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    Dear Mom,
You who loves to talk, I mean, HONESTLY, WOMAN, without pause! Thank you for listening to pages upon pages—even chapters—with no regard to the hour or task at hand. I could not have accomplished this without your support. You are why God created moms. Thanks for being mine.
Love you!




“There’s only one very good life and that’s the life you


know you want and you make it yourself.”


—DIANA VREELAND





Author’s Note


I LOVE TO READ and get lost in a moment not of my own making. It has been that way since I was a child in Alabama begging my mom to let me stay up past my bedtime, just long enough to finish the next chapter (or two) of whatever book had so captivated me. The escapism that others fostered also fed my soul and imagination. For that I am eternally grateful, because those authors opened up a world to me that showcased ways of existence far different from the one I knew, that of an only child of a single woman whose great love was not so great—so life for me was not always crystal.


I say all of this to tell you that I have an appreciation for great writers and storytellers, my favorites being Kundera, Z. Smith, Hurston, and Coehlo, but I make absolutely NO pretense of being an ounce of the writers they are. I do hope, however, to be an intriguing storyteller and provide you a good tale to get lost in. A friend once said to me, “You speak like a novel.”


I hope that he is correct (thank you, Greg Cham) and that you will embrace what is to come. Welcome to the world of Jules Sinclair.


Sincerest gratitude,


x Tamara
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THE RETURN


2001


AWAITING ME AT baggage claim was a bespectacled middle-aged man positioned near the base of the escalator with Jules Sinclair written in a haphazard black script on a white board. He didn’t appear too excited to be there, which was perfect for me as I am unclear of what awaits me when I get home, so any forced pleasantries at this point would be exhausting.


Before leaving for London, Marcus and I had the kind of argument where far too many things are said, some of which you just can’t take back and others of which you say intentionally to hurt the other because you want them to feel as bad as you do at that moment. Instead of clearing my head, the time away only made two things obvious to me: I didn’t want out, and I had no idea of how to get back in—to us. Besides, even if I did have the solution, I’m not sure he’d want to hear it anyway. The answers that I hoped would be miraculously delivered, like how to retract all of the pain and harmful words, eluded me. We had come so far only to end up exactly where we should not be.


On the plane I ran a couple of scenarios in my head so that, no matter the outcome of putting my key in the door, I would be prepared. Option A: He would be there, relieved to see me and in that lovable yet obtuse manner feed me a line to let me know that we would weather this. Option B: He would be out but not gone—his clothes remaining perfectly spaced on his side of the closet with a few items subletting space on my side. Seeing this I would just wait for him to come back, to come home to me. Option C: A “Dear Jules” note would be on the counter in his meticulous penmanship telling me that it was best if we had some time apart and that he had taken up residence elsewhere—or, worse yet, that he was gone, never to return. While I know that C could very easily be my reality, I couldn’t bring myself to consider it without bursting into tears—again. Maybe things would have been different—for the better of us, I mean—if he had told me about the baby, or if I’d never made him feel like he couldn’t. Maybe not.


Taking a deep breath, I bring my thoughts current, focusing only on what is before me—identifying my luggage and getting to the car.


“We’re going to Beverly Hills, yes?” asks the driver.


“Yes, One North Wetherly.”


“Do you have any objections to taking La Cienega down?”


“Any way you want is fine—all goes to the same place,” I say.


Normally the drive to West Hollywood from LAX via the main street of La Cienega takes an eternity at this hour of the day, the 10 Freeway is even worse, so I settle into the black leather seats of the town car and allow my thoughts to be lulled into a void. You don’t have to live in Los Angeles to know that rush hour traffic here is a terror in and of itself. People enter their cars pissed off at the workday that just ended, armored for the confrontation that awaits them as a result of listless drivers who seem resigned to repeat the habitual routine that has become “adult life”: morning commute 8:00 to 8:45 a.m., sitting in the parking garage of your office praying that today will be better than yesterday 8:45 to 8:50 a.m., pasting a smile on your face at 8:55 a.m., “Hello, Bob,” “Hi, Shirley,” working someone else’s job from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., getting in car and dropping the facade at 5:05 p.m., evening commute until 6:30 p.m.—welcome home.


What a life! I could never survive it, and yet the infinitesimal details make mine not so different. If anything my wrapping at this point just appears more glamorous and above it all; monthly travel to our homes in New York, Los Angeles, and Bridgehampton, filled with dinners and events that oftentimes end up chronicled in Page Six or photographed for the monthlies. What the rags don’t catch are the quiet moments and everywoman experiences that no amount of Executive Platinum frequent-flyer miles, chauffeured cars, or exclusive access will allow me to escape. Basically, as a child of the ’80s, I drank the Kool-Aid—with a heaping dose of fairy dust for good measure, as it were—hence I am woman hear me roar awaiting my knight in shining armor, that is, if I can, once and for all, put my BS aside long enough to rest in all that comes with the reality of us. Which clearly I had not done despite past misfortunes. Try admitting that about yourself and not cringing! To my mind’s eye the details of how would always fall into place miraculously, because they always had for me with little or no effort. That is, until I ran full speed into the wall that said, “You can’t get what you are not so take a good look princess and be truthful about who is looking back.” A frightening proposition any way I slice it, much more involved than maintaining the size 6, five-feet-eight-inch Jamaican-Dutch genetic lotto pool I was fortunate enough to be born into. In the event I ever went north of my regular 135 pounds, the solution was simple: a few spinning classes at Equinox, a horrid regime of salt-free/fat-free/taste-free food, hot yoga, and complete avoidance of the dessert menu for a week or more. Simple enough, right? But this navigating life—getting personal purpose right more times than I fuck up and being brave enough to admit when I do without feeling diminished—I don’t know.


In all the commotion of exiting the plane, getting through customs, and worrying that my luggage (like my relationship) might not have made the same flight that I did, I forgot that daylight saving time had ended, so it was completely dark outside. Nightfall with the ever-present charcoal smog overcast was firmly set by 5 p.m., which now seemed fitting. As a child, I could always think better at night. I used to believe that the constellations appeared visible only to hear me talk about the grand life that was to come. Tonight, however, there was not a single solitary star to be found in the sky; there seldom are, actually, which is one of the sacrifices of living in Lala but I would gladly do without the galaxy, if he will have me. My hope is that Marcus and I, at the very least, are in the grasp of the half-moon revealing itself amid the smog, so I surrender, lean back and reminisce, allowing my thoughts to return to years prior until my future reveals itself.
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MEETING MR. MICHAEL THURMOND KIPPS?


THE YEAR WAS 1998 and I was trying to return to New York full-time from a stint (forced sabbatical . . . okay, relationship exile) abroad when a friend suggested that I contact Michael Kipps as soon as my feet touched U.S. soil again. The intent being to discuss helming the PR department of his restaurant, Carly’s, that was now all the rave in the ultrahip yet still seedy Meatpacking District. So I did as instructed sort of by preemptively e-mailing him from London, thinking it best to develop some kind of cheeky communication before actually begging for the position.


Michael,


Jules Sinclair here. Blake says that you are utterly lost without me. Luckily I am bored with everything—my life, the Brits, warm beer, peas and mash, etc. I hear you are divine, more important I am told that Carly’s is the hottest upstart the NYC scene has encountered in some time. Let’s make sure it stays that way. When and where?


Warmest, Jules S.


To my surprise his response was immediate albeit short and completely devoid of the witticism that mine had been carefully crafted with.


Thursday at 8pm. —MK


There was no inquiry on his part as to when I was scheduled to arrive in New York or an overture to convey that he understood flying across the Atlantic on three days’ notice might be an imposition—but it would be great if possible because he had heard good things about me. No, “Thursday at 8pm” is all he said, and so around 10:30 p.m. GMT on a Sunday night I went online to book my travel and pray to the credit card gods.


•  •  •


It has been said many times over that London is like New York because it has a broad array of cultures and ethnicities inclusive of new money, old money, and no money, all forced to coexist on metros and deckers. Also, it’s an epicenter of style and is more than a one-industry town, consisting of banking, publishing, interior design, art, theater, music, etc.—but they are completely wrong. To me New York is a hyperkinetic fishbowl anomaly of possibilities in and of itself; every other global metropolis is but an Off-Broadway production, nicely reviewed but lacking megawatt star power. Emotionally it conjures the innate fight-or-flight impulse for newbies. A rite of passage for all who aspire to re-create themselves on its dense littered streets, as it was for me a few years ago. Everything about New York is a complete affront to the senses, from being sandwiched on a subway multiple times a day and being inappropriately groped, to habitually stepping over trash and being heckled by street vendors, not to mention keeping the requisite pushcart near the door to transport laundry and groceries with no thought to how unnatural it is to be pushing a caged contraption in five-inch heels on any given day.


New York is hard on the body (kind of like sparring a few rounds with Tyson but coming out of it with both ears intact) and potentially mind-altering, but you don’t realize it until you leave the island behind and see how life looks on the other side: minivans and carpools, chore lists, restaurants that close at 10 p.m., planned subdivisions with oversize, themed shopping malls that could hold Yankee and Giants stadiums collectively with room to spare. But no matter how damaging, the city’s lure to rewrite a life, the addiction to “anything is possible if your game is strong enough” is swift. Either you do whatever is necessary to maintain the high or you nearly OD and in a fitful moment of clarity decide to go clean—leaving it forever and relegating the experience to a “when I was younger I lived in New York” story to be dusted off for Middle American friends and relatives as either a badge of honor or a cautionary tale to a wayward child.


•  •  •


Touching down at JFK before midnight on Wednesday I immediately feel that zing of energy coursing through my veins. The interior of the Virgin Atlantic concourse was sparse with some travelers awaiting takeoff, which made it easy for me to be one of the first people at baggage claim, and since I had used some miles to upgrade to business class, my luggage was certain to be labeled “priority” and descend the conveyer first so I could get a jump on the taxi line before the rush. Luggage in hand I impressed myself exiting the terminal, maneuvering the gypsy cabs who, by the way, are the furthest thing from being actual Gypsies. They are more like West Indian, Caribbean, Russian, and Middle Eastern entrepreneurs with a dream of capitalism, a car, and hopefully a legal driver’s license. My first reaction was to put on my best I am not a tourist so don’t fuck with me face—that is, until I saw that the line of passengers awaiting a taxi in the center partition was wrapped in rows of three. No time like the present to double back and give my sweetest soooo about that ride into the city about-face. I was not going to wait twenty minutes or more in 30-degree weather at this hour, even if when compared with London it was warm enough for me to put on some knickers and sunblock and walk to the city.


Greeted by the smell of Hai Karate musk mixed with a distinct middle note of curry, I settled in the backseat and waited for the twilight moment when we would be submerged in the Midtown Tunnel and ascend into the hub of Manhattan. That moment never disappoints. Well illuminated and sleek, the tunnel is a quiet conveyer that ends with the bustle of delivery trucks blocking roads with produce, shopkeepers preparing for the next day’s business, and a few late-night joggers, which I’ve never understood. Honestly who needs to run that badly (my friend Richard)? I knew before we exited Murray Hill that no matter the outcome of my meeting with Michael, I needed to be back in New York. Nothing awaited me in London. It had served its purpose. Two years earlier I moved there to do in-house publicity for a new four-star hotel group—and to put some distance in a relationship. Like most things, it was exciting initially sans the whole emotional despair shattered dreams broken heart of things. During the week, I worked hard—put on my corporate suit (Chloé by Stella McCartney, of course) and sensible shoes (Alaia or Blahnik). At night, I combined work and even harder play in some of the best private clubs, Soho House and Opium being preferred locations. The weekends, however, I reserved for dropping the “king of the world” pretense and falling down.


The ironic and insufferable thing about a fast pace is that it is the biggest illusion of all. You find yourself so wrapped up in this obligation or that social commitment that you begin to believe your own hype. Mine was that I was living the fullest life possible in the present with no concern for past misgivings despite the obvious (weekends falling apart, h-e-l-l-o?!). Slowly, as the UK scene became habitual, the regimen of my life started to emerge and I found it hard to deny that my past was very much a constant companion in my present. Yes, this is the moment when, if my life were a film score, the music supervisor would cue “Run to You” by Whitney Houston. Instead of running to someone, I was running from someone sans the flesh-colored unitard and wind machine. Each day or so I thought There has to be more than this. Tomorrow will be better, and I would wait as patiently as possible for the moment to pass. But like the constantly changing forecast of any given English day—overcast in the morning, sunshine by lunch, only to be disrupted by showers during the evening commute—it just recycled.


Sometimes those moments went easily; other times they decided to battle. And let me tell you they played dirty. Along with their incessant noise reminding me of all that was lacking in my life, they would bring gray skies and make the heavens cry with such intensity that my only refuge was to take to my bed. Thankfully those moments would give way to a classic black-and-white with Ronald Coleman and Greer Garson, William Powell and Myrna Loy, or Cary Grant and Irene Dunne. And there you have it—my life is not a music score but a classic Hollywood movie. The problem is that I live in a modern world and experience has made it clear that none of those archetypes exist anymore with the possible exception of my dad, Charles. There is no dashing man full of ambition with amazing style and comedic wit who is challenged in the best of ways by the paradox of my drive and vulnerability. So why can’t I just accept this fully instead of holding on to a modicum of hope that he is out there, looking for me as well? I thought of this incessantly as we drove to the hotel until the friction to the car from the cobblestone SoHo streets interrupted my thoughts, forcing me out of my haze.


Two years had gone by since last I was here so I decided to treat myself and stay at the Mercer Hotel in order to be near my favorite haunts: the eats at Café Habana, Balthazar, and Raoul’s, the boutiques, and the friends. At check-in the impossibly perfect supermodel-in-training receptionist told me that not only would the temperature reach the mid-50s but that my junior suite was ready due to a cancellation. Initially when I made the reservation I was advised that no juniors were immediately available but would be later in my stay if I wanted to change rooms at that time. This trip was already starting off much better than expected. Before going to bed, I unpack and shower, after taking a last glance at some notes on Michael in preparation for our meeting later this evening.


The time difference caused my mind to wake up much earlier than my body desired. Instinctively I reached for the phone to order room service before remembering that the toniest of breakfast experiences was just down the street sans 18 percent delivery charge. Independent of what anyone will tell you or what you may read, Balthazar (noise level excluded) is by far the hippest enclave in the city to observe, be observed, and eat great food any time of the day.


Exiting the hotel I stop on the corner of Prince and Broadway to ogle a stylish day-planner in the window of Kate’s Paperie before being accosted by two gusts of arctic wind that chills me to the bone. The first being the actual temperature—mid-50s my ass, more like low 20s without the wind-chill factor. Mental note: After breakfast come back to hotel and put on anything in my luggage that suggests warmth; cashmere socks, wool tights, and ear covers, despite the fact that I am vehemently opposed to the latter due to chronic hair issues. The second of course was Cora’s name flashing across the screen of my mobile. What is the deal with mothers and their incredibly poor timing anyway? Knowing all too well that any conversation with her this early would only bring an unnecessary amount of drama and derailment to my beautifully appointed selfish morning, I ignore the call. Allowing it to go to voice mail instead of pressing the ignore button, which never went unnoticed or unchallenged by her. Snapping back into reality, I continue on my way. I am not here to obsess on the Doppler radar system, Cora’s intrusive manner, or even my own gastronomic pursuits. I am here to impress Michael Kipps and get this position. Then and only then can I justify leaving London professionally and afford to move back to the States without depleting my savings (again) in the process.


•  •  •


I did some homework on Michael and learned from mutual friends that he was a former model in the late ’70s through early ’80s (actually he was a major deal) who married very well (nice retirement plan if you can get it), enjoys the jet-set life and the spotlight that comes with it, so it was no surprise that he would go into the restaurant business. The shock to many was that he was fucking great at it—front of the house and behind the scenes. So much so that the storied ego of his that was rumored to greet acquaintances before he did worked to his advantage now. Men and women loved to be in his presence and he was an amazing host. In the day-to-day operations he proved to be a skilled businessman, combining all that he experienced from fashion, society life, and dining at the best establishments into the secret of his success.


Carly’s was named after his wife and partially funded by her, an older generational wealthy blue-blood type. Carly Spencer Falles, in her heyday, was the standard by which all affairs were deemed a success or failure in New York. Success, if she decided to attend and bring with her a legion of trendsetters known as The Circle. Carly was a one-woman branding machine by virtue of her connections and influence. When she and Michael began dating in ’89, most people were amused. Age-wise she preceded him by more than a decade. Anyone with eyes could understand why she would want him. The confusion was in his choosing her.


Michael Kipps, at that time in his early forties, remained a divinely handsome man by any standard and, while not having discovered the fountain of youth, seemed to just get better with age. At six feet two, he was blessed with a deep olive complexion that even in the coldest of winter appeared to be sunkissed thanks to his Greek mother, dark wavy hair loosely sprinkled with silver, and a bountiful mouth set against a jawline chiseled by Michelangelo. His dating history read like a prepubescent boy’s wish list of the world’s most beautiful women, and by all accounts he was financially sound. Knowing these truths, to say that people were surprised by his courtship and subsequent marriage to Carly is a well-documented understatement. To quote a columnist from The Village Voice: “For a man who has dated some of the greatest beauties in the world the new paramour of Michael Kipps doesn’t seem to share the same looking glass.”


True, Carly was not a conventional beauty at any stage—even she knew that. There was no late blooming period where her head would grow enough to minimize those elfin ears or make her nose appear less beakish. Forever lean and tall she kept her flaxen hair long and ethereal as a focal point, since the Nordic thing seemed to be a prerequisite for class distinction in Upper East Side (UES) society for any era. From what I was able to uncover, their public courtship was very brief, about seven months, which only added to the speculation that the marriage would dissolve within three years. She was infamously quoted saying that she felt like “Linda Ronstadt and Michael is my Aaron Neville, together we make beautiful music.” Yes, their first official dance as Mr. and Mrs. Michael Thurmond Kipps was to “All My Life,” so with all of this for evidence could you really blame the naysayers and skeptics?


Now, nearly a decade later, with a young daughter (the ultimate wedding gift from one of Michael’s exes), and having conquered New York on their terms, it seems that they have turned the skeptics into believers as demonstrated by Carly’s best-selling book, Making It Work: A Guide to Lasting Love After 60. Business-wise Michael had effectively birthed an ultra-chic supper club that didn’t feel gimmicky but wonderfully consistent, thanks to a world-class culinary team and marquee live performances. Now in its fourth year, the restaurant has to contend with competitors entering the neighborhood. This is where I come in. In order to remain ahead of the pack, Carly’s needed to transition from being a novel idea into an institution that is the very essence of New York culture.


On the plane I reviewed the prospectus thoroughly as well as trend reports regarding consumer dining and spending behavior. So much of New York’s business depends on a heavy amount of tourism dollars during peak seasons and the cool factor for locals during off-season, especially restaurants. The big question before me was how does one remain all things to all people while maintaining integrity? Excluding any biblical implications, of course. Actually, if I could answer that I would be so much further ahead in my life than twenty-eight years of age, relationship averse, hiding in my career, emotionally restless, and looking for the release hatch on my life, not necessarily to jump but just to see the abyss and contemplate what if?—but I digress. I had some concrete ideas to make Carly’s iconic but didn’t want to get too attached to a specific pitch until I saw Michael in the flesh.


As I saw it, going into the interview I had the upper hand, so much information was available on Michael documenting his life, career, and loves. He, however, had little on me. For as much as I am a social ingénue to some, I work very hard to keep my profile quite low, both professionally and personally. If you needed to know me, you did, and vice versa.
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IF IT LOOKS LIKE A DUCK


FOLLOWING A QUICK stopover at the hotel for those warmer clothes, I started walking to Gramercy Park to get reacquainted with my city. So much had changed, namely Bleecker Street was starting to show serious signs of gentrification with the addition of J.Crew on the corner of Seventh Avenue South. Thank goodness the falafel place, whose name I never committed to memory, next to The Peanut Butter Factory on Sullivan, was still open. I would stop by on my way back for a quick lunch. I wonder if that great vinyl music record store was still there? It wasn’t exactly on Bleecker but on one of the side streets whose name I never bothered to memorize. No matter, in the next few days that I am here, I’m sure to stumble across it or a better one.


So lost in my thoughts was I that by the time I got my bearings I was in Union Square standing in line to buy zucchini bread from a vendor at the farmer’s market. Hands down the best in the world! Previously, when I lived here and worked at Atkins & Klein doing fashion event–related press, a coworker who was all about buying local and homegrown gave me a loaf. After that I was hooked. Since moving, however, I had not thought about how delicious it was to pop a slice in the oven and enjoy it with a cold glass of milk in the morning before hopping the A or C to my office in Midtown. Today, however, unless I was going to run across the street to The Coffee Shop, there would be no milk at this moment and since the divine zucchini loaf waits for no one I removed a glove exposing my right hand to the frigid elements, all for a delicious taste of memory lane.


“And you’re not even going to offer me a bite? I see nothing has changed,” he said.


I’m certain that it was not the absence of milk that made this particular bread bite feel exceptionally larger than the previous and lodge in my throat, but the recognition of who owned that voice, Anthony Mason, alias “my heart’s greatest despair and UK decision.” Quick invisible prayer and blessing to the Virgin Mary and Saint Peter before turning around. “Depends on whether it is the first bite or the last,” I say, impressed that neither the jet lag nor our history had delayed my retort. Damn it, I really should have left my hair out—hate earmuffs.


Thank you, God, I’ll never ever doubt you again! How I have dreamed about this moment and here it is—you know the moment I am talking about, the one where after substantial time you see the man you gave your entire innocent heart to, only to have him completely twist your mind into a riddle of the most epic proportions and the only reprieve after he rips it from your chest and places it in a lockbox to which there is only one key is to put an ocean between you. Well, this is that moment, and I am pleased to report that my legs remain solid and I look as great as one can when wearing fifty layers and swathed like an Eskimo baby.


“Why can’t it be both?” asked Tony.


“Good-bye, An-TONY!” I seethed.


Fuck no. He is doing it again, the riddles. And to believe that I once thought they were cute? He was never able to give me a straight answer then, so why would I hope to get one now? First bite or last? Beginning or end? Love me or not? Slept with her or did not? And yes, oral does count!


Immediately spinning on my heels to leave in the opposite direction, he blocks me. I truly believe it was in this moment that I took temporary leave of my senses, all of them because he touched me, I smelled him, and when I went to object I looked up into the warm hazel with hints of emerald flecks that are his eyes. And just like that my heart, which had flatlined, started to beat uncontrollably and I was lost in 1995 again—when we first met.
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THE MAGIC OF RAIN


New York, 1995


JULESY, DON’T TELL me you are still in bed. Angie and I are at Coffee Shop waiting on you. Snap it into gear, the movie starts in an hour. Oh, bring an umbrella,” said Blake.


Shit, I completely overslept, technically not my fault. Every self-respecting Manhattanite knows that Friday is not a “going out party night.” It’s the night exclusively reserved for the 9-to-5 Bridge & Tunnel (B&T) crowd to overtake the city in celebration of a completed workweek. And yet that is exactly what I was doing last night, playing wing-woman to Blake for her date with some dreadful Wall Streeter—what is the deal with those guys anyway? Dreadfully immoral pompous bloodsuckers they are. I could never!—who in an effort to impress her made sure our glasses were never empty. I in return felt it was my duty to at least try to reach the bottom of the glass, which is why I am desperately attempting to pull it together now and failing. My tipping point from buzzed to drunk must have been the two glasses of sambuca after being besieged at Cipriani’s by a village of gelled hair and stretch-charmeuse-clad Ginos, Vinnies, and Ginas otherwise known as B&T.


“Ugh—stop shouting. I hear you. Eat without me. I’ll meet you guys at the theater.” With my eyes closed, my hand clumsily returned the phone to its cradle and began searching the floor blindly for the water bottle resting somewhere in my bag from yesterday’s gym excursion; an apt description since I have an aversion to sweating and will stop any activity (well, almost any) at the onset of perspiration.


Earlier in the week I made plans to grab lunch and see Crimson Tide with Blake and Angie not expecting to have tied one on the night before. To make matters worse, spring was officially here, which meant rain, rain, glorious “fuck up my hair and slip on my wellies” rain. My only hope in salvaging the day was to see Denzel Washington shirtless or an extreme close-up on his “I am a serious actor and not really trying to be sexy but you want this” lip pout. Union Square being central to everyone, we decided to see it at the little theater across from ABC Carpet. Late for lunch but early for the movie, I bought tickets for the girls as a peace offering. It would be nice if the sun decided to make an appearance by the time we come back out, but conditions are slim.


“My God, that man is fine. Tell me about it. I swear they don’t make ’em like that anymore. Could you imagine?! I would give him some. Hell, I would give him all,” Blake and I cooed simultaneously, talking over each other. The gray chaos of earlier had given way to subtle rays of golden light to create rainbow spurts along the concrete.


“I know! Ge-ne gets me every time! That voice hmmm all gruff and authoritative. Papi can boss me around anytime. Did you see the way he put that Deezel in his place? Get ’em, Papi.”


Dumbfounded, we stared at Angie for a few seconds in utter silence. Thankfully, Blake was not as lost for words as I initially was.


“First, it is DENzel. Second, it’s GENE, and third, what the hell are you talking about, Angie? Were you even watching the same movie? Hackman, seriously? The only time he would ever get a glimpse at my cookies is if his Gold Card swiped it.”


“Whah? He reminds me of my uncle Ramon. You should see that man smoke a cigar just like Gee-ene. Eeyy Mami it is hot—”


“Ang, please stop, I can’t take this. You letting Gene spank it is bad enough, now you want to bring us into your incestuous fantasies. I can’t and by ‘I can’t’ I meant ewh!” I said finally, after gaining control of my gag reflex, “but it takes all kinds I guess.”


“No, it doesn’t. That’s some Puerto Rican shit right there,” said Blake.


“I swear you girls are sleeping. My abuela says a good-looking man can bring you nothing but heartache and bad credit. And she should know. She’s been married like five times or something, although I’m not sure if Paco is legal. Anyway, Abuela says an average-looking man will work harder and treat you like a que . . . like a—damn . . .” whispered Angie, her words trailing off indicating that she had suddenly forgotten the point she was trying to make or it just didn’t matter. Instinctively, Blake and I turned to uncover what had captivated her so. We understood immediately. Anthony (Tony to his friends) Mason, standing with some guys talking, looking like the divine rebirth of what heaven should be, at least to me. I’m not sure if I fell instantly in love with him or if it was lust. Spellbound as I was, one thing was certain, though: I would lose any battle that would ensue over the next year and a half. Within seconds I had taken an entire gallery of photos of him with my mind. Try as I might through the years I still can’t seem to delete them.


He was carrying an oversize navy blue umbrella to protect his shoulder-length, sun-streaked, dark brown dreadlocks. Historically, I have never been attracted to men with locks—unsanitary, as Cora would say—but he was so much more than perfectly twisted hair. The rains had subsided, allowing glimpses of sunlight to break through the clouds, and the rays created a halo effect around him, highlighting his golden-honey complexion. A glow so bright that it seemed to emanate from his entire being through the wool peacoat, ivory cable-knit sweater, dark denims that were loose but not obscenely baggy, on to the camel Timberlands. I stood there transfixed like a child watching a magic show, and he didn’t even notice.


At some point he ended his conversation and started to walk leisurely toward Fourteenth Street. Hypnotized, I followed some steps behind. He stopped to look in at a makeshift music store. Exiting, he came across a homeless woman sitting on the sidewalk and after some conversation placed money in her hands. An oncoming taxi separated us at that crosswalk. Looking ahead, I saw him crossing the street. “Where are you going?” I heard Blake and Angie asking from behind but could not be bothered to stop and explain my actions because I didn’t have an answer yet even for myself. I only knew that I needed to see a little bit more of him before the moment passed. As soon as I relaxed, believing I had his pace down, he crossed another street, the abruptness of which paralyzed me. I stood at the corner for a moment watching him walk away, feeling as if a part of me that I would never be able to reclaim was being extracted. The return of rain only heightened the emerging panic of losing something vital. My legs sprinting into action before my head resolved the conflict, I dashed across in pursuit with absolutely no thought of what I would say when I reached him.


“Excuse me!” I said, with an urgency that was startling even to me. He turned as if instinctively knowing that I was speaking to him, rendering me lost for a moment. Please, say something more than that, Jules. Words. You know what they are—single distinct conceptual uses for language. Select a few, form a sentence, and for mercy’s sake don’t embarrass us. Come on, girl. “My name is . . . Hi, I am Jules . . .” Really, is that the best you got? OMG, it doesn’t matter because he is now touching my hand. Dear Lord, I hope he thinks I’m cute and not about to have a heart attack. Okay, say something clever. Ask directions. For God’s sake, breathe! “I am Jules Sinclair and . . . I saw you coming out of the theater, back there, and wanted to say hello.” WTF? Did you just say what was actually in your head? No style, no finesse, that was so amateur. Way to go, little one, way to freaking go. Oh my goodness, did he just smile? He did. Oxygen!


“Hi. I’m Tony,” he said, looking down at me. “Are you a dancer? You hold yourself like one.


Before I could answer, a hint of cinnamon from his chewing gum tickled my nose, giving me permission to close my eyes and inhale the moment.


“No, but thanks for the compliment,” I say, slowly opening my eyes, allowing them to linger on every inch of his frame. When our eyes met he was blushing and I knew exactly what I wanted, to be anywhere that he is from now until forever stops being an idea.


Stepping closer and positioning his umbrella so that it shielded us both from the falling rain, Tony said, “So you saw me at the movies?”


“Yes. I was with my friends, saw you, and wanted to, actually needed to introduce myself—say hello.” Stammering to get the last few words out.


“Your friends,” he says, pointing across the street. “You referring to the two girls hiding behind that white van?” Laughing aloud in a way that made me feel as if he and I were in on the joke the entire time, as if it had always been he and I against the world.


And in my very first (of many) “shit that only happens to Jules” moments, Tony invited us to join him for dinner at this Italian restaurant in Greenwich Village just west of Seventh. The décor was nothing to speak of, very clichéd; red-and-white checker-patterned tablecloths with old candle wax–laden bottles on each. I don’t even remember if the food was good. The conversation flowed easily and he was more charming than any of us could have imagined. Tony spoke of living in a converted firehouse in Tribeca, transitioning from street dancing to modeling and now photographer. When he did excuse himself briefly from the table, our collective squeal was so loud that I am sure he could not help but hear it in the men’s room.


“What would your abuelita have to say about that, Angie?” Blake asked pointing in the direction of the chair Tony had been sitting in.


“Nothing, because she would be butt naked in the kitchen wearing only an apron and some heels screaming ayyy Papi and cooking him some paella y platanos, habas con arroz, flan y guava,” I said mockingly in my bad Spanglish. Besides, I couldn’t help but go for the big dig here if for nothing more than to shut Angie up a little bit. Over the course of dinner she had gotten a little extra chatty with Tony. “Oh, by the way, missy, you do realize that I not only called this one first but I’ve already started to name our children, so keep your chi-chis in that enormous bra of yours. Comprende?”


“Julesy . . . come on, you know he is not my type. You have nothing to worry about. I would never. Besides, what could a man like that do for me?” she protested. In truth I knew no such thing, since Angie was the newest to our friendship circle by way of an introduction from Blake, so I adhered to a delicate dance with her that I tagged “playfully serious.”


“That is the farthest thing from my mind, Ang. I just don’t want to have to cut you in front of the future Mr. Jules Sinclair, that’s all. Haha.”


•  •  •


In time Tony would admit that he overheard us and was quite flattered by my proprietary declaration of him. By the end of dinner, despite having to share him with the girls, I had a calm about this man that exceeded any anxiety about when he would call or if he would call because I just knew he would. Even if I wasn’t sure of how to be with one, seeing as though, until this point, I was so used to dating boys. As Blake and Angie headed out the door, Tony placed his hand on my face in a caress that allowed him now to take in the moment and me.


“I didn’t plan on meeting you today, Ms. Sinclair, but I would like to know more. How about dinner . . . tomorrow at Odeon?”
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TONY & JULES


8:30 p.m.


WE MET IN Tribeca; our first date setting the stage for everything that was great between us. The conversation was open and intimate, unlike typical first-date small talk. It was akin to a third or fourth date when you know that time is going to be invested in this person, so you go a bit in-depth and open yourself up for a closer look, less afraid of the imperfections they may see. His firsthand experiences mirrored much of what I had only dreamed about at university.


“Yeah, divorce is rough but I came out of it better than most I guess . . . Funny, your escape was the rain, mine was the streets, which just made things worse at home,” said Tony. “You know, Jules, if you truly love the smell of the earth after a good rainfall, then you must love Costa Rica. I just got back from there surfing with my brother. The rain forest is amazing. Man, we saw animals unlike anything in the Bronx Zoo. This is our third time there. Have you ever been?”


“No, but I saw a PBS documentary on it last year. It’s on my list of must-go-to places,” I said.


“Ah, you’ll love it. I’ll take you,” said Tony, to my ears not sounding like an empty gesture but like a heartfelt desire. “It’s the best place to get lost and get found in, next to certain parts of Africa. Last year I went to sub-Saharan Africa for a photo shoot and ended up staying a few weeks working with the famine relief to deliver food and vaccines. You?”


“No. I haven’t been to the continent yet, but I am an avid supporter of Feed the Children. Okay, avid is a little strong. I have supported, would like to do more, and really want to impress you, but it’s kinda hard because you have done everything,” I said.


“Not true. I’ve never fallen in love,” he said, completing the sentence with a wink, at which we both erupted in laughter. “I can’t believe I just said that to you. Did it work? Are you swooning? You are, come on . . . smooth.”


With as much seductive sarcasm as I could muster, I replied, “Oh yeah, something is seriously rising”—half covering my mouth with my hand to cough out the words—“and it’s not the flag in Pamplona but the—” At which we both laughed. “Seriously, don’t you ever get tired of the nomadic life and just want a place to call home?”


“On the real, I guess you could say I am a wanderer of sorts. There’s so much to explore, and I plan to do all of it,” he said. “Besides, being transitory is actually comforting for me. My mom was inconsistent after the divorce, so I learned early on not to get too attached to things or hit the self-destruct button when things get so comfortable that I lose perspective. You learn to adapt. One day you’ll reach for it and nothing is there, you know?”


I thought I knew but in truth I had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. I watched the words leave his mouth, heard them in my right ear, and by the time they got to the left I had paraphrased them into an immaculate tale of Scheherazade convincing myself that I was the answer to his wondering.


Every so often the maître d’ came over to make sure that “their Tony” was happy, as would friends and neighborhood locals who, like him, considered the Odeon their personal kitchen. I was fascinated watching as he effortlessly transitioned from one to the other; each time never forgetting that I was there and making certain to include me in the conversation or cut a dialogue short when a dim-witted model creature was blatantly trying to blink me invisible.


“I could get used to you at my side, Ms. Sinclair,” said Tony.


Officially, he was choosing me. This Sadie Hawkins–esque mentality I reasoned was one of the rare places that Venus and Mars weren’t actually so far apart. It’s just that women and men approach love and idol worship far differently. As a woman, I acknowledge that I am preconditioned to wait to be selected for the moment “he” will announce to the gallery that I am the most beautiful one in the room. For their part, men—no matter their size, shape, or credit score—seem conditioned to believe that everything they survey is rightfully theirs, be it women or cattle; it is all property, one and the same. The only difference is that cattle can’t hold them or build them up when the world around starts to disintegrate. It takes some time before they are ready to hear this truth and fold into a specific woman. I would be foolish to think that I was the first for Tony in this space, but I do believe that I am the most genuine he has encountered, and that in itself could be a frightening proposition over time.


In little to no time we came to know each other’s mannerisms so well that the graze of a brow would be a signal to depart, a shortened laugh meant he wanted rescue from an impossibly boring conversation. His hand in the small of my back said, “I’m proud you’re mine.” Before Tony, I never laughed so much about anything or took myself so lightly. For a while playing Lois Lane to his Superman was enough. But, as much as we were in harmony, there were hiccups that I didn’t question, to a great extent because I trusted the strength of our union, until the moments that started as flint sparks erupted into four-alarm fires.


“What are you talking about, Tony? Don’t break that! I told you last week that I was meeting Shawn for dinner. I even asked if you wanted to come. Why would I do that if I had something to hide? Why?! Whatever, I guess your boy Jay’s word on what he thought he saw is more important than mine.”


His quiet moments, the dark ones that were not about waking up late on a Sunday, having coffee, and silently dissecting the paper in bed together—National Geographic and Sports Illustrated for him, Arts and Style sections of The New York Times for me—were the worst.


“Hey, didn’t you hear me calling you? What’s wrong? How long have you been sitting here? It’s past three o’clock,” I’d say.


Being at dinner and catching a gaze between him and the waitress, never enough for our friends to notice but just enough for me to feel devalued. My initial thought was always to go quiet and not overreact, but words often found me when we were alone.


“Tell you what, next time I see lipstick anywhere on your person I will be certain not to fall back on the convention of us. You should know better.”


Before long I found myself asking him questions I already knew the answers to, only to have him lie to me or avoid the response completely. More nights than I care to admit, I would leave his place in tears and vowing never again. Angrier than necessary at myself for always choosing the wrong corner to try to hail a cab. Tribeca is a bitch late at night. And every time we hit a wall he would find a way to reach in and take hold of my heart again. Maybe if I didn’t love him as intensely as I did, it would have been easier to make a break sooner.


“Love isn’t perfect, Jules. It’s not the fairy tale you have worked out in your head. I am trying hard to be that man for you, baby, but you have to ride this out with me. I need to know that you will be there.”


I was there through everything, even as the tests got harder and harder. I was there when his brother Nathaniel died as they were riding (racing) back from the Hamptons on their bikes. I was there when he said that the recreational white powder was just a temporary situation to take the edge off and was nothing to worry about. I was there long enough to become the enemy so that everything I did to comfort him only infuriated him. I was there for the yelling, the crying, the apologies, and I truly tried to understand it and rationalize that it was not him, that he was under great pressure. To my heart’s ache I was there when Angie’s body held the comfort he needed.


That’s the thing about giving a set of keys to your lover; eventually he or she will use them at an unexpected moment. Ours was on a Saturday—October 9, 1996, to be exact, when I received a call from the Conrad Hotel Group in London to join their firm. Tony was the one who gave me the inside information to apply, so it seemed only natural that when they called and offered me the position on a day that was free of any expectations, I would rush to him to talk everything over. And boy, was there a lot to figure out. Could his job be done from London in order to be with me or at least could he split the time since the flight is only five and a half hours across the Atlantic? Should I keep my apartment in NYC or move my things into his? If I were to give up my place, did he want us to get the London flat as a couple with both of our names on the lease? The package they offered sounded good, but what should I counter with? Was the expense package sufficient? Tony held the answers to my future.


•  •  •


In hindsight it’s odd because I sensed my world was crashing before my eyes took in the full scene, but dismissed it. Maybe it was the eternity that it seemed to take traveling from uptown or the uncertainty of what it would mean for us growing to the next level. On entering the main level of his place I smelled a fragrance (freesia and lemon—awful combination if ever there was) that was at once familiar but not readily identifiable. I called his name and immediately upon seeing his form coming down the stairs, I dove right in with my news. I must have been talking a mile a minute while trying to find a chilled bottle of champagne because I didn’t initially notice the look on his face or the marks on his back. It was only when I held him again that I felt them accompanied by the unusual warmth of his mouth and that scent (freesia and lemon) in the fold of his neck. This time I didn’t need to ask questions. His face was in my hands, so there was no place for his eyes to run in an attempt to escape mine. The story they told me was far more than I could bear, and it was right then that I understood for the first time what real loss was. It was the first moment that I felt I could truly empathize with his losing Nathaniel earlier in the year. I had lost him and unlike the times before, we both knew that I could not take him back, even though I still loved him, and that an ocean between us was the only answer.


It must have been the absence of screaming and dramatics or the unusually long quiet between us, but she called his name and suddenly everything made sense. She was always too eager about any developments about us. I erroneously had become far too open and comfortable in the certainty of Tony and Jules, so I disclosed freely.


“AN-Tony, is she gone?”


Well, so much for a long quiet. Somewhere between the first and second landing I met Angie and she met the champagne bottle in my hand. Damn shame actually now that I think about it—Pierre Jouët rosé was my favorite champagne. I haven’t had it since 1996. All the things that I could not do to him I did to her. Each blow landed only intensified the fury inside. In that moment I understood how someone could take a life, and I would have if he had not grabbed me. I remember him holding me tightly, rocking back and forth. His tears falling down my shoulder, and all I could do was collapse into his arms and mourn us. How odd the whole experience was. When I awoke, we were in the same spot on the floor and in the same cradle position that I so loved to be in with him. Being “in the pocket” is how he always referred to it. I was glad that he didn’t wake when I left, for there was nothing else to be said except that I wished we could go back in time and meet all over again, but this time we would be smarter and not hurt each other.


Tony once said, “J, it hurts sometimes to see myself in your eyes. You believe me to be the kind of man that I only aspire to be but fear I will never live up to.” Maybe that is why I instinctively held his face in the kitchen, so that he could see my soul and all that he’d destroyed, because in some strange way I knew that it was the only way to reach him. I needed Tony to see what a living death looked like.


I accepted the offer and left for London within the week. My phone met an unfortunate end somewhere along the West Side Highway. Smashing it was the only way I could stop his calls from coming through and my temptation to allow explanation. My office was no longer safe, because he camped out there now in order to explain, so I resigned effective immediately. I left my apartment as is, had my intern forward my clothing, and went to a hotel because I didn’t know which of our friends to trust. I walked a lot above Twenty-first Street in the hopes that the city would heal me as it had many times before. But this time she failed me. On the plane I thought of my mother’s warning about being mindful of what details one confides in girlfriends about their relationships because instead of celebrating your happiness one will be contemplating how to get what and who you have.


“Baby, watch yourself and these little fast girls you call friends. They aren’t happy for you. You better wise up and see who is trying to get what you got.”


“Cora, please. My girls are not like that,” I said boastfully. “Women today are not like they were back in your day. Besides, Tony would never.”


“I prefer when you call me Mommy. Those are the times that I know you really hear the words I am saying to you,” said Cora.


“And what if I wanted to stop, hear less. What about then, Cora,” I asked, intentionally snarky.


“Nasty little thing you can be sometimes, Julesea. I don’t know who you get it from—definitely not from me,” said Cora. “Everybody knows the Dutch are extremely civilized people.”
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CLOSURE


Union Square, 1998


FIRST BITE,” SAID Tony, struggling to be accountable in the moment and not divert the gravity of our history entirely with charm. “First bite and I’m sorry for what I did to you, for what I did to us. Jules, if I could . . .”


Feeling my resolve weaken, “I can’t do this right now. Not today, I just can’t,” I said, forcibly releasing myself from his grasp. A rush of uncontrollable trembles started to stir in my chest, only to erupt in my hands. I didn’t think I had anymore tears left to cry, but there they were, at the ready and falling freely in front of him.


I’ve always wondered who those people are that can love someone so deeply and, after a great betrayal, forget that feeling of all-encompassing devotion that was there. I never forgot. I was acutely aware of this disturbing fact whenever a big decision presented itself and my first instinct was to call Tony and get his insight. Our history wallpapered my life, so that in order to breathe, each day I had to place something new and “more important” on a mental Post-it to cover all the pain. Any efforts to peel the paper itself were as futile as the ink now embedded in my skin like a tattoo. Not wanting to lose the moment but seeing that I could not handle all that he needed to say, Tony asked about when I got back into town and if we could have dinner. The tears that escaped were captured by his caress, reminding me of that first night in Greenwich. For lack of words to save the moment, I closed my eyes to shut him out, get my bearings.


“I have to go,” I said and started to walk off. Midstep, the history of us said walking away so abruptly was somehow cowardly and wrong, causing me to pause. Slowly, I turned around to face Tony, still standing there as on the day we first met, with the heavens still shining just for him.


“Breakfast, tomorrow, nine thirty. I’m staying at the Mercer.”


Any gesture requiring more of me would have been too much, so I dared not wait for an answer. I knew that no matter what was on his schedule, he would be there. The only thing I didn’t know was what I expected, what I needed. Foolishly, I believed I could sashay down memory lane, to all the places Tony and I used to go, and not encounter any of our ghosts. But that, again, is not life and definitely not indicative of the shit that only happens to Jules. In some ways I guess the moment is fitting, Manhattan is after all only thirteen miles long and most everyone I know resides below Fourteenth Street. Peering at my watch primarily for somewhere to rest my eyes and resist the urge to look back, I realize it is approaching 3 p.m. My meeting with Michael is at 8 p.m., and puffy eyes and a broken heart do not make a good first impression.


There is no city as amazing as New York. Instead of crumbling on the walk back to the Mercer, I found my stride. The air that before felt cold and biting now felt refreshing. Something outside of myself that reminded me to be in the moment, not in a past that has been written and is at best just a bundle of memories of intangibles. Back at the hotel, a hot bath with my special blend of coconut and lavender bath salts was definitely in order, followed by a quick once-over to make sure that there were no chipped nails, no stray eyebrows, or that telltale mustache that had started to sprout immediately as I blew out the candles on my last birthday cake. If all was good, then I could treat myself to a disco nap and pray the last few hours away.
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Carly’s


WITH THE EXCEPTION of two oversize gilded doors, the simple exterior of Carly’s underscored its decadent Hollywood Regency décor meets members-only British club interior. Moments after entering, I was greeted warmly by the hostess, who while requisite supermodel Amazonian gorgeous was further along in years, more like an Iman-type from one of those ravaged African countries that possesses some of the most beautiful humans ever to grace the earth, Somalia or Ethiopia. Her generous nature was not reserved solely for me. There were a few patrons ahead of me, and she was quite accommodating. Beyond fierce is the Old Guard of glamazons. Hearing that I was to see Michael, she proceeded to escort me to the main dining room, which was accessible either by twenty or so steps descending into the most stylishly outfitted room I’d seen in some time or by a glass elevator that equally guaranteed you saw everything and were seen by everyone. Deep shades of mahogany, tobacco, and camel furnishings in various luxurious fabrications and skins accented with variations of jade and ivory marble and intricate moldings comprised the room’s seating. A stage in the round was the room’s nucleus, thereby making every table a great one. The entire layout demanded that I take a moment on the stairs to absorb it all. For the briefest moment I felt as if it were all for me. Immediately I felt ready for my Sunset Boulevard-esque close-up. If Michael concocted such an entrance to impress me, it’s working.


The hostess, having reached the basin only to notice me stationary, asked, “Ms. Sinclair, is there a problem?” I shook my head no but had yet to move. “Intoxicating, isn’t it? If you will follow me.” She was right, intoxicating was the perfect word.


The room seats about 250 and yet it manages to feel extremely intimate and inviting. On approach I was taken aback to see my table empty. With such an entrance, I expected to arrive at a filled booth greeted by Michael Kipps himself in the midst of an amazing story, surrounded by an admiring court hanging on his every word—but that was not the case. Reluctantly, I accepted my seat as a party of one in a packed restaurant at a time when the last thing I needed was to be alone with my thoughts. After a few uncomfortable moments, I started to regret not wearing my actually I am not alone but here for an important meeting T-shirt in order to deflect a few pity-filled stares directed my way. Under different circumstances, I could have given my watch your man NOT me vibe, but not tonight, not after seeing Tony and knowing that I would have to face him again tomorrow.


“Ma’am, a Macallan 15, neat,” said the waiter as he placed the drink in from of me.


“Actually, no. I didn’t order anything yet,” I replied, taken aback briefly, “but a scotch would be perfect right about now.”


“Yes, compliments of Mr. Kipps. Would you like something else?”


“No. This is fine. Thank you.”


Watching him go, I sat there invisibly scratching my head as it dawned on me that Michael Kipps knew far more about me than I’d assumed. Without further hesitation, I took a full sip of the scotch that had been gifted to me. To feel something stronger than the thoughts I was fighting to suppress was highly welcome.


In truth, the disco nap did not help. I was in need of a double but feared turning into a blubbering wreck by the time Michael joined me. Normally, handling my liquor is not a problem. I am well aware of my limits and always mindful to have water between drinks. Actually, I consider the fact that I am not a sad or angry drunk in the rare moments that I take it there to be one of my best traits. Modern Girl Achievements, I call it. At my worst I am quiet and contemplative. Tonight, however, any extra fermented assistance could render me an emotional nutter, so my current plan is to nurse this one drink all evening. Tonight I need to dazzle and convince this man that the continued media development of his business would best flourish under my direction.


“Ms. Sinclair, I hope you are in the mood for a great show”—and with that Michael Thurmond Kipps finally showed himself. Ignoring the formality of a handshake, he slid into the booth alongside me. No sooner did Michael sit down than Alyson Williams, jazz and soul songstress, appeared onstage. Like the clientele of Carly’s, Alyson was a New York fixture, known as much for her onstage presence as for being the daughter of legendary trumpeter Bobby Booker. Her personality was as flamboyant and colorful as the black crushed velvet bodysuit with a cheetah cape, matching pillbox hat, and oversize gold jewelry she wore. On the strength of a single note, she could express love’s rise and fall with inexplicable clarity.


The performance list at Carly’s is not published, so it is the luck of the draw as to who will be performing on any given night. When you call to make a reservation, the only thing that will be confirmed is the time your table will be available and that there will be live music. Quite a useful tool if you have the Rolodex to make each night a showstopper. You are all but guaranteeing that every columnist, “It Kid,” society heir, and social climber will be present nightly. For there is nothing more tragic to a self-proclaimed man (or woman)-about-town than not to be in the nexus of the most exclusive goings-on. Even if they are not genuine fans of the music, they are devotees of the scene. It is intoxicating, remember.


Throughout the first half of Alyson’s performance, I focused entirely on Michael. Yes, in person he was all that the gossips made him out to be: commanding presence, handsome, stylish, and tremendously confident. His choice of dress was understated yet impeccably bespoke. A few times he caught me eyeing him. I could see that he took some pleasure in watching me scramble to look elsewhere when caught. At a moment in “Not on the Outside,” he leaned over and said, “I’m the most open cat you will ever meet, so don’t try so hard to dissect me. At least not during our first meeting.” And with that he affixed a firm squeeze midway up my thigh, just high enough to be indecent. Oh, great. Does this ever stop? For this I did not try to avert my gaze but demanded his so that he could see that those male power plays did not intimidate me.


All too often it seems that to be a successful woman in business and not be derailed by unwanted advances, we are to assume the posture of men in an attempt to be invincible—and our femininity invisible. I rejected that doctrine from my first foray into the business world. Yes, my success is a result of the feminist movement, and I appreciate all that was done. However, I reject the belief that every advance by a man in a professional environment is a three-alarm fire sign to cry foul. More times than not I have found it to be a weeding-out process that is part of the game of big business.


As women we are still screaming to be treated as equals, so the easiest—albeit most infantile—way, it seems, for some men to determine if we are ready to play with the big boys is to go directly for the gaping wound of sexual discomfort. I mean, hell, why don’t you just put a Coke can on the table and call me Anita? The key is how you handle yourself in that moment. Save it—don’t waste time trying to explain yourself, because it will fall on deaf ears or be interpreted as whining. Don’t bristle either. Hold firm and assert your power with a smirk and a “no” head shake, then move his hand if it lingers and redirect his attention to a better candidate. If they are the daft type, defuse with a quick but serious joke, or mention his wife. And for heaven’s sake DO NOT fool yourself into thinking that your sweet nectar will change his life and therefore send you skyrocketing up the corporate ladder of success. It won’t. Daddy told me this countless times over the years. “Jules,” he’d say, “the only ting dat type of ting will get a woman is a badt reputation.”


Leaning into Michael close enough to be within earshot while maintaining eye contact so that even in this dim light he could understand the magnitude of my intent, I said, “You do know it would never work, don’t you? I would just be dating you for your money, your power, and social position, only to leave you as soon as a bigger branch presented itself.”


Michael smirked. “I like you, Sinclair. You got gumption.” Then he patted my knee. “Indeed, I can respect that.”


After Alyson’s first set, we talked about his business. He spoke about feeling alive in Carly’s like it was what he was supposed to do with his life all along and the modeling was just a step to get there. For so long he had been growing other people’s wealth, either in editorial, by attending events, or with commercials. Then one day it occurred to him that if his face and name were this valuable for everybody else, then they would be just as valuable for ventures of his own. Now he wants Carly’s to become a global destination. For the most part I listened attentively, because it was clear that he enjoyed having a captive audience that allowed him to do all the talking. All in all it was quite informative and impressive. In a much different way than with Tony—in Michael I saw a man I could learn from.


At the start of the second set we began to eat, and just in time too. I never did get to have that falafel or enjoy the remainder of the zucchini slices from earlier. I ordered heartily; a beet and goat cheese salad to start, with a petite filet, twice-baked potato, and asparagus for an entrée. Now it seemed Michael’s turn to not-so-discreetly check me out. Unbeknownst to me, my ravenous appetite impressed him. I guess heartache and famine do have their benefits in the right circumstances. Through bites and head bobs to Alyson’s singing, we exchanged some marketing ideas about the restaurant and debated who was a better baller, Vince Carter or Allen Iverson. He was delusional even to have uttered Carter’s name, and I let him know it. At that he belted out a laugh that was so robust, even Alyson took notice midway through a song.


The night for me ended around midnight, and despite the time difference I didn’t feel like turning in just yet. As Michael walked me to the door, he asked if I could come back tomorrow evening at six o’clock. He wanted to actually see the media strategy I spoke of and give me a proper tour of his burgeoning empire. Next steps in place, I climbed into the back of a taxi and directed the driver to the hotel. For all the things in my life that don’t go the way I desire, there are gems—like tonight—that go better than I could ever imagine. The trick for me is to get better at compartmentalizing the storms, thereby always leaving me an open box to identify a great, unexpected moment. This was such a moment. I wanted to savor it, so I rerouted the driver up to Central Park through Times Square and back down Park Avenue so I could let New York know that, while I may have left for a moment, I didn’t run away completely. I just needed some time to discover who I was outside its embrace.
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