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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
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