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THE WIND WHIPPED PAST HIS FACE and through the scruff of closely-cropped dark hair as the world turned upside down, rushing blood briefly to David Reed’s head before turning right side up again.  He closed his eyes to the flashing colored lights and wished he could do the same against the shrill screams of teenage girls—two of whom belonged to his own daughters Victoria and Alison—and he felt a rumble in his stomach that he knew immediately was bad news.

He wondered when the ride would end, hoped it would be soon, then hoped even stronger that he could hold down that churning until then.  When the ride finally began to slow, it seemed the urge to vomit grew even stronger, to be free of the harness, out of the cage, and off the platform an immediate, driving need.

His heart pounded and sweat beaded on his forehead as he waited for the carnie to unlock the ride and let everyone out.

As soon as he heard the click releasing the catch on the lock, he threw off the seatbelt and leapt out of the seat, climbed over his younger daughter Alison, and darted down the stairs to dash behind a pillar and vomit.

Overhead, cars roared past on the highway, under which the fall carnival had been set up.  The sound soothed his mind, but his stomach was still a roiling pot of rotten stew and boiling acid.  He heaved and spewed more pizza, which had obviously been a terrible idea right before the Tilt-A-Whirl and the Chicago Loop.  He’d thought his stomach stronger, but then he reminded himself he wasn’t twenty anymore.  The stomach of a forty-five-year-old was made of much weaker stuff, apparently.

He closed his eyes and let the breeze fill his lungs while the whoosh of the cars above his head made him think of a relaxing beach.

Calm down, he told his body.  No more vomiting.  He caught a whiff of funnel cake in the air and the sweet stench of it assaulted him, threatening a new barrage.

The sweat on his back and neck chilled him when the wind blew by and he shivered, which only made him want to throw up again.  He knelt on one knee, then leaned forward and squeezed his eyes shut, drawing himself as much into a ball as he could without lying on the cracked concrete.

When the moment had passed, he stood up, took a deep breath and shook off the nausea.  The speakers set up around the park blasted old rock music.  He looked around for his wife and daughters.  He spotted Jessi, her short frame topped with curly auburn locks, a little distance away.  The girls, Victoria having inherited her mother’s hair color while Alison, a year younger, had David’s black hair, were watching the next ride in line with wide and eager eyes.  Jessi watched David with concern, and a little bit of “I told you not to eat so much before we came”.  But mostly concern.  Or so he chose to believe.

“Are you ready yet, Dad?” Alison asked, barely able to stop herself from running toward the next ride, which was currently unloading its previous round of riders.

“Go on without me,” David said, waving them off.  The girls both smiled and took off.

“I told you not to eat so much before we came,” Jessi said as he sidled up next to her.

“Yeah,” he agreed.  “I think they purposely make those things fast and jerky like that.”

“Of course they do,” Jessi said with authority, as if she’d just read the statistics.

“Well, it’s a stupid practice.  You want people to enjoy the rides and come back.”

Jessi had no comment.

He watched Victoria and Alison climb aboard the next ride, one of David’s favorites growing up, the Octopus, knowing there was no way his stomach could have handled even that junior league contraption.

It would have to be enough, this time, just to watch his daughters enjoy it.  Jessi hadn’t gone near a ride all evening, even though David had sprung for free access bracelets for all four of them.  She hated the sensation, but didn’t seem to mind watching everyone else having a good time.  David, on the other hand, envied his daughters their stronger stomachs, although he realized he was only going to be able to watch for a few seconds.  When their car took its first dip and spin, his stomach gave a warning grumble and he had to look away.

He tried to look distracted or disinterested, but feared it only came across as weak, so he peeked back at them, saw the smiles on their faces, and wanted to watch.  But his stomach gave that warning again and David looked behind him, watching the carnies work.

He wondered what kind of life they led when they weren’t out here running these rickety machines.  He thought about when he and the Bewlay boys used to come here in high school, and how grungy the workers always looked.

“I’m not getting on that thing,” Mick Bewlay said once, regarding the filthy toothless man running the Himalaya.  “He couldn’t bother to brush, I’m supposed to trust him to tighten all the nuts and bolts on that deathtrap?”

“Don’t be a wuss,” Mick’s brother Donny had said.  They were fraternal twins who went to great lengths to look more like each other.  Both kept their hair long and wore matching denim jackets which, later in life, would become denim vests over black motorcycle tees.  David remembered they had tried to grow beards that year.  Donnie had managed it just fine, but Mick’s had come in patchy and haphazard, leaving Donnie to mock him until he gave in and shaved it off.  “He didn’t build the thing, he just pushes the button.  Get on.”

And they had all made it off the ride safe and sound, if a little sore in the shoulder and chest muscles from the centrifugal force.

And now look at me, David thought.  I eat a few slices of pizza and I can’t handle a couple of loops.  Pathetic.  The Bewlays would never let me live this down.

He glanced back at the ride again and knew that was it for him tonight.  As soon as it was over, he gathered his daughters and said, “Alright, you two, I think it’s time to head home.”

They gave disappointed groans and Jessi said, “You’ll be alright,” as they ushered the girls toward the parking lot.

“I gotta work tomorrow, anyway,” David said.

“You mean you don’t want to make us watch you throw up again,” Victoria said.

“That too,” David agreed.

His head pounded now and he felt a moment of dread at the thought of lying in bed and closing his eyes, worried it would be the same effect as if he’d had too much to drink.  Right now, a spinning room was the last thing he needed.  But the second to last thing he needed was to stand around here anymore with all these lights flashing, with the blaring music was half a dozen sets of speakers placed around the park, all blasting different tunes.  He’d rather lose himself in the calm of the cars rushing overhead.

“Maybe we’ll come back later in the week, before they leave town,” David suggested.  The girls smiled and said, “Fine,” and followed their parents to the car.

“He said maybe,” Jessi clarified.  “These carnivals aren’t cheap.”

“We’ll figure it out,” David said more to his daughters than his wife.  They knew that meant he’d have to ask again later when their mother was in a good mood.

Alison slid in first, and Victoria barked, “Watch the bow!”

Jessi looked back and said, “I thought I told you to take that stuff inside?”

“I will!” Victoria said.  “Jeez!”  She held out her hands and Alison handed over Victoria’s bow.  “Will you hand me the glove too, please?”

Alison looked around, then spotted it on the floor, bent to grab it, and handed it to her sister.

“Thank you,” Victoria said and Jessi nodded in appreciation from the front seat.

Only a year apart, the girls could never decide if they were friends or enemies.  It seemed the competitions never ended.  If one decided she wanted to take swimming, the other decided archery was the thing for her.  If one got all As on her grade card, the other tried for A+s.  Perfect attendance was never a problem, because there was an award for that at the end of the year, and one of them was not going to let the other win if they didn’t themselves.

But David had to admit, driving home that night, glad to be away from the noise and chaos, when it really came down to it, the girls had each other’s backs no matter what.  That always made him feel like, despite the constant civil war waging between Alison and Victoria, somewhere along the way he and Jessi had managed to do something right.

He watched the moving lights fade in the mirror as he drove home.
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, David sat in the break room at Cleo’s Market in town, reading a copy of Elmore Leonard’s 52 Pick-Up and drinking a Vanilla Coke.  He only had twenty pages left and wanted to finish it, which was exactly why, he assumed, Beth Gilmore decided to sit next to him and start talking.

“What are you doing, Mr. Reed?”

What the hell does it look like, he wanted to ask.

Instead he said, “I’m not your teacher anymore, Beth, you can call me David now.”

“Nah,” she said.  “Too weird.  What are you reading?”

He tilted the paperback toward himself so she could see the cover.

“Wasn’t that a movie?”

“It was,” he replied, never taking his eyes from the page and hoping she would take the hint.

“You sure like to read,” she said.

You mean I would like to read, he thought.

Instead he said, “Uh huh,” again hoping she would take the hint.

“I can never concentrate enough, I guess I just have too much going on in my head.”

I doubt that’s it, he thought.

Instead he said, “Uh huh,” still hoping she would take the hint.

“Maybe I just have to find the right book.”

He replaced his bookmark and set the book down in surrender. 

Instead he decided to go on the offensive.

“Why are you still here, Beth?” he asked.  “I mean here, working here.  You worked here when you were in high school.  You graduated a
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