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cour·te·sy

So, anyway, my sidelines have been rather odd at times, eclectic at the least. But, as we all know, sometimes one income isn't enough. Particularly for those who are single. | I'm sure many of you have had some colorful and interesting experiences with your own sideline ventures.

EMPTY WORDS

It's the same with sporting events, concerts, casinos, and amusement parks. I'd just come to expect that I would likely see someone from a distance that I hadn't seen in a while when I used to frequent these places.
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REMEMBERING THE FAIR

As I walked along 52 Hwy from home toward the downtown area of the Fair, I saw Leslie Alderman lowering the flag at the Post Office.

Shorty Bormann had just come out to take his evening pump readings before closing the station for the night. Burt's black Chevelle was parked in its normal spot.

As I passed W-K, Arthur Ehlers was driving the wrecker inside the building, parked where it would be easy to get out if, heaven forbid, there would be a call during the night. Vern Deen stood in the doorway, waiting to lock up.

Clayton Smart was at his post on the corner by Fox Theater, diverting traffic around the parade grounds.

In front of the theater, Charlie & Francis Fox set the popcorn machine up on the sidewalk out front to sell boxes of fresh buttered popcorn to parade watchers of the evening.

Across the street, E.L. and Betty Eickhoff were sitting in the window of their furniture store, watching the crowd gather for the evening parade.

The Municipal Band was playing "Stars & Stripes Forever" at the bandstand, while Ralph Berry, Lyle Webb, and Shirley Cash were discussing the introductions of the evening's floats, making ready for the parade they would announce.

By this time, the sounds of the carnival were becoming evident, as were the aromas of juicy burgers and brewing coffee from the church stands on either side of the highway at the four-way stop.

From behind me, I could hear the sounds and catch the smell of diesel fumes, as the farm equipment Raymond Sclesselman had brought up from his Kaysinger Equipment dealership in Lincoln was getting lined up to precede the Grand Parade of the evening.

Speaking of Raymond, I saw him at St. Paul's food stand, where he was finishing off a piece of pie while talking with a couple of other Legionnaires, who would serve as the color guards for the evening. 

Behind the screens of the kitchen, I could see Uncle Merlin Balke frying hamburgers and Arlene Schlesselman preparing coneys and juicy burgers. Lois Gerken and Judy Reimenschnitter were serving pie and coffee.

The lights had just been turned on across the parade grounds, and the Rock-O-Plane, Ferris Wheel, and Tilt-A-Whirl were carrying full loads of screaming kids, as others, not so brave, looked on. Some of my friends were feeding quarters into miniature cranes that would dig for treasures such as lighters, ceramic dogs, and lucky dice.

I saw a few kids hanging out of the second-story windows of the old factory building where the school works were being displayed. Helium-filled balloons from the Feed Store across from the Methodist church had escaped the clutches of other kids and were floating away overhead.

My destination was the old firehouse, where the hobbies were shown. I was a model car fancier, always in awe of the great assembly and paint job done by those more patient, and with a steadier hand than mine. Of course, what kid would miss a chance to see the old cell, where prisoners of days gone by were held?  Mostly, they were the stray reveler from one of the bars, who needed to be protected from themselves

. When I came out of that building, I met Grandpa Balke, who was walking up Maple Street to the stand for his evening pie and coffee, so naturally, I joined him. We found an empty space on the "bank side" of the stand alongside Elmer Schlesselman, who Grandpa talked with. Walter Lumpee could still be seen through the window of the bank, sitting at his desk, finishing some paperwork.

By the time the pie was delivered by Pastor Saathoff, my cousin Wayne, who had just finished playing saxophone with the Municipal Band, joined us for pie. He would work the late shift at the stand. 

As I had nowhere to go, I would probably find Mom in front of the bank by the time the parade started and would watch it with her.

She was talking with Evelyn Goosen when I found her, so I surveyed the gathering crowd as they talked. I saw the familiar faces of Herb and Martha Bockelman, Harry and Esther Eickhoff, and others in the crowd. 

It wasn't long before the voice of Ralph Berry was welcoming us to Cole Camp for a wonderful evening of entertainment. Mayor Raymond Harris was introduced, and he officially welcomed visitors, which signaled the start of the parade.

On the street, beside Clayton Smart, stood Sheila Fox, who was directing the flow of the parade to match the emcee's call of the procession. When Sheriff Bob Crenshaw sounded the siren from his patrol cruiser, the Grade Parade was underway. He led the parade, followed by State Troopers Mayes and Means, and the old 1920-something firetruck driven by Carl Fox, with Ervin Meyer at his side.

Raymond Sclesselman, Bob and Orlyn Brauer, and Harold Hesse led the colors, followed by the CCHS Marching Band. And now, the much anticipated Grand Parade of floats began to enter the parade grounds. First came "My Wild Irish Rose", the Iris Garden Club's entry. The Cub Scouts followed, with their remembrance of The Pinewood Derby. Rufus Tobaben and his two sons were dressed as clowns, weaving among the floats and tossing candy to the kids.

The American Legion's float reminded us of those who returned from foreign wars crippled. A veteran rode their float in his wheelchair while waving a small flag.

St. Paul's Church offered a massive rendition of Noah's Ark, which was so tall that a long 2x4 was needed to raise the flashing light of the four-way stop to allow the float to clear.

The Senior Class, Trinity Lutheran Church, and the Lutheran School Association had their usual fabulous entries, as well, and by the time we were able to hear the baying of the hounds, we knew the Oak Hill Coon Club's entry signaled the end of the parade's first pass through the grounds. On the return trip, prizes would be awarded. While waiting for the return, everyone was speculating who the winners would be.

Ribbons were awarded and the crowd began disbursing; some to get one more hamburger or juicy burger, a snow cone, or cotton candy; while others moved their chairs into position to enjoy the evening's musical entertainment at the bandstand.

It was, by that time, time for this Cole Camp native to tuck the memories of another Fair into his memory banks and make his way to the car. Who knows how many, if any, other years like this would remain, for life has its way of altering things; where we live, and where our priorities might lie at any given time.

But, one thing remains true, our memories of the Cole Camp each of us remember in our own special way will never die.

I'm sure most of you who attended the 2023 Cole Camp Fair didn't see things quite the way I did. You see, the names and the faces of any town are sure to change, just as the faces that can be seen in the crowds on any night. The fair I saw was from the mid or late 1960s in the Cole Camp of my mind - the Cole Camp I will forever call home.

THE CLOWN

Many years ago, things were so much different across our country.

Families were paramount. Before a family member made a decision, it was first considered how the family would be affected. The family as a whole was consulted, and the decision was often jointly made.

Oh, kids were indeed known to go away to colleges far from home, or set out to seek fame and fortune in any of the country's cities, but, for the most part, families stuck together. Kids learned a trade or worked in the family business.

[image: ]The many tiny towns that dotted the map were always busy little hubs of activity. Entertainment, in those days, didn't mean a weekend in the city, but rather festivals, fairs, socials, dinners, and any number of activities could be seen in many of these small towns and villages across the land.

It was at an event much like these where we get our first look at the young man of whom this tale is written. He was but a young boy at this time, wide-eyed and impressionable like he would be at no other age. A traveling circus had stopped to perform in this little town, and the boy's family was among the crowd there to watch.

The elephants dazzled and the strong man wowed the crowd. The dancing bear was a favorite and the tight-rope walkers amazed all in attendance. But, our boy's attraction was with the circus clown.

A wild outfit of bright colors that didn't seem to go together. Oversized shoes and a gaudy necktie as wide as it was short. The clown wore a bright orange curly wig and had painted his face in bizarre colors. He flopped around the circus ring, in and out of the performers. He teased the elephants and pretended to be terrified by the dancing bear.

The clown stole the show. Soon, people lost track of the main acts because their attention was riveted on the crazy antics of that lone clown. The boy had never seen anything like this. He was enamored with the clown's ability to entertain the crowd.

After the show, as the crowd was filing out, the boy caught a glimpse of the clown sitting off at a distance. He was peeling the layers of costume off and setting it aside for tomorrow's show. What struck the boy, in that brief moment, was the incredible amount of sadness on the face of the clown.

Some things we see at that age pass by relatively unnoticed, while others stay with us for a lifetime. It was that brief encounter the night of the circus that our boy would not forget.

Yet, life goes on. Wars were fought and lives were lost. Major events rocked the country, eventually changing the lives of those even in our small towns and villages. Along with the changes, our young boy becomes a man.

Over the years, he seems to grow a bit differently than many of those around him. Sure, he played the games of youth, but yet never seemed to quite fit anywhere. He became more mature sooner than others and became less a part of the lives of those his age.

At some point during his formative years, the boy's family was tragically lost through a series of events unimportant to our tale. This may have affected the different paths on which he would ultimately walk through life's ways.

Although he learned a trade at which he worked in the village, his interactions with other villagers seemed to change. While businesslike and polite, he became more and more removed from the social activities of the community. Folks stopped inviting him to parties and no longer included him in their plans. Our young man had become an outcast and a loner.

Always of a curious nature, he filled his free time with books and oddities for a man his age. He devoured any information available, being fascinated by a changing world. At the back of it all was the memory of that night years ago when he went to the circus.

He became engrossed in learning the history of how clowns came to be. He read books and collected memorabilia. He soon amassed a sizable wardrobe of the trade, complete with wigs and makeup. Not that he had any intention of becoming a clown, but still, he was held spellbound by that sad man who wore that crazy costume so many years before.

Fairs and festivals had continued as before, although the young man hadn't joined in for some time, knowing he just didn't fit in. From his little room above a local store, he could watch those who reveled in the festivities. He longed to be welcomed into these events, but it wasn't meant to be.

The big event of the year was the County Fair held each fall. Large crowds gathered from all around. The sounds of music and laughter filled the air. The merry sounds of the calliope added to the festive mode of the air.

Smoke rose from the food stands, where hamburgers and brats were grilling to send their seductive aroma to summon hungry revelers. All was merry for the week of the Fair.

Just once, the young man wondered what it would be like to be one of the merry crowd below, who seemed captivated by all that was about them. He thought of his costumes and of that circus clown's ability to mesmerize that crowd so many years before.

Why couldn't he do the same? He had the costumes and makeup. He'd read all about the tricks of entertaining a crowd. Deciding to throw caution to the wind, he sat down before his mirror and box of makeup. In no time, he was transformed from a lonely young clerk into a smiling wistful clown. This time, HE was going to the Fair!

The clown walked down the back stairs that opened onto an alley adjacent to the town's main street where the Fair would be centered. He circled around and slipped into the early evening crowd.

Almost immediately, he was noticed by a shrieking young boy who ran up to him asking what "that big red ball on his face" was. The clown reached down to pull a shiny new quarter from behind the ear of the young boy, leaving him to run off to tell his friends.

A young girl was standing with her family as they waited for their food order to be delivered. She was looking bored, so the clown knelt down to shake her hand. He pulled from his lapel pocket a bright green handkerchief to wipe his eye, then handed it to the girl, urging her to take the handkerchief. As she pulled, other colors came following that green square. It didn't seem to end but continued on in every color of the rainbow. As the family's food had arrived, the clown patted the girl's head and headed on his merry way - handkerchieves in tow.

As he walked on, more and more people noticed and pointed at the oddity they didn't quite know what to make of. By this time, kids were following the clown as he hopped on a merry-go-round horse. His pockets were filled with candy, which he threw out to the gathering crowd.

From then on, the clown was seen everywhere for the rest of the week. He sold tickets to the tilt-a-whirl and was seen on a seat at the top of the Ferris Wheel, with a laughing child on either side. As the parade began, he hitched a ride in the car carrying the Grand Marshall. Later, he was riding on the float of Cub Scouts. He seemed to have an endless supply of candy which he was always throwing to the crowd.

He worked the popcorn stand after the parade, delighting the crowds with a handshake that would sound a squeaky horn when his hand was squeezed.

No one knew who he was, or from where he came. But, it was clear, that he'd become a part of the Fair that year. It was never considered that he was one of their own, who daily worked and walked among them. Rather, they supposed him to be a professional act hired by the Fair Board to entertain the crowd.

Each night, he disappeared as quickly as he had earlier appeared, slipping away through the back alley and up the narrow stairway leading to his little apartment.

The Fair came to an end and life returned to normal for the village on the following Monday. Our clown man was among them, unbeknownst to anyone that he had been the one that thrilled and delighted them just the week before. Once again, he had become the unnoticed little man at the store down the street.

As time went on, other festivals and activities took place, at which everyone hoped for the appearance of the clown who had so entertained them during the Fair. But, he never appeared. Actually, it wasn't long before our clerk/clown man left the little town. He was never to be seen again.

Not much was made of his disappearance if it was noticed at all. But, for some years later, townsfolk remembered fondly and talked about frequently, the year the clown came to the Fair.

Whatever became of our young clown man was never known. It seems safe to say that he took something from his experience of that Fair as well. How he saw it was doubtlessly in a totally different light than how it was seen by all others.

SITTING WITH GRANDPA & GRANDMA

I walked down the sidewalk to the house on the left with the white picket fence. I stopped and opened the gate at the sidewalk that led to the house. Grandpa and Grandma were sitting on the front porch, enjoying the pleasant shade of that summer's afternoon.

Grandma had just made a pitcher of fresh lemonade. There were three glasses on the little table that sat between their chairs. I could see the sweat running down the side of the glasses as I stepped onto the porch. Grandma handed me a glass. It was cold in my hand, and the thought of the contents' satisfying taste made the glands of my throat constrict before I'd even raised the glass to my parched lips.

Grandpa was admiring the freshly painted boards of the floor he and I had replaced just last week. Today was the first day anyone had sat on the new porch floor. 

Grandpa had always been a proud man. He took special pride in keeping his property in good shape with the proper amount of curb appeal. He was also proud of me. Proud that his grandson wanted to spend time with him; listening and learning as he spoke of his past.

As always, his little dog, Mitzie, was lying at his feet with his tail wagging. I bent down to stroke the fur of his back. He looked up and snorted in a reply of thanks. I sat in a chair beside Grandpa.

The yard would need mowing by Friday. He said that, knowing that I would be there to do the job on Thursday afternoon. The yard didn't really need to be mowed yet, but the weekend was nearing. Things were different in Grandpa and Grandma's days. Everything slowed down on the weekend. Relatives and neighbors came to visit. Sunday was a day of church and relaxing. Everything needed to look just right. All chores needed to be completed before the weekend arrived.

Grandma asked about Mom. She wondered what she was making for supper and if she hung the wash on the line this morning. She said Aunt Lizzie had called the other day. Walter wasn't feeling well, but Lizzie thought he'd "just got too much sun" the other day. Truth be known, Walter was just fine. He probably just felt like taking it easy for a day or two.

Grandpa said he thought the tomatoes would be ready to can by Monday or Tuesday. This meant I should alert Mom to be ready. He would bring a gunnysack full of ripe tomatoes first thing Monday morning. They had a system. I was the relay between the two.

By that time, it was becoming late afternoon, and Grandma said it was past time for her to get up and start supper. She was going to fry pork chops and potatoes. I could almost smell the aromas coming from her kitchen now.

After she'd left, Grandpa was looking at the sky, searching for any sign that it might rain soon. He said it wouldn't rain for at least a few more days, citing an old saying which escapes me as I write. Mitzie rolled over from her sleep. She yawned, gave a big stretch, and trotted around the corner to her water dish.

I needed to leave, as I had a couple of lawns that needed mowing before the end of the day. Grandpa reminded me to tell Mom about canning tomatoes on Monday. He said I should take a few fresh peppers with me. He'd just picked them that morning.

Although I needed to leave, the motivation hadn't fully grasped me yet. Grandpa began to whistle the tune of an old gospel hymn.

It was just then that a warm summer breeze blew across my face and I decided there was nowhere else I would rather be than right here sitting on this porch with Grandpa. I closed my eyes to take it all in.

Somewhere a car horn was honking, and I was stirred from a deep sleep. I rolled over in bed and touched my face to find it felt warm, as if by the breeze of a late summer afternoon a long time ago. I tried closing my eyes to bring it all back to my senses, but it was gone. I threw back the covers and reluctantly got up to face a new day.
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THE BANKS OF THE LAKE

An old man was driving along one day, on his way home from some destination of no importance to our story.

As he approached a small town along the highway, he decided to stop at a convenience store for a cup of coffee to enjoy along the way.

He pulled into the parking lot and got out of his car. A young boy was walking behind his dad on their way to the entrance. The old man followed them inside.

The boy kept looking up at his dad, trying repeatedly to reach for his hand. The father was distracted by his search for whatever item it was that brought them into the store. The boy asked his dad questions, trying to start a conversation, but the man made no replies.

The old man poured his coffee; paid for it, and headed back to his car. As he was about to drive away, the father and his son walked out on their way to the car. It was then that the boy asked that one question too many of his father, who clearly had lost his patience. The father turned on the young boy and gave him a harsh tongue lashing undeserved even by a wayward drunken sailor. The boy didn't cry, but the dejected way in which he hung his head showed the depth of the devastation his father's words had caused.

The two cars headed their separate ways on the highway. As the old man motored north toward home, he couldn't shake the image of that little boy's distress that the man saw on his face. he was sure this wasn't the first time the boy had been rejected and devasted by the man of whom he only wanted approval and love.

As it happened, there was a small lake a few miles north of that little town with the convenience store. The old man spotted it in time to pull off the shoulder of the road. But, it didn't seem to be a total surprise that the lake's vision caused the seemingly unexpected detour.

Weeds and brush had grown wild for years, nearly hiding the lake from view from the highway. There was no gate along the fence; just the remains of an old rickety handmade step walkway which years ago would have enabled folks to easily navigate across the fence, likely built for those who had intended to go fishing at the lake.

Undeterred, the old man passed through the barbed wire fence and pushed his way through the weeds, brambles, and brush until he reached the banks of the lake. Once there, he took a moment to look around. He pushed weeds aside and found what remained of an old tree stump. 

There he sat down to look across the pond.

It was a warm, early spring day, much like the two or three times he remembered his own father took him fishing in the days of his youth. The waves were aggressively lapping the banks. He could almost hear his father saying that it wasn't a good day for fishing; and that they wouldn't stay long.

Today, he would stay. Suddenly a splash interrupted his daydreaming. The sound of a bullfrog jumping into the water. He remembered the rod and reel and the little blue tackle box he took with him on those rare fishing trips so many years ago.

He thought of the dirt and worm-filled Folger's coffee can from which he dug a worm to bait his line with.

His casts were never as majestic as those of his father. But, just the same, he had always done his best to emulate his father's every move. It seems it was just one of many things in which he tried to do just as he'd seen his father do.

The sun, whic

h had been briefly hidden behind some puffy fast-moving clouds, again re-emerged, breaking the thoughts of the old man. As if sitting beside him today, he heard his father say it was time to go. It seemed they had just arrived, and he wasn't ready to end this all-too-rare outing with his dad. In those days, he'd have known better than to cross his father with any pleas to stay a little longer. But today it was just an old man sitting alone on a stump beside a small lake. He would stay just a little longer.

There was a stand of trees just past the far end of the lake. It's the kind you would normally expect to see cattle standing under, seeking shade from the warm springtime sun. Today, there were no cows. Only the sound of tall grasses rustling in the wind, which was causing white caps to form on the surface of the lake.

The old man shook his head in a sad way, thinking of how much the approval of a father means to a young boy. He wondered how many boys were brushed aside as the boy he'd seen today are. He feared the number was way too many. Very much like a young boy that he was remembering from a day many years ago at a small lake not at all unlike this one.

Possessed by a thought unknown to anyone who might be watching, the old man stood up from the stump and walked around the bank to the other side of the lake. He walked as if he had a particular destination in mind. His walk led him right into the stand of trees with no cows shading themselves today. 

He walked to a tree at the far edge of the grove and pulled back a vine that was growing up the tree's trunk. That's when he saw it. A boy's name was carved in the tree. He touched the carving gently, tracing the letters with the tip of his finger.

The old man paused a moment, then gazed off to the distant sunny blue skies. He blinked his eyes a few times before he turned and started the trek through the weeds and back to his car.
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WATCHING DUST SETTLE

––––––––
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"It's about as exciting around here as watching dust settle."

That's an old saying that I remember we kids of the day used to lament a particularly slow and quiet night around town.

I don't know where the saying came from, or who originally thought of it, but it stuck.

Another similar one was, "It's as dull as watching the grass grow."'

This afternoon, as temperatures topped the century mark, there wasn't much going on around our neighborhood. It was all quiet as far as I could see. So, with nothing better to do, and being none the wiser, I decided to go to my happy place, which is the backyard patio.

I figured I would get to the bottom of this thing, once and for all. Just what was so dull and boring about watching the dust settle?

Given the choice, I'd look in to see what made grass growing such a dull event. But, since it's not rained in any appreciable amount for quite some time, I settled in, armed with a glass of ice water, to see what was happening in the dust today.

From the start, I could see we might have to adopt a new saying because the dust was an especially busy place beyond my patio.

The first activity was immediately spotted when a legion of ants marched into the dust arena with an undeniable mission of some kind at hand. They scurried in every direction, with no seemingly sane agenda. But, as I looked closer, they were not unlike a pool of synchronized swimmers in Olympic competitions.

A big-breasted robin broke the spell the ants held over me, as he rushed across the dry ground with head tilted, hoping to sense the vibrations of any overly industrious worms venturing too near the parched surface. 

Distraught by the lack of prospects, the robin hurried on.

He was quickly replaced by a buzzing wasp, who, being tired from its flight, stopped to rest its wings. He seemed content until an arid puff of breeze shuffled a nearby anthill chasing him back to flight.

A ladybug was ruling over her court from the safety and shaded protection of the patio's edge. She appeared to be fascinated by a few dried leaves being blown across the dusty ground, leaving tiny tracks in their wake.

In a minute or two, a beautiful butterfly fluttered by, looking in vain for a fragrant petal on which to land for a cherished sip of nectar.

The frenzy of ground activity was momentarily broken by a stray passing cloud, which briefly shielded the industrious creatures from the unrelenting rays of the sun. However, the feisty cloud was no match for the intense power of the sun, which quickly burnt the cloud off, returning all the stronger.

In response, as of relenting to the sun's increased vigor, a barrage of leaves fell from a nearby stand of birch trees. These leaves appeared as if manna from heaven for the countless throng of ants that turned their workmanlike attention to carrying off the fallen leaves to serve some purpose discernable to only an ant.

A few renegade ants paused nearby as if surveying the feasibility of making some sordid use of my very being! But, apparently having thought the wiser, they soon returned to join in the leaf-hauling mission.

For a time then, all seemed well with the world, at least in the dusty patch of ground I call my backyard. Albeit, I decided against taking any undue chances with this unruly mob of ants, lest they return with reinforcements to remount a larger, more significant attack against me. I then headed indoors to the cool comfort and safety of my recliner.

A lone Graekel had just landed as I was closing the patio door behind me. He had doubtlessly been called to restore order to the tiny world hidden among the sparse blades of withered grass.

After observing all the flurries of activity I'd just witnessed, I think I'm deserving of a long, deep sleep. Or was that what I'd really been doing for the past hour? I'm not feeling up to risk the possibility of finding that answer by being succumbed to by any number of creatures lurking just outside the patio door. Now that I think back, they weren't tiny at all. I now seem to remember most as being twice my size! Maybe I should just have another cold beer!

––––––––
[image: ]


YOU ONLY LIVE TILL YOU’RE DEAD

Throughout much of my life, I've based many of my philosophies on song lyrics.

That and the Good Book, of course.

“The ol' cat on the roof

He could stand a little push

'Cause he's got nine good lives to live.”

Cats may not have much to worry about, given that they have "nine good lives to live."

But, for humans, that's not so much the case. One of the surest notions that I've found is that we're all leaving this world just as we came. One way or another. Hard as we may try, there's just no getting around it. We may go kickin' and screamin', but when it's our time and our ticket's been punched, we have a one-way destination. We're not coming back. At least not here on this earth.

“But like my Mama said

You only live 'til you're dead

And you got to give and give and give.”

As I see it, we've got two choices. We can let life control us and how we go through life, or we can take control by living life to the fullest while we're here. That might look different for any one of us, but the important thing is that we don't take our time for granted. We don't know how many sands are allotted for our personal hourglass, so we best not sit idly while they sift through.

“There's a pebble in the pond

Rollin' on and on

Makin' waves and tides and ripples and rain.”

It's been said that "No man's an island." We are all connected to something or someone during our days on earth. What we choose to do with our life never affects only us. Our choices have ripple effects that touch an unknown number of others. It's also been said that "We hurt the ones we love the most." Shouldn't we try to make better choices on what we do with our life since it's going to affect so many others?

“There's a leaf in the wind

That don't know where to end

Chasin' days and ways and wishes and dreams.”

When we choose to let life control us, we become little more than a lone leaf blown by the wind. It knows neither from where it comes nor to where it goes. We run after this whim, or long for that one dream that might never come.

“Seems like everyone is out lookin' for the sun

Singin' rain and pain on he who hesitates

But it'll shine when it shines

You might think I'm wastin' time

But I'm just a good ol' boy that's learned to wait.”

The Bible tells us we should be "quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to anger." An old saying warns "A fool and his money are soon parted." Many times we find ourselves just too busy to enjoy what really matters in life. One of the allures of small-town or country living is the reputed slower pace of life. Sometimes, just sitting back to enjoy the beauty of God's Green Earth is a good idea. If the old saying "Good things come to those who wait" is true, shouldn't we all be spending more time slowing down and waiting on the Lord? He'll lead us if we let him.

“Whippoorwill's in the dawn

Pretty soon he'll be gone

And he's got one good song to sing.”

Life for each of us will be gone before we expect it. We've got just one chance at this living thing. Let's do our best! Not only for ourselves but for those we know and love. How about we try to be mindful of those less fortunate? It's so easy to do something kind for someone who has no hope of returning the favor.

“But like my Daddy said

It's in your heart not your head

And you got to sing and sing and sing.”

With our heart in the right place, it'll come naturally to do what's right. When we do, we just might find that it's put a song in our hearts as well. We've all had times our head's telling us one thing but our heart is saying something different. Maybe we should listen to our hearts a little more.

“There's a window in the wall

Lookin' out on it all

Leavin' fears and tears and troubles alone.”

Into every life, a little rain must fall. No one is without trouble. Still, we need not go borrowing trouble. The Good Book says "Let today's troubles be sufficient for today." That same Book also says repeatedly, "Fear not!" That Book has rang true for over 2000 years, and it'll continue to do so until the end of time.

“There's a fire in the stove

Keepin' out the cold

Warmin' wine and winters and babies and homes.”

Just as we each keep our homes warm through winter, we are given a heart with which to warm the lives of others. We have the ability to touch the lives of those around us, sometimes without even realizing it. It can be through many of life's "little things" that we find the greatest rewards.

“Seems like everyone is out lookin' for the sun

Singin' rain and pain on he who hesitates

But it'll shine when it shines

You might think I'm wastin' time

But I'm just a good ol' boy that's learned to wait

Yes, I'm just a good ol' boy that's learned to wait.”

There are those who always seem to be chasing after "the next big thing." Sometimes, we find ourselves being just too busy to take time to enjoy the things in life that really matter. We can find ourselves "burning the candle at both ends" for so long that one day we might find that our candle has burnt out. One of the attractions of living in a small town or out in the country is the reputed slower pace of life. In taking time to enjoy what is really important in life, "you might think I'm wastin' time. But I'm just a good ol' boy that's learned to wait!"

SPECIAL NOTE: The song that inspired me to write this story was written by John Dillon and Steve Cash, two long-time members of one of my all-time favorite musical groups, The Ozark Mountain Daredevils. It was a big hit in the late 1970s, and was called, "It'll Shine When It Shines."

Sometimes, song lyrics can go so much further than the boundaries of the song they are written for. They can have the power to change lives and they can become words to live by.
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MY FIRST SLEEPOVER.....ALMOST!

When I was about five or six, my sister got the idea she was going to have a sleepover at the home of "Aunt" Gladys Schnackenberg (She was actually Mom's aunt, but we always called her Aunt Gladys. My grandma Balke and her were sisters). So, not to be outdone, I wanted to go on a sleepover, too. But where? 

Knowing how much I loved "Aunt" Martha (Mom's aunt. Grandpa Balke's sister), she suggested I stay with her and John (Sturman) whom she was married to by then. Well, that was great! I was excited! 

The day came, and Mom drove me to their place which was on 52 Highway east of town next to Al & Bert's of the day. I remember Aunt Martha taking me for a hike exploring their back pasture which is now all houses. When we got back from that, it was time for lunch. Nothing like home-cooked meals by the women of the day! 

After lunch, I expect they were thinking about a nap, but what happened was John took me out to the barn, where I got to play on a saw horse covered with burlap. It made a great galloping horse. Of course, the bad guys were hiding somewhere up in the bales of straw. So I naturally had to climb up in search of them. Whether I ever was able to find them and bring them to justice I can't remember. What I do remember is that by then, it was time for an afternoon snack, which is the main reason I even went on the sleepover! 

I remember, from Sunday evening visits, Aunt Martha's ice cream of choice was Neopolitan. I don't know if I liked it more for the taste or the fun of eating the three flavors in one chunk. I used to eat one flavor right to the edge before I started on the next flavor. (I eat my eggs "funny", too. Ask me about that another time!) By that time, Grandpa Fred had already introduced me to coffee, black and strong, so we always had coffee with ice cream. That was living! 

So, the snack was over, and I started thinking about the actual sleep part of the sleepover, and I started to get scared. You see, I'd never been away from home by myself overnight. I sat on the sofa and saw all of Aunt Martha's trinkets sitting around, which I naturally envisioned as threatening things that would certainly change into monsters after the lights were out! I don't remember if I actually started crying, but I knew what had to be done. I wasn't staying there for the monsters to get me. I wanted to go home! 

So, Aunt Martha called Mom to pick me up, which she did, of course. But there was still one problem. Ramona wouldn't be home until late the next afternoon. I guess there were no monsters at Aunt Gladys' house! There was only one thing to be done as far as I could see. I'd go back to Aunt Martha's the next morning. Everyone knows monsters can't get you during the day! 

I don't believe I ever attempted a sleepover of that kind ever again. From that experience, my lesson was learned early!

CAUGHT IN A STORM

While it's true I rode my bicycle like the mailman; through rain, sleet, or snow, I can remember one time when it wasn't quite so willingly.

I remember it to be early August of my 9th year. I remember that because we had just won the Little League Championship Tournament in Warsaw. Cash's Thriftway had just opened in their new building with Lyle & Marie Webb's Variety Store next door. 

Jim & Shirley Cash had taken out a full-page ad in the Cole Camp Courier for their Grand Opening. They were having free hotdogs and Pepsi. That's all I needed to hear. Plus, the Little League trophy was to be on display in the store, where it remained on display for many years. 

I seem to remember hotdogs and Pepsi would be available starting at 11:00. That worked fine because I could be back home for lunch. Yeah, a growing boy can eat all the time! 

At that age, Cash's store was pushing the limit of my allowed riding boundaries set out by Mom. She didn't like me riding on the highway uptown, but this was for free hotdogs, so I was there! 

But first, I have to stop to tell you some background to set the stage for the end of this story. At the time, I was deathly afraid of lightning. Electrical storms, tornadoes, and fearful-looking storm clouds all paralyzed me. I still don't like (OK, I'm scared!) to be caught on the road in a storm. 

Back to our story. So, I was inside Cash's chomping happily away on hotdogs, drinking Pepsi, and swooning over the memory of winning the Little League Trophy that stood there before me. Time had slipped away and it was just past noon.

It had gotten dark inside the store, so I glanced at the windows. YIKES!!!! The skies were the most fearful shades of purple, green, and black. Not a leaf on a tree was stirring and not a bird was to be heard or seen. Ooh Ooh! This wasn't gonna be good. 

The next ten seconds seemed like an hour, as I struggled with my fear and reason over what my next move should be. I overcame my first inclination to hide behind a counter in the back of the store. Instead, I gulped down my hotdog and Pepsi while running out to my bike. 

I covered those 30 feet in no more than two steps, flying out of the parking lot, and headed home. I made it a block through the four-way stop when the loudest clap of thunder roared at the same instant a bolt of lightning flashed to the ground a few blocks in front of me. 

Torrential rains began, and it was all I could do to see through the rain and my fear. Not to mention I gave no thought to the possibility of cars and trucks being driving at the same time. I knew the way, and I may as well have gone with my eyes closed. So, God was with me, and I skidded into our front yard. 

My bike slammed against the front porch and I dove through the front door. To this day I can't remember if Mom punished me, or what followed over the next several minutes. I was just glad to be safe at home and know that Mom had saved me some lunch! Well, a boy's gotta eat!

I LEARN ABOUT DEATH

There were days when my bike never left the garage. And, as it's said, not all days are good ones. I was introduced to death at an early age.

In November of 1960, when I was not quite 3 years old, I lost Grandma Balke & her son, my Uncle Marvin, within a two-week period of time. At that age, it was more that I really didn't understand what was happening. 

I really only have one memory of each of them. Uncle Marvin & Aunt Dorothy lived out in Balke Prairie, and I only remember one evening we were there for dinner. I don't remember being at his funeral, although I may have been. 

My memory of Grandma is more troubling, as I came to understand years later that Grandma had been suffering from cancer. She had been sent home from the hospital with nothing to be done. A hospital bed was set up in the house, which was only a block from ours. 

The day of my only memory of Grandma alive was when Mom gave me some newspapers and asked me to take them to Grandma. Imagine today a 2-year-old sent down the street on his own. But that was a different, safer time. I was happy to go. 

When I walked up to Grandma in her bed, I still remember the tired, drawn look in her eyes. She asked me to put the papers on the floor beside the bed. 

Years later, I could understand the papers weren't meant for reading. But I stood there frozen, not understanding how she could reach them from the floor. So, as a loving little grandson, I put the papers on her lap and ran out the door and all the way home. 

I would only see Grandma one other time. I wouldn't understand what was happening that day either. It was at the old Eickhoff Funeral Home on Main Street in Cole Camp, although I didn't know where we were. We were sitting in chairs facing Grandma.

I couldn't understand where all the flowers came from, or why she was asleep, all dressed up in that fancy "bed". I remember the fancy carpet beneath us. There were elaborate floral patterns unlike any I'd ever seen on a floor before. I remember faintly being scared, but not really understanding what was happening. 

That was November 7, 1960, the day I learned about death. On November 22, two weeks later, Uncle Marvin lost his fight against cancer as well. My lesson continued.

STORMS, NEIGHBOR’S BASEMENT, AND OTHER PERILS

We hear today that climate change is making weather more intense and severe. That may be so, as it seems just as likely to get rains of 6 or 7 inches, compared to my early recollections of 1/2' to 1 1/2". However, it rarely seems to thunder and lightning these days. Not so in my younger days!

I'll begin by telling you I was deathly afraid of storms as a child. To this day, I DO NOT want to be in the car when it's storming. I will reschedule a week's worth of travel for work if the forecast includes a day or two of stormy weather. 

On my travels, I have been caught on the road in two tornadoes. Like the day I dashed home from Cash's Thriftway on my bicycle in a terrible storm (from an earlier story), it's a wonder I got to safety, not so much from the storm as from my reckless driving in my attempt to reach the"safety" of any port in the storm.

But, going back to my early days, I was terrified when clouds even started building in the west. At that point, my transistor radio was on, waiting for weather updates. 

And it was worse at night. Remember, monsters only came out at night! Mom didn't help either! Oh, she tried to put up a good "front", but she didn't fool anyone. She was just as scared as me....of storms. Maybe not monsters!

In those days, radio broadcasters seemed to sense my fear, as they seemed to dramatize every storm that passed through nearby towns. "The area near Crest has been ravaged by this intense storm! TAKE COVER NOW!!!" Well, in looking back, how would they be able to tell if Crest was ravaged? There's nothing there anyway! I guess it may have been a metropolis before the storm. But, never mind that. I was petrified! So, Mom gathered up the flashlight, raincoat, (no galoshes?), and me, racing us next door to Edgar & Becky Schnakenberg's basement.

In the relative safety of the basement (southwest corner), I remember being fascinated by the dehumidifier, because I'd never seen one before. Where did all the water in the bin come from? At that age, I must've missed the concept of it. But, young boys are easily fascinated.

OK, so you get the idea of how lively things were at Derr Linss Haus during stormy weather in those days. But there were other perils to be weary of. Snakes! To this day, I'm terrified of a nasty, slithering snake! Granted, I can only really remember garden snakes 12-15" long. No matter! 

There was the one time we were playing whiffle ball in the front yard when I was confronted by a blue racer. Now, I don't know if that's the scientific name for the snake, but it was dark blue and mean, and that's what my dad called it. Like a dog, it must've sensed my fear. I really can't remember who took off first, me or the snake. I wasn't wasting any time and he was gaining on me. I tried to lose him by zig-zagging, but he was having none of that. Apparently, other kids had already tried that on him, and he was no slow learner. I believe I finally reached safety by diving through the front door. I would swear I heard him knocking, but I wasn't answering. Well, at least that's how I remember it all today.

I have to go now. I think I'll just have a look under the sheets and under the sofa cushions...just to be sure! He may still hold a grudge.

UNDERSTANDING MY DAD

My dad grew up on a farm outside Freeburg, IL in the late 1920s and 30s. It was Peabody Coal country, so the farming probably wasn't really great, but I know little about his early years. He had an older brother and three younger sisters. 

His parents were strict and times were hard. His older brother was drafted into the Army and my dad stayed on the farm to work. He later went to work for a nearby hatchery delivering baby chicks through southern Missouri and Arkansas. I assume he met Mom along that path, but I can't say that I know that story. 

They moved, at some point to Mascoutah, IL where Mom worked in a small hospital. She had a nursing degree from the Wayne School of Nursing in Chicago. My dad continued at the hatchery for a time. 

I was born in Cole Camp in January of 1958, so at some point prior to that they moved there. My dad worked in Sedalia doing some type of road construction for a time until he went to work for Pittsburgh-Corning, where he stayed for 34 years until retirement. That's the basic background that leads up to the point of my story, which is my relationship with him and the years through which I've tried to understand him and what made him what he was.

We always had to be quiet! A young boy off school on a weekend or summer is NOT geared to be quiet. My dad worked swing shifts from my earliest recollection, which meant he slept during the day when he was on the night shift. If the weather was nice and I was outside, it was usually all right. But on a rainy day, tensions were always high. If he were to wake up, there would be trouble. 

I don't remember being hit very often, but I received some pretty severe tongue lashings I can still remember. I do remember a few spankings, which I deserved and learned from. I remain, to this day, an advocate for parental discipline spanking. 

Mom felt the tension, too. She was never allowed to use the car in the early days. I remember she wanted to go to church women's meetings, but it wasn't allowed. Especially if it happened to be on a gravel road. No dust on the car! 

Then there were the slights that hurt me deeper than I knew at the time. Mom always found a way to get to my baseball or basketball games. But never once was my dad at one. I remember scanning the crowd from the dugout or the bench when I played basketball. I always found Mom, and she was by herself. Mom always saw to it that I got to church and Sunday School, which instilled a strong faith I still hold today. He never went there either. 

When I was a Cub Scout, there were annual Father/Son softball games. I wanted so much to have a father there for me. Mom had to go begging for help. I remember one year Edgar Schnakenberg was my stand-in father. Another year it was Albert Rehmer. I couldn't understand what I had done to make my dad dislike me so. That's how it felt to me at that age. I do remember him taking me fishing....twice. 

The second time, I got the hook caught in my lip while casting. That was the last Father/Son fishing trip. I don't remember any Father/Son
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