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To all of us who seek a better path forward.
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• My mother, Celeste, who passed when I was fifteen. I share her heart.
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• My many other moms—the mothers of my friends—who made me feel part of their families. When each of them passed, I felt as if I were losing my own mother all over again. My pain was love. These fine women include Mrs. Huff, who kept a plate set at dinnertime for me. Mrs. Keogh, who invited me over for game nights. Mrs. Streb, whose basement was a refuge for all sorts of activities. Mrs. DePyssler, who always made me feel at home. And Mrs. O’Malley, who was legally blind but knew it was me as soon as I walked in the front door—how did she do that?


Other lights in my life, all good people with good souls:


• The two daughters and son that I brought to our marriage: Jennifer, Jeff, and Claire.


• The two sons and daughter that Breeda brought to our marriage: Anthony, Matt, and Jessica.


• The dear daughter we formally adopted as an adult: Nicole.
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My appreciation, as well, to the staff at Forbes Books for shepherding me along the way, especially Bob Sheasley, who for two years has helped me write this book. As we shared stories, our voices became one, as if our souls merged.


To all who made this book possible, I am deeply grateful.




 


FOREWORD


BY RICHARD WALKER


The rain was coming in sideways on the day I met up with Bill Carr in Scotland for a round of golf. He and his son, Jeff, showed up in their rainsuits and proper waterproof golf shoes. Then my brother, Johnny, arrived for our foursome—in rugby shorts and tennis shoes. Johnny was a professional rugby player but only played golf a couple of times a year.


Bill teed up first and proceeded to hit his ball straight right, into the rough. Jeff snap-hooked his ball straight left, and my ball almost didn’t find the planet! Johnny’s turn. He stepped to the tee—no practice swings, no warm-up—and striped a 300-yard drive straight down the middle.


Bill stared at his club, then at Johnny, then back at his club, which he tossed in the air. “That’s stinkin’ garbage!” he said, or words to that effect. His language was a bit more colorful.


And that’s Bill. He was poking fun at himself while making Johnny feel like a champ. That’s his way, and I have seen it time and again. He lifts other people up, puts them at ease, and keeps everyone in good humor, and he’s willing to do it at his own expense.


Golf is a passion we share, but we have been close friends and colleagues for nearly three decades. Several years ago, Bill handed me the reins to the company he founded—York Solutions—and it was there, by his words and example, that he taught me and all of us what it means to be a strong leader. I know Bill to be the most composed, thoughtful, and steady person I’ve ever met. No matter the circumstances, he never gets too high or too low.


Some relationships take time to build. Others are spontaneous, and that’s how it was with Bill back in 1997, when a mutual business acquaintance suggested we meet. We hit it off in our first conversation, and not just because he showed up wearing a golf tie, though it helped. We talked about golf, and about business, but mostly we talked about life. I told my wife that night, “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but something good is going to come from meeting this guy.”


Bill Carr isn’t a typical leader. He leads quietly and effectively from the back, out of the limelight. He’s like those alpha wolves who protect their pack from the rear. That’s where you’ll find Bill: making sure nobody gets left behind. Though he can step quickly to the front when necessary, he aims to empower others to lead. His priority was to maintain a welcoming workplace. When I became CEO, I asked him to tell me three things I should do to ensure success. “One, don’t screw up the culture,” he said. “Two, don’t screw up the culture. And three? Don’t screw up the culture.”


During the 2008 financial crisis, I saw Bill’s brand of leadership in action. I felt like throwing in the towel. As the market worsened, I figured I’d soon be going back to bricklaying again, which I used to do as a young man in Yorkshire. Bill stayed calm, focused, and optimistic. After things turned around, he wrote me a heartfelt letter of gratitude, which I cherish to this day.


Again, that’s Bill. He makes you feel like you’re the one steering the ship. He doesn’t tell you what to do. Instead, he asks questions to guide you: Have you considered this? What if you tried that? Through the years, Bill taught me how to focus on what really matters. When the pandemic hit, I found myself wondering: What would Bill do?


This book is sampling from Bill’s journals through the years. He has collected a lifetime of stories, lessons, and hard-earned wisdom. I hear his voice on every page—humble, thoughtful, wisecracking, warmhearted, and always a bit self-deprecating. If you’re like me, you also will see something of yourself on every page, as his stories lead you to reflect on your own. This book isn’t just about Bill. It’s about all of us.


In these essays, you’ll see Bill as a teenager promising his dying mother he’d look after his siblings. You’ll read about the time he stood over his newborn daughter’s crib, overwhelmed by how much of life is beyond our control. You’ll be with him in Vietnam as he tells you about the day when he grew up there. You’ll hear him explain why he quit college just short of a doctorate in chemistry and went after an entirely different career. All that and a lot more.


My friend Bill doesn’t pretend to have all the answers. What he does have is a quiet strength that comes from years of facing life’s messiness head-on. He’s still learning, still smiling—and still throwing golf clubs.




 


INTRODUCTION


BUCKLE UP, ENJOY THE RIDE!


Let’s take a long ride together now, to places familiar and places unknown. I want to tell you some stories. On these pages is an account of life as I’ve known it, for better and for worse. I am seventy-four years old as I write these words, and the road I’ve traveled has taken many turns. Along the way, I’ve figured out a thing or two.


You have your own stories: different from mine but in some ways the same. Whatever road you took, I am sure that you, like me, have experienced sudden sharp curves and unexpected detours. You have probably run out of gas a few times and come to some dead ends. The scenery at times has been dreary but so often beautiful.


Let’s slow down now to compare notes. My hope is that as I tell you my stories you will reflect on your own experiences. In that way, this book isn’t so much about me as it is about you. I want to stir up your memories. I want my stories to be a catalyst for your retrospection. That’s why I’ve included blank pages at the end of each essay in this book.


As you read about how I have navigated life, consider your own choices—which would you repeat, which would you change? What wisdom would you impart to your children, or to a friend encountering challenges not unlike the ones that you have faced? What guidance do you wish you had received?


I’m not suggesting we dwell on what has happened to us, but we should learn from it. I have met so many people who get stuck in the past. They just keep replaying their regrets and mistakes and all the injustices they have endured. I have met others who are stuck another way: They replay their glory days, forgetting that celebrations are fleeting.


Fretting about the future is futile, too. So many variables can disrupt the best-laid plans. Yes, it’s good to imagine a destination. You don’t want to feel as if you’re wandering aimlessly. Still, if you have faced detours and curves before, you can be sure they will come again—and try as you might, you won’t know when. Tomorrow holds possibilities but not promises.


Our stories help us process the past, come to terms with it, accept it. We cannot rewrite it, any more than we can dictate the future. Once we accept those truths, we gain the resilience to live for today. Think about it—where else but the present should you be living? Today is when you can appreciate the sunsets and hear the laughter and dry the tears. Free from the burden of yesterday and tomorrow, you can have a good day—no matter what has happened, no matter what is yet to be.


Let’s get started. I invite you now to come along with me. No need to go it alone. All of us are on this journey together—and so, as you will hear me say more than once in these essays: Buckle up, and enjoy the ride!


Who, then, is Bill Carr? I’m a product of the South Side of Chicago, as you will see in the pages ahead. I did my share of stupid things as a kid, and maybe a few sensible ones. I quit college after screwing around for a year, just in time to lose the draft lottery and land in Vietnam—which is where I grew up and decided to make something of myself.


I chose chemistry for my college major just to prove to myself that I could master something that seemed exceedingly difficult. A summer job evolved into a lucrative career, and in time I found myself at the helm of my own IT services business, York Solutions, based in Chicago and the Twin Cities area.


Some of my stories that lie ahead are about growing up during my South Side days. Others are about what I have learned from family and friends and colleagues. We learn best from those we know well, and the life lessons sink in when we hear them as narratives.


That is why this book has so many stories. Memories do not come neatly packaged. One moment our thoughts go to yesterday and the next to yesteryear. Therefore, you will find no particular timeline in this book. You could just as well start reading it in the middle, or from back to front. Though each of the essays in this book could stand alone, I have organized them loosely into three sections. The themes, essentially, are these:


1. Life is arbitrary. It’s a crapshoot.


2. You can make the most of it. You can find your own way.


3. It’s all worthwhile. There are gifts you can give yourself.


If you’re like me, you’ll see that much of what we experience seems like a series of random events with unintended consequences. Much of what happens to us is beyond our control. What is within our control is how we respond to all the twists and turns and unknowns of life.


The trick, I have learned, is knowing what we can influence and what we should just let be. We can’t do anything about the cards we’re dealt. We’re at the mercy of the shuffle. We can only play the hand we get as best we can—and that’s what makes all the difference. That’s how we can find our own way.


I hope that as you reflect on your own stories, you will feel encouraged to look at life a little differently—not with complaints or regrets about what happened to you, but instead with gratitude, forgiveness, and a desire to reach out to help others, to lead by example. Together we can do what we can to make our lives, and the lives of those around us, a little better.




 


SECTION ONE


WELCOME TO THE CRAPSHOOT


Life is a roll of the dice. We are born into a world that seems indifferent to us. We don’t get to choose how we start out, nor much of what happens to us. Will we be born into wealth or poverty? Into a time of peace or war? To parents who hug us or who ignore us? Nor can we predict or influence much of what happens to us. In this section, we look at what it means to live with the truth that the only certainty is that nothing is certain.


In “Claire in the Crib,” I reflect on a day when I picked up my newborn daughter at day care. What would become of her and the other little ones in that room as life happened to them? They didn’t know what they didn’t know—and in a way, I could take comfort in their innocence.


“Life is Not a Straight Line” looks at how life’s zigs and zags, as scary as they can be, force us to adapt. As we deal with unexpected challenges, we have the opportunity for growth.


“A Series of Unintended Consequences” explores how our decisions lead to outcomes we might never have anticipated and take us to places we might never have gone.


“The Zip Code Lottery” considers how where we’re born can shape our chances in life. Growing up on the South Side of Chicago, I saw firsthand the economic and racial divides within my city. I got lucky. Others didn’t.


“One Size Does Not Fit All” was a lesson I learned as I took unconventional paths: from my childhood, to Vietnam, to quitting college just short of a doctorate. Life tries to force us into a mold—but we can find success in unexpected places and on our own terms.


“Defeat Is When You Give Up,” not when life knocks you down. Here, I reflect on my son Jeff’s fight to overcome addiction. As a parent, I struggled, too—but I didn’t give up on him, even when I had no answers. More importantly, he didn’t give up on himself.


“Success or Failure? All in How You Look at It”: We can think of life as a continuum with high and low points. What we call victories and defeats are fleeting moments. It’s how we live along the way that counts.




 


CLAIRE IN THE CRIB


I opened the door, and there was Claire, my newborn daughter, lying in a crib at the day care center. Several other cribs lined the walls of the crowded room. I stepped to her side. She shifted in her slumber, her tiny fists clenched.


I looked around the room, where staff workers leaned over the cribs, offering bottles and soothing words. The infants were clothed in pinks and blues. Some were white babies, some Black, some Hispanic. Each born innocent and oblivious to the world awaiting them. They lived entirely in the moment, wanting only their bottles and someone to cuddle them.


One of the babies began to cry. I felt, as I stood there, a wave of sadness. I wanted to cry, too.


At age forty-seven, I had become a dad for the third time. My marriage of fifteen years had long since ended in divorce, and I had started dating again. One day, my girlfriend of several years knocked on my door. “Guess what? I’m pregnant,” she said. We had just broken up.


The ensuing weeks were rough. She would have this baby or not—but I had no say in the matter. I had no control. She chose to become a mom, and her decision came as a relief. I could see a path forward again. It was the not knowing that was most disconcerting. We resolved to stay close during the pregnancy and to work together in raising the child. We would never become a married couple, but together we would be loving parents. Claire is now twenty-seven and has always been incredibly close to both of us.


Claire’s mom was a nurse and successful in her career. She stayed home with her baby daughter for several months but soon had to return to her professional duties. Her rotating shifts and overtime meant that Claire was with me a lot of the time. Even when she wasn’t, I had to be prepared to drop everything and pick her up at the day care if her mom couldn’t leave work.


You may recall the movie Three Men and a Baby. This was only one man and a baby! I wasn’t stressed-out, though. I felt confident in what I was doing because I had been through it twice before. Also in my household at the time were my daughter Jennifer, who had been out of the crib for twenty years, and my son Jeff, who was sixteen. They were around the house much of the time, available to be big sister and brother for Claire.


Those were some of the best days of my life. Unique, certainly. I got to watch all the old Disney movies again. Seeing them through Claire’s eyes, they actually seemed really good. If Claire misbehaved, I set the microwave timer to count down her time-out—and it got so that I needed only to point at the microwave for her to get her act together.


One evening, after picking her up at day care, we sat together on the back-porch staircase: me with a bottle of cold beer, she with her sippy cup. I looked over at her, smiling. She was older now, jabbering away about the things that matter to little girls. For now, Claire was the picture of innocence. I knew that as the years passed, she would be heading out into a world that wasn’t always kind. A big girl’s tears would come, and one day I would not be there to dry them.


I thought again about that afternoon visit to the day care when I had felt such sorrow. Such a setting should bring only joy. What had bothered me? I had imagined all those babies in that room not as they were but as they might become. For that moment, they all were the same soft bundles, smelling (at best) of soap and Similac. They were pure—but life would happen. They would win or lose, rise or fall, and much—if not all of it—would be through no choice of their own.


Community leaders? Inmates? Long life, short life, healthy or hurting—who knew? Some would flourish, some would struggle, some might even perish. At some point, each would lie awake staring at the ceiling, long past midnight. They would experience the assortment of joys and sadnesses common to humanity. How would my own little Claire, lying there in the crib, turn out once the world had its random way with her? Who and what would cross her path, and when, and why? I could not see the path forward—and, again, it was the not knowing that troubled me.


“Will you draw a picture with me, Daddy?” Claire’s request awoke me from my troubled thoughts. She was on the floor now, hovering over a coloring book, scribbling randomly, her big box of crayons spilling around her.


As a good dad, I started to tell her she must keep within the lines. “Here’s how you do it, Claire,” I began, bending down to show her the proper way, but then I stopped. Why should she have to stay within the lines? She was only three, and I was asking her to conform to our adult world, filled with lines we must never cross. We admonish one another to grow up and not be childish—to which I say, “What’s the rush?” Life will come soon enough.


I smiled at Claire again and sat with her on the floor. She was the center, for now, of her own world, an innocent and carefree one. She didn’t know what she didn’t know. All too soon she would be discovering what it supposedly means to be all grown-up.


“Sure, Claire, I’ll draw with you. Let’s make a picture of you!” I said. Giggling, she held out her big box of choices—and I reached for the brightest colors.




BEFORE LIFE HAPPENS


Touched by an Angel was a popular TV show back in 1997, the year Claire was born. One episode has stayed with me through the years. I have thought about it while raising all my children through to adulthood. And, as I watch my grandchildren at play, I think about it still.


In the episode, a little girl named Melissa has been hearing voices. Her parents consult a psychologist who suggests a variety of things that don’t work. Finally, an angel named Tess sits down with the parents to tell them what is going on. It’s good news and bad news. The good news is Melissa will soon stop hearing the voices. And the bad news: She will soon stop hearing the voices.


Tess explains to the concerned parents that before babies are born, they are with the angels, and they can still hear them awhile after birth. Melissa, in her innocence, has heard them longer than most. Soon, that innocence will be ending—and she will only hear the world’s noise.


I saw that episode before Claire was born. How long would her innocence last? I was already mourning its passing. I wanted her to grow up, of course—but how fast? She and all my children have long since grown up to deal with life in their own ways, but it still saddens me to know the voices must fade as life happens.


I watch my grandchildren today at play, rolling around together. They laugh and then argue, and within minutes they’re laughing again, together and inseparable. Life will pull them in different directions. It is inevitable. The world is waiting for them, and they will take their place in it, whatever that might be. Too soon they will have to grow up and move out into the world, where the angel voices have grown silent.
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