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To the woman who gave birth to me, and who now helps me raise my own daughter, my beautiful mother, Ms. Helen Louise Clark. Thank you for everything. I love you, Mom!




FOREWORD
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BY STEVE HARVEY,
Host of The Steve Harvey Morning Show

I’ve been Shirley’s partner in radio for over ten years now, and during that time I’ve gotten to know her quite well. And I can tell you she is one of the most fascinating and spiritually blessed people I’ve ever met. I am amazed by how she manages to balance her personal and professional life—especially as a single mother. Just because she hasn’t discovered Mr. Right has not stopped her from growing and developing as a person. In fact, it’s given her an even more interesting perspective.

“The Strawberry Letter” is one of our most popular features on the show. Shirley’s advice is the more sensible approach, quite contrary to what my answers are, which are really always to the left. I think a lot of the women, and men too, who read this book will discover that her advice comes from some of her own experiences—as a mother, a professional, a single woman, and a friend. As you read this book, and you take the trip that Shirley sends you on, it’s gonna make you think. You may read one of the letters and say, “Wow, this actually happened to someone?” You’ll find yourself wondering what you would do if you were in that same situation or how it could have been avoided in the first place.

Our segment “The Strawberry Letter” has become an entertaining teaching tool. I think Shirley’s advice and the life lessons she shares with you in The Strawberry Letter are going to give people a view into themselves, their neighbors, their friends, their families; anyone who may have similar issues.

And I guarantee, you may not find yourself in all of these letters, but you know someone in these Strawberry Letters, no matter how crazy the situations are. You’re gonna be able to take these letters and Shirley’s experiences and advice and apply them to your daily lives, and I know it’s going to work out really well for you as a result.

This all takes me back to when Shirley and I first started on the show together. Truthfully, I was uncomfortable with her. See, I was this rebel guy, and I didn’t really care for Shirley being on the show—after all, I started the show by myself. I remember during those first three days, I didn’t think she was a good idea at all. The station brought her in to be a voice of reason on the show, but it really was to teach me radio. I actually had no idea how the day-to-day tasks of the show were supposed to go.

Finally, she just grew on me. I started to like her, because she didn’t have a very aggressive approach, but she managed to get her point across. She would say, “Okay, Steve, this is what you’re supposed to do. Now, you can do what you wanna do, but this is how you’re supposed to do it.” She left the final decision up to me. At the same time, she found a way to get some of the stuff on the radio that management wanted. Then I really started to understand what she did and her value, and that I needed a partner on the show who had a sound voice.

And while our relationship started out as a professional one, over the course of time she’s become my friend. In fact, she’s one of the few female friends I have. I’ve never really been good at developing friendships with women. If I was talking to a woman, it was because I was dating her. I didn’t really know how to be a woman’s friend. But Shirley’s been with me through some of the lowest moments in my life. Through my divorce, when my father and my brother passed. I’ve been through a lot, and in those dark hours Shirley’s always given me solid advice.

She’s incredibly loyal, too. No matter what people have said about me, she has defended me. When negative stuff was out there on the Internet, or in the media, she brought it to my attention. She would say, “Steve, people who really know you know how you are, but most important God knows you. Don’t get down because some blogger said something about you. They don’t even know you.” She’s kind of built me up over the years and I’ve always appreciated that.

She’s one of the kindest, most spiritual people I know—that’s real. She will admit when she has a fault and that makes it okay for me to show mine to her. She laughs at me. She laughs with me. She has cried with me. All of it, and it’s truly because she cares as a person. And that caring, sharing, good-hearted perspective is exactly what you will find in The Strawberry Letter. So I hope you enjoy this book as much as I’ve enjoyed sitting next to Shirley over the years.
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Turn My Mic Up!

Steve Harvey and I have been giving advice on his radio show through “The Strawberry Letter” for more than ten years. It started in Los Angeles when our show was local. We decided to have an advice column based on my last name and the Brothers Johnson classic hit “Strawberry Letter 23,” and it grew into a life of its own and is now one of the most popular features on The Steve Harvey Morning Show. Some of the letters, as you’ll see in the book, are tame and straight to the point. Others are just plain crazy and totally strain believability—husbands cheating over the Internet, women sleeping with their stepsons, women sleeping with their daughters-in-law, jealous boyfriends, crazy mothers-in-law, out-of-control baby mamas, and triflin’ baby daddies. People always ask, “Do you make these letters up?” and I tell them that although I have a very active imagination, there is no way I could make this stuff up. These letters are very real.
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When I first started doing “The Strawberry Letter” I didn’t think people wanted to hear what I had to say, but ten years and nearly eight million listeners later, it’s clear. It’s crazy, because I didn’t set out to give advice like this; I just wanted to be part of a great radio show. Who knew that people would be so affected by the letters? Every morning they wait for “The Strawberry Letter” (or “The Letter,” as we like to call it). If they’re in their cars, listening before work, they won’t get out until we’re done. If they’re at work, they turn their radios up when “The Letter” comes on.

Whenever Steve and I travel around the country, our listeners tell me how much they love the show, and especially the letters. So many people have asked me to write a book, or they’ll say, “When’s your book coming out, Shirley?” They hear me talk about my own struggles in relationships, and the fact that I’ve been single for some years. Occasionally, I get a comment like “I don’t get it. Why aren’t you in a relationship?”

Good question, because currently I’m not dating. I think that’s a pretty known fact among our listeners. The right man just hasn’t come along yet. The Bible says, “He who findeth a wife findeth a good thing.” I’m confident and faithful he’ll find me.

Some might say, “You’re single, with no man, how can you give advice?” I say that’s exactly why. I’ve been in enough bad relationships to know how to avoid them! I look at it like this: some people are better coaches than players. My advice is based on life experience and plain common sense.

My ex-husband and I dated for about a year before we got married. I can honestly say that knowing what I know now, all the signs were there that the marriage wasn’t going to last. I knew a few months into it that I had made the biggest mistake of my life. I got pregnant a year and a half later and stayed with him off and on for years after that, trying to make the marriage work. It was hard, but I’m glad that part of my life is behind me, and I can honestly say we’re friends now. Plus, I got a great last name and a lovely daughter out of it! So, why complain?

I’m that candid about my life, and I’ve learned from our listeners that they appreciate my honesty and ability to connect with them. Therefore, in response to women from all walks of life who are just like me, and who love “The Strawberry Letter,” I finally decided to take the next step and write a book, The Strawberry Letter.

I was further motivated to represent for the ladies after having the incredible opportunity to work with Steve Harvey, and be an instrumental sounding board and contributor on both his books.

I’m especially grateful to Steve for writing his first book, Act Like a Lady, Think Like a Man. I have to say, I owe him such a debt of gratitude. I may have taught him radio, but he teaches me so much more about life and men. I’m often asked what it’s like to work with him. I tell people that it’s great and a crazy adventure every day. I’m so inspired by him. Thank you, Steve! Now here I am writing my own book!

The Strawberry Letter, the book, is semi-autobiographical, and you’ll see some of our listeners’ favorite Strawberry Letters as I explore aspects of dating, marriage, and divorce; single parenting; battles with self-esteem and self-love and how that transfers into not just our personal lives, but our professional lives as well.

The book is divided into four parts, which I think shape and drive the core of who we are as women. Part One, Woman to Woman, is more like a “call to action,” to help the reader take inventory of her life, personally and professionally. Parts Two and Three cover the most popular topics that fans seek advice about: love and relationships and family. In Love and Relationships, we get to the heart and soul of the often complex and frustrating world of dating, marriage, and life after a breakup or divorce. You will find Family Matters to be a powerful and very personal segment of the book. For so many of the show’s fans who are single mothers like me, our families are top priority and sometimes we just need to know that we aren’t in it alone. Finally, in the fourth part of the book, Self, the life lessons come full circle, from battling with and overcoming self-esteem issues and depression, to finding balance and living a spiritually rich and faith-filled life.
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Some of the chapters begin with actual Strawberry Letters—some of the most popular—from the show and throughout the book, each chapter ends with what I call a Strawberry Tip—personal anecdotes that I want you to refer to whenever you need some advice on the run, a quick emotional pick-me-up, or help for your drama-struck girlfriend. I suggest using them, like I do, as part of your daily motivational mantra. You could even copy them and tape them to your bathroom mirror.

Finally, the book concludes with a Strawberry Letter to myself, followed by a special treat for the fans, a bonus collection of Strawberry Letters that are fan favorites. These letters are definitely some of the wildest heard on air and they still keep Steve, Carla, Nephew Tommy, and me falling out with laughter!

Ultimately, I hope that The Strawberry Letter will encourage you to make better choices and decisions in relationships—whether they be with your family, your lover, or in the workplace. Just like the advice we give in “The Strawberry Letter” every day on the show, my advice is authentic and raw. I’ve “been there and done that.” I always speak directly from and to the hearts, spirits, and souls of women all over the country, hoping to help them find strength within their own lives as I have in mine.

As you apply the lessons, advice, and stories within these pages to your daily lives, remember that carrying around unhealthy baggage from your past plants the seeds that blossom into bitterness. So let’s take this journey together. Be inspired. Be motivated. Be healed, reinvigorated, and challenged to love yourself and to love your life!
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