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		Take it from me: If you ever publish a book, you’re likely to hear a lot of opinions about what you wrote. You’ll receive reader reviews that are flattering, some that are contentious, and a few that are puzzling. I’ve experienced all of the above since the original publication of Showing Up for Life.

		I want to tell you about one particularly memorable review, which came from a reader named Sara Engelhardt. It touched me enormously and focuses on a subject I think all readers care about. She wrote…

		We’re constantly bombarded with fictional and real stories of dysfunctional families. Here, finally, is a first-person history of three generations of a functional one. It’s neither preachy nor sappy. [Instead,] in the span of three generations, we see the spectrum of good parenting from a family in the depths of the Great Depression to one with what might be considered an embarrassment of riches.…

		In the right hands, this little book could revolutionize how we think about raising children to be successful in whatever they choose to do.

		I believe that being a parent is one of the most important jobs any of us will ever undertake—and it’s the one most of us are least prepared for—at least formally. Our family had no guidebook, no special formula, and our life together wasn’t perfect by any stretch of the imagination. But some of the things we attempted turned out well, and I was glad to talk about them in the book.

		Of course, not all reader reviews expressed interest in the topic of family. One reader was dismissive, but in a manner I regard as positive. He observed that President Obama’s book was better than mine. I don’t remember which Obama book he had in mind, but no matter. I’m a fan of both of Barack Obama’s books. Coming in second to President Obama in a literary comparison is a clear win.

		Another critic thought that what I wrote seemed obvious and simplistic. Maybe so. Nowhere have I ever claimed to have any unique insights about life or family patterns.

		Still other critics seemed to me to be overly generous. One reader told me that, after reading the stories in my book, she began following a piece of advice my children’s mother gave them years ago: always set your clocks ten minutes fast. This reader reports that since she began following that advice she shows up on time more often, and also gets more done in a day. Having lived by clocks set fast most of my life, I believe her.

		All in all, I find it heartening that the stories about our family life when my children were young have inspired a good many of today’s parents to focus on new possibilities for their own families. One young mother said that after she read about our family traditions she started launching a few of her own.

		Although most of my ideas about family life have been received good-naturedly, a few other ideas I’ve championed—and repeated in the book—have drawn fire.

		The estate tax, for example. I’m for it, wholeheartedly. And I’ve researched it, spoken about it, and written about it extensively, most recently when there was a movement afoot to repeal the tax. I’ve always thought that the estate tax, or inheritance tax (or, as opponents label it, the death tax), has been helpful in sustaining democracy over the century or so since it was enacted. But I suppose a lot of people resent taxes of any kind, and therefore don’t like this one.

		As committed as I am to such causes, I hope that this book advances another idea entirely. I hope it underscores my conviction that we’re all in this together. By that I mean we are in this life together, in our communities together, in our nation, in our world, and we share responsibility for it all.

		Further, I believe that, over time, our actions and our ideas shape what I call public will. By that I mean the nature of our collective actions and policies that tend to give substance to our ideas about what we want our world to be like.

		In my eight, going on nine, decades on the planet, I’ve had the good fortune to see America become a better educated, more tolerant, more generous, more prosperous, more diversified, more interesting, more inventive, more responsible society.

		I am convinced there are good reasons for optimism about the future, as long as more and more of us come to understand the not-so-simple fact that we are all in this together, and together we can shape our world to match our hopes.
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				Dad, the next time somebody asks you if you’re the real Bill Gates, I hope you say, “Yes.” I hope you tell them that you’re all the things the other one strives to be.

				—Bill Gates

			

		

	
		Some Second Thoughts About Thinking
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		In the early days of Microsoft’s success, when my son’s name was starting to become known to the world at large, everybody from reporters at Fortune magazine to the checkout person at the local grocery store would ask me, “How do you raise a kid like that? What’s the secret?”

		At those moments I was generally thinking to myself, “Oh, it’s a secret all right… because I don’t get it either!”

		My son, Bill, has always been known in our family as Trey.

		When we were awaiting his arrival, knowing that if the baby was a boy he would be named “Bill Gates III,” his maternal grandmother and great-grandmother thought of the confusion that would result from having two Bills in the same household. Inveterate card players, they suggested we call him “Trey,” which, as any card player knows, refers to the number three card.

		As a young boy, Trey probably read more than many other kids and he often surprised us with his ideas about how he thought the world worked. Or imagined it could work.

		Like other kids his age, he was interested in science fiction. He was curious and thoughtful about things adults had learned to take for granted or were just too busy to think about.

		His mother, Mary, and I often joked about the fact that Trey sometimes moved slowly and was often late.

		It seemed like every time we were getting ready to go somewhere everybody else in the family would be out in the car—or at least have their coats on. And then someone would ask, “Where’s Trey?”

		Someone else would reply, “In his room.”

		Trey’s room was in our daylight basement, a partially above-ground area with a door and windows looking out on the yard. So his mother would call down to him, “Trey, what are you doing down there?”

		Once Trey shot back, “I’m thinking, mother. Don’t you ever think?”

		Imagine yourself in our place. I was in the most demanding years of my law practice. I was a dad, a husband, doing all the things parents in families do. My wife, Mary, was raising three kids, volunteering for the United Way, and doing a million other things. And your child asks you if you ever take time to think.

		Mary and I paused and looked at each other. And then we answered in unison, “No!”

		However, now that I’ve had nearly half a century to reflect on my son’s question, I’d like to change my answer to it.

		Yes I think. I think about many things.

		For example, reflecting on my own experience raising a family, I think about how as parents most of us try to feel our way through the challenges that come with being married and raising children. We have very little formal training for those roles, and they are two of the most difficult and important things we’ll ever undertake.

		I think about the inequities that exist in our world and about the opportunities we have to correct them, opportunities that have never existed before in all of human history.

		I also think about less critical concerns, such as when the University of Washington Huskies might make it to the Rose Bowl.

		Lately, I’ve been wondering if any of that thinking is worth passing on to others.

		I realize that I have been privileged to meet many remarkable people whose stories might be inspiring or helpful to other people.

		Also, in reflecting on our family’s life when our children were young, it has occurred to me that our experiences might be useful or at least interesting to other families.

		There is one lesson I’ve learned over the years as a father, lawyer, activist, and citizen which stands above all the others that I hope to convey in these pages. It is simply this: We are all in this life together and we need each other.
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			Eighty percent of success is showing up.

			—Woody Allen, from Love & Death

		

		A few years ago I received an award from the YMCA.

		The day the award was to be presented I looked around the crowded ballroom wondering why all those people were making such a fuss over me.

		The only thing I could come up with was that I show up a lot.

		When I was a young lawyer in the 1950s, I first became involved with causes in the community by joining the board of the YMCA, where I had spent many happy hours as a college student.

		After a while, I decided I wanted to do more to show up in my community and help out in a hands-on way.

		So along with doing pro bono law work, I started serving on committees and boards for everything from the chamber of commerce to school levy campaigns. Over time the nature of some of them changed and the number grew. At the same time my wife, Mary, was showing up for her own list of causes.

		Why do I show up so much? Well, I suppose there are a lot of reasons.

		I show up because I care about a cause. Or because I care about the person who asked me to show up. And maybe sometimes I show up because it irritates me when other people don’t show up.

		My obsessive showing up has become a joke among my children. Still, I notice they’ve picked up the habit. And frankly, that’s what happened to me.

		I started showing up because as far back as I can remember I watched other people I admired showing up.

		In my hometown of Bremerton, Washington, showing up to lend your neighbors a hand was just something decent people did. My parents, on a scale of one to ten, were nines at showing up. My dad was somebody people knew they could count on. If there was money to be raised for a good cause, my dad was always willing to call on people and ask them to give a few dollars. He had led the effort to have a new park built in town. I read about it in an old newspaper long after he died. I had not known about it, but it didn’t surprise me.

		My mom showed up for a long list of community activities that included everything from picnics to fund drives.

		My parents never talked about showing up. They just did it.

		Another adult who provided me with powerful life lessons in showing up was our next-door neighbor, Dorm Braman. He showed up for so many things and accomplished so much in his life you’d have thought it would take two men to live Dorm’s life.

		Dorm owned a cabinet-making business and in his spare time he led our Boy Scout troop.

		He was a remarkable man whose showing up touched a lot of lives. In fact, even though he had never graduated from high school, after we Boy Scouts were all in college, Dorm ran for mayor of Seattle and won. Later, he was appointed by President Richard Nixon as assistant secretary of transportation.

		In the early years when he was our Scoutmaster, one weekend every month—rain or shine—Dorm took us on adventures that ranged from laid-back camping trips to arduous twenty-mile hikes through the Olympic Mountains.

		One year he even acquired an old bus, added more seats to it, and took all of us to Yellowstone and Glacier national parks.

		Far and away the most unforgettable memory I have of Dorm’s showing up involved the building of what we called Camp Tahuya and Sundown Lodge.

		This adventure began when Dorm decided our Boy Scout troop was going to acquire its own campsite and on it build a marvelous log lodge.

		The first step was to persuade the local Lions Club to back the idea and buy the troop the land. We named the place Camp Tahuya after the river that ran through it.

		Once we had the site, Dorm taught us how to clear land, fell trees, and build.

		A lot has changed since then.
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		At that time, we felled the trees by hand and sawed the logs into proper lengths using two-man crosscut saws, and hand-peeled and planed them smooth and to proper dimensions using hand-wielded adzes. We had one power tool—a circular saw powered by Dorm’s flatbed truck.
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		Building a log lodge is sweaty, gritty work. But this adventure proved to us that if we worked together long enough and hard enough anything was possible. Photo, 1938.
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		Every weekend for three summers we twenty teenagers, Dorm, and our assistant scoutmaster worked all day, cooked our meals over open fires, and slept under the stars.

		After three summers of labor (plus that of countless weekends during the school year) we had our log lodge in the woods.

		It was an imposing twenty-five-by-forty-foot structure with a main floor larger than most of our homes and a massive fireplace built by the father of one of the boys who was a stonemason. It had a large kitchen and a sleeping loft.

		It is difficult to convey the extent of the work it took to build Sundown Lodge—or our sense of achievement in getting it done—to anyone who has never built a building from the ground up.

		In the narrowest sense, it would be true to say that we learned to use a variety of common hand tools, build a complex structure, and grow calluses and a few scars where none existed before.

		In a broader sense, we were witness to an example of visionary and inclusive leadership and the amazing power of people working together toward a common goal.
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		The lodge we built was big enough for all twenty members of Troop 511 and their parents to gather in. The physical structure of Sundown Lodge is long gone but the lessons we learned building it have spanned the generations. Photo, 1939.

		All the showing up Dorm did in our lives gave shape to more than a log lodge in the woods. It gave shape to a place in our minds where we believed anything was possible.

	
		
			This book is dedicated to all the
World-Class Shower Uppers I’ve met in my life
who continue to inspire me.
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