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This is a collection of notes from my 20-plus-year career in IT in Winnipeg, the capital of the Canadian prairie province of Manitoba, located near the geographic center of North America. The city is better known to the world for its brutally cold winters, high numbers of aboriginals, perpetual socialist governments, astronomically high taxes, flaky infrastructure, ravenous mosquitoes and for having one of the highest crime rates on the continent. Its downtown core has a violent crime rate double that of Compton, California. Think Rodney King. Watts. Auto theft and residential break-ins are cottage industries. And contrary to the decades-old slogan on the province’s license plates, Winnipeggers, by and large, are anything but friendly. There is a palpable level of hate in the air that hangs over the city like a black cloud.

Most of the city’s industry revolves around the public sector. The province has, by far, the highest percentage of public-sector workers in the country. I’ve often made the remark that if you want to find out where all the money is in Winnipeg, take a bus on Easter Monday, a paid holiday for public-sector workers. You could shoot off a few rounds of an AK-47 and not hit anyone. Winnipeggers are ashamed to have to work on Easter Monday.

Part of that industry includes a surprisingly large IT sector. Many opportunities exist. But as a former colleague once noted, none of them are any good.

During my career, I held various roles. Programmer. Database administrator. Network administrator. System administrator. Web developer. I wore many hats and learned new skills through experience. I was a permanent employee, a term employee and a contractor.

But despite the many technical issues which came my way, nothing challenged me as much as dealing with the wide variety of colleagues and employers who I crossed paths with.

Many of those colleagues and bosses, were very nice. Some, in fact, became lifelong friends. Others, not so much. Some were flakes, incapable of managing themselves, let alone others. There were the bureaucratic empire-builders. Servile to those above them, demeaning to those below them. The public-sector environments where I worked were perfect breeding grounds for such people who define their self-worth by how much power they wield over others. The needs of the business meant absolutely nothing to them. And too many others were just downright obnoxious.

Like the people I crossed paths with, the organizations I dealt with were also a mixed bag. Some earned my respect. Sadly, most did not. Through much hard-won experience, I learned that no one wanted to get anything done. And that BS always seemed to take precedence over real work. What little industry there is in the city survives only in spite of itself.

All throughout my journey, I bore witness to an endless series of oddball experiences on the job and on the interview circuit, which I recorded in nearly 500 pages of notes. As I went through the process of distilling it down, I found myself remembering more and only wishing I had been more detailed during the periods when I was keeping notes and that I didn’t keep it up during the periods when I wasn’t, never dreaming I would later be writing books. One of the many gaps sadly includes a stretch in 1996 when a know-it-all coworker with a propensity to randomly fart around the office, who we privately called Cliff after the Cheers character, had a crush on his female supervisor, who, in turn, was openly cavorting with her much older male manager. “DNA cloning isn’t all that hard,” was one of the winning lines from our Cliff. All in all, I felt like a photographer who captured multiple award-winning shots on a shoot and yet obsessed about the one or two that got away.

Though the tale of this love triangle is lost to the sands of time, there are many other stories which I hope will be sufficiently entertaining for the reader. Many names of people and places have been changed, but this is entirely a true story.
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March 22, 1994

This afternoon, I had an interview with a tiny hole-in-the-wall consulting company. Everything seemed to be going well until the guy suddenly mentioned taking courses at Red River College as a requirement. Not because those courses were necessary to do the job. Just that I had to take them. He did say he’d pay for them. Was he getting some kind of commission? I wondered. If he thought my skill set was lacking, why did he even call me? It’s the kind of thing I’d have more expected to hear from a big company whose HR department equates skills and value to the organization with the number of courses taken.

Before I left, he asked me to call him next week. I don’t think I’ll bother.

April 14, 1994

This afternoon, I had an interview at another small hole in the wall. They only had three people on the payroll and had been contracting out their programming work, but now they wanted someone in house. In their ad, they asked for a handwritten resume, so during the interview, I asked why. She said they needed someone who had neat handwriting in order to “hard copy their work.” And since mine was apparently neat and legible, that impressed her.

I don’t know what surprised me more. That I found someone on the planet who found my chicken scratchings neat and legible. Or that they had a need for a programmer to “hard copy his work.” Having been in the field for the last five years, I had never needed to write out my code on paper. Even if the need ever arose, I could use a printer. Printers were readily available, even at the actuarial firm where I was working, owned by a tightwad so cheap he would have put Ebenezer Scrooge to shame. He was such a miser that he had recently started bringing in homemade mixtures of rendered soap for the washrooms. The stuff was so thick and messy, it had started clogging up the dispensers. It had gotten so bad that I started bringing a bar of my own soap to the washroom. Months earlier, there was a day I had to wear a parka in the office because he had turned down the heat so much that it prompted one of my colleagues to call Workplace Safety and Health.

April 25, 1994

This afternoon, I had a short interview at an advertising agency. The guy had asked me to bring a sample of my code, so after spending five minutes in his office, he took me out to a computer on the floor to see what my code did, not caring the slightest bit about the code itself.

Then he asked, “How long would it take you to program a game?”

No specifics. Just “on the PC.”

I spent about 10 minutes diplomatically trying to beat details out of him to no avail. Then he gave me his card and told me to call him later in the week.

What a waste of time.

October 20, 1994

During an hour-long conversation with Jill, one of my colleagues, she detailed three separate incidents regarding the inappropriate behavior of an actuary they had recently hired named Dick.

The first incident came when she walked into Ron’s office, where Dick was seated, and noticed there were no extra chairs. “You can sit on my lap,” said Dick. The next incident came when they were at a restaurant with another colleague and Jill was talking to her about her racing cars. After Jill asked the other colleague, “Do you like fast cars?” Dick asked, “Do you like fast men?” Finally, there was a time when the two of them were walking across a parking lot. Because it was cold out at the time, Jill pointed out a young girl wearing a short T-shirt. “Call me when she’s got no shirt,” replied Dick.

She went on to pass on some details on the general uselessness of both Dick and Wayne, a newly hired actuarial student. She said a recent valuation for a client went $10,000 over budget thanks to Wayne. That little tidbit didn’t surprise me at all. As Wayne was seated directly across from me, I had a bird’s-eye view of just what she was talking about. In fact, I could have passed on some details to her. Like how he spent most of his time staring off into space because he was so lost. And how his work was total garbage. Such as I found out once when his supervisor gave him a simple task to get something ready for me. It should have taken no more than an hour, yet it took him several days. When he finally gave it to me, it looked like something he rushed through in five minutes. I also saw how much time he was taking away from his supervisor with stupid questions. It had long since gotten to the point that they would have been better off if he had just stayed home, where at least he wouldn’t have been taking time away from those who were contributing.

In addition, Wayne was getting special privileges not afforded to the rest of us grunts. Everyone else had to be in at 8:30 on the dot, and the receptionist was under standing orders to record any instance of anyone walking in late. The owner’s secretary even walked the floor to take attendance. Violators were formally written up and reprimanded, including a hard-working colleague in Wayne’s department. “What is this, Grade Six?” Jill once asked rhetorically. Yet Wayne walked in late all the time. The receptionist told me personally that his name was on her report each day. But when confronted, the personnel manager steadfastly denied that Wayne had ever been late.

It came as little surprise when I learned Wayne had been hired by the owner as a personal favor to a client.

November 7, 1994

Early in the morning, Wayne was in Dick’s office with the door closed, likely telling Dick about his most recent actuarial exams. The owner then walked in and broke up the meeting so he could speak with Dick privately. About 10 minutes later, when the meeting ended, the owner made a special effort to go to Wayne’s desk and say, “I’m sorry to have bothered you, Wayne.”

I had never seen him that polite with anyone before. How special is this guy to him? I wondered.

December 5, 1994

During a brief conversation with Jill, she offered more thoughts on Dick. “I just don’t trust him,” she said. “He would ask me questions, I would answer them and then he’d say, ‘I knew that. I just wanted to confirm it.’

“He spent days writing some subroutines, going over manuals, etc. When he gave them to me, it was just garbage. In the real world, he would have been fired in six months. In the two years he’s been here, he has been completely ineffectual in contributing to the profitability of the company.”

She went on to speculate that he was making around $80,000/year.

December 15, 1994

This afternoon, I had an interview at a call center. First, I filled out an application form, then I saw Mary, their general manager, and someone else who I guessed was their computer guy. On a personal level, it was the best interview I ever had. “It’s a pleasure to interview someone like you, so refreshingly honest,” the computer guy said. They said they didn’t know what technology they’d be using yet, but they would be fitting job descriptions around the people they got. They expect to hire between two and five people and would be making a decision in early January.

December 19, 1994

This afternoon, I had an interesting conversation with Dave, one of the actuaries. After talking about another one of Dick’s goof-ups that caused him to lose sleep last night, he said, “1995 is going to be a critical year for us . . . could be deadly . . . if we survive this year, we’ll be OK.”

December 20, 1994

In the early evening, I got a call from the HR manager at the call center offering me the job. I verbally accepted, pending a couple of details which would be ironed out tomorrow. Looks like January came early.

December 21, 1994

This morning, Jill told me about the firm’s bleak financial situation and that they realize hiring Dick was a mistake. She also told me that a major reason another actuarial student had recently left was that she was being paid significantly less than Wayne, despite having completed the same number of exams. Wayne was clearly the owner’s pet.

I took the afternoon off to go to the call center and sign the offer.

January 3, 1995

This was my first day at the call center. The computer and desk I was supposed to get had been commandeered by a newly hired accountant, so I was left to spend the day sitting in a chair in the middle of the room reading manuals.

My new colleagues all got a chuckle when I told them about what sort of environment I had just come from. “What a bunch of cheapskates,” one of them said. “Morale must be at a real high around there,” said another.

January 4, 1995

Still no desk or computer today. But I finally got a phone.

This afternoon, Yan, one of their contractors, asked me, “Will you come in at 3-4 am?”

I balked.

“Oh, you have other commitments?”

“Yeah, sleep.”

What did I get myself into?

January 5, 1995

Today, I finally got a desk, a chair and a computer. For the first time, I had some real work to do and was able to teach Ed, one of my new colleagues, some things about Microsoft Access.

January 6, 1995

Today, I learned that Jeffrey, my supervisor, was at work well into the night, went home and came back at 1:30 am.

January 9, 1995

Today, Paul, another one of my colleagues, said, “Jeffrey works 16 hours a day. He has no family, no friends. Before Christmas, he was pale and sick . . . he doesn’t sleep, he doesn’t eat.”

January 10, 1995

This morning, the fire alarm went off, triggered by workmen creating dust on the sixth floor. Two fire trucks came out as the entire building was evacuated, leaving us to have to walk down, then back up 16 flights of stairs. When they took roll call outside the building, I was surprised when I learned my name was on the list, since I had only been there for a week.

January 12, 1995

This morning, I learned Ed was there with Jeffrey until 9:00 last night.

January 13, 1995

This afternoon, I called Jill to see how things were going at my old workplace. She said Dave is now doing computer support in my absence.

After apologizing for not coming in last weekend, Ed said he’d be coming in on Sunday. “Hopefully, I won’t have any more relatives coming in,” he added.

January 17, 1995

Jeffrey corralled me as soon as I walked in the door. He had been trying to set up a parameterized query in Access for some time and couldn’t figure it out. I told him how to do it right away.

All throughout the day, one of the account reps was making a jackass out of herself, running in every five minutes asking, “How are we making out with this? . . . When will this be done?”

January 18, 1995

All throughout the day, Jeffrey was in a jolly mood and almost fawning over me. It was almost as if I was his boss and not the other way around. He kept making comments on some Access report modifications I made. “Fantastic,” he said. “I can’t tell you how fantastic that was.”

There was a staff meeting late in the afternoon. Most of the time was spent on an icebreaker where we had to draw someone else’s name tag out of a hat and go talk to that person. After three repetitions, the meeting wound up by drawing name tags for prizes. There were two pairs of brunches at the Velvet Glove restaurant, one dinner for two at the Velvet Glove, two pairs of tickets to a musical and two $15 MTS gift certificates.

January 19, 1995

Later in the day, I found out that Paul would be leaving at 5:00 for the first time since I’ve been there.

On my way to the bus, Ed said, “It’s important to leave at 5:00, otherwise, they’ll start expecting it of you.”

January 21, 1995

I laughed when I saw an ad for my old job at the actuarial firm in today’s paper. “Opportunity for career advancement,” it stated. Based on what I had been hearing lately, it should have been advertised as a term position.

January 23, 1995

Both Ed and I received “thank you” cards from one of the account reps. “With sincere appreciation. Thanks for your help, welcome to the team.”

Three nights ago, Paul was there until 9:00. Jeffrey had been there both days during the weekend and called Paul at 11:00 on Sunday night.

January 24, 1995

This morning, Ed told me Jeffrey was probably here until 4:30 this morning. Paul added that he’d be here at midnight with Jeffrey. With all the people running around like chickens with their heads cut off, I was awfully tempted to deliver a “take this job and shove it” speech upon my return from lunch.

January 25, 1995

Amid all the commotion yesterday, Ed said, “Yesterday was the worst day of my working life.”

This evening, I sent off a resume to a consulting house looking for an Access programmer. On the resume, I referred to my current job as a temporary position.

January 27, 1995

This morning, I learned Paul had recently put in a 19-hour work day. And today, he came in with Excel manuals he had been studying at home last night.

February 1, 1995

This morning, Ed told me they wanted to renew Yan’s contract for three months, but he only wanted one month, along with more money. Mary shot back, “You’re not a team player!” After much bickering, they gave in. Ed also mentioned that even though his hours are 9:30-6:30, Yan rarely goes home at that time and doesn’t get compensated for the extra hours he puts in.

Around noon, Ed said, “If there’s a meeting, we can’t go for lunch.”

When I asked why, he replied, “Well . . . my impression is the ever-present obligation not to let the team down.” In other words, if you’re in a meeting, you’re not working.

February 6, 1995

Not surprisingly, Jeffrey was in on the weekend. The Coke cans scattered around the office indicated he was having a rough time since he usually drinks Diet Coke.

February 7, 1995

This afternoon, Mary left a photocopied magazine article in everyone’s mailbox, entitled, “Stamina, how to get it, why you need it in today’s round-the-clock economy.” In other words, here’s how you can get with the program by preparing yourself to give us long hours.

February 9, 1995

This morning, Ed told me he came back last night at 7:30 and left at 10:00. “I’m not trying to impress anyone,” he said. “I’m coming back at night for some learning.”

Later on, he told me about Jack, the new IT consultant they’re bringing in. Jack is apparently an old buddy of the CFO in the U.S. corporate head office and is now calling the shots in our department. “There’s not exactly an air of optimism around here,” he said. “It’s like a cloud hanging over.”

This afternoon, I went for an interview at a telecommunications company. In an almost threatening manner, he told me how they’ve been through many others who’ve been sent on their way because they couldn’t handle the job, including some with master’s degrees in computer science. “This isn’t a university,” he said. “We don’t need to get things done tomorrow, next week or next year. We need it right now.” He went on to say that before an offer was made, there would be a two-day test, paid at $75.00 per day.

I left with an uneasy feeling. It sure didn’t sound like much of an improvement from my current situation.

February 13, 1995

Today, I called an old friend at the actuarial firm. “After you left, there was no one who was proficient in your work,” she said. “The only benefit was that we didn’t have to put in any overtime because things were so delayed from the computer department.” She went on to say they hired a new programmer recently and that he’s been able to pick things up quickly.

February 14, 1995

Amazingly, Paul left early today. He even arranged to have a meeting earlier so he could leave for a Valentine’s Day dinner with his wife. Will wonders never cease?

February 17, 1995

This afternoon, Yan speculated Jack is a device through which Mary is putting the screws to Jeffrey. Before Ed and I started, she would constantly be grumbling how Jeffrey wasn’t in at 8:00, despite how many hours he was putting in. Coming in promptly at 8:00 was apparently a pet peeve of hers. He also suggested that Paul was pouncing on every opportunity to make himself look good in front of Mary. “He’s got an ax to grind against Jeffrey,” he said.

February 20, 1995

Today, I learned Jack that hired four new people in our department, including a senior database analyst, a data processing manager, a telecom manager and a senior programmer. He did not tell HR.

February 21, 1995

Around noon, one of the account reps was taking a couple of clients around our office. He stopped at my desk and referred to me as “an Access expert . . . he’s very efficient, he’s very good.”

Later, I learned about a recent meeting between Jeffrey, Paul and Jack, which got quite heated to the point that Jeffrey was heard swearing, something that was apparently quite out of character for him. Before the meeting, Jeffrey was also heard swearing while working on something.

February 22, 1995

This afternoon, Yan told me about someone he knows who applied here and was told they don’t hire anyone over 30. He speculated it was because they wanted younger people who may be more moldable.

February 23, 1995

“I’ve worked at some weird places, one where the owner used to go out in the back and smoke drugs,” said Ed. “But I’ve never felt as insecure as I do here.”

Later in the day, Yan said that, over the last couple of days, Jeffrey has been reluctant to divulge any information regarding any computer problems, as if he was intentionally holding back. He agreed when I made the analogy, “Spaghetti code: job security.”

March 2, 1995

Today, Jeffrey was grumbling about how Gordon, the new data processing manager Jack hired, was getting an office, but he wasn’t. I couldn’t blame him. That’s the thanks he gets for all the hours he’s been putting in.

March 3, 1995

Jeffrey was in a talkative mood today, telling everyone that he can only see staying there for five years. Based on the way things have been going, we’ll all be lucky to last five months.

March 10, 1995

One of the account executives is leaving for a skiing trip in B.C. in two weeks. But she’s taking a company laptop with her so she can work while she’s there. A team player.

March 13, 1995

Today, I met Gordon, my new boss. To say the least, I didn’t get a positive impression during this two-minute meeting. He was gruff and appeared as though he couldn’t be bothered with us grunts. His interpersonal skills seemed even worse than mine. He was also under the impression that I knew all about him. All I knew was from reading his name tag and seeing his name on the phone list.

March 20, 1995

While waiting for the bus, Ed told me that Aimee, the senior programmer Jack hired, had been in the Chicago office for the past few days because a programmer there had recently quit. “They’re going to give me a few hours off on Sunday,” she said, as if it was some kind of bonus. She’s finding out in a hurry what it means to be a “team player.”

March 22, 1995

This afternoon, Paul told me that Aimee, who was coming back from Chicago tonight, was practically in tears. “That’s a real sweatshop down there,” he said. “If you leave before midnight, what’s wrong? . . . It’s a 12-plus-hour day, six days a week.”

April 10, 1995

Today, I had another meeting with Gordon. “You are quite controversial with management . . . You have been driving management foolish, if that gives you any satisfaction,” he said. He said he has heard many good things about me and that’s why he’s told the higher-ups to back off. Bottom line: As a nonparticipant in their overtime program, I’m being tolerated for the short term, but don’t get too comfortable.

After the meeting, Yan told me, “This company needs skills, and boy do you have skills.”

April 25, 1995

While on the bus this morning, my former boss at the actuarial firm got on and headed toward the back, where the only remaining seat was right next to me. When he got to the back door, he saw me, then stopped in his tracks, turned and looked the other way. If looks could kill, I’d have been a dead man. 

May 4, 1995

This afternoon, Yan said to me, “I’m like you, I don’t care if they offer me a permanent job. I put in long hours, and where the hell did it get me?”

May 5, 1995

“If you try to leave, I’ll sit on you,” said Paul.

That was not a threat to be taken lightly, as Paul likely weighs well over 250 pounds.

May 8, 1995

“You’ve got the most talent of anyone here. They’d be foolish to drive you away,” said Ed.

May 9, 1995

This afternoon, I had an interview at the Canadian Wheat Board in front of a panel of three in a small, cooped-up room with them taking turns firing off questions from a rigidly prepared list. Some of the questions included:

“How do you ensure that deadlines are met?”

“What kind of people do you work best with?”

“What kind of people do you find difficult to work with?”

“How would you deal with someone that you found difficult to work with?”

“What would your coworkers say about you?”

“What do you think makes a good team?”

“What do you think can hinder a team?”

In addition, there were many detailed questions on PowerBuilder. Some I could answer, some I could not.

When I got back, Ed told me, “I’m going to lunch tomorrow with a friend who works at a consulting house. I initiated it. I don’t feel it’s in my best interest to stay here.”

May 18, 1995

There was another fire alarm in the building today and with it came another long trek down 16 flights of stairs. Coming back, however, I was at least able to take the elevator from the eighth floor.

May 19, 1995

Today, I called Jill. She told me that everyone on the board at the actuarial firm resigned. That surprised me, not because they resigned, but because in the nearly six years I worked there, I never even knew there was a board. The owner was basically El Supremo, and I never got the impression he had to account to anyone besides himself.

She went on to say he has been much more miserable in recent times, likely because they had lost four clients. Two of them were small, but the other two were quite large. With money being increasingly tight, it perhaps explained why she got grilled recently about sending a long-distance fax. “Do you know how much it costs?” he asked.

Overall, she painted a very bleak picture of their future. Looks like I got out of there just in the nick of time.

June 12, 1995

Late in the afternoon, Gordon stopped at Paul’s desk and noticed a bunch of reports on his desk that I had been working on for the last few days.

“Those are nice looking reports,” said Gordon.

“They’re all his work,” replied Paul, pointing toward me.

“Oh, that’s nice,” said Gordon, who turned away without looking in my direction.

June 13, 1995

“I told the HR manager once, ‘Jeffrey is here every day of the week working 14-hour days, averaging 100 hours per week,’” said Yan.

“Well, we didn’t ask him to,” she replied.

Some gratitude.

June 23, 1995

Today was Yan’s last day. I was sorry to see him go as he and I got along quite well.

June 26, 1995

This morning, Ed told me a few things. First, Gordon has been heard making inappropriate/sexual remarks about women. Sounded familiar. Next, he said the comptroller asked Gordon to have his computer configured six weeks ago. Yan offered to do it right away, but Gordon said no and it still hasn’t been done. Finally, Gordon took Yan’s computer, even though Jeffrey had his eye on it. Jeffrey is apparently still using the one he brought in from home. That reminded me of my last job, where two of the actuaries purchased computers for work use in exchange for worthless shares in the company.

June 30, 1995

With everyone else in the office out for lunch except for Paul and I, Gordon came around to see Paul. The two of them had a 15-minute chat, then Gordon left without saying a word to me. Once again, I seem to be invisible to him.

July 5, 1995

In the morning, Ed was showing Gordon some of my work. “Curtis did all this,” he said. No reaction from Gordon.

July 11, 1995

This afternoon, the operations manager came to me and asked, “Has Gordon asked you to run the reports that Paul gives us for our meetings?”

“No,” I replied. “It’s been several weeks since Gordon has spoken to me.”

“Well, he isn’t too good about returning my phone calls or returning my memos.”

Seems like Gordon hasn’t been making too many friends around the office.

July 17, 1995

“I’ve heard Gordon say things about women that should be reserved for a men’s locker room,” said Ed.

July 18, 1995

Amazingly, around noon, Gordon actually spoke to me. Mark this one on the calendar with a red X.

July 21, 1995

After earlier being forced to say good morning to me because someone else was around, Gordon handed me my pay stub around 11:00 and said, “Thank you, sir.” That marked the third time this week he had said something to me.

July 31, 1995

This morning, Gordon came around asking both Ed and Paul how their weekend was, then ignored me and walked away. Business as usual.

August 1, 1995

This afternoon, I went for an interview at a consulting house. I spent more time walking to and from their office than I did at the interview. It was mostly a one-way conversation in which they asked a couple of questions and told me about the job. A complete waste of time.

August 3, 1995

This morning, Gordon wanted to ask Paul a question about a network problem. But Paul was on the phone. So Gordon broke down stooped to asking me instead.

August 9, 1995

“You should be more secure here,” said Jeffrey. “Gordon’s on everyone’s side . . . We need you, there aren’t a lot of Access wizards out there.”

August 16, 1995

This morning, Gordon walked by my desk and said, “Good morning, Ed.”

Paul had to explain that I wasn’t Ed.

August 18, 1995

On an off-day, Gordon brought his daughter around, introducing her to everyone. When he got to me, he walked on by and continued with the introductions to the others.

Later, while I was standing by the printer waiting for some reports to come out, Gordon and his daughter walked right past me and neither said a word.

September 12, 1995

Today, I called Jill again. She told me there have been no cost-of-living or merit salary increases given since I left, both of which used to be routinely handed out. One new hire who was promised an increase after a few months quit after not getting one. They’re on the verge of losing another big client, they’re being sued by another former client, and as a result, she’s growing concerned when she’ll have to start looking for another job. One of the managers in the office next to her has had nothing to do for several months.

I also had to laugh when she told me that their mainframe, once the backbone of their IT operations, had a power outage a few months ago and “crashed big time.” It hasn’t been up since and yet she suspected they were still making maintenance payments on it.

September 13, 1995

This afternoon, one of my colleagues showed me a memorandum from the head of the research department to Gordon asking for a junior programmer. There was a definite implication that Gordon wanted me to see it. And apply. In other words, get out of his hair so he doesn’t have to deal with me.

September 15, 1995

Same old stuff with Gordon this morning. He stopped to talk to Ed, and as soon as Ed started saying, “Curtis did this stuff this morning,” Gordon walked away. He went on to talk to Paul and the others, then went back to his office.

October 4, 1995

This morning, Gordon came down the line, “Good morning, Ed, Curtis, Paul . . . there are some PCs down on the sixth floor that need to be moved.” He clearly only mentioned my name because he wanted me to do something for him.

October 10, 1995

Today, Ed told me that Gordon openly gave Aimee credit for something Ed had done. He also said that Gordon has been spending long periods of time on the floor talking to female callers and spent 10 minutes making inappropriate jokes to someone wearing a vibrating pager.

October 11, 1995

Today, Jill called me. Since we last talked, two people quit, one had been laid off and three more, including her, had been put on reduced time. She is now openly looking for another job, sending out one resume a day. The big client she mentioned during our last conversation is even closer to being lost, and if it happens, there will be more job cuts. And the lawsuit is still ongoing. “The foundation’s crumbling,” she said. Not surprisingly, the owner has been acting increasingly weird of late, even falling asleep at a meeting with a client. “He’s lost control . . . he’s just nuts,” she said.

Things came to a head when he walked into Dave’s office recently. After he told Dave to stop working on a report for one client and work on something for another client, Dave threw all the stuff off his desk, flung a binder that just missed hitting Ron in the head and used the F-word. In the nearly six years I had worked closely with Dave, he had always been calm and collected and never once even came close to losing his temper. In fact, there was one occasion in which I saw a note on his desk as a reminder to apologize to a typist for having been “short” with her. The fact that Dave, of all people, was pushed to that point was a strong indicator as to how badly the foundation is indeed crumbling.

October 17, 1995

I spent the entire day being trained on an AS/400 software package. I felt lucky to avoid dain bramage. If I had to work with that stuff all day as part of my job, I’d quit.

November 3, 1995

Things seem to be turning around as this marked the third straight day Gordon acknowledged my presence. What’s going on? I wondered.

November 6, 1995

Back to normal with Gordon. He came by in the morning, talked to Ed, said good morning to Paul, then walked away.

November 17, 1995

Today was moving day as our entire department was moved out of our small office to our new temporary home in the southeast corner of the building until our new area is ready. The network connections weren’t available until 3:00 and the phone lines still hadn’t been moved when I left for the day.

December 5, 1995

Today, I called Jill. She told me she had recently gone for an interview with one of their big clients. Everything went really well, she said, but her prospective new employer asked to speak to the owner, who told him “she’s over-reacting” regarding being put on reduced time. Which was likely why she didn’t get the job. “You son of a bitch!” was her reaction. This is someone who has been with the firm for many years, never had anything negative to say about them and, unlike in my case, wasn’t leaving over any argument or dispute, only because her hours were being reduced. That’s the thanks she got for many years of dedicated, loyal service long before I got there. No wonder I wanted out of that place.

Beyond that, she said it was still a “floundering ship with no control” and that the owner had mortgaged his house against the business. But she was “over-reacting.”

January 2, 1996

This morning, Gordon came around handing out a Code of Business Ethics form to everyone and asking for it to be signed and returned to him. This marked two consecutive work days that he actually spoke to me.

January 3, 1996

Today, Ed told me that Gordon is making $75,000/year. That’s $75,000 too much, if you ask me.

In the afternoon, Paul was showing off some complicated report for one of the big bosses to Gordon and Jeffrey. I lost count of how many times the name “Curtis” came up in the conversation as Paul was speaking glowingly of the work I had done on the project. That must have stuck in Gordon’s throat. No doubt he must have had to throw up after all that.

January 8, 1996

Gordon actually spoke to me today, asking about an estimate for a project. He was unusually pleasant as well. I felt like asking him if he was feeling OK.

January 9, 1996

This morning, Paul and Ed each had their performance reviews with Gordon. Everything was positive in both cases and each of them was told, “You can expect a significant increase in pay.” My name came up during both reviews and Gordon didn’t choke on that awful word, “Curtis.”

January 11, 1996

This morning, Gordon called me into his office to ask me to do a couple of things for the research department in the next couple of months. Again, he was pleasant and also mentioned a pending review for me. “Everything should go smoothly,” he said. What happened to him? I wondered. Is this the same guy who I once couldn’t even be quoted in the presence of?

January 12, 1996

Another moving day. This time, we got moved over to the northwest corner of the building, where we settled into our new desks separated by dark green partitions. Behind us was a panoramic view, looking out to the west end of the city.

January 18, 1996

Today, Ed told me that when he was leaving last night, Gordon and Aimee were also both heading out at the same time. Gordon offered Aimee, who lives downtown, a ride home, but not Ed, who lives near Gordon’s house. “You jerk!” he said to himself.

January 22, 1996

This morning, while I was talking to Paul, Gordon interrupted and began talking to Paul as if I wasn’t there. Back to normal with Gordon.

January 30, 1996

This afternoon, I had my performance review with Gordon, something I was not looking forward to at all. Interestingly, before we started, Gordon wanted Aimee to be part of it so she could “have more communication between me and her.” The same Aimee, the pretty, young programmer who he had been unabashedly ogling and fawning over ever since the two of them started. I balked. “This is between you and me,” I said. “We need to have it out.”

After this, he asked for a brief job description and I told him what I had been doing there. “I’m quite pleased. I stuck my neck out, I listened to Jeffrey, and I’m glad that I did. You are a very valuable resource here,” he said, mentioning something I had fixed for one of the senior managers that their external consultants had been “screwing around with for several months.” He went on to say he would be recommending a salary increase.

Then I started with my stuff. “You have clearly marked me for special treatment,” I said, quoting specific incidents, including one from August. I told him Ed had turned away, showing disinterest, yet he got an introduction that I didn’t.

“It must not have been anyone that I thought was important for you to meet,” he said.

“It was your daughter,” I replied.

I also mentioned his aloofness. “There may as well be a moat around your office . . . most unlike anyone else here.”

“I’m floored. You’ve certainly given me a lot to think about. It has certainly not been intentional.”

I also made to mention how insecure I had been feeling as a result of this treatment and, accordingly, I hadn’t purchased a monthly bus pass since July.

He apologized several times, and I left with a positive feeling, but I’ll still adopt a wait and see approach.

March 27, 1996

At the monthly staff meeting, I was recognized as an employee of the month for the work on a recent calling campaign, automating things to the point that it was entirely paperless. Everyone applauded, and I was kind of embarrassed by it all. My prize was a $60 gift certificate for the Velvet Glove.

April 16, 1996

Today, I called Jill. She said they’re about to lose another big client and two senior managers are leaving. Her feeling is that the firm will be finished within a year. For good measure, the mainframe was hauled away by a scrap metal outfit.

April 26, 1996

Today, Ed gave his notice after getting an offer from a consulting house. I was happy for him, of course, but like Yan, I’ll be sorry to see him go. We got along really well.

May 17, 1996

Today, I finished a five-day course on SQL Server. There were eight people there, two of whom were from Investors Group and had little experience with SQL Server despite that being a prerequisite of the course. They really grated on my nerves all week long with all the stupid questions they were asking. On the second day, one of them spent one and a half hours on an exercise I finished in 10 minutes. Overall, I was disappointed at the amount of new material. It definitely wasn’t worth a full week. The material could have been covered in two or three days if everyone had properly met the course prerequisites.

June 10, 1996

Back to normal with Gordon. Ed had previously been looking at an evaluation copy of a software metering application. The company called Gordon, who referred to them to me. I found out from the company that Gordon assigned me the task, yet he hadn’t said a word to me about it, nor had he told me where the application was installed.

July 5, 1996

Today, I called Jill. During our brief conversation, she said five more people had left since we last talked.

July 10, 1996

At our monthly departmental meeting, Gordon actually gave me some public recognition for an Access application I had written, although he never looked at me once during what had to have been an ordeal for him. I suspected he might have nightmares for a month over this.

September 6, 1996

Today, I called Jill again. She said another major client was looking to jump ship. There had been a rumor circulating about the firm being bought out by some company out of Toronto, but that all fizzled out. “He’s determined to run the company into the ground,” she said of the owner.

My replacement has since gone off to San Francisco with his wife and there’s someone new in that position now. She said Wayne is still there and “always looking off into space.” Every project he had been been given had been reassigned to someone else for completion, yet he has the most powerful computer in the building.

Interestingly, the owner’s daughter applied for a higher position, but he gave it to someone else. Instead of telling her himself, he left that task for the personnel manager. A real touch of class.

November 22, 1996

Today, we had a meeting with Gordon, who announced his departure effective a week from today. “Due to corporate restructuring, I will no longer be your department head. There are no positions that would be suitable, so I will be moving on.”

This came as a result of the vertical integration announced by the corporate head office in which they would be taking direct control of each individual department rather than letting individual offices operate more autonomously.

Paul was visibly shaken by this development. I wasn’t sure what to think.

November 29, 1996

Today was Gordon’s last day. On his way out, he stopped at my desk, shook my hand and said, “It’s been a pleasure.” Sure it has.

December 3, 1996

I began sensing some serious trouble ahead with Wanda, our temporary IT manager who had come in from Chicago. She’s much too “in your face,” expects answers immediately and too hands-on. Forget about the next regime, I might have trouble surviving this one. As a result, I fired off three resumes today.

December 5, 1996

More of the same. I’ve never felt so insecure since I’ve been here. There’s a dark cloud forming over the entire department.

December 13, 1996

Today, I had an interview at the University of Winnipeg. I had hesitated about applying for the job on account of the low salary, though it’s a lot more than zero, which is what I could be getting if I don’t find something else soon. I appeared to be well qualified, and the interviewer seemed impressed that I wore so many hats.

December 17, 1996

Today, I called Jill again. She said several more people had left, and they lost three more clients, with another major loss looming on the horizon.

December 18, 1996

After getting a call yesterday evening from the U of W offering me the job, I went there today to pick up the acceptance letter and benefits brochure. I didn’t even have to sign anything. Upon my return, I gave my notice at the call center. “I’m disappointed, but I understand,” Wanda said. “You’re very good at what you do. I’ve heard many good things about you. Call me in Chicago if you change your mind.” I won’t.

December 19, 1996

Before leaving for Newfoundland for the holidays, the senior VP of operations came over to say goodbye to me. “I’ve learned a lot from you,” he said about the times I had spent in his office teaching him things about Access.

December 30, 1996

Today was my last day at the call center. A small group came up late in the afternoon and gave me a card, a Snoopy T-shirt and a calendar. Afterward, I went down to say goodbye to some more people and Jeffrey called me from Toronto. Despite how rocky the past two years had been there, it was tough to leave, and it hit me harder later in the day after I returned home.
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January 13, 1997

Today was my first day at the U of W. It began with a one-hour orientation, where I signed a bunch of forms, then I went over to meet my new colleagues. It was a group that genuinely fit that of an ultra-liberal artsy-fartsy educational institution. I wore a dress shirt with a sweater and dress pants and I was way out of place with the casual dress code. It looked to be a real low-budget environment, which explained the lower salary, though on a positive note, they seemed really pleased to be getting someone with my skills and experience. “You’ll fit in really well here,” one of them said.

January 14, 1997

Today, I was moved to a new desk out in the open with a radio playing nearby, which is making me miserable. The only real benefits as compared to my last job are more security and better hours, combined with the bus stop being so close by.

My heart was warmed by an email from Paul. He said one of their applications became corrupt and no one knew what to do. The accountants were frustrated as the phone bill work I had done needed tending to, but once again, there was no one there with the time or the skill to handle it.

January 21, 1997

Today, I called Jill. She was shocked to hear that I had a new job, but there wasn’t much new going on there.

I got an email from someone at the call center telling me they can’t print from the attendance application I had worked on. I referred the sender to Wanda, offering help for a to-be-negotiated consulting fee.

January 23, 1997

Today, I had a brief, but bone-chilling phone conversation with Paul. He finally had his meeting with Wanda, who told him his job was being eliminated this Friday, despite no provisions behind made for who would take over what he was doing. “Gordon did you a disservice by paying you that much,” she said. Fortunately, he’s on the short list for an account executive job. I sure got out of there in the nick of time.

January 30, 1997

Today, I called Paul again, and he told me he got the account executive job, so he’s still there, albeit in a different capacity. We discussed an email he had sent to me asking for help on a report, which I foresaw as a problem when they needed to make changes to it. I wrote back later, stating, “My services to them are fee-based. I suggest you take this up with the powers that be of the moment.”

February 11, 1997

I’m coming to the unfortunate realization that U of W job is not working out. The buck doesn’t stop anywhere, the work environment is too noisy and I’m being thrown to the wolves. And now, I’m expected to step in as a receptionist, where I was yelled at on the phone today. This isn’t what I signed up for.

February 21, 1997

More of the same. Coming into work is becoming a real chore.

Interestingly, while waiting for the bus on the way home, I spotted a bearded man approaching from a distance. I didn’t think much of it at first, but as he got closer, I recognized him as my former boss at the actuarial firm. I think he saw me and he had a smile on his face, but as he inched closer toward me, he quickly moved away. When his bus came, he never moved faster in his life to get on it.

February 25, 1997

Today, I called Norma, one of my old colleagues at the call center. She has been screaming at people inquiring about what they’re going to do to replace me, yet there’s been no action and though she needs reports done, there’s no one who can help her. They tried a consultant, and he was able to make small changes, but they’re still literally cutting and pasting with scissors and tape to get their reports out. She also said I should expect a call from their senior VP in an official capacity.
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