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AFTER THE TRASH IS OUT 
by Chuck Jensvold 

The gritted tide of the wind finally filled the large 
globe of tumbleweed that was hung up on the board 
fence, sending it rolling punch-drunk into the lot of 
the station. Its irruption silently crashed into the sign 
the leasing agent had erected, paused and tottered, 
then spent itself, continuing on out of the lot and into 
the dark.  The at tendant  saw that  i t  was f inal ly  
midnight and with undisguised routine, walked to 
the outer pump island with a handful of brass Yale 
locks. On each pump, he locked a cast nozzle into its 
slot. 

He then took a reading off each pump housing and 
transcribed it on sheet on a clipboard. He closed and 
locked the oil display, and finally wiped it all down 
with a red rag. He turned and walked back toward 
the small office, raising his shoulders to his ears to 
fight the cold. 

He entered the office, switched off the lights over 
the outer island, and tossed the clipboard onto the 
chair in the corner where the assistant manager liked 
to find it in the morning. The attendant stopped to 
scratch the head of a small  dog sleeping in the 
doorway to the service bays, then reached over the 
d o g  a n d  t u r n e d  u p  t h e  h e a t e r .  T h e  w i n d  w a s  
gathering, and the sheet metal  and glass of the 
structure let its chill through freely. 

The service bays had been closed down earlier in 
the night, and the sealed cement floor held the dull 
even sheen of spent mopwater. He examined the 
floor for a moment, then pulled the sliding door 
shut, awakening the dog, who joined the man in the 
scarred, fluorescent lit office. 

The attendant selected one of the keys from his full 
key ring and opened the cash drawer. Out of it he 
pulled the plastic liner, counted the day's money, 

separated ten one-dollar bills and some coins, and 
slipped the rest through the slot in the locked floor 
safe beneath the desk. He turned on the radio, and 
sat back with long fingers woven together behind his 
head. The dog looked up at him for a moment, then 
snorted and put its head back down on its paws and 
closed its eyes. 

The attendant stared ahead blankly at the orange 
and  green  of  the  p lacard  the  owner ' s  wife  had  
scotch-taped to the front window before him: 

"You don't have to be crazy to work here, but it 
helps." 

After a short time, the attendant reached down 
into his sock and produced a small poly bag of dried 
brown weed. Into this bag he put two of his long and 
thin fingers, and using them as tweezers, drew out 
half of a hand-rolled cigarette. The paper it was 
rolled in showed burn marks on one end. He set it on 
the desk in front of him, shook the contents of the 
bag even, re-rolled the bag and licked and sealed the 
free end, then put it back into his sock. He lit and 
smoked the small cigarette. 

S o o n  a f t e r  h e  h a d  f i n i s h e d  i t ,  a  c a r  p u l l e d  
alongside the far island. The attendant pinched the 
bridge of his nose and got up slowly and went to the 
door. He cracked it open with a foot and called: 

"You gotta use these up here.- 
He  le t  the  door  shu t  and  sa t  back  down and  

watched the car back up too quickly, brake, and 
steer to the forward pumps, near the office. The 
driver of the car sat behind his wheel for a moment, 
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looking toward the office, then got out abruptly and 
put gasoline into his car. He finished and walked 
rapidly up to the office, opened the door, and threw 
in a bill. 

"When this place become self?" 
"Always has been at night," said the attendant, as 

he snatched the bill and slipped it into the floor safe 
between his feet. The man closed the door and drove 
away quickly in his car. 

"You should have gone out and helped that dude, 
Hambone," said the attendant to the ceiling, after he 
had resumed his pose, this time crossing his ankles on 
the desk. The dog's small ears perked when the 
attendant said Hambone, but its eyes did not open. 

At 1:30, the attendant leaned forward in the chair 
and  eyed ,  th rough the  s ide  window,  the  smal l  
tavern, down a few hundred yards on the other side 
of the highway. The lady and the man with the cane 
were coming out the front entrance. The lights were 
already out. They got in the pickup truck on the side 
of the tavern, then the woman got out and ran up to 
the doorway and shook the handle. Then she ran 
back to the truck and they drove away slowly in the 
opposite direction. The attendant sat back in his 
chair. 

He sat up again later when another large barbed 
tumbleweed threw itself with crackling error into the 
lighted pumps: the wind held its hug on one pump. 
He got up and went outside and kicked it free. It 
caromed off the building, then found its way west. 
The attendant watched the wind methodically catch 
and slide away the small sharp twigs the weed had 
left on the smooth drive. He reset the pump that had 
been used earlier and went back inside. 

The radio station he had been able to pick up 
signed off at two, and he reached down again into 
h i s  s o c k  f o r  t h e  p o l y  b a g ,  a n d  c a r e f u l l y  b u t  
effortlessly rolled a new cigarette of the brown buds 
and leaves. He replaced the bag, then leaned back on 
two legs of the chair with his heels on the edge of the 

desk and smoked it, smiling. He was whistling a 
monotonous indistinct melody when a polished grey 
and chrome sedan pulled up to the pumps. 

Two men in wool overcoats and hats got out of the 
car and came into the office. One of the men walked 
to the heater outlet and rubbed his hands slowly 
above it. 

"Yeah, it's just as hot as hell here, isn't it?" said the 
man by the heater. 

"Desert gets cold in the winter, Frank. Nothing 
you can do about  that ,  e i ther ,"  sa id  the  o ther ,  
younger man, then he looked down at the attendant. 
"Well? You want to fill that up or not?" He jerked his 
chin at the car. 

The attendant inhaled and swung his long legs off 
the desk and slowly rose. 

"Need a key for the cap?" he asked, with one hand 
poised above the door handle. 

"No." 
The attendant went out and began fi l l ing the 

automobile. The man called Frank turned his back 
to the heater, but kept his hands above it. He looked 
at the younger man's hat. 

"Do we have time still?" 
"It's not that far from here, Frank. Don't worry 

about that. Just remember—" He turned. "Yeah?" 
The attendant had returned. 

"You got that filled already?" the man continued, 
irritated at the attendant. 

"On auto-shut-off. Cold." 
"Well go check under the goddamn hood. Christ." 

As the attendant went back out through the door, 
the man went on: 

"Only two hours out now, Frank. You can hear 
the tables in one." 

"This better go right," said the other man, "Or 
you; well, you're aware of what will happen. And I 
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don't want any more unforeseen contingencies of 
time. Right, Schaeffer?" 

Schaef fe r  lowered  h is  head  and  s tud ied  the  
cigarette machine. 

The attendant walked back in and sat down and 
said: 

"You are a quart low." 
"Well put one in then," snapped Schaeffer. 
"It'll cost a dollar seventy-five cents if I do it," said 

the attendant. 
"Put it in!" repeated Schaeffer. 
The attendant got back up and started for the 

door. The man called Frank caught him lightly by 
the arm, and said: 

"Don't mind him, pal. He's been having a little 
trouble of late doing things right. Say, what's with 
no stations being open out on the interstate?" 

"Interstate's brand new." 

The attendant looked out at the car, then added: 
"Afore they finished that freeway, this was," he 

waved a finger slowly along the road, "this was the 
whole show around here. That's a U.S. highway out 
there." 

He pointed again at it and went outside. The man 
known as Frank let his hand fall from the attendant's 
soiled coat sleeve, then pulled a handkerchief from 
his suit and wiped his fingers. 

"Grease on silk," he said, and put the handkerchief 
away. 

"What did you say?" 
"Nothing, Schaeffer. You know this is costing me. 

You should have had that car filled before we left." 
"How was I to know? How was I to know we 

couldn ' t  f ind  a  goddamned gas  s ta t ion  on  the  
freeway?" 

"Don't you read the papers? I hope this never 
happens again when I am with you." 

"D on ' t  you  w or ry  abou t  t ha t ,  F rank , "  s a id  

Schaeffer, taking out a cigarette and lighting it. 
"Hey, kid's been smoking some grass in here. Smell 
it, Frank?" 

"Yeah. And you can call me Mr. Franklin." 
"But George Fresno said you like to be called 

Frank." 
"I do." 
"S000...?" 
"You call me Mr. Franklin." 
"'Ever you say." 
The attendant returned. 
"Eighteen-sixty on the gas and one seventy-five on 

the oil makes twenty twenty-five." He held out a 
hand. 

"Twenty thirty-five," said Schaeffer carelessly, 
and handed him a plastic card with numbers. 

"Uh—No cards." The attendant kept his hand out. 
"What do you mean, 'No cards'?" said Schaeffer. 
"What I said. No credit cards. Not since Ju-ly." 
"Jesus Christ," sneered Schaeffer. He turned from 

the attendant. "Have you got any cash, Fra—Mr. 
Franklin?" 

Franklin clapped his hands once. "You mean you 
don't?" 

"Just some change." 
Franklin shook his head from side to side. "Well, I 

never carry it." He turned to the heater, still shaking 
his head. Schaeffer turned back to the attendant. 

"C'mon, kid, don't be an asshole. Here, take the 
card." 

"Can't do it. No forms, no machine. Even if I 
wanted to." 

"Get this settled, Schaeffer," ordered Franklin, his 
back to them still. 

"How?" asked Schaeffer, his voice rising slightly. 
He watched the back of Franklin's head go from left 
to right slowly. Then Franklin turned to the door 
and said: 
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"I'll be in the car. Pay the kid now, Schaeffer. I 
am late." 

Schaeffer watched him walk to the car and get in, 
swear ing  in  h i s  b rea th .  Then  he  pu l led  up  h is  
overcoat sleeve and unbuttoned his shirt cuff and 
peeled off a shiny wristwatch. His face contorted and 
he shook the watch in his hand like it was a pair of 
dice. 

"Damn you, kid. Come twenty miles out of the 
way and get screwed over at some damn night-flying 
gas station in Nowhere, U.S. of A. Christ ... Here, 
this thing is worth two hundred and fifty easy. You 
got some change to give me?" 

T h e  a t t e n d a n t  o p e n e d  t h e  c a s h  d r a w e r  a n d  
showed him the few bills there. 

"What?!" clipped Schaeffer. 
"It's all in the floor safe." 
"Well you got a key, don't you?" 
"Nope. Assistant manager comes in at six." 
"Gawd almighty!" Schaeffer threw the watch at 

the attendant and stomped to the door and threw it 
open, slamming it  against the wall and into the 
hindquarters of the dog. The dog yelped, and sprung 
to its feet, shaking with fright. 

"Just a little dog," said the attendant. 
Schaeffer whipped about, glaring at the attendant's 

face and •shifting his weight toward him, then the 
horn sounded. Schaeffer quickly turned and went 
out, got in the car and started it, squealing the tires 
on the smooth drive as the car left the station. The 
attendant went to the doorway and watched the 
taillights lose their red in the distance. Then he 
rubbed his arms briskly and closed the door. 

He picked up the small quivering dog and set him 
g e n t l y  o n  t h e  d e s k .  T h e n  h e  p i c k e d  u p  t h e  
wristwatch, breathed on the crystal and polished it 
against his shirttail, and stretched it lightly over the 
dog's head and down around its neck. It clung softly. 

"Well lookee here what you got, Hambone," said 
the attendant, reaching down again for the poly bag. 


