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				I’m blessed with a wonderful wife of almost thirty-nine years; three grown children who have been the joy of my life (I’ve watched their births, their growth into adults, and their launching forth on their on); and three dogs, which make me laugh and keep me company when no one else is willing to stay up late or get up early. But this book is actually dedicated to the two members of my family who have become as much a part of me as the wife, kids, and dogs—and to be named up there with the dogs is really a big deal!

				I dedicate this book to Chandler’s mother, my daughter-in-law, Lauren, and to Scarlett’s father, my son-in-law, Bryan Sanders. If marriages were still “arranged” as in ancient days, I could have only hoped to find Lauren and Bryan as spouses for my two married children. Their devotion as spouses to my children is rivaled only by their total immersion into the enormous responsibilities of parenthood. I hope and pray David and Sarah realize how blessed they truly are to have joined themselves to partners who love God, their families, and their country. The fact that Lauren and Bryan are delightful parents to my grandchildren certainly sweetens the pot! I love them as if they were my own. In gratitude to God, I dedicate this book to Lauren and Bryan.
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				Preface

				The doctor was right.

				“Perfect,” he said.

				“Are you sure everything is okay?” I asked anyway.

				He said it again. “Perfect.”

				At that moment I knew Dr. Singleton must be a pretty smart and insightful obstetrician. My first grandchild was, in fact, perfect.

				Chandler James Huckabee, a healthy seven-pound two-ounce baby boy was born to my middle son, David, and his wife, Lauren, on July 2, 2011. As I looked at this little guy for the first time, I could think of no better word to describe him. For one, he was, in fact, perfect, with ten little fingers, ten little toes, and a rounded head quite unlike the coneheads of so many newborns. His skin was velvety smooth, and in my arms he slept soundly, no doubt exhausted from the journey he’d just had. A little blanket kept him warm, and a red, white, and blue stocking cap covered his thick wisp of dark brown hair. Yes, he was perfect.

				The other reason I couldn’t think of a different word to describe him was because that perfect little baby had turned me into a blathering idiot. I was so dumbstruck by becoming a grandfather, my brain had shut down.

				Over the years, I have watched several of my friends become grandparents, and as I listened to them yammer on about how adorable their grandkids were or waited patiently as they showed me what seemed like hundreds of photos, I had vowed to myself that I would never be such an obnoxious grandpa. I had actually started avoiding these people out of fear I’d be subjected to an extended conversation about a first “poo-poo” in the potty chair or, worse, a ten-minute cell phone video of the infamous poo-poo itself. I would be proud of my grandkids, sure, but I knew I would still handle myself with some dignity.

				But then I held Chandler for the first time. As I looked at him, I realized that this little guy would carry on the Huckabee genes and the Huckabee name (assuming he didn’t one day become a rock star and change his name to “Daddy Goo-Goo”). My stiff upper lip started to quiver and the tears in my eyes weren’t from my contact lenses.

				It had been almost thirty-five years since I had held my oldest child, Chandler’s uncle, John Mark, for the first time. Awe and wonder at the miracle of life had overwhelmed me then, just as it would a few years later, when my second son, Chandler’s dad, David James, and then my only daughter and last child, Sarah Elizabeth, were born. And as I looked at my first grandchild, it overwhelmed me again.

				Perfect. He really seemed to be just that. Oh, I understand that even my grandson isn’t actually perfect in a Jesus kind of way, but at that moment I thought the attending physician showed almost divine insight by deeming the boy flawless. He seemed comfortable around a lot of new people, and despite being only a few minutes old, he was already chatting away with his brand-new family, all of whom were oohing and aahing back. Okay, he didn’t actually talk, but I’m pretty sure he knew how much he was loved.

				Up until then, I really had planned on keeping my excitement over my first grandchild locked in the vault of my own heart. But my volition was overwhelmed by my emotions and I, too, became one of those obnoxious grandparents.

				Luckily, this has worked to my advantage, because I could always avoid unwanted conversations. For example, whenever I found myself sitting next to an excessively chatty passenger on an airplane, I could bring out my phone and say, “Hey, I have about three thousand photos of my grandson I’d like to show you,” and he would usually stop talking to me immediately. My obsession also helped me come up with material for my weekly television show because I could insert photos of my ever growing grandson into the opening monologue if I ever ran out of things to say. I’m sure the people who watch my show loved seeing just how adorable he was.

				Not long after Chandler was born, my baby girl Sarah (she’s thirty and married, but she’s still my baby girl) announced that she was pregnant. A few weeks later, we found out it would be a girl. So with Chandler just a few weeks old, we learned that in less than a year he would have a cousin, my daughter would have her firstborn child, and Janet and I would have our second grandchild and first granddaughter. Months before she was born, she already had a name: Scarlett Wiles Sanders. (Wiles was my father’s middle name, so she would get something from her paternal side.) I was pretty certain the doctor would very soon be calling her perfect, too (he’d better, if he wanted to get paid!), and I’d be broadcasting her photo to my TV viewers each week.

				Becoming a grandparent has been life changing, but beyond the sheer joy of it all, there is some very real responsibility that has weighed heavily on me. Like every grandparent, I hope to give even better counsel than I did with my own kids. After all, when I was raising them, I was a total neophyte at being a parent and had to learn everything as I went along. Now, many years, and many gray hairs, later, I have the perspective that comes with having taken the whole job of parenting from concept to completion, so to speak. I’m sure their parents are terrified I’ll mess their kids up the way they think I messed them up, but, hey, they turned out okay!

				And besides, Chandler’s and Scarlett’s parents are going to be very busy just keeping the kids fed and clothed and getting them to soccer practice and Scouts (sweet revenge for when I had to do all those things thirty years ago). Someone has to take charge of the big stuff. Of course, like any proud grandpa, I intend to spoil my grandkids rotten whenever they come to visit, but I also want to offer them something of greater value than my collection of vintage guitars, firearms (if Scarlett is anything like her mother, she won’t find these very useful anyway), and photos of me hanging out with far more famous and important people from my days in politics or media. I want to give them something that won’t collect dust and can’t be auctioned on eBay. They are my blood-kin descendants, but I want them to inherit more from me than whatever I put in my will. I want to give them my wisdom and teach them the lessons I’ve learned in my fifty-seven years on this earth. Do I expect them to heed all of my advice and cling to every word? Not really. They probably won’t understand most of it until they are about sixteen, and at that point, well, if they’re like all other teenagers, I can’t imagine they’ll be looking for advice from their elders and trying to identify more with their relatives. But maybe one day Chandler and Scarlett will remember and understand the things I tell them.

				Although my advice comes from my personal experience and I’m writing with my grandkids in mind, I hope any parent, grandparent, child, or grandchild can take away something valuable from these letters. I’ll try not to be too obnoxious, but, don’t worry, if you ever sit next to me on a plane, I’ll still be happy to show you all the photos I have on my phone.
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				CHAPTER ONE

				On Parents

				Dear Chandler, Dear Scarlett:

				Whatever you thought when you saw your parents for the first time, I promise you it was nothing compared to the excitement your parents felt when they saw you for the first time. You kept them waiting for nine months while they tried to figure out how big you would be, how cute you would be, and, of course, when they’d get to hold you and smother you with love.

				Parents are a pretty important part of who you are because, without them, you wouldn’t be here in the first place. (How that all happens we’ll deal with later—your parents are hoping much later.) A parent’s job doesn’t end after you’re conceived and born, though. You will find your mother and father very helpful in your early days, especially before you can walk, talk, feed, or clean yourself after you’ve engaged in the most elementary bodily functions.

				And even if you didn’t need your parents to provide your food, shelter, clothing, and medical care, you’d still want them around because they are incredibly entertaining. You must find it pretty funny when they talk to you in a baby voice, trying to explain things you can’t possibly understand. “Does baby want to go to sleepy land?” I always thought it would be hilarious if God in His infinite sense of humor gave infants the ability to sit up in their cribs and declare, “No, I don’t want to sleep—I just got here and I’m ready to PAR-TAY!” Talking to babies is kind of like talking to dogs. “Does Fluffy want to go for a walk?” Just once I want to hear a puppy say, “Not right now. I want to finish watching Old Yeller on cable.”

				The reason your parents talk to you like this is because they are actually losing the ability to have a rational adult conversation. They just don’t know it. As funny as this is, you need to have some sympathy for them because ever since you came into the world, they’ve spent most of their time feeding you, clothing you, cleaning you, changing your diaper, putting you to bed, and protecting you from cold viruses and grandparents. And even when they’re not doing these things, they’re thinking about doing them, or dreaming about doing them, or talking about doing them. So, basically, you’ve taken over their brains.

				And let me tell you, this distraction can often lead parents to do some pretty dumb things.

				Before your uncle John Mark was born, I knew I would be totally new to the parenting thing and didn’t have the first clue what I’d be doing. I spent months reading every book I could get my hands on about how to take care of a baby. By the time the baby came, I thought I was basically ready for anything—from his stepping on a rusty nail to breaking his arm to throwing a tantrum in public. What I wasn’t prepared for was being thrust into a life-or-death situation that would forever change my understanding of fatherhood.

				One day I was standing over John Mark’s crib when he was just a few days old, changing his diaper, when suddenly his chest collapsed. It happened so quickly, and even though his chest quickly returned to its original position, I was worried. What had just happened did not look natural. Then, before I could scream for his mother, an ambulance, or perhaps the national guard, it happened again. When I saw my baby son’s tiny little chest cave in a second time, I mustered all the volume I had in my voice and yelled to your grandmother, “JANET! COME HERE NOW! CALL 911! JOHN MARK IS HAVING A HEART SEIZURE!” I continued my panicked cry for help until your grandmother arrived. Just then, John Mark’s chest collapsed again. “That is a hiccup,” your grandmother calmly informed me before walking out of the room and leaving me to my diaper-changing duties.

				“Hiccup? Are you sure?” I called out at her. I thought she was being rather cavalier about our first and only child’s possible collapsed lung or cardiac arrest. I had hiccupped plenty of times in my life, and my chest never touched my spine because of it!

				But she was right—it was just a hiccup. I had been so worried about having to save my child from a life-threatening injury that I had lost all common sense. So when your parents overreact to some things, as they will, forgive them. No one is great at something on the first try, and parenting requires a person to deal with a whole lot of surprises—some good, some bad. You may laugh at them sometimes (as will I, because I know what it’s like), but I promise, if you ever have children, you’ll understand.

				***

				Beyond providing you with basic economic and physical necessities, as well as twenty-four-hour live interactive entertainment, parents will give you something you need more than anything else: unconditional love.

				You probably already know your parents love you. They tell you all the time and they treat you as if you were the center of the universe (which, to them, you are). But it’s the unconditional aspect of this love that you probably won’t fully grasp until much later on. I hope your parents are still around when that happens so you can tell them you finally understand and let them know how much you love them, too.

				Unconditional love means that your parents don’t love you because you’re cute (even though you are), or because you’re intelligent (of course you are!), or because you have amazing talents to sing or play sports (I’m sure you do!). They don’t love you because you make their lives easier. In fact, when you first showed up, you were pretty much useless. You couldn’t help out around the house, and yet you still demanded constant attention and care. If that wasn’t enough, you kept your parents up all hours of the night, and because they had to take care of you all the time, they didn’t have time to do a lot of the things they used to do, like go out to eat or have leisurely conversations with their adult friends. You pretty much upended whatever serenity they had.

				You certainly aren’t loved because of your financial contribution to the family. Your parents would probably never smile at you if they fully understood the costs associated with bringing you into this world. Your parents could shop at fine jewelry stores on a weekly basis and have lobster flown in each Friday from Maine with the money it will cost to properly provide for your every need and desire. With food, clothing, medical bills, day care, and education, not to mention all the hobbies and toys you’ll want throughout your childhood, your cost to your parents will be staggering. But even if they got a bill for your next twenty-two years of life support and the cost of your education, they still wouldn’t put you on eBay.

				No, this love you receive by the truckload is not your parents’ way of thanking you because you’ve proved yourselves economically, politically, or socially useful. Your parents
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