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could tell it was goin to be another hot day. I slowly 
got out of my car an f walked toward the shop. There 
wasn't a cloud in the sky; I knew that noon the 

temperature would be up around a hundre 3 , probably 
over a hundred, and the dry, suffocating heat bouncing 
off the desert would be giving me a headache as I worked, . thick sweat rolling down my dirty face, dust blowing in 
m eyes. 

walked into the shop and punched in. I was ca 
my hard hat, my lunch pail, and a large tin can full= 
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Walt saw me as I walked in. He didn't sa anything; he just 
ve a very slight, almost impercepti i le, nod with his 

Ead.  Then he lit up a camel cigarette. I returned the nod. 
Alex also saw me, but he didn't nod; he didn't do 

anything. He just kept staring straight ahead, as if I hadn't 
come in. 

I walked out of the shop to the pick-u that held the 
water tank. I smiled as I took off the lid. &1t had already 
filled it with cold water. I put in the ice. Now it would stay 
cold all day. By mid-afternoon the knowledge that ou 
could walk over to the truck and get a cold drink woulibe 
the only thing keeping you going, the only thing offering 
you life in the hot, dead desert. 



I walked back into the shop. Jim Clark, the foreman, 
looked up at me. 

"You ready to head out to the Butte?" he asked. 
"Yeah," I said. "I'm ready." 
The "Butte" is an old extinct volcano twenty miles out 

on the desert. The rock crusher was set up in the pit of the 
Butte. We used the crushed lava rocks as a base in building 
roads. 

Walt, Alex, and I, and Terry Williams, a truck driver, 
had been working at the Butte every day for almost three 
weeks, and every day it seemed to get hotter, and the wind 
seemed to blow more dust in your eyes, and the rock 
crusher seemed to get louder and louder, pounding in 
your ears. 

Walt, a very young and hardy sixty years old, with lar e B calloused hands and a kind. suntanned face, asked me i I 
had put the ice in the tank. 

"Yeah," I replied. 
"Good," he said. 
Alex gave me a dirty look; it bothered him that I 

brought ice every morning. "That's what you'd expect a 

He and I had felt an immediate diske for 
each other the first time we met. 

bunch of girls to do," he had said, "bring ice to put in the 
tank." After a while I wasn't sure if I was bringing ice 
because I wanted cold water or because I wanted to spite 
Alex. But I brought it every morning without fail. 

Alex was in his mid-thirties, hard, sullen, and reckless. 
He and I had felt an immediate dislike for each other the 
first time we met. He looked at me arrogantly and asked 
me if I was a "college boy." 

"Well," I said, "I o to college, if that's what ou mean." 
"College boys," % e said, and I couldn't tel f' if he was 

talking to me or just talking to himself. "I hope you can do 
more than read a book," he added. 

Alex even took more of a dislike to me when he found 
that I had gotten a job because my dad was a friend of one 
of the owners of the construction company. I had been 
pretty upset when I heard that I had to work with Alex out 
at the Butte. Now I was glad we only had a week left. Alex 
and I hadn't gotten along at all. 

Walt put his pack of camels in his pocket, grabbed his 
lunch ail, and stood up. 

''We[,'' he said, "let's get the hell out of here." 
Walt, Alex, and I walked outside to the truck, each of us 

minutes later we were out on 
the lonely highway, watching the 

road as it passed in and out of 
view, like a flashing light, staring down the straight, 
unbroken line of pavement stretching all the way to the 
horizon. 

We moved further on into the Idaho desert. O n  either 
side of the road were potato fields. It is hard to believe 
anyone can farm that land because there is no running 
water. But they do. They come out with heavy machinery 
and dig wells. And then, in spots free of lava rock, they 
clear away the land and plant potatoes. Idaho spuds. But 
the spuds need water so the farmers use sprinkler pipes. 
On a hot afternoon ou can drive down the highway that 
splits the desert a n i o n  both sides see a thousand jets of 
water shooting from the sprinkler pipes. And in the spray 
of water you can often see a rainbow. 

The pipes have to be moved twice a day. That takes 
manpower so the farmers advertise for high school kids to 
come out and work. And they hire Mexicans who are in 
the country illegally. The Mexicans live in cement houses 

that the farmers have constructed s ecifically for the S "wetbacks." You drive down a dirt roa with a whirlwind 
of dust tailing you and when you pass the cement houses 

ou can see a Mexican woman sitting on the front ste 
Loking very tired and a little kid playing in the dirt wit 
just a diaper on. 

R 
That's the way it was that morning in July. Walt, 

puffing on a cigarette, was driving, his eyes glued to the 
road, a slight smile on his face. I was in the middle, young, 
apprehensive, anxious to be gone, to be somewhere by 
myself, to be on my own, to be a thousand miles away 
from Alex and his constant swearing and his Copenhagen 
chewing tobacco and his Hustler magazines. Alex was 
next to me, staring out the side window, an aura of 
resentment all around him, a hatred of life itself, his hard 
e es and unshaven face reflecting some kind of unname- 
a g Ie contempt. 

The fields suddenly stopped; we moved on, deep into 
the heart of the barren wasteland. Now we were sur- 
rounded by lava rocks and sage brush; we saw no signs of 
life except for an occasional magpie icking at the carcass R of a dead jack rabbit at the side of t e road. 

We moved on into the desert, flat, dry, abandoned, 
lifeless. Down the unending highway. And the desert, the 
lava rocks and sage brush, ~eemed to be everywhere; the 
entire world, the universe, seemed at that moment to 
reduce itself-or possibly enlarge itself-to that one, 
single, solitary piece of desert. 

I kept my head motionless, my eyes focused on the road, 
the unending road, the black strip of asphalt; still, out of 
the corner of my eye, I could see Alex, nervous as usual, 
and a wave of emotion passed over me, some feeling- 
some ineffable feeling-and I wondered why Alex was 
the way he was and why I was the way I was. But it was a 
question I could not answer, so I let it drop out of my 
mind, like a ebble, a piece of quartz falling into a well. 

We moveBon and the desert was all around us. Then, in 
the distance, only noticeable to the experienced eye, the 
Butte, the towering mass of frozen earth, began to 
appear. 

"Yes," said Walt, nodding to himself, "there she is. The 
Butte." Then he swore. 

Alex said nothing. 
I watched the Butte as it got larger and larger, and the 

world, the universe, that had earlier become the desert, 
now became the Butte, the majestic volcano, dead but 
somehow still alive. 

We turned off the highway onto a dirt road and headed 
for the Butte, as if into the gaping 'aws of hell itself. ! Larger and larger, she loomed in ront of us, closer and 
closer. Walt shifted gears and started up the side of the 
Butte, up, u . We kept climbing; I turned around and 
looked out t ! e ack window. All I could see was desola- 
tion, with the highway in the distance. 

U . Up the side of the Butte. 
A P ex rolled down his window and spat out tobacco juice, 

thick, brown, filthy. Walt shifted gears again as the incline 
rew steeper and the Butte seemed to fight us, tryin to 

feep us away. But we continued to climb until we reac B, ed 
the top; I caught my breath as I stared down into the 
bowels of the unnatural mountain. For a moment I felt as 
if we were going to fall and never stop falling. But it did 
not happen. So I let the thought fall away from me, like a 
pebble. 

We dropped down, down into the crater. Now there 
was no life whatsoever, no magpies or jack rabbits, only 
unlife, only lava rock, pumice, cinder, and ash. Down, 
deep in the very heart of the Butte, I could see the rock 
crusher. I knew it was going to be another long, hot day. 
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Walt ulled up to the rock crusher and stopped the 
truck. T R e three of us got out. It was cold; the sun was still 
low in the sky and had not yet found its way down into the 
lifeless cavity. 

All was quiet. I looked at Alex; he somehow seemed sad, 
and I was about to say-I'm not sure what-possibly a 
kind word-when he looked at me and asked what the hell 
I was staring at. 

"Nothin," I said, turnin my gaze to the rock crusher. 
Walt unlocked the sma 'f cab and step d inside. The 

rock crusher was powered by a large diese r? engine; after a 
few minutes Walt got the engine started. He let it run for 
a while. 

I shivered in the cold. 
Walt came out of the cab and walked toward Alex and 

me. 
'You guys ready?" he asked. 
"I'm ready," said Alex. "Ready as I11 ever be," he 

muttered under his breath. Then he started walking 
toward the bulldozer. As usual, he was not wearing 
gloves, gog les, or a hard hat-the three things I never 
worked wit f out. 

Walt flip ed the switch that started the rock crusher. 
Suddenly a i' 1 I could hear was the pounding, ear-shatter- 
ing, chaotic tumult of sound comin from the vibrating f rock crusher, the monster of a mac 'ne that seemed to 
produce a constant earthquake; and the world that had 
earlier become the desert and then the Butte now became 
the rock crusher, and all around me was the head-splitting 
noise and the shaking, the almost unendurable turbu- 
lence. 

The o eration was not too complicated. Alex, drivin 
the bulliozer, pushed rocks into a chute; the rocks fe If 
down the chute to a conveyer belt that dropped them into 
a series of vibrating bars; then up another belt and into 
another crushing device-any large rocks that remained 
were smashed at that point-then onto another belt that 
dropped the almost-powder-like-lava into a dum truck. 
Terry unloaded the crushed rocks in a lar e pie about B f 
fifty yards away. Walt watched the diese engine and 
made sure there were no hang-ups between the two 
crushing devices and the dump truck. My job was to make 
sure the chute did not get jammed up with over-sized 
rocks. 

Suddenly it was hot. There was no transition: one 
moment I was shivering-the next moment I was feeling 
weak from the torrid heat. It will get up to 1 10 degrees, I said to 
myself. I looked down to the pick-up,, just to reassure 
myself that the cool, refreshingwater was still there. Walt 

I caught my breath as I stared down into 
the bowels of the unnatural mountain. 

looked at me, smiled and nodded the almost imperceptible 
nod. I waved. 

We were almost ready. Terry had gotten here before us; 
he was already waiting, his large truck arked underneath 
the end of the last conveyer belt. As f climbed up to the 
chute I could see him sitting in the truck eating a candy bar 
and reading a Playboy magazine. 

I made sure my goggles were secure, put on m hard hat 
and gloves. Standing next to the chute, I look down to 
Walt. He ave the signal; I relayed the signal to Alex and 
he starte 8 toward me, pushing a large pile of rocks. 
Because of the large blade of the bulldozer, Alex couldn't 
see very well; I gave him directions. Each time, Alex would 
push a pile of rocks up to the chute; I would motion with 
my hand when he got too close to the chute; then I would 

make sure no over-sized boulders got caught in the chute; 
then Alex would back up and return with another pile of 
rocks. 

Over and over. One ile of rocks after another. Over 
and over. And I woul a look down and watch Terry, 
waiting while his truck was fiied with crushed rocks, then 
driving the fifty yards and dumping the load, thencoming 
back for another. Over and over. And I would look down 
at Walt as he checked the diesel engine, then the first 
crushing device, then the second, then back to the diesel 
engine. And every once in a while he would light up a 
camel. Over and over. 

I avoided looking at my watch because it made the time 
go slower. But the time did go by. We didn't have any 
serious problems. Around ten Walt motioned for us to 
come down for a break. I breathed a sigh of relief; that was 
how I made it through each day-by living from one break 
to the next. 

I walked down to the truck and got a long drink of cold 
water. It was the first drink I had had in a couple of hours. 
Alex didn't like it if I went down for a drink right in the 
middle of work. 

Walt turned off the rock crusher; I suddenly realized 
how I had grown accustomed to the constant noise and 
shakin Now the stillness seemed very strange. 

I too kr a book out of my lunch pail and started to read. 
Alex stared at me. "You think you're pretty hot stuff, 

don't you? Always bri 
The anger rose wi~?t:"b";i I paused before I 

answered.- 
"Listen," I said, "I just like to read during the breaks. - 

And that's all. Okay?" 
"Sure," said Alex sarcastically. 
'Well," said Walt, "I figure a guy's got a right to do what 

he wants during break. If he wants to read that's his 
business." 

Alex didn't say anything. He never ar ued with Walt. 
We went back to work. It got hotter an % hotter. A slight 

wind came up. Each time Alex ushed a pile of rocks 
toward me I would get a face ful f of dust. 

We worked on, digging away at the womb of the Butte. 



Hotter and hotter. Alex pushing the rocks toward me, the 
rocks fallin down the chute to the belt, into the vibrating 
bars, onto t % e next belt, into the fine crushing device, then 
onto the last belt and into Terry's truck. Over and over. 
Over and over. The rocks comin toward me. And I kept B looking around at the inside o the Butte, wondering, 
t ing to force my mind back in time, trying to imagine 
w at it must have been like-the live volcano, the inferno, 

I 
X 

the scorching heat, the flow of red-hot lava, the fiery 
explosions, the conflagrative eruptions, the seething, 
emotion-like outbursts, the combination of terror and 
beauty in the incandescent blaze, the heat-the devour- 

i n g ~  
heat-and all around me I could feel the 

scorching eat and I could almost see the molten lava, and 
I somehow felt that I was drawin closer and closer to that 

the bottom of the well. 
f pebble, that small piece of rock, t at shiny bit of quartz at 

"HEY! I ASKED WHAT THE HELL'S THE MATTER!" 
I looked at Alex. I realized he had been yelling at me, but 

I hadn't heard. I looked down; a large boulder was caught 
half way down the chute. 

"We got a rock caught in the chute," I yelled to Alex. 
Alex climbed off the bulldozer and came walking over. 

He was mad. 
"Why didn't you tell me before I pushed it down the 

chute?" he asked. 
"Sorry, I didn't see it." 
He looked at me and rolled his eyes. "I know it. It's 

obvious you didn't see it. But that's your job. You better 
get your mind off those books, boy." 

I started to say something but caught myself. 
"You say somethin?" he asked. 
"Nn." - 
"Good." 
He paused for an instant. "Well, don't just stand there. 

We gotta it that thing out'a there." 
I startefc~imbin~ down into the chute, very slowly to 

avoid an accident. 
"C'mon, c'mon," yelled Alex. "Get a move on. Get a 

move on, boy ." 
A moment later he threw me a large chain. I wrapped it 

around the boulder and fastened it. 
"Okay," I said. 
"Damn it," said Alex. "That's not tight enough." 
He spat tobacco juice onto the boulder. 
I tried again. "That's as tight as I can get it," I said. 
He spat a ain and then started down the chute. 
"Let me s E ow ya," he said an rily. As he tightened the 

chain he smashed a bare knuc \ le against the rock. His 
finger started to bleed but hedidn't ay any attention to it. 'f' Alex walked back to the bull ozer and pulled the 
boulder out of the chute. A moment later the wind came 
up and I got dust in my eyes even though I had my goggles 
on. 

"Just a minute," I yelled to Alex. 
"What's the matter?" 
"I can't see," I said. "My e es are full of dust." 

E r 'Ya stu id pansy," he ye1 ed. "If you can't take it you 
shouldn't e out here." 

"Go to hell, Alex." The words were in the air before I 
had a chance to change my mind. 

Alex jumped off the cat and came running toward me. 
"Boy, what'd you say?" 
I froze. The two of us stood face to face. I wasn't sure 

what he would do. I knew that he knew he would lose his 
job if he hit me. But I knew there was a good chance he 
wouldn't mind losing his job. 

I took a deep breath. "You heard me," I said. 
He stared into my eyes. Then he lowered his aze and 

spat tobacco juice onto my boots. "Kid," he saicf "I'd let 

you have it, but you're not worth the bother." He turned 
and walked back to the cat. 

It got hotter and hotter. Walt called us down for the 
lunch break. 

I headed straight for the water. I was almost to the 
truck when Walt asked Alex to move the truck because it 
was too close to the rock crusher. Alex ot in the truck. 

started the engine. 
f The water tank was sitting on the side o the truck. Alex 

"Wait a minute!" I screamed. 
But it was too late. The rubber tank fell as Alex pulled 

away in the truck. The tank split as it hit the ground, and 
the water-the cold, clear, beautiful water was quickly 

The two of us stood face to face. I wasn't 
sure what he would do. 

absorbed into the dry ground. 
I didn't eat lunch because I couldn't stand to eat without 

havin water. I suggested that we contact the main shop 
by r a i o  and have someone bring us out some water, but 
Alex convinced Walt not to do that. 

"Ya pansy," Alex said to me. "You can go a few hours 
without water." 

We went back to work. The sun, high in the blue sky, 
got hotter and hotter. And Alex kept coming toward me 
with one ile of rocks after another. And each time our 
eyes met ri e gave me a dirty look. 

Half way through the afternoon I was exhausted. I 
didn't feel like I could go an longer without water. I 
couldn't concentrate on what was doing. Another boul- 
der got caught in the chute. 

r 
"Well, you did it again, boy," said Alex. 
I climbed down the chute, but 1 couldn't fit the chain 

around the boulder. Alex tried but he couldn't do it either. 
"Only one thing to do," he said. "That's to go down to 

the bottom of the chute and come in underneath the 
rock." 

"But-but-isn't that kind of dangerous?" I asked. 
"Don't worry about it," he said. "Just get down there." 
I hesitated. 
"Hell," said Alex, "I11 do it myself." 
It all happened very quickly. Alex climbed in through 

the bottom of the chute. I handed the chain down to him. 
He ot it fastened. Suddenly the ground gave way. The 
bou k der started to slip. 

"Look out Alex!" I screamed, "Look out!" 
I frantically motioned to Walt; he came runnin up the % hill. I could hear Alex yelling, fighting. The boul er kept 

slippin down. Alex was silent. Walt and I got the chain 
secure% and pulled the rock out of the chute. I looked 
down at Alex, still and cold. 

"Oh, God," I said, praying, "let him be alive. Let him be 
alive." 

Walt crawled down the chute. 
After a moment he looked up at me. "He's gone," said - 

Walt. 
Terry helped us get the body out of the chute. 
"The radio doesn't work down in this hole," said Walt. 

'We gotta drive the pick-upout of here to radio back to the 
shop." 

He and Terry got in the pick-up. 
"You comin?" asked Walt. 
"No," I said. "I'll stay here with-with-Alex." 
I watched the pick-up climb the inside wall of the Butte 

and disappear. Then I looked at Alex, small, still and 
lifeless, like a pebble. I started to cry. 

The rock crusher was still running. 
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