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IN MY FOXHOLE

FOR CARMEN GIANGUZZO

If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my life, it’s that LIFE IS TOUGH.  Fortunately, I’ve learned more than one thing.  I’ve actually learned a few things in my time:

· LIFE IS TOUGH SO BRING REINFORCEMENTS

· KNOW WHO YOUR FRIENDS ARE

· HONOR THOSE PEOPLE WHO “HAVE YOUR BACK.”

I am here today (tonight?  Change if necessary) to acknowledge the people in my life who have had my back, even when I didn’t make it that easy to watch out for me.  There are several people who I would want with me in my foxhole, and I want to acknowledge them right here and right now.

………….BUT……….before we go any further, to be sure there is no misinterpretation, I want to make sure everyone knows what a “foxhole” is.  Wikipedia tells us a foxhole is a “DFP” or Defensive Fighting Position.  Digging foxholes became a means of protection for the infantry as early as World War II.  It was a hole dug for one man to get into while engaging in battle. Other names for it are “fighting hole,” “fighting pit,” “slit trench,” or as the Australian Army affectionately calls it, the “Gun-pit.”  All of these names sound really warm and fuzzy, don’t they???  NOT!!!  But the one thing we all learn about these terms and the situation they’re named for, is that for those who have had to be in  “defensive fighting positions, that is when people have discovered who their true friends are, and the thought of who you want in your “foxhole” or who someone would want to “be in the trenches with” actually has evolved into one of the most sincere expressions of friendship at its most noble.  The foxhole is small and gritty and provides no comfort.  Its sole means of creation is to save lives.  And I am blessed enough to say, I have friends with whom I would be honored to share a foxhole.

Life is challenging enough for adults, but when a kid grows up in a dangerous, precarious situation and has no means of emotional or parental support, having a friend offer you, not their toys or their football or baseball, but their FAMILY is a gift like no other.  I grew up as the child of parents who, for lack of a more diplomatic term, “didn’t cope well with the stresses of life.”  When I was 13, my parents divorced and I had nowhere to go.  My best friend Alexis Rodriguez realized that I really needed a family.  He brought me home to his and his parents, Mr. and Mrs. Parrott, took me in as though I were one of their own kids.  Believe me, even though I was thankful beyond belief, I was not exactly Beaver Cleaver or Richie Cunningham………..what I mean is that I wasn’t exactly your all-American clean-cut kid.  I liked my fair share of “adventure.”  The great thing about the Parrotts is, as I said, I instantly became “one of their own,” and they had no reservations about dishing out the discipline when needed.  Thanks to the overwhelming heart and generosity of Alexis and the Parrotts, I learned incredible life lessons about “tough love” and accountability.  (if he is in the audience, say,) Alexis, my foxhole is your foxhole.  (if he is not in the audience say) it would be a privilege to share my foxhole with Alexis Rodriguez.

After school, I was fortunate enough to meet many fine people who worked with me to mold my career.  The dedication that all of them demonstrated clearly inspires me to want to have them in my foxhole as well:

· The first person that comes to mind is Parris Girves, the owner of the Brown Derby.  Somehow, Parris saw potential and took a chance on me when he asked me, a 21-year-old kid, to run his restaurants.  He stood by my side and guided me through some really tough situations, all the while demonstrating his faith and confidence that a “hot-headed Broiler cook/kitchen guy” could one day become a professional restaurateur with some class.  Pardon the pun, but even though there were many times the “broiler cook could have been fired, Parris’ faith in me saved my life.

· There are several people that I would clearly consider to be “in my foxhole” at Arby’s……Ann White, Ed Demastus, Vincent Grant, Jim Stevens, Deb Wendorf, Michele Parker………..any time…jump on in!!!  My foxhole is yours!  But I also have to say, the one person who especially belongs there is James Gelb.  James has been a role model to me for as long as I have known him.  His high standards, level of accountability and devotion to helping people have all been inspirational and if I have half the integrity this man has, I would consider myself blessed.  I know that I can count on him and thanks to his selfless guidance and friendship; James also knows that he can count on me…no matter what.  James has been a tough “taskmaster” and from the beginning instilled in me how essential it is to hold to a standard of excellence.  And I do.  James also never let anything go to my head.  One time, during a Michael Lippert tour, Michael himself paid me the supreme compliment.  He said my store looked GREAT, and he thought I would make a good supervisor.  Of course James, being who HE is added the inimitable and unforgettable, “”Your store looks the best I’ve ever seen it, but it’s still filthy!!”  Thank you James, for always keeping me grounded!!

And there you have it.  These are the people with whom I’d share my foxhole.  It’s the supreme expression of friendship, trust and camaraderie.  And I am blessed to have these “foxhole friends” in my life.

