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		Praise for

		My First Rodeo

		
			“What a tremendous collection of thoughts, lessons learned, and heartwarming stories about life and parenthood! Parents, grandparents, and even adolescent kiddos will find something in My First Rodeo just for them. For fathers in particular, Stoney brings a clever perspective on the trials, tribulations, and comedies of learning to be a modern-day dad. From life-changing stories that will water the eyes to laugh-out-loud adventures that will bring even more tears, Stoney’s first book is a great read!”

			—T. M. “ROE” PATTERSON, author of the book Crude Blessings and president and CEO of Basic Energy Services Inc.

			“From pineapple ‘I love yous’ to a map to heaven, My First Rodeo is a relatable book for dads or any parents doing their best in today’s complexity. A father of five myself, I place my title of Dad as my most sacred calling. Stoney gives insight into dad-hood in the best way possible: from the heart. Fatherhood is not biology; it is not words. It is actions. Three cheers for dads, and thank you, Stoney, for sharing your story!”

			—SHANE D. PLUMMER, international horseman and an all-time leading breeder

			“Stoney Stamper not only makes me wish I’d grown up on a farm; he makes me want to grab each and every person in my family and give them a great big hug. With colorful stories that include finding love, raising stepdaughters, and saving chickens, each chapter will leave you with either a smile on your face or a tear in your eye. And I challenge you to finish the entire book without breaking into a full-on sob!”

			
			—KELLIE RASBERRY EVANS, co-host of the Kidd Kraddick Morning Show and co-host of A Sandwich and Some Lovin’ podcast

			“Stoney Stamper takes you on his journey from old-fashioned cowboy to modern family man in this heartfelt look at fatherhood, love, and life off the beaten path.”

			—ALLY CARTER, New York Times best-selling author

			“For any movie or television show you’ve ever loved, you probably loved it because the creators made you feel a personal connection to the characters. Stoney Stamper tapped into the same vein for this book. You will love it because he makes it personal and lets you into his family. You’ll want to come back and visit.”

			—JIMMIE TRAMEL, author and Tulsa World pop-culture writer

			“Fun, honest, and necessary. There aren’t many options for fathers and men out there sharing truth and keeping it real. Stoney manages to offer that in an engaging and hilarious way. We may have the new Rick Bragg with decidedly less grump.”

			—KALAN CHAPMAN LLOYD, award-winning author and attorney

			“Stoney has a way with words like no other. Having four kids myself, two of whom are daughters, I found myself relating to many of his stories and at times actually pulling for him, as I have lived some of these same events. Through changing diapers, changing hormones, and everything that comes with being a father to beautiful daughters, I am a fan. Stoney is to words as Robert Earl Keen is to music.”

			
			—JOSH WEST, majority leader for the Oklahoma House of Representatives

			“As a happily married father of three who often feels light years away from the life I imagined and the one I have (in the best imaginable way), I’ve found a companion in Stoney Stamper and his bittersweet book My First Rodeo. Stoney took me on a reflective journey filled with tangibly relatable anecdotes and markedly honest commentary—one where I found myself fully immersed in a parallel cathartic experience. Stoney’s honest tone, subtle humor, and ability to capture the fragility of time and the power of love made this a refreshing and memorable read.”

			—DANIEL PATTERSON, author of The Assertive Parent

			“My First Rodeo is a captivating story of one man’s adventure in all things family. The author takes his audience by the hand, one page at a time, and reminds us that what we think we don’t want just might be the best thing that could ever happen to us. Few authors…few men, even, are so transparent and honest with the struggles, elations, fears, joys, and even challenges that encompass the journey of parenthood. Funny and emotional, My First Rodeo is a must-read. A story of love, maybe even of destiny, Stamper’s endearing tale will leave you wanting more and will evoke a deep need to find your own way back home.”

			—VERONICA HIX, executive director of ONABEN

			
			“This book builds the bridge between feeling normal and parenthood. Hilarious and relatable, Stoney captivates your attention as he walks you through the beauty and hardships of being the father of a blended family.”

			—CATRINA HERMENET, blogger and creator of @mommystruth
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			To April, not a single word of this book would have been possible without you. My real life started the day our paths crossed again. You are the June to my Johnny, and I love you more than you can know.

			To my daughters—Abby, Emma, and Gracee—thank you for giving me the only job that has ever really mattered in my life. Being a dad. Pineapple.
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			It was 2013 and I was scrolling through social media when I came upon an image of this beautiful Australian shepherd, which pulled me in. Then I started reading the words beneath the photo. Beautiful words. Funny words. Raw words. It was a heartfelt telling of a man losing his best furry friend, written by a man I didn’t know: Stoney Stamper. I finished reading. I dried my eyes. I kept scrolling.

			The next day, I probably shared his story with at least ten people. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. That’s the thing about good storytelling; it leaps off the page and into your mind and makes its home there. I started digging. I had to figure out who this Stoney Stamper guy was. It didn’t take long to find him and his regular musings at his blog, The Daddy Diaries. I read every post. I laughed. Hard. I cried. Big tears. I knew I had to reach out and get this guy to write for my magazine, Do South. I had built the magazine on great storytelling and had a group of stellar writers. What I didn’t have was someone writing with so much humor.

			I contacted Stoney, and our friendship was born. Each month he’d let my readers into the life of his family. I got a front-row seat as his children grew older and as his wife’s photography business blossomed. I was lucky.

			And now you are too.

			You may be drawn to this book because you have a blended family. There’s nothing quite like marrying someone with children. In an instant you take on new responsibilities and do your best to be an instant parent.

			
			If this has happened to you, you know it can be like running an obstacle course blindfolded. It can also stretch you in ways you didn’t know were possible. Your heart opens. You find yourself suddenly singing kids’ songs in the shower. You learn to love mac and cheese, and chicken nuggets. And all of a sudden you realize that while you’re not the coolest kid on the block anymore, you are so happy!

			Even if your background is different from Stoney’s, you’ll love going along for the ride as he finds his footing as a husband and father. Stoney’s stories are epically funny, but they’re also tender reflections on love and parenting.

			I still remember the joy I felt when I discovered Stoney’s writing and asked him to be a part of Do South Magazine. I’m good at scouting out talent, and I knew his words would resonate with my audience. It may be because his stories feel timeless and a bit untamed. Like a cowboy. One who has finally found the perfect place to hang his hat.

			—CATHERINE FREDERICK,

			owner and editor-in-chief of Do South Magazine

		

	
		
		
			
			Introduction

			One sunny day more than five years ago, I sat down with my then six-week-old daughter, Gracee June. I was a man in my midthirties who had sworn time and again that I’d never be a father. I’d tell anyone who would listen. While nearly all my similarly aged friends and family had already started families, and several of them had children in their teens, I was only just beginning mine. Gracee was my first, and only, biological child. A few years prior to this sunny day, I had married my childhood sweetheart, and she had two daughters, Abby and Emma. Those two little girls had spent the last two years giving me daily lessons on how to be a father, and I was learning, albeit slowly. A baptism by fire, of sorts. I had no idea what I was doing, but I tried hard. Gracee—she was my first baby. I was thirty-three years old and had never changed a diaper. Never given a baby a bath. Never fed or burped a tiny little body over my shoulder.

			On that fateful day, my wife, April, had decided to use her Mother’s Day gift from me and the girls: a spa day complete with a deep-tissue massage, facial, manicure, and pedicure. A day of relaxation that she certainly deserved. When she left that day, we had no idea it would put into motion something beyond our wildest dreams. It was the first time I had ever spent the day alone with our precious little girl. I was blindly confident that the day would go smoothly. I am a competent person, after all. This couldn’t be that hard, right? As it would turn out, it was harder than expected. And everything that could go wrong did go wrong. And just like Abby and Emma had done, Gracee, in a mere matter of moments, shattered any illusions that I knew what I was doing. But I’m an optimist, and I believed something good was going to come from that day, shattered illusions and all.

			
			That evening I decided to take my sense of humor and knack for storytelling to pen and paper. I told the story of all of the craziness that had occurred that first day alone as daddy and daughter. I posted our story that night to my personal Facebook page, sort of hoping to get a few laughs. The story was shared over one thousand times in the first day. Our funny little story brought more laughs than anticipated, and it continued to make the rounds on social media for a few more weeks. Now, I had been a writer, in my own mind, for most of my life. I kept journals and wrote poems and short stories. But nothing anyone had ever really read, besides myself. April began encouraging me to start a Facebook page for my writing, maybe even a parenting blog. I confess that writing was a good release for me. I enjoyed it. And it was free, wouldn’t cost us anything except maybe a little bit of ego, if it didn’t take off.

			I told April that I would try it but only continue to do it if I could get at least one thousand followers. I thought this was a lofty goal. Well, much to my surprise, I had more than one thousand followers in the first day. Next thing I knew, I had five thousand. And then ten thousand. We had officially gone viral. Today my blog—The Daddy Diaries—reaches more than one hundred thousand people every day. April and I still sit around sort of shocked. Who could have ever seen that coming?! Well, not us, that’s for sure. The Daddy Diaries has evolved into its own community, even being a place where people come to help others. In the last five years, we have raised more than sixty thousand dollars for families and children in need. We have been fortunate enough to help more than fifty families in times of trouble or tragedy. Again, we never saw that coming.

			
			We’ve tried to take this opportunity and use it to make the world a little better place. But we’ve also been able to use it to show our daughters what a joy it is to help others, to show kindness and love to people that haven’t been as fortunate as we have. Actually, fortunate is not the best word choice. The better word is blessed. If you had told me ten years ago I would be the dad to three generous-hearted daughters, husband to my very best friend (April Skinner, more about her later), and the author of a popular parenting blog, I would’ve laughed in your face after I’d picked myself up off the ground from laughing so hard. And I expect that most anyone who knew me would have fallen down laughing right alongside me. But for some reason, God decided to do one of those “old chunk of coal but gonna be a diamond someday” routines. He took the reins of my life and steered me right where I was supposed to be. Yep, God dropped me right in the middle of a whirlpool full of estrogen and laughter and a few tears, because girls cry a little. And just as he did on the day he finished making the heavens and the earth, he looked at me knee deep in it and said, “Now, that’s good.”

			And as usual, God was right. It’s so good.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			I was born on June 29, 1979. I was born into a quarter-horse ranching family. Back in those days you had to stay in the hospital for at least three days before you could take your baby home, so I was exactly three days old the first time I sat on a horse. It was my granddad’s tradition. Bring the babies home and then put them on a horse—with him holding us, of course. This went for me and all my siblings and cousins. Stampers were meant to be on horseback, he believed, so you started them young. As young as possible. We all had our own horses as soon as we were physically able to ride by ourselves. Many of these horses had been passed down from generation to generation. We had a couple of Shetlands for the smaller kids, and these were actually the same ponies my own dad had ridden as a kid, before graduating to a full-sized horse. Their names were Surprise and Teeny Tonette. Surprise was Teeny Tonette’s mother. By the time I came along, Surprise was thirty-six years old, and Tonette was thirty-two, which is extremely elderly in equine years.

			If you aren’t familiar with horses, Shetlands have a bit of a reputation for being ornery and sometimes having flat-out mean dispositions. But they were little, and they were broke to death, so anyone could crawl all over them and they’d take good care of us. That doesn’t mean they wouldn’t take a small bite out of you if they saw the opportunity. But according to my granddad and dad, that was just part of growing up a rancher. I was the oldest grandson. So I was expected to be tough. My grandpa would tell me that the ranch would be mine someday and that I had to learn all I could about horses and cows. Learn to train, learn to have a good eye for horseflesh. Know when someone is trying to swindle you. Horse traders don’t have a great reputation for a reason. They are well known for doctoring up a lame horse and trying to sell him for a retail price. I was taught to look beyond that and see the horse, see the details most people don’t see. And I was pretty dang good at it.

			
			We had bucking chutes on one end of the arena and had bull buck-outs often at the ranch. Hundreds of people would pile into our indoor arenas on Friday and Saturday nights to watch people riding bulls. We’d buck out fifty on a Friday night and fifty-one on a Saturday night. It was called the Stamper Ranch 101 Bull Buck-Out, and it was fun. We had them for years until one of the promoters that helped put the event on wanted to start selling alcohol in the concession stands. My grandfather, the son of an evangelist and a very devout member of the Murphy Church of God, was having none of it. No way. Not a chance. He was a man of principle. He didn’t care if it meant losing money. He wasn’t going to do it. He’d say a prayer before each of the bucking events, asking for the safety of those participating and for everyone who came to have a safe trip home. It was a great childhood, I’m not going to lie. We also had a kids’ event at each performance.

			When I was five years old, I was entered into the calf-riding event. I straddled the little black calf; my dad tightened my rope around my hand and told me, “Squeeze tight with your legs, buddy. Keep your right hand up, stay in the middle of him, and you’ll do fine.” I slid up close to my rope like I’d been taught, squeezed with my legs, and nodded my head for the gate to be opened. The little calf jumped out of the chute and began to buck down the pen. I did everything my dad told me to. And I rode him! As I fell off after the buzzer, the little hundred-pound calf stepped on my head, scuffing up my forehead a little bit, but more importantly, he stomped a hole in my black Resistol cowboy hat. I was not a happy boy. I wasn’t as concerned with my bleeding head as I was with the hole in my precious hat. I picked it up and dusted it off and stared in horror at my hat. My uncle Larry came running out to me and gave me a high five. “Good ride, Stone!” I won the money that night. A whopping twenty-dollar bill. My uncle, being funny, folded it up and stuck it in the hole in the brim of my hat. My dad ran up to me with a big smile and said, “You did great! Exactly what I said. Good job, buddy.”

			
			That was my first rodeo. My first actual rodeo. I went on to show cutting horses, which is what my family actually did for a living. As a teenager, and on into college, I broke young horses to ride that we raised, and rode some outside horses for other people who didn’t want to risk getting bucked off. I liked it. I made enough money in college to keep my head above water, and I always enjoyed it. Now that I am getting a little older and I’ve had back surgeries and hip surgeries and knee surgeries, getting on a young bucking colt isn’t exactly ideal. I miss it, and I’d love to do it, but I’m pretty sure my wife would kill me if she saw me crawling on the back of a waspy, snorting two-year-old. But nothing beats the feeling of taking that wild animal and becoming one with it. Teaching it manners and giving it a purpose. Making a good horse for someone to rope calves on, or taking it to do hard ranch work. Nothing beats that feeling.

			However, in 2011, when I met the trio of girls from Ketchum, Oklahoma, I was embarking on a journey that was most decidedly something out of my comfort zone. It was new. It was scary. I had no idea what to say and do with little girls. This ol’ cowboy may get throwed, as the saying goes, but I was still gonna saddle up and give it a try. And my goodness, what a ride it has been. Trust me, I’ve been “throwed” more times than I can count. But just as I was taught once when I was four years old, riding Teeny Tonette in our arena and something spooked her, causing her to jump out from under me, a real cowboy dusts himself off and climbs right back on. Sometimes that is hard to do. Fear, pain, pride—all of that has to be put aside. You grit your teeth and you mount back up and try to learn from what you did wrong the last time. Some problems are harder than others. Some are more difficult to overcome. I’ve had seven years of fatherhood now, and I still get “throwed” from time to time, but certainly less often than I did in the beginning. And just like breaking in new colts, sometimes just when you think that you’ve got a good seat, and that the colt’s had all the rough ridden off of him, he decides to break in two, blowing and snorting and bucking. And you may find yourself lying in the dust, wondering what in the world just happened. It may hurt a little. But you can’t give up on him, just like you wouldn’t give up on your kids. You walk back over to him, or limp over to him in my case. You calm him down and remind him that you’re there to help. And then you climb right back into the saddle for another run.

			
			Kids aren’t so much different. They start feeling comfortable; then something happens. Who knows what it is? But I have learned there is only one way to approach them. And that is with patience. You can’t rush it or they’ll get spooked and run away. Show them you’re not going to hurt them, that you’re only doing what’s best for them, and eventually they’ll realize you are their partner and not their enemy. Turns out, rodeos and raising kids aren’t so much different after all.

			
			That’s what the rest of this book is about—learning to be a dad. But also about learning to be a husband, and a brother, and a son, and a man.
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		The Story of Us

		Since I am a rookie author here in the realm of book writing, or a greenhorn, in cowboy terms, I have tinkered around with several different ways to begin the book. Maybe a funny story? Perhaps a touching story of the first time I finally bonded with Abby, my then-new eleven-year-old stepdaughter? Or possibly the time I sent Emma to school wearing only pantyhose? Trust me, I’ve got a lot of options. But I guess before I can tell you about any of that, I have to tell you how we got here in the first place. So I suppose the best place to start is at the beginning (duh). I’m asked this question quite often: “How did the story of you and April begin?” And that’s a pretty good story actually, so that’s how I’ll get things started.

		
		Even though we have only been together now for seven years, our story started long before that. I grew up in a little place called Murphy, Oklahoma. It’s between Locust Grove and Chouteau, off of Highway 412. Growing up, I lived in two different houses, and they were only about four hundred yards from each other. No matter how long I’ve been gone, when I think of home, I think of Murphy.

		When I was ten years old, this little girl and her family moved in just down the road a ways. She was just over a year younger than me. A little brunette with a few freckles. And she was spunky—coincidentally, a lot like my daughter Emma. This little girl’s name was April Skinner. We rode bus number five to school together, then back home, every day. She started going to church at Murphy Church of God, where my family and I went and where my grandpa was the preacher. So we saw each other almost every day. We became friends.

		But here’s the deal. She had a wicked mad crush on me, and she wasn’t subtle about it. She flirted with me constantly. We have a close mutual friend who was always the mediator, and even into our teenage years they were always plotting. They think I didn’t know what was going on, but I did. When we went on trips with the church, it was always the three of us together, with April in the middle. One time we went to Eureka Springs, Arkansas, to watch the passion play, and it was freezing. “Hey, Stoney, we’ve got a blanket we could cover up with. But we’ll need to cuddle, you know, for the warmth.” Wow, how convenient. And as usual, April was in the middle.

		I remember another example from the time our church had a lock-in for the youth group. Now, a lock-in is basically just a big sleepover in the church building, and you play games and watch movies and stuff all night long. I was fourteen, almost fifteen, and April was thirteen. After several hours of activities at the lock-in, most of the kids started winding down around three or four in the morning. The sleeping bags, blankets, pillows, and such were spread out on the floor to make pallets for us all to lie on. April and I ended up “near” each other. Wow, how convenient. Actually, very near. Too near. Near enough that we probably should’ve been reprimanded because of the nearness that we shared in the house of the Lord. And we almost kissed. Almost. We were having a moment, and the fourteen-year-old me choked. I just couldn’t do it. I don’t know why. Maybe it was because I thought Jesus was watching. Or maybe it was because we were in a church. Of course, it may have been that I was just chicken. Yeah, that’s probably it. Anyway, we didn’t kiss, and April turned fourteen not long after. And then she moved away.

		
		I don’t think I saw April again until our crafty old friend Jennifer got married. April was a bridesmaid, and I was an usher. April wasn’t fourteen any longer. She looked more grown up, and very pretty. Except she had this weird, short haircut, and it was maroon. But hey, it was the nineties. We all had some funky haircuts back then, so no big deal. But get this. At the wedding, I could hardly even get her to pay attention to me. I tried smiling, saying hello. Yes, she was undoubtedly doing her best to ignore me. She’ll even admit to it now, she was trying to be cool. So I saw April for a bit, sort of, and then not again for another twelve long years.

		Then one day I got a friend request on Facebook. It was from a lady named April Johnston. Her profile picture looked fairly familiar, but different. Yet I swear I knew those eyes and smile. I messaged her and asked, “Is this April Skinner?” To which she emphatically replied, “YES!” We chatted briefly, and then a few months went by with no contact. One afternoon I was enjoying a much-needed break on a patio in Fort Worth, Texas, and posted a picture on Facebook of me giving a thumbs-up. She saw it, thought I looked cute (I guess), and liked the picture. And then she proceeded to like every other picture I had on Facebook. My phone pretty much exploded and melted down from all the notifications. Now, from a guy’s perspective, you’ve got to weigh your options here. From looking at her pictures, I knew she was a very attractive woman. But after she liked all my photos, I got a little worried she might have a bit of the Single White Female in her. Or maybe even the lady in Fatal Attraction who boiled the bunny rabbit. Yeah, scary. But thankfully, there were no rabbits or single white men harmed in this story, and April
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