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TWO

 A TEXAS CONTRACT

I didn't have far to go home. The ruins of the old Study Butte mine were less than a half of a
mile away just off the highway. I was camped out in front of Poke and Ollie Henson's original
Study Butte Store, what was left of it, in my 13-foot aluminum trailer I'd picked up for five
hundred dollars in Las Vegas. The last owner had been a traveling clown. I installed a new
skylight, spray-painted the dingy white aluminum outside, Lemon Pledged the hazel-wood
paneling inside, shampooed the carpet, and voila, I had a bright new home. A roof over my
head.

I wasn't home more than a few hours when a violent rainstorm swept in from the east,
funneling through Indian Head and Maverick Mountain, which were on either side of me. I
was right smack dab in the middle of Hurricane Alley, as I learned later. Also, as I learned
later, June was the start of the rainy season. Lightning struck all around me and continued
into the night—crisp, white flares of electricity burning the air, followed by crashes of rolling
thunder. I was marking the strikes, estimating how far away they were . . . one thousand and
two, one thousand and three . . . In the stark white light zigzagging across the heavens, the
decrepit buildings and giant mounds of cinnabar tailings around me turned into surrealistic
black and white silhouettes: here one moment, gone the next. . . .

I was enjoying the spectacle. Filled with its immediacy, my loneliness had vanished. I'd
been scared at first, with the trailer lurching from side to side in the gusts of wind; but what
really set my heart to pounding was when the trailer lifted completely off the ground, only to
immediately drop back down with a satisfying clunk. Standing under the skylight, the only
place that would accommodate my six-foot-two height, I was checking a leak when the world
suddenly exploded right over my head with an ear-shattering BANG! louder than a nuclear
explosion, shaking the aluminum trailer down to its rivets. In the searing white flash my brain
went numb and my body turned into a tingling mass of electricity. After a few long
bewildering moments, I realized I was still alive.

“Wow!” I said  out loud. “That's too exciting. What happened to the counting? ”
Rivulets of water were running down the walls from all the window seams, as well as the

skylight's, but I didn't care. I had a roof over my head. I didn't have to compete in a city to
make a living.

As I was sitting on the bed, cross-legged, a colossal force of wind suddenly smashed into
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the side of the trailer, tilting it high up on its side.
Gasping, “I could really die! This is no joke!” I grabbed the outside frame of the bed with

one hand in a death hold and wedged my other hand between the mattress and wall.
Quivering, the trailer began to slowly rise under the unrelenting pressure . . .  higher . . .
higher . . . and higher still. Books, clothes, tablets, everything in the cabinets above was
raining down around me. Pots, pans and dishes were clattering to the floor. And, most
frightening, my body was swaying away from the bed out into open air. Three or four inches
more and the trailer would reach the point of no return and topple over—and then the
nightmare would really begin. Terror in slow motion.

Utterly calm, I said sternly, “Stop. You have to stop.”
In my mind's eye, the force outside had become a living entity. A kind of amorphous

creature that was bent on killing me. It was crazy, but it had become personal. A battle of
wills between us, me and that thing.

Then, as if by divine intervention, the trailer gently settled back on its four wheels without
so much as a clunk, the gale force wind was decelerating so smoothly. A mother's kiss
couldn't have been more gentle.

 I had been horsing around for hours trying to coax rain out of the sky with my corny jokes
and exhortations. “Let's have some rain,” I'd say. “We need rain. The plants need rain. I need
rain. You're only a collection of molecules subject to will.” I had all the windows cranked
wide open, but still the inside of the trailer felt like a sauna. The heat was unbearable. I was
floating in sweat.

Be careful what you ask for. You might get it. Right.
Around three in the morning the heat finally broke, followed by a gentle rain and the life-

saving coolness.
Could I have really brought the rain on? I wondered. Don't get carried away, Dick, my

implacable objectivity immediately kicked in. Preternatural experiences were nothing new to
me.

As I said, I didn't know at the time that June was the start of the rainy season. But after the
long winter drought the area had gone through, it seemed more than a little odd the rainy
season started with m e  talking to the sky. Maybe I was the catalyst. Like the Indian
rainmakers. Hell, why not. We haven't got all the answers to the mysterious universe. Yet.

After a few minutes of absolute calm the full fury of the storm hit again with renewed
vigor, shaking the trailer like a crazed gorilla. This time I knew for a certainty that eternity
was only moments away.

“Might as well try it. I'm gonna die anyhoo.”
“You? Actually going to meditate?  I don't believe it, Dicky Boy.”
“Watch me.”
A student of Paramahansa Yogananda, I had no use for his belief in reincarnation. But I

did find his teachings about meditation, his “scientific airplane route” to God, worth trying.
Driven to it, I sat on the bed in the modified lotus position and began to mediate. I had never
gotten past hong sau, the basic breathing exercise, but it proved to be enough. Within twenty
minutes, body and mind totally relaxed, I was calmly observing myself in the physical plane.
I was there and I wasn't there. My god, it worked! I thought. All fear had left me. I was
amazed at myself.  “I'm good in a crisis. It's the day to day living that gets me down,” I said
to the wet dripping walls, echoing what Bing Crosby in Country Girl said about himself.   

I sat there for hours riding out the storm, bouncing around wildly like a cowboy riding a
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mechanical bucking bronco at Giley's with the timer set at “Till death do you part.” And then
the wind stopped. This time for good. I'd made it.

I lit the kerosene lantern and turned to Howard Upchurch. I wouldn't need Tony Herbert's
book Soldier if I could get him. Howard could tell me everything I needed to know about
war. Then I could write the last half of Black Exodus, which was all war. I can do his story
first, and then do mine. Yeah. That's what I'll do. I wrote down a dozen titles for his story and
crossed them all out. They were forced, contrived. Hokey. You can do better than this, I told
myself harshly . . .

By first light the title finally came to me. Satisfied, I went to sleep listening to the 1920s
hit “My Little Poppy” playing softly on the tape recorder. I only slept for a couple of hours,
but I slept like a baby. It was my first good night's sleep in months. Without Sallie snugged
up beside me, how could I ever sleep peacefully again.

Eight-thirty in the morning, I was lying in my orange-colored aluminum chaise lounge
under the old Study Butte store's tin roof, enjoying the washed-clean blue sky. The desert
floor was sparkling in the cool, crisp, air, which smelled of flowering cacti, creosote and other
earthy plants. Creation isn't a one time thing, the thought came to me. It's happening every
moment around us, in one form or another, springing forth from the energetic motions of
atoms and molecules.

One of my rare insights into the workings of nature. It was so obvious, I wondered why I
hadn't thought of this before. I lived for these thoughts. It would keep me on a high for
months.
    

I was shaken out of my musings by a green-colored vehicle pulling into the El Charro Cafe
a few hundred yards away on the highway. Upchurch's Toyota Landcruiser. Nobody to speak
of went there. The cafe didn't have a liquor license. But it did have a great covered porch to
get out of the sun and look at the surrounding desert.

Why not? I thought. Might as well do it now. Find out one way or the other.
Heeding the impulse, I went into the trailer and put on my Wrangler jeans, T-shirt and

sneakers. I was only fifty years old, and what was that? Nothing. Not when you're supposed
to live to be a hundred and twenty-five, according to the biologists. I took quiet pride in my
hard fought-for physical fitness. Born with bronchial asthma, covered from head to toe with
angry pus-filled red blisters of eczema, I was almost given up for dead at birth. I didn't take
my health for granted.

I'll outlast all my failures, I thought, the old mantra coming back strong in me. I jumped in
my car and drove over to the cafe.

I had never really noticed the 80-foot mobile home alongside El Charro before, but now I
sure did. The vacant structure was lying on its side like a downed brontosaurus, nobody
around getting excited about it. So I had been lucky. Really lucky.

“Another crisis averted,” I joked with Elmer, another jackrabbit squatting under a creosote
bush. Looking up at the sky, I said, “I'm still in the world, Honey. Wherever you are.”

Howard and Amel Omo were on the porch sitting in green slat-wood armchairs, highballs
in their hands. A fifth of whiskey on the concrete floor next to each one. They were relaxed,
talking quietly, obviously close friends. I sat down at a redwood picnic table close by.
Howard   nodded at me. He was dressed in an expensive gray-silver Western suit, matching
Stetson and boots, and mirrored sunglasses masked his eyes as before. He was clean-shaven,
his cheeks were full, and he was sober. Another startling transformation.
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I said Howard and Amel were talking quietly. They were, but I didn't know how. Around
Howard utter chaos reigned in the form of three little Mexican-American kids. Two boys and
a girl. The girl was patting her play purse inside Howard's silk shirt that she had unsnapped
down to his silver belt buckle. In unbridled joy, she would dash around the pool table, her two
long brown braids flying, and come back to him and pat her play purse, saying, “Safe here.”
All the while daring the two older boys to get it. Over and over and over this went on, with
the boys ignoring her. They had no time for her foolishness. There were too busy tugging at
Howard's arms and legs, begging him to play pool with them. 

“I can take you, man. C'mon. C'mon. You ain't so tough. Awww, c'mon, Upchurch.”
Except for a bored Mexican waitress inside the cafe, there was no one else around. I sipped

on a coke and watched the kids torture Howard for a half hour or so. Absorbed in his
conversation with Amel Omo, he didn't seem to notice them. Not at any time. I heard it
drizzling on the metal roof and looked out and saw the sky was gray and overcast to the south
in Big Bend National Park.  Mule Ears, a rock formation, was barely visible in the mist.

“Awwright, you snotty nose little wetbacks,” Howard suddenly bellowed, standing up. It
was more like he was literally dragged straight up out of his chair by two pair of brown hands
that had fistfuls of his shirt collar. “You think you can beat a master sergeant? I ain't NEVER
been beat!” The pixie grabbed her play purse out of his shirt and ran.

I scooted along the bench closer to Amel Omo. I'd seen him around the Study Butte Store
in his rumpled city clothes, usually sitting by himself, working out esoteric mathematical
equations on the back of envelopes or whatever scrap of paper that was handy. I made the
mistake once of asking him to explain Einstein's theory of relativity to me. He scribbled out a
string of equations and said, “See. That's all there is to it.” I said, “Uh. Thanks.” Amel was a
nuclear physicist and had worked at White Sands Testing Range in New Mexico during the
Vietnam war. The story went that he'd been gassed in a lab accident, or something like that,
and suffered a nervous breakdown. He had a mellow smile pasted on his puffy face.

Howard just got here.  So when did you get here, Amel. Six in the morning?
Alcoholics. Hmph.
“How long have you know Howard, Amel?” I asked him.
“'Bout two years.”
“I'm thinking about doing his story. What do you think?” I respected his opinion. Amel

was a nice man.  After Howard, he would become my closest friend.
“Ol' Howard?”
Evidently the idea was startling. The mellow smile widened. He glanced over at Howard

who was hunched over the pool table studying a shot as if he dare not miss. Then back to me.
“You don't know Howard? Do ya? Naw, 'course not. Or you wouldn't be asking me. I think

it's a good idea. Nobody around here understands him. They listen to his stories but they don't
hear.” He tugged at his right earlobe to illustrate. “You've got to listen to what he's saying.
What is he saying? What? Huh? Aww, they don't hear nothin'.” He waved a hand at “them”
disgustedly. “You've got to listen here!” He pointed to his ear and thumped his heart. “Then
you might learn something. It's camouflage he's throwing out. Camouflage. Don't you
understand? Camouflage. Whaddaya think this bottle in my hand is? Howard is a great man.
His story should be told. Some things he's done he didn't want to. He won't talk about. I love
Howard. Don't you tell him. He would hate me for it.” He raised his glass and took a drink of
his whiskey and coke before going on.

“I made the rockets and Howard fired them. He did the killings but I was there too.” Amel
shoved his face into mine, his alcoholic breath gagging me. His bleary moist eyes glared at
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me. “Why did I quit? You ever ask yourself that? Why? Why am I down here? You don't
know, do ya?” he cried, leaning back in his armchair. He laughed hoarsely, hoarding his
treasured secret.

“Well, never mind about me. You've got to remember one thing about Howard. And this is
very important. Howard never quit. Why didn't he quit? Ask yourself why Howard didn't quit
and then you might learn something.” I could tell that was all he had to say.

“Thank you, Amel.”
I would ponder that question for over thirty years.
Amel and I sat in silence and watched Howard deliberately lose the pool game. He came

hobbling back to us, flapping his arms like a crippled gooney bird. “Goll-ly. Maybe I ain't so
tough.” He sank wearily into his chair, mouthing, “Sigh. Gasp.”

The two boys' faces were beaming with triumph. The children drifted off.
When there was a lull in Howard and Amel's conversation, I got up, took a folded sheet of

paper from my back pocket and began smoothing it out on the picnic table. They watched me
curiously.

“Could I show you something, Howard? It'll just take a minute.”
“What have you got there?” He stood up, joined by Amel.
I didn't answer. Just waited.
Howard took off his sunglasses and put on his reading glasses. Picked up the paper. One

look and he swept the glasses off his head, spun around to face the adobe wall and began
staring through it. I had watched his eyes closely and knew what he had seen. Centered in the
middle of the paper in big hand-drawn black letters was MORE THAN A WARRIOR. Under
that in small letters: by Master Sgt. Howard C. Upchurch, Retired. And under that: as told to
Dick Frank.

What I had expected to happen had happened. Though I never dreamed it would be this
dramatic. Someone had recognized in Howard and said in a few words what he hadn't been
able to consciously express about himself. And a deeper understanding came flooding into
him. A liberating flood, I hoped.  

After a few long moments, Howard put his glasses back on and looked back at the paper.
Again, I followed his eyes as they dropped down to the two lines at the bottom. Shock, deep
indelible shock, registered on his face as he read: Green Beret/CIA operative who took it
upon his own to break away . . .

It was just a couple of short phrases on a creased and wrinkled white sheet of typing paper.
But there it was in black and white. It was one thing to talk about the CIA, but seeing the
words written out that could hang you . . . “It's just a rough sketch of a book jacket cover for
your story,” I began hesitantly. “If you . . .”

 I couldn't go on. I had grievously overstepped myself.
Howard's head slowly bowed under some immense weight until his chin rested on his

chest. Holding the paper waist high with both hands, he looked through it into another world,
some dark unimaginable world. Amel and I looked away in acute embarrassment and stepped
back a couple of feet.

Minutes that seemed like frozen moments in eternity went by.
My world had collapsed with Sallie's death. Nothing could hurt me more than that. I

wasn't afraid of the CIA. But what was I doing here playing with another person's life? A
writer? Me? I proved that wasn't so in Las Vegas. I had let down both Sallie and Redd Foxx
there. Redd had been planning a huge promotional campaign for me when I finished Black
Exodus. The story was going to be as big as Alex Haley's Roots. He'd been waiting for over a
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year. Sallie had been waiting ten years. And both of them died. Redd soon after Sallie. All I
wanted to do now was get away from Study Butte and run. Run. But where . . . ?

Howard finally raised his head and walked over to a chair and sat down. His brow
furrowed in deep concentration, the cigarette between his fingers forgotten. After a few more
minutes, he got up and handed the paper back to me.

“Okay.”
I was inexpressibly moved by his trust in me. A total stranger. I will do his book, I told

myself. My desperate sincerity knew no bounds. We clasped hands, and the way he looked at
me I knew what he was going to say next. I was a Texan.

“This is a Texas contract.”
“Right.”
“Be careful and go slow with him,” cautioned Amel.

The early afternoon sky had darkened ominously and the torrential rains came. Howard
and I split for our places, while Amel stayed under the roof with his old motorcycle.
Disoriented, seeing by lightning flashes, I pulled up to where I thought my trailer should be.
Whose is that? I thought, shocked, staring at a forlorn little white aluminum trailer standing
by itself  in the car headlights. Where's the store?

Polk and Ollie Henson's store, what was left of it, mainly the front wall and long covered
porch, had collapsed, narrowly missing my trailer by a couple of feet. All my camping gear,
my cooler, my lawn chair, and I couldn't remember what else, was now buried under piles of
adobe rubble, timbers and twisted corrugated tin sheets. I could've lost everything, I thought,
panicking. Instantly, the next thought cleared my mind: Well, I'm alive. I don't have to sleep
under a bridge.

It seemed like the clown's little trailer was indestructible.

The next day I parked the trailer next to the old mine foreman's ramshackle wooden house
a hundred yards up the rutted gravel road. I was supposed to meet Howard at El Charro's, and
there he was with Amel Omo.

Howard was in an expansive mood. "A wall of water came out of nowhere as I was driving
home and swept over the hood. I was driving with my headlights shining underwater.
Twenty-two and a half years of almost continuous warfare and I'm getting greased two miles
from the house. I had to crawl out the window and swim for it. And, oh-oh, am I a good
swimmer! My precious body was endangered! Mark Spitz [Olympic Gold swimmer] couldn't
hold a candle to me."

I looked to Amel for a clue. His mellow face showed nothing. "No shit," he said in mild
bemusement. And let it go.

Howard got in my car and we left for his place. On the way I saw the Landcrusier sunk up
to its axles in mud just off the county road.  After this, I picked up the locals' saying. "It never
rains in the desert."


