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For my mother, my everything





And for Jamie.

You cooked for me and then you changed my life.





BelleIN THEBig Apple





PROLOGUE



“IS THAT ALL?”

It was an acorn.

If Mamma had ever found herself in such a situation (though I swear on Grandmother’s opera pearls she never had the displeasure of such an off-color moment), she would have mitigated the unease, clapped her petite hands together in awe and exclaimed, “A Chinaman! It’s a verah, verah smawl Chinaman!”

Yep, an impotent Chinaman, his cap firmly in place.

But it was his pecker. Lord. I sat there on the silk coverlet, heels tucked beneath my ample bottom, staring at the smallest, most flaccid pecker on the planet.

Dear God of all things great and small—how did I get myself here?

Just moments ago Fritz and I had been standing on Sullivan Street, outside my apartment building, my keys firmly in my hand. I knew what I wanted and it wasn’t him. But for some reason, I slid in the small jagged key (not the big, smooth one that I loved to run across my cheek) and pressed on the door. Why? I don’t know why. I didn’t want it to give. We crossed the threshold anyway.

My first Manhattan boyfriend. These are the things you are supposed to do, I tell myself, looking down at the hairs on my thigh, white as birch bark, standing at attention like toy soldiers from the static electricity. I moved my gaze up to his eyes, squeezed shut like a child’s, trying to disappear into their own blackness and shame. Suddenly, I wanted to take back the words, dinners (so many dinners), forkfuls, mouthfuls, spoonfuls….

I was a twenty-five-year-old commodity who had to face facts: sex with a man his age would be fast, bland, uninspired—I would always be the fresh catch of the day that had been flash-fried instead of slow-roasted. He reminded me of a fisherman out in the Gulf, fighting ten-foot swells and the merciless Florida sun to catch one prize snapper. It’s finally on his hook, his aging cronies congratulate him—a gleam of envy in their eyes—he can almost taste the sweet, clean flesh. Problem is, by then, his forty-eight-year-old body is exhausted and just a touch resentful of the damn thing.

Mamma told me twenty-five was the best year of her life, I think, sitting naked on the bed, watching Fritz’s body slowly relax after his defeat, his eyelids fluttering open.

“I’m gonna reload and then we’ll try again in fifteen, hmmm?” he asked, staring up at me from his pillow with the reverence usually reserved for clergymen and neurosurgeons. His arm reached up for the comfort of my breast. “Three hundred and sixty-five days of glamorous livin’,” I liked to tell myself. Since I was a girl, birthday candles served only two purposes—as vehicles for licking Mamma’s chocolate buttercream frosting and as a means to subtract from that magic age looming in the future. Twenty-five, twenty-five…there was something that made it the year of singular beauty and opportunity. It was supposed to be the time when my profession, my sentiments and my social circle formed a flawless sphere—a shape as perfect as a hen’s egg.

I deserved more.

“You know what?” I said, easing myself away from him and off the bed. “I’m hungry.” I slipped into the silk kimono he had brought me back from one of his finance trips to Bangkok.

“Hungry? We just had dinner. My God, your appetites, Belle—you always want more!”

He was right—I was never satisfied. New York City had taught me well.









Mamma’s Chocolate Buttercream Icing

Sweetness…with an edge. Mamma’s icing started it all.






ICES A 9-INCH TWO-LAYER CAKE OR 18 CUPCAKES.

2 sticks butter, room temperature

1 large egg yolk, room temperature

6 oz. semisweet chocolate, melted and cooled

1 Tbsp. espresso or instant coffee

1 tsp. vanilla

1¼ c. confectioners’ sugar

1 tsp. cinnamon



With a handheld mixer, cream butter and then add egg yolk. Continue by adding melted chocolate and beat well. Add espresso and pour in vanilla, gradually beating in confectioners’ sugar until mixture is creamy. Finish by adding cinnamon to frosting and blend.
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I DIDN’T LIKE not being able to buy strawberries. Blackberries were, of course, totally out of the question. Avocados, peaches and blueberries—never. I supposed that I could no longer afford to eat anything with seeds: the strangeness of it all, in New York City. The roofs somehow grew trees. Husbands and wives sat up there, in the sky, on their chaise longues and patio chairs, reading the daily papers and yellin’ into their phones. Lower Fifth Avenue was the best place to gaze upon these rooftop dramas. The old brown-bricked buildings reached up to the sky like aging men trying to capture the importance they once possessed. Distinguished columns, arches and gargoyles garnished the ninth and fifteenth floors. I imagined that the building’s inhabitants, like its gargoyles, had sloped foreheads and pointed ears. They must be the ones who could afford to buy iced pomegranate kernels at the corner deli. I certainly couldn’t.

I wish I could say that my family had run me out of town or, better yet, that I had run away from something, someone—a miserable engagement, a shrewish mother. That would be delicious and tragic. Who wouldn’t want to whisper about that over a finger of whiskey? But the truth is, I moved from Alabama to New York City with notions of a journalism career and an appetite for downtown French bistros and charming, angular men. (Also, I refused to accept the path of least resistance for a well-bred Southern girl halfway into the third decade of her life: marriage and babies.)

I gave myself a deadline of one year. I would have New York City paying me for my personality on paper in twelve months’ time. I’d be a star journalist of the above-the-fold, left-hand-column variety. I pictured myself as a hard-hitting (though more right-wing-leaning) Maureen Dowd, delivering bon mots, society news and the political beat to America. And if that didn’t happen, I mused, I would leave when my Bounty drier sheets ran out. My dream of big-city life and a journalism career would be forgotten and I’d move back home and do something sensible—join the Junior League, start a ladies tennis quadrant. Quite an exit strategy, don’t you think? I rationalized that without the drier sheets, there’d be nothing left to soften the hard edges of my clothing, the seams of the city.

Southern families, along with private, Southern universities of the $35,000-a-year variety, don’t exactly foster such flair and professional aspirations—quite the opposite. They encourage excellence but only within the environs of our native soil, as my thesis advisor, Dr. Gibson, and our favorite Dixie scribe, Willie Morris, would say. Dr. Gibson saw me as a good, slow-livin’ girl although I so terribly wanted to be fast. The Manhattan media whirl beckoned like the tinkling of a carousel’s tune and I was enraptured by its sweet song.

At first, I forced myself to turn down the volume. I had to. Everyone was so dedicated to the idea of me and Mobile; I was pledged to the tales of Alabama. A lovely childhood was my promise ring and I had to return to my beau and its quiet heat so I could write about what I knew: the personalities, the routines, life on the Gulf Coast. I resigned myself to stepping into Mamma’s well-worn Ferragamo pumps and writing for the only paper in town—the Mobile Constitution. For a spell I enjoyed local fame. Doctors, shrimpers, cotillion chaperones—they all loved the easy reading over their morning coffee. My “Eat the Tail, Suck the Head” feature was one of the paper’s most popular pieces (mind you, the Interstate Crawdad Festival is big news in those parts). And let’s not forget my travel article on the rustic, coastal beauties of Apalachicola. The oyster bed owners were so grateful for my coverage, they anointed me “Queen Bivalve, 2006.” I’m not going to lie, small-town celebrity agreed with me. But, damn, I had my sights set on so much more.

Question: Why can’t I write like Margaret Mitchell and lead the life of Katherine Mansfield? I, too, wanted to be a great Southern personality who wrote about the big things like love and death, all the while going to the most splendid balls in the most glamorous city in the world.

But no one—including me—had an answer, so I kept my pretenses and ambition tucked away while I continued writing about the little things. Small-town journalism was my birthright, I conceded. Anyway, holiday dinners would have been so difficult if I hadn’t taken the job. Granddaddy owned everything in town—including the newspaper.

And then, at age twenty-five, I shocked ’em all. Right when the Constitution offered me the position of columnist—and a desk next to Mamma’s with my own landline and everything—I made up my mind to head North. Oh, they tried to keep me, all right—they even flew in a man from Atlanta to draw up one of those Wall Street Journal pointillism-like sketches to accompany my byline. His rendition of my photo might have been the toughest thing to give up (after all, everyone below the Mason-Dixon line knows that for Southern women, self-love trumps good common sense). In the sketch, I resembled a Dixie Grace Kelly (plus a pound or twenty), what with my blond hair pinned back in a loose chignon, perhaps a bit too much blusher and my smile eager and accommodating. Dead Aunt Maybel’s big sapphires sparkled on my earlobes. One moment with my editor, however, and I forgot the vanity project.

“What are you doing?” he asked, looking defeated, taking long, slow drags off his Newport Menthol. He stood just inside the paper’s back shop, the door frame seeming to sag with his mood and the heat off the printing presses. “There’s more to journalism than city council meetings and bottom feeder festivals. Get outta here. Go cover the real news.”

I took the cigarette from his hand, raised it to my lips and took a good long pull. The mint tickled my throat. I’d heard his lines before but this time they stuck. That was it. Has something like that ever happened to you? A fleeting remark or repeated moment just happens to be the one that finally convinces you to follow your dreams. One pull off a Newport Menthol cigarette and I had made up my mind. New York City: it held more mystery than promise, but that was enough. A faceless foe always excites me more than an intimate friend—that’s just the way I am.

So, this is the story of how I—a Southern girl from the Gulf Coast of nowhere—set out to become part of it all, an elegant, colorful piece of the Manhattan media puzzle. How I tried to prove Granddaddy, Mamma and their newspaper wrong, make New York City my city, even if nothing was all good or bad or nearly as lovely and depressed as Joan Didion’s essays told me it was going to be. Things would work themselves out, I thought. Life always seemed to have a generous way with me.
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MOVING DAY AND the morning lay heavy on my skin. I slid my hands into the back pockets of my khaki shorts (remnants of North Carolina college life), threw my shoulders back (practicing good posture for Mamma’s sake) and looked out at the new expanse I’d call home. From the front stoop, Sullivan Street stretched before me, a string of redbrick buildings, brightly colored awnings and small ginkgo trees. Ladders and fire escapes on the building’s facades crossed and ran together like overgrown honeysuckle vines on a garden trellis. The space was compact, clean—like nothing I had ever seen before.

“You’re a new face,” the woman said, surprising me with her strange vowels, the sudden jerk and clatter of her metal gate. She expertly raised the rusted links that protected her boutique with one hand while balancing an oversized cup of coffee with the other. As I tried to think of something memorable to say, I felt pearls of sweat slide down my bosoms and finally plummet into the two-pronged front closure of my bra. Large breasts—all that flesh of mine men seemed to love so much—weren’t fun in the least, I decided. The weather, however, suited me just fine. With all of New York’s anticipated eccentricities, at least the climate was familiar. Being from the Gulf Coast of Alabama, I knew how a slight wind could feel more like damp linen than a refreshing breeze. I had made my peace with sticky sunshine.

“Movin’ day,” I said brightly, pressing the white cotton T-shirt against my skin, trying to absorb the sweaty mess in my décolleté. We eyed each other and she roundly declared victory. She was devastatingly chic. I had never seen that kind of sophistication off the pages of Town & Country. She was a citified goddess meant for the magazines or a white-carpeted salon, champagne flute in hand. Fudging the lines of politesse and decorum, I stared a good sixty seconds at her thick, auburn hair pulled into an elegant bun. The simple hairdo sharply contrasted with the complexities of her linen ensemble, its series of knots, twists and ties confounding me at eight o’clock in the morning. The mannequins in the store window were dressed just like her. A wooden sign embossed with gold letters hung on the cast-iron arm above us. TWISTED, it said, the sign presumably addressing the style of clothing and not the owner.

She busied herself with keys and padlocks while I silently promised away my firstborn if only the moving men would show up before morning rush hour. I desperately wanted to be comfortable and settled in my new surroundings. Shop Lady smelled my foreignness. I do believe if I had looked closely enough, I could have seen her nostrils twitching. She wasn’t unkind, mind you, but I could tell that she had put me on the shelf until a later date. She decided not to pick me, but to leave me hanging on the tree until I was a ripe little fig, bursting with city experiences and heartbreak. Then we would be friends.

“My name is Lisa,” she said with a nod of her head and a pronounced British accent. “And would they be yours?” she asked, casting a glance across Sullivan.

Even in the hushed humidity of the early morning, I hadn’t heard the movers, their clunky shoes falling silent on the asphalt. The two twenty-somethings stumbled my way from across the street, looking more like overgrown adolescents than the burly moving men that I had expected. They were a lesson in opposites: one was tall, wiry, and hesitant in his gait while the other was short, proudly led by a big, soft belly. I tried to remember their ad on craigslist:

 

Need Fast Cash

No Job Too Small, Too Large

Anything South of 14th St, North of Canal

 

Beer money, date money—hell, I didn’t know. I was just cutting the guys a check to drive a van to a place called Port Authority, pick up the outsized, oak-wood farmhouse furniture that Granddaddy had shipped up and unload it into my apartment.

“Morning, uh…” The tall one lifted the bill of his cap to get a better look at the tattered piece of paper he held in his palm. “…uh, Bellelee?” he said, merging my first and last name in a slur of consonants, pronouncing them without their familiar molasses coating. His pale, lean face, deep-set eyes and wiry frame made me think of a childhood spent on cement playgrounds, syringes poppin’ out of public trash cans. He was young and just short of being a tragedy. “I’m Bryan and this is my buddy Shreve and, uh, yeah, so we’re your movers.” He kicked the pavement with his scuffed sneakers like a five-year-old boy, embarrassed by the dozen or so words he had strung together. “Gonna get in the van with us and head uptown to pick up your stuff or you stayin’ here?”

“Save yourself—he’s a bastard behind the wheel,” Shreve said, chuckling, fumbling around in the side pockets of his jeans. Everything about him was round except for his smile; it was a thin line beneath a pug, ruddy nose. Jet black hair poked out from beneath his baseball hat. I suspected his daddy hadn’t cut that hair in the kitchen sink for a good, long while.

“I thought y’all already had the furniture,” I said, feeling my temper rise with the August heat.

“Nope, we just got up—”

“No worries,” Shreve said, looking at me and then staring down his friend. “You just hang out, crank the AC on high and we’ll be back in about an hour or so.” He finally pulled a crumpled cigarette from his jeans pocket, looking at it proudly—his piece of urban lost treasure.

These were the guys that I was entrusting with the family antiques? I panicked and then called to mind every Southern man’s weakness, hoping that their Yankee counterparts could be as easily bribed.

“I’ll make sure to have lunch waitin’ whenever y’all get back. Either one of you ever tried a Virginia ham?” Zeola, our maid, had stuffed my carry-on luggage with what seemed to be a side of a Virginia smoked hog. A few sliced ham sandwiches and sweetened iced tea and the boys would be putty in my hands.

“I’m from L.A., he’s from the Bronx,” Shreve said through tensed lips, trying to draw out the first drag of nicotine. “We don’t see—or taste—much of anything from down there.”

Damn it to hell. I had honed my swine and sweetened water act since puberty. What next? Would they think blond hair and lipstick were vulgar? I was tempted to tell him not to be so indignant, that the tobacco he was suckin’ on came from the fields of R. J. Reynolds in North Carolina. But I held my tongue and smiled and waved them off with a packing slip and the promise of a good meal.

“We’re gonna make you easy on the eyes,” I said, walking into the new apartment. I had spent the previous day, my first in the city, mixing paint, trying to replicate the soft brown color of a New Orleans chicory café au lait. I wasn’t too far off—after two coats, the walls were finally beginning to look this side of mocha. The southeast-facing kitchen windows saved it all from looking too dark. Light poured in, gold and ivory hues skipping across the polished hardwood floor.

Craigslist (my Wal-Mart of the Web) claimed that my little nook was a cross between a studio and a railroad flat because of its width and the size of the kitchenette, set to the back, overlooking my private garden (a “garden” on the island of Manhattan apparently meaning two trees, a crumbling redbrick ledge and a tumble of ivy). To the side of the bathroom was a small alcove meant to be a workspace though I couldn’t see myself doing much of anything in there because it was so dark. The kitchen, with its windows and warmth, would be my center, just like back home.

It was all real sweet but I still couldn’t believe that Granddaddy was paying $1,700 a month for me to live in a room the size of his tool-shed. He kept fish food, standing lawn mowers, a tractor and the cousins’ hunting rifles in his space, while I was going to carry out a life—eat, sleep, love, write, entertain—in mine. Yep, it was uncivil but I had to have it.

Lord, the heat…Temperatures like that always played a steady buzzing tune in my ear. It was an intoxicating mix—the rising mercury, shellacked floors smelling of astringent and pine, paint fumes, moving day jitters—that held me still in the middle of the apartment. I knew that I needed to walk over to the window unit and turn the air on high, just like the city movin’ boys had told me to do, but I couldn’t. If that motor got going, air pouring out, I’d get a drip in the back of my throat and neither Mamma nor Granddaddy would be there to mix me up a nighttime toddy of cognac and fresh lemon juice to make it go away.

Note: Mamma playin’ doctor meant a swan dive into the liquor cabinet. She liked feeling helpful and I liked getting warm and tipsy. Fallin’ ill was something to look forward to in our household. Unfortunately, the hangover usually proved more intense than the initial malady.

Right then I sunk down on the old mattress that some dirty soul had left behind. On the floor, things were better, my ears quieted down. I forgot about the big ham sweating in my purse and the hot neighborhood just outside. All I thought about was Granddaddy.

 

“Belle’s the only one with any sense in this goddamned family!” Granddaddy bellowed to no one in particular. A turtle’s head popped up from the freshwater shallows of the lake, heavy, concentric circles marking its appearance. “Come and sit over here by your old granddaddy,” he said, motioning to the empty space next to him on the deck swing. I picked up the ridged Folgers coffee canister of fish food and sat down slowly, careful not to spill the brown pellets.

“You’re doin’ real well down at the newspaper, darlin.’ Good thing because there isn’t another goddamned thing that you’re qualified to do, no suh….” His voice trailed off and he took a sip of scotch. He extended the glass in my direction, but I wasn’t thirsty. With me, Granddaddy was frank: he treated me like a man. “I think you should keep on, show these bastards how it’s done. Keep pluggin’ away and in another ten, fifteen years I’ll make you editor-in-chief. How would you like that?”

I didn’t look at him. We faced the lake and I drifted upward into the moist, twilight air and—just for a moment—I suspended disbelief and worries and everyday life. Then I came back down, the balls of my feet touching the wooden deck. I wanted to push back up, I wanted to push both of us back up.

“I want you to spell ‘parallel’ for me,” he said, a smooth palm now resting on my forearm.

“Granddaddy, I know how to spell and I know that I could keep on writing for you but I’m moving. I’ve made up my mind.” I looked over and his eyes were fixed on nothing and I pushed us back up because he was too old and too distracted to do the practical things anymore.

“I said, spell the word ‘parallel.’”

“P-a-r-a-l-l-e-l.”

“You’re goin’ to be the youngest editor that joint has ever seen.” He grinned, genuinely pleased, punching the air with his index finger. “They all misspell ‘parallel’—my reporters, editors, the boys in the back shop—”

“I’m moving to New York City,” I said flatly.

Granddaddy stopped the swing. The oak tree and its curtain of moss above us stopped moving. I felt dizzy.

“Let me tell you a little something about this place you’re so anxious to leave,” he began, pacing his speech and temper. “We’re twelve hundred miles south of Park Avenue for a reason. I decided to establish my family in this town because your granddaddy likes being the boss, likes doing as he pleases.

“I see you at the paper and you’re the same way. I’ve always given you what you wanted, when you wanted it. Maybe your ol’ granddaddy’s a patsy, I don’t know. But, I can’t keep on. If you go up there and leave me and the paper, things are going to get real hard, darlin.’ I won’t be able to help you.”

“Don’t treat me like a girl,” I said.

“Damn it, Belle, you can’t just pick up and move away!”

He had a way of presenting the modern-day American South as if it were nineteenth-century Gallic society—albeit a bastardized version. For Granddaddy, it wasn’t just the pace of life or the rhythm of speech, but the social structure. Money wasn’t so much earned as it was inherited. Down there, wealth wasn’t acquired through brilliant ideas—it was maintained in estates and property. Staying in his good graces would be far more lucrative than chasing a dream up North.

And maybe he was right. If I were outside this skin, I might have realized that a Southern girl in my position was loony for looking toward New York City and ways so foreign. Trusting—never testing—myself and the demigods of the South had yielded returns as great as any. Live? Try? Fail? Nah. Life as I had known it was one gloriously long second act filled with promise. Granddaddy and the ushers (important men firmly tucked in his back pocket) had always assured me that the audience would clear out before the third act, right before this girl blessed with a touch of attitude and cursed with an ego far surpassing her accomplishments actually had to prove herself. Limitless potential makes for easy livin’.

“Belle, goddamnit, what are you going to do? How are you going to get a job, earn a living?” Granddaddy said, this time his voice betraying more concern than anger. “I’d try to give you a name or two but they all died on me, all my contacts are dead. That’s what happens when you get to be my age.”

“I’m sure I’ll find something,” I said, trying to reassure both Granddaddy and myself. He went on, not paying me any attention.

“There’s only one but, no suh…he’s all about the buck, nothin’ about the news,” he said to no one, taking a long, slow sip from his glass. “I gave him his first job—Christopher Randolph was the youngest beat reporter I ever hired—and now he’s up at American News Channel, right-hand fool to Robert Cleveland, the big news director.”

I liked when Granddaddy said “fool”; he made the word long and lingering so you really understood.

“I’m not quite sure how Chris came up in the ranks—from editorial page of the Grey Lady to CNN, somethin’ like that. Flip-floppin’ from a good ol’ Southern Democrat to a bleedin’ heart liberal, finishing off as a crazed conservative at the American News Channel. Can you imagine, in good conscience, livin’ like that?”

“The sun’s leavin’ us,” I said, knowing better than to press the subject.

“What are these boys after, the immoral bottom dollar?”

“Why don’t we feed your fish before it’s too late?” I put the canister to the side of the swing and stood in front of Granddaddy, giving him my hands and forearms for balance. Our arms twisted together as only the young and old can manage to do and he pulled himself up to a standing position. I looked into those eyes, so full of quiet, blue secrets, and recognized that he was everything.

He surveyed the water. “Now, I want you to look out for Nathan. He comes runnin’ when he knows there’s food. Yep, there he is—oldest, fattest bass in my lake. Greedy bastard, isn’t he? You know, I named him after that bloodsuckin’ lawyer uncle of mine…. Comes around at feedin’ time.” Pappy scattered the fish food, wrist bent, fingers pointed in: for a moment, he was the King of Mardi Gras tossing chocolate and gold-foiled coins to the crowd.

“You’ll always be here, won’t you, Nathan? No place for you to go, no one else to tend to you….” Pappy said softly. He tossed the ridged, metal canister into the grass and then reached for my hand. Together, we watched the last of the bass swim from the clear shallows into the deep green of the distant lake water.

 

The sound of rubber-soled work boots echoed in the hallway, jolting me out of my dreams and back into the godforsaken heat. Voices bounced off the linoleum floor and into my apartment. “What’s going on out there?” I asked, brushing myself off, and like any sane Southern girl, instinctively reached for a tube of lipstick.

“Come and see for yourself,” Shreve yelled.

When I got outside, I saw her lying there naked on the dirty sidewalk—she was pitiful. Without box springs, mattress or sheets, Grandmother’s sleigh bed sat there exposed before the entire neighborhood. I wanted to throw a blanket around the legs and underbelly but everything was packed away in boxes. She was so big and inappropriate. She wouldn’t fit through the front door.

“Wrong stuff?” Shreve said breathlessly, palms resting on his lower back. I thought that the posture made him look like a decaying, resentful old woman. “None of this is going to fit into a studio apartment, I can tell you that,” he said, shaking his head from side to side.

I stared down at the cement and tasted salt. “Take her apart,” I said, trying for a mild and steady tone, wiping away the tears.

“If something happens—”

“Just do like I say. Break her up into parts and bring the pieces into my apartment. I’ll put her back together when I find the time,” I said quickly. “And keep on with the rest of the furniture. Looks like we’re gonna get crowded here come noontime,” I said, eyeing the delivery trucks pouring onto Sullivan.

Before I walked back inside, I forced myself to look up and out at the place I’d call home. There was a church, butcher shop, bakery, furniture store, French restaurant, Laundromat and store dedicated to mozzarella balls and nothing else. I could wake up, buy a cup of coffee, furnish my apartment, eat fancy French food, get married and die and still not venture beyond my block. A Billy Joel tune fought its way into my head.


Sergeant O’Leary is walking the beat,

At night he becomes a bartender.



I knew the song mentioned something about him working at Mr. Cacciatore’s on Sullivan Street by the medical center. And one day I’d find that restaurant and take Mamma there for dinner. She’d begin to understand why I had moved. We’d have spaghetti and casks of red wine and I would put down a piece of plastic when the bill arrived. “No, Mamma—I insist. This is my city and I’m treating,” I’d say. She’d love that my street was in a song by Christie Brinkley’s ex-husband. Christie’s exercise tapes were her favorites.

“Looks like we got ourselves an audience,” Bryan said.

A young man stood several yards away watching the scenario unfold. Town cars with tinted windows and sports cars with important drivers formed a line down the block as a kitchen table and settee were transported, assembly-line style, across the street. The sound of car horns bounded from building to building and shot back to me like a boomerang, the noise returning to its rightful owner. The man didn’t say a word. Lisa stood in her store window, staring, coffee mug in hand. Several floors above me a window slammed. No one spoke to me.

I didn’t understand the paradox of city living. The coexistence of intimacy and anonymity was something I had never experienced. Homes rested atop businesses while coffee shops and liquor stores flanked either side of St. Anthony’s Church. Life and all its motions were condensed to such a compact area that anonymity was a gift from your neighbors. They had to look the other way—feign ignorance or otherwise—and you would be expected to do the same. Back home everyone knew my business, but only because we frequented the same tea and coffee hour after the ten-thirty Episcopal service. We repented our own sins only to turn and promptly discuss the sins of others. When two lakes and a hunting camp separate you from your nearest neighbors, casual run-ins aren’t possible.

Damn us! Mamma and I were stubborn broads. She should have been there to help me. She could tell me exactly what to do and how to think and, for once, I would listen. Egos and bylines could be left down at the paper and it’d just be us again. But she had refused to come to the city. She claimed she had to help Zeola prepare a luncheon for her Pentecostal church. Really, though, I knew she was scared—frightened of the city and what it implied and how it would change her simple girl.

“This is Zeola,” a rich, sad voice greeted me as I clutched the phone, wondering why I had acted on my impulse to call.

“It’s Belle. Is Mamma around?” I said, trying not to sound too amused by the proprietary phone greeting. Zeola could never bring herself to announce it was someone else’s household. Really, I didn’t blame her—she ran the joint. Mamma was always investigating some political fiasco in Montgomery for her Sunday op-ed or running off to shoot a spot on Scarborough Country and Daddy…well, Daddy liked the high seas, open fields and bottles of anything dark and expensive. And he liked his phone answered formally. I was glad he hadn’t called and heard her.

“Miss Belle? Is that really you?” I could just see the whites of her eyes growing bigger. “The connection’s so good I’d think you’re right here at the stove with us,” she continued.

“I’m in New York City!” I shouted, unaccustomed to the dimensions of the tiny cell phone. Technology-wise, the family and I were stuck somewhere between aforementioned ridged Folgers cans connected by string and a town switchboard. Only after Mamma read about the “Preppy Murder” and watched American Psycho on TBS did she realize that Osama was not the only evil force at large in the city; she quickly purchased me a cell phone. “I just wanted to check up on y’all while the movers unload my furniture. New York, can you believe it?” I realized I was trying desperately to fit “New York” into every sentence—I had to remind everyone, including myself, of my whereabouts.

“I didn’t think your granddaddy would ever let go of you,” Zeola said, her accent slow buttermilk coating every word. She lowered her voice. “What are you doing up there with all those son-of-a-bitch, city-slickin’ Yankees?”

“Oh, Zeola…”

The guys began stacking boxes of clothes, linens and books against the far right wall. I grew nervous thinking about the china and silverware that had yet to be unpacked.

“Listen, I promise to call back and talk all about it but can I just speak to Mamma for one minute?”

“Lands above, we worry about you!” Zeola had adopted the urgent, strained tone that adults use when chastising loud children inside the local cineplex. “I’m telling you all this now because Miss Nelda can’t hear me but I just know she cries herself to sleep at night thinkin’ of you up there.”

Such phone conversations with Zeola and Mamma warranted full days of beauty and booze at Elizabeth Arden—rubdown, scalp massage, Jack Daniel’s in lieu of green tea in one of those Oriental clay pots.

“Why’d you go and do something like that? You might as well be in Chinee instead of living in New York Ci—”

“Zeola, for Lord’s sake, put Mother on the phone.”

“Well, I don’t know if your mamma can make it to the phone on account of the bacon grease that’s popping in the skillet but, being the good Christian that I am, and seeing that I need myself another grape soda, I’ll just go on back in the kitchen and see.”

Zeola was angry. I was angry. Mamma would soon be angry. Marvelous how even long distance, we could all get worked up in a matter of minutes.

“It’s Belle you’ve been talking to for all that time?” Mamma called out in the distance. “Lord, look who’s running up my phone bill—hand me that!”

Frying bacon for charity always put her in a bad mood.

“Belle, is that you?”

“Hi there, Mamma. I just wanted to see how everyone was getting along down there.” I could see that now was not the time to talk about fresh mozzarella or the landscape of the neighborhood.

“Are you all right? You haven’t been mugged yet? What about the Arabs? There aren’t any stockbrokers in your apartment, are there? Were those gunshots?”

“Those are the movers, Mamma. Remember? Today is moving day.” She was still fighting to believe that I’d be home any moment, that the move had been a foolish whim and I would soon admit defeat. “Anyway, how are you doing?” The little discretion that I possessed encouraged me to make small talk instead of speaking my mind. Mamma, I’m your blood, I wanted to say. But my guts made me move and pursue a dream. Now can’t you just help me navigate this thing that is uniquely and completely my own?

“Oh, darlin,’ we’re fine, just fine. I’m settlin’ in to fry about five pounds of bacon for the seven-layer salad I’m makin’. Zeola says her church will just love it. I’ve already whipped the mayonnaise, done the lettuce, grated the cheese…”

As she listed the different ingredients, I stopped paying attention. I’d always preferred to watch Mamma, to see her delicate fingers and long, naked fingernails move over a tabletop, run in and out of her short blond hair, smooth down the bedcovers, hold a pencil—all of it extraordinary. Right then, I imagined those fingers readjusting her shower cap as she stood over the stove. Mamma only fried bacon when she had a noontime appointment to get her hair foiled and an afternoon meeting with the executive editor. Even still she wore a shower cap to protect her hair. She claimed that the grease just sat on her follicles otherwise.

Mamma kept on so I turned to face the movers. Aside from the bed, Granddaddy had shipped up a kitchen table and chairs, damask settee and leather ottoman. Everything was too wide, clumsy, proud. The pieces were gorgeous but awkward.

“Nothing fits,” I muttered.

“What, darlin’?” she asked sweetly, cutting short her laundry list of artery-clogging ingredients.

“I’m just lookin’ at all this stuff—”

“Lawd!” she shouted into the phone. “Zeola, you mean to tell me that you think that hunk of pig is done? You mean to tell me that all of the germs have been cooked out, there are no more trichinosis running around—you would serve that to one of your grandbabies?”

“Mamma, please. You’re shouting in my ear, not Zeola’s.”

Growing up, her greatest fear was that my sister, Virginia, and I would die of either trichinosis or asphyxiation.

“I have to run. Wish that you were here to help…and, maybe,” I hesitated, “give me a little bit of advice.” Mamma had been the only working woman in the Mobile Country Club set. She had done it all, conquering small-town living like I wanted to rule New York City. And now I was starting out with nothing. I would have given anything for her guidance.

“Letting you go was my sacrifice—”

I clicked off.

Butter her up and then cut her off—I was becoming a card-carrying New Yorker already.
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