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The Question This Book Asks
We often want only to escape our disappointment. In that 
hurry, another need can go unnoticed: understanding 
accurately what happened. A setback calls for a decision, 
but that decision need not be a verdict against your entire 
self. This book asks what the event actually establishes and 
what remains undecided. That distinction can make the 
next step more honest and more workable.
Letting a night pass means making some room for a 
decision. It is not a promise that sorrow will be gone by 
morning or that a life can be put right overnight. Some 
situations need more time, other people’s help or resources 
that are not presently available. Immediate responsibilities 
still need attention. A verdict on your entire future does not 
always need to accompany them.
The chapters that follow examine the accounting of loss, 
proportionate correction of mistakes, other people’s 
questions, the cost of waiting and the reasons to continue 
or close a project. Their purpose is not to persuade you to 
keep moving under every circumstance. It is to help you 
stop with understanding and proceed with understanding. 
Even where the result is outside your control, some honesty 
can be preserved in how you interpret it and decide what 
comes next.
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What Has This Setback 
Established
A poor result is an event. The sentence we attach to it can 
become much larger. An application was declined; we say 
that our education was useless. Someone did not reply on 
time; we decide that our words have no value. A task went 
worse than expected; we begin to doubt our capacity to 
attempt anything. The result is before us, but the 
judgement drawn from it spreads across a whole life.
The first place to think is within that expansion. Ask how 
much information you currently have. Do you know only the 
result, or were you also given a reason? Has one 
opportunity closed, or have all relevant possibilities been 
examined? Has a defect in the work actually been 
identified, or are you inferring one because the answer was 
unwelcome? These questions do not insult your 
disappointment. They take responsibility for the judgement 
being made.

Figure 1
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When something hurts deeply, its apparent truth can feel 
equally large. Intensity and evidence, however, do not have 
a simple relationship. Embarrassment may show that your 
reputation matters to you. It does not reveal what other 
people actually thought. Fear may draw attention to a real 
danger; the nature of the danger still needs examining. 
Respecting your feelings does not require treating every 
inference they offer as confirmed information.
A student’s low mark supplies information about 
performance in that examination. Inadequate preparation, 
misunderstanding a question or poor allocation of time may 
be involved. The answers need reviewing to establish 
which. Concluding from the mark that the student can 
never learn is as careless as declaring the mark irrelevant. 
A useful question takes the result seriously and requires 
separate evidence for a larger claim.
Words such as always, never and everyone sometimes enter 
our language when we have only one event before us. 
Remove them and read the statement again. This attempt 
did not produce the required result is narrower but more 
useful than I always fail. A reason can be sought after the 
first statement. The second leaves little room for inquiry 
because it turns the person into a permanent verdict.
This care is not only a form of kindness towards yourself. A 
sweeping conclusion can misdirect the next action. If the 
actual problem is a missing application document and you 
begin changing your entire field of study, effort will go 
where the immediate defect was not. If the opportunity 
genuinely differs from what you need and you keep 
polishing your words, the necessary choice remains 
postponed. Recognising the event’s proper scale helps 
locate the correction.
A recent setback can meet an older suspicion. We already 
thought something was lacking in us; now one event seems 
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to testify on behalf of that belief. It helps to identify the 
earlier belief too. Is this event providing new information, 
or am I hearing from it what I have repeated for years? The 
age of an idea does not establish its accuracy. Sometimes it 
has merely become familiar.
An instruction to think positively is often insufficient here. 
Money spent, time lost or a broken promise is more than a 
matter of perspective. Each can have actual consequences. 
Saying that everything will go well next time neither settles 
the account nor establishes a cause. Sometimes, before 
reassurance, a person needs room to name the loss and 
think about it without self-contempt or an obligation to turn 
it into good news.
What we call a result can contain different kinds of 
information. The refusal may be clear while its reason is 
vague. A defect may be visible while the cost of correcting it 
is unknown. An arrangement may end while its purpose 
remains valuable. Calling the whole situation good or bad is 
easy. Recording the separate known facts takes more effort, 
but it reveals the next responsibility.
A simple way to hear your feeling separately from its 
interpretation is to give each its own sentence. I feel 
disappointed describes a feeling. Therefore no opportunity 
remains for me is a claim about the world. Understanding 
the first may require listening to you. Assessing the second 
requires examining possibilities, conditions and available 
information. Giving both the same level of certainty turns 
personal disappointment into a map of the whole world.
We sometimes mistake harshness towards ourselves for 
honesty, as though saying the worst possible thing about 
ourselves were proof of realism. Self-contempt can 
exaggerate too. Saying that you made a mistake in the 
arrangements identifies something definite. Saying that you 
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can never do anything properly makes a much larger claim. 
One disappointing evening is not enough evidence for it.

Figure 2

Even so, quieting your mind immediately is not easy. You 
understand something, and a few minutes later the same 
harsh sentence returns. You do not need to begin a long 
argument with it each time. You can remind yourself that 
the whole situation is not clear yet. That brief sentence 
does not dismiss your disappointment. It leaves a little time 
before a decision.
A result may have commercial, educational or practical 
meaning without becoming a measure of human worth. An 
offer may be unworkable while the person making it 
remains worthy of respect. Assessing the suitability of work 
does not require putting human dignity at stake. Separating 
the questions makes it easier to acknowledge a weakness, 
because admitting a defect no longer amounts to declaring 
an entire existence worthless.
The next useful task may be very limited: rereading the 
actual response, asking the relevant person one clear 
question, or preserving something needed for a later 
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review. Such tasks do not replace feelings. They prepare 
the ground for a decision. Sometimes encouragement 
comes from knowing that, at least, we are no longer 
pursuing the wrong question.
Where something is unknown, I do not yet know is a 
complete and honest answer. It does not announce 
permanent inaction. It can be followed by identifying what 
information is needed and where it might be found. If that 
information is unavailable, the decision must carry the 
uncertainty with it. Calling a guess a fact does not remove 
uncertainty; it merely hides it from our view.
This chapter does not ask you to predetermine a lenient 
verdict. A review may establish that the plan was weak or a 
serious mistake occurred. You will then have something 
specific to address. What matters is that the judgement 
follows from information rather than an urge to give pain an 
immediate meaning. Sometimes finding your footing begins 
by postponing a verdict on yourself before trying to make it 
favourable.
When you recall a disappointment of your own, write one 
sentence describing the event. Then write what you said 
about yourself. The distance between those sentences is 
where this book’s work begins. You do not have to turn the 
second sentence into something cheerful. First consider 
how much you know that supports it, and how much you 
have supplied yourself.
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Giving the Decision Time
After disappointing news, the urge to make another 
decision can be so strong that stopping feels weak. 
Examination results have barely arrived before the search 
for a new course begins. Work is returned, and we sit up all 
night rewriting the entire draft. Someone takes time to 
answer, and we decide never to contact them again. The 
action is quick. The decision may be less clear.
Two different needs become entangled in this haste. One is 
to put the problem right. The other is to end the present 
discomfort quickly. Buying a course may help solve the 
problem, or merely ease the discomfort for a few hours. 
Sometimes it takes a little time to tell the difference.
A new announcement made quickly in disappointment can 
answer our current feelings more than the problem. We cut 
a price, promise to rewrite an entire draft or compose a 
message ending a relationship. Later we find that we had 
examined neither the price, the extent of revision nor the 
full conversation. Where there is freedom to decide, holding 
the decision for a few hours may be preferable to a 
statement that cannot be taken back.
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Figure 3

Not every situation allows a night's distance. Some matters 
need an answer that day. Someone has your belongings, 
someone is waiting for you to arrive, or a submission 
deadline is close. Leaving everything unattended could 
create another difficulty for them. First, do enough to meet 
the essential responsibility or give the person concerned an 
accurate update. The remaining decision can wait.
Suppose you have received difficult feedback on a draft that 
you promised to send again. You do not have to decide at 
that moment whether to give up writing. First, establish 
when the response is needed. If you need time, you can ask 
for a reasonable extension. If you cannot keep the promise, 
saying so promptly is more useful than remaining silent 
while your disappointment grows.
It can also help to consider how easily a decision can be 
reversed. Saving a draft and closing it is different from 
deleting it. Postponing a new expense until morning is 
different from withholding an update about money already 
owed. Where possible, take a step that leaves room for 
further thought. Someone else’s claim, however, cannot 
simply be suspended until your discomfort passes.
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A pause is more useful when you know when you will return 
to the matter. That might be Sunday evening, half an hour 
after returning from work, or after speaking to the person 
who has the information you need. There is no need to 
make this appointment a punishment. Its purpose is to keep 
every unoccupied moment from being claimed by the same 
worry.
Sometimes the chosen day arrives and your circumstances 
still do not allow it. That does not invalidate the entire 
arrangement. Set another date and make the reason clear. 
If the reason is the same each time, the plan may need to 
change rather than the pause grow longer. The task may be 
too large, something essential may be unavailable, or you 
may be avoiding a situation that must be acknowledged 
before the next decision can be made.
Advice to rest can also assume too much ease in another 
person's life. Not everyone can leave town, switch off their 
phone, or set aside several days. When someone has caring 
responsibilities at home, even quiet requires an 
arrangement. Declining an additional responsibility for a 
while, postponing an unnecessary evening task, or asking 
someone close for a little help may be more realistic.

Figure 4
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The wish to make a pause as effective as possible can spoil 
it too. We keep wondering which book to read, which 
routine to adopt, and how to return as a better person. Even 
the time set aside for a little rest acquires a performance 
requirement. An evening can pass with an ordinary meal 
and conversation. It need not produce a lesson worth 
reporting.
You may wake from a pause just as disappointed. Sleep may 
have been incomplete and the problem may remain. If an 
unnecessary expense, harsh message or unfounded promise 
has not yet been made, some room to think has been 
preserved. Sometimes help is still needed afterwards. The 
passage of time is not a solution by itself; the information, 
conversation or decision to which you return still requires 
attention.
Separate two things for yourself. What will become worse if 
it receives no attention today, and which larger decision 
can safely wait? If both are packed into one word, such as 
business or future, write out the actual matters involved. 
You may need to answer someone about money today. You 
do not need to decide today what kind of person you will be 
for the rest of your life.
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An Honest Account of Loss
When a loss remains unnamed, its limits remain unclear. 
Saying everything is gone can express sorrow, but a 
decision requires examining what everything includes. 
Money, time, a particular opportunity, someone’s trust and 
an imagined future cannot be substituted for one another. 
They differ in what can be recovered, repaired or accepted. 
An honest account may therefore begin with a notebook or 
with a difficult conversation.
In business, money already spent and stock still available 
for sale are different things. Money tied up in stock is 
unavailable for an immediate payment, and its cost does not 
guarantee the eventual sale price. Similarly, interest 
expressed in a few messages cannot be counted as revenue. 
Treating hope as money received puts the next promise on 
an unsound basis. Caution in an account is a way to 
establish actual capacity, not an expression of distrust in 
the work.
The same distinction appears in the account of time. 
Spending six months on something does not establish that 
the next six months belong there too. A specific skill, usable 
material or necessary relationship gained during that 
period may, however, inform the next decision. Respect for 
earlier effort does not depend on repeating it. Respect can 
also mean recognising what remains and declining to turn 
what is gone into a debt owed by future time.
Listing what remains alongside a loss should not become an 
attempt to minimise it. An account that forces a benefit to 
compensate for every pain ceases to be trustworthy. Some 
things really are lost. Some advantages really do remain. 
Each can be recorded under its own name without erasing 
the other. Only then can you see what is available for 
another attempt and what must be obtained again.
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Figure 5

Accounting for a loss does not necessarily make it hurt less. 
Sometimes seeing the actual amount or the time spent 
makes the disappointment clearer. Yet that clarity may be 
necessary for a decision. How much capacity remains for 
another attempt, what can be repaired, and which plans can 
no longer go ahead as imagined cannot be established 
through a vague estimate.
Asking for a lesson immediately after a failed attempt can 
be premature. A person may still be working out what they 
placed their trust in. Perhaps the money matters less than 
having shared the plan with someone close and now finding 
it difficult to speak to them. Perhaps the opportunity was 
not especially good, but the life imagined alongside it was 
appealing. The different parts of a loss do not become clear 
at the same pace.
Sometimes the deepest loss concerns the identity attached 
to the plan rather than the plan itself. We expected greater 
standing within the family, or an answer to years of 
uncertainty. That expectation is understandable. Placing so 
much weight on a practical attempt, however, can make an 
ordinary setback feel like a loss of the entire self. Naming 
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that hidden expectation belongs in the account; it need not 
become another reason for shame.
Reconsidering where to spend your time does not devalue 
earlier effort. Sometimes that effort taught a skill, revealed 
the real difficulty of a task, or showed that a route would 
not fit our lives. Keep whatever was actually gained. There 
is no obligation to find a gift hidden in every loss. Some 
things can simply be regretted and acknowledged as gone.
Record separately a mistake within your control and an 
obstacle beyond it. A change in weather, a reduction in an 
organisation’s budget or withdrawal of a space may not be 
your decision. Relying on an unconfirmed possibility, 
communicating essential information late or overlooking 
room for an alternative may still deserve review. Taking 
responsibility for everything distorts the account. Assigning 
everything to others hides a lesson that could genuinely 
help next time.

Figure 6

Some losses affect other people. Our own disappointment 
can make us less attentive to this. Someone cleared an 
evening for us, lent an item, or postponed their work 
because of our promise. If our plan has changed, they need 
to know. Staying silent out of embarrassment does not 
suspend their needs.
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Someone who arranged their time around your promise 
needs to know the current situation. Someone whose 
property you hold needs a clear return arrangement. 
Responding to that responsibility does not require the 
entire history of your intentions. Give first the information 
on which the other person’s next step depends. Your 
disappointment may deserve a hearing, but it does not 
justify suspending their claim indefinitely.
An apology needs care too. Do not make the account of your 
regret so long that the other person has to console you 
while their actual question is left behind. Where a mistake 
is clear, acknowledge it clearly. Say how you can put things 
right. Do not enlarge a new promise in the hope of restoring 
your reputation immediately. After a broken promise, a 
modest one that is kept can carry more weight.
When proposing an arrangement easier for you, ask whose 
burden it increases. A later repayment date may provide 
breathing room for you and difficulty for someone else. 
Postponing a project may reduce your pressure while 
wasting a collaborator’s time. It is reasonable to state your 
need; it is unfair to conceal the other person’s need behind 
your embarrassment. A better conversation allows both to 
be seen.
Ask which costs you are counting as losses and which you 
are overlooking. Your own time, a relative’s unpaid help or 
household work shifted to someone else can disappear from 
the account. Recognising them does not require putting a 
wage on every action. It means avoiding a mistaken reading 
of the actual cost when calling an attempt inexpensive or 
successful.
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Figure 7

When the next question emerging from an account is clear, 
the purpose of another attempt changes. Do people want 
this service at this price? Is the required time actually 
available? Does this method meet the necessary standard? 
Each question requires different information. Another large 
attempt made merely to answer the previous 
disappointment may still fail to reveal what needs to be 
known.
Let the account identify work rather than sit in judgement 
over you. One line can show what cannot return. Another 
can identify what can be repaired. Keep other people’s 
outstanding claims visible. Where information is missing, a 
question can take the place of a guess. The arrangement 
helps when it produces a definite action; do not let it 
become a continuing exercise in collecting evidence against 
yourself.
In your own account, separate something you have been 
calling by one name although it contains different things: 
money already spent and stock still held, time already gone 
and a promise still outstanding, someone’s refusal and a 
demonstrated defect in the work. Ask which needs 
calculation, which needs a conversation, and which must 
simply be acknowledged as gone. Not every sorrow calls for 



Why Not Again?

18

repair, and not every outstanding obligation can be 
postponed as a feeling to work through.
Once the account is recorded, you do not have to enlarge it 
again every evening. Revise it when new information 
arrives. Otherwise, the notebook can close. Food needs 
cooking, clothes need drying, and there may be someone to 
check in on. The loss matters, but the life around it still has 
needs of its own.
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Purpose When the Plan 
Changes
We imagine one form through which to achieve a purpose. 
Eventually that form becomes so familiar that the purpose 
seems confined within it. Work becomes tied to one 
organisation’s name. Service seems incomplete without an 
organisation of our own. Learning becomes attached to a 
particular qualification. When that form becomes 
unavailable, the purpose itself can appear to have ended.
Separating form from purpose carries a risk too. We may 
hurriedly call every alternative sufficient and diminish a 
genuine need. Interesting activity does not fully answer a 
need for reliable income. An empty space does not 
necessarily answer a need for a safe one. Before changing a 
plan, identify its essential condition. Abandoning that 
condition may allow activity to continue while leaving 
unmet the need for which it began.
When giving a hope a place in your plan, record its 
condition as well. It may happen, it is confirmed and I want 
it to happen do not mean the same thing. A possible venue 
does not become a confirmed venue through an 
announcement. Interest does not amount to a promise of 
continuing help. Recognising the distinction later need not 
call your intentions into question; it corrects the amount of 
certainty built into the arrangement.



Why Not Again?

20

Figure 8

It is natural to feel attached to the first plan. It contains our 
preferences as well as our effort. The more detail we have 
imagined, the harder it can be to see another form. An 
outsider may notice only a change of location. For us, the 
same change can alter the character of the whole 
undertaking.
People affected by a project do not all have the same need. 
The same provision may answer one person’s difficulty fully 
and be insufficient for another. Advice that treats the 
adviser’s own convenience as a universal rule hides this 
difference. Asking whom the change serves, when they can 
use it and which condition they require does not needlessly 
complicate the work. It establishes whom the change would 
actually help.
An honest limited arrangement states both its benefit and 
its boundary. Meeting some people’s needs is a real benefit. 
Other needs remaining unmet is also real. Erasing the 
second fact in celebration of the first enlarges the claim 
rather than the work. Keeping the remaining need clear can 
guide a better search and allow the present help to be 
valued at its actual scale.
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Even a freely provided resource brings work with it. A 
venue requires time to open, close and maintain it. 
Assistance still requires communication, clarity and 
continuity. We sometimes see only the financial saving and 
place the organisational cost inside the day of someone who 
was never asked to bear it. Before accepting an alternative, 
establish whose effort would actually sustain it.
If staying close to home is essential, an opportunity far 
away does not become workable merely because it is 
considered good. The cost and time of travel belong in the 
decision. An alternative that is easy for someone else may 
carry a different price in your life. Keep that difference 
visible so that the appeal of a recommendation does not 
obscure an essential condition.
Sometimes we become used to calling a preference a 
necessity. At other times, pressure from others makes us 
dismiss a real need as unimportant. Both deserve 
consideration. One person cannot afford the travel, another 
has caring responsibilities at home, and another cannot 
change their hours. Recognising these limits does not mean 
you lack determination. The plan must operate within the 
circumstances in which the person actually lives.
Reducing a project does not automatically remove its 
hidden cost. If even a small service takes unavailable time 
from necessary income, care or rest each week, calling it 
small does not solve the problem. The value of the purpose 
and the capacity to sustain the method are separate 
questions. A project may be worthwhile while its present 
form is beyond what you can provide. Recognising that 
distinction does not insult the purpose.
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Figure 9

There may be no suitable alternative for now. An open door 
does not always stand beside every closed one. Sometimes 
you must wait, continue searching, or meet another need 
first. In those circumstances, it is unwise to hurry into 
calling any available route a better one. You can say plainly 
that the required arrangement has not yet been found. Let 
the next step follow from that known fact.
If you try a new form, first decide which question it is meant 
to answer. Is the required time available? Can the intended 
users actually use it? Is the standard maintained? Choose 
the period and limits to fit the question. If the standard 
changes after every adjustment, the trial teaches little; 
every result becomes a justification for another extension. 
There needs to be a point at which the decision is reviewed 
against the information then available.
After the first plan fails, a route does not become better 
merely by being new. Place the alternative beside the same 
need, cost and standard. If it creates new difficulties while 
answering the first question, name them. The pleasure of 
beginning again can briefly conceal real costs. Ordinary 
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examination remains necessary alongside the feeling of 
freshness.
The name of the altered work should fit what it provides. 
Limited advice is not full supervision, a few sessions are not 
an ongoing service, and an expression of interest is not a 
firm promise. Placing the name of the larger former plan on 
a smaller arrangement can make it look inadequate every 
day. An accurate name sets reasonable expectations. Others 
know what is available, and you know what you are 
responsible for providing.
When a limited attempt becomes a final examination of your 
ability, unwelcome information is hard to hear. Every 
objection feels personal. When the question is whether this 
arrangement meets this need, adverse information belongs 
to the answer. Recognising an unworkable method, while 
keeping the trial’s cost limited, may prevent a larger later 
loss. That possibility still should not be renamed guaranteed 
success.
Accepting the new arrangement at its actual scale can be 
the hardest task. You may want it to appear a complete 
answer to the original wish. It may answer only one part. 
Let the remaining part be unfinished if it truly is. Limited 
work can proceed with that honesty. Every empty space 
need not be filled by an announcement; some still require a 
resource, time or a better decision.
Which essential need does your altered plan still meet, and 
which remains? Leave room to ask someone for whom the 
unmet need matters. Your own relief does not establish that 
the alternative is enough for everyone. Then consider 
whose time, money or rest will pay for the limited 
arrangement.
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The Limits of Repair and the 
Urge to Punish
After a mistake is identified, one question is what needs 
correcting. Another can enter quietly: how much discomfort 
should I now impose on myself? We begin setting the scale 
of the remedy by embarrassment rather than harm. 
Redoing everything, making an unnecessary sacrifice or 
rejecting even the good parts can feel like evidence of 
seriousness. The relationship between suffering and 
correction still needs examining.
When we find an error in someone else’s work, we usually 
ask where it is. Which figure is wrong? Which promised 
date changed? Which claim is unsupported? In our own 
case, those questions can disappear into why am I like this? 
The question is so broad that the actual correction may 
remain out of sight. Where possible, bring attention back to 
the identifiable defect from which the review began.

Figure 10

If a response says only that a submission does not fit the 
current need, it is not a detailed assessment of every part. 
It does raise a question of suitability. Did what was offered 
match what was required? Was the connection clearly 
explained? The work’s own quality still needs examination 
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afterwards. Good work may have been sent to an unsuitable 
place; weak work may have reached a suitable one. The two 
require different corrections.
When reading feedback, separate what was written from 
what you heard in it. Filling the gaps in a short response 
with fear is easy. Setting your greatest insecurity against 
every unknown reason does not reveal the other person’s 
assessment. If there is an appropriate opportunity, ask a 
specific question. If no answer comes, acknowledging 
uncertainty is more honest than inventing a verdict and 
obeying it.
Reading the recipient’s stated need can be more useful than 
repeatedly changing your prose. If an organisation needs a 
short practical answer and you provide an extended 
theoretical discussion, both may have value but they are 
different tasks. Disliking your skill is unhelpful, as is 
dismissing the requirement. The relationship needs 
correcting: where is this work appropriate, and what would 
genuinely need changing for that setting?
Sometimes the reason for a refusal remains unknown while 
a real defect becomes visible in your work. You generalised 
from two events, overlooked a required condition or left a 
figure unchecked. The omission of that defect from 
someone’s response is no reason to ignore it. If your 
standard depends entirely on another person’s scrutiny, 
undetected errors remain unattended. Your own integrity is 
also a reason to correct them.
Keep questions separate in a review so that their answers 
can be separate too. Where does the work fit? What is 
incorrect within it? How much capacity exists to finish it? 
Do not substitute one answer for another. More effort does 
not make an unsuitable setting suitable. Changing the 
setting does not correct false information. Greater hope 
does not automatically make time available.
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To review an attempt, it sometimes helps to recall the 
sequence of work. Where did the problem that appeared at 
the end begin? The draft was sent in a hurry on the last day, 
but perhaps essential information had been requested a 
week late. The amount of work may have been 
underestimated, or the question sent to someone may have 
been unclear. Blaming everything on that final evening does 
not repair the stages before it.
When asking for help, offer something observable rather 
than requesting a verdict on your entire ability. Asking 
whether you can do good work requires an enormous 
answer. Asking whether this page makes the required point 
clear gives the other person a chance to offer useful 
feedback. A limited question brings a limited answer, but 
that answer can support an actual change.

Figure 11

Keep the parts of your approach that worked, even when a 
poor result makes you want to replace the entire method. 
You kept the information safely, requested an answer in 
good time, or gave an early update about a promise you 
could not fulfil. These things may help with another 
attempt. You should not exaggerate what you did well, but 
leaving it out of the account is unfair too. Replace the entire 
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method when the reason genuinely concerns the entire 
method.
Let the remedy follow what the affected person needs, 
rather than how visibly remorseful you appear. A delay may 
require an accurate revised time. Incorrect information 
needs correction. A loss to someone else requires an 
appropriate response to that loss. Resist the urge to restore 
your reputation immediately with a large promise. If that 
promise also fails, a second problem joins the first.
A review can end when the relevant defect has been 
corrected or the next necessary piece of information 
identified. Extending it until you feel satisfied with yourself 
is not a reliable standard. Sometimes the work is corrected 
while embarrassment lingers. Sometimes you feel better 
while the error remains. In either case, inspect the work. 
Your mood can help; it cannot replace the standard.

Figure 12

Another refusal may arrive after the revision. Then the 
question is what new information has been received, rather 
than whether the previous correction must have been 
pointless. A corrected reference remains corrected even if 
the article is declined. Improvement and acceptance are 
related, but they are not both in the same person’s hands. 
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Keeping that distinction allows work to learn from results 
without erasing itself after each one.
A sound basis for returning is knowing what you changed 
and why. This need not make the next unwelcome answer 
less painful, but it can make the review clearer. Was a new 
defect identified? Does the same obstacle remain? Did the 
result still depend on a condition you could not change? 
Understanding each answer in its proper place removes the 
need to declare all previous effort meaningless every time.
One way to examine your proposed correction is to read it 
with someone else’s name attached. If a colleague had 
made the same mistake, would you require the remedy you 
are demanding of yourself? Fairness need not lower the 
standard. Removing an irrelevant punishment can 
sometimes reveal the actual standard for the first time.
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Who Needs an Explanation
Sometimes the greatest difficulty in returning to work is not 
the work itself. It is the people to whom we confidently 
announced what we would do this time. Giving them 
another update feels difficult. Someone may retrieve the old 
message. Someone may laugh and ask what happened to 
the first plan.
This fear is not always unfounded. People do ask questions, 
and some make ill-timed jokes. Simply telling someone not 
to care can therefore be unhelpful. Relationships are part of 
life. Not everyone wants to stop caring what others think, or 
is free to do so. The question is which answers you owe and 
where you begin defending yourself beyond what is needed.

Figure 13

Someone who arranged their time around your promise 
may be entitled to know the situation. A question from a 
person who gave money or materials cannot be dismissed 
as mere negativity. A clear answer and a proper account 
are needed there. But a distant acquaintance does not need 
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the whole history of every private attempt, pause, and 
changed intention.
A change to an announcement on which someone 
committed time or money needs a clear update. If the 
announcement preceded confirmation, changed 
circumstances are not the whole explanation; your own 
haste needs room for acknowledgement. Explaining your 
intentions does not return the other person’s lost time. 
More useful information concerns the present situation, 
what remedy is possible and which condition will be 
confirmed before another promise is made.
Answering for a specific mistake is different from 
presenting a defence of your whole character. A question 
about a promise calls for the relevant answer. If someone 
extends it into a verdict on your entire life, you can return 
the conversation to the actual question. Every harsh 
sentence need not be rebutted with a long list of past 
achievements. Accountability means giving the right 
information to the right person, not proving your entire 
existence before every voice.
Useful feedback does not always arrive pleasantly, and 
pleasant remarks are not always useful. A sharp comment 
about a missing detail can lead you to inspect that detail. 
Loving reassurance that everyone envies you reveals little 
about the actual problem. The hurt caused by tone remains 
real. A testable point can be considered separately when 
you have room to do so. Enduring humiliation is not a 
necessary condition for receiving useful feedback.
We can unintentionally fill the announcement of our return 
with apologies. We write that we are back with another 
failed attempt, or that we know we always talk without 
acting. Such remarks can sound humorous, but they place 
an old judgement before the new information. You can 
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describe the work as it now stands without attaching a 
permanent negative label to your name.
Where the work is entirely personal, even an announcement 
is optional. Starting to read a book again does not need to 
be declared each time. Opening your exercise book need 
not come with a promise to send results to a group. Some 
people find sharing progress helpful; for others, it becomes 
another obligation. Choose according to your temperament 
and the relationship.

Figure 14

Comparison brings a different difficulty. Someone started 
alongside you and now appears further ahead. You do not 
know all their available time, assistance, or other 
responsibilities. Yet you compare the visible part of their 
progress with every uncertainty you know inside yourself. 
Attention moves away from the work and into an account 
for which most of the figures are missing.
Diminishing that person's achievement will not advance 
your work. Nor do you have to keep following their news to 
understand your own situation. You can congratulate 
someone and put the phone down. If reading updates 
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continually makes it hard to return to your desk, reduce the 
amount for a while. Goodwill towards others and care for 
your own time can coexist.
Not knowing what help someone received does not mean 
every achievement can be attributed to an easy advantage. 
What we do not know remains unknown in both directions. 
If comparison is to teach something, ask about an 
observable detail: how did the person present the work, 
which question did they answer, what did they provide at 
which price? A useful method can be understood without 
passing judgement on their whole life.
Let the relationship determine the scope of the explanation. 
Update the person to whom you made a promise. Account 
for the contribution of someone who helped. Give a newly 
involved person an accurate description of the current 
work. Every conversation need not carry the whole weight 
of a former setback, while a continuing practical 
consequence should not be hidden. Choose the explanation 
to meet the other person’s legitimate need rather than 
merely reduce your embarrassment.
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Hope and the Limits of Waiting
After sending a submission, we can keep writing it in our 
minds. A point should have come earlier, another word 
would have been better, perhaps the answer will arrive 
now. The difficulty is more than the passage of time. 
Someone else holds the next decision, and their silence 
leaves room for assumptions about ourselves. That room 
need not always be filled with a story. Silence deserves the 
same care as other incomplete evidence.
We sometimes begin spending the benefits of the answer 
before receiving it. Possible income becomes attached in 
our minds to an essential bill. Attention leaves current work 
for a possible opportunity. Promises to others are withheld 
for an expected yes. When the answer is delayed, several 
decisions remain suspended along with hope. Before setting 
a limit on the wait, examine what you have attached to the 
answer.

Figure 15

Silence allows many stories. Some may even prove 
accurate, but they have not yet been confirmed. If a 
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response period has been given, consult it first. If there is 
an established way to check the position, use it. If further 
information has been requested, providing it on time is the 
actual task. Opening email every few minutes will not 
accomplish any of those things by itself.
A few days without a reply establish that no reply has 
arrived yet. If a stated response period has passed, that also 
provides information about responsiveness. Silence still 
cannot be treated as a detailed assessment of every part of 
the work. It may involve disregard, delay or something 
unknown to us. We may need to decide about our time 
without learning the reason; certainty about the other 
person’s intention is not required for that decision.
If an appropriate enquiry still brings no reply, you can set a 
limit according to the cost of waiting. Check any submission 
condition or specified period that applies. Where no such 
restriction exists, you need not reserve your availability 
indefinitely. A later answer can be considered according to 
your circumstances then. An earlier expression of interest 
does not create an unlimited claim on every future day.
An actual responsibility and a possible opportunity do not 
carry the same weight. Neglecting a task you already owe, 
with a known deadline, for an uncertain answer may affect 
other people too. Taking alternative work does not mean 
the first opportunity has lost its value. It can mean meeting 
responsibilities according to what is known now. If good 
news comes later, you can consider then how to make room 
for it.
If possibilities are few, recognise that limit. Saying that 
countless routes exist does not help someone who genuinely 
has only two suitable opportunities. Their time, information 
and available assistance need more careful consideration.
Sometimes thinking of an alternative feels disloyal to hope, 
as if considering any result other than the desired one 
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would weaken the attempt. In fact, considering another 
suitable route does not change the first answer. It may 
mean only that, if a refusal comes, you do not have to begin 
every thought from the start. And if the answer is yes, you 
know which responsibilities must make room for it.
Keep one question alongside hope: if the desired answer 
does not arrive, which work during the wait will still have 
been reasonable? Obtaining necessary information, fulfilling 
an existing promise or addressing an actual skill gap each 
has a purpose of its own. Acceptance may increase the 
benefit. Its absence does not make all those actions 
mistaken. Making an entire period’s meaning depend on 
one external decision makes waiting more expensive than 
its immediate cost.
Receiving a reply does not always end the wait completely. 
Sometimes more detail is requested. Sometimes the work is 
liked but the timing remains undecided. Sometimes a clear 
refusal arrives, painful but definite. Instead of sorting every 
answer into good news or failure, it is more useful to 
consider what the answer now requires of you.
Hope need not become a guarantee to remain alive. You can 
wish for a good answer while acknowledging that it may 
never come. Holding both may not immediately lighten your 
heart, but it can clarify the decision. An alternative then 
need not feel like an ill omen, nor a limit like betrayal of 
your effort. Honest hope makes room for the unknown 
without calling it known.
If you are waiting for an answer, consider what the wait is 
actually taking: a few minutes of attention, another 
opportunity, needed income, or a promise you cannot make 
to someone else. Its limit should follow from that cost and 
the information available. Inventing a story about the other 
person’s mind does not reduce the cost.
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Figure 16
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Knowing When to Continue or 
Stop
Continuing is not always evidence of courage, just as 
closing is not always evidence of weakness. The reasons for 
either decision matter. Leaving early may avoid a repairable 
difficulty. Continuing may protect only an announcement 
once made with confidence. Praising persistence or 
condemning closure without examining present need, 
resources and future cost confines a decision within a single 
word.
Answering every new obstacle with another promise can 
make work appear to continue for a while. In which day will 
all those promises be fulfilled? Small acts of help can 
accumulate into a responsibility beyond the capacity 
available. Another declaration of determination then 
postpones the problem. What is needed may be a limit, a 
redistribution of responsibility or consideration of closure.
Look especially at whether the work runs through its 
agreed arrangement or through your continuing exceptional 
sacrifice. An occasional emergency may require extra time. 
If every week depends on that exception, the exception has 
become routine and belongs in the account. An 
arrangement whose apparent success conceals someone’s 
constant exhaustion has not been assessed in its actual 
condition.
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Figure 17

An alternative used to justify continuing must be workable. 
Reducing the work, changing the hours or sharing 
responsibility answers the difficulty only if the necessary 
standard and the needs of those affected remain served. 
Another arrangement on paper is insufficient. Someone 
whose help would sustain it needs to agree and have the 
capacity. Do not build hope on time you have never asked 
another person to give.
After so much effort, how can we stop? The objection is 
heartfelt. Earlier effort still does not establish the suitability 
of the coming period. If you were starting today with the 
information now available, would you choose this 
arrangement? The question is not always sufficient because 
promises and obligations may already exist. It does help 
show how much of the reason to continue belongs to 
present circumstances and how much to defending the past.
Some people abandon the whole task after one bad day. 
Others cannot leave it for years because they once wanted 
it so much. Somewhere between these responses, your own 
reason needs to become clear. Is the problem temporary, or 
does it keep returning? Is there a workable way to address 
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it? Is the purpose still something you need, or are you 
protecting an earlier announcement?
The work may have been useful, and closing it now may be 
appropriate. Both can be true. An ending does not erase an 
earlier benefit, and earlier benefit does not create a duty to 
continue at every cost. We sometimes try to prove the 
entire project mistaken before closing it to make leaving 
easier. That is unnecessary. A worthwhile past period can 
remain worthwhile while future conditions call for a 
different decision.
If the answers do not arrive in one sitting, take an 
appropriate amount of time. Where losses are growing or 
essential responsibilities are affected, an interim limit may 
also be possible: accepting nothing new, postponing the 
next promise, or pausing expansion until current work is 
complete. This can keep the matter from growing further 
while the decision is considered.
If you decide to continue, know why. A task cannot continue 
indefinitely only because leaving feels shameful. If you 
decide to close it, that too should not be solely to avoid a 
difficult conversation. Sometimes ending the work is easy 
and informing people is hard. Without the information, 
however, the closure remains an unanswered question for 
someone else.
Before closing, list the claims attached to the work: 
borrowed equipment, something provided for a particular 
purpose, an outstanding payment, material in use or a 
promise on which someone still relies. Ending the project 
does not end those claims. Something you cannot freely 
transfer needs permission or a return arrangement. A clear 
ending requires this account.
State clearly when the arrangement ends and what people 
should do afterwards. Do not include a promise of another 
beginning merely to ease your discomfort if nothing is 
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settled. Where a real alternative is known, provide accurate 
information. Where none is known, an attractive guess 
creates another wait for someone else. Clear news can 
disappoint, but incomplete reassurance may leave greater 
confusion later.
Some people will remain unhappy after hearing your 
reason. Do not automatically call their disappointment or 
disagreement unfair, but do not make everyone’s approval 
the final condition either. Your responsibility is to make the 
decision on an appropriate basis, meet relevant obligations 
and provide necessary information promptly. Someone may 
remain angry after that. Without accepting this possibility, 
some necessary decisions will always be postponed.

Figure 18

Closing also has a private part. This was the work discussed 
in the evenings. Its messages arrived on the phone. It 
occupied a place in the day that is now empty. That space 
need not immediately be filled by another large project. It 
may take time to notice which work still feels worthwhile 
and which has become associated with weariness.
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Sometimes a limited interest is enough: suggesting books to 
two children, making somewhere to read at home, or 
volunteering with an existing project. Every interest need 
not become a permanent service, an organisation, or an 
identity of your own. Your interest may survive in a smaller 
form. If even the interest disappears for a while, that need 
not immediately become a judgement against you.
Do not erase an outstanding responsibility to make closure 
look complete on paper. Keep a separate record of anything 
still to be returned, answered or reconciled. The main work 
can end while some related matters remain. Identifying who 
is responsible and when the next step occurs makes the 
ending clearer. Overlooking someone else’s claim in the 
wish to be free of the burden merely moves it from one 
person to another.
An ending does not immediately need to be called a victory. 
Some projects close painfully even when the decision has a 
sound basis. Do not treat the pain itself as evidence of a 
mistaken decision. Part of the cost of leaving something 
wanted may be continuing to feel its importance. You can 
acknowledge that importance without recreating the same 
impossible arrangement merely to escape the loss.
Before continuing or closing a project, write the reason 
once without referring to the effort already spent. Then 
identify who will be affected and what information or 
property you still owe them. If the reason is clear but the 
conversation is difficult, prepare for that conversation. Do 
not leave the work in an indefinite state merely to avoid it.
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A Reason for the Next Step
The first step after finding your footing need not be large, 
but it needs a reason beyond feeling bad about standing 
still. Know which need it serves, what information is 
available and where the step ends. The task may involve 
further investigation, a clear conversation, a correction or 
fulfilling an existing promise. In each case, you can become 
somewhat freer of the demand to prove your entire future 
through one step.
Every hesitation need not disappear before you return. The 
old event may still come to mind, people’s questions may 
remain unwelcome, or fear about the next result may 
persist. Alongside that, examine whether the present task is 
within your capacity. If it is, a limited step may be possible. 
If it is not, naming what is missing is more useful. Instead of 
commanding your feelings, you need a workable 
relationship with your circumstances.
The next information may be mixed. Something improved 
and something did not; one condition was met and another 
remains. Preserve that mixed picture instead of rushing to 
convert it into complete success or complete failure. Sound 
decisions are sometimes made within incomplete pictures. 
We cannot always obtain full reassurance, but we can 
distinguish what deserves more confidence from what still 
needs caution.
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Figure 19

After returning to a task, you may expect things to go 
smoothly from then on. Once you have understood, once 
you have found your footing, every future step should be 
right. Life makes no such promise. You may work better and 
still miss a day. Sometimes, despite good preparation, the 
answer is not the one you hoped for. Other people's 
decisions, limited opportunities, and sudden changes 
remain.
Making every difficulty a fault in your habits or 
temperament hides part of the situation. In one place, 
resources are scarce; in another, space is unavailable; 
elsewhere, someone else's decision must be awaited. You 
can work on what is within your control. If you also make 
yourself responsible for everything outside it, the burden 
will keep growing. A need for help, better arrangements, or 
another option cannot be met only with advice to show 
more courage.
At the same time, do not dismiss the small things you can 
control. Your time estimates may now be more accurate. 
You give an update sooner when something goes wrong. 
You recognise the part where help is needed. You decline a 
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promise that cannot be kept. These changes will not alter 
every major result, but they can make daily work and 
relationships more manageable.
The person who continues and the person who closes may 
each have made a responsible decision. Movement is easy 
to see from outside; reasons are less visible. Do not judge 
your decision only by whether you appear busy, brave or 
persistent. Consider how fairly you used what was known, 
which obligations you protected and which uncertainties 
you resisted turning into false certainties.

Figure 20

A new beginning does not require a grand new story about 
yourself. You can remain the same person with a more 
accurate understanding of certain things: where you 
rushed, where a condition changed, where another person’s 
answer is outside your control, and which task remains 
yours. Courage can emerge quietly from that knowledge. 
The next step becomes possible because it can now be seen 
at its actual scale.
Leave things in the day beyond your project: tea with 
someone, an ordinary household task, a look at the weather 
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outside, a few pages of a book you enjoy. If you try to 
extract a benefit from everything, life becomes a continuous 
assignment in improving yourself. Sometimes a person also 
needs a conversation in which their progress is not 
discussed.
As you close this book, keep one question whose answer 
you genuinely do not yet know. Then identify one 
responsibility that is known and within your capacity. 
Trying to keep the two separate is itself a beginning. The 
unknown needs no invented reassurance; the known 
responsibility needs no guarantee about the whole future. 
Where a step should stop, let there be a reason to stop. 
Where it can proceed, let there be a reason for that too.
What has happened cannot be changed at will. Its full 
meaning may not become clear in a single sitting either. Yet 
the next decision can still leave room to avoid exaggerating 
about yourself, remember another person’s claim and keep 
an unknown question open. Let a night pass, if the situation 
allows it. Then return to the work whose reason you 
understand. The whole road ahead need not be illuminated; 
the step being taken now should be honest and appropriate 
in its own place.
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