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Prologue



GREENWICH, CT



It was a quiet, contented Sunday evening in August. The shore traffic had cleared on Sound Beach Avenue, leaving only the hot pavement and the dreary rivulets of air conditioner condensation to mark its passing.

A brick, two story elementary school demarked the end of the street’s passage through the residential area. It was flanked on one side by a pedestrian crossing and on the other by the exit way of a circular drive that, on a school day, would be filled with mothers dispatching children from tony BMWs and Mercedes sedans. On this day, however, there were only empty, faded parking spaces to look up at the half drawn window shades of the final weeks of summer vacation.

Michael and Faith checked the traffic in both directions before crossing the street. They knew from past experience that the evening’s seductive silence was deceiving and could be shattered at any moment by the engine whine of a frantic, overdue sunbather rushing to get back home.

Speed limits meant nothing to these drivers absorbed as they were in the pressure of deadlines that even a modicum of foresight would have prevented. They would round the bend down the street going fifty in the twenty-five mile an hour speed zone and have no time at all to react to street crossers even if they were paying attention. And, most of the time, they weren’t. So, both Michael and Faith shortened up on the leashes of the dogs tugging to race across the walkway in front of them and peered toward the distant turn before stepping out onto the hatched white lines.

Michael’s six foot, six inch frame produced long strides which he consciously shortened in order to stay at the side of his diminutive wife. They were an incongruous pair. In addition to their difference in height, he had sandy hair that was flecked with gray and a face full of freckles, while she still proudly sported the jet black tresses and pale, clear complexion of her youth. They had met in high school, dated for awhile and then gone their separate ways. Twenty-five years later, after each had been married and divorced, he had tracked her down the old fashioned way – by looking her up in the Manhattan phone book – and five years after that, they had said their vows. As she teasingly described their latter day union, “Michael was always a slow learner.”

Once across the street, they started up the slope of the driveway toward the path that led around to the back playground and field. It was a steep journey for their two long-haired, miniature dachshunds, but the dogs forged ahead anyway, excited by what they knew was coming. Any time the harnesses came out, the leashes went on and the walk began not down the sidewalk but by crossing the street, they knew it was romping time. Michael and Faith would run the leads out to their fullest extent and race around the field side-by-side with the dogs, offering them, as best they could in this heavily populated neighborhood, a chance to feel what it was like to run free.

Michael and Faith exercised the dogs this way at least once a week. They both believed that it was not only kind, but healthy to throw off the daily constraints on these furry members of the family – for that’s what they were – and let them experience a fuller measure of their natural ability. The liberation, however, would always be civil and play out by the rules. And, the sign at the corner gate to the field left no doubt about at least one of those strictures – Dogs MUST be leashed at all times it read in big, black letters.

The day’s heat hadn’t yet withered away on the field, so the couple jogged slowly around its perimeter and then stopped to give the dachshunds a chance to catch their breath. The air was oppressively humid, but at the sun-baked grass level where their pint-sized pets sat, it was even more stifling. They wagged their tails happily, however, and leaned forward as if to say they were ready to go again.

Michael smiled at their enthusiasm, and looked over at Faith to see if she was ready for their next lap. She had dropped to one knee to tighten a shoelace, but to his surprise, she was staring intently in the direction of the corner gate. He turned to follow her gaze, and that’s when he heard it. The commotion was invisible, but definitely coming their way. A storm cloud of dark noise, it seemed to creep closer and closer to their patch of evening solitude.

Suddenly, two huge German Shepherds bounded onto the field without leashes. They were followed by a woman dressed in stylish running shorts and a bright pink tank top who was walking slowly alongside a man peddling on what appeared to be a mountain bike. Despite the distance separating them, Michael could tell that both dogs were fully grown and rippling with well-honed strength. Their every move said they had been bred to see themselves as a dominant species and the lords of all they encountered.

At first, the animals were so busy leaping back and forth between the man and woman they didn’t notice the four figures peering at them cautiously from across the field. They were wildly exuberant, but their energy was concentrated within a tight orbit that circled around their masters. The cacophony of their baying pulsed outward like an invisible force that seemed to enforce a judgmental separation and mark an assumed distinction from all others around them.

The grouping resembled a triumphal procession carving its self-absorbed way through the lives of ordinary people. As one of the dogs pivoted to run past the other, however, it caught a glimpse of the two humans and two small dogs standing silently in the distance. It let out a loud yelp of indignation which caused the other dog to stop and look in their direction. At that point, instinct took over, and both Shepherds let loose a full-throated, confrontational howl and raced off toward the strangers.

Not knowing what to expect, Michael quickly stooped and picked up both dachshunds. They had seen the two huge canines begin their charge and were shaking with fright. Their leashes jerked up and down over his arms as he struggled to control their anxious squirming. Faith stepped closer to him as she too was intimidated by the charging beasts. At a loss for what else to do, Michael began to shout a single word over and over again as loud as he could.

“Stop! Stop! Stop!”

His voice echoed across the field but seemed to have no effect at all on the fast approaching Shepherds. Saliva flecked from the dogs’ mouths, and their strides lengthened as they closed in on their targets. The gap between the surging animals and the huddled couple narrowed to twenty feet, then ten. The beasts’ eyes narrowed in anticipation of their assault, their barking collapsed into a dark, fierce growl. Then, just as they reached the point of attack, the man on the bicycle yelled an unhurried command.

“Romy, Remy. Halt!”

The two Shepherds immediately slid to a stop and looked back over their shoulders. They stood there panting and whining softly as they swiveled their heads back and forth between their masters and their prey. The larger of the two dogs barked in frustration, knowing that it was only a single, long leap from the weak, little intruders in its domain. It barked again as if to plead for permission to resume the attack.

“Romy, stay,” the man yelled.

He and the woman began to move slowly, almost leisurely across the field toward the dogs. The casualness of their approach left no doubt that, in their view, nothing at all out of the ordinary had occurred. The man said something in a low, private voice that made the woman laugh and look indulgently at Michael and Faith. When they reached the Shepherds, the man leaned over from his bike and scratched both in turn behind the ears.

“Good boys,” he said. “Good boys.”

“Hey,” Michael yelled. “Your dogs are supposed to be leashed.”

“So,” the man replied.

“That’s the rule. It’s posted right there on the sign by the gate.”

“So?”

“So, follow the friggin’ rules.”

“What are you, a renter,” the woman asked waspishly. “Am I a what?”

“Do you rent your house in Greenwich?”

“What does that have to do with anything,” Michael retorted.

“The rules over there,” the woman said nodding toward the gate. “They’re for people like you.”

She turned to look back at Michael with a smug lift of her chin.

“We own,” she continued, her voice laced with condescension. “The house we live in is our property. And, this is our town. So, the rules don’t apply to us. They’re …”

She paused as if to find the right words. “They’re meant for outsiders like you, not those of us who belong here.”

“Hey, look lady,” Michael shot back hotly. “We have as much right to be here as you and if you …”

“Michael,” Faith interrupted. “Don’t bother. It’s not worth it. Come on, let’s go home.”

“Yeah,” he replied. “Home. We may not own it, but that doesn’t make us second class citizens. And, anybody who thinks otherwise is full of crap.”

Michael glared at the woman and then at the man. He expected some sort of angry retort from one or both of them, but all he got back was a silent slap in the face. They just stood there and looked at him with self-satisfied indifference.







The next day, the German Shepherd owner strode confidently into his office just to the north of Greenwich Avenue. Its elegant appointments matched the Ralph Lauren Drake single-breasted, pinstriped suit he was wearing. His Crocket & Jones shoes shone like dark lanterns and contrasted starkly with the aggressive red silk Gemelli tie he was wearing. The total look, as he intended, proclaimed his role as the perfect American businessman, a titan of the investtor class.

He settled comfortably into the rich leather chair behind his desk and ran his eyes over The Wall Street Journal headlines. No online subscription for him. He still preferred the crisp, dry-ink smell of a printed newspaper. There was nothing above the fold that caught his attention, so he turned to his appointment log to remind himself of what the day ahead would hold.

As he read through the listings, an irritated frown drew itself across his face. A new call had been penciled in by his executive assistant. He picked up the receiver and punched in her intercom extension.

“Linda, what’s with this call from Bryce Willis at PharmaTech?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Phillippe. I just added it. He said it was urgent, but he wouldn’t tell me what the subject was. I know you don’t like to take unscheduled calls, but I thought … well, I … it just seemed like this might be an exception.”

PharmaTech was one of his hedge fund’s largest investments, and Willis was its CEO. Originally, Phillippe had taken only a small position in the company, but a tip from the expert network firm he had on retainer had whetted his appetite for more. The FDA, his informant disclosed, was close to approving the company’s blockbuster new drug for final trials, so he had quietly, but quickly tripled his stake. In a year or so when the company went public, he would make a bundle for himself and for his fund’s investors. That would undoubtedly attract more clients and give him more money with which to work his magic. Yes, David Phillippe was on a roll, and nothing was going to stop him.

“All right, but I don’t want to do the call at 10:00. Get him on the phone now.”

“But, he said he was going into a very important meeting and wouldn’t be available until then.”

“I don’t care when it’s convenient for him. Get him on the phone now or tell him I won’t be available today.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll buzz you as soon as I have him on the line.”

Five minutes later, she had the CEO on hold and notified Phillippe.

“Bryce, David here, what’s so important?”

“Damnit, David, I was in the middle of …”

“You were the one who said it was important, so let me have it. What’s going on? Has there been a problem with the FDA? If those bureaucratic assholes are holding things up, I’ll have Senator Clemson come down on them like a ton of bricks.”

“No, no, that’s not it at all. I mean, we’re still on track to get approved for the trials so the drug’s safe, but in order to do them – the trials, I mean – we need at least five more senior scientists.”

“So, hire them. Why’s that an issue?”

“Well, all of a sudden, we can’t find anyone to take our offers.”

“Then, throw more money at them. Everybody has a price.”

“I thought so too, but it seems … well, it’s almost as if we’ve got a scarlet letter on our logo. We can find people to fill the jobs, but for some reason, the really good scientists – the ones who will make or break the trials – they won’t even listen to us. As fast as we connect with them, they tune us out. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think there was some sort of a conspiracy going on.”

“Come on, Bryce. We aren’t talking about some rare earth mineral here. These are just workers. There’s plenty of them out there, and all of them need a job. No one’s going to turn down an offer in this economy, I don’t care how good they think they are.”

“You’re right. They aren’t turning down every job offer, just ours. These people – especially the clinical guys we need – everybody wants them. So, they have choices. That’s what we were trying to deal with in the meeting I was just holding. It seems as if BioLogic …”

“What do those shitheads have to do with it?”

Biologic, Phillippe knew, was Pharma-Tech’s biggest competitor.

“They’re going after the same people we’re recruiting. That’s no surprise. But, what is strange is that their offers are getting accepted. The really good candidates are saying ‘Yes’ to them, but not to us. And, that’s not the half of it. We just lost one of our best managers – in fact, the guy we had slated to be the deputy PM on the trials – he just accepted an offer from them too.”

“What the hell are you saying?” Phillippe couldn’t hide the edge of desperation that had crept into his voice.

“One of your current employees went over to BioLogic?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, sue the son-of-a-bitch!”

“We could do that, but it doesn’t solve our staffing problem for the trials, and it might even make it worse. He’s never coming back here to work – not after going to BioLogic – so all we’re doing is throwing good money after bad and maybe giving ourselves a black eye with other people we do want to hire.”

“Well, Christ, you have to do something. We need those trials to go off without a hitch. I’ve got a ton of money riding on them.”

“I know that, David. It’s why I called you. There’s a chance now that the trials will have to be delayed, at least for awhile. We’re stuck in place here, if we keep hemorrhaging good people. It’s like … well, it’s like the company is being hollowed out. We don’t have the talent we need to get the work done right. And, if we can’t get the work done right – and it’s got to be perfect for us to pass the trials – well … basically, we’re dead.”

He paused and then finished his thought in a soft voice.

“We’re both dead.”


Chapter 1

My name is Seth. Like my namesake in the Bible, I’m an ordinary person. I’m not trying to be a modern version of Thoreau. Or, a latter day B.F. Skinner. I don’t have those ambitions.

I don’t want to adopt an alternative lifestyle. Or, to search for my inner bliss. I’ve never checked out and moved into a commune. Or, backed away and lived off the grid. I’m an independent person, yes, but I’m no separatist and certainly not a troublemaker.

The world I’m about to describe, therefore, isn’t of my own making. Nor is it an affinity into which I was born or fell into through inheritance. It is, instead, an assembly I was invited to join.

My acceptance, on the other hand, was an act of free will. Becoming a member of Walden 4G was, as they say, a choice I made freely and without any reservation. And, that pledge of allegiance has changed my life forever.

Walden 4G is the way America is supposed to work. It reflects the best of us. The exemplar we imagine ourselves to be. The image of America in our kids’ eyes before the jaded cynicism of adulthood sets in. It is the vision for our nation’s utopia.

That’s my description, I admit, but I don’t think the others who share this community with me would object. In fact, I think they would appreciate the compliment. They would see it as an affirmation of their aspiration. After all, they believe they are reinvigo-rating the American Dream.

I still don’t know why they contacted me. Maybe it was because I spent so much time searching for answers on the Web. I was out there a lot in the summer of 2010, leaving footprints in the cyber-sands. It was the metronome of my day to pound away on my keyboard as I slid from search engines to Web-sites and back again. And again and again.

I was unemployed or as the popular euphemism describes it, “in transition.” While I was crystal clear about what I was moving from, however, I was uncertain, even confused about what I was moving toward. My default position was normal, I guess. It was to find the same kind of job doing the same kind of work I had always done. Which is odd when you think about it. I mean, it’s not as if the norm has treated the lot of us especially well.

Nevertheless, that’s where I had started my search for reemployment. I was old fashioned enough to check the newspapers, but up-to-date enough to spend a lot of time at job boards on the Web. There were plenty of openings being advertised despite the stuttering economy, but the way they were described did little to inspire my enthusiasm. In fact, most of the postings seemed more like a modern medical miracle – a cure for insomnia in five hundred words or less.

But, to be fair, that wasn’t really what was holding me back. The truth is that the more I looked, the more lost I became. And now, I know why. But at that point, I couldn’t see a way forward. It felt as if I had been dropped into a featureless world with a GPS that was on the fritz. There was no way to tell where I was and, maybe even worse, where I should be going. All I could distinguish was an implacable sense of futility that seemed, at night especially, to morph into a strain of hope-resistant anxiety.

I had been badly burned by my last employer. Deep down inside, I knew I should have paid closer attention.

The people at the top of the company had been very clear about their priorities. Like the good graduates of business schools everywhere, they had proselytized their objectives in vision statements and management memos. We were a private company that had a lot of outside investors banking on it, so the only thing that mattered to them – the sole and exclusive metric they recognized and valued – was what could be counted at the bottom line.

Still, I was caught completely by surprise – no, I was rocked right down to the strands in my DNA – when I walked into work that day and read the email telling me to report to the HR Department immediately.

Two hours later, I was sitting in the parking lot wondering what had happened to my life. On the outside, I suppose, I looked calm, but on the inside, I was traumatized. Thoughts formed and floated away like the translucent creations from a kid’s bubble pipe. No sooner did I reach out to grasp one when it would dart and dance off and be replaced by another. I sat there in my sagging driver’s seat, watching everything I knew and had counted on burst into nothing except a memory. And, it was that sense of lost familiarity – that absence of a solid foundation I could understand and brace against – that led me to my exploration online.

Somebody once told me that there are at least a hundred thousand job boards on the Web, and I know folks who are determined to visit every single one of them. They get up each day and launch off full of great expectations, and whether they get the best of results or the worst, they are never deterred.

But not me. First, I had to comprehend what had happened to my career. I needed to figure out the essence of my failure. I wanted to know why I had been terminated. What had I done wrong? What alignment of circumstances or accumulation of factors had made me vulnerable? Why had I been the one to get shoved out the door?

If I couldn’t get a fix on that – if I was unable to find the answers to those questions – then how could I be sure it wouldn’t happen again? If I had experienced such an injury once, I was weakened and susceptible to a second occurrence. And a third. It was a new and unexpected aneurism in the work side of my life, and I was desperate to repair it. Just the memory of my firing – the jagged edge of the event – made me clench my jaw and resolve that I would do whatever was necessary to protect myself.

So, there I was sitting in front of my old Dell Optiplex 740 cruising around the Web looking for wisdom. The connection was slow for some reason, and my right foot was wagging back and forth in syncopation with my growing irritation. I don’t usually keep my Outlook open when I’m online, but on this day, for some reason, I had. That’s why I heard the ping signaling the arrival of a message.

I looked at the name of the sender in the From column and immediately thought spam. It had been sent by someone or something called sallyport@W4G.us. There was no name associated with the address, so I checked the Subject. It was just as odd. Instead of a topic, it was a question.

“Are you looking for something?”

And beneath that, in the body of the message, there was nothing. Not a word.

Normally, I would have quickly deleted the thing, but the address piqued my curiosity. The acronym 4G, of course, has come to mean the fourth generation. It’s seller shorthand for the latest technological sugar plum fairy we consumers are supposed to believe in. First, they gave us 3G, and now, we’re on to the golly-gee, whiz-bang 4G.

But, this was different. I had never heard of a W4G, and the mystery of that slight alteration, I admit, piqued my curiosity. Before I could pursue it, however, my trusty cynicism kicked in and pulled me back to safety. Probably some poser, I decided, trying to get me to wire money to Nigeria. And the domain – that .us – was so obscure, it would only have been used by someone who knew nothing about those of us who actually live in the U.S. of A.

The message may have fooled my spam filter, I thought smugly, but it had met its match with me. I was the ultimate adjudicator, and my judgment was more discerning. I smiled to myself and reached over to hit the Delete key.

The passage in time and space was infinitesimal, but it was all that was necessary for a door to open. Before my finger could reach its destination, I found myself looking into a mystery. Another message had pinged its arrival in my Inbox.

This second communication was also from sallyport@W4G.us. But, this time, the Subject was even odder. It read,

“Perhaps a more accurate question is …”

At that point, I couldn’t help myself. My eyes followed the ellipsis into the body of the message. There, it came to an abrupt end:

“… are you lost?”

The presumptuousness of that question – the implied criticism embedded in those three words – grated at my already fragile self-confidence. My customary defense – a quick trigger temper – rushed to protect me. Just who did this jerk think he was? And, what was he doing intruding into my personal space? Where did he get off even sending me a message like that?

My reflexive anger burned white hot for only a moment, however, and then its clarity of perspective blinked out like a spent skyrocket. All of a sudden, the outrage I had felt at the temerity of this unidentified interrogator was replaced by an unsettling gloom. Though I was loathe to acknowledge it, he had struck a painful blow. He had somehow breached the privacy, not of my employment situation, but of my interior being – my own true self. And, that anonymous intrusion had triggered an autonomous response.

After that unthinking reaction, however, my temper had cooled and with it, my interest in firing off a counter volley. In truth, I didn’t care enough to fight. I also realized that my apathy left me with only one other option. In that most modern form of flight, I once again reached over to hit the Delete button. It was a simple solution and the right one, I told myself. I didn’t have to give in; I just had to make my interrogator go away.

I high-fived myself, convinced that I had made a canny decision. My privacy would be preserved. My security would remain intact. Taking this step would, I concluded confidently, establish me as the one in charge of the situation. And then, without any hint it was coming, an alternative synapse closed and my inner celebration was abruptly shut down.

I was, after all, searching for a way out of the jobless jungle I was in. In some respects, I told myself, that did mean I was lost. Maybe I had taken a wrong turn or misread the signs. Or, maybe, everything had changed, and I hadn’t paid attention. Whatever the reason, though, I was where I was, and this new domain was unlike any I had ever seen. There were no familiar landmarks and no sign posts that made sense. It was a region that had been colored outside the lines of what I was used to. I was looking for a new job, and the world of work was suddenly no longer recognizable to me.

I put my hands over the keyboard and slowly tapped out a reply.

“I suppose so.”

And, even as I asked myself why I was doing it, I added an honest explanation.

“I’m out of work and looking for what’s left of my career, so yes, I guess I am lost.”

There was no immediate answer to my message. I waited several minutes for a reply, but nothing came back.

“Figures,” I said reproachfully to myself. I’d been suckered once more by another seemingly heartfelt message without a human on the other end. I had proven P.T. Barnum right yet again by responding to a machine. And worse, my doing so had helpfully verified my email address to its owner – some spammer in Russia who was now selling it to his buddies all over the world. I frowned at my naiveté and then clicked out of email and went back to my searching.


Chapter 2

The days had marched by like a parade of cadets at West Point. Each was indistinguishable from the other as they passed in review in my mind’s eye. Though it felt like a long gray line, it had been barely a week since my deflating experience with that odd email message.

It was a cold fall day outside my window, and the sullen, heavy cover of clouds matched my mood. I rolled my chair up to the old walnut desk in my home office, fired up the Dell and, as I always did, went first to my email to see if there were any replies to my job applications. By this point, however, my hopes were lashed down pretty tightly. I had become inured to the stifling silence of employers, but still, the lack of any response – even an automated brush-off – felt like a spiritual mugging.

It was as if these companies were no longer inhabited by humans, but, instead, had careened past the Singularity and become indifferent machines. They were processes not people and thus didn’t have it coded into them to engage with those of an animate species. All of which meant I was prepared for disappointment and yet more frustration even if I couldn’t prevent my natural optimism from effervescing around the edges.

True to form, my Inbox held plenty of junk, but no real mail. There wasn’t a single reply from an employer, not even a “Drop dead and don’t contact us again.” And, as if to add insult to injury, there resting among all of the spam my filter was supposed to catch was a message I didn’t want to see. It was another dispatch from the odd and still anonymous sallyport@W4G.us.

The subject was once again a question.

“What are you looking for?”

I could feel the irritation gurge into my mind, a reflux of my unemployment anxiety. I scrolled down to the bottom of the message searching for an Unsubscribe link, but there wasn’t one. Determined to put an end to this badgering, I smacked my Caps Lock key into place and typed UNSUBSCRIBE into the body of the email and sent it winging off into the ether.

To my astonishment, a reply came back almost immediately.

“I’ll leave you alone if that’s what you want, but if you are looking for answers, perhaps I can help.”

Not the kind of canned response one normally gets from a machine, I thought to myself. So, maybe it’s time I asked a question.

“Who are you?”

Another reply arrived just as quickly as the first.

“I’d be happy to tell you that, but before I can, you have to make a change. You need to get a gmail account.”

“Why’s that? The email provider I have now is just fine.”

“That may be, but it’s not protected.

Gmail’s default is an https connection, which means that it’s secure. Most other email providers use the standard, old http and that’s much easier to hack into.”

“So what? Are we going to be doing special ops or something? Do you have a name?”

“I’ll answer your question and we can have this chat today, but if we continue after that, you’ll have to get the gmail account.”

“Fine. If we go on from here, I’ll get the account. Now, tell me, who are you?”

“My name is Constant.”

Without thinking, I replied with what seemed to be the obvious and perfectly logical riposte.

“Did you mean Constance?”

“No. That wasn’t a typo. My name IS Constant.”

And so, our conversation began.

My first instinct was to find out more about who or what was at the other end of these messages.

“Are you a human?”

I smirked as I shot off that less than subtle critique of his communications style.

“The last time I checked.”

The answer so surprised me, I sat back in my chair. It wasn’t what he had said so much as the way he had said it. I had expected – in fact, to be honest – I had tried to provoke something different. Snarky retorts were the custom in the camouflaged exchanges of the Web, but he hadn’t taken the bait. Instead, there had been only his simple, laconic reply. It left me feeling uncomfortable, even slightly embarrassed by my own behavior.

“O.K. Sorry. I get a lot of robo-messages, and it’s hard to tell if you’re really talking to a person sometimes. Anyway, what’s W4G.us?”

I hoped my concluding question would ease us past my faux pas. There was a pause, then his message slid quietly into my Inbox.

“It stands for Walden 4G.”

“As in Thoreau’s Walden? The man and his pond?”

“Sort of, but we have a very different purpose. He was into civil disobedience. We’re practicing economic disobedience.”

I had a college class in American literature, and that didn’t fit my memory.

“I’m pretty sure Walden was about self-reliance and independent living.”

“It was, but those themes are the pillars for what Thoreau wrote later about civil disobedience. Basically, he said he wasn’t going to be cowed into the straightjackets that society and the business community expected him to wear. And we have the exact same philosophy in our Walden.”

Once again, he had surprised me. This time, it was his candor, his shoot-from-the-hip directness which jerked me to a stop. I know circumspection is a dying trait online, but the implications of what he had said went way beyond even today’s elastic limits. It was safer, I thought to myself, to ignore it altogether and move back to less controversial ground.

“I thought it had something to do with a new cell phone or PDA.”

His reply signaled that he was willing to go along with my change in direction.

“We get that a lot, and actually, it’s not that far off the mark. Walden 4G is an advanced form of communication. It was set up so our members could exchange information freely on the Web.”

“Anybody can do that now.”

I was determined to make this guy – this Constant – be clear and correct.

Several minutes passed, and then his reply slipped into my Inbox.

“That’s true. But we need a special channel – our own out-of-the-way cabin in the woods – where we can communicate securely.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because, like I said before, we’re a resistance group. We do economic disobedience. We’re standing up for people’s right to work as full-fledged citizens in corporate America.”

The warning flags semaphored wildly again in my mind. Was this some sort of fringe political group, I wondered. Or, a bunch of true believers sheening for new acolytes? I could see myself standing at my virtual front door unable to escape their insistent pleadings. Contemporary America undoubtedly offered other possibilities, but those were enough to convince me. It was time to tie this off, I concluded.

“Look, I appreciate your offer to help. I really do. But I’m not interested in joining anything right now. I need to find a job, and I’m completely focused on that.”

“That’s fine. You asked me what Walden 4G is, so I told you. It’s a virtual community, but one that intends to influence things in the real world. We operate in the cloud in order to change what’s happening on the ground.”

I should have just left it there, but I couldn’t help myself. His explanation cried out for a response.

“That’s not so unusual. A lot of people are hooking up online these days to push for this or that change.”

“That’s true. And, I didn’t say that Walden 4G was any different. In fact, it’s not. What those other people are doing – what we’re doing – is simply mimicking the human method.”

I tossed that around in my mind for a second and then read on.

“Our thoughts are, by definition, intangible creations. They only amount to anything if they’re acted upon in the physical world. The Web doesn’t change that. It’s just a big pseudo-brain that sets up synapses among individuals. What they then do with those connections is up to them. The understanding that results has intrinsic value, but its greatest worth is realized when the individual perspectives are assembled into a movement that shapes our lives. If the virtual interactions coalesce to alter the actual course of human events – to borrow a phrase – then, they’ve done more than simply exercise a body organ. And, that’s what Walden 4G aims to do.”

“But, what if the understanding is actually a misunderstanding, and the combined impact is bad not good?”

“That’s certainly possible because we are dealing with fallible humans. But, our collective wisdom is already time-tested and proven. It’s rooted deep in the American tradition. Think of Walden 4G as an assembly that actually works. We’re pushing to establish a democracy in the workplace. We want to give people the same rights on-the-job that they have in the rest of their lives.”

“So, you think workers should be able to vote for their CEO?”

I was certain he didn’t mean any such thing, but I was also certain that I had no idea what he did mean.

“Of course not. But, we do think that Americans should not be denied their Life, Liberty or the pursuit of Happiness in their work.”

I shook my head as I read his message. All of a sudden, we were knee deep in political philosophy, and my mind itched in discomfort.

“So then, are you guys like a blog? Are you chatting back and forth about these beliefs of yours?”

That should get us back on track, I thought to myself as I hit the Enter key.

“We do share a lot of information, that’s true. Most blogs, however, are an outer-directed commentary. They exist so a person or a group can transmit their views to others. Walden 4G does exactly the opposite. We are inner directed. Our communications focus on what works on the inside.”

“On the inside of what?”

There was a pause, and I imagined him squirming at my refusal to accept everything he said at face value. Then, his reply arrived, and I leaned in toward my monitor to see what he had to say.

“Two things: The first is employers. We exchange information about what really goes on inside them. We do that so we can maximize the potential benefit inside the second.”

“And, what’s the second?”

“Have you been to our site?”

Don’t answer a question with a question, I snapped back at him wordlessly. Then, I tapped out a more business-like reply.

“Yes, I was just there. All I saw was a blank page.”

His response was immediate and surprisingly terse.

“Look again.”

I went back to my browser and slowly retyped the address, making sure that it was entered correctly. As before, I watched the disposition box at the bottom of the screen announce that it was Connecting and then Done. Nothing had changed; I had arrived at the exact same spot. I was looking, once more, at a blank page.

I minimized the image and hammered out a message.

“Sorry, Constant. The same thing happened again. It’s a totally blank page. All I can see is myself – my reflection on the screen.”

I’m not sure what I expected in his reply, but I am one hundred percent certain it wasn’t what he wrote back.

“Or, what you can perceive on the surface of a pond in the woods.”
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Chapter 3

“How long have you been in transition,” I asked.

“Six months. You?”

“Just a couple of weeks.”

“Time flies when you’re over fifty,” he added acidly.

His name tag had GREG printed in large block letters. He was short but fit, with a neatly trimmed salt and pepper beard. We were both about the same age, barely a step or two behind the notorious ‘leading edge of the Baby Boom generation.’

The two of us had found ourselves standing side-by-side like adjoining atolls in a sea of strangers. Over his head, I could see the crowd of neatly dressed but grim-faced men and women arranging themselves for the evening’s program.

This was the Newfield Job Club, although why anyone would want to damage the good name and reputation of social organizations with the taint of unemployment was beyond me. In fact, the term itself was, at best, oxymoronic and, at worse, a cruel come-on. There was, I was certain, absolutely nothing clubby about the job club. Nevertheless, here I was wearing my Hello name badge and hoping for salvation. The placid quietude of it all was unnerving, so I shifted my gaze back to Greg.

“Yeah,” he said, watching my reaction. “It ain’t exactly America the Beautiful is it?”

I had expected the group to be in a dismal mood, but his remark struck me as unfair. Unemployment, especially for those of us showing a little wear and tear around the edges, was a frustrating and, more often than not, demeaning experience. It made you feel as if all the sure footholds in your career had suddenly been filled in, leaving you to dangle in space by your fingertips while wondering endlessly just how long you could hang on.

And, as if that weren’t bad enough, the anxiety of this unexpected predicament quickly began to gnaw away at your self-confidence. Your sense of yourself – the knowledge you possessed or thought you did about where and how you fit into the world of work – was suddenly suspect. The certainty you had about the future was attacked without warning by the implacable forces of doubt.

So, I understood where Greg was coming from, but still, I thought his reaction was extreme. It served no good purpose to run ourselves down. Greg could be unhappy with himself all he wanted, I opined to myself, but that wasn’t a reason to take it out on the rest of us.

Before I could form that conclusion into words, however, I was bumped from behind. It was enough of a jolt to push me a step closer to Greg. I painted a frown on my face and looked over my shoulder at the culprit. He was a lanky fellow wearing a worn corduroy sports jacket with faux leather patches at the elbows. His eyes swiveled to meet mine, causing him to interrupt his full-throated oratory with a heavyset, morose looking man he had obviously met before.

“Sorry,” he muttered at me without meaning it and turned back to his companion.

“Parity makes for better competition,” he said to the other fellow with absolute certainty. “The more teams are equal, the more interesting the game. It’s as simple as that. Look at how it humbled the Yankees; they’re no longer a lock on the pennant, no matter how much money they spend. Baseball has leveled the playing field, and that’s good for everyone. The fans get more enjoyable baseball, and the players and clubs get more money.”

Before his companion could answer, the crowd shifted and closed around us. All of a sudden, Greg and I found ourselves unexpectedly huddled in a tight space with the other two men.

The self-appointed sports expert looked at me again and went on. “I was just telling my friend Thad here that forcing parity in the pros makes for better competition. When one team can’t hire all the best talent – because they have to pay a tax and that tax enables other teams to also hire some decent players – you get tighter contests. And, the closer the games, the more interesting they are.”

“That may be true,” Thad replied, “but it also introduces the element of chance. If all teams are equal in talent, then luck – the weather, who’s injured, stuff like that – will have a much bigger impact on the outcome.”

“Not necessarily,” I blurted out. I was as surprised as the others that I had joined the conversation. I wasn’t even sure what I was thinking. The exclamation seemed to have arrived of its own will, so I had to pause to figure out what I was going to say next.

“I, uh, I … I think …” Finally, it came to me. “I think talent is malleable. It’s not a fixed thing. If a team doesn’t want its record determined by chance, it has to work with the talent it has and get them – the players on the roster – to push themselves to play at their peak.”

“Yeah, well, parity may make teams equal,” Greg said entering the debate, “but it doesn’t do the same for individual players. Some guys are all stars and some guys are journeymen, and nothing’s gonna’ change that.”

“I don’t disagree,” I replied. “But everybody can improve. Even all stars. Obviously, there are differences in talent, but a person’s talent isn’t set in place or locked at a specific level, unless they want it to be.”

“Thanks, coach,” the sports expert said sarcastically.

The others smiled at the jab, but I wasn’t going to be put off.

“You’re welcome, sonny,” I shot back. “And if you want to grow up to be an all star or a real expert at something, you’re going to have to practice and practice some more. Because no matter how good you get, you can always be better.”

“You don’t understand,” he replied. “People aren’t the constraint. The pocket-book is. An all star is already getting paid the big bucks. So, the better he gets, the more a team has to pay out to hang onto him, and there’s a limit to what it or any other team can afford.”

“That’s not why all stars work at improving,” I said firmly. “They’re trying to get better because they want to know just how good they can be. The money is important, but that’s not what’s driving them. They’re reaching for the best they’re capable of.”

I stopped for a moment to punctuate that thought, and then went on.

“But, I’m not talking about all stars. I’m talking about everyday people. Guys like us. We may be good at what we do, but there’s always plenty of room for improvement.”

“Speak for yourself, buddy.”

“O.K.,” I snapped. “I will. I know I didn’t push myself in my last job. I didn’t have to. But, maybe if I had, I wouldn’t be standing here yapping with you. And, for certain, I’d be making a hellova’ a lot more money.”

I winced inside at the all too honest revelation of my reply. Luckily, my protagonist ignored it.

“In your dreams,” he said. “The only people making more money these days are the corner office types. And, it doesn’t matter if they’re all stars or total fuck-ups. They rake it in regardless. But for you or me or him,” he pointed to Greg, “there’s simply no upside to pushing ourselves, to trying to stand out. To the bean counters in the head-shed, we’re all interchangeable widgets, and they’re going to pay us that way.”

“That’s true,” Greg said. “In my company … I mean, in my previous one” – he shook his head at the power of habit – “there was barely any difference at all between what they paid the really top guys and what they handed out to the people who were just doing average work.”

“Exactly,” the know-it-all put in. “So, why bother?”

“Because things are different now,” I went on. “Companies know they need the best and brightest to survive, so they’re paying more to get them. There is no team parity, and that creates a seller’s market.”

“Not today, it doesn’t,” my debate opponent said. “What you’ve got in this lousy economy is a meat market. To most employers, we’re just human resources.” He sneered the last two words to emphasize his contempt. “Widgets with DNA. We may look different, but we’re all basically the same to them. We’re just another input to their cash machines.”

“I think that’s right,” Thad interjected. “When’s the last time an employer treated you like anything other than one of the herd?”

“Maybe that’s because a lot of us are acting that way,” I retorted. “Maybe if more of us pushed the limits, stretched ourselves to contribute a little more, we wouldn’t look so much alike.”

I wasn’t at all sure I believed that, but I wasn’t going to lose this argument to the blowhard.

“That’s wishful thinking, my friend.” Anger colored the sports-expert-turned-business-critic’s words. “Employers say they want talented employees, but what they’re really after is butts in seats. They have their little position descriptions, and all they care about is finding someone to do what it says. They don’t want anyone to play outside the boundary lines. It scares the hell out of them.”

He paused for a second and then went on.

“And, it’s not just employers either. It’s the unions too. They want people to work to some preordained common denominator – it ain’t the lowest level, but it sure as hell ain’t the highest either. And why? Because if no one stands out, the laggards can hide in the crowd.”

“The world’s a friggin’ mess,” Thad put in, clearly trying to lighten the mood.

I wasn’t going to be put off, however. This guy thought he had all the answers, and I was convinced most of them were wrong.

“Look,” I replied hotly, “You won’t find me defending unions.”

“Good,” he snapped back.

I let the remark pass. I had a more important point to make.

“But the truth is, there are more than a few people who aren’t working up to their potential, and that’s not because they don’t have the capacity to. It’s because …”

“Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen.” The words boomed out of the on-stage speakers and were then immediately punctuated by a high pitched squeak that sounded like fingernails on a chalkboard. It conjured up long forgotten memories of a classroom rite of passage before white boards came into vogue and drew more than a few knowing grimaces among all the fifty-somethings in the crowd.

“Sorry about that,” said the person at the head of the room. “Please take your seats. We’re about to begin our program.”

I looked at the guy who thought he had everything figured out and shrugged.

“Come on,” he said to his companion. “Let’s see what mayonnaise they have to spread this evening.”

He nodded at Greg and me and started down the aisle.

“That was interesting,” Greg said as he watched their backs retreat toward the front of the room.

“I’m glad there are smart people like him in the world,” I said with as much sarcasm as I could stuff into one sentence. “Otherwise, the rest of us would be totally in the dark.”

We took our seats as the meeting leader shuffled through her papers and prepared to start. Greg leaned over and whispered, “This may be the last one of these I have to endure. I’ve got an interview scheduled for next week.”

His offhand delivery of what, in this setting at least, was truly momentous news caught me off guard. I snapped my head around and saw a satisfied grin settle across his face. He had anticipated my reaction and was enjoying it.

“Man, that’s … that’s great, Greg,” I stammered. “Good for you. And, good luck.”

His eyes glittered with satisfaction. He nodded and exhaled in visible relief. Then, the speaker began.


Chapter 4

“So, tell me about this community of yours. What is Walden 4G?”

It was only 4:30 in the afternoon, but already a mid-winter evening gloom was settling in outside my window. I was suited up in a footie of restlessness that had not, for a change, been manufactured overseas. It had been produced right here in good, old America.

I had expected to find companionship at the job club, but encountered its modern, brittle twin instead. Greg was the kind of fellow who could become a friend, but he wasn’t the one who dominated my memory of the evening. That was claimed by the cocksure guy with whom I had argued. His was the personality of our time, the tireless confidence of a yammering class.

We Americans have become a people with all the answers and yet, our national condition grows tawdrier by the day. We are quick to offer opinions but slow to find a consensus and act on it As a consequence, the gulf between our certainty about what’s right and the reality of the way we live grows more apparent by the day. And, it was that vision which had chilled my hope and left me, once again, searching for answers.

Constant’s reply came back quickly.

“Well, first things first. We don’t use the group’s formal name very often. We call it ‘Wally’ instead. And, like most communities on the Web, we share a common outlook, a similar way of interpreting what’s going on around us.”

“Wally is a pretty casual name. Especially for a group with such a serious mission. You said you were on some kind of economic jihad. That’s big time heavy stuff – to put it mildly – and not exactly the agenda of most communities on the Web.”

“True enough. We didn’t come together to drink our own bathwater from the comfort of our computers. We’re determined to have an impact, not for 15 minutes, but for as long as it takes to make a difference. We believe there’s a lot to do and the time to do it is now. That’s what defines us and sets us apart. Our community is the embodiment of a state of mind, a set of beliefs we live by and intend to persuade others to adopt. To put it bluntly, we want to change the conditions on the ground in America.”

Once again, I felt myself grow uneasy with the casual way he talked about such incendiary ideas. The best approach, I decided, was to act as if I hadn’t noticed, to carry on just as I would with any online conversation.

“Like I said, big time heavy stuff. But go ahead, fill me in. What’s this state of mind of yours?”

“It’s the way we see ourselves in the workplace and the work we do there.”

I looked at the single sentence of his answer and felt as though I had been shortchanged. If the outlook of those in Walden 4G was what made them so profoundly different – and their outsized mission possible … then surely there was more to it than a dozen words.

“Care to be a little more forthcoming?”

“Wally is home to people who each believe they are a ‘person of talent.’ They refuse to be boxed into the conventional view of human ability. They don’t see talent as limited to exceptional people or to the accomplishment of exceptional deeds. Instead, they are convinced that everyone has talent, and talented work can be done in every occupation.”

His explanation triggered an autonomous reaction. This can’t be right, I thought to myself. It flies in the face of everything we’re taught. Talent in the masses is not only illogical, it’s outright fantasy. No wonder he held back.

“I don’t agree with that at all. You can’t tell me that a person belting out Born in the USA in the shower is as talented as Bruce Springsteen.”

“I didn’t say that. Obviously, individual people have their own individual capabilities, but those personal distinctions don’t mean that they are fundamentally different. Talent is a universal characteristic. It’s an attribute of our species. A gift we’ve all been endowed with. The person singing in the shower may actually be a talented communicator, but the best way for them to work at expressing that talent is by writing terrific sales brochures rather than selling CDs.”

“Come on, Constant. Talent isn’t some ethereal, feel-good factor. It’s concrete. It’s a skill. An ability. All you have to do is watch the contests on TV. Either you have talent or you don’t, and no amount of wishful thinking will change the fact that most of us don’t.”

“That’s the common understanding of the word, I know, but we believe it’s totally wrong. Talent isn’t what you do. Yes, it can be expressed in a dance contest or a World Series victory, but it’s not the winning that signals talent.”

An image of my protagonist at the job club popped into my mind. I shook my head to dislodge its hold and went back to Constant’s message.

“Talent is the capacity for excellence. And that natural ability to reach for the best of ourselves is something each and every one of us is born with. It’s a part of our DNA. We – you, me, our friends and neighbors, our spouses, kids and grandkids – we’re all persons of talent and, no less important, we can apply that talent anywhere and everywhere. It’s not confined to a concert stage or the ballpark.”

I sat back in my chair as if I’d been shoved. This notion – this democratic vision of talent that Constant was propounding … was so outrageous that, at first, I was paralyzed into silence. It was totally contrary to the conventional wisdom, I told myself yet again, but even as I did, I felt its subliminal attraction niggling away at me. Maybe it wasn’t such an outlandish idea. Maybe we ‘regular people’ aren’t as limited as we’ve been led to believe.

“So, you’re saying that the cook in my local coffee shop is as talented as a professional athlete, as Phil Mickelson, for example?”

“If both are expressing their capacity for excellence, then yes, absolutely. A well prepared breakfast can be just as much a demonstration of talent as a tee shot down the middle of the fairway.”

“One’s talent is golf, and the other’s is cooking?”

It took a couple of minutes for Constant’s reply to arrive, and when it did, I was surprised to see that it went on for several paragraphs.

“Actually, neither golf nor cooking is a talent. Like I said before, talent isn’t what we do. It isn’t the job we have. It’s the way we do that job. Talent is the resource we draw on to perform the work the job entails. And, despite popular notions to the contrary, that resource is a universal facility for superior performance.

“Talent, however, needs to be applied to the right kind of work. So, what each person has to do is find an occupation and a specific job within that occupation where his or her talent can be used effectively. And, that’s only the beginning. Then, they have to prepare their talent for the work involved. It has to be taught the rules of the game or the recipes on the menu.”

His message went on.

“Take Derek Jeter, for example. Like Mickelson, his talent is undoubtedly athleticism. But, to excel at his work, he had to first figure out which sport best fit his talent and then he had to learn the rules of baseball and hone his skills to the point where a team was willing to employ him. We call that whole process ‘the perfection of talent,’ and it’s something we all can and should do.”

It was such a simple explanation for what was obviously a complicated idea that, once again, I felt the needle rise on my skepticism meter.

“I appreciate the democratic sentiment. But all the neat turns of phrases can’t change reality. You don’t really think there’s a superior performer in everyone, do you?”

“Absolutely, I do. Maybe not as a pro athlete or entertainer, but that singer in the shower we talked about – and everybody else – they can be great too. They are inherently able to excel at something.”

“But, if everybody can excel, how can any single person be superior?”

“That’s exactly the right question to ask because the answer is what underpins everything that Wally stands for. Right now, in this country, a superior performer is understood to be a person who is better than all others at what they do. An all star shortstop is supposed to be the best at that position. But, here’s the most interesting thing. When you ask an all star what motivated them to be so good, they will always tell you that it was to be the best THEY could be. What drove them wasn’t the desire to be better than others; it was their determination to experience the excellence they knew or sensed was inside them.”

He went on.

“And everybody – all of us – can do the same thing. We can work at being better at our position today than we were yesterday. And, we can push that mark tomorrow so that we are even better then than we were today. At Wally, we think it’s that push to excel that defines a superior performer, not who gets the most votes in an all star poll.”

“So, if I’ve got it right about what you’re saying, there are degrees of excellence. One person’s best will always fall short of someone else’s. That’s hardly an inspiring thought.”

“There’s no denying that we live in a competitive world, so comparisons between people are always going to be made. But, in Wally, we focus on a more gratifying challenge. We think the ultimate measure of a person isn’t how they stack up against others. It’s how far they reach toward their own perfection. Some call that realizing your potential. We describe it a different way. It’s a trite phrase, but accurate enough; what we want is do is take the ‘me’ out of mediocrity.”

As I turned that idea over in my mind, I was surprised to find that I had no quick or easy rebuttal. My ability to offer a counterpoint had been trumped by the resonance I was feeling with what Constant had said. Jumping into a debate, therefore, would be more about ego – about one-upping the other guy – than any real objection I had to his point of view. I was still wrestling with that dilemma when he came back with another message.

“That personal commitment to superior performance is at the heart of our belief system in Walden 4G. We are a community of persons of talent who are committed to perfecting ourselves. We believe we can do that, and no less important, we believe we must, especially in today’s economy. We’re not fashioning a pond-side retreat from the ills of the world or some kind of agrarian ideal to reform it. What we’re doing is showing people how they can establish their own utopia, a real and enduring source of happiness because it exists within each of us.”


Fingerprint

“I consulted Google to see if the term Marxism was trending upward. It was and had been ever since the end of December [2010], the conclusion of a year in which workers’ share of the U.S. economic pie shrank to the smallest piece ever; 5.4% of GDP, down from about 60% in the 1970s.”

Rana Foroohar, Time
 February 28, 2011




Chapter 5

“Are you as uncomfortable at these things as I am?”

I looked down at the slender woman standing next to me and smiled self-consciously. Normally, I’m not the outgoing type, the one who enjoys starting a conversation with a perfect stranger. But, job club meetings are billed as ‘networking events,’ so I was determined to give it my best shot.

“Definitely,” the woman answered. “They give me flashbacks of being in college and trying not to stick out at a freshman mixer.”

“Well, we have that in common,” I replied. “And, from the look of things, I’d say a lot of others here do too. We all seem to be … ahhh, of a certain age, when mixers were the ‘in’ thing.”

No sooner were the words out of my mouth, when it hit me that I might have just insulted her.

“I’m sorry,” I quickly amended. “That’s my age angst, not yours.”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” she said grinning. “This seems to be mostly a Boomer group, and I certainly qualify for that. I’m Quint by the way.”

“Hi, Quint, I’m Seth. Nice to meet you. Though it would have been nicer had it been any other place but here.”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “What could be better than spending your evening with free Kool-Aid and a seminar on resume writing?”

“Oh, I could think of a couple of things. A root canal. A colonoscopy. Fun stuff like that.”

She was nice enough to smile at my less than prime time humor.

“Well, maybe these meetings aren’t supposed to be enjoyed,” she replied.

“If that’s so, then they’re a huge success.”

She looked off into the distance as if my comment had triggered a memory she was helpless to avoid.

“They may be unpleasant, but they don’t even come close to what it was like at my last job.” Her smile vanished into a tight line. “That was the worst,” she added.

“Probably a lot of us feel that way. What were you doing?”

“I was in corporate computer sales. I’m not even sure why at this point. It just seemed to happen. I woke up one morning, and I was making a pretty good living selling desktops to companies. I hated it. Literally. I had to drag myself out of bed in the morning. But then, I’d get out on the road, things would start to happen, maybe I’d make a sale or just meet someone nice, and before I knew it, the day would be over, and I’d be too tired to do anything about it. That’s been my career for twenty-six years now. Hating every morning, exhausted every night and nothing much worth remembering in between.”

She stopped and looked up at me.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to dump all that on you. I’ve been asking myself what I’m doing here, and now, I guess, I know. I’m determined to make a change, and the time has come to do it. Otherwise, I’m afraid I’ll see another twenty-six years go flying down the drain.”

“Fifty-two years. That’s a heckova’ long career.”

“It wouldn’t be so bad – it might even be fun – if I was doing something I was actually interested in.”

“So, what will that be? Are you going to get totally out of sales or just out of computers?”

I knew it was a superficial question – one that focused on the safety of details rather than the larger uncertainty of her future – but I didn’t know what else to say, how else to respond to her unexpectedly personal comment.

“I’m not sure,” she answered without revealing what she thought of my blatant unease. “Maybe both. This little detour has given me some time to think, to look around. I know a lot of people say that when they’re unemployed. I guess it’s a ‘maybe the grass is greener someplace else’ kind of thing. We think to ourselves: now, I can at least see what else is out there. But, then the real world kicks in and most of us go right back to what we’ve always done. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing – we all feel comfortable with what’s familiar – it’s just, well … I want to know if I can find something out there that’s better for me. Something I would actually be happy doing.”

“Like what,” I asked. “I mean, that’s the crux of the problem, isn’t it? How do you go from the devil you know to the devil you don’t know?”

“I haven’t a clue, but I’ll never figure it out if I don’t try,” she countered. Then she thought a minute and added, “Were you here last week?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Well then, you heard the speaker. Her spiel was trite, sure, but that didn’t make it wrong. We need to turn lemons into lemonade. Use our job search to transform what might have been into what can be.”

“Easy to say when you’ve got money coming in,” I observed drolly. “It’s a little more difficult if you’ve got bills to pay and don’t have a job.”

“She didn’t sugarcoat it at all,” Quint replied. “In fact, she said it would be harder than almost anything we’ve ever done. But, we owe it to ourselves to try. Before we write a resume or answer an ad, we should at least make sure we’re heading in a direction that makes sense for us. We’re going to spend, what, a third of our day at work, so it isn’t asking too much to make sure we get more than a lousy paycheck out of the deal.”

“Hey, don’t knock a paycheck. Besides, work is designed to be a pain. That’s why it’s a four-letter word.”

“Come on, Seth, you don’t really believe that, do you? Sure, work can be difficult and even demanding, but if you’re not doing something that matters to you, if you’re just putting in the time …”

“Quint, please. Pardon me for interrupting, but I’ve heard more than enough from the ‘love your work’ crowd. Those people make a fortune promoting that stuff, yet not a one of them is employed in the real world. They aren’t out there like you and me making a living.” I paused a moment and then with all of the pomposity I could muster, I added: “They’re making a life … whatever the hell that means. It’s all BS.”

“I admit it’s a little over the top, but when you strip away all the feel good stuff, there is some truth to what they’re saying. In fact, I think a lot of us are feeling worn out and used up. And, she said – the speaker, I mean – she said that was O.K. if it happened after a good day’s work. But, if that’s the way you feel before you even make it out the door each morning, then something’s wrong. And, I’ll bet you a lot of us in this room have been doing just that. We’ve been working at jobs that exhausted us just thinking about them.”

She paused and looked up at me. A dark presence had settled across her face like a storm cloud. It dimmed her features, rubbing out the vitality that had been there just moments before.

“Look at us,” she went on, waving her hand toward the crowd seated in the front of the hall. “I’ll bet practically everyone here has a college degree. We’ve worked hard for twenty or thirty years, we’ve given our employers our best effort and now … now, we’re totally and completely lost. We’re sitting here waiting for someone to give us a roadmap because we haven’t a clue where we should be going.”

There it was again, I thought to myself. It was a single, short word, but one that was quickly translated into guilt and anxiety. ‘Lost.’ Americans aren’t supposed to feel that way. We’re a full steam ahead people. Our certainty about ourselves and the future never flags. It is our defining characteristic, and just as important, it has been – at least until now – our sustainable energy source.

We relied on it to power us through the hard times. And, we harnessed it to do great things. Only the USA had the sure vision to win World War II, defeat the Soviet Union, put a man on the moon, and lead the fight against AIDS in Africa. Yet, look at us now. We’re the next generation in this long line of heroes, and we’re lost. We’re wandering around looking for the way forward.

That unsettling conclusion brought a halt to my whirlwind mental journey. I had crisscrossed four generations and over fifty years in a matter of seconds. Still, Quint had no idea where I’d been, and she was clearly waiting for me to respond to her last comment.

“I, uh … I guess that’s right. I mean, I don’t think it’s true all the time. I don’t … I don’t think we’re lost about everything in our lives,” I stammered. “But, for a lot of us, it’s probably an accurate description of how we feel about our careers right now.”

“Well, it certainly is for me,” Quint replied. “I’m not sure what it is I want. I thought I did. Like a lot of women my age, I grew up convinced that I deserved to have a career, to be a professional. But now … now, I feel as if I’m stuck in purgatory. I don’t want to be defined by ironing and dusting but I don’t want to spend my days knocking on doors and selling computers either. I … well, I uh, I just think it’s time that I find something more worthwhile, at least for me.”

In most settings, of course, such thoughts would never have been expressed. Even here, they were uncomfortably private and frank. This place, where the thread that pulled us all together was woven with less affectation than usual, still had a seam which was never to be crossed. There were truths and fears that remained off limits.

I respected the courage it took for Quint to open up as she had. I barely knew the woman, and here she was baring her soul to me. I was impressed by her honesty, but frankly, it unnerved me. That was my peccadillo, I admit, but still, the discomfort was real. The weight of it seemed to increase as the seconds went by. I felt as if I had to bring the conversation back to safer territory. To protect myself. And her. My quandary was how to do that without making her feel as if I was dismissing either what she had said or the pluck it took to say it.

“Well, despite what I said earlier,” I began, “I do think it’s important to work at something you like, something that seems worthwhile. I mean, you have to be able to feel good about what you do, otherwise it’s … it’s like you’re giving up on yourself. Basically, you’re saying you don’t deserve a career that makes you proud of what you do or, at least, satisfied with what you accomplish. And, when that happens, it’s over. You lose all hope.”

“Exactly,” she agreed, and as I watched, a gust of relief blew across her face. I realized then that she had been just as worried about her revealing fling with candor as I had been uncomfortable trying to respond to it. That glimpse of her vulnerability, however, was strangely appealing and, though I was basically a stranger to her, it made me want to try and put her at ease.

“You know,” I said, “it’s crazy. Who talks about this kind of stuff, anyway?”

“Well, we just did,” she replied softly.


Chapter 6

It’s been three days since I was last able to reach Constant. I’ve tried each day, sending a message off into the ether and then waiting for a reply that never seems to come. I don’t know why – after all, I barely know this amorphous correspondent of mine – but the lack of a response has left me feeling ignored and even a little disrespected.

Maybe he’s busy, I think to myself or off on a trip. There are any number of plausible reasons, but still the experience of it regurgitates what it’s been like these past weeks in my job search. I’m sending off resumes like a rocket launcher – dozens of them, at least – and absolutely nothing comes back. A black hole swallows each and every application, and all I’m left with is the humiliating dismissal of silence.

So, I was startled to see his message just now when I opened my email reader. It sat there innocuously right at the top of the list, as if its appearance was completely routine. But, it isn’t, of course, and almost immediately, my emotions take over. I feel myself tumble into a mash-up of recrimination at his inexcusable neglect and the urge to pay him back for it.

“Nice of you to be in touch.”

It was a loaded greeting, I know. And then, unable to control myself, I added an even more sarcastic closing.

“I hope I’m not keeping you from anything important.”

“Wally has its enemies. We have to be careful.”

“Melodramatic. You and Nixon would have been pals.”

“Are you upset about something?”

“No, I’m not upset, but I am wondering if this little back-and-forth we’re having is doing me any good.”

“That’s your call.”

The simple truth of his statement pushed me into a more rational state of mind. We’re just two people chatting by email, I tell myself. What’s making you so angry? You do it all the time with your friends. Sometimes, you connect; sometimes you don’t. So, what’s the big deal? That’s the way it is on the Web – conversation lite.

Chastened by my reset expectations, I put my fingers in place over the keyboard and resolved to move on.

“What kind of enemies? Who are they? Why are they attacking you? What do they have against Walden 4G?”

There was no immediate reply, and the lengthening pause shot a jolt of anxiety – the crystalline possibility that he had signed off – through my mind. Admittedly, I had tried to goad him, maybe even upset him, but that didn’t mean I wanted him to leave. In fact, exactly the opposite was true. I had become increasingly intrigued with his counsel, and it was my inability to access it that had set me off in the first place.

Before I could explain, however, his answer popped into my Inbox.

“Think about what Wally stands for. If we believe everyone has talent, if our community is based on the fundamental equality that exists among all persons of talent, then those who think they are better than the rest of us are inevitably going to feel threatened. And, if we believe that everyone has a right to the perfection of their talent, if our community empowers people to reach for the excellence within them, then those who think they deserve special accommodations will see their advantages being put at risk.”

I gulped in relief. He had ignored my pique and gotten us back on track. I hurried to compose a reply.

“O.K. But how does that endanger Wally? You don’t mean that someone would actually try and harm you guys, do you?”

“It depends on what you mean by ‘harm.’ The way we look at it – and this is going to sound melodramatic again – we’re in a battle. We’re fighting for the kind of culture, the kind of society we will have in this country. Walden 4G may be a virtual community, but its members are waging their war in the real world. And, that reality means we have real enemies who are taking real steps to defeat us.”

“I’m still not following you.”

“Let me give you an analogy to explain. You remember the conflict between Athens and Sparta, right?”

“Vaguely. It’s been awhile since I sat through 6th grade history.”

“Well, think of Wally as Athens, the embodiment of a democratic ethos and culture. And then, think of the other guys as Sparta.”

“But that’s my point. The other guys may not like you, but they’re not going to attack you, either. I don’t think your analogy holds.”

“Actually, I think it’s right on the mark. These are people with hostile intent.”

“Oh, come on, Constant, who would act like that?”

“How about the big shots who live in Greenwich, Connecticut.”

“Greenwich, Connecticut? Why that place?”

“Because it proudly calls itself the hedge fund capital of America.”

“So??”

“So, a lot of obscenely rich people live there.”

“Rich people live in a lot of places.”

“That’s true. And, not everyone who calls Greenwich home is loaded, but so many are, it sets a tone.”

“Sets a tone??”

“Yeah. Walk down the main drag in Greenwich, and you can see it in the way people strut in and out of all the high-end stores there. They’re so full of themselves their egos have a hard time squeezing through the door. They walk and talk as if they were some kind of American aristocracy. Because they think they are. They’re absolutely convinced that they’re better than you and me (and everyone else). It’s more than just an attitude; it’s a belief system.”

“I don’t know, Constant, that sounds an awful lot like wealth-envy to me. We all want to have what those guys have. That doesn’t make them our enemies.”

“It’s not their money I’m talking about. It’s their outlook, their values, their principles.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m still not following you. How does their outlook or their values or their principles – whatever you want to call them – make them the new Sparta?”

“Because they define the culture of that place, and it – that culture – is the exact opposite of what we stand for in Walden 4G. Greenwich, Connecticut is a town that’s fueled by the power and privilege of financiers, investment bankers, hedge fund hotshots and their cronies in corporate boardrooms. It’s a militaristic society that uses money as a weapon. Like Sparta, these power-elites are suckled on the conviction that their role is to rule the world. They believe it’s their right to take whatever they want, whenever they want it.”

“That’s a stretch, Constant.”

I paused for a moment to think through my point. He had set up a cause and effect relationship that didn’t make sense to me, and it left a gap in his logic.

“I’ve heard about Greenwich. Sure, there are a lot of super-rich people living there, and maybe some of them do believe they’re the masters of the universe, but that doesn’t mean they’re out to destroy you or anybody else.”

“Then, how would you explain the way they act? These are the people who sit in their corner offices and their chauffeured limousines and their private jets and pull the levers that throw innocent people like you and me under the bus. They run their companies into the ground and award themselves big, fat golden parachutes. They dream up crazy financial tricks and then expect the government – the one you and I pay for because most of them don’t have to bother with taxes – to bail them out when they fail.”

I could almost feel the heat of his anger as he went on.

“Their fingerprints are all over the economic mess we have in this country. But, they don’t have to deal with the consequences of what they do because they’ve rigged the game. They aren’t penalized or harmed by their ineptitude or mistakes; only we are. And, if that isn’t a direct attack on the people of this country, if that isn’t a conscious and deliberate assault on our hopes and dreams, then tell me what is.”

“Come on Constant. I’m no high powered businessman, but even I know that investment is the way most companies grow. They don’t have the resources to do it on their own. They need outside money to build facilities, conduct research, launch new products or services. So, hedge fund managers and investment bankers – heck, even venture capitalists – provide something that’s needed. They aren’t the boogeymen you make them out to be.”

“They all aren’t. You’re right. But way, way too many of them are. I’m not condemning investors in general, and I’m certainly not throwing rocks at capitalism. In fact, I’m doing exactly the opposite.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, and read on to see how he would explain his statement.

“We in Wally are trying to protect capitalism. We believe it’s being perverted. The capitalism that built this country – the capitalism that we the people rely on and deserve -that form of capitalism is not what’s being practiced by a whole lot of investor gurus these days.”

“On that last point, at least, we’re in agreement. But, it doesn’t prove your conclusion. We all know that the rich are getting richer while the rest of us aren’t, but that doesn’t mean they’ve set out to hurt anyone on purpose.”

“How else do you explain the facts? What’s the alternative explanation for the top one percent of this country having a collective net worth that’s larger than that of the bottom ninety percent? Do you think that happened by accident? Are you telling me that the rich were simply sprinkled with pixie dust and the rest of us weren’t?”

“Of course not.”

“Then, my interpretation is the only one that makes sense. It’s deliberate. They’ve set the game up so only they can win. They’ve hired the lawyers who directed the lobbyists who wined and dined the lawmakers who wrote the rules to ensure the system worked to their advantage. These guys aren’t old fashioned fat cats. They’re worse. They’re ‘foul cats.’ They shit in their own beds even while they’re decorating them with gilt.”

“Interesting description!”

“It’s well deserved. The fat cats were simply greedy. These assholes are the lords of ‘creative destruction.’ They’ve turned Schumpeter on his head. They aren’t in business to devise new products and services that will produce jobs and improve the general standard of living. Instead, they go to work each day and dream up ways to make money – to pad their fucking wallets – regardless of who they step on to do it. And then, they have the unmitigated gall to throw galas and balls so they can pat themselves on the back for the dirty money they’ve donated to some hospital or college that will etch their name over the door. If that’s not foul, I don’t know what is.”

“O.K., O.K.. I take your point. But as you yourself said, these people have all the power. I find it hard to believe that they would feel the least bit threatened by a little group out on the Web. With all due respect, I’d be astonished if they even know you guys exists.”

“They didn’t, you’re right, at least until recently. But now, they do. Now, they’re paying attention big time. Because we’ve made them. They don’t have any choice. We’re doing something they can’t afford to ignore. We’ve mobilized; we’ve come out in the open in a way they have to take on. To them, we’re like the Anonymous tribe that run WikiLeaks.”

“That’s a pretty big claim. Why would they see you that way?”

“Because people like you are starting to listen to us. We aren’t just talking to ourselves anymore. We’re going viral. Our movement – our revolution against feral capitalism – is starting to spread. We’re exposing what the foul cats are doing in this country. But, more than that, we’re showing you and others how to neutralize them. We’re giving you a way to free yourself from the abuse.”

“I must of missed that lesson. What’s this secret strategy of yours?”

“It’s all in their name.”

“Calling someone ‘foul’ is hardly a plan of action.”

“Think about what that word connotes. The foul cats are spoiling their success by the way they achieve it. Their vulnerability is produced by their own behavior. And, because we are working to exploit that weakness, they see us as their enemy.”

I was intrigued with that idea and followed him into his final paragraph.

“To the crony class of Greenwich, we’re a mob that’s out-of-control and putting their way of life at risk. We threaten to sever their insider connections in the stock market and handcuff their back rubbing on corporate boards. So, they’re doing exactly what the people of Sparta did. They’re counterattacking.”


Fingerprint

“Companies that are looking for a good deal aren’t seeing one in new workers….

‘I want to have as few people touching our products as possible,’ said Dan Mishek, managing director of Vista Technologies in Vadnais Heights, Minn. ‘Everything should be as automated as it can be. We just can’t afford to compete with countries like China on labor costs, especially when workers are getting even more expensive.’”

The New York Times
 June 10, 2011




Chapter 7

“Hey, Greg.”

“Hi, Seth.”

We had both arrived at the job club meeting at about the same time. I stood two people behind him in line, and he waited for me as I signed in and got my name badge.

“Ready for another fun evening at the job search follies,” I asked as we moved away from the crowded entryway.

I had cast my face in business bonhomie to hide my surprise at seeing him. The interview he had announced with so much anticipation at our last meeting had clearly not produced the expected result.

“Not really,” he answered. “But, then again, what else is there to do?”

His tone of voice was flat, his features flaccid as if he were just going through the motions of being there. He was standing in front of me, but he had checked his spirit at the door.

“You O.K.?”

“Yeah, sure. I’m terrific,” he replied.

“You?”

It was a polite put-off, and, I was embarrassed at how relieved I felt to be on its receiving end. The truth, however, was that I didn’t want to get dragged into his problems, whatever they were. I had enough on my own plate.

“The same, I guess.” And yet, that definitely wasn’t true.

Constant had gotten into my head. The more I tried to put what he said aside, the more I was intrigued by it. And, if I were honest with myself, it was even more than that. I could feel myself getting pulled into this notion of a community where everyone was equally endowed with talent. They not only believed it about themselves, but they recognized it in every other person, as well.

The idea had seemed so odd, so unrealistic when I first heard it, but then, as the days went on, it began to wear more comfortably. And now, well now, it just felt like a perfectly natural, totally normal way for people to be. Talent was the equivalent of having an opposable thumb. It was a defining attribute of our species.

“Hi there.”

I recognized the woman from our last meeting, but my old nemesis – my stutterlike inability to remember a name – kept me from replying.

She let the uncomfortable silence run on for a tortuous bundle of seconds and then gave me a sly smile to signal that she was aware of my predicament and amused rather than insulted by it.

“Quint,” she said, holding me gently in place with her eyes. “Remember?”

“Of … of course, Quint. How are you?”

I gave her my best sheepish grin in apology. “I’m lousy with names,” I added.

This time, I noticed the rich red, curly hair that framed her pale, almost oval face. The contrast, oddly enough, didn’t set the features off from one another, but instead, seemed to bring them together in a soft, comfortable palate. I was a long, straight hair and high cheekbones kind of guy – a vestige of my college days in the 60’s – but this look was right for her. She was attractive in an unconventional way.

“Quint, this is Greg. Greg, meet Quint.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she said looking from me to Greg.

“No, no, not at all. We were just, uh … comparing notes on our week.”

“Playing ‘how was your day, dear’ for the unemployed set,” Greg put in. He shifted his gaze back to me. “And, I was about to reveal to my friend here that I had the interview I told him about last week.”

“Yeah, I uh … I remember,” I said and then paused. I didn’t want to open Pandora’s box, but I couldn’t think of a way to avoid it. So, I gave up and asked the question he expected. “How’d it go?”

“Not so good,” he replied.

“Jees, that’s too bad. What happened?”

He shook his head and exhaled deeply, creating a prelude timbred faintly with anger.

“Well, I showed up at their offices as they told me to. In fact, I was there fifteen minutes early, but I couldn’t find a parking space. They only have three Visitor spots and all of them were taken, so I drove around their lot for ten minutes and still found nothing. At that point, I was worried I would be late for the appointment, so I parked in the commercial place next door, and they charged me twelve bucks for the privilege.”

He shook his head in irritation.

“Then, I hoofed it over to the main building and went roaring up to the reception desk to sign in, but the person who was sitting there didn’t even look up. She was obviously texting with someone and when I said I was scheduled for an interview, she just nodded her head toward a ledger on the counter. That was it. No ‘Hello, how are you?’ No ‘Welcome to our company.’ Not even a ‘Please take a seat and shut up.’”

“Welcome to corporate America,” I said acidly.

“Yeah, well, it got worse. I sat down and waited and thirty minutes dragged by but still nobody came for me, so I went up to the receptionist again and asked if she would put in another call to the recruiter. And, you know what she said? ‘The person you were supposed to interview with is out sick today, and they’re trying to find someone else who has the time to fill in.’”

He exhaled again, this time with a stronger tone of anger and looked from me to Quint.

“Can you believe that? She’d obviously known what was going on, but didn’t think I was important enough to be told. So, there I sat for another thirty minutes, until finally, this young guy walks up to me and says he’ll be doing the interview.”

“And, how did that go,” Quint asked.

“Worse. The guy clearly wasn’t pleased that I’d been dumped on him. He knew nothing about the position I had applied for and was simply going through the motions.”

“And probably taking it out on you,” I added.

“In spades,” Greg agreed. “He’s got this holier-than-thou attitude and a snotty tone of voice and there’s no doubt he’s pissed and doesn’t care if I know it. So, then, I can’t help myself, and I start to get hot under the collar. I know it’s stupid – and I tried to get a hold of myself – but I just lost it.

“This … this kid,” he clenched his jaw at the memory, “he was barely out of college, but I could literally feel the condescension oozing out of him. And, I wasn’t going to take it. Every time he asked me a question, I gave him a look that said I thought it was the stupidest thing I had ever heard.”

“And, how did that work out for you,” Quint asked, although her tone of voice made it clear we all knew the answer.

“Well, after maybe fifteen minutes of this back-and-forth, he just stops and stares at me. Then, he looks down at my resume and after skimming it for maybe fifteen seconds, guess what happens.

“He says ‘You’ve got a lot of years under your belt, don’t you?’. And, then, he puts this smug little smile on his face. He knew exactly what he was saying and so did I. The words weren’t there – he was too smart for that – but his body language and that wise-ass look left no doubt about it.

“The guy was calling me a loser because I was older than him. He couldn’t do my job, not by a long shot, but I was the one holding a resume. He was in, and I was out. And, he wanted me to know that put him in charge of the situation.”

Greg’s face had grown progressively redder as he recalled each insulting turn in the experience. By the time he had finished, I was actually worried he was going to pass out.

“Hey, remember,” I said, trying to release some tension, “we were the crowd that yelled ‘Don’t trust anyone over 30.’”

“Yeah, I remember,” Greg snapped back. “But there was a reason we said that. A big one. Those jerks back then, the ones over thirty, they were making decisions about our lives. What they were doing affected me – and you – but not them. We went to Viet Nam and got shot at. They sat in their fancy offices and got rich.”

“And, the kids today – at least most of them – don’t have anything like that to worry about,” Quint said to bring us back on track.

“They can’t even friggin’ imagine it,” Greg replied.

“These … these twenty-somethings, they’ve got it made. There’s nothing at all that threatens them. In fact, now that I think about it, I’m the one being threatened. By them. The over-30 jerks have been replaced by the under-30 jerks. One screwed us then; the other is screwing us now.”

“But, I don’t know if it’s an age thing so much as …”

“Then, what the hell is it,” Greg shot back at Quint. “This dimwit of a recruiter didn’t have enough experience to find the men’s room, and he was acting like I was the one who was lost and without a map.”

There was that damn word again, I thought to myself.

“So, how did he leave it,” Quint asked quietly. I could tell that she was trying to calm him down.

“Will you get a chance to speak to the hiring manager?”

“I doubt it,” Greg answered despondently. “With that kind of interview, they’ll probably never even let me back in the door.”

The anger bled out of his face before our eyes. One moment, he was the raging rebel, and the next, he looked like a prisoner of war, a man incarcerated with the shame of his own defeat.

“Hey,” I said. “You never know. The kid was a sub, so maybe the real recruiter will call you back in.”

“Hope springs eternal,” he replied, “but I’m not holding my breath. It’s been almost a week now, and I haven’t heard a thing. I suspect that’s their way of telling me it ain’t going to happen.”

“Well then, forget about them,” Quint said. “There’ll be plenty of other opportunities.”

Greg shook his head wearily.

“I used to think so. I really did. I wasn’t always this negative. But now, I can’t help myself. More and more, it seems like everything’s changed, like this is the way it’s going to be from now on. And, that makes me a two-time loser.

“What’s happening now isn’t any different than when I started out. First, I get shoved into the jungle in Nam and when I get back, people spit on me. Now, I’m getting shoved into another jungle at work, and I’m getting spit on again.

“We, the people our age, I mean … Boomers … we’re supposed to be the most self-centered generation in history, but that’s a bum rap. We’ve been on the outside looking in our whole lives.”

He glanced from me to Quint.

“Yeah, I know. The self-appointed pundits of the country will say that sounds like whining. It isn’t. It’s the ringing in their ears from getting too close to the truth.”


Chapter 8

The next day, I was back in my home office and still thinking about what had happened to Greg. It was late afternoon, and the graying sky matched my mood. Try as I might, I couldn’t reconcile his experience in the interview with what Constant was saying about Walden 4G. If everyone is a person of talent, how did Greg – how did I, for that matter – how did we both find ourselves so completely out of the loop? Sure, he had an appealing idea – who couldn’t like this democracy in the workplace he was preaching about – but that wasn’t what Greg or I was experiencing.

And, then, there was this crazy notion of his that Walden 4G was under attack. The whole Athens vs. Sparta is Wally vs. Green wich thing sounded weird to me. Especially if the reality of getting a job these days was closer to what Greg and I were seeing than to his utopia in America. I mean, where’s the danger to his so-called foul cats if we can’t even make it through an interview? The whole thing was starting to feel too much like a conspiracy theory, like Constant and his buddies were just another bunch of malcontents with a persecution complex.

No sooner did I come to that conclusion, however, than I felt a stifling blanket of disappointment slip over me. Be honest, I told myself. You want Wally to be real. You like what it stands for. And, if it’s not under attack, there’s no proof that it exists. Which could only mean it’s just a mirage. The refreshed sense of opportunity it signaled would be nothing more than a figment of your imagination. The truth is that you’re tantalized by Constant’s description of a more hopeful America, and you can’t stand the thought that it might be nothing more than a brief shuffle through the mind.

That’s right, I snapped back at myself. I do want Walden 4G to be real. I do need to believe that its hopefulness has substance. And, why not? Why should the best America can offer be a sleep-time fantasy? Why do we have to settle for the American Dream when we should be able to have the American Experience?

That querulous thought pushed me into action. I pulled my chair up to my computer, opened up my email account and pinged Constant to restart our conversation.

“Hey, Constant, you there?”

Several minutes passed while I imagined my message moving through a series of coded relays that would eventually route it to his Inbox and let him know I was trying to reconnect.

“Yeah, I’m here, Seth. It’s good to hear from you. I thought maybe you had decided that Wally was a little too outside the lines for you.”

“No, that wasn’t it. I just needed some time to try and process everything you said in our last conversation.”

“And?”

“And, to be frank, I’m confused. I like what you say about Wally’s guiding principles, but you have to admit, they take us way outside what we’re used to in the workplace. So, I’m having a hard time believing they’re even credible. And, the sick thing is that what would make them believable is if you were being attacked by those foul cats you mentioned. But, that’s where I get hung up. I can’t get my head around your claim that rich people in this country are out to get ordinary people like you. Or me. They’re too busy taking care of themselves to worry about us. And besides, what could they do? This isn’t Russia; it’s the USA. Even the worst of the foul cats aren’t going to be hiring thugs to knock me or you or anybody else around.”

“No, they aren’t. They’re beating us up in a different way, but one that’s no less hurtful. And, the proof is everywhere. All you have to do is look around at what’s happening in the country right now. But, most of us don’t. We just sit back and take it. The American people have become FDL.”

“FDL???”

“Fat, Dumb and Lazy.”

“That’s harsh.”

“Harsh, perhaps, but also absolutely honest. And, obviously it’s not true of everyone. But fat, dumb and lazy describes a lot of us. Maybe even most of us. And, because that’s so, the foul cats can chain us to their profit machines and work us like slaves. We’ve made it possible for them to use employment to indenture us. Which is exactly what they’re doing.”

“Whoa, Constant, you’re starting to sound like a latter day Marxist.”

“Then, I’m not being clear about what I think is going on. The foul cats are using our passivity to debase working men and women. They want employees in the companies where they invest to be the means of production, not members of the human race. So, they prattle on about the importance of workers, but they lock us into a system where we can’t work as people.”

That still didn’t help, but he went on.

“Walden 4G is trying to do exactly the opposite. We want to re-humanize workers.

We don’t see people as a labor force – that’s a 20th century notion tied to an industrial economy. We see them as a talent force with a revolutionary view of the economy. We don’t believe the 21st Century is an Information Age. If it were, we’d be in big trouble. Information can’t do anything for anybody in and of itself. So, the correct description is that we’re living in an Informed Age. When you have talented workers, they can put information to work and do something good with it.”

“O.K., so I’m a person of talent who knows how to use information on-the-job. How does that make me vulnerable to the foul cats?”

“When you’ve got a political system that’s still operating with an industrial era mentality, then you create an opening for those who view people as cogs. The Democrats are working overtime to protect unions, but the risk to unions doesn’t matter a wit to a talent force. The Republicans are working just as hard to protect corporate America, but the fate of companies is also totally irrelevant to persons of talent.”

I felt myself nodding in agreement.

“So, regardless of who’s in power in Washington, no one’s watching out for us – no one is standing up for the people who want to bring their talent to work with them. And, that vacuum is what gives power to the foul cats.”

He continued.

“The investment bankers and hedge funders have practically no constraints on what they do. Rather than being creative, however, they’ve simply dusted off a reliable, old American trick. The fat cats ripped off the fruits of our industrial labor. Now, the foul cats are following in their footsteps by stealing what we have rightfully earned (or could be earning) with our informed talent.”

“I don’t know, Constant. It seems to me that the wealthy may be benefiting from the system, but they aren’t actually in control of it. I think someone else is responsible for the mistreatment we’re getting. What I see are employers squeezing the life out of us. They don’t pay us enough to keep up with inflation – they act like a fifty cent raise in the minimum wage is going to bankrupt them – and then, they turn around and pay themselves the big bucks. It’s the hypocrisy in the c-suite that’s causing our problem.”

“A lot of business leaders are hypocrites, you’re absolutely right. But, they’re hypocritical puppets. Who do you think is causing them to act the way they do? It’s the foul cats.”

That was an angle I hadn’t considered. And, he had more to say.

“They invest in companies and then squeeze the executives to prevent any pay increases above the bare minimum that will keep workers coming in the door. And, in this economy, they can actually cut pay and people will still show up. So, the foul cats pressure these guys to do that too. Because the less the company pays out, the greater the return on their investment.

“Then, to add insult to injury, they go on business talk shows and claim that it’s all done in the name of free market capitalism. As they see it, you and I are supposed to work for free so they can get all the capital.”

“It sucks.”

“You’re right about that, but that’s not even the worst of it. The minimum wage is an artifact of an industrial era labor economy. It only makes sense if you believe that there are talentless people in the workforce who need the protection of the government. It’s a well meaning policy that denies the excellence inside all of us.”

“But, what about the FDLs? Don’t they need that protection?”

“Propping up a paycheck is not how you take care of working people. All that does is tide them over until the next recession. It buys them a little time, but it doesn’t do anything to prepare them for what they have to do. It doesn’t teach them how to take care of themselves. It doesn’t encourage them to find their talent or teach them how to put it to work. And, we in Walden 4G think that’s fundamentally abusive. It may be well intentioned, but ultimately, it creates a dependency that makes people vulnerable.”

“So, what’s the answer?”

“Like I told you before, we think everyone is a person of talent, and in an economy where that talent is informed, a minimum wage is simply irrelevant. It’s old think. It’s an artifact of a Department of Labor when what we really need is an entirely different approach to workforce optimization. What we would benefit most from is a Department of Talent. The only sure way to protect people from all those employers that are now hostage to the foul cats – the single best way to promote the general prosperity – is to show them how to work at their talent.”

I was intrigued with that idea, but before I could respond, my cell phone pinged to announce the arrival of a text message. I looked over at the screen and saw it was from my wife.

“It’s 6PM. Can you come downstairs now? We should continue our talk.”

Yes, we should, I thought to myself. I’d been caught completely off guard by an announcement … no, it felt more like a judgment she had made the other day. I’ve heard the phrase ‘a bolt out of the blue’ applied to such situations. This, however, had been much more than that. This had been a category 5 hurricane out of the blue.

I turned back to my keyboard to type out a quick message to Constant.

“I’m afraid I need to break off our chat. I just got a message from my wife that I need to respond to. I’ll get back in touch as soon as I can.”


Chapter 9

Sunday morning had been framed differently right from the start. My wife was normally a late sleeper, but she was already up when I rolled out of bed. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but in retrospect, I realize I should have seen that something was way off. I should have recognized that this day would be more than simply a departure from our normal routine. It would take us to an entirely new place.

I padded into the kitchen to get a pot of coffee brewed before going to look for Liz. We’ve been married for just over twenty-five years now, and from day one, my chore has been to start the coffee in the morning. It didn’t matter if it was a work day, a weekend or a holiday, if we were at home, I was the one who flipped the switch on the machine that made our morning grind.

Five minutes later, the machine gave a beep to signal the conclusion of its work. I nuked my fat free milk in the microwave – a trick to keep my coffee hot that my college roommate had taught me – filled my cup and then poured another for Liz. Finally, as I always did, I took a sip to set myself up for my ritual incantation: “Ah,” I said quietly to myself. “Java – the elixir of life.”

Properly fortified or, at least, so I thought, I went looking for Liz. I found her sitting in the den staring off into space. She was wearing a frown over her nubby white bathrobe, but that wasn’t unusual. We’d been quarreling a lot recently.

“You’re up early,” I said quietly.

“I needed to think.”

“I brought you some coffee.”

“Thanks.”

She wrapped her hands around the hot mug as if she were cold. Although she was pressed back into the recesses of the old tweed armchair, I could see that she had the robe cinched tightly around her waist. Her blond curls, which normally spilled out over its collar, were pulled back in a short pony-tail.

“You cold,” I asked, sitting on the sofa across from her.

“No. I’m fine.”

“So, what are you doing in here,” I asked. “I needed to be alone, to figure things out.”

I could feel the tension now. It was wrapped around her like a magnetic coil.

“Is something wrong?”

“Come on, Seth,” she replied irritably. “You know there is.”

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Us, of course. We do nothing but fight any more.”

I felt an angry retort rush into my mind. Before I could get the words out, however, I felt a spurt of caution steal their momentum. No good would come from launching a counterattack, I counseled myself. Just sit tight and see what else she has to say. And, after a moment or two of uncomfortable silence, she went on.

“You know,” she began, swiveling her gaze to look directly at me. “You’re always unhappy these days,”

“I’m unemployed. What do you expect?”

“You were unhappy before you got laid off.”

“And, how would you know that?” I didn’t mean to inject the snide tone that colored my words. It just seemed to come out of its own accord.

“I’m your wife, Seth. How could I not know it? I can feel it. You’re smoldering underneath and the least little thing – the TV news, for heaven’s sake – sets you off. Do you even realize that almost every night now, you sit in front of those shows and yell at whatever’s being reported?”

“Look at what they’re saying, Liz. The economy stinks. There’s crime everywhere. The country’s a friggin’ mess. And, who’s going to fix it? Huh? Who? Our leaders? Forget it. They’re either cowards or in somebody’s pocket. Our glorious private sector? No way. Companies either chew people up or throw them out on their ear. And, our experts? Hell, all they ever do is run us down. They’re now saying we’ll be the first generation in American history to leave a lousier world for our kids than the one we inherited. So, you tell me. What’s there to cheer about?”

“Screaming at an inanimate object isn’t going to change anything, Seth.”

“I’m not screaming at the TV, Liz. I’m … I’m reacting to the stupidity of what’s being shown there.”

“What does that even mean? To me, at least, it feels like you’re angry at everything. That you think no one can do anything right, and that includes me.”

“I’m not upset with you, Liz. I’m not. I’m out of work, and I’m dealing with that as best I can. It’s just frustrating to have to go through this, to have to deal with this kind of crap at my age. Can you even imagine what that feels like?”

“No, Seth,” she said softly. “I’m sure I can’t.”

“That’s right, Liz. You can’t. It didn’t happen to you. And, I don’t hold that against you. I don’t. I’m not complaining about you. But, you haven’t had to put up with the mindless rules and the petty bosses. You didn’t have to get up day after day and go off to some job you could barely tolerate. I had to, and I did. And, what do I have to show for it? A friggin’ pink slip.”

“Well, maybe I’m just getting in the way. Maybe what you need is some space, some … some … I don’t know … some time away from me to sort it all out.”

She fidgeted with a strand of hair that had fallen across her face, and I could see that her hand was shaking.

“Whaaaat …” My voice came out in a croak that mangled the word. I cleared my throat and started again. “What … what are you saying?”

“I’m saying,” she began, her voice barely a whisper. “That I think maybe we should separate for awhile.”

There it was. The category 5 hurricane – no, the extinction level event – out of the blue. I sat back on the sofa stunned. I knew she’d been upset over the past couple of weeks. I could feel the distance she’d put between us, but I thought it was just her pique over our last argument. But this – splitting up – it crashed into my chest like a bull rush. I felt as if I was gasping for air.

“Wha … where did this come from,” I stammered. “I mean, yes, I may have been a little on edge lately, but I’m out of work for christsakes.”

“I know you are, Seth. And, I realize that you’re under a lot of pressure. But, there’s something else going on, and it started way before you lost your job.”

“I don’t think that’s right, but even if it is, once I find a new one, I … we can talk about it. We can work it out.”

“Seth, we haven’t been talking to each other for months now. That isn’t going to change with a job. We’ve become two people who are just sharing the same house. That’s not a marriage.”

I felt the cold fingers of panic close around my throat. I didn’t know what to say, but I was also certain that I had to say something. I couldn’t just bow my head in defeat and let this happen. I didn’t want it to. I was desperate for it not to.

“O.K.,” I began. “O.K., look, I’m sorry – I really am – that I’ve been so … so distant. It’s just that I feel like I’m in a … I don’t know … like I’m in a war zone. I take shots all day long from the companies I talk to. So, at the end of the day, all I want to do is turn it off and hunker down.”

“What do you mean you take shots?”

“To my ego, to my self-confidence, to my sense of myself. And, who wants to talk about that, Liz? Who wants to sit down in the evening and say to their wife, guess what honey, you married a friggin’ loser.”

“You’re not a loser, Seth.”

“That’s not what the job market is saying, and that’s what I’m battling against every single day. And, I don’t know how talking about it will change anything.”

“But, isn’t that exactly what married people do,” she replied. “Share their problems with one another? I mean, isn’t that what a relationship is all about? A safe harbor where you can get the support you need. The support you deserve.”

“I guess so.”

“Well, clearly you don’t feel that I can do that for you. You may not even be conscious of it, but for me, it’s obvious. You don’t think I can or will help you.”

“That’s absolutely not true. I’m just … I’m an introvert. You know that about me. I’m not comfortable opening up about my problems.”

“Even introverts have relationships. They turn to others, depend on them, trust them just like everyone else.”

“Well …” I exhaled deeply.

One rationale after another raced through my mind. And, each was countered by the same conviction. I didn’t want to split up. I didn’t want to see our marriage fall apart.

“I’ll try, Liz. I really will. I don’t know how it’ll go, but I’ll give it my best shot. So, come on, let’s not separate. Let’s at least try and do this together.”

She looked at me, but it was obvious she was focused on her own thoughts. Behind that fixed expression, she was debating with herself, trying to figure out if I was sincere, if I really meant what I had said, and even if I did, what the prospects of success were likely to be.

I gazed back at her, hoping the sincerity with which I had tinted my plea and the resolution I now had stitched across my face would carry the day. I couldn’t tell if she had even noticed them, however, so I had no idea what she was thinking.

The minutes trickled by, moving at what seemed to be a viscous pace. I took a sip of my coffee which had grown lukewarm and bitter. A cheap novel would have called that foreshadowing, but I refused to go there. I wasn’t disappointed.

“O.K.,” she said a minute later, her voice soft but resolute. “O.K., let’s give it a try.”

That had been a week ago.


Fingerprint

“Despite high unemployment and a largely languishing real estate market, U.S. businesses are more profitable than ever, according to federal figures released on Friday.

U.S. corporate profits hit an all-time high at the end of 2010, with financial firms showing some of the biggest gains, data from the federal Bureau of Economic Analysis show. Corporations reported an annualized $1.68 trillion in profit in the fourth quarter. The previous record, without being adjusted for inflation, was $1.65 trillion in the third quarter of 2006.”

Huffington Post
 May 25, 2011




Chapter 11

The bar was noisy so probably a bad choice. It wasn’t far from our respective homes, however, and convenience had trumped atmosphere.

The three of us had felt a desperate need to get together outside our weekly meetings at the job club. Or, as one guy called it last week, the Joyless Luck Club.

The sessions had become depressingly routine and predictable. There was no inspiration to the presentations, just the mechanical how-to’s of resumes and interviews, networking and applications.

We were there physically – having staked out a duchy of three seats in the middle of a row towards the back – but our enthusiasm was absent. And, it was that missing piece of the program which led to our evening out on our own. Maybe a change in settings or in our liquid refreshment would help rekindle our ardor and replenish our hope.

As I pushed through the door, I saw Greg wave at me from a table in the back. It was squeezed between two other tables to the left and a third to the right, virtually ensuring that a private conversation was all but impossible. Nobody seemed to mind, however, because the bar’s soundtrack was a gabby grab bag punctuated from time-to-time by alcohol-fueled laughter.

Greg watched over his shoulder as I crossed the room. I was relieved to see that he had taken the seat which put his back to the door. It was a position that had always made me jittery and uncomfortable. There was no good reason for it – I wasn’t in the mob and had never been a spy – but still, I felt a weird vulnerability not being able to see what or who was coming at me.

“Hey Greg.”

“Hi, Seth.”

“Hi guys.” I turned around in surprise at Quint’s voice. She gave me a warm smile as she edged past me and slid onto the bench against the wall.

I waited a moment for her to get settled and then maneuvered awkwardly past the adjoining table and onto the hard vinyl surface next to her.

We handed our jackets over to Greg who piled them on top of his own on the seat next to him. Mine promptly slipped off and fell on the floor so he pushed himself gingerly out into the narrow aisle, picked it up and laid it back on the stack. When he looked back at us, I couldn’t help myself.

“Thanks for holding the table, Greg … I guess.” I glanced at our neighbors sitting in airline seat proximity to our left and right and shook my head. “Kinda’ like sitting in coach back here.”

“Yeah, but they serve free peanuts,” Greg countered.

“Oh, it’s fine,” Quint admonished and picked up the battered menu on the table. “What’s the house specialty here, anyway?”

“Well, from the look of things, it’s beer or beer. According to the menu, they offer a ‘robust selection’ of about fifty-three brews which, by my count, are mostly American with a few foreign types thrown in for world peace.”

The waiter chose that moment to arrive at the table. He was a tall fellow, probably in his early twenties. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing a Chinese figure tattooed on his forearm. His blond hair was bushy and unruly, but he had an amiable smile that held your eyes and dominated the impression left by his appearance.

“Hi folks. My name is Sven. What can I get you?”

The words were no sooner out of his mouth when the opening chords of Mellen-camp’s Ain’t That America blasted out of the jukebox. Almost immediately, what seemed to be the entire population of the bar started to sing along, as if it were their personal anthem. The percussion slammed into the three of us like a sucker punch, a physical jolt amplified by how unexpected it was.

I looked at Greg, he looked at Quint, and she slowly did a panoramic sweep of the crowd. We were isolated by the sudden tumult and our own silence as the flash chorus roared on. I could see lips forming words, but they were lost in the raucous, yet exultant din of the singing. It was an opaque curtain of sound, and yet, I could tell that everyone was reciting the same pledge. The affirmation made a joyful noise that was backed up with a strong bass of pride.

Minutes later, the song came to an end, and the crowd quickly returned to its spirited chatter. The united call to voice was replaced by a cacophony of individual conversations.

Sven smiled apologetically and gave us a little shrug. “Sorry. It’s kind of a tradition around here, singing along with America.”

He paused as if he knew we needed a moment to recover our equilibrium, and then asked again, “So, what can I get you?”

Quint was ready first. “Hi, Sven,” she said with the kind of exaggerated brightness that signaled her willingness to roll with the crowd’s little idiosyncrasy.

“Do you guys really only serve beer in this establishment?”

“Yep, we’re an old fashioned, honest-to-goodness American beer hall. Nothing fancy. Just straight ahead suds.”

“Interesting business model,” Greg replied. “You one of the owners?”

“I wish,” the young man replied. “No, I’m just working here while I wait for something to open up.”

“You’re a singer, then,” I asked, “or an actor or something like that?”

“Not with my voice,” he replied with a smile. “I used to get that a lot, though – the undiscovered star bit, I mean – but not so much anymore. Seems like there’s a lot of different people waiting tables these days. I actually graduated college last fall with a degree in history. I’m trying to find a job in communications.”

“So, you’re in transition,” Quint declared. She looked at Greg and me and added, “There’s a lot of that going around these days.”

“I’m not sure I’d call it that,” the young man replied. “I don’t feel as if I’m moving from one thing to something else. It’s more like I’m just trying to get started.”

“Well, I hope it happens for you and soon,” Quint said.

We ordered our beers and watched his back recede into the crowd.

“You have to feel for kids these days,” Greg said shaking his head. “It’s bad enough for us, but think about what it’s like for them. They’re all dressed up with no place to go. It’s gotta’ be a downer starting out and finding the store’s been closed.”

“This from the guy who was damning anyone under the age of thirty just a week ago,” I noted with a smirk.

“That was different. We were talking about that pompous kid who had interviewed me. He and Sven here are polar opposites.”

“How’s that,” I asked. “They’re about the same age. They’re both – what do you call them – Millennials.”

“I thought the term for their age group was Gen Y,” Quint offered.

“I think the two are used interchangeably,” I replied. “But regardless, they’re both the same generation.”

“Just because people are in the same generation,” Greg answered, “doesn’t mean they’re identical. The guy who interviewed me was a smug little creep. He’s got no real power in that company, but he’s definitely calling the shots with job seekers. That’s his little fiefdom. And, he thinks that makes him superior. That puts him on top of anyone holding a resume, but especially anyone who’s older than him.”

He bobbed his head in the direction Sven had taken back to the bar.

“That kid is probably just a couple of years younger, but you can tell he’s not screwed up the same way. Sure, we didn’t get a lot out of him, but his attitude was completely different. He didn’t see us as a bunch of over-the-hill Boomers. We were just regular customers.”

“And,” I added, “a potential tip.”

“Maybe so, but the point is, it didn’t matter to him that we were older. He was going to serve us exactly the same way he would serve someone his own age.”

“Yeah,” I replied, “but how do you know he won’t become just like that other guy when he finally lands the kind of job he’s looking for?”

“Well, I don’t, that’s true. But, the recruiter – he’s already got his job. So, there’s no mystery about him. He thinks he’s the master of his little universe, and he’s going to stick it to whoever he deems to be beneath him. Job seekers are at the head of that line, and job seekers over fifty are in front of them.”

Greg frowned as he pulled together his thoughts.

“This kid,” he went on, nodding again at Sven who was now taking orders at a table across the room.

“This kid is probably starting to feel hopeless. He’s probably worrying that he made a gigundo mistake. He swallowed the line about how going to college would set him up for a great career. He bought the gospel that getting a degree was going to give him job security. He probably loaded himself up with a ton of student loans and now look at him. He can’t get a job that he would want security for.”

He paused again and looked from me to Quint.

“We’ve convinced ourselves that we have these three tribes – these age-based generations – and you’re stuck with the one you’re born into. Read the papers or watch the news, and you’d think every single person in each tribe has no choice but to be exactly the same as every other member of their tribe. Basically, the pundits would have us believe we’re no longer a nation of individuals but, instead, are just a bunch of herd animals. And, these two kids prove that’s wrong. They may be from the same generation, but their … their sense of fairness, their connection to other people is as different as … as what … as the north and south poles.”

“Or, Wall Street and Main Street.”

“Exactly.”

“What bothers me,” Quint said quietly, “is the feeling he may have that the future is going downhill. We’re supposed to be giving our kids better opportunities than we had. That’s what this country is all about, right? We had it better than our parents, but kids today – at least a lot of them – they don’t have that to look forward to. Their generation is going to have it worse than we did.”

“Come on, Quint,” I said pushing back into the conversation. “You’re not buying into that pessimistic crap you hear on talk radio, are you? ‘America’s best days are behind it.’” I laced my voice with a heavy jowled tone to imitate the self-absorbed language of certain talk show pundits. “‘We’re becoming a second rate nation.’ ‘The American Dream has become the Chinese Dream.’ It’s all a bunch of BS, and you know it.”

“I agree, it’s been exaggerated,” Quint replied. “But you can’t deny the facts. More and more of the work in this country is now being done by someone else and somewhere else.”

“So, let the Chinese make stuff and pollute their country,” Greg put in. “Building a manufacturing economy is industrial era thinking, and the world has moved on. We’re in the Information Age now, and what counts is sharp minds, not strong backs.”

“That’s just not right,” Quint replied. “Manufacturing will always be important in this country, maybe not the way it has been in the past, but definitely as a key part of our economy. We can make computers and cell phones here instead of in China or Korea, but only if we have state-of-the-art production plants and super capable people working in them. And, we can do the same for other stuff that hasn’t even been invented yet. We just have to invest as much creativity and imagination in manufacturing as we do in computer programs.”

“Why bother,” I retorted. “I agree with Greg. Manufacturing cars and bathtubs is yesterday’s work. It’s the assembly line and union labor. Producing information is the only work with a future. It’s the thinking line and independent people.”

“Even if that were true, we’re a long way from being ready for that kind of economy. Our kids don’t score as high as kids in other countries on academic tests. They don’t have the knowledge they need to create information, let alone use it effectively. And, our R&D labs are filled with foreign workers because ours don’t have the skills that employers need. The only reason we’re still world class is because the rest of the world is doing the work we can’t do ourselves.”

“I don’t know about that,” Greg interjected. “Weren’t we just saying that we’ve got a lot of educated people – kids like Sven – and even they can’t find work? Sure, we need to upgrade our school system, but that’s not the whole of the problem. In fact, I think we could make our schools better and things wouldn’t change all that much. We’d still have a ton of unemployed people.”

“It depends on what you mean by better,” I countered. “We’ve definitely gotta’ up our game teaching kids the three R’s, at least the modern version of them, but that alone won’t do it. We also need to give them another R – reading, ‘riting, ‘rithmatic and reasoning. They need to be able to think about, to … to evaluate and do something useful with all the information they get.”

“Why is that a solution?”

“Because we’re not in an Information Age,” I said, pulling up Constant’s comments from memory.

“Stop right there,” Quint said. “A minute ago, you were agreeing with Greg.”

“I know, I know. It’s just that I’ve been exchanging emails with this guy on the Web, and I think he’s got it right. He says it’s not enough to be educated. We also have to make a difference with what we learn. We have to be able to move beyond what we take in – the facts and figures. I’m not saying we need more opinions, especially uninformed ones – we have plenty of those already. What we need is exactly the opposite. So, that is what we should be focusing on.”

“But, what is the that you’re talking about,” Quint asked irritably.

“It’s the application of information,” I said. “We’re not in an Information Age, we’re in an Informed Age. We have to be educated and have the know-how and the motivation to put that education to work. We need to have both. Education and – and the ability to leverage our knowledge, to apply it effectively on-the-job. Otherwise, all the information being created is worthless because we can’t or won’t do anything with it.”

“I’m still not following you,” Quint replied. “What do you mean, we’re in an Informed Age?”

Her question seemed to flick a switch and more of Constant’s words started to scroll through my mind as if they were on a mental teleprompter.

“We’ve always seen ourselves as a hard working country. We spend more hours on-the-job than people anywhere else on the planet. It’s always been our competitive advantage, but not anymore. What counts in today’s global economy isn’t effort, it’s excellence. You can work hard and still fail. So, what you have to do is perform at your peak. And, talent makes that possible. It’s the capacity for excellence. There are no guarantees, of course, because you don’t get them in life, but doing excellent work is the only way to give yourself a shot at success.”

“So, what are you saying,” Greg asked. “Do you think other countries have more talent than we do? Is that why we’re struggling so much?”

I had to think about that. A trailer with a billion industrious Chinese bent over their production tables ran through my mind’s projector. It was followed by similar shorts featuring workers in India and Korea. All of them were working away at their jobs with big smiles on their faces. And, then it hit me. The answer was right there in the images spooling through my head.

“I’m obviously not a guru on these things,” I began. “And, all the experts are saying that the Chinese economy is firing on all pistons, and so are the Indian and Korean economies and probably some others too. But … well, here’s what I think they’re missing. The experts are looking at numbers, at economic data. They aren’t looking at the people behind the figures. They aren’t taking into account that the workforce in each of those countries is completely different from ours.”

“That’s for sure,” Greg put in. “They’re willing to work twelve hours a day for a buck and a half.”

“No, that’s not what I mean.”

I paused to try and get my explanation organized into words. Then, I remembered something that could help.

“You both saw The Social Network, right? The movie, I mean.”

“Yes.”

“Sure.”

“Well, remember, right in the beginning when Zuckerberg is trying to impress his girlfriend … remember what he says. ‘There are more geniuses in China than the entire population of the U. S.’”

“Yeah, so what,” Greg asked.

“If we’re in an Informed Age – and I think I’m convinced we are – then, the country with the best talent wins. So, look at the Chinese or the Indians or the Koreans. They’re hard workers – formidable competitors – but there’s an aspect to each of their societies that makes them hugely vulnerable. They’ve based their economies on homogeneous workforces. It’s all Chinese or all Indian or all Korean. They practically enforce the segregation, and that means they’re competing with only one kind of talent.”

Greg knit his eyebrows together in a frown.

“So?”

“So, that segregation gives us an advantage, a big one,” I answered. “Think about it. For all our problems, for all of the unresolved issues we have around immigration, we have the most heterogeneous workforce on the planet. When someone has a new idea, they don’t go to China or India to make it real; they come here. When people are looking for the freedom and support they need to explore their imaginations or to create a company in a garage, they bang on our door, not on China’s or India’s or Korea’s.”

“Oh, come on,” Greg shot back, “that’s the civics version of an urban legend. The melting pot is a myth.”

“No, it’s not. Americans aren’t just one flavor. We have every kind of talent there is in our workforce. Our workers are German and Swedish and Italian and African and English, and they’re Chinese and Indian and Korean too. And, in a global economy that relies on talent, our heterogeneity gives us the edge. If we can unleash all that excellence, there’s no way even a billion Chinese geniuses can keep up.”

I stopped and smiled ruefully, first at Quint and then across at Greg. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get up on my soapbox.”

“No, that’s O.K.. I love your optimism,” Quint replied. “But, you and I both know that all the talent in the world doesn’t matter if it’s not developed. We can educate our kids and ourselves ‘til we’re blue in the face and still underperform. Maybe we’re not working in the right field or maybe we aren’t willing to do our best work, but in either case, we aren’t using our talent. And, that’s what I was saying before. That’s where we are today. We’ve got this big muscle of a workforce, and we’re letting it go to flab.”

“But, that’s fixable,” I exclaimed. “We’re not locked into mediocrity. We can turn ourselves around.”

“I know we can,” Quint acknowledged. “That’s not the issue. What we have to decide – and not just the pundits or the government, but all of us – we the people have to make up our minds that we will. Otherwise, it’s … well, it’s just hopeless.”

She looked at me and then Greg and shrugged. “You can lead Americans to the promised land, but you can’t make them fulfill their promise. Only they can do that.”


Chapter 12

The next day seemed to vindicate everything I had said to Greg and Quint in the bar. I was on my exercise bike in the basement, pushing my way through my daily bout with the age demon. The best I could do was fight it to a draw, but apparently the country was getting healthier.

I had a cable news station playing on the TV, and the anchor had just reported some good economic news for a change. For the first time in months, a bunch of companies had started to hire. Jobs were actually being created again in the private sector.

I knew it, I thought to myself. You can’t keep a good country down. The USA always comes through. It had taken longer than usual to get past this recession, but now, the race was on. Things were going to start to move and move fast, and I was determined to get my piece of the action.

I jumped off my bike, took a quick shower and hustled up to my office. That afternoon, I applied to six different jobs. As the sun set outside my window, I didn’t even feel tired. No, I was exultant. Euphoric. Despair had given way to certainty. It was only a matter of time now.

I spent the rest of the week expanding my job search campaign. I sent out over fifty resumes, emailed a dozen people who used to be coworkers, and visited at least that many corporate career sites. I clocked hours on the phone trying to network with new contacts and read research reports on potential employers until I thought my eyes would bleed. It was an enormous amount of work, but I felt certain it would yield positive results.

That optimism lasted barely a week. Seven days after all of that frantic effort, I took stock of my results. It was a pitiful score card. I hadn’t received a single response from an employer. Not one. And, there hadn’t been any messages from my contacts. My email box was empty; my voicemail box was silent. All totaled, I had batted zero for what was at least a couple of hundred. The high hopes with which I had started out came crashing down into a dank, debilitating pit of gloom.

I sat at my desk and, for the very first time in my life, began to doubt myself. It was as if I had been afflicted with a kind of spiritual degeneration. Like its macular counterpart, it kept me from seeing, not the world around me, but any hope within me. Maybe I wasn’t up to this challenge, after all. Maybe I didn’t have what it takes to get moving forward again. Maybe I just wasn’t a player any more.

It was at that point – when those fears began to yank at me like a desperate palsy – that I knew I had to get back in touch with Constant. All of a sudden, our conversation seemed less like a debate and more like a tonic for my jangled nerves. There was something affirming in the unwavering confidence of his perceptions – in his ability to parry every objection – that offered reassurance and even the prospect of relief.

I pulled up my keyboard, typed in the familiar email address and reached out across the ether.

“Constant, are you online?”

Several minutes passed, and then my Outlook reset and there it was: a message from sallyport@W4G.us.

“Hi Seth. I’m here.”

A visceral sense of security washed over me as I read his reply. ‘I’m here’ was obviously an objective statement, but for me, it was also a vow. The words seemed to curl around my mind in a swirl of reassurance.

In the time it took for a single heartbeat, I could feel myself relax. I was with a companion, an ally, who seemed to understand and, more importantly, to care.

This person I barely knew had somehow managed to create a safe spot for me, a judgment-free zone. I’ve never been to a shrink, but the sense of security I felt was what I imagined those sessions were like. A place where someone had your back so you could be yourself and kick at the shins of the secret shadows in your life.

“I’ve had a hell of a week.”

“You want to talk about it?”

“I don’t know what I want at this point. My job search is going nowhere, but I hate the image of me sitting around and whining about it. And yet, I can’t shake the feeling that the deck has all of a sudden been stacked against me. I’m not a complainer, but what I’m having to deal with – what’s going on in this country today – is just flat wrong.”

“It is wrong, Seth. But, it’s also wrong to beat yourself up over what it’s doing to you. No one saw this mess coming. Even the so-called pundits missed it.”

“I know that. At least deep down inside, I do. But, that doesn’t change the situation or how it’s affecting me. I still feel like I got sucker punched.”

“For whatever it’s worth, I’ve been there. I’ve had the same feeling. But, I can also tell you this: I’ve living, breathing proof that you can recover. You can recapture your self-confidence. You can get back on track.”

“Which is exactly why I’m here. I need that sense of certainty. I’m O.K. with the rules of the game changing, but I deserve to know what the new rules are. That’s what this country is supposed to be all about, right? Everyone gets the same rule book, everyone plays by those rules, and the person who performs best wins.

“So I’m not asking for any special treatment, Constant. All I want is my fair shot at the brass ring. You seem to be saying that Wally is the way to have that. So, please, fill me in. How are you guys going to get me back to the promised land?”

“Only you can do that, Seth. You have to learn how to make your own dream. All Wally can do – all it will do – is give you the curriculum.”

“Fine. I understand. It’s up to me. So, let’s get on with it. What’s today’s lesson?”

I needed him to feel my impatience. I wanted him to know, appreciate, respond to just how anxious I was to get around this bend in the road. I wanted to start and start now, so I took us back to where we had left off.

“The last time we were chatting, you said out-of-control investment types had be come a kind of modern day Sparta.”

“They have. Only, like I said, we call them ‘foul cats.’ They’re the banking barons and hedge fund hotshots who brought us the last recession and walked away richer than ever.”

“I get that. But not the Sparta bit. Why do you think these guys are out there gunning for you.”

“They aren’t gunning for me. They don’t give a damn about me or you or anyone else. Individuals aren’t their concern, that’s obvious. But, an organized group like Walden 4G is a very different matter. They see it as a threat.”

“And, why is that? Wally is hardly a terrorist group. It’s not building bombs or crashing planes. Much as I like what you’re saying about the group’s view of things, it’s pretty small potatoes. There’s not much chance Wally is going to change the world. Or, with all due respect, have much of an impact on it. You gotta’ admit, the stars would have to line up just about perfectly for that to happen.”

“Which is exactly what they’re worried about. They’re petrified that we’re going to run the board and succeed. Even the slightest chance that we’ll do it exposes them to risk. Because if we do pull off the changes we want, they know their little, pinstriped banana republic is over. So, they’re coming after us.”

“But, how are they doing that?”

I hoped he would sense the skepticism with which I had typed my question.

“They’re well connected. If they can pinpoint who we really are and how we operate, they’ll find a way to pull the plug. That’s why we use email for our communications rather than a social media site. If the government of Egypt can fuck up Facebook or Twitter, then you can be sure the foul cats (or someone they hire) can mess with them too.”

“Yeah, but Facebook and Twitter were also the places where the revolution over there got started.”

“That may be, but in this country, it won’t work. Less than half of the U.S. population has access to broadband, and without that, social media is a nonstarter. We’re trying to create a democratic revolution in American capitalism, so we need to be able to talk to everyone. It ain’t sexy, but old fashioned email lets us get the job done.”

“I’ll have to take your word on that. But, to come back to my original point, what could the foul cats do to stop you?”

“They can mess up the database where we store the information we’re gathering about employers. That database sits on a couple of secret servers – big, old computers located in several different places around the world – and if they can find them, they can shut them down and put us out of business. We’ll be people without a place to go.”

“That sounds a little too Jason Bourne for me, Constant. The Web is open to everyone and no group – not even one as plugged in as the Wall Street crowd – has the power to turn off the flow of information.”

“You’re living in fantasy land if you believe that, Seth. Governments do it all the time.

Look at Iran or better yet, look at China. If they can gag a Nobel laureate, then everybody else is easy pickin’s. And, if that’s true for governments, you can bet it’s even more likely to happen when the culprits are a bunch of rich guys with Gekko complexes.”

“But why, Constant? Why go to all that trouble? I know you guys are thinking big, but you and the others in Wally are hardly dangerous enough to keep the foul cats awake at night.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

“Fine. Enlighten me. What makes Walden 4G public enemy #1?”

“Do you know what a DoS attack is?”

“Haven’t a clue.”

“It stands for ‘denial of service.’ It happens when an individual or group attacks a target – a specific Internet site – to keep it from operating properly. The attacker might, for example, send so many requests for information to the site that it gets all clogged up and can’t respond to those who actually want to use it.”

“So, are you guys really just a gang of hackers, and that’s why they’re chasing after you?”

“You’ve asked me that before, and like I said then, we’re definitely not hackers. But, we are using a denial of service strategy to counteract what the foul cats are doing. Only, the service we’re denying them is the use of our talent. It’s simple really. Their investments are worthless if the organizations in which they put their money can’t perform. And, they can’t perform if they don’t have the talent they need to do work that’s competitive in the marketplace.”

“Come on, Constant. In today’s economy, there are plenty of people who will take a job no matter how screwed up the employer.”

“That’s true. But, what’s also true is that while the foul cats may live in little protected enclaves on private roads in Greenwich, the companies where they park their money have to conduct their business in the public domain. And, those companies are doomed if they don’t have world class talent.”

His message ended there as if he wanted me to focus on that last point. I reread the paragraph, but didn’t see what made it so important. He apparently thought that would be the case because his next message sent me off with a homework assignment.

“Let’s call it quits for today, Seth. What I’ve just told you is the secret sauce of economic disobedience. While there’s certainly a moral justification for our position, the bottom line is where we get our influence. That’s the key to our success. It’s what makes Wally more than just a bunch of whiney bloggers. So, think through what I’ve said, and see if it makes sense to you. I’ll answer any questions you have in our next chat.”


Chapter 13

I put the newspaper down and shook my head.

Forbes had just released its annual 400 Richest People in America list, and the results underscored everything that Constant has been saying. Although none of its residents grabbed the number one spot, Greenwich did put eleven people on the list – more than any other town in America. And, of those eleven, seven of them were hedge funders. The others ran publicly traded companies. The title of the article said it all – the burg had “A monopoly on billionaires.”

But, come on, I asked myself, what’s wrong with that? Isn’t making a ton of money the goal for most Americans? When you strip away all the economic mumbo-jumbo, isn’t that how most of us practice capitalism in the U.S. of A? So, what’s Constant’s beef with these guys? They’re just better at it than everybody else.

That’s not the point Constant is making, I reminded myself. It isn’t the outcome he’s arguing against. It’s the means they’re using – the way they acquire their wealth – that he finds objectionable. Just like the fat cats before them, these guys don’t care who they dump on, who they hurt or ruin as long as they take home the big bucks.

So, I asked myself, why would they be worried about some – what did he call it, some denial of service attack – that was supposed to make it harder for them to hire good workers? These guys don’t think they’re making investments in people. They put their money into things. Companies or pieces of them. And, the reason they do that is simple enough. It’s like the difference between buying and renting a house. One you own, the other you don’t. One you can do with as you like, the other you can’t. In fact, the plan Constant and his friends are trying to instigate proves that’s so. They see themselves as rebels in the workplace, and they’ve declared independence from the companies that employ them.

Does that mean they’re both trying to achieve the same thing? One has no interest in owning workers, and the other doesn’t want to be owned. So, what’s the problem? Are the foul cats and working people really at odds or are they just not communicating? There was no way to know the answer, at least that I could see, which left me right back where I began.

Dusk had settled in, so I reached over and turned on my desk lamp. The light brought a new perspective to the photos in the newspaper article. Just beneath the headline was a line-up of Greenwich’s leading citizen-capitalists. All of them were smiling, but even the fuzziness of the newsprint couldn’t hide the hardness in their eyes. The combination created a distance, one that seemed both calculated and comfortable, for every one of them.

It was as if they were party to some inside joke the rest of us were simply not smart or clever enough to understand. Maybe it was everything I’d been hearing from Constant, but I felt as if I were looking at members of a self-defined superior race, one that was so exclusive it only admitted those who could afford to put their names on college buildings and hospital wings.

That’s when it hit me. These guys think they are different from the rest of us. Not just richer, but a separate breed. A better bloodline. And, that exalted position empowers them to treat the people who work in the companies they own as property. They may not own us, but they believe they can treat us as if they did. To them, we’re vassals. We work their corporate stakes, but we do so only with their indulgence.

And if that’s true, then maybe there is something to Constant’s plan. If the foul cats need to use us like they use their property, then the laws of supply and demand may actually be applicable. If they depend on us to act as if they own us, then anyone who proposes that we behave independently is a threat to their business. And, maybe it would force them to be straight with us.

O.K., I countered, but isn’t that what unions have been doing for years? They use strikes by their members to force employers to treat workers better. How’s what Constant is doing any different from that?

I clenched my jaw in frustration. There were still too many unanswered questions, I concluded. Constant is going to have to make things a whole lot clearer if he wants to convince me that Wally has any chance of success. And, at the end of the day, that’s the issue. He said so himself. All this back and forth is just some supersaturated fancy – the steam from a hot cup of coffee – if there’s no way to make it happen in the real world.

Suddenly, the phone trilled and pulled me out of my thoughts. I looked at the clock on my desk and was stunned to see that over an hour had passed. Before I could make sense of that interval, however, the phone rang again and I knew that if I didn’t pick up now, it would roll over to voice mail.

“Hello.”

The receiver felt surprisingly cold against my cheek. I waited for a reply but none came.

“Hello,” I repeated. “Is anyone there?”

The caller’s response was still more silence. And yet, I knew there was someone on the line. We humans have developed a kind of extrasensory perception. We can literally feel when a person is on the other end of a telephone call, even if they don’t say a word. So, I was certain someone was there, and I knew they were listening even though they refused to answer me.

The longer this voiceless connection went on, however, the more uncomfortable it began to feel. Maybe I’d been watching too many crime dramas on TV, but all of a sudden, I felt the hair rise on my arms. We had passed an elbow in time, and the silence had somehow been transformed into a communication. The vacuum had been filled with a message.

The language they were using was inaudible, but I felt as if they were shouting at me. There was nothing to hear, but I knew exactly what they were saying. I was absolutely certain of it. They hadn’t uttered a word, but I was being told to watch out. No, it was more than that. This phone call was a warning. But, about what?

I racked my brain to isolate some offending action I had committed. I looked for some careless slight I had delivered. What had I done to trigger such a reaction? Who could I have upset so much that they would attack me in this way?

There were a lot of crazies out there, I reminded myself, and who knows what’ll provoke them. But, even if the offense was so trivial it was now lost in my memory, I couldn’t just ignore the call. It was too ominous. Too filled with dark uncertainty to just blow it off.

“Hello,” I said again, hoping my persistence would raise a response.

The silence went on like an empty echo.

“Look, I know you’re there. So, what do you want?”

I heard the nervous timbre in my voice and worried it would signal my growing anxiety to the caller. Minutes passed, and still, there was no answer.

I bit my lip and decided to try again to evoke a response. Only, this time, I was determined to let this mute communicator know I would not be intimidated.

“Hey buddy,” I began, “if you’ve got something to say, say it. Otherwise …”

The phone clicked like a silenced gunshot, and the call disconnected.


Chapter 14

“Hi, Constant. You around?”

The weird phone call last evening was still bothering me. It felt as if I had been invisibly assaulted, and the sting of it was pinching out everything else I tried to do. So, I had reached out to Constant, hoping that another chat with him would distract me. I didn’t want to discuss the call, but I did want him to start being clearer with me so I could at least make some sense out of what he was saying.

“Morning, Seth. How are you?”

“I’m O.K., but I’m still confused. I did my homework as you asked, and frankly, it didn’t clear much up. I feel as though I’m going round and round in circles.”

“That’s not unusual. This stuff takes some getting used to, at least at first.”

“Well then, clear it up for me.”

I wanted him to feel my pique. I was growing impatient with the pace of this little Socratic exercise.

“If you guys are waging the battle for working people, for example, how are you different from unions?”

“Unions are based on a labor-management mindset. Like I said before, that may have made sense a hundred, maybe even fifty years ago. Today, it’s carbon paper. Obsolete. What’s important now is talent, and with talent, we have something the foul cats can’t operate without. They can trade labor in and out – unions know that and call the replacement workers ‘rats.’ But, talent is something different. It’s unique to each person, and you can’t substitute for it or underbid it.”

“Even if that’s true (and I’m not sure it is), how does it give individuals – regular people like you and me – any power over employers?”

“That’s the irony of what we’re doing, Seth. We’re using good, old fashioned capitalism against the capitalists. We’re armed with a market shortage. There isn’t enough talent to go around right now. And, that reality changes the power dynamic. If China can push the world economy around by controlling the distribution of rare earths, we can push back at the foul cats with rare talent.”

“You can keep talent out of their investments?”

“Absolutely. If the foul cats risk their money on company X and then force that company to mistreat its employees, we can deny it the talent it needs to compete. We can turn a bad company into a hollow enterprise.”

I turned that idea over in my mind. It wasn’t at all clear how they would do it, but I guess, in theory at least, it was possible.

“I think I see your point. Top performers do have their pick of employers. So, if they refuse to work for the companies where the foul cats have invested, then those companies won’t be able to match up against their competitors.”

I paragraphed at that point to focus him on my question. Theory was fine, but reality was the metric that determined something’s worth.

“But how does it work? How do you know which companies to abandon and which to support?”

“That’s the WMD of Walden 4G. It’s what gives us a fighting chance even though the foul cats have us way outgunned. We’ve banded together so we have enough eyeballs on the marketplace to see a lot of what they’re doing.”

“I’m sorry, Constant, but you’ve lost me again. I get that you guys aren’t hackers. But, what do you mean when you say you’ve ‘banded together.’ Isn’t that what unions do?”

“We couldn’t be more different. First, we aren’t a membership organization, so we aren’t charging people dues. But more importantly, our weapon is relevant to the times. What we need today isn’t collective bargaining, it’s collective intelligence. And that’s the second difference. Our virtual community gives us the power of persistent access to information, and we use that information to determine which companies will have all the talent they need and which will go begging. That’s part of what I mean when I say we’re living in an Informed Age.”

“But, how does it work?”

“You’ve heard of Free Agent Nation, right?”

“You mean the book?”

“Yeah.”

“Sure. I didn’t read it, but I think the basic idea was that workers in the U.S. are turning into free agents. We’re all going to work for ourselves and be independent, one-person companies, like Me, Inc..”

“That was the basic theme. But, to our way of thinking, the book only got it half right.

Most Americans don’t see themselves as free agents, but as ‘freed agents.’ They do want to work for themselves but they want to be employed by somebody else. They aren’t looking to operate as a single, stand-alone business, but rather as a standout performer – as a singular, sought-after contributor. So, that’s our game plan. The people of Wally are determined to be so good at what they do that employers will compete to hire them. And, that competition puts us in the driver’s seat.”

I’d come to accept that Constant’s messages would have a kind of rehearsed quality about them, at least from time-to-time. His use of alliterative phrases was a good example of that. Single, stand-alone business and singular, sought-after contributor were hardly the stuff of normal conversation. They were just too finished to be spur of the moment.

Normally, it would have put me off or at least made me question just how genuine he was, but after thinking about it some, I decided to let it pass. I didn’t feel as if he was trying to lecture me. He probably just talked about this stuff so much, it was hard not to lapse into a well-worn patter. So, I typed out a reply and sent it off to him.

“That sounds good in theory, but how does it work in the real world? What’s the process that turns this shortage of talent into power? Walk me through how you actually do it.”

“That’s the magic of Wally. We operate an intelligence network that keeps track of employers. There are plenty of sites online where you can find the dirt about a company. What we have is a database of positive information. Not the marketing BS on the corporate career site or the PR fluff the CEO spouts. But the real values of an employer – the way it actually operates. That’s what we collect.”

“And, you store the information in that database you were talking about?”

“That’s right. We’ve collected intelligence on hundreds of thousands of employers. And, we add new ones every day. So more and more, we know which companies treat their employees with respect and give them the support they need to do their best work. In essence, we can pinpoint where the foul cats aren’t corrupting employment. That situation can change, of course, so we’re also constantly updating our files to make sure they can be used effectively by our members.”

“And, how do they do that?”

“Once we have the best employers identified, we collect as much data as we can on their priorities, their culture, their leadership style.

“For example, we know which organizations operate with a hierarchical structure and which ones are flat. We know where the work is done mostly in teams and where employees are expected to work independently. Then, each of us uses those insights to find a match with our own personalities and preferences, and that’s where we go to work. In other words, we never do a job search – that was a 20th Century idea. We search for career advancement opportunities – that’s the key to success in this century.”

“But, why go to all that trouble? Why not just use one of those Best Companies to Work For lists?”

“Because those things have been co-opted by the companies. They so spruce themselves up to look good for the list-makers that it’s practically impossible to tell what’s fantasy and what’s real. Our database has been developed by our own people, by those who are actually working inside the companies. They aren’t primping for some corporate contest, but instead, they’re recounting what really happens in the workplace. We’re kinda’ like the Zagat of employers only we don’t publish the information we collect.”

“So, why would the money types object to that?”

“Well, like I said, each of us uses Wally’s information to shop for the best employers for us. And, if a company’s sole motivation is the bottom line, if all it cares about is the next quarter’s earnings, it can’t be – it simply won’t be – a good place for talented people to work. And, thanks to our members, more and more people in this country are now starting to understand that. They’re beginning to realize that they’ve been born with talent and that they deserve to work where their talent will be respected and supported. We help them do that. We let them pinpoint the employers where they’ll thrive. Which means we also enable them to avoid the employers where they won’t.”

“So, you help people make smart employment choices.”

“Right again. What the foul cats are upset about – the reason they’re trying to shut us down – is that we’re undermining their investments by highlighting the alternatives to them. We’re shining a light on the places that don’t practice feral capitalism. We’re showing people the pathway through the litter box, and that pisses the hell out of the hotshot bankers and hedge fund managers, at least the ones that practice feral capitalism. Because they make their money by dumping on the people who work in their investments.”

“So, you’ve got them painted into a corner. They have to come after you guys.”

“If they want to survive, they do. They can hear the thunder of talent rushing out of their lousy companies, so either they shut down what’s causing the stampede or they’ll be left with nothing but the stink of their own spoiled bets.”
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“JPMorgan Chase (JPM), the second-biggest U.S. bank by assets, said profit rose 67 percent to a second straight record as provisions for bad mortgages and credit-card loans tumbled. First-quarter net income climbed to $5.56 billion, or $1.28 a share, from $3.33 billion, or 74 cents, in the same period a year earlier and from $4.83 billion, or $1.12, in the fourth quarter, the New York-based company said today in a statement.”

Bloomberg
 April 13, 2011




Chapter 15

“Hey, Greg, how’s it going?”

I smiled at my friend as he walked up, pressing his name tag against the lapel of his sports jacket.

“These damn things either don’t stick or curl up so much you can’t read ‘em anyway. Must have been made in China,” he finished with a growl.

The offending badge fluttered to the floor as he pulled his hand away. It came to rest stuck defiantly to the toe of his shoe, generating a burst of irritation from its owner. He kicked at the offending label but it hung stubbornly to its new home.

“The hell with it,” he said as he stooped over and plucked it off. “I prefer to remain anonymous at these things anyway.”

“So, whatuva’ you …”

“Ain’t America great,” he spat, wheeling his gaze around the room. “Look at all these fine, upstanding members of the Joyless Luck Club. Or, as our friendly recruiters like to call us, the Late Night Loser’s Show.”

“Whoa,” I said. “What set you off?”

“Life,” he snapped.

“Come on,” I replied. “Things could be worse. At least the Giants are winning.”

“Sad isn’t it,” he answered. “The only thing that’s positive in our lives these days is a football team. The Commies had their opiate of the masses. We have fantasy sports.”

“Man, that’s dark. Did something go wrong last week?”

“Nope. Unless you consider the same old BS wrong, in which case, it would be accurate to say that my job search has become a total friggin’ disaster.”

“No leads, huh?”

“No leads, no interviews, no offers. The box score of a loser. I’m worn out. Here it is the bottom of the ninth, and I’ve got no juice left. Kinda’ makes it hard to believe a comeback is possible.”

“Come on, Greg. You don’t believe that. Yeah, it’s bad out there, but you’ve still got a lot going for you. It’s just this lousy economy. When it gets better so will you, so will all of us.”

“That’s the line I keep feeding myself. But man, I gotta’ tell ya’, it’s getting stale. I’ve been looking for a long time, and every day that goes by is another tick on the time bomb. You read the same papers I do, being unemployed is the kiss of death. It not only puts you out of work, it puts you further and further behind the pack. I feel like there’s an expiration date on my back, and nobody will hire me because it’s getting so close.”

“Then, go back to school,” I said. “Take a course online. Do something that will show them you’re still in the game.”

“Damn it, Seth, I shouldn’t have to do that,” he retorted. “I’ve got over twenty-five years of experience. I know how things work. I’m not some book smart, wet behind the ears twit who is clueless about the real world. I can get stuff done.”

“But maybe that’s not coming through on your resume, what you’ve got to offer, I mean”

“Besides,” he went on, his anger carrying him from thought-to-thought. “I’m not asking for something I don’t deserve. I’ve paid my dues. I’ve earned my seat at the table.”

“I understand that,” I said. “But, everything’s changed now. The table is a different shape.”

The metaphor seemed to work, so I went on. “What used to be rectangular is now round. So, no one – not you or me or anyone else – gets to take a seat without making some adjustments. It’s not an insult; it’s just – I don’t know – it’s just evolution.”

“Screw evolution,” he fired back. “I’m fifty-eight years old. For the last twenty-five years, I’ve done everything my employers asked me to. I put up with the bullshit and kept my nose to the grindstone. I played by their silly ass rules, and I didn’t rock the boat. And, what did it get me? Here it is the eleventh hour, and now, they expect me to … to evolve, to turn myself into something I don’t wanna’ be? Gimme’ a friggin’ break. You and I both know an old dog can learn new tricks, but we shouldn’t have to.”

“Hey,” I said trying to tone down the discussion. “Don’t shoot the messenger. I agree the situation stinks, but it is what it is. You can’t just ignore it.”

“Oh, yes I can.”

“What good would that do, Greg? How is refusing to accept what’s happening gonna’ be good for you? I was talking to this guy the other day. You know what he calls people who won’t adapt? He says they’re FDLs – fat, dumb and lazy. That’s not you. You know it isn’t.”

“Your friend can take his FDLs and shove ‘em in the place where the sun never shines. I’ve got rights, and I’m not gonna’ give them up. I’m a citizen of this country. I should be able to earn a living. That’s the American way.”

“No one’s guaranteed a job, Greg.”

“I know that. That’s not what I’m saying. I’ve changed jobs before. I’m willing to play that game. But, I’m not gonna’ make myself into something I’m not to do it.”

“Why are you falling on your saber over this? How’s it gonna’ help you get another job. You’re absolutely right. You’ve got a lot of great experience, but you’ll never get a chance to use it if you don’t repackage it and repackage yourself for today’s reality.”

“Oh, so you’re saying it’s just a matter of putting myself into some new kind of shrink wrap? Gussying up my resume, is that all it takes?”

“You and I both know it’s not that simple,” I replied quietly. “If it were, we’d all have jobs by now. No, I’m talking about the person behind the resume. How did the speaker last week put it? ‘Employers are no longer hiring qualified people.’ They want something more. And, what that is, he said, isn’t someone who’s overqualified. It’s someone who is ultra-qualified. Companies today want to employ people who can do the work and will do it in a superior way. It’s the difference, he said, between seeing your job as limited to some position description and seeing it as an unlimited opportunity to contribute – to have an impact.”

I was surprised to see the anger lance from his face as I finished. It can’t have been that easy to convince him, I thought to myself. He was too upset, too deeply stuck in his outrage to have calmed down so quickly. And sure enough, a dark scarring of pessimism crept across his features. He grimaced and shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said softly. “It’s all starting to feel like I’m on the outside looking in. Hell, I don’t get what they’re talking about half the time on news programs these days. I don’t Twitter, whatever that is, and I sure as hell don’t have or want a page on the Facebook. And now, they’ve come out with this new software in my field. And, they’re using terms and talking about stuff I’ve never even heard of. It just seems like I was doing fine one day, and I woke up the next and what I do – the kind of jobs I work in – my profession for christsakes … everything’s changed and been turned into something weird.”

“Yeah, I know what that’s like. You feel as if the ground is shifting under your feet. So, all of a sudden, your foundation is gone, what you thought you could count on isn’t there anymore. But, it’s the same for everyone, Greg. No one gets a pass on what’s happening. But, here’s the thing. All this new stuff, it’s not beyond you or me. We can learn it. Everyone can. We’re not dead from the neck up, we just …”

“I know that,” he snapped. “But, you’re missing my point. I don’t want to learn it. And, in my humble opinion, I shouldn’t have to. I worked hard to come up through the ranks. No, that’s not right. I busted my ass. So now, I should be able to coast a little. But oh no, the great powers that be, they want me to start all over again. They think I should go back to school like some nineteen year old, snot-nosed kid.”

“I’m not saying it’s fair … or makes any sense,” I said. “You’re right, it isn’t what we signed up for. But, what’s the alternative? You can’t just throw in the towel. You’ve got to keep living; you have to go on. So, you do the only thing you can. You suck it up and put one foot in front of the other.”

“That’s all very American, Seth. There’s just one problem. We’re supposed to be the ‘can do’ nation right? Bullshit. I can still do a lot in my field, but employers won’t give me a chance. They’re telling me I can’t do … that I no longer have what it takes to contribute. So, where’s that leave me? Out on the fucking bricks with no place to go, that’s where. You show me how that’s the ‘land of opportunity.’ Like hell it is.”

The words were angry, but his eyes told a different story. They were dulled with hurt, with the oppressive ache of betrayal.

I knew the feeling. It had overwhelmed me too in the first days after I was laid off. The knowledge that you’ve been played … made the fool by your naiveté, your guileless belief in fairness and reciprocal loyalty in the workplace – darkened your every waking moment. And yet, there was no way to describe it to those who had not been affected. They couldn’t relate to it by listening to the news reports about layoffs or fathom what it was like even if they knew someone who had themselves been tossed out of work. The experience, this miasma of guilt was beyond what anyone could possibly imagine, and those who were untouched would, as a consequence, never truly understand it.

To them, the condition was a make-believe illness, a state more of the mind than of reality. But, I knew that to be irreducibly wrong. This was a fibromyalgia of the soul. It produced a chronic ache of despair that ate away at your reserves of confidence and depressed your self-esteem. Worse, it stole your ability to know what was ahead.

As with its physical counterpart, there was no logic to how the condition would progress or what its final outcome would be. For reasons unknown, I still believed I could pull myself out of it, free myself from its dark net of shame, but my friend – this sojourner of mine in the job market – he was clearly not so lucky. He showed every sign of being one of those who were resistant to recovery.


Chapter 16

“Constant, I feel like we should know each other better. We’ve been carrying on these chats for weeks now – and I look forward to them – but I know next to nothing about you, and you know just as little about me.”

It was several days after our last exchange. I had spent the interval thinking about the unsettling yet exhilarating philosophy of Walden 4G. Economic battles were the signature of oppressed countries. They didn’t happen in America. We had it all figured out. Our workplace was the envy of the world. But, what was that workplace doing to us? Was it really a place where dreams come true? More and more, a lot of us weren’t so sure. At least, that’s what the polls said. Put a hundred Americans in a room today, and two-thirds will say the country’s a mess. So, what was the truth? The more I thought about it, the more uncertain and confused I became.

I understood the mechanics of what Constant was espousing, but the goal, the end state seemed almost surreal. Stripped of all the explanations and rationales, what he was talking about was a revolution. Walden 4G was out to change everything that goes on between employers and employees. It wanted to reset that interaction permanently, make it dependent upon a new frame of reference so the parties would be equal. They may have given themselves a lighthearted nickname, but they were enlisted in a deadly serious campaign.

If they pulled it off, their revolution would turn the American economy upside down. It would usurp the power of investment bankers and hedge fund managers. It would pry their grip off the throats of employers. It would establish a more perfect workplace. It would reaffirm and revitalize the American Dream. And, it would do all that without firing a gun or burning tires in the streets.

Wally’s members were prosecuting a well mannered revolt. There would be no theft of confidential formulas and no WikiLeaks exposé of corporate secrets. Theirs was a more vital attack. They were operating on the corporate body. They were cutting through the epidermis of carefully crafted reputations and folding back the protective tissue of fully vetted press releases. The people of Walden 4G were peering into the beating hearts of enterprises everywhere to see which had been infected by feral capitalism.

It was, I told myself, a perfectly legal and, in many respects, ingenious strategy. The resulting disruption, however, would inevitably be huge. The work experience in this country would be forever transformed. Walden 4G would, for the first time in our history, give Americans the rights and responsibilities of economic citizenship. They would no longer be indentured to their employers, but would instead, be freed men and women. They would be able to pursue a path in the workplace that made sense for them and left them feeling good about themselves.

That notion was so compatible with our national self-image, so intrinsically democratic that I found myself yearning, wishing, hoping for it to be true. And yet, at the same time, I realized that, while the possibility of it was real enough, its actuality hinged on one factor that, in my mind at least, was still un-proven: Constant’s fixed opinion about the nature of people. Could every single one of us actually be a person of talent? And, no less important, were we really willing to take that talent to work with us?

I was still turning those questions over in my mind when Constant’s reply appeared in my Inbox.

“Who I am isn’t important, at least, not for this discussion. We’re talking about you, Seth, and we know a lot more about you than you realize. We’ve done our homework. We’ve put together a pretty thick file on you and your career. We used the Web – not in a creepy way, but more like the research a headhunter does – to learn as much as we could about who you are and what’s important to you. We pulled together everything that was out there, and based on that, we think you might be a good fit with our community. But, whether or not that comes to pass is completely up to you. And, you should base your decision not on who we are but instead, on what we stand for and how we take that stand in the world.”

“So, what you’re saying is that I should put together a thick file on Wally.”

“Turn about is fair play. But, more importantly, that’s the very kind of behavior we espouse. Just as we have a right to know about employers, you have a right and, we believe, a responsibility to know about our group.”

“I appreciate the invite, but to be totally frank, I’m not sure I want to spend the time it would take to check you guys out. No offense, but why should I have to do that? Isn’t it your job to fill in the blanks? You’re asking me to take a huge leap, yet I know practically nothing about you people. Everything you’ve said so far sounds good, but how do I know you practice as individuals what you preach as a group. There’s a lot of ‘Do as I say, not as I do’ going around these days.”

“A healthy dose of skepticism is clearly the order of the day. Employers have made an art form out of not walking the talk, so we expect you to be cautious. In fact, we’d be worried if you weren’t.”

“So, enlighten me.”

“Companies have been huffing and puffing for years about the importance of their employees, and a lot of us have bought their line. But now, we know the truth. It was there to be seen all along; we just chose to ignore it. Until the so-called Great Recession came along.

“That disaster changed everything. We know now that the pretty words were nothing more than another kind of insidious investment. All those employers were spending was verbal capital. Or, what you and I call hot air. The nanosecond a company sees any threat at all to its precious quarterly earnings or its bottom line, it’s going to renege on everything it’s said and dump all over us.”

“With all due respect, that’s exactly my point. If other organizations – employers – can act that way, so can you. The threat may be different – it might be the prospect of being exposed as a malcontent instead of being laid off – but the outcome would be the same. Ordinary people like me would be left holding the bag.”

“That’s true.”

“So, what am I supposed to do? How do I know that Wally is different? How can I get some confidence that your organization will actually act the way you say it will?”

“Did you see the press release from DOL yesterday?”

“DOL??”

“The U.S. Department of Labor, or more accurately, the Department of Yesterday’s Workforce. Unfortunately, the politicians in Washington have kept its policies firmly facing backwards. They’re a bunch of sophists pushing a union agenda. But, the staff there is a different story. They do a lot to help people in the workforce, and they produce some amazing data. Instead of learning from that data, however, the pols manipulate it to support their preconceived ideas. They have the facts but won’t acknowledge them. Walden 4G is right there before their very eyes, but the people in charge are so stuck in their ruts they can’t see it.”

“What facts?”

“The economy still seems hopeless for a lot of us, yet individual initiative is growing. In the middle of one of the lousiest economies we’ve ever had, people are starting to move on their own, and there’s data to prove it. Some are with us in Wally and others are just good, old fashioned independent Americans. But, all of them are stepping forward to act as freed agents. That’s not my opinion. That comes from DOL’s own Bureau of Labor Statistics. It found that for one period of time – between February and April of 2010, to be exact – more Americans resigned from their jobs than were laid off. Two million people resigned, and 1.7 million were laid off.”

Constant’s message ended there, which was a good thing. I needed a moment to get my head around the implications of his revelation. I reread the words and was just as shocked the second time through. The behavior they described was a startling departure from the norm, if it was true. As I turned that question over in my mind, another message arrived from Constant.

“Now, think about what that development means. Basically, it’s saying that, for an admittedly brief but still measurable period of time, a group of people equal to the population of Houston had the courage to act as freed agents. They saw themselves as persons of talent, and they were determined to go out and pick the best employers for their success, not the other way around.”

“I’m finding that hard to believe, Constant. No one quits in this economy. There’s way too much risk involved.”

“Change has a huge pucker factor, there’s no doubt about that. But persons of talent feel an obligation to themselves. They’ve been given their talent as a gift, a special capability inside them that’s unfinished. It’s a part of who they are and what defines them as an individual. And, because it is unfinished, they believe they have a responsibility to develop and perfect it. They see their life’s work as a way to express and experience as much of their talent as they can. And, if one employer can’t or won’t provide a way for them to do that or, worse, gets in the way, there’s always another employer in line, hoping to hire them.”

“Then, why aren’t more of us doing it. Two million people seems like a big number, but compared to the whole workforce, it’s barely a drop in the bucket.”

“That’s a fair point. But, what’s happening now is just the beginning. As more and more people become aware of Wally and understand the promise of its philosophy, our numbers will grow. And, the more of us there are, the more we can either make the foul cats treat us right or ruin them.”

“But, why you? Why is Wally taking on this fight?”

“Who else is going to do it? You can’t rely on the government or the justice system. Look at what they did or, more accurately, didn’t do with Dickie Fuld, the CEO of Lehman Brothers, or Joey Cassano, the credit default swap king at AIG, or Big Angie Mozello, the head honcho at Countrywide Financial.”

Three years ago, I wouldn’t have had any idea who those guys were. But now, now anyone with a pulse knew their names. Their fingerprints were all over the economic mess in this country.

“According to news reports, these guys were the poster boys for all the foul cats who caused the last recession. Their greed and recklessness threw millions of people out of work, and what did the pols in Washington do? Nothing. Nada. They’re too busy sucking on the corporate tit. So, we’re back to the wild west in this country. We have to take justice into our own hands.”

“I don’t mean any disrespect, Constant, but it’ll never work unless you get to critical mass before the foul cats get to you.”

“I don’t disagree.”

“So, answer my question. Why aren’t more people joining your cause?”

There was no immediate reply which surprised me. I let a minute or two pass and then looked under my desk to make sure my Internet connection was still good. The green lights told me I was still online, so I clicked Send/Receive and his message popped up in my Inbox.

“That’s the issue isn’t it? Why aren’t more people recognizing that they have talent and why aren’t they making it the center of their career?”

His dissembling response left me frowning. I don’t like rhetorical games. I don’t appreciate the subliminal one-upmanship involved. If you’ve got a point, make it. Don’t make me do the work.

“And the answer is …”

“People don’t see their own talent because they’ve been led to believe they don’t have any. They’ve been conditioned by our school system and culture to see themselves as three-fifths of a person.”

“Come on, Constant. You’ve flipped on your melodramatic switch again. Slavery’s over.”

“Is it? Think about what happens in grade school. Our educational system teaches kids that some people have what it takes and others don’t. We place those who have an academic aptitude into Gifted and Talented programs, and segregate everyone else into a group which, by definition, is the unGifted and unTalented. We make one class feel privileged and every other class feel left out.”

“I hadn’t thought about that, I admit. But, you can’t deny that some kids are smarter than others. Shouldn’t we be doing everything we can to develop the smart ones?”

“Of course. But, we have to do it in a way that doesn’t tell all the other kids that they’re the Worst and Dimmest in our country. Because they’re not. Talent encompasses more than the core subjects of elementary and high school. People can excel in a lot of different ways, and every single one of them is worthy of respect and development.”

“Isn’t that what the vocational track in high schools is all about?”

“That very term signifies how our culture pushes talent into the background. Schools tell our kids they’re either smart enough to go to college or they’re not and need to find a trade. Now, I have great respect for the trades, but absolutely no effort is made to find their talent or even to acknowledge that it exists.”

“But, is it a school’s job to do that, to get into the business of helping kids find their talent?”

“It’s all our jobs. Schools, parents, communities, the government. We all need to focus on enabling each and all of us to excel. Before the rise of global competition, we could get away with working with most of our talent tied behind our backs. Today, we can’t.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“The U.S. isn’t going to continue as the world’s economic leader because our kids get better scores on tests than kids in other countries. We’re going to stay #1 because more of our population – and in the best case, all of it – performs at their peak. Education, knowledge – they’re obviously important to doing that, but even the best schooling in the world can’t create success if people aren’t working at what they love to do and do best. That’s the difference between a workforce of well developed persons of talent and a workforce of book smart drones. One brings creativity and imagination to their work, while the best the other can do is play copy cat. The U.S. has the potential to be the first. China – the bogeyman du jour – the best it can hope to achieve is the second.”

“But, you were just saying that most Americans aren’t working at their talent.”

“That’s right.”

“How do you know?”

“The proof is in how they think about their careers right now. If they were working at their talent, they’d be engaged and happy, and they’re neither. There was a large poll taken in the American workforce in the 1990’s and then a similar one conducted just a couple of years ago. Both of them produced the exact same result. Nine-out-of-ten Americans reported that they daydream at work about quitting their jobs to do something else, something they would find more interesting and rewarding. What they’re really saying is that they’re yearning to work at their talent.”
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“At a time most employees can barely remember their last substantial raise, median CEO pay jumped 27% in 2010 as the executives’ compensation started working its way back to prerecession levels, a USA TODAY analysis of data from GovernanceMetrics International found. Workers in private industry, meanwhile, saw their compensation grow just 2.1% in the 12 months ended December 2010, says the Bureau of Labor Statistics.”

USA Today
 April 4, 2011




Chapter 17

“I had a second interview.”

The words gushed out before I even had a chance to sit down. She smiled selfconsciously.

“I couldn’t wait to tell you.”

Quint and I were meeting in a Starbucks two exits down the highway from our homes. It was also the center point in a dreary strip mall that featured the flotsom of modern American life: a fast food restaurant, a drug store, a nail salon and a liquor store.

“That’s terrific, Quint.”

I smiled at the happiness that had burst across her face like a time-lapse photo of a flower.

“And, how’d it go?”

“It’s hard to tell for sure with these things,” she said, trying hard to regain her professional composure. “But, they seemed to really like me, and I … I liked them too.”

“So, you’re thinking you’ll take the job if they offer it?”

I had no doubt that she would, but pretending that the issue was open seemed to be the correct way to confirm it.

“I might, I just might.”

She frowned in concentration and then went on in a more business-like tone.

“I still have a couple of questions, but I’ve certainly been impressed so far. The position’s very interesting and what I’ve learned about the company is pretty appealing too.”

“Seems like a great opportunity.”

“It is. It is. But … I don’t know, I just want to be sure it’s going to be right for me.”

Constant’s description of how Wally worked flashed through my mind.

“You know, I, uh … there’s this group that might be able to help you out. It’s a …”

“Shit!”

The woman at the table next to us leaped from her seat trying to avoid the fast moving stream of coffee running out of her overturned cup. “Damnit,” she muttered to herself as she rushed over to the condiment counter.

Quint and I watched as she yanked a handful of napkins out of the dispenser and ran back to her table to mop up the mess.

“Been there, done that,” I said quietly.

“Me too,” Quint replied. She smiled self-consciously and went on.

“Anyway, as you can probably tell, I’m sorta’ on the fence here. I mean, it could be exactly the right thing for me. And yet, I can’t seem to convince myself that it is.”

“Why’s that? It sounds like a good match. They’re interested in you, and you’re interested in the position. So, why the hesitation?”

“I don’t know, it’s just a feeling I have that a good match isn’t enough.”

“Or, could it be,” I said softly, “that you’ve got the bar set a little too high?”

“That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it? Yes, I’m unemployed; yes, I’ve got bills to pay; and yes, I’ve probably taken a hit to my career. But, the last thing I want to do is accept something that’s not right for me. And, I need to give myself permission to say ‘No’ if it isn’t.”

Her recitation was too complete, uttered too artfully to have been spontaneous. This was something she had said before or, at least, rehearsed to herself more than a couple of times.

“How do you do that,” I asked. “How do you have the stomach to even consider turning down an offer when you’re out of work?”

“I didn’t say I was going to,” she shot back defensively. Once again, I had the sense that she was reprising another conversation.

“I haven’t made up my mind one way or the other. But saying ‘No’ has to be on the table. To me, it just seems worse to accept a paycheck, even when I need the money, if what I’m getting paid to do isn’t going to be good for me. That’s what I’ve been doing for the last twenty-six years, and I don’t want to do it again.”

I gave her a cautious nod of agreement.

“My husband doesn’t understand,” she went on with a frown. “He says we have to do what we have to do. Times are tough, and sometimes, you have to take one for the team. Yada, yada, yada. I hate that idea.”

She stopped and frowned. “As you can probably tell, it’s been the source of some … some tension around the house recently.”

She stopped again and shrugged. What seemed like a kaleidoscope of anger and hurt and exasperation splashed across her face. I’m not a particularly good reader of how people are feeling, but there was no missing the conflict playing out within her. As I watched, however, something else seemed to be lurking in the background. I sensed that she was holding it off and trying hard to keep it from surfacing. But, it was there, I was sure of it. And, no sooner did I form that conviction than the mystery disappeared.

I recognized what she was denying, what she didn’t want to acknowledge. I was sure I was right though I have no idea why. Maybe I’m more perceptive than I realize. That was an appealing thought, but it didn’t ring true. A more likely explanation, I had to admit, was the presence of a resonating harmonic within me. Maybe I, too, have been keeping a similar secret at bay. But, whatever the reason, I knew what it was with absolute certainty. She was feeling guilty at having revealed an intimacy, at having pulled back the curtain so I could see what she was dealing with at home.

I wanted to put her at ease, but before the thought could turn to words, the coffee shop door banged open and a burst of cold air swept over us. A mother and her two kids swept into the shop and stopped, looking for an empty table. The little girl seemed to be six or seven, but already had the seasoned eyes and confident demeanor of an older sibling. She was holding the hand of a smaller child who was so bundled up it was impossible to tell whether there was a little boy or girl inside.

“Come on, kids,” the woman said as she nudged the two youngsters further into the room. “Let’s keep moving. Jessica, there’s a table over by the window.”

She expertly steered the little brood in that direction and began to unzip the smaller child’s jacket.

“I sometimes miss that,” Quint said as she watched the domestic ballet move away from us.

“You don’t have kids?”

“No, there just never seemed to be a good time. I mean, I guess we still could, but … I don’t know, frankly, I’m not sure I’m up to it at this point.”

She paused and nodded at the young mother.

“Look at her. She’s probably half my age, and I’ll bet even she gets worn out from all the stuff she has to do.”

She stopped again as if debating whether it was safe to go on. Our similar employment situations had made us friends, but we were now on the edge of a more personal place.

“Sometimes,” she said softly, “sometimes, I feel like I missed out on what was supposed to be a big part of my life. You know, as a woman. Maybe it deserved more priority than I gave it. To have kids, I mean.”

“Well, I’ve got two of them,” I replied, trying to lighten the mood, “and I’d be happy to make you a good deal to take ‘em both off my hands.”

“Oh, come on. I’ll bet you’re a terrific father.”

“You’re nice to say that, but I’m not sure anyone can be a terrific father when your kids get to a certain age. Mine are older now, but I think God made teenagers to keep us humble. We’re just so totally out of it,” I finished, trying unsuccessfully to mimic a fourteen year old.

She smiled her appreciation at my clumsy attempt to ease us around a difficult moment.

I noticed again how attractive she was, especially when her eyes seemed to widen and glow with the upward turn of her mouth. Her lips were fuller than I remembered and were painted a subtle gloss that made them impossible to ignore.

Just then, a heavyset man bumped the corner of my chair as he walked by with a cell phone clamped to his ear. “Sorry,” he muttered, but the damage had been done. My dangerous little reverie had been interrupted, and I felt as if I had been Jethro Gibbsed on the back of the head for misbehaving.

“So, where were we,” I asked, raising my coffee cup to mask the scarlet hue that had to be running across my face. “When’s decision time on the job?”

“Well,” Quint began, apparently oblivious to my discomfort. “First they have to make me an offer. I don’t want to get over confident or anything and, as I was saying, I’m not entirely sure yet that it is the best place for me. Despite what I said earlier, though, I am feeling more and more like this job has a lot of what I want in my work.”

“Then, it probably is the right spot. I mean, at least, you know what you’re looking for. I’m not even that far along. I couldn’t tell you what the right opportunity for me would look like. Up to now, anyway, my career has been a version of Fulsom Prison Blues. I’ve been putting in my time and trying to keep the guards happy.”

“But, why? Wouldn’t it make more sense to focus on what you want, on what would make you happy. Why not look for a spot where you felt comfortable and like you were doing something worthwhile?”

“Because there aren’t a lot of choices out there, Quint. Not right now anyway. Look at what’s going on in the economy. It’s torture, it’s … it’s employment waterboarding, that’s what it is.”

I stopped in surprise. I had no idea where that nifty little phrase had come from, but I was pleased at how apt it seemed.

“Company revenues and profits are up,” I explained, “but jobs keep dripping like crazy out of the workplace.”

Quint clearly wasn’t as impressed as I was with my etymological prowess. She ignored it altogether and went back to our original topic.

“I’m not saying it’s springtime in America or anything like that, but it’s also not as dark as everybody seems to think. Do we need to create more jobs? Of course. But, there are plenty of jobs out there right now. In fact, I read somewhere that there are over two million of them posted on job boards at this very minute. And, that doesn’t include all of the openings employers don’t make public. Remember what that speaker at the job club said the other day. One-third of all positions aren’t even advertised. They make up that ‘hidden job market’ she was talking about, but they’re also opportunities that are out there for the taking.”

“Then, why are so many people out of work?”

The words came out with more heat than I had intended, so I paused and took a sip of coffee to ratchet down my emotions.

“Sorry,” I added, “but you have to admit that good jobs are scarce right now. Why else would so many people be out on the bricks?”

“Yes, we need more jobs, especially good ones. But, my point is that we’re not filling the good jobs we already have.”

“And, why’s that?”

“Well, I suppose part of it’s location. The jobs aren’t where the people looking for them live. And, even if they wanted to move, they can’t because their homes won’t sell. So, a lot of folks are just plain stuck.”

“It’s a lousy, stinking situation.”

“That’s true, and by itself, it would be a tough nut to crack. But, I’m beginning to think there’s something else going on, something that’s hurting us even more.”

She stopped and took a deep breath.

“I think we’ve got an attitude problem. Present company excluded, of course.”

She smiled at me and then went on. “We need to take a hard look at ourselves. I mean, I don’t want to be a bitch about it, but the truth is, a lot of people who are struggling today have only themselves to blame.”

She clenched her jaw as if to reinforce her determination to say what was on her mind.

“Have you talked to some of the people who are coming to the job club? I wouldn’t hire them either. I got into a conversation with a woman last week who’s been out of work for over a year, and you know what? She got her college degree in 1971 and hasn’t been back to school since. To her way of thinking, she’s put a checkmark in the education box, and that’s all she needs. She’s set herself up as a done deal. She’s saying ‘take it or leave it’ to employers, and surprise-surprise, they’re leaving it. She’s about as useful as a broken crutch.”

“Whoa, Quint. Aren’t you being a little hard on her?”

“Am I? I read somewhere that most job seekers spend less than four hours a day looking for work. So, what do they do with the other four hours of the business day, let alone the other two or four more that employed people spend doing their job?”

“Well, I don’t know about other job seekers,” I countered defensively, “but some of us, at least, are killing ourselves. We’ve got part-time jobs or we’re doing contract work or … or we’re bagging groceries for christssake. We do what we have to do to put food on the table.”

“Fair enough,” she said. “But, I’m not talking about you or others like you. You know that. I’m talking about the people who are resting on their laurels. Whether they’ve got a part time job or not, they still have the rest of the day to do something, anything that would improve their qualifications.”

She went on.

“The worst of that crowd treats unemployment like a vacation, and the best of the group focuses on their families. But, hardly any of them are making the effort to better themselves. Their skills have gotten so flabby, it’s no wonder employers aren’t hiring them.”

She stopped and peered intently at me across the table.

“What I’m saying is harsh, but you know what, maybe that’s the only thing that will get people to pay attention. Right now, all they’re doing is waiting for Godot and whining about it.”

The last conversation I had with Greg flashed through my mind.

“I don’t think you can generalize that way,” I replied. “But, I admit that what you’re saying does apply to some of us.”

I looked at her for a moment to try and find some courage and then said softly, “Like Greg. He’s not as antiquated as that woman you were talking to, but he ends up in the same place. The way he sees it, he’s paid his dues and shouldn’t have to do any more to get whatever job he wants. He says he’s not going to change just because the job market has.”

The guilt came back and made me stop. I was criticizing a friend, and he wasn’t there to defend himself. But, I knew I was right. Greg was sticking it to himself.

“Its impact,” I began, “the way it’s affecting him is different, though.”

I stopped to collect my thoughts.

“That woman you met is living in fantasy land. She keeps on collecting her unemployment checks and assuming nothing is wrong.

“Greg …” I exhaled in frustration. “Well, I think Greg is angry, but he’s gone from being mad at the world to being really mad with himself. It’s almost like he’s depressed. Or paralyzed. Or maybe both; I don’t know. Did you talk with him at last week’s meeting?”

“Not privately, no.” She peered across the table at me. “Is he really in that bad of a shape?”

I nodded.

“Then, we should call him. We’re his friends. He’ll open up to us.”

“That doesn’t mean he’ll listen, Quint. You know how stubborn he is, and he’s always got a comeback. I don’t think I got anywhere with him, and I yapped at him for quite awhile. Frankly, it didn’t seem to do much good.”

“So, maybe if the two of us work on him, we can bring him around. He probably just needs a little bucking up.”

“He definitely is a good guy.”

I don’t know why I said it, but I felt compelled to. I was describing my friend as if he were flawed, and yet, I could just as easily be talking about myself. We were all entangled in the same predicament – all of us were aging natives in a jungle that no longer looked the way it did when we first set out. We were lost, but our different ways of dealing with that situation didn’t loosen the tie that bound us together. The darkness was an equal opportunity affliction. It was smothering our entire tribe.

“He is a good guy,” Quint reassured me. “But, he also has to be good to himself. That’s the difference between you and him. You’re working toward the future you want. It sounds as if he wants the future handed to him. That doesn’t happen, even in fairy tales.”

My first reaction was to be flattered by the comparison. But then, I began to worry about its implications. And, I could tell that they worried her too. She had uttered the words, but the conclusion to which they led seemed just as foreboding to her as it did to me. We both sat there in silence at that point, lost in our individual thoughts, wondering what the future would hold.


Chapter 18

“Did you see the news last night?”

Constant’s reply came back quickly.

“It was hard to miss.”

“A whole lot of people are out of work these days or they’re underemployed, whatever that means. It’s like experiencing the Depression in quadraphonic. Back then, people only had to endure the bad news in the papers or on the radio. Now, we get it on the evening news, talk radio, cable and upto-the-nanosecond on Twitter.”

“It is pretty bad right now so there’s plenty to talk about. But, we have to be careful not to talk ourselves into a funk. This is not the first time we’ve been in a tough spot, and we’ve always found a way out. It may not be pretty, but the country makes it work.”

“This time is different, Constant. The pundits are saying it could be ten years before the economy gets back to where it was in 2007, let alone acting anything like normal. That’s way too long a slog for a lot of us.”

“The short American attention span.”

“No, that’s not it. We’ve been paying attention for years now. The economy sucks, and there’s no avoiding it. What I’m talking about is how long it’s going to take for us to get out of this mess. I’ve been pushing back on your use of loaded words, but I see now that you weren’t exaggerating. We’re in a war – an economic one, but still a battle for survival – and there’s no end in sight. That’s totally unlike anything we’ve ever faced before. Worse, we don’t even know the objective. No one’s defined victory for us. Hell, even the Greatest Generation only had to stick it out for four years, and they were gunning for unconditional surrender.

That was something everybody could understand.”

“I’d say they did their part.”

“Of course, they did. They knew what they had to do, and they went out and did it. People today don’t have that kind of certainty. We’re being threatened by this huge financial assault on our way of life, and no one is showing us the danger. No one is explaining why we should be defending ourselves. Or, how.”

I could feel myself getting angrier as I typed each word.

“Our so-called leaders are too timid to ask us to sacrifice or even to break a sweat because then they would actually have to govern. They would have no choice but to give it to us straight, with no sugar coating, and to keep giving it to us straight until we got it. It’s easy to come up with pictures of WMDs; it’s a hell of a lot harder to portray the bad behavior of a bunch of bankers as a threat. That’s their responsibility, though, and they’ve let us down. They’ve hidden behind their petty little partisan slogans and kept us in the dark. They haven’t given our generation the moral justification we need to roll up our sleeves – to be our own version of the greatest. So, a lot of us aren’t. We’re just sitting around expecting the good old days to return any moment now.”

“I don’t buy that, Seth. What we’re facing is a different kind of challenge, that’s true, but people are beginning to see that it’s as much an assault on the way we want to live as bombs dropping on Pearl Harbor. And, as that point of view gets more traction, I think Americans will do what they have to do.”

“You’re missing my point. The Greatest Generation had an external enemy. You’re talking about an internal one. We aren’t at war with the Empire of Japan or Nazi Germany. According to you, we’re battling the foul cats’ fiefdoms right here in America. That isn’t WW II; it’s the Civil War. You’re saying the enemy is one of us, and a lot of Americans can’t or won’t accept that. They don’t want to believe that some of our own are trying to subjugate the rest of us.”

“But they are.”

“You’ve convinced me of that, but look at how long it’s taken. We’re like the proverbial frog in a boiling pot that keeps adjusting as the water gets hotter and hotter until it cooks to death. You’ve said so yourself. The American Dream has been running in reverse for over a decade, but we keep accommodating ourselves to the heat as we slide further and further backwards. At some point, there’ll no longer be any possibility of recovery. It’ll be over, and we’ll have to accept that we’ve become second class citizens.”

“But, that’s my point. We’re only screwed if we let ourselves be. Wally exists because at least some of us realize what talent can do. No matter how bad off we are, it’s the universal donor. Talent has the power to revitalize every single individual and our entire economy. If we can get our heads around that fact, if we can get enough of us to believe in that one thing and then put it to work, we’ll be able to pull ourselves out of this mess.”

“I appreciate the goose bumps, but to me, it all sounds like wishful thinking. You can’t build a strong economy with everyone running around chasing their passion.”

“Where did that come from? I told you before that’s not what we mean. Passion is obviously important, but it’s only part of what you need for success. People can be passionate about things they’ll never do well enough to earn a living at. They can have a passion for golf, but the most it will ever be is a weekend pastime.”

“So, set me straight. What did you mean by talent?”

I knew we had gotten off on a tangent. And, that we were moving back over old ground, but the whole basis for Walden 4G, for this revolution-cum-civil war it was trying to foment, was the notion of human talent. If that was wrong or if average people wouldn’t buy it, then their little community was a pointless abstraction. Either Constant could get me past those doubts or I didn’t see any purpose in going on.

A minute or two passed, and then his message slid into my Inbox. It was shorter than I expected.

“The way we see it, talent is a personal mystery. It is what comes naturally to you, but only after you figure it out. Talent is the intersection of passion and practicality. Think of it as the kind of activity you love to do and do well. Like I said before, we all have it, but the tragedy is that an awful lot of us are totally clueless about what our talent is.”

“I think that’s more complicated than the situation really is, Constant. Most people are smart enough to do a bunch of different things, so they learn a profession or a trade and that’s how they put their capabilities to work. It’s got nothing to do with some secret inner champion waiting to burst out of them. That’s just too Tony Robbins for me.”

“Then, how do you explain it?”

“The human race is a bell-shaped curve. Some of us are talented, but most of us are really just good at what we do.”

Constant’s message came back so quickly I could almost hear him pounding away at the keys.

“The bell-shaped curve was devised to describe data, not people. There’s no such thing as a normal distribution of humans. Even today, plenty of people say they have a ‘calling.’ And, they’re not pro athletes or American Idols. They’re just regular, every day Americans. But, they use that word – they describe themselves as someone with a calling. They may not realize it, but what they’re talking about is their talent. They’re describing the gift they’ve been endowed with. They know it’s special, and they realize they should take care of it. But, just as important, these people believe they have a right to express and experience their gift. They think they should have the opportunity to work at it.”

“Yeah, well, there are an awful lot of people walking around who wouldn’t describe what they do for a living as a calling. For them, work sucks, and for the rest of us, work sucks a lot.”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. You can have a calling, but not hear it. That’s the dilemma for a whole lot of Americans. The message – the truth about who we are destined to be – is just too faint to register on its own. So, we have to go looking for it. We have to rummage around inside ourselves until we uncover what it’s saying. And, for too many of us, that’s just too big a challenge.”

“But not for the members of Walden 4G, right?”

I couldn’t help myself. I know the old saying – sarcasm is the refuge of an insecure mind – but Constant, Wally … they were just too certain they had all the answers.

“You guys have got it all figured out, don’t you? You know what your talents are and how to put them to work. Aren’t you the special ones!”

“The people in Wally aren’t any different, any smarter, any better than anyone else. What sets us apart is our dedication to two ideas: (1) we are absolutely convinced that we’ve been endowed with the capacity for excellence, and (2) we believe it is our responsibility to find an occupation where we can perfect that talent through work.”

“Yeah, you’ve told me all that before. How does doing it get them any closer to defeating the foul cats?”

“Well, the easy way would be to say that we’re going to beat them with our beliefs. That the power of being right will defeat their wrong behavior. But, you and I both know that’s not going to happen. We can’t think ourselves into a better place; we have to put ourselves there. So, our first idea – that we’re all endowed with the capacity for excellence – is the ideal we’re fighting for. But, the second idea – that we are obligated to perfect our talent at work – is the way we’re going to wage the battle and protect the ideal.”

“You’re getting metaphysical again.”

“Actually, I’m not. Every American confronts the difference between ideal and reality every day. We just call it something else.

“To us, it’s the two ends of the phrase, ‘pursuit of Happiness.’ The members of Wally believe that we have a right to the front end – the pursuit – but not to the other end – the Happiness. Unfortunately, a lot of Americans today believe just the opposite. They think they’ve been guaranteed the outcome.”

He knew I’d want a fuller explanation, so he didn’t stop there.

“And, it’s easy to understand why they do. The Declaration of Independence capitalizes Happiness just like Life and Liberty. But, looking at it that way creates a problem. It causes people to overlook the action word, and it’s the action word which makes the outcome possible. The Founding Fathers weren’t granting us the good life. They were recognizing our right to create it. And, it’s up to us to take the action that will fulfill that promise.”

“Then, our big challenge is to force the foul cats to let us be happy at work? That’s what’s going to cause our grandkids to call us the Greater Than the Greatest Generation? Come on, Constant. You don’t really believe that, do you?”

“I’d rather be judged on that than on how much money I earn. The way we look at work today is backasswards. Everybody screams about the work-life balance. The current interpretation of that term is that we deserve to have a life to balance out the time we spend on-the-job. But, think about the assumption behind that view. Essentially, it’s saying that work is onerous, demeaning and demoralizing. And, because that’s so, we have to offset it with an equal dose of the good stuff.

“The people of Wally have exactly the opposite view. We believe we deserve to have a work experience that is every bit as good as the rest of our lives. We believe our pursuit – our time on-the-job – must give us a clear shot at achieving Happiness. And, if it does, we’re halfway home.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me! There’s more?? What’s it take to get all the way home?”

“We’ve talked about that already. You just have to put the two ideas together. If you see yourself as a person of talent and if you pick jobs where you can pursue Happiness by expressing and experiencing your talent, you will, by definition, be practicing economic disobedience.

“You will be denying your talent to the foul cats, and that act presents them with an unavoidable choice. They can either reform themselves and practice capitalism with a conscience or they can watch their investments fail. Either way, we win. We preserve the American Dream for ourselves, but more importantly, we create the conditions to pass it along to our kids. And, I think they will call us great for doing so.”

“I doubt the Founding Fathers had that in mind when they wrote the Declaration.”

“I think that’s exactly what they had in mind. One of the key drivers of the American revolution was taxation without representation, and that’s basically what we’ve got today. I don’t mean what’s pumping up the size of government; that’s a different problem. I’m talking about the foul cats. Those investors and financiers have set themselves up as a royal class, and the way they’re treating us is the functional equivalent of an imperial tax. They’re taking more and more out of our standard of living and we have no say in the matter.”

“I don’t know, Constant. Despite what I said earlier, that all sounds pretty hyperbolic.”

“It is hyperbolic. These are hyperbolic times. What we’re talking about isn’t the Chicken Little show. It’s not some made-for-talk-show, make-believe crisis. And, it’s not some airy-fairy prediction. What the foul cats are doing is as real as it gets, and it’s happening right now.”

The heat of his words seemed to steam off my computer monitor and push me on.

“You want hyperbolic, how about this: The foul cats have now changed the laws of nature. A rising tide no longer lifts all boats in America. It only lifts the yachts, while the rest of us sink into the muck. And, even a strong recovery from the recession won’t pull us back up. Our middle class has become a struggling class, and the fight to survive won’t magically end just because the unemployment rate goes down. Employment itself is no longer reliable, and unless we fix that problem, those of us in the middle will slip further and further into the darkness.”

His message ended there, but I felt as if he had more to say. I remembered that he sometimes paused between the points he was making, so I waited patiently to see what would come next.

My computer’s fan whirred quietly in the background as if to form a blank slate on which the passing time was noted. I listened helplessly as it recorded the interruption’s growing accumulation of minutes.

Outside the window, a couple walked by holding hands. I could see that they were deep in conversation, which made my lengthy interval of silence feel all the more empty and isolating.

I reached for my mouse to close my email reader when it pinged to announce a new message. Finally, I thought to myself. But, when I checked the email register, the sender wasn’t Constant. Then, I read the Subject and felt a chill settle over me.

A WARNING ABOUT WALDEN 4G.

The content was equally as blunt:

Stop communicating with these people. You’re putting your future and your family’s future at risk.

Do not contact them or reach out to them in any way. If they approach you, do not reply to their messages.

Do not save, forward or otherwise transmit any of their communications. Delete all of them from your computer right away.

You are in grave danger unless you comply with these instructions.


Fingerprint

“… the single-manager hedge fund industry recovered in 2010 with assets under management (AUM) increasing 11% over 2009 to $1.6 trillion and 1,184 new funds launching representing a 34% increase over the prior year. Total AUM for single-manager hedge funds and fund of funds was $2.1 trillion in 2010.”

Sizing The 2010 Hedge Fund Universe A PerTrac Study, 2011




Chapter 19

“Greg, my man, how’s it going?”

I grimaced at how forced my man-jive sounded. I pulled the phone away from my ear and took a deep breath. As I did, my friend’s voice boomed through the receiver with an enthusiasm that caught me completely by surprise.

“Absolutely terrific, thanks.”

“Well, uh … that’s, that’s great,” I stuttered. “I mean, I uh, I was a little worried about you after our last conversation. Not worried,” I corrected, “ but …”

“You know what my lucky number is?”

His non sequitur saved me from further embarrassment.

“No, no I can’t say that I do.”

“It’s five hundred and three.”

“Five hundred and three,” I repeated. “O.K., how did that become your lucky number?”

“That’s how many resumes I sent out before my luck changed. I had to kiss five hundred and three frogs before I finally found my princess.”

“Does that mean …”

“Yep, I’m getting an offer. It happened so fast I haven’t had time to tell anyone. You’re the first. They called me last Wednesday for an interview. I went in and everything seemed to click. They liked me, I liked them, but they said they had two other guys to talk to so I had to wait around for that. Then on Friday, they called me up and asked if I could come back in. That day. So, I did, and the vibes were good again, and as I’m getting ready to leave, the manager pulls me into his office and says he’s convinced I’m a good match for what they need and to expect an offer letter this week.”

“Wow, Greg, that’s terrific. I knew it’d only be a matter of time. You’ve got too much going for you to be down for long, no matter how bad the economy is.”

“I was beginning to have my doubts,” he replied as his voice dropped an octave. “I’ve never felt so out of it as I did the past seven months. Being unemployed that long was like being a prisoner of war and knowing that the country had abandoned you. I was locked up, and there wasn’t going to be any rescue. All of a sudden, I was in this miserable, stinking cellar in my career, and it was that – the sitting around watching the rest of my life waste away – that was wearing me down.”

“Well, you’re back to being your old self now,” I put in, trying to get the conversation onto a more positive footing. “You went out and made it happen. That’s gotta’ make you feel good.”

“Yeah, it does. But, I still don’t think what’s going on in this country is right. I shouldn’t have had to – you shouldn’t have to – go through something like that. The country’s screwed up if people like us get treated this way.”

I could feel the conversation growing darker as Greg slid back into his well worn pessimism. Like so many others I knew, it had become his default position. America’s quintessential half full glass had been turned upside down, and a lot of us, including Greg, were growing comfortable with the emptiness. Or, at least resigned to it.

“I hear ya’,” I said, hoping that would placate him. Then, I rushed into a pirouette that was awkward even by my conversational standards.

“So, when do you start?”

“Well, the manager said he wanted it to happen right away. They’re behind on a lot of budget stuff and need me there to get things back on track. I expect it’ll be late next week, though. That’s the first of the month.”

“I guess Quint and I will just have to entertain ourselves at the next job club.”

“If I never see that group of losers again, it’ll be too soon,” he growled.

“Yeah, well, for me, at least, those meetings are definitely a good thing. They keep me from sitting around the house, and that … that keeps peace in the family.”

“Maybe for you, but not for me. Absence definitely didn’t make the heart grow any fonder around here. I don’t know what’ll happen now, but I haven’t exactly gotten a lot of support over the past couple of months.”

“Well, I’m sure it’ll be better now,” I said hoping to move him onto a happier topic. He wasn’t going to be put off, however.

“It wasn’t anything out in the open. We – my wife and I – we didn’t fight or anything. In fact, she never said a word that was even remotely critical, but I could see it in her eyes. She didn’t understand why I couldn’t just move right into another job like I had before. I’m sure the way she saw it, I wasn’t trying hard enough or I was going through some sort of mid-life crisis. Only, instead of playing around with another woman, she thought – she probably still things – I was sitting around playing with myself.”

The bitterness in his voice was softened by a dull undertone of self-recrimination. I recognized it right away as the secret handshake of a brotherhood – of all us men – who know, deep down inside, that we’ve let our families down.

The pundits talked about the economic scars inflicted by the recession, but for a lot of guys my age – guys in their fifties and sixties – the deeper pain is the sense of guilt – the unacknowledged shame – at our own inadequacy. There’s no little blue pill for that dysfunction. So, we coat our emasculation with a shuttle tile of anger – we snap at the kids and shut out our wives – and use the isolation to protect ourselves from the ache in our careers.

“We feel hopeless, and they feel helpless,” I replied. “They can see the problem, but can’t do anything about it. They have to sit by and watch us, and I think that’s what gets into their heads. It’s the sense of being out of it that makes them anxious.”

I didn’t feel as reasonable as my words sounded. I was more in Greg’s corner than I was letting on. For some reason, though, I wanted to balance the sharp edge of his comments, to be more understanding than he was willing to be.

“Look,” he shot back. “I know it can’t be easy for them. And, I’m not saying it’s a female thing either. There are a lot of guys staying home these days, and it’s just as hard on them as it is on the women. But, the reality is – and you know this as well as I do – it’s hard as hell out there to find anything decent. So, is it asking too much to get a little familial patriotism? I mean real, honest-to-god, I’m-there-for-you support, not the fake stuff.

“Every morning for the past seven months, my wife would volunteer to go to the post office and mail any resumes I was sending out. She would come down the stairs and with this ain’t-life-great voice ask if I had anything ready to go. What she was really saying was to get off my dead ass and get to work on finding a job.”

“Well, all that’s over for you now,” I said. “You’re back in the game.”

“But, what woulduva’ happened if I hadn’t gotten this offer? That kind of BS can’t go on forever. At some point, the whole thing will just blow up. Is that what they want, the loving spouses, I mean? Because that’s what it feels like. An ultimatum. Get back to being the reliable provider or get lost. Keep me in the style to which I’ve become accustomed or don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out. Will that be any better for them? Are we so damaged that splitting up looks like the best way to … to have a life?”

“I don’t think it’s that way at all for most of us, Greg,” I said softly. “I mean, I obviously don’t know about your situation, but I gripe about my wife because she’s an easy target. She has no idea what I’m facing, and to be fair, that’s my fault. I’ve never even tried to explain it to her. But now I am, only the whole deal has changed so much, I’m having a hard time making any sense to her.”

“Come on,” his voice snapped through the receiver. “They see the same news reports we see. They read the same newspapers and magazines we read. They’re either living in fantasyland or they don’t want to understand.”

“Damn, Greg, I’m in the middle of it, and I haven’t got it figured out. I’ve been chatting to this guy on the Web about it, and his take is a hundred and eighty degrees out from what you hear in the media. He thinks we’re coming to a turning point and once we’re past it, there will be plenty of reason for hope. So, what’s the truth? How do you know what to believe? And, if you don’t know what to believe, it’s pretty hard to sort out what you should do.”

“You do what you’ve always done. All this horseshit about the world turning upside down is just that. Horseshit. Jobs are jobs, employers are employers, none of that has changed. I looked for work the same way I always did, and yes, I was a little rusty and yes, the shitty economy made it harder, but ultimately, it worked out. I got employed the old fashioned way, and so will you.”

“Well, we’ll see,” I replied. “Look, I gotta’ go. Congratulations, again.” I heard him say ‘Thanks’ and softly put the receiver back in its cradle.

Greg’s reinstated self-confidence had dominated our conversation, but that wasn’t what had pushed me to end the call. I had hung up because I couldn’t match his certainty. I had become increasingly uncomfortable with my own words. I was more and more troubled by the indecision I was feeling about which version of the workplace to believe.

Was I really as unsure as I had sounded? Did I actually feel that lost or was I simply being cautious? Or was it, I asked myself bluntly, that I was afraid to make a commitment, to put a stake down on the future of America I would believe in?

No sooner did I confront myself with those questions than I realized they were stepping stones, not a barricade. They weren’t blocking the way; they were pointing the direction. They were leading me to the decision I had already made.

In a gust of relief, I felt my self-confidence return. But, it was more than that. Not only was I sure about what I would believe, I was equally as certain about how I had come to that conclusion. I knew exactly what had brought me to this unexpected turning point. I had been driven to it.

The warning message I had received at the end of my last chat with Constant had scared me. Hard as it was to admit, I had immediately begun to imagine all kinds of painful things happening in my life. The foul cats would turn me into a pariah in my field or rain destruction down on me and my family. They would use their power to keep me out of work or foreclose on my mortgage or ruin my credit score. I would be tossed into a financial vortex, and my life would be shredded into confetti. And, it was that image – that vision of my complete and utter annihilation – which, strangely enough, gave me back my strength.

The affirmation of my darkest fears somehow made them less ominous. I had envisioned the worst the foul cats could do, and the mental portrait – terrible as it was – liberated me. I was no longer a captive of the dark unknown. I knew the nature of their evil and was not frightened by it. And, in the brief passage of that acknowledgment, I became a different person. I stepped past the confusion and indecision in my search for what I could believe was ahead and resolved to go all in with the vision of Walden 4G. I would join that community and enlist in its mission.

I wasn’t sure yet, however, if they would have me. Constant had never actually asked me to become a member of the group. The possibility was surely there, but a formal invitation had never actually been extended. In fact, as I thought about it, I didn’t even know all of the requirements for membership. So, to be safe, I decided to keep my decision to myself. It would be a private resolution, at least for the moment. But, I had my goal – I knew my objective – and now I was determined to figure out how to make it happen.


Chapter 20

“So, why did you name your community Walden 4G?”

It was my first exchange with Constant in what seemed like forever. In truth, however, the lapse had been barely more than two weeks.

We had last connected the day after the arrival of my warning email. He had written to say that there had been an attack, a serious one, on Wally’s database of company information. The foul cats had apparently assembled an army of agents with all kinds of internet skills, and those agents had clearly been given their marching orders. Walden 4G was to be attacked and put out of commission. And, the sooner the better.

As Constant saw it, these guys – these “hackers of feral capitalism” he called them – were probably being paid an obscene amount of money to destroy the community’s ability to disseminate the truth about employers. Tragically, they had sold their talent to the foul cats. And as a consequence, they were negating other peoples’ ability to work at their talent. The hackers’ job was to put down Wally’s rebels. To create a reverse no-fly zone – one that would cripple the rebels and protect the reigning class in the economy.

Our chat back then was necessarily brief. I told him about the warning message, and although he said he wasn’t surprised, I could tell it upset him. Apparently, the same Sicilian kiss on the lips had gone out to hundreds of others who were already members of Wally or, like me, were thinking about joining. It was psychological warfare and yet another front in the foul cats’ campaign to destroy the group.

So, we agreed that it would be best to put a little more space between us while he and his friends figured out their next steps. They had to protect their database but they didn’t think that would be too difficult. The harder problem, Constant said, would be discovering how the foul cats had acquired the names and email addresses of so many people who were, in one way or another, connected with Wally. That breach of security could be fatal if it wasn’t fixed right away.

For starters, he asked me to get a new email address for our chats. I was then to use good, old-fashioned postal mail to send the address to a blind post office box in Rochester, New York. To ensure that my letter was genuine and hadn’t been compromised, he told me to address it to myself and use all lower case letters when writing my name.

It all felt very conspiratorial, even a little over the top, but it also left no doubt that this was no joking matter. The foul cats were determined to destroy Walden 4G and frighten off anybody associated with it. We were being warned, but what might come next was worse – it was ominously unpredictable.

I followed his instructions and promptly mailed off my letter. I’ve been waiting for something to happen or at least some word ever since. For someone who’s grown accustomed to the instantaneous responsiveness of email, it’s been an excruciating interruption.

The discomfort was multiplied by my situation with Liz. We weren’t making a lot of progress in our efforts to reconnect or better communicate or whatever it was we were trying to do. I explained what I was seeing in the workplace and told her about Wally and its vision for America, but my words didn’t seem to have any meaning for her. It was frustrating and demoralizing and put a spotlight on just how far apart we had grown.

Finally, this morning, there was a message from Constant sent to my new email account. The Walden 4G database had been successfully moved to a set of more secure and better hidden servers. He said the group thought this new location would hold off the foul cats’ agents for awhile, but he was furious that he had been forced into playing a game of cat and mouse.

Oddly, though, the target of his ire wasn’t the investment bankers and hedge funders who were the instigators of the attack. Instead, he was upset with the people who were working for them. The enemy was obviously the private club of financial big wigs, he fumed, but it was their employees who were actually doing the harm. They were the ones pounding away at their keyboards to crash Wally.

“I just don’t understand. Why do they let themselves be manipulated that way? What’s in it for them? Are they willing to hurt us – to stick it to people who are just like them – just to get a paycheck? Has our workplace become so dog-eat-dog that they can be bought off and sicced on the rest of us? Where’s the integrity in that?”

It was at that point that I had asked my question.

“So, why did you name your community Walden 4G?”

It probably seemed like a tangential question, so I knew I should follow up with an explanation.

“Do you really think a utopia is possible in today’s world? All I see is a lot of people who are struggling to survive or crazy with anxiety or just plain giving up. That’s why those hackers work for the foul cats. People will do anything they have to in order to protect themselves. So, I don’t see a lot of smiley faces in the workplace, and yet, that’s what you say your community is all about.”

“I admit that it’s a hard idea to accept at first. Especially given what most of us are facing these days. But, that doesn’t mean it isn’t right, and if it is right – and we in Walden 4G obviously believe it is – then it’s also possible.”

“Sure, Constant. Anything’s possible. But what you’re talking about requires a huge leap of faith. Not only are you saying that people can find happiness at work – and that’s an intergalactic-sized leap for just about everybody these days – but their ability to do it depends on this crap heap of an economy getting better and sooner rather than later. What’s the probability of that happening?”

“The fact that it’s so extraordinary is exactly what makes this new economy we’re building so revolutionary. We’re not talking about some never-never land of milk and honey. We’re trying to reset the employment experience in this country, not run away from it. Our goal is to change the nature of capitalism as it’s practiced in America. We intend to establish a utopia of, by and for those who work at, with and in their talent.”

“I took philosophy in college too, Constant. So, I know at least a little bit about utopias. I’ve read about the way they function, and frankly, at least to this point, the way they don’t.

“Utopias are set up to let people check out of the economy. They make it O.K. to give up the daily grind for the ‘contemplative life.’ Their goal is almost always to replace the politics and routine of day-to-day working with a state of bliss in some quaint little commune. They don’t do economic or civil or any other kind of disobedience. They simply check out of reality.”

I clicked Send and shot that comment off to Constant. But, then I realized there was more to my thought. I opened up another message and started typing again.

“As you’ve just said, you guys are doing exactly the opposite of checking out. Every other utopia focuses on eliminating work, or at least, unnecessary work. Your Walden 4G is all about doing more of it. You aren’t giving up on capitalism; you’re trying to take it over. You’re convinced that we should devote our lives to our work because that’s how we’ll find happiness.”

I imagined I heard the mental wheels turning furiously as Constant labored to put together his reply. My position was rock solid – I was sure of that – so I wondered what he could say that would effectively rebut it. I didn’t have to wait long.

“If that’s what you think we believe, I’ve misled you. Earlier utopias – at least American ones like Thoreau’s Walden and Skinner’s Walden Two – were designed to rationalize work, but they did that for a very specific reason. They wanted to give people the freedom to devote themselves to what they considered more ‘worthwhile’ activities. They wanted to make room in our lives for the arts and literature and scientific exploration.”

“And how is that wrongheaded?”

“It’s a beautiful idea, but it’s not what happens. Give people more time away from work, and what do they do? They spend it – literally – on vacations and shopping. The life in work-life balance is narcotized with leisure. And, I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with getting some rest and relaxation. They’re essential to preserving our health and performing at our peak. But – and this is the essential argument for Wally – leisure is simply not worth a lousy eight-hour day or forty-hour week or, worse of all, a thirty-plus year career doing something you hate or can’t do very well or both. It makes no sense to sacrifice the one-third of your life you spend on-the-job for a couple of hours of fun and games on the weekends and two weeks in the summer.”

“The good times are always too short. That’s why we all get depressed when they’re over.”

“Actually, it’s not. We get depressed because what we have to go back to is so unsatisfying. We don’t want to make work the center of our life, but we do want work to have a better center. We’re doing everything we can to make the essence of our careers more engaging and worthwhile. Basically, we want to show everyone in the workforce how to combine picking the right opportunity with a personal commitment to excellence and to position the resulting experience – happiness – as a vital part of who they are. That’s how you make a real utopia.”

I could feel the cynicism refluxing in me as I read his words. In his view, one plus one equals three. It just didn’t make sense, and I told him so.

“The right opportunity + excellence = career success AND happiness AND utopia?? I don’t see it.”

“Like I said before, what we’re saying isn’t the conventional view. So, do me a favor. Go to YouTube and watch the video posted there of a presentation a book author recently made to a bunch of job seekers. Maybe it’ll help clear things up. I’ll send you the link.”


Chapter 21

The video had obviously been taken at a workshop of some kind. It didn’t have the feel of a job club, but seemed more like a conference or maybe a career fair. I could see heads tracking the speaker as he walked up and down a center aisle. He was a short fellow so from time to time, he would disappear from the view of the camera that had been set up in one of the corners of the room. His voice was clear enough in the recording, however, and I was immediately intrigued by the story he was introducing.

“… so, at one point in my misspent youth, I decided to train and lead an expedition to scale the Matterhorn, one of Europe’s tallest mountains.”

The camera panned away from the speaker and focused on a PowerPoint slide that showed a majestic peak towering against a clear blue sky. A collar of snow or ice draped around its base but could not hold together against the steep, sheer runs of gray rock that rose toward the summit. The result was a pattern of stark contrasts, the surviving whiteness shining brilliantly against the dark strength of the mountain’s ridge lines and cliff faces.

“There she is,” the speaker went on. “One of Mother Earth’s most glorious creations. This is the Cervino or Italian face of the Matterhorn and technically, the most difficult to climb. In the early spring when we were there, it’s a two-day expedition.

“On day one, you depart from your base camp and push as far as you can up the mountain. You overnight wherever you are at sundown, and then at dawn on day two, you head for the summit. Once you reach your goal, however, you can only enjoy it for a couple of minutes because you have to turn right around and head back down the mountain. If you don’t, you won’t make it across that ridge line before dark – and you can’t overnight there, at least not without special training and equipment – so you have to camp out again up near the top. And, doing that means you’re on the mountain for another 24 hours and making yourself vulnerable to all of the things that can go wrong up there during that additional time.”

He smiled as he said that and then turned and picked up a laser point from the table behind him and continued.

“So, on day one of our climb, I got the team organized, we roped ourselves together, strapped on our crampons – think of them as cleats designed for ice – and started across that glacier there at the foot of the mountain.”

He used the pointer to indicate the ice field that stretched from the right edge of the photo to the foot of the upper mountain.

“Then, once you get to that ridge line there …”

He ran the pointer up and down the knife edge of rock that rose almost vertically toward the summit.

“… you start up the face of the mountain. At this point, what you’re doing is basic high altitude rock climbing. You look for crevices in the rock so you can insert a hand or a foot and leverage yourself up as far as you can go, and then you do that over and over and over again. Think of it as crawling a mile and a half straight up six inches at a time.”

He looked out at the audience and shook his head as if to acknowledge the unspoken question on the minds of everyone in the audience. Why would any sane person voluntarily subject themselves to such an ordeal?

“But,” he went on, “at the end of the first day, I stood on a tiny ledge right there …”

The red laser circled a barely discernible shelf near the top of the mountain.

“… and as far as I could see, I looked down on mountain tops, on clouds and even on a plane or two. It was truly a glorious sight. A one-of-a-kind peek at this extraordinary planet of ours.

“Now, the plan was to spend the night on that ledge, and at first light the next day, we would head up the final 1500 vertical meters to the summit. Like I said before, we only planned to stay up there for about 30 minutes – just long enough to take some photos to prove we made it – and then, we would hustle down the ridge line so we would get back to our base camp by dusk.”

I obviously wasn’t in the room, but I could feel the sense of expectation that was rising among the audience.

“So, the next morning, I got the team up and fed, and then we roped ourselves together and started for the summit. We’d been climbing for only an hour or so, when all of a sudden, a freak spring snow storm swept in across the mountain.

“Visibility went from miles to inches in a matter of minutes. The wind, which had been quiet, started to explode across the peak in hurricane force gusts. And, the dry rock which had until then provided decent footing disappeared under a coat of rime – frozen water vapor – literally before our eyes. We weren’t equipped to climb in that kind of weather, and everyone quickly realized that if we didn’t get back down below the snow squall line fast, we were in a whole heap of danger.”

I felt the tension rise in my chest as his tale drew me in.

“I got the team turned around, we tightened our ropes, I put my best climber in the lead, and we headed back down the ridge line. Minutes passed. Then, one hour, and another. We were still enveloped in a dense cloud of swirling snow, but as I looked down the line of climbers roped together in front of me, I could tell that the intensity of the storm was starting to diminish. We weren’t out of the woods yet, but for the first time, I felt as if we were close to safety.

“That sense of optimism, however, lasted no more than a minute. I was still looking down the line of climbers when, all of a sudden, I had one of those experiences when everything around you seems to gear down into slow motion.”

He stopped as if he wanted to make sure everyone was still with him. I could see more than a few heads in the audience craning forward, anticipating what was about to come.

“Above the roar of the wind,” he went on, “I heard a faint shout. It was a single word. ‘Fall.’ And, then I saw the legs of the lead climber sweep out from under him, he seemed to hang in the air for a moment and then fell flat on his back against the rock face. No sooner did he hit the ground than he started to slide across that rime. He slid and he slid and then, he slid over the cliff’s edge and out of sight.

“Now, the drop at that point was probably several thousand feet, but luckily, he had remembered his training. With that single word, he had warned the rest of the team about what was going to happen. When he came to the end of his section of the rope, the jolt from his weight would feel like a locomotive had hit us. And, if we weren’t properly braced, there was the very real possibility that we would all be pulled over the edge with him.

“Thanks to his warning, however, we knew what to expect, and all of us dropped to the ground. A microsecond later, the rope smacked against the rock and yanked the entire team forward several feet. When we came to a stop, there was a collective groan from the strain, but we hung on. We had won our tug of war with gravity and stopped our buddy’s fall.”

He paused again, this time for himself. It was as if he needed to give that close call the respect it deserved. After a moment or two, he took a very visible deep breath and began again.

“Fifteen minutes later, we had him back up on the rock face. I got the team into a climber’s circle where each man checks the gear and status of the man next to him. Climber after climber reported all was O.K., and then my turn came. I was checked and everything seemed to be in order … although I had a whole head of hair when I started up that mountain.”

The speaker rubbed his very bald palate as he spoke that last phrase, and I heard a tension-relieving whoosh of laughter erupt from the audience. He smiled in appreciation and went on.

“I got the expedition to its feet, put my next best climber in the lead, and we started off again. About two hours later, we broke out onto dry rock, and by the end of the day, I was standing in our base camp looking back up at the mountain. It looked just like this.”

He turned and pointed at the peak glistening against a bright blue backdrop.

“The storm had blown through, and the sky was completely clear again. As I stood there and thought about our climb, it was painfully clear that we had come up short. Our goal had been to summit the mountain, and we certainly hadn’t done that. So, as I saw it, the expedition was a failure – a total bust – and that’s how I looked at it for the next ten years.”

He left the image of the mountain up on the screen, but his story wasn’t over.

“Ten years later, my family and I were living in northern Virginia. One Saturday morning, we were sitting in a Denny’s having breakfast before our weekly soccer games began. The kids were having a great time, throwing food at each other” – he turned a knowing look at the other parents in the audience – “but my attention had been drawn across the room.

“There was a fellow sitting in a booth with his family who kept turning around and looking at us. Eventually, he leaned in and said something to his wife and kids, and then they all stood up and headed our way. As he got closer, I recognized him as one of the climbers from the expedition. We introduced our families to one another, and then, while everyone was chatting, he pulled me aside.

“‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’ve thought a lot about our climb over the years. Obviously, we didn’t make it to the top, so in that respect, I guess, we failed to measure up. But for me, what we did was a huge success. It was one of the greatest victories of my life. We tried to do something few other people even dream of, we pushed ourselves to a level most of us probably didn’t even know we could reach, so to my way of thinking, that expedition was an honest-to-God accomplishment, and one I’ll always be proud of.’”

The speaker stopped and let his words linger with the audience.

“And of course,” he concluded, “that fellow was absolutely right. What he taught me was this: the difference between success and failure is often a matter of perception. Whether we achieve victory or are defeated by our challenges depends upon how we look at – how well we see and understand – the true nature of what we are about.”

As soon as he said that, I knew why Constant had asked me to view the video. The insight the speaker had gained was applicable to my own situation. If I wanted to understand what Wally was trying to do – the nature of the challenge it had taken up – then I would also have to look at it differently. But how, I asked myself. What was the right way to see work?


Chapter 22

“How’d you like the video?”

“It was an interesting story, that’s for sure. And, I think I know why you had me watch it. You believe that the only way I’m going to understand what you’re saying about work is if I look at it – the experience of working – differently.”

“Bingo. Ask yourself this: is the conventional view – the way we’ve been working in this country for the last fifty or seventy-five years – is that worth spending your best and most productive years on? I don’t think anybody could say ‘Yes’ to that.”

His message went on.

“Forget the work-life balance. That confuses the ends with the means. What we need is work-life integration. We’ve got a culture in this country that’s more concerned with fixing what’s wrong with us than with expanding what’s right. We spend billions trying to cure our phobias and disorders and next to nothing on nurturing our goodness and possibilities. Shrinks have a bible called the Comprehensive Textbook of Psychiatry. I read somewhere that there are 500,000 lines of text in the book. And, you know what? In all that wisdom, there are just five lines devoted to hope, one line to joy and not a single, solitary line to happiness or fulfillment.”

“No wonder we’re all depressed.”

“It’s also why things are starting to change. More and more research is being done now on what’s called ‘positive psychology.’ The people behind it are the ones who’ve discovered the difference between joy and happiness that I told you about earlier. And, think what their findings mean. We humans aren’t defined by our dark side. We are made to realize the brighter half of ourselves. Where’s the proof of that? We don’t have just one positive side, we have two. We have two times more potential for hope than we have for despair.”

“That’s way too rosy a picture for me, Constant.”

“It was for me too, at first. We aren’t living in a dark age, but we are living in a sour one. Our default position is to be down on ourselves and critical of others. When’s the last time you can remember every single American feeling positive about themselves and the country? For me, it was the day we landed on the moon. It was a miraculous achievement of work that reinforced our quality of life. It was this huge engineering and scientific feat that produced a ton of new products we all now use or benefit from. That’s what I mean by an integrated work-life.”

“And, that was a long time ago. It’s hard for me to define happiness as those kinds of high points if we only get them every fifty years.”

“The length of that interval isn’t a function of the intrinsic nature of work and life. It is the result of the corrosive power of the foul cats. They depress our ability to perform at our peak, so it’s a rare event when we do. Our research, our product design, our manufacturing processes – they’re all handicapped by the foul cat’s fanatical quest for profits – profits that mostly accrue to them.”

His message went on.

“And unfortunately, the nation isn’t dealing with the problem. It’s become the economic equivalent of global warming. Occasionally, we debate the existence of feral capitalism, and the rest of the time, we ignore it altogether. Meanwhile, the investor pollution in this country is wrecking havoc on our careers, our standard of living and our inherent ability to do great things.”

“So, Wally is trying to be the ‘inconvenient truth’ of our economy?”

“No, not at all. We’re doing more than tell the truth. We’re doing something about it. We aren’t proselytizing; we’re putting our principles into practice. We won’t stop at changing peoples’ minds. We’re going to change the very nature of how they work. Our goal isn’t simply to forge a consensus about the problem. Our defining purpose is to start a revolution that will fix it.”

“Those are heady words, Constant, and I’m very respectful of your high ambition. But, that doesn’t change reality. You’re trying to start a revolution from scratch. And, you’re doing it in the face of the worst economy any of us have ever known. Being out of work scares people, and scared people don’t revolt.”

“They don’t until they figure out there’s more danger in doing nothing. When they reach that point, they see they have no choice. The fear they feel about the future overpowers their fear of change, of taking matters into their own hands.”

“I don’t know if that’s true, but even if it is, there’s still the matter of the foul cats. You said so yourself. The investment bankers and hedge funders aren’t going to sit still while you get people riled up. They’ve got money to spend, and they’re fire-hosing it all over you guys to shut down your little revolution before it even gets started.”

“The fact that they are is why we know we’re on the right track. They’re scared to death of us. Of what we’re doing. They’re attacking us to protect themselves. They want to destroy us now, before we can get enough others in the door to reach critical mass.”

“Others like me, I suppose.”

“You, your wife, your son, your daughter, your mother, your father, your sister, your brother. All of you are prospects for Wally. Because you all have one thing in common. Every single one of you is a member of the same generation – the fourth generation.”

“The fourth generation???”

“Yeah, the people of Walden 4G don’t define themselves as Boomers or Gen Xers or Millennials. We’re a group of people who want to be distinguished not by our age or our body art, but by our commitment to who we really are – a person of talent.”

“I don’t know, Constant, everybody seems to think that the differences among the generations are the most important thing.

We Boomers aren’t into body piercing and tattoos, and the Millennials have probably never even heard of Janis Joplin. So, it’s hard to see how we’re alike.”

“The generations are different. I’m not saying they aren’t. But, having different dress styles or even different life values doesn’t preclude our also having something in common.”

“And that is?”

“A respect for individual potential. All three of the generations in this country, regardless of how they look, dress, talk, dance or use a cell phone, share that attribute.”

“What does that mean??”

“It’s a point of view that’s the exact opposite of the way companies operate today. They believe that their success ultimately rests on technology. It’s an article of faith with them – one they get from the foul cats. You shouldn’t invest in people because you can’t own them, but you can put your money into hardware and software and tractors and plants because they become your very own assets. So, the investment bankers and hedge funders have brainwashed employers into seeing that stuff as their competitive advantage.

“The employers don’t admit that, of course. They endlessly pontificate about how important their employees are. But, look at where they make their investments. They spend their money on technology and don’t pay their workers enough to keep up with inflation. Basically, they’re banking on ever more sophisticated machines, and that’s stupid. Technology doesn’t have any power in and of itself. Only talent does. Talented people give technology its capability, not the other way around.”

“Yeah, we’ve talked about all that before.”

“Well, that’s why we call ourselves Walden 4G – we’re a Walden of America’s real fourth generation. The 4G that’s going to put us ahead of everybody else in the global marketplace. It’s not some techno-gizmo. It’s the people of this nation. We respect the age-based differences among us, but our defining attribute is what makes us alike: our aspiration. We want to be the best we can be, and we know that the only way we can achieve that kind of success is to unleash our capacity for excellence, our talent.”

“And, you really think that other Americans will see themselves that way? That they will actually believe they are a part of this fourth generation?”

“You bet I do.”

“And, you’re truly convinced that because they do, they will see it as their role to start a revolution in the American workplace?”

“Not only do I believe that, I also believe it’s destined to happen. The utopia of Walden 4G doesn’t have to be created. It already exists within each and every one of us.”


Fingerprint

“It may have taken hedge fund manager John Paulson 18 months to make $1 billion from his position in Citigroup (NYSE: C), but he made $5 billion in personal profits last year, topping the $4 billion he made in 2007 when he bet against the U.S. housing market. About $1 billion of Paulson’s $5 billion probably came from the 20% performance fee hedge funds typically charge clients, according to The Wall Street Journal.”

Yahoo! Finance
 January 28, 2011




Chapter 23

“I’m doing O.K., thanks.”

She paused for a moment and then went on. “They offered me the job.”

Quint and I were sitting in a quiet alcove in the back left corner of a bar grandfathered into a quiet neighborhood across town from our homes. The long, narrow room was flanked on the right by an ordinary wooden counter lined with stools. As with bars everywhere, the arrangement forced patrons to look at themselves in a bottle-framed mirror as if such public soul-searching did any good.

Our booth was tucked away behind a protruding shoulder-high wall, providing at least the illusion of privacy. It was the first time we had met alone at night, and for some reason, I was feeling uncomfortable, maybe even a little guilty.

I wanted to see Quint, but I knew that doing so outside the strictly patterned precincts of our job search activities could be construed as an inappropriate, even perilous new facet in our relationship. Still, she had quickly agreed to join me when I called and had greeted me with a perfume-scented hug when she arrived. I wondered, though, how she had explained our meeting to her spouse. I wanted to know if she had felt the same eager unease that had enveloped me.

“How ya’ doin’,” I had asked as she slid into the booth. It was the standard, banal question with which those in transition almost always greeted one another. Best to keep it totally normal, I had counseled myself.

Her response, at least the first half of it, had been exactly what I expected. It was what had followed that seemed to come out of nowhere and caught me completely by surprise. Even the matter-of-fact set of her features had given me no forewarning. Without any hint in her eyes or telltale expression on her face, she had delivered what could only be considered momentous news.

It took me several long seconds to absorb the words and interpret their meaning. And even then, I wasn’t sure I had it right. The contrast was too sharp between the message and the way it had been delivered.

“You got the job,” I said, lightly rouging my words with cautious excitement. “The one you told me about?”

“I did.”

So, it was true, I thought to myself. She, like Greg, would be leaving the company of we the unemployed. And, almost immediately, I felt guilty at my selfish reaction. This isn’t about you, I scolded myself.

“Wow! Quint, that’s terrific.”

I grinned at her across the table and waited for the details. Instead of the joyful relief I expected, however, there was the same odd stillness in her features that I had noticed before. It should have given me pause, but I was too caught up in my own bittersweet reaction to pay it any attention.

“So, when do you start,” I finished in a rush.

“I don’t. I turned them down.”

“You what?”

The surprise I had felt at her opening remark suddenly seemed an inconsequential preamble to the shock that snapped through me at this second revelation. I sat back against the hard wall of the bench and waited for her to explain.

“It was a good offer,” she went on, “and I felt as if they really wanted me. But, the more I thought about it, the less the whole thing – the job, the company, the guy who would be my boss – the less it all added up to what I wanted.”

It was a simple enough explanation. The words made sense in an easy, conventional sort of way. And yet, I sensed there was something else lurking behind her reasonable rationale – a quiet, but potent force that seemed to reinforce it with self-confidence. It was as if I was watching, witnessing a secular confirmation – a moment in time when she publicly disclosed her faith in herself and the future she would create. The transformation – for that’s what it clearly was – captivated me. I could feel a flush of admiration swell up inside and temporarily constrict my throat, forcing me into further silence.

Then, the electrical connection shifted, and my perspective snapped to an entirely new heading. Before I could utter a word, the other side of my brain – the logical counterpoint to my emotional being – swept its way into my attention and brought me back to reality. It pried the sentient fingers from my voice box and demanded that I speak up and point out the total absurdity of her decision.

“This is a tough job market, Quint. You know that. It’s not a good time to be holding out for just the right thing.”

“Well, I’ve done it. I turned them down, so there’s no going back. Besides, I think now is the perfect time to be making the right decision. In fact, I’m totally convinced there isn’t a wrong time to be looking out for yourself.”

“There are an awful lot of people who would disagree with that, Quint. I mean, I’m not criticizing or anything. It’s just that I think a lot of us would say this is hunker-down time. We’re all in survival mode. You can be choosey once the economy gets better.”

“I’m not being choosey,” Quint retorted. She punctuated her words with an irritable tone that was uncharacteristically defensive.

“Don’t I have a responsibility to myself,” she went on. “Isn’t it my job to do what’s right for me, to make sure I work where I will do my best? Because when I do that … when I put myself in a position to excel – I also do what’s best for my family. When I take care of myself, I’m … I’m exactly where I need to be to also take care of them.”

It was at that moment that I realized our exchange had a history. It was the latest installment in that ongoing conversation to which I was not a party. Once again, Quint was reprising an argument she had had at home. This time, though, there was no embarrassment and no holding back. She was answering me, but debating her husband, and the angry heat blowing across the table made it clear that she intended to stand her ground.

“Quint,” I said softly, “I’m on your side.”

“So, answer my question,” she replied, fixing her eyes on mine.

“What we’re trying to do – you, me, Greg, everyone – is give our families security. That’s our goal, right? Man or woman, it doesn’t matter – that’s what it means to be a good provider. But, as we all know, we can’t depend on employers for that. We can deny it all we want – we can tell ourselves that everything will eventually get back to normal … and the joke will be on us. Because the truth is that the only security you can get these days is the security you make for yourself.”

She paused and fiddled with the coaster under her glass.

“Job security is supposed to be the promised land. Put a hundred people in a room, and ninety-nine will tell you that’s their number one priority. But, how do you get it? You go hat in hand to employers and sell your soul for what you think – what they tell you – will be the real deal. Genuine, you-can-take-it-to-the-bank job security. And, everything’s fine, until you need it. The minute, the nanosecond things get tough and you try and use your security, guess what? Employers refuse to cash the check. So, now your family is depending on you, counting on you to take care of them, and you’re left flat broke. How do you get yourself out of that fix?”

She put both of her hands out palm up and shrugged in a lumpy gesture of mixed-up frustration and impatience. What was my better answer, the look said.

“Well, I think,” she went on, “that what we have to do is make our own security. Not for holding onto any one job, but for getting any job we want. And, that’s not being choosey. It’s being self-reliant. I’m trying to find a job where I can meet my responsibilities, where I can give my family the security they deserve by doing my best work. So, I’m calling the shots, not some employer.”

The edge had drained out of her voice by the time she finished. We sat there quietly for a moment, she with her eyes cast down, me staring off into the distance, but both of us looking back over our unexpected disagreement. It had been a jolting passage, and I sensed each of us now felt the same regret-tinged sadness at having come to this uncomfortable end point.

“Quint, I …”

“No, it’s me,” she interrupted. “I’m still upset about a … about an argument I had about all this with my husband. I guess I just thought that you … you were in the same place I was and so, so you would understand.”

“I do, I mean, I … well, I think I do. It’s just that it’s hard to see any upside right now. I think this country is stuck in a pretty bad spot, and that worries me and, I suppose, it also makes me cautious. According to everything you hear, everything you read, we’re teetering on the brink here, so my instinct is to just hang on.”

“I’m sorry,” she replied in a careful tone of voice, “but I just don’t buy that.”

“You don’t buy what,” I asked. “That these are hard times or that we have to hunker down?”

“Both. I don’t believe what we’re being told. Or, what we’re reading. I don’t believe any of it.” She paused and then asked, “Do you play tennis?”

Her non sequitur caught me off guard.

“What? Do I play tennis? Yeah, I do. What’s that got to do with anything? I’m not following you.”

“Have you ever been in a match with someone who was supposed to be so much better than you that you had absolutely no chance of winning?”

“All the time,” I replied with an exaggerated grimace.

“Me too,” she said. “And then, have you gotten out on the court and found that the person wasn’t nearly as good as advertised? Or, maybe you were better than you thought. It doesn’t matter. What is important is that all of a sudden you realize that you could win the match. But, then, what happens? You’re the equal or better of the other girl, and you still lose. You hold back or you make stupid mistakes because deep down inside there’s a voice telling you to. We all do it – we listen to that voice – and when we do, we get psyched out.”

“I guess,” I admitted.

“That’s what I think is happening to us, to the U.S., I mean. We’re letting ourselves get psyched out by all the gloom and doom in the media.”

“Facts are facts, Quint. And, there’s a ton of data that prove things are bad. The media are just reporting it.”

“Things are bad. I’m not saying they aren’t. But, they aren’t all bad, either. And, that’s the problem; a lot of people now think they are. They’ve accepted defeat before it’s even happened. They’ve given up because they don’t see … what did you call it, any upside. To them, we’re going downhill in this country and there’s no way to stop it. They’re psyched out.”

She paused for a second. “Do you watch the evening news?”

“On TV, you mean?”

“Yeah. Do you watch one of the network news shows at six thirty?”

“Sure. I mean, not every night, but more often than not. Why?”

“Well, whenever I watch them, I feel as if they’re competing to see who can paint the darkest picture of things. It’s a disaster movie in HD with those people. They’ve defined news as something bad, and that’s all they’re willing to report.”

“News is just a form of information, Quint, so you take it or leave it as you want,” I said.

“Yeah, I know. We’ve talked about that. And, you said we’re in an Informed Age. But, to be informed you have to have information you can count on, and I don’t think that’s what we’re getting. To me, information is supposed to give a clear picture of what’s really happening. And, the information in this age, at least, is making it harder to understand anything.”

“Information is only what we make of it,” I replied, remembering, once again, my conversation with Constant. “It’s up to us to be informed.”

“Exactly, and being informed depends upon analysis. You have to have multiple sources of information, of course, but you also have to decide what makes sense to you. And, I choose to believe what I have always believed in. I know that’s not fashionable these days, but it is the way I am. I have faith that this country isn’t on the skids. I still think we can and will fix our problems. I may not have any proof I’m right, but I don’t accept that what gets reported is the whole of the story or proves that I’m wrong either.”

She stopped and smiled self-consciously.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to get up on my high horse. It’s just that I get so tired of hearing that America’s on its last legs. Sometimes, I wish there were an alternative universe out there where you could actually see all of the good stuff going on. Not a three minute segment at the end of a twenty-seven minute newscast of Failures R Us, but the other way around. A place where hopefulness was the order of the day, not the exception to the rule.”

It was her idea, of course, but only I was able to make the connection. I was surprised, as I turned it over in my mind, that I hadn’t seen the separation closing before. The two distinct lines of thought were actually just different threads of a single fabric, of a larger sensibility. And, her last words – the wish she had just expressed – cinched them together in a pattern I was finally able to recognize.

“Quint,” I said, “I know a group of people you should meet.”


Chapter 24

“So, is a database all there is to Wally?”

Constant and I were back online, working our way through another of the soundless conversations that passed for modern dialogue.

“No, it’s a lot more than that. Like I said before, we’re a community, a group of people who all look at things the same way. Our database is just a tool.”

“You know, everyone on the Internet is using that word these days. There are probably more communities online than there are on earth. But, the ones online are different. I don’t see a lot of support and helping one another out on the Web, and those are the things I associate with communities in the real world.”

“I’m not going to defend other groups, but as far as Wally is concerned, we are as committed to one another as you can be. We can’t succeed if we aren’t. We’re in a war – not with bullets, but with something just as dangerous – power. If the foul cats hold onto enough of it to win, they’ll continue their self-enrichment at the expense of the American Dream and ultimately destroy it. If we in Wally, on the other hand, can get enough of it, we can hold the Dream together, maybe even make it better and then pass it along to our kids. But, to have any chance at all of pulling that off, we need to stand together. We have to be a virtual community that acts like a real one.”

“So, there’s more going on than the database and these little chats back and forth over the virtual backyard fence?”

“Communicating is how we maintain our sense of assembly. We’re not into Warholing for fame or anything like that. And, we also don’t make speeches for a record that doesn’t get read or watched. No one’s trying to shock or impress anyone else. We’re talking together to reinforce what it means to be one of all of us.”

“One of all of us??? I don’t get it.”

“Those of us in Wally share more than a hobby or an affinity. We think true community extends way beyond a mutual interest in knitting or a common ancestry in Italy. We’ve centered our community on something that everyone can relate to. We are bound together by our allegiance to an ideal – to economic democracy. So, we’re way beyond engaging one another simply to talk cross-stitching or recount stories from the old world.”

“Whoa, that’s being a little hard on people, don’t you think?”

“O.K., maybe that was a little overstated. But, my point is that Americans don’t attend to their Americanness. We do the 4th of July thing and not much else. That’s the only time we stop and pledge allegiance to who we are as a nation. The rest of the year, we celebrate what defines our differences. We the Irish, the Africans, the Puerto Ricans, the Greeks, the Mexicans, the Italians, the Chinese, the gay-lesbian-bisexual-transgender people among us – we EACH parade up and down the avenues of NYC or Chicago or LA, and we ALL get lost in the celebrations.”

“Come on, Constant, that’s what America is all about. We’re a melting pot. A multi-hued quilt.”

“Yeah, I know that. It’s just that we Waldonites feel we ought to remember the pot and the quilt more often.”

“You don’t really call yourselves that, do you?”

I was smiling as I typed the words. I meant them as a good natured poke in the ribs. But, no sooner had I clicked my mouse to send them off, than I began to worry he might misinterpret them. I wasn’t being critical at all, but as I read over my question, I could see how easy it would be for him to misunderstand. The down scale harmonic to my attempt at some innocent teasing was a snide tone I hadn’t intended.

“No, we don’t.”

His straightforward reply gave no hint of any angst with my question. I exhaled in relief and then turned to the rest of his message.

“It may sound overdone a bit, but we’ve actually talked about it. What do you call the members of a community that has a unique identity, a specific purpose and a shared commitment to accomplishing it? Are they some derivative of the name that’s been given to their location – like New Yorkers – or are they defined by what makes them proud – like the Red Sox Nation – or are they just friends, like the people you connect with on Facebook? We’ve gone round and round about it because answering that question speaks to our identity. It’s not some silly, pointless debate in the abstract; it’s an attempt to understand who we are.”

I was surprised by the seriousness of his response. Its earnestness stood in stark contrast to my flippant remark, and my earlier relief was quickly replaced with embarrassment. Instead of a defensive retort or even a superficial brush-off, he had pulled open a window on the people of Wally and allowed me to peer inside. I could feel my face color with a shade of crimson he could not see but clearly deserved.

“I was just kidding, Constant. It was a stupid question.”

“No, it’s O.K.. Like I said, we thought it was an important issue. Do you want to know what we decided?”

“Sure.”

“The people of Walden 4G have decided to call themselves ‘career activists.’ We’ve chosen to define ourselves, not by where we hang out or who we root for, but by how we intend to live and work. We’re committed to the performance of economic disobedience, and it’s that activity that makes us a community.”

“Interesting. I don’t think I’ve heard that term before. Career seems to be such a passive word – at least, I think, that’s how most of us practice it. We don’t associate being proactive with the direction of our career. If anything, I think it’s exactly the opposite. We sit tight until we have to do something. So, how are you active? What do you guys actually do when you practice career activism?”

Several minutes passed. While I waited for Constant’s reply, I thought about Quint and Greg and how strangely unalike their situations were.

Greg felt as if he had been unfairly treated. He had learned the rules of the game, played by them and then lost out because, at the last minute, when retirement was almost in sight, the rules had been changed on him without any warning or explanation. He may have found a new job, but he was still angry at what he saw as the injustice of it all. He had been victimized. His years of hard work and loyalty had been repaid with an all too public form of humiliation. The duplicity of it not only hurt him, it embarrassed him deeply. He would never admit it, but I think the scar of the whole experience covered over a soft tissue of shame.

Quint, of course, possessed a very different outlook. She had decided to make up her own rules for the game. The hand that was being played across the board from her didn’t matter because it was reacting to her not the other way around. She wasn’t the one trying to keep up; she was the one setting the course, determining the pace and, ultimately, shaping the outcome. So, she didn’t feel at fault; she felt as if she had been set free. Sure, it was uncomfortable because anything new is, at first. But, I had no doubt that in the deep recesses of her own true self, she was convinced she was right.

My email program did its routine Send/ Receive, and Constant’s message popped up in my Inbox, ending my reverie.

“We see career activism as a daily commitment. It’s a regimen we practice that enables us to produce the endorphins of satisfaction and fulfillment in our work. But, like any ongoing obligation – even one we accept for ourselves – it’s sometimes hard to stick with it. Not because of the kids’ soccer schedules or the latest crisis at work – the kinds of stuff that get in the way of keeping our New Year’s resolutions – but because activism itself is a challenging endeavor. So, the other way we practice our activism is to help our friends and colleagues stick to theirs.”

“How do you do that?”

“We believe that most people need support at three critical passages in their career. We call them GUPs – the Give Up Points. They are the times when people are most tempted to go off track in managing their career. So, we try to be there for them and support them at those points.”

“Give Up Points. That’s another interesting term. What are they giving up?”

“Actually, it’s not what, it’s on who. The temptation is to give up on ourselves, not consciously of course, but that’s the net effect.”

“I don’t think we do that very much. Americans, I mean. If anything, we don’t give up a lot of times when we should. Look at the war in Afghanistan. We’re propping up a crooked government in a society that’s still feudal so we can punish some bad guys who no longer have the power to hurt us. We could give up there and be a hell of a lot better off.”

I knew that observation took us perilously close to politics, but I thought it made an important point. I went downstairs to refill my coffee mug while I waited for Constant’s reply. When I got back, his email was already in my Inbox. That was fast, I thought to myself, and opened his message.

“I think exactly the opposite is going on. We’re putting a lot of our kids in harm’s way over there – we’re asking them to be strong and brave – but our nation isn’t showing the same level of commitment. We’ve got a strategy that’s so ill defined it basically tells the bad guys that we don’t know what we want. There’s no national consensus on the war. No one’s convinced the American people it’s worth their making a sacrifice to win it. So, we don’t. Sacrifice isn’t on the agenda today in America. We let our government send a million young men and women into combat, but we aren’t extending ourselves at all back here at home. I call that giving up.”

“Come on, Constant. I was in the Army during Viet Nam, and this is definitely not like then. No one’s calling the troops baby killers. There’s a ton of support for the military these days.”

“Fair enough. It is better in that regard. But, armchair patriotism isn’t real support, Seth. And, it sure as hell isn’t sacrifice. It may make us feel good, and it may even make the troops feel good, but it doesn’t get us any closer to victory. And, as old Doug MacArthur said, there’s no substitute for that.”

I couldn’t think of a good rebuttal – he was making too much sense – and kicked myself for getting us off track. My only way out was to bring us back to the subject of Walden 4G.

“Well, now that we’ve solved that world crisis, tell me more about these Give Up Points.”

“O.K., we’ll leave a discussion of Afghanistan (and Pakistan and Yemen and Libya and Central Africa) for another time.”

It was a polite way of saying we hadn’t even begun to sort through the issue. But, thankfully, he went on.

“So, like I was saying, there are three GUPs. But before I explain them, it’s important to go back to our baseline belief in Wally. We don’t see work as a prison cell or a form of penance. We believe it’s exactly the opposite. Work is the one best way to realize the uniquely American guarantee we each have to the pursuit of Happiness. So, what we’re trying to do at each GUP is help a person achieve his or her inalienable right.”

I never heard that in my poly sci class, I thought to myself, and then read on.

“To say it another way, our purpose is to encourage people to be the best of themselves. Remember way back when we first started chatting, I told you the purpose of Wally was economic disobedience? Well, that was true, but it was only half the answer.”

His message went on.

“The other half is personal rejuvenation. We believe you can’t achieve the first without committing to the second. Economic disobedience is just nihilism – it’s destruction for destruction’s sake – unless you establish something to replace it. So, we want to destroy a corrupt system and create a vital one, and do both at the same time.

“For that to happen, we – people in the workforce, I mean – we have to hold up our end of the bargain. We have to take individual responsibility for working up to our capacity for excellence.”

“It sounds like you think social change adheres to a version of the retail rule. You break it, you own it. And, that means you also have to fix it.”

“That’s right. But more than that, when people bring their best selves to work – when they excel at something that engages and challenges them – they access a profound and enduring sense of satisfaction. They are, in effect, creating a legacy they can be proud of. They will have dreamed as only Americans can. Their experience isn’t a figment of the imagination, however; it’s real. It reshapes their own destiny, and just as important, that of their kids and grandkids.”

I hadn’t expected him to stop there, but he did. There was no further explanation, no additional rationale. It was as if he wanted me to acknowledge the correctness of his cause before he would reveal the secrets of its practices. The ploy, for that’s what it felt like, seemed silly and, especially at this point, unnecessary.

“So, what are the three GUPs??”

I wasn’t going to play along with his little dialectic scheme.

“Are you onboard with what I said about Wally’s mission? Do you see how we’re trying to get people to refocus their careers on the actualizing verb that makes their work worthwhile?”

“Yes, Constant, I’m onboard with that. Wally is dedicated to the PURSUIT of Happiness. I get it.”

“O.K., then you’re in the right place to understand the three Give Up Points.”

Glad you noticed, I thought to myself.

“Give Up Point number 1 is the search for your talent. Hardly anyone intuitively knows what their talent is. The few who do typically use the very same word to describe it. They say they have a ‘calling.’

The rest of us, unfortunately, can’t hear that voice. We have to discover what our talent is. We have to rummage around inside ourselves until we find our endowed capacity for excellence. And, that’s obviously not easy to do. It takes more self-analysis and more self-honesty than most of us are comfortable with. So, we give up. We take a job doing whatever some employer will pay us to do. We turn our backs on one of the most awesome gifts we’ll ever receive. We abdicate who we are meant to be.”

The message ended there, but was quickly followed by another, giving our conversation a kinetoscopic feel.

“Give Up Point number 2 occurs after a person’s self-discovery. The key to genuine happiness is not just knowing your talent, but working at it too. So, we have to find an occupation that is suitable for our talent, and then we have to educate it with the skills and knowledge required to work in that field. Our talent may be the capacity for excellence, but that excellence is only expressed and experienced if our talent can be effectively applied to the tasks involved in doing a certain kind of work. That search for a meaningful role in the workplace takes initiative and determination and, unfortunately, a lot of us would rather just coast along even if it’s in a boring job. So, we give up there, as well.”

His next message arrived several minutes later.

“And finally, Give Up Point number 3 is the culmination of self-discovery and self-preparation. It encompasses the long arc of our entire career. We are individually responsible for the health of our career – for centering it on our talent – and we have to work at keeping it fit and well every single day. That means we must become as adept at managing our career as we are at doing our work. We have to be an expert engineer or salesperson or whatever AND an expert career captain. In other words, in today’s world, we have to hold down not one, but two full-time jobs and, for many of us, that takes more effort than we’re willing to exert. So, once again, we give up.”

This time, the message didn’t end. A final paragraph served as its epilogue.

“Those three passages aren’t imaginary. They’re as real as it gets. They’re the choices each of us have to make for the one-third of our lives we’ll spend at work. So, what Wally is all about – it’s single and defining vision – is to model the behaviors of career activism. It is to act in the defense of our members by showing them how to act in their own defense. Because when they do that – when they set their career on a path which serves their best interests – they take power away from the foul cats and give it to themselves. Their economic disobedience becomes the pursuit of Happiness.”


Fingerprint

“The Securities and Exchange Commission today charged six expert network consultants and employees with insider trading for illegally tipping hedge funds and other investors to generate nearly $6 million in illicit gains. The charges stem from the SEC’s ongoing investigation into the activities of expert networks that purport to provide professional investment research to their clients.”

The U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission
 February 2, 2011




Chapter 25

I arrived late at the job club meeting and reverting to my old high school paranoia about standing out, I decided to take a seat in the back row. A mountain of a woman glared her indignation at my interruption as I struggled to squeeze past her to the only open chair. It’s squat, low, gunmetal gray frame left me looking out over a sea of bobbing heads of no certain identity. Most, however, were frizzled with varying degrees of gray or framed with the familiar half moon of tonsorial abandonment.

Fifteen minutes later, the speaker finished her presentation and asked if there were any questions. An arm shot up and wagged back and forth in an exaggerated arc.

“Yes,” the speaker asked pleasantly, nodding toward the eager individual. From where I sat, the questioner was just a brown shoulder and sleeve.

The arm folded back down into the crowd, and a male throat cleared itself. As soon as I heard the voice that followed, I knew it was Greg.

“How can you stand up there and deliver this crap with a straight face?”

“I beg your pardon,” the speaker replied as surprise raced across her face.

“I come to these sessions every week,” Greg went on. “And every week, I listen to some self-appointed pundit like you give us advice on what we should do. And every week, all of us take these little pearls of wisdom to heart and try to use them to find a decent job and go back to work. And, you know what happens? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. So, what do we do? Like lemmings, we come back in here and listen to some more crap from another self-appointed pundit so we can go back out and have nothing happen all over again. If what you were saying had any use whatsoever, we’d all be employed, and you would be sitting out here looking for work. And,” he concluded, “that’s never going to happen, is it?”

“I understand your frustration, but …”

“But nothing,” Greg interrupted. “I’m sick and tired of the excuses. ‘It’s a shaky recovery.’ ‘It’s a lousy job market.’ You think I don’t know that? I can find a job on my own when things are good, thank you very much. I don’t need you then. I need you now, when no one’s hiring. You’re supposed to be able to help me when I can’t get it done by myself, and that ain’t happenin’.”

The speaker’s eyes progressively widened with each salvo in Greg’s attack, but I could also see that she wasn’t going to be intimidated. She stood her ground and waited for him to finish.

“Look, this is the deepest recession we’ve had in this country since the Great Depression. The economy’s in terrible shape.”

“No, it isn’t,” Greg retorted. “The market is way up. It may take a hit from time-to-time because the whack jobs in Europe can’t get their house in order or the whack jobs in Congress can’t get our house in order. But basically, the good times are back on Wall Street. And, you know why? Because corporate profits are way up. Companies are making money hand over fist these days. So, don’t give me this BS about it being the economy’s fault.”

“Yes, but it’s just a matter of time. Eventually, their success will trickle down into the workforce. You have to be …”

“You’re not going to tell me to be patient, are you? I mean, even you aren’t that stupid, right? There’s no such thing as patience when you can’t pay your bills. Patience is a luxury item in this friggin’ country, and nobody in here can afford it.”

The crowd was starting to get restive at Greg’s refusal to let the speaker move on. His sharp counter volleys had moved him way beyond the sovereign border of polite passivity that defined the group’s culture. I could see heads straining up on extended necks as the rest of the audience tried to catch a glimpse of the rabble-rouser in their midst. Several other arms had popped up in the crowd, and the speaker looked over at one and nodded, trying hard to conceal her relief.

The arm was lowered and a new voice bright with enthusiasm rose out of the crowd. It was young and female.

“When you were talking about resumes,” she began, “you said that we should just print them out on plain, white paper. Why is that?”

“Do you really think it’ll make a pile of crap’s worth of difference,” Greg snapped.

“Hey buddy, you’ve had your say. If you can’t be polite, take a hike.” This voice was deeply male and booming with self-confidence. It left no doubt that the speaker was willing to back up his ultimatum.

“You know what,” Greg said standing up. “You’re absolutely right. Hanging around here is a waste of my time.”

At that, he pushed his way out of the row where he’d been sitting and stalked down the aisle toward the door. As he passed my row, I could see that his face was mottled with anger but also fighting to control something else. I couldn’t immediately determine what it was, but its presence was unmistakable and sent a jolt of concern rushing through me.

I stood up and turned to move out into the aisle.

“Now what,” the heavyset woman muttered.

“Excuse me,” I said and smiled to myself as I felt my heel come down on her foot.

“Oouuch,” was all she could howl before I was out of the row and chasing after Greg. He was standing by the coat rack pulling his jacket off a hanger when I caught up to him.

“You all right,” I asked.

He shrugged in a grim gesture of silent frustration.

“Come on,” I said, looking back over my shoulder at the seated audience. Most of the heads were still facing the speaker, but a few had swiveled around to stare at this outlier in their midst.

“Let’s go outside where we can talk.”

I pulled on my coat and followed him out the swinging doors. We stood in a small, dark vestibule that housed the building’s outside entrance. It was colder than in the meeting room, but the heavy oak door held out most of the chill wind I could hear blustering around outside.

“You all right,” I asked again.

“No.” His dull tone surprised me. It was the polar opposite of the barely contained fury in his exchange with the speaker.

“You wanna’ talk about it,” I asked softly.

“It’s obvious, isn’t it,” he said in the same spiritless voice.

“I beg your pardon.”

“I didn’t get the job,” he responded.

“But, I thought the manager …”

“The manager. The big kahuna. The guy who’s supposed to be in charge. Well, so much for that,” he snapped. “The wimp emailed me to say he’d been overruled. He didn’t bother to tell me why or who had done it. All he said was that the decision was out of his hands, whatever the hell that means.”

“Man, I’m sorry,” I said. “I know that you …”

“I used to tell my kids this was the greatest country on earth. I believed it, too. This was the one place on the planet where you work hard and you get your just rewards. The United States of America was a level playing field.”

He stopped and shook his head as if he wondered how he could have ever been so naive.

“Man, did I get played,” he went on. “There’s no opportunity in this so-called land of opportunity. The only people making out are the assholes on Wall Street. That young kid in there – the one who asked the stupid resume question – I was like that twenty years ago. Full of optimism and hope. And, look at me now. All dressed up with no place to go.”

“Hey, man, I know it’s a bad time, but you gotta’ hang in there,” I said. “Your luck will change.”

“You know, Seth, I was an English major in college. I loved to read. But more than that, I was fascinated by the lives of the people behind the books, the authors. They were the better story as far as I was concerned.

“And, I got really interested in one group in particular. They were called the Lost Generation. People like Hemingway and Fitzgerald and John Dos Passos. They had served in World War I and afterwards couldn’t figure out why. They looked back at what had happened to them and asked themselves why they had done it. What had they gained by putting their best years on the line?

“Well, that’s how I feel. In fact, I’ll bet that’s how a lot of us feel. Deep down inside, you and me and all those chumps in there, we’re the new Lost Generation. And, just like the first one, we’ve not only lost our way, we’ve lost our hope.”

“Come on, Greg, you don’t mean that. We don’t have a lot to cheer about now, but that can’t … it won’t last forever.”

“Me losing out on that job,” he replied. “It was inevitable. I was only kidding myself. I’m not, they’re not,” he gestured back toward the meeting room, “a part of this country any more. We live here, but we no longer count. We fought the shitty wars, we swallowed our pride and did the shitty work, we did everything we were asked to do, and what did we get in return? Second class status. We’re riding in the back of the bus, and printing your resume out on white paper for christssake isn’t gonna’ move us up to the good seats.”

It was at that moment, as if to punctuate his words, that I recognized the other emotion I had seen on his face. Actually, it wasn’t an emotion at all. That probably would have been better. No, what I had seen, what I was still seeing was a state of being. I was witnessing the dark shadow of resignation fold across his face like a giant blood sucking vampire squid.


Chapter 26

“That sounds pretty elitist to me, Constant.”

It was the day after the job club meeting, the one where Greg had unloaded on the speaker. It was the standard female rap on men – that we always want to try and fix things – but still, I felt as if Wally might be exactly what Greg needed.

So, this morning, I had reached out to Constant and asked him if he could help. His response had caught me completely off guard. I could tell that the words had been chosen not to offend, but the message was blunt: Wally wasn’t for those who needed help. As he had put it, “Walden 4G only works for those who have decided to work for themselves.”

That statement had been so unexpected – it was so out of alignment with what I thought I knew about the community – that my response had been reflexive. I simply reacted instinctively to what seemed to be the very kind of privilege and classism that Constant had been railing against.

His reply was even more pointed.

“Not elitist, but elite, absolutely. We don’t hand out trophies for just showing up.”

“Then, I don’t understand. Aren’t you the people who help one another through the Give Up Points? If you only provide that support to a few select individuals, then you are, by definition, excluding everyone else. And, you can call it whatever you like, but to me, that’s the definition of elitist.”

“Do you remember what I said about talent?”

“What’s that got to do with it?”

“We believe that talent is the capacity for excellence and that it’s something all of us have. Every single person can excel if they want to. It’s that last phrase which determines whether or not they’re eligible for membership in Wally. ‘If they want to’ means it’s up to them who they work for … themselves or the foul cats We don’t select them into our community, they do. They have to decide to make the use of their talent their life’s work. When they do that, they’re essentially committing themselves to the practice of career activism, and by doing so, they punch their own ticket into Wally.”

“With all due respect, that doesn’t make any sense. It sounds like you guys are only willing to help the people who don’t really need help. What good is that?”

“Then, I’m not being clear. Think of it this way: Wally provides a lot of help to its members, but they have to be in a frame of mind where that help can be understood and do some good. So, if your friend, or anyone else for that matter, isn’t explicitly determined to work as a person of talent, we can’t help them. It’s not that we don’t want to. It’s that they won’t let us.”

“But, you can do something, Constant. I don’t know exactly what, but this guy is totally down on himself. He’s done everything he’s supposed to – he’s talked to the counselors at the unemployment office, he attends the job club sessions, he’s sent out reams of resumes, he’s been more conscientious than most – and it’s gotten him nowhere.”

“That’s exactly my point. What you’ve just described is the difference between job searching and career activism. The job searching tact, unfortunately, is the norm. The goal is to get yourself re-employed so you can work for someone else. That’s been going on for way too many years. You let employment determine who you work for. It’s feral capitalism’s version of indenture.”

His message continued.

“As you and I have discussed, we in Wally go in a different direction with a very different goal. Career activism is all about finding the right place to express and experience your talent – your capacity for excellence. And, when you’re acting on behalf of your own career, you take charge of your employment so you can work for yourself.”

“Oh, please, Constant. Not more of that free agent crap. You and I’ve talked about that. It sounds good, and it sells a lot of books. But, for most of us, it’s a bunch of BS. We aren’t comfortable having to go out and scare up a gig and then another gig after that. We want to do the work, not be stuck with having to employ ourselves.”

“That’s absolutely right. And, that’s the difference between Wally and the so-called free agent nation. Remember what I told you? We aren’t free agents. We’re freed agents. We work for ourselves, but are employed by someone else. An employer we choose because they provide the support we need – and deserve – to do our best work. And, that activism is the price of admission to our community. We don’t free anybody. They have to free themselves. Before they sign on. Because it’s only after they take that step, that we can help them. Our job isn’t to give them their freedom; it’s to show them how to use the freedom they achieve to best advantage.”

“But, how do you know someone is a freed agent?”

“That’s a good question. It’s not easy, I admit. We’re talking about an outlook, a mindset that characterizes and distinguishes certain people. So, we do what you and I have been doing. We talk. We use the Web to reach out to those who might be in the right place to become a member, and we get to know them. It’s an imperfect system, and we have made some mistakes. You can be an entirely different person from the one you profess to be online. So – as you know from your own experience – we’ve learned to take it slow. Basically, this back-and-forth is inefficient and maybe even frustrating, but we’ve decided it’s the only safe way to do it.”

“Safe for whom? Are you worried that the foul cats are trying to infiltrate your group?”

“Sure, it’s a constant threat. They’d like nothing better than to get inside and stick it to us. And, nobody gets a pass. They’re equal opportunity bad guys.”

“What do you mean by that?”

While I waited for his answer, my telephone rang. I knew my voicemail box was full, so I picked up the receiver before the call could roll over.

“Hello.”

“Hi , Seth. It’s Liz.”

The house number hadn’t come up on my phone for some reason, but I wasn’t all that surprised to hear her voice. Liz almost always called rather than hike up the stairs to my office.

“Hi Liz.”

“What are you doing for lunch today? If you haven’t got anything on, let’s go out together.”

I looked at my clock and was surprised to see it was just a couple of minutes before noon.

“Well, I … sure. Let me just close out this chat I’m doing, and I’ll see you downstairs.”

“Great,” she said happily and hung up.


Chapter 27

“Jim Easton got a job. Katie called me this morning.”

Liz was smiling as she made her announcement, but her words were nuanced with a tightness around her eyes. We were sitting in a restaurant that used to be our favorite. It huddled up against one of the canals that run into the city from the bay. It wasn’t a true fisherman’s pier kind of place, but the establishment called itself The Crab Concert and was decked out with enough nautical bric-a-brac to sink a small ship.

“Good for him,” I replied.

I wasn’t going to say anything more. I knew Liz was expecting me to, but I didn’t see the purpose of it. Jim and Katie Easton lived down the block from us. He had been laid off about a month after I had, so what Liz really wanted to know was why I was bringing up the rear in my job search.

“Well, maybe he can give you some tips, some … some ideas that would be helpful.”

“I don’t need any tips, Liz. I know what I’m doing.”

“I understand. It’s just … it’s, it’s been such a long time, and you’re still looking and, well, I thought maybe since Jim had already been successful he might be able to … I don’t know, to help you out.”

“Liz, we’ve been talking about what I’m doing for weeks now. I’ve tried to explain it to you. I’m not holding anything back and …”

“No, I didn’t mean that. You have been much more open and I really appreciate that. It’s just … well, maybe this … this group you’re talking about …”

“You mean Wally.”

“Right, Wally. I know you think the world of them, but it just seems like they’re getting you nowhere. And, you know what that’s doing to us. We’re spending our savings like crazy, Seth, money we’ve worked hard to put aside. We can’t keep going on like this or we’ll dig ourselves into a hole we’ll never get out of. You need to find a job.”

There it was. Stripped of softening phrases and carefully polite words, this was what Liz saw when she looked at my situation.

I had tried to describe what the foul cats were doing to people and how economic disobedience worked. I had explained as best I could why finding my talent was important if I was ever going to have a meaningful career. And, what did she conclude after listening to it all? ‘You need to find a job.’ After all our discussions, we weren’t any closer to being in the same place than we had been when we began.

Cool down, I told myself. This doesn’t have to be an argument. It does, however, have to be the truth, I replied to my inner pacifist. And, the truth is that I’m moving in one direction and she’s moving in another. We didn’t intend for it to happen, we both probably didn’t want it to happen, but it had. We had talked ourselves apart. No, that wasn’t right. The talking was simply a record of the gulf that was already there.

I had become a different person since I met Constant. I’m sure that didn’t happen to everyone who came into Wally, but it did to me. I was one guy when I began and an other now. Maybe that was unfair to Liz, but staying where I had been was just as unfair to me.

“Liz, I …”

“Seth, it’s not working.”

“I’ve never worked harder in my life, Liz.”

“I don’t mean you. I mean us. We’re not working.”

I looked across the table at her. After all of our years together, she and I had become strangers in the space of a season’s passing. I wasn’t the Seth she had married, and the Seth I had become didn’t feel connected to her the way I once had.

The realization of that truth hurt. It also seemed to lift a huge weight off of my shoulders. The pain I felt about our, our ‘situation’ was no longer multiplied by guilt – by the nagging feeling that I hadn’t tried hard enough. We had both given it our best shot, and Liz’s conclusion simply acknowledged that it wasn’t to be. We were once a match, but now we weren’t.

“Yeah,” I said sadly. “That’s how I see it too. We aren’t working.”


Chapter 28

“There is a downside to Wally.”

Several days had passed since my lunch with Liz. We still occupied the same house, but we both knew it was now a temporary arrangement. I wanted to talk to Constant, but not about my situation at home. That was a personal issue, and there was no reason for him to be involved. I didn’t trust myself, however, to keep my emotions out of our conversation, so I had stayed away. I was raw with sadness, disappointment, even shame and, like good males everywhere, I wasn’t stepping out until they were safely bottled up.

My opening message to Constant had been business-like, maybe too much. He seemed to sense my need to move on, however, so had quickly returned to the topic of our previous chat – the threat the foul cats allegedly pose to individual people in Wally.

“And, we want to make sure you understand it before you make a decision about becoming one of us. Joining Walden 4G will expose you to risk. No, let me put it more starkly. It will expose you to real danger. The foul cats aren’t only after our database. They’re out to get each and every one of us.”

“Damn, Constant, you’re making Islamic ji-hadists look like regular, every day people. You guys see foul cats as evil incarnate.”

I felt the tension in my neck and shoulders relax as he pulled me back into the familiar environs of our conversation.

“This isn’t some game we’re playing, Seth. We’re deadly serious about destroying the foundation of feral capitalism. The cronyism. The rigged outcomes. The unapologetic greed. We’re going to bring it all down. We’re going to close the territory they’ve marked. And, the foul cats know that. We’re the biggest challenge these self-appointed masters of the universe have ever faced, and they aren’t going to roll over without a fight.”

“And what’s worse, they have nine lives. So, basically, you guys have to play whack a cat.”

“Don’t be cute, Seth.”

I was pleased with my analogy, so caught off guard by the sharp rebuke.

“What we’re talking about is no laughing matter. You come into Wally, and you’ll be a marked man. You’ll stand for everything the foul cats hate. They shit all over their own investments, so they’ll have no problem doing the same to you.”

I was embarrassed by his words the first time I read them, but as I went back and reread them, I got angry.

“I don’t need a lecture, Constant. I get the point you’re making. It’s just not convincing. You can say the foul cats would be out to get me all you want, but that doesn’t mean it’s so. You don’t scare people like them, and neither do I.”

“That’s right; you don’t. But, your beliefs do or they would if you were one of us. As a single person, there’s probably not much you can do to worry them. But, as a member of Wally, those beliefs become a gospel for your career. You accept the role AND the responsibility of spreading your convictions – our convictions – to others. And, the more of you there are, the greater the impact we all can have on the assets – the companies – the foul cats value. To them, you are a single, harmless voice, but as a career activist, you are part of a movement that is working to discredit and eventually defeat them.”

His message ended there and, as I suspect he hoped it would, the interval gave me time to think about his explanation and cool off a little bit. I was still trying to decide if I was convinced when another message from him popped into my Inbox.

“Do you know what we call our database?”

Now, where was he taking us, I wondered. The last thing I wanted was another tangent to our discussion that got me no closer to clarity.

“No. But, I’m sure you’ll tell me what it is AND why it’s relevant.”

“It’s Tahrir. We’ve named the central feature of our community after the Liberation Square in Cairo. Because that’s the power it represents. We’re promoting the free flow of information, the unstoppable current of truth about employers and employees.

“We let career activists know which employers have been captured by the greed and corruption of the foul cats and which have not. And, we help people move away from their kind of nihilistic investments to the freedom of employers who will respect them. We give people the power to hollow out the organizations that have been contorted by feral capitalism and to flesh out those that will acknowledge and support their right to the pursuit of Happiness.”

“You’re just full of metaphors, Constant. But, I don’t think this one works. Things are changing in Egypt, but in the beginning at least, Mubarak and his cronies didn’t shoot their own people.”

“Fair enough, but the similarities are huge. The people of Egypt were repressed by an plutocracy, and so are we. They may still be figuring out the road ahead, but they’ve already tossed out one set of abusers and are now taking on another. And, the foul cats know that. They’re watching the revolution unfold in Egypt just like you and me. They’re seeing the power of a million voices shouting first online and then on the ground.”

His message went on.

“Our abusers – the foul cats – aren’t going to shoot anybody either – at least we don’t think so. But, just like the military in Egypt, they’ll do whatever else they have to in order to stay in power. The only difference is that their thugs will be dressed in business casual.”

“Look, Constant, I’m not trying to argue with you, but honestly, I don’t see how a group that doesn’t really exist except virtually can have any sort of serious impact on powerful people, people who have real money and real connections in the real world. It just seems too farfetched. What’s happening in Egypt can’t happen here. We haven’t been oppressed for thirty or forty years. Yes, things are tough right now, but they’re not nearly as bad or as desperate as what the people over there have been facing. We Americans have it too good, even in our dark times, to rise up in some sort of righteous rebellion.”

“Sadly, on that point, we agree. This is a truly terrible time, but only one-out-of-five of us is actually out of work or working part-time. The other four-fifths may be worried about their job, they may be sick and tired of the work it involves, but they are getting a paycheck. So, for a lot of us, the best course seems to be not to rock the boat. We have too much to lose. We hate or worse – we’re bored or depressed or just plain turned off by – the situation we’re in, but the alternative is way too scary.

“And, that’s our blind spot. We can’t see how we’re being used up. We may be employed, but that experience is bleeding the American Dream out of us. We’re worried to death about the Chinese Dream, but that threat’s an illusion. The real danger is right here at home. It’s being perpetrated by the foul cats. They’ve taken a Dream that’s intended for all and reserved it for themselves. They sit up front where the view is good and force the rest of us to sit in the back where you have to strain to see anything at all.”

“So, what’s the solution? How do you get Americans motivated enough to reclaim their Dream?”

“That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it? How do you make a revolution happen?”

He went on with the answer.

“We’ve tried unions, and they clearly haven’t worked. Union membership is now so low, they’re all but irrelevant. And, the government’s income redistribution and social programs are well intentioned, but they don’t alter the fundamental order of things. No, the only way we’ll get Americans out of their complacency – their delusional determination to just hang in there – is a war. We have to believe we’re in a fight for survival, and we have to behave that way.”

“A war! Come on, Constant. That’s so far off the deep end it’s ridiculous. If you think you can get Americans to man the barricades and chuck firebombs in the streets, you’ve been smoking funny cigarettes.”

“And, why is that? We had a Civil War to confirm certain principles in the country, and this situation is exactly the same. It’s a battle over economics and over liberating a whole class of people – the middle class. We aren’t going to shoot at one another. And, we aren’t going to invade this town or that region of the country. But, we do have to fight. We have to stop the harmful actions of the foul cats, and then we have to disarm them so they are powerless to attack us ever again.”

“I don’t know, Constant. I think people are angry, but I don’t know if they’re that angry. More important, I don’t think they see the point. Americans may bitch about those with money in this country, but they never have and probably never will do class warfare.”

“You’re right, so I’m not being clear. I’m not talking about a class war. This isn’t money envy. Hell, almost everyone in the country aspires to be a millionaire. No, what I’m describing is a battle for the nation’s future. We in Walden 4G are fighting for people’s equality in the workplace. Our struggle is to transform the way we are employed, not into a free market, but into a freed one.”

I blinked at the audacity of that statement. And, he still wasn’t finished.

“That’s the only way to take it to the foul cats. We need to hurt them where they work. The strategy we’re following in Wally is to deny these self-appointed masters the high ground in the economy, and we’re going to do it by stealing a page from their own business plan. We’re going to attack them with the weapon of scarcity – the scarcity of our talent. Everyone may have that gift, but not a lot of us are working at it, at least right now. And, that situation, ironically, is what gives us our strength.”

I still wasn’t persuaded and told him so.

“I don’t see how a lack of something makes you strong. The only way to wage this talent war is to get Americans up off their sofas. And yet, we’re the nation where half the population is – as you describe them – fat, dumb and lazy. We’re world class champions at sitting around on our butts. Why? Because we’ve got too much.”

“That’s true enough. So, we’ll start small and build from there. We’ll wage a guerrilla campaign. We’ll take our victories wherever we can get them. But every day, we’ll show more and more Americans that sitting on the sofa isn’t relaxation; it’s subjugation.

“We’ll get them to see that these aren’t hard times where no one’s at fault – where fate is simply being her indifferent self. We’ll convince them that their way of life is under attack, and there is an enemy – an enemy that can and must be defeated. If we can do that, then we believe – no, we’re absolutely certain – they will rise to the occasion. Walden 4G is going to win this war because, when put to the test, Americans live up to their name.”


Fingerprint

“Paul Allen, the former chief executive officer at Taylor, Bean & Whitaker (TBW), pleaded guilty today to making false statements and conspiring to commit bank and wire fraud for his role in a $1.5 billion fraud scheme that contributed to the failure of TBW.”

The U.S. Department of Justice
 April 1, 2011




Chapter 29

“I was hoping you wouldn’t be here tonight.”

I had actually arrived on time for the job club meeting, but Quint was already there and waiting for me at the end of the sign-in line.

“It’s nice to see you too,” she replied with a smile.

“I mean, I was hoping you might have changed your mind and decided to take that job you were offered.”

“Is Greg here,” she asked, moving us firmly on to another subject.

“I don’t think so,” I replied. “But …”

“Come on, everybody.”

The amplified voice from the front of the room elbowed into a dozen different conversations going on around the registration area. “Take your seats please. We have a full program tonight so we need to get started on time.”

Five minutes later, everyone was seated, the guest speaker had been introduced and we were waiting for him to start. He fumbled with the switch that turned on his lavaliere microphone and then looked up and out at the audience.

“It’s nice to be here with all of you this evening. I want to talk about the changes going on in the workplace today and what they mean for those of us who are in transition. Now, to provide some context for what I’m about to say, I’d like to tell you a story from my past.”

He paused and brought the first slide of his PowerPoint presentation up on the screen. It was the picture of a missile in flight through a bright blue sky.

“As Kate just mentioned, I was graduated from the United States Military Academy at West Point. Now, when you graduate from the Academy, you’re commissioned a second lieutenant and sent out to serve with a combat unit stationed somewhere around the world. I took a detour through the Army’s Airborne and Ranger schools and then assumed command of a reconnaissance platoon with a field artillery unit operating in northern Italy.

“This battalion fired a very big missile. That’s it,” he said, pointing to the slide.

“It stood over thirty feet tall, had a diameter of almost three feet, and was jam packed with solid rocket propellant topped by a huge warhead. Now, as you might imagine, this missile was a very expensive weapon, so there was no way to practice firing it. The only way we could train, therefore, was to pretend – we would rehearse the firing procedures over and over again. Then, once each year, we would fly two of the missiles down to the island of Crete, in the middle of the Mediterranean, where there was a missile firing range, and shoot them off, just to make sure we remembered how to do it.”

A new slide clicked up on the screen. This time, it was the picture of a military aircraft, not a jet fighter, but the kind that hauls troops and cargo around the world.

“Shortly after I arrived at the battalion,” the speaker went on, “it came time for this annual firing exercise, and as the most junior lieutenant in the battalion, I was selected to accompany one of the rocket motors down to Crete. Basically, what we would do was back this huge firecracker into the belly of a cargo aircraft like this one,” he turned and pointed again at the screen, “and then we would have thirty troopers file on board and sit fifteen on each side of the aircraft facing toward the center of the bay with their knees literally touching the skin of the missile.”

He stopped for a second as if to let the audience absorb the details of his description.

“So, on the day appointed for our flight, I lined up the men who were going with me and got them moving across the tarmac and up the stairs into the plane. I was at the end of the line, and as I got closer to the aircraft, I noticed that the pilot was standing at the foot of the steps, watching us. Now, I can’t tell you why, but I sensed right away that this fellow was a National Guard pilot.”

He paused again and looked around the room with an expression of caution that was clearly put on for effect.

“Is anyone here in the National Guard?”

He waited a couple of seconds, but no hands went up, so he continued on.

“O.K., well, I have great admiration for our Guardsmen and women, but this pilot was something out of the movies. He was wearing cowboy boots, had a white scarf thrown around his neck and he was chewing on a big, unlit cigar. To a twenty-one year old second lieutenant, however, he looked like the epitome of experience and self-confidence. In fact, I remember thinking to myself, ‘O.K. now, we’re definitely in good hands.’”

He stopped to smile at the memory, then went on.

“Anyway, we got everybody on board, buttoned up the aircraft, fired up its engines, and went roaring down the runway. Seconds later, we lifted off, flew out over the Adriatic and hung a right for Crete.

“For about five minutes or so, everything was normal. Then, without any warning, the plane was rocked by a loud bang.”

He barked out the last word startling just about everyone in the audience. I felt myself press back against my chair as if I had been shoved by the unexpected force of his voice.

“The plane wagged its wings back and forth … but kept on flying. Still, I could feel thirty sets of eyes all turn and look at me, the only officer in the cabin, wondering if there was a problem. But, there was no announcement from the pilot, no sirens went off, and no lights started to flash, so I reassured everyone that all was O.K. and on we flew.”

At this point, he had our full attention. I looked around and couldn’t see a single person checking their cell phone or Blackberry.

“Five minutes later,” he went on, “we were cruising normally again. Several of the troopers had dozed off, and I had pulled a book out of my knapsack to read. Just as I cracked it open, however, there was a second huge bang.” He barked the last word again, startling most of us even more.

“This one was louder than the first, and the plane’s wings wagged back and forth even more violently. Still, there was no warning from the pilot and no sirens or flashing lights from the plane. So, once again, I reassured the troopers that nothing was amiss and on we flew.”

He paused and shook his head as if he was still marveling at his own innocence.

“I had barely gotten the words out of my mouth – in fact, I was about to say more to reassure them – when all of a sudden, it happened again. There was a thunderous bang and, this time, the plane dropped like a rock for what must have been a hundred feet or more.”

Every person in the audience was now craning forward, feeling the stomach clenching drop as if they too were on the plane.

“Thirty sets of eyes swiveled around once again to look at me, only this time, there was fear mixed in with the questions I could see in their expressions.

“I waited a minute or two, hoping there would be some explanation from the pilot, but not a word came out of the cockpit. I decided to go up front and find out what was going on, but before I could get out of my seat, I felt the plane bank into a steep turn and the fasten seat belt sign came on.

“Ten minutes later, I looked out the small porthole behind me and saw that we were coming back into the airport from which we had taken off. The engine pitch slowed for landing, and then the wheels hit the end of the runway, and we started to roll. We rolled and rolled and rolled … we rolled for what seemed like forever.

“Finally, the plane came to a stop, and there was a brief moment of absolute dead silence. Then, the cockpit door slammed open, that pilot jumped out of the cockpit, ran over to the side of the plane, threw the door of the plane open, jumped out onto the tarmac and started running.”

The speaker stopped and looked around at the faces staring up at him from the audience. He knew he had us hanging on his every word as he shook his head and said, “I thought to myself, ‘Maybe there is a problem here.’”

The room exploded with laughter as if a balloon had burst. He waited for it to quiet down and then added some color commentary.

“And, when I looked out the door of the plane, I could see that the runway was foamed and we were surrounded by crash trucks with their lights flashing and their crews standing at the ready.”

He took a deep breath as he recalled the memory and went on to explain.

“I learned later that those three loud bangs had been lightening strikes. The third strike had ripped open the fuel tank in the plane’s right wing. Now, if that fuel had ignited as we landed, it would have undoubtedly lit off that rocket motor, and today there would be a very big hole in northern Italy. Luckily, however, nothing disastrous happened. In fact, later that same day, the rocket motor and those thirty troopers and I boarded another plane and flew safely on down to Crete.”

He paused and then brought up a new slide on the screen. It was a photo of a crowd of Americans – men, women, young, old, white, black and brown – walking along a broad sidewalk as if they were on their way to work.

“Now, why did I tell you that story,” he asked rhetorically.

After a second or two of silence, he gave us his answer. “I did so because I think it’s a good metaphor for the situation you and I face in the job market today.”

Oh, great, I thought to myself. Another metaphor maven. I smirked my private critique, but leaned forward to listen as he went on.

“We – all of us, young and old, male and female, white and black and brown – we also face a danger, and just like my experience on that plane, no one is giving us any warning about it.”

He looked around to make sure he had our attention.

“What is the danger?”

He paused, but no one thought he was actually waiting for a response from the audience.

“It is our complacency. Our blithe assumption that all of the changes we see going on around us will affect everyone else but us. Now, I know that sounds harsh – and please don’t shoot the messenger – but I think you deserve to know the truth, and you haven’t been getting it.

“All the well meaning advice you’ve heard about how to write a better resume or how to network in business meetings … or how to dress for success, it’s all yesterday’s strategies and tactics. That stuff was designed for the last recession and recovery, not this one. In today’s job market, it’s out-of-date and all but worthless. Why? Because the ‘come as you are’ job market is over. It’s gone, and it’s never coming back. And, that reality both changes everything and affects each and every one of us.”

I could feel the unease gurgle up around me as person after person processed his words.

“Unless you’re just now looking for your first job, this ‘come as you are’ job market was all you’ve ever known. You’ve grown up with it. You understood it, you came to rely on it, and most importantly, it worked for you. Basically, you looked for a new job with the skills you had in your old job. So, all you had to do was update your resume, send it out to a bunch of employers, do a little networking around the edges, and bitta’-bang, bitta’-boom, you’d have several job offers, at least one of which would be better than your last job.

“Well, to be absolutely honest and totally frank with you, that job market is now OBE … it’s been overtaken by events. It’s history and no longer relevant to what happens in your career.”

Quint leaned into me and whispered, “Finally, someone who makes some sense.”

I nodded. “Yeah, what do ya’ know. A job club program that actually colors outside the lines. I just wish Greg was with us to hear it.”

She frowned as she thought about my reply, and then leaned back in against me. “I’m not sure he would even listen at this point.”

“Well, he should. He needs to know the truth. We all do. This guy’s got it right. We … we’re all too smug.”

“Not this crowd,” Quint replied, lowering her voice even further. She looked around to see if anyone was eavesdropping on our conversation. “If anything, we’re the opposite of smug.”

“Alright, maybe smug’s not exactly right. But, what he said,” I motioned with my head toward the speaker, “is absolutely true. We are complacent.”

I could feel myself starting to channel some of what Constant had said to me.

“We act as if we deserve to be happy, as if that’s the way the world is supposed to be, and … and it’s our inalienable right as Americans. We think all we should have to do is sit back and go along for the ride. And, that no effort should be required. We’re the perspiration-free people.”

“Hey, will you two please be quiet.” The man to Quint’s left had leaned across her so he could speak to both of us.

“Sorry, sorry,” we both replied.

Quint gave me a conspiratorial look as we turned back toward the speaker. A moment later, she reached over and gently squeezed my hand as if to seal our special complicity of understanding.


Chapter 30

The day outside was wrapped in an expectant hush as it waited for what the forecasters were calling a mini-northeaster. We were likely to see six to eight inches of snow and a biting cold wind over the next twelve hours. The prospect was irritating to the adult side of my brain, but the child on the other side relished the prospect of a fresh white blanket on the front lawn.

I took a sip of coffee and then turned back to my computer. After rereading the concluding sentence of my message, I clicked Send and shot it off to Constant.

“It’s as if we’re schizophrenic.”

He and I were hashing over the points made by the previous night’s job club speaker. I was convinced the guy was on to something. A lot of us are complacent, I thought to myself. It obviously isn’t a conscious thing, but that doesn’t matter. The net effect is the same. We the people now assume that the good life in the good old U.S. of A. is guaranteed to us and something we are entitled to as Americans. It isn’t codified in the Bill of Rights, but it is etched in the granite of our culture.

No sooner did I come to that conclusion, however, than it seemed to be way off the mark. How could we feel entitled when so many of us are working harder than ever? If we assume that our standard of living is sacrosanct, why are so many of us struggling to find a job that will support it? If hopefulness is the coin of the realm in this country, why do we all feel dead broke?

I was still wrestling with that two-headed hydra when Constant’s reply slipped into my Inbox.

“Schizophrenic isn’t so far off the mark. The country is becoming a two class society. There’s a lot of talk about them and us these days, and it’s an accurate description if we’re talking about economics. The rich are getting richer, and everyone else isn’t, so the middle class is now on the endangered species list. Those of us who have always counted ourselves in the hopeful center are being shoved out. But, what you and I have been talking about is something different. When we focus on culture rather than economics – on what it means to live and work in America – I don’t think the issue has anything at all to do with class.”

“Well, my friend Greg would beg to disagree with you. The way he looks at it, those who have a job are complacent because they can afford to be. Aren’t they the ones you call FDLs? They think they’ve got it made, while the rest of us – the people like him and me who are looking for a job – we’re really hurting. We’re card carrying members of what he calls the new Lost Generation. It’s the 99ers and the kids coming home after graduation to live with their parents and everybody else who is out of work and out of luck. That generation is a class – a class that’s been shortchanged.”

“I’m not minimizing the despair out there, Seth, but it seems to me that complacency is the flip side of hopelessness. In other words, people assume that everything will be fine until it isn’t, and then they have no defense against the blowback that comes with hard times.”

“I don’t follow you.”

“If you think about it, there’s a certain kind of logic to complacency and despair existing side-by-side. In fact, one is the breeding ground for the other. Our certainty that all the bad stuff in the world will happen to everyone else but us weakens our ability to deal with difficulties when they do happen. Life is a box of chocolates only if we have the willpower to protect ourselves from whatever would melt them. And, complacency is a cold heat that saps our courage and our resolve. We don’t even feel it, but still, it turns our chocolates into a gooey mess.”

“That’s not the America I grew up hearing about. We’re supposed to be the can-do nation. When we get smacked down, we get back up on our feet and punch back harder.”

“That’s our self-image, but it’s a fickle reality. It only happens when all of us can see the threat and believe it’s directed at each of us. In World War II, every single American felt as if Germany and Japan were out to destroy our way of life. The nation was convinced that those two countries wanted to annihilate us – to debase what we stood for and steal our treasure. And, the people of America weren’t going to let that happen.

“Then later, we faced the same kind of threat in the Cold War. No one doubted that the Soviet Union wanted to bury us. They told us that straight out, and to a person, we were determined they wouldn’t.

“But, that collective sense of danger is missing today. There is no external bogey man looming over us. So, the American people – the nation as a whole – we don’t feel threatened. We feel abused. And, people react differently to that.”

“I appreciate the stroll down memory lane, Constant, but I don’t think your conclusion makes sense. Americans may feel more abused than threatened, but I don’t think they’ll just grin and bear it. They’ll see one as dangerous as the other.”

“You may be right, but the fact is we experience them differently.

“Abuse happens to us on an individual basis. It’s someone or something harming a single person, and that makes it their problem to solve. A threat is a national thing. It affects all of us, and we feel obligated to rally to our collective defense.

“So, ask yourself this: how do you think most Americans look at today’s situation? We all know someone who’s been abused – with one-fifth of us out of work or underemployed how could we not – but that doesn’t cause the rest of us to recognize any danger to ourselves.”

“But, it’s right there in front of us. We may be employed, but we can only afford a stay-cation. We may have a job, but it doesn’t give us any security. We can get a loan to send our kids to college, but they can’t get a job after they graduate to pay it back. The hardships go on and on. The middle class – the way of life we’ve built for ourselves – is in tatters, and if that isn’t a threat, I don’t know what is.”

I was surprised by my own certainty as I reread my message. I wasn’t even sure where the view I was expressing came from. All I knew was that it seemed to emanate from deep within me as if it were a wail that had been silently building until it could no longer be contained or ignored. And, when I clicked the Send button on my computer, it felt as if that cry of despair had finally and irrevocably been released.

There was no immediate response from Constant, which didn’t surprise me. In fact, I probably would have felt dismissed if he had shot back some glib counterpoint to what I felt was an unimpeachable charge. My anxiety grew, however, as the minutes passed and the empty space in our conversation lengthened.

He can’t see it any other way I told myself – I was dead on the mark – and that was causing his silence. He had nothing to say because he couldn’t find a plausible rebuttal. My view was unassailable; his was indefensible. And, the moment I came to that conclusion, I also recognized a truth, not about the issue at hand, but about myself.

I had unwittingly come to a ‘Y’ in my mental journey. Instead of giving me a choice, however, it was pulling me in opposing directions. I wanted to win my debate with Constant, but I needed him to be right. I was sure I had him boxed in, but I was desperate for him to show me a more sensible or at least a more tolerable interpretation.

When his message finally arrived, it did something else altogether. It took us in an entirely different direction.

“I wish that were the sum of it, but it’s not.”

I stopped and went back to reread that sentence. It took me a minute, but finally I figured out he was referring to my description of the mess our middle class was in. Then, I read on.

“As terrible as that situation is, there’s an even greater danger looming over us. What ties together everything we’ve been discussing is our culture – the essence of being American. It’s also at risk, and just as we’re doing with the economic threat, most of us don’t even recognize it. Yet, this is different because it puts our very survival in jeopardy. The struggle to protect our standard of living is real and unrelenting, but the peril we face – the existential threat – is the attack that’s being perpetrated on who we are as a nation. On what we stand for as a people. That’s a cataclysmic event unless we acknowledge its source and do something to protect ourselves.

Even by Constant’s hyperbolic standards, that statement set a new standard. He had doubled down on my description of a beleaguered middle class to declare our entire way of life in danger. In his view, we were at the brink of a terrible possibility, and there was no certainty – there was not even a high probability – we would survive the passage.

It was an ominous charge which deserved more than a flippant riposte. Before I could say anything at all, however, I had to understand it. I had to suss out the fullness of its meaning and probe its implications. Until I had accomplished that, I couldn’t craft a reply, at least not an intelligent one. So, we agreed to sign off and reconnect in a day or so.


Chapter 31

It wasn’t even the lead story in the morning paper. The editors had decided to put it above the fold, but I had the feeling they saw it more as a human interest piece, an oddity that would offset the serious news. Anyway, the article was only a single column wide with the title “Wall Street Protests.”

At first, I thought it referred to the objections Wall Street had to a new regulation or some other inconvenience. It was a surprise, therefore, to read that the discontent was emanating from an entirely different quarter.

Apparently, a small band of demonstrators had been parading around in front of the New York Stock Exchange. There were some unemployed workers in the crowd, but according to the press at least, they were mostly college kids and left wing activists. They called their protest Strike@Greed.

I raced through the first five or six paragraphs looking for any hint of Wally, but didn’t see it mentioned, so went back and started over more slowly to find out exactly what had happened.

The demonstration had been small, but very visible given its location. The police said the crowd numbered less than 200, but they had camped out in a city park literally around the corner from Wall Street. They were blocking the arteries that lead to the beating heart of capitalism, and the symbolism was just too juicy for the media to ignore.

A spokesperson said their goal was to focus attention on the behavior of “financial types” who were using a broken economic system to enrich themselves at the expense of everyone else. The article described him as a junior at Brown University who was majoring in philosophy. “There is some sh--we will not take,” he was delicately quoted as saying. “And we’re going to stand our ground and stay right here until the greedy bastards in this building start treating us with the respect we’re entitled to.”

The sentiments were Constant’s although the vocabulary was a bit rawer than his. It was an unimportant distinction, I told myself. These were two brothers-in-arms, fellow revolutionaries in an epic battle with the forces of feral capitalism. Like Wally, Strike@ Greed was a manifestation of the anger, the disgust, the growing hostility that average Americans felt for the investor class in the country.

I read to the bottom of the column and then looked at the italicized note that told me where I could find its conclusion. The editors had placed it back on page twenty-three of the business section.

I didn’t think much of it initially. When I flipped back to the appointed spot, however, I discovered that the rest of the piece had been sandwiched between two huge ads for luxury car dealerships. The final five paragraphs were dwarfed by huge headlines which trumpeted the Corinthian leather and all wheel drive of their vehicles.

That’s when it hit me. This uprising was admirable to be sure; it was an honest expression of peoples’ views so it was deserving of respect. And yet, its impact was of so little consequence, the reporting of it could be relegated to the end of the paper and to the very intersection of business and luxury the protestors were objecting to.

As with so many demonstrations in the U.S. these days, this assembly focused attention on the issue but did nothing to change the situation on the ground. It was more a Quixotic quest than a revolution. The protestors were shadow boxing, not landing blows that would defeat the enemy. They were exercising their right to be heard, yet their voices left no trace except in the morning newspapers. And, by tomorrow, even they would be blowing in the wind across the city’s landfills.

Strike@Greed wasn’t Wally in another form. It wasn’t economic disobedience powered by career activism. And, because it wasn’t, the protest was more a danger to those involved than it was to the object of their ire.

Wall Street would go on unscathed. The marchers, on the other hand, would feel the aftereffect of their stand. They would have begun their quest with enthusiasm and confidence, sure of the rightness of their cause. But, when it was unable to prevail, when they were left with nothing but a police citation for unlawful loitering, the certainty and anger would fade. And, the only sensation that could fill the vacuum they left behind – the sole result their effort would produce – was an implacable, impenetrable hopelessness among themselves and, sadly, among those who had watched from the sidelines and wished for their success.


Chapter 32

The understanding I had come to after reading this morning’s newspaper seemed to put me squarely in Constant’s camp. The conclusion I had formed would be his, as well, I thought. But, I needed him to tell me I had it right. I had to hear from him that my sense of it all was accurate.

I hopped on my exercise cycle and pedaled a couple of miles to clear my head. Then, I sat down and composed my message, trying as best I could to restate the conclusion I had formed about Strike@Greed. It took me the better part of an hour to finish, but I was pleased with the final draft and sent it off to Constant.

It took awhile for his reply to come back, but as soon as I saw it, I understood why. It ran on for several paragraphs.

“I think you’re correct about the impact of the protests. But, I do give those folks credit for one thing. They’ve taken off the rose colored glasses that a lot of us are wearing in this country these days. We all know we’re struggling, but we don’t see the root cause. And, why is that? Why aren’t we able to connect the dots? We aren’t stupid, and yet, we just don’t get it.

“I told you earlier that our government leaders had let us down, and I believe that. There’s precious little courage in Washington these days. But, politicians are an easy target. We get the leaders we elect, so ultimately, the fault is ours.”

His message continued.

“The middle class in this country is under attack, yet it seems to pride itself on being the silent majority. It doesn’t want to acknowledge that, by staying deaf and dumb, we let the extremes define how we think about solving our problems and fixing the country. They force us into boxes that dictate the words we use and thus the way we talk about and understand reality. So, we end up with two sets of false choices.

“The first is everywhere these days – it’s the argument between right and left or as they like to describe it, between conservative and liberal. Either we have to accept that only the wealthy have the capacity to move our economy forward or we have to believe that some people are so lacking in ability they can’t care for themselves. We have to consent to rule by a plutocracy or turn ourselves into a socialist society. And neither, of course, is the perfect or even an acceptable solution.”

I was gobbling up his words so fast, I wasn’t fully comprehending their meaning. So, I forced myself to slow down and read more carefully.

“But, that’s not all. The second set of false choices is almost as prevalent – it’s the argument between the government and the private sector. Either we have to accept a big government that keeps tight control over an inhumane private sector in order to ensure equal opportunity for all or we have to believe that the best way forward is to minimize government and rely on an unrestrained private sector for the health of our economy and society. In short, they want us to choose big brother or big business. And, here again, neither is a genuine or justifiable answer.”

I felt myself nodding in agreement.

“So, what’s the solution? Do we have to accept one of these extreme positions because that’s all there is? Or, can we devise another way to see our options. Is there an alternative perspective, one that is rooted not in ideology, but in the good will and common sense of ordinary people? In Wally, our fixed opinion is that such a reorientation is not only possible, it represents the one credible shot we have at holding onto our hopes and dreams. That’s why we call it the people’s position.”

His message stopped there, probably because he knew I needed a couple of minutes to catch up. ‘The people’s position,’ I repeated to myself. Do I believe that? Investors are important to economic growth. And, some folks are so disadvantaged, they need the kind of help only the government can marshal. So, those are two true choices, not false ones, I concluded. And, the government does need to have the capacity to provide that support just as the private sector does need to be robust enough to compete and win in the global marketplace. So, those aren’t false choices either.

But, maybe that’s not the issue, I told myself. Maybe, as Constant sees it, all our arguing about one as the antithesis of the other is what makes them false. Maybe what he means by saying people are the only true choice is that we should focus first on the end we’re trying to achieve – our ultimate goal. If we can agree on that, then maybe the best way forward will be clearer or at least not stuck in those boxes. If we change our vocabulary, we might be able to change our options. I was still mulling that idea over when another message from Constant popped into my Inbox.

“We need political leaders who will give a voice to the middle majority, and we need a middle majority who will elect leaders with the courage and conviction to speak up for them. We have to drown out those who shout from the peripheries of our society by speaking respectfully to one another from its center. Because it’s there – in the core of our nation – that we will find the source of our strength. It’s the people without an agenda – the people who will advocate for what connects us all – who have the power to defeat the foul cats. They’re the ‘we’ in We the people, and only they can establish the democratic capitalism we have been denied in this country and to which we have a right.”

That makes sense, I thought to myself, but only as far as it goes. He hadn’t yet explained how he was going to put his solution into action.

“I think I understand what you’re saying, and assuming I have it right, I also think you’ve made a critically important point. But, what you haven’t said is how it will happen. Or, more to the point, what you individually and Wally collectively can do to activate that middle majority.”

“It won’t be easy, I admit, but the only way it can happen is if we make political action a key component of career activism. If we believe that we deserve to be full citizens in the workplace, then we have to act like full citizens where we are already granted that right. We have to engage ourselves in governing the nation.”

“That’s a little too gung-ho on the civics for me, Constant. Sure, a lot of us take our citizenship for granted, but it’s worked out O.K.. The nation isn’t crashing down around us, and besides, as we’ve both been saying, people have a lot of other stuff to worry about in this economy.”

“You wanted practical, so let’s talk practical. The reality is that the government can deform the workplace as badly as the foul cats can. The programs it launches or doesn’t, the laws it enacts or fails to, the regulations it imposes or ignores can and do obliterate our ability to work as freed people of talent.

“And, from where we stand in Wally, we see that happening a lot lately. In fact, with all the money that bankers and hedge funders are now spending on lobbyists, the government seems more like their representative than ours. So, it may not be crashing down around us, but it sure as hell isn’t building us up the way it should be. And, we have to correct that breach of trust. We need to sever the foul cats hold on Washington if we want our economic disobedience campaign to have any shot at success.”

“Fair enough, but exactly what are you proposing? Do you expect career activists to run for office?”

“That could happen, of course, but for starters, we simply expect career activists to act as responsible citizens. Simple as it sounds, we want them to vote. To be active in the governance of their own country. We expect them to take the time and make the effort to inform themselves about the positions of the candidates in whatever elections are being held and then to get behind those who support talent-friendly programs and policies.”

“And, what would these candidates look like?”

“Who knows? Maybe they would propose subsidizing better career counseling in our high schools and community colleges so students get career as well as job search support. Or, maybe they would call for an expansion in the low interest student loan program so people can re-skill themselves throughout their career.

“But, those initiatives would only be the beginning. Politicians will quickly get more creative as soon as they realize that their constituents expect something other than small bore solutions that only change things at the margin. So, they might, for example, push for a change in the regulations that determine how government retraining monies can be spent so association dues and professional development programs are also covered. I read a book proposing just that, and to me it makes a ton of sense. There are societies for just about every profession, and almost all of them have ‘shovel ready’ educational, certification and other resources that could help folks keep their talent at the state-of-the-art throughout their career.”

“I’m surprised that no one’s thought of that before. It’s probably just a simple rule change, and it doesn’t add anything to the deficit. Hard to beat that combination.”

“I agree, but those kinds of programs aren’t likely to happen if we don’t first make a systemic change to the way things work in D.C.. Otherwise, the game is rigged, and we don’t have a chance. Our votes may yield some modest improvements around the edges, but nothing fundamentally different will happen. To come out the winner in this thing, we have to reset the game itself. Economic democracy represents a sea change in the way the American economy operates, so it will only happen if we take a big step that will alter the way our government works.”

“And, what would that big step be?”

“We need to impose term limits on Congress just like we have on the Executive branch. We should allow Senators to serve for no more than two terms and Congress people to serve for no more than four. And, we should impose a lifetime ban on any former Senator or Congressperson that would prevent them from working for a firm that lobbies the federal government or trades on their former position to consult with a federal agency.”

“And, you think that’ll choke off the foul cats’ ability to influence the government?”

“Probably not completely. We’d still have to fix the outside money problem and do a better job on campaign finance reform. But taking that step will do two important things.

“First, the people in government will worry a lot less about getting reelected. They’ll know there’s a fixed end to their time in office. So, hopefully, they’ll devote less effort to shilling for campaign money from the foul cats and more on doing what’s right for the American people.

“Like I mentioned awhile ago, we need to reinvent the government for this century. We need a Department of Talent and a Department of Research & Development not a Department of Labor and a Department of the Interior. We have to stop focusing on the issues and concerns of the industrial area and find ways to propel America into the Informed Age. And, that kind of bold, new idea is never going to come out of a bunch of stale, old politicians who are desperate to stay in office.

“But, that’s not all. The second thing that term limits will do is bring more talent into government. The continuous election of new people will infuse the government with different perspectives and ideas. That can only improve the caliber of thinking and innovation that are brought to bear on the challenges we face in this country.

“So, term limits are the way we pry the foul cats’ hands off the government’s neck. But, equally as important, it’s the way we put the government back where it belongs – in the hands of the people.”

“That would definitely change the way the government works. And, you think career activists can actually pull it off?”

“If I didn’t, I have no business living in this country. Either the U.S. is a republic or it’s not. And, we in Wally refuse to give up on it. We believe the government works for us, not just in the civics textbooks, but in the real world. To make it perform as it should, however – to perfect our union so we can perfect ourselves – we have to act. We have to set the terms and conditions by which the government operates.”

“Yeah, but how will you actually do that?”

“Like I said before, we’ll be our own voting block. And unlike the political parties, we’ll pull our support from the middle. So, while their base – their ten or fifteen percent of the population – is voting as usual, we’ll be activating the seventy or eighty percent who can appreciate our agenda – the talent platform.”

That’s when it hit me. All of a sudden, the whole thread of our discussion seemed to coalesce into a single, transcendent idea. Wally wasn’t some counter culture alternative to the all-for-me-and-none-for-you mentality of the foul cats. In fact, it wasn’t an alternative at all. It was rooted in the American spirit. The foul cats and feral capitalism – they were the aberration. What Wally stood for was as central to our identity as the Declaration of Independence.

But what was that? I couldn’t immediately find the right word for it, though its definition was growing clearer in my mind. This band of freed people was the spiritual ancestor of our colonists and settlers and our business folks on Main Street. It wasn’t left or right or public or private. It was, instead, the simple, steadfast resolve to rely on the best of each and all of ourselves. This … this whatever it was … this … then, it came to me … this multitude was the miracle of Wally. Constant and the others had taken an old idea and transformed it into a new incarnation of democracy – one that was perfectly suited to the demands of our time.

I pulled my keyboard in front of me and hammered out a message. I wanted Constant to know I had made a breakthrough.

“I think I finally get it, Constant. What you and Wally are all about. It came to me just now, and that understanding has somehow changed everything for me. For the first time in months – no, for the first time in years – I’m actually feeling hopeful. It’s as if a piece of scar tissue has been pulled off, and I’ve finally got my sense of possibility back.”

“Hopefulness is the faith of Walden 4G. We may not be strong enough to change everything right away, but each day that goes by multiplies our numbers and our influence. And, sooner rather than later, we will win the war. We will take control of the American workplace. But, our victory won’t be driven by speculative investments or cronyism. It will be won with the excellence of ordinary people.

“We’ll overcome the foul cats with the limitless possibility of the human spirit. That spirit never inflates or deflates, and you can’t misspend it. It doesn’t need governmental intervention to prop it up or special incentives to give it value. We have to care for it, of course, but because we do, our future is secure. Our legacy – the legacy of the fourth generation – will be the rediscovery of the power and promise of We the people.”
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Chapter 33

“Seth, get back to me as soon as you can.”

It was just past noon, barely four hours since my last chat with Constant. I wasn’t expecting to hear from him again so soon, but there his message was, demanding my attention with the insistent silent intrusiveness of always-on communications. We had arranged to reconnect several days from now, so the sudden appearance of his email and the urgency it expressed startled me. My surprise, however, quickly burned off, leaving behind the all too familiar sludge of chronic anxiety.

I was watching the recording I had made of Morning Joe. I usually watch a couple of segments of the talk show each day, but this morning, I was so worried about Greg that I couldn’t focus on the debate. The question you hear a lot these days popped into my mind: why do bad things happen to good people? And, just an important, why do bad people – jerks like the foul cats – seem to have all the luck?

I knew I wasn’t going to come up with good answers to those questions. Philosophers and religious leaders have been trying to answer them for years. But, that didn’t mean it was pointless or a waste of time to consider them. To shine a light on them. Because that act, small as it was, made a difference. All by itself and as seemingly inconsequential as it may be, illuminating the darkness gave us hope. That was its essential contradiction. Out of our inability to explain injustice, we find the strength to correct it. We discover our inspiration by acknowledging our limitation.

Yeah, I thought to myself. I like that proposition. It makes sense to me. If everything we’ve been taught about ourselves is right, then this is our natural state. When the going gets tough, we get going. Trite as that aphorism may be, it’s stood us in good stead for a very long time.

I picked up my iPad, thinking I’d run by Google to find the origin of the phrase. Habit took over, however, and I opened my Outlook first to see what email I had collected. I wasn’t expecting anything more than the normal litany of sex enhancement ads from Russia and cash schemes from barrister this or barrister that in Nigeria. They were all there, but nestled among them was Constant’s urgent-sounding message.

I quickly replied.

“I’m here, Constant.”

His email was only about five minutes old, so I thought there was a good chance he would still be online. I was astonished, however, at how rapidly his reply came back. It was as if he had already typed out the words and was sitting primed and ready to send them off as soon as I responded.

“Have you had any other messages from @W4G.us today?”

“Do you mean from you?”

“From me or anyone else.”

“I’ve never had any messages from anyone in Wally except you. So, the last I got was at the end of our chat this morning.”

“Well, if you get anything that’s from anyone with that address and it has a link in it, DON’T click on the link. And, that includes any message that claims to come from me, from sallyport.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“About a year ago, we were talking to someone else just like I’ve been chatting with you. There was every indication he would be a great addition to our community and finally, six months ago, he decided to join us.

“Not long after that, we caught a huge break. His boss called him into his office one day and told him the CEO of the company wanted to meet with him about an important ‘opportunity.’ So, later that day, he has the meeting, and the CEO informs him he’s been selected for a special assignment. The big spender even gives him a bonus check right there on the spot because he’s such an important contributor. It was the first time that had ever happened, so our friend immediately gets suspicious. The company is privately held, but has taken a lot of venture capital money. He’s been there for a couple of years and never seen them open their wallets like that before.

“He plays along, though, and agrees to accept the assignment. They have him start the very next day, and guess what he discovers. It turns out that he’s working on a so-called ‘special projects’ team that is one of the units the foul cats have set up to attack Wally. We don’t know how many of these operations are out there, but it’s more than a few. They appear to be loosely tied together like the Anonymous hacker groups that support WikiLeaks, only they’re operating as WikiPlugs. They’re trying to gum up our operations. And, now we have someone on the inside telling us what they’re up to.”

“Is that legal?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Well, for one thing, he could be charged with giving away the company’s proprietary information. I assume he’s telling you what they’re doing, and the foul cats obviously have plenty of lawyers who would make the case that he broke the law when he passed their plans on.”

“I don’t think the law protects anyone’s actions if they’re intended to harm others. And, what the foul cats are doing or trying to do definitely hurts us.”

I shook my head at the naiveté of his response. It was the first time I felt as if Constant didn’t have a well reasoned answer to a question. He clearly hadn’t thought through the possible ramifications of what this insider was doing.

“There’s a difference, at least in the law’s eyes, between being a whistle blower and a spy. The courts will protect the first and prosecute the second. Your person isn’t telling the authorities about the illegal behavior of a company, he’s telling you its secrets. I think the legal system will call that stealing. Just the charge would put him, you and everybody else in Wally in a dangerous spot. You could all end up going to jail.”

“Well then, we’ll just have to take our chances because the potential advantage for us is huge. We now know what the foul cats are going to do before they do it. We can protect ourselves and, if we’re smart, put their plans to work for us. In fact, that’s why I’m contacting you.

“Our inside guy has just discovered a plot to infect our computers. If you had clicked on that link I mentioned, it would have dropped a virus into your computer that would let them track all of your online messages. They would have been able to find me and anyone else you might communicate with in Wally. And, of course, once they know who we are, they can find ways to screw with us.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

“Step #1 is this message. We’re warning everyone about their little scheme. All of us in the community already know about it. So, each of us is reaching out to everyone we’ve been talking with to give them a heads-up, as well.”

“I’m not sure I would have clicked on the link anyway – too many viruses get spread that way – but I appreciate the warning. And, you’ve piqued my curiosity. If that was Step 1, I assume, there’s going to be a Step #2. What’s going to happen next?”

“We’ve given our guy on the inside another mission. He’s volunteering for extra work so he can see more of what they’re planning and meet more of the people involved. Basically, he’s trying to make himself more visible, not less. We don’t want him burrowing into the woodwork or hiding behind file cabinets. The idea is to do everything he can to stand out.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“It does if you’re trying to colonize the group.”

“What in the hell does that mean?”

“We’re taking a page from the American history book. If we’re going to start a revolution, we need more people like him. So, he’s going to be our human pamphleteer – our Thomas Paine in jeans and flip flops. He’ll act the loyal subject even as he’s looking for coworkers who want their independence. He’ll swear fealty to his employer at the same time he’s recruiting other employees who want to be freed. That’ll help us in three ways: we’ll disrupt their plans in the near term, we’ll bleed off their ability to do anything in the longer term, and we’ll strenghthen ourselves.

“Getting inside puts us in a position to take it to them for a change – to undermine their little empire. But, like we’ve discussed, our ultimate success depends on our ability to create a critical mass. We have to have more career activists – more dedicated revolutionaries – who are practicing economic disobedience at work. So, we’re going to start recruiting them right out of the foul cats’ own attack units.”

“Damn, Constant. That’s pretty ballsy even for you guys.”

“Call it whatever you want. The issue is whether or not the strategy will work, and we’re convinced it will.”

“But, you’ve got to admit that it’s also a long shot. The person you have on the inside is only one activist in one of these attack units. You said the foul cats have a bunch of them working against you. So, no matter how effective he is, there will always be another to take its place.”

“That’s right, but the wonderful thing about career activists is that they’re freed agents. They move around. And, even when they don’t, they know others who do.”

“And, you actually think these agents of yours will act like modern versions of colonial Americans and run around recruiting people to the cause?”

“O.K., the metaphor isn’t perfect.”

Finally, I thought to myself. I was starting to get metaphor fatigue.

“So, clear it up for me.”

“Well, right now, there’s no denying that our guys are the earliest of the early adopters. They’re the very first to settle into corporate America with our ideas. But, these colonists are also persons of talent. One of their key attributes is that they’re networked to other people just like them. They know persons of talent in other organizations. Their commitment to excellence encourages them to form relationships with those who have a similar outlook.

“So, going forward, whenever one of us has a chance to join one of the foul cats’ little operations, we’ll not only work to undercut its plans, we’ll look for others who think like us and get them to do the same. In effect, we’ll have a template we can use over and over again. And, each time we do, we’ll open up a whole new front in our overall campaign to deny the foul cats our talent.”

“I’m sorry, Constant, that’s as clear as mud to me. You said you guys would avoid working for the foul cats. So, how are you going to get into their operations?”

“O.K., let me try it this way. As you now know, our fundamental strategy is economic disobedience. But, we’re not just sitting around talking about it. We’re doing it. Right now. We’re out there denying our talent to those companies that have been commandeered by the foul cats. We’ve already begun to hollow them out. It’ll take us awhile, but eventually, as more of us become active, they won’t have the talent they need to survive.

“Meanwhile, though, we have to protect ourselves from what the foul cats are trying to do to Wally. We know the reality is that some of us will end up working in a foul cat company. For whatever reason, these folks won’t be able to leave, so we’ll ask them to work as colonists. They’ll practice economic disobedience not by moving out, but by moving in. They’ll help Waly grow by recruiting new members out of the ranks of their coworkers, whether they’re in the larger organization or one of the attack units. And eventually, as we get more of those colonies going, we’ll cripple their ability to mount any action at all against us.”

“You’re being bold, I’ll give you that, Constant. But when I was in the Army, I learned that, in any operation, the enemy also gets a vote. In other words, the foul cats aren’t just going to sit around and take whatever you dish out. As soon as they realize that their plans aren’t working, they’ll figure out that they’ve been infiltrated, and they’ll do whatever it takes to get rid of you guys.”

“That’s probably true, but it won’t happen overnight, and if we sense that they’re getting close, our guys will just quit and walk out the door. Remember, they’re persons of talent so they control who they work for and when.”

“But, the foul cats will come after your people. You know that. They’ll sic their lawyers on them and force them to spend a ton of money defending themselves. So, even if the foul cats lose, they win. They’ll so tie up the folks in your community, even the most committed will be afraid to go to work.”

“We don’t think so. They don’t want the negative PR that will result. They’ll look like big, bad companies picking on the defenseless, little guys. Besides, they think workers are interchangeable widgets anyway, so they may be pissed, but they won’t think they’ve lost anything they can’t easily replace. And, that’s the backdoor we’ve got into their organizations. Every time they hire a new employee or assign someone else to work in their units, they run the risk that they’ll be introducing one of our colonists.”

“You really do think you’re fomenting a revolution, don’t you?”

“You bet I do. The foul cats have created such a mess in the companies they own, they’re more than fertile ground for our activists. Look at the worker engagement studies that have been conducted recently. Every single one says that most Americans no longer feel any loyalty at all for their employers. So, every day that goes by gives us another chance to connect with people who believe in their own talent and no longer care a wit about the organizations they work for. And, when we do, we’ll show them how to practice career activism and economic disobedience. We’ll give them access to Tahrir so they can free themselves to work for a better employer, and if they can’t move, we’ll ask them to be a colonist and recruit others to the cause.”

“So, what’s the end state? What will this revolution of yours ultimately create?”

“Democracy in the workplace. That’s the goal, Seth. Capitalism practiced so that it doesn’t negate a person’s right to Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”


Chapter 34

I’d been walking for about half an hour when I made my decision. Maybe it was the crocuses pushing up boldly to the surface to announce the arrival of spring. Or, maybe the warmth of the sun on my face was all the reassurance I needed that this weary, old planet was still circling dependably through the cosmos. Whatever it was, I could feel the resolve building within me until finally, I simply had no more doubt.

My mind was made up. Not about joining Walden 4G. That commitment was a done deal weeks ago. No, what I had decided to do now was acknowledge my affiliation with its members. I would pledge my allegiance to the citizens of that community. I would make my commitment public so everyone inside Wally knew I shared their outlook, their values and the purpose to which they had devoted themselves. I would, in effect, declare myself to be a career activist and dedicate myself to the group’s mission of economic disobedience.

As with all revolutionaries, I knew that taking this step was necessarily an internal profession, not an external one. I wouldn’t announce my new allegiance by wearing an identifying badge or even making a public statement. That would be employment suicide, and I had no desire to play the martyr. Nevertheless, the decision – the absolute certainty of it – felt as extraordinary and momentous as a blood oath. It was as if I had draped myself in a rebel flag, but one that was visible only to my new brothers and sisters – in – arms. For my former masters – the foul cats – it would be a silent proclamation. They would learn of my choice, but only through my actions.

How did I come to this moment of demarcation? What brought me to this career-changing sensibility? I guess it was that I now believed Walden 4G might actually work. I could see its members gaining the victory – achieving workplace democracy – through the use of their talent and the strategy they had devised.

The turning of a single person – the reality that even one employee was now hard at work colonizing the talent out of the foul cats’ empire – seemed so powerful that I could imagine this tiny band of ordinary people pulling off their revolution. The knowledge that an individual just like me – not some media-anointed celeb de talent – was now actually engaged in spreading the common sense of his activism transformed an impossible quest into something real and realistic. For the very first time, I felt as if I had a good reason to be hopeful.

It was a decision bathed in pale pride, however. I knew that such fickle allegiance was less than courageous, but I’ve never held myself out as a hero. And, I told myself, at least now I will be involved and doing my part. I have stepped forward and across a line in the sand. I am now an activist-soldier fighting to defend my community. Fighting to reclaim my country’s workplace.

From this point forward, I could be counted on to hump ammo, stand sentry, and perform whatever other duties might be required to support the accomplishment of our mission. I would strain myself to the limits, should that be called for, I would sacrifice if that’s what it took, I would do whatever must be done to defeat Wally’s enemies. For they had become my enemies too.

I was marveling at this new persona of mine, reveling in the high ambition it signaled, when my cell phone rang. My first inclination was to ignore it – I clearly had more important things to consider – but curiosity got the better of me, and I checked the screen to see who was calling.

I recognized the number right away. It was Greg. I knew he wouldn’t agree with my decision, but I also felt I could trust him with the secret. And, to be honest, I was fairly bursting to share it with someone. The urge to reveal the direction I had taken, the new person I had become, was just too great to ignore.

“Hey, good buddy. How you doin’?”

“I’m O.K.. You got a minute? I wanted to let you in on some news.”

“You got an offer,” I exclaimed, certain in a rush that the tide had finally turned for him, as well, and he was going to match my own giddy sense of optimism.

“Not hardly,” he answered. “In fact, that’s never going to be it. I’m checking out.”

“Say that again. What are you going to do?”

An ominous pall fell across our connection as if a full eclipse had somehow instantaneously occurred. Without any warning, the joyfulness I had been feeling was completely blocked out. A curled up ball of trepidation filled the darkness that followed.

“I don’t mean to just dump this on you, Seth, but I thought you deserved to know. I’m done. It’s over.”

“Wait a minute. What are you saying,” I exclaimed.

Suddenly, the concern I felt for my friend redoubled in intensity. Was he telling me he was going to do something irreparable? I couldn’t even say the word to myself. It was too terrible. Too final.

“Look, Greg, there’s always hope, man. You gotta’ believe that.”

“Actually, I don’t, Seth. Look at me. I’ve tried it all. I have a college degree and a ton of experience. I’ve been a hard worker with top-of-the-chart performance appraisals every step of the way. I showed up every day and did my job, and I’ve never, ever been disloyal. But, none of that matters to employers any more. I’ve sent out hundreds of resumes and still can’t get a job in my field.”

“Jees, I know, Greg. It’s been …”

“I didn’t give up, though. I strapped on my all-American can-do spirit, swallowed what was left of my pride and started applying for any job that was open. I didn’t care what it was. Hey, I said to myself, I’m not afraid to work, and once I get hired, I’ll get recognized for what I can do. And, that’ll put me back on track.”

I was stunned into silence, unable even to acknowledge I was listening as he went on with his recital.

“There are plenty of hourly jobs posted online so that’s where I began. I must have responded to fifty openings, and not a single one – not one – got me a call. Can you believe that?”

“No, I …”

“So, I decided to try a more direct approach. I started walking into the retail stores at the mall near my home. They were convenient and how hard could it be to sell shoes or stationary? But, the same thing happened again. I got nowhere. I couldn’t even land a job peddling costume jewelry for christsakes.”

He stopped as if to marvel at the absolute absurdity of his situation. Then, he took a deep breath and pushed on.

“So, I said what the hell and went all in. I applied to work the counter at a donut shop down the street from my home. My neighbors, my friends – hell, my wife and kids – all of them would see me, but I didn’t care. I wanted to work! And, guess what? Somehow, I wasn’t qualified enough to do even that. Or, maybe I was overqualified. I don’t know. And, that’s when it dawned on me. I’m never going to make it again in this country. I don’t belong here anymore. My membership in the land of opportunity has been revoked.”

He drenched his last words in sarcasm, but it didn’t hide the hurt, the sense of betrayal that was their genesis.

“So now, the unemployment checks have stopped arriving. My seventy-nine weeks of trying to restart my career are over, and my shelf life has expired. I’m done, at least according to those doing the hiring, and they have the final vote. So, I’ve decided they must be right. You can’t ignore the facts, and by every measure that matters in this country, I’m finished. My wife and kids have gone to live with her folks, I can’t afford my mortgage, and I’m using food stamps to eat. I used to care about what others would think of me. But, that’s all changed now. I don’t any more. I’m so far gone, it just doesn’t make any difference.”

He stopped again, but I knew he wasn’t done. He had called to deliver a message, and as shocking and unsettling as his recitation had been so far, I could tell he hadn’t yet come to its conclusion.

“You know,” he went on, “once you get it, once you look at the picture without the red, white and blue glasses, it all seems so obvious. The dream we talk about all the time in this country – the great American Dream – it’s a sham. It’s just a … a pretty illusion that employers use to keep us shackled to their bottom line. They cooked it up and pumped us full of it so we’d chase the high it gives us while we do their dirty work. It’s a shabby fucking existence, but they’ve addicted us to it, and we can’t help ourselves. That’s the reality – we’re all strung out in the U.S. of A. And, I’m sick of it. So, I’m checking out. I’m walking away. I don’t want their shitty Dream any more.”

“Greg, I think you’re …”

“Let me finish, Seth. You need to hear this because you’re in the same boat I’m in. You may be lucky this time and get another job, but your expiration date will come soon enough and when it does, you’ll have to do what I’m doing. I’m not proud of it, but I’m not ashamed either. I got set up and now, there’s nothing else to do. So, here’s what I called to tell you, old friend. I’m done. I’m closing the door on my house, throwing the keys down the storm drain and hitting the road.”

“What do you mean? Where are you going?”

“I haven’t a clue. But, I do know this. It ain’t going to be some only-in-America adventure. I’m not channeling Kerouac and heading out on the open road, looking for my future. It’s not out there. Or anywhere in this dead-end of a country. So, there’ll be no highways for me. I’ll be taking the low roads, the back alleys. And, I don’t care. I don’t want to see America. I don’t belong here anymore. This land isn’t my land, and all I’m trying to do now is survive. I just wanna’ hang on. To get past each day and then the day after that. That’s the only tomorrow I have in the U. S. of fucking A.”

He stopped again, but I was too overwhelmed by what he had said to respond. The silence packed the sense of gloom and despair even tighter. Finally, I heard him clear his voice as if to staunch a raw howl welling up inside him. His next words were cracked and bleeding with defeat.

“Remember when I said that you and I and Quint were part of the new Lost Generation? Well, the more I turned that description over in my mind, the more sense it made. It resonates with me. That’s exactly how I feel. That’s who I’ve become. And, that’s who a lot of others have become too … even if they don’t know it yet. We Boomers are the Lost Generation 2.0. There wasn’t any dawning of the Age of Aquarius for us. We’re Americans who’ve lost our hope. But, it’s even worse than that. We’re Americans who’ve lost our belief that we can get it back.”

“Greg, I know you’re hurting, man, but …”

The receiver clicked quietly as he hung up.


Fingerprint

“As speculation over the relocation of Swiss banking giant UBS continues to swirl, some have pointed to the inability of the firm to attract the best and the brightest talent to Stamford. While UBS officials won’t talk about the possible move to Manhattan or the motives behind it, financial industry observers and others say the bank’s suburban location probably isn’t the problem.

… ‘One of the biggest fund managers in the world is Bridgewater. They’re in West-port for God’s sake. They not complaining about recruiting,’ Carstensen said. ‘Maybe UBS is having a hard time recruiting because it’s one of the banks that have had some real severe problems in the last few years. They’re not as competitive as they used to be because of who they are, not where they are.’”

The Stamford Advocate
 June 26, 2011




Chapter 35

Six months have passed, but it feels like an age has come and gone since my last conversation with Greg. I got a voicemail message from him about a month ago telling me he was in North Dakota, working off the clock in a small hardware store. He sounded well enough, but there was still that murmur of despair leaking out of his voice. He said he would be moving on in a couple of weeks, but would stay in touch from time-to-time just to – as he put it – keep our little joyless luck club splinter group together.

He didn’t leave a return number, and once again, my telephone didn’t record one so I have no way to call him back and tell him my news. As I thought about it, though, that was probably for the best. The last thing Greg needed was to hear me talk about how I had turned my life around.

I am now a bona fide and active member of Walden 4G. As I had suspected, you don’t arrive at that status by taking an oath or signing some official document. I was surprised to learn, however, that you are asked to make an explicit statement to your sponsor. In my case, of course, that was Constant.

I finally learned who he was. Given his erudition and deep understanding of the workplace, I had this mental image of him in a tweed jacket and corduroy slacks teaching a poly sci class in a college somewhere. Turns out he’s an engineer who’s currently working at a medical device company outside Boston. I was right about one thing, though. Constant is a Boomer like me; he’s married and has three grown kids. I guess you could say, he’s your average all American guy, except of course, that he’s a career activist and member of Wally.

I was also surprised to learn that I was his rookie recruit, the very first person he had brought into Wally. I could tell that he took some pride in pulling it off. He spent a lot of time preparing me for the experience once I committed. There aren’t a lot of rules to learn, but making that initial statement is an iron-clad condition of participation. In the group’s view, it’s critically important for people to have a little ‘spiritual skin in the game.’

So, new members are required to make what Wally calls an Intention Commitment. Basically, it’s a declaration in your own words of your decision to live and work in accordance with the principles of a democratic workplace. The purpose of the statement, Constant explained, wasn’t so much to confirm my desire to join the group as it was to memorialize that choice as a promise to myself. And, as strange as it may seem to those outside the community limits of Walden 4G, it works. That simple self-expression has had a profound and lasting effect on me.

I now no longer see myself as a worker or an employee or as any of the other conventional labels we hang on people in the daily grind. I am, instead, a career activist. But more than that, I am a career activist with a revolutionary mission. Career activism is the way I take care of myself and the people who matter to me in the unpredictable global economy of the 21st Century. It is the way I reinforce and increase both the fulfillment and the paycheck I bring home from my work.

That can only happen, however, if I am able to work as a freed person of talent. So, I am also now a workplace dissident. I wage economic disobedience on the foul cats – the Wall Street wizards, the hedge fund hotshots, the investment banking poobahs – who practice feral capitalism. I deny their investments my talent, but not because I’m under any illusion that I can individually undermine their greed. No, what I am doing is adding my stand to that taken by everyone else in Wally. Because that’s how capitalism works. We are creating the human side of compound interest. Collectively, we have an impact, and that impact adds to our perceived credibility which attracts new career activists to our ranks who are, in turn, multiplying the influence we have in the marketplace.

There is also no down time in that effort. In fact, Constant has already moved on to his next recruit. He said he had high hopes for this person although they’d only been chatting for a couple of weeks. He couldn’t say too much about him at this point, but I know his name is Michael and he lives with his wife, Faith, in Greenwich, Connecticut. I chuckled when I heard that – talk about recruiting right out of the heart of darkness. But, that’s Constant. He has no fear.

As for me, I have used Wally’s database to find a new job. It’s with a small business, but one where I feel as if I can make a contribution that counts and will be appreciated. Just as important, the work interests and challenges me. I am pushed not to do more with less but to discover more of myself in order to excel at my job. It’s a new and stimulating experience which gives me an immense sense of satisfaction I just haven’t felt before. I guess you could say I’m happy.

My more satisfying work day stands in stark contrast to what I went through at my last employer. Its behavior, however, has apparently started to catch up with it. I read in the newspaper that one of its largest investors has collapsed, pushed into bankruptcy by poor performance among the companies in which it had bought stock.

I’d never heard of the firm – it’s run by some guy named David Phillippe who’s supposed to be this hedge fund guru – but the rats are now in full flight from his sinking ship. Not only is the fund out of business, but evidently, Phillippe himself is being sued by a bunch of institutions and foundations that had parked their money with him. That’s the only downside to the whole debacle. A lot of ordinary people are going to get hurt because the so-called experts running their money market or pension funds had followed the herd right over the cliff.

Luckily, all of that turmoil wasn’t my problem. I have a job that I love to do and do well. My employment, however, isn’t the entirety of my work. As are all of the members of Walden 4G, I am also expected to reach out and engage prospective new members for our group. I try to identify and then interact with people who seem to share our outlook and values and might, therefore, be interested in joining our community.

That recruiting assignment is not a part time or second job. It’s considered an integral element of my daily work, and frankly that co-priority took some getting used to. Although I had a terrific teacher to emulate in Constant, I was, at first, more than a little uneasy about the prospect. I’m not a bandwagon kind of guy, so rah-rahing new recruits is way outside my comfort zone. But, I also accept that to accomplish our mission – to change the ethos of business in America – we have to achieve a critical mass of support in the workplace.

We have to expand our base and convince thousands of other working men and women that ours is the pathway to victory. Whether they wear a white collar or a blue one, we have to show them that career activism is the only sure way to restore hopefulness in America. And, we will miss out on this fleeting moment of chance – the only genuine opportunity in this land that invented it – if we the people don’t engage ourselves in the fight.

So, here I am this morning chatting with a person who seems to have all of the attributes of someone who would be comfortable with and even thrive in Wally. But, it’s up to me to determine if that’s, in fact, true. Just as Constant did with me, I have to probe my charge’s mindset, pin down their motivation and, no less important, apprise them of the danger inherent in joining our community.

It was, as they say, a journey to get to this point. I’ve passed beyond the tight, unnatural steps that marked the beginning of my excursion into recruiting and have finally developed a cadence and vocabulary that seems right for me. It’s not extravagant or even very sophisticated, but it is sincere. I’m hoping that unadorned honesty will compensate for the shortcomings, but I also know it can’t substitute for a clear and compelling message.

To ease my way, the first person I contacted was someone I already knew. As I had hoped, they’ve been very understanding as I worked to reach a level of fluency. They’ve not been put off by my awkwardness, but in a strange way, seem almost to anticipate the point I am trying to make. When I can’t find an appropriate way to express an idea, they will suggest a word or phrase that gives me just the start I need. And, when the answers I offer to their questions are unsatisfying even to me, they are willing to give me the benefit of the doubt.

So finally, we have come to what is a reasonably comfortable rhythm. We are making progress together. With each interaction, I am more confident in my role as a guide and they seem increasingly interested in the potential of career activism and economic disobedience.

I admit to deriving a lot of satisfaction from our progress. I’m proud of having brought us this far along. And, truth be known, I’m also relieved. The longer our conversation goes on, the deeper and more substantial it gets, the more this person seems to appreciate the essence of Wally’s promise.

I can tell that they too are pleased at where we are and, no less important, where we are going together. Our sharing of that sense of accomplishment is especially gratifying for me. We are, in a very real way, united by it. She wasn’t a stranger to begin with, but now, Quint is something much more.

Our relationship stretches beyond even that powerful connection, however. We are now joined intellectually, to be sure, but also by a spiritual bond. We have come to share, as well, a faith in the American people. We both get goose bumps on our arms whenever our conversation turns to the exceptionalism coded within that population. We are a nation of all the world’s tribes, so our talent – the capacity for excellence within the multitude of us – is impossible to equal or surpass.

We needn’t worry about a foreign dream. All we have to do to secure our future is live up to the American Dream. To reach for and realize the fullest comprehension of our individual selves. To be the talent with which we were each endowed. For, it’s there, within our own hearts and minds, that we establish our utopia.

The American Dream isn’t a solitary place in the forest or a vision of some idealized agrarian past. It is, instead, a personal determination to express and experience our unique talent. It is to realize the destiny of which we – each and all of us – are capable.

That testament to ourselves may take us down paths paved in frustration or uncertainty, for excellence is an uncompromising standard. It may be a rancorous or even discordant journey, for we are, after all, a vast and varied nation. But always its basal tone is a catechism of the unfettered possibility within the human spirit. Yes, America’s utopia – our Dream – rests among the multitude. And, it is and always will be a multitude of hope.


Fingerprint

“In the last half-century, polls showed Americans believed in their decline after the Soviet Union launched Sputnik in 1957, after Richard Nixon’s devaluation of the dollar and the oil shocks in the 1970s, and after the closing of Rust Belt industries and the budget deficits of Ronald Reagan’s administration in the 1980s. At the end of that decade, a majority of Americans believed their country was in decline; yet within the next 10 years they believed that America was the sole superpower.”

Joseph S. Nye, Jr. Foreign Affairs
 March 8, 2011
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