BUSINESS MAN

“With a wall full of current P.C. charts, projections panning out, you’d thing the
success would be sweet. But all I feel is a sour dissatisfaction. A lingering frustration!”
W.B. thought out loud again. He drummed his fingers on his cluttered desk and thought
about the new staff assistant. She was outwardly vivacious. Certainly a beautiful
woman! But even she displayed an aggressiveness and ambition that mirrored his
discontent. It somehow made her unattractive.

The lunch sat heavy in his stomach. William Bryant rubbed light circles on his
abdomen. The incessant business lunches were becoming a broken record to W.B., as his
associates called him. Fine foods with a touch of elegance. Midday drinks mixed with
forced laughter. Smiles half-cocked with eyes darting subtly, piercing, looking for
weakness, for vulnerability. Working for some kind of edge, some kind of persuasive
point.

She had performed well, worked the clients with savvy. There was just enough
titillation to stir quiet passions while gushing with professional charms. Her grasp on the
sales and market numbers was superb! Her feel for the client’s needs was equally
impressive. Her disciplined understanding was steely. Had he not watched her quickly
develop in the past work year, he could have easily have been wooed along with the
others. Maybe he had been too observant, spoiling his emotions. Maybe he was just
tired, ready for another vacation break. Yet, with the corporation boiling over with
young ambition, and constant talk of more restructuring, taking any break was almost an
invitation to personal disaster. No! Anymore you could hardly turn your back without
feeling the laser stares of performance printouts being passed from desk to desk on the
top floor. How easy it had been to become a prisoner of success.

W.B. tidied up his appointment calendar, ground through a pile of reports in
between phone calls, and finally, with the dinner hour long gone, he made his way out to
the elevator. The sun was probably long gone, setting though he hadn’t really noticed
inspite of the large windows in his office- one of the handful of “perk views” overlooking
the downtown commercial district with the river cutting along the edge and turning
sharply south. He used to stand and watch the barge traffic imagining what it was really
like to work the river, to sweat from physical work.

As he headed down the elevator, he chuckled when he remembered the early
years when he helped lead a group of dedicated stair walkers when fitness was good for
self-promotion and image. But now as the lights blinked his mind mulled over the reality
of an aging body and an inward image split more and more from the outward. Phrases
from a best seller floated in his mind illustrating proofs of the “stranger within”. The
book was talked-up as a source of self-enlightenment, but produced only self-doubts and
anxieties in his experience. He wondered if the author, or for that matter others in the
office who read the book, got anymore than an enlarged secret hiding place for this
“stranger within”. After all, who could honestly assess himself and not find weakness in
direct contrast to what the author promoted. He made a mental note to trash the book
when he got to his apartment.

Just then the elevator door stopped and the door opened to the lobby. It was
spacious, plush and very clean, just like the corporation wanted it to be. One CEO used
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to call it the “company window”. If only the public could see the real corporate dirt,
bricks would be flying through the glass. William chuckled again.

“Hello, Robert,” William spoke as he passed the main security desk, the clean-
suited man standing with a large smile across his face.

“Hello, Mr. W.B.,” he quickly responded in what had become a nightly ritual over
the years. They would joke for a minute or two about one of the local sports teams.

Then William would head for the door as an attendant hailed him a cab.

This time though, William felt like lingering to do more than banter about
athletics. Sudden thoughts flashed about Robert the human being- his family, his home,
his circle of friends, activities he enjoyed, hobbies, etc... Here was another human made,
just like himself, putting in a workday. Different circumstances, different background;
but in the same place and time doing his job, too. It was ironic how much Robert seemed
contented and satisfied. It was a mystery to William, a silent thought that betrayed his
own weaknesses and must remain silent. Still he pondered what motivated this apparent
happiness, what undergirded the confident, self-assured countenance Robert maintained
in such a dignified, natural way. William glanced back this time as he said “good night”.
William realized the ritual encounter was probably more of an honest touch of reality
than his entire at the office being a productive, “effective manager, a corporate leader”!

As he moved through the revolving glass doorway, his eyes glanced across the
street towards the small park. For some peculiar reason the image of the park that
afternoon darted into his mind. There was the usual herd of transients and street people
mixed with bunches of others waiting to catch public buses. But above the crowd noise
he remembered hearing that strangely unique melody played on an electronic keyboard of
some type. His business “friends” heard it also and quickly entered into a round of jokes
slamming street preachers, Bible “thumpers” and televangelists. They all laughed
heartily and brushed off the foolishness, the weird absurdity. Though they couldn’t see
the person playing the song, they were all equally scornful of his certain hypocrisy. For
some reason their jokes put them all in a common, relaxed mind-set as they headed or
another important lunch meeting. Now, William stood suddenly perplexed at the thought
speeding through his head. Then his cab pulled up.

As he sunk back into the seat he firmly grasped his brief case. In nearly twenty
years he had lost two and vowed never to lose another. For a moment he glanced
admiringly at the fine leather handwork. It had been a gift to himself as a reward for
getting through the “crap” of the early years, dealing with incompetent co-workers,
fighting off ambitious “vultures” and being patient with lazy bosses. In many ways it
was worth the cost, having achieved a measure of prominence as a Senior VP. Yet, in a
nagging, growing manner, doubts still surfaced to agitate him, especially as of late.

His thoughts then turned and soared for a few minutes like the eagle used in a
“vision expanse” seminar last summer. There was always another one of these expansion
classes being offered by another enlightened navigator or “self-enhancer”. The last few
years had included a parade of seminars offering tools to strengthen, broaden, elevate,
and sharpen in new and better ways. He was usually too busy to attend, but gave in to
pressure “from above” to join in with the lower management staffers. It had been a
strange experience indeed. Nevertheless, the guided meditation soaring like an eagle of
“wisdom and business insight” was an appealing exercise, which he often practiced when
alone.



In his imagination he would move over the economic landscape of North America
and then drift to Europe and then to the Orient hovering for some time over the huge
markets and labor pools. Then he would glide back over California swooping back down
to the East Coast for a satisfying landing. As he “flew”, information from numberless
reports and journals and world market summaries flooded into his mind tying Chicago
commodities trading to Federal Reserve papers to South American population trends to
IMF decisions to Japanese dollar surpluses to German investments to the American
malaise, all these and more, into a global continuity that seemed to have a life of its won.
Policies set in Brussels, Tokyo, Berlin and Washington wove the cords of business very
tightly together. Arab held dollars were always a wild card. World banking appeared
closer and closer to some sort of convulsion!

The American landscape was a war zone! Competition was more and more
ruthless. Corruption had become more legally cloaked and sophisticated. Business “war
lords” were consumed with carving up their “Corporate Security Zones”. All else was
one big “free fire zone”. The tidal wave of junk bonds and other tools had ignited a
feeding frenzy of takeovers. Poison pill debt loads had crippled many companies.
Savings and Loans collapses made the U.S. economy look honest for a short while. The
unraveling of the insurance industry coupled with growing bank failures heaped on
anxiety to the breaking point. Private pension funds were disappearing while the Federal
Government printed money while poising the people for the inevitable issuing of a new,
devalued currency. His own company had prepared early on and held very little tied to
the American dollar. William had watched the Board walk a fine line between survival
diversity and the image of domestic loyalty for the “sake of the customers”, and those
who held common stock. American investment practices were like an endurance run
through a minefield, one now stretching from Canada to Mexico. William felt exhausted
and went to bed early. As he trailed off to sleep that same melody danced repeatedly
through his head and lingered constantly in the back of his consciousness.

The next day was regimented much as the previous one. As of late he also began
to wonder at the pattern consuming his days and weeks and months stringing into years
of loyal commitment mixed with personal ambitions like pearls on a slippery string of
fading goals. Privilege and success had a price! He wondered about a series of French
novels read in his early years. The characters were self-consuming; devouring those
closest to them until they were left alone broken and empty with used lives scattered
behind like broken down cars along a noisy freeway. Their aggressive ruthlessness
championed their ways to the top of various multinational corporations. William had
quietly emulated their ways with more refined subtlety. After all, he reasoned he could
blend “hardball” ambitions with softer tones thus escaping the fate of those French anti-
heroes. He had determined a steady rise after building a solid, broad base with the
company. With his group steadily gaining strength, he had slowly accelerated his grasp
while positioning for a sprint at the right opportunity. As one of the youngest VPs in the
corporation, his plan had worked. He was a solid, rising star. Yet, with recent tuggings
he felt at times in a personal turmoil and wondered at the ultimate cost of his career.

As springtime drifted into summer, something very curious happened. That
“music thing” persisted making his lunch breaks often intimidating! Every time it
seemed he would step out the front door of the Corporate Center, whether alone or with
others, that same Gospel song wafted over from the park. Day after day like a haunting,
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