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First Edition

For every grandfather who built things with his hands and never learned to say, out loud, what any of it was actually for.

And for the ones who finally said it, even once, even late.
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Come Sit a While
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I am not going to pretend I have this figured out.

I have built things my whole life — furniture, a roof, a fence line, a reputation, a family — and I have come to understand, late, that building something and understanding it are two entirely different skills, and I only ever properly had the first one. I am going to try, in these pages, to finally do the second.

I was taught, as a boy, that a man's worth was legible in what he could carry, fix, and provide, and I believed that completely for the better part of sixty years. I am not going to tell you that belief was entirely wrong — there is real dignity in carrying, fixing, and providing, and I would not trade the calluses on these hands for a softer set that never built anything. But I will tell you what that belief cost me, because the cost was considerable, and I paid most of it in silence, which is the most expensive currency there is.

I am going to tell you about my wife in these pages more than almost anyone else, and you will notice, if you are the noticing kind, that I do not use her name. That is not because I have forgotten it. It is because I have said it out loud, across forty-one years, perhaps four times a year, in the exact careful way I have said most of the important things in my life — rarely, and always meaning it more than the frequency suggests. I am going to try to say more in this book than I said out loud across an entire marriage. I expect that will not be difficult. It is a very low bar, and I am ashamed, a little, at how low.

I do not believe my life was extraordinary. I believe it was ordinary in the way that matters — I built a life for people I loved, I failed some of them in ways I understood too late, I carried fear I never once named to the people who needed to hear it named, and I have, in my last years, finally set some of that weight down. If my life had been extraordinary, this book would be a curiosity. Because it was ordinary, I hope it will be of some use to you.

Come sit a while. I have less time than I once thought, and a great deal I never got around to saying. Let me finally say it.
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Part I: The Young Man I Once Was
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Dreams, fear, competition, the forging of a man before the weight arrived.
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Chapter 1: What I Set Out to Prove
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My father's name was Elijah, and he had exactly one thing to say about my future, said once, when I was fourteen and had just failed, badly, at a task he'd set me in his own workshop: "You'll amount to less than you think, boy. Best get used to the idea early." He did not say it cruelly. That was the worst part. He said it the way you'd report the weather — a fact, delivered without malice, which somehow made it harder to argue with than if he'd shouted it.

I spent the following forty years, without ever quite admitting this to myself, trying to prove that single sentence wrong. Every job I took, every roof I built solid enough to outlast the men who mocked my father's small carpentry shop, every dollar I saved when saving was hard — some part of it was aimed, not at the life in front of me, but backward, at a man who by the time I was thirty had already died and could no longer hear the argument I was making with my whole life.

I did not understand this until my own daughter, twelve years old that year, said something to me during a hard season that stopped me cold: "You work like someone's still watching, Papa." She meant it as an observation, not an accusation. I heard it as both.

The Turn

I sat with that sentence for a long time before I understood what she'd actually seen. My father had been dead for over a decade by then, and I was still building my whole life as testimony against a verdict he'd delivered once, off-handedly, when I was a boy too young to know that a father's casual sentence can outlive the father by half a century. Most of what drove me — the ambition, the long hours, the refusal to ever be satisfied with "good enough" — I had believed was simply who I was. It was not entirely who I was. A significant portion of it was still, decades later, a boy in a workshop trying to make his father take back six words.

I do not regret the discipline that sentence built in me. I regret that I never once, in all those years, separated the discipline from the wound that produced it, so that I never got to simply enjoy what I'd built. I was always, instead, checking it against a verdict from a dead man, which meant no accomplishment, however real, ever fully landed.

What I Believed Then

That my drive was simply ambition, unconnected to anything as small as a boy's hurt feelings in a workshop.

What Life Taught Me

That most of what drives a man in his most productive years is not ambition at all. It is an old argument with someone who is no longer there to hear it.

What I Hope You Remember

Find out early whose voice you are actually building your life to argue with. You cannot win an argument with a dead man. You can only stop having it.

The Toolbox: A wood plane, my father's, its blade re-honed so many times over the decades that it has lost nearly a third of its original length — the tool I used to build almost everything I am proudest of, sharpened, every single time, against the same old edge.

If I could tell you one thing about the drive that built your life, it would be this: find out whose voice you're arguing with. You may be surprised how long ago they stopped listening.

A Question for You: Whose old verdict are you still, quietly, spending your whole life arguing against?
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Chapter 2: The Dreams I Was Told to Want
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I wanted, at nineteen, to leave — to take the little money I'd saved and go work the port towns two provinces over, where a man could learn a trade beyond small carpentry and see something of the world before he settled into whatever life was waiting for him. My father was already three years dead by then, so it was not his voice that stopped me. It was my mother's, and my older brother Emmanuel's, both of whom needed me to stay and help hold together a household that had lost its main income when my father died. I stayed. I told everyone, including myself, that I had simply changed my mind about the port towns. I had not changed my mind. I had simply been handed a duty I could not, in good conscience, refuse, and I spent years afterward calling that duty a preference, because admitting it was a sacrifice felt, at the time, like complaining about a debt I genuinely owed.

I built a good life in the town I stayed in, and I do not want this chapter to read as a lament. But there is a particular quiet grief in a dream you never got to test — not a dream you outgrew, which is a different and gentler thing, but a dream you set down before you ever found out what it would have made of you. I do not know, to this day, what kind of man the port towns would have made me. I only know the man the small town made instead, and I am mostly satisfied with him, though "mostly" is doing real work in that sentence.

The Turn

I understood, much later, that the dream itself had never really been about the port towns at all. It had been about wanting, once, to choose my own life on purpose rather than simply inheriting the next available version of it. I never got to make that particular choice at nineteen. But I noticed, watching my own children grow, that I had an opportunity I hadn't had myself: to make sure none of them ever had to call a duty a preference the way I had. I told my daughter, the year she was offered a chance to study somewhere far from us, "Go. Whatever this costs me, it costs me less than watching you spend the next forty years wondering." She went. I do not know what it cost me, precisely, to say that sentence and mean it. I know it cost less than staying silent would have.

What I Believed Then

That I had simply changed my mind about leaving, and that this was preference rather than sacrifice.

What Life Taught Me

That a duty called a preference is still a duty, and pretending otherwise doesn't lighten the weight — it only hides it from the person carrying it.

What I Hope You Remember

Some dreams are outgrown, gently, and some are simply never tested. Learn to tell the difference, and
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