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Letters to the Auditor

Advice to a Man on a Mission

By John Landreth, CPA, CFE, CHC

Welcome to this issue of Letters to the 
Auditor. In this issue, we provide some advice 
to Joe, a friend of mine who is dealing with a 
problem common to millions of others in these 
diffi cult economic times.

As I write this column, I look out into 
the Midwestern, 6:00 PM, late winter 
darkness. Spring has not sprung and as 
my father liked to say, “It’s colder than 
a mother-in-law’s kiss,” outside. (My 
sincerest apologies, to my mother-in-law, 
of course.)

As I gaze through the window, I think 
about our nation that is emerging from 
the economic cold dark times of recent 
months. There has been an unfathomable 
sequence of events and a theater of the 
absurd, what I label, “monkeys dancing 
with their inherent stupitude,” Two 
good examples of this played out on 
television over these hard months. First, 
the politicians tried to show their populist 
indignation concerning economic events 
they had a hand in, for their congressional 
district TV audiences, and secondly, they 
stepped carefully not to be embarrassed 
by comparing wits with Ed Liddy (the 
$1/Year AIG CEO-volunteer), who 
testifi ed so thoughtfully and eloquently 
before them. 

With Ed, the congressional panel did their 
careful monkey dance with “inherent 
stupitude” (my non-word term—but 
I like it). You could tell they were not 
accustomed to dealing with a person of 
Ed’s intelligence and integrity. I actually 
had the unique experience of working 
with him on my former employer’s audit 
and fi nance committees for several years. 
He is competent and authentic. AIG and 
our country have been well served by 
him. 

Political parties on both sides of the isle 
have tried and continue trying to put 
in the fi x while we are all still holding 

our collective breath. I keep reminding 
myself that regardless of political party or 
individual perspective, they really, really 
are doing the best they can in virtually 
uncharted waters. Thank goodness, it 
fi nally looks like things have started to 
come together.

But, what a scary time it has been and will 
continue to be as aftershocks reach our 
homes and families. The economic effects 
are still devastating breadwinners (or 
former breadwinners). Even though the 
economic news is slowly improving many 
fi nd it is cold and dark outside. We all 
wait for the summer warmth the morning 
sun brings and better economic times.

All of which leads us to this column, 
and my buddy, Joe. He is looking for 
some sage advice. My friend is like the 
undistinguished, unidentifi ed, amalgam 
of American millions struggling day-to-
day with the signifi cant disruptions of job 
loss. Rather than our customary letter to 
the auditor I’ll just relate a conversation 
Joe and I had a short while ago. Here’s his 
story.

Hi Auditor;
“I had my regular one-on-one meeting 
with my boss a couple weeks ago. It was 
delayed a bit, as usual, but that was okay 
because I had lots to do, anyway. He had 
just held an ad hoc rumor-killing meeting 
with our department; and confi ded that 
the growth arm of our company was 
virtually sacked again last month, but 
our accounting and fi nancial reports are 
still saying “we’re okay”. He reassured 
everyone that even though housing 
demand, the life blood of the company, 
had dropped, tourniquets were being 
applied.

At the last moment before our meeting 
his secretary stopped by and casually 
mentioned that he would like to meet 

with me in a conference room and not 
his offi ce. That’s a fi rst time, I think, as I 
briefl y glanced at the eight projects piled 
on my desk and side table. 

But, as I walk from the lobby elevator 
and head toward the conference room, I 
see something and say to myself, “Boy, if 
this day going to go south, this is surely 
the sign of Armageddon”. There, outside 
the conference room, is our VP general 
counsel, the person I’ve matched wits 
with through the years, and I might add 
have been right about 90% of the time. 
He gave me his big old smirk and nods 
pleasantly. Let’s hear it for instinct.

So, I open the conference room door, 
and there’s the Welcome Committee, my 
boss and the VP of Human Resources, 
motioning me to sit down, their eyes 
mostly averted, and with grim looks 
on their faces. Oh, crap, I say! Now, I 
understand what this meeting is all about. 
Strangely, I began to feel bad for them. 
They are both okay guys and have been 
reasonable colleagues…good people, 
just trying to do the best they can in a 
different culture and in tough economic 
times. Just like me. 

Now that I understood what was 
happening, I started to smile as I thought 
about those eight piles of “limping, 
lethargic, and near-dead CAAT projects in 
my offi ce all at some stage of completion. 
I was the only one who knew the status 
of that almost one-year’s-worth of pretty 
hard and inspired work. Good luck to 
who ever has to pick those up. 

My boss started his little spiel, you can 
tell he was prepared, he put in a self-
serving dig and I corrected him, but 
stopped myself from being critical. The 
HR VP gave him an almost unnoticeable 
negligible slight wave. Once they were 
convinced I wasn’t going “postal” 
they felt safe. I was initially tempted to 
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let loose, but it was a time to exercise 
emotional control for maximum personal 
benefit.

Boss, I say, let’s move on with this. The 
VP of HR gave a nod and it was time 
to tango! So, in the end, I got a good 
severance package, including some of 
my coming bonus, extra help on health 
insurance, and outplacement services. 
(The ballet lessons for my daughter got 
left on the table. I had to leave them some 
scraps.) We all shook hands and walked 
away sighing a breath of relief. I got a 
pretty good deal, no more working on 
those eight big piles of stuff. I get to sleep 
late and they don’t. 

I returned to my desk and said my 
goodbyes. On the way home I thought 
about calling my wife, but decided 
to wait until the right time. (A friend 
waited a whole week). ‘Daddy lost his 
job today,’ I blurted out at the dinner 
table. I hugged my wife and sat on the 
couch with the kids and we watched a 
video! I could feel a little warm morning 
sunshine come out of the darkness. But, 
now I need to find a job. So, Letters to 
the Auditor advice-giver-extraordinaire 
what advice do you have for a man on a 
mission?”

I, of course, had some advice which I 
gave him on the spot. For the record, 
here’s what I told him. Perhaps this 
will help you if you encounter a newly 
unemployed Joe in your life.

My dear Man on a Mission, 

“A new day is dawning for you. Embrace 
it. Your attitude is what will make you a 
survivor. Keep a great attitude no matter 
what. Your experience with this and your 
strategy for addressing it will benefit you 
and many others down the road.

Joe, we all have choices every day. Do 
we stay or do we go? Do I change or 
not? You now have a unique opportunity 
to think about those things that you’ve 
always wanted to do, your secret dreams, 
your lost vocations. Don’t fear failure. 
Remember what Einstein said, “Insanity 
is doing the same thing over and over 
again and expecting different results.” 
What are your passions and intentions 
you’ve not achieved?

I’m reminded of a man who learned he 
had terminal melanoma. His doctor told 
him he had but 1 or 2 months of life. He 
put together his bucket list, and smiled 
at his fortune. He thought about others 
who were in worse situations than his. He 
looked up highway death statistics. Those 
men, women and children who got into 
a car one day last year and never came 
home. Thirty-seven thousand unfulfilled 
intentions, hopes and dreams. They had 
no time. But, he had much more time than 
they did. He said a prayer of thanks and 
felt blessed.   

Here are some things you should consider 
(taken from a New Perspectives column 

I wrote in the summer of 2006 (Vol. 25, 
Number 3) titled Learning to Land on Your 
Feet). 

• Use the outplacement firm. They are 
tremendous in leading you through 
the entire process you are facing. 

• Get your resume out to the major 
search firms, recruiters, and onto the 
internet job-seeker sites. 

• Let your friends and professional 
contacts know you are looking. Most 
jobs come from referrals. 

• Spread your business cards around 
and don’t be shy about it. Use all 
your contacts.

• Develop your elevator speech, the 
two-minute drill for telling your 
story. 

• Remember there will be Charley 
Brown, “Good Grief” days. Be 
determined to get up off your back-
side and go at it again. 

• Finally, most important, don’t 
settle. The minute you feel you are 
accepting something less than what 
you are worth and want, is the first 
minute of your next career search.

The military leader, Hannibal, when 
faced with crossing the Alps with 
elephants, is reputed to have said, 
“Either we will find a way, or make a 
way.” So hang in there, Joe, and believe 
in yourself. Remember, tomorrow is the 
first day of the rest of your life! A new 
day is dawning for you. Don’t stop, don’t 
wait, jump in, live, laugh, listen, smile, 
and savor your opportunity to embrace 
your passions and intents.”

Well, that’s it for another issue of Letters 
to the Auditor. Please keep those rare 
letters, calls, cards, and emails coming. 
You can send your questions and 
comments to Letters to the Auditor, c/o 
John Landreth, 1810 W. Birch Lane, Park 
Ridge, Illinois 60068, or via email at 
jlandreth999@aol.com, or phone me at 
847-525-6529. NP

John Landreth, CPA, CFE, CHC is Manag-
ing Director, Atoll Compliance and Con-
trols. Previously he was Corporate Integrity 
Executive and Director, Internal Audit for 
Northwestern Memorial Hospital in Chicago, 
Illinois. He was the AHIA’s Founder award 
recipient in 2000. The ‘dean’ of New Perspec-
tive’s columnists, this begins John’s 21st year 
as founder and columnist for Letters to the 
Auditor.

Our dear friend and colleague, John Landreth, who has been 
answering your letters since New Perspectives was a mere 
news letter, passed away on Sunday, June 6, 2010.  To those 
of you who knew John,  we think you’ll agree that he was a 
wonderful man who faced life with courage, integrity and 
humor and a professional who truly shared with us all.  Given 
the timing and the print due date for this issue of New 
Perspectives, we recognize that this short note is far from that 
deserved by John.  In this regard, we do not wish this to be his 
last ‘Letters to the Auditor.’ So, please send us your comments 
and stories related to the interactions you had with John over 
the years so that we may develop a real remembrance in the next 
issue.  Thank you.

—The New Perspectives Editorial Committee

Note: Send your comments and stories to Ken Spence at newkes@comcast.net.




