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For real women everywhere.




[Yankees] are pretty much like southerners except with worse manners, of course, and terrible accents.


—MARGARET MITCHELL, GONE WITH THE WIND


Manners involve the appearance of things, rather than the total reality.


—MISS MANNERS’ GUIDE TO EXCRUCIATINGLY CORRECT BEHAVIOR


Everyone in the South has no time for reading because they are all too busy writing.


—WILLIAM FAULKNER




Note: In this book, I make some assumptions and generalizations about both the North and the South. I do this with the full realization that generalizations are not always true. The North isn’t all like Jersey—my Jersey isn’t even all like Jersey. Just as the South isn’t all like Alabama, and my Alabama isn’t like all of Alabama. This book is about my experience, and contains my personal observations. I hope no one will take offense. None is intended.




Introduction


LOVING THE LIFE THAT IS


“I hear Thursday’s going to be bad in New York,” my assistant told me. “I hope you can make your flight.”


“What, it might snow?” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m not afraid of a little snow.”


Living in Alabama, I encounter a lot of snow-ignorance. People in the South think snow is some kind of natural disaster. The mere mention of the word and everybody panics. Should we actually see a flurry? Cars slide off the roads. School gets canceled. Don’t waste your time at the Piggly Wiggly; you can all but forget about bread and milk. I’m from Jersey, so I think this is a little ridiculous. Snow is no big deal. When you grow up with it, you learn how to love it.


But all that week, people kept mentioning it, or pulling up the weather maps on their phones. “Ugh, look at this weather moving in. There’s no way you’re going to get into New York on Thursday.”


“Oh, come on,” I said, over and over. “I’ve seen this a million times. It’s nothing. A week out, they say eight inches of snow, and then it’s five, and then it’s three inches, and then you barely get a dusting. Besides, it’s New York. I think they know how to handle a little cold weather,” I concluded, implying to my overreactive southern friends that they, by contrast, did not.


But the day before I was scheduled to leave, I got an email that my flight was canceled. Come on, are you kidding me? I called Delta and I waited forty-seven minutes on hold. When I finally got a human being, I was Yankee-insistent. I had no time for manners.


“My flight was canceled and I need to get to New York. I have two scheduled appearances. I do not have the option of a no-show.”


“The weather in New York is supposed to be really bad,” the sympathetic Delta rep said with a warm southern accent. “Right now, we only have two flights still scheduled to go out of Atlanta.” So much for my convenient nonstop flight, but Birmingham to Atlanta to New York was better than missing the Jersey Cawfeetawk event five months in the making. I heard the tapping of computer keys. “It looks like we’ve already rebooked you on the later of the last two flights going out,” he said.


“No. Put me on the earlier one. If the weather’s really supposed to be as bad as they say, that later flight’s not getting out.”


“I can keep you in first class. You’ll be in the first seat on the left-hand side of the plane,” he said.


“Perfect.”


Little did I know that seat would turn out to be the scariest seat in the house.


That morning, having already endured a cancellation, a rebooking, and a re-rebooking, I was on my way to the airport at five thirty AM when I got a call from the kids’ school: closed in anticipation of the approaching inclement weather. I never leave town when they close school, but I was hell-bound for New York and I couldn’t change my plans now. I called my husband, Michael.


“Babe, school’s canceled.”


“All right. I won’t go to Montgomery. I’ll stay in Birmingham.” My husband is a lobbyist, and he just happened to have a flexible schedule that day.


At the airport at last, I breathed a sigh of relief. Home and family secured, I was back to work. Only I wasn’t. As I approached the security line, I realized I’d forgotten my driver’s license. In all my years of flying, I’ve never forgotten my license. I was beginning to think something was trying to keep me in Alabama. I went through some rigorous security checks, but because they seemed to know me from TV or because I travel so often, they let me through.


When I got to the gate, I asked the gate agent, “Is my connection in Atlanta still on time?”


“As of now it is, but the weather in New York doesn’t look good.”


“So I’ve heard,” I mumbled.


The flight to Atlanta was uneventful. I hadn’t sat to shoot my Cawfeetawk video for the day yet, so I recorded it in the Atlanta airport. Every morning, I sit down with my cup of coffee and my iPhone and talk about something that’s been on my mind. I decided to share my thoughts on how to say a proper good-bye to someone who’s dying. I talked about my experience with my dad, and what I wish I had done differently when he died.


At the gate, there was a lot of buzz about whether the flight to LaGuardia would be canceled or not, but it remained on time. Still on time. Still on time. They boarded us and suddenly, after all my dismissal of the situation, something about the flight made me uneasy. Before we took off, I went up to the flight attendants.


“I want you guys to have a safe flight.” I gave them both hugs. When the captain stepped out of the cockpit to say something to the flight attendants, he heard me.


“We’re going to be just fine,” he said. “We’re going to be great. Icy rain scares me, but snow? Snow doesn’t scare me.”


“It scares me,” I said. After all my efforts to get here, I was second-guessing my cavalier attitude.


“Well, we’re going to be fine,” he said. “Don’t worry.”


Everything seemed to be going smoothly as we approached LaGuardia, but the clouds were very thick. There was no visibility. I heard the flight attendants whispering about how the pilot had asked for a holding pattern but hadn’t been granted one. His voice filled the cabin: “Well, folks, we thought we would be put in a stay, but it looks like they’re bringing us in, so flight attendants, prepare the cabin for landing and expect it to be bumpy.”


As we came through the clouds, the distance to the runway was surprisingly short. We were almost on top of it and it was covered in snow. There was nobody next to me, so I looked across the aisle at the man sitting there. “We’re not going to make it,” I whispered.


Then we hit the runway and the pilot engaged the brakes . . . and nothing happened. There was no slowing down. The brakes didn’t take. The wheels couldn’t find anything to grip. You know how when you land, there’s that rush of the engines in reverse thrust that pushes you forward into your seat? There was none of that. We were skidding and sliding and in seconds, I could tell we were off the runway, the plane bumping and jolting and still careening through the snow with no sign of slowing down. We were on the ground, but what would stop us? Then I saw the water. It was coming right at us.


Inside the plane, there was a controlled panic, people wide-eyed, gripping their armrests, some of them stricken and silent with fear, some crying out. We careened toward the water, nothing between us and the bay but a flimsy-looking safety fence that I knew wouldn’t stop us. I could see that it couldn’t stop us. My brain was going as fast as the plane: Do planes sink or float? If we hit the water, will the windows break? Will we drown in the icy bay? How fast can rescue get to us? Will I ever see my kids again? Do I need to call Michael and tell him—what? This is the end? My life literally flashed before my eyes—I saw it all, how every decision I had ever made led me to that plane.


Then the left side of the plane hit a fence and we lost our left wing. The power went out. We continued to slide. The plane slammed into a berm of earth built up between the runway and Flushing Bay. It was the most powerfully jarring and abrupt physical sensation I’d ever felt. The nose of the plane rode up the berm, smashed through the fence at the top, and came to a stop, hanging over the water. I looked out my window. The water, not yet frozen, lapped the snowy shore beneath me. If I could have opened the window and jumped out, I would have landed in it. If it hadn’t been for that raised berm, we would be in a very different situation.


There was a moment of shocked silence, except for the woman behind me, who was sobbing hysterically. I grabbed my phone and, without really thinking about it, just wanting to share my experience with the people I cared about, I tweeted:


We just crash landed at LGA. I’m terrified. Please pray . . .


I looked around me. Was it over? Was the plane about to explode? Were we safe, or still in peril? The flight attendant got on a handheld bullhorn. “Is everyone okay? We have no power, and the emergency slides didn’t inflate, so we are all going to have to exit off the wing of the plane.” The left wing was smashed. That left a damaged right wing—our only possible exit.


The pilot stumbled out of the cockpit. We locked eyes and I could see he was terrified. I burst into tears. I couldn’t hold it in anymore. I imagined him seeing that water coming at us a hundred miles an hour. He must have been thinking, I have to save these people. He came over to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re okay,” he said. “I’m going to get you off this plane.”


I was the last passenger off. As everyone filed toward the door and climbed out onto the wing, it was like a movie—there was fire, ice, snow falling, snow all over the ground, people crying. Twenty-eight people were injured in the crash. Five were taken to the hospital. Everyone survived.


Once we were all off the plane, they put us on a shuttle to take us back to the terminal. As the shuttle took off, my phone rang. It was CNN, wanting to know what happened.


“What? How did you know?” I mumbled.


“I saw your tweet.”


I don’t even remember how I answered. When I hung up, I sent another tweet:


We have all been evacuated. Everyone is safe. Thank you for your prayers. God is good.


As we all filed into the terminal, I looked around me. It was surreal. Life was going on all around us, despite our trauma. There we were, 127 people in shock, walking through an airport filled with people drinking in bars, eating at restaurants, talking on their phones, hammering away at their laptops. People acting much like I had been acting just hours before. They had no idea what had just happened to us. I wanted to stop and scream, Don’t you realize that life can change in a minute? Of course, I couldn’t do that. But I felt like my life had changed. For all these people, on their way to somewhere else, it was still business as usual.


We were taken to a Delta Sky Lounge for processing. They brought us water and snacks as the EMTs checked everybody out. We had to answer questions, deal with luggage, calm down. After three hours, those of us who didn’t need medical care were deemed good to go. We were, at least physically, just fine. We were lucky. I was even luckier than some because my driver had arrived early and was patiently waiting to pick me up. Shortly after the plane careened off the runway, they closed the airport. No cars allowed in. Others had to spend the night, but I was able to go to my hotel. The roads were so bad on the way into the city that I could hardly sit still. I was jumpy. Nervous. Shell-shocked. I was not okay.


The next morning, I appeared on NBC’s Today show, in the same clothes I’d flown in, because I still didn’t have my luggage. People wanted to know what it was like; fascinated with that moment when you realize this might be the end. They wanted to know what I was thinking, sending a tweet right in the middle of it all. My only answer was, and still is, that I wasn’t thinking logically. It was an impulsive decision, made out of fear. I wanted comfort from my community, connection to my friends. In that moment, I wasn’t thinking of that blue check next to my name on Twitter and that every media outlet would pick it up. I was thinking of the fourteen people who tweet me every day, wanting them to know, wanting them to tell me it was all going to be okay.


Over fifty media outlets contacted me during that first hour after the crash landing. It was a frenzy. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised—I’d inadvertently chummed the shark-infested media waters. There were even a disturbing number of people in the Twitterverse who were offended that I said “God is good.” But He was. And He is.


When I finally got back to Birmingham, sent my “plane crash outfit” to the dry cleaner, and tried to get back to normal life, I was stuck for about a week—mentally and emotionally frozen in a state of suspended animation. Why did this happen to me? Faith is the most important thing in my life; I don’t believe anything happens by accident. Such a near-miss: There had to be a reason.


In that moment, when all the events of my life flickered across my mind like scenes on film, I recognized that I had been living in the past. I was chasing a life that was, a life I used to have, and stubbornly refusing to sink in and love the life I have right now—the life that is. I had lived in Alabama for eight years, and for eight years my heels had been dug in deep. I’d spent most of my time looking back over my shoulder, longing for New Jersey and my life up north, quipping about southern eccentricities and putting Jersey on a pedestal. Not that Jersey doesn’t deserve it. I love Jersey and I will always be a Jersey girl. But where had I been putting my energy and my focus? Into schemes for moving north, dragging my family along with me so I could relive my past? It had to stop.


I live in Alabama. There, I’ve said it. I live here right now, and this is my life, and if I don’t fall in love with who I am here and where I am now and everything about the life I am living in this precious present moment, I have nothing. Life can be taken away so easily. You can lose it all in an instant. If you don’t love it now, when will you start? When will it be too late?


This is my peace offering. This book I’ve been writing will be my love song to the South. This book is the story of my journey, and why I love where I came from, but how I learned to love where I am right here, right now. Because I do love it, and I have loved it, bit by bit, a little more each day, for years now. I just didn’t want to admit it.


There is so much to love about the South. Sometimes it still seems strange to me. I don’t always understand the customs, the language, the traditions, or the priorities. But I always understand that the South is filled with faith, and hope, and love. And that’s what I want to be filled with, too.


So here it is—my take on life below the Mason-Dixon line. The Southern Education of this Jersey Girl. I hope you will join me in reaching across the border that divides us, to help create greater unity. Because in the end, in that final moment when you don’t know whether you will live or die, what really matters?


Faith, hope, and love. And the greatest of these is love.
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GOD BLESS THE BROKEN ROAD


We accept the love we think we deserve.


—STEPHEN CHBOSKY




– Chapter 1 –


THE POWER OF A GREAT PAIR OF JEANS


All roads lead to Michael. I’ve known it, or sensed it, almost from the beginning. But this particular road has been the longest, most winding road I’ve ever traveled that had sex at the end of it. Michael and I couldn’t be more different. More than a decade apart in age, and even further apart in sensibility. Southern gentility versus Jersey brash. Soft-spoken versus loudmouth. Keep-it-to-yourself versus tell-the-world. Subtle versus out there. We were the Civil War incarnate. But somehow, it was never Michael versus me.


It was always me versus myself.


Have you ever taken yourself completely out of your natural environment and changed your life, willingly but with deep-seated reservations and against all common sense? Then you know something about the road I’ve traveled. This road has been riddled with potholes and detours and barren stretches of desert, as well as beauty and grandeur and serendipity and even inspiration. But to really understand the extremity of the journey, to get how completely Michael and everything he stands for transformed me from a lost soul into who I was meant to be all along—you must first understand who I was going into this journey.


I was twenty-six. I lived in my broken-in leather jacket and had long dark hair down to my butt. I was thin and tall and leggy and I was hot, and I loved loved loved my transient lifestyle. I was in PR, which is the perfect job for somebody like me. Somebody who was a runner.


That was me. A runner. A nomad. A girl without a home, who liked it that way. After a childhood of crazy highs and precipitous lows—a marginally Jewish childhood that included the significant influence of Italian Catholic grandparents and a culture largely made up of Italian Catholics and European Jews—I struggled to define myself. At seventeen years old, after the tragic death of my father, I left home to go to college, and I never came back for very long—just to breeze through to see the family. Then I was on my way again. I dabbled in the wild life and I loved it that way. Sometimes I was a bully. Sometimes I was a partier. Always, I worked to be the center of attention, but I was also quick on my feet, a people person, and I wasn’t afraid to attack any problem head-on. When I entered the world of public relations, my job became the perfect excuse to stay on the move and avoid growing roots, making lasting connections, or getting too emotionally attached to anyone.


Because what did attachment involve, inevitably, but loss? Imagine building a great army of the strongest soldiers, but without a leader. That was me. I had weapons and shields and tons of strength, but no direction or accountability, or even a clear idea of what my war was about. I didn’t have to know because I was too busy moving. Some people medicate, or drink, or eat to keep the fear down. I always kept one foot out the door. I never felt threatened or trapped because I always had an exit strategy, and the one thing that didn’t scare me was walking away. I was never afraid to walk right out of someone’s life, or walk right out of a job, because I didn’t care. For me, being a nomad was about survival, and if you had asked me how that was working out for me, I would have told you, loud and clear and in the Jersey accent I was proud of, that I was just fine. Just fucking fine, thanks for asking.


So there I was, with my PR clients around the country, giving them everything I had. And my personal life? I had friends. I dated men. And even a few women. But if things weren’t going well in New York, then oh well, I suddenly had to fly off to LA. When things got weird in LA, no problem, I’d run home to Jersey for a while. When that got oppressive, I’d hop on a plane and check up on the southeastern market. And by the time I was back in New York, things would have settled down. Whatever had gone sour was water under the bridge and I could start fresh. Find a new man. Find a new group of friends. Invent a new me.


The day I met Michael for the first time, I was in Birmingham, Alabama, to meet with the publisher of a local magazine. Considering all the exciting places I spent my time in, Birmingham wasn’t my favorite spot in the world. However, it was where the magazine was based, and the publishers liked to touch base with me in person every so often. I was used to the big city, so Birmingham bored me, and I never made an effort to get to know much about it. Why should I? It was just so . . . so . . . southern. And I was a Yankee, through and through. I was a Jersey girl, and I liked Bon Jovi and Bruce Springsteen and fist pumping and disco fries. I was a club dancer and a fast talker and I made a mean lasagna. But work was work and so down south I went—it was an excuse to keep moving. I knew perfectly well that I was too cool for Alabama, and I exuded that in my attitude. (No wonder nobody talked to me.) I didn’t try to make friends, beyond my client list. I made sure I didn’t blend. God forbid I would be mistaken for a local! But once in a while, after a long meeting, a girl just needs a drink—even at the risk of interacting with the natives.


A colleague recommended a local café called Bottega, so I sidled in that evening, full of Jersey attitude, in my black leather jacket and my tight jeans and my red lipstick, flipping my long straight hair and conveying confidence. I slid onto a barstool and surveyed the drink menu. Twelve dollars for a cocktail? Who did these people think they were—New Yorkers? Although my life had its glamorous elements, a high salary wasn’t one of them and twelve dollars was out of my budget. I scanned the room. The café was full of well-dressed, polite-seeming southerners. I knew from watching movies about the South that a real southern gentleman wouldn’t let me pay for my own drink. So I slid off my stool, jutted out a hip, looked around the room, shifted just so in my jeans, and flipped my long hair.


Sure enough, a few minutes later the bartender placed a Manhattan in front of me. Not my drink of choice, but no matter, it was free. I looked around. A handsome southern gentleman raised his glass and smiled at me. He was cute, in an older-guy sort of way. (And by older, I mean he might have been forty.) I raised my glass back to him, stood up with my drink, and grabbed my purse, intending to thank him. As I was approaching him, I stumbled, putting a crimp in my attitude. I looked up and caught his eye. To me, he looked like a mix of Big from Sex and the City and Matthew McConaughey. Older . . . but hot. Definitely hot.


“Hi,” I said. “Thanks for the drink.”


“My pleasure,” he said. “Have a seat.” His voice was soft and strong, like orange blossom honey. God, where did I come up with such a metaphor? And yet there it was. Like honey. He was tanned and compact, trim but strong looking, with sandy hair and the most amazingly piercing light-blue eyes. I couldn’t stop looking at those eyes. They contradicted his gentle manner, his laid-back posture, and his mild smile. He’s complicated, I thought. His eyes give him away.


“So, my name’s Jaime.”


“You’re not from here,” he said. It wasn’t a question.


“What gave me away?” I said, laughing.


“I guessed New York,” he said, gesturing at the Manhattan. “But now that I hear you speak, I’d say New Jersey.”


I smiled proudly. “Absolutely,” I said. “But I have an apartment in New York. So you were half right.”


I waited. Wasn’t he going to tell me his name? He took a deep pull of his Scotch. I felt like he had the advantage. I had offered my name. I should have waited until he asked! It was a misstep that made me feel vulnerable. I didn’t want to give in by asking him his name. I had to act like I didn’t care to know.


“What do you do? Wait, let me guess. You’re a businessman. An ethical businessman who honors the power of the handshake and opens doors for ladies and goes to church every Sunday and doesn’t believe Alabama should be sullied by newfangled debauchery like casinos or the lottery or medical marijuana, but you’ve got a case of Scotch in your basement and a gun rack in your truck.”


He smiled. “You’re half right,” he said.


Maddening! “Which half?” I said, trying to fish without making it too obvious.


“I’m a state lobbyist for the alcohol and gaming industries.”


“Oh.” I was speechless. It wasn’t what I expected. And I have to admit, his answer was a little exciting. Was he smirking at me? I blushed and flipped my hair, for courage. “So, you represent vice in the South.”


“Basically,” he said, taking another pull of his Scotch. Oh, he was smooth. And he had me off balance, which was both thrilling and aggravating. Not that it mattered. I had a boyfriend. A problematic boyfriend, a heartbreaking, soul-crushing boyfriend, but a boyfriend nevertheless. I finished my drink and stood up, extending my hand. “Look, I have to go, but it was really nice to meet you . . .”


“Michael,” he said, taking my hand. His hands were warm and strong and clean. He squeezed. My heart skipped a beat. “May I call you?”


I smiled. And felt a pang of regret. “I’m with someone,” I said.


“Well then,” he said, his eyes meeting mine. “Good-bye, Jersey Jaime.”


I turned, conscious that he was watching me walk away. I didn’t flip my hair again (I mean, enough is enough already), but I stood straighter, taller. I knew he was interested, and that gave me confidence. For once, I decided that I didn’t need to overdo it. I felt a little glow. In some way, I had met my match. In the sea of southern men I encountered every time I was in town, southern men whom I found to be extraordinarily plain, here was somebody with flavor. When somebody can make you feel something in twenty minutes, you don’t forget that.


And then I went back to New York.


I thought about him over the next few months. He wasn’t my type at all. My type is the bad boy, the troublemaker, the rebel, the scrapper. The guy who needs to be fixed or who tries to fix me. My type is the guy with attitude. And by attitude, I mean Jersey attitude, not the proper, genteel, reserved attitude of a southern gentleman. And yet, that was Michael, and it made an impression.


I continued my nomadic ways. From Jersey to New York to the South to LA and back to New York, a perpetual carousel ride around the country. I was back in Birmingham often enough over the following year to finally make a few friends (in spite of myself). I told myself I needed people to hang out with while I was in town and there were, admittedly, some girls who knew how to have fun. The first was my hairstylist. Her name was Jenny and she was my age, and she liked to party. One night, she invited me to go out with her and some friends, and I accepted. That was when I met Leigh Anne.


As soon as I saw Leigh Anne, I felt like I was looking in a mirror. She was a single mom, but could easily have passed for a single non-mom, and we were fascinated with each other from the beginning because we looked so much alike. We both had the same tall, narrow-hipped build and the same long dark hair, and when we met, it was as if we’d known each other for years.


Leigh Anne came from Mississippi. Although she was a southerner, she was also an outsider, so I forgave her. She was from a completely different kind of southern environment—the shit-kicking, gun-toting, cowboy-boot-wearing Deep South. That made more sense to me than subdued and etiquette-conscious Birmingham. Leigh Anne didn’t seem like a southern belle to me. She had certain southern characteristics—she was warm and polite. But I also loved that she never made me feel awkward or wrong or like I didn’t belong, and that brought my guard down. I love other women easily, and I loved her immediately. Basically, Leigh Anne was the kind of friend with whom I could exchange I love yous by our third meeting, and no matter how bad the storm raged in either of our lives, Leigh Anne was the one who could always laugh about it.


She was also funky and eclectic. She wore hippie clothes without being a hippie and changed up her accessories in the coolest ways. (Like most commitments, a commitment to creative accessorizing is one I have never been able to make, but I always admire it in others.) And she was the first one who defended the South to me, rather than not caring or even asking how I felt about it. She told me that there was more to the South than my preconceptions, and also much more than I could ever know from Birmingham alone. “Birmingham is just a small piece of the South,” she would say. “The South is full of surprises.” And so was she, from her cowboy hat to her shit-kicking boots to her perfect, perfect boobs.


One day, she invited me over to her home for coffee. As she talked, I couldn’t help staring. She was wearing a white button-down blouse, and I had to ask. “Are your boobs fake?”


“Yes.” She said it without hesitation or shame.


“Can I see them?”


“Sure,” she said, and opened up her shirt. They were . . . spectacular.


“Fuck. I want boobies like that,” I said.


“Touch them before you decide you want to make a purchase. And wait until after you have babies,” she warned.


“Babies,” I said, laughing. I touched. “They feel weird. But good weird. I could deal with that. Will you come with me for my consultation?”


I didn’t end up going through with it. That babies comment stuck in the back of my mind like a splinter, so I told myself I would wait. There was no hurry. But if I had done it, I would have dragged Leigh Anne along with me, pointed to her, and said, Doc, give me a pair of those.


It was Leigh Anne and Jenny and a few other fun girls who were with me a year after the first time I met Michael, when I encountered him again.


It had to have been fate—one of those encounters you can’t avoid because it’s going to happen no matter what you do. That’s how it felt to me, at least. I was newly single, having finally escaped from the soul-crushing boyfriend. I had just flown in from New York for meetings with the magazine, and I was out with the girls at Bottega, the same café where I had met Michael almost a year before. We were drinking and being rowdy and the place was about to close. I was sitting on Leigh Anne’s lap when he walked through the door.


I meet thousands of people in my line of work, and I can’t possibly remember them all, but I remembered him. I didn’t just recognize him, I remembered him. There is a difference.


“Hey, I know that guy!” I said.


“That’s Michael Sullivan,” said Jenny.


“You know him?”


“Of course. Everybody knows him,” she said. “He’s one of those ‘Most Eligible Bachelor’ guys. No wife, no kids.”


“No way.” I stared at her. “Are you serious?”


“He’s super cute,” Leigh Anne said. “But super old.”


“Yeah,” I said, distracted. “Hey, will you guys excuse me for a minute?”


“You’re not,” said Jenny.


“Wanna bet?” I said. I scooted off Leigh Anne’s lap and vamped my way over to him.


“Hey there!” I said. “Remember me?”


“Heeeeyyyy!” he said, grinning . . . Wait, grinning? This wasn’t the mild-mannered smile or the carefully self-controlled man I’d encountered before. It didn’t take me long to realize he’d had a few drinks.


“Whoa, buddy,” I said as he swayed in front of me. “You all right there?”


“I never forgot you,” he said. He seemed to realize his condition. He took my hand—a bold gesture for him, clearly. “I’m sorry. I’ve been playing golf in the sun all day. And drinking vodka.”


“Say no more,” I said. “We’ve all been there.”


“Bartender!” he said, leaning on the bar. “This lady would like a Manhattan.” He turned to me. “You would like a Manhattan, wouldn’t you?”


“Actually, a Cosmo would be nicer,” I said.


“Strike that!” he said, raising his hand. “Make it a Cosmo! And a pizza to go.”


“Sure thing, Sully,” said the bartender.


He turned and looked me up and down. “You look good,” he said.


“Thanks,” I said. “So do you. You know, for an old guy.”


He laughed. So he could take a joke.


I turned. Leigh Anne and Jenny were staring at us, wide-eyed and openmouthed. I waved and pointed at Michael. Jenny nodded. Leigh Anne made a hand gesture like, Go, go!


We sat at the bar and talked and drank while he waited for his pizza, and he flirted more openly than he had before. He was definitely older than anyone I’d ever dated. I quickly realized that his temporarily loose-lipped state was my chance to score more information, and I found out that (a) he was thirteen years older than me; (b) his parents lived in town and he was one of five boys; and (c) even when drunk, he was a true southern gentleman—still extremely polite and respectful. My interest was piqued. I had to find out more about what this guy was all about. Why wasn’t he married? What about him made him so “eligible”? And most of all, why was I getting that fluttery feeling around him? This guy gave me butterflies, and not the typical stomach butterflies. I’m talking vagina butterflies. It wasn’t like me to feel this way. It wasn’t like me at all.


When he stood up to leave, he swayed again and I took matters into my own hands. “I’m driving you home,” I said.


“No, no,” he said, waving a hand. “I can walk.”


“Nope,” I said. “It’s decided.” I waved to Leigh Anne and Jenny and then drove him home in my car. He fell asleep in the passenger seat, although his head never lolled forward like a drunkard. His eyes simply closed, and he began to snore lightly. It was a gentlemanly snore if I ever heard one. I could have been insulted that he fell asleep in my presence, but instead I felt protective. When we got to the address he had given me after finally agreeing that I could drive him home, I pulled up in the driveway and peered through the gloom at the shadowy house. A bachelor’s house. Larger than you would expect, a putting green in the front yard and a beautiful porch both neat and well kept. The windows were dark. “Good morning, sunshine!” I said. Without a word, he opened the car door, got out, and walked slowly and in a perfectly straight line to the door, his keys ready. He didn’t even turn back to wave.


“You’re welcome,” I muttered, and drove back to my small, temporary apartment near the magazine offices. I didn’t know what to make of the encounter. Was he too drunk to remember to say good night? Was he embarrassed? Was he pretending it wasn’t happening? I had no idea whether he would remember in the morning, or if I would ever see him again. It was a strange good-bye, definitely not what I’d expected. I felt a little deflated, and my first instinct was the usual one: moving on. I couldn’t wait to get to LA. I had a flight out in less than a week.


But two days later, he called me. He said he had begged the bartender to track down my number. He apologized for his behavior in a most gentlemanly manner, and asked if I was free to accompany him to dinner the following night. I was surprised at how happy I was to hear from him. I agreed to meet him (although why wasn’t he offering to pick me up?). We met at a little Italian restaurant whose food is legendary for sending women into labor. So there we were, a couple on our first date, surrounded by women who were nine months’ pregnant and scarfing down lasagna (which in itself is a curiosity in the South) at a rapid pace. The beauty of this was that I was definitely the skinniest chick in the room.


We talked about everything. He talked about things most people don’t talk about on a first date—politics and religion and how he grew up going to Catholic school and what kind of mother he had. I was fascinated. It felt easy to be with him. I remember at one point telling him a story about my mother. When I talk about my mother, I tend to slip immediately into her New York accent and demeanor, which is definitely different from mine—she’s like me times ten. Halfway through the story, I noticed that Michael was almost staring through me with this little smirk on his face.


“What?” I said, stopping the story. “What, do I have a booger? Do I have something in my teeth?”


“No, I’m just listening,” he said, leaning back in his chair.


“But you’re staring at me!”


“No, I’m watching you,” he said. “But look around. Everybody else is staring.”


I looked around and he was right. Everybody was staring at me.


“Oh my God,” I said in a Jersey whisper (which is much louder than a southern whisper). “Am I totally embarrassing you?”


“No, not at all,” he said. “I’ve just never seen anybody like you.”


Slipping into my best Joe Pesci accent, I said, “Oh, I’m funny? I’m funny how, I mean funny like I’m a clown? I amuse you?” He hadn’t seen Goodfellas, so he didn’t get it. He just raised his eyebrows at me. “Never mind,” I said.


After dinner he walked me to my car and opened the door for me. Of course, being twenty-seven years old and very tristate, I was like, “Dude, I can open my own car door!”


He just laughed. “You’re relentless,” he said.


That night, back at my temporary apartment, I fell onto the couch, picked up the phone, and called my mom.


“Ma, I have good news and bad news,” I said. “The good news is, I just had dinner with the man I’m pretty sure I’m going to marry. The bad news is that he lives in Birmingham, Alabama.”




#cawfeetawk


So often we bypass people because they don’t fit our preconceived notions of what we think we want. What really connects us to one another is a feeling—a feeling that calls us to truly see the person in front of us and be moved by how they make us feel. Call it chemistry, call it the recognition that we have met someone we can appreciate for who they are, rather than wishing they were something they’re not. Whatever it is, it is worth paying attention to. The ones you end up loving the most might not be at all who you thought they would be.


[image: images]







– Chapter 2 –


BREAKING UP IS EASY


You know the girl who goes on a date and finds herself obsessively thinking about the person and constantly checking her phone to see if he called? I had always misunderstood, even mocked, the energy of that girl. Yet I became that girl. Michael was the man for me, I was sure of it. I had decided that someday, somehow, I would marry him. He was curiously reserved, unquestionably southern, but rugged and sexy, soft-spoken and intelligent. He was my exact opposite—and husband material all the way. He had a real job. He was a real man. I wasn’t used to dating real men. I was used to dating boys disguised as men acting like boys. It was new and novel and sexy.


And so we began our courtship. But dating Michael Sullivan, alleged Most Eligible Bachelor in Birmingham, proved challenging and incredibly confusing for me. He didn’t kiss me on the first date. Fine. He was a gentleman. But when you’re dating someone, you wait after each date for that moment. Is it going to happen this time? Is he going to kiss me? And if not by the second date, surely by the third date. Am I right? By the third date, I always thought you should be sleeping together, if it’s going really well.
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