
Between Stages  
An inside look at the experiences of Americans working at a place of transition in the 

current recession 
 

This article developed while the writer worked at a call center from November 2008 to February 2009. 
She interacted with numerous coworkers while working on the phones and in a classroom environment.  
 
 

Hushed conversations filled the air between incoming phone calls. “Has anyone talked to you 
about your schedule?” “No.”  

“Will you be here next week?” “I don’t know.” 
Some looked content with not knowing – instead they chose to wait patiently in their small beige 

cubicle for a call. Others were filled with anxiety as they leaned back in their chairs or stood up waiting 
for someone, anyone who looked like they knew what was going on to walk by their row.  

It was a time of transition that week at Everson*. Because the company hires large amounts of 
people for temporary jobs, this uncertainty was nothing new.  It was just part of transitioning hundreds of 
employees from one project to another, deciding which ones to keep on the current one, and who to let go. 

The reason for the rows of employees with looks of frustration, confusion and anxiety? Few knew 
which of the aforementioned categories they fit into. And as they talked with coworkers, they realized few 
of their direct managers knew either.  

By the end of the transition week, somehow the higher ups let most people know their fate. New 
worries surfaced for those moving to a new project when employees realized schedule changes might 
pose complications or that they had little or no options to choose which hours they would work. But 
knowing something was better than not knowing if they would have somewhere to work the next week.  

Against the national backdrop of massive layoffs and business closures, Everson is somewhat of 
an anomaly. While the national jobless rate continues to rise, Everson is a growing company that 
regularly has a need for people – even if only to fill temporary positions.  

For some, working at Everson is one of the more stressful jobs they’ve had; for others, it’s a 
welcoming place that is hiring or simply a bridge from one career/job to another.  

“People here do have a positive attitude – more so than someone still job hunting or worrying 
about feeding their kids,” said Aaron Davidson*, a Chicago native who recently moved to Atlanta with 
his wife and two kids. He continued: “But I think there’s a drastic change when changes come through the 
company and there are promises made to employees that don’t come through. When this happens that’s 
when we immediately feel the same pressures as those outside of employment and realize that this job is 
still temporary.” 

Shanel Jackson, a single mom who moved to the area from Baltimore, says the feeling of 
insecurity is stressful. “It’s knowing that you may not have a job. When someone tells you your job is 
going to be over on a certain date it’s different than when they don’t know when it’s going to end or if it 
will even continue. That’s a lot of pressure besides what’s going on with the economy.” 

But the atmosphere at Everson is not filled with doom and gloom. Jackson thinks many Everson 
employees have just accepted the way things are right now. 

“People in the higher income brackets have experienced a hit more than the lower income people, 
and it may be harder for them to deal with it,” she said. “I took a pay cut and there are a lot of people with 
degrees who had to take pay cuts, but right now, it is what it is. You take what you can get.” 

Whether riding in the company shuttle to work or having a quick chat with a coworker during 
lunch break – evidence of the nation’s recession looms.  

During one afternoon conversation, my shuttle driver made a comment about how he wouldn’t be 
off until after 1 a.m. “Oh, so you work from afternoon to night?” I asked. To my surprise, he said he 
started work around 7 a.m.  



I gasped and asked, “Are they making you work that schedule?”  He shook his head – he could 
work fewer hours, but he needed the overtime to get by. He took energy drinks and sugar-based snacks to 
stay awake.  

As she wipes down counters and cleans up public areas every evening, Miriam Richards hears 
these stories all the time. Richards’ position is more long-term than most of the customer service 
representatives, but she says the end date for Everson’s year-long contract with the cleaning company she 
works for is coming to a close and if it’s not renewed she’s out of work.  

She’s already started the job hunt just in case the contract isn’t renewed. “I hope we don’t lose it 
… but God takes care of us all, so I’ll find something if that happens.” 

“Working there is stressful for the cleaners because they expect a lot from a little bit of help. It’s 
two cleaners in the morning and two in the evening. Two of us running three buildings and the main issue 
is the bathrooms … they expect them to stay spic and span all the times but it’s impossible when it’s only 
two people running 12 bathrooms.” 

People regularly ask Richards why she doesn’t consider working on the phones, but she insists 
that’s not for her. “I have to move around and feel free,” she explained. “Where I have a boss but not 
breathing down my back and telling me I have to be somewhere at a certain time. 

She continued: “It’s very stressful on everybody … The stories I hear are not good stories or 
happy stories. They feel they’re underpaid for what they do, but they appreciate that they have a job.” 

Hearing the personal stories of coworkers is something Vicki Mitchell appreciates about working 
at Everson. “It’s just amazing all the things people have done before they came here,” she said.  

Mitchell started her baking company three years ago, and worked previously as a lobbyist for 
alternative medicine in Washington. “I was actually making a lot of money baking, but it’s not consistent 
money,” she explained. “Some weeks you have a whole lot of money, some weeks you don’t.  

“My honey thinks everybody in the house ought to have a regular paycheck, you know? So, my 
friend was like, ‘You can go to this open house.’ I didn’t really think I was going to get a job that day, but 
I did, and that’s how I ended up here.” 

Mitchell works hard to structure her time. “As soon as I go home, I probably bake until four or 
five in the morning and then sleep until about 11 or 12 and then I get up and get ready for work.” 

Balancing life and work is difficult for some at Everson because employees can’t always choose 
which hours they work and schedules change from project to project.  

That’s one of the biggest problems for Monique Lewis, a newlywed with a young child. “One 
minute I have a daytime schedule with weekends off, and I’m used to spending that time with my family 
and then that changes to having to work evenings and new days off,” she said, “or being told a schedule is 
only temporary, but then that changes later.” 

Jamil Williamson, 21, shakes his head in frustration before he even begins to talk. He said: 
“Management will say, ‘Keep a positive attitude,’ but if something happens, ‘Oh, you’re sick? 
Inexcusable.’ ‘Oh you’re throwing up?’ ‘You were late – even though you were on one of our shuttles? 
That’s your problem.’  
  He continued: “This is the first job I’ve had where I have to walk on eggshells and didn’t know if 
I’d be here the next day. I’m doing this because I have a baby on the way. Everybody is in the same boat 
– dealing with it because we have to.” 

For Arthur Smith, 41, who previously worked as a database administrator, the experience is all 
about perspective. “I think people are concerned about earning enough to pay the bills. It’s good that we 
have a job, but I don’t know anyone who plans to stay awhile who was making more before. Half a loaf is 
better than nothing – some money is still better than none. And even though I’m not in my field, I can still 
learn something from what I’ve done here.” 

Once the month-long training class ended, this group of employees had to return back to the 
phones. Instead of spending time with a small group of classmates daily, they now had to reenter the sea 
of rows with hundreds of people in cubicles filled with nothing but a computer and headset.  

The scene has some remnants of the one five weeks earlier, but this time the confusion stems 
from adapting to a new project. Some look at their computer screens intently as they answer the phone, 



while the faces of others are filled with frustration and they lean back in their chairs or stand up waiting 
for someone, anyone to walk by who can assist them. 

“Can you help me?” some ask their neighbor, “I don’t see any of the managers around.”  
  “Why aren’t you on the phone?” a manager asks after he eventually walks by. 

“I don’t have access to all of my systems!”  
“Well, you need to be on the phone anyway…”  

 
The rows are a little emptier than they were before the month-long training session. Numbers fell 

off as people quit or were asked to leave, and there’s a little more space in the break rooms. But this 
won’t last for long because during the day the company is interviewing large groups of unemployed 
people to fill those spaces. And the cycle continues.  
 
* Name of company and employees changed. 
 
  


