LESSONS FROM RE-EMPLOYMENT
Many of you might not have known, but I started a new job last Monday. Since it’s been all of ten days, I figure I have enough of a basis to give an objective account of what it is like to re-enter the working world. (That, plus the giddiness of seeing money flow into my bank account has finally blown over.)

One of the things I’ve realized about my job is that it provides me with so much more than a paycheck. Some of the intangibles:

Intellectual Satisfaction. It repeatedly escapes my attention that my job sounds incredibly complex and unintelligible to other people. That is, until I run into people who ask me what I do. Halfway through discussions of real options theory, geometric Brownian motion and Poisson distributions, I get the same glazed look. I won’t lie to you: It makes me feel smarter than them. And I enjoy it. Especially because I know how easy my job really is.

Consistency. When I was unemployed, scheduling my time was a non-starter. The odds of finding me awake at any particular hour of the day were worse than the odds at a roulette wheel. Now, I am a slave to the clock. Without fail, I manage to run the exact same two red lights on my way home from work every day. Also, owing to the diuretic properties of coffee, I manage to “break the seal” at precisely 9:14am every morning. Reader, you may set your watch by it.

Self-Awareness. Normally, when you’re thrown into a new social environment, you make friends with people that you have things in common with. At work, they are usually people that work in the same group as you. Two things have conspired to make this a difficult process for me. First, there is no group. It’s just me and my boss. Second, I don’t have my own office or cubicle. Instead, I’m out on this huge region of real estate known as “the trade floor,” wherein over 200 people work in the same open area. You’d think that this would make it easy to meet new people; shit, they’re right there. But the paradox is that, because you’re out in the middle of a big room, you tend to keep to yourself even more than normal. It’s like you’re jealously guarding your personal space. I spend a large amount of time talking to myself.
Related vignette: The other day, I wore a white shirt and thought it’d be a good idea to get marinara pasta for lunch. Of course I spilled some on me. My initial thought was, “Damn. People are gonna see this and think I’m a sloppy dork. I don’t want them knowing that until at least a month into the job.” Then I realized, “Fuck it. No one notices that you’re there anyway.” It made me feel simultaneously better and worse.

Attention to Detail. This column is perfectly punctuated, bold-faced headings and sub-paragraph indentations. I needn’t explain further.

The above points notwithstanding, the most important thing I’ve learned over the past ten days is that, if you’re looking for something to just come along and make you happy, you’ve got a long wait ahead of you. When I was unemployed, I was frustrated and angry because I felt that I didn’t have the wherewithal to do the things that I wanted to do; I felt that I couldn’t be happy without consistent money coming in. Now, I’ve got the means to do whatever I want, and I’m still not happy. I feel like a spoiled brat who has to have everything, and fails to be satisfied once he gets it.

The truth I won’t allow myself to believe is that joy is a feeling within myself, and I can call it forward by appreciating all that is good in life. Nothing drove this point home harder and faster than last weekend in Austin. It was easily the best two days of 2004 for me, and it only came about because I allowed myself to revel in the miracle that is our friend circle. I sincerely doubt Calpine could have taught me that.
