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            SCOUT: GRADUATION

          

        

      

    

    
      What does it mean to gain the thing you most want? That is, once it arrives—whatever it is—what does its arrival do to you? Who are you then?

      These were among the questions the fifty-two of us in our high school graduating class in Garnet, Texas, might have considered in the early evening of Thursday, May 27, 1965, if we had been thinking at all. But thinking about the future wasn’t among our priorities.

      The graduation ceremony was to be held, as it always had been, at the VFW hall on the highway west of town. Although the fifty-two of us and our families easily could have fit in the high school gym, the rest of Garnet would turn out for the event, and the VFW hall was the only space large enough to hold everyone.

      Graduating from high school was a big thing back then, not simply something that happened to a person but that happened to the entire community. The black robes we wore communicated an almost religious quality to our transition from students to adult members of society. And the rolled diplomas in our hands reflected a confirmation from the government that the community could rely on us as educated persons.

      We were about to be launched. It was a time of receiving unfamiliar stares that made us feel simultaneously proud and uncomfortable. But where we were going, what that experience would be like, and what it would mean to us as individuals—these were less clear.

      If our teachers—any of them from kindergarten on—had been asked what our individual futures might hold, they could have predicted our outcomes with some degree of certainty. After all, they knew most of us better than we knew ourselves.

      But prediction wasn’t necessary. One way or another, most of the fifty-two of us students were likely to spend the rest of our lives together.

      How we were to spend our lives together depended on circumstances—sometimes cruel—that defined us, sometimes with our participation and sometimes arriving with the chill of a blue norther—unexpected and unwelcome. My best friend, Tim Shellar, missed his senior year because his dad broke his neck after high centering his tractor on a stump. When I heard the news, I got a ride to the hospital. As Tim and I sat in the waiting room, we each knew that he would never return to complete his classes. Tim would be taking his father’s place, harvesting wheat in the winter, alfalfa in the spring, and cotton in the summer. It was like that.

      And when Liz Perkins, my girlfriend from sixth grade, didn’t come back after Christmas break during our junior year, there wasn’t any need to guess the reason, although there was considerable discussion about the identity of the father. I’m not sure Liz knew for sure. When the news started to circulate, my grandmother left her front porch and found me at the pharmacy where I was working after school. She walked up to the counter as I was preparing an ice cream soda for Wanda Tatum, and she asked me straight out whether I had knocked up Liz, using those words, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      I told her, “No, ma’am, I didn’t, and I don’t know who did, but it wasn’t me.”

      My grandmother accepted my answer, and before she could turn around, the two other customers who were waiting for their sodas told her, without invitation, that they had heard it was the Jenkins boy. We didn’t see Liz until fall of the next year, when she drove down from Fort Worth where she had been living until the baby could be adopted. She eventually moved to Corpus Christi to run a bait shop, and we never saw her again. It was like that.

      Chance seemed to flick some of us from our desks despite our best intentions. Those who remained were left to stumble through the mysteries of Edna St. Vincent Millay, algebra, and biology. It was too early to tell yet which group of us was the luckier, those who had left school early for one reason or another or those who had slogged through four years of book reports and geometry theorems. All we knew for certain was that at six thirty on the evening of Thursday, May 27, 1965, we would march up that aisle and onto the stage unless fate intervened.

      For some of us, graduating meant joy in knowing that we would never have to read another book or diagram another sentence. For others, it meant getting married in a few weeks, and you could tell who those were by the worried looks on their mothers’ faces. Seven of the boys had signed up for the navy, the result of the recruiter’s having put the hard press on us during football practice. For those seven, they had the comfort of knowing that their futures were not uncertain. The recruiter had promised them and their parents that the United States Navy would take care of those boys and ensure that their every request would be satisfied to the letter. It was like that.

      But for twelve of us, we were going to college. In the nearly fifty years of our high school’s existence, no graduating class had ever produced as many students accepted at institutions of higher learning. We were proud to have made the cut, and our teachers and parents reinforced that sense of pride with compliments and gifts of pen and pencil sets. But as graduation grew nearer, those of us who were college bound began to wonder about the terms of the bargain we had struck. We knew we were about to leave home, just as surely as the navy recruits were. But none of us who were heading to college could explain why a university diploma was better than a high school diploma, and few could explain the purpose of college beyond some vague language about the benefit of new ideas.

      It wasn’t that college was an unknown concept. Some older brothers and sisters had attended universities, as had a few of the parents. But almost everyone from Garnet who had graduated from college had moved to Houston or Dallas to find work. It was like that.

      During the month before our graduation ceremony, those of us who were about to go to college began to recognize with growing clarity what we were not about to do. On the day after Labor Day, we knew that none of the twelve of us would be eating dirt behind a loading trailer or candling eggs or painting walls or cutting lawns or jerking sodas or tearing out drywall or castrating cattle or babysitting or washing windows or sweeping the parking lot at the Big Tex Drive-In. Although our summers had been filled with many of these tasks since we were old enough to ride our bikes, we began to realize that September would hold changes that we could not have foreseen. We were about to step away from the experiences that had helped form our parents after they had graduated from high school. And more significantly, we were about to diverge from the life stories of our friends who would remain in Garnet, friends with whom we had spent our previous twelve years or more, friends who would take our places to do the things that needed to be done.

      As the crowd filled the VFW hall, Harley D. Johnson, our principal, welcomed everyone in a voice that needed no microphone. He asked those in the back to find a seat. Mr. Johnson didn’t have to ask again. He was, after all, Mr. Johnson, the same principal who had served when our parents had sat in these same wooden folding chairs when they had been in high school. And, almost as significantly, Mr. Johnson was the same person whose photo was in the trophy display case with the 1938 football from the Class 1-A district championship game.

      When everyone had found their places, it was time to begin. Mr. Johnson welcomed us to the graduation ceremony and acknowledged the pride and relief in the room. He explained that this year’s graduation included a change from years past.

      “We have a photographer who will take a picture of each graduate. Please let him do his job rather than crowding the stage.” Mr. Johnson’s requests, we knew, were not mere suggestions.

      Then he asked us to stand, and we stood, knowing we were about to give the Star-Spangled Banner a workout. And we took some comfort in knowing we would not be alone because Mr. Johnson was, in addition to his other talents, a singer. He could hit the high notes around the dawn’s early light and expected the rest of us to at least try.

      When the rockets’ red glare had faded, Mr. Johnson invited Reverend Kleberman to the microphone to lead us in the Lord’s Prayer. When that was over, according to the program, the district superintendent was to give a lecture on “The Crisis of Communism.” We had heard the same speech each of the past three years. But this year, Mr. Johnson told the crowd, a blown tire had unfortunately prevented the superintendent from joining us. With what may have been a bit of humor, Mr. Johnson said that all of us would be pleased to hear the superintendent’s important remarks again next year.

      Mr. Johnson then yielded the microphone as the first few notes of “Pomp and Circumstance” began to hiss and pop on the ancient Victrola. The fifty-two of us marched to our assigned seats, our shined shoes peeking out from under our rented robes, our fresh haircuts and hairdos appearing beneath our mortar boards. As we stepped toward the stage, we looked at one another with the same expression that I imagine is on the face of every first-time parachutist before jumping into the wild blue yonder.

      Tamara Wylie, our valedictorian, sat on the stage next to Mr. Johnson. Her speech, “Liberty or Love,” had something to do with freedom, chastity, and the Declaration of Independence, although I didn’t understand how the three fit together. Nonetheless, we all applauded as Tamara accepted her diploma. Then it was time for the rest of us to get ready to ascend the left-hand set of steps onto the stage in alphabetical order.

      Mrs. Redmond, the school secretary and librarian, had conducted a practice session with us a few days before.

      “You’ll begin when I give you the nod,” she had told us. “The nod will mean that the front row will stand.”

      We all shook our heads in agreement, as though our demonstration of understanding would give us greater courage to proceed.

      “Then, when I give the second nod, the first student in the row is to begin walking toward the stage. That’s when the difficult part starts.”

      We waited.

      “Instead of walking to the stage, the next student will stand in place. That pause will give the first student time to receive their diploma and be photographed. The pause will last exactly five seconds. Count with me.”

      And we all counted aloud from one to five.

      “When the next student has reached the number five, he or she will proceed up the aisle, then up the stairs, then across the stage from left to right. Take your diploma from Mr. Johnson with your left hand”—she showed us her left hand—“and present your right hand to Mr. Johnson for a handshake. Does everyone understand?”

      Although we had paid polite attention to Mrs. Redmond on that day, by this graduation night we could feel the certainty of our previous understanding begin to slip away.

      My anxious classmates and I began whispering aloud to ourselves, “One, two, three, four, five,” as though we might forget the order of the numbers we had learned in kindergarten. And while we were practicing counting, left and right hands were being flexed to help us recall which hand was which. The possibility of making a final, fatal mistake was before each of us. Eternity loomed.

      But the opportunity for failure did not end with the receipt of the diploma or the handshake.

      “When you have received your diploma, you are to walk deliberately across the stage.”

      Deliberately was the word used by Mrs. Redmond. Until that point in our educational experience, no student had ever been told by a teacher to act deliberately about anything. In fact, acting deliberately was one of the elements of a violation of almost every school rule. So, when Mrs. Redmond told us that now was the time to act with deliberate intent, the word sounded as though she was encouraging us to do something carnal, to engage in a previously unpermitted physical act. This degree of new freedom made us both proud and uncomfortable. It was a time of exchanged glances and raised eyebrows. But now, we were about to be on stage, and we were expected to act like the adults we had never quite expected to become.

      “Finally, after you have received a diploma and a handshake, you are to pause for the photo, then walk to the rhythm of the music to the right-hand set of steps and back to your original seat. Any questions?”

      The inclusion of a pause in the ceremony sequence was new this year. Samuel Rotman, a photographer with a studio off Main Street, had been hired by Mr. Johnson to snap a picture of each of us as we received our diplomas. The purpose of this change was to eliminate what had been an indecorous traffic jam at previous years’ graduations when parents had started crowding the stage with their Kodaks.

      The first student in our row wiped his face with the only material easily available to him, the back of his robe. The music started.

      I was seated next to Amanda Berlin, my girlfriend, and we all strained to see Mrs. Redmond’s signal from her position at the foot of the stage. Mr. Johnson took his place beside the folding table on which the diplomas had been arranged in alphabetical order. He looked at Mrs. Redmond and smiled. She turned her head to us, and with military precision gave the first nod. The first student rose, followed by the rest of our row. Slowly, the process began to sort us out, one after the other. We began to walk forward, five-counts on our lips, hands flopping at our sides, and everyone else watching. Amanda, standing in front of me, finally strode toward the stage. And then, after I had recited my count, I walked up the steps. I took my diploma in my left hand, successfully shook Mr. Johnson’s right hand, and smiled for the camera.

      When Mr. Rotman, a short, tubby man, snapped the photo of the handoff, I was surprised at the intensity of the light and the loud fwoomp produced by his photography equipment. I stood in place for a few seconds longer than instructed before I could regain my vision. During the delay, Mr. Johnson put his hand on my shoulder and told me how proud he was of my decision to further my education. I thanked him and managed to find the steps leading off the stage, but not without having to make my way through a persistent field of starbursts.

      After I was back in my seat and twenty or so other students had received their diplomas, Abraham Holtzman stepped forward to receive his. Abe was older than the rest of us, having failed to pass his senior finals for two years. But this year, he had made it, whether because he had mastered arithmetic or because the teachers were tired of trying to explain it to him. More than once during gym class, Abe had asked me which type of x—the standing one or the leaning one—was used for addition and which for multiplication.

      Upon being handed his diploma, Abe faced the crowd and paused, seeking the faces of his parents who were seated at the far left of the hall. In a break with protocol, Abe raised the rolled document over his head and called out in a loud but sincere voice, “Thank the Lord!”

      The students, all of whom liked Abe, applauded and whistled. Mr. Johnson held his palms outward to stop the clapping just as Abe’s parents stood and began taking unpermitted flash photos. During this impromptu celebration, Abe stood much closer to Mr. Rotman’s photo equipment than had been planned. The thump of the flash caught Abe by surprise, and he stumbled as he headed for the exit stairs. We could all imagine what was about to happen next. But Coach Donovan, who was waiting at the foot of the stairs, ran up onto the stage and led Abe, his nineteen-year-old, still-blinking former lineman, back to his seat.

      That excitement left open the door for Ludie Kleberman, who was next in line. Ludie, in the long tradition of preachers’ kids, was a troublemaker. Everyone knew the story of Ludie’s having spit milk on the music teacher in kindergarten. And Ludie had been the first member of our class to be arrested for driving without a license—and with a bottle of gin in his lap. So, while everyone else was still focused on poor Abe, Ludie walked deliberately across the stage, deliberately took his diploma with the wrong hand, and deliberately shook Mr. Johnson’s with his left. The rest of the story was repeated for years to come. Ludie, under the strong influence of alcohol, made his own wave to the crowd, tossed his mortarboard high above his head, and then walked off the stage toward his seat, exiting downstage center.

      Unfortunately for Ludie, the stairs were far to his left, and the drop to the floor was about chest high. When we watched Ludie’s toes touch air instead of steps, we could see the expression on his face turn from alcoholic glee to genuine surprise. The sound that Ludie made when he hit the floor was like a watermelon hitting pavement.

      There was blood and a lot of it. Mrs. Kleberman let out a scream, whereupon the reverend jumped off the stage to attend to his unconscious son, breaking his own ankle in the process. Coach Donovan, who knew first aid, quickly determined that Ludie had enough alcohol in his system to dampen any pain he might have otherwise felt. The coach then turned his attention to the reverend who was in agony, both physical and spiritual. Mrs. Kleberman continued screaming until someone had the good sense to take her outside. An ambulance arrived a few minutes later, and everyone gave way for the two stretchers that were carried up the aisle. Ludie, still face down on the floor, gained consciousness and began throwing up.

      That was about the end of the ceremony. Mr. Johnson stepped to the microphone, raised his hands, thanked everyone for coming, and started handing out diplomas to the remaining students who gathered around him.

      Everyone agreed that it was a memorable graduation. Those of us who had crossed the stage after receiving our diplomas felt doubly honored. I found Mr. Johnson in the hall after the hubbub had settled and thanked him for having done all he could to make the evening memorable. Although we didn’t know it at the time, this was to be Mr. Johnson’s last graduation ceremony. A couple of weeks later, he announced his retirement to the school board. He had plans to become a fishing guide on Lake Whitney where he and his wife owned a cabin.

      Abe Holtzman went to work driving a truck for his father’s fruit stand on Main Street, as we all knew he would.

      Ludie spent a couple of hours in the emergency room and, for good measure, two days in jail, although he was never charged with any crime beyond embarrassing his parents for life. Five years later, as I was driving across southern New Mexico, I heard Ludie’s unmistakable voice on the radio. He had become an evangelist and was preaching the gospel out of radio station XERF in Coahuila, Mexico. I suppose over the years he managed to repair the injuries to his relationship with his parents by becoming a man of the electronic cloth, but I never learned for certain.

      Tamara married one of the navy recruits and moved to Long Beach to be near her pollywog. The last time I saw her, she was employed teaching inmates in the California state prison system the art of barbering hair while her husband was on an aircraft carrier for his third tour of duty.

      I began writing these stories to describe what happened after I left Garnet and to capture my memories of my parents and my troubled brother Henry. But in retrospect, I realize what I wanted to write about is the idea of gaining the thing you have hoped for. I’m not talking about dreams of the future. I’m talking about the simple things: the items next on each person’s list, the hopes and intentions that get us from here to there, the realized steps in a dream that, in total, add up to a life.

      By the end of the graduation ceremony, each of us had changed. We now had goals beyond this day. And within a few weeks, those goals would change and then change again. That realization of constant change came to me as I prepared to take my parents home before the senior prom that night. I held over my arm my cap and gown. I knew I needed to return them in the morning so Mrs. Redmond could ship them back to the rental company in Dallas. I knew I needed to tell Mr. Pickard at the pharmacy how many more days he could count on me before I would turn in my final timecard. I also needed to pack the few things I intended to take with me to Austin, where I planned to get a job for the summer and find a place to live for a few months before moving into my dorm in the fall.

      As I stood there in the VFW lot, I could feel the gravel roll under the soles of my shoes as I shuffled toward my parents’ truck. I thought about leaving home in the next couple of weeks and what it would mean to live on my own for the first time. I wondered who my friends would be and how much time would pass before I felt comfortable again somewhere other than here. If I had been asked that night what I wanted, what would make me happy, I might have said a job in Austin or a place to live. But what I would have meant was that I wanted some assurance that things would turn out well in the coming days.

      But if that conversation had taken place after some private reflection, then I might have admitted that what I wanted was a new direction, new people, new adventures. I doubt I would have said those words outright, but what I wished for was a life away from Garnet—away from Henry—and from the possibility of being held back from something I had never known and for which I had no name.

      My parents came out of the VFW hall’s front doors still talking to the parents of friends of mine. My dad handed me the keys to the truck and asked me to take him and my mother home before I returned to the high school gym for the senior prom. While we were walking through the VFW parking lot, the driver of a pickup truck gunned the engine and spun the wheels hard enough to raise a shower of gravel. I felt it pepper my head and shoulders, and my parents and I covered our faces as the rocks fell around us.

      “Now, who was that?” my mother asked as she brushed the gravel and dust from her hair and shoulders. I could hear anger in her voice.

      “That was the future,” my dad said, “and you’d better get used to it.”
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      Leaving town about two weeks later went well enough. Amanda and I never talked about the future. I told her I’d probably return for the holidays. She said she understood. Neither of us made any promises to the other, not about writing or phone calls or waiting for each other. By not talking about these things, we left our relationship on the table between us, like an empty basket for which we no longer had any use.

      But leaving my folks was harder. They were getting old, and I could tell that the things that once came easily to them were now more challenging. Henry’s most recent departure from home had helped lower their level of anxiety, but his absence had created its own problems. My folks—particularly my mother—worried about how and where Henry might be. But I didn’t worry about my brother. He could take care of himself.

      My mother came by her worrying naturally. She was born on a farm near Booker, Texas. She didn’t talk much about Booker other than to say it was “about as far north as a person could go in Texas without having to say you’re from Oklahoma.” She used humor that way.

      Eula Loreen was the name her parents had given her at birth. Life was hard for her family on the high plains, and life became harder in 1929 when things fell apart. About that time, she turned six, and her parents offered her to their neighbors for adoption when they left for California after running out of money and topsoil. She never saw her biological kin again. Her adoptive family, including two brothers and a sister, were kind people. That was the way she always described them: “kind people.” But her choice of words made clear that their level of emotion never overcame her pain in being abandoned.

      My mother married young, substituting another family for those who would never reclaim her and for those who couldn’t embrace her. She held onto the three of us—my father, Henry, and me—as though we were her life rafts, worrying that we might float away and leave her alone again.

      My father, known always as John T., was raised on a farm in Athens in East Texas. Although his family owned their land outright, their property was “oil-less and gas-less.” That was my dad’s way of saying that, unlike others who relied on royalties for income, his family had benefitted by learning to work for a living. Working was a matter of pride for my dad. He was like that.

      He drove a tractor on his parents’ farm until he was seventeen, planting wheat and sorghum, depending on the season and the farm prices. When he left the farm, he told his folks that he planned to see the world. He succeeded in visiting the exotic cities of Fort Worth and Tulsa, supporting himself and learning construction skills that kept him employed and fed. He joined the Civilian Conservation Corps at age nineteen and was sent to work on a construction site in Canyon, Texas, south of Amarillo.

      That construction site was what would become Palo Duro Canyon State Park, one of the prettiest and most godforsaken parts of the Texas Panhandle. After spending a couple of months in the labor camp, one Saturday afternoon my dad hitched a ride eighty miles into Pampa where a county fair was in progress. When he arrived, he walked to the bandstand where he noticed a pretty girl. In the story my dad told us dozens of times, he introduced himself, and she, without looking at him, told him that she had never heard music played in the streets. Without telling anyone, she had wandered downtown to see what was happening. Her family didn’t know she was gone, and she was worried that they would worry about her.

      My mother was fifteen years old and in town for a niece’s baptism the following morning. My dad told her that she didn’t need to worry anymore. They were married in the spring of 1939, when she turned seventeen.

      My dad often said two miracles happened that night. The first was that my mother had felt bold enough to walk downtown alone, and the second was that the local Baptists had allowed dancing in the city limits. My folks shared a similar sense of humor. That humor and their appreciation of living got them through the early years of their marriage.

      Within days of Pearl Harbor, my dad volunteered for the army. When his sergeant learned that my dad knew how to drive and repair tractors, he was given a tank to drive across Italy, then France, and then Germany.

      When he was wounded in September 1944, the US Army returned him to my mom with their thanks. She welcomed him home with a plate of homemade biscuits and a list of names for the children they were going to have.

      Henry was born a year after my dad’s return, and I was born three years after that. Life was good, and time passed. The milk truck from Brady and the postal van from Brownwood arrived in Garnet daily.

      Eventually, Henry needed to leave home, and now I was about to go. I felt bad about leaving our folks on their own. But I knew that I needed to get on with my life, just as they knew when it was time for Henry and me to move on.

      At seven thirty in the morning, over coffee and biscuits, my mom handed me a bag of sandwiches to take on the bus. She had been awake since five thirty making breakfast and lunch, hanging the wash on the line, and starting her preparation of the evening meal. The number of sandwiches she had made for me were enough to last a couple of days, even if I were to invite a few friends to join me. When the three of us had finished breakfast, my mom stood up and told me to be careful on my way to Austin.

      “You write when you get there,” she told me. “Let us know how to reach you. They have post offices there, too, you know.”

      She smiled and wiped some imaginary dust off my nose with her apron. And then she added, “We aren’t going to worry about you because you know how to use your head.”

      I understood that she meant that most of her worrying would continue to be about my brother Henry. My dad didn’t add anything to my mother’s goodbye, which was his way of agreeing with her. The three of us just stood there for a bit longer than necessary.

      Finally, my mom announced, “Well, I need to check the sheets on the line to see if they’re dry yet.”

      With that as her goodbye, she reached forward and gave me a hug with her face against my cheek for a long time. She picked up the empty clothes basket and headed for the back door. I could see that she didn’t want to stand there and boo-hoo in front of the two of us.

      My dad picked up my duffel before I had chance to reach for it. It was his way of showing that he would help me in my move from home. I knew that he saw the benefit in my decision to leave, no matter how painful it might be for him or my mom.

      “Could I drive you to Snyder?” he asked. We both knew that the Snyder express bus would get me to San Angelo faster than the bus from Garnet.

      “No thanks,” I told him. Besides, I knew that my dad had been planning to head north up near Lubbock to check on buying some cattle.

      “No point in your driving me south to say goodbye in Snyder when we could say goodbye right here.”

      My dad acknowledged the logic of my statement, and I could see that he had taken no offense in my refusal. He handed me back my duffel, we shook hands, and that was about it.

      I walked down to the gas station to say goodbye to my friends, Red and Jesus. I watched Jesus as he watched me walk up Avenue M. He was standing in the station’s driveway in front of the service bay. From a distance, I could see Red on his back under a truck. From the position of Red’s legs as they stuck out between two wheels, I figured he was replacing a clutch.

      I walked up, and Jesus tipped his chin toward me in greeting. This action always seemed as though he was sniffing the wind.

      “Hey, Jesus,” I said to him, emphasizing the sounds of the words. It was our way of acknowledging each other, he wordlessly and me making sounds for sounds’ sake.

      I could hear Red saying something under the truck, but his words were muffled. I heard a wrench drop, clanking on the concrete. Red grunted, and I could tell he was straining to keep the clutch assembly in place so it didn’t fall on him. I watched his heels as he pulled them up under his butt and then as he arched his back. He groaned louder now. I could tell that he was using his chest as a lift, easing the clutch down on top of him. Red kept his back high off the ground, holding the assembly so it couldn’t drop too far. I waited until I heard him let out a little yelp, meaning that he had caught the housing on his breastbone and that he was using his elbows to lower himself onto the ground. That meant that Jesus and I could start pulling him out by his heels. We tugged him and the now-freed clutch into the daylight.

      Red lay there for a second with the clutch on his chest. He then rolled onto his side, keeping his hands well away from the hundred-pound chunk of metal as it tumbled onto the driveway. Jesus and I moved it aside while Red rolled over, calling me a dirty name for no good reason. We both understood that I got that simply for being within range. That was what friends did for one another.

      “Jesus, if you’ll get me some change for a buck, I’ll buy us some Cokes from the machine,” I told him.

      But Jesus just walked off while I was talking. In a minute or two he returned with cold drinks and three bags of salted peanuts from the glass canister by the register.

      By then, Red had stood up and stretched his arms over his head, making his body into a Y and reaching for the heavens. He muttered as he pulled his greasy shirt over his head and threw it into the service bay. He walked into the shadows for a moment and pulled an almost equally dirty shirt hanging from the rod that held the extra fan belts. The three of us walked over to the pile of recaps stacked just outside the garage, and we sat in our usual places.

      After a minute or two of silence and with no introductory words, Jesus asked, “You worried about moving away?” It was the kind of question that reflected Jesus’s concern that I might miss something big happening in town.

      I told him I was looking forward to learning some new things in college. Jesus asked me what those new things would be, and I understood that he was looking for categories of the unknown rather than for specific events.

      I told him learning to live on my own would be first on the list. By then, Red had sucked down the first three-quarters of his drink in one gulp, and I could feel him getting ready to interject something about girls or beer or running around or something of that order. I wasn’t interested in hearing his detailed descriptions of imaginary scenes, so I moved the conversation to my older brother Henry.

      Red and Henry had had some adventures together. As usual, Red started telling the story about the time he and Henry had driven almost to Colorado. “Your brother Henry knew this girl who had some money . . .”

      I had heard it a dozen times before, so I let him go on until I had finished my Coke. By then, Red had gotten to the part where he had abandoned the car, letting Henry drive on to Las Cruces on his own. Red always told the story the same way, as though driving any farther through New Mexico was the same as entering the gateway to hell. When he got to the end of the story, I stood and thanked the two of them, although I couldn’t say what I was thanking them for. But it didn’t make any difference. We shook hands all the same, and I picked up my duffel and walked down to the Dairy Kreme where the bus to Brady would stop in about an hour.

      I went inside to wait. Helen was using an empty baking powder can to measure the coffee grounds to put into the percolator. Six dozen boxes of eggs sat on the counter where she had left them the night before. Helen was trying to get ready for the breakfast rush, and I could see that she was running at least an hour late.

      I reminded her that this was Thursday, which meant that the bus was due in about an hour on its three-day-a-week schedule. Helen snapped her fingers in response and then shook her head. I could see that she was giving herself a hard time for not remembering. She pulled the keys for the restroom from under the counter, then fished a couple of rolls of toilet paper from a shelf. She slapped the keys on the counter and began to explain.

      “The new girl, Earlene Henderson, quit last night after breaking up with her boyfriend. She sat here for two solid hours and cried while I mopped the floors. I gave her a ride home late, and I told her to call me if her father laid into her again. That girl needs to move out and move on, for her sake.”

      Before Helen could pick up the keys again, I offered to restock the toilet paper and the hand towels myself.

      “Let me do that, Helen. It will be my goodbye gift.”

      She didn’t say anything, so I took the keys. She handed me a couple of boxes of paper towels and flipped the switch on the coffee pot.

      If there were any older public bathrooms in town, I wasn’t aware of them. The Dairy Kreme’s was located on the side of the building with an outside entrance. Everyone used that bathroom because it was almost always open. The interior concrete block walls had been repainted white dozens of times to cover graffiti that described private parts, forgotten football game scores, and a widely shared dissatisfaction with a particular sheriff’s deputy. The bathroom mirror had long been a target for incised poetry, probably made with the tip of a barlow knife.

      But the unique element of the place was its wooden toilet seat. Nearly every human being in town had raised its lid more than once. The seat on that toilet was thicker and heavier than any other toilet seat I had ever seen. Someone must have built it as a project in woodshop class at some long-forgotten date. It was one of those things that everyone growing up in Garnet had to deal with. And because of the seat’s weight, it was easily and often dropped. The noise of the impact when the seat hit the metal bowl could be heard across the highway. I once watched a bull in a livestock trailer in the Dairy Kreme parking lot kick the door off the rear gate upon hearing that noise.

      The commode seat wasn’t a topic that usually occupied my thoughts, but today as I was restocking the bathroom, I realized that I wouldn’t be seeing or hearing it again for a while.

      I went back in to tell Helen that I had taken care of the bathroom, but by then she was telling Abe on the phone how many bushels of potatoes she wanted for that afternoon’s delivery. I slipped the keys back on their hook before Helen was off the phone.

      In the meantime, the first customer of the day, a stranger, had arrived and was looking at the menu. When Helen got off the phone, she told him, “Coffee’s ready but the kitchen won’t be open for another hour. I’m the only one working this morning, and I’ve got my hands full.”

      The fellow was understanding about the situation and asked how far it was to Brady. When I heard him mention Brady, I spoke up.

      “About two hours away,” I told him, “depending on which road you take. Farm equipment on the highway will slow you down.”

      The man had opened a map on the counter, and I walked over to him to point out the shortcut routes available.

      “I’m fixing to catch the bus from here to Brady soon,” I told him. “If you’d be interested in having a rider, I could show you which way to go.”

      He accepted, and I was happy to save some of my bus fare. I told Helen goodbye as the two of us walked out the door, him with his map and me with my duffel. As we stood by his car, he introduced himself, the words pouring out of him like water from a fountain.

      “The name’s Cotton, Cotton Burleson. I picked out the name Cotton myself. My parents saddled me at birth with the name Leslie, which is a fine name for a girl, but it caused me all manner of trouble in high school. When I signed up for the army, I decided that my days as Leslie were over. Done for. Finished. Kaput. The recruiter who was filling out my papers asked me my name, and I told him Cotton. And it’s been Cotton from that day on.”

      I thought it was generous of him to tell me about his real name, about something he had otherwise chosen to hide. He seemed friendly enough, a salesman—someone who could start a conversation and maintain a sense of direction.

      His car was an old Packard with new tires. He pulled his key from his pocket and told me to put my duffel in the back seat. When I opened the door, I saw that the floor was full of sample books and dirty magazines. I put my duffel on the seat, closed the door, and climbed into the front passenger seat. We left the Dairy Kreme parking lot forty-five minutes before the Continental bus was scheduled to arrive. I felt good about the day so far, figuring I had already gained a forty-five-minute head start on the beginning of my new life.

      As it turned out, I didn’t have to do much of the talking. Cotton was fascinated by the events in his life so far, and he wanted to
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