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1.

Walking the Empty Halls of Hope



Saturday, September 1, 2012
11:13 a.m.
Nearly Four Years Later
         

IN THE RENTED SUV I drive the four-lane freeway to the city of Duarte, hugging the right lane, taking my time, taking it all in again, the endless fast-food franchises, the boxy rain-stained office buildings, the sprawling car dealerships, the sinister collision centers with funnels of steam rising from their chain-link-enclosed blacktops. I pull off at an exit and turn onto a narrow street lined with stucco shacks packed in tight, a satellite dish on every roof making me feel as if I’ve infiltrated some kind of metallic, alien Cyclops colony.
         

I stop at a red light. As I wait for the light to change, my stomach clenches. It hits me now through a stab of memory, a jagged ripping of my heart. This drive. All those drives. The jittery nerves that dug into me that first time as Andrew, swallowing his own fear, I’m sure, covered it up by railing about something or other coming through the radio, a voice we knew, gravelly, loud, spewing an outlandish sports opinion, or melodic, soothing, crooning the play-by-play of some game.

He’s calming me down, I thought that first time. Putting me at ease. Supposed to be the other way around. He’s the one with cancer.
         

“It’ll be all right,” he said, reading my mood like a teleprompter.

“Oh, yeah,” I said, drumming the steering wheel with a finger, my eyes looking off, avoiding his, my stomach tightening.

“It will be. We’re gonna beat this thing, JT. Gonna kick its ass.”
         

He meant it. With all his heart. He imagined these drives to chemotherapy as pregame warm-ups or battle prep. We were linemen banging each other’s shoulder pads before kickoff or, more aptly, boxers ducking into the ring for a championship bout. We were warriors preparing to charge, fight, kill, maim, disembowel, eviscerate this motherfucking cancer.
         

“Winning is my only option,” he said continually, his mantra, repeated to everyone who knew about his diagnosis.

And yet on many drives, especially toward the end, primed for my role as Robin to his Batman, hit man to his mob boss, general to his commander in chief, I would sense Andrew’s energy sag. I would feel less a warrior than a driver, a chauffeur, his wingman at the wheel who had his back but had no power, none at all. I wanted to be a superhero. I wanted to save him, or at least be his enforcer. I would’ve done anything to carry out the hit on his motherfucking cancer. But the gun sounded ending the fourth quarter, the bell rang stopping the bout, the battle ran out of steam, and the warriors retreated, and all I could do was watch and comfort him. And drive him.

Ultimately, I did do more. I learned from him. When the battleground shifted and the tide turned and we both knew without saying anything that he’d lost, he changed the focus. If this were a football game, he reversed strategy from the long bomb, a Hail Mary, to a handoff. Andrew had much to hand off to me in too short a time, a lifetime’s worth of wisdom—a lifetime of living—in little more than a year. In order to take it all in, to absorb all he held in his heart, these lessons he was determined to pass on to me, I had to change, to make myself over, and quickly. I had to perform a one-eighty, a complete turnaround, a total revolution. I was working well above my pay grade. I felt as if I had to undo my DNA. I had to transform myself from a self-absorbed nonstop talker to a quiet and keen listener, from a Hall of Fame narcissist to a world-class giver, from a wall-crashing lunatic to a calm and cool observer. We both knew I was a work in progress—well, we all are—but having once been Andrew’s project on the radio, raw but willing, I had now become his project in life as well as his primary chemotherapy partner and designated spokesperson to his close community of friends and coworkers. He chose me because he knew he could count on me. He knew I would show up every day, upbeat and positive, and that I could read his moods, get him to laugh when he appeared ready to slide too far downhill, inform him of anything he needed to know in the radio world he ruled, where I, too, worked. And he knew I would shut up when he required quiet to reflect, to remember, or just to be. In other words, I knew him, and cherished him, and Andrew knew that and relied on that. He trusted me with his life. And his death.
         

He knew I was eager to learn, not by asking questions but simply by observing. He saw in me reflections of himself, not the least of which thrummed a consuming need to connect, at all times, professionally and personally, to listeners on the air and loved ones in our lives. We both got ultimate fulfillment by matching people up and putting them together and then watching them click. Andrew did it for me constantly, joyfully, connecting me to Tomm Looney, my cohost of nine years on the radio, to the Oakland Raiders, today going on sixteen years, and to the woman who saved me, my wife of fourteen years, on that magical and fateful night in which we sat ringside literally at the feet of the Rolling Stones, doused liberally by showers of Mick Jagger’s spit. I called Andrew the King Kong of Connectors. He wore the title like a championship belt. At the end, wordlessly and happily, he passed on that honor to me, confident I was worthy to carry on connecting in his name, the first of many handoffs.
         

“We don’t have much time,” he said on one drive when we were running late, his voice cracking. I thought he was referring to his appointment, but when I caught the sparkle in his eyes, which he slowly closed before tilting his head back against the seat, I knew he meant something else, something more.

This September morning the red light changes and I turn left and watch the small stucco houses disappear on the right side to be replaced by a wide swath of green, a park, a lush botanical garden, or well-tended college campus. In a few seconds, I turn right into the middle of this green, the entrance to City of Hope, world-famous cancer facility. Flowers bloom everywhere, full-branched trees provide shade and cover. The setting for this renowned medical center is not stark or sterile and only hints at a hospital being there. The grounds feel inviting and comfortable and safe.

As I drive toward the main building, I pull into the familiar turnaround past a cluster of wheelchairs crushed together in what looks like a cross between a bicycle rack and bumper car holding pen. On good days I would stop at the curb, and Andrew, the man once nicknamed Gorilla, would maneuver his 300-pound frame out of the SUV and take a seat on a park bench. He’d wave while I pulled away and found a spot in the nearby parking lot. I’d catch him in the rearview mirror, his head rising to catch the sun, his resemblance to the late John Candy striking. On other days, the not-so-good days, I would stop at the curb, hop out of the SUV, run over to his side, help him out, settle him into a wheelchair, and lock it down. I’d ease over to the parking lot, checking him all the way in the rearview mirror. On those days, he would stare blankly forward or lower his head and gaze onto the pavement, shoulders slumped, and he wouldn’t wave.

This day, this Saturday four years after, the parking lot is eerily empty. I choose a space in the first row, near the wishing tree, a young, newly planted sapling. Dozens of strips of construction paper, all different colors, hang off the tree’s thin branches like leaves. Each strip contains a wish for a patient in City of Hope and was written by a loved one, or sometimes by a staff member. I don’t remember the wishing tree. I don’t think it existed four years ago. If it had, Andrew’s loved ones would have filled a forest of wishing trees.

I step down from the SUV and head into the main reception area. A woman in uniform sits at a horseshoe counter behind a desk. I walk toward her and a lump lodges in my throat.

“Hello,” she says, all smiles, as if she’s working check-in at the front desk of a hotel. “Can I help you?”

“I used to know somebody who—”

That’s all I manage to get out. It’s all she needs.

“Of course,” she says, her voice lower, the smile lost. “You can walk around. Kind of quiet today.”

I clear my throat, dislodging the lump. “Thank you.”

I want to tell her that I’m on a mission, a mission to remember, but I don’t have to. I meet her eyes and she understands.

I walk through reception, down a corridor to an open area and a wall of elevators. I take an elevator to the third floor, come out to a lobby with a white tile floor leading into a smaller reception area, a waiting room I remember vividly, now empty, dark, cold, and smelling faintly of disinfectant. I stop at the entrance to the room and scan the line of chairs that border the walls. I walk over to a counter at the far right side and see a name plaque with HEATHER in cursive lettering, and in my mind I hear Andrew’s voice.
         

“Yeah, babe!”

Suddenly I see the room filled with patients, caregivers, chemo partners, stricken kids and suffering parents, elderly wives and husbands, people with hollowed, frightened faces and sunken eyes. Above a low-level hum of voices straining to find some hope or relief or answers, Andrew’s voice comes at me again, a voice that crashes through the doom I feel in the empty room, smashing it to dust.

“How you doing, Heather, how are you?”

“Good, Andrew, good. How are you?”

“I’m so good. Hey, I’m here, right? Ha! Hanging in, hanging in. Yeah, babe!”
         

I would hang back, press into the wall, and watch Andrew operate, the life force rumbling through his hefty shoulders, a fresh fuse of energy ignited no matter how shitty he felt, stepping up to the plate, somehow able to turn off his pain and turn on his charm, and they would talk, Heather and Andrew, receptionist and cancer patient, as if they were at a bar or a party, and soon, without fail, they would laugh—Heather giggling, Andrew roaring—and in those few astonishing moments, the waiting room would be crackling with life.
         

Andrew’s voice fades into silence. I turn and walk out, leaving the dark and emptiness and chill behind.

I prowl the corridor leading to a room marked PHARMACY, a stop we routinely made for meds. I picture us waiting in line, moving agonizingly slowly, inching, shuffling forward, Andrew sometimes standing with me, sometimes giving up and landing in a chair off to the side, his expression dazed, frozen, looking ahead at nothing.
         

I return to the elevator, step inside, and punch a button. The elevator goes down a level and the doors open. I take one step out and stop, confused. This level is under construction, drop cloths on the floor, walls tagged over with heavy paper marked with blue pencil. It takes a moment, but then I realize where I am, where I wanted to be. Infusion. I walk down a hallway, veer right past a wall of examination rooms, then arrive at the infusion center, which today is locked. I shade my eyes and peer through the small square window in the door. My view is blocked, but my memory is clear. Here it happened—infusion—where Andrew took the chemo, bags of clear watery liquid disguising the potent poison pumped into his arm and aimed to shrink and possibly, hopefully, wipe out the cancer cells. A squadron of tiny liquid drones. The procedure took hours. We’d arrive with our laptops. He’d set up in the hospital bed, boot up, and jump in, e-mailing, working, consulting, connecting as he took the chemo. I’d arrange myself across a couple of chairs. Some days Andrew would work intently, turning his chemo room into his office, an away game. We’d spend much of the time in silence, lost in the glow of our respective blue screens. Occasionally he’d doze, and I’d move his laptop next to me to prevent it from tumbling off the bed.
         

Inevitably a time would come during each session, at least once, often more, that all this would overwhelm me. An hour or two in, I would feel some inner part of me tremble—in discomfort, fear, exhaustion, or disbelief—and I would need to get away.

“Hey, man, I’m gonna get a coffee. You want anything?”

“No, thanks, I’m good.” His voice would rise to meet mine, but I knew he felt his own, deeper discomfort, fear, exhaustion, or disbelief.

“Be right back.”

I would push through the door of his hospital room and speed walk out of the infusion center, fighting an urge to plow through the next set of doors and sprint somewhere, anywhere, so I might catch my breath, regroup, realign my tangle of thoughts and feelings, and blow out my rage, yes, my fucking rage that this could be—was—actually happening, that this was real.
         

I’d end up at the snack bar, a small counter behind which a hospital employee sold snacks one tick above vending machine quality and thin black liquid passing as coffee. Half-assed nourishment for people like me, chemo partners on the run, desperate for a blow. I don’t remember what, if anything, I ate, maybe a bagel, muffin, candy bar. I do remember firing up my cell phone and checking in with my own support system: Julie, Jimmy B., Bobby G., Looney, my producer Mike Pearson, my dad, and others on Andrew watch, Sandra, Jeff, Dresch. He had a long list of those waiting by the phone, wanting to hear a snippet of something resembling good news.

I would spend too much time away from him, I know. I didn’t mean to. I meant to get right back in, to roll right back into the foxhole, to hustle back into the game. I just couldn’t. I needed a break from the intensity. That’s what I told myself. It was okay to sip a coffee, to pick at a rubbery blueberry muffin, to make calls. I deserved a break, didn’t I?

No, actually, I didn’t.

Andrew never got a break, never took a breather. You don’t get a break from cancer. Cancer doesn’t give you any time off.

Walking back through City of Hope that Saturday, stung by the silence, the lack of activity, the eerie hallways, vacant and noiseless except for my footsteps echoing off the walls, the emptiness of these corridors casting some kind of pall, feeling brutally alone and missing Andrew, missing him terribly, I think of a lesson I learned. It’s not the obvious one, that cancer doesn’t give you a break. The lessons Andrew taught me were always surprising. In this case, the lesson is that you can’t give 100 percent all the time. That’s impossible. Expecting perfection often leads to defeat. The lesson is Do what you can. It’s okay if you can’t do more. Just don’t do less.
         

I climb behind the wheel of my rented SUV and stare at City of Hope, today a ghost city, and I take in the lush green grounds that front the buildings, twin care centers, and I think what a perfectly descriptive name this place has. This is truly a city of hope, and a city of wishes and memory and loss and love. Yes, cancer never takes time off, but cancer doctors and caregivers do. They must.

*  *  *


Andrew Ashwood—my boss, my mentor, my role model, my conscience, my dear friend, my brother—passed away on November 13, 2008.
         

He was fifty-one years old.

His obituary flooded the media and the Internet. Condolences packed my in-box and filled up my voice mail. Fox NFL Sunday, the number-one-rated pregame show, hosted by Curt Menefee with Terry Bradshaw, Howie Long, Michael Strahan, and Jimmy Johnson, led off that week’s broadcast with a tribute to Andrew. Menefee opened by saying he had sad news to report and then told of Andrew’s passing. He called Andrew a “valued colleague and mentor” and added: “He was truly—and I mean truly—a wonderful guy. Andrew Ashwood will sorely be missed.”
         

A week or so later, Andrew’s wife, Sandra, and a few of us put together a memorial service at Forest Lawn cemetery. Many people spoke. I spoke toward the end. I felt nervous and inadequate. I knew that nothing I said would do Andrew justice. I did the best I could. I read a section of Theodore Roosevelt’s famous Courage speech and related it to Andrew’s battle with cancer. I spoke of Andrew’s inner strength, of how hard he fought, how he refused to give in to his disease, and how he believed that winning was his only option. I spoke with passion and with love and from my heart. The whole time I stood in front of the crowd at that memorial service I felt my pulse thumping. When I finished, I bolted back to my seat, fighting back tears. I didn’t want to fall apart in front of everyone.

At the reception later, people came up to me and told me how much my words had moved them. Many thanked me for what I did for Andrew during the last months of his life. I shook my head and said that, in all honesty, I didn’t do anything special for him. I was just being his friend.

Four years ago, when Andrew died, it didn’t occur to me to write this story, the story of my life, the story of my life with Andrew and the lessons he taught me. I never took notes, wrote in a journal, or spoke into a tape recorder. I kept all these stories, all those feelings, inside. But now, slowly, I begin to process everything and starting with my story, humbly, I remember…

I let it all out and allow it to breathe.




    

  
    
      

2.

John, Who Becomes JT



Massapequa and Geneseo
1981–1987
         

I START WITH a question.
         

Who am I?
         

Well, if you listen to sports talk radio, you know me as JT the Brick.
         

I’ve been called the most energetic, most interactive, and loudest sports talk radio host in America.
         

Not true.
         

I’m only like the third loudest.
         

Here’s how I often begin my show:
         

“OUT OF THE GATE…IT’S JT THE BRICK! SOUND OFF LIKE YOU GOT A PAIR!”
         

Outstanding, right? Yeah. Mr. Subtle. You can hear me every night syndicated on Fox Sports Radio from one a.m. until five a.m. (ten p.m. to two a.m. on the West Coast). I’m on pretty much everywhere—Los Angeles, Chicago, Dallas, Houston, Boston, San Francisco, San Antonio, Seattle, Miami, Washington, D.C., Detroit, Cleveland, Atlanta, Nashville—more than two hundred stations across the country, as well as Sirius XM and the American Forces Network.
         

I’m sure you’ve heard me on the West Coast, especially if you’re a football fan. I’ve been working for the Oakland Raiders for the past fifteen years, doing pregame, postgame, and now the weekly Raiders Report.
         

So, yes, I—JT the Brick—am going strong.
         

The thing is, though, JT the Brick is a character.
         

My alter ego.
         

A part I play.
         

Usually when it’s the dead of night and I’m alone.
         

I became the Brick more than twenty years ago when I landed in San Diego.
         

I became JT in college at Geneseo, around the time that the DKs, my fraternity, the rowdiest, wildest band of brothers ever to host a kegger and trash a house, voted me president, an honor I cherish to this day.
         

But before that, growing up with my family in Massapequa, New York, I was just John.
         

*  *  *


Seven hours.
         

That’s how long it will take, my dad predicts, to make the drive from Massapequa, Long Island, where I have lived my whole life, to Geneseo in upstate New York, just south of Rochester, where I will spend the next four years.

My dad drives, my mom rides shotgun. I sit in the backseat feeling dazed, uprooted, and slightly hungover from last night’s send-off party. I yawn and turn my neck toward the thruway behind me. I locate the pickup a couple of car lengths behind and I take a breath. Jimmy Baxter, my best friend, rides with Greg Eddy, another close friend, owner and driver of the pickup, a vehicle that served for much of our past two years as a kind of mobile party van. Now, in seven hours, we three will enter our freshman year at Geneseo State, the pickup our one tangible reminder of our former lives.

I turn back and contemplate the backs of my parents’ heads, locked in position, unmoving, stoically focused at the road in front of them. I look out my window and try to take in the scenery, the rolling hills, fields as green as fairways, livestock nibbling on clumps of grass. Suddenly scenes from my life rush into my mind. I picture myself growing up in Massapequa and I realize that for so long, in particular through my high school years, I’ve led two lives.

During the week, I am John, the dutiful son, respectful follower of my dad’s house rules, and popular high school swim star, elected captain of the team. I have been a competitive swimmer for seven or eight years—I’ve lost count—a youth spent underwater. Every day, Monday through Friday, and sometimes Saturdays, I undergo two or more grueling hours at swim practice or at swim meets. At some point—I’m not sure exactly when it happens—I lose my love for the sport, if I ever had it at all. I am done. I don’t quit, that’s not who I am, but I slowly become desensitized. Robotic. I plunge joylessly into the high school pool, my body feeling cut by the cold water as if by the steel blade of a knife. For the next several hours I stay submerged, restricted to my lane, my face down, my mouth closed. The only sound I hear is the rhythmic whap-whap-whap of my own body slicing through the water. I feel isolated, alone, and, increasingly, lost. I come home after swimming as late as seven or even eight o’clock if we have a meet, and while my wet clothes tumble and clank in the dryer I sit across from my sisters, Dana and Jill, competitive swimmers both, and pick at the dinner my mom has placed before me, my muscles throbbing with exhaustion. I study my plate and lose myself in silent questions that zip through my mind, most prominent among them Who am I? Followed by What am I doing? I excel at swimming, thrive on the competition, love to win, but I’ve come to despise the rest of it, the long hours, the endless mind-numbing practices, shaving my legs, my head, my armpits, but hate, most of all, the isolation. As I struggle to figure out my own identity and to see where I fit, I know this much. I am not a loner. I need people around me. I need the comfort and the strength I find in my friends, the brotherhood.
         

My best friend since forever and charter member of the brotherhood is Jimmy Baxter. We are as close as brothers, or at least as close as I imagine brothers can be. I envy my dad and his twin brother and how they mirror each other, the way they act, walk, talk, move, laugh, how they anticipate each other’s thoughts, finish each other’s sentences, how they are. I want that. I feel deprived of that. I want a brother who is that close.
         

Jimmy feels the same way. We cast each other in the role of each other’s best friend early on, in elementary school, and become inseparable, to the point that Jimmy is a fixture at our Sunday family gatherings. He melds into the family, as close as my cousin Geno. Then right before we begin middle school, Jimmy announces that he is moving to another town and another school. I have heard of the place, but it has always seemed foreign and far away, in another world. He may as well be moving to Canada. I swallow the news like a dose of foul-tasting medicine, fearing that with this change we will lose our closeness, our brotherhood.

We don’t let that happen. We beat the odds. We amp up our closeness, refuse to allow our friendship to fray. We sleep at each other’s house every weekend. At first our parents drive us, then when we get older we ride our bikes, and then we drive a family car. Not only do we maintain our own brotherhood, we expand the membership, adding our separate circles of close friends. No alternative occurs to us. We are and always will be brothers.

The second life I lead, the one I conduct away from home under the cover of darkness—on some weeknights even before I turn sixteen and on every Friday and Saturday night—is the life of rebel party boy. Feeling constricted at home by my dad’s rules and suffocated by my role as the good son, the good kid, and the tolerant brother, I bust out at night with my pack of friends. In the beginning, we hang with older kids, high school seniors, brothers of friends in my class. I sample beer and develop a taste for it while chasing mostly unavailable girls, many of them seniors, striking out mightily. We squeeze into any available spot in any car that offers us a ride, long sedans crammed with two or three kids over the limit. The cars jockey for position in circular drives fronting large houses overflowing with kids, rock music blaring, beer flowing, parents checked out or checked into hotels in the city or in the Bahamas or snowbirding in their condos in Florida. When these parties spread outside and out of control and the police arrive, we duck and run, Jimmy B. and the brotherhood following me, benefactors of my sixth sense of oncoming trouble. Eventually—perhaps after a kid’s parents show up unannounced in the middle of some debauchery and shut everything down—we spill out of the suburban mansions and into the woods, where we build forts. Serious forts. Elaborate forts. A far cry from the little structures we made out of twigs and burlap bags when we were ten and playing Army.

We find a clearing in the woods, bring out shovels, and dig a massive hole, wide and deep enough to hold twenty or more people. We line the hole with wood framing to hold back the dirt. Then we build a roof and lay a tarp on top of that. We even fashion a door and secure it with a combination lock confiscated from somebody’s locker. We furnish the inside of the fort with blankets, old mattresses, a boom box, and cases of beer purchased by some older kid at the local 7-Eleven. The night of the fort party, usually a Friday or Saturday, we huddle in the 7-Eleven parking lot waiting for an older kid to return with at least four cases, hoping that he doesn’t shortchange us or take a cut off the top for his commission.

At the start of the party, Lynyrd Skynyrd, Led Zeppelin, or Rush cranking from the boom box, girls everywhere, hot, loose, and hopefully drunk, Jimmy and I, the leaders, build a fire in front of the fort. We gather armfuls of kindling and stray logs from the woods, pile them up, drizzle lighter fluid, and light a match. Whoosh. Within seconds, blue flames rage.
         

Looking back at this insanity, I feel ridiculously lucky that we never started a forest fire. We also somehow avoided getting busted by the police, who could have hauled us in on numerous charges—endangering a natural habitat, disturbing the peace, trespassing, drunk and disorderly, fooling around with minors, fooling around with fire, and for just being, in general, stupid.
         

“How you doing back there, John? You okay?”

In the backseat, I blink to get my bearings and snap back into the present. “Yeah, Dad, I’m good.”

“They still with us?”

I duck my head to get a good look out the back window and locate the pickup, still maintaining its two-car-length distance. I glimpse Eddy’s long hair bobbing as he drives, imagining him and Jimmy lost in the groove of some song blasting through the truck’s radio as they tail us.

“Yep. Right behind us.”

“Okay, good.”

I yawn again. “Think I’m gonna take a nap.”

My dad peers at me in the rearview mirror. “Good idea,” he says.

I close my eyes but I can’t sleep. I change position, lean my head against the car window, and, slowly, a kind of mental haze overtakes me, accompanied by slow, deep breaths. Suddenly, with the pavement rumbling beneath me, a dull whir causing me to fall into semiconsciousness, I review the CliffsNotes version of my life and allow that I’ve had it pretty good: a large, comfortable house in a safe neighborhood, a group of great friends, a couple of younger sisters whom I love to torment, a houseful of family, aunts, uncles, and cousins who arrive Sunday afternoons bearing platters of delicious food that we devour after a raucous round-robin of touch football or pickup baseball games, my cousin Geno, my dad’s twin brother’s son, not an actual brother but as close as I’m going to get, and, yes, I also admit, parents who don’t suck.

Eventually, through my late teens, twenties, and into my thirties, I will actually appreciate my parents perhaps more than most kids do, marveling at my mom, how she kept the family running like a fine-tuned machine, a woman who’s a marvel of self-restraint and cool, doling out unlimited amounts of care, concern, and love; and revering my dad, my hero, role model, former high school superjock, now neighborhood legend, in-demand Little League coach, responsible wage earner, and a no bullshit but fair disciplinarian, distributor of what has become known as tough love. Even when I stray far from what may seem a TV sitcom upbringing or Norman Rockwell painting, falling into a period of my life that some may call a twenty-year frat party, I carry in my mind a picture of myself as the patriarch of a family of my own, longing to measure up to my dad. Even as I trip and stumble and generally fuck up, during the rare moments that I consider my cloudy future, the words I see emblazoned next to my name, always, are Family Man and Dad.
         

And then, before I know it, before I can even grasp the passage of time, my dad takes the Geneseo exit to Court Street and the campus, and I come to both the end and the beginning.

*  *  *


A swell of station wagons and rented vans stuffed with parents and teenagers sharing backseats with duffel bags. Neil Young squawking out of dorm room windows swallowed up by Aerosmith shaking dilapidated houses on fraternity row. Guys outnumbered by girls, four to one, many in tight T-shirts with GENESEO on the front.
         

Welcome to college.

As I step out of the car, my knees buckle in anticipation. My mom cranes her neck, her lips pursed, and my dad studies the campus quad, standing frozen for the moment as I pop the trunk. Jimmy exits the pickup, which Greg parks behind us, and Jimmy and I hoist out suitcases, duffels, his stereo, my TV, his guitar and amp.

“This is gonna be all right,” I say, low.

“Best four years of your life,” Jimmy says, eyeing a blonde coed strutting by in short shorts and a bikini top.

“Erie Hall,” my dad says, consulting a signpost, steering us away from a line of girls sunbathing on the lawn. “Your dorm’s this way.”

“You were right,” I say to my dad. “This is a good school.”

“The Harvard of upstate New York,” Jimmy says, discovering the sunbathers on the lawn and heading toward them, allegedly on the way to his dorm.

In my minuscule dorm room, I choose the bed on the left and my mom attacks the matzo-thin mattress with freshly laundered linens. My dad studies the room, his accountant’s eyes analyzing its prison-cell size and decor, then wanders over to the far end of the bed to help my mom tuck in the mattress pad. I don’t offer to help. I sense my parents’ need to do this for me, especially my mom’s. I see in her face a closemouthed look of determination and in her eyes something more, maybe a feeling of loss, or finality, or a last gasp of mothering before letting go. I feel all of this, but most of all, I feel that I am about to be released.

In the hall a girl squeals, a guy laughs, footsteps break into a run, and a chase begins, the kind of foreplay that in my experience always leads to an extremely good time.

“You are here to get an education,” my dad reminds me, his forehead furrowed.

“Oh, definitely,” I say, but my legs feel wobbly again. I long to get out into the hall and join the chase, or start one of my own. I reach for the sheet my mother tosses onto the bed. “Here, Mom, let me help.”

“It’s okay,” she says, meaning I want to do this, I have to do this.
         

“Four years,” my dad says, rocking back on his heels. “That’s the deal. You have to graduate in four years.”

“I know,” I say. “I get that.”

He nods. And like helpless, clueless bystanders, we watch my mom fold the sheets into hospital corners.

“Geneseo is highly rated,” my dad adds randomly, as if validating his decision. Eight months ago, he sat across from Jimmy and me in his study and in a solemn voice listed our options for college, Geneseo being number one on a short wish list. He registered serious concern that I would be able to get in, my C+ average apparently a stumbling block.

“Captain of the swim team,” my dad said. “I’m going to start there.”

He made a call, wrote a letter, pulled some strings—I’ll never know—and somehow Jimmy and I both got in.

“This is it!” Another dad’s voice booms from outside the room, and then my roommate enters carrying an armful of stuff. His stepdad—I’ll learn later—follows with suitcases. He places them on the unmade bed and, without a glance at me or my parents, reaches into his pocket and pulls out a couple of bills, which he presses into my roommate’s palm.

“So, hey, you’re all set,” the stepdad says. “Go have a good time.”

A half grin to us and he’s gone.

My roommate offers up a similar half smile to me and then extends his hand. “Hi,” he says. “Michael Gerber.”

I introduce myself and my parents and then Gerber and I begin decorating the dorm room’s walls with posters. My mom finishes making the bed. Fighting back tears, she folds me into a hug, then breaks away to blow her nose. My dad rests one hand on my shoulder and with his other hand pumps mine as if I’ve won some kind of major honor. He moves over to Gerber and shakes his hand, wishes us both luck, and steps away while my mom hugs Gerber, a motherly move that she rightly believes my roommate needs. I offer to walk my parents to the car, but they tell me no, it’s okay, I should settle in.

And then they’re gone.

An hour later Gerber and I have unpacked. We head out of the dorm and meet up with Jimmy, his roommate, and a couple of guys on his floor. Before nightfall we’ve located a local off-campus bar that’s famous for fifty-cent draft beers, cheap food, loose girls, and rocking out, and all I can say over and over to Jimmy and Gerber is, “This is unbelievable.”

Freshman year challenges me. I struggle to juggle course work, swimming, and partying, often coming in at five a.m. wasted, vowing to take control of my life, to get my priorities straight, always ending up the next night back in a bar or at a party until five a.m. the following day. It’s a pattern that I can’t seem to break or, frankly, want to break. One day, I get up just before three in the afternoon, straggle into the bathroom, look at myself in the mirror, and stare at the unfamiliar face looking back at me. The guy resembles me, but with bloodshot and spacey eyes and a mop of hair in need of either a gallon of gel or a weed whacker. I lean into my reflection and say aloud, “You look like freaking shit. You gotta play this smarter or you’re gonna burn out.”
         

I take my own advice.

I get my priorities straight.

I quit the swim team.

I don’t tell my dad.

I plan to drop the bombshell at home during Thanksgiving in the protection of extended family and what I know will be good-natured chaos around the table.

Meanwhile I puff out a sigh of relief. I can finally handle my schedule now that it’s been reduced to partying every night and making an occasional appearance in class. Oh, yeah. Got college wired.
         

*  *  *


The banner sells me—enormous, twenty feet or more, draped between two bowing trees, nearly obscuring the front of the DK fraternity house: MOM AND DAD, GIVE US YOUR DAUGHTERS!
         

I imagine every parent of every freshman daughter issuing the same warning: “You are not allowed to go to that frat house,” and every daughter thinking, Soon as you leave, I’m going to that frat house.
         

Fifty brothers in maroon-and-white T-shirts hoist half a dozen beer kegs over their heads like trophies won in battle, hollering at passersby, howling, roaring, plowed at five in the afternoon. They pour out of the house in a swarm, spilling onto the front lawn, standing on the swaying, dilapidated porch of their wreck of a house, to me the spitting image of Delta House in National Lampoon’s Animal House. I stand outside during Rush Week and soak it all in, these guys, these maniacs, the pit they live in, and I know in the deepest part of me that I’ve found my home.
         

I rush, and along with Gerber and Jimmy Baxter, receive a bid. Gerber accepts his and becomes a DK pledge, but Jimmy and I turn ours down. I convince myself that I’m not ready for the commitment, but a part of me feels that if I pledge, I’ll lose Jimmy. He’s an artist, a musician, a nonconformist, and I can’t see him accepting getting his ass paddled even if I’m bent over next to him getting mine whacked at the same time. So I turn down the bid. I regret it almost immediately because I realize that Jimmy and I have survived a worse separation when he moved away before middle school. I know our friendship is unconditional and that we’ll survive my becoming a frat guy while he remains a civilian, and I really fucking want to be a DK.

Home for Thanksgiving, glowering beneath my new Travis Bickle Mohawk, my locks shorn in solidarity with Gerber and the other DK pledges even though I’m just watching from the sidelines, I send bored and superior death-ray stares across the table at my sisters, who barrage me with annoying questions, such as “How do you like college?” At some point I casually break the news that I’ve quit swimming and taken up rugby, a brutal sport that I enjoy because it combines three of my favorite activities: roughhousing with a ball, brawling, and nonstop drinking. My dad picks at his food slowly, nodding into his plate, not even pretending to hide his concern.

When I return to Geneseo for second semester, I find a letter in my mailbox with news from the house resident assistant, a guy I’ve run into maybe twice. I’ve been kicked out of the dorm. The reasons he gives are excessive partying and breaking dorm rules. I had no idea that I was breaking dorm rules or that our dorm even had rules. And I certainly didn’t consider my partying excessive.
         

Thanks to a guy I know in DK, I find a room in an off-campus house owned by a creepy French literature professor I’ll call Maurice, who routinely rents a few rooms to students. Maurice wears suits and speaks with an exaggerated French accent, which sounds fake, and sticks his nose in the air whenever he sees me, as if trying to locate the origin of a foul odor he’s just detected. Maurice allows his tenants the run of his kitchen and common area but forbids us the use of his washer and dryer, a tremendous pain in the ass, since the closest Laundromat is several miles away and none of us has a car. Still, the living arrangement works, as long as I keep out of Maurice’s way.

Sophomore year, I rush DK again. I’m told by Gerber and my buddy Bergie, my ins at the frat, that even though they’ll push for me, the brothers didn’t take kindly to my turning them down the first time, and a second bid may be a long shot. I rush hard and I know I’m on my game. The bid comes in. I pledge with the enthusiasm of a guts-and-glory Marine, a good thing since pledging DK is a lot like boot camp. At one point during Hell Night, downing some nauseating concoction blindfolded, I experience a strange realization, probably the result of having spent two days straight with no sleep and six weeks enduring mental manipulation that would make any professional interrogator proud: I am about to achieve one of the most important goals of my life.

I am about to become a brother.

*  *  *


Officially a DK, I invite my high school girlfriend, who goes to school in Albany, to spend the weekend with me in Maurice’s house. We plan to attend a big party at the frat house Saturday night. Late Saturday afternoon, my girlfriend rummages in her suitcase, pulls out her outfit for the night, and heads for the washer and dryer. I explain that my landlord, the eccentric French lit professor, has banned the use of the washer and dryer. Then I check my watch. We don’t have time to walk to town, do the laundry, and get back before the party. I decide to risk it, to break Maurice’s rule just this once.

I shove her clothes into the washer, keeping my eyes and ears peeled for Maurice, then frantically remove the clothes when they’re done and fling them into the dryer. Thirty minutes. That’s all we need. As the clothes tumble and clang in the dryer, I start to pace. My girlfriend suggests that the time will pass quicker if I stop staring at the clothes. She grabs my hand and leads me outside for a walk.

When we get back, the dryer door is open and her clothes are gone.

“He is such a freak,” I say. “Wait here.”
         

I charge up the hill behind the house to the cottage where Maurice lives. I bang on the door and step back. The door swings open and Maurice stands defiantly in the doorway.

“Oui?” he says, sticking his nose up.
         

“You got my girlfriend’s clothes,” I say. “She needs them for tonight.”

“That’s a shame, because she’s not having them. I told you that you cannot use the washer and dryer.”

“I know you did, and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. Now can I please have her clothes?”

“No.”

He starts to close the door. I shove my foot forward and block the door.

“Listen, let’s cut this out,” I say. “Just give me the clothes.”

“I told you. No.”
         

“So you’re gonna, what, steal her clothes?”

“You are calling me a thief? You broke the house rule.”

“I know. Again, I’m sorry. Now, come on, please, give me her clothes.”
         

He sticks his nose even farther up in the air, then, with surprising speed, tries to push the door closed with both hands. I slam my shoulder into the door and force it back. Maurice’s face burns hot, the color of a grape, his eyes narrow into slits, and he rushes me. He grabs me by my shirt and slams me against the inside wall of his cottage. I’m momentarily stunned. And then I glare at him. “Take your hands off me,” I whisper.

I keep my arms at my side, my hands loose, my fingers splayed. I can feel his hands trembling in rage. He holds my shirt tighter, lifts me slightly, and then drops his hands.

“You have fifteen minutes to vacate my house,” Maurice says.

“You’re gonna regret this,” I say.

I back up a few steps, head outside, find a pay phone, call the campus cops, and report Maurice.

Homeless now, I appeal to the brothers of DK. They have only one space available in the fraternity house, which they offer to me, a tiny room the guys call the Closet. I move in. They’re wrong. A closet would be twice the size of this cranny. I can barely fit my bed in. I don’t care. I feel as if I’ve moved home.

A few months later, I stand in a courtroom facing Maurice. Neither of us has brought a lawyer. I have, however, brought a dozen DK brothers who sit in the gallery, wearing blazers emblazoned with our fraternity’s letters. The sea of support behind me boosts me as I present my case, and shakes up Maurice who stumbles through his recounting of “the incident,” changing details to fit his claim that I put my hands on him.
         

In the end, the judge throws the case out, citing insufficient evidence and a waste of his time, a clear victory for me. The DKs lose it, hooting and cheering as if they’re at a football game or standing around a craps table. On my way out of the courtroom, I slide past Maurice and glare at him. I want to grab him by the shirt now and get in his face and say, “Do not ever mess with me or the DKs, you dirtbag,” but I keep my cool and walk out with my head high, feeling triumphant.

Second semester sophomore year, the DKs elect me recording secretary, a job that requires me to pay attention at board meetings and take notes, not two of my finer talents. Junior year I’m awarded the important position of house president, which differs radically from president of DK House, a prestige title, the face of DK, one I have my sights on for senior year. Being house president requires me to maintain the fraternity house, to clean it up and make it presentable, especially for parties. To be honest, keeping the DK house clean is a monumental task, almost as impossible as asking somebody to grow taller.

I throw myself into the job. I become a cleanliness freak, the Mr. Clean of Geneseo. I recruit pledges, but mostly I clean the horrific pit of a house myself. I carry hoses inside and wash down the entire first floor—living room, dining room, kitchen. I blast away with water at unidentifiable crud caked everywhere from countless years and fraternity parties. I pull on latex gloves and attack the most stomach-churning toilets in America, brushing, scrubbing, and scraping until the porcelain shines. I haul on rubber boots, the kind lobstermen wear, wade into the showers, and scrub and chip away at the scary and possibly alive black layer of goo crusted over the bathtub until the tile sparkles. At chapter meetings, I become the annoying fussy uncle, insisting that the brothers throw away their cups and plastic plates before they leave, sometimes snatching them right out of their hands. I take some cash from our emergency fund and rent a Dumpster, which I fill with dozens of plastic bags pregnant with garbage. The brothers observe my work ethic with a kind of reverence. Either they didn’t think I had this in me or they’ve never seen anything quite like it. Truthfully, I surprised myself. But then I realize this is who I am. When I want something done, I go all in, with a passion.

“This is our house,” I say. “It’s our home. I want people to know that we’re proud of this place. We may like to party, but we’re not animals.”

The brothers grunt like pigs, howl like monkeys, scratch themselves, and then they applaud.

*  *  *


Three of us wait in an upstairs bedroom.

We joke to cut the tension and then go silent, straining to listen through the floor, hearing mostly the beating of our own hearts. We are waiting for the results and we are nervous as hell.

We have all been nominated for president of the DKs.

One guy, call him Tony, says that he alone deserves the position. He feels entitled, believes it’s his turn. The other guy, call him Ray, is a long shot and everybody knows it, especially Ray. Tony and Ray are both great guys. I’d throw myself in front of a bus for either of them, but I believe that I deserve the presidency more than they do.

Below us, in the chapter room, the heated voices of the DKs rise up and reach us through the floorboards. The brothers have taken sides and are discussing, debating, and then deciding who should lead the DKs. At one point, I hear a muffled voice say, “It’s JT. He’s the only one. I’m putting my onions on the line for him.” Voices roar in agreement, then other voices shout those voices down.

Tony laughs. “You got no shot, JT,” he says. “This is all mine.”

“We’ll see.”

“I don’t even know why I’m up here,” Ray says. “Next year, maybe.”

“No, man, you’re worthy,” I say. “The guys think highly of you. That’s why they nominated you.”

“Yeah, that, and they needed a third nominee,” Tony says.

“Hey, Tone, if you don’t get it, I think you’d be perfect for my job, house president,” I say. “I can see you scrubbing the toilets, making them shine. I’ll even gift you my latex gloves.”

Ray snickers. Tony rolls his eyes, paces, and then someone knocks on the door. One of the brothers pokes his head in. “Okay, guys, come on down.”

We walk into the chapter room and stand in the center of the membership, forty brothers strong who form a circle around us. The outgoing president steps in front of us. “All three of you are worthy candidates. But after much debate and discussion, we have decided. The next president of the DKs is”—he pauses and grins—“JT!”

The brothers erupt in applause and then they begin chanting. I feel light-headed, almost drunk, even though I haven’t taken even a sip of beer. Hands surround me and push me forward and somehow Ray and Tony dissolve into the circle and then the circle tightens around me. The chanting fades and all forty of the brothers snap their fingers at once. Then there is silence. Now, for the first time, I address the DK brothers as their president.

“Thank you for this great honor,” I say. “I will make you proud.”

The brothers roar, a booming rumble that shakes the foundation and rises to the leaky roof of our dilapidated—but sparkling clean—house.

*  *  *


I wear my presidency like a favorite sweater: It’s always on. I walk up to strangers on campus, especially girls, offer my hand, and introduce myself, “Hi, I’m JT, president of the DKs.”
         

The DKs have officially elected me president, but I walk through Geneseo as if I’m still running for office.

I sense that I’m becoming known, particularly within the Greek world on campus. All frat guys seem to recognize me, even respect me. At parties I walk from room to room introducing myself, warmly greeting everyone. “Hi, I’m JT, president of the DKs” becomes my signature, my calling card, and I realize that JT has become my identity.
         

As senior year rolls on and my duties as president of DK intensify, I approach the office as a career, devote my spare time to rugby, and basically check out of all my classes. I stumble toward the finish line of graduation, barely crack the tape with enough credits to earn my diploma. I do graduate, though, and now, as I reflect, I realize that my time in Geneseo, my life with the DKs, both as a brother and as president, ultimately defined me. I may not have raised the bar academically, but in almost every other way I came into my own. With my dad as my role model, I prided myself on taking responsibility whenever I took on a job and on staying connected to my family, in this case my DK family. As a result, I earned my brothers’ respect, and that meant more to me than anything.

I entered college a boy named John.

I graduated a young man named JT.

*  *  *


A week or so after the graduation ceremony, I stand outside the DK house wearing my cap and gown, my parents on either side of me. My dad lays an arm on my shoulder and says that he’s proud of me for pulling this off, for graduating in four years as I promised. My mom nods at the DK house, swipes a tear that trickles down her cheek, and says, “I’m proud of you, too, and I can’t believe that you actually lived in that pigsty.”

“You should’ve seen it before I cleaned it up,” I say.

Later that day I say good-bye to the people who have meant the most to me during my four years at Geneseo—my fraternity brothers, the guys on the rugby team, a couple of professors, and Gerber, who I know will remain a lifelong friend.

In the backseat of my parents’ car, as we pull away from campus, I stare out the rear window, and through the gloomy gray sky I’ve become accustomed to every day for four years I watch the buildings of my college become smaller and smaller and then fade into the horizon. Moments from those four years flash into my mind, images in a loop—parties, rugby matches, pledging, being elected president, chapter meetings, evenings spent hanging out with my DK brothers. I think about college, gone in a blink, and I think about how I got through, what guided me, and what saved me.

Fate.

Driving away from Geneseo, the green hills of upstate New York enclosing us on either side, I realize that fate put me at the doorstep of the DK house and offered me the opportunity—the privilege—to pledge not once but twice. Fate kept at me. Fate saved my ass.

It will not be the last time.
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