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This book, and all the love in it, is dedicated to anyone who has ever felt different.
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Introduction
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I was performing a sold-out one-woman show when my granny’s words rose up in my mind: “Whatever you’re given, you take it and make it better.”

That’s what I’d done. I’d been a short, gay, fat cross-dresser from a small-town family with no money, and I’d become a success despite it all. I hope that’s inspirational to everybody who has any trait society looks down on. You can have shit piled on your shoulders till you feel like Luisa from Encanto and still gussy up your own life.

It’s what southerners do. I know that being proud of growing up in the South can be controversial all by itself; people make a lot of assumptions. And to be sure, the South has some baggage it still needs to deal with, maybe in a giant group therapy session with mint juleps at the Piggly Wiggly. We can follow that with a glamorous statue-smashing party. But for me, it’s also full of beauty. The South represents the art of taking not much and turning it fabulous. We see possibilities in places others overlook.

Who I am comes mostly from a succession of southern women who taught me how to love myself and others, how to cook, throw parties, handle criticism, ask for what I’m worth, and get through hard times. I went from being a depressed kid who felt like he didn’t fit in anywhere to performing all over the world for audiences who appreciate who I am and what I do. That wouldn’t have happened without people like my granny, my Harley-riding chorus teacher, and Publix’s own octogenarian hussy Miss Betty Jean.

What they gave me was an ability to create my own path and do the things I love. What I’ve found is that I get great joy from cooking and entertaining, and that I connect with friends best when we’re around a table sharing a great meal and talking about our lives. Down-home southern cooking is my specialty, and I’ve found that it works like magic to heal broken hearts, celebrate special occasions, and improve any random Tuesday. Also Wednesdays. My cooking can even improve Mondays. I know! Give it a try and you might just think, “What is this, Friday?”

Cooking has helped me to connect with my people, and my people have helped me connect with the world.

I’ve earned my pearls of wisdom, and now I want to share them with you. I’ve been counted out so many times in my life for being outside the norm, and maybe you have, too. My goal is to use the platform I have to help other people learn those lessons I did about celebrating yourself and having a better time in this world. So this is me, standing before you with arms wide open, ready to give you a pearl necklace.
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Granny and me in the kitchen, cooking up some trouble.
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Say what you will, but Granny would always rock a hat… any hat!
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1 How to Love Yourself, Southern-Style
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Now, as I’m sure you understand, my life is absolutely perfect and nothing ever goes wrong. My path as a gilded southern drag queen has been smooth as a Botoxed forehead. But if something ever did go wrong (and it never does, I assure you), then there would be one question I’d ask myself: “What would Shirley Temple do?”

Oh, not that Shirley Temple. (I’m sure she was lovely. Did you know she was ambassador to Czechoslovakia?) Anyway, that was my grandmother’s birth name. For real. Granny Shirley Temple Lucas. Well, I mean, the “granny” part was added later.

She looked more like Snow White than Shirley Temple, but who can predict these things when you’re a baby? Granny was the first person to teach me that I was worthy of love, and it’s a lesson I’ve had to relearn and purposefully hang on to all my life.

She was born in Mascotte, Florida, a place that still exists, but barely. It’s basically just a long country road and a community center, which makes my hometown of Leesburg, Florida, look like a bustling metropolis. Granny Shirley had lots of brothers and sisters, and she married a man who, by all accounts, was kind of an asshole.

Aside from being abusive, he also had a live-in girlfriend who almost killed my mother with bad oysters when she was about ten years old. That was a sore spot. She still can’t pass a Red Lobster without crying. But then my grandfather did die (not from oysters), and my granny said, “I’ve spent so much time catering to someone who treated me and my children like garbage, and I don’t ever want to do that again.” So she decided she was going to stay a single mom and figure out how to support her kids on her own—a rarity in the 1960s.

As I made my way through my own life, I often thought back to that: how Granny decided she was going to turn her abuse into a superpower. You only get one shot at life, and if you spend that entire shot trying to do everything everybody else wants you to do, you’re going to get to the end and be real pissed off that you didn’t enjoy any of it. It’s like going on a vacation with a whole bunch of people and doing everything they want to do, and then when you think it’s about to be your turn to decide what to do that day, it’s raining and it’s time to go home. That makes me madder than a wet hen.

Granny cleaned houses, worked as a school lunch lady, whatever she could find. She didn’t have any education beyond the sixth grade, but she was one of the smartest people I knew. I think that was partly because she was self-conscious about her lack of education, so she made up for it by reading books and watching documentaries. That woman would read everything—including encyclopedias—and she cared very much about handwriting, so she perfected hers until it was the neatest I’ve ever seen.

She cared passionately about racism and that made her eschew some southern classics like Gone with the Wind, because she couldn’t stand the way it glorified slavery.

When the man I’d call my grandfather came a-callin’, she told him she was too busy raising her kids to want to date anyone. But he was a divorced single parent, too, and he said, “I have my kids this weekend. Why don’t we all do something together?”

They went to the county fair and hit it off like it was meant to be—the kids all liked one another, and before you knew it my grandparents were together all the time and fixing to get married. She loved herself enough by then to recognize that this man was worth her time.

My grandpa’s first marriage was unconventional. When he was a teenager, he worked with a glass installer who got killed on the job when a big piece of glass broke. My grandpa felt responsible for the man’s widow and kids, so he married her and tried to take care of them himself; that was his way. He was always someone who wanted to provide for others. As he and his wife both got older, though, they decided to go their separate ways.
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Granny and Grandpa cuddled up in the meat locker for some reason.
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He was ten years younger than my grandmother, but they seemed like an even match. My grandpa had a respectable job at Miller’s Construction Company, and my grandmother had a dream of opening a restaurant. Which made sense, because cooking was her love language. If you showed up on her front doorstep—I don’t care if you were a neighbor just dropping off some misdelivered mail or a door-to-door salesman or whatever—she was going to ask you one question: “You eat yet?” And then it didn’t really matter much what you said, because she was going to cook for you anyway.

She was going to tell you to come in, and then she was going to put something together from scratch. Not leftovers. Not some microwaved bullshit. Something she decided on just for you, because she worried that once you left her doorway you might starve to death. She believed people were like baby kittens who needed to be fed every three hours or they’d just fade away.

Same solution for any problems that came your way. If you came to her with weight on your heart, whether it was relationship trouble or a bad report card grade, chances were that she was going to pull you into the kitchen and ask you to help her cook something or feed you something she had just made.

“This corn bread just came out of the oven. It’s good. Let’s put some molasses on it and then it’ll be delicious.”

She was like a virtuous version of the Hansel and Gretel witch, ready to fatten you up. When I was little and she needed to coax me to eat (yes, there was a time I had to be convinced to eat—hush your mouth), she’d find ways to connect food to my interests. I loved The Wizard of Oz more than anything, which was perfect because my granny came into this world in 1939 and she always took pride in telling folks that two American treasures were born that year: herself and The Wizard of Oz. She loved that movie and, in turn, got me hooked on it. Did you know Shirley Temple was the first pick to star in it? She was under contract to another studio, though, and they couldn’t work out a deal. Probably for the best, because my granny might have combusted with excitement if you combined her two favorite things.

When she made corn bread, she didn’t call it corn bread… she called it Yellow Brick Road Corn Bread, and it was the lightest, fluffiest corn bread you could ever imagine. She would coat the top with homemade honey butter and we’d chow down while watching Dorothy and her friends try to reach their own personal happiness. And my granny got me to try broccoli by pointing out that it looked like the green Wicked Witch.

Cooking was never just about ingredients either. Cooking meant stories.

“You know, the first time I had this corn bread was when your great-grandma and I made it in a skillet. We didn’t even have a working stove at that time. We had to go chop the wood and get a fire going and then put the skillet right on the fire.”

Somewhere between the listening and the eating, she’d distract the feelings right out of you. She knew how to make everyone feel special, and she expressed her heart through stories that were meant to make you feel less alone and more connected, and her recipes. What she made was soul food, down-home cooking from the rural South. It’s called that because it gets right to your soul. If you’re feeling down, there’s something in Granny’s kitchen that can heal you.

When I think of the high points of my childhood, it’s my granny’s cooking that comes to mind time and again. Cooking and sharing food with people became my love language, too. Whenever I’m home, my house is open to our friends, and my husband, CeeJay, and I love hosting. One year, when CeeJay was working and I was on tour, my mother and sister made Christmas dinner for all our friends because that was our tradition—they fed people they barely knew because they knew it was important to us.

So that’s what I’m going to share with you. Stories and recipes and the potentially good advice I’ve picked up along the way (look, no guarantees). Because maybe you need it, too.

A few years before I was born, my granny’s dream came true and they did open up a soul food restaurant: the Red Barn BBQ. My grandpa worked the kitchen and Granny was in charge of the front, with my mom and her brothers and sisters working as the waitstaff and kitchen help. It was very popular locally—eventually they even opened a second location that my uncle Rooster ran—and we’d practice new recipes at home.

For me, it started as these things usually do with kids: She’d let me hold the hand mixer with her or lick the spatula. I graduated to cracking eggs, and when she saw that I could do that neatly, she decided I showed promise.

“Let me show you how to pack and measure the brown sugar,” she’d say, and I’d pay close attention because I knew everything she showed me was important.


Singing on the Counter
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The only thing we didn’t practice was my grandpa’s barbecue sauce, because he was protective of that recipe—he wouldn’t tell anyone how he made it, even us family members! He was afraid someone would steal it and then it wouldn’t be his special recipe anymore and the restaurant’s wouldn’t be as popular.

I spent the majority of the first eight or nine years of my life at the restaurant when I wasn’t in school. While I was still in diapers and just starting to walk and talk, my grandpa would pop me up on top of the long counter to entertain people as they ate. It kept me out of the way and the customers loved it. I’d sing and dance and they’d tell me how precious I was. Because I friggin’ was.

Now, in the beginning it was just silly baby stuff, but as I got older, I wanted to put on a show. Costumes, routines. My granny helped me to decorate a jeans jacket with a bunch of pins, and that was my Tina Turner jacket so I could sing “What’s Love Got to Do with It” in proper style with the collar popped like in the music video. I was probably too big to still be acceptably standing on top of the counter by the end of my run, but as long as the customers kept applauding, no one was going to stop me from doing it. It was my moment in the sun. Probably would have still been doing it now if the restaurants were still open. Fuck, that was fun. Adults have to at least pretend they’re drunk if they want to pop up on a counter and sing to strangers. Which I do recommend. Take your moment how you can get it.
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Me mean-mugging the camera for Miss Linda’s class photo. I don’t know the boy holding my hand, but I thank him for his support.
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My sister wearing me like a training bra at Granny’s house.
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All of us cousins (and there were a lot of us) tagged along at the restaurant. They weren’t into the entertainment part like I was, though. Most of them joined in when they were little, but as they got older they retreated and just wanted to play games on their own.

When I wasn’t performing, we hung out in the back room or in nooks and crannies around the restaurant. My cousin Jennifer, who was two years older than me, and my closest friend, helped me get into trouble. At the drive-through window, one of us would pretend to be the cashier while the other rode their bike up to the window and placed a fake order, which would stop up the flow of traffic. Sometimes my grandparents would give us a couple bucks for “helping” around the restaurant so we’d stop screwing around.

Even when we weren’t in the restaurant, we were all together most of the time. I was the youngest of four siblings by a wide margin—my sister was ten years older and my brothers were eight and nine years older—so Jennifer was raised more like a sister to me. She and her mom came to live with my family for a while after her parents got divorced, and she was good at getting me into trouble there, too. She’d wake up at 2:00 a.m. and tell me, “I’m bored,” or “I can’t sleep,” so I’d do what my granny taught me about problem-solving: I’d take my best cooking skills and turn on the oven and whip Jennifer up a whole meal. Half the time she wouldn’t even eat it, and then my mom would wake up for work a few hours later and say, “Why on earth did you cook a three-course meal in the middle of the night? What the hell?”

But I was learning to be a proper southern lady. I was finding the things within myself that I could do well and that I could share with others.




The Big Sipper
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On weekends, my parents would drop my siblings and me at my grandparents’ house, where we’d find ten to twenty cousins on any given day. Their house wasn’t very big either—it started as just a two-bedroom place, but my grandfather expanded it himself over the years to accommodate the growing family. Don’t ask me how he did it, but he taught himself how to do everything: building the structure, the roof, the electric, all of it. Whatever he decided to do, he would figure it out.

He was a man of multitudes, which also meant that he was a hoarder. The thing with him was that wherever he went, he wanted to gather up memories. Everywhere he went. Roadside stands, stores, gift shops, restaurants—he’d buy up the most pointless things. A velvet Elvis painting, a sunbathing frog on a lily pad under a palm tree, a plastic goat that pooped plastic hay, the breast-shaped “The Big Sipper” coffee mug that he got at some truck stop in Iowa. This was his way of commemorating and storing his experiences, and he never wanted to let go of any of them, because then it was as if you were erasing his memories.

I became sentimental about memories like that, too, but I learned from the mess I saw. At his house, it was stored all over on shelves, plus it overflowed closets, the garage, the patio, and a whole shed. I didn’t want rooms full of “stuff,” even though it fascinated me as a kid. Especially the pooping goat. You would feed it that same hay it just pooped out in an endless cycle. I mean, nothing is better than poop-recycling goats to a six-year-old.

As an adult, I’ve become a curator, and that applies not only to my things but also to my digital life. It’s easy to become a digital hoarder and post about every thought that pops into your mind and every picture you take, but you have to ask yourself, “When this shows up in my ‘Remember this day’ three years from now, am I going to be proud I posted fourteen pictures of my extracted wisdom tooth? Am I just adding to the digital noise?”

The positive, though, was that he saw value and beauty in everything. He could find a piece of rotting wood on the ground and we’d say, “Grandpa, put that down—it’s probably full of termites,” but he saw something he could repurpose into something cool. That’s what I drew on in the RuPaul’s Drag Race costume challenges—“Of course I can make a shower curtain into a ball gown. I saw my grandfather do it when I was four years old.”

Grandpa’s claim to fame was that his family had owned a portion of the lands where the 1941 film Swamp Water was filmed. He was very proud of the Okefenokee Swamp, to the point where he insisted on taking us up there every couple years. He’d fill a water bottle as we were riding on a rental boat.

“Look how clear this is!” he’d proclaim. “You could drink this water.”

Then he’d make us take a swig and we’d all about vomit. Giant alligators were crapping ten feet away.

“It’s the cleanest swamp anywhere and that’s why Swamp Water wanted to use it for their movie.”

He’d bring that water bottle home with him, because now that was a souvenir, too. Dirty gator water.




Finding the Balance
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One of the other important things I learned from my grandparents is that you don’t have to find a partner who’s just like you, but if you’re going to be in a good relationship you have to be okay with balancing each other out. Every single person on earth except me has flaws, so you have to find someone whose flaws are tolerable, or at least entertaining.

My grandpa was a softie, leaving Granny to be forced into the disciplinarian role. He was just an oversized kid himself and wanted everyone to have the maximum amount of fun possible. At least once a week he’d take us out for sweets: ice cream, candy, cookies. Then we’d come home with bags and bags of nonsense and my granny would have to say, “You can pick one thing,” because who wanted a dozen sugared-up prepubescent menaces in their house?
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MINIMALIST SOUVENIRS

When it comes to collecting memories, think small. I pick up a Christmas ornament wherever I go on tour, even when it’s out of season and I have to drive out of my way to find one. Then I know that at least once a year I will have a reason to look at my souvenirs—to touch and admire them—and a way to store them and put them away when they’re not in use.

They’re not all beautiful. We bought one at a roadside stand in Wales just because neither CeeJay nor I nor anyone we were with could figure out what the hell it was. So I asked the store owner, and he said, “Oh, it’s a sheep!” It looked nothing like a sheep, or anything that was ever supposed to be alive. But it makes us laugh every time we look at our not-a-sheep.

Once my collection grew bigger than my tree (I’ve toured a lot of cities), I began offering them as souvenirs to my guests. Anyone who comes to my house at Christmastime is invited to take home an ornament they like, so now it’s a double souvenir.

My mother collects three things: husbands, Precious Moments statues (which are Beanie Babies that have gone to confession), and spoons. Not from places she’s vacationed, just ones she’s stolen from restaurants. And I know I could get her some fancy handmade jewelry from places I tour, but a refrigerator-magnet spoon with a picture of Pennsylvania’s state bird on it is going to mean more to her. It’s the ruffed grouse, by the way. That’s an actual bird, not just a nickname for Prince Andrew.

Consider how you might start a collection for your memories in a way that doesn’t take up too much space. Postcards that you keep in an album or display on a wall, small figurines, books, rocks that you paint with the name of the town, pens, spoons. One of my friends has mason jars on a shelf filled with beach sand and little mementos from each of her vacations. I don’t get snobby about souvenirs either: I think each person collects in their own way, and if you feel like it’ll mean more to you to travel to Ol’ Man Joe by the bay to get a hand-forged decorative horseshoe, then that’s cool. But a shot glass from the airport gift shop is fine, too, if that’s going to give you a happy memory.
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Don’t let your stuff take over or you’ll have nowhere to store the important things, like your life-sized Ginger Minj standee.
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My cousins would call Granny mean, which was not helped by the fact that she’d paddle us sometimes. Once literally with our paddleball toy—she cut off the string with the ball on it and then whupped our butts with the little paddle for jumping around on the bed. And if one of us got in trouble, then we all got whupped for it. But you know? Some of those kids needed the whupping.

I learned what I wanted in a relationship from my grandparents. They were opposites in many ways, but they were so in love. My grandpa was an eternal optimist full of harebrained schemes and inventions—he was always sure that he had found an idea that was going to make them millionaires, and he would “invest” their money recklessly. He had no fears about the future because he was positive we were all going to be rich thanks to his wise investments. Grandma was the responsible one always having to rein him in.

She’d go through their restaurant inventory and say, “We have enough pork for this week. Did you order more chicken?”

“I didn’t just get chicken; I bought us a chicken farm!”

You could just about hear my granny taking deep breaths and counting to ten in her mind.

“I don’t want to be mad at you because I know you think this is a good thing,” she’d say in a measured tone. “But let me sit you down and show you why this is not a good thing.”

His heart was in the right place, but he was always getting them into pickles that she’d have to get them out of. His philosophy was “Go big or go home” and hers was “Yeah, but we need a home to go to.” If she resented it, though, it didn’t show. They were kind to each other, and spoke kindly about each other, which I didn’t get to see between my parents. So from my grandparents I got my ideal and from my parents I got my warning label.

Both of them contributed to helping me understand what a healthy relationship was when I finally found one.





Granny’s Kitchen
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It was a bone of contention among the cousins that Granny treated me differently. She’d take me grocery shopping with her and teach me how to shop—“You start on this end of the store and work your way over. These are the things you always need to keep in a pantry…”—and how to balance a checkbook. It wasn’t until I was older that I realized she didn’t do that for any of the other kids.

She’d keep me in the kitchen to cook with her and kick the other kids outside… but that’s because she seemed to understand that I needed her more than they did. I needed some extra protecting. Granny understood who I was before I did.

She was a progressive in a family of conservatives. I wasn’t allowed to be myself at home, but at Granny’s house I could be exactly who I was. I had a trunk of clothes there for dress-up play, and she never gave me a hard time about how I walked or talked or what I wore. I don’t know how her kids didn’t pick up her values, but they didn’t. One of the last times I saw my granny, she was yelling at my mom to turn off the television because Donald Trump was on it.

What I learned early on was that the world could be a mean place, and that grandmas were good people to have around. I wanted to learn to cook not only for myself but also to make my granny proud of her protégé. It’s the same way a teacher can change a kid’s outlook on themselves by saying, “You’re a great artist!” or, “You’re so good at reading.” Granny made me believe I could cook.

The first thing I baked from scratch was an apple pie when I was about ten years old. I didn’t even like apple pie, but I liked the challenge, and apple pie was the ultimate southern way to prove your baking talent.

A basket full of apples sat out on the counter, so I pulled out my granny’s Betty Crocker red lattice-cover cookbook and walked around the kitchen with my stepstool finding all the ingredients. I peeled and cut the apples, rolled out the dough, did the latticework, cut out shapes for decoration, baked it, and glazed it. Then I just left it out on the counter.

“Where did this come from? You buy this at Publix?” my aunt asked my granny.

“I don’t know where it came from!” she said.

Everyone was checking it out and asking, and finally, I said, “I made it.”

No one believed me, though, until I talked them through the process of what I did and the recipe I followed. Then they sat down to eat it, and everyone was so impressed with me. It was the first time I can remember all the adults in my family being complimentary toward me, and it made me want to cook and bake more.

I was meant to be a master baker, but I was afraid of hairy knuckles.



It was still another couple years before Granny would teach me how to fry things in a skillet, because she didn’t own a deep fryer and instead liked to drop things into bacon grease, which was dangerous. I once saw a towel catch on fire, and she got blisters on her face more than once from splattered grease. I remember the day she first let me drop dough into a hot-oiled skillet, though, and feeling like it was an accomplishment. A rite of passage as important as getting your driver’s permit.

I learned more than cooking in Granny’s house. She taught me about discipline and neatness and manners. She taught me about writing by handing me a legal pad while we were watching The Wizard of Oz and asking me to write down all my favorite parts. The Wicked Witch became my favorite character in part because hers was one of the few names I knew how to spell. My granny could teach without making you realize you were being taught, because she had such a way of connecting with people and figuring out exactly what they needed and how they needed it.

She gave me an example of feminine power, always put together with her hair and makeup and nails done and her flowy floral shirts. And she taught me about empathy.

Years later, I’d remember the way my granny looked out for me in that kitchen and I’d recognize it when someone else needed protecting. Needed solace in a world that was too full of boxes and expectations. Or maybe just needed some corn bread.







Granny’s Make It Better Menu
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My granny never did have much, so she became very resourceful. She’d take whatever ingredients she had on hand and make things work.

The main tenet of her philosophy was to make use of everything, and to figure out ways to pass it along better than you found it. In that kitchen, we perfected her biscuits, her pinto beans, her pulled pork. Always trying one more ingredient or one new cooking method to see if it could be improved. Her go-to meals weren’t fancy, but they were correct.

•

Perfect Pulled Pork

•

Granny’s Yellow Brick Road Corn Bread

•

Granny’s Rice and Beans

•

Baby’s First Apple Pie
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Perfect Pulled Pork

[image: ] 5 SERVINGS (OR 10 IN SANDWICHES) [image: ]

“Pulling your pork” can be taken many different ways, depending on where you’re at and whose company you’re in, but either way it’s bound to be mouthwateringly satisfying if you really take your time with the prep work. If the old adage “good things come to those who wait” is true, genuine southern BBQ is about as good as you can get.


	1 tablespoon brown sugar

	1 tablespoon onion powder

	1 tablespoon ground mustard

	1 teaspoon salt

	2 teaspoons black pepper

	4 pounds pork shoulder (you can use butt, but I prefer the shoulder)

	½ cup apple cider vinegar

	2 tablespoons minced garlic

	¼ cup apple juice

	¼ cup white wine




	
1. Combine the brown sugar, onion powder, ground mustard, salt, and pepper in a small bowl and mix well.

	
2. Prepare your pork by trimming the excess fat and cutting the pork into four equal chunks.

	
3. In a Dutch oven or deep baking dish, rub the dry mixture over your pork in a thick, even coat. Allow to refrigerate overnight.

	
4. Preheat your oven to 350°F.

	
5. In a medium bowl, whisk together your apple cider vinegar, garlic, apple juice, and wine until combined and pour around the base of your pork.

	
6. Put the lid on your pot (if you don’t have a lid, tinfoil will work just fine!) and cook for 3½ hours. Remove the lid and continue cooking for an additional 1½ hours, basting the pork every half hour or so, until your pork is fork-tender and pulls apart with ease.

	
7. Allow the meat to rest for about 10 minutes, then use a fork to shred. A lot of people like to presauce their pulled pork, but I prefer giving my guests the option of adding as much or as little as they like.
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Granny’s Yellow Brick Road Corn Bread
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FOR THE CORN BREAD


	3 cups all-purpose flour

	1 cup yellow cornmeal

	½ tablespoon baking powder

	½ tablespoon baking soda

	½ cup granulated sugar

	½ cup brown sugar

	1 teaspoon iodized salt

	2½ cups milk

	3 large eggs

	2½ sticks salted butter, at room temperature

	½ cup honey



FOR THE TOPPING


	Honey and butter (to taste)




	
1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Grease a 12 x 9-inch pan generously.

	
2. Combine the flour, cornmeal, baking powder, baking soda, granulated sugar, brown sugar, and salt in a large mixing bowl.

	
3. Add the milk, slowly, stirring as you go. Beat in the eggs, one by one. Add the butter and honey. Mix until well combined.

	
4. Pour the batter into your pan. Bake for 30 minutes, or until a knife inserted in the center comes out clean.

	
5. Slather more honey and butter on top and enjoy!
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Granny’s Rice and Beans
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	1-pound bag dried baby lima beans

	Chunk of salt pork

	1 cup chopped onions

	Salt and pepper (to taste)

	1 teaspoon granulated sugar

	Pinch of baking soda (to cut acidity)

	2 cups uncooked white rice




	
1. Dump the beans, pork, and onions into a large pot and cover in cold water about 1½ inches above the ingredients. Add salt and pepper to taste. Bring to a boil and add the sugar and baking soda. Stir constantly for about 5 minutes, then lower the heat and simmer for 2 hours, stirring occasionally. If the water level gets low, don’t be afraid to add more!

	
2. Once the beans are done to your satisfaction, remove from the heat and allow to sit while you cook your rice. Follow the instructions on your rice package for basic cooking time. You can make rice in whichever way you prefer, but my granny always started by adding salt, pepper, 2 tablespoons butter, and a dash of Old Bay Seasoning to the pot. It gives the dish a little kick that enhances it without taking away from the beans.
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Baby’s First Apple Pie

[image: ] 8 SERVINGS [image: ]

FOR THE FILLING


	¼ cup orange juice

	1 teaspoon lemon juice

	¼ cup water

	1¼ cups brown sugar

	6 large Red Delicious apples, peeled, cored, and sliced

	2 sticks salted butter

	2 tablespoons cinnamon

	1 tablespoon nutmeg

	1 tablespoon allspice

	1½ tablespoons cornstarch



FOR THE CRUST


	3 cups all-purpose flour

	2 sticks salted butter, cubed

	½ cup cold water



MAKE THE FILLING


	
1. In a large bowl, combine the orange juice, lemon juice, water, and brown sugar. Add the apples. Mix well or shake until the ingredients are incorporated and the apples are coated. Set in the refrigerator to marinate for at least 30 minutes.

	
2. Put the butter, cinnamon, nutmeg, allspice, and cornstarch in a large pot over medium heat. Allow to melt and mix together.

	
3. Add your apples to the pot and mix well to blend all the ingredients together.

	
4. Cover and allow to simmer over medium-low heat for 15 to 20 minutes, stirring occasionally to make sure nothing sticks or burns.

	
5. When the sauce thickens and the apples are tender (not mushy!), remove them from the heat and transfer to a bowl to cool.



MAKE THE CRUST


	
1. Put 2½ cups of the flour, finely sifted, in a medium mixing bowl and set in the freezer to chill while cubing the butter. Set aside the remaining ½ cup flour for dusting.

	
2. Add the butter to the chilled flour in the mixing bowl. Use a fork to incorporate it, making sure each cube is coated.

	
3. Incorporate your cold water a few tablespoons at a time, using the fork to work it into the mixture. Take your time! You don’t want it to get too wet too fast.

	
4. Once all your ingredients have been mixed together, quickly work your dough into a ball, cover in plastic wrap, and place it in the fridge to chill overnight.

	
5. Preheat your oven to 425°F.

	
6. Using your leftover “dusting” flour, roll about two-thirds of your piecrust dough into a circle about 2 inches larger than your pie tin.

	
7. Lightly dust your pie tin and work your dough into it. Once it’s firmly in place, use a kitchen knife or scissors to remove the excess dough and add it to your remaining ball.

	
8. Add your apple mixture on top of the crust, packing it tightly. You may have extra, depending on the depth and size of your pie tin.

	
9. Roll out the rest of your dough and place it on top of your apple mixture. Once again, use the kitchen knife or scissors to trim the excess dough. Use a fork to crimp and seal the edges all the way around your pie, then poke a few holes or cut a few slits in the middle to allow the pie to vent as it bakes.

	
10. Bake for 35 to 40 minutes, until golden brown. For a glossier finish, brush on a layer of melted butter in the last 5 minutes or so of baking.

	
11. Allow to cool and set for at least 2 hours before serving.







[image: Image]





2 Living Southern Sass
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For me, sass is the spice of life. It’s the way you go from being a background character in the world to having a memorable part. Really, it’s just about telling the truth in a funny way. Everybody loves sassy people, and when you’re plus-size, people expect you to be sassy. (Sorry, skinny people… you’re going to have to earn your sassiness. And have a muffin, would ya?) But Ginger Minj’s sass machine fired up well before I ever donned a pair of heels. It all started in the fifth grade.

Let me tell you about the sassiest southern woman I’ve known. Her name was Sherry Dale, a fifth-grade teacher at my elementary school in Leesburg. Five feet tall and five feet wide, she was shaped like a bowling ball on toothpick legs, which made everyone wonder how she stood up at all. Some kind of anatomical engineering miracle.

She wore skintight shirts that were at least three sizes too small and she fringed them all on the sleeves and the bottoms. On the days she wasn’t riding her Harley-Davidson (I have no idea how she got on), she drove this little Mazda Miata that actually tilted toward the driver’s side. My mom and I always giggled when we drove behind her and her crooked car.

Sherry first noticed me when I was in kindergarten and performing in a little chorus show.

“You have stage presence,” she told me in the hallway afterward. I had no idea what that meant—I was five, for crying out loud—but it sounded like a good thing. “I’m going to tell them I want you in my class in the fifth grade.”

See, Sherry wasn’t just a fifth-grade teacher but also the piano-playing bandleader and musical director of the local community theatre. So she was recruiting.

After that day, she would point at me every time she saw me in the hallways in school. “I want you in the fifth grade!” I don’t know what made her so sure, but she remained convinced based on that one kindergarten show that I was meant to perform. “You come alive onstage,” she said.

Sure enough, she convinced whomever she needed to convince that I should be assigned to her class. There is nothing surprising about that because everything Sherry wanted she got. She ran that school and she ran that theatre, no matter what her title said. There has never been a better example of the word “spitfire.” Some people might call it a Napoleon complex, but I saw that woman go head-to-head with people well above her pay grade and I never saw her lose. She did not ask questions; she provided orders shaped like requests. Sherry struck fear into people’s hearts.

There was never any money in the school budget for art or music. Everything went to football. But then Sherry would march into the office and tell them that we needed to put on a show and then suddenly we had a weeklong stint in the high school auditorium across the street with their band playing for us. She found funding no other teachers could get, and exceptions no one else was entitled to, because she willed it so with the force of her personality.

And a bit like with my granny, she had no problem showing favoritism toward me in class. One of our writing assignments was to write a letter about the Vietnam War, saying whether we’d choose to stay and fight in the war or run away to Canada. Everyone but me said they’d go to war.

“Well, that is just ree-diculous,” she said. “You’re going to fight for your country? Do you even remember what this war was about? Only one person in this class gave this assignment any thought at all, and he said he disagrees with the reasons for fighting and wants to keep his family safe and provide for them, so he’s going to Canada, and that’s the only person here with a brain on his shoulders!”

She didn’t name me, but they knew who she must mean. It made me a target of scorn, but it also felt really good, like when I was dancing on the counters or when everyone liked my apple pie. Huh. Maybe I’m good at writing.

I was quiet in school, and within the family most of the time. I’d been yelled at and teased enough times by then to know that there was something about me that didn’t fit in and wasn’t acceptable, so I’d learned to mostly sit and listen and not talk much. But when Sherry encouraged my writing, it made me feel like maybe I had thoughts worth sharing. She had me write skits for the children’s theatre program, and she had me help her write the script for the big Christmas show that year. Sherry might have been my first legitimate fan.

I liked using big words and detailed descriptions, not abbreviations and what we’d now call text-speak. It was my own version of dressing up my writing with matching makeup and purse and shoes—I took pride in what I wrote and wanted it to be polished. Plus, I got to channel my mental instability into writing all my inner voices into characters.
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