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Chapter One

 


 


I have never kept a large number of friends.
There are plenty of good reasons for it.

For one thing, my father warned me not to
trust people. He blurted out the words one day from beneath the
family car where he lay on his back peering at the oily
undercarriage. "Even at their best," his muffled voice intoned,
"people are no damn good." I think he felt compelled to say so
because he recognized my tendency to daydream and he knew I could
be distracted.

The truth is, I was a gullible kid and so it
was sound advice, boot-strap wisdom intended to spur me on to
self-sufficiency. The underlying message was to pay more attention
to, well, everything.

“Do what they tell you at school, mind your
manners, don’t be a loudmouth and do not embarrass me or your
mother.”

I tried, but I am sure I did not perform up
to par in all those areas my father urged me to contemplate.
Whether it was my native immaturity, or simply the stubbornness of
youth, I did not always heed the old man’s advice.

It would be easy to say it was the war that
changed that kind of thinking -- not only in me, but within society
at large. After all, it was a time of social upheaval and libertine
experimentation. There was much to take in for a young man still
trying to figure it all out.

I spent the waning years of the Vietnam
conflict on an ammo re-supply ship in the Tonkin Gulf. After the
grand bug-out in ’75, my remaining enlistment was spent as a radio
technician at the US Navy communications station in San Miguel,
Philippines. I liked the Philippines, but after a few months my
time was up and the Department of Defense said I had to go
home.

Home had changed. In my absence, Nixon was
caught and sacrificed; women tossed their bras and made civil
rights demands similar to black civil rights demands ten years
earlier. Not wanting to waste political momentum, demonstrations
against the war shifted into unexplored areas as new causes were
defined. Political vindication was earned with the Watergate
revelations and the release of the Pentagon Papers. A new
generation of restless youth, raised on Jesus, corn-pone, and a
wide swath of recreational drugs demanded equal time.

And yet, the war kept the national coffers
filled and, like a good economic laxative, the bloody process
pushed business along. As a result, the great cultural party that
had begun in the sixties and marched through the seventies was
still rolling when I was spewed out of the military in 1976.

No, it wasn't the war so much or the
military regimentation that finally made me begin to pay attention.
After all, like a child, I was still prone to following orders and
sympathizing with strangers even at the ripe old age of twenty-six.
No, it was something else that happened.

 


The Greyhound station in Dorado, Texas was
situated four blocks south of the town square inside a Circle K
convenience store. At the counter, one could purchase a Zagnut bar,
a frozen grape slush, and a ticket to anywhere in the continental
US. The location was chosen for its proximity to the square and
because it had an over-sized parking lot that could accommodate the
mighty Greyhound Americruisers.

Dorado was a mid-sized college town named by
Estevanico (“Little Steven”), the first black man to explore Texas.
Estevanico the Moor accompanied an early expedition of Spanish
conquistadors who were searching for the seven cities of Cibola.
While passing through the hostile-infested region of north Texas,
Little Steven identified a well-known camping area as Aqua Dorado
(golden water) because they were all dying of thirst when they
found the place. The name stuck.

Not long after, Little Steven was attacked
and murdered by wild Indians. He was 39, thirteen years older than
me. I hoped to live longer than old Estevanico, to prosper and die
in the midst of a nap after a hearty meal and perhaps a go at the
wife. In addition, I would like to add that I hold no animosity
towards Indians. Why, I actually admire the noble savages as well
as their ability to live out of doors year round. I am certain I
could not manage a similar feat without either freezing to death or
baking beneath the Texas sun which seems closer to the earth than
in contiguous states.

Heat in the tropics is a miserable
condition, what with humidity and all. However, August in north
Texas can take your breath away. Stepping off the bus was like
stepping into an oven. Wavy lines of heat blurred my vision as I
looked up the street towards the old courthouse whose spire marked
the center of town.

The entrance to the Circle K beckoned.
Behind the tinted glass door was a promised land of air
conditioning and a cold drink, if I wanted. I reflected on the sad
state of my finances before turning away, lifting my canvas bag,
and heading for the square.

I had always considered August to be the
hottest month because it comes at the end of summer when everything
has already been under constant heat for several months. When it is
still hot in mid-September, people get depressed. My cousin Marlene
died after struggling through a particularly hot summer. Mother
always said she died from the disappointment of not getting respite
from the heat in September. The heat is part of the deal about
living in Texas. On the upside, most days are clear and if you are
the sporting type, outdoor activities are in order.

Keeping to the shade as much as possible, it
took ninety seconds to stroll up the street to the courthouse. I
leaned back and squinted at its 19th century
magnificence. On the southeastern corner across from the old
granite and limestone courthouse stood another solid edifice, the
Cattleman’s Trust and Bank. What drew my eye was the large sign
perched atop the three-story tall cornice nearest the courthouse.
The sign bore the name of the place as well as a logo featuring a
round, fish-eyed image of what was supposed to be a magnifying
glass, although the entire impression was one of a gigantic,
solitary blue eye looking directly at me. For some reason, it was a
little unnerving. Below the logo, the following slogan was written
in tall, swirling black script: Watching over you is what we
do.

The great eye looked out over the sun-soaked
lawn surrounding the courthouse as well as the encircling shops,
cafes, and offices lining the four sides of the center of town. All
seemed in good order under its gaze.

Dorado was still enough of a small town to
have small town attractions and the town square was a popular
place. The public was encouraged to make use of the open space just
as citizens had done for the previous 120 years. By the time I got
there most of the good spots were already taken. We were all like
vampires, confining our movements to the shade in an effort to
avoid direct sunlight.

A group of dancers braved the sunshine and
ignored the heat. Bare arms and legs glistened across the lawn.
Elsewhere, people reclined on benches and others lay on blankets
spread on the ground either reading and/or sleeping. The big clock
in the courthouse began to ring out the half-hour and I wondered
what happened when court was in session. Did the lawyers and judge
and witnesses just wait until the infernal chiming stopped?

My very loose plan involved ringing up one
of two cousins whom I knew lived in or around Dorado and asking for
a place to crash until I made other arrangements. Most of my money
was about to go towards tuition and fees and books. I needed a home
base while I looked for a job, then I could see about renting a
room or maybe even an apartment.

I looked forward to being in school again.
Two semesters of classwork remained on my interrupted bachelor’s
degree and my intention was to finish what I had started, to
graduate and make a mark in life, perhaps by gaining access to
graduate school and higher realms. I didn't want to end up like
Estevanico, a stranger in a strange land, murdered by the locals
while seeking my fortune. To be successful, I needed to make a few
friends and earn good marks from my professors. If asked about
future ambitions, my prepared reply was that I intended to seek
higher education for the sake of knowledge and that the means to do
so would work itself out. Half of that statement was true. In all
honesty, I was like most everyone else; I wanted to make my mark in
the world and be well paid for it. I wanted to be rich but I really
had no clue how to get it done.

When a studious couple closed their books
and departed the lawn, an empty bench presented itself. I lugged my
old sea bag to the spot and set it down in plain view while gazing
at two public telephones sitting together on the northern sidewalk,
exposed to the glaring sun. I didn’t bother to sit. After a quick
look around, I started for the phones. I was halfway there when one
of the dancers bounded past. She was shouting to her friends as she
demonstrated a move and so failed to watch where she was going. She
would have slammed into me had I not halted at the last instant and
offered a steadying hand.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
see you.”

“That’s all right. No harm done.”

She was a pixie, she explained, and they
were re-enacting a scene from a play. Indeed, she looked the part
with twinkling green eyes amid a spray of freckles all under an
outcropping of orange-red hair kept at bay by an encircling
headband. A wire ran from the headband upward until it completed
the base for an encircling halo made of cotton and a liberal amount
of multi-colored sparkles. She also wore a pink tutu. The others
called to her. “Gotta go,” she said as she ran away. Her strides
degenerated into dance moves the closer she got to her friends.

I fished my cousin’s number from my battered
wallet and walked to the phones. Both boxes were covered with
graffiti. I inserted two dimes into the slot, a dial tone started
up and I selected the number by pressing buttons rather than a
rotary switch. What would they think of next? After dialing, I
waited for the other end to ring and thought about what I would say
to cousin Del. I didn’t know him very well and had not seen him in
years. The phone rang for the fourth time.

As I waited, my eyes wandered over the
graffiti and pithy sayings. Save the Whales was scrawled in
blue marker. Fuck the War was written beneath it with a
skull and crossbones alongside. John and Randy and Marvin had
carved their names into the practically indestructible plastic.
Marvin apparently had to rush off because the last I and n were not
completely finished. There was a Go Eagles! marking and one
offer of special treatment from a girl named Charlotte if you
called the number scribbled there. At the top of the phone box at
eye level someone had written, “If you lived here, you’d already
be home.” It seemed self-evident to me.

Del’s phone was still ringing and I wanted
to add “Wherever you go, there you are!” to the catalog of
wisdom but I didn’t have a marker. There was no answer machine and
the ringing went on until I hung up. The number for Addie, my other
cousin, was likewise scribbled on a piece of paper and stuffed into
my wallet. Unfortunately, the ink was smeared and I could not read
the digits. I tried Del again but with the same result. No
answer.

I knew Addie much better than Del but Addie
had married some rich guy and I did not want to impose. Imposing on
a male cousin was different.

A ragged-looking guy edged closer to my sea
bag so I hung up and started towards the bench. He saw me and
turned away. I claimed the bench, took a seat, and looked across
the lawn as the would-be thief sauntered out of sight.

The troupe of dancers gathered in a final
conclave and one by one signed a sheet of paper as it was passed
around. The tiny dancer with the red mop-top now carried a large
red leather purse with blue and white leather strings trailing from
it. She came towards me accompanied by two other girls and two
guys, all college age.

They smiled and laughed and joked with one
another in a manner I had not shared with anyone for many years and
there was a shift within me like an animal startled awake as I
realized I had lost something yet I could not say exactly what it
was nor exactly where it had gone.

“Sorry about running into you,” she said as
the group approached. I could not think of anything to say so I
simply shrugged and smiled and nodded. She returned the smile and
stopped in front of me. The boys walked on, saying they would see
the girls in class next week. The other two young ladies hovered
nearby, content to wait for their friend as she flirted with
me.

“Was that a class?” I asked, “…or
something?”

“Yep,” she spoke right back, “It’s the last
day of summer school. We decided to meet on the courthouse lawn
today. It was a little hot.” She fanned herself and laughed. “But
it was fun.”

Trying to think of something to say, I
paused. Dance class on the courthouse lawn? College had changed
since my previous experience.

She stuck out her hand. “My name’s Mandy,”
she said as if laying claim to the moniker for the first time. It
was funny and made me smile again. I took her hand and shook it
real platonic-like. I told her my name was Conrad Snow but most
people called me Jack.

“Nice to make your acquaintance.”

She explained she was taking summer school
classes to get ahead and that she was majoring in Fine Arts at the
Woman’s University.

The other two ladies were introduced as
Linda and Terry. Terry had vouchers for free barbecue sandwiches
and sodas at a walk-up outdoor café that turned out to be a kitchen
on wheels with a few chairs and a couple of tables placed outside
under three large umbrellas. Without spending a cent, I was treated
to dinner my first day in town.

The sun slipped to the horizon as we sat
under one of the big umbrellas eating our food and listening to
Terry. “I mean,” she said, “nobody in the middle class stays at
home with the kids anymore. Women have to work. It takes two
incomes to raise children these days.”

“And with so much work,” Linda added, “who
pays for it? Childcare isn’t free.”

“That is an excellent question. We need tax
breaks or vouchers for daycare. Something needs to be done.” She
looked at me. “What do you think?”

I looked up from my sandwich. “Me? Well,
something’s got to be done, right? Otherwise, things just keep
going along like they always have.” I took a potato chip from the
bag I shared with Mandy and pushed it whole into my mouth,
crunching it all at once to make my point.

Terry solemnly nodded. “I like the way you
think. What’s your major?”

Mandy interrupted. ”Jack just got into town.
He hasn’t even checked into his dorm yet. Am I right? That’s why
you’ve got the duffel bag. Right?”

“You’re a regular Jane Marple.”

“Who?”

“She’s an Agatha Christie character, a
detective. But you’re only partially right.”

“Oh?”

“I came in today, that’s true, and I’m
attending the fall semester at dear old NT but no dorm for me.”

“Do you have an apartment?”

“Well, no, not yet. I have to find a job
first. I have a cousin somewhere in Dorado and I may be able to
stay there when I get in touch with him. Until then, I’m sort of
footloose.”

“And fancy-free,” added Mandy as she leaned
in. “Look, it’s Friday. School is officially out. Put your troubles
away. Tonight is the night to party. The Blades are playing at the
old Wonder-Bowl and you, my friend, have gotten very lucky
indeed.”

“What do you mean?”

“Have you ever worked in a club?”

“What? Like a bar?”

“Exactly like a bar.”

I shook my head. “No. After high school, I
was a lifeguard, worked some construction, clerk at the mall,
student, US Navy for four years, here I am a student again. That’s
it, short and sweet.”

“Wow, you were in the Navy? Were you in
Vietnam? I know a guy who was there. He’s messed up. You’re not
messed up, are you?”

“As much as anybody else, I guess.”

“Four years. That’s a long time.”

“Everybody’s got to be somewhere.”

Terry stood up. “That’s my cue. I’m going
back to the dorm. I’ll see you at the Wonder-Bowl at eleven.”

Mandy looked up. “Do you want a ride? I told
you I’d drive.”

“No, that’s okay. Me and my fat legs need to
walk.”

“You’re not fat.”

“I’m going too,” said Linda. She asked Mandy
if she was coming but Mandy said she needed to drop by Count
Basie’s to pick up her check. “It won’t be much but enough to pay
for nonessentials.”

The girls said good-bye and began walking
from us towards the Woman’s University campus which was marked by
two high-rise dormitories. It is worthy to note no building in
Dorado was taller than those dormitories and they could be seen
from twenty miles away on a clear day. I had always thought of them
as a suicide risk especially considering both were filled with a
transient population of young, hormonal females.

“What’s a nonessential?”

“Party favors!”

“Like streamers and balloons?”

“Sort of, but more like consumables.”

“Chips and dip.”

“Beer and weed, wine coolers…”

“Ah, mood enhancers!”

“Now you’ve got it,” she said. “Come with me
to Basie’s. You can get a job, I know you can. I’m a waitress on
weekends but I took tonight off so I could go see The Blades.”

“They must be pretty good.”

“They are great. Out of all the places they
could go, they made Dorado their home base.”

“I like jazz,” I admitted.

Mandy stared at me deadpan before saying,
“In that case, you’ll like Basie’s. It’s a jazz bar.” Mandy took me
to her car, a white, 1966 Volkswagen, and I stuffed my sea bag into
the back.

***

Count Basie’s faced south at the end of a
set of college-student oriented businesses sitting in a row along
West Hickory Avenue across from the North Texas Language Arts
Building. Next to the Language Arts Building was the Auditorium
Building, aptly named for the old campus auditorium sitting in the
middle of it and still being used. I recalled seeing ZZ Top perform
on that same stage five years earlier and I thought my ears would
bleed. Basie’s was in the same spot where an outdoor beer garden
used to offer up suds to thirsty college students.

If I’ve heard it once, I’ve heard it a
hundred times; student life is fueled by beer. In my wartime
absence, the beer garden had morphed into Basie’s, an enclosed,
air-conditioned drinking spot with live music up to four nights a
week. When Mandy and I walked in, it was still early and the big
front room with the stage was empty. No one was in sight so Mandy
directed me to have a seat and wait while she looked for her boss.
Off she went.

The interior was plywood painted black and
purple with broad darkly tinted windows looking out onto the
street. Through the windows I could see the northeast corner of the
monolithic Language Arts Building. The windows at Basie's were
sufficiently darkened so that passersby had a difficult time
discerning what might be going on inside. I later discovered it was
a constant source of entertainment for the regulars to watch
sidewalk strollers deciding whether or not to pay the cover charge
and enter.

A white guy with an Afro hair-do carried
instrument cases to the stage. He looked at me and asked if I was
working to which I responded that I was waiting for someone.

“Aren’t we all?” he replied before
exiting.

That’s when another guy walked in from the
rear of the place where Mandy had gone. He spoke to someone and I
thought it might be Mandy but when they rounded the corner I saw it
was someone else -- a tall, thick, blonde fellow with
tortoise-shell frame glasses dressed expensively in poplin white
short-sleeve shirt and khaki shorts. Brown penny loafers without
socks adorned his feet. He gave orders and the other guy scribbled
notes into a little blue pad.

“George,” he said, pointing to the floor.
“See where the carpet is coming up? That’s a liability issue.
Someone needs to tack that down. Ask Chief to fix it.”

“Will do,” George agreed.

Now pointing up, the tall guy said, “Light
bulbs out. Replace them.”

“Right.”

The blonde guy noticed me sitting in the
corner. “Who are you?”

“I’m Jack.”

“Well Jack, the club’s not open yet. Why
don’t you come back later? Music starts at nine.”

“I was waiting on Mandy.”

“A little young for you, isn’t she?”

I blushed. “It’s not like that.”

“It never is. Well, Mandy is talking to Yo
about something.”

Yet another guy walked in through the open
side door, but he wore a shirt and hat with beer logos and pushed a
dolly with a silver keg so I figured he was supposed to be there.
His entrance distracted the blonde fellow who I figured was the
boss of the place. More guys came in toting band gear and deposited
everything on the stage. One dude lingered and began putting
together a drum set. George and the big blonde man disappeared
around the corner but I heard bottles clinking and the blonde guy’s
voice.

In a moment, Mandy finally appeared
accompanied by a dark-haired young woman introduced as Yoli. Mandy
said Yoli managed the waitresses, kept schedules, booked bands, and
tended bar on Saturday nights. Plus, she might have a job for
me.

“Really?”

Yoli spoke for herself. “Well, if you want
it. We could use some help around here on weekends. Someone to
watch the door, check ID’s, that sort of thing. Have you tended bar
before?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“There’s not much to it. Most everybody
drinks beer, rum and coke, whisky and seven, that sort of thing. I
need someone to fill in. Also, we have to make sure people don't
walk out with drinks. We can get into a lot of trouble for that.”
Yoli looked at me. “What’s your name?”

“I’m sorry,” Mandy mumbled.

“I’m Jack.”

I should interject that Yoli may have been
the most beautiful woman I had ever seen; a statuesque figure with
full, jet-black hair falling around her shoulders, a regular
Mexican Miss America. Her voice was a sultry waterfall and she
watched as if she could see through me, reminding me I had no hope
of resistance and I would perform whatever task she bid. She was
hypnotic staring at me with those big dark eyes.

“Can you start tomorrow night?”

“Sure. Thanks so much.”

“Do you like music?”

“I love music.”

“Then you’ll like working here.” She held
out her hand just like they do at the end of a professional
interview. I shook it and Yoli said welcome aboard without knowing
much of anything about me.

***

Out on the sidewalk again, Mandy suppressed
a grin as she stated the obvious. “First day in town and you have a
job already.” She snapped her fingers and laughed. I thanked her
profusely.

“I don’t know how I’ll re-pay you.”

She held up her hands. “No payment
necessary. Yo might have said no.”

“Why would she say no?”

“If she didn’t like you it could have gone
differently.”

“You think she liked me?”

“She offered you a job, didn’t she? Steady,
tiger, every man-child in Dorado wants to get next to Yo.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I’m sure you didn’t.”

We walked west up the sidewalk past another
bar on the corner and crossed the street to Jim’s Diner. I
remembered Jim from my previous time in Dorado. When I walked
inside, a glimmer of recognition passed over his face and he
pointed at me and grinned. “I remember you,” he said, “Pre-Med
major, right?”

“I changed my mind. I’m an English major
now.”

“Hm. Where you been?”

“Serving my country.”

“Ahh, I see.” He hugged Mandy as she sidled
up next to him and asked if he could cash her paycheck from Count
Basie’s. Jim took the slip of paper and peered at it through his
glasses. “I think I can handle that,” he quipped. “Have a seat.
Want something to eat?”

“Nah, we ate. Jack is new in town and
doesn’t have a place to stay. Yoli says he can work at Basie’s…”
Mandy looked sidelong at me, “…if he can make the grade – and he’s
enrolling for the fall term.” She faced me. “An English major?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What can you do with that?”

“Well, I can teach. North Texas was a
teacher’s college originally.”

“You still have to get certified to teach
and there are a whole bunch of college-level classes you have to
take. Are you getting certified?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to in order
to teach, but I’m not sure that’s what I want to do.”

“What else?”

I shrugged.

“Come on,” she prodded. “What else?”

“I might like to try writing.”

“Riding? Riding bicycles? Riding horses? Are
you a cowboy? You don’t look like a cowboy.”

“No, no, I’m not a cowboy. I said writing,
with a t."

“Writing? Writing what
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