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C I R C L E  1  F O R  O W N E R S

F O R  B U S I N E S S  O W N E R S  ·  R E A S O N  0 1

Can your business run without you?
If the doors stay locked until you arrive, the business still lives in your pocket. Ask any business
owner how to make the business run without them, and the honest answer starts with keys:
which one was never yours to keep.

Tonight, write down every key you carry, and next to each one, who else could hold it.

If nobody else can hold any of them yet, the list is still the move. Pick the one key where a name is

closest and write the name in pencil.

You open the front, the back, the register, the closet nobody has needed since the last owner. It is

early. You are the only one who knows the order, so the order has become you.

You gave someone a spare once. That night you drove past to see if the lock had worked. From the
street. With your eyes. They had locked it. You still slept lightly.

You say it is faster if you do it yourself, about a job that takes half an hour. You are right about the half
hour in front of you. You are not counting the year.

You go on vacation in the way owners go on vacation, which is to say the phone comes, and the phone
is the business, and the people who love you get the part of you that is left after the phone. You call
that dedication. They call it something shorter, and they have stopped arguing.

A job is finished. You have the photo. You go back anyway, after dinner, after a child's game, because
finished is a word other people use. You use "let me check," and the check finds nothing, and you drive
home with the same key you arrived with.

The sign says closed. You are inside. The one thing only you can do has turned into everything,
because you never wrote down the difference.

It usually starts with a drive you call standards, back to a thing that was already right. The standards
were real. The trip was the alarm, looking for proof that the place still needed your hands. The handoff

is how the proof stops getting a vote. The recheck itself has its own page.

Why are you the only one who can open it?
Sergio is 39. He runs an electrical crew of four. His tell is the tape measure on his belt, the click when
his thumb works the blade and lets it snap back. At 10:15 on a Sunday he lets himself into a dentist's

office that is not open and is not his. The key is still on his ring because nobody asked for it back. The
job is done. On Friday his foreman, Wes, landed the last circuits, labeled the panel, swept, and sent a
photo. Sergio answered the photo with a thumbs-up. Then he thought about the panel through a
soccer game and a birthday dinner, and now he is here.
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He shuts the main off, because he is tired and not stupid. The torque screwdriver is set to the number
on the breaker. The first terminal clicks without moving. Wes set it right. That side of the panel is 11
terminals. None of them gives him a quarter turn of anything to fix. He drove 20 minutes at night to

learn what Friday's photo already said.

His wife, Elena, texts. Are you close? Almost done, he answers, which is true in the narrow way. On the

visor is a drawing their daughter Lucía made. The van, a ladder the size of a telephone pole, a stick
figure alone in a yellow hat. DADDY WORK across the top, the last letter crowded onto the back
because she ran out of room. The figure is alone in the picture. He is alone in the office. The rhyme is
not subtle, which is why he does not look at it for long.

On Monday the facilitator asks five owners to put their key rings on the library table. More keys than
the room has doors. Sergio's eleventh opens a job that is not his anymore. It is the inspector's, and it is

Wes's, and the three paragraphs of code he used to write into every estimate were that key on paper.
The question the facilitator asks is not a management slogan. Whose is it? Is this mine?

Wes says the rest later, and it lives on the next page. Here the point is smaller: the key was still on
Sergio's ring because nobody ever wrote down when it stopped being his.

What goes on the one page?
The book does not hand Sergio a software stack and a vision. In the chapter called Spare Keys he

hands Wes the keys to a job with one page. What done looks like. When to call him. When he is not
coming.

That is the whole handoff. Three lines a foreman, a closer, a baker, or a cleaner can use without calling
you:

What done looks like.

When to call me.

When I am not coming.

What done looks like. Not "use your judgment," which is how owners stay in the truck. A sentence
someone else can check without you. Wes could already do this. The page makes the check his, in the

open, instead of Sergio's, in the dark, after a birthday dinner. If you cannot write what done looks like,
you do not have a standard. You have a mood. Moods do not hand off.

When to call me. The real list, short. Safety. A customer who is about to leave angry in a way that will
land on the company. Money above a line you name. Not "if you are unsure," which means always,
which means the key never left your ring. If it is not on the list, they do not call, and you do not punish
them later for not calling. Punishment after the fact is how the handoff dies.

When I am not coming. The sentence owners skip because it feels like neglect. It is the opposite. It
tells the other person the job is theirs past a point, and it tells your alarm it does not get a vote at

10:15. Sergio's later night is a drive past a job the crew finished. He slows down. He does not stop. That
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key is not his.

Code and safety are the floor. Wes makes a real mistake at a rough-in and fixes it. The handoff is not
permission to be careless, and it is not permission to re-enter every job because a mistake is
possible. A mistake that gets fixed inside the floor is the work. Your presence at every torque check is
the pattern. How to stop the recheck, once the page exists, is the next page.

This page will not tell you how to write a contract, what insurance requires, or how to classify anyone

who works with you. Those belong to your trade and your counsel. The page is the three lines. If a job
is unsafe, you go. The floor is the floor.

Which key is yours, and which is the weather?
Circle 3 is the customer who will not pay, the inspector's calendar, the landlord, the fact that a good
person may leave for a job you cannot match. Sergio's best journeyman, in the book, gives notice for

work a four-person shop cannot offer. That leaving is Circle 3. You cannot hand off your way out of a
market. You can stop using the market as the excuse to keep every ring.

Circle 2 is the person you are handing to. Wes, or whoever has earned the page. They will do it
differently. Different is not wrong unless it misses the done line or the floor. If you only trust a clone of
your hands, you do not have a business. You have a job with overhead.

Circle 1 is the page, the key you take off the ring, and the drive-by you do not stop for. Worth lives in
Circle 1. Nowhere else. A person who holds every key cannot remember why they started. The keys are
too loud. One key off the ring is how the reason gets a word in.

What does a Tuesday look like with one key off the ring?
Pick the job that already has a person, and walk the day as if the page were real.

Morning: you write the three lines before the truck moves, not in the driveway after you have already
decided to go look. What done looks like, in words Wes could check with his own eyes. When to call, a
list short enough to fit on the back of the page. When you are not coming, including the hour after
dinner, which is the hour the alarm prefers. You hand the page over with the key or the code. You say

it once. You do not add a speech about how hard it is for you. The speech puts the key back in your
pocket while the metal is in theirs.

Midday: the urge arrives, usually dressed as a small errand. You are "in the area." The area is a choice.
You do not go. If the phone rings and the reason is on the list, you answer and you stay on the list. If
the reason is not on the list, you ask them to decide it, and you do not punish a decision that meets
the done line even if you would have done the last inch differently. The last inch is where the way you
cope lives, the one that will not count the job until your hands have been on it. It is also where crews

learn that the page was theater.
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Evening: you do not drive past. Sergio's drawing on the visor is a man alone. The practice is to not add
another night to that drawing. Eat where you said you would eat. If you fail and you go, write it down as
a trip, not as a virtue. A trip you will not count is a trip you will repeat. One key, one day, one skipped

drive. Owners try to hand off the whole life on a Monday and take it all back by Wednesday. One key is
how Wednesday does not win.

What do you write down before the next drive?
Name every key. On the table, or on a napkin in the truck. What it opens. Who else could hold it.

Sergio's eleventh opened a finished job. Yours has a cousin: the alarm code, the password only you
know, the vendor who will only talk to you because you never introduced anyone else. A key you will
not name is the one the alarm is keeping.

One job, one page, this week. Not the whole company. One job that already has a person. What
done looks like. When to call. When you are not coming. Hand it over with the key, or with the
password, or with the shift. Then leave. If you hover, you taught them that the page was a
suggestion. Ken sets the 3:30 bakery key down in front of his head baker. The picture is the key on

the table, not a speech about trust.

One drive-by you skip. The finished job, the closed sign, the camera you were going to check from

the couch. Skip one. Write down what you were afraid you would find. If the answer is proof it was
done right, that fear has a name on Why you can't delegate.

The text at 9:40 is Clients texting after hours. The rate letter in drafts is Afraid to raise your prices. The
review that takes the night is One bad review.

The Sunday night with the 11 terminals is on the owners page. The book is the fourteen Mondays
between that panel and the night he drives past a finished job without stopping.

Be first to know when Someone Else Can Lock Up is out

More reasons
Why you can't delegate

Small business owner burnout

Clients texting after hours

Afraid to raise your prices?

One bad review

The loneliness of owning the place
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P R I N T  T H I S  PA G E

Tonight's move
Tonight, write down every key you carry, and next to each one, who else could hold it.

What to do
Name every key. On the table, or on a napkin in the truck. What it opens. Who else could
hold it. Sergio's eleventh opened a finished job. Yours has a cousin: the alarm code, the

password only you know, the vendor who will only talk to you because you never introduced
anyone else. A key you will not name is the one the alarm is keeping.

One job, one page, this week. Not the whole company. One job that already has a person.
What done looks like. When to call. When you are not coming. Hand it over with the key, or
with the password, or with the shift. Then leave. If you hover, you taught them that the page
was a suggestion. Ken sets the 3:30 bakery key down in front of his head baker. The picture
is the key on the table, not a speech about trust.

One drive-by you skip. The finished job, the closed sign, the camera you were going to
check from the couch. Skip one. Write down what you were afraid you would find. If the

answer is proof it was done right, that fear has a name on Why you can't delegate.
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C I R C L E  1  F O R  O W N E R S

F O R  B U S I N E S S  O W N E R S  ·  R E A S O N  0 2

Why you can't delegate
Most advice on how to delegate as a business owner calls it a trust problem. Listen closer. You
are not deciding whether they are worthy. You are hunting for a feeling that the work is real,
and the feeling only shows up when your hands have been on it.

Next time you reach to re-check finished work, ask out loud what you are looking for. If the
answer is proof, skip it.

If it is code or safety, check it once, in daylight, with them there. That is the floor, not a relapse.

You hand something off and then redo a piece of it "so it matches." The match is you. The piece was

fine. Fine did not give you the click you wanted, so you supplied the click with your own screwdriver,
your own inbox, your own Saturday.

You ask for a photo, and the photo is not enough, so you go look. You tell them the photo helps you
stay out of their way. The photo is a leash with good manners.

You delegate the task and keep the decision, the customer, the vendor, and the password. You have
delegated a chore. You have kept the business. Then you wonder why you are still the bottleneck, and
you attend a talk about letting go, and you let go of a task that did not matter.

You praise them in public and recheck them in private. They know. They start leaving a small thing
undone so you have something to find, because a found thing is how you leave them alone afterward.
You have trained a crew to feed your alarm.

You say "I trust you" and then you ask three questions that are not about the job. They are about

whether you can stop thinking. The questions do not work. Thinking is not the organ that is loud. The
hands are.

A spouse or a partner counts what you will not count. How many times you went back. How many
dinners started late. They are not nagging. They are the only person with the tally, because you
experience each trip as a one-time exception.

Most owners we sat with called a second pass quality when it was a search for the feeling of having
been there. The work did not need you. The alarm did. Those are different clients, and only one of
them pays.

What are you looking for the fortieth time?
Sergio has re-checked finished work 40 times in a year. The facilitator asks what he is looking for. He
says one word. Proof.

His wife has the number too. "Forty," Elena says. "I counted too."
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He is not a villain in this scene, and he is not a fool. The terminals were his name on a license on the
wall, his name on the truck, his name on the permit. If a lug lets go in a wall years from now, he believes
they will not call Wes. Some of that belief is the trade. Some of it is the alarm using the trade as a hall

pass. The book lets both stand, and then it lets Wes speak. Stay out of my panel. Once it is torqued, it
is torqued. Go back in and you are not checking. You are changing it.

That is the sentence to put on the visor, next to a child's drawing of a man alone with a ladder.
Checking that changes the work is not a standard. It is interference, dressed as one. When the alarm
runs him, the bar rises until nothing counts unless it passed through his hands. The bar feels like craft.
The empty dinner feels like the cost of craft. The cost is real. The craft, past the point of torque, is
theater.

The click of the tape measure is his tell. Thumb on the blade, out, snap back. He does it when the

room gets close to the thing he does not want to hand over. If you have a version, it is the inbox
refresh, the drive-by, the swing past on the way home. Notice the motion. The motion is earlier than
the story about standards. The story is the caption. The click is the alarm.

Why does proof feel like a tool in your hand?
Trust is the word the talks use. It is the wrong word for this hour. You can trust someone and still open

the panel, because trust is a verdict and proof is a sensation. Verdicts do not soothe a surge.
Sensation does, for about ten minutes, until the next job.

So the check you can stop is not "the check." Some checks are the floor. Code and safety are the
floor. The thing that, if wrong, hurts a person or ruins the work in a way the page cannot fix later. You
do not delegate the floor into a shrug. You also do not promote every preference to the floor so that
your presence remains mandatory.

Write the floor in words a tired person can use at 4:00. If it is not on that list, the check is proof-
seeking. You will feel unfinished. Unfinished is the sensation the alarm told you was danger. It is not

danger. It is the absence of your hands, which the job survived.

The one-page handoff, what done looks like, when to call, when you are not coming, lives on Can your

business run without you?. Use it if you never made the standard visible. Use this page if the standard
is visible and you go back anyway.

What does the crew learn when you reopen the work?
A crew that is rechecked learns one of two things, and neither is excellence.

They learn that their work is a draft you will finish, so they leave it drafty. Or they learn that their work
is a test they can fail in your mood, so they hide the interesting decisions and only bring you the safe

ones. You then say they do not think like owners, which is true, because you punished owner-thinking
the last time it did not match your hands.
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Wes held that sentence a while before he said it. When he does, he is not angry, which is harder to
hear. The quiet version means the relationship is still worth a true sentence. If your people have gone
quiet, the quiet may be the count they are keeping.

You do not repair that with a speech about trust. You repair it by not opening the next finished thing.
One skipped check, told to them in advance so it is not a trick. "I am not coming back to this one. If it

is on the floor list, call. If it is not, it is yours." Then you do not come back. The speech without the
absence is another photo.

Which part of the recheck is yours?
Circle 3 is whether a customer is fair, whether the market pays enough to keep the good ones,

whether a mistake in a wall will ever be traced. You can recheck every terminal and still not control
that. The license on the wall is a fact of the trade. It is not a command to touch every lug yourself. This
page will not interpret your license, your insurance, or your contracts. The floor is the floor. The rest is
a drive at 10:15.

Circle 2 is the person you are checking. You can show them the done line. You can ask what they need
in order to own it. You cannot feel proof for them, and you cannot feel it through them. After the
handoff, hovering is control in a polite shirt.

Circle 1 is the check you do not make, the tally you are willing to hear from the person who lives with

you, and the motion you catch before the truck is in gear. Worth lives in Circle 1. Nowhere else. The
worth is in the skipped trip.

What does the click feel like before you turn the key?
It helps to know the sensation so you do not negotiate with it as if it were a fact.

It is the unfinished feeling in the hands. They want the tool. Sergio's tape measure clicks when the
sentence gets close. Your version might be the inbox, the camera app, the sentence "I'll sleep better if

I look." You will not sleep better. You will sleep later, after the look has given you twenty minutes of
relief and a new thing to look at tomorrow. Name the relief when it shows up. "This is the click." Then
the choice is visible. Stay on the road home, or buy the relief.

There is a version that is not the click. A call that says the floor is involved. Water where water should
not be. A customer in the driveway. A person on the crew who is scared and asking you to come. Go
to those. The page is for the finished job that your body will not file as finished. On the list, you go. Off
the list, the click does not get a vote. Do not amend the list at 10:15. Retroactive floors are how every

preference becomes safety.

Sergio's wife had the number because she was counting dinners, not terminals. If you live with

someone, ask them what they count. You do not have to agree with the number tonight. You have to
hear it without explaining why this week was special. Every week is special. That is the pattern's best
trick. Forty specials is a year. One skipped trip is how the number starts to move.
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What do you do with the next finished job?
Ask what you are looking for, out loud. If the answer is proof, you can stop. If the answer is a floor
item, name the item and check only that, once, in daylight, with them there, not alone after their
dinner and yours. Alone-after is the ritual.

Let someone else keep the tally for one week. A spouse, a bookkeeper, a notebook on the dash.
How many finished jobs you reopened. Sergio's number was 40, and he did not have it until he was

asked. You need a number that is not a vibe. A vibe will always say this one was necessary.

Skip one, and tell them you are skipping it. Not a secret test where you drive by anyway. A named
skip. When the urge hits at the red light, the urge is the click. If your body is already in the truck, run
the catch. There it is. Then one breath: in for four, hold for seven, out for eight. Once. Then turn
toward home. If something on the floor list is wrong, they were told to call. Let the phone be the
tool.

The same alarm at 9:40, in the rate letter, and over one star: Clients texting after hours, Afraid to raise
your prices, One bad review.

The book is the fourteen Mondays around that word: the night he says proof, Elena tells him she
counted too, and the later night he drives past a finished job and does not stop.

Be first to know when Someone Else Can Lock Up is out

More reasons
Can your business run without you?

Small business owner burnout

Clients texting after hours

Afraid to raise your prices?

One bad review

The loneliness of owning the place
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P R I N T  T H I S  PA G E

Tonight's move
Next time you reach to re-check finished work, ask out loud what you are looking for. If the
answer is proof, skip it.

What to do
Ask what you are looking for, out loud. If the answer is proof, you can stop. If the answer is a

floor item, name the item and check only that, once, in daylight, with them there, not alone
after their dinner and yours. Alone-after is the ritual.

Let someone else keep the tally for one week. A spouse, a bookkeeper, a notebook on the
dash. How many finished jobs you reopened. Sergio's number was 40, and he did not have it
until he was asked. You need a number that is not a vibe. A vibe will always say this one was
necessary.

Skip one, and tell them you are skipping it. Not a secret test where you drive by anyway. A
named skip. When the urge hits at the red light, the urge is the click. If your body is already
in the truck, run the catch. There it is. Then one breath: in for four, hold for seven, out for

eight. Once. Then turn toward home. If something on the floor list is wrong, they were told
to call. Let the phone be the tool.
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C I R C L E  1  F O R  O W N E R S

F O R  B U S I N E S S  O W N E R S  ·  R E A S O N  0 3

Small business owner burnout
You already have the word: small business owner burnout. It names the tiredness. It does not
tell you what to do with the shop. Under the word there is a reason, and the reason has been
replaced by the work of keeping the doors open.

Tonight: two sheets, ten minutes each, circle one sentence, and put it where your hand goes first
when you open.

No ten quiet minutes, because the shop opens at five? Write one line on the back of an invoice: who
you opened the doors for. Circle it. That is enough for this week.

You are good at the thing, and you hate the life around the thing. The bread, the wire, the books, the
clean. The thing still works. The days do not.

You cannot remember the last day that was not a shift. A Monday the shop is closed is not a day off if
you spend it on the letter, the tax folder, the thing you will not let anyone else touch. Closed is a sign
in the window. You are still inside.

You are sharp with the person who loves you, about a small mess, and the apology is "it has been a lot
at work," which has been true for so long it no longer explains anything. It is the weather report.

You look at a number and feel nothing, or you feel only the fear of the number, and you cannot find the
sentence that used to make the number worth it. The sentence got replaced by the number. The
facilitator in the book knows that swap. He ran a frame shop. By the later years he would have told you

his numbers. He could not have told you why he opened.

You fantasize about a sale, or a manager, or a week where the phone does not know your name. The
fantasy is not a plan. It is the alarm begging for an exit that does not require you to feel the original
reason, because the reason might hurt.

You stay because people depend on you, and the depending has become the reason, which means
you no longer have one of your own. If you stopped, you are afraid the place would stop, so you are
not allowed to ask why you started. The question feels like a luxury. It is the only question that makes
the rest of the hours mean anything.

It usually starts as a busy season: a thing kept open, and the reason lost under the keeping. Seasons
end. This one does not, until somebody writes the sentence down and puts it where the key is.

This page will not tell you to sell, to keep, or to hire.
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What happened to the reason you opened?
Ken is 63. "Twenty-two years. Since I bought the place." He bought the bakery from Ada, and he is
there at 3:30 because that is when the key has always turned. Nobody else has it, because nobody
else has earned it, which is the story the alarm likes. A renewal sits on the desk in a lawyer's voice:

$4,600 a month, up from $2,800. He answers in that voice, the word heretofore included, because a
fight he knows how to have is easier than a wish he does not. He mails the fight. The letter is wrong in
a way he cannot name yet. It is his voice with a necktie on. It does not ask for anything he wants.

The room gives them two sheets and an envelope. Not mailed. Not a business plan. The facilitator
framed other people's plans for a living. He does not want another one.

The first letter is to whoever you have been trying to prove something to. Ten minutes. Ken writes his
like a bake sheet, numbers down the side, years and ovens and a morning a mill let people go and he
walked down the street and asked for full-time. No name at the top. In a long life he never worked out

who the case was for.

The second letter is to the one person you opened the doors for. Not customers in general. One

person. Someone you wanted to make a thing for, or come home to, or build a room for when there
was not one. Small words. They already like you. Ken tries not to write to Ada, who has been dead for
years, whose letter to him is in the safe. He writes to the bakery instead, which feels safer, and then a
sentence arrives that he did not schedule. He wants it to still be Linden's after him.

Sergio circles a line to his daughter: he wants to come home while it is still light.

Paige circles a fact, not a feeling: a rate she had not moved. The room lets it be a fact.

Read both letters to yourself. Circle the truest sentence. Tape it where you look first when you open
up. Leave it on the bench. Don't frame it yet. Framing turns a sentence into a plaque, and then you go
back to the numbers.

If this is keeping you from sleeping or eating, or it is not easing, talk to your doctor or a counselor. If it
has gone darker than that, or you are having thoughts of not wanting to be here, call or text 988 in the
US, any hour.

Why does the lawyer letter miss the point?
Ken mails the lawyer-voice letter anyway, the first time. The sentence he circled is not in it. That is the
gap. You can win a fight with a landlord and still be speaking in a necktie, and the necktie does not
know why you bought the place. The sentence on the bench is the correction. Not a strategy. A

correction of voice.

Later he brings Ada's starter and the letter he could not read aloud. She told him to teach it to

someone. The starter is a jar he carries with both hands. The teaching is the opposite of being the
only one with the 3:30 key. The page you write is not that ending. It is the sentence that makes an
ending imaginable. Without it, someone else locking up sounds like a threat. With it, the lockup is how
the thing continues.
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The bench is deliberately unimpressive. A scrap. Not a brand statement. Not a values poster the crew
will ignore. For two weeks the scrap has to be ugly enough to be used. You look at it when you open.
You do not polish it into a slogan. If you start editing the sentence into something more impressive,

you are back in the necktie. The impressive version is for an audience. The circled version was for the
person you opened the doors for, and that person does not need your best prose.

If the only sentence you can circle is a complaint about the landlord, the season, or the help, leave it
and ask again. Complaints can be true and still be the weather. A fight with no sentence under it is
how an owner spends years and then cannot say why the tiredness came. The sentence was never
put where the hands could see it.

Where does the sentence live, if not in the renewal?
Circle 3 is the rent, the season, the customer who will not pay, the landlord's lawyer, the fact that a
body gets tired. The figures on Ken's desk are the weather. You do not circle them and call them your
why. Naming them keeps them from impersonating your purpose.

Circle 2 is the person you might teach, the way Ada told Ken to teach someone. The head baker, a
closer, a kid who wants the counter. They may not want it. The offer is not the same as handing them
your worth to carry. The sentence stays yours even if they say no.

Circle 1 is the two letters, the circle, the scrap on the bench, and the decision not to frame it or mail it

to a landlord. Worth lives in Circle 1. Nowhere else. The worth is in that scrap. Not in a sale, and not in a
martyrdom that calls itself the only way the doors stay open.

What do you write across the two weeks, without a verdict?
Write the two letters. Ten minutes each, or as long as the first sheet takes. Who you have been
proving something to. Who you opened the doors for. Do not mail them. Do not show them if

showing would turn the letter into a negotiation. Circle one sentence. If you hate it, it is probably
the one. Ken hated the words "after me" and they were the point.

Put the sentence where your hand goes first. The bench, the visor, the inside of the register. For two
weeks you look at it when you open, and you do not turn it into a plan.

No sale, no second shop, no speech, for the length of those two weeks. The fantasy can be written
on the back of the sheet if it will not leave you alone, and then it stays on the back. The front is the
sentence. If you need other owners for this, that loneliness has its own page: The loneliness of
owning the place. If the thing you cannot put down is a rate, that fear has its own page: Afraid to

raise your prices.

The book is the fourteen Mondays around that scrap, starting with the two weeks it sits on the bench,

unframed.

Be first to know when Someone Else Can Lock Up is out
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More reasons
Can your business run without you?

Why you can't delegate

Clients texting after hours

Afraid to raise your prices?

One bad review

The loneliness of owning the place
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P R I N T  T H I S  PA G E

Tonight's move
Tonight: two sheets, ten minutes each, circle one sentence, and put it where your hand goes
first when you open.

What to do
Write the two letters. Ten minutes each, or as long as the first sheet takes. Who you have

been proving something to. Who you opened the doors for. Do not mail them. Do not show
them if showing would turn the letter into a negotiation. Circle one sentence. If you hate it,
it is probably the one. Ken hated the words "after me" and they were the point.

Put the sentence where your hand goes first. The bench, the visor, the inside of the register.
For two weeks you look at it when you open, and you do not turn it into a plan.

No sale, no second shop, no speech, for the length of those two weeks. The fantasy can be
written on the back of the sheet if it will not leave you alone, and then it stays on the back.
The front is the sentence. If you need other owners for this, that loneliness has its own
page: The loneliness of owning the place. If the thing you cannot put down is a rate, that

fear has its own page: Afraid to raise your prices.
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C I R C L E  1  F O R  O W N E R S

F O R  B U S I N E S S  O W N E R S  ·  R E A S O N  0 4

Clients texting after hours
Clients texting after hours are a business owner's second shift. The reply is typed before you
have decided anything. Kindness got to the keyboard first. The pause is the whole practice.

Tonight, when the 9:40 text comes, leave the kind reply in drafts and put the phone in the other
room.

If it is a real emergency for the client, a leak or a lockout, answer it. The policy is for the "quick
question," not the flood.

It is 9:40. You are at the table where you also eat, or on the couch, or in the doorway of a child's room.
The text is small. A question that could wait. A tone that could be read as urgent if you are the kind of

person who reads everything as urgent.

Your thumbs have already written the easy yes. No problem at all. Happy to. I can jump on it. The
words are a reflex the way a smile is a reflex. You are a person who does not leave people hanging.
Hanging, in your body, feels like harm.

You send it, and then the work is yours tonight, because the yes included a clock you did not look at.
Or you send the warmth and do the work at 6:00, and the client learns that 9:40 is a fine time to ask,
because the answer came back warm and immediate. You trained them with your best quality.

You do not send it, and you feel rude for an hour, and you check the phone 12 times to see if the
silence has become a problem. The silence is not a problem. The checking is the work, unpaid, in your
kitchen.

You write a policy, a beautiful one, about business hours. You post it. You break it the first time a client

you like is the one texting. The policy was for other people. The liked client is a special case. Every
client you have kept is a special case. The policy is a poster.

You are tired, and you are also proud of being the one who answers. The pride is not fake. When the
alarm runs you, the way of coping it reaches for may be Provider, the one that keeps the peace by
spending you. In the book, Paige's tell is the nod. She nods while she agrees to things. If you have a
nod, or a "sure," or a thumbs-up that leaves your hand before the thought does, that is the tell. Catch
the tell and you have caught the alarm earlier than the speech about hours.

If your stomach just clenched, you are in the right room.

We know. We have sent the kind reply because the unkind pause felt like a verdict on our character. It
was a pause we had never practiced, so it felt like cruelty. Cruelty and a pause are not the same tool.
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Why is "No problem at all" already typed?
Paige keeps the books for other people's shops, at her own dining table. She is 45. On a night the book
marks, the text comes at 9:40. "No problem at all" is already typed. She runs the breath for the first
time. She does not send it. She answers at 9:00 the next morning. Then she notices she billed nothing

for the night she almost gave away, and the noticing is the second half of the lesson. The free yes is
not only a clock. It is a rate, set at zero, after dark, by a reflex.

There it is. Then in for four, hold for seven, out for eight. Twice more only if the alarm is still loud. You
are not required to become a person who never helps. You are required to let the breath happen
before the send, so the send is yours.

In the morning the reply can still be warm. Firm and warm can share a sentence. That line shows up
later in the book, when Paige is short with a kind client of eleven years and the table catches it. The
overcorrection, once she finally pauses, is a coldness she does not mean. The practice is not ice. The

practice is a sentence that does not apologize for having hours. "I can do this at 9:00 tomorrow."
Warm. Finished. No novel about how swamped you are, which is the apology, and no "no problem at
all," which is the surrender.

Why does the policy fail at 9:40?
The work of how to say no to clients starts in the hand, not on the website. A posted policy influences.

It does not sit in your hand when the liked client writes. The alarm does not read the site. The alarm
reads the silence as danger, because silence used to mean someone was unhappy, and unhappy used
to mean you were not safe. So you fill the silence with kindness, instantly, and call it service.

Service is the work you do inside the hours you named. Instant kindness after those hours is a
donation. Donations are allowed. Donations you make every night, and then resent, and then do not
bill, are the pattern. Paige notices the unbilled night. The notice is the start of counting her own hours

as real. This page will not tell you what to charge for them. The rate is a different fear, and it has its
own page. Here the only number is the clock. 9:40 is not 9:00. You knew that. The thumbs did not.

If you are on call because the work is that kind of work, say so, and let the on-call be a real rotation
with a real end, not a personality. This page is for the text that is not an emergency and gets an
emergency's speed. If someone is hurt, or a job is unsafe, you go. If it is a question about a file, a time,
or a draft, it can live until morning. The morning reply teaches the client the hours better than a
paragraph on your site that you yourself do not believe.

What can you actually do at 9:40?
Circle 3 is the client's mood, their deadline, their habit of writing when they think of it, the fact that
some of them will leave if you are not instant. You do not control that. A client who only stays because
you have no night is renting your life. You are allowed to notice the rent without making a speech.
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Circle 2 is the sentence you send in the morning, the hours you put where a client can see them, the
one client you tell directly because they are the one who texts. Influence. They may push. The push is
data. It is not a command.

Circle 1 is the unsent draft, the breath, the morning send, and the invoice line you stop forgetting.
Worth lives in Circle 1. Nowhere else. The worth is in the pause. Not in being easy. Easy, at 9:40, is how

the alarm keeps the peace.

What does the draft look like in the morning?
Leave the kind reply in the box overnight. In the morning it will look different, which is the point of the
wait. You will see the extra sweetness, the promise of tonight, the way the sentence handed them

your off-hours as if the hours were a sample. Delete that. Keep the warmth that does not spend you.

A morning reply that holds:

I saw your note. I can do this at 9:00 tomorrow, or by the end of the day if it is the longer one. Send

me the file if I do not already have it.

That is firm and warm in the same breath. It does not explain your children, your dinner, or your

philosophy of hours. Explanations are the apology, and the apology teaches them to comfort you for
having hours. You do not need comfort. You need the morning.

Then do the thing at the time you named, not an hour earlier to prove the pause was not rude. The
early proof is the pattern in a smaller coat. Paige answers at 9:00. She does not answer at 7:00 with a
wink. The wink would have undone the breath.

If they push, read the moment before the person: a client who is frightened sounds like a client who is
rude. The answer is the same hour, said calmer. You do not owe five minutes as a tax on last night's
pause. Repeat the time. One repeat. A second repeat is a speech, and speeches at the dining table

become the work. If this client only stays because you are available at 9:40, you have learned
something expensive. A relationship that requires your nights is not a compliment. It is a price you
have been paying in sleep. You still do not have to name a new rate today. You have to not type "no
problem at all."

There is a second client, the one you like, who writes "sorry to bother you" and then bothers you, and
the sorry makes the yes feel mandatory. The sorry is not a contract. Answer it in the morning with the
same sentence you would use for a client you like less. Special cases are how the hours dissolve. If

everyone you kept is a special case, you do not have hours. You have a personality that does not own
a night. You were not rude. You were closed. Closed is a sign you already own. Use it on the phone the
way you use it on the door.
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What do you do with the text on the screen?
Do not delete the kind draft. Do not send it. Leave it. There it is. Then in for four, hold for seven, out
for eight. Then put the phone in the other room. The draft can sit until morning, where you will
usually find it embarrassing, which is useful. Send the morning version: what you saw, when you will

do it. If the script starts growing a second paragraph of apology, stop at the time.

Notice what you did not bill. Not to inflame the resentment. To see the donation. One week, mark

the after-hours replies. Paige's notice was that the night was free. Yours will be a count. It is a
number of nights. Numbers do not nod.

Tell one regular client the hours, in the same sentence as a yes. Not a policy blast. One person, the
one who texts. "I can do this at 9:00 tomorrow. That is when I am at the desk." Then do it at 9:00,
not at 7:00 to prove you are still nice.

The fear under a rate you have not said out loud is on Afraid to raise your prices. The check you do on
finished work is on Why you can't delegate.

The book is the night Paige leaves "No problem at all" in the box and answers at 9:00.

Be first to know when Someone Else Can Lock Up is out

More reasons
Can your business run without you?

Why you can't delegate

Small business owner burnout

Afraid to raise your prices?

One bad review

The loneliness of owning the place
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P R I N T  T H I S  PA G E

Tonight's move
Tonight, when the 9:40 text comes, leave the kind reply in drafts and put the phone in the
other room.

What to do
Do not delete the kind draft. Do not send it. Leave it. There it is. Then in for four, hold for

seven, out for eight. Then put the phone in the other room. The draft can sit until morning,
where you will usually find it embarrassing, which is useful. Send the morning version: what
you saw, when you will do it. If the script starts growing a second paragraph of apology,
stop at the time.

Notice what you did not bill. Not to inflame the resentment. To see the donation. One week,
mark the after-hours replies. Paige's notice was that the night was free. Yours will be a
count. It is a number of nights. Numbers do not nod.

Tell one regular client the hours, in the same sentence as a yes. Not a policy blast. One
person, the one who texts. "I can do this at 9:00 tomorrow. That is when I am at the desk."

Then do it at 9:00, not at 7:00 to prove you are still nice.

Circle 1 for Owners · Brandon and Lorraine Cover circle1living.com/owners/why

© 2026 True Path Publishing. All rights reserved. · Circle 1 Living™ · Print it. Pass it to a friend. Please don't repost or resell it.   ·   22 of 38



C I R C L E  1  F O R  O W N E R S

F O R  B U S I N E S S  O W N E R S  ·  R E A S O N  0 5

Afraid to raise your prices?
The letter is finished enough to send, and you are still afraid to raise prices. Most business
owners know this draft. It is doing a job. It is protecting a relationship the alarm thinks will die
on contact.

This week, say the new rate once, out loud, to one client, with no sorry in front of it.

If a client says "that's a lot" and you freeze, you can say "I know. That's the rate," and then stop talking.

You open the draft, change a softening word, and close it. You have been changing the softening word
for weeks. The rate itself has not moved. The adjectives around it have had a whole career.

You rehearse the phone call in the car. You add "I hope this is okay" before you have said the number,

and then you hate that you added it, and then you add it again in the real call because the silence on
the other end is loud.

You lose sleep over a client who has not complained, who might not even blink, and who in your head
is already gone, telling other clients you got greedy. The word greedy does a lot of work at 1:00. It is
not a number. It is a character charge.

You discount in the room, live, after you said the rate, because the discount buys the smile back. The
smile returns. The rate does not. You drive home feeling kind and robbed, and you cannot explain the
robbery to anyone because you handed them the discount yourself.

You look at what other people charge and feel either foolish or fraudulent, depending on the hour. The
comparison does not settle the letter.

A loyal client is the one you are protecting. The new ones can hear the rate. The old one knew you
when you were cheaper and unsure, and raising the rate feels like charging them for a friendship.

Friendship is not the invoice. The alarm prefers the blur, because the blur keeps the draft unsent and
the peace intact.

A true sentence sits in drafts because sending it would let someone be disappointed in you, and
disappointment felt like a bill you could not pay. The disappointment, if it comes, is information. The
draft is a hiding place. What to charge is yours and your books'. This page is about the second after
you say it.

Why does she send it, and why did it wait?
Paige is the bookkeeper at the dining table. The way of coping her alarm reaches for is Provider, and
the tell is the nod. In the two-letters night she circles a sentence that is a fact about a rate she had
not moved. She does not turn the fact into a feeling for the room. The room does not force her. Facts
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count.

Later she says her new rate to a kind client of eleven years, on the phone. Not in a manifesto. In the
conversation, out loud, where a nod cannot replace it. If you cannot say the rate to a person, the letter
will stay in drafts, because the draft does not have to hear a breath on the other end. The phone does.

In the last week of the book she sends the rate letter. A client leaves. She does not offer that client
the old rate. Someone leaves. The rate stands. She does not run after the old price with an apology

and a discount. The chase would have taught her that the letter was a bluff.

The book has her read her own numbers every week, in notebook voice. The figures stay hers. The

posture is the part you can borrow. A notebook can hold a figure. A gavel turns the figure into a
character charge, greedy or foolish or small. If you are reading your own books as a prosecution, you
will not send the letter, because the letter would be exhibit A. Put the gavel down. The figure can sit in
the notebook without a closing argument.

Why are you afraid to raise your prices?
The draft is protecting you from the second after the send, when you do not know their face. So the
old rate stays, and the face stays friendly. The cost is the night you spend rewriting a paragraph that
says sorry in six different outfits.

Firm and warm can share a sentence. You can like them and name the rate. You can thank them for
the years and not offer the old number as a consolation prize. If they leave, they leave. The fear's
ending is a client, not a collapse.

If saying the rate makes you shaky, the shakiness is the alarm, and it is allowed to be there while you
speak. You do not have to wait until you feel solid. Solid is what the alarm withholds so the draft can

live forever. Say it shaky. Send it shaky. Do not add the sentence that takes it back.

What is not yours to carry on the call?
Circle 3 is whether they stay, what they say about you afterward, the market, their budget. You can
write a clear letter and still lose someone. Losing someone is not proof the letter was wrong. It is proof

they had a choice.

Circle 2 is the way you tell them, the time you give them, the one conversation you offer. A

conversation is not a haggle you have already decided to lose. If you go in having pre-discounted, you
did not have a conversation. You had a performance of one.

Circle 1 is the rate said out loud and the letter sent. Worth lives in Circle 1. Nowhere else. The worth is
in that sequence. Not in being the cheapest person they know.
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What do you do on the call, before the blast?
Do not start with the whole list. Paige says the rate to one client, on the phone, where a nod can be
heard and therefore cannot hide. One person. The easy client is not the practice. The practice is the
face you are afraid of.

Before you dial, read the rate once, out loud, in the empty room. If you add "if that's okay" in the empty
room, you will add it on the phone. Take it off in the empty room. Thank them for the years if that

sentence is true, and then say the rate, and then say the date it starts, and then stop talking. A silence
on the line is often a person thinking, not a no. Let it sit. Don't fill it with a discount. If they ask a real
question, answer the question. "I can send this in a letter so you have it" is a fine next step. "I can do
the old one for you, of course" is the draft, winning.

After the call, write down what you almost added. Not to punish yourself. To see the hiding place. One
is the softeners. The other is the long justification, the market research you do not have, the

attachment. Both are trying not to be seen wanting a fair rate. The letter can be two sentences. The
rate. The date. A thank-you that is not a sorry. If the work is complicated, the more is scope, not
apology. Scope says what the rate covers. Apology says you hope they still like you. Scope can stay.
Apology comes out.

Then the other clients, in the same words. One call taught you that you survive the face. Send, do the
day's work, and let the replies be tomorrow's notebook, not tonight's trial.

What do you do with the draft this week?
Read it and delete every apology that is doing the work of a discount. Sorry for the timing, sorry for
the change, sorry for existing as a business. Keep a plain thank-you if the thank-you is true. Thank-
you is not sorry. The number is yours. The only edit here is the sentence that takes it back.

Say it once, to a person, this week. The phone, or the next conversation you were already going to
have. One client, not a blast. Paige says it on a call before she sends the letter to the list. The call is
the rep. The letter is the record. It may cost you a client. That is not the same thing as the draft's

catastrophe, and the alarm pretends they are the same.

If someone leaves, notice the pull to run after them. Paige feels it and does not chase. Write their

name down. Sit with it for a day. The chase is the pattern trying to restore the peace. Peace bought
with a discount is the draft, winning after you thought you had sent it.

The after-hours yes that sets the rate at zero is on Clients texting after hours. The reason under the
work, if the rate fear is a lost why, is on Small business owner burnout.

The book is the fourteen Mondays between the rate she circled on the two-letters night and the last
Monday she sends it, and the client she does not chase.

Be first to know when Someone Else Can Lock Up is out
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More reasons
Can your business run without you?

Why you can't delegate

Small business owner burnout

Clients texting after hours

One bad review

The loneliness of owning the place
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P R I N T  T H I S  PA G E

Tonight's move
This week, say the new rate once, out loud, to one client, with no sorry in front of it.

What to do
Read it and delete every apology that is doing the work of a discount. Sorry for the timing,
sorry for the change, sorry for existing as a business. Keep a plain thank-you if the thank-

you is true. Thank-you is not sorry. The number is yours. The only edit here is the sentence
that takes it back.

Say it once, to a person, this week. The phone, or the next conversation you were already
going to have. One client, not a blast. Paige says it on a call before she sends the letter to
the list. The call is the rep. The letter is the record. It may cost you a client. That is not the
same thing as the draft's catastrophe, and the alarm pretends they are the same.

If someone leaves, notice the pull to run after them. Paige feels it and does not chase. Write
their name down. Sit with it for a day. The chase is the pattern trying to restore the peace.
Peace bought with a discount is the draft, winning after you thought you had sent it.
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C I R C L E  1  F O R  O W N E R S

F O R  B U S I N E S S  O W N E R S  ·  R E A S O N  0 6

One bad review
You can't stop thinking about a bad review, and one star can spend a night a business owner
needed for something else. The review is not the whole shop. It is a note. Notes can be sorted.
Nights cannot be refunded.

Tonight, copy the review onto paper and underline the one line that is true, or none. Do not write
the real reply before morning.

If the review is mixed, underline the true line. The cruelty around it is still noise. If the customer is
waiting on you, one line holds until you have slept: "Thank you. I'm looking into this and will reply by
noon." Then stop.

You read it once, and then you read it the way a prosecutor reads, looking for the worst faithful
interpretation. You find it. You read it a third time to see if it is still there. It is.

You draft a reply that explains the whole history of the business to a stranger who wanted a shorter
line, or a warmer one, or a different product. The reply gets longer as you get more tired. Length feels
like justice. It is insomnia with a keyboard.

You tell someone who loves you, and you hear yourself make it bigger than the star, and you cannot
stop, because if they do not agree it is a crisis then maybe you are the kind of owner who falls apart

over nothing. The fear of being that person keeps you in the review. The review is now a test of your
character, which is a lot to ask of four sentences on a website.

You check whether other people have seen it. You refresh. You are looking for proof that it is not as
bad as your body says, and the proof never arrives in the shape you want, so you refresh again.

You cannot sleep. The shop opens in a few hours. You will be worse at the work because of a
paragraph. You know this and you stay up anyway, because leaving the paragraph unanswered feels
like agreeing with it.

A good week of good customers disappears behind one voice. The alarm is a spotlight. It does not do
percentages. It does the brightest hurt.

If your stomach just clenched, you are in the right room.

We know. We have given a stranger's paragraph the keys to a night, and called it caring about the
craft. Caring about the craft is the floor. The floor is not a reply written at the hour when you would
not trust yourself to price a muffin. Sleep is part of the craft. A reply on no sleep is the alarm, using

your standards as stationery.
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Where is the one true line?
Ken is awake too long. He decodes a one-star review and finds the data. He says it plainly. I did that.

The line the room gets, said once, is the whole tool in a sentence. Take it seriously. Do not take it
personally.

Seriously means you look for the part that is true. A wait. A tone. A thing you skipped. A promise the
shop did not keep. If it is there, it goes in the notebook. What happened. What you did. What is next, if
anything is still next. A true line is a gift the review did not mean to give you. You can use it on Tuesday

without writing a sonnet to the reviewer.

Personally means the star gets to name you. Careless. Finished. Not the real bakery, not the real shop,

not the real you. The star does not get to name you. It has a few sentences and a mood. Moods are
not a performance review of a life. Ken finds the one thing he did. He does not hand the review his
worth.

Cruel and true can share a paragraph. Underline the true line. The cruelty around it is still noise.

The book sorts a review into three piles.

Data. Specific, checkable, something you could change or already know you did. "The rye was sold out
at 9:00." "I did not call back." Data gets a next step or a plain admission. Ken's "I did that" is data with
its coat off.

Mirror. The part that is about the reviewer's day, their expectation, their wish that a shop be a certain
kind of mother. You can hear it. You do not have to marry it. If a mirror has a splinter of data, pull the
splinter out and leave the rest.

Noise. Adjectives. Contempt. A story that does not match the day you were there for. Noise gets no
vote and no midnight reply. A reply to noise, written to win, spreads the noise and signs your name

under it.

The sort has one question first: am I regulated enough to hear this right now? Red, close the page and

run the breath. Yellow, read it once and reply within a day. Green, go ahead. You do not have to swallow
a cruelty to earn the right to fix a true line.

If it is a threat, or a lie that lands on a person on your crew, you use the platform's own process. Sleep
before you type.

What are you not writing tonight?
The public answer, if you decide you want one, is a tomorrow problem. Tomorrow you will be tempted

to explain the whole shop. Do not. If you answer at all, three moves hold. What I heard. What is true.
What we will do, and when. Then stop. No history of the business. No shot at the reviewer's character.
No refund you did not mean, offered so the feeling will stop. A refund can be right. A refund that is a
bribe for your nervous system is the alarm spending money to buy silence.
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Before the first line, read the moment, not the reviewer: a fight review wants to be heard, a flight
review is already gone. Slow it down. Then answer in three lines, or not at all.

And you may answer with nothing. Nothing is allowed when the review is noise, and when a reply
would only feed it. Nothing is not allowed as a way to avoid a true line you owe the shop. If you did the
thing, fix the thing in the shop, whether or not you type a word in public. The fix is yours. The

performance of the fix for an audience can wait until you have slept.

The overcorrection is to stop caring about every review, including the true ones, and call that freedom.
Take it seriously is the half that prevents the shrug. Do not take it personally is the half that prevents
the all-nighter. You need both. Owners who only do the second become careless and call it
boundaries. Owners who only do the first live in the refresh button. Ken, exhausted, still finds the true
line. That is the picture. Not a man who does not care about the rye. A man who can say "I did that"

and then go to bed.

Whose star is it?
Circle 3 is the reviewer's mood, who else reads it, what a stranger decides, the fact that one voice is
louder than twenty quiet regulars. You do not control the star once it is up. Refreshing is a ritual, not a
lever.

Circle 2 is the customer you can still talk to like a person, the crew member who needs to hear the

true line from you before they hear it from the internet, the regular who does not need a speech but
might need to know you saw it and you are not fleeing. A conversation in the shop is worth more than
a paragraph on a site, and it still does not have to happen at midnight.

Circle 1 is the sort, the sleep, and the Tuesday change if there is one. Worth lives in Circle 1. Nowhere
else. The worth is in those. Not in a perfect average, and not in a reply that wins.

What does a morning reply look like, if you reply?
Sleep first. Then, if the underlined line was data, the shop changes before the internet does. Move the
thing. Call the person back. Bake the thing you ran out of earlier, or stop promising a time you do not
keep. The public sentence is optional. The change is not, when the line was true. Owners hide in the
reply because the reply feels like action and the change is dull. Dull is the work.

If you do type in the morning, three lines and no history.

What I heard: you waited, and the thing you came for was gone.

What is true: we were out by midmorning, and that is on us.

What we will do, and when: the batch time is posted, and if you come back this week one will be under
your name until noon.
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Then stop. Do not explain the baker's hours, the shortage, or your feelings. Ken needs the true line and
a bed. Your version is the same shape with your product in it. If the review was noise, you may post
nothing. Nothing, chosen in the morning, is a decision. Nothing, collapsed into at midnight, is

avoidance. You can tell them apart by whether you slept.

Show the true line to one person on the crew before they hear it sideways. A crew can survive a true

line. They have a harder time surviving a boss who is somewhere else, refreshing a star, while the oven
or the phone needs the person who is supposed to be in the room. The rant feels like leadership and
it is fear, looking for company. A true line does not need company. It needs a shop that can fix a thing
without a speech. Say the line. Say the change. Go back to work. Do not refresh the star until
tomorrow, and when you do, once.

What do you do before you type?
Copy the review onto paper and underline one line, or none. If there is data, underline it and write
the Tuesday change under it. If there is no data, write "noise" and put the paper in a drawer. Do not
draft the public sentence in the same sitting. The sitting is contaminated.

If you cannot sleep, a sharper reply is not the next step. Lie down. If this is the second night, tell a
person. If it has gone darker than a review, the line below is for that.

In the morning, decide once. Reply in three lines, or do not reply, and change the shop if the true

line asked for a change. Then stop opening the page for the rest of the day. The refresh is the check
you do on finished work, moved to a screen. That check has its own page: Why you can't delegate.

If this is keeping you from sleeping or eating, or it is not easing, talk to your doctor or a counselor. If it
has gone darker than that, or you are having thoughts of not wanting to be here, call or text 988 in the
US, any hour.

The book is where Ken finds the one true line and does not hand the star his worth.

Be first to know when Someone Else Can Lock Up is out

More reasons
Can your business run without you?

Why you can't delegate

Small business owner burnout

Clients texting after hours

Afraid to raise your prices?

The loneliness of owning the place
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P R I N T  T H I S  PA G E

Tonight's move
Tonight, copy the review onto paper and underline the one line that is true, or none. Do not
write the real reply before morning.

What to do
Copy the review onto paper and underline one line, or none. If there is data, underline it and

write the Tuesday change under it. If there is no data, write "noise" and put the paper in a
drawer. Do not draft the public sentence in the same sitting. The sitting is contaminated.

If you cannot sleep, a sharper reply is not the next step. Lie down. If this is the second night,
tell a person. If it has gone darker than a review, the line below is for that.

In the morning, decide once. Reply in three lines, or do not reply, and change the shop if the
true line asked for a change. Then stop opening the page for the rest of the day. The refresh
is the check you do on finished work, moved to a screen. That check has its own page: Why
you can't delegate.
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C I R C L E  1  F O R  O W N E R S

F O R  B U S I N E S S  O W N E R S  ·  R E A S O N  0 7

The loneliness of owning the place
Entrepreneur loneliness can sit inside a full shop. A small business owner can be surrounded
all day and still be the only one in the room with the thing. Customers are not company. A crew
is not the same chair. The chair that matches is another person who also has the key and wishes
they did not.

This week, say one true sentence about the business to one person who is not a customer and
not your crew.

If there is nobody, start with an owner you already buy from. One question about their week counts as
the hour.

You are the one who knows the number, the worry, the customer you cannot talk about at dinner
because dinner would become a meeting. So dinner does not get the truth. Dinner gets "busy." Busy is
a lid.

You cannot complain to the crew without it landing as panic, or as a hint that the place is in trouble, or

as a job they now have to soothe. So you smile. The smile is a management tool. It is also a wall. On
the other side of the wall you are alone with the thing.

You are tired of being the strong one in every room. At home you are the steady one. At work you are
the answer. In the truck you are nobody's answer, and the quiet is so loud you turn on a podcast you
do not hear. The podcast is a person-shaped noise. It does not ask how you are.

A friend with a job says they understand. They are kind. They go back to a boss, a Friday, a paycheck
that is not also the rent. You do not correct them. Correction would take an hour, and you do not have
an hour that is not already sold. You say "yeah" and you stay lonely.

You think about a group, a club, a breakfast, and you do not go, because the last one was a pitch, or a
contest, or a room where someone wanted your struggle as content. You are allergic now. The allergy

is keeping you from the one room that would help, which is not a pitch. It is a table.

You refresh a feed of other owners and feel worse. They are selling a calm you do not have.

Comparison is a bad companion. It looks like company and it charges you.

A full life can still leave you with nobody to hand the real sentence to, because the real sentence

sounded like weakness and the rooms you were in had no use for weakness. Weakness was the wrong
name. It was the ordinary weight of being the one who locks up.
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Who says the short version?
Alicia is 33, first year in a cleaning business she franchised into. When the alarm runs her, she copes
the Adventurer way: one foot already leaving. Her tell is the earbud. A cleaner quits by text before
dawn. She covers the work, and then she opens another company's paperwork in a second tab,

looking for a number that would make it easier. She hears herself. She says, "That's my dad." Her father
never stayed. The tab is his ghost with a logo.

Ken, 63, who has turned the 3:30 key for twenty-two years, says the short version. Twenty-two years.
Same.

That is the loneliness, named, in one exchange. Not a label. A recognition. The young owner thinks she
invented the isolation. The older one did not escape it by lasting. Lasting without a table is a longer
version of the same quiet. The book puts them in the same room on purpose. Five key rings on one
table. More keys than the room has doors. The point of the pile is that someone else can see your ring

and not need it explained.

Renee is at the same table, with a word she cannot say out loud yet. A person can run the place for

years and still have one.

The facilitator ran a frame shop for nineteen years and sold it. He was late with payroll twice, he says,

and he does not dress it up. Nobody asked him. The library posted a notice looking for somebody to
sit with the owners, and he put his name in. "Nobody asked me. I put my name in." The room is not a
class where the person at the front has no scars. It is a person who did the work and says so once.
You do not need his biography. You need the shape. Owners, a table, no pitch, the real week.

Who could hold a key to this?
Not a customer. They need you to be the shop. Not, usually, the crew, who need you to be steady
enough that their Friday is safe. Not a feed. The person who can hold it is another owner, or two or
three of them, with a rule about what the hour is for.

At the library, people put the week down on the table. What they tried. What happened. Nobody is
there to sell the next thing. The facilitator asks whose the key is. That question is enough to make a
room.

You can start smaller than a franchise breakfast. One other owner. Coffee. Not a brand, not a circle

with a fee and a funnel. A standing hour. The rule is simple enough to say out loud. We will talk about
the real week. We will not pitch. We will not turn each other's numbers into content. We will go home
at the hour we said.

If you cannot find that person yet, five owners in a book can be company until you can. Read it, and
then look up and see who in your town locks up when you do. The supply house bulletin board. The
diner counter. The person you already nod at and have never asked. Sergio pulls a flyer off a
corkboard at a supply house. That is not a strategy. It is a way a lonely errand becomes a room. Your

version does not have to look like a library. It has to have a second human who is not on your payroll.
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What is the loneliness not?
Circle 3 is the fact that the role is singular. Someone signs. Someone lies awake. A town may not have
a dozen people who own what you own. You did not fail by feeling the singular. The singular is the job's
shape.

Circle 2 is the one person you ask, the hour you protect, the flyer you do not walk past. They may say
no. A no is not proof you should go back to the podcast and call it enough.

Circle 1 is the sentence you stop swallowing, and the ask. Worth lives in Circle 1. Nowhere else. Not a

rebrand of your personality into someone who does not need people. You need a person. The worth is
in admitting that without making a customer carry it.

The alarm will offer substitutes. A second business, so you can feel new instead of known. Alicia's tab.
A harder schedule, so the quiet has no gap to show up in. Ken's 3:30, worn as a medal. A public post
about the struggle, which is company for an hour and exposure for a week. Growing the same
business can still be the exit. So can a post. The table is slower, and it tells the truth.

What does the hour look like when nobody is pitching?
Two owners, after close, somewhere that is not either shop. Phones face down. One of you talks about
the real week. The other does not solve it. Solving is how owners show love and also how they avoid
being seen. The question, if you need one, is whose key this is. The answer is usually mine, and I am
tired of that, and then the hour has done its job.

End when you said you would. An hour that ends gets a second hour. An hour that sprawls will not be
repeated, and then you will say groups do not work. Put the time in the ask. Keep it.

If the person starts to sell you something, you are allowed to say the rule again and leave. You did not
come to be a lead. The table Alicia needs is the one where Ken can say twenty-two years, same, and

nobody tries to fix him. Someone else heard the ring. That is the company.

What do you do this week?
One true sentence, to a person who is not a customer and not your crew. Not the whole year. One
sentence about the business. "I have not had a day that was mine." "I do not know who else to tell

this number to." If the only person you can imagine is the one you live with, start there, and tell
them you are not asking them to fix the shop. If that person is also your unpaid partner in the work,
do not turn the sentence into another shift for them. The word Renee cannot say is a reminder.
Company is not the same as handing someone your fear as a job. This page will not unwind a
marriage, a payroll, or a family business.

Ask one other owner for an hour. Coffee, a counter, a walk after close. Say the rule in the ask, so it
does not become a pitch by accident: "Coffee after close one night this week? Real week, no selling,

we leave on the hour." If you do not know an owner, go where you already nod at one and use your
mouth. The corkboard counts.
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Notice the substitute you use instead of a table. The tab. The feed. The extra hour that keeps the
quiet away. Name it once, on paper. You do not have to quit it today. You have to see that it is not
company. Alicia closes the tab without deleting it. That is a good week's work.

This is what small business owner mental health often looks like on a full day: a person with nobody to
hand the real sentence to. If this is keeping you from sleeping or eating, or it is not easing, talk to your

doctor or a counselor. If it has gone darker than that, or you are having thoughts of not wanting to be
here, call or text 988 in the US, any hour.

The sentence under the exhaustion, if the loneliness is also a lost reason, is on Small business owner
burnout. The key you will not hand over is on Can your business run without you?.

The book is the Monday Alicia says "That's my dad," and Ken answers, twenty-two years, same.

Be first to know when Someone Else Can Lock Up is out

More reasons
Can your business run without you?

Why you can't delegate

Small business owner burnout

Clients texting after hours

Afraid to raise your prices?

One bad review
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P R I N T  T H I S  PA G E

Tonight's move
This week, say one true sentence about the business to one person who is not a customer
and not your crew.

What to do
One true sentence, to a person who is not a customer and not your crew. Not the whole

year. One sentence about the business. "I have not had a day that was mine." "I do not know
who else to tell this number to." If the only person you can imagine is the one you live with,
start there, and tell them you are not asking them to fix the shop. If that person is also your
unpaid partner in the work, do not turn the sentence into another shift for them. The word
Renee cannot say is a reminder. Company is not the same as handing someone your fear as

a job. This page will not unwind a marriage, a payroll, or a family business.

Ask one other owner for an hour. Coffee, a counter, a walk after close. Say the rule in the

ask, so it does not become a pitch by accident: "Coffee after close one night this week?
Real week, no selling, we leave on the hour." If you do not know an owner, go where you
already nod at one and use your mouth. The corkboard counts.

Notice the substitute you use instead of a table. The tab. The feed. The extra hour that
keeps the quiet away. Name it once, on paper. You do not have to quit it today. You have to
see that it is not company. Alicia closes the tab without deleting it. That is a good week's
work.
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K E E P  G O I N G

When the book is out.
Someone Else Can Lock Up

Get back to why you started

Get notified
Be first to know when Someone Else Can Lock Up is out. We write once, when that book is out.

circle1living.com/notify#owners

Send it to a friend
The person who is still the only one with the key. Send this page. They can read it without an account.

circle1living.com/owners/why
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