Ashes

| was ten years old when my father left us. The next day Mount St. Helens erupted and a
lot more people disappeared. I’ve always tried not to imagine the two things were connected in

some way, but I think they were.

The dormant volcano started to rumble a couple of months before it blew. My big brother
Jeremy and | thought it was the coolest thing ever. VVolcanoes were only real in Hawaii and
science fiction movies, yet, about an hour from our house in Eastern Washington, Mount St.
Helens came to life. We’d watch the updates on the news and cheer every time it released some
steam or clouds of ash. We especially loved Harry Truman. Not the president, but the old guy
that lived up by Spirit Lake, just a few miles from the smoking volcano. Nearby towns and
villages were evacuated. But not Harry. He stayed. In defiance of the forest service and the
National Guard and the cops. He told one of the news stations, “I grew up on this mountain and I

ain’t leaving.”
Jeremy and | would high five when we talked about Harry.
“He’s got it figured out,” Jeremy said. “No one’s telling him what to do.”
“Would you leave?” I asked Jeremy. “You know, if you were in Harry’s place?”
“No fuckin’ way,” he said. “I’d build a wall around my house.”

| laughed, because at ten, nothing was cooler than hearing my thirteen year old brother
use the word ‘fuck.’

“I’d stay, too,” I responded after I stopped giggling. “But I think I’d be a scared.”

“What’s to be scared of, Benj? Some lava, some steam?” Jeremy punched my shoulder,

“You could handle it. You’re tough. Like me.”

| always hoped that was true.

*k%k



On Saturday, May 17", T asked my dad if I could stay at friend’s house overnight. He

said, “Sure.” It was the last word he ever spoke to me.

Sunday morning | rode my bike home and watched thunderclouds roll in from the west.
Big black clouds that menaced the skies unlike any storm I’d seen before. I scanned for lighting,
to try and judge how far away it might be, not sure if I'd get home before the downpour soaked
me. But nothing flashed. The cloud swallowed everything in its path. Raindrops never came.
Instead, grey flakes and yellow flecks started falling from the sky. Floating down from the cloud
that obliterated the sun. | wheeled my bike into the driveway and my mom stood in the garage
watching the sky. She saw me pedal up and waved frantically, “Get in here, Benjamin. Right
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now.
| rarely heard fear in my mother’s voice.

She pulled the garage door down behind me so quickly it grazed the rear tire of my bike.
“What’s...?” I started.

“It erupted,” she said and grabbed my hand, she looked like she might have been crying.

“Wind is coming our way, radio says to stay inside.”
“Where’s Dad and Jeremy?”
“Jeremy is already in the basement,” she answered, “And your father is out.”
“Out?” My voice was panicked. “Out where? He needs to come home right now!”
“He’ll be fine, Benjamin.”

She paused and I thought she was about to say more, but she didn’t. She dragged me
down to the basement where we huddled for the remainder of the day listening to the radio,
trying to adjust the antennas on the TV to get the best reception, learning as much as possible.

Slowly. The way we did back in those days.

At some point, Jeremy and | pulled a couple of folding chairs over to the far wall and
stood on them to stare up through one of the basement windows. | think it was evening, but it
was hard to keep track of time because of the darkness. The little area outside the window filled
with ash. At least an inch of fine grey powder mixed with specks of black and yellow.



“Charcoal and sulfur,” Jeremy stated. He pointed to the various particles. “Radio says it

could be toxic.”

Just outside the window a small spider tried to navigate its web. Its legs coated with the

falling ash. Jeremy tapped on the window. “Go find a hole, stupid spider.”

We watched it struggle, its movements more and more unnatural. “Where do you think
Dad is?” I asked. “He shouldn’t be out in the ash either.”

“Dad’s fine,” he replied without looking at me. “He can take care of himself.”

His voice had a waver in it that | ignored. “What about Harry,” I asked, “do you think

he’s okay?”

Jeremy turned on me then. “Have you listened to anything? Seen the pictures on TV?” he
nearly screamed at me. “It didn’t erupt, it exploded. They said it’s maybe a thousand feet shorter

than it was yesterday.”

“But Harry...Harry said he wasn’t scared.” I answered. I heard the tremble in my voice

that meant tears.
“Jesus, Benj, Harry is smoked.”
The waver in Jeremy’s voice harder to ignore.

“That’s what’s falling on us right now. That mountain, the burnt trees, the burnt animals.
Whatever is left of Harry.” He pointed toward the outside. “The sun is gone, Benj. Mom says it

could be years before everything is cleaned up.”
“Are you scared?” I asked him.

He climbed off the chair and stalked to a different corner of the basement. He didn’t

answer.

*k*k

We stayed in the basement until Monday. School was cancelled, everything was
cancelled really. I’d go back and stand on the folding chair every hour or so and peek into the
window well, looking for signs of the spider. Sometime early Monday morning I finally saw it.



Covered in ash, not moving. Two of its legs splayed forward in surrender. | tapped the window
lightly, hoping to see that it survived. “Dumb spider,” I whispered, trying to mimic Jeremy.
“Should have found a hole.”

When Mom finally allowed us upstairs around noon, we peered through the kitchen
window. Light trickled from the streetlamps, filtered through floating grey haze. Ash covered
everything. The roads, the lawn, the roofs of the houses. Faded footprints were embossed in the

ash in the middle of the street. I didn’t like the idea of someone being out there walking around.

Jeremy saw the footprints too and he pointed at them. “Hey, look Benj, Harry’s ghost is

coming for us.”
“Stop,” I said. “That’s not funny.”
“They’re just footprints,” he laughed. “Nothing to be scared of.”

| could hear the waver in his voice again. He tried to hide it under the laughter. |

squeezed my mother’s hand. “When’s Dad coming home?” I asked.

“Don’t go outside,” my mother replied and nodded toward the footprints. “No one should
be out in this. The radio says we shouldn’t breathe the ash.” She grabbed our shoulders, harder

than I’d ever felt my mom grab me. “You boys hear me?”
“Yes,” we mumbled in unison.
“Your father drove to San Diego. He’s not coming home.”

She went back down to the basement and left Jeremy and | to stare into the colorless grey
of the afternoon.

**k*k

Jeremy and | remained close. Through high school and college and into adulthood. It may
sound cliché, but I consider him my best friend. We lived together for a few years after |
graduated UW. Then | moved to Portland for work and he stayed in Washington, a suburb above
Seattle. Every year we’d get together for my birthday and spend a weekend camping. We only
missed a few, one the year cancer took Mom, and another when | was going through a divorce.



“This is a big one,” he chuckled over the phone. “The big five-oh! Where we going this

year? You only turn fifty once.”

“Might be tough this year,” I started, “This pandemic thing is closing stuff down. It

sounds like a lot of national parks and forests are shutting down.”

“That shouldn’t stop us,” he replied. “Might even make it better. No one around, some

solitude. Where you thinking?”

I paused, I’d been stewing on it for a few years, but hadn’t made the leap yet. I figured

turning fifty was the push I needed. “St. Helens.”

He laughed. “I’d been wondering when you might get around to it, Benj. Have you been

up there?”
“No,” I answered? “You?”

“Clare and I took the girls, maybe ten years ago, when we drove over to Spokane to see

Mom. We only spent the morning there. Looks like a mountain and a forest.”
“That’s where I want to go,” I said.
“Maybe we’ll find Harry,” he laughed.

| laughed, too. At least I hoped it sounded like a laugh.

**k*k

We found a clearing near Spirit Lake just east of Harry’s Ridge. Named after the late,
great Harry Truman, the one that was not the president. We pulled the car off the road and hiked
in. The park, of course, closed. We joked about being too old to go to jail and having good

enough savings to pay the fines if we got caught.

Jeremy pulled a small spade from his pack. “I heard,” he said, “you can still find ash out

here.”

He chunked it into the soft earth and in short order dug a hole about ten inches deep.
Then he hit it. Like a vein of gold ore in one of those old mines. A thin line of grey running

through the dark soil.



“Holy shit,” I whispered. “I didn’t think I ever wanted to see volcanic ash again.”
“Pretty cool, right?” He smiled.

“I don’t know,” I answered. “It feels a little like we shouldn’t disturb it, you know? Like

that was a whole different time.”

“It was,” Jeremy said. “You remember that day? Man, I was so scared. That darkness was
something. I thought that was the way the world was going to be forever.” He stood and kicked

the dirt back into the hole. “Perspective is weird.”
“Sometimes I hope the volcano got Dad, just like it did Harry,” I said.

“That’s pretty dark, Benj.” He tamped his foot down, trying to repack the hole. “But I get

it.” He seemed satisfied with his work and looked at me. “Come on.” He started walking again.
“It seem quiet here?” I asked.

“Park’s closed,” Jeremy answered. “No people, no vehicles. No one trying to get that
perfect shot of the mountain or the wildlife with their drone. We are so alone. Of course it’s

quiet.”
“No birds, no insects?”

He stopped and gave me a surprised look. He turned toward the trees and then back to

me. “Huh. I hadn’t noticed. Weird.” He shrugged. “We still have a ways to walk.”

We hiked another three miles and set up camp at the edge of a meadow where it butted up
against the young forest. Our conversation, the occasional clank of our equipment, and the

crackle of the fire being the only sounds we heard until we zipped the tent flap shut that night.

*k*k

| woke the next morning in my sleeping bag, staring up at the roof of the tent, and
watched a spider make its way slowly down the outside. Each leg moving with intent. | wanted
to sit up and whack the inside of the tent, send the little creature away, my arms wouldn’t
respond. | could only watch its legs scritch across the nylon. I tried to turn and see if Jeremy was

awake but I couldn’t move. Couldn’t open my mouth. Couldn’t breathe. And the spider crawled



ever so slowly. | heard my voice, it screamed inside my head. The spider’s front feet opened a

small hole in the tent and it pushed its body through. It knew something.
| squeezed my eyes shut.

When they opened, the spider was gone and Jeremy was crawling from his sleeping bag.
He unzipped the flap.

“Want some coffee?” he rubbed his face.

We pushed the flap open, the morning sun in our faces, stood and stretched. “I’1l get a

fire going,” I offered.

Jeremy didn’t respond. He stared at the ground. | followed his gaze down and stopped
when | saw the footprints. Grey prints tracking through the dewy grass and weeds, across the
meadow and toward the lake. The morning sun outlined their shape against the shadow of the

grass.

Jeremy snorted. “You needed to pee last night? Why didn’t you just walk over to the

trees? I didn’t hear you get up.”
“Pretty good,” I responded. “You almost sound convincing.”

“Those aren’t mine.” He turned to look at me. Something in his look unsettled me.

“Really. Are you messing with me?”

I patted him on the shoulder. “T get it. A fun Happy Birthday prank for your little
brother.”

“Seriously,” he stared at me, “those aren’t mine.” He knelt and looked more closely at the
track. “Maybe a deer? Or an elk?” He said without much conviction. We both knew they were no

animal prints. He touched the track, twice as big as his hand. “What are you wearing?”’
“Timberlands.”

“Me too.” He rubbed his finger against his thumb. “This looks like the tread I had on my
Rockports when I was a kid. And this,” he showed me his finger, “this looks like ash.”

*k%k



We followed the trail for a little over a mile. Jeremy carried his rifle, I watched our
position with the GPS on my phone. Then the prints vanished. I don’t mean they faded or
became hard to track, | mean it was as if whoever made them simply flew away. Footprints, then
no footprints. Neither of us spoke. Somewhere behind us, near our camp a bird screeched and we

both twitched at the first sound we’d heard in several hours.

“Well that’s fucked,” I said. “Stranger walks through our camp last night and

disappears.”

“You sure it wasn’t you?” Jeremy looked over his shoulder at me, his face lit by the sun

behind us.

“Yes,” I said, “I hid some old boots away and hiked out here in the middle of the night,

then flew back to camp so there wouldn’t be any tracks the other direction.”
“You’re right,” he nodded, “this is fucked.” Then he grinned. “Maybe it’s Harry.”
“That’s almost funny,” I shot back. “But I’m not a kid anymore.”
And despite the morning sun beating down on us, | felt a chill push through me.

We walked back toward camp. The insects and birds, even the creaking of the forest,
returned. Like someone had flipped a switch. | could make out the tent in the tall spring grass

when Jeremy spoke.
“You really think the volcano got Dad?”
“Mom said he moved to San Diego and got remarried.”

“I know, but what if she just said that. | mean what happened. Why’d he leave? Where’d
he go?” Jeremy stepped on one of the footprints, they faded as the morning sun dried the grass
and a light wind pushed the ash away. “We agreed to never look for him. Fuck him, right? But

sometimes don’t you get curious?”

“It’s my birthday, man. We’ve spent too much time this weekend, our whole lives,
talking about Dad.” Jeremy put a hand on my shoulder and nodded. We walked a few more steps
like that then I said, “The ash, it got him. Swallowed him up. Took him away.” I looked at
Jeremy. “That’s what happened.”



My brother raised his face toward the vast expanse of blue above us, “I can live with
that.”

**k*

Each of us tried to pretend the footprints meant nothing. Just some other dude catching
some solitude, knowing the park would be closed and empty. We hiked, took pictures, cooked a
delicious campfire meal, drank beer, and watched the embers burn down to nothing. We tried to
outdo each other identifying constellations. Eventually we climbed into the tent, zipped the flap

shut, a slipped into the sleeping bags.
“Got your rifle?” I asked.
“Damn straight.” He replied

We both laughed. It reminded me of our laughter forty years earlier.

*k*k

The sun was already warming the tent when | woke the next morning, probably one too
many beers the night before. The smell coffee and the crackle of a new fire filled the air. Jeremey
already up and starting the day. I rolled onto my back and stared up at the top of the tent. It was

covered. With the spider from the morning before and about two hundred of its closest friends.

Thousands of legs scratching along the nylon. Their shadows elongated as the mass
moved down the side of the tent toward the open flap. My arms and legs frozen in place. | tried

to raise my head to call for help.

“Jeremy...” I wheezed and clenched my eyes until fireworks danced across the inside of
my eyelids.

| counted to ten and opened them again. The spiders were gone.

| kicked out of the sleeping bag and scrambled from the tent into the morning. It was no
different than the day before. Clear blue skies, a pot of coffee percolating on the campfire. A
warm sun hitting the side of my face. | breathed it in. A good fiftieth birthday, spiders
notwithstanding.



“Where’s the mugs?” I asked and crouched digging through the packs. My brother didn’t

answer and I stood and scanned the tree line. “Jeremy?” I called.

Then saw the footprints. Like the morning before, heading away from camp, except this
time there were two sets, side by side. Both filled with grey ash. “Jeremy?” I tried again, and

then, much more quietly, “Harry?”

I don’t remember how long I stood there, not believing what I was seeing. | followed the
footprints for almost two miles before they vanished. I screamed Jeremy’s name, staggered
through the surrounding area, and ran in ever widening circles, sure I’d find something. |
searched for five hours. Certain that he was going to appear from behind a tree or a rock,
laughing hysterically. Positive that the volcano couldn’t have taken someone else. I rubbed the
ash from the tracks between my hands hoping to appease Harry or whatever walked through the

deserted forests surrounding Mount St. Helens.

At one o’clock, | stumbled back into camp and slumped to the ground next to our firepit.

| cried, steadied my voice, and used the last of my phone’s battery to call for help.

*kxk

It took the forest service team almost two more hours to get to me. | tried to show them
the footprints, but the sun and the wind had erased any evidence. They searched for two weeks.

No trace of Jeremy was found.

The police asked a lot of questions. So did Jeremy’s wife Clare. I think the police
believed me pretty quickly, Jeremy had simply disappeared. Walked out into the forest at night
and been attacked by something or fallen into one of the deep ravines that appeared after the
eruption. They were confident his body would be found eventually. They offered their

condolences and fined me for being in the park.

Clare was a different story. She was convinced I’d done something horrible. At the very
least | was responsible for taking Jeremy out into the wilderness where he could disappear. She
refused to return calls or emails. She had a lawyer contact me to let me know if I didn’t stop

trying to get in touch with her, there would be a restraining order. Or worse.

That’s been three years now.



| often think about the volcano and how the official count has been debated. Most places
report that about fifty-seven people died in the explosion that day back in 1980. Some of the
presumed dead may not have actually died and some that went missing may not be in the body
count. | wonder if a car on its way to San Diego ever made it. | wonder how many more people

the mountain has taken since then.

I no longer sleep very well and, if | am being honest, it’s been a lot longer than that.
Closer to forty two years that | wake up and see spiders crawling across the ceiling. | never told
my brother, or my ex, or my mother. Sometimes | squash them with my shoe. Other times I close
my eyes again and hope they go away. | think about the spider outside the basement window the
day the ash came.

I quit my job in Portland last week before they could fire me. | put my house on the

market. | told the realtor to give the money to Clare.

Tomorrow I’m getting in the car. I’'m driving up to Washington and to that volcano. The
one that took my dad, that took my brother. Evaporated Harry Truman. I’'m going to take a tent
into a distant meadow and wait for a thing that makes footprints filled with ash.

| hope whatever took my father and my brother will take me.

| hope.



