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his piano playing to fi ll in the mood. 
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           VALUES
                      

I didn't think much about money then,          Admittedly, an analogy like this
When I was young, I mean,                          Can be carried too far,                    
I just got it for doing what I was told            All the way to the reductio ad absurdum
And mostly learned to like it                         Still, there are likenesses,
For what it could get me,                               If you think about it.
Which, after discounting a few exceptions,         
Is pretty much the same for everybody.         Anyway, one thing's for sure:
                                                                       If money's the medium for material comforts,
Only when I got older,                                   Words are the coin of the mind.  
Did it come to me
That money, like words,
Is also a kind of communication.
And more ruthless than words,
It defi nes our values.

AJC
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CHAPTER I

Outside an aging tool shed, a winter wind is scattering 
a few stray crystals beneath the crack of a shrunken 
door. Inside, the only light is all that’s left of a low 

December sun fi ltering through a cobwebbed window. Yet 
there, in the midst of its faded focus on an engine’s severed 
sections, a thin-shouldered-nineteen-year-old boy sits cross-
legged before the broken alter of his dismantled engine.

He’s repelled by those greasy pieces, and yet he feels a 
kindred attraction for them. After all, they had been more than 
a machine. They had been a part of him. Strange, something 
as real as today had existed, and now it ceased to be -- gone 
forever -- like the vapor from his breath in that cold room.

Metal, rubber, and paint. That’s all it was. A little oil to give 
it life, plenty of gas to keep it alive, and it should have lived at 
least as long as he. But it had slowly sickened until it had died 
hard right out from under him. And it would stay buried in his 
past even after his own hands had put it back together. Nothing 
would make it fi re on Ragnar Soderquist’s imagination again. 
And he’d never have guessed that in the beginning. He was 
drunk on dreams then.

The wrench taps its open jaws against a bolt, slides smoothly 
over the head and bites hard. There’s resistance, a little more, 
and even more before the sharp squeak comes. Then it backs 
away from a purpose it’s powerless to remember. Not so with 
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Rags. Like a lover who has lost, nothing’s real anymore except 
his memory….

Intermittent blasts of compressed air blowing liquid metal 
into water-chilled dies begin sounding in his brain. Now the 
smoky odor of extruder grease comes back to him as the vision 
of a narrow, low-ceilinged room takes shape around him. It’s 
steamy hot where the sweating backs of three young men spaced 
out evenly against a long wall, rock the levers of their die-casting 
machines in steady jerks and thrusts, thrusts that pinch the two-
halved dies together for a shot of molten metal and jerks that split 
them open, ejecting fi ve newly-formed window screen latches into 
a battered washtub. It’s a raucous, noisy hole where the whirling 
exhaust fan mounted in the wall beside the open door, and the 
monotonous rolling rumble of the tumblers garble everything 
under a shout. But Rags doesn’t mind all that. For months he’s 
been looking beyond it with an eagerness as intense as the blue 
fi res dissolving the metal ingots in the main melting pot.

Still, approaching Stu’s wet-shirt shoulders working the 
lever of his machine, Rags wishes it were over. He needs to get 
away. He longs for the day he will walk into the alley for the 
last time. And it’s all because of them, especially guys like Stu. 
Already warped with anticipation, Rags stoops to pull the tub 
of hot castings away from Stu’s machine. 

“Hey, Cheapskate” yells Stu, grinning through a sheen of 
sweat. “Comin’ on the coffee break?”

“I’m not thirsty,” lies Rags, dragging the tub away from Stu’s 
machine. Then dumping the contents on the fl oor and bracing 
himself for what’s sure to come, he pulls on his gloves, settles 
on a box, and begins breaking the sprues from the latches.

“How about that, fellas?” bawls Stu in mock disbelief. “It’s a 
hundred an’ ten in here an’ Cheapskate ain’t thirsty.” 

Several chuckles converge on Rags as he digs the heel of his 
shoe deep into the pile of castings, raking them toward him. 
A hot one rolls under his pant leg and stings him through his 
sock. He sets his teeth in silence, but he knows they must be 
grinning because he’d fl inched.
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On the next machine a drop of sweat is swinging from 
Gordy’s nose. When he wheels on Rags, it falls. Through a 
smudge-soaked tee shirt, the scarlet shadow of a woman’s lips 
can be seen tattooed above each nipple. Clasping a fi st around 
his nostrils, Gordy squeezes out a nasal, “Saay, Skinfl int, 
Whatcha gonna do when ya get enough money to buy a 
motorcycle? Change yer mind an’ make a down payment on 
an armored car instead?”

Tears of silent laughter roll from Gordy and Stu’s jiggling 
cheeks, but Rags continues to clean the castings from the heap 
that lay before him while the heat of his impotent anger runs 
down his sides in sweat.

Of the three die casters, Jake is the only one who has 
nothing to say. He only shakes his head in disgust at the two 
men he’s working with, probably because he is the oldest of 
the three. Having seen men die in the army, he is by far the 
most mature. Gordy was in the Navy but saw no action as 
the war was over soon after he’d enlisted. Stu was never in 
the service as he was given a deferment because his daddy 
needed him on the farm. 

“Well, let’s go, Gordy,” blubbers Stu, mopping his face and 
eyes with his shirt tail. “Tightwad wants to make overtime on 
his coffee break.”

It’s hardly out before several young men from the polishing 
room come skipping around Rags, chanting, “Ragzy wants 
the gray-vee! Ragzy wants the gray-vee!” Then, lapsing into 
the ritual of feigning obscene passes with the die casters, they 
scuffl e through the exit in a chorus of delight.

So many times their jangling voices have cleared the 
building in the same way, trailing his nerves down the alley 
behind them until there’s only the rhythmical hiss of the fl ames 
dancing under the fi repots. But once, just once, in the neutral 
atmosphere of stilled tumblers and abandoned machines -- 
while he dotes on the quiet rush of burning gasses -- something 
else almost happens. A stray casting snaps beside him, loud as 
a dry twig on a forest fl oor.
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Alerted, Rags throws his head around to make out a sprue 
protruding from under the metal-splotched brogan of the 
friend who had gotten him the part-time work.

“You better come along, Raggy, even if you don’t feel like 
it,” says a voice above him, the shoe kicking off the casting 
stuck to its sole.

“Why?” asks Rags, reaching out to pick up another.
“Because you’re gonna lose every damn friend you’ve got.”
“You, too, I suppose.”
“That’s right.”
Turning the casting over, Rags sees it has been deformed by 

ejector pins because Stu had neglected to lubricate a cold die 
with extruder grease on a test shot. Flipping it into a fi repot, 
Rags watches it slowly liquidize in the molten metal until it’s 
only a shriveled image on the slaggy surface. Then trying to 
steady his voice for meaning, he says, “I’d like to be with friends, 
but my friends ride too hard and too long. They never let up.”

A hand drops on Rags’ shoulder. “Come on. Crawl outta that 
hole you’re in. Everybody’s gotta take a razzing down here. It 
makes the time go faster. Spend some a that loot you been salting 
away, and they’ll knock it off and get on somebody else.”

Rags knows it wouldn’t be that simple even if he did loosen 
up and, anyway, he can’t. Things have already gone too far. 
Still, he is so hungry for even the slightest sympathy the truth 
is worth a try. “You know what I’m savin’ for. This job was only 
supposed to last a couple of weeks, but it’s gone on for eight 
months. At fi rst it was just to get a little cash, so I went along 
with you guys until I knew I really had a chance for something 
I never had before. Now I gotta get in all the bonus money I 
can before I get laid off and that includes the coffee breaks.”

When the hand releases his shoulder, the sudden loss of its 
reassuring weight tips Rags’ face up to his schoolmate’s. They 
look for a sign, but the compressor erupts a breaching staccato 
that shatters the atmosphere. Throwing up his arms at the 
abandoned machines, his schoolmate walks off leaving Rags 
more alone than ever.
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For a moment he tries to visualize the scene at the coffee 
shop, six energized faces brightly sniggering over their cups. 
No, perhaps there’s only a puzzled lull, a vacancy with a 
clearing of throats. Yes, maybe it would be all right. He begins 
to elaborate. Soon he’s back at work again, but his mind is 
somewhere else: tooling down the highway on a saddle of 
pacing steel.

A little while and Stu’s is the fi rst face to re-enter. From that 
he could see nothing had changed.

No matter. Rags works on. In the midst of their mockery, 
he retreats once more to the back of his brain where he can 
nurse his obsession with the calculations of every evenings’ 
earnings until, after countless water dousings from the cooling 
hoses and an occasional smear of extruder grease through his 
lunch meat sandwiches, nothing they do can bank the rumble 
of ignition in his being.

So as soon as the day does come, when the owners announce 
an indefi nite layoff, not only to Rags but to the whole production 
department for lack of a renewed order, Rags can scarcely 
appreciate the irony of it all. Because even though there has 
been little change in attitude toward him, he’s fi nally realized 
his goal -- an invoice for the delivery of his new machine, a 
1947 Harley Davidson with the most powerful 74 cubic inch 
engine that his money could buy.
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CHAPTER II

But now as it stands there in the winter freeze of 
the tool shed, stripped of its tanks, carburetor, and 
cylinder heads, it is less than a shadow of the black 

and chrome beauty he had fi rst thrown a leg over. All the 
fl ashy accessories are gone, all the illusions. Only a heavy hulk 
of metal remains, like a meteor fallen from the sky.

Pitting all his strength against a gritty bolt, Rags drives the 
wrench handle deeper into the palm of his hand until the head 
spins short, throwing his fi st into the teeth of the cooling fi ns. A 
red wedge of fi re splits his knuckle, radiating pain to his wrist.

“Dammit!” he snarls, sucking at the wound and licking the 
grime from the ruptured fl esh with his tongue. Then with his 
mouth fi lled with the salty solution, he spits out a long, crimson 
jet beyond the range of his tools. The knuckle seems so very pale 
compared to the rest of his blackened hand. He could stand a 
nice bath after this operation if only to get warm. But to hell 
with that. Sometimes peace is worth more than comfort. Bored 
and bone cold, he has to remember what can’t be forgotten. His 
gaze blurs and his willing thoughts slip his eyes….

Slumped in a tub of hot water, he’s watching the slow 
eddies of spume refl ect the light from the bathroom lamp while 
his body disintegrates in unspeakable pleasure. A rivulet of 
perspiration crosses his eyelid before he can close it. The urge 
to rub it rouses him faintly, but his arms are waterlogged in 
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lethargy. He blinks several times, hoping it’ll clear. As the 
irritation begins to fade, the water curls seductively to his chin 
running its warm fi ngers into his ears. His knees rise gently 
through the surface, drawing off a tiny fl otsam that clings to 
the hair on his legs.

Then the sonics of a booming voice crackles through the 
plaster partition.

“Hey, in there! Get the lead out!”
Punching his feet on the base of the tub, Rags raises a wave 

of water that splashes to the fl oor. He dislikes his stepfather. 
The man is a loud-mouthed, ignorant brute who frightens 
him. Other men had scorned Leo’s fi fth grade education, 
mocked his atomic vocabulary, and even tried to meet his 
face with force. One blow from that big fi st of mutilated 
fi ngers would drive the scorners to the wall where they’d slip 
helplessly to the fl oor.

“God dammit, mister. I didn’t tell ya ta stay in there all night! 
You been in there long enough for two baths, so get ta hell outta 
there. Supper’s ready an’ yer mother an’ me are waitin’!”

Pulling the plug, Rags stares at the scummy water slipping 
silently down the drain and out of the house, forever. He wills 
himself into a small cake of slime, imagining the dark, effortless 
journey through the pipes and into the sewer.

Then the terrible fi st beats on the door like a volley of 
shotgun blasts. Rags jumps from the tub and wraps a towel 
around his waist while his mother’s thin voice spins a fragile 
web of diversion that draws her husband away from the door. 
When the hall is clear, he runs to his room. He’s almost done 
drying before he remembers the dirty ring still left in the tub. 
His skin burns under the towel, waiting for the curses to come. 
But they don’t. As always, his mother has gone in to save him.

At the supper table the atmosphere shivers from the peevish 
plinking on the plates. His mother is chewing very slowly 
while her fork pokes around another bite on her dish. Though 
there is no need to change her offi ce clothes when Leo fi xes 
the supper meals, decked out in her dime-store earrings and 
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department store bracelets, she seems wasted, eating with a 
man in a soiled work shirt.

Then the blunt-fi ngered hand, whose nails have been 
squeezed off by a forty ton draw press, pushes a dish of liver 
and onions across the table.

“Try some. It won’t kill ya.”
But Rags hides behind the last piece of yesterday’s 

creamed chicken, holding it out on his fork before popping 
it into his mouth.

“I’ve got to save some room for your pie.”
Now his mother throws back her head and brings herself up.
Leo stares at her breasts, ruminating.
“Our minister asked about you yesterday, Ragnar,” she 

begins, becoming more and more distracted while she watches 
Rags skim his fork through the fi lling of the lemon meringue. 
But she brightens as soon as she gets the expression on Leo’s 
face. “He’s not much older than you are. Gee, he doesn’t mope 
around, and he’s not old-fashioned either. He’s--”

“--got a good racket,” interrupts Leo, breaking off his stare.
“--so good natured and full of life. You should hear him talk.”
“Put a little more money on the plate, folks. I need a new 

car!” peals Leo in falsetto.
“Don’t talk like that, Bushy. It’s bad.”
“What the hell’s the use a-workin’ for a livin’?” Leo whoops, 

brushing the silverware from his plate to make room for a 
slice of pie. “There’s alluz somebody ta sponge off of!” Then, 
plunging his fork into the fi lling, he nearly splits the plate, as 
Rags backs into his chair, urging it from the table. But its legs 
refuse to budge, sticking stubbornly to their place.

His mother fl ushes. “Well, everybody likes him because 
they can talk to him. He’s educated.”

Leo brings up his arm in benediction. “Hallelujah, brother! 
This is the promised land, two squares a day at the Rescue 
Mission and a good used suit for beatin’ the drum!”

Suddenly the chair lets go a squabbling screech across the 
fl oor, and Rags sits small in their attention.
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Now Leo sobers on the bare piecrust in front of Rags. 
“Whatsa matter? Ain’t that good enough for ya, either? Or all 
of a sudden are ya in too big of a hurry to eat it all?”

Already Rags can feel the tension churning in his stomach. 
“I’m picking Spence up after work,” he lies. 

“What do ya hafta give him a ride for? You’re the one that 
ain’t workin’. He didn’t get laid off over a month ago. I’d be 
ashamed ta let somebody buy my gas and cigarettes cuz I was 
too good ta take another job inna shop.”

At the same time the blunt fi st drops a fork and points a 
stub at Rags. “If it wasn’t for yer mother, I’d kick your ass down 
them stairs. Maybe then you’d know how soft you’ve got it. I 
had ta pay board when I was sixteen. I didn’t suck no--”

“-- Pleeaase! Don’t get upset, Bushy.” His mother’s hand 
reaches toward her husband, and Rags marks how her 
diamond ring and wedding band have begun to sink into her 
fl esh. “I’ll start cleaning off the table. Then after we do the 
dishes, maybe you could put on some good clothes so we can 
take a drive someplace. ”

But before she can rise, Leo catches her wrist with his 
deformed hand, the long yellow nails curving around his good 
fi ngertips as if to compensate for the loss of the others.

“Don’t worry about my clothes,” he barks before turning 
on Rags. “Worry about his! If you’re too bashful ta tell ‘im, 
I will. I want you ta change shorts every day from now on, 
mister. Yours ‘r’--”

“ -- Stoppit!” screams his mother, struggling to get on her 
feet while her husband’s eyes pin Rags to his chair as surely as 
his grip ignores her writhing.

“Yas, so god-damned dirty, they stink!” 
The words are such a shock, for the moment Rags is unable 

to move while a wave of heavy heat courses through him, his 
face burning red with embarrassment, 

“Darn you, let go of my arm!” he hears his mother shriek as 
she and Leo spring from the table in a scuffl e of chairs. Then a 
torrent of words fall in broken patterns around him.



Axel Clickson  -  11

“ . . . animal . . . what he feels . . .”
“ . . . hell . . . stick together … ”       
“ . . . dare . . . in front of me . . . ”
“ . . . my place . . . rotten . . . “
Off into the bedroom the voices storm, leaving Rags staring 

at the thick skin of ooze coagulating on the gravy in the server. 
A few inches away, his mother’s coffee cup lay on its side, 
spilling a spiked brown stain across the tablecloth. Coming 
back to himself, Rags lurches to his feet, stomping down the 
stairs to his only relief. For there, hunched over on its kickstand, 
the magnifi cent El Bandido waits, hooking its red-tipped horns 
into the soft, thin belly of late afternoon air.
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CHAPTER III

On those evenings he would burn through the 
supper-still streets until the close-cropped lawns 
rushed into a blur of open fi elds. Never in his life 

had he felt such exhilaration. Flying through the night in a 
cradle of country-scented air with El Bandido’s engine growling 
obediently beneath him, he was with God, and he knew it. 
With a snap of his wrist, he was propelled through space by 
a force more powerful than Leo’s fi sts, more sustaining than 
sex. And he controlled it, worshiped it. Gracing his maneuvers 
to perfection, he would pound down the open highway at one 
hundred and ten plus, trailing his feet fl at out behind him 
while he listened to the vibrations sing a song of rebus hard 
against his chest. And after he’d put El Bandido away for the 
night, he lay long awake, for his whole being still tingled to 
the memory of that same tune. 

Sometimes he would sleep six hours, sometimes fi ve, before 
the fi rst sensations of a stirring household awakened him. At 
that moment he is grateful for the economic slump that had 
eased him out of a job and blessed him with an indefi nite 
holiday. But three days out of seven he was obliged to pull 
himself out of bed if only to carry on the pretense of following 
up Leo’s hazy leads for job openings at the factories, factories 
whose smoky walls had lately begun to evoke a mild sense 
of terror inside him, factories whose inevitable eight foot 
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industrial fencing had about them the aura of a kind of penal 
institution for commuting trustees.

There were interviews, of course, depressing enough to 
ruin his day, but more often, whenever he approached one of 
those mausoleums of manufacture with his senses riding high 
on El Bandido and his spirits on the rising sun, he could not 
resist fl aunting his freedom at any pinched face that might be 
staring at him through the sooty glaze of the windows. Peeling, 
squealing, black patterns of squirming rubber in, around, and 
out of the parking lot, he would smoke for the promise of the 
open road again, dreaming days of grandeur as the throttle 
rolled under his wrist....

His fi ngernails splitting with cold, Rags drops the cylinder 
head into a battered basin of dirty solvent to wash away the oil 
and carbon with a worn wire brush. The bristles speckle his 
hand with the grimy liquid, smarting the torn knuckle almost 
enough to divert him from the sparkling pain in his fi nger 
tips. Unable to bear it any longer, he unzips his jacket and 
unbuttons a couple holes of his shirt so he can press his hands 
under his armpits. The cold gives him a jolt, but the transfer of 
heat draining over his fi ngers is worth it.

As he waits for the unpleasantness to equalize, he can’t 
help thinking of the many nights he’d made for an open fi eld 
of baled hay with some girl he cared little for other than the 
challenge of exploiting her sex: how often he’d worked his 
clumsy hands -- half bloodless from squeezing the bars of El 
Bandido and only slightly stiff then from the chill of darkness 
-- under the strange fabrics of her clothing and how the 
smooth, warm skin of these girls had started from the cold 
touch of his fumbling fi ngers as he soothed her whimpering 
reluctance with all the gentle joking and cajoling words of a 
loveless passion.

But an hour later -- after he’d rolled up the night-damp 
blanket with its bits of dried grass and dead weeds still 
clinging to it from a broken bale of hay -- he would almost 
always wonder, tucking it back into the saddle bag, what his 
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excuse would be for having neglected her so long the next time 
he needed her. It was a ridiculous business, really, without a jot 
of humor in it.

Regina might have changed all that. From the fi rst moment 
he saw her waiting in front of him at the post offi ce, she seemed 
unlike the summer-night girls who had passed beneath him. 
And after he’d retrieved the lucky tumble of her package from 
the fl oor, engaging them in a pleasant exchange for as long as 
the line lasted, he knew she was. Else why was he so drained of 
daring? For the collegiate accent of her clothes and conversation 
bespoke a higher world of comfort and culture far beyond him. 
Still, he determined to fi nd her again, to dream again, leaving 
him in an emotional daze that threatened to throw him off 
balance unless he could win her on the back of El Bandido

Then one golden afternoon after he’d made himself 
conspicuous by doggedly standing on the seat of El Bandido 
for better than an hour -- as a gesture of his enthusiasm for 
her failing game of tennis -- she came over to suggest he might 
give the loser a ride home. So moved by the opening, he took 
special care to pedal her cautiously over the back streets, never 
even dropping into fourth gear. So when she slid smoothly from 
the seat to go into her house, he was satisfi ed she seemed less 
apprehensive making her promises for the following Sunday 
over the brutish breathing of the exhaust.

Nearly three-quarters of a million moments later, his day 
dawned on a land that was full with spring. Under a spawning 
sun the green hills swelled in pregnant pastels, and the air 
was heady from the foment in the soil. He felt howling good 
because this was going to be his day. He wanted to feast on the 
world, to swallow it whole and digest its goodness....



16  -  Chain Drive



Axel Clickson  -  17

CHAPTER IV

They’re coasting in the seventies--fast for a narrow 
county road. But it heaves and falls away beneath El 
Bandido pleasantly. Regina’s small hands are digging 

into his sides as her knees press against his thighs, keeping 
her body well away from his on the steep-backed buddy seat. 
But only an arm’s length beside them, Maxine’s rangy form is 
leaning forward against Clayt’s shoulders, hands resting on her 
thighs with her legs open comfortably and her toes pointing 
out and down, just inches from the ripping pavement. She sits 
the Vagabond easily as it romps along El Bandido.

Rags knows it’s only Regina’s second ride, and he’s tried 
awfully hard to keep from frightening her by walking El Bandido 
away from the traffi c lights and stop signs, but Maxine is a 
veteran, so Clayt lets the Vagabond out in all the gears. Lagging 
wretchedly far behind at every snappy start, Rags stubbornly 
holds El Bandido down to a gentle jog, hoping that Regina will 
have time to loosen up a little, but the machines begin stealing 
speed on the open highway until the hammering harmony of 
the twin engines closes to a galvanic hum.

Lost in the sounding spell of locomotion, Rags ignores 
Regina’s efforts to counterbalance each time he bends El Bandido 
into a fast curve. And he knows she won’t be able to hold her 
rigid position at the back of the sloping seat. It’s too steep for her 
slight weight. Already the slow-rolling waves of the roadway 
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have worked her toward him until he feels the narcotic pressure 
of her breasts brushing against his back. Guilty with the futile 
efforts of her struggle every time she comes to him, he wonders 
if she is thinking what he feels before she pulls herself away. 
But the old road fl ows on wearing away at her muscles until 
they can no longer support her modesty. Then her hands and 
knees go limp, and his spine decays in excitement.

The engines begin toying with the tug of a stiff mountain 
climb when they stop at a curve suspended in blue. The girls 
comb their hair breezily and stretch their fi ne legs above the 
vista of blooming farmland while Clayt adjusts his camera 
and Rags inhales the clean air, wondering if anyone were 
his equal. Eager to pose with Regina, he raises his arm to her 
waist and draws her against him fi rmly, but her response is 
late and languid. A moment materializes between them like a 
plate glass window, cold and transparent. The shutter tweaks 
and Rags releases her, his brittle smile stinging from the lie the 
camera has caught.

He’s relieved when Clayt stuffs it into his hands because it 
gives him something to do. And there is something both envious 
and ironic in the way Maxine and Clayt clowningly defy the 
lens of that little black memory box by standing straight and tall 
while it records her superior height over his sagging paunch. It 
confuses Rags. They seem so sure of themselves and of each 
other. More than ever then, the sight of Regina standing down 
from the peak of his day makes him ache to have her back on El 
Bandido where he will be master of both.

Cranking up his engine, he welcomes the reassuring roar 
that blows away the smoke from his clouded thoughts. Once 
they leave the surfaced highway to explore the gravel roads 
and logging trails, Rags settles into the business of real riding, 
proud of his skill and pleased with the spiraling funnels of dust 
billowing out behind them. The engines bark and chatter in 
the lower gears, plummeting down washed-out grades, boiling 
across shoaling streams, and rumbling along the corduroy bed of 
a railroad track. He’s taken the lead now; let the Vagabond follow. 
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Locking himself fi rmly against Regina, Rags grins at the coarse 
juggle of the ties. And day is blushing at evening’s advances.

But a mile of corrugated monotony warps his wrists and 
shoulders until his hands are drumming in sweat on the 
slippery bars. The pores of his skin are clogged with grime, his 
eyelids sticky, and his face itches where the runny tears have 
crystallized into sandy streaks from the corners of his eyes. 
He turns to look for the Vagabond. And there, just behind his 
shoulder, he sees Regina’s wind-burned face bobbing loosely 
in all directions like a paper plate on waving water. It’s soggy 
and slack with grains of soot in the pits of both her closed 
eyes. Behind him the empty tracks recoil into a grove of trees 
blocking his vision. It never occurred to him that Clayt would 
not follow. The riveting burr of the ties slacken, and El Bandido 
wobbles to a pumping halt.

Now Regina drops from the seat to wait for him to turn 
around a six hundred and fi fty pound motorcycle that is 
longer than the width of the narrow gauge tracks. He knows 
he can’t lift the front wheel over a six inch track, so he rocks El 
Bandido as far as the rail will allow, intending to climb it under 
power. Already little puddles of perspiration are gathering 
in his eyebrows. Revving the engine, he eases out the clutch.  
El Bandido’s horns rack at his wrists as the front tire fl attens 
on the rail. The machine begins to rise slowly but falls back 
suddenly when the rear wheel breaks into a smoking squeal 
before squirming into the gravel bed, spewing rocks over and 
against the rail that ricochet crazily down the tracks. Rags cuts 
the throttle and the engine stalls.

A short ways down the line, Regina is sitting on a rail, 
cleaning her face with a handkerchief while the remaining light 
seems to be fretting on the horizon, waiting for her silhouette 
to follow. Now Rags begins to crank the engine furiously, 
but it’s sluggish from overheating. It saps his strength with 
grunts and balks until his sweat spatters on the tanks, his 
lungs scorched on the raw air. The kick pedal goes halfway 
down, but a piston comes up on compression to stop him in 
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the middle of his thrust. His knee buckles, pulling him off 
balance, and the machine topples lazily on its side, sprawling 
Rags across the rail bed.

For over a minute he just lies there in a stupor of release while 
the blood rushes at the fatigue in his limbs and slams against 
his temples. Soon he hears her scuttling feet approaching.

“Are you all right?”
Rolling on his side, he raises his forearm and rests his head 

on the palm of his hand, still breathing with diffi culty.
“Yeah, just catching my breath.”
“Do you want me to help push or something?”
“I think maybe we better try to lift the back end around.”
He watches her lean over the machine, trying several places 

with her hands before she settles on a rear fender brace. Then 
she pauses, staring at him. He pulls himself to his feet and takes 
a position on the other one. Together they horse the wheel over 
the rail and drag the frame around until the whole machine 
lay back in the bed of the tracks.

Flinching from the momentary premonition of a return 
ride, he pulls the machine upright and kicks it well again. But 
before he can settle himself, Regina throws herself behind him 
so suddenly the machine would have pulled them both over if 
he hadn’t caught it with his will. Then El Bandido lunges forward 
and the ties come on again, pouring out a drubbing that splashes 
along beneath them in the liquid light of the headlamp. On and 
on they come, punching at his arms through rubber and steel 
until the machine begins to sway dangerously. Each time Rags 
pulls it back to the center of the rails, he feels a stronger stitch 
of pain relentlessly sewing up his refl exes from his fi ngers to 
his spine. Wondering if his strength will hold out, he fumes 
at Regina for cramping him too far forward, for resisting his 
broken movements, or for throwing him off balance by moving 
at all. Finally, he’s too weak for even that... There’s only enough 
left in him to bluff Bandido between the swaggering rails.

At last Clayt’s light fl ashes ahead of him and the crossing 
hobbles darkly out of hiding. And what a relief it is to see 
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Clayt and the Vagabond  lead the way without waiting for an 
explanation. Rags’ nerves have already been jarred beyond 
bearing any smiling sympathy from anyone. He’s tired, not 
just physically, but tired inside.

Something had gone wrong, and he hadn’t been able to stop 
it. So it’s no big surprise when he hears Regina complaining 
over the wind rushing in his ears that it’s getting late. Too late 
would have been more like it. Now he just wants to be alone, 
anyway. So as soon as the city lights begin fl ashing by, Rags 
draws up to the Vagabond, shouts an excuse at it and veers off 
at the fi rst intersection.

In the twilight of a streetlamp, he watches a few hollow 
words fall from Regina’s gray mouth before a door shuts her 
away. Still straddling his machine, he stands there a moment, 
staring at the house as if none of it were real until the tickle 
of a night fl y trapped in the sleeve of his shirt fl utters into his 
armpit. “Damn thing,” he mumbles, annoyed because he has 
to clap his arm down and rotate the pressure to make sure he 
gets it. Then he looks at the house once more before nudging 
El Bandido into the street, its dry chain squeaking on the 
afternoon’s dust.

It’s too late for supper and too early for bed. And he isn’t up 
to swallowing the abuse Leo would heap on his empty plate 
while the leftovers are being warmed. He’d some change in his 
pocket, so he stops at a diner for a grilled cheese sandwich. It’s 
charred on one side, but it’s served in silence, which is what 
he wants most. Through the window, befouled with smears 
of fi ngerprints, he can see a mud-stained pariah lolling on its 
kickstand. And above it in the glare of a neon light a cloud 
of moths are swarming furiously. They just aren’t going 
anywhere. . . . 
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CHAPTER V

The old shed groans against the sway of wind.  Driven 
from his buttocks to his feet again by the snapping 
cold of the frigid fl oor, Rags stands bowed over the 

open engine. Slowly, exquisitely, his back blocked and bent in 
pain, he straightens. Cautiously stretching his spine, he closes 
both hands on the oily sludge of his palms and grinds the best 
fi st into the cramped muscles of his back until the soreness 
sweetens, softly receding beneath the burn of the injured 
knuckle infecting his other hand.

Outside, wave after wave of the tiny white crystals, 
skittering over the withered walls, have the sound of sand, 
hard and dead. When he thinks about it, they are lucky -- 
myriads of them to be fl ung about by an extravagant Mother 
who bore them never to feel a thing. He, himself, had been so 
overwhelmingly happy with El Bandido, squandering his senses 
in idle hours and meaningless moments until his whole spirit 
slipped away into depression. Now and now and now, without 
respite, there’s only the relentless awareness of his own hollow 
being. No spark of pleasure exists in the vacuum of his soul. 
And it’s no help knowing that this same indifferent Mother-of-
All stands ready to bury both him and his machine with equal 
indifference under a few billion of her most beautiful starry-
cold snowfl akes.

Trying to stave off the drift of his thoughts, he reaches 
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out for his work again, but the absence of any serious 
challenge to his concentration fails to hold back the gathering 
momentum of memory…. 

After Regina, he rides to forget. What has he to do with 
people, anyway? His covenant with El Bandido holds a higher 
communion. In the divine embrace of the wind, a free spirit 
needs no one. So on he rode, racing for the riddle of motion 
where time was not.

Night on night his exhaust glitters across the faded tapestry 
of darkness, tracing a network of streets, roads, and highways 
that lead deeper into himself. Then it strikes him. While the 
narrow beam of his headlight chops out the meridian markers 
streaking into his vision, he suddenly realizes what he has only 
known before—he’s no longer just by himself. It’s worse than 
that. He’s become terribly ALONE! And all because he’s so 
stupidly isolated himself from the rest of the world!  Fear patters 
across his brain on cold little feet, presses a feverish muzzle 
against his heart, and sniffs at it boldly. Cutting El Bandido’s 
throttle while he strains against the runaway revving of his 
pulse, he scarcely hears the high roar of the pipes descending 
to a throaty grumble as the whining macadam groans to a 
stop. And in the still-standing lull of the vacant highway, after 
El Bandido’s pistons have dropped into a neutral lope, he can’t 
help noticing how the hollow bellow of the exhaust seems like 
the echo of his heart. Recovering himself, he swings the big 
machine around for the long idle back home.

The next morning, like so many before and more to follow, 
he’s awakened by the muffl ed movements of his mother and 
stepfather readying themselves for another day’s work. He 
knows -- though he’s really given up all hope of fi nding any 
decent employment -- that he must rouse himself, if only to save 
a little face with his stepfather. But the prospect of cranking up 
the Bandit for a bracing ride through another pre-chilled dawn 
no longer stirs him as it once had done. Instead, wrapped 
securely in the warm cocoon of his blankets, he blesses himself 
and falls back into oblivion, full of sleep and late for nothing.



Axel Clickson  -  25

When he does awaken hours later to fi nd the sunshine 
lying heavily across his chest, it seems to him he’s been 
buried under it. And after a cold breakfast of soggy cereal 
alone in a silent house, he would go to the Bandit, conscious 
of a growing desperation.

During the mornings there would still be fl ashes of the 
old inspiration as he revved the engine for a jackrabbit start 
or a daring pass through congested traffi c, but between these 
brief exhibitions time settles down on him in earnest. By 
early afternoon nothing he can do will wash it away in the 
rush of his ride.

If he hangs around a service station too long, trying to 
conserve fuel -- asking for work -- he soon learns the attendants’ 
indifference to him. Whenever there’s a pause in the fl ow of 
business, they allow him to engage them in conversation but 
only until a car comes up the ramp. Then they’d break off from 
him with such brutality of purpose he’d have to crawl back on 
the Bandit and slink away, embarrassed by his own superfl uity.

Small rejections, nevertheless, troubling. Out in traffi c he 
fi nds he cannot lose himself in it no matter how hard he gives 
himself to the ride. Closing into several intersections, he often 
changes his mind at the last dangerous second as to what he 
should do: turn right, turn left, or continue straight ahead? And 
when he recognizes it’s because he has no destination at all, his 
vitals feel the squeeze of it….

Across the quiet of the wagon shed, Rags is startled by the 
hollow growl of his empty stomach. With the wind having 
fallen to scarcely a whisper, the cold seems even more intense, 
leaving him ravenous. To dull the edge of his hunger, he claws 
a wrinkled pack of cigarettes from an inside pocket, spills one 
between his lips and snaps a fl ame from his lighter to the end 
of it. After a few short puffs, he inhales a deep drag of smoke 
and sits down on a board to insulate his buttocks from the 
frigid fl oor. Then he puts the burning lighter on the concrete in 
front of him, and washes his aching hands over the fl are of its 
warmth until the wick sputters to a dying spark.
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Ready now for whatever damage the removal of the cylinders 
would reveal of his fi nal gesture of dramatic drunkenness, he 
pulls himself to his knees once more to slip the barrels free of 
the pistons. Both are smooth as glass, not a sign of scoring. The 
cold water must have gushed through the carburetor and into 
the hot cylinders so quickly that the pistons seized up before 
they could mar anything other than the rings themselves. He’s 
lucky. The barrels will not need honing, so he’ll be able to fi nish 
in a couple of hours by simply replacing the rings.

Concentrating on what has to be done, he picks up his pace. 
But as he is about to tear open the package of replacement rings, 
an illustration on the cover catches his eye. A determined-
looking racer is coming out of a turn with two diminishing 
riders suffering the spray of dirt and stones from the wake of 
his charging wheels. The moment opens, drowning Rags in a 
fl ood of images from other moments passed…. 
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CHAPTER VI

Away from the outside congestion of a shrinking 
world, Rags lies watching the shaft of yellow 
sunlight slide silently through the living room 

window and over the carpeted fl oor. It has become routine with 
him. Forced to return home early in the afternoon because he’s 
ridden the Bandit down to reserve tank, he’s waiting to start 
the dishes so as to put his mother and Leo in a good mood 
when they come home from work. Later, he can maneuver her 
aside for a secret contribution.

It’s the metallic jangling of the telephone that tears him away 
from his melancholy. Annoyed, because he knows it’s not for 
him, he drags himself to his feet, muttering under his breath.

“Hello?”
“This here’s Sandy Farnham,” announces an electrifi ed little 

voice. “I’d like ta talk ta Rags Soderquist. That you, buddy?”
“Yeah, what’s doin’?” asks Rags, perking up with interest 

because they’d never met, just seen each other pull into the same 
stop from different roads. Farnham was nearly thirty years old 
and had a reputation for being a little fl akey after a couple of 
near fatal concussions from street accidents had laid him up 
for months. Now the word was he’d acquired a racing rig and 
is trying to kill himself by competing with professionals on the 
local tracks. Nobody took him seriously.

“Saay,” his countrifi ed accent crackles on, “I’m gonna race 
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my hot jobber over at Groatsville ta-night, an’ I was wonderin’ 
if you’d wanta be my mechanic. Dick Renshaw was supposed 
ta go with me, but his wife took sick, so he can’t go. An’ I gotta 
light out by fi ve o’ clock ta be there in time fer qualifyin’. Ya 
think ya kin make it?”

Rags feels his heart shaking him awake. Something 
different is fi nally happening to him. An introduction to 
professional racing might be a new beginning. But he’s broke, 
dammit, and his mother would not be home in time for him 
to count on her help. Then he remembers the enormous green 
and black-spotted piggy bank on the fl oor of her bedroom. 
Leo has been stuffi ng it with loose change for over two years 
until, at the last weighing, the bathroom scales had it on the 
fat side of ten pounds.

“Sure, Sandy, but what do I have to do?”
“Ya don’t hafta do nothin’, buddy, ‘cept be ready ta 

buzz off in about an hour. Heh, heh, heh, I jest gotta have 
somebody in the pits, or they won’t let me run my hot jobber. 
It’s A.M.A. rulin ‘.”

An hour later, after a bath, a shave, and a shining of his 
black leather boots, Rags stands in front of the living room 
mirror, admiring himself in the white coveralls he’d bought 
on an impulse weeks before. With his name embroidered in 
red on the front chest pocket and the bold, fl ying wings of 
the Harley Davidson emblem stretching across his back, he 
looks very professional. Now he would learn the tricks of 
the trade and make the name for himself that destiny had 
surely ordained for him. Someday he would scream past the 
checkered fl ag on a specially tuned ripper to become state 
champion. Amidst the roar of the crowd, he would skid into 
his pit, barely able to lift his mud-spattered goggles before 
being inundated by the rough embraces of his jubilant crew. 
Out of nowhere a glistening two foot trophy would be pushed 
into his arms. There would be shouts of congratulations -- but 
a foreign sound begins to disturb him, the feeble beeping of 
an impatient horn. Farnham had arrived.
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Though the late model 45 cubic inch fl at tracker snubbed 
securely to a freshly welded trailer has a business-like look 
about it, his car is something else: a faded-out, ten-year-old 
jalopy with two banged-up fenders, a missing hubcap, and an 
assortment of mud-caked farm tools and tobacco wrappers 
strewn about the fl oorboard. The back seat has been removed 
to make room for his racing paraphernalia: a small grease gun, 
a mounted rear tire, a fi ve gallon can of gas, several quarts of 
oil, numerous sprockets, chains, tools, and a few spare parts. A 
fi nger-smudged helmet, his leather suit, and a steel skid plate 
for his boot had been thrown on top of the heap.

It’s a sobering sight, even in the light of Sandy’s sun-
reddened face smiling around the stub of a blackened pipe and 
his impish “Howdy-doodie.”  For those were things real, in 
all their disordered ugliness, things that have to be faithfully 
reckoned with no matter how distasteful if anything of Rags’ 
fantasy were to give birth. So with the pockets of his crispy-
clean coveralls bulging awkwardly from the evenly distributed 
weight of nine dollars in heavy coin knifed out of the wide 
slot in the spine of Leo’s hidden hoard, Rags waits for Sandy 
to brush away a clutter of greasy accessory brochures and 
wrinkled motorcycle magazines from a soil-worn seat. 

And when Rags says, “Well, I hope I can do ya some good 
tonight,” Sandy says nothing. He is too busy fussing with a 
dirty carnival pillow half buried in the torn stuffi ng of the 
seat beneath him. 

“I just wish I knew something about it,” Rags apologizes, 
hoping Sandy will honor the opening of his plight by launching 
into a long and detailed welcome to the duties of a motorcycle 
pit man. Instead, Farnham’s eyes scan the outrageously fresh 
coveralls with a twinkle.

“Hey, they ain’t nothin’ to it, … mechanic.”
Then he cranes his neck out the window for traffi c, easing 

the rig away from the curb. “All ya gotta do is be there,” he says 
to the empty street.

What could Rags say after that? It was the second time 



30  -  Chain Drive

Sandy had said it. Hearing it on the phone for the fi rst time, 
Rags had laid it down to polite encouragement. But this time 
it’s the way Sandy’d said it. It sounded too fi nal, as if Sandy 
really didn’t give a damn, one way or the other. So to cover 
his darkening disappointment, Rags says the next best thing to 
nothing, something silly, so silly he can’t even remember what 
it was, though he hates himself for it just as soon as it’s out. 
He’s beginning to feel ridiculous, and there’s little he can do 
about it but laugh along with Sandy at his own worthlessness. 
Well, there’s still a lot to be learned in the pits, Rags reassures 
himself, even if only as a spectator.

After that it’s a long pull to Groatsville because Sandy 
doesn’t talk about anything, except how good he used to be on 
a road bike. Each time he’s done with some lagging story, and 
gets his response from Rags, Rags turns away from Sandy to 
fake an interest in the scatter of disfi gured signs and decrepit 
buildings swelling past his window. So between the view and 
Sandy’s vocal noises, there’s only the semi-silence of motion 
as the car jilts moodily to and fro from the dead weight of the 
trailer swaying at the hitch.

Three hours and a gravel road detour later they pull into the 
fairground entrance. The detour has put them behind schedule. 
At fi rst Sandy had only been confused, pausing occasionally 
in his faltering monologue to reassess his location. Then he 
decides to shortcut the detour and becomes lost instead. 

From that point on, past heroics give way to a strained 
silence, relieved by some mild complaint with the approach 
of each new crossing until they back-track to a local who can 
offer them defi nite directions. Eventually they fi nd their way 
to confi dence on the right route again, but things are no longer 
the same with Sandy, and Rags knows it. Sandy is already 
racing, and a kind of delicate, strained silence is again riding 
along with them the rest of the way to the track. 
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CHAPTER VII

The fi rst real sound Rags hears is the sweet and 
unmistakable blast of a 45 revving through the 
amplifi ed echoes of an announcer shouting into a 

P.A. system. A gateman’s heavy arm pokes two identifi cation 
passes through Sandy’s window before pointing across the 
windshield toward the pits. A shifting barricade of backs, 
buttocks, and curious, squinting faces slowly withdraw to 
either side as the car hood cleaves into the space left by the 
receding bodies closing in again as soon as Sandy’s rig is past. 
And then there are the riders and mechanics, half naked in 
worn leather breeches and dirty Levi’s, attending to their 
motley machines with tools from their car trunks, trailers, or 
truck beds while their women recline in and against the open-
door vehicles, sipping on cigarettes and paper cups.

Though he’s not impressed by the new environment, Rags 
is out of the car before Sandy has stopped squaring off the rig 
in pit No. 17, a lime-lined space on the infi eld of a quarter-mile 
cinder track boasting a couple warped, wooden grandstands. 
And what he sees in the stands is demoralizing. The main body 
of spectators is bunched together at the fi nish line with a few 
random groups tapering off into assorted couples and isolated 
individuals sprawled out to the ends of the main stand. The 
opposite stand is nearly empty. Maybe it’s still too early, Rags 
reasons to himself. Even if he knows it isn’t.




