

[image: image]





[image: image]







Copyright © 2025 by Melissa Radke

Cover design by Whitney J. Hicks. Cover photography by GettyImages. Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Worthy

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas,

New York, NY 10104

worthypublishing.com

@WorthyPub

First Edition: April 2025

Worthy is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Worthy name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Worthy Books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Scripture quotations marked TPT are from The Passion Translation®. Copyright © 2017, 2018, 2020 by Passion & Fire Ministries, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved. ThePassionTranslation.com.

Scripture quotations marked ERC are taken from the Holy Bible: Easy-to-Read Version (ERV), International Edition © 2013, 2016 by Bible League International and used by permission.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Radke, Melissa, author.

Title: Chicken-fried women : friendship, kinship, and the women who made us this way / Melissa Radke.

Description: First edition. | New York : Worthy, 2025.

Identifiers: LCCN 2024046318 | ISBN 9781546008248 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781546008262 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Women—Conduct of life—Anecdotes. | Southern women—Anecdotes.

Classification: LCC BJ1610 .R33 2025 | DDC 646.700820975—dc23/eng/20250113

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024046318

ISBNs: 9781546008248 (hardcover), 9781546008262 (ebook)

E3-20250227-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	From Melissa: An Introduction

	This Might Be Why I Am the Way I Am

	I Can Get Anywhere from a Taco Bell

	This Must’ve Been Exactly How Marcia Clark Felt

	This Is How Grown Women Handle Things

	Melba Joy: The Nashville Hot and Spicy

	Lilly: A Play in Five Acts

	Casserole Tears

	Welcome to Swim Gym

	Mary Louise: The Original Recipe

	Shaming by Naming and Why “Melba Joy” Is a Verb

	Playing Bingo, Talking Crime

	Nick Jonas’s Parents Would Never Do This

	How to Divorce Your Girlfriend

	The Side Dishes Have Already Been Covered

	“True Forensics” Just Doesn’t Have the Same Ring to It

	These Double D’s and Another Verse, Please

	Annette: The Tenderest One

	Dear Robin

	Politically Incorrect Recipes

	Last Woman Standing

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author






	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iv

	vii

	v

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	xv

	xvi

	xvii

	xviii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	205

	204

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	233







For Mary Louise

[image: image]







From Melissa: 
An Introduction

I HAD PROBABLY WATCHED LUCY SHOVE THOSE CHOCOLATES IN HER mouth a thousand times, and I never laughed.

Maybe I was just more of a Jack, Janet, and Chrissy kind of girl. I really didn’t ever get the appeal of Lucy. Not even the famous chocolate factory scene.

Hailed as one of the best episodes in all of television. Lucy and Ethel go to work in a chocolate factory to prove a point to their husbands about all the spending they do. What should have been easy work turns comical when the chocolate conveyor belt starts going a little too fast.

It didn’t matter how many times we saw that episode; my mom laughed every time. But not me. I just didn’t find it funny. No matter how many times I saw it.

A couple of years ago I was in a hotel room in Montclair, New Jersey, when I woke up early, took my shower, and turned on the television. It was Lucy and the dadgum chocolate factory. Blurg.

I went into the bathroom and brushed my teeth, put on deodorant, and slipped into my Spanx… and without even realizing it, and for the first time ever, I started to laugh. (If you saw me trying to put on Spanx, you’d laugh, too.) But I was laughing at the TV. I stopped what I was doing and walked into the bedroom. I sat down on the end of the bed and watched the entire scene, and I laughed.

And I laughed.

And I laughed.

I lay back on the bed in my Spanx and laughed until I cried. Which, if you’ve ever worn a full-body compression girdle, you know is hard to do.

I discovered the problem. What I saw on that cold New Jersey morning may have never even stood out to the television critics. But you know what? I bet it crossed Lucille Ball’s mind. When she was developing the show and writing out the stories, she added something into that scene that few people ever give enough credit to.

Ethel.

Lucille Ball could have managed that scene on her own. She could have shut the place down with her antics and her faces and her timing. It would have probably still been known as one of the best scenes in television history, even if she had been all by herself.

But she didn’t choose to play it that way. And why? Because Lucy knew something in that moment that I wouldn’t realize until that cold New Jersey morning.

Lucille Ball knew that anything funny that happens is a hundred times funnier when it happens with another woman.

A friend.

A family member.

A ride or die.

A bestie.

What struck me was what they were doing together. Their chemistry. Their relationship. I believe it was Eleanor Roosevelt who said, “A woman is like a tea bag—you can’t tell how strong she is until you put her in hot water.” But it was Melissa Radke who said, “Put a woman, alone, in hot water and she’s a tea bag. But put her in hot water with her bestie and they’ll call it a hot tub and ask to speak to a waiter.”

Lucille Ball knew this centuries ago. That’s why she has a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, and I have a skin tag on my neck.

Some of my most favorite movie and television moments are of women together.

If Lucy hadn’t included Ethel, we might not have moments like Cristina Yang telling Meredith Grey, “You’re my person. You’ll always be my person.”

Like Leslie Knope committing to Ann in Parks and Recreation: “Hoes before bros. Ovaries before brovaries. Uteruses before duderuses.”

We wouldn’t have Blanche admitting that she’d enjoyed hanging out with Dorothy and Rose, “and there wasn’t even a man in the room.”

Friends tell us the truth. Like that time Monica told a runaway bride named Rachel Green, “Welcome to the real world! It sucks. You’re gonna love it.”

Or when Karen told Gretchen in Mean Girls, “Gretchen, I’m sorry I laughed at you that time you got diarrhea at Barnes and Noble. And I’m sorry for telling everyone about it. And I’m sorry for repeating it now.”

We have Laverne and Shirley singing on the sidewalk, Romy and Michele attending their high school reunion, Rory and Lorelai talking a million miles a minute, because one day Lucille Ball decided that everything was funnier if her person was involved.

Don’t get me wrong—Lucy is funny, and Ethel is funny. But mainly they are funny… together.

In my first book, Eat Cake. Be Brave., I wrote over twenty chapters of pure genius. It was on so many bestseller lists that I am not even going to take the time to list them all, okay? But trust me, there were a lot. People seemed to love that book, and I’m glad they did, but there was one chapter that seemed to stand out to most readers. It was called “Chicken-Fried Women,” and it was an entire chapter on a conversation that was held in my mother’s kitchen with a few of the women who make up my life: my mom, Annette; my Aunt Melba; my cousin Meridith; and my Granny.

As I traveled across the United States on a book tour, women would come up to me and tell me how much they loved this chapter. I thought it was odd that people liked it so much because there were clearly better chapters that focused mainly on me. (Please stop reading now if you cannot handle sarcasm, as this book is flush with it.) But the feedback was clear.

Women in Atlanta loved Chicken-Fried Women.

Women in Birmingham raved about Chicken-Fried Women.

Tulsa? Give us more Chicken-Fried Women.

Cincinnati wanted me to do a tour with Chicken-Fried Women.

West Virginia was really put out when they realized the book signing was just me and not the Chicken-Fried Women.

You must know I took this all to God.

But then it hit me. I realized why that chapter and that topic reverberated with women so much.

Because every woman I have met—whether it’s been on the road, on the radio, on social media, or in the grocery store—has known, or is currently living their lives with, their very own Chicken-Fried Women. That’s why people loved it: because they understood it.

They got it.

It rang true to them.

It reminded them of them.

We are always drawn to what we know. And if there is one thing a smart, sassy, opinionated, outspoken, strong-willed, God-fearing woman knows, it’s a line of smart, sassy, opinionated, outspoken, strong-willed, God-fearing women who have come before her. They’re the ones who raised her, have Girls Nights Out with her, babysat her, worked beside her, made up her family, or completed her circle. It’s the women who come to her baby shower, pick up her midnight phone calls, sit at her table.

When I first submitted the idea for this book, the title was not much different from the one you see on the front of this book. It was entitled Chicken-Fried Women: Friendship, Kinship, and the Women Who Made Me This Way.

Notice the difference? It’s hard to spot because it’s one single word. It’s the word: me.

Me made the book seem like I was going to tell one million stories about the women that helped make me, raise me, and mold me into the woman I am today. (And that’s not too far off, because there are a lot of stories like that in this book.)

But as I looked at that title over and over and over again, I kept coming back to the word me. It just didn’t seem to fit. But why?

This book is about me.

These women do belong to me.

I do like most things to begin and end with me.

So what was the problem?

Well, I’ll tell you… I realized I am not the only woman who was raised by strong women. I am not the only woman whose greatest memories involve the women who sit around her table. I am probably not the only woman who could fill up a book with the knowledge, escapades, shenanigans, and mishaps that she has gotten into, thanks to the women who make up her life. I’m not the only woman to travel with my women, fight with my women, pray with my women, eat with my women, gossip with my women, and work it all out with my women. I cannot be the only woman who has accidentally peed from laughing at my women.

I’ve traveled to a lot of places. I’ve signed a lot of books. I’ve hugged a lot of necks. I may not have a ton in common with the women I met in Durango, Colorado. The ladies in Fort Smith, Arkansas, may not dress anything like me. The women in Charleston, South Carolina, might not wear their hair like me. The women in Chicago probably don’t laugh, obnoxiously, at their own jokes like I do. And I bet there’s not a woman in all of Santa Barbara who stuffs free restaurant peppermints in her bra. And yet! We all have this one thing in common: our people.

So I changed the book title to Chicken-Fried Women: Friendship, Kinship, and the Women Who Made Us This Way.

Us.

Isn’t that so much better?

Because these women didn’t just make ME this way—they made YOU this way, too. They raised you and prayed for you and humbled you a notch or two every now and again. They bought you your first bra and taught you how to pluck your eyebrows. They spoke the truth to you so much, you wanted to scream and run away. They told you your skirt was too short, your boyfriend was a zero, and cankles ran in the family. They stayed up late waiting on you after you snuck out of the house. And they carried around a wooden spoon when they had to take you into town. They have encouraged you and teased you, chastised you and mortified you. They’ve had your back. They’ve shut down your haters. And they star in over half of the memories that make your story so beautifully unique.

These are not just my women.

They are yours, too.

And they have made us who we are. Good or bad. Right or wrong.

While I’m here, I might as well tell you why I call them Chicken-Fried Women.

In Texas, where I live, anything can be deep fried. Have you been to our State Fair? You have to buy a ticket and have two stents put in before you can enter. This is because everything from Oreos to banana pudding to pickle pizza and gumbo balls is served deep fried. There is even something called chicken-fried bacon, which I have never had personally but sounds delightful.

Texans didn’t invent frying chicken, of course, but we have made a killin’ off selling it. Sometimes I wonder who the first person was to ever think of dropping chicken into hot oil. Whoever she was, she certainly wasn’t the last. The women in my life have been in hot oil for as long as I can remember.

In and out of trouble.

In and out of relationships.

In and out of debt.

In and out of quarrels.

If it was hot and you could get into it—they have.

And battered? Man, have they been battered. Cancer, grief, divorce, unemployment, betrayal. The list goes on. But here’s where it gets so strange to me: it seemed the more battered they were on the outside… the more tender they became on the inside.

That’s the thing about women: throw them in some hot and sticky situations and they almost always come out better than they were before.

And let’s not forget the seasoning. When you bury a husband, when you take your child to their chemo appointment, when you lose a parent, when you check in to rehab, when you file for the divorce, all of it becomes part of the flavor that make these women up. Some are sweet, some are salty, and some are too spicy for words. That’s okay. That’s part of what makes them so unique.

Someone asked me the other day if I could describe what a Chicken-Fried Woman was in one sentence. I thought about it for a moment and here is what I said:

She is battered and bruised on the outside, but tender on the inside, she is salty and sweet and more than a little bit spicy… she really is the best of both worlds… and she gathers the ones she loves around the table because she is both their comfort and their community.

Was I on fire when I said that, or what? Man. I can talk a good game, can’t I? Speaking of talking a good game, the women in our lives also like to talk. A lot. And to anyone who will listen. Or is that just my people? If I had a quarter for every time I’ve had to step on my mother’s foot underneath a table in an effort to keep her from giving away our family secrets to a waitress we’d never even met before, I’d be able to afford that nose job I’ve always wanted.

Which brings me to one thing you will see throughout this book. Between the chapters, you’ll see what I have affectionately referred to as Chicken Nuggets. They are short, small, little nuggets of wisdom, wit, and weirdness from within my family tree. They have absolutely nothing to do with the chapter that follows. They will not be on the test that is given at the end of this book. And absolutely none of them can be found in Scripture. But I provided them, nonetheless, because I shouldn’t be the only person who gets to live with these gold nuggets. These are life-giving, my friend. So before you even go there: You’re welcome. Seriously, you’re so welcome.

But I digress…

Who are these women in your life? Who are the Chicken-Fried Women that you grew up with or grew up under? Do you have friends who became family or family members who became friends? Who are the women that make up your life, your memories, your yesterday, or your today? Who are the ones who have been there with you, for you, beside you? Who has eaten the chocolate with you as fast… as… they… possibly… could?

Let me tell you the first of many stories: Years ago I signed up at church to attend a Bible study. I was relatively new to the church and to the town. I thought this would be a good way to meet new people. I had no idea what the Bible study would be about; I was just there for the “fellowshipping.”

When I walked into the living room where the study was being held, I saw the host passing out books to all the women in attendance. I promptly looked around the room and saw that there were about nine women in attendance and not a one of them looked to be under the age of sixty. I was twenty-four at the time. Ughhh. What was I supposed to do? Do I take a book knowing I’d never come back? Could I say, “Oops, wrong house,” and just walk out?

The Bible study leader came over and introduced herself to me and handed me a book. Please don’t google this book because I have no idea what the name of it even is, and I don’t want to offend anyone, but the cover of the book had a caricature of a woman laughing and then under her face it said, “Laughter doeth good like a medicine.”

I wanted out.

I laughed a lot in my life; but never to the point that it had healed me. I had been cheerful. I have had joy. But it’s not what got me over strep throat, I can tell you that.

This book looked cheesy, and these words sounded cheesy, and I wanted to run!

And then a woman from across the room spoke up. “Glenda. Are you sure about this book? The picture of this woman on the front looks like a nut job. And since when is laughter like medicine? When I have a headache, laughing is the last thing I want to do.”

Glenda spoke up. “Hush, Pat. You always have to say something about the books I choose, but you sure keep coming back.”

The other women started laughing.

“I keep coming back hoping surely you’ll have picked a better book.”

Glenda threw her head back and laughed at this comment and continued to pass out books.

“Besides, Glenda, you’ve been my best friend for four hundred years, and laughter hasn’t always been like a medicine… You sure have… but not laughter.”

“Well, maybe that’s what the book is about, you old geezer. Maybe I wrote it. Maybe it’s about me. And how wonderful I’ve been to you all these years.”

“No, it ain’t; that woman on the front doesn’t have nearly the wrinkles you do.”

I wondered what that medicine had been like for the two of them. Had they grown up together, or had they met in the cubicle next to each other? Had they been neighbors who commiserated over play dates and snow days? Did their husbands know one another? Was one of them single? Had one of them stood in the hospital room while the other one kissed her love goodbye? Had one made a lasagna when the other called and told her about yet another miscarriage? If Glenda had been a medicine for Pat for all those years, what had been the sickness? What had been the brokenness? I’m not sure.

But I stayed in that group for the next eight weeks. I never missed a week.

“Laughter hasn’t always been like a medicine… but you sure have.”

Look, I’m no theologian. (In fact, many of you who know me are literally shuddering at the thought right now.) But it makes me kind of wonder when Solomon wrote Proverbs 17:22, “Happiness is good medicine, but sorrow is a disease” (ERV), if he maybe broke for lunch too quickly.

If you want to say a “merry heart doeth good” or “a cheerful spirit doeth good” or even “laughter doeth good,” go for it. Fill that in with whatever translation you want. But in the end, none of it comes by being alone. We weren’t created to be alone. We aren’t supposed to do life alone. And nowhere in Scripture does it say, “Joy comes when you do it solo, bruh.”

Over those eight weeks I watched Glenda and Pat fight and laugh, cry and giggle. They had done a lot of life together. And their joy was contagious. And since I was new in town, and since I had very few friends to my name, I figured I needed some of that joy. But what I witnessed was that I wouldn’t come by it all alone. I also needed people. I needed friends. I needed women.

So do you.

Welcome to Chicken-Fried Women. Welcome to the (mostly) true stories of the women who have loved me, hated me, hurt me, healed me, molded me, scolded me, made me, and raised me. My greatest desire is that as you read about the women in my life, you will be reminded of all of the women in your life, as well. The ones who are gone. The ones who remain. And the ones you haven’t even gotten to meet yet.

May you find that the chocolate is so much sweeter—and hilarious—when you’re shoving it in your mouth with someone you love.

Pull up a chair.



Melissa











This Might Be Why I Am the Way I Am

“ARE YOU EVEN WEARING A BRA?”

Stop.

If anyone in your family ever asks you that question, I beg you: STOP.

Think. Think long and hard about how you want to answer that question. You see, I didn’t think. I was only fifteen years old. Young Melissa never thought about how she would answer a question like that. She just spoke.

Without thought.

Without regard.

Without discernment.

She just word-vomited all over the place. Because she was fifteen and she was carefree. But not after this day. After this day, young Melissa grew up. She had to. Poor young Melissa.

“Of course I have on a bra.”

“Let me see.”

My heart breaks at even telling this story. This was my Granny asking me these questions. My grandmother. My mother’s mother. Wasn’t she supposed to be baking something? Why wasn’t she like any of the other grandmothers I saw on TV? They never asked their grandchildren about their bras. They bought them toys and gave them lots of sugar to eat. They called them things like “angel” and “sweetie.” My Granny referred to me as “Melissa” or “Big ’Un.” This was not the sweet, doting, gray-haired woman who came out the front door with her arms held open wide when I came to visit. This was a feisty, sassy Southern Granny who yelled “YOU’RE LETTIN’ THE BUGS IN” when I came to visit and once told me that “people who put clothes on their animals have no business voting for our next president.”

“Granny, I am not pulling up my shirt for you.”

“Let me see.”

You didn’t try to outlast her. I had learned that from her daughters. They were as stubborn and spirited as she was, and they gave in to her demands almost immediately. So what does that tell you?

I pulled up my shirt.

“My God, Melissa Paige, that’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen. Get in the car. We’re going to see Mrs. Pratt.”

I had no idea who Mrs. Pratt was or why she would be interested in the bra I was currently wearing, but no one ever said no to Granny, so I headed out to the car.

Granny and I climbed in her brown conversion van and began to pull down the driveway. At the same time, a car full of women in my family pulled up. My mom was driving.

“Did y’all find some good garage sales?” Granny asked.

“We did. We’ve got a trunkful.”

My mom eyed me in the front seat, “And where are y’all off to?”

My cousin Meridith was asleep in the back seat.

“I don’t know. Ask Granny. She looked at my bra and now I have to go see a woman about it.”

“MRS. PRATT?” Aunt Melba and my mom, Annette, asked in unison.

Meridith bolted up from the back seat.

“Mother, you are not taking her to Mrs. Pratt…” my mom started.

My Aunt Melba butted in, “Yes, yes… take her. Take her. It’ll be good for her. And we can go and watch.”

The more they talked, the wider my eyes got. Who was this person? Why would this be good for me? I pulled out the neck of my T-shirt and looked down at my bra. It wasn’t that bad. My mom had bought it a few months ago from a garage sale “of a big-chested woman who died recently. So it’s kind of like new, Melissa.” This was how she tried to pass it off to me. I took it back to my room and tried it on. Underwire. Twelve snaps. And the scent of Charlie by Revlon. Oh, well. It was mine now.

“I’m taking her and I’m buying her a bra. This thing she has on doesn’t even fit right.”

“I just bought her that bra from a garage sale of a big-chested woman.” My mom continued, “Mother, if you take her, I’m coming, too. I’m not making her face Mrs. Pratt alone.”

“Fine, turn your car around and come. Who’s stoppin’ you?”

Granny pushed down the pedal in her conversion van and we tore out. As she rolled up the window, I got a whiff of Charlie… and oddly enough, beef vegetable soup.

Mrs. Pratt’s Dress Shop was a small, little shop about twenty minutes outside of town. When we pulled up, there were only two cars there. I would learn that one of them was Mrs. Pratt’s and the other one belonged to the poor soul that worked for Mrs. Pratt, Paula.

We walked in. The store was small and smelled like fried okra and Marlboro Reds. There were rows and rows of bras you could look at that sat atop drawers that were overflowing with more bras in bigger sizes. I suspected I would spend most of my time in these drawers.

There weren’t really a whole lot of dresses for a business that was called Mrs. Pratt’s Dress Shop. There were three round clothing racks with dresses on them. On top of one sat a metal sign with a piece of construction paper in it with the word REGULAR written across it. On top of the other sat the same kind of sign, but with the words MORE TO LOVE written across it. The third round rack had no sign on it at all. I guess that was for people who were not entirely sure what group they fell into.

Right in the middle of the room was a La-Z-Boy recliner that had probably started off as ivory but had turned into Marlboro Red grayish over time. In it sat Mrs. Pratt, wearing a muumuu and sandals. Let’s just say that if she went shopping for dresses, she would shop from the MORE TO LOVE rack. She balanced a glass ashtray on the right arm of the chair.

“Mary Willmon,” she said to my Granny. She began to cough. “How have you been? I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“I brought my granddaughter in today, Mrs. Pratt, because I want you to look at this mess.” Granny pointed to my chest.

“Yep, saw that when y’all walked in the door. These girls don’t know how to buy bras anymore, do they? I see you brought the troops with you.”

My Aunt Melba, her daughter Meridith, and my mom had walked into the store and were combing the racks for some new church dresses. I won’t tell you which rack they were at. (They asked me not to.)

“They come whether I want ’em to or not. But I want you to look at this!” At this, my Granny yanked my shirt up and I thought Mrs. Pratt was gonna hock up a lung. I saw my Aunt Melba’s eyes get big as she whispered to her daughter, “Meridith, come watch. This is the good part.”

“I sold a bra just like that about six months ago. Helen Strinden. Mary, you know her. She dropped dead as you please at Mr. Ray’s buffet.”

“We’re familiar with the story,” my mom quickly replied.

“I’m not!” I shot back. “What do you mean she dropped dead at a buffet?”

Mrs. Pratt blew out a puff of smoke wrapped up in a snort of laughter. “She was walking off with a tray of soup and dropped dead right there on the floor. Heart attack.”

Let me guess, beef vegetable. I shivered.

My mom saw my face and silently shook her head “no”—as if to say, Don’t worry, baby, you are not wearing a used bra from an elderly woman who died at a buffet. But—and I can say this because God and I both know it to be true—my mom was a liar.

“I don’t think it fits Melissa right. I wanted you to take a look and find her a better one.”

Finally, Mrs. Pratt got up from her chair. She stubbed her cigarette out in the ashtray and turned to face me. “My God, her tits are huge!” She exclaimed this as she cupped my right breast in her hand. Ha. Joke’s on you, Mrs. Pratt, my left one is the biggest.

I would also like to note that at the age of fifteen, I had only heard someone use the word “tits” one time. It was at Mary Grace Klein’s birthday party when she ran in her living room with a VCR tape that she found under her parents’ mattress. I would watch exactly four minutes of this movie before I called my mom to come pick me up. When my mom answered the phone and I told her what kind of movie was being played, her exact words were, “God told me I shouldn’t have let you go to that party. This is my fault. I wasn’t listening to the Holy Spirit. I’m on my way. Tell them you have diarrhea and go hang out in the bathroom.” This is exactly what I did until my mom pulled up and honked, exactly seven minutes later. I snuck out the door and no one even noticed. Everyone was glued to the TV. Mary Grace’s parents were smoking on the front porch when I ran out. “You leaving so soon?” they asked. “Yes, ma’am. My mom told me I have diarrhea.”

I got in the car and sobbed because although I hadn’t seen anyone having sex, I did hear a man say “tits” and it sounded crass. “IT IS CRASS,” my mom agreed. “But Melissa, her family isn’t like us, baby. Her dad’s in the military. He’s seen things.”

While Mrs. Pratt cupped my boob, my mom, Granny, Aunt Melba, and my seven-year-old cousin, Meridith, all stared at me. Their expressions said a lot. Except for Meridith, who was laughing hysterically, no one seemed surprised that this was happening. Mrs. Pratt man-handled me for a few seconds and yelled, “Paula! Get me a Playtex! Double D. White. You like flowers?” I nodded blankly. “With flowers. And make it an eighteen-hour. This baby’s got its work cut out for it.”

For the next thirty minutes I tried on bra after bra that poor Paula had to bring to me while Mrs. Pratt barked out orders to her. The entire time I did this, the women in my family hung around outside my dressing room like they were hoping I would Say Yes to the Dress.

“Melissa, make sure when you put one on, you let us see it.”

“Mom. Why do you have to see each bra I try on?”

“Because it’s funny!” my Aunt Melba said.

“I’m ain’t payin’ for nothin’ I don’t see first,” Granny added.

“I need to make sure it doesn’t ride up in the back,” Mom yelled back to me. She lowered her voice and whispered, “She gets her boobs from Gene’s people.” Gene was my dad. I’m sure he was flattered to know that his family was the root cause of my double D’s.

“Mom, there’s a curtain between us. A curtain. I can hear you.”

“I don’t care if you hear me! I’m not talkin’ out of school. Your daddy knows his sister’s big-chested.” She turned to Mrs. Pratt. “You can spot Gene’s sister walking into a room five minutes before she gets there.”

“Annette,” Melba said, “do they know why Helen Strinden dropped dead?”

“Well, Melba Joy, she was eighty-eight!”

“I know, but she was in pretty good health; she was still going to buffets.”

“I had recently sold her a bra,” Mrs. Pratt chimed in.

“WE KNOW,” we all seemed to say in unison.

“You know I bought that exact bra from the Strindens’ garage sale. Did Melissa tell you that, Mrs. Pratt?”

Inside my curtained room I hung my head.

Aunt Melba asked the question I had been thinking: “Why would they sell her bra? Didn’t she need it for the casket?”

My Granny spoke up. “HA! Helen Strinden didn’t have an open casket. So they didn’t put a bra on her.”

“Wait, what? You can choose to go braless in your casket?” Melba asked.

“I guess so. One of Gene’s aunts did. She wanted a closed casket, so they took her bra off. Otherwise, they would’ve never been able to shut the top.”

“Well, then y’all bury me without a bra on. I’ll go closed casket.”

“YOU’RE NOT BEIN’ BURIED IN A CLOSED CASKET IF I’M STILL ALIVE,” Granny asserted.

Her girls looked at her, shocked. “Why not?” Melba asked.

“Because it says something about you. It means you’re hiding something.”

“What was Helen Strinden hiding?”

“Liver spots. Her hands looked like a topography map,” said my Granny.

I pulled back the blue sheet that acted as a curtain and walked out in my bra. It was at that moment that I lost any pride I had or ever would have.

We left the dress shop that day with two new items. My Granny bought me a bra called Beautiful One from the Playtex Cross Your Heart Collection. It had tiny roses on the all-white fabric, and something called comfort straps. I would come to appreciate those straps pretty quickly. She also bought my mom some kind of girdle called the Playtex Panty Leg. After she paid, she handed them to us and said, “Y’all sing on the stage at church, and you’ve got problems.” She handed me my boxed bra. “Hopefully this will fix your top problem”—and she chucked my mom’s new girdle at her—“and this will fix your bottom problem.”

Granny was like Shakespeare with her words.

Some say the day you fall in love is the day you become a woman. I disagree. I think it’s the day you wear a dead woman’s brassiere and get felt up by a chain smoker.

That night, I went into my mom’s room as she was laying out her Sunday church clothes. “Mom, what’s the deal with Mrs. Pratt? You all seemed to know her.”

“Of course we do. Mother has taken each of us to her over the years, many times.”

“Does she always grab your boob?”

“Yep.”

“Does she always scream your bra size as loud as she can across the floor and blow cigarette smoke in your face?”

“Always. And God help you if she’s drinking a Coke. She’ll belch right in your face.” She sat down beside me. Brushed a piece of hair behind my ear. Looked into my eyes. “There are certain rites of passage that all young girls must go through. I wish yours was a coming-out party or a debutante ball, but it’s getting cupped by Mrs. Pratt. Sorry, Big ’Un.”

“Yeah, super fun. Super fun day. I especially liked it when she screamed, ‘HER TITS ARE HUGE’—that was probably my favorite part right there…”

“Well, I can’t identify with that part. For that, you’ll need to talk to your daddy’s people.”








“I’m not trying to cast aspersions… but… she weighed a lot of weight.”

—My mom, telling me that my dad flirted with a woman in “the Hobby Lobby”








I Can Get Anywhere from a Taco Bell

I WISH YOU COULD HAVE HEARD ME TELLING MY TWO TEENAGERS about how we used to get directions.

“Well, first we had maps.”

“Do you mean a mat?”

“No, I don’t mean a mat. I mean a map.”

“Oh, like a globe. You carried a globe around in the car?”

“What? No. We had maps written out on paper. With landmarks and street names and—”

“Look, Mom. If you’re gonna just make stuff up, we don’t want to listen.”

That was how well it went.

Then I tried telling them about the advancements in paper maps—which was the Garmin.

“Seriously, y’all. Garmins were cool. Do either of you even know what a Garmin is? No, I knew you didn’t. That’s because they didn’t even have them when you were born. But when they came out in stores, we thought they were the coolest thing we had ever seen.

“You see, a Garmin was about the size of your iPhone, but it was as thick as the Old Testament portion in the King James Version. And you would buy this handy-dandy holder that would stick to your front windshield and extend out like a snake from its hiding place.”

“Like the holders we have now so that we can make videos in the car?”

“Yeah, kinda like that.”

“Did you video yourself on it, Mom?”

“You didn’t video yourself. It only gave you directions.”

“Mom! That’s hysterical. Hey, Rocco, imagine having something in your car that only gave directions and didn’t make TikToks.”

“Dang. If I didn’t have TikTok, I wouldn’t even want to get out of bed and go anywhere. So it wouldn’t matter if I had directions or not.”

“Oh, brother.”

Should I even bother telling them the rest? Like, that if you told Garmin you wanted to drive to New Orleans, then it would take you to New Orleans. But it wouldn’t tell you about any road construction or flooding. It didn’t know how. So you just had to know that even if it normally only took five hours to drive to New Orleans, it might take twelve hours because Garmin didn’t know about traffic or fallen trees. In fact, sometimes, just for fun, the Garmin would lead you right into an eight-hour standstill due to a pileup on 57. Garmin didn’t care. He was funny like that!

There was no such thing as a shortcut because Garmin didn’t know what the word “shortcut” even meant.

What’s that, kids? Could our Garmin talk like Keith Morrison? No, no, it couldn’t. And that’s a crazy question. Why would you even ask… Oh, because yours can? It can talk like Keith Morrison from Dateline or give you directions while singing like a nineties boy band? Did you say that, depending on the season, it can even talk like Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny? Well, isn’t that fun. No, my Garmin I bought for my husband didn’t really say anything, it just pointed left or right, and God forbid you were scratching your nose and you missed it—because then you had to drive back to the beginning and start over.

To be honest, I didn’t want a Garmin. I didn’t need a Garmin. David did. He had trouble getting around places, but me? I had a foolproof system. A system that had been taught to me by my mother and her mother and her mother’s mother. A unique method that I believe is known only to the finer sex. Sure, there were times when I struggled, but overall, this technique has held up beautifully. Let me explain…

When David and I got married in 1994, we moved to Arlington, Texas. I suppose that, as a new resident of this Dallas suburb, I had a little trouble getting to places.

But as I explained to David, “I just need to get my feet wet. Give me some time.”

“You call me every day at work to ask me how to get to the donut place.”

“Okay, you’re exaggerating. I don’t call you every day for donuts. How could I be built like a goddess if I ate donuts every day? Personally, it’s insulting because how do you know I’m not witnessing to the lady that works there?”

One year later, we moved to Nashville, Tennessee, and started our final years of
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