room and into the garage, slamming the door behind him. We’d sat there, stunned, as the garage door opened and his sports car roared into life. “That’s it,” he’d said . . . and that was the last we’d seen of him. But his mail—and, then, his creditors’ calls—still came to the house on Wickett Way.

The calls always started the same way. The person from the collection agency would ask to speak to Gerald Krystal. I would say, “He’s not here.”

“Well, when do you expect him?” the caller would ask.

“I don’t.” Then I’d recite his office number, which would provoke angry sighs.

“We already have that number. We’ve left numerous messages.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but he’s not here, and that’s the only number we have for him.”

“It can’t be,” a man from Citibank whined in my ear one morning. He had a grating New York accent, and he’d called at 7:10 a.m. “He’s your father, right? You must have some idea how to reach him.”

“That’s the only number we have,” I’d repeated woodenly.

Citibank tried seduction. “There’s no point in lying.”

“I’m not. That’s the only one we’ve got.”

Citibank pressed on. “Doesn’t your father ever stop by? Doesn’t he call you?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. He hadn’t called. Not once. Not here, not at college, not me, not Nicki, not Jon. I thought I could understand a man not wanting to be a husband anymore—certainly I’d seen enough of my high school friends’ fathers bail over the years, taking up with colleagues, with secretaries, with, in one memorably scandalous incident, the guidance counselor at our high school. What I couldn’t understand was a man not wanting to be a father anymore. Especially not our father. I’d scoured my memories, turning each one over beneath the hard light of hindsight, but I couldn’t convince myself that he’d never loved us, that the first sixteen years of my life had been an elaborate sham.

He’d taken us all on special trips, little adventures. He’d drive me to the library three towns over that had comfortable couches and the best collection of current fiction. He and Nicki made visits to the toy store, where she’d spent hours playing with the marionettes and the Madame Alexander dolls. He took Jon to hockey games and football games, and to help Mr. Kleinman down the street, who was engaged in a never-ending and, so far, quixotic attempt to steal cable. (“Gendarmes!” Mr. Kleinman would shout when he thought he’d spotted a police car, and Jon and my father, who’d sometimes made it as far as a third of the way up the telephone pole, would drop their pliers and wires and sprint back to the safety of our garage.) My dad would remember the names of our teachers and our friends, and our friends’ teachers, too. He told Nicki she was smart. He told Jon he was an excellent athlete. He’d told me I was beautiful. And he was the one who’d taught all three of us to swim.

“You could save him a lot of trouble if you’d just tell us how to reach him, honey.”

“That’s the only number we have.” I twisted the phone cord around my finger and swallowed hard against the lump in my throat.

Citibank heaved a sigh. “We’ll find your father,” he promised me.

“Well, when you do, could you tell him his kids say hello?” I said, but got nothing but a dial tone in response.

Mom used to tell us that the calls were nothing to worry about. “Be polite but firm,” she said, looking each one of us in the eye over dinner one night. But then a smooth-talking operator from a collection agency in Delaware tried to convince Jon that our father had won a brand-new car, which would be given to the next person on her list if Jon failed to immediately provide her with our father’s most recent contact information. “I gave you everything we’ve got,” Jon said, just like our mother had instructed.

“Doesn’t your father want a new car?” the woman asked. Jon, who’d been the only one home when our father’s Audi sedan got repossessed, said, “Yeah,” and the woman had said, “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that it’s wrong to lie?” Jon had hung up the phone, walked through the kitchen, past our mother (“Jon? Who was that? Is everything okay?”) into the garage and onto his bike. Mom spent the next two hours either on hold or talking in low, furious tones to the woman’s supervisor’s supervisor. When it started to get dark, she threw me the car keys and pointed toward the driveway. Nicki, who had the night off work, rode shotgun. We drove for an hour and finally found Jon at the country club, slamming a tennis ball into the backboard with a borrowed racket. The night was dark and humid, but the courts were brilliantly lit, empty except for my brother, as we pulled up beside the courts. “Jon?” I called through the open window. “Are you okay?” There was no sound but the crickets’ chirping and the thud of the ball against the wood.

“Get in the car!” Nicki yelled. “I’ll give you beer!”

“Nicki!” I said. “You are not giving him beer!”

Jon yanked the car door open, threw himself into the backseat, and slammed the door without a word. He didn’t say anything to any of us for the next week.

Nicki, on the other hand, seemed to relish the calls. “Hello-o-o?” she’d begin, lipsticked mouth smiling, eyelashes fluttering, as if the caller could be one of the half-dozen boys who’d flocked around her that summer. Her face would darken as the collection agent of the day began his or her pitch. “As one of us has undoubtedly informed you already, Jerry Krystal no longer lives here,” she would say. “And furthermore, I find it abysmally rude of you to persist in what I see as simple harassment!” She took great pleasure in pronouncing harassment in the English manner, with the accent on the first syllable: harassment. Jon and I would gather around to marvel at Nicki’s phone manner and she, obligingly, would ham it up. “To think that you people see fit to continue pestering innocent children in light of our father’s unfortunate and precipitous departure . . . are you familiar with the recent ruling of Sachs versus Engledorf!”

Generally, the caller was not.

“Wherein a large collection agency was sued for the sum of seven jillion dollars for contributing to the delinquency of a minor, after they made the poor child feel so guilty about not knowing his father’s telephone number that he turned to a sordid life of crime . . . yes, that’s correct . . . and don’t call back!” Nicki would slam the receiver down in its cradle.

“My pride wins again!” she proclaimed, breaking into an exuberant boogie, bony elbows akimbo, skinny legs bopping over the floor.

“Nicki,” Mom would say sternly, “those people are just doing their job.”

“And I,” said Nicki airily as she strutted up the stairs in her ruffled miniskirt, with her Friendly’s uniform hanging over her arm, “am just doing mine.”

•   •   •

By the middle of August, the dry spell showed no signs of breaking. Heat lightning crackled through the sky every night, and we’d wake up to the sound of thunder, but the rain never came. One Monday night, Nicki and Mike, her boyfriend of two weeks, were in the family room with the videotape of Jaws II. I was huddled in my customary corner of the couch, curled up near the glow of the reading lamp with a scholarship application that had come in the mail that morning, trying to figure out how I could spin my father’s six months in ROTC in a manner that would convince the Veterans of Foreign Wars to pay for my books sophomore year.

“Look, Miguel, the shark’s coming!” Nicki pointed at the screen as violins screeched in the background. She shook her head and spooned up a mouthful of Swiss Miss pudding from a plastic cup. “I don’t know why those people went waterskiing on that beach in the first place. Didn’t they see the first movie?”

Jaws surfaced and made quick work of the pyramid of scantily clad lady waterskiiers. Milo rested his snout against my bare leg, and Mike, whose summer job in construction started at six a.m., let his spiky blond head fall back on a stack of pillows. His lips parted and he began, almost imperceptibly, to snore. Nicki gazed at the carnage, face lit by the blue glow from the screen, her spoon in her hand, the pudding forgotten.

“Wow,” she breathed as blood clouded the water. She grabbed the remote, rewound the tape, and replayed the massacre in slow motion, scrutinizing each shriek and severed limb.

“Fake,” she concluded in disgust. “Josie, look . . . you can see that the blood was just painted on that leg there. . . . Hey!” she barked as she noticed that my eyes were on my application. “You’re not watching!”

I acknowledged that the scene is, if anything, too realistic for my tastes, and pointed out that her boyfriend was asleep.

“No, he isn’t,” Nicki proclaimed. She leaned back until her head reclined on Mike’s chest and began to prod his midsection vigorously with her elbow. His eyes flew open, and his hands went first to his carefully gelled hair, then to Nicki’s shoulders.

“Ow, quit it!” he begged.

Nicki beamed at him angelically. “Wake up,” she coaxed, “or I’ll get the dog to lick your face. You,” she said, pointing at me. “Wimpy. Make us popcorn.”

Mom entered the room wearing a swimsuit, wrapped in a towel, frowning and smelling of chlorine. She had a stack of mail in her hands and a letter pinched between her fingers. “Nicki,” she said, peering at the letter. “Did you tell someone from Chase that Dad was in the hospital, dying of testicular cancer?”

“Perhaps,” Nicki allowed.

“You can’t lie,” Mom said.

“They lie,” said Nicki.

“Well, don’t you want to be better than a bunch of underpaid collection agents?” my mother asked.

Nicki scowled, then turned back to the screen, where a handsome man was lying on the beach beside a woman in a bikini, caressing her arm. Mike couldn’t resist teasing my sister, who loathed skin-on-skin contact above almost everything else. “Look, Nicki. Unnecessary touch!”

“She gets eaten soon,” Nicki snapped. She pointed at me again. “Popcorn!” I hurried to go make it as Mom drifted out the back door. I’d gathered the popcorn and the big red bowl when Jon’s bike came crunching up the driveway. He walked through the garage door, loped into the kitchen, and stood in front of the refrigerator, considering his options.

“I heard Mom on the phone today,” he said. He pulled a stick of butter out of the refrigerator and tossed it to me. I unwrapped it, put it in a bowl and then into the microwave to melt. Mom had left the lights in the pool on, and the greenish glow of the water filtered through the window over the sink. The Hendersons two doors down had one of those electronic bug zappers, and its sizzling sound punctuated the hot, still night.

“What’d she say?”

“That she’s going to have to put the house on the market in the fall. She can’t afford to keep it.”

I pulled the steaming butter out of the microwave. I’d known that things were bad from the creditors’ ceaseless calling, from the absence of the lawn service and the pool guys and the cleaning ladies. Late at night, I’d woken up from bad dreams listening to the sound of my mother walking downstairs, from room to room, past the painting my father had bought for their tenth anniversary, past the kitchen table where we’d all had hundreds of meals together, up to that fateful Thanksgiving feast, and past the photographs on the wall: Jon in his high chair and Nicki and me on the swing set, and Milo dressed in a baby bonnet for Halloween.

“It’ll be okay,” I said. It sounded like a lie even to my ears. Jon glared at me. He’d gotten taller that summer, and tanned from all the time on the farm, but at that moment he looked like he was five years old and we’d just dropped him off at summer camp and he was trying not to cry.

“It’s okay for you, you know. You get to leave. Nicki’s going to leave, too. You don’t have to live here with . . .” He cut his eyes toward the staircase, lowered his face, and shook his head. “I’m out of here,” he muttered, and slammed the back door hard enough to make the cabinets rattle.

When I came back to the darkened family room with the bowl of popcorn, Mike was asleep again, sprawled on the couch. Nicki was standing in front of the television set in a short denim skirt and halter top, her finger on the fast-forward button and an angry look on her face. “I want some blood!” she said as scenes whipped by. “This is ridiculous. Where’s the damn shark?”

As if in response to her words, the image of a shark filled the screen. “Yeah!” Nicki cheered. “Finally!” But the shark swam away to the strains of the familiar danger theme without doing any damage. Nicki hit the fast-forward button again. “Rip-off,” she muttered. I handed her the popcorn. Mike betrayed his somnolence with a rasping snore. Nicki whipped her head around and glared.

“Well, I warned him,” she said. She dipped into the bowl of steamy, buttery popcorn and began to delicately apply kernels to Mike’s slack lips. “Milo!” she called softly. Milo trotted over, his truncated tail making vigorous circles and saliva dripping from his wrinkled jowls. He propped his stubby legs on the edge of the couch, then, with a grunt, heaved his entire body up, gave a few noisy snuffles, and began licking Mike’s lips. Mike woke up, spluttering, to find Milo’s muzzle poised as if for a kiss.

“Gross!” was all he managed before dashing to the bathroom. Milo gazed after him sadly. Mom walked into the family room dressed in a faded pink bathrobe with ripped lace on the collar, holding the telephone.

“What’s going on in here?”

“Shh,” Nicki hissed. “We’re watching the shark.”

Mom squinted into the darkened room, peering at Nicki. “Did you unplug the phone?” she demanded.

Nicki fluffed her perm, stretched her bare feet on the coffee table, and ignored her.

“Nicki?”

“Bug off,” my sister grunted.

“Look,” Mom said, “I don’t like these calls any more than you do. But we can’t unplug the phone.” She looked at Nicki sternly. “What if there’d been an emergency? What if someone was trying to call?”

“He never calls,” said Nicki, her eyes on the screen.

Our mother sighed as if she were being deflated. “Plug it back in,” she said.

“Fine!” said Nicki. “Miguel!”

Mike scrambled out of the bathroom. “Sorry, Mrs. Krystal, but . . .”

“She told you to,” Mom finished. “Nicki . . .” she began.

“Bug off,” Nicki repeated. On screen, the giant white shark was in the process of devouring what looked like the entire populace of a New England beach. The camera angled in for a closeup and the shark’s eye, obviously plastic, gleamed in the wavery underwater light. I slumped back onto the couch, with my pen and my application. The truth of our situation was so obvious it might as well have been engraved over the fireplace. Dad was never coming back. Mom was going to have to sell the house. I was never going to lose the twenty-five pounds I’d gained from too many late-night pizzas and bowls of cafeteria ice cream, and the cute guy in philosophy class was never going to see me as anything more than a girl who’d lent him a pen once, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to get a VFW scholarship. My family was falling apart, and all the good intentions and State of Israel bonds in the world would not be enough to save it.

Nicki froze the frame and snatched the bowl of popcorn away from Milo’s questing nose.

“Fake,” she said, holding the bowl against the scant curve of her hip. “Fake, fake, fake.”

•   •   •

It wasn’t the fake names and bad attitude that eventually spelled the end of Nicki’s tenure at Friendly’s. It was the satanic coneheads.

Nicki never liked the coneheads to begin with. “They’re very hard to make,” she complained of the children’s dessert made of a scoop of ice cream with whipped cream and an inverted cone on top. She’d describe to anyone who would listen how painstakingly she had to squirt the whipped cream so that it looked like hair, and dig through the bin until she found two matching M&M’s to serve as eyes, and how gently the cone had to be placed on top of the whole affair to simulate a witch’s hat. “My cones always slip,” she fretted, “so they look like sloppy witches. Or else I put too much hot fudge at the bottom and it winds up looking like its face is melting.”

But the kids of the Farmington Valley loved coneheads, so Nicki was compelled to make them by the dozen. Or at least, the kids loved coneheads until the last two weeks of August 1988.

It started innocently enough. Temporarily out of hot fudge, Nicki decided to improvise and place the head of the conehead in a pool of cherry sauce.

“And what shall I say this . . . item is?” asked the waitress, who was in her thirties with two kids and not much patience for the summertime help.

Nicki thought fast on her feet. “Conehead with severed neck,” she proposed. “Maybe you could call it a be-head?”

The waitress shrugged, ambled off to the table, and plunked the conehead down in front of a five-year-old dining with his mother.

The mother stared at the dessert, then at the waitress. “Miss,” she said, “this dessert doesn’t look the way it did in the picture.”

“It’s bleeding!” her son said.

“Oh, it is not,” said the mother sharply. As if to prove the conehead’s innocence, she dug in with her long silver spoon and took a big bite of vanilla ice cream and cherry sauce. “Tastes fine!” she proclaimed with a cheerful smile. The boy began to cry . . . perhaps because, unbeknownst to both waitress and mother, Nicki had picked up the large, lethal-looking knife used to slice bananas and was capering behind the counter with a crazed grin. No one could see her but my mother and Jon and me, seated at our customary booth, and the little boy with the be-head, whose wails pierced the restaurant.

“Cut that out,” I mouthed. Nicki shrugged and put the knife down.

“Honey, what’s wrong?” demanded the exasperated mother.

“Really, it’s only cherry sauce,” the waitress insisted.

The little boy was unconvinced. “Blood!” he yelled.

“Fine!” said his mother. “No dessert, then.”

This suited the little customer just fine. He bolted from the booth and dashed toward the door, leaving a melting conehead and an inspired Nicki behind him.

•   •   •

For the two weeks that they lasted, Nicki Krystal’s creative coneheads became the talk of the town. Nicki styled herself the artiste of ice cream and, with coneheads as her canvas and a thirty-seven-flavor palette, she was wildly inventive. The specials, which she’d display on hand-lettered cardboard signs affixed to the “Flavors of the Day” list, were increasingly gruesome, which made them, of course, tremendously popular among the town’s teenagers.

There was the Asphyxiated Conehead, made with blueberry ice cream; and the Apoplectic Conehead, made with strawberry ice cream; and the Conehead with a Skin Condition, made with peppermint stick. A Conehead with Lice had white shots in its whipped-cream hair. The Bloody Conehead featured strawberry ripple ice cream and strawberry sauce; the Drooling Conehead had caramel oozing over its chin.

Nicki’s friends loved it. They’d line up at the counter and cram six or seven to a four-person booth, demanding all manner of diseased, deformed, and dying coneheads: Conehead with a Cold (marshmallow topping dripping from where the nose should have been), Cyclops Conehead (one eye, a Hershey’s Kiss), Nauseous Conehead (gaping chocolate syrup mouth spewing great frothy quantities of Reese’s Pieces and whipped cream). Business was booming. Tips were stellar. The manager, Tim, didn’t know what to do, but he was certain that my sister’s inventions were far from standard Friendly’s procedure.

He sat Nicki down over a late lunch one Friday before her shift began. Tim was having a Big Beef Patty Melt with a double order of fries. Nicki, a picky eater, was having a scoop of tuna fish, a pickle, six olives, a handful of crackers, and a conehead of her own creation for dessert.

She came to the table expecting praise, perhaps even a promotion. “So, Tim,” she said, spearing an olive with her fork, “I hear we’re about to be named Friendly’s of the Month in the Farmington Valley region.”

“Nicki,” said Tim, “just what is going on with the cone-heads?”

Nicki gave a nonchalant shrug.

“Are you making them the way the manual says?”

“I may have taken a few liberties,” she said.

Tim shook his head. “Liberties.” He picked up Nicki’s dessert and turned it slowly in his hands: a Satanic Conehead, with beetling black licorice brows and “666” written out in chocolate shots underneath its cone hat. For a long, silent moment he perused the conehead, considering its every angle. “This is no dessert for a Christian.”

“I,” Nicki pointed out, snatching her conehead back across the table, “am not a Christian.” She spooned up a big mouthful of ice cream and sauce. “Mmm-mmm good!”

Tim sighed. “Make the coneheads regular, okay? Like they show them in the manual.”

Nicki shook her head. “That would thwart my creativity.”

Tim clasped his hands in an attitude of prayer. “Nicki,” he said, “maybe you should consider looking for a job at a place where your creativity will be more appreciated. For now,” he added, “regular coneheads. I insist.”

Nicki got to her feet, untied her apron, and flung it on the floor. “You know what? I don’t need this crap. I don’t need this job,” she said. “I quit.”

•   •   •

For the last week of summer Nicki spent her afternoons in front of the TV, reacquainting herself with the doings of the denizens of Santa Barbara and Springfield and General Hospital. When the sun set and the temperature dropped, she’d make her way to the kitchen to work on her magnum opus: Portrait of a Family in Coneheads.

When she’d gone to Friendly’s to pick up her final paycheck, she’d taken a few items home with her: a round ice-cream scooper and a whipped-cream dispenser. To this arsenal she had added some new toys: a series of small tubes full of food colorings—red and brown, neon green and electric blue.

Four coneheads were already lined up in the freezer. Jon’s conehead had brown M&M eyes and the hopeful caramel hint of a mustache above its upper lip. My conehead had green LifeSaver glasses and pointy banana chunks for bosoms. The Mom conehead had shredded coconut hair and floated on watery waves of blue icing, while Nicki’s self-portrait, the Beauty Queen Conehead, had an updo of the glossiest Hershey’s syrup topped with a tiara made of crushed toffee. There was only one conehead left to make, and Nicki took her time as she crafted the glasses and selected the perfect chocolate shavings for the beard.

Finally she called the family into the kitchen, and the four of us stood around the butcher-block island, staring at her final creation.

Mom, in her swimsuit, pronounced it a perfect likeness.

“It’s really good,” I said, picking up discarded chocolate shavings with a fingertip and slipping them into my mouth.

“Not bad,” Jon acknowledged, leaning his tennis racket against the wall.

We considered the conehead until it started to melt.

“We should dump it in the garbage disposal,” I said.

“Send it to the collection agencies,” said Jon.

“Or maybe we could feed it to Milo,” I said.

Nicki smiled as she handed out the spoons. “We can’t let good ice cream go to waste.” She filled her spoon with ice cream and sauce and raised it in a toast. “To us,” she said. Four spoons clinked together over the figure of my father in ice cream. Mom and Nicki and Jon each took a single ceremonial bite before drifting away—my mother back to the pool, Nicki back to the television set, Jon back onto his bike and out into the night. I stayed in the kitchen with my spoon in my hand and the dog hovering hopefully at my feet, and I ate, scooping up ice cream faster and faster as an icepick of pain descended between my eyebrows, spooning through the hair and the eyes and the nose and the mouth, eating until I felt sick, until every bite of it was gone.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The Guy
Not Taken

Stories

JENNIFER WEINER

WASHINGTON
SQUARE PRESS

ATRIA

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi









OEBPS/images/9781416540991.jpg
Jenniler
Weiner

#1 New York Times BESTSELLING AUTHOR

The
Guy
Not
Taken

STORIES

nnnnnnnn
aaaaa

P|PI3H uojsog— .. °sad10A AIpidjl| §saq s ,uoljbiauab 1ay jo auo sb dbw ayj uo 1auidp sing,,





