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He’d probably spent two full days
working on her, but charged me only $120,
which included oil change and filter. He
threw in two spare filters saying, “These are
hard to find, so I got you the last they had
on the shelf.” The boxes were stained and
yellowed, crumbling with age.

He was really pleased that I was tak-
ing care of the Mack. There is that appeal
about old fire trucks; nobody likes to see
them scrapped or sitting out in a junkyard
rusting. My proud lady had seduced Otsi.

Pleasant memories like those con-
tinue to well up as I write in the mileage on
the transfer form on the back of the title.
There’s still a lump in my throat. It really
hits me now; it’s all about loss. My life will
be different — maybe not in a big way,
really, but definitely changed. She’s much
more to people, much more to me, than just
a truck.

My heart swells as I reminisce about
the annual county 4-H fair with excited kids
running to my Mack, eager and begging
breathlessly, “Mom, can we go on the fire
truck? Can we shoot the water? Can we
Mom? Please?” How endearing their in-
nocence was as they lost themselves in he-
roic fantasies: they rang the bell; they blew
the siren — until the harried judges at the
nearby goat exhibit pleaded with me to si-
lence it. Little wannabe drivers stepped on
the pedals and tried in vain to turn the big
steering wheel. Each, in turn, donned the
fire officer hat, so large it folded down their
ears, as he (or she) shouted urgent com-
mands into the microphone of the radio.

It wasn’t just the kids, either. More
than a few new fathers eagerly climbed into
the driver’s seat under the pretense of help-
ing a clueless infant pretend to drive — all

Fire Truck Man

the baby wanted to do with the wheel was
chew on it.

On the day before the fair, each year
for ten years, I went to the site to set up.
One end of the midway was bounded by a
lazy shallow creek, hardly more than drain-
age ditch really, which was fed by the out-
flow of a spring-fed lake in the distant hills.
A few sand bags sufficed to dam it, creating
a long, narrow pond, deep enough at my
dam for me to draft water with the pump.

I arranged the exhibit so that the kids
sprayed hose streams across that impro-
vised reservoir at targets on the far side.
The water falling on the banks recycled it-
self back to the pond, and even in drought
years we never ran dry. My Mack was posi-
tioned so that its rotating red beacon lights
were visible the full length of the midway.

There were three big fire hoses, each
held safely in check by heavy sand bags. At
each nozzle, kids lined up to direct the thick
jet of water. One target was a house-a-fire
with flames painted on plywood windows

that flopped back when struck. The next re-
quired more coordination; a tether ball
could be whipped around its pole if struck
properly with the hose stream each time it
swung around. By far the most challenging
was the barrel that rolled freely on pulleys
along a wire that inclined up and away from
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an electric pump could be installed. The op-
erating rooms continued to function and
once again my Mack accomplished a mis-
sion of mercy. She may have even saved
some lives. Retired but not out of service —
it was a proud day for my Mack and me.

Caring for my Mack averaged $1000
yearly. She was a high-maintenance lady,
and what fun we had! Beginning about
1998, in addition to the fair exhibit, I drove
my Mack 130 miles to Harrisburg, PA for
the big fire truck muster on the banks of the
Susquehanna River. Starting weeks before
the competition my friends Art, Jeff and
Jeff’s sons, lan and Jeremy, helped me pre-
pare. We polished all the chrome with extra
care, adjusted the pump packing, waxed the
finish and brightened the silvery diamond
plate with fresh aluminum paint. How she
glowed and sparkled with all that tender
loving care — my wife was jealous.

In 2000 we outdid ourselves — she
never looked finer; we were unusually
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proud as we traveled west on US 22. Her
top speed was governed at 55 miles per
hour, but she was built for neither comfort
nor swiftness, and even at 50, everything
rattled and jolted with every bump and
seam in the pavement. It was a grueling 3
hours each way, a lot of punishment for
such a fine lady.

Cars would overtake us and slow
down for a better look; the people would
honk and give us an enthusiastic thumbs-up
before driving on. Even the toll collectors
would smile and wave us through toll-free.

Arriving at 10AM, on the outskirts
of Harrisburg, we assembled at the Farm
Show grounds and then paraded into town,
a hundred gleaming fire trucks or more, all
with sirens wailing, lights flashing, and
bells ringing — a thrilling ride.

The roadway through Harrisburg’s
greenway park, at the bank of the mighty
river, is perfect for drafting water. Most of
the trucks took up positions at the water’s
edge to pump, and for the next three hours,
sixty pumpers and ladder trucks launched
great arching streams of water far out over
the river. Pleasure boats gathered to see the
spectacle and pedestrians crowded the
bridges. In the forenoon sun it was a sight
to behold: a mile-long line of beautifully
preserved fire trucks, all with shining
chrome and lustrous red paint, their engines
roaring, creating a great sparkling deluge of
water, a series of arches, veiled in a glisten-
ing fog of spray that drifted in the breeze
off the river.

Having spent the late afternoon
competing in various contests and shopping
the flea market, we collected our trophies,
repacked the hoses and started home. After
an hour and a half of steady driving through
the rolling eastern Pennsylvania hills and
farmland, we stopped for supper at a road-
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sake,” but I'm glad I kept quiet; it’s me
who’s sad and teary-eyed now.

As if responding to that thought, my
cell phone rings. It’s Art. He asks how I’'m
doing and I admit I'm feeling down. Art
seizes the opening to explain his own feel-
ings.

“Remember me telling you how my
home caught fire when I was a kid? I was
terrified, waking up in that smoke and fear-
ing the fire, but when I heard the wail of the
fire trucks’ sirens, still far off but getting
closer, I felt relief.

“Over the years, I'm certain that the
Mack’s siren has reassured lots of people
that help was on the way.

“And since I’ve known you, I've
seen how she stirred pride and purpose in
the small group of boys and men in your
firefighting Explorer Scout Post. And let’s
not forget the thousands at the 4H fair.
She’s touched the lives of many, many peo-
ple.

“But most importantly for me, she
was where our friendship started. T guess
the biggest part of my sadness is that while
she was here at my shop, she was a link to
you that I could enjoy at any time — one
that’s been here ever since you moved 150
miles away to Cape May. But now, with
your Mack gone too, I feel much more dis-
tant.”
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As Art speaks, on the seat next to me
the sun glints on my Mack’s license plates,
reminding me that when I turn them in, a
chapter in my life will end. I"d believed that
my love for my Mack was born of a love
for firefighting — one of the bravest and
proudest expressions of human compassion.
But hearing Art, I recognize how my love
was shared and sustained by friends who
bonded around our joint enthusiasm for my
Mack. Each of us: me, Art, Jeff and his
family, and lately Mark, celebrated that af-
fection with lavish gifts of time, hard work,
and attention. Like a love affair, our com-
mitment was irrational and obsessive. But
the joys and disappointments spiced and
cemented the relationship among us.

“Come on Art, nothing’s going to
change our friendship. Yes, it’s the end of a
chapter, but not the whole book. Maybe
we’ll all just hang out together. We’ll find
lots of reasons to get together; mavbe we
can do some stuff for the museum.”

“Yeah, I guess — but it won’t be the
same. Without your 60 Mack it’s like som-
body died, or moved away, or something.
You know? It just won’t be the same, man.
Not like it was.”

“I know...I know.” My voice cracks
a little. “But, it’s up to us to write the next
chapter, Art.”

I’s not “fire truck man” who’s
speaking. @
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