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Every day all across the world, people get up and go to work. We wage battles on small stages that nobody knows about. Everyday we face challenges in living that seem commonplace and therefore, inconsequential.
 
But they matter. (I think…)
 
Here are a series of things that happened…and hopefully I learned from them. Maybe you will too.
 
Pete Hybert
20 Danada Square West, #102
Wheaton, IL 60189
Phybert@gmail.com
 
 
 
 
 
 
This book is dedicated to my family, who taught me a lot of things…whether I wanted to learn them or not.

Prologue
I’ve always understood that you need to work to make money. I always wanted to make money to buy stuff (usually records and stereo equipment) but also to feel grown-up. As a kid, I remember getting paid to pick up hickory nuts (by the bushel -- that is a lot of hickory nuts), sickling the weeds in the ditch (it was a big ditch...about 3 ft deep and 200 ft wide...you had to stand in the ditch to do it), painting our fence, cleaning out the shed, etc. I didn’t get paid for mowing the lawn though...that was just a chore.
My first paying job for someone other than a parent or family friend was when our local gas station moved to a new location across the street from their old location. Short term (one weekend) but it felt good. Although, one of the owners told me I didn’t have to work that hard!
One summer I made a mini-advertisement and put it in mailboxes on our street. I did get one job -- helping an old guy clean out the attic space in his garage...hot, dirty, and generally unpleasant -- and I was also told you are not allowed to just put things in mailboxes. Fortunately, I never got prosecuted but I found out why flyers end up in your door or on your windshield wipers instead of in your mailbox.
There are a lot of “mini-dramas” involved at work – things that might not seem like much at the time (because it is all in a day’s work) but that every human probably deals with all the time. And I had many jobs over my life. None of them led to anything, or were that important, but quantity must be worth something, no?
This book just started as a collection of anecdotes – they were things I wrote down so I wouldn’t forget them. And, it has really “helped” me tell them...maybe. I remember the key things, and the best sequence to introduce things early that come back later, without giving away the main point. But I find myself telling them when there is no need (because they are on my mind).
Oh well, just wanted to say that all these stories really happened, and this is the way I remember them. If I exaggerated anything for humor, it was only emphasized for laughs, but the facts were not exaggerated. But it is certainly possible that my memory isn’t that good...
Anyway, I started with minimum wage jobs anywhere I could find them, mainly because I was in school but later because I had no marketable skills. These chapters are in (sort of) chronological order. They start with being a short-order cook at a well-known restaurant (but which is not around anymore) and progress to working as a performance consultant (which, in fact, was a cool and interesting job).
From there I went back to remember growing up in Wisconsin and followed that with anecdotes from having my own kids. Everything is funny with perspective.
Enjoy!
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Noise Reduction
 
I’m sure there are people who have had “big wins” that they love to talk about long after they are past and gone. I have mini-wins...the kind of story you tell where someone listens politely but thinks “OK, that’s kind of sad that you remember that.” 
Here is one of those stories.
I was in college, working on a Bachelor of Music degree. I took a couple of classes on electronic music, mostly because I wanted to be able to use the recording studio. (I did get my money’s worth on that...) They had a few studios with synthesizers, mixing boards, and, in one studio, an 8-track tape recorder. (That was an actual tape recorder — the tape was two inches wide!)  
In one class we had to “create a piece” to play for the class (recorded, of course). The class would vote on the top three to play at a Friday afternoon concert. (Every Friday, or maybe one Friday a month, I forget, there was some kind of free admission concert. Probably nobody would attend otherwise but music majors were required to attend a certain number of them and hand in the programs to prove it, in order to continue in your major...supposedly...I don’t recall anyone checking...)
The point being that, on the day we were playing our pieces for the class, a number of people complained that they couldn’t figure out how to include the noise reduction in their recording and, as a result, they had a lot of tape hiss. The music sounded good but there was some hiss...not an annoying amount though.
All except one student...your’s truly. The prof even asked me in front of the class to show how I was able to use the noise reduction. But actually, I hadn’t used it — I couldn’t get it to work either. But I remembered that the prof had explained how noise reduction worked...how it essentially boosted all the treble when recording so that, on playback when you turned the treble down to a normal level, the recorded hiss would be turned down too. So I just recorded with the signal as high as possible and with the treble boosted...and then turned it down while mastering the recording. 
I felt kind of like a “brown-noser” but I explained all of the previous to the group. Unfortunately, I could feel the interest in what I was saying drop-off as soon as I explained that I sort of manually worked around the physics of tape recording...I could tell that everyone really wanted to know how to work the noise reduction function. Key lesson learned: People want to hear about easy tricks, silver bullets, and magic pills — but basic, common-sense solutions don’t usually grab attention.
The thing is though, most technology works on a basic premise — if you understand the premise, you can use it even if you can’t use the technology.
The good news is that mine was one of three tunes to be selected for the concert. I like to think it had nothing to do with the noise-free recording. And, I still have the tape somewhere...which is probably brittle and ruined by now.
 

The Meat Packing Plant
 
One summer, my dad found me a part-time job. I was under 16 but I’m pretty sure I bugged him until he finally gave in. He was an architect and structural engineer and had a client at a local meat-packing company. He asked if they needed a kid to do some odd jobs. They did.
They had a thing called an M-Hoff tank. Not sure if the name “M-Hoff” is exactly right but it was basically an open-air septic tank inside a corrugated metal shed. They needed the shed disassembled and the frame painted with Rust-Oleum and then re-sheathed. Actually, this is not a job I would assign to a couple of teenagers but…that’s just me. (BTW, there was another kid in the same situation.)
A septic tank is a big concrete tank filled with liquid…in this case, there was a layer of scum on top but, overall, the whole area reeked. Making it worse was that we were managed by the maintenance organization — three guys that worked in a separate shed that seemed like it might have been a trailer first. It was near the M-Hoff tank. The maintenance guys were nice enough, but the foreman was a jerk. He drove a windowless Ford van with an aftermarket bubble window in the back corner. He often went to lunch offsite and came back with music blasting (e.g., Hocus-Pocus by Focus) and smoke billowing out of the windows. He was always in a better mood when he was high. But we still gave him a wide berth.
The job was gross — the stench was thick but after awhile, I couldn’t smell it…but I’m pretty sure I still smelled like the funk. I know that when I blew my nose after coming home from work, I could still smell that nasty smell. Even after a thorough shower.
The worst part about the job was removing the corrugated metal from the roof, but maybe it was actually worse sitting on an iron beam suspended over the rancid scum-filled tank while painting the beam with Rust-Oleum. If either of us had fallen in, we would have drowned in the sludge and probably nobody would have jumped in after us. I figured that any job I got after college would be better than that one. Things couldn’t get worse. (And they really didn’t.)
We did finish that project and, apparently, the plant manager liked our work. So, they kept finding odd jobs to do. Lawn mowing, stacking pallets, picking up coffee cups and litter outside…things like that. Of course, rural Wisconsin in July and August was super uncomfortable outside (heat and humidity) but, I was getting paid, so it seemed OK.
The coolest thing was coming inside (which was literally cool — it was a refrigerator) and seeing sides of beef hanging in the cooler. Just like in the movie Rocky, it was impossible to walk through without punching the beef. Probably shouldn’t have been touching it but nobody ever said anything about it. Maybe nobody noticed. Hopefully, nobody got sick eating tainted beef.
One day, there was nothing to do at the plant though. So the Plant Manager suggested we go do some clean-up at the rendering plant in the city. He assigned a hillbilly to drive me and the other yard boy in using a company pickup truck. I’m glad to have survived that trip. (I’m not exaggerating or being judgmental saying the guy was a hillbilly. Mullet, missing teeth, weird jokes, and drove way too fast. Just glad to have survived that.)
A rendering plant is where they boil down bones and carcasses to render out…I’m not even sure what they rendered out. But it smelled horrendous, in a different way than the M-Hoff tank, but still…it reeked more than anything else on the planet except the M-Hoff tank.
Our task was to clean out an area between two buildings where there were discarded pallets and other junk. We walked out there and both of us were stunned. It was like a garbage dump. Stuff was just thrown into the area and piled 10 feet high as it fell. It was literally just a mound of refuse. We were both completely disheartened…we had no hope of ever finishing that task. It was hot, smelly, the equipment in the building was coated with accumulated grimy greasy grease, and the task was just too daunting. It wasn’t worth it.
We started in but…it wasn’t happening. Until my co-worker came up with an idea. I agreed to go along…I’m not proud of it but it might have even turned out to be true if we had kept at it. But…not cool. I’m sorry. But here is what we did.
He suggested “how about we say we saw a rat and aren’t comfortable working out here?” He would tell the boss and I would just have to back him up. By the time we told the boss, I think we had convinced ourselves that we actually had seen a rat. (Maybe) 
The story was weak — maybe the Plant Manager saw through it. But maybe the fear of a lawsuit for rabies sounded just plausible enough to tip it in. But he sent us home and we didn’t go back to the rendering plant the rest of the summer
 

Chain Restaurant
 
There was a well-known chain restaurant not far from my house and as soon as I was old enough to drive, I applied for a job there...and got it. I wanted to work in the kitchen but got hired as a busboy. I was reasonably good at it but, looking back, I think I should have objected to a few of the local practices. 
One was re-using whipped butter. When clearing a table, we had to squeeze out the paper whipped butter cups into a can on a hot plate. This melted the butter which was brought in back for use by the cooks. At the time I assumed it was fine (after all, the boss said to do it) and, besides, wouldn't the melting (and cooking) kill any germs that might have been left there by a customer? (Back then, we really weren't thinking about people deliberately tampering with food...it just wasn't a thing then.)
Another questionable practice was re-using syrup. That too was dumped in a can on a hot plate but this can was the same one that the little pitchers for the table was filled from. So, this was really worse -- this was food of which a customer table had possession, which was then taken back, and then served to other customers. It was heated but it wasn't boiling...no germs were dying. But, as I said, tampering wasn't a concern back then.
 Of course, if you think about it, the pitcher of 1/2 and 1/2 at your local Starbucks isn't really under much more surveillance in 2014...when we are concerned about people tampering with food...just not at Starbucks. In fact, I've seen remarkable trust take place at Starbucks. I've seen people leave their $2k MacAir, backpacks, jackets, iPhones, and DRINK at an unattended table while they went to the restroom!! This may be off-topic though.
But starting as a busboy was only step one of my master plan to become a short-order cook. As soon as there was a kitchen opening, I went for it. And, was re-directed to a waiter role. 
Theoretically, waiter was a better move. And, for lot's of guys it would have been preferable to the heat and hassle of the kitchen. You actually make more money, have better hours, worked in air conditioning, and can hang with the waitresses when business was slow. I didn't care though...I wanted to be in the back and not dealing with customers. 
One example. They had temperature control problems in the restaurant so the manager was constantly being asked to turn up or turn down the A/C. After awhile, he just became immune to any requests to change anything. I had a table which was obviously a couple of young women and their elderly mother. The old lady was cold so they asked if we could bump up the temp on the A/C (which was pouring out of the vent right over their table). 
The manager said "you know the answer to that." I told them that I had informed the manager but they could move to another table if they wanted. They declined...said they would make do and wait for the manager to ease up on the cooling. But that wasn't going to happen and, to be honest, I didn't want it to...it feels much warmer when you are running around carrying food. I couldn't tell though if I wanted to laugh or be irritated when they later waved me over and asked for some more paper napkins so the old lady could "make another sleeve." Yup, she was wearing a short sleeve blouse but had made a napkin sleeve for one side (tucked into the existing sleeve and extending partway to her wrist) and had run out of material for the other side. Sigh.
Even with the entertainment though, I still wanted to get into the boy's club in the kitchen and I finally got the chance. It meant starting on nights but it was worth it. At least I thought so at the time.
The absolute best thing about working there was that I met my wife there. I thought she was so cute that I couldn’t imagine that she wouldn’t feel the same way about me. Let’s just say that short sleeve white button-down shirts with an apron and a paper hat don’t really send a “husband material” message. Still, I looked for chances to talk to her.
She was working as a waitress. She was on days and I was on nights but I got the call to work days after keeping the kitchen clean and well-stocked at night. The head daytime cook was “Ollie” — everyone was terrified of her. She was a real character. She was bulky, short-haired, and smoked…while cooking. She swore and yelled at anyone that didn’t do their job as she thought they should. She managed to get pit stains on her tank top and very possibly had a hint of a mustache on her upper lip.
One day, Gracie (the cute waitress that I was enamored with) put an order in for a number of breakfast items, including pancakes. Ollie put almost the entire order in the window but sans pancakes. This restaurant doesn’t make pancakes. (They make hotcakes, which, to pretty much anyone on the planet, is the exact same thing except for the first three letters on the ticket.) 
Gracie was not happy and protested to Ollie without any concern for her own life. I figured this was my chance to impress her (Gracie, not Ollie) and started three hotcakes. The whole time Gracie and Ollie were getting into it, I stood in back waving her off — I was handling it. So yeah, I went right into the bear’s den. Pretty manly 😊
Ollie was not happy. She had a dangerous look in her eye and I decided the safest way to handle it was not to take it seriously. I just laughed it off. When she said I shouldn’t make an order without the right label on the ticket, I said something about how I agreed but also didn’t want a customer to wait and, possibly, complain. Ollie looked at me for a few seconds and then agreed. No longer mad. I felt like I dodged a bullet.
As a footnote, somehow I got Gracie’s number, we had a few extended conversations on the phone (landline in those days — I talked from our laundry room at home), and then some dates, including one to the Milwaukee Zoo. The rest is pretty much history. But how about some more kitchen antics?
The restaurant was pretty hot and humid…so the back (outside) door was often propped open to allow fresh air to circulate. The gross thing was flies kept coming inside. I hated those things. When we weren’t busy, I hunted them down with a newspaper. I was pretty good at it but my manager asked me to stop...he felt like customers would see it. I had been careful to make sure none of the fly victims fell into food though. But I dug his point.
Another “fun” activity the cooks engaged in later in the evening was tomato slice races. There was a table next to the wall and a big window (maybe four-foot high by eight-feet wide) so the manager in the office could look out and see the cooks on the line. But when there was nobody in the office, guys would have tomato slice races – these consisted of two cooks each throwing a tomato slice at the window. The idea was for the tomato to hit the window flat-on and then start sliding down the glass. The first slice to the table surface won the race. Of course, the table wasn’t touching the wall – I don’t want to know what happened to the tomato slices that slid down the wall and on to the floor. Probably they got pretty gross before ending up in the garbage.
One morning I came in and asked the overnight cook if he had a busy night. He hadn’t but then he took me aside and said under his breath "Don't you ever want to piss in the coffee machine and take a shit in all the ice cream?" (Um, now that you mention it...no, never occurred to me...and I still don't want to. It did make me a little concerned about getting a cup of coffee before work though.)
Scheduling was always unpredictable – they made up new schedules every week and each time it was like they started from scratch...like they never made a schedule before. One week I had the overnight shift followed by the afternoon shift the next day. The meant I had an eight-hour break to go home (which wasn’t too far), sleep, and then come back to work. When I came back in a bunch of people were talking excitedly about the tornado that they had just seen across the road! I had no idea...I had apparently slept through it!


 
 
 

Factory: Mr. Mailman
 
I had a couple of relatives on my wife’s side that had jobs at a factory in a nearby town. They were only a couple of years from retirement so they had tons of seniority. Plus, they were old school, meaning great work records, never gave their manager gas, and never missed work. They got me a job there one summer when I was in college.
The job was to fill-in for people in their department during vacations. The department was HR but it included custodial and mail delivery.
Custodial work was pretty easy. It involved cleaning a couple of the office areas. One thing that was weird was washing respirators...in a dishwasher. You had to wear a respirator while taking the respirators apart, discarding the filters, and then loading the dishwasher. Once that was done, you could take the respirator off. Probably not completely safe.
One of the long-term custodians was a very obese older gentleman who may have had some issues. He wore a full body coverall and was so big his shoes were crushed – the sides hung down over the broken heel. He also had an injury – it seemed like almost everyone who worked there had a missing finger – he had lost a thumb. Some experimentally oriented surgeon had convinced him to have another surgery...this time to remove his pinky (on purpose) and attach it where the thumb used to be. It resulted in a really gruesome hand (and it really didn’t work

OPS/toc.xhtml
		Prologue

		Noise Reduction

		The Meat Packing Plant

		Chain Restaurant

		Factory: Mr. Mailman

		Self-Employed Painter

		Two Guys Remodeling

		“Run through this again for me”

		Aluminum Siding

		Factory: Antique Furniture Reproductions

		Factory: Melamine Cabinets

		The Truck Stop

		Farming is Hard

		Package Delivery

		The Learning Center

		White Collar Tech

		Defense Contractor

		The More Important You Are...

		Henry Knew Yoda

		Why I Don’t Like Boba Tea

		Locked Out

		Boo

		Arrow

		10,000 Bibles

		Milk at Recess

		OSD

		Biking to the Truck Stop

		The Fort

		Giant Boulders for Decoration

		Fertilizer?

		Give an Old Lady a Ride Home

		Church for Donuts

		Haircuts at the Neighbors

		Sweeping the Sidewalk/Voluntary Reading

		There Has to Be a Secret Passage

		The Doors

		The Day CT Learned Color

		CT Rides a Bike

		Whiffle Balls Can Hurt

		Ladder at the End of the Driveway

		Reading on Vacation

		Waukegan - Hardwood Floors

		Suction Cup Toy

		Three-Way Light Switch

		Corning Cooktops — Can’t Tell They’re Hot

		John Stole a Base!

		Road Rage/John’s Diary

		The Picasso Movie






OPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





OPS/images/cover-image.png
AND OTHER
STORIES

eeeeeeeeeeeee





