
Hurricane’s on its way. 
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You’re not going to believe any of this. Alma Fuqua was my best friend and constant companion for ten weeks. This was back in 1977 in Birmingham, Alabama. Well, once Alma’s best friend, always her best friend. 

My mother—I’ll get into that later.  My father was a fighter pilot and he died in Viet Nam. He had this thing for Amelia Earhart. Great. I get named after someone who got lost in her airplane and was never found. Mother wanted my middle initial to be “R” because her grandmother was an artist (and my initials would spell out Art) and Mother’s grandmother, whom she loved “more than anyone in the world” (including me at the time of my birth, I can assure you), was named Rose. Thus: Amelia Rose Turner. 

I was nineteen and looked like a model. Let me rephrase that. Other people thought I looked like a model. I was five-nine, had long, skinny legs, and no excessive curves—all of which, I suppose, was most people’s conception of a model. I walked quickly and with purpose, like I was strutting down a runway. I had big brown eyes, long, black hair, and a straight set of white teeth. I had it all but thick lips and a pouty persona. 

I had no aspirations to be a model. What I had aspirations for was writing the Great American Novel, being a Great American Novelist, and living a bohemian life. Which is pretty hard to do in Beaufort, South Carolina. Except for the bohemian part. 

I’d just gotten caught in bed with a Colonel old enough to be my father (what other kind of Colonels are there?) by his forty year old wife. I mean, he seduced me with his charms and intellectual ways and he was the married one and I was barely legal and now it’s my fault? Mother wanted to get me out of town—this jilted wife Karen was obsessed I’d destroyed her life—and Mother was trying to keep together her little clique of military elite that she was part of. 

Don’t start calling me a slut. Things happen. And at age nineteen, what I’d like to happen was a secret affair that nobody found out about. I’d only had sex with three men and the whole world, my mother namely, had to find out about each one. 

Six months before the Colonel, I had this affair with my thirty year old English professor. Mother was supposed to be spending the night in Savanah, so he and I were in my bed just giving it hell and in walked Mother. She walked over to me, like we weren’t lying there intertwined naked and asked me if I have change for a twenty. I told her over on my dresser. She got the ones and fives, put the twenty down and left. 

Then when she came back from Savanah, you know what the first thing out of her mouth was? She said, “Do you know it’s a cliché for a young girl to fuck her older professor? Do you know that?”

And my response was somewhat sincere: “You know, Mother. I just don’t seem to have anything in common with people my own age.”

“I know, Amelia,” she said, in a rare sympathetic tone. She usually called me Amy, which I hated. She left the professor thing alone after that, and never tried to turn me into her virgin, virtuous Amelia. 

Anyway, I was nineteen, had just finished junior college, when the Colonel thing hit. Mother called me and I was supposed to meet her at Café Marcello’s in half an hour. It was only a ten minute walk away so I stopped at Joe’s News, got a Village Voice and went on to Marcello’s, got a Perrier, and, ironically, went and sat where I often waited for the Colonel. (A few innocent trips to look at art together; one sexual escapade). 

Anyway, I flipped the VV open and the first thing that hit me was a lady’s picture. Even though it was black-and-white newsprint photo, and a bit grainy at that, I had an immediate connection with the picture. It intrigued me. Intrigue was my new middle name. 

Below the picture it read: Alma Leigh Fuqua, The Female Lenny Bruce of the South. The article was on female Southern comediennes. Alma was the cult comedienne in Birmingham, at Downtown Sam’s Cosmic Café. She had been the only female musician in the jazz cult sensation Joe Gill and the Bluegills and when she was up there playing the keyboards alone (and wasn’t informed the band had broken up) she had a heckler to deal with. “And just like Lenny, Alma’s comic career began by putting down a heckler. That night ended in a standing ovation. An applause that has not died...”

I looked up and here came Mother. 

Burst is the exact word. My mother often burst onto the scene. She had a presence. She could fill up a room. She was five-six and gorgeous. She had this raspy, sexy, smoker’s voice.

Here’s a good example of how crazy she was: She smoked Camels. She said she was going to quit. So, next thing I knew she was smoking Virginia Slims. When I called her on it, she looked at me like, what, she’d quit smoking Camels like she said. You figure that one out. 

Mother sipped wine, drank hard liquor, could tell crude off-color jokes. People loved her. I was a little scared of her. 

She spotted me. She wore a short, bright red dress, high heels, and had a black wide-brim hat cocked on her head. She held a clutch bag in one hand and a Virginia Slim in the other. 

She came over and sat down, and not so elegantly (sometimes she could just plop down), and said, “Okay, I pulled this off. You’ll move into your own apartment and come September you’ll be a junior at Stamford. You can major in English, writing, whatever the fuck it is you’re so interested in.” 

“Let me tell you one thing, Amy.” My mother could talk non-stop and quickly. Sometimes, with others she could be so coy and coquettish, but with me, she often talked fast and expected me to remember every little thing she said. It was like she wanted to get me over with, so she could get back to her real life. And believe me, I had no objections to that. “It’s not what you know, but who you know. You remember that. It’s connections. And we have to be careful. We, you and me, both have this exotic look to us and it can get us into trouble. That’s what has just happened to you. You understand? I don’t want you to go to college and get in trouble there.”  

“I understand.”  She didn’t tell me not to have sex with anyone, including married men. She did not tell me to not smoke dope or get drunk. She just told me to stay out of trouble. And in the world of Nancy Saxton Turner that meant not getting caught. 

“We’re going to drive together to Samford and I’m going to rent an apartment for you. I can afford to give you three hundred dollars a month. If you can’t make it on that, move into the dorm, pick up a roommate or get a fucking job. I don’t care.” 

Three hundred a month was a fortune to me. I figured even at California rates, an apartment wouldn’t run much over one-fifty. I could live off forty a week. I’d worked part-time since I was twelve. Clothing boutiques were my specialty.

“We’re driving all the way to California in my little Porsche?” I asked. The idea of moving to California was coming in on me and I liked the feeling. Driving across the country in a little car with my mother wasn’t a concept I liked.  

Here’s how enterprising she was. Daddy, when he died, had an old Porsche 356. Mama sold it, swapped it, did another swap, connived around, ended up with a fist full of cash and a 1972 Targa 912. She turned the title over to me a month before I got caught with the Colonel. All she ever drove was her El Dorado Cadillac.

“No, numb nuts,” she said. Sometimes Mother herself swapped genders. She’d call me numb nuts and then about a month ago, she got really pissed at me for nothing and said to me, “Just suck my dick,” and walked out. 

“You’re going to Samford. S-a-m-f-o-r-d. Not Stanford. Samford’s in Birmingham, Alabama.”

I was going to Birmingham, Alabama. From California to Birmingham in one fell swoop. All I could think of was racial riots, fire hoses, and bombings. 

Then I thought Birmingham. That’s where Alma Leigh Fuqua performed. Now wasn’t that a coincidence? I had no idea about the coincidences yet to come. 
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Given the fact I could only take Mother in small doses, the trip with her went very, very well. I drove most of the time.

Generally, when I’m trapped with Mother, she rants about one of two subjects: Preaching to me about something, or about how crazy Cousin Muriel stole all of Rose’s paintings. Mother’s Grandmother Rose left all her paintings to Mother in the will. Cousin Muriel got the house. Cousin Bob (whom I called Uncle Bob), Mother’s only ally in the family, said one day they would find them. Mother contended that Cousin Muriel was a thief and that she was crazy and one day they’d put her in the nut house. 

(But enough about my family, which there was practically none of. All my grandparents were dead by the time I was twelve). 

You could tell when you were coming into Birmingham and then there was this big sign: Welcome to The Magic City.

“Why do they call it The Magic City?” I asked. 

“How the hell do I know? Every Chamber of Commerce and every Historical Society likes to act like their city is special. And I tell you another thing, Amy. You make your own magic. You can learn that right now and save yourself a lot of time.” 

She picked up her map and said, “Here. Take a left up here and follow that yellow brick road.”

Yellow brick road. It was the first reference I would hear from The Wizard of Oz. Little did I know what was ahead for me.  

We got to the registration department of the college right before it closed for the day, and Mother was delightfully charming, as she was with everyone but me. We signed everything needed and then drove to a hotel and checked in. (Mother had already called and made reservations. That’s the way she was).

The next morning, we began apartment hunting. Mother had a city map, a classified of apartments for rent, and a get this, a compass. (She said, “When I’m somewhere new, I like to know where north, south, east, west is. And you can’t always count on the sun.”)

Can’t always count on the sun. I was going to write that one down. Three things started to go wrong. Number one—we were having a hard time finding an apartment. (Too dumpy, bad neighborhood, a complex with a hundred units, too far from campus, etc., etc.) Number two—because of number one, Mother was beginning to throw little hints, and not so little, why didn’t I stay on campus? Dorm life couldn’t be all that bad. And I needed to get into the right sorority and make connections. “Connections made in your youth are the most powerful.” Mother began to spout off all manner of maxims about connections. 

Then there was number three—hills and mountains. I had been a military brat, moving around all over the place until I was twelve. But I’d lived mostly in flat places, namely Pensacola, Florida, and Beaufort, South Carolina. I’d only driven a car in the Low Country, over to Hilton Head and Hunter Island, and to Atlanta twice. This curvy, steep grade hills gave me a bit of anxiety. 

We went up this steep hill to a cute little apartment house, but the apartment had just rented. So, I pulled away from it, turned right and went up another hill. “Elm Street,” Mother said. “Goddamn. Couldn’t they be a little more original with a name? And not an elm tree in sight. Typical.”

I didn’t know typical of what. I had the car in second and was contemplating having to downshift into first. 

“Lot of nice, big maples though. This street will be beautiful in fall,” Mother said. I didn’t know Mother knew so much about trees.

“Oh, there’s some big elms up there. And what a spooking looking house.” 

Cars were parked along the side of the road. They looked to be two story houses, but were apartment buildings. They were all quaint and the exact sort of place I wanted to live, but the address we came upon, we saw some man taking down the For Rent sign. 

Then there was a short stretch of no house and no parked cars, so I took the opportunity to glance up to the top of the hillside. It looked like some house in a horror movie. It was an old antebellum mansion, and looked creepy. A big iron double gate blocking off its drive. 

I put my attention back to my driving. I scanned the yard of the last apartment house before a stretch of empty space before the haunted house on the other side of the road. There was no rent sign. I pulled over wide to the left to avoid a white pickup and a big black car. I was heading up to the haunted house driveway to turn around. 

And that’s when Mother said, “Oh, look. It’s for rent.”

I looked and there was the red and white sign: For Rent. It was one of those Twilight Zone moments. I was sure that sign wasn’t there ten seconds ago. Now, it just magically appeared. 

“Here, Amelia. Park in front of the hearse.” 

I pulled over to the curb. “That’s no hearse. That’s a 1966 Oldsmobile Delta 88.” Here I was spouting off car makes and models like I remembered Daddy doing. 

“That’s the kind of car Hamilton Reynolds drove wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe he lives here now.”

That was funny. In writing, it doesn’t come off that way. But coming out my mother’s mouth and if you knew my mother—well, it was a great example of her sharp wit. 

`And then I just realized something, just something out of the blue, that had nothing to do with the moment. I lost my virginity in a 1966 Oldsmobile Delta 88. I was fifteen and Hamilton was nineteen. (I went for older men from the beginning. And at fifteen, nineteen was an older man). 

On our third date, we screwed in the front seat of the car and afterwards I was scrambling around getting dressed. And I never could find my panties. Looked everywhere. Under the seat, on the dash, on the ground right outside the doors. And now, I realized: Hamilton stole my panties. And they were my favorite blue pair. You know how you can get a pack of six, but then one pair ends up fitting the best and being the softest and all that? 

I trusted Hamilton. We had a very tight relationship for over two years. But why did he steal my underwear and act like he was helping me look? I mean, I would have given him a couple of the other five out of the new pack. And the white pair, he could have worn those with his Marilynn Monroe dress. 

Hamilton stole those disappearing panties—mystery solved. Maybe this ‘industrial-looking’ town might be magical after all. Maybe.
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It was on old two-story clapboard apartment house, and looked very well kept. There was a front porch that went the length of the building, with a one-story roof over the porch. Above it were four big windows. 

“This looks promising, Amelia,” Mother said. 

I liked the Amelia-Mother. When she called me Amelia, it meant she was in her nice, carefree, the world is wonderful mood. I could tell she was excited. Excited for me: like I was starting a new life, in a new town, going to meet new people.  

Mother pulled the front door (we couldn’t see through the top glass half of the lighting, we could only see our own reflections in it) to the building open and there stood, on his way out, an old—well, old to me at maybe fifty-something—black, knotty, man. He was only about five-four, had veins sticking all out his sinewy, slim arms. He wore a lot of gold chains that hung over a white T-shirt, with a white athletic undershirt underneath the T. His upper body was a study in color contrast. Gold-yellow shiny metal, black shiny skin, ultra white cotton fabric.

“Are you the landlord?” Mother asked. She turned on her flirty persona. I could always spot it two seconds before she did. Each time, every time without fail. 

“No, ma’am. I look after the place. Dick, Richard Henderson, he own the place. But he stay mostly down in the Florida Keys, sailing people to the Bahamas in his sailboat. I looked after this place for Dick’s daddy.” 

He could talk as fast as Mother, but when he did take a breath, Mother extended her hand. “Hello, I’m Nancy Turner and this is my daughter Amelia. She’s to attend Samford this fall and we’re looking for her an apartment in the area.” 

He took Mother’s hand, then shook mine. “Noah. That’s my name...”

He turned and walked up the stairs with us following, with him talking non-stop the whole time. He’d just finished the apartment. (We could smell the paint). When we got to the landing we could see the door had been left open to the apartment on the left. I figured he’d been going down to his truck to get something. He went on that it didn’t need painting to begin with, but Dick, he insisted every new tenant walk into a shiny, clean apartment with a new paint job.

“Smart man,” Mother said. 

We stepped into the apartment. It was one big room mostly—an efficiency. And I fell in love with it. Galley kitchen off to the right, with tile counter-tops. Red oak wooden floors, ceilings a little over eight foot, white walls, bright white high-gloss enamel paint on the trim. (I knew all about rooms and houses because of Mother’s involvement, on and off, with real estate). 

The apartment was empty, except for a wooden dining table and its two chairs. 

I stepped into the bathroom. Old, quaint, black-and-white tile. Very clean. Large bathtub, also, with a showerhead attachment. Perfect. One of the many reasons I didn’t want to be in with a bunch of screaming, neurotic, sophomoric girls was I didn’t want to take a rushed shower in lukewarm water, with someone telling me to hurry up.

Opposite the bathroom was a walk-in closet. Perfect. I doubted this one was within our budget, but I was willing to work and make up the difference. I could work all days Saturday and Sundays somewhere. 

Noah told the rent figure and it, to my surprise, was almost was a good forty dollars cheaper than anything we’d seen. I wanted to scream, “I’ll take it,” but Mother was doing the talking. 

“Yes, that’s in our price range,” Mother said, in a hesitant manner. There were no negotiations here, but still Mother had slipped into her “horse-trading” persona, while still maintaining that flirtatious attitude. 

Noah stated the truth, that it was probably a good twenty dollars below anything close to comparable. He said Dick’s philosophy, which had proven correct, was: If someone paid too much for an apartment, they were bad with their money. And then what happened? Pretty soon they couldn’t or wouldn’t pay their rent. 

“We’ll take it,” Mother said. And my heart started pounding. “What do you need, Noah?”

“I told you the rent already,” like Mother was trying to get it for less.

“I mean security, references...?”

“Dick don’t like boys,” Noah stated. 

Mother gave what could be called a pregnant pause and then gave a little chuckle. “Excuse me, Noah?”

“Dick don’t like renting to men. Says women make the best tenants. Always has trouble with men. Never women. He’ll be glad to know I rented to Amelia. Two months rent, that’s all. No, deposit. A year lease. But you want to terminate, give thirty day notice.” He pointed over to the kitchen counter, where there was a manila folder. He went over and flipped it open. Within were one page leases. 

He slapped the counter and said, “Now, let me tell you.” I thought he was going to go into this list of threats and rules and regulations, like rent has to be paid on time, no noise after sundown...

He said, “Right out on the landing here, you got two doors toward the back. One of them is the laundry room. Got a washer and dryer. Other door lets out to a private sundeck. Some of the girls go out there and sunbath.  Okay, now right under you got Sally. She’s a Nazi hunter. She drive a Datsun Z. She thirty-one year old, from Long Island, New York, but her grandparents had a shoe-store in Birmingham for years. I bought many a shoe there. Opposite her is Monique. She thirty year old, drive a Volvo. She from California. She got some fancy food import shop. You need you some caviar, she the one to see. Then we got a basement apartment. A vampire lives in it.”

He said that like ‘a ghost lives in the attic.’ “Vampire?” I said. 

“Yea.” (He often said yea, instead of yeah). “Veronica. That her hearse outside behind my truck. She eighteen years old, from Martha’s Vineyard, Mass. That’s what she calls it. Mass. She a vampire. You won’t be seeing her out during the day and shore enough not out on the sun deck. Wears black all the time.”

“That explains everything,” Mother said. And I didn’t know what the hell that meant. But Noah turned to look at her. He took every opportunity to get a glance at her legs. She wore these khaki shorts and was all made up like she was on a safari. Had this Panama hat cocked sideways on her head. 

Noah went on: “Sally. She have a bunch of ham radio stuff and a satellite dish. To keep up her communications when somebody spotted a Nazi. It causes interference. You be watching a Birmingham station and then without you knowing it you watching some channel from down in the Bahamas or something. It’d drive me crazy, but none of the other girls mind it one bit.” 

“That’s fine with me. I don’t even have a TV right now,” I said. “What about across the hall?”

“What about across the hall?”

“The other upstairs apartment. Who lives in it?”

“Oh, Alma live there. She twenty-nine year old.  She a comedienne and she drive a yellow Volkswagen. I mean it is yellow. Looks like lemon going down the street.” 

And that was when I knew I lived in the magical, mystical world I had been seeking and didn’t even know it. The Magic City. The 88 Delta Olds, I passed off as an interesting coincidence. But Alma! It was almost too much for me to digest. A couple days ago, sitting at Marcello’s looking at her picture in The Village Voice. Now I lived two states away and right across the hall from her. 

That was not coincidence. That was super-coincidence and entered into the field of Providence, Divine Intervention, and Destiny. For a fleeting moment I thought kindly of Hamilton and wondered if he were wearing my panties right now. I wondered if he were still off in parts unknown being the seeker. 

The fleeting thought did not last long. A Twilight Zone feeling engulfed me. I knew everything was different now. I never envisioned how different it was going to be. 
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When Mother put her checkbook on the kitchen counter and the pen point to the check—(she’s left handed and that somehow adds to her exotic aura; I have to admit she does look sexy writing out a check, with her wrist twisted around the way lefties have to write)—she said, “Make it to Dick Henderson? That’s his name?”

“No ma’am. It a separate account. Elm Street Apartments. What you write is E-l-m-skip-S-t-period-skip-A-p-t-period. Makes it simple.” He then explained, turning to me, that you just slip the monthly check in the slot down at the mailboxes on the one marked Manager. He gave me two keys to the apartment and one key to my mailbox downstairs, and he left. 

Then, Mother sauntered about the apartment. I could feel it coming. She was about to give me some lecture on something. When she was going to lecture, the air changed somehow. I think it was physical, not just emotional. I think she somehow made the barometer air pressure and humidity change around her. 

And I was right. Next thing she said was: “Let’s sit here at the dining table a moment.”

When Mother gave me lectures, the non-screaming kind but somehow the most painful ones, it was to sit down at the dining table at home.

And then an example of how resourceful Mother always was: (She could find anything). She looked in the kitchen drawers and found a fruit jar lid, set it upside down on the table for an ashtray. We sat. 

She told me right off she didn’t want me to get huffy. To just listen to her a minute and not to plug up my ears. She’d finally put her finger on it, she said. A weak point of mine. “You’re impressionable, Amy.” 

Now, I was Amy. And I was impressionable. And we were having such a lovely time. I wanted Mother to go back home on a high note. She had a habit of that. Right before we were parting for a day or two, or one of us going off on a trip, she always had to bring something out at the last minute. I think she did that just to annoy me. Why couldn’t she have brought this up on the ride over? 

She lit her Virginia Slim and modified the smell of fresh paint with cigarette smoke. “Okay, I know being impressionable goes with being young. But, I mean, you run into someone who knows three languages or has lived all over Europe and you think, oh, here’s the smartest person in the world and you cling to them, thinking some of their wisdom is going to rub off on you. It’s like a vampire, Amy. Impressed, needy, cling. It’s a pattern, I’ve seen over and over and only realize it for what it is now.” 

“You’re talking about Colonel Norwood.” (He had me call him Bob).

“It’s a good example. Oh, he was so knowledgeable in literature and the theater and next thing you know you’re clinging to him and you lay down for a man twice your age.” 

“He seduced me. Not the other way around.” 

“He told Karen you were calling him ten or twelve times a day.” 

That knocked the wind out of me. It was the truth. I thought he couldn’t call me because of his situation. He could spout off about more writers than any literature teacher I’d ever had. (And he had this thing for Moby Dick. He sounded like he could have been a Moby Dick scholar. I should have let that be a sign). This was embarrassing. I thought frantically for some loophole, for it not to be the truth. I was ashamed. I was a clingy, needy person. 

“He told me to call him anytime.” That was all I could come up with and it was the truth. Then I said: “Never once did Bob say I called too much. He was enthusiastic about the world of literature, and I had so much to ask.”

“That’s my point. Bob’s not the only person that knows about literature, but you think he’s some rare guru and you’ve found the only person in the world that can spout off Tolstoy, Thomas Mann, Gertrude Stein, and Keats all in one breath.”

I couldn’t believe Mother knew all those names, and in one breathe. I didn’t think she knew squat about literature. 

She wouldn’t stop: “Then the English professor. God knows how he impressed you. But you sure spread your legs for him.”

I didn’t like the way this was going, but Mother was like a freight train. Once she got moving on a track you couldn’t stop her. All I could do was hope it would soon be over. She said a sexual relationship should be fifty-fifty. Not a master-disciple thing. That I was a little neurotic on that point. “It’s one thing to be a sponge. It’s another to be a vampire,” Mother said. 

“You’re nineteen,” Mother said. And for once, when she paused to light up another cigarette, she seemed to lose her lecture mode. She said, without much force, and with no venom: “I was pregnant with you almost the entire time I was nineteen.”

“So, now, what? I destroyed your life? You could have pursued your real dreams had it not been for me?”

“No, no, Amelia. Not that at all. Your arrival probably saved my life. It’s just the last twenty years seems the blink of an eye. Youth is so fleeting. I’m just saying don’t be so impressed by people who can spout off stuff, stuff you can read in an encyclopedia. You want to be impressed. Be impressed by people who can do things. Who can get things done.”

Then there was silence. The room was now stuffy. I broke the thick silence by saying, “I should turn on the air conditioner.”

“No, speaking of getting things done. We need to go out and buy you a bed and set up your apartment. I want to fly back tonight.”

We walked downstairs, and out the door, as a lady walked up. I saw a Volvo parked on the curb. The lady had on khaki shorts, not unlike Mother’s, and a tight white long-sleeve blouse. Her dark blonde hair was in a French braid. I knew from Noah’s description this was Monique.

“Hi,” she said. “I just ran into Noah. He said we had a new tenant. A young college student.” She had her eye on Mother and extended her hand. “Welcome. I’m Monique.”

Mother shook her hand. “Hello, Monique. Flattery will get you everywhere. This is my daughter, the college student Amelia.” Thank God she didn’t introduce me as Amy. Monique shook my hand then let us in to her apartment “to show us the layout of the downstairs apartments” and it looked like some rich family lived there. Fancy antique furniture, pictures and paintings in ornate frames on every wall space, Persian rugs. 

She was on the run, just had to pick up some things. We never sat down, but she and mother chattered on to each other. I loved to hear Monique talk. She had a raspy voice, not a smoker’s one like Mother’s, and it had a tinge of a French accent to it. 

She was from California—the black sheep of the black sheep branch of a vineyard family. She grew up in California, the South of France, and on Martinique. She came to Birmingham where she opened a wholesale import shop of fancy foods—caviar, cheeses, wines, and canned seafood. Mother said, taking in the living room in a sweeping glance, “Well, it looks like you’ve done pretty well for yourself?”

“This? Most of this belongs to my friend Elizabeth who lives on the other side of Birmingham. Me? Monique’s Fancy Food Wholesaler gets me by. I mean. You take what you know, use the connections that will help you, and you do what you can.”

“My philosophy exactly, Monique,” Mother said. 

Mother’s left breast was almost up against Monique’s right, like they were comparing tits. Damned, if I didn’t think they were going to start “jumping up each other’s ass,” as Hamilton used to say. And Mother had just gotten through lecturing me on the subject! 

Then Monique looked at her watch, got a bag she’d come for and walked out with us, said she had couldn’t be late on a very important customer and hurried off to her car. 

Mother and I walked on to the Porsche. As I opened the trunk, to bring my things up to my new apartment, Monique pulled away in her boxy Volvo. She made a three point turn in the road and when she zoomed past us, she waved without her eyes leaving the road. 

“If your experience got interrupted with Bob, Monique could finish you off,” Mother said. 

“What are you talking about?” I hated when Mother threw things in my face like that. I didn’t want to hear about Bob anymore. 

“Monique is a lesbian.”

“How do you know?”

“Jez, Amy. Give me a break. Stop being so naïve. She practically announces to us that she has a rich lover Elizabeth. And did you see that desk. I swear it God it was a Chippendale.” 

“Well, she certainly had a thing for you, Mother.”

When Mother didn’t reply, I thought my statement had rubbed her the wrong way, moved away from the lifted trunk lid and saw her standing by the car, staring back at the apartment house, at the front door. “1407.” She read the house number above the entrance.“1407 Elm Street. That’ll be easy enough to remember. Huh. That was your father and my first phone number.”

It was the first time I’d know her to take pause in a coincidence. For a fleeting moment I thought about telling her how I’d read about Alma in The Village Voice sitting at Marcello’s in Beaufort, South Carolina, and very strangely, here I was two states away living in the same apartment house. 

But then I thought better of it. 
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Hurricane Warning
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Hurricane Alma was supposed to hit tomorrow with 105 mile per hour winds. 

That’s what I heard on the television. The name Alma struck me with hurricane force, to use a pun. 

At eleven am, the sun glared into the room. I sat at my typewriter. A new page was in the carriage, with only a capital H typed. 

Let me roll this back a little bit: 

Yesterday, after unloading my car, Mother and I drove to a mattress store and Mother bought me a queen-size mattress, box springs and frame. There was deal and she could get it cheaper than a double. They would deliver it in two hours.

If Mother had admiration for someone who can get things done, she could have been her own hero. After we drove away from the mattress store, we serendipitously found a garage sale. Mother bought me (she always kept a wad of cash on her) a dresser drawer, a small desk, a desk chair, a side table, a very quaint antique bookcase, a television, and a deluxe rowing machine. (I was unable to bring my rower, my favorite piece of exercise equipment). She charmed some teenage boys in a big-wheeled pickup truck to deliver it all for us. 

“A stroke of luck,” I said. Mother said you made your own luck. Just as things were going well again, she started in on the rowing machine. “I know exercise is good. But I don’t want you to overdo it. Or get mixed up with a bunch of dykes in the weight room at college and start throwing the shot-putt. You know I have a tendency to be muscular, so no matter what you look like now, it’s in your genes. I don’t want you to turn yourself into Amelia the Amazon.” 

Amelia the Amazon—I liked that. It had a nice ring to it. And I was intrigued with the concept of living a double live. Having another persona, some alter ego, like Hamilton used to do. 

The teenage boys—they didn’t even look at me, they couldn’t take their eyes off Mother, which was a hard thing for them to do, the way they had their noses up her ass—had to be forced to take five dollars for their trouble.

I took Mother back to the hotel, she got her things, and I dropped her off at the airport. (She had me a checklist of things to do, like get a telephone, start finding a good, cheap mechanic, etc.)

I put my apartment together. I had three big windows. The one in my main room. One in my bathroom and one on the south wall by the kitchen. You could see the House on the Haunted hill from that one. 

And then came what I dreaded, this was my big secret and nobody knew it—I had a terror of being alone at night. Not even Mother, especially Mother, knew about it. 

The good side of this fear, if there is a good side, is that I never think about it until the witching hour, which for me is around eleven. It’s almost as if I think it will never happen again. But it does.

And here I was alone in a very large city. I would be alone every night. It wasn’t like back home when Mother would be out of town for the night. This was my life now.

The other good side of this fear was that once the clock read four am, the fear passed and I was able to calm down and go into a deep sleep. 

So, last night, I set up my typewriter (I had an IBM Selectric that Mother got me from an office sale) right after dark and put a new page in. Not just a fresh page but it was a new chapter. I was writing this memoir about my father, calling it a novel (maybe that was the problem). 

My father was killed in Viet Nam, but not how you’d think. He and two of his fighter pilot buddies were killed milling around outside their barracks by a sniper. That was full of irony and all that literary stuff and I planned on playing off all that. 

All the nights I’d buried my head in my pillow crying about my father (I’m talking about when he was still alive) and prayed that he would not be killed in his plane. I prayed to God, to Jesus, to the Holy Ghost, to the Virgin Mary, to every Saint I’d ever heard of, to any and all unnamed Higher Powers. 

Well, do you know the guilt a young girl can have when she finds out her father was not killed in his plane, but by a sniper? I had prayed wrong. I had not prayed for him to be safe from all harm. I was responsible for his death. That’s the way I used to think.

So last night, when I put a fresh page in, I typed a capital H. I think I was going to write something like: Having been, blah, blah, blah...But as soon as I typed that capital H, I heard a strange noise, looked at the clock, and it was eleven-thirty. The fear came over me, that terror of being alone in the middle of the night.

I tried all my tricks. Nothing worked, of course. (Pretending it is five in the morning. Exercising. Eating. Yelling to the ghosts to come out, that I would whip their asses. Nothing ever worked). 

What I always do is this: I turn the TV to an all-night station. Get an extra blanket. Turn on all the lights. Turn the a/c on freeze, and cozy up in the middle of the bed.

At first it was all those typical Twilight Zone fears. That an eerie voice would come over the television calling my name, telling me I was going to die. Stuff like that. This old romantic comedy movie came on and soothed me a bit. I was even able to doze in and out. Sooner than later, it was four am and I conked out, but good.

I didn’t wake up again until it was broad daylight. I heard the announcer on TV say: “Hurricane Alma is supposed to hit tomorrow with one-oh-five mile per hour winds.”

I was flat on my back, legs and arms spread out. I would forevermore contemplate whether that line woke me, or I woke to hear that line. 

After that one line, the TV station went to static. I got out of bed, turned off the TV, turned off the a/c, ran to the bathroom and peed. I went straight to my desk and turned the typewriter on. 

The capital H was already there. (Don’t tell me that’s not premonition, mystic coincidence and all that). 

Using the H for a start, I wrote: Hurricane Alma was supposed to hit with one-oh-five mile per hour winds. 

I wanted to get it down. The announcer didn’t say hundred and five. He said one-oh-five. I stuck with that but changed his “is” to a “was.” 

It was then that I knew the novel about my father would be put on hold. I was going to write about Alma, a person I had yet to meet. A person I’d read about a couple days ago, by chance, at a little hometown quaint café. And now, I lived in the same town she did, and right across the hall from her. 

I ate some oatmeal and fruit and brushed my teeth. I sat back down at the typewriter and there was a knock at the door. 

I marched straight to it and was so full of myself—(I had survived my first night on my own and came up with a new novel hadn’t I?)—I didn’t even bother looking out the peephole.  I jerked (actually just energetically) open my door. 

There stood Alma. I didn’t even have to figure or deduce who it was. 

We looked into each other’s eyes and there was an immediate bond. 

She had gorgeous deep blue eyes. I mean enchanting blue, almost purple. A bluer than Elizabeth Taylor blue and her eyes were big. (The journalist didn’t mention that in her article. A most salient point omitted).

She was five-five and had medium to dark brown hair that came almost to her shoulders. She was a little chubbier than I expected. (For some reason I expected her to be skinny). She had an uncanny resemblance to Dorothy Lamour. 

We just stared at each other. I could feel her energy—that’s all I have to describe it. Energy. And a greatness.
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