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  Author's Note


There is a frame underneath this book and the four that follow that is worth naming up front, because it is the difference between using AI well and using it badly. Most of the press, and most of the people I watch trying to use these tools, treat AI like a vending machine. You walk up, push a button, take what comes out, and the work is over. That framing produces shallow uses of AI and a great deal of disappointment, because what comes out of a vending machine is, at best, what was put into it. The framing this catalog operates on is different. You are not the operator of a transaction. You are the director of a team. A roster of AI agents, with different roles and different strengths, all working under your judgment about what should get built and how. The output of a directed AI team is what your two or three decades of operating experience can now produce at a scale your two hands never could have produced alone. That is the worldview underneath the catalog. The Audible is its fullest articulation. 
About the Brandt thread. Woven through this catalog, at its section breaks and inside the closing chapter of each book, is a parallel story. Paul Brandt is a former corporate vice president of operations who, after a severance he saw coming and could not stop, sets out to build a one-man advisory practice in post-merger operational integration. His story runs one calendar year, from an empty calendar to a first paid engagement, across all five books. The Audible is where it begins, in the November of that empty calendar, one week after the severance, before Paul has decided anything at all.






  
  Section One: The Score









  
  Chapter 1: The Score Is Not What You Think


The rumor had a specific shape. If you could remote into your work computer at midnight, Sunday going into Monday, you were safe. If you could not, you were not. 
This was 2001, in Denver, and remoting into a machine meant dialing one desktop from another across a phone line and waiting while it negotiated the connection. I was twenty-six. I had bought my first house earlier that year, and the down payment had taken every dollar I had. What was left would cover a mortgage payment or two, and behind that a retirement account with a few months of contributions in it. That was the whole cushion.
Two years before, none of this would have crossed my mind. Recruiters called constantly. I had taken a job once off a thirty-minute phone screen. I had awards on the wall and the kind of reputation that gets your name used in other people's meetings as an example of what good looks like. I was the version of an employee a company tells stories about to motivate the rest of the floor.
My bags were packed the night the rumor was going around. Plane tickets in hand, leaving for vacation in the morning. So I stayed up to midnight and dialed in, and the connection went through. I was in. Hell yes. I went to bed with the specific relief of a man who believes he has just stepped around something.
Monday morning I called my boss anyway, to hear it confirmed.
I told her I wanted to check whether the layoff rumors were true. She asked if I was in the office. I said no, I was at home, leaving for vacation in a few hours. She said she could not talk to me until I was in the office, that I should go enjoy my vacation and we would talk when I was back. I pushed. I told her I could not get on a plane not knowing. She explained the rule the way you explain something you are not supposed to be explaining. She could not tell me anything while I was sitting at home with a company ID card and a company credit card in the house. The conversation had to happen in the building. I pushed harder.
"Josh, you are not safe."
I drove in on the first morning of my vacation, just in time for the all-hands. They pulled the whole office into one conference room. The Denver office was being closed. Two weeks of severance. Benefits through the end of the month. Good luck and godspeed.
I sat in that room and the floor opened under me. I drove home actually sick, not as a figure of speech. And somewhere on that drive a thought arrived clearly enough that it has survived twenty-four years intact. Relying on other people for your financial stability is not stability. It is standing in a conference room while someone you have never met decides whether the lights stay on at your house.
There was a fire in me on that drive home. Anger, fear, and underneath both of them something more useful that did not have a name yet. It burned for a while, and then the next job came, and the one after that, and the fire went quiet for the better part of twenty years. Keep it in mind. It comes back later, and when it came back it was the reason for everything that follows.
Now come forward to where you are sitting.
The layoffs are real. In 2025, employers in the United States announced more than 1.2 million job cuts, the highest total in a single year since the pandemic and a jump of almost sixty percent over the year before. The fourth quarter alone was the worst since 2008. In May of 2026, Meta cut roughly eight thousand people in a single stretch, about one in ten of everyone who worked there, and said plainly that the cuts were there to pay for the company's move into AI. In the same announcement, it moved seven thousand other employees onto newly created AI teams. The company's founder told his staff that AI was the most consequential technology of their lifetimes, and then he demonstrated what he meant by it.
The hype is real too. Every week there is another headline about a model that can do a job you used to need a person for. The panic in the air is not manufactured. People in their fifties are watching roles they spent decades mastering get described, in earnings calls, as candidates for automation.
So if you are forty-five to sixty, twenty or thirty years into a corporate career, and you have either been let go or you are watching the door and trying to time it, the fear you are carrying is not irrational. You came up through the dot-com boom and you lived through the bust. You have been online since before most people knew what that meant, and you learned a long time ago to read a situation without waiting for someone to explain it to you. Right now the situation reads like this. The young are fluent in the new tools, the companies are cutting, and you waited too long.
That is the score as it is being reported.
The panic is real. The reading of it is wrong. The rest of this chapter is about how wrong, and the rest of this book is about what becomes possible once you stop reading it that way.
I have sat in both chairs.
You just read about the chair I was in at twenty-six. I have also been the person on the other side of that table. The manager with the script in front of him, the list in his hand, the instruction not to take questions past a certain narrow line.
I am going to tell you about one of those days, and I am only going to tell it once, because anything said from that side of the table stops being useful the moment it turns into a war story.
I was a manager when the decision came down that seventy percent of my team was being let go. Seventy percent. The decision about which specific people were cut was made in a room I was not in, by a small group I did not deal with directly, working from a spreadsheet built on criteria I never saw. My job was not to decide. My job was to carry it out.
When the list came to me, I did what any manager does. I went looking for the logic. There is always supposed to be logic. Performance ratings, tenure, cost against value, alignment with wherever the company was now pointed. I looked for it and it was not there. The people on the list were not, in any pattern I could find, the weakest people on my team. Some of them were strong, with years behind them. A few of the people I had genuinely been managing through real performance problems were not on the list at all.
I do not think the spreadsheet was random. I think it was running on inputs that had nothing to do with the things I would have weighed as the person who actually ran the team. It was not optimizing for the health of my team. It was optimizing for something happening two or three levels above me, and the names were just the output.
I delivered the news over a week, in a series of meetings, and I watched the faces. The confusion in the room was never about whether the news was real. It was about why. Why them, why this list, why now. I could not answer it, because the answer lived in a room I was not allowed into.
Here is the part you do not see unless you have been on that side. A month later, the company had moved on. There was about a day of visible compassion from the people who remained, and then it was gone. What replaced it was a faster pace and a louder demand for output. The work the departed seventy percent had been doing did not leave with them. The expectations did not adjust. The questions I started getting were about why this project was slipping and how I planned to keep delivery up with a team that had just been gutted by the same organization now asking the question.
The compassion lasted a day. The whip got bigger.
That is how it works. I am not telling you this to make you angry at anyone. I am telling you so that when I say the next part, you know it comes from someone who has watched the machine run from the inside of the controls.
You are probably running at least one of a handful of stories in your head right now. Most experienced operators run several. The stories are powerful because each one is partly true, and the part that is true is what lets the rest of it work as a defense.
The first one is that this place would not run without you. It would. It will. The way it runs is that your work gets absorbed by the people left behind for a while, or handed to someone cheaper, or quietly revealed to have been less essential than everyone assumed. You are not the exception to this. At the altitude where the decision gets made, you are a line item on a massive ledger, an employee number with an expense beside it, and the people deciding whether that line survives the next quarter do not know your name.
The second is that you are a high performer, and high performers are safe. Inside the normal operation of a company, your performance matters a great deal. It moves your pay, your projects, your standing. During a layoff, the operating logic changes underneath you. The question stops being who is contributing the most and becomes which set of names produces the right financial result with the least risk to the people signing off. Those are different questions. They overlap sometimes. They are not the same question, and the spreadsheet is answering the second one.
The third is the quietest and the most dangerous. They told you that you were safe. They probably did. The thing to understand is that the person who told you was reporting what they knew, and what they knew was incomplete. The decision that changes the answer is made above their level, on a timeline they do not control, with information they do not have. Most managers who tell you that you are safe believe it when they say it. Mine did, once, somewhere. It did not hold.
The other stories run the same way. Your relationships with leadership will not spend their political capital on you in the cycle when capital is scarce. Your role is not too critical to cut, because critical roles get cut and absorbed all the time. Your company being profitable is not protection, because profitable companies run layoffs to become more profitable, and a profitable company has exactly the operating room it needs to absorb the cost of cutting you in pursuit of a better margin next year.
Underneath all of these stories sits one fact that almost nobody says out loud. The contract you think you are inside of ended a long time ago.
Two generations back, a worker at a large company had a pension. The pension was a promise that ran both directions and was built to survive bad years. That arrangement was replaced, through the 1980s and 1990s, by retirement accounts that moved the risk off the company and onto you. The long-term promise came out of the contract and was never replaced. What you have now is a quarter-to-quarter arrangement that either side can end at any time, and has had that shape for thirty years.
The safety you are protecting is the residue of a contract that ended before some of your coworkers were born. You have been managing your career as though there is something underneath you to fall back on. There has not been for a long time.
The shift from the pension to the quarterly arrangement took decades. The shift happening now is taking quarters.
Look again at what Meta actually did. It cut eight thousand people to fund AI and moved seven thousand others onto AI teams in the same week. That is not two separate stories. That is the whole sequence compressed into a single announcement. The work gets reorganized around AI, the people who remain are told the new tools are leverage, and then the same productivity that was sold to them as leverage becomes the argument for why the team can be smaller next time. Use AI to do more. Then justify the headcount, now that you are doing more. Then explain what, specifically, you are still here to do that the tool is not already doing. That sequence is not a forecast. It is playing out right now, in the buildings the readers of this book used to work in.
When a tool absorbs the execution layer of a job, the number of people needed to produce a unit of work drops, and it does not climb back when the economy improves. That is a structural reset, not a cycle.
Which means the calculation you may still be running is out of date. Three years ago you could make a reasonable case that staying inside corporate was the lower-risk move. The runway was long, the money was good, the disruption had not arrived at your row yet. That case has expired. The disruption is now inside the building, and the hard part of being inside the building when it arrives is that you have almost no control over how it lands on you. You will find out in a conference room, on a timeline someone else set.
Staying is not the safe option. Staying is the option where the change happens to you instead of through you.
So far this has all been the demolition of one idea, the idea that the inside is safe. That demolition matters, but on its own it would just be another reason to be afraid, and there is enough of that going around. Here is the turn.
The thing the headlines are getting wrong is not that the layoffs are happening. They are happening. The thing they are getting wrong is the assumption that walking out the door is the desperate move, the cliff, the thing you do only when you have run out of options.
Look at who is already out here.
Heading into 2025, a quarter of workers over fifty told AARP they were planning a job change, nearly double the share who said the same a year earlier. That part tracks with the fear. But of the people planning that change, the
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