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Author’s Note


While inspired in part by real places and events, Memories of an Ash Covered Sky is a work of fiction. All characters, dialogue, and narrative elements are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, is purely coincidental.


I’ve taken creative liberties with various aspects of law enforcement, aerial and ground-based firefighting, and local government response. Though I conducted extensive research and consulted with professionals in the region, my goal was never strict factual accuracy. This story is grounded in emotional truth, character depth, and narrative flow, not procedural precision.

Out of deep respect for the real men and women who serve our communities with bravery and integrity, I chose to change the names of all fire districts, police departments, and public agencies referenced in the novel. If any detail in the story diverges from real-life operations or protocol, it is entirely the product of fiction, not a reflection of the incredible work performed by first responders in Southern Oregon and beyond.

The work these men and women did during the Almeda Fire was beyond reproach. Their courage, coordination, and tireless commitment in the face of overwhelming devastation saved lives and gave hope when it was needed most.

To the firefighters, law enforcement officers, and emergency personnel who put their lives on the line every day, thank you. Your service, dedication, and sacrifice are appreciated more than you can imagine.

Mike Walters

























"Family should be the place where you

can be your most complete self. Where



you're accepted and appreciated,


seen and valued, even in

moments of disagreement."







Oprah Winfrey ​




Thoughts

Fire reflects the quiet devastation that can fester within families, often unnoticed until it’s too late. The unraveling begins with small sparks of resentment, misunderstandings, unspoken words, unmet expectations, that gradually grow and spread.

Just as flames strip the land bare, a lack of empathy erodes the core of family life. Warmth fades into cold indifference, turning loved ones into strangers. Trust becomes fragile, vulnerable to the smallest spark, a lie, betrayal, or broken promise, and suddenly, everything ignites.

Flames consume everything in their path, much like the absence of communication can hollow out a family. Strong connections fade into shallow interactions, leaving delicate fragments of healthy connectivity. Land will heal in time, but the wounds of fractured relationships can linger, if unaddressed, forever.

Destruction isn’t just about losing possessions; it’s about losing connection. Lack of communication exposes the slow erosion of relationships, falling apart not in one sudden blaze, but over years of neglect and silence, fueling the destruction of families.

In the deepest canyons of estrangement and destruction, a path home still exists. The clouds of anger and disappointment may obscure a parent’s love, like dense fog in the night, but that love is never extinguished. Healing requires courage, vulnerability, and a shared willingness to mend the broken threads of the past. For a child, the journey back begins with an unwavering belief that they are welcome, that the door will always remain open.






























Memories of An Ash Covered Sky


Newfound Clarity


Sky Wilson trudged down an endless, urine-soaked street in Fog City, her senses dulled to the stench of concrete, waste, and rot. She didn’t notice it anymore, not most days. But sometimes, her nose would wake up and slap her with the full weight of the filth she lived in.

She scanned the street, unsure where she’d crash tonight. Her eyes caught a ragged sign taped to a door beneath a flickering light. The door hung open, revealing a dreary staircase.

There’s Hope For the Planet, the sign read, with smaller print below: Masks encouraged.

Sky let out a dry laugh. Hope? For this place?

She reached into her back pocket, pulled out a tattered photograph, and stared at it for a moment before shoving it back into her filthy jeans.

Twenty-five months and nineteen days on the street had made certain habits hardwired, scanning for threats, exits, opportunities.

Water dripped from the staircase above, the railing rusted and corroded by years of salty Pacific air.

A low hum floated from below.

She eyed the stairs. Maybe there was a corner she could hide in for the night, maybe longer if luck smiled on her. Luck. A cruel word. A liar.

She pulled her oily auburn hair into her collar, zipped her tattered black Patagonia jacket, and wiped the grime from her face with a rough hand. The jacket was a godsend, a gift from an aunt who’d found a better life in Sweden. Sky often thought about leaving too, but fear, and something like hope, kept her tethered. The staircase creaked beneath her boots as she descended. At the bottom, a folding table sat against the wall. A box of blue surgical masks rested beside a crusted bottle of sanitizer.

She tugged out a foul-smelling handkerchief from under her shirt, sniffed, grimaced, and tossed it aside in favor of a clean mask. She rubbed sanitizer over her hands, then over her face, chasing dirt she could never quite scrub away.

"I thought the pandemic was over," she muttered.

A clipboard waited. She grabbed the pen.


Name: Sky Wilson



Address: The Streets



Phone: No Thanks



Email: AreYouFuckingJoking@Nowhere.com


Irritated, she dropped the pen. It hit the table with a dull thud. Eyes turned. She shrank, willing herself invisible. A beat. Then another. The stares faded.

Sky slipped into the last row, a creaky chair giving way beneath her. She counted the people in the room; twenty-one. She always counted. At eleven, her favorite number, she paused. A woman sat there, tired but alive. Sky wondered what her story was.

A tall man at the front gripped a battered podium, knuckles white, voice unsteady. The scruff on his face didn’t match the uneven fire in his words.

Sky’s old drama teacher would’ve torn him apart for faking it.

Her body ached. She shifted, trying to focus.

"Humans are the problem," he said. "The planet is at stake. The planet wants to eradicate us."

Sky smirked. "Eradicate us? What a dick."

She wasn’t done with this planet. Not yet. She wanted more. A partner. A tiny home. A dog, maybe a cat. A kitchen where she could learn to bake sourdough. Quiet weekends by a lake.


The planet didn’t need saving, it adapted, rolled with the punches, threw a few of its own, then went about its business, indifferent to the humans roaming its surface.
People scrambled, tripped over themselves, clung to life, and tried to figure out how to do better next time.



His words kept coming, but she tuned them out. She felt the ocean chill creep in, rubbed her arms, squeezed her legs for warmth. Summer, but it didn’t matter. How in the hell can I feel cold in summer?


She glanced around. Some in the room looked like her, lost, maybe homeless. She envied the speaker’s conviction, even if it was bullshit. At least he seemed to believe in something.

She closed her eyes. No images, no escape. She struggled to dream at all anymore.

Blinking hard, she pulled the photograph again and unfolded it. The crease cut between bodies, a sharp, painful line of separation.

She stared. The distance between them felt like an ocean. With sudden clarity, she knew, she wanted to close that distance.

Was she ready?

She didn’t know.

She wanted to go home.

Despite what she did.

Despite what she let happen.



Life-Altering Event

Pushing north over Talent, Oregon, southeast winds swept across the Siskiyou Mountain range at twenty to twenty-five miles per hour. The small southwestern town rested under a dark star-filled sky, unaware that today would bring more than oppressive hot arid weather.

Murphy Wilson, chief of Talent-Phoenix Fire District, serving the communities of Ashland, Talent, and Phoenix, struggled with another sleepless night. His dry, burning eyes squinted at the Scrabble board on his phone. He fumbled through his pack for his reading glasses, finding only pens, business cards, charging cords, loose change, and what appeared to be granola crumbs.

After several minutes of frustration, he wiped the sweat from his brow and accidentally knocked something from his head. It clattered to the floor, sliding under his cot.

He chuckled when he realized they were his glasses. Fishing them out, he brushed off a dust bunny.

Pleased they were intact, he popped his neck to relieve tension, wiped the lenses with his t-shirt, and rested the reading frames on his ears.


Staring back at his phone the word Javelin came to mind, bringing a surge of satisfaction. He dragged the tiles into place on the phone’s screen, scoring eighty-three points. Satisfied with the win, he turned off the phone and stepped onto the fire station’s rear patio.


Warm summer air greeted him as he debated whether to grab an acid reflux tablet or ignore the discomfort. He stared at the moon, then turned his gaze eastward toward Grizzly Peak. The mountain, named after Old Reelfoot, the last known grizzly bear in southern Oregon, loomed under the moonlight. Wilson thought of the dry conditions, recalling one of his favorite sounds; the crunch of twigs, leaves, and pine needles under his fast-rolling bicycle tires.

Smoke from Pacific Northwest fires blanketed the surrounding mountains, creating an eerie haze. Overnight, the wind shifted, bringing low air quality back into the valley. The moon, undeterred, tried to pierce through the smoky night and offer a flicker of comfort.

Rubbing his eyes, Wilson muttered, “I should’ve been a meteorologist.” He returned inside to his cot; certain the sleeping condition shortened his life with every restless night.

Fire chiefs rarely sleep at the station, that’s for the “sleepers,” the ones who stay overnight. But Wilson, married to the job, kept a cot in his office and used it now and then. He wasn’t sure if the sacrifice was worth it. His health was slipping, and the lack of real sleep was catching up with him.

When his girlfriend was away for work or visiting family, he preferred the station’s noise and activity over an empty house filled with sad memories.

Mumbling about the need to exercise and eat better, he slipped off his black Crocs and put them under the bed, ensuring the position wouldn’t slow him down in an emergency. Sinking onto the edge of the squeaky cot, he rested his head in his hands and forced deep breaths, grateful the Rogue Valley remained fire-free this season. Exhausted, Wilson made a firm decision about his future.

He thought of his home, a peaceful retreat nestled in the Siskiyou foothills near Talent, Oregon. Memories of playing in the fields and hiding in the barn flooded his mind. At fifty-three, he longed for the worry-free days of childhood. Retirement beckoned, but he considered if the timing ever felt right. Thirty-two years as a firefighter was enough. Right?

Chief Wilson shifted his thoughts to his unfinished Mercedes Sprinter van parked in the barn. He dreamt of completing the interior retrofit, loading his gravel bike and fishing gear, and escaping. The chief wondered if his partner, Sandi, would join him, likely with the condition of staying in a nearby hotel.

The relentless pressures of life pushed him toward change. The fear of a heart attack, like the one that claimed his father too soon, loomed over him. Thoughts of family led him to his estranged daughter. Where was she? Did she resent him? Hate him? He shuddered at the thought, if she was even alive.

He longed for reconciliation but doubted he deserved it. Love warred with the regret of his past mistakes as a parent. Shaking off the negativity, he turned his focus to what he could control.

For the third time this year, Wilson resolved to write a resignation letter, short and final. He lifted himself off the scratchy wool blanket. His eyes scanned the cold, sterile office, with its rough brick walls covered in cheap frames holding accolades and medals. Reaching for the Tylenol on the nightstand, he tried to recall when he last took a dose.

Overcome with exhaustion, he decided the letter could wait. Swallowing a couple of tablets, he set down the white plastic container and lay back. He told himself to relax and focus on meaningful sleep.

Drifting into a rare moment of relaxation, he imagined riding his gravel bike with Sandi through the Painted Hills of Eastern Oregon. The sweeping countryside and rolling roads brought a sense of calm. His body relaxed, thoughts of retirement filled him with quiet satisfaction, and his mind slipped into sleep.

Chief Wilson couldn’t have imagined what the next day would bring, a life-altering event that would challenge him and change thousands of lives across the breathtaking valley he’d spent all his adult life protecting."



Let Me Guess

Theodore Daley, Teddy to his friends and familiar acquaintances, pressed the accelerator of the modified golf cart’s floor. Garden utensils shook and rattled behind him as the tires of the decade-old cart bounced over dilapidated, annoying speed bumps. He released his foot from the accelerator and slammed the brake pedal to the floor. The cart groaned as the brakes seized but worn brake pads prevented the utility vehicle from screeching to a halt as he desired. The company would have to buy him a new cart at some point he reckoned. His plan was to run this one into the ground, then maybe, just maybe, they would purchase one of the new Carryall 700s from Club Cart he’d been Googling the past year. He wanted more hauling space, and fewer trips back and forth to the maintenance shed for increased efficiency. Which meant happier tenants. Happier tenants meant fewer complaints in Payne Creek Estates. How could ownership not understand this? His eight-year-old granddaughter, Emma, understood. Every time she spent a weekend with him while her mother went hiking on the PCT, she asked him.

“Grandpa, why don’t you have a bigger cart? We keep having to go back and forth to the shed. If you had a bigger cart, you could save time.” She always looked up at him with the clearest brown eyes Teddy’s ever seen in a human being. Pigtails, usually with some pink scrunchies, pulled hair away from silken smooth skin and drew a smile from anyone, promising everything will be okay in the world.

Teddy would pat her on the head, smile back, and respond, “Correct, little one. I wish you were my boss. You would make sure I have everything needed to do the job properly. I know you would.”

“I would, Grandpa.” Emma, like a programmed robot, would turn her head, look straight ahead, and kick her feet, not yet able to touch the floor, back and forth in joy. “Sing ‘Lemonade,’ Grandpa.”


Smiling, Teddy looked at the console above his head and touched an old yellow, torn, and peeling sticker with who knows how many germs hugging the edges. The sticker said LEMONADE, that’s all, one word. There was no advertising on it that he could see. No dot com address requesting your time and attention. No phone number or name of a business. Only the word LEMONADE. Touching it made him hum and then break out in a tune he created on the fly one day with a giggling Emma nestled next to him on the cart’s bench seat. The jingle started with, “Life may give you lemons, but that’s okay. ’Cause you know why?”


“Why?” Emma shouted, every time. “’Cause, we’re gonna make us some lemonade.”

Moving on to work from thinking about Emma, Teddy thought the management company responsible for the overall community knew the situation in terms of maintenance needs but didn’t care. Their sole aim, a bottom line. Nothing more.

In the past few days, Teddy had come to a final realization. Management wasn’t holding off on buying a new cart, or any other much-needed maintenance supplies, out of admiration for his skills. No, it was because they were cheap. Over the years, he became so adept at fixing and patching things together, regardless of what he had or didn’t have, that they saw no need to invest in better equipment.


He kept telling himself he’d let things fall apart to prove a point. But whenever something broke, he’d think, Next time. Then a homeowner would call about a problem, and he’d drive the cart over. Most would ask about Emma and offer him coffee or iced tea, depending on the season. Every time, he’d shake his head, curse himself, and fix the damn thing, like a turkey staring up at the rain.


Today, before he got in the golf cart, he grabbed his notepad from the seat next to him and flipped back to a section titled EMG. A list he had been begging management for; going on three years now.

1 - Repair the Security Gate (SAFETY Issue)

2 - Clear the SAFE space outside the fence (SAFETY Issue)

3 - Repair the perimeter sprinkler system (SAFETY Issue)

4 - Fix the clubhouse plumbing and toilets (HEALTH Issue)

5 - Fix the emergency exit in the clubhouse (SAFETY Issue)

Glancing over the words, he considered if he should add anything else. Wanting the list to be longer when the third-quarter property review comes up next week, he decided he would make another round through the grounds. He determined to go through the Priority page again and see if he could tweak an item or two and move it to the EMG page. The bigger the list, the better.

“Hi, Teddy. Thank you for coming over so quick.”

Without looking up, Teddy recognized the voice. He set his notepad down on the seat. Clearing his throat, he straightened the baseball cap on his head and exited the cart wishing the resident were someone else.

“Let me guess, Mrs. Martin: the clubhouse toilet is plugged again?”



Burned to the Ground

Chief Wilson moved around his cot unable to find a comfort zone. His nose recognized the familiar smell of coffee and the mild cooking smell of fireman scramble, two dozen eggs and whatever hadn’t expired in the refrigerator, a station favorite. Rubbing his eyes awake, the chief hoped Staley had cooking duty this morning. His eggs were always worth the wait; no matter what he found in the refrigerator.

Voices echoed through the fire station, and music played in the maintenance bay. Staring at a dimly lit clock, 07:00, and startled by the time, he rubbed his eyes and efforted to sit up. Looking at the clock again, which now showed 07:01, so, he wasn’t dreaming. Unable to remember a time he slept this late, as an infant, most likely, the chief headed to the kitchen before breakfast got shut down.

Growing up on a small farm was fun but always challenging. His father always told him, “Sleeping is for city kids. The cows need to be fed and watered, the chickens need to be let out, and you need to make sure the porch is clean of snow or swept clear of pine needles”, depending on the time of year. “It isn’t your mother’s job, boy. It’s yours.”

Wilson grabbed his Crocs, still perfectly aligned under his bed where he’d left them that morning. Sliding them on, he walked to the station’s dresser and pulled out a clean pair of his favorite briefs and a black flame-resistant t-shirt. After a quick shower, less than ten minutes later, he stood back at the dresser. He snagged a pair of jeans, slid them on, then grabbed his station-logoed shirt and buttoned it over his already sweat-damp tee.


Off to the kitchen, the chief considered taking the long way and telling the maintenance team to turn down the music but opted for coffee and leniency instead. The music irritated him on weekdays; he could never quite figure out why. He liked music. Hell, he loved it; certain kinds, anyhow. He hadn’t missed a performance from The Brothers Reed in a couple of years. More than once, he caught himself humming one of his favorite songs of theirs, Southern Oregonia.


The COVID bullshit had hampered more than a few of their shows, but post-pandemic, he’d made it to the Roadhouse in Yreka twice in the past six weeks to catch them live.

Wilson pushed his way through the door; his fingers crossed, hoping to see Staley wielding a spatula. The chief’s six-foot-five, two-hundred-twenty-five-pound frame filled the doorway. His steady confidence and positive energy changed the dynamic of every room he entered.

He stopped and took a quick inventory of the space. Several members of the team already chomped on breakfast. Looking into the kitchen, unable to see the cook, one firefighter, knowing what rolled around in the chief’s head, belted out, “It’s Staley, Chief. Good morning.”

Chief Wilson smiled, nodded, and headed to the wall to grab his coffee cup. Turning his body, he held the large YETI mug under the spigot of the coffee urn and filled it with the black Guatemalan blend java juice ground fresh from Rogue Roasters, a station favorite. Wishing there was an iced coffee option in this summer heat, he appreciated any caffeine this morning, hot or cold.

Stepping to his left, he set the mug down on the closest table and said morning to the five team members already eating. Heading toward the grill, he couldn’t help but notice a couple of face masks dangling from ears; all of them had their faces buried in breakfast.

The mask protocol, lifted in the station, did not keep some from donning the damn things out of habit.

The chief stood at the kitchen pass-through, happy to see the best cook in the station hard at work.

“Good morning, Staley. What’s the word this morning?”

“Morning, Chief. Nothing special. Good ol’ station eggs with pancakes.”

“Do we have any of the real maple syrup left?”

“Yes, Johnson went to Costco yesterday. We have plenty. The Irish butter too. We are set for at least a week.”

“Good to hear. How are you doing today? How’s that new baby of yours? Stacey, right?”


Chief Wilson watched Staley beam as he slid a slotted spatula under a pancake and flipped it. The breakfast cake turned a rich golden brown, blueberries spread across every inch, a pattern so even, every bite promised berry-bursting flavor.
The chief thought about buying a food truck, hiring Staley, and sitting back while the money rolled in. The kid was a decent firefighter, but a better cook.


“Yes, Chief, it’s Stacey, and she is fine, thank you. The wife is taking her to the doctor today. Six-month check-up. I can’t believe it is six months already.”

“Well, enjoy it, young man. The years will go by faster than you can imagine. Trust me. You will never regret a single moment you slow down and appreciate your time together. I don’t have many regrets in life, but my devotion to the job over my family is a big one. No matter what I do now, those are times I can never get back.”

Silence filled the space between the two. The chief reflected on years gone by and moments missed with his daughter. Awards lined his office shelves, but a kaleidoscope of memories with Sky became more challenging each day to pull from the recesses of his brain. In a trance, pangs of guilt pushed against conscience.

“Chief. Chief.”

“Shit, sorry, Staley. Thanks.”

The chief reached out and took the plate from the junior fireman.

“No worries, Chief. Is that going to be enough, or will you want another serving?”

The chief looked down at his plate and took in the pleasing sight of three large eggs, three beautiful strips of thick bacon, and three fluffy, blueberry pancakes, a large slab of butter already melting on top.

“I’ll be okay, Staley. Thanks. Damnit, we need to get you a food truck.”

“Say the word, Chief.” Staley replied with his typical response.

Chief Wilson moved toward his coffee and sat down with his team. Their plates all pushed aside, they bantered about the baseball playoffs, if the NFL could complete a whole season under the waning pandemic cloud, and what to make of baseball with their shortened season. The chief reached for Tabasco and shook the hot red vinegar over his eggs as if his life’s existence depended on the amount he could add.

Listening, forming an opinion about the conversation and ability of the Dodgers to finish the job for once, he devoured his eggs. Pushing the pancakes to the center of his plate, he sliced the top of each cake back and forth, breaking the surface to allow better syrup absorption. Grabbing the plastic jug filled with New England tree nectar from the middle of the table, lifting one side of the stack with his fork, he poured a generous portion on the plate under the cakes. Lowering the stack, he then lifted the middle cake, covered it with more syrup, lowered the top cake, and added a finishing pour. Taking a drink of coffee, he set his cup down and stared at the pancakes, understanding an important juncture of pancake eating is patience. There could be no hot-sauce contamination and no egg-yolk bleeding into the syrup. He accomplished both feats this morning. Now, the maple syrup needed time to soak into the cakes. Each bite needed to achieve near full saturation of the golden cakes.

“What do you think, Chief?”

The chief looked up from his blueberry-laced cakes and responded without missing a beat. “The Dodgers, finally. They dominated all year long and have way too much talent.”

Someone snickered. Chief Wilson, unsure who, took his first bite of pancake. A small bit of syrup dripped out of the corner of his mouth. His tongue, with deliberate reflex, slithered out like a snake and pulled the syrup back into his mouth.

“You realize they are down three to one to the Braves, right, Chief?”

Swallowing, the pancakes needed another minute or two to absorb the syrup, the chief took a drink of coffee and set his cup back down.

“Doesn’t matter. It’s their year. Karma. The Astros and Red Sox cheated them out of a title the last two years.”

“The Braves are rolling, Chief. But unfortunately, Dodgers pitching and lack of timely hitting are letting them down, again, in the postseason. In typical Dodger fashion, they can’t hit when then need it.”

Chief Wilson took a second bite. Syrup squished out of the pancake, a blueberry burst inside his mouth, his tongue and mind relished the taste. Then, contemplating his response on why he thought this would be the Dodger’s year, the station incident alarm blared through the building. The five young men sitting with him jumped up. The chief watched as one took a long final swig of his coffee. His cup landed hard on the table and splashed.

“Sorry, Chief.”

“Don’t worry about it. Go save a life.”

Chief Wilson took another bite of pancake, and before swallowing, added a bite of bacon so all the flavors could combine in breakfast glory. The salty crunchiness of the bacon merged with the sweet syrup and flavor-filled blueberry to near perfection. Almost done, he wondered if there were any pancakes left. Staring down at a middle age slow-growing gut, he passed.

Distracted by the heat inside the station, the chief considered the day. Even with temps reaching the high nineties today, he loved the fact that in less than fifteen minutes, he could be on a protected bike path slicing his way through the Rogue Valley. He hoped to make time this afternoon for a quick twenty-five-mile ride on his gravel bike. Savoring his final bite of pancake with bacon, the chief pushed his plate away, leaned back in his chair, and savored the remainder of his coffee.

Hearing the engines roll out of the station, the chief took his dishes to the kitchen. Returning for several trips, he cleared the table and then cleaned the surface down with Clorox wipes. Satisfied the table was clean, the chief sat for a couple of minutes before heading to the dispatch room to start his day. Hoping today would be calm; he considered more coffee but instead washed his cup and hung it on the hook number one, marked CHIEF.

Heading toward the dispatch room, Chief Wilson couldn’t help but notice the floor had too many scuff marks, and he could see dirt against the wall. Frustrated with the crew’s failure to meet the station standards, he decided to dock points for whoever was on cleaning duty. He hated a dirty station and couldn’t fathom why there was dirt in the crevice against the wall. This week presented itself with a lot of downtime, and the station should be spotless.

Pushing through the dispatch door, Chief Wilson saw the back of the station’s primary dispatcher, Jane Wettle.

“Morning, Jane.”

“Morning, Chief.”

“What did you send the team on?”

“A home near the High School. Sounds like a flash fire in a kitchen. They are on scene already, and the homeowner all but had the fire out when they got there. They are going to stay on for a while and help with cleanup.”

“When they get back, please tell them I said to clean the hallway. The floor is full of scuff marks and dirt.”

“Will do, Chief.”

Starting to pivot and walk out, the Chief stopped, considered the dispatcher for a moment, and reminded himself to ask her about her day. He prided himself on keeping a pulse on personal lives and knew there was no better way to build and maintain a team than by knowing about their lives. Showing them, he gave a damn.

“How are you doing, Wettle?”

“Okay, I guess. Bad dream last night, though. So, I’ll be glad when we get through today.”

“What kind of dream?” The chief asked, curious. Wettle’s dreams seemed to mimic future events on at least two separate occasions. So, any time she cared to share one, everyone in the station paid attention. This morning was no exception. Watching Wettle, the chief sensed she held firm with an unusual reluctance to respond. Fighting patience during her delay, he stared at the middle-aged woman, who in another life, the chief could see himself asking out to dinner.

Nervous, Wettle looked up at the chief, and her alluring brown eyes, filled with trepidation, seemed to signal she didn’t want to speak. The chief held firm, attentive, eyes locked in, waiting.

“I dreamed Ashland burned to the ground, Chief.”



Bilateral BK

Kaley rolled over, lifted her head off her disappointing flat pillow, and stared at the clock, which illuminated 4:23 in subdued red neon. Her mouth mimicked vulgar curse words in silence knowing that falling back asleep would not happen. It never does. Outside, wild sounds, cats, dogs, and rambunctious raccoons in trash cans, reverberated back and forth, pinging off the multitude of high-end manufactured homes. Dozens and dozens of houses lay, in a random order, inside the torn and mangled perimeter chain-link fence of Payne Creek Estates. Not where or what she envisioned after leaving college, Willamette University, with honors in humanities.

Family comes first, though, right? That’s what her mother told her over and over until the age of seven when the drinking started. At least that’s what she remembered. Hell, out of manipulation, the phrase reverberated through the air; whispered to her in the womb.

A loud, disgusting, guttural cough rang out from the opposite end of the house that her mother called home for the last twenty years. There wouldn’t be another five, would there? Kaley hoped not, then rolled over, trying to avoid remnants of her guilt-infested mind.

This happens every morning. Why do I think the way I do? Am I stuck, or can I get out of this train wreck? Do I even want out?” Whispering to the air in the room as if it would respond in some intelligent way, she considered reaching for her cell phone on the nightstand, another reflexive repetitive morning routine. Instead, Kaley stared over at the end of her bed at a bookstand lined with a dozen unread self-help books. Gifts from a couple of well-intentioned friends. Both, whole. “Easy-fucking-life,” she mumbled.

Today is going to be different.

Blah blah blah, her mind mocked the thought as it slid back into the reason she was here.

Pain surged through her skull, crashing side to side like waves in a cracked shell. The heat still burned in her memory, the screams still echoed, relentless, terrifying, beyond words. And beneath it all, that sound, like ringing in her ears, that never stopped.

She remembered the yank of a hand in her hair, the pull on her left arm. The feel of hard-packed earth beneath her, dirt and gravel grinding into her back and partial bare ass. The sound it made was sickening, unforgettable. In her mind, it always came back louder, distorted by the smells and screams that crashed through time without mercy.

A voice yells, “Stay with me, Lattimore. Don’t you fucking die, you pansy-ass piece of shit! I’ll kill you myself, you beautiful human being. Do you hear me?”

Retching and fear precedes blackness.

Drifting.

Silence.

Peace.

Light.

Elation.

Knowledge.

Then a jolting awareness explodes with excruciating pain.

A beep that seems familiar echoes as her eyes open. Blinking, she looks down at her right hand, wiggles her fingers, and turns her head to the side. There is a large glass window, clean and inviting, lined with heavy beige curtains pushed aside. She stares outward, toward blue skies. White fluffy cumulus clouds hung, suspended like cotton from the rafters of a barn. Below the blue and white are incredible colors of nature, yellows, browns, shades of orange and brilliant greens as far as she can see. Kaley’s mind reacts to her eyes’ interpretations as if this were their first experience taking in the earth’s beauty.

Dragging a reluctant mind back to the present, Kaley rolled over in bed, adjusted her pillow, and slid her hands underneath in a futile attempt at dozing off for bonus sleep. Staring at a wall illuminated by pulsing internet router lights, she thought of coffee and the immediate pleasant response her body has when the dark liquid courses through her system. The only time she can muster any compassion and care toward her dying mother: during a caffeine or vodka, surge-induced love fest.


Recognizing the repetition and determined to break the routine, she sat up, threw the covers aside, and stared down at the nubs on both legs, just below her knees. Bilateral BK, a term she’d grown to despise thanks to the medical staff’s constant, clinical repetition. It felt like a never-ending reminder of her frailty... and her supposed shortcomings as a future contributor to society.


Sad-induced moisture formed in the corners of her eyes. Refusing to let the tears break free, allowing anger to control self-pity, adrenaline surged through her mind as she reached for her prosthetic limbs.



A Booth if That’s Okay


Sky peeled her sore forearm off the sticky passenger door armrest in the nondescript minivan. She knew the uncomfortable feeling underneath flesh had nothing to do with circulation from restricted veins. Unfortunately, the mental toll on her psyche the past week caught her unprepared this morning. Sensing depression, she tried to will it away. For the planet’s sake, she moaned. Blah blah blah. She struggled to focus on saving the round sphere the others in the van with her seem so passionate about.


More preoccupied with heading north toward the home she had abandoned years ago than with a planet that was doing just fine without her input, she once again found her fragile psyche jolted by reality. Whenever she sank too deep into thought, memories seized her, slamming her against an invisible wall, forcing her to confront the harsh truth in the mirror: the infuriating feeling that she was nothing more than white trash.

Taking her eyes off the vast unending fields surrounded by several mountain ranges of the Southern Oregon and Northern California landscape, she glanced at the driver, Steel. She chuckled at the stealth name the podium man picked for himself, Steel. Really? The last thing she thought of when looking at him was a piece of steel. Rubber, aluminum, but not steel. He had a certain appeal about him; she’d give him that. However, she wouldn’t trust anyone who blamed others for the world’s problems. She considered her childhood and, for a flicker of a moment, skirted guilty thoughts around the irony.

The man, all of a hundred and fifty pounds soaking wet, moved with the kind of desperate swagger that begged to be seen as more. A wiry frame, a waif really, but packed with misplaced confidence, bold, relentless, and, somehow, a strange unplaced magnetism.

Sky glanced out the passenger window and listened to the click click click of the turn signal as the van eased off Interstate five at Exit 773. She thought she saw a Yreka sign, miles back, near Weed. She wanted one of those damn “I Love Weed” t-shirts and wished they stopped to eat or pee there and not in the historic miner town.

Steel, pointing forward, shouted. Sky contemplated this, knowing shouting is unnecessary in a van carrying only four people, all of them silent the last thirty miles. What did he gain by shouting, she wondered. A sense of authority? What a douchebag.

“We are stopping at the Black Bear Diner here to eat. I recommend eating hearty. If all goes well, the next day and a half will be a long one. We will stand a lot and burn some calories for sure.”


Sky snickered, his shouting slicing through her thoughts like static she couldn’t tune out. Why did he always have to shout? And hearty, who even used that word anymore? There was no way she could get behind this guy, not emotionally anyway. And so far, she saw no reason to believe the man-made global warming nonsense he preached nonstop but never backed up with facts.


She couldn’t put her finger on why. He loved the planet; hell, he claimed to worship it. His head seemed to be in the right place. She chalked her dislike of him to simple karma, two souls on different journeys who don’t click. Or was it the man’s lack of authenticity and continually blabbing a litany of garbage he read in a journal somewhere? She felt his words carried no sincere passion, a rich kid who lashed out for the sake of a tantrum to get attention. From whom or for what Sky didn’t know, and she didn’t want to know. She had a long list of her own issues.

Steel preached about planet survival; Sky longed for her own survival.

Having shed the American need for constant approval, she accepted that not everyone had to like each other, and that included her. She gave herself permission not to like certain people, which oddly made it easier to tolerate those she didn’t care for. It relieved self-created pressure.

Steel, she snickered, was a prime example. She did not like him. Every moment in his presence grated against the very fiber of her being. But for now, he was a convenient nuisance, so she’d endure his overbearing and pathetic antics a little longer.

Thinking about her father’s homemade breakfasts and realizing she was going to eat soon; Sky craved a thin crispy maple-syrup-drowned waffle as the van exited the freeway. After going through one traffic light in the small town they arrived at a diner guarded by a big chainsaw-carved wooden black bear. She picked her backpack up off the floor and giggled.

“What’s so funny, Sky?” Steel challenged in tone as he turned the van key off.

Surprised with someone paying attention to her antics, Sky realized her snicker was louder than she intended. She responded without missing a beat.

“Nothing. I was thinking of a time as a kid when I almost lit a stack of hay on fire.”

Sky looked at Steel, his stare sent a message that he didn’t buy the bullshit she tried to sell.

So, Sky held her chin down a bit as if she was obedient and succumbing to his leadership. Then, in an unintended moment of memory reflection, she transported back in time to her childhood and something Laura taught her.

“Sweety, when you get in a position where a man wants to let you know he is dominant, humor him. Lower your chin ever so slightly.”

At this point, Laura grabbed her chin with rough but somehow delicate, shaking fingers and lowered it an inch.

“Now, raise your eyelids and pout your lips a touch.”

Laura would display how to look demure by adequately showing the manifestation of submission herself. Sky never called her mom anything other than Laura; this was some weird rebellious transformation around the age of eight or nine for Sky. Her mother, Laura, found the rebellious streak and first-name-basis charming.

“They melt, thinking you are weaker and submissive. It’s a man’s world, sweety. We don’t have to like it, and we don’t, but we must learn how best to play in it, manipulate it to our advantage.”

Steel peeled his glare away with a slight grin. One born out of victory and satisfaction that Sky experienced dozens of times from men. Satisfied, she played the earth-loving neanderthal with the care and attention she gave the books in her backpack; she exited the van and popped the side door open for the other two to escape.

Steel stood at the front of the van, where the foursome gathered, and he waited for them all to look at him.

“You won’t need your backpack, Sky,” Steele commanded.

Sky fought not to roll her eyes and refused to lower her chin, staring straight at him. “How do you know, Steel? I am a woman. I always need my bag. Can we get on with this now?”

Watching Steele’s jaw tighten, to Sky’s morbid pleasure, she listened as he held his tongue in response to her before continuing.

“Remember, no names in here. Be polite, but not too nice. Focus on not bringing attention to ourselves. Sky, you sit with me. Rose and Acorn come in a few minutes after us and sit at another table. Order fast and eat faster, back in the van in forty-five minutes, max. If you aren’t here, you’ll be hitching.”

What a dick, Sky thought. Like he’ll leave someone behind knowing successful protests are all about numbers. All this guy can muster are three people to tag along with him. She wondered if he had plans to meet others in Medford on the way to Portland for his pathetic Earth-first mission. Maybe he’d told her, Sky assumed he had, but most of what he said never made it past her ears. She refused to let it.

Walking toward the front door, Steel grabbed her hand and squeezed. Repulsion reverberated through Sky’s entire body. She ripped her hand away, and her fingers slithered out of his mealy, soft skin. Stopping, he glared at her. Without hesitation, she started to lower her chin but stopped.

“Look, we need to look like a couple.”

Sky, pleased with the opportunity to rebut, countered. “No one will buy us as a couple. I am three inches taller than you and much prettier.”


Reluctant toward her next action, Sky softened her eyes looking upward at Steel. Remembering Laura’s expression, the last time she hit her for being a less-than-perfect child, Steel had the same repulsive look in his eyes. Typical, Sky thought. Lips locked tight; her mind wrestled with letting them open and releasing the smartass words she longed to set free.



One more day buzzed in her head as she took an unnoticeable deep breath through her nose before speaking.


“Steel, you said we don’t want to attract attention to ourselves. If we walk in holding hands, that will draw attention. If we walk in there like we don’t give two shits about each other, no one will be the wiser.”

The two locked eyes as silence hung between them like a slow-rolling Oregon coastal fog. Steel’s vacant brown eyes attempted dominance: Sky’s gaze remained steadfast and determined. Her goal; control, through calculated manipulation.

“Come on then, you little bitch.”

Sky, smiling inside, felt a warped sense of comfort by the familiar condescension of an adversary as she fell in step with Steel while they headed toward the front door.

She silently repeated, “One more day, one more day, one more day,” as they stepped through the front door to the sound of a crying child, the clatter of dishes, and the smell of bacon grease, burnt coffee, and clothes steeped in agriculture, hard work, and sweat.

What a welcoming stench, Sky mumbled to herself as her stomach growled.

As the two stopped in the lobby by the Wait-To-Be-Seated sign, Sky bent a little at the waist and put her mouth close to Steel’s ear and whispered, “If you ever grab my hand again, or touch me at all, I will destroy you.”

“Hi, just the two of you?” a young tooth-stained server asked.

Steele, appearing paler than when they walked through the door, unable to speak, looked at Sky.

Sky turned her head toward the server, “Yes, please. A booth if that’s okay and thank you.”



The Life of a Neanderthal

Chief Wilson, intrigued by Wettle’s dream, headed to the back patio for a curiosity peek of the weather. Gazing north to south, he stared again at a haze-covered Grizzly Peak as he had done hours ago in the moonlight. Grateful, he saw no significant smoke only remnants of distant forest fires; he turned, picked up heavy feet, and headed back inside. Wondering what the rest of the day might bring, the chief sat down at his desk and brought his computer out of sleep. Pressing the keys to enter his password, he let the PC run a minute so the operating system could finish loading.

Satisfied, the laptop now ran at peak efficiency, he started Word and searched for resignation letter templates. Unable to find anything satisfactory, the chief searched Google and picked the first template on the list below the ads. A quick read of the mock letter satisfied him with the simplistic approach he desired. Downloading the template, the chief cut and pasted the text and tweaked it to fit his needs. Twenty minutes later, satisfied with the way his life-changing document read, he saved the file before printing.

Glancing across his office at the printer, a green light confirmed the Inkjet waited on a command from his computer. Hearing the firehouse bay doors open and the unmistakable beeping of fire rigs backing in, the chief selected print, and thirty seconds later he held his resignation letter. Giving it a quick read, seeing no typos, he signed the document and dated it September 8.

Deciding to head to the county office in another thirty minutes, hoping for an element of surprise so the county commissioners wouldn’t have time to plan a rebuttal, Chief Wilson decided not to phone ahead like usual.

Antsy and itching to get out of the station, he figured that if all three county commissioners were unavailable, he’d pivot and make an appointment for later. Jackson County, Oregon, operated under a three-member Board of Commissioners: the Chair, the Vice-Chair, and a third member. Technically, he reported to the board as a whole, but he preferred dealing with the commissioners directly, one-on-one conversations that would then make their way back to the board. He’d been handling things that way for years, and he wasn’t about to change now.

But he wanted to talk to the Chair. Sure, any of them could accept the document, but he respected her the most. Her family grew up in the valley, like he did, and he trusted her judgment. The other two? Not so much.

Feeling teenage giddiness, and more relaxed than usual, the chief grabbed a full-sized envelope from a desk drawer and slid the letter inside. Pleased with his decision, relief swept through him, and he thought about calling his lady friend, Sandi, to give her the news. Knowing she’d get excited for a moment, then retreat into doubt, he hesitated, then made the call.

The retirement claim wasn’t new for the chief. Twice, over the last year, after grueling stretches of political bullshit ricocheted around the granite halls of city hall, he’d start writing a letter and tell Sandi, “I am through. That’s it!” However, today he printed the resignation letter; a first for him.

Single for years now, after a failed marriage, Chief Wilson considered the fire department both his wife and mistress, leaving no time for a healthy personal relationship. However, as he began considering retirement, his desire for a partner grew stronger.

Eighteen months ago, he met Sandi, a traveling nurse, at a county fundraiser, and she touched his heart in a way that surprised him. Overnight, he found himself in a relationship; the first since his wife walked out. Longing to spend time with her, thoughts of the Fire Department took a backseat.

A self-sufficient woman, who embraced the single life for years, Sandi understood first-hand the importance and love of work too, which took pressure off him. They both cherished their time together but also embraced their opportunities for alone time.

A cyclist herself, earlier in the month she bought a hybrid bicycle used for light road riding, hard-packed trails, and gravel roads. Intrigued with the idea of a new-style bicycle and embracing time on gravel, he bought the same model as well, and the two now looked forward to riding on backcountry roads whenever they could get away together.

The chief pressed send on the phone screen and after the third ring heard, “Hello, handsome. How’s life in the Rogue?”

Pleased with the greeting, he never tired of hearing Sandi’s voice or her constant positive affection, he responded. “Hey there, beautiful. Well, the Rogue is still here. Not as cool a place though with you gone.”

“Hah, you are so full of shit. But I love it. Don’t stop.”

“How are the folks?” the chief responded, knowing Sandi enjoyed her time in central Oregon with parents. Once a month on her extended time off week, she’d try to get to Bend and spend time with them. She’d either ski, hike or bike, depending on the time of year.

“They are good. Dad wants to know how the Sprinter van project is coming.”

“Slow.” The chief paused long enough to emphasize slow but quick enough so Sandi couldn’t respond.  “Hey, listen, about that. Guess what I did today?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Your full of shit, so, did you install the composting toilet?”

“Funny. Nikki Glaser wanna-be.”

The chief felt Sandi’s impressive soul-filling smile on the other end of the line.

“I give. What?”

“Typed my resignation letter. I am getting ready now to drive over to City Hall and hand it in. I am done. I am full. Nothing left to prove.”

Now he felt her doubt piercing through the cellular sound wave. Several seconds went by. The chief, uncomfortable with quiet space in conversations, bit his lip, channeling his inner Bill Clinton, and waited.

“Let me guess, another meeting with the bureaucrats and they got under your skin?”

The chief thought about Dan Akroyd and SNL before responding with, “Sandi, you ignorant slut.” Laughter burst out on the other end of the phone.

“How long have you been waiting to fit that phrase into a conversation with such perfection?”

“Decades.”

Both continued chuckling.

Sandi took the next leap in the conversation. “You’re serious. Aren’t you?”

“Yep, I have the letter in my hand and am leaving in a few to deliver it.”

“Wow. Congrats. I guess it’s my turn then. You know, it’s funny, but I am going over retirement options with my folks right now. Trying to be smart about the decision. I didn’t think part of the conversation would be about you retiring as well. I wondered if we could stay together with one of us retired, and the other wasn’t. Now I’ll have to shift my thoughts to wondering if we can stay together if we are both not working.”

Sandi talked a lot about retiring. It seemed to the chief like a cathartic exercise for her. Playing along, the chief would ask her if she would be up for traveling together with their bikes in a decked-out cargo van. Sandi always responded with, “Will we be able to shower?”

“Of course, you goofball,” he’d interject with affection. “I am not talking about being a burned-out hippie in a dilapidated cargo van. Haven’t you ever seen vans that people trick out like RVs? Fantastic for road tripping and camping. A great alternative to a hotel. Personal and under the stars.”

“Under the stars?” Sandi would question looking a bit dazed and confused. Chief Wilson would counter with, “Didn’t you ever camp as a kid, Sandi?”

“Yes, we camped a lot. I was a kid; I didn’t care if I showered or not. I’d go jump in the water and be good.” Sandi would pause, the chief would stare and wonder if he and Sandi were right for each other. They seemed like it, but what did he know about a healthy personal relationship?

Sandi almost always finished her thought with, “I am not a kid anymore. I enjoy being clean.”

“Thank heavens. I get it. You know there are all kinds of cool outdoor showers now. We can build one in the van if we want. Besides, we are not having sex if you aren’t clean. Ain’t happening.”

“Yeah, right. Since when does that ever matter with you, you neanderthal?” Sandi would laugh and jab him in the chest.

Hearing the fire station personnel break out in laughter, he paused the conversation with Sandi and tried to listen. The laughter, a pleasant distraction, ricocheted through the building. Envious, he seemed unable to laugh himself, some mental block as if his soul ran out of laughter in a previous life. He felt like when he laughed, he sounded like a psycho with a sore throat and could not remember the last time he felt a genuine hearty throw-your-head-back laugh. He felt envy hearing joy burst outward from others. Who the hell can’t laugh?

“Sandi, I need to get going. I wanted to share the news with you first. Be prepared for seeing a lot of me in the coming months.” Both voices froze at the realistic thought of changed lives. How much did they care about each other? Do they want to be around each other more? “Shit,” the chief mumbled to himself realizing he had not considered this thought, fully.

“Okay, sounds good and congrats. You know, one thing I love about you Murph Wilson, you don’t mind if I go off and do my thing for a while. We will be great in retirement. I have my friends, and well, you have your right hand, so we’ll be okay.”

“Ha! Nikki Glaser again, you mean, nasty woman. Listen, tell your folks I said hi, and I look forward to them visiting soon. Tell them they better be at my retirement ceremony. It will be a spectacle, I am sure.”

“Will do. And Murph, congrats. You are going to love your free time. I know it.”

The line went silent. Heading out of his office, continuing thoughts of an actual retirement, and wondering if it could ease him into laughter, the chief moved toward the equipment bay with his resignation envelope in hand. His feet, as if stuck in deep wet smoldering ash, shuffled down the hall; memories stormed and swirled in his conscience.

The accumulation of stories over thirty years as a first responder went on and on. He wished he paid better attention in high school English and college, perhaps he could write a book about all his crazy situations. It seemed like everyone wrote novels these days.

Reaching the station’s central bay, the chief watched the crew moving around the engines, inspecting and prepping for the next call. He considered yelling out, asking if the maintenance records were up to date, but thought better of it. Nothing would’ve changed since his spot inspection two days ago.

Halfway down the hall, he reversed course. He had no real desire to engage in dispatch’s condescending busy talk. Instead, he spun around and made for his county vehicle. The realization that his earlier impulse to connect with the crew felt needy only added to his irritation.

He pushed through the glass door, and a blast of dry, stinging heat slapped his face. The southern wind bit at his skin, sharp and relentless, like needles. It clawed at the envelope in his hand, snapping at the edges, trying to tear it free. His grip tightened, knuckles white as he held on. He glanced at his watch, steady in his decision. Still, a flicker of doubt crept in, would the Chair be in her office? For a moment, he hoped she wasn’t, though he didn’t have the time, or the will, to unpack why.

Stopping at the side of his county-owned vehicle, the chief opened the door. Holding the handle, he stood for a moment staring, taking in the station’s scene juxtaposed against the mountains’ backdrop. Looking up and down at the side of the vehicle, aware for the first time he’d miss the decked-out Ford F-250, and he’d need to buy his own vehicle. The Sprinter van did not lend itself to daily driving. An SUV, perhaps or fix up his old pickup truck?
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