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“Life’s roller coaster don’t have no
safety bars…”

— Smitty


Chapter One
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I never really cared for the clowns much.
Don’t get me wrong. They had a hard job in those cheesy, traveling
county fairs. It’s just that I knew who the idiots were under the
makeup, so I just kept to myself and ran the rides.

I’d kept this simple two-week job for most of
my young life. I was the Tilta-Whirl lever man. I was sometimes the
Ferris Wheel guy. I even ran some of the throw-the-dart games. I
didn’t like those parts of the job, though. I’d rather see the kids
get all excited as we buckled them in for a ride. That was the fun
part. Youth and county fairs just go together.

Smitty taught me that.

I remember the first time I ever formally met
the man. It was 1984. I was ten years old at the time. It was fair
time in Clay County, Tennessee, in the dusty red clay of Celina.
I’d tagged along with some friends whose parents let us run rampant
through the park with ten bucks in our grimy little paws.

The rest of my buds started out tossing darts
at balloons and throwing giant softballs at tiny holes. They had
cotton candy stuck on their face. They had lemonade running down
their arm. That wasn’t my game. I’d waited all summer for this
moment. I wasn’t about to waste time throwing money at the
Carnies.

Me, I marched straight to the ticket booth
and bought my tickets. There they were in my hands — like Willie
Wonka golden tickets. Yep. Tonight was the night. I was finally
going to ride the big-kids roller coaster. I’d been summoning up my
nerves all week to finally try it. Plus, I’d just only recently
grew tall enough to stand above that darned red line that I’d
stared up at for years.

Tonight! Tonight was to be the night I became
a man. Well, a bigger kid anyway.

So I stood in line rubbing my tickets
together as if they were going to make magic and speed up the line.
I couldn’t wait to saunter up to the same old guy that’d run it for
years — that same guy that always turned me down because I was “too
small” to ride the “big kid’s” roller coaster. Man, that bites at a
little kid’s psyche — telling him he’s too small. Dang it.

But not this year, Baby. I couldn’t wait to
back up to that line and smirk at that crusty old codger that could
no longer tell me no. Little-big-man was about to show him!
Tonight, I’m doing it.

Sure enough, there my old nemesis was,
sitting in the same weathered old wooden chair as always. I caught
him checking me out with the beady little eyes of his. And, as
customary, he stood from his creaky, weathered chair and pointed at
that same old pole by the entry gate. He didn’t have to say a word.
I was already pressing my head against the chipped red paint of
that formidable post.

He stared at me for what seemed like an hour.
I’m sure it was three seconds, but at the moment, the pressure was
on.

“I remember you,” he scowled, his eyes
squinting close. “I have some unfortunate news for you, Son.”

I felt my blood starting to boil. That old
coot wasn’t going to let me ride. He got even closer and squinted
even harder right back into my eyes. He said, “Son. Now you gotta
face that beast.”

He looked over his shoulder and into the
lights illuminating the seemingly endless first-hill climb beside
us — its dark rails jutting into the deep blue of early
nightfall.

I couldn’t see the top. At that moment, a
pang of doubt chopped into my mind.

Face that beast. Oh crap. What have I gotten
myself into?

The longer I looked at those creepy rails
extending into the sky, the deeper my heart sank. There was a
reason this was the big-kid’s coaster.

Face that beast. Oh crap.

“Son, what are ya waitin’ for?”

My hands started quivering and my face grew
pale. People behind me were grumbling about the wait.

Beast. This was a bad idea.

Just then, the old man tugged my two tickets
from my hand. I’m surprised he could pull them from my tight grasp.
As I stared in fear of the fellow — and that formidable beast of
steel and wood, a strand of his sweaty gray hair slid down across
his nose. For the first time in my life, I saw compassion in his
eyes. He even gave a calming smile. He almost whispered into my
ear.

“You know, Son … new worlds are not found
over calm seas.” He placed his warm palm on my shoulder. “Facing
one’s fears brings great reward.”

He gave me a gentle push toward the railway
car of doom. I have no idea why — other than that old man’s words —
but I climbed into that cart and braced myself. When he tugged my
restraint straps over my chest, I thought I was being smothered.
Both hands gripped the steel safety bar like I was hanging off a
cliff. When it hit its latched position, I thought I was going to
poop my pants. That’s the most “final” sound on Earth.

Gosh, here we go…

The train slid forward slowly as I tried to
pry open my eyes. Then, that “thunk” of the ratchet chains grabbing
hold of the bottom of the cart. That jolt just about gave my rigid
body whiplash. My butt muscles nearly bit a hole in the vinyl seat.
If I could have found something to bite ahold with by my teeth,
it’d have had holes in it, too!

Clickety, clack. Clickety clack. Impending
doom awaited me. This is the end!

We hit the top of the tower and my stomach
fell somewhere behind us. Rumble. Roar. Wind. Carnival music
blared. Chaos ensued.

Whoosh!

My heart pounded as we careened toward the
bottom. Screams. Laughs. Roars of enthusiasm.

By the time the ride rolled to a stop, I was
so full of self-pride and joy and inspiration. I had wet lines
running down my face that I didn’t know if they came from crying,
or if the wind had just sucked them out of my face. Thankfully, my
pants weren’t as wet.

I stepped out of the ride, and there was the
guy I would come to know as “Smitty”, smiling a huge grin.

Don’t ask me why, but my emotions took hold
of me. I ran straight to the man and wrapped my young arms around
his filthy waist. He grasped my back as he chuckled out loud and
cowered over my small stature.

That year, I road that ride 17 times. Smitty
would just chuckle and smile as I’d climb the steps up to his
“beast”. From that day forward when I first climbed aboard that
cart, I listened to every word my friend told me …

And he told me many.
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Chapter Two
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Words of wisdom and clever intellect seemed
to fall out of Smitty’s mouth by accident. He would always freely
offer advice on just about anything I could throw at him. It’s why
I got so close to him over the years.

A few years later, when I turned 16, I took
on a two-week job at that county fair. I’d gotten to know Smitty
pretty well over the last six years, and he had told me that they
usually looked for young men and women to help share the load as
they rolled into different towns. They weren’t hard jobs and you
didn’t exactly have to

have a PHD to get accepted. All you really
needed was some work ethic and the reliability to make sure the
crowds did exactly as told on those rides. They were just fair
rides, but safety was a key issue. Mr. Johnson, who ran the
traveling fair business, made that a point on day one. He was a
fearsome business man that commanded respect from his employees. I
know I sure did respect him. I was afraid not to. But to tell you
the truth, the very fact that he demanded respect is why I learned
to like him … and respect him.

Old Smitty continued to run my favorite ride
at the fair, and he and I had become quite close. Each year, I’d
look forward to his playful banter. I’d grown to love his advice as
much as my own parents’. For that two-week period, if I had any
questions or troubles, even ideas, I’d go see my buddy on the
roller coaster ride. Again, those words of wisdom overflowed from
his generous mind. It’s hard for me to imagine that after my many
early years of dislike toward the fellow that wouldn’t let me ride
because I was too little. Now, he was a good friend, if only for a
couple of weeks a year.
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So back to my story about when I was sixteen.
Like clockwork, the fair would roll into town and I’d work at my
ride-manager job. Sure, I was just the kid that pulled the lever
and watched people, but the ride-manager title sounded big to me. I
was somebody!

This particular year, I happened to land the
ride right next to Smitty. We kept quite busy, but we’d still talk
a little bit as the night went on. We were close enough in
proximity that we could exchange a few pleasantries across the
grassy lawn between us. I liked the new change, and I’m pretty sure
Smitty did, too.

That year, I had taken a liking to a young
lady in my class at school. She was a cute little number, and I
dearly wanted to ask her out, but I had no confidence whatsoever.
She would make her rounds through the fair as I pulled levers and
flipped switches. She’d smile over at me, and I’d grin and
bashfully look the other way right quick. Ol’ Smitty took note of
my actions as he watched and thought.

“Son, what are ya waitin’ on?” he
shouted.

I swear as he shouted, I heard his voice in
my head from six years earlier as I looked up at his beast. What
are ya waitin’ on? It rang in my head like it was
yesterday.

I looked over at the smiling old fart and
wrinkled my nose. “Is it that obvious?”

His head rolled back in a laugh. “Son, what
are you afraid of? I doubt she bites.”

“Look at me, Smitty. I’m a filthy, sweaty
mess. I can’t.”

“Again,” he said, “what are ya waitin’
for?”

“What if she says no, Smitty? I’ll be a
laughing stock in school.”

“And if she says yes … you’ll be a hero. What
are you waiting on? When you go on break, go find her. Simple as
that.”

“I dunno, Smit. It’s hard for me.”

“Everything worth anything is worth fighting
for. You might fail. You might win. But get one thing straight…

… life’s roller coaster don’t have no safety
bars. It’s all about what you hold onto.”

I sat there dumbfounded like I did years
before when he spoke. Everything he ever said to me made sense.

I want that “life’s roller coaster.”


Chapter Three
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The next two weeks of the fair were busy
ones.

The weather was right, and people were out in
full force. As you might suspect, I managed to land the little lass
I’d so adored. When I wasn’t running rides at the fair, we were
usually there anyway, enjoying ourselves with friends, playing like
the rest of the crowd.

Smitty always had a ritual to his days at the
park. He would meticulously investigate the parts of his roller
coaster, studying each nut and bolt and greasing the many moving
parts. He was very diligent about every facet of his ride.

There was also another ritual he’d do as
well. I always thought it was just another test run at the end of
the day, but I’d soon find out it wasn’t quite that way.

Smitty had another friend there at the park
that ran rides. The two would always meet at day’s end and chat. I
always suspected they might have shared a little shot of liquor to
end their day. I never really confirmed that, and it doesn’t matter
anyway. They both were great and proper ride-operators.

The other odd thing is, that Smitty’s buddy
would always run the ride long enough for Smitty to make his last
test run. But on this night, I watched a little more closely.

In the dimly lit shadows beneath the ride,
Smitty gave his friend a light slap on the arm and made his way
toward his ride. At that moment, Smitty seemed to transform into
another person. His head sort of dropped and his shoulders wilted a
little bit.

He sat down into his favorite seat — the one
up front. He took a deep and deliberate breath. He looked to the
side seat next to him. His hand gently caressed the shiny vinyl,
and then he let his head drop. Soon, he gave a quick nod to his
buddy, and the ride began its ascent.

Smitty’s friend watched the ride roll out of
sight and sat there patiently waiting, a knowing slight smile upon
his sweaty face.

Two minutes later found the ride rolling to a
stop. The releases tripped perfectly, and Smitty unbuckled, but
didn’t exit his craft. He sat there for a minute, lost in thought.
Soon, a look of contentment returned to his face and he stepped
back to his friend. He placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder,
much like he often did to me when giving advice.

“Thanks, Dave,” he muttered, and then killed
the lights. Their day was over.


Chapter Four
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As my two-week job was drawing to an end, I
continued to watch my buddy’s nightly ritual with Dave. Every night
it was the same. Same looks — same emotion — same everything.
Curiosity finally got the best of me.
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One morning I arrived earlier than usual, and
Smitty was doing his morning tune-ups.

“Good morning, Captain Smitty,” I smiled.

He returned my smile and address, still
turning wrenches and wiping things down. He made his rounds through
each cart, picking up the small pieces of trash and forgotten
articles of clothing within. I took notice how delicate he was of
that front seat. I walked over and slid him over in the seat and
sat down beside him.

“Tell me about this car.”

Smitty looked away from me. “It’s just my
favorite, that’s all.”

“I don’t believe you. I know you better than
that. For two weeks a year, you are my Great Uncle.”

He shrugged his shoulders, not wanting to
give in. “We got customers coming shortly. Let’s get to work.”

“No, Smitty. I want to know. What’s so
special about this car?”

“Damnit, Son. Why’s it matter?”

“Because I love you and want to know what
tugs you here every night.”

He stammered a little and finally grunted,
“Alright.”

He shuffled in his seat and turned, looking
me in the eye. “It was my first year working for Mr. Johnson. He’d
hired me after I had lost my job of nearly fifteen years. I was in
my mid-thirties when I met her.”

“Her?” I asked.

“Gwen. Gwen Johnson, Mr. Johnson’s
daughter.”

That comment set me back a little. Parts of
the story were coming together.

“She was a little older than me, divorced
once. You can imagine how hard this kind of life must be on
relationships. She kept the books for her father, did the payroll,
that sort of thing. She traveled right along with the show. I never
knew what happened to her ex-husband. I just assumed the Carnie
life ended her marriage.”

“Where do you come in, Smitty?”

“Right about now in the story. I fancied her
from the moment I met her, but knew better than to approach the
boss’s daughter, and Hell, every other Carnie was smitten over her,
too. I didn’t have a chance with her, and I knew it.”

“That doesn’t sound like the Smitty that’s
taught me so much!” I know it was rude, but I said it anyway.

“Maybe I’ve learned a little along the way,
Son.”

“I’m sorry, Smitty. Keep talking.”

“Well, it took me most of the summer to
finesse’ a date with her, but believe it or not, we managed. I’d
gotten a few harsh threats from her father about how I should treat
his only daughter. I took him at his word. A lot of strange
accidents happen at road carnivals. I didn’t want to be one of
those casualties.

“That summer,” he continued, “we absolutely
fell in love. Not just love. It was wondrous love. We worked
together. Played together. We kissed beneath the Ferris Wheel. It
was the greatest summer of my life. Even now, I relive my first
ride with her — right here in this seat of her father’s
coaster.”

“A maiden voyage over un-calm seas?” I asked,
quoting him in his presence.

“Yeah,” he chuckled. “I found my ‘New World’
on a roller coaster. Not exactly calm seas.” His smile beamed.

“It was worth the journey, wasn’t it,” I
asked. A tear slid down his nose as he spoke.

“The single greatest moments of my life were
with that woman. Every night, after we shut down, she’d find me
here closing up. Together, we’d relive the night we first kissed —
at thirty miles an hour downhill! What a rush, Son!”

I was smiling and almost crying at the same
time.

“We enjoyed a whole bunch of these-here rides
together. I miss her every night, but relive that memory in her
honor.”

Choking back tears, I asked, “I’m afraid to
ask what happened to her …”

“The Good Lord took her from me twelve years
ago. Cancer. She’s waiting for me at the big roller coaster in the
sky.”

“God, Smitty, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be, Son. Life’s roller coaster don’t
have no safety bars. It’s all in how you hold on.”


Chapter Five
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The next few years, I went to school and then
college, still working my two-week shift alongside Ol’ Smitty,
watching his nightly routine. When his buddy, Dave, left the
carnival and took another job, I took over his nightly vigilance
helping Smitty enjoy his memories.

And of course, we talked about wine, women
and song, even reminiscing about our yesteryears by now. I’d been
through several girlfriends after that first major test of my
courage he forced me to face. Smitty always had the answers and
spoke them with utter clarity and clever comparisons to something
inside that silly park where we worked. He was a piece of work,
that old toot.
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I eventually graduated from the local college
and became a schoolteacher. Ironically, this career choice of mine
not only allowed me to continue my summer two-week “job”, if you
will, but it also let me share some of Smitty’s words of wisdom
with many others. By this point, that carnival job wasn’t really
even a job anymore. It was a way to watch the young folk of the
world come and go, enjoying a simple county fair.

A year into my new employment, I found myself
a lady that I wanted to share my life with, strange as my life was.
Teacher by year — Carnie by summer. She’d met my dear friend,
Smitty, at the fair that year, and of course, loved him as much as
I did by day two. I remember his smile the day he met her. As
usual, his words were poignant.

“That one’s a ‘New World’, Son.”

And I agreed. So, almost a year later, and
with great trepidation, I purchased that ring and offered it to her
late that summer. The fair was two days away, and I had it all
planned out. I took her to a lovely park along the river, and
there, I proposed to the woman I loved.

That “yes” along the river was sweet as
cotton candy. It was as delicious as hand-squeezed lemonade. “Let’s
go tell everybody!”

As you can image, the river was just a mile
from where the carnival was just setting up for the opening night,
two nights away. We had to go tell Smitty.

As I rolled off the road into the dusty red
clay of the fairgrounds, I noticed they’d changed the layout of the
place. My roller coaster was moved farther out into the yard and a
few new rides were being assembled around the ring. I found old man
Johnson giving instruction with his cane pointing at this and that
as he barked out orders to his men. We spoke as we skipped along,
excited with our news.

“Mr. Johnson,” I chirped. “Good news!” Before
I could even make mention, our ring was dangling in front of his
eyes.

“Well, now!” he exclaimed. “That is good
news!” His scruffy gray beard curled as he smiled. He looked old as
dirt, and I guess he almost was. He must have been in his eighties;
still doing the only thing he knew how … carnivals.

“We just had to come by to tell everyone.
Where’s Smitty? We can’t wait to show him!”

Mr. Johnson’s big-top hat dropped along with
his chin. “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.”

“Oh, my God,” I exclaimed. “Surely not.”
Tears were already forming in my eyes.

“He’s riding a different rollercoaster now.
He can be happy with the woman of his dreams … my daughter.”
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Chapter Six

[image: tmp_acd86b0dbb447a631a419c0d9d1e591e_TyWp_b_html_m5ffb6ee8.jpg]

It was a harsh blow, getting the news about
Smitty’s death. He’d passed in his sleep that summer, after one of
the shows, and no doubt after one of his famous ‘tribute rides’ on
that beast. It’s a shame we had to hear such bad news on such a
happy day, but we sorted it out in our hearts and moved on.
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On the brighter side of things, I got a
promotion down at the fairgrounds. Somebody had to run that old
roller coaster, Smitty’s beast. I’d seen Smitty do it so many times
that I could run through it with ease. Well, that, and I loved that
old beast more than anyone else in the county. Each year, I’d get
my two week vacation of Carnie work handed back at me — remembering
many of life’s lessons ... and many old friends I’d met along the
way.
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“Son,” I asked one evening, looking down at a
frightened face standing next to that pole with the chipped-up
red-painted line. “What are ya waitin’ on?”

His pale face looked worried. I placed my
hand on his shoulder with a comforting smile.

“New worlds aren’t found over calm seas!
Climb in there and seize the day! Remember … life’s roller coaster
don’t have no safety bars … but this one does!”

I guess it’s all in how you hold on.

The End
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The Fountain Of Youth 2013


“Lead us away from here,”

the ancient man whispered to John.

“This is no place for a child.”

At the time, John was 52 years old.


Chapter One

Dr. John Brandt had it all, or so the world
thought. At age 52, he’d accumulated great wealth in his plastic
surgery facility. He’d graduated from prestigious schools and had
created new schools for students to learn his new and exciting ways
to make the human race prettier. After all, in 1974, this was a
time of testing for the many new treatments in the industry. He’d
helped pioneer many of those, always seeking something better.

Gifted with great looks and notoriety within
Central California’s elite, John was rich, powerful, and still very
trim and fit. He ran through the valleys and hills of his hometown
each morning, being greeted by much of society’s finest. Everyone
loved and envied his grand lifestyle. He looked twenty years
younger than his age, and he addressed his passions for the
outdoors with the same enthusiasm and vigor as everything else in
life. He was strong, lean, and young. But therein laid the
problem.

Dr. John was aging … and he despised it.

He’d recently been having second thoughts
about his career choice as he lay in bed, rubbing his sore joints.
Maybe I should have devoted my efforts into making people live
longer instead of making them look younger?

That single thought seemed to always come to
the forefront in his mind. He had others, though, too.

Maybe I should have just hiked the world in
search of the Fountain of Youth? I could have been outdoors in the
wilds, loving the wind in my hair (what’s left of it…). Maybe
someone as special as me could have actually finally found that
generous pool of special water. I’d be even richer, more famous,
and I’d live forever …

Little did John know that he’d actually find
it.


Chapter Two

John woke one Friday morning in November. He
rolled over in bed and glanced at his wife beside him, lying
quietly in slumber. She’s so pretty … he thought, watching
her gentle breathing.

John had made very few enhancements to her
already naturally beautiful body. She, too, was quite proud of her
looks, and displayed herself at every fanciful party or gathering
she could attend. Even her name reflected her demeanor.
Jewel. Although humility wasn’t always her standout
attribute, her beauty and elegance would usually overpower it.

Sometimes John would tag along on her
ventures, showing off his prize of a wife, rubbing elbows with
other influential people. His classy looks and lifestyle could and
did fit right in, in those elite circles. In most cases, though, he
would have preferred to skip those types of gatherings. If he were
going to take precious time off from work, he’d try to get in some
exercise or perhaps find a new trail to hike. His enjoyments were
not about making great impressions of himself on people. He,
himself, would rather help others make impressions on people.
Make me prettier. Make me stronger. Paint me perfect. It was
a relentless cycle that sometimes wore on his nerves.

This was one of those mornings that John’s
doubts were creeping in on him. He’d already put in too many hours
in the last few weeks, and he was ready for some alone time.

He sat up in bed rubbing his eyes. He knew if
he went in to work that Mrs. Stine would have already left three
messages whining about her last two visits and setting up her next
three. That’s just what he needed … more imperfect people wanting
perfection. I wanna be perfect!

Just then, Jewel stirred beside him. “Are you
alright, Honey?”

“Yeah,” he sighed. “I’m just sick of these
last few weeks. I need to get away.”

“Then why don’t you? You make the rules down
there, remember?” She gave him a tender smile and passed her hand
over his back, caressing his strong muscles beneath his
nightshirt.

“I think I will,” he finally stated after
pondering the idea a bit. “Paul’s been begging me to fly out to see
his place in the mountains. Maybe I can catch a Private (jet) and
hike a few days in some real hills. If I can arrange it, I’ll give
him a shout. Whatta ya think?”

“I think it’s a great idea. I have two Galas
this weekend to keep me entertained. Maybe we can hit the symphony
one day next week, and you can treat me to a night out!”

“Okay, Love,” he chuckled. “We’ll make it a
date.”

“Come ‘ere, You. You’re going nowhere just
yet. I have plans of my own for you this morning … before you go
rushing off into the unknown! I need some attention!”

“Hummm … I guess … if I must …”

The morning sun shone through the giant panes
of glass of the Brandt home’s bay window. Its rays illuminated the
room in rich, natural light. A luxurious, golden bedspread
blanketed two very lucky people — one with a passion for the zest
of life — the other, with a zest for grand society. Basking in the
morning glow, John spoke quietly in deep thought.

“I’m so lucky to have you, Honey. We have it
all — the house, the social life, two kids in great colleges. We
have each other. Life has been good to us. I try to focus on that
when my days get long, or when I find another wrinkle on my face.
Aging feels like life is slowly slipping away from us. I want to
live longer. I want this to not end …”

“Honey?” she asked. “Are you sure you’re
alright?”

“Yeah, I just need some time to think. Rush
here; rush there. Even my hike will take a jet and a helicopter to
make it happen in three days. Where does it all end?”

“With you and me,” she smiled. “ … right
here.”

John couldn’t argue.


Chapter Three

Within an hour, John had set up plans with
his friend, Paul, at his mountain retreat in Colorado. Paul would
set up his end of the deal for transportation on his personal
helicopter once John’s Private jet dropped him into Denver
International Airport. Paul had made mention that it’d be the
perfect time to come, transportation and all. Since Paul was
leaving for a day trip, the chopper would already be sitting at the
airport waiting. John could simply climb aboard and make himself at
home until Paul returned the next day.

“Quiet time for ya, buddie!” Paul joked.
“I’ll catch you the next day for beer and football on the
widescreen. Keep the damn fridge stocked!”

So it was agreed and both men set their plans
in motion. Mrs. Stine’s pampering would just have to wait. Four
more days wouldn’t age her to death.

John took a solid hour to pack his many bags.
It wasn’t his long stay that forced such a large amount of luggage
— it was the intense cold-weather gear that enlarged his number of
suitcases. California’s weather was a tad bit different than the
slopes of Colorado.

Jewel dropped him off at the local small
airport where his ride awaited him. It was a relief to see
something happen easily as this. John was used to being the fixer
in just about every scenario, so an easy takeoff and flight would
be another thankful amendment to what was already becoming a fun
weekend. John was finally getting away.

“I love you, Sweetheart,” she said, wrapping
her arms around him. “Be safe.”

“John returned the compliment and stepped
toward his ride. Let’s rock and roll!
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