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#####
To anyone who has spent time working for Cydcor, DS-Max, or their affiliates, from a day to a decade, my story will probably sound familiar. To anyone who has not, I promise it is a true story.
Some names have been changed. All dates, locations, and situations are accurate.
#####
My new neighborhood was dark and cold. I was working so much that I only saw it early in the morning or late at night, which is why it always seemed dark. The cold came from wintertime in West Philadelphia.
I lived there with my best friend, my girlfriend, and the best salesman I've ever met. We were all in our twenties, young enough to think we could do anything and get away with it.
We went to Philadelphia to open a new office, and eventually get ourselves promoted into management. I watched a company video every week that told us we would be "taking money out of the equation of life."
My plan was to be a millionaire before I was thirty.
That was the goal, anyway. We weren't there quite yet.
The streets around us were littered with bottles, food wrappers, and chicken bones. Our apartment was crumbling and infested with mice, and the window over our front door had a bullet hole in it. Allison wouldn't even go outside by herself.
Things inside weren't too much better. Our bedroom didn't have a bed, just a mattress we put directly on the floor. We made a coffee table for the living room by placing a chessboard on top of a beer carton. The kitchen was as filthy as if the tenants before us hadn't cleaned it in years, and we weren't about to start. The cabinets were yellowed and lined with glue traps for the mice.
One night after work, Bob and I walked past the broken elevator and onto the fire escape to drink some beer. A few months ago, we would've gone into the city after work, or headed to the beach with his guitar. Instead of watching the sun set over the Pacific, we looked into a dirty alleyway.
Beneath us were dumpsters, cars, and the occasional fleeting shadow of a person or a rat. We dropped our empty bottles off the fire escape and into the closest dumpster, and when we missed it would spray the concrete with glass.
"So, how was your day?" I asked.
Bob furrowed his brow and took a drag from his cigarette.
"It was all right," he said. "Yours?"
"Yeah, it was all right."
We were trained to be positive at all times, but we were both struggling. Door-to-door sales was a pretty tough gig.
"Actually, today sucked, rolled another doughnut," Bob finally said after a pause. "Not even a single sale."
Then he let out a little chuckle. We took another sip of beer.
"Well, things will get better," I said. "We just have to stick it out,"
I didn't know what else to say.
Besides, I didn't see how things could get any worse. We were far from our friends and family, working ridiculous hours, and not making any money or progress.
Whatever happened next would have to be better than this. Or so I thought.
BEFORE
I've never exactly been what you would call a "career-oriented" person. When I was a kid, I used to read about astronauts or deep-sea explorers and wonder what I'd do when I grew up. By the time I graduated college, I was still wondering the same thing.
One thing I did know was that I wanted no part of the rat race. Seeing my dad come home from work in a bad mood every night made me realize that having a full-time career wasn't as fun as summer vacation, and I deduced that working all the time just to pay the bills is a horrifying way to live. From what I'd read, from the Hardy Boys to Dostoyevsky, the world was a big and exciting place.
So, what is it that I want to do? I asked myself frequently. I made a list of my likes and dislikes trying to solve the riddle.
Likes: listening to music, reading books, drawing with pencils, playing pick-up basketball. Dislikes: waking up early, math formulas, sitting in classrooms, doing anything repetitive- which is exactly what most jobs seemed to be.
Sometimes I saw myself as a successful executive, stepping from a tinted black car with a briefcase in my hand. But I could just as easily see myself under a palm tree, writing poetry in front of the ocean and surviving on coconut milk.
I never dreamed of forming a corporation, or giving motivational speeches, or running through a ghetto selling barbecue sets. But somehow, that is exactly what ended up happening. In my early twenties I became part of a massive organization that had so many company names attached to it that we simply called it "the business."
Like most people, I had bumped into this company a few times without even realizing it.
In college, Allison told me about an interview with an "advertising" company in Boston-she turned it down when she found out that they did door-to-door sales and that it was 100% commission based. Another time, in New York, a guy selling carnival prizes from a hockey bag and proclaiming that everything was on clearance approached me on the street. I didn't give either event a second thought.
At the time, I had no idea that the two incidents were even remotely connected.
Later, I realized that they were not only connected but that I saw only the tip of the iceberg. The web of connections within the business included people going door-to-door and business-to-business; people selling out in the streets and in parking lots, and people setting up tables at colleges and retail stores.
The products being sold ranged from cheap toys to expensive ticket packages, from calculators to hotel rooms. Services being peddled ranged from office supplies to natural gas to long distance phone service.
The companies benefiting from this enormous sales force include small businesses, like a neighborhood restaurant, all the way up to huge businesses like Disney, Staples, and professional sports teams, like the Lakers and the White Sox.
What I eventually came to realize was that the scope was so large and complex that nobody had an exact number on how many people were a part of it, or how many offices were open across the globe. I spent four years working and networking in the business, traveling from one end of the country to the other, and saw only a tiny fraction of its offices and owners. It amazed me to learn that such a massive organization was still relatively unknown.
If you are a recent graduate, and especially if you went for marketing, there is a decent chance that you have interviewed with one of its offices, or at least read one of their job postings for "entry level management training".
If not, odds are that someone from "the biz" has approached you before, either at your work, your home, or on the streets- someone asking you to take a look at their product, or to check out a new restaurant promotion, or to see if they could help your business save some money.
This is the story of how I became one of those people, and turned into a selling machine.
Along the way, I worked alongside millionaires, derelicts, and some of the most interesting people I have ever met. Some people I trained pulled me aside to thank me for my help; others posted on the Internet that I was a scam artist and a brainwashing cult leader.
It was a job that I never could have imagined.
And it all started with a tiny newspaper ad that I answered when I was living with my best friend, Bob, in the laid-back beach town of San Diego.
CHAPTER 1
"Some men are searchin' for the Holy Grail,
But there ain't nothing sweeter than ridin' the rail"
-Tom Waits
It's funny to think how we even ended up in San Diego in the first place. Bob and I drove out of Boston without a real destination in mind, though we were vaguely planning on reaching California at some point. We'd graduated from college that summer but weren't interested in starting a career just yet.
Our small car was packed with clothes, canned foods, and books, including a gift from Allison titled "Road Trip USA." We made a few pit stops in New England to say goodbye to family and friends, then left for good as the summer of 2000 was winding down.
A month and a half later, we were speeding through the deserts of the Southwest and looking for a suitable place to crash-land.
Somewhere in Arizona, I pulled out the road trip book. Bob was at the wheel, cigarette in hand. We were both exhausted. I flipped to the chapter on California.
"So where do you think we should stop?" I asked.
"Not sure," he replied. "I've heard northern Cal. is nice. Maybe San Fran, or around Big Sur. What do you think?"
"Yeah, sound good. Or maybe Santa Barbara? It's got a good feel to it. Nice little beach town. It has its own little section in this book."
Bob took a drag and blew it out the open window.
"Let's just check it all out and see what we like. Drive till we find the right spot."
"If we keep following this highway we're going to run into San Diego. We can start there and head north."
Bob nodded. We had a plan. We were unshaven, unshowered, and running dangerously close to my credit card limit, but we were on top of the world. After all, California was the land of opportunity.
We pulled into San Diego the next afternoon and stopped at a picnic area beside a marina to stretch out. The weather was dazzling, all blue sky and warm breeze. We sat up on our elbows in the grass to take in the sailboats nestled against the docks, the gulls circling in the lazy sky, and the benevolent palm trees lining the park. Bob turned to face me.
"Want to head over to the beach?" he asked.
Of course I did.
We drove along the main stretch of road with our heavy eyelids wide open, and within a few minutes we were at the beach.
The boardwalk stretched off to our left and right without end, following the Pacific in either direction. The scene in front of us was like a movie set.
Surfers bobbed in the sparkling water and paddled alongside the breaking waves. Tan girls in bikinis were scattered around on their towels and blankets. A group of guys with long hair was huddled off to one side, jamming on acoustic guitars and singing together. Several people were cavorting on the sand, drinking from plastic cups that most certainly were filled with alcohol. Bob and I stood transfixed as the locals strolled and skated around us.
Neither of us actually said out loud that we should live there for a while. It was simply accepted. The next order of business was looking for a place to live, with a stop at Hooters to celebrate our good fortune. We sat on the roof deck and drank our Coronas with satisfaction. The air was so warm that it soaked right into us. The sun was just starting to go down.
Bob raised his bottle for a toast.
"Oh, man!" I said with a laugh. "Hear that?"
Music was playing in the background.
"Well, I'm going out west where I belong," Bob sang along.
We clinked our bottles together with satisfaction, knowing that everything would soon work itself out. We were ready for whatever opportunity happened to fall into our laps. We had made it.
CHAPTER 2
"Seems like folks turn into things
That they'd never want,
The only thing to live for is today...
-Tom Waits
We were broke and in a strange new city, but we knew luck was on our side. Without her we never would have made it out there in the first place. In our mind, luck wasn't random; it was something that happened when you were taking the chances that you should be.
In fact, this was the third time that we had moved together on a whim, and it always worked out. There was no reason to think that things would be otherwise here in San Diego.
And we couldn't have asked for things to start any better.
Sure, there were a few obstacles, such as finding a place to live. It's tough enough finding someone who will let two strange guys move in, but we didn't even have any money for a deposit. There was also the matter of obtaining a job; companies had no way to get in touch with us without a permanent address or telephone number.
Most troublesome was the puddle of oil that kept forming underneath our car. She was a '92 Corolla, road-weary and weighed down with our earthly possessions. All we had asked of her was to not break down somewhere in the middle of the desert, and she hadn't. Now she had a serious health problem.
These problems were all resolved within a few days.
Through our relentless call efforts we found a house with a back porch that we could sleep on.
Then Bob and I went business-to-business downtown until we found places that would hire us on the spot. He began his job carousel at a café, and I progressed from phone solicitor to nightclub doorman to hotel bellman.
We had a place to live. We had jobs. Thanks to Bob's cafe, we even had free food. And upon further inspection, we discovered that the oil leak was just a spare bottle that had broken open in the trunk and began flowing through the rear chassis. We pulled out the empty bottle and shook our heads.
So funny how life works out sometimes, I mused. But things always work out for the best. They were words we lived by.
Within a few months of our crash landing out west, Bob and I were living and partying in downtown San Diego.
The tenants in the house we moved into were in their early twenties, like us. Our place became the neighborhood living room, with people there at all hours- drinking, smoking, playing music or video games, partying till dawn and beyond, falling asleep on the couch or floor.
They were there from Wisconsin and New Jersey and Scotland, and we had all found what we were looking for- a way to postpone the real world a little bit longer.
And nothing could beat the beaches. Any weekend or off day and we would be shuffling outside to pack the car with towels, beer, and Bob's guitar. We would drink like champions, or sing Tom Waits and Bob Dylan songs, or sit back and talk about life. At night we would look for bonfires on the secluded beaches, or start our own.
I didn't want to be anywhere else. I don't think anyone else did, either. The last thing I could imagine was slaving away in corporate America.
Allison even agreed to move out from Massachusetts to be a part of it. We had been dating since college, long distance since I left. We finally realized that the only way to stay together was to live in the same city.
That wasn't the only serious issue on my mind as we rolled into the summer of 2001. Although Bob and I were having the time of our lives as borderline beach bums, it was starting to take its toll. Both credit cards were maxed out and I was paying a penalty rate. I hadn't even considered sending a payment in for my long overdue student loans. Our customer service jobs did not have a future, nor did we ever pretend they did. We were both two English majors a year out of college, and neither of us had a clue what we wanted to do.
Bellying up to a dive bar at five in the morning, however, definitely gives you a good, first-hand glimpse of the type of person you do not want to turn out like. Even within our own group of friends, we saw people who looked no further into the future than the next party, or the next beer run.
"I've been trying to think about what I want to do for a living," I remember telling him one night as we strolled through our neighborhood.
"Oh yeah? What did you come up with?"
"Not really sure," I answered. "I just want to do something that is going to help people. Maybe like a firefighter or something. Something you can feel good about. I just don't want to die and look back at my life and feel like I didn't do anything to help other people. You know what I mean?"
"Yeah. I know what you mean."
And I knew he did. We were just not motivated enough to do anything about it. Then something happened that jolted me like lightning: I was fired from my hotel job. Someone smelled alcohol on my breath after I delivered their car, and the next day I was summoned to the manager's office and let go.
I was shocked mostly because I had gotten away with so much worse. Now I was now forced to find a job immediately.
The time had come to roll up my sleeves, get to work, and get my life on track.
And that is how I began the search for my first real job, in July of 2001, the year of our Lord.
CHAPTER 3
"The best recruiter wins."
I applied for jobs with a vengeance. I pulled out the only tie I owned from under my bed, and put it on for my interviews. It was a silk tie with a paisley pattern that managed to survive in my wardrobe since junior high. I threw it in while packing for our road trip in the off chance that I would have to look for a "real" job somewhere- which is exactly what I now found myself doing.
I told interviewers that I was looking to start with a good company such as theirs and move up into management. I even scoured the newspaper and cutting out the help-wanted ads. This was serious now. I was not looking for just another McJob; I was looking to apply myself somewhere.
My first week of unemployment was a frenzy of phone calls and interviews. A few sales positions seemed promising.
However, it took longer than I thought to get a solid offer. I was living check to check when I got fired, and I needed money right away. The only immediate offer I received was from Ralph's, the local grocery store. I tracked down the manager there to ask what positions were open; he told me he could give me a job bagging groceries.
As I sorted through my newspaper scraps and notes, it began to dawn on me that necessity might force me to take it.
Has it really come to this? I wondered with disbelief, calling another classified that was circled in black pen. I came to California in search of the great adventure, not to bag groceries. This particular ad said they needed "twelve sports-minded entry level candidate."
The girl I spoke with immediately booked an interview for the next day and told me to bring my resume.
I wrote down the address and directions without much enthusiasm. I didn't even have a resume to bring to the interview. My complete lack of foresight seemed as if it was about to land me at Ralph's.
Probably doing the midnight shift so I can't even go out at night, I thought. I'll probably get to see all my friends come in here to buy beer, and it will be funny and we'll laugh. It was a catastrophic thought.
I drove to the interview wearing a white shirt and my silk tie. I didn't have a suit or dress pants or even a belt, but tried to compensate by wearing a pair of tan jeans that almost looked like khakis.
A notebook with a pen stuffed into it completed my interview look. I checked myself out in the rearview mirror as I followed the directions out to a shopping plaza in Point Loma and almost laughed out loud. The person looking back at me was so serious in his attempt to be professional; I was used to seeing a guy with a t-shirt and sand in his hair. I took one last look, then headed toward the office.
It suddenly dawned on me that I should probably at least know the company's name and background, but the phone call happened too quickly. I was just happy to get the interview.
I schlepped up a wide stairway to the second and top floor of the plaza. The suite I was looking for had a broad space in front bounded by a metal railing. A perfect place to smoke, I noticed. Too bad I just quit. I pushed open the door and stepped into the office.
The lobby was small, and crowded. Hip-hop played loudly from a boom box in the corner. The seats were all full, maybe eight people in all. A pretty secretary put her phone down and looked up at me. I told her that my name was Luke St. Germaine, and that I had an interview scheduled. She handed me a clipboard and an application.
"Grab a seat," she said flatly. "Turn it into me when you're done. Need a pen?"
I held up my pen nonchalantly and began filling out the paperwork, trying to gauge my surroundings. A hallway led back to closed doors- presumably, the rest of the company. Dr. Dre was playing in the lobby. Very cool, I thought. Must be a fun place to work.
About half an hour after my scheduled appointment, the interviewer burst into the lobby and called my name, then another name. I stood up, and then a middle aged woman stood up. We faced each other quizzically. The interviewer shook hands with both of us.
"Hi, I'm Randy. Both of you can come back here with me," he said with a friendly grin. The woman and I followed him back to his office and sat down next to each other. He was a short, tan, good-looking guy with an expressive face and cropped blonde hair. I liked him immediately.
"I brought both of you in here together since we have a lot of people interviewing today," he informed us. "But we won't get too personal or anything like that. This is just a preliminary interview, so hopefully we will be seeing you back here for a longer interview that's more in depth."
We nodded in assent. I had never done a double interview like this, but tried to look as if I'd done it a hundred times.
"Ladies first?" Randy smiled, and got more nods of agreement from us.
I glanced over at the woman sitting next to me. Shit. This woman is at least in her forties. How am I supposed to compete against her? She brought out a leather bound portfolio, removed a resume printed on thick, watermarked paper and slid it across the desk. My heart sank as she warbled about her advertising experience. Randy nodded along, beaming, and jotting occasional notes down on her resume. Then it was my turn.
"I don't have my resume with me, " I began apologetically.
"It's okay. Bring it if you come back for the next interview," Randy said casually. He held up my application for a closer look. "You worked at a hotel in Boston? That's great! That's where I'm from."
"I went to school there! Look, I still have my Celtics credit card!" I held it up for credibility. Randy nodded cheerfully. Point for me.
"Okay then, let me tell you briefly about the position." He placed his hands palms down on top of the paperwork, and regarded the two of us. We each had notebooks out and pen in hand, being the professionals that we were- or pretended to be, in my case.
"We are looking for managers, someone that we can see managing a campaign for us," Randy went on rapidly. "It is all people based, meaning that we are effective because of our personal skills. Have you ever been to, say, a music concert, or the beach, and you see people there that are giving out promotions like CDs and T-shirts and Corona key chains with bottle openers? That's the kind of thing that we do."
Perfect, I thought. Randy wrapped up the interview by telling us that he would call us that night to let us know if we made the cut. He assured us that he would call at five-thirty, whether it was good news or bad. As the middle-aged woman strode confidently out of his office, I turned and faced Randy.
"I just want to let you know that, out of all the companies I've interviewed with, I get the best feeling from this one," I told him with a serious look. "I think this would be a good fit."
His eyes crinkled warmly, as if he was expecting me to say something like that. We shook hands. Then I was out of the loud, crowded lobby and back in the tranquil sunshine, wondering if I had done well enough to get in for the second interview. Later, I found out that I was the perfect candidate.
There were about ten people sprawled in my living room when I returned, and empty beer cans were everywhere. I stepped through a bit sheepishly, still wearing my loosened tie and tucked in shirt. I felt like a pariah in my own apartment. It was obvious that I had been briefly exposed to the real world.
As it turned out, this get-together was the warm up, and everyone was heading out to the bars.
"I'll catch up with you guys in a little bit," I told Bob. "I'm getting a call at five thirty."
He checked his watch. Almost five. Our living room emptied out into the alluring twilight, Bob among them, and I was left in silence.
I stared at the phone while settling impatiently into the couch. Of course I was going to get a good phone call. How could Randy not call back someone as industrious as myself? Then again, there were a lot of people. But Randy liked me! That's what people skills are all about, right? The minutes dragged by.
Five thirty came and went. So did six. I was getting up to leave when the phone rang; it was Alley. We began with small talk about our days, but the mood soured as we conversed. Somehow, we were bickering and then almost fighting- she was nervous about coming out to San Diego by herself, she wanted to be reassured again that everything would work out.
I felt like tearing my hair out. Six thirty came and went; I had given up on getting my return call and was trying to patch things up with my girlfriend. Finally, normality was restored, and we reassured each other that everything would be okay. I hung up and headed toward the door.
The phone rang again.
"Hey Luke, it's Randy! Glad I caught you!" he enthused. "Hey, I have some bad news for you!"
"Oh, yeah?" I said uncertainly.
"Yeah, we want you to come back for the second interview! It's tomorrow morning at nine o'clock! It's a full day interview, and you'll actually be shadowing somebody the entire day watching the entry level side of what we do. In fact, I'm going to spend the day with you myself. When the day ends we'll sit down for the final interview and figure out if we have a fit or not! Sound good?"
"Sounds great! See you tomorrow at nine. I'm looking forward to it."
I bounded out the door to meet up with Bob, to drink deeply to my good fortune and to tell him the new story. If Allison hadn't stalled me with our argument, I would not have gotten Randy's call. It's so funny how things always work out.
If I had missed that call, everything would've turned out different.
CHAPTER 4
"If someone is invited back, they spend a day with us out in the field, which is known as the Day of Observation."
The night before my interview I walked past Ralph's, and my blood began curdling at the sight. The next morning I was going to get my shot at a real job.
I puttered senselessly from the bedroom to my bathroom and back to my bedroom, tying a miserable knot with my silk tie. I was used to sleeping till noon.
So this is what it feels like on the other side, I thought tiredly. Too bad I don't drink coffee.
My drive was almost identical to the one I took to Ocean Beach, one of my favorites. As I got off the highway, though, I steered the car away from the beach and toward the Arsene-Lee Advertising Group.
There was only one other person in the lobby this time. So the field has been narrowed, I thought with a tinge of smugness. It didn't occur to me that most applicants probably ran for cover after the first interview.
The receptionist gave me a clipboard with several sheets of paperwork to be filled out. There was a brief career priorities survey, which I filled out according to what I thought a company would want to hear. There was also new hire paperwork attached, including an I-9 and W-2 form.
"Do you want us to fill these out, too?" I asked.
"Yeah, fill everything out," the receptionist responded. "It's just for insurance purposes, just in case something happens on the interview."
At the time, I didn't think that filling out new hire forms before an interview was unusual, so I turned in the clipboard and waited my turn in the lobby. I tried to read a magazine, but was distracted by a commotion down the hallway. There was obviously a group of people in the office today that were not here yesterday at my interview. I couldn't see or hear anything distinctly, so I returned to my magazine.
Sometime after nine, a door flew open at the end of the hallway. A group of young professionals scampered through the lobby and out the door, briefcases and bags in hand. No doubt off to some professional meetings, by their appearance. Finally, Randy appeared in the lobby and extended his hand toward mine for a shake.
"Good to see you again, Luke," he smiled warmly. "Come on back, I want to introduce you to someone."
I followed him back to his office. This time, there were two other guys standing in the office. Both wore polo shirts. One was somewhat tall and goofy looking, with crooked eyes and thinning blonde hair. His name was Daniel. The other was medium-built, with sharp features and dark hair. They eyed me wordlessly. I nodded confidently. Randy gestured toward the shorter and better-looking guy.
"Luke, I want to introduce you to Steve," he began. We shook firmly. "Steve has agreed to be your tour guide for today. He's going to be showing you the not-so-glamorous, entry-level side of what we do. So you're not going to be meeting Shaq today or throwing cans of Mountain Dew from the backs of reindeer or anything like that."
Randy snickered, as if such things were absurd to expect. I smiled tersely. I didn't know what we were going to be doing, but certainly didn't expect anything glamorous.
"Now, what I want you to keep in mine is that the reason we brought you back for the second interview is because we're looking for managers," Randy's tone was now businesslike. "I see some management potential in you, and Steve is going to find out if that is true or not. So you are going to spend the day shadowing him, and when the day ends we are going to sit down and make a decision. It's going to be a simple decision. Either thumbs up, or thumbs down. If all goes well, we could have you starting with us as soon as tomorrow. So impress him, and hopefully we'll have a good interview tonight."
Steve picked up a black book bag and swung it over his shoulder, then pointed toward the door.
"After you," he said firmly. I walked back toward the lobby with Steve behind me.
"Congratulations on getting invited back, "he said. "Not everyone does."
No shit, I thought proudly. I remembered Randy saying that he was going to take me out himself, and wondered what had happened. Something must have come up.
We walked outside, then down the stairs to the parking lot. Another guy was waiting for us there. He introduced himself as Pat. He was brand new, and the three of us would be spending the day together. We piled into his car and took off. I sat in the backseat, like a tourist ready to watch an exciting day unfold in front of him.
"Where are we heading?" I asked conversationally as we pulled onto the highway.
"Oceanside," Steve answered. He unfolded a photocopy of a map in his lap, and consulted it.
"Now, when you think about advertising, what do you think about?" he asked.
"Usually TV, or magazine ads, or billboards," I answered. I was hoping he would not dig too much and expose my ignorance when it came to anything business related.
"That's what most people think," he responded, to my relief. "There are lots of ways to advertise." Thankfully, he changed the topic, and started asking me questions about myself. I told him that I went to school at Boston University, and that my girlfriend was still in Boston but planning on moving out here.
I made no connection whatsoever between advertising and what we ended up doing that day.
He told me that he was originally from Texas, but had moved down here from Long Beach. He had a very intense look to him, but seemed like an all around nice guy. The drive out to Oceanside went quickly, and before I knew it we were pulling into a parking spot and hopping out of the car.
Once we were on the sidewalk, Steve turned to face me.
"For the first half of the day, just hang out with us. Then if everything is going well at lunch, I'll break down how the program works, ok?"
I nodded. I didn't have many options.
The three of us set off down the sidewalk, with Steve confidently leading the way. With his navy polo and khaki shorts to go along with his self-assured demeanor, he struck me as someone that should have been one of the main characters on Saved by the Bell, when they were older and working at the beach resort. He was like a hybrid between Zach and Slater. I realized with a small degree of satisfaction that Randy must have set me up with him because he was one of the top guys at the company. So far, so good.
Steve interrupted our brisk walk down the sidewalk by abruptly turning on his heels and walking into the first business on the street, a boutique store. Pat and I hurried in after him. We found Steve inside talking to a girl behind the counter, who was telling him that the owner wasn't there right now. He thanked her, and bolted out the door. The girl watched with bemusement as Pat and I quickly followed behind him.
Steve pushed open the very next door on the street, and the three of us walked in together.
"Hi!" Steve exclaimed, extending his hand to the first employee he saw. The man accepted it guardedly.
"Don't worry, we're not with the IRS," Steve laughed. "I'm with Quill office supplies. Do you do the ordering for office supplies here?"
The man shook his head and informed us that the person who did the ordering was not here. In a flash, we were back outside and heading toward the next business.
Oh. So we are cold calling. I see.
It had finally dawned on me. Fortunately, I had done cold calling before, when I was younger, and I hoped that experience would pay off now.
We hit every business on the street in a flurry of eager introductions and hasty departures. Steve used the same mannerisms and icebreakers with every customer, though their reactions ranged anywhere from icy cold to apologetic that they couldn't help. Soon, he found a small health clinic that happened to be in the market for a new chair.
It was remarkable to watch him take over the office, as Pat and I hung back uselessly. Steve not only helped pick the chair for them, but he walked behind their counter to call the order in, on their own phone. Then, after the order was placed, he asked if he could use their own photocopier to give them a receipt! He ran off a copy of the order for the clinic, handed it to the doctor, put the original in his bag, shook hands with the doctor for a final time, and dashed outside to pitch the next door. Amazing.
For the next few hours our group hustled through the neighborhood, trying every doorknob and sticking our heads into every open door. Steve kept us moving at an incredible clip; we sprinted up stairs, down stairs, through office hallways, through parking lots. I was taller than Steve but had trouble keeping up with him, and my feet were throbbing by the time we took a break for lunch at noon.
We ordered sandwiches at a deli and ate them outside at a picnic table. I savored the chance to sit down and enjoy the warm weather. Finally, I felt like I was awake.
I still had no idea what I was interviewing for. Apparently, it was a door-to-door sales position. Steve was working so fervently that we hadn't talked about the position or the company at all; even the personal banter had given way to the relentless pursuit of a sale. This guy was driven, that's for sure. After we had finished our sandwiches and Mountain Dew, he turned to me.
"So, do you think you can do what I'm doing out here?" he asked in a tone that was slightly challenging.
"Absolutely," I answered, as if that should ever be in question.
Steve nodded with satisfaction.
"All right then. Let me go over how the program works with you."
Steve flipped over a paper placemats and began to write. Apparently, everything was about to be explained to me now.
Across the top of the placemat he penned "M.T.P." in large capital letters. Beneath that, he wrote out "management training program." Then he put the numerals IV, III, II, I in descending order down the side of the sheet, with space to write next to each of them.
"The training program has four phases," Steve explained. "Phase I is the Distributor phase. This is what you're seeing right now, the face-to-face side of things. It usually only takes 2-4 weeks to move through this. This kind of sale isn't all that hard, so this is the quickest phase."
"Phase II is the Leadership phase. This is where you learn to develop your management and training skills. This is the longest phase because it's so important, and it usually takes 6-8 months."
"Phase III is Assistant Manager, where you are moved out of the field and into the office. You shadow Randy and learn the ins and outs of running an office. It usually takes 4-6 weeks, so this is pretty quick, too.
"Phase IV is Manager, where you're actually managing your own office, hiring your own team, and managing a campaign for one of our clients like Quill. This is why Randy said we're looking for managers."
Steve paused here to make sure I was following along, and then drew brackets around the first two phases.
"As a Distributor and Leader you keep 25% of your sales. As an Assistant Manager, or Ass-Man, which is what me and Randy call it, you make $1,000 a week."
He wrote the numbers down as he was explaining.
"Managers make $110-140,000 a year. Plus as a manager you get $30,000 a year for every manager you develop. So this is why we are so selective about who we hire, because we're looking for managers."
I deliberated silently. So I start doing sales, then move into management. I could be a manager within a year. Pay off my credit cards. Have a career path. Crazy.
"So based on what you've seen today and what I'm showing you here, what makes you think this is something you could do?" Steve asked me.
"I just know I can do it," I said simply. "The sales part wouldn't be a problem, and I'm sure I would be able to pick up the rest of it very quickly."
"Ok, good. Just keep in mind, the more things I can tell Randy, the better your chances are. So if anything else comes up as a selling point for you, let me know."
I nodded, oblivious to the fact that Steve was closing me on the job like a pro.
He got up from the picnic table and pulled out a pack of Marlboro lights. I asked if I could have one, and we smoked them while basking in the warm, ocean breeze. I decided the week before that I would quit, but felt like making an exception. Steve dropped his on the sandy sidewalk and ground it in with his heel.
"When we get back to the office there's going to be a test you take before your final interview," he said. "I don't have time now, but if you remind me at around 3:30 I'll tell you the answers."
With that, we began moving again with the speed and purpose of worker ants. I did my best to keep up with Steve; feeling like the interview was going in my favor, I even asked if I could pitch a few of the customers, which he let me do. I tried to use some of his techniques, extending my hand immediately and using the same IRS joke. On my first attempt I walked straight up to a secretary in a quiet office, looked her dead in the eye, and drew a complete blank. Thankfully, Steve cut in front of me and took over.
I couldn't believe how quickly he took over someone's office. Sometimes he would hop behind their desk to sit down, or walk over to printers and open them to check the cartridge type. Without a doubt, he was the greatest salesman I had ever seen. In time, I learned that he could sell anything.
At some point in the afternoon, while Steve was engrossed with a customer, Pat nudged me and pointed at him.
"Did you know that he was the Red Power Ranger?" he asked with a wry smile.
"What do you mean?"
"He was the Red Ranger on that show, the Power Rangers show."
"He was one of the actual Power Rangers? That's funny."
Not altogether surprising, though, judging by his foot speed and hypnotic powers.
After we left the office and headed down a broad, wooden stairway, I asked him a question that had occurred to me in the waiting room.
"So, Steve, you said that at first it's 25% commission, right?"
He nodded, keeping his brisk pace.
"Is it all commission?"
He nodded again.
"Ok. Just wondering," I said casually. Not exactly the answer I wanted, but I knew that I would be good at the sales. Hell, I sounded better than Pat and this was only my first day out here.
We landed our second sale of the day at three o'clock. Two women put together a large order for us. Steve and I talked about the weather and about their kids, and gratefully accepted glasses of cold water. I checked my watch nervously as the time stretched by. We didn't get back outside until almost four thirty, and I grabbed Steve as soon as we were alone.
"Hey, you told me to remind you about the test at three-thirty, remember?" I asked urgently.
We took a seat on a smooth, shady bench. Steve pulled out a sheet of paper and began to write. I watched intently, waiting for the magic formula, what hereafter would be known as "the System."
First he wrote down the Law of Averages: L.O.A. = The more people you see, the more money you will make.
Then he wrote down the Eight Steps to Success:
1.Have a Good Attitude.
2.Be on time.
3.Be prepared.
4.Work a full day.
5. Work the territory correctly.
6.Don't lose your attitude.
7.Know why you're here and what you're doing.
8.Take control.
Then the Five Steps to a Sale:
1.Introduction.
2.Short Story.
3.Presentation.
4. Close.
5. Rehash.
Finally, he wrote down the FUGI factors, an acronym for the Four Factors of Impulse:
1. Fear of Loss
2. Sense of Urgency.
3. Greed factor.
4. Indifference.
After reading everything he had put down on the paper I was under whelmed. It looked incredibly simple.
Much later, I would understand just how important this sales system was in every aspect of this business, especially when it came to recruiting. Later, it would affect the way I viewed everyone. Of course, I had no idea at the time.
Steve handed the paper to me and told me to memorize it by the time I got back to the office.
Then it was time to head back to the car. It was a leisurely walk back, and Steve and I took turns telling dirty jokes. I relaxed a little.
Boutique stores and small businesses lined the sidewalk, and palm trees were on almost every corner. Girls in bikinis strolled by us on their way to the nearest beach. The weather was gorgeous. My body was exhausted from the miles we had put in that day, but in a good way, like the end of an honest day's work.
I spent the ride home fervently studying my cheat sheet. The Eight Steps were my only concern, because I wanted to get them all in order. I had everything memorized by the time we got back, and crossed my fingers as we pulled into the parking lot.
Hundreds of people went on similar Days of Observation that day across the country, but I doubt if any of them were as easy to recruit as me.
CHAPTER 5
"Based on how the Day of Observation goes, a person will then sit down for the Final Interview, and we expect them to be able to make a decision on the spot."
Steve motioned for me to hang back after we got out of the car, and Pat went on ahead of us. He was back in serious mode.
"Is this something you think you do?" Steve asked.
"Yes," I answered gravely.
"Is this something you want to do?"
"Yes."
"Then let's go inside."
I sat down heavily, like a soldier after a long march. I was sure my feet were bleeding.
I filled out the questionnaire, with all the steps in the right order, and waited for my final interview. This was without a doubt the longest job interview I had ever been on. And now I was the only person left sitting in the lobby, the crčme de la crčme.
The cold calling hadn't intimidated me in the slightest. As a kid, I sold cards and envelopes door to door once, the kind advertised on the backs of comic books to earn prizes. I won a free trip to an amusement park a few years later when our Boy Scout troop sold candy bars door to door. I even did a brief stint doing door-to-door collections for an environmental company in Cape Cod.
And this job wasn't even asking for donations! We had office supplies, for Pete's sake! How much easier does it get?
My ruminations were interrupted when Steve appeared in the lobby. He gave me a serious look, and then led me back to Randy's office. Randy was seated at his desk. I sat down across from him, and he beamed a mysterious smile at me.
We exchanged a few pleasantries about how I had survived my day, and then he cut to the chase.
"Now you've spent a whole day with us, and I'm not going to keep you here all night. Steve had some good things to say about you, and he said that this is something that you think you can do. And you can start tomorrow?"
"Definitely," I affirmed, bracing myself for his answer.
"Well, in that case, I guess there's only one thing to say.... You're hired!"
My heart skipped a beat at two of the sweetest words a young graduate will ever hear.
We shook hands enthusiastically. Relief washed over me like a salve. Steve was brought into the office to congratulate me, and he walked me back outside to my car.
"Nice job, man!" he lauded me. "Hey, give me your number before you go."
I happily exchanged numbers. I'd aced my interview, and now I was building my professional network. I drove home with the radio turned up and the windows rolled down.
I sank into my couch and cracked open a beer as soon as I got home. My feet were indeed bleeding from the nasty blisters on each heel. It felt strange to be back in my living room- like I had taken a day trip to a new reality, one where I was a respectable professional, and now everything was back to normal.
A few minutes later, Steve called and told me to be at the office at 7:45 so he could give me the tour. I cringed at the thought of getting up even earlier, but appreciated the sentiment.
Tomorrow I would begin on my path to management. Soon, perhaps, I would create a whole new lifestyle for myself. Maybe it was time that I grew up a little. Instead of keg parties and crowded studio apartments, maybe it was time for me to think about cocktail parties and social issues. Clearly, another chapter in my life was about to begin.
An adage passed around within the company that I learned a few months later was that nobody ever forgets their first day in the field. You'll forget your twelfth day, and you'll forget your thirty-seventh day, but nobody ever forgets his first day.
That is true. I remember all my nervous energy, and the balmy neighborhood we worked in, and the details of a marble sculpture being displayed in one of the lobbies. I remember that the cutest girl that passed us that day was wearing a blue bikini and dark sunglasses. I remember sinking into my couch at the end of the day, drinking a cold beer and thinking how fortunate I was to have a new job already.
There was another reason I wanted to start wearing a tie to work.
Before Bob and I drove out of New England, we spent our last night at Grandpa Myron's house, a man who has always been successful in life
After dinner, he and I sat outside and talked. He told me about some of the jobs he had outside of college, and about his Horatio Alger-like rise through the business and educational world. He could sense that I was clueless about what I wanted to do, so he tried to help by giving me a career aptitude test. I filled out a few pages, and then turned my answers in for an assessment.
My options came back as an ambulance driver, a nurse, or a ditch digger.
My grandfather and I had a little laugh at that one. Then he wished me the best of luck in my travels, knowing that I was going in search of myself as much as anything. I was mortified.
Now, a year later, redemption was at hand. It was time for me to roll up my sleeves and get to work. I felt incredibly lucky to have found this job.
Those thoughts swirled into a strange mixture of elation and melancholy. I forced myself to sleep with music playing loudly in the next room, and forced myself awake the next morning, to an apartment that was silent and half-lit.
PHASE I - DISTRIBUTOR
"Once, there were two shoe salesmen who each got sent to a country in Africa to see if their company should open a store there.
"The first salesman got off the plane, walked around the airport in horror, and within an hour he was on the phone with his company, saying 'Get me out of here! This is horrible! Absolutely nobody here wears shoes! We'll never sell anything here!'"
"The second salesman got off the plane, walked out of the airport, and within an hour he was also on the phone with his company, saying 'This is unbelievable! Nobody here wears shoes! We're going to do great here! Everyone is going to buy them! We need to open a store here immediately!'"
"Now, what's the difference between the two salesmen? Attitude. A negative attitude will lead to failure. A positive attitude creates success. When you're out in the field doing sales, just remember that you control your attitude and you control your success."
-The Two Shoe Salesmen Meeting
CHAPTER 6
"If you think you can or if you think you can't, you're right."
I was on a mission my first day: to come in and shoot the lights out, to be the hotshot rookie and move myself into management faster than anyone expected.
And a mission to keep myself the hell awake, I thought wearily. Getting up at 6:30 felt equivalent to going a week without sleep. Time for that coffee, after all.
I was still groggy by the time I pulled into the parking lot. I spent the next fifteen minutes sitting in my car in a catatonic state, gathering my strength. At 7:45 on the dot, the time I was told to arrive, I walked into the office.
The lobby was empty, so I followed the sound of voices and music down to a doorway on the left. I tentatively stepped in and found myself in a small room with about fifteen people scattered in groups and chatting excitedly. Steve was one of them. He saw me and came over with a smile.
"Hey, let me give you the tour around," he said. "This is the Impact Room."
He showed me a back room stuffed with Quill catalogues, and then pointed out the posters with bullet points of the Eights Steps to Success, Five Steps to a Sale, and the Four Phases to Ownership. I also noticed a foosball table pushed against one of the walls, which I took to be a good sign.
Before long, Randy made an appearance in the Impact Room. He came over to me to say hello, welcome to your first day, and then bopped around the room greeting everyone else. Abruptly, he cupped both hands around his mouth and shouted, "Break into team meetings!"
The group restructured itself into subgroups. I guessed that there were about four people on our team, but with everyone bouncing around like electrons it was hard to say for sure. Steve handed me a sheet of paper that said "Goal Sheet" across the top.
"Ok, here are the goals we have for you today: learn five people's names, and learn the first two steps of the pitch," he informed me. Then a girl screaming on the other side of the room interrupted us.
"HEY GUYS!" she yelled. Everyone halted their conversations, and answered in unison.
"Hey what!" they shouted back. Apparently, this was normal.
"DO YOU GUYS WANT AN IMPACT?!" she yelled again.
"YEAH!" everyone responded enthusiastically.
"THEN GIVE IT UP FOR TONYA!!"
The room tore up into applause, and then formed itself into a semi-circle around one of the girls. She nervously explained that the day before she was taking more control with her customers in the field, and "that's what worked for me". She raised her voice meekly and asked if we wanted a meeting.
"YEAH!" came the unanimous response.
"Then give it up for Randy!" she began clapping, and slid off to the side.
"We want a meeting, ho! We want a meeting, ho!" everyone began chanting a song. "We all want a meeting, so give us one, Ran-dy, stud-muffin, bay-bee!"
They broke into applause as Randy hopped from the sidelines to the front of the room, doing an improvised little dance routine along the way. Even in my exhausted state I couldn't help but crack a smile. The guy definitely had charisma.
"All right, thank you very much, welcome to Thursday!" he beamed. As he began his meeting, it gave me time to look around the room and size up my new co-workers. Most seemed to be in their twenties.
"Before we get started, we have two new faces in the room. Luke and Angela, can you come up to the front?"
We walked up beside him and gave a quick wave to the crowd.
"So, on someone's first day, what we do is have you put your hand out and have everyone come up and introduce themselves very quickly. Put your hand like this?"
He held his right hand up, palm facing out. Angela and I did the same.
"Now everybody, say hi!"
"HEY!" The entire room rushed forward at once and converged on us, slapping our hands simultaneously in a group high-five.
Randy sprang back to the front of the room.
"All right, now before we get started I have an announcement to make. This weekend is the annual rally in L.A. and everyone here is invited, even if you're brand- new. It's going to be awesome! If you've never been to one before, it's a good way to really see the bigger picture of what we're doing here. We'll be leaving this Saturday morning, so make sure you are coordinating rides with your Leader, juice?"
"Juice!" came the unanimous reply.
"Ok, now it's time for some recognition. We call these people high-"
Randy paused, letting the room finish his sentence for him.
"ROLLERS!" they roared back.
"Sharp-"
"SHOOTERS!"
"Heavy-"
"HITTERS!"
"Ass-"
"KICKERS!"
"Money-"
"MAKERS!"
"Bell-"
"RINGERS!"
Randy pantomimed along with the song, first pretending to shoot a gun, then throwing a punch, kicking, rubbing money together, and ringing a bell. Several people were aping his movements. He finished by doing a little Chubby Checkers move.
"And biiig tiiime-" he drew the words out playfully as he twisted around.
"SWINGERS!" the group finished.
Randy then rattled off a list of names and how much money they'd made the day before- so and so made $100 yesterday; so and so made $200 yesterday. As he was calling their names, they took turns running around the circle of people and high-fiving wildly. With each successive name, the group applauded and shouted out team slogans, with a few "juice by you, "and "juice" exclamations thrown in.
Some were called on to talk about their sales from the day before. I clapped politely, feeling like a fish out of water. I had no idea what was going on or what would happen next.
After the sales performers were recognized, and I'd made a silent vow to outsell all of them, Randy reclaimed everyone's attention.
"You guys excited for a meeting?" he prodded.
"Yeah!" they rejoined.
"How excited are you?!"
"So excited we can jump, shake our booty, jump, shake our booty!" The entire room hopped around like jumping beans, like they were at a club after a few too many shots.
"Duh dah duh daaah dah! Duh dah duh daaah dah!" they song together, big band style. A few people even jumped into the middle of the room and started dancing.
Someone grabbed me by the arm and swung me out into the chaos. All eyes were on the new guy; I reacted instinctively and did a butt spin on the floor. Then I retreated to the safe anonymity of the sideline. I now felt like a fish in outer space.
Randy capped the morning off with a motivational story, complete with a moral about working hard to reach your goals. I could barely concentrate, trying to absorb everything going on around me. The frenetic energy and cheering had caught me completely off guard. These people couldn't possibly have been more different than my friends, not even if they had three heads and a tail.
Randy finished his meeting with a loud battle cry:
"FIRST ONE TO THE FIELD-"
"FIRST ONE TO MAKE MONEY!" the group returned, then scattered out the door to their cars.
Steve grabbed me and told me that we would be spending the day together, and could I drive?
I could. We got into my car and drove out to the field. My mind was still trying to wrap itself around everything that had happened in the last hour, what I learned later was called the "morning atmosphere," designed to pump up the sales team.
The day we spent in the field was similar to my interview day, but in a different neighborhood. We parked at the first business we saw and went on foot from there.
My feet were still blistered from the day before, but I kept up with Steve's manic pace. This was necessary in order for our Law of Averages to work in our favor.
"The more people you see, the more money you make, so we'll see a hundred people today if we have to," Steve explained. It was a simple concept, though I had no way of knowing the impact it would have on me down the road.
While we were on the subject of money, I asked how I would be making money while I was training. He told me that the Leaders, the ones who took newbies out and trained them, would give us $50 a day until we were making our own sales, which would be in less than a week. A Distributor's first day on his own, which was usually his fifth day, was also known as the Hall of Fame Day.
"Now, keep in mind that every day you are going to run into some people who don't care what we're doing, a few people who will hate us, and a few people who will like us. Those are the people we're trying to find, and they're the only ones that matter. That's how the Law of Averages works; it's a numbers game. Our business is a numbers game."
I nodded in agreement. I was ready to show what I was made of, and had Steve's pitch memorized by lunch- unfortunately, it sounded like I was just reading from a teleprompter. I was worse than horrible, and people reacted to me with a mixture of disgust and pity.
Steve, on the other hand, was a force of nature. He left no stone unturned, and no doorknob unchecked. He walked into an office like he owned it, hit it off with everyone he talked to, and wasted zero time. If the right person wasn't he disengaged, and if he found the right person, he closed them. At the end of the day we'd talked to 45 people and had 4 sales.
I did the math in my head and realized that he'd made over $200 that day. Not bad, not bad at all.
We got back to the office at around five thirty. A few people were hanging out in the Impact Room. The "night atmosphere" was pretty mellow, to my relief. Two guys were playing foosball, and one of the girls was changing the music in the CD player.
"Hey, let's get you out of here," Steve motioned to me, and we walked out together. "So do you think you can make it to the Rally this weekend? It would be a good idea, definitely something that could help you get to Leadership faster. You can hitch a ride with me, I'm going with a few other people."
"Sounds good."
"What's it going to be like?"
"Well, on Saturday there's going to be a Team Day where we'll meet up with some other offices up there. Then we'll go out on Saturday night somewhere in L.A., then on Sunday we'll go to the Rally, which is going to be huge. Then you'll see the bigger picture."
"Cool. What about a place to stay, though?"
"We'll crash at a friend's house, no worries."
"Sounds good."
"All right, then. Go get some rest, man. You're going to need it for this weekend. See you tomorrow!" He clapped his hand on my back for emphasis.
I drove home, exhausted. Bob was there, and our friend Andy, and a few other random people wearing T-shirts and ripped shorts. I changed and joined them in the living room. The fish was back in the water.
"So how was your first day?" Bob asked, with one leg crossed over a knee and strumming his guitar.
"Tiring."
I didn't even try to explain the company culture, or anything I'd seen in the field. Not that I could really explain it, anyway. The whole day was crazy.
"Want a beer?" Andy asked.
"Yeah, thanks," I said, sinking to the floor with my back against a wall. I checked on my feet, which were bleeding again. I should put a Band-Aid on it, I thought in slow motion. I'm just too damn tired.
Andy handed me an ice-cold bottle of beer. I might as well have been a soldier guzzling a canteen in the desert. It was technically only my first day of work, but it was my second straight day of marching further and faster than I had since high school cross-country.
Our front door opened and shut, people came in and went out, and I remained sitting on the floor, unable to move. So this is what it feels like to put in an honest day's work, I thought. Better get used to it. I will get used to it. This is nothing.
Generally, it was a point of pride that I was never the first one asleep, ever. Even after I did lie down I never fell asleep right away. From that night forward, though, I fell asleep as soon as I landed on the mattress.
I didn't see or hear anything until the next morning, when the unfamiliar blare of my alarm clock jerked me awake.
CHAPTER 7
"Everything comes back to the system, and to be successful you must learn it and follow it."
I stood in the Impact Room, notebook in hand, trying to soak up everything that Steve was telling me about the Eight Steps to Success.
"A good attitude is the most important ingredient for success in life, no matter who you are or what you're doing. That's why it's Step Number One. Always be positive."
"Being on time is important because it affects everything else and shows character. If you're late it will affect the other steps."
"Be prepared means be ready for every situation, including mental preparation. Know what you have to do."
"Work a full day, Step Four, means work as long as it takes to hit your goals, and don't give up before then. Once you know what to do then do it. You have to be goal oriented to be successful."
"Working the territory correctly means don't pass up any opportunities, check every single door. Never prejudge a territory or a business."
"Your attitude is so important that it's on the Eight Steps twice. Maintaining your attitude means that, no matter what happens, be positive and don't let anything bring you down."
"Step Number Seven is the most important one, because you can never forget what you're here for, the big picture- management. Know why you're here and where you're going."
"Step Number Eight is Take Control, which means that you have to take control of your customers, and of yourself. You are in control of your own destiny."
I nodded blearily, dutifully taking notes. Others were teaching on a dry erase board, diagramming sales tactics with names like S.E.E. factor, K.I.S.S. factor, Stop Sign Theory, and Gumball Theory.
The Impact Room was humming with conversation and music. I had my goal sheet in hand, which instructed me to learn five more people's names and to learn the rest of the pitch.
Randy stopped by and chatted with me while he was making his rounds.
"The most important thing when you're new is to ask a lot of questions," he told me. "There's a lot to learn. So just be involved as much as you can, and ask as many questions as you can. Be the best student you can be. The best student wins."
This advice struck a nerve. In college, I never raised my hand to answer a teacher's question. My reasoning was that even if I knew the answer to something, I didn't care if anyone else knew that I knew. That obviously wouldn't cut it in the business world. To fit in here I was going to have to change my personality.
One of the first questions I asked Steve was why everyone kept saying "juice." It was a company catchphrase- an acronym for Join Us In Creating Excitement. Apparently, it had multiple uses and it was a good word to use. Almost everyone dropped it in into the conversation from time to time.
Another thing I noticed while making my rounds through the Impact Room was that not everyone was selling Quill office supplies. Some had stacks of large coupons for car washes and pizza chains. I learned that they were for a separate campaign, and that there were actually three managers in this office.
Steve used this opportunity to tell me that the two of us had an advantage by working for Randy, the best manager there, and that he himself strove to be the best Leader in the office. Furthermore, it was also imperative for me to be the best Distributor.
"The best Distributor is the next one to get promoted to Leadership," he said.
"Two weeks, "I replied determinedly. I wanted to move through this training plan in record time.
"HEY GUYS!" a voice boomed. "YOU GUYS WANT AN IMPACT?!"
"YEAH!" Every conversation in the room halted immediately to respond.
Here we go, I thought. Let the show begin.
Just like the day before, someone came up to the front of the room amid peals of applause and spoke about what was working for her the day before. She asked if we wanted a meeting, the room roared with approval, and she called one of the managers up to the front.
His meeting was similar to Randy's, but without the same showmanship. He called out the top performers, and they responded with whoops and battle cries and high fives. Then he paced around the room in front of his captive, semi-circled audience and talked about how important it was to remember the bigger picture as we hit the field.
I made an attempt to look excited, but didn't have it in me to hoot and holler. I shifted weight uncomfortably from one foot to the other, chomping at the bit to get out and sell.
"So when you're out there today, just remember that you're working toward management, and don't let the negative attitudes from all the cows out there bring you down!"
The meeting was winding down, but not without one last chant.
"Thanks for the money-"
"You five o'clock honeys!" everyone sang back gleefully.
"Thanks for the bucks-"
"You five o'clock shmucks!"
"All right! Last one the field is the last one to make money! Let's go!"
And with that, we were off.
I spent the day with Steve again. The two of us stormed through a lazy San Diego neighborhood, the master salesman and his new apprentice. Nothing could slow him down on his quest to find people ready to buy some office supplies that day. Like the previous two days I didn't feel fully awake until about lunchtime. After that, I perked up a bit and peppered him with questions.
It was time for me to learn the FUGI factors, which were paramount in convincing people to buy on the spot. In fact, Steve informed me, they were exactly what TV and radio commercials use all the time. I listened intently, ready to learn more of the trade secrets.
The F stands for "fear of loss." People are more desirous of a thing they about to lose. This is why we told customers that we are only in their neighborhood for that day only, and our special prices walk out the door with us.
The U stands for "urgency." People need to understand that this matter is important and that it won't take much time. This is why we tell them "just two quick things" about our company, then tell them to "quickly" pick out some supplies they need, then that we are going to use their phone to "quickly" call in an order.
The G stands for "greed." People want good deals, free stuff, and, most importantly, they want what other people have. This is why we told customers that they get a free duffel bag for ordering, and that we are helping everyone in the neighborhood that day.
The I stands for "indifference." People don't like to be sold to and will resist a salesperson. This is why we step back, shrug, and tell them not to do it if it doesn't make sense to them.
I absorbed everything intently. I might as well have been Luke Skywalker running through the swamp with Yoda, and having him critique my feeble sales attempts.
"Remember to smile more!" Steve instructed me. "Never forget the S.E.E. factor- smile, eye contact, enthusiasm. Without them, you don't have the customer's trust."
I walked into the next office smiling like a game show host, but was cut off by the customer before making it halfway through my pitch.
"Relax more!" Steve told me outside. "Otherwise, the customer will sense you're nervous, and they'll get nervous."
Walking into a random office and approaching a stranger was hard enough. Now I had to remember the official script verbatim, and implement FUGI factors, and had to pull all this off with the Red Power Ranger scrutinizing every word. And my feet were almost certainly bleeding again.
"Don't forget Step Number Six," Steve admonished me. "Don't lose your attitude! Your tone with every customer should be the same, from the first one in the morning to the last one at night. Think about a Broadway actor: night after night, he has to give the same performance. But he knows that the audience has never seen his performance before, so he has to give it the same effort every single night."
I watched Steve operate with a newfound respect- less like a freakish natural and more like an artist who had perfected his craft. The hapless customers had no idea that they were in the presence of a master, someone who had hunted them down with the Law of Averages, then followed the Five Steps to a Sale and closed them.
Intro (build rapport, use Icebreaker): "Hi! Don't worry; I'm not with the IRS! My name is Steve, I'm here with Quill office supplies. Nice to meet you."
Short Story (spark interest, keep it short and simple): "Where do you normally get your office supplies? Great. Two quick things about us: one, we are warehouse-based, which means we can save you money without the store overhead. Two, we have free, next day delivery."
Presentation (tell them the deal, stress the value): "The reason I'm here is obviously because we want you to try our service. I even have promotional pricing for you today. Just for trying us once and putting in an order today, you'll get a free gift and a catalogue for future orders.
Close (assume the sale): "Most people are just picking up something they are going to buy anyway, like paper. How many cases would you like?"
Rehash (upsell): "While I fill out the order form take a look through this flyer and tell me what else you can use."
Overcome objections as they come up:
"I know you weren't expecting me today/ don't need anything right now/ are happy with your current supplier/etc, but I'm out here hoofing through the streets just to prove how good we are. I don't even want money today; we'll bill you later. What do you have to lose?"
Repeat, business after business, all the way down the street, until you find your customers.
Steve did five sales that day and made over $150, and we spent more time inside putting together the orders than we did outside tramping around.
I drove back from the field satisfied, fighting to keep my heavy eyes focused as the adrenaline subsided. It was like learning a new game, and I was learning more and more of its rules every day.
We were greeted with enthusiastic shouts as soon as we walked through the door. Steve grinned broadly, and walked straight over to the table in the lobby. Next to the CD player was a solid, brass bell. With all eyes on him, Steve hoisted the bell high above his head and rang it emphatically. The room cheered, and the cries of happiness coupled with the piercing, metallic clanging created a brief moment of pandemonium.
"Juice by Steve! Juice by Steve! Steve's got juice! Steve's got juice!" The office sang, as Steve sauntered through the crowed and high-fived everyone like the star quarterback in a locker room.
Caught up in the moment, a few more people stepped up and rang the bell triumphantly. There were more high fives and "juice" cries. Finally, the clapping subsided and the room dissipated into quiet conversation and background music.
"What the hell was that?" I asked Steve as soon as I tracked him down.
"That's the bell party. You ring the bell when you make over a hundred dollars in a day. That way you get recognition in the office, you know?"
Steve walked me out to my car as we finalized our plans for the next day. I was going to ride up with him and two other guys from the office. I was going to get the chance to see more of the bigger picture.
"Good job today, man," he said, squeezing my shoulder. "Let's keep up the good work and get you promoted soon. Keep you on the two week plan."
"Thanks," I replied modestly. "Let's do it."
CHAPTER 8
"Your attitude determines your altitude."
Friday night in the Gaslamp district was the biggest party around, and it was all right outside our front door. The streets were chock full of bars, clubs, and people stumbling from one place to another. You could find any specimen of nightlife within a six-block radius.
The fun part was that Bob and I never knew where we were going to end up- we could fit in anywhere, ready to discuss life with anyone we bumped into. Take this approach, I've learned, and you will end up in the most unusual places. Who knows what rooftop you'll end up on, or whose floor you'll wake up on?
But the first Friday after my new job found me too exhausted to move.
I tried doing some math in my head: if we cover a mile in 15 minutes and we're in the field for about 480 minutes a day, minus time to do sales and each lunch, for three straight days, that's- that's a lot of walking, I concluded.
I sat in the living room watching Bob, Andy, and Bob's girlfriend Anna getting ready to go out together. I could sense the small fissure developing, some tiny rift between my old life and my new one. My friends were going out to get roaring drunk, and I was staying in to rest. How grown up of me.
They'll be more nights to go out, I consoled myself. Don't get so melodramatic.
My thoughts turned back to my strange, new job. The people there used words like "goals" and "attitude", and all the other career jargon I'd shunned my entire life.
This was different, though. I was getting a shot at success, one that I desperately needed. After I made it to management I'd be able to pay off my credit card bills, even my student loans. I'll be able to travel, get a new car. Work during the day and have weekends off. Be normal. Be successful.
Like my job, these thoughts were also strange and new.
I called Allison before falling into my bed to let her know how everything was going, and she was happy for me. By now, she had her plane ticket and was ready to make the big move across the country. My personal and professional lives were coming together at the same time.
CHAPTER 9
"Team Days are an opportunity to learn from each other and build your business."
The next morning, everyone from the office car-pooled up to L.A. I rode with Steve and two other guys who were already Leaders in the office, including a Moroccan guy named Mehdi. With his accent and grin, I thought he should definitely be on a sitcom somewhere, like Balky from Perfect Strangers.
We exited the Pacific Coast Highway in Corona, and followed the directions to what appeared to be a warehouse in the middle of nowhere. Once we got closer I could see that it was crawling with people. Like Randy's office, the crowd seemed young, and there were people of every shape, size, and color. The only thing they had in common was that most were wearing a tie.
It was like walking around a huge party where you don't know anyone, and everyone's trying to look cool. We found the Arsene-Lee crew mingling with The Advertising Group, the office that Randy and Steve started in.
Before long, a buzz went through the crowd: the meeting was about to start. We pushed into the warehouse- if outside was like a party, then inside was the stuffiness of the world's biggest keg line. There were hundreds of people squished together, and everyone was looking up.
A man in a dark suit walked across an elevated platform and looked down over us. Steve nudged me and told me that this was Mark, a Vice-President, the highest position in the ranks.
In captivating brogue, Mark told the story of his ascension from street peddler like us to the hallowed ranks of V.P., then offered a bonus to the highest rolling team that day: first place was $1000, second place was $0 because "second place sucks," third place was $500, and fourth place was $200. Then the meeting broke, and everyone ran for the doors and the fresh oxygen.
Steve led me from the chaos and out to the car we were taking, and I was handed a stack of restaurant certificates. Each one was $20 and had ten buy-one-get-one-free certificates on it. I had no idea how I was going to pitch this thing.
"Don't forget, it's the system that's important, not the product," Steve gave me some last minute coaching before we got out of the car. "The product will change. The system doesn't."
He told me to use the same Eights and Fives and FUGIs, but to plug in the gift certificate instead of office supplies. We practiced it in the car before on the drive out to our assigned area.
Intro- "Hey, how are you, just wanted to quickly let you know that we are doing a huge promotion in this neighborhood. You like seafood, right?
Short Story- "This restaurant is fantastic, it's some of the best seafood in town, and they want more people from this area to have a chance to try them."
Presentation- "With this special promotion you're going to cut your food bill there in half, so you make your money back on your first visit, and you'll get ten free meals in all."
Close- "It's only $20 for the card, so people are grabbing a few of them at this price. How many would you like?"
Rehash- "Want more as a gift to someone? It's great to tie to a bottle of wine as an anniversary present."
The plan was to split up, then run up and down the street pitching anyone with a heartbeat. That way we'd see over two hundred people each, and the Law of Averages would help us sell the twenty certificates we had. Then we'd meet up in a few hours and get back to the team day.
I ran up and down the street for hours, approaching every person I saw and going inside every business I came across. I didn't let any no's discourage me. I followed Steve's pitch word for word. By the end of the afternoon I was dripping sweat, with my shirt stuck to my skin, and had sold exactly one coupon. I completely sucked.
My lone sale had nothing to do with using my 5's or 8's. I was begging by that point.
We got back to the warehouse and watched from the sidelines as the bell was rung and the prizes were handed out. Steve and I split up the cash from the certificates we sold- of course, he had sold every one of his certificates. I felt horrible for being the weak link. My Jedi training was nowhere near complete.
Randy and Dwayne were hanging out together and greeting their respective teams as they came back. Both sported casual shirts and sunglasses, and joked around with the tired masses returning from the field. They said they had been golfing all day while we were out in the field. Of everything I had seen that day, that was the most motivating. That's where I need to be, I thought enviously.
The best part of the day was going out for pizza afterward. It felt exquisite to relax after going full speed for so long, like cooling down after a race. People looked at us with either fear or scorn while we were out soliciting in the field, but having a large group of young people in suits mingling at the bar was a different story altogether. People looked at us with curiosity and respect.
That night, most of our office hit up downtown L.A. and got drunk together, telling each other about the crazy customers we pitched that day. It felt great to be working with such cool people, guys you could hang out with even outside of work.
Steve hit it off with one of the many girls he talked to that night, and the three of us ended up at her place. Within a minute, the two of them were in her room with the door shut, and I was left in the living room with her cat. I checked my watch and realized that the sun would be rising soon.
My whirlwind of a first week finally came to an end; I quietly curled up on the floor and fell asleep.
CHAPTER 10
"We do things today that others won't, so tomorrow we can afford to do the things that others can't."
The DS-Max rally on Sunday was unlike anything I'd ever experienced before.
Our company had taken over the entire hotel and conference center. The property was swarming with every type of businessperson I could imagine, from young women in suits to older black guys with purple top hats. The sheer number of people created a palpable energy.
I was introduced briefly to Murray, the company founder. He'd started this business from scratch over twenty years ago. Now he was a semi-retired millionaire in his forties, making appearances like this one and giving motivational speeches. Randy had a picture of him in his office, posing with Bill Cosby, who was wearing a white DS-Max shirt.
"The Business," as everyone called it, started in 1979. That year, Murray was fired from a direct sales company in Canada and found himself living in his car with $30,000 in debt.
As the story goes, he survived by buying pots and pans and whatever random products he could get at a discount price from an importer and peddling them on the streets for twice their value. After he sold them all he used the money to buy more surplus goods. Then he would sell these and repeat the process.
Murray was the epitome of having a positive attitude. While driving out to the field he would pump himself up by screaming "I feel great today!" out the window. His nickname became Mr. Juice.
"Why should I buy these pans from you when I can go to Sears and get them for half the price?" asked a woman who found him knocking on her front door.
"Because I'm bringing them to you with a smile on my face," Murray replied graciously.
Soon he recruited two other young guys to join him, Larry and Avie. As the company recruited more and more members, the founders came to be known as The Big Three. Every night, their guys were going home with cold cash in their hands. Once, Avie had to march into the projects and pound on a door to collect from someone who didn't settle up that night. Back then, he suspected that some guys were driving out to the field in stolen cars.
But the business began to evolve in an extraordinary way.
As they sold more and more goods, they bought the products at an even greater discount, by buying in a higher quantity. They were taking whatever they could get from the importer and selling it to people on the streets as if it was the best deal in town- calculators, children's books, knife sets, socks, and even pantyhose.
They also formulated a sales system to distribute their goods. This is how the Five Steps and Eight Steps and the Impulse Factors originated, to go along with an unwavering faith in the Law of Averages. They proved every day that if you talk to enough people in a day, you will find buyers. Each person selling in the field was expected to pitch hundreds of people a day.
The company that Murray originally started was called WWI, for Wholesale Warehouses Inc. They began opening other offices throughout Canada, and Murray's goal was to become the largest direct sales company in the country. Before long, they had enough money to start dictating which products they wanted imported. They could sell teddy bears around Valentine's Day, or ornaments around Christmas, for example.
WWI opened its first U.S. office in Los Angeles. They opened numerous offices across the country, and then across the world. Everyone was following the same business model, including the Four Phases to management. Each and every manager started in the field as a Distributor, then graduated to Leader, then Assistant Manager, then as a Manager running his or her own distribution office.
Larry made his way to the top of the production chain, until he actually owned the manufacturing plants in Asia. Now the company was getting its products at a dirt-cheap price and making even more profit, and its name was changed to DS-Max, for "direct sales to the max."
In the late eighties, someone got a brainstorm when he saw a local gym handing out coupons. Why haul a heavy hockey bag of stuff around when they could be selling pieces of paper? With that, Granton Marketing, which came to be known as the Advertising division, was born. Their team represented clients and sold promotional certificates for them, mostly by going door to door. The cost for this product was incredibly low; now they were just paying for paper and ink.
Their major break came when they landed the Yankees as a client. That helped the Yankees fill their stadium with consumers at a time when their popularity was at an all-time low. It also helped Granton land other major sports teams across the country, and their offices, too, spread like wildfire.
The next major division in the company was born in the mid-nineties. A sales rep from Granton solicited an electronics store, and the manager she pitched was intrigued by her approach. He was incredulous that this girl could be walking door to door with a smile on her face, especially when he learned that the job was 100% commission based. Of course, he had no idea that she was planning on running her own office soon.
"And what do you say to a customer if they don't want it?" he questioned her.
"I tell them that's fine, don't get it," she answered indifferently.
He asked if her company ever sold services like his. They did not. Phone calls were made until the concept landed at the head office. Another experiment was hatched, the idea of selling a company's service to acquire new customers for them, and not just selling a product. Thus, another division was born.
Avie and a gentleman named Bernie spearheaded this third division. They named it Cydcor, a combination of their children's names. With Cydcor, the business made a huge jump in its evolution, just as it had with the emergence of Granton a few years before.
One thing that changed was the type of sales being done. The sales reps for Cydcor did not ask for cash or checks like their precursors in the other two divisions, but had their customers sign an order form. They were still working on commission only, but now they would be picking up a check instead of cash; they were technically employees now, instead of independent contractors.
Another dramatic change was the type of client Cydcor could now attract. The scope changed from localized clients to large corporations, starting with smaller names, like Skytel and Stamps.com, and eventually industry giants like Staples and AT&T. Cydcor's service was in demand for a simple reason simple: clients would not have to pay for a customer until they were actually acquired.
By 2000, the three main divisions of DS-Max were all thriving and expanding rapidly. Granton had clients like Applebee's and Pizza Hut, and sports teams like the White Sox and Lakers. Their certificates now ranged from $10 to $100. Execu-card was developed to sell the more expensive cards, and they pitched businesses instead of homes.
The original foundation of DS-Max, the peddlers selling product right out on the street, became known as the Clearance division. They, too, were thriving; their products were better and even more inexpensive than ever
There was a plethora of sub-divisions under the DS-Max umbrella, such as the wheelchair sports division, the roses division, and the charity division. Each office continued to follow the same business model. And every person earned his position by starting at the bottom and moving up. All in all, DS-Max had over 13,000 offices in over 100 countries worldwide, with no end in sight.
At least, those are the things that I was told later. It's debatable how much is fact and how much is urban legend.
That Sunday, at the Hilton Hotel and Conference Center in downtown L.A., I had no idea what the history was, how the business really worked, or what the hell was going on. All I knew was that I had stumbled into something huge.
The ceremony took place in a cavernous ballroom. Hundreds of people milled about, gradually filling up the many rows of small conference chairs. Oversized speakers blasted dance music. A light show projected colorful lasers onto the walls and screens that were set up throughout the room. Large, white banners were strung up proclaiming "DS-Max: The World's Greatest Opportunity!"
After the music lowered, the crowd took its cue and sat down for the presentations. People with video cameras appeared around the stage in front of the room, and the footage was shown on the projection screens. An older looking gentleman with a droll voice addressed the crowd, and introduced the group sitting around the head table.
Steve was sitting right next to me, and told me that the group was made up of the V.P.'s of each division, and all were millionaires.
The whole affair took a little over four hours, as one person after another was called up to the front stage for a promotion to management, or an award of some kind. Each was greeted with thunderous applause.
Many of the speakers told stories about how they got started in the business, or gave advice to people who were still going through the field on their way to management.
The stories were similar, relating some anecdote about a how bad things were in the beginning, how no one understood what they were doing, and how everything worked out at the end. The advice doled out was likewise similar. Always be positive. Always work hard. Never quit.
The audience seemed enthralled, hanging on to every word and laughing out loud whenever a joke was told. Notebooks were out in full force, pens furiously jotting down the words of wisdom from those in management. Whenever a speaker wanted to make sure the audience was still with him he would add a "juice?" to the end of his sentence, which would immediately be answered with a loud "JUICE!" from the crowd. This resulted in a constant echo of "juice" cries, seemingly every few minutes. Euphoria was in the air.
One of the guys on stage seemed too giddy to talk, as he clutched his trophy with both hands.
"Wow, I am so overwhelmed, it feels so amazing to be up here on stage," he babbled. "You know, we all work hard in this crazy business, and if there's one thing that I have to say about the business, it's that THE MONEY IS GREAT!"
He cackled uncontrollably as the crowd roared its approval. What a jackass, I thought. Though I can't wait to say that.
The ceremony ended with a final round of fervent applause. It occurred to me that one reason the reaction was so strong was because everyone was visualizing himself on stage. Even I found myself wondering what it would feel like to get my promotion and pay raise in front of hundreds of cheering people.
The speakers exited the stage, and the crowd slowly dissipated. Some began to network, reaching their hands out in greeting to whoever crossed their paths. Most scrambled outside the ballroom for some fresh air or a cigarette.
I followed Steve outside the hotel. It seemed as if there was a second meeting being held that afternoon, this one amongst all the smokers and being held in the parking lot. I bummed one from Steve because it gave me something to do other than stand there stupidly. I certainly didn't feel like I fit in, not amongst these sharp-dressed, cell-phone wielding, motivated people.
We had about two hours to mingle before the dinner. I hung onto Steve's coattails as he zipped around the hotel property. Many of the V.P.'s were standing in the hallways, surrounded by small mobs lobbing questions, like celebrities being attacked by the paparazzi. With looks that were at turns smug and exasperated, they fielded questions and gave advice.
I was explicitly told to try to learn a thing or two from them instead of heading directly into the bar. I hung out on the outskirts of these crowds, trying not to look too clueless. The repetitive messages about being positive and working hard and having "stickitivity" did nothing for me, since I was already doing that and would continue to do so.
The evening wound down with a catered meal; I opted for the steak and the Heineken. After dessert, the dance music and lights came back on and some people hit the dance floor. I was exhausted and relieved by the time we headed back to the car for our drive back to San Diego.
"So, dude, are you motivated or what, dude?" Mehdi asked me on the drive back in his heavy Moroccan accent. I was lying sideways in the backseat and trying not to fall asleep.
"Yesh," I slurred tiredly.
"Did you learn a lot today or what? Huh?"
"Yesh."
"Like what did you learn? What was your favorite thing that you learned today?"
"A lot."
Yeah, I was being a short with him, but I didn't care. I didn't have to impress him, and in fact, his peppiness irked me. I would be getting up early the next morning. I figured I'd save my positivity until then. I was too tired to figure out if that was even a real word or not.
CHAPTER 11
"The Hall of Fame Day is your first full day out on your own."
The next day, our enthusiasm level was through the roof; there might as well have been a keg of espresso in the Impact Room. There were a few new faces in the room. There were also a few missing faces in the room.
One absence in particular that stood out to me was a shy, skinny kid. On my first day he seemed to mesh perfectly. After the Saturday Team Day, however, I saw him walking forlornly toward the parking lot, beaten down by the field, so it was no surprise that he wasn't in that Monday. It was my first taste of just how high the turnover rate was going to be.
No matter. I was going to get to management regardless of what anyone else did. If they quit, it was their loss. My competitive side, which I never realized I had, was starting to come out.
The morning routine was beginning to make more and more sense now. We started by practice pitching each other with our Quill catalogues. We broke into Team Meetings so that our Leaders could go over our individual goals for the day. We would have a campaign meeting to address our Quill numbers and set office goals. Then one of the Leaders would run an impact, teaching a lesson to the office. Then the manager would run a morning meeting, going over announcements, recognizing high rollers and letting them talk briefly, and capping the whole affair off with a rousing motivational meeting.
I could see the structure and purpose of atmosphere, instead of just chaos.
On Monday I was going on my own for a few hours. The plan was to drive out to the field with two of the Leaders, spend the morning with them, and venture out on my own after lunch. I was eager to prove that I could sell.
By now, I had the pitch memorized forward and backward. According to Steve, I just had to pump up my attitude. Attitude is contagious, I was told. People will buy from you if you're excited enough. Get excited.
I rode out to the field that day brimming with enthusiasm. Steve taught me a little trick about visualizing something wonderful before you walked through the door. I imagined a Corona and a plate of wings from Hooters waiting on the other side.
Our territory that day was very far south, very desert-like, and it didn't seem like there were many businesses to pitch. We followed the photocopied map until we hit the Mexican border, and were approached by armed security guards.
"Sorry, wrong turn," we told them sheepishly.
Finally, we found a street with some businesses. I hopped out at the bottom of a steep hill and sped off with my Quill bag slung over one shoulder. Time to act excited, I thought.
To my chagrin, I discovered that every business was either a scrap yard or a junkyard of some kind. Worse, each one was really far back from the road, so I had to walk a long driveway for each pitch. But there was nothing for it; I couldn't skip a business or that one would have been a sale, according to The Gumball Theory.
I imagined what I must have looked like to the confused workers who saw me approaching. Most were Mexican. Several had their shirts off in the midday sun. All were covered with grease and grime from whatever machines they were working on.
I was wearing my white dress shirt and tie. With the mysterious looking black bag by my side I probably looked like I worked for the government, or maybe a missionary. Whoever they suspected I worked for, it couldn't have been good. I was greeted with blank stares, and they muttered to each other in Spanish.
"Hi!" I said, trying to sound as upbeat as possible. "I'm here with Quill office supplies! I'm looking for the person in charge of ordering office supplies. Is that person here?"
More muttering. I held up a catalogue to get my point across.
"Eh, you are looking for the boss?" one asked.
"Yes," I nodded deeply.
"He not here."
"Okay," I continued to nod deeply. "Thank you very much."
With this I turned around and headed back up the long driveway. I could almost hear the gunshot blast behind me.
This scene repeated itself at the next few junkyards with little variation until I finally stumbled into one of the bosses. A man wearing nothing but stained overalls pointed down a set of rickety wooden stairs. I stepped down tentatively and saw the boss leaning against a counter.
"Hi!" I said, launching into my pitch. "I'm here with Quill office supplies!"
I handed him a catalogue.
"Two quick things about Quill are that number one, it is warehouse based, so there is no store overhead, so it saves you money! Two, they have free next day delivery! The reason they sent me out here is so that you guys can try them, and just for giving them a shot you get a free gift!"
I pointed out the free duffel bag that came with the order. He looked at it curiously. I realized that he was not used to seeing door-to-door salespeople.
"So do I have to order now or can I keep this catalogue?" he asked slowly.
"Well, the reason they sent us out to the neighborhood today was so that people could try them, so you get the gift for ordering today! And if you never order from them again, you get to keep the bag anyway! So what have you got to lose?"
That was one of Steve's lines. And it worked! He got two cases of computer paper for his dusty printer, enough for the minimum order and the gift. I shook hands with him and walked out into the scorching sun. The thrill of victory coursed through my veins.
By the time I met up with my ride back I had two more victories under my belt. I sold a cheap leather chair to a place that didn't even use office supplies, and two boxes of fax ribbons to another scrap yard.
I was nonchalant when I told Randy about my first afternoon on my own. I could only imagine how many sales I would've had if I were in a real neighborhood.
I was going to find out soon. My Hall of Fame Day was that Wednesday, the day a person works alone for the first time. There was usually an extra bonus for any sales they did that day. Angela and I were going on our HOF days together, since we had started the same day.
"Iiii'm going to hiiiigh-roll you," she told me in a singsong voice.
Everyone in the office seemed to have a little extra swagger after the Rally, but she became exceptionally cocky. She also let me know that she was going to beat me to Leadership.
We'll see about that.
On Wednesday morning I tapped my feet impatiently during the Impact, waiting to unleash myself on the unsuspecting secretaries and receptionists of the world.
I thought of them getting up that morning, preparing their coffee, and reading their newspapers. Right now they're probably on their commute to the office, with no idea that at some point today they will be pounced upon by a desperate salesman, selling like his life depended on it.
"So for my Impact today I am going to talk about Hungry Man dinners," one of the Advertising girls was saying. She drew a picture of a dinner tray on the dry erase board.
"When you get a Hungry Man, what comes with it?" she asked the room.
"Steak! Chicken! Potatoes! A little brownie!" came the assorted replies. She drew each food item as it was named.
"And what else? The vegetables right, like the peas and the carrots?"
The office nodded in assent.
"And that's what we eat last, right? Because it doesn't look as good as everything else, right?"
More nods of agreement.
"Well, the point of this impact is that it relates to Step Number Five, Work Your Territory Correctly. Because when we're out in the field, sometimes we see areas that don't look that good, or we think that no one would buy in that neighborhood. But we have to check every door to make our Law of Averages work, because even if they don't look good a lot of times that's where we find people that will buy. So when you're out there today working your territory, make sure to eat your peas and carrots and check every door. Remember that those are the healthiest things you can eat. Juice?"
"JUICE!"
"Ok, are you guys ready for a meeting?"
"YEAH!"
"Are you really ready for a meeting?"
"YEAH!"
"Then tell somebody!"
"We want a meeting, ho! We want a meeting, ho!"
Randy hopped to the front of the room and performed the pre-game ritual. Then it was time for the announcements.
"And we have Luke and Angela going on their Hall of Fame Day today!" Randy paused dramatically. "And what do you get on your Hall of Fame Day?"
"Shaky knees! Sweaty palms! Marbles in your mouth, and you spit on people, damn it!" the office intoned. Randy played along, with a contagious smile on his face.
"Ok, here's your bonus today! If you get two sales by yourself today, you get an extra twenty bucks. If you get three, it's an extra thirty bucks. And if you get four, it's an extra fifty bucks. So work hard, and we'll see you two at the bell! Give them some support!"
Everyone clapped enthusiastically. I clapped along, slightly embarrassed by the whole scene. Just let me get out there and sell. It was on.
Randy finished with a story about having the right perception in life, and how a toll booth worker danced in his booth and appreciated that his job let him do that, and that our perception toward our job dictated whether we would be successful or not. I still failed to see how any of these motivational stories could really have an impact- you were either motivated or not, the way I looked at it. I supposed that some weaker people needed the daily morale boost.
I drove out by myself for the first time, relishing the chance to run wild on my own. My confidence was as high as a kite.
By the time I drove back to the office that day I felt like the same kite, except crushed on a muddy road and being run over by trucks. I only got one sale, and it was a tiny one. This, keeping my attitude up the entire day- I never stopped moving and smiling, even by the end of the day when I probably looked psychotic.
The worst was a woman who asked me right off the bat if I was new. I told her I was and asked how she knew that. All she would say, with a self-satisfied little smile, was that she could tell, Apparently, I was not as good as I thought I was.
To make things worse, Angela rang the bell. I did not join the singing at the bell party that night, as everyone cheered "Juice by Angela! Juice by Angela! "
"Told you I'd high roll you," she said to me before I left. I forced a sporting grin.
"It's just one day," I answered. "See you tomorrow."
I hit the field with a vengeance the next day, and came back with nothing. I talked to almost 100 people that day and somehow did not come back with a single sale. It seemed impossible.
A thought that began to creep into my head sometime during my Hall of Fame day crystallized over the next few days: maybe this job wasn't going to be so easy, after all.
Over the next few weeks, I spent time in the field with every Leader in the office. I didn't see them do or say anything that I wasn't- but when the day ended they would be ringing the bell like schoolgirls, and I would be on the sidelines with just one or two pitiful accounts.
I was so exhausted from pushing myself in the field that I would almost fall asleep on the drive back, even if I was driving.
"Hey! Don't fall asleep!" Daniel chastised me when I was a passenger. He and Shelley looked back disapprovingly.
"To make it to Leadership it's important to ask a lot of questions," Shelley told me sanctimoniously. "You should probably use this downtime in the car to ask us questions before we get back to the office."
I forced my eyes open. I could already hear them reporting this to Randy.
"Well, what do you think is the biggest thing you learned when you were just starting?" I asked. The two of them prattled on, and I learned that no matter how tired you are, you couldn't show it.
Every day I learned a lesson of some kind or another. Some were sales skills, like the impulse curve that would allow a good salesperson to read their customer and close the sale at the height of their interest. Some were public speaking skills, as Steve literally shoved a dry-erase marker into my hands and pushed me toward the board to teach something, anything, just to show that I would be able to do it.
Some of the other lessons I learned were about how the business model worked. I was so desperate for a job that I didn't want to look stupid by asking obvious questions on my Day of Observation. Now I was expected to ask questions as a Distributor, and I was still afraid to look stupid.
"Hey Randy, I have a question," I said, catching him as he zipped down the hallway. "Are there any medical benefits? I have to see a doctor at some point about my eye."
"The answer is yes, there are benefits, but they begin in management," he answered flippantly.
"Ok, I was just wondering," feeling stupid.
Got to get to management quickly, I told myself. Got to get promoted to Leader soon. Once I get over that hump I'll be fine.
The truth was, I did have a medical condition. I had a blind spot in the center of one eye. Doctors I had seen before coming out here had no idea what it was, but I didn't have insurance anymore. Now I had another reason to get my ass through the ranks faster, and work harder.
I still couldn't believe how quickly my lifestyle had changed, and getting back to my apartment at night felt like a superhero changing back into his civilian clothes. Each morning I would drive into the pink sunrise, and each day would be spent racing around a new part of town, pitching my heart out for office supplies. Each night I would slip back into the comfort of our disheveled living room and the soul-quenching coldness of a fresh beer.
Trying to explain what I was doing to my friends was almost impossible, so I didn't bother. They knew I was working hard and doing sales, but that was about it. I wrote down the Eight Steps to success on a bar napkin one night and showed them to Bob.
He eyed the napkin as if unsure how to react. Have a good attitude, it said. Be on time. Be prepared. Work a full day....
"Well," he paused. "It looks like stuff that would work."
I almost started laughing. What else can you say? It seemed so simplistic. I didn't tell him that this was turning into the hardest thing I'd ever done in my life.
CHAPTER 12
"There's no such thing as bum territory, only the bum in the territory!"
Everything moved quickly in the business, I realized after a few weeks. New offices representing Quill were opening up across the country. Almost every day, we were welcoming new faces in the office. Randy's office had grown from eight or nine people when I started to almost twenty. Rumor had it that the Advertising team would move out soon and that the office would be all ours.
There were also faces missing every other morning. I wasn't fully expecting this, because it didn't occur to me that a number of people would leave a once in a lifetime opportunity just because of one bad day.
One girl in particular, Latonya, was a real surprise, since she was always smiling brightly and nothing seemed to faze he. I asked Randy where she was going, and he looked at me mischievously.
"Knock, knock," he said.
"Who's there?" I played along.
"Latonya."
"Latonya who?"
"Oh well, that's the business!" he finished with a laugh.
It took me a second to get it, and then I smiled with him. Gotcha. Not everyone is going to make it.
Unfortunately, the high turnover meant that in a matter of weeks I had gone from the new guy ready to shoot the lights out to old news. With all the new arrivals in the office for the Leaders to train, I was more or less left on my own. I had to find a way to ring the bell.
I cursed my territory, which was almost impossible to work. It was mostly huge corporate headquarters, so I had to cover a lot of ground just to reach one receptionist who would then tell me that I needed to have an appointment, and no, I could not have the name of the person I needed to talk to. It didn't really matter anyway, since we never did any phone work, and we didn't leave business cards.
One day I got stranded in the field when I went back to meet one of the Leaders. The car wasn't there. I trekked in circles around the lot, and then up and down the street. My cell phone was cut off for being overdue, so I couldn't call anyone.
Sometime around six thirty, I realized that she was gone and I was stranded.
I got directions to the nearest train station, and settled in for the long ride back to the city. My first thought was that I hoped Randy wouldn't be pissed at me for missing the PM atmosphere. Then I thought that this was probably the type of thing that would make some people quit, and that it would show that I was a bad ass.
Still, I didn't understand why these things were happening to me. Things were supposed to work out for me. They always had. I had no idea why things were coming along so poorly. It sure wasn't for lack of effort.
Steve told me that he had gotten promoted in ten days; I was going on my fourth week of this boot camp and giving it everything I had. I tried to hit the gym after a long day in the field and fell asleep on one of the machines. There was no energy for anything outside of the biz.
One of the girls from the Advertising team explained how she pumped herself up to get ready for the field one morning.
"I know that I have to work harder for this opportunity than anything I've done before, and that the field is our chance to prove ourselves," she said. "When I get home from work at night, I have to sit down, because I pushed myself so hard that day. If I have enough energy to stand and move around, I know that I didn't work hard enough that day."
After a month in the biz, I had a new appreciation for how hard Olympic athletes had to train.
Alley moved to San Diego after I'd been in the business for about a month. The two of us had been dating for almost three years by this point. It was by far the longest relationship I'd ever been in. We had some great times in Boston, and I couldn't have asked for a much better girlfriend. It was a sad day indeed when Bob and I left, and I kissed her goodbye.
I had entertained her over the last year with stories about the adventures of Bob and Luke, and about the strange people and places in San Diego. By the time she arrived, however, the wave of insanity had subsided. There were still plenty of great people to introduce her to, and places like the San Diego Zoo to visit, but I had obviously changed. I was a workaholic now.
It wasn't long before she found a job to get by, and on the weekends she and Bob and I would hang out at the beach or stroll around the Gaslamp District. It was a great feeling for me to know that no matter what else would happen in life, I had my best friend and my girlfriend around me, and we had made it. The three of us had hung out in Boston, and now we were living together in America's Finest City. That was the official city nickname, and we weren't going to argue.
We had Sundays to swim in the Pacific, and east sushi, and relax in the perfect weather. And before long I'd be a manager and making a lot of money. Maybe all three of us could live right on the beach. I could probably even get some nice furniture then.
The future was wide open, and anything was possible.
CHAPTER 13
"Opportunity meetings make sure people understand the bigger picture of what we're doing here."
"And now, let me go over some announcements!" Randy said. He sounded like he was at an awards ceremony, and about to open the envelope for best movie of the year. It was a typical morning meeting.
"On Wednesday night we will be having a special Opportunity Meeting. I'm going to break down how the business works, and everyone is invited."
Murmurs of excitement rippled through the room.
"Now, before I go on with the morning meeting, I have one last announcement to make," Randy went on. "Because right now we have someone standing in the room who came in motivated, and has been doing a fantastic job so far."
My throat tightened for a moment and the buzz in the office picked up noticeably. He was about to promote somebody to Leader. Was it finally my turn?
"This person has done all the things we've asked in order to get promoted, and today we are finally going to make it official, and we're going to promote-"
I felt dizzy. Come on, come on-
"Angela!" Randy finished with a flourish. The office tore up into applause. I clapped a little, but my enthusiasm drained out through my feet. Angela pranced in front of the office and gave a speech about how she was looking forward to taking the next step into Assistant Management.
I seethed silently. She'd beaten me, after all. Well, now the race was on to management.
The Opportunity Meeting that week started at seven o'clock, right after the bell party and after the daily numbers had been settled and the Quill bags were packed for the next day. Chairs were brought into the Impact Room and loosely arranged around the dry erase board; some people sat cross-legged on the floor. The music was turned off, and the notebooks came out.
"All right, let's get started," Randy began. "Thank you all for staying tonight to build your businesses a little more. Obviously, we've been in the field all day and working really hard. For some of the newer people, that's mostly what you've seen so far, the raw sales aspect of our business. But, as you know, the field is only a small part of it. So tonight we're going to talk a little bit more about the history of our company and how to get into management. Juice?"
"JUICE!"
Using a marker to write out the various names and helpful diagrams, Randy went over a brief history of the company, from WWI to DS-Max, leading up to the present day with Cydcor.
He told us about a stockbroker whose wife worked for DS-Max, who humored her job choice until she was promoted to manager and her checks became bigger than his. At that point, he drove down to speak with the manager and demanded to know how the business worked. After learning that he could own his own office with this training program, he sold his sports car, bought a van to take out interviews into the field, and made it to management from start to finish in ten weeks. This was still the company record.
Randy's meeting was enthralling, despite the late hour. We shook our heads in amazement at what the groundbreakers of the company had to go through as they built an empire from scratch. Now DS-Max was the third largest direct sales company in the world, behind Mary Kay and someone else, though Randy couldn't remember whom. I ate it all up.
The really cool thing was not just seeing how the business evolved, but that we were now in the forefront. Cydcor was the newest division, had the biggest clients to represent, and had the most potential for growth- their offices were currently only 5% of the total DS-Max offices out there. My mind reeled at the possibility that I could conceivably open an office anywhere in the US.
"And now that you guys have seen how our business has grown so quickly, I'm going to go over how it works for you, and what you have to do to move through the Four Phases and into a situation where you are managing one of the clients, companies that are right now waiting on us to open more offices. Juice?"
"JUICE."
"The first phase is in the field learning the sales," Randy went on. "And you start here for a reason. What you'll find as you grow with our company is that everything comes back to the field. The skills you are learning now are the cornerstone of your success in our company. What are you guys learning so far?"
"How to work hard. How to have a good attitude," a few people answered. "How to hit your goals. How to get people to believe in you."
"Yes, all of those things, and some thing won't even be obvious to you yet. These are the things you need to be an entrepreneur. So do we pay for your company car and cell phone like some ordinary sales job? No, because that's not what we're about. We're teaching you how to become business owners. We're teaching you how to be rhinos, baby."
The rhino was the company mascot. Unlike the soft cubicle cows stuck in corporate America, the rhino was thick-skinned, charged forward, and could not physically move backwards. "Cow" also stood for "common ordinary working stiff" We were the rhinos, and the rest of America were the cows.
"And that's something I love about our business, the purity of it. How far you go is up to you, and will be based on what you accomplish. And everyone in our company, no matter who, from the Vice Presidents to managers, all start in the field."
"There was a time in the '80s when DS-Max was really starting to take off. A German businessman saw what was happening, and how the offices were spreading, and wanted to be a part of it. He called Larry up and offered him a million dollars for ownership in the company. Now, keep in mind that the Big Three had never seen that kind of money before. So this was an incredibly tough decision."
"Finally, Murray told the guy that if he wanted to be an owner, it wouldn't cost him anything at all. He could do it for free. All he would need was a good pair of walking shoes, because he would have to start in the field just like everyone else. "
A murmur of approbation swelled through the audience.
"Of course, the businessman didn't do it, because he had too much pride. But the company kept its integrity, and to this day every manager has gone through the field, just like you guys are right now."
Then he explained that to get promoted to the Leader, we would have to exhibit the qualities of a Leader.
There were two parts of the business- the field and the office. In the office, we would have to have a positive attitude at all times, and embody the Eight Steps. In the field, we would have to show that we were consistent with our sales- not necessarily the best, because the best person at sales doesn't translate into the best person in management. The sales were only a part of what we were measured by.
Listening to him talk, cold-calling our asses off every day seemed pretty trivial.
"Once you're a Leader your opportunity really begins. For all you newbies in the room, sorry to tell you, but you don't have an opportunity out of the field right now," Randy said, lowering his voice slightly, as if he were letting us in on a conspiracy. "After you get promoted, you get a chance to build your team and get the heck out of the field and into management. The way you do that is by taking out interviews, hiring them, and training five of them into Leadership. Never forget, this is a people helping people business. If you help others, it will in turn help you."
"Why five people, you might be wondering? Because that shows consistency. Just like you need to show consistency in your sales, you just need to show that you can train five people. One might be a fluke, one might be a natural at the business, and one might luck their way into a promotion. But five Leaders show that you can be a good coach. As soon as you get your fifth Leader promoted, bam, you're promoted to Assistant Manager! "
"So it's starting to get a little late here, and I'm sure that you guys are dying for me to get to the money part, so I'm going to skip ahead a little here. Let's talk about being a manager. You guys want to hear about the kind of money you can make in management?"
Of course we did.
"All right. So, you're not going to get rich going through the field. And you're not going to get rich as an Assistant Manager. But once you get to management, the sky's the limit. Let me show you what I mean."
He drew a circle on the board and put his initials next to it.
"Once you are running an office, ladies and gentlemen, it is your office. You will be an actual business owner, not just a manager. Since you will still be under the Cydcor umbrella, we will give you a client to manage. Maybe it will be Quill. Maybe it will be something that no one's even seen yet, who knows?"
"You will even get to pick out a name for your office. Anyone here know why my office is called the Arsene-Lee Advertising Group? It's because those are the two middle names of my grandparents, who were a big inspiration to me."
"Now let me go over where the money comes from. I'm going to talk about this in relation to the Quill campaign, but the numbers are similar with all the campaigns. When you are going through the field, you're getting 25% commission on your sales, right? Now, when you have your own office you get paid 20% of whatever the office sells overall."
Pens scratched furiously through the room, copying the figures and arrows that Randy was putting on the board.
"So, say your office sells $20,000 for Quill. That's about what this office did last week. 20% of that is $4,000, right? Not bad for one week. Now, your office will also have expenses to pay, so you don't get to keep it all. Anyone know what my biggest expense is?"
Randy let us make a few erroneous guesses, and then answered the riddle for us.
"Newspaper ads. Most of you guys are here because of an ad you saw in the paper, right? Well, it costs about $1500 a month to keep ads running in the paper. So that's a big expense. "
"Now, say your expenses come out to about $1000 a week. That's a gross of $3000 a week, times 50 weeks in a year, and that's $150,000 a year."
Randy scrawled "150k" next to the circle with his name in it. Then he drew lines extending out from it that also ended in circles with initials in them.
"Soon we're going to promote out Steve, then Daniel, then maybe Angela, then whoever else in this room moves through the program and earns their office. And that's what you guys are all here for. That's your Step Number Seven."
Know what you're here for, and where you're going.
"Some of you might be wondering why I would want to promote anybody out of my office and into management. Obviously, if Cydcor has more offices, it's better for them, and it's better for the clients. But what do I get out of it? If I'm getting paid based on a percentage of the office sales, then wouldn't I want to keep a guy like Steve, who's phenomenal at sales, here in my office?"
I was so caught up in following the numbers that the thought didn't cross my mind.
"The reason is that Cydcor pays us to open up more offices for them, and that's where the overrides come in. For each office, we get an average of $30,000 per year. So once I have 4 offices open, that's an additional $120,000 per year. So we have a big incentive to open more offices, and this is one reason we are growing so fast. The only way I can hit my goals in this company is if I help you achieve your goals, as well. So it truly is a people helping people industry."
I had always wanted to have a job where I was really helping people.
"Now, watch this, because this shows how much potential there is in this business. Once you have five offices open underneath you, you are promoted to Regional Manager, and get a base salary. See, there's that number five again? Everything comes back to the field. Once you are a Regional Manager the overrides double. So that $120,000 becomes $240,000, as soon as you get promoted. And once you have twelve offices underneath you, you get promoted to Vice-President, and the overrides double again. So the V.P.'s are making over a million dollars a year."
Randy turned away from the dry-erase board and faced us.
"So if anyone who doesn't understand our company wonders why we're so excited in here all the time, now you know. How many jobs are there where the people high five each other whenever you walk into the room? How many jobs are there where people are talking about which cities they want to run, and talk about being able to retire within ten years? I haven't seen any."
"If you're not excited to be here then you're in the wrong business. Because whether you make it to management or not is up to you. You have all the tools at your disposal here. You're getting trained to run an office from the ground up. You will have a client waiting for you when you open your office. These offices will open, with you or without you. So is your attitude good enough, so that you can take a hundred no's and still come back with a smile on your face? Is it enough to overcome whatever negatives come up? I hope so, baby, because I'm looking for people who want to go for the top! Juice?"
"JUICE!"
"Now get out here and get some rest, because we're going to be in here tomorrow working hard. Good night, and drive safe!"
The clock read 9:30, and the room emptied out quickly. Some people went straight for their cars; some went out to have a smoke on the landing in front of the office. I bummed a Winston and listened to Randy and the Leaders bantering in the warm air, all of us unwinding from the emotionally charged meeting. I postponed my plan to quit smoking until after I got promoted to Leader; for now I just wanted to be in the moment with everyone. Being in this organization was like being in a big, happy fraternity.
One thing became clear to me after that meeting, something that would never leave my mind from there on out: I was going to bust my ass and get promoted to management, no matter what it took.
California turned out to be the land of opportunity, after all.
CHAPTER 14
"We're working for something bigger, unlike most people in the world who are working at j.o.b.s- that means just over broke."
It was right about then that I almost quit for the first time.
That was when I picked up my first paycheck. I only had a few hundred bucks to my name when I began interviewing in the first place, and I was hemorrhaging that money on gas and fast food. A day out in the field meant putting serious mileage on your car- especially if your territory was far away and spread out, as mine was. I was dangerously close to having my bank account drop to zero.
The upside was that I was working so hard and long that I didn't have the time or energy to go out and spend anything, anyway. Not the ideal remedy, but I it was a part of boot camp.
When checks got passed out that Friday, I tore it open like a kid opening a Christmas present. True, my sales hadn't been very good, but I'd been here for a damn month now. It would be nice to actually take my girlfriend out to a nice dinner at some point.
All thoughts came to a screeching halt as the check amount burned into my eyeballs. It was less than $160. Not enough for rent. Not enough to splurge at Horton Plaza. Not enough for anything accept more gas and fast food.
I grabbed Randy as soon as I got a chance.
"Randy, I think my check is wrong!" I said. "Can you take a look at this?"
"Sure thing, let's grab a seat in my office," he said. My emotions twisted into a knot as we walked into his office. I don't want him to think I'm a crybaby. I don't want him to think I suck.
I didn't even know what the amount should be. But this was like a twisted joke.
Randy compared the sales log for the last few weeks to my check before taxes.
"Well, it looks right," he told me. "We get paid every two weeks, and you just missed the first two week period when you started, which meant you had to wait another two weeks. Also, Quill takes out 10% of each check in case of cancelled orders, which gets put on the next weeks check, so usually people's first check is the smallest one. You'll see that 10% on your next check."
I felt like kicking myself in the face. How was I the only one who didn't know all this? Why couldn't I figure this business out faster?
"But what about the training money?" I asked. "I thought it was $50 a day until we were out on our own selling?"
He consulted another binder.
"It should be. When a Leader takes someone out in training they cut them into their sales that day, which is usually $50. So Steve gave you some money, but nothing else is recorded in here. Maybe the other Leaders you went out with didn't get any sales that day."
Or maybe they conveniently forgot to write it down, I thought angrily. Randy could tell that I was pissed, but I held my tongue.
"Hey, getting started is always the hardest part," he said, in a voice that was sympathetic but firm. "A lot of people don't make it because they're not willing to put in the sacrifices. I know what you're going through, because I've been there. I've had bad sales days, man. But if this was easy then everyone would do it, you know what I mean?"
I nodded.
"Look, take a look a Steve's check. He won't care if I show you. His check today is almost $950. Not going to get rich, but not bad for an entry level job, right?"
I nodded.
"Hey, if you're strapped for cash, I can help," Randy offered. "I've done it before for people that I believe in. I can loan you some money and take it off your next check. I've got my checkbook right here. Would that help?"
I shook my head.
"Naw, I'm fine. Just wanted to make sure the check was for the right amount," I said. "Thanks, though."
"All right, man, well you worked hard this week, so go get some rest. See you tomorrow."
I walked out of the office numbly. Part of me wanted to think of this as my last walk out of the office. I took a deep breath of the sweet, San Diego air and thought that it tasted like freedom. I can keep walking and never come back. I can forget about all this getting up early, this sales hoopla, this whole crazy business. This can be just another story to tell at the bar, another random job that I quit.
But I wasn't going to quit. And I wasn't going to ask for any help. I was too proud to do that.
So I came back the next day for a Team Day, and went door to door in a ritzy neighborhood selling certificates for a car wash. I left that night with about $35. And even though all the managers said that the Team Days weren't just about making money, that they were also about working together and learning from each other, it was a relief to have some cash in my pocket.
I quickly converted it to a few tall bottles of Stone Ale, and celebrated my Saturday night with Bob and Alley. The moments we had like this were so few and far between now that I enjoyed them that much more. We walked around the Gaslamp district, talking and drinking, and eventually ending up at a party up the street where all the TVs were showing porn movies. Alley and I left before anything bizarre happened, and it was an all around fun night. However, as I became drunker and things became hazier, I could almost hear the song cadences from work echoing in my head.
Hey guys... hey what.... You excited..... boom juicy baby, I feel wonderful... rhino rhino... juice get fired up juice....
It was strange to have this new, intense world overlap my former, laid-back world. Surprisingly, I felt a twinge of sadness, and seriousness- though how could such ridiculous songs seem so serious? I blocked these crazy thoughts out as best as I could, and fell asleep on my bottom bunk.
The next morning we went to Mission Beach, and let the alcohol seep though our pores and evaporate from our bodies. The sun was beating down from a perfectly blue sky. The beach was crowded with sunbathers, and the boardwalk was alive with people, with couples and models and cyclists and skaters. It was a scene that would easily have fit into a Baywatch episode. And if the camera had cut across the beach and focused on me, it would have found me propped on my elbows on a beach towel, intently studying an office supply catalogue.
My goal this weekend was to memorize what each page color in the catalogue represented. This would help me locate things much faster than by using the index. This would help me with my sales in the field. This was not easy to do when confronted with every distraction under the sun.
Before long, I was compelled to wade into the ocean. There was nothing in the world more relaxing than floating in the Pacific, especially at Mission Beach. You stretch out, warm and weightless, and in front of you is the boardwalk lined with palm trees, and Mission Park with its food vendors and carnival games and crowds, and, of course, the roller coaster rising and twisting above everything, framed against the infinite sky.
You feel like there are no problems in the world that can't get washed away from you, and taken out to sea with the waves.
In that moment of tranquility, I reflected on how the low points in life were invariably replaced by high points. Things with this job had gotten off to a bad start, but things were going to change. Things were going to get better. I just had to ride it out.
CHAPTER 14
"The Leadership Push is when you are getting close and giving it everything you've got in order to get promoted."
I was the first person to arrive at the office each day, determined to show I had what it took to be a Leader.
One morning, I ironed my work shirt on the floor, a few feet away from a sleeping stranger. There were a few bodies, Bob among them, slumbering on the couch and chairs, and the usual empty and half-empty beer cans. Alley was the only one sleeping in a bed.
I flipped on the car radio while waiting in the Burger King drive through. The voice that came on was nasally and shrill and I had no idea who speaking. It reminded me of an old time radio broadcast.
"The details are unknown at this point, but it is clear that a plane of some sort has crashed into the side of the Trade Center, and that it was apparently a deliberate attack. The casualties are unknown at this time. The cause behind the attack is also unknown at this time..."
Is this for real? Judging from the panicky tone, it sounded as if aliens had just landed on earth. Maybe this is some sort of Orson Welles-type gimmick. But when I checked the other stations, everyone was reporting the situation in New York.
I called Alley immediately and asked her to turn the TV on.
"What?" she said groggily.
"It sounds like New York was bombed! Everyone on the radio is talking about it. Something big happened. I'm almost at the office now, so I'll call you later, but check it out."
She turned on the TV, and watched the second plane crash into Tower Two and explode.
In the meantime, I was happy to be the first one to arrive at the office again. By the time Randy got there, there were about four or five of us, everyone talking about what they had heard on the radio. No one had any details.
Once we got inside, it was business as usual. We went through the motions of practice pitching, team meetings, and teaching, but there was clearly a sense of unease in the room. Randy addressed it in his morning meeting.
"Guys, there has been a tragedy this morning. As you may have heard, there was a terrorist attack early this morning in New York. It is a dark day for everyone in America. We don't know how many lives were lost. And a lot of people you talk to today will be very emotional, and there will probably be a variety of emotions that come out."
"These are all things that are out of our control. What we have to stay focused on today is the things that are in our control, like our attitude. We can choose to be the ones who are picking up the other people who are down, and making people's lives easier. And that's what I want you guys to remember today, that our job is as American as it gets, and that this country was founded on integrity and hard work, and we have an opportunity today to brighten up some people's day, and be a positive force out there in the world today. Keep that in mind, keep your goals in mind, and I'll see you guys tonight at the bell!"
To his credit, he couldn't have fully grasped the magnitude of what happened that morning. I sure didn't.
My first stop was at a bank, where a lady happened to need some toner. We did a large order, enough for me to ring the bell, and talked about what we'd heard on the radio. She didn't know either.
When I called the order in, I found out that the bank had an account with Quill, and had ordered within six months. Damn. That meant this was not a new account, and I only got paid $5 for it. It also meant I didn't get the bell, after all.
It began to dawn on me that it would be tough to hit the bell that day. This realization came after I walked into a shopping plaza and saw the businesses closing for the day, one by one. Then I walked into an electronics store that had about twenty-five TVs on display, with every one showing the aftermath of the attack. I was transfixed, watching the carnage unfold as they replayed the collapsing buildings over and over again in slow motion.
This was not good. I had no idea what global implications were at stake here, but I did know that this was putting a serious crimp in my push for Leadership. Every single day counted. I pushed on, as hard as I could.
I moved from one office building to another, and every one of them was closed. It was a surreal feeling to be running through dark and abandoned hallways, every door locked on floor after floor, with no idea if World War Three was about to break out.
I finally gave up at 5:30, with my whopping $5 for the day, and dejectedly drove back to the office. Randy was the only one there, along with several open pizza boxes containing nothing but crumbs.
"Am I the first one back?" I asked.
"Actually, you're the last. Everyone else called the office and I told them to come back and call it a day. How was your day out there?"
I pulled out the lone sales receipt from the bank, and he let out a hoot.
"Dude, you rang the bell today? Holy shit! That's the kind of effort I'm talking about!"
"It's a reorder, though. It was one of the only places I found that was open."
"That's great. I want you to get paid on this, so invoice me for the $100. Way to push out there."
I wrote it down in the invoice binder, but never got paid for it. Regardless, I wanted the recognition above all else, since getting promoted was my driving concern in life right now. I was literally running through the field to get to the doors faster now. I took a Power Bar with me so I wouldn't have to stop for lunch.
And, of course, I was there every Saturday for Team Days, selling Advertising certs.
Going door to door residentially was a whole different animal than going business to business. The cool thing was that it was easier to see a lot of people, and everyone was a decision maker. The tough part was being outside and on your feet virtually the entire time, and it was a lot tougher to find bathrooms. It gave me an appreciation for working on the Cydcor side of life.
On one team day we found that, inexplicably, no one in the neighborhood was home. The three of us were bounding across yards, ringing doorbells, knocking on doors (you use your palms, not knuckles, or it gets too painful after awhile), and getting no responses. A pedestrian told us that everyone was attending the Gay Pride Parade up the street, so we headed over there in search of customers.
The scene was flamingly over the top, with drag queens in convertibles, painted people walking through all the confetti, and disco music blaring from every corner. We were the only ones there with dress shirts on, let alone ties. The people we approached thought we were Mormons trying to convert them from their gay ways. We each made less than $20 that day.
I also got my first taste of working Clearance, and officially graduated into a full-blown street peddler. This happened at Dwayne's office up in L.A. on yet another Team Day, the top office on the Quill campaign. His office was intimidating- their battle cries were much louder and more intense than the ones we used in our office, and the walls had pictures from their Team Challenge days where the losers were getting pied in the face by the high rollers.
Dwayne's style, though, was very calm. It was an interesting contrast, because Randy was such a fireball. He started the meeting by talking a little bit more about the business, and about how unique it was.
"The fact that we work such long hours is not unique," he told us. "That's just what you have to do to be successful in any business. Take a look at a bar owner. Think he's lazy? No, or his business would fail. I've known people who have opened bars and told me they were putting in such long hours to get the place successful that they were sleeping on top of the bar. Or maybe you guys have heard stories about Bill Gates when he was starting Microsoft, and they would have competitions in their office to see who could work the longest."
"But think about how unbelievable our company is. When you guys open your own offices, you will be given a client to represent and it won't cost you anything. It will cost you nothing yet you will make a profit on it after you sell their service, meaning that you start profiting after your first day in business. There are not companies out there that work like this. Imagine that bar owner telling a distributor that he wants to get the beer for free, and that after he sells it he'll pay for it? No, it doesn't work that way. But that's the opportunity that we have. A lot of people don't understand what we do, and I'm sure you've gotten a lot of crazy looks when you tell people what you're doing now. "
"Just keep in mind that this opportunity was not around when our parents were looking for jobs. Don't expect people to understand what you're doing."
It was a good message to hear. Even I was questioning what the hell I was doing after seeing what we were going to sell that day for Team Day. Dwayne pointed to a huge pile of black duffel bags in the corner of the room, which looked suspiciously like the free gift from Quill.
"Today we are going to be breaking into teams and selling these bags. Each team will get twenty bags, and your cost for each one is $9. Whatever you don't sell you'll turn in when you get back. I recommend selling them for $20 and dropping the price a little if you have to. First team to sell out, call the office and get a $75 bonus for the team."
"Now, for some of you, this might seem a little bit out of your comfort zone. Just remember it is your excitement level that is going to sell the product. I could go out there today with bags of shit and sell them all as fertilizer. So keep up the attitude and work ethic all day and you will be fine. See you back here at 5:00."
With that, we were out the door. On the ride out we practiced the five steps to a sale as they related to these bags, and geared ourselves up for grabbing the attention of a hundred random strangers.
"Hey, check this out!" "We're clearing our warehouse so I'm out here selling the last few at a huge discount!" "You've seen bags like this at Staples for $50 bucks, right? That's the retail price. Today you can get two of them from me for just $40." "I take cash or check, whichever you prefer. How many do you want?" "A lot of people are getting a few for presents while they can get such a good deal. How many can you use?"
We practiced this pitch on each other in the car a few times, and almost started laughing at how absurd it was. I knew I was in sales boot camp, but this was crazy. Steve reassured us that if we were enthusiastic enough then people would buy. It's all about attitude, baby.
After we realized that our map page was in Watts, and that someone had just been shot in this neighborhood, we made an executive decision to go work the USC campus. The extra drive gave us time to practice a bit more, and for Steve to point at various streets and landmarks and described what role they played in the L.A. riots. We hopped out of the car somewhere near the school and, upon someone's ebullient suggestion, had a group "jump-shake-your-booty" dance right there on the sidewalk. Even then, I knew it would be the silliest thing I ever did in my life.
I worked along fraternity row, fighting the instincts bubbling up inside me. I'd been out of college for just over one year now, and walking down these college streets awash in music and discarded plastic cups practically gave me a contact buzz. Half of me wanted to ditch the bags I was hauling and find the nearest keg. The other half wanted to find a paper and flip to the Help Wanted section. I steeled myself with a self-reminder that my Leadership promotion was on the line.
After almost dying of embarrassment on a few frat house porches, I drifted with the crowd over to the Coliseum. It was a spectacular sight: a perfect football day in Southern California, with thousands upon thousands of people milling about outside the massive stadium, the smell of burgers and dogs in the air, and the sounds of people talking and cheering everywhere. There was even a couple getting married in front of the stadium.
I bought some USC Trojans stickers to put on the bags, and sold one very quickly before my conscience ruled this tactic out.
The parking lot was a gold mine, and I sold practically everything walking from one tailgater to another. By the time I was done with the lot, I had two beers in my pocket, a chicken kabob in one hand, and my last remaining bag in the other. Time was running out, and the game was underway, when I held it up overhead and starting barking like a circus hype-man.
"I have one last bag here! One left! This is yours for only $10! Last one!"
I felt like a lunatic, especially when everyone within earshot tried to ignore me- but I'd be lying if I didn't say it was a sweet, sweet feeling to make eye contact with a Mexican guy who nodded, then reached into his pocket and pulled out some cash. Victory.
To my dismay, it wasn't enough to get me promoted that Monday. Randy pulled me aside that night and laid it out for me: if I rang three bells that week, he'd promote me to Leader; if I didn't, I would be looking for another job. I had never come close to ringing three bells in a week. This was going to be my final push for Leadership.
Luckily, I rang the bell twice that week, and it all came down to Friday, the day that would decide my future.
I rode out to the field in a black Miata convertible. I got a sale early on, then another right around lunchtime (not that I would consider stopping to eat), and I was flying high. I had the whole afternoon to get one more sale for just $50, just about the lowest minimum order, and I would be promoted.
The hours rolled by, but nobody was biting. I found myself in one last office building at 5:00, and started to panic. My ride was leaving at 5:45. Everyone in San Diego is long gone from work by that time, anyway. I had to make it happen in this building.
All the doors were locked and the windows were dark. The hallways were desolate. Finally, I found a young-looking guy behind reception desk. He told me that he wasn't authorized to order anything, but I told him that with his order the company would get a catalogue for the future- and he would get a free gift! It's my only day out here, so let's think of something we need! Sound good?
"Um, well, he asked me to get him a case of paper. I guess I can order that from you," the kid said after an extended pause.
I sighed with relief and pulled out the order form.
"All right, now I want to make sure that you get free shipping on this order, which is a $45 minimum, so want me to just keep it simple and get another case of paper?" I asked.
"No, just the one case, that's all I'm authorized to get."
My heart froze. This would leave me short of the bell. It was well after five. This can't be happening. But nothing I said to the kid mattered- not the requirement for shipping, or for the free gift, or even finally blurting out that I needed this for my job. The kid would not budge. I called the order in for one case of paper.
I dashed down the empty hallway. By now, my driver was waiting outside in the parking lot. The building seemed deserted. Then, on the bottom floor, I spied one last business that was open. The sign on the door said that it was some sort of talent agency.
Behind the door was chaos. Two girls worked phones that were ringing out of control. The lobby was full of tykes, some sitting and some scurrying around the room, none of them being quiet. I walked up to the desk, summoning every ounce of charisma I possessed and channeling it into my final sales pitch of the day, probably the hundredth one I'd done.
My eye contact was smoldering. My tone was somewhere between inspired and feverish. The sales pitch was perfect, like it was drawn up on a blueprint. The two girls put everything else on hold and hung on my every word. They each took a catalogue from me, and obediently picked out a few things to order.
After the order was called in, they told me that I should apply for their talent agency and try to get on a commercial, and that the sale we had just done together was the most fun they had that day. Before my disbelieving eyes, they pulled out their other catalogues and dropped them into the trashcan. I walked outside on clouds.
I rode back to the office with the Friday air blowing through my hair, and when I got back I rang the bell so loudly that it drown out every other sound in the office.
The next Monday, Randy promoted me to Leader. It had taken me almost two months. By my own calculations, I had cold-called over 2,000 people in the field, 95% of which were rejections. I gone had from making almost nothing to averaging about $350 a week.
One perk for the Leaders was that you received an official Quill shirt to wear, like the blue polo Steve was wearing on my first day. I couldn't hide my disappointment when I saw that the only shirt left was hideous, denim button-down. I never even tried it on.
PHASE II - LEADER
"Once, there was a little kid who found a cocoon in his backyard. He got excited, and checked it every day to see the butterfly come out. The days turned into weeks, and the butterfly still wouldn't appear."
"The kid started to get nervous, because he had to leave soon for summer camp. Finally, the day came when he had to leave, and the cocoon was still just sitting there, doing nothing. In desperation, he took a little knife, and cut open the side so the butterfly could get out."
"The butterfly inside moved a little, and the kid got excited. A little wing came out, then another, and the kid started to clap his hands in excitement, and finally the butterfly pulled itself out- and then it fell to the ground, dead and mutilated."
"You see, the butterfly was pulled out too early, and needed more time in the cocoon to fully develop. It's just like going through the field- everyone wants to just get into management, and have it happen instantaneously, but the field is your development, and it's necessary. When the time comes, you will be ready to run your own office."
-The Butterfly Meeting
CHAPTER 15
"If a vending machine soda costs $1, and you put in $.99, what do you get? Nothing! In our business, giving 99% isn't good enough, you have to give 100% in order to be successful!"
Things back on the home front were good. Allison and Bob were both working part-time jobs, which gave them plenty of time and a little bit of money to hang out with our friends in the city. It seemed as if every other week the city was hosting a huge block party somewhere, including a few on our block. Things were definitely good. They would be better after I started making real money.
Underneath the surface, though, were tiny currents of uncertainty. The question we would all have to answer at some point was what we were going to do with our lives. I made the first move, but didn't know what was next.
And even though Bob and Alley never openly questioned what I was doing, I could feel the gap between us, even if that gap was merely the decreased time that I had to spend with everyone. Working six days a week will take its toll on your social life.
A storm seemed inevitable. The event that everyone started calling 9/11 only heightened the feeling that something cataclysmic was at hand. And something would have to be done about how we lived, or at least where we lived.
Rent was severely overdue. Our place was completely trashed, to the point where most people's first impression would probably be "refugee camp" instead of "apartment." There was a hammock taking up the back room, where another friend of ours had moved in. Along with Andy, there were now five people who technically lived there. The array of carpet stains, canned goods, and food wrappers testified that there were usually more. The shower head was broken off its attachment hose, so you had to actually hold the thin tube overhead in order to let the water dribble out on you (an inexplicably disgusting feeling).
Part of my motivation in getting through the field was in knowing that something was about to happen and that I needed to be ready for it. I couldn't afford to slack off right now. It was also part of the reason that I tried convincing Bob to join the business. He was more charismatic than me and would probably be a natural. And a part of me just wanted to make sure I didn't get separated from my friend.
I asked him a few times to join the business. I imagined the two of us at a soiree in a city loft, mixing martinis and discussing our business deals. Perhaps something like that was the next phase in our lives.
The storm that had been brewing came quickly.
It came in from one side, at work, when Steve got promoted to Assistant Manager. Dwayne informed our team behind closed doors that an opportunity had come up for Steve to manage a Quill office in Philadelphia. He went on to say that a select few were going to accompany him, that it would be a tremendous opportunity for those people, and that he wanted us to think long and hard about whether we wanted to be considered for this task.
"I'll go," I said immediately.
The other side of the storm came in the form of an orange collection notice stuck to our apartment door. We had to pay rent or face eviction.
A new plan came together quickly, through a series of heart to heart talks with Steve, Bob, and Allison. I talked with Steve about when the move was going to take place, and what it was going to be like. The move was going to be a quick one, most likely in about two weeks. Once there, I would get the experience of watching an office being built from scratch. And since there were only a few Leaders building the new office and taking out interviews, most of the people we hired would be on my team, so I could get promoted quicker. I was sold.
Bob finally agreed to come out into the field with me for the day on an interview. The plan was to get him started in the business, and then join the bandwagon heading toward Philadelphia. We spent the day working the UCSD campus on a beautiful afternoon, and Bob accepted the job offer that Randy extended.
Steve also told me that he would need an administrator for his new office, and Allison volunteered. Though her heart's desire was to work in radio, she definitely didn't want to be left behind.
Mehdi eagerly volunteered to join the Philadelphia project. So, too, did Derron, who looked like muscular Dave Chappelle, and Alicia, a plump girl who was brand new in the office. That made five people Steve had to start his new office with, plus an administrator. Andy and Anna decided to come along for the ride, and the bandwagon was full. We would stay with one of Steve's contacts within the business, and then find our own places to live. That was the plan.
Now I got to attend the Leader's meetings on Monday to learn how to build my own team. Before the meeting, I found Randy and Steve poring over a map of the U.S.
"Do you see what's happening here?" Randy asked, excitedly pointing at the map. "I'm right here, on the West Coast. I'm promoting Steve right here, to the East Coast. Then I'm going to promote more people in California and start spreading East. And Steve is going to start promoting people and spreading West. Eventually we'll meet in the middle and then our organization will cover the whole country!"
During the meeting, Steve gave an overview of how to take interviews out on their initial Day of Observation.
"Ok, this is what I do, "Steve told us. "Remember to use all the impulse factors you use on customers with your interview. Have a sense of urgency, make them want the job, act indifferent about whether they start or not, even if you want them to. Think of the day as one long pitch, so you have to use the Five Steps except over the course of the day. Take control right off the bat by telling them to leave the office before you."
"Your intro is just getting to know them a little bit, and the short story is when you tell them about what you're doing, and ask them about different types of advertising. The presentation is the bulk of the day and what you show them- make sure to walk as fast as you can all day so they understand how important the job is. The close comes back at the office, when you ask if it's something they want to do or not. Anyone know what the rehash is? It's the phone call later that night. Just call them to let them know they did well, just in case they're having second thoughts at that point. "
"Another thing I like to do is tell the Day of O to ask me at 3:30 what will be on the questionnaire after they get back to the office. This makes them get more involved with what you're doing and shows you if they're interested."
My jaw almost hit the floor. So that's why he did all that on my interview? I felt foolish for not realizing how Steve had closed me that day, but satisfied that I could start using this on my interviews. First you learn to sell to a customer, then you learn to sell to a job candidate. That's how the game works.
Everyone in the office was clearly excited about our move, and wished us luck. It was going to be the first deal that Randy promoted out, and he talked it up every morning in his meetings. As for us, we couldn't wait to quit wasting time here and go build our teams in the City of Brotherly Love. Almost every time anyone on our team ran into each other in the office, we'd do a high-five and say "Philly! Philly!"
The only moment that caused a slight dent in my enthusiasm came when I was outside smoking with the team. I'd adjusted my quitting time to when I made it to Assistant Manager. Once I made it out of the field I would quit. Nothing else mattered until then. I leaned against the railing and looked up at the evening sky, and a thought occurred to me.
"You know, we're going to be getting to Philadelphia at the end of October," I mused. "I think that might mean that it might be a little bit chilly."
But minor details like that were not going to slow us down. It was an attitude business above all else, which was the best thing we had going for us- in retrospect, it was the only thing.
We had no idea what opening an office in a new city would be like, but it was exciting just to be doing it- to be talking about travel and money and taking over the country. Cydcor was exploding with possibility. A few months ago there were only a handful of Quill offices open. Now, ours was going to be about the fifteenth. I started in the business at just the right time, but I knew I would have to hurry in order to get my piece of the pie.
The move out of San Diego was like the closing of a chapter in a book, as if it could end no other way. We moved our stuff into a U-Haul one evening under the cover of darkness and moved in with Steve for a week, who in turn was living with three other people from the office. It was a crowded spot, to say the least.
The day before we departed, Bob and I invited our friends over to have a farewell bash. We stocked the fridge with beer, and got hopelessly drunk with each other. Someone put on the Power Rangers movie with Steve in it, and we quoted his cheesy lines throughout the night. It was a fun night, but a bittersweet one.
One memory from that night stands out clearer than any other. A handful of us had climbed on top of the house and were sitting on the roof. We were above a lemon grove and facing the sunset, and the pink sky was streaked with phosphorescent clouds. Everyone fell silent and watched the sun slowly sink. I remember wondering when I would ever be back in this city, and if I would ever see these people again after this move.
Then the chapter was over, and we drove off early the next morning.
CHAPTER 16
"Many people in our business fail because they always leave that back door open, and think about quitting- you have close your back door and move forward."
Our original journey from Boston to San Diego took Bob and I about six weeks. The drive back to the East Coast took closer to three days.
This expedition was made up of two cars, eight people, and as many essentials as we could cram into the trunks and backseats. Steve told us to take a week's worth of clothing- the movers he hired were going to meet us that weekend with everything else.
We took turns at the wheel and used the gas stations to refuel ourselves with coffee, soda, and caffeine pills. Years later, my sister found a disposal camera I took on the trip and developed it. The only good picture is one of Bob and Alley leaning against a random gas pump, looking tired and brave. The rest are blurry shots of deserts and highways that are impossible to place.
I did the lion's share of driving, since half the passengers in my car couldn't drive stick, and it gave me plenty of time to reflect on how much things had changed from our first cross country trip to our second. Some were obvious, like our destination and the passengers with us. But there were other changes that were a bit subtler.
My outlook had changed from casual to going on a full-fledged mission now. In fact, I had undergone a drastic transformation in the short time I had started working for the Arsene-Lee Advertising Group, a division of Cydcor, a division of DS-Max, a global entity.
The last few months had blown my mind.
I'd witnessed people so full of vigor for what they were doing that they were making up songs and dances for their office, similar to Pentecostal Christians who are so full of enthusiasm that they just can't contain it.
I heard story after story about the money that was being made, like a girl named Heather who saved over $100k in her first year as a manager. Our office received a monthly copy of Juice, a magazine showcasing events and success stories from around the globe. This company was working on a huge scale.
One of the craziest things, to me, was the diversity of people within the company, even though most offices were overwhelmingly young. People of every conceivable background, ethnicity, and age came together for the chance to run an office. The field, Randy explained once, was the ultimate screening process to find the next managers.
Some of the top managers didn't even go to college. Although I was thrilled that I was going to earn my promotion based solely on outperforming everyone else, it was disheartening to think that I still owed almost $30k in student loans for a degree that wasn't even relevant in this world.
"But at least I'll never have to write a resume in my life," I bragged.
One of the managers told us that he never bought aspirin, because if you buy a 50-count bottle of aspirin you are essentially buying 50 headaches. That kind of negative thinking was for cows, not rhinos. It was a different world here indeed.
Another axiom that I heard from every manager was that it really only took two months to get through the field, provided you did everything right. Paul, one of the V.P.s, stated that a person is never as pure in the business as they are in their last two months in the field. Although the average time is six to eight months to move from Leader to Assistant Manager, the actual answer is that it takes two months plus the X factor.
The X factor is different for everyone, though it was apparently a general slacking off after being promoted to Leadership, or a longer learning curve with team building. But once a person was firing on all cylinders, and selling, interviewing, and training like a champ, it would only take two months to get that elusive promotion- two months to financial freedom. It was a dizzying concept.
That was the hope I harbored as we headed steadily toward the city of cheese steaks, of Ben Franklin, and of The Liberty Bell. I was here to go on the two-month plan. Let Angela and everyone else battle it out in Randy's office. I was Steve's right hand guy. We were going to make it happen out here on the strength of will power alone, and then I was going to go run my office... somewhere.
Such were the thoughts I had on the cramped drive over, and I had plenty of time to ruminate. Most of the passengers snoozed through the trip, snuggled against blankets and pillows.
After a day, the weather turned nippy. We stopped at a truck diner where everyone bought either a steaming hot chocolate or coffee, laughing at how cold it was about to get.
On the second day, both cars pulled out of a gas station and accidentally left Allison behind. Sheepishly, I turned around and picked her up.
After three days, we were almost there. The office we were going to start working in was actually in Collingswood, New Jersey, a short drive from Philadelphia. We checked into a nearby motel until Steve secured our housing. That Monday was going to be the first day of business for Steve's office, Santonio Advertising.
The tollbooth we went through after first crossing the Pennsylvania border had cheerful signs plastered all over it for the benefit of tourists and visitors.
Each one read "Your Pennsylvania Adventure Awaits!"
CHAPTER 17
"If you match up the letters in the word 'attitude' to where they are in the alphabet, the numbers you get will add up to 100- and that's exactly how good your attitude has to be, 100%."
We had the weekend to explore our new neighborhood in Jersey and to gear up for our first day of business. Unfortunately, we didn't have too much in our neighborhood to explore, other than a sleepy main street.
More unfortunate was that we didn't have much to look forward to back at the motel. There was only one room with two twin beds for everyone. Andy and Anna left to visit friends, but that still left six people in the room. Every night in that room, which stretched out to almost two weeks, Alley and I slept on the floor.
Despite everything, the mood was electric. This current situation was nothing compared to the bright future we were building for ourselves. On Saturday night we went out to celebrate our arrival at a sports bar up the street. We laughed at how cold it was, and guessed how long it would take before the Philadelphia office was beating the San Diego office. Anything seemed possible.
"Isn't this business amazing?" Derron remarked, shivering as we drank cans of beer on the patio. "What other company in the world is there where a black guy, a white guy, and a Moroccan guy all live and work together?"
"Yeah, dude, and where else can you make the kind of money we are going to make either, eh?" Mehdi added.
"I'll toast to that," I said, raising my can. "To the Philly crew!"
"Philly!"
And so we began on Monday morning, ready to take over the city and kick some ass. We already had the blueprint for success. In fact, before we left, Randy had pulled our group together one last time.
"Now, this is the most important thing, and I want everyone to understand this," he told us. "Things out there will be different, and obstacles will come up. But no matter what, don't change anything. You guys know what a successful office is like, and you've got to be able to replicate this office. Got it? I can't stress this enough: don't change anything."
I figured our new office would be just like our old one, but with less people. I was wrong. The new office was a complete shit show, from the wretched old building to the wretched people working there.
For one thing, it wasn't what you would normally think of as an office. It was more like a house. In fact, it was a house, and one of the managers lived upstairs. There was no business sign outside. Our driving instructions said it was the first house on the right after passing a graveyard.
I looked around skeptically as we unpacked our supplies. The lobby had no pictures, and the Impact Room (read: empty living room) had no huge posters for the Four Phases to management, or for the all-important Fives and Eights- in fact, the walls were bare. We stacked the boxes of Quill catalogues downstairs, in a dank basement lit by bare bulbs.
Nobody complained, of course, but I couldn't help but think that I was glad that this wasn't my office- then again, it wasn't really Steve's either. The "quarterback" for the office was one of the guys there before us, the quarterback being the one who had the rent under his name.
Another manager arrived the same week we did. Her name was Kim, and she had only two people who came with her to launch a new Advertising office- an annoying chubby girl, and a really nice guy who really seemed to have a mild case of Down's syndrome.
In all, there were four different managers here, and the effect was almost like we were competing against each other instead of working together. Each clan had its own songs, so on our first day everyone was thrown off while trying to whoop it up and get excited in atmosphere. The only thing we all had in common was "Juice!"
After the meeting mercifully ended, we ran to our cars and stormed Philadelphia. Steve came with us, like a general leading the charge into battle. On the drive out, we turned the radio up and gazed out the window as our new city skyline appeared, salivating for the chance to work fresh territory.
Steve also made it clear that upper level management was going to be paying special attention to our numbers, as it was our first day. To get off to a rip-roaring start, Steve even gave us permission to drop the tracking sheets we had to fill out.
As the campaign evolved, Cydcor realized that it would be more effective to keep notes on the territories we worked, recording the business and decision maker names. This allowed us to work through a territory several times in a systematic manner, and perhaps some day to compile into a master database. It was a great move, but it was time consuming to stop after each door to take notes. Today we were going back to our roots and staying in perpetual motion all day long. The six of us parked downtown, then ran off in six different directions.
I moved through the brisk weather with a sense of wonder and resolve. This city was the polar opposite of San Diego. Instead of bright stucco, there was heavy stone. Instead of lusty palm trees, there were brown leaves clinging to their branches. Everything seemed a few shades darker.
I moved relentlessly, from building to building, eventually finding the jackpot: a massive building with almost a hundred companies in it. The lighting was low, and the offices reeked of smoke and dust. I felt like I was walking in a different era.
A thought began to form, building from the images of overflowing trashcans and trash bags I'd passed on the sidewalk. The sentiment became stronger as I finished my last sale of the day with an older lady who chain-smoked during the entire sale. The walls in her office were peeling and yellow.
By the time I got back outside and into the bleary sun, and watched a police horse send a sickly vapor up from the cold street with a fresh spray of urine, the thought finally crystallized itself: what the hell is wrong with this city?
I was incredulous as I headed back to the car to meet up with everyone. How was it possible that so many people still smoked inside? And why is there trash everywhere? And animal shit and piss in the streets? What kind of city is this?
Those thoughts were swept aside as our group joyously realized that every single one of us had rung the bell that day. We had sold over $2200 in office supplies that day, and on our first day in business, we had outsold the San Diego office. It was a strange feeling to ring the bell and hoot and holler in a quiet room.
We drove back to the motel triumphantly that night, and I fell asleep curled up on the floor, and got up the next morning ready to do it all over again.
CHAPTER 18
"Race horses have blinders on so they can only see ahead and they will run faster without being distracted- when you're going through the field, you need to put your blinders on."
Driving out to the field never failed to give me butterflies; you never knew how the day was going to go, but you had to bring your A game every single time. It was the same feeling I used to get before high school basketball games.
I thought of my small hometown and the main street running through it, and wondered what it would be like to work there for a day. I would've seen the inside of more businesses in one day than I had living there for years.
But I was far from my hometown; I was living in a cramped motel room with some people that I barely knew. Steve still couldn't tell us when the movers would arrive with our stuff. It was dawning on me that this expedition was going to be much harder than I anticipated. But it was too late to turn back now.
"I hope it snows hard today. I hope there's a blizzard," I said one drizzly morning before we left for the field.
"Why, dude? Are you crazy, huh? Do you like the cold that much?" Mehdi asked incredulously.
"No, I fucking hate it. That's why I moved to California. But the other reps out there are going to get discouraged and maybe quit, and that means I'll get promoted before them."
I had to be a soldier.
"Once, there were two generals who had orders to march around in a square pattern and radio in each time they got to a checkpoint," Steve began a meeting. "The older general followed his orders and kept marching and radioing in, even though the process went on for weeks. The younger general realized that they were going in a square pattern so he took a shortcut, and pretended to radio in when they actually hadn't gone anywhere."
"The next night, his troops were bombed and destroyed. You see, what he didn't realize is that they were marching to keep the enemy moving, and that they part of a bombing mission. The young general didn't understand the bigger picture. It's just like going through the field- you have to trust that you are doing everything for a reason, and you can't take shortcuts."
And, just like Steve promised, things did change. He found an apartment that we could move into that weekend. It was the easiest move I've ever made, considering that all we'd packed before leaving was enough clothes for three days. There was no TV, and I was still sleeping on the floor, but at least Allison and I had our own room now.
Then, something that should have been shocking, but somehow wasn't: the two managers there before us both quit. I was confused, because management seemed to on par with finding the Holy Grail. On the other hand, they both seemed like losers, and had a look of defeat smeared across their faces as they said goodbye. It was the same look that everyone had right before they quit- a look that would become familiar as I tried to build my team.
By now, I was used to the idea that most people didn't last too long. But this was the first time I realized the turnover applied to managers as well. It wasn't enough to just make it to management. You had to be good at it. I hoped I would be a good manager when the time came.
In the meantime, I did my job like a good soldier, and rang the bell almost every day for the first month. By the second month, we were finally getting Observers (sometimes shortened to "O's") to interview . I did what Steve did on my first day, forcing the O's to match my pace, keeping them on their toes with business-related questions, and breaking down the Four Phases to Management on the back of menu. I also dropped in some impressive statistics about the size of the office supply industry, how much they spent on advertising, and how many customers came from face-to-face sales. The key was to have them guess the answers, so they felt stupid every time they were wrong.
There was a definite rivalry now between our office and Kim's as we struggled to grow our teams. The bell party was small, but intense, as both offices circled around it at night, slow clapping, and watching to see who had made it happen that day. To this day, I swear there are not many feelings better than getting back from the field and ringing the bell as hard as you can.
Not only was I crushing it in the field, but I'd even upgraded my image by picking up a sport jacket. I'd arrived in Philadelphia with no winter clothes whatsoever. One day, there was a wet snow splattering down over the city, and I ducked into a Banana Republic for cover. My conscience was screaming at me to get back out to the field and not waste any time shopping, like I was doing something wrong. I flipped through a rack of clothes and noticed a suit jacket that seemed to fit. To my delight, it had an orange clearance sticker on it and I could afford it.
My new look now was a pair of buckled shoes, green dress pants, green shirt, and a maroon tie. Adding my new jacket to the mix made me feel almost like a professional. Sure, it was made from gray denim and didn't match my pants, but it was practically a suit! I felt like I was moving up in the world.
Of course, the only way I was really going to move up was to get my five Leaders. My first interview was a disaster. As we walked to the train stop that would take us downtown, I explained that she was going to see the raw, entry level part of what we did, but that we were looking for managers. I let her go through the turnstile first, then deftly jumped over it when she wasn't looking. Probably not a good idea to let someone you're interviewing realize that you can't even afford the train, I reasoned.
She declined the job at lunchtime, after I broke down the Four Phases to Management on paper for her. She liked the description of management but not the six months going through the field in order to get there- a typical "cow" response. She stayed in the restaurant to eat while I marched back into the rain.
Some of the other interviews went better, a few people started, then quit after a few days. Maybe it was because cold calling is much harder to do than it looks, or maybe it was because working in that office turned out to be worse than being out in the field.
Mehdi was the only one in our office to have anyone new on his team stick around; two hood rats, to be precise. I was still in a good position, because I was the only one in the office with a Leader on my team. Bob had gotten promoted back in San Diego, so now I only needed four more.
I had to take the hood rats out a few times to show them the ropes. They didn't seem to learn anything, but they sure made my life harder in front of my customers and interviews. They wore puffy jean jackets with slogans written in marker like "Camden's Soldiers." I tried breaking down the management training program to one girl with one of them sitting next to us. I explained that we were looking for people with management potential, as the hood rat slurped down his soup and then asked me for lunch money. She declined the job.
I had no choice but to help train everyone though, because Leaders had to support each other. The world may not have actually been against us, but it seemed that way when you spent most of the day facing rejection and withering looks. We had to stick together.
Alarmingly, Bob's motivation was waning. I went out in the field with him a few times to see if I could help him get his sales up, and I could see that the problem was not with anything other than his enthusiasm level. It was a little sad, because I wanted both of us to get promoted soon, but he was losing interest.
The best times I had those first few weeks of opening the Philadelphia project were the times that Bob, Steve, and I spent unwinding in the local bars. It felt good to be normal for a little while.
Then Thanksgiving rolled around, and the long weekend was heaven sent. I drove up to Massachusetts, thankful for a Saturday off, and spent the weekend with my family. It was the first time in awhile that I ate anything not purchased from a fast food joint or a convenience store. My parents seemed proud that I was working so hard now, and not wasting my life away on a beach on the other side of the country.
By the time I got back to southern Jersey our original team had dwindled to four. Steve informed us that Derron had flown back to San Diego over the weekend, and would not be coming back. Like hundreds more to come, he had toasted the biz.
CHAPTER 19
"Tough times don't last; tough people do."
Winter was officially underway. It dawned on me that I would have to build my team in the brunt of Philadelphia's most brutal season.
I also realized, as Steve did, that it would be nearly impossible for us to build in the current office. It was too far out of the city, and the response to the job ads was underwhelming. Our office wasn't growing, even though we copied the San Diego model the best we could.
Every Saturday we were pairing up with the Advertising guys and selling certificates. Soon I felt like I was even better at it than they were, though I was still no match for Steve. He was always the first one to sell out all his certificates, and then he'd take some from whomever he was with and sell those, too.
One day, Mehdi and I drove out together and found a nice, busy parking lot to work in. Before either of us had sold a single certificate, however, we were approached by a meaty police officer.
"Just what are you boys doing out here?" he drawled, looking us over. I felt ridiculous, standing in front of a Bed, Bath, and Beyond with a stack of auto care coupons.
"We are doing a promotion," Mehdi answered, and held up his stack.
"Not out here you're not," the officer said. "People got a right to be able to do their weekend shopping without being approached out in the parking lot."
"Well, we're just doing our job, and plus people like us, we are helping them save money, so is that something we are allowed to do?"
"Do you have a permit to solicit?" the officer asked sternly. "You need to have a permit from the town in order to solicit within these county borders. You have a permit to show me?"
Mehdi shrugged helplessly, as did I when the officer turned to look at me. Then he squinted at us.
"You boys have some ID on you?" he asked. Mehdi and I scrounged into our pockets and handed over our driver's licenses. After a few long minutes, he handed them back to us- along with an orange citation for $100.
"Make sure that I don't see you out here anymore," he warned us, before finally driving away.
The relief at not being arrested was replaced by the sick feeling that we were stuck out here. There wasn't enough gas to drive anywhere other than back to the office, and we didn't have money to put anything in the tank. We drove back to the office as complete failures.
Funny how you never really knew how the day was going to go. Days like that were abject defeats, but others were triumphant.
One Saturday, our office worked on the Missing Children campaign. Our instructions were to set up a table at K-Mart and offer to fingerprint children at no cost. This table was to have an assortment of cheap gizmos to sell their parents. Some of the total sales would go to the Missing Children foundation, and a percentage of it would be our commission for the day.
We hauled in the products that we'd crammed into every available inch in my car and set them up by the front entrance. Then we got to pitching. Every person who walked by was a prospect.
"Hey, free fingerprinting today! Everything on the table goes to charity! Free fingerprinting! Get them today, God forbid that anything should happen!"
Plenty of people took us up on it, and we chatted with them as we rolled their children's grubby fingers across an inkpad. We also made it a point to show them one of the children's books or crayon sets on the table.
"We're out here on a Saturday for a good cause, and what we ask in return is that you just pick up something here from the table. Everything is only $5 to $20, and the money helps us give other kids free fingerprinting and helps find missing children."
Then we handed them their fingerprint copies, so they would have them on file just in case, God forbid, anything should happen, and called out to the next person walking by.
It was a nonstop marathon of pitching. I was actually dizzy by the end of the day from changing direction so frequently and abruptly whenever I saw a target. I sold the last stuffed animal of the day with a delirious grin, then drove back to the field and rang the bell.
We were the high rolling team for the day, and won the bonus. I also found out that only about 5% of the total sales went to the charity, a question I couldn't answer when a customer posed it to me.
Steve asked me what it was like as we drove back to the apartment.
"I'm glad I'm on Quill," was all I could say.
Shortly after Thanksgiving, another office joined us in the south Jersey office. This group was a Cydcor office, moving down from New York to work on the AT&T campaign. Their manager, Stefan, bore an uncanny resemblance to Tom Green, and sported a goatee and leather jacket.
They enthusiastically described the office they were about to move into the next month; how huge it was, how they'd painted the Eight Steps on the impact room wall, how they even had a huge gong to ring at night. The energy level was high and the bell parties were now even more competitive.
One night, Steve pulled us aside to make an announcement.
"Guys, it's official. We're going to be moving. Stefan and Kim and I are going to partner up, so that means we're all going to be working in an office in Philadelphia next week. Say goodbye to New Jersey! I'm going to get a new apartment for us, too. You guys ready for a change of scenery?"
We answered with a chorus of cheers and applause.
CHAPTER 20
"Everything comes down to learning the system, and following the system."
Kim led off a Leader's meeting late one night, by asking us in turn who we were trying to beat each day out in the field. Most gave my name. Kim went on to say that I was currently the White Rabbit, a reference to the fake rabbit flying around a greyhound track that the dogs are always chasing but can never catch. Be the Leader in the office that everyone is trying to catch. Be the White Rabbit.
I intended to do exactly that in our new office. We got our first look during the inaugural Saturday team day. It was located in Upper Darby, somewhere along the fringes of the city. We passed walls of graffiti and broken down buildings on the drive over, which by now seemed typical for this city.
There were three office spaces, and they were to be shared by the four managers. The fourth was Sam, a tall, black guy who wore circular glasses and a leather trench coat. During one of the first Opportunity meetings here it was revealed that he graduated from Yale and had started in the business while in his '50s. Sam and Stefan were to share the biggest office, which featured a one-way mirror looking into the lobby, and Kim and Steve would be up the hall. Downstairs was a cavernous impact room.
So, this is the office I'm going to get promoted out of, I thought.
Most of the Santonio crew, especially Mehdi, seemed to feel the same sense of superiority I did. We knew that we were better than everyone else in the office, especially considering who our promoting managers were. Jamie and Randy were #1 and #2 on the Quill campaign, and soon Steve would join them at the top. He was easily the most talented manager in Upper Darby, and I had complete faith in him.
Steve broke two pieces of great news to us after the move. The first was that he had found an apartment for us in the city- actually, two apartments, in neighboring buildings. Steve, Allison, and I were going to share one of them, and Bob, Anna, and Mehdi would take the other.
The other piece of news was that the movers were finally coming. Steve had spent the last few weeks threatening and negotiating with them, and we could now look forward to being reunited with the rest of our clothes.
We moved into a run down apartment in West Philadelphia on an overcast afternoon. Thank God Steve found this place for us, I thought. I didn't know how much longer I could've kept living the way we were. I was also unaware that we were moving into a borderline ghetto.
We spent the first weekend settling in, gratefully unpacking our clothes and music. After spending over a month wearing my business suit it felt sublime to change into a pair of track pants and a sweatshirt. I mused that the business was already teaching me to appreciate the little things in life.
I hoped to get promoted out soon, so Alley and I didn't put much effort into cleaning up the stained kitchen or dingy living room. For the first time in my life I did not hang up a single poster, picture, black light, or strobe light.
The only decoration we had was a painting in the living room, a going away gift from a friend of ours in San Diego. The painting was a dreamy, distorted depiction of Allison, Andy, Anna, Bob, and myself. I was basically a nose with two small eyes above it in the center, Allison was smiling coyly with huge ears, and Bob was in his drunken-Tyrannosaurus pose. We loved it.
All of us were stressed out with work, which made it that much sweeter when we had time to hang together. Our neighborhood seemed pretty scary, so we stayed in during the weeknights and drove downtown on Sundays to walk around and see all the buildings painted with images of Benjamin Franklin and Frank Sinatra. This was an old city, and a tough one.
"How's everything in the office?" I asked Allison, as we strolled down South Street.
"Oh, it's okay," she said flatly. "I'm not doing too much other than answering phones and setting interviews. Super busy now that there are four managers to work for. I asked about a raise, and they said I'll get one every time we promote a manager out of the office."
"Well, hopefully that won't matter then, because I'll be the first one promoted out. "
"Do you know where you're going to run your office? Do you get to pick?"
"Well, I'm not exactly sure how people decide which city to go to, but Steve said there's a lot of options."
"I hope you can open one in Boston."
I stopped walking and looked into a storefront window. I knew she missed her family, and I knew that she hated where we lived.
"Running an office in Boston would be cool," I said. "Kind of a triumphant homecoming, you know? Moving away without any idea what I was going to do, and coming back to run a company. I can't wait till I'm out of the field! I think I'm going to be a really good manager. I would make my office a really cool one to work in, and get stuff like this, not these generic sales posters I see in everyone's offices."
I pointed through the window of an art gallery.
"And maybe you can still be my administrator so we can be alone in the office all day...."
I smiled and pulled her closer. She smiled back in mock outrage.
"Alone in your office, maybe. Your administrator? Never!"
The next week, she and Bob and I went to our neighborhood bar for the first time. Bob was the first one to notice it.
"I was out pitching in our neighborhood this week, and I walked into a place that seemed pretty cool. Laid back, cheap drinks, and it's walking distance, too. Want to check it out?"
Of course. We walked over later that night. The bar was dilapidated, like every other building on the street, and distinguished only by its flickering neon signs. It was named the Watutsi.
Inside was packed shoulder to shoulder. As the door banged shut behind us, it seemed like everyone stopped to look over. Instantly, we realized that we were the only white people there.
"When I was here the place was empty," Bob murmured. "Granted, that was in the middle of a weekday. "
"Well, we're already here. Want to grab a seat and I'll get some drinks?"
Nobody moved out of my way even slightly as I maneuvered my way to the bar. It seemed that a few deliberate elbows caught me, but I chalked it up to my imagination. Then the bartender ignored me for a few minutes, and I was slightly unnerved by an older guy who was swaying in his stool and just staring at me.
"Hey," he eventually said, pawing at my arm with his gnarled hand. "Hey. You're safe. Ok? You're safe."
I nodded at him as if in appreciation. Why wouldn't I be safe? Do people get killed in this city just for walking into the wrong bar?
I scooped the drinks up and found Bob at a table across the room. A wooden railing separated our table from the empty dance floor.
"Is it a little weird in here or is it just me?" I said.
"Don't be racist, ya bastard, it's just a dive bar, " Bob said.
"No, I just had someone tell me I was safe... what the hell does that mean? Do you think anyone in here has a gun or something?"
Our conversation was drowned out by the music, which had suddenly much louder. A throbbing, funky bass line pulsed through the bar. On cue, the dance floor in front of us was swarmed with oversized females. I felt like we were in the front row of a bizarre Vegas show, sipping our drinks and watching thirty or forty girls throwing themselves around in a choreographed dance routine, directly in front of us.
I let out a sigh of relief. No one came out here to kill us, they came to drink and dance. Even so, we left after our first beer. A friend later said we were crazy to go walking through this neighborhood at night. It was the last time we did.
CHAPTER 21
"There is no product- you are the product. Campaigns come and go, but you will survive if you never depend on a product."
"And so you can see that, if you compare our business model to any other, we are unique," Sam was saying. It was his turn to run the weekly Opportunity Meeting. "When you guys are promoted to the fourth phase, you will become a business owner. Sometimes we interchange the word manager and owner, but you will own your company and you will be given all the support and materials that you need to be profitable. That is why 95% of most businesses out there fail after their first year in business, and why 95% of our offices remain open after their first year in business, and it's why we are growing so quickly across the country."
A hand shot up.
"What happens to the 5% of owners that fail?" someone asked nervously.
"Well, that's a good question, but that's another great thing about our business, is the support you get. If Kim promoted you out, and you were struggling and your business was failing, you would have the opportunity to go back to her office for what we call a retrain, and then get a second chance. In fact, some of the top managers out there have gone on retrains. Now, how many other opportunities are out there where a business owner can fail and then get a second chance?"
"None," everyone intoned.
I was barely paying attention, long jaded to the Opportunity Meetings and the excitement that it instilled in the newbies. Instead, I was looking around the Impact Room with a critical eye.
It was in a basement, one with walls and floor made of solid concrete. The effect was that our daily cheering and hoopla reverberated all the way up the stairs and into the lobby. Every morning, the interviews waiting to be taken out into the field asked Allison what the racket was in the basement. All she could do was shrug.
The floor had chunks missing that would trip up anyone who wasn't paying attention. During the High Roller announcements one day, when everyone who rang the bell ran around the office getting high fives, I hit a pothole and crashed onto the floor. My momentum caused me to slide face down into one of the walls. The room fell silent for a moment, then broke back into cheers of "Juice by Luke!" after I pulled myself up and finished my victory lap.
There was a small stage in one corner that was piled high with junk, like wood scraps and old buckets of paint. Some of the paint was used to scrawl the Eight Steps to Success in large letters on one of the concrete walls. The words "Simple System" were written above them in jagged, sinister lettering with blood-red paint. To an outsider it looked Satanic.
So much potential wasted, I thought. If it were my place I'd clean this whole thing up. Maybe put a podium on the stage for the morning meetings... speakers wired into the wall for music, instead of a crappy little boom box... is this the best these guys can do?
I hated it. The office scared some people into quitting, and the frigid weather was another factor. Either way, my team was building at a snail's pace- just a few new starts, and most quit within the first week.
Additionally, Christmas was around the corner, which was the only vacation time we had in the business. There was going to be a company Christmas party for the Northeast offices, then a one-week break. Despite my aspiration to go on the two-month plan, I didn't have enough time to get five Leaders promoted before the end of the year. I forced my attention back to Sam's meeting.
"And that's the kind of money you can make as a Vice President," he was saying. "That's the bigger picture that we're here for. Do you guys have any questions?"
A newbie raised his hand.
"Are some campaigns better to be on than others?"
"No, they're just different. In this office, for example, we have four different campaigns. I work on CSI, which stands for Card Services International, and Stefan does AT&T, and Steve does Quill. We all have an equal chance to get promoted. It depends on how we run the office. But sometimes the campaigns change, so you never want to get dependent on one campaign. Take Kim, for example. She started working in Advertising, and now she is working on Execu-card, one of the newest divisions."
"That's one reason that we have Team Days, where you get to work on other campaigns. I'm sure you guys have heard this a hundred times, but what you learn in the field is what will make you a successful manager in this business."
Excitement was in the air as holiday plans were made and flights were booked. There was going to be a huge Christmas party, like a mini-rally, and Steve rented a van so we could all ride up together. One of girls from Kim's office, Jen, rode up with our crew.
The party was phenomenal. A hotel ballroom was rented out, and DS-Max offices from around the East Coast were invited. The hotel was swarmed with young salespeople, reconnecting with old friends and introducing themselves to everyone they made eye contact with. The Clearance guys were the easiest to spot, with their velvet suits and outrageous orange and purple ties. Some even had top hats and canes. They seemed to think that they were actual pimps.
There was an awards and promotions ceremony, followed by a catered dinner and dancing. Before the evening started, Steve pulled Mehdi and I aside and told us to follow him.
"There's an Owners meeting beforehand," he confided. "It's supposed to be for Owners only, but I want you guys to be able to see some of the behind the scenes stuff. There are going to be a lot of V.P.'s and big shots in this room. If anyone asks, tell them you're almost an Assistant Manager."
We followed him into a small meeting room. These guys were all business- no goofy smiles, like the new people trying to look juicy. I realized that these were the guys were the old guard who went through the field a long time ago, and were now at the top of the food chain. I was star struck as Steve pointed out who the players and millionaires were. The V.P.s took turns speaking, and a gentleman named Brad wrapped up the meeting.
"Ok, we're going to head up to the party soon," he said. "This is a great chance for our teams to share some camaraderie and have some fun. As managers, make sure that your people don't do anything stupid! We don't want anybody throwing up in the hotel like last year. Keep your people under control."
"This is a time of year to be with family, but don't forget that you all have businesses to run. I have a few things that you should all keep in mind. One, do not give your office keys to anyone before you go home, no matter what. I can tell you horror stories, but we don't have the time."
"Two, make sure you get ads running over break so you can continue your recruiting right away when you're back. Three, make sure you call your guys over the break. If not, you will most likely never see them again. Four, use the time to write down your goals for the New Year and put a plan together. Come back and hit the ground running."
"Whether you do those things or not is up to you. I'll just tell you that if you don't, your business is going to suffer. This is the toughest time of year for our business and you all have to tighten your belts. When I was building my organization I used to look at this time of year as the takeover season. Know why? Because so many owners go out of business that I can just send my deal in to take over their office. Don't let that be you!"
" Hard work got you here, and hard work will keep you here. Now, go run your businesses. Don't walk them."
Mehdi and I walked out in shock. We'd never heard anyone talk about the offices failing, just about all the offices opening. It confirmed that what we had been seeing in Philadelphia wasn't an anomaly, that this was no fairytale and many people wouldn't strike it rich, not even the ones who made it out of the field.
Then we were back upstairs for the awards ceremony, and I was pleased to get called up for a Top Leader plaque. Two people from each office received one, and Mehdi and I joined the line of people waiting to shake hands with the V.P.s.
We mingled with the crowd after dinner, many of whom were giddy as schoolgirls, still in the midst of their honeymoon phase with the company. They thought that everyone in the room was going to be a millionaire within a year. I used to think the same way. Now I saw that the managers could get weeded out just as quickly as the Distributors.
I'd been in the business for a little less than six months, and I already felt like a grizzled veteran.
CHAPTER 22
"Leaders are made on Road Trips."
Steve pulled me aside the night we got back from the party.
"Hey, go pack your suitcase!" he said, unable to keep the excitement out of his voice.
"Pack my suitcase for what?" I asked
"For a Road Trip! I hooked you up!" he said giddily. "I'll explain in the car!
I threw my clothes into a duffel bag. A Road Trip, as I understood it, was when a group from one office worked out of another location. Where were we going?
"You're going to Boston to work with a V.P.!" Steve burst out in the car. "Randy and I talked to him at the holiday party and he agreed to have you work in his office for the rest of the week. I already booked a train ticket for you and it leaves in twenty minutes. He's going to meet you at the train station in Boston."
"Wow, okay," I said.
"Look, this is a great opportunity for you. Working in a V.P.'s office for a week? Get excited! Your attitude hasn't been that great lately but we all think you have a lot of potential, so this should help give you a recharge. Just make sure to ask Derek a lot of questions! Get your intensity back!"
Then he dropped me off, and I ran into the station to catch my train. I watched through the window as the city morphed into the countryside, and I reflected on this turn of events. All in all, I decided that this was a good thing, and that I was singled out because Steve saw me as the first owner coming out of his office. I couldn't believe that a V.P. would be waiting for me at the train station. I felt like a high school basketball player being picked up for school by Michael Jordan.
It was easy to find Derek- he was the only one waiting by my train. He had light brown hair and glasses, and seemed almost boyish with his mischievous grin. As I got to know him, though, I realized that he was one of the savviest men in the business. Before starting with DS-Max he worked in a fish-canning factory, one of the few jobs that could make peddling door-to-door seem easy. Now he was a V.P. with over twenty offices in his organization.
We chatted for a bit on the drive back, and he told me how the week would go. He was in the Advertising division, and he had several managers working under him in his Boston office. One of his managers had a lone rep on the Quill campaign, and he was struggling. Derek said that I could do him a favor by helping the guy with his sales and getting him excited about office supplies.
It was late by the time we got back to his house. We watched TV for a bit, and talked about professional wrestling, then the Red Sox.
"Derek, I just want to let you know I appreciate this. You've got a ton of offices but you're spending time with someone who's not even in your organization."
"If I trained those offices right then I don't have to worry about them, know what I mean? Plus, it's good business karma to help everyone. You never know when you'll need it returned."
I wanted to ask him if it was true that he paid for his house in cash, that he had walked into the closing with a suitcase full of money handcuffed to his wrist. That was one story I heard about him, but couldn't see a polite way to bring it up.
Instead, I turned in for the night, and Derek pointed me toward his son's bed, who was gone that weekend. I was still incredulous that I was staying with a legendary V.P., and I drifted into slumber surrounded by teddy bears and stuffed animals.
As I rode with him to the office early the next morning, I marveled at how good it felt to be in a new office, and how strange it was to be back in Boston like this.
Derek named his company DC Advertising, and I was impressed by how many people he had. Since I went business-to-business I was with the early crew, and the residential team was coming as I was leaving for the field. As people filed in and out, I wondered if this could be the advertising company that Allison had interviewed for in Boston years earlier when I went to school here. It certainly fit her description.
The morning started off nicely, with an Impact that I'd never seen. The Assistant Manager asked everyone to come up with a new promotion, anything at all, and wrote down the ideas at the front of the room. His example was something like "if you buy this fire extinguisher, you get a free Ferrari." The other examples were equally far-fetched, like "if you buy this old sock, you get a free cruise ship." Then he described how no promotion would get everyone in the world to say yes, even these, and that some people would reject you before you could even get past your introduction and tell them about the Ferrari. The point was to just go find the ones who would say yes. It was a numbers game.
Despite the good morning, I only demonstrated two skill sets to the kid I was training. The first was how to take rejection like a champ; I didn't get a single sale that first day. The second was how to brave the elements, since I had packed so quickly that I forgot my new jacket. As the fat snowflakes came down in greater and greater numbers, I pushed onward with nothing but a white, button down shirt.
It was one of the toughest sales days I could imagine on the Quill campaign. Four or five different office supply salesmen had been through this exact territory within the last week. Some of the storeowners pointed to the piles of marketing material and free samples left behind. To make it even worse, when I did find anyone half-interested I discovered that there was a local company beating our prices on everything. Even Derek's office ordered from them.
I trudged back to the office, frozen, and upset that I had not made a single dollar for my work that day. Worse, I could not ring the bell in front of everyone.
I hit the field the like a maniac the rest of the week, followed the System, and came back ringing the bell. I even ran an Impact before I left on what was working for me, which happened to be checking every possible door- I found a few businesses that no salesmen had been to, like a New-Age shop hidden on top of a wooded hill. They sold crystal balls and spiritual books, and the owner bought a few hundred dollars worth of snacks for their weekly meetings.
Step Number Five is Work Your Territory Correctly- it works like a charm.
Derek's office had the posters up for the Eight Steps and Five Steps, but he also had some other interesting ones that I had never seen. These were DS-Max posters showcasing the lifestyles of the V.P.'s, with a little bio underneath.
Most had guys posing in front of expensive houses or leaning against a sports car. There were also quotes about how much they had learned from going through the field, and how much the business had changed the their lives.
It was motivating to see the pictures, but what really excited me was seeing the number of promotions that came out of this location. From what I heard, there was a promotion every few months, and the owners there talked about how quickly they were going to get guys promoted out. There was a confidence here that was lacking in our office. This was how I wanted my office to run.
After my first night at Derek's house, I stayed with some guys from his office and slept on a couch. We all drank whiskey, and talked about how great things will be after we got out of the field. We all agreed that we would celebrate by having a party like we'd never thrown in our lives. I wondered how many people in the room would actually make it and have that party.
Derek took me to dinner the night before I left. I met him at a restaurant across the street, and after a few beers I finally got to really talk to him about the business. He knew the secret to success, and I wanted it. He did not disappoint.
Derek talked with a perpetual grin, and explained everything as if it was self-evident. I couldn't believe how elementary he made everything sound. At one point, he flipped over the placemat and began diagramming a plan to get through the field.
"There's really only three things you have to do as a Leader: ring the bell, recruit, and replace yourself. That's how you build a team, right? So to do each one, you just have to remember it's a matter of quality and quantity. You can't just do it once a day, you do it every day."
He wrote out a list of ways to have quality and quantity with each category, and then slid the placemat over to me.
"And never forget to have fun while you're doing this. Step Number One is Have a Good Attitude, right? People always screw that up, for some reason, I don't know why, because why would you do something you don't enjoy? But you have to enjoy the ups and downs. Like right now, this is fun for me showing you all this, but I'm not going to get hung up on whether you make it or not. Odds are, in a year from now, you won't even be here anymore. Do I feel like I wasted my time? No, because I'll tell everyone the same thing. Maybe you'll be one of the few that will listen and do it. Maybe not. Who knows?"
He looked at me with a smile.
I folded up the placemat and put it in my pocket. He drove me back to the office, where I was going to meet up with the Advertising guys. To my dismay, they were not there. When Derek saw my predicament he motioned me to get in with him.
"There's a hotel right up the street, we'll put you up there tonight," he said, handing me a hundred dollar bill. I refused to take it.
"Thanks, Derek, but you've done enough for me this week, really," I said.
"Don't worry about it, you're my guest this week," he insisted.
"I don't want you to think I don't appreciate it, maybe I'm just too independent, but I'm okay. Thanks, though."
Derek gave me a penetrating look.
"Look, I know you're independent, but someday you might be an Owner and you might have one of my guys visit you and be in the same position. And as Owners, we have to come through for our guys, and I expect that you will do the same thing then that I am doing for you now. All right?"
I nodded in understanding. It was a powerful lesson.
The next morning, Bob and Allison picked me up in the Corolla and we drove home for Christmas. The bitterness I'd felt about not being promoted before the end of the year was gone. I had seen first hand that if you do this business the right way then the karma will come back in your favor. It was what I had always wanted to believe, and now it was made concrete.
The new year would be a new start, and I couldn't see anything that would slow me down.
CHAPTER 24
"A mind is like a parachute- it only works when it's open."
"So, how's work going?"
"Great! It's going really well."
"Now what is it again that you do?"
It was a question that I'd been asked a thousand times already, and answered a thousand different ways. No one outside the business seemed to be able to understand what we did, and there wasn't an easy explanation.
Sometimes I would say that I did sales. That prompted someone, without fail, to ask, "So what do you sell?" That left you back at square one: "Well, I sell office supplies usually, but sometimes auto coupons or children's books... there's a lot more to it, actually..."
So that wasn't a very good explanation.
Sometimes I said that I was in a management-training program for a customer acquisition and retention firm. That sounded impressive, but still begged the question of what I actually did.
A fun answer was a flippant "I'm a peddler. I sell stuff out in the streets. " No one knew whether to believe you or not.
This was not the time for a cute answer like that. I was having dinner with Allison's parents, whom I had not seen in over a year. The last time I saw them was right before I left for California. Now her father, a senior bank manager, had steered the conversation toward me and was waiting for my answer.
"Well, right now I'm doing outside sales for a direct advertising company, but it's part of a training program. Pretty soon I'll be more on the management side of things."
"Oh? Managing what?" he asked with interest.
"A satellite office. There are other clients that want us to represent them, so I'll be overseeing a campaign and making sure that the sales numbers are in place."
"Which client are you going to represent?"
"Well, I'm not sure yet, possibly Quill, which is what I'm working on now," I said uncertainly. I wanted to change the subject, but didn't see a way to do it.
"Oh. Is your office going to be closer to home?"
"Well, possibly, we don't have a definite location yet, but I've talked about moving back to Boston. So that's a possibility."
"That would be nice. How long till you know?"
"Well, um, it depends on how quickly I can get promoted, really. So, hopefully soon. My goal is within the next few months."
Thankfully, the conversation veered off. If he had continued to question me I would've had to throw my hands up and admit that I really didn't know what the hell was going on. My two-month plan for Philadelphia was, in retrospect, a gross miscalculation. Here I was, two months after Steve opened the doors to Santonio Advertising, and I was still exactly where I started. Bob was the only Leader I had on my team.
Out of sheer curiosity, I went to Monster.com at my parent's house over the break and looked over the job postings. Nothing looked appealing.
I didn't want any part of the rat race, and the only reason I was working so hard now was to bypass it. I'm only twenty-two, I reasoned. I have time to get promoted to V.P. and retire before I'm thirty. Maybe I'll be a success story posted up in some office's Impact Room.
The phone rang as I was reading on the living room couch. It was Steve.
"Merry Christmas, buddy!" he said cheerfully.
"Hey, Merry Christmas. How's everything?"
"Good, real good. Just calling to say hi and see how your break is going."
"Is this my rehash call?" I joked.
"Ha ha, yeah, I guess it is. You should always call your guys over a holiday break. Just like after an interview. You want them to know you care."
"Yeah, I remember Brad saying that."
"I know that you know all this stuff, but it's important that I be a good example and do it, too, you know? I can't tell you to do it if I don't, right? So remember to call your team."
"That's pretty easy for me, I talk to Bob all the time."
"Cool. Well, I'll let you get back to your vacation, then, and I'll see you when you get back."
"Sounds good."
"Hey, what has small dick and hangs down?"
"I don't know, what?"
"A bat. Now, what has a big dick and hangs up?"
"I don't know, what?"
After a second, I realized that he had already hung up. I chuckled and then put the phone back in the receiver.
Amid the warm Christmas décor, the thought had crossed my mind that I didn't have to go back to Philadelphia. It was dirty and cold, the lease didn't have my name on it, and nothing tied me there other than the job.
But I was going back, and it had nothing to do with Steve's call. I had already invested six months of my life going through the field. I wasn't about to give up now.
Steve was already home by the time I walked into the apartment. He let me know that he had talked to everyone over the break, and Alicia had toasted. The original Philly crew had lost another member.
CHAPTER 25
"A Leader must have G.A.R.L.I.C.- great attitude, responsibility, leadership, income, and consistency."
"Ok, my morning meeting today is going to be about the 49ers," Steve addressed the office. "You guys know about the gold rush back in 1849, right? Lots of people moved to California because they thought they were going to get rich. Today I want to share a story about what happened to one guy in particular."
"This guy bought a plot of earth with his life savings, and roped it off and started digging." Steve drew a stick figure with a shovel, and continued to embellish the picture as the story went along.
" He was sure that he had picked a great location. Every day he would dig up more and more ground looking for gold. Sometimes he would get frustrated because he'd hear about the jackpots that other people had found, but he kept on going. Soon, he got really frustrated because he had spent all his money and didn't even have a single gold nugget to show for it, and eventually the guy quit, and sold his property to a mining company. That company sent miners down to keep digging, and within a few days they had struck one of the biggest veins of gold that had ever been discovered!"
"The moral of the story is that if he did not quit, if he just kept going, he would have been rich, and instead he left with nothing."
Steve went on to relate the story to our business, and how often people quit when they could have succeeded by persevering just a little bit more.
"How many times have you rung the bell with that very last customer of the day? And how many times does someone quit because they're discouraged, when if they had kept going they would've been able to overcome whatever obstacle was facing them? Whatever your obstacle is, you can beat it! Go hit the field hard, push hard, and I'll see you guys back at the bell! First one in the field is the first one to make money!"
"Juice!" everyone replied, then broke up and headed out.
It was an apt meeting. A high percentage of the office did not show up again after the Christmas break. It was amazing how fragile people were sometimes, how easy it was for them to quit. Our turnover rate was through the roof. That's why the camaraderie was so important, and the office atmosphere and the Team Nights- it helped lock people into the business.
From the song routines to the bell party, to the meetings vilifying corporate America and championing the entrepreneurs of this country, there was a distinct and pervasive feeling that what we were doing was different from every other company out there.
Our business jargon even found its way into casual conversations. Juice was the most prevalent, a catch-all phrase for anything good. Impulse was turned into a verb, as in "I impulsed that guy to give me his number." A synonym for a bad mood was negged-out, or being a negball.
So one could say "I took out a juicy interview today, and I was impulsing him on the job until it started raining and he negged out," and everyone would know what you meant.
If a bum approached us on the street, we would critique his intro. If a waitress talked us into getting dessert, we would compliment her rehash skills. Life was all about sales, wherever you looked, and it made sense that we had to sell interviews on working with us. It was a skill, like any other.
Some guys talked about using the Eight Steps to Success to pick up women at a bar:
Step one, have a good attitude- can't approach someone with a scowl now, can you? Two, be on time- can't get there too early or too late. Three, be prepared- you need to have the tools you need, such as clothing, money, etc... Five, work the territory correctly- you can't just sit at the end of the bar all night.... And so on.
We would watch commercials and pick out all the impulse factors they were using:
The timer counting down in one corner, the quantity sold going up in another corner, a person chattering enthusiastically about how it can only be purchased through this limited-time offer or you would miss out....
Life was sales, and building a team was like going through the field finding your customers. It was a numbers game, after all.
I had no idea that I'd have to sift through so much crap to find people that believed in the business like I did- I'd started over twenty people so far, and Bob was still my only Leader. Natural selection weeded out those who could not move up, like Camden's Soldiers, who were long gone by now.
I was now a full-blown solicitor dragging interviews through the trenches of Filthadelphia, but I still dreamed of moving back to the beach, emerging triumphant from the field and reclaiming my lifestyle of leisure. For now, I just had to survive the shit storm.
When Bob and I got home from work, after driving through the cold, dark neighborhood, we would usually step onto fire escape to smoke, and drink cheap beer, tossing the empty bottles into the dumpsters below. It was the only moment during the day I didn't have to worry about being juicy.
One night, Bob and I stayed stopped at a bar and stayed there late. We talked drunkenly about life and the universe until the bartender came over for last call. I looked at my now-blurry watch in horror: we had to get up in about four hours to get back to work! Not good.
The next morning I was so hung over that I was almost shaking; my head felt like it was filled with straw, my mouth felt like I had been sucking on a tailpipe. As I lay trembling in bed, half-awake and with a pillow over my head, Bob stumbled into my room.
"Hey," he said blearily.
"What's up," I grunted, even though I already knew what was coming.
"I'm not going in today," he said heavily. "In fact, I'm not going to go back at all."
I felt like a fool as his words sunk in. Every manager warned against partying with your team. Bob continued as if he could tell exactly what I was thinking.
"It doesn't have anything to do with last night, it's something that I've been thinking about. I wanted to come tell you in person. You understand. "
I did understand. His heart was never really in it. This meant that he was going to take a different turn in his career path than I was, after all.
It also meant that I had just lost the only Leader on my team, and I would have to rebuild from scratch.
CHAPTER 26
"Team Challenge Days are supposed to be fun and competitive."
I tried to look on the bright side of Bob's departure: at least I had a friend outside the biz that I could talk to. I didn't have the time or energy to make any new friends in the city. Those two resources were being used exclusively on getting through the field.
I had an advantage by living with Steve, but that also meant that I had to work as long as he did. After we kicked all the Distributors out, I stayed with Steve as we shut down the office for the night, set up teams for the next day, and talked about who was doing well and who we needed to work with. We got home late, but at least I saw first-hand how an Owner ran his business.
One thing that I noticed very clearly now was the tension between the managers. Although the teamwork was loud and clear in meetings, the undercurrents were turning sour.
Steve was the coolest guy there. Stefan and Sam were both good guys, in their own way. But Kim was a raging control freak who seemed to hate these three for being in her way.
She constantly tried to one-up the other managers, prefacing any advice with a snooty "in our organization we do this," as if that was clearly the best way to do anything.
She taught her guys to always turn someone's hand over when you shake it, in order to establish dominance, and to make sure that your handshake "shoots from the hip", as she put it. I shook my head in disbelief as I watched her correct her team's handshakes. They seemed like mindless clones, not Leaders.
I wasn't surprised when Allison told me that the managers squabbled throughout the day and fought over the interviews. Of course, each manager wanted the juicy recruits.
Then the word came down that Stefan was going to switch from AT&T to the Quill campaign. Quill wanted more reps in this city, Steve explained, and we were going to help train them. Mehdi and I had no choice but to be happy about it, and take these guys out into the field to teach them the nuances of an office supply campaign.
By now I looked at every person in the office as my competition, but the business worked in strange ways. We just had to do what we knew was right, and that meant helping our fellow soldiers in the field.
Soon after, we had a Team Challenge day. The winning team would be whoever brought back the most new accounts. The losing team would have to eat baby food the next day in front of everyone.
"And not strawberry or peach flavored!" one of their guys roared. "The really nasty flavors, like lamb and peas."
We laughed like hyenas as they choked down their little bottles of Gerber the next morning. Kim scowled, clearly not amused.
The first few months of the year flew by in a blur. I spent half my day out in the field, scouring strange new neighborhoods in search of buyers, and the other half in the office, high-fiving people and teaching on a dry erase board.
My team, however, was still not growing. I got used to seeing people come in for a few days, then leave for one reason or another. I couldn't help but resent the crappy space we were working in. I didn't think it was anything I was doing wrong.
I had seen enough offices from Team days, and superior ones from working with Randy and Derek, to appreciate that the place I was building my team was not ideal. Steve called the neighborhood Upper Dumpy. One night, as Steve and I had drinks with Jen, a girl from Kim's office, and she told us about her first impression.
"First I couldn't find the office, because there's no sign," she laughed heartily. "I was walking up and down the street thinking, holy shit, am I even in the right neighborhood? And then I found the address, and I walked into this lobby that just has nothing but chairs in it, and there's this song playing that goes 'I'm gonna be fuckin' you tonight...yeah, baby...'" she chortled into her beer. "I was thinking, what kind of company is this?!"
By the time she finished she was laughing too hard to talk.
"But I'm really glad I started, because it's such a good opportunity. And you guys are cool. I wish I worked for you guys instead of Kim, she's a little too much for me."
It was a wish that she would ultimately get. I just smirked at the way she dogged out her own manager.
In the meantime, things out in the field were even crazier than ever.
One guy pulled me out of his office by my ear. I fought the urge to punch him in the face, then calmly pitched the business next door, keeping my attitude intact. Another guy bought an expensive printer that was so rare Quill had to special order it, and I rang the bell six times that night.
I suppose it goes without saying by this point, but a "no soliciting" sign means absolutely nothing. What matters is how people react to you when you step inside. Some people who had the signs were very nice, some people who didn't would flip out. You always had to check every door.
As the number of people in the office slowly and steadily grew, I had to keep proving that I was the top Leader. The only way to do that was get called up as a high roller every morning. Some days I would be sprinting through the field, thinking that someone else across the country might be outworking me. Other days I would return so late that many in the office had gone home, hitting well over a hundred businesses in a day if that's what it took.
If someone came back in Kim's office that was just shy of the bell, about one or two certificates short, they would be sent back out to "extra-mile" in the area around the office. With Quill, we didn't have the option of selling out on the street. But someone got the idea that we could sell something from the office, like a stapler or a ruler, to make up the difference.
I came back from the field one day with $97, just a few dollars short of the bell. Then I grabbed a stuffed animal from the desk and ran back into the night. After approaching less than ten people, I found a girl who gave me $5 for it, as a gift to her niece.
My transformation from a guy who could sell nothing to a guy who could sell anything became complete on a blustery Saturday afternoon. I woke up late, and by the time I dragged myself to the office all the teams had already left for the field. I was mortified, Steve was enraged, and Kim sneered happily at my blunder.
"Well, I'm here now and I'm ready to hit the field," I said, looking at both of them.
"There's no merchandise. All the certificates are in the field right now," Kim said. "Not a very good example for the new guys, coming in late like this, you know."
"I know, I know, but I'm here, aren't I? There has to be something I can sell."
The something turned out to be covered in dust and sitting in the corner of the basement- a pile of old board games that I'd never heard of. This pile seemed as if it had been there for years, and most were missing the game pieces, or had wire sticking out where the timer was supposed to be. I threw everything into my trunk and drove out to the field.
I headed straight for a ghetto, the best place to go on Clearance, and pulled into the first big parking lot I saw.
"Hey, check it out!" I accosted a pair of women leaving the store. "I'm out here for the day helping to clear out our warehouse, and this is all I have left. Do you know any kids?"
"Yeah, I do, what do you got?" one asked me. I handed her the last two books.
"It's a combination book and game. It's for younger kids. They sell them in stores for $19.99, I've been selling them all day for $10 each, but since it's cold and I want to go home I'll give you a deal and give you both of them for ten bucks."
"This one don't have all the pieces," she answered.
"Right, that's why they're on clearance. Why pay a lot of money for something that a kid doesn't even care about anyway? They're just going to break it, anyway."
"True, my nephew breaks everything," she conceded.
"There you go! He'll be happy that you even got him something."
I stepped back and shrugged, Steve's patented closing move. A few seconds later, she handed me a ten dollar bill, and I had sold the entire pile of crap.
The ultimate test came when Steve and I both went out in the field together for the first time in months. I had never even come close to beating him before, no matter what we were selling, but this day was different. He made $160, I made $175, and a huge monkey fell off my back. My Jedi training was complete.
The field was crazy, as were the people I worked with, as was my horrible living situation. The only way out was to get promoted out, and I was hell bent on being the first one out of Upper Darby.
CHAPTER 26
"O.T.S.S.- only the strong survive."
"For my team meeting today we're going to talk about goals," I addressed my team, gazing around at my rag-tag group. "Now, I know you guys fill out your goal sheets every day and we all have short term goals for sales, but today I want to talk about longer term goals."
I drew a chart on the board with everyone's names on the left, and categories across the top that read "vacation home," "expensive toy," and "car." Then I asked everyone to imagine themselves as V.P.'s, five or six years down the road, and what they would buy for themselves for each category.
"All right, Rondell, so you want to be driving an Escalade? Vacation home in Tahiti? Awesome. Now remember that goal when you're out there taking no's all day. We're not here because we love selling office supplies. We're here for the bigger picture, so don't forget that while you're going through the field, all right?"
It was reminder I had to give myself often. Not because the field was a struggle anymore, but because I was living for the future and couldn't dwell on the present.
My social life was now reduced to gaming at the cyber café next door to our office. After Team Day on Saturday, and whenever I woke up on Sunday, I would head over there with a group of guys from work to play Diablo 2 for hours on end. After trying to win over so many people every day, it was a relief to completely zone out and just not care. The only breaks I took were to pry my trembling hands off the mouse and over to the vending machine.
The idea was to spend as little time as possible at our apartment. There was nothing to do there except watch TV. There was also a major rodent problem.
I have no idea how many mice actually lived in our apartment, but the number was high enough for them to consider it their place instead of ours. The kitchen shelves were littered with mouse droppings, and there was a nest in the stove. At one point, Allison flipped on the kitchen light and snapped a picture, and the resulting photo captured three cavorting mice in the same frame.
Nighttime was the worst. I was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow, of course, but Allison was subjected to the sounds of their scurrying and squeaking as she tried to sleep. Each morning she would tell me about the mice she heard climbing up my sweatshirt to get onto the windowsill, or scaling my alarm clock cord to make it on top of my dresser. Once, a mouse ran across the floor and hopped onto our mattress, and made it as far as my pillow before she screamed and swatted it away.
Steve called the landlord to complain, and we received a minefield of glue traps scattered throughout the apartment. At first, I thought they were a more humane alternative than mousetraps. I was wrong.
"So I found a mouse in one of the glue traps today, and took it outside," Bob told me as we had our nightly smoke. "I didn't really know what to do with it, so I put it down on the sidewalk and then smashed it with my heel. It pretty much exploded on the sidewalk."
"What!" I said in shock. "Are you serious?"
"Yeah, it was pretty gross, too, because I was wearing sandals."
"That's repulsive, man!"
"I know, but what else was I going to do with it? If I threw it in a dumpster it would just starve to death."
That was true, it couldn't just be thrown away. I came home from work the next day to find my own little mouse writhing on a glue trap. I decided to drown him in a bucket.
I filled it with water and tossed the glue trap into it. To my dismay, it floated, and the mouse bobbed on top of the water, his legs splayed on his makeshift surfboard. Sorry, little guy, I thought, and flipped the trap over to submerge him.
Immediately, his tiny snout shot out from under the trap, sniffing the air as if it were a miniature snorkel, with the rest of him underwater. I finally used a broomstick to push him under until the small air bubbles stopped rising to the surface. I was heartbroken and horrified at the same time.
With my next mouse, I decided to just pull him off the trap and throw him outside. I positioned him next to an open window and attempted to peel him off the trap. Instead, his little feet remained riveted to the trap, and his skin and bones stretched grotesquely as if they were about to tear apart. He shrieked in pain, and I reflexively tossed him out the window, and his squeaking was swallowed up by darkness.
Allison accidentally killed her mouse when she pushed some shoeboxes into closet. When she pulled the boxes back out, a mouse tumbled out with it, flat as a cookie.
Steve picked his mouse up and tossed it into a dumpster. Perhaps that was the best way, after all.
I never learned the best way to dispose of a mouse on a glue trap. All I knew was that I couldn't move out of this neighborhood fast enough, and it made the sense of urgency to get promoted that much more intense. The broken down neighborhood and the lunatics living there were all the motivation I needed.
When I asked Bob later what he remembered from our life there, he wrote back a quick email:
Ok,
mice, bloodstains on the walls after that guy got stabbed, police in the building looking for some guy with a gun, getting stranded on the roof by that crazy bitch who nailed the door shut, burning our feet on those scorching hot radiators, that asian kid (can't believe I cant remember his name) threatening people with a hammer... skid row (our little hallway for smoking)... inflatable beds, 24 hour sessions at the internet cafe, Mehdi praying to Mecca in the corner of my room, his bad teeth and terrible jokes, how your fridge was always, always empty except beer and occasionally soda, your insistence on having an "end-of-the-night smoke" to discuss the big issues, even if all we did was watch TV.
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