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From his desk, Solano watched the old Indian, standing in the doorway, pushing the brown fingers of his right hand, separated and curved like a rake, through his white hair.  The old man's face, which was the color and texture of brown, aged parchment, was angular, shallow in the cheeks, accentuating, all the more, his high cheekbones.  His eyes surveyed the room, lighting here and there, then moving on.  They were his most striking feature: his eyes.  Black as hot tar, they could at one moment crackle with feisty humor, as when he imitated the mischievous Coyote, on all fours, trying to outwit the old woman, Momoy, out of a loaf of bread, his eyes, upturned, pleading, white showing all around the black iris, until Solano could have sworn his ears started to look pointed.  At quieter times the old man's eyes seemed to peer into the secret places of the soul, then overflow suddenly, without embarrassment, at a touchpoint with humanity.  Music often did that to him.  Or some paintings.  Always, always the Chumash legends made his eyes look slightly out-of-focus, as though watching the drama unfold behind them.


But, just now, his eyes had a puzzled, somewhat amused look as he stood in the doorway and searched the room.  He fished a gray rag from the back pocket of his faded jeans and wiped his nose.  His mouth was working, making little tasting movements.


Solano watched him a few moments longer before he slowly shook his head and asked, "What are you looking for, old man?"


The old Indian grinned crookedly, the way Solano had seen him do hundreds of times in the last thirty years, whenever he was about to admit to some personal foolishness.  "Where would an old Indian find his smoke bag?  I've put it in the same place on the kitchen counter for all the years we've lived here.  Every night, before I go to bed.  Now isn't that funny?"  He glanced over at Solano, who turned the page of the book he was reading and raised his coffee cup to his lips.  "Yes," the old man went on, "makes you wonder if Coyote has been wandering around the house while we're sleeping, hiding things, setting traps.  Who knows what old Coyote can do."  He brought the rag to his nose and blew loudly into it.


Solano closed his book, looked at the ceiling for a long moment, then at the old man.  "Look," he said.  "You have other pipes, many other pipes.  You have a canister in your room, filled with tobacco.  I'll get you a match.  You can use your thumb to tamp down the tobacco."


"I remember I put the smoke bag on the counter, then I went to the sink and got a glass of water, and then I went to bed."  He looked back over his shoulder into the kitchen, making the tasting movement of his lips again.  Suddenly the old man was coughing, a ragged, wrenching cough that doubled him over.  His face was purple, his yellowed eyes bulging.


Solano opened his book again, and without looking up, said dryly:  "That Coyote sure is a trickster, eh?  He must know how much you crave your morning smoke.  Suppose he's hiding somewhere, laughing?"


The old man seemed to be recovering.  He was able to stand, and the original color was coming back to his face.  The thought seemed to amuse him.  "Guess he could be," he said, a slow smile spreading his lips, making the aged brown parchment skin crinkle at the corners of his mouth.  "I guess he just might be doing that."  Then the smile faded and a look of confusion crowded his face.  "Seems there was a time you took El Coyote seriously.  Seems a time you feared El Coyote."  The smile came back briefly, then his face was seized with another paroxysm of coughing.


Solano reddened, two veins on his temple protruding.  He remembered the nightmares he could never entirely shake from his consciousness after the old man woke him.  That was long ago.  After that, the terrible visage of El Coyote faded for several years, to return when he was in college.  It was while he meditated that the vision asserted itself.  This El Coyote, while no less terrible, was not perceived by his awakening idealism as malevolent.  As a matter of fact, the vision gave him great strength and roiled the fervor in him.  El Coyote spoke directly to his stilled mind in those days, gave him instructions he followed to the letter.   He leveled a finger at the old man.  "There is the true El Coyote, the destroyer of the impure and the elevator of the righteous -- the El Coyote you've apparently forgotten, old man -- and then there's your Coyote, Mr. Cay-ote you should call him, who chases the roadrunner on Saturday morning t.v."


This last sarcastic parry was wasted on the old man who had resumed roaming the room with his eyes, first at Solano, at his desk in the corner between the two floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, one against each wall, sharing the corner, so that, in macrocosm, they seemed to form the shape of an open book.  "No, you're not there, Coyote."  His bemused gaze swept the wall, past the large window with the heavy, green drapes drawn across them, the overstuffed chair -- his chair --, the chair he would be sunk into right now, if he could only find his smoke bag, and, on the other side of the chair the front door, chained and dead-bolted, and then, the far corner.  On the opposite wall his eyes seemed to linger on the brass-framed photograph of himself, dark, smooth-skinned, crowblack hair; and, standing beside him, not much more than waist-high, was Solano, looking up into his eyes.  His arm was lying across Solano's shoulder, his palm cradling the back of the boy's upturned head.  An oak tree was behind them, and behind that, and to the right, the glistening, black Studebaker that the old man cherished.


"Coyote," the old Indian half sang, his voice rising from the first to the second syllable, then falling to the third.  And louder, as his eyes rested on the Christmas tree, "Brother Coy-Yoh-Tay, are you behind the tree?  Bring me my smoke bag, Brother, and we will share a bowl of strong tobacco."  His hands were on the sides of the doorframe to steady him.  He pushed off of them, now, and slouched very slowly across the room, grinning his crooked grin over his shoulder.


Solano Said: "Indio, we need to talk."


The old man stopped, turned.  "We need to talk," he echoed back.  He rubbed the flank of his nose with his bony forefinger, then plucked the stained handkerchief from his pocket and blew hard in it.


Solano closed his book and returned it to the bookshelf.  He had watched the old Indian -- who had raised him since childhood, who had been his mentor and his spiritual teacher, as well as the "Keeper of the Secret Pathway" -- had watched him starting to fail rapidly the last few years.  His faculties had begun to lose their hard, sharp edge about the same time that Solano started noticing more and more incidences of that vacuous, lopsided grin on his lips.  An isolated image from twenty years before might come bobbing up and into his consciousness and compel his utterance right in the middle of an unrelated conversation; or a fragment of a sentence might trail off to nowhere, because he was helpless in keeping his mind from wandering off the trail.


"Let's go back into the kitchen, Indio, where we can both sit at the table.  We'll have a cup of coffee.  It'll make your throat feel better.”


"But..." the old Indian interjected.


"And..." Solano, holding up a finger, said, loudly enough to squelch the other's complaint, "And, then, I will help you find your smoke bag.  Is that okay?  Is that fair?"


Without a word, the old man turned and hunched back toward the kitchen.  Solano got up, replaced his chair under the desk and followed him.


Solano was a short man, and, in common with many who were short, he stood and walked erectly, shoulders squared, chin tucked in, conveying to even those who were taller than he the illusion that he was looking down on them.  He was built on the stocky side, and had been from his teen years on.  Dieting and exercise didn't seem to alter his girth by so much as a quarter of an inch.  Early in his college teaching career one of his students warned another, "Don't get in the way of the brick!"  And, behind his back -- always behind his back -- the nickname "brick" took root.  He tended to walk with a swagger.


In the kitchen he motioned the old man to have a seat.  He dragged a wooden match across the surface of the burner, then held it there as he turned on the gas.  A clicking sound was followed by a hollow pop as a circle of blue flame appeared.  He put the glass coffeepot on the grate and adjusted the flame down.  He hated using this antique stove.  The old man had purchased it over a quarter century before and refused to give it up, in spite of Solano's urgings over the years that it was slow and dangerous -- dangerous because it did not have an automatic pilot light.  Solano knew that the old man loved it precisely because it was slow, and even because it was dangerous.  When he was acting at full mental capacity, he cherished the slow deliberateness of the ritual of using it.  The unbroken continuity of the mundane act, performed deliberately over time, was a type of spiritual exercise, a body mantra, the physical equivalent of OM.  As far as the danger of the gas stove was concerned, the element of danger brought the ritual into a tighter focus.  "The body also resonates in prayer," he taught the much younger Solano, back when he had a sharpness to his faculties, "but at a slower rate, and over a longer, unhurried, period of time.  Do the trivial act again and again and again with concentration and love, my son, and it will be a prayer to the Great Spirit."  But, now, to Solano's way of thinking, the old man had become addicted to ritual.  Sadly, ritual was fast becoming his only touchpoint with reality.  Where now was the wisdom he once possessed?  And what was even the value of wisdom if it finally dissolved to this?


"Indio," Solano began, "how long have you been the Keeper?"  And watching the old man's eyes widen and his mouth fall open, he laughed and went on:  "Come on, my old friend, it's just you and me, the two of us, no one else!  See..." he gestured to the ceiling, "the roof    didn't cave in on us.  So, what's it been?  Fifty years?  Sixty?"


The other just stared at him, unblinking.


"Long, long time," Solano said.  "Fact is, you're getting too old for it."


"No!" the old man said, emphatically.


"Yes.  Yes you are.   You are old and you are sick.  But, you should feel good about all those years you've... kept... the pathway."


Again, the other's eyes grew large, and he started shaking his head slowly from side to side.  "We can't just... talk about..."


"We most certainly can!"  Solano interrupted, matter-of-factly, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.  "We've got to.  Who else can talk about it?"


By now the coffee was bubbling loudly on the burner.  Solano got two cups from the cupboard, filled them, then turned off the burner.  He put a steaming cup on the table by the old man, the other cup on his side of the table, then sat down.  He looked at the old man in silence.  The entirety of his life had funneled down, now, to this moment.  Dreams had evaporated.  Passions?  Great Causes?  Promises?  Everything... vaporized, leaving only a residue -- a few sensuous needs: a morning pipeful of tobacco; one cup, only, of strong coffee in the morning; and a residual fear: out of the fog of unknowing, the superstitious horror of violating the secrets of the Great Spirit.


"It is time for change, Indio.  It is time to pass on the Datura basket."


"No!" the old man protested, his dark parchment skin trembling, tears beginning to rim his yellowed eyes.  "There is no one.  I am the last, the only one."


Solano laughed.  "You are nothing but an old man.  You've gotten soft.  There is no more anger, no spirit.  The ceremony is only a hollow act.  It is just an empty ritual to you.  It is a smoke bag.  It is just a sad and pathetic smoke bag."  He watched the words strike the old man like flung darts, watched him wince, again and again.  "I will take over, Indio.  I will be the Keeper of the Pathway."


"Never!"  The old man shook his head, vigorously.  He pointed an arthritic finger at Solano, his whole body trembling.  "I... I have raised you like my son, and I love you.  You are hurting me with your words, I don't know why, but you are, and it doesn't matter.  I still love you.  But, how... how can I pass on the basket to you?  How can I do that, son?  You are not one of the chosen!"


"Not chosen!  You have entrusted me for years to keep the list of the initiates up to date, and the last two, no three, years to actually make the contact with them and the arrangements."


"But I was sick.  I couldn't travel any more."


"So you could use me to do your leg work, but not take the next logical step and be the Keeper?"


"But, don't you see?  It would be mocking the Great Spirit..."


"You are mocking the Great Spirit, Indio.  You!  Isn't it a mockery to pretend to conduct a complicated ceremony when you can't even remember where you put your smoke bag?"


"But, I do remember.  I told you already."  He pointed at the counter; but, then his arm sagged to the table, beside his coffee cup.


"Let's see," Solano grinned, rubbing his palms together, "that's when that old trickster, Coyote, comes on the scene."  He took on the quavering voice of the old man: "Come out, Brother Coyote.  Come out from your hiding place and we will smoke our pipe."  Then, with a sudden move he slammed his open palm against the tabletop.  A coffee cup tottered, then rolled off the table, shattering on the floor.  "Pathetic!  Pathetic old fool!" he shouted.


The old man shrank away from the words as though each was a burning coal flung at him.  He spoke without looking at Solano:  "I will pick it up."


"Leave it."


"You will be going soon."


"I said leave it!"  Solano got up and motioned for the other to do the same.  "Go into the other room.  Go look for your smoke bag."


After the old man left the kitchen, Solano began cleaning up the broken cup.  He heard the toilet flush.  He smiled and glanced toward the fading sound.  The toilet always got flushed twice: once before he used it, then afterwards.  He'd be in there fifteen, maybe twenty minutes before the second flush.  Then he would begin his bath water.  His morning bath was an essential part of his daily routine.  That would be good for another ten minutes, or so.  He poured the cup pieces into the trash bin from the dustpan, hung the dustpan back in the broom closet and came back to the stove.  He poured the last of the coffee into his cup.  Then, glancing at the kitchen door, he turned the oven knob to 450F, inclined his head toward the hissing sound briefly, and, taking his cup, left the kitchen.


He went down the hall and into the old man's bedroom.  There was a crack of yellow light under the bathroom door.  The bedroom had a faintly sour smell to it.  The bed was unmade, blankets and sheet in a tangled pile at the foot, the pillow still holding the shape of the old man's head.  He opened the top drawer of the dresser gingerly and felt around under the tee shirts for the key.  He smiled.  Over the years, how many times had the old man had him fetch the key for him?  The contents of the cabinet were locked away only from outsiders.  Early on, he had taught Solano respect for the spiritual power residing on the shelves.  A few feathers, a woven basket -- once brightly painted, now faded --, a handful of stones and a sand dollar, all blessed by an unbroken line of Shamans for centuries.  Until now, Solano had never touched these sacred, forbidden relics.  Indeed, until that morning, he had never uttered the name of the Great Spirit or even the ceremonial Datura basket until the old man had opened the door of discussion with prayer and meditation.  "The old fool!" he muttered to himself as he fished out the key.  Very quietly he turned the key in the lock.  He removed it and opened the cabinet.  He reached for the shallow, woven, disc-like basket, then suddenly withdrew his hand before touching it.  His heart was racing.  He felt a surge of nausea in his throat.  It passed.  He took a deep breath and lifted the basket from the shelf.  Then he put in the stones, round, smooth and cold, one at a time.  He laid the feathers next to the stones, then the sand dollar.  He closed the cabinet door and replaced the lock.  His eyes burned.  He rubbed the sweat out of them with his sleeve.  He was suddenly aware that his whole body felt clammy inside his suit.  He wished he had time for another shower.


He left the bedroom, closing the door behind him, his eyes never leaving the basket he held in the crook of his arm.  He walked down the hall and into the living room.  He opened the satchel by his desk and removed the loose papers and a book from inside, which he put on the desktop.  He slipped the basket and its contents inside and closed it.  He leaned the satchel against the wall by the front door, then kneeled by the easy chair.

     Thrusting an arm underneath, he made a sweeping movement and pulled out a rust-colored rawhide bag, cinched at the top.  Opening it, that part of the room was invaded with the biting odor of cheap tobacco and charcoal, which, added with the leather smell, had always reminded Solano, as a child, of the dawn smells one winter morning in the Cuyama Mountains.  The younger Indio had just doused the fire and Solano, who was using the saddle for a pillow, awakened to the biting smell of smoke blending with the sweet leathery smell of the saddle.  And, somehow, in the chemistry of his young mind, the smell of the saddle connected with that of the leather pouch, and the doused fire with the acrid smell of the pipe and cheap tobacco.  And together they conjured up the image of that pre-dawn moment locked in time.  How many numberless other times had he sat on the arm of this very chair, as the Indio opened his pouch, releasing odors and memories, while he began the prolonged ritual of the morning pipe?  He blinked away the image and opened the pouch wider.  Yes, the pipe was said to have been carved from a giant shark's tooth by the old man's great, great, great grandfather.   He was fabled to have gone into Mr. Shark's home under the waves off of Point Conception and made some foolhardy bet with Mr. Shark, the stakes being his own life against the extraction one of Mr. Shark's prized teeth.  The old man won, of course, the tooth extracted.  And from it the old man carved a beautiful pipe.  Upon his death he passed it on to his son, along with the tale of its origin; likewise it was passed on to his son and his son after him, and on and on, and finally to Indio, himself.  It had turned a creamy, yellowish-brown with age.  Precisely one bowlful of coarse tobacco had been premeasured the night before on a square of cellophane, the corners brought up and banded into a tight wad, and placed beside the pipe.  And, here was the tamper, carved from a very hard wood, now black and shiny.  Apparently, no story came with it, but it too had been passed down through the line of sons, with the pipe.  Finally, there were the two wooden matches, never three.  Once, his pipe had gone out after the second match.  He refused Solano's offer to get him another match.  And so the ritual went.


As he cinched the pouch and placed it on the arm of the chair, he heard the toilet flush, followed by the bathwater being drawn.    He hurriedly got to his feet and rushed to the kitchen.  A throat-tightening sweet smell met him at the doorway.  Light-headed, he covered his nose with the sleeve of his coat and raced through to the cupboard.  Rummaging through the contents there, he emerged with a can of insect spray.  He sprayed a fine mist over a wide ark, walking backwards, spraying the arc in the opposite direction, and back again, until the contents were spent, and the mist had joined to a dull, gray fog as he backed through the door, squatted and set the empty can behind the doorway.  Then, as with sudden inspiration, he laid the can on its side and propped the door open with it.


Returning to the old man's room, he stood at the door until the water was turned off and, with his ear pressed to the door, he could hear the old man slip into the water, with a sigh.  He tapped lightly on the door, waited a few seconds and tapped again.


"Yes..." the old man said.


"I'm leaving now.  You'll be okay?"


"I'll be out in a minute."


"No!  Take your time."  He felt a rising heat, and his heartbeat throbbing in his throat.  "I just wanted to tell you I fogged the kitchen..."


"Fogged it?"  the old man asked, perplexed.  "Fogged it?"


"We must have had a massive ant invasion overnight.  Any way, I sprayed ant poison in the kitchen, and I'm just telling you so you won't be going in there for a half-hour or so.  Leave the kitchen door propped open to dissipate the fumes.  Okay?  You all right with that?"


There was a long pause, then: "Yes...  Okay."


"Good.  I was just afraid that, with your cold, you might not be aware of it and go in and get sick."  Then, as though in afterthought he added, "Oh, by the way, when I was checking out the ants I discovered your smoke bag."


"Ah ha!  You found El Coyote's hiding place!" the old man rejoiced from the tub.


"Well, I suppose.  Somehow it must have gotten knocked off the counter and then kicked under the stove.  Anyway, it's on the arm of your chair."


"Thank you."


"Good-bye, old man."


"Good-bye, Solano."


Solano, who had already turned away from the bathroom door, stopped short at the sound of his name.  The old man never addressed him by name.  It was always "my son," or "son," or, in a more playful mood, "Little Coyote," but never Solano -- until now.  He looked back at the door, then walked briskly from the room.  He picked up his satchel at the front door, surveyed the room one last time, and left the house.

                              *    *    *


Was he really getting so old that he was no longer useful?


He blew his nose so hard in the wad of toilet paper that he was light headed.  He blinked away the dizziness, holding on to the corner of the sink to prevent falling over.  He had hoped the bath would loosen his congestion.  In fact, the steam from the running bath water allowed him to breathe freely, for a while.  Lying in the tub, up to his neck in the water, helped, too.  But, standing on the cold floor while he toweled himself off, he felt the tight, gluiness forming in the back of his throat again and his nostrils felt like they were stuffed with cotton.  He was breathing again through his mouth -- the only way he could effectively breathe for the last month.


It was true: he was getting older.  These colds came every year with regularity and they lasted a month to a month and a half, and they always left him weaker and more dispirited with each succeeding year.


He finished toweling off and leaned against the sink for support as he lifted one frail brown leg and wrestled his foot into the opening of his underwear, puffed a few seconds, then repeated the process with the other leg and foot.  Such concentration, just to get dressed!  He pulled his underwear up to his waist and reached for his robe.  He looked down at his swollen knees, and he frowned.  They used to be supple and elastic hinges, or shock absorbers for his muscular rope-like legs.  Now they were as large as abalone shells.


Why was he going on like this?  Sure, he was getting old.  And sure, his memory wasn't what it used to be!  But that was the way it would be for everybody.  But the ceremony!  That was a part of his flesh, his skeleton.  As long as he could move so much as a finger or toe of his body, the ceremony was alive in him.  He slipped his arms into the robe, wrapped it around him, and standing in front of the steamed mirror, pulled himself up to his full height.  "No," he thought.  "The ceremony has a good home here in these old bones... for now, anyway."


Of course, he wouldn't live forever.  Someone needed to be the Guardian when he died.  And the candidate would have to be taught the ritual as he had learned it and as the Guardian before him, and the one before him.  Knowing that it could not be Solano, that it could never be Solano, tore away at his heart like a vulture.  He loved Solano.  He loved Solano as much as any father could love his son, though there was no blood between them.  But spirit was spirit.  Law was law.  Ten thousand tears could not change an apple to an orange!  So, Solano's words this morning ripped him apart inside.  Solano always worked hard to get what he wanted.  And if it was still kept away from him, he would storm the gates.  He would try to ram his way into Heaven!  Nevertheless, it would not change an apple to an orange.  He seemed to consider it merely a minor nuisance that he was an Impure.  There was not a more believing and dedicated man than his father but he, too, was an Impure.  Another part of the old man died when he had to tell him this morning that because he was an Impure, he could never, never be chosen.


He sighed, turning away from the mirror to the door.  He didn't like to have such sadness weighing on him while he was having his morning smoke.  It was the closest he would get to lifting the veil to the spirit world.  It was a holy moment.  He wished Solano could understand that.  He wished that Solano could just once feel that peace and joy washing over him that he was privileged to feel every morning.  But that took patience and prayer: two things that he found lacking in him.


He left the bathroom, pulling the lapels of his robe tightly to his chest with the brown stalks of his arms, as he plodded through his bedroom and out into the front room.  His eyes began to itch, and he rubbed them as he crossed the front room to the overstuffed chair, by the front door.

     He sat down and picked up the smoke bag from the arm of the chair.  He loosened the cinch and held the opening under his nose, and closing his eyes, he breathed deeply, though with difficulty.  His heart was beating rapidly.  He waited until it was back to normal.  He loosened the cinch some more and pulled out the yellowed pipe, putting the bag in his lap.  Between his thumbs and forefingers, he held the pipe from bit end and bowl above his head, gazing up reverently at it.


"Great Father of many generations," he began slowly, using virtually the same words and inflection he had used from the beginning.  "Wonderful and courageous  Trickster, wise Father who outwitted the great white shark out of his tooth.  How can I do justice in singing your praises?  You who carved your victory prize into this wondrous art, what words of mine can add one bit to your handiwork?  I can add nothing.  I can only share in the deep enjoyment of your creation.  Just as you, great Father of generations, worshiped at the shrine of a new morning with the rising smoke of strong tobacco; and as did your son and your son's son after him, so did I sit at my father's feet and watched him worship the morning with the smoke of strong tobacco.  And, thus this artwork I hold up to you, and the ceremony that was passed on to me."  He paused.  His lips moved to form words, but none came at first.  Tears formed in his eyes.  Then, he went on: "Now I am old.  And, great Father, I was not blessed with a son to... to pass the pipe on to.  Oh!  I have a son.  I have a son.  I raised him like a son, though he is not of my blood.  I am old and so very tired.  And, great Father, he is now a man, and he desires..." he sniffed and, still holding up the pipe, brought the brown stalk of his arm across his nose, leaving a silver swathe across the brown.  His eyes still burned and his limbs felt weak, his breathing shallow.  "Great Father of generations, I am old and tired and there is no one, no one to pass on the pipe to.  And that is not all.  That is not all.  There is no one I can pass on the Datura basket to.  Already El Coyote has ascended to the House of the Sun.  The Sun and Coyote will soon begin their game.  Which ever will win, I... I don't know if I will be strong enough for the ceremony.  Two days, that's all there are.  Someone needs to do the ceremony.  I can teach the ceremony to the one I spoke of.  He desires to take it over.  Oh, no!" he added hastily, "I have not shared the mystery of the ceremony with him, no!  But he is a very smart man.  He teaches Indian Culture classes at college, Great Father.  From books he knows... he knows the shell of the nut; but not the meat.  He is not one of the chosen, though.  But I must ask something of you: I must ask if you would part the veil of the Great Spirit, if you would ask the Great Spirit if we are to lose the ceremony?  Is it to be forgotten by all generations for the lack of a Shaman?  Great Father of our generations, let me have you ask the Great Spirit one thing, and then I will fill your pipe with the strong tobacco, and its smoke will be a beautiful fragrance to you: ask the Great Spirit to send me a sign.  Can one who is not chosen be taught the mystery of the ceremony, if not doing it means the death of the mystery?  The death of the ceremony?"


With that, he held the pipe above his head a moment longer, then slowly brought it down and put it carefully on the arm of the chair.  He pulled the plastic-wrapped ball of tobacco from the smoke bag and began to unwrap it.  His chest felt raw and on fire.  Could it be the Ant Spray?  His breath was ragged; and his arms and legs felt weak and strangely weightless, almost as though they would, without the active exercise of will, begin to float.  Still, he smiled at the first glimpse of the tobacco.  He pinched out some of the tobacco and pushed it into the bowl of the pipe, got another pinch and added it to the bowl.  When it was nicely rounded at the top of the bowl, he reached into the smoke bag and withdrew the shiny, wooden tamper.  He took the time to enjoy, as he always did, the warm, smoothness of the tamper between his thumb and forefinger.  After a moment, he pressed the tobacco into the bowl until it had just the right amount of sponginess.  He replaced the tamper and pulled out a wooden match.  He already knew that he would not be able to enjoy the first deep dragging of smoke into his lungs, as he always did.  His lungs wouldn't suffer the intrusion.  Perhaps just the aroma of the smoke, the tingling of the tender flesh inside his mouth, would be enough.  There would be other mornings, after all.  Or would there?  He could never remember being in this much of the grip of a cold.  Or, had it already crossed over into pneumonia?  He felt sleepy, his head light, swimming, his eyes heavy.

     A glittering at the corner of his vision caught his attention.  It was like a foggy curtain of sparkling diamonds and rubies and emeralds; and peering through the curtain was El Coyote, a smile upturning the corners of his mouth, his ears pointed and twitching.  El Coyote dipped his head in greeting, his eyes glowing like coals, his mouth still smiling.


"Brother Coyote," the old man said, with painful difficulty, "Why aren't you at the House of the Sun?  Is the game not about to start?"


El Coyote said: "Have you forgotten, Brother?  Earlier you said we would share a bowlful of strong tobacco.  There is plenty of time for the game.  This year El Coyote will win.  But first he will share the pleasure of a morning smoke with his brother."


The old man kept his eyes open, now, only with constant effort.  They would, of themselves, close.  He would be nowhere; then suddenly, a spark of consciousness in him would flare out and his eyes would snap open.  Again, they would close; and again, with the force of will, open.  Suddenly he realized that Brother Coyote was sitting at his feet and was licking his arm with his long, warm, pink tongue.


Brother Coyote said: "You must stay awake for our smoke."

 
"But I'm so sleepy.  I think I am dying, Brother."


"You can't die now."


"But, I'm about to float away."


"You won't," Coyote said, "If I have to anchor you down with my jaws around your neck."  With that he stretched his body toward the old man and nipped his arm.


"Ouch!"  The old man looked down to see the blood dripping from his forearm.  Blood was matted in the fur around El Coyote's mouth.  "Why did you do that?"


"Maybe Solano was right, old man.  Maybe you are losing it.  You ask for a sign from the Great Spirit.  Then you fall asleep while the messenger is trying to deliver it."


"Oh... You!"


Brother Coyote walked the length of the room and returned, sitting again.  He licked his chest a moment, then looked up.  "First things first.  The smoke."


"Yes, yes." the old man agreed.  He flicked the head of the match under his nail.  The match head snapped off.  He stared at the stick he was holding.  Then, what seemed like an hour later he heard as though rumbling from the center of the earth:


"Get another match, Brother."


"Yes, a match."


He brought a second match from the smoke bag.  It took all his concentration to drag it across his thumbnail.  It made a popping sound.  There was an instant Whoosh of sound and white light and just a fragment of wonder before he let the embrace of scalding white sleep ravish him.

                              *    *    *


About a mile from the freeway, Solano pulled to the side of the street and turned off the engine.  His knees had been trembling and he suddenly felt nauseated.  He cupped one hand in the palm of the other, closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths.  He opened his eyes.  The steering wheel was wet where his hands had been.  He never imagined it would be this way.  He thought when the time came he would be solid and cool.  He closed his eyes again and concentrated on his breathing.  There was no hurry.  He needed to sit perfectly still for just a few minutes, get centered, be still, be still.


The fog, which was always to be expected in December, was treacherously dense this morning.  Yet, in an almost mystical fashion it had a way of evaporating abruptly.  Maybe he would wait.

     The traffic had been getting heavy, the closer he got to the freeway.  The going to work traffic: careless, impatient, surly, most of them young, commuting to their jobs.

    Then there was the surfer set: blond or bleached blond, tank top or no top, sniffing the wind like stallions, searching out the perfect wave, from three miles inland, as from some animal sensing center, their boards bracketed to the tops of their cars and glistening.  He especially hated the surfers.  One or two always found their way into his class, probably reasoning that Indian Studies would be a snap course, an easy "A".  These he weeded out in a week.  Another group of surfers that gravitated to his class fancied they would seek out a kindred spirit in the Indian archetype, a symbol of fierce independence, that they imagined they, themselves, possessed.  It made no difference to his way of thinking that they actually weren’t surfers.  It made no difference that they never mounted a board or been near the beach.  They were still surfers.  This group almost invariably came from a wealthy background.  They were idle and without the responsibility that could tether them to a cause.  With their independence gifted to them, with nothing to lose, they could be fed large portions of a wrong that was almost impossible to right (yet with the implied promise that their suffering in its behalf would be quite visible), salted with a dash of racial guilt over the excesses of their ancestors, and given the leaven of historical urgency, Solano could mold these idle young surfers into whatever role the cause required.  He hated surfers.  But he could not deny the usefulness of some of them.


He was beginning to feel more in control.  There was plenty of time.  No hurry, no hurry.


The traffic coming toward him down the palm-lined street was traveling slowly, led by the same elderly lady in a Rolls Royce whom he saw nearly every day on this same stretch of road on his way to Depalva College.  She was a tiny, pink, blue-haired woman, hardly able to peek over the steering wheel.  He invented her name as Mrs. Percival.  He invented a life for her as well: Her husband had died ten years ago, leaving her with a trust income of two hundred thousand dollars a year, a four bedroom, three bath cottage, here in Santa Barbara, free and clear, of course, and the family car.  Her husband, Cecil Percival, had provided a separate Charitable Contribution Trust, activated at his death to provide forty thousand dollars annually, in perpetuity, for three important organizations: The Santa Barbara Civic Opera, The Sons and Daughters of England Fund, and the George Wesley College of Anglo Humanities.  These charitable contributions were given in the name of Grace Percival and in loving memory of Cecil Percival, and were the subject of December newspaper articles aplenty.  Indeed, Santa Barbarians loved Grace Percival; and as Cecil had immortality (that he so craved while alive) conferred upon him by this city, so too would Grace, if she would ever die.


Solano hated Grace.  He deplored Cecil, and the machinery he had set in motion.  He spit on their Anglo-loving immortality!  As she passed, he thought she glanced at him.  He nodded.


Somewhere ahead in the fog he could hear the sirens.  Were they coming toward him?  The fog made direction and distance difficult to discern.  But they seemed to be getting closer.  Was it an ambulance?  Or a fire engine?  He squinted into the fog.  No one was going more than twenty miles an hour.  With the cars almost bumper to bumper, in both directions, he could see fairly clearly two car-lengths, the third car a little fuzzy, with the fourth car going into, or coming out of, the curtain of invisibility.  The siren was making a high pitch, low pitch, wah-wuh, wah-wuh sound, coming closer.  The occupants of the cars approaching him were beginning to turn concerned heads, looking into their rear-view mirrors, over their shoulders, some pulling over, others continuing on.  Then, along with a sudden piercing wah-wuh, wah-wuh he saw a blue-red, swirling, stew of lights above the car-roof level behind the curtain, now penetrating it, an ambulance hung behind the cars, until they pulled over, then sped past.  Behind the ambulance, still some distance into the fog, he heard the howl of another siren.  As he squinted through the fog, he realized his heart was pounding against his chest.  He took a few deep breaths.  Soon, a fire engine penetrated the curtain and passed him.


He sat a few minutes longer, his eyes closed, and waited for the calmness to take him over.  Then, he smiled.  "It is over..." he said, aloud.  He started the engine, waited for an opening in the line of cars, and, still smiling, pulled away from the curb.  "Yes, It is over.

