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A Southern Belle from her very first breath, my mother, Regina Bell, raised me to believe that my potential was limitless.


Mom, I don’t know where I would have been without your prayers and unwavering support. Your influence and inspiration are evident in every aspect of my life, and on every page of this book.





° Introduction °



Here’s what I expect from life: Compliments. Flirtation. Gifts, large and small. Excellent service in stores, and courtesy on the phone. Consideration, admiration, flowers, apologies when appropriate. That’s just what a Southern Belle gets from life. Now, tell me—wouldn’t you like that, too?


I believe every woman should be a Southern Belle or minimally aspire to being more ladylike, charming, and intelligent, because we should all be treated well. Honestly, I sometimes feel sorry for women of northern persuasion. There they are rushing around in their baggy, drab clothes, doing everything for themselves and looking like they just rolled out of bed. They don’t seem to understand there’s a better way.


I will say that even in the South, not every woman is a Belle. I can walk down the street and pick them out: this one, not that one, not her, not her. Maybe 20 percent of the women I see are true Southern Belles, and we all recognize one another. It’s like being a Mason without the funny handshake. (And I never actually walk down the street; as a Southern Belle, I gently glide in my skyscraper stilettos. But you get the idea.)


The Southern Belles are the women who are completely pulled together. Silver bracelets and gold earrings? Not a Southern Belle. We match metals. But we also have an aura. A halo of confidence, poise, and tranquillity. The Southern Belle knows that she can handle whatever comes her way. No matter how heated the situation, you will never catch a Southern Belle sweating.


It’s a commitment, no doubt about it. The Southern Belle doesn’t have an off day. My goodness, she doesn’t have an off moment. Everybody knows if you have to have a habit, it might as well be a good one. Life is too short for unpleasant or bad behavior. How hard is it to say “please” and “thank you” and remember people’s names and keep your roots touched up?


Ultimately, the Southern Belle is about self-respect. She takes care of herself and makes sure people treat her right. Some people might think that this isn’t very feminist, but look at it this way: men have to earn respect, right? Back in the day, a lady was respected just because she was a lady. That’s all gone. Now we work the same jobs as men. However, the problem is that some men are a little confused about how to treat women. Equality does not equal a man being anything less than a gentleman at all times. I hear that up north, for instance, men don’t open doors for women or carry luggage. Well, here’s the way it works: I earn a good living, I whoop people’s behinds in court, and when I leave the courtroom, I expect someone to carry my briefcase and get that door for me. So I will stand there. I might have to glance around and catch some fellow’s eye, but it takes only a moment and let me tell you, the man who grabs that door handle first gets the biggest smile and the warmest thank-you. If he’s at all attractive I’ll add a compliment on his great sense of taste and style, making him feel like Superman for the rest of the day. That’s a win for the both of us. I establish that I expect to be treated in a certain way, and he gets a little boost, too.


Some girls are brought up to be Southern Belles, but that’s not the only way to get there. I was certainly raised right by my mama, but I have refined the formula, and I keep working at it. Southern Belles never stop learning and improving; we are all masterpieces in progress. And I am convinced that every woman’s life could be improved if she knew even a fraction of what I know. That’s why I wrote Secrets of the Southern Belle. So let’s imagine we’re rocking on the porch, with a tall glass of sweet tea and a plate of ladyfingers and cucumber sandwiches. Listen up—I’ve got a thing or two to tell you.


Don’t Let Geography Stand in Your Way


I don’t want any of you nice people thinking that you have to live south of the Mason-Dixon Line in order to be a Southern Belle. Sure, it’s easier—you’ll have Belle role models all around you. But let me tell you, when a Belle swings into action outside of the South, she has incredible impact. I guess people just aren’t used to our fun-loving package of looks, charm, and determination.


So go ahead and put my advice to work, wherever you live. I’m sure you’ll enjoy the results. And if you can’t get to the South, here are a few ways to bring the South to you.


∞ Have an indoor living-room “tailgate party” for your favorite Southeastern Conference (SEC) bowl game. Get pompoms and monogrammed beer-can cozies in school colors; serve sweet tea and pimiento cheese sandwiches.


∞ Wear pearls. Every day, if possible. Doesn’t matter if they’re real.


∞ Smile a lot and look everyone in the eye. I know some women in urban areas find this a challenge, so you might start with just an hour at a time.


∞ Use rubber gloves when you do the dishes. Belles always have pretty hands.


∞ Buy something pink, even if it’s just a felt-tip pen.


∞ Surprise a gentleman of your acquaintance with an innocent but sincere compliment.


∞ Try a shoe with a higher heel.


∞ Decorate your home for the next holiday.
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Be Nice
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Everybody Knows . . .


It won’t kill you to be nice.
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° How to Be Nice °



I would like to believe that most people have good intentions, because, really, who actually wants the rest of the world to think they were raised by wolves? So I gladly give everyone credit for at least trying to behave well. However, the truth is, some people could use some extra help. If you ever have the pleasure of spending time in the South, you can readily note the fundamentally different way southerners interact with people. People who are not from the South are often confused or genuinely surprised when they experience true southern hospitality. Smiling, greeting strangers on the street, and opening doors are not common in all parts of the world. But it surely makes us happier people!


Our ability to be kind and generally respect others comes from most of us being raised under the biblical premise of “do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” In the South, whether you live in downtown Atlanta or rural Alabama, there are no strangers. Most of us realize from early childhood that karma is real and the bridge you so easily burn might well be the bridge you have to cross to get home. In different parts of the world that move at a faster pace, being insensitive or considering most people as dispensable seems to be the norm. But in the South we treasure being respectable and respecting others. Unfortunately, as we see more migration from other parts of the world, we also see an increase of poor manners and rude behavior. But the Southern Belle prides herself on treating everyone like the next president, because potential is not always obvious; your parking valet today might be chairman of the city council tomorrow.


So we greet people. It’s such a small thing, but I notice that in some cities, no one ever says hello, good morning, or have a nice day. They intentionally avoid making eye contact with any and all living things. (Apparently their shoes and belt buckles are quite the conversationalists!) I find it particularly odd in business, when the salespeople or tellers don’t speak or thank you for your patronage. Don’t they realize that without customers they would not have a job? I guess my mama’s favorite adage, “Common sense isn’t common,” is definitely true in most cases. To intentionally ignore someone’s presence is just simply rude; if someone pretends you don’t exist for long enough, you might start believing them!


We say, “Hello, how are you doing today?” even if we have no interest in the answer. Everybody always says, “I’m fine, thanks for asking, and how are you?” We might mention the weather. When appropriate, a Belle will try to bring a compliment into the conversation. It’s as simple as this: we treat the people we meet as human beings. We try to pay attention to them.


And I’d like to think we try to be considerate. We aren’t in as much of a hurry, so we’ll let somebody get in line in front of us if asked nicely. We are especially kind to the elderly and the infirm. We do favors for people. We are warm, but at the same time we are formal, which is why we are always well-groomed. Some of these habits, which some might consider old-fashioned—like writing notes and sending flowers—are very charming and endearing, as you will learn on your way to becoming a Southern Belle.
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Everybody Knows . . .


You never show up anywhere empty-handed, and you never leave a party without thanking the host or hostess.
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° What You Don’t Know °



Here’s something I’ve never quite understood about non-southerners. They’re suspicious of basic southern warmth because they’re worried it’s insincere. But at the same time, they will tell you the most inappropriate things! They tell you stuff about their health that you don’t want to know. They launch into these long crazy stories about their terrible childhoods and how misunderstood they are. They complain about what happened long ago, and they fret openly about the future. Then they tell you what they paid for things and you want to crawl under the table.


Frankly, that’s not very attractive. In the South, we prefer to draw a veil over all that unpleasantness. And over a lot of other things as well. The Belle retains an aura of mystery to everyone but her very closest friends. She doesn’t announce her projects before they are complete. She certainly doesn’t share her family concerns with all and sundry. (My current pet peeve is money problems. I do not want to know how deep in debt and close to foreclosure you are, for heaven’s sake!) The Belle glides through life with a smile and a cheerful greeting for everyone. She can chat with a dead man if she needs to. But her secret is that she’s a great listener. She asks a lot more questions than she answers. So at the end of an evening with a Belle, you don’t know a thing about her politics or her bank balance or who made her dress. The Southern Belle is a woman of mystery, and she likes it that way.




Don’t Tell, Don’t Ask


I am often astounded by the conversations I overhear outside of the South. Why does anyone discuss financial or digestive or sexual questions in detail in public? But there are people in this world who seem to feel that no inquiry is too intimate.


Honey, I am not one of them. And here’s the remarkable thing that some folks don’t understand: you do not have to answer the question you are asked! For instance:






	Tactless Query


	Belle’s Answer







	Have you gained weight?


	Oh, honey, who weighs themselves? Got to leave something for the doctor to do.







	Is your hair color natural?


	That depends on what you mean by “natural”!







	How old are you?


	Old enough to vote. Unless you’re the new administrator for Social Security checks.







	Was that expensive?


	My husband certainly thought so.







	What do you think about [controversial subject]?


	I’m sure there’s a lot more to it than what we hear in the news.














° Speak Softly °



One of the attractive features of the Southern Belle is the way she talks. I’m not necessarily referring to her accent, so you don’t need to teach yourself to drawl. We do speak softly, though. Our mothers teach us from the start not to raise our voices. It’s a much more effective way to communicate, because people have to get closer to you to hear what you have to say. The Southern Belle is always looking to establish a connection with people, and yelling is not helpful or attractive. You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. That’s the principle behind the way we talk down South.


∞ Be lavish with the compliments. I don’t know why some people are so concerned with being sincere, when being nice is so much more effective.


∞ Never contradict anyone, even if you know they are wrong. Southern Belles shy away from needless confrontation. There’s always a better way to reach your goal. So if someone tells you that your taxes are due on April 30 instead of April 15, you look puzzled and say, “Goodness, I had no idea. Did they change the date?”


∞ React! Watch a Southern woman listen and you’ll know what I mean. She nods, she smiles, she says, “Really?” or “Mmm-hmmm” to encourage the speaker.


∞ Ask questions, of course. Don’t worry if they’re obvious, they put people at ease. Besides, there isn’t a person alive who doesn’t want to talk about himself or herself.


∞ Learn some new words. We use vivid language in the South; it’s a culture of storytelling. Some of our expressions might be jarring in the North, but just the right word at the right time makes you worth listening to.




Compliments That Come in Handy


My, you look so refreshed, have you been away on vacation?


What an interesting way to think about it. (Good for a point on which you disagree with someone.)


Oh, this looks so delicious!


Your house looks beautiful, you must have been an interior designer in another life.


You really have a remarkable eye for color. Promise me you will let me borrow your eyes for my next project.


You thought of every little detail; I love a meticulous lady!


Wow! That is so original. I would have never put it together like that. (In the South this might mean, “I hate it,” but in a polite way.)


That dress looks so pretty on you. If I didn’t know any better I would have sworn the designer made it just for you.


That is so refreshing!
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Everybody Knows . . .


Nobody really wants to hear about your health, especially female issues.
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° Talk the Talk °



Of course you can tell when you’re talking to a southern lady, but it’s not just that many of us have an attractive regional accent. What we say is as important as how we say it. Sometimes northern women can sound awfully abrupt. It’s just a habit they have, poor things.


For one thing, we naturally use terms of endearment. It’s not unusual for me to address my friends as “honey.” Sometimes to soften a blow I slip in something affectionate so that a very harsh reality doesn’t come across as rude or abrupt. Like, “Darling, don’t you know you’re too smart and pretty to be the town drunk?”


We’re very generous with compliments, too. Every time you see two southern women meet, they’re going to spend a couple of minutes causing a commotion about each other’s appearance. “Well, don’t you look beautiful!” is just the start. If you can’t find something nice to say about a friend’s hair or clothes or shoes or manicure, you simply are not trying hard enough. You don’t have to mean it, you know. In fact, if you can tell that someone has put a lot of effort into a particular aspect of her outfit, just draw attention to it. Sparkly stars-and-stripes high heels could be terribly tacky, but you bet they’re supposed to be noticed, so go ahead and do it. “Those are certainly patriotic shoes!”


Every woman is gorgeous and every man is handsome, or dapper, or well dressed. The kind of man a Belle wants to be around makes an effort with his appearance and deserves to have that praised. I have noticed that some women are shy about paying obvious compliments to men. I say spread the love! If anyone needs the direct approach, it’s a man. Men want their efforts noticed just as much as women.




Poor Thing


We understand that not everyone has the good fortune to be a Southern Belle. Some women haven’t even been exposed to a Belle, so they aren’t aware of all the advantages they’re missing. This is why we look on them not with scorn but with pity. We try to be kind when we speak of them. You won’t hear a Belle speak of a non-Belle or any woman as “that bitch,” no, ma’am. Never. We don’t use words like that. Instead, we’ll say, “Poor thing.” Or maybe, “Well, she tries.” Or, “She doesn’t know any better.” About someone you can’t stand, you might say, “We don’t see eye to eye,” or “She’s just not my cup of tea.” Then if you really want to emphasize your dislike, you might add, “Bless her heart.”


Believe me, that will get your point across very clearly.







Take It from Me


Let’s say I’m having a party and my neighbor Karen has a huge salad bowl I would like to borrow. First of all, she must be invited to the party. (Never, ever talk about a party you’re giving to someone who isn’t invited!) Then, a few days ahead of time, you call her up. The conversation might go like this:


Phaedra: “Good morning, Karen. How are you? Did I catch you at a good time?” (Of course I know that she prefers to make phone calls in the morning before her day gets busy.)


Karen: “Hi, Phaedra, of course it’s a good time. How are you? How’s the barbecue planning going? David and I are so looking forward to it. I hope you’re making your potato salad! Are you going to let me bring something?”


Phaedra: “No, of course not, you just bring your sweet self and that handsome husband of yours.”


Karen: “You sure? Anything I can do for you ahead of time? I’m running to the grocery store this afternoon, can I pick up some flowers for you?”


Phaedra: “Oh, you are too thoughtful! I’m all set on flowers. But there is one thing I am lacking—don’t you have a nice big etched-crystal salad bowl? I thought I remembered seeing one last year at your party, am I remembering that right?”


Karen: “I sure do. You want me to drop it off right now? I’m about to leave the house.”


Phaedra: “No, I wouldn’t dare inconvenience you, I’m headed out myself. How about I pick it up on my way out or, if you like, you can leave it on your porch and I’ll swing by and get it.”


Karen: “No need to come all the way over here, I’ll drop it on your porch.”


Phaedra: “No, you most certainly won’t, I’m walking out of the house right now to get it. I need the exercise more than you!”


After this polite little fuss about who has the pleasure of picking up or delivering the bowl, you make a decision and everyone is happy. (And by the way, if I ever borrow a bowl or a dish, I return it spotlessly clean with something in it, like a dozen clementines or a batch of cookies.) Yes, this conversation could take half as much time if all we cared about was efficiency. But that’s not who we are down South.





We also assume that everyone’s time is extremely valuable. If you call anyone other than a very good friend on the phone, you say, “Did I reach you at a good time? I know how busy you are.” And the Southern Belle way to end a call is to say, “This has been so helpful/interesting/entertaining, but I’ll let you get back to your busy schedule.” “Thanks, I appreciate you taking the time to speak with me” is a phrase I end up using a lot.


Here’s another southern difference: we try not to make direct requests. It just sounds so forward and frankly unpleasant if someone comes right out and says what they want from you.
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Everybody Knows . . .


A polite email is not the same as a thank-you note on pretty stationery.


[image: design]





° Translation, Please °



I am always amazed at how blunt some people are. It seems like they’ll say anything that pops into their heads. We handle things a little differently down South, though. We manage to communicate how we feel about people without being obviously catty. For instance, if I tell someone “Goodness, you must have spent all day on your hair. I am so impressed!” it really means I hate it. If I see someone walking past me looking disheveled, I just say, “Bless her heart.” That basically means, “She is so pitiful, honey.” Or I might say, “God bless her.” Basically that means that it would take divine intervention or a magician to make that woman into a Southern Belle.


And when you’re discussing a homely girl, you generally say, “She’s so smart!” The general thought is you can’t be both ugly and dumb. God wouldn’t be that cruel.








	Belle-Speak


	Unvarnished Truth







	She’s such a free spirit.


	She’s a tramp.







	She’s quite the charmer.


	She’s a sneaky liar.







	Eccentric.


	A total weirdo.
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