

[image: Cover]



Copyright © 2005 The Red Hat Society, Inc.

All rights reserved.

Warner Books

Time Warner Book Group

Hachette Book Group, 237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroup.com.

First eBook Edition: April 2005

ISBN: 978-0-446-54903-5

Book design and text composition by HRoberts Design

Cover design by Brigid Pearson

Cover photo by Herman Estevez


Also by Sue Ellen Cooper

The Red Hat Society ®

To Allen, Andrea, Matt, Sabrina, and Debra for your hard work and unfailing dedication to the mission of the Red Hat Society and its members. You are worth your weight in rubies!

Acknowledgments

Many thanks to Jenny Bent and Amy Einhorn for their hard work and support, and to my little dog, Frosty, for lying patiently at my feet for the countless hours it took to write this book.


A Note  from  Sue Ellen

Five years ago, I had a “happy accident.” I gave my friend a copy of a famous poem and a red hat—and by doing so, I inadvertently started a women’s movement. As I write this, nearly five years later, the Red Hat Society has over 35,000 chapters—over 35,000!—and continues to grow at an astonishing pace. I still find all of this very hard to believe.

I wrote our first book, The Red Hat Society: Fun and Friendship After Fifty, in order to share the warmth, camaraderie, and sisterhood that we Red Hatters enjoy not only with our Red Hat Society sisters but also with other women (no matter their age) of kindred spirit. Our members were sharing stories with us—stories that were far too good to keep to ourselves—of how the Red Hat Society grew and developed, and the meaningful place it was assuming in their lives. 

Since the publication of our first book, more wonderful stories from Red Hatters have continued to pour in via E-mail, letters, and phone calls. We are beginning to see ourselves as members of one big family, developing strong bonds of trust and caring. Because of this, we feel free to share our real selves and our real-life experiences with our newfound sisters. This kind of sharing is downright good for our spirits and our souls!

We are many things to many people—mothers, grandmothers, daughters, and wives. We seek and enjoy new experiences; we travel; we create; we have adventures. So it is natural that we share stories concerning all of these things with others with whom we feel connected. As we love to say, “We are not done yet!” Since we are not done, the stories keep coming. Thus, this second book.

The seasons of life leave their marks on our faces: We like to call them “laugh lines” (and sometimes “cry lines”). And we try to be proud of them. After all, we don’t want to look like twenty-two-year-old models. (Okay, sometimes we do, especially when we’re trying on bathing suits.) But we are comfortable in our skin, wrinkled though it may be, because life has bestowed upon us the consolation prizes of wisdom and gratitude. Wisdom has come as result of all that has befallen us; gratitude is what we feel for the rich relationships and experiences we have had so far, as well as for the additional gift of the time ahead, time in which to continue to grow and learn. (And, inevitably, add even more lines to our faces!)

When a woman joins the Red Hat Society and lowers that red hat onto her head, magic seems to ensue. New friendships are born; old friendships are solidified or rediscovered. But what this new book, which you now hold in your hands, will demonstrate is that this magic is not limited to the times when we are actually wearing those red hats. In fact, some of the most amazing things happen to us when we leave our hats at home! As much as we may think it’s wearing a red hat that emboldens us, that makes the world sit up and take notice of us, we discover that the hat is only a symbol of something deeper. 

We members of the Red Hat Society are each a part of something important. We belong. We matter. We count among our members a fifty-two-year-old Olympian who will compete in her sixth Olympics in 2006, world travelers who show no signs of slowing down, artists, writers, and other creative, vital women from all walks of life. We are all sisters and each one of us brings something to the party. We never know when and where we will run into another of these wonderful women, as we continue to find one another in the most unlikely of places (like a bathroom in the Caribbean!). Stories of such experiences and connections will touch your heart and make you proud to belong to our sisterhood (whether you’re a Red Hatter officially or just in spirit).

The world is a confusing place. On the one hand, there is tremendous suffering, grief, and strife, and on the other, there is still so much joy and beauty in such things as a grandchild’s smile or a friend’s voice on the phone at just the right time. We owe it to one another to share the good times—and the bad. When we do, we learn that we are not alone. We have an entire sisterhood—women who sometimes wear red and purple—to share with.

I hope you enjoy these new stories. At the end of the book, you will find some blank pages where you may wish to record some of your own stories, and I hope you will encourage your red-hatted sisters to share theirs, as well. Remember your mother teaching you how important it is to share? She was probably talking about possessions then, but surely she knew that sharing in any way is life-enhancing. As we all realize now, mothers know best.

—Sue Ellen Cooper, October 11, 2004


Introduction

The Incomparable Value of Laughter 

Laughter is the sun that drives winter from the human race.

—Victor Hugo

Laughing deeply is living deeply.

—Milan Kundera

Wrinkles should merely indicate where smiles have been.

—Mark Twain

We members of the Red Hat Society don our red hats and purple dresses at the age of fifty. Half a century of living will put lines on any face—hence the “laugh lines” referred to in the title of this book. Anyone who is adverse to deepening her laugh lines may wish to avoid membership in the Red Hat Society as well, because this is what we are all about. But faces will also reflect tears shed. Life shows on our countenances, doesn’t it? 

“Remember, we get better-looking wrinkles from laughing than from frowning.”

—Ruth Walker (Order of the Crimson Sage, Wallace, North Carolina)

Bonding usually occurs automatically among women who regularly spend time together. What makes the Red Hat Society special is that we go beyond merely spending time together. We devote time to coming up with activities that are guaranteed to be fun. And fun activities inevitably lead to that venerable line inducer—laughter!

Imagine you are a set director in the theater. After reading a play to be presented and soaking up its mood, you are charged with creating an appropriate stage environment for it. If a play is serious, perhaps sad or thought-provoking in tone, the backdrop will probably be heavy and dark. All the stage props will be carefully chosen to reflect the theme, as well. These choices will subtly set the mood for the audience, even before the first line of dialogue is spoken. All that heaviness will not be lost on them.

If the play is a comedy, the colors used to paint the set will be cheerful and lively. The lighting will be bright. The props will be whimsical. From the time the members of the audience file into the theater, they will be primed to set aside their troubles and concerns for a while and prepare to enjoy themselves. 

“Shared laughter is like throwing open the shutters in a gloomy room and letting in fresh air and sunshine.”

—Lila Green

When we Red Hat Society chapterettes plan our get-togethers, we are deliberately setting the stage for fun. When each member takes her turn planning a gathering, she has full latitude to dream up an activity that appeals to her, knowing that her circle of pals is going to be game to join her in that adventure. Not only is she encouraged to let her playful child venture out into the sunshine: She is assured of playmates!

When you get an invitation to your next chapter event (via phone call, E-mail, or snail mail), it is likely that you will immediately begin to feel anticipation. When you find out that Donna has planned for the group to play miniature golf (in full regalia) and then go for ice-cream sundaes, you will begin to look forward to having a lot of fun with your playmates. A week or a month later, when Karen plans a field trip to that art museum (the one you have never had time to visit), you will begin to look forward to getting to see it at long last. When Susan surprises you with a 6:00 A.M. phone call and bids you to a come-as-you-are party, you will have to smile (even as you wince!). You have had a glimpse of the stage set—and you can begin to make mental preparations to enjoy yourself. You have just received a permission slip for your next play date!

I believe this is the true strength of the Red Hat Society. Together, we are learning to plan adventures deliberately, to encourage one another to find humor wherever it is to be found, and to wring every last morsel of joy out of life. We know that there is nothing better than the sense of freedom and happiness that results from playing together. Playing or hanging out, goofing off, recess—whatever we decide to call it—lifts the weight of years, the burdens of the soul. This playing leads to what is indeed one of life’s greatest gifts: laughter! 

“Every time a man smiles, and much more when he laughs, it adds something to his fragment of life.”

—Laurence Sterne

Laughter is good—and good for you, too. All of us know that from personal experience. We have all known the wonderful “all is well with the world” sensation that pervades our inner beings while we enjoy a deep belly laugh. Remember the wonderful movies of the sixties (The Pink Panther, A Shot in the Dark) featuring Peter Sellers as Inspector Clouseau? I remember being in a theater, with several hundred other moviegoers, all of us positively screaming with laughter. In that sort of situation, laughter is contagious. I recall feeling deep gratitude to the filmmakers for giving me such a gift. And there is something about being in the presence of others, even strangers, who are helpless with glee that prompts us to laugh, too. Often it takes only one hearty laugher to spur others to join in. So even laughter among strangers is communicable.

It is impossible to laugh without finding yourself momentarily immersed in joy. And when we find something extremely funny, the pleasure is greatly amplified if we can turn to someone we love, share it with them, and watch them laugh, too. Their enjoyment is communicated to us and we get caught up in the fun all over again. In that warm moment of shared experience, we draw closer to one another.

I have heard that children laugh around four hundred times a day. Adults, in sharp contrast, laugh only ten to fifteen times or so—and even those expressions of humor are apt to be subdued smiles or snickers, not belly laughs. Is this because we adults have lost our ability to be spontaneous, or are we just too sophisticated to allow ourselves to express, or even experience unfettered delight easily? Maybe both.

What is more contagious than the bubbling belly laugh of a small child? Not long ago, there was a sound bite being passed around the Internet: It consisted of nothing more than a recording of a baby laughing out loud. Talk about delightful! No matter how many times we played that at Hatquarters, we laughed yet again.

“Laughter is like the human body wagging its tail.”

—Anne Wilson Schaef

When we get together with old friends, sharing reminiscences of funny situations can cause us to erupt in laughter at them all over again (even if they weren’t all that funny at the time). We have probably all had the experience of being with people who are laughing about some shared experience from their mutual past, one in which we did not share. I think the saying “You had to be there” is true; we probably found those stories only mildly amusing. Why? Because you did have to be there.

Sharing potentially humorous moments with someone close to you can be dangerous, too. Something that might bring a fleeting smile (or perhaps a guilty snicker) when you are alone can explode into sidesplitting guffaws, perhaps at inappropriate times, if you’re in the company of another. 

When my husband, Allen, and I were young college students, we attended a chamber-music concert in order to satisfy a requirement of a music class I was taking. I remember the audience growing respectfully quiet as the tastefully black-clad musicians filed onto the stage, seated themselves, and, with great gravity, began to play a slow, somber piece.

I can’t recall what originally made me want to giggle. It could have been a nervous reaction to an unfamiliar experience, maybe a stray, discordant note hit by one of the oh-so-serious musicians, or just my immaturity and inability to “settle down and behave,” which my stern inner parent was ordering me to do. (Occasionally, my inner child can misbehave. How about yours?) Whatever caused it, I could feel a bubble of suppressed laughter rising in my throat, and I knew that I must avoid meeting Allen’s eyes, because I could sense his body, next to mine, tensing, too. Inevitably, we glanced sideways at each other. Each of us caught the answering glint of amusement in the other’s eyes, and we both began, with a rising sense of embarrassed horror, to giggle. The harder we tried to stop, the harder we laughed, and tears began to stream from our eyes. In the interest of good manners (and to avoid stoning by the audience), we slunk from the auditorium. But, of course, the minute we got outside, we burst out laughing again. Was anything really all that funny? I’m sure it wasn’t—not to anyone else anyway. But that really didn’t matter. It was just one of those times of shared hilarity, which, thirty-seven years later, we still recall with amusement.

“Against the assault of laughter, nothing can stand.”

—Mark Twain

Interestingly enough, no one can make you laugh against your will. Have you ever laughed your head off at a movie or a book and then recommended it to someone else, someone who later told you they just didn’t “get it”? How disappointing that can be. In a sense, it can make you feel lonely for a moment. Unsuccessfully trying to share humor carries a small sense of loss—the loss of a potential spontaneous connection of spirits. But this just reinforces the point: Sharing humor is precious.

“We cannot really love anybody with whom we never laugh.”

—Agnes Ripplier

“Laughter is the closest thing to the grace of God.”

—Karl Barth

Okay, we can all agree that laughter is excellent for our moods. But it is truly amazing to discover the beneficial effects laughter has on our physical beings. If it were possible to bottle laughter and sell it as a medicine, it would be too expensive for any of us to afford. Thank goodness it’s free!

At the 2004 Red Hat Society’s annual convention in Dallas, we were fortunate to be regaled with the antics and advice of a self-proclaimed “laughter therapist,” “Dr. Maxine Harper.” Maxine’s alter ego, Joanne Sabol-Augenstein, has since become a valued friend of mine, as well as the “Queen of Mirth and Merriment” of her own Red Hat Society chapter. Having made an in-depth study of the benefits of laughter on the body, she has shared some of her findings with me. If anybody thinks for one moment that Red Hatting and the laughter it naturally brings with it has no real value, I invite the doubter to read on.

*	    Laughter can strengthen your immune system. The value of a strong immune system cannot be overemphasized, as it helps fight off infection, allergic conditions, and, research suggests, even some forms of cancer. 

*	    When the coin is flipped, we discover that negative emotions, such as anxiety, depression, and suppressed anger, can weaken the immune system, diminishing our ability to fight off infections and other serious illnesses.

*	    Laughter has been proven to increase the level of antibodies in our systems and lower the incidence of “killer lymphocytes” (a type of white blood cell). Researchers have found more antibodies present in the mucus of the nose and respiratory passages of those who have recently enjoyed a good laugh. It seems more than possible that frequent laughter could be a factor in reducing the incidence of colds, sore throats, and bronchial infections. 

*	    Laughter is a natural painkiller. It can increase the body’s level of endorphins (natural pain relievers), possibly preventing pain’s onset and definitely reducing the intensity of pain already present in the body. It has been shown to lessen the perceived pain of arthritis, muscle spasms, and even tension headaches. My friend Joanne quotes one migraine sufferer as saying laughter doesn’t banish her headaches entirely, but it greatly diminishes them for a time and reduces their intensity significantly.

“It has always seemed to me that hearty laughter is a good way to jog internally without having to go outdoors.”

—Norman Cousins

Sixteen years ago, I had an interesting personal experience with laughter following abdominal surgery. The day I came home from the hospital, my friends Carol and John Sibley stopped by for a brief visit and dropped off a couple of videos they had rented for me. They knew I was going to be lolling on the sofa for a day or two and so thoughtfully supplied some entertainment. That evening, I popped one of the movies into the VCR and settled back into the sofa pillows for a little R and R. The movie, Planes, Trains, & Automobiles, starring Steve Martin and John Candy, was hilarious. I found myself laughing uncontrollably while simultaneously pressing on my recent incision. It was getting a painful workout! I had heard of laughing so hard it hurts, but I had never experienced it to quite that degree before. Of course, I could have shut off the movie at any time, but the pleasure of the laughter—a healing elixir of great power—was so intense that it was worth the sharp physical pain it caused!

“Laughter is a gift everyone should open.”

—Gene Mitchener

Joanne mentioned two additional health benefits provided by laughter:

*	    A smile cools down the blood to the hypothalamus gland (who knows how?) and a frown heats it up. Can we all agree that it is always better to be cool? 

*	    The muscles we use in smiling have been shown to send signals to the brain, causing it to send beneficial and pleasurable hormones flooding through the body. Apparently, the brain doesn’t differentiate between forced smiles and laughs and genuine ones. All that smiling and laughing is accepted, literally, at face value. So the beneficial hormones get released whether or not the outward expressions of mirth are genuine. I guess the brain says to itself, We seem to be having a lot of fun here! Better release some of those hormones.

Do you remember the Disney movie Pollyanna? Hayley Mills played an orphaned child who was sent to live with her sour aunt whose name was Polly. Although the little girl, Pollyanna, had had some hard knocks in her life, she seemed to see only the best in every person and situation she encountered. Her effervescent personality and unquenchable optimism spread joy throughout their small town, eventually winning over even the staid Aunt Polly.

The character of Pollyanna was so relentlessly upbeat that her very name has come to be used by cynics to define a person who is blindly, even foolishly, optimistic. But if the preceding information is true, it follows that a Pollyanna is going to have a very healthy body—and psyche.

“We don’t laugh because we’re happy—we’re happy because we laugh.”

—William James

“Humor has great power to heal on an emotional level. You can’t hold anger, you can’t hold fear, you can’t hold hurt while you’re laughing.”

—Steve Bhaerman

If this is true, it follows that cultivating the habit of curving the lips up at the corners and squeezing out a giggle or two at not much of anything can actually be very good for you. Try it; you’ll like it!

“Get out of bed forcing a smile. You may not smile because you are cheerful: but if you will force yourself to smile you’ll . . . be cheerful because you smile.”

—Kenneth Goode

A word about cry lines is in order here, as well. There will be no avoiding these. Just like the proverbial death and taxes, they are inevitable, and they will show on our faces, too. Even a Pollyanna will not be able to laugh in the face of serious illness or loss. But when we cry, our friends can help. Though our suffering may cause us to be poor company, true friends will be there to offer what they can—perhaps a soft smile of remembrance or the tight embrace of a loving hug. In cases like these, we know that it is not helpful to try to force humor or make inane comments about “looking on the bright side.” But patience and empathy are similar in character to humor, and we can offer those.

“Peace begins with a smile.”

—Mother Teresa

Continuing to cultivate one’s capacity for optimism is valuable and adds much to our lives, and, by extension, to the lives of those around us. If we allow too much anger, worry, and fear into our lives, these negative emotions will render us useless (and unappealing) to others. 

 



“ . . . we need to let go of some of our problems and worries and remember what it was like to be kids . . . to play if we choose to and laugh through our tears if we have to. We women have long been the backbone of our country as well as of our families and we must continue to show the strength our foremothers did. We must hold out our hands as well as our hearts, as some of us will have many tears yet to shed in our lives. . . . The Red Hatters stand for living and giving strength to those who need a new friend, solace to those who may be in need, and friendship to those who desire it. We are the women of the Red Hat Society.”

—Diana Stanchic (Pittsburgh Red Hat Mamas, Pennsylvania)



 

I once had a seemingly insignificant experience that had a large impact on my life. I was driving home, fuming over an extremely negative encounter I had just had with a highly disagreeable person, almost looking for someone to take my out my anger on. Suddenly, a car shot out of a driveway in front of me, causing me to hit the brakes hard. In a ripple effect, this caused a pile of carefully organized stuff to slide from my backseat into a heap on the floor, escalating my bad mood considerably. The same car veered back into my lane as we both tried to enter the freeway and continued to swerve erratically. Angrily, I sped up and passed the female driver, turning to give her a glower in the process. But when I glimpsed her face, my “righteous” anger evaporated, and shame and pity took its place. She was sobbing uncontrollably, her face contorted in pain. I remembered that the place she had first cut me off was the exit from the hospital. God only knew what kind of experience she might have just come from. As I cast a silent prayer for her heavenward, I also asked for more grace and empathy in my own life.

I have learned that staying on the lookout for opportunities to smile and laugh is paramount. This habit makes us healthier and happier people. Healthy and happy people make the world a better place for others as well as for ourselves.

As far as I’m concerned, Pollyanna had it right.
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L.O.L. (Laughing Out Loud)—

at Ourselves

Growing old is mandatory. Growing up is optional.

—Author unknown

There’s not one shred of evidence supporting the notion that life is serious.

—Author unknown

We Red Hatters take our silliness seriously. We believe that the deliberate cultivation of a healthy sense of humor can transform many a life situation, and, really, there are so many funny things to smile at or laugh about if you stay alert and watch for them. Lighthearted playfulness is our way of amusing ourselves and one another, and my, can it be effective! This spirit is evident in our chapter names, our titles, our outfits, and in every activity we plan. Whether you’re a giggler, a chortler, a chuckler, a hand-over-the-mouth titterer, a guffawer, or (God forbid) a snorter, you are warned to avoid consuming liquids while reading this chapter. (It’s only funny when milk comes out of someone else’s nose.)

For those of you who are new to the Red Hat Society, I’d like to introduce you to Ruby. Ruby is our official mascot, and she epitomizes this ability to laugh better than anyone I know. For those of you who are old friends with Ruby, I’m pleased to say that she’ll be accompanying you throughout this book.

THE FUNNY PAGES

“You’re never too old to do goofy stuff.”

—Ward Cleaver

It has been said, “Blessed is he who can laugh at himself, for he shall never cease to be amused.” How true that is! The quickest and easiest place to look for a source of humor is within ourselves. Fortunately, we Red Hatters are capable of enjoying a good laugh at our own expense! And in addition to that, we are secure enough to share those stories with others, knowing that they will get as big a kick out of them as we do.

Susan Powers (the Fabulous Founders, Fullerton, California) needs reading glasses, as does her husband, Bob. “He would frequently lose his glasses,” she says, “and ask me to help find them. This went on for months. Finally, one night while I was contentedly reading, he came into the room and asked if I had seen his glasses. I was so exasperated that I flipped out, telling him I was not the keeper of his glasses and that he needed to keep track of them himself. In the midst of my barrage, I realized that he was looking at me with a very strange expression on his face. I stopped long enough to ask him why he was looking at me that way. You can imagine my embarrassment when he said, ‘You’re wearing my glasses.’”

Is there really such a thing as coincidence? Some of us don’t think so. If you’ve lived long enough, you’ve probably had a lot of encounters with what feels like divine Providence. Gay Mentes (Red Hot Jazzy Ladies, Kelowna, British Columbia, Canada) writes: “Way back over a quarter of a century ago, when I was about a quarter of a century old, I was living in Lumby and decided to make the move to Vancouver, a few hours west. Before I left, some people I knew mentioned that their son was a policeman in Vancouver. The father said, ‘If my son ever stops you, tell him I said not to give you a ticket!’ Several months passed and I was out and about one evening, when sure enough I was pulled over. I knew I had been going a little quickly, and my life flashed before my eyes. The policeman came over and I handed him my license and registration. ‘I see you’re from Lumby,’ he said. ‘My folks live in Lumby.’ The wheels in my head started turning. Could it be possible? I said, ‘Are your parents Willie and Mike Porter?’ And he said, ‘Yes!’ I wondered if I dared, and I replied, ‘Your dad told me before I left that if you ever pulled me over, I should tell you that he says not to give me a ticket!’ We chatted for a few minutes, and guess what? He sent me on my way with just a warning!”

We may have to struggle with inconveniences, but we’ll never lose our sense of humor! Queen Karen Sizemore (the Ellet Hat Flashers, Akron, Ohio) was experiencing repeated problems with her new hip replacement. It kept popping out of its socket. One day, it happened again, and she called 911 to get someone to take her to the emergency room—again. Since her doors were locked, the emergency team had to go in through a window. As she stood on her good leg, favoring her bad hip, a skinny young fireman tumbled onto her bed from the window. Grinning broadly, he rolled over and said, “Mrs. Sizemore, I’m back in your bed again!” As they took her to the front porch and out to the ambulance, she told her neighbors that she had celebrated her sixty-sixth birthday with five young firemen in her bed. And off she went with her Red Hat Society earrings dangling. 

“I finally got it all together; now I’m falling apart.”

—Anonymous

Kathy Jeske (the Red Hat Disorder, Santa Clara, California) was passing through security at Kansas City International Airport, piling a big tote bag of books onto the conveyor belt, when her skirt somehow became tangled up with something she was carrying and fell all the way off, puddling around her ankles. (She says she will be forever grateful that she was wearing a slip that day.) With great dignity, she gathered the skirt in her arms and, waiting her turn, passed through the metal detector. Then she scurried behind the machine and hurriedly stepped back into her skirt. There was one highly positive result from this experience: Kathy’s companion, who is terrified of flying, laughed so hard at the whole thing that she didn’t have time to worry about the takeoff.

Sometimes what gets us is not what we’ve lost but what we’ve unknowingly picked up. Judi Simmons (the Ascot Ladies in Red, Sarasota, Florida) went on a vacation to Paris some years ago. Dressed to the nines in high-heeled boots and a long mink coat, she had just left the rest room and was walking through a long lobby. She noticed people looking at her and thought it was due to her fine outfit. She was walking proud when she saw someone pointing. When she turned her head to see what they were looking at, she saw that she was dragging yards of toilet paper behind her!

“The child in you, like all children, loves to laugh, to be around people who can laugh at themselves and life. Children instinctively know that the more laughter we have in our lives, the better.”

—Wayne Dyer

Lynda Herzog-Pope is the queen of Herzog’s Hilarious Hellyun Hairdressers and Healthcare Heffers of Haughton in Haughton, Louisiana. (That chapter name had to be included in this book.) She tells a tale about herself that would turn our faces as red as our hats if it happened to any of us!

 Because she had recently married a man who was a member of the Shriners, Lynda received an invitation to her first formal luncheon for Shriner wives. Her husband urged her to go, telling her that there would be at least a hundred women there and it would give her a chance to start getting acquainted with the wives of his friends. When she arrived, the receptionist could find no record of her reservation, but, overlooking what seemed to be just a slipup, the woman was kind enough to escort Lynda to the last place available, which was at an excellent table right in front. Lynda was glad she had dressed up, as every woman in the room was gorgeously attired. She made small talk with the woman next to her as they enjoyed fabulous appetizers and filet mignon. Then it was time for dessert. The waiters wheeled out a three-tier cake and a second table, this one bearing a pile of beautifully wrapped packages—undoubtedly a stack of door prizes! At this point, a woman with a microphone stepped up to Lynda, saying, “Let’s start at this end of the table. Would you introduce yourself and tell everyone your relationship to the bride-to-be?” Lynda stammered that she was so sorry but she had obviously crashed their party! The other women in the room “absolutely screamed with laughter and applause!” It turned out that the Shriners’ event was across the hall. But the women insisted that Lynda zip across the hall to put in an appearance and then return to them for dessert, so she did. What friendly people! (Some of them must have been Red Hatters.)

“The happiest people don’t necessarily have the best of everything. They just make the best of everything.”

—Anonymous

Vice Queen Bee Doris D. Meneses from the Red Hat Mamas, Homestead, Florida, is a cantor at an 8:00 A.M. Mass. She sings the music and introduces the hymns to the congregation. One Sunday morning, she was announcing the offertory hymn. She says, “I glanced at the page of the hymnbook and clearly said, ‘During the presentation of gifts today, please join me in singing hymn number two seventy-SEX!’ I held my breath for a moment and didn’t move an inch, hoping that no one else had caught my error. No such luck! Within seconds, there was a tremendous guffaw from the middle of the church and many more parishioners joined in the laughter. I couldn’t look at the congregation, so I glanced over at the priest, who was just looking at me with questioning eyes, a large smile on his face. I am not easily embarrassed, but that day I turned all shades of red!” I wonder if she was wearing a purple dress that day; it would have been so serendipitous!

A new version of that not-so-fresh feeling: Princess Daughter Laura McCann (the Red Hat Mamas, Oxford Hills, Norway/Paris, Maine) has two dogs, which she loves dearly. One evening, she heard one of them making ghastly sounds outside. She rushed outdoors and saw that a skunk had bitten him on the cheek and was, in fact, still holding on for dear life. “My dogs are like children to me,” says Laura, “so I kicked the skunk with all the strength I could muster. He let go, then turned his back on the three of us. I was scared it was rabid and would attack us, so I took the dogs inside, both of them stinking to high heaven. The vet suggested that douche would be the best way to get the smell out, so I found myself at the grocery store in the middle of the night, smelling terrible, with my arms full of ten boxes of Summer’s Eve.” Wouldn’t we all like to know what was running through that clerk’s mind?

Debbie Senseny (the Skyline Red Hats,Wilmington, Delaware) and her ex-husband entered a fishing tournament on Lake Martin in Alexander City, Alabama. “It was at 6:00 A.M. on a Saturday morning, and we were getting ready to put the boat in the lake, when I felt something crawling down my leg. I started screaming and taking off my blue jeans. All the people who had already put their boats in the lake came running to see what was happening.” As she lay on the ground in her panties, a good-size crowd gathered around her just in time to see something roll out of her jeans—a cigarette lighter, which had apparently slid through a hole in her jeans pocket.

“Sure I’m for helping the elderly. I’m going to be old myself someday.”

—Lillian Carter (in her eighties at the time)

Nedra Ellis of the Scarlet O’Hatters in Amarillo, Texas, shared with us what may have been her very first senior moment. During a frustrating shopping trip, Nedra was returning to her dressing room when she saw a woman to her left about to head in her direction. She stopped to let the other woman pass; the other woman waited politely, as well. “We both stood still for several seconds, waiting for someone to make the first move. I decided to continue on my way, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw that she had moved, too. We both jumped back. I was thinking, Lady, if you would just get out of my way, I could get this dressing room ordeal over with. However, what I said aloud was, ‘I am so sorry. Please go ahead.’ Dead silence. She just stood there. Because, as I realized slowly, that was a mirror and she was my reflection.” What do you want to bet Nedra didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry?

There’s nothing like being totally embarrassed in the comfort of your own home. When Joan Auletta, queen of the Red Hatted Sweet Potatoes in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, lived on Long Island, her whole family was out in the backyard with her husband while she did some cleaning up indoors. Joan was down in the basement, finishing up the last wash of the day, and she pulled off the robe she was wearing (over her birthday suit) and tossed it into the machine. As she hurried upstairs to dress, she saw her son’s football helmet on the stairs, waiting to be taken up to his room, so, rather than carry it, she plopped it on her head. As she rounded the newel post on the way to the next flight of stairs, thinking that she was totally alone in the house, she encountered the meter man. He had been let into the house by her husband. The poor guy certainly couldn’t have guessed what his wife was (or wasn’t) wearing. The meter man stood silently just inside the front door, his mouth hanging open. Says Joan, “I gulped and just walked right by him and up the stairs as if I had never seen him. Can you just imagine him going home and telling his wife about the crazy lady in the basement? My kids are all grown and they still love to tell of Mom’s Naked Parade.” In my opinion, it takes one brave woman to tell that one about herself!
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