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“It is the working man who is the happy man.  It is the idle man who is the miserable man.”

Benjamin Franklin
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“Too much of our work amounts to the drudgery of arranging means towards ends, mechanically placing the right foot in front of the left and the left foot in front of the right, moving down narrow corridors toward narrow goals.”

James Ogilvy
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Chapter 1
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Please do not stop to think too deeply about the meaning of your work.  Just keep your head down, keep trundling away.  It really will be alright.  You will find your grove, or a close approximation.  You might even find satisfaction, in varying amounts, miniscule or considerable, or somewhere in between.  Either way, it is fine.  Do not try to examine too closely why you do what you do.  Nothing good will come from that sort of scrutiny.  Just lean in with the others, and lend your shoulder to societies task of pushing that metaphorical boulder up the hill.  When you think about it too much, when you pull back the veil, when you start asking yourself too many questions, that is when the trouble can start.  Just ask Glenburn Duncan Robertson, he will tell you.  

The tricky part in all of this is that work is not just the thing that you do.  It is really, for many of us, who you are.  It defines your self-worth.  And it is not even as much the thing that you do that defines that self-worth, but it is simply the doing of the thing that you do that brings that level of gratification.  You will go to great lengths to convince yourself that your particular flavor of labor is important to the well-being of society, but really, you know deep down that society will do quite well without you, thank you very much.  You are really not that important, in the big picture.  Let us all just get over ourselves.  Keep doing what you are doing, and be content.   

Do not question the logic of the social contract you have entered into when you go to work.  You rise each workday, you shower, you dress, and you prepare yourself for the day ahead.  You find your place in the landscape, whether it be in a high-rise urban tower, or a suburban office park, a hospital, a car dealership, a school, some mom-and-pop shop, or a desk down the hall.  There, you diligently engage with the tasks and activities that you are presented, whether you understand their full context or not, whether they even make sense or not.  Ours is not to question why.  You do this all not for yourself, but in the service of others, bosses, stockholders, clients, customers, people who you may or may not know, or a faceless corporate entity.  For this effort you are financially renumerated, maybe even handsomely.  You are given the prospect of a secure and comfortable life, and access to the many baubles and tchotchkes and gadgets that you are told you will need in order to be fulfilled.  You dedicate long hours to these endeavors, day after day, week after week, year after year, for the majority of your existence.  Such is the bargain you have struck.  

Do not question the wisdom of this arrangement, for it is time-honored in our Western society.  Being industrious, hard-working, employed, these are all considered virtues.  To challenge this will only lead to disillusionment.  Work is noble, work is good.  Work allows you to be a productive member of society, your small and insignificant role allowing you to be part of something bigger than each one of us.  This is what you have been told and taught, from a young age, and there is no evidence to believe otherwise.  You are encouraged to work hard, play by the rules, and show up on time.  It is the prudent person who does all these things, and that person shall be rewarded.

Sometimes, though, despite your best intentions, and all of your efforts to the contrary, things do not work out quite as you expect them to.  You play by the rules, yes, but then the rules change.  You are steady, stable, and reliable, until life is upended.  You are dedicated and loyal, until you are told you have become expendable.  You want nothing more than to quietly and competently do your job, but inactivity insidiously descends upon you.  You are rational and sensible, until circumstances send you into a tailspin, and suspicion replaces trust, and paranoia replaces reason.  You are who you are, until you are not.

The worst calamities in life sometimes unfold in slow motion, playing out almost imperceptibly, over time, so that you might not even realize that what is happening to you is actually happening to you.  And then one day, you look up, and you find yourself in a quandary, and you wonder how you even arrived there.  That moment sneaks up on you, and announces itself at the most unlikely of times, and in the most unlikely of ways, and you come to find that circumstances have conspired against you, and you then realize that it is an illusion that you were ever actually in control of your fates.  You feel alone, abandoned, ignored, forgotten.

Suddenly, it seems as if that there is no end to the indignities that confront you each day.  Agitation and distrust take hold, and just about everything in life becomes an affront.  You notice the freeloaders and lay-abouts outside your window, peering with beady eyes and accusing stares, demanding a handout.  You observe those who flaunt a rejection of the social contract, who profit from the transactions of illegal substances, an affront to all honest, law-abiding, hard-working people like you.  You take note of those who insidiously influence their fellow citizens by mysteriously manipulating binary digits, turning electronic impulses into aps and algorithms and icons and programs, which at best are annoying, and at worst maddening.  They used their powers to tell the unsuspecting public what to buy, and who is important, and what to think, and to steal their money, and to hijack their identity, and to pilfer sensitive information that they then sell to other like-minded individuals across the globe.  Perhaps worst of all, you see the powerful, faceless corporate entities, and their feckless functionaries, hiding behind titles and departments, divisions, and rules, stripping work of its meaning.  Their communications so sanitized and cryptic, their interests so convoluted, that it is often difficult to know what these corporations are actually trying to achieve.

As you try to make sense of it all, and seek resolution to these issues, you consider where to turn to for answers.  At first, you rely on your own reason and patience to find a way out, but your instincts fail you, and patience only puts you deeper into the morass.  You turn to the body of knowledge that others have set forth in their learned publications, but you realize that the concepts of self-discovery, transformation, finding your inner child, discovering your emotional intelligence, and all the rest are simplistic and pedantic, just so many useless words.  You may look to a higher power for salvation, but despite promises and assurances to the contrary, God had no plan for you.  You might consult the Yogis and the Buddhists to clear your mind, but Stoicism can only take you so far.  The solution to your problems seems maddeningly just out of reach.​

Do not despair if this should happen to you.  Sometimes, despite your best laid plans, life spirals downward all around you.  You wring your hands, you furrow your brow, you ask yourself why.  What you were once so confidently sure of suddenly makes no sense.  Your identity and self-worth evaporate like a mirage.  Cosmic forces have twisted your fates this way and that.  Please do not think too much about this.  Wake up each morning and put your nose to the grindstone.  Do not ruminate.  One foot in front of the next.  Life will find a way.  Things can fall apart, and they can fall together again, and sometimes it is difficult to even know the difference.  Ultimately, you realize what you knew all along, that the solution to your problems, once seemingly out of reach, can only be found inside of you.  If you do not believe that, just ask Glenburn Duncan Robertson.  He will tell you his story, and then maybe this will all make sense.
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Glen lived a life of routine, a routine that was a symphony in comfortable predictability.  It was one he had honed over the years, and had come to greatly enjoy its satisfying rhythms.  He would arise at dawn to meet the day before him, stretching and then padding his way to the bathroom.  There, he would complete his morning grooming by parting his hair smartly on the side, and combing and trimming his neat mustache.  Rarely did he face a day with trepidation or dread, or anything even approaching a lack of enthusiasm, for he always believed he had a purpose, and a mission.  He had somewhere to go, and he had something to do, and there were people who relied upon him.  A self-satisfied smile remained on his face as he went about his morning procedures.

He enjoyed going to his closet each morning, and thoughtfully choosing the clothing he would wear that day, finding the perfect ensemble.  Look sharp, feel sharp, be sharp, as his father used to say.  His wardrobe was by no means extensive, but it was of good quality.  He eschewed the high-end luxury fashion brands, thinking them too flashy and ostentatious.  He settled on the more classic, conservative styles.  He would select a crisp long sleeve cotton or poplin dress shirt, or perhaps an oxford.  He tended toward solid colors, robin’s egg blue, white, lavender or pale yellow, although sometimes he would wear a tattersall, or a subtle stripe.  He would pair the shirt with conservative wool or cotton blend trousers, pleated and pressed, in navy, or charcoal, or tan, or taupe.  He wore silk or cotton ties of stripes, or subtle plaids, or a muted paisley, until ties began falling out of favor and business associates were just as likely to be seen in hooded sweatshirts.  Glen stubbornly held out, refusing to allow his standards to fall to that level.  He completed his look with a pair of basic oxfords or suede bucks.  Looking the part was important to Glenburn Duncan Robertson.

He enjoyed packing his lunch each morning, reveling in the anticipation of the time later in the day when he would be relaxing and enjoying it.  He would carefully prepare a sandwich, two slices of white bread bookending the contents he had selected for that day; ham, American cheese, and a pickle, or tuna and mayonnaise, or turkey and French’s mustard.  He would swaddle this creation in saran wrap, with tight hospital corners around the edges.  To this, he would add a cup of yogurt, with maybe some potato chips or pretzels.  Finally, he would include a handful of Oreos or snickerdoodles tucked into a plastic bag.  These items, along with a napkin, would be carefully packed into the reusable lunch bag with a corporate logo, which he had been given at an industry conference a couple of years before, this replacing the brown paper bags he had previously used.

With his morning preparations complete, he would gather from the peg by the front door the canvas messenger bag his son had given him as a Christmas gift on year, purchased from the catalogue of a popular outdoorsy retailer.  In it he would have an umbrella, a file containing documents he may have reviewed the evening before, a cell phone, and his lunch.  Slinging the strap of the bag over his shoulder, out the door he would head.

Glen had always been one of the first to arrive at the office each morning.  He enjoyed his ride to work, and the familiar sights he would see along the way, the same each day and yet different by degrees.  He parked each day in the same corner of the parking lot, entered the building, and enjoyed the temporary stillness and quiet of the office early in the morning, before the majority of the employees showed up.  After turning on the computer monitor on the desk in his office, he would stroll to the employee lounge where he would deposit his lunch bag, his initials neatly inscribed on it in black marker, in the communal refrigerator.  Along the way he might run into George, one of the custodians.

“Mr. Glenburn,” George would call out from down the hallway, saying it in the sing song way of a public address announcer at a stadium.  “The Mets stunk it up last night, eh?”

“And yet the sun still managed to rise this morning.  How are you doing today, George?”

“Oh, so-so.  My back’s been acting up, you know, I got that lumbago.  What are you gonna do?”

“Well, you take care of yourself, George.”

Back at his desk, Glen would set about planning and organizing his day.  He was meticulous in prioritizing the tasks that lay before him, making lists documenting the work that lay in front of him.  He maintained a neat and ordered workspace.  On his desk sat a desk pad with leather corners, the feel of which was calming to him.  As the rest of the business world migrated to electronic calendars, Glen maintained a flip calendar, where he recorded upcoming meetings and deadlines.  His resources were neatly shelved in binders and close at hand, filled with the accumulated information that helped him to be so good at his job.  He enjoyed those quiet moments, sitting at his desk, as the workday got underway, taking pleasure in the feeling of anticipation, and of purpose.

As staff began to fill the building, Glen would make his way out onto the floor to say hello to people.  He found this one of the most enjoyable, and most important aspects of his work.  His company had increasingly created programs, and spreadsheets, and various computer tools that tracked quality and production, and highlighted problem areas in the organization, but Glen found the best tool to be simply that of walking around and talking to people.  He would learn more by exchanging a few words, or assessing the demeanor of staff, than any computer metric could tell him.

“Hey, Gretchen, how are you this morning?”

“I’m good, Glen, how about you?”

“Couldn’t be better,” Glen said with a smile.  “By the way, how is Coco doing?”  Gretchen had two Corgi’s, Prince and Coco, pictures of which were prominently displayed throughout her cubicle, along with a couple of ceramic Corgis, and a plush Corgi, which Glen thought looked more like a groundhog, but kept that to himself.  Coco, he remembered being told, had undergone some surgery a few days prior.

“She is doing good, thanks for asking.  She started back on solid food last night, and gets her stitches out on Thursday.”

“Well, I am glad to hear she is doing better.”

Glen continued on his rounds.  “Rodney,” he said as he came across an employee at the photocopier.  “What’s the good word today?”

“Uh, nothing,” Rodney said.  Rodney had the perpetual look of someone who just got caught doing something they should not have been doing.  He had worked for the company for close to 30 years, and had a big calendar in his cubicle on which he marked off the days until his retirement with a red X.  He was scheduled to retire in two years.

“Hey, are you in good shape with your audits for this month?  Could you use a hand with them?” Glen asked.

“Why, did someone say something?  Did Mary say I needed help?”

“No, no one said anything.  I am just seeing if you would like some help.”

Rodney eyed Glen suspiciously.  “I will let you know,” he said.

“Well, you do that.  My door is always open.”

On the way back to his office, a woman came up to him in the hallway.  “Glen, do you know that there is still a leak in the second stall in the ladies room?”

“I did not know that, Marybeth.  I have not been in the lady’s room yet this morning.  Maybe after my next cup of coffee.”

“I told you about this last week, and you haven’t done anything about it,” she snapped back, unaffected by his attempt at humor.

“Well, that’s not true, Marybeth.  I did put in a service order with building maintenance.  I can put in another one, and let them know it is still a problem.”

“Please do,” she said curtly, as she turned to walk away.

“I’m on it, Marybeth, don’t you worry,” he called to her.  She did not look back.   

Back at his desk, Glen began answering emails, and returning phone calls.  He was a stickler for responsiveness, and rarely keeping someone waiting for a reply.  He was of the old-fashioned notion that an email, or a voice mail, was like a sentence uttered, awaiting a response.  To not respond would be discourteous.  The remainder of his day was spent alternating between meetings, with subordinates, and superiors, and reviewing documents, reports, and spreadsheets displayed on the computer which sat at his desk.  During his time in his office, there was often a steady stream of employees stopping by, with various concerns, observations, or ideas.  He enjoyed solving issues and providing answers, and always made the people who came to see him feel as though their particular issues were of utmost importance. Business, for him, was always a hands-on activity.  It was all about the details, and he firmly believed that if an eye was kept on the details, and the bigger issues would fall into place.

A couple of days each week, Glen would stay at the office late into the evening.  The calm of those hours, after the storm of activity throughout the day, was pleasing.  He would use that time to catch up on things he had not gotten to, or to plan new initiatives, or just to think about things he could be doing, or should be doing, to improve the performance of his division.  He would write notes to staff members that he would leave on their desks; “Nice Job, Alan – your quality numbers are up for the third month in a row,” or “Way to go Barbara, excellent work on the Daniels case,” or “Thanks, Dan, for covering for Tonia last week.”   Sometimes he just enjoyed sitting at his desk, in the half light of the empty office, enjoying the feeling of what he was a part of.

This, of course, was all before his work had become remote.  At a point in time, his company believed that allowing employees to work from home would help attract and retain younger workers, would improve employee morale, and would increase productivity and reduce operating costs.  Glen was not so sure that the positives outweighed the negatives, but he was in the minority.  The company first experimented with remote work one day per week, and then three, and finally eliminated in-office work for most employees, and almost all in Glen’s division.  He soon came to understand the challenges of managing people in that environment.  No longer could he walk around each morning and see how people were doing, greeting them casually and sharing small talk.  No longer could he use those interactions to get a sense of the mood of his staff, of the discontent or the satisfaction of the division.  He was reduced to scheduled video meetings, stiff affairs where people peered uncomfortably, sometimes only their eyes, forehead, and the ceiling of their room appearing on screen.  He found he spent more time looking at reports, and data, and metrics, than he did actually talking to people.  There were new hires in his division that he had never met in person. 

The nature of his work had changed when he began working from home, but he tried to make a point of holding on to some of the rituals that had become part of his days.  Although he had no commute, he still rose each day at the same early hour.  He continued to prepare his lunch each morning, making his sandwich, putting aside his yogurt cup, putting cookies, or chips in a plastic baggie.  He still carefully selected his outfit each morning, still dressed himself in sharp business attire.  Holding on to such rituals was important to him, although they could have easily been abandoned.  He was now working literally steps from his bedroom, and it made little sense for him to prepare a ham sandwich each morning, when he had the option to prepare any lunch he desired, hours later, in his kitchen.  Likewise, it was not necessary for him to dress as he always had, in his oxford button down and wool slacks.  A much more relaxed dress code had come into favor.  Shoes were not necessary, and in fact neither were pants, although he continued to wear them both out of habit, and a sense of propriety.

The workspace he had prepared for himself in the small, seldom used, second-floor spare bedroom, had a very different feel than the office environment he was accustomed to.  His office used to feel to him like a busy neighborhood in a large city, with people coming and going, and activity all around.  Now, it felt as though he sat on a tiny island, self-sufficient, but isolated.  He still had his big desk pad, with the leather corners, and his flip calendar, notated with due dates and meetings times, and his silver pen, and his pad of paper, but it all seemed to lack the gravitas that those items held when they were sitting in his former office, in the big building, in the suburban office park.  He now sat in a room in his house, miles away from any other employees, connected only by flickering electronic images on his screen.    

He had a more difficult time perceiving the collective energy of the group of people he worked with, which had previously reverberated through the space they occupied.  The ebb and flow of the workweek was harder to discern, the days having a way of blending from one to another, each one looking a little too much like the last, or the next.  Despite his reservations though, Glen had done his best to come to terms with this new way of doing things.  The ways of business seldom stood still, he reasoned.  He looked for ways to embrace the changes, to overcome the challenges, and to thrive in this new world.  

This particular Monday morning was a special one for Glen, and one he had been anticipating for a number of weeks.  There was a sense of expectancy as he went about his morning preparations (tuna salad on white bread with fig newtons, blue shirt, tan slacks, red striped tie).  On this day, he was to begin a new job, one that had been assigned to him by his company.  It was not a job he had applied for, and he had not desired any change in his duties or responsibilities.  He had been perfectly satisfied in the job he occupied.  Nevertheless, the new job had been touted as a promotion for him, and he was pleased to be able to help his organization in any way that was needed.  Although some of the details of the work that he would be doing had not yet been shared with him, he was assured that the particulars would be revealed in due course.  

The job had come about for him in somewhat obtuse fashion.  For some months before, there had been talk about a reshuffling of duties and responsibilities surrounding the claims division that he ran, and of consolidating claims groups across the company.  Automation had taken an increasingly large role in the work his people performed, and it was proposed that some of the activities of his staff would be handled by offshore contractors.  Glen had heard the rumors, but was not convinced that they were anything more than just conjecture.  Then came a meeting with some executives from the company headquarters, in which it was it was shared that significant restructuring was likely to be happening, and he would be moved into a new role.

Glen’s boss at the time was a young MBA who had been in the position for less than three months.  Glen had never met the man in person.  This individual had replaced Glen’s previous manager, who after eight months on the job had been reassigned to another part of the company.  Of late, it had felt like there was a good deal of change and upheaval in management.  New executives seemed to be swapped out like tires on a race car at a pit stop.  Whenever Glen talked to his boss on the phone, the man gave the impression that he was always late for another meeting, and was short on details, and long on generalities.  Glen was finally able to piece together that his future would not be in the customer service or claim processing realms, which had been, for many years, the focus of his work.  The handwriting was on the wall.  He would be reassigned to a different type of work.

In time, Glen received the official word.  In a call from an Associate V.P., he was told that he would be transferred to the position of Director of Integrated Implementation Services, within a month.  This was a newly created position in the company, and its actual place in the organizational structure, he was told, remained fluid.  Few details were shared.  There would be an increase in salary, he would continue to work remotely from his home, and he would no longer be managing staff, would have no direct reports.  This he understood.  It was also explained that in his new role he would be doing things like driving transformation, maneuvering initiatives, and managing without authority.  This level of corporate-speak he found a little more difficult to comprehend.

Glen tried to take this all in as positive news, although he had not entirely convinced himself that this was the case.  The new job carried with it an impressive title, to be sure, but what that title actually meant, he did not know.  The fact that he would not be managing staff was a bit troubling.  He had always believed that this had been a strength of his.  He thought he was good at getting the best out of people, individually and collectively.  He would certainly miss that aspect of his work.  Also troubling was the fact that he did not know who he would be reporting to, as he had been told this was yet to be determined.  He was assured that someone would be in touch in the coming weeks.  Regardless of his reservations, news of the job came not quite as an offer, or an opportunity, but as an assignment, and one that he felt he could not refuse.  

He had been through other changes of jobs in the past, and other changes of duties, but usually they were preceded by more discussion, more explanation, more understanding of why it was that this might be happening.  In his world of remote work though, it felt like he was more in the dark, more unknowing of the machinations behind the decisions that were impacting him.  In the weeks leading up to the start of his new job, he busied himself with the activities of winding down his previous position.  He made sure all policies and procedures were well documented, and resource material was in place.  He spent a good deal of time talking to staff, and assuaging their concerns about the changes that were taking place.  Some people were being reassigned themselves, and there were rumors of impending layoffs.  Communication from company officials about the changes was lacking, and so he did his best to calm the waters and put people at ease.  So busy was he with those activities, he found himself spending little time thinking about what lie ahead for him.  Eventually, his staff were transferred to new management, his responsibilities were transitioned, and quite unceremoniously, the work that he had done for years, the work he believed he was best at, came to a close with a decided lack of pomp.  

It had snuck up on him a bit, but the day was finally at hand.  In the week prior, he had had said his virtual goodbyes to the people he most closely worked with, and he had cleared his in-box of emails regarding pending issues.  He had prepared a new three ring binder in which he would begin to build the reference file of needed bits of information for his new job, as he was a keen taker of notes and gatherer of documents.  People were often impressed by his ability to recall facts and details, which was not the result of remarkable intellectual capabilities, but merely the habit of writing things down.  He had purchased a new silver pen (he enjoyed the heft of a quality pen, and avoided the plastic disposable variety at all costs), and a fresh pad of paper for his new endeavor.  He had the rare luxury, and the great pleasure, of beginning with a clean slate.  That Monday morning, after breakfast, freshly groomed and dressed, he made his way to his office in the spare bedroom.  It was with a combination of anticipation, excitement, and uneasiness that he took a seat at his desk and turned on his computer.

He went through the usual log in procedures, the various codes and passwords needed to proceed through a number of security screens.  Arriving at the screen with his email inbox, he looked forward to reading the welcome email sent to him by his new manager, or perhaps something from the Human Resources staff.  He anticipated there would be a meeting invitation for a video meet-and-greet, an ice breaker of sorts, something to kick off his new role.  Maybe there would be some documents introducing him to the projects he would be working on.  When he opened his email box though, there was nothing.  It was as it was when he last looked at it the previous Friday afternoon, empty of any messages.  Glen thought this odd, but considered that there were reasonable explanations.  Perhaps his new manager was just now composing and sending the welcome he was expecting.  He would allow it some time.

While Glen waited, he remembered back to some other first days of a new job, or a new assignment.  His last promotion, to Section Manager, was accompanied by a bouquet of balloons in his office, and a sign that read “Good Luck, Glen.”  What was the remote equivalent of this, he wondered?  Virtual balloons and clapping emojis, no doubt.  Once, when he was promoted, his staff surprised him with a plate of brightly adorned cupcake’s.  Such time trusted traditions and exercises of office life had vanished in this new world of remote work.  Although he had now been working from home for some time, he still had not gotten entirely comfortable with it.  It had gone from being a temporary inconvenience, to what his company called a pilot program in a flexible workplace, and finally, with little fanfare, it became the way business was done.  Glen glanced back at his computer screen.  Still, there were no emails or phone calls.  Plausible explanations for this delay existed, he was sure.  Possibly his new manager had been held up, and was running late this morning.  Maybe his manager was working from a later time zone, which would certainly explain the delay.  He took a deep breath, mustered his patience, sat back in his chair, and surveyed his surroundings.  

Glen lived in a tidy old colonial in a residential area of the town of Bradford, Connecticut.  His neighborhood lay between the busy commercial strip just off the interstate highway, and the old, historic downtown.  Bradford was named after Colonel Robert Bradford, a local revolutionary war figure.  The town had been, in the 1800’s, a bustling manufacturing center, with a textile mill and a couple of other factories that ran off of power generated by the Natantic River, which ran through town, just to the east of Main Street.  Those mills and factories had long since gone the ways of the industries of other New England towns, and all that remained of them were the crumbling remnants of their foundations, and a couple of small dams on the river.  After some decades of decline, the downtown area of Bradford, known to locals as the village, was reborn as a home to a handful of antique shops and galleries, as well as a couple of trendy restaurants and cafes.  At one end of the village there was a large mill stream, made from the backflow of one of the old dams.  The area surrounding it had been developed into a charming public park, where children fed ducks, and people strolled along the paths, or sat on the benches enjoying the scenery.  A public garden anchored one end of the park, with a bandstand, and athletic fields nearby.  The other end of the park featured an inviting groomed path that spilled onto Main Street, just across from the Congregational church.  

Glen’s house was tucked into one of the older neighborhoods in town, with quiet treelined streets that boasted a variety of architectural styles.  His was a neat, white clapboard, with hunter green shutters and a well wooded, modest yard.  To one side of his house sat a large, sprawling Georgian, of which he could catch glimpses through the trees of his side yard.  On the other side of his house was a classic New England saltbox, whose driveway ran closely parallel to his.  The inside of Glen’s house looked not much different than it had for the previous owner, an old woman in whose family the home had been in for many years.  For that matter, it probably did not look much different than it had for the people who occupied it when the local mills had been in operation.  The floors were simple pine and oak, some painted, and some finished, showing the warm grain of old wood. The windows and doors featured classic trim that had a beautiful simplicity, as well as some fine workmanship on the moldings and flourishes.  Throw rugs accented the floors, and the furniture was local, and utilitarian.  The feel of the home was somewhat timeless and comfortable, in a puritan New England way.

Downstairs, there was a generous sized living room looking out the front windows, and a dining room on the other side of the house, anchored by a brick fireplace.  In the back of the house was an updated kitchen with a granite island, a pantry, a small bathroom, and an adjacent mudroom.  Upstairs, there were three bedrooms, and a spacious bathroom lit by skylight.  Despite some of the modern upgrades, the house maintained its provincial feel, functional and humble, with a lack of pretense.

The house, to some degree, mirrored its owner’s personality, although this was more by happenstance than design. Before his transfer to Connecticut, Glen had never set foot in a New England home, and in fact had never set foot in New England, for that matter.  He was a Midwesterner, born and raised in Indiana, before having made his home in Illinois.  His relocation to Connecticut was not entirely by choice, but by way of a work-related transfer that allowed him little time to consider his options.   Had it been wholly up to him, he would have stayed happily in the middle of the country into his old age.  Life had other plans.  

It had been a dizzying few days when Glen traveled to Connecticut for the first time in advance of his move.  He spent some time at his new office, meeting people and getting acclimated, but during the evenings, he met with a real estate agent, who shuffled him from one potential property to another.  The original plan had been for him to rent, which seemed to make the most sense.  In discussing it with his wife though, she suggested they be open to buying a modest home, and treating it as an investment.  He would live there during his assignment, and it would offer a comfortable place for the family to visit.  Then, they would simply sell it on his return to the Midwest.  The colonial in Bradford was the last house Glen had looked at.  He walked through it expediently in the days fading light, and found it met the established criteria, most importantly being readily available.  He made an offer the following morning before heading back home.  The next time he saw the house was the day he moved in. 

Glen looked back to his computer screen, which had gone dormant due to his inactivity, requiring him to go through the login process again.  Some time had passed, he realized, and he felt a bit guilty that he had been daydreaming for so long.   He brought the computer back to life, but there were no emails for him, no invites to a meeting, no acknowledgements.  It was a bit unnerving, but he willed himself to stay calm, to remain patient.  He would be contacted, in due time, and there will have been a perfectly logical explanation for the delay.  He let out a sigh. For so much of his life, Glen had thrived on predictability.  This morning had been far from predictable.  The world had changed though, and predictability was becoming an endangered species.  He vowed he would learn to roll with the changes.

He leaned back in his chair, tipping his head upward, and gazed at the ceiling above his desk.  His mind went blank as he stared above.  He noticed for the first time the imperfections of the plaster ceiling in the room.  It looked like the subtle topography of a dessert, as viewed from high above.  Then his eyes caught sight, along the perimeter of the ceiling, of a delicate piece of molding.  He had never taken notice of that particular architectural detail before, most likely because he had never spent any time before then staring at his ceiling.  He noticed that at a couple of places it was coming away from the wall, and as he traced its course around the room, he saw that its paint, which was an off white, was faded and chipping in spots.  After a while, he dropped his gaze toward the window, 6 over 6 panes, with time weathered sashes and sill.

Glen began carefully looking around the room where he sat, with newly focused intention.  He took thorough notice of each small detail; the wide pine floorboards with their knot marks and imperfections, the substantial baseboards that edged the room, the scale of the space, and its relation to the size of the window and door.  He noticed the furniture that he had previously taken for granted, the small table in the corner, the antique lamp that sat atop it, the old leather stuffed reading chair, in which he could not remember the last time he had sat.  There was a well-worn ottoman in front of the chair, and an old Shaker style bureau against the wall across from his desk.  It was all familiar, and yet it was as if he were seeing it for the first time.  His eyes went back to the window trim and moldings.

Glen thought about the craftsman who had fashioned those moldings, and who had made the fine and detailed joinery of those windows, so many years ago.  What was it like for that person, he wondered, toiling over their work in this very room where he now sat?  Did that person enjoy their job?  Did that person find satisfaction in crafting something that would still be performing its function more than a century later?  Did they even realize the quality of their work?  Or was this drudgery for that person, merely a job that allowed them to put food on their table?  Glen thought about that man, who stood in this very room, doing his work, a man who had not seen this nation go to war with itself, or the world to be at war, or a man to walk on the moon.  And what of the others who had spent time in that room?  How much of history, and how much of life, had people sitting in this very room experienced?  

He snapped out of his daydream with a start, and looked back at his computer, which again had gone dormant.  After his sign on, he saw once more that there were no messages or calls.  It was shortly after noon.  Unnerved, he stepped away from his desk and went to his kitchen, where he retrieved the lunch he had prepared earlier that morning.  He sat at his dining room table and ate his sandwich, distractedly, unable to free his mind of his circumstances.  The afternoon dragged on, much as the morning had, with a mixture of anxiety, and rationalization.  He alternated between sitting at his desk, and busying himself with some domestic tasks, doing a load of laundry, wiping down his bathroom sink, and frequently checking in to see if any new email came into his box.  

Glen allowed himself some moments during the day to think about his new job, and to consider that, although a departure from his past roles, it would present a great opportunity for him to learn new aspects of the business.  He acknowledged that business, and his industry in particular, had changed a great deal since the time he had begun in the field so long ago.  In those early days, his company, and those running it, were focused entirely on doing what it was that they did, and doing it as well as possible.  Now, it seemed, the purpose of his company, which had been swallowed and swallowed again to become part of a multinational conglomerate, was not necessarily to do what it did well, but to do as many things as possible.  They called it integration.  Integrating product offerings, integrating customers, integrating partners.  Glen heard all the buzzwords, nebulous as they were, and realized that this was the focus of modern corporate culture.  Now, by all indications, this was to be his focus as well.

By the end of the day, no word had arrived, by computer or by phone, and Glen had spent the better part of eight hours sitting, staring, thinking, and checking his computer for any sign of acknowledgement.  It had been unnerving, but ever the optimist, Glen assured himself that tomorrow would be different.  Tomorrow would be the day when the next chapter of his career began, when the mysteries of integration would begin to be unlocked, and when he would begin to establish the rhythm of his new work.  Mustering the enthusiasm that had been somewhat shaken throughout the day, he logged off from his computer, and shut his office door behind him.

The following morning, he dressed in a crisp white shirt, and tie with a tartan pattern on it.  He was up very early in anticipation of the day’s events, but resisted going to his office until a more normal business hour.  He busied himself with inconsequential activities around the house, the minutes dragging, until that time arrived.  Finally, he settled into his chair at his desk, and logged on.  When passwords were accepted, and the screen settled on his home page, he saw that there were no emails of welcome, no instructions for his morning, no phone messages.  It was early in the day, he ventured.  If someone were planning to contact him, it might not happen until they arrived at their workspace that morning.  That could be 9:00, 10:00 even if it were someone on a later schedule.  He would give it time.  He could wait them out.  This was the modern way of business, he thought.  Things happened when they happened.  He would need to learn to be less rigid, and would not get caught up in immediacy.  Rather, he would see the big picture.  He would be ready when they were.  He only wished he knew who they were.  

The window in the room where Glen sat overlooked his small side yard, which was bordered by a thick stand of tall trees, pine, oak, and ash.  Beneath the trees was a thicket of undergrowth, which ran from close to the street, and all the way to the back of his yard, and which separated his property from that of his neighbor.  From the downstairs of Glen’s house, or from his front yard, the foliage effectively obscured the neighboring house.  From his office window though, the view was somewhat different.  From there he could see over some of the foliage and through gaps in the trees to get glimpses of the side of his neighbor’s house, as well as the front yard and driveway, and some peeks into the back yard.  It was a view that he never really noticed, or appreciated, until that morning.

During his time living in Connecticut, Glen had not paid much attention to his neighbors in the community in which he lived.  For the first few years he was there, he was focused on his work, spending a good deal of time at the office.  On long weekends, and on vacations, he returned home to the Midwest to be with his family.  It was not that he wanted to be unfriendly, but the opportunities never seemed to present themselves, and his reserved nature led him to a quiet and insular life.  He had never met the neighbors in the big white Georgian next door, on the other side of the trees, and in fact could not identify who actually lived there.  The buffer of trees conveniently assured a certain degree of privacy.  With some time on his hands that morning, he began to take notice of that slice of his world as if for the first time.  

Glancing down from his window at his side yard, it at first did not seem like much was happening.  On closer inspection, though, he soon noticed a variety of birds flitting in and out of the bushes.  There were small birds in muted colors, delicate and acrobatic, darting here and there, and then, on the ground, he saw some larger birds, pecking through the underbrush.  He watched closely, mesmerized by their movements.  Then he saw a squirrel dart up the large oak across from his window.  It paused halfway up, its tail twitching, its senses on high alert.  Another squirrel appeared, scurrying along the ground and up onto the tree.  The first squirrel ran higher into the tree, with the second in pursuit.  He watched them leap through the branches and high into the treetops, finally crossing over onto another tree, before running down its trunk and back onto the ground.  There was a world of activity going on just outside his window.  

Glen then caught sight of a flash of activity, this of the human kind, beyond the bushes, in the front yard of his neighbor’s house.  Through the branches he saw two people, a man and a woman, standing by the driveway.  As best as he could tell, the couple appeared to be in their 40’s.  The woman wore a long, stylish beige sweater that hung to her knees.  The man wore heavy framed black glasses, and a tight black T shirt.  Glen wondered if this was the couple who owned the house.  They talked for a while as Glen watched, and the woman disappeared by the garage.  Minutes later he saw another figure by the garage.  It was a much older man, tall and slender, with an unruly shock of white hair, carrying some sort of container towards the driveway.  The man appeared casually dressed in a white t-shirt and tan pants, of the sort which might be worn by a gardener, or a zookeeper.  Glen began to wonder who actually lived in that house.  Was it a family, a retired couple, perhaps a multigeneration group?  The man set the container down by the driveway and disappeared around the other side of the house.  A number of minutes later, a car pulled into the driveway.  A young man got out, and after a while, the white-haired man reappeared.  There was more discussion, appearing casual and relaxed, the young man leaning rakishly against the side of the car.  Glen wondered what it was that they were talking about.  The squirrels had returned, chasing one another around the base of one of the larger trees.

All morning and into the early afternoon, Glen looked from his computer screen, to the window, and back.  As had been the case the day before, no emails appeared, and no phone calls had come his way.  He decided that something needed to be done.  He had to contact someone, but who?  He could email his former boss, the man who always seemed too busy for Glen and his concerns, but they had not communicated in weeks, the man having moved on to his latest executive assignment.  Perhaps he could locate the AVP who had first discussed the position with him.  What would the conversation be like?  “Hello, I seem to have been forgotten about this week, please have someone get in touch with me and let me know just what the Director of Integrated Implementation Services is to be doing.”  Any way Glen thought about it, and in whatever order he strung together and reconfigured the words, it felt to be an embarrassment.  

Maybe it would be better for him to just let the situation play out, he mused.  This minor misunderstanding would eventually be resolved, with everyone keeping their dignity in tack.  It could not be possible, he reasoned, that he had been misplaced by the company, like an unused piece of surplus equipment.  He was a person, and companies do not lose people.  Especially someone like him, a person with a history, a person with experience, a person with standing.  It was he who had been promoted to an exciting and responsible new position.  He surely had not been forgotten.  He would be hearing from someone shortly.

Glen was born and grew up in a small town in the southern part of Indiana.  He was named for his mother’s grandfather, Glenburn, who he had only ever seen in a couple of old grainy photographs, and for his father’s brother, Duncan, who his father had a falling out with a year after Glen was born, the two having remained estranged for the remainder of their lives.  A shy and reserved child, Glen nonetheless had the conventional, happy, and uneventful boyhood of middle America.  His father was a salesman of industrial machinery, and was frequently on the road, traveling to manufacturing plants across the region.  He worked hard, put in long hours, and became very successful, although the family maintained a comfortable but somewhat modest lifestyle.  Glen’s mother worked part time doing some accounting and payroll for a local restaurant, but prided herself on keeping the family home, caring for her children, and having a meal on the table at the appointed hour.  Glen had an older sister, Janice, and a younger sister, Margaret, and although he and his sisters had different interests, and often traveled in different orbits, they got along well.  It was a content and happy family life.

Glen’s father was a rather serious man, who valued achievement, and education, and most significantly the importance of hard work.  It was not unusual for him to sit in the family living room after dinner, with his tie still on but loosened around his neck, looking over papers with sales projections or product specifications.  To say he was cold would be harsh.  He was kind to his children, and his wife, but being a good provider was most important to him, and he took this role to heart.  “Work hard,” was something he was known to say to his children, for it was primarily through hard work that he believed came success in any endeavor.  He was not much for frivolity, and approached just about everything he did, whether it was mowing the lawn, or washing his car, or bowling on Wednesday evenings with his friends, with a seriousness of purpose.

Every summer when Glen was a child, his father would take him to a Cincinnati Red’s baseball game.  His mother and his sisters did not attend, as this was strictly a father and son activity.  They would leave early in the morning on the day of the game, stopping at a diner along the way for a leisurely breakfast.  They would eat pancakes, with strawberries and whipped cream, and bacon, and buttery toast, and his father would enjoy black coffee, the smell of which would fill the booth.  At the ballpark, Glen
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