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“I can’t believe you’re not on SpaceHook yet,” she said to me as I wrote down her phone number on my hand even as I memorized it because I am a compulsive hand-washer. “Everyone’s on SpaceHook. Is this some kind of a ‘oh-lookie-I’m-so-cool-and-different-because-I’m-not-on-SpaceHook-and-you’re-a-loser-who-can’t-live-without-the-social-network’ thing? Because if it is, we are going to have problems.”

“No,” I said to her. “I just haven’t thought about it much. And I think you’re overreacting to me writing down your number on my hand. I left my cell phone in the cab. So if anything, I’m the loser here.”

“You’re not a loser,” she said, completely missing the pun on “loser” (as in I had lost my cell phone). “I had fun today. We should hang out again.”

But I knew I’d never see her again. She gave me a look that said exactly that. And nobody says, “You’re not a loser” unless they think you’re a loser. At least she was sweet enough to pretend so that the walk from the park to the subway station wouldn’t be awkward. Not that we needed to walk to the subway station together. I was going to take a cab anyway, and it was broad daylight on a crowded street. But I’m a sweet guy.

Gregory Hidalgo Merchant is my name. I live in New York City, and I’m thirty-three. I do have parents, but they warned me not to write about them, so I’m leaving them out. And full disclosure: this account was first published on SpaceHook, which means you kind of already know how one part of this story ends.

Freedom is a funny thing. Other people have written about it, and still other people have ranted about it. I intend to do neither, despite the title of this account. But that’s enough of the cryptic innuendos and what-not. Let’s get to the meat of it.

You all know SpaceHook. It’s that website that gives you your own “space” online, and you create a profile and “hook” into the profiles of other “spacers.” (I think some people still say “SpaceHookers,” but this is not a science fiction porno story, so we’ll leave that one alone.) Anyway, so you take your space and hook it into the spaces of others, and it becomes this massive network of hooked profiles and spaced-out stuff that gives rise to all kinds of newish social phenomena based on the mathematics of exponential expansion and the science of complexity.

And I was outside of this space. No hooks, no ladders, no profiles, no nothing. Not that I was a rebel or anything dramatic like that. I thought SpaceHook was a fine enough thing. I was not the lone crusader who fought “big brother” and won or even died trying. I didn’t try. I had no reason to.

I just hadn’t thought about it enough. And when the mathematics of exponential expansion crept up on me, I suddenly found myself as the last man on earth who wasn’t a spacer, and as predicted by the science of complexity, this took me to places that no sweet thirty-three-year-old should ever have to go.
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I was always a fairly social guy, and so SpaceHook would have been a natural fit for me if not for my job. I ran a few call centers out in Jersey, and the number one rule of a call center like ours in which employees have access to sensitive customer data is this: no personal electronics. No cell phones, no tablets, no music players, no electronic shavers, no mechanical pencils. There should be no way for an employee to exit my building with any information besides what they’re supposed to be picking up for dinner (or breakfast, depending on the shift).

In the early days (like three or four years ago) when I was just building up my call center business, I spent all my time in these windowless warehouses, and so I followed these very same rules. One might think that being cut off from the world for hours on end would have made me even more enthusiastic about messing with social networks and other connective-type stuff in my free time, but it somehow just didn’t play out that way for me. Like I said, I was a fairly social guy, and so my free time was spent . . . socializing.

I went to bars and restaurants and clubs and shows and galleries and museums with friends and lovers and business associates and family members and friends of family members and family members of friends and friendly ex-lovers and business-like current lovers. It was all good and fun, and I was good and responsive and kept in touch regularly.

Soon enough though, people started asking me that question that the sweet girl had asked me. To be fair, it started off with “Are you on SpaceHook?” but then quickly progressed to “Why aren’t you on SpaceHook?” and eventually escalated to “Why the f*** aren’t you on SpaceHook? Who the f*** do you think you are? You goddamn piece of s***.”

And I promise you, at several times throughout this geometric progression, I sincerely planned to join SpaceHook so I could be a good friend and not a goddamn piece of s***. But I got busy. My call center business took off once people started making a big deal about call center work being done in India. (And so I just hired a bunch of Indians to work from my Jersey buildings, thereby taking away just as many American jobs while my clients bumped up their service surcharges to account for the higher wages we had to pay the Indians (costs of applying for work permits and bringing them over from Bangalore and settling them into Edison and Jersey City).) And then, when I was pretty close to actually setting aside the time to sign up on SpaceHook and put up some pictures of my animals (just fish actually, and they’re all dead now anyway), I got the call.

They acted like I had won the lottery or sweepstakes or something, but also like I was the Unabomber, and so it was a confusing conversation at best.

“Mister, um, Hidalgo,” came the robotic female voice.

“Merchant,” I said.

“Sorry?”

“Merchant. Mister Merchant. Hidalgo is my middle name.”

“Oh, okay. I thought Merchant was a listing of your job or something. Sorry about that. How are you today?”

“Fine.”

“Sir, where are you located? My records show a residence in Manhattan and a work address in New Jersey. Is that right?” She acted like it couldn’t possibly be right. She was probably thinking Kentucky or Montana, but I didn’t know it then.

Of course, I neither confirmed nor denied any of that. I ran a call center, for god’s sake. We had training sessions on how to extract information from people without giving any away. Little Miss Robot-voice was not going to Hidalgo me that easily.

“And where are you located?” I said smugly.

“In Boston, sir,” she replied cheerfully.

New England has always scared me with its weird accents and the mystique of Bill Belichick, the head coach of the New England Patriots (and now the secret leader of the allied forces, I believe). So this did not impress me, and it certainly did not put me at ease. If anything, I wondered if she was a Unabomber herself.

“Are you going to kill me?” I asked.

She laughed at this, but the laugh was in no way proof that she was not a robot and not a Unabomber. So I just waited for her to explain herself.

“Mr. Hid—I mean Merchant,” she said, “I’m sorry. I work for the Boston Globular.”

“You mean the Boston Globe,” I said.

“No, sir,” she said.

Now I wanted to laugh. She probably worked for Belichick himself, and this was an attempt to confuse me with funny Bush-era words to get my defenses down before he forced a fumble and embarrassed me on live television.

“Come on. Who do you work for?”

She cleared her throat. “The Boston Globular. We are a global e-zine based in Boston, and we cover global social phenomena and also local sports.”

“You know that something is globular when it resembles a glob,” I said, and immediately I felt like an obnoxious piece of s***.

“Yes, sir. It’s a pun.”

“Of course it is. I forgot that New England has a different sense of humor.”

I think she wasn’t sure whether I was joking or not, and so she laughed briefly and politely, which is a pretty good thing to do when you’re not sure whether to laugh or not. I tell this to my new call center people. She was okay, I guess.

“Anyway,” she said, “we’d like to present you with an e-award and feature you in an e-interview that will be published on the Boston Globular next month. Next month, as you know, has been named Social Networking Month in the United States, and so we thought it would be fun to have you on our front page. You know, like a pun.”

Now I was really confused, but this New England sense of humor was growing on me, and besides, I also thought Belichick was a good coach. Still, I had to address my confusion first, because this Boston lady wasn’t helping.

“Help me out here,” I said patiently.

“Sir?”

“I mean, tell me how all those things you just said could possibly make any sense.”

“Oh. Well, sir, Mister Merchant, according to our researchers, you, sir, Mister Merchant, are the only person in the United States without an active SpaceHook account.”

“Sorry, what?”

She started to repeat herself, but I stopped her. I had heard the words just fine, and I told her to be quiet for a minute or so.

“That’s not possible,” I said finally.

“Sir, our research is built on US Census data, federal personal surveillance information, and SpaceHook’s own internal user database.”

“What about my parents?” I said frantically. “There’s no way they’re . . . users.” The thought of calling my parents spacers freaked me out a bit.

“Sir. It’s just you. You are the last one left.”

“Give me a minute,” I snapped. “Just let me think.”

I thought for a while, but there wasn’t really that much to think about. My initial panic had been unfounded, I realized. Just like the feeling of everyone looking at you if you’re the only guy on the dancefloor. No big deal. Just get up there and express yourself.

“All right, great,” I said. “I’ll do it.”
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I expected the Boston Globular to be a crappy little office filled with beanbags and round paper lanterns, but it was quite nice and sensible with very few fire-hazards or posture-threats. They had offered to fly me up, but I took the train, which they paid for even though it was twice as expensive as the shuttle from LaGuardia and took three times as much time. A well-dressed woman greeted me at the door and led me through the aisles towards a corner office. The Globular employees looked at me in awe and disgust, and I felt good and dirty about it.

When she finally spoke, I recognized her voice as the one on the phone. She looked and acted nothing like a robot, and I was actually quite taken by her animated mannerisms and quaint New England puns (or whatever they seemed to think were puns up there). She was very professional and direct, and I got no sense of being judged for who I was (not that I thought I was who I seemed to be becoming). After some simple background questions and factual inquiries about my reasons for not joining the rest of the United States of SpaceHook, she got to the one question that made me squirm.

“So,” she said, “Mister Merchant, how does it feel to be the last unconnected human being in the United States of America?”

Feel? Unconnected? United? How the hell should I know? I hadn’t thought about it. I didn’t care. I was about to join SpaceHook right before Robot-voice called me, and I had told her that in the interview. I wasn’t trying to make a statement, and I didn’t know how it felt. It felt no different than squeezing a lemon or petting a fish or peeing next to a lion-tamer or setting fire to a barge on the Hudson River or crying in your sleep or—

“It feels . . . free,” I said. “It feels free.”

And so hit the headline:

LAST FREE MAN IN AMERICA.


4

Perhaps things would have turned out different if I had checked out the Boston Globular’s website beforehand. I should have known that any Boston-based publication that uses the word Globular as a pun is basically a Libertarian rag so radical that even New Hampshire people who lived in the woods (and who were all apparently on SpaceHook now, by the way) didn’t use their regular e-mail addresses for the mailing list.

The interview had been edited with extreme prejudice, and all the parts about me having nothing against SpaceHook and in fact being impressed by how widespread its use had become had been left out. My spiel about the “Network Effect” and how SpaceHook’s value to its users increases as more users sign up was cut. And my quip about being lucky to get this award at the time I did because I would very likely be opening my own SpaceHook account over the coming weeks was not only dropped but in fact rewritten to say the exact opposite. Yes.

INTERVIEWER: Hidalgo, do you think you will ever sign up on SpaceHook?

HIDALGO: No, never. No.

Yes. Hidalgo. And so I became Hidalgo, the Last Free Man, the last holdout against something that actually seemed quite fun and useful and, despite vague parallels to all those old stories about “compooters” taking over our lives and turning us into emoticons, was not evil in any sense of the word. I was serious about the Network Effect, and I fully understood that being on SpaceHook possibly enhanced a person’s freedom as much as limited it.

As I closed down my laptop and went in to work, I figured I’d just end it by signing up on SpaceHook and simply hooking into the Boston Globular fan site itself, so all those lap-dog libs (hey, I’m a New Yorker, but those New England punsters are something else. Globular. Jeez) would see that it was over. If there was no one free, then we’re all free, right?

But I had underestimated the power of some publicity that makes it look like someone is fighting “the man.” After all, even though USA has not been considered the underdog in anything (besides men’s soccer) since the mid 1700s, the ethos of the country is and will always be one that holds the outgunned, outnumbered lone hero in the highest regard. The one against the all. The small guy peeing on the big guy’s foot and then flipping off the big guy.

And so they cheered for me, my people did. Everyone from my new Indian recruits to the seasoned veterans who now had green cards or US passports to the handful of non-Indians who worked for me so I could fill out some of those pesky Human Resources forms without getting sued by some New England-based agency. They cheered and they clapped, and I could swear I heard a few of them whisper into their headsets that Hidalgo had just walked past them.

“Okay, that’s enough,” I said, but of course I couldn’t help but smile. After all, when you’re out there dancing on your own and people say your moves are awesome, well, it feels awesome. Perhaps I could stay on that dancefloor a bit longer.

Perhaps Hidalgo will go for one more song, I thought as I headed to my unconnected, windowless, transparent cubicle overlooking my adoring hordes. Just one song.
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That next song came up quick, and I was ready.

The message was waiting for me when I got home. Finally, a New York publication. I called them back and put on my deep, carefree Hidalgo voice.

“The New York Times?” I confirmed.

“The New York Mimes,” was the reply. “Is this Hidalgo?”

Good lord.

“Why are you speaking?” I asked.

“Sorry?”

“Mimes. You said mimes.”

“Yes, sir. Well, I’m not a mime myself, and you know that mimes are real people that speak out loud when they aren’t miming.”

I sighed. “Of course. What can I do for you? You have an e-zine that only publishes black-and-white cartoon drawings with no word-bubbles?”

The man was silent. “Is that a pun or something?” he finally asked.

This guy was not as much fun as the Boston woman.

“No, sir,” he continued. “The New York Mimes is a professional society that brings together the professional mimes of the New York Metro area.”

“Does that include Jersey mimes?”

“No, sir, it does not,” said the man with a smirk in his voice.

“Good. I hate the Jersey mimes.”

“Very good, sir.”

“All right. So what do you need from Hidalgo?”

“Well, the New York Mimes is having its annual Freedom Ball at the Ritz downtown this weekend.”

“Freedom Ball?” I was going to continue, but balls, mimes, and puns do not make a good soup, and so I stopped.

“Yes, sir. It is a closed-door event where all the mimes attend in full makeup, but on this one evening each year, they are allowed to speak when in full mime gear. They are free to be themselves, if you will. Hence Freedom Ball.”

“That’s a relief,” I said. “And so this has nothing to do with Spandex versus boxer-shorts?”

The man was quiet, and I think he was actually holding his breath. I waited to see if his head would explode, and when it didn’t I moved on.

“So what do you need from Hidalgo?” I asked.

“Oh, yes, of course. Well, sir, since the theme is freedom, and you, sir, are Hidalgo, we would like to have you speak at our event.”

Speak? As in a speech? That was different from an e-zine e-interview. What would I say?

“We can pay you $25,000, and we’ll send a car for you.”

“Will the driver be dressed like a mime?”

Some more silence. I think my mime jokes were wearing thin (like Spandex. Booyah), and so I accepted cordially and hung up.

Now let me be clear. Like I said before, I was doing okay with my call center business. Yes, things had picked up over the past couple of years, but I could see the writing on the wall. Call centers in Jersey was not a long-term growth business. All this stuff would be shipped back overseas soon enough, and I’d be left with windowless warehouses in Weehawken and five thousand obsolete and heavily-used headsets. And juggling my time between trying to get Tony Soprano’s cousin to take over my lease while I frantically checked my headset-auctions on eBay did not sound fun. It was not something Hidalgo should have to do.

No, Hidalgo should be out there giving $25,000 speeches about freedom to mimes at the Ritz-Carlton in downtown Manhattan.
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What to wear? What would Hidalgo wear? I mean, what does Hidalgo wear? Flip-flops? No, too indecisive. A hat? No, too pretentious. A mime suit? No, too predictable, and possibly unsustainable and just plain confusing once the New York Mimes gig was done. Sunglasses? No, because then they wouldn’t be able to see the rebel-fire burning in Hidalgo’s eyes.

And that rebel-fire was burning bright already. Just a few days after being called Hidalgo, I was well on my way to becoming Hidalgo. The Lone Ranger. The Independent. He-Who-Walks-Alone.

Not that I was alone at the time. My social life seemed to be better than ever. Even the sweet women that asked me out no longer asked me that question. If anything, they only brought up SpaceHook in reference to how stifling it was to be tracked by friends and family and co-workers and e-marketers. And when I pointed out that all of it was in fact cool and useful, and even the e-marketer stuff wasn’t so bad because the marketers are going to get to you anyway, and so you may as well give them enough information for them to blitz you with products that you might actually buy, all I got were confused stares that said, “Wait, you’re not Hidalgo. You’re just some creep who’s pretending to be Hidalgo so you can get inside my pants.” And then they’d blow their rape whistles and I’d have to run away. (Actually, this only happened on one date, possibly because I never talked about the coolness and usefulness of SpaceHook again.)

But I slowly stopped agreeing to go on dates because it creeped me out to have some sweet girl want to sleep with me so she could tell her friends she had done it with Hidalgo. And eventually I even stopped asking out the few cool women that seemed unimpressed enough to only spend time with me if they actually liked me. I’m not sure when that happened, but I do remember why it happened.

Her name was Josephine Jessamyn Jackson, and she was a mime. I met her that night at the Ritz (right after my “It’s About Mime We Had Some Freedom” speech bombed big-time, which is why you won’t find a transcript of it in this account). She was the only mime who came up to me after the speech and acted somewhat civil. (I can’t even describe how bad it was with the rest of those people. Mimes, as a group, are very, very bitter, petty people with a tendency to overreact, I’m sorry to say.) She was like the treasurer or bookkeeper or something of their little society, and so I guess she had to speak to me to at least inform me that their board had decided to withhold the last $10,000 of the payment on account of the terribleness (their word, not mine) of my speech. But she didn’t have to stay.

And she did stay. She sat down at the table next to me and watched me finish my black-and-white cookie and drink my milk. I in turn couldn’t help but notice her mime-shaped figure and sweet, expressive, painted face. She insisted on miming her way through the rest of our conversation, and I felt I had never understood a woman better than I did that night (no, this is not a tongue-in-cheek statement. She really was awesome at that miming thing). She didn’t come home with me that night, of course (what kind of mime do you think she was?), and I didn’t ask her to (there would be mime for that later, I thought). She did, however, mime out her digits by contorting her body in astonishing ways. I didn’t need to write down that number to remember what it looked like.

We dated for several months, and it was wonderful. She was funny and smart and wise, and she was at the top of her mime-game. We soon became the talk of New York City, and no event was even considered A-List without Hidalgo and Triple-J (yes, that sounds like a porn star, but it was her stage name, and her act was very wholesome).

Hidalgo and Triple-J. It has such a nice ring to it, right? I think so at least. Or thought so, I guess, since it doesn’t ring out no more on the invite lists in NYC
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