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The Stone Mason
BY KATE FOSTER

Start with resilience, a line of Black Pioneers and generations of skilled labour. Teach your children 
the trade. Some will carry it on. Others will take a di!erent path. A few will come back to what they 
learned at your feet, by your hands and bent knee: how to lay stone, point a wall, "nish a cement cap, 
leave your mark. #ose who know will see your style in the details. See how many rock fences and 
retaining walls were built by Black hands across this city, this province. It was visible work and un-
acknowledged art. 
 
Tasha knew her father’s work. Will had been teaching her since she was twelve. He’d made 
her watch carefully, growing her patience, then she’d practiced on their own property. She had 
laid the paving stones on their driveway. Sometimes her father took her to work with him, 
when he needed the help and her brother wasn’t available.

Tasha stood at their family room window, watching the escalating wind, expecting her father’s 
truck to turn in the driveway. “On my way,” Will had called from the Dartmouth General 
where his father was recovering from surgery. Her grandfather, Doug, had fallen down some 
stairs and broken his ankle. !e doctor said there had been alcohol on his breath when he was 
brought in. !ey suspected Doug was drinking again. Tasha knew Will didn’t like hospitals 
and being in the same room with his father was painful. Will had checked on Doug anyway, 
out of duty, and because his siblings probably wouldn’t. He was heading home before the "rst 
hurricane of the season hit too hard.

Lightning #ashed and Tasha felt thunder vibrate the #oor. !e wind splattered leaves against 
the window and whistled loudly around the house. Rain pounded the ground. Some garden 
bins from a neighbour’s house slammed into their garage. At the border of their long front 
yard the natural stone wall her father had built enclosed their property in a protective em-
brace.

*
“I’ve been around for a minute,” Will often said. Not to highlight his age – which was hard to 
guess; he looked younger than his "fty-four years – but to reveal an accumulated experience. 
Beneath his friendly calm was a quiet wisdom. Not so quiet to his grown children. To them, 
he was always calling, advising, guiding. He tried not to push too far. He did not want to stray 
into the destructive realm of his father. If he heard a trace of Doug’s voice in his own, he’d go 
silent, look away, start again. 
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Will had learned his trade on the job, "rst from his father- and later his grandfather and oth-
er community elders- but he would not be his father. For years he had worked for Doug and 
put up with chaos. !ere were times he had to "x jobs that Doug messed up or missed. When 
his son Nathan was born, Will decided to start his own business, work on his own, in his own 
way. I’m doing all the work anyway, he reasoned.

Will wanted more for his kids than he’d known, he wanted them safe, loved, secure. It was 
a balance, to stay on them, to steer them toward independence. He feared letting them go. 
What would he be once his kids were gone? Nathan returned to university last month to 
start a Master of Computer Science degree. When he looked at Nathan, he felt pride. Na-
than found joy in research, problem solving, technical questions. !ere was wonder in his face 
when he talked about programming; would that stay? Will was happy when Nathan worked 
beside him during summers, though he knew it wouldn’t last. !ey worked without talking, 
the soft chipping of chisel against mortar, or the light scraping of stone laid on stone, of trow-
el spreading mortar. Steady, reliable sounds. 

*
Tasha was not ready to leave home. She graduated with a business degree in the spring and 
"nished an internship with a communications company at the end of the summer. She was 
looking for work, but still didn’t know what to do with the rest of her life. Something profes-
sional, like law, might make her family proud. She doubted if that was what she really wanted. 
Working outside with Will a few weekends this summer had made her feel freer. Lately she 
had been thinking a lot about studying archeology. Turning up the ground, digging in the dirt 
to build things made her think of the past, her own family’s story. Maybe she just wasn’t ready 
to grow up yet.

She still wanted to have some fun, hang out with her friends, take her time deciding the fu-
ture. Her mom was sympathetic; she wasn’t sure about her dad. She could see Will grit his 
teeth over the cost of another degree, especially one unrelated to her "rst. Will wanted her 
to commit to a career, she wanted to explore. She had an idea. Now that Nathan was back 
at school, Tasha hoped she could work with Will for the coming year. She needed to ask her 
parents about it. Maybe tonight during the storm when they were stuck inside there’d be a 
quiet moment to talk it over. 

*
As Will’s headlights turned toward the house, he could see Tasha’s silhouette inside the front 
window. !e sun had not set, but the sky was dark. Will came in the side door, shaking the 
wet o$ him. As he stepped into the kitchen, the power went out and Tasha laughed at his 
dramatic entrance. Will liked these moments. !e house in complete silence, without the hum 
of electricity. He would wait a bit before he started the generator.
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!e oldest of "ve, Will had grown up having to be responsible, cautious and disciplined. He 
used to watch Doug, looking for signs of a change in mood, a spark that might lead to harsh 
words, a hand that could strike out or throw a bottle. His mother and siblings had su$ered 
under the stress of his father’s drinking, the unpredictable rages, absences and disappoint-
ment. Will didn’t smoke or drink and avoided medication. He never wanted to lose control. 
He wanted to be aware. But there were things he couldn’t control.

*
Tasha had seen Will walk away from people who didn’t respect him. “I can take a lot,” he’d 
say. Until sometimes he couldn’t. Tasha remembered when she’d mistakenly been accused of 
"ghting at school. She’d been confused with another Black girl. Will had gone to the school, 
grabbed the principal by his shirt collar, and just as quickly let go. Tasha had been surprised 
by his anger; it was unusual. More often she heard fatigue or frustration in his voice, when 
he dealt with his father, or neighbours and extended family asking him for something, need-
ing him, borrowing his things and not returning them. He wouldn’t say no, but he’d grumble 
and lock doors and shut the curtains, talk about moving out to the woods. If he could get her 
mom to agree. But he wasn’t ready to- couldn’t yet- retire.  

*
At the hospital, Doug’s hands were shaking. Withdrawal, Will thought, reminding him of 
earlier days, when the shaking meant his father would soon be looking for another drink. Will 
wondered if the hospital stay would help him get clean again.

Will’s own hands had trembled the "rst time he talked to Michelle. She was the "rst person 
he spoke honestly to. And didn’t fear judgment from. She was easygoing and had grown up in 
a loving home. !ey had both left long-term relationships and married soon after Nathan was 
born. Will and Michelle built a house together and had set things up the way they wanted, 
but Will was sometimes restless. He wanted to be left alone, and he still wanted to keep Mi-
chelle and the kids close.

Will wanted Tasha and Nathan to learn what he’d learned. And the things he had to set aside. 
He’d had to compensate for his father’s failings. Will used to think Tasha ignored his daily 
lessons, but she was absorbing his words: be on time, neat, respectful. Observe. Use what you 
take. Save. Your. Money. Will often pressed her on the last two. He told Tasha and Nathan: 
do your work and never mind the people who think we only labour and nothing else, who are 
surprised at your intelligence or eye for beauty. Will didn’t have to tell her to be proud of her 
own strength and grace; he’d watched it grow steadily over the years. 
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Competition from others in the community didn’t happen often. Once Will spoke with 
clients, they always wanted to hire him. He didn’t advertise. He got all his work by word of 
mouth. People would see his newly built wall and notice the neatness, the smooth curve that 
edged a backyard garden, or the receding lines of mortar framing carefully arranged bluestone. 
Works of landscape construction scattered across the city. A formal wall in front of a south 
end Halifax home, a #agstone walkway in old Dartmouth, a paving stone driveway in a new 
subdivision. Not many worked with natural stone anymore. He spent more and more of his 
time using man-made blocks.

Will didn’t like to talk about his father, he often shared more about his grandfather and the 
old masons in the community. Like his grandfather, some had already passed on. “Some of 
these guys couldn’t read or write,” Will said to Tasha one day at the quarry where they’d gone 
to choose a pallet of stone. “But they could build a wall and they all had stories to tell.”  

*
Tasha had become interested in learning their history. On a rare visit with her grandfather in 
the summer, Tasha asked him about his father. “We been working with stone all the way back 
to our "rst days here,” Doug said. “Before that on plantations under slavery, and maybe before 
that all the way back to our people in Africa. !ese stones are going to outlast us. Once you 
get involved with this work, it’s hard to get away,” he pointed a "nger at Tasha. It could be 
tiring, Tasha knew, but satisfying. Building something physical was sometimes more real than 
making business plans and social media strategies.

Tasha waited until after they had dinner and Will had relaxed. “I want to work with you Dad. 
Full time. For a while.” He looked at her, his face open. He raised his eyes to Michelle who 
leaned against the kitchen counter. His silence made Tasha nervous, though she knew he was 
choosing his words. Her mom smiled, always pleased at their bond.

Sometimes Tasha thought Will cared more about Nathan than her, the way he worried about 
Nathan and doted on him. Tasha’s parents had helped set him up in an apartment for uni-
versity. “Why do you call him every day, Dad?” Tasha questioned. “Just to make sure he’s ok.” 
Nathan was quiet and often preferred his books over friends. Tasha rolled her eyes but envied 
the tenderness Will showed Nathan just a little. !at care had not come from her grandfather, 
she knew, but her Gramma who tried her best to make up for the neglect and hurt Will felt 
growing up. Still, Tasha felt loved by both parents, and Will had always been there for her, for 
them. He worked for them all, all the time, especially her mom. He didn’t always agree with 
Michelle, but he often deferred, to keep the peace.

*
Tasha had already spent some time with Will repairing old walls and a few times helping to 
build new ones. Will had been doing it so long he could do it without thinking, but he was 
deliberate and careful. !e same way he’d built their house and his family. Building the proper 
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way, without the uncertainty he’d had with his father. I have my own family now, he’d say to 
himself whenever he was stressed by Doug. Will had worked hard to be di$erent than his fa-
ther, and to keep his life separate. Here he was being drawn back in. Doug in hospital, need-
ing help, threatening his peace.

Will looked at Tasha. She was social and outgoing like her mother, and Will assumed she 
would eventually work in a community organization, like Michelle, or a job where she would 
lead others. He hadn’t anticipated her wanting to work with him every day. Not because she 
was a girl. Her skills were good, she was better than anyone he could hire. It was hard to "nd 
young people to do it. Many of his elders had passed on; he was an elder of the trade now. 
!ere were still some things he could teach her. Maybe she was o$ering him something too: 
time, more talk, closeness.

“It’s a dying trade,” Will said to Tasha.
“More reason for me to work in it now, Dad. Until my next step.”
“And what’s that?”
“I still might go back to school. Or I’ll take over your business,” she grinned.
“You going to support me too?” Will teased.
“Yeah. If you’re nice.”
Will laughed. “Alright, Tash.” 

Will couldn’t blame Tasha. He had worked at a bank for a while, and after working his way 
up, found himself sitting at a desk, looking out the window, wanting to be outside working 
with his hands. Even though it usually meant working a second job through the winter. He 
could still gently push Tasha toward – what? Maybe he should let it go. She would be what 
she wanted. He still wanted more for her than his business provided, greater opportunities 
and more "nancial security. He was glad she would have his skills. If the family trade ended 
with her, he would be okay with that. 

*
Tasha smiled. She was drawn to their past. Families were complicated. !eir histories were 
often buried or forgotten. Maybe her interest in archeology was a way to make sense of it all, 
she thought, but kept to herself. She could work with Will for now and study later.

By late evening, the hurricane passed. A falling tree limb took out part of the wooden fence. 
Another thing to "x on another weekend. Will’s cell phone buzzed. “You’ve got to get me out 
of here.” Tasha heard her grandfather’s anxious voice from the phone. “!at didn’t take long,” 
Will said to Tasha and Michelle. He’d walked away decades ago, but there was no escaping 
his father, not entirely. He was part of a long line of stone masons. It was possible to come 
through a broken family, to lay a better foundation. It was possible to survive. My own fami-
ly. Will breathed slowly. Tasha looked outside. Under the streetlight, her father’s stone walls 
stood solid, brushed by falling leaves.


