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INTRODUCTION

Have you ever been in the ocean and looked around to realize you are a little too far away from where you started? And the harder you kick, the farther away the swell takes you? Let’s get one thing straight. I have known swells. Mostly water retention. Like my ankles that one time I gained eighty pounds during my second pregnancy. I looked like I had swallowed eighty pounds of Little Debbie Star Crunch. Because I had. The swelling was off the charts. My nose just blended in with my cheeks; there was no distinction. I was unrecognizable. I have known some swelling.

And we all know that monthly water-retention swelling, don’t we, girls? Help it. I have known heat and humidity all my stinkin’ life in the South. The swelling (and boob sweat) that comes with summer in the South ain’t no joke.

How about that one time I went on a retreat with my (ex-)in-laws and (ex-)husband and got so nervous that my body reacted in a totally crazy way. There was no other explanation for it but a good ol’ case of the nerves. My bottom lip was so swollen that I couldn’t talk or close my mouth. I made swole-up Will Smith in Hitch look like a supermodel. I had to hide out—forced to stay indoors alone. Which, let’s be honest, was my goal in the first place. I set my sights on achieving that goal, and I crushed it!

I wish I was using the adjective “swell” like they did on The Brady Bunch when I describe past seasons of my life. As in “Everything about my marriage was swell.” Or “Dating in my forties is going swell.” Stop right there. “Swell” could never describe either of those seasons of my life. That’s not the kind of swelling I am talking about.

There were times I didn’t think I would be able to stay on top of the water. Kicking my legs, gasping for air, inhaling large gulps of water into my throat. Surely I would die out there. Surely no one would find me. There was so much rocky water that no ship would dare set sail. And I was floating in it. No one would choose that course. No one would chart my course for me. I had to do it myself.

Isn’t that how life works? Being knocked around by waves that you can see coming a mile away? It’s never the immediate storms around us. It’s the waves that are a result of distant weather. Distant choices. Past warning signs that we overlooked. Old heart wounds that went unattended. Unconscious beliefs and biases that rear their ugly heads when you need them not to.

Most of you probably already know this from my first book. Oh, you didn’t read it? Shame on you. It can still be purchased where books are sold. This I Ain’t Doin It journey has taken me on a wild ride. What started as a dare has turned out to be the stupidest, most pivotal time of my life. I was perfectly content for the time being, sitting behind my desk from eight to five. I had finally recovered from divorce and was finding my sea legs when I posted my first sarcastic video to social media. The viral onslaught that overtook my life and forced me to make the choice between my desk job and a career in comedy was something I never saw coming.

Besides all that, posting that first video on Facebook while I was a single fortysomething was not the ideal way to enter the online-dating scene. But as we all know, social media is the great equalizer. It takes a nobody (me) and thrusts them into a world of entertainment. What in the actual h-e-double-hockey-sticks just happened? I went from sitting down at a desk to doing stand-up faster than you can say “Jeff Foxworthy.”

Sounds easy, right? Sounds like it was handed to me on a silver platter. Well, I do recognize that comedians and writers work their entire lives for an opportunity like the one I have been given. I acknowledge that, and I am incredibly thankful.

I would also like to acknowledge that there is no way I would have signed up for this gig. I would have been petrified to talk into a microphone for more than one minute. Sing? Oh, yeah, if you want me to sing, I am your girl. But tell jokes? Naw, I am good.

I barely knew how to build a life as a single mom to two teenagers, much less as a traveling, entertaining single mom. I had no idea what I would talk about on a stage. I am just a simple, small-town Southern girl who grew up with some turmoil in her life, addiction in her home, poor life choices, deeply religious roots, and utter disdain for stupid people and Walmart. Move along, folks, nothing to see here. Just me trying to joke my way through life to avoid a permanent come-apart.

So that’s when I decided to get up onstage and air out my dirty laundry. Because that’s what we all want: to hear other people’s real-life stories that make us feel human. We all want to know that someone survived the swell. We want to know that it’s OK to laugh. Life is serious enough. And personally, I am offended by it.

This crazy ride has helped me shed some shackles I did not know I had. It’s forced me to acknowledge the crap that I haven’t wanted to deal with. It’s forced me to get over myself. And I had to get over you—your opinion of me. I had to face comments from strangers who voiced their thoughts about my life and my humor. I had to work through my people-pleasing upbringing and decide who grown-up Heather was going to be.

I have made a life off of four little words: I Ain’t Doin’ It Well, technically, that is five words, but my Ivy League grammar allows me to shorten my flagship phrase to only four words by using a contraction. Well, the words on the pages ahead are going to take you on a journey not about the things I ain’t doin’ but about the things I have done. CrossFit is still not on that list.

So in this book, I want to share some of the things I learned trying to stay afloat. Things that have me fed up, lies that I have believed for too long, things that are tied to shame and discouragement, things that prevent me from loving people around me, and things that make me human. Hopefully, some of my own near-(emotional-)death experiences will help keep you from drowning, and hopefully, my willingness to laugh at my own life will help you realize that you don’t have to be a perfect 10.
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Lightning bugs, bare feet, and watermelon. Hometown stores where everyone knows your name and anyone can discipline you in the absence of your mama. A childhood in the South looks and feels very Norman Rockwell, doesn’t it? Like pasty-white kids just kicking rocks and hanging out at the local barbershop with their lunch pails in tow.

The South taught me a lot about hospitality and generosity and simply taking care of folks regardless of their status. I was fortunate to grow up in a small town in West Tennessee where family and church were at the center of everything I knew. Church twice on Sundays and a Wednesday-night supper before prayer meeting every stinking week of my life. I am a product of all things Southern and holy with barbecue sauce on top.

In the South, we also learn to laugh at ourselves. I mean, come on. How could we not? You’ve seen us online. The world is not laughing with us. I am convinced that the majority of faces seen on the People of Walmart website are from my hometown alone.

There’s not a whole lot to do in the Deep South. You either ride around to the Sonic or you ride around on the Tilt-A-Whirl at the County Fair. You can either enter 4-H or enter a pageant—show off your hogs or show off your daughter. You either boot-scootin’ boogie or you bootleg. We love yard sales and baby showers. We serve bologna sandwiches at wedding receptions, and we put sugar in everything and wonder why we are fat.

We draw out our words, add syllables for inflection and throw in some clever phraseology for dramatic effect. For example, you have the option to say “She has buck teeth,” or you can dress it up with “Bless her heart, she could eat an apple through a picket fence.” We are going to find words that are meaner than a junkyard dog, dress them up, and use them to confuse the outsiders. They’ll never know what hit them.


We’re living in high cotton.

Drunker than Cooter Brown.

She was madder than a wet hen.

You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.

She is happier than a pig in slop.

He thinks the sun comes up just to hear him crow.

That’s about as useful as tits on a bull.

He’s got enough money to burn a wet mule.

I haven’t seen you since ol’ Buck was a little calf.



We are going to use all the words, way too many words, to get our point across. We are going to talk about people while trying to make it sound polite. Just because we talk slow doesn’t mean we are stupid. Sure, I’ve got a charming drawl, but I could also have a master’s in biochemical engineering with a pastry chef undergrad. You’ll never know, because we all sound alike, but you’d be a fool to underestimate us.

Growing up, I thought the ice cream truck was just for me. The ice cream man knew my name and my parents’ names, and he had my order memorized. Because most of our parents grew up working in some type of agriculture, I spent my summers shelling peas. I learned the proper ratio for my grandmother’s iron-skillet buttermilk biscuits when I was too young to even read the recipe card. We learned how to properly set a table, because, of course, our family ate dinner together every evening. We learned to appreciate a one-dish meal that a can of cream of chicken soup melded together. The slam of a screen door and the squeak of a porch swing are the background music to my soul.

We learned how to be frugal. At the dinner table, we passed a dishcloth to wipe our mouths because paper towels were just too expensive. And every good Southerner knows what the Sears, Roebuck catalog is good for… toilet paper! Wad it up, get it soft, and voilà! That catalog from the Avon lady was our fly swatter (pronounced “floss-water”).

Growing up in the South provides an education for every part of life. We learned how to spot a killer snake in an instant—“Red on black, venom lack; red on yellow, kill a fellow” has saved the life of some poor soul you know. We learned how to tell stories, how to tell the truth, how to flatter, and how to cherish family. We know how to strike up conversations with strangers, because they could very well be someone’s cousin—and you’ll never know unless you talk to them. We learned to write thank-yous at a young age, for everything. We make friends fast, and we make friends forever. We grew up with Friday-night football shutting the town down and crosstown rivalries.

We knew how to make our own fun, use our imagination, and play pretend on family farms and in the woods. We learned how to be good stewards of what we own. Our family is the quirky cast of our childhood stories, including all the cousins. Everyone in a Southern family chips in to help—with homework, with transportation, with grocery shopping.

Southerners are also polite. Polite to a fault. Toxically at times. (Is that even a word?) Especially Southern women. We learn to please, we learn to agree, and we learn to say “Yes, sir.” Take the culture of politeness and throw in religion, and what you have there is a whole lot of passive-aggressive “bless her hearts” and people who may not have the tools to say what they mean, much less fight for what they want out of life.

When I lived in Colorado, people would laugh at things I said that weren’t funny at all. But the accent and subtle nuances in my stories made everything funny—and the fact that no one west of the Mississippi has ever heard of buying boiled peanuts from a gas station. I hate it for them, because they are truly missing out. Our finest delicacies come from gas stations up the road, and we are OK with that. When we stop at the QuikStop gas station for some food, do not be misled. There’s no such thing as a “quick trip” anywhere in a small Southern town. I’ll see my third-grade teacher’s nephew at the gas pump and spend a full half hour listening to him describe his recent ingrown toenail. People who aren’t from around here think we are a total alien invasion.

Not only did I grow up in the South, but I also grew up as an only child. Which means my parents and my granny were my best friends until I was old enough to drive and get the heck outta there. They were my only source of information and entertainment during my most impressionable years.

I didn’t have an older sister (or brother) who was bringing crucial information back home from life on the streets. That valuable info like the best way to get that perfect shade of blue eye shadow that a sister learned on the public-school bus. Or the brother who learned about the birds and the bees from the nudie magazine in the boys’ locker room. None of that. It was me, Bud, and Glenda. And Granny. God rest Granny’s beautiful soul.

Allow me to share some weird things about my family. I grew up with a pay phone in my house. Yes, a pay phone from the local telephone company. Like the kind you would see on the sidewalk down at the dollar store in the 1990s. Mounted on the wall. Coins were required to make a phone call. I will pause and let you pick your jaw up off the floor.

When my parents were first married (and broke as a joke), my mom was homesick and kept calling her sister long-distance and talking for hours on end. I don’t know if you remember the days before cell phones, but let me remind you, calls out of your area code cost money per minute. Well, Bud didn’t like the phone bill getting so out of control every month. So after several threats, he called down to South Central Bell and asked if they could install a pay phone in our residence. Of course, it went something like this: “Gosh, I don’t think we have ever gotten a request like that. But I suppose we can make that happen, Mr. Cole.” And that is how it happened. I used a pay phone for years in my own home. When my friends were getting their own landlines and those tacky see-through phones, I had to pull up a stool with a jar of coins to talk to my friends. It was almost like a parental version of bullying.

My audience often asks, “Have you always been funny?” “Are your parents funny?” or “Did you know you were funny when you were a kid?” This always stumps me, because I am shocked that people want to know the Heather before the I Ain’t Doin’ It Heather. And there’s nothing much different to report. I have always been an entertainer singing into a hairbrush. This kid was a hit with adults. I could own a room of my parents’ friends. Same goes at church. I learned at a very young age how to behave onstage. How to move and position myself to emulate the behavior of evangelists across the globe. My dimples earned me lots of brownie points. Not so much my lazy eye, though.

I suppose my parents do have a sense of humor. Like the one time we were on a flight that was landing in Tennessee. We were approaching the runway when my mother regained cell phone service. She called Granny and said, “Our plane is going down. I just wanted to call you and tell you I love you.” She thought it was the funniest thing she had ever said. Really, Mom? She is still laughing about it to this day.

Glenda, my petite mom, always has her “face on” and hair set in place. Always. See definition of a Southern woman. Except she loves mowing the grass on her riding mower. She loves it so much we have to threaten to cut her wires so she won’t get heatstroke. Glenda has to explain to my dad when I am making a joke. “Bud, she’s being funny. That was a joke, Bud.”

My parents are very proud of me as an adult, but let’s be honest here. I still don’t think they believe I am funny enough to make a living doing any of this I Ain’t Doin’ It stuff. They would possibly be happier if I worked as a drive-thru teller at the local bank and volunteered in the church nursery every Sunday. It would make everyone a little more comfortable if I was a little more status quo. A little more inside the box, less outside the box. I haven’t always been like this. I have walked the line for a very, very long time.

Bud has also greatly contributed to my stand-up material. “Come on over and see how I am spending your inheritance.” Normally, we don’t chitchat on the phone, but that was a conversation I didn’t mind having. He had bought a pontoon boat that looked like a Clampett hand-me-down. It looked like a camper that had its roof knocked off by an interstate overpass. That banged-up tin can looked like it was sitting atop two rusty giant bananas. Oh, so you’re telling me that my inheritance is $248? I hate to tell you, Bud, but it’s gonna take more than that to put your tail in a nursing home. Also, Bud, I appreciate the comedic effort, but you are going to have to work on your delivery.

I didn’t develop my parents’ “sharp wit” until much later in life. As a young girl, I was actually an anxious little thing. I can’t tell you how many times I spilled chocolate milk on my clothes at school, and the anxiety that followed always resulted in me faking an illness so I could go home. Concern for everyone around me kept my mind and body in a constant state of panic.

During my growing-up years, like every child, I had a need for all to be right in my world. I grew to be adaptable and didn’t know anything but my own “normal.” I longed for an equilibrium that kept everyone and everything feeling right. I needed desperately for this “thing,” this semblance of normalcy, to be real and authentic. I was a people pleaser. I wanted to keep the peace. Fix it. Hide it. Compromise to make sure everything and everyone stayed OK. I needed this facade to be more than smoke and mirrors, but it wasn’t. And deep in my gut, I knew it. Something wasn’t right. I had to grow up pretty fast, and I had to take care of matters that should have never been mine to take care of. What I experienced as a young girl, I later realized, was far from normal.

When you are a kid, you don’t have the tools to manage grown-up situations. And you don’t get a choice. You are dealt a hand, and you just have to learn how to play. And you learn to cope. You eventually learn how the world works through a not-so-rosy lens.

I was a dream kid. I was every youth minister’s prized possession. And that’s how I hid in church. I grew up knowing how to perform for God and everybody else around me. I could hide in people’s approval of me. I could hide behind my keyboard on a stage singing about Jesus. I could hide in my small Southern town. I could eventually hide in pursuing marriage and motherhood. All very noble and worthwhile things. All the things that provided protection and shelter to this ol’ girl. I was sent out into this world with a very naive heart and a toolbox for fixing people.

I found myself in situations and relationships that weren’t life-giving, they were life-sucking, and I didn’t know how to get out. I felt like there was no future for me. I found myself caring about others’ lives more than they did. I found myself accommodating others’ tempers and narcissism. I found myself justifying emotional abuse and manipulation. I don’t know if it came from being an only child or growing up in the South, or if it is just my God-given temperament. But I do know that I am not alone in this. I think we all spend most of our adult years trying to understand our childhood so that we can explain our weaknesses and quirks. Lord knows I have enough of them.

I have met many women who identify with this in one way or another. We work hard at pleasing everyone and keeping everyone at peace while protecting our kids or neglecting ourselves. This behavior pops up its ugly head when you least expect it, like the dusty Whac-A-Mole down at the godforsaken Chuck E. Cheese. When we sacrifice who we are or who we are meant to be in order to keep people around or to make someone love us, we slowly chip away, bit by bit, at our purpose here on earth. Eventually, what you’ll have left is some rough surfaces and jagged edges that require a whole lot of superglue or require you to sand them down and make them fit back together.

As you grow up and learn to find your own way, all of those childhood influences and situations matter. But eventually, you find your own words and truly figure out how you feel about things and learn how to stand up for yourself. You realize that we all have a mixed bag of stories, family expectations, and habits. We can’t blame everything on our childhood, can we? Because my childhood was pretty normal.

“Normal.”

What is that, anyway?
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“Hey, girl! I would love to get together with you next time you are in town. I have just started selling (fill in the blank), and I just know you would LOVE these products! I would LOVE to send you some samples and see if you like them. Would you do me a favor and go like my page and tag 5 friends who might enjoy this amazing opportunity, too? I appreciate any push you may be able to offer my team. Also, I am making more money now staying home with my kids and thought you might like this opportunity to create the flexibility for the life of your dreams. You would be a great member of our team. Think about it!”

Look here, Morgan, I have not heard from you since 1992. But yeah, I will look you up next time I am in town. I am sure we have a lot in common these days. Let’s don’t pretend you and I are something that we’re not. What you are really saying is, “Hey, girl. I need you to drink my Kool-Aid and start an auto draft each month out of your bank account!” Can I just Venmo you twenty dollars and call it a day? Will that work for you, Morgan?

I would rather ride on the back of an overflowing garbage truck on a steamy August day in the South than ride on that multilevel networking train.

If you are part of a multilevel marketing network, I wish you all the best. I wish you nothing but success and prosperity with that thing that you feel is best for your family. I just wish you would stop messaging me.

I think the biggest oxymoron on the World Wide Web right now is a “twenty-one-year-old life coach.” Are you kidding me right now?

Oh, you have a whopping 600 followers and are making a killin’ doing this life-coaching gig? Who, may I ask, are your clients? I’ll be sure to hire you next time I need to get unstuck with choosing a college major—psychology or mechanical engineering—to keep my parents off my back. Or when I need to learn how to balance my checking account, I will look you up, oh wise life coach. You are the knower of all things at the ripe old age of twenty-one.

I have birthed two giant babies, birthed one giant divorce, and gathered myself by the bootstraps to make a new life in my forties, but I will be sure to hire the life coach who has successfully launched her business from her fully furnished room in the Chi Omega house. Here, take my $250 and help me find my best self, would ya?

Social media’s likes have given us a false sense of security and success. Are we all just dwelling in a false reality now? A Chi Omega who thinks she is changing a world that she has yet to even experience. Or the stay-at-home mom who has tied her soul and identity to a cosmetic brand that is sweeping the globe, yet I see her in the aisle at Walmart with Oil of Olay in her shopping cart.

The whole world has witnessed us all acting like plumb fools for likes. The Tide pod challenge almost killed you people. The Kylie lip challenge gave every young girl in America a big ol’ mouth hickey, and the “In My Feelings” challenge was the 2018 version of a Chinese fire drill. Been there, done that. If Kiki has any sense, she will hop over that console and put your pedal to the metal and leave your tail right there in the middle of the road. Then there was the condom challenge. What? Why anyone would want to stick a condom up one nostril, deeply inhale, and then pull it out of the other nostril without trying to gag and puke is beyond me. Yet YouTubers were accomplishing exactly that for views and likes. I can’t even with you people. Lest we forget the challenge that started them all: the ice bucket challenge. Look here, Brandi, you ain’t fooling no one in your little white tank top with the new girls propped up on (cold) display. I’m pretty sure your ice bucket challenge had nothing to do with supporting ALS. Can you tell me exactly how much money you raised to support that medical research? Naw. But you sure had plenty of folks researching your own medical interventions.

When the likes showed up unsolicited on my filter-face video, the whole world (or what felt like the whole world) started commenting on my life. Then Miranda Lambert shared one of my videos, and I died a thousand deaths. The likes spiked, and in an instant I had more likes than I knew what to do with. The likes came pouring in. Each morning and each night, thousands more. The likes sparked the demand for T-shirts and coffee mugs and shows. A new reality was presented to me within weeks. I was living in a new reality. People were liking this stuff. People were liking… me?

Shortly thereafter, the dislikes started rolling in. Except there is no thumbs-down for disliking something on social media. So the dislikes come with words and emojis. It didn’t take long for me to realize that this is serious soul-searching business. Every day. Putting myself out there online for public review. Thank goodness my skin grew thick in my childhood, mostly from snow cones, but I learned early on that a stranger’s negative words have no power over me. I learned to give it no power. Call it out. Bury it and move on.

But now I am in the business of entertainment, living on likes. Except the difference is I know that the likes are not life at all. They are moments in time. Nods. A nod here and a nod there. Those nods may buy tickets to one of my shows, or they may not. Those nods may share one of my videos, or they may not.

My favorite kinds of likes are the ones that go the extra mile and come to my in-box. Like the one from a shirtless man with an ’80s mustache. He refers to me as “hot babe.” Every sentence has “hot babe” in it. “Hey hot babe. I miss you hot babe. Can’t wait to talk to you hot babe.” OK, eww. Put a shirt on for your next profile picture, man. I am not going to entertain this nonsense, but he persists, and the messages keep on coming. So do his nipples.
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