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            For my mom and my dad,

            who have given everything they have to love me, teach me, and make me…Brave.

            Every bit of this, is you.
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            Preface

         

         Hi. My name is Melissa Radke, and there is a very real chance you have no idea who I am. But trust me on this: You are going to love me.

         Those are the exact words I said to my college roommate immediately upon meeting her the first day of freshman year. A few weeks later she would move to another hall because of my snoring and take three pairs of my sneakers with her. I hope you don’t decide to do that. But if you do, joke’s on you, sucker, because I don’t wear sneakers anymore. Flat feet! Boom!

         I wasn’t planning on writing a preface to my own book. It seems gauche. I think prefaces are reserved for authors who have written a few best-selling books or been interviewed by Gayle King; authors who say things like:

         “I wrote this in a cabin in the Andes, Gayle. I was snowed in for three months and had to forage for my own food.”

         “This book came to me after I came face-to-face with my own existential existence.”

         “Believe it or not, Gayle, I was having a root canal and I literally died in the chair. I saw heaven. And when I came back to earth I could speak Mandarin.”

         None of those happened for me.

         Although if Gayle King were to ever ask me…

         “I wrote this book between taking my kids to the local pool and picking out flip-flops at Old Navy. Did I ever have to forage for my own food? No, in fact, I ate my weight in chicken strips.”

         “This book came to me after I looked directly into one of those mirrors with the ten times magnification. Never, ever do that.”

         “I have never seen heaven, I have never experienced hell…Oh wait, yes, I have! At some point during writing chapter 5, I agreed to attend one of those ceramic paint parties with some of my friends. I would consider that hell.”

         So yeah, a preface, coming from me, seems brazen. I figure you should just turn the page and see for yourself whether we are going to be friends; you shouldn’t just take me at my word—you should make me earn it.

         But wait!

         Before you do.

         There are a few things about me that I want you to know first.

         I have been married for twenty-three years at the writing of this book; seventeen of those have been awesome. I love David with all my heart even though he is dogmatic, authoritarian, imperious, dictatorial, uncompromising, unyielding, and unflexible. I call him the Attorney General, for he is full of rules and regulations, and no fun can be found in him at all. I mean, think about it, not once have you ever heard anyone say, “Hey! Let’s have a party this weekend! Somebody call an attorney general and see if they can come; they’re a lot of fun!” No. Instead you hear sentences like, “The state attorney general will be tried twice over charges of securities fraud and violation of federal securities regulations.” Oh yeah…now there’s a party. And yet, this year, when he surprised me with a vow renewal on a beach in Maui with our dearest friends, I said to him what I believe wholeheartedly to be true: It’s you, David Radke. It has always been you. (But just in case he ever murders me: The reason is hidden in the fifth sentence of this preface.)

         We have two children. Their names are Remi and Rocco. I want so badly to tell you that our children are named things like Charlotte after my great-grandmother who came over from Croatia to experience a New World, or Elkanah, which is a Hebrew word meaning “the zeal of God.” But the truth is, we saw “Remi” stitched across the back of a child-size rocking chair that had been marked 40 percent off, and Rocco DiSpirito is a chef with pretty hair. I saw him on a reality show once. That’s right. I make my choices based off reality TV and storewide discounts. I’m not proud of it. What I am proud of, though, are those two children. We waited a long time and fought hard for them. I have often said my children are my Purple Hearts: They are the reward that came to me after I took a wounding from the battle. And I would do it all again even if I knew it meant my Friday nights would be spent eating at Chick-fil-A, watching Boss Baby, and falling sound asleep at eight fifteen p.m. I would do every bit of it again. For them.

         I come from a big-boned Southern family. We laugh really loudly, and we cook a whole lot. When you marry into our family you can be assured of these three things:

         
            
	If you are shy or timid or quiet, it is registered as “non-love” and they will wonder why you hate them and won’t speak to them and they will grieve over this until the day you finally decide to be as loud and obnoxious as they are, at which point they will whisper behind your back, “What’s going on with the Attorney General? At first, he never spoke to us, and now he is so loud your mother couldn’t hear the timer going off on the oven so her chicken and dressing turned out dry…I just don’t understand what we could have done to make him hate us so much.” You will never be able to figure this out. Don’t try.

               	If you try to bring anything into our homes for a holiday get-together that is not homemade, you will be asked leave. That is all. They will not even discuss this with you.

               	If you are a female who has married into our family: Do not look better than we do in a bathing suit. Now, as you can imagine, this is tricky because we all look horrible in a bathing suit. But we need you to look horrible-er. Don’t try to trick us by wearing a sarong over your swimsuit and saying it’s because you gained weight. No! You will wear a swim dress and you will look awful in it.

            



         I also want you to know that 97 percent of everything you read in this book is absolute truth. I cannot say 100 percent because I saw that Oprah episode where she questioned James Frey, and y’all, she lit that guy up! So, yeah, some of these things happened too many years ago, and I get gray on times or dates or surrounding events. I do not, however, get gray on my feelings. I am never gray on what is true to me. I remember what I felt. Isn’t that always the way? We might not remember what they wore, but we remember how they made us feel small. So, I would just advise you to be careful how you treat people…they might just write a book someday.

         I wrote this book for two people, and two people only. You and me.

         I wrote it for me because when I turned forty-one I decided to be brave with my life. I decided to live differently than I ever had before. I have never jumped out of an airplane, I have never climbed Mount Everest, and do not even think about trying to get me down in one of those cages to see sharks. No, this was a different kind of bravery. It was the kind where I decided to live bolder and freer, unfettered by what moms are supposed to do or how middle-aged women should behave. It wasn’t too late for me.

         I would make sure of it.

         No one’s life is supposed to change at forty-one.

         But mine did.

         Mine changed drastically.

         And I met it, courageously.

         To the Very Serious Reader, and also to the woman who coincidentally came across this book in a bookstore somewhere and simply bought it because it had the word cake in it:

         I wrote it for you. I spotted you, you know?

         I spotted you waiting in line for the newest Reese Witherspoon movie.

         I spotted you sitting in church or in the booth behind me at my favorite Mexican food place.

         I saw you in line at the bank or in the pediatrician’s office with a sick child.

         I watched you serve drinks on a crowded flight and take tickets on opening night.

         I passed you coming out of the bathroom at a Coldplay concert, and I saw you order a coffee on a cold Monday morning.

         I saw you shopping alone. I saw you teaching my children. I saw you taking their temperature.

         I’ve seen you laugh when you didn’t feel like it, and I’ve heard you cry when you wanted to scream, and I just wanted you to know—I just wanted to make absolutely sure you knew—you were seen. You were seen when the doctor’s report was bleak, and you were seen when the papers were served. You were seen at your best, and you were seen at your worst.

         When friends left and lovers cheated.

         When lies were told and truth was distant.

         You were not forgotten, looked over, or abandoned.

         I am here today because you are one of God’s personal favorites. As in, if He was having a huge get-together with loud music and friends and family, He would make sure you knew you were invited. He would refuse to even cut the cake until He knew you were in the house. There would be no toasts, no cheers, and He wouldn’t dare let anyone even think about cranking up the music unless you were standing close by. And maybe, just maybe, it will take you reading about me finding my worth in order for you to finally believe in yours.

         So, here’s to bravery.

         Here’s to courage.

         Here’s to cake. (And not the crappy kind, like carrot.)

         —Melissa
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            Chapter 1

            A List of Things We Should Probably Get Out of the Way.

         

         You know those things that travel around Facebook where you get to list various interesting things about yourself? It’s kind of the adult version of an eighth grade slam book. Y’all! No one has ever asked me to do that. Nor have they begged or pleaded with me (when everyone knows that is specifically what I want). Not that you necessarily have to be asked—but it would be nice. A quick post with “Hey, Mel, I would love to hear your thoughts on yourself” never hurt anybody.

         But never.

         Not once.

         Sometimes at the bottom of the post different people will be tagged and it will say, “I now tag these four people because I know theirs will be awesome: Rhonda Brady, Kelli Hankins, April Willett, Kerri Mullins. Go for it, girls!” But no one has ever tagged me—and y’all, I’m starting to get whiny about it.

         But who’s laughing now? Because I’ve got myself a book, suckers! So, I’m going to dedicate an entire chapter to the oddities, abnormalities, and endearing qualities that make me, me.

         Will this chapter change your life in any way? No, absolutely not.

         Will it make you brave? No.

         But it might make you want to eat cake. Or not. I don’t know.

         There is also the small chance it might make you feel a lot less weird and a lot more normal. Or it will make you look into therapy. Both are wins!

         
            *  *  *

         

         So here we go. A list of twenty-six things about me that will surprise some, intrigue none, and embarrass my mother.

         
            
	I am a hands person. I determine whether I want to even get to know you by looking at your hands. I once had a meeting with one of the best business managers in all the land but it was a firm no for me before the appetizers even arrived when I saw his fingers looked like Twinkies. Interesting side note: My hands look like a polar bear’s paws. When I eat chicken, I look like a bear that just wrestled its dinner out of a stream. I’m not going to get over my hands issue, but I am going to have to ask that you get over yours.

               	I cannot say the word rewind. I say re-rind. Don’t try to fix me. You cannot imagine my delight when VCR tapes went out of fashion.

               	I once went to Sonic and asked the voice taking my order if their wieners were all beef. He did not answer me for twelve seconds. When he came back, his reply was, “Yes, Mrs. Radke, Tim says his wiener is definitely all beef and that you’ll love it.” The saddest part of this story, I am telling you, is that I went to church with Tim’s mom and should have called her right then and told her about her child. But I didn’t. Because I was flattered. I ate there once a week for two years.

               	I wrote Kirk Cameron a letter in the fourth grade because I needed him to know I was in love with him and that we shared a mutual love of racquetball. I am guessing the reason he did not write me back was because I wrote the sentence: “I score a lot of points in racquetball and especially love playing it in the out of doors.”

               	My friend Wendy Rojo has done my hair for nine years. She cannot believe I still have a strand of hair in my head due to the abuse we have given it over the years. “You have the strongest hair, Melissa. I don’t know how it hasn’t broken off at the root already.” Whenever she says things like this I blush and feel so proud. I imagine it must be how some Olympian feels.

               	I sneak Chick-fil-A into movie theaters all the time, and they are either oblivious or used to me.

               	There is no place I would rather be than with my husband. I would hang out with him twenty-four hours a day if I didn’t get on his nerves so much.

               	I find it hard to “find my place” a lot, and when that happens I am in the seventh grade all over again. Those feelings don’t go away as you get older. You just get more adept at handling them.

               	I am awkward in crowds. I cannot make small talk, and I am funny at extremely inopportune times. Once I went with my husband to a bigwig Christmas party in Nashville with very lovely people who love Jesus and could afford hair extensions and expensive shoes. There, everyone made a stocking at the fancy-shmancy craft table. All the lovely, long-haired people wrote “Noel” or “Joy” or “Glad Tidings” on their stocking. I wrote “Porn Star.” I would like to personally apologize for my supreme awkwardness that night and just say that I felt really bad when, later that evening, everyone went and hung theirs on the tree while singing “Silent Night” and I had to hang mine beside the stocking with “Happy Birthday, Jesus” on it. I cried the whole way home, and no one ever invited me back.

               	I have zero fear of death. I heard the late Elizabeth Edwards say that once you have lost a child, death has no hold over you and it doesn’t frighten you. She was right. Let’s just say that when it’s time…I’ve got people there. She also said, “If you know someone who has lost a child, and you’re afraid to mention them because you think you might make them sad by reminding them that they died—you’re not reminding them. They didn’t forget they died. What you’re reminding them of is that you remembered that they lived, and that is a great gift.” She was right, and I need you all to know this.

               	I am Christian. Not the kind that protests at your funeral. Not the kind that protests your marriage. I am more the kind that laughs the loudest and jokes the saltiest. I forgive quickly and easily because that was what was done for me. I hate injustice and yet feel powerless against it sometimes. So I pray, because God hates injustice, too. I want to tell you that I am a humble Christian, but nothing—absolutely nothing—could be further from the truth. I am working on this. I am also working on lying…because that last sentence I typed was a lie.

               	Both of my children are adopted. I am a big fan of adoption. Huge! I think everyone should do it. Absolutely everyone.

               	My children know they are adopted and have known since they were old enough to understand the part in Disney’s Tarzan when the momma gorilla finds Tarzan and takes him home to live with her. We have hidden none of it from them. We honor their biological parents by using Mr. and Miss with their names and making them sound as wonderful as Iron Man or Wonder Woman. And why not? They are heroes, both in our home and in our hearts.

               	I smell everything. Listen to me: everything.


               	I have seen every episode of Law & Order: SVU ever aired, and I can tell you who did it about 3 percent of the time.

               	I do not know how I feel about certain issues until I ask my husband what he thinks. Or my mom. Or my friends. This should not be. It makes me feel weak and inept and not able to form my own opinions and thoughts. And yet the thought of growing in this area seems overwhelming to me as I’ve been asking much longer than I’ve been deciding. You should know this is going to change very soon. I can no longer be worried about what it might cost me. I can only be concerned with the voice I might be lucky enough to find.

               	When I am nervous I talk really fast and really high.

               	I tried to make a top-five celebrity hot list, but I couldn’t do it! I could only come up with one. Conan O’Brien. He’s been my whole list forever. That’s not to say that if I ever met Channing Tatum I wouldn’t make sure there was no food in my teeth…

               	I started a long battle with depression my senior year of high school, and I excelled at it until I was in my thirties. Then I got freaking sick of it and decided to call it names and make it obey me. I became its boss instead of it becoming mine. I also talked to a therapist and learned all about myself and gave myself permission to cry when I wanted to cry and throw things when I wanted to throw things, as long as I cleaned up all the messes and no one else had to. I wish the story was better than that, but it isn’t.

               	My earliest memory in my life was walking down the hall late at night and finding my mom, alone on the couch, watching Johnny Carson. I crawled up beside her, watched him, and knew, even at a young age, that his was the best job in the world and he was the best at doing it. I cried the day he died.

               	I think about my weight every single solitary day of my life. Some days I am so unhappy with it that I don’t want to leave the house. Other days I am unfettered and I dress up and kill it. If I took all the energy I give to my obsession with this imperfection, I would have immensely more energy to give to the things that actually matter. I am nothing if not a work in progress.

               	To the person who just scoffed and mumbled, “Then do something about it”: If I find you, I’m going to punch you. To the person who just sighed and cried and uttered “me too”: If I find you, I’m going to hold you.

               	I am a terrible friend. Horrible, really. I forget to respond to texts or emails, and don’t even bother calling me because I’m not going to answer. I need you to talk about your problems 73 percent less than I talk about mine. And I am going to—whether you ask or not—tell you what to do with your hair. The good news in all of this? I tell people this up front, so the bar is low.

               	If I call you an idiot, a dummy, or a fool; joke about your divorce; hide a stray cat in your car that you don’t find until you get home; “forget” my wallet every time we go to dinner; or post obscene things to your Facebook timeline when you aren’t looking, then this means I love you. I really, really love you so much it hurts.

               	I rarely finish anything.
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            Chapter 2

            Right after the Inhale.

         

         Do away with all the HAPPY 40TH! party paraphernalia. Throw out all the black napkins and toss the FABULOUS AT 40 banner. Contact the party stores and the event planners. Believe me when I tell you, forty is not the issue. Don’t bother throwing anyone a happy fortieth. They’ll be fine. It’s forty-one you need to focus on.

         Forty-one is when you want to lie down in traffic.

         Forty-one is when you want to dig a hole in your backyard and throw yourself in it.

         Forty is a party, man. People are laughing, music is playing. It’s a new chapter in your life, a new season. It’s like you get a do-over for your obnoxious twenties. You read articles in Cosmo about how glamorous forty can be when you come into your identity and wisdom. And let’s not forget about the whole “You hit your sexual peak” thing. Hello! Things are looking up. It’s like you’ve been invited to some swanky middle-aged sorority where your pass to get in is that you must be over forty and have at least one funny story about how you pee when you sneeze.

         No one remembers the pain of turning forty, because there’s a party with friends all around you, and if they’re good friends they brought a cake and lot of gifts. (Of course, if they’re real friends they brought a gift and lots of cake.) My friends flash-mobbed me. That’s right. David and I were eating at a small roadside crawfish restaurant that I love (don’t judge me). David took forever to get ready—which was odd—and wound up getting us there just minutes before closing. We ordered our catfish right as they were turning off their neon OPEN light. We were sitting at one of their outside tables when car after car after car came driving in, honking, waving, screaming. I sat in disbelief as my friends rushed from their cars, set up tablecloths, and placed balloons on the tables beside me. One even picked up my plate and said, “Excuse me! We’re having a party here,” as she fluffed out a red and white checkered tablecloth and laid it on my table. A DJ set up in the corner while the gift table was created, and the lights of the restaurant turned back on as they prepared to churn out fried catfish and hushpuppies to everyone I loved.

         It was a fun night and about as redneck as I am. We danced and laughed, and I let forty wash over me with hoopla and much fanfare. (My friends would also tell you that there is “false humility” and “crap humility,” and that I am full of crap. They would tell you I reminded them of my fortieth birthday beginning the very first day of my thirty-ninth year. Do not believe them. They want attention.)

         I had always imagined turning forty in a most somber way, quietly and alone, in a cabin somewhere, surrounded by weapons and icing in a can. But, hey, surround yourself with the right attitude and a lot of love, and you will have no choice but to celebrate!

         Fast-forward to forty-one, and I’m thawing out a roast that’s been in my freezer for seventeen months and picking up my own cookie cake in the mall.

         Nobody calls you at forty-one.

         No one throws you a party.

         Some people give you a shout-out on Facebook, but all in all forty-one is your sign that what happened at forty was no joke, that it was real. It was the last birthday party you will ever have that is all just for fun and not planned with the intention of pitying you or because they are about to tell you that they’re putting you in a home. After forty, you are on the downhill slide and going nowhere fast. Imagine it like one of those cartoons where the villain ties the woman to the train and it’s headed off the side of the cliff and she’s screaming. Only you are the woman and the villain refused to give you your reading glasses, so you aren’t totally sure where you are or what all the signs are saying.

         Yeah, that pretty much sums up what turning forty-one was like for me.

         Also, my cookie cake said “Happy Birthday Mealissa.” So…yeah…it was awesome.

         On the first day of my forty-first year, I sat around a table that I had set, with a dinner I had made, a cake I had picked up, and kids I had just finished helping with math homework. David was celebrating the day I had arrived on earth by being willing to put the ice in the glasses. My parents walked in without even knocking because, per my mom, “knocking and ringing doorbells are for UPS drivers and Girl Scouts,” so why on earth would they?

         My dad saw the giant cookie cake and said, “Oh my word, is that today? And who’s Mealissa?”

         “Mealissa is me. And yes, it’s today. Don’t you even know when your own daughter’s birthday is?”

         My mom cut in. “Melissa, why don’t you start eating real cake? Carrot is delicious.”

         “Of course I know when my own daughter’s birthday is. December 1, 1973. Five fifty-five p.m. It’s not what day you were born on I have a problem with—”

         “It’s what day it currently is that he has a problem with,” my mom interrupted.

         “So, what you’re saying is you’re stuck in 1973,” I replied. “Well, that explains the mustache.”

         He laughed and hugged me. “Happy birthday, baby. Where are the kids? We brought them a little something.”

         (For those of you reading this book who do not yet have kids, grab a pen. Here is wisdom from your crazy, old aunt Mel: When you have kids, they get gifts on your birthday.)

         I fixed my parents a plate even though they could “only stay a minute” and the six of us sat around the table and talked about our day. It was my favorite part of an otherwise awful Monday. I’m not going to lie: I had only gotten out of bed for the cookie cake. After dinner, my mom brought the cake over to the table and my kids sang to me. I froze that moment in my head.

         
            *  *  *

         

         There sat David. This man who had met me when I was only nineteen and loved me still. Who had his first introduction to me on a school trip when I squeezed my smelly feet between the van seats he was sitting on right in front of me. The man whose first words to me were “Dang, your feet smell. Could you move them, please?” The man who remembers the first words I ever uttered to him: “I would, but I don’t want you to fall in love with me.” He had loved me well for the last twenty years of our lives together, and now here he sat, holding the son we’d never thought we’d have. His smile spread across his face. I was lucky to have found him then, and I was blessed to have him now.

         Happy birthday to you…

         David held on tightly to Rocco, who sang—off key—at the top of his lungs. His blond hair hung in his face, glued down by the sweat that all six-year-old boys create, even in December. Some of his front teeth were missing, making the “Happy Birthday” song one of the cutest things I had ever seen, with his tiny tongue filling up the gaps in his mouth. He looked like every dream I had ever had so many years before, when children had still not come. When I would close my eyes and imagine a son, they always looked like this boy sitting right here beside me. His eyes the color of mine and his temperament identical to his daddy’s. David tried to hold him as he bounced and clapped and sang to me; I read his lips as he whispered for Rocco to “calm down.”

         Happy birthday to you…

         Remi was singing to me, but her eyes were locked on the cake. I stared at her and smiled. The misspelling of my name finally registered on her face with a furrowed brow and look of shock. Even while continuing to sing, she looked up at me, appalled, not sure that I had seen the mistake, biding her time until she could rat out whoever had made it. She looked at me, then the cake. The cake, then me. The tiny gathering of freckles on her face and the blue in her eyes—she was stunning. She struck me as everything I ever hoped to be in my life. She may have been the very reason why this moment is so frozen in my mind. This child. This girl. This reward. This amazing creature of resilience and strength. In her pinky, she held more good than I held in my whole body. I wished for half a second that I could be eight again so I could choose her to hang with, but I knew the greater responsibility came not in knowing her but in raising her. Her eyes caught mine, and she must have decided that since I was staring at her, I had never noticed the misspelling in my name. To spare me the hurt (yeah, right), she ran her finger through the extra icing. Goodbye, extra A.

         Happy birthday, dear Melissa…

         My mom, pretending to sing, was focused on her Words with Friends game that had recently dinged us at dinner, indicating one of the ladies in her mahjong group had played the word sudsy, and now Mom was on the attack. Beside her was my dad. Furrowed brow, trying desperately to figure out what he could give me for my birthday that might look as if he put any thought into it, which he had not. Which didn’t matter. My dad would take off his shirt and hand it to me if he thought I needed it. He was the most generous human I had ever met. Except for the handsome hunk at the other end of the table holding a rowdy six-year-old, I had never known a better man. In the middle of my birthday song he pulled out his wallet and looked through it. I watch him as he pulled out a hundred-dollar bill and folded it. My mother looked over, shook her head, and mouthed, “Uhhhhh, no.” He ignored her and slipped it under my plate.

         Happy birthday to you.

         My family was around me. They are loud and obnoxious and precious, and I am well loved. But I was also turning forty-one. The lit candles taunted me as if to say, Make a wish, Mealissa. Not that it matters. Wishes quit working out for you around age fourteen when you wished that your boobs would stop growing.

         I looked at my candles, flickering.

         I looked at my cake, giant.

         I looked at my name, misspelled.

         And I inhaled.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Stop.

         Because the whole point of this book, the very reason it was ever written, the very reason I ever signed on the dotted line with an editor who tells me I start too many sentences with the word And, is all about what happened right after that inhale.

         You might have thought this book was about cake. It isn’t. I am so sorry to disappoint you, and if I could make it up to you by buying you an actual cake, I would, but I’m out of town right now so I can’t. This book is not so much about cake as it is about the night that I blew the candles out on my cake. My forty-first birthday cake.

         Deep breath in…

         That’s life, you know. Everything starts right after the inhale. Don’t let the symbolism of that escape you. Sit in that for a moment. You are who you are. Right now. Like it or hate it, this is you. Now, take a deep breath in.

         Seriously, try it.

         Right now.

         Take a deep breath in and feel your lungs expand.

         This, this moment right here. This is what we are talking about. We aren’t talking about the inhale, we are talking about what comes right after it. Right after our lungs have expanded with possibilities or change or dreams or courage or promise.

         Everything you are or need to be or hope to become—everything you want to try or face or confront or change—begins right after you inhale. You think you are filling your lungs with air, but you’re not. You are filling your lungs with what’s next.

         It’s you, getting another chance.

         It’s you, taking it all in.

         It’s you, letting it all go.

         It’s you, breathing in the new.

         It’s you, releasing the old.

         It’s you, sucking in every bit of a moment you don’t soon want to forget.

         It’s me, at the table getting ready to make a wish and knowing that it comes right after the inhale.

         That’s when everything in my entire world changed forever. Right after the inhale.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The room stopped, and everything in it was frozen but me. It seemed like forever as I looked around the table at the faces I loved, even though it was only seconds. My birthday moment was here. Every birthday was about this moment right here. The wish.

         “Make a wish!”

         “Make it count!”

         “Don’t tell your wish!”

         “What did you wish for?”

         The older we get, maybe we have less to wish for, less to hope for. But here I was, I was turning forty-one, and it was time to make a wish. As I closed my eyes and inhaled I said to myself:

         I want to be brave.

         The candles quit dancing and my kids clapped. They reached in to grab some cake with their hands like animals—because they have not secured one single table manner in their short lives—and I excused myself.

         “You okay?” David asked.

         I was fine. I just needed a minute. My mom slapped my kids’ hands away and stood to get the plates and forks. I walked to my room and sat down on the edge of my bed. I took out my journal and a pen, and here is what I wrote in that journal on that very day:

         
            *  *  *

         

         
            I want to be brave. God, please! I just want a moment of bravery. I’ll worry about a lifetime later; just for now, give me a moment. Give me one minute, one second, when I don’t second-guess or doubt. When I don’t ask opinions, seek counsel, or “think on it.” I want to say yes when everything tells me I should say no. I want to do what scares me. I want to live in a way that excites me. I don’t want to miss out on “could” because I was too stuck doing “should.” I am so tired of my life being determined by what someone said, what some mean girl thought, what some family member spoke, what some teacher—whom I once saw wearing socks and Crocs, for God’s sake—etched on my frame. Who have I become that I have allowed their nos to be my answer? My daughter is watching me. She is watching me!

            Melissa, wake up!

            Today is your birthday. And the wish you made today, December 1, is to be brave.

            This year, I will live brave. It will be new for me and I will be unsure of my footing probably most of the time, but I’m at least going to try. I don’t think I could look my daughter in the face if I knew I had not at least tried. Happy birthday, Mealissa. Go eat cake and be brave.

         

         
            *  *  *

         

         I closed my journal. Walked into the kitchen and ripped off a piece of cookie cake with my bare hands. David looked at me like I was a nut. My mother rolled her eyes and my children clapped. They followed suit. We all grabbed a piece and shoved it in our mouths.

         I did not worry about the calories.

         I did not care about the carbs.

         It was not fat-free or sugar-free. It was not dairy-free or gluten-free.

         There was a very real chance it had 1,800 calories a slice and was made entirely of high fructose corn syrup. I didn’t care. I didn’t care that I had ordered it at a mall or picked it up from some kid with YOLO on his nametag. This was not “clean eating”; this was dirrrrrty eating, the dirtiest kind. And there, at my kitchen table, sat all the people I loved, and we were enjoying every flippin’ second of it.

         I wiped the frosting off my forty-one-year-old face as my mom looked at me and said, “That’s nice, Melissa, real nice. I hope you know these children are watching you.”

         “Yes, I know they are. I hope they are.” I was shocked to hear myself say that! I had never hoped that before. But yes, I hoped they were watching. I hoped that they watched me very closely in my forty-first year. The year I really started living.

      



OEBPS/images/epub_photo_1_preface_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/eatcakebebravetemptitle1800_online.jpg
FEAT
CAKE.

Bl
BRAVE.

MELISSA RADKE

RRRRRRRRRRRR
IIIIIIIIII





OEBPS/images/epub_photo_2_alistofthingsweshouldprobably_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/epub_photo_3_rightaftertheinhale_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781538712184_cover_epub.jpg
v
b g






