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To my loving husband and best friend, Phillip.

I have loved you from the moment God brought us together.

and to

My sons, Jay Phillip and Jordan Stevens,

I love you boys so much. You are my passion.

You are my purpose.

and to

My mother, Georgia, for teaching me to walk with grace

and dignity on the good days and the bad. And to my father,

Jim, for overcoming more than a man should face and

loving me so well along the way.

and to

All women out there embracing the choices of life.
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Chapter 1

FROM MY HEART 
TO YOURS

I am on a mission to get you excited about your life. And let me tell you, I’m excited—not only excited to be a woman, but to be a wife, a mother, an enthusiastic homemaker, and embarking on a new career as an author at the age of fifty-two. My greatest hope is that what I put down in these pages may inspire and help you and other women by offering an honest look inside at who I am: how I’ve lived my life, the struggles I’ve faced, the decisions I’ve made, and how I’ve made them. The journey hasn’t always been easy and it sure hasn’t always been fun, and I’ve had my share of disappointments along the way.

I believe I’m smarter today than I was yesterday, and I know I’m a whole lot smarter than I was ten, twenty, or thirty years ago. I’m smart enough now to value the experiences I’ve had over the half-century I’ve been in this world, and I know that the ones that count are all a result of the choices I’ve made. But I also know that many people aren’t aware that there are choices to be made, that they do have control over a lot of what happens to them. The freedom to choose the way we live our lives is one of the great gifts we’ve been given, and that’s what I’m going to talk about in this book.

You can make choices in your life; in fact, you must make choices in order to have the life you want. And whether or not you’re aware of it, you do make choices all the time; even choosing not to choose is a choice. I know this is the truth because it’s a truth I have lived.

A lot of people go through life without really thinking about who they are or why they do the things they do. It’s as if we’re living on autopilot, staring straight ahead without seeing anything other than what’s right in front of our faces. I know what this feels like because it’s happened to me. I’m usually able to snap out of my daze and get back in control pretty quickly, but I know how easy it is to go passive. We do things or agree to things or accept whatever comes our way without considering whether or not it’s right for us. And by passively accepting whatever happens, we give up chances every day to create the lives we want.

It doesn’t have to be that way. You can make choices in your life; in fact, you must make choices in order to have the life you want. And whether or not you’re aware of it, you do make choices all the time; even choosing not to choose is a choice. I know this is a truth because it’s a truth I have lived.

In my heart, I’ve always known what I wanted, ever since I was a little girl. I live every day of my life as an adventure, and I approach every aspect of my life as an event. Life has tried to knock that spirit out of me, and you probably know what that feels like. But I always have faith that things will get better. And it doesn’t matter how old I get; I still wake up every morning grateful to be alive and healthy, and passionate about making the most of the day. And while I’ve always known this about myself, it wasn’t until I sat down to write this book that I thought about how I got that way, and how it is that my life turned out the way it has. I simply cannot imagine wanting to be anything or anyone other than who I am: a freethinking woman, wife of the man I love, and mother of two grown sons.

I absolutely believe that in order for a woman to experience happiness, fulfillment, and peace, she needs to know two things: who she is, and who she is meant to be.

Notice I said “grown sons.” When my younger son left for college a year ago, I declared my independence from the rigors of daily parenting and am now poised on the brink of a new and exciting phase of life. I don’t know if fifty is the new thirty, but I do know that I’m in my fifties now and I love it. I also know that I didn’t become who I am through dumb luck; I did it by listening to God’s voice, knowing myself, and using all of that knowledge to create the life I wanted.

You see, I absolutely believe that in order for a woman to experience happiness, fulfillment, and peace, she needs to know two things: who she is, and who she is meant to be. They’re not quite the same thing: the first one has to do with the reality of your life, and the second one has to do with your purpose for being in this world, which is something each of us has to discover for herself and cannot be dictated by any other person in our lives—not by our husbands, parents, children, employers, or friends.

I think it’s getting harder and harder to tell the difference between who we are and who we’re meant to be. So much of the time, we lose ourselves just trying to keep up with the frantic pace of life. We drag ourselves out of bed in the morning, already half an hour behind, and spend much of the day responding to the needs and demands of others. Somewhere along the line, we often lose track of the essential feminine self—that unique, life-giving entity that invigorates our beings and warms the souls of the people we love.

I want to get you excited about whatever phase of life you’re in, excited about being a woman in this day and time, excited about being the woman that God created you to be.

But we don’t have to lose that feminine self, and the way to hold on to her is to accept nothing less than being simply the best—the best we can be in the roles we choose for our-selves: wife, mother, daughter, sister, and friend. And when it comes to mothers, there’s something I want to say: whether you stay at home with your children or work a job and then come home to your children, the point is, you’re still a full-time mother, and beyond that, a woman. We were women long before we were mothers, and we’ll be women long after our children leave the nest.

I believe we were put on this earth to enjoy lives of joy and abundance, and that is what I want for you and for me. I want to get you excited about whatever phase of life you’re in, excited about being a woman in this day and time, excited about being the woman that God created you to be.

And it’s all there for the choosing, because I believe in the core of my soul that how you live, how I live, how we all live as women is largely a matter of choice. We have the right to choose to be happy. We have the right to choose to have a good attitude. It’s all a choice. And I’ll tell you right now, I am going to use that word a lot in this book, because choice is very important to me.

A lot of women hear me say
 this, and I imagine a lot of them may think, That’s easy for you to say. You live in a wonderful house with a successful man who loves you, and you can probably have anything you want—you’re a privileged person. And all that is true. But do you know what the real privilege is? The real privilege is being free to embrace the joyful aspects of life and reject the hurtful ones, to choose to do what’s working, and to turn your back on what isn’t. It’s a privilege to have the right to take charge of your existence and be excited about your life.

You don’t need a lot of costly stuff to be happy: our first apartment was a whopping 420 square feet of linoleum and worn nylon pile, and I used to drive a 1962 Comet with bright turquoise paint that looked as if it had been brushed on. I lived the first forty-eight years of my life in the heartland of this country, and when I was a kid, the only spoons I had in my mouth were stainless steel, not silver. Still, I always felt fortunate to be who I was, and excited by the prospect of what life held for me.

I chose to make my husband and my children the center of my life, and I’ve never regretted that for a moment—not one single second. Ever since I was a little girl, I knew that I was put on this earth to be a wife and a mother, and that’s exactly what I chose to do. And it is through the integrity of that choice that I have created the life I longed for and never had when I was a child.

I grew up in Oklahoma with three older sisters, a twin brother, and parents who loved us with all their hearts. They were also crazy about each other, which went a long way toward teaching us kids how a man and woman could live together in a small house, raise five children, and still get along. We never had enough money to buy everything we wanted or needed, yet we always thought of ourselves as loved rather than deprived.

My father was a binge-drinking alcoholic and an addicted gambler. Because of that I lived every day in uncertainty. I woke up every morning thinking, Did daddy come home last night? And, if he hadn’t, Is this the day he’ll come home? Or if he had been around consistently for a while, I’d wonder, Is this the day this man I love so much will start drinking and gambling again? How long will this binge last? Will there be enough money to buy food? Will the electric company cut off the lights again this month? How long will it be before he’s back at work during the day and comes home at night and acts like my dad again?

I knew he was a good and wonderful man and I loved him with all my heart. I also knew he had an illness that cheated my sisters, my brother, and me out of the father we yearned for. When I was just a little girl, I wanted more than anything to make my father well. But because I couldn’t do that, I decided that I would dedicate my life to undoing the legacy of doubt, pain, fear, and uncertainty that accompanied his great love for us. I forgave him even then, when I was little, but the fear never left.

So when I grew up, my plan was to fall in love, get married, and start my own family. And I decided then and there that I would not bring that part of my father’s legacy into my adult life. I would never marry or even date a man who drank or gambled. I can remember making a conscious choice and telling myself: I adore my father and I am going to bring every good part of his legacy into my life and live it and embrace it in my husband and in my children. But I will not allow that part of his legacy into my adult life.

If my father had a powerful influence on me, so did the extraordinary woman who was my mother. To put it simply, my mother lived for her children. She always put herself last. If there wasn’t quite enough food for dinner, she was the one who didn’t get a full plate. She’d often be up well past midnight, scrubbing the bathroom floor or ironing my father’s shirts or sitting hunched over her sewing machine, making me a skirt or a blouse out of remnants she’d gotten on sale.

And then there were the nights she’d drive around town with me or one of my siblings in the car, looking for my father, who hadn’t been home in a couple of days. We’d drive slowly with the windows rolled down, peering down side streets to see if my father was lying unconscious in a deserted parking lot or dead in an alleyway. We went out on a number of those gloomy excursions but we never would find him. She’d always drive home tired but grimly optimistic that he’d turn up alive and relatively well before too long.

That precious woman never put herself first. She also never took care of herself, which is why she died of a catastrophic heart attack at the age of fifty-eight—just six years older than I am now. I was married and the mother of a six-year-old son when she died, and I swore to myself that day that I would never allow myself to become so drained and depleted. I loved my mother and I have carried her legacy of love and devotion into my relationship with my children. But I have also chosen to reject the legacy of self-neglect that caused her to be taken from me when I still needed her so much. That is why I eat healthy food, exercise every day, and make sure I take care of myself so my body doesn’t fall apart before it has to. That’s exactly what my mother would have wanted for me, even if she didn’t do it for herself. I truly believe that I can best honor my mother’s memory not by perpetuating her legacy but by choosing the parts of it that are right for me, and losing the ones that aren’t.

The concept of redefining your legacy is something I am passionate about, especially when it comes to women, many of whom are merely existing inside lives they neither chose nor contemplated. So many of us have dutifully reproduced our mother’s or father’s behaviors, duplicating our parents’ patterns and manifesting a legacy that we, however unconsciously, feel obligated to fulfill.

 I want you to know you have a choice: you do not have to haul your parents’ legacy into your life like that old dining room set your great aunt left you in her will. If it makes you happy to eat at that table and sit in those chairs, by all means keep them. But if it doesn’t, remember: you have options. You can hold on to the table and toss the chairs. Or lose the table and keep the chairs (perhaps reupholster the seats so they’re more comfortable). And if you just plain hate the whole thing, get rid of it before you bring it into the house.

Just as your great aunt’s furniture might not suit your dining room, your parents’ ways of living might not suit your life. You’re not insulting your dead aunt by rejecting her old furniture, and you’re not betraying your parents by living your life differently than they lived theirs; in fact, what you’re doing is being true to yourself. I believe in the core of my being that you don’t have to bring into your life anything that isn’t working for you, nor are you fated to live out a future you had no part in creating. Each of us possesses the will to create her own legacy. It’s all a choice.

Writing this book has required me to think about the choices I’ve made, and it has made me aware of the exhilarating power of living a life of my own choosing. I don’t know how it happened, but as far back as I can remember, I’ve always known my life had a purpose, and I’ve pursued that purpose with a passion. I have never thought of myself as a victim of circumstance; rather, I examined the circumstances I was in, evaluated their usefulness in my life, and used them as a blueprint for how I would build the life I wanted. I always pictured myself as the one person and the only force besides God who I could count on to design the life I wanted to live, and make it a reality. I knew I was meant to be a wife and mother, and I made it happen. I wanted a husband who didn’t drink or gamble, and I made it happen. I wanted to take care of myself to remain vibrant and healthy for my family; and I made it happen (although I confess that the day I get rid of the treadmill just might be the happiest day of my life). And everything that has happened is the result of conscious choices that I made—some of which, I must tell you, were difficult to make and scary to live with. The bottom line, though, was that the thought of living a life I didn’t want was much, much scarier than taking responsibility for choosing to create the life I did want.

My goal for this book is to tell everyone who reads it about the power of choosing her life rather than taking it as it comes along—not so you’ll make the same choices I made, but so you can make the choices that are right for you.

I believe that in this life, we are defined not by the station in life into which we are born, nor by our pedigree, race, or religion, but by the choices we make. By choosing to live with passion and purpose, I have fashioned a rich and rewarding life—not
 because I’m special, or a genius, or born under a lucky star. Far from it: I grew up poor and was raised by uneducated parents. We were blue-collar and sometimes no-collar, and it wasn’t unusual for us to have cold cereal for dinner. I never had a store-bought dress until I was out of high school, and I was forced to adapt to life in a household where you were never really sure who was in charge.

I believe that in this life, we are defined not by the station in life into which we are born, nor by our pedigree, race, or religion, but by the choices we make.

But I always went to bed knowing that my parents loved me, and knowing that someday I would use that love to warm the hearts of my own children. It was then, when I was just a girl in Duncan, Oklahoma, that I made a choice to be the best that I could be, and I am living proof of the wisdom of that choice.

My goal for this book is to tell everyone who reads it about the power of choosing her life rather than taking it as it comes along—not so you’ll make the same choices I made, but so you can make the choices that are right for you. I’m certainly not an expert on your life, but I am an expert on mine, and that is what I hope to share with you.

It’s not my intention to give people advice on how to solve their problems (I leave that to my husband). But I’ve had my share of struggles over the years, and I know a thing or two about what has worked for me in this life. I have learned which battles to pick, when and how to push back, and how to bend without breaking. In short, I have figured out how not to lose “me” in the course of being so many things to so many people in so many areas of my life. I have chosen to be an active participant in my life rather than a spectator, and in so doing I have chosen how to be a woman, how to be a wife, and how to be a mother in ways that are uniquely my own. I offer the stories of these choices as evidence of the power of sheer determination, will, and faith in God.

To be sure, I’m not doing it alone. I wake up every morning and I thank God for everything that is good, right, and true in my life. I am thankful for a husband who has placed me in the forefront of his heart because I’ve chosen to stand beside him. I am thankful for two fine, strong sons who remind me every day of the rightness of my mission here on earth. I am thankful for all the people in my life whose love and care are sources of constant rejuvenation for my spirit. Finally, I am thankful for the gift of free will and for the chance to choose the life God means for me to lead.

Not least, I am thankful for the opportunity to reach out to women everywhere, and touch their lives by telling them about mine. I want to reach out to all women—older and younger, married and single, women who are mothers and those who are not, women who work outside the home and those who don’t.

As I write this book, I find myself looking deeply into the reservoir of memory and seeing reflections of things I haven’t thought about in years, sometimes decades. When I reach out to touch them, I do so gently. God has blessed me so that I can still feel the touch of my mother’s hand and see my father’s smile. This is what I offer, with equal parts humility, wonder, and truth. Should any of it touch anyone, anywhere, in any way, I shall consider myself abundantly blessed.



Chapter 2

A WOMAN’S HEART 
(AND MIND)

If you’re married, a lot of your time and energy goes into living with your husband. Sometimes it’s easy, sometimes it’s hard, and sometimes it’s impossible. I have been living with my husband for over thirty years now, and I have to say it’s better than any dream I ever had. Still, people do ask me all the time what it’s like to live with Dr. Phil. Just in case you’re wondering the same thing, I’ll tell you what I tell them: I don’t live with Dr. Phil; I live with a man.

It’s true that the man I live with is “America’s therapist,” as he’s sometimes called, but at home he is just like any other husband: he’s a man, with all the lovable and quirky qualities that implies. When it comes to figuring things out, it seems as though Phillip always has the answer, especially when it involves people and what makes them tick. That’s great, but also frustrating sometimes. Every once in a while I tell him, “Honey, I don’t want to know what you think; I want to be emotional, irrational, and impulsive!”

Seriously, though, I’m also right a lot of the time; and when I am, I’m not shy about saying so. I never hesitate to speak up when I believe I’m not being taken seriously by doctors, contractors, teachers, principals, or America’s therapist, for that matter. After all, we’re talking about a man who will argue with the dog as though he expects a rational response. (As a matter of fact, yes honey, sometimes you do have “stupid” stamped on your forehead.) We tease each other a lot, but the fact of the matter is he never comes close to being stupid, even when he is wrong; and when that happens, it isn’t as much that he’s wrong as that he’s a man.

Here’s an example. This happened about a year ago, not long after Jordan left for college. It was one of those nights when the house seemed too quiet; I was really missing the sound of Jordan’s voice echoing from the upstairs landing, “Mom, I’m hungry!” I was missing the “Grand Central Station” activity of all his friends, and his rock band’s seemingly endless rehearsals. I remembered the house-is-too-quiet feeling from seven years earlier, when Jay left for school. But Jordan was only eleven then, and I still had plenty of science projects, baseball games, and erupting laundry hampers to look forward to. But now Jordan was gone, too, and the shape of my life had changed.

I’d had ample time to prepare for Jordan’s departure—some eighteen years’ worth (I think every mother starts anticipating her kids’ leaving from the moment they arrive.)—and it wasn’t as if I had nothing to fill my time. Between tapings of my husband’s television show (I’m in the audience every day, and participate in many of the shows dealing with women’s issues), conducting my own projects (such as being ambassador for the Dr. Phil Foundation’s work with disadvantaged children), and responding to what seems like millions of e-mails, I don’t have time to sit around moping and missing my kids.

Moreover, I had promised myself I would not get all weepy around Jordan during his last few weeks at home because I never wanted him to feel sad or guilty about what he was about to do with his life. I’d been relentlessly cheerful as I helped him track down extra-long sheets for his dorm-room bed and made sure he packed enough soap and shampoo. True, I’d had a few close calls, especially when he’d come over and hug me and I could not keep myself from thinking, Robin, remember what this feels like, because you might not feel it again until Thanksgiving. What I definitely felt was an ache in my chest and a rising tide behind my eyelids.

But I had been strong and held it together when Jordan was around. After all, I was happy he was going off to college and pleased that he’d been accepted by Southern Methodist University, his brother’s law school alma mater, even if it was two time zones away from Los Angeles, where we are living now. Nothing was more important to me than being a good mother to my sons, and I figured I was doing all right if my youngest felt confident enough to go off and live one thousand, two-hundred-thirty-seven-point-one-three miles, more or less, away from his dad and me. But this was one of those nights when, if I thought about Jordan, my heart would lurch and I’d end up crying in bed, bath, and way beyond.

The lights were out, Phillip had dozed off, and I was lying next to him, converting my pillow into a swamp. He didn’t say anything, but he must have heard me sniffling because he rolled over and took me in his arms and started patting me. And I thought, Oh, bless his heart, I woke him up, and now he knows I’m crying so he’s comforting me. And he just lay there with his arms around me, patting my shoulder, and I started to feel better. So I finally got up and went to the bathroom and washed my face. I was on my way back to the bed when it hit me. I stopped right there in my bare feet.

“Wait just a minute,” I said. “What good are you? Here I am, all upset, and you just go stupid on me!”

Now he was wide awake.

“What are you talking about?” he said.

“Not
 a word! You pat me on the arm, and that’s it? Where are all those words of wisdom you usually have?”

The man just stared at me.

“You’re Dr. Phil!” I said. “I’m married to Dr. Phil, and that’s it? You don’t have a single thing to say to me!” But of course, never at a loss, he did.

“You’re always telling me that I don’t have to fix everything,” he said. “You’re the one who says that sometimes I just have to be there for you and hold you.”

He was right. I had told him that maybe ten thousand times, which made it even worse.

“Isn’t that just like a man,” I said, “to take my words and use them on me!”

So that’s what I mean when I say I don’t live with Dr. Phil, I live with a man—a man who, according to the New York Times, is the nation’s most visible self-help specialist and relationship guru, but who is still a man. A man who loves and knows me better than anyone else on earth, but who still can’t read my mind (at least not all the time).

And why shouldn’t Phillip be just like a man? He is a man, after all: my one and only love, the man God meant me to marry; the father of my children and my husband of over thirty years. I met him, fell for him, and married him long before he was who he is today, and yet he hasn’t changed, not on the inside. He was Phillip McGraw when I met him, and then he was Dr. McGraw, and for the last nine years he’s been Dr. Phil, but to me he’s always been a sweet, funny man who took the feeling of being truly loved to a whole new level.

From our very first date—during which I did not mention marriage, by the way, no matter what he says—I have always thought that he was brilliant. To this day, I totally trust his opinion, and respect his mind and who he is. But when he comes home at night after a long day of taping at the studio, hungry and tired and wondering what’s for dinner, he is most certainly not Dr. Phil. In all the years we’ve been married, he has never asked me how something’s working for me, or looked at me as if I were crazy and said, “Now, what in the world were you thinking?”

He knows better than that. He knows that if I want Dr. Phil, I will ask for him. Phillip has a big personality. He’s strong, he’s assertive, and for a long time he was one of three men living in our house. I knew early on, as the only woman in this family, that I was going to have to stake out my territory, my boundaries, my wants, and my needs, or I could get swept away in a house full of jocks. As I said, it’s all about choices, and I made the choice to be sure that I had a strong and clear voice that was heard, and that I was treated with dignity and respect by all three of the men in my life.

Having said that, I will admit that it’s great to have Dr. Phil at my beck and call. I’m always coming up to him and saying, “Gosh, that person is so, so . . . give me a word. Give me a word.” And that means, “Give me Dr. Phil.” He can sum up an emotion or an event or anything for me, really, in one or two syllables, and that’s all I need.

As I said, it’s all about choices, and I made the choice to be sure that I had a strong and clear voice that was heard, and that I was treated with dignity and respect by all three of the men in my life.

I’ll say, “Oh, that person! She’s so . . . so . . .” And he’ll look up without missing a beat and say, “Self-involved?” And I’ll jump up and say, “Perfect, perfect.” Whenever a situation or a person frustrates me, Dr. Phil can sum it up. So sure, he can be Dr. Phil when I need him to be. But he doesn’t give me that side of him unless I ask for it.

One time when we were newlyweds living in a little apartment outside of Dallas, way before he was Dr. Phil but when he was already a psychologist, I asked one too many questions. I was working during the day and going to college at night, and Phillip was working on his doctorate at the University of North Texas. We were both at home studying, and Phillip was working to perfect the skill of performing psychological assessments on patients. I said, “Do you want to practice on me?” (In retrospect, that qualified me as an idiot. He might have discovered my shoe obsession and headed for the hills!)

He said he was going to ask me a lot of questions that I had to answer as honestly as I could, and I figured, how hard can it be? I’m married to the man, after all; he knows everything about me. So he started doing the profile and I started squirming. He asked me all these questions about my mother and my father, and how I felt about my brother and my sisters, and he wrote everything down. The more questions he asked, the more I found myself stammering and stalling for time, and I was getting so nervous I finally got up on my tip-toes and looked him right in the eye and said, “Now, listen buddy—this assessment is over.” It was dawning on me what all this man was learning. I said, “Okay, I know I said I’d do this with you, but don’t you be using this test on me, and don’t you be analyzing me when I don’t know it. If you’re going to analyze me, it’ll be when I ask you to.” I set that rule down way back.

I never again asked Phillip to analyze me or my behaviors the way he would do for a patient. I guess it’s similar to the way surgeons aren’t supposed to operate on family members because they might be too emotionally involved to use their best medical judgment. And while doing brain surgery on your wife is a lot different from trying to get inside her head with a psychological profile, the whole thing was still a little too close for my comfort level.

I remember another time, many years later, when we were sitting in the car after one of Jordan’s baseball games, waiting for him to come out of the locker room. The parents’ cars were all lined up, waiting for the kids, and the mothers were all lined up in the courtyard, talking and laughing and visiting. Now, I like a good chat as much as the next girl, but I’d just spent two hours visiting with these women during the game, and at this point, I just wanted to sit in my car with my husband, mind my own business, and wait for my son to appear so we could all go home and have dinner.

I turned to Phillip (huge mistake) and said something like, “I wonder what it is about me that I have no desire to join those women and continue visiting. Do you think that’s a bad thing?”

Now, what he should have said was, “Oh, no, honey, that’s not a bad thing; there’s not a bad thing about you—you’re perfect!”

What he actually said was, “Well, yes, it could mean that you have antisocial tendencies and are trying to avoid interpersonal contact with members of your peer group.”

I just looked at him and thought, Oh, my gosh. Is he really that dense, thinking he can tell me what all’s wrong with me like that? Doesn’t he know me any better than that after twenty-three years, seven months, and three weeks of marriage? It made me so mad I didn’t talk to him for hours. I kept replaying it in my head: him sitting there in the driver’s seat, giving me this insight into myself, and me sitting there saying, “Gosh, Phillip, did you have to say that?” What he’d said wasn’t exactly derogatory, but it wasn’t a compliment, either. I just didn’t like the way it sounded.

 I was mad at him for the rest of the night—and I mean the you-sit-over-there-on-the-couch-and-I’ll-sit-by-myself-in-this-chair kind of mad (because I’m so antisocial, don’t you know). Poor man, he sat there shaking his head and muttering, “Well, you asked me.” And I was all hurt and huffy, saying, “Well yeah, but—you know.” He didn’t know, of course. He’s a man, and when you tell a man you want him to tell you the truth, he thinks you mean it. And I sort of did, but I didn’t want him seeing me in those terms, as if I were a research subject that he could poke at and figure out. He was my husband, not my therapist. I never asked him to explain myself to me again.

It works for us to maintain a boundary between what he does for a living and how we live our lives at home. I’m not married to that man in a conservative suit and tie who helps people with their problems on national television. I am married to Phillip McGraw, Grandma’s son. That’s what we all call his mother and that’s how I see him, the son of a woman who did an outstanding job raising a fine and decent man, just the way I’ve
 tried to do with our sons. And if I’ve done half as good a job with my kids as Grandma did with hers, I’ll be able to look back on my life and feel good about myself.

I have always felt that motherhood was my calling, and I have always known I am going to do everything I can for my children because I want to be able to say that I’m doing a good job, with no regrets.

That’s important to me, because as I said earlier, I believe I was put on this earth to be not only a wife and a mother, but to be Phillip’s wife and Jay and Jordan’s mother, and I really just want to be able to look back on my family—my life’s work—and know that I did a good job. I have always felt that motherhood was my calling, and I have always known I am going to do everything I can for my children because I want to be able to say that I’m doing a good job, with no regrets.

I want to be proud of myself because I raised decent children. I do not ever want to live with the regret of knowing I could have tried a little harder to help my kids become happy, healthy adults. That doesn’t mean I couldn’t have done things better or differently. As a young bride and mother, I made all the predictable, typical mistakes and then some. I still cannot believe that I did what I am about to tell you. Talk about a clueless new mother—I defined the term. Okay, here goes.

I brought Jay home from the hospital, placed him in his crib with color-coordinated sheets, blanket, and bumper pads, and realized I didn’t have any diapers, bottles, or baby formula in the house. (Heck, I’d only had nine months to prepare, and I was busy decorating the nursery, you know?) So I went to the bag of supplies the hospital sent home with us, fished out the baby bottle and the can of formula, diluted the formula with a can of water the way the hospital nurse had told me to, poured it into the bottle, heated the bottle in a pan of water on the stove, and gave baby Jay his very first home-cooked meal.

In the meantime, I asked Phillip to run to the store and pick up more formula as well as diapers, bottles, and other supplies. It was a good thing he went, because two hours later Jay was ready for his second feeding, right on schedule. I prepared another bottle just as before, fed him, and put him back in his crib.

I barely had time to get comfortable before he was crying for more. That baby sure could eat—it seemed that no more than an hour after finishing a bottle, he’d be hungry again. I was glad Phillip had bought a case of formula, because that child was going through it faster than I’d gone through pancakes, peanut butter, and watermelon when I was pregnant.

The thing was, Jay didn’t seem to be putting on any weight. It didn’t make sense: How could a baby eat so much and still look so scrawny? I thought the formula would last us a month, but he was less than a week old, and we were on our last can. So I asked Phillip to run out to the market and get some more. “What’s it called again?” he said.

I picked up the last can, looked at the label, and my heart lurched.

“Oh, my gosh. Oh, my gosh,” I said.

“What’s the matter?” he said.

“Oh, Phillip, I can’t believe what I’ve been doing! I’ve been mixing the formula with water, only it says right here, ‘Do not dilute!’ The nurse told me the hospital formula was concentrated and had to be diluted. But this kind was already diluted before they put it in the can.”

I’d been starving my baby. My precious, firstborn son was a hungry, puny thing because I’d been feeding him watery formula for four days. I felt so horrible, so guilty, and so ridiculous.

Phillip went out for more formula. I must have examined that label fifty times before I fed that formula to Jay—and this time, I got it right. And he finally began putting on weight—until two weeks later, when he developed a digestive disorder and had to be rushed into surgery. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

The point is, as much as I don’t want to admit it (we never do, do we?), there are a few things I wish I’d done differently. And even though I still cringe when I think about my early attempts to feed my baby, at the time I really was doing my best.

Being a mother is more than a phase in my life; for me, it’s a never-ending mission, my calling here on earth. And when the time comes and I’m standing before my heavenly Father, I just want Him to say to me, “Job well done.”

It’s always been important for me to know I was doing the best I could at the time I was doing it, even if my best sometimes wasn’t all that good. Both Jay and Jordan managed to survive my many mothering mishaps, which is a relief to me. I firmly believe that how happy my sons are is a reflection of who I am and how well I did my job. Being a mother is more than a phase in my life; for me, it’s a never-ending mission, my calling here on earth. And when the time comes and I’m standing before my heavenly Father, I just want Him to say to me, “Job well done.”

You can look after your children every day, make sure they have clean clothes, and make sure they’re at home every night, but there’s more to mothering than that. I always wanted my boys to have joy inside of them, that peace and excitement and pride about who they are. I wanted to not only make sure they were physically taken care of but spiritually and emotionally taken care of, too. There are so many responsibilities to parenting, and I always wanted to make sure I’d done everything I could to give them not only the basics they needed to stay alive, but the spirit and enthusiasm to really be alive, to live with passion and gusto and joy.

No one’s perfect. My kids aren’t perfect and I’m not perfect. We don’t agree about everything, and every once in a while one of them will do something that makes me want to ask what in the heck they were thinking. But I can honestly say that I feel confident that I’ve done everything I’m capable of doing.

My goal from the moment our sons were born was not to raise them to be terrific two-year-olds and fabulous first-graders; it was to raise them to be effective, autonomous adults. Phillip often says on the show that parents aren’t raising kids, they’re raising adults, and I like to think that maybe he got that from me. Because from the day Jay and Jordan were born, I’ve always believed that my job was to prepare them for that faraway day when they would be on their own.

Now, with Jay working and Jordan in college, that faraway day has come. And let me tell you, that day came fast. When they were babies, people would always tell me to enjoy them while they were little, that before I knew it they’d be all grown up and I wouldn’t know where the time had gone. And although I believed them, I didn’t fully appreciate how quickly my boys would wiggle through my fingers like they used to in the bathtub and turn into the men they’ve become. If you have a son, you know what I mean: one day he’s soft and tender and wrapping his arms around your waist; the next day he hugs you and your nose mashes up against his collarbone. You hug him back and feel how strong he has become, and how much bigger he is than you, and you think, Oh my, this isn’t a boy, this is a man—my little boy, my son, is a man.

And in that moment, you can start sobbing—or you can stand up tall, unmash your nose, and get on with your life.

It’s all about choice. When my boys were about to leave for college, I had a choice and I thought, This is their time and I want them excited about it. If I sit around and cry and say, “Oh, I’m going to miss you, I don’t want you to go,” that would mean I was making their leaving all about me, and it’s not about me; it’s about them. I would have felt very selfish if I’d expressed my love by telling them, “Once you leave, I am going to get up every day and cry.” What a burden to put on them! They’ve earned the right to go on and live this new phase in life. It was always important for my sons to know that I was there for them and that I am still here for them. I made a conscious choice to convince them that I was thrilled for them and that I knew they were going to do well.

And that’s why, if I cried about them leaving, it was always in bed at night or in the bathtub (I give myself permission to cry day or night in the bathtub, because it’s one my favorite places to be). My tears were for the joy of being their mother. And of course that came to an end, that daily mothering, when they left for college. But what did not come
 to an end was the joy I felt—and continue to feel—at being their mother. And that’s because I made that conscious choice to celebrate their independence rather than grieve their absence. I chose, and continue to choose, to rejoice in their competence rather than mourn the fact that they don’t need me anymore. Because, in fact, they do still need me, only in different ways than they used to. Just as they have grown and evolved, so have I; and just as they are excited about entering this new phase of their lives, so am I excited about entering this new phase in my life.

It’s not that I don’t miss them; I do. But it’s all a matter of how you look at it: When our kids leave the nest, we can either mourn their departure as the end of a profoundly meaningful era in our lives, or embrace it as the beginning of a new one. We can either reject our children’s coming of age and pretend they’re still little kids who can’t live without us, or we can accept that they’ve grown into the adults we hoped they’d become and get on with our lives.

I choose acceptance.

It’s hard to overestimate the value of acceptance. Being able to accept what life dishes out is tremendously helpful. That’s another choice I made: to love and accept Phillip as he was, and is, and will be. And boy, have I been tested on that one! After thirty years of marriage, I’ve had many, many opportunities to learn and grow in the acceptance department. And I’ve made remarkable progress, considering that I’ve not always had that accepting spirit.

That is not the same thing as having a loving spirit, which is something I’ve always had. Phillip knows exactly how I feel about him. I’m crazy about that man, and I tell him so almost every day. I think he is brilliant and wise, and a wonderful father and husband. He is the perfect man for me, and I cannot imagine being married to anyone else.

But that doesn’t mean we’re alike. In fact, we’re quite different, and I confess that even after all these years together, I still don’t understand him sometimes. For instance, there’s Phillip’s opinion of chocolate: to him, it’s just another snack—like beer nuts or a piece of fruit. Now, I’ve got a huge bowl of fruit sitting on my kitchen counter, and I like a crisp apple or a juicy orange as much as the next girl. But to think of a melt-in-your-mouth bittersweet truffle as no different from a beer nut? I just don’t get it.

Nor do I get his footwear philosophy. If you could see my closet, you’d understand: I must have a hundred pairs of shoes, and I can still find room for more. And girls, I know you know what I mean. A woman can never have too many shoes. But Phillip, he thinks three pairs of shoes is one pair too many.

And then there’s the way he deals with news. When it comes to work, he’s the most thorough guy in the world. But when it comes to personal matters, he never asks the right questions. He’ll come home after work and say, “Oh, guess what? Joe and Elizabeth had their baby today.” I’ll get all excited and start asking questions.

“Oh my gosh, what’d they have?”

“I don’t know,” he’ll say.

“You didn’t ask?”

“No.”

“Well, okay,” I’ll say, pressing on. “What did they name it?’”

“I don’t know.”

“Well then, how’s Elizabeth doing?”

“I’m sure she’s exhausted, Robin. She just had a baby.”

Now, you ask a woman about some couple’s blessed event, and she’ll tell you the baby’s name, how much it weighed, how long it was, how long the labor was, how many pushes it took to squeeze it out, and whether or not they’re planning on having another one—and that’s just for starters. But when it comes to women and what’s important to them, men just don’t ask the right questions.

I found that out the hard way. It happened more than twenty-three years ago, but the memory is as clear as day. It was a Saturday, and I was in the kitchen fixing dinner. Phillip had been out in the garage for about three hours, trying to find the source of a rattling noise in his car. So he comes in, sees I’m in the middle of cooking, and says, “Hey, can you shut this down for a little bit and come out and help me?”

Being the agreeable young wife I was trying to be back then, I said, “Sure, absolutely.” I turned off the flame under the skillet and went out to the garage.

The first thing I noticed was my beautiful bath towel lying on the floor behind the car. It wasn’t one of those old, raggedy towels you stack in the garage to wash your car. No, this was a cream colored, 100 percent Egyptian cotton towel with a big, beautiful M monogrammed in blue, one of those thirsty-type towels that’s just perfect for drinking up all that oil and grease on the garage floor.

I stood there staring at the towel, and Phillip said, “I’ve been out here all afternoon and I can’t find where that noise is coming from. And I’m just wondering if, you know, you would lie down on the towel and let me back the car out over you, and maybe you can hear the rattle from underneath.”

I looked at the towel, I looked at the car, and I looked at him. And I said, “You know what? The only rattle I hear is the one in your head if you think I’m lying down on that towel.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” he said. “You’ll fit. I measured.”

I just stood there and said, “No way, buddy. I am not getting under that car.”

So he tried a different approach.

“Well, then,” he said, “will you get in the car and help me?”

“Yes, I sure will,” I said. “I can do that.” So he opened the trunk and put the towel in there.

Well, ladies, I am embarrassed and ashamed to admit this, but I got in that trunk. I did. I got in and lay down on my beautiful towel, and Phillip lowered the lid a bit and showed me a cutout on the inside.

“Here’s where you can hold the lid with your hand, and it won’t close on you,” he said. “I’m just going to back out a little, and you listen and see if you can tell where the noise is coming from.”

I’m thinking we’re going to run a few feet back and forth in the garage. Phillip starts the engine, backs out into the driveway, enters the cul-de-sac, and starts zooming around in circles—with me hanging on for dear life. He hits a bump, I close the lid on myself, I’m locked in the trunk, and he’s still driving in circles. Now I’m screaming, “Phillip, stop the car! Stop the car!”

Finally the car stops. I hear him come around to the trunk but then he has to go back for his keys so he can open the lid. I hear the key in the lock, right near my head, and as the lid springs open, there’s my husband with a hopeful look on his face.

Now, I’m going to tell you what he did not say.

He did not say, “Honey, what’s wrong?”

Not, “Sweetheart, why are you crying?”

He did not say, “Oh, you’re bleeding.”

He didn’t even say, “Oh here, baby, let me help you out.”

No, my beloved husband lifted the trunk lid, gazed into my eyes and said, “Did you hear anything?”

Let’s just say that I didn’t hear anything, but he sure did. “How could you ask me to do that? What were you thinking? Didn’t you notice the trunk was closed? Didn’t you hear me screaming?” He just stared at me as if I were overreacting in a major way. To this day, he does not think it is odd that he asked me to do this.

The truth is, Phillip and I spent years being frustrated with each other, doing exactly what God intended each of us to do. He did not intend Phillip to be like me, and He did not intend me to be like Phillip. You wouldn’t want to be married to someone like you anyway, would you? Would you really want to be married to someone who thinks like you, acts like you, and talks like you? I wouldn’t, that’s for sure. If Phillip
 did everything I wanted him to, he just wouldn’t be him, and I wouldn’t like that.

The man who put me in the trunk of his car is the same man who, when I was at my very lowest after losing both my parents, looked me in the eye and said, “I will never leave you. You are not alone.”

And he was the same man who, for our twentieth wedding anniversary, gave me the most wonderful gift I have ever received. We had gone to dinner that night and were going to celebrate by spending the night in a beautiful hotel in Dallas. When we got up to the room, he handed me a gift.

It was a book bound in beautiful black leather, and written on the front, in silver embossed letters, was “Twenty-Year Spin.” I opened it, and inside were twenty poems that Phillip had written. Each poem reflected a year of our marriage, from August 14, 1976, to that very day, August 14, 1996. Facing each poem was a collage of photographs depicting the major events of that year, starting with snapshots of our wedding showing Phillip in his white tuxedo and me in my wedding dress, and ending with a poem honoring our twentieth year: “If life were a garden and I could walk through again, you’re the flower I would pick for another twenty-year spin.”

Accept him for the man he is, and accept yourself for the woman you are. Do not apologize for your feminine ways. God made you that way on purpose, and don’t let anybody tell you there is anything wrong with being a woman and doing things as a woman does them.

I sat there for what felt like hours, savoring every poem, crying and wondering how he managed to remember so many events from so long ago. I remember asking him, “When did you write this? And when did you get these pictures? I never thought you even knew where I kept the photo albums!” And he told me he had written the poems mostly while he was either waiting in airports or waiting for court to come back into session (at the time, he was working for Courtroom Sciences, a litigation consulting firm he had founded).

I’ll never forget how I felt when I opened that book. I didn’t realize he had it in him to write one poem, let alone twenty. Never in a million years would I have imagined he’d do such a thing. After twenty years, he could still surprise me; and now, after thirty years, he is surprising me still.

Men are complex creatures whose ways seem just as mysterious to us as ours do to them. It isn’t fair to accuse them of being unromantic or unloving just because their ways of creating romance and expressing love may be different from ours. My point is, don’t expect your husband to be like you. Accept him for the man he is, and accept yourself for the woman you are. Do not apologize for your feminine ways. God made you that way on purpose, and don’t let anybody tell you there is anything wrong with being a woman and doing things as a woman does them. Women need to be who they are and inspire their husbands to appreciate them as they are. I’ve always believed that women and men are fundamentally different, that being a feminine woman is just as powerful as being a manly man; and that’s something I wish every woman would think about. If your husband makes fun of your feminine ways, tell him to try living without them for a while.

It’s always been important for the men in my life to see and respect every side of me, to see my femininity and my strength, and to see that my femininity is my strength. When a man and woman are together, the man needs to feel that he’s the stronger one in the room, and I don’t have a problem with that. Men were put on this earth to stand in the doorway and protect their women and children, and I say, God bless them. I always make sure Phillip knows that I rely on his strength, and that I would miss him terribly if he weren’t there. Which doesn’t mean I’m not plenty strong in my own right: I am. It’s just that I don’t feel a need to compete with him for dominance in our relationship.

I’ve always seen a wonderful, supportive side of men that some women may not see. I think a lot of that has to do with the fact that I have a twin brother, and I showed Roger early on that he didn’t always have to be the strongest just because he was the only boy in the family, that he could be vulnerable and I would always be there. I loved telling him, “Don’t worry, I’ll always be there for you and I’ll always take care of you,” when we were really young.

I think that’s when my real love of mothering started, because I always wanted to take care of Roger, whether he wanted me to or not. We moved around a lot when I was a kid, and we were always transferring to different schools. I remember being in first grade and starting at a new school, and the teacher wanted Roger and me to stay late one day so she could test our reading skills and know where to place us in reading class.

She sat down with Roger at the desk in front of me, and told him he would be reading first. So Roger starts reading aloud, “See Spot run.” But before he could get to the third word, I was saying it for him. He’d say, “See Spot—” and I’d say, “Run.” He’d say, “Jane goes outside—” and I’d chime in, “To play.”

After about ten minutes, the teacher said, “Robin honey, you’re going to have to let him read his own words.” And I was thinking, Uh-oh, this is not good; she’s not going to let me help him. Not that he needed my help, mind you; Roger could read just as well as I could. I just felt an irresistible urge to protect him.

The teacher could see that I was like a little mother hen with him, so the next day she seated him in the first chair of the first row and put me in the last chair of the last row so I couldn’t help him. And—I’ll never forget this—she said, “All right, children, we’re going to learn to spell our names and write them down on the top of the paper.”

And I’m thinking, Jameson . . . Can Roger spell “Jameson”? So I stared at Roger and he turned around and looked at me and I whispered, “J,” hissing it up the row so he could hear me. He turned around and wrote it down and spun around again and I hissed, “A,” and it went on like that until I had spelled out our last name for him. And I thought, Okay, this will work out fine.

Or so I thought until the phone rang that night. It was my teacher, and my mother got on and after a while I heard her saying, “Separate them? Oh, I don’t know, that’s not going to be good . . . You can’t separate them, they have to be together.” It was clear to me as I stood there eavesdropping that the teacher was saying I was helping Roger too much and had to be put in a different class. My mother listened for a while and then said, “All right, but if you do separate them, you’re going to have to put him in a room where she can look in and see him and make sure he’s okay.”

That was my mother for you, doing the right thing for our education but also making sure our needs were considered. And sure enough, the next day they moved Roger to the classroom across the hall, and moved my seat up from the back row to a spot right in front of the doorway where I could look up every few minutes and see that he was okay. I looked across that hall every ten minutes, and waited until he looked at me so I could tell from his face that he was okay.

So I’ve always seen the vulnerable side of men: They are very open, they want to be happy, they want to be loved, and they want to get along. They can also be tender and unexpectedly defenseless, and sometimes need to turn to their women for strength. If you give a man a safe haven to show his soft and gentle side, and let him know you still think he’s strong, I think it makes for a perfect relationship.

You’ve got to get beneath the surface to know who a man really is. From the day I met Phillip, I knew he was a dear, loving person. But to this day, when I introduce him to people, a lot of times they say, “Ooh, your husband scares me.” And I’ve got to admit I had a similar reaction for the first few minutes when I met him thirty-five years ago but I quickly saw that he’s the most adorable man ever. But because of the way I grew up, I’ve always looked past what a lot of men put out there, and chosen to see them as large-scale boys who just want to be loved. And when you do that, it’s not hard at all to make them happy.

I have chosen to bring a spirit of acceptance to my relationship with Phillip, and to embrace the differences between us rather than resist them.

And what makes them happy is to be accepted. That is why I have chosen to bring a spirit of acceptance to my relationship with Phillip,
 and to embrace the differences between us rather than resist them. And that is why I don’t think we should judge our husbands too harshly. We have to accept our mates’ ways because that’s what makes life interesting.

I’ll be coming back to this acceptance idea throughout the book, because it’s such an important part of what makes our marriage work. I know now that just because Phillip loves me, doesn’t mean he’s supposed to think the way I do, or act the way I do, or know you’re not supposed to put a thirty-five-dollar bath towel on the garage floor (or your wife in the trunk of your car). I know now that a big part of marriage is not wishing my husband were more like me, but accepting and actually enjoying the fact that he isn’t.

On the other hand, I have also learned that just because I have chosen to be half of a couple, doesn’t mean I have to stop being who God designed me to be: a loving, amiable wife who is her own person, thinks for herself, and knows that there’s more to a working marriage than maintaining a monogrammed towel in pristine condition. After all, Phillip thought he was doing the right thing; he did give me a nice clean, thick towel to lie down on.
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