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To Ami, my with everything.













It seems to me that whereas power usually means power-over, the power of some person or group over some other person or group, it is possible to develop the conception of power-with, a jointly developed power, a co-active, not a coercive power.


–Mary Parker Follett (1868–1933)


The creation of a thousand forests is in one acorn.


–Ralph Waldo Emerson













INTRODUCTION


You are about to go on a strange and important adventure.


Sometimes you will feel like you’re reading a business book, full of practical tactics to increase the effectiveness, energy, and adaptivity of those around you. A handbook for preventing burnout, bias, bottlenecks, and conventional thinking. A blueprint for building an unstoppable team. A guide to becoming the kind of leader who makes every person you meet a little better. Other times you will feel like you’re reading a novel, full of twists, turns, and peculiar characters who help you see reality in a new light. Sometimes your mind will race ahead with plans for real-life application. Sometimes, you’ll get lost in self-reflection, wondering who you are as a leader (and a person) and who you want to become. You might try to tell the people in your life what you’re reading and how it’s affecting you and struggle to explain just what kind of book it is.


“It’s about sharing power as a way to build stronger, more resilient teams,” you’ll say, and they will nod with interest and perhaps even approval. But then you’ll add, “as told through a story about squirrels …” And their eyes will widen. “In the workplace,” you’ll add. And their head will tilt to the side. They’ll ask if it’s one of those cute business parables. “It’s more like philosophical fiction,” you’ll say, “with practical applications.”


“For squirrels?” they might ask, if they’re the snarky type.




“For everyone,” you’ll answer.


Sometimes you’ll wish this book took a more conventional approach, simply laying out all the tactics for you to collect and apply.


You’ll find periodic summaries and check-in questions to help you paws and transfer insights back into your life (along with an abundance of squirrel puns I hope you won’t critter-size me for overusing). You can access bonus tools, resources, and a community of values-aligned people at www.TaniaLuna.com. You’ll also get a comprehensive guide to all the ideas in the book, but not until the end, once you’ve completed your journey. That’s because ideas do their best work through story.1 Ideas are most powerful and beautiful not as plucked flowers dropped into a pretty vase but as seeds buried in the soil of our minds, where they grow into wild things native to their land. We might never know how squirrels’ minds work, but we know ideas seeds are at the root of how we humans learn and how we make ideas stronger—not by being told what to think but by having the power to come to our own conclusions.


Now as for the ideas in this book … You’ll find that many of them feel timely, even urgent. You’ll recognize that our deepest struggles at work, in society, and across our planet today have to do with poor power distribution. You’ll see that it’s our greatest vulnerability, especially in the midst of change and uncertainty. You’ll diagnose it as the glaring cause of stress, distrust, and disengagement, not just among those who have too little power but also those who hold too much—those lonely leaders who long for a team to lift the weight of the world off their shoulders. You’ll realize our relationship to power is fundamentally broken and needs repair. And you’ll discover how to use your own power to mend this relationship and build a more fair, fulfilling, and flourishing world within and outside the workplace.


Many of these ideas may feel fresh, but they have been growing for a long time under the care of many wise gardeners. Some of these individuals and their insights will make appearances in the book. Rest assured any research they mention is based on actual scientific findings with human, rather than squirrel, participants. For research citations see the Notes section. For a full cast of characters and the people who inspired them, turn to the Inspiration section following the story.


Chief among these characters is a brilliant thinker and writer named Mary Parker Follett, who lived between 1868 and 1933 and thoroughly stirred up business culture with her power-with philosophy. She was highly influential in her time, yet, despite several efforts to bring her into modern consciousness, she and her thinking have been mostly lost to us. Perhaps this time we’re ready to listen, and her ideas will finally break through.


Before a wise friend of mine introduced me to Mary Parker Follett’s writing, I came to many of the same conclusions via my personal experience, eight decades after Follett’s time. Without realizing it, my coworkers and I turned our company, LifeLabs Learning, into a practice lab for sharing power in the workplace. We implemented each of the tactics in this book and reaped the rewards. Throughout my tenure as co-CEO, not only did we help roughly two thousand companies become richly collaborative and fulfilling places to work, but we also grew our own organization from the ground up to over $30 million in revenue, 150 employees, 96 percent employee engagement, and less than 2 percent attrition, without outside funding and even through a pandemic. Most rewarding of all, we became the kind of community that continues to make each other better.


At my current company, Scarlet Spark, we help leaders in the animal protection movement thoughtfully share their power to create organizational-level and world-level change. In the meantime, we experiment on ourselves so we can keep discovering new ways to amplify each other’s power. In short, none of the ideas woven into this book exist in the realm of theory (or squirrels). Every single one is backed by a combination of academic research and lived experience.


But the most important ideas all along this adventure will be your own. These are ideas that will help you understand the nature of power at work and in life. These are ideas that will help you lead not from the front or from behind, but to lead together. These are ideas that will make you a more powerful leader and person. That, in and of itself, is a worthwhile outcome. But it’s only the first step. The next is to ask yourself, How will I use my power?









In a moment, you will meet Sam, the hero of our story. You’ll get to see the world through his eyes and meet the individuals in his life. Sure, they all happen to be squirrels, but see if you can find your own story reflected in his.


Will you recognize people you know in Sam or in his coworkers? Will any of the pressures on his little squirrel shoulders mirror the pressures you carry on your human ones? In what ways is your leadership philosophy similar to his, and in what ways is it different?


Let’s turn the page and find out.














PART I


SAM THE SQUIRREL
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Chapter 1
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An Almost Definitely Great Leader


Sam Squirrel was almost definitely a great leader—at least according to himself. He gathered more nuts than anyone else in the history of Nuts for You, Inc. And he was promoted again and again until he worked his way up to a glamorous treetop office and the title of executive branch manager. In the three months since he leaped into this new role, TNG (total nuts gathered) increased by 20 percent. Now Sam was determined to make his division the most productive acorn-gathering operation in the entire forest. The name Sam would be forever synonymous with success. He’d make his boss proud. He’d make his wife proud. And—most important of all—he’d make their two little squirrel pups proud.


“Wow,” said Sylvio when Sam mentioned his branch’s performance at a meeting of the High Tails, a nut-working group of leaders from local companies. Sylvio was the VP of sales at a nest construction company that seemed to grow perpetually in reverse. He had a glint in his eye that could have been admiration or envy— or maybe a bit of both.




Their small group sat in a circle beneath a willow tree whose long branches swept the ground and curtained them off from the rest of the forest. When they slipped into the cool shade of this secret suite, the usual hum and buzz outside dissolved behind them, and all their chests puffed up ever so slightly. Though today, everyone but Sam seemed more worn down than puffed up. Sylvio looked especially rumpled. His fur stuck up in all directions like he had accidentally foraged a battery.


“You must have one solid team under you,” he said, and the other executives nodded.


“I wish,” said Sam, and he casually smoothed down his already smooth gray coat, “but these squirrels are half as productive as I was when I was in their position. They don’t seem to do anything until I give them direction. But what can I do? There’s a talent shortage out there.”


“Tell me about it,” sighed Eva, the leader of a nut-transportation company. “All these squirrels are moving out of the forest. They say they can’t keep working for peanuts, but we can’t compete with city salaries.”


“And the squirrels who do stay act like they’re doing us a favor,” said Sylvio.


“Squirrels these days,” Eva sighed again.


“Okay, okay, so how’d you do it?” asked Jose, the owner of a nut-counting firm and the most practical squirrel of the group. “How’d you get a 20 percent bump in the middle of the most competitive foraging season?”


All the squirrels leaned in. Jose’s tail flinched in anticipation. Sam took a nice long breath and savored the sensation of all those little black eyes turning to him.


“Simple,” he said.




“Simple?” Jose demanded.


“You’ve got to know the way and make them go your way,” said Sam.


This was the advice Sam had heard from his boss more times than he could count. He briefly considered crediting him for these words of leadership wisdom but dismissed the thought. This was his moment and his personal philosophy too. He sat back and crossed his sleek, gray-coated arms.


Later that day, as Sam climbed back up the towering oak tree to his office, he replayed the conversation in his head and felt pretty darn proud of himself. The hush that fell over the group amid the soft rustling of willow leaves. All their eyes on him. The glow that spread through his body like warm maple sap. Here he was, succeeding—no, winning—even though he faced the same obstacles that stumped his peers. He knew the way to succeed, and he’d make sure every squirrel at his branch fell in line with his vision. There was almost no doubt about it. He was a great leader.


Sam looked forward to a peaceful rest of the day counting and recounting his branch’s reserves, the glorious stash of nuts in his office safe. He would set company-wide priorities for the quarter and maybe even the year. He’d revise the branch’s branding all on his own because the marketing department couldn’t seem to comprehend the concept of a deadline. And he’d practice his look of genuine surprise when his boss finally named Sam the company’s new (and youngest ever) chief nut officer. It wasn’t a sure thing yet, but his boss had been dropping hints.


He was so caught up in these pleasant contemplations, he didn’t bother to look where he was climbing. When he finally glanced up and saw three bushy tails hanging out of his office doorway, he got so startled he lost his grip on the bark and fell.









CHECK-IN QUESTIONS: LEADERSHIP


Sam’s pretty sure he’s a great leader. How about you? Jot down your answers here:




	How do you hope people will describe you as a leader one day?


	What are your leadership strengths?


	What are your leadership gaps or areas for improvement?

















Chapter 2
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The Condo Development


Sam caught a small branch just in time to stop his plummet. Even more important, he turned his yelp into a yell, deftly avoiding a close call with vulnerability.


“Hey!” he shouted. “What are you doing in my office?”


“I’m so sorry, Sam,” said Mila, the marketing manager. She stared down at him, clutching her gray tail and looking like she might burst into tears at any moment.


“We have some bad news,” said Francesca, the finance manager. Her typically sleek dark gray coat stood up like she had run through a wind tunnel.


Francesca turned to Ravi, the SR (squirrel resources) manager. His patchy fur looked even patchier, with the fur on top of his head almost entirely gone. Ravi caught the glance from Francesca and promptly shot it back to Mila. Mila threw a pleading look back to Francesca.


By now Sam had scurried up into his office and behind his broad oak desk where he sat watching this game of invisible hot potato with growing impatience. This was his management team, the supposed leaders of the branch with which his boss had entrusted him. It really was a wonder he got anything accomplished with them around.


“What’s the news?” he asked.


“Condo!” said Mila. And Francesca and Ravi looked down at their feet.


“Condo?”


“Condo,” Mila repeated, as though it explained everything. Another long pause.


“Just tell him what you learned,” Francesca whispered to Ravi, who winced at the prompt and scratched at a bald patch on his shoulder.


“Okay,” said Ravi, “but this isn’t coming from me. I found out about it through an exit interview with someone from Research and Development.”


“Fine,” said Sam. “I don’t care who it’s coming from as long as it gets here.”


“Okay,” Ravi continued, still looking down, “it’s just that it’s not in my job description. And it’s a sensitive topic. And really something that should stay between us or on a need-to-know basis, though eventually everyone will know. But for now, as far as I know, only we know.”


“Just tell me,” Sam said through gritted teeth.


“There’s a condo development going up in our forest!” Mila said. Then she shut her eyes tightly as if that would keep the future away and maybe Sam too.


“We crunched some numbers this morning, and it’s not good,” said Francesca.


“It’s very bad,” added Mila, folding and unfolding her tail in her paws.


“If they cut down as many trees as we’re projecting, we expect a shrink of 80 percent in our Total Available Nuts,” said Francesca.


“Eighty percent,” Sam repeated, and the three squirrels before him nodded. “That’s not enough to feed the families in this forest let alone keep our business alive.”


His mind flashed to his two pups in their cozy nest, waiting for him to come home with stories of his day. Francesca finally slicked down her dark gray coat and pulled her shoulders back. No one had seen her look so disheveled for this long, and it seemed she wasn’t about to let this slip in her polish continue.


“I’d have to rerun the numbers,” she said with regained poise, “but it appears so, yes.”


Ravi let out a long sigh. Mila said nothing, but a tiny tear finally broke through her attempts at professionalism and streamed down her furry cheek. Sam closed his eyes and got the distinct feeling he’d lost his grip and was plummeting down from the tree all over again.









CHECK-IN QUESTIONS: YOUR CHALLENGES


Now that you know Sam’s problem, let’s talk about yours. What is your version of an endangered forest? What challenges, obstacles, or fears loom over your horizon? Jot them down here so you can benefit more from Sam’s struggles, and apply the lessons he learns to your own situation.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 














Chapter 3
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Amara and the Pups


Sam stayed at work for a long time. He seemed unable to get up from his desk, let alone make the commute back home. He resigned himself to spending the night in his office, a practice his wife, Amara, discouraged but tolerated. Sam figured it was for the best. This way, she and the kids could enjoy their blissful ignorance about the condo development just a little while longer. But what would he tell Amara when the time came?


The bright, vivid future he could almost touch just moments ago now seemed as far out of reach as the moon. There would be no promotion, no glowing praise from his boss. And it was unthinkable, but he gave himself permission to think it: Could he actually lose his job? Could the entire company go under? From his office window, Sam watched the sky turn deep blue, then violet, then the red of a blood orange. He heard bird song give way to cricket song. But what finally made him shoot up to his feet was a sudden cold flash of memory: he’d promised to tuck in the twins tonight while Amara worked the late shift at her clinic. Now the time to have kept his promise had come and gone.




Amara was the most sought-after dentist in the forest and wanted to keep it that way. She was fond of reminding Sam that squirrels’ teeth never stop growing, so neither should her career. They were in constant negotiations over whose work was more postponable. But that morning, there had been no battle necessary. Sam assured Amara he’d be home in time to put the pups to bed, not because his work was less important but because he was a great delegator. She gave him one of those wry smirks that had made him fall in love with her. She wrapped her soft orange-gray tail around him, the same exact shade as their pups, and gave him a kiss goodbye. Now it felt like years had passed since that morning.


Sam leaped out of his office and made his way down the tree in record time. He darted down the path to his home as his mind raced with excuses—no, explanations for his broken promise to Amara. By the time he reached his home, a beautiful, human handmade squirrel house that had been in his family for generations, he was brimming with righteous indignation in response to all the complaints he imagined he’d hear from his wife and kids. Didn’t they know he was the victim here—or better yet, the bruised and battered hero?


He prepared these excellent retorts and many more, but when he squeezed through the hole into his house, all that greeted him on the other side was silence. He didn’t think it could be possible to feel sorrier for himself than he already felt, but as he sank to his knees onto the empty nest, he discovered a whole new low. He was about to maybe, possibly cry a little—a practice he generally discouraged in himself and others—but then a small, sweet voice rang out behind him.


“Dad!” And then another:


“Dad! Dad!”




Sam spun around to see two tiny black noses poking in through their circle of a doorway. He hopped up to his feet, but the twins flew through the door like little orange whirlwinds and pinned him back down on the nest. The pine house filled with their giggles.


“Dad! Dad!” said Josie. “Mom took us to the clinic with her, and it was so cool and gross.”


“Yeah, totally gross and totally cool,” said her brother, Remi.


“And everyone said Mom is such a great boss and the best dentist ever,” said Josie.


“Yeah, the best anywhere!” said Remi.


The twins bounced on Sam’s stomach and flitted around the house with the energy of chipmunks. Sam got so caught up in their giddiness that when he saw Amara’s face in the doorway, it felt like an icicle crashed down on his head.


“Excuse me, kiddos,” Sam said. Still looking at his wife, he gently lifted one of the pups’ tails off his forehead and patted another twin on the head. He crawled outside into the crisp darkness. He had prepared for her anger, but this cold, distant expression on her face was so much worse. Amara’s temper flared easily, but she was always willing to listen. Though they fought often, Sam always knew she was fighting for them.


“Am—,” he started. But that’s as far as he got. Amara said nothing in return. So, Sam said nothing too. He wanted to tell her he was sorry, but then he’d be the one in the wrong. He wanted to tell her how scared and tired he was, but then she’d see him as a weakling rather than the strong, confident person she married.


Amara took a step closer. Relief washed over Sam, and he closed his eyes. But then he felt her soft fur brush past his shoulder as she walked back into the house.











Chapter 4
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Mr. Walnuts


Sam stood outside the house and listened to the cold night wind tear through the trees. Their leaves rustled as loudly as a room full of whispers. Their branches creaked. Their trunks moaned. This forest that had always felt eternal to Sam suddenly seemed so vulnerable. Could these giant oaks and pines and cedars that took so many patient decades to grow strong and tall really vanish in just a matter of months? The wind rippled through Sam’s gray fur, and he shivered. Could it be he too was also (just a little) weaker than he’d thought?


Then the sweet sound of Amara’s lullaby drifted into the night, and Sam faced the doorway. He didn’t know what to say or do, but at the very least he could be home with them. He was about to crawl into the nest when a rock the size of his head crashed into his side.


“Oof!” said Sam—or rather, said the gust of air escaping Sam’s mouth.


“Is that you up there, Samuel?” came a gruff voice from somewhere far below. But Sam didn’t need to look to know this very particular voice belonged to none other than his boss and the chief nut officer of Nuts for You, Mr. Jack Walnuts. Sam briefly flirted with the idea of holding his breath and staying still, but then another huge rock came flying at his head.




“Sir!” said Sam, “I’m here.”


“Well, I don’t need you there,” barked the voice from below, “I need you here!”


Sam balled up his fingers into fists and exhaled the rest of the breath he had been holding. This was no time to hide or appear tentative. It was time to be decisive, confident, strong. He raised up his gray tail until it stood straight and proud behind him, and he jumped down to the ground. He landed right beside Jack Walnuts, who was aiming yet another massive rock up at Sam’s house.


Mr. Walnuts was a short, stocky copper squirrel, with a giant, bushy tail that flared up all around him like a fire. The angrier he got, the more his tail seemed to rise up and fan out on all sides. Sam did his best not to look at it.


“Mr. Walnuts, sir,” said Sam, “I’m here.”


“That’s clear to me, son,” said Mr. Walnuts who still looked like he might throw that rock at Sam. “What is not at all clear to me, is why you are here at home singing lullabies instead of at the office, coming up with a strategy in response to all this condo chatter.”


“I wasn’t singing lullabies,” said Sam.


“I don’t give a flying fig what you were singing!” Mr. Walnuts shouted and smashed the rock on the ground. His wild copper tail fanned out farther.


“Yes, sir. I mean no, sir. What I meant was that I was working. I like to bring my work home with me when it’s important. That is, every day.”


“I see,” said Mr. Walnuts, and he narrowed his eyes like he was actually trying to see through Sam. “I’m glad you haven’t fallen for that work-life balance crap. It’s all just a scheme to squeeze more pay for less work out of decent companies.”




“Yes, sir,” said Sam. “I’ve been doing a situation assessment, SWOT analysis, and scenario planning ever since I got the news.” He paused to gauge his boss’s reaction. Had the list of strategic terminology he just spat out sufficiently impressed him? It was hard to tell in the dark.


“Well?”


“Well … uh …” Sam said, desperately trying to remember an impressive term for having no clue what to do, “it’s a volatile situation with a short planning horizon, so I’m doing a continuous environment scan in alignment with our risk appetite to—”


“Okay, okay,” Mr. Walnuts interrupted, “you don’t have to spell it all out for me. I see you’ve got it all figured out. Just don’t forget the most important thing.”


“The most important thing, sir?”


“Know the way—”


“And make them go your way!” Sam shouted like a pup in kindergarten who just figured out that he had the right answer.


“You’ve got it,” Mr. Walnuts chuckled and patted Sam’s shoulder with his small, heavy paw. “Now, I want to see this condo rumor squashed and Total Nuts Gathered up by another 10 percent this quarter. Is that understood, son?”


“Yes, sir,” said Sam.


“I know it doesn’t seem like it now,” Mr. Walnuts said with more warmth in his deep voice, “but you’re going to be happy this whole thing happened.”


“I am?” said Sam.


“You bet your aspen, Samuel. It’s situations like these that separate the real leaders from the phonies.”


“Yes, sir,” said Sam, trying with all his might not to sound like a phony.









CHECK-IN QUESTIONS: YOUR PRESSURES


Can you relate to Sam’s struggle to find the ever-illusive balance between personal and professional commitments? Is there a Mr. Walnuts (or two) in your life? Jot down the pressures weighing you down.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 














Chapter 5
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Know the Way


As Sam made his way to the office the next day, he reminded himself that this was his opportunity to prove he was, without a doubt, a great leader. This situation could make his promotion to chief nut officer possible. He repeated it again and again, but deep down, he couldn’t help feeling like the chief nothing officer: leader of a doomed business in a vanishing forest.


Sam’s only real comfort now was his sturdy business philosophy: Know the way, and make them go your way. It didn’t just represent Jack Walnuts but also every strong, confident leader he’d known and the leader he aspired to be. Now he just had to bring these principles to life. And that’s exactly what he did when he saw his management team gathered outside his office.


“Here’s the plan,” Sam said in lieu of a greeting. “We have to gather acorns faster than the forest shrinks. If we work fast enough, we’ll have so many nuts it won’t matter how many of our trees they chop down and how much of our land they pave over!”


“Great,” said Francesca, the finance manager, “except … won’t it just delay the inevitable? We’ll have more market share but in a rapidly shrinking market.”




“I’ve thought of that,” said Sam (even though he hadn’t). “Once we achieve market dominance, we can steadily increase our prices so we can keep our profit margins high.”


“Should we tell our customers what’s happening?” asked Mila, the marketing manager.


“No,” Sam said so decisively he even impressed himself. “If they find out, they’ll panic. And we’ll tip off our competitors. The quicker and quieter we work, the better.”


“Should we tell the staff?” asked Ravi, the squirrel resources manager.


“No,” said Sam even more emphatically. “We can’t afford to have them panic either. The less they know, the better.”


Francesca started saying something, but Sam cut her off: “And another thing,” he said, recalling his late-night talk with Mr. Walnuts, “I think it’s time for some stretch goals. Let’s adjust our Total Nuts Gathered quota: no raises or bonuses until TNG is 10 percent higher than last quarter.”


At this, all three members of his management team gasped, but no one said a word. In fact, no one said anything to Sam at all until his all-paws announcement to the branch later that day. Jack Walnuts held company town-hall meetings twice a year to give updates and the occasional burst of inspiration. He always looked so leader-like standing atop a tree stump before his rapt audience. Sam decided this was the perfect time for him to step up and present the inspiring new gathering target as part of his (literal) stump speech to his staff. And so, he did.


At first, there was a kind of silence that could only be described as “stunned,” and then somebody coughed and raised a paw.




“Would you please let us know why we are raising the target?” asked a clear, bright voice in the back of the crowd. And Sam felt a shadow of dread pass over him when he realized it was Paloma—a longtime employee everyone at the branch seemed to look up to, even though she had no team and no authority. Sam glanced, then glared at his management team, but they said nothing.


“Why raise the target?” Sam repeated. He thought back to Jack Walnuts and his wildfire tail. Would he stand for this kind of insubordination? Never. Would he blame Sam for his employees’ behavior? Absolutely. So, Sam stomped his foot and said, “Because you can all do better. You can all be better. If you work hard enough, you can be the best in the whole forest!” Then, seeing only blank stares in response, he added, “And when you gather enough nuts, you get your bonus.”


“So,” said Paloma, “it’s not because a forest recession is coming?” A murmur and then a rumble passed through the crowd. Sam puffed up his chest and exuded as much confidence as he could muster, and a little extra.


“You have nothing to worry about,” he said. “I’ve got it all under control.”


But over the next few days, it began to become clear that he, in fact, did not. Instead of productivity going up, it actually declined. And instead of nut sales soaring, they began to slump.











Chapter 6
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Make Them Go Your Way


“Why are they all so far behind on their quotas?” Sam demanded as soon as Ravi stepped into his office in the morning. Ravi seemed to contemplate stepping back out, then sighed and stayed put.


“And which, uh … quotas are you referring to?” he asked.


“All of them,” said Sam.


“Right,” said Ravi, “I know it looks bad.” He ran his paw over the bald patch on his head and kept it there, rubbing what seemed to be a headache. This appeared to be his entire response.


“So, tell me what you’re doing about it, Ravi,” said Sam.


“Well, squirrel resources tried to lead a training session to increase productivity … but the trouble is no one showed up.”


“No one showed up?” Sam repeated. “Then fire them!”


“Fire them?”


“Yes, fire them,” said Sam, “and get me new squirrels who actually want to work.” He didn’t like the idea of anyone losing their job, but he liked the idea of losing his job even less. Was he the only one who understood the desperate urgency of this situation?


“Well, um, they’ve tried,” said Ravi. “They’re already trying to hire more squirrels, but the candidate pipeline is actually shrinking.”
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