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				Introduction

				What in the World?! I Wrote a Book!

			
			It seems hard to believe. I graduated from the sweetest little high school in a rural area. We didn’t know what marijuana was, but we couldn’t write a paper either. Instead of chemistry or a foreign language, I took home economics. I learned how to flip an omelet, and just like that, I graduated. And now I’ve filled hundreds of pages with stories about my life that are going to throw you for a loop. You might want to pour yourself a Diet Coke and open a box of cheese straws before you read on. Okay! Let’s have a ball, shall we?

			Since you picked this book up, you probably know some things about me. Like the fact that I am a southern girl who loves babies and dogs and likes to kiss them both on the mouth. I have a husband who doesn’t chat, which is good because I talk enough for the both of us.

			You might’ve seen me on a comedy tour, like Just Getting Started or the Big Panty Tour. Or you might’ve heard a sweet lady call me “Mrs. Maisel of Appalachia” on NPR. You might even be one of the dolls who threw a pair of Sam’s Club panties at me onstage. Is there a more beautiful sight than thousands of darling, fun women laughing so hard they wee-wee themselves? Who would have thought so much joy would come from women pee-peeing? It is a privilege I do not take for granted. For that matter, who would have thought a woman who focused on being a mama through her twenties, thirties, and forties would perform at the Grand Ole Opry and have a Netflix special in her midfifties?

			My comedy isn’t about all that, though. For instance, I talk about what’s really going on with my stomach. It looks like a small purse. When you write to me on social media and say “I’m living your life,” I know it’s true. If we met in person, we could have a ball talking about recipes, hot flashes, and all the diets we failed at. All I can do with this crazy late-in-life success in comedy is soak it in, wipe away a stray tear, and think, What in the world have I done to deserve this?

			Every day, I pinch myself. Every day, I’m amazed. For decades, I felt so unseen in the comedy industry, and now I have enough fans out there to get a major publisher to sell my book. How is it even possible? Nobody expected this to happen. Growing up, I didn’t know a soul in the entertainment business and never even took so much as a dance class. I didn’t perform in a comedy club until I’d had three babies and was in my thirties. When I got onstage, I wasn’t in black leather, making jokes about taking mushrooms, shaving B-A-L-L-S (I’m spell-cussing while you’re reading this), or, dare I say, F-E-L-L-A-T-I-O. I was in a kitten heel and capri pant with birds on them, talking about raising my kids and loose doo-doo balls in the grocery store—and it didn’t always go over well. A lot of people in clubs were drunk and high, and let me tell you, they didn’t want to hear about birthing, breastfeeding, or T-ball. But you precious readers heard me and felt like I was talking about your own lives. I became the rarest of gems: a fifty-five-year-old woman from rural Tennessee, with a spray tan and jeans with some stretch in them, who people wanted to come out to see.

			The reason this has all happened to me is because of y’all. You found me, and now I hope this book finds you.

			The stories in What in the World?! are about being a woman, a daughter, a mother, and a wife and finding my own voice after so many years of trying to figure out what in the world that even means. Through good times (like earning a college degree, getting married, and landing a TV deal) and bad times (like dropping out of college, getting divorced, and watching my TV deal disappear before my eyes), God was always with me to show me a door, either the way out of a tough situation or the way into something better.

			I’ve ridden the roller coaster, sometimes loving it and sometimes screaming to get off. Whenever I was kicked in the teeth by life, people would talk about the silver lining, and I’d say, “I don’t see it! Are you crazy?” It took me a long time to figure out that I needed to be grateful for the valleys because God had me there for a reason. What I learned sustained me until the next mountaintop, and hallelujah, it gave me great stories to tell.

			My overriding “What in the world?” amazement about where I am now is that all the hard times I faced in the past suddenly make perfect sense to me. God’s presence in everything I have gone through up to this point is so evident. I have tears running down my face as I write this. We’ve all had joy and heartbreak. We’ve all had ups and downs. I’ve survived mine by trying to find the funny in every situation and, eventually, having the faith that things will sort themselves out. It might take a while, but in the end, everything’s going to be all right. Every time you find yourself saying “What in the world?” you’re one step closer to getting where you want to go.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Meet the Fletchers

			
			The thing about families is that, growing up, you think yours is just like everyone else’s because it’s all you know. As an adult, you look back and think, Whoa, we were so not normal.

			I always knew as a child that the Fletchers were not normal for Adams, Tennessee, where I grew up. It wasn’t until later that I realized we weren’t normal for anywhere.

			Adams is a town of approximately five hundred people. It is so close to the northern border that if you threw a piece of fried chicken as hard as you could, you might hit Kentucky (best fried chicken in the world!). In Adams, most everyone was the same. They had the same houses, farms, clothes, attitudes, everything.

			My family was just like the rest in some ways. I came from farming people on both sides. We didn’t live in a mansion or anything. Our house was a 1,400-square-foot ranch with three bedrooms, a kitchen, a living room, and one and a half bathrooms. All the land around us was grazed on by cows, horses, pigs, and mules. We were always driving slow behind tractors and combines and waving to everyone as we went by.

			But we were different in other ways that, in my mind, made us special.

			We Had Our Own Coca-Cola Machine

			The biggest thing that set my family apart from all the farmers in Adams was that the Fletchers were also business owners. My daddy, Jimmy Fletcher, ran the only grocery store for twenty miles. The store was like our family’s stage, where everyone in town came to hang out and visit with us and watch us work. Daddy had learned amazing butcher skills at a previous job at Kroger, and people loved how he cut up meat. Then he’d wrap it up pretty in butcher paper and tape like a Christmas present.

			My mama, Lucille, worked part-time at the cash register and had a ball talking to everyone while smoking a Winston Light, drinking a Tab, and occasionally wearing a hairpiece that made her look like Brigitte Bardot. I wasn’t the only one who thought she was the most glamorous woman in Adams.

			And then there was me, Little Miss Early Talker. By the time I was in kindergarten, Mama would prop me up on the counter by the cash register and call the customers to gather round to listen to whatever came out of my mouth.

			“Leanne, tell them your favorite flavor of ice cream,” she said.

			I didn’t need prompting. I held court to half a dozen farmers, mama’s friends, and a clutch of grandmas about the virtues of chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry. And then the punch line: “But I love pinto beans too!” Everyone laughed, and then they went back to chewing tobacco and squeezing tomatoes. People might have come for our Coca-Cola machine, but they stayed for the wit.

			On Mondays, the new supplies came in. My sister, Beth, and I helped stock the shelves. I thought of this as a big responsibility. I’m sure I was no help at all. I would work a little and then, while drinking a Tab (just like Mama), I’d take the cans of Lysol and spray them until they were empty. My parents would yell, “Leanne, quit spraying the Lysol!” I could have killed myself from inhaling all those chemicals, but the place smelled fresh.

			The only other hot spot in town that rivaled ours in popularity was the funeral home. (Did I mention there weren’t many things to do in Adams? We had one caution light.) We’d walk past it on the way to the grocery every day. Mama would peek in, and if she saw people inside, she’d say, “Someone’s in the funeral home! Let’s see who’s in there.” We wound up going to a lot of funerals. It wasn’t a morbid hobby. Everyone in Adams was practically kin, and going to a funeral was a social occasion when there wasn’t much else going on. We’d just visit. It felt normal to me, nothing to be scared of. And afterward there was a big meal, which meant fried chicken and deviled eggs. I was not complaining.

			Mama Truly Believed the Sun Shone Out of My Butt

			I thought I was special because my mama told me I was, every single day.

			“You are so funny, Leanne,” Mom said. “Everyone loves listening to you talk big.”

			As a little child, I had a lot of very important things to say, like telling people how to ride a bike or how much fun I had at the Shrine Circus. That confidence was spoken into me by Lucille. She always built me up. According to her, I was the funniest, prettiest, and smartest child in town. I wasn’t an idiot compared to the other kids, but the smartest? Really? Mama genuinely thought that about me, but let’s face it, she was blowing smoke up my butt. (She still does.)

			My sister, Beth, three years older than me, was painfully shy and introverted and would have rather died than draw attention to herself. Beth grew up to be five foot ten and strong enough to lift a mattress with her head and dust under it. But as a child, she was skinny and frail. She refused to eat anything but Red Hots, SweeTarts, and steak, a diet that made her get dizzy and faint in the canned food aisle at the store at least twice. Daddy pestered her about eating and nagged her to be as hearty as me. “Beth, look at Leanne eat,” he’d say. “She likes pinto beans.”

			I wonder if I became more extroverted to compensate for Beth’s shyness. If I entertained people to take the spotlight off her. That’s right. My being the center of attention was really an act of selfless kindness toward my sister.

			The Spotlight Seemed to Follow Me Around

			Wherever we went, Mama and I drew attention. One time, she took Beth and me to the mall in Nashville for an Easter egg hunt. I was six. A photographer was taking pictures for a big newspaper. Out of all the little children, he zeroed in on me and asked me to pose. He didn’t have to tell me what to do. I knew to smile and hold it. I took a big bite out of my cupcake and held that pose too. I knew to press my stuffed bunny against my face, all the while thinking, He needs this shot. None of the other kids were paying attention. He wasn’t going to get anything out of them. But I hammed it up, smiled real big, and did a few twirls. This will look great in the paper. I just knew it.

			Afterward, I went over to Mama, who was talking with the other moms nearby. “Why did that photographer take my picture and not anyone else’s?” I asked.

			She said, “Baby, you stand out. You have a spark.”

			That pattern repeated itself in other scenarios. If there was a magician at a birthday party, he would have me pick a card. This didn’t happen once or twice. It happened every single time. When the blackboard needed cleaning in kindergarten, the teacher always handed the eraser to me. I didn’t ask for it, but I got it anyway. Teachers were constantly pulling me up to the front of the class to make announcements, and I did it with gusto. I wonder whether I had a look on my face that said, Please pick me. I’m a ham. You won’t be disappointed.

			I got even more attention from my extended family. When children have people around who love them, it builds confidence. By doting on me, my great-aunts made me feel special. They drove me around after school to the Revco pharmacy to pick up their Tums and prescriptions, and they let me order fries and a milkshake at the counter. (Lord, I love a drugstore. You have to drag me out of CVS.) They took me to the hair salon every week to show me off. The salon ladies would put rollers in my hair and park me under a big hair dryer. I’d sit there, sipping a Coke, wearing big black sunglasses, looking and feeling like a mini movie star.

			Other Kids Dreamed of Being Rock Stars; I Dreamed of Selling Clorox

			Actually, most of the girls I grew up with went on to marry local boys who farmed and ended up having babies. I kind of wanted that too, but I knew in my heart that my life was going to be different from everyone else’s, even though I was just a country girl from the middle of nowhere. I could make people laugh. I was cute. And I believed I was going to leave Adams one day, go out into the world, and do something big.

			The only person I shared these thoughts with was Lucille. She would say, “You are going to be a star. You’re going to be like Marilyn Monroe. You photograph well because you’ve got blond hair on your body. That helps in Hollywood.” What? I believed her!

			My uncle Raymond had other ideas. “You should take over for Vanna White,” he said. (It’s incredible she’s still doing it!) “You’re blond and you could turn those letters and smile real big.” Just the thought made me smile. He’s right. I could be Vanna White. (I wouldn’t take that job now, unless I wore a good orthopedic. She has really kept her weight down.) I could have been a Price Is Right girl too, with the right hair and makeup and my fast metabolism back then. Or I could have made jokes from the center square like Paul Lynde from Hollywood Squares, which Mama and I watched obsessively. If my mother and uncle thought I could be a game show star, it had to be true.

			I needed to prepare for my future on TV, so I practiced being a spokesmodel for commercials in the mirror. When I’m famous, Clorox is going to want me to go on TV and talk about their bleach, I thought. I took to mixing Drano and Pine-Sol, whatever I could find under the sink, to create the ultimate product to pitch in future commercials. My concoctions smelled like Chernobyl. If I got too close to them, I felt dizzy. I didn’t know not to mix chemicals in a closed room. It’s a wonder I didn’t poison myself. Nothing in the house was off-limits. I’d grab a bottle of Hershey’s chocolate syrup, the vacuum, or Lucille’s good lipstick, hold it close to my face in the mirror, and brag on it. Hours would go by.

			Preparing for my future stardom was more fun than other games I made up, like throwing a corn kernel down the drain and waiting for a stalk to grow three days later.

			I still did that too, though, because I liked to stay busy.

			My First Performance

			At age seven or eight, I said to Lucille, “I want to be like Joey Heatherton on the Jerry Lewis telethon and tap-dance in black tights.”

			She said, “I’m so sorry, my baby, I would love to get you dance lessons, but there’s nowhere to go.” The closest place was forty-five minutes away in Nashville, and Mama didn’t drive until she was in her forties.

			“That’s okay, Mama. I’ll just tap here.”

			I rolled up a corner of the living room rug and stomped the floor to death. I had no idea what I was doing, but I made a lot of noise, and I loved it.

			My real dream was to perform in front of actual people. Opportunity knocked, literally, when an insurance man came to the house to sell my parents a policy. He looked like Glen Campbell, but not as jazzy, in navy polyester Sansabelt pants, a white shirt with a pocket calendar, and sideburns. I had no idea who he was or why he was sitting on our couch. But he’d spread out a bunch of papers on the table and accepted Mama’s offer for coffee. He wasn’t going anywhere for a while.

			I’m going to tap for this man, I thought.

			I ran to my room and put on my Sunday shoes—black patent leather Mary Janes. They didn’t have metal tips and heels like real tap shoes, but they were still pretty loud. I dashed back to the living room and said, “Hello. I’m Leanne, and I’m going to do a little dance for you.”

			He looked super uncomfortable and glanced around for Mama. She was nowhere in sight, so he smiled weakly at me and said, “Well, aren’t you sweet?”

			That was my cue. This was a big opportunity, and I wasn’t going to let it pass me by. For the next ten minutes, I proceeded to pound the floor with my little feet and flap my arms. I gave it everything I had, convinced he was loving it. (I hadn’t learned to read a room yet.)

			Daddy yelled from the kitchen, “Leanne, don’t scar up the hardwood!”

			I finished big with a stomp, a twirl, and a “ta-da!” This man had a terrible look on his face, which I mistook for awe. He clapped slowly, smiled at me, and said, “That was just great, sweetheart.” Proof of my skills! I was thrilled.

			It never occurred to me that he might’ve put up with me to butter up Mama so she’d buy a policy. I took his praise as real and genuine. It was a clear sign that I had a future in showbiz.

			Hamming It Up for Real

			When I was twelve, Daddy sold the grocery store and built a meat processing facility on the hill behind our house. It made sense to my father. At the store, people were so dazzled by his custom butchery that they wouldn’t leave him alone about cutting up their cows and hogs. He wasn’t making much money running the store anyway because people would charge their groceries and wait for the crop to come in to pay their bill. By then, Kroger and other big grocery stores were around, and people drove twenty minutes to buy their groceries there. He saw a need that wasn’t being met and thought, I’m going to cut up customers’ meat full-time.

			When Daddy asked family and friends about his idea, they all said something like, “Jimmy Fletcher, you won’t have enough business. You’ll never make a living at that.” I know my dad is special because even though everyone thought his plan would be a disaster, he did it anyway.

			He built the meat processing building himself out of cinder blocks. It had two rooms. The bigger room had two massive freezers, stainless steel tables, sinks, and tools for cutting, wrapping, and freezing meat. The smaller room was the office, which had a bathroom and the Coca-Cola machine we kept from the store.

			Daddy took out a twelve-dollar ad in the local paper to announce Fletcher’s Meat Processing, and he got so much business from it that he never had to advertise again. Back then, custom butchering was rare (pun intended). As soon as people found out about Daddy’s business through word of mouth, it was on like Donkey Kong. We were up to our eyeballs in sides of beef, deer, and pork.

			The way my parents ran the business—as equal partners—wasn’t normal in 1978. Mama worked full-time at Fletcher’s Meat Processing, and I was so proud of that. Her main jobs were doing the books, wrapping the meat, and taking orders from customers over the phone. Lucille could have been a therapist. People would come to pick up their meat, and if she gave them one compassionate look, they’d start unloading every awful thing that had ever happened to them. She’s a wonderful listener and everyone loved her. It was always like that. Most Sundays, we couldn’t get out of the church parking lot because people surrounded her to tell her their problems. And she dazzled. I would watch her in awe. To me, she was so beautiful, like a movie star. She could bring home the bacon and fry it up in a pan. Plus, she helped butcher it too.

			Our busiest time of year for meat processing was Thanksgiving, the start of deer hunting season. Deer were easier to butcher than cows because they were smaller, but good night, were they sticky. People would bring their field-dressed deer straight to us from the woods with the heart, guts, and head removed. We would get so many, we couldn’t process them fast enough. We had to hang them from trees in our yard until it was their turn. If you were looking for my house at that time, all you had to do was keep your eyes peeled for the swinging carcasses.

			We didn’t have a normal Thanksgiving dinner for twenty years. Everyone in our family, plus our friends and some teenage boys we hired to help, pitched in to process the deer as quickly as possible. We lined up along the stainless steel tables wearing rubber gloves, flannel shirts, and toboggan hats. The men helped Daddy with the butchering, and the women, including Beth and me, did the wrapping and labeling. The hired boys thought it was hilarious to mess with me by throwing a kidney or a piece of liver at my head. The funny thing is I think they were flirting with me. (My teenage concept of courtship was definitely skewed.)

			They’d hang a deer outside on a pulley, and my super feminine mother with her hairpiece and good lipstick would tuck a golf ball under the hide on the back of the neck, tie a rope around the golf ball, and then pull the rope to peel the skin off the entire deer, like yanking down a sock, in two minutes flat. It was really something to see. I didn’t love the squishy, ripping sounds myself, but our customers, granddaddies, aunts, hunters, workers, everyone who happened to be there, would sit on chairs on the grass and watch her do it. We could have sold tickets.

			December was hog-killing time. I’m going to spare you the gory details about what happens when you butcher a hog. I’ve seen it. It traumatized me. Trust me, you do not want to know. Daddy hired a man, Mr. Gower, to go to customers’ farms, slaughter their livestock, and bring the animals back for processing. Mr. Gower had only seven fingers, which fascinated me. How did he wear gloves? How did he hold a fork? He answered all my questions, however annoying. He was just a doll.

			So many cuts come off a hog, and we spent countless hours wrapping roasts and ribs. It was not nearly as fun as wrapping Christmas presents. We had a giant grinder at the building to process the trimmings into Mama’s famous smoked sausage. People said, “Lucille’s sausage is so good, it makes you want to smack somebody.” We should have printed that on the labels. The recipe is a Fletcher family secret, but here’s a taste: The spice mix included salt, red pepper (hot or mild), and special sage that Mom ordered from Canada. The meat and spices went into the grinder together. The mixture that came out was put into cloth sacks, two pounds apiece, that we tied with twine. Then the sacks were hung over smoldering wood chips in a smokehouse for days. People tried to copy her recipe, but they never could. As a child, I was so turned off by meat that I became a vegetarian for a few years, but I was still tempted to eat that sausage. That says a lot.

			Some of our customers were celebrities, like farm girl Pat Summitt, the famous women’s basketball coach for the University of Tennessee. The president of the Grand Ole Opry placed orders with us too and sometimes sent us free concert tickets. I got to see a sold-out Dolly Parton and Porter Wagoner concert that way. I was never told when the people from the Grand Ole Opry were coming. My parents knew I would have put on my tap shoes and tried to bust a move for them.

			Unlike most homes in Adams, where people cherished their peace and quiet, ours was a buzzing gathering place. Picture a few old men standing around eating peanuts outside, Mama in her office counseling a poor woman whose husband just ran off, and Beau, the fat stray beagle, sitting in the middle of the yard with a cow leg in his mouth. I was always part of the action, but Beth stayed inside reading Seventeen magazines and making scrapbooks about Charlie’s Angels hairstyles.

			The Most Unique and Special Thing About the Fletchers

			The most unique thing about my home was the smell. It was the one major drawback to living near a meat processing plant. Lord, it was horrible, like sage-infused death. Over time, I got used to it and didn’t notice. But it was everywhere: in the air, in my hair, and in my clothes. When Daddy built the plant, he decided not to install a washer and dryer there to clean the bloody aprons and rags. It would have cost another chunk of change, and he was so worried about money. “We can wash the aprons back at the house,” he said.

			So Mama threw the aprons into the same machines we used for our regular clothes. She tried to keep the loads separate, but sometimes a pair of underwear would get mixed in with the aprons. Eventually, the smell was in the machine itself, and everything that went into it came out revolting. All my clothes stank of meat.

			It didn’t help that our one house dog, a Peekapoo named Honey, was my best friend. His breath was terrible, but I kissed him on the mouth and held him like a baby anyway. That’s what love is. His wet dog aroma clung to me too.

			When I was in seventh grade, my meaty scent wasn’t helping me achieve my junior high goal: to dazzle. I hoped to do that by being funny and good at sports and just leaning into being a Fletcher. Fortunately, most of my classmates worked on farms with manure and compost, and they didn’t smell like French perfume either. We sort of canceled each other out.

			In health class, one of the basketball coaches was doing a lecture on nutrition. He said, “Y’all need to eat protein. Good sources of protein are pork and beef.” Every kid in the class turned to look at me. They knew about our business; their families were our customers. Most teenage girls might be offended by or feel insecure about being associated with the words “pork” and “beef.” But I wouldn’t have minded if my junior high nickname was “grade A prime.” I was proud of our family’s success, proud of my risk-taking daddy, proud to have a working mother I looked up to. I sat up straighter in my chair whenever Fletcher’s Meat Processing came up. It was just one more thing about my family that made me feel special.

			On the other hand, whenever I sat in a closed classroom on a hot day, my uniquely bad odor got worse. Someone would inevitably start sniffing the air and say, “What is that smell?”

			Good thing I was cute and fun, or everyone would have steered clear!

			
				My Big Break That Never Happened

				Every year, Adams threw a big Fourth of July picnic, and every few years, the picnic included a talent show. We’d gone to see it as a family a couple of times, and frankly, I was not impressed by the juggling acts and the ventriloquist. You could see his lips moving from the back row.

				The summer I was nine, the talent show was back on, and I was going to shake it up. I have to perform at the talent show because, Lord, these people need me, I thought. I owed it to the citizens of Adams to dance a little and be funny. My loose plan was to bring my portable record player onstage with me, play “Half-Breed” by Cher, and do a tap number with Native American dance moves that would not have aged well.

				In the days leading up to the picnic, I pictured myself walking onto center stage in complete silence. The people would perk up when they heard the music. After I did my thing, they’d cheer and hoot while I took dainty bows and said, “Thank you. You are all too kind.” Just imagining my triumph felt right. It felt inevitable.

				Still, I didn’t tell my parents or Beth what I had planned. I hadn’t studied dance. I was winging it. Even though I believed I’d kill, I’d never done this before, and a tiny part of me thought I might embarrass them. The night before, I prayed about whether I should go through with it. God told me clear as day that performing was what I was meant to be doing. Not only was it my destiny to entertain these people, but I just knew I was going to win the whole thing.

				As the time for the talent show drew near, I mentally prepared to blow the roof off the high school gym. But a few minutes before it started, Beth and my parents found me backstage, and they didn’t look happy.

				Mama said, “Leanne, Beth told us you signed up for the talent show.”

				“I bet she’s going to sing that Cher song and dance around like an idiot!” shouted Beth. “I’ll be humiliated!” And then she started bawling.

				“You’ve just got to let me go on,” I pleaded to my parents. “I’m going to win this thing.”

				I could see the conflict in their eyes. They didn’t want to upset either one of us. Lucille would sooner die than discourage me. And Daddy was so bighearted, it pained him to disappoint anyone. But when Beth started crying, my parents were helpless. We all lived in fear of frail, weak Beth collapsing. It was a hot day. They just couldn’t take the risk.

				“I’m so sorry, Leanne,” said Mama. “We can’t let you go on.”

				I was devastated, and furious. My stage debut was canceled. It was my time to shine, and Beth ruined it! When would I get another chance? I decided I would never, ever, not under threat of death, speak to my sister again.

				During the ride home, I was too mad to talk, which was a first. Beth really felt it. She woke me up at dawn the next day, crying, and apologized. Of course, I forgave her, frail slip of a thing that she was. And I vowed it was the last time I would let anyone stop me from going on a stage again.

				To this day, Beth brings up that talent show every two or three months. I have to say, “Good Lord, Beth. Let it go!”

				It took fifty years to get to whatever level of stardom I’m at, which was a bit longer than I thought. But that was God’s timing too. The fact is, Beth’s blocking me that day might have saved my life. If my “Half-Breed” catapulted me to child stardom, as I thought it would, I’d probably be in rehab or dead by now. So in a way, I’m grateful to her for that.

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Being So Cute

			
			In the South, girls of my generation were expected to be pretty to find a good husband. Being funny and smart was good too, just as long as it didn’t scare off a man.

			In high school in my small-town culture, getting married and having children were prioritized over pursuing higher education, which might explain why I didn’t do well in algebra. I never got the basics on how to write an English paper either, but I learned how to make Baked Alaska and hold a baby (which I loved) in home economics. Instead of taking chemistry, I took sewing and made a groovy pair of jodhpurs that tragically fell apart in the wash.

			Lucille was the brains behind our family business, but she embraced the southern custom of enjoying prettiness. It didn’t mean she was shallow. She wanted us to be educated and go to college, but being attractive was good too. “Things are just easier for pretty people,” she said. Good looks earned you compliments and boosted your self-esteem, and, one day, they would land you a husband with health insurance.

			She was only preaching what she’d been taught by her mama and generations of southern women before her. Lucille is a Richards, and they are very pretty people, with smooth, creamy skin and thick, wavy hair. Any one of her cousins could have been a spokesmodel on The Price Is Right.

			Of course, I thought Lucille was the prettiest by

			
			Cute and Fun Can Make People Feel Good

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			It’s Hard to Get That ’80s Look

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Cute and Dazzling Gets You Honked At

			
			
			Love Your Clothes

			
			
			
			Being Fun Gets You Noticed

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			You Can’t Major in Pretty

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			What Does Dazzling Really Get You?

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				My Brief Life in Pageantry
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