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AUTHORS NOTE





In the pages that follow, I have made up names for all of the workers I met during the course of reporting this book. I did this to preserve their anonymity and shield their true identities; if I were in their shoes, I would have expected similar treatment. Providing pseudonyms and rendering the people I met as characters also seemed to fit well with the way in which workers are all asked to play parts in what I came to see as a form of modern corporate theater.


The seminal narrative of the business world is the case studya focused examination of an issue faced by a business. At their best, these corporate tales depict the commercial foundation that under-girds our contemporary society in its most vivid, Technicolor glory. For a few summers in high school, I worked at Stanfords business school collating and assembling these documents for executive courses taught each July. The more interesting cases read like Audubon field guides to capitalist human society. I spent more than a few warm summer nights reading about subjects that ranged from Renaults introduction of its front-drive subcompact Le Car into North America to Sonys launch of the original stereophonic blue-and-silver Walkman. Though some in my shoes might have been inspired to lead a company and shape the case studies of the future, I grew interested in living inside one. This book is my own immersive take on the case study.














INTRODUCTION


BECOMING ONE OF THEM





I was in the building at 8:20 when the center supervisor called a group meeting of the drivers. It was the same meeting every day, but I hadnt paid attention to what exactly transpired. The supervisor was named Pedro and he had a chiseled jaw, slicked his black hair straight back, and wore what looked like designer-frame eyeglasses. He stood about 6 foot 5 and was solidly built, a former semipro football player. He was the kind of leader that anyone producing a corporate documentary would want to shoot. With his imposing size and outward sweep of self-assurance, he personified inspirational group leader.


I was still new, so I stood apart from the huddle of men and women in brown uniforms, the 40 or so drivers standing with their hand trucks, handheld computers, and lunch bags, ready to head to their trucks. I stood along a narrow corridor with the other poorly dressed temporary workers. Toward the end of the brief meeting, a chorus of whoops and cheers and what sounded like a military hua went up from the drivers. Together with the brown uniforms and specialized embroidered garments that some wore, there was a distinct military feel to our crew.


Looking out at the group of mostly men massed around a clean-cut, well-groomed leader like Pedro, I could not shake the feeling that we were soldiers going into battle, a squad preparing for a mission; that we were a brand army and I was a foot soldier on the front lines. Pedro yelled, Okay, lets go! and we made for our shiny brown package-laden vehicles. As the drivers all started their engines and pumped their gas pedals, the high-ceilinged space filled with smoky exhaust and you could smell and taste the adrenalized martial energy, the essence of UPS.





DURING AND AFTER college as I put in time working at television stations, reporting for newspapers, serving magazine internships and otherwise apprenticing myself to the craft of writing, I lived with a strong belief that when I eventually had the freedom to write about the subject that most interested me, I would set out on the road. Traveling to far-off locales and crossing mountain ranges, I would follow a model set out in the books that filled my expanding armchair adventure library: that of a protagonist who lives a mediated, rehearsed, and settled life but pushes out into uncharted terrain to challenge himself and adjust the pending status quo. In this future, I would send dispatches back from expeditions as life-altering and character-testing as Ernest Shackletons and rambles as far-reaching as Wilfred Thesigers. I was hardwired with wanderlust, and it seemed appropriate to address that character trait head-on by heading out.


It certainly never occurred to me then that I would find rich material riding around in a delivery truck or standing for hours on end in a fluorescently lit fitting room; that I would end up embarking on a journey to a place possibly considered the most boring destination on earththe front lines of commerce.


The idea for this journey originated a long time ago. The summer before I started college, I met a kayak instructor who had worked for UPS delivering packages somewhere in the Pacific Northwest. He spoke as enthusiastically about working in howling rainstorms while dressed in UPS brown as he spoke about boating wild spring runoff. For him, working at UPS was as raw and real as climbing peaks and surfing big waves, which probably had something to do with joining a force larger than himself and gaining from the experience; at the time, I wasnt sure. He told me of the days at UPS he had spent trailed by a couple of staff scientists sent out by headquarters to measure anything and everything measurable during the course of his day: the angle in the bend of his knee as he stepped into his truck, the length of time he depressed the gas pedal before engaging the clutch, how far to the left he turned his head to look in the side-view mirror, the average time it took him to retrieve a package from the back of the truck and walk it to a given front door, how long it took a recipient to answer the door after a doorbell button was pressed. Using what is known as time-and-motion study, experts had evaluated him so that they could design systems and tools to make him and his coworkers more efficient, to mass-produce better workers.


For years it was this image of a bearded kayaker that I continued to think about: a guy tracked like a rainforest monkey and measured by a team of experts armed with stopwatches, protractors, yardsticks, and inclinometers. To me, the idea of a human worker as the subject of a corporate experiment stood at the root of something bigger. In it I saw variously the juxtaposition of leisure and commerce, adventure and work, freedom and control. I was intrigued by how a person could be shaped into being an employee and the subsequent role that he or she would play in the marketplace.


Its fair to say that this guys experience set an idea in my head, an existential itch I needed to scratch. In ensuing years, whenever I neared the UPS building in San Francisco I felt a strange pull inward, a longing for something I couldnt articulate. I later understood my interest to be a deep-seated curiosity, an urge to understand the commercial world that surrounds us by interacting with it in an all-encompassing way, to experience firsthand what it felt like to be a part of an interconnected global workforce by becoming a piece of it. Eventually I knew I had to apply to work for UPS.


So one November, instead of ignoring the pull inward as I rode my bike by the UPS building, I stopped in and applied for a job. Two weeks later, I was riding alongside a driver and delivering packages. The distance from sitting behind the desk in my office to sitting in a rumble seat of a UPS truck delivering packages was surprisingly short. After filling out the application in November, I was invited in for a brief interview, and come December I was in uniform, riding shotgun. Just driving across town to work at the UPS building completely transported me from flat and academic thoughts about brands and corporate culture to actual interactions with live customers and coworkers. The UPS corporate culture, the core values that set UPS apart from other companies, was a huge part of the working experience. After witnessing firsthand that companys strain of culture, I became even more interested in how other large consumer-oriented companies shaped such cultures to make believers out of their own masses of front-line employees.


The ease with which I slipped in under the radar and worked at UPS emboldened me. I came up with the idea of rolling out a similar plan on a bigger scale: setting out on an undercover adventure into the land of retail. I was not so much interested in exposing some form of corporate evil, but in exposing the workplace: what it felt like to work at a few companies and what culture, if any, was handed down from the top or grew organically from the bottom. As a customer Id been on the front lines regularly but never seen what went on behind the Employees Only signs. I was most curious about the kinds of jobs in which you were meant to dress, act, and behave like your coworkerseither by following clearly defined corporate rules or by participating more informally in a deeply embedded corporate culture.


As the project took shape, I sought to find out what it would be like to switch from my usual role as a customer to that of an employee, from my place as a knowledge worker to that of a service worker. I wanted to know whether the strong corporate cultures that companies bragged about were really as great as advertised, whether the foot soldiers serving vast brands were somehow made more of plastic than flesh, and how front-line employees are molded into certain ways of thinking, acting, and working. I wanted to know how someone like myself, as restless and filled with wanderlust as I am, would respond to an environment antithetical to the one I imagined to be my natural habitat. I wanted to jump right into the fertile workplace Petri dishes where things such as conformity, belonging, and forced beliefthings I normally avoidedwere thriving.


I would infiltrate and gain membership as a front-line worker, observing from the ground floor, not the boardroom. I would study at close view workplaces that had broken human toil into two chief components: (1) satisfying workers needs for both spiritual and financial well-being and (2) leveraging human effort to create a positive customer experience. I would witness two main things: how companies as varied as the Container Store, Home Depot, and Starbucks bring in outsiders and how I responded to those corporate cultures and their institutionalized attempts to make me conform to them. The goal of the project would be to work among people living the realities of an executives management directives, yet at a far remove from the person who issued those directives; to wade deep into the retail ecosystem and get a better sense of the people helping the customers, the grunts on the front lines of commerce; to understand what it felt like to have my own beliefs compromised, pushed, and pulled in new ways.


The only way to understand the pervasive world of commerce was to explore it as if it were an untouched stretch of wilderness. By going native, I could see how a handful of companies turned out good people as efficiently as widgets and shaped people into moving parts that allowed the corporate machine to roll along. By wearing their uniforms and joining their huddlesplaying a partI could better understand the modern corporation and its employees.


Initially I was most interested in just what the kayaker had described to me years before, how he had been measured in a hundred ways. In pioneering studies of workers on-the-job movements in the 1880s, Frederick Winslow Taylor had analyzed tasks and broken them apart into a series of repetitive motions, each of which had to be done in a specific way, in a given time frame, and using appropriate tools. Taylorism shaped modern management theory and the development of the postindustrial workforce. But work today addresses an additional set of issues that drew my interest more than any others: the mental makeup of workers and their drive to join and believe in a particular work endeavor. The new retail environments and store experiences that increasingly surround us and draw us into daily interactions demand more of workers than the mechanical work that Taylor studied to develop theories on work efficiency. There is a new aspect to the scientific management of the last century: If good service is the goal, moving x shovelfuls of sand per hour is not enough; something else has to come into play. Beyond studying workers movements, some companies had come to study their minds, to find better ways to win them over, to make them believers. I sensed a new idea in vogue, that if workers created something of meaning for customers, they would in turn find meaning in their jobs and in their lives. This change in the set of demands seemed like it might require a new level of commitment on the part of the worker.


In the military, the front line is the border between two opposing armies; in retail and service companies it is the invisible divide between customers and employees. The thousands of daily interactions out on the wide-reaching front lines of commerce have huge implications for the success of any company, and employees who believe in what they are doing give a company a better chance to succeed. Any company can master the clean, efficient production of goods, but its harder to manufacture and build loyal employees. People are dirty, sloppy, organic, lazy, envious, rebellious, and real; they get sick, are prone to accidents, and can be independent-minded. They are, in short, human. You would hardly know this, though, because most reports about the workplace distill workers into data points relevant only to investors and economists: retail sales figures, turnover rates, jobless counts, retention statistics, unemployment claims, same-store sales. These numbers dont capture the sense of culture and belonging, the human dramas unfolding in the workplace. It was precisely that human element that I sought to witness as I forged into these work cultures.


An expedition into a series of highly controlled workplaces offered a chance to explore an extremely scripted working life. As I signed on with companies such as Gap and Starbucks that pushed some of the stronger agendas and treated recruits like members of brand armies, I knew that as a resolute nonjoiner I was the least likely person to find myself in these positions, that part of the adventure would be in charting my own psychological responses as I took on various jobs. The project would be a prank of sorts but also an attempt to move past being typecast as a business journalist by looking into subjects I was truly interested incorporations, people, work, consumerismin a truly non-business journalist way.


As I embarked on the journey, I found that transferring between jobs altered not only my view of commerce but also my view of geography. Each job allowed me to see the same world differently. A homogeneous cityscape quickly transformed through my fresh engagement with it. Serving as a conduit from countless warehouses to individual residences as I delivered packages for UPS allowed me to see the movement of material goods in a new way. The facades of buildings shifted as I opened doors and entered hundreds of houses and apartment buildings as if working my way through a life-size cardboard Advent calendar. As I assumed more roles in the commercial sphere, my interest in the act of working became secondary to an attempt to understand better how we experience modern life, a probe of the many ways we operate as we ship parcels here and there, drink expensive blended coffee drinks, and dress ourselves with fabrics designed in urban America and sewn together in India.


Halfway through the journey, I came across a statement that captured the spirit of the project quite well. In the formative years of UPS, its founder, James Casey, was known to repeat a basic phrase: Anybody can deliver packages. It was both modest and profound, with clear implications: Anybody can deliver packages, so we had better be the best at it. Anybody can deliver packages, but not just anybody can do it like we do. Its the same sentiment, really, at any leading company: Anybody can pour a cup of coffee, rent out cars, sell pairs of jeans. Except, of course, they cant. The places, it seemed to me, that are the best at these things take anybodies off the street and make them their own somebodies. This completely intangible transformation of individuals is something increasingly critical to the success of companies. By organizing and running a small, yearlong experiment with myself as the subject, I would see and feel this transition in process. The journey would be this: I would walk in as an anybody and depart as a somebody. Or at least that was the idea.


At one memorable point in what became this undercover adventure, as I was applying for a job at Starbucks, a UPS driver double-parked on the street and came in with a medium-size box. He somehow lost his grip on the package and it tumbled to the floor behind the counter.


I hope that there wasnt anything fragile in there, the manager said in a passive-aggressive tone.


Me, too, said the UPS driver, hopefully.


It was a symbolic moment. Each of them, stripped of their uniformshe, a pair of brown pants and a brown shirt; she, a green apron, a black blouse, and black pantswas just a person. But dressed as they were, they each represented a large, multibillion-dollar corporation, a product, a brand, a way of doing things. They were both actors on a vast commercial stage. Off he went, and then off I went. I was still wearing the comfortable and anonymous uniform of the unbranded citizen, but not for long.












ONE


THE OTHER ARMY






After the call came inviting me to interview at UPS that November, I drove over to the building. I was directed to a snack room, where I joined a dozen other applicants, and together we sat in silence. Soon the local head of human resources, Jed Barnes, entered the room to give us an overview of the job. He had salt-and-pepper hair and was of medium muscular build. Those of us hired would ride shotgun in a truck to help reduce the amount of work for each driver during Decembers uptick in package movement. Barnes emphasized that it would be a fun and energetic job.


He handed out a job description with a checklist that reduced our required set of skills to a surprisingly specific group.


You have to be able to: Illustrate spatial awareness; Read words and numbers; Concentrate; Memorize; Recollect; Identify logical connections and determine sequence of response; Process up to two or three steps ahead.


The sheet noted that we would handle packages of up to 150 pounds and that the average package weighed 11 pounds. Barnes cautioned that we would be exposed to the seasons inclement weather and that we had to like that in a job.


As he told us that UPS would supply us with uniforms, I stifled a smileif I was going to go undercover, I wanted to look and feel the part. He said we would be paid $8.25 an hour and charged a union fee. He then handed out applications.


Before I joined UPS, I felt that I knew a fair amount about its brand, one that had held up remarkably well for decades. The image of this company in my mind was one where solid customer service and cutting-edge technology reigned, where the customer was always right, and where there was tremendous goodwill between customer and company, personified by its eager and enthusiastic, competent drivers. Like many others in the room that day, I had been exposed to global UPS advertising that recast the company simply as Brown and asked, What can Brown do for you?


UPS used that tagline in everything from recruitment advertising to prime-time TV ads, reaching both internal and external audiences. By extolling the importance of the organization to the world at large, UPS gave its employees a rallying cry, a connection to the brand, another reason to want to be a part of UPS. There was an unstated equation that also shaped how the UPS troops thought of the company: UPS = Brown?Brown = me?I am Brown?What can we do for you?


Whereas the relative newcomer FedEx was known mainly for the speed of its deliveries (When it absolutely, positively has to be there overnight, declared its classic slogan), UPS was known for the care and responsibility with which it delivered. I wanted to know what it felt like to wear the brown uniformto be Brown.


As I filled out my application, I struggled to make my real employment background fit into the boxes on the form. I stated that I had been mostly self-employed and listed a friend who could vouch for several years of self-employment. My main goal was to not raise any red flags, to sneak in unchallenged; knowing that I would do the required work, I was not concerned with falsifying my work history.


After we completed the paperwork, we were called next door, one by one, into a cluttered conference room. Barness colleague Lou, dressed in a cheap blue suit, was lower in rank and less articulate than Barnes. He asked me why UPS should hire me.


I am responsible, and Ill work well as a team player with the driver. I am fit, I told him. As a customer of UPS, I am a big fan of the brand, and I think that working here will be a good experience. I am available during the dates you would need me. And that was the extent of our dialogue. I got a call about five days later asking if I was still available and interested. I said yes and was told to come in the following week for a four-hour orientation.


My first day on the clock was this half-day orientation, which was loosely broken into four segments: filling out more paperwork, getting a security briefing, learning how to use the UPS handheld field computers, and listening to a safety overview in which our group checked out the inside of the iconic brown trucks for the first time.


Although most people think the approachability of UPSs drivers is one of the companys stellar qualities, we were given only a brief lesson in how to treat customers. It went something like this: If a customer is angry at you or upset that a package has not been delivered, tell them that you are sorry. Do not confront them or engage them.


The local UPS loss-prevention director came in and stared at the dozen of us filling out forms. It takes a lot of paperwork to get a job at UPS, he said, but very little paperwork to lose your job here. He told us that we were not to open boxes or look inside them, and that we could not conceal anything in our pockets.


We were paired up, handed a delivery information acquisition device, or DIAD, and taught how to use it. The clipboard-size computers were covered with buttons and had small screens and a user interface that was not intuitive. We practiced entering information about a hypothetical delivery, and I quickly got lost. The boards we would have in the field, we were told, were the newest technology and would allow us to move on autopilot; simply scanning bar codes would be the drill.


Bruce, the tall, skinny, middle-aged manager who had shown us how to operate the DIADs, offered some advice. Hed worked as a driver years before, he said, and the winter months could be cold. He suggested packing an extra set of socks and changing into them at lunch. Just having warm and dry socks after lunch, he said, made a big difference. It was simple advice, really, but to us it was more: It was proof that people like Bruce who had done time in the field could move up in the organization. Later, I learned that the average UPS manager has been at the company 16 years and has held seven different jobs with the company.


Safety training was basic. We were taught by a big guy who wore a green button-down shirt and who seemed to be teaching for the first time. Though he talked for a half hour, we learned little. Bend your knees and exaggerate your lifting, we were told. This will save your knees and back in a few years time. We were told to take a three-point stance (feet planted and arm out) and use the handrail to enter and exit our trucks. Our seasonal jobs were to last only a month, so we were getting a similarly abbreviated introduction to the company.


We went downstairs to find an empty delivery truck. Each of us self-consciously practiced entering and exiting the truck cab, and then we gathered in the back of the truck, which we were told was called a package car (a term I would never again hear at UPS). There was something special about entering the trucks sanctum sanctorum, with its aluminum shelves and a top covered with translucent Mylar to let light in.


Accountants have tax time, smoke jumpers have high fire season, and teachers have back-to-school. For those in the package-delivery business, nothing is more hectic than the end-of-the-year holiday season, the period from October through December 24, known as prime time or the Christmas rush. To face down a seasonal workload spike of up to 200 percent, UPS hires part-time employees during this period each year. To best understand UPSthe brand, the company, the cultureDecember was the time to go inside.




MY FIRST DAY on a truck was a Monday. I drove to UPS headquarters, a fortress of freight, a blockwide fixture in the San Francisco landscape. Id seen the building my whole life but never entered it. Once I was inside, Lou from human resources took me to get a uniform and then pointed me toward the locker room, where I changed out of my street clothes. The uniform had four pieces: a pair of basic brown work pants that fit a little too snugly; a short-sleeved collared shirt with epaulets and buttons down the front, cut short enough that you couldnt really tuck it in; a thin brown cotton pullover; and a nonlogoed brown wool beanie. I had the locker room to myself, and after buttoning up my shirt, I took a second to stare into the mirror. I was about to leave my current life. As I changed into this new brown uniform, I was changing my attitude. I was becoming one of them.


Lou walked me to another room. I pulled up a chair behind two guys plugging away on computer keyboards. They sat in front of six glowing screens and were tracking packages, talking with drivers on the radio, sending text messages, and fielding occasional complaints from customers. Within seconds they were able to find the exact package a customer was calling about. Yeah, sure, Miss West, we will redeliver that package for you tomorrow. No, no problem at all. Sitting there, I found myself already making an attitudinal shift from being the whining customer on one end of the line to being the guy doing his job as best he could.


The UPS Sunset Center was the subgroup of employees in the UPS San Francisco operations that I was joining, and the unit was responsible for delivering packages to a rectangular swath of San Francisco that ran right through the middle of the city, roughly from the westernmost side, through downtown, to the Bay. A half hour passed before a manager named Eve gave me a ride to Twin Peaks, the two hills that stand domelike in the middle of San Francisco, to meet a driver named Jim, who was in the middle of his shift driving a route and delivering packages. Despite having lived in San Francisco most of my life, I had only a vague sense of where I was when Eve pitched me into Jims truck, parked among the squat pastel stucco houses of San Franciscos western neighborhoods. I would soon gain a thorough knowledge of the area and build an intimate relationship with the windswept urban topography of this delivery route.


As a customer, I had never thought much about how a company like UPS organizes its deliveries or deploys its drivers. On the ride to Twin Peaks, Eve explained that UPS, like the post office, breaks its delivery territories into routes. Each driver is responsible for a specific route, where he or she gains local knowledge and builds customer loyalty. With a typical load of 180 packages, a driver might cover a route of 20 square blocks or five square miles, depending on the population density. During the holiday season, however, as routes necessarily shrink in proportion to the increase in package load, UPS needs more trucks on the road. Seeing the patterns and organization behind the UPS delivery system was like learning for the first time that birds migrate south in winter, that underlying organizational principles control phenomena you once viewed as random.


Not comfortable yet in my new brown uniform and still clueless about how the DIAD that I held actually worked, I was a bit uneasy when I met Jim. But he blunted my concerns with an open, friendly smile and steady chatter. Together we made a quick delivery, the first and last time I would be shadowed by a driver. I tentatively pressed the right buttons on the handheld and got the customers signature onto my board as Jim looked on approvingly.


Jim Ulugia was a large guy of Samoan descent. He weighed upward of 300 pounds but carried his mass with finesse. His exaggerated features gave him the look of a pulp comic-book character. Despite the rainy season of early winter, Jim sported UPS-issue brown shorts and a pointy embroidered UPS-logo ski hat. He was a talker, an optimist. He was fond of the phrase There you go! as a response. And he tended to punctuate his sentences with the word dude frequently, with good effect. Later I heard other drivers call him Big Jim or Jimmy, and it was clear that he was a leader among the drivers and a critical link between management and workers.


Big Jim was the perfect person to work with on my first day. He was not just a guy with a job, he was a passionate worker, a true UPS-er. He was focused intently on life unfolding around him. He was loud and proud, a driver whom customers would not forget. And for me, he became a sort of big brother. I saw him just about every morning and had lunch with him a few times in the field. He said nice things about me to other drivers and to managers; he sang my praises and watched over me. If there was anyone to set an example for a new worker, Big Jim was the man.


Riding alongside him, I had a great vantage point, a view from the front lines. Jim asked few questions about me but freely shared his own story. He said that friends in the police department had recently talked to him about joining the force, and he had given it some thought. He was the first one in his family to buy a house. Hed purchased it in a planned community and taken photographs of every phase of building, from the stakes-in-the-ground stage on. He now lived there with his wife and three kids and commuted over an hour each way to work. Driving far into San Francisco from communities where they could afford homes was typical for UPS drivers. In an overall economy of constant job movement, they were an incredibly loyal group. Jim had worked at the company for just two years, but most drivers I met had clocked 10, 15, even 20 years.


After a handful of stops, Jim and I cut out for lunch, angling a half-mile over to the local Safeway deli for some sandwiches and chips. We took our food out to eat in the truck and were soon joined by another truck with an Asian driver named Roger and his helper, Nico. The conversation had only one topic: the women we delivered packages to, drove by, or otherwise happened to notice on our route. It was not demeaning or entirely politically incorrect. It was male bonding, yes, but it was also recognition of these drivers role as UPS guys in the greater world. They knew the attraction many women had to them or to the image that they projected as men in brownservice providers. They knew their worth and flaunted it. After lunch, a union-mandated hour, Jim and I set off to make the rest of our stops.


Because he didnt have seniority, Jim covered for drivers who were sick, on vacation, or out on disability. Drivers are just one group of workers at UPS, but they are the top of the internal food chain. In a desirable city like San Francisco, you need to work your way up to become a driver. Jim was covering for Carolyn, who usually drove that route, but he still knew quite a lot about the people living in the area. I found it strange to suddenly be the face of UPS to customers who did not know that I was a temporary worker. Customers, many of whom were oddly enough home in the middle of the day, had no idea that I had started my job mere hours before.


UPS technology made deliveries fairly easy. Jim and I each carried a DIAD. These machines, about the size and weight of a heavy notebook, had our route programmed and allowed us to easily scan packages as we moved from truck to stores and houses and back. By simply scanning bar codes on packages, we were tied into a global technology back end filled with millions of data points, able to do our job effectively on the front end.


After lunch, Jim and I cranked through more than 150 stops. In the late afternoon, when my energy flagged, Jim shared a bag of Mothers white and pink iced sugar cookies with me. With the last of our packages dropped, early winter darkness fell. We pulled over for a few minutes to look from high on Twin Peaks eastward toward the Bay Bridge and over the city sparkling below. Dude, I wish my wife was here instead of you, Jim said.


At 6:30 Jim thought it was early enough in the evening that if we headed back to the building (as everyone called our headquarters), wed definitely be sent out to make more deliveries. He voted to head over the hill to the Haight and the Ashbury, as he called it, where he had worked the route before and knew a lot of the store owners and managers. We drove down Haight Street, our doors pulled open in the cool December air, with Jim yelling out at shop owners. Hey, Mary, Mary! Yeah! Will! It was a level of connection I had never witnessedthat of retailer and UPS driver. We were pretty much wasting time, though seen through another lens we were spreading UPS cheer up and down the street.


Working with Jim that day was tiring enough to send me to bed early when I got home. The next morning, I got to the building by 8:15 and changed into my uniform. As I was talking to Jim, he turned to a supervisor walking by. We were out crushing it yesterday, he said. Thats what I heard, the supervisor replied. I felt like I was joining the team.



RIDING ON THE BROWN TRUCK


On my second morning I went into the field with a driver named Carolyn, for whom Jim had been covering. At first glance Carolyn defied the UPS deliveryman stereotype. She was tall, skinny, white, and in her late forties. She was immediately pleasant and even a little flirtatious. It was a cold day, and once we were in the truck she pulled out a jacket that she said I could use, a two-ply coat with a quilted vest zipped in. She also gave me a traditional-looking brown UPS baseball cap. It was a step up from the uniform I had been issued, and I was immediately grateful for her generosity. I filled the pockets with UPS-logo ballpoint pens and delivery-notice pads. I wanted to look good, or at least to look like the more seasoned drivers. On the way through the building, I had been surrounded by other drivers who wore the uniform every day and had the swagger that comes with knowing how you look and how to wear each piece of clothing. There was an ideal, and I wanted to at least try to hew to it.


The next day I was on the same route, working again with Carolyn. I had no yardstick with which to measure the difficulty of the job or our particular route, but I found the work to be physically demanding. We worked from 8:30 AM, when we left the building, to about 7:30 PM. Rain came and went all
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