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For Kathy.

Chief Petty Officer. Thirty-one years.

You told me to stop moving long enough to look at what I had built.

You were right.

You are always right.

This one is yours.
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Prologue: The Watch Begins

On July 6, 2026, I published the 250th edition of a newsletter called What the Huck.

Two days later, I turned sixty.

I did not plan either of those things to happen in the same week. I did not plan any of this, if I am being honest. I did not set out to write for years on end, accumulate an audience, and then write a book about the life that produced it. I set out to say something worth saying, and then say it again the following week, and keep saying it until I ran out of things worth saying.

I have not run out yet.

The newsletter is about governance, and platforms, and the discipline of building things that last. That is what it appears to be about. What it is actually about, what all of it has always been about, is the watch.

In the United States Marine Corps, standing watch means something specific. You are the one responsible. Right now. For this post. For everything that happens on your shift. The watch does not care whether you are tired, or whether the conditions are difficult, or whether the person who held the post before you left it in better shape than you found it. The watch belongs to you until it belongs to someone else. And the standard is the standard.

I have been standing watch since March 18, 1985.

That was the day I stepped onto the yellow footprints at Marine Corps Recruit Depot San Diego as a member of Platoon 1042. I had already raised my right hand and taken the oath. The yellow footprints were where it became real. I was eighteen years old. I did not fully understand what I was stepping into. I understood this much: someone had to. And I was willing.

That willingness did not leave when I took off the uniform. It followed me into two decades of building technology practices from the ground up. Into boardrooms and war rooms and customer sites where the work was harder than anyone had prepared me for. It followed me into my marriage to a woman who stood her own watch for thirty-one years in the United States Navy. It followed me into fatherhood, and into loss, and into the long pauses between chapters that every life contains.

This is not a book about achievement. There are achievements in it, because there were achievements in the life. But that is not why it was written.

It was written because I was asked, once, to tell the truth about what it costs to keep showing up. Week after week. Year after year. For a career, a marriage, a family, and a platform I still believe in.

The truth is this: it does not cost more than you have. It costs exactly as much as you are willing to give.

I have always been willing.

This is what the watch looked like.
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Chapter 01: Platoon 1042 — The Foundation
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Parris Island, 1985. The smallest recruit in Platoon 1042.

I graduated from Audubon High School as Robert Norton.

That was the only name I had ever known. My stepfather’s name. The name on my report cards, my yearbook, every piece of paper that said anything about who I was.

I was sixteen years old when Staff Sergeant Cousins came to our dinner table. He was my Marine Corps recruiter. Sharp, squared away, the kind of man who fills a room just by sitting down. He was there to talk about the delayed entry program. I was going to be a 2542 Communications Center Operator. That was the plan.

Then he looked at my paperwork and asked about the discrepancy.

The room went cold.

My stepfather was a US Navy Vietnam War Veteran. His brothers were there too. All of them had been brought in to talk me out of it. My Uncle Al had served in the US Army in Korea. He was the only one who stayed quiet while the others made their case.

Then SSgt Cousins turned to my mother and said simply, “He only needed her permission.” I was sixteen. That was the rule.

My Uncle Al stood up. He said this was the right thing to do for Rob. My father, my stepfather, was none too happy about that. The solidarity he had counted on just walked out the door.
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Uncle Al. United States Army. Korea. The man who stood up.

There is someone in this story who is not in that room.

My grandfather, John Jeffers. My mother’s father. The man who had raised me through much of my childhood, when life was hard and unstable. He was a World War II United States Navy veteran, and when I told him I was going to be a Marine he did not try to talk me out of it. He stood taller.

My grandfather’s house was safety. I knew what that word meant because I had known its absence. John Jeffers did not rescue me with speeches. He rescued me with presence. He was simply there. Steady. Proud. Constant. In the years when steady was the rarest thing in the world. That is what a man can be for a child. He showed me before I had the words for it.

He was not in that room that night because he did not need to be. He had already given me everything I needed to walk into it.

You will meet him again later in this story. What he taught me crossed every ocean I ever sailed.
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John Jeffers. United States Navy. World War II. The man who raised me.

My mother didn’t know what to do. The room was tense. Everyone was waiting.

I stood up.

I looked at both of them, and I said, “Mom and Dad, I am going to be a US Marine either way. Do this, and you gain a US Marine as part of our family. Refuse, and I will still become a US Marine. But you will lose a son.”

Bold? Yes. But I knew. I had always known.

What nobody in that room knew, what I did not fully understand myself until the paperwork came back, was that I was not Robert Norton at all. I was Robert Huckaby. My actual father’s name. My real name. The name I had never been given.

My father gave his life in service to this country before we ever had the chance to meet. My wife and I served too. The name goes forward in the work.

And in that moment, for the first time in my life, I found love for my stepfather.

He had known all along that I was not his son. I was the eldest. I was his primary responsibility. He had shown up every day and done his best to raise me into a good man, the only way he knew how. The distance I had always felt between us was not cruelty. It was the weight of a man carrying something most men would have put down.

The Marine Corps gave me my name. But he gave me years of his life. I did not understand that until I was standing in a recruiter’s office at sixteen. I have never forgotten it since.

March 18, 1985. Platoon 1042.

We started with 85 recruits. Thirty-three of them would not finish. They would quit, wash out, or get pulled. When it was over, 52 of us had earned the
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