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Duryea

 


I got used to the stink of sulfur, the
raggedy shards of blown tires, the rusty tail pipes, the beer
bottles and diapers heaped along the side of the highway. I’d drive
home through the construction zone over the metallic hum of scored
asphalt. Jersey walls. Those orange construction cones. It was
always the same. The place was a piss-hole and I couldn’t wait to
get out. The county landfill was one mile away.

But first I had to take care of business.
Business was my father croaking and taking my legacy down with him.
Business was me cleaning up after his life.

Nine months before the old man got the news:
bone cancer. Nine months to live. They hit the nail on the fucking
head on that one. My father wasn’t famous; he wasn’t “important.”
He worked for the tire company in the city—pushing papers, watching
sales, that sort of thing. A low level man of business. A good man
really.

My father didn’t care for cars. He thought
they were a plague upon the land. He thought every single car
should be destroyed, that we should go back to the old ways, that
we should be happy working the land and moving at a slower lick.
He’d ride his bike to the train station everyday and hoof it into
work from Penn Station. “This speed is going to put a bullet in our
head,” he’d say. He owned his Buick LeSabre in case of
emergency—but he never drove it.

When I was younger I’d laugh my father off. I
wondered who could live without cars. I used to think he was just
nostalgic for his childhood. He grew up living on a plot of land
near here, helping his daddy with the pigs—all that cornhusker
shit. My father told me it was gorgeous back in Dillon County
before the state plopped clover leafs and median strips smack
through the middle of everything. He said the development turned
all the working farms into just another place on the way to
somewhere else, and he was right about that. Now the only farms
left in Dillon County make hay mazes for kids in the fall and sell
Christmas trees to suburbanite yuppies. That kind of thing.

My grandfather didn’t own a car until 1950
when my great uncle, Victor, bought him a three-cylinder Duryea
wagon. Victor played ball for a few years in the majors and then
struck it rich in real estate. He made enough money to spread some
of the wealth. He bought the Duryea as a sort of thank you to my
grandfather. In 1950 everybody wanted new, so Victor got the old
Duryea pretty cheap. When my grandfather died, my father inherited
the car. My father went ape shit caring for the car, even though he
never used it. He loved having the car as a sort of museum piece.
Kept it in the garage for years and years, dusting and polishing
every day, only firing it up when he had to. He was a hypocrite in
his own way.

When my father found out about the bone
cancer he ranted and raved about how society is going down the
tubes: the cities, the tax codes, cars, the government. He was
livid with the whole world. Before he died, my father decided he
wanted me to help him destroy that Duryea. I argued with him for
weeks about it. I reminded my father how important the car was to
him, how he could always sell the car. I reminded him how much it
was worth, how rare it was. He didn’t care. At that point he
thought all cars should be destroyed.

“Fine,” I told him. “Destroy your Buick.
Don’t have it in for the Duryea.” He told me the Duryea was worse
than the Buick. The Duryea was one of the world’s first
cars. From my father’s point of view cars such as the Duryea
started all the trouble.

One Sunday night we drove the Duryea down to
the landfill. The machine only goes about ten miles an hour, so it
took us a while. The sky was aglow hours after sunset. Early
summer. The stars were out in full force, and a nice balmy breeze
ruffled our hair as we drove. The closer we got to the landfill
though, the worse the air smelled. I held the gas can in my lap,
listening to the gasoline slosh back and forth with each jostle.I
felt lightheaded from the fumes.

We stopped when we got outside the entrance
to the dump. I wanted to do or say something in appreciation of the
antique car, but my father wasn’t really interested. Wasn’t
interested in ceremony. He had a difficult time walking and he told
me to take care of the gasoline myself. I sighed and poured
gasoline all over the vehicle. It was one of the most difficult
things I’ve ever had to do. The thing was so gawky, like an
overgrown wheelbarrow. Those big wagon wheels; that little
nineteenth century buggy; that tiny little motor. Still, I hate
myself for letting my father coerce me into it.

When I was done with the gasoline, my father
told me to step back. He lit a match and hobbled over to the
vehicle. He tossed the match into the driver’s seat of the Duryea.
The car exploded with a force I could feel in the lining of my
stomach. The flames singed my father’s hair. I almost toppled over,
but I leaned on my father’s shoulder for support. He shook me off.
I helped my father hobble up the road to where he told my aunt to
pick us up. She had no idea. We stood in silence for about five
minutes, and then my aunt pulled up. She pointed to the glow of the
burning Duryea down the hill. My father said it was some idiot kids
sitting around a bonfire and smoking weed. My aunt nodded as if she
had seen it all before.

After my father died, I thought long and hard
about what to do with the inheritance money. I knew I wanted to buy
a house in another part of the country, uproot myself and just live
for a while without worrying about work, or family, or anything of
consequence. But I kept thinking about that Duryea. I started doing
some research here and there, and I estimated that only 16 were in
existence—most of them in museums. I inquired everywhere. If I
could buy a Duryea, I would take care of it. I would treat the car
with dignity. But it seemed like a lost cause.

In the end I settled for a model Duryea I
bought down at the hobby shop for 20 bucks. It took me a day to put
it together. The smell of modeling glue still lingers in my
nostrils. The Duryea model sits on the mantle in my new house by
the lake. I listen to the herons.I listen to the wind through the
hickories.When the sun hits the model just right the car burns all
over again

 


 


Cog

 


First of all Jesse’s got to decide what to do
with his father’s model car collection. He put an ad in the local
paper. Had it appraised. But the collection sat there for six
months in the storage room he rented until he could decide should
he sell it or not. Maybe Lynn will eventually want another child,
he thinks, maybe a son. He feels too close to this model car
situation. Jesse wonders what’s necessary to make the final
call.

Jesse takes one last look at the spread. When
he inherited the collection he arranged the cases of cars on
foldout tables. Jesse loved the feeling of protecting.As he trolled
his flashlight around the unit, Jesse could pick individual cars
out in the dark. Someone clanks furniture into a pickup truck a few
units down.

This is ridiculous if Jesse thinks about it
from any outside perspective: Here he is paying over $100 a month
to house a toy car collection. Most of these rooms are filled with
things people use. Do people use model car collections? Who
would really care if they were gone? Aside from the nostalgia, does
he really care? Hell if he knows. A Henry Cloverton is interested,
among others. Said he was always looking for a big collection to
buy—“Invest in,” Cloverton said. Does Jesse really want somebody
“investing” in his father?

Jesse closes the door, clicks the lock shut.
He slides behind the wheel of his Minx and drives home. Maybe he’ll
call Cloverton. But by the time he gets home, Jesse doesn’t have
the stomach or the energy to do so.

 


Jesse Bowers is a glorified secretary living
in the Elk Run Mobile Home Park with his wife and two daughters. At
Oman’s Auto Jesse answers the phone, makes coffee.He abandoned
caffeine years ago, although at the shop he’ll dump grounds in the
filters, turn on the machine. Every day he listens to the dribble
in the clattering background. The smell of coffee is enough for
Jesse. He wakes himself up at five in the morning with his honed
internal alarm. Usually Lynn won’t jog with him until after work
until Saturday. He watches his wife sleeping: the slackness in her
jowl, that unstartled quality in her face. These are unusual
expressions during her waking hours. Jesse remembers that later
that afternoon Lynn wants him to take Amy and Gina out to the park
so she can shop for her parents’ anniversary gift. Jesse has the
R/C prelims. He forgot to tell Lynn.

On the breakfast bar the cereal bowls are a
dull orange. The kitchen table glass muddles a reflection over the
royal plum cloth. Hair dries slowly, Jesse thinks; take your time
with the herbal tea. The dredge at the bottom of the mug is muddy,
like antifreeze and rust. The newspaper is thick with holiday
advertisements that most everybody throws away. If Memorial Day
didn’t exist some marketing team would have to invent it to sell
refrigerators and swimming suits and air-conditioning units.But
Jesse knows this is the standard response: How can you escape the
standard response to anything? Jesse thinks the interesting
holidays are the one’s nobody celebrates. This day, for
instance:May 27th, Amelia Jenks Bloomer’s Birthday. Who
wouldn’t admit that the woman who invented Bloomers wasn’t
important?

Lynn and the girls remain silent, asleep. He
can hear the Pinkerton’s bulldog barking two units over. At work
Jesse’s the “sensitive guy,” but he wonders these days how
sensitive he really is. If he could plot his sensitivity on a pie
graph, how much would be weakness and how much would be insistent
attention? How much would be a self-centered drive to avoid getting
the most out of life by ignoring anything uncomfortable?

His car is a 1959 Hillman Minx convertible.
He rescued the vehicle from the shop, rebuilt it on his own time.
Jesse is happiest working on his car. Not everyone understands the
real value of quality, Jesse thinks. Most people want horse-power,
top-notch sound systems louder than any human ear can stand. Not
Jesse.

Ten years ago a man ditched the Hillman in
the shop. The man was in his late 70’s, clearly on his last legs
himself. A shot transmission was enough to send him over the edge
toward selling. Plus, the man said he already owned a newish
station wagon for his retirement years. Four wheel drive. Jesse was
happy to rebuild the Hillman himself.The Hillman reminded Jesse of
the true purpose a car can actually serve. In a busy family
house—as his was in the 1970’s—a car was the only place to find
peace and quiet.

 


The metaphysics of driving this Hillman Jesse
keeps to himself. He starts the engine and the sound itself is
enough. The cylinders turn the crankshaft; the pistons explode;
fumes firing, the transmission makes the trade off between power
and speed with resonant grumbling. And when Jesse sets the car in
motion, the usual trees are not just trees; they seem like set
pieces for some larger adventure—which has nothing to do with the
freewheeling advertisement clichés.

For Jesse a purer pleasure could not be
bought—even if today’s cars sport self-heating seat cushions and
navigation systems. The newer cars run silent, but Jesse wonders
who wants the engine noise buffered. The connection to the road
itself is gone, Jesse thinks. Cars are meant to be
driven.

Jesse’s on his way to work going 60 on the
highway. The speed limit is 65. The radio is off. Years ago he
posted a sign on the dash: “Food and drink are not allowed in this,
my car.” Jesse blinks again. Look at my vehicle of the past as you
whiz by, he thinks. You will see the error of your ways, how far we
have fallen. Jesse is a sucker for this kind of nostalgia, although
he knows it’s rationally off-key; cars are ten times more important
now than they ever were, Jesse knows. But cars are less symbolic
now than utilitarian. Jesse knows cars are more important
because they are less symbolic—now they are infiltrating,
insistent, ubiquitous.

This experience of pulling out of the
driveway as the birds chirp and the sun glows below the tree
line—this feeling is irreplaceable, beyond words. Who could Jesse
tell? Lynn, yes. But Lynn is only Lynn—fellow secretary, hiding
behind the scenes, not interested in existing at the forefront. For
Jesse and Lynn, work is a trade-off; the most important things
aren’t things.

Jesse never even passed the mechanics ASE
test. He never really cared for the technology of computers. And in
terms of cars, now everything is computerized. The meanings others
assign to arbitrary standards—why should Jesse care? Jesse wonders
why anyone should care how much he wants to communicate of his own
knowledge?

 


When Jesse turns the key to the shop door,
Oman is already there running a compression test on the ‘99 BMW.
Oman looks placid and bemused. Over the engine moan Oman says that
it reads about 65 percent, a little low. He needs to do a wet
compression check to see if there is still ring leakage. Jesse
fishes a tablespoon of oil into each cylinder, and Oman turns the
ignition to find out. The pressure is higher—78, which means there
is indeed ring leakage. Oman is back to business.

At Oman’s Auto, Jesse occasionally checks
wires, hoses, belts, spark plugs, coolant oil, gaskets, wires, fuel
filters, PCV valves. But he mostly answers the phone unless Oman,
Tolga, or Ersoy are off. Again this is the trade-off: Jesse has
less constant pressure and heartache.But Oman values Jesse as a
sort of lucky talisman. Oman says Jesse is a good guy to have
around. On several occasions Jesse has “found the key” to a basic
problem. Oman calls Jesse a “faith healer.” Jesse feels a level of
ambivalence about these sorts of statements. Yeah, he’s a faith
healer because he’s not talented or driven enough to be a
mechanic—faith is about all Jesse can afford. Jesse knows the
regular mechanics can, however, miss something simply because
they’re thinking in a way that’s too precise or complicated for the
problem at hand. Sometimes Jesse can find the simple
explanation.

Either way, Jesse knows his job is much times
better than working for Tread Tires—a franchise run by Randy
Underwood, a five foot, scraggly man with a pock-marked face who
used to tell all the employees to “work it up.” “It” meaning the
repair list. Oman is as honest as anyone Jesse knows.

Spark plugs can lend clues, for starters.
Using the socket to remove the plug, Jesse twists the boot that
fits over it. He reads the plugs. If the head is tan or gray it’s
fairly normal, but if the deposits are white, the cylinder has been
running too hot. And sooty deposits indicate rich air/fuel
mixtures; wet indicates oil consumption. Most garages just replace
new plugs with old ones. Jesse cleans and services the plugs in the
old fashioned way: sand blasting the electrode ends to remove
carbon deposits, cleaning plug threads with a wire brush, wiping
the top insulator clean.

And it’s a fairly smooth day today: a guy
with bad brakes, a couple blown tires, an overheated engine,
replacing a timing belt, new tires. The basics. Jesse schedules
appointments. Jesse says, “We’ll take a look at it.” He runs credit
cards through, explains itemized bills. He says, “We can get you in
tomorrow” again and again. He makes more coffee, checks on the
bathroom, more of the same. At the end of the day Jesse calls Lynn
and says he’s on his way home.

 


In a flank of sunlight Lynn sits at the
table, rubs her eyes. Jesse skirts his hands around her waist,
kisses her forehead. He can smell the oil on his own hand through
the soap and water. The kitchen smells like spinach, but her breath
is a whistle of wintergreen.

“So what’s up, chicken butt?”

“Mmmmm, tired,” Lynn says. “Faxing isn’t the
only problem, it’s when you’ve got a thousand things to do and
incoming phone calls on top of that.”

“So you decided to cook me up something as a
sort of punishment?”

“Or something like that,” she says.
“Quiche.”

“Hah.” Lynn’s business attire looks like a
nurse’s outfit. Something about the swath of dark blue at the end
of the sleeves. Jesse won’t say anything.

“Where’re the girls at?”

“You know,” Lynn says, pointing at the site
playground. Jesse gives her a noogie, which she repels, feigning
annoyance. He sits on her lap, knows that later he will initiate a
softer mood somehow. Their marriage is constructed around little
nods and acknowledgments, around minor disappointments. Jesse just
doesn’t like getting so close to the bone, yet that’s the tension
that causes most problems in the long run. He doesn’t want to
address basic issues. He can happily skim the surface and let “more
important” things work themselves out. This is a terror he won’t
admit to anybody but himself in his most honest moments: Not only
can’t Jesse bear to disappoint Lynn, but even worse—he knows
sometimes he doesn’t have a choice but to disappoint
her.

“You know, I’m not sure about this
afternoon,” he says. Lynn holds his hand, smoothes the hairs on his
wrist with her thumb. “I have those prelims, I think. I basically
forgot until just now.” He would rather tell a white lie than
initiate some larger tumult.

“Ah,” she says, clearly disappointed. “You
‘think’?”

“Yeah, basically.”

“Well, this isn’t exactly new, Jesse. You and
your priorities.” Her shoulders seem to hunch upwards. Jesse
watches the animal glint in her eyes. “What should we do about
this?”

“What would you like me to do about it?” He
lifts a tassel of her hair and drops it.

She says Jesse could take the girls with him
to the track. “It’s only radio car racing,” she says. He worries
the girls might not have fun. And that’s the more important issue
for them. Because they deserve to enjoy time with their father,
Lynn says. Jesse agrees. He rubs her back with a slow waxing
motion.

“So do what you want,” Lynn says. “Do what
you want. Just give me some time to get my things done, that’s all
I’m asking for.” Not a big deal. Jesse’s trying as hard as he can
to avoid a blow-out, but the more he tries the more he feels like
there should be a blow-out, or that there will be one
regardless—even though Lynn doesn’t seem angry so much as
perplexed, annoyed. But her response is icy enough that he senses
he’s down the slippery path to roughshod dejection. When Lynn
stands up and brushes lint from her pants, it’s as if she’s
brushing him off, as if he’s on the floor among the dust
bunnies and the crumbs from yesterday’s breakfast.

 


When they get to the track, Jesse can easily
pick out the contestants—their antennas give them away. They are
wheeling their miniature R/C sports cars around the track—along a
giant winding sidewalk to nowhere. The inner track is buffered by
old tires, although the models rarely veer that close in on the
hairpin bends. The high-pitched R/C hornet sounds make Amy laugh
drunkenly and kick her knees up side to side. Holding the car in
one hand and the transmitter in the other, Gina walks next to her
father.

“You’re a silly little girl,” Jesse says. Amy
rolls her eyes at him, then cracks up again.

“What’s your deal, poop-head?” Gina asks Amy.
Gina wears pink heart shaped glasses that are far too wide for her
face. She has to constantly push the glasses up her nose. Jesse has
vowed to buy her new ones as soon as he can find the time.

“Nothing, butt face.” Amy sticks out her
tongue.

“Okay, okay,” Jesse says. “Give me the car
and the transmitter so nothing gets broken, okay?”

“The what?” Amy says.

“The little box with the antenna,” Jesse
says.

He asks his daughters if they would rather
watch the races from close up, or if they would like to play in the
field. He tucks the car under his other arm. Contestants walk
through the field close behind Jesse and his daughters. Jesse can
hear smatterings of the off-hand conversations around the
track.

“Like I said, that circuit is about as big as
you can take.”

“It’s the closeness which does it.”

“I just picture myself behind the wheel.”

“Yeah, I’ve been to ROAR only a couple times
really.”

The sun slinks down the sky and Jesse watches
the girls’ shadows cast wide across the field. The girls wave their
arms and 30 foot long arm shadows flourish across the field. Gnats
and mosquitoes have yet to swarm the fields. The track buzzes with
R/C cars.

“You two are welcome to join me,” he says.
“But you have to help.”

“Daddy’s a super racer,” Amy says. “Here he
comes to save the day! Come on, come on, Gina. Let’s make up a
cheer.”

“Just shut up, stupid,” she says.

“I need as much help as I can get,” Jesse
says. “So you’ll stand with me then.”

“We’ll stand by. We can do little cheers,”
Amy says. Jesse flips the switch and places his R/C Trans Am on the
outside strip.

“Go car go, go-go-go,”Amy says. “Go car go,
go-go-go. Go Daddy-o."

“Yeah right,” Gina says. “Go. Whatever.
Daddy.”

If his daughters weren’t so damn fun to be
with, Jesse would rather not have kids.

“That’s great, ladies,” he says. Gina scoffs,
and Jesse holds her hand. Next time he’ll let her drive, Jesse
says. He turns the wheels, hits reverse, makes sure everything
works, and then lets her rip.

“Okay, fine,” Gina says, biting her
fingernails. The man with the clipboard approaches Jesse, takes his
name and car description.

The race itself is three times around the
track, and although Jesse starts off in the back of the pack he
pulls up in the last circle and finishes third—enough to qualify
for the big race on Saturday. During the prelims Jesse’s Trans Am
barely misses bashing into a blue R/C Corvette—which spins out of
control once it hits the median buffer. But Jesse pulls to the
right and is out of the way. He’s generally pleased with his
performance.

 


When Jesse was a child, he was an only child.
Jesse’s mother tried to bring him out, but his father was a quiet
mousy man—short and emotionally stunted. That’s where Jesse must
have picked up his physical tendencies: clasping his hands together
like a pastor, standing straight as a pole, blinking. When his
father died of colon cancer six years back, Jesse immediately
realized how similar they had become.

Jesse realized he too was a traditionalist
who wanted to fend off a society that didn’t understand; he wanted
to get back to the basics. He wanted a rational life. Laziness and
hedonism will take over if we don’t do something about it, he
thought. The other mechanics listen to hard rock; Jesse listens to
big band numbers from the thirties and early forties—his father’s
music.

His father collected the die-cast model cars
until his death, and he kept them in the basement of their small
rancher. As his father rattled off his favorites, Jesse would
listen to the names: Dowst Tootsietoy, Barclay, Citroen, Solido,
Meccano, Dinky, later on Corgi. His father let Jesse organize the
die-cast cars in containers with glass faces and neat labels to
identify each car. Jesse would concoct a story for each one. The
Solido was a superhero’s car. The Barclay was a prize for the
world’s tallest woman.

Jesse would walk up the basement stairs with
his father and sit in the kitchen. They would eat frozen chicken
potpies and Jesse’s mother would make small talk. She would talk
about the neighbors, about the humidity, about her uncle’s health.
She would dish out steamed carrots. The house would smell of
potatoes and chicken.

The three of them would sit, and his mother
would tell stories about her distant relatives. She would talk
about her childhood, about memories she suddenly recalled. It
seemed to Jesse that his mother lived a vicarious life outside of
the house, and that his father was the one who would regret life
when she was gone. But now Jesse thinks he was wrong about that.
His father accomplished what he wanted. He was an electrician who
ran his own business in his later years. Independence was one of
his father’s goals, and he achieved it. Jesse’s father thought it
was more than okay to have reasonable goals like that and
succeed—better, in fact, than failing to meet lofty goals.

Jesse only missed two days of school his
entire childhood. It was good, he thought, to be solid, dependable.
That was what Jesse wanted carved on his headstone:“Here rests a
man you could count on.” He wanted to be a citizen among citizens,
a cog in a larger machine. There is nothing wrong with that, Jesse
knew. There is nothing wrong with shaking a person’s hand and
marrying a good woman. Passion is both frivolous and unnecessary,
Jesse thought. But, Jesse wonders, did his father think that as
well?

 


On the way home from the prelims Jesse
doesn’t notice the pine tree slipping from the back of the blue
pickup right in front of him until Gina yells, “Daddy, look. Daddy,
Daddy. Christmas tree! Look out!” The pine tree slips from the top
of the stack, hits the asphalt, spins right toward them, toward his
windshield, hurtling right at the Minx. White-knuckled, Jesse
swerves onto the shoulder, barely misses the tree, and slams on his
brakes instinctively. He puts his right hand on his heart, still
squeezing the steering wheel with his left hand, and they watch the
Ford Escort behind them swerves to avoid the tree. The Escort slams
directly into a white Mitsubishi Lancer. The Mitsubishi loses
control and swerves onto the shoulder ahead of Jesse and flies up
the bank, bashes right into the concrete retaining wall. The Ford
Escort, buckles back into its initial lane, hits some yellow sports
car, and both cars spin and squeal, facing each other, battered in
the middle of the highway in the dark. The stars are clear above.
Not a cloud in the sky.

Jesse and the girls see it all right in front
of them. Nobody says a word. Jesse has the radio turned to an AM
talk show. The host is talking about the risks of quick fix diets.
His voice is gravely and resonant and calm. In the rearview the
cars slow to maneuver around the tree. The pickup truck is nowhere
in sight. The Mitsubishi is a smoking accordion. Jesse doesn’t
move; he’s only two minutes from home. He wants to drive his girls
home, but he sits behind the wheel. His heart races.

“Gina, how did you know it was a Christmas
tree?”

“That’s just the first thing I thought of,”
Gina says. Her voice is quivery, slightly defensive, in shock.
Jesse flips the radio station. Jesse and the girls sit there
listening to the radio play some zapping disco number as the
ambulance and fire trucks arrive, as the police cars pull up, all
blue and red lights. Jesse doesn’t know what he should say or do,
so he doesn’t move. The car idles.

“Are we supposed to talk to somebody now?”
Gina asks. She pushes her glasses up her nose.

“I’m not sure myself,” Jesse says.

“All these lights are pretty,” Amy says. The
fire truck lights are orange and a deep magenta.

“Yeah, they are,” Jesse says. “I guess you’re
right.”

“Yeah,” Gina says. “I think the person who
slammed into the wall is hurt.”

“We were very lucky,” Jesse says. “Very
lucky.” He sighs and merges into the rest of the crawl, a mass of
blinking red brake lights. Amy is right. There is even something
beautiful about mass traffic jams, Jesse thinks:the red glow and
the sense of confusion, annoyance, and anger on a broad canvas.
Jesse pulls back onto the highway.

 


The swings creak, and the cool air feels good
on Jesse’s face. Gina and Amy both say they could play tomorrow,
but Jesse said he’d rather take them to the park as soon as they
get home. No matter how dark it is, even if it is past their
bedtime. An awkward mood hangs over Jesse and his daughters. Jesse
is unsure what sort of fatherly wisdom to dole out. Jesse guesses
Gina and Amy are unsure what wisdom to ask for in the first
place.

“It’s funny seeing you in that swing, Daddy.”
Amy is usually the first one to offer an unsolicited insight,
although Jesse suspects this observation is 75 percent for the
nervous sake of attention.

“Why’s that?”

“That’s my swing,” Amy says.

“Oh, we can switch you know. I don’t care
either way.”

“‘Cept this one’s shorter—so you stay
there.”

“Okay,” he says.

“Usually we leave a space in-between us, so
that way if one of us falls off, we won’t both get hurt,” Gina
says.

“That’s a good idea,” Jesse says. He can hear
the hush of traffic off the highway. It is a distant drone, like
the ocean surf. What could he say?

“I hope you girls can remember some good
things from these days.” Jesse hopes he is still aware enough to
notice.

“Uh-oh, he’s getting funky again,” Gina
says.

“No, I just want you to know that you don’t
have to be scared without help,” he says. “I think that’s what I
want you to know.”

“I know that, Daddy” Gina says. “Gawd.” She
pushes her glasses up her nose.

“I know, I know, I’m not trying to be so
serious,” he says. “Just listen to me for a second, okay?”

“Okay. One,” Gina says. “Now what?” In the
swing, Gina kicks herself into a wide arc. In a reversal, Amy is
the one who laughs. At least he rattled up the ordinary
dynamic.

“Thanks for cheering for me, you guys. That
helped.”

“Daddy, we’re not guys,” Amy says. Gina hops
down from the swing and she slaps her sister ten. Amy still leans
on her swing. They keep their hands pressed together, staring eye
to eye.

 


In the morning Lynn jogs with Jesse, out Elk
Run and down the highway: running shoes, white windbreakers, hat,
headband, timing watch, condensation on car windshields, the cool
damp spring air. Jesse talked Lynn into the route—this way they can
run near the site of the accident.

“I mean, it was really incredible. Gina just
saw it coming.”

“Right,” she says, huffing.

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “It sounds like you
had a scare.” Jesse thought she was just tired last night when all
he wanted to do was talk about the accident, but now he sees she
just isn’t interested. She’s indifferent at best. Jesse often has
trouble verbalizing his interior condition.

“It’s not terrifying to you that I was almost
killed? And your daughters?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “I wasn’t there.”
Jesse isn’t sure what to say. Maybe he’s taking too much to
heart.

“It had an impact.” Jesse can’t muster much
more than that in his own defense. “Well let me tell you, I’ve been
thinking. I think I’ve been selfish. The whole thing just made me
realize that.”

“You weren’t being selfish,” Lynn pats him on
the back as they’re running, side-by-side along the road leading to
the highway. “It’s okay to have a hobby. I don’t need to spend
every second with you.”

“I felt like I was acting selfish. I
didn’t need to go to the prelims.”

“You did if you wanted to be in the race,”
she says. “And you know I’ll be at the race. I do care about
that.”

“Okay,” he says.

They run along the highway overpass above the
site of the accident, taking in the moist air, rasping against the
flow of traffic. Jesse can see that all traces of the accident have
been removed except for two wide skid marks right before the sound
barrier. Jesse doesn’t say anything.

On the way back Jesse tells Lynn he doesn’t
feel like he’s going to do well in the race. He’s hardly practiced
at all. He feels rusty. Lynn says that doesn’t matter because he’s
talented enough that he doesn’t have to practice all the time. But
Jesse wonders if he’s just too cocky, or if other people view him
that way. He asks Lynn what she bought for her parent’s
anniversary, and she says she bought them two tickets to some
concert in Baltimore. She thought they might enjoy that, since her
parents never go anywhere.

 


Pop and the race begins. The wives and
siblings and friends whoop and cheer for their respective clans.
Jesse’s Trans Am is on the inside track—in a clump of others toward
the middle. The hardest part about these races is passing the
others cars. Twenty some R/C cars are circling ten times around the
track—a miniature Grand Prix. No pit stops necessary. Jesse knows
the main goal here is to stay on the track at some reasonable
speed. If Jesse could just do that, he would be in great shape.

Jesse accidentally rams the Jaguar in front
of him, but not hard enough, not exactly in the right spot to
squeeze ahead. A blue Mercedes is suddenly in front on the outside,
but it falls back when it has to take the wide turn, and a yellow
60’s style Fiat takes the lead in the center, followed by a classy
silver enameled Rolls. The guy who’s driving the Rolls is the huge
bearded man on the far side of the driver’s box. A woman drives the
Fiat, an attractive woman with a pageboy haircut dressed in
overalls with a blue t-shirt underneath. She wears a menacing grin.
Jesse creeps up to fifth after the first lap—where he stays for a
couple laps.

The fourth lap is the killer. Jesse tries
sneaking up on the inside, but the Mercedes is now blocking him. So
Jesse tries to swerve to the right and bump the Mercedes slightly.
He wants to nose up on the outside. But the Trans Am hits the
Mercedes a bit too strong, and skates off hard to the right, and
Jesse’s car spins out of control into the grass around the border.
It takes Jesse a minute to guide the Trans Am out of the thick
grass and back onto the course. Jesse winds up in twelfth place.
Others also lose control or fall far behind. The image in Jesse’s
mind: the Fiat pulling far ahead, lapping its closest competitors
twice over.

After the race he collects his Trans Am and
congratulates the winner, Jackie. Jesse doesn’t feel worse losing
to a woman, though he wonders if he should. Lynn and the girls come
over and pat him on the back. Lynn says Jesse did a great job,
which makes him feel worse.

“Let’s go out for ice cream,” Jesse says.
“Consolation prize.” And after that they go to a movie together as
a family, which they rarely seem to do.

 


Meeting Lynn for the first time was something
unexpected. They were on the running path. It was late fall, a
grayish day, about to rain. Lynn was running in front of him, and
Jesse ran behind her, faster, gaining ground. Jesse liked the way
her hair flopped on her back as she ran, the way her neck flushed
and loped forward slightly with each bounce. He picked up speed
trying to pass her, just momentarily, to get a look at this
woman.

And just as Jesse was running parallel with
her a deer bolted ten feet in front of them across the path. They
both stopped in their tracks, startled. She turned to Jesse, put
her hand over her heart.



“Oh my God, did you see that?”

“Holy shit,” he said. She sat down right on
the side of the path. He sat next to her.

“That thing almost hit us,” she said.

“Yes it did.” His pulse raced. He noticed the
tone in her voice, how she talked softly, evenly. He liked that.
Lynn’s tone gave her the quality of directness. If he had to
compare, she wasn’t the most exciting woman he’d ever met, but she
was excitable despite her calmness. Jesse was interested in the
contradiction. They sat there and talked that day, and they
exchanged names and phone numbers. And then, as they began running
again, the rain fell from the sky. And they could hear the rain
through the canopy of trees above. And they couldn’t feel the rain
at all, no matter what.

 


Jesse drives back over to the storage
complex. He parks his car in front of the unit he rented and sits
on the hood of his car looking at the line of storage units. Rain
has coated the black storage room door. Jesse can see the fuzzy
outlines of his own reflection in the dark wetness. Jesse has
always thought he looked more like a scientist than a mechanic. As
a child he never once got into a fight. He always wore glasses
(usually blue plastic). His eyelashes are too girly, he thinks—too
thick and long. His cheeks are dimpled. Jesse always had a hint of
a double chin—the only fat on his gangly body. Jesse wonders how a
person like himself could ever really fight for
anything.

When he opens the door this time, Jesse knows
he won’t sell a thing. If he has to he will build a small shed out
back. He guesses Elk Run will approve of this. It won’t be ideal
for display, but Jesse could house his father’s collectibles there.
The girls might like looking at them more than he thought. Jesse
will call Henry and tell him the bad news. Jesse wants to give
these model cars to his daughters. And forget about the money,
Jesse thinks. The money isn’t important.

The shaft of light casts into the dark
storage unit. He doesn’t know exactly how he arrived at his
decision. Jesse doesn’t know what exactly influenced him, and Jesse
knows in the long run it doesn’t matter. Somehow the thought of
selling these objects that his father cared for, these preened bits
of metal—it doesn’t feel right anymore. If that intuition is
somewhere close to passion, so be it, Jesse thinks. Nobody has to
know for sure

 


 


The Speeder

 


I almost killed the little girl, but she was
the one that darted in front. I was cruising along, 96, 97, and she
leapt out into the street from another car across the street, and
then she froze in the street like a deer, like she fucking
wanted to get hit. You’d think the girl would’ve run to one
side or another to get out of the way. But she didn’t. She froze
there like a deer. The only thing I could do was brake and veer. I
missed the girl by a fucking hair, I’m telling you. I can’t
remember what the little girl looked like, I can tell you that. I
don’t think she had much of a face. I know she had brown hair. She
was just a girl.

But after I didn’t hit her, I felt this warm
feeling, as if the sun was reaching into my car and licking me in
appreciation, as if the trees waved and bowed to thank me, as if
the street smiled on as I drove home. It was like a little visit
from the big creature in the sky. After all that, I promised myself
I wouldn’t speed through developments anymore. The highway—fine.
But no more developments. For a while I thought everything would be
fine.

 


Nobody could sleep when they opened the new
highway behind our house. Even with the sound barriers the
cars were, what’s the word? Relentless. I would fall asleep for an
hour and wake up to a screech of tires or a truck or horns honking.
If there was an accident I would see the red and blue flash against
the sky. Sometimes I would walk down to the highway and watch the
police and tow trucks and fire engines pick up the pieces. The
Smiths and Browns moved. My parents said they would call the real
estate agency. Rural Pennsylvania was an option, they said. I told
‘em better be way above the Mason Dixon, ‘cause these developments
aren’t staying put.



 


I was going 75 in a 55. Nothing out of the
ordinary. But then the road narrowed to one lane, and the entire
highway was stuck going 45 behind some old lady in a ratty rusty
bumper-stickered shit-brown Camero. The lines were dotted, and I
considered passing every car in the line, but cars streamed from
the other direction. So I passed on the shoulder. I sped past them
and gave her the finger and yelled out the window: “You drive like
a fucking old lady.” I couldn’t think of anything better. Five
miles up the road I pulled off and got a drink from the store.

I watched the old lady pull into the parking
lot thirty seconds later. I watched the old woman walk up to me in
her flip-flops and sundress with a swish and a swash, and a flip
and a flop. She tilted her head, and said, “You know what? You’re
way too angry, young man. You almost killed us both out there.
Why?Just so you could go to the store for a soda?”

“No, that’s not why,” I said. “At all.”

“Well, then why?” Is it my fault I couldn’t
think of anything?

“Why don’t you come on over for dinner and
I’ll see if maybe I can convince you to think about seeing these
things another way. You have to change your ways, young man.” I
just about told her to fuck off, but then I realized I could get a
free meal out of this arrangement. So I nodded like a retard. Guess
I’m more cheap than angry.

 


I think I should’ve tried to distance myself
from my own worst parts. I’ve heard of situations where a man threw
a paper cup or something out of his window, and somebody else
behind him on the highway in packed traffic dodged the paper cup,
swerved to avoid it, and the car next to that person swerved to
avoid that car, and the car next to them swerved to avoid that car
and hit a truck and the truck jack-knifed, and three cars hit the
truck, and the truck hit four more cars and those cars hit other
cars. When the driver in front who threw the paper cup turned on
the radio, he heard about a traffic accident on the highway where
he just drove, and he was surprised. He didn’t see a thing. A paper
cup. Yeah, distance.

 


The woman was right on my case from the
beginning.

“Who said it? I don’t know who said it,” I
said. “‘Take eloquence and twist its neck.’ I think that’s how it
goes.”

“You don’t have to fight me,” she said in her
easy speech. “Why are you fighting me?”

“I’m trying to make a point,” I said. She
handed me seconds of tuna casserole. I stirred my salad with my
knife. “Nobody’s fighting.”

“This is exactly why I asked you to come over
for dinner,” she said. “Don’t you see?Look at yourself.”She leaned
forward to me and peered at me.

“You’re trying to help me,” I said.

“Not exactly. No,” she said. I just
knew she was a schoolteacher at that moment.

“I can see myself. I like what I see,”
I said.

She looked closer, examined me. “You do?Are
you sure?”

“That’s what I’m trying to say. Take
eloquence, right. It’s supposed to be this great thing, this
wonderful quality that everybody should have, right?”

“Mmmmm,” she said.

“It could be positive,” I said.

“But you could also be someone like Hitler.
There were some very eloquent fascists,” she said.

“Hey, look lady,” I said. “Don’t moralize
this shit. I don’t know you.”

“I’m simply trying to—”

“What the saying means,” I said, “is you
chuck the whole idea of speaking so well out the window, and then
you start over,” I said. She didn’t look surprised by anything. She
just looked concerned. Who needs concern?

“Is that what you’re trying to do out
there?”

“Maybe,” I said. Truth is, I never thought
about it in that way.Then she squinted at me.Her eyes
narrowed.Bored into me like a drill.

“Don’t you know what a mirror does?”

I didn’t say anything to that.I thought about
this.I did.

 


Traffic is an accordion. It pulls forward and
you go 20, 30, 40, and then it contracts and you’re lucky to move
at all. In a way we’re all a part of this, I thought. But I needed
to get home fast. I did: Mother’s birthday. I took exit eighteen
through Low Branch, and I cut through Green Hills going 75 in a 25.
Fine. It’s not my fault. They’re idiots if they don’t put speed
bumps in these developments.

So as I was driving, I noticed something for
the first time. If you look out the window at 90 degrees, the
houses and leaves blur, but if you look higher you can focus on one
thing. I always look at the blur. But then I thought of something
else, which made me feel a little relief. I thought it’s just a
matter of time, really. Whatever is going to happen is going to
happen anyway. And then it did.

 


 


Flyboys Down the Big End

 


Out of school in ‘51 I snagged a gig at
Racer in San Fran, which was trying to keep up with the
other dragster mags down the coast. It was a small time operation:
only the Leones (the couple who edited the rag), one other part
timer, and myself. Most of the articles were written by free-lance
writers with ghost names like Stevie Smoke and Jimmie Jacks, and
Racer shuffled them dough on the side and free tickets to
the races. My girlfriend at the time thought my life was crazy, and
I guess it was.

Well, Frankie Leones told me to drive down to
Santa Ana, which at that point sported the biggest strip in
Southern Cal, except for the paved bed of the Los Angeles River
itself. The word according to Brute’s cocky-assed owner, Owen
Breen, was that some flyboy named Danny Swale challenged Brute to a
race. Brute was the fastest motorcycle in America. This was before
the dragsters figured out the slingshot design (later they went
back to the middie after the up top was snuffing out too many top
racers), before they figured out the kind of bite a tire needs so
it doesn’t veer like a demon out of the gun. In those days a drag
race wasn’t a quarter mile—it was however long you wanted to make
it. Events had a hush-hush, speak-easy feel, with every possibility
the blue would storm the strip with lights blaring in the dust.

So I drove down the coast to Santa Ana just
in time. Got a flat on the way down, and I was sweating it, but I
stepped out of my car and the people were already gathered around
the strip, eager and jittery. The sun was low through the dust
kicked up by feet and tires, and as I walked down to the strip I
spotted Breen over to the left in dungarees, no shirt. He was
sucking on a bottle of red wine, sitting on the track in the dust.
The dust rose around him, orange and flecked, as if he was on fire
and his soul was doing a number on his skin and bones. Breen didn’t
have a lot of friends amongst the fans there—mostly flyboy
crewmembers or wanna-bees or general riff-raff. Back then
motorcycles were considered flimsy by most of the kids; they were
for jellyfish. But this Breen had won six straight and hit 140 when
the dragsters couldn’t even top 130 veering out of the go.

Nobody was speaking to Breen, and on the
other side Swale was dressed in overalls like everyone else,
silently hunched on the bumper of his Ford V-8—a stripped down
Model-T roadster with finned aluminum heads and three jugs on top
of everything else. It was one of the ugliest rail jobs I had ever
seen, so gutted and stripped the roadster looked like it would
break in two in the middle of the strip. A cluster of Swale’s
backers in overalls—buddies from his body shop—clustered around
him, mumbling softly. No rah-rah-rah atmosphere that evening.

Nosing into the crowd, I asked a scruffy
looking kid what the prize was and he said it was for a one hundred
dollar war bond or 75 in cash—nobody ever took the bond.K.C. Wright
had his black van and clocks set up at the other end of the strip.
These were the days before chrondeks put flaggers and timers out of
work. I waved to K.C., not knowing if he could even see me through
the dust.

I wanted to get some pre-race quotes from
Breen and Swale, so I slyed up to Breen first, pad in hand.

“Owen, how do you think you will perform
today?” I asked, playing reporter. “How do you feel?”

He shrugged. “Not well, not well.I don’t have
it anymore.” He didn’t look up. He sifted some dust through one
hand and caught it in the other. I egged him on: Surely he was
pulling my leg.

“What do you mean? You won your last, what,
five or six races in a row?”

“Six. Yeah, yeah. But it’s not feeling right
today,” he said. “My senses don’t feel right.”

“How about the bike? How’s your bike
feeling?” I edged back. The crowd looked anxious for the race to
begin. Guys were slapping their legs, saying they should have just
stayed home and watched Man against Crime. Things could
happen quickly on the track, and I didn’t want to get caught on the
wrong side.

“Bikes don’t feel. Bikes are machines,” he
said. Evil look. Eyes fired. “Machines don’t feel.”

“Uh, right, right.”

“The problem is Kresnik didn’t speak to me
today,” he said. I thought Kresnick was his mechanic, or his wife
or girlfriend, maybe his best friend—if he was sensitive. Breen had
a reputation as a prima donna.

“My ministering spirit.Kresnick, slayer of
monsters. I’m trying to feel his spirit, but it’s not here.”

“Is the race going to start soon?”

“When I feel Kresnick, or Ulgen.”Who the hell
is Ulgen? I asked. “His son,” he said.

“What do you think of Swale’s chances?”

“Who?”

“Your opponent. You know, the guy you’re
racing.”

“Yeah, yeah. He’s fine. I don’t know much
about him. This is good wine. Want some?”

“Does wine help you?”

“Wine always helps,” he said. Breen
looked at me suspiciously then. If he was kidding, his humor was
dry as a bone. But I didn’t think he was kidding.

I wandered over to Swale. He struck a
different tone altogether.

“So, your opponent over there isn’t quite
ready, I understand. What will you do?”

“I’ll have to stomp him and his sissy
bike.”

“So you think you’re going to win?”

“I know I’m going to win. I’ve seen
the future, and in the future I’m going out to dinner with the
money I earned, and I’m getting a cheap piece of ass so I can save
up the rest and maybe go to USC someday.” He elbowed me as if to
say, “Yeah, right.”

“So you aren’t intimidated by Breen’s
record?”

“What, he won ten in a row or something?”

“Six apparently.”

“It’s over now, man,” he said. “My guy gave
me a good luck fajita tonight. I won’t need to even turn the
engine. The nitro will be my seat.”

I asked him what his fuel mix was, and he
lifted a single finger to his lips and said he would tell me after
the race. He yelled across to Breen to get going, but Breen mumbled
that he wanted to finish his wine (he didn’t say word one about his
spirit fan club).

“Well then give me some,” Swale yelled.

“I don’t have an extra cup.”

“I can drink from the same bottle as you can.
Don’t worry, I won’t spit in it.” Breen sifted more dust between
his hands and seemed pensive. Breen blinked and looked off into the
distance dramatically.

“Okay, why not?” Breen walked over to us, and
handed his opponent the bottle.

Five minutes later the guys in overalls
motioned Breen and Swale toward the starting line. Breen was a
robust man with jet-black hair, and a wide scar across his
forehead. Looked dramatic but turns out he just slipped in the
shower. I don’t know if it was the angle of the sun or that
California light, but Breen’s lips looked extra pink that day. He
had dark shadows under his eyes and his skin flared in patches of
light and dark. I wondered if he was Eastern European—Hungarian
maybe. Breen slipped his goggles down over his eyes. It was as if
the goggles took me into some alternate state—I felt some quiver of
captivation. Something. Time elongated. In the reflection of
Breen’s goggles, I could see my eyelashes, the rivulets of early
middle age in my brow.My hairline. I don’t remember why I turned
around—a gust of wind, a voice, a tinkle of keys—but I did. For
just a moment I fixed my stare on Swale. And held it. Then I looked
back to Breen, who tossed the wine bottle into the dusty scrub.

Swale also had goggles dangling from his
neck, and he slowly popped them on. But he lifted his goggles in
such a way that the goggles seemed more out of obligation than
anything. I couldn’t help but stare, transfixed, as if I’d never
seen a race before in my life. Swale almost swayed back toward his
car and I watched him. His roadster was configured so he was back
near the rear axle, but not quite that far. Swale was a short man
with reddish-blonde hair and a thick Irish face. Yet, that’s like
trying to describe Mickey Mantle as tall and blonde. Swale turned
the ignition and Breen turned his.

I walked a third of the way down the strip to
see the action. And the revving began. A race was always louder
than I thought it would be, and this one was hardly an exception. I
removed the cotton balls from my pocket and stuffed them into my
ears, and Swale and Breen continued revving their machines. This
was the first race I saw where the contestants didn’t slowly lead
the vehicles up to the starting line first, before they shot off.
They just sat at the starting line and revved in neutral—revved,
and revved, louder and louder. The crowd held their hands over
their ears. Elbows everywhere. The air reeked of smoke and oil.

A flagman in a blue ski sweater walked
between the motorcycle and car with a red stick. He held it high
over his head. Revving. Revving. He twirled the stick around in the
air, and Swale and Breen eyed it at the same time, and as his arm
lowered, they dropped the hammer, squealed in a fury, exploded.
They were off toward the big end. The boom echoed behind me and I
chased them down the strip. Swale erupted from the line, almost
went off the course entirely. He had that kind of tentative control
over the beast.

At this point I was snapping pictures as
quickly as I could. This was like the other early races I had seen
between a motorcycle and a car. Cars couldn’t get the bite that a
bike could. I could tell right away that Breen was going to win.
Breen’s path was straight and true, and it seemed like he got at
least 140. Swale was quite a bit behind, at least two car lengths.
That nitro didn’t give him enough, although he did have a real
hauler. Brute was too much. Breen zipped on the flat out and passed
the line before Swale.

I ran all the way down the strip taking
pictures. I felt my adrenaline pump, and I wasn’t even in
the race. Breen and Swale turned around and came back. They were in
the midst of shaking hands. Breen still looked like someone had
just kicked him in the balls, but Swale was smiling like a kid. The
dust rose around them. Their expressions were the opposite of what
they should have been. I asked K.C. what they got. 141 for Breen,
128 for Swale.

“One twenty eight’s not bad,” I said.

“Not good enough,” Swale said. “Gotta get
more bite out of this rubber.”

“Drive a bike,” Breen said.

“I’m not driving a pansy machine like that,”
Swale joked. That was when Breen smiled—two seconds and it was
gone.

“Well, I’m not going to race a fuelie, get
burnt up to a crisp.”

“That won’t happen,” Swale said.

“It will happen,” Breen said. “Watch
yourself.”

“I just have to up the mixture, and then it
won’t matter how many tires I got. I was thinking about a
forty-sixty.”

I asked what kind of fuel mix he used.

“Twenty-five to seventy-five. I’m still a
little nervous about any more than that.”

“See, nervous about fires,” Breen said.

“Nervous about running off the strip, like I
almost just did,” Swale said. “More than anything that’s what I’m
worried about.”

“Get some bald tires. It’ll give you more
contact,” Breen said.

“Not a bad idea,” Swale said. He shut his
engine off, and I looked back down the strip. The crowd was walking
toward us, yelling things we couldn’t hear yet. They were still a
football field away.

“That was fun,” Breen said.

As I said, back then the public perception of
these races was that they were stocked with greaser kids and
disreputables—which was partly true. But a smattering of flyboys
had their eye on the sky.

A type of emerging professionalism was in the
air then, but it was only emerging. In ‘51 it was all fun and
bragging rights. This was all before NHRA got its fingers into
regulation and big money, before twin engines, before asphalt
slicks, before mid-engine racers were passé, before nitro was
pushed underground then brought up again, before direct drive,
before funny cars and streamlined fetishes, before parachutes,
airfoils, and TE-440.

 


By ‘58: appearance money.

Even if Swale lost that day, the California
crowd was inventive enough to beat the motorcycles off. Swale was
the underdog back in ‘51, but by ‘56 most of the flyboys did enough
tinkering and invention you couldn’t call them flyboys at all.
Professionals couldn’t make the kind of dough you can live on, but
they’d work half a day at the body shop and spend the rest racing.
Not at Santa Ana anymore: out at airports that leased to promoters
and sold concessions for a little extra. Golga Airport erected
stands that seated a thousand, and the bleachers were filled every
race. If you could stand the thought of airplanes landing on your
head, you were fine.

Speeds approached 170 for the first time. As
Swale predicted, the dragsters needed more traction—so they used
bigger wheels in the back and smaller wheels in the front, and they
didn’t veer as much out of the gun. These boys also set the cockpit
back behind the rear axle. After all, drag racing is just weight
distribution and traction . . . and souped-up engines. They got the
third part by adding compression and displacement, changing the
valve timing more, juicing up the ignition voltage, polishing
intake parts. And advertising helped for the first time. Cigarette
companies. Beer. Oil.

In late ‘57 to early ‘58 a Joe Logbolt from
Florida named Jimmie Gattis was bragging about topping 176, which
was the fastest yet. He had a set of 1930 Chevy frame rails, a
331-cubic-inch Chrysler hemi, and long header pipes that swooped
out behind the rear tires. His front wheels were spokes because he
said they were lighter and thinner. The spokes also made his rail
look ungainly and fragile.

And he called his dragster “Rat,” which
infuriated the Californians since they took it to mean
desert rat. Stomped on their toes a bit. Then at the NHRA in
Houston Gattis pulled a Swale: He was eliminated, but he learned
what he needed to do to win big later. This was why dragsters
didn’t mind losing as much as you’d think: They were always trying
to figure out a better way. Trial and error. So down in Texas
Gattis met the granddaddy of drag racing, Ted Ratchet, whose car
finished first. Ratchet showed Gattis how to convert his engine to
90 percent nitro, instead of the 25 the other guys used. This made
a difference.

Gattis wasn’t about to shut up about how good
he was either, which led to a challenge from Weller in Oklahoma.
Weller was an ex-California flyboy who moved out to Oklahoma,
partly to spread the gospel of drag racing. He offered Gattis $450
just to show up and race in OK (Gattis knew, of course, he’d have
the stands in his pocket). Gattis not only took the appearance
money and showed up, but he also happened to beat Weller by a
second (the clocks claimed he reached 179). The California boys
went nuts. They said Gattis couldn’t hack it in the desert, that
the clocks were fast out east. In Driver Swale all but
called Gattis the biggest phony in the sport. Well, Frankie Leones
saw story all over this thing. To spur the controversy on, he had
me call Gattis and ask him if he was going to let some geezer like
Swale call him a fake. Gattis hadn’t read the article, but he said
that he’d show up only if Swale at least paid his traveling
expenses. Gattis told me he was too poor to offer Swale a penny.
Then Frankie asked me to call Swale and ask him what he thought of
this idea. Well, it was like Swale already expected it.

“Tell that Mamma’s boy I’ll have five
thousand when he gets here,” Swale said. “Plus a good chance to get
another thousand if he wins.”

The news was out, and I for one was stoked. I
was still living in the same ramshackle apartment building as I was
back in ’51. I was getting damn tired of following the sport I
loved for peanuts. Still, I was torn: My artistic convictions
didn’t want the sport to grow any more than it had, but my
financial needs had other things to say on the matter. Leading up
to the race, my girlfriend, Elsie, was starting to make noise about
marriage and commitment and children, none of which I could hack at
the time. I guess I wanted it both ways. I wanted to make a better
living and to maintain the integrity of racing.

The odd thing about drag racing in California
was the gang mentality. In the Breen-Swale race, you’d think Breen
would have been the popular favorite since he won so many races.
But California is a car state, not a bike state. At one point I
also thought they were an underdog state. They sided with the
underdog in the Swale race, and if anyplace was rational
about who it roots for, I thought California’d be that place. But
once people found out Swale was going to race this newcomer, they
didn’t stick with the underdog at all—they stuck with the local.
Swale. You’d think somebody would have sided with Gattis. I
couldn’t find a soul.

The time trials took place at Famoso, farther
southeast, deeper in the desert. An entrepreneur named Willie Olsen
set up a strip, and he was raking in the profits. 5,000 people
showed up for the Swale-Gattis showdown, each one paying five
bucks. The ticket takers carried the money out to Olsen’s car in
grocery bags. And there were other racers there of course. Most of
the dragsters there were early form slingshots, with GMC blowers
right off the crankshaft. These were money rails and Swale’s new
dragster “The Bear” was the fanciest of the bunch.

Not only was the crowd large, but it was
unruly. During the time trials there were at least five fistfights
in the stands. Beer bottles everywhere. Cursing. Broken glass.
There was only one technical inspector, and he skimmed the
dragsters in. The announcer taunted Gattis with, “How’d you like
that one, Tampa trash?” and called his rail “Lead Sled.” The fans
threw bottles and debris at Gattis as he came up for his run. “Lead
sled,” they taunted. “Lead Sled! Lead Sled!Lead Sled!” To make
matters worse, Gattis and his crew had difficulty adjusting to the
air density, to the traction. Gattis ran a 170, but was outmatched
by Swale’s 179.

 


Neither Gattis or Swale had wives or
girlfriends or anything close present, so I asked Gattis and Swale
if I could take them out to this steak place that night—I wanted to
deepen my Racer story. They didn’t see anything wrong with
that. I finally ended the long-term deal with Elsie: I had to
chose, and I went with my gut. I was ready to let-loose with an
orgy of food and beer. Masculine camaraderie at its best.

Gattis and Swale and I got there and we each
ordered a steak and beer. The joint hardly served anything else—no
vegetables, or bread, just meat and blood and booze. The place was
furnished with unpainted wooden booths and a wooden floor. I felt
as if we were eating in a barn.

Gattis and Swale shook hands over the table
and talked about Florida while we waited for our dinners. Gattis
was saying he wouldn’t mind moving out to California himself since
that’s where all the action seems to be. But he had to keep an eye
on his poor mother down in Miami.

“She’s a pain in my ass, really,” Gattis
said.

“No, I’ll tell you what’s a pain in the ass,”
Swale said. “Go get a sick-as-hell father, then you’ll know you’re
in it bad. Men don’t deal with pain the same way. We bitch and
moan.”

“I know it. Those ladies are tough,” Gattis
said.

“They give birth,” Swale said.

“My papa have to give birth, he’d take
somebody down with him.”

We were all smiles. The food came and we
ordered more beer. We pigged out like it was our last day on earth,
like the Commies would drop the bomb the next day.

“So, I’m a journalist, but I’m also a fan of
these races,” I said.

“Well goodie for you,” Gattis said, hawing it
up and elbowing Swale.

“So . . .” I sat there and waited for them to
settle. “So, I was thinking, tomorrow’s race is on.But we’ll see
many more between the two of you before it’s all said and
done.”

“Let’s hope,” Gattis said.

“I don’t know. I’m thinking about hanging it
up after this one. Go make babies, live by the sea,” Swale said. He
must have felt he was the hot shoe around town. Must have that he
could afford to lose.

“Yeah, right,” I said.

“Yeah, right,” Swale said, elbowing Gattis
back.

“Yeah, right,” Gattis said. Then I twisted
the screws.

“Right, so . . . where do you guys think
racing’s going now?” I was trying to sneak my questions in under
the radar. I was not expecting immediate camaraderie amongst sworn
enemies. But Gattis seemed to be above competition. He was in for
the energy, he told me once.

“Down the strip. Vroooooom,” Swale said. He
rasped for more beer. Gattis exploded, and I didn’t think I’d get a
serious answer out of them the whole night. I drank a few
myself.

“No, no. What’s going to happen is the whole
thing is going to hell,” Swale said. “We don’t know what we’re
doing out here at all. We’re still learning, I mean. It’s a
science. It doesn’t look like a science, but it is. The crew has
the control. We don’t have any control.”

“You’re—” I started.

“We’re figureheads in these machines now.
It’s all about design and chemistry. Experiments. How much nitro?
How do you position the cockpit? It’s the air density. The engine.
Change is coming.”

“You don’t have it figured out yet?” I
asked.

“No! God no,” Gattis said. “It’s trial and
error. Trial and error.”

“And most of it’s error,” Swale said.

I asked if they thought more money was coming
to the sport.

“I doubt it,” Gattis said. “I don’t see why
it would. It’s such a small little group of people. Big money is
only concerned with big money. It’s too small as is.” The waitress
brought us beer and we drank more.

“Yeah,” I agree with that. Swale said. “Some
money might come in, but not tons.”

“But the stands are starting to fill up,” I
said.

“Yeah, it’s true. But it’s mostly because
there’s more racers. Most of them are friends of the racers or
family,” Swale said.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Not all of them, most of them,” Swale
said.

“What about this money that you two exchanged
so this thing could get underway?”

“No, that was just helping him out. Like he
said, he has his poor mother to take care of. I don’t want him
coming all the way out here for free.”

“That’s gentlemanly of you,” I said.

“We try,” Gattis said. “Do what we can.”

I asked if they thought the sport was
becoming more dangerous.

“No,” Gattis said, “absolutely not.”

On Sunday I didn’t speak to either one of
them. They were polite about the dinner, but I felt like they were
handing me a rotten apple and telling me it was apple pie.
Intuitively I felt like the sport was going to hell, and I
felt I had solid reasons for thinking that. At any rate, the beer
was a bad idea. I went back to the hotel and called Elsie, and
ended up having one of those spill-your-guts two hour phone calls
that I hated. In the end, we decided it was still best to stay away
from each other. I hung up the phone, remorseless. Filled with
regret.

Then a thought: Swale didn’t notice a thing.
I fell asleep dreaming of the comfort of men.

 


 


The day of the race was overcast and breezy.
The sun shot through at erratic intervals, disorienting me. The
crowd was loud, and even rowdier than during the trials—hardly
friends and family. Swale and Gattis got their chance to face off
earlier than expected, since both of them quickly dispatched their
competition squarely—Hully, Chance, and Wilson for Gattis, Vicks,
Oren, and Trout for Swale. They both had an opportunity for the
trophy run.

And when Gattis and Swale approached the
line, the crowd lit up. The announcer taunted Gattis. Bottles and
cans clapped around his dragster. The crowd chanted: “Lead sled,
lead sled.” Swale looked over at him and Gattis nodded. The flagman
swooped the big orange flag over his head, around, and around, and
around, and then with a loud snap, he dropped it.

Gattis tried to charge away wide open. The
tires burnt, smoke billowed out. I thought he’d kill his tires and
collapse right there, but he jetted off ahead of Swale. Swale’s
whole dragster seemed to shimmy, as if it could sense Gattis on the
other side. Gattis nosed ahead on the banzai and kept going. In a
little over eight seconds, it was over and done with. Gattis won. A
simultaneous moan seeped from the crowd: I could hear it even over
the engines. And when Swale and Gattis shut their engines off the
crowd was dead.

But it turned out a third racer got
top speed that day. A fellow by the name of Lyle Johns got 178 with
his chizler. Gattis topped out around 172, but his ET was a little
over eight, which blew Swale and the California boys right
away.

After the race, I caught Swale as his crew
took the dragster off. He was smiling and pointing to Gattis down
the strip.

“Boy he can run it can’t he?”

“What was that thing he did at the flag?”

“He just let it all go,” Swale said. “I’ve
never seen somebody do that. I thought the damn thing was going to
explode.”

“Me too. Jesus.”

“I’m telling you.”

A year later Swale was about burnt to a crisp
when the nitro in his engine exploded. He was using a Hilborn fuel
injector for the first time. He barely survived. Multiple skin
grafts. He never set foot in the cockpit again. But fifteen years
later his son would. Gattis died in an accident in 1962.

As for me, artistry won out in the long haul.
When the big money came to racing, I gave up following the flyboys,
moved to New York, and co-edited an art magazine of sorts. Much
later, I came clean, owning up to what tapped on my shoulder all
those years. I found myself with a man in advertising who inherited
a restored Lagonda M45. He lived with me on Long Island for nearly
20 years. He passed on several years ago and left me the car and
enough money to live on until I croak. I’ve had a good life.

These days, I take the Lagonda for a spin,
head east into the rising sun. The morning sun glints in my eyes,
and I feel its warmth, and I don’t even wear sunglasses. But I
never go as far as the Hamptons. When I return, I clink my cup of
coffee and chew on a couple pieces of toast with jam, and sometimes
I read the paper if I’m in the mood.

And when I’m sitting there at the table, mug
in hand, those flyboys rattle in my cortex. I have to admit, as
tragic as Gattis’s death was (and he was hardly alone in flyboy
catastrophes), for some reason the image that still sticks with me
is that bottle of wine that Breen and Swale shared, that cylinder
passed hand to hand and back, tossed into the desert scrub. The way
both men walked casually toward the starting line, goggles
dangling, ready to face down the dusty desert wind. And in my mind
I’m still there watching, burning for the race to begin.

 


 


The Tinter

 


Peter the car tinter was subcontracted to
repair the tunnel panels in the Alleghenies, two hours northwest of
the Route 70/76 interchange. The job was to begin on Saturday,
February the 13th. Peter didn’t mind this one bit. He
didn’t mind freelance work. He could rely on Kurt and Will to
maintain Nice Tints, until he returned. The winter was usually slow
for tints anyway, at least in Glen Burnie. Peter saw the tunnel
work as a win-win situation.

Peter loved to drive the winding mountain
roads, although he took his time. Cars whizzed around his Buick
Skylark at 75 miles an hour to his 50, but Peter didn’t mind. Peter
always drove ten miles slower than the speed limit. On many
occasions other drivers gave him the finger, or yelled at him, or
simply beeped their horns. If they wanted to raise their blood
pressure, that was their problem. He could enjoy the view and the
clear mountain air. But Peter had unusual taste. He got something
out of driving in rush hour traffic. He didn’t mind driving through
construction zones. Peter viewed it as a learning opportunity: how
to handle himself in what some viewed as “stress.” Stress wasn’t
stressful to him. In fact, Peter gravitated toward low-grade
pressure situations. Why? In the end, Peter didn’t care why.

The tunnel was a mile long pass through a
mountain near Donegal. He was slated to paint over graffiti with
white gloss, examine the ceiling tiles for fractures, and mark the
weakened tiles. On the weakened tiles, Peter used yellow-green
paint that glowed in the dark. The state reserved a room for him at
the Motel 6 in Donegal. The white and the yellow-green paint cans
were stacked in a van. When Pennsylvania called Peter, they
estimated that the job would take him two weeks. On a scale from
one to ten, they said the graffiti problem in the Donegal tunnel
was a three. “We’re not talking about some slummy New Jersey tunnel
here,” the man said. “It’s grunt work. Sector’s up for annual
review in a month, so we’ve got to get ‘er done.” Peter had done
this kind of work before many times. He liked having a
deadline.

Peter tried to maintain a calm and rational
world-view. At 35 he wasn’t married. He hadn’t met a woman he felt
anything for in that way. He still lived in the one bedroom
apartment. At 25 Peter settled in close proximity to his family
because he knew how important it was to be near family and friends
who could help him if needed help. And Vice versa. Peter owned the
tinting business because he was unhappy doing body work for
somebody else. Peter wanted a scrap of control over his fate. Peter
may have made less money, but that didn’t matter to him: It wasn’t
how much you made, Peter thought; it was how much you saved.
If anything made Peter proud, it was this steadfastness. He liked
the idea of being reliable. Hardly ever sick. Robotic.

 


The tunnel work was slow and laborious. Peter
spent the greater portion of the first day setting up: stacking
paint cans along the catwalk which ran parallel to the tunnel,
setting up the spray gun, rigging the lighting system so that he
could see the tiles. After lunch, Peter began to inch along the far
wall inspecting each tile for cracks and graffiti. The highway
commission was right: The tunnel wasn’t too bad, all things
considering. Peter could handle this.

The worst part of the job was the noise.
Although it was cold and damp, that didn’t bother Peter. The
incessant rush of cars was distracting. The mufflers echoed in the
tunnel, acoustic shadows. Peter decided to purchase earplugs and to
start working at night to minimize the noise.

The next morning Peter drove into town to
find a drug store. He found one on the strip near a cluster of fast
food restaurants. Peter had an intuition that something was going
to occur in the drug store; he had a feeling that some moment was
going to crystallize. Peter would wonder later if his intuition
actually made him more receptive to things that he would usually
ignore. He parked his car to the right of the drug store, and
entered the building.

When Peter had trouble finding the ear plugs,
he approached a man kneeling in the feminine hygiene aisle. Peter
thought the man was a store employee.

“Excuse me,” Peter said. The man didn’t move.
Peter gently tapped the man on the shoulder. The man turned around.
The man’s hands were clasped together at his waist, and his head
hung loosely from his shoulders. He had beery skin and a face
nubbled with 50 odd years.

“I’m sorry,” the man said. “I saw a woman . .
. she almost died today. I’m paying my respects.”

“Hey, what happened?”

“The woman must have fallen asleep behind the
wheel. I don’t . . . I’m not sure,” he said. The man held his hands
together as if they were manacled. “All I know is I was driving
along and the woman drove right off the road.Really casually. She
just slipped off the road and drove down an incline. The car hit a
tree a hundred yards down and burst into flames. A police cruiser
was right behind me. I kept going.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw somebody get out of the car,” the man
said. “I don’t think she died. I saw somebody get out of the
car.”

“On the driver’s side?”

“Yeah,” the man said. “Driver’s side.”

The man seemed shaken up in a way that was
beyond the consolation of words, but Peter wanted to help. Peter
suddenly realized that he hadn’t thought, much less prayed, for
someone in this way in ages. He didn’t know if it was selfishness
or cold detachment, but he hadn’t really felt for a stranger
in years. It wasn’t as if he was self absorbed, concerned only with
his own professional accomplishments and well-being. Peter cared
for his friends and family, yet this man was praying for a woman he
had never met and never knew. The gesture seemed both alien and
meaningful to Peter. Peter placed his hand on the man’s shoulder.
He brushed his hand back and forth against the red fabric of the
man’s shirt. Earplugs could wait.

 


The two men went to a fast food restaurant
and ordered coffee and juice. They sat in a booth, and the man told
Peter his name was Alex. They shook hands and the man apologized
again.

“I . . . you know, I feel stupid,” Alex said.
“But I kept thinking that could have been anybody. Me, I don’t
know, my sister, my wife. Right? Whoever.”

“Without this invention,” Peter said. “A lot
of people would still be alive. I mean that’s—”

“But it’s not as if—”

“Right, it’s not as if that’s possible,”
Peter said.

“Nobody can do anything about it,” the man
said. “It’s a fact.”

“Right,” Peter said. Peter told Alex what he
did for a living. Alex listened. Peter said that sometimes he
tinted cars for people, and in the back of his mind the thought
lingered that maybe by tinting the window he was contributing in
some way to someone’s death. Maybe the tint would obscure a
headlight, or a pedestrian. As a result of the tint, maybe the
driver would be hurt or killed.

“It almost makes you not want to do
anything,” Peter said. “Doesn’t it?”

“But we have to do some things,” Alex said.
“If we worried about consequences all the time, we would never
do anything.”

Peter told Alex why he was in Donegal. He
said that he was partially worried that his efforts in the tunnel
would somehow impinge on somebody, distract them somehow. He
realized he had thought about the ramifications in the back of his
mind. But it was deep down.

“But that’s . . . it’s not what you think,”
Alex said. “You can’t help but influence people.”

“But it’s what I think,” Peter said. “I don’t
want to change anybody’s course, you know. I—” He fingered the edge
of his pocket. He had to get back to work anyway. Alex was right.
Peter wasn’t going to let himself worry about it. Peter knew that,
for all practical purposes, you could only take care of one person.
If you can even do that. Once Peter got into the rhythm of the
tunnel job he would forget about other considerations anyway. Peter
knew he would slip into a comfortable working trance and forget,
and then forget some more. He drove back to the drugstore to buy
earplugs.
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