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    Chapter 1


    1


    


    It’s Friday, and Siegfried’s being particularly annoying as he walks back and forth through the front office, emptying all the wastebaskets and saying things like “It grieves my heart to see you missing out on life, Miss Joan. Spending all your time on that computer.”


    He thinks I should get out more. But he knows that’s not really gonna happen. And he knows all too well why. That I can’t. Still . . .


    “You gonna retire one day, and you won’t have no children or grandbabies to come by and see you and light up your life.”


    I try to ignore him. Not easy. His tone is light, but his voice booms around the cubicles. He knows I don’t worry about the future and being lonely, so I say nothing. Unfortunately, Siegfried really gets bent out of shape if you ignore him. Believe you me, I’ve tried numerous times over the past three years to wait him out, and it never works.


    But I’m just impatient and irritable enough today to try one more time. I noisily shuffle some papers and try to exude invisible waves of unapproachableness as I check my watch. Not quite 4:00 yet. Siegfried’s early with the trash. He usually is on Friday because he knows everybody at Giffin & Burke beats an early retreat for the weekend. Except me. I’m basically through with work, but I have to man the phones until 5:00, so I’ll have a good hour to respond to Laverna in Alabama’s comment about my latest post on my Scarlett Says blog.


    “Tomorrow Is Another Day: The Beauty of Putting Things Off” had generated some serious feedback.


    “You deaf?” Siegfried finally stops in front of my desk, one arm around the breakroom wastebasket. Picture a tall, bone-thin, very dignified, elderly gentleman with dark skin and fuzzy gray hair who wears half-lens reading glasses so low on his nose they look like they’re fixing to slip off any second.


    “I’m not missing out on life! And you don’t exactly have a passel of grandkids running around.” I let out a long breath, trying to show how tired I am of this. “I do socialize!”


    “But I’ve got a big family. And my church. You just got a mama you don’t talk to much, and that computer—”


    “You know why I don’t talk to Bitsy. You even encourage me not to.”


    He won’t be discouraged. “—and a computer is . . . that’s antisocial!”


    “Okay, Mr. Brilliant. So that’s the reason they call it ‘social media’ and ‘social networking’?”


    He puts one hand on his chest. “My opinion, virtual and reality do not even belong in the same phrase.”


    “Would you kindly just let me finish my work, Siegfried?”


    “I can tell you’re already done, the way you keep shuffling things around. And I am your work,” he says. “I’m employed by Giffin & Burke, and that makes you my administrative assistant, too.” He stops, grinning at me.


    This is actually true—occasionally I make calls and place orders online for the cleaning products, toilet paper, and paper towels Siegfried requests. I process payments and receipts for businesses he contracts with, folks like carpet shampooers and window washers. I sigh again, looking up at his beautiful smile. “Okay. What do you need?”


    He sets the wastebasket down, puts his hands on my desk, and leans in to whisper, “I need you to type a e-mail to one of my favorite women in this world. In the universe! Ask her if she would be willing to meet a tall, dark, and handsome gentleman at the V for supper tomorrow.”


    I intend to say quit harassing me, but I can’t. Despite our age difference, Siegfried is one of the few friends I have who is not on the other side of a screen. And his eyes are so sincere and kind, so touching. “Thanks, Siegfried. That’s really sweet. But I can’t. I’m busy.”


    “Then get unbusy. Let a friend buy a couple dogs, some crispy rings, two tall frosty FOs.” His eyebrows are way up high, his glasses literally trembling on the tip of his nose. He definitely knows my biggest weakness. Just thinking of the smell of fried onions and hotdogs on the grill at the Varsity, washed down with a delectable Frosted Orange, is making me salivate.


    But I shake my head. “You know I’m a takeout kinda girl.”


    “Come on. Be fun. I know you ain’t busy all the livelong day. We could meet for a late breakfast or lunch or an afternoon snack of chili-cheese fries and Co-Colas with crushed ice!” He closes his eyes, shakes his head in ecstasy to hum three beats—“Mmmmm mmmm mmmm.”


    “Oh, Siegfried, you act like . . .”


    “Like what?”


    Like I’d be able to just up and do something like that, especially on such short notice. Like I’m some kind of confident social butterfly who can decide to alter her usual Saturday routine and flit off to downtown Atlanta with calmness and confidence. Like I don’t have an actual diagnosis for my anxiety . . .


    “Like I’m lying. I really am busy all the livelong day.”


    This is true. On weekends, besides eating, sleeping, reading an occasional novel, reading or watching Gone with the Wind, and doing household duties I absolutely cannot avoid, I work on my blog for the coming week.


    I love my blog. And my followers. The thing is, I cannot force the posts. They almost always come as a surprise, but that said, I do have to be available to the inspiration, and before I discover it, there’s this huge pressure in my chest and stomach, an incredible frustration mixed with insane hunger. I’m a complete mess, at least before I get the topic. And I don’t get soothed, feel anywhere near human, until I’m sitting at my computer, typing away like crazy. My search for, and the writing of, my blog posts involve a concentration that is totally encompassing.


    And I do this at least three times a week. I need Saturday to write one . . . and recover.


    But I love it. Because no matter how difficult or frustrating, it’s a blissful state. A mental zone. Being focused like that is satisfying. It’s why I’m so happy to seclude myself. Why I feel grouchy when I have to deal with other people’s unreasonable expectations. Like my mother’s. And Siegfried’s.


    Expectations that make me break out in a cold sweat.


    “ ‘Hast thou found honey?’ ” Siegfried quotes. “ ‘Eat so much as is sufficient for thee, lest thou be filled therewith, and vomit it.’ ”


    “Okay.” I sigh. “Tell me what verse and its practical application for life today.” I say this dutifully, though I know he will anyway. Another annoying thing about Siegfried is that he has memorized the entire book of Proverbs in the King James Bible, and like a Hallmark greeting card, he has one for every occasion.


    “Chapter 25, verse 16. Means a person’s got to have moderation in all things of life—in food, work, enjoyments, et cetera.” He turns serious. “Everybody needs some downtime, Joan.” He looks pleadingly into my face.


    I’m struck a little mute by his comment about food because I’m a big woman—five feet, three inches, and size 16. Bitsy calls me stout, disapproval in her voice. One reason, of many, we don’t talk much.


    But just as quick, I know Siegfried doesn’t mean anything negative by it. Not like my mother. Siegfried may be a string bean, skinny enough that he has to run around in the shower to get wet, but I’m certain he’s not getting down my throat about weight. I’m sure, because he’s constantly bringing me calorie-laden treats, and here he is, trying to get me to meet him at the Varsity, no less, where I’m sure you could get fried Coke if you only asked.


    “Yes, that’s true,” I finally say. “But we all have different kinds of ways of getting our downtime.”


    “Don’t nothing substitute for the heartfelt, personal connection.” Siegfried speaks in a solemn tone. “Plus, I can’t believe you turning down a friend who wants to celebrate the day of your birth. And, after our sumptuous repast, I plan to carry you down to the Margaret Mitchell House on Peachtree Street for a little tour, because I ask myself, I said, ‘Siegfried, my man, what would delight Miss Joan’s heart the most on her special day?’ ”


    I feel myself stop breathing. How in the world does he know it’s my birthday tomorrow? My birthday plans, besides avoiding phone calls and drive-bys from Bitsy, are to pick up a Murphy’s Burger—avocado, mayonnaise, Swiss cheese, smoked bacon—and a side of fries from my favorite neighborhood restaurant, Murphy’s, on Virginia Avenue, and then run into Kroger for a container of Ben & Jerry’s Heath Bar Crunch ice cream. The perfect feast to enjoy while perusing the pages of a Doubleday Book Club catalog for a gift to myself.


    Suddenly, I’m ashamed at the self-centeredness of it all. I feel like the biggest heel on this earth as Siegfried stands there, waiting for my reply.


    I look up at him, flustered, my heart beating out No, no, no, no, Joan. You must avoid saying yes to him at all costs, and then I shock myself silly by saying, “All right.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    


    Just thinking about tomorrow, about the Varsity, makes my palms sweat so much that I rub them on the sheets repeatedly. How did Siegfried get me to consent to meeting him? I may be outspoken on my blog, but I don’t handle the outside world with its demands and expectations very well. I’m an absolutely awful dinner companion, the worst party guest you can imagine. Bitsy has reminded me of this many times.


    I roll over onto my back, then to my stomach, my side, curl into a fetal ball while clutching the extra pillow for a while, then back to my stomach. I squeeze the pillow hard, fervently willing it to have been a dream, er, a nightmare. But no, this is real. I look at the glowing red numerals of my digital clock—1:43 a.m. I should cancel, just call him and cancel. But I like Siegfried. Not “like” like, I mean, he’s way too old for me. But he is a friend. I don’t want to disappoint him.


    I press the pillow over my face, have one of those very brief and not truly heartfelt fantasies about dying, thinking, This’ll show Siegfried—when he finds me dead!


    Then it hits me—what my salvation will be! Must be! I need some of Scarlett’s boldness, her defiant demeanor that says Forget the world. I’ll do whatever I darn well please. Snaking my hand out through the dark, I turn on the bedside lamp, maneuver onto my side, and pick up the weighty copy of Gone with the Wind from my nightstand. There’s a small, sweet meditative silence as I prepare to channel some inspiration, some wisdom from the thousand-plus pages that transformed my life long ago.


    With a deep breath I bow my head, close my eyes, open the novel at random, and plunk my pointer finger down on the page. My “literary roulette.”


    The place I land is smack in the middle of chapter 22, right after Prissy has delivered Melanie’s baby. I could quote it by heart, but I read every syllable about how Scarlett thinks Prissy’s bragging, how she gets jealous, and then how she muses that if the Yankees wanted to free them, they could have them.


    I stop, scowling, and Siegfried’s face comes to mind. He’s certainly not the first black person I’ve ever known, but he’s the first one I’ve ever had as a friend. Not that I’ve had all that many friends. But for the first time, in all the times I’ve read the book, when I read the words, I see a friend’s face in them.


    All of a sudden, my stomach lurches, and I feel the blood fly out of my head with shock. I lie there numb, light-headed, my mind whirling. This is awful! It’s offensive! How’ve I not seen this before? But as if of their own volition, my eyes read on—to the part where Scarlett pushes Prissy down the stairs and threatens to sell her.


    I slam the book shut and hurl it across the room. I’ve read this novel, and thus this scene, more than twenty times prior to this, but never have I felt like I want to climb into the pages and slap Scarlett senseless. Scarlett! The person I love more than anyone else in the world. On second thought, it would be more gratifying to watch Prissy slap Scarlett while I cheer her on from the sidelines! Why have I never noticed this ugly side of Scarlett?


    Is it because of Siegfried? Or have I just been blind to this side of Scarlett because I love the rest of her so much?


    After several minutes, I turn over on my stomach and cry for a long time. I’d been so caught up, lost actually, in Scarlett’s beguiling nature, her charisma, as well as her stormy relationship with the debonair Rhett Butler, that I failed to see the principles that guide her life. I consider this and finally tell myself I obviously did not start my Scarlett Says blog with a surplus of wisdom. It wasn’t like I said: “Man, Joan Meeler, you need an outlet for this brilliance running around in your head!”


    When I began my illustrious blog, I was just trying to repay a debt I owe to Scarlett. I needed a way to make my voice heard despite my affliction.


    


    [image: deco.jpg]


    


    


    Saturday morning my eyes pop open at 6:00 on the dot. I lie in bed, desperately wishing I hadn’t agreed to go to the Varsity, thinking, If I’m meeting Siegfried at noon, I’ve got four hours to write my blog with two hours left to get ready and make my way to downtown Atlanta. There’s a tightness at my center, and I know I need to sit down and start typing. I need to feel that release. But the problem is I’m not a robot. I’m an artist, and I can’t push myself into creativity. There’s a certain element of surrender involved in writing my blog, and even after two years, I still have to work hard to let go of my crippling self-consciousness so my muse can swoop into action.


    I go into the kitchen and make coffee double strong. Looking out the kitchen window as dawn breaks over Virginia Highlands, I fancy I see the shape of Bitsy’s gray Escalade gliding along Ponce de Leon Avenue. My stomach pulls into a knot. There’s no way I’m answering the door today, I think, struck anew at how close I live to my mother and simultaneously wondering for the zillionth time if I’m not just some glutton for punishment.


    After graduation, I stayed here in Atlanta, less than half an hour from where I grew up in Brookhaven. I picked this area because it’s an old, historic neighborhood in the city, with charming twentieth-century bungalows and tree-lined streets. I rent a one-bedroom, one-bath apartment in a complex modeled after those homes—but not really anything like them. It would take an inheritance for me to be able to afford to buy one of the cute homes I long for.


    I wonder briefly if I’m one of those subconsciously graspy children wishing for a parent’s demise. I close that thought down by acknowledging that in the natural order of things, parents do precede their children in death.


    Anyway, due to our proximity to each other, every now and again Bitsy drops by unexpectedly. If I’m not on guard, she’ll pop right in, stand there inside the door—tall, slender, and elegant, her frosted hair perfectly coiffed, stylish earrings dangling on either side of her still-pretty face with the perfect bone structure. She wears the latest fashions and coordinating Manolo Blahniks on her feet. We’re like two negatively polarized magnets being pushed apart by some invisible force—she with her shopping and ladies’ luncheons and cocktail partying and decorating, and me with my hermit self, content in an apartment with nothing but the 1980s neutral-colored furniture I bought at a thrift store the day I moved in, in exactly the same arrangement I put it in that day.


    Except for the red sofa. I love that sofa, with its high back and winged sides. Siegfried helped me pick that one out during one disastrous afternoon—that’s when he got to see the “social anxiety” (that’s what my therapist calls it) in high form. A complete meltdown when the salesmen kept hovering, kept pressuring. Siegfried shooed them away, got me to admit I loved the sofa, took my credit card, and made it all happen. He even drove me home and waited for them to deliver it.


    Bitsy’s always hated it. Calls it old-fashioned and out of style. Like me. Yep, I do love that sofa.


    The last time she dropped by, unannounced as usual, was a rainy Saturday afternoon two weeks ago. I stood, surprised and clutching a half-empty bag of mini powdered doughnuts as I spied her head through my door’s peephole. I had to fight the urge to crawl under the table and hide. I stashed the doughnuts behind the telephone shelf near the door and let her in. She looked remarkable in a shrimp-colored cotton sweater, short black skirt, and flirty sandals with ankle straps. I was in my blogging clothes, with no makeup and lank hair. She wore a tight smile, and I could see disapproval in her green eyes, but out came her lilting cocktail-party voice.


    “Joan, darling, how nice to see you! I called and called but couldn’t get you, and so I thought I’d just drop by with this lovely dress I found for you at Betsey Johnson.” She paused and held up a black sheath. “I know it will be so slimming. Now, go get cleaned up and I’ll treat you to dinner at the Capital City Club. You’ve got two hours to get your shower, do your hair and makeup. I brought a novel along to entertain myself while I wait.” She dug in her giant leather handbag and produced a battered paperback of Judith Krantz’s Scruples. “Be a great way to meet lots of eligible hunks, I’m certain of that.” She lifted her finger holding the dress and waggled it so that the plastic bag rustled, as though it were some juicy bone, and I was a starving dog.


    I shook my head. “No. But thanks.”


    “What?” Her voice crescendoed to a shrill note. “Whyever not?”


    “I’m working on something.”


    “On what?”


    “Something.”


    “Oh, Joan,” she said with an exasperated sigh. “What is wrong with you?”


    When she was gone, a hollow ache tugged at my heart as I sat at my desk finishing my doughnuts. I didn’t want to feel happy that I’d evaded her yet again. Having such an unattractive hermit for a daughter must be a hard cross for Elizabeth Hargrove Meeler to bear. That’s why she sent me to the therapist when I was a teenager. She was convinced the right drugs, the right “talk therapy,” would turn me into her.


    It’s been a splendid success so far.


    Well . . . okay, I can keep a job now. I can deal with familiar people and situations. But it’s always going to take a major effort of will to get me out of the house every day, and nothing short of a personality transplant will ever turn me into another Bitsy.


    Even if I wanted that.


    The coffeemaker gurgled. Removing the half-and-half from my refrigerator, I spy a luscious-looking ruby red quarter of a watermelon purchased on my last grocery trip. It makes me think of this news story I read several years back about a black salesman who worked at a car dealership in Kentucky. He was suing them for racial harassment, alleging that two supervisors insulted him by giving him pictures of gorillas eating watermelon. I contemplate hunting that story down, posting it on my blog, then getting an ongoing dialogue on whether that’s racism or not. Just as quickly, I discard the notion.


    I’m not so quick to jump on a topic these days. I’ve come to realize that when I’m incubating ideas for my blog, every single activity becomes imbued with deep significance. I find merit in almost everything I encounter. And I don’t want to jump into this because I know race can be a volatile subject. Out of respect for its importance, I want to use some time to take stock of my own attitudes, as well as Scarlett’s.


    This topic would be a lot more difficult than one that comes up every so often—that ever-popular question: Did Scarlett ever get Rhett back?


    And I never know what’ll set readers off. Toward the end of March I was driving down Briarcliff Road, and I got behind one of those huge monster trucks about twice as tall as my little Toyota. The back windshield was a see-through decal of the Confederate flag. That was on a Thursday, and come the weekend, I’d formulated a blog about the history of the Confederate flag, including that it’s based on Saint Andrew’s cross, as many other national flags are. Pretty much just the facts.


    But this led to one of my more controversial blogs ever. My fan comments went into overdrive. One man said the flag should be banned in the twenty-first-century South because it was a shameful reminder of slavery and segregation. Another follower started arguing with him and said it was a proud emblem of Southern heritage. One fan, a historian, said that a large degree of the Southern population was of Scottish and Scotch-Irish ancestry, and thus beholden to Saint Andrew, the patron saint of Scotland who was martyred by being crucified upside-down on an X-shaped cross. He was all for displaying it with pride.


    My angriest, most vocal responder was a man from Boston, who was furious that people still displayed the Confederate flag at all. He said that had it been appropriated not only by the Ku Klux Klan but also by more than five hundred extremist hate groups. What astonished me most was when he said he wished he had the real names and addresses of several pro responders to my post so he could “personally come and blow their heads off!” An awful reaction for someone preaching against hate.


    I carry my coffee and two Cinnabon cinnamon rolls to my desk and turn on my ancient laptop. I contemplate opening lines while waiting for it to warm up. Generally, it’s Scarlett’s “spirit” I try to channel when I sit down to blog. But this morning, the scene with Prissy continues to haunt me, so I’m trying hard to ignore Scarlett and choose my own thoughts to begin.


    I type: Is racism more deeply ingrained in the South, the states of the old Confederacy, than in other areas? After all, it was the issue of slave labor from Africa that separated the Southern states from the rest of the American union. Just as quickly, I highlight this and hit delete. Too in-your-face. My job is to lure my readers in gently, make them understand something important that they need to see. I know that to rattle, to confront too soon is to drive them away.


    I begin again: My favorite quotation in the entire world is what Martin Luther King Jr. said about prizing the content of a person’s character over a person’s race. I delete that, too, finish my cinnamon rolls and lick the saucer. My mind races back to history class and Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation of September 1863, and the black abolitionist Frederick Douglass’s shouts of joy. No, this isn’t a history lesson. I go make more coffee and return, shaking with the overdose of caffeine and the agony of writer’s block. This blog’s a real bear. I’m scared I’ll never get it right.


    Two hours pass and I decide to call Siegfried and tell him I can’t come. Just as I’m dialing him, my phone rings and Bitsy’s number appears on the screen. On impulse, I fling my phone out of sight. I rest my head on my desk until I calm down enough to try again. By 10:45 a.m. I’ve done six different beginnings, one major write on two, a sort of rewrite on one of those, deleting them all with an exasperated press of my index finger. At eleven, time to stop and get ready to meet Siegfried, I know without a doubt this entry’s never, ever going to come together. There are holes a mile wide in everything I’ve attempted to say. Even my thoughts about racism have sizeable gaps. Just as I’m turning my computer off, this lilting cocktail-party voice chimes in my brain, and it’s not Scarlett’s. It’s Bitsy’s, saying how incredibly improper it is that I’m meeting a black man for lunch.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    3


    


    My apartment is less than two miles from the Varsity, and because traffic is light, I pull into the parking lot with ten minutes to spare. I sit in my car, short of breath, nauseated, and feeling faint. I talk to myself, just the way my therapist coached me to. “Breathe slowly, Joan. Relax your muscles. Deep breaths. Siegfried will be here soon. You know him. He’ll be an anchor. He’ll make it okay.”


    I went to a focus group on social anxiety one time, although my therapist suggested I wasn’t ready. The leader gave us this sentence to memorize, and I taped it to my bathroom mirror when I got home. It said, “Our thoughts trigger our emotions, which drive our actions, which then create our circumstances.” He said all I had to do was think different thoughts, and a beautiful life would fall into place. I believed him, and so that Friday night I put on an orange sundress I’d never worn before and walked to Blind Willie’s on West Highland Avenue. Blind Willie’s is a blues bar with live music, and the whole way there, I was saying to myself, You’re a social butterfly, and you’re gonna have so much fun. You’ll meet lots of people, and it’ll be great.


    When I got there, I was sweating all over, but I walked right in. The house band, The Shadows, was performing, and as I stood there in the crowd of people dancing and laughing, I really tried to move my hips and laugh, but I got dizzy and confused, and my heart started going like a jackhammer. Even though inside I was saying, “Joanie, you’re calm. You’re good,” my body just had a mind of its own and I got a bit frantic. I ran outside and squatted behind some camellia bushes until I got myself back together enough to get home.


    No more focus groups with promises of quick fixes.


    My Toyota is getting to be a sauna. It’s four minutes past noon, and I’m sweating profusely. I straighten the stack of fast-food napkins on the passenger seat while I try out my excuses. “Well, you were late, Siegfried, and I figured you were sick. I didn’t notice my cell phone was turned off until I got home.” I dig through my handbag and turn my cell phone off. “I wasn’t feeling well, Siegfried! You know about my acid reflux.” This is sort of true. I’m not feeling well, and he does know about my acid reflux, though I’m not experiencing it at the moment.


    I try a relaxation technique I learned online: breathing to a slow rhythm while visualizing myself in a field of flowers beneath a blue sky. But what I see instead is a swarm of bees that are there to pollinate, and then I imagine myself passing out as Siegfried introduces me to several people he knows who’re having lunch inside the Varsity. Generally, in a one-on-one situation with someone I know and trust, I can make it. But the thing about Siegfried is, besides knowing 99 percent of the population in Atlanta, the man never meets a stranger. He’d strike up a conversation with a telephone pole if it would answer. It’s going to be the furniture store all over again. Meltdown.


    Although I did get my red sofa out of that one.


    No. I can’t do this. I’m reaching for the ignition when I see Siegfried’s emerald green Buick LeSabre pulling into the parking lot. He parks and climbs out, dressed in a black suit, white socks, and shiny black wing tips. I swear he looks like an exclamation point. He walks around to the passenger side of the backseat and bends over to get something—a large pasteboard box with a pink bow on top. He spies my little Toyota, and as he gets closer, I see glitter in the bow catching the sun and shooting sparkles.


    My sweaty hands are slick on the steering wheel as I see him mouth “Hi” at the window on the driver’s side. “Miss Joan!” he says, opening my door.


    I turn to him and squeak out, “Hi, Siggy.”


    “Happy Birthday! You sure are a sight for sore eyes. Don’t look a day over thirty!” Siegfried cracks himself up with this joke.


    “Thanks. But I . . . I’m not feeling so great.”


    “Well, I know the cure!” He holds the box with his left arm, grabs my elbow with his right hand, and practically lifts me up and out, then closes my car’s door with his foot. The words I put to the rhythm of our steps are, What am I doing? Oh, get me home, please.


    When we get inside, Siegfried seats me at a window booth and places the box on the bench across from me, asks for my order, and goes to the counter. The Varsity is huge, all chrome and Formica and windows. The counter stretches the width of the restaurant, and behind it you see a dozen cooks flipping food on a sizzling grill. At the counter, a dozen employees are shouting out the infamous line “What’ll ya have?” to endless lines of people waiting to order. The menu features your all-American favorites: hamburgers, hotdogs, grilled cheeses, French fries, onion rings, milkshakes, sodas, various fried pies, ice cream, and their famous concoction: the Frosted Orange, a blend of tart frozen orange juice and vanilla ice cream.


    I sit motionless, avoiding eye contact with anyone, the hairs on the back of my neck standing alert.


    A flash of memory shoots through my head, of being at a Junior League mother-daughter luncheon in Buckhead when I was sixteen. Bitsy kept prodding my knee beneath the white linen tablecloth, hissing in my ear, “Why didn’t you answer Mrs. Kirsch?” and “Sit up, Joan Marie! Smile! Compliment the food, the flowers, the room! Be sociable! Or you won’t be invited back!”


    Good, I thought.


    Then there’s the birthday card from her I got in yesterday’s mail, lying unopened on the table in my kitchen. The recent string of messages on my phone about a thrice-divorced son of a friend of hers she wants to fix me up with. Bitsy, please leave me alone.


    The box across from me moves a little bit and I jump, coming back to the present. I sit staring at it like it’s a bomb.


    Siegfried is back, bearing a red plastic tray laden with food and drinks. His presence, and the nearness of a hotdog running over with chili and a red-and-white checkered cardboard boat full of crispy golden onion rings, make me feel more relaxed. The smell of the onions mixed with the grease is heavenly. Beads of condensation run down the outside of my Frosted Orange.


    My jaws are literally aching to eat, but Siegfried reaches across the table and grabs my hands. He closes his eyes, bows his head, and says in a singsong voice, “Dear Lord, thank you for knitting this child together in her mother’s womb nine months and thirty years ago. Please give her a good year ahead, and thank you for this delicious food you bless us with. Nourish our bodies as we celebrate your gift of life to us. Amen.”


    There is a moment of silence, and I just sit there, looking down at my food, still aching to take a bite, but aware that Siegfried’s waiting for my response. “Amen,” I say, though I am not the praying sort.


    He smiles and lifts his cheeseburger for a huge bite.


    I take a slurp of Frosted Orange, a bite of my overflowing all-the-way dog. Delicious. I’m feeling pretty good right now. “Thank you, Siggy,” I say, after blotting my chin with a napkin when I’m a quarter of the way through.


    “You’re absolutely welcome. It’s my pleasure.”


    Just then the pasteboard box moves again. A scratching noise comes from inside. I try to ignore it because I’m about to begin my onion rings. Siegfried looks over at it and says, “Hold your horses in there. It ain’t time for the gifting yet!”


    I stuff a bunch of onion rings into my mouth, thinking of saying, Siegfried, I’m allergic to animals or It would be cruel for me to have a pet as I’m gone so much. Or, better yet, the truth, that when I was a child, my mother strictly forbade any “nasty, dirty, messy, disease-carrying animals” in our home, clucking her tongue, saying, “Shoo! Scat!” with fierce eyes, if I ever brought home a stray puppy or kitten or a wounded bird. It was as though the seeds of aversion that had been planted in me long ago were now giant oaks. I regarded house pets as most people regard opossums and armadillos—something okay to look at but not to touch.


    Siegfried finishes his burger and dips his French fries one by one into a little cup of bleu cheese dressing. When he’s all done with them, he slides a fried apple pie in front of me and another in front of himself. “Okay,” he says, “time for a song.”


    I like our little insulated table, and I don’t want to be gawked at. My heart begins pounding, and I can’t get a breath as he reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out a tiny blue candle and a lighter. He sticks the candle into my pie and lights it.


    Thankfully the Varsity’s so packed and loud, and everybody’s paying attention to their own food and people, that we get through Siegfried singing “Happy Birthday” without any foreign eyes on us.


    I bite through the warm, flaky crust into a perfect tart-sweet blend of apples, cinnamon, and sugar. “This is delicious,” I say, and I mean it, savoring my pie oh so slowly.


    When we’re done, Siegfried moves all our trash aside, lifts the box, and slides it across the table. Clearly he’s excited, enjoying the anticipation. I’m not excited. My stomach wants to heave up everything I just enjoyed.


    I clear my throat. “Really,” I say. “You shouldn’t have.” I mean it with all my heart.


    “I wanted to. Go on, now, open it up!”


    My hands reach out and unfold the box flaps. Inside is a teeny little gray-and-white ball of kitten fluff, shaking and so skinny I can count every rib but with the most lavish tail I’ve ever seen. I mean, that tail must be two inches in diameter. “Thank you,” I say. “But I really can’t keep it.”


    “Yes, you can. It’s a she, and I called your landlord before I went down to the shelter, and they allow pets.”


    “I meant the food and the litter box and the veterinary bills. I can’t afford it.” I tried not to look at the needy little creature who was now standing on tiptoe, her front paws on the edge of the box. She mewed up at me. Stop being so cute!


    Siegfried laughs, slides his fingers back into that bottomless pocket of his suit coat, and pulls out an envelope. “Don’t got to worry about that neither.” His voice is warm and slow. “I went to the PetSmart and purchased a gift certificate.”


    I look away from him and say nothing. Since the first day I met him, Siegfried has pushed and pushed. Sometimes, since that day at the furniture store, it’s gotten worse. Like he wants to cure me or something.


    He lifts her from the box and presents her to me by stretching out his arms. The kitten rubs her cheek insistently against my wrist, and I feel an unexpected urge to hold the tiny creature. I take her slowly. She doesn’t even weigh two pounds, and her bones are so sharp it feels like I’m holding a bird’s nest. She curls into me and starts to purr so loud it sounds like a miniature jackhammer. All of a sudden, an unnameable feeling comes over me as I peer down at that pink nose, the spindly whiskers, and beseeching green eyes.


    It’s a little overwhelming.


    Siegfried laughs. “I know you think she’ll just be a bother. But this little girl will give back much more than the time it takes you to freshen her box and sprinkle chow into her bowl. She’ll be waiting to greet you when you come home from work, she’ll warm your feet on cold winter nights, and she will love you more than life itself.”


    Somewhere inside me, I think he might, I said might, be right. This shocks me even more than the fact that Siegfried is getting away with having a live animal inside the restaurant! Granted, there’s no sign saying “No Pets Allowed” like there is one about “No Shirt, No Shoes, No Service,” but knowing Siegfried, he’d get away with wearing only his swimsuit.


    “What you gonna name her?”


    I don’t respond. Giving a name to this kitten will surely seal the deal. I put her back into the box and push it toward Siegfried. “Well,” I say, “it would be unfair of me to take her. I might start traveling, and it would be terrible to leave her like that.”


    “Better watch out, your nose is growing.” Siegfried chuckles. He pushes the box back toward me. “How ’bout call her Scarlett?”


    Indignation shoots through me like a current. “No!”


    “Whoa, now!” He flinches, tilts his head back, and looks hard at me through his half-lens glasses. “What’s eating at you?”


    I don’t know how to say it.


    “You look mad. You mad?”


    I nod.


    He reaches over, takes one of my hands between his own. “What’s got your dander up?”


    I don’t want to say it. But as I sit, trying not to look at the kitten, trying not to feel these rough, warm hands, willing myself not to cry, everything comes spilling out of me. The whole story about my fury at Scarlett O’Hara’s racism, how I feel guilty, betrayed, and frustrated that I cannot for the life of me get my blog written now that my muse is on my “bad” list.


    “So, what I’ve decided is this,” I say in a resolute tone that shocks me. “I’m going to quit Scarlett Says. I can’t continue to promote her and have a clear conscience.” Where did that come from? I don’t know. But now that it’s out, I’m certain it’s the only solution to the growing turbulence inside me.


    Siegfried’s mouth falls open. “You’re kidding!”


    His response shows that you never really know anyone. “I thought you’d be happy, Siggy. I thought you were against ‘social networking.’ ”


    “I am. If that’s all a person does. But you got a gift, Miss Joan. That blog you did on Scarlett’s last line in the book was brilliant.”


    I smile, feel the heat of a blush warm my cheeks. Actually, Siegfried already said as much when he left a comment on my blog. He also included a proverb, something about not boasting about tomorrow because you don’t know what a day may bring forth.


    “If you quit blogging, what are all your virtual friends gonna do?” Siegfried is truly worried. “How many followers you up to now?”


    In an intentionally blasé voice, I say “4,277,” while millions of tiny bubbles dance around inside me. This feeling is a good one, and I wouldn’t mind nurturing it, even if it is pride. But I can’t let Siegfried see it, or else he’ll find some Proverb to douse it with. Just saying this number aloud makes me miss my fans. Already, I feel a sense of bereavement for my online community. Before yesterday’s, well, actually, this morning’s revelation, it was my goal to reach five thousand.


    “So, you planning to leave those loyal followers hanging?” Siegfried picks up some bits of leftover hamburger bun and feeds them to the kitten. She even looks cute chewing. “After they done put so much time and emotion into you?”


    I sit there looking at him for a while, thinking of the myriad responses to “Tomorrow Is Another Day: The Beauty of Putting Things Off,” especially one from a faithful Manhattan follower named Charles that went back and forth between us a dozen times at least. In fact, I’m still waiting on his response to my latest rebuttal. Charles was one of my very first followers, and sometimes at night, in bed, in the dark, I try to picture what he looks like, and sometimes I imagine how it might feel to have him in bed beside me. The first “marriage” fantasy I’ve had since I was nine. Charles has said before that he likes a “generous woman,” which I interpret as large, and I like how we think so much alike, how we both enjoy a good argument. He calls me his feisty Scarlett.


    Thinking of this, I feel a flower blooming inside, a warm blush in my cheeks. I can’t do this right now. Instead, I turn my thoughts back to this dear man sitting across from me, this man who surely went through the thick of the civil rights movement. Funny, but I realize that I’ve never heard Siegfried complain a bit about the prejudice he must have encountered before, during, and even now. But here he is just sitting, perfectly at ease with himself, with the world.


    How old would Siegfried have been when the civil rights movement began? The church bombing where the four girls died was in 1963, but I know it all started in the early ’50s. “Um, well, I . . . I just don’t know if I . . . well, I mean . . . Siegfried! Aren’t you offended by the way black characters are treated in Gone with the Wind?”


    Siegfried’s eyebrows form an inverted V. “Okay,” he says, slow and thoughtful. “Let me say this. I know lots of folks don’t like the way Margaret Mitchell depicts black characters in her book. Claim her novel is hurtful and racist. But you got to remember, she is telling the story of the American Civil War and Reconstruction from a Southern point of view. Some folks say it’s her personal hymn to the Lost Cause.”


    I cannot believe this! Betraying his own! “So?”


    “So you can’t escape history. Can’t gloss over reality. I see it as her simply showing the way things were. I mean, let’s face it, it definitely weren’t no pretty time in our history!”


    I sit quietly for maybe five seconds. I’m not so naive as to believe racism didn’t exist then, or that it will ever be totally gone from the Deep South, but I’m shocked to hear this, and I say, rather loudly for me, “Siegfried Obadiah Smith! Scarlett treats Prissy like a dog! She even threatens to sell her!”


    “Hey, hey, now. Calm down. I read the book. Seen the movie, too—couple of times—and I know personal liberty is many people’s most precious possession. But you ought to know by now that I do not advocate censorship. Lots of things I read in my Holy Bible every morning, my Atlanta Journal every evening, see on the news, hear on the radio, lots of issues come up that seem—by my standards anyway—shocking, disrespectful, unkind, unfair, lewd, even prejudiced. Now, you know I personally do not condone exploiting or treating with disrespect even an imaginary person like Prissy, but at the same time, I realize I got to keep my personal reaction at bay. Yes, it is wrong to own another person. It is wrong to treat somebody the way slaves was treated. But I can’t universalize my moral standards. I feel it’s important to let people tell their stories without censorious interference.” Siegfried rubs his chin. “Well, except in very extreme cases.”


    I sit there, a little stunned, taking it all in. He’s right about some of it. Siegfried doesn’t universalize his moral standards. He does make them known, however. Every single chance he gets. Funny, while I’m fairly certain Siegfried does not approve of the way I answer my blog followers while I’m on the clock, well, on the salary, at Giffin & Burke, neither do I think he judges me for it. “Aren’t you mad?” I ask him. “Don’t you have lingering wounds, hurts from before integration? Memories that haunt you from the civil rights movement?”


    He sits quiet a minute, pulls a hanky from his trouser pocket, and pats his forehead before saying, “Got plenty of memories about growing up.”


    His gaze turns distant, and he wipes his eyes before tucking away the handkerchief.


    I nod. “Tell me?”


    He lowers his voice. “I lived with my auntie in Birmingham, and one night I remember we had to hide in the back of her house because of death threats. I remember the two of us listening to insults from whites on a long bus ride from Birmingham to Atlanta. I remember not being able to eat hotdogs at the lunch counter at the Woolworth’s. Had to go to a back window. I wasn’t allowed to go to the big public library, either. Had to go to the library for colored children. We drank out the water fountains with a sign that said ‘Colored’ fastened to the wall above it. I remember segregated schools and churches, my people not being allowed to participate in politics, not being covered by the law’s protection.”


    My eyes stung. “Wow.”


    “But you know what?” He smiles such a big, genuine smile that my tears absorb back into the ducts. “Now I can enjoy all those things. And you want to know something funny?”


    I’m afraid to ask. “What?”


    “Mount Carmel Baptist is still segregated!” He laughs. “Not by law. We welcome peoples of all colors, but it is rare for a white man to darken our door. I’ll tell you this, Joan, race relations may not be perfect, but they are dramatically better today than when I was growing up. Now we even got a black president!” He laughs and reaches in the box for the kitten, lays her gently against his shoulder like an infant.


    This conversation is not going the way I imagined it would. I thought he would want me to quit, to return Scarlett to the past where she belonged. And I haven’t read much of the Bible Siegfried likes to call his favorite book, but surely this Being called God doesn’t condone slavery.


    “So, what does God say about slavery?” I ask, my voice sounding screechy to my own ears.


    A beautiful smile floods Siegfried’s face. “Well, He is against it. He despised it when His peoples were slaves for the Egyptians for four hundred years! He sees oppression down here. He hears folks’ groaning. And He moves to deliver in His time.”


    The man is so serene, completely peaceful, I’m almost afraid Siegfried may not be dealing with a whole deck. I’m confused about what to say to this last comment. His time?


    I sit a minute, then look him right in the eye to say, “Well, I do not believe in slavery at any time, and I think we should do all we can in the fight against it.”


    “I like your passion, your ideals, but they don’t change the past. I don’t believe in censorious interference. What was, was.”


    The kitten is sound asleep, and we all sit quietly another few minutes until suddenly Siggy’s eyes pop open wide. “How about Dandelion? She feels just like a dandelion puff!” He rubs the kitten behind her ears that are so big in proportion to her face that they put me in mind of a bat.


    I shrug, my throat aching as I line up the salt and pepper shakers beside the napkin holder.


    Siegfried is quiet for a moment. Then he says, “So . . . what made you pick Scarlett as your best friend in the first place?”


    Every cell in my body tightens. I feel fear rising like a tidal wave. I will not tell him about my greatest shame, the fiasco in high school that started my love affair with Scarlett and Gone with the Wind. I say, “Well, she’s fiery. She’s strong and gutsy, and I appreciate—used to appreciate—Scarlett’s ambition and the way she challenges authority. My high school English teacher called her a rebel. I remember a line Mrs. Darnell wrote on the chalkboard that we had to copy down. ‘Scarlett rebels against the restraints of a code of behavior that relentlessly attempts to mold her into a form to which she’s not naturally suited.’ ”


    Siegfried smiles. “Ain’t that the truth! Scarlett sure ain’t no sweet, ladylike Southern belle. She’s gutsy, stronger than the men in the book, ’cept Rhett Butler. But being a rebel is how she managed to survive. Why she was able to rebuild Tara. She couldn’t have done that if she was a simpering, faint-hearted female. Can’t help but admire that.”


    “No! She’s the pampered, spoiled daughter of a well-to-do plantation owner, born to privilege, arrogant and mean!”


    “Scarlett ain’t perfect, that’s true. But like I said, racism and slavery were real things at the time Gone with the Wind took place. If she hadn’t behaved the way she did, it wouldn’t be real. Be a good thing for you to talk about in your blog.”


    I believe blogging about racism would be a very worthy subject, something people really need to think about, but I don’t feel very confident about approaching it, about writing a compelling piece, and plus, my muse is a racist of the highest degree.


    Siegfried strokes Dandelion’s back while quiet moments pass between us. I can tell he’s thinking hard, and now I’m starting to think about how much I’ll miss Charles and our repartee. Also, I’ll have a lot of empty hours to fill.


    “I know!” Siegfried says suddenly, so excited that Dandelion pulls her head in and lays her ears back. “You could write about how Margaret Mitchell is the exact opposite of her character Scarlett! I read one time how she denied any similarities to Scarlett in her personal life. Say she favor Miss Melanie more than any of her characters. In fact, Ms. Mitchell secretly sent donations to Morehouse College, funding the education of dozens of African American medical students.”


    “Really?” I have to admit I’m shocked. “Why did she do it secretly?”


    “Well, she could have gotten herself killed if word of something like that got out. At the time, there was a resurgence of the KKK, and there was lynchings going on, and a lot of racial violence in the South. Ms. Mitchell had to go underground after all her fame following the book. She couldn’t say what she wanted to say in public. But, she kept doing what was in her heart. What she thought was right.”


    I am speechless. “How do you know this? Why do you know this?”


    He laughed. “After I started reading your blog, I got curious. I hadn’t exactly spent a lot of time with that book before. You were telling us everything about Scarlett, who ain’t real. I wanted to know more about the real girl.”


    “You looked her up?” I’m annoyed that I’m so surprised.


    “Yep. It ain’t that hard. Ms. Mitchell created one of the most amazing books ever published, won herself a Pulitzer for it, and yet, the woman didn’t take herself too seriously. She cared about people.” He ruffled the fur underneath Dandelion’s chin, laid her flat on her back in the crook of his arm and gazed tenderly at her. “But I believe there might’ve been a little bit of Margaret Mitchell in Scarlett. You ever hear about what got Ms. Mitchell shunned by the Junior League?”


    This is right down my alley! “Tell me.”


    “Okay. There was a debutante ball, and Margaret Mitchell performed this dance with ‘Apache’ moves she learned watching Rudolph Valentino in a movie. We’d just passed the Nineteenth Amendment giving women the right to vote, and Ms. Mitchell and her partner were throwing each other around like savages. I heard it even caused some of the onlookers to faint.” Siegfried chuckled. “Anyhow, it was a huge story. The Atlanta Journal had articles two days running. So Ms. Mitchell wasn’t invited to join the Junior League. Wasn’t but a little more than a decade later when she created Miss Scarlett, one of the strongest female figures in literature.”


    I say nothing. Just sit there taking all this in, gazing at Dandelion as she stretches luxuriously and yawns, the inside of her mouth such a tender shell-pink. I start thinking, Okay, Joan, you’ve got your new plan. You need to be a sponge when we get to the Margaret Mitchell House. You’ll step into that apartment where Margaret Mitchell wrote her masterpiece, and like osmosis, you’ll just soak her spirit in. She can be your muse.


    Siegfried interrupts my daydream. “Let me add this, Miss Joan. I appreciate where you coming from about hating slavery and all, but lots of folks still get real worked up about how the South lost the war, and about the different races. I believe that you, being smart as you are, can use your fury over Scarlett and her treatment of blacks to write an honest discussion about slavery and racism in today’s world. But you listen to me, you gonna make some enemies for sure if you start writing about those things, getting into discussions.”


    “Um, yeah, sure,” I reply, only halfway tuned in.


    Siegfried leans forward and pats my hand. “You hearing me?” His glasses tremble at the tip of his nose. “I want you to keep this in mind when you start getting into arguments with folks online, ‘A soft answer turneth away wrath.’ ”


    I don’t give him the pleasure of asking about his proverb. “I’ll be fine,” I say. “Why would I be afraid of virtual enemies?”


    “Because if the police use digital technology to find criminals on social media websites, I know regular peoples out there can, too. Plenty regular folks know the Internet backward and forward, and you sure don’t want to make the wrong person mad. You gonna have to be careful what you say about some topics. Promise?”


    I’m not scared, but I whisper, “Hush! You worry too much! Isn’t there some proverb against worrying?” I pause dramatically, speak even softer. “Siegfried, nobody knows I’m hostessing this blog but you. I’ve got a fake profile. I’m absolutely safe.”


    I rarely even think about how it felt when I read the angry comments from the furious historian after my blog on the Confederate flag. I admit, I was scared to read my responses for a few weeks, and yes, it did make me tighten up my Internet identity, my security, but it eventually passed, and as far as I’m concerned, I created this virtual identity so I can do and say exactly what I want, when I want, with no fear. I’ve invested a lot in this blog, in finding a place I can feel safe in this life, and I definitely am not going to let anything ruin it for me.


    “Law enforcement officials found a pedophile who was using a fake profile! Cop said advances in technology helped him snag that bad man.”


    I will Siegfried to hush. There are only a few places where I know I’m safe, and one of them is behind my keyboard. Virtual reality is enough! Plenty! It’s not like I’m back in ninth grade—so shy and insecure I hooked up with the gorgeous Cynthia LaForgue, head cheerleader, captain of the girl’s tennis team, and editor of the Pace Academy yearbook. Not to mention the evilest girl on this planet. I was such a dumb phony back then—false eyelashes, bust enhancer, bleached hair—I almost went nuts before that was over. I do not want to think of all the ways Cynthia influenced my life. Bitsy was the only person who did not recognize what a pathetic person Cynthia was. I hate that my mind is zipping over to that unbearably depressing time.


    “Bless your heart,” Siegfried says. “Everything’s gonna be okay.” He leans forward and pats my shoulder. He thinks I’m crying because I’m scared.
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