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Preface


Erin





It’s so quiet I can hear Ben’s Sunday watch ticking on the nightstand. I can’t even remember the last time I had time to be here at home alone, piddling. The circus has dispersed, the loud whirlwind of production has vanished, and the film crew who became our patchwork family has gone home. The residue of chaos and noise remains, but the house is entirely silent.


Maybe when people think of what it’s like making a TV show, they imagine air-conditioned trailers, hair and makeup people, and a team of personal assistants. The reality of our show is that you bring what you need to set and if you forget something, you run home and find it. We get up before dawn, exercise so the camera doesn’t make us look as though we just woke up, and walk the dogs. Then we grab Ben’s thermos of iced coffee and my gargantuan set bag, which Ben throws over his shoulder, and head out to whichever of three to five houses we’re working on that morning.


We spend our days working in a heat so consuming it is hard to breathe in some of the more dilapidated houses. Some have cracked windows with vines growing into the room, right through the crown molding. Some have the acrid smell of bat infestation. And all of them leave salty, sweaty grit on our skin: to achieve perfect sound quality during shooting, no fans are allowed on. It’s very glamorous.


My makeup bag, bigger and heavier than a regular one, carries all the tricks to make me look normal in 100-degree heat. It holds a jar of crunchy peanut butter and a bag of plastic spoons, because everyone else on set likes creamy. There is a handheld fan with batteries that are dead from the fan’s being accidentally left on in transit. Cheap hairspray, my only hope against Mississippi humidity. Bug spray, for the early days of the renovations in soggy, rotten houses where swarms of fleas and mosquitoes search for dinner.


All that has just slipped away. Now I remember it only as an extraordinary adventure we were privileged to be part of—an exhausting and invigorating kind of grown-up summer camp.


*  *  *


There’s a reason we love transforming a house from an old, decrepit, sometimes crumbling mess into a warm, inviting, revitalized home. It’s a moving experience getting to watch a second life start to take shape. It’s a history and a future uniting in one delicious moment. And we are in a place where we belong. Where we feel safe and loved and, hopefully, inspired.


Our love of the process has nothing to do with new sofas, fresh paint, or artisan tile. Those are only the tools. The details. It’s really about the moment of the reveal: the tears we feel in our throats when the new homeowners stare wide-eyed at the home they never thought was possible. The one they had imagined come to life. The whole thing is personal. And that’s the point.


That sense of wonder, that ability to hope for the impossible, is inside all of us. It is how we were created to be: always changing, always evolving. These qualities are built into us. The home becomes the hopeful symbol, the arrow pointing forward. It can support a person, solidify a relationship, or bring a small town that’s lost its legs back to life.


Our lives are not so different from these homes. It all starts with our foundations, the things that drive us and make our hearts beat a little faster. The things we believe in and cherish—our families, our dearest friends, our faith—those are our bedrock. If they are sturdy—“square and plumb,” as my mama says—we can weather any storm. They are built to last. We are built to last.


We build on a foundation, and soon it begins to look like more than just a slab; it’s the bones of the life we always wanted: the dream.


The houses we rehabilitate begin as victims of time and circumstance, weeds and water damage, bad renovations patched together with particleboard, true craftsmanship buried under trends and fads that have vanished into the air like the thin ideas they once were. We take down walls or rip up floors to discover the beauty buried underneath, understanding that a house’s true self—its identity and its history—doesn’t need to be hidden. With love and an understanding of what it needs, it can become beautiful again.


We are all old houses, altered by time and circumstances. Our lives are shaped by the good and the bad, and we take it all in and make it a part of us.


As it turns out, the things we thought were true, that we thought had branded us for life, weren’t so permanent. They were rough drafts, versions of ourselves that were critical to who we are today and are still buried underneath. And the setbacks weren’t setbacks at all: they were catalysts. We are always launching ourselves anew.


We’ve been built up on the cornerstone of family and determination and faith and deep, abiding love, and because of that we are capable and worthy of repurpose, of restoration. Nothing is lost. We can all be made good again.


*  *  *


I sit at the old oak teacher’s desk in our office as I have done every day for the past eight years to write the day’s entry. This is my ritual, and it has required work. Ben never loses sight of the good in front of us; he believes that everything that has happened is for a worthwhile purpose. His is a natural kind of optimism, whereas mine has required conditioned effort. It’s not my natural state, never has been.


Years ago, I made a promise to myself. A pledge to seek out the positive. To take the messiness of life and pull out the thing that made me smile. It took the form of an online journal that I kept every day for eight straight years, which I called “Make Something Good Today.”


I vowed to consciously document the best thing that happened every day of my sometimes ho-hum, sometimes magical life. Most days were spent combating my natural disposition to worry and anxiety, but in between burned bright moments that I refused to let slip through the cracks. The journal was designed as an exercise in the power of selective memory.


Writing was a performative act; I wasn’t just passively recording what happened but also actively choosing what had happened. What would be imprinted. What was worthy of permanence and what could be discarded. It could be something as simple as the way tree branches looked in the light or a piece of strawberry pie or something larger, such as finishing a house or an elaborate surprise Ben had planned to cheer me up. On bad days, I’d consciously try to search out the positive or make good things happen so I wouldn’t be empty-handed at night when it came time to write. In this way, the practice has changed my life.


In the days since it started, people I’ve loved have died, Ben and I have argued and hurt each other, business has been bad, I’ve felt uninspired, I’ve worried about things out of my control. But I have to make the conscious decision to forget those things, to swim in the messiness of life. I have chosen to be kind to people who aren’t kind to me, to proactively do, find, and be whatever it is that gives me joy rather than just wish for it.


I make a space where the beautiful moments will live, undisturbed. Later, after time has smoothed over the bumps, it’ll seem as though those moments filled all of it, leaving no room for the sad memories. It is an exercise in focusing on what matters in the time I have to spend on this earth, in this body. The hope is that one day this perspective will become so automatic and natural that I will no longer have to write it down.


But when that day comes, I’ll have these words and stories and pictures of when Ben and I were young and in love and figuring out how to become who we are, when he and I were just two and not three or four. And I’ll be glad that I tracked those gifts along the way, created my own little corner of immortality.


When you document every single day of your life, you’re forced to notice the pattern of blessings. In the aftermath of despair, you find the gift of perspective. At a time in my life when nothing was certain, I required a mountain of evidence to truly believe my glass was half full. If I had never started the journal, I would have missed so much.


My life was damaged by childhood bullies, by doubts about my future path, by soul-numbing work that was feeding on me instead of me on it, by a mysterious illness that burdened me for a decade, by bouts of uncertainty that seemed to show up like the seasons. Ben thought he knew his purpose, but there were times when he was piddling in life, unsure what he was meant to do here, what He had meant for him to do.


Life is going to throw curveballs at you. And as you move out of the way, you may get nailed with a fastball. That’s what it does. But we have the choice. Because of my childhood I’ve always been drawn to the unloved and forgotten. Because of Ben’s, he’s always made the most of what he had, turned it into something valuable, something worth keeping and protecting. Those two things have united in what we currently do in our work. It only makes sense that they would have come together.


*  *  *


When Ben and I look back on our lives, we can see that this has always been the case. We have each made different paths but somehow united in our search to take what is good inside of us, what loves and is loved, and spread it outward. To make something good with what we have, to share in any way we can, and, hopefully, to inspire others to do the same.
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Books and stuffed animals. My best friends in childhood.
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A Girl


Erin


Decide what to be and go be it.


— THE AVETT BROTHERS





Sometimes becoming who we’re supposed to be means building walls around ourselves. We grow protective of what we are, afraid the world will not open its arms.


As we age, our differences form our identities, set us apart, become something to be treasured. But when we are young, they are treated as liabilities. They’re like scars people point at, laugh at, attack us for having. And they mark us in a way that never quite goes away.


Though nothing ever broke me, a lot of it bruised.


I was an introverted child, sensitive and overly imaginative, and most kids didn’t quite know how to take me. Some of them laughed at me, excluded me, bullied me for never quite fitting in. Fitting in was unnatural to me, and I felt punished for failing at it. I didn’t know the right jokes to tell, the right things to like, the right way to blend in in our little rural town. It was embarrassing to have no idea how to relate, to feel as though I spoke an entirely different language.


And because I stuck out, and because adolescent girls feel the need to fit in at all costs, I was the easiest to keep out of the inner circle. To feel that you’re weird or unlovable by people your own age is to feel like an ugly duck, off in some fundamental way. It crushed me. In a small town, it can be harder; there aren’t as many options. Outside of my friend Kandace, whom I’d grown up with in church, I was lonely. When I was very young, I coped by being quiet around kids my age. I dragged my tattered yellow blanket to school because it smelled like waffles and syrup and my mother’s perfume.


I would bury my nose in my Goosebumps books or play dodgeball with the boys, who seemed to care less that I was different. But it broke my heart that the girls wanted nothing to do with me: girls who didn’t know how cool Mattie in True Grit was and didn’t collect arrowheads from their grandparents’ garden.


I remember a sleepover at a girl’s house in fourth grade. I was a little shy about it—I never liked sleeping away from home—but I was excited just to be invited to something. Early in the evening, everyone decided to play hide-and-seek. Before I knew what was happening, the pack of girls called out “You’re it!” and one told me to go to her bedroom, shut the door, and count to a hundred. I did as I was told and leaned up against the closed door, counting in anticipation.
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Fifth grade at Powers Elementary.





When I came out, they were all gone. They had quietly sneaked out—every last one of them—to a neighbor girl’s house. It was all a joke on me. It stung worse than not having been invited at all, to be the thing sacrificed to make their fun possible. I felt small and stupid; it confirmed that there must be something wrong with me. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what I’d done wrong, why they didn’t want to be my friend.


When I called Mama in tears and asked her to bring me home, she said all the right things. “You are different from those kids,” she had told me more than once, “and it will set your life apart in all the best ways.” I couldn’t see that back then because what nine-year-old can? Children have no choice but to look to other children—who are just as confused and just as scared. That’s the problem: kids are the cruelest mirrors.


As the baby of my family, I struggled to relate to people my age, so I became a teacher’s pet—connecting with those closer in age to my parents and aunts and uncles. Though my family made me feel less lonely, they couldn’t take away the feeling that I didn’t belong.


On a sixth-grade field trip to Washington, D.C., many parents, including mine, came along. Mississippi was just so far from the “center of things” that the chance to step into the story of America drew everyone.


I was so excited that morning, having to wake up long before the sun, the day full of possibility. As I nervously boarded the whale of a bus, my eyes went hunting, hoping to find someone to sit with for the eighteen-hour ride. I searched for a friendly face, eyes of recognition, or maybe even a smile. Row by row I asked awkwardly, quietly, if I could sit beside this girl or that one. Again and again I heard “This seat’s saved,” or witnessed the dropping of pillows on empty seats, the staring out of windows, the ignoring me as though I weren’t there. Each rejection was like a sharp cut, embarrassing me in a way that felt like the world would end.


Then, at the back of the bus, I found my parents.


Mama made room for me, reassuring me quietly without saying a word. I sat there soaking in shame as the bus pulled away. I knew better than to shed any tears, so I held them back, heavy as they were. I stared out the window and thanked God for my parents, who loved me even if other children did not. Mama reminded me again that I was different—but in the best way possible. And one day, she said, the world would catch up.
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Mama and Daddy in the early 90s. I was positive they were Indiana Jones and Princess Diana.





Some of the bullying I endured was probably the learned kind, as my parents didn’t quite fit in themselves. At my rural school, it was unusual that my dad was a doctor of physical therapy and a department head at our hospital working around the clock so that Mama could be at home with us and do real estate part-time. She drove an imported sedan and played tennis in town, which was also unusual, but there was not the slightest air of snobbery about either of them. Like many of my schoolmates’ mothers, Mama had chosen starting a family over finishing college, but still, like me, she stuck out among her rural peers.


Glamorous though she was, she’d also been a tomboy from the day she was born, both tenderhearted and tough. She got her hands dirty helping Daddy keep up our home in the country, taking care of our chicken farm, putting up corn and peas for the winter, canning fig and pear preserves, sewing, and writing a newspaper column when the time or inspiration presented itself. When a didapper was eating all the bream and catfish in our lake, ruining Daddy’s fishing and getting him riled up, she grabbed his shotgun and solved the problem. Mama would not be pinned down.


Mama kept me together. She was my dearest friend, a creative and beautiful soul who encouraged the artist in me from a young age. She had the wisdom and vision to see that I lived in my imagination because that was the only place I felt safe, and she helped expand that part of me. Through her encouragement I learned the power in taking what I had and making something good out of it.


We assembled natural history museums from her riding boot boxes with acrylic paint and my toy dinosaurs. We painted and made papier-mâché masks, clay hand puppets, and tiger and crocodile costumes. Mama helped feed and free a part of me that would otherwise have been locked up, undiscovered and left to rot away. It was encouraged in our house to sing and play music, too. I performed concerts on top of the deep freeze in the darkened laundry room, a flashlight as my spotlight, singing songs from The Lion King.


My imagination extended into my circle of friends, so as a child my toys filled in the gaps where other kids might have been. My stuffed animals were the only ones who wouldn’t reject me or make me feel lesser for just being me. Bear was my best, most loyal friend. He had a black puppy’s nose and spots of matted fur where I’d dropped glue or candy on him. He was perfect in his imperfection.
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We would lie on the living room floor together eating macaroni and cheese and watching Fraggle Rock. He accompanied me onstage in the school play because I was too afraid to go up there alone. At bedtime, in the terrifying darkness and despite what we’d endured that day, Bear would assure me that nothing could hurt us. And I believed him.


I carried an imagination that was big enough to see past the mean, the ugly, and the difficult. I held tight to my mama’s vision of me, even against the available evidence, just as I can see today what once was perfect in run-down old buildings.


*  *  *


My daddy could do everything. He became one of Mississippi’s first doctors of physical therapy and started the rehabilitation program at our hospital at the age of twenty-two. When I was very young, he also owned a chicken farm behind our house, a brick ranch-style home built by my grandfather. The chicken trucks would come in the middle of the night, and my mama was so outdone. “I hate it, Phil,” she’d say after another night of restless sleep. “It stinks.”


“Sure does,” he’d say. “Smells like money.”


On Saturday trips to town with Daddy I would hide in castles of stacked tires at Sears and sing old country songs in the cab of his old F-150 with him and my older brother, Clark.
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Daddy was stern and conservative, quiet and practical. His deep faith in God made him stronger than all of us put together. His blind devotion to Ole Miss football and overwhelming love for Conway Twitty made him lovably human. If one of his songs came on, Daddy would freely sing, unashamed, no matter who was around. As though he couldn’t help it. As though he’d been moved beyond his control.


I had other family surrounding me and supporting me, too, like Mama’s sisters, Mae and Phyllis. Aunt Mae would take me to explore the woods in search of fossils and to the library for summer reading and Moon Pies. Then back home to her drafty old Victorian farmhouse to watch John Wayne movies.


She lived on the same land as my mama’s parents, Meemaw and Peepaw. I inherited my introversion from Meemaw, and Mae and I would spend quiet afternoons helping her water her many flowers and plants, inviting her along on our nature walks. Meemaw taught me the delicious secret of snapping an aloe pod in half to rub onto and soothe a burned finger.


Peepaw was jovial and incredibly handsome. He was gentlemanly, smelling of Old Spice aftershave, and his shirtsleeves covered the dark blue tattoos of anchors and serpents that wrapped his biceps, along with a heart around my grandmother’s name. He could cuss like the sailor he was, but the passage of time and the church had smoothed his rough edges.


Aunt Phyllis lived next door to us and was always spoiling me when she had the chance. In her living room I would build a mountain of blankets and pillows in the glow of the Disney Channel as I snacked on dill pickles. She’d take me shopping in town with my cousin Kelsa, and if she saw me looking at a toy or book, she’d buy it on the sly and surprise me with it in the car.
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Peepaw looked like George Clooney! That’s Meemaw Jack under his arm, though her first name was actually Helen.





Mammaw and Pappaw, my father’s parents, lived just through the woods from our house and often watched me. Sometimes I’d cry when my parents dropped me off, but within minutes Mammaw would make me forget. She’d pull the red-and-white-striped blanket, thin as a tablecloth, out of the linen closet, and we’d build a fort in the dining room. I was an odd child in that I didn’t like sweets, so afterward we would make cookies out of pie crust that tasted like Ritz crackers.
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Pappaw and Mammaw and some of their close, warm personal friends.





When it got colder, she would take my cousin Jim and me into the backyard and make a ring of bricks in which to build a campfire. We would roast hot dogs while she and Pappaw told us scary stories. After my bubble bath, they would watch Hee Haw while I read the Reader’s Digest version of The Swiss Family Robinson. When I got sleepy, I’d crawl into the pink cotton sheets of the guest bed, musty like baby powder and dust. Mammaw knew I was afraid of the dark in their house, so she would sleep beside me with the covers pulled all the way over her face—it’s how she liked to sleep.


Home was with my family, was where I played and laughed and loved and was accepted. It planted a seedling in me about what family can do and what it’s supposed to be. And as I got older, I would always be looking for that same feeling out in the world.


As I grew up, I stood more comfortably in my shoes, caring less about the insiders who saw me as little more than an outsider. I also began to realize what everyone knows about bullies: they’re desperate to be liked and dying to belong. They use meanness as a way to feel included. As I came into my own, standing sturdier on my own two feet, I found space in my heart to feel sorry for them.


While most of my classmates were sneaking Miller Lites to the pasture parties after the football game, I picked up a guitar and started singing at the coffee shop in downtown Laurel where I worked. I found a world of confidence as a musician, and performing became my life. When I first went onstage, I embraced the idea of becoming someone else. But pretty quickly I grew into being myself. It was as though I were shedding skin up there. Once again, I held tight and fast to things about myself that I liked, found the things about the world I wanted to swim in, and dived in headfirst.


There were only eight miles between where I lived in Jones County and the town of Laurel, but they were worlds apart. To a county kid, Laurel proper was an exotic place, and I was jealous of my friends who got to live there. The homes were old, classic, and mysterious, nothing like the midcentury ranch houses in the county. There was the art museum we’d visit on field trips, historic streetlights instead of industrial “booger” lights high on wooden posts, sidewalks and avenues instead of roads and ditches.




My First Reveal Day


I remember the weekend in seventh grade when Mama and I redecorated my bedroom exactly as I pleased, choosing a cloud wallpaper for the ceiling in my desk nook. We framed my artwork from school: huge, primitive, gestural black sketches of birds and fish that I watercolored in abstract washes, inspired by Walter Anderson. Art brought out a hidden me and helped me find my voice. With my mother, in those quiet rooms, I could even create a new self. That weekend with Mama, given all the creative license I could ever ask for, was the beginning of my love for home design.
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We were Baptists, and though I loved the people of our church, I struggled with some of the more strict stances on the music and art that made me feel like I had found myself. I held fast to the things that weren’t embraced there, believing they were a way out. When I was young, I had carried fear and shame for not being able to measure up to others, never really wanting to or knowing how. As I grew up, my freedom came from letting them go. I had dreams of breaking out, leaving the small-town life behind, and making it in a city as an artist, a place that would inspire and embrace me in a way that Jones County, Mississippi, simply could not.


I had grown up visiting St. Augustine, Florida, the oldest city in the United States, a place where both my daddy and my brother had gone to school. They’d learned their professions in the Old City, and for a time, I’d thought that was my destiny as well. On family trips I fell in love with Flagler College, which stands regally in the center of town. As a young girl I made a plan to go there, to make it my launching pad into a bigger and brighter life.


Flagler College was a former hotel with spires and courtyards, L. C. Tiffany glass windows surrounding a dining hall that reminded me of what you’d find on Ivy League campuses. I knew in my gut that if I could be surrounded by that kind of earnest history, by the craftsmanship and the beauty, I would be a better artist.


Flagler was hugged on all four sides by stucco buildings from the 1700s with clay tile roofs and coquina shell walls that had withstood cannonballs and two centuries of hurricanes and wars. The location was romantic, but on a practical level, it meant that space for students was limited. Even with a 3.9 GPA, my going there was not to be, and the rejection was something I carried heavily for some time. But it didn’t break me; my imagination was too large for my hometown, and I would find a way to make use of it.


*  *  *


As a teenager, I saw Tim Burton’s Big Fish, a film about a dying father, Edward Bloom, whose tall tales inspired his wayward son, and it became my favorite movie of all time. As I watched it in the theater, I immediately recognized Bloom as Hollywood’s version of Pappaw, who had passed away from ALS when I was fifteen. To this day, people still recount stories to me that my grandfather told them—and he comes alive for me again.
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The best thing that ever happened to me was a rejection letter.
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I wanted hair like Ani DiFranco’s, but I was too straight-edge to go all the way. So I compromised by wearing braids for a few weeks. Oh, to be a teenager.
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For my senior trip, my parents gave me a suitcase with vintage postcards printed all over it and told me I could choose anywhere on the bag. I chose San Francisco. Mama snapped this photo of me there, in Amoeba Music.





The thing I loved most about the movie was Edward’s capacity to see the magic in the mundane, to mythologize it, to turn the ordinary into the extraordinary. His ambition, coupled with imagination, meant that no matter where life took him, the magic was inside of him. Whatever happened was worth turning into a fable and putting back out into the world.


My imagination as a child ran deep and wild, and it’s still there, making my life better or worse, depending on the day. It serves me well when I see the beautiful future of a long-unloved house; other times it makes me feel terrified, and certain, that everything’s going to crash on top of me.


I grew a thicker skin, but I still didn’t have faith that life wouldn’t always be so lonely. I wondered what else was out there—hoping, dreaming that there were more people who would embrace me for my differences, a career that would inspire me, and a purpose that would be as strong and illuminating as the bright sun.


I resolved to make my own way, to put myself out into the world, trusting and praying that the dreams I had for my life would all come true. That I would indeed make something good out of this life. All in due time.
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I don’t think Daddy realized we were taking a picture, and this makes me laugh.
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The Dodge was Daddy’s winch truck. During Desert Storm, he hauled scrap iron to make ends meet. This was the Fourth of July parade when we lived in Sumrall, Mississippi.
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A Boy


Ben


I grew up with three brothers, who doubled as my best friends, so I never had to worry about having someone to sit next to.





In fact, I probably took it for granted that there would always be a seat for me. I had friends growing up, but it’s different when you have brothers. Everybody else is just kind of passing through.


Since we moved around a lot, I never got too attached to friends; there was never enough time for friendships to stick and settle, the way they need to. It’s not that we were insular. It was just that we were the Napiers and we felt we had all we needed.


My family gave me a feeling of invincibility that I then brought forward into the world. I’ve always been quick to start a conversation and unafraid to put myself out there. Nothing could touch me, because I was one of the Napier Boys. That didn’t mean we could get away with anything, because we most certainly could not. My parents always held us to an extremely high standard; so much of what is good in my life I owe to them, the way they made sure I could clear that height.


I got my name from my mom’s father, Benjamin Luke Pickering, and my work ethic and confidence from a line of hardworking Scottish farmers who crossed the Atlantic centuries ago. It was nurtured by my parents, high school sweethearts from south Mississippi who thought the sun rose and set in each other’s eyes. My mother is a quirky, brilliant, and empathetic woman who raised us four boys to know right from wrong. My father is a strong, romantic bull of a man with a whip-smart mind and huge, rough hands like catcher’s mitts.


Because we lived in so many different places, the only constant was one another. Our six-person unit was home, and we could pick up and move it anywhere. It gave me a feeling of safety and security because wherever we moved, I had a built-in circle and a protective shield.
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Working on eighteen-wheelers was fun, not work, to my brothers and me.
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Mama holding me, with Sam beside us.
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Tom, Jesse in Sam’s lap, and me.
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When I think of Daddy in my childhood, this is what I see.





We were all fairly sheltered growing up, by circumstance more than by design. All we knew was what was going on in our house. That was all we needed.


Sam was four years older and the ultimate older brother, with an outgoing manner and a natural intelligence. He was tall and rail thin, an exceptional athlete, and he bullied and protected his younger brothers in equal measure.


Tom was two years younger than me, relatively a late bloomer in size and essentially my double. We were “the boys,” as in “Where are Sam and the boys?” and if one was doing something, the other was always there—for better or worse. We played basketball and rode four-wheelers, built trucking empires with our Tonkas, and acted out Wild West cowboy stories in our various backyards across Mississippi.


My baby brother, Jesse, was ten years younger and had the luxury of being raised by all of us. He had the creativity and imagination of an only child because of the wide age gap between us. I have memories of listening for him in the bath and hearing him having entire conversations with himself in there, building stories out of thin air. I’m sure he got the worst of the bullying, and after years of putting up with it, he became bulletproof to anyone’s ribbing.


From our dad we learned to be compassionate, to flirt, to tell big stories, and to drive fast. Most behavior fell under a simple test: if we didn’t see Daddy doing it, then we didn’t need to do it. Though we’re all built for football, Daddy didn’t play—his school had been too small to have a team—so neither did we. Instead it was basketball we loved, and we were always watching Hoosiers or reenacting one of its scenes. I never tasted alcohol because Daddy didn’t drink. I was never instructed not to; we just followed his example. No smoking, no tattoos, no drugs—none of that. My dad told me he didn’t do those things because “your mom and you boys are about all I can afford.” To this day, I haven’t ever tasted alcohol. Never tried it. Never needed it.


Daddy was tall and heavyset, with broad shoulders, massive arms, and a barrel chest. To us, he was like the living embodiment of every hero in every movie we ever watched: the cowboy, the fast driver, the sheriff, the genius.


When we were very young, my dad lost our farm, a hard bottom that must’ve been cruel and difficult for him, married with three young children. But he only came back stronger. For fifteen years, he clawed his way back, doing every odd job he could to make ends meet, all kinds of backbreaking manual labor: roughnecking in the oil field, logging, farming, and driving a truck.



[image: Image]

My parents met in high school. Daddy was about to walk onto the basketball court when he saw Mama sitting in the bleachers with some guy she was there on a date with. As the game was about to start, he strode up the bleachers taking them two at a time, took off his class ring and his watch, handed them to Mama, and said, “Hang on to this for me.” The Napier men are not lacking in confidence.





Daddy had a kind and gentle soul but would whip an ass if he needed to, especially to protect or stand up for those he cared about. His fearlessness was legendary, and we’d gather around in awe to hear stories about him: how he’d once accidentally pulled the steel handle off a truck like Superman, how he’d chased down a thief stealing his truck decals and sat on him until help came. People would see Daddy fix something or figure something out, and they’d let us know how smart he was, how lucky we were that he would impart some of his knowledge to us.


*  *  *


My mother was beautiful, six feet tall with long, dark hair in big curls. She was the perfect partner for my dad, and he treated her like a queen. Their love for each other was so present and obvious, it was like a light running through our home.


She was the kind of mother who treated us like adults in the making, engaging us in deep topics before we might have a chance to stray off course. In first grade I’d bring up girls, and she’d look at me and get serious pretty quickly.


“Now, Ben, girls are okay,” she’d say. “You don’t need to be grossed out by them.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Always be nice to them, and one day you’ll find the girl you’ll always want to talk to. That’s how you’ll know that’s the one you want to spend the rest of your life with.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“You have a lot of love to give, Ben,” Mama said in her smooth voice. “And whoever that girl is, she’ll be lucky to find it.”


It was big-picture stuff, maybe even heavy to a seven-year-old, but coming from her, it didn’t seem so. It felt as though she was teaching us the laws of nature, and we listened. It was like that about everything—being careful with money and paying attention and working hard in school.




Exotica Food Corporation


[image: Image]


When we were growing up, my parents would let us boys get creative in the kitchen under their guidance. The gourmet dishes we created became part of what is known to my family as the “Exotica Food Corporation.” Here’s a sampling of the cuisine:


*Fried Chicken Rolls


Ingredients:


White bread


Butter


Cinnamon


Sugar


Spread butter on bread, sprinkle on cinnamon and sugar, toast. Enjoy.


*Why is it called Fried Chicken Rolls? Easy. My older brother, Sam, thought fried chicken was good and rolls were good . . . And so was this.


Cow Stuff


Ingredients:


Pot roast beef


Gravy (homemade)


Mashed potatoes (real ones)


*Cheese


Mix ingredients together. Serve. Enjoy.


*Cheese does not always come with Cow Stuff, but you can add it if you want. That’s what makes it the Exotica Food Corporation Freedom.





Mama really domesticated us, despite Daddy’s inclination and efforts to let us run wild. Growing up, we learned how to cook, iron our shirts, do laundry, wash dishes, clean a home properly. Besides not doing what Daddy didn’t do, the other big rule was: we were always to mind Mama. There was nothing that would get us into trouble quicker than crossing her. If Daddy found out that we hadn’t set the table or loaded the dishwasher after Mama had told us to, there was a problem. In our household, they were a united front.
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OFEICE OF ADMISSIONS

March 10, 2003

Laurel, MS

Dear Erin:

I-am writing to-inform yecu that we-no long heve
available to accommodate you for the term whlcn beglnb in
Septerber 2003. I regret to advise you that we cannot offer
you admission other than on a waiting list status.

I know that this may come as a disappointment to you, because
you are a good student and because you meet our standards for
admission. I also realize that it may be difficult to
understand why we are unable ta offer you a space in the
class, when you meet our qualifications for admission.

By way of explanation, you need to Know that Flagler College
is small by intent with the enrollment limited by the Board
of *Trustees to approximately 1900 students. In order to stay
within this plannad enrocllment, we must place certain limits
on the size of the incoming class. Unfortunately, because of
our self-imposed limit on enrollment and because of the size
of our applicant pool, we cannot offer admission to all
applicants who are qualified for admission.

o date, we have received more than five applications for
every space available in the incoming class. Based on
previcus-years' experience, we know that we SEEeT
admission to less than one-third of the candidates who apply
for admission if we hope to keep our enrcllment at or below
the desired level.

We regret we cannot offer you a space in the class at this
time; however, because you meet our standards for admission,
you h¢ve been placed on a waiting list for the term beginning
aber 2003. The waiting list status means that you meet
the standards for admission but we are unable to accommodate
yvou because of the large number of qualified candidates
applying for admission.

P.O. BOX 1027 » ST. AUGUSTINE » FLORIDA 32085-1027 * 800-304-4208 * 904-829-6481 « www.flagler.edu
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