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            "How did you go bankrupt?""Two ways. Gradually, then suddenly."— Ernest Hemingway, The Sun Also Rises
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Before the shift
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Amid sustained political activity, nothing substantial happened suddenly.

Before anything changed, border crossings felt routine.

Southbound, vehicles rolled forward beneath cameras mounted above each lane. An officer leaned slightly toward each open window, voice steady and direct.

“Purpose of travel?”
“How long will you be staying?”
“What are you bringing with you?”
The questions were precise and sequential. Each answer seemed to narrow the next inquiry. The exchange was polite and formal. Entry was granted deliberately, as if the permission itself were the goal.

Northbound, the cadence seemed less formal.

“Welcome back.”
“Anything to declare?”
There was still scrutiny. Screens were checked. Plates were scanned. But the rhythm felt confirmatory rather than investigative. If nothing appeared unusual, the interaction ended quickly. Movement resumed.

Border processes on both sides functioned as they had for decades. The authority of those at the booths remained unchanged, but their approach did evolve.

They issued no formal orders and held no emergency sessions to confirm or alter their actions. There was no single moment that could later be identified as the beginning of the changes. What preceded the shift was a period of accumulating layers.

Pressures in government, business, and at home overlapped without aligning. Signals of what was to come would show up in the news, then disappear. Later they would intensify without converging on a single coherent message or theme. But the gradual changes and shifting landscape in politics created conditions that persisted long enough to make doing nothing feel increasingly unsafe.

From the outside, the federal systems at the borders appeared to be active and responsive. Departmental briefings continued. Statements were issued announcing details as they became clear. Authority remained intact. But within various federal departments, the volume of unresolved issues accumulated. It had begun to exceed agents’ and bureaucrats’ tolerance for ambiguity.

The first pressures were domestic, and they were diffuse.

Federal enforcement decisions faced challenges in courts and contests from state authorities across multiple jurisdictions. Decisions would attract the scrutiny of oversight bodies whose interpretations didn’t necessarily align. Protests appeared and reappeared, often in different places and for different reasons. Media coverage often amplified the significance of protests, emphasizing disorder even when it was minimal. Government agencies were being judged against contradictory expectations. They needed to act decisively, avoiding actions that could later face scrutiny or reversal. Being decisive was becoming uncomfortable.

Uniformity became a recurring demand—not because it promised better outcomes, but because it promised defensibility.

At the same time, the legal landscape grew more uncertain. Guidance issued by federal authorities was interpreted differently at the borders and ports of entry. State-level responses introduced further variation on top of what was already confused. Decisions that had once been routine now carried the risk of becoming examples. Within the border agencies, this produced a quiet but persistent anxiety. Acting alone felt exposed. Acting differently felt dangerous.

Waiting, however, carried its own risks.

Layered over this volatility was a second pressure, slower and less visible, but equally consequential.

Tariff adjustments began appearing with increasing frequency. They were claimed to be retaliatory measures—temporary, targeted, and necessary to protect domestic industries under strain. None were presented as escalatory. None were described as disruptive. Each adjustment was justified on its terms, usually “to level the playing field.”

Taken together, they altered the cost structure of trade.

Input prices shifted unevenly. Insurance premiums were recalculated. Freight contracts were revised. In some cases, the costs were absorbed. In others, they were deferred. Retail pricing algorithms adjusted quietly, and as usual, without signaling the reason for the change. For retailers, what had once been stable margins became variable. Predictable supply lead times began to slip.

The tariffs were not described as harmful. They were described as fair and manageable.

For households, at first, the effects appeared as background noise. Prices fluctuated; they always had. Delivery windows widened; they too had been variable. Returns took longer. Most people noticed the changes in isolation, without connecting them to any particular cause. They were treated as fluctuations—annoying, but temporary. The expectation remained that conditions would normalize once the whole situation settled.

But that didn’t occur.

Instead, the pressures compounded. Domestic volatility didn’t resolve into clear patterns. Tariff adjustments were not reversed; many climbed higher. External trade partners responded cautiously, adjusting their terms without public confrontation. Shipping insurers reassessed risk. Logistics firms built on slack. None of these actions seemed to be a response to any single policy, since they were so diverse, yet widespread. It was described as prudent adaptation to new market conditions.

Within federal agencies, this accumulation of paperwork and conflicting guidance bulletins began to trigger internal review.

Risk assessments were updated. Oversight exposure was discussed. Scenarios were modeled in which decisions made under discretion could later be examined under less forgiving conditions. The question was no longer whether the rules permitted flexibility—they did—but whether exercising that flexibility remained safe. Although the rules were not changing, the underlying thinking and motivation behind them seemed to be.

Discretion, once a tool, began to feel like a liability.

In this environment, the cost of being wrong rose faster than the cost of delay. Delays could be explained. Inconsistencies could be defended as temporary. But decisions that stood out—decisions that deviated—invited scrutiny. If you were exceptional, you had to explain, and that instilled fear.

The whole, widely distributed border agency couldn’t reach consensus on these matters. But there was no need to.

What emerged instead was a preference—a bias toward alignment, consistency, and process. It was becoming a pattern. Internal discussions among various border posts increasingly characterized variability as a risk rather than a feature. Uniform application, even if slower, was described as protective.

It was in this context that a coordination guidance memo was circulated.

The rules in it weren’t changed. New authorities were not introduced, and old ones remained. Specific outcomes weren’t mandated. Its language was procedural, emphasizing best practices, consistency of interpretation, and the importance of defensible decision-making.

The guidance was not public; it was no more than administrative housekeeping.

Its purpose was explicit and limited: to reduce exposure.

By fostering alignment, it restricted the area where one could comfortably exercise discretion. Local decisions now seemed to carry broader implications. Reviews became more frequent. Escalations are more common. Releases of goods entering the country got slower.

None of these changes was presented as a shift in direction.

On paper, authority remained unchanged. The statutes governing enforcement and release were intact. Discretion still existed. What changed was the environment in which this discretion was exercised.

Waiting for clarity had begun to cost more than acting cautiously.

Everything that followed would be described as a response to conditions rather than a decision. Each adjustment could be justified individually. Each delay could be explained as temporary. But taken together, they marked the point at which a reasonable person would assume time would be insufficient for it to correct itself.

There was no order given. The quiet shift just began. It began when waiting was no longer considered safe.
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Chapter 1 — Quiet Coordination
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The late afternoon call wasn’t scheduled. They are rarely seen anymore.

The Ottawa line once existed for emergencies and now served something closer to habit. No agenda had been circulated. No note-taker had been assigned. The absence of both was the point—the meeting had to be informal and off-the-record.

The file itself was unremarkable: cross-border inspection standards for low-value goods. Packages for personal use. Returns, replacements, and small shipments that moved in enough volume to be lost in the averages. It was the kind of issue that usually resolved itself through precedent and volume rather than instruction—until lately.

They spoke in generalities first—updates were now being called observations rather than requests. Issues included a change in clearance times at one crossing, a backlog that had appeared and then inexplicably thinned, and a question about inspectors’ discretion that had gone unanswered long enough to resolve itself.

None of it was new. What was new, however, was how unsurprised everyone seemed.

On the Canadian side, the file had already been split. This split was not formal—there were no official orders—but rather based on instinct. One stream tracked the federal guidance, while the other tracked what was actually happening at ports, depots, and sorting facilities. The second stream of information was now rapidly becoming more substantial.

Across the border, the voice on the line sounded careful, even when it didn’t need to be. Overly cautious. Words were chosen as if they might be replayed later, detached from their context, and assigned a meaning they had never carried. The pauses for thinking between sentences were longer than they used to be.

There were no mentions of the US government; it was almost taboo.

The coordination itself was modest: a clarification here, a workaround there. A shared understanding that certain inspection thresholds would be treated as unchanged, regardless of whether that remained strictly correct. It was less an agreement than a recognition that stopping to confirm authority would only make things worse. It was always better to ask forgiveness if something went wrong and slower, much slower, to ask permission.

When the call ended, there were no minutes or notes. There was nothing to circulate. Each participant returned to their desk with the same understanding they had arrived with, adjusted slightly at the margins.

In another building, a briefing note waited in draft. It addressed the same issue—held parcels, discretionary reviews, and inconsistent release times—but approached it from a different angle. It had been revised three times without changing its substance. Each revision made the language softer, more conditional, more careful not to assume continuity. The author, a customs post manager, knew it would not be approved that day. Possibly not the next.

That was fine. Their work wasn’t dependent on it.

On the ground, agents on both sides trusted each other. What had once been an exception—acting ahead of formal alignment—had become routine. The formal processes were still in place. But they simply no longer set the pace.

Mid-level officials had learned, quietly and without instruction, how to compensate. When guidance lagged, they inferred. Silence was interpreted as agreement. Questions were being asked with the preferred answer as a ‘suggestion’ to superiors. When mandates overlapped, they chose the least disruptive interpretation. When silence stretched too long, they proceeded as if consent had been implied.

There was no sense of rebellion in the proceedings. Only fatigue was felt as the processes continued to drag on.

A year earlier, such behavior would have prompted concern. Someone would have identified it as a potential violation, highlighted the associated risks, and suggested a correction. Now it barely registered. The risks were assumed. The alternative—waiting—felt riskier as delays grew.

The processes seemed to remain intact on the surface. Jurisdictions were unchanged. Authorities were clearly defined. The language of cooperation still appeared in every communiqué, polished and reassuring.

In the field, coordination had become personal again. Informality is more effective than formal processes in any organization, particularly when those processes are flawed. Names mattered more than offices. Familiar voices held more significance than official titles. A reply from the right person meant more than a memo from the wrong one.

The Canadians noticed this informal, increasingly personal approach first, though they didn’t comment on it. They had lived with informal systems long enough to recognize when they were doing the real work, getting the results that everyone expected. The trick was to avoid elevating them into a formal process too quickly and to delay turning habit into policy until it had proven durable.

Occasionally, someone would ask whether the process could continue. The question was never answered directly. It didn’t need to be. The fact that parcels kept moving—unevenly, imperfectly—was answer enough.

Late in the day, another message arrived—short, careful, unsigned. It acknowledged receipt of a query about delayed releases but stopped short of addressing it. The phrasing suggested caution rather than refusal.

The note was read, filed, and then ignored.

There were limits, of course. The informality could not be applied universally or in all situations. Certain decisions still required formal assent. Certain boundaries could not be crossed without consequence. Everyone understood that. But the space between those boundaries had widened, and within it, a different rhythm had taken hold.

A shift was happening slowly, but it wasn’t named as such. That would have implied intention. It was more of a natural drift, like how settings can shift over time.

It was simply how things were done now.
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Chapter 2 — Language Without Action
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The statement arrived just after noon, released simultaneously in Washington and, an hour later, echoed in Ottawa.

It spoke of stability, shared values, ongoing cooperation, and the importance of measured response. The phrasing was careful, the verbs almost entirely aspirational. No one was committed to any particular course of action, and it was consistent with what had already happened.

In Washington, the document had cleared three federal offices before publication. Each pass had slightly diluted its content. Direct references were replaced with broader formulations. Timelines became commitments to future assessment. The final version bore the marks of compromise so evenly distributed that no single hand could be identified in it. It was vague, deniable, and all but useless. 

Ottawa’s version followed a familiar pattern. The language was aligned but with distinctly different emphasis. The differences were fine enough to escape casual notice. Where Washington officials emphasized resolve, Ottawa’s emphasized continuity. Washington’s promised review, Ottawa’s promised consultation.

Both statements were technically accurate. Neither addressed the growing uncertainty around inspection discretion for personal-use goods. And neither had answers.

By mid-afternoon, the questions began arriving—not from the public, but from within the US customs system itself—from the front lines. Clarification requests about release thresholds. About whether existing practices still applied to low-value parcels. Who now bore responsibility for delays that volume had once absorbed?

Most of them went unanswered.

In one department, a senior advisor read the statement twice, then set it aside. The language confirmed what had already been assumed: no immediate guidance would be forthcoming. Whatever decisions needed to be made that day—what to hold, what to release, what to defer—would have to proceed under existing authority, such as it was.

A junior staffer drafted a briefing note anyway. It outlined three possible readings of the statement, each defensible, none decisive. One interpretation preserved discretion. One narrowed it. The third postponed the question entirely. The note was circulated upward and returned with a single comment in the margin: hold pending further direction.

That direction never arrived—the delay grew into a very long one.

Across the Peace Bridge, the response was more animated. Meetings were convened quickly, though they produced little more than a restatement of what was already confusing. Participants spoke at length without committing themselves, repeating phrases from the statement as if proximity might confer clarity.

One official remarked that the language left room for interpretation. Another observed that interpretation itself now carries risk. There was no argument about that. 

What troubled them was not the absence of instruction—it was the proliferation of it. Different offices began operating under slightly different assumptions about what discretion still meant. Parcels that would have cleared automatically a week earlier were now subject to review in one place and waved through in another.

In the absence of coordination, hierarchy asserted itself. Requests were escalated reflexively, even when escalation solved nothing. Files moved upward, then stalled, waiting for decisions that required information no one had.
















U.S. Household - Michigan


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Victor V\Enterbourne





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





