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She’s gone country, look at them boots,
She’s gone country, back to her roots,
She’s gone country, a new kind of suit,
 She’s gone country, here she comes.
 
ALAN JACKSON

DISCLAIMER
I ain’t got a witness and I can’t prove it
But that’s my story and I’m sticken’ to it.
 
COLLIN RAYE
Not everything in this book is true. I changed some things. And I made some stuff up.
I also altered identifying characteristics of certain people—and in some cases took several real people I knew and created one exaggerated person.
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PREFACE
I guess I should explain something up front. I’m a Lois. Picture Superman’s sidekick without a romantic hero to save her from self-destruction.
Loises are manlier than magazine girls, who wear stilettos to work, rowdier than Wall Street writer girls, who wear suits. We do beepers and boots. These low-key getups work well for us on our newspaper jobs in the Wisconsins and Texases where we’re sent, young and driven, to flex our writerly muscles and dig up dirt where no one thought there was any.
Being a Lois is more of a philosophy, really, than a job. Loises always choose “never done that before” over “the sure thing”—because they know that’s how they’ll get ahead. New experiences, after all, are currency in Newspaperland. They boost your résumé and your reputation. (They also sink your social life.) That’s how we end up in small-town Southern bars on Saturday nights, with hard-to-explain crushes on buff men with badges and gun-toting members of the NRA.
It’s a tough life. And, quite frankly, it’s a little unfair. The thing is, the boys with the Woodward-and-Bernstein complexes get to drag their arty girlfriends to the hinterlands with them. The Suzies and the Annies of this world knit scarves and write poetry, while the boys investigate.
But Loises are not so privileged. They have trouble convincing the men they love to jump in their suitcases—especially when the bags are headed for the hills of Tennessee, or the barren plains of South Dakota. And anyway, we don’t go for men who knit sweaters. So, we ride solo, titillated by our macho careers, deeply depressed by our inability to sustain something very obscure that we hear about on trips home: a relationship. The only thing that makes it all worthwhile is a good scoop. That’s when the Lois feels so utterly like a stud she doesn’t need to be sleeping with one.

1
Who doesn’t know what I’m talking about
Who’s never left home, who’s never struck out
To find a dream and a life of their own
A place in the clouds, a foundation of stone?
 
DIXIE CHICKS
I’ll have you know that I don’t usually drink in semiprofessional situations. But seeing as this pig pickin’ is being held in my honor, and a handsome man in a seersucker suit is eyeing me intently as he pours me a tasty mint julep from an icy pitcher, I’ve decided to leave my newspaper ethics at home.
I notice how pleasing his muscles look in his suit. And I’m sure he notices how stunning I look in my buttercup brown cowboy boots and my powder pink hat—the size of a Frisbee— which hangs over my head in a slightly funky, slightly elegant way.
I’m feeling rather relaxed as I gaze up from my cushioned lawn chair at this giant Italianate mansion in front of me. Green sheets of Japanese kudzu are dripping down the walls by the columned front steps, and two hundred purple rhododendrons line the brick walkway.
I’m nibbling delicately on a heaping plate of food: crackling, crisp pieces of pig, baked beans dripping with molasses, and pieces of fried okra that are soft in the middle and crunchy on the outside.
Meanwhile, all around me on the lawn, violas and snapdragons reach up out of the earth, and the fragrance of the hickory wood coals from the pig pit mixes with the minty smell of late afternoon. The scents wrap around me like a summer shawl, and a few feet away from me my new editor is telling everyone I’m the most exciting thing that has arrived in North Carolina since General Sherman.
Fortunately, I’ve been too busy to pay attention to this cornucopia of compliments—which I find rather embarrassing, considering that I’m really quite new at this. For a while, I was playing putt-putt with Michael Jordan—on the tarmac by the garage. He flew in last night to welcome me to his hometown state. Then I was chatting with the North Carolina Young Heifer Star of the Year. A few minutes ago, she ceremoniously threw off her jean jacket and tossed it my way—in case I got chilly. I blew her a few kisses and agreed to add the jacket— which happens to have a wonderful sequence of rhinestone inlay—to my collection of preferred outerwear.
I’m delighted to be here, but I must confess I have a bit of a hangover. The truth is, I haven’t stopped partying since I crossed the state line. First, there was a cocktail party with Jesse and Dot Helms—who have put aside their general ire at the North to welcome me. Then last night, the raucous race car wanna-be Buckshot Jones dropped by my hotel room for a nightcap. We had a few whiskeys, then slid into his $200,000 Dodge and whizzed over to a racetrack in Durham to do some laps. My limbs would be aching a lot less if we hadn’t stopped at the Have a Nice Day Café to gulp down these fruity alcoholic beverages from plastic cups in the shape of the state of North Carolina. I guess my insistence that Buckshot teach me the shag may also have something to do with it. At one point, I seem to remember I was air-bound on the dance floor.
Anyhow, I think Buckshot has a thing for me. But I told him that he didn’t have a chance, seeing as I just moved to North Carolina and wanted to launch any new romantic liaisons slowly. He said he understood and gave me his red Winston Cup baseball cap as a welcoming gift—even though I refused to let him slip his hand down my blouse on the ride home.
Anyway, this is all to explain why I’m resting on this lawn chair rather than getting down with the bluegrass band by the pool.
Oh, look. There’s Tammy Faye. You know—the former wife of that mischievous Charlotte preacher Jim Bakker. Tammy’s famed for her mascara-drenched eyelashes—but that’s old news. It’s a little-known secret that Tammy has a fabulous shoe collection. The woman makes Imelda Marcos’s shoe closet look like a used clothing store.
Since my arrival, Tammy and I have talked several times on the phone—and once in person. I chose to make contact with her as a means of gathering information about the state before I came on as a metro reporter at the Raleigh daily, where I am scheduled to start working in a few days. She’s a great listener. And in addition to giving me historical background on North Carolina, she’s been grilling me about my foibled upbringing in lower Manhattan. She loves the stuff.
“Not everyone grew up with a backyard and a car,” I yell across the lawn, repeating a comment I made to her a few days before at the Hayes Barton Grill, where we were downing Bloody Marys. It made her cackle so hard she nearly fell off her chair.
She bumbles over and wraps her arms—lined with bangle bracelets—around me.
“Tammy, don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to elicit sympathy,” I mumble, my head buried in her chest. “But I wouldn’t mind some understanding—now that I’ve moved ten hours from home. And I have no family to speak of within six states.”
“Darlin’,” Tammy coos, “in that fabulous getup you’ve got on, you couldn’t elicit sympathy if you wanted to.”
We both chuckle and the mayor, a Bobby Brady look-alike sporting a patterned sweater with several yellow geese on it, overhears this. He pats me gently on the back and says: “We’re going to take care of you, don’t worry.”
I smile at the mayor. And now that I have his ear, I decide to fill it with info about what attracted me to the South.
“Mayor,” I begin, recalling the speech I wrote a few weeks before to use on occasions like this. “I’ve never interviewed a sheriff, kissed a man in a Stetson, or owned a pair of hiking boots, let alone worn a dress that wasn’t black.” I take a sip of my julep and bolt out of my lawn chair. Then I make a broad stroke in the air with one of my manicured hands and prepare for the grand finale of my speech. “But here I am ready to explore. Some people go to Europe to find adventure, take safaris in Africa or visit ashrams in India. For me, adventure has always meant the sticks.”
Cheers erupt, even though I think a few people were slightly offended by the reference to “the sticks.” And I realize that the entire picnic has been listening to my conversation. Several well-wishers rush to embrace me. I feel a wave of calm sweep over me as James Taylor grabs my hand and begins to whisper the lyrics to his hit “Carolina in My Mind” into my left ear. He and I slip into the Italianate mansion—together—to have a little private chat. And before you know it, we’re kissing up a Carolina storm while Buckshot is outside tapping against the drawing room windowpane. “What the hell are you . . .”
“Are you doing?” my best friend Mark hollered as he banged his fist against the bathroom door. I stuck my tongue out and stared at myself in the mirror, did a clean-teeth, smudge check, and jammed my lipstick back into my pocket. I wasn’t wearing a straw hat or a pair of cowboy boots. I had on my black leather pants, my Doc Martens, and the suede coat I bought in Spain with the fuzzy collar. I was in New York City, in the women’s bathroom at Odeon, my foot on the garbage can, applying lipstick and talking to myself.
Mark had chosen the venue for my two-person farewell party. I guess he figured they didn’t have brasseries—or anything else a girl from New York would want—in North Carolina. It was a ploy. And, frankly, it wasn’t working.
“The whole idea of moving to North Carolina is making you sick to your stomach, isn’t it?” Mark inquired, when I flung open the door and exited the bathroom. “Moving so far away from New York City—any city, I mean.”
Mark—who was still living on the Manhattan block where he had learned to ride a two-wheeler—was having trouble coming to terms with my plan to take a reporting job in Raleigh. He had taken to pronouncing Raleigh as if he were saying “war-torn Bosnia.” That’s when he wasn’t referring to it as “down there.”
“You know you don’t have to go down there?” he said. “You can always stay in one of my parents’ apartments and freelance. In case you’re worried about that.”
“Worried? What are you talking about?” We were back at our table. I took a sip of my now warm beer. “When was the last time you had the opportunity to stick your tongue down James Taylor’s throat?”
“What?”
I raised a brow. “Just forget it.”
Mark and I have been best friends since we were fourteen. And he purports to know me well: the overdeveloped fantasy life, the way I tend to optimistically assume every man I meet is going to marry me, the way I embellish events for the sake of the story. These are the parts of my personality he finds most entertaining. He laughed for weeks in high school when I told him Darryl Strawberry was going to take me to the prom. I didn’t think it was very funny, particularly since I ended up going with a kid from my AP history class who had failed gym—twice.
When Mark and I first met, I was not the semiadjusted person I am today. I wore black lipstick and yelled a lot. I don’t remember why. But Mark says I was enormously angry with my parents. As for Mark, he was not the model of stability, either. He wore the same Hanes T-shirt every day and nibbled on little balled-up pieces of loose-leaf paper. Anxious is the word I would use to describe his general teenage mood. We’ve matured a lot since then. Now, when I get upset I try to “center myself” and “find my breath.” When he gets worked up, I tell him: “You’re not your thoughts. Let it go.” Or sometimes I just tell him: “Don’t worry. Girls think you’re hot.” He loves that last part. As for making me feel better, Mark says if I’m thirty-eight and still unwed, he’ll marry me. Mark is my insurance policy. And I’m his.
Mark put his beer down and suddenly got somber. “Kyle, I think this North Carolina stuff is a pretense.”
I furrowed my brow. “For what?”
“Maturing. I think you’re trying to move on with your life, figure out what you want.”
“So, what if I am?”
Mark threw his hands up in the air. “Then I have to do it too, numbnuts. Or else you’re going to leave me behind. And the only woman in my life will be my sister. And she doesn’t even know when my birthday is.”
I looked at him intently. Jane Goodall, ready for another journey to Tanzania. “Mark, you’ve got to set me free! I’m a journalist! I’m supposed to be exploring foreign lands. That’s my job.”
Mark was silent for a second. He took a sip of his drink— then launched into a rendition of the Simple Minds tune from the movie  The Breakfast Club: “Don’t you forget about me.”
Walk my way
Don’t walk on by
Rain keeps falling,
Rain keeps falling down, down, down, down,
 Don’t you forget about me.
 
After three minutes of hellish singing, I jumped up. “Listen, I gotta go finish packing. I’ll call you when I get there.”
I grabbed my things, gulped down my drink, and flew out of there—leaving Mark gawking at some woman at the table next to us. I wasn’t too worried about my best friend. He just had a little trouble with good-byes. But he’d figure things out on his own. I knew that. As for me, I was feeling so brave. So together. So girl-on-the-move. . . . But frankly, I was also feeling scared. What I hadn’t told Mark—or anyone else, for that matter—but I can tell you, is this: Moving to North Carolina wasn’t just an adventure, it was also an escape.
If you feel like you entered this story through the back door, don’t worry. You have. Let me fill you in. My name is Kyle Spencer. I’m twenty-seven, and dysfunctional would be a kind way to describe my family. I was raised in a loft in lower Manhattan by my father, a frustrated investment banker who worshiped Pablo Picasso, and my stepmother, Shelby, an underground theater actress whose stage name was Stardust.
In my world, avant-garde was a household word. Andy Warhol was a hero. And putting anything with artificial ingredients in your mouth was a sin. My childhood was populated by artists, drag queens, and intellectuals threatening to move to Cuba.
“That’s it,” my parents’ philosopher-plumber friend Kevin would shout every time another Republican was elected to office, slapping his half-finished manuscript against our dining room table and waving his fork in the air. “I’m getting out of here!” As a recovering bank robber who had spent ten years behind bars, Kevin was lucky to be going anywhere. But since his troubled youth, he had matured. In prison, he started a world-renowned theater group that later became the focus of a feature-length film.
All I wanted was to be surrounded by manicured lawns, tree houses, and normal adult role models—like doctors, teachers, and policemen. I was not so lucky. Our neighbors were temperamental artists, people who “experimented with mediums,” and musicians who gave us contact highs when their pot smoke drifted down the air shaft and slipped into my parents’ bedroom on Saturday nights, while we watched The Love Boat. Our dinner guests were people like Sur Rodney Sur, the artist who showed his works in his bathroom and wore a telephone cord around his neck as a piece of mobile art.
While this eccentricity might have appealed to other young people, it did nothing but disappoint me. Perhaps I would have felt differently about the nonconformity my parents found so appealing if it hadn’t been coupled with a marriage that entailed a great deal of high-energy hysteria. There were few things my parents found more satisfying than a good knock-down-drag-out fight. You know. Beams out the window. Milk cartons across the room. Police bumbling into our house to talk about why plates were crashing against walls.
While other people celebrated birthdays and graduations, we hosted annual Divorce Week. The time once a year when my father, bleary-eyed and bloated, would announce from his spot on the guest bedroom bed that he couldn’t hold on any longer to the abysmal relationship he had with “the histrionic shrew he had married.” Or my stepmother would drag us to a friend’s house, and announce along the way that she had made a terrible mistake marrying my father, a “passive-aggressive misogynist.”
I tell you all this because I maintain a great deal of ire against the people I hold responsible for my miserable upbringing, ire which perhaps I should have unloaded by now. But I haven’t. And this story is partially about that.
Here’s a family Who’s Who (a.k.a. “My Sob Chart”), in case you need help sorting out the kooks in my life. 
Meet my father, George, a handsome WASP from Rochester, who left my mother and our Upper East Side apartment when I was three to join my stepmother—a bohemian from the West Village—because it was 1973 and he needed to be “free.” 
Say hello to my mother, a pretty WASP from Connecticut who fell apart when my father unexpectedly left. To cope, she joined the Upper East Side cocktail circuit, and almost forgot she had three kids. Having garnered a strong and unfounded sense of entitlement at an early age, I considered the level of attention I was receiving unacceptable. And at my father’s prodding I left my mother’s house at age eight and moved downtown. 
In walks my stepmother, Shelby, a tall, loquacious left-winger, famed for her killer red lipstick, fake eyelashes, and six-inch heels. Shelby saved my neglected young soul by showering me with attention, French films, and chocolate-covered raisins. Among other things, she taught me to read, signed me up for my first writing class, and introduced me to “well-made” children’s clothing—which was all she said a stepdaughter of hers should be wearing. 
Welcome my half brother, Phillip, born when I was nine and rumored to have been a last-ditch effort to save my father and Shelby’s failing relationship. Throughout his childhood, he paid back the favor by maintaining a level of low-grade anger toward everyone in the family and assumed the role of “problem child”—even though his IQ is probably double all of ours combined. He has since taken a great interest in the American military and harbors political beliefs that are perilously close to those held by members of the Christian Coalition. 
Also in the picture is my older brother, George, who shares my father’s name. He is six years my senior, and my mother’s only son. George stayed with my mother when I went to live with my father, visiting my father only on weekends. Today, he is an artist who paints bloody-faced boxers and moonlights as a real estate mogul who buys dilapidated buildings in Brooklyn ghettos and fixes them up. 
On the sidelines is my older sister, Elizabeth, seven years my senior. She escaped us all by practically moving in with her best friend, Gretchen, when my father first left—and never really returning. 
A note: My mother doesn’t figure in this story. When I told her I was writing an “exaggerated memoir,” she begged to be left out. “Listen, Kyle, I know I was not the best mother to you when you were young. But it was the seventies. All the professionals were telling us how resilient you kids were. If I’m in that book, I know you’re going to make me a whore or something.”
Nor does Elizabeth. She works at a preppy catalog company and lives on Cape Cod with her husband and dog. She’s so normal that basically she skews the whole story. So, I let her off the hook, too.
A day after my talk with Mark, I sped into downtown Raleigh, almost out of gas, and parked my car in front of a large, picturesque town square. Curious but tired, I peered sheepishly out of my window. Above the square—and a little to the left— was the Raleigh skyline. Nothing towering or monumental, just a few gleaming office complexes and a cylinder-shaped Holiday Inn reaching toward the heavens. Lining the square were sidewalks—clean, wide, and roomy. And in the distance I spotted a snake-shaped railroad track that looped around the city. Raleigh would never be a beautiful city. But it had a slow, meandering pace that appealed to me.
I cracked open my window. The scent of lemons and lavender filtered through the afternoon air. It was so much fresher and cleaner than New York City air. I breathed a sigh of relief and pulled out a cigarette. Here, I thought, unbuckling my seat belt and throwing my safety club in the backseat, you could actually stroll down the sidewalk without bumping into one of those frenzied New York pedestrians ready and willing to ram her purse into your groin. I was looking forward to leaving behind those superdriven New Yorkers—so beautiful and so brilliant and so brutally ambitious they’d sacrifice their firstborn (and your life) for a walk-on in an afternoon soap opera. Not to mention the last container of milk at the grocery store.
With these thoughts floating through my head, I crushed my cigarette out and drove to the nearest gas station. Then I tanked up and headed out of town. I passed a Hardee’s and an IHOP, and then a row of large, cube-shaped suburban homes showcasing faux Greek columns and Federalist porches. Eventually, I fell onto a rural road with long stretches of tobacco fields and potato patches that seemed to go on forever. I pictured myself, straw in mouth—frolicking through the pastures, making cheese or maybe milking cows, finding solace and serenity. I would be cool, collected. I would adopt a happy, slow-paced life in which I would read self-help books and do things like think about my inner self and achieve a permanent state of well-being.
Back in the city, I spotted the block-letter sign for my hotel. I pulled out my duffel bag and clicked back to reality. The hotel lobby had tangerine carpeting and a nightly happy hour and dance party in the bar, which was named Bowties. I resisted the urge to partake in the Bowtie happy hour and headed to my room. I inserted my card into the door slot and pulled open the curtains.
Here before me was the city where I would be living for the next two and a half years. The Raleigh Plastic Surgery Center and a Christian chain bookstore were staring up at me. I switched the lights off and noticed a twinkling from the Denny’s below.
I centered my gaze on the glow from downstairs and thought of the chaos back in New York, the tension between Shelby and my father, the silent anger that oozed through our house, the way Phillip was growing tattoos on his arm and had just announced he wanted to spend the summer at a military camp in Texas.
It was during a family dinner—minus Phillip—a few weeks before in a crimson-walled Indian restaurant in the East Village that I realized how utterly unbearable the heaviness had become. We’d walked there together—the three of us. Me in the middle, because Shelby and my father could no longer bear to stand next to each other. My head snapped back and forth during the entire walk, and my mind juggled two separate thoughts and ideas as I tried to carry on two conversations at once while staving off whiplash. The two warring factions weren’t just refusing to talk, they were refusing to acknowledge each other’s existence.
Back in Raleigh, my hotel room felt peaceful and calm. Free of worry and stress. Safe. It buzzed with the hum of the air conditioner and the tap-tap sound of water in the bathroom sink.
“I’m home,” I said to the highway that stretched before me. Then I slipped under the crisp hotel sheets of my king-size bed and fell into a restful sleep.
I didn’t just wake up one morning, point to a map, and announce I needed to seek solace in Raleigh, North Carolina. But the fact that I would seek solace somewhere far away, where I could work long hours, pour all my energies into writing and reporting, dissect other people’s lives—not my own— was nothing new. It was my pattern. Newspaper work was an all-consuming, almost addicting way for me to keep my mind off my family and to keep me growing intellectually. And during my twenties, I embraced that life wholeheartedly. I lived for dead bodies, car chases, elections, and anything controversial or flashy.
For the first part of my journalism career, I freelanced in Prague. I ate cheese patties and potato chips for a whole year while I watched Communism die. I shipped articles back to the States in hopes of accumulating enough of a clip file to get a job at a top paper. Things weren’t so rosy on the home front, but I ignored those problems. I was having an exhilarating, once-in-a-lifetime experience. And that was all that mattered. My work in Europe landed me a two-year internship at The Philadelphia Inquirer, where I wrote about school board squabbles and traffic woes. Philadelphia wasn’t exactly glam central—but I was working with some of the best editors in the country, and for a cub reporter it doesn’t get much better than that.
When my two years were through, I had hoped to stay on in Philadelphia, but “the best editors in the country” were kind enough to help me realize that I needed to aspire higher, elsewhere. Gentle, like boyfriends right before they dump you. “You have so much raw talent, so much potential, so much energy. . . . We’re not hiring you.”
That honest appraisal sent me on yet another job hunt. I interviewed with a Wall Street wire service that wooed me with a job covering the commodities market from a room they referred to as the dungeon. I then sent my résumé to several Manhattan magazine editors who encouraged me to come and join their staffs of “girls” who write “creative copy” about Russian bikini waxers and Brazilian boob jobs. I sent one résumé to Newark and another to Bergen County—not the most thrilling areas in the world, but both house well-respected feeder papers—that’s what they call papers that train young reporters.
Mark was gung ho about these jobs. So was everyone else I knew. The general feeling was that I was ready to settle down, stop running around. But the idea of finishing off my twenties on or near the urban island where I had spent most of my life just didn’t sound that titillating to me. After all, I already knew how to finagle my way into a New York City nightclub, what to wear to an East Village art gallery opening, and where to buy the best Italian bread at three in the morning. By twenty-seven, I’d already dated a French photographer, a fashion designer, and a kid who augmented his allowance by providing hallucinogens to my high school class. As far as I was concerned, life in the big city was boring and passé. It was also riddled with bad memories. Sometimes, it seemed like every street corner had borne witness to moments when I—as a child—had felt sad, anxious, and worried. With one divorce under my belt and another one closing in on me, I myself had—in New York City—witnessed enough tension between lovers to last me a lifetime. I wanted to experience something new. And I guess there was a strong part of me that felt I needed to get as far away, physically and culturally, from New York City as I could get.
A call from Kip Kane, an editor at a newspaper that had just won a prize for a series on pig manure scandals in the Tar Heel State, gave me my chance. “Have you ever been to a pig pickin’?” Kip asked me gruffly. I took the job.
I lasted three nights above Bowties, then decided it was time to find a real home. After a quick search, I settled on a knobbyhilled neighborhood a few minutes from downtown built in the 1910s on a former tobacco plantation. Boylan Heights was shaded with dogwoods and dotted with restored bungalows and a few Victorian mansions that overlooked the city skyline. But, most important, it housed dozens of the one Southern amenity that I longed for: a porch. On every street there were wraparound porches, side porches, two-story porches, and upstairs porches. I saw myself on one of these porches slapping hamburgers on and off a barbecue grill, meeting and greeting men, knitting, drawing, crocheting, and doing lots of other things that I didn’t know how to do, but that a few months in Raleigh would surely teach me.
After a few circles around the ’hood, I found a For Rent sign in front of a rust-red bungalow with a creaky screen door and a gravel driveway. If Raleigh had a poster home, this was it. Peeling paint, wrought-iron fence, a little pale-blue shed in the back.
I called the number. And before I knew it, I was standing on the bungalow porch—face-to-face with my new landlords: Beau and Suzie Burns.
“Welcome,” Beau said, offering me a beefy handshake.
“Hello!” boomed Suzie, waving her clipboard in the air and flashing me a smile. She had clear braces on her teeth and a strawberry-blond bob.
Beau and Suzie paraded me through the house like two game show hosts. I gawked at the recently redone hardwood floors, the fireplace, the swishing ceiling fans, complimenting them on their work. I tapped seductively on the air-conditioning unit while Suzie flung open the washer and dryer lids. Finally, Beau tugged slowly at two sliding doors, revealing a tiny closet. Then, apologetically and tentatively, they told me the price: $540 a month.
“It’s a lot,” Suzie noted.
“But we think it’s worth it,” Beau piped in.
“I mean, we did the work ourselves,” Suzie added.
I was silent. Then I coughed. “What do you mean?” I shouted, banging on Suzie’s clipboard. “Five forty? That’s less than the cost of a New York City parking spot.”
They both smiled.
“The only thing I should mention is that the kitchen is in the bedroom,” Beau warned as he and Suzie led me toward the back of the house.
“But a lot of people like that,” Suzie chimed in. “You know, especially people who like to eat late at night. If you get hungry the fridge will only be a few steps away.”
For a split second, I was a little worried. But as we headed into the bedroom, I realized that Beau had been overly cautious. The fridge was really about ten feet away, which to my New York real estate eye was a different part of the house. A lot of my friends don’t even have kitchens, I thought to myself. Some wash their dishes in the bathtub. This is good, you won’t shock your system with a whole separate kitchen.
“I’ll take it,” I said, digging into my bag for my checkbook.
I filled in a check, ripped it off, and handed it to a smiling Beau.
“Thanky,” he said, as he and Suzie jumped into their Suburban and sped off.
I stood on the porch of my new house, admiring its laid-back feel. The whole thing felt totally luxurious. I had my own bedroom and a landlord who knew my name. And I had just learned my first local expression.
“Thanky,” I whispered into the afternoon air.
I spent the next few afternoons unpacking the boxes that had arrived from New York. I hung my Dog Faced Herman poster above my bed, put my coffee grinder in the kitchen. I placed my banana yellow couch circa 1960s into the living room and positioned my ceramic ashtray from Spain on the coffee table I had found at a postfuneral sale in Philadelphia. I drove to Kmart and bought lawn chairs and tiki torches for my first party, a paper towel holder for the kitchen, and a tablecloth for when I made intimate dinners for my friends and dates. On my last night of unpacking, I crawled into bed in my new house. I was happy.
I fell asleep to the liquid chirping of a mockingbird outside my bedroom window.
About an hour later, I woke up.
“Lights out,” a voice crackled into my ear.
“They’re out,” I mumbled, pulling my pillow over my head.
“Shut-in starts in three minutes,” the voice bellowed.
Shut-in? Oh God, did I shut the door? I threw off my pillow and leapt out of bed. I am, by the way, a confirmed checker.
“Shut-in till six A.M.” the voice continued.
I was getting worried.
I opened my back door. A strobe light swept over my fence. It caught me in the eye and blinded me for a moment. The voice I was hearing was coming from a loudspeaker. Curious, I pulled on my sneakers and ambled down my back steps in my cotton nightgown. I lifted myself up onto the fence, pushing aside some bushes. In the distance, I noticed a watchtower and a razor-wire fence.
My backyard fronted the North Carolina state prison.
I woke up three times that night: once to wonder what the prison escape rate was in North Carolina. Another time, to contemplate the chances an escapee would hide in my basement. Finally, to take a Tylenol P.M. for my pounding headache.
I was furious at Beau and Suzie—but mostly at myself for being so naïve. Certainly I was wary of New York landlords, who seemed to delight in lying to you, kicking you out, keeping your security deposit forever. But that was easy. They were mean. Beau and Suzie had duped me by being nice.
The next morning I woke up, groggy and a little out of sorts, but ready to give Raleigh another go. I had to start working in two days, and I figured before I did that I might as well spend some time driving around and figuring out where the main roads were. Certainly my house situation was a disappointment—but if I could just learn to enjoy the pace, the warm weather, and my new neighbors, I would be fine. I could already feel myself adjusting. In a few short months I’d be totally in time with the rhythm of the place. I just needed to stop imagining men in orange jumpsuits hanging their heads over my fence during their gym breaks to chat with me while I gardened.
To empty this thought from my brain, I turned on the radio and began singing. Feeling relaxed, I sped up, switched lanes, then switched again. Then, realizing I was on the wrong road, I made a U-turn and kept going. When I looked into my driver’s side mirror, I noticed a police car, siren blaring, behind me. With the radio on I hadn’t heard the noise.
A buff North Carolina state trooper in a crisp uniform, a crew cut, and a pair of menacing plastic glasses approached me. I smiled gently and cranked down the window.
“Ma’am, do you know what you are doing?”
“Driving?” I offered, sure that this was just a routine stop.
The officer pulled out his leather ticket book and a pen, and slapped it against my car.
“Don’t worry, old car,” I said, making a little joke to lighten things up.
“Now, don’t get sassy with me, young lady. You’re doing eighty in a forty-five zone. That’s no small matter. I hope you have a license.”
I pulled out my wallet and handed it over. He grabbed the plastic-coated card and sauntered back to his cruiser.
This was no mere donut-downing officer. This was a man on a mission. I flipped the radio on and off. To soothe my rattled nerves, I began to think about all the things I needed to do: call Mark, send out résumés, get a lock for my door. I pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and took a few fast drags. Finally, the trooper stepped out of his car and walked slowly my way.
“Officer,” I began. “I am so sorry. I know I did a bad thing. But . . .” I chuckled a little and took another drag of my cigarette. “But I am having a really crazy day. I’ve been racing around, trying to get all this shit done.” I was feeling alive and animated and hoping the New York attitude I’d been so happy to escape was working for me now. “See, I just moved here. And then—well, you know . . . moving is expensive. So I certainly can’t afford a ticket. And anyway, I really didn’t expect you to stop me. I’m used to NYC, where you’ve got to rob someone at gunpoint to get a cop to pay the slightest amount of attention to you. I know things are different here. But just cut me this one break, please. . . . I’ve got so much stuff to do today. And . . .”
The officer glared at me, obviously unimpressed with my booked schedule.
“Ma’am,” he interrupted, handing me back my license. “You’ve got only one thing you need to do now that you’re here with us.” He paused for a second. “You have got to calm yourself down.”
I looked down and realized that my car radio and my blinkers were still on. Ashes from the cigarette in my hand were dripping on my skirt. And I was talking very loud and very fast.
The officer handed me my ticket, then eyed me sympathetically. “Or hell, you’re gonna give yourself a heart attack.”
I eyed the officer’s crisp blue suit and silver name tag. Behind him on the hill above the highway, brightly colored vehicles lined the parking lot of the area’s newest car dealership. There were lanes and lanes of roads in front of us, and large neon green signs in the distance indicating nearby towns and cities, each one more foreign to me than the next.
My ticket cost $250. I tossed it on the seat next to me and mashed out my cigarette.
“Thanky, Officer!” I mumbled as I cranked up my window and sped off. Once on the road, I couldn’t help wondering why I had had to go five hundred miles from New York to escape my family. What was so wrong with New Jersey?

2
I’ve got friends in low places.
GARTH BROOKS
Hector clicked his chains good-naturedly against the partition that separated the sheriff’s lobby from the Wake County Jail and flashed me a gap-toothed grin. “Do I look like a killa?”
I eyed Hector closely. His hands were all scratched up. His eyes were beady and bloodshot. He was sporting paper slippers, prison chains, and an electric orange jumpsuit. I decided not to answer the question.
“The police, they say you strangled those girls.” Saliva was clogging my throat. “With your hands. . . . They say you did it with your bare hands.”
“I didn’t do no murders. . . . They liars.”
“So, what are you going to do about this?”
Hector glared at me through the glass—wild-eyed and bubbly. I was wearing baggy pants and an oversize T-shirt. No makeup. I was hoping to appear nonthreatening, even a little repulsive, to a serial killer. (It was a fashion balance I had never experimented with before.)
“I’m going to do you,” he whispered.
“Actually I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said, jolting out of the jail, my heart pounding against the strap of my reporter bag.
It was my third week in Raleigh, and I was spending it with a man the police referred to as the Human Carver. I hadn’t exactly chosen a date with a homicidal maniac. But I had agreed to go on it for the reason most young reporters agree to do the things they do: I had been suckered into it.
A few days earlier my editor, Kip, had shuffled up to my corner desk in his usual uniform: high-tops, khakis, and a coffee-stained oxford, and tossed a ten-page arrest warrant on my lap. “First big cop assignment,” he had grumbled, in a lame effort to excite me.
The highlighted words on the warrant read: ruthless killer, psychopath, highly dangerous. I cringed.
Kip found a spot on my forehead and avoided my pleading eyes. “Kyle, you’re the only one we feel can really do this Saturday evening interview,” he lied.
I was still new enough at the paper to be sensitive to flattery and eager to please, but I was not delusional. In national newspaper speak, Kip had just said: “No one else wants to go near the guy, and you’re the lowest one on the office hierarchy.”
I smiled dryly. “When does my insurance kick in?”
Kip dug his hands in his pockets and jangled his coffee quarters.
“You’ll be fine,” he muttered. “The guy’s behind bars.” Then he shuffled off, his high-tops making brush marks on the glossy linoleum floor.
Needless to say, my glamorous new job as cub reporter was turning out to be a lot less glamorous than I had thought. My desk consisted of a dusty piece of metal cluttered with ripped phone books and half-empty bottles of Pepto-Bismol. My assignment: general news on weekdays, cops on weekends. My days off: Monday and
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