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​"There is a crack in everything. That's how the light gets in."

— Leonard Cohen

​"We are all just walking each other home."

— Ram Dass

Old and Grey © 2026 by [MatthewLungu].

All rights reserved.

​No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author, except by reviewers, who may quote brief passages in a review.

​This is a work of fiction/memoir. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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Chapter 1: The Anatomy of a Scarcity
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​The first thing I learned about the world was that it was made of things that break.

​In 1948, my father’s hands were the color of the red clay we tried to farm. We lived in a house outside of Oakhaven that was held together by habit and rusted nails. Most writers want to tell you about the "simple beauty" of a poor childhood. There was nothing beautiful about it. It was a technical struggle against gravity and rot.

​I spent my seventh year watching my father try to fix a Massey-Harris tractor with nothing but a ball-peen hammer and a length of wire. I stood in the dirt and handed him the tools. I didn't realize it then, but I was watching a man negotiate with a machine that held our entire winter's food supply in its engine block.

​When the wire snapped and the engine stayed dead, he didn't curse. He just sat down in the dirt and looked at his hands. That was the day I realized that if you don't own your tools, they own you. If you can’t fix what you have, you have nothing.
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Chapter 2: The Migration to the Margin
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​By the time I was sixteen, the farm had finished dying. We didn't leave because of a "calling." We left because the bank sent a man in a clean suit who looked at our land and saw a line item on a ledger.

​We moved into a two-room apartment above a dry cleaner in the city. The smell of perchloroethylene became the smell of my adolescence. It was a sharp, chemical scent that got into your hair and stayed in your lungs.

​My father took a job at the foundry. He went from being a man who worked with the sun to a man who worked with the clock. I watched him change. The wide-open gaze of a farmer narrowed into the squint of a factory hand. He stopped looking at the horizon and started looking at the floor.

​"Arthur," he told me one night, his voice raspy from the fumes. "The world doesn't care if you're tired. It only cares if the work is done. Don't ever let them see you sit down."

​I took a job hauling crates at the docks after school. My back began to ache in a way that felt permanent. I learned the physics of weight—how to use my legs, how to breathe through my nose so I wouldn't faint in the humidity, and how to stay invisible so the foreman wouldn't find a reason to fire me.

​This was the preparation. You cannot understand the "Wonderful Experience" I had later with Martha until you understand the animal I had become by the time I met her. I wasn't a man looking for a soulmate. I was a predator looking for a reason to stop fighting.
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Chapter 3: The Foundry and the Gutter
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​

The foundry was a cathedral of noise and heat. It was located on the industrial edge of the city, a place where the air always tasted of burnt copper and old sweat. I started there six days after my eighteenth birthday.

​In a long book, you have to account for the hours. Most people skip the years of labor to get to the "important" parts, but the labor is the important part. It is the friction that polishes a man.

​The work was simple and soul-crushing: I was a "puller." My job was to move the white-hot castings from the molds to the cooling racks using a long iron hook. If you moved too fast, the metal splashed and ate through your boots. If you moved too slow, you held up the line, and the foreman—a man named Gathers who had lost three fingers to the machines—would dock your pay.

​The Physics of Endurance:

I learned that the human body is a machine that runs in spite when the fuel runs out. By the fourth hour of the shift, your muscles stop screaming and go numb. By the eighth hour, you are moving on rhythm alone. I watched men older than my father collapse, their hearts giving out under the 110-degree heat. We didn't stop to help them. We waited for the medics to drag them out so the line could start moving again.

​This was the "hardness" being forged. It wasn't an emotional state; it was a physical necessity. If you felt pity, you lost focus. If you lose focus, you lose a limb.

​Chapter 4: The Economy of the Docks

​When the foundry shift ended at 4:00 PM, I didn't go home to the smell of perchloroethylene. I walked two miles to the docks. I had a second job as a day-laborer, unloading crates of salt and timber from the ships coming in from the coast.

​The docks taught me a different kind of survival: the survival of the cunning.

​On the docks, if you worked too hard, the other men hated you for making them look bad. If you worked too little, the boss didn't pick you the next morning. I had to learn the "middle gait"—the ability to look busy while conserving every ounce of energy for the walk home.

​I lived on a diet of black coffee and "day-old" bread from the bakery on 4th Street. I learned that hunger isn't a sharp pain; it’s a dull, constant vibration in the back of your skull. It makes you sharp. It makes you notice the exact moment a crate isn't balanced right, or the exact moment a ship’s mate looks away so you can slip an orange into your pocket.

​The Accumulation:

By 1960, I had three hundred dollars saved in a tin box hidden under a loose floorboard. That money didn't represent "savings." It represented three thousand hours of salt, heat, and silence.

​I was nineteen, and I had no friends, no lovers, and no hobbies. I had a body that was starting to knit together into something made of corded muscle and scar tissue. I was becoming the kind of man who could stand on a porch for forty years without flinching, because I had already spent the first twenty learning how to stand in the fire.
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Chapter 5: The Silver Rail and the Geometry of Need
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