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This book is a work of inspirational nonfiction. The narrator, "Grandma," is a composite, archetypal voice, and the events, names, and details described — including all persons named within — are illustrative and representative rather than a documented biographical account of any single individual. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events, is used in service of universal truth rather than factual reporting.

First Edition

For every grandmother whose stories were never written down — may this be, in some small way, a record kept on their behalf.
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A Word Before We Begin
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I am not going to pretend I have this figured out.

That is the first thing I want you to know about me, before you decide whether to trust anything else I say. I am old enough now that people expect wisdom from me the way they expect rain from a grey sky — as though it is simply owed. I let them expect it. But wisdom, the real kind, is smaller and more stubborn than people imagine. It does not arrive in one clean parcel at the end of a long life. It arrives in scraps, at inconvenient hours, usually attached to something that has just gone wrong.

So when I tell you these are my regrets, my wisdom, and my hope, understand that the three are not separate rooms. They are the same room, seen at different times of day. The regret is that room at dawn, when the light is unkind. The wisdom is the same room at noon, once you've had time to clean it and can say plainly what happened there. The hope is the room at dusk, when the edges soften and you find you can sit in it again — and even invite someone else in.

I am going to invite you in. All the way in, this time. Not the version of my life I've told at other people's dinner tables, smoothed at the edges for easy company. The actual rooms. I will tell you my husband's name. I will tell you what I said to him once that I have never fully forgiven myself for. I will tell you what he said to me in the last hour I had him, and I will not pretend that hearing it made losing him hurt any less, because it didn't, and I have come to believe that pretending otherwise is its own kind of lie.

I am not writing this because my life was extraordinary. I am writing it because it was ordinary in the way that matters — I loved a man for forty-one years and buried him. I said cruel things I can still, decades later, hear in my own voice. I was afraid, and brave in small increments, and I kept living after losses I could not, at the time, imagine surviving. If my life had been extraordinary, this book would be a curiosity. Because it was ordinary, I hope it will be useful.

Sit with me a while, dear one. I have a great deal to tell you, and less time than I once thought I had, and neither fact frightens me anymore. That, too, took a lifetime to learn.
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Part I: When I Was Young
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Not nostalgia. Just the truth about who I was before life got its hands on me.
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Chapter 1: What I Once Believed
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There is a particular kind of certainty only the young can afford, and I had it in abundance. I remember standing at the edge of my own life — seventeen, maybe eighteen — looking out at everything ahead of me the way you'd look at a long, straight road on a clear day. I could see, or believed I could see, exactly how it would go. I would become someone. I would be loved in the specific, permanent way I had already decided love was supposed to look. I would make choices, and the choices would be right, because I had thought about them carefully, and careful thought seemed, at the time, like insurance against sorrow.

There was a woman named Esther who lived three houses down from ours, and every evening she sat on her porch with a tin cup of something she never offered to share and never finished, and said almost nothing to anyone who passed. I thought this was sad. I was seventeen and had already decided that a quiet old woman on a porch was a warning — this is what happens, I told myself, to a life that didn't go according to plan. I remember, quite specifically, walking past her one evening and asking, with the particular cruelty of the young who believe kindness and pity are the same thing, whether she was lonely. She looked at me for a long moment, turned the tin cup once in her hands, and said, "I have been everywhere I need to be today. Can you say the same?" I did not understand the question. I did not understand it, in fact, for nearly forty years.

I understand it now. She was not missing the road ahead. She had arrived, simply, at not needing the road to look a certain way anymore — and what I mistook for a life gone wrong was a woman who had finally stopped rushing past the only life she actually had. I was so certain, at seventeen, that I understood what a full life looked like. I understood the shape of a plan. I had no idea yet what a life actually was.

The Turn

What life slowly, sometimes cruelly, taught me is this: a life is not what you plan. A life is what you notice while your plans quietly fall apart and are replaced by something you didn't design and couldn't have imagined wanting. I did not become who I thought I would become at seventeen. I became someone better and worse than that girl could have predicted, because she was still operating on the belief that a good life was a life that went according to plan.

It is not. A good life is a life that stays awake while the plan falls apart. That is the whole difference, and it took me most of my years, and one long marriage, and one long death, to see it fully.

I tell you this first because everything else in this book depends on you believing it a little. If you are still gripping tightly to a plan, I am not asking you to release it entirely. I am asking you to hold it more loosely than I did, so that when it breaks — and it will — you are not also broken by the breaking.

What I Believed Then

That a well-considered plan would protect me from sorrow.

What Life Taught Me

That the sorrow comes regardless, and the richest parts of my life were almost always the parts I never planned for at all.

What I Hope You Remember

You are not behind schedule. There is no schedule. There is only the road, and what you choose to notice on it.

The Heirloom Box: A small tin cup, given to me by Esther's daughter after she died, dented on one side, kept on my windowsill for sixty years since — not because it was valuable, but because I never did learn to finish anything in one sitting either, and it reminds me I don't have to.

If I could tell you only one thing about the years ahead of you, it would be this: the life you are planning is not the life you will live, and that is not a tragedy — it is the whole mercy of the thing.

A Question for You: What is one plan you are still gripping tightly, and what might it cost you to loosen your hand?
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Chapter 2: The Dreams I Chased
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I wanted, once, to matter in a way that had nothing to do with anyone's kitchen table. I say this plainly, at the start, because I know the shape this book is expected to take — a woman speaking softly of hearth and home — and I will give you plenty of that. But I would be lying to you, and to myself, if I let you believe the whole of my early ambition lived indoors.

There was a seat opening, the year I turned twenty-six, on the small council that decided how our village shared its water in the dry months — who got the second turn at the channel, whose fields waited, whose didn't. It was not a grand office. It paid nothing and earned you at least as many enemies as friends. But it was a room where decisions were made in the open, where a person stood up and was seen disagreeing, and I wanted, badly, to be the kind of woman who stood in that room. I had opinions about the water schedule that I believed, and still believe, were better than the ones the council eventually adopted.

I did not put my name forward. I told myself the timing wasn't right — a new baby, a husband, Samuel, who never once told me not to but who also never once suggested I should. Some of that reasoning was true. Some of it was fear wearing the costume of practicality, which is fear's favorite disguise. I watched a woman
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