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Chapter 1

 


 


Shelby Lopez burped and stared in the general
direction of his campfire. He watched the flames die, unable to
restore themselves upon the meager bits of wood he had held in
reserve. Poor Lopez, he was much too tired from his travels to
stumble around in the darkness in search of more fuel. For his
efforts he'd probably be bitten by a snake, or shot down by some
nameless figure hidden in the shadows. Lopez saw himself clearly,
an arrow in his back, dying as the different creatures of the
desert rejoiced at the prospect of another human meal.

Things had not gone well for Shelby Lopez.
Not well at all. Ever since the Civil War, his once promising life
had dwindled into fatelessness. Little that was promising appeared
before him, and what was in the past was best left forgotten. His
former potential, his business reputation, had been exchanged for
the primitive instincts of his ancestors. These ancients, berobed
and bearded, in the meager light of the fire stood before him, as
if they were guided through some vicious animal cycle. They seemed
amused by his frustrations, found laughter in his hopelessness. How
Shelby wished they'd mention their names or offer advice. If not,
then at least offer their daughters as a momentary consolation. But
as suddenly as they appeared, these ancient figures disappeared
from view, their images yielding to the en¬croachments of the
desert chill and footsteps plodding through the sand.

Lopez trembled slightly and listened to the
sound. He hoped to pinpoint the location of the footsteps before he
moved away from the fire which offered him up as an easy target.
His hand slipped back to his .45. Cautiously, he cocked the hammer
and crawled deeper into the shadows. He prayed he was not backing
off into the wrong direction, toward the approach of the assailant.
Almost afraid to look, he glanced over his shoulder. Nothing. Above
him the moon was shining, illuminating the desert plain. For just
an instant Shelby thought himself on a different planet. Again he
was reminded just how far from home he had travelled.

Lopez slipped between the rocks and aimed his
revolver toward the approaching footsteps. A horse, he thought, for
no other desert animal could make that noise. Shelby felt his chest
and his heart pounding from within his rib cage. This was really
happening, he told himself. Really taking place.

Thunderbird Hawkins allowed the light from
the distant campsite to direct his travel. He too had come a long
way since the break of day, and it was time to rest. To
Thunderbird, what could be better on the desert than to meet with
another human being? To laze about a campfire and exchange stories.
To bullshit and lie to his heart's content. For there was little
chance he'd ever see the other person again. And if he did, or if
the other person caught him in a lie, so what? In the midst of the
Great Massive Desert what else should they exchange? Facts? Facts
were always so boring. Even he, the poorly educated Thunderbird
Hawkins, knew man lusted toward that which was beyond his
means.

 


Shelby was startled at first by Thunderbird
Hawkins. He had anticipated a cat and mouse game, with each man
chasing the other about the eerie night. He had envisioned sporadic
gunfire, mutterings and a hail of chastisement. He had half
expected, before it was over, for the two men to be locked in
mortal combat, his knife thrust toward the other's throat. Which
would've been an unfortunate condition, since Shelby's blade was
nowhere to be found. But here was this Indian walking right down
the center of a clearing, just as calmly as he pleased. Behind him
came his horse, following obediently, free of rein.

Thunderbird Hawkins was hardly the most
formidable figure to be seen cutting through the desert landscape.
A short, squat man, he was wrapped inside an Indian blanket. A
battered high hat was pulled down around his ears, shadowing his
dark eyes. Leather pants, with silver conchos running down both
legs, jutted from beneath his wrap. Several strands of silver and
turquoise hung down from his neck. He carried a shotgun in one
hand, clutched by the barrel. He didn't appear ready for violent
action.

Shelby cautiously stepped from the shadows
and pointed his pistol at the Indian's belly. He searched for a
threatening statement, but none reached his mind. So he stood his
ground, feigning ferocity.

 


Upon seeing Lopez, the Indian pulled up
sharply. He said nothing, though his eyes were fixed on the pistol
Shelby clutched in his hand. The combined apprehension and disdain
added new wrinkles to Hawkins' weathered face. He furrowed his
prodigious brow and assessed the situation. Some dumb sonofabitch
is gonna kill me, he realized, cause I happened in his
direction.

 


"What's the matter, don't you like Indians?"
Thunderbird asked after the passing of several awkward moments.

 


Shelby was taken aback. He was sure this
solitary Indian had been a guise to trick him into dropping his
guard. Certainly more Indians were waiting in ambush behind the
rocks. At a given signal they'd spring forth and slay the lonely
Shelby. After which they'd celebrate, before relieving his corpse
of his guns, his horse and his knife, if they could find it. Also
they would take his hair, adding his rusty wire to their
collections of flax and auburn. He didn't like it. For his
ancestors to have fled from one nation to another. For them to have
travelled thousands of miles across the ocean to a land they
weren't sure even existed. And then for their youngest descendant
to trek another few thousand miles across hostile wilderness simply
so his hair could hang at the end of an Indian's trophy stick was
ridiculous. Totally insane.

"May I come forward?" Thunderbird asked in
deep and even tones. "Could I sit down?"

When Shelby failed to reply, Thunderbird
cautiously seated himself on the far side of the campfire and
rearranged the kindling. "You call this a fire?" he challenged the
young stranger. "This couldn't even keep the spirits warm. And they
have no bones, no blood, no flesh. Nothing to worry about."

Shelby clucked his tongue against the roof of
his mouth and considered his reply. His teeth chattered when he
tried to part his lips in order to form words.

"Have any coffee?" Thunderbird wondered
aloud. His eyes were still focused on the gun in Shelby's hand.

"Coffee?"

"Coffee," Hawkins repeated, drawing his arms
over his shoulders to indicate he was suffering from the midnight
chill.

"Oh." Shelby sidestepped to where his
saddlebags were lying. He pulled back the flap and dove in with one
hand; the other still trained the gun on Thunderbird Hawkins. The
Indian accepted the coffee can which was tossed by Shelby.

"Are you expecting a bandit?" He nodded
toward the gun.

"You're a stranger," explained Shelby. "Out
here."

 


Hawkins looked around him, his stocky body
twisting from its squatting position to take in the four directions
of the Earth.

"Anyone coming off the desert would be a
stranger," mused the Indian as he reached for the coffeepot.

 


Still apprehensive, Shelby approached the
Indian, affording the older man his first real glimpse of Lopez. In
silence Thunderbird noted the abundant red curls squashed beneath
the floppy Western hat, the wrinkled muslin shirt, the ratty old
jeans that were stained by a careless pair of hands.

Slowly, the Indian shook his head. "Should I
make more coffee for you?" he asked, the coffeepot brandished in
the firelight.

"Not too strong," Shelby warned him. "I have
a long way to go before I can buy more grounds."

Hawkins smiled. "Certainly."

He regarded Shelby's broad shoulders and the
chest sloping down into a narrow waist. Tall, thought Hawkins,
approximating Shelby to stand a good foot above the Indian. But
despite his man-size stature there was still much of the boy in his
appearance. Something awkward. Something vulnerable.

Hawkins stood up and moved toward his horse.
"I'm getting my things," he explained, hauling a huge leather sack
from the back of his horse. With surprisingly little effort he
lugged the sack back to the campfire and dropped it to the ground.
The bag served as a comfortable mattress for Hawkins, and, after
performing a brief wiggling ceremony, he settled into its
folds.

Shelby tried to conceal his amazement at the
man's apparent calm. All this time a .45 revolver had been trained
on his chest, and he chose to ignore it.

"I could shoot you," Lopez proposed
suddenly.

After first showing a trace of alarm, Hawkins
settled back into his usual nonchalance. "What for?"

"To be sure you won't harm me."

Thunderbird sighed in disgust. He had decided
he liked the young man with the curly red hair, but his recent
behavior was becoming difficult to overlook. "You're sure already,"
he insisted, "otherwise you would've shot me when I walked into
your camp."

Lopez brushed his nose with the back of his
hand and considered Hawkins' point of view. "What about the
others?" he asked, feeling stupid as the words left his mouth.

Hawkins looked around him once again. "What
others?"

Shelby belched again, before cursing the
beans that had messed with his digestion. Hiccups followed in rapid
succession. Each was painful to Shelby's insides.

"Hold your breath and strike yourself here,"
directed Hawkins, his fist indicating the solar plexus. "Go
ahead."

Reluctantly Shelby used the top of his fist
to strike himself in the solar plexus. Nothing happened. His second
blow was launched with more enthusiasm. It found its mark,
eliciting a resounding belch that echoed through the darkness. All
around him the different forms of desert life responded. Some
chattered, while others croaked. A few merely fled from the scene,
the phantom whisper of their footsteps proving their existence. But
the hiccups had also disappeared. Shelby smiled in
satisfaction.

"You've beaten the spirit."

"What?"

"He had climbed inside you and pushed against
your chest. By striking here, you hit him squarely, and he was
forced to run away. It happens all the time. Now, would you please
put that gun away?"

After a moment of hesitation, Shelby returned
his gun to its holster. He squatted by the fire, eyeing the old
Indian suspiciously. He was unsure of his interaction with an
Indian.

Hawkins paid no attention to the white man's
discomfort. The coffee was ready, and the aroma spewed from the
fresh pot, delighting his senses. All day he had longed for the
brew.

After savoring a few swallows, Thunderbird
returned to Lopez. "How do they call you?"

"Shelby. Shelby Lopez."

Hawkins narrowed his eyes incredulously and
poured for the younger man. "Are you of Mexican descent?"

"No. I'm not of Mexican descent."

Thunderbird wouldn't leave it alone. His face
twisted and he wrinkled his mouth. "Lopez ... and you're not of
Mexican descent?"

"No."

A wash of silence passed between them.
Shelby, through the years, had grown tired of people asking what a
person of his appearance was doing with a name like Lopez. At one
time Shelby even considered changing his name. To Logan. But he
could never get used to its sound. He often wished people would dub
him with a nickname. Call him Reds, or Kid. But he was not the
type.

"It's Jewish," Shelby finally proclaimed.

"You're a Hebrew? So am I."

Lopez viewed the Indian suspiciously before
he searched for the joke. Hawkins was being sincere, almost
boastful. "You're what?"

"A Hebrew. At least part of me. On my
mother's side."

Shelby cast a long look about him. His head
bobbed as he twisted it to regard the space. At last he returned to
Thunderbird Hawkins. His thickset face was beaming from beneath his
ragged high hat and dark, braided hair.

"How could you possibly be Jewish?" asked
Lopez.

"A Hebrew," Thunderbird corrected. "From the
lost tribes who wandered into this continent many years ago. I read
about it many times, in many places. I am a descen¬dant of Abraham,
the father of Isaac and Jacob. I've spent many years, many
different lifetimes, on many different deserts. I am a constant
traveller, a wanderer whose roots journey through the source of my
consciousness."

Even though he had finished speaking,
Thunderbird's index finger still indicated a point existing just
above his eyes in the center of his forehead. His eyes widened, as
if the finger had energized certain faculties, as if he was
entranced by its power. His expression grew blank and remained so
for several minutes. At last he returned, his eyes blinking as he
studied Shelby's reaction.

"I don't know. I was never told…"

"How could you know?"

"Alright," laughed Shelby. "You can be
Jewish."

"Hebrew!"

With that settled the two men concentrated on
the taste of their coffee. They sipped slowly, savoring each ounce
of flavor. The Indian was pleased, and he often sighed as the hot
liquid slipped down his throat. With the first cup out of the way,
he poured himself a second. After drinking half, he rested the cup
between his legs while he reached into his sack, extracting a small
pouch, which was also made of leather. Intricate beadwork decorated
its exterior. With this on his lap Hawkins then removed a foot-long
deer horn pipe from his large pouch and set it down. His thick
fingers dipped into the smaller bag and extracted some of its
contents. This he rolled between his fingers, crumbling the
contents into the bowl.

"Tobacco?" wondered Shelby.

Hawkins smiled. He shook his head and
persuaded Lopez to smoke it. He pulled a flaming twig from the
fire. "It's used much on the desert," he explained.

Shelby took his first pull and allowed the
smoke to enter his lungs. He coughed at first but became more
accustomed to the sensation with each passing draw.

Hawkins patted his solar plexus indicating
contentment. "It lets the spirit know you're happy with its
presence."

Soon there was no more need for the smoke.
The deer horn pipe and its leafy contents had done their work. The
two men, with faces flushed, sat staring into the brilliant
firelight. They had not moved for several hours, Thunderbird
because he was comfortable, and Shelby because he feared the
slightest move on his part would cause the top of his head to fall
off. An odd way to scalp someone, noted Lopez, between spectacular
digressions. He glanced over to Hawkins, noting the contented look
on the older man's face. He liked Thunderbird. He was relieved he
had come along.

"Where do you come from?" asked Hawkins, as
if his question had stemmed from an hour's worth of
contemplation.

"Back East," pointed Shelby.

"And now?"

Lopez shrugged it off. He gestured to the
bags and his horse. "'This is it. The whole business."

"You could always wish for more."

Shelby was compelled to snicker. "No, I
couldn't." "Why?"

"It would never fit on my horse," he
answered, before erupting into fits of laughter.

Thunderbird had seen the humor also. The two
men rolled about the campsite, clutching their sides. They laughed
until they ached, and then they laughed some more. Somewhere in the
distance a lone coyote howled its sentiments, and nearby a snake
slithered through the night. But the rattler had few evil
intentions, especially toward men who found humor in the midst of
the desert.

 




 



Chapter 2

 


The morning sun had just cleared the eastern
mountains when Shelby was roused from sleep. He awakened suddenly.
Creeping fear gnawed at his insides as he searched the landscape
through bloodshot eyes. He expected the crazy Indian to have long
been gone with everything Shelby possessed. He was wrong. Instead,
the inimitable Thunderbird Hawkins was crouched by the fire,
preparing morning coffee. It struck Shelby that the Indian might
not have moved all night, but remained squatted, drinking endless
quantities of coffee.

"Want some?" asked Hawkins.

Lopez peeled off his blankets and nodded his
head. "Yeah. After all, it's my coffee."

Thunderbird regarded Lopez with mild
derision, his black liquid eyes widening momentarily before
reverting to their normal drowsy appearance. He decided against
reprimanding the young man, since it was too early in the morning.
Again, he turned his head for a better look at Shelby and found
that much of what he first ascertained about the young man's
appearance held true in the light of day. The only difference in
Lopez was his hat. It was no longer a western cowboy hat, but an
easterner's hat worn with the brim turned down. Crushed down upon
his red curls it made Lopez seem all the more comical. Hawkins
grunted and returned to his coffee.

Lopez yawned and stretched his muscles. "I
still can't sleep on the hard, bare ground. It hurts like hell in
the morning."

"I'll tell the spirits, and perhaps they'll
soften the ground for you," Thunderbird said with a wink.

Shelby accepted the cup of coffee from
Hawkins and gazed about him. He gave every direction equal
attention, pausing now and then to squint at points of particular
interest. East and west were the mountains, sweeping across the
plains from the north and south. All that seemed to prevent the two
different mountain ranges from joining into a circle were
undisrupted passages vanishing beyond the horizon.

Lopez shook his head, more alarmed than awed.
"Christ, it's like we're in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by
more of the same. Strange. I never thought it'd happen to me."

Hawkins followed the path of Shelby's vision.
He too noted the mountains looming so far away. He regarded the
countless shrubs, the cactus and the mesquite, the mesas and the
arroyos. He watched an eagle dive from the clouds and a lizard
streak across the sand.

"Yeah, in the middle of nowhere," Shelby
repeated.

"A person is always in the middle of
nowhere," intoned the Indian.

"Why's 'at?"

Thunderbird paused to sip his coffee. "We're
lost where we stand. We must travel, must find new places, new
voices of the spirit. No discoveries are made by standing in
emptiness. We must journey to seek what we will. To find
ourselves."

Lopez stared incredulously, pausing after a
while to transfer his eyes to the Indian's odd physique. In the
daylight Thunderbird Hawkins seemed more like a cannonball mounted
on a bed of concrete. His arms and legs were like short bands of
steel, his fingers like railroad spikes. Though he only stood to
Shelby's chin, the younger man was assured the Indian would be one
tough customer if he so chose.

Hawkins watched in silence while the young
man scrutinized him. He smiled at the glint of surprise in Shelby's
expression. Satisfied he had made the right impression, Thunderbird
packed and saddled his horse.

Lopez swayed behind him, his arms awkwardly
set at his sides. Unsure of his next move, Lopez glanced across the
desert and grew frightened. He never assumed anything, except the
sea, was quite as big. He wished Hawkins would indicate that Shelby
could follow, even discreetly to the rear. At last Hawkins nodded
his head. Breathing a sigh of relief, Shelby mounted his horse. He
looked around him once again, shivering at the awesome space he
dwelled in. It all seemed so strange. He was overwhelmed by its
vastness, by its silence.

"How far is it exactly to the next town?"
Lopez asked Hawkins after they had travelled some ways.

Thunderbird indicated the direction with the
point of his chin.

Shelby peered after but saw nothing. He
frowned and ran his tongue across his lips, which were already dry
and cracking. "Yeah, but how far?"

This time Hawkins indicated the direction
with his hand. His steel digit pointed to a spot just off from the
southern mountain range. It was there the mountains ended. At least
they appeared to end. From their distance it was still very hard to
determine.

Shelby was even more puzzled than before. "I
still don't know how far it is we have to go," he insisted.

Hawkins shrugged and began to ride away.
Shelby followed, begging the Indian's pardon.

"It doesn't matter how far," Hawkins
explained after they'd ridden some distance. "You're either going
or you're not going. That's all that matters. The length of the
journey should make no difference."

A little further along the trail Hawkins
extracted another leather pouch from beneath his Indian blanket.
From this he removed several cuttings of dried mushrooms. Without a
word of explanation he popped several cuttings into his mouth and
passed the rest to Shelby. "It'll occupy your thoughts," he
explained as Shelby reluctantly accepted the mushrooms.

The mushrooms were tough and ugly, like dead,
dried toads in miniature. Lopez stared at them with apprehension
before he finally dropped them inside his mouth. The terrible taste
of the cuttings overwhelmed his tongue. Quickly he swallowed them
and turned to the Indian for further explanation.

"What the hell are those things?" he asked of
his companion.

"Mushrooms," Hawkins said easily.

"God! They taste awful!"

"You're not eating them for their taste, but
for their substance."

"Hell, I should hope so. Hey, what's your
name anyway?" he asked, remembering it hadn't been discussed the
night before.

"Thunderbird Hawkins."

"Thunderbird Hawkins? You know you're the
first Indian I've ever spoken to."

"I'm overwhelmed with gratitude."

"No. I mean, I've not had much chance to come
into contact with Indians. Are there many named Thunderbird?"

"Some."

"Hawkins. What about Hawkins?"

Thunderbird shook his head. "No. Not many.
None other that I know of."

"How did you get to be named then?"

"My father was a strange man."

"Yeah, so was mine. More dull than anything
else. Funny, in all the years I've known him, he never once told me
what he wanted out of life. All the time he'd give me lectures on
what he expected from me, what he predicted I'd be, if I do this
and that. But he never did get to the bottom of it all. He never
said what it was that got him up every morning."

Thunderbird removed his hat and used his hand
to brush back his hair. "Maybe he didn't know himself."

Shelby pondered aloud. "You think so, huh?
You think a man can live for fifty-odd years and never know what
causes him to rise every morning. That's awfully hard to
believe."

"Did he talk of other things?"

"Yeah. Sure. Occasionally."

"Did he take the time to explain them?"

"When he thought it necessary. Or if the
store wasn't busy. He never had time when his store was busy.
Customers! His one great pleasure was serving his customers."

"And you never asked why he awakened every
morning?"

"No. He wasn't the type you asked such a
question. Straight answers were never his best means of
explanation."

"Then maybe he really didn't know."

"I guess."

An hour passed before their conversation came
abruptly to a halt. The sun was extremely strong now, and the
mushrooms had begun to inflict their passion. Shelby felt it in his
cheeks and at the back of his neck. He found his head growing
lighter, and for a few terrible moments he believed it would sail
clear away. Just twist from his neck and fly off into the sun.
Shelby's fingers were numb, as were his toes. A hollow was carved
in the pit of his stomach. Atop his horse he swayed indifferently
with each passing step, as if his travels were bringing him no
closer to the point just west of the southern mountain range.

Thunderbird showed no clear sign of change
except that his eyelids had fallen over his eyeballs. Like silk
over marble, the lids dropped free of wrinkles or tension. Unafraid
of external threats, he kept his eyes closed, his concentration
focused on his insides.

 


Before long Shelby discovered Thunderbird was
sleeping. It was not apparent until the Indian snored. Each snore
boomed like thunder in the canyon, and Hawkins' lip dangled so
spittle escaped to his chin. His head bobbed and weaved in rhythm
to his horse's motion, and his hands rested on his saddle.

After much staring at Hawkins, Shelby
blinked, and the magic in his eyes caused Thunderbird's face to
transform into that of Shelby's aged and missing Aunt Belle. Her
cheeks were red with rouge and a bright floral bandanna was wrapped
around her head. Thick, gold hoops dangled from her ears, and
vibrant red lipstick stained her mouth. She was laughing, roaring
in her peculiar manner, the type unacceptable for ladylike
behavior.

"You know what you can do with ladylike
behavior," she once challenged Sarah, Shelby's troubled and serious
mother and the younger sister of Aunt Belle. "It wasn't etiquette I
was born from, but from copulation," Belle rambled. Her deep,
magnificent voice bellowed forth another round, while timid Sarah
squirmed with dismay.

 


Later that night, Aunt Belle was taken from
Shelby's house and escorted to Poor Yussel's Home for the Insane
Aged, better known as Poor Yussel's to all who feared and resented
its presence.

 


"She'll be happy there," his father, Leonard
Lopez, had insisted. "She'll meet others like herself, and she'll
get along just fine."
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