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Dedication
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It is also dedicated to my son, Kevin Anderson Leman II, an awesome artist who has such a creative sense of humor. Kevin, you are great . . . and someday you will be famous! My wish and prayer for you is that someday you’ll have the privilege of being a dad. You’ll be a great one.

I love you all very much!
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Section One
 The Daddy Difference 



CHAPTER 1
 The Missing Ingredient 

“Please, please, please, please, please,” Shirli Hunt practically prayed. “Don’t sing anything patriotic.”

Unfortunately, that’s exactly what the teacher was planning to do.

The year was 1935. A new wave of Americanism was spreading across the land, and, like so many people in that moment in history, Shirli Hunt’s father was passionately patriotic.

“Shirli, you should be very proud to be an American,” her father told her.

Shortly before World War II, a pro-Hitler German had walked into a barber shop Shirli’s dad frequented and started praising the Third Reich. Shirli’s dad leapt out of the barber chair—shaving cream still covering half of his face—and pushed the man up against the wall. “If you don’t believe in America, you can leave,” he half shouted, “but you’re not going to stand here and talk against this country.”

Whenever a song was played—on the wireless or at public outings—and America was even mentioned, Shirli’s father insisted that the entire Wingham family stand to show their respect. They could be in the middle of dinner with guests, but if a song came on the radio in the background (“In those days, people had the radio going all the time,” Shirli remembers), Shirli’s entire family pushed back their chairs and stood.

That’s what led to Shirli’s desperate plea. At the time, she was attending middle school, and her teacher was leading the class in several folk songs: “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad,” “Flow Gently, Sweet Afton,” “Oh! Susanna.”

So far, so good.

Then the teacher announced, “Let’s sing ‘America, the Beautiful.’”

Shirli felt like she was going to melt in her seat.

“I sat for one stanza thinking, I don’t have to get up because my dad isn’t here; he’ll never know. ”

After all, she was sitting in the front row. Everybody could see her, and the last thing a thirteen-year-old girl wants is to be embarrassed.

But the pressure became too great. Shirli could see her father’s face, and she could hear his forceful words: When you walk out that door, you walk out representing the Wingham family, and don’t you forget it!

Suddenly, a room full of seventh graders paled in comparison to the shadow of that forceful, loving man. As the class broke into the second stanza, Shirli rose on weak knees and wobbled to her feet. She just couldn’t help herself.

After the song, Shirli’s actions created a bit of discussion. One of the boys argued with the teacher, “Shirli didn’t have to stand. We weren’t singing ‘The Star-Spangled Banner.’ ”

“Oh yes, I did have to stand,” Shirli shot right back. “You don’t know my father.”

Sixty years later, Shirli’s eyes still glisten as she looks back on that incident and explains, “My relationship as that man’s daughter was one of honor. As young as I was, I honored him because he was such a trustworthy man. Above all, I didn’t want to disappoint him.”

If you ever wondered how much impact a father can have on a daughter, I urge you to travel to Bellingham, Washington, and look into the eyes of Shirli Hunt. The decades haven’t even begun to dim her passionate respect, love, and honor for the man who raised her.

In all my years of practice and of speaking to literally millions of people through radio and television and at seminars, one fact has impressed me as much as anything else: Fathers leave an indelible imprint on the lives of their daughters. They shape their daughters in ways so profound that many women live with unwritten rules they’ve never thought to question. These rules were ingrained into them so deeply, many women don’t realize that though they may graduate from college, get married, and even give birth to a half-dozen males, they’ll still never stop being Daddy’s girl.

A woman’s relationship with her father, more than any other relationship, is going to affect her relationships with all other males in her life—her bosses, coworkers, subordinates, sons, husband, brothers, pastors, college professors, and even Hollywood movie stars. (You tell me if a woman chooses Dennis Rodman over Michael Jordan, and I’ll give you an accurate picture of her father!) There’s not a single relationship that isn’t indelibly stamped—for good or for ill—by the man known as Daddy.

Though this book is written primarily for men, I know a number of women will pick it up just to see what we men are talking about. If you are one of these women, I think you’ll discover the depth of one man’s imprint on your life. By understanding the father-daughter bond, you’ll be able to help repair a damaged heart or strengthen the blessings of a healthy relationship. You’ll gain new insight into your marriage and become a better mother to your boys.

For the men, well, guys, allow me to let you in on a little secret: You have no idea how much you can improve your love life simply by being a good parent to your wife’s daughters. Whenever I tell inspiring father-daughter stories during my seminars, I am treated to a loud and spontaneous feminine “ahhh.”

Women just can’t get enough of these father-daughter stories, and most men don’t realize what they’re missing by not paying more attention to their little girls. If you want a sexually eager wife, take your daughter on a date. You may be follicly challenged, with just a few strands of hair desperately clinging to a shining crown. You may carry enough extra pounds to keep a hot air balloon on the ground (all by yourself)! But if you show appropriate love and affection to your daughter, I guarantee you that your wife will find herself sighing, “I’m so glad I married that man.” (And she may even think up some very creative ways to tell you that.)

The father-daughter relationship is the key to every woman’s aching heart. It’s the genesis of every grown woman’s sighs. It’s also, unfortunately, the missing ingredient in many lost souls.

An Essential Ingredient 

My daughter was determined to bake her parents a cake on their anniversary, and she didn’t want any help. She could do it herself, thank you very much.

It was awful, to tell you the truth, just plain awful. But I knew the day would come when this daughter of mine would be able to make chocolate chip cookies and cakes that actually tasted good, so I didn’t want to discourage her on her first try.

Of course, matters weren’t helped by the fact that she broiled the cake instead of baked it.

“I just turned the oven on,” she explained. “How was I supposed to know the other dial was set to broil?”

Fair enough. After she scraped off the top crust, the “cake” was about an inch high. She piled it with frosting to remind us that it wasn’t brownies, then served a piece to my wife and me.

“This is so . . . moist,” Sande, my wife, said. “I can’t believe how moist this is.”

“Delicious, honey,” I added. “Just delicious. Could I get another cup of milk? . . . While you are at it, why don’t you just bring the entire carton?” Our daughter’s smile was worth the deception.

The next morning Sande was rummaging through the cupboards.

“Where’s the powdered milk?” Sande asked. “I bought a whole box just a few days ago, and now I can’t find it.”

“Powdered milk?” my daughter asked.

Sande turned around just in time to see my daughter’s eyes dart quickly to the infamous “cake.”

“You mean that wasn’t flour?” my daughter asked.

Sande burst out laughing, and our daughter joined her. No wonder the cake seemed so moist!

Cakes are relatively easy to make, but if you change just one essential ingredient, like flour, the result will be a disaster. The fundamental ingredient in any woman’s life is her relationship with her father. If that is missing or distorted, she will have to spend a good bit of time and energy overcoming the deficit.

Research clearly demonstrates that a father sets up a daughter for success. Normally, I’m not a big fan of “professional research,” as I’ve discovered that most professional opinions resemble armpits:

Everyone has at least two of them, and they usually stink. Most psychologists and social scientists couldn’t agree on how to spell father, much less describe one accurately, but there is one thing that brings them to consensus. Rutgers sociologist David Popenoe, author of Life Without Father, wrote, “I know of few other bodies of evidence (in social science) that lean so much in one direction as does the evidence about family structure.”1

That evidence shows that a father’s relationship to his daughter is one of the key determinants in a woman’s ability to enjoy a successful life and marriage. Popenoe says that involved fathers boost academic achievement, promote psychological health, increase a child’s empathy for others, and even bolster the status of women! If more men were involved in their daughters’ lives, he asserts, more women would be leading national governments, and fewer women would be frequenting shelters for abused spouses.

Ernestine Brown, who studies African-American families at the University of California at Berkeley, warned, “Without warmth and support from their fathers, girls may grow up feeling isolated or aggressive.”2 Always eager to catch the next wave, politicians have gone after the role of fathers in a big way. Republican Vice President Dan Quayle set off a firestorm in the early 1990s when he attacked a sitcom, Murphy Brown, which insinuated that fathers don’t matter and that intentional single motherhood is okay. Within months, newly-elected Democratic President Bill Clinton joined the chorus supporting Quayle’s contention, saying, “The biggest social problem in our society may be the growing absence of fathers from their homes, because it contributes to so many other social problems.”

Conservatives may have a hard time accepting much of what political strategist James Carville says, but at least he understands the father relationship: “Number one is, the paycheck, stupid. Number two is, daddies matter, big time.”

And a 1999 Teen/Parent Drug Survey found that teenagers who live in two-parent families and have fair or poor relationships with their dads are at a 60 percent greater risk of smoking, drinking, and using drugs than teens from single-mother households.

In this fifth annual survey, financed by the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse (CASA) at Columbia University, 71 percent of teens said they had excellent or very good relationships with their mothers, but only 58 percent reported such relationships with their fathers.

Joseph Califano Jr., former U.S. secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare and current president of CASA, said these statistics should be a “wake-up call for dads across America” to become more engaged with their children.

Unfortunately, many dads still leave child-rearing up to their wives and assume that the voice of the father can’t add anything more.

“We can’t leave it up to Mom,” Califano cautioned. “She’s doing a terrific job, but she can’t do it alone.”3

Democrat or Republican, president or pundit, people now know:

Daddies count.

Why? Well, daddies treat kids differently; they provide a necessary complement to a mother’s loving care.

Go to a public pool some time and watch a mother gently lead her child as the precious little tot floats carefree on an inner tube, calm, serene, charmed by life. The mother will invariably hold precious Buford or Betsy with two hands, carefully guiding the inner tube away from any wave higher than three inches. If she could, Mom would find a way to let her child swim without getting wet.

Now listen for the screams, and chances are, you’ll find a daddy behind them. Suddenly a young girl has become a projectile, thrown out of her daddy’s arms and up into the air while another eager youngster shouts out, “Now do it to me! I’m next! Do it to me, too, Daddy!”

Mom runs up to Dad and says, “Harold, are you sure that’s safe?”

“Ah, she’s fine, Edith, she’s fine. Kids this age bend; they don’t break,” he responds.

Mom clicks her tongue in disgust, armed with stories of at least a dozen kids who have been scarred beyond recognition by being thrown in a pool, but secretly she thinks, I’m so glad I married that man. Look at the way he plays with his kids.

A woman recognizes that she brings certain qualities and characteristics to the parenting task and that her testosterone-toting husband brings an entirely different perspective and approach, and she realizes that both an active father and mother are crucial for kids to get the best start in life.

This goes far beyond boys needing a male role model. In fact, I would argue that a child’s most important relationship is the one with the parent of the opposite sex.

The Most Important Relationship 

“Dear Dr. Leman,” the letter read. “I just wanted to thank you for a great idea that you mentioned when you spoke at our church last fall.

You said we should have more ‘dads and daughters,’ ‘moms and sons’ events. So I decided to give it a try, and we sponsored a Sweetheart Dinner for dads and daughters this past Friday. We had originally hoped that we would have 50 people attend. On Friday, we served dinner to 274 people! . . . Thanks again for the terrific idea!”

It’s not that there’s anything wrong with mother-daughter banquets or father-son outings; it’s just that the church seems blind to the even greater importance of cross-gender relationships between parent and child. A woman’s marriage says far more about her relationship to her father than it ever will about her relationship to her mother. A man’s marriage is overwhelmingly influenced not by the times he played catch with his dad but by the times he spent alone with Mom.

Every husband either pays the price or reaps the rewards sown by his father-in-law. A positive example is Atlanta Falcons quarterback Chris Chandler. When Chris met Diane Brodie, the woman who became his wife—daughter of the legendary San Francisco 49ers quarterback John Brodie—he was a second or third string quarterback, just barely hanging on in the league. He had played on three teams in five years, and his future looked bleak.

Just a few years later, in 1998, Chandler threw for 3,154 yards in one season, including 25 touchdown passes, leading the Atlanta Falcons to a 14-2 regular season and Super Bowl XXXIII. The reason for Chandler’s turnaround? Listen carefully to what he told USA Today: “I’d never had anybody like Diane to talk to, to listen to me. She and her father are so much alike—upbeat and high energy. They renewed my belief in myself, which allowed me to take my game to a higher level . . .”4

Chris benefited greatly from marrying a woman who has a great relationship with her father. That man instilled the type of personality in his daughter that helped Chris to achieve his full potential—and more.

There are also negative experiences. While Natalie Cole, daughter of the phenomenally successful singer Nat King Cole, and best-selling recording artist in her own right, loved her father dearly (she told a Good Housekeeping reporter in 1992 that she “adored” him), she sometimes felt “left out and jealous.”

“In my child-mind there was doubt as to who my father preferred— his fans or me,” she said. “It seems I was always angry or hurt because he was never around as much as I needed him to be. I wanted so much more of him than he was able to give.”

Natalie had a difficult time dealing with the frequent absences of a touring father. And then, when Natalie was just fifteen years old, her father left for good, this time through death.

Nat’s departure and earlier habitual absences left an indelible, negative imprint on his daughter. “Since I unconsciously thought men would leave me as my father always had, I would leave first, thereby ensuring I wouldn’t get hurt,” Natalie told Good Housekeeping. The reporter, Alan Ebert, noted, “In the decade between her first marriage and her current one . . . Natalie left every man with whom she had been involved.”5

Both husband and wife need to know the pervasive influence passed down by the parent of the opposite sex. The father-daughter or mother-son relationship will greatly influence whom a person marries and how well they do within that marriage.

A silent, noninvolved dad leaves women clueless about men. (A distant mother leaves men without any understanding of women.) Who better to tell a young woman what is going on inside a male when she lets a boy kiss her than her very own dad, who happens to own the same equipment as the girl’s suitor?

I’m constantly reminding women of something that very few of them understand on their own. A husband’s primary need is sexual fulfillment. Notice I didn’t say sex. I said sexual fulfillment. We’ll talk about the difference in a later chapter. The way most mothers pull young brides aside and explain “the wedding night,” women would never guess what I’m talking about.

Women’s primary need is . . . gardening. Well, maybe not gardening, but digging around in the dirt actually did precede sex in a national study of women’s preferred activities. The problem is, most women want men to intuitively understand their needs. They don’t want to tell their husbands what they need; they just want their husbands to know.

Most husbands remain clueless, and so thirty years later, when they take Junior aside on his wedding day and try to explain things, the poor young man inherits a game plan that might work on Jupiter but will have absolutely no relevance on this planet.

In both cases—with mothers talking to daughters and fathers talking to sons—ignorance is passed on like a communicable disease, and marriages become sick accordingly.

The cure? Strengthen father-daughter, mother-son relationships. Let a woman tell a young man what a young wife needs. Let a father tell a young woman what her husband wants. The successful team needs a balanced attack, both offense and defense. We need to break down the ridiculous wall that keeps both sexes divided.

This is why I often urge families to turn off the television—not because of what they’ll see, but because of what they won’t see. On today’s television shows, kids won’t see men of responsibility. They won’t view husbands and wives who respect each other. The kids won’t watch other children honor their parents. They’re far more likely to see a stupid, clueless dad whom everybody puts up with and who is recognized as the family joke.

It is insidious for kids to see dads play the butt of every silly line in nightly sitcoms. Homer Simpson has replaced Ward Cleaver as America’s stereotypical dad. The National Fatherhood Initiative reviewed prime-time programming on the ABC, NBC, CBS, Fox, and WB networks during the late autumn of 1998. They found that fathers are central, recurring characters on only 15 of 102 network comedies or dramas, and only 4 of these programs portray the dad as both competent and caring. This means that slightly less than 4 percent of prime-time television shows give an accurate portrayal of what a father should be.6 This has been going on for some time. Earlier in the 1990s, on the ABC miniseries The Women of Brewster Place, a young, shy woman laments that she doesn’t have a husband. An older, “wiser” woman responds, “Well, I’ve had five, and you ain’t missing much.”

Even the evening news contains attacks on dads. One social “expert” actually suggested that, when given a choice between welfare payments and husbands, women should choose welfare payments, since welfare payments are generally more reliable and less bothersome than men.7

A man’s importance as a father needs to be respected for the woman’s well-being as much as anything else. A woman needs to reach up toward her father before she will be free to reach out toward her husband or down toward her son.

In the coming pages, we’re going to further explore the tremendous difference that a daddy makes. One way for a woman to look at her father is to consider him as the man who made her what she is.

In Section Two, we’ll look at “Daddy’s Duty.” We’ll explore the marks of a healthy father-daughter relationship and we’ll examine the key components involved in giving a daughter her best possible start in life.

In Section Three, “Daddy’s Dilemmas,” we’ll touch on the difficult subjects: how a father can talk to his daughter about sex and physical development; what to do when Mom and daughter start competing for Dad’s attention; and how a father can make a successful transition to becoming a father-in-law.

Along the way, we’ll meet men and women who have struggled with these issues. And I’ll tell you how I’ve tried to father my four daughters.

I have to admit, most of these stories are positive. But, hey, these are my memories. I like to see “the cub,” as I call myself, as a hero. After all, there are many times when I’m not. To get the unedited version, you need to speak directly to my four girls.

Throughout the book you’ll find practical help and come across a few stories that may make you laugh and even cry. But more than anything else, I hope this book will reawaken in you the wonder of the mysterious relationship that exists between a daughter and her daddy.



CHAPTER 2
 That Man Matters 

I still remember when Holly, my oldest child, was born. My wife and I were in the delivery room, and I was working hard to be the world’s best labor coach.

I watched Sande squirm as her stomach was twisted by yet another contraction. “Everything’s okay,” I encouraged her, holding her hand as she lay there.

“Okay?!” She half yelled, half grunted. “Listen, buddy, things may be okay up there, but I assure you they’re not even close to being okay down here!”

Sande had a gift for being acutely aware that she was the only one in the room experiencing pain.

Secretly, I suppose I thought a boy would be nice. I liked to hunt and fish in those days, and I love sports. But all of that was wiped out as soon as Holly made her entrance into the world. Holding that little girl was the most awesome experience I’ve ever known, and I remember thinking to myself, She’s perfect. Absolutely perfect. I wouldn’t have changed the shape of her toes, the length of her body, and certainly not her gender. She was ideal just as she was.

Sande had miscarried twice before she got pregnant with Holly, which made Holly’s arrival all the more special. When we brought her home, I was well prepared. I had the house so hot you could have popped corn in the sink. No way was my little girl going to catch a cold!

“But we really don’t want to cook her, do we, dear?” Sande pleasantly inquired.

It took me a while to become comfortable with this little creature.

The nurse had warned me to support her head, so I always made sure I scooped her up just so, fighting back morbid thoughts that if I forgot to do so, my little girl’s head would fall back into the crib like that of a poorly made doll.

I became overly fond of mirrors. Every five minutes or so, I casually held a small one under my sleeping daughter’s nose, and a huge smile covered my face when I saw the life-signaling cloud of breath cover the glass.

My daughter.

What I didn’t realize at the time was that this little girl would grow up all too quickly and one day look into my eyes and respond, “My daddy” with the same wistful, emotion-laden tone.

I wish there were some way I could get fathers to look away from their investment portfolios, step out of their offices, or get their heads out from under the hoods of their cars long enough to ruminate over the mystery of a father’s love for his daughter and a daughter’s love for her father. I believe a good percentage of a man’s ultimate happiness, meaning, and fulfillment lies in that relationship.

But men, brilliant beings that we are, are like the guy at the turn of the century who never turned on his faucet but instead dug a hole in his backyard, hoping to find water. What we want is right in front of us, but we go everywhere else in search of it, missing that precious little gem who waits patiently for our attention.

Fortunately, some of our nation’s most famous men are waking up to the fact that parenting can become a man’s most meaningful and challenging vocation. Let’s see if we can’t learn a thing or two from them.

The Next Challenge for Jordan and Johnson 

When Michael Jordan announced his retirement in January 1999, it made headlines around the world. A Milan, Italy, newspaper proclaimed: “Ciao, Jordan, You Will Always Be Air-Basketball!” In Tokyo, the headlines seemed apocalyptic: “Jordan Retires! Shock Felt Around the World!”

Few basketball fans will ever forget many of the incredible plays that Jordan made, but I will always remember one in particular. It occurred during Game Two of the 1991 NBA Finals against the Los Angeles Lakers. His Airness drove down the center of the lane and went up for a right-handed layup. Immediately, Sam Perkins and A. C. Green came over to cover him. They had him smothered in midair, and it looked like the greatest basketball player of all time would be seriously embarrassed, stuffed without anywhere to go.

Instead, Jordan changed his plans in midair. He seemed to defy the law of gravity, hanging in the atmosphere long enough to double-clutch and transfer the ball from his right hand to his left.

It was a split second decision that caught the two defenders completely off guard. The ball gently bounced off the backboard and fell through the net. An uproarious bellow from the crowd followed a stunned silence. It was an amazing play.

Another startling move occurred several years later during an all-star game. Grant Hill was shooting a free throw as Jordan hung back on top of the key. For 99.99 percent of basketball players, the top of the key during a free throw is usually considered a defensive position.

But just as Hill let go of the ball, Jordan raced down the center of the key, beating all the players who were lined up right beside the basket, and took the ball off the rim, slamming it home without touching the ground.

Even Jordan seemed awed by this one. He smiled, wagged his head, and shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “Where did that come from? I don’t know any better than you.” He was six inches shorter than the centers and twenty feet farther from the ball, but the ball still ended up in his hands.

After such a spectacular and exciting career, you might think Jordan’s retirement would be, well, boring. Jordan addressed this during a press conference called to announce his retirement. He referred to the fact that some questioned whether he would hate retirement because it would lack the “challenge” he needed. Jordan was adamant.

“I dispute that,” he said.

What was the challenge he looked forward to, one that could measure up to the excitement of winning six NBA titles and countless individual records? Was it entering politics?

No.

What about becoming a CEO, or once again entering a new professional sport?

Absolutely not.

The challenge Michael Jordan looked forward to was . . . parenting.

In 1998, a researcher sought to make a name for herself by publishing a book purporting that parents really don’t matter. According to her, peer influence and nature’s imprint will determine a child’s destiny, and there’s little a parent can do about it.

As a psychologist, it was inevitable that I’d be asked about this book—which I don’t want to dignify by mentioning its name. Apart from the fact that this woman didn’t even have the credentials to examine the literature she collated (there were no original studies, just a collection of other studies, and she has no background in the social sciences), it’s so easy to refute what this woman is suggesting.

“Let’s go down to the local prison,” I told one inquirer. “Let’s talk to the prisoners. You show me one inmate who had a mom and dad who honored each other and had a loving, respectful marriage. I doubt you’ll find one.”

It almost pains me to have to remind parents of this, but the very act of parenting has come under so many assaults that it’s necessary: As a father, you make a difference. It is not true that all parents can do is cross their fingers and hope for the best. We can help our children find their way in life. It is crucial that we do this.

Why don’t most men see parenting for the challenge that it is? One of the most difficult aspects is that fathering never stops. Whereas Michael Jordan had a halftime to recover from weariness and a season’s end to look forward to, there is no season’s end or halftime in parenting. There are no time-outs, either. Michael Mignard, dean of students at Meadow Creek Christian School in Andover, Minnesota, found this out when he was driving his kindergarten-age son to a doctor’s appointment.

“Dad,” his son said, “Erin saw you in your car at McDonald’s yesterday.”

Mignard didn’t know who Erin was. But Erin had passed the news on to his son, and Mignard realized he was always on display, even when he wasn’t aware of it. It was a sobering realization.1

You might think that men would eagerly embrace such a challenge.

Aren’t we the ones who first tackled Mount Everest and the North Pole and sailed across wide seas to reach distant lands?

Yet all too frequently, parenting—especially fathering—receives the leftovers. After work, after golf, after the car gets fixed and the football game is over, then, if nothing else needs to be done, the father will make time for his children. Many men are missing out on the most fulfilling and most influential work they could ever do.

Miami football coach Jimmy Johnson saw the futility of the rat race in 1999, just after the Dolphins had been knocked out of the playoffs.

Near the end of 1998, Johnson’s mother died. There was a viewing the day before the funeral, which Jimmy wasn’t able to attend due to his responsibilities as head coach, but he noted with a voice chock-full of emotion that his sons had been there.

The experience tore him up, especially after the season was over and no fewer than five out of twenty-eight—almost 20 percent—of the head coaches were fired in two days. Johnson saw that he was in a grueling profession that demanded all but gave no loyalty in return.

“I hear coaches say they put their religion first, family second, and football third,” he said, “but they work at football fifteen or sixteen hours a day. They go to church one hour a week. And they spend a few hours with their families. That tells me where their attention is.”

Jimmy had the excitement of coaching a very successful and historic franchise. He led a sure-to-be-Hall-of-Fame quarterback, Dan Marino.

He was convinced that he was “just a couple playmakers away” from winning a championship. But more than another Super Bowl ring, he desired increased time with those he loved, so he worked out a deal with his owner to bring in an assistant head coach to lighten the load.

“I’m not going to be here at midnight anymore,” the hard-charging Johnson promised.2

Michael Jordan and Jimmy Johnson—the ideals of successful masculinity according to our culture—both sought a change that would make family a higher priority. Yet all across this country, many men are ignoring their kids to get what Jordan and Johnson have already experienced— and found wanting.

A Man’s Worth 

By 1986 Sande and I had three children, the youngest of whom was nine years old. Sande was forty-two and I was forty-four. My career was taking off; finances were comfortable; life was turning out perfectly. We were ready to move on.

Life was going too perfectly, as it turned out.

Sande and I were enjoying a steakhouse dinner when she slipped me a card signaling the end of my blissful complacency. My wife is an artsy type of person, and it was just like her to produce a homemade card.

I opened the envelope and read the front of the card: “Are you ready to change your vacation? Are you ready to change your sleeping habits?”

What in the world is this? I thought. Was there a joke I was missing?

“Turn it over,” Sande suggested.

I did so and read Merry Christmas! But it was the picture that caught my eye. There was Santa Claus holding a cute little baby with a toothless grin.

I looked at Sande and my mouth dropped open.

“Does this mean what I think it means?”

It did.

Enter daughter number three, Hannah.

Five years later, once again thinking that our family was complete, forty-seven-year-old Sande surprised me for what was surely the last time.

On this occasion, I was even less charitable. “Give me something to kill. I’ll kill it right here,” I muttered under my breath. I was forty-nine years old! I quickly did the math and realized that when this baby grew up and entered high school, I’d be drooling over my walker during the PTA meetings.

But today, if you ask our youngest, Lauren, to complete the sentence “You are daddy’s little . . .”, ten to one she’ll say “gift from God.”

Everything that Lauren and Hannah “disrupted” pales in comparison to what they’ve brought into my life, confirming to me once again that no matter what I do, I will never be more fulfilled than I am as the father of four daughters and one son.

When I walk through the front door, it doesn’t matter what Lauren and Hannah are doing. They can be in the middle of eating an ice cream sundae, watching the exciting conclusion of Little House on the Prairie, or playing with their favorite friend; they’ll drop what they’re doing and make a mad dash to Dad.

These two little girls are so keyed in to the arrival of their father, they can’t wait to get their arms around me. They don’t care how much money I’ve made that day. They couldn’t care less how many books I’m selling, or whether two dozen or two thousand people showed up to hear me speak. The doctorate degree behind my name means absolutely nothing to them. I could be a high school dropout (which I very nearly was), and they’d feel the same way.

One of the saddest things I’ve witnessed is how so many men miss this unconditional love and acceptance because they fail to nurture one of the most precious relationships they’ll ever have. They spend all day fighting for respect at the office, wearing out the leather on their two-hundred-dollar pair of shoes, just to get the world to say, “That man matters.”

Let me tell you something: If you have a daughter, you matter more than you’ll ever know. Every decision you make should take this into account. If you ever get tempted to dump your wife, do yourself a favor.

Hold your daughter in your lap, look into her eyes, then just try to tell her you’re going to leave. You can’t divorce your wife without making your daughter feel you’re divorcing her as well.

I don’t care who you are. Your company can replace you (and they will), but in your little girl’s eyes, there will always be just one of you.

Why expend all your energy outside the home for something that is so freely given inside? I know part of the answer. At precisely the time that most men are starting a young family, they’re also climbing a couple of rungs on the corporate ladder. The time they’re most needed at home is the time they’re pulled most strongly toward work.

It’s crunch time.

Pause just a moment and ask yourself: What’s really most important?

Of all the things you do, what will make you matter most? Do your kids really need another ten thousand dollars? Or would they benefit more from a dad who makes it home in time for dinner more often?

I do a lot of talking on radio and television shows—The View, Oprah,

CNN, the Today Show, Good Morning America, Focus on the Family. On one occasion, I brought one of my daughters with me to the studio.

After the first session, I stepped outside to get a cup of coffee, but my daughter wanted to hang around.

Thinking that nothing could possibly harm her, I left my daughter alone, and when I came back, I found that the host had decided it would be “fun” to put my seven-year-old daughter on the air—without my permission.

You want to see angry? The IRS could confiscate everything I own, and it wouldn’t even make it on the scale compared to how I felt about this parasite, this amoeba, this infectious disease who dared to mess with my daughter without checking with me first.

I got there just in time to hear him ask her, “What’s it like to have a father like yours? One that’s on television and radio all the time?”

Krissy cut me to my knees with her response. “Oh, you don’t understand,” she said. “He’s just my daddy.”

Everything that impressed that parasitic host meant nothing to my little Krissy. To her I was a waist to hug, a cheek to kiss, and two arms to enfold her. I’m a person to encourage her, a strong presence to guide her, a nurturer who will love her.

Yeah, I cried. Wouldn’t you? When it comes to my daughters, I’m the biggest wuss there is.

Because my two oldest daughters are now in their twenties, I’ve come full circle in many ways and have gained a perspective I’d like to pass on to a few of you dads. Remember that little girl Holly I told you about at the beginning of this chapter? I’ll never forget the day she went off to college. It shaped my priorities forever.

“Now It’s My Turn”

The day Holly went away to college, she just about ripped my heart out. We loaded up two cars and drove two and a half hours to Grove City College, about fifty miles from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Though both cars were fully packed, they were emptied within five minutes, mostly by boys who seemed to be casting enough side glances at Holly to risk neck problems for the rest of their lives.

I wondered if strangling a college boy to make a point about the sanctity of my daughter would be considered self-defense.

The day was a whirlwind of helping Holly set up her room, going to parents’ meetings, and touring the campus. Finally I turned to Sande and said, “Well, we better get going.”

“We can’t leave yet,” Sande protested. “I haven’t made Holly’s bed.”

Remember, we were dropping Holly off at college, not preschool. But before I could argue, Sande shot me the look that husbands recognize to mean, “You better back off, chump.”

Being a man of discretion, I backed off.

Five minutes later, the bed was made and there were no more excuses to stay. For the first time in almost two decades, one of our children would live under a different roof. Holly started to say good-bye, and I felt a lump the size of an elephant work its way up my throat.

“Don’t say good-bye here,” I pleaded with Holly. “Walk us out to the car.”

I sort of stumbled to the parking lot, not at all liking what was going on, and watched as Sande and Holly said a few final words.

Sande was hugging Holly in a cradling manner, softly rocking our eighteen-year-old, almost as if she wanted one final moment with her little baby.

I purposefully kept my distance, afraid that if Holly approached me I’d break down on the spot and make a spectacle of myself. “Don’t you dare come over here,” I silently muttered. “Stay right where you are.”

Of course, as soon as I said that, Holly broke from her mother’s arms and walked toward me. She put her arms around me and said, “I love you, Dad.”

I held Holly close to me for a long time. She went to pull back, but I wouldn’t let go. The symbolism was too real, and all my self-defenses were obliterated.

I started sobbing profusely.

Holly looked up at me with astonishment. “Dad?” Her mouth dropped open. “What’s wrong? I’ve never seen you cry like that in my life!”

I looked down and saw that my tears were falling on Holly’s “front.”

It’s funny what you think about at life’s most tender moments. In this case, I was reminded that Holly has breasts. In a split second, my thoughts went back to when Holly was just ten years old and I found myself stepping on something that was lying on the floor.

I picked it up and looked at it in astonishment. At first glance it appeared to be a bra, so I assumed it belonged to my wife, yet clearly it was much too small for Sande. In amazement and great curiosity I carried that thing around the corner and called out to Sande, “Honey, what’s this?”

“That’s Holly’s bra.”

I looked at that thing again and shook my head. “My Holly has a bra?” Then I kind of chuckled. “This looks like it’s going to grow up someday and become a bra.”

Holding my daughter in the parking lot, I kept thinking, You can’t be grown up. You’re still ten years old. No, you’re twenty and a half inches long, and I’m just bringing you home from the hospital, turning up the heat, and checking your breathing every ten minutes.

This can’t be. We need more time together. I’m not ready to wake up on Saturday mornings and not see you in front of your cereal bowl. Will anybody else eat Cocoa Puffs?

Then my testosterone kicked in. When men get choked up and emotional, we tend to shut down.

“Holly, you gotta go,” I said, turning her around and giving her a gentle nudge. She walked away from me in a straight line, never looking back.

“Holly, call us tonight, honey!” I called out.

Holly lifted her hand above her shoulder, like a politician waving off a reporter’s question, and disappeared into the dormitory without turning around.

I looked at Sande and said, “Let’s get out of here.” We drove in silence for twenty minutes, holding hands, thinking, grieving.

Everything within me screamed, “Flip a U-turn, Leman, and get that girl of yours out of there. Forget this college stuff. She belongs at home.”

Somehow our car kept heading north and we made it back to Chautauqua Lake.

That night I lived for Holly’s phone call. When a ring broke the silence, I about tackled everyone trying to get to the phone. The call was for Krissy.

“Five minutes,” I told her. “Holly’s gonna call, and we don’t want to hold up the line.”

Krissy knows when I’m not being fully rational, so she kept to her limit. I immediately checked for messages in case Holly had called while Krissy was on the line, but there were none.

I went back to the living room and waited.

“Holly knows I watch the evening news,” I said. “Maybe she’s waiting until it’s over.”

Eleven-thirty came and I waited some more.

And I went to bed.

Holly never called.

The next day, Monday, I was home early. Clearly, Holly had gotten hung up the night before, I thought, but she’d call us tonight. As a former dean of students, I knew enough not to call her, but oh, how I couldn’t wait for her to call me.

Up till that moment, I had never in my life looked forward to a phone ringing, but that night and the next six days there wasn’t a sweeter—and then sadder—sound.

The phone rang all right, but Holly wasn’t behind a single call.

The next Sunday—seven days after we had dropped her off—Holly finally called. I was excited, but I told myself to cool it lest I scare her off. Instead, I let her ramble on about freshman week, the campus, and how beautiful Pittsburgh is. Toward the end of the conversation, she turned a little melancholy. Finally I couldn’t help myself.

“Holly,” I said. “I’ve got to ask you a question. When you were walking away from us last Sunday, what were you thinking about?”

“Daddy,” she said—and I immediately noticed she didn’t say Dad— “It’s funny you should mention that, because I was thinking about it all this week. What was going through my mind was, Well, Mom and Dad really brought me up right, and now it’s my turn to go do it.”

Now it’s my turn. That’s what fathering is all about—giving our kids their turn. The greatest accomplishment I could ever undertake is preparing the next generation to take over their world. Any sacrifice I had made on Holly’s behalf, at that moment, seemed so insignificant to the woman she had become.

I got a letter from Holly a few days later. Since I know I could never survive reading it at a seminar, I thought I’d put it in this book.

Dad,

I hated saying goodbye to you. I didn’t think it’d be that hard for either of us—especially you. I really miss you, Dad. It’s weird, these past two weeks I’ve felt closer to you than ever just because I saw how much you were going to miss me.

I miss waking up and reading the newspaper with you the most. I loved having you all to myself, early in the morning, sitting on the counter and reading and discussing the paper with you. I really liked the way you handed me the “Life” and “Dear Abby” sections before I asked for them. I’ll bet you miss me walking in on you when you’re taking a shower!

Thanks for all your encouragement, Dad. Whenever I feel discouraged, I think of all the times you wanted to quit but didn’t. I’m very proud of you and all you’ve accomplished.

Dad, I love you so much. You’re the best dad in the world! Thank you for giving me an education.

Never forget how much you mean to me.

I love you!
 Holly

Years later, I told the story of my and Holly’s parting at a seminar Holly happened to be attending. Afterward, Holly came up to me and said, “You know, there’s something missing in your story.”

“What’s that?”

“You know why I didn’t turn around?” she asked.

“No. Why?”

“Because I was crying, and I didn’t want you to know I was scared.”

Holly knew she was loved. She knew she had been given a good start. And now she wanted me to be proud of her. She didn’t want me to know she was afraid because she knew it was time for her to step out on her own.

Holly may have been scared, but she did fine. She went on to become an attendant in the homecoming court her freshman year and in her senior year as homecoming queen. If I’ve given you the impression I came anywhere near to being a perfect father, let me tell you the mistake I made when Holly was crowned queen at Grove City College.

I had accepted a Parent Talk Seminar with Randy Carlson, long before we knew that Holly would be a queen candidate.

Once Holly had been chosen as a finalist, I told Randy, “Hey, I need to leave the seminar early so I can attend the homecoming ceremonies at Grove City College. Holly is running for queen, and at a small college like this, there’s a big to-do. A parade. The homecoming game.

The dance. I can’t miss it.”

Randy understood how I felt, but several hundred people had already signed up for our seminar, which was to include both of us for the entire time. “How can I tell them you’ll only be here for a day?” he asked.

Rather than stick to my guns, I stood behind my former commitment.

Then Holly was elected Homecoming Queen, and I was not there to share that special event with her.

I wish I had said, “I am leaving anyway,” but I didn’t.

I know Holly wishes I had done so.

I’m certainly proud of that honor and everything else she’s done. She went through commencement with no fewer than six job offers on the table. Today, she heads up the English department at a local high school.

She’s making the most of her turn.

It’s my daughters’ and my son’s turn now, and I feel prouder about giving them a good start than anything else I’ve ever done. I don’t have to prove that I count; I just need to look in the right direction and I’m immediately reminded that I do.

Parting Shots

I don’t know how to say this without just coming out with it, so here it is: My wife is a looker. Men, if she walked into the room, you’d notice her.

Twice.

Which means that whenever she’s standing next to me, men invariably let their eyes roam from me to her, and back to me, and I can read the wheels turning in their minds: How did a guy like him get a woman like her?

I’m not sure that men ever outgrow the need to be wanted by women.

But often we focus on being wanted for the wrong things.

We think if we make enough money, we’ll be wanted. And you know what? We will be. By materialistic women. Or we imagine that if we can have the abdomen and chest of a twenty-five-year-old when we’re fifty-five, women will take notice. But they’ll be shallow women who care about such things.

It is far more meaningful to be appreciated for our character. I can’t tell you how many women come up to me after my seminars, tears streaming mascara down their faces, whispering, “I wish you could be my dad.” It’s very often a grown woman who says this. She’d never imagine me as a husband—I’m not a looker—but boy, would she like to go back and have me for a dad.

Bob Carlisle, who wrote and recorded the popular song “Butterfly Kisses,” has had the same experience. In his book by the same title, Bob wrote, “I get a lot of mail from young girls who try to get me to marry their moms. That used to be a real chuckle because it’s so cute, but then I realized they don’t want a romance for Mom. They want the dad who is in that song, and that just kills me.”3

That’s how deep the father hunger is in a woman’s heart. This isn’t just sentimental wishing. Dr. Kimberlyn Rachael Anne Leary did a doctoral dissertation on a father’s impact on his daughter during adolescence. Even when the father was perceived to be distant and less involved, the adolescent daughter viewed her father as “larger than life” and as “having considerable psychological presence” in her life.4

At my funeral I want just two things. First, a lot of crying would be nice; wailing would be preferable. Let the whole town hear that at least a few people are sad to see Cubby Leman go into an eternal hibernation as far as this world is concerned.

But second, I’d like my wife to say I was a good husband and a good father.

Don’t bury me with my books. For crying out loud, don’t even think about putting my diplomas in my coffin. Let me be buried with the memories of those I love the most. Let me live on in the sparkle of my daughters’ eyes and the carefully planted confidence of a grown son.

I don’t need a Super Bowl ring, a fifty-year watch, or a portfolio the size of Warren Buffett’s. I just want a family who misses me, grandkids who remember me, and a wife who needs and respects me.

If that comes true, I’ll know I’ve mattered—and I’ll never care what the rest of the world thinks.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/01-What_a_Difference_fnl_ps_0247_002.jpg
Ut Gesting.






OEBPS/images/01-What_a_Difference_fnl_ps_0248_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Il_01-What_a_Difference_fnl_ps_0125_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/01-What_a_Difference_fnl_ps_0247_001.jpg
BRINGING UP Kins
WITHOUT TEARING
n—m§uvw






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/01-What_a_Difference_fnl_ps_0003_001.jpg
THOMAS NELSON PUBLISHERS
_——





OEBPS/images/Il_01-What_a_Difference_fnl_ps_0125_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Indelible Imprint'aDad
Leaves on His Daughter’s Life





