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Part One

.. And there, there overhead, there, there, hung over
Those thousands of white faces, those dazed eyes,
There in the starless dark the poise, the hover,
There with vast wings across the canceled skies,
There in the sudden blackness the black pall

Of nothing, nothing, nothing—nothing at all.

— Archibald MacLeish
The End of the World






The seventy-year-old cab driver had taken a liking to his steady new
customer; it didn’t matter that Phillip was forty years his junior and
seriously ill. On their return trip from a clinic in the city, Freddy was
trying to make the ride comfortable. After he passed the small town of
Ponderosa, he maintained his slow speed, wisps of volcanic ash eddying
behind the cab’s tires.

“Could you step on it, please?” Phillip said to the back of Freddy’s
grey head. “I need to get home.” To my carpet. The taxi accelerated past
alfalfa fields recently baled only the second time that unusual summer.
The last mile seemed endless to Phillip as he tried to hold off the chill in
his head by focusing on the diamond shapes woven into the seat covers.
No good, it’s worse.

Freddy hacked out a smoker’s cough and turned into the rural
housing development where Phillip lived. “Your appointment go okay?”
he asked, his bloodshot green eyes checking his fair-haired passenger
through the rearview mirror.

“What?” Phillip asked, annoyed by the interruption. He had one
hand over his eyes. “Maybe you’d be better off if you didn’t worry about
me.” Crap, stop barking at him. The taxi turned down Phillip’s street
and sped up to his garage.

Just get out. He climbed down and walked stiffly as if it were his leg,
not his arm, in a cast. Every muscle in his slight frame seemed to ache.
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“You need anything, call me,” Freddy offered from behind, but
Phillip was already moving slowly toward the garage.

All I need is my damn carpet. He wanted to hurry, but the house
seemed to be agonizingly distant. In his languid daze, he forced himself
to make one step at a time through the garage and into the kitchen.

When he finally got to his bed, Phillip tried to rid himself of the
chill for the third time that day. Over the tip of his nose he traced the
carpet pattern below scores of times, then fell into an agitated slumber
that brought him an encore of a familiar nightmare. He watched a
white cougar attack his father while a distorted caricature of their next-
door neighbor laughed at the slaughter and said, “Me and your oI’ man
was peas in a pod.”

Shut up, prick. The images faded and Phillip opened his eyes,
realizing right away the chill hadn’t completely subsided. Get rid of it.
He sat up, stared at the carpet again, but found only slight relief. Damn,
now what? Phillip staggered out of the room and tried his father’s door.
It didn’t open; he dug into his jeans pockets with his good arm, but the
sluggish efforts were fruitless until his third attempt. The keys hefted like
iron, blurring together in his hands until he finally opened the door.

He approached his father’s bed. Maybe here. Phillip sat on the
edge, leaned sideways and drew his index finger slowly along the pile
labyrinth in the ash-dusty yellow chenille bedspread. This has to work—
down, around, to the right, out, and in . . . On his knees and one elbow,
he traced the thin pathway until the chill receded some. Phillip became
drowsier with each loop and a murky vision of the neighbor
materialized again. Screw him; keep going—up, over, around, and in . . .
After several more seconds, his finger came to an obstruction, an old
army revolver. I shouldn’t have left this thing here.

Phillip picked it up to get it out of the way, but he held on to the
loaded weapon and stared at it. I never shot one of these. Just pull the
trigger, idiot. He’ll be out there sometime today, half-hammered, fooling
around in his yard, nonchalant as hell. I wonder how cool he’d be if I—
The chill rallied at full strength; he put the firearm behind and returned
to his course in the bedcover.
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. up and over, around, and back again. Keep going—left and
down again, back and around . . . In a couple minutes, the track brought
him back to the pistol. There’s an omen for you. Such BS, Phillip. No, no
it isn’t; find the prick. He grabbed the gun and left the room. The chill
was there, but somehow he moved more quickly than he had for hours.

On a pastel spring morning, months before he met the cab driver,
Phillip watched pink and tangerine clouds retreat and scatter from the
sun, dissipating in the powder-blue sky. Taking advantage of his
father’s absence, Phillip sought some serenity in their expansive back
yard. This was his time to enjoy the day—the early quiet, the crisp air,
and the shade from the house over their open patio. Most other
residents of the Ponderosa vicinity would wait for church to end or for
the chilling influence of the mountains to burn off so they could begin
sun-worshipping activities later in the day.

In ragged jeans and a faded green flannel shirt, Phillip stretched
back in an aluminum chaise, his wool slipper-socks resting well short of
the end of the furniture. His new black and white Ponderosa Panthers
baseball hat was tilted back, and a swatch of dark blond hair spilled over
his forehead, tickling his fair eyebrows.

Phillip swept the strands to the side and settled in with the thick
Sunday paper, a cup of hot cider, and two plain cake doughnuts. Under
his chair, rock music from a transistor radio thumped away in a soft,
regular beat. He wedged a pillow gingerly behind his weathered, slightly
sunburned neck.

After reading the headlines then starting on the sports, Phillip
heard squawking from one of the flowering bushes that lined their back
fence on both sides of a crabapple tree. He looked up to see a fat robin
perch precariously on a lilac branch, bending some lavender blossoms
to the ground. Phillip returned to the sports but decided he’d read
enough of another “Miracle of Lake Placid” story. He began an article
about his favorite team, the Portland Trailblazers, and their chances of
winning the NBA championship as they had three years before, in 1977.
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Phillip lost his place moments later when an orange blur streaked by
above the bill of his cap. Lifting his head too late to see the robin clearly,
he noticed that the steady finches had abandoned his birdfeeder in the
crabapple tree.

What’s the deal? The cat must be around. He squinted at the tree
and then reached over to a nearby chair for the bulk of the Sunday
paper and plopped it onto the ground next to him. Recalling his father’s
decree to spray off the furniture and the patio, he brushed the chair’s
plastic straps with the ends of his fingers and then checked his hand.

It’s hardly even dirty. So? He didn’t want to anger Stephen and give
him an excuse to cancel a doctor’s appointment when he returned from
the convention back in Chicago. Phillip had finally convinced him to
have a mole on his neck checked and to get a physical while he was at it.
Since he had failed for years to get his father to find help for his
alcoholism, Phillip felt little compunction from a covert phone call he
made to fill in the doctor on Stephen’s addiction.

The chairs can wait till tomorrow. He finished one doughnut,
sipped some cider, and then reached down for the front page. Thank
God there’s only a month left. He would only have to steel himself from
Stephen until the end of the school year and the beginning of his
summer plans.

Phillip was finishing his sixth year of teaching science, health, P.E.,
and coaching basketball at Ponderosa Junior High. The week after
school was over he would be off for the mountains as a low-wage
research assistant on a summer project to investigate the population
and range of the Canada lynx in the Northwest.

The news about the research came before Thanksgiving just after
another development, Phillip’s new relationship with Guadalupe
Rosendall. He couldn’t decide which was more unlikely, being hired for
the project or having a girlfriend like Lupe, whom he considered “out of
his league” when they met. Taken together, his new girlfriend and the
lynx research allowed him hope that the balance of events in his life had
taken a positive turn, but his optimism struggled against an underlying
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dread that Stephen waited at some sort of imminent fulcrum with an
anvil in each hand.

Phillip caught himself in thought, still reading the news but not
processing the words. He’'ll pull something for sure to avoid the doctor.
You've got two more days; don’t even think about him. He let the paper
drop to his lap, drank more cider, then put his head back again and
tapped his calf to the beat of Neil Young’s “Heart of Gold.” Enjoying
one of the song’s harmonica riffs, he was surprised to see a bank of
steel-grey clouds blotting the western sky. The music cut off on the
radio and he sat up, expecting to hear low rumbling in the distance.

The weatherman’s wrong—he said hot and dry. Good deal; bring
on the rain. Phillip stood up to scrutinize the dark front. There was
still no thunder; it was completely quiet for several seconds until one
of the robins screeched and then a high-pitched voice began stuttering
on the radio.

© T. Winetsky
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. . . uh, we’re breaking in—yes, for some, uh, news—no, a news
bulletin.” The young disc jockey, apparently trained only to deal with
pre-recorded programming, continued to speak incoherently and
seemed to doubt what he was reading. He finally got it across that
Mount Saint Helens in the Cascades had a massive eruption and the ash
was heading their way.

Phillip immediately rechecked the menacing clouds; they were
already closer and darker, stitched with white heat lightning. Good God,
get the camera. Wait, who should know about this? Lupe—no, she’s in
town. Feeling like he had to share the startling news with someone,
Phillip moved toward the house, his head turned back to the looming
gunmetal-grey horizon as if it were chasing him. He heard the whine of
a grass trimmer next door; Phillip stopped and decided that even his

father’s obnoxious drinking crony would want to know.



2
4
1

The five thousand or so residents of the Ponderosa area had no medical
specialists and no taxis, so, like Phillip, they sometimes found them-
selves with no choice but to hire a Four Rivers cab for a doctor’s
appointment in the city, forty miles away. Such inconvenience was
anathema to a powerful faction who had pined for years for Ponderosa
to become “a bustling small city.” It drove them nuts that so many
fellow citizens said things like, “This is a nice little farming town; folks
around here would just as soon keep it that way.”

Back in 1966, after the long-awaited arrival of their only fast food
chain restaurant, the boosters’” pride in the new chicken joint spurred
them on to new projects, starting with a motto. Since the valley was
located an hour’s drive from a small skiing resort, the local chamber of
commerce began promoting Ponderosa as “The Aspen of the North-
west.” A few irked citizens pointed out that it was pathetic to pretend to
be some other place.

Undaunted by the criticism, the chamber decided they needed an
attraction that was somehow related to the trees for which “the growing
city” was named, though most ponderosas had long ago been removed
from the valley. The stalwart western pines were still ubiquitous in the
nearby hills and riparian zones, and a few survived on the ridges of
basalt escarpments east and west of town.
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After greasing the wheels of progress, the boosters and investors
began planning for The New Ponderosa Ranch to be constructed south-
east of town on the road to Ski-Eden. More than a dozen people spoke
against the project at a hearing before the Redfield County Planner,
who, to no one’s surprise, summarily decided the “Ranch” was approved.

Not long after that, two new signs went up at the city limits. One
said, “OPEN NEXT SUMMER: THE NEW PONDEROSA RANCH -
STATE RD 39 MILE 21,” and the other, “WELCOME TO PONDEROSA
- THE ASPEN OF THE NORTHWEST,” the latter with a logo of a
pointy Christmas tree that resembled neither a ponderosa nor an aspen.

So, scores of pines were removed and underbrush was cleared from
the land. Without consulting the owner of the rights to the TV western,
the developers created a mini-version of a cattle town and the famous
family’s spread, carefully avoiding use of the words, Bonanza or
“Cartwright.”

The mock homestead even had sculpted dummies of the TV
characters with trumped-up but unmistakable names like “Horse,”
instead of “Hoss.” False-fronted shops on Main Street hawked cowboy
trinkets and apparel; you could buy “Pa’s Mint Moonshine” ice cream
at the Sarsaparilly Saloon, and there were other attractions like The Ol
Timey Arcade, Hop Wing’s Restaurant, and The Cattle Drive Miniature
Golf Course.

They advertised throughout the West, once on national TV, and
every visiting vehicle was decorated with “SEE THE NEW PONDEROSA
RANCH” bumper stickers. Most of the businesses ran only in the
warmer months and by the second year they started going belly-up. The
boosters couldn’t fathom why the world didn’t beat a path to the gates
of Bonanza redux, and the grand scheme was abandoned. They kept
Main Street as a ghost town and scaled back the enterprise to two active
buildings: the Chinese restaurant and the Ponderosa Ranch Gift Shop
and Museum—“ONLY ONE BUCK TO SEE ‘PA’ AND ALL THE
OTHER DUMMIES UPSTAIRS.”

The vicinity’s only modern subdivision, predictably dubbed Pon-
derosa Estates, was to be the second jewel of local expansion. Two miles
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past city limits on the road to the ill-fated Ranch, the housing project
covered most of an entire rural section and was divided into one-and-a-
half-acre parcels—just enough room to convince prospective buyers
that they would be in for some natural country living—but the
elderberry, serviceberry, bitterbrush, bunch grass, sage, cottonwood,
willow, and the coyotes, prairie dogs, porcupines, jackrabbits, falcons,
meadowlarks, pheasants, quail, rattlesnakes and skunks soon gave way
to the bulldozers.

At first there were only a few models—three-bedroom ramblers
with sprawling lawns to blend in with a planned three-par golf course.
The next homes sprung up one by one with unrolled turf, spindly
foreign trees, and great slabs of pavement. That initial energy was
followed by years of declining sales, and the subdivision stabilized with
as many empty lots as homesites. Sage gradually reclaimed the unsold
acres, cheat replaced bunch grass, and small critters and coyotes again
made themselves at home.

Soon after the original “ranch homes” in Ponderosa Estates went
on the market, Stephen Stark told his son that he’d asked for a transfer
and they would be moving from Seattle, across the mountains to
Ponderosa. Phillip was seventeen and reeling from his first experience
with an immediate death—his mother’s—a few weeks before, but he
didn’t complain about changing schools for his senior year. On a July
weekend in 1968 they moved into one of the last models built in the
development. Phillip soon found work in town at the market and on
days off he sought refuge from his father’s worsening drinking habits by
exploring the mountains.

As a child, Phillip Stark was Rockwell material for the Saturday
Evening Post—thin and towheaded, with a mask of freckles beneath his
azure eyes. By the time his senior year began, his face was free of
maculation, his thick hair had darkened some, and he was in top shape
from all the hiking.

He conformed enough to get along during his one year at Pon-
derosa High, but Phillip stuck mostly to his own interests and made few
friends. His reasonably good looks and even some unexpected celebrity
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in basketball couldn’t save him from occasional ridicule. Phillip’s main
“offenses” were reading unassigned books about animals and bringing
in his collections of natural specimens to Advanced Biology, his only
“A” subject.

In the eleven-plus years after the Starks settled into Ponderosa
Estates, the land for the doomed golf course gradually turned even
wilder than the vacant lots, and the subdivision eventually became a
patchwork of tract homes, a few two-story places and, most recently,
some doublewide modulars. Some of the newer landowners ignored the
development’s covenants for tidiness, which angered Stephen, who
frowned upon anything less than a fairway-perfect yard.

It was Stephen’s immaculate lawn that made Phillip hesitate after
he heard the frantic announcement about the eruption. Before heading
for the neighbor’s fence, he recalled one of Stephen’s parting edicts:
“Remember to walk around to your damn birdfeeder.” He had planted
a long strip of new grass to replace one of the garden beds.

“Screw it,” Phillip said, separating two of the chest-high manicured
arborvitae that surrounded the patio. As if crossing a creek, he long-
jumped Stephen’s precious seedlings and then turned back to discover
that his heels had trampled a few lime-green blades of grass.

Too bad; they’ll grow back. He rolled up his sleeves on the way to
the fence then climbed up on a pile of old steppingstones his father put
there to provide a boost over the planks. It always bothered Phillip that
Mick Lewis, who was six-foot-four, could snoop into their yard any time
he wanted. Like Stephen, Phillip was five-eight, and now his eyes, nose
and mouth just cleared the top of the boards. He checked Mick’s nearby
patio and pool, then scanned the half acre of weedless lawn until he spot-
ted him trimming around his garden shed, unclothed down to the waist.

Though Lewis was slender below the midline, his shoulders and
arms were burly, and his beer belly protruded over the front of the
baggy swim trunks he liked to wear night and day. His black body hair
made his tanned skin seem even darker, and from a distance he could
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pass for a tall, portly aborigine. Phillip didn’t know and didn’t care
what Mick looked like face to face; he avoided and despised him for
starting up drunken binges with Stephen, who once told his son that
Mick referred to Phillip as “Steve’s fuckin’ ol’ lady.”

Lewis turned off the trimmer, walked across the lawn to the patio
and picked up a beer. His two-story colonial with the forty-foot pool
was custom built a few years after the Starks moved in. Now in his mid-
fifties like Stephen, Mick was divorced with no kids and could afford
the home because he and his siblings inherited a local dairy, though
Phillip was sure he made a negligible contribution to the business.

“Mister Lewis,” Phillip called. Mister?

Mick took a swig from the can and looked at Phillip. “What do you
want, kid?” Not caring if Phillip answered, Lewis put down the beer and
glared at a black stinkbug drowning in the shimmering blue water.

Kid—shit. Well, you had to tell somebody; what did you expect?
“Those clouds up there.” He pointed over the wooden shingles on
MicKk’s roof. “It’s ash from the volcano.”

Not even looking up, Lewis turned away. “It’s a storm—see the
damn lightning?” he said, reaching for a pool skimmer.

Asshole, suit yourself. Phillip jumped down and rushed to the
house to retrieve a camera. On the way back out he stopped briefly to
check the news on TV. They were showing the spewing volcano and
talking mostly about mudflows and casualties, not the ash fall. By the
time he came outside, the sky was still a brilliant spring blue to the east,
but the oncoming iron-grey ash moved in from the west like a slow
curtain of turbulent dry fog. He sat on the back step and hurriedly put
on his shoes, watching the spectacle as he tied.

Phillip finished off the film with shots of the ominous slate clouds
and the mute lightning, knowing the latter wouldn’t turn out. He
inserted his only spare cartridge and cursed himself for putting off the
repair of his old thirty-five millimeter camera. Next door, Mick’s lawn
mower roared to life and then idled.

Idiot—screw him, it’s almost here. This’ll be incredible.
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Violating Stephen’s new grass more than once, Phillip moved around
the big yard for some different angles and took another half-dozen
shots of the billowing black and grey ash above. “Should save some of
this for later,” Phillip said to his camera and aimed it up again, but a
few dark specks landed on the lens. He wiped the glass with his shirttail,
forced the small camera into his back pocket then looked up and saw
the charcoal clouds were losing their sharp definition, like a mon-
ochrome TV picture going out of focus. The creeping dusk had finally
extinguished all the direct sunlight.

My God, this is it. He turned east again where the jet-black front
was overtaking what was left of the sky, now a milky false dawn. He
flattened his hand and held it out, the way you check for rain. His skin
tingled from a fine shower of hard granules, and he brought his palm
up for a look.

Man, it’s like ground pepper. He walked back to the patio, turned
up the radio and sat on the edge of a lawn chair. Now what? Just watch
for a while. The disc jockey had been replaced but the news was similar
to what he heard on TV, so he shut off the radio after a few minutes and
just attended to what was happening.

Phillip extended his palm again until his arm fatigued and his skin
turned sooty. He got up, brushed his hands, and then pushed his way
through the cypress and onto the lawn. Turning back toward the house,
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he saw that only a strip of sky remained, the dusk thickening even
more. He dispatched two last-chance photos of the midday dawn; then
stood still and listened. Mick’s gone, no machines anywhere—nothing,
not even birds; they must be fooled into sleeping.

Phillip waited and watched for several more minutes, until the very
last of the light was gone. Particles of ash tickled the hairs of his
exposed wrist and he tried to inspect his skin but couldn’t even see the
outline of his arm.

© T. Winetsky

Head in, I guess. He smacked his baseball cap on his knee and
brushed off his back and shoulders as he returned to the patio. After
tripping over the chaise, Phillip pulled open the sliding glass door and
tossed the three pieces of aluminum furniture into the dark den. He felt
around for the radio and also found the doughnut and the cup before
stepping up into the house. Phillip put everything on the floor, then
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turned back to the yard and switched on the patio floodlight. Leaning
out the doorway, he watched the flecks of ash fall like steady snow
caught in a car’s high beams.

Man, it’s just amazing. Mesmerized, he stared into the ersatz storm
until a troubling sensation surfaced into a clear thought. This could
screw the research. Phillip glared at the ash and then turned off the patio
light; it was pitch-dark inside and out. God, not another damn summer
with him.

He slid the door shut, then stumbled in the blackout over the patio
furniture. “Shit,” he said, and swept his hand along the wall until it
clicked the inside light switch. Phillip sat to remove his shoes, as was
Stephen’s rule, and saw the doughnut on the floor, powdered with
dark-grey ash.

Yum. He noticed his grimy footprints on the carpet. Vacuum that
or he’ll have a cow.

Stephen kept the house spotless, including the large den they called
“the poolroom.” A full-sized billiard table and a pinball machine, both
now rarely used, took up half the space. They kept a small desk
cramped into a corner for the extension phone and one of Stephen’s
large glass ashtrays. Two of the pine-paneled walls were bare; the third
was half-covered with a sheet-sized yin and yang South Korean flag
Stephen brought back from the war.

Phillip climbed the two steps into the dining room, which deserved
that name only in the sense that they usually ate there in front of the
television. Like the den and hallways, the TV room had been matted on
Stephen’s orders with dark-green indoor-outdoor carpet to make things
“easy to clean.”

They each had their own recliner. Phillip’s was an old brown
Naugahyde with two positions, all the way up or all the way down. It
used to be his father’s, rejected years before in favor of a new model
with motorized reclining, vibrator, and a drink holder/ashtray built into
one arm. In a back corner next to a rack of metal TV trays, two folded
up director’s chairs waited for infrequent visitors. The single amenity in
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the room was Stephen’s framed photo of Ingemar Johansson on the
wall above the TV. Gloves held high in a pugnacious pose, the former
heavyweight champion reigned over the sports, news and situation
comedies that emitted from the RCA below.

Phillip walked over to the room’s only window and lifted back one
side of the thick curtains Stephen installed to keep sunlight off the TV
screen. Geez, it’s like midnight outside, but no lights. He let the curtain
go, switched on the TV and backed up a few steps to his chair. Before
he could sit all the way back, he was startled slightly when his cat
materialized in front of him, its claws digging into Phillip’s knees. Every
inch of the feline was white as an albino rabbit, and its eyes, one blue and
one gold, darted toward some enigmatic disturbance. The cat was the
sole survivor of the menagerie of dogs, cats, rodents, rabbits and birds
they had when Ellen Stark was still alive.

“What’s wrong, boy?” he asked, stroking its short fur. The old
rangy cat twitched its head, glanced at Phillip, then stood tentatively on
his lap, tail bottle-brushed, reluctant to sit down. As quickly as it
arrived, the cat jumped to the ground and disappeared through the pet
door into the garage.

The darkness must be freaking him. Phillip returned his attention to
the TV, but it was a national broadcast again. He got up and twisted the
dial to check each channel. They all had special reports with news he’d
heard repeatedly, so he left it on the last station. He sat down and
reclined the chair to wait for some new information but was soon
asleep, napping for most of an hour. He woke up to a news telecast
from Four Rivers, the hub of the television market in their part of the
state.

“...though there’s no end in sight, the ash is just falling lightly in
Four Rivers,” the announcer said.

How could that be?

“ . results of the ash analysis are not yet available; there is
concern about the possibility of glass particles, so please stay indoors if
possible, or find some sort of mask if you must go out.”

Glass particles? I doubt it. How do you know, Phillip?
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‘... update you again at the hour on the ash fall. We return you
now to network coverage of the eruption and....”

Falling lightly, maybe it’s not as bad as you thought. One way to
find out—let’s see, painting masks. Phillip rushed into the garage and
moved in the dark easily since Stephen always kept everything in the
same place. He came to the doorless portal to the shop and turned on
the light.

Except for a line of ash near a door to the yard, the shop was
immaculate; not a wood curl or bit of sawdust defiled the table saw,
lathe or workbench. Phillip opened a painting drawer and found a half-
dozen white particle masks, precisely stacked like the perfectly cut
potato chips that come in a cylinder. He hung one of the crisp new
masks on his neck then hurried back into the house and down to the den.

He switched on the patio light; the beam was completely clotted by
the dry blizzard. My God, total whiteout—greyout, I guess. He removed
his cap long enough to pinch the mask’s aluminum strip over his nose
and then snap the elastic band behind his head. Without sitting down
he put on his shoes and tried to watch the falling ash at the same time.

Phillip went out, stopped, and felt particles whisk across his
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forehead like gnats. His trapped breath recirculated in the mask and he
began to sweat around his mouth. He stepped off the single stair, bent
over and scooped up a handful of soot.

“Man, at least an inch already,” he said, his voice muffled. Phillip
stood up into the strong light, rubbing ash between his fingers. It’s
softer now. His shadow should have stretched across the yard, but it
didn’t even reach the end of the patio where it faded into the opaque
air. The shrouded arborvitae resembled enormous licorice gumdrops,
and the settling dust completely cloaked the lawn except for a few long
blades of edge grass.

Stephen’ll have a damn fit. His peripheral vision picked up some
movement; he turned toward it. A mouse, grey as the ash, held still, as if
aware of its camouflage. Amazed that the rodent stood its ground,
Phillip stooped and leaned closer, within a couple of feet, before the
mouse scurried into the dark, leaving behind delicate forked footprints.
Phillip squatted to check the tiny tracks, the only imperfections in the
uniform layer that covered everything.

He let me get so close. He stared at the prints for several moments
until they were obscured then erased by the unrelenting ash fall. Phillip
stood and turned toward the floodlight to gauge how hard the ash was
coming down. It’s not letting up at all. He pulled the mask away a
moment for some air.

Phillip sat on the step beneath the light and took off his cap. Earlier
it was white with a black “P,” but now he saw it was dark grey, the
capital letter barely visible. He smacked the hat on the side of his leg
and put it back on. From Mick’s yard Phillip heard the report of a metal
pole clanging on concrete.

“Goddamn it to hell,” came sputtering out of the pall in an even,
matter-of-fact tone.

Gee, Mick, what’s wrong? He got up and brushed off his rear. Crap,
see if the jerk needs help. Phillip walked a few feet onto the patio and
turned back to the light to examine his footprints, each one so precisely
molded it cast its own small shadow. Man, so incredible. Yeah, if some
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of it went north, you’re screwed. People are dead over there, Phillip, like
you've got problems.

Stepping backwards several more times, he watched his tracks and
the floodlight fade into the pitch. He stopped, listening to the midday
nightfall. No noise at all on the block.

A mumbled oath drifted in from behind: “Damn shit.”

Except Mick. He turned around, stepping through the cypress into
total darkness. As if blind, Phillip walked with his arms out until the bill
of his cap finally bumped into a branch of the crabapple tree. After two
more steps he made out the top of the fence; a dim horizon created by
Mick’s high-wattage patio lights. He felt around for the craggy
steppingstones and climbed up.

“Son of a fuckin’ bitch,” Lewis said, cussing so blandly he could
have been saying, ‘Son of a gun.” The strong floodlights exposed the
flittering particles and MicK’s silhouette, a stage performer surrounded
by a fake storm. Less than twenty feet away from Phillip, he peered
down at the detritus that was quietly descending into the deep end of
his kidney-shaped pool.

The ever present can of beer in one hand, Mick folded his long legs
into a squat and directed a flashlight into the surface of the water.
“Fuckin’ mess,” he said, his voice muffled by the unseen cigarette
Phillip knew was hanging from the side his mouth.

I warned you, idiot. “Need help with the cover?” Phillip called after
lifting his mask.

Lewis continued to glare at the water. “You again? It’s too damn
late, it’s floating to this end. Worst is over anyway.”

“Not what I heard.”

Mick stood and looked toward the fence, though Phillip was
practically invisible. “And what did you hear, kid?”

Shit, it won’t matter what I say.

“Well?”

“They said no end in sight.”

“Bullshit; it’s slowing down.” He turned back to his pool and
beamed the flashlight into the water again. “Tell your oI’ man to call me
when he gets back.”
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“Yeah.” Like hell I will. “I’s falling hard. You sure you don’t want
to keep some of it out of there?”

“I'm sure, goddamn it.”

Screw it. Phillip started to turn around, but he stubbed his foot on
a board.

“Why don’t you take off; mind your own fucking business,” Lewis
said, emotionless.

As much as Phillip hated him, he was still struck by the remark. He
said nothing, stepped down and sat on the concrete slabs, the fence
blocking the light from the other side. He can wipe his ass with the
damn pool cover—be more useful that way. Phillip stood up. Tell him.
Yeah, be just like him, like Stephen. They deserve each other.

He started back into the dark toward the house. When he came
into the faint light on the patio, Phillip discovered that the steadily
falling ash had already rounded off the molds of his initial footprints.
Worst is over, huh? Plastered ol prick, I hope it fills your damn pool.

At the back door, Phillip stopped to brush off the ash and shake his
hat. He tapped each of his heels to dislodge the grime and then entered
the den. After he closed the door and turned on the light, he pulled off
the mask and removed his shoes again. As he walked through the den,
Phillip noticed the pool table’s snap-on black vinyl cover was dusted
with fine grey powder.

It’s in here already. He gazed back at the falling ash. A lot more to
see outside, not with frigging Mick in his yard. Maybe go out front. No,
see if Lupe’s back. He picked up the poolroom extension and punched
in the numbers for the long-distance call to her parents in Sageview.
Phillip listened to the clicking pulse from Stephen’s new touch-dial
phones.

How is this crap better than dialing? After a few rings, he got a
“circuits are busy” recording. Call the apartment. Phillip tried her
number in Masonville, same result. Try later—check the volcano news.

In the TV room, he walked in on a live telecast from the west side
of the mountains. A middle-aged reporter wearing brand new neon-
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orange outdoor gear was speaking from some small town upwind of the
eruption. Over his shoulder they had a clear shot of Mount Saint
Helens in the distance, continuing to release thick leaden clouds.

Daylight over there, dark over here—wild. The ash, the announcer
said, was being carried to the northeast by the prevailing winds. Crap—
north-northeast or east-northeast? When the man started discussing
mudflows, Phillip sat in his chair and waited for different information.
Several minutes later, the cat jumped back up on Phillip’s lap, its claws
dug slightly into his jeans again.

“Where’ve you been?” he asked, half expecting the animal to speak
right up. “Easy,” Phillip said as he petted. His sixteen-year-old cat
finally sat all the way down, but his dissimilar eyes kept exploring all
corners of the room.

He senses we're right down to it; the earth’s running the show.
“Ready to eat, Ali? Past your lunch time.” When Phillip was thirteen he
found the white kitten scrounging in a dumpster not far from their old
house and later named his pet for a tiger in a children’s book that Ellen
Stark used to read to him.

On TV, two studio reporters were transposed over a different live
shot of the volcano. The man was listing damage statistics but he
stopped and vyielded to the female announcer. “We’re getting some
interesting reports now from the other side of the mountains,” she said,
and then paused.

All right, about time.

“We're told that the ash clouds in much of the central and eastern
part of the state have turned day into night, and there’s heavy ash fall in
many towns, and lesser but significant amounts in the cities of Guthrie
and Four Rivers. At this point, there seems to be no letup, and the ash
continuesto...”

Hear that, Mick?

“. .. few cars have been able to enter or leave a seven-county area
since the ash started to come down. Travelers are stranded in schools
and Red Cross shelters, and commercial airports are closed indefinitely.

»

Health officials are asking the publicto. . ..
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The airport—God, Stephen will be stuck back there. Yeah, in seventh
heaven, pickling himself in the hotel bar. Damned if he won’t miss his
doctor’s appointment—you get to start all over.

The female reporter on TV accepted a hand-delivered note. “Bill,
this just in: In at least these four counties: Redfield, Four Rivers, Chief
Joseph and Guthrie, most government offices and schools are closed
tomorrow and until further notice....”

You're kidding. Easy, it’s probably just a couple days. “Well, we may
as well get comfortable,” Phillip said, reclining the chair slowly so he
wouldn’t disturb the cat. He returned his attention to the TV and
stroked Ali, who began to knead lightly on Phillip’s legs.

“ ... we've been so focused on the catastrophic destruction over
here, and now these serious new complications are developing on the
other side of the state.”

“Yes, Diane, and I'm sure everyone over there has witnessed right
along with us the heroic stories touching us all so deeply over the last
few hours. Hopefully, that will help them a little as they deal with their
own situation.”

“You're so right. It’s truly amazing how a tragedy like this brings
people together. The impersonality of modern life seems to disappear,
and we’re neighbors again, neighbors helping neigh—”

“Well, Diane,” Phillip said to the TV, “over on this side we're
cleaning our swimming pools and minding our own fucking business.”
Ali leaped to the floor, ducked through the cat door into the garage and
didn’t return for the rest of the evening.
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When Phillip and his older sister, Joann, were children in Seattle,
Stephen was only a weekend drinker, smashed on Friday or Saturday
night with his friends. The few times he drank at home, he was so
irritable that the family would just try to ignore him until he fell asleep
or passed out, and the next day it was forgotten or even joked about.

After Ellen Stark was hospitalized with lung cancer, Stephen
started to drink on weekdays, and Phillip sometimes had to dry him out
for hospital visits. After her death, Phillip thought it was under-
standable when the drinking worsened, but after a year or so he began
thinking of his father as two different people: his “real” dad, and
Stephen the drunkard. It eventually became so difficult to communicate
that Phillip had to surreptitiously trap Stephen’s attention when he
wasn’t having one of his crapulent hangovers.

One morning, several months before the volcano, Phillip shut off
his alarm early, got some juice and waited in his bathrobe for Stephen
in the kitchen. His father came in wearing navy-blue chino trousers and
a white shirt with “STEVE” monogrammed on the pocket, the uniform
for his job as a hardware stock supervisor in Four Rivers. He was
“Steve” only at work and to Mick, as far as Phillip knew.

“Can we talk a minute?” Phillip asked, as if such a proposal was an
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everyday occurrence, but Stephen just poured some coffee and sipped
it. His face still tan from summer yard work, Stephen had just trimmed
his modest sideburns and shaved. His Brillcreamed dark-brown hair,
not a strand out of place, was parted on the left to form a straight scalp
line. Besides their identical height, Stephen shared few physical
attributes with Phillip, whose pyramid-shaped nose and blue eyes were
in complete contrast to his father’s flat pug and green irises.

“Dad, you pulled an all-time first the other night, you threw one of
your big ashtrays at me.” He chuckled as if it was funny.

“I think you’re exaggerating, Phillip.”

“Okay, let’s say it was flung in my general direction. I've told you,
you don’t always remember what happens when you're drunk. Will you
think again about talking to someone?” he asked, but Stephen just
cringed, so Phillip continued. “If you get some help, who knows, you
might end up seeing someone again. It’s been over ten years.”

Stephen surprised him by speaking right up, somber but direct.
“ICs twelve years, but that isn’t your business. People don’t have what
your mother and I did,” he said, looking away. “I don’t want to see
anyone else; that’s just the way it is.”

“Dad, you're still young, you—"

“Stop, Phillip, and don’t bring it up again.”

“All right, sorry, but the point is your drinking,” he said, and
Stephen put his cup down, turned away and walked to the garage.

Phillip tried to lighten the moment before Stephen got to the door.
“Hey, I saw you working on your car the other day—running okay?”
he asked.

“Yeah, just cleaning.”

Scolding himself for being tactless, Phillip watched him go out. He
knew the repercussion would be a binge when Stephen got home,
probably leading to some kind of hassle between them.

Not long after that failed intervention, Stephen cornered his son
on Halloween night after Phillip hung up the phone. He was in the
habit of calling Lupe as if they lived next door, though her apartment
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was more than thirty miles away. Phillip rolled up the sleeves of his
flannel shirt, took an unsatisfying sip of room-temperature beer and
glared at some smoke that scudded up to the doorway. His disdain for
cigarettes was intractable since his mother’s cancer and because Stephen
usually smoked when he drank. So he knew it was Stephen coming in,
not his dad, who had returned sober that evening from work.

Stephen stepped down into the den, the cigarette, as always, burning
toward his palm. “Just like Mick, the Marlboro Man,” Phillip once told
him and then added, Do you realize how much smarter you are than
that jerk?”

Another squabble ensued and Stephen got in the last words:
“Between the goddamn Okies across the street and the nosy old fart
next door, Mick’s the only good neighbor I have—just keep your clever
little mouth shut.”

Now Stephen cradled a bowl of trick-or-treats in one arm; the
other hand held the cigarette as well as one of his “tall boys,” which, as
always, was preceded by a shot of bourbon. He had been watching a
Gunsmoke rerun between surly trips to the front door to satisfy the
neighborhood goblins.

Stephen Stark’s inebriation never compromised his neat attire; he
was wearing pressed slacks, a fresh short-sleeve sport shirt and shiny
loafers as he approached his son. Phillip was thinking that the dime-
sized black mole below Stephen’s ear looked like a hole in his neck, just
right for Halloween.

Stephen put down the miniature chocolate bars on the desk. “Jesus,
you were on the phone with her again?” he asked, snarling his nose and
squinting his blood-shot eyes, a circus-mirror visage of his sober self.

“Yup, every night,” Phillip said, turning away from the cigarette.
“So why wasn’t it a problem yesterday?” he asked, knowing full well
Stephen wasn’t drinking the night before.

“You weren’t on there for two goddamn hours.” He placed a
coaster on the pinball machine, set his beer on top, and then inten-
tionally left the ashtray and the burning cigarette next to Phillip, who
moved it right over to the pool table.
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“It was barely more than an hour.” Phillip faced the door, already
planning to get out of there.

“Bullshit.” Though Stephen was riled, his eyes sagged.

“How would you know? You’re already wasted.”

“Wasted my ass. Don’t talk to me like that.”

“Fine, did you need the phone?” He pushed it toward him.

“No, that’s not the damn point...”

Seeing that a lecture had begun, Phillip slumped down into the
chair while Stephen leaned on the pool table and kept talking.

“...and you should’ve got this kind of thing out of your system in
high school.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Phillip asked, trying midsentence
to mitigate his defensiveness.

“You're mooning around here with a stupid-ass teenage crush.
How much younger is she?”

Phillip wondered how he knew that. He put his elbows on the desk
and massaged his temples with the ends of his fingers and thumbs,
staring silently at the trick-or-treats below.

“Well, how old is she?”

Phillip unwrapped a candy. “Almost twenty-three,” he said, insert-
ing the entire little bar into his mouth, still looking down.

“Friggin’ cradle robber, I suppose you don’t want to tell me her
name, either.” Stephen quaffed two gulps of beer.

“Why d’ ya’ ev'n care?” Phillip said, his words garbled by the candy.

“I don’t, but tell me anyway. Look at me, goddamn it.”

Phillip licked the last of the chocolate from his teeth, raised his head
and resignedly pronounced her first name correctly, as Lupe preferred.

“Loopy?” Stephen said. “Jesus Christ, I didn’t believe it.”

“Believe what?”

“What a little turd told me in town. So she is a fu—"

“Stop, damn it,” Phillip broke in. “Her name is Guadalupe Rosen-
dall,” he said, seething. “Her mother immigrated from Mexico. You

happy now?”
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That sent Stephen into a roar of derisive laughter and a racial snit
about Mexican farm workers. “. .. and I bet the ol’ lady probably sorts
fruit at—"

“What if she did? She’s been here forty years, she’s a teacher, but
you’ve got everybody pegged.” Phillip grabbed his half-full can of beer
and got up again. “Damn Kurt,” he mumbled. He was sure that Kurt
Raihofer, an ex-schoolmate in Ponderosa, was the “little turd” who
gossiped to Stephen.

“Hold it, you’re not getting off that easy. Her oI’ man’s name is
Rosenthall?”

“Rosendall.” Phillip stopped at the door to the TV room.

“Don’t tell me he’s a kike.”

He turned back to Stephen. “That’s your ignorant word.”

“T’ll be a son of a bitch; and I suppose he runs a bank?”

“He’s a commodities trader in Four Rivers.”

“Same damn thing.”

“Why don’t you stop? This is none of your business anyway.”

“Shit, leave it to you to find a half-kike, half-Mexican bead-
snapper,” he said, picking up the treats.

“Right, she’s part Mexican, so she must be a Catholic. She’s a
Methodist.”

“You can bet she was raised with Mary and the Pope. What a
match—the beadsnapper and the pagan.”

“Yeah, at least I went to some of Mom’s big deals.”

“Bullshit.” Stephen wanted no mention of his wife. “Jesus, when the
shit hits Loopy’s fan, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He wrapped a hand
around the neck of his beer and held up the candy. “You take charge of
this crap; 'm going over to Mick’s to watch the fight on the dish.”

Phillip was asleep in his recliner where he had watched volcano
reports for hours, occasionally measuring the accumulation outside
with a ruler. The last time he checked the ash it was more than two
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inches deep, and coming down steadily. Local TV and radio infor-
mation was still sketchy and uncertain; mainly they kept warning
people to stay inside and not to drive except for real emergencies.
Before he fell asleep, Phillip tried again to reach Lupe, but the circuits
were still down.

Now he was attempting to turn on his side to get more comfortable
in the chair, but a sharp pang grabbed his intestines. Phillip opened his
eyes to jittery TV shadows on the ceiling. Late show, I guess. He looked
down and saw it was the national network, their regular early morning
program.

“What the hell?” he said. It’s the smile-until-it-hurts-show. As if on
Phillip’s cue, the glib weatherman yielded to two grinning hosts who
joked around in front of a backdrop of the smoking volcano. Phillip
focused on the glow of the electric clock on the bar between the TV
room and the dark kitchen.

Eight forty? God, sleep of the dead. He craned his head toward the
kitchen window. Still no daylight—unbelievable. How much ash? At least
three inches, I bet. He listened for a few seconds to the morning-show
talking heads and realized they weren’t even discussing the eruption.

“Who shot J.R.?” Phillip asked, incredulous. He moved his line of
sight down to the TV tray next to him. His neglected dinner from the
previous night looked like it was staged for pop-art: a red apple with
one missing bite turned putrid brown, an untouched candy bar, and a
partially unwrapped and nibbled bean burrito; all of it on a soiled white
paper plate. At the side, a full glass of cola had lost its carbonation.

Guess I wasn’t very hungry. Still bleary-eyed and stiff from sleeping
in the chair, Phillip got up with the food. His gut still bothered him as
he shuffled into the kitchen, turned on the lights and set the plate and
soda by the sink.

Wonder if Ali’s back? He picked up his prescription from the
counter then swallowed a pill with the flat cola and saw his movements
reflected in the dark window. Diagnosed with a bleeding duodenal ulcer
at fifteen, just months before his mother died, Phillip never told her
about it, and Stephen just paid the medical deductibles without comment.
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Between his thumb and forefinger, Phillip pinched a stack of
sandwich cookies from a package on the counter. He ate one in two
bites, taking a closer look outside. There was no hint of morning light,
and the dry ash-fog hid all the shapes normally visible at night.

Let’s see, it was dark by noon. God, that’s more than twenty hours.
He glanced over at the TV and heard an announcer react with near
titillation to his partner’s sensational facts about the eruption. Clowns—
tell me about the ash fall. He leaned over on the bar, ate part of another
cookie and watched the program. They finally came up with a map that
graphed the prevailing wind; the ash had been carried much more east
than north.

It’s nowhere near the project. All right! Phillip tossed the remaining
piece of cookie in the air, caught it in his mouth and then made a quick
trip down the hall to his bathroom. On the way back he saw a small,
disemboweled creature and streaks of soot on the kitchen linoleum.
Ali’s back. During Phillip’s brief absence the mouse was left for him on
what had been Stephen’s spick-and-span floor.

No more little prints in the ash for that rodent. Phillip found the
dustpan, swept up the tiny carcass and some of the grime, and dumped
it all in the trashcan. Ashes to ashes. Ali sauntered in through the flap in
the garage door and stopped to sniff the spot where he dropped the
mouse. Leaving that, he started making circle-eights around Phillip’s
legs, his purr rattling.

“Well, you're a changed man this morning. Thanks for the gross
little gift,” Phillip said and leaned over to pet him. Though Ali was
neutered, he was a territorial prowler, gone sometimes for more than a
day, the scourge of any unwary rodent or bird. A vacant lot north of the
Starks was actually a finger of land from the defunct golf course, easy
access for the cat to some relatively wild sage country.

As soon as the petting stopped, Ali went right back out; he would
return around noon meowing for canned food, a schedule Phillip
attributed to the cat’s nightly hunting.

Ruler in hand, Phillip headed straight for the poolroom and the
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sliding glass door. He flicked on the porch light and looked out. Like
tiny scattering moths, just a few particles floated in the artificial light,
but the beam still petered out in the haze at the end of the patio. It’s
almost over.

Phillip turned on the poolroom lights and looked down. “My
God,” he said out loud. The ash from outside was up against the glass,
forming a nearly straight line across the door several inches above the
ground. He cast the flimsy patio furniture out of his way and got down
to his knees to check the depth; it measured just over five inches.

“My God,” he repeated. It must be even deeper away from the
house. He touched the glass to inspect the cross section of ash; it
reminded him of the ant farms he used to make. The quarter of an inch
nearest the bottom resembled minute black gravel, and the layers above
changed from black into shades of grey like a test pattern on fifties TV.

Poor Mick—what a shame. Guess he’ll have to dig it all out of there.
He laughed out loud; then cause and effect dawned on him.

What do you think you’ll be doing? He stood up to peer into the
yard, agonizing between the good news about the path of the ash fall
and the complication of having to deal with the profound mass of
volcanic debris right in front of him.

Can’t be all that bad. Phillip put his nose right on the glass and
both hands around his eye sockets to cut the glare from behind. He could
just make out that there were no demarcations between the patio and the
arborvitae; everything buried under a level overlay of ash. He noticed
one barely perceptible lump a few feet away. Crap, the Sunday paper.

He thought about sliding the door open, but decided a ton of ash
would probably tumble right in. He walked back up to the kitchen,
tucking in his tee shirt and rolling down the sleeves of his flannel. Now
what? Kill the lights. He hit the switch, moved over to the sink and
vaulted back onto the counter. Turning around on his knees to the
window, he cupped his hands next to his eyes again. He could almost
distinguish the silhouettes of the two trees in their front yard: a twenty-

foot Asian ginkgo from the original landscaping and his ponderosa.
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Phillip thought about how Stephen still wanted him to get rid of the tree.

He had found it three years before on a logging road in mixed
forest on the way up to a hiking trail. The pine was about three feet tall
then and most of its needles seemed dead or pale in the shade of a
Douglas fir. It took Phillip almost an hour to painstakingly unearth it
from the hard dry ground. He cut the top off of a plastic water jug he
kept in his truck, made a bed of loose damp soil inside and put in the
ailing tree.

“What the hell is that you planted in the yard?” Stephen asked the
next evening, a beer and a shot on his TV tray.

“Pinus ponderosa,” Phillip said.

“IU’s a penis, all right. I try to make this place look right, and you
stick in a dying piece of crap like that. Jesus, they must’ve spent twenty
years getting them out of this valley.”

“All the more reason to plant it.”

“Spare me the ecology BS. It'll brown up and die anyway.”

“I think it’ll make it.”

“Twenty bucks says it doesn’t.”

“Okay, twenty bucks,” Phillip agreed, knowing that a wager was
one way to postpone an argument with Stephen.

Phillip nurtured the tree and watched it struggle until the previous
autumn when its resting buds bulged noticeably. It burgeoned with lush
green needles in April, but when Stephen noticed the fresh growth he
said, “It still looks like a sick piece of crap to me.”

Soured by the recollection, Phillip looked down from the window,
a pain clutching his intestines. Take another damn pill. He opened the
bottle, ran some water into a small cheese glass, took the drug and
looked out again. Beyond their two trees he saw the very dim outline of
the Watson’s old pickup that hadn’t moved for years from its spot on
the other side of the street.

It’s starting to lift—maybe the phones are working. He tried Lupe’s
number on the kitchen phone, but it was answered by her roommate’s

voice on their new answering machine: “ . . . not able to come to the
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phone right now . . . 7 Not able—sounds like the plague. Call her
parents. He disconnected without leaving a message then punched in
the Sageview number but also got their machine. Not able again, it’s a
frigging epidemic. Guess I'm not able to talk on the damn thing. Phillip
roughly notched the receiver into the wall phone and then reached up
for cereal.

He pried apart the top flaps of the new box then tried to pinch
open the bag so it would fold up after he finished. Annoyed that the
liner wouldn’t separate, he stabbed the top of the package with a paring
knife, ripped it open, and then accidentally overfilled his bowl with the
sugary flakes. He scooped out some of the extra with his hand and tried
to put it back in the bag, but a shower of cereal drifted to the floor.

More crap to clean up. He rolled up the bag and smacked the cereal
box angrily onto the counter. Finally, he added milk to the bowl and
sprinkled a few raisins on top. Breakfast balanced in his hands, he
trudged into the TV room. Now, Bozo, see if you can keep it off the
chair. He sat down, ate a little, and saw the morning show was replaced
by announcers from Four Rivers speaking in front of a generic file
photo of a volcano.

Great job; just stick up Mount Fuji or something. The reporters
mostly repeated what Phillip already knew, then the background
changed to a shot of ash clouds and they began listing accumulations in
the vicinity. About time.

“ ... High Desert; Newbury and Sageview, about an inch; Mason-
ville and Unger, two inches; and here in Four Rivers a bit more than an
inch when it stopped falling hours ago. In neighboring counties . . .”

Amazing, that close and only an inch. Lupe should’ve made it back
okay. He crunched on a mouthful of the hard cereal.

“ ... communities at the center of the ash fall’s path. Some had
nearly twenty-four hours of total darkness and are just seeing first light.
Hardest hit were Saddle Lake with about four inches, Ponderosa and

Simmons reportedly with six. ..’
Reportedly. They don’t believe it. Man, six inches.
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‘... and Lake Worth with about three. Though we have much less
ash here in Four Rivers, the traffic is blowing it into the air, so everyone
is encouraged to stay home if possible. Now, for the school closures; if
you don’t hear your schools mentioned, try your district number or you
can call the Red Cross clearinghouse number listed below on your screen.

“Four Rivers Schools will be closed tomorrow and until further
notice, probably two or three days. These districts are closed for at least
today and tomorrow: Unger, Masonville, Mill Ridge, Otatop, Crofton,
Stubblefield, Greenlee, and Wheaton, as well as ... ”

And us?

“ ... Mercury, Coyote Springs and Newbury. Saddle Lake and
Onion Corners will be closed for at least the rest of this week. And so
far, three districts in our viewing area have said they’re closed for the
rest of the school year. They are: Redfield, Ponderosa and Simmons.
Parents in those . ...”

Though it was his first real sustenance since the previous morning,
Phillip dropped his spoon into the bowl. The rest of the year? The damn
testing isn’t finished; science fair Friday, and—this is bizarre, it’s all just
gone, a vacuum of everything that would’ve happened. He looked back at
the poolroom doors and the ash line on the glass. The phone rang,
interrupting his thoughts. Maybe that’s Lupe—or him, from the hotel.
He put the cereal on the TV tray and walked toward the kitchen. God,

Stephen stuck at a convention, fox in the chicken coop.
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Guadalupe Rosendall met Phillip the previous fall in an anthropology
class that included weekend bus trips to tribal cultural sites. While
many of the students complained about assignments or “boring Satur-
days,” Phillip and Lupe were enthused about the course. That
commonality broke the ice for them and led him to believe there was
some chance for a serious relationship, though he had long ago
resigned himself to bachelorhood.

Phillip was convinced that women would always find him too
peculiar or too cynical. He could accept the first of those judgments and
go on his way, but the latter would win his accuser a pithy rejoinder
about her naiveté. By his late twenties, Phillip thought he was ahead of
the game if a relationship lasted long enough to allow him to get away
from Stephen for a couple weekends. When there was casual com-
panionship or sex, he considered it a bonus.

With Lupe, there were two firsts. Phillip actually shared some
aspects of living with Stephen’s alcoholism, though not to the point of
explaining his father’s divergent personalities. Lupe was also the first
woman to remain with him more than a few weeks. She approved of
most of her boyfriend’s idiosyncrasies and especially admired what she

> o«

said was Phillip’s “maturity.”
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They thoughtfully weighed each other’s opinions even when it came
to religion. She spoke of her faith without proselytizing, and Phillip did
the same with his agnostic views. It pleased him to disprove Stephen’s
prediction that their religious differences would be insurmountable. But
Phillip admitted to himself that maybe there was something to Stephen’s
“high school crush” tirades. Here he was, a teacher pushing thirty and
smitten by a stunning woman who looked so young at twenty-three
that she would certainly be carded at any tavern, if she drank.

The phrase “dark good looks” never meant much to Phillip before
he met Lupe. She had the obsidian eyes and dark brows of both parents,
and she could cascade her galena-black hair halfway down her back,
though she mostly wore it in some kind of ponytail. Phillip believed
Lupe’s beauty was enhanced by genetically influenced Semite and pre-
Columbian facial features, especially her arching cheekbones and a
moderately prominent nose that lent character to her face and
accentuated her flawless cocoa-milk skin.

In high school, Lupe was encouraged by her peers to go out for
drill squad and cheerleading, but she chose student government and the
tennis team. One hot day in practice she saw some boys clowning
around by the drinking fountain, pouring water on each other. She con-
tinued working on her serve until a female teammate came over and said
that Lupe’s sweaty shirt was sticking to her breasts, causing the boys’
amusement. Because she had dealt with “titty jokes” since she was twelve,
Lupe dismissed it as “their usual childish behavior.” She didn’t date
much until the end of tenth grade, and even then, always on her terms.

Lupe’s one driving incentive during her teens was to graduate early
from Sageview High, though she did have a passionate hobby. Lupe and
her younger sister raised, cared for and exhibited their family’s horses.
She also took every available Spanish course in school, with the goal of
speaking her mother’s first language. When she discovered they taught
mostly grammar, Lupe privately criticized a system that awarded her
highest honors in foreign language yet offered scant opportunity to
actually converse.
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Lupe’s family and close friends weren’t surprised when she grad-
uated after eleventh grade and went off on a one-year church mission to
Central America. Her father traded commodities with prominent
families there and arranged for Lupe to live with one of them. She
turned seventeen during that year and fell out of favor with the
evangelists because she spent most of her missionary time helping
abused women rather than converting them. Lupe grew very close to
her Costa Rican “family” and became an accomplished speaker of
Spanish. She also found her eventual career, and was now a year away
from her Master’s of Social Work at the state university in Four Rivers.

Phillip reached for the wall phone in the kitchen. He hadn’t spoken
to anyone for a day and a half except Mick, who didn’t count, and he
felt strangely let down about ending his solitary experiences with the
ash fall. He answered the call hesitantly. “ ‘Lo?”

“Thank God. Are you okay?” Lupe asked, her tone anxious.

“Hi, Lupe, everything’s fine. What about you?”

“Okay, now that we can talk. 'm at Mom and Dad’s; I've been
trying to reach you since yesterday. What a time for you to be all
alone.” Her words seemed to tremble through the static.

“Hey, don’t worry, 'm okay.” Geez, why’s she so upset?

“Did you call a while ago? Someone hung up on the machine.”

Crap. “I tried a lot of times; circuits were down. You can’t believe
the ash, half a goddamn foot, and—"

“Yes, Phil, I heard, but please.”

You said goddamn. “Sorry.” Tell her about the clouds, the mouse,
and the line on the door. “Lupe, it was so incredi—”

“There’s not even an inch here,” she interrupted again.

“That’s amazing. Probably smart to stay there a while.”

“Oh I will,” she said, still some panic in her voice. “My mom keeps
saying He has certainly chosen to test us.”

Let that one go. “Uh, did you get caught in the ash?”
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“Yes, it was so scary. We were still in Four Rivers when it started
getting dark; we left right away, and then we couldn’t see at all. I thought
we’d have to stop, but then it improved the closer we got to Sageview.”

“Lucky you didn’t end up in some cruddy school gym.” He
intended that to be a droll comment to help her calm down.

“It’s not funny, Phil.”

Jesus, okay already.

“Last night at church people were so upset, praying so seriously. I
prayed for you there.”

“Can’t hurt, right?”

“I'm glad you accept that it helps me.” Lupe waited for a response.

What can I say?

“Phil, give me a sec,” she said, her voice faltering.

Man, not like her at all. He waited, staring out the kitchen window
into the false dusk. The two trees and the junk pickup were now barely
visible, no longer just silhouettes.

“Sorry, Phil.”

“It’s all right.”

“They said there could be glass particles in the ash. You haven’t
been going out a lot?” Her voice was steadier.

“A couple times.” Liar.

“I thought so.”

“I have a mask, I'm fine.”

“I was worried about you, maybe getting too excited about
something like this.”

Something like this? “Jesus, Lupe, this is once in a lifetime.” Crap,
now you did it. “Sorry,” he said again, scooting his rear end up on the
Formica counter. He looked out, searching for some activity in the murk.

“It's my fault; I sounded critical.” She had regained her usual
confident tone. “I can’t believe how it got to me, that horrible drive, and
then not being able to talk to you. But now, just hearing how interested
you are—it changes my perspective; makes it seem less frightening.”

“That’s good, but I didn’t need to snap at you.”
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“It’s okay. Phil, did you hear about your school?”

“Yeah, it’s strange; we had so much left to do, and just like that, it’s
over. It’s weird how it just isn’t going to happen, all that activity waiting
there like a void.”

“I hadn’t thought of that; it is strange.”

“Just thinking out loud. Anyway, now I have three weeks until I
start with Putman,” he said, more upbeat. “T'll need the extra time to
clear our yards.”

“What about ash up in the mountains?”

“The project is north; we missed the ash, I think.”

“Phil, you know I appreciate the importance of the research, but
there’s not much you can do if a volcano stops it. Sometimes we have
to, well, leave things in God’s hands.”

Man, all this really has her on a religious bug.

Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

Shut up, Stephen.

“Phil?”

“I'm here. I realize we’re all limited, Lupe, but I think you know I'll
do whatever I can to be ready to go, not to mention I need a break from
Stephen.”

“I’s a shame you have to feel like that about your own father.
You know, I do have background with some of his issues; I might be
able to help.”

No way. “Thanks, but that’s just not in the cards,” he said firmly,
and there was dead air for a moment.

“Phil, maybe you should call and see if the volcano is going to
affect your department.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea.” At least I'd know.

“If it doesn’t come through, we’ll make the best of it and have a
great summer. I don’t have a class, so we could kick back; take the
horses up to the backcountry like I promised.” Lupe had recently taught
the reluctant “city boy” how to ride.

“You think 'm ready for that?”
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“Gabilan took to you right away, you’re a natural rider. Now if we
could just dump that baseball hat for a Stetson—"

“No way, not in this lifetime.”

“Okay, but you really do need boots. Anyway, we can float the river
and .. .” She went on proposing summer activities.

Yeah, sounds good, but the project comes first.

“. .. for the co-ed soccer league. Phil?”

“Uh, yeah, soccer won’t work, Lupe. Look, it won’t take me three
weeks to clean up.” I hope. “We can do some things together before I
go, and I'll be home a couple weekends; it'll go fast.”

“Maybe you’re right.” She paused, and when she started speaking
again, it was in a soft, almost seductive tone. “Shorty, you know what?”

You're up, Shorty. He didn’t answer her. She came up with that
name on their one semi-formal date—her friend’s wedding. When he
came by for her, Lupe called him “Shorty” because the low heels she
was wearing made her a bit taller than Phillip. They laughed about it,
and then she decided to change to some flats. When the name stuck, he
wasn’t especially thrilled about it, but she only used it privately, always
in that intimate voice.

The nickname was sometimes her signal for ardor in their affair,
and she liked him to call her “Lupita” in the same sense, though she
established clear limits to their sexual contact. Phillip assumed she was
a virgin and didn’t push her at all, but it was Lupe who came up with
what she called “our naughty little trick.” It started with heavy making
out until they shed half their clothing, and then she would wait for him
to put on a condom. Following her hands-above-the-waist rule, they
kissed some more and writhed together until he came. Phillip
wondered if she was somehow getting off as well and ventured to ask
her once, but she wouldn’t talk about it.

“Shorty?” she repeated over the phone. “Yeah, Lupita.” Good boy,
Phillip.

“Mmm, you say my name, so perfectly.” She spoke with deliberate
pauses. “There’s going to be some, long, beautiful evenings, and we can
relax, and well, you know.”
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Yeah, I know. His member crowded into the fabric of his jeans.
“Lupe?”

“Just some backup plans, Phil. They sound fun, right?” she asked,
her voice normalizing.

Especially that last part. “Sure, of course, just don’t count on all
of it.”

“Things will work out, I—{Miralo! There’s the Suburban; I have to
go help. 'm so glad you’re okay. Call me tonight?”

“Sure, Lupe.”

“Bye, Phil.”

“Bye.” He hung up the phone and shuddered, recouping from her
provocative voice. He jumped off the counter, looked out again at the
dull morning and saw the ash was all the way up to the bottom branches
of his young tree. Start right there.

Phillip rushed into the TV room, past his soggy cereal and through
the door to the garage. He turned on the light, glancing for a moment at
his old Datsun pickup. Lucky it wasn’t outside—chalk one up for the
good guys. He opened Stephen’s winter cabinet and took out the sturdy
metal snow shovel and a push broom.

On his way back through the kitchen he stopped for his mask, the
ruler and a house broom before clattering his way down the hall with
everything. After leaning the taller implements on the wall, Phillip sat
on the inside doormat and chose his tennis shoes from the footwear on
the floor. As he tied them he wondered if ash would cascade into the
house when he opened the front door.

He reached up, carefully twisting the knob; the door opened a
crack but all that fell through was a pale beam of light. Dope, the roof
hangs over. He stood and opened the door all the way. My God. The
small porch was eerily clean; the ash had settled an inch above its front
edge, eliminating the one step drop-off to the ground.

Incredible—but get with it. He walked out, stood short of the ash
and put on the mask. His baseball hat in hand, Phillip scanned the sea

of grey powder before him and sensed an undulation above what he
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guessed was the curb. Farther away, past the old truck in the street, he
detected a blurry rectangle floating in the dry overcast, the Watson’s
double-wide modular. Their other dead cars and the piles of tires and
wood pallets were invisible, as was their neighbor forty yards away. It felt
like being on an island to Phillip; the Watson’s place was a boat and its
weak porch light searched through the ash-fog for other vessels. He stood
still to listen; the only sound was the lonesome drone of a distant motor.

Move it. He went back in for the yard tools, then returned to the
front of the porch. Phillip stepped up, and when his leg came down his
shoe and lower shin vanished into the ash. He strode forward twice,
lifting his knees like a heron in shallow water, the front wall of each
deep footprint collapsing as he lifted his feet.

Like pushing through wet snow. He stooped and stuck the ruler
straight down until it hit the ground. Man, six and a half inches. Phillip
stood up, took about a dozen more paces, and then gently poked the
branches of his tree with the kitchen broom until most of the clinging
ash fell below. With the snow shovel and push broom he began
excavating furiously from the ponderosa’s base. After several minutes
his work formed an unintentional circle around the tree, about eight
feet in diameter. He switched back to the house broom and attempted
to sweep the remains out of the exposed grass.

No, it’s in there for good. That’ll just make the soil more alkaline;
shouldn’t hurt his damn lawn. Phillip plodded back to the porch, then
turned around to check his tracks. Geez, the Nazca lines—a jellyfish.
The circle around the tree now had four long legs drawn by the ruts
he’d made going out and coming back. Cute. Now get back to work. He
picked up the snow shovel and started plowing the walkway, from the
porch toward the street, shoving the ash to the sides onto the lawn’s
accumulation. You're not doing crap until it’s carried out of here. Yeah,
but you need paths.

After a few more minutes he stopped when he heard some
scraping noises in the neighborhood. Finally, somebody’s out there. He
forced his way down to the street and swept off the mailbox and the
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newspaper tube with the back of his hand. Out of habit, he checked for
the morning paper.

Real smart; it couldn’t be here without tire tracks. His proximity to
the street allowed the Watson’s undisturbed Jeep pickup to come into
better view. A whimsical image came to Phillip of the disabled truck as
a life-sized toy, replicated in thick grey frosting for a little kid’s
birthday cake.

Get going. He returned to the walkway and resumed his work.
After a while Phillip noticed that his right hand was sore, but he kept on
clearing. Halfway down to the street, his palm began to sting, so he
stopped again and found a small broken blister on his hand, a larger
one swelling next to it.

“Stupid shit,” he said, and then stomped back to the house, angry
about losing the work time. Although there was now ash all through the
house, Phillip mindlessly followed Stephen’s cardinal rule again and left
his dirty sneakers by the door. After doctoring his hand in the
bathroom, he found work gloves in the hall closet and returned to the
porch to tie his shoes. I'm not even to the sidewalk—gotta be ready if

Putman comes through.
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Regardless of Mick Lewis, the next sixteen hours of purging the ash
made Phillip begin to feel differently about how people on his side of
the mountains were responding to the volcano.

He worked another half-hour on the front pathway before finally
breaking through to the sidewalk, which took more than an hour to
scrape. To the north, Phillip only cleared a few feet past the driveway as
there was no immediate need for access to the wild golf course land.
More than a hundred feet in the other direction, he would connect with
the property of Gil Beck, an elderly widower who, in Phillip’s view, was
their best neighbor. Stephen once cussed out Beck for calling the cops
when he and Mick were shooting guns in the air at one A.M. Stephen
avoided Beck when sober, like he did most everyone, but Phillip later
apologized to the neighbor.

Visibility had improved by the time Phillip reached Beck’s clean
sidewalk, and he could see their neighbor working near the street
corner. Way to go, Mister Beck. They waved to each other.

Phillip’s next chore would be the wide driveway up to their two-car
garage; he estimated it would require as much work as he’d already
completed. While he slogged through the ash up to the garage, Phillip
heard a large diesel engine rattle from somewhere in the haze.
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The overhang from the garage roof had kept the ash from
completely blocking the way, so Phillip only needed to scrape for a few
minutes before he was able to open the double door. He walked in,
turned around, and stood by his small tan pickup, contemplating the
leaden sky and the grey expanse before him, still feeling very much like
he was on an island. It was about two o’clock as he started in again, push-
ing ash toward the street, trying to take advantage of the gradual slope.

After a few minutes he heard the diesel engine clatter again, this
time much closer. Phillip looked past Beck’s where a fire truck, its red-
ness blackened by the dirty air, slowly approached the corner, several
men trudging behind its enormous wheels. They moved like ghosts
through thick clouds of ash, one of them in dingy yellow garb like the
driver. The truck stopped and a portly fireman climbed down with
difficulty from the cab. They manned the hose in front of the dim head-
lights, opened the nozzle and aimed the strong flow toward the ground.

Phillip watched them turn the corner and start up the street. His
spirits lifted by their industry, he flung the shovel toward the garage
then took his paths down to the cleared sidewalk and jogged past the
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two front yards. At the corner he saw they had opened one lane from
the highway, the muddy ash forced to both sides, sooty rivulets flowing
away from the development. He watched the crew cut off the water and
switch from the hydrant at the entrance to the one by Beck’s house.
Covered head to toe with ash, the workers in their particle masks
looked like a team of surgeons in grey operating scrubs. They motioned
for Phillip to join in, and he eagerly took a spot on the hose.

It took them fifteen minutes just to make it from the corner to the
Stark’s place. After Phillip ran up to move his tools and close the garage,
the incessant force of the water pushed all the ash off the driveway and
into Stephen’s lilacs on both sides. When the stiff stream hit the young
bushes a few of them snapped and most were half-buried. Though he
knew Stephen would certainly fume over the ruined plants, Phillip
turned with satisfaction to one of the men and they slapped a high-five.

For the next fifteen hours he stayed with the crew and its mission to
free the cars and clear an escape to the highway. They liberated one block
after another, and each fresh volunteer was as eager to help as the last.

The second fireman, about Phillip’s age, barked instructions with a
needless air of authority. Phillip decided the man was angry about
being stuck on hose duty, although his much older cohort was in no
shape to do anything but drive and supervise. After the young fireman
taught new arrivals the basics of manning the pulsating hose, he
sometimes left for long periods, and Phillip ended up explaining the
procedures much of the time.

At about ten o’clock they took a long break when a Red Cross
contingent showed up with sandwiches and drinks. Phillip chose the
egg salad over the baloney, gulped it down with milk, and then scouted
the next block while the others rested. By the middle of the night he’d
lost track of time and didn’t care that he and the two firemen were the
only ones left from the original crew.

Shortly after a shrouded dawn they completed the last long block of
Ponderosa Estates and were back near the entrance. The final group
looked up at the grey-haired driver as the younger fireman climbed into
the truck, scowling at his partner.
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Still has a fork up his ass. He didn’t do crap tonight. “Are we going
to widen the lanes?” Phillip shouted over the knocking engine to the
driver.

“Nope, next step is to scrape it and haul it,” he yelled down to Phillip
and the others. “It’s back home for us before we meet ourselves coming
and going,” he said with a chuckle. “Our thanks to all you fellas, and
good mornin’ to you.” He saluted the crew; most of them repeated the
fireman’s parting courtesy before they headed away in the sallow sunrise.

“So where’s your next job for the rig, chief?” Phillip asked, his tone
showing his readiness to keep working. The old fireman laughed, killed
the motor, and Phillip saw the man’s partner sullenly fold his arms and
lean back.

“I'm not the chief, but I am the guy who’s supposed to tell every-
body to go home.” His pink face was all the way out of the window.
“You were a working fool out there, son, and I appreciate it. But after
you sleep it off, you've got plenty to do at your place. I'd start with that
roof if I were you.”

“Man, I didn’t even think about—"

“Yeah, you've got a load up there. Some of those farm worker
shacks on the edge of town already collapsed.” The other fireman had
his hat over his eyes, trying to take a nap.

“I'd better get at it right away,” Phillip said.

“As long as it doesn’t rain, these houses here are okay. We heard it
doesn’t weigh much until it’s wet.”

“So scrape off the worst and take the hose to what’s left?” Phillip
asked.

“That’s what I'd do after I got some sleep. You want a ride back?”

“No thanks, T'll walk.”

“Okay, kid. Thanks again.”

“No problem; it was great,” he said, not caring that this man called
him kid. The veteran fireman waved again, shook his head good-
naturedly and started the engine.

Phillip watched the truck roll away then started walking up the
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cleared lane back toward his house. He felt a lump by his neck and
fingered out a hunk of grimy material. It was the remains of the
painter’s mask he stopped using when the driver gave them the report
that the ash wasn’t harmful for most people to breathe.

He wadded the garbage into his pocket and began to check out the
neighborhood. There was enough light filtering through for him to
make out each house, and he was proud to see the exposed driveways as
he strolled by. Though it was Tuesday morning when most everyone
would usually be preparing for work or school, he didn’t see much
activity. Next to one of the few illuminated porch lights, a thick clump
of ash remained on top of a large yellow bow displayed in honor of the
hostages in Iran. Though that house was untouched, Phillip saw with
satisfaction that most people had already been able to clear their paths
and sidewalks.

By the time he got back to the house, the pall had lifted some more.
Thinking he’d go right on working since he felt so good, Phillip went
straight to the garage for the fruit-picking ladder Stephen bought at a
farm sale. He carried it out front and then went back for his tools. The
bulky ladder, narrow at the top and tapering to a very wide bottom, fit
just right on the front porch. The brooms and snow shovel in tow, Phillip
climbed to the top rungs and tramped through the ash up to the peak of
the roof, which afforded him a view over the crabapple tree and into
Mick’s back yard. He knelt and held still when he saw Mick by the pool.

He heard Lewis cussing in his acerbic monotone, this time at two
middle-aged Mexican men in straw cowboy hats and black aprons,
conscripts from the dairy who often did his menial labor. While the
men struggled to connect one of those barrel-shaped vacuums on
wheels, they directed each other in Spanish, the muffled sounds of their
conversation projecting all the way up to Phillip’s elevated vantage point.
Mick was in slippers and a robe, a beer can at the end of his fingers.

“Jesus Christ, wrong side,” he said, deadpan, to the two men. “Put
this end over there. No, goddamn it. Aw-kee—right there. You gotta
know some fucking English by now.”
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What a prick. Phillip barely heard and didn’t comprehend the
workers” dialogue until one of them glanced at Mick and uttered,
“Pendejo,” an expletive Phillip learned from one of the few Mexican
kids at Ponderosa High in his day.

Mick didn’t know or didn’t care that he was just insulted. “About
goddamned time,” he said when the water spurted from the fat hose,
but the men were aiming it at the lawn. “Jesus, not there, aw-kee. It’s
called a fucking drain. You boys learn that word.”

Boys—]Jesus. “Aim it right in the pendejo’s face,” Phillip mumbled
as they sent the flow to where Mick wanted it. For the first time since
the previous morning, Phillip’s intestines twisted, and then his
enthusiasm for working ebbed like the water being sucked from the
swimming pool. After Mick turned away, Phillip left his tools and
slowly backtracked, descending to the porch. He idly brushed himself
off, walked in and removed his encrusted shoes, leaving them with his
hat and gloves by the door.

After a trip to the bathroom, he went in the kitchen for an ulcer
pill and a cookie. In the TV room, Phillip ignored his old cereal and
turned on the set. He leaned back in his recliner and bit off half the
cookie. The local news was reporting emergency relief details, and he
fell asleep after a few minutes.

The telephone woke him a few hours later, but before he could
move, the ringing stopped. Crap, you said you’d call Lupe. Ali looked up
from Phillip’s lap, eyes half open.

“Hey, gato. What a couple of sleepyheads, huh?” He checked the
clock. Twelve thirty—could sleep some more—maybe go to bed for a
while. No, enough sleep; back to the ash. “You hungry, boy?” he asked,
stroking his cat.

Phillip noticed the sunlight around Stephen’s thick curtains was
brighter than before. A quiz show yammered away on the TV. Volcano,
what volcano? He snapped the recliner down to sitting position and the
cat leaped off his lap, causing a puff of ash to float up from Phillip’s jeans.

God, look at these clothes; you need a bath, too. He got up and took
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the rancid cereal to the kitchen and gazed out the window. His ashen
jellyfish swam undisturbed in the yard, and the neighborhood was
unchanged, except now there was enough light to give the impression it
was just a very overcast day.

There’s a lot more to do—the roof, then Stephen’s lawns. He’ll want
them done yesterday, sure as hell. Wonder if Mick’s still back there. Screw
him; get after it.

Although it was afternoon, he began his morning routine and
turned on the teakettle. As he petted Ali, Phillip’s stomach felt hollow,
but there was no sharp pain in his gut. He took another pill anyway,
this time with a full glass of water, his thirst surprising him. Looking
down toward the cat, Phillip saw a grainy mixture of pulverized cereal
and tracked-in ash on the floor.

Later for that. “Got a new flavor for you to try; you've got to be
getting tired of that tuna.” The cat circled and rubbed while Phillip
retrieved the can from the top shelf and opened it. He scraped the food
down into the bowl, but Ali took a sniff of the meat conglomeration and
sneezed as if he were allergic to it. He sat and then glared up at Phillip.

“You fart, Ali. Here, maybe this’ll work.” He dropped a couple of
kitty treats into the bowl, but the old feline nibbled them up without
even contacting the rejected food. Ali defiantly licked his shoulder, gave
Phillip a dismissive look, and trotted through the TV room and out the
cat door.

Some creature is about to be his lunch. Just stick with the tuna. The
teakettle whistled, and he prepared some acid-free instant coffee, a
brand he recently discovered. Phillip started to reach up for some
cereal, but the phone rang right by his arm.

“Hello,” he answered, before the first ring finished.

“Well whaddya’ know.”

Dad?

“I'll be damned, I finally got you.”

It’s Stephen. How drunk? “You’ve been calling?” He heard music,

laughing and other tavern noise in the background.
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“Three damn times yesterday,” he said, his voice calm.
Mildly belligerent, two or three drinks so far. “The lines have been
out.”

“I heard they closed schools in Four Rivers. There too?”

“Yeah, rest of the year.” Phillip opened the fridge, wedging the
telephone between his ear and shoulder. “Where are you?” he asked,
and added milk to his coffee.

“At the hotel. If the damn airport doesn’t open tomorrow, I'll rent
acar.”

Phillip stirred his drink. “You’ve never driven that far.”

Stephen’s next words bristled. “How the hell do you know how far
I’ve driven, or anything else for...”

You’re wrong, Phillip, he’s almost fried. He put the milk back,
closing the door so hard it made the refrigerator wobble. Easy, what did
you expect?

“...don’t need your damn advice. Just tell me how bad the ash
fall was.”

What’s he asking? “Uh, it was something,” Phillip said, down-
playing his enthusiasm. “Turned dark at noon; Ali was—”

“Whole state’s in a disaster and he tells me about a damn cat he
named after frigging Cassius Clay.” Stephen was blustering, showing off
for someone in the bar.

Asshole. Phillip took a sip of the warm coffee.

“Just tell me how many inches of ash outside.”

“More than six.”

“Hah, six damn inches! I knew it from that map on TV; hold on.
Okay,” he said, away from the phone, “pay up, dumb fucks.”

No way he can drive. You say that, he’ll freak. Phillip heard more
ranting. Nobody there is going to tell him.

“Goddamn deadbeats.” Stephen paused. “You there?”

“Yeah.”

“They want proof. How can I prove we have six inches?”

“Shouldn’t be hard. The Chicago library probably has the paper
from Portland or—”
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“Of course, the library, leave it to you; hold on. You damn
cheapskates write down your room numbers. My son the schoolmarm
figured itall....” His voice faded.

Shit. He waited, grabbed a cookie, dunked it and ate it.

Stephen finally came back. “We’ll nail the sonsabitches now.”

Three cheers for us. Maybe it’ll pay the bar tab.

“You there?”

“Still here,” Phillip answered, biting another cookie.

“So, did you start on the ash?”

“That’s all I've been doing,” he said around a swallow.

“Are you eating something?”

“Cookie.”

“Figures; and they pay you to teach health.”

“Don’t start.”

“You look like crap, too.”

What? “Thanks. Anything else?”

“Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You're at that damn school day
and night, then you come home and don’t do shit around the .. .”

Phillip held the phone away from Stephen’s housework diatribe
and surveyed the pallid moonscape out front.

“ . never do any damn work without me telling you. You
listening?”

No. He moved the receiver closer. “Yeah, you finished?”

“When I'm damn good and ready. What're you using on the ash?”

“Brooms, snow shovel—" Fire hose—no. “I finished the walks and
driveway; start on the roof today. I have to be ready to get out of here
for the project.”

“I forgot about the mountain lion bullshit; no wonder you’re doing
something. What about the house, you making a big damn mess?”

“Everything’s dirty; ash comes right in.” He glanced at the pile of
dishes, then turned around to lean on the sink.

“Neat as a pin when I left.”

No kidding. “T'll clean up before you get here.”
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“Sure, and don’t forget to screw the Mexican maid.”

“What did you say?”

“Relax, it’s a convention joke; you wouldn’t like it. My damn kid
has no sense of humor,” he explained to somebody at the bar again.

“This from the man who laughs at all of Bob Hope’s jokes.” Phillip
sipped his coffee.

“Shit, the whole world laughs at his jokes. You wouldn’t know a
joke or an important man if you saw one.”

“Our mailman is just as important.”

“What kind of philosophical bull crap is that?”

This is pointless, stop egging him on.

“Shit, tell me if you saw Mick,” Stephen said.

I saw the prick. Mick the Prick—perfect.

“Answer me, goddamn it.”

“Yeah, I saw him.” With a thumb and forefinger, Phillip rubbed at
the tension in his brows.

“So what’s he up to?”

“Bossing some men to dig out the pool. He was too dumb to put
on the cover. I offered to help him before it filled up, and he told me to
fuck off.” If Lupe could hear me now.

“Big deal. That’s just how he talks.”

“Sure.” Phillip brought his hand down from his forehead.

“If he was serious, maybe you should’ve stood up to him.” Stephen
was chuckling.

Up yours. “I'm not afraid of your shitfaced friend.”

Stephen laughed again. “Jesus, just stay away from him.”

Stay away from dog crap. “Whatever you say, Steve.”

“Don’t call me that, goddamn it.”

Sure as hell won’t call you Dad. “Yeah, yeah,” Phillip said. Enough—
convince him not to drive. “I think you should stay there. They’ll open
the airport soon.”

“And how do you know that?”

“They only had an inch or so of ash in Four Rivers.”

“Either way, I'll probably go tomorrow.”
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“You can’t drive in the shape you're in.”

“Stop nagging me, goddamn it. Shit, look at that, one of those
bastards just walked in. I'm going to get his number. Hang on,” Stephen
said and was gone again.

Phillip waited, pondering the comment about “nagging.” Before
his mother died, she made a point of talking to him about his father’s
drinking. She said he returned from Korea as a weekend drinker and
wouldn’t talk about it. Ellen confided she was thankful he didn’t drink
even more and wasn’t physically abusive. She told her son to find his
own direction in life, but Phillip was sure she also expected him to
watch over Stephen. Near the end, when she hardly recognized him,
Phillip made her that pledge. Stephen seemed to know some kind of
promise had been made, but he never actually voiced a suspicion.

Why do you even care what he thinks? What’s he doing?

Stephen came back. “Got it; that’ll be ten more bucks.”

“Congratulations. If you drive tomorrow, call me before you
leave.” Phillip sounded ready to hang up.

“You just worry about getting your ass out of bed and cleaning the
house.”

Shit. “I told you TI'll get the worst of it, but T'll be outside mostly.”
His voice rose with resentment.

“That house comes first, then you're not going anywhere until we
get all that crap out of my yards.”

“That’s what I am doing. What do you want, blood?” Take it easy,
Phillip.

“I'm going to a meeting,” Stephen said and hung up.

A meeting—Dbull. Phillip slammed the phone into the wall bracket
and then stood next to the piled dirty dishes. Same ol’ shit. He massaged
the inner corners of his eyes until they hurt. Maybe he’ll sober up for the
drive. Phillip lowered his arm and stared at the ashen landscape.

Haven't talked to Dad for weeks; it feels like he’s dead. Tears clouded
his vision, making his view of the yard seem even more somber. Cry
about it some more, that’ll bring him back. Get a goddamn grip.
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Though he had spoken in general terms with Lupe about Stephen,
Phillip only had one real confidant, his best friend, Warren, who now
lived in Seattle.

They met during preseason open gym basketball at the beginning
of Phillip’s senior year. Phillip had barely made the “C” squad at his city
school, but he loved the game and decided to give it a last shot with the
Ponderosa Panthers. When word got out that the new guy had written
an essay about wild felines, a basketball letterman named Sam Fike
began calling Phillip “Panther Pussy” regardless of his tough play at
their informal workouts.

Warren Sims was a freckled six-foot-eight redhead who was finally
going to be starting center as a senior after taking years of verbal abuse
as the tallest, skinniest and smartest kid in town. He was a late-in-life
only child of a local couple who had planned to leave him the family
farm until it became obvious that their inheritor was destined for a
different career.

One afternoon in the gym when a couple of players were harassing
Phillip, Warren held the ball and told them to “shut up and play the
damn game.”

“You shut the fuck up,” Sam Fike said back to Warren. Sam was a
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muscular six-footer whose role on the team was to rip down rebounds
and immediately pass off to teammates who could actually dribble and
shoot the ball.

“That’s more than two syllables, ape; nice job,” Warren answered,
the others hooting in delight at the new nickname. “It’s almost five,”
Warren added with a shrug, “I'm outta here.”

“Shit, you and Panther Pussy must be in a hurry to go for a little
sixty-nine,” Sam said, and the players howled again.

“Fuck you, Fike,” Phillip said calmly, catching the group off guard
for a moment. Then they began chanting, “Fuck-you-Fike, fuck-you-
Fike,” pleased with the alliteration.

“Talk to me again, pussy,” Sam said to Phillip, “and I'll kill a
fucking cat for every word you say.” A Phys. Ed. teacher at the other
end of the gym moved toward them.

“Fuck you, Fike,” Phillip repeated.

After the tussle was broken up, they walked away and Warren told
Phillip that Fike was all talk. The next day at lunch hour Phillip had to
hold back his rage when he found three mutilated cats in his pickup.
That evening he grimly buried the scrawny feral animals in the foothills
and plotted his revenge.

The police came to school on Friday morning to ask him if he
knew anything about Sam’s car. Phillip shook his head innocently, said
he knew nothing about it and thought, “Three dead cats; four dead
tires.” At the next open gym on Monday, Fike called him “a crazy little
queer” but let it go after that because their coach heard about the feud
and threatened to cut Sam from the team.

Warren in math, Phillip in science, they were Mutt and Jeff with
some smarts, though only Warren was an honor student. When
basketball began officially, Phillip was adept at getting Warren the ball
in the post; they both made starting five and became better friends than
with any of the kids from their childhoods.

Phillip had no idea that his season in the basketball limelight would

one day affect his career. After graduating, he didn’t even get away from
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home for college. He entered the state university in Four Rivers and
commuted forty miles to his classes for five years. He took prerequisites
for a major in zoology and then switched to science education to
improve his chances of obtaining a job not too far from his father.

His only long break from Stephen during college was working a
five-week summer camp as a counselor in the nearby mountains. Even
then, Phillip arranged to leave on Sundays to check up on Stephen and
make sure he was taking care of Ali. The fledgling educator led the
hiking and climbing activities at camp, and by his last year there he was
teaching some environmental science.

A college advisor recommended that Phillip minor in physical
education because school districts, she said, often gave hiring advantage
to coaches. So he endured the tedious health/P.E. curricula and judged
the courses in his science major to be watered down and pedantic. By
the time he passed the required doses of educational theory and
practice, Phillip decided that some of his professors hadn’t set foot in a
school for years, and only a few were the dedicated “teachers of
teachers” he expected. He kept his dissatisfaction to himself, his grades
were better than in high school, and he received good recommend-
dations from student teaching.

Ponderosa School District, it turned out, was eager to hire one of
its former basketball players for an opening at the junior high. As
Phillip’s astute advisor had foreseen, he was selected ahead of experi-
enced science teachers who were not prepared to teach P.E. and coach
boys’ basketball.

Phillip felt challenged and motivated from the outset by his
teaching at Ponderosa Junior High. He tried to organize field studies
for his life-science classes, but the principal said the concept would be
disruptive and that all trips had to be pre-approved before the school
year. Phillip made due with the campus as his “natural environment”
and decided he would wait until after the Panther Cubs basketball
season to press the issue.

After both his teams played well for the first time in years, Phillip
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wrote a proposal for a hands-on project in fisheries management.
Unaware of protocol, he showed up at a school board meeting with
handouts and diagrams. When the agenda opened for community
input, Phillip began his presentation, but the chairman politely inter-
rupted. He said they would be delighted to consider the proposal when
administration placed it on their agenda. Phillip’s supervisor smirked
and whispered a comment to his crony from the high school.
Humiliated, Phillip sullenly took his seat and saw the two principals
share a chuckle at his expense.

The day after the meeting he was called into the office before
school. The principal sat behind his large desk as Phillip entered the
room in attire that doubled for the classroom and gym—dark-colored
jeans, sport shirt and sneakers. The principal, a grim sneer on his face,
offered Phillip the black interrogation chair usually occupied by one of
the school’s bullies.

“Just another bad boy,” Phillip thought. He decided to look out the
window to show his disinterest while the principal wrote solemnly on a
school form as if the world eagerly awaited his report.

Phillip’s supervisor was in his late forties, a burly five-foot-ten and
flat-faced, his black hair chopped into a crew cut. He wore a brown tie
and yellow shirt; part of a tattoo showed below one sleeve, enough to
figure out the whole image was a blue snake and DONT TREAD ON
ME. The principal looked up from his desk.

“Mister Stark, tell me why you’re making such a big deal out of our
science curriculum,” he said, his voice brusque.

“Like T said before, life science requires application in the out-
doors, you can only do so much with a textbook.” Phillip’s tone was
frank but not impertinent; he glanced at the kids in the courtyard. “We
have no lab facilities, and we’re barely allowed to go outside.” He settled
back into the stiff plastic chair.

“I think you’re overstating things.”

“Okay, we have a couple antique microscopes and we can go on
the athletic field,” Phillip said with mild sarcasm.
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“You know, Stark,” he answered, deliberately less formal, “if you
hadn’t made such a fool out of yourself the other night, you could’ve
embarrassed us. Let’s clarify a few things. We know you’re a good
coach, and you have potential as a teacher, but your final evaluation is
comingup...”

To Phillip, that was a threat from a man who wouldn’t know

teaching potential “if it bit him in the ass.”
“ ... assume that you've learned, Stark, that ambushes at board
meetings are not the way we do things around here. Proposals have to
be written and go through us, and we expect you to talk to us before
you show up in front of the board.”

Phillip faced him. “Would you approve a proposal?”

“Probably not.” He tapped a pencil impatiently on his phone.

“What if some of us go to the school board to ask for better
equipment?”

The principal shook his head. “I think I've made myself clear. Do
you think you can live with that, Stark?”

“Guess I'll have to.” He looked away again.

“That’s right. Good, I'm glad you understand that.” He smiled
briefly as if there had been some mutual agreement.

“So that’s it?” Phillip started to get up.

“There’s one more thing. We're concerned that you’re getting a
little bit too close to your students.”

“What?” Phillip said, standing up, managing to keep most of the
indignation out of his voice.

“You're too personal with them. They’re students, not your little
buddies.”

“No, I haven’t crossed that line.” The school district’s “dirty little
secret’ dawned on him. “Does this have anything to do with my
predecessor being moved to the high school?”

“You shouldn’t listen to rumors, Stark.”

“Yeah, I'm sure it’s less likely he’ll diddle with kids over there.”

“I suggest you drop it and think about your situation. You don’t
know these families. It’s not like the old days when we could count on

57



T. Lloyd Winetsky

some respect. A lot of these kids would just as soon spit in your face as
talk to you.”

“That hasn’t been my experience.”

“Oh? So you're saying you know them better than I do?”

“No, I just don’t agree with you.”

“I suppose that’s what they’re teaching at that college.”

“Can’t say, but I'll tell you a quote I heard in one of my classes.”

Nonplused by Phillip’s response, the principal eyed him
suspiciously.

“This isn’t word for word,” Phillip began, not sounding strident.
“This famous guy said that our youth live in luxury; with bad manners.
He said kids had no respect for their elders; that they’re like tyrants.
What do you think?”

“I'd probably agree with most of that.”

For effect, Phillip waited, a sedate look on his face. “That was
Socrates, about four hundred B.C., the good ol days.”

“For a quiet guy, you really are a smart ass, aren’t you, Stark? I give
you two years until you burn out.”

Though Phillip’s sixth year of teaching had come to an abrupt end
two weeks early, school wasn’t on his mind as he frowned at the pile
of dishes in the sink. Screw “em; just get dirty again. How do you like
that, Stephen?

He saw his accidental jellyfish out front in the ash. God, look at all
that stuff. Call Lupe; make it quick, then get the roof. He picked up the
phone and punched in her parents’ number. Phillip drank his cold
coffee and listened to the irritating clicks of the dialing pulse. He
remained standing and scanned the yard.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Lupe, sorry I couldn’t call.”

“Hi, Phil. I tried you this morning and last night a bunch. It would
be nice if you had an answering machine. They’re really very useful.”

Not for me they aren’t. “Actually, I was out all night.”
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“You were?”

“I was on a fire hose; we cleared driveways and made a lane
through the whole development,” he said, almost boasting.

“Sounds like you were working awfully hard.”

“Didn’t even notice it. I've never seen so many people act like that
before. It was great.”

“Act like what?”

“Everyone pitching in, cooperating; sounds corny—"

“Not at all. Church fellowship is like that sometimes.”

“Everybody wanted to do this.”

“That’s not any different, Phil.”

Drop it, now. “Anyway, you can’t believe the mess out there,
especially the roof. I can’t talk a long time.”

“Okay, I'll keep it short. Phil, I called about soccer . ..”

Great. He jumped back onto the counter, his heels banging lightly
on the cupboards below.

“...they want you on our team, they don’t care if you miss games.”

“Lupe, I'd miss most of them. It’s been a couple days; Putman
hasn’t called; I think we’re on.”

“You haven’t called them?”

Don’t want the wrong answer. “Been busy; I'll get to it.”

She was silent a moment. “Phil, you worry me—working all night
like that, and you haven’t been looking well and ...~

What? I get to hear this again?

“...you losing weight? I noticed when we were, uh—"

Eating? Doing our little thing maybe? She can’t say it.

“Will you say something?” she said, a little bit cross.

“No, I'm not losing weight.”

“When we go out, you mostly have French fries and pop.”

Enough of this. “Lupe, I'm fine.”

“Phil, I was too upset to talk about it yesterday, but your father
agrees with me.”

“About what? You talked to him?” He stopped swinging his legs
and wound his ankles tightly together.
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“Yes, last week. I called when you weren’t home.”

Shit! “When did you call? What day?”

“I called him on purpose,” she said with self-assurance.
“For God’s sake, why did you do that?”

“I can’t talk to you if you're going to yell at me.”

Not yelling. “I can’t believe you called him.”

“He was very sweet. He doesn’t seem as bad as you say.”
He’s worse. “Lupe, you—"

“I had a very nice talk with him ...”

Perfect.

“...he agreed with me that you aren’t taking care of yourself.”

Goddamn it, taking care of both of us. “If you wanted to know that
kind of crap, why didn’t you talk to me?” He angrily back-kicked his
intertwined heels against the cupboard, causing an ear-splitting clap.

“What was that, Phil?”

“Nothing. Lupe, I'm pissed you spoke to him.”

“When I mentioned before how tired you look, you wouldn’t
answer. | care about you, Phil, so I asked him. I'm sorry I've upset you;
but you can’t hide me from him forever.”

The hell I can’t; he’d ruin everything. Take it easy. “Remember what
I told you he said about your parents?” he asked, somewhat calmer.

“Yes, but how can he get over that if he doesn’t know me? Phil, you
should’ve heard him the other night. You don’t know how nice he was
to me.”

Phillip felt his calves fatigue so he unwound his ankles and slid
down. “Yes, I do know; that was my dad you were talking to.”

“Well of course it was.”

“You don’t know what I mean. Next time you try to call, he might
tell you to go to straight to hell.”

“I don’t believe that, not for one minute.”

Jesus. “I really have to get to work, Lupe.”

“Even if he’s drinking, I don’t believe he’d say that. When does he
get back from Chicago?”
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She won’t drop it. “He’s stuck there, probably has to drive.”

“Well, then the coast is clear for me to come over,” she said with a
hint of sarcasm.

I'll be on the roof. “Lupe, this end of the highway is closed.” He ex-
haled a deep breath and stared out the window again at the untouched
layer of ash surrounding the walkways.

“They said it’ll probably open tomorrow—I can’t come until then
anyway.”

“I thought driving in this stuff bothered you.”

“Only in the dark. I'll borrow the Sherman tank.” That was Phillip’s
name for her mother’s Suburban. “T’ll take it real easy,” she said, now
sounding covert, as if her sister was trying to listen in. “You’ve been
alone for days, Shorty. I think you need some, uh, human contact.”

Man, bringing out the big guns. He didn’t answer.

She went on, very softly. “I want to see the deep ash and—we’ll be
all alone. Shorty, should I come over?”

Who do you think youre kidding, Phillip? No way you’ll turn this
down. “Uh, tomorrow’s fine, Lupe,” he said.

“Not much of an invitation.”

He tried to sound more sincere. “Come on by, Lupita.”

“I'll bring fresh corn, Shorty, and some home cooking. Get some
meat on those cute ol’ bones—sound good?”

Man-oh-man. “Yeah, sure.”

“Okay, see you tomorrow about noon. I miss you, Shorty.”

“Miss you too, Lupita. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Phillip hung up the phone, aware of his aching erection as he
turned around. Your brains are in your pants, Shorty; she thinks she can
help Stephen, know him for God’s sake. If she knew what he’s really like.
He felt his arousal begin to slump. What’s this BS about my health—
from both of them?

Phillip whisked out white bread and peanut butter and reached
over for a banana. He bit off the black nub, stripped the peels, and then
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hacked away at the fruit with a kitchen knife. Shorty Stark, that’s me all
right, sounds like a cook on a friggin’ wagon train. Rustle up the grub,
Shorty; coffee tastes like piss, Shorty. Chop your damn banana, Shorty.

After spreading great globs of smooth peanut butter on two slices
of soft bread, he stuck the poker-chip-sized pieces of banana on both
slabs and then triumphantly smacked them together. Check this out—
losing weight, my ass. Like a character in an old black and white
cartoon, Phillip chomped a huge half-moon out of his sandwich, then
plopped it onto a paper plate.

He donned his flint-grey baseball hat, lifted a can of soda from the
fridge and headed for the door, food in one hand and beverage in the
other. He put his lunch down, slipped on his shoes, tied them, then
stuffed the work gloves in his jeans and the pop can in the chest pocket
of his flannel shirt.

Outside, Phillip circled the wide ladder and started up, balancing
the plate on one palm like a ritzy waiter with a tray. At the edge of the
roof he turned around, sat, and let his feet dangle while he took a
second bite from his sticky creation. He panned across the barren
block; Mister Watson was the only one in sight, his dim silhouette
sweeping off junk in his yard. Phillip gulped some soda, twisted the can
into the ash and perched the plate and sandwich on top.

If Lupe’s coming tomorrow, you'll have to make up for it today. He
got to his feet, climbed to the apex of the roof and picked up the snow
shovel. Down at Lewis’s, Mick was gone, and all Phillip could see of the
two workers were straw hats and the grey mud they were heaving out of
the deep end of the waterless swimming pool.

Good, Mick’s sleeping it off. Do this side first before he comes out.
After the first push from the top of the house, Phillip watched the
massive bulk of ash cascade into the back yard, causing a cloud that
billowed right back up to the eaves. Pleased that gravity made this part
of the task so easy, he briskly shoveled off a ten-foot-wide swath, but
after he went over it with the brooms he found the slits between the
wooden shakes were still solidly packed with residue.
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He went back down for the garden hose and hauled it back up to
the top of the cleared area and turned the nozzle on full blast. Though
he was eager to resume scraping, Phillip had to squirt the length of each
vertical crack to force out the ash, and after a half hour he hadn’t even
finished that one section.

When he was finally satisfied, Phillip turned off the nozzle and
went back by the ladder to retrieve the snow shovel. He picked it up and
didn’t notice the little mess a few feet away. A breeze had carried away
the paper plate, spilling the rest of the peanut butter and banana
sandwich into the muddy soot.
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Though Phillip was twenty-nine, his bedroom was both a boy’s and a
man’s place. He still slept in the same bed that Stephen Stark built into
a racecar frame when Phillip was eight. When he was ten, Phillip
furtively sawed off the bumpers and fins and covered the hot rod flames
with three shades of green paint. He soon added bushes, tree trunks,
Tarzan vines and an ocelot copied from the encyclopedia. A few weeks
later on a two-six-pack Friday night Stephen rebuked Ellen for allowing
the boy to transform the frame. She quietly defended Phillip’s right not
to be enthused about racecars and suggested tactfully that Stephen
should be proud to have taught him how to accomplish the remodeling.
Reading a comic on the bed in question, Phillip heard his inebriated
father retort with a half-hearted “Bullshit,” the limit of disrespect he
ever showed for his wife.

Stephen and Ellen were childhood sweethearts in the same Seattle
neighborhood where Phillip and his sister, Joann, later grew up. Ellen
was three-fourths Scandinavian and was proud she knew a few Danish
words and some old country cooking. After Ellen and Joann returned
from Sunday services, Phillip’s sister sometimes recruited him to help
pester their mother for a batch of Aebelskiver, buttermilk-soured dough
balls fried in a special cast iron seven-cratered skillet. Ellen insisted they
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eat the first ones traditionally with applesauce; then Stephen and the two
kids would douse the rest with butter, powdered sugar, jam and syrup.

Ellen worked as a medical secretary, but she lived for her time at
home with family, pets, the vegetable garden, and her artistry—
sculpturing. Young Phillip was very impressed when she won awards
for her striking fired-clay figures of animals. Long before Ellen was ill,
he was convinced she regretted deferring her art for economic
necessity. Weeks before her death, Phillip broached that subject on a
drive to the hospital and was surprised when she explained how content
she was with her life, “both its smooth strokes and its rough notches.”
Without self-pity, she said her only regret was smoking since she was
fifteen. Ellen Stark continued her job and her craft until she was
regularly hospitalized, and she managed to cook a batch of Aebelskiver
for Phillip and Stephen a couple of weeks before she died.

The most prized possession Phillip kept in his room was his
mother’s sculpture of a life-sized manx she gave him after the piece won
a blue ribbon at a county fair. He displayed the cat at the center of his
oak desk, another old carpentry project of his father’s. It pleased
Stephen back then that young Phillip liked to draw and study at the
wide roll-top. Those were mixed, confusing realities for the boy: the
flawlessly crafted desk and his dad, the racecar bed and Stephen the
Friday-night drunkard.

After the bereaved Starks moved to Ponderosa, Phillip felt both
resolved and doomed to honor his pledge to look after his father. It was
around then that Stephen’s housekeeping began to transform from
orderly into compulsive. When there was any lull in his cycle of
drinking, sleeping, and recovering, he would morosely clean the house
or manicure the yard. Perfectionism he once had for woodworking was
relegated to dustless counters and precisely trimmed grass.

Since tools and machinery filled their third bedroom, Stephen
decided to build a shop on the back of the garage. Phillip encouraged
the project, hoping it would rejuvenate his father’s hobby. When
Stephen’s interest began to lag, Phillip would start difficult tasks or
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pretend to be stumped. Stephen figured out the ploy one day and,
without a word, tied his apron to an unfinished truss and walked into
the house for a nap. He was drunk a few hours later and told Phillip he
was a “meddling little shit.”

When the shop was finally complete, they moved the saws, lathes and
drills out of the house, and Stephen told his son to take the large master
bedroom with the half-bath because he had “so much crap.” Phillip
built ceiling-to-floor shelves right away, and by the time he graduated
from college nearly half of the wall space was taken up with books.

He kept many old animal-related novels like Sounder, Incredible
Journey, and Incident at Hawk’s Hill. His library also included the
family’s encyclopedia, some children’s science series, his texts and tech-
nical books, the first James Herriot novels, the works of Jane Goodall and
Joy Adamson, and his expanding collection of publications about felines.

Phillip had everything from coffee table books about panthers and
mountain lions to the latest research on the lynx—anything that added
to his knowledge of wildcats, especially those from the Western
Hemisphere. Posters, drawings and photos of cougars, bobcats, lynx,
jaguars and ocelots dominated the rest of the wall space along with
some maps, charts, and yellowed newspaper clippings of the 1977
Portland Trailblazers.

On the oak desk there was also a recent picture of Lupe and a
framed photo of his parents cheesing toward the camera without
cigarettes or booze. They were at a fish and chips stand near a ferry
terminal in British Columbia. As far as Phillip knew, it was the only real
vacation they ever took.

He kept his typewriter and some reference books on an eight-foot
worktable by the door, where he did research and lesson plans and
listened to John Fogerty and Neil Young on his small stereo. A shelf
over the table displayed framed specimens of insects and dried plants, a
Y-shaped branch of petrified wood, and a softball-sized polished geode
with a tiny crystalline white cave at its center.

The room’s long walk-in closet was less than a fourth taken up by a

66



GREY PINE

small dresser and Phillip’s pragmatic clothes. The shelf and floor space
overflowed with science materials, collections, low-priority books,
hiking gear, sports equipment and leftover junk from his youth,
including one withering cardboard box filled with dozens of old Uncle
Scrooge comics.

On Lupe’s only visit to the half-empty bedroom he told her he
liked to be able spread out, but she said the room was sparse, that he
needed more furniture. She despised the brown and orange wall-to-wall
low pile carpet and its monotonous, coiling fleur-delis design, but Lupe
thought his bed was “cute,” and they laughed about it while making out
over his juvenile rendition of a wildcat in the rain forest.

For the first time in three days Phillip slept in his jungle bed
instead of the recliner. After spending the rest of the previous day on
top of the house and garage, it became too dark to finish the last row of
ash, so he finally came in and took a shower. When his head began to
nod halfway through a TV dinner and the rerun of M*A*S*H, he turned
off the set and went to bed.

Now he was sleeping on his stomach, Ali by his head. The old
white cat reached up and pawed some strands of Phillip’s disheveled
dark-blond hair, tickling his ear.

What?—Uh, Ali. The cat burrowed into Phillip’s shoulder.
“Morning, boy. What do you want? Too early to eat,” he said, looking
over at the clock on the shelf. Man, eleven ten—slept twelve hours. I
could sleep even more.

“Okay, so it’s almost time, let me wake up,” he said, turning onto
his back and closing his eyes again; but the cat activated his purring
apparatus and parked next to Phillip’s ear. Ali’s rattle as well as a
sibilant wind under the eaves overtook his consciousness.

“Geez, you're relentless,” he said, and then sat up to pet the cat.
“Bad hunting last night?” Listen to it blow out there; it should be lighter
by now. He swung his feet down to the rough carpet, turned toward the
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flimsy curtains and watched them flap crazily in the air. Ali
immediately ran for the door; but Phillip stood up to go to the dim
window. He stopped after a few steps, stretched his stiff back and then
moved on. He saw a dusting of ash on the floor, looked up and pushed
the curtains aside, but couldn’t even see the back yard. The strong wind
had churned the ash into a thick grey storm.

“I'll be damned.” Looks like the first day. Phillip slid the pane
closed and went right back to the foot of the bed for his dirty jeans. He
pulled them on and hurried to the chest of drawers in the closet for
some more clothes. He sat on the carpet to slip on his socks, the cat
peering at him from the door.

Check the front yard. Jesus, all that work. “Yeah, Ali, hold your
horses, lunch will be a minute.” Tucking in his clean tee shirt, he rushed
to the bedroom door and then down the hallway, the cat running
effortlessly in front of him. Phillip’s stocking feet slid as they hit the
cereal crumbs and ash on the kitchen floor, and he caught himself by
grabbing the counter. He saw ash on the dishes as he closed the
window, and out front the two trees were invisible in the turbid air.

Great. Ali rubbed Phillip’s leg, impatient for his food. “Back in a
minute,” he said, and hastily shut two windows on the way to the front
door. Phillip stepped into his bedraggled tennis shoes without tying them
and spotted his flannel shirt and baseball hat clumped into a corner. He
put them on, opened the door, and walked below the overhang, squint-
ing. Like sand blowing into a windshield, the agitated grey sediment
ticked against the exposed skin of his face, neck and hands.

Phillip turned his back to the gale, stepped off the porch and bent
down to pull up his shoelaces. After tying the bows he checked his
footprints. Already an inch where I cleared. What about the roofs?
Extending an arm over his face, Phillip leaned into the flying grit and
walked away to look for the ladder he left by the garage. He located it
then clambered to an upper rung where the air seemed clearer than
below. He inspected the shakes and found only a light dusting in the
cracks. All right, it’s too heavy to blow back up here. His intestines
growled then gnawed into an ulcer pang.
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Get a damn pill. Regardless of his sore back, he scuttled down the
ladder and made it over to the front porch. His arm still over his eyes,
he turned back to the walkway. Shit, everything’s buried again. If this
wind ever stops, you get to do it all over. He stomped into the house,
slammed the door furiously, and stopped to remove his shoes. Standing
on one leg, he pulled at the heel of a sneaker. To hell with this, the house
is already full of ash.

Get those damn shoes off.

Screw you, Stephen. Phillip tried to forefinger the shoe back onto

his foot, but the canvas was bent underneath, and he hobbled down the
hallway.
“Damn it!” he yelled, and tugged on the fabric again, bracing
himself on the wall with his other arm. Ali fidgeted and stared
impatiently from the kitchen, showing no more rubbing or purring
business. As Phillip stumbled on with a knuckle in his shoe, the cat
howled; it would have been a roar in a larger feline’s body.

Phillip yanked the sneaker off, stood straight up and shouted,
“Shut the hell up!” He launched the tennis shoe, it smacked against an
upper cupboard, and the cat jerked and watched it land on the counter.
Not seeming to make the connection that the missile was meant for
him, Ali looked hungrily toward Phillip, who was at the doorway
gawking wide-eyed at the scene of his deed.

You crazy bastard, Phillip. He walked up to his pet. “Sorry, Ali,” he
said, trying to atone by rubbing the cat’s ears, but Ali growled and
pulled away.

“Okay, okay.” Phillip grabbed a can of cat food from the cupboard
and rummaged through the dirty dishes for the opener. Last can of tuna,
save half of it, jerk. The cat changed his tune immediately and started to
head-butt Phillip’s calf. He mixed the canned food with some dry, put
the bowl on the floor, and Ali began to purr as he gobbled his lunch.

He’s so into eating maybe he forgot what you did. Phillip’s gut
constricted again, so he reached up for his ulcer prescription and a non-
aspirin for his back. He took the drugs then watched Ali, who was
consuming the tuna less ravenously. What a prick; you could’ve hurt him.
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Goddamn worthless ghost cat.

Fuck you.

Ali stopped eating and looked up, licking his jowls.

“Sorry, boy,” Phillip said, but the cat seemed to sneer before
walking away into the garage.

He'll probably take off; he knows what you did all right. He faced
the kitchen window. It was like an oversized TV telecasting grey and
black interference; Phillip just stared into the void and would have been
accused of daydreaming if someone were there. After a couple minutes
he sensed some movement in the TV room.

Shit, wake up. He turned toward the back door and saw Ali settling
into Stephen’s recliner. He didn’t like the wind.

Get him the hell outta my chair.

“Stay there all you want, Ali,” Phillip said, “he won’t be back for a
while.” He watched the cat curl up and go to sleep, then tried to decide
what to do with himself.

Lupe won’t know how bad it is here. He called her, but the circuits
were down again. She won’t get here for hours, if at all. As soon as it
stops, you can get back to work. Check the weather.

He went to the TV room and petted Ali, but the cat ignored his
touch. Feels like somebody else threw the damn shoe. No, it was you,
asshole. Phillip realized he had been walking around with one shoe, so
he took it off, tossed it into the kitchen and turned on the set. Glancing
over at Ali, he twisted the dial through the channels. He came back to
the first station. God, quiz shows and soap operas—try the radio.

Phillip walked through the kitchen then turned right and opened
the sliding doors Stephen installed to partition off their living room.
Since the doors were always closed, it seemed like they had one long
hallway from the kitchen down to the bedroom:s.

While Stephen’s shop was testimony to a moribund hobby, the
living room was his monument to Ellen Stark. He maintained her
colonial furniture so well over the years that the wood finish looked
showroom new. A red, white and blue afghan Ellen knitted for her
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husband was folded perfectly as a flag and lay unused on the long sofa.
On an oak coffee table between the matching living room chairs, Bambi
and Bashful and other glazed porcelain critters and gnomes grinned
perpetually next to Ellen’s sculptures of two small-scale bloodhounds,
the only pieces she didn’t give away.

Behind the sofa, a never-kindled white brick fireplace and a picture
window to the back yard took up most of the long wall in the rec-
tangular room. Ellen’s sewing-circle quilt, each black square enclosing a
bright butterfly, covered the far wall. The ladies in her group remem-
bered Phillip as a boy watching the project take form, and they
presented it to him after Ellen’s funeral. Like the manx in his bedroom,
the quilt was a valued memento, and Phillip made it clear to Stephen
that it hung in there only on loan.

Stephen also saved his wife’s family photos and displayed the
framed ones in a long row on top of the secondhand Baldwin that Ellen
bought for Joann when she quit high school sports her senior year to
play piano. Ellen had hoped she would go on to college and take music,
but Joann got married and the only encouragement she had to continue
studying died with her mother within a year.

Stephen referred to the room as “mother’s parlor,” but Ellen Stark,
of course, was never in there. When Phillip once tried to stretch out to
read on the couch, he felt uneasy around her carefully preserved things.
The cloistered room also reeked of cigarettes notwithstanding Stephen’s
regular cleaning, so Phillip rarely stayed in the parlor for more than a
few minutes.

Although he thought the memorial to his mother would be
perceived by anyone else as morbidly sentimental, Phillip didn’t criti-
cize Stephen about it. He eventually convinced him to move the family
stereo in there, but only because Phillip agreed to wire speakers into the
poolroom, since no one would be allowed to “party” in Ellen’s shrine.

Now Phillip moved by the piano and the furniture to the casket-
sized stereo cabinet and wrote “P. S.” with his finger in the film of ash
that had sifted onto the polished wood.
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He’ll completely freak; better start cleaning. Dishes first, I guess. He
opened one of the cabinet doors, turned on the radio and tuned into an
AM station that always advertised itself as “The news leader for Four
Rivers and beyond.” Phillip listened to a caller who was ranting to the
announcer.

<

‘... that’s all we ever hear about is how bad it is over on the west
side. Well, people are suffering here, too ...”
Who the hell is suffering? He sat on the arm of the couch.
“ ... people can’t go to work, they’re low on fresh food at the
stores, and nobody’s doing anything about the roads . ..”

Maybe in your neighborhood, lady.

“...now the wind is blowing it all back. This is a big disaster here,
and nobody cares, I still say they should—"

“Excuse me, ma’am, how much ash at your place?” the host asked.

“Nearly two inches, and—"

“Do you have food, water and shelter?”

“Well, yes.”

“Do you have anyone to help you with the cleanup?”

“My kids, but—"

“Ma’am, I know it’s been difficult for everyone, but sometimes we

need to count our blessings . . .”
Yeah lady, and shut up while you’re at it.
“...out of time for your calls. Weather, news, just ahead,” he said,
and then a pre-recorded commercial came on. “Tired of trimming grass
the old-fashioned way?”

Look outside, Bozo. He switched on the den speakers then backed
out of the room, looking through the wide window at the airborne ash.
Doesn’t seem any worse. He closed the sliders, started up the hall and
could hear the radio ahead.

“...accept no substitute, it’s the Cadillac of weed trimmers . ..”

I'll take the Datsun trimmer, thank you. He returned to the kitchen
while a new commercial harped on about the “ash cleanup sale” a car

dealer was having at “the only clean lot in town.”
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He saw Ali was no longer in Stephen’s recliner so he called for the
cat and tried twisting the can opener. Guess he took off—nice going,
Phillip. He cracked eggs into a bowl to start some French toast, listening
to the speaker in the den.

“ ... that message brought to you by your friends at Four Rivers
Dodge-Plymouth, who remind you that the big cleanup sale will resume
as soon as it’s safe again to travel.

“In case you just got back from Mars, we have a little wind in the
Four Rivers basin today. It’s gusting up to forty miles per hour and, as we
feared, the ash isn’t staying put. Hal’s forecast will be up in just a minute.
Visibility on most roads is nonexistent, and all major highways are closed
again as of this hour. Except for emergencies, please don’t attempt to
drive. The airport, which reopened late last night, is closed again.

“Many services and businesses in Four Rivers County are closed
for today; we’ll list some exceptions later in the broadcast. In nearby
Truman and Redfield counties the situation is even more severe.
Officials there have requested all employers, except for basic and
emergency services, to stay closed, and residents are asked to remain at
home if at all possible until further notice.

“Once the wind stops, everyone in our broadcast area is asked to
water down ash around your property. If you've already moved ash to
your curb, please water that down too. However, residents of Four
Rivers are not to wash ash into the storm drains. Now for the weather
update, here’s Hal.”

“Thanks, Russ, we do have some good news. Winds are expected to
decrease by midday to gusts of ten to fifteen miles per hour, decreasing
even further this afternoon. By tonight it should be calm, and the front
that’s passing through will fortunately leave most of its moisture on the
west side . ..”

“Fortunately?” Phillip said.

“ ... chance of showers this afternoon, mostly near the Cascade
foothills. Temperatures remain comfortable, mid-seventies today, lower
eighties tomorrow—full reports at noon and five thirty. There you have
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it, Russ; decreasing winds and not much chance of any rain adding to
the gloom,” he said with the typical false cheerfulness of his profession.

“Maybe we’ll take some of that rain, huh AI?” Russ said.

“Oh, right, heh-heh.”

Heh-heh, what an idiot. Phillip finished making his French toast
and ate one piece with peanut butter and jelly. He was nibbling on a
plain slice and getting the dishes ready to wash when the phone rang.

Lines are open? It’s Lupe. He picked up the wall phone. “ ‘Lo?”

“Hi, Phillip.”

Phillipz—my God. “Dad? Are you calling from Chicago?”

“No, left this morning,” Stephen Stark said quietly.

Geez, it’s really him. “Where are you?”

“Des Moines.”

“Iowa?”

“Yes.”

No, Idaho, dummy. Say something. “How’s the trip going so far,
Dad?” Brilliant.

“Fine. Be there in a couple days.”

“Uh, what kind of car did you rent?” Chevy.

“Chevy.”

“Same as yours?” Dad?

“Different color. Phillip, can you go and get my car?”

“No problem.” Talk to him! “They reopened the airport last night;
now it’s closed again—the wind’s blowing ash like crazy.”

“It’s good I got started then.”

“Yeah.” C’'mon, Phillip—maybe the ash bet. “Uh—" No, Dad won’t
talk about that. “How’d you get this call through? We still can’t call
out.”

“Lucky, I guess. The car’s in J-7, Phillip, right in front; ticket’s in
the window. I'll square with you later.”

“Sure, J-7, I'll find it.” He jotted the number on one of Stephen’s
tidy note pads. Quick, you’re going to lose him. “The wind is covering

everything I already scraped.”
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“Is that right,” Stephen said with no interrogative tone.

“Yeah, the highway’s closed. When they open it, Lupe can ride in
with me to get your car.”

“Okay. My spare keys are in the usual place.”

“Right.” Damn, what else? “So you talked to her last week?”

“Who? Oh. Yeah, you weren’t home. Phillip, I want to make South
Dakota; I should get going.”

No. Think! “Sure, um—"

“Call you tonight when I stop.”

“Okay. Dad?”

“Yes.”

I miss you. “Uh, drive carefully, okay?”

“I will. Bye, son.”

“Bye, Dad.” Phillip hung up. Son, for God ’s sake—why didn’t you
talk to him? Tears welled up in his eyes, and he ripped a paper towel off
the dispenser and roughly wiped the moisture from his face. Shit, stop
bawling. He stared again at the drab scene out front; a final tear
slalomed down his cheek.
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In the street, a car’s dim shape crept from left to right in the grey pall;
Phillip awoke from his daze. Where does that fool think he’s going?
What was I just doing? Thinking about Dad, 1 guess—pull yourself
together. He put soap in one basin and started to run hot water for the
dishes, then turned it off. Crap, there’s no hurry now, do it later.

Since he couldn’t work on the ash, he decided that reading was the
only thing he wanted to do. Phillip went to his room and put aside a
research paper in favor of one of his old novels, The Yearling. He
stretched out on his bed and lost himself in the story of Jody, Flag and
Fodderwing, protector of injured swamp animals. He got up
occasionally to check the wind, but fell asleep in the early afternoon and
didn’t wake up until the hard-backed book thunked onto the floor. He
picked it up, placed his marker and looked over at the clock.

It’s after two; I don’t hear any wind. So get to work. He put on his
hat, hurried to the bathroom and tried to urinate quickly, but his
stream seemed endless. He finished, then rushed back to open the
curtains and check the yard. The wind had completely died down, and
the deep volcanic powder was rippled with small-scale ash dunes. A
forlorn-looking junco landed on the empty birdfeeder, its tiny black
hood poking futilely for seeds.
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Don’t forget to feed them. He went right out to the hall, opened the
front door and saw Gil Beck leaning into a push broom at the property
line. Phillip looked at the accumulation on his own front walks.

A couple inches at most, could be worse—get going. He closed the
door, searched for his shoes and spotted new wisps of ash on the
hallway carpet. It’s creeping in everywhere. Your shoes are in the
kitchen—and how did that happen, jerk? See if he came back. Starting up
the hallway to check for Ali, Phillip heard the phone.

It’s her. No time for lunch, Lupe—gotta work. Just tell her the roads
are bad, to wait a couple days. Phillip was almost at a full run when he
entered the kitchen. To keep from falling, he extended his arms like a
skater and skimmed halfway across the floor. Girding himself to be
firm, he answered the phone and looked out. Only a ghost of the
jellyfish survived in the yard, its long legs rounded into four gently
rolling furrows in the ash.

“Klaatu barada nikto,” said a contrived deep voice on the line
trying to be the alien in The Day the Earth Stood Still.

All right, it’s Warren. “Where are you, Big Turd?” His parody of
Big Bird was a vestige of their schooldays repartee.

“Ya’ little shit, how’d you know it was me?” A P.A. system blared
in the background.

“C’'mon, Warren.”

“Phil, I figured out the other day why you always used to pass me
the ball.”

“I'm sure you did.” He smiled and waited for the barb.

“It’s obvious. I was the only one you could even see through all
those knees and asses way down there.”

“No, I was shooting—thought you were the pole.” Phillip heard the
P.A. again. “Where are you calling from?”

“Four Rivers airport no less.”

“You are? It’s open again?” He gaped at the street as if it might
yield some sort of information about travel conditions.

“First plane in today.”
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“This is great—you need me to come get you?”

“No, Dad’s here. We're waiting for the road to open, enjoying
some fine cuisine—Le bou-terre-fin-guerre.”

Hm, Butterfinger. “So you're here to help them dig out?”

“Yeah, took a week’s vacation.”

Phillip checked the grey sky. “What was it like up there?”

“We got a peek at Saint Helens; what a rush. It’s still spitting; never
saw a mountain with its whole top gone.”

“Must’ve been something. What's it like on this side?”

“Hairy, like flying in fog. Man, this whole deal is wild; a week
might not be enough. Dad still has more grass than a golf course and he
said it’s all a half foot under.”

“Same here; I'll be lucky to get it cleaned up before I take off.”

“Your project is still on?”

“I hope so. The ash fall didn’t go straight north.”

“Good deal. So tell me about when it hit there; my parents didn’t
even go outside.”
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Phillip described the clouds and his other experiences. Warren was
duly amazed until he heard about Mick.

“That figures, Phil,” he said. “Don’t let that o]’ wino bother you.”

“Yeah, no skin off his nose.” Phillip briefly told about the workers
Mick brought in, and then he enthusiastically recounted his all-nighter
with the street crew.

“So, except for Mick, you’re having big fun with all this,” Warren
said with a laugh then paused. “Phil, Dad sold his big tractor—no luck
renting one. Any ideas?”

“Wheelbarrows and shovels—afraid the fun’s over.”

“Guess I'll need to hire a couple guys, t0o.”

“T'll be over when the road opens; no charge.” And what about
Stephen?

“No way; you've got your own mess.”

Stephen can wait. “You can’t keep me away, Big Turd.” He peered
out the window in search of his scraping tools.

“I said we’ll handle it, ya’ little shit.”

“Man, it’s good to hear your bossy voice.”

“Now don’t start queering on me. Wait, I forgot, el navidad usted
muy amigos con la sefiorita y el magnifico chi-chis.” The butchered
Spanish was further exaggerated by his rising inflections.

“That’s bad, even for you.” He jumped back on the sink.

“Oh, was I uncouth?” Warren said with feigned remorse.

“Yes, as usual. So what about you two? Hatching any kids?”

“Still thinking about it; we might wait for my first million.”

“You'll be rolling in it,” Phillip agreed without sarcasm. A draftee
during Vietnam, Warren was an Army electronics whiz before going to
college on the G.I. Bill to study business and computers. In just a few
years he worked his way into administration for one of the new
computer companies near Seattle.

“It’s bigger than you think, Phil. When every science dork on earth
has a computer, I'll be curious to see if you get on board.”

“I will when they’re more than a pain in the ass.”
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“Your enthusiasm overwhelms me. The time is here, my friend.”

Phillip was watching another car escape the development at a
slug’s pace. We might need the fire hose again.

“Phil?”

“Yeah. So how’s Marilyn?”

“She’s fine; happy about finishing her degree next year. You
haven’t told me if you're still seeing Sophia Loren.”

“Sophia’s Italian, Bozo. Yeah, I'm still seeing her.”

“Well, right arm and farm house,” Warren said in their old
sardonic version of right on and far out. “So, it’s going okay, then?”

Phillip watched the car inch up to the corner to make the turn, a
rolling cloud of ash behind. “We’re doing all right.”

“Doesn’t sound like it. You're knocking on thirty my man; settling
down does have plus sides, ya’ know. La chica es bonita; but I think
maybe she’s mucho for you.”

“Ha, ha. She’s not into her looks at all; she’d rather be in old riding
duds than a dress. She’s a good person, intelligent and—"

“Okay, who are you trying to convince? So what’s the problem?”

“Nothing major; sometimes we don’t get each other very well.”

“That’s normal—news flash, pal, nobody ever gets you.”

“Thanks a lot. You always do, somehow.”

“Yeah? I bet you still don’t own a friggin’ watch. So how did you
piss her off?”

“I didn’t. She says she supports my project, but between the lines it
seems more important to her for us to mess around all summer. I need
to call Putman—sick of having it up in the air.”

“Ahrrrrg, I swears to God almighty, I be knowin’ it,” Warren
interrupted with his energetic if timeworn version of Long John Silver.
“Matey, methinks ye have priorities that be with the wrong sort of
pussies.”

“That’s terrible, but I should consider the source.”

“Okay, Mister Wild Kingdom.” Long John was already gone. “So
the cat deal is the big touchy subject?”
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“No, it’s mostly Stephen. I've told her about some of his bad shit,
but she doesn’t get it. She wants to know him, try out social worker
stuff on him.” Enough. “So tell me how your parents are doing.”

“Changing subjects are we? Well, Mom’s a little freaked by the ash
and Dad’s too old for all this, but they’re doing fine. What about your
dad?”

He doesn’t need more Stephen crap. Phillip stared at a towhee
searching for grubs under the ponderosa, performing its backwards
jump-dance to scratch away the ash.

“Phil? So what’s going on with him?

“Same ol deal.” Make it short. “He’s stuck at a convention in
Chicago—plastered, of course. I pissed him off yesterday on the phone.”

“You did? No more rolling with the punches?”

“I let him get to me—shouldn’t have. Today he was sobered up;
driving a rental back.”

“Phil, I've never stuck my nose in this, but my God, you’ve got
your own life. How long can you watch over him?”

I don’t know. “Time to change subjects again.”

“So you're mad at me for saying that?”

“No, I'm just tired of thinking about him.”

“Okay, so what else is fucked up? We covered your love life, the ash
and you-know-who.”

Phillip chuckled at Warren’s summation. “Your duty’s done.”

“Bull, all this crap coming down, you should’ve given me a call.
Spit it out. What else?”

Phillip sighed. “I pulled one today that’'d make Stephen proud. I
got pissed about nothing; threw a shoe at Ali.”

“That’s pretty hard to believe. Did you hit him?”

He looked over to the TV room for the cat. “No.”

“Now that 1 do believe. Look, everybody does something stupid
once in a while. You know you didn’t really want to hurt the cat; you
couldn’t hit the ocean with a rock, anyway, which is the real reason you
always passed me the ball.”
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“Funny, Warren.”

“Listen, Phil, since I'm hiring somebody I should be finished in a
couple days, then I'll give you a hand before I take off.”

“I don’t want you to do that.”

“You offered to come over and you're the one who’s under all the
pressure. Listen, I want to, so live with it.”

“I just want to see you while you're in town.”

“Fine, when we’re working, if you don’t queer out on me.”

“You're beyond help.”

“Yeah, at least I'm not bummed. Let’s talk tomorrow.”

“Okay.” I should have a lot done by then.

“Take care, ya’ little shit.”

“See you, Big Turd.” He hung up and grimaced toward the ash out
front. Do what you can, then help Warren. If Stephen doesn’t like it, he
can damn well hire someone. Phillip started for the door.

Hang on; make sure she’s not coming. He phoned Sageview, and
Mrs. Rosendall said Lupe was trying to call him before she left on a
grocery run. Phillip made sure she understood it wouldn’t be safe to
travel for at least a day or two. While finishing the conversation, he
located his shoes and told Lupe’s mother he would call back later.

He tied his sneakers then checked for Ali in the usual hangouts,
but he wasn’t around. Phillip went out to inspect the ponderosa and
was glad to find it wasn’t encased like before, so he just shook off the
branches and then turned on the sprinkler. He went out back to fill the
birdfeeder and start the water there before returning to the front yard.

Phillip finished off the narrow row of ash on the garage and then
re-scraped the walks in about an hour and a half. When he started on
the driveway, traces of precipitation sprinkled his face.

Farm house—good ol ° rain—add to the gloom my ass. It turned
into a steady shower, so he dropped the shovel and ran to turn off the
hoses in both yards.

He returned to his shovel and found the wet ash easier to scrape,
and there wasn’t much on the driveway since the deep piles on both
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sides had served as barriers against the wind. As he finished the task,
Phillip watched some people pass by in their cars almost at normal
speed, no clouds tumbling behind.

Start under the eaves? No, better take a half hour to join the parade
before the ash dries up. Let’s see, milk, fruit, bread, and cat food; another
sprinkler maybe; and you can check out the highway.
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Phillip left his tools on an ash mound and went in the house for his
wallet and keys, then came back to the garage. Though it hadn’t been
driven in days, his little pickup started on the first crank of the ignition.
He unconsciously buckled his seat belt—one of his mother’s few rules,
then backed down to the street and drove to the corner. Phillip turned
right and tried to follow the cleared lane, but it was obscured by wet
ash. He slowly approached the fake rock portal that once had
PONDEROSA ESTATES across the top until the sign disappeared one
Halloween, never to be replaced.

On the other side of the arch he turned left on the state road,
where the ash blow-over was still settled, though the rain was letting up.
Between the slow sweeps of his wipers, Phillip made out a peculiar
truck coming toward him from the other direction. It was an ordinary
farm pickup, but the owner had rigged the tail pipe to go up the side so
it was actually venting its exhaust above the cab.

To keep from blowing the ash? Except for the road itself, the
countryside hadn’t been disturbed since the eruption; the drab sage and
tumbleweed seemed to fit right in with the volcanic desolation. Phillip
came to an alfalfa field where the bales lay interred in the ash at regular
intervals like coffins after a battle.
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After a mile of mostly sage and hay, the road notched through the
basalt ridge east of town where a few wind-dwarfed, soil-deprived
ponderosas looked as if they had been dipped in lead fondue. Phillip
turned his head to see the valley, but the town was rendered invisible by
a cloak of unsettled soot, regardless of the rain. He drove to the bottom
of the steep hill, passed a quilt of ashen pear and apple orchards and
came to the city limits sign. It read, W__ OME TO POND_OSA— E
ASP__ OF THE NORTHW___ —its words and tree logo partially
obliterated by splashed mud.

Asp of the north, Snaketown—makes as much sense. Phillip went by
some untouched potato and onion fields, thinking they resembled grey
rice paddies, then he took the turn into town instead of staying on the
road to the junction. As in most of Ponderosa, the first houses he came
to varied from shacks to modest cottages to stuccos. He immediately
took notice of the bright yellow streamers tied to many of the fences,
doors and trees. Wondering why the ribbons stood out so much from
the ash-blanketed homes, Phillip theorized that yellow was rarely
matched with grey, making the contrast even more striking.

The rain had turned to mist, and most residents were out scraping
roofs, walks or driveways; only a few had begun to reclaim their lawns.
One man stood on a ladder with a long pole trying to knock ash from
the branches of one of the mature elms that lined the block. Phillip
turned off his wipers and stopped to watch a skip loader grating over
the street, its massive tires mashing out eddies of pallid dust with each
turn of the wheels. The loader’s scoop dropped a load of ash onto a
vacant lot with a dull thump, causing a cloud to ascend above the
rooftops like the aftermath of a bomb blast. Phillip went on to the
intersection and circumnavigated a pile of ash that was taller than the
street signs.

He came to a block of venerable houses dating back more than a
century, two of them with lofty old ponderosas in their yards. Phillip
gawked at a three-story “mansion” with six-inch layers of undisturbed
ash on every horizontal surface. Though the home looked somber, it
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reminded him of a holiday gingerbread house waiting for its perfection
to be violated.

God, where are they going to put all of it? He drove slowly around
more ash mountains and passed the city park near a cluster of three tall
Protestant steeples and a small Catholic church. Across from Saint Inés,
a corner grocery’s windows were soaped with prices for limén, cilantro
and three things Phillip never heard of: chorizo, tripas and jicama. The
small market was shut tight, and ash had drifted all the way up to the
mail slot in the front door.

He manipulated his way through busy neighborhoods onto Pine
Avenue in downtown Ponderosa, only three blocks long but the hub of
civic activity with the post office, city hall, and fire station. Like the
handful of other drivers on the street, Phillip rolled by in low gear. Only
the drug store, the hardware, and some government offices were open,
their sidewalks cleared of residue. Other businesses like the taverns, the
feed & seed and the barbershop were closed, as was the Sunshine Café,
its gingham-draped windows dark and glowering behind a deep
barricade of ash.

At the end of downtown Phillip passed by the defunct Ponderosa
School, a square brick two-story, now the “Red Cross Disaster Relief
Center,” where numerous cars and trucks were coming and going. He
came to the first of the town’s two traffic lights, blinking red in both
directions like it was three in the morning. Phillip yielded right-of-way
to a station wagon and watched puffs of ash drift behind its tires. It’s
drying up fast.

After that intersection, the town gave way to a mile of orchards
and fields up to a retail strip of gas stations, cafés, convenience stores,
burger joints, fruit stands, bars, a motel, the fast food chicken place, a
bank and the market. They all prospered from the nearby federal
highway, flashing their neon semaphores at night to entice travelers
from passing by the town. As Phillip drove through, about half the
businesses were open but only the convenience stores had a lot of
customers.
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He approached the second traffic light where Pine Avenue and the
U.S. highway met the road Phillip could have stayed on to skirt the
town. Cars streamed on and off the highway, ignoring a temporary
ROAD CLOSED sign. They’re all chancing it before the ash dries.

The market was right at the junction, its gaudy red sign, KURT"S,
revolving above the jammed parking lot. Phillip passed a long line of
vehicles at the main entrance and entered the back driveway. He saw
that the lot hadn’t been re-scraped but the customers were parking in
almost the same spots they would have if the lines were visible. Phillip
had to park at the back, about where he was supposed to during his
days as a checker at the store.

It isn’t this bad on Thanksgiving; must be a zoo in there. He walked
across the lot and chuckled when he saw luxury cars and old beaters
alike with grey mud up to their door handles. As Phillip headed toward
the propped-open automatic doors of Kurt’'s Western Grocery, ash-
dusty patrons hurried by in both directions, except for one man who
pushed his cart off to the side.

“You stay here,” he said urgently to his son, “I'm going back inside
for another limit of bread.”

Oh, what fun. Phillip went in and found all three check stands
bustling, a long queue winding back from each one. Kurt Senior’s
usually cheerful and orderly displays were messy and depleted, his
bright signage mostly old or missing.

Kurt Junior was at the nearest register, and Phillip walked toward
him. Though Kurt played basketball in high school with Phillip and
worked with him in the store for years, they were not good friends. After
along divorce and a short career as a car salesman, Kurt had moved back
home from Four Rivers to take up his father’s long-standing offer of
partnership in the store.

Phillip walked behind the check stand as if he still worked there.
The shiny toes of high-heeled cowboy boots stuck out below Kurt’s
green grocer’s apron. Phillip believed he wore the boots all the time to

compensate for his wiry five-foot-five frame. Kurt was also losing the
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latest battle in his perpetual war against acne. Constellations of in-
flamed red zits pulsed from the bridge of his nose up to his scalp,
vanishing into greasy light-brown hair that some barber had chopped
into a fifty’s-era butch.

“Anything left in this place?” Phillip asked.

“What’s up, Phil,” Kurt said, not really asking, his overbite
accentuating the perpetual I-don’t-get-it look on his face. Though raised
in the Northwest, he had developed a twang to his voice that sounded
something like his favorite country music. “Ya’ fell into the volcano, I
guess,” Kurt tried to joke.

What? Phillip looked down at his mud-caked sneakers. “Yeah,
dirty stuff,” he said, striking the front of his flannel shirt with his palm.
Ash plumed into the air and some mud crust flaked onto the counter.

“Horseshit,” Kurt mumbled, his usual response to any annoyance,
but only Phillip detected the oath. Kurt wiped up the grime and re-
turned to his groceries. “If we had another register, I'd hire you double
pay right now.”

Not for a million. “This is wild; any milk left?”

“Ain’t seen any come through in a while. We put limits on
everythin’ fresh; should be some powdered, same ol’ place.”

“Thanks,” Phillip said as Kurt whipped out and snapped a paper
sack. Where there were usually dozens of grocery carts, Phillip found
three entangled ones. Instead of dealing with that, he grabbed two hand-
carry baskets and headed down a crowded aisle to some cardboard
cases on the floor below a scrawled sign: LIMIT 2 BOX POWDRD
MILK. A slouched elderly man was placing his two rations into a cart.

“...drink this dog piss. Son of a bitch,” the old man muttered and
then glared at Phillip for some imaginary transgression.

“Excuse me,” Phillip said as he reached for two boxes of milk. The
man gave him another dirty look then shuffled away.

Jesus, like I drank all the real milk. He put one box in each basket
and came to an upright freezer, but a lady’s cart blocked the aisle as she
held the door open to choose some meat. She was short and grand-
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motherly, her florid housedress boasting a corsage of yellow ribbons
and tiny U.S. flags.

A man about Phillip’s age stood behind her, jangling car keys
nervously into the side of his leg. He was a foot taller than the lady,
clean-shaven, with perfect blond hair; but his dress slacks, shirt, and
expensive oxfords were splattered with grey mud. The man tilted back
his brand-new flat-billed red baseball hat with a smudged adver-
tisement for MUTUAL FARM on the front.

Mutual Farm is pissed—at her, at everything.

“Make up your mind, will you?” the insurance agent practically
yelled, but the lady continued to ponder the frozen meat as if he didn’t
exist. “For God’s sake,” the man finally said and then leaned right in
front of her to grab a package.

“I was about to choose that,” she stated, impassive.

“Not sometime today you weren’t,” he answered, and hurried away.
Not missing a beat, the lady went back to studying her remaining options.

Didn’t even happen; she just wants her damn meat. He turned side-
ways and made his way past her cart to the cooler across the aisle to
pick up a package of hot dogs. Then, dodging around shoppers and
displays, he made it to the pet food section and gathered more cans than
usual of Ali’s favorite tuna. A tall, thin woman in her thirties looked up
from deciphering scrawls on a long list and firmly poked Phillip’s arm.

“Where’d you get those?” She eyed his baskets through thick
glasses and pointed at them.

“Cat food?”

“No,” she said, flustered, “the powdered milk.”

“Aisle six.” Reverting to his checker days, Phillip forced a smile
and raised his arm in the right direction.

“We’d better get some right now,” she informed her groceries as if
they were shopping partners. The woman lugged a forty-pound sack of
dog food onto her loaded cart then abandoned the stockpile, scurrying
past clumps of shoppers. At the end of the aisle she stopped and faced
Phillip, suspicion on her face.
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No, lady, I'm not after your damn stuff. She took a quick gander at
the others nearby and then disappeared around a stack of toilet paper.
What’s with these people? Get it over with.

Phillip moved efficiently around the familiar market, avoiding
people as if they carried plague instead of provisions. He quickly added
bread, tortilla chips and bean dip to his baskets, and then a can of green
beans and some spaghetti sauce. Finding no palatable fruit in the pro-
duce section, Phillip backtracked for some canned peaches and grape-
fruit and decided to stock up on a jar of his favorite peanut butter. In the
small hardware section he found that all the sprinklers had been sold.

At the magazine rack, he took the next-to-the-last newspaper, a
day-old Four Rivers Tribune with the headline: DIGGING OUT. Finally,
he grabbed a half-case of cola and two candy bars, then stood at the end
of Kurt Junior’s long line, knowing it would be the fastest. Everyone
nearby had at least one full cart; he nodded to a neighbor from Ponder-
osa Estates then to a bus driver from school, and noticed that people
were now mostly smiling and chatting.

God, it’s relief; everyone nailed their precious groceries; now they can
be civil. Two fortyish women in plain summer dresses carried on a
private conversation intended to hold court for anyone within earshot.
He put down his full baskets and tried to read the newspaper.

“...and I see you mainly have limit items,” one lady was saying in
full voice. Phillip thought she sneered with superiority toward his puny
selection of groceries.

The queen of all shoppingdom has a serious nose problem. God, let
me out of here.

“I don’t need the packaged goods,” the other one said. “Our church
believes in being prepared; my basement is well stocked, but as far as
the fresh items, I don’t think these limits are fair to regular customers.”

“Precisely. Their prices are bad enough; always going up, and most
of these people get their groceries in Four Rivers. After all, this store
makes its profit from us, and we shouldn’t be penalized at a time

»

when . ...
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Jesus, shut the hell up. He turned his back to them and faced a very
large woman draped in a flowered purple and yellow moo-moo. A dour
expression on her face, she leaned over her hoard of commodities for
physical support, giving the impression that she was permanently
attached to the cart.

Phillip pushed his baskets forward with one foot and saw some
sequined sandals moving by, snapping with each footfall. They be-
longed to a tall, bony middle-aged woman in a pea-green sleeveless
blouse, and white culottes cinched to the last belt hole. Sunglasses
peered like outsized cat’s eyes from her beehive hairdo held together
with a lime-colored mesh scarf. She spotted the heavy woman and
halted her brimming cart. Phillip could smell some kind of fruity lotion
the new arrival had basted over her taut, well-cooked skin.

Great, now the swimming pool Goddess. With the other two women
yapping right behind, Phillip had no recourse but to face the new
conversation.

“Lee Ann, you bought half the store,” the gaunt lady commented
with an affected, cocky smile.

“Didn’t do so bad yourself,” the moo-moo woman said back.

“This is it, you know. This is the beginning of the tribulations; He
is coming. I hope you’ve been saved, dear.”

“Tell you what, Judith, ask him to bring along the biggest damn
vacuum cleaner he’s got.”

“You mustn’t talk like that, or you will be left behind.”

“Won’t be the first time,” she said, and the evangelist wheeled her
cart away.

Right arm, two points for the moo-moo. Phillip smiled at her briefly
then turned to nudge his baskets ahead. He agonized in line for another
fifteen minutes.

“Phil, ya’ made it.” Kurt’s fingers whizzed over the keys as Phillip’s
purchases finally took their ride down the conveyor belt.

“Man, what a zoo.” Phillip made brief eye contact with Kurt Senior
at the far register; they exchanged cursory waves. “Doesn’t seem to
bother you much,” he said to Kurt.
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“All the way to the bank.” He shoved a straying can to the box boy.

Good ol’ curt-Kurt. Phillip mused over Warren’s high school
nickname for Kurt, who ignored it back then for weeks until some kid
explained that it was more than an annoying repetition of his name.

“Still don’t like it in here, do ya’, Phil,” Kurt said, not expecting nor
looking up for an answer.

What was your first clue? Phillip just watched the hectic scene,
observing that all the employees had tiny yellow ribbons pinned to their
nametags. Senior’s idea.

“You can get two a’ these,” Kurt told him, holding up the loaf of
bread.

“One’ll doit.”

“Not stockin” up much for another wind,” he said, processing the
hot dogs. “Ya’ see the frozen beef that come in before the volcano?” he
asked, sacking the last of the purchases because his helper left for a
larger order.

“Yeah.” Saw two idiots fighting over it.

“Nothin’ like a thick rare steak.”

Yum, with lots of blood.

“Looks like you could use one,” Kurt said. “Nineteen forty-five.”

Another damn health expert. Kurt was glaring at him. “Oh, yeah,
hang on.” Phillip pinched two tens out of his wallet; Kurt took the bills
and fingered change from the tray.

“Four bits and a nickel is twenty.” He handed over the coins, moved
closer and lowered his voice. “Ya’ still seein’ her?” Kurt pretended to
write busily on a pad as he spoke.

“I guess you forgot what I told you,” Phillip said. Because of Kurt’s
gossiping to Stephen, Phillip had already told him that Lupe was none
of his business.

“Horseshit—I'm on your side,” he mumbled behind his hand,
checking for eavesdroppers. “Just tryin’ to tell you some of the ol’
biddies are talkin’ ’bout you an’ her.”

His mom’s little bridge club. “What a surprise.”
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“Don’t matter to me none she’s a beaner.” His last words were
barely audible as he figured fake numbers on the paper.

What a guy. “That’s real good, Kurt.”

“All T know is, she’s fine,” he whispered with a lascivious sneer that
transformed right away into a patronizing smile for the lady in the
moo-moo. Kurt began checking through her items. “So take it easy,
Phil, maybe we’ll double some time.”

When pigs fly. “See ya’, Kurt.” Phillip lifted his two sacks and
maneuvered around people like an adroit halfback eluding tacklers,
finally passing through the doors into the first row of the parking lot.

“Free!” he said out loud, and the old man who was angry about the
milk gave Phillip a disparaging glance from behind the trunk of a huge
Lincoln. Screw you; enjoy your powdered milk. On the way back to his
spot, Phillip intentionally scuffed the thin crust on the ground and
watched ash rise and surround his shoe. Like it didn’t even rain.

He put a couple items in the Styrofoam cooler in back, carrying the
rest up to the seat. Phillip started the motor and exited the crowded
parking lot, but traffic was sending ash into the air again and he could
barely see the vehicles right in front of him. After he made his pickup
creep all the way to the junction, Phillip switched on the headlights
though it was hours before dark.

Doesn’t help much. Turning onto the state road, he looked into his
rearview mirror at what should have been the outskirts of town, but he
only saw his grey wake. Visibility began to improve ahead and there
were no cars, so he shifted into fourth gear at about forty miles per
hour. Before he started up onto the plateau, a pickup and its dense
cloud of ash came toward him. Phillip tapped the brakes, closed his
window and then downshifted as they met, the soot from the other
truck rolling over his windshield like dry steam.

Where in hell is the road? He was all the way down to first gear
when it cleared enough to see the highway, but he maintained a very
slow speed as he started up the hill. Damn guardrail—don’t stop or
you'll get rear-ended. Phillip made it up onto the mesa and wanted to
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cover as much ground as possible before another vehicle could ap-
proach. He shifted through the gears up to forty again and could see
about a hundred feet ahead.

In a couple of minutes he passed a field of alfalfa caskets and
anticipated the sighting of Ponderosa Estates when a sedan materialized
from the cloud behind. Phillip looked through his left-side window and
caught a glimpse of a vanity license plate, XTOPCAD, as the car pulled
even to pass.

You crazy son of a bitch. Phillip removed his foot from the
accelerator so the white Cadillac could get by, and then the pickup was
completely enveloped by the ash cloud.

Damn, can’t see again. He downshifted all the way to first; the
transmission whined with the strain, and Phillip slowed to a crawl, but he
felt the truck going downhill. Shit, I'm off! Instead of turning back up onto
the steep crown, he made a quick decision to brake softly and let it roll
into the ditch. The pickup settled against a telephone pole, which wasn’t
visible until seconds after the soft collision. He rolled down the window
and stuck out his head to see if he could hear the other driver stop.

Bastard’s gone. Reverse; try reverse. The rear-wheel drive truck
slipped back an inch or two; then settled forward. He revved the motor
and tried again. “Shit!” he yelled, and then shut off the ignition. Phillip
sat for a moment; all he could see was the hood and the black pole. Ill
be goddamned. The door, blocked by the embankment, only opened a
few inches. He unbuckled his seat belt, squeezed through the narrow
space and plowed his way in back to size up the situation. The pickup
was settled at about a forty-degree angle, the right side of the frame high-
centered into a three-foot bank of ash scrapings. The air cleared some
more, and he looked at his tire tracks coming down from the road.

If you cranked the wheel, that would’ve rolled it, you did one thing
right. Don’t forget that asshole’s plate—XTOPCAD. He reorganized the
two bags of groceries into even weights, locked the truck, and then
waded through ash up to the crown of the road and started home.
When an occasional vehicle came by, Phillip had to leave the highway
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and wait for the ash-fog to dissipate. One guy going his way stopped to
offer a lift, causing the thickest cloud of all.

It’s probably somebody from Kurt’s. Enough psychos for one day—
it’s not far. He refused the ride, shouting his thanks through the murk
toward a silhouette of the Samaritan’s car, and then climbed up to the
road again. What should have been a ten-minute walk to the house
became a half-hour trek of stops and starts.

At home, Phillip didn’t remove his filthy tennis shoes, hurrying
instead to the kitchen to release the groceries from his fatiguing arms.
He called several towing services without success until Parnell’s Garage
in Ponderosa finally called back to put him on a priority list for the next
morning. Even that, Mrs. Parnell told him, depended on the wind.

It was nearly seven by the time he finished with the calls, the
unnatural early darkness already closing in. This day’s shot, thanks to
that bastard. You could report him. Sure, Mister XTOPCAD probably
owns city hall. May as well start on the house.

Phillip started gathering trash, checking around for signs of Ali as
he worked. Out in the garage he carelessly stuffed some paper into the
garbage can and slit his finger. “Damn,” he said, and walked back to the
kitchen, sucking on the cut. He ran cold water on the small wound and
applied pressure until the bleeding stopped.

When’s the last time you ate? Not really hungry. He opened some
beans anyway and was stirring them when the phone rang. Don’t feel
like talking, not even to her. “Hello,” he said, thinking he did a fair job of
not sounding brusque.

“What’s with you?” Stephen asked in a composed tone.

“Nothing, where are you?” And how wasted?

“South Dakota. Still looks like goddamn Iowa to me.” A television
blabbed in the background.

Beer joint. “You got pretty far. Where you staying?”

“Motel. Expected to see Indians by now. My friend Al here says not
until tomorrow.”

Hang on, Al; he’s only two sheets to the wind.
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“You clean up in there yet?”

Got started. “Yeah,” Phillip said.

“I bet. You get my car?”

“No, the highway’s still closed.”

“Get it tomorrow, then.”

“If I can.” He stirred his beans, turning down the heat.

“It’s six damn bucks a day.”

“Well, maybe the State Patrol will open up just for me.”

“Don’t be a wise-ass.” His voice was still subdued, not as sharp as
his words.

Wait till he hears this. “I have to get my truck first.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s in a ditch. I was lucky I didn’t roll it; this guy passed me in—"

“Leave it to you; I thought the roads were closed.”

“It rained just enough to get to town for food.”

“Jesus. So you went in for some junk, but you couldn’t get my car.”

“Wasn’t time; you don’t know what it’s like here.” Blood resur-
faced on his finger.

“You’re breaking my heart.”

Go to hell, Stephen. With the phone on his left shoulder, he held his
hand under the faucet again.

“So, is that piece of Jap-crap still running?”

Running circles around your Chevy. “It’s just stuck. Parnell’s going
to help me tomorrow if the wind doesn’t blow.”

“Why tomorrow? No reason he can’t take ten minutes to pull
you out.”

“Are you even listening? I'm lucky to be on his list; not going to
argue about it.”

“Just see if you can get my damn car tomorrow.”

“I'll do what I can.” He shut off the water.

“Jesus Christ.”

Guess that’s not good enough.

When Phillip didn’t respond, Stephen spoke again. “I'm a couple
days away, I'll make the middle of Montana tomorrow.”

Depending on beer stops.
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“Are you there, for God’s sake?” Stephen asked, still not overly
irritated.

“Yeah.” He switched the beans to simmer.

“So she’s going with you to the airport?”

Surprised he remembers. “I'm not sure.”

“Just don’t let her drive my car.”

“God forbid. How was your little talk with her?”

“You already asked me.”

Remembers that, too. “You didn’t tell me anything.”

“All right, Miss goody two-shoes called about your health. I
should’ve said it was none of her business.”

“But you didn’t.” Dad didn’t.

“I told her you look like shit.” His tone was matter-of-fact.

Not in those words.

“She’s roping you in. Jesus, will you ever regret it.”

“That’s none of your damn business,” he said, his rancor growing.
“I'll make real sure she doesn’t call you again. Let’s just drop it.”

“You brought it up. Just don’t expect me at any kike-beadsnapper
wedding,” Stephen said, and then laughed.

“That’s one of the stupidest things you ever said,” Phillip told him,
but Stephen just started grumbling aside to the bartender. What’s he
saying? Ordering another one—shit. “How much more are you going to
drink, Steve?” He said the name with loathing.

“What did you say?”

“You heard me,” Phillip said, losing control. “Drink any more and
you can’t drive. Why don’t you just use your goddamn brains and go to
bed?” he shouted.

When Stephen spoke, his voice was muffled, emotionless. “Tell you
what, wise-ass, you can just go to hell.” He hung up on Phillip again.

I'll be a son of a bitch. The phone in his left hand, Phillip furiously
swept his other arm across the sink, forcing dirty dishes to tumble into
the basin. A stoneware plate and some drinking glasses shattered on the
stainless steel.

“Hah! I'll just leave that for you, goddamn ol’ lush.” He glowered at
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the silent phone and then slammed it twice into the holder, not letting
go. On the second blow, the casing burst open and pieces of plastic
and metal ricocheted off the floor. The broken apparatus hung by
wires and screws from the wall, and Phillip dropped the dead receiver
onto the counter.

What a shame, fix the other one, too. He made it to the poolroom
in several long strides then lifted the desk phone as if to throw it at
Stephen’s Korean flag, but he stopped and just switched off the ringer.
There, I'm not able to come to the phone right now. He walked back to
the kitchen sink, sighed deeply, and felt his fury begin to steal away.
Though it was nearly dark, he looked toward the ponderosa, but the
window caught the kitchen lights and his reflection. What’s with you,
Phillip? You just start busting shit up? Maybe you can find the cat and
terrorize him some more.

He noticed fresh blood from a long gash on the back of his wrist,
and his finger was bleeding again. Phillip put his lower right arm under
the cool tap water, applied pressure with his other hand, and then
returned to his airy image in the window.

There you are, dumb shit; take it easy, it’s okay here. Stephen was so
calm: Tell you what, wise-ass, you can just go to hell. He wasn’t even
that drunk, so you just piss him off anyway. Phillip lapsed into a semi-
trance and by the time he came to, the ends of his fingers were shriveled
like raisins.

Go to bed. He walked sluggishly through the kitchen, then down
the hallway to his room and lay down on top of the blankets. At least I
got to talk to him this morning. Tears came again, but this time they
didn’t stop until his cheek was cold from the wet pillow. Before ten
o’clock, he was asleep.
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Eleven hours later, Phillip woke up with a sore arm and a mild head-
ache. He checked the spot next to his feet where Ali liked to sleep in the
mornings. Still gone—damn. When he lifted his arm to sit up, there was
dried blood on the blanket where his arm was resting. What the— He
touched the injury with his other hand. Lot of blood for a little cut.

Still drowsy, Phillip dragged his work clothes to the bathroom sink
and let them fall to the floor behind. He cleaned and medicated his
wrist, taping it with gauze because the wound hadn’t clotted well. After
dispensing with minimum necessities, he put on his clothes and ambled
toward the kitchen, still groggy, looking for Ali. He stopped at the
hallway window, pushed the pane to the side and took in the calm
morning.

The rain cleaned off my tree; looks good. It'll be there when we’re all
dead and buried, a hundred and fifty feet tall, unless some dickhead cuts
it down. You're wasting time; should’ve been out there by now.

In the kitchen Phillip grimaced at the sight of the shattered dishes
and the demolished telephone. He saw the light on the stove and found
his beans; they had simmered all night, turning to a round, brown
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