Whoever said, "If you need something done, assign it to the guy who already has too much to do" must have worked for a major corporation. (In fact, he did -- but that's another story.) I was slammed. My entire department was slammed. We had a client deliverable deadline for noon on Friday, it was already Wednesday, and my two best and most senior designers are both out with flu. I'm already directly responsible for three projects, but the first of those isn't due for another two weeks so I was scrambling to finish the design that Bill and Frank were working on in time for Friday's roll-out.

The intercom on my desk sounded off with the annoying chime that IT had programmed into it and wouldn't allow me to change because of some nonsense about maintaining corporate standards. The display told me it was my assistant, Melissa. "Yeah, Mel ... whazzup?"

“HR wants to talk to you. Darlene says it’s important.”

Darlene is the head of our HR department. It’s not much of a department, in reality: Darlene, one HR Specialist (whatever that is), and a secretary with a very progressive title that nobody could remember. “Important” with Darlene is always a one-way street. If it’s something Darlene cares about, it’s important. If it’s not something putting up bright blips on her radar, it’s not important. “Tell her I’m over my head with Bill and Frank out. I’ll call her on Monday.”

Less than half a minute later Melissa was back on the horn. “She says it can’t wait until Monday. She promises she’ll only take two minutes.”

Nothing involving Darlene and HR only takes two minutes, but the sooner I started the sooner it could end, so I told Melissa to put the call through. Apparently Darlene had forgotten that IT had recently upgraded the internal phone system so our phones now had cameras. Internal calls were now video calls. Except for mine—I had read the user manual (which I had to download at home, because IT didn’t want to let me see it), and I had disabled the camera in my phone. But Darlene’s camera was on, so I could see that she was filing her fingernals while talking to me on speakerphone.

“Darlene, I’m down two key guys and I have a presentation to finish for noon on Friday. What’s so important that it can’t wait until Monday?”

“I’m soooo sorry to bother you like this,” she said in her HR-approved, FDA-inspected and certified Grade A syrupy voice, “but I need to discuss the revisions to your department’s job descriptions.”

“The ones you requested two weeks ago, that you said you needed in two months? That leaves me six weeks. I haven’t started thinking about them yet.”

“I was afraid of that,” she cooed. “I just realized that I’m going to be on vacation that week and the week before, so I’d really like to get them on my desk a week or so before I leave so I can be thinking about them while I’m away. Could you be a star and get them to me by, say, the end of next week?”

Everyone knew she was going to Cancun with her latest main squeeze. She didn’t just realize this—the trip had been planned months ago.

“So you’re asking me to take something that as of five minutes ago I had six weeks to complete, and complete it in one week?”

“Well, I guess you could look at it that way, yes.”

“Since you phrased your request as a question, I have a simple answer: No.” I pressed disconnect and ended the call. I knew it would take her until at least Monday to decide how to convince the boss I was the bad guy in this, and that would give me enough time to wrap up my presentation for Friday.
