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Make no little plans. They have no magic to stir men’s blood and probably will not themselves be realized. Make big plans, aim high in hope and work.


—Daniel Burnham





If more of us valued food and cheer and song above hoarded gold, it would be a merrier world.


—Thorin’s last words to Bilbo Baggins















Prologue



I’m done.


All-day meetings. All-night coding sessions. Midnight outages. Software bugs. Patent lawyers. Employees. Investors. Thousands of angry customers. Millions of happy ones. And pizza. So. Much. Pizza.


I’m done with all of it.


This fills me with equal parts relief and outrage. I say it out loud: “I’m actually done.” I’d been trying, quite unsuccessfully, to quit the company I started for a solid three years. I finally managed it (hence my relief). Unfortunately, they slammed the door so hard it hit me in the ass on the way out (hence my outrage).


Be careful what you wish for. You just might get it.


So here I am, in Virginia Beach, sitting gingerly on the threadbare paisley covers of a too small bed, in America’s shittiest motel room. Lights from the parking lot shine weakly through beige curtains, so faded that it’s impossible to tell if they share the same pattern as the bedspread. The bottom of the “door” sports a four-inch gap. This muddies the distinction between whether this room is indoors, or just a partially obstructed partition of outside. Every few seconds, a car passes by on the busy road just past the parking lot, the headlights sweeping in and all over the walls of the room. The room smells strongly of cleaning products and cigarette smoke. Underneath that is a miasma that permeates all of Virginia Beach: a hint of salt spray and diesel fumes.


I’m not here because I’m broke. Quite the opposite. GrubHub, the company that I founded twelve years ago at my dining room table, just had its IPO. I could have paid for a suite in one of the waterfront hotels. Hell, I could have bought one of the waterfront hotels. But that would be missing the point of this ill-begun adventure. I’m trying to get grounded. Learn patience. Find the smile that I lost along the way. And figure out how to fix some of the damage I caused.


Turns out, I might have created a Frankenstein.


It started small. I just wanted a pizza. Did that. Yum.


Then, I wanted to quit my job. Yep. Did that too. Nice.


Then I wanted to pay off a crushing pile of school debt. Job done. Woohoo!


After that, I just wanted to make it bigger. So, it grew. It got big. Too big. It got away from me. Now, I worry that Wall Street’s insatiable appetite for profit will turn the company I founded into a trap. Will GrubHub stay true to its roots? Or will it become a necessary evil for restaurants? Will it level the playing field for mom-and-pop restaurants against the big chains, or will it become just another vendor, trying to take a piece of the pie?


Whether it becomes a Frankenstein or not, it was a grand success for a lot of people, including me. An IPO, so I’ve been told, is the dream of every entrepreneur.


Like I said, be careful what you wish for. You just might get it.


So. Now what?


I’m going for a ride. A long one. I’m going to ride my bike over four thousand miles, right across the United States, Atlantic Ocean to Pacific. I’m going to unwind the twelve years of insane work that almost killed my marriage and left me utterly spent. Now free, I plan on passing three glorious months meeting amazing people, drinking in sweeping vistas of this grand country, and, maybe, learning how to smile again.


Ironically, now that I am free of thinking about pizza all day long, my stomach won’t let me stop. I’m desperate for the one that I ordered to get here. Now that all the board meetings, fancy Wall Street dinners, and hobnobbing at Michelin-starred restaurants are done, I can get back to eating comfort food again (especially since I can spare the calories on this bike ride!). It’s funny that now that I don’t need to entertain investment bankers, my GrubHub order is late. But I don’t laugh. I’m hangry. And getting hangrier by the second.


As I sit in this crappy motel room, I feel like quitting this adventure before I even start it. I worry that if I go through with the ride, I suspect that I will discover that this is not the shittiest motel in America. (Turns out I’ll be right about that.) I miss my wife, Christine, in our Chicago home, probably reading a book in our infinitely more comfortable bed, snuggled up with our dog, in a house where the doors go all the way down. Back home, there is food in the refrigerator. Or, if not, at least there, pizzas arrive in less than two frickin’ hours.


But I’m not at home. I’m here, hungry, lonely, and not quite so sure I’ve made great life decisions lately. This trip sounded like a positive way to start a new chapter of my life. It seemed like a good idea at the time.


Finally, there’s a knock on the too short door and the long-awaited pizza arrives.


My grindingly empty stomach doesn’t allow the luxury of waiting for the ’za to cool. I don’t even slow down to add the pepper flakes. About half the still-melty cheese from the first piece remains stubbornly stuck to the pie as I pull it off too quick and take a bite.


Glory! Taste buds erupt. Saliva flows. Angels sing.


This might be the best slice of pizza I have ever had!


Oh! How the mighty have fallen!


Most people think a Chicago-style pizza is a monstrous, two-inch-thick wheel of cheese, embedded in a thick cornmeal crust, more akin to a birthday cake than a pizza. But most people are wrong. Chicago-style has nothing to do with the thickness of the cheese. Any true Chicagoan knows that giardiniera is the key to a great pie. It’s an unassuming ingredient: pickled peppers or vegetables in oil—spicy or mild, as you like it. This Virginia Beach–style pizza is sadly devoid of spicy pickled peppers. But necessity being the mother of invention, I have substituted bell peppers and garlic. So, really, it’s not too bad. But “best pizza ever.” Pshaw! Hardly!


Still, I eat.


And eat.


And eat some more.


As I eat, I’m interrupted by an incoming text.


“Your pizza is about to leave the restaurant,” it reads.


Oh, for fuck’s sake. Seriously?


I presume they’re referring to the mostly eaten pizza sitting here on my crappy motel bed. Clearly, the system I patented at GrubHub four years ago, the one that is supposed to increase the accuracy of these texts, still hasn’t been implemented correctly. A decade of habit has me opening my email to write a feisty note to the product team about it… and then I remember.


I quit today. It’s over. It’s not my problem anymore.


Be careful what you wish for. You just might get it!


I put down my phone and work through the final delicious garlicky piece. I stuff a towel into the gap between the door and the floor. I lie down, too excited about what comes tomorrow to settle. But before long, the pizza in my belly drags me down into a food coma and I sleep.


When I wake up, I will leave my old life behind and ride west.













PART ONE



I create a thing. It is very hard.
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Old Spice, New Hobby


GrubHub is born in an armpit.


As it turns out, armpits don’t really feature heavily in most startup origin stories. Usually, they go something like this: some wunderkind goes to Harvard, or Stanford, or MIT. They spend a couple years furiously thinking about how to get rich by changing the world in some small (but highly profitable) way. After some kind of divinely inspired eureka moment, they quit school, raise a crap ton of cash from venture capitalists, and then, magically, two years later have an IPO, and start buying islands and planes and shit.


This is not that story. Mostly, this is a story about how I’m cranky. And that crankiness turned into a hobby. And then that hobby turned into a business. I realize I probably need to learn something about running a business. So, I figure out some stuff as I go along by listening to my customers. And then, over a decade later, I have a huge business. I make a metric shit ton of cash when it goes through an IPO. After that, I’m still cranky. At this point, I could have bought an island, I suppose. But what good would that do anybody? So, I punt everything and go on a bike ride, trying to figure out where I went wrong (oh, by the way, the business went way off the rails and became brutally exploitative), and how to do it right the next time. This story will be disappointingly uninspiring for the Silicon Valley crowd. It isn’t glamorous and doesn’t fit into how the business schools teach entrepreneurship. But, if you’re a bit of a couch potato, pay attention.


The year is 2002. Tech startups are in the doghouse. Just two years earlier, the dot-com boom, and subsequent bust, cost investors trillions of dollars. So, having recently graduated from MIT, I’ve taken a stable, if boring, job at an early internet mainstay, homefinder.com. I’ve just finished work, and I’m heading home. It’s one of those drizzly fall days, the ones that serve as a harbinger of Chicago’s coming winter, with its polar vortexes, potholes, and mystery black slush. I rub my arms and stamp my feet at the bus stop.


Two buses have already sped by, too packed to let anyone else onboard. My stomach clenches—I haven’t eaten since midmorning. Work was so boring that I only made it to 10:45 before skipping out for lunch. Now, dinner is a long way off—with traffic, I’m looking at a solid hour of creeping home along Michigan Avenue toward Chicago’s Edgewater neighborhood (also known, vaguely, as “up toward Canada” to the froufrou, downtown crowd).


I’m cold, hungry, and tired. I’m looking forward to finally nabbing some dinner, but I’m also really tired. Maybe I’ll cook something easy tonight? Grilled cheese?


A third bus arrives, also packed, but the driver is willing to let us fight for a couple of spots. I find my way aboard in the wake of a sharp-elbowed MMA fighter, who moments before was cunningly disguised as a kindly grandmother.


The heater on the bus is turned up to the max. The huffs and sighs of a hundred commuters has coated the windows with condensation. A trickle of sweat rolls down my back. Within minutes, drowsiness overwhelms me, my head nodding as we make excruciatingly slow progress north. Grilled cheese is too hard. Three ingredients. Ugh. Maybe quesadillas? That’s only two.


Bam! The bus slams to a stop.


My face makes contact with the armpit of destiny. I have no idea whose armpit it is. It belongs to a perfectly well-groomed man. It doesn’t smell bad. In fact, it smells good. Too good. Like it suffered through too many strokes of cool-fresh-evergreen deodorant.


Nope. Not going to do it. I can’t cook tonight.


We’ve all had this moment. Stomach clenched, tired, hungry, and lacking all possible motivation. Mostly, we just shoulder through it, head down, trying to get dinner on the table. But nobody has that much stamina at the end of a long day. It’s exactly this feeling that makes delivery so appealing. But it’s also true that nobody wants to call a pizza place, get put on hold, and then read their credit card numbers over the phone to a teenage kid. But unfortunately for Mike with his face in dude’s armpit, GrubHub won’t exist until tomorrow. Actual online ordering is still years away.


I didn’t come to the idea of making delivery better out of the blue. Delivery food has always featured heavily in my life. Being raised the youngest, feral child of a single mom, we were on a first name basis with the Domino’s driver. When she did cook, mom rotated through three or four key dishes, chief among them being “taco salad.” Taco salad consisted of crumbled Old El Paso taco shells, browned ground beef, tomatoes, and pinto beans. As an adult, I call this dish “nachos”—but somehow back then, naming it “taco salad” transformed it from a snack to a meal for the whole family. Taco salad was always served in the same bowl, one of the few wedding presents that survived my parents’ marriage. It had the word Munchies written on it in a thick, skating-rink font. (The bowl was such a fixture that it was actually one of the ingredients.) Mom could whip up taco salad in ten minutes. I don’t judge her. In fact, I’m impressed she was able to pull this meal off, while also holding down her third-shift, second job.


I’m not tired, like mom was tired. But I was running on fumes before the armpit, and now there’s nothing left. Unfortunately, even if I am willing to go without dinner myself, I’m not the only one at home who needs to eat. It is my task to keep Christine, my wife, alive by getting fuel into her face. She is in the final months of law school, leading up to the bar exam. She hates it in the same way that Hermione Granger hates tests—which is to say, loudly and falsely. She is actually deeply enthralled by her academics, even though she complains about them. I know that when I get home, she will be studying, and when I go to bed, she will be studying. Sure enough, when I wake up, she will be studying. When she is not studying, she is thinking (and complaining) about studying. She is the happiest I’ve ever seen her. (She, by the way, does not appreciate this observation.)


But with all this studying, she can forget to eat, so it falls on me to get her food.


Because the apple does not fall far from the tree, my methods for getting dinner on the table closely mirror my mother’s: simple and easy above all else. But it’s hard to get much simpler than quesadillas, and that already seems like a stretch.


This leaves delivery. I bring to mind my drawer of menus awaiting me at home. It has a few decent options: Calo Pizza, Andie’s, Carson’s Ribs. But we had all three this week already, so we need something new. That means one thing: the Yellow Pages.


Here’s the cranky part that eventually turns into a billion-dollar business: I loathe the Yellow Pages.


Sure, there are a bunch of restaurants in there, along with ads and coupons. If a restaurant exists, it stands to reason that it’s listed, meaning the Yellow Pages are comprehensive at least. But this enormous trove of information is presented alphabetically, with emphasis sold to the highest bidders. This is a shockingly poor way to present delivery restaurants because it doesn’t answer the only two questions that I care about when I’m hungry: Do they deliver to me? And are they any good?


So, why couldn’t I just create a website that lists all the restaurants that delivered to my zip code? It wouldn’t be hard—I could code it up in one night. Tonight, even.


This is not the first time that this particular thought has gone through my head. I never feel like cooking, so I face this problem—and daydream this solution—a few times a week. Plenty of bus rides home, I have thought, “Hey, maybe this time I’ll start coding up a delivery guide when I get home.” But every time, that motivation has given way to reading a sci-fi novel, or playing Halo on Xbox, or watching reruns of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.


But this is the first time that I’ve thought about it with my face smashed into a stranger’s overscented underarm. Apparently, this was the missing ingredient—the thing that has finally motivated me to take the first step of turning an idea into an actual hobby.


I arrive home. The steep stairs to our second-floor apartment always feel like an extra kick in the teeth after a long day. I’m greeted by an inferno blast as I open the door. The boiler driving our ancient radiator heat has one setting: roast humans. One of the enormous steel registers is gurgling with the first use of the season.


“I’m home!”


“In here, studying.”


(See? Told you so.)


I make my way to the kitchen/dining room. It’s just barely big enough for a table and chairs. OK, that’s a lie—it’s just barely big enough for our table and chairs. When we moved in, we treated ourselves to our first grown-up present, an enormous dining room table. It’s big enough to host a feast for twelve. (Have I mentioned we don’t cook?)


Christine has appropriated every bit of space on that table for books and notes. There are piles two and three volumes high in places. At some point, she started using that too big legal-size yellow paper that all lawyers use. The bigger paper has not helped the situation.


“You know, when we bought that table,” I say, “I’m pretty sure we were thinking it would be for sitting at to eat, at some point.”


“That would require one of us cooking, at some point,” Christine says, not unreasonably.


“So, pizza?”


“Again?”


“Any other ideas?”


“Um. Lucky Charms?”


“Again?”


She shrugs and I go to fix her the Lucky Charms. She flashes me a sincerely grateful smile, happy that she didn’t need to pause her studies, overlong. She goes back to reading about federal jurisdictions, or some such, all the while munching away on blue diamonds, green shamrocks, and purple horseshoes.


I get myself a bowl of deliciously empty calories and carve a little workspace on the table, hoping she’s too engrossed to realize I’ve moved some of her stuff. Time to get started on this delivery guide website.


I open my laptop and start coding. First step is to create a map of Chicago. Once that’s done, I trace in all the zip codes. I want a user to be able to click on the one in which they live. Then, once they’ve committed to that ballpark location, it should be a simple task to look up which restaurants deliver in that proximity. This simple innovation is, honestly, already at least one million times better than the Yellow Pages.


Storing restaurant names, phone numbers, operating hours, and so on, requires the use of a database. I like a free one called MySQL, an open-source database system created by a trio of Scandinavians in the mid-1990s. In the database, I set up the various tables of data, along with defining the relationships between them. I then invent a theoretical test restaurant and load it. It works, but it’s uglier than a DMV website. Midnight has come and gone. Christine is still studying, so, I keep at it too.


“I’m headed to bed,” Christine finally says, sighing and yawning.


“Good night,” I say. And then I remember to ask her how her day went.


“Good,” she says, “exhausting. I read two hundred pages today, but I still don’t feel prepared for class tomorrow. Not that it will matter—the lectures are just personal anecdotes from the professor’s greatest hits, rather than having anything to do with the actual subject matter. Still, I need to learn this stuff if I’m going to pass the bar. What are you working on?”


“Oh, I figured I’d make a website to store menus, instead of the drawer.” When I say it out loud, it doesn’t sound all that useful.


“That’s cool,” she says, kissing me on the cheek. “It will be good to have something more than three restaurants to order from. Have fun. Good night.”


Determined to get something working before I join her, I continue. I’m still absorbed, tinkering with this cool new delivery guide I’ve made for hours.


Eventually, the sun comes up.


I take a shower, eat some Lucky Charms, and head back out to work.
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Quitting Is All the Rage


“Food,” I say.


“Spot,” Holly says.


Holly Maloney is sitting in the cubicle across from mine, at my day job. It’s early evening, and the only two employees here at the office are myself and Holly’s husband, Matt. Holly doesn’t work here. She wandered up here because she’s hungry and got sick of waiting for Matt and me to finish playing video games on the company network. While Matt is off in the bathroom, she has been helping me think of a name for my delivery information website.


“Food,” I say.


“Finder,” Holly says.


“Delivery.”


“Finder.”


“Grub.”


“Hub.”


Naming businesses is hard. Usually. This one wasn’t.


Matt and Holly leave. As do I. When I get home, I snag the domain name grubhub.com. It is the first change I’ve made to the website in months. In fact, it has been half a year since that all-night Lucky Charms–fueled coding frenzy. The website has been a once-a-month kind of background hobby, sandwiched in between all the other excitements and frustrations of life.


But even though I haven’t put a ton of effort into it, the website works. There is no online ordering. Just menus and phone numbers. I can find dozens of restaurants that deliver to my address. Whenever I get bored of the selections, I spend an hour making calls and adding a few more options. Once I call in an order to this new restaurant, the food usually shows up with a full menu. I scan it and put it on the website.


More months pass. I vaguely suspect this delivery guide might be something I could put some more effort into. Maybe even make it a business. On occasion I get motivated enough to actually drive around and pick up a few menus.


Now it is Monday, 9:14 a.m. Exactly one hour ago, it was 9:12 a.m. Minutes take hours in cubicleland. I already know that this is going to be a long day in a long week in what will be a short life.


I work at the laziest startup on the planet, homefinder.com. The site, which lists homes for sale, has been designed to mimic the real estate section of a newspaper. HomeFinder is owned by a company called Classified Ventures, which also owns apartments.com, cars.com, and auction.com—each does what it says on the label. Classified Ventures is, in turn, owned by Gannett and Tribune, two usually adversarial newspaper conglomerates. This unholy mingling is, on its face, their attempt to adapt to the emerging internet, which is rapidly destroying their classifieds revenue. The reality is darker: Classified Ventures is little more than a smoke screen. As long as it appears that Gannett and Tribune are at least doing something, that is good enough. They don’t want us to be actually profitable—that would make their local papers unhappy. (I know, it is shocking that newspapers fared poorly at the dawn of the internet age helmed by such enlightened leadership.)


Classified Ventures has provided me with a perfectly pleasant cubicle, if also a totally sterile one (is there any other kind?). The beige fabric walls are tall enough that even though I stand over six feet tall, I need to perch on tiptoes if I want to annoy my neighbors. I presume it is meant to feel like I’m in a cozy den, but it feels more like being at the bottom of a deep well. I’ve got a fancy Herman Miller chair, with all sorts of levers. Tucked under the desk is an overpowered computer, the size of a small bear.


My bland workspace is situated within a bland office that itself resides within the most central part of Chicago’s central business district. All in all, I work in a perfect cubicle farm—replete with constantly jamming printers, slightly worse than Starbucks coffee, and a finely curated selection of paper clips. It is so utterly inoffensive that it manages to be deeply offensive.


Exactly one hour later, it is 9:15 a.m.


Matt barges into my semiprivate (but officially, definitely, not private) space and takes a seat on my side desk, forcing me to lean far enough back that the chair’s spring groans in protest. Like me, Matt is a couple years out of college, and somehow manages to be a Midwest version of a California surfer: He drinks PBR instead of Pacifico; he’s got dreamy blue eyes and a mane of long curly hair pulled back into a ponytail—in California it might be described as a mullet, but here in the Midwest it’s surely not the worst haircut. He is a cheery guy and always has one story or another about his epic weekend.


I am ready for him today, armed for small talk by virtue of looking up the scores of the most recent Bears’ game.


“My weekend was awesome,” Matt says, unprompted. “Holly and I went over to Holland, Michigan, this weekend. Stayed near the beach. Too cold to go swimming. Oh man, I got so drunk. You should come with us next time.”


“Yeah maybe,” I say, meaning definitely no. “Let me know next year when you’re getting it set up and I’ll let Christine know.” Also untrue—there is zero chance that Christine, a committed introvert, would willingly choose to go within one hundred miles of such a boondoggle.


Matt pops his head up above my cubicle wall and looks around.


“I’m dodging Nancy,” he says, in a stage whisper. “She’s bound to give me crap for leaving a little early on Friday.”


“A little? You left in time for brunch. I’d be annoyed too if I was your boss.”


“I’ll be fine,” Matt says, chuckling at himself. “Besides, you’re one to talk, you take some epic lunches yourself.”


Well. He is not wrong.


“Nancy likes me because I actually fix problems when the site goes down,” Matt says. “It’s not fair that she gets crap from her overlords because I don’t put in as much face time as the other useless sys admins. I get all my work done in half the time everybody else does. No point in just sitting around.”


“You could ask for more work,” I say, understanding that this is bound to be a nonstarter.


Matt laughs. Somewhere in the awkward silence that follows, he realizes I was not joking. He quickly changes the subject before I press him on my suggestion.


“So, what did you do this weekend?”


“I tinkered with the GrubHub website a little bit,” I tell him. “It was pretty fun. Not guzzling-beers-in-Michigan fun, but what can I say? I’m a nerd.”


Matt doesn’t mock me for this. He is a nerd too—in fact, he’s wicked smart. He just prefers to be a lazy nerd, as opposed to a workaholic, like me. We nerds come in different flavors.


“We used it last night,” Matt says, getting excited at the memory. “We were too wiped out from our trip to cook. It worked great. But you know it looks like crap, right?”


“I’m an engineer, not a designer, Matt. I will worry about making it look pretty at some point. Mostly, I’ve been focused on getting all the neighborhoods listed so it ranks higher on search engines.”


“Has that worked? Is it getting a lot of traffic?”


“About a thousand visitors per day,” I tell him.


“That’s pretty good! Have you thought about selling ads or anything?”


“I put up some banner ads,” I say, “but they only make about a dollar a day. That’s fine, though—it’s really more of a hobby right now. Maybe someday it will be something more. I doubt there’s all that much money in food delivery. Definitely not enough to stop working for the man and pay off my debt.”


(I am shockingly wrong about this.)


“Maybe you should sell premium listings or something?” Matt says.


“That is the obvious next step, but I haven’t gotten around to pitching a single restaurant yet. Besides, like you said, it still looks like crap.”


Matt perks up. “I could try and sell one for you.”


I shrug.


“There’s nothing to sell. Don’t get me wrong, it would be easy enough to create a premium restaurant listing—I could just change the background color and sort it to the top of the results. But I suspect restaurants won’t buy just a color change—they’ll want actual orders.”


“Still, I could sell one,” Matt says. This is not the first time he has suggested himself for this particular gig. He asks about GrubHub just about every day. He obviously wants to be involved somehow. Matt is smart, persuasive, and when he gets around to doing work, it’s top notch. But he’s also very Matt-forward. What this means is, beyond working together, I’m not even sure that I am actually his friend nor he mine. It’s more like I’m an effective resource to achieve the goal of having fun with someone. Whenever we hang out, I come away feeling like a supporting actor to the lead. With that in mind, sharing GrubHub with him might be a mistake. But some paying customers would be great, and I dread the idea of waltzing into a restaurant trying to sell ads. Maybe I should let him have at it.


“Let’s talk about it tomorrow.”


“Cool,” Matt says. “Crap—there’s Nancy. I’m outta here.”


Absent of any further distractions, I am free to get some actual work done.


I line two pieces of paper next to each other—a clean sheet and last week’s not-so-clean sheet. Glancing through the older version, I make note of any unfinished tasks—which honestly amounts to nothing significant.


To create my task list for the coming week, I consult the lengthy specification document. It reveals, in excruciating detail, the next version of the website. Every question has been answered, every navigation specified, even the color scheme has not been left to chance. There are no decisions for me to make. My job is to simply translate this aspirational document into code.


It takes about twenty minutes to get warmed up. I begin by reviewing the front end of the website, then the database structure, and finally everything in between. In total, there are four or five different systems that contain the logic and rules for how the website works. Holding all this stuff in my mind requires intense concentration. In industry jargon, this is called entering flow state. Most developers use some kind of music to get into it—my current playlist features Offspring and Rage Against the Machine. Pounding through my headphones, this music serves to put a barrier between myself and the susurrus of chatter flowing around me in the office.


Once I am in flow, I add a text box to the website for the user to describe the property they’ve listed. This is a required field. To the end user, this appears simply as a little red asterisk. Behind the scenes, though, the users’ input must be verified, and the website must reject any submissions that have been left blank. Also, since some of this information shows up on real estate listings, it needs to comply with equal opportunity housing requirements. We had a meeting last week where we discussed the importance of filtering any possible word that could be racist, profane, or discriminatory. I suggested we just filter out all words in the dictionary. (My boss was not impressed with my snark.) Still, the rules exist for good reason, so I spend the better part of an hour trying to get it right—Googling lists of profanity and copying them into the database to protect any would-be home buyers from salty language.


Flow state is the opposite of mindfulness—there’s no emptying out to observe. Not watching how my mind works, I don’t have the presence of mind to realize just how happy I am as I code. There’s more buttons and fields to add. More navigation. More fiddling with the database. Eventually, I finish. Coming out of flow state is faster than entering, but not instantaneous. It takes me a few minutes to come back to the present.


And then it hits me—I have to pee.


Before I leave my desk, I want to see how far I got. Honestly, this is the best part of my job—who doesn’t love checking boxes off a to-do list? I get a shock: every single item that I wrote down three hours ago is crossed off the list.


I’m done for the week. And it’s only Monday. This job is too damn easy.


I watch as my career unhinges its jaw, ready to swallow me whole. It unfolds in terrifying clarity: short bursts of frenzied coding alternating with weeks of mundane meetings. Turf battles. An extra week of vacation when I hit my ten-year anniversary. Hooray.


A couple of weeks pass by, but it’s still only Monday, and only just time for lunch.


Today is a good day for the fast-food cafeteria a few blocks over in the federal building. It features about a dozen restaurants, a mix of chains and independents. But for all the plentiful choices, I always end up at Panda Express.


Is there a more perfect lunch than Panda’s orange chicken? It is tangy, sweet, crispy, and savory. The texture is unyielding, at first, but then gives way with a satisfying crunch. Sticky rice drenched with the contents of about a million soy sauce packets offers a salty, carb-loaded counterpoint.


With a succulent bit of orange goodness poised on my bamboo chopsticks, I open my book. It is volume number eighty-three, or some such, of Robert Jordan’s epic fantasy series, The Wheel of Time. I lose track of my surroundings for the second time that day. Four chapters later, I return to the land of the living, noticing my sore back and aching shoulders from being hunched over the table. The orange chicken is gone. Half of this double order was supposed to go home to Christine. But when you’ve finished your week’s work by noon, the subsequent three-hour lunch is not conducive to leftovers.


Back at the office, I sheepishly creep back to my desk. After about twenty minutes, it becomes obvious that nobody noticed my extended absence. At around four o’clock, my boss comes by.


“Thanks for getting that project done so quickly last week,” he says.


“Yeah, no problem. It was easy.”


“Do you think you’ll be able to get the next version done by the end of the week?”


Is he joking? He is not.


“Uh, it’s already finished,” I say.


“Really? You just started today.”


“Yeah, do you have anything else for me?”


“No, the release schedule is backed up, so there’s no point.”


“I’ll go talk to the guys in R&D, then, and see if they have anything for me to pick up.” I’ve got to find something to do.


“Great idea,” boss man says.


Eventually, he wanders off, and the clock on my computer screen hits 4:31. That rounds up to 5:00. My iPod’s playlist is “Breakup Songs” as I head for the exit.


“I Quit,” by the all-girl Brit band Hepburn is the first track. Nice.
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I am pretty good at quitting things.


My first year at college, I quit the crew team when I saw ice float past me during an early morning practice on Boston’s Charles River. In year two, expectations around conformity in the fraternity I joined chafed me badly. Rather than work it out, I abruptly quit, causing terminal damage to all my relationships there. In year three, I got an internship at Ford, and lasted just four weeks. It would have taken the better part of a decade, probably, to earn any real responsibility there, so the internship seemed pointless.


My unhappiness at work runs deeper than just boredom and a well-liked cubicle. It’s not this job—it’s any job. Jobs are limiting. Because jobs are specialized, with different workers complementing each other’s work, everyone pretty much stays in their lanes. Sure, I can peek over a cubicle wall into marketing, strategy, or sales, but ultimately, those jobs are done by somebody else. As far as the organization is concerned, I’m just a coder.


But there’s a deeper issue: I hate people telling me what to do. I’m not sure anyone loves that, but with me, it rises to a kind of pathology.


What I come to understand while working at Classified Ventures is that all these negative feelings—daydreams of quitting, crankiness at being pigeonholed as “just a coder,” and hating being told what to do—they’re all just symptoms of something much deeper: discontent. This is simply an intrinsic quality of who I am. I am not content; I have never been content. I will never be content. Being content is not who I am.


In fact, discontent is a feature, not a bug. Entrepreneurs aren’t happy people.


Discontent is my driving force, my animus. I look around and say, “This is not right. It is crap.” I say this about everything—friendships, businesses, the TSA line. But if it was just that, I’d be just another grumpy asshole. But I don’t stop at “this is crap.” After the complaining, I add another impulse: “It should be better—I can make it better.” This final piece is the difference between a miserable grump and a driven entrepreneur.


This is precisely why Henry Ford built a car instead of training a faster horse. (Sorry about quitting on you, Henry. But I’m sure you understand.)


Down at the bottom of the well, I feel the pressure to leave building in me. I know it won’t be long now before I just storm out of here.


Don’t get me wrong. I love me a good quitting. Quitting is great.


But this wouldn’t be quitting. This would be giving up. What’s the difference? A good quitting comes hand in hand with a goal. It’s abandoning a thing in favor of something better. Giving up is just frustration and apathy.


I don’t have any discernible goal, so I better figure out what’s next. And quick.
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It is a meteorological mystery of Chicago that the wind blows strongly into a biker’s face at all times—doesn’t matter if I’m heading north, south, east, west, up, or down—I always face a gale.


This is especially true the next day, a Tuesday in early December. The air is frigid. To my left, the wonder of the city is accented by Christmas lights festooned across the bare branches. The multicolored lights bathe Lake Michigan to my right, illuminating the ice forming along the sand. It’s beautiful. It’s peaceful. It’s cold as balls. The kind of cold that freezes up inside my nose. I cycle on—I’m excited to get home and work on GrubHub and get warm.


It’s time to do something about the terrible “pick your zip code by clicking on a map” situation. The piece of software I need is called a geocoder, a bit of kit that turns an address into usable latitude and longitude coordinates (for example, 111 West Washington becomes 41.883, –87.631 [that’s GrubHub’s future corporate headquarters if you’re scoring at home]). There is commercially available software to do this—in fact, I use MapQuest at the day job—but it costs six figures per year for the license.


No problem—I’ll just brew my own.


The raw US census geography data is hidden deep in the bowels of a government website. It includes all of the address locations in the US, along with their map coordinates. Downloading the enormous data set, which I started four days ago, just finished. The backup copy fills twenty CDs. It takes half a night of tinkering to write the software on top of the government info that actually converts an address into a lat/long.


With that done, I now need a way to store delivery boundaries, instead of just zip codes. This is not a simple thing to work out. The boundaries of a restaurant’s delivery don’t tend to be simple rectangles or circles—more often than not they follow major streets, which means they have lots of weird angles jutting out. Still, any shape, no matter how complex, can be broken down into lines, and lines can be described by the point at either end. Therefore, any delivery boundary can be specified with a series of latitude and longitude coordinates.


Late into the night, I work through the technical details. I’m happy. When I finally come out of my programming flow, I hear the predawn chirping of birds in the big tree outside my apartment window. My happiness fades as I take stock.


What the hell am I doing? Technical solutions are fun and easy to solve (for me, anyway). But what is the point? How many nights have I spent working into the wee hours of the morning, messing about with this stuff? The website is getting snazzier, but it certainly isn’t changing my life. Really, it’s just an unpaid extension of what I do on a normal workday.


If I want to get out of my day job, this website is my best bet. But a hobby isn’t going to change my life. It needs to be something more. It needs to become a bona fide business. The difference, I realize, is that a business actually makes money. So, I guess it is time to sell some restaurants on advertising.


There is a world of difference between a website that makes zero dollars and a website that makes one dollar. In the thousands of mentoring sessions I have had with would-be entrepreneurs in the decades since this realization, I’ve tried to underline the importance of this moment. Get a customer. A real customer. One that pays actual money, rather than saying that they would probably pay for something. This is the difference between a hobby and a business. It is the difference between a wantrepreneur and an entrepreneur.


Earlier that day I had told Matt that I didn’t have anything ready for him to sell. But is that really true? With a little more effort, all those eyeballs on my website could conceivably be converted into orders. Orders are valuable, ergo, eyeballs are valuable, therefore, I’ve got something to sell. Probably. Maybe.


The next morning, I head straight for Matt’s desk.


“Hey, you want to try selling a restaurant?” I announce before I even say good morning.


“Yeah, sure,” he says, eagerly. “What am I selling?”


This is a good question.


“See if you can get them to prepay you for a few months of premium listing on the website,” I say. “If they bite, tell them I’ll sort them to the top of the listings and change the color. It would be great to figure out a way to track orders, but I’m not sure exactly how to do that yet. Coupons, maybe? I don’t know. Let’s worry about that later.”


As I say it, I realize that something about this sentiment rings true. The best way to start is to start. A business comes into being with the first sale. Anticipating the first sale has got me thinking in new directions—coupons, premium placement, color schemes, and so on. I’m not just thinking about what I want a website to do for me. I’m thinking about what I want a website to do for a paying restaurant.


“What if they want something else beyond that?” Matt is a salesman, that much is clear.


“Go ahead and promise it to them. Whatever it is, I’ll code it up over the next week or two.” Again, there’s something here that rings true. Getting the business is the hard part. Building features is easy. So easy, in fact, that I spent a year aimlessly doing just that.


“Nice! What should I be charging them?”


“I don’t know. It’s not important. I care more about proving that I can get somebody to pay something right now than I do about getting the pricing just right. Let’s try $100 per month. See if you can get a $300 check.”


“That seems cheap,” Matt says, looking dubious. “Didn’t you say the site was getting a thousand visitors per day?”


“Yeah. Most of it comes from the top listing for ‘food delivery’ on Google. Also a few links from Citysearch and the Sun-Times.”


“That’s probably enough to sell a restaurant, right?” Matt says, getting his confidence back. “I can bring a laptop and show them how they would be featured on search engines. Heck, I’ll give it a try during lunch.”


Back at my desk, I’m nervous and distracted. I don’t have any actual work to do today—I finished it all the day before, of course—but even if I did, I don’t think I’d be able to concentrate on it very well. A long lunch at Panda Express allows for calls to a few restaurants, collecting data for the website. When I finally get back to my desk, I make a token effort to be productive, but my heart isn’t in it.


Late in the day, Matt appears in my cubicle.


“Here you go,” he says, triumphantly holding out a check for me to see.


“What’s this?” I ask.


“A check from our first customer.”


Huh. Just like that GrubHub has gone from a hobby to a business. A year of tinkering was fun, I guess, but this feels more real.


“How’d you do it?” I ask, beaming.


“I went down to Charming Wok and sat down at the bar. I ordered lunch and got to talking to the owner. I told him that we had this cool new website called GrubHub. We can send him tons of delivery orders if he’s interested in premium placement.”


“And just like that he paid you?” I can’t believe it.


“Well, it wouldn’t have been a two-hour lunch break, then, would it?”


Two hours? If Matt is admitting to a two-hour lunch break, this means it was probably closer to four. He continues his story.


“The guy tells me to wait until the lunch rush is over and he’ll talk to me. So, I have a couple of beers. He eventually wraps up the lunch service and pulls up the website. He’s not exactly impressed, to be honest—you know it looks like crap, right? Anyway, I tell him to search for ‘Chicago Chinese delivery’ on Google. GrubHub comes up as the first ranking.”


“It does?” This is news to me. I knew it ranked first for “Chicago delivery,” but I never checked for a combination of “cuisine and city.”


“Oh, I thought you told me it did. I guess I got lucky. At any rate, it does, and it worked. He was impressed. He asked me how much it costs. I let him know and he says, ‘sounds great.’ And then just sits there. I ask him check or cash. He tells me he isn’t the owner.”


“Ha! That sucks.”


“Yeah, I just spent two hours selling the bartender,” Matt laughs. “Then he tells me that I need to talk to his mom. His mom! She owns the restaurant. He goes and gets her, and I go through the whole thing again. Except instead of sitting there waiting and drinking beers, she’s grilling me the whole time. Then she finally agrees it’s a good idea.”


I finally look at the check. It’s made out for $140.


“The owner is a pretty good negotiator,” I say, surprised. “One hundred forty dollars for three months of advertising?”


“That’s for six months, not three.”


And this concludes my first lesson in pricing, negotiation, and the unquenchable desire of salespeople to hand out discounts. Still, while $140 isn’t $600, it’s a hell of a lot more than zero.


“Fine by me. It’s a start! Thanks!”


That $140 was the first money GrubHub ever makes. From this moment on, it is a legitimate business, not a hobby.


Immediately, I’m hit with a wave of anxiety.


If discontent is the entrepreneur’s first muse, then anxiety runs a close second. This isn’t fear about what might happen if I jump headfirst into something new. It’s the opposite. This anxiety is FOMO (fear of missing out)—what will happen if I don’t make the jump? What if somebody else gets there first?


In its current state, the best I can say about GrubHub is that it is marginally better than the Yellow Pages. And if I can see that, then somebody in Silicon Valley can probably see it too. If I don’t pounce soon, I might miss my shot.


With the check in hand, leaving my current job magically transforms from giving up to quitting. It’s no longer a vainglorious abandonment of corporate America in a blaze of glory (actually, that’s exactly what it is, but it’s not just that). Now, there’s something pulling at me: a new business that I’ve created.


For the second time in two days, I queue up “I Quit” on my playlist. I enjoy the music so much more today.
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About a week after Matt’s first sale to Charming Wok, I am at home on my couch nursing a beer. This couch was the first thing that Christine and I bought after we got married while I was a graduate student at MIT—back then, we were still sleeping on a futon. This thing offers virtually no support, instead swallowing me in an excess of microfiber. Chilidog, our bony puppy, is curled up in a tight ball on my left hip, completely buried by blankets, happily ignoring the January weather. She’ll stay until spring if I let her.


Christine comes bustling in the front door, all hats, scarves, gloves, and parkas.


Without even a hello, I say, “I’m going to quit my job.”


My wife looks at me like she’s a moose in headlights. I say moose, not deer, not to exaggerate her stature, but because you can keep driving if it’s just a deer. If you run into a moose, the moose will always win.


She puts down her grocery bags with exaggerated slowness, removes her jacket and hangs it up in the closet. Then, she gently takes off her shoes and puts on her slippers. It’s all very Mister Rogers. Eventually, she comes to join me on the couch.


“Is that a good idea?” Christine asks, finally.


“No. Definitely not. But I think I want to do it anyway.”


“OK…”


I plow on.


“Look, the way I figure it, we can… Wait, what?”


“OK. You should quit your job,” she says, just as calmly as the first time she said it.


“Really?” I can’t believe what I’m hearing.


“You seem miserable there,” she says, compassionately. “Honestly, I’m surprised you lasted this long. I know you were just doing it to get me through law school—well, I’m through. I’m sure I’ll get a job soon. There’s no point in you waiting until I get something definite lined up.”


Christine had finished law school at Northwestern and then passed the bar a few months back. But, unlike most of her classmates, she didn’t have a job to go to. It wasn’t because she was a bad student—in fact, she was at the top of her class. But she’s focused on public interest work, rather than going to a big law firm. Unfortunately, no job offers materialized.


“I’ll get a job eventually,” Christine says, with admirable certainty. “Heck, I can work at Starbucks or something if nothing comes up.”


Then, she gets practical for a moment.


“What about the loans? Won’t there be penalties and interest?”


Now that she has passed the six-month mark after graduation, our loan payments have started up again. Between Christine’s undergrad degree at Boston University, her law degree from Northwestern, and my undergrad and graduate degrees from MIT, we are $236,000 in debt.


“The loan payments are thirteen hundred bucks a month for thirty years,” I remind her. “That’s 2033. They’ll have flying cars and lightsabers by then. What’s the worst that could happen? Penalties? Interest? Sure, I guess. So, what? We’re paying off the loans until 2037 instead of 2033? It’s hard to get worked up about the difference.”


But the loans are not the only issue. There’s daily life to consider too.


“It would mean getting very tight with our budget,” I admit. “No eating out, no travel. If we really tighten our belts, we could make it two months on savings. If I cash in my 401(k), we could make it another two months after that. The penalty isn’t that big. Just ten percent.”


“What about your bonus from work?” she asks, looking a bit less certain now that I’ve laid out the financial situation. “They give a pretty huge one in February, right? That’s only a month away. Seems like it’s worth sticking around for that, at least.”


“That’s a good idea—it would be another ten grand or so, probably. Maybe I can take Matt on as a partner for some additional cash too?”


“You should quit. Definitely. Who cares about the money? I just want you to be happy.”


I’m flabbergasted by her support. Not surprised—she is a very selfless person. But still blown away because supportive is not a reasonable thing to be, given the circumstances.


Her backing makes my decision that much easier.


“I should do it,” I say, letting one last hint of doubt bubble to the surface. But then, I’m over it.


“I’m gonna do it,” I announce.


Christine smiles. “Great!” she says.


This isn’t idle daydreaming anymore. I’m getting revved up to quit my software job, the one that pays $100,000 per year, so I can pitch restaurants to sign up for a website that helps them schlep pizzas.


Just to make sure I’m not crazy, I consult a few family and friends.


“Is this a good idea?” I ask.


The response is unanimous.


It is not.


I’m going to do it anyway. Christine and I tighten our belts and do our best to stick to our new strict budget. I cash in my 401(k). I’m hoping that by the time the tax penalties roll around next April, I’ll be able pay them. With that shot of cash, I’ve got a buffer of about six months, assuming we cut coupons and shop clearance at the grocery store.


When it comes, my bonus is big: $11,000. I deposit it into a freshly minted GrubHub bank account. Matt decides to chip in as my business partner—his $11,000 check goes in there too. Now, we’ve got a whopping $22,140 in our business account.


By 2018, the company will be worth $13 billion. That’s a 58,717,253 percent increase. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. At this point, GrubHub has a single customer.
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