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Chapter 1 
 
 
Fire the Pretty Girl 
 
If she weren’t so pretty, I wouldn’t have fired her. 
 
On the morning of my twenty-first birthday, early September 1986, I made the short walk 
from the house my roommates and I shared, just outside the gates of Georgetown 
University, to Healy Hall, the stately, iconic centerpiece of my school’s campus.  If you 
have seen one image of Georgetown, it is probably Healy Hall. Built in a Neo-Medieval 
style late in the 19th Century, and designated a National Historic Landmark late in the 20th 
Century, it is a beautiful piece of architecture.   
 
Somewhat incongruously, for many years it was also home to the one of the busiest and 
grimiest bars in Washington, D.C., the Georgetown University Center Pub.  Located in 
the basement, the Pub was the only entirely student-run bar in the United States.  That’s 
what we were told, anyway, and since Washington D.C.’s drinking age was 18, compared 
to 21 almost everywhere else, I believe it’s probably true.  Per tradition, a different group 
of seniors ran the Pub each year, and – having been elected to the top spot by the 
previous year’s management team -- I was a few months into my tenure as General 
Manager.   
 
I walked around the back of Healy, through a small parking lot, and past the large cooler 
where we stored kegs of beer, wine, wine coolers and pizza supplies.  It was still an hour 
or so before we opened, and I expected to need my keys to gain entrance through the 
Pub’s back door.  But the door was unlocked, and I found Harold – the Assistant General 
Manager – already working in the Pub’s tiny office.  He didn’t look happy. 
 
I thought maybe the smell, which hit me as soon as I walked in, had fouled his mood. The 
Pub never smelled good.  By the end of each night, the tile floor was coated with a 
mixture of beer, dirt and who-knows-what that we affectionately called “Pub scum.”  No 
amount of hot water, ammonia and elbow grease could completely eliminate it.  But that 
morning, it was obvious that the previous night’s crew hadn’t put forth much of an effort.  
The floor looked and smelled bad, even by Pub standards, and the bathrooms, located 
next to the office, were in bad shape too. 
 
“This place looks like shit,” I said to Harold. 
 
He was looking over the numbers from the night before, including sales broken down by 
type of beer, wine and pizza.  The most important number was what we called 
“unrealized,” the percentage of beer that was gone but not accounted for. 
 



“Not a good night,” he said. 
 
I looked at the numbers.  Sales were high, almost a record.  We expected that, since it 
was the first week of school and the whole campus was amped.  But unrealized was 
alarmingly high, about twice what it had been all summer, which meant way too many 
beers had been given away.  That wasn’t a new problem.  In fact, it was the fundamental 
problem which Pub managers over the years had either tried (and usually failed) to 
address, or simply ignored.  Throughout its history, the Pub had almost always lost 
money.  You may wonder how you can lose money selling beer to college students.  The 
answer is, you have to really try.  But try they did for many years.   
 
I wasn’t happy about the numbers, but I was more pissed off about the physical condition 
of the bar – the seeming lack of respect for a place I revered and, not incidentally, the 
lack of respect accorded me as the person in charge. 
 
“Unrealized sucks,” I said, “but they hardly cleaned.  It’s hard to breathe in here.”  
 
“To be fair, they were short-handed during cleanup,” Harold said.  “Maddie went home 
early.” 
 
“Sick?” 
 
Harold shook his head.  “Drunk.”  
 
“She had to go home drunk?  On her first night?” 
 
“Yup.” 
 
“Shit.” 
 
Harold and I had competed for the General Manager job the previous spring.  In some 
ways, he was a much more qualified candidate.  He was an all-A student in the business 
school, while I, to the extent I had any academic focus, was a liberal arts guy who had 
never taken a business class.  But we both loved the Pub, and we both, over three years, 
had worked our way up the ranks from pizza cook to bartender to shift manager.  The day 
before the General Manager election, we agreed over lunch that whoever didn’t win the 
GM job would appoint the other Assistant GM in charge of personnel.  When I won, 
Harold took on the task of hiring the dozen or so people we needed to replace the 
graduating seniors.  Maddie, a junior, was one of the new hires. 
 
The Pub’s unwritten rule had always been to hire big guys and pretty girls.  Big guys 
because every busy night there was at least one fight we needed to break up.  Pretty girls 
because they were pretty girls.   
 
As I get older, I tend to remember my reactions to things more than the things 
themselves.  I can tell you confidently that I loved or hated a certain book or movie from 



years ago, but struggle to remember what they were about.  In a similar way, today I can 
only describe Maddie in the most hazy, general terms – petite, blonde, blue eyes maybe?  
But I distinctly remember thinking, “That is the prettiest girl at Georgetown University.”  
And I remember being excited that, thanks to Harold, I was about to meet her!  She 
wouldn’t be some beautiful girl I admired from afar, to whom I would never speak for 
lack of courage.  We would be coworkers.  I had no illusions that we would date.  She 
was out of my league.  But she would know my name.  I would be part of her life, and she 
would be part of mine.  Holy crap, I was going to be her boss!  What did that mean?   
 
It was very exciting. 
 
But then, she couldn’t finish her first shift.  I hadn’t even met her, and now I was going to 
have to do something, probably discipline her in some way.  Crap.  This was no way to 
start a relationship. 
 
Depressed, tense, and hung over from my own revelry the night before, I walked out of 
the office.  I went into the Pub’s small DJ booth and put an LP on one of the two 
turntables.  I used to DJ the occasional night shift.  I enjoyed it, but I was hardly a 
natural.  In the pre-digital music era, finding and cueing up a new record every three 
minutes for six or seven hours could be stressful for a naturally nervous person who just 
wanted to please.  Painfully shy, at least until my third or fourth beer, I would try to keep 
a low profile by turning off the lights in the booth.  Not being able to see the records 
didn’t make the job any easier – and, people found me anyway. 
 
“When are you going to play something good?” some drunk person would ask at least 
once a night. 
 
“Soon,” I’d say.   
 
My most cringe-worthy memory of DJ’ing is playing the theme to the movie 
Ghostbusters.  I played it a lot.  When Ray Parker Jr. asked who you gonna call, I would 
turn the volume all the way down, and the crowd would scream “Ghostbusters!”  Then I 
would turn the volume back up.  Lame, I know.  But it was the eighties.  Busting made us 
feel good. 
 
From the DJ booth I walked behind the bar and used the soda gun to fix myself my usual 
day-time drink – half Coke, half Sprite.  It never tasted good, but I liked playing with the 
soda gun.  From the bar, I went to the small kitchen where three years earlier I had 
learned how to transform frozen crusts and cheese, canned sauce, and sweaty toppings 
scooped by hand from plastic packages into cheap, surprisingly tasty, pizza.  The kitchen 
was filthy.   
 
I turned on all the lights and walked around the Pub’s main customer seating and 
standing area.  A low-ceilinged space measuring maybe fifty by eighty feet, with tables, 
chairs and a small patch along the back wall that we used either for bands or as a dance 
floor, it looked as bad as it smelled. 



 
By the time I got back to the office, the bad taste in my mouth was only partly 
attributable to my Coke-Sprite.   
 
I sat down next to Harold. 
 
“We could fire her,” he said.  
 
“Who?” I asked, taken aback.  I thought maybe he meant the shift manager from the night 
before, who had clearly let the crew run wild and left a mess for the day shift to clean up.  
But the manager was a guy. 
 
“Maddie,” he said. “We could fire her.” 
 
“Get the hell out of here.”  
 
 
It says a lot about the Pub, and about me too I guess, that the idea of firing someone for 
getting drunk on the job seemed crazy.  At least, at first.  Drinking was part of the gig, 
part of what made the Pub the best place to work on campus.  On busy nights, someone, 
usually the manager, would ring a little bell that dangled behind the bar and yell “Shift 
Chug!”  Commerce would stop, and each bartender would chug, usually half, but 
sometimes an entire twelve ounce cup of beer.  On a given Thursday, Friday or Saturday 
night, that might happen once per half hour between 9:00 pm and our 3:00 am closing 
time.  That’s a lot of beer. 
 
I pictured poor, beautiful Maddie – wearing jeans, sneakers and a crisp new shirt with 
“Pub Staff” emblazoned on the front – struggling to keep pace with her new, mostly large 
male drunkard colleagues.  Just wanting to fit in.  Was I supposed to punish her for 
having a lower alcohol tolerance than the rest of us?  She couldn’t have weighed more 
than 110 pounds.  I wondered, was she wearing a Pub Staff baseball cap?  God, she must 
have looked adorable.   
 
For an employee not to finish his or her shift was unusual.  But it wasn’t unprecedented.  
Sophomore year, I was sent home from a night bartending shift.  I had, not surprisingly, 
mishandled my first marijuana experience that afternoon.  By the time I arrived at the 
Pub, I firmly believed that I was Isaac, the good-natured bartender from the television 
series The Love Boat.  Whenever a character on the show ordered a drink, Isaac would 
smile, do this cool two-handed point at the person and say, “You got it.” 
When I arrived for work that night, customers were lined up three or four deep around the 
bar.  So I dove in.  “What do you need?” I asked a guy who had squeezed to the front. 
“Two Bud Lite!” he screamed over the din of music and fellow students vying for my 
attention. 
 
I double pointed at him and said, “You got it!” 
 



I am Isaac, I thought to myself.  Coolest man on the planet.  I moved on to the next 
customer, a girl.  “What can I get you?” 
 
“Two wine coolers, and a pitcher of Bud,” she said. 
 
“You got it!” 
 
I wondered why those jerk teachers in high school made such a big deal out of marijuana.  
I was having a great time.  I loved my job, loved being Isaac!  The only problem:  I never 
made . . . or served . . . anybody . . . any drinks.  Just listened to their orders, smiled, 
pointed at them, said, “you got it!” and moved on.   
 
When another bartender would approach one of my “customers” and ask if they needed 
something, they’d point at me and say, “No it’s OK, he’s got me.”  It took maybe twenty 
minutes for people to catch on.  The shift manager – a senior who had gotten me hired so 
I would play on his intramural basketball team – gently led me out of the Pub, and with a 
pat on the head sent me home.  It took me about an hour to walk the quarter mile back to 
my dorm. 
 
As offenses go, I’d say showing up too stoned to work trumps getting drunk from the 
shift chugs endorsed and promoted by management.  But my only punishment was the 
ridicule I received from my coworkers the next day. 
 
A few months later, I was DJ’ing a Saturday night.  After many beers, I decided that I 
was only going to play Bruce Springsteen songs.  I locked myself in the DJ booth and 
refused to open the door.  It was not a well thought-out plan, however, because after 45 
minutes I desperately needed to pee.  I also needed another beer.  When I opened the 
door, the GM was waiting for me.   
 
“Knock it off,” he said. 
 
I hurried past him. 
 
“Alright, sorry, sorry, gotta pee, sorry.” 
 
Dutiful employee that I was, when I returned to the booth, with a fresh beer, I began 
playing songs that were merely written (not sung) by Bruce Springsteen.  The GM, not 
appreciating my ironic impertinence, banged on the DJ booth window.   
 
“Tyrant,” I muttered to myself.  Huey Lewis and the News, coming up. 
 
It would be inaccurate to say that there wasn’t any discipline meted out at the Pub.  It was 
possible to get in trouble, but you really had to try.  Summer of ’85, one of the shift 
managers got quite drunk on duty, and shoved a piece of birthday cake into the face of 
the Assistant GM. The Assistant GM tried to have his pastry-wielding assailant fired.  



But the drunken shift manager was a good-humored work machine that everybody liked, 
so he got off with a one-week suspension.   
 
I was that drunken, good-humored work machine. 
 
Given my own history of questionable behavior, I was very uncomfortable holding 
Maddie or anyone else to a higher standard.  Fuck.  This was a lot to dump on a guy on 
his 21st birthday.  I wanted to do a good job, always.  While I hadn’t studied business, I 
knew that for me to be judged a good GM, we were going to have to earn a profit.  I also 
understood that we were going to make or lose money based, almost entirely, on how 
seriously people took their jobs. 
 
I wanted everybody to have fun.  I wanted us all to do shift chugs constantly without 
getting too drunk to work.  I wanted to be best friends with every member of the staff and 
never have to discipline anybody.  And oh, why deny it?  I wanted the prettiest girl in 
school to know me, to like me, to love me!  Was that so much to ask? 
 
It was Maddie’s beauty that made the idea of firing her so terrible, and so powerful.  I 
was inept and inexperienced when it came to girls.  Having endured an all-male prep 
school for twelve years, I arrived at Georgetown in 1983, having never taken a class with 
a girl, never had a girlfriend, never really been kissed.  I wasn’t a virgin.  I was extra 
virgin.  My skin was terrible too – so bad that for years, I wouldn’t wear my glasses or 
contact lenses because I didn’t want a clear look at myself in the mirror.   
 
I squinted my way through life. 
 
By senior year of college, I was a bit more experienced, and slightly less inept.  My base 
level of confidence was still low, but alcohol gave me courage – and if there was such a 
thing as a sexy job on campus, I had it.  A few kind and generous girls had shown an 
interest in me – so, yes, I am sure that in the back of my mind lurked the thought that 
maybe Maddie would be similarly kind and generous.  Even if the odds were a million to 
one, did I want to throw that possibility away, just to send a heavy-handed, hypocritical 
message to the Pub staff?  No, I did not.   
 
But I did it anyway. 
 
The truth is, we didn’t even debate it.  Harold knew it first, but we both quickly realized 
that as managers, we had just been handed a gift.  We had run a tight ship all summer, 
and had made money.  But the numbers, and the state of the Pub that morning told us we 
were backsliding.  Firing Maddie would send shock waves through the staff.  Now they 
would know we were serious, that the rules really had changed.  If the prettiest girl in 
school could be fired, so could they!   
 
We were going to run the Pub the right way, even if it meant being completely arbitrary 
and unfair. 
 



For years, I gave myself credit for having the integrity to fire Maddie.  When I was in 
college I had to fire the prettiest girl on campus.  Didn’t want to, of course (wink, wink), 
but it was the right thing to do.  Not exactly.   
 
First of all, I didn’t fire Maddie.  Although it was ultimately my decision, Harold did the 
honors.  He volunteered, saying it was his responsibility, since he had hired her.  Coward 
that I was, I happily let him do it.   
 
Second, there’s no denying that firing Maddie helped our financial performance.  We got 
the staff’s full attention, and soon our numbers were back where they should have been.  
But we could have, and I believe we would have, gotten there anyway.  We were already 
doing the hard work of creating a more responsible culture.  Firing Maddie was a 
shortcut.  And the harsh truth is that if she had been a guy, or had just been less attractive, 
there wouldn’t have been much point in firing her.  Nobody would have really cared. 
 
We should have talked to her, shown her some kindness, assuaged her embarrassment.  
She was new, but she was Pub Staff.  That should have meant something.  Instead, we 
made her an object lesson, a cautionary tale, a motivational tool.  We exploited her.  No, 
first we got her drunk, then we exploited her. 
 
The Pub made a lot of money that year – more than ever before, more than we had 
thought possible.  A lot of good things contributed to that result.  We found some creative 
ways to increase revenue.  We worked hard to create staff camaraderie.  Most important, 
we raised the standard of acceptable performance when it came to “unrealized,” and held 
everyone accountable for meeting that standard.   
 
Back up.  That sounds like the kind of oily corporate speak I have become adept at over 
the years.  So let me put it another way:  We stopped giving away so many beers.  We 
appreciated our jobs.  We worked hard.  We didn’t steal.  Somehow we made money 
selling beer to college students.  Go figure. 
 
 
Ten years after I graduated from Georgetown, I wrote a speech for Bob Crandall, 
Chairman and CEO of American Airlines, which he delivered at the National Press Club, 
just down the road from my alma mater.  Bob always asked for some humor, so I inserted 
a little quip about Dennis Rodman, the notorious Chicago Bull (more recently, self-
appointed ambassador to North Korea) who at the time was changing the color of his hair 
almost daily. 
 
“Business today is a lot like Dennis Rodman’s hair,” Bob told the audience.  “On any 
given day, you’re not sure what you’re going to see.  And most of the time, what you see 
ain’t very pretty.” 
 
It’s a pretty good line, I suppose, although to me the line was less funny than the fact that 
my boss had no idea who Dennis Rodman was.   
 



I believe Bob was right, in the thing that I wrote for him.  Most of the time, business ain’t 
very pretty.  But when things start to get ugly, you can always take out your contacts.  
Leave your glasses at home.  Fuzz things up a bit.   
 
You can get by a long time as a squinter. 
	  


