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INTRODUCTION

 

I always wanted to be an agony aunt. There may have been a brief period when I was about nine during which I flirted with the idea of being an air hostess instead, but by the time I was thirteen my ambition was strong and unwavering. I wanted to write a column in a magazine giving out advice to readers.

My favourite reading matter at that age was Jackie, a teen magazine all about Donny Osmond and midi-skirts. The best part was the problem page on which Cathy & Claire meted out straight-talking advice to tortured adolescents. When readers wrote in moaning about their two-timing boyfriends, Cathy & Claire would briskly tell them to stop being doormats.

As I got older I started to show promise as the sort of person that people came to for direction. Soon after I joined the Financial Times twenty years ago, my colleague Dominic Lawson (son of the former chancellor of the exchequer, he went on to edit the Spectator and the Sunday Telegraph) matter-of-factly informed me that I had a ‘lavatory face’.

This did not sound terribly nice, but then Dominic often said things that were not nice. He went on to explain that I, like his mother, had the kind of face someone coming into an office full of strangers would instinctively turn to for directions to the lavatory.

It might not have been much, but it was a start. In fact, not only did I confidently tell people the most direct route to the office loo, but as time went on I started dispensing more complicated advice too.

Eventually, at the beginning of 2006, some thirty-five years after I hatched the plan, it came to pass. My agony column started to appear on Wednesdays in the FT and since then I have handed out advice on bullying bosses, office affairs, sexism, when to wear chinos: big problems, little problems.

In dispensing workplace advice, I’ve joined a crowded market. You might say there are too many peddlers of ‘solutions’ already – with all those executive coaches and trainers and ‘facilitators’. But most of them offer advice based on fashionable theories of management, most of which is daft. My USP is that I have no fashionable theories. I never mention comfort zones, though if I did I would never, ever recommend stepping outside one. In my experience comfort is nice, and hard to achieve. If you have managed to get comfortable, I would strongly recommend that you keep up the good work. In truth I have no theories at all, except that working life can be hard and we must muddle through as best we can.

My only qualification for handing out advice (apart from a desire to do so) is that I have worked in offices for a quarter of a century. I have written and read about the problems of office life for nearly as long (as well as experienced a good few difficulties myself) and I offer a humbug-free service, with all my answers written in a few easy-to-understand words.

A second differentiating feature is that I’m not frightened of the negative. Most agony aunts and other advice providers now refer to problems as ‘dilemmas’; the word sounds less negative and, in this self-improving world, we have to be positive at all costs. By contrast, my problems are called just that – problems – because that is what they are, and because working life is stuffed full with them. The more negative and intractable the problem, the more satisfaction I get from thinking about it and trying to solve it.

The first thing people want to know when I say I’m an agony aunt is whether the problems are real, or whether they have been whisked up by me in an idle moment. The answer is that they are all real. Though that doesn’t mean that they all reach me in the conventional way. Only about half the problems in this book arrived obediently via the problems inbox (problems@ft.com, in case you have something you’d like to submit); the rest had to be winkled out.

When I first put an invitation in the FT soliciting for agony, I received a great many responses – which was good. What was less good was that some readers did not understand quite what sort of problem I was after.

One man wrote asking if I could help him with off-street parking in the Essex village where he lives. The answer to this was no, I could not. Another person sent in a question about why the FT charges for access to a lot of FT.com material. I can answer this, although I do not consider it a problem as such. The reason is that the FT is a business, and therefore it is trying to make money.

In addition to these there were some pukka problems that were just what I was after. In that very first crop there was a man jaded from his job as a City lawyer and wedded to a (dotty, in my view) search for more meaningful work. There was a woman whose colleague had been convicted of downloading child porn and who, on his release from prison, had tried to get in touch with her again.

Though the problems that I’m sent are plentiful, there is a snag. They don’t cover the waterfront. There is no shortage of emails from people with troublesome bosses or colleagues or from middle-aged professionals finding out that working life is not quite what they hoped it would be. But nothing from bosses. I’m never sent problems about the hard things senior managers have to do: firing people or promoting them or motivating them. This is sad, though not surprising. It isn’t that bosses don’t have problems: obviously they do. It is that unless they are slightly odd, bosses simply don’t write to newspaper agony aunts begging for advice.

So I have had to be what is popularly called ‘proactive’ in flushing out problems. Every time I meet anyone I start probing. I ask managers what is troubling them most at the moment (apart from the fact that a middle-aged woman with a glint in her eye is asking prying questions). If they tell me something that sounds interesting I write it up.

This has got me into difficulties in the past. I should apologise to the person who told me that his boss hit him. He seemed pleased when I said I was going to use his story as a problem, indeed he had told everyone in his office to look out for it. He was less pleased when he read the answer, in which I suggested that his male boss might fancy him. It seems I was wide of the mark – or perhaps I was painfully close to the truth. Either way, it went down badly, and I apologise sincerely for any embarrassment caused.

From the beginning I knew that I was going to need some help in answering the problems. Even great agony aunts sometimes give out duff advice, so it is a good idea to have some back-up. Cathy & Claire themselves were not infallible: my thirteen-year-old mind baulked at the idea that a girl worried about her kissing skills should start to practise by kissing the back of her own hand.

To avoid such pitfalls I invited FT readers to submit their own answers to problems and promised to print the best. I had no idea what sort of response I would get. I was hoping to hear from people who had had similar experiences to the problems in question, which I did, sometimes in large numbers. When I printed a problem from someone who was concerned that a friendship with a female colleague was getting dangerous, the response was an emotional outpouring of angst and intimacy revealing a whole new side to FT readers. It seemed that getting into hot water with female colleagues was the most common thing in the world, and the unanimous advice they offered was DON’T.

Even more surprising are the number of readers who turn out to be closet agony aunts themselves. While bosses might not like admitting to their own problems, they certainly like pronouncing on other people’s.

From the start I decided it would be better not to put names on the readers’ replies. This is partly because I have often had to be brutal in cutting over-long responses, whose authors might prefer to disown the butchered version, but mainly because people who are tempted to tell the world what they’ve learnt from their disastrous office affairs and humiliating sackings appreciate a little anonymity.

Instead I identify people only by sex, age and profession. Some readers have complained that this makes them feel like lab rats, but that is precisely why I like the system. It makes it sound scientific, which it isn’t really – though it does test one’s prejudices. What I like most is receiving crusty, no-nonsense advice and find it is written not by a retired male director of sixty-five but by a twenty-five-year-old woman in PR.

So after a year and a half on the job, have I found that being an agony aunt lives up to my dream? Yes and no. The problems (now that I know how to procure them) have been juicier and altogether more varied than I had expected. A month or two after the column started, one senior colleague solemnly took me to one side to say that it might be OK so far, but I wouldn’t be able to sustain it as I’d soon run out of problems. Once I had done bullying and sacking and office affairs, there wouldn’t be anything left.

He was quite wrong. It seems to me that the supply of problems is close to endless. That is because, in addition to predictable ones, there are lots of unpredictable one-offs: the PR man who is certain that the cleaner has nicked his trainers, but has no proof; the man who has got into a terrible tangle with his PA over her plans for cosmetic surgery. These problems are my favourites: quaint and unexpected as well as being morally interesting. Each, in its small way, pitches what is pragmatic and sensible against what is right or kind. They test one’s humanity.

However, slowly I am beginning to wonder about the supremacy of my replies. As I sit down to draft my know-all answers I usually feel an agreeable glow of confidence that my solution is the right one. Yet when I read through the readers’ replies I can’t help noticing that each one seems equally sure of the wisdom of their own advice, most of which is quite different from mine, and from each other’s.

One might have thought that thriving in business means behaving in certain predictable ways. This book shows the opposite to be true. Most of my correspondents have been quite – or even very – successful, yet there are few common denominators in their behaviour, ambitions or world views at all.

You might say this defeats the purpose of having a column like mine: if there are no right answers, what is the point of producing any answers at all? And faced with so many wildly conflicting opinions, the person seeking advice surely will not emerge as a satisfied customer but will simply have their original problem compounded by a splitting headache.

Actually there are right answers, but they depend on the personality of the person asking. Conflicting advice can be helpful in making people know their own mind: reading something you don’t agree with can be even more helpful than reading something you do. Indeed, when I come across advice from readers that is diametrically opposed to my own, it usually makes me even more devoted to my view than I was beforehand.

Finally, a word on my classification system. First, I have sorted the problems according to subject matter. This was quite easy, though I have taken a few liberties, squeezing problems into categories where they don’t quite fit. The man who has panic attacks before speeches doesn’t really belong in ‘Office Life’, but there was nowhere better to put him, and I didn’t want to leave him out.

I have also graded the problems against two scores: angst and difficulty. By ‘angst’ I mean how horrible the problem makes its owner feel. By ‘difficulty’ I mean how hard the problem is to solve. Mostly the two go together. When a young woman on Wall Street asks, ‘Do I dare to take a lunch break?’ the problem is fairly low in angst, and also low in difficulty. The answer, in my view, is no. By contrast, the woman who has to share an office with the man she has had an affair with, scores up to the maximum on both angst and difficulty. Hers is a miserable situation, and there is no easy solution to it as far as I can see.

However, some problems score high on one measure and low on another. The boss who has an employee with BO is probably suffering from fairly low angst levels, even if the smell is truly rancid. Yet the difficulty rating is high: telling someone they stink is one of the least enviable tasks a manager might have to undertake.

Reading through the problems in this book, I think I come over as unsentimental to a fault. Work is a way of earning money, and a good enough job is the best that most of us will ever get. To the people who agonise about following their dreams, I caution that reality is a better bet than dreams, and you get more money for it too.

Which brings me back to the beginning. How come I am following my dream in becoming an agony aunt when I nearly always advise other people not to follow theirs? Partly it is because my dream is an addition to what I do already: I have not given up the day job. But it is also because of the agony aunt’s greatest secret: you can spend all day telling people to be wise, good, sensible and hard working, while at the same time reserving the right to be sometimes unwise, bad, silly and sloppy yourself.


BOSSES


‘How do I persuade my
boss to stop hitting me?’

ANGST [image: image]

DIFFICULTY [image: image]

I love where I work but have an ongoing issue with my boss. Every so often, as a joke and usually for something trivial, he hits me – not with his fist, of course, but with a rolled-up newspaper or a book – and although it’s in jest it strikes me as inappropriate, and occasionally leaves bruises. I wouldn’t want to bring this up in case it escalates into anything more serious, but what can I do? He doesn’t do it to anyone else. I think it is a sign of favouritism. We really do get on well, and I don’t want to spoil that.

Editorial director, male, 30

THE ANSWER

When I was eight I had a piano teacher who used to hit me in jest. He would punch my arm in slow motion, exclaiming, ‘My dear girl!’ It wasn’t painful, but I didn’t like it.

This was partly because I was tiny and he was enormous, but also because there was a suppressed violence to it. I was bad at playing the piano, and the mannered punch felt like a substitute for what he surely wanted to do – to beat me to a pulp for my halting version of ‘Für Elise’. I couldn’t tell him to stop because I was a child, and children didn’t tell off adults in those days.

Your case is different. You are not eight, although your message makes you sound as if you might be. Your boss doesn’t think you are useless, he thinks you are great. If you get on well, you should be able to say, ‘Please don’t do that.’ Given that he sometimes hits you hard (your mention of bruises is a little alarming), you could simply squeal ‘Ow! That hurt!’ Surely that should do the trick.

Your fear that bringing it up could make things ‘escalate into something more serious’ makes me uneasy. What did you have in mind? Surely the worst thing that could happen is that he would think you a wimp, which wouldn’t be the end of the world.

Also odd is your acknowledgement that the whacks are a sign of favouritism, and that you don’t want to spoil that. Favouritism that expresses itself in blows doesn’t sound like something worth preserving.

It’s possible that the blows are a clumsy attempt at flirtation. If that’s the case, you should definitely say something now – if you continue to laugh along, you may find you have a bigger problem on your hands.

DOWN, BOY!

My lively Labrador puppy used to jump up and attack my genitals every time I came home. My solution: I feigned great pain and fell to the floor, making noises of agony. He had his tail between his legs for the rest of the evening and never jumped up again. Next time let your boss know how much it hurts.

Unemployed, male, 49

PREGNANT PAWS

Hit him back, hard. When I was pregnant I hated people putting their hands on my belly, so I’d put my hand on theirs whenever they did. They soon got the message.

Aid worker, female, 30s

LITTLE WONDER

Do you make a habit of turning simple issues into moral dilemmas worthy of Dostoyevsky? No wonder people want to smack you in the head. The next time you see your boss playfully hefting a newspaper or book, look him in the eye and say, ‘Don’t hit me with that. Because I don’t actually like it.’ Then he won’t hit you with it any more.

Director, male, 37

GET IN TRAINING

It’s not only inappropriate. It could be battery, actionable without having to prove damages. But if you really savour this favouritism, I suggest you get some training. Next time, react swiftly, catching his arm before it reaches you. You will then look cool and smart.

Law student, male, 21

SHIELD YOURSELF

Buy a replica of a medieval knight’s shield. Carry the shield around and block his books and papers with it. You will look ridiculous and he will question why you would carry such a silly thing around the office. Respond in a humorous way that you are trying to protect your body from physical harm. He will realise how silly he is for hitting you in jest.

Dreamer, male, 30


‘How do I manage this
young whippersnapper boss?’

ANGST [image: image]

DIFFICULTY [image: image]

I have recently acquired a new boss who is thirty-two. I am twenty years older and consider myself not just more experienced but considerably better educated and more intelligent. I am having great difficulty working for someone so young whom I don’t respect. He has had many hare-brained ideas and to my disgust all my colleagues are kowtowing to him. I fear I may already have alienated him by pointing out that some of his schemes won’t fly. Do you have any advice on how I manage this whippersnapper?

Manager, male, 51

THE ANSWER

Before I tell you what I think of your problem, I should warn you that most FT readers under forty (a few over forty) hold you in contempt. According to their e-mails, you are a ghastly old git in denial that someone better than you is now your boss. Like most of the FT’s older readers, I don’t think you are a ghastly git at all. In fact, I can easily imagine feeling the same way myself.

Having someone twenty years younger as a boss is hard – it is the final confirmation that you are way over the hill, and it is quite reasonable that one should mind about that. In a politically correct office we are expected to be age-blind, but age remains a big part of where we feel we fit into a hierarchy and it is silly to pretend otherwise. What is happening to you will come to us all, and we will all have to learn to put up with it – but that doesn’t make it pleasant.

As for the supposed uselessness of your young boss, I can believe he is less experienced and more ignorant than you. Many of his generation are. However, he may have other qualities that make him a better manager – or he may not. It wouldn’t be the first time a fool got over-promoted.

Still, whether or not he actually deserves the job is beside the point. You have been foolish to offend him, and you must row back sharpish.

As I can’t see you landing a peachy job outside, you can either stick it out gracefully or become a grumpy nuisance. The latter would be silly because it will put your job at risk, and because by obsessing about him you’ll end up bitter and boring – an old git, in fact.

Without kowtowing, you should concentrate on doing your own job well. The passing of time will help, and not just because it will get you nearer to a pension, which I assume is your end game. His schemes may get less hare brained, and you will slowly get used to the shocking sight of his fresh face.

A final point: the word whippersnapper is a favourite of mine. It is deliciously evocative. My advice that I give with lingering regret: avoid.

OLD GIT 1

It seems to me you’re just jealous of his success. I’m young myself and very intelligent, but have already learnt that there will always be someone brighter and younger than me. I can live with that and I’m surprised that you, in your fifties, cannot.

Banker, male, 23

OLD GIT 2

Every word you use screams ‘obnoxious, negative employee with no contribution to offer’. Your company clearly has good reason to promote someone twenty years younger over you. Either you change your attitude and contribute to the success of your team by humbly offering any wisdom your extra twenty years have given you, or get out before you are fired for your shockingly negative attitude.

CIO, male, 40s

AGEIST GIT

Imagine if your boss was someone of a sex, race or religion for whom you found it difficult to work. Substitute ‘whippersnapper’ for your chosen sexist or racist epithet and then imagine how many job interviews you can cram into your sudden abundance of free time.

Banker, male, 43

HELP HIM SUCCEED

You are not a team player, you are difficult to manage and you have a bad attitude. Either give your boss the benefit of the doubt or find a new job.

Manager, female, 27

HELP HIM FAIL

Support all his ideas to the hilt. That way he’ll come a cropper sooner. The more unobtrusively you do it, the better – you won’t be implicated when he finally overreaches, but will be better placed when he goes down.

Academic, female, 40s

MAKE THE BEST OF IT

I am the same age as you and in a similar situation. Our promotion prospects are finished, so we must swallow our pride and defuse our ambition. Tell your boss you’ll be loyal. Work for him in areas where he is weak – he’ll take the credit, but he’ll defend you as he needs you. You can enjoy your life without the stress of managerial bureaucracy.

Banker, male, 52

THE LAST LAUGH

Remember: cunning and treachery vanquish youth and enthusiasm.

Manager, male, 55


‘My new boss thinks
I’m a waste of space’

ANGST [image: image]

DIFFICULTY [image: image]

The chief executive of the company where I work has just been fired. He was my mentor, and under him I have been rapidly promoted to a senior position. The new chief executive is someone I’ve worked with for a long time. He is very political and has his favourites. I’ve had a couple of run-ins with him in the past, and I fear he neither likes me nor rates me. Clearly my job is now very vulnerable – he may want to give it to someone else. My problem is that I don’t want to leave; I like the work and the culture and the money’s good. What can I do to convince him that I’m worth keeping? Doing great work won’t achieve that – I do great work anyway and he has never valued it. I don’t think being smarmy is going to work either. Any ideas?

Manager, male, 37

THE ANSWER

Things are looking irredeemably grim for you. Your new boss will be choosing his new team even as I write this, and chances are you won’t be on it. He neither likes nor rates you and there’s little you can do to change that. Don’t even think of going to see him and telling him how great you are. He’d still think you hopeless, but would put you down as a pain and a bragger too.

Your best hope is that for some political reason he finds getting rid of you is more problematic than keeping you. If so, you’ll have more time to work on him. You are right that working hard is unlikely to impress him: in my experience good work always goes undetected by a boss intent on seeing your flaws.

Smarmy might work better, though it is difficult to bring off. It only succeeds when done in precisely the way that individual likes best. It sounds as if you are the last person to be able to get this right with him.

You say he doesn’t rate or like you, but do you rate or like him? I get the strong impression you don’t. This means that setting out to please him may turn your stomach – and make you wonder if the effort is worth it.

So even if you survive the first cut, you are not going to do well or be happy for as long as he stays chief executive. Maybe you reason that he’ll be fired soon and that you can hang on until then. If that’s your strategy, next time you must obey the fundamental law of political organisations: one mentor is not enough.

All this is probably hypothetical, as I daresay you’ll be out on your ear soon. So start looking for another job today, but don’t do anything hasty. It would be a mistake to jump before you are pushed. The great thing about being pushed is that you tend to get paid handsomely for the privilege.

TALKING CURE

Confront him. Explain your concerns and tell him that you think you are doing great work but feel he doesn’t think you are; is this the case? If he says yes, how can you address it? You should also keep in contact with your old chief executive. He may resurface and want to do the age-old cop-out of surrounding himself with sycophants.
Director, male, 58

WAITING GAME

You are fortunate to have a well-paying job that you enjoy. Perhaps it would be best if you just stay put, get on with your work and see what happens.
Analyst, female, 46

BEEN THERE

I have had a similar problem three times running, while working for that ultimate example of internal politics and the power of patronage – a French bank. My first solution was to follow my mentor to his new position. The second time, when my boss again moved, I negotiated an early change of employment. Finally, I endured the third, new and unsupportive chief executive for several months until successfully negotiating a decent cheque to go home.
Ex-banker, male, 53

YOU’RE DOOMED

The situation has happened to me twice and both times I did not fare well. The first time I was made ‘redundant’ – my new boss’s assistant got my job. The second time I ended up as the ‘quality, safety and environmental manager’ – a non-job if ever there was one.
Manager, male, 49

BROWNED OFF

Exactly which member of the Cabinet is it who is asking?
Coach, male, 54


‘My ageing boss is a
slacker who won’t quit’

ANGST [image: image]

DIFFICULTY [image: image]

I’m a professional in my fifties with a boss who is nearly seventy. Though I want him to retire for my own advancement, that is not the most pressing problem. It is that he has stopped pulling his weight, is coming in late, leaving early and taking too much holiday. This puts an extra burden on the team, but especially on me as the right-hand man. His superiors don’t seem to notice, and to tell them would make me seem disloyal and overly ambitious. He’s in exceptionally good health and could work for several more years. Should I confront my boss or just keep mum?
Banker, male, 52

THE ANSWER

How delightful to find an arriviste underling of fifty-two and a slacking boss of seventy in a thrusting, ageist industry such as investment banking.

Yet maybe this is the future: ten years from now everyone will go on working into their dotage because they won’t be able to afford to retire. And many of them will, like your boss, spend their last decade skiving as there will no longer be any point in working like a maniac – and they will deserve a breather anyway. The trouble, as you have found, is that the tier below will feel put-upon and restive.

As for the specifics of your problem, you ask if you should take your boss aside and tell him he’s coasting. This is such a terrible idea I find it hard to believe you have ever entertained it. How do you think he’d feel on being told off by you? He certainly wouldn’t work harder and would only conclude that, despite your relatively advanced age, you were still a petty little school prefect.

I think you are looking at your problem in the wrong way. You clearly want his job, yet realise you aren’t going to get it any time soon. But actually you already have the job, in that you are doing most of the work. So the real question is not how to get your skiving boss to do his job, but how to get recognition for the bits of it that you are now doing on an unpaid basis.

I suggest you do this in two stages. First, make sure you are doing the extra stuff publicly, willingly and well. Then go and see your boss’s bosses and tell them what’s what. Make sure you sound happy to be doing the work (i.e., no moaning) and also make clear that you respect your boss and are grateful for any advice he continues to hand down from above. Then insist on more money, and possibly a souped-up title.

I am slightly worried by your assumption that you will be promoted when your boss finally does decide to cultivate his roses.

By then you may be getting on a bit too, and possibly someone much younger will be put in over your head. Life can be horrid that way.

YOU’RE NOT THE MAN

You are aged fifty-plus and your boss’s right-hand man? Yet you are still unable to talk to him about his understandable rebalancing of his work life in the twilight of his career? It sounds as if you are not the right person to succeed him and that his superiors have already come to that conclusion. Stand by for a new boss from outside the company.
CEO, male, 50

STARVE HIM OUT

Marginalise him. Have no work waiting for him, do not call him when he’s away and do not keep him up to date. When he’s out of the loop his bosses will start to think he’s going senile. He’ll be ‘retired’ in months. For the next couple of years you’re free. Anything that goes wrong, blame him, and anything that goes well, take full credit. But be careful of that thirty-five-year-old who’s looking at your job.
Trader, male, 35

HE’S USING YOU

I have experienced the same problem. My boss promised me and one other colleague he would lobby hard for our promotions on his retirement. He dumped all of his work on us and coasted to retirement without acting on the promotions. Learn from our mistake. Either confront your boss about pulling his own weight or seek the higher position you desire elsewhere. He is using you and your team and enjoying the free ride.
Manager, male, 40

YIN AND YANG

Like you, I am a ‘chef de cabinet’ with the CEO of a bank who is nearly seventy. He has given the day-to-day business to me and I benefit from his accumulated experience when I need it. I see the relationship as like that between a management and supervisory board. My boss is pleased with a comfortable situation that gives him the satisfaction of still being useful – and so am I.
Banker, male, 50s

YOUR BOSS’S SECRET

Your boss’s age is a red herring. He has found a new love of thirty-something and is having the time of his life with the help of modern pharmaceuticals. Have empathy and patience. One day when you are a senior partner you may find yourself in a similar position. Just keep fit.
Male, retired, 66


‘I think my boss
may be bipolar’

ANGST [image: image]

DIFFICULTY [image: image]

I think my boss may be bipolar. He has two different modes: he’s either charging round, full of energy, making bold decisions or he’s paranoid, negative and bullying. In the ‘up’ moods he’s stimulating, though it’s exhausting trying to keep up. The rest of the time he is paranoid and hostile. I’ve worked for him for two years and though I admire his talent and charisma I find his mood swings increasingly stressful. A couple of weeks ago I tried to broach the matter, but he looked as if he was about to have a coronary, so I shut up. Is there anything I can do? And if not, how can I insulate myself from the worst of his rages?
Investment banker, male, 36

THE ANSWER

You are in very good company. So many readers have sent in messages saying that their boss is as erratic and as bonkers as yours that it makes one wonder if there are any normal, stable, easygoing ones around – especially in investment banking.

There are two reasons why there are so many nutters in these jobs. People who make it to the top of competitive industries are hardly ever well balanced, as well-balanced people tend not to strive so hard. And even if they started off normal, the stress, the glory and the power of doing these jobs can make them demented or lead them to seek further thrills in cocaine (or similar) – which makes them more demented still. As far as your boss goes he may have been born like that, the job may have brought it on, or he might be perfectly OK if only he stopped snorting so much coke.

While it might be interesting in theory to know which of the three was the problem, from your point of view it may not make much difference. That is because there isn’t much you can do. As you discovered, confronting him is pointless and dangerous and utterly not to be recommended. You just about got away with it once: next time, instead of having a coronary, he might chop your head off.

The obvious answer would be to find someone else in the company you could go to for help. The fact that you haven’t done this suggests there isn’t a benign boss above him. You could turn to HR, though to expect an HR lackey to have sway over a master of the universe is not very realistic.

If he is as bad as you say, and particularly if the problem is drugs, he will get fired eventually, though it may take time. In the meantime you have to insulate yourself from his moods. I suggest you constantly tell yourself that he is mad, bad and dangerous to know. Laugh at his ways behind his back with your colleagues. Every time he does something horrendous, think how much you will enjoy retelling it as an anecdote later on. And while you are laughing, keep an eye on the job ads – though bear in mind you may not find your new boss is any better.

PUT HIM IN A BOX

I am battling the same issue. I manage the problem by: (1) just accepting that her poor interpersonal skills mean she will never really understand why her unpredictable moods are a problem for us; and (2) in my head she lives in a ‘box’ and I only allow her out of that box in office hours – this has stopped me stressing about her out of office hours so makes the problem manageable. Interestingly this method was given to me by her boss, who faces the same problem with her!
Banker, male, 30s

GET OUT NOW

I had a boss who was very similar – she ended up driving me into depression. The situation may not get any better and this can have an impact on you.

The lack of rationality that you have to cope with can put enough mental pressure on you that it causes you to question your judgement and eventually you follow the mood swings.

That’s good for no one. Get out as soon as you can.
Manager, female, 40

COKE HEAD

Sounds like a coke problem to me. Bipolar people aren’t paranoid and bullying in their down phases – they’re usually apathetic and totally non-functional. Also be secure in the knowledge that in a couple more years he’ll crash and burn in a blaze of septum-ruptured glory – leaving you, the survivor, to the spoils.
PR, female, 25

HE’S MY BOSS TOO

Do we have the same boss? My tuppence worth from the City trenches: try to keep out of his way, try only to report success and watch the sits-vac ads.
Banker, male, 30s

HAT TRICK

I’ve worked closely with three people like this. The first died (brain tumour), the second was, I’m reasonably sure, taking drugs and the third was stress related. I’ve learnt that if you try to use reason with people who enjoy confrontation, it makes things worse. When the stress of dealing with a person like this is greater than the rewards, it is time to move on. Handing in your resignation could be a catalyst to sorting it out with your boss, if he appreciates you. If he doesn’t, you are definitely doing the right thing by resigning.
Director, male, 58

PLASTIC BOSS

Which kind of boss would you rather have: a real person who has moods or somebody who walks around all day with a smile painted on his face, calling your problems ‘challenges’ and facing everything with the same robotic demeanour? If you’d rather work for a cartoon character, I suggest a job at Euro Disney. Or Silicon Valley.
Director, male, 38
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