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      2000, FORT WORTH


      During that long Texas summer before I entered tenth grade, I rarely thought about marriage, though I wondered often about

         the season of life that preceded it —dating. I was too inexperienced to discuss the issue with friends, and deep down, I craved the input of an authority figure —which

         is why I so anticipated what my father was about to say to me.

      


      I was fifteen and male and seated at the family dinner table, just after the family dinner hour. Our house smelled of cooked

         onions, most of which my father devoured with his meat loaf. My brother and sister, both younger, bolted from the kitchen

         and piled into the family van behind Mom, and with a toot of the horn they headed for the second performance of my sister’s

         third-grade theater production. She would be Tinkerbell. I would be bored. Dad and I had seen the play the previous night.

         So with the rest of the clan absent, Dad summoned me into the den and decided that tonight was the perfect time for the two

         of us to have the talk.


      He initiated this in a dutiful and fatherly manner. “Kyle, I think it’s time for you and me to have the talk.”


      With pursed lips Dad sank into his beige recliner, which seemed to hug him like an old friend. I sat on the sofa, in the middle.

         It did not so much hug me as hold me down. The room grew tense. The onions lingered. I waited expectantly.

      


      “Son.” Dad’s single syllable was warning and greeting and question all in one.


      “Yeah, Dad?” Even though public school had educated me in all matters of health, including sex, this was my father speaking,

         so my posture was Triple A: anxious, alert, attentive.

      


      Dad shifted his feet and glanced at the clock. “Son, you know… you know what’s right when it comes to dealing with girls,

         right?”

      


      My nervous gaze crossed the carpet to his feet, then out the window to our forested back yard, and back to the carpet again.

         “Oh sure, Dad… yeah, I know.”

      


      “Good.”


      I waited for more questions, a few facts, perhaps a bird, a bee. None of it came. Instead he made a phone call to arrange

         yet another business trip to New Mexico. Then the television flickered, a swarm of Dallas Cowboys ran onto the field, and

         over a sportscaster’s voice I heard Dad sigh in relief, as if our conversation were something he’d feared since my birth.

      


      At halftime he told me it was his opinion that marrying early in life —he mentioned an age range of 22 to 26 —was far better

         for a man than endless years of singleness. Said it would speed my maturity.

      


      “Thanks for the tip, Pops,” I said and rose from the sofa. Dad lacked follow-through in many areas, but somehow, on this night,

         I expected more depth. So I tried wooing him with food. “Want some popcorn? I’m gonna make a batch.”	

      


      He nodded and muttered that he needed to pack for the business trip.


      During the second half I waited for more dad-talk, but like the Cowboys’ offense, it never showed. I guessed what he’d said

         earlier —coupled with my public school wisdom —was enough, and soon I grew all tingly inside, knowing that I was now prepared

         to enter manhood and make wise decisions about the opposite sex.

      


      In the middle of the fourth quarter Mom and my siblings arrived home, and we all ate ice cream at the table. I sat in the

         chair on the end —always Dad’s seat —and between spoonfuls he winked at me because tonight was a big night for us both.
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      Dad drove us to church like a government escort instead of a father. Our family attended once per month, never twice, never

         none. Before service the following Sunday, while everyone chatted with neighbors, I pulled Dad aside and lowered my voice.

         “Dad, I’ve been thinking about this all night. What did you mean when you said ‘You know what’s right when it comes to girls?’

         ”

      


      Clearly uncomfortable, Dad looked around to check if anyone could overhear us. Mom and my siblings had gathered with another

         family, so the coast was clear.

      


      “Kyle,” Dad said with something less than authority, “you just gotta figure it out as you go. That’s what I did.” He paused,

         looked around again, leaned near me. “That’s what my daddy did as well.”

      


      I slinked into the pew beside him, wondering how I’d have time to figure out girls as I go if I was already figuring out geometry

         as I go. The sermon drifted from sins of ignorance to the consequences of ignorance, and then the pastor mentioned “sins of

         the fathers” and how they resembled a family disease. I didn’t know what that meant and paid little attention. Dad kept sneaking

         glances at three college girls seated to our left; I found this much more interesting than anything spoken from the pulpit.

      


      On the drive home I sat slump-shouldered in the backseat with my nose pressed against the window. Any amusement I’d felt over

         Dad’s roving eyes faded as we pulled into our driveway. During the course of our once-per-month dose of religion, I had considered

         all the evidence: the business trips, the roving eyes, the short conversations at dinner. Dad was going to leave our family

         soon. I knew this. I was only fifteen, not particularly wise, and certainly not clairvoyant, but somehow I just knew.

      


      Dad cut the engine, and three of four car doors opened in unison. I didn’t exit with the rest of them. Though Mom tapped on

         the glass and waved me out, I just sat in the backseat wondering why we only went to church once a month when lots of my friends

         went every Sunday. I figured if I went every Sunday, I’d have more chances to ask God for help in figuring out girls as I

         go. But I also wanted to ask God if I was infected with Sins of the Father disease —and if someday I’d infect my own kids.
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      The night after my sixteenth birthday —it felt good to reach springtime again and be the same age as the rest of my sophomore

         class —I attended a marching band contest between all the schools in our district. The only reason I went was because the

         event took place at Texas Stadium, where the Cowboys played football.

      


      A friend from school —a jock whom everyone called Cool Trent —drove us to the show in his cool Ford Mustang. After it was

         over he told me he’d spotted a girl in the third row and that “someday I’d like to marry a girl like that.” I thought this

         was so profound for a sixteen-year-old. I knew dozens of sixteen-year-olds at my school, and none of them had ever uttered

         such a profoundarism. It made me wonder what kind of parenting he’d received.

      


      Trent turned onto my street, and in a last minute, desperate quest for facts, I summoned the nerve to compare his father to

         my own.

      


      “Trent.”


      He steered one-handed, head cocked to the side like all the Cool Trents of the world. “Yeah, Kyle?”


      “Were you seriously talking about marriage earlier… or were you just playing with me?”


      He appeared as serious as a sixteen-year-old can appear. “My dad says that the longer a man waits to marry, the more of a

         wimp he is. So, I’m thinking twenty or twenty-one. Twenty-two at the latest.”

      


      Man.


      He pulled into my driveway, shifted into park, and left the engine idling. “So, you gonna get out, Kyle, or are ya gonna sleep

         in my car?”

      


      My hand gripped the door release, but I could not bring myself to lift it. “How old were you when your dad talked to you about

         the birds and bees?”

      


      “Eleven,” he said. “Then again at twelve and thirteen.” Cool Trent checked his hair in the rearview mirror. “But I always

         dreaded those talks —my dad would go on and on explaining things. One time we sat in the living room for three hours and missed an entire Cowboys game.”

      


      “Man… that’s long.”


      “Why?” he asked and observed me with a combination of curiosity and pity. “How long did your old man talk to you?”


      No lights shone from my house, and without even a glance back at Trent I opened the door and muttered, “Not quite that long.”


      Six weeks later Dad left our family. For the Bimbo. Her real name remained a mystery, but Mom and I knew she lived in New Mexico. In Taos, we were quite certain.

      


      “He only abandoned us in physical form,” Mom informed us at Saturday breakfast. Mom was resilient and not a bad cook. She

         flopped small, crispy pancakes onto our plates, one at a time for each of us, until she’d circled the table three times and

         everyone was equally supplied. She called the meal “silver dollar pancakes.” “Your father still pays our bills,” she said

         before finally joining us at the table, trying to look positive. Her eyes were red, though.

      


      After breakfast I helped her clean up, and while doing so she showed me our monthly check for $1,675. Dad was successful in

         his medical sales job, and Mom assured me that the money would stretch far, especially with the governor’s tax cuts providing

         a boost to families. She seemed to like the governor much more than she liked Dad.

      


      By 5:00 p.m. —after sports and theater and gardening filled the day for what remained of the Mango household —we all grew

         hungry again. Since I was the oldest male in the house now and could drive, I captained Mom’s Chrysler to the Happy China

         restaurant and ordered takeout.

      


      I accepted a handful of change from the tiny Chinese woman, and suddenly I felt like a provider, even though it was Dad’s

         money passing through my hands. Seemed to me that this daddyhood stuff was simple: just mail in a check once a month. Perhaps this is part of figuring it out as you go.


      When I arrived home with the takeout, Mom was in her room crying. Softly at first, then louder. My little sister consoled

         her for a while, and soon Mom gathered herself and joined us for sweet-and-sour chicken, steamed rice, and fortune cookies.

      


      Mom ate in silence —until she reached out and gathered our fortune cookies, removed each slip of papery prognostication, and

         tossed them in the trash before anyone could read them. “They’re evil,” Mom said. “Like astrology.”

      


      Convinced that she was substituting her anger at fortune cookies for anger at Dad, I nevertheless let the subject pass and

         did my best to be supportive.

      


      After I took out the trash, my brother wanted to play Ping-Pong in the garage, so I joined him there. The score stood 14–12

         when it dawned on me that he was now thirteen, and perhaps I needed to give him the talk. After all, I was now the father figure around here.

      


      “Philip,” I said with authority. “Did you ever get ‘the talk’ from Dad? Before he left, I mean.”


      Philip spun his paddle in his hands and shook his head no. “Not the man-to-man talk, if that’s what you mean.”


      I motioned for Philip to set his paddle on the table, then I folded my arms and assumed a fatherly stance. “Philip, you know

         what’s right and wrong when it comes to girls and stuff, right?”

      


      Philip stared across the table blank-faced, as if he couldn’t figure out if I was joking with him or not. I was as serious

         as Dad was with me.

      


      Finally Philip said, “Yeah, Kyle, I… I know.”


      Though I’m sure he lied —just like I did —I said, “Good,” picked up my paddle, and told Philip to serve. I barely won the

         first game 21–19, which was as it should have been: two brothers in a close game, neither allowing the other to win, since

         we were both men now and could handle disappointment.

      


      My role as father figure lasted less than a week. Friday night my Uncle Benny —Ben Donaldson was his regular name —drove over

         to visit. Four honks from his pickup announced his imminent arrival. Mom greeted him at the door and hugged him hard.

      


      Ben was her tall and lanky brother, and he always entered our home in a burst of energy, as if his personality ran ahead of

         his physical body.

      


      “I’m here!” he announced from the foyer. He even faced the stairs and shouted up again to my brother and sister, who came

         running. “Hugs for Uncle Benny!” he called out to them, arms wide.

      


      Uncle Benny also made his living in sales —he sold pools and Jacuzzis all over Texas and Arkansas. Mom said he once tried

         to sell a baptismal to some Baptists over in Texarkana, but he used inappropriate adjectives in describing the longevity of

         his product and thus lost the sale.

      


      After his enthusiastic round of hugs, Uncle Benny remained in our foyer and stared at a family picture still hanging on the

         far wall —Dad stoic with his arm around Mom. “I told ya, Helen, that husband of yours was acting suspicious. Now he’s in Taos

         with some bimbo.”

      


      Mom ushered him into the den, motioned for Benny to sit, and said, “We don’t know for certain he’s in Taos, Benny, or that

         she is in fact a bimbo.”

      


      My brother ran through the den and stopped only long enough to blurt, “Yes we do, Mom. She’s definitely a bimbo.”


      “A bimbo for sure,” said my sister, never looking up from an old doll she’d pulled from her closet. She flipped the six-inch

         plastic blonde on its head and bounced it across the carpet on its noggin. Boing. Boing. Boing. “Look, it’s the bimbo dance.”

      


      Mom tried to crack a smile, but somehow she couldn’t force one.


      Uncle Benny sat in the big recliner, ran a hand through his thick salesman hair, and focused his attention on Mom and me.

         “I got proof of his indiscretion.”

      


      Seated on the couch, Mom and I nodded knowingly — whenever Uncle Benny said he had proof, he usually did. Over the years he’d

         shown us proof of government surveillance in Fort Worth, proof of unknown planets, proof of a raccoon in our attic, and a

         bottle of 120-proof whiskey that he claimed he was saving up for Doomsday.

      


      I’d never had the courage to ask Uncle Benny his prediction for Doomsday, but I figured if he stayed the night I’d have lots

         of opportunity.

      


      Uncle Benny stayed the night. He’d done so before —and always stayed in my room on the cot I kept in the corner. I welcomed

         his presence —just he and I, two men having more man-talk. From my single bed I knew the two of us would have a long chat

         about something. We waited until everyone else had brushed their teeth and shut the doors to their rooms. I stifled a snort when I saw Uncle

         Benny spread a Daffy Duck blanket over his cot. Then he turned out the lights and crawled onto his flimsy bed.

      


      “Too bad your daddy left,” Benny muttered in the dark. He coughed several times; he usually had a bad one. Mom attributed

         it to his prior years of smoking too much. I was glad he’d quit; no way would a smoker get to stay in my room.

      


      “Yeah, too bad,” I muttered back.


      “Do ya miss ’im?”


      “I don’t want to talk about ’im.”


      For a couple minutes a silence took over, as if Uncle Benny was only waiting the appropriate amount of time before introducing

         one of his two favorite subjects.

      


      “I found some alien formations, Kyle… carved in the ground.” This was his second favorite subject —vague evidence of

         aliens snooping around the great state of Texas.

      


      “Big ones?” I asked, doubting him already but wanting to hear him expound on his discovery.


      “Huge,” he whispered. “Shaped in geometric swirls.”


      I had no idea how to imagine a geometric swirl, especially while in the dark and getting sleepier by the minute. “Can I go

         see ’em?”

      


      He yawned loudly and said, “We’ll drive out tomorrow if you like.”


      “How far of a drive?”


      “Just a couple hundred miles. Out in the flatlands… desert country.”


      I agreed and soon fell asleep.


      Saturday morning the two of us munched blueberry Pop-Tarts in his pickup truck, downed them with strong coffee, and raced

         the rising sun toward Abilene. He didn’t talk much on the drive out, though I didn’t care since this day was already more

         adventurous than anything my father ever initiated.

      


      After an hour of listening to some of the worst country music ever sung, Uncle Benny turned without signal onto an empty two-lane

         highway, an even flatter stretch with road signs advertising the community of Buffalo Gap.

      


      Where we exited was not toward Buffalo Gap, although it definitely could have been where the buffalo roamed. He veered north

         toward Anson, where the land lay barren of all but the hardiest sprigs of grass —and those just dwarfs of their potential.

         The landscape made me think perhaps rain last fell here back during the Nixon administration, if not during JFK’s.

      


      Uncle Benny parked on the wide orange shoulder of the highway and motioned for me to climb out. He tossed a fat backpack across

         his shoulders and began walking into a West Texas desert.

      


      Around the hood and following, I wanted to ask him his theory on JFK but knew this would be a mistake —in subject as well

         as timing. If alien carvings could keep Uncle Benny talking all night, JFK’s death might keep us in the desert for weeks on

         end. So I followed in silence, turning my head left and right to avoid the orange dust rising from Uncle Benny’s shoes.

      


      We both sported ball caps to shield us from the sun. In midstride my uncle said he usually avoided ball caps, since “they

         give a man hat head.”

      


      I walked along and gave this heavy thought. “Is hat head even worse if a man has thick, salesman hair?”


      “You’re very funny, Kyle.”


      Our walk unfolded for nearly half a mile. The highway behind us faded from view, and the heat felt hellacious for the morning

         hour. Everything sat so still and baked that I hadn’t seen so much as even a grasshopper. It was as if the ground hardened

         in proportion to our journey —the farther we walked from the highway, the harder the ground.

      


      “We’re not there yet, are we?” I asked, smarter now and walking beside my uncle instead of behind him.


      “Just ahead,” he said, and a hint of excitement filled his voice.


      We looked skyward as a buzzard flew past, its shadow angling darkly. The buzzard did not circle us but kept flying east, into

         the rising sun.

      


      My uncle said, “He won’t eat you if you drink this.”


      He toted with him a small canteen, metal and housed in an army-green sling. The canteen looked old and not particularly clean,

         but I was thirsty and didn’t care. When Uncle Benny handed it to me I gulped twice and handed it back. He gulped once and

         said, “Ahhh.”

      


      I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and did likewise. Ahhh.


      From watching Westerns I knew that men nearly always did this kind of thing when outdoors with other men. It’s the John Wayne

         syndrome. Anytime a group of men —whether just two or several dozen —are out in the wilderness, one of them naturally becomes

         the leader, i.e., John Wayne. And if Big John swigs his water and says “Ahhh,” then eventually all the other men do too. It

         hides our fear and fosters our sense of community. Even if Cool Trent were out walking the desert with us, he’d forget his

         ego and sense of coolness; he’d take a long swig from the canteen, say “Ahhh,” wipe his mouth, and keep on marching behind

         John Wayne.

      


      We came upon a dry gulley, crusted at the bottom and sporting the carcass of a baked frog, so flat and cooked that not even

         any flies lit upon it. Up the other side of the gulley I reached flat land again, and suddenly I noticed that Uncle Benny

         was not walking beside me.

      


      He’d stopped atop the bank of the gulley, his left hand pointing westward.


      “Over there,” he said. “Just past those cactuses. That’s where I saw the formations.”


      In a hurry, he moved past me. In seconds our hurried strides became a jog, then a flat-out run. Sweat ran down our faces,

         and we swiped it away as we ran.

      


      I stopped cold when I saw the formations. Huge like he’d said, they were laid out in a rounded, symmetrical pattern, though

         wind itself may have been the culprit. But perhaps not; five swirls like random fire flames, some a hundred feet wide, looked

         mighty strange in all that dry dirt.

      


      Breathing hard, hands on hips, Uncle Benny pointed at the swirls and said, “Together, Kyle, these swirls form a kind of obtuse helix.”

      


      I stared hard, cocked my head to the side, and pondered. “What’d you just call ’em?”


      “That was another geometric term.”


      “Oh.”


      I stared and stared but could not figure out if obtuse helixes formed in the desert were the work of nature, aliens, or a

         combination of both. Finally I attributed the shapes to a wayward tornado, though I didn’t mention the theory to my overconfident

         kin.

      


      Full of nervous energy, he strode past me, past the tip of the last geometric swirl, and motioned for me to follow. Since

         he showed no concern for how far we’d journeyed from the truck and the highway, I followed close but didn’t ask any questions.

         Past low cactus and tall cactus and four waist-high boulders, I kept the pace until Uncle Benny stopped, searched out a particular

         rock, and motioned at the ground beside it.

      


      “I need to dig a bit,” he said and pulled a gardening spade from his backpack.


      No one said anything about digging. In this heat?


      On his knees atop red dirt, he dug at a steady pace, occasionally looking past me to see if anyone had followed us. I doubted

         anyone had even come within a country mile.

      


      With his long arms working double time, Benny eventually dug more than two feet down —and he sweated buckets.


      Eventually I asked if I could help, and he said okay but to be careful, that I might hit something hard. He rested beside

         the hole, his back to the sun, while I dropped to my knees and took over as chief digger. Minutes later I hit something hard.

         At the sound of the strike, Uncle Benny took back the spade and motioned me out of the way. A section of burlap lay covered

         in dirt. My uncle leaned over the hole, so far I thought he might fall in. Then he dug around the burlap until he could reach

         in and grip what lay beneath. The corner of a wooden box appeared.

      


      By this time I could no longer hold my questions. “You found something, or did you bury that yourself?”


      Benny didn’t answer, just dug around the box until he could get his fingers in the gaps, then he lifted out the box and the

         burlap. With a grunt, he brought it all up and set it on the ground near my feet. The box was thick and apparently quite heavy.

      


      He opened the lid of the box —it had no padlock —and pulled out a second burlap bag, this one cleaner and obviously pregnant

         with something hefty. A metallic clink sounded from its innards.

      


      “What’s in the sack?”


      He hesitated for a long while. “Silver dollars. Old ones. Real silver, and some bullion bars too.”


      “No kidding… Silver coins and stuff?”


      Precious metals were another of Uncle Benny’s favorite subjects, just ahead of aliens but in a tie with oil, although he’d

         never told me that he owned any of the metals. Ever since I could remember, he just always liked talking about the metals

         and oil and commodity prices.

      


      “Bullion and old coins, some of both,” he said and unwrapped the tie string securing the bag. “Sometimes it’s fun to pretend

         I live in the Wild Wild West.”

      


      I figured he was just bored, being fifty-six and living alone.


      Still, this was definitely more adventurous than anything my father ever initiated.


      “So you just up and buried it all out here on someone else’s land?”


      He pointed north, then south, as if marking topography. “Nope, my land. I own eight hundred and forty-two acres,” he stated with great pride. “Bought it for sixty bucks per. Kinda long and

         odd-shaped, though, which is why it was such a deal.”

      


      I rummaged through the coins and the silver bars, amazed at the bars’ brilliance, almost blinding in the sunlight. Next I

         admired the coins and stacked a few in my palm, their combined heft giving them the feel of real money, not that paper stuff

         that Benny said was backed by nothing but air. “What’s all this stuff worth?” I asked and stacked four more silver dollars

         in my hand.

      


      “The world spot price of silver is currently four dollars and eighty cents an ounce… as of last night.”


      I knew my next question was nosy, and probably inappropriate, but I needed the information in order to do the math in my head.

         “And about how many ounces you think you got here?”

      


      Uncle Benny pursed his lips, wiped his brow. “A little over a thousand, I think.”


      Stunned at what appeared to be adult stupidity, I repeated myself. “You just bury it all out in the middle of Texas and trust

         that no one will find it?”

      


      Benny laughed, shook his head in amusement. “Kyle, who would look out here, on this very acreage, beside this very rock, dig

         exactly two feet down, and discover a bag of silver coins?”

      


      “I dunno. I had my mind on creative tornadoes and geometric swirls.”


      “Exactly,” he said and took back the coins. “Now, help me rebury this box.”


      He carefully placed his silver back in the bag, tucked the bag in the box, wrapped the box in the burlap, and hoisted the

         entire lump into his arms. Then he knelt and set the package back in the hole. He exhaled from the effort and said, “To be

         honest, this stuff ain’t the true value on my land. It’s what’s under the rest of this earth.”

      


      “You buried gold too?”


      He laughed, wiped sweat from his brow. “Nope. But recent tests show oil reserves on this property. Lots of it. This silver

         is just… fun money.”

      


      When he stood again I noticed that he’d kept out a ten-ounce bar and two silver dollars. These he handed to me.


      “Keep ’em hidden, Kyle. Someday you’ll need ’em. When all paper money is worthless, this stuff will still be valuable, perhaps

         very valuable. It’s been a store of value for thousands of years, even since biblical times.”

      


      I tried to imagine Jesus and the disciples burying precious metals in Israel, but the image went fuzzy, what with the loaves

         and fishes story crowding out the silver. So I stuffed the bar and the coins in my jeans pocket and tightened my belt to keep

         my pants from falling.

      


      The bar felt heavy and audacious all at once. None of my friends ever strutted around with ten-ounce silver bars in their

         pockets. The closest anyone had come was a boy named Peter, who sometimes carried his grandfather’s pocket watch to school

         because he thought it made him look mature when actually it just made him look ridiculous.

      


      I helped cover the box with dirt, and soon Uncle Benny and I were on our knees again, brushing the soil and covering our tracks.


      “How much you think this bar will be worth in a few years?” I asked, toggling between greed and curiosity as we spread dirt

         with our feet.

      


      Uncle Benny motioned back toward the highway, and in that direction we walked side by side. “Well, right now it’s under five

         bucks per ounce,” he said, as if the price did not quite suit him. “By 2005 I’d say ten dollars an ounce. And by 2008, when

         supply is short and demand high, perhaps forty or fifty dollars an ounce.”

      


      I quickly multiplied ten ounces times fifty dollars, and suddenly it felt awesome to have five hundred future dollars of silver

         in my pocket. There was nothing else to say now. My uncle trusted me with his secret fun money, and I trusted him as my pseudo-Dad.

      


      Dust clouds rolled behind us as we hiked back toward the truck. Minutes later I grew uneasy, as if this new knowledge of my

         uncle might be more burden than blessing. Every few steps I reminded myself that I was never good at keeping secrets, a feeling

         that intensified when I glanced skyward. Overhead the sun looked like a giant orange eyeball observing everything we’d dug

         up, admired, and reburied.

      


      We passed through the dry gulley and on up the embankment to the highway. There Uncle Benny opened the door to his truck,

         climbed in, and waited for me to scurry around to the passenger side. “You tell no one about this,” he cautioned, and his

         voice was stern. “Including the oil tests.”

      


      I slid into the seat and shut the door. “Um… not at all. I won’t tell anybody.”


      “I just figured someone in the family should know… in case anything ever happens to me.”


      I strapped on my seat belt. “Won’t tell a soul.”


      He started his truck and U-turned off the shoulder onto the empty highway. “Good,” he said finally.


      I remained silent, afraid to probe further into his eccentricities.


      Benny sped along toward Abilene, tight-lipped, as if our conversation had struck a nerve and only rapid acceleration would

         heal it. “Kyle?”

      


      “Yeah?”


      “If you ever meet a special girl, don’t be afraid to sacrifice that silver bar for her.”


      I had no idea what he meant. “You mean bribe her with silver bullion? To get her to go out with me? I hope I’m never that desperate.”

      


      Benny’s serious tone disappeared in a chuckle. “No, I meant after you’ve dated a girl for a while, you can take that bar and

         have it made into a custom piece of silver jewelry for her.”

      


      “Oh… yeah. Good idea.”


      He tapped his wrist in the place where a bracelet might hang. “Just something to keep in mind.”


      It took ten more miles of Texas highway for this to process in my head —that I had an uncle who, in the span of an hour, could

         show me geometric swirls in the desert, dig up precious metals in a buried box, and converse on custom jewelry for special

         women.

      


      This was the kind of adventurous stuff I had hoped for when Dad wanted to have the talk, but now Benny had taken his place. And besides, Dad only invested in boring ol’ savings bonds. He was much too practical

         to bury stuff in West Texas and prospect for oil.

      


      Back on the interstate but still fifty miles from Fort Worth, I pressed my uncle further. “Did you ever give custom silver

         jewelry to your wife?”

      


      “Yep.… Did it on four different occasions, in fact.” My Aunt Cloe had passed in 1988, though I never understood the disease

         she had. Her death had ruined the great nickname my mom was reserving for them. If Aunt Cloe and Uncle Benny had kids, Mom

         wanted them to name the kids after airlines, names like Delta and United, so that she could call the clan “Benny and the Jets.”

         It was our secret, and Mom and I promised to never tell this to Benny, as it would only make him sad.

      


      On the interstate Benny tuned his radio to a country station, and Mister Alan Jackson himself accompanied us into the outskirts

         of Fort Worth. By now I’d decided that Uncle Benny was not only eccentric, but he also had a certain romantic streak in him.

         A romantic eccentric seemed like a good thing to be, and I made a mental note to try and become one, by age thirty at the

         latest.

      


      That night, however, after a shower to wash away the grit and dust of the day, I said good-bye to my uncle and told him I

         needed to spend Saturday evening writing letters to colleges. My heart was set on enrolling at Texas Tech —farther west in

         Lubbock. From Lubbock I could still drive back home if Mom should need me, could still meet Uncle Benny on Saturdays if he

         needed more help digging up secret stuff, and could still meet my brother for our monthly Ping-Pong match. But mostly I figured

         Texas Tech was where I’d meet a girl, make good grades, and become a romantic scholastic eccentric engineer.

      


      I had already received brochures from several colleges, and though I remained curious about what went on at frat parties,

         somehow all of that preppy, fashion-conscious frat stuff was not my true path. I could sense this.

      


   

      A PROBLEM WITH SAMENESS


      [image: art]


      I lived on the second floor of the preppy, fashion-conscious frat house.

      


      But just nine days into my freshman year, I already hated it. I hated the conformity, I hated the secret handshake, and I

         hated the smothering frat clothes, all of us sporting the same three letters day after day. The members —those so-called brothers —recruited me. Said they liked my conservative haircut, and that I “fit in physically” —whatever that meant for a blue-eyed,

         five-foot-ten freshman. My initial interest stemmed from common collegiate reasoning: they seemed friendly, hospitable, and

         promised all pledges a “home away from home.” After they offered me a bid, however, they told me what to wear and said I wasn’t

         a real man unless I dated a Chi-O.

      


      I had to ask a fellow pledge the meaning of Chi-O. He asked if I was from the sticks. Then he muttered, “Chi Omega, dude.”


      The Sigmas were also big on family legacy and held in high regard the vocational status of a pledge’s parents. Since at least

         two of Uncle Benny’s buried coins came from Canada, I told the frats that my family had a long history of trading in the international

         commodities markets. Affirmative nods told me that I’d given a satisfactory answer, though I kept to myself the fact that

         I’d taken out student loans to supplement my partial academic scholarship and had only sixty-one dollars to my name.

      


      The brothers didn’t tell me, however, that three times a week I’d be awakened from my bed at 3:00 a.m. and taken into the

         basement. They didn’t tell me I’d be yelled at for being a pledge and that twice I would stand against a wall with a handkerchief

         tied over my eyes while someone threw beer bottles high over my head, bursting them against a brick wall and showering me

         with glass. I was sworn to secrecy and got little sleep.

      


      “What happens here stays here!” the house president yelled at the pledges.


      “Yeah, little pledge!” shouted his senior buddies, “Take it like a man! Tell no one!”


      Friday nights we all acted as if we got along, because on Friday nights the men of Sigma house hosted socials. My second weekend

         the brothers threw an open party, a retro eighties bash open to anyone on the Texas Tech campus —although the Chi-Os were

         the only sorority who received personal, mailed invitations. By 9:00 p.m., more than two hundred collegians packed into our

         long, first-floor party room. Streamers hung from the ceiling and over the buffet table, where Chi-Os huddled together, maneuvered

         for position, and laughed too hard whenever a brother said anything, no matter how corny.

      


      It was like they were all predisposed toward one another. I hung out on the perimeter of their coolness, trying to figure

         out to what I was predisposed. It certainly wasn’t Greekdom. I figured that, like my uncle, my predisposition lay in the area

         of adventure and risk —and this life felt at odds with that vision. I sipped from my drink and noted the condescending stares

         of brothers. In obedience to their authority, I let my gaze fall to the floor and sipped a second time. A third.

      


      It felt like relief when a fellow pledge asked me to help set out more cups and napkins. I retreated to the pantry, and just

         then someone cranked the music. I had only vague familiarity with retro eighties music —was there really a band called Kajagoogoo? —but the synthesized vibes rocked the walls, and all the people cheered.

      


      Various independent sorts wandered into the party, grabbed a drink, perhaps some food, then stood against walls and looked

         around for a friend. Few friends were available, I supposed, mostly frats and sorority girls beholding their own, oblivious

         to commoners and destined to marry well.

      


      While setting out plastic forks at the buffet table, I once again felt the brothers watching me. One of them, a senior with

         a beer gut worthy of a fifty-year-old, asked me to fetch him a brew, and I did so with efficiency and haste.

      


      “Thanks, Kyle,” he said, and he said it nicely only because two girls stood nearby. “Now go find yourself a Chi-O freshman

         and ask her to dance.”

      


      Two other brothers toasted the instructions with raised mugs.


      I probably made them all mad when I began dancing with Gretchen, the bead-wearing girl who lived in a dorm but snuck into

         frat parties whenever she heard good music and knew there’d be free food. “Better than the cafeteria fare,” she’d said when

         I met her at the previous weekend’s party. She seemed oblivious to peer pressure.

      


      That first evening she’d dipped a celery stalk in a saucer of honey mustard, used it to make her points about the quality

         of Texas Tech food in general, and convinced me to try it. I crunched a stalk, liked it, and in that moment she and I had

         made some sort of connection. A new friend? More? Who knew?

      


      Tonight, among all the soft-cottoned conformity, Gretchen had returned in her throwback hippie jeans, her frilly brown shirt

         draped again with her nonconformist beads, a thick mane of honey-colored hair spilling over both shoulders. Even the way she

         scanned the room after we’d finished the dance —as if she couldn’t decide if the scene was worth her time —made her stand

         out from the sorority types gliding by in front of her. Something in me triggered —I just had to get to know her better —and

         so I squeezed past a huddle of brothers and dipped two more celery stalks in honey mustard.
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