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Prologue
White Collar, Short Leash

On May 31st of last year, I quit.

Walked away.

Split.

At age forty-one, I leapt from the stern of the foundering SS Willy Loman and began my swim against the tide, leaving behind my health insurance, paycheck, and annual bonus.

What inspired this plunge? It’s a long and horrific tale, but the blame lies mostly with my chosen profession — the advertising and marketing industry — which is a unique business in a suck-the-life-out-of-you sort of way. In reality, many issues within the profession broke me, so let’s skip the excruciating details and cut directly to the chase. The big issues were:


	Advertising is one of the few businesses where clients hire you for your “expertise” and “creativity,” only to then begin micromanaging your work to the point of submolecular deconstruction. This gets a bit tiresome after a decade or so . . . especially when they are taking net 90 to pay their bills.

	It is also one of the few businesses that produces marked, measurable results, which are somehow invisible to the people who paid for them:



YOU: How’d the new ad campaign do this week?

CLIENT: Okay, I guess. Couldn’t really tell.

YOU: Do you want us to keep running it?

CLIENT: No.

YOU: Why not?

CLIENT: For some reason, people came in and bought our entire inventory.


	And the big one? The advertising game is the only business on the planet where potential clients think they’re doing you a huge favor by giving you the opportunity to work for them for free. This occurs when, with great pomp and ceremony, a desirable advertising client announces they are undergoing an “agency review,” which allows advertising agencies to “pitch” their business. What does this entail? It’s too mind-boggling to describe realistically. Instead, let me offer this analogy from the legal profession:



CLIENT WHO NEEDS A LAWYER: Thank you for coming today, gentlemen. I see we have four different law firms represented. Excellent. As you might know, I’ve been charged with trafficking in cocaine, conspiracy to commit murder, and attempted bribery of a federal law enforcement officer. And I’m guilty. So, I’ve called you all together to offer each of you the chance to work for me. In three weeks, each of you will be allowed to present your detailed ideas for my defense, which you will argue in front of a mock jury of my choosing. I will pick one firm to represent me, and that firm will get paid for the work they’ve already done. The rest of you will be paid nothing . . . but you can take pride in knowing you had a reputation good enough to be invited to this pitch. Are there any questions or comments?

LAWYERS: Just one: if you have a choice, tell your cellmate you want to be the husband.

Another reason for skirting the excruciating details of my life in the ad game is that you’ve likely been there too. You know the drill: no matter what your job, if you make good money then it’s virtually guaranteed you’re swallowing grenades for clients or bosses who don’t appreciate your efforts. You endure the madness for the opportunity to make more money, because more money buys more stuff.

Yes, yes, we all know there are some people who love their jobs . . . but only the really lucky folks grow to love Big Brother and connect with his communiqué that SLAVERY IS FREEDOM and WAR IS PEACE . . . As for the rest of us, we trade our time for the necessities, luxuries, and conveniences that money buys. The new me, dog-paddling away from my sinking ship of security, figured a person could just eliminate the luxuries and conveniences and get by on the necessities with barely any income at all. After all, our forefathers settled the American West without new clothes or fancy dinners every week, so why not adopt a similar attitude and lifestyle? Just stop spending so damn much money, learn to appreciate the simple things in life, and be like that dude on Kung Fu.

My friends failed to understand the brilliance of The Plan.

That was their problem, of course. They didn’t get it. They didn’t understand the Zen of it all. Mine would be the life of Jimmy Buffett, where margaritas flow from the garden hose, and the soul feeds at leisure on a healthy diet of sunsets, steel drums, and pithy anecdotes of the simple life. A new life was beginning . . . a life of adventure, and discovery. It would be a life in the unknown.

Unfortunately, it takes only a couple of months of “life in the unknown” before several things became very well known:


	No matter how much you hunker down financially, there are still a few bills that have to be paid, pesky little nonnegotiable items like home insurance, car insurance, life insurance, flood insurance, personal articles insurance, catastrophic health insurance, prescriptions, property taxes, car repairs, home repairs, water bill, electric bill, phone bill, DSL connection, cell phone bill, pest control, in particular termite control, vet bills, and IRA/HSA savings. Friend, that stuff logjams quickly when you don’t have a paycheck . . . and if you’ll look at the list, you’ll notice there isn’t a dime budgeted for suntan lotion and margarita mix. Those are bills you have to pay just for the right to suck air here in the land of the free, which, by the way, ain’t.

	When you get married, and the priest announces you are to love and cherish each other for better or worse, richer or poorer, there are exceptions: If, for instance, you quit your white-collar job and six months later you’re bitching at your wife because she could have saved fifty cents by buying the ramen noodles by the hundred-pack, and she tells you to get a job, and you tell her you’re still healing . . . well, the priest wasn’t including that in the love and cherish part he described during the service. In this particular case, it’s completely understandable if your wife chooses to stop cherishing you for a bit.

	Men and women have different definitions of necessities. Men have a short list: beer. Women have a longer list, which includes things like groceries, haircuts, date nights, cleaning bills, and charitable giving. Women also do not buy the argument that beer is groceries and that if you drink enough of it you won’t notice that the cupboard is bare, your hair is a mess, and your clothes look like hell. In addition, drinking beer is a date night in and of itself, and giving one to the wino outside the 7-Eleven on the way to the car is charitable giving. Yes, men and women differ on necessities . . . and women always win the argument, because it’s tough to argue with someone who won’t speak to you.

	If you quit your white-collar job, you have plenty of time to ponder life’s big questions, the biggest of which is, of course, “How am I going to pay for all this stuff?” You’d be amazed how little you care about what Aristotle has to say about life when you’ve got the guy from Visa on the phone trying to explain his more existential philosophy on missed credit card payments.

	If you are not working and your wife is, there is a real discrepancy between her view of a productive day and yours. For instance, if she returns after a hump-busting ten-hour grind and asks what you did with your day, answering, “I shaved,” is not sufficient. Nor, apparently, is it funny.



So, there I stood, a man without a job, wondering what to do. By itself, the lack of a job was no big deal, because any potential embarrassment I felt was overwhelmed by internal giddiness about my new freedom — freedom from the Dilbert cartoon life that had consumed most of my previous fourteen years. I was just happy to have time on my hands and thus the opportunity to do the items on the Honey-do list my wife would leave every day when she — Okay, that’s a lie. The Honey-do list broke me. Within a month, anything (except my old job) was preferable to the Honey-do list.

You see, here too, women’s minds are very different from men’s. While we men turn our brains off for extended periods of time, a woman’s mind is always working . . . and if a woman’s husband is sitting around during the day and counts shaving on his list of accomplishments, the woman can simply use the man’s hands to do the things she’d do if she had the time.

Here’s a brief list of the projects the average woman would like done:


	Tear down the home.

	Rebuild it much, much better.

	Take out the garbage.

	Walk the dogs.



If there was ever a buzz killer in the pursuit of happiness, it would have to be (a), (b), (c), and (d). It’s a fact that the reason men object to war less than women — even though it’s mostly the men dying — is that during war stuff gets blown up and you don’t have to fix it until after the war. Ten dollars, which is a lot to me, says that there were thousands of men in London sitting in their rockers smiling ear to ear as the bombs rained down during the Battle of Britain.

WIFE: Worthington! Take cover, for God’s sake! A bloody bomb just landed on the garage!

HUSBAND: No worries, love. I brought the whiskey in from the garage last night.

My plan for dodging the Honey-do list solidified in my mind one evening at a fund-raiser my wife volunteered to assist with. It was the usual cocktail coat-and-tie affair, and my bride sweated away in the kitchen, doing all the work while the nine other folks on the committee supervised her. My mode of operation at a function like this usually entailed finding a friend from the old days, retreating to a corner, and recycling stories about life before side-impact air bags. On this night, however, I found myself cornered by a guy about my age who would not shut up about his legal pro bono work for the foundation whose booze we were drinking. Yes, he’d recently moved to town, and he was making conversation as best he could and was probably nervous about chatting up some local guy he didn’t know, but the conversation was agonizing. When he worked into his monologue the details of a “really sweet slip-and-fall case” he’d recently won, I zoned out for fear of voicing my opinion of TV lawyers and getting arrested for hate speech. Then five words came piercing through my defensive web of audio fog.

“So what do you do?”

“Pizza delivery guy,” I stated proudly.

Insert sound of crickets.

How does one respond to that? Here is this stuffed-shirt legal scrivener telling me how great he is, and he asks me about my profession. Man, this was a conversation I’d been through a zillion times back in my white-collar life and knew the outcome of without waiting for it to unfold: back then I’d tell him I worked as the creative director of an ad agency, and he’d take control of the conversation again and tell me about his knowledge of advertising and subtly share his opinion that if he just had enough time in the day he could do both my job and his.

But what the hell does he do now?

He’s talking with a Pizza Guy, for crying out loud.

What can he ask? If it’s fulfilling? If it’s challenging? If it’s interesting? What is the poor guy supposed to do? As one who has always liked nonconformists, my solution would be to say, “Righteous! Tell me about life as a Pizza Guy.” But my new lawyer buddy? He melted down. He said perhaps the worst thing he could have: “No, really . . . what do you do?”

He’d managed to insult me, and I’d never even delivered a pizza. Time to insert the wooden stake in his heart and break it off.

“Really.”

Faced with the possibility that he was talking with someone who might not appreciate his sharp intellect and pithy insights, my new pal ended the conversation as quickly as possible and worked his way over to the bar.

Free of Perry Mason, I thought about my comment and wondered about life as a Pizza Guy. What’s it like? Who are these guys who arrive at our door bearing the pizza pies we order over the phone? Between you and me, we’ve probably never met a single human being over the age of twenty-one who delivers pizzas, and yet there are tens of thousands of them around the nation. What’s their story? What does the job entail? What’s the training like? What happens between the time you call the number to order your thin crust Supremo and the time your doorbell goes ding-dong? There was a multibillion-dollar industry out there cloaked in complete mystery.

Then it occurred to me there were lots of other equally mysterious regular-guy jobs: How about being an Ice Cream Scooper Guy? Or a fast-food employee? Or a construction worker? Or a MegaMart associate? Or a golf caddy?

These are all crap jobs no one wants, but tens of thousands of people have to do them. If they didn’t, hell . . . the American economy would collapse. You could lay off half the white-collar people in the United States and nothing bad would happen; in fact, productivity would probably skyrocket! Imagine, if you will, the banishment of every personal injury lawyer, every pollster, every person in advertising and public relations, every sports and entertainment agent, every real estate developer (and nine out of ten Realtors), every local newscasting team, every government bureaucrat, every HMO administrator, and every person with a business card that even hints of middle management. What do you think would happen?

And you’re right . . . jack-nothing would happen.

Now, imagine an America where the fast-food employees walk off the job for a week. The nation would look like a scene out of Night of the Living Dead, with zombies lurching through the streets looking for someone to super-size them. How about the Zippy Marts? Close those for a day, and who would feed the construction workers their morning hot dogs and Mountain Dews? Who would provide the nation’s delivery drivers their coffee and Ding Dongs? Where would we the people get our gas, the newspaper, our Lotto tickets, our Cheese Puffs, our beer, and our $6 bean dip? It would be anarchy . . . complete and utter mayhem.

I knew then it was my calling to undertake those jobs. It was time to immerse myself in the madness and experience the ups and downs of life at the bottom. This white-collar burnout would become a person who actually busted his butt for a living instead of someone who talked on the phone and sat in meetings and claimed he busted his butt for a living. I would live those lives and tell those tales.

This is my story.


Responsibility and Intellect Disclaimer

Prior to beginning the story, it’s important for you to know that I do understand how unreasonable and irresponsible it was to quit my profession just because it wasn’t any fun. Chances are that you too think, “This sucks,” many mornings as you head back into the fray. Please know that I considered what I thought to be the ramifications prior to the actual leap and many times asked myself the question, “Why all the unhappiness?” The answer surfaced as this: it’s because — in terms of the human experience — us white-collar Americans have it too easy. We as a nation have come so far, so fast, that our brains cannot adjust. We haven’t gotten our mental arms around it. We’re surrounded by decadent luxury, while most of the world is trying to figure out how they are going to avoid dying within the week.

To put American white-collar discontent in proper perspective, let’s conduct a few interviews with folks around the world who wish they had, well, any kind of collar at all:

YOU: Hey, how’s it going?

FATHER OF 4, ETHIOPIA: Well, unless we figure out how to digest sand, I’d say my family has some serious troubles ahead.

YOU: Yeah, but do you feel professionally fulfilled? Are you happy?

FATHER OF 4, ETHIOPIA: I think perhaps we need a translator.

YOU: Excuse me, sir. How’s life?

FATHER OF 1, CHINA: My water buffalo died. I am worried I am no longer strong enough to pull the plow myself.

YOU: Man, you really ought to look into a John Deere — all the farmers have ’em. They come in diesel!

FATHER OF 1, CHINA: What is comindeezel?

YOU: Que pasa, mahn?

FATHER OF 3, SOUTH AMERICA: Good news! My children have been offered an extra thirty hours per week overtime at the factory.

YOU: Are they getting options, too?

FATHER OF 3, SOUTH AMERICA: Oh, yes! Of course, working through lunch is still mandatory, but stopping for dinner is now optional.

YOU: I guess you’re lovin’ life under democracy, huh? FATHER OF 2, RUSSIA: Oh, yes! Now I keep and sell what I grow.

YOU: Cool. What’ve you grown?

FATHER OF 2, RUSSIA: Hungry.

If there’s one thing that’s clear, it’s that Americans are light-years ahead of the rest of the world. Our poorest people have clothing, way too much food, and — nine times out of ten — shelter with a television. Our middle class lives like the elite of most nations, complete with car, cable, cell phone, fashionable clothing, vacations, and junk food. Our rich . . . well, let’s not even bother.

Is there anything wrong with this?

No! Our forefathers made it possible — it is our national damn-did-we-get-lucky birthright. It’s just that we, as human beings, aren’t ready for it. For tens of thousands of years we’ve been refining our survival techniques, and suddenly in the past hundred years we’ve come to consider electricity necessary for survival.

Well, it’s not. It’s necessary for luxury and sustaining the lifestyle to which we’ve become accustomed, but it ain’t necessary for survival. Ask the rest of the world.

The fact that we are where we are is the ultimate anomaly, the miracle of miracles, the true testament to the blessings our Creator bestowed on us. We should all be waking up — every day — and staggering out into the sunlight and shouting, “Thank you, God, for allowing me to be born in America!”

Do we?

Nope. Instead, we work at our jobs and complain. We do drugs. We drink ourselves silly. We eat so much food we ruin our health. We worship movie stars. We sue tobacco companies and doctors and manufacturers for things that hurt us. We kill each other in droves. And we accept all this as normal.

You know what’s normal, in terms of human history? Getting up at sunrise, hunting or farming until sunset, then flopping down in a hut and going to sleep.

Is this good? Does this inspire happiness? Doubtful. But that doesn’t make it any less of a fact. The bottom line is that we are immersed in utter lottery-winner luxury, and like most lottery winners we don’t know how to handle it.

The saber-toothed tiger is dead; crops magically appear in the grocery store; the mud-and-sticks hovel has been replaced by a cozy little home; fire is conjured at the push of a button; the horse only needs reshoeing every 40,000 miles; our clothing comes from hides that someone else acquired, tanned, and sewed for us; the weather is of no real consequence; and I’ll kiss the fanny of any non-Amish American who’s mended a pair of socks in the last decade.

In short, all the really hard work is done.

And because we don’t really have to take care of ourselves, we no longer take responsibility for ourselves. Everything is beyond our control, it seems. Alcoholism, drug addiction, obesity, gambling, pedophilia — these things are all diseases. If in doubt, we sue. If we choose a life of crime, we blame our parents and society. And if we need an opinion, we look to the television to provide it.

Here is the madness of it: we the people are acting more and more victimized, when in fact we are the least victimized people in the world. In America, it takes exactly one generation to go from an African-American citizen being arrested for riding in the front of the bus to an African-American citizen serving as the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. It takes zero generations to go from being a computer nerd to the richest man on the planet.

America recognizes talent and tenacity. True, it is possible to come up with some groovy invention and not make money, but nine times out of ten that’s because the inventor is sitting around the living room waiting for Wall Street to call. If you’ve got talent and tenacity, this nation is your oyster.

Is this possible in any other nation?

No.

Why?

Because they didn’t have Thomas Jefferson and a team of the greatest thinkers in history create their nation from scratch. Their nations were created like, well, Jell-O, where eventually over time things just sort of jelled into place. Then unjelled. Then jelled.

Socialism doesn’t work.

Communism doesn’t work.

Fascism doesn’t work.

Anarchy doesn’t work.

Feudalism doesn’t work.

The world has been there, tried that . . . and only one system works really well.

Ours.

I understand this, and embrace this. The trials and tribulations associated with dropping out of the rat race to pursue a different and unpredictable path were brought on me by me. The fickle finger of blame points directly at me, and me alone. It is I who do not fit, and I bear no ill will towards the system that serves the American people so well. Dropping out is not wise, nor is it freeing.

It is, however, pretty funny at times.







The Pizza Man Cometh

For my first bottom-rung position, I decided to live up to the comment made to my attorney-at-law buddy and experience the life of America’s most beloved road warrior: the Pizza Delivery Guy. How many times in your life has the Pizza Guy rung the doorbell at your home? Hundreds? And yet most likely you’ve never had any personal interaction with a single one of them. You love them, you need them, but you’ve never noticed them. Hell, the average American wouldn’t notice if it was the Elephant Man delivering their pizza, even if he took the money with one hand, made change with the other, then handed over the pizza with his trunk. Hey, here’s the check, thanks, bye. If ever there was a job with minimal client interaction, this had to be it. After my overload of client interaction, it sounded like heaven.

Before taking the plunge, I decided to do a little research on the history of pizza and Googled the topic to see what could be learned. Right away it became clear that most folks give the Greeks the nod for the initial concept of pizza . . . but the initial concept for pizza isn’t that complex, is it? Conceptually, aren’t we just talking about a sandwich where you forget to finish making the sandwich? And because this sandwich doesn’t actually sandwich the ingredients, doesn’t this result in all the olives and goat cheese falling into your lap? History may give the Greeks the conceptual credit, but that’s really not reason enough to get all historically maudlin. They may have sat on rocks, too, but I don’t see them getting any royalties from the La-Z-Boy Recliner Corporation.

Pizza, as we know it, was invented by an Italian baker named Raffaele Esposito in Naples, Italy, in 1889. He’d been fooling around with different kinds of dough and baked cheese into it, and came up with a pretty tasty treat, especially if you slathered a little tomato sauce on it. Word got out about his new invention, and King Umberto and Queen Margherita wanted a taste. For the big dinner, Raffaele went completely crazoid and built a pizza that included toppings containing the colors of the Italian flag: white mozzarella cheese, green basil, and red tomato sauce. The king and queen dug in like a couple of blunt-crazed Rastafarians and declared pizza to be a most righteous treat.

Before long pizzerias popped up all over Italy, which proved to be fortunate in the long run: when the American army swept through the nation in World War II, the Italians were able to appease the soldiers with pizza, and who wants to pillage and burn when you’re struggling to overcome a food coma induced by a deep-dish pepperoni? When the GIs returned home from the war, they brought with them a serious jones for the stuff.

The rest, of course, is history. Today pizza is a $32 billion-a-year industry. In America alone we mow through over a hundred acres of pizza a day (which, by the way, is about 350 slices of pizza every second). The single biggest hour in the history of American pizza deliveries was when O.J. led police on a low-speed chase through L.A. There are over sixty thousand pizzerias in the U.S., and each year every man, woman, and child in America would have to shovel down over twenty-three pounds of pizza to account for the tons consumed.

And me? All I wanted was a little slice of that multibillion-dollar pie.


The Plunge


The first thing you should know about becoming a Pizza Delivery Guy is that you aren’t just hired for it: you sign up for it. I’m pretty sure the interview process is stricter for joining that team of radical Muslims who go stomp around in minefields to detonate mines. The process in my case started with me driving to the closest national pizza chain, ferreting out the manager, and simply asking for a job. He looked at me like I’d volunteered to go stomping around in minefields.

“There’s a training session at our Waterfield Avenue store every Thursday night at seven p.m.,” he said. “Go to that, then come back here.”

Interview complete.

Upon my arrival at the Waterfield Ave. store the following Thursday, the counter help directed me back to a small, gray interrogation-type room, where a second employee ordered me to take a seat among the other twelve new recruits. In the five seconds it took for me to scan the crowd, it became clear that exactly two of them appeared trustworthy enough to clean the kudzu out from behind my old office building. The other ten either reeked of car trouble or, well, reeked period. If they’d drug-tested us as a group, Hunter S. Thompson would have returned from the grave just to meet the gang and pay his respects.

After a couple of minutes, a very handsome, tan, and physically fit guy walked in and began our training. He told us that he’d sold his nine franchises in order to move to town and become the operations manager for the local franchisee. “Ah, so,” I thought, “he’s not only handsome, tan, and fit, he’s rich.” It occurred to me he might be the matter to our collective antimatter, and that if he touched one of us the universe might explode.

Mr. Tan-’n’-Fit then began to train us, and he did an excellent job. He stood up there in front of a crowd of stone-faced, slack-jawed potential employees and actually took the time to try and make the session interesting and humorous. (No one laughed at his jokes, however, because he didn’t use the word “fart” in any of his punch lines.) We learned about company history, general operations, safety, and the fact that they did not discriminate in their hiring, which is the understatement of the century. After an hour they served us some pizza, trained us for another hour, and made us take a written test roughly on par with the quizzes you find on the back of a Cap’n Crunch box. Then they issued our shirts and caps.

Training complete.

In that moment I began to truly understand the genius of these national pizza delivery companies. Think of it — they have an entire financial empire built on the backs of employees so unreliable that employment sessions run year-round, just to replace the latest crop of employees who quit because they made enough money to get their bong out of hock.

Do you realize how far you’ve got to dumb things down for stoners, nerds, burnouts, knuckleheads, teenagers, and English majors to do them correctly? Can you imagine trying to organize and run a business where this band of misfits takes your orders, makes your product, and delivers said product via face-to-face contact with the client? My Lord, merely thinking about the potential problems could cause a management professional to call in dead. But, then again, consider what a testament this is to the nation we live in! How mind-boggling is it that we live in a country where a guy with some motivation and smarts can build this kind of empire from scratch? An entire continent of Cold War commies couldn’t manufacture one decent car or get their stupid potatoes to grow, but here in America a guy dumbs down the art of pizza delivery and, within one lifetime, he’s built a multibillion-dollar empire using only employees stupid enough to — well, stupid enough to quit their white-collar job and become a Pizza Guy.

Anyone who goes through pizza training is bound to leave the event inspired: the American dream works . . . provided you haven’t been so crushed by the American dream that you’re willing to deliver pizzas for a living.


The Road Warrior


My next step was calling the manager of “my” store, and he told me to be at work the following day at 5:00 p.m. The store was located a mere ten-minute commute from my house, so I left at 4:40. Needless to say, my progress was delayed by a wreck on the en route bridge and the materialization of a new road construction area, so I didn’t make it into the store until 5:10. Being a former Marine and a maniac about promptness, I would have fired me on the spot.
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