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​ What Others are
Saying about American Fraternity Man

 


“The culture of Greek life is both skewered
and embraced in this take-no-prisoners coming of age novel from
debut author Nathan Holic. Here, you’ll meet one character who has
reached the conclusion that goodness is just and that evil is easy
to spot. But for Charles Washington, the dynamic hero of this
compelling story, right and wrong are slippery things. In the end,
it’s a pleasure to tumble into Charles’ world, even as we watch
that world pulled out from under him. American Fraternity
Man is, at once, satire and seriousness itself. But, more than
anything, it is a compulsively readable book, a thrilling ride,
beginning to end.”

-David James Poissant, author of The
Heaven of Animals (Simon & Schuster)

 


 


“Nathan Holic writes with the precision and
confidence of a true badass. Hide your valuables and DIG IN.”

-Lindsay Hunter, author of Daddy’s
(featherproof) and Don’t Kiss Me (FSG)

 


 


“In a transnational tour of the college
scene, it’s Man versus the Fraternity World, and even the parents
are too drunk to drive. Nathan Holic offers a fast-paced and
multifaceted look at campus Greek culture and what it might take to
effect change from within.”

-Alex Kudera, author of Fight For Your
Long Day (Atticus Books)

 








​ For Heather,
whose eventual book on the life of sorority consulting will be much
sexier than this one.

 


 


And for Jeanne Leiby, who knew nothing
about fraternity life, but damn, did she know how to tell a story
and how to bring out the best in a writer.

 








​PART
I

 



CHAPTER ONE. The Wine Bottle.

 


Three months ago, about the
time that Florida’s summer was overtaking spring, about the time
that Obama was emerging from his slugfest with Hillary to assert
himself as the change we could believe
in, I was hoping I might be able to do the
same: convince everyone—my girlfriend Jenn, my fraternity brothers
at EU, my parents—that I’d become a new man, the very definition of
“role model” and “leader.”

I was graduating. I’d taken a job half a
country away. I’d be leaving everything and everyone behind. And I
had only one night when they’d all be gathered together: it would
either be the most hopeful night of my life, a celebration of who I
was and the great things I wanted to do, or it would be a
confirmation of everything I’d hoped was not true about myself.
Because that was the question, wasn’t it: was I ready to be a
leader, or was I just pretending?

*

On the afternoon of my final day as
president of Nu Kappa Epsilon fraternity, my father appeared at the
front door of the house, cradling a bottle of red wine tight to his
chest and glancing about nervously, as if some National Lampoon’s
Frat Guy stereotype—able to detect alcohol the way a police dog
could sniff out pot—might come zipping through and snatch the
bottle from his hands. It was early afternoon on a Friday, several
hours before the start of the Senior Send-Off event I’d planned for
the graduating brothers in the fraternity house, and my father was
here alone, my mother nowhere in sight.

“Wine for the party,” he said. “From our
trip to Napa Valley.”

“Wine for the party,” I repeated. He wasn’t
yet holding it out for me so I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to
take it. “You shouldn’t have.”

“I know how much you fraternity boys love to
drink,” he said.

“Come on.” I smiled to show good humor.
“This is a family event.”

Ordinarily, of course, the
Senior Send-Off was anything but
a family event. It was the final event of our
Spring semester, the night when our fraternity would gather in the
chapter room to toast the new graduates, to share old stories and
drink long into the night. Sometimes the seniors drafted “Senior
Wills” and bequeathed to the young members their old memories,
their old hook-ups, their old nicknames; sometimes the seniors
brought gigantic Tupperware bins full of old fraternity t-shirts
and jerseys and tossed them out to the crowd, one at a time. We
ordered a stack of pizzas and sent someone to Super Wal-Mart to
clear the shelves of Natty Ice, and we sat in the chapter room
drinking and chanting and cheering and immersing ourselves in crude
in-jokes and embellished narratives of past adventures, all of us
smelling like spilled beer and Crazy Bread by the time the sun came
up the next morning.

But this year,
Nu Kappa Epsilon had won “Chapter of the Year” at
Edison University’s Greek Awards banquet. We’d also won the
“Champions Trophy” for overall dominance on the intramural fields,
and Florida Leader magazine had recognized our chapter’s intense campus
involvement. “That’s a hell of a year,” our campus Greek Advisor
told me. “Invite your parents. Invite your
families. This is a chance to celebrate the positive aspects of
fraternity life, to really change some minds about what it is we
do.”

I was the outgoing
President. It was my event to plan. So I figured, why fester in a
stinky chapter room with cheap beer and pizza; why not celebrate in
a way that mattered? And I invited the mothers and fathers of every member, our
first parent-themed event in three years. We’d make it classy,
mature. This would be a night for all of us to drink vodka tonics
and give speeches and receive academic awards, a night to talk
about how much the house had meant to our academic progress, our
development as leaders and citizens, our futures. This would be a
night that parents and students alike would remember for years to
come, and I was a President
whose legacy would be remembered
forever.

“A family event,” my father said. He ran his
hands down the surface of the wine bottle. “That’s what I’m afraid
of.”

“Dad,” I said.

“I remember last time.”

Again, I tried to laugh.

He stepped carefully up the steps to our
front door, still holding the wine bottle close and looking down at
the concrete as if there was sloppy danger everywhere at the
fraternity house, as if he might slip on some errant splash of
spilled beer or urine.

“I’m sure the other parents will appreciate
the wine,” I said. “Looks like a good one.”

And I reached for it, but he held it
back.

“Don’t chill it,” he said. “Remember: don’t
refrigerate reds.”

“Okay. I’ll just put it on the bar.”

“Well,” he said, still holding tight, “I’ll
hang onto it for now. Why don’t you show me around the house before
the party starts? Things look different.”

He hadn’t been to the
fraternity house in three years, and in that time we’d remodeled
the first floor, adding a fireplace and a stone floor and a series
of patio-style tables—it all had an outdoorsy look, as if the
interior of our house was actually the backyard. The alumni had
grown weary at having to replace the furniture every three years;
they’d reasoned that stone was easier to clean than carpet, and
outdoor furniture less likely to be damaged by spilled beer than
cloth or leather couches. But I didn’t mention any of that.
My father was giving me the opportunity to
impress him. Maybe he wanted to believe that his son had grown and
matured, and telling him that we now had lawn furniture because we
were too destructive for regular furniture: not a good
idea.

“Follow me,” I said,
and I led him around the fraternity house, pointing out the
things I did think were important: that the stone floors had
been mopped, that the counters were Windex-shiny and that the wood
shelves smelled of Pine Spray. Walls were patched, repainted, free
not only of holes and gashes, but also scratches and scuffs.
Artwork on the walls, potted plants (living!), new exercise
equipment in the game room.

Eventually we arrived at the bar, a stunning
piece of furniture built by a group of alumni just one year before,
the wood coming from a torn-down building in Naples, the original
office space for a lawyer named Damon Jarred who’d founded the
fraternity chapter at Edison University decades ago; the glass on
the cabinet doors had come from the windows of our first fraternity
house from the 1960s.

My father stroked his chin. “So your alumni
built this for you, then? One more entitlement.”

“Here,” I said, “we can put your wine with
the others.” I’d bought a shopping cart full of wine from the
liquor store, some whites, some reds. I had no idea the difference
in the colors or names; Merlot meant as much to me as White
Zinfandel or Chenin Blanc. But my father wasn’t quite so
nonchalant.

“Up there?” he asked. “With all of that?”

“Sure.” I’d gone for affordable brands, too,
nothing over $10, because I wasn’t even sure if—given a choice
between Yellow Tail Chardonnay and a Grey Goose martini—anyone at
the party would even drink the wine.

My father shook his head. “Do you even have a
corkscrew?”

“A corkscrew?”

“This bottle isn’t twist-off, son.”

“I guess I didn’t think about it.”

“Well.” He was still holding the bottle
tight. “I have one in the car. I’ll just need it back.”

“No problem. I’ll guard it with my life.”

“Charles,” he said. “I don’t want to have to
search around for it tomorrow, or find out someone threw it into
the pond.”

“Dad, it’s not an issue.
It’ll be all right. It’s not that kind of event.” I smiled, tried
to give him the same “you can trust me” look I’d so recently used
in my job interview. But he didn’t look
convinced. In fact, my father was now wearing an expression of such
deep skepticism that I wondered if he’d actually brought along the
corkscrew with the expectation
that I’d be unprepared. Was this a test of my
ability to plan an event for adults? Had I just failed?

“Not that kind of event,”
he repeated. “So tell me, Charles. Spare me the suspense.
What is in store
for my visit this time around? What madness can I
expect?”

*

Three years prior, on the morning after I’d
completed my first great leadership role as a freshman in the
fraternity, I woke up in a puddle of vomit and a scrap heap of
broken chunks of drywall on the fraternity house floor, my father
staring down at me with a look struggling at indifference. He
tossed me a towel, a ketchup-stained rag that he’d found discarded
in a corner of the room. “So this is responsibility, then?” he
asked.

It was 7:30 AM, and as usual, he was awake
and alert, even held the signature metal coffee cup that he’d
brought from home and had probably filled at his hotel’s
continental breakfast. No doubt he’d even brought his own sugar
packets, and—if the hotel didn’t have a carafe of 2% milk in place
of creamer—had driven to the local 7-Eleven to buy a half-gallon,
his coffee prep as precise and measured as any task in his
professional life.

I rolled over and tried to sit up, sharp
pieces of drywall under my palms, my back against one of the new
couches we’d just purchased for the living room. Later, I’d think
of a thousand ways to respond—a self-deprecating joke, an eloquent
rebuttal, even a heartfelt acknowledgment of my own failings…maybe
something simple, so pathetic it was tragic: “Hey, Dad,” with heavy
eyelids and a pained moan. But in the moment, my head was spinning
and I still wasn’t even sure why I was in the living room, why my
father was here in my fraternity house, and so I opened my mouth
and tried to speak but only managed a couple coughs.

“My God, what happened to your wall?”

Yes, it wasn’t just the floor; there was also
a powdering of drywall dust stretching from couch to wall like a
light snow that refused to melt. Scattered throughout were
fist-sized drywall rocks, all of them unnaturally bright in the
direct sunlight of the foyer window. Follow the trail of the
drywall pieces and you’d eventually find a crater in the wall (at
that moment, I vaguely remembered two of my fraternity brothers
wrestling the night before, one of them slamming the other against
the wall), and above it, in the low hallway ceiling, a hole that
you could have stuck your head inside comfortably. I hadn’t been
involved in any of this, I know that, but still…I was the only one
my father had found passed-out on the floor.

“We must have gotten carried away last night
after you all left,” I said. The evening before had been the “meet
‘n greet” portion of our Family Weekend, an event I—as a
freshman—had planned as an effort to showcase to more than forty
parents the benefits of life in Nu Kappa Epsilon Fraternity, and to
dispel nasty misconceptions of “frat house” lifestyle. And the
parents had been impressed, mothers commenting on our manners as
they sampled from the tray of cheese cubes and crackers we’d set
out, fathers smiling at the “Intramural Champion” banners hanging
in the game room, clapping their sons on the back. My own
fraternity brothers shook my hand and told me that this was the
most important thing we’d done as a fraternity in years: bringing
all of our families together to celebrate the brotherhood we’d
built.

But the parents had all left by 10 PM, and
we’d kept drinking, and now it was morning.

“Where’s your mop?” my father asked.

“Dad,” I said, and I finally pushed myself to
my feet but I wobbled and had to hold onto the couch’s arm rest for
support. “You don’t have to help me. I can do this.”

“All right. But where is it?”

“I don’t know if we have a mop,” I said.

“You don’t know?”

“The house is, like, owned by the
university,” I said and winced, held my head. “We pay a cleaning
staff.”

He exhaled with such disappointment that it
almost didn’t seem possible that he’d even bother to speak again.
“You can’t do these things yourself? In your own house?” At the
time 49 years old, my father had adopted full-time the role of
“hardened businessman,” his every feature edged, leveled, set to
exude unwavering determination…That such an attitude and approach
paid off in his business dealings, there’s no doubt: this was 2005,
the height of the housing boom in Florida, but when the economy
tanked my Senior year, he was still brokering deals to buy acres of
scrub palm and convert it to Publix-anchored shopping centers that
would service the new neighborhoods built at the farthest inland
boundaries of Cypress Falls, all those neighborhoods and townhomes
that no resident wanted but still were somehow built and sold. No
money anywhere, but somehow my father came out all right, still had
a boat, a screened-in Solar-heated pool, granite countertops,
columns on his stucco house, timeshares across the country.

And there, resting against the couch, head
still spinning, maybe I actually expected him to tell me that he
admired my fraternity’s savvy in having negotiated this arrangement
with the university, the cleaning staff provided as part of our
rental agreement. Maybe he’d say, “This isn’t such a bad deal, this
fraternity.” Or maybe, “Congrats. Sounds like you guys have your
act together.” But I should’ve known better. There in the NKE house
on that Saturday morning, eyes locked on mine, he said, “A cleaning
staff. That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

“But it’s a university requirement for all
houses,” I said. “They’re the same ones who do the dorms and the
classroom buildings.”

“And you were just going to go up to your
bedroom, then? Wait until they came by and cleaned this up?” He
gestured toward the long puddle of slop on the living room tile;
thankfully, only a small splash had tainted the red area rug, and
nothing appeared to have hit the couches. “Hope they might patch up
the drywall, even? While you slept it off?”

“I just woke up. I hadn’t thought about it
yet.”

“Of course you hadn’t.” He walked toward our
kitchen door, which was shut and dead-locked. “There’s got to be a
mop or paper towels in here,” he said. “Windex and a sponge, at the
very least.”

I tried to stand, and managed shakily. “Dad,
you can’t go in there.”

“Excuse me?” he asked. The door handle shook
but wouldn’t turn.

“They lock the door,” I said.

“Who locks the door?”

“The kitchen staff.”

He shook harder. “There’s a kitchen staff, as
well?”

“We’re not allowed in there.”

“You pay rent here. More accurately, I
pay rent here,” he said. “And you can’t even go into your own
kitchen for a paper towel?”

“Most of the equipment in there isn’t even
ours,” I said. “It’s, like, a catering company. They cook for all
the fraternity and sorority houses.”

“Let me make sure I’m understanding
correctly. You don’t clean. Don’t cook.”

“We’re technically a university dorm,” I
said, “so we have to use their vendors.”

“Don’t clean. Don’t cook. And you keep
extolling the virtues of this house. How it’s made you a better
man? A leader? Etcetera.”

“That’s just, you know, two little
things.”

My father shook his head. “The first week I
lived in my co-op in college, I had to replace a toilet. We had
water coming out under the baseboards in two of the bedrooms, and
the screws were stripped around the bottom of the toilet. We didn’t
have vendor lists, Charles, and we didn’t have cleaning ladies. We
were 19, and we had to work together to make things happen.”

“I know, Dad.”

“You don’t know, Charles. I try to tell you,
but you don’t listen.”

But I’m not entirely sure that was true. My
father never talked much about his own past, except random memories
(a stint as a farmer in the late ‘70s, a 9-month business trip to
London in the mid-80s, a nagging pain in his shoulder about which
he’d say only, “Use your seatbelt,” or—here, now—his broken toilet
at his co-op in college) revealed during pivotal points in
conversations when he wanted to prove a point.

“I can clean this. Please. It’s nothing.”

“So this is what we’ve been paying for,
then?” he asked. “I trusted you to do the research, Charles. But
the big-screen TVs? The pool table? This is what the semester dues
pay for? This is the ‘leadership development’ you brag about?”

He made it sound as if this
was a new realization he’d just come to, but really, the fraternity
had never stood a chance with my father. As a high school
senior one year before, I’d worked out a
deal with him so that I could attend Edison
University, an expensive private school on the Gulf Coast.
I’d pay tuition (student loans), and he’d pay room and board at the
campus dorms for all four years. “I still think you’d be better off
at the University of Florida,” he said. “Hell, you’ve got
scholarships that would cover the full tuition there. But this is
the same deal I had with my father. So: room and board it is.”

Then I joined a fraternity during the first
week of classes. Didn’t tell him. And—because the university owned
all housing facilities and approved most transfer requests—I
quietly moved to the freshman floor of the fraternity house. The
cost of rent, which now included a full meal plan, National
Fraternity insurance, and social budget dues, tripled. I kept my
father unaware until Thanksgiving break in November, when I drove
the four hours back to Cypress Falls and my father held in his
hands the first semester’s fraternity house bills. “Room and
board,” he’d said softly. “Really pushing this deal, aren’t
you?”

But I’d bullet-pointed the benefits of
fraternity life to him as if I was an infomercial host (“But that’s
not all! We also have a chapter library full of old textbooks, so I
can actually save money on books every semester!” “But that’s not
all! We designate two brothers each week as Sober Drivers, so we
can call any time, any place, and get a safe ride!”). I’d insisted
that the fraternity was the logical continuation of my old days in
high school, a new leadership activity to take over for Varsity
Baseball and Key Club and the Honor Society. But for every benefit,
he’d countered with a news story about hazing, or alcoholism,
something to suck the positive energy from my speech. The evening
before had been his first visit to the fraternity house. First
chance to see it up close, to document the wrong that had
before been unseen, intangible, always elsewhere. And there on the
floor at the end of my freshman year, I knew that he’d have enough
ammunition to keep firing for my full college career.

I couldn’t look him in the eyes anymore; I
just made an “Unnh?” noise, the sort that someone makes when every
available response feels wrong…the exhale of defeat.

“The things you learn,” he said, “when you
find your son sleeping in puke.”

“I don’t…” I started. “This isn’t
me.”

“Who am I looking at, Charles?”

“I don’t know. But this isn’t…it’s me, but it
isn’t me.”

“I’m going back to the hotel,” he said. “Your
mother and I will be back at 10:30 for your Awards Brunch, as your
Family Weekend schedule indicates. I assume you can find a way to
clean this up before then.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Good. I’m not bringing your mother back to
this.” And my father walked down the hallway, through the foyer and
out the front door, taking a sip of his coffee while on our front
porch, and then he was off and it was just me and the mess. It
wasn’t until fifteen minutes later, when I finally found some
Windex stored in the upstairs bathroom, that I took the time to
look at myself in the mirror and see what my father had been
looking at during our conversation: at some point in the night, I’d
rolled over into my own vomit, and now it was caked in my hair,
caked in my sideburns, smeared across the front of my red polo.
Yes, here was the model young man who’d just planned a splendid
end-of-the-semester Family Weekend, full of presentations and live
music and meet ‘n greets and—soon—a Saturday brunch. Here was the
young man who was supposed to win both “Freshman of the Year” and
“Leader of the Year” honors at the upcoming brunch, the young man
who wanted so badly for all the world to know how ambitious he was,
even as a freshman, how responsible and dedicated, how smart and
full of potential. I picked a piece of floor fuzz from my eyebrow,
brushed some drywall from my forehead, and headed to the bathroom’s
paper towel dispenser, dutifully restocked the afternoon prior by a
woman named Sonya who sometimes smiled at us, and to whom we
sometimes nodded.

For the next three years, I tried to pretend
that this moment hadn’t happened, that maybe my father had never
even come to visit the house, had never seen me on the floor, and
that I was indeed the young “Leader of the Year” I was supposed to
be.

For those three years, I worked my ass off to
maintain a near-perfect GPA, to turn those grades into solid
internships by my junior and senior years, to win spots in the
Edison Student Government and on the fraternity’s Executive Board.
Freshman of the Year became Sophomore of the Year became Junior of
the Year. For three years, whenever I’d talk to my father, my voice
would sound like a bad Christmas letter, a list of updates on my
leadership activities, my academic progress, my career development.
Sure, I kept a few things to myself: no mention of how many 25-cent
Beer Nights I’d conquered, how many Bladder Busts, how many Power
Hours, how many Beer Pong tournament wins. I was a Public Relations
expert when it came to my own persona. And whenever possible,
fraternity took the spotlight: when we appeared on the front page
of the campus newspaper for organizing a Toys For Tots event, I
sent my father the cut-out article; when the EU school web site
posted on their front page a photo of our Executive Board receiving
the Florida Leader magazine “Organization of the Year” award
(I stood dead-center in the photo, holding a framed magazine cover
while my brothers crowded around me and held up #1 fingers), I
captured the screen shot and convinced my mother to make the jpg
into his computer’s background image so that he’d see it every
single day.

But still, I’d have to wait three full years
before my parents would visit the fraternity house again, before I
could change their minds by showing them who I’d become. By now, I
was the outgoing President, a more accomplished student-leader than
I’d ever imagined I could be. And yes, I’d just accepted a job
offer, too, so it felt as if everything in my life was on schedule,
as if I was passing each mile marker at the right time: college
degree, first job, then up ahead, family and house and pool and all
that. My mother even kept asking “how serious” it was with Jenn,
and we were at that strange-but-exhilarating moment in a
relationship when Jenn was receiving birthday cards and Christmas
cards in the mail from my parents. At the Senior Send-Off, I was
prepared to lavalier her, the first step toward a planned
proposal around Thanksgiving. Everything on pace.

But there was something I still hadn’t told
him.

My job: it wasn’t just any job.

I’d just taken a position with the National
Fraternity Headquarters.

*

There at the bar on the afternoon before the
Send-Off, my father still gripping the wine bottle tight, I finally
gave voice to the one thing that could take the emphasis off of my
own ambitions and failings. “Where’s Mom?”

“What?” he said.

“Mom,” I said. “Don’t tell me she’s in the
car?”

My father looked up at the gigantic Greek
letters painted onto the tall wall behind the living room
staircase, took a deep breath. “I dropped her off at the
hotel.”

“That’s a little bit out of the way,” I
said.

“Yes,” he said.

“And why are you here so early?” I asked.
“The event doesn’t start for three hours.”

My father exhaled, still staring at the
wall…and suddenly everything clicked into place: he’d committed her
to the event without clearing her Friday night schedule, hadn’t he?
He’d forgotten to tell her about the Senior Send-Off, and
now—somehow, some way—she was making him pay for his oversight.
Maybe she was shopping right now. Or maybe she would show up later
in the night in a brand-new sports car she’d bought while his back
was turned.

My father has always been the type to meet
problems head-on, plowing directly through the thick of the
continent, but my mother is the opposite: she has, over the course
of many years, honed the fine art of circumnavigation. When I was a child playing with G.I. Joes, she’d help me with
the A-B-C steps of building the tanks and armored vehicles, but
when my imagination took over and I made a tank fly, she knew to
back slowly away from my play-time rather than argue the
impossibilities. “Oh, tanks can fly now?” she’d ask. Or: “Oh, his
hands shoot lasers, do they?” My father would argue, try to explain
that I should make the tank roll
and the jetfighter fly, but my mother just let me live
in my fantasy world. Even throughout my time in youth soccer,
Little League, JV baseball, I might leave the field complaining of
poor refereeing, blatantly missed calls, and she’d say only, “I
know. Bad refs. Sorry.” My father would sit me down and for thirty
minutes explain the nature of the calls, the difficulty of
refereeing, the need to accept the penalties. Confrontation. If my standardized
test scores were low, he’d outline why I needed to change my study
habits, and he’d tell me over and over how I should do it.
Meanwhile, my mother would just sign me up for SAT prep courses and
drop me off before I even knew where we were going.
Circumnavigation.

To the casual observer, it
seemed almost as if my mother lived in a constant state of defeat.
At home, while she watched the evening news, my father might snatch
the remote and change the channel. “I just want to see where that
hurricane is headed,” he’d say, and the station would remain fixed
on the Weather Channel for the next hour. Out to dinner at Outback, my father might veto her appetizer
recommendations, her drink (“You didn’t like that the last time you
ordered it.”), or even her meal itself. “I suppose you’re right,”
my mother would say, sighing. But then, while my father left town on business, she’d
have the house painted. Or, at a silent auction,
she’d buy a ten-day trip to Paris, signing her name and a too-high
bid, committing my father to the bill while he was at the bar
ordering drinks. Better to just act and then apologize, my mother
told me once, and probably that’s why I’d joined the fraternity
without telling him.

“Your mother is at the
Ritz-Carlton’s Spa and Salon,” my father said, and for a moment he
placed the wine bottle on the bar’s countertop. “She knew about your graduation
ceremony tomorrow morning, but apparently she didn’t know that we’d
be getting a hotel room in town the night before. So she scheduled
some extensive…activities. I’ll need to pick her up in a
bit.”

“She is coming tonight, though?” I asked. “To
the Senior Send-Off?”

“Your mother’s made her own plans for the
afternoon. But yes, she’ll be here for your event.” And I could
tell from my father’s careful language that the long-standing
marital tug-of-war was as taut as ever, though perhaps the flag in
the center of the rope was crossing the line to my mother’s
side.

“As long as you’ll both be here,” I said,
“that’s all that matters.”

My father adjusted his belt, tried to
straighten his posture.

“It means everything to me that you came,” I
said. “That you gave the fraternity another chance, that you’ll see
what we’ve become.”

My father was looking me in the eyes, and I
reached slowly for the wine—

But at that exact moment, two of my
fraternity brothers burst through the front door, both of them
carrying Gator-Ade bottles and stinking of the gym, neither caring
that his shoes were leaving wet footprints on the stone floor from
having walked through the front yard sprinklers. “Fake tits, bro!”
one of them said, shaking his head with the sort of seriousness
that you might expect during a debate about the unemployment rate
or the housing bubble.

“No fucking way!” said the
other. “Fake tits don’t feel
right. They feel like a muscle or something, all
thick and solid.”

They trudged from front door to staircase,
voices so loud that it seemed like the words might hang in the air
and haunt the house forever. “You’re fucking crazy!”

“I’m crazy?”

“Real tits are, like,
sloppy. If I grab something, I want firmness, brother. I don’t want my
hand to disappear.”

“Please.
Please.”

“Dude, there was this bitch who—” And then
they were upstairs, voices faded by distance, and it was just me
and my father again.

“So,” he said, cleared his throat. “How
about, um. How about I hold onto this wine. Bring it back
later.”

“Come on,” I said and reached for it, but it
was in his hands once again. “It’s fine up there, with the
rest.”

“It’s really good wine, Charles.” He held it
back.

“You don’t want anyone drinking it?”

“It’s supposed to be enjoyed, not chugged. It
was for us.”

“No one will chug the wine, Dad,” I said.
“We’re not animals.”

He didn’t respond, but the
look on his face—eyes like slits, forehead and cheeks smooth, lips
stuck together at the edges of a mouth cracked open only
slightly—suggested that this was exactly what he was thinking, that
he did indeed imagine a National Lampoon’s scene later that night,
a house full of cartoon characters dumping all the wine together
into a giant barrel, pumping their fists and chanting for someone
to chug, someone else speeding through the living room in a banana
costume and tossing out condoms, while in the backyard a group of
brothers sloshed into a kiddy pool of Jell-o…

“No one can open it without
your corkscrew,” I said, then motioned to the bottles of gin and
vodka. “And there’s so much liquor, no one needs to
steal your
wine.”

I held out my hands one last time.

“Well,” he said. “I’ll hang onto it for
now.”

I needed to say something that would alter
the air, something that would lift the smog that had settled over
the two of us there in the bar. So I finally said it: I was waiting
for the right moment, but I was already feeling like I’d lost some
sort of battle. “Dad,” I said, “did I mention that I got a
job?”

“Really?” he asked. “That’s exciting.
Where?”

I took a deep breath, ran my palm across the
bar’s countertop, and I told him the one thing that he didn’t want
to hear.




CHAPTER TWO. The job.

 


Halfway through my Senior year at Edison
University, I’d received an email: at the top was a masterfully
Photoshopped header, the words “Nu Kappa Epsilon National
Fraternity” backgrounded by watermark-faint images of historic NKE
chapter houses, of brothers in intramural jerseys huddled up after
football victory, of alumni standing together at weddings,
beautiful women with white carnations pinned to their gowns. Below
the graphic, the words “Save the World.”

It was the sort of email that made you stop
breathing for a few minutes, the same as if I’d just been notified
that I’d won some million-dollar prize…the sort of email that asked
you to imagine a future full of possibilities you’d never before
considered. “Save the World,” and it continued below in plain
text:

 


Save the World…the world of fraternities and sororities.

 


Become an Educational Consultant with the Nu
Kappa Epsilon National Fraternity Headquarters. Travel the country!
Meet hundreds of your fraternity brothers at dozens of campuses!
Network with alumni! Work hands-on with chapters facing
difficulties! Save fraternity life for future
generations!

 


Job Responsibilities include:

Conducting leadership development
workshops

Hosting roundtables with Alumni Advisory
Boards.

Meet with campus Greek Advisors and other
administrators.

Maintaining the standards of NKE excellence
at each chapter.

Investigating and uncovering infractions of
our fraternity Sacred Laws.

Acting as a Beacon of Leadership

 


Do you have what it takes?

What are you waiting for? We select three
Educational Consultants for single-year contracts. NKE depends on you!

 


In a few months, I would be graduating and
looking for jobs with my freshly pressed Organizational
Communication degree, but suddenly I was receiving “Save the World”
emails and phone calls from my National Fraternity
Headquarters: I’d been scouted as one of the top student leaders in
Florida, they said. Recommendations from my campus Director of
Student Involvement, from the Student Government Advisor.
Scouted. Apparently there was a permanent file somewhere,
full of questionnaires and email interviews about me, about Charles
Washington, about a kid who—when he got the phone call—was in a
Publix supermarket buying margarita mix for his underage
girlfriend’s birthday party.

Someone thought I was important.

Scratch that.

Someone important thought I was
important. That meant something.

*

To the outsider, maybe the words “National
Fraternity” don’t carry much weight. Maybe they feel small: just
some frivolous college organization. Maybe they even feel outdated,
a quaint relic of American history that has now become irrelevant.
Fraternities, after all, started as six or seven-member orders,
teenagers living and studying together in remote college towns;
their collective history is captured in turn-of-the-century
photographs, the corners yellowing around young faces eager for
fraternal bonds, eager to share professed values through rituals
and handshakes and ceremonies. What could be more out-of-touch with
a youth culture immersed in Facebook and Jersey Shore?

To the outsider—to my father,
especially—modern fraternity life is not just irrelevant, but
destructive; the entire experience can be distilled down into the
toxic stories found on the internet, hazing at this school,
alcoholism at that one. But those stories of fringe elements don’t
reveal the scope of Greek Life, the power and potential of the
National Fraternity. The outsider doesn’t know, for instance, that
there are more than sixty national fraternities, some with as many
as two hundred undergraduate chapters sprinkled from coast to
coast, and as many as ten thousand young men claiming allegiance to
the same Greek letters. Sigma Chi, Beta Theta Pi, Sigma Nu, Tau
Kappa Epsilon, so many Greek letter combinations that you wonder
how any of them didn’t accidentally duplicate one another. Each
with millions of dollars invested in sprawling campus houses, each
with its own foundation to distribute scholarships to worthy
brothers, each with its own leadership conference in summer, maybe
another at the start of Spring semester, each with its own
philanthropic partnership, fundraising and service events with the
Big Brothers or Habitat For Humanity or St. Jude’s, some national
fraternities so progressive they’ve even started their own
charities or service organizations, like Pi Kappa Phi and its Push
America outreach program for people with disabilities.

The outsider doesn’t know that our dues not
only go to social events, but also to Alcohol Responsibility
Workshops, and charter buses to off-campus events so that our
members don’t drive drunk. The outsider doesn’t know that, every
year at EU, we rent a gigantic church van and stuff as many as
sixteen of our brothers into it, and we drive from Fort
Myers to Charlotte or Knoxville or Atlanta for the annual Regional
Leadership Conclave, sixteen grown men—some of them goliaths who
play for the EU football team and who take up two full
seats—occupying every square inch of that van, long drives from 9
PM until noon the next day, limbs in one another’s faces, knees
bunched together, Jeff Simmons pissing in a Gatorade bottle so that
we don’t need to stop at a rest area, Edwin farting and nearly
killing us all…and it’s one of the best times of our lives, but
it’s still sixteen fraternity men on the road to a
leadership conference, to spend a full weekend in hotel
meeting rooms with NKE staffers drawing on dry erase boards and
helping us to re-think our study habits, our time management
skills…Fraternity men!

And it’s bigger than that, even: the National
Fraternities belong to professional associations: FEA, FIPG, ICE,
NEA…And members attend interfraternity conferences, too: SEIFC,
MGCA, Recruitment Boot Camp…

The outsider sees it as frivolous, but Greek
Life is an industry, a world unto itself. It isn’t quaint or
outdated. It is thriving, a Grand Tradition stretching back more
than two centuries, hundreds of thousands of alumni in the sixty
national fraternities, an impressive list that reads like a “Who’s
Who” of influential American men. Drew Brees and Brad Pitt of Sigma
Chi. Sam Walton and Ken Kesey of Beta Theta Pi. Dr. Seuss and Orel
Hershiser of Sigma Phi Epsilon. George W. Bush and George
Steinbrenner of Delta Kappa Epsilon. Astronauts, governors, CEOs,
baseball players. Musicians, actors, writers, skyscraper owners,
presidents. In our history, Nu Kappa Epsilon has seen five
governors of South Carolina and four governors of North Carolina,
twelve Major League Baseball All-Stars, three NFL All-Pros, one
Academy Award Winner (cinematography), two Gold Star winners, two
Emmy Award winners, the former CEO of Insight Marketing…

A Grand Tradition that—now—was recruiting
me into the super-selective brain-trust of the “National
Fraternity Headquarters,” the 15- or 20-man teams of esteemed
alumni staff members responsible for keeping the machinery going.
Beat that.

*

The night before I flew to Indianapolis for
my first interview with the executive directors of the National
Fraternity Headquarters, I sat at my final Alumni Ball in a Tommy
Hilfiger tuxedo with my girlfriend Jenn, at the Golden Crown
Country Club a half-mile from Fort Myers Beach, dead-drunk from
dirty martinis.

Halfway through the night, my good friend and
fraternity brother Edwin Cambria stood up, clinked his glass, and
informed all 250 of us in the room—fraternity brothers, dates,
alumni—that he wanted to give a special dedication to Mr. Charles
Washington, our departing chapter president. All eyes on me in that
country club ballroom as Edwin spoke into the microphone. All those
gigantic round tables—hanging white lace tablecloths, tall NKE-red
candles on silver platters, white carnations the centerpiece—and
young men in stiff tuxedos, dates with brilliant curled hair
creations, with dresses shimmering on hour-glass EU-gym-sculpted
bodies, with makeup borne of hour-long preparation, with sparkling
earrings and heavy necklaces…all of this…the most intelligent,
talented, attractive men and women of Edison University, each table
of students buzzing with its own electricity…they could turn the
lights off and still the room would glow, and this room, all eyes
on me as Edwin held his hand over his heart and said that it was
his honor to stand before us tonight. His honor to present me with
a plaque recognizing my dedication to the university and the
fraternity. A heavy applause followed, the brothers with whom I’d
entered the fraternity as a pledge cheering the wildest, alumni
clapping for the man whose name graced the “Update Letters” that
our chapter mailed out each semester.

Later that night, I sat in the country club’s
outdoor hot tub with Jenn and a few other couples. For all the mad
preparation for Alumni Ball, the dresses and hair appointments, the
formal clothes slid off easily once the music ended and everyone
returned to their rooms for after-parties. We’d brought a 12-pack
to the hot tub, three bottles of champagne, and while the guys had
no trouble ducking under the water and running our hands through
our sloppy wet hair, our dates sat upright, barely allowing the
water to rise as high as the swell of their breasts, trying to
spare their makeup and their still-perfect hair.

“Did you ever think you’d be here, your last
Alumni Ball?” Edwin asked me. He had one arm around his date, a
girl who looked like Tara Reid (but who Edwin confessed to me was
his second choice as a formal date). He looked to be weighting her
down into the water, and she struggled to keep from sinking. “Did
you ever think that this would all be over?”

“Got a few months left in the semester,” I
said.

“Still. It’s close to being over.”

“It’s never over.” I took a sip of my beer.
“Fraternity is lifelong.”

“Maybe for you,” Edwin said. “You’re going to
work for Nationals.”

“Are you really doing that?” one of the girls
asked. “Jenn, you’re going to let him do that?”

“It’s just an interview,” I said. “Nothing
definite.”

“It’s his decision,” Jenn said. She had one
hand on my thigh, underwater, and the other held a plastic cup of
champagne. The next day she’d have a terrible headache, but that
night she spoke with such clarity that it didn’t seem possible
she’d finished more than a bottle of the stuff on her own. “I wish
he wouldn’t leave me”—under the bubbles, hand moving up my
thigh—“but you’ve got to do what makes you happy.”

“So mature, Jenn,” one of the girls said,
laughing. “Wise beyond your years.”

“Do what makes you happy,” Edwin said. “Ha
ha. Four years of college, and I still don’t know what the hell
that is.”

“You’ll be fine,” Jenn said. “Don’t be
dramatic, Edwin.”

“So much school, so many classes,” Edwin
said, “and this is what you want as a career, Charles? This is what
makes you happy?”

Such a simple question, and
there in the hot tub, soaked and drunk and half-naked holding a
cold beer, a hand so close to my underwater hard-on, I began and
ended a number of Hallmark responses in my mind, all of them corny
but rich in emotion…I don’t know what I’d
do without this…Or: I never had real brothers.
Or: This is where I found myself. This is
where I was able to finally be
myself. But I prevented
myself from saying any of that. Because I knew that once
I started, I wouldn’t be able to
stop: “Who
was I before this
fraternity?” I might’ve asked (as if any
of them could answer), and then I would have been forced to tell
them that I was nothing, that I’d never really done anything for
myself back in high school, would just come home to find out that
my mother had signed me up for Key Club, or had talked to the JV
baseball coach to find an extra roster spot for me, or had
scheduled a meeting with my English teacher to discuss my grades,
or had filled out the first several pages of paperwork for a
college application, a crowded resume that looked great to
university admissions staffs but was a blur of text that meant
nothing to me…the same was true for my friends in high school, all
of us moving from club to organization to sport to club to practice
to class like animatronic Disney versions of young
people—“helicopter parents” was the term my college advisor used,
as if my mother had buzzed overhead from birth to graduation—and I
never felt like anyone even believed I could accomplish something
important by myself. “But
fraternity?” I could’ve said to my friends
in the hot tub. “This was a time in my
life when everyone told me I would be hazed and humiliated, this
was the institution that everyone told me would be worthless.
Dangerous. But fraternity? You were different. You
made me.”

When I told my father about the job in the
hours before the Senior Send-Off, I’d imply that it was the lure of
Grand Tradition—important people, networks, job opportunities—that
had attracted me to a job with the National Headquarters. But that
was just the stainless steel fridge, the hardwood floors, the
upgrades on a house hunt. Something else drew me in: the way my
father said “waste of time.” The way my Public Relations professor
at Edison University said “Hmmm, a position with a fraternity. How
will future employers view that?” when I asked for his opinion. As
if it was not simply skepticism at my employer, but an indictment
of the past four years of my life.

My father didn’t understand. No one
understood.

In fact, there is a consensus among
undergraduates that the world is unfairly hostile toward
fraternities. After all, the scandal at Arizona—where a pledge was
pushed into a freezer during a party, the door locked behind him,
and he was forgotten about despite cold-hardened hands beating
against the door, and only saved when two other pledges were told
to retrieve ice to pour atop the kegs upstairs—was no more than
ordinary college idiocy, the sort of brainless tomfoolery resulting
from any gathering of young men whose bodies were controlled
by testosterone and alcohol. This is college, just college, and
everyone does stupid shit in college. But when a fraternity
makes a mistake, boom! Front page news.

Oh, everyone in the media loves to swoop in
whenever we misstep so that they can deliver scathing
O’Reilly-esque commentaries. We’re easy fodder. Take the incident
at Auburn several years back: the guys who, at a Halloween party,
came dressed as lynched runaway slaves, complete with black-face
and fake nooses round their necks. No, we didn’t like
hearing about it, but it’s tough to believe there are no other such
parties on these Deep South campuses, and yet…no reporter can
resist such a story when spiked with the word “fraternity.” Too
potent to pass up. A fist fight at a football game between two
fraternities? Front page! A drunk driving accident? Front page!
Even a heart attack, an untimely death for a 22-year-old:
investigated ad nauseum in local editorials, written about for
years to come with the closing tagline, “He was also a member of a
fraternity on campus, and although no charges were ever filed, some
suspected hazing.” And there was Alexandra Robbins’ Pledged,
that tell-all expose of sorority girls in Texas, and the Rolling
Stone article on the “secret lives” of sorority girls at Ohio
State. Yes: a feeling that fraternities are targeted by media
outlets, discriminated against by professors and other university
faculty/ staff, that we are perceived as little more than drunks
and womanizers, as spoiled white rich kids with inferior GPAs, all
of us with jobs lined up after graduation. The “Frat Guy”
stereotype. A label that so affected us as undergraduates that we’d
only refer to fraternity as “fraternity,” never “frat” (“Just feeds
the Frat Guy stereotype to use the word ‘frat,’” my Big Brother
told me in my first week as a pledge. “I mean, would you call your
country a cunt?”). We’d joined a social organization on campus,
only slightly different than so many others at EU, but because it
had Greek letters, we’d now been branded alcoholics, or rapists, or
racists, or…

Fraternity stereotype: that is the
rallying cry of undergraduates.

And even there in the hot tub on the night
before my first interview, I knew I wanted to battle that
stereotype. Prove that I’d been right all along, that fraternity
is something special, that this was family and it was
essential to the lives of boys growing into men.

Hot tub, head swirling, and
I was thinking of a dozen different stories that debunked the
stereotype. The time when I was knocked unconscious at a football
game by a random beer bottle dropped from the bleachers, and it was
Edwin who caught me before I hit the ground, who tore off his shirt
sleeve and pressed it to the cut on my temple and shouted for help.
Dramatic but true. Or the time when Alex and Brandon and
Chad—seniors when I was a freshman—sat me down and forced me to
study for my Economics final, locked the door of the chapter
library, wouldn’t let me leave until I had my flashcards memorized.
The Habitat For Humanity projects. The “Rally Against
Discrimination” we organized with Kappa Delta sorority on the
campus greens. “This is my home,” I
could’ve said to Jenn and Edwin and all the others wet and hot and
sipping champagne, “and you are my family, and fraternity means everything to
me.”

But it just seemed like the sort of moment
that you didn’t want to ruin with some sobbing speech, so I finally
said, “This isn’t the end. This isn’t going to end.”

And the conversation moved on, and soon we
were talking about our upcoming Spring Break cruise and duty-free
liquor and cigars and free samples of tanning lotion, and everyone
was happy and that’s the way I wanted it to be.

Later in the night, the
lens grew hazy.

Seven or eight of us finishing the final few
beers and the last drops of the champagne we’d brought along, much
of it warm by then. 2 AM or 3 AM, who knew? Our muscles so loosened
that, if we stood up and tried to walk around, we’d just jello back
into the Jacuzzi.

By now, Jenn was sitting on my lap.

Then she was facing me, kissing me, the rest
of the world fading out.

“This is exciting, isn’t it?” she asked.

I slid my hand up her bare back, let it rest
on the strap of her bikini top.

“Not just
this,” she said, meaning
the hot tub, “but all of it. You’ll graduate soon.”

“That’s exciting?” I asked.

“Moving on to something new,” she said. “We
have the whole world in front of us, you know? We can do
anything.”

Suddenly, on the other end
of the hot tub, one of the girls slipped underwater. There was a
splash, a scream, then a spread-out seaweedy mass of blonde hair
beneath the bubbles, and when she emerged, there was no more
fabulous make-up; it was another face entirely that we saw, the
glittery blues and blacks and reds all mixed up, hair in her eyes,
hair in her mouth, and she said “Shit!” and then she was out of the
hot tub, and Edwin was following her and saying “Sorry, sorry! The
dance is over, though. We’re just going back to the room anyway!”
And then the whole hot tub crowd was dispersing, the other
girls—terrified that they might be next—hopping out of the water
and grabbing towels, the guys shrugging and surrendering. The party
was over, and I picked up the now-empty cooler and followed Jenn
back to the room and we ripped off our swimsuits and it was
supposed to be amazing sex because we’d all paid so much for the
Alumni Ball and for the rooms at the country club’s historic hotel,
but truth be told, we were still rubber-muscled and saturated to
the bone with chlorine, and I was so drunk that I barely remember
much of it. I just remember her face when she said “We can do
anything,” this look in her eyes like she believed in me, and it
made me believe in myself, and I knew at that moment that I had to
win the job with the National Fraternity because it had given
me all of this,
it had caused so many people to believe in me for the first time,
almost like I’d truly been born again during my freshman-year
initiation ceremony, during that symbolic ritual of death and
rebirth as a Nu Kappa Epsilon man.

The next afternoon, the National Fraternity
Headquarters flew me to Indianapolis for a weekend interview,
introduced me to their strategic plan, stressing what fraternity
should be: a learning laboratory to mold socially
responsible citizens. As an Educational Consultant, I could be a
“road warrior” on the “front lines” at America’s universities,
battling the fraternity stereotype, building the ideal leadership
organization.

The Executive Director of Nu Kappa
Epsilon—Dr. Jim Simpson, Delta Chapter, ’68, a University of North
Carolina graduate with a tobacco road accent so slow and soothing
that everything he said sounded like a thought-out compliment—told
me that I was a “Diamond Candidate.” President of my chapter, Vice
President of Student Government, Cum Laude. He shook his head
respectfully, whistled. Diamond Candidate. “This is the next
step,” he said. “A job that means something. Protecting one of our
nation’s most sacred institutions. None of that selfish Wall Street
nonsense that got us into the mess we’re in now.”

And when I interviewed with Walter LaFaber,
the Director of Chapter Operations at the Headquarters, a man I’d
seen on the cover of nearly every leadership magazine in the
country…a man who commands over $5,000 per speaking engagement…the
man who would be my boss and mentor…he put his hand on my shoulder
and said that I reminded him of, well, himself. “I look at
you,” LaFaber said, his low voice a combination of linebacker grit
and motivational speaker energy, “and I see a man ready to make a
difference in the world.”

I’m not even sure I saw that in myself. But
as soon as he said it, I wanted to.

I wanted to be the Diamond Candidate they’d
claimed that I was. I wanted to be the “Marathon Man,” the
hand-drawn diagram in our pledge books that represents everything
the National Fraternity wants to build its members to be:
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For our very survival, LaFaber told me,
we—the national fraternities—cannot allow ourselves to be perceived
as “drinking clubs” or as the fraternities of pop culture; we are
not Animal House or Revenge of the Nerds. We have
re-branded ourselves. We are leadership organizations. “At
NKE,” he said, “we provide our members with more programming and
more opportunities for personal and professional growth than any
other youth organization in America, Boy Scouts included. You have
the chance to be a role model to thousands of young men,”
and LaFaber paused to let that sink in. “You let an opportunity
like that slip away and you’ll regret it the rest of your
life.”

And I was sold: there was nothing I wanted
more than to prove everyone wrong about fraternity life, and in the
process prove that I am everything that the textbooks and
newspaper reports claim that ambitious young people in America
should be: adept with technology, great at problem-solving,
armed with a sense of humor and a disdain for the old Gen-X apathy
and unrelenting sarcasm. That’s right: we were not a horde
of Facebook-addicted zombies, but instead the smart and savvy youth
who would change the world. That was me, that was me!

Walter LaFaber believed it already. Soon, so
would everyone else.

As an Educational Consultant, my contract
would run just a single year, but here was the bonus: career
options were sure to blossom afterwards. I would sacrifice salary
now, but after I finished consulting I could get a job at any
university, LaFaber said. In college administrations, in student
personnel or recruiting, in fundraising and alumni outreach. And he
couldn’t even count the number of consultants who had impressed our
most influential alumni, who had been offered big-time jobs on the
day that their Educational Consultant contracts ended. “This is a
job for people who want to work, not for climbers who just
want to use it for their own selfish purposes,” LaFaber said. “But
trust me when I say that it will pay off.”

I wouldn’t need to beg my father for a job in
Cypress Falls.

I wouldn’t even need to leave the fraternity
behind. I took the challenge. I accepted.

*

So this—role model, diamond candidate, saving
the world—is what I told my father on the afternoon of my Senior
Send-Off. I told him about the mission, to develop the socially
responsible leaders of tomorrow. I told him that I’d be starting in
two weeks, but man, I was born for this. I told him that I wanted a
job that meant something, but I wasn’t an idiot, either; I would
start investing my money, too, since I’d be receiving my first
real-world salary; I’d be smart, shrewd, just like he’d always
been, and this was my first step toward a financially secure
future. I spoke so quickly and with such intensity that—at one
point—I even had an out-of-body experience, looking down at myself
as I recited the speech I’d prepared.

My father waited patiently for me to finish,
his fingers pressed to his temple with increasing pressure, as
though a migraine was hatching in the space between brain and
skull, growing in strength, growing, and when I finally stopped
speaking he said “Hold on, hold on. You’re thinking about
investments? Now?”

“I’ll be making a salary. I want to start
thinking about a house.”

“How much is this job paying you?”

“Not much in base salary, but it’s a
traveling position,” I said. “And the Headquarters owns a dorm in
Indianapolis, so I don’t have to worry about rent or utilities. I
live free, and I make money.”

“How much?”

“Well, like I said, the salary isn’t
impressive.”

“Numbers, Charles. Specifics.”

“Twelve thousand.”

“Twelve thousand?”

“But that’s not including per diem. And all
gas is reimbursed. So.”

“So you took a poverty-level job?”

“No, listen,” I said. “I’ve got no expenses.
That’s the thing.”

“How can they get away with paying you that?
Even for a non-profit, that’s criminal.”

“But I’ll have a job lined up afterward,
see,” I said. “It’s a networking thing. It’ll pay off. That’s the,
um, real value of the position.”

“So you’re using this job as a springboard?”
he asked, hopeful.

“No, that’s not it. I believe in this—”

“And in the meantime, you’ve still got car
payments.”

“Right. But that’s…you know?”

“And your student loan payments will be
coming.”

“Starting soon, sure. Six months, I
think?”

“Any other debt?”

“Minor credit card stuff,” I said, but I
didn’t tell him about the thousands of dollars in debt I’d racked
up during my Senior year, from the Alumni Ball to my Spring Break
cruise to the ridiculous tab for this Senior Send-Off party.
I’d wanted this to be a classy event; I was
president, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. No cheap beer, no
kegs, no bottom-shelf bottles of turpentine-tasting liquor. No,
we’d have Stoli’s of all varieties, the whipped cream and the
coffee and the blueberry flavors, Kahlua, Captain Morgan’s,
Tanqueray, Miller Lite by the—no, Heineken by the case…an ice-cold
selection of mixers…cigars…catered barbecue, a custom cake…all of
which I’d purchase with my own money. Everyone knew that I had a
Real World job now, after all. The chapter had given me a sparing
budget for food and decorations, but I’d max out my credit cards to
make this a Senior Send-Off to be remembered. At the time,
maybe I was hoping that the cost of the liquor would be reimbursed
by some pass-the-hat contribution, but the semester was technically
over. No more chapter meetings. No way to make an announcement that
I could use a little help. And really, I wanted everyone to believe
that this one was on me, no biggie. I was drunk with generosity.
Afterwards, a few brothers dropped me ten or fifteen bucks as a
courtesy, but I still had a debt so large that it didn’t feel
real.

“What’s left to invest, then?” my father
asked.

“I’ll save. And, like, this job is about more
than money, too.”

“So you said. You’re using it to get a
different job.”

“No,” I said. “I’ll be helping people.”

“Oh yes,” he said. “The Compassion Boom.”

I told him that I didn’t know what that
meant.

“It’s what all the kids are doing, isn’t it?”
he asked. “Taking jobs at not-for-profits. Sticking their middle
fingers up at Wall Street? As if you’re somehow bettering yourself
by taking a smaller salary?”

“Well, isn’t that a good thing?”

“There are so many non-profits,” my father
said, finally tired of the conversation. “If you’re so intent on
some save-the-world job, why don’t you go to medical school? Join
Doctors Without Borders? Anything. Why a fraternity?”

It was a non-profit, but my sacrifice wasn’t
big enough? At that moment, I could have said something about
his job: where was the humanity in running a real estate
speculation business, buying and leveling old Florida land? How
many new developments were necessary, how many new fountains and
entry gates and zero-plot-line yards, how many more Spanish-tiled
roofs? His entire business, built on unaffordable homes whose
owners now probably faced foreclosure, land deals that saw shopping
centers intrude upon quiet communities, and I was the one
who was doing something that didn’t matter?

But I only said: “I
believe in this, okay? Jobs aren’t just about making money.”

He sighed. “Okay. Just remember. You’re on
your own now, you understand?” And he gripped my shoulder, without
hostility but also without encouragement, his few gray hairs
seeming to shine in his thick black scalp like the white-hot embers
beneath the spent logs of a bonfire. I couldn’t tell if he wanted
to sound condescending or helpful. “You’re a college grad. You
support yourself now, job or no job. That’s the life of a
professional.”

I told him that I
understood, that I was set for success. “They wanted me. They called me a Diamond
Candidate.”

“You might have fooled them into thinking
you’re someone else,” he said, “but I know the real
you.”

“I can do this,” I said. “You’re wrong about
me.”

And that’s when the conversation died and I
led him back to the front door, and he drove back across town to
unpack at the hotel and wait an hour or two while my mother
finished at the spa and then showered and dressed for the Senior
Send-Off dinner buffet.

The wine bottle wound up
back in his car, in a cooler, leaving me to wonder if he’d brought
the wine to my Senior Send-Off as a gift, if he’d even intended to
open it, or if he just wanted to present it so that he could take
it back and tell me that I wasn’t responsible enough for it. Was it
even possible to convince my father that I was anything but a
toga-clad Bluto, shotgunning PBR cans, fireballing hard liquor like
Ogre from Revenge of the
Nerds? And if it wasn’t possible to
convince him, how could I convince anyone else?

The night hadn’t even started, but already it
felt desperate.
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