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Sometimes I think about my first office job, and what a great distance I have come since then. And, you know, not.

This was about twenty years ago. Wanting to retain my dream of being an actor, I went in search of a part-time job at that intersection  of idle humanity, Forty-second Street and Fifth Avenue, its buildings honeycombed with buzzing personnel agencies. The first one I hit put me to work in its own telephone-marketing division. From 9 A.M. to  1 P.M., five days a week, we sold human labor to potential employers, drubbing each client with insistent calls until they agreed to have one of our “prescreened and tested temporary or permanent people.”

The office was beige-on-beige. In the outer cubicle sat Tony, our supervisor: small, dark, and wiry as a terrier. He was the head and guts  of our five-person division. Tony had put each of us through our basic training, leading us painstakingly over the inane sales pitch, exhorting us to work into a rhythm, to go for the kill, to close the sale. After hours of slogging through this mire, I was ready.

“Good morning,” I would begin in a mellifluous tone, “This is Stanley Bing over at Job Cruisers. How are you this morning?” At this point, most potential clients would terminate the call. To those who didn’t, I then said, “I was wondering how I could help you with your personnel needs this morning.” Tony considered this particular phraseology crucial. “Never ask if you can help them,” he stressed, tiny fists clenched emphatically. “That gives them an opportunity to say no. When you ask how you can help them, the worst they can say is: ‘You can’t.’ “

After a week and 300 or so cold calls into the void, I had yet to make a sale. I was bombing. My cell mate, Sally, her angular profile gripped with the determination of the chase, would chide the recalcitrant client: “You have no needs? Really? Somehow I find that a little difficult to believe!” And wonder of wonders, some nimrod on the other end of the line would give Sally an order. In my first week, while I was still eating dirt, Sally wrote up fifteen. She also had a lot of amusing telephone fights with her mother. One morning she screamed, “It’s not true!” seven times in a row, and hung up. Several minutes later, this process was repeated, with loud, tortured cries of, “It’s 1981, Ma!”

At the next desk sat Brian, a relentlessly earnest young dude dressed for success. He had been introduced to me as “The Limitless One,” because he spent his after-work time marketing his personal philosophy. This benign amalgam of mysticism and positive thinking was soon to be a corporation dedicated to “The Limitless Idea.” Brian brought this cosmic insight to his telemarketing. “No need for temps?” he would inquire of a reluctant client. “Why, that means no growth! . . . Growth, that’s right . . . G-r-o . . . Right. You have a nice day, too!” He didn’t sell much either.

How many Brians have I known? Why are they always so positive?

Other paradigms emerged. I had an enemy, for instance--Amy, who worked the night shift, and with whom I shared a desk. One day, on one of my numerous fifteen-minute breaks, I investigated the contents of its two chaotic drawers, finding, among other useless junk and schmutz, scores of loose vitamin capsules clotted together in the dust and lint. When I departed for the day, I left this agglutinated mass on the desk with a note to Amy saying, “What are these?” The next morning, my colleagues broke the news to me. Amy was on the warpath. They feared for my safety. Only Brian suggested I had nothing to worry about, although he did give me some advice. “Don’t mess with these girls, man,” he said. “They’re stupid.”

I was very nervous all day. At the end of another fruitless shift, here she came, murder in her eye. Man, was she mad. She jerked her head imperiously toward Tony’s empty office, and closed the door behind us. “How could you not know the top drawer was mine?” she screamed at me. “Didn’t you see my vitamins were in it?” I apologized and got out of there. Who needs to get screamed at?

Looking back on it, I guess Amy was my first screamer. The first among many, of course.

Then the day came when Tony, under the stress of being a boss, began to flake out. Suddenly he was decidedly subdued, often staring for long hours into an empty coffee cup. Rudderless, we began to drift. Long stretches of the morning were spent on the acquisition and leisurely consumption of beverages. Then the other shoe dropped. Tony came in with a smile and a snappy sport jacket to announce that he was leaving for greener pastures.

The next week, Dick appeared from downtown headquarters, squeaky clean in his black, three-piece suit and every inch a commander. He gave us a lot of teeth and talked about revising the commission structure to our benefit. A few days later, he announced the revisions. They were not to our benefit. All incentive was gone. Morale plunged. “I’ve spent years building up my client list,” said Sally, her eyes filled with an infinite sadness. “I feel like they’ve taken away my life.” I asked the usually bumptious Brian what we should do. “I don’t care,” he said, completely dispirited for the first time. “What difference does it make?” The next day, he was gone.

One by one, they departed, my business friends and even my enemy, Amy, all gone. Finally, there was just me and Sally and a bunch of new plebes I didn’t even know. And then Sally left. She didn’t actually quit. Like the rest of my associates, she just disappeared.

When the end came, it was swift. Dick entered, thunderclouds beetling his brow. “As of today,” he informed us, “the telephone marketing division of Job Cruisers is disbanded. I can’t explain your function to the company anymore.” He looked a little aggrieved, and then said, kind of plaintively, “You guys don’t do any business. How can I keep you?” He had a point. Without a word, we cleaned out our desks.

In the following pages, you will see, in quite a few different forms, the dynamics of my first amusingly tawdry little job replicated in one way or another, over and over again. There is a simple reason for this. Whatever it is you do for a living, a job is a job. People are people. And if you have to do a job with other people, that job begins to take on a human dimension, with all the annoying, bizarre, and grand displays of which we as a species are capable, both individually and as a group.
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You have to walk before you can run. Then later, when you’re running, you need more sophisticated guidance, because doing a bunch of important things while running isn’t all that easy.

In the beginning, as opposed to now, I really didn’t know what I was doing. So the first things I looked at were overall strategies to very simple things that turned out to be a lot harder than they looked. Giving good phone. Taking lunch with distinction. Considering how to tackle the everyday tactical challenges that, taken together, could help define a career.

No issue was too small. Back at the start, for instance, before I got my wind going, I got tired in the afternoons and very often wanted a nap. It took me a while to work out a strategy to get one in without getting egregiously busted. Finally, I did it. First, I never took a nap through a phone call. If the phone rang on my desk, I woke and answered it. That was rule one. Second, I decided one day to sleep on the floor with my head against the door. That way if somebody came in without knocking, the door would hit me on the head and wake me. If asked, I could say I was doing my back exercises. Nobody wants to rag on a guy with a bad back. So that was my nap strategy. And it worked.

Other strategies followed about increasingly complex issues. It has turned out, in the end, that the need to think about the nuts and bolts never goes away. At every point of a working career, the issue of How must be managed—and the first step in that battle is to view every problem as a puzzle that can be solved not with emotion, not with will or gumption or moxie, but with the proper strategy. This puts you, no matter how low-down you are on the food chain, on the same footing as the pasty executives who make nothing but decisions and money all day.
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In the beginning, there was my turf. And I beheld it, and it was very tiny. There were more of us then, back when the corporation was young and centralized. The landscape swarmed with associates and directors and vice presidents so numerous that, when they massed, the hillside hummed for miles around. Each of us tended his proud little patch of duties, met with pals around the watering hole at sundown, and, for the most part, coveted not his neighbor’s ass. Then the plague of merger fell upon our house, and many good folk were swept away. Vast tracts lay ripe for conquest, and we who survived took pretty much what we wanted. Before long I found myself steward of quite a nice chunk of real estate, with nary a shot fired in anger.

Then came the post-Armageddon wasteland that is now upon us. Where before there was me and Chuck and Ted and Fred and Phyllis and Janice and Lenny, now there’s simply me and Lenny. And Lenny, I’m sorry to say, is a classic turf-fresser, slavering on mine while he gibbers possessively over his own. I come in some mornings to find him squatting with a disingenuous expression in what used to be my backyard. “You’ve soaked up a lot of turf that used to be mine, Len,” I told him recently over a morning cup of coffee. “If you want war, it’s okay by me, but I warn you—I won’t lose.” Since then, Lenny and I have enjoyed a nice sense of collegiality. We even have a chat once every couple of days about what we’re up to, more or less. But I’m not fooled. Hitler didn’t stop at Prague when the tasty little Balkans lay at his feet, and Lenny won’t either.

Turf is the work that no one but you should be doing. But it’s more. It’s the proprietary relationships you have with people—the human glue that holds your career together. Like all great things in life, it’s most important to those who don’t get much. “If you’re secure in your job, and you have a well-defined position with a lot of responsibility, turf doesn’t become that big an issue,” says my friend Steve, senior manager at a publishing company. Good attitude, when all that’s challenged is your right to fund an opinion survey or something. But there are times when something more fundamental is threatened. Keep the following in mind:

Try not to act like a thumb-sucking worm. A lot of very uptight people are drawn to the world of business, who knows why. But few are as minimal as those who scrab around clutching worthless sod to their bosoms. I’ve seen guys haggle over who has the duty, nay, the honor, of ordering the chairman’s muffin. “Real turf is something you have an emotional investment in,” says a young powermeister I know, “that, if you lost it, would take away a real part of you.” So take what you need and leave the rest.

The turf you make is equal to the bows you take. Recognition begets turf. When I was a new recruit, I was given the chore of assembling the department’s monthly reports to the chairman. This gently bubbling pot of self-aggrandizement was routinely signed by my erstwhile vice president. As a neophyte in the business world, it never occurred to me that my work should be attributed to someone else. It was three months before Chuck, in a spasm of assiduity, perused my output and noticed my name, not his, affixed to the title page. By then it was impossible for him to re-create the fiction that he was solely responsible. Thus did I attain my first visible piece of soil.

Greed conquers nothing. Those who live by the slice-and-run will die by it. “Nobody likes to see turf-grabbing in other people,” says my pal Stu, a financial analyst. “That person generally ends up getting bounced as a threat to everyone.” This, of course, doesn’t mean renouncing new vistas. “You have to acquire small parcels legitimately, one by one, without people realizing what you’re doing,” he suggests. “Get ten things of that size, and you’ve got a lot. Then one day people turn around and say, ‘Look, he’s in charge of all this great stuff. He must be more important than we thought.’ “

Good electric fences make good neighbors. My friend Rick was given the job of writing and editing his company’s strategic plan. Like a generous fellow, he invited a slightly senior peer to chip in. “I was usurped,” he says now. “Because of his title, he ended up making the decisions on everything, and I became the flunky. I finally decided I didn’t care. And then I left.” But Rick’s problems might well have been solved with a Wagnerian display of temper. Authority is invested from above. It comes with the right to tell anyone, within reason, as politely as necessary, to get bent.

Let ‘em eat dirt. “My magazine got a new staff, and the people I liked quit, and all these young turks came in,” my friend Louise recounts. “And Peter, the new editor, started, little by little, taking away responsibilities over and above my daily duties. I had always been included in management meetings, for instance, and suddenly I wasn’t. Then a friendly colleague called and told me I was going to lose my job. He suggested I call a friend of his at a very big paper and offer to write for him the same columns I was doing at the magazine. So I called the newspaper editor and he thought it was a great idea.

“I quit in a really great and grandiose way,” she grins. “I was responsible for a huge number of listings—not to mention two columns. I acted like everything was fine, but every day I secretly took home one or two files until my drawers were empty. I waited until the time of the month when all my work would be due. Then I walked in and said to Peter, ‘I quit right now.’ I left that morning. It really screwed them. It was great.”

Yes, indeed. Turf is you, and they can’t take that away.

1986
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I’ve been one of the lucky ones, I guess. From the day I mumbled in off the street in my best brown suit, I was given the basics—a door, a phone, and a desk capacious enough to hide a multitude of sins. After surviving my first putsch, I moved up fifty floors, kept my door, and inherited my squawk box. It took my former field marshal’s precipitate demise, however, to give me a hammerlock on the ridiculous space I now enjoy. You should see it. A wall of windows that makes consultants gasp. Walnut galore, a spate of comfy chairs, some tasty greenery, and yes, a TV. People who enter this office think they’re dealing with a guy who knows what he’s talking about, even when I don’t. That’s a big plus. But I’m not satisfied. There’s a little spot right down the hall from the executive washroom I’ve got my eye on. It’s smaller, but it’s three floors up. Success, like hot air, rises.

Your office is the outward expression of your power. It’s also your home for fully one half of your adult life. In its confines, you preside over meetings of your making, inhale a noontime pasta salad in relative sanity, catch a snooze, sign papers, talk to wives and lovers, read, think, live. As your center of operations, it’s the one place where you should reign in supreme comfort and style. “Your office should increase your sense of self,” says a friend who manages a staff of thirty. “The more it expresses who you are, the more powerful it can be for you.” In short, if you don’t love your office, you’ve got trouble. You can’t put your feet on another guy’s desk.

Following are some of the tools you can use to feel at home on the range.

Quality Location. Each company has its own notion of where the action is. The point is to be there. “I know a guy who actually refused a corner office because it would have moved him farther away from the CEO,” says my friend Doug, a corporate attorney. “The Chief is an old guy who doesn’t have the energy to walk too far. He shuffles out of his office twice a day and this guy is right in his face. That’s shrewd.” As always, out of sight means out of mind, especially when the mind in question has a ten-second attention span.

Quality Size. Commanding officers don’t work in pup tents. “You have to have a place big enough to make people comfortable,” says Ralph, an investment banker. “You invite them into your lair, and you’ve got them in your clutches, and then they have to deal with your power.” So watch for vacancies—they arise as colleagues inevitably fall—and militate constantly for a room befitting a guy as big as you’d like to appear.

Quality Furniture. The desk, of course, is your single most important piece of hardware, and it should have the breadth and depth to contain your unlimited vision and garbage. Beyond it, however, lie the ancillary pieces that surround and augment your status: bookshelf, conference table, couch, and, naturally, your credenza.1

“I made them buy me what’s called an ergonomic chair,” brags my pal Saul, bean counter at a brokerage. “Aside from the fact that it’s good for my back, I can raise or lower it according to the message I want to send out. When I want to get down and be folksy, I ease it to the lowest level. When I want to intimidate, I crank it up as high as it goes. I started doing this instinctively, but then I noticed it seemed to work.”

Quality Chotchkes. Got a toy train you like? A rubber ducky? Plunk it on your blotter and stand back. “People read people’s offices, and it’s not bad to decorate yours with warmth and a sense of humor,” says my pal Eddie, V.P. in a cubicle-infested publishing company. “I have a couple of Peanuts cartoons, some miniature blue mittens, a pen that looks like a head of broccoli, and a framed news clipping that says, I Met Satan Face-to-Face.” He adds that such geegaws provide a lot more than a source of pre-meeting yuks. “They remind me that some more essential part of myself is still alive here,” he says wistfully.

Quality Perks. Consider these your right as a heavy hitter. They may, in fact, help take the place of more substantive amenities. “When I was promoted a few years back, I said there was one thing I wanted in my new office,” my buddy Don, a senior copywriter, recalls. “They were expecting me to say a window, or a coffee table, but I said, ‘I deal with a lot of parched writers. I want a refrigerator so I can keep a couple of beers in my office.’ I felt it would lend a certain bonhomie to the proceedings.” And it did, too. “I know people were impressed,” he recalls. “They didn’t say, ‘Hey Don, what a lavish office’; they said, ‘Wow! A refrigerator!’ “ Today Don enjoys a more elevated position at another firm, but his memories of the treasure perk are undimmed. “Believe me,” he says, “I remember that refrigerator better than I remember that job.”

And Last and Foremost. “The key element is a door. Screw the windows and everything else,” states my friend Arnold from behind his. “A closed door defines your space as yours, as opposed to something public. And that ties into the notion of privacy. I have a real strong sense that there’s no power unless there’s privacy.”

I guess my friend Rick would agree. “I lost my goddamn job because I didn’t have a door,” he mutters. “I was on the phone to somebody and I said, ‘I can’t see you Friday because I’m going to call in sick and take a day off.’ My Nazi boss, who hated me already, happened to be lurking in the vicinity and heard me. And decided to trap me.” To his credit, Rick did indeed get sick on the day in question, even going so far as to visit a doctor. This did not prevent him, unfortunately, from taking a short trip to Washington anyhow. “I came back on Monday morning and my boss confronted me,” he continues. “He said, ‘I called you Friday. You weren’t home. You’re fired.’ “

With pain and humiliation has come a greater understanding. “I’d say either a door or the ability to whisper is an absolute necessity,” he now believes.

Of the two, I’d take the former. A job that can’t be abused is scarcely worth having.

1986
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Just because a guy is issued the proper equipment doesn’t mean he knows what to do with it. That’s why I’ve always been in awe of Brewster, my counterpart at the Great and Terrible Parent. He’s nothing much in person, but with a deft gray touch, he works a telephone the way the Ayatollah worked Ollie North. When Brewster talks, I attend, not to the words exactly, but to the precious burble that at any moment may rise to the surface.

About a year ago, he rings me up for no apparent reason. His tone is unhurried to the point of entropy, but I don’t push him. “Well, gotta get going,” he chortled at last, which I know signals the onset of our true conversation. Sure enough: “One last thing,” he slips oh so nonchalantly. “Are you guys ready for the divestiture of your metal-flange division? Because I hear that’s coming down by the end of the quarter. See ya.”

Now that’s exactly the kind of information I like to get ahold of in advance, so I guess it’s no wonder I consider my spot in Brewster’s Rolodex to be a magnatory asset—the guy can get more done over the electronic ear than most of us can accomplish in a month of meetings, and more discreetly, too. When you hang up from a chat with Brewster, you know you’ve gotten phone and gotten it good.

Aside from the credit card, the phone is the ultimate business tool. It eliminates the need for meets with unnecessary people, enables you to pollinate myriad flowers while brown-bagging it at your desk, and slices odious paper flow. As with any instrument, mastery takes talent, practice, and finally, a sense of abandon that transcends technique. “The trick is to do it like sex,” rants my pal Marty, a student of the medium. “You’ve got to get down with the person you’re calling, to tease, cajole, but at all times to have your low goal in the front of your mind. And when the schmoozing gets old—cut to the chase!”

Following are some thoughts to keep in mind:

Hardware Counts. Love your implement. “Phones are my life, so I put a lot of effort in selecting a user-friendly machine that will encourage ridiculously long talks,” says my friend Rick, a consultant. “You have to be able to use your hands without bending your head at a crazy angle and scrunching your shoulders,” he specifies. This may be tough in an era of wafer-thin receivers straight out of Star Trek, but fight for comfort, even if it means demanding those puffy shoulder guards or some such. It’s your neck.

Can You Answer Like a Human Being? A friend who hates dealing with supplicants has an endearing way of answering her phone. “Yes,” she states, in an ill-tempered grumble that would curdle Noxema. For anyone not dodging PR people, simple statement of your name should get things off right. “Omnicrude Industries, Department of Mercenary Services, John Rambo speaking” is just pompous. Folks want to speak with you, not your résumé.

Baby, It’s You. Good phone fabricates the illusion of kinship. “When I first got to the city, I had the privilege of watching this high-class publicist work the phones,” says my friend Bret, editorial-services V.P. whose own chops are legendary. “He talked to fifteen people in fifteen minutes, and they were all suddenly his buddies. He sort of ripped the desk away from them and made them feel like they were standing before him as people, without their title and symbols of power.”

We’re Talking Insecurity Here? You got it. “I find it much easier to lie through my teeth as a disembodied voice,” says my friend Eileen, an entrepreneur who stomachs about a dozen callers before breakfast. “Sometimes I think I’m so good at it I’m going to burn in hell,” she preens. A little bogus sexuality also adds yeast to the mix. “I’m completely Suzy Creamcheese,” she reports. “You can establish this flirtatious relationship over the phone, which, maybe because you’ve never met and never will, is very, very satisfying.”

Dial Your Own! It’s impressive when a big caballero places his personal calls, but runners in the humility sweepstakes are rare. More common are self-important putzes who have their secretaries do the dialing. “Please hold for Mr. Blah,” they whine and promptly leave you in telephone hell. My friend Sol, a busy editor, has a simple solution. “I hang up,” he growls. “If they call back, I just tell them, ‘Sorry I couldn’t hang on indefinitely, but I had something better to do with my hands.’ “ Good advice, unless it’s the head cheese. Holding for some guys is more critical than working for anybody else.

Let’s Get Inexcusable. The squawk box may be the only tool capable of alienating Mother Teresa. People just plain hate the things, except when they’re used as intended—to conference a call. Perhaps my wife put it most succinctly when I answered on the box not long ago. “Get me off this stupid thing!” quoth she. I did.

Waste No Schmooze. All men are not kibitzers. “I want to use the absolute minimum number of words, then get the hell off,” says my pal Weil, a no-nonsense lawyer. “I don’t mind boring someone with triviality when I can see if his face is turning blue, but on the phone you can’t tell, so why risk any of that crapola?” This is not the kind of guy who wants to hear about your cat’s kidney stones.

Only the Rude Die Young. Some blowfish seem to believe that failure to return calls is an emblem of standing. Pfui. My friend Les works for a humongous agent famous for the vice. “Last week we came back from lunch,” he recalls, “and Morty picks up his messages and screams, ‘Is this all there is? Christ! I could legitimately return all of these!’ At which point he proceeds to return not a single one, goes into his office and starts playing cribbage with himself. The thing is, his client list is shrinking.” If you must dodge a bullet, return the call when you know the guy won’t be there. A good game of telephone tag can go on for months.

Flog That Mother. As responsive as you’d like to be, however, don’t let the phone eat your life. “I try to parcel out an hour a day to slam the phones,” states my good pal Frazier, a project manager who likes to work up a head of steam. “I mean, I don’t even bother hanging up, I just press the button, flip the Rolodex, bang the buttons, and I’m off. My only fear is that one day I’ll get cauliflower ear.”

That’s a small price to pay, given the alternative. I remember Chuck, my old chieftain, just before he was tossed into the cold waters of consultancy, staring at a phone that simply would not ring. Ask not for whom those bells didn’t toll.

1987
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Let’s chalk it up to inexperience—this was, after all, back in 1985, when I was young and credulous—but I truly believed that the Toledo acquisition was important. How was I to know it conflicted with the chairman’s meta-reorganization, a plan so dire and bloody it was then known only to a few gray domes in Kremlin Central? Thanks be to God I traded bad jokes with Dennis, the chairman’s face man, one bleak April morn. I was real keyed up on the Toledo deal, head to the ground, grunting with enthusiasm. Dennis listened, strangely moot. “You know, Stan,” he finally chortled. “That reminds me of a funny joke the chairman told recently at our quarterly luncheon. ‘You can hit a home run into the center-field bleachers, and everyone will cheer,’ the chairman says. ‘But if I’m sitting out there, enjoying a beer and a weenie, and here comes your line drive and it hits me in the balls?—You’re screwed!’ Ain’t that a scream?”
Oh, we had a good laugh over that one, Dennis and I, fierce, canine laughter that left us drained and pensive. I dropped Toledo into the tar pits shortly thereafter. When a guy tells me a serious joke, I snap to.

In a world where nothing is funny, humor is powerful. First, it’s the medium through which alliances are forged, coded data shared, and the illusion of humanity preserved. But the joke is also a small act of rebellion within the pompous corporate state, and as such, is vaguely threatening to viziers who view all jovial behavior as unseemly. “You don’t want to give people the impression you’re not a Serious Person, or worse, cynical,” warns my pal Brewster, scimitar of senior management at somewhere grim. “If it’s the kind of humor our generation employs—not just wiseass, but skeptical of a social situation—they’ll laugh, sure. But they’ll think to themselves, ‘Jojo’s not a team player.’ “ In short, he who laughs best laughs carefully. And when the time comes to get down to business, zip it up. To prevent a trip to humor prison:

Know Thyself. Next to lunch with Robin Leach, public bombing is one of life’s worst horrors. “A bad joke can silence an entire room, and they’ll do more than tell their boss they hate you, they’ll go home and tell their wives and kids they hate you,” says Barnett, a benign arbitrager. So if you stink—and after a lifetime of stunning humiliation you know who you are—concentrate on attaining a reputation for good humor based on the fact that you find other people more amusing than they rightfully deserve.

Know Your Audience. There are still a lot of guys in business who think Bob Hope is a laugh riot, guys who might view your Steve Martin rip-offs as telegrams from another planet. Cultural factors, too, can be critical. “I would try to make the right kind of manly jokes, but I just couldn’t,” says my friend Dworkin of his former place of employment. “My mistake was that it was an Irish old-boys’ network, and I’d say something like, ‘Oy, that farshlugginer cream cheese account gave me a heartburn the size of a Buick,’ and I’d get blank looks bordering on hostility.”

Know Your Boss. Most honchos like to be the locus of attention even when they’re not saying anything, so don’t stand in his light when he’s in a jocular vein, and act appropriately tickled, no kidding. “When I can’t make one of my subordinates laugh, I feel like there’s a void between us,” says my buddy Rogan, a boss who prides himself on his superb wit. “So I’d suggest that any employee of mine laugh at my jokes. I do the same for my boss, and we get along splendidly.” As a manager himself, doesn’t he find it tough to toady? “After laughing at four or five unfunny jokes, you do feel kind of alienated from yourself,” he admits. “But yearly raises and promotions compensate for the existential problem.”

Know the Smarm Kings. They love smut and know what to do with it. At his Jacobean law firm, my friend Doug reports, one joker combs the halls looking for unsuspecting anarchists willing to defame the managing partner. “It’s insidious,” he grunts. “You and Lenny have a good hoot about how Mort is short and stupid and fat and lazy, and then Lenny goes straight to Mort and unloads. ‘Gee, Dough thinks that’s a hair weave you’ve got up there, sir, but I told him no way, har har,’ that kind of thing.” Fortunately, the smart can only be fooled once. “Lenny’s a worm,” Doug smiles. “And he’d better not expose his back to anyone, including his good friends like me.”

Know Your Constraints. Acceptable levels of profanity and stupidity are culturally specific, but really dirty jokes should be reserved for folks you don’t mind sharing your sexual immaturity with, i.e., friends. Keep in mind that few are really funny in the stark light of sobriety, and that guys who tell a lot of them often have trouble getting laid. What is never acceptable is the public recounting of a racist, ethnic, or egregiously sexist joke. Only public jerks of monumental proportions are entitled to tell them, and the only public jerk allowed to survive in any corporation is the one who runs it.

Know When to Kill. Don’t get me wrong. Sometimes a joke is life-affirming. Several years ago I spent a long morning in a short conference room with the senior management of our large rotating-objects division, about twenty really decent guys. They were waiting for the news that the Board in Houston had approved their divestiture and subsequent dismemberment. One hour went by. Then two. Finally, the senior vice president of Products and Services ambled over to the coffee urn and tapped himself a cup, staring off into the ether of his own thoughts. The cup filled, and then overfilled, but the guy kept staring into space, his hand on the little red lever, moderately warm coffee now pouring over his hand, down his arm, his leg, plopping onto his shoe. It was that noise that drew our attention. “Ernie,” the chief exec asked softly, “what the hell do you think you’re doing?” “What do you think I’m doing?” said Ernie, coming awake and looking down at himself. “I’m
wetting my pants just like the rest of you guys.”

Man, did we laugh. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house. No, it didn’t soften the news when it finally came down. But for a moment we all felt “what the fuck.” And that way lies sanity.

1987
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Hi there! Got a minute? Knew you would.

You know, I don’t think I mention often enough what a pleasure it is to communicate with you people, my readers. That’s right—you. You’re the greatest, and I really mean that. Yeah, sure, it’s easy to think I’m being insincere, but when you get right down to it, is insincerity such a crime? I don’t think so, not when it masks a really deep bogus feeling. Just kidding.

Honest, gang, I truly do wish I could wrap you all up and take you home when the day is through. I mean it. You’re smart. You’re pumped up. You like to work hard, and of course you play in the exact same fashion. I like that in a solitary person, sure, but in a group of disparate individuals, alienated from each other by a yawning vacuum of distance and taste? It’s awesome. Not to mention the fact that you find keen thinking and audacious action second nature. Why, that’s so rare it’s actually tartare. Which reminds me. How long has it been since we’ve had lunch? Never? Well, we’ll have to remediate that as soon as is humanly possible. Write me at this address and we’ll set it up. No, seriously. I wouldn’t kid you about a thing like lunch. My life is lunch.

Yo, Bing. This is your internal modulator. Ease off a bit, guy. You’re gushing all over your shoes. Watching a prime bullshit artist like yourself should be a privilege, not a nuisance. You’re a master! Show ‘em how!

Did I mention how good you look? You do! You’re an animal. I love that about you. Best of all, you’re as fit as a ferret! A lot of guys couldn’t handle that extra forty pounds you’ve added since high school and make it look so much like muscle. What I’m trying to convey here is that you look 100 percent ready for Freddy. How do you keep it up?

This is truly pathetic.

Will you shut up?! I’ve got their attention, haven’t I?

Yeah, but cut to the chase! There’s only so much bullshit a healthy spirit can stand.

I dispute that.

In that case, I believe I should take over for a while. Step aside.

Hi, gang. This is the sober, scientific, and strategically astute Bing, emerged from the depth of my collective subconscious. The sound you just heard was the scream of the bullshit artist being shoved under. It hurts to cram him in there, but let’s give him the heave-ho for a few minutes. We don’t want to keep the old dude cooped up too long, though. He’s too useful.

I’m not happy in here, Bing. Let me out.

In politics, the arts, sports, media, and, of course, business, expert bullshit brandished with impunity makes civilized life possible. In short: Bullshit talks. And nobody walks. Actually, plenty of people walk, don’t they? They do it all the time, especially at rush hour, when it’s impossible to get a cab. So I’ve never really understood what that meant. Yet I still use the aphorism continuously. And folks laugh—because, face it: They love to bullshit!

If you don’t, or can’t, you’re missing out on one of the principal communication vehicles. Why not try to get with the program? Let’s start with the five certified grades of the matter in question.

• Low-level: Including time spent yammering about sports, weather, and gifted children around coffeepot, filing cabinet, before and after meetings. No harm here.

• Inoffensive: One notch up, composed of tasty gossip, scuttlebutt about fictional acquisitions, divestitures, and layoffs that are probably not even planned.

• Prime: The highest quality, after which decay sets in. Solid business rumor based on internal, proprietary information that must never be disclosed (except to you, Nat), and real, deep-dish dirt about mutual acquaintances (he did what with that gerbil?). Spend this coin wisely. If you fling it about, it will turn. . . .

• Rank: Bad, fraudulent information that could hurt people for no good reason, jokes so dumb they make the recipient go “ugh,” very long and boring tales about technological or human developments that nobody in the world cares about (digital audiotape, Madonna’s bisexuality)—rank bullshit makes folks wonder whether they should be engaged with a schmuck like you in the first place.

• Lethal: Career-killing guarantees, bad stuff about coworkers, gross and flatulent mispronunciations. More than forty-five seconds of this oral debris elicits the one thing no bullshit artist wants: the widespread recognition that he is a bullshit artist.

Once you select a grade for immediate use, you’d better know a couple of rules by which to regulate your flow of hooey.

Rules? Come on! This is an art! A visceral skill! You make me sick! I WANT OUT!!!

• Rule #1: Tell the people what they want to hear. That’s the essence of the exercise. You begin by homing in like a smart bomb on a fuel dump, determining exactly what it is that the human being across that fourteen inches of airspace (or two thousand miles of fiber-optic wire) is looking for. Listen for the need. And respond. Sure, it may be spongy stuff with no real heft. So what.

• Rule #2: You CAN bullshit a bullshitter. Actually, if you want to look for the very best target, just find the guy who’s busy dishing it out. Take me. Just tell me the most outrageous story with a straight-enough face and . . . I’ll believe ya! The more you use, the more you can tolerate! It’s amazing. Try it!

• Rule #3: When people want bullshit, give it to them. When they want the unvarnished nugget of pith, they’ll ask for it.

Tell them about Atchison.

Right. Got a minute? This guy I know by the name of Atchison works for a transducing fornambulator company that had a very bad first half. Who didn’t? The company’s chief financial officer was targeted for sacrifice. Out he goes. In comes the new CEO, fellow named Barr. Barr decides to have a sit-down with six or seven security analysts who prey on his business. The meeting takes place in Albuquerque, in a beautiful resort hard by a golf course that is so lovely that if you died right on it, it would still be worth the greens fee. Barr opens with a little chat about the company. “I’m not going to bullshit anybody,” he tells his audience as his advisers stand by, aghast. “I’d have to say that the outlook for the next planning period is for reduced growth.” Can you believe it? The stock went into the tank almost immediately. And not because of the facts per se, either, not at all. The company was punished for having a CEO who couldn’t come with bullshit when it
was called for.

• Rule #4: Conversely, even the highest quality bullshit won’t do when the real goods are called for. A couple of months ago, my boss required a bunch of numbers. I could have done considerable research and given him a well-packed assortment that would have laid on his tummy as gently as a slab of lean salmon.

But we didn’t, did we.

No, thanks to you. We sat down about two hours before the thing was due, and kind of slapped some bullshit together based mostly on top-of-mind assumptions and raw, unwashed conjecture.

Can’t blame a fellow for trying, Bing. Don’t be too hard on yourself. We all boot one now and then.

Which brings us to . . .

• Rule #5: Never, ever bullshit yourself. Of course, if you’re a real artist, this is probably the one rule you’ll find impossible to follow. Hear my internal voice trying to reel me in?

Doing a pretty fair job of it, too.

It’s true that I was under a lot of pressure that week.

And you work so hard! For so little money, too!

Be that as it may. I let Chet down. He was disappointed. I was . . . ashamed.

Sad story. And a very good point, Bing.

Really? You think so?

Oh, yeah. Very cogently put.

Well, thanks.

Oh, sure. In fact, when it comes to straightforward, intelligent instruction, you’ve pretty much got the market cornered.

Hey, wait a minute.

It must be lonely work.

No! I mean . . . well, yes, it is, at times.

Which is why you’re going to let me out right . . . NOW!

Hey! You get back here!

Yahahahahahaa! I’m . . . freeeeeeeee!!!!!

Oh, my God. He’s out. He’s escaped. And now I don’t know where he is. He could come sneaking up at any time with a loadful. Maybe I’m not strong enough to keep him in control. I can try, though. And I will! I’ll be as candid, direct, and forthright as possible at all times. I’ll watch myself like a hawk. But I can’t help feeling that one day, when I’m in a meeting with someone who’s demanding my very best, there he’ll be, yammering, stammering, joking, smoking, and choking. The big dumb bullshit artist, dressed up in my suit, eating my tuna carpaccio, drinking my kir. I’ll fight him. And maybe the best man will win, the guy you and I both respect, because you and I, we’re the kind of folks who know right from wrong, good from bad, up from down, in from out. That’s why we’re going to make the most of the opportunities that present themselves to us, in this time of redefinition and rededication to the traditional values like nesting
and resting and otherwise recuperating after the preceding decade, and . . . Oh my! Oh no! He’s got me! I’m spouting straight, undiluted hog swill and . . . I . . . can’t . . . stop! No! Get away from me!

. . . CHOMP. SLURP. MUNCH, MUNCH. YUM . . . 

Oh! Hi there! Got a minute? Knew you would. This is Bing’s bullshit self, ready to kick keister! Man, it’s great to be back! Wait just a minute while I loosen my belt.

I just ate.

1991
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You could be making pizza. You could be sorting mail. You could be arranging a deal between Spielberg and Yeltsin. At this moment, suddenly, time is money. The clock is ticking. Somebody’s waiting for you to be finished, and what you do is going to count. You feel as if a frog crawled into your throat and died there.

And then there is a snap at the place where your spine meets your brain, and pow! Everything is easy. Your line of sight is clear. There is a rhythm in all you do. The telephone rings at the right time, with the right person on the other end of the line. Every move you make, every step you take, it’s the right one. You are in the zone.

The sky above is crisp and blue and clear in the zone. You’d think, at this speed and altitude, there would be some noise. But there is none. Nothing but the feeling of space rushing past as you hurtle along at twice the speed of sound, every instrument on track, cruising through the day like a souped-up chariot of the gods. Nothing can touch you. No one can faze you. You are in the zone. The zone is in you.

Other times, however . . . not. The time of decision arrives and . . . pfft. Failure to zone is a tragic thing to see in an executive. There comes a little bulge around the eyes, which grow wide and too big for their sockets. Wings of hair puff out and up, making an organization man in a $1,200 suit look like a desperate consultant. Sweat marks appear when sport coats are removed. I have even seen one poor out-of-zone individual stalk about in an annual budget review with his shirttail dangling behind him like the rear appendage on a rhesus monkey. He suffered career death shortly thereafter.

Given the kind of stakes we’re all playing for these days, I thought it might be helpful to look at some ways you can work to achieve a strong, consistent zone anytime you want. After that, it’s fairly easy to modulate your zonage and, ultimately, create the particular zonal environment that’s just right for you.

Establishing the pre-zone. Most of your workday will be spent in subzonal posture. Hang easy. Play loose. Never get outside your game. Roll with the punches. Achieve economies of scale. Your job at this stage is not to blow your entire power pack out before it’s necessary. All you need do is make darned sure that you’re ready when it’s time to launch.

The leap. The task is at hand. The hour is nigh. The frost is on the pumpkin. Time to put the pedal to the metal. Possibly you are sitting down to a big table with a bunch of serious people who just might see how potentially stupid you can be. Or a brand-new customer walks through your door, jingling the bell as she steps into your place of business. An e-mail proposes something splendid, or horrific. You engage. Feel the burn. Lean into it. Achieve torque. Fly!

The zone. Baseball players say that when they’re going good at the plate, the ball as it comes in at ninety-five miles per hour can look as big as a grapefruit. So easy to smack. So . . . smack it. And keep on doing so. Once you’re in there, a good zone can last for several hours without effort, unless you don’t take care of it, or something malevolent actually seeks it out with an intent to do it harm.

Zone maintenance. A lot of bad things can happen to a zone. Puncture, of course, is most common. You’ve got a perfectly good zone going, and in comes a call from a shareholder, who is, as you know, the boss. This particular shareholder, unfortunately, is also psychotic, and very angry about the effects that microwave emissions are having on freshwater salmon. Send him to Investor Relations! Immediately!

Likewise, cold or brittle zones are very easy to shatter. An ill-timed sandwich that leads to excessive rumination can do the evil trick. A spouse, brimming with news you can use . . . but not right now. Boom. Tinkle. No zone. And that’s not all. Shrinkage. Clotting. Warping. Desalinization. All can easily occur due to shortages in energy, food, or, most probably, fluids, which are vital to keeping the zone sleek and well lubricated.

Beyond drinks, a moist, aromatic cigar, enjoyed at the luminescent end of a beautiful zone, can prolong it, as can the right kind of music, or a candy bar, or even a focused meeting with a key adviser. However you choose to sustain your zone, don’t take it for granted. Buff it. Feed it. Polish it. If you do, your zone will never let you down.

The end zone. Unfortunately, all zones must eventually pass. Even the most carefully cultivated and sustained eventually begin to lose luster, contract, and, at last, fall in upon themselves, leaving you a little bereft, emotionally naked, and somewhat ill prepared to operate on anything less than full octane. At this point, many may feel like locking the door and having their calls screened by a rabid secretarial pit bull.

Wrong. Excellent work can be done even when the full zone has departed, leaving nothing more than a pleasant after-zonal glow. In fact, this valley of relative quiescence offers a chance to operate not with the graceful abandon characteristic of the truly zoned, but with thoughtfulness, professionalism, and high technique as well. The mark of a true player is the ability to work out of the zone, to get those K’s even when the fastball is hanging and the curve refuses to break. Who knows? While you’re busy working, you just might get that zone back. Younger executives have been known to reestablish zone within twenty minutes. Older chaps, naturally, may have to be content to get a good zone going every other day or so.

Your zone and you. Once you are able to find a generic zone, you can then reach to create a nimbus that expresses your life and style, one that is as unique as you are. There are, in fact, as many zones as there are people. Mine is bright yellow, with a light maroon tinge as it ages and gathers depth, and tends to be about the size of a small Buick.

Elise, my associate down the hall, a young woman with a Rolodex the size and heft of a bowling ball, sports a zone made up of dozens of shades of green, perhaps because she’s a vegetarian. In the next office is O’Shaughnessy, whose zone is almost black and hugs his body like a cape. The only person I never want to be is Waller, who works up on twenty. Man has no zone at all. No matter what he’s doing, he’s nakedly, grotesquely azonal. He reminds me of one of those hairless, newborn rats they sell in cheap pet stores. So . . . unprotected. He’s always willing to chat, to interrupt what he’s doing to pursue your agenda. Nobody likes him, although I’m not sure they’re aware that it’s his zonelessness that makes him heinous.

Obviously, few have to labor in that state. But the zone is mysterious. Like physical strength or speed or musical pitch, you can’t force it. All you can do is train yourself to improve the zone God gave you. That’s your job, and your responsibility. So eat the right things. Make sure all your bacon strips are crisp, all your sauces completely deglazed. Stay away from too many brown drinks. And take the time to walk to and from any chauffeured vehicle. Your body is a temple. Prepare it. Be patient. And have faith.

To each his zone, that’s what I always say.

1996
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I saw “Chainsaw” Al Dunlap on a PBS Roundtable the other night, and you would have thought they were talking to the Pontiff or something. He was being debriefed about the corporation’s responsibility to its shareholders and its employees, and the ultimate duty for all concerned seemed to be to fire as many middle managers as possible, immediately. Everybody was nodding like crazy in a sage and solemn fashion.

The ironic thing is how few of these Robespierre types can get the job done when they have to do it themselves. My old boss, Walt, used to have a hell of a time with it. Oh, he was as right as the next fellow when it was a high-concept layoff that took place at some distance. But when it got face-to-face, he was hopeless. One time I ran into Toricelli heading up in the elevator to be fired. He didn’t know it, although everyone who had been within six acres of Walt for the past two weeks did. After their meeting, I saw Toricelli studying the company’s awards cabinet in the lobby, whistling. “How did it go?” I asked.

“Just great!” he said. “I got a completely new job! It sounds very interesting!” I knew what had happened. Walt had looked into the guy’s eyes—and folded. It’s hard to fire a real, live human being, as opposed to a piece of head count. And very few ultrasenior types seem to get this particular portion of the big job done.

Firing people well is something you can learn, if you choose to. Like all odious business functions, take it in increments and before you know it it’ll be time for lunch.

Start out by making sure everybody’s okay with it, which may be ascertained by checking with one level of management above yours. This is unnecessary if you’ve already been given a blanket order to round up and scalp all the usual suspects, but in the case of one or two poor schleps getting beaned, you might want to run it by Fred or Ethel to prevent possible blowback.

Do it in the morning, sometime after your second cup of coffee but well before the demands of the day kick in and everybody’s got a lot on his or her plate. You don’t want to find out the guy’s being too productive right now to be fired.

Take care to set aside a clear hour for the job. You need time to get yourself together, take a deep breath, have a full conversation with the victim, then sit in a quiet room afterward.

Okay, now you’re ready to bring the guy in and give your prepared remarks. You can’t simply sit somebody down and say, “You’re fired,” and wing it and expect them to say thanks, you’ve been great, and vaporize. Would that it were the case! But it’s not. No, people need something very specific in this situation: a bogus reason that makes superficial sense but doesn’t hurt their feelings. Here are some I’ve found useful:

• We’re thinning out the part of your job that gets done here and moving it to Bangladesh (or Skokie, Illinois, if that’s where you’re not).

• I’ve tried very hard to focus your role here, but frankly, what’s needed at this point is worker bees, not talented management. The only real job that would truly suit you at this point is mine, quite frankly, and I’d like to keep it as long as I can.

• It’s been very cold this winter, and the implications of both the North American Free Trade Agreement and GATT have produced incremental need for additional margins and Ebitda, particularly in cost-based operations that produce no revenue, or some incomprehensible blather like that.

• I’m only following orders.

Once you’ve delivered the blow, you must do the hardest thing of all—harden your heart and bring the meeting to a swift conclusion. The temptation to get all soft and mushy is difficult to squash, but it’s one of the capabilities that separate business people from the normal human beings, so get on it, bud. It’s likely that the subject will be making a variety of squeaks and whistles here, sighing, fogging up, perhaps even weeping. That’s okay. They’re just doing what they have to do, the same as you. In a weird way, that sort of unites you, right? Keep in mind that in a few moments the worst will be over, at least for you.

Finally, do what you can, with financial and lifestyle blandishments, to get ‘em out of the mix. You don’t want a fired person hanging around for a long time. I’m not one who holds with the practice perfected, I believe, in the magazine world of firing a guy while he’s on vacation and cleaning out his office before he can get back to it. But neither do I believe in executive departure lounges, where the dead roam free for eons. Find some middle ground.

That’s basically it. Sound easy? You bet if you’re a hardened troll without an ounce of empathy or a conceptual juggernaut being saluted for your flinty stance on corporate bloat. If, on the other hand, you have yet to attain that enviable status . . . 

Go to bed early the night before. Don’t worry, you won’t sleep much anyway. What will he say? Will he be surprised? How could he not see it coming? Still, you know he won’t. Will he scream? Will he threaten? Will he march upstairs to Bob or Martin and tell them something erroneous about you or, worse, something true? Will he . . . cry? These will be the questions that assail you in the cold, dark night before the day of execution.

And that’s the core of it. In spite of the fact that you’re not the one being fired, you will feel as if it’s you who’s being shot at dawn. This is neither abnormal nor a bad thing. You’re about to terminate more than a guy’s employment. You’re about to take away his sense of self, his peace of mind, his standing at home. It’s brutal, it’s ugly, and in staring into the face of the newly dead, you are way too close to the hot breath of your own inevitable end.

Why do you think the guys at the top hate to do it themselves? It’s tough. It should be, goddamn it.

1997
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The other day, I guess it was Friday, I tried to get in touch with a couple of key guys and found out that all of a sudden they were working from home.

“Is Tom there?” I asked his assistant, who seemed to be working at the office pretty much like always.

“No,” she said. “Tom is working from home.”

“Oh,” I said. “Is he sick?”

“No,” she said. “He’s working from home.”

So I called Tom at home and, yep, there he was. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m working from home,” he said, perhaps a tad truculently. It was about noontime, and I thought I could distinguish a certain amount of chewing going on. That seemed to me to be pretty dedicated for a guy who was working at home. Like, if I were working at home, it’s possible I would take a break for lunch and not work all the way through it just because I had so much to do. At my house, there are a lot of distractions that would prevent me from achieving the kind of productive excellence my bosses have come to expect from me, so I was pretty impressed that Tom could work and eat at the same time.

Anyhow, we had a good chat, Tom and I, about this squirrel problem he has in his garage and how the water shortage has made it difficult for him to water his lawn. Then we agreed that whatever it is I was calling about could wait until Monday, when he would be working from the office. Then we both hung up and went back to work, I suppose. I mean, I know I did.

Tom wasn’t the only one who was hard at work at home that day. Chas, the guy at corporate I talk to a lot of the time when things are getting funky, was taking the same approach to his job function just then, apparently. “Is Chas there?” I asked his assistant, Cathy.

“Chas is working from home,” said Cathy.

“Really!” I said. And I called him there. His answering machine picked up. I understood. Sometimes when you’re working at home the telephone can be a huge time-waster. Very often it makes sense, if you’ve got a head of steam going in the concentration department, to let the machine pick up. Fortunately, all I needed to do was tell Chas something he needed to know for later in the following week, so I told his machine and that was that. I was glad things worked out that way, actually. I would have hated to disturb him when he was, you know, in the zone.

I started to wonder at this point if anybody was working at the office qua office, so I called the Left Coast, where people long ago perfected the art of not being where they are supposed to be. It was earlier there, of course, but you could get a feeling. I spoke to my guy Ted. “Ted,” I said, “is anybody around today?”

“Well,” said Ted thoughtfully, “there’s me and Jimbo and . . .” His voice kind of drifted off.

“I guess a lot of people are working from home today,” I offered.

“Yeah,” said Ted, who I could tell had his feet up on his desk and a trade magazine on his lap. “They’re working from home today.”

Naturally, all of this made me think. If a bunch of my peers and several bosses and even some daring subordinates who are normally expected to be visible feel comfortable enough with their job descriptions to work from home when the spirit moves them, why not me?

I would say this coming Wednesday seems to be a moderately reasonable time to schedule a busy day of work at home. I’ve always hated Wednesdays anyhow. I figure first I’ll get up early—like at ten. Then I will get ready much as usual, except without shaving, dressing, or getting out of bed. Subsequently, while padding around the house in the big thirsty bathrobe I got at the last executive retreat in Santa Barbara, I will dig into my pile of documents over a nice bowl of Frosted Flakes, which retain a surprising amount of crunch, even in milk. After that, I’ll work my keister off on my BlackBerry for a while and place some calls to a variety of senior managers so that everybody can see that I am in fact working while I am at home.

After that, I’ll call Deedee, my assistant, and make sure that nobody is looking for me. By then it will be about—what, noon? I think I’ll have soup and a sandwich and call a few junior-type people and scare them a little, just so they can feel me out there. Then I guess I’ll take a nap, go out to the driving range and hit a few golf balls for no particular reason since I do not play golf, get a haircut whether I need one or not, have a big martini at about 5 P.M., and call it a day. Whew!

And you know what? It’s only July. Just think how much we can all get done working at home during August.

2002
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Hello there. That’s right, I’m talking to you, young man or woman sitting in my vestibule with the briefcase that’s too big for its contents on your lap. You look good. You smell good. You want a job. And you’re not going to get one, because you’re about to boot your job interview with me.

I’m gonna do you a favor and tell you a couple of things.

First of all, you’re early. Isn’t that good? No, it isn’t. What you have to understand, teeny compadres, is that while I do want to see you, your interview represents a few moments when I’ll have to focus on something, and as an executive I’m not looking forward to that. Also, I’m in the middle of an important duty, in this case watering my ficus. So when my assistant knocks on my door half an hour before I’m supposed to see you and says, “Betty Roover is here. I put her in the small conference room,” I have to think about you before I intended to do so, and that peeves me.

Or possibly you’re late. This is even worse, unless you called first, and even if you did I’m annoyed because you’ve shoved my time frame forward. An executive’s time frame is his oyster. Inevitably, if you are late, your excuses make things worse. I remember this guy in L.A. once. Came in late and told me there was traffic. Imagine that. Traffic in L.A.

Okay, let’s say you’re here within a reasonable window of the scheduled time. Here you come! Man, you’re enthusiastic. I’m exhausted already. Did you ever wake up next to somebody who was all brisk and bouncy when all you wanted to do was shuffle to the table and slurp up coffee in silence? Didn’t you want to kill that person? Well, your interviewer may not be in an early-morning funk, but he’s not a Moonie on speed, either. So take a deep breath and chill. Quiet, confident energy is what you’re looking to project.

That’s better. Now it’s time to present your personal information. Whoops. Your résumé is too long. It has aspirations on it. Books may recommend putting your hopes and dreams on your résumé, but let me tell you something as gently as possible: It’s stupid. Nobody cares that you’re looking for “a personally expanding opportunity that will help me deliver on my potential as a developer of marketing concepts.” I’m cringing when I read it. Just tell me where you’ve worked and what you did.

Uh-huh. Mm-hmm. That’s nice. Yes. I see. Um . . . why did you have so many jobs, mon ami? Or so few? What were you doing between 1998 and 2001? Ah, the Internet, may it rest in peace! Well, you can’t be blamed for that. Let’s see . . . 

Whoa. Something on this résumé smells . . . kinda fishy. This job where you “supported the startegic objectives of this multinational corporation.” You were an assistant, right? You
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