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OPENERS 

PREOCCUPATIONS 

In a Life of Firsts, 

It's the Seconds 

That Count Most 
By DAVID J. ROSEN 

I WAS sitting in the back row of a promi­
nent beverage company's annual sales 
meeting. The company's answer to Tony 

Robbins - wireless mike, pumping fist and 
all- was on stage, screaming, "Go bold! Go 
bold! Go bold!" while flanked by 20-foot-tall 
projections of himself. Five hundred employ­
ees stood on their chairs, chanting along at 
the top of their lungs. I looked at my phone. 
It was 8: 04 a.m. 

The speaker began a PowerPoint presen­
tation; his slides were leading to the climax 
of the meeting, the unveiling of what next 
summer's television commercials might be 
- ideas I'd developed as an advertising cre­
ative director. Whichever concepts the 
crowd liked best would be the ones, come the 
next week, that the marketing department 
would choose to produce. 

Despite the Turns I had been chain-chew­
ing, the existential feeling of dread I'd had in 
my gut the previous few weeks was peaking. 
I was inches away from a good-old-fashioned 
panic attack - a little crying, a little hysteri­
cal laughter, a little more perspiration than is 
deemed socially acceptable. I wasn't worried 
that my ideas would go over poorly; no, I 
was worried that they'dbe well received. 

At the time, I had been working in adver­
tising for 10 years; it was the only real job I'd 
ever had. I had always considered myself 
lucky to have a gig that was so much fun, but 
in the months before that sales meeting I 
found myself depressed, asking, "Is this it, 
every day, until I die?" The future seemed 
laid out in front of me in an endless Outlook 
calendar. 

The morning after the meeting, I talked to 
a colleague about my feelings of dread. He 
was a strategist, the closest thing that adver­
tising has to an in-house therapist. 

"Dude, you're just going through a Thri­
sis," he told me. "A crisis in your 30s, doubt­
ing what you've been doing with your life. 
It's the second-biggest trend right now, be­
hind the Menaissance." 

Great, I was waist deep in a yuppie-sound­
ing buzz-malady. Still, there was no doubt in 
my mind that something big needed to 
change. But what? And how? 

Our first adult decisions seem to get all the 
fanfare: our first apartment, our first job, our 
first love. Many of the best coming-of-age 
novels and films are about these initial 
choices; the television series "Friends" was 
even described as "a show about 'firsts.''' 
But in the years since my sales-meeting 

freak-out, I've come to realize that our "sec­
onds" - our second choices in life, when we. 
reassess where we are and what we've been 
doing - are a lot more difficult and poignant. 

These choices are generally made in our 
30s, when there's so much more on the line, 
and when the wrong decisions have big con­
sequences. Many of us now have life part­
ners, children, mortgages and intricate daily 
moisturizing routines. 

Suddenly we're the oldest ones at the Ra­
diohead concert, and we can't wear anything 
from Urban Outfitters without feeling like a 
boy-band member on a reunion tour. The 
"seconds" are literally about seconds - the 
clock is ticking, the stakes are higher, and if 
we want to find the life that makes us happy, 
it may be now or never. 

As the expectations we had for our futures 
bump up against our realities, we need to re­
spond to the friction. Do we suck it up and 
make the best of the situation, or do we 
chuck it all, upset the apple carts we've 
spent years filling with shiny fruit, and go for 
something new? 

Right now, many of my friends and col­
leagues are going through their seconds. In 
the last year, one quit his job as a lawyer and 
is starting over as a photographer. Another 
left his career as a film editor to record the 
album he always dreamed of making, before 
he was "too old to rock." Still another walked 
away from the design world to open a coffee 
shop on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. 

And I'll wager that more are coming - be­
cause these dire economic times are making 
many people face the seconds, whether they 
want to or not. For some, it will be a hiccup 
until another, similar position opens up. But 
others will see the pink slip as a cosmic do­
over. If you lose your job, especially in an in­
dustry where it may not be coming back any­

time soon, you have to consider the other 
things you've wanted to do with your life. 

Even if your job is not in danger, these 
times are a reminder that no career is safe 
anymore. In a work world where all sudden­
ly seems somewhat rudderless, investigat­
ing your options, especially your dream op­
tions, can help you feel a bit more in control. 

That's the path my seconds took. I come 
from the sort of neurotic genetic stock that 
makes Woody Allen look like Errol Flynn, so 
although after the sales meeting I day­
dreamed about quitting, I wasn't going to ac­
tually do it. No, I spent many hours on those 
beverage commercials. But I also took a sec­
ond job, what I called my "night job" - and 
took it dead seriously. I began working on 
two books that I'd been yapping about writ­
ing - but never actually typing - for years. 

I FOUND that the act of doing something 
toward my other goals, of feeling forward 
momentum, took the pressure off of my 

job, fulfilling all my creative and emotional 
needs. After a couple of years, I finished the 
first book and, just as I did, something sur­
prising happened. I was laid off. 

As I boxed my collection of rubber-band 
balls, I felt fortunate that I was ready to en­
ter the next act; at least I had the finished 
manuscript. About two months later, as my 
severance ran out, I felt even luckier, when a 
publisher bought my novel. I stopped fearing 
that I, along with my wife and dog, would 
have to forage for smoked salmon behind 
Zabar's for sustenance. Today, writing books 
and scripts is my full-time job, but I still oc­
casionally freelance in advertising. With my 
special blend of neurosis, I find it a perfect 
mix. 

I guess I was inspired to "go bold" after 
all. 


