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important reason, but it’s an external issue. The compelling
reason to move ahead comes from my inside. I need to renew
my faith in myself; tackling this problem will belp me do just
that. ‘

She remembered some lines from the tape: “I don’t
believe that companies are necessarily prisons, but
sometimes we make prisons of them by the way we
choose to work there. I have created a prison and the
walls are my own lack of faith in myself.”

The prison metaphor had a familiar ring—she was
sure she had encountered it before in a seminar she had
attended. As soon as she arrived at the daycare, she
parked her car, took out her journal, and wrote:

Life is too precious to spend any time at all, much less
half of my waking hours, in a toxic energy dump. I
don’t want to live like that, and I am sure my
associates will feel the same way once they bave a
recognizable choice.

The culture in my department has been the way
it is for a long time. In order to change the culture, I

will need to take personal risks with no assurance of
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success. This could be a blessing. Recent events bave
shaken my faith in myself and taking the necessary
risks could help me renew my faith. The fact is that
the risk of doing nothing is probably greater than the
visk of acting.

Somewhere in my files is material which contains
u message that could be timely. I need to find that

message because I need all the belp I can get.

With that she got out of the car and went in to pick
up her daughter.

“Mommy, Mommy. Your eyes are wet. Have you
been crying? What's wrong, Mommy?”

“Yes, sweetheart, I’ve been crying, but it was good
crying. How was your day?”

“I made a picture of our family, do you want to see
it?”

“ sure do.” She looked down and saw the four fig-
ures her daughter had drawn, looking back at her. “Oh
boy,” she exhaled. Another test of faith.

“Get your things honey; we have to go pick up
Brad.”



Sunday Afternoon

Sunday afternoon was Mom’s time. Mary Jane arranged
to have a sitter for at least two hours every Sunday. It

was a little reward she gave herself, one which always
left her refreshed and ready for the challenges of work
and family. She used the time to read inspirational ma-
terial or a good novel, go for a bike ride, or just sip cof-
fee and relax. Seattle was full of coffee shops and there
was a great spot three blocks away. She grabbed some
books and headed out. Her favorite table in a private
corner of the shop was waiting for her.
“Grande skinny latte please.” She sat down with
her latte and decided to start with some inspirational
reading. She pulled out her tattered copy of Sarah Ban

Breathnach’s Simple Abundance, a book which contains’

a reading for every day of the year, and turned to

February 8. Key words seemed to jump off the page:

Most of us are uncomfortable thinking of our-
selves as artists . . . But each of us is an artist . . .
With every choice, every day, you are creating a
unique work of art. Something that only you
can do . . . The reason you were born was to
leave your own indelible mark on the world.
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This is your authenticity . . . Respect your cre-
ative urges . . . step outin fzith . . . you will dis-
cover your choices are as authentic as you are.
What is more, you will discover that your life is

all it was meant to be: a joyous sonnet of

thanksgiving.

She had planned on thinking a little bit about
work, and the words about choice and faith took her
back to the fish market. Those guys are artists, she
thought, and they must choose to create each day. And she
had a startling thought: I can be an artist, too.

Then, she took out a file from a leadership seminar
she had attended. This was where she first heard prison
being used as a metaphor for work. Inside was a faded
photocopy of a speech written by John Gardner. She
recalled that Gardner encouraged people to reproduce
his papers, a generous gesture, she thought. He must
bave said something powerful if I remember him after all
this time. She searched through the speech, page by

page.
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The Writing of John Gardner

The passage began:

There is the puzzle of why some men and

women go to seed, while others remain vital to
the very end of their days. Going to seed may be
too vague an expression. Perhaps I should say
that many people, somewhere along the line,
stop learning and growing.

Mary Jane looked up as she thought, That fits my
group. And it fits the old me, as well. She smiled at the de-
cision implied by “the old me.” She went back to the
passage:

One must be compassionate in assessing the rea-
sons. Perhaps life just presented them with
tougher problems than they could solve. Perhaps
something inflicted a major wound to their self-
confidence or their self-esteem

... Or maybe
they just ran so hard for so long that they forgot
what they were running for.

Pm talking about people who, no matter
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how busy they may seem, have stopped learning
and growing. I don’t deride that. Life is hard.
Sometimes just to keep on keeping on is an act of
courage . .

We have to face the fact that most men and
women out there in the world of work are more
stale than they know, more bored than they
would care to admit. . .

A famous French writer said, “There are
people whose clocks stop at a certain point in
their lives.” I've watched a lot of people move
through life. As Mxomm Berra says, “You can ob-
serve a lot by watching.” I am convinced that most

people enjoy learning and growing, at any time in

their life. If we are aware of the danger of going
to seed we can take countervailing measures. If
your clock is unwound you can wind it up again.

There is something I know about you that you
may not even know about yourself. You have within
you more resources of energy than have ever been
tapped, more talent than has ever been exploited,
more strength than bas ever been tested, and more to

give than you have ever grven.
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No wonder I remember Fohn Gardner. I bave a lot of clocks

to wind up, but first I need to wind up my own, she

thought.

For the next hour Mary Jane wrote in her journal
and was pleased to note that she had become quite
peaceful. As she prepared to return home, she looked
over what she had written and circled the section that
would be her guide on Monday morning.

Solving the problem of the toxic energy dump will
require me to becomne a leader in every sense of the
word. I will need to risk the possibility of failure. There
is no safe barbor. But to take no action is to fail for

sure. I might as well get started. My first step is to

choose my attitude. I choose confidence, trust, and faith.
Twill wind up my clock and get ready to enjoy learning
and growing as I work to apply the lessons from the fish

market to my toxic energy dump.
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Monday Morning

At 5:30 A.M. she felt some pangs of guilt as she sat out-
side her daughter’s daycare center, waiting for the
doors to open. On rare days like this, Brad would also
stay at the daycare until a bus took him to school. She
looked over at the sleepy-eyed kids and said, “I won’t
get you out of bed so early very often kids, but today 1
need to get to the office to prepare for a really impor-
tant project.” -

Brad rubbed his eyes and said, “That’s all right,
Mom.” Then Stacy piped up, “Yeah, it’s fun to get here
first. We get first pick of video games!”

When the doors opened, Mary Jane signed them in
and gave them each a big hug. When she looked back
they were already busy.

It was an easy commute; by 5:55, she was at her
desk with a steaming cup of coffee and a pad. She took
out a pen and wrote in large letters:



~® Persist wit

Now the tough part. What do I say to my staff bere on
three?-And she began writing down her thoughts.

On Monday mornings the staff met in two shifts;
one group covered the phones while the other met

with her in the conference room—then they switched.

As the first group assembled, she listened to the dis-
cussions of family activity and the universal complaints
about Monday morning. These are good people, she
thought; she felt her heart beating faster as they qui-
eted and turned their attention to her. Here goes every-
thing.
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Mary Jane’s Presentation

“Today we have a serious issue to discuss. A couple of
weeks ago the group vice president went to a conference
and returned convinced that First Guarantee needs to be-
come a place that is more energetic and enthusiastic. He
is convinced that energy and enthusiasm are the keys to
productivity, successful recruitment, long-term retention,
great customer service, and a host of other qualities that
we need in order to compete in our changing and consol-
idating business. He called a meeting of the leadership
group—and at that meeting he referred to the third floor
as a ‘toxic energy dumnp.’ That’s right, he called our floor
a toxic energy dump and said it needed to be cleaned.”

Mary Jane looked at the startled expressions. A
comment came quickly from Adam, a long-term em-
ployee: “TI'd like to see them do this work. It’s the most
boring work on earth.”

Then one of the least energetic employees said,
“What difference does it make if there is energy here?
We get the work done, don’t we?”

No one challenged the accusation that their energy

was toxic.
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.gm&\wmbm continued, “I want you to know that this
issue is not going away. Oh, the group VP may lose in-

terest, and Bill might forget about it with time, but I

will not. You see, T am in fu]] agreement. We are a toxic
energy dump. Other parts of the company hate dealing
with us. They also call ug ‘the pit.’ They joke about us
at lunch. They laugh about us in the halls. And they are
right. Heck, many of us hate coming here, and even we
call this 4 pit. T think vwe can and should change that; I
wantyou to know why,” ‘

The startled expressions were now replaced with

truly stunned expressions. The silence was complete.

“You all know my story. How Dan and T came to.

town with our hopes, dreams, and two small children.
How Dan’s sudden death left me alone. How Dan’ in-
surance didn’t cover many of the big expenses. How [
found myself in 4 difficult financial position.

“What you may not know is how al] thijs affected
me. Some of you are single moms and dads and know
what I am talking about. T needed this job, and I had
lost my confidence. T went with the flow, never doing
anything that could threaten my security. It seems
funny that my security is now threatened and i may be
because I went with the flow. Well, those days are over.
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“Here is the bottom line. I still need ﬁ.mm H.O.F @.zn I
don’t want to spend the rest of my working life in a
toxic energy dump. Dan’s lesson had wmm.b lost on me
until now. Life is too precious just to be ?&mqﬁ through to
retirernent. We simply spend too much time wn work to
allow it to be wasted. I think we can make this a better
Emommuoﬂwomw good news. I know a nObm.EﬁEﬁ who
works for a world famous organization and is an expert
on energy. You will meet him m<.mbnsm=<. Today I mﬂ
going to convey his first bit of advice: We choose our atti-

3
NN&Q.NSS.% Jane continued by discussing @.ﬁ concept of
choosing your attitude. Then she asked if there were
estions.
w MMQS raised his hand. When Mary Jane boma&. to
him, he said, “Suppose I'm driving my car and some id-
iot cuts me off in traffic. That causes me .8 get upset
and I may honk or even make a mmmaw.m, if you W,Doé
what I mean. What'’s with the choice n?.bm.uxw didn’t do
it; it was done to me. I didn’t have a choice. |
“Let me ask you something, Steve. If you were in
a tough part of town, would you have used that ges-

ture?”
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that.”

“So you can choose %O,E. Tesponse in a tough part
of town, but you have no choice in the suburbs?”
“OK, Mary Jane. OK, I get it.”
“You couldn’t have asked a better question, Steve,
We can’t control the way other people drive, but we can
choose how we respond. Here at First Guarantee we
don’t have a Iot to do with selecting the work that needs
to be done, but we can choose how we approach that
work. I want all of you to think of ways this is true and see
if you can identify things we can do to remind ourselves
of our choices. Good luck. Our work Jife depends on it.”
" The second staff meeting was much like the first.
When she didn’t 8¢t any questions, she used Steve’s

question from the first group. It was 10:30 on Monday
morning. She was drajned £

ized it was her first oppor

And she did.

The week sped by. She made 2 point of walking
around the office each day and being available to talk
about the idea of choosing your attitude, When she

saw Steve, he said, “Boy, you really nailed me at the
staff meeting.”

om the meetings, but rea]-
tunity to choose her attitude.

Steve smiled. “No way! You can get hurt doing
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»

“I hope I didn’t embarrass you. .

agm% Jane, you did me a big favor. My life has
been a series of reactions lately. You reminded me HWMH
I have important choices to make and that I OWD make
them if I have a little self-control and courage.

“Courage?” .

“I am in a bad relationship; I need to do mwamﬁ.rEm
about it. I can see now that reacting and feeling ﬂam a
victim is not going to solve the problem. The pro Ms.w
needs to be confronted. I'm sorry to be so evasive, bu
it is rather personal.” | |
o MMOOQMSOF Steve, and thanks for trusting me with

our story.” N |
’ “Oh, we all trust you, Mary Jane. It’s just .&:ﬂm this
work is so boring and all we hear are noBEmem. Mm\m
feel like we’re always under attack. Keep at it; I'm be-
hind you all the way.” .

She was pleasantly surprised by the many words of
encouragement. While staff members were not sure
about the details, most liked the idea of creating a more
satisfying work environment. 1

Mwwmb on Friday it happened. She walked wm 9@. &ﬁ
evator on the third floor and was confronted with a mEﬁm
poster. On the top it said: CHoosE YoUR ATTITUDE, an
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was ecstatic. w&@\ do get it/
raced to her office to call Lonnjie,
After telling him about the meny

with her

mmn:.imk at the Fish Market

¢y might arrive. Lonnje sqig he
. They settled on 8,

; ﬁwmm and Stacy got in the car drowsy, but by the
Bm. ey had all made the trip into Seattle and fo d
Parking spot, her kids were wired and sion,
The questions were unending. “Wher
fish? Are they big fish? Do they have
there be any other kids there” |

started work at § AM.

ready for action,

frowning face. She
she thought to herself and

» she suggested
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As the three walked down Pike Place to the mar-
ket, Mary Jane was struck by how quiet and calm it was.
She immediately mmoﬁnmm Lonnie standing by the fish
display. She was impressed with how neatly organized
the stand was, with the fish and seafood packed in ice
and signs detailing names, prices, and special qualities.
One section was empty except for the ice.

“Good morning,” said Lonnie with his customary
smile. “And who are these two fishmongers?”

Mary Jane introduced her children. Lonnie wel-
comed them and said it was time to get to work. As she
was removing her notepad from her purse, he stopped
her and said, “No, not that kind of work. I thought you
three could help me finish this display.”

“Cool,” said Brad.

“I couldn’t find any boots your size, but I did find
three aprons to wear. Here, put these on and we’ll start

- packing fish.”
, Stacy looked a little bewildered; Mary Jane gave
her a quick hug. Lonnie took Brad into the back of the
store to visit the fish locker, while Mary Jane kept Stacy
entertained with a walk among the displays. In about
fifteen minutes, Lonnie and Brad returned pushing a
mammoth cart full of fish. To be exact, Lonnie was
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pushing the cart—Brad wag hanging on to the handle
with his feet just touching the ground.

PLAY

“Mom! Wow! It rocks back there! There must be a mil-
lion fish. Tsn’t that right, Lonnie? I got to help, too!”
Lonnie gave him 5 big smile and a nod, but pretended to
be all business. “We have to pack these fish so the mar-
ket can open, little buddy. Ready to give me a hand?”
Brad was having a ball. He would help Lonnie pick
up a tuna and Lonnie would pack it in jce, adding to a
neatrow of fish. The tuna were almost as big as Brad, and
gma\ Jane was sorry she didn’t bring her camera. The
way Lonnie worked with Brad was magic. Once in a
while Lonnie would trick Brad, pretend the fish bit him,
or do something that caused Brad to laugh. When there
Was room for only two more tung in the row, Lonnie
turned the job over to Brad, but provided some subtle
help lifting. If Brad were asked to pick his “action hero”
at that moment, he would have chosen Lonnje,
“Now it’s time for your mom to get to work. Take
out that notebook, Mary Jane, and Brad wil] give you
the second ingredient of an energy-filled workplace,”
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“Brad?” A
:WMM bet. The second ingredient selected by a

bunch of fishmongers who choose their attitude .wm
g . .
omething that is familiar to any kid. We just mOam.oﬂ its
.mn%oﬁmbom as we become older and more serious.
. ”

, do at recess.

d, tell your mom what you .
o Brad looked over the top of the tuna ﬁrm.n éwa @5:
ing him to the edge of the counter ard said, “Play.
N mgm:.% Jane opened her journal and made a new
note: #LAY' Her mind flashed back to the scene m_M the
market she witnessed on that first day. .m%o had been

i d with adult kids at recess.
looking at a playgroun :
%E.o/ibm fish, kidding with each other and Mrm M,M
tomers, calling out orders, repeating the calls. The

had been electric. o
Emomwa# misunderstand,” said Lonnie. ,ﬂﬁm is 2
real business which is run to make a mwmﬂ.u,ﬁwa vzmmmw-
laries, and we take the business se-
A “ 1d be serious about
iously, but we discovered we cou
Mcmwbwmm and still have fun with the way we oobmwwwﬁma

i 1l uptight, but let things
business. You know, not get a . u
mwé What many of our customers think o.m as mwﬁﬁ.m
Swﬁ.bobﬁ is just a bunch of adult kids having a goo

. .
time, but doing it in a respectful manne
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“And the benefits 3

We have low turnover

Brad said, “Hey,
people at work to o

nnie so he can teach them how to
play?” .

MAKE THEIR DAY :

Suddenly someope addr

essed Mary Jane from the side.
“Hey, reporter lady, want to buy a fish?” Ope of Lon-
nie’s associates had co

fish head in his hand. «pjp g1ve you a great deg] on this

arts but the price js right.” He
nto a smile and said, “I ca]l it

. Just a penny.” And he looked at her with
a crazy, crooked smile,

Lonnie was laughing and, of course, Brad wanted

to hold it. Stacy was hiding behind Mom legs. Mary

e many. We sell a lot of fish,
- We enjoy work that can be

Mom, why don’t you bring the
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took out a penny and gave it to the fish guy nmmw
wwwmm “Wolf.” She didn’t need to ask why they calle
i mgoﬁ His hair was unruly and his eyes tracked ev-
o ing as if it were prey. This wolf was &mml%. mMu,
mgﬁnmmom however, and if such a thing were possib Mu
s , .
MMMVE had a grandfatherly air about him. /\Moﬁ WE” t wM
i ve it to Brad, who w
iling sushi in a bag and gave it vho
MBMMMM@ Shy Stacy piped up for the first time ﬁrMM
¥ rning and said she wanted one, 80.. Wolf U.H.ocm
o two more. Now they all had a smiling sushi.
oﬁu.ﬁosaw said, “Thanks, Wolf. You just showed m
the third ingredient in creating a high-energy, wor
famous market.”
“He did?” |
aw.ﬂMEW back to the first two times you were here,
i ind?”

e. What stands out in your mi
zmww%wwamgvma a young redheaded woman, M&A.EM
twenty years old. She got up on the platform .mmm Qw.m
to catch a fish. Of course she found them a little slip
pery and missed twice. But she had a ball.

ble?”
“Why was that so memora .
:mrmwmm so animated, so alive. And the mmmﬁ. of us Mb
. e
the crowd identified with her. We could imagine o

b 3
selves in her place.




