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2008

“Kristen’s down again,” Winston said as he poked his head into my office doorway.

“Excuse me?” I replied, distracted by the paperwork on my desk.

“Kristen...she’s on the floor.

Crap! Not again! She was really a piece of work. I’m pretty sure I rolled my eyes, a reaction I had been trying to control lately so I would not seem insensitive to my colleagues. But I had two vacancies to fill and Kristen was up to her old antics. Winston was kind enough to look past my ocular impulse, as any good assistant manager would do.

“She didn’t hit anything on the way down, did she?” I asked, already knowing the answer. I was pretty sure that it would not make any difference to her level of cognitive function if she had hit her head. However, I did not want a Workers’ Compensation claim to deal with. I knew the drill as well as Winston and mentally went over the steps and requisite dialog in my head.

“No, but the crew is wondering if they should begin the pull,” Winston replied.

The pull was almost ceremonial. We spent days getting ready, pitching mail, memos, product samples and anything else destined for one of our stores. We were always eager to start. Starting meant the proverbial door was shut and nothing else would be allowed in. Starting was the beginning of the end. We were relieved when the last bin was emptied of its burden, stuffed into an envelope, and sealed. Then again, we knew we would start all over again as soon as we were finished. The mail never stopped.

I resigned myself to dealing with this for the fourth time in a month and I had yet to finish my first cup of coffee. I suggested, “Let’s clear the poor woman out first so no one has to step over her head to get down the aisle.”

Winston and I walked over to the mail sorting area where there were rows and rows of five-inch-high bins, stacked nine high, one for each store we operated. The count was over 3,000 and growing. To most people who first saw them, the rows of bins were a daunting and intimidating sight. To us, they meant job security. My dad once told me that if you ever wanted job security, do the job no one else wants to do and excel at it. He was absolutely correct. I suspected no one at this company wanted my job, not even the people who reported to me. But being the manager of Mail and Printing Services meant having to deal with the Kristen’s of the world and if I wanted to pass the torch at some point in time, I didn’t think I would find any takers. 

Winston and I rounded the corner to find Jerry, Kristen’s supervisor, standing over her with his arms folded. Jerry’s head leaned lazily on the side panel between the first and second row of bins. I would like to have thought he was guarding Kristen so no one would accidently kick her in the head, but Jerry did not move as Winston and I approached. He just stared into the fluorescent lights above and sighed heavily. His body language spoke volumes, but I understood his frustration.

As I approached, stepping to the same spot as I did last week, and the week before and the week before, I said loud enough for everyone to hear, “Do you think we need to call 9-1-1?”

On queue, and most likely not realizing her part in this weekly performance that had become routine, Kristen began to stir.

“Kristen,” I said, gently tapping her on the shoulder. Thank goodness I wore pants today! Bending over in a skirt would have been humiliating. “Kristen, are you okay?” Waiting... waiting... and, Action!

Kristen replied in a groggy a voice that I’m sure she felt was appropriate under the circumstances, “What...what happened? Did I faint?”

I don’t know if you could really call it that. Technically, fainting is viewed as a state of temporary unconsciousness brought on by a spontaneous physiological or environmental condition. In her case, I doubted there was even a brief loss of consciousness. But just in case, and for the sake of our attorney, let’s assume she did.

“It seems so. Are you hurt? Did you hit anything?” I asked. Please, please, please say no so I don’t have to spend the next two hours filling out Workers’ Comp forms. That may just suck the life out of me.

Kristen rubbed her forehead and replied, “I don’t think so. I...I felt dizzy. Next thing I know, here you are. I must have fainted.”

“Yes, that’s probably what happened,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic. “Do you need me to call 9-1-1?”

I could see my other employees watching the charade and growing angrier by the minute. With Kristen out of the mix, her workload would be spread across those who remained. Under normal circumstances, my employees would move mountains for each other. They could pull a rabbit out of a hat better than any group of employees I had ever worked with. But with Kristen, quid pro quo was not part of her formula. Without fail, Kristen would have one of her fainting spells on the heaviest work day of the week...the pull day. And afterwards, she would pretend to make an effort to persevere and appear so pathetic doing so that she would be sent home.

In reality, sending Kristen home was more of a strategic move on my part than anything else. On the one hand, if I let her remain on the floor, she would simply be a distraction to everyone else. On the other hand, there was sick leave to be used and until it was gone, there was nothing I could do to rein her in. Our personnel policy dictated that discipline was only allowed once earned time off had been exhausted. I had no proof that Kristen was not prone to fainting spells or that there was some other medical reason why she could miraculously complete the tasks in her job description on every day of the week except for Wednesday. The fact that this was the most strenuous day of the week must be a coincidence. Was it logical for me to question the fact that at 10:30a.m., for four consecutive weeks, Kristen ended up on the floor just as we were about to pull the mail out of the bins? Maybe, but I had to give her the benefit of doubt. No wonder my predecessor jumped ship.

“Listen, Kristen,” I suggested, “maybe you should see a doctor about this. I mean, it doesn’t seem normal to be fainting all the time. I really don’t want you to hurt yourself. What do you think?”

Kristen was up on her feet by now, still holding on to her forehead for good effect. “No, really...I’m fine. I just need to sit down for a few minutes.”

We both knew she was fine, but this could not continue...not on my watch.

Fed up, I replied, “No. I really cannot allow you to work while you are in this condition. I insist you see a doctor and get to the bottom of this.” I wondered if I could insist on medical intervention. I would have to review the policy handbook to see if that was okay before I got sued. Regardless, after four incidents, I thought it was time for medical intervention. In reality, I was trying to protect the company and Kristen by not allowing her to work. Yes, that seemed reasonable...and might actually be supported by any one of the attorneys in Employee Relations. So, I ran with it.

“What do you mean?” she asked with a bewildered look on her face.

Jerry and Winston watched the scene unfold. They knew the situation had to be handled a certain way and neither of them wanted to take on the task. An unknown ailment simply unnerved them and even though they had been through this before, the effort and skill needed to persevere was something they preferred to defer to me. After all, I was the “Mopay.” The first time Jerry called me a Mopay, I gave him a look that silently asked for some assurance that I wasn’t being disrespected because I clearly had no idea what he was talking about. Jerry told me that I was the person who got “mo pay,” so that was why some things simply fell into my lap. This was one of those things. Although it was true that I was paid more, in reality, this was new territory for me. I had dealt with a number of characters in my previous job, but nothing on the level of some of the employees in this new position.

I learned a long time ago that if you make a suggestion with enough conviction, it sounded correct, even if you weren’t quite sure whether it was. So, I said forcefully, “I mean that if I allow you to work under what seem to be detrimental conditions for you, you might really hurt yourself and I would hate to see that happen. Please, for your own sake, see a doctor and find out why this keeps happening.”

“You mean I should go? Like now?” Kristen questioned. She started half her sentences with the word “like.” I felt as if she picked up the habit from the Valley Girls of the 1980’s.  

“Yes, like now. Punch out and I’ll mark you down as sick.”

A slight smile broke through on Kristen’s face that was not lost on her co-workers. The cogs in her head seemed to be in overdrive trying to make the most of the situation. “Well, maybe you’re right. But I’m not sure how soon I’ll be able to get in to see the doctor.”

Of course she wouldn’t be able to get in right away. She could potentially milk this for all it was worth. “Oh, by all means, take all the time you need. We just want to make sure you are physically ready to do this kind of work. When the doctor thinks you are ready to come back, just let me know.”

“Oh,” she said, all choked up. “Well, I’ll call you when I know something. How much sick time do I have?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that, Kristen. If you run out, I’ll just use your vacation days to make up the difference.” Of course, what I didn’t say is that when the vacation days ran out, down the disciplinary path we would go. It would not be pleasant, but at least it would mean the beginning of the end. If Kristen had sought medical attention the first time this happened, perhaps we would not be debating the legitimacy of her mysterious illness. 

Kristen furrowed her brow and asked, “Well...how much vacation time do I have?”

I had to remind myself not to blow a gasket. There was a slight chance she was not trying to game the system, so I reminded myself to take the high road.

“Well, off the top of my head, I’m not sure. But if it looks as if this will take more than a few days, we can talk about it over the phone. The important thing is that you get better, don’t you think, Kristen?”

What could Kristen say? She was on a slippery slope and as sneaky as Kristen thought she was, assuming her ailment was being faked, she was no match for me. I had seen it all before. Well, maybe not all of it, but enough to know when I was probably being played for a fool. There would be no objections on her part. The fact that I had asked for a medical assessment just upped the ante. She was now in over her head with no way out. She either had to come up with a diagnosis or be called on the carpet for attendance.

“Oh, okay. I’ll call my doctor as soon as I get home.”

“Are you okay to drive?”

“Yes, I think so.”

As Kristen moved away from the bins, her co-workers began their work. I walked her to the hallway and said, “Kristen, I hope you feel better soon. Please make sure you get a doctor’s authorization to return to work before coming back. Something you are doing doesn’t agree with you, so we need to make sure it’s safe for you to return.”

Kristen’s eyes darted back and forth as she thought about how to respond. Finally, she said, “Okay. But what if, like, the doctor doesn’t find anything wrong?”

Chances were very high that the doctor was not going to find anything wrong. The problem was very likely in her head. But just in case, we should ask the question. I replied, “Then they should have no problem releasing you back to work. That would be a good thing, don’t you think?”

Kristen smiled weakly. “Yes, you’re right. I’ll call you as soon as I know something.”

“That would be great and be careful driving home.”

“Okay. Bye,” Kristen replied as she turned and feebly walked down the hallway and exited through the employee entrance.

I returned to find Winston and Jerry sitting in my office. Before I could get through the door, Jerry said, “She’s gotta go.”

I sat down and took a deep breath. Jerry was right. Kristen was a drag on morale and the longer I let her antics go on, the more the rest of the employees would wonder whether there were any repercussions for not doing their job. “Yeah, I know...but you know it’s not that easy. I have to contact Employee Relations and give them a heads-up. We have to do this by the book.”

“The crew is not happy about this,” Jerry added. “Every week? Now come on! How many times does she get to bug out on everyone before we say enough is enough?”

“I’m not exactly thrilled with the fact that I inherited this mess. We all know she’s not cut out for this job. What was Brooke thinking when she hired her?” Brooke was my predecessor and seemed to have very different ideas about who would make a great employee. Upon examination of my staff, it appeared that most of my problem employees had been hired during Brooke’s tenure. I knew Brooke prior to taking this job and I always had a very good impression of her. I was seasoned enough to know that everyone makes bad hiring decisions from time to time, but some of the staff I had inherited were a train wreck waiting to happen. If it were not for Winston, Jerry and Mike, I was not sure I would have the perseverance to correct the situation. They were my rocks and I made sure they knew it.

Winston argued, “Kristen used to be okay. I don’t know what’s gotten into her. Lately, it seems as though she’s letting her personal life get in the way of work. She used to talk to Brooke and Brooke was always able to get her back on track.” I hoped he wasn’t suggesting that I become Kristen’s sounding board. I wasn’t being paid to administer weekly therapy sessions in the lady’s lounge to the Kristen’s of the world.

“I’m the new kid on the block and you’re telling me Kristen has no one to get her back on track. You make it sound as if she needs someone to talk to in order to make it through the day. Should I feel sorry for her? I don’t really know her so what do you recommend?”

Before Winston could answer, he saw something out of the corner of his eye through the office door and exclaimed, “Aw, no...” He stood up and ran out of the office in a flash. Jerry and I followed to see what the problem was.

“Walter,” Winston said, trying to catch up to Walter as he hung up his jacket. “Walter, Walter. What are you doing here man?”

Before Walter could turn around, I suddenly understood what was coming and my stomach just turned. When I had arrived in the morning, Winston came to me right away to say he had sent Walter home. He explained that when Walter clocked in, his head was bleeding pretty badly. Not just a little trickle, but the kind of wound that was hard to look at. Winston asked Walter what had happened and was told he had slipped in the bathtub. Walter said he couldn’t get the bleeding to stop but didn’t want to be late for work.

Winston looked at the wound and could see Walter needed stitches. He told Walter he needed medical attention right away. Walter promised not to bleed on the mail, but Winston insisted someone look at it. Winston even offered to drive him or call an ambulance. Walter declined, but agreed to have his head stitched.

I assumed Walter would be gone for at least the rest of the day. There was no way he could have seen a doctor, gotten stitches, and made it back to work within the last two and a half hours...especially given that Walter did not own a car.

Walter turned and exclaimed, “Aw, it’s nothing. See?” pointing to his forehead. “Good as new.”

Before I could stop myself, I gasped and said, “You didn’t! Walter, did you stitch up your own head?”

Walter took on a pose so everyone could marvel at his handy work and replied, “Yep. Did a pretty darn good job, if I do say so myself.”

“Walter, why didn’t you go to the hospital or Urgent Care? What if it gets infected or something?” Winston asked, clearly uncomfortable with the situation. In fact, he looked a little peeked.

“I cleaned it pretty good. I don’t think it will get infected. Only thing is I wish I had used another color thread. This green doesn’t look the greatest.”

Upon closer inspection, I noticed the olive-green ends poking out of his skin at the corners of the wound, but the rest was so soaked in blood that the color of the thread was hardly noticeable.

Walter could see my concern and added, “Oh, don’t worry. I watched lots of medics stitching up wounds during Desert Storm. It’s no big deal.” No big deal? He actually thought this was no big deal? What would our customers think? What if he dripped blood on the mail? The wound was fresh and the last thing I needed was for someone to get the idea that I had forced Walter to work when he obviously needed some time off, if not for the big gash in his head dripping a biohazard, than for someone to actually examine his head!

Suddenly, Walter looked pale and clammy.

“Walter,” I said, trying to bolster his confidence, “while I admire your ingenuity...and skill, I’m not sure this was a good idea. At the very least, I can see you didn’t use surgical thread. Listen, can you at least do me a favor and have a doctor look at it? Winston will drive you, won’t you Winston? We’ll make sure you did a good job with what looks like some pretty fancy needle work,” I reassured. “It does look great, Walter. Really it does. But we have to be careful with stuff like this. You understand, don’t you?”

Walter considered this for a moment as he reluctantly took a seat on a nearby chair. He had a tendency to want to please me, so I had no doubt he would agree with the plan. He sighed and replied, “Okay.”

“Great! We only want what’s best for you, Walter. As soon as the doctor gives you a clean bill of health, you can come back. Okay?”

“Yeah, sure,” he said reluctantly.

“Winston, you’ll take him to the ER to be checked out?”

“No problem. I’ll let you know what they say,” Winston replied. “Maybe we’ll run into Kristen while we’re there.”

“I doubt it,” I replied. Chances were that Kristen would more likely be found lying on a couch than in an emergency room. Where did we find these people? I mean, most of these employees were great. But some...I wondered how they got through the day?

Winston left with Walter and I got back to the vacancy requisitions on my desk. Up until yesterday, I had one position to fill. After weeks of interviews, I had finally made an offer to a new guy who finally started yesterday. After the first break period was over in the morning, Jerry came into my office looking for the new guy. We waited until noon, but the new guy never came back. It was the shortest tenure I had ever had with an employee. I wondered why he left without at least saying something. But at least I didn’t have to deal with someone who wasn’t right for the job and spend months trying to get rid of him. Now I had two positions to fill and two employees on their way to seek medical attention and it wasn’t even 11:00 a.m.

In the four weeks I had been employed by this company, my days were filled with a steady dose of drama and crisis. At first, I thought that someone might be playing a practical joke on me because the issues seemed so far-fetched that they could not possibly be the normal course of business. After a while, I got into a routine and realized that these were real people with real problems in their lives that often manifested themselves at work. Soon, I found myself immune from the daily barrage of neurosis and personal dilemmas. The situations normalized themselves to the point where nothing seemed out of the ordinary. As far as I was concerned, the day seemed a little bizarre, but still pretty typical.

Winston returned from the hospital just before noon and made a bee-line to my office. 

“How did it go?” I asked.

By now, Winston knew the emergency room personnel by their first names; they practically treated Winston as if he were on the staff. I was pretty sure I would not have gotten the same immediate attention that Winston received every time he brought in one of our employees.

“They took a look at him. The doctor said Walter did a pretty good job considering he hasn’t had any medical training. But just in case they took out Walter’s stitches and replaced them after cleaning the cut.”

“Am I supposed to feel all warm and fuzzy because Walter took sewing lessons from GI Joe?”

Winston chuckled. He knew I was being sarcastic. That’s how I deal with stress. “Relax. I told the doctor what happened and he agreed to a psychiatric consult.” Winston was way ahead of me. He had a knack for understanding not only me, but all the employees in the department. If there was a problem, they usually went to Winston first. They knew he would not judge them and he was always there to help. I couldn’t ask for a better assistant manager.

“Does Walter have a ride home?” I asked.

“I called his mom. She’s on her way over to the hospital. She said she would pick his bike up on the way home.”

“Good. Walter knows he needs to bring a work release when he comes back, right?”

Of course, Winston had relayed this to Walter. Winston had been around these employees long before I had. While he had a lot to learn about management, Winston was the go-to guy around here. “Yep. But that leaves us down two people.”

“Kristen and Walter would have been a distraction anyway. No one’s scheduled off until next week. We should be fine...unless we have another surprise.”

Winston looked out through the glass window in my office. I had a direct view to the work floor and the work floor had a direct view into my office. I felt as if I were in a fish bowl sometimes. Searching the floor, Winston asked, “Did Mike make it in yet?”

“No, not yet. I wouldn’t be surprised if he called in all loopy. I hate root canals.”

“Naw, not Mike. He’ll be here. You just watch,” Winston challenged.

As if on cue, Mike came strolling in through the dock doors with cheeks that looked like a chipmunk.

I couldn’t resist and yelled, “Hey Alvin, whatcha got stashed for the winter in those cheeks?” 

Mike made his way over to my office and replied, “Very funny. You know, I could have milked this for at least two sick days.”

I grinned. Mike supervised the incoming and outgoing mail process. Ever since my first day at this company, time and time again, Mike would prove himself to be invaluable. He knew everything that was going on, even if I didn’t. I wondered how I got so lucky to have such great coworkers?

“Yeah, yeah...we’ve already had enough drama for one day,” I said. “Kristen and Walter are down for the count.”

“Kristen I could see coming. What’s up with Walter?” Mike asked.

Winston got up from his chair and said, “Come on...I’ll fill you in over lunch.” 

Mike complained as he followed Winston, “But I can’t eat. You’re going to torture me with food?”

John came by to see me. As far as bosses went, John was the kind they write case studies about. To describe him as smart would be an understatement. In addition, John’s demeanor was always calm, even in a crisis. John never overreacted or raised his voice; nothing seemed to rattle him. I often wondered what would set him off? I thought if I saw John lose his temper, my first reaction would be to find a fallout shelter somewhere, because the end of the world as we know it would surely be coming.

As he sat down, I wished I had at least made an attempt at consolidating piles of paper on my desk. Then it wouldn’t look so messy. There was a method to my disorganized madness, but wondered if John judged me harshly because my desk was in a constant state of chaos. 

I told John about my morning and said I would forward my written notes by the afternoon. John had taught me early on that copious notes were essential to fighting an unemployment claim or going through a disciplinary procedure. My notes also helped me remember things that were gone from my head as soon as the words hit the keyboard. I had been meaning to have my head examined to find out why I couldn’t remember what happened yesterday, but frankly, I was afraid of what I would find out. Ignorance was truly bliss.

Then John said, “Before I go, I need to talk to you about something.”

Oh crap! I wondered what I had done wrong? As fast as I could, I tried to recall anything that might have happened over the last week that could have landed me in hot water. Then again, considering I couldn’t remember yesterday, what made me think I could remember the last week?

“Our division is trying to examine our core functions and we would like you to go through an exercise with your two departments.”

Immediately, my hackles went up. I took a deep breath as calmly as I could and just waited for the shoe to drop.

John said it out loud. “We’re looking at outsourcing as a viable option for your two units. We go through this exercise periodically. I think the last time we did this was about four years ago with Brooke. Anyway, with the success of outsourcing the cafeteria, senior management thinks there might be an opportunity here. I’m not sure one way or another, so I’d like you to seriously look at this. In fact, our Purchasing Department needs to expand, so either way, you’ll be moving out of this space.”

What was I supposed to say? That this exercise would utterly demoralize my staff or that the prospect of bringing vendors through the department just might send some of my more paranoid employees over the edge? Oh, if only John knew the stories I had heard. Sure, if done right, outsourcing could initially save money. But it never seemed to be the case in the long run. And by the time someone realized things weren’t as rosy as first predicted, it was too late...you were locked into a contract with someone or another. We were running pretty lean. Then again, based on my morning, there probably was room for some of my employees to strive for a slightly higher bar. Then I realized John had said something about moving. Just where were we supposed to move to? I knew of no current space on the entire corporate complex that would be suitable to our operations. 

In an effort to sound like a team player, I replied, “Okay. I can think of at least three companies who do facilities management. I’ll make some phone calls and start putting together a Request for Proposal.” I had hoped I would never have to utter those words or “RFP” for short. Outsourcing, facilities management, RFP or any term remotely close to whatever represented a request for a bid to take over the management of my departments was taboo, but here we were. “What’s the timeline?” I asked.

John looked relieved that I hadn’t blown a gasket. Not that I would. If anything, I had been accused on several occasions of being too calm in a crisis. I think the words used were something along the lines of not showing an adequate sense of urgency towards my customers when they were panicking about this or that. From my point of view, panicking was counter-productive. In my business, I expected my customer to wait, not only until the last minute, but past the last minute. I expected the job to be twice as large as my customer originally anticipated without all the parts needed to complete it. And I expected a timeline that was virtually impossible to meet. It was just the nature of the beast.

“We want you to be thorough on this. Even if it takes all summer. However, the Big Guy would like to know one way or another by this Fall before the fiscal year begins.”

If the Big Guy was part of this little exercise, I knew it had to be serious. John was his go-to guy and I had been told early on that regardless of my personal take on the Big Guy, he was loved dearly by many people. My opinion was that the Big Guy was past his prime and should have retired years ago, but what did I know. I was the new girl on the block and I really didn’t know him very well.

“Fair enough,” I said nodding. I had a million thoughts running through my head. All of a sudden, my routine day just seemed to take a full gainer into the shallow end of the swimming pool.
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Chapter 2
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I did not sleep well that night. The cabernet my husband suggested to relax me only served to raise my blood sugar, which caused me to have to go to the bathroom twice before morning. Diabetes will do that to a person. I knew my limitations and wine did not fit in with the lifestyle I was supposed to lead. No matter how many times I tried, the end result was the same. My endocrinologist would not have been pleased with me.

By 5:30 a.m. I was numb. Paranoia ran rampant through my head. I would survive this, no matter what happened. I had a marketing degree and an MBA. Surely, I could find gainful employment somewhere if my current situation went up in smoke. Then again, I had worked at various jobs in the mail and printing industry for the last twenty years. How transferable would that experience be to another industry? Did it have to be another industry? Hell, yes! In truth, I had grown a bit weary of the chronic non-verbal judgment that was passed on me every time I told someone what I did for a living. The reality was that my job was not very glamorous. Being a manager of mail and printing services was simply not impressive to those who make assumptions about what drives the world of big business. Still, I had options.

But what options did my employees have? Many of them had at least one disability. Would the facility management company who won the contract keep these individuals employed? That was, assuming someone won. Maybe they wouldn’t win. But if they did, then what would happen? Would I be able to suggest who to keep and who to let go? Come to think about it, would they want me so that I could even make my suggestions? Working for the low bidder would most likely mean a significant pay cut. I had no illusion that my counterparts in the mail and printing industry were being paid any more than me. In truth, they were probably paid less if you believed the salary surveys in the trade journals.

I quickly realized how angry this whole situation made me feel. I had only been on the job for four weeks. Why was this happening now? Why go through the process of an RFP when new management had just came on board? Didn’t my company have confidence in my ability to manage? Had I screwed up somewhere along the way?

When I arrived at work, I had an urgent message in my voicemail from Val asking me to call her right away. I dialed her extension.

“Auxiliary Services, this is Val,” she said in an almost automated tone.

“Hey,” I said as cheerfully as I could manage. I didn’t know if my little project from John was common knowledge. Of course, Val would find out eventually; it didn’t take long for the office grapevine to make the rounds.

“Oh, my God! I’m so glad it’s you. Can you believe this? I mean I’ve been through this before but it was always just, you know, an exercise. But this time’s different. I mean, look at what happened in the cafeteria. I never would have thought that would happen and here we are.”

“Good morning to you too,” I calmly stated.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Good morning. I think I might have had too much coffee or something. My mind is going a mile a minute. What am I supposed to tell these guys?”

“What guys? What are you talking about?”

“Oh, my God. You don’t know?”

“Know what? All I know is that I’ve been given a project by John that doesn’t sound like the same project you are talking about. Then again, maybe they are related.”
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