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The bodywork was purple.

The old Harley Davidson backfired once and coughed to life.  This was no sewing machine.  It idled on its kickstand like a jacked-up race horse at the starting gate.  Up front were fitted a chromed, train-size headlight and a large windshield to protect the riders.  They shared a jumbo bicycle seat behind.

All six-foot-four of the young GI leaned down toward the rider.  “She sounds good, Pete.”

“I'm not so sure, Jim,” he answered.  Adjusted the idle to a slow tickover.  “I just got the thing.  It hasn't earned my confidence yet.”

“It's fine.  We could ride it to Chicago right now.”

“I hope you're right.”

Privates.  In the Army long enough to get some training and then prove they were dumb enough to jump out of perfectly good airplanes.  Just getting started on their hitches.

The motorcycle was a big deal.  It was the one thing that could blast your standard of living slap off the chart.  Wheels.  Sunday morning, their weekend passes in their pockets, and they had wheels.

“You know I'm right,” Jim said.  “You never been around these Harleys before.  Kansas, right?  That's where you're from?”

“That's where I graduated from high school, but ...”

“You know what a chopper is?”

“A helicopter?” Pete said.  He shut the engine down and climbed off the machine.  Relieved of it's 200-pound load, the pair of exposed coil springs pushed the seat back up six inches to the vacant position.

Jim gave a little laugh of satisfaction.  “I didn't think so.  Basically it's a hot-rod Harley with a raked front end.  But you just proved my point.  You're a country boy.”  Early morning in the barracks parking lot and already there was perspiration on the whitewalls of his GI haircut.  Today was one of the first to give a glimpse of the hot summer times to come.

“You don't have to shout, Jim.  I shut it down.”

“Yeah.  OK...  Country boy.”  He smiled as he said it.

“That's an oblique way to look at it.”

“What kind of way?”

“Oblique.”

“What's that mean?”

“Ahh, it means...”  Pete reached up and scratched the center of his flat-top haircut where it was nearly bald.  “It's something that's important or should be considered.”

“Oh.  OK.  So, Pennyrile State Park?”

“Well, if you think it'll make it.”

“Turn it around and crank it up.”

And off they went.  At the speed limit.  Across the base and out the gate.  No saluting required when aboard motorcycles.  Nice little bonus for a couple of privates.  They turned north on highway 41A, toward Hopkinsville, Kentucky.  Or Hop-Town, as the GI's called it.  Pete opened the throttle.  The exhaust gasses roared in their rage to be set free.

But not for long.  The roar ceased and the bike decelerated.

“What the hell are you doing?” Jim said.

“You damn near pulled me off the seat.  I lost my grip on the throttle.”

“I didn't know we were drag racing.”

“I didn't know you were hangin' onto me like some girl.  Grab the goddamn seat.”

“Take it easy on the throttle,” Jim said.  “You make us look like we're riding one of your Kansas horses.”

“I never owned a horse.”

“Hayseed.”

“Chicago hood,” Pete snapped back.  “See that green stuff over there?  That's not green concrete.  It's called grass.”

They both laughed.  Jim reached down with both hands and latched onto the underside of the monster bicycle seat.  “I got a grip.  Let's try it again.”

The ride into Hop-Town was pleasant.  The only diversion an occasional thwak as a June bug caromed off the windshield.  As they approached the city, the speed limit decreased until Pete had the machine in second gear.  A stop light in the center of town brought them to a halt.

“Be careful with the throttle,” Jim said.  “It's Sunday morning and these southern post towns don't like GIs, Yankees, or loud Harleys.  They're all in church, getting a clean slate. They'll be chasing their sisters again on Monday.  We don't want to stir 'em up.”

“You generalize much?” Pete said.

“Generals in church?  Yeah, there's probably a couple of them in there, too.”

“I... never mind.”

The light changed.  The engine revved up and exhaust noise ricocheted off store windows. 

“What did I just tell you?” Jim said.

“It's the clutch.”

“You forgot to put it in gear.”

“It's in first.”  Pete slammed his open hand against the shift lever on the side of the gas tank.  “See?”

“Shut 'er down.”

Pete turned the ignition off.

Jim climbed off the big leather seat.  “It's the chain,” he said.  “Let's get this thing off the street.”

Pete dismounted and together, they pushed it around the corner.  Jim squatted next to the rear wheel.  “Looks like the master link let go.  I think the chain's OK.”

“Great,” Pete said.  He shook his head in disbelief.  “For want of a ten-cent part... on Sunday morning in this one-horse town.  We can't hitch-hike back to the post and try to get help.  The bike will be long gone before we get back.”

It started to look like a head-scratching contest when Jim noticed something.

“Pete,” he said, looking across the street.

“Huh?”

“Look over there.  In the parking lot.  Tell me what you see.”

His eyes followed Jim's gaze.  “A couple cars and a motorcycle.”

“Uh, huh.  What kind of motorcycle?”

Pete's eyes squinted a little.  “It's a Harley.”

“Why, I do believe you're right.  And it's a 74, just like yours.”

“No,” Pete said.

“No, what?”

“You're not talking about stealing the link?”

“No, I'm talking about borrowing it.”

“That's the same as finding stuff before it's lost.” 

“You wanna hitch back to the post and hope your bike is here when we get back?”  Jim started walking.  Pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket.

Pete hesitated for a second, threw both arms into the air, and caught up with him.

“Here's how it's going to work,” Jim said.  “That thing is on the rear stand.  That means we can rotate the back wheel.  Before we remove the master link, we have to turn the wheel until the link's on top of the sprocket.  That way, when we pull it out, the chain won't fall off.  Everything will look normal.”

They arrived at the Harley.  Jim knelt and slowly turned the rear wheel.  “You be the lookout,” he said.  He unfolded a small pocket knife and went to work.

Pete's heart pounded.  Adrenalin shot through his body.  His stomach felt like he just swallowed a live flounder.

A door between store fronts in a building across the street opened.  Probably led to apartments upstairs.  A guy not much older than the two GI's stepped outside.

  “Somebody just came out of the building across the street,” Pete said.  Spoke so fast it sounded like one big word.  “He's coming this way.  And he's got arms like a gorilla.”

Jim was still busy with the master link.  “It's OK.  Pretend you're looking at the bike and let me do the talking.”  He cleaned the last of the three link pieces with the handkerchief and put the little metal object in his shirt pocket with the others.  Wiped his hands and stood up.  Continued on, as if he was inspecting the machine.  Slipped the handkerchief into the front pocket of his khakis.

“Hey.  What are you guys doing?”  

The pair faced him, pretending surprise.  The guy already crossed the street, and was on the sidewalk.  Ten paces from the crime scene.  Close enough to see his frown and the way his jaw jutted forward.

“This your hog?” Jim asked.  Easy smile on his face

“No.  Belongs to my roommate,” the guy said.  “ Why?”

“Is it for sale?  My buddy, here, he's looking for one.  Something that needs a little work.  Like this one.”

“It might be, but I'm not sure.”  His jaw relaxed.  “It belongs to my roommate.”
“Can you give us his phone number?” Jim said.  “We'd like to give him a call.”

“Yeah, OK, if you'll give me a minute.  I got a pen in the car.”  He started toward one of the automobiles in the lot.

Pete's eyes were the size of golf balls.  His jaw hung from malfunctioning muscles.

“Relax,” Jim said.  “This is working out fine.  Just keep your mouth shut.  I mean close it.  Now.”

Pete came to, and reeled in his jaw.

“And keep looking at that bike.  Like you're in love with it.”

The guy unlocked his car and sat in the front seat.  Rummaged about for a few seconds, then wrote on a scrap of paper.  Got out of the car without closing the door and walked back toward the Harley.

“This is my roommate's number,” he said, holding out the paper.  “His name is Tom, and he works on the weekends.  He'll be home tomorrow.  You can reach him anytime after ten in the morning.”

Jim took the paper.  “Thanks,” he said, and stuck it in his shirt pocket, next to Tom's master link.  “We'll call him in the morning.”  Reached out his hand and they shook on it.

The guy walked back to his car, and soon pulled out of the lot.

“Let's walk down the street until he's out of sight,” Jim said.  “Then we can cross over and back-track to your bike.  Get back on the road.”

Back in the alley, Jim snapped the keeper onto the new master link and stood up.  Wiped his hands on his ruined handkerchief.  Stuck it in his back pocket and looked at Pete.  “How you feeling?”

Pete took a deep breath.  Shook his head back and forth slowly as he exhaled toward the ground.  “A little guilty, I reckon.”  Then looked up at Jim, a small grin forming.  “But mostly, I feel like Superman.”

His partner chuckled knowingly.  “I know.  Lets go the park.”

Pete climbed into the big leather seat.  Set the spark advance, choke and throttle to their start positions.  Then jumped up off the floorboards and let his full weight come down on the kick starter.  The Harley snarled to life.  He eased the choke wide open as the air-cooled motor quickly warmed.  Jim climbed on behind.

Shift lever in first gear.  The muscles in Pete's leg relaxed as he began to release the pressure on the suicide clutch pedal.  Then he hesitated.

“You know,” he said, across his shoulder.  “You were wrong about this thing making it to Chicago”.

“What are you talking about, farm boy?”  Jim said.  He leaned forward so his mouth was at the side of Pete's head, close to his ear.  “You just spent the morning in Chicago.”

A jumbo grin appeared on Pete's face.   He hesitated a few seconds, then threw his head back and hollered, “Airborne.”  Twisted the throttle open and dumped the clutch.

Jim was ready.  But not ready enough.  He lost his grip with one hand, and went 'round the corner reared back in the seat, reaching for the sky with his loose arm.  
Like some hayseed at a rodeo.  In Kansas.
