Hooky Under Glass
By Harry P. Noble Jr.

O

ne month short of my 13th birthday, girls
still played a minor role in the almostempty grandstands of my mind. The calendar pointed to Nov. 17, 1942. We lived on Woodlawn
Street in Beaumont, Texas.
As freshmen at French
High School, my sister,
Bobbie, and I rode a school
bus each day. The school
building on the north side
of Beaumont was a large,
two-story brick structure.
In case of ﬁre, the
quickest way to escape the
second ﬂoor was to slide
down a long, black chute. The school administration
limited the chute’s use to emergencies, declaring it
strictly off-limits otherwise. But this restriction merely
added to the forbidden pleasure of sneaked slides
every chance we got. After all, what is more satisfying
than a forbidden pleasure?
On this November morning, sometime before the
lunch bell, an idea swarmed over me like a colony
of bees. Somehow I knew the time had arrived to
play hooky. I quickly concocted a scheme: At noon
I would catch the city bus, ride downtown and go
to a picture show. After the show I would catch the
city bus back to school in time to take the school bus
home. Nobody would be the wiser.

Talk about foolproof! The only thing left to do
was execute the plan with skill and precision.
Cloudy and cool, the weather ﬁt into my plan perfectly because I would be in a nice, warm theater. When
the Magnolia Avenue bus
stopped on the east side
of the campus, I climbed
aboard. The stub-nosed
vehicle had air brakes that
swisssshh-ed at every stop.
I took a seat and calmly ate
my two-sandwich lunch on
the way.
I rode the bus through
downtown to the South
Side and got off near the White House department
store. I ambled by the Fair, another department store,
and worked my way north up Pearl Street. I passed
the Jefferson Theater. It was the premier movie house
in Beaumont, but at 50 cents a pop, it was way beyond
my bankroll. The Liberty was second best at 35 cents
a ticket, but still outside the range of my assets.
Continuing north, I crossed the railroad tracks
as I enjoyed the subtly different downtown smells,
including car exhaust, new clothes, vendor hot dogs,
and freshly tanned leather.
A cacophony of sounds came from every direction, like bumper cars at a county fair—car horns,
car doors slamming, bus engines accelerating and
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shoppers bending one another’s ears. As I passed
a ﬁve-chair barbershop, the rhythmic popping of a
shoeshine rag and the sweet bouquet of hair tonic
lifted my spirit of adventure even higher. Several men
inside were throwing around man-talk, using words I
had heard on only rare occasions and then under the
most guarded of circumstances.
This spur-of-the-moment caper was obviously
providing a concentration of education much richer
than I would have received had I stayed in school.
Why hadn’t I done this before? Why shouldn’t I
do it at least once a week? Well, I knew why. I was
on my own today, but the once-a-week idea was
ﬂeeting and without a foundation because I was light
years from ﬁnancial independence. In fact, my total
income never exceeded a meager weekly largesse
that couldn’t cover city bus fares, let alone theater
tickets. In biblical terms, I was as poor as Job.
I ﬁnally chose the double feature at the Peoples.
The marquee announced a Western starring Charles
Starrett as the Durango Kid, followed by a Dead End
Kids comedy. Just how lucky can a person get?
And on top of that, there was a cartoon and the
12th chapter of a Jungle Jim serial. It ended with Jim
clawing the air in the middle of a 100-foot fall to
sharp rocks below. I wondered for several weeks how
he escaped from that tight spot.
Even though I had eaten lunch coming in on the
city bus, I sprang for a large bag of popcorn. If you’re
going to live it up on the wrong side of the law, live it
with no holds barred, I say!
Later, when I ﬁnally emerged from my personal
den of iniquity, the sun had broken through and
everything was a little warmer. I was nursing a slight
headache from extended periods without blinking.
Before long, the Magnolia Avenue bus pulled up,
and I jumped aboard. I got back to French in time
to catch the school bus home. What a well-executed
plan—and I had pulled it off with dash and style.
But I still had to face Mom. I knew for a fact that
she could see through me anytime. She wouldn’t even
have to switch to her backup level of surveillance—her
dreaded X-ray vision. If she became suspicious, she
could tell in an instant if I was lying and which one
of the three types of lies I was perpetrating: ﬂat-out
ﬁbbing, lying by omission or lying by exaggeration.
I knew I had to play it cool and avoid arousing
suspicion. I did so by throwing my books onto the
bed and rushing out to join my buddies, Herbert

Thomas and Dicky Vick. I stayed outside—and out
of her sight—until supper. When I sat down at the
table, she gave me a couple of lingering looks, but she
didn’t say anything. I was home free!
Before bedtime, I folded a blank sheet of paper
at the middle, placed the folded edge at the top of
my arithmetic book and walked in to where Mom sat
reading the Saturday Evening Post. Taking a deep
breath, and keeping my voice from squeaking, I said,
“Hey, Mom, we’re studying interest, how banks work
and how checks are used. The teacher asked us to get
one of our parents’ signatures so we could pass them
around tomorrow and compare the difference.”
I stuck a pen and the book with the folded paper
in front of her. “Just write your name just like you
were signing a check. That’s all I need.”
After giving me another extended look, she
took the pen and signed her name. I noticed a slight
tremble in my hand as I reached for the pen.
After returning to my room with the priceless
instrument, I unfolded it, now positioning Mom’s signature in the center of the blank sheet. Above the signature, I wrote: “Please excuse Harry Noble Jr. from
all classes for the afternoon of Tuesday, Nov. 17, 1942.
He was needed to help work out a family problem.”
To disguise this masterpiece even further, I wrote
with my left hand.
The next day I paraded into all three missed
classes and presented my magnum opus of deception.
Each time a mark of “excused” went by my name.
I had pulled it off! It was the slickest legerdemain
ever accomplished in the life of Harry P. Noble Jr.
What heights could I reach in all the years that lay
ahead of me? Perhaps I would become a cat burglar,
or counterfeit $10,000 bills, or break the Germans’
secret war code. The possibilities were endless!
About a week before Christmas, Mom and I were
discussing presents for the upcoming holiday. She
asked me what I wanted. I had named several items
when she interrupted. “Before you go any further,
and because we are celebrating Christ’s birthday,
maybe you should clear your conscience.”
“Huh?”
“You know … about my signature you needed a
few weeks ago.”
“Huh?”
“A full and honest explanation will do.”
Can you believe it?
Just like I was made out of glass! ❖
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