CHAPTER 3

Neo:

Why do my eyes hurt?

Morpheus:
You’ve never used them before.




...The Matrix

The following story is true. The Names have not been changed to protect the innocent. No one is innocent!

The Four Fs of Survival: Food, Fight, Flight, and Reproduction


The next day I did my usual. I had breakfast, and then I sat in the park to meditate until the library opened. By Monday afternoon I was sitting on the wall at the library reading a bible when Marcus and Quark walked by. I looked up from my book and said hello. Marcus asked me to tell him how I had become homeless.


“I don’t like to go there.” I told them. “I try not to dwell on painful situations.” But I decided to tell the story anyway. This is my story.


When I was twenty-seven I had decided to settle in the Metropolis to start out my adult life. I was still happy and relaxed, full of ideals and brightness. But I had debt - student loans and I owed my parents money besides. Some of the money I sent home went towards a mortgage on the family’s country home on four acres of the Pennsylvania mountainside near the Poconos. My parents had built the house and they were going to give it to me once I settled into a decent job and became financially stable. I loved that house. My family spent weekends there, hosting barbecues. I would take long walks in the woods and take photographs of trees and wildlife. I kept my darkroom equipment there and I had plans for the place.


I can still picture it. The house sat on the top of a hill overlooking the Lackawaxen River. I could see New York State directly over the water. We built the house half into the hill so you could drive up the gravel road at ground level, but also look out of the second floor kitchen into the woods. The pine deck wrapped from the glass double doors from the den area to the front entrance on the second level. And we had three bedrooms and a jacuzzi. The hardwood siding was a rich maroon color and the place was very plain and simple.


I went to the house with my one great love and we enjoyed quiet times near a mellow fire. During the mornings we took walks or ran the mile long gravelly road that circled the hill. We enjoyed the solitude of the woods and the small creek that ran near the property line. That house was my sanctuary and I still miss it.


I had close friends then. Sharon, Jim, Lynn and Dave, and others. We got together every weekend to play cards and review our achievements for the week. I was fond of running, too, and did five or six miles every morning.


I had decided on a career with a financial services company, Johnson & Higgins. Though I was not particularly fond of finance or insurance, my interests were broad and I knew of only a few fields that required knowledge of disparate clientele: law, advertising, securities, and commercial insurance. Johnson & Higgins was one of the top five insurance brokerages in the world and I thought that I’d be happy there insuring clients from different industries.


Christine DiBona interviewed me for an assistant’s position in her department. During my interview she asked, “Where do you see yourself in five years?”


I told her that I planned on getting my professional insurance designation. I also aimed to pursue graduate courses part-time while I worked so that I could be an asset to their organization. She smiled and told me that she too had earned her MBA years before when she had been a broker with the firm. She told me that the firm paid for her degree. I smiled back at her, eager to begin what I felt would be an exciting and fulfilling career at a large firm. That was my first mistake.


When I first started working there, my aim was to impress my superiors and my coworkers with hard work and knowledge of the industry. My work was competent, and after the first week of mandatory social lunches, I rarely took another lunch. But I should have known then that something was out of the ordinary at the firm. Looking back now, it was surreal. Everyone on my floor besides me was white - I mean “fifties” WASP.  They kept blacks on a lower floor in the typing pool.


When I arrived at the offices on my first day, DiBona waved me into her office. “We are pursuing XYZ Biotech just outside of Metropolis. I know that was your account at the other firm. What can you tell us about them and the service they are getting now?” DiBona was trying to pull information from me about former clients.


“It wouldn’t be ethical to discuss my former clients with you.” I pointed it out, matter-of-factly.


DiBona raised an eyebrow then, and gulped down bile. “Are you saying that I’m unethical? I don’t buy bizniz.” She had a way of accenting the word business as though it were some cosmic entity that funneled energy into her corner of the universe.


“No. All I’m saying is that it wouldn’t be ethical for me to discuss past clients with you. It’s great that you’re going after XYZ as a client, but I can’t give you any information. I would offer Johnson & Higgins the same courtesy if and when I were to leave here.” I was annoyed, uncertain, and pleading. Of course I wanted to please my new boss, but not at the expense of betraying my ethics.


DiBona dismissed me with a wave of her hand.


I walked to my cubicle instead of out the door. That was my second mistake.


When I reached my cubicle, a coworker, Mikal Gnatek, greeted me for the first time. He smiled and said, “Welcome to the Hitler Youth.”


I thought he was joking so I raised my arm in a mock salute and said, “Big smile! Big smile!” I remembered that move from Mel Gibson in “Lethal Weapon.” He chuckled, but he really had not been joking.


Glenn A. Spencer, one of the managers in the sales department, happened along just then, and smiling nervously, warned Mikal that he should not invoke the name Hitler Youth in front of me. Apparently those statements were to be reserved for secret internal meetings.


I think Glenn was one of the most unfortunate employees there at Johnson & Higgins. I thought he had ethics when I first started, but he deteriorated quickly. He asserted on several times that he had to be highly compensated because his wife was accustomed to an extravagant lifestyle. What a rationale! I started to wonder then if management was socialist. He mastered the art of double talk, lying to clients outright. He once sold a large account on a fee and ordered me to bill additional commission, an accounting sleight of hand. I imagine his wife needed an extra special gift for her birthday.


Back then I was preppy. I wore Oxford button down shirts and kept my face clean and my hair short. On weekends I wore docksiders and jeans. I came to work early every day in a dark suit because that was the uniform. I usually bought a pastry on my way up and took coffee to my cubicle where I hung my jacket and rolled up my sleeves before sitting in my chair. By the end of my first week there, I felt that I was beginning to fit in. That first Thursday the boys, and some of the girls, took me out for drinks and plied me with questions about my past clients. Their behavior was eerie, like the zombies in “Night of the Living Dead.”


The following week two notable things happened. Things that I did not put together until years later. On Tuesday I took the office bookkeeper out to lunch. I thought I was being clever and farsighted. One of the best allies to have in any organization is the bookkeeper. This person can usually cut through red tape and save time and energy whenever billing or financial issues arise. She was cute, like a Barbie doll. And the food at the restaurant was ok. It was odd, though, that the sales department manager, Dick Duncan, happened to show up at the same restaurant with his administrative assistant. “What’s the probability?” I asked myself.


The bookkeeper and I talked shop on the way back to the office when she told me that she was a dancer. I thought she meant ballet or waltz and I said, “That’s a great way to get exercise and stay in shape. Do you dance in shows?”


She told me she danced at Josephine’s and I thought it was some gym or spa or something.


Back at the office everyone I passed raised an eyebrow. It was as though they had discovered some great special secret about me. But I was transparent, I thought. I was only twenty-seven and I was single. What great secret had they uncovered? What could they be smiling about?


That afternoon one of my coworkers came by and said, “You should see the things I saw last night.”


“Tell me.” I pleaded. “What did you see?”


“Come along with us tonight.” He smiled and winked. Then he walked back to his cubicle.


I was curious so I went along with the boys that evening, leaving at five instead of my usual time of seven o’clock. That was my third mistake.


They took me to Josephine’s. It was a stripper club and our bookkeeper was a dancer there. She was gorgeous in the tinted light. Her dirty blond hair fell frenzied on her shoulders as she swung around a pole slickened with silicon spray.


Hard, orange nipples pointed outward from her pert young breasts and she sashayed lithely around the small stage. Her bright blue eyes would catch the attention of this or that man in the audience who might lick the sweat from his upper lip as he rose up to insert cash money into the sexy black garter she wore around her upper thigh, just a hair’s breadth away from her trimmed muff.


No doubt about it. She was a dancer - and good too. But the real show was in the audience. Grown men sat or stood there, jaws agape, pupils dilated, almost drooling. I thought to myself of the extreme level of control women have over men. Just a touch of estrogen in a testosterone filled room left these men helpless as infants yearning for mother’s milk.


The boys at Johnson & Higgins gave me phone numbers, too, of escorts. They told me that even though they were married, they liked to get ‘a little piece of strange’ every now and then. It seemed that strip clubs, sex, and arena sports was all these men cared about. All I cared about was paying off my parents and my student loans. At night I liked to watch science or nature shows or get a good read every now and then. But since I was unattached, I figured, “when in Rome...” So I stopped looking for dates and started sleeping with call girls. That was my fourth mistake. The boys were already sucking me into it.


Now don’t get me wrong. I’m not prurient by any means. And I have no qualms about prostitution. What bothered me was the mixture of business and pleasure. I had always felt that my time is my time and company time is company time. But the men at Johnson & Higgins did not make a distinction. When I worked there I thought that they were taking liberties with the system. I realized later that the system had conditioned their behavior. They were always on company time and did not have any personal time after all.

…


But I felt empty, then. I was becoming a commodity, a slave. I was letting Johnson & Higgins program my behavior and they were constructing a cage around me where I sat in my cubicle.


My existence then consisted of the seventy-hour workweek, and yet I was earning only half of what my peers from University were earning in their positions. I was barely making ends meet, using credit cards to juggle finances and for occasional sexual intercourse while I worked overtime to pay debts. And I started drinking.


DiBona told me that to succeed at the firm, I had to be accepted by the group. So it seemed rational at the time that if I appeared to be one of the boys, I would earn more money so I could afford to repay my parents, my student loans, take graduate courses, and start moving up in the organization. I mostly yearned for free time to start socializing again and meet someone to share my life. I thought that a promotion would allow me more time, after all, the brokers there worked only a thirty-eight hour week and they earned far more than I did.


That was my fifth mistake. Johnson & Higgins had slicked me into strengthening the iron bars on the cage they were building around me. My reasoning was circular and I was already heading down the slope. The firm had no intention of having a colored broker. After all, that was the first step to tenure and potential partnership and they could not have any coloreds in their clique. It was probably against the corporate by-laws. Or maybe it was bad smell.


At my performance appraisal, DiBona criticized me. “You’re too technical!” She said.


“But I thought proofreading policy contracts and financials required exactitude.” I replied pleadingly.


“No,” she urged, “you’re too technical. And you’re too honest, too.”


“Ok,” I said. “I’ll try to be less technical.” I was getting concerned. All of my clients liked me and I knew that several of them had called my superiors to commend my performance. Plus, DiBona herself had arranged the workload giving me the department’s most valuable accounts. I was already managing between a third and a half of the department’s revenue stream.


“And you lack versatility.” She would not look up from the files on her desk.


“What does that mean?” I asked.


“You’re not versatile.” I looked over her desk and I imagined that she made a notation on a piece of paper. Then she urged, “You’re not consistent.”


“Wait a minute,” I was anxious. “How could I be inconsistent and lack versatility at the same time?”


“You are not consistently versatile.” She was trying to confuse me or drive me mad. I was not sure which. And I did not know how to react.


I asked DiBona for a job description. “If my performance is lacking in some way, a written guide would help me correct it.”


“There is no description for your position.”


“On what then, are you basing my evaluation?” I asked.


“You have skills assessments completed by your coworkers.”


“Who then completes them and what is the basis of the appraisal?”


“That,” she said, “is confidential.”


This was great. I remembered Heller’s novel, “Catch-22.” “What do I have to do to get promoted? I feel I deserve a raise.” I showed her my course transcript for the insurance designation. “Look. I’ve completed seven of the ten classes for my insurance designation in one year.” I knew that most candidates take five or more years to complete all ten.


“Well, you’re too smart. And what do you need more money for anyway?” She asked the question as though a financial crisis might justify an increase, but my work product and professionalism would not. She wanted me to feel that she was doing me a favor by paying me at all - as though the firm owned me and I owed them my life.


“Why don’t you get a girlfriend - find yourself an older woman with money.” I was not sure whether she was making a pass at me. “Look around you,” she said.


I wondered what that meant. My neurons had still not registered that I was the token black there. For a moment I began to suspect that they compensated people on the basis of arbitrary criteria like family name or personal consumer debt and number of dependents.


“Look!” I presented my acceptance to the University’s part-time MBA program. “I’ve been accepted. I’ll be starting this summer.”


Ms. DiBona’s expression waxed grey, deathlike. She was stupefied. “But how? When? You’re not supposed to accomplish that…” She threatened. “You know Robert Amoroso is not going to pay for that.”


Now I was at a loss. “I didn’t ask for you to pay for it.” But I was confused again. How was it that the firm had paid for her MBA, but my managers refused to help with mine? “I wouldn’t want to owe the firm anything anyway.”


“You’re too cocky!” She exclaimed. “We’re gonna pick your brain!”


I was cocky. “Knock yourself out.” I challenged.

“And what’s this about you wanting to leave the office before Seven o’clock every second Wednesday?” she asked.

“That’s my night to volunteer at the Food Bank.”

“Volunteering? Taking care of your community? How is that going to help you here at Johnson & Higgins?” Her eyes were crazed, as though she was high on some illicit substance.

I remembered a conversation I had had with Glenn A. Spencer. He had told me that Ms. DiBona and Mr. Amoroso regularly took recreational drugs. At the time I had not taken Spencer’s comments seriously. After all, he was untrustworthy. He had been very proud of stealing an account from his prior employer and bringing it to Johnson & Higgins at his hire. And he had lied to several of my clients about coverage and accounting. I had assumed that he had lied about Ms. DiBona’s drug addiction, too. But watching Ms. DiBona’s feral expression gave me cause to think twice about it.

I tried reasoning with DiBona. “But volunteerism keeps my community strong. And it also gives me an opportunity to project a positive image for myself and for Johnson & Higgins. It helps me build my self-esteem.” But Christine DiBona angrily shook her head no.

Then she handed me a sheet of paper. “The Regional Director issued this new directive.” She began reading off the sheet she held in her hand. “You may no longer take sick days for dental or medical appointments. Effective immediately, employees must take a vacation day for visits to the dentist or doctor.” And she smiled.

The directive was ingenious. The Hitler Youth routinely spent twenty to thirty percent of their time out of the office on client calls. Surely they would surreptitiously arrange dental visits around those outings and avoid using their valuable vacation time. However, since my dentist did not have hours on Saturday, I would either have to forego regular prophylactic treatment or give up my accrued leave. Those of us non-National Socialists would be subsidizing the excursions of the Hitler Youth.

But I so wanted to believe in the cause of my captors. Surely they were not discriminating against me. That would be illegal. The Employee Handbook attested that Johnson & Higgins did not discriminate on the basis of race, ethnicity, religious affiliation, or national origin. That promise was a contractual obligation embedded within the employment criteria. Surely they would not violate their own agreement.

I was growing more and more confused by the day. And, by this juncture, I had grown fearful that if I left the firm, my managers would ruin my career. I had begun to question my confidence in their leadership ability. Could they really be members of the National Socialist Party? I wondered. But still I pushed the thought out of my mind. This was America, after all, and bigotry just was not consistent with my Objectivist philosophy. In addition, I had begun to empathize with the Hitler Youth, a sure sign that the Stockholm syndrome had taken root.


Finally, I went to the branch manager, Robert Amoroso for assistance. I told him that DiBona would not give me a job description and that she would not even tell me the evaluation criteria for my position. I argued in an email that the overtime compensation system was inefficient and that management should base hiring and promotions on objective criteria.


Amoroso swallowed acid. His stomach tensed as he tried to keep his eyeballs in their sockets. His brow rumpled, the loose skin ridging up at his hairline, and he exposed crooked, but bleached teeth in a scowl. The scene reminded me of a Hieronymus Bosch demon.  Then he spit venom. “If you don’t put in for overtime, I’ll fire you.” And then, he took a shot at my reptilian brain, “Think of the women you could fuck. Blond women with big tits, legs spread, pussy drippin’, walkin’ down the street. I envy you.” His face was red, perhaps out of panic and terror. It was surreal.


He pinched a copy of the email I had sent him between his thumb and forefinger, as though it was toxic. “You know I had to have the Regional Director’s secretary delete the copy you sent up to him!” He was livid. I could not believe that he had actually interfered with an electronic transmission addressed to his boss. I wondered whether that violated federal statutes or FCC regulations governing free speech and the traffic of information.


He was so angry that I feared for my job. And I apologized. “I’m sorry that this reflects poorly on my supervisor, Ms. DiBona.”


That should have been enough. The waters should have begun to part for me right then. This company was not a professional services firm. It was an old boys club and I was the token black, the valet or doorman. My job was to add just enough color to keep their hiring practices legal. But my naive idealistic side was still egging me on. I did not want to accept that particular truth.


I stayed there at the firm and toiled ever fervently, even though I could sense that the karma started to change. The firm moved DiBona to Stamford, Connecticut to head up that office, and promoted Tom Duffy, the manager of the property insurance department to replace her.


During my review that spring with Mr. Duffy, I confided that I had been deeply troubled with Mr. Amoroso’s sexist tirade of the prior November. “I don’t think managers should speak to their employees that way.” I told him. “It’s not professional and degrades everyone in the environment.”


“What else is bothering you?” asked Tom Duffy as he sighed.


“Well. I don’t think the firm should be paying for employees to take clients to strip clubs and to pay for call girls.”


“Oh. So I suppose that you want company plastic so you can take your clients to the clubs.”


The realization should have hit me then. It was a certainty that there was no reasoning with Tom Duffy. He actually felt in the core of his twisted soul that corporate funds should be disbursed at his pleasure to gratify his sexual desires. He actually felt that the practice was normal, desirable in fact. Unfortunately, I would not let the realization meet my psyche. I did not want to believe that any professional manager could think that way. Rather, I wanted to believe that Tom Duffy was having an off day. Perhaps he was just ill at ease.  Certainly, I thought, any reasonable manager would recognize the folly of using corporate money to taint his employee’s ethic. Certainly no bonafide organization would systematically seek to corrupt its young recruits and destroy the value and wealth Western civilization has struggled to erect over the past several millennia. Certainly, a modern business enterprise would terminate a manager who based his business practices on sexism and debauchery. Certainly, I felt, Johnson & Higgins was not selling sex. The company for which I worked sold and managed commercial insurance. Pimps and prostitutes sold sex.


I wanted to believe in my heart that any manager worth his salt would use discretionary funds to create educational and social programs to better corporate culture, instill teamwork, and foster wholesome values and above-board competition. “Doesn’t the phrase ‘to make money’ describe the American social archetype that the producer offer his goods and service package honestly and openly to consumers. Is it not implicit in free trade that the producer provides a social good that the community values; that he does not hide a sow’s ear in a silk purse? Isn’t that how society progresses?” I thought to myself as I remembered that the suburban police had recently raided several houses of prostitution that had been disguised as legitimate business enterprises - a games arcade, a suburban home, and an auto garage.


“I’m not prurient,” I said. “And I’m not making any moral judgments here. Whatever our people do with their money on their time is their own business. But I firmly believe that corporate funds should not be facilitating this type of behavior on the one hand while you hypocritically urge teamwork and equality in the workplace, on the other. How can you in good conscience tell your employees and the community that your goal is to create an intelligent and motivated workforce that embraces ‘family values’ while you urge your people to lie and disobey their wives whenever they accompany clients to strip clubs on the company tab? How do you think my female peers feel knowing that you and the other old boys in the office take your clients to Josephine’s to watch our bookkeeper bare her flesh? How comfortable do you think our female employees will feel on their next client luncheon? Is this workplace equality?

Do you have any idea what this does to their spirit? To their marriages? To their community? To what low will you stoop in order to make a sale? If you want to run a brothel, just be honest about it. That’s a service too. And perhaps the community will see value there as well. Just stop lying to me and your clients about what we’re selling here.”


Tom Duffy seemed confused. He asked me, “Didn’t you play sports in high school?”
“Yes,” I replied. My brow furrowed. Where was he going with this?


“Well, then. You must have heard locker room talk before.”


“Mr. Duffy. This is not a locker room! This is allegedly an insurance brokerage and ostensibly a financial services establishment!” I thought it, but I did not say it. But my face grew red with anger. He just would not get it.

As I continued to voice my concerns, Mr. Duffy’ phone chimed. It was Mr. Amoroso calling him away. As Mr. Duffy escorted me to the door of his office, he told me, “You should know your place.” As I left, I wondered whether my meeting had been broadcast on the speakerphone. What’s the probability that Mr. Amoroso would beep at the instant I began to discuss my career objectives?


A few months later, the firm moved Robert Amoroso, branch manager at the Metropolis office for a mere six months, to Parsippany, New Jersey. Dick Duncan, sales department head, replaced Amoroso as branch manager, but the staff insulated Duncan from me. I could not schedule a meeting to sit with him and discuss my career objectives.


Instead, I met with the new manager of the casualty department, Matt Swingle. Mr. Swingle was recently moved to the Metropolis from the New York office, and he was looking for an assistant in his department. I thought that with my University degree, five years experience in the business, continuing education and drive, I would be the ideal candidate. After a month of attempts, I was finally able to schedule a meeting with him.


“I really appreciate the time you’re taking to meet with me.” I was eager to impress Mr. Swingle who waved me into his office as he completed a phone call.


“That was Mr. Amoroso on the line. He was saying how hectic it is in New Jersey.” Mr. Swingle cradled the telephone as he looked up at me. “Listen,” he said, “you are not qualified for the opening.”


I was crestfallen. “I’m crestfallen,” I told him. “I thought that I would be a good match. What is the job description? What are the requirements?”


“I haven’t drawn out the requirements yet.” He said it with an almost straight face while he looked me in the eye, sneering.


“Well then, how is it that you know that I am not qualified?” I was incredulous.


He pointed to the door. “It doesn’t matter what the requirements are. Simply put, you are not qualified for the position. But I wish you luck at the firm.” He reached out his right hand to shake mine. I was in shock – again. I guess I was dense. I still refused to believe than any rational individual could behave in such a manner.


I started to wonder about the National Socialist Party again. Was this truly a business or some strange cult? Management kept talking about quality, hard work, and client service, but it was growing apparent that I was the only one striving towards those lofty goals. It was clear that everyone else was merely paying lip service while they went through the motions. They really did not know what they were doing, and they were overcharging clients to boot.


I grew uncomfortable, as though my co-workers were watching me. I sensed resentment from my peers and they began to shut me out from meetings and activities. Subconsciously I was getting more and more stressed and I imagine the resentment was creating bad karma.


I persevered. Everyone in my family had told me that quitters never win. I had been conditioned to feel that hard work and efficiency led to success. I was determined to stay the course and keep an outward cheery profile. I continued to help my peers solve their problems in the office, hoping to finally receive a modicum of recognition and success. While my old friends from University began making moves in their fields, I remained a lower echelon assistant. Money was getting tighter. I was still borrowing from Peter to pay Paul. I had no money or leisure time to date and I stopped being social altogether. My friends thought I had jumped off the face of the earth. I missed weddings and reunions because I had to work on those weekends. I went for stretches of thirty days at a time without seeing sunlight. I was bereft of self-esteem. And yet, I continued to believe that if I persevered I would succeed. By then I was carrying the load of the twenty plus people in my department. I learned later in business school that they call this psychosis “justification of commitment.” Anti-terrorist psychologists would conclude that it is related to “Stockholm syndrome.”


Could it be true? Are they so racist that they prefer to waste money on their own incompetence? Would they really prefer to fire me and hire someone less able and pay him more money? Yes. It was true. They fired me in the fall of my third year at the firm and I had a breakdown. They gave me two months severance and I lay on the couch in my apartment for weeks, shaking in confusion and despair. Months later my parents sold the house in the country. And the despair is still with me.


They blacklisted me. I approached insurance companies in the Metropolis - The Hartford, The Travelers, and the Chubb insurance companies - for advertised openings but I could not even get in for an interview. My qualifications were sound and I could not determine a reason why no one would talk to me. That process also took a toll on my spirit.


About six months later, I was hired by a small family firm, Bogart & Brownell. They were real wholesome folks and it was refreshing to work there. I managed to complete my Masters degree at night, but afterwards I had to move on. I broke down again about a year later. It was like a flashback and I suddenly realized that I had buried all of the emotion from my experiences at Johnson & Higgins. I was in law school at the time. Past memories and emotions arose as I read torts and contracts cases dealing with employment and emotional distress. Ultimately I ended up here on the streets of the Metropolis.


I can still hear their voices today, six years later. It is a cacophony of accusations and terse negative comments: “Why are you so smart?! Why are you still here?! How do you think that’s gonna help you here?! You have to be accepted by the group!” All of that and the buzzwords too: “Synergy; Stepping out of the box; Paradigm shift; Client management; Raising the bar; Standard of excellence; A little piece of strange.” It drives me mad! Like demons coming to haunt me. Sometimes it is so bad I cannot sleep.

.    .     .


Years ago, Ralph Ellison created a character who thought he was invisible. I knew otherwise. I had been omnipresent and larger than life. I was not transparent. I had been a threat. In fact, DiBona herself had told me that I was “too smart.” They had to neutralize me to justify themselves.


I began then to question my role in the world. I began to question whether my conditioning was absolute truth. Then my lust for understanding clicked in like a back-up generator and I started to think things through to get the really big picture.


What happened to Johnson and Higgins? A few months after they terminated me, they announced that Marsh & McClennan would acquire them. I imagined that the system had degenerated irreparably and imploded.


I remembered, though, that Johnson & Higgins issued a press release that the culture at Marsh & McClennan was an acceptable match. I wondered if Marsh & McClennan had bought Johnson & Higgins solely to keep it in the family, as it were. In other words, I wondered at the time if the system would change. Now when I look back at it I realize how naive I was then. Of course the system would not change. Human nature required that the system be what it is.

. . . . . . . . . . .


Quark reappeared just at the edge of my field of view. He was walking around the corner near the library. “What do you mean by that. That human nature requires the system to be what it is?”


“Quark,” I asked, “What is the biological imperative? What are the qualities common to all life?”


Quark knew the answer. He said, “Food, fight, flight, and reproduction.”


“That’s it. Just about every life form goes through these processes.”


“But what does that have to do with your experiences at Johnson & Higgins?”


I began to analyze the behavior of the characters there. First, I showed how the drive for food and shelter forced employees to work there and tolerate or justify flagrant abuse by the management in order to satisfy the basic needs of existence. I pointed out, for instance, that even though I had an instinctive desire to flee, I took a risk and stayed. Management there fought me because they perceived me a threat and they were defending their territory. And of course, I described reproduction quite graphically.


“But,” Quark urged, “human behavior is more complex than that. How can you categorize it so simply?”


“Quark!? It’s evolution and quantum mechanics. Once a first amino acid appeared in the primordial sea, binding to simple carbohydrates and glycerols, it was just a matter of time for the four F’s to reflect itself in complex behavior. For instance, a simple life form like a bacterium might be photophilic, drawing close to light sources for food and growth. But as their numbers increase, only the strongest ones, or the ones most fortunate to be born at the top of the pile, might get close enough to the light to carry on the Four Fs. Multicellular organisms also fight others of their own kind for space and resources. And humans do it too.


Sexual reproduction, that is the mixing of genetic information, becomes necessary because the system recognizes that diversity is important to the success of the species. As complexity increases, the system looks for large numbers of variation to assure that beneficent traits prosper and that replication accidents that are helpful will occur and spread through the gene pool.


And there are other mutations. Particle-wave functions from energetic sources like the sun bombard the earth and every once in a while, a quantum of energy jolts an electron or a nucleus, upsetting a chemical bond. When this happens to DNA in a germ cell, a sperm or an egg, which is subsequently involved in fertilization, the offspring may exhibit some mutation, perhaps a trait that differed from the lines of either parent. Most mutations do not survive. Those that are fittest for the ever-changing environment often thrive and pass the new traits to their offspring. Life on earth has evolved from primordial amino acids in a complex soup to human beings in about three billion years and it is still evolving.”


In humans, the manifestation of the four F’s is extremely complex but even still, biochemical cues from external and internal sources drive behavior. For instance, an external perfume may entice us to copulate and the internal endorphin pleasures us once the reproductive act is complete.


I also explained to Quark that all systems want to be chaotic. The natural state is always one of increasing entropy. In fact, you have to apply work to a system to maintain order, and that is often painful.


In the case of Johnson & Higgins, management created a system modeled after archaic notions of Americana with a touch of the National Socialist Germany thrown in. They tried to sustain it by stealing my energy and my money. The same recipe was used as the blueprint for all of the other offices in the firm and management was very proud of the “Hitler Youth” culture they had created.


I explained to Quark how corporate culture becomes a facilitator to create order. It is molded and attached to a group of people who then become the entity, a completely distinct living organism composed of the management, employees and their hopes, dreams, common culture and yes, smells. This entity begins to evolve. Management’s role is to focus the entity towards achieving some purpose. At Johnson & Higgins, the particular purpose entailed raping clients blind to maintain the archaic lifestyle the owners at Johnson & Higgins desired.


There are other entities out there. Some benevolent, some nefarious. Others are just misguided. Usually, it all depends on who is at the helm. But all entities exhibit the characteristics of life, the Four F’s. “Do you know ‘the Borg’ from Star Trek?”


Quark nodded yes.


“The Borg hive is an entity. Each Borg drone is a member of the collective - only a piece of the whole. Once the drone is assimilated he loses his individuality and his ability to survive alone. The Borg can only exist as a hive, like a bee or a low echelon laborer in a totalitarian or fascist society.”


I explained that it is easier to govern the herd or the hive than it is to govern individuals. Smells and other senses urge conformity and leaders try to make each member a reactionary machine rather than an individual sentient being. And the scary part of it is that most people do not mind. Look at suburbia. Whole communities are stuffed with houses of the same floor plan, and even communities themselves are blueprinted. And people march from home to work to strip club to home, zombie-like, oblivious to the subtle changes in the environment every day as marketing ploys, corporate management, and medication contribute to program their behavior. “We are becoming the Borg.”


“But totalitarianism is not the threat. Consumerism is the threat. Since the Great Depression but especially since the Fifties, we’ve locked ourselves into a cycle of consume, dispose, and consume the next generation. It’s what we work for, and it drives the masses. Science and technology are stretching to influence mass movements, a region once dominated by religions. It’s obvious. But most people don’t see it. It reminds me of what I read about Jews in 1930’s Germany. The Jews just did not want to believe that the Reich was eating away at their liberties bit by bit.”


At Johnson & Higgins I was a threat. First, because of color. And second, because I never fully bought into their culture. As I said, personally I think it is depraved to surrender individuality and become a slave to the system, existing only to react to stimuli. I prefer death. At least in death, no one can pull you down towards his or her level. Nothing can ever again bring you pain. And your brain waves continue on mixing into the electromagnetic spectrum, uniting with the cosmos.


“I think I liked Gayle so much because she was an individual,” I told Quark. “She liked her job, made good money, and she was no one’s pawn.”


My story was over and I gathered my things. Quark, Marcus, and I walked back to the shelter for “intake.”

