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“I wish to suggest that a man may be very
industrious, and yet not spend his time well. There is no more
fatal blunderer than he who consumes the greater part of his life
getting his living.”

Henry David Thoreau, "Life Without
Principle"

 


"We must, however, acknowledge, as it seems
to me, that a man with all his noble qualities...still bears in his
bodily frame the indelible stamp of his lowly origin"

Charles Darwin,
The Descent of Man

 


 


Saturday

 


Dietrich’s plate is full. Actually it’s
overflowing. He’s got juice from the baked beans running into the
potato salad and over the edge of the plate onto the table. The
chicken wings are sitting on top of a salad and two ribs have
tumbled off the plate onto the table.

“It will probably be Thursday,” he says. He
bites into a full, uncut gherkin and the juice squirts across the
table onto my plate. There’s a smudge from the potato salad on the
corner of his drooping mustache. “The personnel files went to legal
yesterday.”

“What for?”

He shoves the severed end of the gherkin in
his mouth and mashes down on it as his eyes dart over my face and
the sun glares off his bald head. We’re supposed to be peers, but
he’s a well connected bottom feeder; I don’t trust this
motherfucker and he knows it.

“To make sure there’s nothing in their
records that could give them grounds to sue the company.”



“Like what?”

He picks up a wing and inserts it in his
mouth. The skin and meat are tender on the wing, so without using
his teeth, he sucks the bones clean and tosses them on the table.
He picks a rib up from the table and starts gnawing on it.

“Any document that might have implied
guaranteed employment, or a harassment complaint that they may have
made in the past. Or if it's a woman, if she's knocked up. Don't
want to cut the bitch when she's spawning. Better to wait until
after she's popped.”

He stops eating for a moment and looks at me
carefully across the table. “You don’t have anybody on your list
that could give us a problem, do you?” he asks.

“I don’t think so.”

“You reviewed all their files, didn’t
you?”

“Of course I did.”

I tense for a moment and then remember that
Diana Jenkins, a Quality Assurance tester on my list and showing at
six months, still hadn't submitted her maternity leave paper work.
As far as the company was concerned, she wasn't pregnant. No case,
unless she finds a particularly tenacious lawyer. I'd reluctantly
put her on my list because, at thirty hours a week, she is a
part-time employee. If I could get her to submit the paperwork, I
might be able to save her and maybe even her position. Nick, the
CEO, has a hard-on for testers since "they produce nothing and take
money out of my pocket," but given the quality of the company's
software products and the number of pissed off customers, I'd
personally start with the engineers before cutting the testers. It
is, however, Nick's stock grants and options, Nick's handpicked
board of directors and, in the end, Nick's company. He's not shy
about letting you know that.

Dietrich stops chewing and looks me over
carefully, sensing something. Stone faced, I sip my beer. You have
to be careful with Dietrich. He’s always poking and probing you,
looking for some weakness in character or performance that he can
file away for when he needs it. He'll gladly put his own sins on
display in order to disarm you into revealing yours so he can
record them and pass them on to a Vice President or the CEO when he
decides it's time for you to go.

 


On my second day in this company, six months
ago, Dietrich introduced himself to me by sticking his head in my
office and saying, “Columbus Savings and Loan, which you probably
don’t know is your most important client, is threatening to throw
us out and they are writing a letter to Nick. What are you going to
do about it?”

I’d seen this sort of thing before. It was
that aggressive sucker-punch, just to see how I would react.

“And who the fuck are you?” I asked.

That seemed to be the proper response. He
stepped into my office and said, “I’m Bill Dietrich, director of
customer support.” He was tall, probably 6'2", in a dark blue golf
shirt and tan Dockers. He held a clipboard in his hand.

I stood up, but remained behind my desk.
“Nice to meet you Bill,” I said, holding out my hand. He was too
far away to reach my hand to shake it, so he had to take two steps
toward the front of my desk. We shook hands and I sat back down in
my chair. I leaned back, clasped my hands behind my head and
crossed my right ankle over my left knee.

“Since this is my first day here and don’t
know nothin’ about nothin', and you are the Director of Customer
Support and know everything I need to know in order to fix this
problem, obviously I need your help. I don’t have access to the
problem tracking system yet, so, if you don’t mind, could you have
one of your people print out all of, who’s that client again?”

"Columbus Savings and Loan".

"Ok, Columbus Savings and Loan," I repeat.
"Let me read through all their open issues. Also all the closed
ones going back two years so I get an idea of the history. Let's
meet this afternoon in your office to discuss it. What time is good
for you?"

"I'm not sure," he said, looking down at his
clipboard.

Quickly, I answered my own question. "Two
o'clock is good for me." He was looking skeptically at his
clipboard. "I could really use your help on this, Bill," I added,
addressing him by his first name for the first and last time. He
was one of those guys who got called by his last name in the
schoolyard and it stuck.

"Okay," he said, looking up.

"That's great, it would be a great help to
me and I really appreciate it."

I ended the meeting by making eye contact,
saying, "I'll see you then," and then, tilting forward, focusing my
attention on the papers on my desk.

After he left, I leaned back
in my chair again, took a sip of my coffee and waited for the
adrenaline rush to pass and for my testosterone level to return to
normal. I wondered how long I could maintain uber alpha level without causing
physical damage to myself or to others. Then I turned to the
computer on my desk, signed on to the problem tracking system, and
pulled up Columbus Savings and Loan's technical support history.
Later, when I received Dietrich's hard copy, I noted that he had
excluded two critical issues. I wouldn't let him know that I knew
about them until we were both on a conference call with the
client.

 


As Dietrich talks and eats, I'm saying very
little. We're seated across from each other at the annual picnic.
There's a family at the far end of the table: one of my software
engineers and his wife. Their two daughters aged seven and nine,
are fidgeting at the table. "When can we gooooo!" the younger one
whines. Her mother puts her arm around her and lifts the girl up
onto her lap, smoothing the hem of the girl's yellow frilled skirt
over the girl's knees. "A little while longer, little darlin'," the
software engineer says in his lilting Irish voice. "We need to see
the boss."

"Or he needs to see us," his wife says
flatly, looking over at me.

Dietrich and I are discussing the coming
layoff. They do them every few years. Officially, it's about
eliminating jobs to keep the company lean and mean, but it's really
about eliminating people. I have a recruiter in Human Resources
actively looking for replacements for some of the people I will
fire this week. Conducting a layoff gives us some measure of
protection from wrongful termination suits. Several of the people
on my list are there because Human Resources, for one reason or
another, wouldn't let me fire them months ago. Then again, several
are not. Legal cover. Fire the guy you want to get rid of, but who
might have a case and then fire someone with a perfect record too,
so it doesn't appear discriminatory.

I've got food on my plate, but I'm not
eating much. I'm feeling nauseated from watching Dietrich, the
ninety-degree heat, the aspirin I’ve been popping since this
morning, and from last night's drinking session at Bogart's. I
don't have many friends in this company, but the ones I do have,
like to drink.

 


We’re regulars at Bogart’s. We spend a lot
of money there and we tip well. It’s become a ritual. When I arrive
late and the gang is already started, any one of the waitresses, it
could be auburn-haired Monica, or blonde Heidi, or brunette Ashley,
is immediately at my side, with her arm draped over my shoulder
asking, “Can I get you a Stella with a backup, sweetie?”

“And a backup for the backup,” I say.

Someone pulls over an extra chair and I sit
down at the table. “Don’t you love when she does that to you?” I
ask.

Bobbie, my best friend’s wife, says “Not as
much as you love watching her do that to me.”
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