

[image: image]




[image: images]

Keith Thye

[image: images]

Seattle, Washington
Portland, Oregon
Denver, Colorado
Vancouver, B.C.
Scottsdale, Arizona
Minneapolis, Minnesota





Copyright © 2020 by Keith Thye

ISBN: 978-1-59849-282-8

Library of Congress Control Number: 2019920882

Printed in the United States of America

Cover scene courtesy of Neil Fleming
Cover photo by Ann Thye

www.rustykenneficke.com

www.keiththye.com

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, in part, in any form, without the permission of the author.

Requests for such permissions should be addressed to:

[image: images]

Classic Day Publishing
943 NE Boat Street
Seattle, Washington 98105

206-860-4900

www.classicdaypub.com





Other books by Keith Thye

Moto Raid
Two Guys, Two Motorcycles and a
Continent to Conquer:
A 1963 Adventure Trip to South America

Ride On: Moto Raid II
The Adventure Continues:
Motorcycling to South America

50 Years Later

The Misadventures of Rusty Kenneficke
The First Book of the
Rusty Kenneficke Trilogy





To Ann

My Life, My Love





1990

The first note arrived on a Wednesday. It was in an envelope with a plain white greeting card and uneven handwriting, addressed to Rusty Kenneficke, Ride On BMW Motorcycles, 7100 Woodlawn Ave SE, Portland, Oregon. There was no return address. The postmark showed it was mailed from Reno, Nevada. On the card was scrawled:

HAPPY BIRTHDAY, ASSHOLE.
ENJOY THEM WHILE YOU CAN!

Life had been going well for Rusty Kenneficke. He'd had his share of unfortunate circumstances and ridiculous incidents throughout the years, but they had been sporadic and mildly irritating compared to his younger days. But this was confounding. What was this all about, and who'd sent it? Was the sender serious? Would this lead to a confrontation of some sort? Did he need to start looking over his shoulder?

Rusty tried to dismiss it as a prank, but something gnawed at his subconscious. There was someone in his past whom he must have wronged. But who? A disgruntled customer? An ex-employee? Someone he'd met on his travels?

He brushed the note off as a one-time incident and knew that this was going to lead to something more serious. But the hairs on the back of his neck wouldn't stand down. Hopefully his mystery pursuer wasn't persistent.





RUSTY





CHAPTER 1

1979

Rusty's story began to unfold during a ludicrous streak of bad luck in 1979. That year, he was down and out as a writer. Since graduating college in 1965, he had tried to make a living as a novelist. His first book was moderately successful, followed by a less successful second book. And then the writer's block hit. Searching for inspiration and a change in his life, he sold all of his belongings, bought a motorhome, and began a journey from his home in the San Francisco area to Portland, Oregon. Rusty did continue to write a monthly article for a prominent motorcycle magazine over the years, but it was far from the steady flow of income he needed.

The end of 1979 found Rusty living in an RV park in Portland, Oregon, where he found work at a BMW motorcycle dealership. He had been riding on two wheels since high school and happened to see a classified ad for a parts person at the Portland BMW motorcycle shop. It was a natural fit. He was an avid motorcyclist with a passion for the sport. The shop owner, Bob Menger, was impressed with Rusty's resume, and after a brief interview, hired him.

About that same time, at the end of 1979, he had a chance encounter with his old girlfriend. Rusty and Jan had dated exclusively their senior year in high school and their first two years at the University of Oregon. At the time, they'd both thought they'd be married at the end of their college years. But Rusty had a driving desire to experience life before marriage and wanted to travel around America for a year on a motorcycle. He'd asked Jan to join him, but she was more interested in settling down. When he'd returned from his travels, she had moved on. They'd seen each other briefly a few times in an attempt to get back together, but they couldn't re-create their old magic, so they drifted apart. They had not seen or spoken to each other since. And then, as unlikely as most events seemed to be in Rusty's life, he bumped into her in the produce section of the grocery store.

Standing in the produce aisle, admiring some apricots, he glanced up and thought he saw a familiar face. Could that possibly be Jan standing over there? he thought. She was about thirty feet away and standing laterally to him, but when she turned her head to inspect some vegetables, he was sure he recognized her, even though it had been nearly twenty years since he'd last seen or talked to her.

Thoughts flooded his mind rapid fire. Should I approach her and say hi? What will she think? What if it's not her? What if she doesn't want me to approach her?

Overriding his qualms, he approached her from behind.

“Jan, is that you?” he stammered.

Jan turned around as if expecting to see a neighbor or a friend, but upon seeing Rusty, a look of total surprise crossed her face. “My god, Rusty, is that you?”

“One and the same,” he replied. “I thought that was you standing over here. I was over by the fruit section there,” he pointed to the apricots and citrus section, “and saw you from the side. I wasn't sure, and it's been a long time, but I thought it was you.”

“It is indeed me,” she said. “What are you doing here? I thought you were living in San Francisco.”

“I was,” Rusty said. “But I've moved back to Portland. It's a long story, which would take quite a bit of time to tell.”

“And I'd love to hear about it,” she said. “But I'm on a tight schedule today. I'm getting some things for my mother, and I need to get back to her. She's not doing well, and I promised to get her some groceries. After that, I have to meet an attorney, so I need to get moving. Can we meet later, or even tomorrow? Actually, Sunday would be better for me. What do you think?”

“I'd like that,” Rusty said. “Let's have lunch, if that works for you. How about one o'clock at that restaurant across the street. What is it, the Hen House or something?”

“That would be fine,” she said. “They serve breakfast all day, and it's pretty good. Sorry. Got to run. I'm looking forward to it.”

“Me too,” Rusty said.

One o'clock Sunday couldn't come fast enough for Rusty. Jan looked wonderful, even better than he remembered from their college days. She had filled out a little, and Rusty thought it enhanced her figure. And she still had those blue eyes and that blonde hair. He wondered if her hair still smelled as good as it used to. Maybe he'd have a chance to find out. A quick glance at her left hand didn't reveal a ring, so perhaps she was single. At any rate, it would be fun finding out.

Rusty was already seated in the restaurant when Jan walked in. He squeezed out of the booth, stood, and waved to her. She saw him and walked to greet him. As she approached, Rusty was standing there holding a single red rose, which he offered her before saying anything.

“Hi, Rusty,” she said. “Oh, thank you for the rose. How thoughtful of you.” She smiled, smitten.

“God, you look good,” Rusty said. “Just as I remembered. I've had dreams of about you. I could paint the picture in front of me now.” Rusty surprised himself by being so brazen, but with Jan, he was helpless.

“Actually, I've had some of those dreams, too,” she said. “Especially lately.”

“Why especially lately?” Rusty asked.

She slid into the booth, and Rusty sidled into the opposite bench. “Well, I'm in the throes of a divorce and am trying to think, and dream, of happier times. That's why I had to leave the store the other day. I had a meeting with my attorney. We're close to the end now, and it's ugly. But I'll get through it.” She shrugged, like she was trying to brush off the situation, but she was tense, wearing the heaviness.

“Been there myself a few years ago,” Rusty said. “It could've been nasty, but I just decided to throw in the towel and let her have it all. Most everything we'd acquired in our ten years together was with her money anyway, so I just walked away.”

“Why was it her money?” Jan asked.

“She owned her own business and made a lot more money than I did as an author, so I didn't even try to contest it. Anyway, I just wanted out. Our marriage wasn't right from the beginning, so there was no sense in prolonging it. Besides, it would've just increased the attorney fees, which were high enough as it was.”

“I understand that,” Jan said. “We've been going at this for some time, and it's getting expensive. Like I said, our divorce is getting ugly, and it just keeps snowballing.” She sighed. “It's gotten more complicated since we built a business together, so now we're fighting over how to split the assets.” She looked down at the menu, scanning the appetizers with tired eyes, avoiding Rusty's gaze. “I seem to be crying a lot lately, but just to myself. I don't want Walter, my husband, to know that I'm agonizing like this. He'd certainly take advantage of that. Matter of fact, on several occasions, I've about thrown in the towel, too, but I just refuse to let him get away with destroying our marriage and not having to pay for it.” Her grip on the menu tightened.

“His fault, then?” Rusty asked.

“Yes, on several fronts,” she answered. “Infidelity, messing with the books of the business, not paying all the taxes, and a few other irregularities. It's a mess. But we're on the downhill side of the case now.”

“Wow, and I thought I had problems,” Rusty said.

Her grip loosened. “What do you mean?” Jan asked. “What kinds of problems do you have?”

Rusty tugged at his shirt sleeves, the right and then the left, hoping Jan didn't catch his unease. “Well, I'm an author by trade, and it's a fickle business. I've published two books, which have been moderately successful, and I write a monthly article for a motorcycle magazine. Combined, the income barely buys groceries. Plus, I've had an interesting year.”

“I want to hear all about that,” Jan said. “But first, you said you're writing articles for a motorcycle magazine. Are you still riding? I always remember, and look back fondly, on those days we used to spend riding around on your old Vespa. What a great time we had.” She smiled again, warmth returning to her cheeks.

“Yes, I'm still riding. Have all along. Matter of fact, two weeks ago, I took a job at the BMW motorcycle dealership just up the road. I'd been looking for something to supplement my writing income but couldn't find anything that interested me. And then I saw an employment ad for the shop and interviewed for it. It's just a position at the parts counter, but I find that I'm really enjoying it. And who knows, it may lead to something more in the future.”

“Those sound like good things. You said you had problems,” Jan said.

“Yeah, I guess I didn't get to that part,” Rusty said. “This year has been an interesting one for me. Since I developed writer's block and left San Francisco, I've had a succession of misadventures. I just seem to go from one catastrophe to another.”

“Like what?” Jan asked. “Tell me about them.”

“It's a long story,” Rusty said. “Do you have time?”

She leaned in. “I'm not going anywhere,” she said. “Meeting you and having this conversation is the best thing that's happened to me in a long time. Keep me occupied. Keep talking. I want to hear every detail.”

Rusty smiled. Someone actually wanted to listen to him, really hear him for once. “I knew I needed to do something different. I was living in an apartment no larger than a garden shed in the back yard of my uncle's place, just south of San Francisco. I had this brilliant idea to sell everything I owned, buy a motorhome, and travel up the California and Oregon coast. Perhaps I'd get some inspiration for the next book. Well, actually, that happened. I had this series of what I call misadventures during the trip and will probably write about them.”

“Well, what were they? I want to know every detail,” Jan said.

“Okay. This may take some time. It's kind of a crazy story.” Jan had closed the menu and set it aside, disinterested in food. “Actually, maybe we should go somewhere else. They'll want this table for the next couple.”

“Yeah, good idea,” she said. “I don't live too far from here. Let's go to my place and I'll fix some coffee.”

As they walked to her home, Rusty began to tell his story. “I pitched my idea to my publisher, whose office is in one of the high-rise office buildings in San Francisco. There are two tall office buildings on Market Street that look alike, attached by a courtyard. I'd been to his office numerous times and always parked in the same spot on the fourth level down. I parked, had my visit with him, and returned to get my car. Problem was, I couldn't find it. I looked for it for half an hour before I realized I had entered the garage through the other identical building because of construction on Market Street. I'd paid for the ticket in the lobby, and by the time I put it in the machine to lift the gate, the wait time had expired, so the gate wouldn't lift. Other drivers started piling up behind me, honking and getting irritated. Sweat was running down my face. Finally, an attendant came to my rescue. That was the first incident in my unusual odyssey.”

“I can relate to that, but not quite to that extent,” Jan said. “I misplaced my car in a parking garage once and searched for fifteen minutes before I found it. Makes you feel foolish. So, go on, you said this was just the first in a string of incidents.”

“Yeah, just the start,” he said. “I hadn't done much camping before, and that first night, I irritated my neighbors. They were drinking beer and having a loud get-together. All I wanted was to be by myself, but they wouldn't have it. I eventually bailed on them, and they weren't happy about that. The next morning, I chickened out and made a hasty departure without speaking to them. I needed to learn trailer park etiquette.” He shrugged. “Actually, I never did.”

Jan's house was ten blocks from the dealership and was an easy walk on the sidewalks that had recently been installed by the city. Jan explained that this area was one of the older Portland neighborhoods being upgraded one house at a time. They approached the white picket fence separating her front yard from the sidewalk. The home had been one of her better rentals, and she'd remodeled it as her own residence when the last renters moved out three years ago. The pavers leading from the sidewalk to the front steps were separated by some sort of green ground cover, and flowers lined the pathway on each side.

The house was attractive from the street with a wrap-around porch from the front to one side. The eggshell white of the house was accented by the green shutters on either side of the windows. Four steps led from the walkway to the front porch, and two more steps to an attractive front door with a stained glass inset at eye level. Jan led Rusty into the home, and she started a pot of coffee. They sat facing each other at the kitchen table.

“Go on, I want more,” she said.

“The next incident was a doozy, though. I had never had a diesel vehicle before, and I ended up putting gasoline in the tank. I remember someone once told me that the nozzle wouldn't fit the filler pipe. I later found out it's true, and a diesel nozzle is too big for a gasoline filler pipe but not the other way around. The gasoline nozzle fits the diesel pipe just fine.”

Before he had a chance to continue, Jan interrupted, “Is that a problem? I know you're not supposed to do that, but the engine will still run, won't it?”

“Not very far,” Rusty clarified. “I got about a mile down the road and it conked out on me. The worst of it, though, was the towing and repair bill. They couldn't get to it for a few days because of other customers, and I had to just wait. So a crummy motel and an expensive repair. Once I got back on the road and into Oregon, though, I had some wonderful remembrances of our high school and college days. Just being in the area brought back a flood of memories. Remember that weekend we spent with the church group at Seaside and got into so much trouble with them?”

“As I remember it,” Jan said, giggling, “the reason we got in trouble was because we didn't really spend it with them, although we were supposed to. We got your mom's Oldsmobile stuck in the sand and spent hours trying to get it out, but every try just made it worse.” She shook her head, laughing at the memory. “We showed up at the conclave at about three in the morning, and the pastor was furious with us. He thought we were fooling around when we were supposed to be with the group behaving ourselves. We were supposed to ride the bus to the beach with the rest of them, and he didn't like us driving the car there. He didn't even want us to be admitted to the dormitory. The only thing that saved us were the chaperones. Luckily, they didn't want to turn us away in the middle of the night.”

“Yeah, that's a great memory,” Rusty said. “We seemed to always be getting stuck somewhere or showing up late.”

“That's because we were always looking for some dark, secluded spot to park the car so we could mess around,” she said with a sly smile on her face. “Just talking about those times brings back feelings that I haven't had for a very long time. I haven't been happy for years, and this is wonderful therapy. Any more memories from our past that you've thought about?”

“Oh, yeah. Do you remember when I worked at Stable Steel Building Company down by the river?”

“Yes, I do,” she said. “You had some sort of accident with a ladder, as I recall.”

“Right. I ended up twenty feet in the air on a ladder with another ladder collared around my neck. I was trying to position a wood ladder on some hooks attached to the ceiling beams. The wood ladder slipped out of my hands and landed on my shoulders with my head between the rungs, twenty feet in the air. Matter of fact, that ladder fell over my head with such force it pushed me backward. I remember the terrifying feeling of standing on that ladder, straight up in the air, not leaning on anything, when I started to fall backward. The only thing that saved me was the top of the ladder came to rest on the ceiling beam behind me. So there I was, hanging on the backside of the ladder with this other ladder around my neck, screaming like a wild banshee. One of the secretaries heard my screams and rounded up some guys to climb up and save me.” Rusty's cheeks were sore from grinning so much. He wasn't used to sharing everything like this, not anymore. Finally, his misfortunate—though funny—incidents were working in his favor.

Jan nodded. “I do remember that. You were shaking for days after that one,” she said.

“And then there was the time, during the Columbus Day Storm of ’62, when all the trees were down on our road,” he said. “Do you remember that?”

“I do, and I remember your heroic deed that night. Your neighbor had some sort of accident or attack and needed to get to the hospital. The phone lines were down, and no one could get a car down the road. So you jumped on the Vespa and managed to maneuver through the debris and got to the police station. They sent an ambulance, hiked in, and brought her out.”

“I wouldn't call it a heroic deed,” Rusty said, “but it probably saved her life. On my way back, the big picture window of the sporting goods store on State and A Street blew out in the storm and just missed me on the scooter. Probably would have cut me to pieces if I'd been five feet closer.”

“I do remember that story, too,” she said. “So what about the rest of your trip up the coast?” Jan retrieved two mugs from the cupboard and poured some fresh, hot coffee. She set cream and sugar on the table and sat back down. She stirred in two packets of sugar, blowing away the steam and waiting for Rusty to continue.

“This is when it gets interesting,” he said. “On two occasions, I was responsible for putting people in the hospital. Both were accidents, but, nonetheless, they ended up there.” Rusty poured some cream into his mug and stirred away the milky whirlpool. “They were both acquaintances that I'd met at campgrounds. The first was Marjorie. I don't even remember her last name now. Anyway, we spent an afternoon talking about our lives, and I suggested we take a short, leisurely motorcycle ride one evening. She wasn't comfortable on a motorcycle, but she agreed to go as long as I drove in a safe manner. I promised her I would. Because it was going to be a short trip and the evening was warm, we were both dressed lightly, although we did have helmets on. Remember those half-helmets we used to wear? Well, the same type.” He sipped his coffee, burning his lip some, but he needed some sort of liquid courage for the next part. “I wasn't expecting a pile of bark dust spilling into the street just over the crest of a hill. There was no warning, no orange cones—nothin’. My front tire slid on the loose bark dust and the bike went over. I was just scraped up, but Marjorie ended up with a dislocated jaw, and her foot was broken in several places because she got it stuck in the spokes of the front wheel. A neighbor heard the accident and called an ambulance. I visited her in the hospital, but she didn't want to see me, to say the least. She couldn't talk because of her jaw, but she was perfectly capable of using hand signals. One finger was all she needed to express her disdain with me. I never saw her again.”

“Oh my,” Jan said. “That sounds terrible. So you weren't able to apologize to her?”

“I tried, but it was obvious in that hospital room that she wanted nothing to do with me. I felt awful about the whole thing—still do—but I moved on.”

“You said you put two people in the hospital. Who was the other one?”

“I'll get there in a minute,” Rusty continued. “I left the hospital and needed to rest to collect my thoughts. I was driving down the road where the Columbia and Willamette rivers meet and remembered that parking spot down the hill under the train tracks. We used to go down there and neck. Do you remember it?”

Jan's cheeks flushed. “I do,” she said. “We almost got in some trouble down there once when a cop approached our car. It was about midnight, and he wanted to make sure we weren't doing something we shouldn't be doing. Being minors, he was going to call our parents, and we sure didn't need that. I remember he got a call on his police monitor and had to leave immediately to the scene of an accident. But he told us he didn't want to see us down there again.” She bit her lip. “We learned later that the accident involved a classmate who was killed. It made a bad memory of what was supposed to be a good time.”

“Yeah, that's the spot. And I certainly remember that, too.” Rusty added some sugar to his coffee, stirring quickly, eager to change the tone. “Anyway, I took the motorhome down the road and didn't realize that the luggage rack on top of the rig wouldn't fit under the railroad trestle. It got wedged under there and wouldn't move forward or backward. I finally thought to let some air out of the tires, and I was able to scrunch the motorhome out from under the bridge. It was hard to steer without air in the tires, but I finally got to a compressor and filled them back up. Of course, I managed to back into a steel pole in the process and put a nice dent in the left wheel well.”

“My, you certainly have a knack for trouble,” Jan said. “But as I remember it, we were always getting ourselves in some sort of jam in our early days. So nothing has changed, huh?”

“No, not really. I have this innate ability to get myself in these jams.”

“So what about the story with the other person you put in the hospital? What's that all about?” she asked.

Jan finished off her first mug of coffee and poured herself another. Rusty watched her, eager but nervous to keep going. The next part wouldn't be easy. Jan sat and quickly added sugar. She moved so fluidly that Rusty wondered if he was keeping his cool as well as she was.

“This guy named Boomer pulled his trailer into the spot next to mine,” Rusty said, fidgeting in his chair. “We developed a friendship; matter of fact, we had both worked at the Crown Zellerbach plant in West Linn one summer. We were on midnight shifts and vaguely remembered each other. In the evenings, we'd pull a couple of lawn chairs around a fire and reminisce. I began to notice that we were always in front of my motorhome, and he was continuously walking into it and getting the next couple of beers. Never into his trailer. And he never offered to help pay for the beer. I also noticed things started to disappear from inside my trailer: a ten-dollar bill and my old wedding ring, which I kept for sentimental reasons. I was merely puzzled by those, but when my leather jacket disappeared, I knew I had a problem.

“I'd sensed that Boomer had a temper, but it didn't manifest itself until the day my jacket went missing. Boomer had been in and out of my motorhome for days, and I'd not yet set foot in his trailer. I needed to get in there and see if he'd taken it. I tried his door on one occasion when I knew he was elsewhere, but the door was locked. The next afternoon, I saw him go into his trailer, so I made my move. I knocked on his door. Boomer opened it and stared at me for a moment. He had this odd look on his face. Then, he flashed a big grin and said, ‘Hey, man. What's happenin.” I told him I was fresh out of coffee and asked if I could borrow some. He said he didn't know if he had any but that he'd look and get right back to me, at which point he promptly closed the door in my face.” Rusty folded his arms and shook his head. “I didn't take kindly to that, so I promptly opened the door and stepped in. He'd made his way to the kitchen when I entered. He scowled at me and asked what the hell I was doing bursting into his trailer. I said, ‘Well, you closed the door on me, and I didn't want to stand out there staring at the door waiting for you to return, and I didn't think you'd mind me stepping in.’ He said he did mind and to get the hell out.”

Jan tapped her fingers against her mug, not impatiently, but anxiously, hanging on his every word.

“By that time, I was standing by a small closet just inside the door, and I had to take a look, so I flung the door open and, sure enough, there was my jacket stuffed in between some others. It had a distinctive collar that was well worn. There was little doubt it was mine, and I told him so. He yelled at me, saying it wasn't my jacket, insisting that it was his, and he started moving towards me with an angry scowl on his face. It was my only chance to grab the jacket, so I yanked it off the hanger. The coats were packed in there tight, and as I headed for the door, a few of the other coats came flying out as well. One of them was a white, nylon rain jacket, and it fell to the white linoleum.” Rusty leaned back in his chair. “Either Boomer didn't see the jacket on the floor, or it was simply too late for him to catch himself. His foot slipped on the jacket and he went sprawling to the floor. As he went down, he struck his head on the corner of a cabinet. The minute I saw him fall, I knew it was trouble. The side of Boomer's head hit the cabinet with a lot of force, and Boomer was moving fast when he fell. I was afraid it'd killed him. I bent over to inspect his injury and found a big indent above his right ear. It was bleeding profusely.”

“So what happened?” Jan asked, tapping her mug more quickly. “Did he die, or what?”

“I'm getting there,” Rusty continued. “I had a little trouble getting someone in the park to help me, but I managed to get somebody to run down to the store and call the police. The ambulance and the police arrived at the same time. As they hauled him off to the hospital, the police began to question me. There was blood everywhere—all over him, me, the floor—and the trailer was a disaster, with bloody coats lying around, along with some pots, pans, and dishes that had been swept to the floor when Boomer started towards me.

“It looked to the police like there'd been a massive fight, so they began to question me. I told them about our get-togethers in the evenings, the theft, including the wedding ring and jacket, and how Boomer managed to hit his head as he lunged towards me. Fortunately, I'd put my initials on the jacket's label with indelible ink, corroborating it was mine. After they took a complete report, they told me to keep in touch with them, or at least leave an address where they could reach me, because they wanted Boomer's side of the story when he recovered. I gave them my parents’ address and phone number. I was going to be spending time with them anyway.”

Jan listened intently, with her elbows on the table, leaning forward. “So how was Boomer? Did he give the police the same story or a different version?”

“That's where it gets complicated,” Rusty answered, “and I'll get there in a minute. But first I need to tell you about getting from the park to my parents’ house. I went to visit Boomer in the hospital. It didn't go well. He called me a son of a bitch and claimed I'd attacked him in his trailer, which I'd entered uninvited. He also told me that the hospital stay was going to be expensive, and that I'd end up paying for it, one way or another. The way he said that, with fire in his eyes, told me that I'd not seen the last of Boomer. I tried to reason with him, reminding him that this was an accident, but he'd have none of it. He claimed I was going to try and disappear on him, but with a name like mine, he'd have no problem finding me. And he was going to find me.” Rusty sighed deeply. “I left the hospital shaken, knowing he was a hot-head and probably would find me, trying to get retribution. I decided to head to my parents’ house. Well, I went to my folk's house and stayed there a few days. Remember the neighbors, the Harlinskis that had that yellow house next door?”

“I do,” she said. “They had a son and daughter about our ages, as I remember.”

“Yeah, didn't know them well. They were a few years older than we were. Anyway, as I drove down the road toward the house, I was surprised to see the Harlinskis’ place burned to the ground. And it was still smoldering. Mom told me that it burned in the early morning hours, and the fire department had a comedy of errors attempting to put it out.”

“How so?” Jan asked.

“Two fire trucks left the station. Remember the train tracks that cross the main street through town?”

“I do,” she said. “They're still there and still being used?”

“Yeah. Apparently, the trucks were held up there with a train stopped across the street. One truck stayed there waiting for the train to pass, and the other went the long way around. When that one got to the house, they couldn't find the hydrant because their indicator map was wrong, and the hydrant was buried in the underbrush. So they backed down the street to the next hydrant. And then, of course, the hoses were not long enough to reach the house. By the time the second truck arrived, and they could connect their hoses, the house was nothing but embers.” Rusty shook his head, wondering how his bad luck seemed to follow not only him but others, too. “Mom said that two of the firemen at the scene were trying to find the gas shut off at the street but weren't able to locate it. They later discovered that the road had been paved over years ago, and the city hadn't marked its location.”

“Wow, that is a comedy of errors,” Jan said. “So go on, what happened with Boomer? Did he find you, or is he still looking?”

“This is interesting,” Rusty continued. “I stayed at my parents’ house for a few days, and Dad asked if I'd taken any pictures at the campground. I told them both about my trials and tribulations getting up the coast and went into detail about the Boomer encounter. I told Dad that I had some pictures, but they weren't developed. He suggested I take them to the drugstore and get that done. I picked the prints up a few days later and gave them to him. We had a nice visit for several days, and I moved on. I'll tell you about what happened while I was there in a minute. But let me complete this story.

“I mentioned that the police wanted to know my whereabouts, so I called Dad every few days to check in. About two weeks after I left the house, I called in. Dad wanted to meet in person, so we had coffee at that place in West Linn, where we used to grab sodas when we were younger. Dad said he wanted the pictures because he thought one of them might have some information about Boomer. Scrutinizing the photos, he saw that one of them was taken from the back of Boomer's trailer, and he could clearly see the license plate. And another picture showed the plate of his truck. He noticed that the truck plates were current with 1979 Oregon tags, but the trailer had 1977 tags from Idaho. He knew the police captain down at the city station, told him the story up to that point, and asked him to check the history of the tags.

“Two days later, the captain said the plates on the trailer had been stolen two years ago from an RV in Idaho. The tags on the truck were current. The captain said they were assuming that the trailer was also stolen, so the plates must have been put on there to throw off anyone looking for it. Well, Boomer did show up at my parents’ house and confronted my dad. Dad said he saw this big red pickup truck turn around in the driveway. It had one of those fifth-wheel gizmos hooked up in the bed of the truck, so he'd recognized it from the picture. He was sure it was Boomer, so he told Mom to call the police, and he went out to confront Boomer.”

Jan placed her hand over her mouth, obviously worried about the outcome of this inevitably tense encounter.

“He said Boomer got out of the truck and stood by the door to the cab. As Dad got closer, Boomer said, ‘You Kenneficke?’ And my dad replied, ‘Mr. Kenneficke to you. And I know all about you. Rusty filled me in on the accident.’ Dad said Boomer called it an assault, and he was going to get even with me. He used a lot of nasty words and insisted he needed to know where I was. Dad told him I wasn't there, and that he'd asked Mom to call the police when he saw him turning around in the driveway. Dad told him about the pictures of the license plates, and that the police assumed the trailer was stolen as well. He suggested that Boomer leave before they got there. Dad said he wondered why he'd given him a chance to get away. Boomer got in his truck, cursing, and drove off. Dad said the police found the trailer abandoned a few weeks later in a park somewhere. It was trashed inside, but they did recover a few items that had been reported stolen. I guess Boomer is still on the loose and probably looking for me.”

“You seem to have a knack for attracting these incidents, don't you?” Jan asked. “I'm wondering if getting back together is a good idea or not. But maybe I'll bring you luck,” she smiled, “and you can put this stuff behind you.”

Surprised by her forward gesture, Rusty couldn't help but grin. “I hope so, because I definitely want you back in my life,” Rusty said. “But I'm not done with the issues leading up to our reunion. Let me tell you the rest.” If Jan was going to reenter Rusty's life, it was only fair she knew the truth. And by the looks of it, she'd be inclined to agree. She sipped her coffee, carefully and calculating.

“While I was staying with my folks those few days,” Rusty continued, “my uncle, his wife, and two of their grandkids showed up in their monstrous motorhome. They lived in Iowa and were traveling around the country for the summer. They hadn't seen my parents for several years and wanted to stay for a few days. There wasn't room for both of our motorhomes, so I took mine to a repair shop to fix the luggage rack, and I stayed in the spare bedroom. The Iowa contingent was comfortable in the motorhome since they had all of their stuff in there.

“Reginald, who went by the nickname of Squeege, was sixteen, and his brother, Charlie, was ten. They were bored to death from riding around in that motorhome day after day. But when they saw the lake that Mom and Dad lived on, they went berserk. They couldn't wait to get in the water.”

“Boy, do I remember those days we used to spend swimming and fooling around in that back yard,” Jan interjected. “We shared our first kiss on top of the boathouse, remember?”

“I do,” Rusty replied. “It was about ten o'clock at night. We climbed the ladder to get up there, and you had a dress on, insisting you went up last so I wouldn't get a peek. I can even recall which dress.”

“Okay, more of that later,” she said. “Get back to the rest of your trip. It's hard to believe there's more.”

“Oh yeah,” Rusty responded, “we're not done with this yet. So Squeege and Charlie saw Dad's new boat, the Black Torpedo, and couldn't wait to go for a ride. Over the next few days, Squeege started driving the boat. It's a long story, and I can detail it some other time, but Squeege was driving, with Charlie spotting behind the boat, watching me water ski. Squeege got distracted and ended up driving the boat into the dock down at the marina. Totally crushed the dock, with the boat sticking up at a 30 degree angle, with one of the tie-down cleats driven through the bottom of the boat.”

“Your dad must have been mortified when he found out,” Jan said. “What did he do?”

“He was confused, crestfallen, and utterly pissed. He didn't understand how this could have happened. But the story goes on.”

“What happened next?” she asked.

“The repair company that came to haul the boat away didn't tie the boat onto the trailer. The guy hit a chuckhole going too fast, driving with the boat in tow, and the trailer simply lifted off of the trailer hitch. It swerved to the right and ended up resting on the railroad tracks on the outskirts of Lake Oswego. The boat was completely destroyed.”

“Oh my,” she said, “did your dad ever recover?”

“Eventually, but it sure ruined his relationship with my mom's relatives, and their vacation came to a miserable end. A few other incidents happened on that trip, but even with all that, I was still thinking about the moments we shared twenty years ago. So I want to get back to talking about us.”

“I want to talk about us, too, but I want to hear about those other incidents first,” Jan said. “I can't believe you had more bad luck on the same trip. What else happened?”

Rusty couldn't help laughing. “Just a bunch of minor stuff,” he said. “I had an incident with a crazy guy over a parking space in downtown Portland. I started to back into a parallel-parking spot, and this other guy tried to beat me to it. We got in a confrontation, and he went wild, swinging a bat and threatening me. He was a danger to the crowd that surrounded us, and the police came and hauled him off.” He scratched the back of his head, resting his hand on the back of his neck. “Then there was a motorcycle trip that I took with my brother to Bend. He had a hearing there and wanted to take a road he wasn't familiar with. We ended up bouncing along a hiking trail, and he lost his briefcase with all of his legal documents—”

“He was a judge at that time, wasn't he?” Jan interjected.

“Yeah, he was. He had papers scattered all over the forest, and I collected them. He was ahead of me and didn't know he'd lost them until that evening. I had some fun with him when he realized he'd lost his papers for the hearing the next day. I let him sweat a bit before I told him I recovered the papers. Took him a good part of the evening to put them back in order.

“And, speaking of my brother, Grady and I hadn't seen each other for over a year, and we ended up having way too many beers one night. I don't remember why, but my brother was driving his wife's prized Saab. I was staying with them for a few days and was the passenger. We left the tavern early in the morning. It was dark and raining, and Grady went flying into a left turn way too fast. He lost control of the car and ended up crashing into the bank on the side of the road and then hitting the guard rail on the other side. Really did a number on the car.” Rusty tugged at his sleeves again, shaking his head, remembering how stubborn his brother could be. “Anyway, it was black outside, and as I opened the front passenger door, I stepped out before realizing we were on the edge of a drop. I ended up falling about twenty feet down an embankment. The only thing that stopped me falling farther was a large fir tree. It took Grady a while to get me out of there. We were both wet, muddy, and embarrassed. And the car had to be towed away. Grady called his wife, and she was furious with both of us.”

“I can understand why. You really were a disaster on that trip, weren't you? What else happened to you?” she asked.

“This one's a long story, but in a nutshell, Edwin and I had a diving contest into his swimming pool one hot Saturday afternoon. As the day passed, we got quite drunk, and I ended up tearing my Achilles tendon trying to do a ridiculous dive off the board. I ended up on crutches for weeks. We had a group of people coming the next day for a pig roast we were putting together, and it was tough with me all banged up. But we pulled it off.”

“I want to hear the rest of that story sometime, or maybe you should write about it,” Jan said. “But first, you've mentioned two incidents where you were drunk. Do you have a problem?” She stared into her mug, withdrawing for the first time. “Is this something I should know about before we get too involved?”

“No, I really don't drink that much,” Rusty assured her. “It was just that I connected with two people I hadn't seen in a long time, and we got carried away. There's no problem.”

Jan's eyebrows rose. “Okay, so what else happened?”

“Right,” he said, clearing his throat. “Just some other crazy little incidents. I was hard-boiling some eggs at my mom's house and fell asleep. They exploded and left a stench so rank that the house needed to be repainted. And then there was this guy, Chester, who I met in a trailer park. He had this beat-up, old motorhome and was on the verge of homelessness. He was a real character, and I got to know him pretty well. In a way, we became friends, and I appreciated him for who he was.” Rusty let out a deep breath. “So that's the gist of the trip. It ended up with me getting the job at the motorcycle shop and meeting you. So now you're up to date.”

“Wow,” she said. “It sounds like you have the material for your next book right there. It could be the best seller you're looking for.”

“I wish,” he said.

Coffee turned into dinner at Jan's house. They found that they liked to talk about current events and politics, and like most years, there was much to discuss: the Three Mile Island nuclear accident, Margaret Thatcher as the first woman elected Prime Minister in the United Kingdom, sixty-three Americans taken hostage in Iran, the snowboard being invented, the DOW dancing around in the 800s, and the cost of gasoline rising to nearly 90 cents per gallon. They talked well into the evening.





CHAPTER 2

1979

Upon getting the job in the motorcycle shop in 1979, Rusty sold his motorhome and found an apartment that he could afford and was close to the dealership. It wasn't much, a small one-bedroom unit on the second floor of a building that had been built in the 1950s, but it was better than the confines of the motorhome he'd been calling home for the past year. Initially, he'd walk to work or take his motorcycle. But as the inclement weather set into the Pacific Northwest, he decided to buy a car. And perhaps it was not just the weather. He and Jan had begun spending more time together, and he realized that he wanted to make their dates more comfortable and keep her out of the rain. Jan lived only a few miles from the dealership and owned a car, but Rusty didn't like having to rely on her car to spend time together.

Rusty started in the parts department at the dealership. His foot was in a leg restraint the first two months, as he was recovering from a severe stretch of his Achilles tendon, but it didn't slow him down much. He was able to sit on a tall stool while at the parts counter and had a scooter that he could rest his bum leg on while he fetched the parts from the stock room. The scooter had been a present from his parents, although because of the anguish he'd caused them that fateful year of 1979, he'd felt embarrassed to take it. The two months preceding his employment had been a difficult time in his relationship with his parents. It seemed like everything he touched, or did, in 1979 turned into some sort of mishap.

But the anguishes of 1979 slowly subsided as Rusty settled into a new routine of work and life. Life goes on, and his relationship with his parents returned to normal, with family dinners that included his brother and his family. But he was continually reflecting on his proclivity for bad things to happen to him. What was wrong with him? Was there something in his DNA that drove him in the direction of catastrophe? Rusty felt he was a normally positive person, but the insecurities he had developed were taking control of his emotions. He needed to get a handle on this. He hoped that his job and relationship with Jan would pull him out of his funk.

One good thing he had noticed over the last few months was that his flashes of indignation seemed to be subsiding. He didn't know if it was because he was more aware of them and could prevent them, or if the incidents provoking them were happening less often. He assumed it was the prior.

Rusty did feel that his continual introspection was doing him some good. The more he analyzed the things that happened to him in 1979, the more his fear of them returning subsided. That lingering feeling of guilt that he was afflicted by was slowly disappearing as his life improved. He did find, however, that he needed to continue to “force” his feelings to change. His mind wanted to automatically revert back to his feelings of insecurity.

The other thing that was bothering him was that now that he had a real job working in the dealership, his passion for writing was taking a beating. His monthly motorcycle magazine articles were becoming harder to get written on time. On the other hand, he had more to write about now that he was in the business. And he had done nothing about starting his next book. His publisher, Marc Zimmer, was anxious for Rusty to write his novel, as he had always felt Rusty had a writing talent that had not yet emerged. He kept hounding him with phone calls to check on his progress, and Rusty was feeling guilty about feeding him misinformation, but he didn't consider them lies because he really was trying to get his act together and had made some preliminary notes about a plot. He was angry with himself for not devoting more time to his writing, but he now had other things to occupy his time—like a full-time job. And more importantly, Jan was back in his life, and he wanted to spend every available minute with her. Time on his typewriter was time he could be spending with her, and she was his priority.





CHAPTER 3

1980

Rusty graduated with a degree in journalism from the University of Oregon and, because his income was sporadic, had taken odd jobs to supplement his income over the years. But not much worked for him, or at least interested him to change careers, until he went to work at the BMW dealership. Then he found his calling. He was an avid motorcyclist and wrote about them in his monthly magazine articles. So this job was a natural fit.

Bob Menger had owned the dealership for fifteen years and was in his mid-sixties and considering retirement. It was a small BMW motorcycle dealership with seven employees, and Bob had no one to pass the business on to. He was married and had two kids, a son and a daughter, but neither of them was interested in continuing the business. They had both worked in the dealership on summer breaks, and after college, had pursued other careers. And then Rusty entered his life.

It was only a matter of weeks before Bob realized that Rusty had a passion for motorcycles and the industry. Three years in the Army and then starting his writing career, Rusty had no practical experience with business, but he was already showing an insatiable appetite for knowledge. One of Bob's misgivings was telling Rusty early on in his employment that he ran his shop with an “open book” policy; that is, any employee who wanted to know anything at all about the business could merely ask. No one had taken him up on the opportunity to learn anything beyond their job. Until Rusty came along.

No sooner had Bob mentioned his policy to Rusty when, closing the store for the night, Rusty hobbled up the stairs on his crutches to the office where Bob was closing the till for the day.

“Hey, Bob, you mentioned that if I wanted to learn about the business, you'd be available to teach me. I want to know everything about how this place works. As you know, I've been a writer and journalist, and I haven't been exposed to business much, but I'm interested.”

“Okay,” Bob said. “I did say that. Actually, I'm glad that someone's finally taken me up on the offer. Honestly, it's been a bit of a disappointment after all these years. So I'm happy you're interested. What do you want to know?”

“Well, for starters, what're you doing now? I see you lock the door at six, and when the last customer leaves, you take the cash drawer from the register and come up here.” Rusty scanned the contents of Bob's desk. “It looks like you're counting money. The day's receipts? How does that work?”

“Yeah,” Bob said, “you need to account for every dollar, and every penny for that matter. For several reasons. This business runs on money in and money out. And you need to know exactly where your checkbook balance is at all times. And know that it's accurate. If an employee, or anyone, is stealing from you, you need to have good records to figure that out.

“I know a few dealers that just grab a few bucks out of the cash register when they go to lunch. That makes absolutely no sense to me. The owner can't accurately tell if he or she took the money or if someone else did. And how you balance the books at the end of the month can't be accurately done if you don't account for every dollar.” Bob picked at a hangnail, nodding to himself as he continued. “A lot of owners treat the business like their personal checkbook. They figure that the money is theirs one way or the other and just mix it all together. And that's okay, I guess, as long as the business is very small. But as the business grows and the revenue increases, you need to be able to balance the books.”

“Why?” Rusty asked. It seemed like such a simple question, but he needed the answers in order to piece the puzzle together.

“Lots of reasons,” Bob said. “For one, theft, as I mentioned. And you need to accurately know how much money is in your bank account so you know how much you have to spend. Just like in your personal household account. And then, of course, there is the issue of taxes. The state of Oregon or the feds will eventually get around to auditing you. And if you've not paid all of your taxes, it can be a big hit. I know some owners that had to sell their businesses to pay the back taxes.” He sighed. “And then there are your vendors,” Bob continued, “the people you owe money to. You want to make sure you have paid them what you owe. And you want to make sure you don't pay them twice for the same thing. It can happen if you don't keep good books. You want to maintain good relationships with them. After all, if they stop sending you product because you owe them money, then you won't have anything to sell.”

This conversation continued until Bob looked at his watch and said, “Oh, man, it's eight o'clock, and I was supposed to be home an hour ago. I'm late for dinner, and I didn't even call Lori to tell her I'd be late. I'd better do that now.” He gathered his things quickly, but before turning to leave, he made sure to say, “But let's continue this another time.”

The next night, after the doors were closed, Rusty hobbled up the stairs and found Bob counting the day's receipts. He waited until Bob finished the task and started in again with his questions, deciding origin was just as important as the current destination.

“So why the motorcycle industry, Bob? What got you into this business?” Rusty asked.

“As a kid, I used to ride dirt bikes in the woods behind our house. When I got my driver's license, I bought a motor scooter and used that as my transportation to school and my summer jobs. Then after college, when I graduated with a business degree, I bought a road bike and did long weekend trips on my Yamaha. As the trips got longer, taking several days off plus the weekend, I bought a BMW. They've always been regarded as one of the best road bikes. Then, when I heard that the BMW dealership was for sale here in Portland, I jumped at the chance.”

“Was it a good decision, buying the dealership?”

“Yes and no,” Bob replied. “I love the industry. I like the customers and the people I deal with on a daily basis. But it's a tough business because it's seasonal. I get rich in the summer and go broke in the winter, hoping I can maintain a few bucks in the bank at the end of the year. And, frankly, that's another reason you need to keep good accounting. You need to know if you do, in fact, have a few bucks in the bank.” He chuckled.

“So you're telling me this is a tough business?”

“Most businesses are,” Bob clarified. “Unless you hit an idea or product that everybody wants, business is a tug-of-war between money in and money out. It's really very simple in that there are only three things you can control: time, money, and people.”

Rusty thought deeply about that, wondering if those three things had even been under control in his life. The hope that they someday could be had to be worth something.

“So it's a juggling act,” Bob continued. “You need to keep all of the elements in balance. And that balance can vary from season to season. For instance, in the winter, our sales revenue drops in half from the summer months. Some of the expenses are fixed and don't vary with the revenue. The rent stays the same all twelve months of the year. The utilities still need to be paid and can even increase in the winter because of the heat bill. And then there's payroll. I need to keep the good employees I have, so I need to keep paying them. I can ask them to take some vacation weeks in the winter, but most of them like to take time off in the summer.”

Time passed quickly, with Bob answering Rusty's questions and Rusty jotting down mental notes, including one to perhaps bring a notebook next time. They fed off each other, one finally able to share his life's work, while the other's undivided attention grasped it all, tight and secure.

“Oh hell, Rusty,” Bob said. “Here it is eight o'clock again, and I forgot to call my wife. I appreciate your interest in all of this, but I'm going to have to instill some discipline into these talks. Remember, I said one of the things you need to control is time? I'm not doing a very good job of it. Lesson learned. From now on, I'm going to hold these meeting to one hour.”

The next night, Rusty hobbled up the stairs again to glean what he could from Bob. And then the next night, and the night after that. After several evenings of this, Bob said, “Jeez, Rusty, you're a sponge for this stuff. I guess I got what I was asking for when I claimed that no one seemed interested. You know, I'd like to start backing out of this business and take some time to travel with my wife. What would you think about training to become my general manager? It's early in your career here, but you certainly have the interest and determination to run this place.”

Rusty jumped at the suggestion. “Absolutely. I want to learn everything there is to know about not only business in general, but this business in particular.”

“Ok then,” Bob said. “You're doing a good job in the parts department and are beginning to understand how it works. I'll start introducing you to the service department, and in a year or so, if you're really committed, you should know how it works.”

“Well, I must tell you, Bob, that you can spend a lot of time and money on me trying to become a technician, but it'll be time and money wasted. I just don't have the temperament or skills to work on engines.” Rusty clenched his jaw, nervous his response ruined his opportunity.

“Not to worry,” Bob said. “You don't need to be able to do it, just understand how it works. If you're no good with a wrench, then so be it. But you do need to know how the department works. What you do need, as a manager, are good technicians that do a good job and that you can trust. They'll take care of the technical part for you.”

Rusty relaxed. He took a deep breath, trying to decompress.

“Then once we get you up to speed with the service manager position, we can start training you to become a sales person. This, along with the accounting department, is really the guts of the operation,” Bob finished.

“How so?” Rusty asked.

“Well,” Bob said, “everything here gears around the sale of new motorcycles. When we sell a new bike, we often take in a trade, which we can turn around and sell at a profit if we buy it right. And with the sale of new motorcycles, and used ones for that matter, we can sell apparel and helmets and stuff to hang on the bike. And then, of course, the bike will need to be serviced from time to time. And if we do our job right, they'll bring it back to us for that service. So the more bikes on the road, the more growth we should be able to see in the business.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Rusty said. “How long do you think it'll take me to get up to speed, that is, be able to run this place so you can take some time off?”

“This obviously won't happen overnight,” Bob said, “and you don't need to know everything about everything. Matter of fact, trial and error is sometimes the best teacher. It'll come to you. And with your enthusiasm, I think in a couple of years you'll probably be better at this than I am.”

“Let's get started,” Rusty said, eager as ever.

The shop opened at nine in the morning and Rusty always showed up early, usually around eight thirty. As he took on more and more responsibility, he began arriving closer to eight. Bob issued a key to the front door for Rusty, as he was usually the first one there.

With his schedule beginning earlier and his work day getting longer, Rusty was understanding the importance of time management, like Bob had mentioned. Rusty was a runner and liked to take a three- or four-mile run every morning. As a writer, he was able to take these runs at any time during the day. Now, he needed to get up around six to get in his run, shower, eat breakfast, and be at the shop by eight. Also, as a writer, he could jump on his motorcycle at any hour and take a ride. He didn't normally leave the dealership until seven at night. So he reverted to taking his rides on Mondays, the weekday the store was closed. And, occasionally, he'd take a ride on Sunday.





CHAPTER 4

1980

Rusty continued to find that a normal working life was getting in the way of his former unscheduled lifestyle. He had to deliberately make time to write his monthly magazine articles, and it left little time to spend on the novel he'd been thinking about. And then there was Jan. He loved being with her and wanted to open up more time in his life for her.

After that initial lunch following their encounter in the grocery store, they'd had dinner the following week. Rusty worked Tuesday through Saturday, and Jan had taken a part-time job with a Monday-through-Friday schedule, so they ended up spending Sunday together. Then the next week, several dinners and a motorcycle ride on Sunday. Their relationship was getting serious.

Conversations on those early few dates revolved around their twenty-year separation, from their junior year in college to their re-acquaintance in the grocery store. They were both anxious to learn about those intervening years, and Jan suggested she go first.

“You know, I left the University of Oregon after college,” Jan said. “I was heartbroken that we were no longer together and had absolutely no direction in life. And the odd thing is, I don't even remember what the issue was that broke us up.”

“I've been thinking about that issue myself the last few days,” Rusty said. “I think it had something to do with that damned fraternity pin, but I can't put my finger on it.”

“Oh, the pin was definitely the catalyst in the breakup, but I don't recall what happened thereafter,” she said.

“I remember you wanted that pin as a sign of commitment, but I was too damned stubborn to give it to you,” Rusty said. “I felt it was a silly gesture and that our love for each other was enough. I guess I got that wrong, huh?”

“Yeah, I was pretty strong-headed about that,” Jan said. “My college girlfriends that were going steady all had those pins as a sign of endearment, but you just wouldn't give it up. To me, at the time, it was a really big deal. But that was just the beginning of the end. There was much more to it, and I can't recall what happened after that.”

“Me neither,” Rusty said. “Of course, now I wish I'd just given you that damned pin. You might remember that I didn't care for the one year that I spent in the fraternity, my sophomore year, and I didn't feel the pin represented anything of importance to me. You were the most important thing in my life at that time, and I screwed that up. Big time.”

“You did screw it up. But, again, there was more to it,” she said. “Anyway, we drifted apart. I lost track of you after that, although I did, through our mutual friends, keep tabs on you.” Her cheeks flushed. “I knew that you went into the Army for a few years. That was during Vietnam, right?”

“Yes,” Rusty said, “although after a year in the States, I ended up in Germany, playing piccolo in the Third Armored Division band. It was a lucky break. I avoided the rice paddies and spent two years marching around Germany in local parades. But we're supposed to be talking about you, not me.”

Though tempted to be distracted by that side story, she stayed on track. “Okay, right,” she said. “Upon graduation, I stayed in Portland and started working for a lady that did interior decorating. She had her own business, and I was her only employee. I learned a lot in the three years I worked for her.”

“I remember you used to really enjoy that stuff,” Rusty said.

“Yes, always did. And still do. As a matter of fact, that's primarily what I've been doing for the past twenty years. While I was working for Madge, my employer I just told you about, I met Walter, just recently my ex-husband. He graduated about the same time I did and was trying to get a foothold as a contractor. His father had been in the business, and Walter worked summers for him, so he thought he knew what he was doing. We went together for two years and got married. I'd been out of school for several years by that time.”

Rusty resisted asking more questions, instead wanting her to stay on whichever course she was on. It'd been so long, yet this all felt so natural.

“The contracting business didn't go well,” Jan continued, “but we did start a business of purchasing houses to use as rentals. And we did well with it. In fact, as of three years ago, we owned twenty-three houses, plus a few multiplexes. We'd buy them, Walter would do the repairs and upgrades, and I'd do the interior refurbishing and decorating. We took out thirty-year mortgages and normally made accelerated payments, so, as of a few years ago, many of them were paid off. When our marriage began to fall apart, we decided to sell them off and split the proceeds. I'd earned my realtors license by then, so we could keep the commissions in-house.”

She was so savvy, having taken on business ventures well beyond Rusty's accomplishments. She was smart, always had been, but she applied her skills and knowledge so artfully that Rusty couldn't help but be a little envious.

“You can probably guess what happened,” Jan said, shrugging. “Walter wanted more than his fair share, so he began to play with the books. It didn't take long for me to figure out what was going on, and as I looked into it, I found that since he was hiding money, he wasn't paying taxes on that income. I also found out that he was taking some of the hidden money and supporting a girlfriend on the side. Let me tell you, taking one of our houses and the mortgage payments to support his floozy didn't go down well with me. So I filed for divorce.” She lifted her chin high, not a spec of shame visible, only pride. “He didn't have a chance in court. We just settled this thing, and I ended up with more than my fair share from selling the houses. We still have about six to sell, plus the multiplexes, but those funds are being controlled by the court, so I don't think there'll be any funny stuff there. At any rate, I'm financially in pretty good shape, so I don't need to work. I took the part-time job just to keep occupied. The divorce got very nasty, and I needed to keep my mind off of it.”

Jan steadied herself, the emotion from divulging her story exhausting her some, but she collected herself and continued. “Actually, I thought about leaving Oregon to get away from him and try to put this mess behind me. But, as I mentioned, my mom is in the area and not doing well, and I need to keep an eye on her.”

“Is there anyone else that can help with that? You have two sisters, as I remember. Are they in the area?” Rusty asked.

“Yes, there are my two sisters. You probably remember that they are ten and thirteen years older than I am. Linda lives outside of San Francisco and only occasionally gets here to Portland. She hasn't worked in years and lives off of disability and a small settlement from her only marriage. So she can't help out much, time- or money-wise. My other sister, Colleen, is in the area, but she too has her medical issues. She helps out when she can, but her visits are few and far between. She's still married to George, and he travels a lot for work. When he's home, they tend to have activities that keep them occupied. So it's pretty much my obligation.” She sighed. “Besides, I'm the only one that can help with the expenses. Dad passed away a few years ago and left a comfortable estate for Mom to live off of, but retirement homes are expensive, and she can't quite make the cost. So I pick up the difference. And I'm happy to be able to help out. They were good parents to the three of us.”

“I always liked your folks,” Rusty said, trying to lighten to mood. “I remember when we were dating in high school, we used to come back to your house after a movie, or whatever, and sit around and talk. They always impressed me. And then, of course, when they would retire for the evening, we'd go downstairs and watch TV. I appreciated the fact that they never came down to check on us. That could have been embarrassing!”

“That's for sure,” Jan said. “I remember Dad used to sometimes call down to us to see if everything was all right. And we'd say everything was fine.”

“Those days were sure fun,” Rusty said. “Over the years, I've reflected on those evenings in your basement. I miss them.”

“Me too,” Jan replied. “That doesn't mean that we have to give them up forever, though, does it? We can start up again where we left off.”

“Boy, I'd like that,” Rusty said. “And no time like the present.”

“Not quite so fast, mister. I brought you up to speed on our interlude. Now I want to hear about your past twenty years. Let's have it.” Rusty was about to start, but Jan had one more thing. “But before you continue with that, tell me about your books. You said you have two books to your credit. What are they about?”

“The first two books are adventure-travel books,” Rusty said proudly. “Mostly about motorcycle trips I've taken around the U.S. and Canada. I had some interesting experiences on those trips, and I fashioned those into a couple of books. The first book was somewhat successful, and the second book kept me alive, financially at least, for about a year. Keep in mind, though, that I had a pretty frugal lifestyle at that time.

“My third book, the one I am working on now, will hopefully put me on the map as an author. Last year was crazy. Things were not going well for me in the San Francisco Bay Area, and I decided to sell everything I had, buy a motorhome, and head up the California and Oregon coast to Portland. Obviously, a lot happened, but you always seemed to cross my mind.”

“Really,” Jan said. “I want to read it when it's complete. Can I have a copy?”

“Sure can,” Rusty said, “but I don't want to give you the manuscript until it's finished.”

“So it's your story about that year? From your perspective?”

“Actually,” he said, “I'm writing it in the third person.”

“Why?” she asked. “Writing about yourself in the third person—that's interesting.”

“I don't want it to be a biography of one year of my life,” he said. “Besides, I want to take some liberties with the script. I want to embellish some of the stories and not have to be worried about not sticking to the whole truth and nothing but the truth. It just makes more sense to me in the third person. And that way, I can keep it a novel.”

“Well, I'm really anxious to read the book as soon as I can,” she said. “I'll probably devour it and finish it overnight.”

“Well, it'll be an easy read,” Rusty said. “But it's slow going, as I'm finding it hard to get time to write with everything else going on. Now, getting back to that twenty-year interval we were talking about.” He paused, thinking about that tough time and all that followed. “We broke up, and I was lost. I really didn't know what I wanted to do with my life. I enjoyed my journalism classes but couldn't stay focused on them. So I dropped out.”

“I knew you had taken that year off from school to travel around the country on your motorcycle,” Jan said, “and we talked a few times after you returned. But I never knew if you finished and got your degree. So what happened?”

“I'm getting there,” Rusty said, relishing in her impatience. “I really needed to try and figure out what I wanted to do in life. I didn't have a lot of money, but I didn't want to flip hamburgers to get it. So I bought a bunch of camping equipment, strapped it to the back of my motorcycle, and took off. No idea where I was headed. I just rode. In the end, I was gone for nearly a year, travelled all over the United States and Canada. I had to stop a few times and work to earn money, just short-term labor-type work, digging ditches and stuff. All I needed was enough money to get me to the next chapter, so to speak.” Jan rolled her eyes. “During those travels, I learned a lot about myself and what I wanted to do in life. I really did like writing and decided to make a living doing it, if possible. But it's a fickle business. Even good books don't get published sometimes. And even if they do get published, often times, they never gain traction. I was determined, however, to give it my all.”

“Did you write while you were on the trip?” Jan asked. “Did you do any motorcycle magazine articles or anything?”

“No,” Rusty answered. “I wasn't in a position to carry a typewriter with me, but I did take copious notes of my travels, in longhand. Every night when I pitched my tent, I'd pull out my journal and make notes of my observations and experiences that day. Most of the time, it was by flashlight or candlelight because it got late by the time I got the camp set up. And I didn't start writing the magazine articles until after I graduated.

“My first two books were based on that trip. I think I told you that the first book was fairly successful, enough to carry me for a few years. The second book was not received as well, but it did help me get through for a while. When I returned from that trip, I went back to Oregon and, with my parents’ financial help, graduated with a degree in journalism. Far from the top of the class, but I figured that the diploma was worth the effort. It always bothered me that my brother, Grady, went to school there and breezed right through. Wouldn't crack a book until the night before the test, and he'd always do well. Me, I had to study all week and barely passed. Go figure.”

“I remember your brother,” Jan said. “I particularly remember the times it was raining, and we couldn't take the motor scooter, so we'd ask if we could take his TR3, that neat Triumph sports car. It wasn't always available, but the times it was, we had a great time. I also remember that after the dance, or movie, or whatever, we'd take the car to the woods and make out. I always had a difficult time maneuvering around that short stick shift.” Jan laughed, with her younger years fresh in her mind. Rusty watched her, wistfully, wondering how she really was here, right now.

“Boy, do I remember those times,” Rusty said. “I've had some great nights alone in bed thinking about those times. Oh man, maybe I'm getting a little too personal.” Now it was his turn to blush.

“No,” she said, “I understand exactly where you're coming from.”

“Anyway,” Rusty continued, “I met Marge my senior year at college. She was in business school and ended up near the top of her class. While she was a junior, she developed this little recognition award that she started marketing to major corporations to use as a ‘thank you’ for prized employees. The thing caught on, and she developed a few other promotional items, and by the time she graduated, she had a thriving business. So the money in our marriage was certainly hers. As I've mentioned, my income as an author was sketchy, at best.”

Jan nodded, not rudely, just to show that she understood, having been the thriving one in her first marriage, too.

“What she saw in me,” he shook his head, “is still a mystery, but we fell in love and married several years after graduation. We were together ten years, but our seven-year marriage was a failure from the beginning. The first three years of our marriage, she was with me while I was in the Army. After that, we stayed together for the dog. We didn't have kids. We both knew that would be a mistake, so Humphry, our St. Bernard, was our catalyst, at least for the few years we had him.

“We both did try to make it work, though. I don't think either of us liked the word ‘divorce’ and were willing to go to great lengths to avoid it. But we eventually realized that our marriage was a failed attempt and tried for an amicable end. Although I threw in the towel and walked away with very little, it still was an ugly finish to a ten-year commitment. I look back on those years and wonder what I could have done differently to keep it together. And I suppose she does, too. But in retrospect, it was the right thing to do.” Rusty eyed Jan, who was looking at him solemnly. “I know that for sure now that you've re-entered my life. Infidelity was not an issue in our relationship, but if we had had this encounter and I had still been married, I'd have had to say hello to you and keep walking. And that would have been a shame.”

“Well,” Jan said, “it sounds like you gave it your best effort. And I know what you mean about not liking the word divorce. I feel the same way. But in my case, Walter's actions were just more than I could bear. Infidelity was one thing, but when he started doing unlawful things, I was afraid that I might get sucked into legal problems with him. We did have this business together, and I could have been viewed as complicit, even though he was doing a good job of hiding his unsavory meddling from me. As I mentioned before, I started seeing irregularities in our books, and once I looked into it, I found he was falsifying the financials. At that point, I couldn't get out fast enough.”

“What happened to Walter after the divorce?” Rusty asked.

“The divorce proceedings brought everything to light,” she said, “and, since we just recently finalized the divorce, he's been exposed to the IRS for the delinquent taxes. He'll have to pay the back taxes, plus heavy penalties. That'll require selling all of his share of the properties. In the end, he'll have to file for bankruptcy. When he stopped paying the rent for his girlfriend, she moved on to someone else.”

“But you're not involved in the bankruptcy?” Rusty asked.

“No,” she said. “My share of the properties was awarded to me free and clear of any further action. I often wonder, if I'd delayed filing for divorce, how much more involved I'd have become in this whole sordid affair. I think I dodged a bullet.”

“Wow,” Rusty said. “That does sound like a close call. But it sounds like you're coming out of it in pretty good shape.”

“Yes,” Jan assured him. “I can sell off my share of the properties and not have to work for a long time. But I need to stay active. I could keep them as rentals, but I don't want to be a landlord and a property manager. So I think, after selling everything off, I'll invest in a business of some sort. I haven't gotten that far in my thinking yet.” She tucked a stray hair behind her ear, preparing for the conclusion. “We didn't have any kids either. We were so busy building our little rental empire that we kept putting off talk of expanding our family. And now that it's all over, I definitely think it was for the best. The first few years we got along fine, and then about the fifth year of our marriage, he started to clam up, wouldn't talk about some of the issues we used to discuss together. A few years later, I began to suspect some money problems with our business, and then I found out about the girlfriend. That was the final blow.





CHAPTER 5

1980

Rusty's life was developing into what he had longed for. A job he enjoyed, a woman in his life he loved, and an active lifestyle in his free time. Two or three nights a week, after the doors to the dealership were closed, Rusty would trudge up the stairs to the office and spend an hour with Bob, learning about the executive aspects of the business.

The building that housed the dealership was an old single-story building of about 4,500 square feet that was split into two equally sized sections. The front door faced the main street and opened into the sales floor, which had room for only about ten motorcycles for sale. The parts counter was at the back end of the sales floor and a small backroom for inventory. Behind the parts room was a wall that separated the sales/parts room from the service shop. The shop had an overhead door that opened to the side street, the dealership being on a corner lot.

When Bob first leased the building, he was able to do his bookwork out of the service office, which was in the shop area just inside the overhead door. But as the business began to grow, he needed that office for the increased activity and paperwork required by the technicians. Even though the building was only one floor, it had a high ceiling, so Bob was able to build a mezzanine along the length of one wall. It was a narrow space and had a steep staircase leading to the office. The main problem with the access, though, was the big laminated beam at the top of the stairs that tall people had to duck under to enter the office. Bob was short, only about five-foot-five and had no difficulty charging in and out of the office, barely passing under the beam standing upright. Rusty, however, had a problem; he was slightly over six feet tall and had to duck to get under the beam. The first time, he cracked his head on that beam going to his after-hours meeting with Bob, but he was sure he'd learned his lesson. It hurt, and a large welt sprouted on his temple. But it happened a second, and then a third time. Rusty was wondering what was wrong with him that he couldn't avoid that damned beam. He figured that he was so anxious to get to his meetings with Bob that he didn't pay attention. He realized that the beam was there forever, so he found a three-inch thick section of foam rubber and tacked it to the beam. He continued to hit his head as he ducked under it, but now it didn't hurt as much.

As Rusty's tendonitis began to heal, he was able to progress from the stiff leg restraint to a heavy bandage. He was then able to get rid of the little four-wheeled scooter his parents had given him and store his crutches. As he thought about it, he realized that he wasn't hitting his head on the beam while he was on the crutches because he was bent over. When he was able to move about without them, he was standing up straight and started bumping his head. Ah well, he thought, it was a small price to pay for his freedom.

The weeks turned into months at the dealership, and with each passing season, Rusty found himself taking on more and more responsibility. He was loving this. He was proficient behind the parts counter and with the intricacies of the service department, including the important warranty submission process. And, because of his continuing sessions with Bob, was getting pretty good with the accounting functions. He understood the general ledger, the profit-and-loss statement, and had even mastered the balance sheet. He was turning into the general manager that Bob had long sought.

Bob had once told him that of the things he could control—time, money, and people—the people aspect was the most difficult. But for some reason, Rusty enjoyed this aspect the most. He found he was good at dealing with the different personalities in the store and had a natural knack for personal issues. He wondered where it came from. As a writer, he'd led a solitary life and had little interaction with others, at least in the workplace. Now, as a boss, he found he had this innate ability to deal with people, and it gave him great satisfaction. But it didn't always go smoothly; that is, sometimes he learned valuable lessons from doing things the wrong way.

He had been in the dealership only two weeks when a big burly guy with a full beard and tattoos all over his arms entered the shop. He had a gravelly voice that sounded like it was emanating from a forty-barrel drum.

Rusty was behind the parts counter when the guy strode up to the parts counter and said, “Name's Cracker. I'm down from Alaska to ride my bike around for a couple of weeks. I come in here every year to pick up some parts, and I've never seen you before. Where're you from?”

“New employee here,” Rusty said. “What can I do for you Mr. Cracker?”

“No, Cracker's my only name. Everybody calls me Cracker. Like I said, I need some parts for my trip.” He handed Rusty a short list.

Rusty went into the back room and fetched the parts, returned to the parts counter, and rang them up. “That'll be $108.75, sir,” Rusty said, handing the invoice to Cracker.

Cracker glanced at the invoice and boomed, “You're new here, so you don't know. I always get a discount. I come down every year and get my stuff here. I'm a good customer, and I expect to get that discount just like always. I like 15 percent. Now how're we gonna handle this?”

“Cracker, everybody wants a discount, but we just don't give them. It's hard to draw the line on who gets one and who doesn't, so we just don't do it,” Rusty countered.

“Bullshit,” Cracker retorted. “I always get the discount, and I intend to get it today. Now we can argue this ‘til closing, or you can just give it to me. Where's the boss, that old guy? Forget his name, but I think he owns this place. I'll talk to him.”

“Bob is off today,” Rusty said. “So you'll just have to deal with me. And, once again, we don't give discounts. If we used to, then that's history as far as I know.”

“Now look,” Cracker bellowed, “we're talkin’ about a few bucks here. And you guys can afford it better than I can. Me an’ my buddies always come in here, every year, an’ now I got you to deal with? I'm not leavin’ here without that discount.” His eyes fixed on Rusty, his target found, seeing if he'd step up or cave.

Other customers were entering the store, and Rusty knew he had a dilemma that was not going to go away. In order to not create a scene, he bent over the counter and whispered to Cracker, saying he'd allow the discount this one time but wouldn't be able to do it in the future. He rang up the order, and Cracker paid $92.44 and left the store without so much as a thank you.

Rusty stepped from behind the counter to the sales floor, and there was a tap on his left shoulder. Turning around, he encountered someone he hadn't seen before. “Hi, my name is Bill Cantrell, and I've been a good customer here for many years. I've purchased four motorcycles over the years and, you know, in all that time, I have never been given a discount. Why would you give a discount to someone that spends $100 a year but not to one of your best customers?”

Rusty immediately got the point. “I understand. I just wanted to get that guy out of the store, but I guess that wasn't the way to do it. From now on, I'll handle that differently.”

Bill owned an auto dealership in the Portland area, and after that incident, Rusty used him as a part-time mentor. When he had an issue that he wasn't comfortable asking Bob about, he'd call Bill and get his opinion. It was a bit of a paradox when Bill gave Rusty another piece of advice: “Sometimes when you have a conflict with a difficult customer, it's just best to throw in the towel and move on. The hassle of going to extreme lengths just to make a point, or to save a dime, is not worth it. For example, I had a guy buy a used car from us last year. He absolutely beat us up on the sales price, and we didn't make much money on it. He brought it back two weeks later saying it was a lousy car and we'd over charged him, and, of course, it had been through a flood. None of this was true, but short of him taking us to small claims court to get it settled, we bought the car back. We asked him to do his business elsewhere in the future. It's just easier that way. We actually resold the car to a reasonable customer and made some money on it.”





CHAPTER 6

1980

Six months after starting at the dealership, Rusty moved to the sales floor. Here he really found his calling. He was good at selling. He enjoyed the interaction with the customers, and they appreciated that he knew what he was talking about. Because of his years of writing about motorcycles for magazines, he had an authority when talking about bikes. Word spread throughout the local motorcycle community that Rusty was someone to be trusted, and sales increased incrementally.

Because Bob, the owner of the dealership, had Rusty on the staff, he was able to take more time off. And within Rusty's first year of employment Bob was taking weeks at a time, calling in daily to get an update on what was happening at the store. Bob was enjoying life as he had long imagined, and Rusty was enjoying a work-life that he had never considered before. Life was good.

This good life extended to Rusty's personal situation with Jan, too. As Rusty grew comfortable with a steady income, he began, for the first time in his life, to have money to spend on things other than necessities. Since the moment they had renewed their relationship, Rusty fell madly in love with Jan all over again and wanted to take care of her. Oh, she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself, but he wanted to do things with her, be with her as much as possible and buy her things, like flowers, dinners, going to movies, and occasional weekends away.

Jan was a beautiful woman in the prime of her life. Now divorced with her settlement behind her, she had enough money that she wouldn't have to work for a long time, possibly forever if she invested it well. Rusty was not sure of her financial position because they weren't well enough into their relationship for him to be asking those questions. But he didn't care. She could be destitute, and he'd love her, nonetheless.

He loved countless things about her. Her beauty was certainly on that list. Her blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes always attracted the attention of passing men. At five-foot-seven, she was a good complement to his height. She still had her school-girl figure, and when they hugged, they “fit” well together. And she always smelled so good. In their years apart, the smell of baby powder would trigger a memory. She had that same smell about her still.

Then there was Jan's intellect. She was not a scholar in college, but she did well with hard work. Her business acumen, however, was impressive. Because of her years buying, remodeling, and renting homes, she'd developed an innate sense of what could work and what couldn't, particularly financially. And because of their three years as sweethearts in high school and college, Rusty knew that they were as compatible as two people could be. Now that they were mature adults, he was sure they could overcome the type of issues that'd separated them years ago.

They also had a common interest in current events, and 1980 had its share. Rusty and Jan were in Portland when Mount St. Helens erupted in the middle of May, spreading a blanket of ash throughout the area; John Lennon was shot and killed in New York City; the U.S. boycotted the Moscow Olympics; and FAX machines were developed. They often talked into the early morning hours.

And Rusty confided to Jan his insecurities about his past. Since deciding to become an author, he had struggled to write anything meaningful, other than his two travel adventure books and a few memorable motorcycle magazine articles. The ridiculous incidents and run of bad luck he had in 1979 were still hounding his subconscious, and he wondered why he could not embrace success. He did feel, however, that with his job at the motorcycle shop and Jan re-entering his life, he was finally beginning to build some confidence. And Jan was a big part of this evolution. She listened to Rusty's ramblings and gave him advice and counseling on how to control his emotions. He confessed to her the flashes of indignation that had plagued him for many years. Outwardly, he would appear calm and collected as if nothing was bothering him. But often, when someone would say or do something that irritated him, his blood pressure would momentarily flare up. The episode would normally disappear as soon as it started but sometimes would linger, with his face turning red and a tingling feeling like his hair was standing straight up. He wondered if his antagonist could detect his demeanor by the look in his eyes, although no one ever made any remarks to him about it.





CHAPTER 7

1981

Rusty was taking operational control of the dealership. Bob would show up once or twice a week for a few hours to make sure the dealership was still intact. The motorcycle dealership finances were always on a tightrope, particularly in the winter months, and Bob was sometimes concerned about making payroll. But Rusty was now accomplished at juggling the finances and always had money set aside for the important aspects of the business: payroll, rent, paying BMW for sold motorcycles, taxes, and the vendors. At times, Bob would have to draw money from his line of credit to meet these responsibilities, but Rusty would eventually get enough sales to repay the loans.

Rusty had been with the dealership for over a year, and as general manager for six months. The business was growing at a rate that Bob had never experienced, and it was putting a strain on the small facility. Month after month, new and used motorcycles were being sold at a clip that surpassed the same month the prior year. This meant more service work, which meant more parts and inventory. Rusty hadn't added any people to the payroll, and the strain of the added activity in the store required another sales person, parts person, and technician.

Rusty approached Bob with the requirements. “Bob, we can't continue to do this amount of business with the current staff,” Rusty said. “We need three additional people or we're going to lose some of the ones we already have. And you probably know this business is going to continue to grow at this pace.”

“You know,” Bob said, “I like the trend. But I'm finally, after sixteen years in this business, starting to make some real money, and now we have to increase our expense load to meet the demand. Are you sure you need all three people?”

“Yes,” Rusty responded, shoving a stack of papers onto the desk. “I've done a proforma on where we are today and what this business will look like over the next three years if we maintain this kind of growth. There's no way we can keep up and take care of the customers without adding more people.”

“Well, if we do that,” Bob said, “it's going to put a strain on this facility. I've leased this space for sixteen years, and I know there's no other adjacent space available on this block. And I've got to tell you that at my age I'm not interested in moving the business to another location. It'd take a lot of money, and I'm just not interested in doing that.” He read Rusty's reservations and concern, furrowing his brow. “Let me take these papers with me and give this thing some thought.”

The next morning, Bob came into work and said to Rusty, “You're right. We simply can't continue to do this level of business without adding to our crew. I've studied your projections, and I think the numbers are right on. Our revenue is going to grow, and we need people to make that happen. But I'll tell you what, Rusty, we're going to have to make it happen out of this facility. We are not going to move this business. Not as long as I own it, at least. And I want to be involved in the interviews. You've never been through the process of hiring people, and there are some tricks to it.”

“Okay,” Rusty conceded, “I'll put some ads in the newspaper. We should have those three new employees here by the end of the month.”

“Yeah, most of the new hires will have to give two weeks’ notice at their current employment,” Bob said. “But let's get them in here and trained as soon as possible.”

The ads were placed, and resumes were mailed, faxed, or dropped off at the dealership. Rusty reviewed the applications, selected a few he liked, and passed them on to Bob for his approval. Rusty was focused, wanting the best and most qualified people for the jobs, and though the options were overwhelming, he selected a fine list of candidates. Interviews were set to accommodate Bob's more relaxed work schedule.

The dealership didn't open until nine, so the interviews were arranged to take place either before or after business hours. The first of these was set for eight on a Wednesday morning. Rusty showed up at seven thirty, turned on the lights, and made coffee. Bob showed up a few minutes before eight and went up to the office as Rusty went to the parts counter and waited for the applicant.

At exactly 8:18 a.m., there was a knock on the glass front door. Rusty glanced up and saw a man standing there, tapping on the glass with a key and a cup of coffee in his other hand. He ignored the man and continued to do some work at the counter. There was another tap, this time louder. Again, Rusty ignored the man.

The third tap was even louder, and the man said, “I can see you in there. I'm here for the interview.”

Rusty put down the papers, walked to the door, and said through the glass, “There is no interview. Not for you anyway.”

“What do you mean?” the man said, yelling through the glass door. “I got up early to come down here to meet with you. You asked me to come. That's not a very good way to treat a potential employee. I'm here. You're here. Let's do this.”

“Look,” Rusty said, “the interview was set for eight and you showed up eighteen minutes late. You obviously had time to stop for a cup of coffee but didn't care about showing up here on time. I'm looking for punctual employees. There is no interview.” With that, Rusty turned away and retreated to the parts counter.

The man tapped on the front door several more times and began shouting expletives through the glass. After a few minutes, he gave up and trudged down the sidewalk.

Bob shouted down from upstairs, “What was that all about, Rusty?”

He went up to meet Bob and said, “The guy showed up late for the interview. Had a cup of hot coffee in his hand, so obviously he wasn't concerned about being late. You've expressed to me on several occasions that time is one of the important aspects of controlling business. And my time is more important than waiting on him. So the interview was over before it started.” Rusty crossed his arms, sure of himself.

“I have said that, so I guess I can't argue with it. But I've never seen anybody take my statement so literally. In retrospect, though, you probably did the right thing. If he can't show up on time for the interview, what's he going to do as an employee?”

“Glad you see it my way,” Rusty said. “I'm just sorry I dragged you in early for no reason.”

“Not a problem. I have some things to catch up on anyway. When is the next interview?”

“Tonight at six thirty.”

“I'll be here,” Bob confirmed.

The balance of the interviews went well, and Rusty and Bob got the three people they were looking for. For sales, they hired Jean, an attractive young woman in her late twenties. She was an experienced motorcycle rider, and they thought a woman would bring in female riders, as well as certain appeal to the much larger male audience.

They hired Sam for the parts department, which allowed them to promote Dutch, their long-time parts employee, to parts manager. Dutch was an outspoken political activist, but he kept his opinions to himself during office hours. Bob made a big point of stressing to the employees the importance of appearing neutral to the customers. Early in his employment, Dutch had raised the ire of a customer when he made some negative comments about a political candidate. It just so happened that the customer was on the re-election committee for that candidate, and he didn't take kindly to the remarks. Dutch was put on notice and saved his commentary for after hours.

The service department was now staffed with three technicians. Rusty was not able to keep up with the service appointment book, warranty submissions, and the other office requirements, so they hired Arnie to handle the job. And he was going to have his hands full. Technicians in the industry had a reputation as being difficult to deal with, and those at this dealership were no different. Mike, a ten-year employee at the shop, seemed to always have a problem with the job, or working in general, and expressed his opinions. Fortunately, customers were not admitted in the shop area, so they seldom heard his views. Bob grew tired of his remarks on several occasions over the years, but Mike was an extremely good technician, and they were hard to come by. So Bob managed Mike as best he could and put up with him.





CHAPTER 8

1981

Rusty was seeing Jan every moment he wasn't working. Jan lived in a home she owned not far from the dealership. Rusty had his apartment just a short walk from the store, and they'd meet every day after work for dinner either at her house, Rusty's place, or go out. They did not often spend the weeknights together, but on weekends, they were inseparable. They talked about everything: their time together twenty years ago, their past lives with others, politics, finances, disappointments, and desires. Nothing was off limits.

One evening over dinner, Rusty said, “We've been together long enough now that I'm getting a good picture of your personality—your likes and dislikes. And, incidentally, I like what I see.” He smiled. “But I would like to hear from you what you think about yourself. What do you think are your best and your worst qualities? Do you like yourself? How about your idiosyncrasies?”

“Wow, that's a handful,” Jan said, taking a bite of her meal. “Let me think. Where do I start? I have to tell you that I haven't been happy with myself or my life these past several years. Walter was making life miserable for me. I wondered how I'd gotten myself into such a relationship in the first place. But I really think he changed about five years into our marriage. He turned into a completely different person from the one I'd married. I tried to accommodate the change in our relationship, but when he started cheating on me, I knew I had to move on. I didn't think the word ‘divorce’ was in my vocabulary, but I found a strength deep down that I didn't know existed.” She set her fork down and neatly laced her fingers together. “Setting those few years aside, I will state that I do like myself. And now that I've resumed a normal life, and this includes you being in it, I'm excited about life and looking forward to where it takes me.” She laughed softly. The next part would be harder. “You asked about my good and bad qualities. That's a tough question. I've lived with myself for thirty-nine years, and you'd think I could spit out the response. But I can't, so let me sort of build this picture as I go along. Here are some things I like about myself. I'm healthy, about the weight I should be at my age. I don't smoke, don't drink alcohol to excess, and try to eat a healthy diet. I believe my personality is one that most people can get along with. I'm social in that I can make friends easily and hold onto them for a long time. I understand money and personal finances and feel comfortable in most business situations. Over the course of my life, I've been pleased with the decisions I've made, these last few years being the exception. But even then, the business decisions were good: what houses to buy, when to sell them, how much to invest in fixing them up, and so on. I still wonder what happened with my personal decisions, but that's behind me now.

“Bad qualities, huh? That's tough. I certainly have my flaws, but I've never considered listing them. Let's see, I am individualistic, perhaps to a fault. Let's just say I'm opinionated. Matter of fact, I can get bull-headed about an issue I think is important to me. I can get a little overheated when discussing politics, particularly with someone that has the opposite views of mine. I have boney knees. Oh, and I know, I have profound impatience with people who don't know what they're talking about.

“And, lastly, I think you said to name my idiosyncrasies. I like to check my horoscope in the morning and see if my day goes as stated. I like soap operas, although I seldom get to watch them in the morning. I have a habit of grimacing when someone says something disagreeable, and it's embarrassing when I do it right in front of them. And I tend to go along with the crowd, even when I don't fully understand what the issue is or where they're going with the conversation. It bothers me because it conflicts with my individualistic trait, which I told you about. It's a conundrum.” She unfolded her hands and sipped her water. “So, does that cover it?” Jan asked. “Those are hard questions to answer when put on the spot like that. I suppose if I had more time to think about it, the answers would be different—more comprehensive for sure.”

“Yeah, I think it does,” Rusty replied. “That's quite a list. And I understand what you mean about having to come up with those answers in a hurry, but I see a lot to like and nothing to not like at this stage.”

“Well, that's nice of you to say,” she said, “but just wait. Twenty years ago, we had a breakup, and I have a nagging feeling that it was something I said or did. Probably one of those bull-headed, opinionated stances that I seem to take. I'll try to not let them get in the way of our relationship in the future.”

“No, I don't think so,” Rusty said. “I'm not going to let you take all the blame. I was intent on dropping out of college for a year and touring the United States on my motorcycle. And even though I asked you to come along, I can understand your reluctance to do so. When I got back from that trip, you had moved on. As I remember it, we got together for coffee a few times, but it was obvious that the magic was lost.” Rusty paused. “Now that we're on the subject, I suppose I'd better tell you my strong and weak points, as I see them. I'm sure you were going to ask me to reciprocate.”

“Yes, I am going to ask that, and I'm anxious to hear your answers.”

Rusty, though nervous, had expected this. He was ready to recite what he'd never compiled before: him. “I've had a few minutes to think about this, while you were talking,” Rusty said. “But it doesn't make the answer much easier. So, my good qualities, as I see them—I'm a vanilla sort of guy. What I mean by that is I like the middle of the road. I'm not confrontational, and I like to compromise. I can roll with the punches. I like bland foods. I'm a good listener, or at least I think I am. Maybe people think I'm listening when I'm actually thinking of something else, staring at them as if I'm actually listening.

“As a writer, it takes a lot to motivate me. With my magazine articles, I often wait until the last moment to put something on paper. For some reason, I like the pressure it puts on me. Writing a book, however, and not having a deadline, is a problem because I tend to procrastinate too long. I think that's why I suffered from writer's block while in the Bay Area. I didn't break that cycle until I changed my life, sold everything I had, bought the motorhome, and headed here to Portland. On the other hand, I still haven't written, or even really started, the next book, so perhaps that statement is premature. Now, with my job in the dealership, I'm motivated. I'm enthusiastic about what I do and have developed ambitions. I just need to turn all that into action.”

Jan nodded, watching him closely. Though Rusty felt her stare, he kept on.

“The things that bother me about myself are complex. I seem to be concerned about what others think of me. Maybe that's why I don't like personal confrontation and tend to compromise. And I have these very brief periods of indignation. Someone will say or do something that irritates me, and I have an internal flare up. You'll probably never notice it, but my blood pressure spikes for just a few seconds, then everything goes back to normal. I don't like it. I've tried to control it, but nothing works. My worst trait is my disdain for incompetence. I just can't stand people who don't know what they're doing and continue to do it anyway, particularly in the workplace. And I can mention about one hundred politicians that fit into that category.” He rolled his eyes, smirking. “Now, about my idiosyncrasies. Let's see, I'm superstitious. It doesn't rule my life, but I have these odd instances when it just makes sense. For instance, sometimes when I'm running, I'll guess the number of steps to the next intersection, sign, or tree. If I hit the number exactly, then something special will happen that day. Or, if I find a nickel on the pavement, I should buy a lottery ticket that same day because it'll certainly be a winner.

“Another thing: I seem to always have a song running through my mind. It can be a song I just heard somewhere or one that just pops into my head. And often, it's a song I don't even like. I can't get rid of them. They seem to always be there.”

“I know what you mean about the songs,” Jan said, “but that business about superstition is weird, and I don't think of you as weird at all. But I guess we all have our crazy traits. The rest of your stuff I can live with, and I hope so, because I intend to for a long time.”

“Wow, that sounds like a commitment,” Rusty said. “I like you more and more with every conversation we have. Getting on with life is going to be fun.”

Since her divorce, Jan spent her days dealing with her properties. She ended up with more than half of the houses from the divorce, and she was busy selling them off. They all had renters occupying them, so she had to wait for the leases to expire, which were feathered throughout the next few years. Her savings and stock portfolio were growing nicely, and she shared this information with Rusty.

At first, Rusty was uncomfortable with the imbalance of finances in their relationship; he had little money, and she had a lot. He felt inferior and stated this to her.

Jan said, “You know, for the past ten years, I've had a lot of money and haven't enjoyed it. I was sharing a life with someone that was making me very unhappy. Now I have a chance to enjoy life with you, and I have the money to do it. Let's not squabble about money. This is the 1980s. If you were the guy with money and me the gal without, as most relationships are, I wouldn't feel out of place. So let's just enjoy life and get on with it.” And that was what they did.





CHAPTER 9

1982

The dealership was growing. Sales were up 20 percent over the prior year. The new employees were coming along nicely with their training schedules. And Bob was showing up less often, and for shorter periods of time. Through their year and a half together, Bob continued to mentor Rusty and passed on his words of wisdom. Rusty was enjoying every minute of it, although being the boss certainly had its challenges.

The three new employees started on Tuesday, the shop being closed on Sunday and Monday. On Wednesday, Jean failed to show up at nine, and by ten, she still wasn't at work. Rusty called her home number, but there was no answer, and he began to worry. At eleven, a police cruiser pulled up in front of the dealership with the lights flashing. Following the police car was Jean in her small Chevrolet. The policeman exited his car, went back to Jean, who had by now rolled her window down, and said something. Jean shook her head positively and appeared to thank the officer. He retreated to his car, turned off the lights, and left. Jean parked her car and walked into the store.

“What was that all about?” Rusty asked.

“Oh god, I'm so embarrassed,” Jean blurted. “And I'm sorry I'm late. There was a detour on the way to work, and it was about ten minutes before the flagger let us through. I had this guy in front of me that was just crawling along, and there was a long line piled up behind me. I couldn't get around him, so I flashed my lights at him, hoping he'd get the message. Well, that cop was stationed just off the side of the road and saw my action. He pulled in behind me, turned on his lights, gave a short blast of his siren, and pulled me over. It was bad enough with the detour—now I was really going to be late for work.

“He walked up along the side of the car, and I rolled my window down. Then, handing him my license and registration, I just burst into tears. I stammered between sobs that I just started a new job and was going to be late. I didn't want to be fired in my first week. The poor guy didn't know what to do with me. I simply could not stop crying. So he quickly told me that flashing my lights at other drivers was against the law. He asked where I worked, and I told him. He told me to follow him and got back in his car. He turned his lights on and escorted me here to the dealership. You probably saw me thank him when we pulled up. Anyway, I don't know why I couldn't control my emotions. I just didn't want anything to spoil this job opportunity.”

“No problem,” Rusty said. “It's perfectly understandable, and you're here now. Let's get to work.”

As the police cruiser pulled away and Jean finished her explanation, Mike, the technician, approached Rusty. “I don't like this new guy,” he said.

“What new guy?” Rusty asked.

“The new guy, Arnie. Works in the service office now.”

“How can you determine, after an hour on the job, that you don't like him?”

“He's tryin’ to tell me what to do, and I don't like it. Been here for ten years, an’ the only one to tell me what to do is Bob, or now maybe you. Nobody else needs to tell me what to do around here.”

“Yes, you said that,” Rusty said. “You know, Mike, that's what he was hired for. He dispenses jobs to the technicians and is here to help you if you need anything, like parts for the bike you're working on. He can help you a lot if you'll let him.”

“Don't care. I don't like the guy. An’ I can tell you it's going to come down to either him or me. No room here for both of us.” Mike crossed his arms, puffing out his chest.

“Tell you what,” Rusty said, “let's give it a few weeks, or a few months, or maybe even a few years, and see how it plays out. How's that sound?”

“How's a couple days sound? More like it, to me. You keep him outta my way, an’ maybe this'll work. But I'm not taking no orders from that guy!”

“Work with me on this, Mike,” Rusty said. “I can't be here every minute to be a buffer between you two, so you'll just have to deal with it.” Rusty stood his ground, challenging Mike, just enough for him to get the message, well, start to.

“Okay, but I ain't takin’ no orders from that guy.”

Oh boy, here we go, Rusty thought. He walked into the service office and described the situation to Arnie, who said that he'd been dealing with difficult technicians for several years at other dealerships and he could handle it. He knew what Mike's problem was. For years, Mike was the only technician and handled every bike brought in for service. When the second technician, and now third, were hired, he was the senior tech and got to pick and choose the easy jobs to work on. The other techs were given the grunt jobs, like changing tires and difficult repairs that took a lot of time. Now that business was growing, Arnie needed all of the techs to do every job, regardless of the difficulty. If they didn't get some of the gravy with the grunt, they wouldn't stay, and the search would start again for another tech, which was always hard to find.

“I'm glad you understand the situation, and I'm happy to have you on board, Arnie,” Rusty said. “In my short time here, I've bonded with Mike, so if you have a problem with him, just let me know. I may be able to help.”

“Got it,” Arnie said, “but I'm determined to handle this between Mike and me. After all, I'm the service manager, so I need to work it out with him. I sort of enjoy a challenge like this. Makes the job interesting.”

They shook hands, firmly, and trust was exchanged between them.

Two weeks later, Jean showed up an hour late for work again, with no notice. “I'm so sorry I'm late again. You're not going to believe my excuse, but this really happened. I had a group of ‘tweens’ in my car last night, and we went out for ice cream after an event. They got to messing around and started throwing ice cream at each other. Good thing I collected money from all of the moms for dessert. Anyway, a couple of them ducked behind my car to hide, and the others plastered the side and hood with chocolate ice cream. The car was a mess. By the time I dropped them all off at their houses, the carwash was closed, so I figured I'd wash it on the way into work.”

Rusty watched her intently, knowing this story was only going to get stranger.

“I got up in plenty of time and drove to the carwash,” she continued. “You know, that full-service one on the corner of Gleason and 102nd? Eight o'clock in the morning and there was a line of cars. Who'd of thought? Anyway, I paid and waited my turn. The attendant lined me up with the rails for my front tire, and the little wheels started to pull me forward. They have those water jets that spray the side of the car, moving from front to rear. Just as they got along side of the front doors, the whole car wash shut down. It just SHUT DOWN! I couldn't get out of the car because the rods that hold the jets were only about twelve inches from the side of the car. And I couldn't go forward because there was a car in front of me. I don't know what his problem was, but he wasn't moving either. And there was a car behind me.

“After about five minutes, an attendant came along and tapped on my window. He said that the electrical system went kablooey, so they were shutting down for the day. He'd help the cars in front of me drive out of the carwash and then come back and help me. It took about half an hour before I could drive out of there. By that time, I was already late for work. I'm so sorry. Two incidences in a few weeks is not the way I wanted to start this job.” She exhaled heavily, exhausted from her own story. Holding her face in her hands, she peeked at Rusty between her fingers.

“That's quite a story,” Rusty said. “So good, in fact, that I doubt you could have made it up. Let's just put that one in the memory book and get to work.”

“Thanks for understanding,” she said. “I think from now on I'll just come straight here and do my errands after work.”

That evening, Rusty and Jan talked about the mix of employees they had assembled. It was becoming a diverse group of personalities, and they soon learned to manage each one in a different manner. Jan mentioned that in order to treat everyone equally, the dealership should develop an employee manual that would spell out what was expected of them and what would not be tolerated.

“For instance,” she said, “Jean has been late to work on several occasions. How many times are you going to allow that to happen? And will you treat others the same way? You need to standardize this.”

Once again, the conversation evolved into other subjects, and they talked about what had happened during the year: the AIDS virus was identified; the Iran crisis ended; Post-It notes were developed; Egypt's Anwar Sadat was assassinated; Microsoft introduced MS-DOS; the first IBM personal computer was launched. They talked for hours.





CHAPTER 10

1984

Rusty settled in nicely as the general manager of the shop. Bob would show up about twice a week for an hour or two just to check on things. And often he'd disappear for weeks at a time, as he was now able to enjoy some of the travel that he'd always desired.

Sales continued to grow, and more employees were added to accommodate the increased activity. The problem now was space. This was a small shop, and Portland was being rapidly redeveloped. It was a one-floor building enveloped in a neighborhood of six-story condos and apartments. Rusty and Bob had talked over the past year about moving the dealership, but Bob, now seventy-four, was reluctant to spend the money. So they continued to squeeze more people and inventory into the tight space.

Rusty said, “You know, Bob, I thought the big increases in sales would result in much more profitability. But we're not seeing that in the monthly financial statements. What am I doing wrong?”

“It all goes back to that adage we've talked about, controlling time, money, and people,” Bob said. “Our issue now is that we're packed in here so tight that we're not efficient. We have people tripping over one another. We have inventory stacked high on shelves that we can't get to. We have gone from being open five days a week to seven. We had to rent that small building across the street just for used motorcycles. Our costs rise incrementally with this inefficiency, and I don't see a solution short of moving.”

Rusty vacated his apartment and moved in with Jan. She had a three-bedroom house a short distance from the dealership. It was a nice place, with an oversized two-car garage and a view of the Willamette River. It was one of the many homes that she ended up with from the divorce, and one of several that she owned outright, with no mortgage. She'd spent the past three years cleaning up the financial mess left by her ex-husband and was now a rich woman. She sold a few of the rentals and took the money to pay off the mortgages on a few of the homes she wished to keep. She now had six rental homes, plus two multiplexes mostly paid for, plus the one she and Rusty were living in. Her bank account was looking very good.

During those three years, Rusty's salary from the dealership increased, but with Bob still on the payroll, there was a limit to his earnings. He'd been doing okay living in his apartment, but now that he'd moved in with Jan, he was able to enjoy life a little more. He felt better about their financial arrangement now that he was able to contribute a rent payment.

Rusty and Jan had taken some motorcycle trips over the past three years and thoroughly enjoyed their weeks together on the road. Rusty had upgraded his motorcycle to a BMW touring bike, and Jan would climb on the seat behind him. They'd ride to the southwest or Rocky Mountains, spending two weeks looking for twisty roads on the way to different national parks. Rusty continued to take his solo day trips on Mondays. Jan was normally working on her home renovations and rental matters, so she didn't ride with him on those days.

In the evenings, they'd always have dinner together. Although they frequently ate at restaurants, Jan was an excellent cook, and she enjoyed preparing meals for the two of them. She was learning to deal with Rusty's culinary habits, which were removed from hers.

She dropped some dry noodles into a boiling pot of water, keeping it simple for tonight.

“My, your eating habits are taking some time getting used to. There are a lot of things I used to prepare that I need to stay away from now,” she said.

“I mentioned when we first got together that I'm a meat-and-potatoes guy,” Rusty said. “Fancy foods often don't appeal to me. And I admit I am a bit picky. I don't like hard-shell fish, cucumbers, tofu, liver, and anything else that doesn't taste good. I read about Dell Webb, the contractor that developed Sun City. He was my kind of guy. Every night for dinner, he had a steak with a baked potato and ice cream for dessert. That's a diet I could get used to. And incidentally, he lived to be seventy-five.”

“Well good luck with that in this household,” Jan said. “I believe in eating healthy, and I'll be able to come up with menus that appeal to both of us. I have you back in my life after twenty years, and I don't want you dying on me because I fed you stuff that's not good for you. And seventy-five doesn't cut it. I need you around for a lot longer than that.”

“Okay,” Rusty said. “I understand your point. I mean, I'll try anything once. And I'll be honest if I can tolerate it or not. And that goes for more than just food. Heck, I'll even try the opera and ballet once, but no guarantees there.”

Over dinner at home one evening, Rusty told Jan about Bob's infrequent visits to the dealership and how the cramped quarters were affecting the business. Bob was aging, losing interest in the business, and concerned about the future of the dealership in that location.

“You know,” Jan said, “there may be a very logical answer.”

“What are you thinking?” Rusty asked, cutting into his steak.

“Why don't we buy the business? Bob could retire and enjoy life. We could look for a new location for the store, one that would give us plenty of room to grow, and with Bob gone, you could increase your salary.”

“I don't have any money to purchase the store with,” Rusty said, dropping his fork, discouraged.

“I know, but I do. I'll purchase the dealership and you can be the president. Your contribution will be sweat equity. We can move the business to another location on one condition: I want to own the property. I don't want to rent. I have plenty of money for the down payment, and we'll set the rent the business pays to be higher than the mortgage amount. Some of that difference we'll hold in an account for maintenance on the building, and I'll take the balance as income.”

“Wow! What a wonderful idea,” Rusty said, suddenly excited that this was even a possibility. “You know, for the last year I've been thinking about doing just this, well, buying the business from Bob. But I had no way of putting the financing together. I know BMW requires a pretty hefty personal net worth, and there's no way for me to satisfy that. We've ridden BMW motorcycles for years now and had a great time doing it, but I didn't know that you were interested in getting into the business.”

“Well, I'm not, particularly,” Jan said. “But you know that I like business, and now that I'm selling off my properties, I need to re-invest that money somewhere. Buying the business and a building to house it should provide a nice return on the investment. Besides, I have you to run the business. It's not like I'm putting all of my faith in someone I don't know. I really think this makes a lot of sense.” She cut into her own steak, the middle pink, just how she liked it.

Rusty quit eating, his heart beating too fast and his nerves on edge from the adrenaline. Not even steak could calm his newfound determination. “From my perspective, it's a great idea,” Rusty said. “I've been here for five years now and feel comfortable with the operations and financial end of the dealership. Having you control the books and keeping a close eye on your investment is comforting. And we've been back together for those same five years and know each other well enough that I think we can weather any issues that may come between us.”

“I'm not concerned about our relationship getting in the way,” Jan said. “We've talked about being together forever, and I'd rather give the business up than have it get between us. It doesn't have to be forever. If it gets in the way of our relationship, I'll sell it, and we'll do something else.”

Jan sighed, knowing this venture wasn't going to be an easy one, but she could trust Rusty. He looked at her, eyes bright, and they both needed to start planning for this new future.

“Today's Friday,” Jan started, “and you mentioned that Bob is off for the weekend, so let's talk to him on Monday or Tuesday. When we get into that new building, I want to go back to a five-day, Tuesday-through-Saturday schedule for the shop. If we don't, you'll end up working seven days a week, and I want to have the weekends, Sunday and Monday anyway, for us to enjoy together.”

“Perfect,” Rusty said. “I like it, and if our sales, parts, and service managers continue to improve, we should be able to take several one- or two-week motorcycle trips each year. I'd like to get to the point where I can work ‘on’ the business instead of ‘in’ the business.”

“You mean you don't want to be behind the parts counter, or be a salesman, all of the time?” she asked.

“Exactly,” he said.

“I like it. That way we can grow this business together and not have to worry about the day-to-day operations. I also like the idea of taking multiple vacations each year. Bob must have done a good job training you. I like what I see.”

“Thanks. This is coming naturally to me. I suppose it also has something to do with my upbringing. Dad was the president of that grocery company for many years, and he used to come home and talk business to Mom. And, quite often, he'd have friends from the industry come over. I used to sit around and listen to their banter. I never got tired of it.”

If there was one thing Rusty did well, it was listening.





CHAPTER 11

1984

The following Tuesday, Bob didn't show up for work. This was not uncommon, but it was odd for him not to call and provide his schedule. On Wednesday, his wife called and said that he was in the hospital. He'd been trail riding on his bicycle with some friends and plowed into an embankment, got all scraped up and broke his ankle. He was going too fast downhill and lost control.

“Actually, he nearly rode off a cliff, but he over-corrected and plowed into the embankment on the other side,” she said. “I don't know why he has to do stuff like that. He's too old for that foolishness. We're just lucky he's still alive. I'm still mad at him, though.”

“Can we stop by and see him?” Rusty asked, worried.

“Sure. Providence, on West Yamhill St. They'll give you his room number at reception. I may see you there, but I need to get the house arranged for an invalid. He should be released in a day, and if you don't see him there, visit us at the house.”

“Great,” Rusty said. “Actually, that would be better. Jan and I have something we want to discuss with him—and you—and a hospital bed isn't the place to do it. Would Friday night be okay for a visit?”

“That'll work.”

Rusty and Jan spent the next few days putting together a plan to present to Bob and his wife about purchasing the dealership. They talked to their attorney about the best way to structure a business, their accountant about how to set up the books, and made a preliminary contact with the BMW area representative about their thoughts. The rep said he was excited for them, but any official notification about intent to sell would have to come from Bob.

When they arrived at Bob's house, he was sitting in a Barcalounger, resting his broken ankle on a foot stool. Bob's wife knew that Rusty and Jan wanted to talk to both of them, so she stayed around through the initial talk about the accident and recovery time.

Rusty got to the guts of the conversation. “Bob, you've mentioned on several occasions that you aren't getting any younger and this business isn't getting any easier. We know that the dealership is busting at the seams, and to grow further, we need a larger facility, which means moving to a different location. Well, we may have a solution.” Looking at Jan, Rusty continued, “Jan wants to buy the dealership!”

It was clear that this was not what Bob expected. He huffed. “Jan wants to buy the dealership? No offense, but are you qualified to run it?” Bob asked, glancing at Jan. “I mean, how would that work?”

“No offense taken, “Jan said. “That's a natural thought. But here's what we have in mind. From my divorce, I have enough financial strength to purchase the dealership from you. We know that BMW will require we move to a larger, more modern facility, and I'm prepared to find a new site as well. I want to buy, not rent, so it may take a little time to find the new location.” She took a deep breath, preparing herself. Negotiating and asking a man to hand over his life's work was complicated. “As you know by now, Rusty and I are a couple for life, and I have all the confidence in the world that he can run the store. I'll keep the books, working on a part-time basis. We envision the company will grow rapidly once moved to the new building, so Rusty, as president, will be devoting his time to the personnel and operational issues. I'll take care of the financial and legal matters and stay close to Rusty's operation decisions. I still have my other properties that I need to keep an eye on, but I'm selling a few of the houses each year, so that responsibility will eventually disappear.”

Bob still looked skeptical, eyeing her, waiting for more details. He winced, accidently flexing his broken foot.

Jan continued, “Bob, we have no idea if you're interested in selling or not. You've made remarks this past year about your age and the inefficiencies of the building. Rusty and I have been discussing this possibility the past several days. And now you're out for the count with this broken ankle. We thought this might be a good time to approach you with this idea.”

“Wow,” Bob said, “I didn't see this coming. I didn't think Rusty had the means to put it together, so I didn't bring it up. I didn't want to get his hopes up and have them dashed when he couldn't get the proper funds. And as I've thought about this, I've realized that I need the cash if I sell. I don't want to carry a contract. But your involvement, Jan, puts a whole new light on this subject.” He let out a breath, his exhaustion prominent. “I do want out,” Bob continued. “I just entered the fourth quarter. I'm seventy-five now, and I want to take more time off. We've had a good life from this business, but I'm getting stagnant. We definitely need a new facility, and I don't want the expense of setting up a new shop and moving. I'd never see a return on that investment. And I can't take more salary. I'm not paying Rusty what he's worth as it is, and I'd be taking money from his pocket. So your proposal might be the answer for all of us.”

“Why don't the two of you think this through over the weekend and let us know on Monday,” Jan said. “We have a figure in mind, and if your number is close to ours, we can begin to discuss the details. We can buy the dealership and continue to run it in this location until we're ready to move to the new facility. So the new store shouldn't get in the way of a purchase and sale agreement.”

Bob smiled, and his wife placed her hand on his shoulder, and she mouthed a thank you.

Mid-morning on Monday, the phone rang, and Bob suggested that Jan and Rusty come by the house. He had a purchase price in mind. They dropped by at four that afternoon, and Bob presented them with a written proposal. Most dealerships were sold with a base price, plus inventory, but Bob explained that he knew the value of the inventory, and he was suggesting a fixed price. No inventory at the sale would be necessary. Bob's figure was in line with their own.

Jan and Rusty discussed this in a separate room and realized that Bob could run the inventory down and leave them with little to purchase, other than goodwill. But they had faith in Bob and expected him to continue with the business as he always had. Besides, Rusty was running the store and was in charge of sales and purchasing. Bob, on the other hand, ran the risk of the opposite happening; Rusty could inflate the inventory at Bob's expense. They agreed that they would trust each other.

“You know,” Bob Said, “my wife and I have discussed this and agreed this could not have come at a better time. Not only because of my age and this broken ankle, but just the business environment in general. The store being too small, costs rising and profits shrinking, employee problems that I'm becoming more intolerant of, and the liability of running a business like this. Plus, this new environment of technology everyone is talking about.” He shook his head in distaste. “This guy Bill Gates says he envisions a computer in every home and business. I'm not sure I'm ready to learn those new skills. I'm ready to move on. What's the first move?”

“Well,” Rusty said, “we've spoken to the BMW area rep, and he said you need to send BMW a letter telling them you intend to sell. You can mention you have a buyer. That'll get the process started. They'll get in touch with us, and we'll start putting all of our information together. We can do the purchase and sale as soon as possible and continue operating as the new owners in the existing facility and pay you rent. We anticipate that they'll have a requirement that the business be moved to a new, larger facility, and I think we can buy some time on that. If they give us six months to find a facility and another six months to move, we should be able to meet that, but this won't affect you because you'll be sitting on a beach somewhere by then. In the meantime, Jan will have her attorney put the purchase and sale agreement together and get it to you for you and your attorney to look at. We'll probably go back and forth a few rounds before we have the final language.”

“I'll get in touch with BMW this week,” Bob said. “I'll contact my attorney and let him know what to expect. This is exciting. Last week I didn't know how to view the future. Now I can start making plans.”

Two weeks before the documents were to be signed, Bob called Jan and said, “We have a complication. I'll take care of it, but it's going to slow the process for a few weeks.”

“What happened?” Jan asked, hoping that it was not a major problem. “Is it something that's going to scrub the deal? Is there anything we can do to help get this signed?”

“No, there's nothing you can do,” Bob replied. “We're committed to getting this deal done, but it's is a matter that my wife and I need to deal with. It's a bit embarrassing, but I need to admit the problem to you, so here goes.” He paused, and Jan held her breath. “Our son, Jack, is forty-five years old and hasn't held a steady job for the last ten years. Our daughter is forty-two and is a nurse at Providence. She makes a decent living but is married to a loser that drinks too much and squanders the money they both make. When we put the dealership together years ago, we set up a family trust, with each child getting 10 percent of the yearly profit and that percentage of any sale. Since Jack found out about the sale, he wants more money and, although my wife and I control the trust, he has threatened a lawsuit against us if we go ahead with the sale.”

Before Bob had a chance to continue, Jan blurted, “Does this mean that you're going to change the terms of our deal? Increase the price or something?”

“No, no way!” Bob answered. “We made a deal, it's a good deal for both parties, and we're going to stick with it. I just need a little time to settle my son down. We may have to give him a few more dollars to satisfy his ego. That's what this is all about. Just money. It's sad for Mary and me to think that we had a son who would turn around and sue us like this. And, of course, we'll have to match any extra to Jack with what we give our daughter. And that's sad because her husband will just blow the money playing poker. He seems to think he's preparing for the World Poker Championship, but even I can usually beat him, and I'm no good. Aw, sorry, I didn't mean to ramble on like this. It's just frustrating. But I'll get this resolved in the next few weeks. Continue to make your plans, and I'll keep you informed.”

“Okay, but sorry to hear about this, Bob,” Jan said, embarrassed for being so shrill before. “You've worked hard for a lot of years building this business, and it's a shame to see you have to exit it with a problem, particularly a family issue.”





CHAPTER 12

1985

The sale of the business to Jan was delayed for three weeks but finally took place in March. They changed the name of the business to Ride On BMW. While the sale was being put together, they started searching for a new building Jan could buy. They looked at over fifty buildings or building sites and finally selected one that was only about one mile from the existing shop. BMW approved the new location, it was purchased, and a massive remodeling started.

Being in an urban setting, properties were expensive, and the larger the site, the higher the cost. The building was two stories, with a basement and an adequate parking lot. Initially, as Rusty looked at the building, he told Jan he didn't see how the building could be converted to meet their needs. But Jan was an expert at looking at structures and seeing their potential. She had been doing this for years with the rental properties.

She showed Rusty how the service department could be created on the lower floor with drive-in access from the alley. The parts and sales departments would be on the main floor, and there was an existing stairway connecting the floors. Rusty argued that getting the parts from the main floor to the service area one floor below would be time consuming and awkward. Jan suggested they look around the area to see if any other motorcycle dealerships were set up like that.

“After all,” Jan said, “land is expensive in the city, and we can't be the only ones with this issue.”

They found a Harley Davidson dealership with the same layout, and the owners allowed them to spend a day at that shop to study the motion. Rusty had to admit that it worked pretty well.

They changed the hours of operation back to a Tuesday-through-Saturday schedule. Rusty ran the daily operations, and Jan did the books between visits to the new facility. Previously, the new building had housed a carpet-cleaning business, so converting it to a motorcycle dealership was a major undertaking. But with Jan's expertise, it was finished on time and within budget.

Rusty had been running the shop under Bob's ownership for several years. He got along well with the crew, and the employees were comfortable with the sale to Jan. In an effort to include the employees in the move, they invited them every other week to visit the new store and see the progress. The move was scheduled for the last weekend in July, and all of the employees were required to be involved. They needed to set up storage racks, transport inventory, move all of the service equipment, drive all of the new and used bikes over, set up all of the electronics and phone system, and test everything to make sure they were ready for business Tuesday morning. It was a busy weekend.

Jean had developed into an outstanding sales person. She was a rider, attended many of the motorcycle events throughout the region, and developed a devoted following. She was svelte, good looking, had a beautiful smile, and was like a magnet to the male customers. Her ability to sell jackets, boots, helmets, and other apparel to customers was a thing to behold.

She had not been late for work since those two instances years ago when she first took the job. But on the first day of the move, she wasn't there on time. Rusty wasn't worried, knowing that anything can happen, but when she pulled into the parking lot, Rusty noticed a big dent in the hood of her car. And when she walked into the building, she had a black eye.

Rusty was worried. “That doesn't look good,” Rusty said as she walked in. “Black eye and a dented car. Looks like some sort of domestic dispute to me. What happened?”

His rapid assumption caught her off guard. “No, it's nothing like that, thank god,” she said. “It's just a ridiculous set of circumstances. I need to get to work. I'll tell you later.”

That was something Rusty was certainly familiar with. “No, we'll be here all day, and I'd like to hear about it now,” Rusty said. “So tell me.”

“Well, last night I went with my boyfriend to a high school track meet his younger brother was running in. The stadium was packed, and we found seats about halfway up the bleachers. Between events, I needed to go to the bathroom, and Doug, my boyfriend, asked that I bring back a hotdog and Coke. As I was walking along the base of the bleachers, with my hands full, a guy in front of me yelled up to his friend about fifteen rows up in the bleachers. Apparently one of the runners hurt his ankle and needed some tape. This guy, the one in front of me, knew his friend, fifteen rows up, had a roll of tape for just such an occasion.” She rolled her eyes, the swollen one looking awkward as she strained to show her frustration. “So the guy fifteen rows up hurled this big roll of white adhesive tape to the guy in front of me. Naturally, it missed the mark and hit me right below my left eye. I didn't even see it coming. Not only that, but I dropped the hotdog and spilled the Coke all over my shirt. I looked like I'd been in a wet T-shirt contest. It was embarrassing. But worse, my eye started to swell, and I got this gorgeous shiner. So there you have it.” She shrugged, like something so ridiculous had been bound to happen to her.

“Great story, I must admit. People can be so ruthless sometimes. Cutting corners like that is how people get hurt. Bad luck, Jean. I'm sorry that happened,” Rusty said, concern settling into his forehead lines. “So what about the car? How'd you get the dent?”

“I had an ice pack on my eye all night and didn't sleep well, so I was late getting up. I didn't want to be late again, so I hurried on my way to work. You know that railroad crossing at Tenth and Irving? The one that has a freight train rumbling across about every ten minutes? I get stuck at that crossing all the time, and I didn't want to have that happen this morning. I could see the train coming, as the lights started to flash. Well, I had this idiot in front of me that got halfway across and panicked. He had plenty of time to cross, but he stopped on the tracks. By this time, I was committed and had someone behind me. The idiot finally charged ahead, just barely getting under the crossing gate coming down on the far side. By then, I couldn't cross the tracks, so I backed up with my rear bumper touching the car behind me. There wasn't room for my car, and the crossing gate came down on my hood, denting it. The train whistled by in front of my car with plenty of clearance. Lucky thing I didn't get hit by that train or I'd be late for work for a long, long time.”

“More like forever,” Rusty said, harboring a chuckle. “My word, Jean, it sounds like something that should've happened to me, not you. You probably know I have a history of ridiculous things happening to me.”

“I've heard about some of them. Didn't you have some sort of trip where they all hit you at once?”

“I did. The year 1979 was a tough one for me, with a series of accidents like yours, but they continued on for the whole year. I'm trying to write a book about that trip, but it's slow going.”

“Are you past all that now?” she asked.

“Hopefully,” he said. “I took the job at this dealership and met Jan all within a couple of weeks around the end of 1979, and that's when things began to fall into place for me. I still have my moments, though. I get involved in crazy incidents from time to time, whether I like it or not. Sometimes it's my own stupidity, but usually it's just being in the wrong place at the wrong time, or with the wrong person. I suppose it happens to all of us from time to time, but I seem to have more than my share of wild stuff.”

“Those things still happen to you?” she asked. “Anything lately? Tell me an odd one. Humor me.”

“This one was certainly not harmful, but it was odd, nonetheless,” Rusty said. “The other night I was home when the phone rang. Now, how many people do you know with the name Rusty? Anyway, I answered the phone, and this guy said, ‘Hey, Rusty, is that you?’ I answered, ‘Yes, who's calling?’ He said, ‘It's Dave. How're ya doin’?’” Rusty laughed. “We carried on with a conversation for about five minutes before we realized we really didn't know each other. It was just a crazy coincidence.” Rusty glanced at Jean again. “So that's the sort of thing that happens to me. All the time.”

“Unbelievable,” Jean said. “And I thought I was weird.”

“Okay, enough,” Rusty said. “Let's get to work.”

The move continued over the weekend, Saturday night, Sunday, and Monday. They took an inventory of the parts, tools, accessories, and apparel as they unloaded the truck and put things away. On Monday night, everybody was tired, but they all knew the store had to be in good shape for the opening on Tuesday morning. Rusty bought pizza for the crew Monday night, and they had a collective dinner break.

Mike took a bite out of his slice of pizza and said, “You know, Arnie, you missed some stuff when you did the inventory on those special tools.”

“What are you talking about, Mike?” Arnie said. “You were right beside me helping me with that count. If I missed anything, you did too. What do you think we missed?”

“We didn't miss anything,” Mike said, “but you did! You skipped right over that whole drawer full o’ stuff in the red tool box. I was watchin’, an’ you just missed the whole thing.”

“Well, then why didn't you say something to me? You were checking everything off on the printed sheet. You must have known that at the time.”

“Not my business to manage you,” Mike said. “You're the one tellin’ me what to do, so it's not my business.”

“Well you're telling me now, in front of the entire crew,” Arnie said. “Are you trying to embarrass me? You could've mentioned it at the time, like you were supposed to, and we wouldn't be having this conversation.”

“Look,” Mike said, “I like this conversation. I want everybody to know what a dimwit you are. You been tellin’ me what to do since the day you started, and I don't need nobody tellin’ me what to do.”

At this point, Rusty, who'd gotten up from the table to get a soda from the fridge, entered the fray. “Look, guys, let's just drop this whole thing. Everybody's tired, and we still have a lot of work to do. This inventory has been going well, and I don't need you two getting into a fight.”

“Well, okay,” Mike said, “but I ain't takin’ no orders from that guy.”

“Tell you what,” Rusty said, “I'll change partners for the rest of the count so you two don't have to work together. But starting next week, I'm going to sit down with the two of you, and we're going to work this thing out. I can't have this bickering all the time. We're all going to get along one way or the other. And, believe me, you don't want the other, because it means somebody has to go. So now let's finish the pizza in peace and get back to work.”

At this point, Dutch, the parts manager with political ambitions, tried to change the subject. “You know what's wrong with this country? We need somebody in charge that can make a decision. I think I'll run for President. Matter of fact, give me six years as dictator, and I'll get the whole mess straightened out. But I gotta have complete control. What I say goes. And I get to pick my team. We'll have six years with no Congress, ’cause we won't need ’em. I'm in charge. After my stint, we can go back to normal, with elections, but it'll be a piece of cake ’cause everything will be fixed.”

Rusty thought moving the conversation in this direction was a good diversion from the Mike/Arnie dispute, and so he encouraged it. “Tell me, Dutch, what's the first thing on your agenda as dictator?”

“First thing we gotta do is fix the debt in this country,” Dutch stated. “And that means doing something about entitlements. Social Security, for instance. We keep sending out more than what's coming in. And it gets worse every year. Keep at it this way, and this country will be bankrupt in thirty years. What I don't understand is why we have a cap on the amount taken out every year. The rich guys get a raise about four months into the year because they reach the cap and don't have to pay any more in. All of us have to pay the whole year. Seems to me they're the ones that can afford to fix the problem. That's the first thing I'm gonna to do.”

Dutch had their attention, his rant transfixing the crew. He rarely had a chance at a platform, especially at work, so he was gung-ho.

“Another thing is the postal service,” Dutch continued. “Every year they tell us the USPS has lost another billion dollars or so. I don't know about you, but I don't need the mail every day. It's just full of catalogues and bills anyway. Why not have the mail delivered every other day. Think of the payroll they'd save. And how about those jitneys they drive around? They'd save on fuel, maintenance, tires, the whole thing. Anybody that needs mail every day can pay for it, seems to me.”

“That's not a bad idea,” Rusty said. “Even in this business, we probably don't need the mail every day. And if we did, we could pay a special fee for every day, like you suggested, or have overnight delivery. I like it.”

Dutch was encouraged, which was dangerous. “And I have other ideas. How about the insurance business—”

At this point Rusty, interjected and said, “This is all very interesting, but we need to get this move-in done. It looks like most of us have had our fill of pizza, so let's get back to work.”

The crew stood up, not minding the political escape.

It was nearly midnight when the employees left, and the door was locked. Everything was ready for a 9:00 a.m. opening on Tuesday. The merchandise was tagged and on display. The maintenance shop was in order, and the store was clean. All of the employees were excited about the new building. The store's loyal customers were excited as well. Rusty mailed a monthly newsletter about promotions at the store, and he always included a column about the progress on the new facility.

Jan wanted to hold off on having a grand opening, preferring to have a “soft” opening. She explained to the crew that, in her experience, there were always some issues the first few weeks after remodeling, and she wanted a smooth transaction with the customers. In a few weeks, they'd have the grand opening.

Jan wanted to have a little pep talk with the employees before opening the doors and asked them to show up at eight. “This is an exciting time for this company,” she said. “We're expecting substantial growth in this new building, and that'll mean adding more employees as we grow. You'll be able to grow with the company as well. We'll need managers for these new employees and expanded services for our customers. Our new mantra is sell-sell-sell.” No one appeared to have a problem with that. “You are all here because you're knowledgeable about the product and know how to present it to our customers. I, as the owner, and Rusty, as the president, know that happy employees produce happy customers. And we know that if we take care of you, you will take care of them. And we intend to take care of you. The salaries we offer, with incentives for each employee, are at the upper end of the spectrum for this industry, and we expect upper-end performance from you as well. And we know we'll get it; that's why we've selected you to be employed here.”

The employees side-eyed each other, feeling the pressure. But excitement permeated the atmosphere the most as Jan spoke. This was a chance for something greater.

“And, speaking of customers,” Jan continued, “remember that they are always right. Don't get in an argument with them. There's an adage called the ‘rule of six.’ It means that one person will tell six others, who will tell six more, and so on. Good news towards a company is seldom disseminated, but bad news often is. And we don't need bad news being spread.”

Customers weren't always easy to handle, but with a fresh start, the more positive they could keep the feedback, the better. And Jan knew it. And she expected them to know it, too.

“The other thing with customers is that we appeal to a small segment of the population. We sell motorcycles, which to begin with is a small customer base. And from that group, we sell BMW motorcycles, which limits our exposure. So we need every customer we can get. Once they step through the door, we need to take exceptional care of them.

“If we have one problem today, it'll be with this new credit card system we installed. Remember, this is new technology, and although we've all been trained on how to use it, we haven't really practiced in real time. A few of our competitors and other BMW dealers across the country have just begun accepting credit cards, and they all tell me they've had their share of problems. We'd still like to accept cash or checks, because the fee for using credit cards is pretty high, but you all know that credit cards are the coming thing.”

Jan clapped her hands together, commanding any lingering attention before she finished. “So, with those words of wisdom, let's get this store ready for opening. This is the beginning of a new era for this company, and we expect great things.”





CHAPTER 13

1986

The opening went smoothly. There was a small line of customers waiting at the door at 9:00 a.m. and a steady flow of customers throughout the day. The employees were upbeat, and there was a tangibly positive atmosphere in the store.

Jan's prediction about credit cards, however, proved to be true. It was new technology, and in 1986, not yet widely used by retailers across the country. Most of the customers that first day were using cash for smaller purchases and checks for the larger ones. Some attempted to use cards, but they wouldn't work and had to revert to writing checks. Inevitably, this led to delaying the customers behind in line. On a few occasions, the customer didn't carry a checkbook and didn't have enough cash for the purchase, leading to embarrassment and leaving some items on the counter for the store personnel to return to its proper place. It was obvious to the staff that this new form of payment was going to take some getting used to.

The store closed that first day in the new location, and Jan and Rusty went around the store to thank each employee for their help in making it a success. They retreated upstairs to the office to talk about the day.

“Wow,” Rusty said, “we did a lot more business than I thought we would, considering it was our first day in this building, and we really didn't advertise the soft opening.”

“Yeah,” Jan said, “it exceeded my projections entirely. Now we have to start thinking about putting a new five-year plan in place. The one we have is based on the old location, and we're obviously going to exceed that.”

Jan's optimism encouraged Rusty. “As we get closer to the end of the year, in October perhaps,” Rusty said, “why don't we get the employees involved in the process. We can ask each manager, Jean and Dutch and Arnie, to give us their projections on how they think their respective departments will grow over the next year. I think a five-year projection for them is overkill, but at least they can give us their thoughts on the next year. Then we can take those numbers and adjust them.”

“That's a great idea,” Jan said. “We'll need to give them a lot of training and hand-holding through the process, but it'll be good for them. It'll make them feel involved in the process and, hopefully, lead to success.”

The first months in the new location were more successful than anticipated. They had a grand opening, which ran a full week, and were pleased with the customer response. In anticipation of continued growth, they hired a few more employees. All of a sudden, the building, which looked enormous when Jan had purchased it, looked full.

Sales increased each month through the spring and summer months. They started a major advertising campaign for Ride On BMW, with monthly newsletters mailed to their customer base, full-color advertisements in the Oregonian newspaper, listings of used motorcycles for sale in the classifieds, and $200 rebates to customers who brought in someone who purchased a new bike. They were listed in fourteen yellow-page telephone directories throughout the area. They sponsored events in the region, attended rallies, had speakers on different motorcycling subjects, and held slide-show presentations of worldwide motorcycle travelers.

They were learning one very important thing about advertising: consistency and repetition in advertising creates an image that gets more important with time. Their newsletters and newspaper messages were always in the same format, type, color, and layout. They used clichés that they kept hammering on time after time.

“You just gotta come in and see this stuff.”

“If we haven't been there yet, we're probably going there next.”

“BMW—it's the ride riders ride.”

“Ride on to Ride On.”

These repeated messages soon developed a following that grew by the month.

The growth in business revenue was requiring more employees, and several were added. The strain on the service department was increasing, and an additional technician was hired from one of the local technical schools. This individual had general motorcycle-repair knowledge, and it was obvious that it would be a year or two before she was proficient and earning her keep. This was a big problem for Mike, the senior technician.

Mike approached Arnie, the service manager, and said, “I'm tellin’ you Arnie, I ain't working ’longside no girl. She got no idea what she's doin’, and she's just gonna make more work for me ’cause I'm gonna have to fix what she screws up. Ya gotta get rid of her.”

“That's not going to happen,” Arnie said sternly. “We had several candidates for this new technician spot, and she came out on top. She was the best in her class at school. She survived three separate interviews with the managers here. We are confident that we made the right decision. We have four technicians now, and your lift is as far away from hers as possible. And she's a woman, not a girl.” Mike grimaced, but Arnie stood his ground. “You know that it takes time for any new technician to learn how to fix these motorcycles efficiently, and it's no different with her. Just give her some time. Matter of fact, Mike, why don't you spend some time with her. You could be her on-the-job trainer. Getting to know her and training her your way could be good for both of you. What do you think?”

“Ain't gonna happen,” Mike said. “I told you, it's gonna be her or me. I ain't workin’ with no girl. So what's it gonna be, me or her?”

“Do you remember last year when you went stomping out of here and said you were quitting because of some minor thing you didn't like?” Arnie asked. “And actually, that was the second time you threw in the towel. About six months before that, you raised a fuss and said you were quitting. I told you to go have lunch and think it over. You came back and decided that this wasn't such a bad place to work after all.” Arnie shrugged, acting casual while Mike stewed. “Then that episode last year when you walked out. Reluctantly, I told you to take a week off and see if you could find a better job somewhere else. You came back and said you'd stay. I remember telling you then, and I even wrote it down and had you sign it and put the note in your personnel file, that I believe in the ‘three strikes and you're out’ concept. The first time I'll ask you, the second time I'll tell you, and the third time you're out. You're on your third strike here, Mike. You walk out that door and you better take your tools with you, because you're not coming back.”

“Well, I guess that's it then,” Mike said. “If you feel that a girl is more important than me, a technician that's been here over fifteen years, then I guess I know where I stand with you. I told you I ain't workin’ with her, and if you think she's more important than me, then so be it. I'll collect my stuff and get outta here. You're gonna be sorry ’bout this. She's gonna screw the whole thing up.”

“Sorry you feel that way,” Arnie said. “You're a good technician, and I'm going to feel the pinch without you for a while. But you know what, Mike? We'll do just fine in the long run. She'll learn, and we'll hire someone to replace you.” Arnie smirked, letting Mike know that he wasn't going to bully him into a corner. “And something else, Mike. We've had a love/hate relationship for a few years now, and you have taught me a few things.”

“Like what?” Mike asked.

“Like my ‘three strikes and you're out’ concept. It works. And another thing. Rusty told me some time ago that he's learned that it seldom works to rehire someone. Either they left you for a reason or you left them for a reason, and that reason is probably still there at the rehire. He's tried it a couple of times here, and it hasn't worked well, usually ending with that person leaving again. So collect your tools and other stuff and I'll see you out.”

“I got a lot of tools, so I'll come back for them over the weekend,” Mike said. “Just give me a key, like you used to when I worked on my own stuff over the weekend, and I'll leave the key in the outside hiding place on my way out.”

“First of all,” Arnie said, “we don't do that anymore. We have a large staff now and only allow employees to work on their own bikes with a manager present. And also, you're quitting your job and are through here. Just gather your things and take them.”

“How am I supposed to do that while riding a motorcycle?” Mike asked. “I got to ride home, get my truck, and come back.”

“So do that,” Arnie responded. “Put your stuff over in the corner there, and when you come back, I'll help you load it. But as of this moment, you're no longer working here. And remember, since you're quitting, you're not eligible for unemployment.”

“That's a crock,” Mike stammered. “I got my rights. And since you're forcing me out by hiring that girl, I can beat that issue. You just watch.”

And with that, Mike left Ride On for good.





CHAPTER 14

1988

Jan had owned the dealership for three years and was pleased with the operation. She liked the business model she'd devised, and every year her five-year plan increased sales and profits. But it was a lot tougher business than she'd originally imagined. Owning a motorcycle dealership, she was a woman in a man's world, and not every man welcomed her. She also hadn't realized how financially difficult a seasonal business could be. In the Pacific Northwest, the late fall, winter, and early spring could be wet and cold, and she found the revenue could drop to one-third of the summer months. Consequently, she had to invest more money in the slow months to carry the business through to the good ones. And because the business was growing rapidly, she needed to buy more inventory and add more people when the prosperous months arrived. It felt like she was never able to catch up.

“You know, Rusty,” she said, “I feel like we're the Road Runner in the comic strip. The head of this business is always way out front of its feet, and we can't seem to stand up straight, or get even. We seem to get rich in the summer only to go broke in the winter. We really need to get a handle on this thing. And one way to do that, I think, is to get an accountant. I've been able to do the basic accounting, but this business is getting ahead of me. Let's get someone in here that can take us to the next level. After all, without accurate financial books, we can't accurately know where we are. And I do okay with the profit-and-loss statement, but the balance sheet is outgrowing me.”

“That's a good idea,” Rusty said, registering her concerns. “We've been operating on a checkbook basis, and we need to get professional in our bookkeeping. I think we're going to have to pay well for the position, though. We shouldn't get someone in here that screws up the books, forcing us to start all over again.”

Jan nodded, running the numbers in her overcrowded brain. “Agreed,” she said. “Also, we need someone who can understand this new computer technology. The industry, and certainly accounting in all professions, is headed in that direction. We need someone who can keep up with developments in this field.”

Jan was smart, and she knew quality and forward thinking was the only way they were going to get ahead in this business.

Rusty was doing a good job of running the store and was learning more about business management every day. On occasion, he learned from doing things the wrong way first. These miscues reverted to how to do things the right way the next time around. He just needed to remember the mistakes he'd made. He was learning by trial and error.

One of those mistakes was in hiring the wrong accountant. The accounting candidates with really good resumes demanded more money than Jan thought they could afford. Hence, they selected a woman who was a high-end bookkeeper, not an accredited accountant. It was a big mistake.

Jan knew something didn't look right with the monthly accounting statements, and as the months passed, she became more alarmed. “Rusty,” she said, at the six-month review of the new accountant, “we've talked about our concerns with these financial statements, but I think we need to have a CPA look at our books.”

“Yeah,” he said, “I know. Something's not right, and I'm not financially savvy enough to detect it. There's a firm in town that deals exclusively with automotive dealerships. I'll give them a call and see if they'll take a look.”

Jan and Rusty's concerns were validated. Their accountant was not stealing from them, but she was missing payments to vendors, allocating money to the wrong accounts, not always paying for licensing to the state for sold motorcycles, and making myriad other errors. The professional accounting firm determined that the dealership owed tens of thousands of dollars that had not been accounted for.

“Oh my,” Jan said, “we're really in trouble now. We don't have enough money in the bank to cover this shortfall, and we need to take care of it now!” She ran her fingers through her hair, trying to hold herself together and come up with a plan. “I'll go to the bank and get a larger line of credit. You'll need to fire our accountant and get a new one. And this time, let's pay the price and get someone qualified.”

“No kidding,” Rusty said. “I think we learned a valuable lesson. Do it right the first time. We'll have a long, tough time correcting this mess, and we don't want to go through something like this again. So let's agree on the new salary limit, and I'll get some candidates we can look at.”

The interview process was more involved than it had been in the past. Rusty was learning to trust his first impression of a job candidate. If he had a gut feeling, one that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up during the interview, he'd move on to the next candidate. He was finding that there was always another job seeker, and he had to just keep looking until he found the right one. He was also using three interviews with a potential hire. If a candidate passed the initial interview with Jan and Rusty, then two other managers would also conduct interviews. If anyone gave a “thumbs down,” then they would move on to the next applicant. They realized that any new hire had to be able to get along with the existing employees.

After a series of internal interviews, Olga Petersen was hired, and Jan was willing to pay even more than she thought she could afford to get her. Although Olga didn't have an accounting degree, she understood financial numbers and expressed some things during the interviews that impressed Jan.

During the interview, Jan was sure to bring up one very important point. “The other thing that's going to be important in the future,” Jan said, “is this business about personal computers. Bill Gates says that every household will eventually have one, and business will be conducted using them. Do you understand what's coming? I certainly don't, and we need someone who'll be able to do what's necessary.”

Olga leaned forward in her chair and said, “This is really new technology, and I plan on taking college courses, probably at the local community college, to learn all about it. And I'm excited. It'll involve spreadsheets that should be able to do many of the calculations we have to do by hand now. From everything I've read, it'll save lots of time handwriting figures and adding them up manually. I'm really looking forward to it.”

Olga was hired, and within a matter of months, the financial statements were accurate.

In the main office, after Jan was done reviewing the books—and impressed—she said to Rusty, “We should have done this in the first place—paid more money and gotten the right job candidate the first time. We learned that lesson, and it's one we won't soon forget.”

“Amen to that,” Rusty said. “Let's carry on that philosophy. This industry tends to hire warm bodies each spring and lay them off during the winter, only to repeat the process the following year. We do it differently, and it works for us. We hire good people, pay them well, and keep them so our customers get to know them. So at least we're doing that right.”

Later that day, after Jan had gone home, Rusty was at the parts counter and overheard two customers talking on the sales floor. One was telling the other about an auction he attended the other day. Rusty listened while reviewing some parts invoices and thought the conversation was interesting. When he got home that evening, he related the conversation to Jan.

“One of these guys was telling the other about an auction he participated in the other day. You know those storage-rental companies scattered around, where you rent a space and put stuff you don't have room for but want to hold on to? Well, apparently, they occasionally have auctions of whatever is in those units that are delinquent in rent. This guy went to one and was the top bidder on the contents of a unit. He said that the auctioneer opens the overhead door so the buyers can glance inside. They can't go in there, just look in from outside. Then they make a bid, and whoever wins has seventy-two hours to remove the stuff. This guy said his bid was one hundred dollars, and he thought he could sell the good stuff for two hundred, and the rest he would donate to a charity and write off. I think I'll try it sometime.”

“Why would you want to do that?” Jan asked, perplexed. “Sounds like a lot of wasted time to me. You have to move everything, which requires a pickup truck you don't have, then advertise everything and sell somebody's old, used stuff. I can't imagine the appeal of going to all that trouble for a few bucks in the end.”

“Well, I'm intrigued,” Rusty retorted. “And I think I'll give it a try.”

“Have at it,” was Jan's response. “Just leave me out of it.”

Rusty watched the classifieds for a storage auction in his area, and two weeks later, he saw an ad for one only ten miles away. He told Jan he was going to take a look and possibly make a bid on one. Her response was to have fun and not involve her.

Rusty arrived at the designated place well before the auction started and learned that this was a “closed” auction; that is, the storage units of various sizes would be bid on without knowing what they contained. The doors would not be opened for inspection, so one could end up with a treasure or an empty unit, without knowing in advance. Rusty realized this was a real crap shoot but decided that since he was there, he would participate. Only about a dozen people were on hand for the auction of four units.

The first two units were five feet by ten feet in size and sold for about $100 each to two buyers. Rusty was anxious to see what was inside, but both buyers apparently wanted the group to move on before they inspected their new treasures. The third unit was ten by ten, and Rusty was the successful bidder at $240. It was more than he'd wanted to pay, but once the bidding started, he got caught up in the action and couldn't stop. He decided to let the group move on before he opened the door.

The auctioneer provided bolt cutters, and once the group moved on, Rusty broke the padlock and opened the door. He stood there in total amazement, gawking at his new purchase. Facing him in a row, were six ten-speed bicycles, all new with sales tags still hanging on two of them. Behind the bicycles was a stack of sporting goods equipment. He couldn't see beyond the first row of merchandise, most of it boxed, so he decided to pull the bicycles out onto the pavement and start unloading the shed so he could inspect the contents. Beyond the first row of boxes, he found a jumble of equipment, most of it small in nature: basketballs, tennis rackets, tents, sports clothing, golf clubs, fishing gear, etc. And then he found the motherload: twenty-three rifles and handguns with ammunition.

This was unbelievable. He had purchased a storage shed with tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of sporting equipment. A variety of thoughts flashed through his mind.

This equipment must belong to Derek's Sporting Goods. Their name is on some of these tags and boxes. But why would they not pay the storage bill and allow this stuff to be auctioned off? Did they forget they had this shed? Should I notify them? On the other hand, I legally purchased all of this, and if they're not sharp enough to keep track of their inventory, then shame on them. But this doesn't look right. It could be that someone stole this merchandise from Derek's and stored it here until they could sell it. But why not pay the monthly bill? Something isn't right here.

Rusty decided to talk to the property manager without giving away what the shed contained. He put the equipment back in the shed and locked it with a padlock he had previously purchased in the office before the auction started.

Ted, as his nametag stated, was at his desk when Rusty entered. He needed to be cautious in the way he approached this conversation.

“Say, Ted,” Rusty started, “when I opened the shed I'd purchased, I found some things that the prior owner will surely want. How do I get this stuff back to him or her? And can I have the name of the prior owner to try to make contact?”

“Won't happen,” Ted responded. “Before we sell these delinquent units, we go through a whole series of steps to locate the owners. It's a legal action on our part and not done lightly. We have exhausted every remedy to contact the owner of that unit and can't locate them. And because of privacy matters, we can't give out the name. At some point, we need to get that stuff out and start generating revenue from it. Nearly every one of the units we auction have family heirlooms that other family members would like to have. If you're concerned, then have at it. Maybe you'll have better luck than we did. At any rate, whatever's in there is yours. You have seventy-two hours to move it.”

“Well, that's another issue,” Rusty said. “I'd like to continue storing it until I decide what to do with it. Any chance I can rent that same storage shed for a few months?”

“Nope. I have a renter all signed up to start moving in next Monday. So you can have until midnight on Sunday, then it's got to be gone. But, tell you what, I just got a cancellation on a ten-by-ten unit in the next row over. You can have that one for a one-year rental.”

“Will the new renter take that other shed?” Rusty asked. “Then I wouldn't have to move it?”

“Nope. The new guy has the adjoining unit and wants all of his stuff together. You want it or not?”

“Yeah, I'll take it,” Rusty said. At least it prevents me from having to get a truck and move all of this stuff somewhere else, he thought. If I sell things, I should be able to cover the cost of the year's rent. But I need to decide what to do with all of it. Well, I'll sleep on it tonight and move the stuff over to the other unit tomorrow. Besides, I need to talk to Jan about this.

He couldn't wait to get home and discuss this with Jan. He thought about his options. Notify Derek's and return the merchandise. Keep it and try to sell it. Give it to charity or try to find the previous owner.

He brought Jan up to speed on the day's events as she sat there motionless, absorbing the details. When he was done, she said, “Wow, that's some mess you got yourself into now. I told you going into this that I didn't want to have anything to do with it. But here I am, getting involved in this along with you. What do you want to do? I'll support you in whatever you decide.”

“I don't know,” Rusty responded. “I guess I'll move the stuff to the other unit tomorrow, and maybe then I can decide. You want to help with that?”

“No. I told you I'd support whatever you elect to do, but that meant mentally and emotionally, not physically. Let me know after your move tomorrow.” She seemed content with her decision, but there must have been something in Rusty's eyes that swayed her. “Oh, wait a minute, why not. I don't have anything else to do, and you'll be gone all day, so I'll go along with you. But I can't believe you're getting me involved in this.”

Rusty smiled. At least he wasn't going into this alone.

The move took most of the day because they had to haul every item about two blocks, not to the next row over like Ted had said, but three rows over. And they were long rows. Since they did not have a truck, they had to use the backseat and trunk of their car, inhibiting the amount they could carry with each load. Additionally, most of the merchandise was expensive, and they had to lock each unit as they departed for the other. It was a long day.

As they were removing the last of the items from the first shed, Jan came upon a duffel bag stuffed inside one of those canvas bags they used to haul golf clubs on airplanes. Rusty was standing about six feet away when he heard her audibly inhale as she unzipped the bag. She stammered and stuttered as she called Rusty over.

“R-Rusty! Come here. Look at this. T-This is unbelievable. What have we gotten ourselves into?”

Rusty stepped over and pulled the zipper. Inside were bundles of cash: twenties, fifties, and hundreds. He took a deep breath and said, “Well, I guess we answered our question about how this stuff got here. Obviously, someone stole it from Derek's Sporting Goods. Now we need to decide what to do with it. And the sooner the better.” Rusty's voice was steady, but his nerves were on edge. This was something else, something well beyond what he'd expected when he'd attended an innocent auction.

“Surely you're not thinking of keeping or selling it, are you?” Jan asked. “You know there's no other option.”

“Yeah, I know,” Rusty responded. “It's just that a pile of money like that gets me thinking. I mean, what Derek's doesn't know doesn't hurt them, does it? They wrote that stuff off long ago. And I bought it fair and square. That's the whole idea of these storage auctions—you don't know until you open the door what you've purchased.”

“Okay,” Jan said, “but buying merchandise that has obviously been stolen is another matter. And what about the guy that put all of this in storage. Maybe he hasn't paid the bill for months, but eventually he may want all of this back. And I don't think it'll be someone that will want to negotiate. If it's back where it legally came from, then it's out of your hands. Now get on with it.” She threw her hands up in disbelief over the matter. “I can't believe you think there are other options.”

“Yeah, you're right,” Rusty said. “I'll contact them next week and see how they want to handle it.”

“Good idea.”

Rusty got in touch with Derek's Sporting Goods several days later and told of them what he'd purchased. They shared that their general manager of their Milwaukie store had unexpectedly died six months ago. The new GM suspected some discrepancies and took a full store inventory. They'd found $103,785 in inventory and over $40,000 missing. They reclaimed the merchandise, paid Rusty his $240 back, plus one year's worth of rent of the storage unit, and gave him a $10,000 reward for stepping forward.

When it was all over, Rusty said to Jan, “This money should be yours. You're the one who insisted that I contact Derek's. Without you, I'm not sure what I would have done.”

With a sly smile, she said, “Yes you do. You'd have returned it. Your conscience wouldn't allow you to do anything else. I know you that well.”





CHAPTER 15

1988

The national election of 1988 saw George Bush beat Michael Dukakis for the presidency. This sent Dutch, the parts manager and political activist, on a verbal rampage. Although he knew he shouldn't talk politics at work, he couldn't help himself. He wouldn't necessarily bring up a political subject, but he had an insidious way of leading someone, usually a customer, to the subject.

“Jeff,” Dutch said over the parts counter, completing a sale, “I notice you have a Bush sticker on your motorcycle out there. You must be pretty happy now that he's won the election.”

“I am,” Jeff responded, as he collected his bag of parts. “But I voted for him because I didn't like the other candidates. I've been a Republican all my life, and I find myself drifting towards an independent perspective. Actually, now that we have the Libertarian Party, I'm leaning that direction. More than anything, I guess, I'm just getting fed up with the whole thing. These guys get elected and let it go their heads. They're just going to vote their own way, not considering what their constituency believes. And I'm getting tired of the ‘old boys’ club’ mentality. Why can't we just get a good, honest person that'll actually do what's right for the country. Maybe we need a woman in office. Probably shake things up and get it squared away.”

“Really,” Dutch said, excited that Jeff took the bait. “I don't know about that. She'd have to be a Democrat to get it squared away. The other platforms just don't make sense. Take the position on Medicare, for instance—”

Before he could continue, Jeff said, “Dutch, I don't have time to debate the subject. We'd be here all day, and just like the legislators, not get anything done. I appreciate your views, whatever they are, but don't want to get into them now.” With that, he walked out the door with his bag of parts.

Rusty, overhearing this conversation from his office upstairs, hurried down to the parts counter and asked Dutch to step aside for a confidential talk. “Jeez, Dutch, I've told you on several occasions that you need to stay away from getting our customers, and other employees for that matter, involved in your political ramblings. It's not healthy for our business. These people may have strong feelings about these issues and may take exception to your views. So will you just knock it off, please? Actually, the next time you get involved in a discussion of this sort while at work, I'm going to write a disciplinary action and put it in your file. And you don't want that, because a few of those can lead to a more serious action, like a suspension.”

“Well, he was the one who started it when he rode in here with a Bush sticker on his bike. What am I supposed to do, just ignore it?”

“Come on, Dutch,” Rusty replied, “that's got to be one of the weakest arguments I've ever heard to start a political debate. And the answer is yes, you should just ignore it. Everyone else in here does. So just drop it.”

“Well, okay, but I'm telling you, these Republicans are just screwing everything up, and I can't just ignore it. What we need is a good revolution, or something.”

“All right, that's it,” Rusty said. “Since you can't drop it, I'm writing you up on this issue. Let's step into the parts office and discuss this for a minute.” They had a conversation that lasted longer than it should have. “This is strike one, and you only have two more strikes before you're out. I really suggest that you leave your political opinions at the front door. Now get back to work and sell some stuff, will you?”

“Okay, okay,” Dutch mumbled as he walked back to the parts counter, “but you'll see what I'm talking about when all of this stuff begins to affect the business.” Then, louder, he said, “Incidentally, Jean called about an hour ago and said she had an accident and would be late for work. Something about going to the doctor.”

What now? Rusty wondered. She seems to be accident prone. But she can sure sell motorcycles, so we'll work with her. Besides, I've had my share of accidents, so I can't be too critical.

Jean showed up early in the afternoon with a black eye and a welt over her left eyebrow. Rusty happened to be talking with Arnie, the service manager, when she came in the back door.

“Arnie, I can't wait to hear her story, so let's continue this conversation later.”

Turning to Jean, he said, “That's a beautiful shiner, Jean. What happened this time?”

She sighed. “The doctor said that I'm okay, but I gave my head a pretty good whack. I wonder about myself. I seem have a knack for accidents. One of these times I may do myself in.”

“I understand,” Rusty said. “I share that same trait. But what happened?”

“I don't like bathtubs,” she said. “I've always known I don't like bathtubs. But every once in a while, I just feel like getting into one. And I felt that way this morning.”

“What's the matter with bathtubs?” Rusty asked.

It's ridiculous,” she said. “I fill it up with really hot water, knowing it's going to cool off in a hurry. So I step over the side, hoping not to slide on the bottom, and ease myself into the scalding water. But before I really get settled, it starts to cool off. Then I soap myself all over and remain sitting in the dirty water. Half the time, I slide my foot over the drain plug, and it starts to empty before I'm ready to get out. In the meantime, I'm covered with slimy soap that I try to wash off with more slimy soap I'm sitting in. So I end up getting into the shower to wash off the soap anyway. And then I end up with cold water in the shower because I used it all in the tub. Those TV ads with the woman sitting in a bathtub with a red rose and a glass of wine, sporting a huge smile, is bull. Give me a shower any day.”

“So why do you take baths at all?” Rusty asked.

“Sometimes they feel good. I get sore or cold, and a hot bath sounds like the answer. Unfortunately, this time, when I was getting out, my foot slipped on the bottom of the tub, and I fell, hitting my head on the side of the tub. It bled pretty good and started to swell immediately. That was early this morning, and I thought I should go to the emergency room to see if I did any real damage. They patched me up and said it would be okay with time. So there you have it.” Jean rubbed her temples gently, likely trying to shield the lingering headache.

“You're a piece of work,” Rusty said. “If there's anyone in the world that needed a live-in partner, it's you. You seem to have your share of accidents, and one of these times, you may end up sprawled out on the floor for days before anyone finds you. Maybe you need one of those phones so you can call for an ambulance.”

“The problem with that,” she said, “is that I'd have to stand up to get to the phone. I have one of those that hang on the wall, and if I'm lying on the floor, I can't get to it.”

“So change your phone to one that sits on an end table or something,” he responded. He was being pushy, but he just wanted to help. A black eye was one thing, but a cracked skull would be another.

“Too much trouble. I'll just be more careful in the future.”

“Yeah, right, sure.”

Jan, who was in the office upstairs, working with the new accountant, heard the conversation taking place on the sales floor and called the parts counter on the phone. “Dutch, will you please mention to Rusty that I'd like to see him up here for a minute?”

Rusty trudged up the stairs and sat at his desk, which was positioned right next to Jan's. She set her pen aside, leaned back in her chair, and said to Rusty, “What was that all about? I heard you having a conversation with Jean but couldn't make it out. And about an hour ago, I believe you had a private conversation with Dutch. Do we have a problem?”

“No, not really,” Rusty said. “Just management stuff. Jean fell and took herself to the hospital this morning. Just another one of her accidents. Dutch, however, is a little more serious. He tried to get a customer involved in a political confrontation, and the customer avoided it by charging out of here. I hope we see that guy again.”

“What did you do with Dutch, just let it ride?”

“No, I wrote up a disciplinary action against him, had him sign it and put it in his file. I told him that it's strike one. Two more and he's out, regardless of how good he is at his job. It's odd, Jan, in that he knows he shouldn't push politics on people, but he just can't help himself.” Rusty let out a frustrated breath. “And then, as we were ending this conversation about his extreme political views, he started in on me. I couldn't believe it.”

“What did he say to you?” Jan asked, concerned.

“He started in by saying he'd been here a long time, well before us, and there was important stuff that we needed to talk about. It could affect our business. He went back a few years and mentioned the onset of technology and how we should be embracing it. Then he went on about world famines in Africa, natural disasters like the earthquake in Mexico City, the Cold War with Russia, tax reform, and, of course, U.S. politics. He was spewing stuff out like a machine gun. I couldn't get a word in edgewise, so I let him ramble. I think I was day dreaming most of the time. Finally, I put a stop to it.”

“What did you say?” she asked. “How did you end it?”

“I said, ‘Dutch, we've just spent the past half hour talking about a problem you have. We just won't allow you to express extreme world views, or particularly political views, while here at work. This is just not going to work. If you can't control this behavior, you'll have to find another place to work. And Jan and I don't want that because you're good at what you do. So please, find some way to control this.’”

“Well, you did the right thing,” Jan said. “Let's keep an eye on him. Perhaps we should offer some professional help. Maybe someone can help him control this obsession. We could even help pay for it.” Jan had a feeling Dutch's issues ran deeper than an appeal for politics.

“Good idea. I'll suggest that to him.”





CHAPTER 16

1990

Rusty and Jan had been back together for over ten years, having lived together since 1984. They were inseparable, together at home, work, and in their leisure time. The only time they really had separately was on Mondays when Rusty took his solo motorcycle trips through the surrounding countryside. They were enjoying life together.

“You know, Rusty,” Jan said one morning at work, “now that we have a good accountant that's getting up to speed, I'd like to pass the torch to her. She's better with numbers than I am and has surpassed me with keeping the books. Besides, we just installed a personal computer for the first time, and you know that I don't understand them. So I think this is a good time for me to back out of the picture.” She had done her part for a long time, and she was ready to do more for herself. “And I'd like to take some time off from working here every day and concentrate on other things. I'll still come in a few days a week, for a couple of hours, just to keep an eye on the pulse of the business. You're really running the day-to-day operation anyway, and I feel like I'm just getting in the way around here.”

“Okay,” Rusty said, “I sure don't see a problem with that. And I know what you mean about learning how to operate the computer. I'm going to have to take some classes to figure that thing out. This new technology is going to be tough to keep up with, especially for someone like me who struggles to understand them. I remember my sophomore year in college, I took a class in Fortran, one of the early computing languages, and I had no idea what I was doing there. The professor could have been speaking in Greek and I would've been just as well off. I dropped the class a few weeks in just to avoid getting an F.”

“Well, another thing,” Jan said. “After we got together in 1979, we used to take those nice one- and two-week motorcycle trips to the Southwest, usually visiting national parks along the way. Since I bought the dealership in 1985, we haven't taken any trips like that, and I'd like to start doing them again. Our staff is capable of running this place in our absence. Everyone else takes vacations, and we should too.”

“Good idea,” Rusty said. “We do need to leave someone in charge, though. Let's think about it a little.” Rusty had become so enthralled in the business that venturing outside of it for a while would be a breath of fresh air—for both him and Jan.

“Yeah,” she said, “I really want to start doing those fun things again. We've built this business into one of the largest BMW motorcycle dealerships in the country, and maybe we need to start managing it differently. Perhaps we should start looking for a general manager. We always said that we wanted to work ‘on’ the business and not ‘in’ the business.”

No sooner had they made this decision when in walked Bill Presson. Bill introduced himself to Rusty and mentioned that he was new to the area. His wife accepted a new position with her national company in Portland, and so they'd made the move. Bill was previously employed as the general manager of a Honda motorcycle shop in the Los Angeles area and was just beginning his search for a job in the motorcycle industry in Portland.

They spoke for a few minutes on the sales floor, and Rusty invited him to step upstairs where he could meet Jan and continue the discussion. A few days later, Bill was hired as the general manager of Ride On.

The balance of 1990 went well with Rusty and Bill working together on the business. Bill understood computers from his other positions and was familiar with the software program. Jan coached Bill on the business philosophy that she wanted used in the store. It was obvious after just the first few months working with Bill that Jan and Rusty were going to be able to free up the time they wanted to travel.

The timing of Bill coming along couldn't have been better, for life at work was straining Rusty and Jan. Rusty, as president of Ride On, was making the day-to-day, moment-to-moment decisions on the operation of the store. Jan, as the owner, was spending fewer and fewer hours at the store each week and was beginning to feel left out of how the store was being run. The friction was building, and they both knew it. Neither one wanted to give any ground. As Bill accepted more responsibility, their issues subsided.

Life was good for Rusty and Jan. They loved each other and knew they had both found their soulmates. Having had difficult marriages in the past, they knew the pitfalls to avoid and made every attempt to not partake in frivolous confrontations. They had their differences, and each spoke of them vociferously, but there were always reasons for their arguments.

They were sitting facing one another at the dining room table one night when Rusty said, out of the blue, “Jan, will you marry me?”

She was startled. They had hinted around the past few years about this but not seriously. And all of sudden, there it was. She thought for just a moment, and then said, “Yes I will. What took you so long?”

“You know,” he said, “I love you. I've loved you since high school. And I always will love you. I've thought about asking this question for quite some time but, honestly, I wanted to settle one issue first.”

“What's that?” she asked.

“It's just that you have a lot of money and I don't,” he said. “I certainly don't resent it, but I wanted to be sure I was comfortable with the arrangement we've developed. In business, the person who has the money calls the shots—always. And in our personal life, I understand that can still happen. I just want to be able to live with that.”

“I understand. Let's think about this for a minute,” she said. “I may have come into this relationship with money, and I consider it still mine. What we build together, however, is ours. I think that our little dealership is going to be a very successful enterprise over time. You're overseeing it and putting in the sweat equity. Twenty or thirty years from now, that initial nest egg of mine will still be mine. But the equity that we build over the years will be ours. I don't see any reason for you to be intimidated by that.”

“Good,” he said. “It just took me a few years to get to this point. And now that we've settled that, let's talk about a wedding date.”

“Let's do it in April next year,” she said, “in Napa.”





BOOMER





CHAPTER 17

1990

Boomer Laughlin knew his life was slipping away from him. Eight years in prison seemed like a lifetime, and there was no way to get those years back. He was finally released and going to do things differently this time. At least, he wasn't going to get caught. He'd learned a lot from his friends in prison and knew there was a better way to steal than the way he'd been doing it. He also knew that his days as an accountant were over. Once he'd embezzled money from a company, he wouldn't be given a second chance. Besides, this time around he was going to have fun.

He also knew he needed to control his temper. That incident ten years ago that led to that old man turning him in to the police could have been avoided. But he just couldn't help himself.

The accident when that asshole broke in to his trailer and assaulted him would haunt him forever. Being sent to the hospital was enough to piss anybody off. But then, after he got out, he just had to go and confront the asshole's father. That was a mistake. The old man called the police, and they tracked him down and discovered all of the stolen stuff, which had tied him to his embezzling and sent him to the Big House for eight years. EIGHT YEARS! What a waste.

While he was in prison, Boomer kept wondering when his life had turned south—he certainly had the time. Through his middle and high school years, he was a pretty good kid, he thought. He had a little problem from time to time with other kids, but after his first few fights, which he won in a resounding fashion, the other guys left him alone. He was always big for his age, and these altercations were merely annoyances. After all, why wouldn't those other kids just listen to him and do things his way? They always wanted to do it their way, and the only way he could convince them that his way was best was to beat it into them.

Maybe his problems, if he really had any, had developed earlier in life. Someone once told him that behavioral issues almost always started with parents. But his parents loved him; at least, they'd always told him so. Oh, there were the frequent drinking bouts and the yelling and screaming at each other. And his dad wasn't around a lot because of his golf games every Saturday and Sunday. And then, of course, his dad traveled a lot as a salesman for the consulting company, so his mom entertained herself with the women's clubs, books, cards, and quilting. Boomer always wondered what she did on Wednesday afternoons, because she always came home smiling and singing to herself. Sometimes her clothes were ruffled, and she had a smell about her that she didn't have when she'd left the house. But Boomer really didn't care and never asked.

Boomer wasn't always Boomer. His given name was Bruce, and he went by that name until he reached high school. He had done well on the high school football team as a running back because he was big and fast. That helped him get the football scholarship to Portland State University. His teammates dubbed him Boomer because he just plowed over anyone crazy enough to get in his way. He'd found that mauling opposing players on the gridiron was a good way to satisfy his urge to destroy things and calm his temper. But then he broke his leg in the last game of the college season, and it got infected, effectively ending his football career.

After college, Boomer enlisted and spent three years in the Army, one of those in Vietnam. He was in combat on several occasions and distinguished himself as a fierce fighting force. He had his problems with the upper end of the chain of command, but because of his accomplishments on the field, he received an honorable discharge.

Getting out of the Army in late 1968, Boomer needed to start a career. He was always good with numbers and did well on his accounting exams at Portland State, so he decided on that as an occupation. He went back to school for one more year, using the GI Bill, and worked at a local fast food restaurant to earn spending money. He had a few altercations with the other employees but nothing serious enough to get him fired. What made him leave the Portland area was that hot woman who'd worked the front counter.





CHAPTER 18

1969

Boomer had made a list of companies in the area where he could potentially work. He was looking forward to leaving fast food and getting on with the rest of his life. But that new gal they'd hired for the front counter became an obsession; he couldn't take his eyes off her. He probably would have quit earlier, but he wanted to get to know her a little better. Actually, what he really wanted to do was get in her pants. So he continued to flip hamburgers on a part-time basis just to be around her.

She was a sexy devil, and she knew it. And he knew she was interested in him. She always wore tight pants or short skirts accompanied with revealing tops to and from work. There wasn't much she could do with the uniform while at work, but even then, she was stunning. He thought she always wore uniforms two sizes too small just to stretch the fabric over her abundant bosom.

When she was at the front counter and Boomer was flipping hamburgers or making French fries, she would glance around to make sure he was looking and then bend over to get something under the counter. The pants of the uniform were normally baggy, but she had a method of cinching them so they were tight. Every time it would drive him crazy.

She'd been employed for two weeks when Boomer made his move. He approached her after work and said, “Hi, Debbie. I'm Boomer. I saw your name on your time card and thought I should say hello. I only work here about ten hours a week, so I haven't seen you much, but I'd like to get to know you better. Would you like to grab a beer with me after work?” He was surprised he'd managed to keep his cool, each word slipping off his tongue gracefully.

“I'd love to,” she said, a wide smile spreading across her flawless face. “I get off at eight tonight. Does that work for you?”

“Sure does,” he said. “I get off before then, but I'll come back and pick you up.”

Boomer, conspicuously eager, was early to pick her up. She walked out the front door a few minutes after eight, and she looked wonderful. Her pants were tight, as always, and she wore a V-neck sweater that she had obviously pulled down to show more of her ample breasts.

He jumped out of the car to walk around and open the door for her and realized that he had a problem with his own pants. His erection was uncomfortably bulging.

She approached the car, and as he opened the door, it was obvious that she saw it, for she kept glancing at his belt line. It was awkward, so Boomer thought he should just address the issue.

“Sorry, I have a little problem here,” he said.

“That looks more like a big problem to me. But, obviously, you must like what you see,” she said.

“I do like what I see. A lot.”

“Well, I like what I see also.” She giggled, soft and practiced. “So now that we have those pleasantries out of the way, let's go get that beer.”

Boomer wanted to take her to a decent bar. The local tavern down the street was a dive, and he didn't want the regulars ogling her. Besides, Boomer, being a non-smoker, couldn't tolerate the cigarette smell.

On the way to the bar, Debbie said, “What're you doing working in a fast food restaurant? Someone told me you have a college degree. Doesn't sound like a career path for someone with your education.”

“I started working here part time during school, just to earn some spending money,” he said. “I got my undergraduate degree in accounting, then went in the service for three years. When I got out, using the GI bill to pay for more schooling, I went back and got a graduate degree in accounting. I was going to quit two weeks ago and move on and find a career. But then you showed up, and I wanted to meet you. So now that I have, I'm in no hurry to figure out my next move.”

“What's your personal situation?” she asked, intrigued. “I don't want to get hung up on a guy and then find out he's married.”

“Single, never married,” he said quickly. “Twenty-seven years old, live in an apartment just off campus, and I'm ready to get on with life. I grew up in the Midwest, with parents who didn't like each other much. They always said they loved me, but saying it and showing it are two different things. So my childhood was not a lot of fun. What about you?”

“I'm twenty-one,” she said. “Grew up around here,” she paused, “with loving parents. I still live with them in my childhood home. After high school, I moved in with two girlfriends and was a sales gal at the local boutique, the one that caters to high school kids. But I grew tired of that. My two roommates got to the point where they wouldn't talk to one another, and we all moved out. I couldn't afford my own place, so I moved back home. Now I'm just trying to figure out what's next.” She twiddled her thumbs in her lap, looking reserved, modest even.

“What about school?” Boomer asked.

“I don't know,” she said. “I'm not a very good student, and college scares me. I thought maybe I'd move to Los Angeles and see if I could get into acting, but everyone tells me that it would be a waste of time. They say without connections or some formal training, I'd just end up as a porn actress, and I'm certainly not interested in that. So I took this job at the hamburger place just to earn some spending money. My parents are supportive, but I know they want to see me on some sort of career path. I'll figure it out. I just need some time.”

The car was approaching the bar that Boomer had in mind, and he pulled into the parking lot. Debbie started to get out of the car, but Boomer asked her to wait a second as he got out, walked around the front of the car, and opened her door. He had more on his mind than just being polite. He wanted to glance down her sweater as she stepped out of the car. And he got what he was looking for.

They sat facing each other at a booth in a dark corner of the bar. Boomer ordered drinks and began a conversation that lasted several hours. It was obvious to both of them that this was a relationship that was going to extend beyond just this night. Boomer was particularly intrigued with the way Debbie would fold her arms on the table and lean forward, exposing her breasts as the fabric of her sweater stretched. She knew exactly what she was doing, and Boomer knew she knew it. He was hooked.

Boomer could be a charming guy, and he played all of the cards in his deck. He wanted her to want him, and he deliberately avoided getting too aggressive with her on their first few dates. On their third evening together, they kissed, gently at first, but then passionately as their lips lingered. Boomer's hands began to wander all over her body, and Debbie seemed to be enjoying the touch, but then she abruptly pulled his hands away.

“Not here,” she said. “We're in my parents’ driveway, and I don't feel comfortable doing this, knowing that they might be spying on us.” She sighed. “Tell you what, they're leaving tomorrow afternoon for a business trip for four days. Why don't you come over Sunday and we can go swimming in the pool? It's supposed to be a hot day, and we'll have the place to ourselves.”

“That's the best invitation I've ever had,” Boomer said. “What time?”

“I have some stuff to do in the morning. How about two o'clock?”

“I'll be here with swim suit in hand.”

Sunday couldn't come fast enough for Boomer. At 2:00 p.m. sharp, he pulled into the driveway. He had a feeling that this was going to be a memorable afternoon, and maybe even night. He leaped out of the car and strolled up to the front door, ringing the bell.

The door opened, and Boomer's knees buckled. Debbie was standing there in a bright yellow bikini, the kind with bow ties on either side of her hips and a top that was definitely too small for what she had to offer. She wore a white chiffon robe that hung off of her shoulders loosely, exposing her body.

“Wow, you look wonderful,” Boomer said as he stepped into the house. “I knew you were beautiful and had a great body, but that swim suit, and what's in it, is amazing.”

“I thought you might like this,” she said, relishing his shower of compliments. “I won't wear this on the beach. I bought it yesterday just for today. I tried it on in the store but didn't realize just how revealing it was until I put it on here at the house. So enjoy it while you can, because I'm not going to wear it outside of this back yard.”

Boomer was escorted to a room where he could put on his swim suit, the type that's mid-calf in length with an elastic waistband and drawstring. It was nothing special, and it certainly wasn't designed to impress anyone.

The day progressed wonderfully. Boomer couldn't take his eyes off her. Debbie made a couple of gin and tonics, and they sat in the sun and enjoyed them, occasionally getting up to take a swim. Frolicking in the water on their third swim, and gin and tonic, Boomer playfully reached for her and accidentally hooked his thumb beneath her shoulder strap, pulling it loose. This exposed Debbie's breast, which she quickly stuffed back into her swim suit.

This didn't seem to faze Debbie much, as she said, “Nice move.”

“I'm s-so sorry,” Boomer stammered. “That was an accident.”

“No problem,” she said, winking. “You may get a better look at them later on anyway.”

Now he was really fired up. He could hardly contain his emotions. He wanted to attack her and tear that swim suit off of her, which obviously wouldn't take much effort. But he contained himself. When that happened, he wanted it to be special. Despite his eagerness, he wanted more than just the obvious endgame.

It was an hour later when it happened, and it was perfect. Boomer went into the kitchen to fix the next round of drinks. He was standing at the kitchen island, facing away from the pool, when he felt something land on his right shoulder. Glancing over, he realized that it was a bright yellow bikini top, and a very small one at that. Then he felt her hands touch his midsection and slowly wrap around to his stomach. As she tightened her hug, he felt her breasts press into his back.

Then he heard her say, “How do you like this? Does it feel good?”

“Never felt anything better in my whole life,” he said.

Debbie rubbed her hands all over Boomer's chest. Then her left hand disappeared. A few moments later, he felt something land on his left shoulder, and he realized that it was the bottom of her swim suit. She had untied the bows on either side of her hips, removed it, and had flung it over his shoulder.

She pressed her entire body against the back of his and said, “How does this feel?”

Boomer was awestruck, but he managed to utter, “Wonderful.”

Still pressing against his backside, she roamed her hands all over the front of his body. She slipped her right hand under his elastic waistband and untied the drawstring of his suit. Then, taking her hands to the top of the suit on each hip, she slipped it off of him. Then she started massaging him with both hands, reaching around his body. He thought his erection was going to explode, so he concentrated on containing himself.

He'd had women before, but nothing as erotic as this. She was fondling him, teasing him even, and he couldn't even see her. Then she started nibbling at his ear. He was absolutely going crazy.

Then she said, “Turn around, Boomer. I want you.”

He swung around and lifted her up onto the counter top. She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him into her, and he finally did explode. He always thought he had an ability to hold himself until he was ready, but this time, he couldn't help himself.

That was the first time. For the next few hours, they were absolutely enthralled with each other, consummating their relationship on the couch, the floor, the stairs, and finally the bed.

Boomer ended up sleeping at the house that night, although sleep was a relative term. She managed to keep him occupied all night. He didn't know that he could perform like that. He'd always thought of himself as a good lover, but this was ridiculous. He just kept coming and coming.

By morning, Boomer was exhausted, and sore. He said, “My word, I didn't know I had it in me. You flat wore me out.”

“That was good,” she said. “And I'm not done with you. My parents won't be back until the day after tomorrow, so why don't you stay here again tonight. We both have a shift today, so after that, we can come back and resume where we left off.”

She knew what she wanted and got straight to the point, which was Boomer's style. “I like it,” he said. “I have a couple of errands to run this morning before work, so I'd best get on with it. It's going to be difficult at work today with you in the same space, but I'll try to control myself.”

The next two months were a continuous two-person marathon. Boomer and Debbie could not get enough of each other. They made love anytime and anywhere they could, usually in Boomer's apartment, but sometimes in public places, trying to discretely hide their activity from people.

Although Boomer was having a good time, he was having a few problems. He kept working at the fast food restaurant just to be near Debbie, but he was getting angry with himself for not getting on with a career. He interviewed with a few accounting firms, and probably could have been hired, but always managed to subconsciously sabotage the interview. He knew it was happening, but he couldn't help himself. He just wanted to be close to Debbie all day and all night.

His biggest problem, though, was his anger was beginning to manifest itself in his relationship with Debbie. He was angry with himself, not her, but she was the closest target. She was beginning to question some of the things he said, and he could feel the repression he always encountered when someone disagreed with him. He was getting rough with her in their sexual encounters, and he knew she didn't like it. In the beginning of the third month of their relationship, she expressed her concern.

They were on the bed. He was on top of her, pounding away, getting more aggressive with each thrust. She told him to stop, which really pissed him off. After all, he was in control here and didn't like being told what to do. He placed his hands around her neck, his thumbs pressing into her windpipe. She started gasping for air, squawking because she couldn't talk. She felt like she was going to pass out and made a desperate push against his chest with her hands as she turned her body to the side. Boomer slipped out of her as she rolled over. She started to reach for the side of the bed, gasping as she moved.

Boomer was not pleased that he'd been interrupted mid-stroke and roughly grabbed her, yanking her back to the center of the bed. Her arms automatically bent up to protect her face when Boomer took the first swing. He realized his rage at the last second and tried to contain the force, but it was too late. He hit her on the side of the head, just below her right eye.

“What are you doing? STOP!” She finally caught her breath. “You hit me, you son of a bitch,” she said, rolling off the side of the bed and scrambling across the rug.

Boomer didn't like being criticized, especially when he was angry. He reached off the side of the bed, grabbed her ankle, and dragged her back towards him. “Get back here, god damn it. I'm not through with you.”

She stuck her other foot against the side of the bed, trying to prevent him from dragging her closer. “Let go of me. You hurt me. What's the matter with you? Quit pulling me,” she yelped, trying to overcome his tug.

“Don't you tell me what to do,” Boomer yelled as he tried yanking her back up onto the bed. “I told you I'm not through with you. Now get up here.”

Debbie was struggling to keep herself from being pulled back up onto the bed and took a wild swing at Boomer, but her fist merely bounced off his chest. Boomer still had hold of her right ankle and grabbed her flailing arm with his other hand. He managed to lift her back up onto the bed.

His eyes were wild with rage, and he lifted his hand to take another swing at her. Just as he brought his flat-handed slap to her face, she turned her head and took the blow just below her right ear. He hit her so hard that she rolled off the other side of the bed. Dazed and scared for her life, she managed to scramble to her feet and head for the door, which was open. She stumbled through it and slammed it shut behind her.

She may have gotten the jump on Boomer, but he wasn't going to let her get away without apologizing for her insolence. He thought, How could she disrespect me like that? He leapt off the bed, heading for the closed door. He grabbed the doorknob and yanked on it so hard it came off in his hand. Furious that he was losing valuable time chasing her, he took a few steps back and slammed into the door. Fortunately for him, it was a hollow-core door and shattered as he went sprawling through and onto the floor on the other side. Glancing up from his fall, he could see her running through the back door and into the back yard. Even in his fury, he chuckled to himself as he watched her nude body flailing as she ran.

He realized that he too was naked, but he didn't care and flew into the back yard after her. There was no fence surrounding the back yard, and Debbie ran into the neighbor's adjoining yard. The neighbor had a bedsheet drying on an outside clothesline, and she grabbed it as she ran by. She managed to keep running as she carelessly wrapped the sheet around her body. But at least she was covered up.

Boomer followed her into the neighbor's yard as he watched her grab the sheet and flee towards the street. The only other things on the clothesline were pants and shirts, all obviously too small for Boomers extra-large size.

At this same time, the neighbor, an elderly lady, stepped out of her back door. Startled, she found herself looking into the fiery eyes of a very naked Boomer, who came to a sliding stop across the grass. All of a sudden embarrassed, he cupped his hands over his groin in an attempt to cover up his nakedness.

In a feeble attempt to explain himself, he said, “Hi, I'm your neighbor, and I'm looking for my girlfriend who just ran across your yard. Have you seen her? Sorry that you caught me with no clothes on, but I need to find her.” He smiled politely, trying to hide how hard he was clenching his jaw.

“I know who you are,” the lady said. “I've seen the two of you having sex in that unit for weeks. Seems to me you could at least close the blinds or pull the curtains. It may be exciting to you, but it sure isn't to me. And as far as your girlfriend goes, yes, I saw her rip a sheet off of my clothesline and run by the side of the house. And even if I did know where she was, I wouldn't tell you. She was obviously trying to get away from you. Now get the hell out of my yard. And stay out of it.”

Boomer turned and walked back to his ground-level apartment, huffing and puffing. The lady turned back into her house and walked to the front door. Opening it, she could see her white bedsheet among the shrubbery along the side of the house. And the bedsheet was hiding something under it.

“I see you under the sheet,” she said. “Why don't you come up here and step into the house. I don't think you have any clothes on, and I want my sheet back.”

Debbie peered out from under the sheet and glanced up at the lady. “Okay,” she said shyly. “This is embarrassing, but I really need some help. I thought he was going to kill me, so I had to run. I, um, had no clothes on at the time. Sorry about the sheet, but can you help me?”

“Yes I can, and I will,” the lady said. “Now get in here.”

Debbie secured the sheet around her body and emerged from the bushes. She walked up the front steps and sheepishly looked at the lady. “I'm so sorry,” Debbie said, “but I didn't know what else to do. I think I tore the sheet on a rose bush when I ducked into the shrubbery. I'll buy you a new sheet as soon as I can.” Tears welled in her eyes, reality striking her as hard as Boomer had.

“Let's worry about the sheet later,” the lady said. “Right now we need to find some clothes for you. All of my stuff is going to be too big around the waist and too short. My husband died several years ago, and I just couldn't stand to throw his stuff away, so maybe we can find something that'll work.”

They stepped into an adjoining room with a closet, and the lady pulled out a pair of pants and a shirt. She said, as she handed them to Debbie, “Here, see if these will fit. You'll have no underwear, and these will look awful on you, but at least you'll be covered up.” The lady left the room to let Debbie put the clothes on without an audience.

Debbie slid the pants on over her bare hips and thought they'd work all right. The shirt was another matter. It was a long-sleeve work shirt that buttoned down the front. She slipped her arms into the sleeves and pulled the shirt around her body. Buttoning the shirt, however, was a chore. Her more-than-ample bosom was stretching the buttons to the limit, and if she wasn't careful, she'd pop the front open. But at least it was covering her up.

She emerged from the dressing room and said to the woman, who had her back to her, “Thank you for your help. Hiding in the bushes, I really didn't know what to do.”

The lady turned around and, seeing Debbie stuffed into the work shirt with baggy pants, said, “My, you are a sight to behold. The pants don't do you any justice, but that shirt on you is something else. I suggest you go find a top that fits, or you'll have every guy in town chasing you around the block. I'm guessing you probably need a lift somewhere? Can I take you in my car?”

“That would be wonderful,” Debbie said. “I only live a few miles from here, and I'm afraid Boomer will find me if I walk down the street. I live with my parents, and I don't think Boomer will come after me there knowing that they're back in town. I really appreciate your help.”

“Well, you got yourself a real winner there,” the lady said. “I couldn't help but see your sexual antics since you two never bothered to lower the shades on your window. And my kitchen window looks directly into his bedroom. So I got an eyeful, even though I wasn't at all interested. You really should be more careful. And, even though you haven't asked my opinion, just let me say that you should screen your boyfriends a little better. That guy has lived across the yard from me for some time now, and even though I haven't met him, I can tell he's trouble.”

“How can you tell if you haven't met him?” Debbie asked.

“You know, you're not the first girl he's had in there. And it's always the same. He has his wild, crazy sex and then beats the girl up. Some sort of power play, I assume.”

“But I really thought we had something special,” Debbie said, hanging her head and starting at her feet.

“Well, you're young enough to assume that, I suppose, but take your time and really get to know a guy before you get seriously involved with him.”

With that, the lady ushered Debbie to the garage and into her car, asking, “Where to?” as she backed out.

Boomer was pissed. He assumed that Debbie had returned to her parents’ house, and he wasn't about to approach her there. He decided to wait until the next day and see her at work. Then perhaps he could talk some sense into her.

Arriving for work the next day, he realized that Debbie wasn't there. She was scheduled to punch in an hour before him, but her time card was still in the rack and no one had seen her. The only reason he still worked there was to be close to her, so he decided that if she quit, he would too.

On his way back to his apartment, he started thinking about her. Why did he find her so special? He'd had many women that were good in bed, and she was definitely just one of those. He didn't need her and wondered why he should work at a fast food restaurant just to be around her. Maybe she was hot, but she wasn't that hot. So to hell with her, he said to himself, I'm better than this, and I'm going to go out and get a job that is worthy of me. A college education in accounting—I'm going to amount to something!





CHAPTER 19

1970

Boomer's parents lived a difficult middle-class existence, all brought on by themselves. His father was a salesman, and his mother was a housewife, who volunteered at the Portland YWCA. She also made quilts, which she occasionally sold at a community street fair. Between them, they had money to take vacations and to indulge Boomer in his numerous activities. But they bickered a lot and financially tried to enjoy the good life too much. There was always money trouble.

Other than football, Boomer enjoyed snow skiing. It was an expensive sport, and Boomer knew that he was stretching his parents’ budget to continue with it through grade school and high school. In order to supplement the cost of the sport, he devised ways to get extra money. He didn't earn the money—he took it.

He had numerous schemes. He developed a penchant for pickpocketing. And he got good at it. The kids in school were always careless with money, carrying their billfolds in their back pockets, which could easily be removed and, after lifting the bills, tossed in the nearest garbage can. The girls were continually leaving their purses on a desk or counter, and he'd remove the bills when they weren't looking. He got good at breaking into the lockers when no one was around. He knew if the break-in was obvious, he'd be found out, so he carried a set of keys that fit most of the locks of a certain brand. He'd make sure that he was always in charge of the coin box at the bake sales and other student fundraisers. No one ever guessed that some of the money was being pilfered. And he liked to walk in front of the drive-in windows at the fast food restaurants. Invariable, he'd find loose change lying on the pavement. People in their cars were too lazy to get out and pick it up when they dropped the coins. The best of all, though, were the numerous wishing pools throughout the city. People would toss coins into the ponds while making a wish, and a little midnight collection of the coins would amount to serious money. Amazingly, although school officials and some students knew that something was wrong, they never caught him. Consequently, Boomer became very confident in his thieving abilities.

With his extra income, Boomer was able to buy better and better ski equipment as the school years rolled by. By his junior year in high school, he was the star of the ski team. He loved the notoriety of his status on the team. Even more than that, though, he loved the girls that enjoyed the sport. They were fit, beautiful, and athletic. Most of all, he liked the stretch pants and bulky sweaters they wore on the slopes. They would work up a sweat, and when they went into the hut for lunch, they'd peel off those sweaters and expose their bodies under tight turtlenecks or T-shirts.

He liked to ski alone so he could sit next to single girls riding up on the chair lift. On several occasions, these encounters led to a quick feel-up under the sweater, although it usually took several rides to get to that point. It was exhilarating, and Boomer was developing a reputation that attracted the looser girls in school. Life was good, and Boomer was living it up for all he could.

Boomer's home life was not as idyllic as his school life. His problem was his parents drank too much—way too much. Their nightly drinking bouts would often end in a shouting match, and sometimes swings were taken. Normally it was his mother who threw the first punch, and as drunk as she was, the blow would bounce off a shoulder or chest, but it was enough to get the fray started. Boomer hated these evening tirades and would hole himself in his room studying. The more involved he got in his studies, the less he heard the argument downstairs.

The only good thing he got out of his teen years living at home was that he became a good student. He found he had a proclivity for numbers and accounting. With his grades and his accomplishments on the football team, he was able to get a substantial scholarship to college. Along with his thieving methods, which he continued, he did well in college.

Through his college years, he distanced himself from his parents. The few weekends he went home to visit, he ended up wishing he hadn't. Their drinking and fighting escalated through the years, and they were both looking ten years older than their actual age. After his college years, he hardly saw them.

When Boomer's affair with Debbie was over and he quit the fast food restaurant to start his new life, he decided to leave Portland. For the past few months, he'd been reminiscing about his high school days on the ski team, and he decided to go somewhere with lots of snow. He decided on Denver.

He didn't have much in the way of personal possessions. He sold or gave away the few pieces of furniture he owned, packed his clothes into three suitcases he bought at the Goodwill store, and donated to the local food pantry what was left from his kitchen. The one thing he was not going to sell was his ski equipment, which over the years was a sizeable investment.

He was concerned, however, about his car. He liked spending money on women and having a good time and was never concerned about having a nice car. Besides, he seldom left town, and if the car broke down, it was a short haul to the nearest service garage. He assumed his car wouldn't make the drive from Portland to Denver.

It was summer, and he figured he could afford a nicer car if he didn't spend money on motel rooms on the drive to Denver. With the sale of his old car and his furniture, he was still well short of what he needed for the new car and camping equipment. He did have one thing of value that he could sell: his cassette jazz collection. In the late 1950s, he'd begun buying record albums, but when 8-track tape recorders came out in the early 1960s, he sold his record collection and started buying 8-track tapes to save space in his always crowded apartments. Then in the late ’60s, everyone was switching to cassette tape recorders, as the demise of the 8-track tape era was closing. His 8-track tapes were useless, so he switched to cassettes.

Still short of his travel budget, Boomer decided to step up his pilfering, particularly from the wishing wells and ponds throughout the city. He had a very active two-week period of traveling around the numerous ponds lifting coins from the basins. Apparently, word had spread among the churches and park employees that someone was stealing the coins, and an aggressive vigil was kept on the suspect locations. On two occasions, early in the morning hours, he was discovered and had to escape the pond, dripping wet from the knees down. That was okay, though, because he felt, after the second confrontation, that he had enough money to make the journey.

He purchased a bright red 1955 Oldsmobile with substantial miles on the odometer, but good tires, and set out for Denver. He was in no hurry. It was mid-summer, and he had the money and the time and decided to visit a few places along the drive that he had always wanted to see. He'd travel to Sun Valley, Idaho, and then swing over to Yellowstone National Park before continuing on to Denver.

He stopped for lunch at a truck stop in Boise, Idaho. After consuming his normal meal of a hamburger, fries, and a vanilla milkshake, he headed for his car. Across the parking lot, he noticed a girl standing on the shoulder of the highway with her thumb out, attempting to hitch a ride. He hadn't seen her as he drove in, but he assumed she probably wouldn't have to wait long for one of the truckers to pick her up. Not wanting to lose the opportunity to have the company, and perhaps even get lucky, he decided to give her a ride.

He fired up the Olds, reached across the passenger seat, and cranked down the side window. Pulling up alongside the girl, he said, “Looking for a ride?”

“Yeah,” she said crisply.

“Where're you headed?” Boomer asked, trying to appear nonchalant.

“Where ever you're going.”

“I'm headed for Sun Valley.”

“Sounds good to me, wherever that is.”

“Climb in.”

She opened the door and slid onto the passenger side of the bench seat. “Thanks for the ride,” she said.

“No problem,” Boomer replied. “Happy to be of service. Besides, I could use the company. All they have out here is country music, and it's driving me crazy.”

“What's wrong with country music?” she asked.

“Just don't like it. Not my thing.”

“I like it,” she said. “But it's your car, and if you don't want to listen to it, then don't.”

“I won't,” he said curtly. “Now that we have that settled, what're you doing out here hitching a ride to nowhere? Kind of dangerous for a girl, isn't it, not knowing what kind of guy is going to pick you up?” He eyed her curiously.

“It's not so bad,” she said. “I usually get rides at the truck stops. Those guys are always willing to have my company, and I'm not particular where I'm headed, so I usually don't have to wait long.”

“Sounds like you're taking a big chance to me. Could get raped or something,” Boomer said.

“No problem. If a guy gets aggressive with me like that, I'll just give him a blow job, and that takes care of it,” she said. She eyed him back, scanning him up and down, her gaze calculated, running the same route it had dozens of times. “You want me to do that now and get it out of the way so I don't have to worry about it the rest of the ride?”

Boomer glanced across the bench seat and took a closer look at the girl. She appeared to be in her late teens. She was skinny and unkempt. Her hair was stringy and looked like it hadn't been washed in a year. Even at her young age, her teeth were turning brown. And, although she carried a canvas bag that seemed to be only half full, her clothes were so dirty they looked like they could stand up without her skeleton holding them up. And Boomer just noticed how bad she smelled.

“No, I don't think so,” he said. Even as horny as Boomer always seemed to be, having any contact with this girl was more than he could stomach. And he wondered how many of the truckers who'd had sex with her later regretted it.

“Why not?” she asked. “I'm good at it, and you'll like the way I do it. All the guys do.”

“No, I'm trying to drive, and I don't need to be running off the road because you're working me over.”

“Pull off the road then and we'll do it there,” she insisted. “My way of thankin’ you for givin’ me a lift.”

“Look, you can thank me by just keeping me company. What happened to you anyway?” he asked. “You're, what, nineteen? Hitching rides and giving blow jobs to guys you don't know just to get somewhere else? Tell me your story.”

“Not much to tell,” she said, surprised anyone even wanted to hear her story at all. “Never met my dad. Mom was a drunk and had a flow of guys visitin’ the house to get laid. She never wanted to have me in the first place and didn't pay me much attention the time we were together. She was too drunk to work and lived off government programs. We lived in a flop house, and she earned a few bucks doing laundry for a local motel, and, of course, she sometimes collected money from her prostitutin’, but usually she was too drunk to collect the money. I dropped out of school after the eighth grade and left home. Been “roading” it ever since. It's the only thing I know.” She sat back into the comfortable car seat, enjoying the soft material, even though she knew, like most things in her life, it was temporary.

“Wow,” Boomer said, “I've heard some tough-luck stories before, but yours is really tragic.”

“No big deal,” she said. “It is what it is. It's the hand that life dealt me, and I deal with it. I get along.” She licked her lips. “Would you mind if I smoked a cigarette?”

“Actually, I would,” Boomer said, squirming in his seat, “I don't like cigarette smoke in the car. But I need gas anyway, so I'll stop at the next station and you can have your smoke.”

“Works for me,” she said.

A few miles farther, Boomer pulled into a Phillips 66 station and up to the pump. The station was a ramshackle affair, with a dirt and gravel lot with an office that had seen better days. The attendant came out and asked Boomer how much gas he needed. Boomer noticed on the station reader board that regular gas was thirty-six cents per gallon and asked for four dollars’ worth, handing the attendant four one-dollar bills. He turned off the car but left the keys in the ignition.

Boomer turned to the girl and said, “I'm going to buy a candy bar and take a piss. You need anything?”

“I'll take the candy bar,” she said. “I'll wait here for you.”

Boomer entered the station office and selected two Milky Way candy bars from the rack. After paying for them, he asked the cashier where the bathroom was. He was told to go through the back door, and he'd find it on the outside of the building.

Boomer finished his business and glanced at the fuel pumps as he rounded the corner of the building, startled to see that his car was not at the pump. He tried not to panic. Maybe the attendant needed the pump for another customer and moved the car. There was another identical set of pumps on the other side of the station, so maybe the girl moved the car to another location. But horror seized his body, and he imagined the girl driving off with his car.

He approached the attendant, who had moved to the inside of the station. “What happened to my car?” Boomer asked. “It's not at the pump where I left it.”

“Right,” the attendant responded. “As soon as I finished fueling and came in here to put the money in the till, the girl you were with jumped into the driver's seat, fired up the engine and flew out of here, spraying gravel all over the pumps. Got to tell ya, she was in one hell of a hurry.”

“SON OF A BITCH!” Boomer yelled. “Why'd you let her jump in the car? That's my car, not hers.”

Before Boomer had a chance to further berate the attendant, the response was emphatic. “Well, let's see,” the attendant said. “First of all, it's none of my business. Second, I didn't see her get in the car. Third, I didn't know she wasn't supposed to. And fourth, if you were stupid enough to leave the keys in the ignition, then you got what you deserve. I don't need you chastising me, so I'd appreciate it if you would deal with your problem elsewhere.”

“Where exactly?” Boomer asked. “I have no car, little money, and all of my stuff is in the trunk of the car. That bitch has about everything I own. She better hope she never sees me again. I'll tear her apart.”

Boomer calmed down some, at least his attitude towards the attendant did. He considered his plight and decided he needed to contact the police and let them know about the theft. If he got to them soon, they may be able to find the car before she got too far.

Boomer approached the attendant again. “Look, I'm sorry I raised my voice at you. I'm just pissed that she stole my car. Can I use your phone and call the police? I need to have them on this as soon as possible. Hell, I don't even know that she knows how to drive it. Maybe she didn't get very far.”

“Phone's over there,” the attendant said, pointing to the phone hanging on the wall. “There's a pay phone outside but go ahead and use ours. I don't need you erupting at me again. Make your call and get the hell out of the station.”

“Look, pal,” Boomer said, “I just had my car stolen, and I'm upset enough without you pissing me off. Just give me a break, will ya? Do you have the number for the police department?”

“There's that new service, call 9-1-1,” the attendant said. “They'll take care of notifying the police for you.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot about 9-1-1,” Boomer said.

He made the call, and the operator got him in touch with the local police, and within the hour, a police cruiser with two officers arrived. Boomer nearly ran to meet them.

“Officers,” he said, “my car's been stolen, and I want you to find it. It's only been about an hour and a half, and she couldn't have gotten far. Everything I own is in that car, and I need it back. She headed east, down the highway there.” Boomer pointed in the direction she took off.

“One step at a time, sir,” one of the officers said. “Please give us your name and tell us what the circumstances are.”

Boomer filled them in.

“Let me get this straight,” the officer said when Boomer finished his story. “You picked up a hitchhiker a few hours ago, a gal in her late teens. You don't know her name. You stopped to get fuel and left the keys in the ignition without keeping an eye on the car. She jumped in and took off east on the highway. The only thing you know about your car is it is a 1955 red Oldsmobile with a noticeable dent in the left quarter panel. You don't know the license number. The registration is above the driver's visor, and the title to the car is in your belongings locked in the trunk. Is that correct?”

“Unfortunately, that is correct,” Boomer responded glumly.

“Well, we'll broadcast this to the officers in the region and hope we can find it for you. Usually in a situation like this, the car is abandoned somewhere, as the thief doesn't want to be apprehended. How will we be able to contact you? Where will you be?”

“Right here, I guess,” Boomer said. “I have no way to get anywhere. There's that cheap motel across the street, and I guess I'll get a room there until I hear from you.”

“Okay,” the officer said. “We'll get right on this. My guess is that we'll find it soon and get you back in possession of it. But no promises.”

“Thank you.”

Boomer got a room in the motel. He lay on the sagging mattress and thought to himself: I'm twenty-seven years old, a college graduate in accounting with no job, no savings, and now the few things I do own are in the hands of a ding-bat girl I was crazy enough to trust for a few minutes. What's the matter with me? I need to get a grip on life. If they can recover my car, I'm going to get a good job in Denver and start making something of myself.

Through his thought process, that nagging feeling of anger lurked just below the surface. He was mad at the girl and mad at himself, and he was trying to contain his feelings. He felt this way much of the time. Usually it was well-deserved anger because there was always someone else doing something he didn't like, didn't agree with, or wouldn't do it his way. The only outlet for his anger in those situations was to take it out on them. A few punches or kicks to the kneecaps usually resolved the problem. But this time was different because he knew the problem was himself. He asked himself, How could I be so stupid? He should have taken the keys with him when he went to the office, then she wouldn't have been able to steal the car. But it was water under the bridge now. When his anger boiled over, he was able to bang his head against the wall a few times to relieve the pressure. The problem was the wall board in the cheap motel was so thin that it just caved in, giving him little relief.

The police dropped by the motel each day to give an update on the progress of finding his car. With each passing day, Boomer grew more frustrated, and the motel wall had more head-shaped dents than before he'd checked in. Of that, he was certain. On the fourth day, they stopped by in the middle of the afternoon and told him that they had found the car. It was only twenty miles away, but they had a hard time finding it because they didn't have a license number to identify it. They were successful only after a store owner called to say there was a red Oldsmobile that had been in his back parking lot for several days and appeared to be abandoned.

Boomer asked if they could transport him to the car and he'd be on his way. As he was talking to the police, the motel owner approached and asked to talk to one of the cops.

Stepping to the side, the owner said to the policewoman, “Will you step into his room with me please? I think I'm going to have a problem with him, and I may need your help.” The policewoman stepped farther away from Boomer so the man could continue. “The lady that cleans the rooms told me that he's done some damage. He just looks like one of those guys that gets mad easily, and I don't want a confrontation with him.”

“Let's go take a look,” the officer said.

The owner led her to Boomer's room and unlocked the door. They stepped inside and turned on the light

“Oh my, look what he's done to that wall,” the owner said. Plaster board littered the floor. “I'm going to have to rebuild that entire wall, and he's going to have to pay for it. He's not going to like that, so I'm glad you're here to help with the news.”

“Yeah,” the officer said, “this could be an interesting conversation.”

As they exited the room, they saw Boomer leaning up against the police cruiser and approached him.

“So what do you think about that ride to retrieve my car?” Boomer said.

“We have a bigger issue than that,” the policewoman said. “You destroyed a wall in the motel room there,” she said, pointing to the open door to his room, “and you need to settle up with the owner before you're going anywhere.”

“Aw, hell,” he said, “that wall was chintzy to begin with. All I did was bang it a few times with my head. No way it should have fallen apart like that. It obviously needs to be rebuilt anyway. Besides, it was so thin I could hear every stroke the couple in the next room over was making. I got to tell you, it kept me awake half the night four nights in a row. I ought to demand my money back from the motel owner for paying good money for a lack of sleep.”

“Well,” she said, not buying it, “you managed to stay in there for four nights and never said a word to anyone, as I understand it. Let's talk to the owner, settle up your bill, and get you to your car. Sound like an idea?”

“We can talk about it, but I'm not a rich guy, you know,” Boomer admitted.

The policewoman got Boomer and the owner together, standing there in the parking lot, and within a few minutes, they'd reached a compromise. Neither side was happy. Boomer thought he'd paid too much, and the motel owner not nearly enough. At least, Boomer thought to himself, I've paid for each night and only have to cough up one night's stay.

The policewoman sensed that Boomer was a hothead who could explode with little enticement, so she decided to drive him the twenty miles to his car. The sooner he got out of the area the better, she thought.

Boomer sat in the back seat of the police cruiser. The half-hour ride to retrieve his car was quiet, and he was able to settle his nerves. The impulse to hit something subsided. He was still pissed, though, about having to pay that much to repair the wall.

The cruiser pulled up alongside Boomer's car in the back parking lot of Honest Abe's Pawn and Loan. Boomer was expecting to find his car without the keys and some of his stuff missing from the trunk. He was pleasantly surprised. The driver's door was unlocked and, sliding into the driver's seat, he found the keys dangling from the ignition. He checked the trunk and found his stuff untouched. On the passenger seat was a note scrawled on the margin of a crumpled newspaper: “Thanks for the lift.”

With a sigh of relief, Boomer thanked the policewoman, fired up the engine, and headed east down the highway.

Boomer's camping gear was still in the trunk of the car, and he was able to find tent sites on his way to Denver. He had hoped to get a decent room every other night, just to get cleaned up, but he'd spent most of his money on the cheap motel and the wall repair. So every night of the journey was spent in the tent. At least he still had enough money for gas.

As he approached Denver, he got to thinking about his future. He needed a job—a good one. With his education, he thought this wouldn't be a problem, but he needed to get himself cleaned up and buy a suit for the interviews. He'd spent most of his money on the trip and decided to revert to his thieving schemes to raise the capital.

It took two weeks to raise the funds, and he stayed in his tent outside of town to save money. He wasn't familiar with the city, and it took time to find the wishing wells to scoop up the coins. They were getting smart. Some of the ponds had fencing around them, but Boomer was agile and found a way to get in. So between coins from the ponds and a little pickpocketing, he was once again in an inexpensive motel with a suit from the local Goodwill. That suit looked okay at least.

Within a week, he had a job. He was hired as a junior accountant for a temp agency and was assigned to different businesses for assignments usually lasting only three or four weeks. He felt good about his new employment. He was able, after his first paycheck, to move to a better motel and save a few dollars.

His first assignment was for a small manufacturing company with twenty-five employees. The company's long-time accountant had a medical emergency and would be hospitalized for weeks, followed by a long recovery at home. The chances of her ever returning to work were slim. It was an unexpected illness, and the company needed someone immediately to pay the bills and prepare the payroll. The search for a new accountant would take time and, hence, Boomer was brought in to cover the gap.

Between the motel stay, food, gas and a few beers after work, he was pretty tight on cash. Being new to the job, he was at an entry-level wage. He knew what the accounting firm was charging the customer for his services, and he felt it was entirely unfair that they kept most of the money and just gave him a pittance. He had needs. He hadn't been with a female in weeks. He needed more clothes. He wanted to eat a nice meal, and he had yet to put any money in his new savings account. At his current pay rate, he would need months, maybe even years to get where he needed to be financially.

It only took a few days for Boomer to figure out a resolve to his dilemma. He was the only one looking at the books and handling the money. The company had a small retail store where they sold some of the items they manufactured, and their accounting system was manual and antiquated. It was easy to adjust an over-the-counter sales invoice for an item paid in cash and pocket the difference. He also found that the petty cash envelope, which normally had $200 in it, was easy to manipulate. Within a couple of weeks, he had enough money to buy more clothes and put a few dollars away.

That first job assignment was short enough that the new permanent accountant would probably never figure out that some money was missing. Three short-term assignments followed, all with similar details: small companies that had an immediate need while they replaced the position. Two of these companies approached Boomer about the position, but he explained that his contract with the temp agency prevented him from accepting the offer. He was able to continue his petty theft from these companies and was surprised to find that none of them ever did a financial audit while he was there, which emboldened his activity.

With his next job in Denver, he hit the motherload. He found a job as an accountant for a small jewelry store that was located in a shopping center on the outskirts of town. The owners had operated the store for thirty-five years. The husband ran the retail store and his wife kept the books. She had died suddenly at the age of sixty-five, and the husband was devastated. She was his entire life. They had lived and worked together their whole marriage, seldom spending a day apart. When she died, he was emotionally lost.

They usually had two or three employees who helped run the store, mostly on a part-time basis. The few long-term employees they had over the years had retired, and at the time of his wife's death, just the two of them were working.

The owner, Chet, didn't know what to do. He and his wife hadn't considered selling the store. After all, it was their life and income. She was gone, and he needed the store to occupy his time, as well as provide a livelihood. And now he needed someone to do the books. He never paid much attention to the financial health of the business because his wife always took care of that. He'd never interviewed anyone in his life and didn't know how to get a good accountant, so he went to a temp agency. And Boomer got the call!

From the first day on the job, it was like taking candy from a baby. He was amazed that someone who had operated a store for thirty-five years wouldn't have a good inventory tracking system, especially in a jewelry store, and the man had little knowledge of how much revenue and expense the business had. But his wife always took care of that, and he trusted her explicitly.

The rings, watches, bracelets, necklaces, and other jewelry items were always put in the safe at night, where the loose diamonds were kept. Chet was always exhausted at the end of the day, and within Boomer's first week on the job, he was responsible for securing the valuables.

At first, it was just a small, loose diamond every few days. He knew there was no inventory system on the loose stones, so he just pocketed them. It didn't take him long to find a “fence” that would buy the diamonds from him, but he was getting a small percentage of the actual price and realized that he had to step up his game. He needed bigger, more expensive items. He'd take a watch or a necklace from the inventory, create a phony invoice, and not put any money in the cash register.

Chet liked Boomer. He saw him as affable, proficient, and dependable. And because of this, Chet was in no hurry to replace him with a new accountant. The trouble began when Chet's younger brother showed up for a visit.

The husband-and-wife team had operated the store six days a week for all of those years. Occasionally they needed a short vacation, so the brother would leave his job and operate the store for a week or two as the couple traveled. The brother had showed up for the funeral, but it was a brief visit. Now, two months later, he thought Chet needed some time off. Some medical issues needed attention, and he thought Chet needed to rest.

The brother intended on spending a week in the store. He managed a department in a large corporation and was a savvy businessman. On his previous visits to the store, he'd suggested that Chet use an inventory tracking system, or at least have a financial audit every few years, but Chet never took the advice. Chet had confidence that his wife was doing everything properly, and they certainly were not going to steal from themselves.

The brother arrived on Monday morning, an hour before the store opened, and immediately opened the financial ledger. When Boomer showed up a half hour later, he walked in to find the brother intensely studying the books. Boomer was concerned and expected trouble.

Boomer introduced himself to Aaron, and they spent the next hour getting to know one another. Boomer used all of his charm and charisma to ingratiate himself with the brother. He felt he'd done a good job of doctoring the books to make them look legitimate. It was the inventory that would be a problem.

The first four days of the week went well. Boomer didn't touch any merchandise, fearing that the brother was keeping a close eye on him. On Thursday, Aaron approached him and said, “Hey, Boomer, I stayed around after closing last night and compared the invoices with the daily bank deposits. Have you noticed any discrepancy? Seems to me we should have more money in the bank. And I also noticed that there was a Rolex watch on the inventory list, and I can't find it. I was sort of interested in it myself and thought I might buy it. But it wasn't in the safe this morning. Any ideas?”

Boomer had to think fast. “Let me look. Sometimes I put the more valuable items in the bottom desk drawer after the safe has been closed for the night. I think I did that last night. I'll go look.”

Then Aaron was at the retail counter, and Boomer entered the office. Fortunately, he had put the watch in his jacket pocket last night, suspecting there may be a problem. He'd taken it home the prior week and hadn't yet “fenced” it. He surreptitiously removed it from his pocket and appeared to lift it from the drawer just as Aaron walked into the room.

“Yeah, here it is,” Boomer said, lifting the watch to show Aaron. “I remembered putting it in here. I know it's not the safest thing to do, but once that safe is closed for the night, it's a process to reopen, and I was in a hurry last night. Let's get it back in the display case.”

“Right,” Aaron said. “Let's make sure we secure everything in the safe at night, regardless of the circumstance. Tomorrow night, when we close for the weekend, let's take a full inventory. Chet's been an emotional mess since his wife's death, and I want to make sure everything is accounted for.”

“Good idea,” Boomer responded.

He knew that Aaron suspected foul play. And with a full inventory, there was no way to cover his tracks, so he decided to not show up for work the next day and disappear. No way he was going to walk out, however, without taking that Rolex watch with him. After all, he had it in his possession yesterday, and he hadn't wanted to return it. And, what the heck, Aaron suspected him anyway, so why not walk away with one more item? If he was going to be found out, he might as well get one last item.

Boomer was still living in a motel and didn't own much, so he didn't have much to pack. The biggest problem with walking away was how to get his final paycheck from the temp agency. They were not going to be happy with him abandoning the job, so he'd have to come up with a good reason for walking out. Maybe he could claim his mother died in a foreign country. Something like that—he'd have to think about it.

Boomer decided to keep the Rolex. The band on his old Timex was worn out, and he needed the watch to impress potential employers. Next time he was going to get a job with a large corporation and start making some real money.

Boomer needed to leave Denver. He suspected that Aaron would alert the police and they'd be checking the pawn shops for the watch and looking for a red 1955 Oldsmobile. He didn't need to take any unnecessary chances and had no reason to stay there any longer. He withdrew what little money he had in his savings account, closed it, and headed south. Although he didn't feel they'd have an extensive search for him, he needed to get his final paycheck and wanted to be careful. He figured he'd rent a PO box at the post office in a small town for only ninety days and have his last check sent there. Prior to the expiration, he'd pay a kid ten bucks to collect the mail and leave the key in the box. He'd then instruct the kid to put the mail in a paper bag and drop it at a park bench where, after close surveillance, Boomer would collect it.

He'd never been to Phoenix before and thought he might like more sunshine. One thing about his profession Boomer was beginning to appreciate: it was easy to find a job. People always seemed to be looking for accountants. Boomer found a cheap motel on the outskirts of town and began his job search. It didn't take long. He was hired as a junior accountant in a large investment firm in Scottsdale, an affluent city adjacent to Phoenix. This time, he thought to himself, I'll play it safe with the company, learn the ropes, and then start my own firm in a few years.

He liked the company, and the company liked him. They paid him well, and he could see a bright future for himself with the firm. After a couple of months, though, something began to bother him. He could see the huge commissions that the investment brokers were earning every month. He was making peanuts compared to what they were bringing in.

The months went by and Boomer became more and more agitated with the discrepancy. He hadn't figured out a way to cheat with the books. The company was too big, too sophisticated, and too many other accountants were checking and re-checking every ledger entry. It was time to move on.

Bitter about the fact that he had to walk away from the company with no “extra” money, he decided that he needed to target a smaller investment firm. If he could be the only accountant taking care of a few brokers, he felt he could devise a scheme that would take care of his financial needs for many years. It didn't take long.

His new job was only a mile from his previous employer, and because he'd done a good job for them, he was given a good reference. This was perfect. He liked the two partners and the few other brokers that worked there, and they seemed to like him. His first order of business was to gain their confidence, so he played it straight for the first several months. He was the ideal employee.





CHAPTER 20

1971

Boomer had been with the company for a year, and things were going well. His salary enabled him to get a nice apartment within walking distance of the company, a new car, and develop a social life. Women were no problem, and he had a steady stream of different companions enjoying his company in his apartment.

Life was good. One thing kept nagging at him, though. Like his former employer, he saw the commission checks the brokers were earning, and he felt he deserved that money as much as they did. After all, he was the one responsible for doling it out to them. He needed to be careful, though. The brokers were always aware of how much money they should be making from their trades, and he could only skim a small amount from each check. But, like the senator once said, “A billion here and billion there—pretty soon it starts to add up.”

His opportunity was with the monthly client statements. Boomer prepared them so he devised a method of altering the statements and transferring small trades, or shares, into a holding account. He controlled the holding account, and once each month, he would skim a little off the top. He also created “margin” loans from the larger portfolios and put the proceeds into his own bank account. He found this to be a slick system. In a margin loan, a customer can borrow funds from his or her own stock portfolio. He compared it to borrowing money through an equity loan on a house. The client was really borrowing his or her own money and paying interest to the brokerage on it. The client had to approve the loan and sign some documents, but Boomer was able to create the paperwork and forge the signatures, borrowing the money on someone else's stock portfolio. As long as the stock portfolios increased in value, he could get away with the scheme. If the stocks tumbled and the investors cashed out, he could get caught.

Although some of the bigger firms were beginning to experiment with computerized accounting, this small firm was still doing everything manually, and Boomer became a master at hiding numbers. Boomer was becoming proficient at shifting the firm's money into his own bank account. Everyone at the firm trusted him and assumed him that he was doing a good job. As long as they kept getting their fat monthly paychecks and the books looked good, they weren't concerned with the health of the company.





CHAPTER 21

1972

The trouble began in the summer of 1972. Edward Solomon was one of the two founders of the firm, and his twenty-four-year-old daughter needed a job. Edward gathered the employees together one Monday morning and informed the group that his daughter, Elizabeth (Liz), would be replacing the current receptionist, who had given her notice and would be moving on. Liz would start later that morning, have one week of training, and then take over the front desk. Edward asked each employee to stop by sometime during the day and introduce themselves.

Boomer's office was a windowless space at the rear of the large room, where the brokers had their desks. He was normally buried in paperwork stacked on his desk and on tables against the three walls. He was not claustrophobic, but he needed to step out of the office several times a day to get some fresh air. Mid-morning on that Monday, he decided to make his introduction as he went outside for air. Stepping from the hallway to the reception area, he stopped in his tracks. Liz was stunning, and he had to catch his breath as he glanced at her.

He took a moment to compose his thoughts and approached the reception desk. “Hi, Liz, my name is Bruce Laughlin, but I go by Boomer. I understand that you're Edward's daughter. I'm happy to meet you and want to welcome you to the firm. I'm the accountant here, although I prefer to be called the controller, and I would like to offer my services to you in any way possible.”

“Well, thank you,” she said, as she ran her eyes from his head to his toes.

Boomer got the immediate inclination that she liked what she saw. He was a very fit, good looking guy, and he had become an expert on quickly determining which women were attracted to him. The sparkle in her eyes as she looked at him gave her away.

“Boomer, that's an interesting name,” she said, crossing her thin, toned legs. “How'd you end up with a name like that?”

“I never liked my real name, Bruce,” he said. “I played football in high school, and someone tagged me with the name Boomer. I was a running back, and they said I mowed down anyone that got in my way. Boom! I just plowed into them. The name stuck and carried into my college football days as well. Since then, it's the only name I've gone by, even on legal documents.”

“Oh,” Liz replied, “that's an interesting story. Where'd you go to college?”

“Portland State,” he said. “Graduated in accounting in 1964, went into the Army for a few years and then started my career.”

“That wasn't that many years ago, and here you are, an accountant at a brokerage firm. That's pretty impressive at your age,” she said.

“Just the luck of the draw,” Boomer responded. “In the right place at the right time, I guess. What about you? What's your history?”

Just then, the phone rang, and the receptionist that Liz was replacing interjected, suggesting to Liz that she answer the phone.

Boomer said, “I'll let you get back to work. Maybe we can continue this conversation later.”

He returned to his office, wondering what she looked like when she stood up. He could tell she had a nice figure and wanted to see more of her, in every way.

When Liz passed on the phone call to the proper person, the other receptionist said to her, “I've only been here for two years, just a little longer than Boomer, but I must tell you that he's a charmer. Be wary. There is something not quite right about him. I don't know what it is, but he's a little too slick. The women who work here are too old for him, but even with us, he flirts too much. And, although I've never heard your father say anything about this, I suspect he'd not like an employee fraternizing with you. Just be careful of him—that's all I'm saying.”

“Okay, I hear you,” Liz said. “I've met guys like him before, I'm not into his type anyway.”

The months passed. On November 14, 1972, the DOW crossed the 1,000 mark for the first time. Things were booming, and Boomer was taking advantage of the good times. He was on a roll, setting up more margin accounts and skimming off the top. Any time a client withdrew stocks or closed an account, Boomer would take money from one of the other margin accounts he'd set up or create a new one and transfer the money. As long as the market kept going up, he could reap the benefits.

Boomer had a problem with all of the cash he was accumulating. His bank was a few blocks down the street from his office in Scottsdale, and he was converting most of it to one hundred-dollar bills and stashing the money in a safe deposit box. As the box filled with bills, he realized he needed to expand his holding capabilities. As he thought about it, he decided from then on to move the money out of Arizona and to another state. He knew he would eventually end up back in Portland, Oregon, and decided to put his money in safe deposit boxes around the Portland area. So every month or two, he would put the cash in a satchel and take a round-trip flight to Portland. He would limit a safe deposit box to $100,000 and then open another box at another bank in the area.

His material life was improving. He got a bigger apartment, this time an unfurnished one and was able to buy furniture for the first time in his life. He sold his car and bought a Porsche. He didn't have to buy his suits at Goodwill anymore and started frequenting the upscale clothiers in Scottsdale. On his monthly trips to Portland, he'd occasionally rent a car and drive up to Seattle and go on a buying binge. He always found it easy to attract women and seduce them, but his newfound wealth made it even easier.

He was concerned about his appearance around the office; he didn't want to flaunt his wealth and be too obvious. He was concerned that the other employees may wonder where all of his money was suddenly coming from. So he tried to hide his affluence. He wanted to maintain every aspect of propriety.

The one thing he was not able to succeed at over the past six months was his ability to penetrate the invisible screen that Liz had set up between them. And as each month passed, he became more determined to penetrate more than just that screen.

The break in the relationship happened one evening that was actually instigated by Liz's father. Boomer had taken a few days off and had taken some work papers home with him; he needed to doctor the books and often did this at home. Her father, Edward, needed to see the account of one of the firm's major clients. The client had asked that some stock be sold and the funds be put into his money market account. The funds were not available the next day, and the client had asked Edward to look into it.

Edward looked for the client's portfolio but couldn't find it and wondered if Boomer had it, and if so, why had he removed it from the office? He called Boomer at home. “Hi, Boomer, this is Ed. I'm looking for Norm Dalton's portfolio and can't find it in the files. I'm wondering if you know where it is. He needs to sell some shares and generate some cash by the day after tomorrow to buy some real estate. Do you know where the portfolio is?”

Oh shit! Boomer thought to himself. Months ago, he'd prepared a response for just such a phone call, but it still caught him by surprise.

“Actually, I have it with me here at the house, Ed,” he said. “I found a discrepancy in one of the stock transfers and thought I'd better look into it and correct it. I didn't have a chance to look at it before I left yesterday and thought I'd bring it home and take a look.”

“You know that those files aren't supposed to leave the office,” Ed said. “That's a breach of rules and could lead to problems for you.” His tone was stern, unyielding.

“I know, and I thought about that,” Boomer responded. “But I discovered the error just before closing and had to get home for an important meeting with a contractor. I'm having some things done here at my place.”

“Well, I'll let it pass this time, but I don't like it and don't want you taking any files from the office ever again. It's a serious issue.”

“I understand and won't do it again. Sorry,” Boomer said. “I can't get in there tonight and am scheduled to be off tomorrow, so what would you like me to do?”

“Give me your address,” Edward said. “I'll send my daughter to pick up the files. She can bring them in tomorrow morning, and I'll take care of it for Norm.”

“Okay, that works for me. And again, I'm sorry,” Boomer said, squeezing sincerity into every word.

When he hung up the phone, Boomer wondered if this was a crack in his scheme. Was Edward alerted that something might not be right? He didn't like Ed's tone on the phone and wondered if Ed would inspect the books more closely to see if anything was amiss. One thing he did know was that he'd have to be more careful manipulating the books. Perhaps he should lay off for a while.

More concerning, however, was the issue of Norm's portfolio. Boomer had set up a sizeable fake margin account, and he'd have to replace those funds tomorrow so they'd be available. He could replace the monies from another account, or he could take the money from his own savings account to feed them back to Norman's portfolio. In the interest of time, he felt the latter was probably the better move. It pissed him off, though, that he had to take his own money to give back to Norman.

Boomer's immediate problem was that Liz would be at his apartment soon and want the portfolio. He had to somehow convince her that he needed it for the night and would bring it in the next morning. He needed to get to his bank to transfer the funds back to the portfolio. This was going to be a problem.

As Boomer cogitated further, he thought he could tear up Norman's loan and create a new one with another customer. He had some other files with him at home and had the proper blank documents in a folder, for he'd anticipated just such a scenario. The thing that was important, though, was that he not have to touch his own money to get Norman out of his jam. After all, his bank account was growing nicely, and he'd need that money in the future. He had to work fast. He didn't know what time Liz would arrive to pick up the file, but he assumed that it'd be right after she got off work. He pulled out three sets of fake documents, put them into his typewriter, one after the other, and filled in the blank spaces. Thus, he set up three margin loans on other customers and tore up the margin loan he'd created for Norman. The tricky part would be transferring the money from the three accounts back into Norman's account. He couldn't do this while the banks were closed so he'd have to get on it first thing in the morning. He'd have to think of an excuse he could use to delay the transfer tomorrow.

Liz rang the bell at the secured entry door to Boomer's building. Through the speaker in his unit, he called down to the front door. “This is Boomer. Who's there?”

“Hi, Boomer, it's Liz,” she responded.

“Okay, Liz, I'll buzz the door open. When you enter the lobby, use the elevator on the right and come up to the eighth floor.”

“Which unit?”

“I'm the only one on the floor. The elevator opens to my door.”

“My,” she said, “that's interesting.”

A few moments later, there was a knock on the door and Boomer opened it. Liz was standing there in a black pant suit with a white blouse that was unbuttoned to show some cleavage and a hint of what else might be under that shirt. She looked wonderful. She was a blonde with a very fair complexion and a figure that Boomer considered somewhere between slim and round; that is, she was filling out the curves of her body. The thing that really captured his attention, however, was that he'd always seen her with glasses on. Standing in the doorway now, she had either removed them or was wearing contacts, and her blue eyes were startling—they sparkled.

Boomer was mesmerized. For a moment, he just stared at her and couldn't think of anything to say. Realizing that there was an awkward silence for a moment, he said, “Sorry, you look different than you do in the office, and I'm just surprised. Please come in.” He swept his arm out as an invitation to enter.

Liz stepped into the apartment and took a moment to look around. “Wow,” she said, “this is a beautiful apartment. And it's so big. It's the only one on the entire floor?”

“Yeah,” Boomer said casually, “I just moved in here a short time ago and don't have it fully furnished yet, but I'm getting there.”

Liz took a look from where she stood just inside the doorway. The living room was open to the kitchen, which gave the appearance of one large open space. There were two doorways off to the side of the room, which she supposed led to the powder room and a master bedroom. She walked across the room to the bay window that looked out across the city.

“This view is amazing,” she said. “I didn't realize you could see so much of the city from up on the hill like this.” Then she turned around and took a look at the apartment from this new perspective. “And that kitchen is really nice. I'm not much of a cook, but I know a good stove when I see one. And I suppose the bedroom is through that door over there?” She pointed to the hallway leading to the rest of the unit.

“Yes, it is,” Boomer replied. “Come on, let me show you.” He took her arm and led her through the door. “This is the powder room,” he continued, opening the door wide as she looked into the bathroom, nicely appointed with wallpaper, which included an interesting sink made out of a rock and a fancy light fixture over a framed mirror. “And this is the bedroom,” he said, opening the door wide so she could step in. “It's just a one-bedroom apartment, but it's all I need. Heck, I don't even have a dog.”

Liz looked at the large room with a king bed. It was nicely made up with pillows leaning up against the headboard, and she was impressed that a single guy would keep his bed so nicely made.

“This is a wonderful pad.” Peeking into the walk-in closet, she said, “I haven't seen an apartment like this in, well, forever. I grew up in a house like this but have done some apartment shopping around here and have never seen anything like this. I don't mean to be presumptuous, but I didn't know my father paid his employees this well.”

Boomer was not taken aback by the initial comment, as he was anticipating this kind of remark from anyone who visited him. “Well, it's a little grandiose, but my grandmother passed away a year ago and left me most of her estate. We were close, and she didn't have anyone else to pass it on to,” he lied. “It's more money than I really need, so I thought I might as well enjoy it and live the kind of life I'd always dreamed of.”

“Well, you're certainly doing well with that premise so far,” she said.

“It's not a lifestyle I grew up with, but I'm getting used to it. Can I fix you a drink of some sort?” he said.

“Sure,” she said. “Actually, a glass of red wine would be good right now. It's cold outside, and it might warm me up.”

“Coming right up,” he said, pulling a bottle from the cabinet and retrieving the corkscrew. He poured two glasses and invited her to sit in one of the easy chairs facing each other at an angle, looking out at the view.

“You know, I'm here to pick up Norman Dalton's file, and I need to bring it to the office tomorrow morning. Apparently he's getting involved in some sort of big commercial building, and he needs to cash out some stocks, or maybe he's taking a loan against the portfolio,” she said. “I'm not sure, and I guess it doesn't make any difference to me. But what're you doing with his file at home? Isn't it supposed to stay in the office?”

“Yeah, files are not supposed to leave the building, but I thought I saw a discrepancy in a transaction and had to leave, so I thought I'd bring the file home and look into it. I found the problem and corrected it, so you can certainly take the file back,” he said.

As Boomer talked, he was harboring the fact that this was a close call, too close. He barely had time to transfer the margin loan from Norman to other clients and would have to be more careful in the future. And removing those files from the office was really risky. He also realized that if there was a downturn in the market and many of the customers wanted to cash out some stock, he wouldn't be able to transfer funds. He'd been taking the cash from the phony loans and putting them into safe deposit boxes in the Portland area. If he was discovered, he could withdraw the cash he had in his Scottsdale account and disappear, leaving no trace to his whereabouts. He could access the Portland safe deposit boxes, where the bulk of his money was, at a later time.

Boomer returned his thoughts to Liz, who was taking another large sip from her wine glass. He noticed that her glass was nearly empty, and he'd hardly started. Was this a good sign? Without asking, he poured her another glass from the bottle that was on a coffee table between them. Then he changed the subject.

“You know, we've been working in the same office for six months now, and I hardly know you,” he said. “I don't get out of my office much when I'm crunching numbers, so I don't even see you. I'm glad you've stopped by tonight. Perhaps we can get better acquainted.”

“I'd like that, too,” she said, gulping down more wine. “I really try to just do my job and not fraternize with anyone in the office. My dad has a strict rule about no personal, close relationships between employees.”

“I understand,” Boomer said. “A lot of companies frown on those relationships. And it makes even more sense since you're his daughter. But that makes it difficult for me because I'm really attracted to you. I guess I'll just have to control myself.” He smirked, knowing his bold statement would land perfectly.

Liz surprised him with her next statement. “Or we'll just have to be extremely cautious. I'm attracted to you, too. Since I've returned to Scottsdale, I haven't dated at all, and I notice you every time you walk by. Not only are you the only guy in the office close to my age, but you're hot. I was hoping to get to know you better.” She smiled, revealing a faint dimple on her left cheek.

Boomer could hardly believe what he'd just heard. This was too good to be true. He had a gorgeous woman in his apartment, gulping wine, and coming on to him. And to make it more interesting, it would be an illicit affair. This was exciting.

They talked for two hours as a second bottle of wine was opened. She wanted to know about his life, so he went first. He wanted to impress her with his accomplishments, so he embellished the story. Actually, much of what he said were just lies. But it made for a good story.

Then it was her turn. He learned that she graduated from high school in Phoenix and went on to Arizona State, where she earned a Bachelor of Arts degree. Unsure what she wanted to do for a career, she joined the Peace Corps and spent two years in Haiti trying to develop water resources for the impoverished villages. It was a futile attempt, and she'd returned to Phoenix, feeling demoralized about the world. She was twenty-five now and still hadn't decided what to do with her career, so she took the receptionist job her father had offered, hoping to figure life out as time went on.

Her parents wanted her to move back into the family house while she established roots in the city, but she'd insisted on living on her own. She had saved some money while in the Peace Corps and was able to secure a small apartment within walking distance of the office. Her salary was enough to cover the rent and a meager food budget, but that was about all. She didn't even own a car.

“You know,” she said to Boomer as she rearranged herself in the chair, “I'm really glad we're having this conversation. I've been despondent lately trying to figure out where to go with my life. This is the first time I've had a chance to talk to someone about it.”

“You've been back for, what, six months now? Don't you have some old friends you can talk to?”

“Many have left the area, and those that are still here, well, I'm too embarrassed to contact them. They're married, or at least have partners, have good jobs, and are making decent money. They're moving on. I'm just floating around trying to figure life out. Look at you, for instance. You're thirty, well established, and the accountant of an investment firm. Beautiful apartment, nice car, good life. I'm twenty-five and haven't even started yet. And frankly, I don't even know where to start.”

“I was lucky,” Boomer said. “I'm good with numbers. I don't know where that came from. Certainly not from my parents. And like I said earlier, the nice things I have here I inherited from my grandmother.”

Halfway through the second bottle of wine, Liz said, “I need to use the bathroom. Should I use the one down the hall?”

“Yeah, just down on the left. I left the light on in there.”

Liz got out of the chair and stumbled the first few steps. “Oops, I caught my shoe on the rug,” she said, her feeble attempt to conceal her lightheadedness. Her speech was a little slurred, and she turned back to Boomer. “Actually, I think maybe I've had a little too much wine. But I sure feel good. I'll be right back.” She headed for the bathroom.

Boomer watched her walk away. She was intriguing. Slim, tall, nice figure. She had removed her suit jacket earlier in the evening, and he could make out the clasp of her bra through her linen blouse as she walked away. He liked what he saw.

Boomer was looking out at the city when she returned to the room. “Thanks for that, I needed to splash some water on my face and try to sober up. I'm not used to drinking a whole bottle of wine by myself. But I feel good. And this conversation is exactly what I needed. I don't want the evening to end.”

“It doesn't need to,” Boomer said, turning around. He saw her walking across the room, headed back to her chair, and he was startled to see that she had unbuttoned her blouse another button or two. It was obviously a deliberate attempt to get his attention, and it was working.

Before she had a chance to resettle in the chair, Boomer said, “I'd like to show you what the problem was with Norman's file. Since I can't be there tomorrow, you can show your dad what I corrected. I hope he'll understand why I needed to bring the file home to fix it.”

Boomer led Liz to a straight-back chair with no arms at the dining room table. She pulled the chair up so she could read the file. Boomer was standing behind her, leaning over her right shoulder. As he reached down to open the file, his face brushed against her hair, and he could smell the very light perfume she was wearing. She smelled wonderful.

He leaned forward to point at something on the page with his right hand and glanced down the front of her shirt, which puffed open as she leaned to observe the file. As he withdrew his hand and pulled it back from the page, Liz leaned farther forward to grab a pen on the table top. His hand brushed against her right breast, and he let his hand linger longer than necessary.

The suddenness of his action caused him to stumble, and he put both hands on her shoulders to steady himself. “Oh, my god, I'm so sorry,” he said. “I hope that didn't offend you. It was an accident.”

Boomer was now standing directly behind her with his hands on her shoulders. She craned her head up to look at him and said, “Certainly not a problem.” She chuckled. Then she reached her arms up above her head, grabbed Boomer by the neck, and drew his lips to hers.

They kissed passionately. Liz took hold of Boomer's two hands resting on her shoulders and drew them to her breasts. Her blouse was open, and Boomer's hands found their way inside. He had his hands on the outside of the cups of her bra and was surprised to discover that she was bigger than she appeared.

Putting her hands back up around his neck, she broke the kiss and said, “I wouldn't be saying this if it weren't for a bottle of wine, but I need you. I haven't been with a man in a long time. Can you help me out with that?”

Boomer couldn't believe his good fortune. Usually he was the one that had to take the lead, and it didn't always work out. He wasn't about to let this opportunity pass by.

“You bet I can help you,” he said. “Can't think of anything I'd rather do. I'd like to see more of that body of yours.” With that statement, Liz raised her arms straight up into the air.

Boomer took the hint and pulled her blouse off over her head. She leaned forward and unclasped her bra, slipping it off her shoulders. She reached up, put her arms around his head, and continued the kiss that'd been interrupted. Boomer let his hands roam all over her breasts.

The dining chair had no arms, and she was able to turn around sideways, nearly facing him. He stepped sideways one step, so he was facing her directly. He was standing; she was sitting.

She pulled his tucked shirt out of his pants and pulled it up as far as she could and said, “I don't have a shirt on, so neither should you.” He helped her by removing his shirt the rest of the way.

Liz was mesmerized. Boomer was an athlete, so his body was hard and tight. She placed her hands on the ripples of his stomach and ran them up his torso, running her fingers through the light layer of hair on his chest. His shoulders were broad, and she rose up to reach them.

Sitting back down on the chair, she reached for Boomer's belt and said, “I want to see what's in here.”

She undid his belt and the clasp at the top and unzipped his pants. Boomer knew that because of his erection, they were not going to fall to the floor, so he pushed them off his hips. He was standing there with his pants rumpled at his feet.

Liz, now with her face at eye level with his crotch, said, “I think I'm going to like this. Let's have that look.” And she removed his shorts. “Oh my!” she exclaimed. “I haven't been with that many guys, but you're amazing, so big and hard. I'm not sure I can handle all of that, but I'm going to have fun trying.” She reached out and grabbed his shaft and began to fondle and stroke him, then said, “But I want a taste first,” and placed as much of him in her mouth as she could handle, which was about half of what was readily available.

Boomer was in ecstasy. He had his hands all over as much of her body as he could reach from his standing position. He didn't want to bend over too far, because he didn't want to slip out of her mouth. All the while, he was trying to kick his shoes off and get his pants removed from around his ankles. He was mostly successful, standing in front of her naked except for his socks, which he was unable to remove with his feet.

Liz had her oral fill of him, stood up, and said, “I want you to sit in this chair. I'll be right back.”

Boomer sat in the chair and was surprised at the coolness of the chair seat, even though Liz had just left it. He watched her take ten steps across the room, turn around, and face him. She kicked off her shoes, unbuttoned the pants to her suit, and, bending over, removed them. Boomer didn't want his erection to go to waste, so he stroked himself as he sat, watching her.

Liz was now undressed except for her panties. She turned around, facing away from him, and removed them, not lifting her legs but bending over to do so. She straightened up and fluffed her hair, allowing Boomer to get a good rear view. She turned around and, in a motion that was both innocent and sexy, crossed her arms over her chest and crossed her legs as if to hide her nakedness.

Boomer was ready to explode, and he had hardly touched her. Sitting in his chair, he signaled with his index finger for her to come to him. She walked over to him, straddled his lap, and said, “Will you take me now, please?” She eased down onto him.

It was a slow entry. She wanted to savor every moment of the first penetration. Once he was fully inside of her, they began the rhythmic dance that picked up in intensity as their love making continued.

They enjoyed the chair in a number of positions and then retreated to more comfortable accommodations, first the couch and then the bedroom. It was intense, and it went on for hours. So much for no personal employee relationships.

Sometime early in the morning, Boomer said, “You've worn me out. No one has ever done that before,” he lied, pumping her up some. “I need to rest. I can't believe you could do that. You look so innocent, particularly with your office garb and those glasses. I would never have expected you to be so wild. But I have to tell you, I've enjoyed every minute of it and want more. Not tonight—I can't handle it—but another time.”

“Yeah, I guess I had a lot of pent-up emotion. I enjoyed it, too, and want more. We'll have to be careful, though. My dad would fire us both on the spot if he were to find out. And it'd make for a difficult future for me with him if that were to happen. So we absolutely, positively cannot tell anyone of this affair.”

“I got it. I need this job, too, and don't want to screw it up,” he said, thinking losing his scam that way would be terrible.

“Okay, then, I have to go. I need to be at work at eight, and that doesn't leave much time for sleep.”

“Why not just sleep here?” he asked.

“No, I don't want to start the sleeping thing,” she said. “Besides, I can't show up with the same clothes I wore yesterday. They're all wrinkled now anyway. So I need to go. But let's do this again—soon.”

Boomer couldn't sleep. He was exhausted but too excited. Lying in bed, a smile crept across his lips as he relived the sex marathon he'd just had, with the boss's daughter no less. He wanted to see more of her but would need to be very careful.

The stock market continued to perform well through 1972, and Boomer was enjoying the good life. He had set up so many margin loans with various customers that he had a hard time keeping track of them. He had an elaborate ledger where he listed the phony loans with how much he had taken from each account. Every time a customer cashed out some stock, Boomer had to make sure he could cover the call. Normally he'd take a loan from another portfolio to cover the cash needed. Only on a few occasions did he have to dip into his own cash reserves from his safe deposit boxes to cover the scam. And that really pissed him off. He felt he had worked hard to provide the kind of life he had always dreamed of. Besides, the guys with the big portfolios had more money than they needed. And what they didn't know wouldn't hurt them. He was merely borrowing money from them, although they didn't know it. No harm, no foul.

Not only was his financial life thriving, but life was good personally for Boomer. Through December of 1972 and the first half of 1973, sex with Liz was just as intense as the first time. She was a dynamo in bed. They made sure their love-making sessions were completely clandestine. And it was always at Boomer's apartment, a secret love nest.

One evening in July, Liz said to Boomer, “I don't know what's going on with my dad, but something's bothering him. I was over at the house for dinner last Sunday, and he started questioning me about you. I don't think he suspects we have a relationship going on, but he was quizzing me on what I know. He mentioned something about irregularities in the portfolios of a few clients, the fact that they were having a short delay in cashing out their stocks. I told him I didn't know anything about that. After all, like I told him, I'm just a receptionist and don't hear much about what each employee actually does.”

“It could be he's concerned because the market started taking a downturn at the first of the year,” Boomer said. “Things are happening in the economy, and some of the prognosticators are thinking this is the beginning of a bear market, you know, a downturn that could last a while.”

“Are you talking about this Watergate scandal?” she asked.

“Yeah, the politicians are going to make a big deal out of this, I think. You know, Nixon's vice president, Spiro Agnew, resigned a few months ago, and now this break-in at the Democratic National Headquarters could lead to a serious financial crisis. In addition to that, there's talk of an OPEC oil embargo by the end of the year. Some of the investors are getting nervous about what could happen. I get the feeling that some may want to cash out. That's probably what's bothering your dad. And since that's my division and what I control, he may be concerned about how I'll handle it. I wouldn't worry about it.” His response was practiced, prepared for such questions.

“Okay,” she said, “but I didn't like his tone. When he talks that way, I know something is seriously bothering him.”

That evening, alone in bed, Boomer was unsettled. He was jittery. Since the first of the year, the market was down turning, and if it persisted, he'd have to cover the margin loans if they were called. He knew he could play the switching game, taking from one and giving to another, but for only so long. If too many clients wanted to convert to cash, he'd be in serious trouble.

Edward Solomon, one of the founders of the firm and Liz’ father, called a meeting of the employees in August of 1973. They gathered in the conference room. “We have a crisis on our hands,” he began. “The market is taking a very serious downturn, and with the political unrest in this country, I can't tell you what to expect, except that whatever it is, I don't think it'll be good. OPEC is calling for an oil embargo by the end of the year, and Nixon's presidency is in turmoil. Some are calling for impeachment.” His shoulders tensed, and he tried to hide his worry, but he was definitely rattled. “Our clients are calling daily for updates and asking what they should do, and, frankly, I don't know what to tell them. Our mantra has been ‘buy and hold’ for many years, but this collapse looks like it could be the worst I've seen, and I've seen several. I think what we need to do is just be honest with our clients. Tell them it may be bad, but the market historically has always bounced back. Tell them to use their own judgement, because every customer's situation is different, and we can't give them a road map through this. And remind them that those who have margin loans might keep a very close eye on their position, because when the loan-to-portfolio ratio drops to a certain point, there will be a call, and they'll need to cover it.”

Edward continued to talk, but Boomer heard none of it. As soon as he mentioned the margin situation, Boomer's head was spinning. He'd been able to cover the few calls up until now, but if more investors started cashing out, he wouldn't be able to handle it.

Boomer had been fretting over the downturn in the market and how he'd cover the loans if it continued to fall, but Ed's words terrified him. What he was hearing was that this may be one of the worst stock drops in history, and no one knew when it might bottom out. Perhaps he needed to start preparing his escape. He had enough money set aside in his numerous safe deposit boxes to carry him for many years. The problem would be how to disappear and not be discovered by the authorities. He'd be walking away with over two million dollars, and they'd be relentless.

A few nights later, Liz visited Boomer at his apartment. She said that her father was starting to lay off employees, and she was on the short list. She'd been thinking over the past several days about what she'd like to do with the rest of her life and had decided to go back to school and become an educator, probably at the high school level. She'd contacted some schools and had been accepted at a university back east. She hadn't mentioned this to Boomer because it might not happen, and she wanted everything to stay the same for now. They had one last passionate love-making session, and Liz walked out the door for the last time. She didn't return to work after that night, and Boomer never saw her again.

Boomer reflected on Liz's absence and thought it was a good thing. He felt deeply for her but realized that his scam with the margin loans was running out, and he'd have to disappear, leaving no trace. He didn't want to put her through the turmoil of his actions and felt that her leaving him was the way it should have ended.





CHAPTER 22

1974

The market continued to drop through the end of 1973 and into 1974. Boomer was getting nervous about his unlawful transactions and felt his departure from the firm, and the city, was eminent. He started making plans.

Edward called him into his office one Wednesday morning in July. He was not happy. “Boomer, I've heard from a few of our clients that they want to cash out some of their stock, but the transactions are not being processed, not in a timely fashion anyway. Is something going on here? The brokers have promised them it'd be taken care of, but something's not right. What's the problem?” His tone wasn't exactly accusatory, but it wasn't light either.

“Ed, I think it's because of the flood of requests we've had. This market has spooked everybody, and they all want their money at the same time. I can only handle so much. Many of them have margin loans on their accounts, and I need to make sure those loans are covered before we cash out the stock. But believe me, I'm working on it.”

“I didn't know we had that many clients with margin loans,” Ed said. “I saw a report you'd prepared a month or so ago, and it didn't show that many loans. Have they been taken out recently, or is something amiss here?”

“I'll look into it immediately,” Boomer replied, but he knew his vagueness wouldn't fully appease Ed. “If anything is wrong, I'll bring it to you right away.”

“Yes, you do that,” Ed said as Boomer walked out.

Ed went to lunch by himself and thought the conversation over. He had an unsettling feeling in the pit of his stomach. He'd suspected for a long time that something was wrong with Boomer, but he seemed to always be on top of the numbers, so he'd let it pass. Now, however, he truly was questioning if there was a problem. Ed returned to his office an hour later and called Boomer's secretary, asking to have Boomer return to his office.

She said, “Mr. Solomon, I'm sorry, but he's left for the day.”

“Did he leave just now, or did he leave when he returned from our meeting?”

“He left right after the meeting. He came in, collected a few of his personal things, and walked out the door. I thought it was odd when he said, ‘Good bye, and thank you,’ as he passed by. He's never said anything like that before.”

“Oh, my god,” Ed mumbled as he put the phone back into the cradle.

He immediately called a few of the employees and told them to meet him in Boomer's office. They started pulling files from the drawers and reviewing them for any impropriety. At first, everything seemed to be in order, but they started finding small transfers that made no sense to them. Within a few hours, Ed was finding that there was a trail of improper transfers that they didn't understand. They appeared to be the kind of transfers that were made to cover margin loans, but he could find no record of the loans. Was it possible that Boomer was creating fake loans, pocketing the cash, and covering his tracks? He was going to find out.

Ed didn't know where Boomer lived, but he looked up his address in the employee files and sent one of the employees to the address to see if he was home. It occurred to Ed that the address was in a very upscale section of town. He knew what he paid Boomer and wondered how he could afford that address. He then remembered that Boomer drove a new Porsche. He never thought much about that because thirty-something single guys liked to drive hot cars.

Ed and the other employees were dissecting the files when a secretary called Ed to the phone. The guy sent to Boomer's address was calling to say that Boomer was not at his apartment.

“Check with the nearby units and the building manager and see if they can give you any information,” Ed said. “I have a feeling that he may have left town in a hurry, and I need to know right away. Call me back in a few minutes.”

Ten minutes later, the employee at the apartment complex called Ed back. “The manager here didn't know anything, but one of the neighbors was returning to the building, walking her dog, when she saw Boomer's Porsche come screaming out of the parking garage. She said he about ran over her dog. She yanked the dog back and Boomer didn't even acknowledge her, and he obviously saw her.”

“Okay, thanks. I'm calling the cops and telling them that we have a case of money and financial information theft, and they need to get on it right away. I'll see if they can send someone to the apartment and look for suspicious activity. Stay there, and if they let you in with them, look around and see if you can find any of our files. He may have taken some home.”

“Got it. I'll wait here.”

Edward called the police, spoke to a detective, and explained what he thought had happened, asking for urgency. The officer explained that they would send someone to the office to interview him within a day or so. They couldn't just enter a private apartment without cause and needed to get the details from the company.-

Ed was scared. The market was continuing to drop like a rock. President Nixon was facing certain impeachment because of the Watergate scandal, and Ed knew there was no bottom in sight. Many of his customers were trying to cash out but were unable to do so because of the money Boomer had skimmed from the accounts through his fake loans. Ed knew that this could bankrupt the company and lead to probable criminal charges.

Ed also knew that time was of the essence in order to catch Boomer. From his phone call with the employee at the apartment, it sounded like Boomer was escaping. The police needed to get on his trail right away, but Ed was at their mercy.

The employees in the office continued to review the files. They reported to Ed that some of the files appeared to be missing. The ledgers and financial records, however, seemed to be in order.

Boomer, scrambling back to his apartment after quickly leaving the meeting in Ed's office, had only a few minutes to get what he needed to skip town. He knew this day would come, and he was prepared. There was a duffel bag with a change of clothes, running shoes, toiletries, and another bigger bag stuffed with cash. Boomer had safe deposit boxes scattered around Portland, Oregon, with $100,000 in each box, but that was 1,500 miles away. He knew he'd need to get to those boxes occasionally to make a withdrawal. The cash could carry him for many years if he was frugal.

He entered the apartment, grabbed the two duffel bags, and had his hand on the doorknob to leave when he had a second thought. He dropped the bags, moved to the counter under his wall phone where he kept a pen and pencil, and scribbled a note:

Thanks for everything, Ed. You should have paid me better. And Liz was terrific!

Boomer took the elevator to the underground garage, threw his two satchels on the passenger seat, fired up the Porsche, and roared up the exit ramp. At the last moment, he noticed the woman walking her dog across the sidewalk as she yanked her dog out of his way. Whew, that was close, he thought. Would have been okay, though, because he was sure that was the dog that left turds in the elevator.

He wasn't concerned about the apartment. It was a month-to-month rental with the next month always paid in advance. They'd be able to rent it out quickly, particularly now that it was nicely furnished. The car was another matter. There were two years remaining on the lease, and he knew that once the police were alerted, they'd be looking for a bright red Porsche with his license plate. In his planning, he'd decided to return the car to the leasing dealership, park it in the lot, and walk away.

He pulled the car into the lot and parked it in one of the customer spaces. He got out, walked to the passenger side, opened the door, threw the keys on the seat, and grabbed the two satchels. He saw one of the salesmen headed in his direction and hurriedly left the lot, heading for a bus stop about two blocks away.

He was waiting for the bus and considered that the police, if they got on his case right away, might be checking the bus station as well as the airport. He was cogitating this problem when he saw a Yellow Cab headed in his direction. He hailed it, climbed in the back seat, and told the driver he'd give him $200 if he'd take him to Flagstaff, about 140 miles away, and make it fast. The driver was excited to do so and roared down the freeway.

The cab dropped Boomer at the Flagstaff airport. It was not a large airport, with mostly regional flights. Boomer asked the ticket agent to book a flight on the next available flight out of Arizona. She said, “Boise, Idaho, in one hour. You can make it.”

Standing at the counter waiting for the agent to print his ticket, he ruminated his plight. It occurred to him that he hadn't been careful enough when he'd asked the cabbie to hurry, handing him two one hundred-dollar bills. That was something the driver would not soon forget if the police happened to question him. And then, asking the ticket agent to get him out of Arizona on the next flight was not good either. Again, not something soon forgotten. He decided when he got to Boise, he'd check the board and select a flight that wouldn't draw extra scrutiny.

Boomer thought he'd have more time to prepare for his getaway, for he didn't think the stock market would fall so fast. As a consequence, he didn't have time to prepare fake documents and, although he was paying cash for everything, he was using his real name: Bruce Laughlin.

He collected his ticket and headed for the plane. He didn't get far before he encountered a short line of passengers. He queued up and impatiently waited for the line to move.

He was taking one slow step forward and asked the person in front of him, “What's the problem? Why are we standing here?”

The other person replied, “Oh, this is a new thing they have at all of the airports. Did you read the pamphlet they handed you at the ticket counter?”

“No. What pamphlet? I didn't get one.”

“Here, let me read this to you,” the other person said, quick to pull out his pamphlet. Some people were just so eager to be helpful. “The 1974 Air Transportation Security Act sanctions the FAA's universal screening rule, which spurs U.S. airports to adopt metal-detection screening portals for passengers and X-ray inspection systems for carry-on bags.”

“Oh shit,” Boomer said. “Pardon my language. I need to go do something. I'll have to come back.”

He stepped out of line and retreated to the airport lobby with his two duffel bags. He didn't know what to do. He didn't have any metal in his bags, but he did have one bag stuffed with money. He went back to the ticket counter and grabbed one of the pamphlets. A quick read through the text indicated that they were only looking for metal objects, like guns and knives. It said nothing about being able to detect fabric or paper.

Boomer decided to take a chance and go through the process. Even if they do discover the money in my bag, he thought, what are they going to do? It's my money, and I'll be damned if they're going to take it from me.

He hurried back to the line, which by this time was shorter than before. He placed the bags on the conveyor and tried to act calm while he walked through the metal detector, but internally, his heart was beating rapidly. He successfully cleared the device and was relieved when his duffel bags exited the X-ray machine with no questions. He made a mental note to remember the procedure. He needed to avoid airports while he was carrying so much cash, for he might not always be so lucky, especially if they improved this new system.

Boomer settled into his seat on the plane, and in less than three hours, he was walking through the Boise airport, not sure what to do next.

He wanted to get farther away from here. Colorado Springs perhaps, but he didn't want to be close to Denver, for the jewelry store owner's brother may have something to say about that. And he didn't particularly want to chance another metal detector. He could buy another car—or steal one—but that would be risky. Whatever he did, he needed distance, so he headed for the bus station.

He took a cab from the airport to the bus station, bought a map of Colorado, purchased a ticket to Colorado Springs, and settled into his seat. Fortunately, no one sat next to him, so he was able to keep his satchel of cash at hand. As he stared out the window, watching mile after mile go by, his thoughts held him captive.

He opened the map and scrutinized it. He needed an obscure town to get lost in. And then he saw it: Pagosa Springs, near the New Mexico border. He didn't know anything about the town, but he liked the sound of it. That became his destination.

It took a while for Boomer to work his way from Colorado Springs to Pagosa Springs, having to change busses several times. When he got there, he liked what he saw. From the bus window, he saw a cheap motel on the outskirts of town. He lugged his two duffel bags from the bus stop and checked in. Lying on the sagging bed, his thoughts raced, cluttering his mind.

This is crazy. I have two million dollars stashed away and I'm living in a sleazy motel. I need to come up with a plan to disappear for a long time. How long will the money I have with me last? I'll need to get back to Portland sometime to empty a few safe deposit boxes. What am I going to do in this town? I should probably buy a car. Maybe I should get fake documents, but how am I going to do that? What am I going to do to keep busy? I'm going to have to control my temper. It could get me in a lot of trouble if I'm trying to lay low.

His thoughts shot-gunned for most of the afternoon, lying on the sweat-soaked, cheap bed. He'd been using his real name since he'd escaped from the brokerage and realized that he needed to create a new identity. He needed a very plain name, something basic that would not draw attention. It didn't take long for him to come up with Earl Wiggins.

After a hamburger at a café just down the street, he decided to walk through town on the main street. On his way back, he took the side streets and found a small house with a for rent sign in the front yard. By the next afternoon, Earl Wiggins was renting a furnished, one-bedroom home on Cedar Street. At least it had a large back yard. It'd be just right for a dog, he thought.

Boomer bought a beat-up pickup truck for cash from a private individual. This was truck country, and he thought he'd blend in. The next few days, he drove all over the area and liked what he saw. Chimney Rock National Monument was nearby, and so was the Wolf Creek Ski Area, which got him to thinking of joining the ski patrol. One thing he was going to have to get used to, though, was the altitude at over 7,000 feet.

He settled into his new life as Earl Wiggins. The first few weeks, he was extremely apprehensive about being found out, but as time went on, he realized that he was as invisible as Boomer Laughlin. A routine developed. He'd usually have coffee and oatmeal at the café down the street, the same one he stopped at that first night. There was a group of five old guys that would meet there every morning, and soon he was included, although he was by far the youngest. He realized he needed to be careful with what he said about his personal history. Nearly everything he told them was a lie, and he had to remember what the original lie was. After a while, it got confusing, losing who he once was.

The months rolled by. Boomer's routine became monotonous: get a newspaper down the street, meet with the breakfast group, walk or run five miles, shower, read, run errands, nap, have an early dinner, and watch TV. Boomer kept thinking, Two million dollars, and this my life? I need to do something. This is going to drive me crazy.





CHAPTER 23

1975

Boomer was on his morning walk through Pagosa Springs and saw a for sale sign on a small hardware store on the outskirts of town. He called the number on the sign and spoke to the owner, an elderly fellow who had owned the store for forty years and wanted to retire. He owned the building and wanted to keep it and sell just the business. Boomer negotiated with him to purchase the inventory and become the operator. It was a small hardware store, and Boomer gave him a modest down payment and signed a contract with reasonable monthly payments for the balance. He bought the store in Earl Wiggins’ name.

The store had been well managed and well kept, but the owner was concerned about keeping up with the new technology his counterparts were starting to use. Boomer wasn't crazy about investing in new equipment and wanted to keep the store running manually. The few employees that were there stayed on with the new owner.

Boomer, now Earl to everyone in town, learned the basics of the business and kept the books. He wasn't interested in working stock or the cash register and was normally out of sight in his office, fearing a customer may recognize him.

The store was barely profitable, even with the small salary he took. It did allow Boomer to earn money for incidentals and some fringe benefits: it paid for his rent, insurance, gas for his car, etc.

Boomer didn't want to live lavishly, for modest living was his only chance to stay hidden. He'd deposited some of the cash he brought with him into a checking account, using his Earl Wiggins name. There were some large purchases he wanted to make that would be suspect with cash alone.





CHAPTER 24

1976

Boomer was bored. He showed up five or six days a week at the store, managed the staff, and handled the finances. This was not how he thought his life would be. He was used to the adrenaline rush of living on the edge. He was living like a pauper in a small, one-bedroom house with little social activity. He had some one-night stands with women from the area but didn't want a long-term relationship. And he'd been having breakfast with the same group of old guys for a year and a half, still fearing he'd be discovered. Plus, he was having trouble keeping his lies straight, forgetting the details that stacked up over time.

He needed to change his life, and it had to happen soon. The first thing he decided to do was sell the store. He felt for some time that Don Chapel, the employee managing the sales floor, might be interested in owning it. Don had been working in the store for eight years and certainly knew the business. He entered Boomer's office under the impression his boss had something important to discuss with him.

Closing the door behind, mildly shaking with his voice quivering, Don said, “Did I do something wrong, boss? You sounded impatient.”

“No, not at all,” Boomer replied. “Matter of fact, I think you're going to like this conversation. Sit down, Don, I have a proposal for you.”

Don sat in the chair facing Boomer across the desk. “What kind of proposal?”

Boomer leaned on the table with his forearms and said, “I've decided to move on. I've owned the store for nearly two years now, and I find it really doesn't suit me. I thought it would, but I just can't get excited about the day-to-day end of the business. I moved here from a bigger city and now realize that I need that hustle and bustle. So I'm going to sell the store.”

Before he had a chance to continue, Don asked, “Do you have a buyer? You know, I've been thinking that it's time for me to step up and do something. I don't want to be a hardware clerk for the rest of my life. My family likes it here in Pagosa Springs, and we want to stay, but opportunities are few and far between.”

“That's exactly what I want to propose to you, Don, a chance to step up and be the owner of this store. I've spoken to your old boss and he's agreed to let you carry on the personal note payments that I've been making. They're reasonable, and the store can certainly afford them. You'll be getting credit for the principal portion of the monthly payments I've been making. The only thing I'm looking for from you is to pay me my initial down payment, which was modest. You'll be able to own this store with just a small cash outlay.”

“Wow, that's some offer,” Don exclaimed, shifting around in his chair. “Would you be able to loan me the down payment?”

“No,” Boomer said, “I'm leaving the area and don't want to deal with having to collect payments. But the bank certainly will. And I'll vouch for you. We're not talking about much money, and with your longevity and expertise in the store, you won't have a problem. And if your wife is any good with finances, she could do the books and pick up my salary.”

“I'll talk to my wife, but I can tell you she'll be as excited as I am about this deal. Let's put this together. And thank you, Earl.”

“You're welcome. I'll have the papers drawn up, and you can be the owner by the end of the month.”

Boomer was on a month-to-month rent agreement at his house, so leaving there was no issue. He had no one else in his life, so he didn't have to deal with breaking a relationship. He informed his breakfast group that he'd be leaving, and they were sorry to see him go.

Boomer had been thinking over the past few months how he wanted to spend the next part of his life. He'd been anticipating leaving Pagosa Springs and felt that he needed to get some official papers with his new Earl Wiggins name, at least a driver's license with a Colorado address. It wasn't difficult to find someone to do that for him.

He decided to travel and realized that he'd need more money from his safe deposit boxes in the Portland area to keep him going for the next few years. He didn't want to fly to Portland because of the scanners in the airports, so he decided to drive. But he needed a new truck to do that.

Using his Earl Wiggins name and new Colorado driver's license, he traded in his old truck and bought a new one at a Ford dealership. He'd take his time driving north and west to Portland, staying in mid-range motels along the way.

Boomer hadn't seen much of the Rocky Mountains and looked for roads that followed the continental divide. It was high county, and being late in the year, the ski areas were open. Being an excellent skier, he was looking forward to stopping for a few days at selected resorts, getting a room, renting skis, and enjoying his days on the slopes. One thing he particularly liked about skiing were the women on the slopes. They were athletic, with nice figures, and often beautiful. And the stretch pants got him really excited.

He'd been on the road for a few weeks and stopped at Crested Butte. He checked into a mid-range motel in town, rented skis, and headed for the slopes. He was just completing a ski run down the mountain when he saw her at the bottom of the hill. She had just entered the lift line, and he had to catch his breath. She was stunning. White ski boots, white stretch pants, and a white parka. She was blonde and a beautiful figure, from what he could see. He had to meet this woman.

He was a few skiers behind her in the lift line, and it looked like she didn't have a skiing partner. She sat on the double chair with a young girl. Boomer followed three chairs back. When she unloaded from the chairlift at the top of the hill, she put on her ski goggles, adjusted her poles, and was preparing her descent. Boomer, not wanting to lose sight of her, got his gear ready and used his ski poles to unload in a hurry. She took off down the hill, and Boomer followed, leaving a reasonable distance between them. He didn't want her to think she was being followed.

The run she chose down the mountain was one of the most difficult on the hill, and Boomer, being an excellent skier, had a hard time keeping her in sight. His immediate thought was that she was a competitive racer. Watching her from behind, navigating the moguls in those tight stretch pants, was only encouraging him.

At the bottom of the hill, she skied directly into the lift line. This time Boomer was right behind her. He counted the skiers ahead of her, and it was an even number, meaning that he should be able to ride up with her in a double chair.

They positioned themselves side by side and sat down as the chair caught them behind the knees. Settling in for the ride up, Boomer was thinking about his introduction. He only had a few minutes before they unloaded at the top, and he wanted to make a positive impression.

“I saw you come down that black-diamond run last time. I'm a pretty good skier, but I couldn't keep up with you. Do you ski competitively?” he asked.

“Not anymore—used to,” she said. “I tried out for the U.S. Ski Team in my early twenties but didn't make it. I was on my college ski team and thought I had a shot but wasn't quite good enough. There are a lot of good skiers in this country. If you came down that same run last time, then you're good, too. It'd be crazy to try it if you weren't.” She laughed, happy to meet someone who could actually keep up with her.

“Yeah, I had trouble with it, but I enjoyed it. And how could you not on a day like this? A clear day with crisp snow from the few inches that fell overnight. It's a beautiful day and a good day to be alive up here on the mountain.”

“Amen to that,” she said. They made more small talk on the ride up and, nearing the top, she said, “You want to take a run down with me? I'm going to head over to another black-diamond run that not a lot of people know about. The snow may even be untouched.”

“I'd love to.” He paused. “Sounds like you know this hill. Do you live around here?”

“No, but I learned about this place when I was racing,” she said. “It's one of my favorite ski areas in the country, and I like to come back every year for a week and just enjoy the slopes. I just got here yesterday and am looking forward to a great week. They say the weather is supposed to be clear all week.”

They unloaded at the top, and she led the way across the ridge with steep drop-offs on either side. There were no tracks on the ridge, and they'd probably be the first ones down the run. The hill was steep, the powder magnificent, the moguls big, and the view great, particularly for Boomer who was following her down the mountain. He had a hard time watching where he was going because he couldn't keep his eyes off of her behind.

At the bottom of the run, back in the lift line, she said, “That was great. Not too many people can do that run. You want to do it again?”

“Absolutely,” Boomer said, his adrenaline racing, thinking being with her for a week was just what he needed.

After a few more black-diamond runs, he suggested they stop at the lodge for some lunch. She agreed. They stored their skis and poles and clomped into the restaurant.

The lodge was warm, and entering with their parkas on, she said, “Wow, it sure feels hot in here. I've always wondered why they keep it so warm, but then I realize that not everyone is just coming off the hill. I need to get this coat off.”

She unzipped her parka and reached back to grab hold of her left sleeve and pull it off. Boomer was dumbstruck. She had on a light, white turtleneck top that stretched over her bosom and showed she was well endowed, her nipples faintly showing through the fabric. He hadn't noticed it with her parka on, but her stretch pants were part of a jumpsuit made of stretch fabric. The suit clung to her body through her midriff, and her breasts were accentuated by her turtle neck, the straps pushing them together.

Boomer fumbled with his jacket and finally got it off. He normally wasn't awkward around beautiful women, but she had him mesmerized. His immediate thought was how he'd like to see her with just the jumpsuit and nothing else. He thought he had better sit down before it became uncomfortable, his hard-on obvious.

They ordered lunch and began their conversation. “You know,” she said, “we've been skiing and riding the lift together for an hour, and I don't even know your name. I'm Carol Hawkins. I live in Denver and work for a marketing company that specializes in the automotive industry. I've been there since I graduated from college six years ago.” Boomer did some quick mental math and figured that would make her about twenty-six or twenty-seven. “How about you?”

“I'm Earl Wiggins. I graduated from college in 1965, worked in the accounting field for several years, and decided that I didn't like the work after all. So I quit, moved to Pagosa Springs and bought a hardware store. Two years of that didn't work either, so now I'm just traveling around trying to figure out what I want to do when I grow up.” He meant the last part as a joke, and it made Carol smile. For just a split second, his comment made him think about Liz. Just for a second, though.

The lunch lasted an hour, and they told each other about their lives, wishes, desires, successes, and failures. Boomer, as Earl, realized that the lies he had told the breakfast group in Pagosa Springs were a good basis for this venture. He was becoming a skilled liar, and he was also now able to control his anger, except when someone did something particularly stupid.

Boomer couldn't keep his eyes off her. She kept leaning over the table, resting her breasts on her arms, which were augmented by her jumpsuit. He could hardly contain himself. It was odd, though; he couldn't figure out if she was leading him on or if she was just having a casual conversation trying to get to know someone. In a way, she seemed to have a hard outer shell that he thought might be hard to crack. Perhaps she was being cautious with him and wanted to really get to know him before she'd loosen up. But Boomer was bound and determined to crack that shell—fast.

They skied through the afternoon and decided to have dinner together at the lodge that evening. Boomer found out through their conversation that she was staying at the lodge. He didn't want to appear cheap, so he told her he was staying there, too. After their last run, Boomer hurried to the motel, checked out, and checked into the lodge.

They agreed to meet in the main dining room at seven. She showed up in slacks and a bulky sweater, and Boomer thought she looked as sexy as she had in her jumpsuit. They had a lovely dinner of pork chop for him and trout for her, with a bottle of expensive white wine. They got to know each other better as they talked about their personal histories: towns and homes they had lived in, schools they had attended, friends they had managed to keep through the years, and personal experiences. Boomer was finding it hard to keep his lies straight. The timing of some of his experiences began to overlap. Carol would frown at some of his statements and ask him to clarify because it contradicted something he had said earlier.

Through the course of the evening, Boomer learned that her room was on the fifth floor, although he didn't know the room number. He suggested that they have an after-dinner drink in the bar and he'd escort her to her room.

“No, I don't think so, thanks,” she said. “I'm tired from today's ski, and I had more wine than I normally have. I'm good for one glass. After that, it doesn't sit well with me, and I need to lie down.”

“Well, let me at least take you to your room. I can make you comfortable so you can get a good night's sleep. You wouldn't let me pay for your dinner, so it's the least I can do.”

“No, thanks,” she said again, pushing her chair back and standing up to leave. “I'll walk to the elevator with you, though. And like we talked about, I'll see you on the hill tomorrow morning.”

They entered the elevator. Boomer said good night as he got off on the third floor.

Boomer was unsettled. He was determined to sleep with this woman, but he got the feeling that she enjoyed his company but nothing beyond skiing and a good meal. His thoughts ran rampant. Did I say something tonight that put her on edge? Did my chronology mistakes tip her off? Maybe I'm coming on too strong. Can she sense that I have deep-seated anger? I need to be more careful tomorrow.

It was Wednesday and a beautiful morning: clear, cold, and a short lift line. They met at nine o'clock and had great day of skiing. At lunch, Boomer learned that Carol had received a phone call in the morning from her mother and would have to check out Friday morning and visit her.

“Nothing serious,” she said. “No medical issues or anything. She just has some things to discuss before I return home.”

Boomer's immediate thought was that he only had two nights to close the deal. He'd need to use his best tactics and lay on the charm thick. But he couldn't help but sense that something wasn't right. When he'd put his arm on the back of her chair-lift seat on the way up, she'd flinched ever so slightly as he'd moved his arm around her shoulder. She was trying to push him away. He needed to step up his game.

Dinner that night was as before, in the dining room with each paying separately for their meals. The conversation was enjoyable, but at its conclusion, Carol said she needed a good night's sleep and abruptly excused herself, mentioning that she'd see Boomer on the hill in the morning.

Thursday was a repeat of Wednesday. They had a good time together on the slopes, stopping for an hour at lunch. Once again, they agreed to have dinner together in the lodge dining room. Boomer was running out of time.

“Carol, I've had a wonderful time with you these past few days. I'm sorry it's coming to a close,” he said. “You've probably guessed that I'm very attracted to you, and I don't want this evening to end. Does it need to? Can we spend this night together? I'd like to make this night one that I'll always remember. And I think you'd remember it forever, too.”

“Earl,” she replied, “I've had a wonderful time with you. We get along well, ski nicely together, and have had great conversations. But I'm just not comfortable jumping in bed with you. I'm sorry, but for me, the chemistry just isn't there.”

“Is there something about me that bothers you?” he asked.

“I'm just the not the kind of girl who has one-night stands. I've never done that and don't want to start now. My partners in the past have always been guys I've gotten to know well, and in two cases, fell in love with. I'm not sure that we'd ever get to that point. So I'm sorry. I'm not going to say I'm not interested, but I'm just not going to go there.”

“Wow,” he said. He started to get agitated. “You're probably the most beautiful woman I've ever spent time with. I like your personality. You're smart, witty, and put together. I'm not used to being turned down like this.”

“Well, I'm not sorry for that,” she replied, sure and steady. “I don't need to be just one more notch on your gun. Sex is more to me than just a good poke. So I guess you'll just have to take care of your craving yourself. Or go find someone else. I'm also sorry that our days together have to end like this. I get the impression that the anger you think you hide so well is starting to bubble to the surface. I don't want to be around when it erupts, so I think I'd better say good night.”

With that, she dropped two twenties on the table, pushed her chair back, stood up, and started to leave.

Boomer was, in fact, mad. He wasn't used to not getting his way. He'd spent several days cultivating this moment, trying to get her into bed, and he'd be damned if she was going to walk away from him. He grabbed her tightly by the arm and yanked her towards him.

“Look,” he said, pulling her close by both arms, “we've had a good time these past few days, and I don't want you walking out on me. I deserve better than this, and you're going to spend some time with me tonight.”

Carol drew her arm back, trying to break his grip. “Let go of me, Earl. You're hurting me.” He pulled her closer.

The other diners were watching. One of the diners at the next table stood up and said to Boomer, “Hey, pal, I guess you didn't hear what she said. She told you to let go of her.”

This was more advice than Boomer would accept. He let go of Carol's arms, swung around, and landed a punch on the diner's jaw. “Butt out, buddy. This is none of your business.” It was a vicious blow, and the diner crumpled to the floor, moaning and holding his jaw.

Carol and the diner's dinner partner both dropped to the floor to attend to the diner. Carol looked up at Boomer and said, “Earl, what the hell's the matter with you?” She saw a fire in his eyes that she suspected he'd been suppressing the past few days. “Somebody call the cops and have them arrest this guy,” she said, pointing to Boomer.

Boomer realized that he'd made a mistake that he couldn't afford. He'd been fearful that his temper would get him discovered, and he was on the brink of it now. He knew he had to leave immediately. He stomped out of the dining hall without saying a word, returned to his room, grabbed his stuff, and headed for his truck. He was pissed; pissed at Carol for not putting out, pissed at himself for losing his temper, and pissed because he had paid for an expensive room for the night that he had to abandon.

It was dark when he got to his truck. He started the pickup, tore out of the parking lot, and charged down the road to highway 50, heading west. Once again, his thoughts berated him.

That bitch. I should have seen this coming. And I left the rental skis in the room. Oh well, they'll eventually find them. Where do I go now? Why did she have to humiliate me in front of all those people? Did I grab all of my money? Why'd that guy interfere? Should have hit him again. Got to control my temper.

He knew he needed to leave town and put some distance between him and the resort. It was getting late, and he thought he'd drive all night, sleeping in the cab if he got tired. He thought he was safe using his Earl Wiggins’ name. Even if the guy he hit called the cops, they wouldn't know where to look for him. It was a minor infraction, and they had better things to do. Besides, no one even knew what kind of vehicle he drove.

He drove all night and into the next day through Colorado and Utah on highway 50, stopping only for short rests and gas. By mid-afternoon, he was bushed and felt he had enough distance behind him to stop and get some much-needed sleep. He crossed into Nevada and checked into a cheap motel in Ely.

Lying on the bed, his recurrent thoughts continued to plague him.

I really wanted to get into Carol's pants. Wasted a lot of time on that effort. I hope I broke that guy's jaw. My biggest problem is money. That resort cost a lot. Need to get to Portland and empty one or two of my safe deposit boxes. Should have used fake names when I set those boxes up. Going to have to do things differently, or that two million bucks won't last half my life.

Boomer awoke the next morning refreshed with a clear head and a plan of action. He drove north from Ely, stopping at Jackpot on the Nevada side of the border with Idaho. He wasn't a gambler but thought he'd play a little blackjack and roulette. He started with a hundred dollars and decided to play for three hours or until the money was gone. Three hours later, he still had twenty-seven dollars, so he pocketed the money and headed for his room. Walking through the parking lot, he noticed the motorhomes and travel trailers and a thought occurred to him.

Why should I pay for motel rooms when I could be staying in one of those trailers? I'd save a lot of money. And I already have the truck to pull it with, trailer hitch and everything. And I may not even have to pay for the trailer.

He had something to eat and returned to his room, hatching his plan as he tried to get some rest. After dark, he went back to the parking lot. There was one trailer that was parked in the far corner that was not well lit, away from the other vehicles. The trailer was an older model and looked well used. A pickup truck was parked behind the trailer, not in front. He kept his eye on it from the cab of his truck. He'd checked out of his room and put his two duffel bags on the floor and passenger seat.

After an hour of surveillance, he saw a heavy-set man exit the trailer and walk to the casino. Boomer followed him from a distance. The man took a seat at a poker table and pulled a roll of bills from his shirt pocket. It looked like he'd be there for quite some time.

Boomer hurried back outside, started his truck, and drove to the trailer. Looking around to make sure he wasn't seen, he backed up to the trailer hitch and connected the trailer to his truck. He was surprised there was no lock mechanism on the trailer. Not wasting time, he jumped back in the cab and drove off with the trailer.

He drove into Idaho. It was now three in the morning, and a cloud cover made the night very dark. He pulled into a campground and spotted a travel trailer parked among the trees. He pulled into a spot three spaces over, got out, and slowly approached the trailer. He wanted to make sure no one was moving about inside and that there was no dog. Returning to his trailer, he got a screwdriver and wrench from the truck and removed his trailer's Nevada license plate. He cautiously approached the other trailer, removed the Idaho plate, and replaced it with the Nevada plate. Hurrying back to his trailer, he attached the Idaho plate and drove off.

Although his funds were dwindling, he needed to go somewhere and just chill out. A few more weeks of staying in the shadows was in order. He headed up 93 to Twin Falls, then took 75 to Sun Valley, Idaho. Arriving there, he knew it was perfect. A small town just large enough to get lost in. And some of the best skiing in the country.

Boomer found a trailer park on the outskirts of town and selected a spot as far away from others as possible. There weren't many others in the park, and he concluded that it was probably packed in the summertime.

He had not yet been inside the trailer and was anxious to see what his new accommodations looked like. He was concerned about how to break the lock but was surprised to find the door unlocked. Perfect! It shocked him that people could be so trusting, especially with people like him in the world. He could get the lock changed at an RV place somewhere, saying he'd lost his only key.

Entering the trailer, he was again surprised. The interior was neat and tidy. It wasn't a big trailer, only about thirty feet long, but it had all the necessities: gas heater, full kitchen, small bath with a shower, queen-size bed. It was going to work fine. He went through all of the drawers, taking out things he didn't want and throwing them in a box. He did the same with the closets. He didn't find much of any value, except for a gallon glass jar filled with coins, mostly quarters.

The first few days were spent taking stuff to the Goodwill in his truck and getting some new clothes and accessories, since now he had room to store them. He bought new sheets for the bed, ran the dishes through the small dishwasher, and generally cleaned every surface inside. After all, he didn't want to have to live in the prior occupant's residue. Whether it was a penthouse in downtown or a trailer, he was neat, wanting no trace of who'd he'd had to hurt to get there.

Sun Valley was his home for the next two months. He bought some used skis and equipment and spent many days on the slopes. As the weather turned warmer, he sold his ski equipment and bought a dirt bike, a new form of recreation that was becoming popular. He'd learned from his experience at Crested Butte and stayed away from any close relationships. He had some one-night stands, and even paid for a few, but, like always, he never revealed anything honest about himself.





CHAPTER 25

1977–1978

Boomer was concerned about money. He had enough to last a lifetime as long as he lived frugally in his trailer, but he was getting tired of that. He bought a newspaper every day and stayed current with national and world events. The first few weeks he was on the lam, he'd read about the efforts to find him. He had ripped off some influential investors, and they wanted him caught. As the weeks—and then months—passed, he became old news and disappeared from print.

He lived in the trailer for two more years, until 1979. He had money to carry him that far, but he needed to get back to Portland and refresh his operating funds. Every month or two, he'd move his trailer to a new campsite or RV park a hundred miles or more from his old location. From Idaho, he went to Montana, Wyoming, Utah, Arizona, Nevada, California, and back to Idaho. Every state he went to, he switched the license plate on his trailer for someone else's current tabs.

He wondered through his journey if stealing two million dollars was really worth it. This was not the kind of life he'd envisioned for himself. During his scheme, he saw himself living the high life, buying expensive cars, staying in nice hotels, and having a home on a sunny island somewhere. Instead, he was always on the run, watching over his shoulder for someone who might recognize him. He used various haircuts and facial hair to alter his appearance.

He thought about moving to a foreign county where he could not be touched, but most of his money was in in the States, and he needed to get it first. In retrospect, he thought he should have hidden that money somewhere else, perhaps buried it in the forest or something. Too late for that now, though. He just hoped the authorities didn't discover those boxes and the money that was still there.

He came up with some ways of augmenting his money situation. Occasionally he would rob wishing wells of coins like he used to. He was taking a chance if he got caught, and it usually didn't return much money, so he was selective. He committed petty theft of tools, or things he could pawn. In Nevada, he was successful in watching his fellow campers leave their RVs and head to the casinos. He'd follow them, and once they began gambling or entering a show, he'd return to the motorhome or trailer and break in. He almost always found money hidden somewhere. And often there was jewelry or other valuables to be snatched. Whenever he had a good hit like this, he'd abruptly leave for the next casino, normally a town or two away.





CHAPTER 26

1979

Boomer was getting tired of this lifestyle. He needed to get to Portland and retrieve what was rightfully his. In the spring, he headed for Portland and found an RV park on the Columbia River. He backed into a space next to a motorhome about the same size and condition as his trailer, scratched and dented. He stepped out of his truck, hooked the trailer up to power and water, and went inside to make sure everything was working. Exiting the trailer, he saw his new neighbor stepping out of his RV about thirty feet away. Realizing it would be awkward not to introduce themselves, they approached each other, hands outstretched to shake.

The neighbor was about Boomer's age, and he thought he looked vaguely familiar. If they knew each other, it might be awkward to use his fake name. They shook hands, and Boomer said, “Hi, I'm Boomer Laughlin. Have we met before? You look familiar.” It was risky, using his real name—at least his nickname—and it felt strange, so foreign, for he'd not said it out loud in a long time.

“Yeah, you do look familiar. I'm Rusty Kenneficke.”

Thereafter, Rusty and Boomer got together most evenings around six and shared their life stories over a few beers, although Boomer was cautious since most of what he said were lies. Rusty found out that Boomer had grown up in the Portland area like he had, but they'd attended different high schools. They eventually found the connection.

“One summer I worked at the Crown Zellerbach paper mill in West Linn, and man, that was some job,” Boomer said.

“I worked there, too,” Rusty related. “It was between my freshman and sophomore years.”

“Same summer for me, too. That's probably why we recognize each other,” Boomer said. “I ended up in ‘the pit,’ which you probably heard about if you also worked there.”

“I heard about that place. It was sort of like a dungeon, wasn't it?”

“Sure was. Just a terrible place to work. I couldn't wait for that summer to be over. I worked the graveyard shift. Where'd you work in the plant?” Boomer asked.

“I worked the graveyard shift as well. But I was on the second floor, working one of the paper machines.”

Over the balance of that week, Boomer and Rusty developed a friendship. They played a couple of rounds of golf together, although neither of them was any good.

They got together each evening and told stories about growing up: school, women, the military, and politics. Even though much of what Boomer was saying was pure fabrication, he felt the conversations were soothing to his inner uneasiness. Since he went on the lam, he knew the authorities were looking for him, and he had a constant rumbling in his body that was new to him. His temper was always at the edge and would often take control of him, but this constant jitteriness was unsettling. He opened up about the uncertainty of his life's direction, and he felt these talks were doing him some good.

Boomer and Rusty spent most evenings sitting in lawn chairs in front of Rusty's motorhome, drinking beer and talking about life. Boomer wanted to make sure that Rusty never stepped into his trailer, because he didn't want him to see what was in there. He might find something that looked familiar.

Those evenings drinking beer required occasional trips to the bathroom, and since they were always in front of Rusty's RV, it was only natural that they both used his. And since they were both in there so often, it was also natural to grab a couple of more beers out of the fridge.

Rusty never expressed he minded or had a problem with it. Boomer just kept grabbing beers and never had to use any of his own. He was amazed that some people were so oblivious to what was happening that he could get away with it. As the week wore on, he noticed things inside the trailer that he wanted. So he took them: a ten-dollar bill in Rusty's sock drawer and a small diamond ring that would be worth a few bucks at a pawn shop. But the thing he particularly liked was the leather jacket hanging in the closet. It had a double collar and was used just enough to give it that worn-but-not-tired look. He was able to get it out of the motorhome without Rusty noticing and stuffed it between some other jackets in his trailer's closet. It was a little small for him, but it was a cool jacket, and he wanted it.

The days following Boomer stealing the jacket, he noticed a change in Rusty's demeanor; he seemed curt and wasn't interested in drinking beer and conversing anymore. Boomer was beginning to wonder if Rusty noticed his things missing and had grown suspicious.

The next afternoon, Boomer was in his trailer when there was a knock on his door. He opened it, and there stood Rusty. Boomer flashed a big grin and said, “Hey, man, what's happenin’.”

“You know,” Rusty said, “I'm fresh out of coffee and wondered if I might borrow enough to fix myself a pot. I'll walk down to the store later today, buy some, and pay you back.”

Boomer said, “I don't know if I have any. Let me look. I'll get right back to you,” and shut the door in his face. There was no way Boomer was going to let Rusty into his trailer.

Then something happened that surprised Boomer. Rusty opened the door and stepped in just as Boomer was making his way into the kitchen.

“What the hell do you think you're doing?” Boomer said. He immediately felt that familiar, instant burst of anger take over.

“Well, you closed the door in my face, and I didn't want to stand out there staring at the door, waiting for you to return,” Rusty said. “I didn't think you'd mind me waiting here, just inside the door.”

“Well, I do mind,” Boomer said. “If I'd wanted you to come in, I'd have asked you. Now get out of here, and I'll look for that coffee.”

“Now wait a minute,” Rusty said. “You don't have to get mad. All I want is a little favor, and besides, you seem to spend half the night in my motorhome using my bathroom and getting beer from my refrigerator, and I haven't complained. What's your problem?”

“My problem is I don't want you in here,” Boomer said, rather loudly. “Now get the hell out before I really do get mad.”

Boomer couldn't believe it. This guy had the audacity to barge into his trailer and start arguing with him. Who did he think he was anyway? And then the guy went nuts, yanked the closet door open and grabbed a leather jacket stuffed in between some other coats.

“Hey, wait a minute,” Rusty said. “What's my jacket doing in your coat closet?”

“That's not your jacket.” Boomer aggressively stepped towards Rusty.

The leather jacket was stuffed into the closet, and as Rusty yanked it free, several other jackets on hangers next to it came flying out as well. One jacket was a white, nylon windbreaker that fell to the linoleum floor, which was also white. Either Boomer hadn't seen the jacket on the floor, or it was simply too late for him to catch himself as he lunged towards Rusty. His foot slipped on the jacket, and he went sprawling to the floor. As he went down, his head struck the corner of a cabinet, sending a sharp pain to his temple, and then everything went black.

The next thing Boomer knew, he was in the hospital with a large bandage over his right ear, and his head hurt. Mild panic struck. He'd given Rusty his real name, and the nurse had mentioned the police were stopping by. They wanted to get his side of the story. Apparently, they hadn't concluded if this was an accident or the result of an altercation. Boomer knew that he needed to get out of the hospital before being found out.

Boomer was putting together a plan in his head to escape the hospital when Rusty walked into his room. Upon seeing Rusty, he immediately became incensed. His face turned red, his fists clenched, and he started to lift himself out of the bed.

“What the hell are you doing here, you son of a bitch?” he said, lying back on the bed. The exertion was too much, even for him.

“I wanted to check on you, to see how you were doing,” Rusty said.

“You can see how I'm doing, no thanks to you. One way or another, you are going to pay for this, you asshole. This hospital is going to be expensive, and I don't have health insurance. And you know I don't have any money.”

“How can you blame me for your condition?” Rusty asked. “You know it was an accident. You slipped on that white jacket and hit your head on the corner of the cabinet on the way down. It wasn't any of my doing.”

“What are you talking about?” Boomer said. “You broke into my trailer and tried to assault me. Then you stole my jacket out of my closet. I just happened to be in there when you broke in. The police are going to have field day with this one.”

“Well, you got that all wrong, pal,” Rusty argued. “The medics and the police both arrived at the same time. As you were being transported to the hospital, I was grilled by a cop about what happened. I told her how it came down and showed her the initials I put on the jacket's label years ago. There's no question that it's mine. Matter of fact, I'll bet if they inspect your trailer, they'll find other stuff you've stolen. Maybe I'll suggest they do that. Plus, I didn't lay a hand on you. But you would have hurt me if you had gotten hold of me. I could tell by the look in your eyes.”

“You'll try to disappear on me, you bastard,” Boomer said. “But with a name like yours, I'll be able to find you. It may take some time. I'll catch up with you. Better be looking over your shoulder over the next several years. I will get even.”

“So this is how we leave it?” Rusty said. “I was hoping we could talk it over reasonably and stay friends. I was even going to forgive you for stealing my stuff.”

“No way that's going to happen,” Boomer said. “You put me in the hospital and then skip out on your responsibility to pay for it and expect me to be all buddy-buddy with you. Fat chance. And I didn't steal anything from you anyway. I'll catch up with you and get what's coming to me in time. Maybe you'll break your neck looking over your shoulder watching for me. That would be sweet revenge. Now get out of my room.”

Rusty left and Boomer felt like the world was closing in on him. The police had been to the trailer, and Rusty had given his account of the incident. And the nurse said that they had visited his hospital room to get his side of the story. Fortunately, he'd been sedated when they'd stopped by. As much as he'd like to give it to them, he couldn't talk to them; otherwise he risked them discovering that he was wanted for forgery, theft, embezzlement, racketeering, and tax evasion. He had to get out of this hospital. And soon.

That evening, the nurse removed the IV line and replaced the large bandage over his right ear with a much smaller one. To the medical staff, he was improving and looked much better. He took some short walks through the halls of the hospital and determined that he was in good enough shape to make his escape.

Sometime after midnight, he collected his clothes and personal items from the cabinet in the hospital room and put them on. Then he stealthily made his way down the corridors, looking around corners to make sure no staff were present. He walked out the front door without being noticed and started walking into town.

He checked to make sure the small wad of bills and keys to his truck were still in his pants pocket and was relieved to find they were. He spotted a hotel a few blocks down the street and headed there, hoping to find a cab that would take him to the RV park.

In the rear seat of the cab, he was thinking of ways to execute his revenge on Rusty, assuming his motorhome was still in the spot next to his trailer. He could set fire to the RV, but that was probably a bit harsh. And he didn't need a murder conviction on top of his troubles. At the very least, he could slash the tires on his RV. That'd be a good start towards getting even with the bastard.

It was three in the morning, dark and raining, when he arrived back at his truck. He checked to make sure the trailer was still attached. It was. And he noticed that someone else was parked in the space that Rusty's motorhome had occupied. No problem, he figured, he'd be able to find him. And he knew just where to start his search.

When the police returned to the hospital to question him, only to find him gone, they'd be searching for him and knew where the altercation took place. He needed to find a new place to park his trailer.

Boomer was exhausted from the exercise but knew he had to move on. He unhooked the water and electrical hookups to the trailer and stowed the hoses and cords. He quietly removed the wheel chocks and climbed into the cab. The diesel engine banged and rattled a little when he started the motor, and he thought perhaps he should've purchased a gas engine that didn't make so much noise. He slowly pulled out of the space and headed for a trailer park he remembered down by the Willamette River.

Boomer decided to lay low for two weeks. He didn't want to draw any attention to himself. He purposefully didn't introduce himself to his temporary neighbors and stayed away from bars and women. He was as invisible as could be.

One thing he did need was money. He had plenty of it. He just needed to get to it. He'd been on the run for five years and was still living off of the original $200,000 he'd taken from his safe deposit boxes when the market had crashed, and he fled. One of the banks where he had a safe deposit box was in McMinnville, Oregon, about forty miles southwest of Portland. He drove there and successfully took $200,000 (cash), closing the account on his departure. Though he was relieved, he was surprised the money was still there. He'd feared the police would have flagged anything in his name. But even they made mistakes.

Boomer was getting anxious, itching to confront Rusty. Throughout the two weeks since escaping the hospital, pressure had been building in his blood vessels to get even. Rusty had destroyed his life by bringing the police close to his new life, and he was determined to make him pay for it. He just needed to find him.

He went to a pay phone with a phone book hanging by a cable from the attached shelf. Many of the pages of the book had been torn out, but the one page he needed was still there: Harold Kenneficke, Rusty's father, with his phone number and address in Lake Oswego, Oregon, only about fifteen miles from his current location.

Boomer drove his bright red pickup truck down the narrow street and found the address at the end of the dead-end street. He turned his truck around in case he needed a quick getaway. He was just stepping out of his cab when he saw the old man approach from the house and said to him, “Are you Kenneficke?”

“Mr. Kenneficke to you, Boomer. Mr. Harold Kenneficke.”

“So you know who I am.”

“I certainly do. My son told me all about you and your accident.”

“Accident my ass,” Boomer said. “That was an assault. A flat-out assault. Put me in the hospital for a couple of days, and I intend to get my revenge. So where is the son of a bitch?”

“That's not as I understand it,” Harold said. “First of all, he's not here. He told me about the entire thing and said you were a hothead and might come looking for him. Secondly, even if I knew where he was, I wouldn't tell you. But you have a bigger problem than Rusty Kenneficke.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Boomer asked.

“You see the lady in the window there?” Harold pointed to the kitchen window. “That's my wife. I'm signaling her by circling my arm above my head, like this. That's her signal to call the police in town. Probably take them about fifteen minutes to get here. They're anxious to meet you.”

“What the hell are you talking about? Just let me know where that asshole son of yours is and I'll get out of here.”

“You'll probably get out of here without me telling you that, because you have other problems, like I said before. You see, Boomer, Rusty took some pictures of the campground when you pulled into the space next to him. It was just a coincidence that he took those pictures at the time. It was before you had a chance to cover up the license plate on the back of your trailer.

“When Rusty got here to the house, we had those negatives printed, and one of the shots was a very clear picture of the license plate. I contacted my friend down at the police department, the captain, and he ran the plate through the system. Turns out the plate was lifted off an RV over in Idaho last year. My wife is calling the police as we speak, and they'll be here soon. If they don't get you here, it'll only be a matter of time before they catch up with you.

“You'd better get back to that trailer and hit the road to somewhere a long way from here. My guess is that they'll also find a bunch of stolen stuff inside that trailer as well.

“I don't even know why I'm giving you an opportunity to escape. I should just let them show up and haul you down to the station for questioning. Incidentally, I also just jotted down the license number of your truck, and I'll give that to them when they get here, which should be in a few minutes. So they'll have both your truck and trailer to look for.”

“Goddamn you,” Boomer said. “You have no business calling the police on me. I'm in the right on this deal, and you're just screwing up the works. No wonder your son is such an asshole—like father like son. I'd love to punch you in the face right now, but then it would be bad for me when the cops arrive. But I know where you live now and may be back someday. Incidentally, too bad about that house next to yours; you know, the one that is now nothing but ashes. Yours could look like that one day. Best of luck to you, old man.”

Boomer climbed in his truck and drove down the road, seething. The fact that the old fart had called the police really complicated his life. Now he was going to have to move to another location, probably to another state, ditch the trailer, and find another, sell his truck and buy a new one, and probably change his name again. Earl Wiggins would be on the lam along with Boomer Laughlin.

Boomer did just that. He took his personal belongings from the trailer and left it in a trailer park on the outskirts of Portland. It wouldn't take the police long to find it once the weekly rental wasn't paid. Some of the stolen stuff he'd left behind. He sold his truck to a private party and bought a used one from another individual, a less conspicuous one, black instead of the bright red one. Since he was leaving the state anyway, he didn't bother to register the truck in his name. Hence, he didn't bother to change the license plates since the cops wouldn't be looking for his new truck.

He also needed a new identity, but that'd have to wait. He couldn't take the time to find a person in the Portland area who could create the new documents. He would be Earl Wiggins until he settled down somewhere else.

Los Angeles seemed like a good place to get lost, at least from the authorities. Boomer headed south on I-5 in his “new” black truck. He spent his first night in a moderately priced motel in Ashland, Oregon, paying cash, as always. Now it was time to think.

This is a nice town. Too bad I'm on the run. I'd like to spend some time here. At least I can take in one of the plays at the Shakespearean Festival. Nobody will know me here, and I can relax for a few hours.

The next day, as he was driving south, he focused on his immediate future. Staying in motels is expensive, and I need this money to last until I can get back to Portland to get some more. And I need a new identity—I'll get that done in LA. I need to find a woman. I'm getting horny. Need to register this truck in my new name. It's risky driving with these plates. Got to start looking for Kenneficke. That asshole is ruining my life, and I was so close to getting everything back. Now I'm on the run because he got his old man involved in this. And it's putting me further and further from my money. But first I need to get another trailer. Probably should do that here in Northern California, then when I get to LA, I'll be old news and a thousand miles away.

Leaving Ashland, the highway crested the summit of the Siskiyou Mountains, the highest point on I-5, and he soon crossed the border from Oregon into California. He had heard about the “bug stations,” where all vehicles had to stop and be questioned about carrying plants or fruit into the state.

As he was waiting in line to be questioned, he realized this whole thing made no sense. Seemed like a Mediterranean Fruit Fly, or whatever, could just fly across the border. They didn't need to stop for inspection. He couldn't believe they had one of these stations at every entry point into California. There were like close to a hundred of them. Probably just a place for the state legislators to hire their bother-in-laws. He wasn't concerned, though, because he had a legitimate bill-of-sale to the truck, although it was in his fake Earl Wiggins name. But they wouldn't know that at the bug station.

Boomer hadn't been in this part of the country before and was impressed by its beauty. He stopped at a rest area where I-5 crossed the Klamath River to take a piss, then started up the grade to Yreka. Cresting the summit, he was startled to see Mt. Shasta rising over 14,000 feet straight ahead, commanding his view. The town of Mt. Shasta sat on the slope of the mountain, and he stopped to fuel his truck. Pulling out his California map to get his bearings, he noticed that there were myriad campgrounds for the next sixty miles, leading into Redding. It could be a good place to pick up a trailer. He could switch the tags, and by the time he got to LA in a couple of days, he'd be hundreds of miles from here. He just needed to get the right trailer at the right time.

Leaving the station, Boomer stopped at a few campgrounds but didn't find what he was looking for. The highway dropped in altitude from Mt. Shasta to Redding, and he got occasional glimpses of Lake Shasta from different vantage points along the highway, framed by the Trinity Alps in the distance. With 365 miles of shoreline, it was a huge reservoir, and he figured that with the fishing, waterskiing, and party boats he had seen on the lake, surely he could find what he was looking for.

He wasn't in a hurry, feeling secure in his legally acquired truck. But he wanted to do this right. No sense in heisting a travel trailer just to be caught in the act.

He visited several campgrounds, most of which were at capacity with campers. He saw lots of camp trailers that would suit his needs, but it was going to be tricky removing one from the grounds without being seen. Then he spotted it, a trailer on the far edge of the campground, an older unit of the right size. It was a common make, so it wouldn't stand out once he got it hooked up to his truck.

He knew his truck without a trailer attached would attract attention, particularly if he was sleeping in it, so he drove into Redding and bought an inexpensive tent. Returning to the campground, he set the tent up where he could surveil the camper. He noticed that the lone occupant arose in the black of night and drove off with a small fishing boat, returning about noon.

On the third night in the tent, he made his move. He saw the truck and boat leave around 4:00 a.m. He collapsed his tent, threw it in the bed of his truck, and backed his truck up to the trailer. He unhooked the water and power lines. Taking a large bolt cutter he'd purchased when he'd bought the tent, he snapped off the padlock locking the hitch. Then he hooked the trailer to his truck and drove off. He was confident he hadn't been seen and was feeling good about his new asset.

He drove for ten hours, heading south, avoiding I-5. South of San Francisco, he decided to take Highway 1 down the coast. He figured the campgrounds would be active there, and he could get lost in the crowd. He needed to change out the license plates, so he selected a particularly large RV park on the coast, and in the dead of night, switched his plates with another travel trailer with current tags. Feeling secure, he headed for LA.

This was good because Los Angeles was a huge, sprawling area, and he'd be able to move occasionally to avoid detection.

The $200,000 he took from his last withdrawal from the deposit boxes near Portland should carry him for a couple of years. He needed to watch his petty thefts, though; he didn't want to be caught because of some frivolous activity.





CHAPTER 27

1982

It took two years from the date old man Kenneficke alerted the police for them to find Boomer. One of the investors he had taken a fraudulent margin loan from happened to be vacationing with his family at Disneyland and, while spending an afternoon at the beach, spotted Boomer.

“Aren't you Boomer McLaughlin?” he asked, tapping him on the shoulder from behind.

Boomer swung around, facing the ex-client. He was going to use his new false name but decided he had been recognized, so there was no sense. He'd had several face-to-face meetings with this client and knew he'd been found. “Yeah, Harvey, it's me. But it's Laughlin, not McLaughlin. What are you doing here?”

“Vacationing,” Harvey said. “You know, they've been looking for you for a long time. You hurt a lot of people when you stole that money, including me and my family. What drove you to do that anyway?” The man didn't appear scared, even though Boomer was large and ruthless.

“Greed. Just simple greed,” Boomer said simply. “It was easy to do once I got started. And after the first time, I just kept doing it. I always thought I'd somehow be able to return the funds, but it never seemed to happen. And, you know, I didn't go crazy spending the money. Matter of fact, I still have most of it tucked away, figuring it would last a lifetime.”

“Well, now that I've seen you, it'll only be a matter of time before they catch up with you. Your best move may be to turn yourself in. You could probably get a reduced sentence if you did that and returned the rest of the money. At least it's a negotiating point.”

“I suppose you're right,” Boomer said, surprising Harvey. “Tell you the truth, I'm getting tired of life on the lam anyway. I'll do my time, get out, and start over. No need to call the police. I'll take your advice and go down to the station right now.”

“I hope you do,” Harvey said, “because I'm going to call them soon and report you. If you've turned yourself in by then, you'll be in a much better bargaining position.” Harvey was being kind, even though Boomer didn't deserve it.

Boomer turned and walked back to the parking lot to his truck. On the way, he got to thinking.

Turn myself in my ass. I can't go to jail. Maybe I should just follow Harvey and dust him off. But that would make my situation worse if they do catch me. Maybe he's right and I should turn myself in. I wonder if I can get out of the country. At least I could get across the country and start over on the East coast. This is all Rusty's fault. That asshole started this whole thing when he assaulted me. I wonder if they have him in jail yet. Some people in a situation like this commit suicide, but that's the chicken's way out. I got a lot of livin’ to do and the money to do it with. I got to get the hell out of this city.

Boomer climbed in his truck, started the engine, and then turned it off again. He had a rage inside him and felt like tearing down the street, running red lights, and not stopping until he needed gas. But he knew he couldn't draw attention to himself. Maybe Harvey was right. He could just turn himself in and get it over with. They'd be looking all over for him soon. After all, that theft was a big deal, and some beat cop could make a name for himself by catching him.

He sat in his truck for ten minutes, mulling over his options. Glancing out his side window, he saw Harvey walking with a policeman back to the spot on the beach where they'd had the chance encounter. He was pointing at the ground and gesturing in the direction of the parking lot. Oh shit, Boomer thought, that prick is turning me in now. He didn't wait any time at all. They're going to be swarming all over the place. I should have just done away with him while I had the chance. But there're too many people around. I have to get out of here.

Boomer slowly pulled out of the parking lot and started driving around aimlessly, trying to decide what to do. He didn't know how long a prison sentence would be, but he assumed, like Harvey said, that turning himself in and cooperating with the police would probably lighten the sentence. Perhaps it was meant to happen. Reluctantly, he drove by a large police precinct. Without really thinking, he pulled into the lot, parked his truck, and walked in through the front door. It was over.





CHAPTER 28

1982–1990

Since the crime was committed in Portland, he was returned there for trial. He just wanted to get it over with and asked for a speedy trial.

Prison didn't suit Boomer well, but he adapted and made the most of it. Initially the inmates didn't like him: he was white, college educated, big, mean, had a temper, and was a white-collar criminal in a hard-time prison. But with time, he was accepted.

His first cell mate was Big Eddie Meachum, a repeat thief, drug offender, and bouncer turned enforcer for a local gang. He didn't say a word to Boomer for the first two days together in the cell. Boomer tried to force a conversation, but Eddie would have no part of it.

Boomer had had enough and said, “The other guys here tell me your name is Eddie. Tell you what, Eddie, I'd like to beat the shit out of you, and think I can do it, but what's the point? Then we'll still both be sitting here staring at each other, except we'll both be in pain. How's that sound to you? But that's our only other option because I'm not going to spend the next few years in this tiny cell just avoiding you. So you call it.”

Eddie continued staring at Boomer for another few minutes and then stuttered, “I-I-I don't talk s-so good. Got this-sis-is speakin’ problem. Don't like ta-ta-talk.”

Boomer was sympathetic. “Okay, I understand Eddie. Certainly no problem on my part. How about I do most of the talking, and you can talk when you feel like it? And I can ask you questions, and you can nod your head in response. That way at least we're still communicating.”

“S-s-sounds g-good,” Eddie stuttered.

“I'm Bruce Laughlin, go by Boomer to most people. Recently I've had a couple of aliases. Anyway, I was caught stealing two million dollars from a financial firm I was working at. I was on the run for eight years before they caught up with me. And then it was just a chance encounter on a beach in Los Angeles that alerted the police to my whereabouts. I probably could have kept running, because I had a few minutes to dodge them again, but I decided to turn myself in. In retrospect, it was the best thing to do. The judge was going to sentence me to fifteen years but reduced it to ten because I turned myself in and returned most of the money.”

“Wh-wh-what did y-you do that for? H-how much ya-ya gi-give back?” Eddie asked.

“I was hoping they'd be lenient with me. Out of the two million I took, I led them to about $1,700,000 I had stashed away in safe deposit boxes around Portland. And another fifty grand I still had with me. So most of the clients I stole from got most of their money back. Matter of fact, they should all thank me. I put their money in cash, and when the stock market crashed in 1974, they lost most of their portfolios. This way they got most of their money back. I doubt any of them have recovered that much from their stock losses.”

“D-d-don't know much of wh-wh-what yer talkin’ about, bu-but makes sense, I suppose,” Eddie stammered.

“Yeah, it's all financial uppity shit, but that life is behind me. I've enjoyed my last eight years on the lam more than I ever did stealing money from rich guys. Now I just steal from regular guys. And I was doing fine with that.” Boomer chuckled. At least his life was never boring. “Now I'm here with you, and you need to show me the ropes. I have a violent temper, and I really need to control it because I can get out a few years early if I behave myself. Being white and college educated is not looked at fondly by these guys, and I just need to get along. Will you help me out, Eddie?”

“Sh-sh-sure,” Eddie said. “I can sh-sh-show you how t-t-to get along. Got l-lots of t-time to help.”

Boomer and Eddie became friends. Getting information from Eddie was a drawn-out process, but Boomer didn't care; like Eddie said, they had lots of time. They seemed drawn to each other because of their similar size, violent traits, and demeanors.

Eddie was convicted of larceny, extortion, battery, and, most importantly, attempted murder. He'd been in prison for ten years and was looking at another ten, if he behaved himself. And that wasn't likely. He'd been in a few fights with other inmates and had stabbed a previous cellmate with a plastic knife, for which he'd added another attempted murder charge. He claimed that people didn't understand him because of his speech impediment. But Boomer did, and they got along well.

Five years into their relationship as cellmates, Eddie did it again. In the mess hall at dinner one evening, one of the newer inmates sitting across from Eddie made fun of his stuttering. Eddie lunged across the table and grabbed the guy by the throat. Boomer, who was sitting next to Eddie, ran around the end of the table and rescued the inmate from Eddie's grasp. But Eddie was strong, and the damage was done. The inmate's windpipe was crushed, and his voice was forever lost. Eddie told Boomer he was satisfied, as they both had screwed up speech now.

Eddie was removed from Boomer's cell that night and put in solitary confinement. Boomer's next, and last, roommate for the remaining three years of his incarceration was a tall, skinny guy by the name of Lenny Watkins. Lenny was a petty thief, who'd needed to steal to support his heroin habit. He smoked like a chimney and smelled bad—all the time. Boomer never liked him. Plus, after Lenny survived his withdrawal symptoms, he shook continuously. But Boomer endured; he was committed to being a model prisoner so he could reduce his sentence and get away from Lenny.

Every day in prison, Boomer thought about his decision to turn himself in. Did he do the right thing? Each time he reached the same conclusion.

My theft was a big deal at the time. It even made the national evening news. I could've kept running, but once I was spotted, I knew it was just a matter of time before they caught up with me. Getting it over with and asking for a speedy trial was still the right decision. Plus, I served half the time by surrendering and returning the unspent money. I'll be able to start over. And this way, I'll be able to catch up with that asshole Kenneficke sooner.





CHAPTER 29

1990

Boomer was released from prison in the summer of 1990. He was given the few things they took from him when he was arrested: his clothes, wallet, watch, lip balm, and the $57.43 he'd had in his pocket. He was also given $200 and a bus ticket to downtown Portland to restart his life. His fortune was gone, so other than the $257.43, he was broke. The authorities had returned the travel trailer to its rightful owner. The stolen articles inside were returned when possible. His truck was confiscated and sold. The $1,750,000 he'd returned had been distributed to the clients it was taken from. Life was starting over for Boomer.

Boomer had no one to call. His few old friends hadn't contacted him while he was in prison, and he had no family. The only one he knew living in the area was Rusty Kenneficke, and he'd deal with him later. While in prison, he obsessed over keeping tabs on Rusty's whereabouts. A few bucks to the right inmate could buy information. He had heard that he was married, living in Portland and working at a BMW motorcycle shop.

Boomer had to get his life together. The money he had was not going to take him far, but it would help for the first few days. He checked into a cheap motel on International Avenue to plan his next moves. He needed a car and a permanent place to live. Having little money, he knew what to do. But first he needed the address of that motorcycle shop. He found a phone with a phone book hanging by a cable and wrote down the address.

On his third night in town, he put his few belongings in a duffel bag he purchased at an Army surplus store and left the motel in the evening. He didn't know if he'd be back or not that night, but he figured if his plan worked, it'd be worth forfeiting the night's room rental. Five blocks away he found a 1983 brown Oldsmobile in a parking space in front of a pizza joint, with the key in the ignition and the engine running. Good, a nice inconspicuous color. The driver was ordering a pizza and not looking. He jumped in the car, threw his duffel bag on the passenger seat, backed out of the spot, and drove off. Looking in his rear-view mirror, he was able to see the owner still standing at the counter, scratching his head, deciding which pizza to order.

He drove south for several hours. The gas gauge was showing empty, and he pulled into a station. He thought perhaps the owner left the car running because it wouldn't start once turned off, but he decided to take the chance. He put ten gallons in the car. He turned the key and was pleased to hear the starter engage and the engine come to life. Across the street from the station was a car lot with about 100 used cars not fenced in. It was nearly midnight, so he removed his license plates and exchanged them with one from a used car.

He liked this Oldsmobile. It was comfortable, fast, and everything seemed to work. Driving through Medford, Oregon, the next morning he spotted an Earl Scheib auto paint store, with a sign that read “I'm Earl Scheib, and I'll paint any car, any color, for $19.95. No ups, no extras.” Four hours later, Boomer had a dark green Oldsmobile with his new plates attached.

Boomer was spending his $257.43 cents at a rate that would last only a few more days. He needed money. As he drove farther south, he chuckled at the irony.

Ten years ago, I was riding high—had two million bucks stashed away. I was careful with money and had enough to last a lifetime. Now I'm destitute—only enough cash to last another few days. I need to get this figured out. At least I don't have the cops looking for me. I'll have to be careful as I develop a new scheme to get some quick cash. And I better come up with it soon.

He drove the Oldsmobile south on I-5 through Yreka and Weed. Just south of Mt. Shasta City, he noticed a cut-off for Reno, Nevada, just a little over 200 miles, and he made a quick decision to take it. He had had luck once before stealing money from gamblers and thought he might try that again.

He checked into a cheap motel on the outskirts of Reno. The first thing he did was find a drug store and bought several ten-cent blank greeting cards. These would come in handy over the next year or two.

Next, he needed to put his plan into motion. He selected one of the large casinos and parked his car at the far edge of the huge parking lot, in the section where the motorhome and travel trailers were parked. Then he watched.

Several hours later, as it was getting dark, he saw a man and woman step out of their huge motorhome and walk across the asphalt lot towards the casino. They didn't appear to lock the rig as they left. He followed them into the casino and watched them settle at a craps table. After several minutes, comfortable that they would be there for a long time, he returned to the motorhome. Approaching carefully, making sure he was not seen, he waited for the bark of a dog. Not hearing one, he reached for the door handle, jimmied it, slowly opened it, and stepped in. It was a gold mine: jewelry, guns, cash, and two endorsed checks with a deposit slip. Boomer was back; he was in the chips.

He hit several other casinos over the next few days and decided to move on to Las Vegas. On the drive down, he came up with another scheme. But he needed to get a job as a valet at a casino or hotel first.

He was hired as a car-park valet at the Hilton. After three weeks on the job, he was nearing the end of his shift when a high roller pulled in to his station. Boomer had parked this guy's car several times before. Every other day, he would arrive around 8:00 p.m. He always had a woman with him, but never the same one. He got out of his Porsche convertible and handed the keys to Boomer, who had already opened the passenger door for the platinum blonde passenger.

Boomer expected the high roller to follow his normal pattern and stay in the casino for several hours, returning for his car to be delivered to the front door early in the morning. Boomer drove the Porsche towards the valet car lot but pulled to the curb before entering. He had noticed on previous visits that the ring holding the car keys had several others as well. One of them looked like a house key. He slipped on latex gloves, opened the glove box, and found the auto registration. The car was owned by Eddie Rico with a Las Vegas address.

Boomer drove the Porsche to the address, which was only about twenty minutes away in a gated community. He slowly approached the gate and pressed a button on what appeared to be a transponder attached to the visor above the steering wheel. The gate opened, and he drove right in. The gated community consisted of about twenty homes, all large but not elaborate. As he approached the home, he pressed the other transponder on the visor, and the garage door swung open. He drove in, thinking this was perfect. Anyone who saw him enter would recognize the car, and even if they didn't recognize Eddie, they'd think it was okay since it was Eddie's car.

Boomer got out of the car, pressed the garage-door button by the door into the house, and the garage door lowered. He took the key ring from the ignition and found a house key that opened into the kitchen. There was a security key pad attached to the wall just inside the door, but it didn't appear to be turned on.

Boomer allowed himself fifteen minutes to grab what he could from the home. And it was a bonanza. He found a drawer full of watches and jewelry, and two thousand dollars in cash in a shoe box next to a locked safe. Eddie must not have had time to open the safe and secure the money. There were also two pistols, and best of all, ten Krugerrands, worth thousands, mounted in a picture frame hanging on the wall.

Boomer left the house as he found it, got back in the car with all of his newly acquired stuff, exited the garage, and drove back to the casino. He stopped alongside the Oldsmobile in the customer lot and transferred the loot to his car. Then he drove the Porsche to the valet parking lot and secured it. Walking back to the valet kiosk, he waited until the on-duty valet was retrieving a car and returned the keys to the box.

Boomer felt good about his new scheme. He knew, however, that he could use it only occasionally and had to be very careful. There were many ways to be tripped up in this process. Plus, he had to get a job as a valet and then stay employed long enough after the caper to not look suspicious.





CHAPTER 30

1991–1992

Boomer was getting tired of living in cheap motels. With his newfound wealth, he was able to move to one of the casinos on the outskirts of town. This room was a considerable improvement from the motel, but it still didn't meet his standards. He needed to find better accommodations.

And then he met Lindsey.

Boomer was not a gambler. He always felt his money was hard to come by, and he didn't want to throw it away. He knew the odds. Occasionally, however, he'd place a silver dollar on a roulette table or play a slot machine. He knew he wasn't good enough at cards to play any of the tables.

He was at a nickel slot machine at the casino where he resided, just spending idle time.

“Hi, partner, you need anything? Can I get you a drink?” a woman said behind him.

Boomer swung around on his stool and was awestruck. She was beautiful—and voluptuous. He stammered a bit as he ordered a Tanqueray and tonic. He couldn't take his eyes away from hers. She was blonde with blue eyes that sparkled, a nose that turned up slightly at the end, and full lips that were made for kissing. As she stepped back to write his order on her notepad, he stared at her body. She was wearing a low-cut cocktail outfit with spaghetti shoulder straps and a very short ruffled dress. She had an hourglass figure and looked like she was going to pop out of the top of the outfit. He was mesmerized. He watched her sway as she walked away to get his drink.

Returning a few minutes later, she handed him his drink. “Haven't seen you here before,” she said. “I definitely would have remembered you.”

Boomer took the drink from her hand, pausing to touch her fingers as he did so. “Yeah, I moved into one of the rooms upstairs a few days ago. I'm not much of a gambler, so I don't spend time on the floor. Where have you been all my life? I've been looking for you for thirty-eight years.”

“That's a smooth line,” she said. “But I've been right here. Born and raised in this town. And frankly, I'm sick of it and ready to get out of here. Too many bad memories, and I'm tired of this job. But you do what you have to do, you know?”

“I do,” he paused, “know, that is. I'm ready to move on, too. Why don't we do it together?”

“Whoa,” she said. “I think you just jumped about two months into the future. Tell you what, though, why don't you buy me a drink when I get off work and we can start the process.”

“Start the process?” Boomer said. “That's an interesting way to put it. But I like it. And I can't wait for you to get off work. What time?”

“Pick me up at midnight,” she said.

They went down the street to a lounge and spent the next three hours with the preliminaries: towns, schools, family, work, lovers, etc. Boomer used his real name and described his upbringing, but he didn't tell her the parts about thieving and being incarcerated. He was afraid that'd scare her off.

“I'm Lindsey Fisher,” she said, “and like I said before, I grew up in this town. And I don't like it. I want to move on.”

“Why?” Boomer asked.

“Too many bad memories,” she said. “My mother and father were both functioning drunks; that is, they could hold down jobs and appear normal during the day, but starting about five in the afternoon, they always had a drink in their hands. And as the hours rolled by, they began arguing and got mean. Dad would hit mom, usually a slap, not a punch, and she'd try to hit back. They'd yell and scream at each other and just go on terrible rampages. As a young girl, I'd hide in my room and cover my ears with a pillow to block out the sound. I was glad we lived on the outskirts of town, so we had room between houses. I didn't want the neighbors to hear.” She teared up some, remembering her past. “Then, as I got to my early teens, my dad started in on me. If I did something he didn't like, he'd take off his belt and give me a few smacks across my ass, or even my back. I'd see him coming and try to run and hide, but he always found me and managed to get a few swipes. I'd try to reason with him, but after five or six drinks, there was no talking to him.”

“What about your mom?” Boomer asked. “Wasn't she able to stop the abuse?”

“She was scared to death of Dad, so she'd just drink more and try to hide her emotions in the bottle. And she knew that if she questioned him, her beating would be more severe. I never could understand why she didn't leave him, but she just never did. She continued to take those beatings all those years.”

“What happened to your parents?” Boomer asked.

“They drank themselves to death,” Lindsey said. “Dad died first at the age of fifty-nine, and Mom died the following year. And as far as I'm concerned, good riddance.”

“Was it that bad?” Boomer asked.

“Yes, it was,” she said, a hint of venom in her voice. “It wasn't just the drinking and fighting, though. Dad never sexually assaulted me, but they used to have friends over to the house and drink themselves into oblivion. I developed my figure at an early age, around thirteen, and dad's friends would come after me. Dad always encouraged this game and thought it was funny. I was successful in hiding from them until one day when I was sixteen. One of these guys grabbed me and tore my clothes off. He slapped me across the face and insisted that I give him a blow job. He unzipped his pants and pulled out this huge cock. I'd been with a few guys my own age and had some experience, but no way was I going to satisfy this drunk. He pushed my face into his groin and forced himself into my mouth. I was furious and scared and bit down on him so hard I think I cut him in half. He howled as he withdrew from my mouth, and blood spurted everywhere. Dad ran into the room, saw the scene, and whacked me across the face hard enough to send me halfway across the room.

“Dad was so drunk he was stumbling, but he managed to get someone to call an ambulance. Then he came looking for me again. I grabbed some underwear and clothes and ran into the garage. I threw the clothes into a plastic bag and ran down the street. My boyfriend lived about four blocks away, and I headed there. It was about midnight, but I rapped on the door and his parents let me in.

“I never returned home after that night. I stayed at their home for several months until I was able to get a job and support myself. I managed to finish high school, but it was a tough pull. Mom and Dad kept trying to coax me back into the house, but there was no way I was going back there. I only went back to get my things, and even then, it was during the day when they were at work.”

“So how'd it work out with the boyfriend and his parents?” Boomer asked.

“We found that living together at that age just wasn't working. They were very good to me and helped me get on my feet, but after a few months, I moved in with a girlfriend and her parents. Then for the next year, until I finished high school, I just moved from one friend to another. Right after graduation, I got a job at a fast food restaurant and moved in with a new boyfriend. I jumped from one guy to the next for a year and got married at nineteen. We were too young and couldn't support ourselves financially, and on top of that, we had a kid, a boy, the next year.”

“Where's he now, your child?” Boomer asked.

“It's hard for me to talk about. He drowned when he was five. My husband took him fishing in a drift boat and it overturned. David, my husband, never saw him when he popped to the surface, and little Ollie was gone. The marriage couldn't survive that, and I've never gotten over it. I tried not to blame David, but there's just no way to overcome those feelings. David started drinking heavily, and the first time he hit me, I left for good. After a lifetime of abuse, I wasn't about to start that again.”

“I was twenty-six when we divorced. Three years later, I married Brent, and it lasted six years, until last year. So I'm thirty-six now.”

“How'd that marriage end?”

“Same old story. Drinking led to physical abuse. I put up with it longer than I should have, but I really wanted that marriage to work. The final straw was when I caught him in bed with a friend of mine. I found the affair had been going on for a year, and I filed for divorce the next day.” She sighed. “I try to analyze myself and figure out why I'm attracted to guys that get rough as we get to know one another. It probably goes back to my childhood and my mom and dad. I've just never been able to shake myself from whatever it is that draws me in that direction.”

“Well, maybe you just need to meet the right guy,” Boomer said. “And maybe you just did.”

“Maybe,” she said, smiling, “but we're getting way ahead of ourselves.”

They sat side by side in a large booth and were both having a hard time keeping their hands off each other. Boomer kept putting his arm around her shoulders and running his index finger down her thin shoulder straps, on occasion tracing the top of her dress and her cleavage. She responded by putting her left hand on his right thigh and running her hand up close to his crotch, using her little finger to gently touch him. Then, using the table as cover, she unzipped his pants and slipped her hand inside, rubbing him though the fabric of his underwear. It was driving him crazy.

“You know, I have a room at the casino. I live there,” he reminded her.

“I know, and I want to see that room. Right now,” she said.

It was the wildest sex Boomer had ever experienced, and that was saying something. He couldn't get enough of her. Boomer had opened the door, and they'd immediately started tearing each other's clothes off. Their hands were all over each other, and they tried positions neither had done before, and they were both experienced.

As dawn broke and they exhausted their long sex session, Boomer rolled on his side and said, with his head half buried in his pillow, “I want you in my life. Don't leave me. Not this morning, not tomorrow, not ever. I know I‘ve found the person I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

“My, that's a commitment,” she said. “We spend one night together, and we're a couple forever. But I think I might like that, too. Let's at least give it a try.”

Boomer moved out of the casino and into Lindsey's house in Boulder City. She was awarded the house in her divorce from her second husband. It was a small, two-bedroom house and was paid off by her husband during the divorce. No kids were involved, so her modest alimony and cocktail waitress job allowed her to live comfortably.

It wasn't until their third week together that Boomer admitted his true past. She had been asking how he'd managed to finance his life without a job. He confessed to his investment theft, his incarceration, his schemes since leaving prison, and his aliases. He was concerned that she may end their relationship. He also fessed up to his fits of temper and stressed that he was learning to control it.

“Why didn't you tell me this before?” Lindsey asked. “I'm a big girl. I can handle it.”

“It's not the kind of past that most will accept,” he said. “I wanted to make sure we had a strong enough understanding of each other to survive this. And, you know, it's not just my past. It's the way I continue to live. No job, no permanent home, and until now, no one important in my life. I hope you'll be able to take me as I am.”

“Well, I do, take you as you are,” she replied. “Look, I'm a cocktail waitress in a town I don't like any more. I've wanted to leave here for years but didn't know how to do it. Now I do. Here's what I think we should do. I'll sell this house and buy a nice motorhome. You know, one of those nice big ones with a bed over the cab. I'll have some money left over, and we can travel all over the place. You can do your schemes, and we'll move on to the next location.”

“Wow, that is understanding,” he said. “But instead of the motorhome, I'd like one of those big fifth wheel trailers we can tow behind a pickup. That way we can unhook and have transportation when we get somewhere.”

“Whatever,” she said. “You're in charge of that part of it. And maybe I can help you with those schemes. After all, I'll need something to do.”

“What a woman,” he said.

Pricing her home right, she was able to sell it in just a few weeks. She quit her job and sold off most of her furniture and personal things. Boomer sold the Oldsmobile to a friend of Lindsey's. He couldn't get much for it because he didn't have a title, but the buyer didn't care because of the giveaway price. He purchased a used Ford pickup truck with low miles and was able to register it in his real name. He hooked the trailer to the truck. They were ready to start a new life together.

They travelled all over the country for the next two years. They would stay in one location just long enough to sightsee and pull off a caper, moving on to the next town. Lindsey was becoming the perfect accomplice for Boomer's schemes. She could be a distraction just by showing up in a sexy outfit or causing a commotion. They were having fun and enjoying life.

Well into their travels Lindsey asked, “What are those blank greeting cards you have in that drawer in the kitchen? I notice every few months another one is gone. And I see you drop one in a mailbox every month or two. I want to use one but am not sure if I can have one.”

“Do you remember I told you about that incident I had with a guy who led to my incarceration?”

“Yes, I do,” she said.

Lindsey knew the whole story. Every time she thought about it, it worried her, for it was really Kenneficke and his old man who were responsible for Boomer getting caught.

“Well,” Boomer said, “I intend to get even with him, Rusty, someday. I imagine his father is dead by now because that was ten years ago, and he was old then.”

“All right, so what about the blank cards?” she asked. “And can I have one?”

“Of course you can have one,” Boomer said. “I know that Rusty's working at a motorcycle shop in Portland, and I like to send him a note every few months, reminding him that I still have a grudge and intend on getting even. Putting him in the hospital and sending him to prison may be a push, but I'm going to get my revenge one way or the other.”

“Why don't you just let it pass?” she asked.

“No way,” Boomer said. “He ruined my life. I had over two million bucks and was set for life. The police never would have caught up with me. But then they found my stolen trailer and started the search all over again. So I was in prison and Rusty was living the good life. He's going to pay for that.” Boomer clenched his fists. “In the meantime, let's just continue traveling and enjoying life, and each other. I like this new life we've set up. It's exciting, and we've developed a good thing. I'll never get tired of living with you and have never had so much fun.”

“Me too,” she added. “Let's just keep doing what we're doing.”





RUSTY





CHAPTER 31

1990

The first note arrived on a Wednesday. It was in an envelope with a plain white greeting card and uneven handwriting, addressed to Rusty Kenneficke, Ride On BMW Motorcycles, 7100 Woodlawn Ave SE, Portland, Oregon. There was no return address. The postmark showed it was mailed from Reno, Nevada. On the card was scrawled:

HAPPY BIRTHDAY, ASSHOLE.
ENJOY THEM WHILE YOU CAN!

What the hell is this all about? Rusty wondered, as that familiar feeling of indignation rose in his throat. Who do I know that would send me a card like this? I can't think of anyone I've pissed off enough for them to threaten me. But I guess I did. And sent from Reno? Well, all I can do is wait and see how this plays out.

Rusty took the card home that night and showed it to Jan. “I can't imagine who might have sent this,” he said. “I'm hoping it's a prank and nothing will come of it. But if whoever did this is serious, then we have something to be concerned about.”

“Yes, we do,” Jan said, taking the card and scrutinizing it. “There's no return address, so we have no clue there. The handwriting is scrawled, almost as if the writer was trying to hide his or her real style. And it's someone who knows you well enough to know that your birthday is in a few days. Let's hold on to this card. If there are more to follow, we may need them as some sort of evidence in the future, although I can't for the life of me think what might happen.”

The card had arrived just a few days before Rusty and Jan were to take off on a two-week motorcycle trip through the national parks of southern Utah. For the last four years, they'd been taking one of these trips in late May or mid-September. School was in session, so the normal vacation season was over, and the weather was normally good. Now that their general manager, Bill Presson, was getting familiar with the dealership, they began thinking of taking two trips each year, spring and fall.

“We've been riding on this same motorcycle for several years now,” Jan said to Rusty, “and I think I'd like to get a new, different model for us to use each year. It'll be good for us to get familiar with the models, and we'll be able to describe the features more accurately—from experience.”

“I like that idea,” Rusty replied. “We'll get a different touring model each year and just trade it in on a new one each spring as the riding season approaches. And depending on where we're going, Alaska for example, we may want to use an adventure bike instead of a touring bike.” He rubbed his hands together, excited. “I also got to thinking now that Bill is here and taking care of the operations, perhaps we should consider riding the bike to some of these national meetings. BMW has their annual meeting in different parts of the country, usually in the fall, and there are summer rallies all over the place. We could select one or two to attend each year. And beyond that, BMW has meetings all over the world. Maybe we want to get involved in some of those.”

“Well, I think you're getting a little ahead of yourself there,” Jan said, “But I like the thought. Let's see how it pans out with Bill running the show. It looks like we're getting to the point where we'll be working on the business instead of in the business. And that's what we've always talked about. At least we're headed in the right direction.”

Rusty and Jan returned from their two-week ride to the southwest. Their destination was the Four Corners, where Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico all meet. They visited many of the national parks and monuments, including the Grand Canyon, Monument Valley, Canyon de Chelly, Canyonlands, Arches, Zion, Bryce, and Cedar Breaks. The weather was perfect most of the way, and they returned to Portland in high spirits and ready for the next challenges at the dealership.

What they were not ready for was another card, this time postmarked from Las Vegas. Rusty opened the envelope and withdrew the card. Inside scrawled in the same writing was:

LIFE'S GOOD, RUSTY?
IT CAN CHANGE IN A HEARTBEAT.

Now Rusty was truly growing concerned. This was no prank. Someone was out for him, and he had no idea whom it might be. First Reno and now Las Vegas, just three weeks apart. Someone was probably traveling around and sending them from these locations, unless he or she had contacts in those cities mailing for them. There was nothing he could do, so he got back to life as usual.

Rusty's Monday afternoon motorcycle rides were turning into all-day events. He'd ridden most of the roads, both paved and dirt that were just a few hours from home, so he began to expand his radius. He was now riding high into the Cascade Mountains of Oregon and southwest Washington, with occasional trips through the Oregon Coast Range Mountains. He told Jan of the general direction of his ride but was unable to give details because he didn't know where he was going until he got there. It occurred to him that if he had an accident, no one would know where to look for him. Sometimes these were just single-lane, paved tracks he was riding, and it was obvious that no one had been there in a long time.

Now that he was not working full time in the dealership, he was able to spend more time on his writing. He continued to write a monthly article for a motorcycle magazine, usually about one of his recent rides. What he was really interested in, though, was starting his novel. Rusty remembered telling Jan about the events that had happened to him on the ride up the California and Oregon coasts in 1979, and she mentioned that it would make a good book. The more he thought about it, the more he thought she was right. Rather than forming an outline, he just began writing, and he found the story naturally led from one incident to another. But it was a slow process. With writing the monthly motorcycle articles for the magazine, growing the business, and their life now involving quite a bit of travel, he was working on the novel sporadically.





CHAPTER 32

1991

The new year broke cold and wintery; no snow but lots of cold rain. This was the time of year when Rusty resented the dealership. Sales were awful, cash flow was a nightmare, and keeping the employees busy was a struggle. He and Jan had talked about it and realized that the money in the motorcycle industry was in the building, not the dealership. The store was profitable, but not much. And by charging the dealership for rent well above the cost of the mortgage, they could realize a nice income plus a modest salary. What they got were some nice perks: car payments, car insurance, fuel for two cars, a motorcycle, and personal income tax paid by the company. And now that Bill, the general manager, was getting even better at running the shop, they could take long winter vacations.

They took a trip to Australia for six weeks. Since the seasons were reversed, they went in February to get summer weather in the southern hemisphere during the slow months in Portland. They had been using credit cards for all of the parts and apparel purchases for the store and had accumulated enough travel rewards to fly business class. It was a long flight, and Rusty knew that he'd not be able to sleep on the plane. For some unexplained reason, he was just not able to sleep while flying. He'd never been able to. And he had tried all the tricks, even talking to his doctor about it. So he settled in with a historical novel that he was anxious to read, The Pillars of the Earth by Ken Follett. He knew the 1,000-plus page book would consume much of the fifteen-hour flight. He kept looking enviously at Jan stretched out on the adjoining seat and wondered why he couldn't sleep like that.

Between reading chapters of the book, his mind wandered.

Life with Jan is wonderful. Just a damn shame we lost those twenty years together, but at least we finally found each other again. I need to find out what these cards are all about, though. If someone is considering doing serious harm, it could ruin a great thing. Maybe one of the cards will leave a clue as to who is doing this. I just can't believe I pissed someone off enough to continue with these cards. When we return, I'm going to get to the bottom of it. But I don't know how to do that. Maybe I need to alert the police, but what can they do? They probably wouldn't do anything until an act has been committed anyway. Need to close my eyes and try to get some rest.

The trip was wonderful. They flew into Sydney and spent the first five days in a small apartment that belonged to a friend of Jan's. The friend was on a camping trip in Tasmania, so they had the apartment to themselves. It was on the south side of the harbor, only two blocks from the water, and looked directly across at the magnificent Opera House. They took the ferry across the harbor daily to downtown and enjoyed the city.

Before they left the city to head north up the coast, Jan said, “We should attend an event at the Opera House. It's famous, and we're right here. It'll be a good memory. I have no idea what, or who, is appearing there, but let's go find out.”

At the ticket office, they learned that a concert would be starting in two hours. The group sounded a little weird, but they decided to attend just for the experience. There was a group of ten musicians, all horns and reeds, no string instruments, that played a series of compositions accompanied by images and videos on a large movie screen. There was no singing nor voice—just the music and screen. The topics on screen covered the events of humanity: birth, life, war, death, love, and work. It didn't need audio. The music meshed with the video to portray the emotions of the events shown. It was fascinating.

Leaving Sydney, they borrowed a motorcycle from BMW Australia and toured the east coast, spending time in Surfers Paradise and the Gold Coast, Brisbane, a few days on Hamilton Island and on to Cairns, the northernmost major city on the east coast. Then they backtracked south to Townsville and headed east on Highway 78, winding their way through the Outback to Alice Springs. A side trip to Ayers Rock was one item checked off of their “bucket list.” Then south to Adelaide, spending an afternoon in the wine district. Then east along the coast to Melbourne, stopping to see The Twelve Apostles on the way. The trip ended riding from Melbourne to Sydney, via Canberra, the capital of Australia.

At the conclusion of the trip, on the way back to Portland on the plane, Jan said, “I want to go back in a few years. The Australian Open Tennis Championship is always held at the end of January, and the Australian Formula One Grand Prix is at the end of March. Both are in Melbourne. We could spend the time in between in New Zealand or seeing more of Australia that we didn't see this time—or take more time and see both.”

“That's a great idea,” Rusty agreed. “Let's put some thought into that.”

They returned to Ride On to find another card in the pile of mail waiting for them. Rusty was reluctant to open it but knew that he had to. He carefully opened the envelope. It was postmarked two weeks prior from Phoenix, Arizona. He pulled out the card:

HAVING FUN? ENJOY IT WHILE YOU CAN.

Jan had accompanied him to the dealership that day and glanced at him as he opened the card. She could see the look of anguish turn to fear as he read the card. “Another threat?” she asked.

“Yeah, this is getting ridiculous,” he responded. “We need to find out who's sending these. But it's difficult because they come from different cities each time. Someone's moving from place to place and mailing them. Or maybe they're flying to different locations or having others mail them just to throw us off. But throw us off from what, I'm not sure. I have no idea what the reason is behind these notes. We need to find out, though, because this is unsettling and could eventually lead to something more serious. If we get one of these that's a death threat, I'm going to call the FBI.”

“Why not call them anyway?” Jan asked.

“That's probably a good idea. I just had the notion that they wouldn't do anything until there was a serious threat or some sort of action. And what can they do if we don't know who is sending them?”

“Don't know about that, but it's probably worth a phone call,” Jan responded.

“Yeah, I'll do it,” he said.

Rusty did call the FBI. They asked him to bring the cards to their office in downtown Portland and explain what he knew. There was not much for Rusty to tell them, since he didn't know who was sending them. They took some notes, made copies of the cards and asked Rusty to contact them again if anything further developed. The agent he talked to, Mark Phillips, gave him his business card as they shook hands, and Rusty left the office.

In early October, another card showed up in the mail. This one was postmarked from Kansas City, Missouri. Again there was no return address. Rusty opened the envelope and read the card:

HOLIDAYS ARE COMING.
TOO BAD IF YOU MISS THEM.

This was the fourth card he'd received that year, and it was obvious that it was no prank. Someone was going out of their way to antagonize him. He didn't feel, however, that he needed to take this one to the FBI. He had no more information than the last time.





CHAPTER 33

1992

Winter turned into spring, and the business began its gradual climb out of the doldrums. Sales were picking up, and the initial months of the new year showed a nice increase over the prior year. Rusty and Jan were feeling good about this new year and were anxious to get their advertising, events, and activities in place. They were expecting to set a new sales record and for the dealership to be among the top five in the country in terms of units sold.

Rusty survived the holiday season and was still alive! He tried to not think about the anonymous cards he received last year, but they kept creeping into his subconscious. Every day he picked up the mail and expected to see another card.

Rusty and Jan were turning the day-to-day operation of the store over to Bill. He had always been good with the parts and service aspects of the business but wasn't comfortable with the sales processes. He lacked confidence in his interpersonal approach with customers on the sales floor. Realizing this shortcoming, he requested that Rusty and Jan allow him to get some further training. They called the owners of three dealerships they knew well and asked if Bill could visit with them for a few days and study their best selling techniques. With time, he became adept at turning negative sales into positive ones. His other shortcoming was the financial end of the business. The accountant Jan hired two years ago was doing an excellent job, and Bill wanted to become proficient in reading the numbers. The profit-and-loss statement was fairly simple; Bill could understand the revenue, gross margins, and expenses, but he didn't understand the balance sheet and how it all tied together. On Jan's suggestion, Bill took a couple of evening accounting courses at the local community college and soon was reviewing the monthly statements.

Because of Bill's abilities, Rusty and Jan were spending less and less time at the dealership. They continued to take their two annual motorcycle trips to the southwest and were extending them to three and four weeks, often crossing the country. They began dreaming of some international trips, by motorcycle, car, and cruise line.

Their marriage was working. Both having failed marriages in their pasts, they were aware of what to do and what not to do. Knowing it and living by it, however, was another thing. What they did have going for them was honest communication. If something bothered one of them about the other, they talked about it.

“You know, Rusty,” Jan said one evening as she was fixing dinner, “we spend almost all of our waking hours together. And I love it. We live together, work together, play together, and travel together. And I never get tired of it, or you. But you have a few idiosyncrasies that are pretty irritating.”

“I know,” Rusty said, “and I'm not going to ask you to itemize them. I know what they are. I've lived with them for a lifetime, and they're just who I am, just as your idiosyncrasies are who you are.”

“What do you mean? What idiosyncrasies do I have?” Jan interjected before Rusty had a chance to continue. “What do I do that irritates you?”

“Do you really want to go there?” Rusty asked. “I don't think listing what bothers us about each other is a healthy thing to do as we sit down to have dinner. Tell you what, when you do one of your idiosyncrasies, I'll point it out to you, and you can point out mine. Then we can talk about them at the time.”

“Well, okay, I suppose,” she said, “but I can't imagine what I do that could be a problem for you. After all, you've told me that I'm as close to perfection as you can imagine. And I'm going to hold you to that.”

“And I meant that,” he responded, “but that doesn't mean that you don't have a few flaws—no, I retract that—it doesn't mean that you're perfect every minute of every day. Occasionally you do things in a way that doesn't mesh with the way I would. And I don't always understand it. But we always manage to work it out and end up where we need to be.”

“Well,” she continued, “I'm not sure I like this conversation, but I understand where it's going. Let's just leave it with your suggestion. When I do something that irritates you, or vice versa, let's talk about it.”

“Okay,” Rusty said, “but I'm not just talking about things that irritate each other but idiosyncrasies that we both have. You know, little things we do that are unique to us. For instance, I don't like to wear turtlenecks, and you do.”

“Whatever,” she said.

Dinner was served, and they sat in silence for a few minutes, cogitating the verbal exchange, when Jan said, “I still can't understand what I do that would bother you.”

“Okay, I take it all back,” Rusty said. “Forget I said anything. You're perfect, and let's leave it at that.”

“I like that better,” she said, and they continued with dinner.

In the summer of 1992, they took a twenty-day cruise of the Caribbean, leaving from Fort Lauderdale. The ship stopped at many of the normal vacation islands before passing through the Panama Canal, finally docking in San Diego. When they returned to Portland and the dealership, there was a pile of mail waiting for them. In that pile was another card, this time postmarked from San Diego, two weeks prior. Rusty opened it without telling Jan another note had arrived.

BE CAREFUL, KENNEFICKE.
YOUR HOUSE COULD END UP IN EMBERS.
LIKE YOUR OLD MAN'S NEIGHBOR.





CHAPTER 34

1992

Bingo!” Rusty yelled as he read those words. Jan, who was seated at the office desk next to him, jumped in her chair.

“What was that about?” she asked. “You scared the life out of me. What's going on?”

“I just got another note from the mystery writer, except he's a mystery no longer. He gave himself away on this one. And now I know what it's all about.”

“Really?” she said. “Who is it? What's his problem?”

“I told you about my trip in 1979 up the coast and what happened along the way—”

“Yes,” she interjected, “and that it's the basis of the novel you've been working on for years.” She took a moment, thinking. “That was years ago, though. What does it have to do with these notes today?”

“He's the guy,” Rusty said as he turned the card over and then re-inspected the envelope, looking for clues. “Boomer Laughlin. He's the one who had the trailer next to my motorhome at the RV park just outside of Portland. The guy Dad confronted when he tried to track me down at their house. Mom called the cops on him, which scared him off.”

“Yes,” Jan said as she turned her chair to face Rusty and look at him intently, “you've mentioned him many times. Did they ever find Boomer?” Jan asked.

“The police did call Dad back a few days later and told him that they'd found the trailer abandoned in a park outside of Portland. It was trashed, and they found a few stolen items inside. They also traced the serial number of the trailer and found it'd been stolen years before.”

“Sounds like Boomer was a real piece of work,” Jan said.

“Yeah, and now he's back, thirteen years later, wanting to get even with me. Unbelievable,” Rusty said.

“You need to call that guy down at the FBI and show him this latest note. He said to give him a call. We have that business card around here somewhere. I'll look for it,” Jan said.

“I know where it is,” Rusty said, “right here in this drawer. Mark Phillips. I'll give him a call right now.”

Mark asked Rusty to bring the latest card to him and fill him in on what he knew about Boomer. Jan accompanied Rusty to the FBI office, and Rusty brought him up to date.

“That's interesting,” Phillips said. “That's getting very close to a threat on your life. And if you do get a card that does that, threatens your life, then we have a case and can go after him, particularly since the cards have been sent across state lines. What else can you tell me about this guy?”

“Boomer isn't his real name. It's a nickname,” Rusty said. “His real name is Bruce Laughlin, and he's my age, fifty this year. We worked together at the Crown Zellerbach plant in West Linn one summer, but we didn't know each other, just of each other. Other than our brief time as neighbors at the RV park and what I've told you, I have no more information.”

“Okay, let me run Bruce Laughlin through our database, and I'll let you know if we come up with anything,” Phillips said.

“How long will that take?” Rusty asked.

“We have these new computers, a personal one on every desk, and I should have something for you in a day or two. Pretty slick system, but it's still new to us and takes some getting used to. I'll give you a call.”

“Thanks,” Rusty said. “I'm anxious to see if you have anything on him.”

Two days later, Mark Phillips called Rusty. “Wow, do we have information on Bruce Laughlin! You better come down here. This is going to take some time to tell you what we found. It's a wild story, and you'll want every detail.”

Rusty and Jan were anxious to hear the story and made an appointment for later that afternoon.

After salutations, Mark Phillips told them what he knew about Bruce “Boomer” Laughlin.

“Our dossier on him started in 1970, when he was reported after stealing some jewels from a company he worked for in Denver. That case involved the Denver police primarily. When your dad turned him in to the police in Lake Oswego in 1979, they discovered that the trailer he had been living in was stolen and the license plates on that trailer had been lifted from another trailer in Idaho. Since it was an interstate theft, the police notified us. But let me go back to the beginning.” He cleared his throat. “Because he was using his real name at the time, we can trace him back to his college days when you knew him at the paper mill. He went to Portland State University and graduated in accounting in 1964.”

“Yes, I remember that's what he told me,” Rusty said.

“He did a good job of covering his tracks, and there would be no reason you would have suspected him of anything,” the agent said, leaning back in his office chair and lacing his fingers behind his head. “After 1964, he went in the Army for three years and didn't show up again until 1969. He was working at a McDonalds here in the area and got involved with a girl, a woman actually, who he mistreated. She filed a police report and said he was doing some petty theft at the time.

“In 1970, he bought a 1955 Oldsmobile. We know this because the licensing bureau listed it in his own name, and he reported it stolen in Boise, Idaho. It was recovered a few days later. Apparently, a hitchhiker he picked up took it for a joy ride while he was distracted.” The agent laughed a little. “Then he disappeared for a few months. We have no record of him or how he was supporting himself. He probably resorted to petty theft again. Later that year, he went to work for a temporary accounting agency based out of Denver. His first assignment was with a small manufacturing company, followed by a few other short-term assignments. He wasn't with the agency for long, and shortly after he left, they all reported theft. Why it took all of those companies a few months to discover this is a mystery.

“Then he shows up again in Denver. A husband-and-wife team had operated a jewelry store for thirty-five years. He ran the store, and she did the books. When she suddenly died, the husband was lost. Hoping to retire, he needed someone to do the books until he found a buyer. Then Boomer showed up. He was pilfering jewels and jewelry, including an expensive Rolex watch. One day, the owner's brother showed up and decided to do an inventory and an audit. Boomer saw the door closing and left town.” Phillips shook his head, disappointed such a nice family was taken advantage of. “Then in late 1970, he hit the jackpot. He took a job as the primary accountant in a small investment firm in Scottsdale, Arizona. The stock market was strong, and he saw an opportunity to ‘borrow’ some funds from the company. He ended up swindling two million dollars from the firm.”

“Whoa!” Rusty exclaimed. “How'd he do that? Are you telling me that he was able to get away with stealing that much without getting caught? Two million dollars was a lot of money in the seventies, particularly in today's dollars. And how could he have had two million dollars and not let on to me. He acted like he was a pauper. I was buying all the beer because he said couldn't afford it. I can't believe he fooled me like that.”

Phillips unhooked his fingers from behind his head and leaned forward, as if to press a point. “He was with the firm for several years and developed his scheme over time. Are you familiar with margin loans?” he asked.

Rusty and Jan looked at each other and shook their heads no.

“A client has a portfolio of stocks, which are shares of ownership of large companies. The shares were purchased at some point, and the idea is they hopefully grow in value with time.”

Jan interjected and said, “We're aware of the stock market. We have a small portfolio ourselves.”

“Good,” Phillips said. “If the portfolio is large enough, a client can borrow against the value of the stocks. What he is really doing is borrowing his own money.”

“So we, or someone with a large enough portfolio, can borrow money from their own money to use for some other purpose? And they get the benefit of the stocks increase in value?” Rusty asked.

“Exactly,” Phillips answered. “Some investors get in trouble by borrowing from their portfolios to invest in more stock. If the market goes up, that's fine. They can cash out at a higher value, pay back what they borrowed, and pocket the increase in share price. But if the market goes down, they may not have enough value in the portfolio to pay back what they borrowed. If they invest the borrowed funds in something else, like real estate, and the value tanks, then the same thing can happen.”

“And Boomer was doing this?” Rusty asked.

“Yes,” Phillips responded. “With other people's money or portfolios.”

“How'd he get away with that?” Jan asked.

“Remember,” Phillips answered, “this was in the early seventies, and computers were uncommon. These small companies and investment firms were still issuing stock with paper certificates. Sometimes the investment firms held the certificates for clients. Boomer, as the accountant for this firm, was in control of these documents. He created false loans against the certificates, or portfolios, and pocketed the money. He could borrow up to 60 percent of the value of the portfolio. And some of these investors were high rollers. He ended up taking over two million dollars from the firm's clients.”

“Wow,” Jan said. “That's a big deal. What happened? How'd he get caught? Or did he?”

“The market turned down, big time, in 1974,” Phillips continued. “Everyone saw it coming in mid-to-late 1973, and many began bailing out. Some of the clients Boomer had scammed asked for their stocks to be sold and wanted their money before it got worse. Boomer had taken the money from the accounts, so there was nothing to return. The world was closing in on him and he knew he needed to run.

“He was smart enough to save the money he had stolen. Actually, he did even better. He turned the loans into cash and stashed it in safe deposit boxes all over the Portland area. When he ran, he took the money from a couple of the boxes he kept in Scottsdale and used that over the next few years. He figured that if he lived modestly, he would never have to work again.”

“How come we never heard about this?” Jan asked. “Seems like something that would have made the news.”

“It did. Big time,” Phillips said. “Two million dollars was a hefty sum of money. It was all over the news for a day or two. But the collapse of the stock market overpowered everything else, and Boomer and his money became old news in a hurry. It would have been easy to miss, however, as there was a lot going on at that time.”

“So how'd you get him?” Jan asked again.

“He was a smart guy,” Phillips continued. “We lost track of him for five years. We'd assumed he was using a number of aliases and using cash for everything. He never had a credit card or any way to track him. He was back in the Portland area in 1979 to get more cash out of his safe deposit boxes. That's when Rusty's dad reported him to the police and he re-entered our radar.” He sighed. “We lost track of him again for several years. Then he was spotted in Los Angeles by one of the investors he'd stolen from. It was pure coincidence on a beach, and the investor notified the local police. Boomer knew it was just a matter of time at that point, so he turned himself in. It was a smart thing to do. He figured if he voluntarily surrendered and agreed to pay back the remaining money in the safe deposit boxes, he might get a lighter sentence.”

“Did he?” Rusty asked.

“Yes, he did,” Phillips said. “He'd have been sentenced to fifteen years in prison, but because of his cooperation in returning most of the money, he was sentenced to ten years. And because of his good behavior in prison, he was released in eight.”

“How much of the money did he return?” Jan asked. “And what happened after his release? Aren't you supposed to keep tabs on these guys?”

“About $1,750,000 was distributed back to the investors,” Phillips answered. “The people he took petty stuff from never got anything back. And to answer your other question, we lost track of him again, until you came in here with this card and information. Actually, we still don't know where he is. But we know he's still out there. And yes, he was supposed to report to his parole officer every few weeks. He never did. He disappeared into the world again.”

“Wow,” Rusty said. “That's amazing. To think that guy was my neighbor in that trailer park when he was on the lam and had all that money. I'm surprised he used his real name. But on second thought, he may have known I'd recognize him and even remember his name. I wouldn't have, but he didn't know that. He was probably in town, like you said, to get more money.” Rusty shook his head. “And now he wants his revenge. He figures that the pictures I took, and then my dad turning them over to the police, are what alerted them to start the search here locally.”

“I think that's it,” the agent said. “He seems to be traveling around and sending you these notes to unsettle you—”

“And he is,” Rusty said sternly.

“And now we need to find him. His only problem right now is violating his parole, but it's enough for us to keep him close once we catch up with him. A more threatening note, a death threat for instance, will result in much more serious issues for him.”

“I think he'll eventually resurface here,” Rusty said. “Otherwise these notes are meaningless.”

“I think so too,” Phillips added. “Just keep me informed on any further contact, either written or in person. And if he shows up, I want to talk to him.”

Rusty and Jan took a cross-country trip on the motorcycle to attend a BMW business meeting in Maryland. The meeting was in early September, and they decided to take six weeks and visit the east coast, from Maine to Key West, with their meeting splitting the trip in half. It was a wonderful trip with great weather, good roads, and a number of sights they were able to cross off their “bucket list.”

Jan, having been born on Long Island, New York, had always wanted to visit her birthplace, as well as some places of interest. There was a coffee-table photo book entitled New Hampshire, a Scenic Discovery by Clyde H. Smith that contained a picture, in the snow, of an old grist mill in New Boston, New Hampshire, that had been converted to a home. She had always wanted to find that place. The coast of Maine, New York City, the White House, and the Washington monuments, the Blue Ridge Trail, the Outer Bank, and Key West were also high on their list.

They stayed in contact with the dealership every day or two, and things seemed to be operating fine, until the last day in Key West. They called to check in, and Bill, the general manager, mentioned that there were a number strange accidents.

“What kind of accidents?” Rusty asked. “Accidents or incidents?”

“Both, probably,” Bill answered. “I came into work this morning and there was a bullet hole in the large front window. Smack dab in the middle, as if someone deliberately targeted it there. And then later in the day, we had a problem with some bikes. There were six bikes in a tight row, all on side stands, in the back parking lot. Someone had tipped the last one in the row over, and they all fell down, like a row of dominos. Lots of damage, and it's going to be expensive to fix.”

“Oh, man, that's a problem,” Rusty said. “New bikes or used ones?”

“New ones, of course,” Bill replied. “Sorry to deliver such bad news at the end of your trip.”

“Was there anyone suspicious around there today?” Rusty asked. “Anyone you didn't recognize who looked out of place?”

“Matter of fact, there was. A guy was outside for about ten minutes. He probably wasn't homeless, but he wasn't dressed very well and smelled like smoke. I could smell him from ten feet away.”

“Did you talk to him? Did you ask him his name or what he was doing there?”

“I did,” Bill said. “He said his name was Chester and that he was looking for you. Said he knew you from years ago and understood you worked at the shop.”

“Chester! He's a guy I met at an RV park when I drove from San Francisco to Portland in 1979. We only knew each other for a few days but became friends, or close acquaintances anyway. Chester! I'll be damned. What'd he say?”

“Just that,” Bill responded. “I told him you were on an extended trip. He said he'd drop by in a couple of weeks and say hi. Do you think he could have anything to do with these issues?”

“No,” Rusty said. “Chester's not well educated, but he's a good guy, if you give him a chance and get to know him. He means no harm, unless he's changed drastically in the last thirteen years, which I doubt. It'll be good to catch up with him when we return. Go ahead and get the window replaced and fix the bikes. We'll be back in a week. If you see Chester again, tell him I'm looking forward to seeing him.”

Rusty and Jan returned home in late October. In the stack of mail waiting for them at the dealership was another envelope, mailed from San Francisco. Inside, scrawled in the same handwriting was a message:

HEY, KENNEFICKE.
THERE'S A SAYING IN PRISON,
DEAD MAN WALKING.
COULD BE YOU.

The FBI felt this card crossed the line and considered it a death threat. They definitely wanted to talk to Bruce “Boomer” Laughlin.





CHAPTER 35

1993

It was another tough winter in the motorcycle business in Portland: wet, windy, and cold. Back to the bank to renew the line of credit. Rolling layoffs for the employees. Nobody was happy.

Rusty told Bill one dismal day when few customers walked in the door, “Like I mentioned before, in this business, we get rich in the summer and go broke in the winter, and all we can do is hope it all ends up at least even for the year. Hell of a way to run a business.”

At least we're paying off the mortgage with the rent payments and Jan will own this building pretty soon, Rusty thought. And the rent override, plus my modest salary, is providing us a nice living in the meantime.

Spring arrived, and Rusty started his Monday solo rides through the countryside. These, along with his morning three-mile runs, had become a ritual for him; they gave him a chance to let his mind roam and forget about the things that might be troubling him. Jan was always concerned about him riding without a companion. He never said where he was going because he figured that out as he rode. If anything were to happen to him, like an accident and no one saw it, it could be over for him. And Jan needed him in her life. They loved each other, and she didn't know how she could live without him.

Rusty liked to park his motorcycle at the shop rather than take up room in his garage. Returning from one of his Monday rides, he noticed someone standing and peering in through the front door, with his face against the glass and his hands cupping his eyes to keep out the light. The dealership was closed on Sundays and Mondays, and this person obviously wanted to see if anyone was in there.

Rusty pulled up to the service door and parked his motorcycle, resting it on the side stand. The person at the front door, seeing Rusty pull in, approached him. As Rusty climbed off the bike, he glanced up and saw Chester walking towards him.

“Well, I'll be damned,” Rusty said. “Chester, how are you? I haven't seen you in over ten years. Someone told me you were here the other day. I was hoping you'd stop by so we could catch up. What're you up to?”

“Doin’ okay,” Chester blurted out. “Same ol’ shit. Heard you was workin’ here and thought I'd stop by. You doin’ good?”

“Yeah, things are going well.” Rusty said. “A lot's happened since I saw you last, and I'd like to tell you about it. Maybe we could have coffee or something?”

“Rather have ya buy me a beer,” Chester responded. “Lots a water under the bridge, huh?”

“Okay, we can make it a beer. And, yeah, thirteen years is a long time. Stuff happens.”

“Maybe to you. Same ol’ shit for me,” Chester said. “One year's like the next, ya know? Just tryin’ to get along.”

“Look,” Rusty said, “why don't you meet me here tomorrow at six. We'll go to the tavern down the street and I'll buy you that beer.”

“I'll be here. An’ you're buying, right?”

“Right, it's on me.”

Rusty returned home as Jan was carrying in a load of groceries.

“Here, let me help with those,” he said. “I was returning the motorcycle to the shop and Chester was peering in the front door looking for me as I drove up.”

“Chester? Chester who?” she asked.

“You know, I don't know his last name. Never did know it. It's just Chester. Bill said that he'd stopped by a few days ago. I think I told you about him a few years ago.”

“Refresh my memory,” Jan said.

“I met him on that road trip up the coast in 1979. He pulled his beat-up old motorhome into the spot across from mine. He's a crude, uneducated guy who's had a tough go of life. He's a drunk, smokes too much and never has any money, but he does have a kind heart. He helped me out a lot at the RV park when I was on crutches. He'd pull his little wagon a mile down the road to the grocery store and get things for me. He's a friend, although our time together was only a week or so.”

“That must've happened just before we got together, then?” Jan asked. “I do remember you saying something about that, now that you mention it.”

“Yes. A couple of weeks later, you and I found each other in that grocery store,” Rusty responded.

“So what now?” Jan asked.

“We're going to meet for a beer at the tavern down the street tomorrow after work. Probably more like a couple of pitchers, though, if he hasn't changed. Want to join us? The guy's a real character.”

“No, thanks,” Jan said. “Taverns are too smoky, and it sounds like he'll just add to it.”

“Yeah,” Rusty responded, “I'll wear some old clothes and throw them in the wash after. And I'll probably end up with a headache from the beer and smoke. But I want to catch up with this guy. I owe it to him.”

“Have fun,” she said. “I won't fix dinner for you. And walk home, will you please? I don't need a call from the police.”

“Right,” he said.

Chester was waiting outside the dealership at six, and Rusty walked with him down the street to the tavern. It was dark inside, with tobacco smoke-stained wood-composite walls. Dollar bills were hanging from the ceiling, where patrons had left them with thumbtacks, peanut shells covered the floor, and neon beer signs were lit behind the bar.

“Boy, this is a classic tavern,” Rusty said. “I've worked just down the street for years and have never been in here. You know this place, Chester?”

“Yeah, but it's a little highfalutin for me,” he said. “Beers too ’spensive. I like Rainier, and they keep sellin’ me the good stuff, so I don't come in here much. I got other joints closer. But since you're buyin’, I'm okay with it.”

“Where do you live?” Rusty asked.

“Same ol’ motorhome, at that trailer park—walkin’ distance. Been there for years now. Fact is, the ol’ RV won't run, and the tires are flat. But it's home. Has been for a long time.”

A pitcher of beer came, and Rusty poured two glasses. Chester downed his before Rusty even got his hand around his glass. He poured another. “So what've you been up to, Chester?”

“Like I tole ya before,” Chester responded, “SOS. Nothin’ changes for me. Life goes on. I get up in the mornin’, do what I do, and go to bed at night.”

“Sounds exciting,” Rusty said.

“Just ’cause yer buyin’ the beer, don't give ya the right to get sarcastic,” Chester said. “I got a life, ya know.”

“Sorry about that,” Rusty said. “I didn't mean to belittle you. So I guess you don't work? Nobody in your life?”

“No work, no woman,” Chester said. “Just me. An’ no dog neither. Lost the ol’ boy ’bout five years ago an’ don't got the gumption to get another.”

“I remember that little dog you had,” Rusty said. “He liked to bark a lot.”

“Well, he didn't like bein’ left alone,” Chester responded. “Always raised a ruckus when I left, even if I was in sight, like ’cross the street. An’ I had to go get another beer now an’ then, ya know? So that's me, what ’bout you?”

Rusty recounted the events in his life over the past thirteen years: Jan, the dealership, travel, his writing career, and finally…Boomer.

“Do you remember me mentioning Boomer Laughlin, the guy I met at an RV park before we met that summer?” Rusty asked. “He was a big guy, and we had briefly known each other years before.”

“Don't remember nothin’ ’bout that,” Chester said. “My memory's no good no more.”

“Well, he too is back in my life, but not in a good way.”

“How come?” Chester asked.

“It's a long story, but he was a thief,” Rusty continued, pouring Chester yet another glass of beer. “He stole a lot of money from some very influential people. The police were looking for him for years, and they eventually caught up with him. He was sent to prison for eight years, and now that he's out, he wants revenge.”

“Why?” Chester asked.

“Because he blames me and my dad, who is now deceased, for him being caught after all those years on the run. He's sending me threatening notes, and the FBI wants to catch up with him. He may show up around here one day, and I'm not looking forward to that.”

“Man, you got problems,” Chester said, then gulped. “Be a shame to see you dusted off by that guy.”

“Thanks for that,” Rusty said. “Incidentally, Chester, if you'd like to make a little beer money, we could use you for a few hours a couple of days a week at the dealership.”

“I ain't no good with a wrench,” Chester said.

“No, nothing like that. We need bikes washed and some janitorial things done. Be easy work, and it pays minimum wage. But you'd have to wear clean-smelling clothes and be sober every time. You interested?”

“Maybe so,” Chester said. “Can I take smoke breaks? I'd be sober an’ don't need to start drinkin’ till after.”

“Think it over and let me know.”

Their conversation went on for another pitcher and a pizza, and finally Rusty said, “Chester, I've got to go. I told Jan I'd be home by ten, and it's well past that now. And anyway, the smoke in here is killing me. I've got to get some fresh air.”

Rusty paid the bar tab, including another pitcher for Chester, and left the bar. As he walked home, he wondered if he'd done the right thing, offering him a job. A heavy smoker and a drinker. If Chester accepted, Rusty may regret it. On the other hand, he may be able to improve his life with a little extra income. Rusty had always had a soft spot for that guy.





CHAPTER 36

1993

Spring slid into summer. The dealership was in the prime riding season and doing well. Sales were up over the year before, and profitability was returning from the doldrums. The staff was upbeat and making good money with commissions on their sales. There were now twenty-two employees, counting Jan and Rusty, and many had been with the company the eight years Jan had owned it. This was the time of year when spirits were high.

In late June, another note arrived. This one was postmarked from Bend, Oregon, a few days previous. Rusty opened it:

I'M COMING.
BETTER BE LOOKING OVER YOUR SHOULDER.

Jan was not in the office with him, so he took the note home and showed it to her.

“I wonder if he'll show up at the dealership one of these days,” she said.

“I certainly hope not,” Rusty countered. “This is a meeting I don't need. And I really don't understand how this guy could hold a grudge for so long for something that was an accident. He was a thief, and he got caught. Why is that my problem?”

“It's your problem because he thinks it's your problem,” Jan said. “You better contact Phillips and share this latest note with him.”

“Yeah, I'll do that,” Rusty said, sliding the note back into the envelope.

Phillips, hearing from Rusty, said to keep him informed. The FBI really wanted to talk to this guy. They didn't need another “loose cannon” in town.

Rusty and Jan left Portland on a three-week motorcycle trip to Alaska. Upon their return, there was another note in the mail.

I'M HERE.
SAY GOODBYE TO EVERYONE.

It was high noon on a Wednesday when Boomer walked in the front door of the dealership. Rusty was helping a customer, answering questions about the features of a new motorcycle, when he glanced over the customer's shoulder and saw him. He knew it was going to be trouble, so he apologized to the customer and turned to face Boomer.

Rusty had told the staff about Boomer: the accident, the notes, and the threats. He had instructed them to call Mark Phillips at the FBI if they saw him come in the store. Dutch, the parts manager, had Phillips’ phone number and called when the conversation started.

“You've put on weight,” Rusty said as he turned around, looking at Boomer about twenty feet away. “You damn near fill up the whole doorway. And you've grown ugly.”

“You know, Kenneficke,” Boomer replied, walking closer to Rusty, “I've been looking forward to seeing you again.”

“Why's that?” Rusty asked.

“Because you destroyed my life. Because you left me with a hospital bill. Because I spent eight years in prison. Because I was on the run from the police for a lot of years. All because of you.”

Boomer was now standing directly in front of Rusty, nearly chest to chest. Rusty was six feet tall and still had to look up to face Boomer.

“You know, Boomer,” Rusty said, “you've had a misplaced grudge against me since that accident in 1979, and I'm tired of it.”

“Misplaced, my ass,” Boomer retorted. “You attacked me, damn near killed me when you hit me, falsely accused me and turned me in to the cops, and you wonder why I'm pissed. I'm not going to hurt you now, but I will soon. I'm in the area and will learn all about you. At the right time, I will get my revenge, and it ain't going to be pretty for you. I've had a lot of years to think about how I might get even, and I'm having a hard time deciding. But now, seeing you in the flesh, it's all coming back to me. Watch out, asshole.”

“You know the FBI is looking for you, don't you?” Rusty said, trying to stare Boomer down. “Threatening my life with notes through the postal service could land you back in jail for another five years. And they want you for parole violation, too.”

“That's supposed to scare me? I've been evading those guys for years. And they're not going to catch me now. You better get your pine box built. You'll be needing it real soon,” he said as he jabbed his forefinger at Rusty's chest.

With that, Boomer walked out the door and got into the passenger seat of a car waiting by the curb. Rusty noticed a woman driving the car. As soon as Boomer was seated, she peeled away from the curb, tires screeching.

The customers and employees in the store were spellbound; they couldn't believe what they had just heard. Chester, who had been emptying waste baskets in the showroom, witnessed the exchange, and said to Rusty, “Guy's a jerk. Ain't no way he's gonna kill you. But, I gotta say, hurtin’ might be a possibility.”

“Thanks a lot, Chester,” Rusty said, a little too loudly. “I feel a lot better with that. Maybe I should just dust him off first. Then I don't have to worry about it.”

“Don't see you doin’ that,” Chester responded. “Ain't got it in ya.”

The parts manager called the FBI, who then contacted the Portland police. They arrived ten minutes later. They asked about the encounter and took statements from the employees and customers who were present for the exchange. Before leaving the store, they told Rusty they'd turn the statements in to the FBI.

Rusty was visibly shaken from the encounter and tried his best to hide it. He wasn't doing a good job of it, so he decided to go home and tell Jan. She was understanding and concerned for his safety.

“I wish I'd been there for that,” she said. “I'd like to see what this guy looks like. And maybe I could have intervened somehow.”

“I don't think that'd be a good idea,” Rusty said, not wanting Jan anywhere near Boomer. “I don't want him knowing what you look like and have you become a target. Let's just get on with life and see what happens. I really think he's just a big bully trying to scare the bejesus out of me. Which is working, unfortunately.”

“Well, we're going to be super vigilant for a while, until we see how this ends up.”





CHAPTER 37

1993

The following Tuesday, the home phone rang. Jan answered it.

“Hello, this is Jan.”

“Hello, Mrs. Kenneficke. This is Mark Phillips with the FBI. We have some information that we need to talk to your husband about. It's important. Is he available to come to the phone?”

“Yes, I'll get him. Hold on please,” she said.

Rusty was shaving, so he cleaned his face and came to the phone with shaving cream still under his ears, which got smeared on the hearing end of the phone. “Hello, this is Rusty.”

“Mr. Kenneficke, this is Mark Phillips with the FBI. There's been a development with your case, and we need to speak with you, preferably in person. Can you come down the office today?”

“Sure,” Rusty said, “but can you tell me what it's about. What's developed?”

“I want to discuss this in person, but Bruce Laughlin was killed by a hit-and-run driver yesterday. We don't have many details yet, but I'll tell you what we do know when you get here. I also want to talk to you about the confrontation you had with him last Wednesday. Can you come down here today?”

Rusty's stomach dropped. “Th-this is awful,” Rusty stammered. “Yes, yes, of course I can come down there. Give me two hours. I can make it by noon. Does that work?”

“I'll be waiting for you.”

Rusty and Jan arrived at the Portland FBI offices at noon and were ushered into Mark Phillips’ office without hesitation. They all shook hands and Phillips started talking without preamble.

“At one o'clock on Monday, yesterday, Bruce Laughlin, known to us as Boomer Laughlin, was hit by a Chevrolet Chevette as he was jaywalking across Burnside Street. The car was speeding and threw Boomer about twenty feet back towards the sidewalk. He hit his head on the curb and died instantly. The car didn't stop and sped off.” He licked his lips, inexplicably irritated. “His girlfriend, Lindsey Fisher, was by his side when he was hit. She was knocked to the ground, but we think it was by Boomer, not the car, because she had superficial wounds. She saw the word Chevette on the trunk of the car as it sped past. We're talking to two witnesses who saw the accident, trying to get more information.”

Rusty gulped, shaken. “Whoa, you've caught me by surprise on this one. Was anyone able to see the driver?” Rusty asked.

“I'm getting there. Let me continue,” Phillips said. “The windows were tinted, although they were rolled down a few inches. One of the witnesses, however, was able to get the first few digits of the license plate. We ran those through licensing and learned that the car was stolen on Sunday and hadn't been seen since. So we have some information on the car and are looking for it now. There were no cameras in the area that picked up the accident.

“The one who was closest to the accident, the girlfriend Lindsey, was still dazed by her fall when the police arrived, which was four minutes after the accident. But I need to tell you, Rusty, that when they first asked her what she could remember, the only thing she said was ‘Rusty.’ That's all, just ‘Rusty.’ We don't know yet what she meant because she's still in shock and incoherent. We don't know if she was able to get a glance at the driver or just mentioned your name because of your past with Boomer.” The agent fixed his eyes on Rusty's, not allowing him to look away. “Now, I'm going to ask you to tell me the truth upfront. I don't want you changing your story later. So let's just get this out there. Where you yesterday, Monday, at one o'clock?”

“What?” Rusty exclaimed. “Are you suggesting that I might have had something to do with this? That's crazy. Why would you even ask that? You know this guy has been threatening me for years, and if anything were to happen, it would be him hurting me. I don't understand.” Rusty was spiraling. He was angry, upset, sad, anxious—it was all hitting him at once.

“Just answer the question please,” Phillips said. “Where were you yesterday around one?”

“Yesterday was Monday. I was on my motorcycle, riding logging roads through the Cascades. I always ride on Monday.”

“Was anyone with you, or did anyone see you up there?” Phillips asked.

“No. Yes. Wait. I was riding alone like I always do. There were two guys on mountain bikes that I passed sometime in the afternoon. I didn't stop, and I can't tell you who they are. I seldom see people when I ride up there. And I didn't yesterday, except for those two guys. What's this all about? Am I a suspect or something? It sure sounds like it. I can't believe this.”

“We're just trying to get information while it's fresh in people's minds,” Phillips said. “And after all you've gone through with his threats over the past couple of years, I'm sorry to have to question you. But there is one troubling aspect to this that we need to investigate.”

“What's that?” Rusty asked.

“The interviews that we conducted with your customers and employees after your confrontation with Boomer last Wednesday had several people saying the same thing.”

“What did they say?” Rusty asked.

“Three people, two customers and one employee, heard you say—wait a minute, let me look at my notes—heard you say, ‘Let me just dust him off first. Then I don't have to worry about it.’”

“Oh come on, Mr. Phillips,” Rusty said. “I said that in the heat of anger and frustration. It was a joke, or a response to his threat. You can't seriously believe that I could do this guy harm, could you?”

“Mr. Kenneficke—Rusty—I've been doing this work for a long time. I've seen some crazy stuff and know that every detail, regardless of how small or inconsequential, needs to be checked out. I'm sorry, but I need to look into this. You made a threat, and I'll follow up on it.”

Jan, who until now had been sitting in utter disbelief and silence, said, “Mr. Phillips, I wasn't with Rusty yesterday, but I can tell you that he's just not capable of doing something like this. He certainly couldn't steal a car, wouldn't run someone down, and would never be able to cover his tracks. And if he were guilty, wouldn't he have a better alibi than one that he can't corroborate? This is just crazy.”

“Unfortunately, it's also very coincidental that he's killed on the one day a week that you're not around people. That makes it very suspicious. Now, Rusty,” Phillips said, “I've gotten to know you a little since these threatening notes came to our attention, and I don't think you're capable of this either, but I'm going to find out. The best thing for you to do is to cooperate with us.”

“You can count on that,” Rusty responded. “I still just find this hard to believe.”

Jan drove Rusty home. He was visibly shaken. “How could you have made that stupid statement about dusting him off, Rusty? That was just ridiculous. And that's the only reason they're questioning you. Without that statement, they have no reason to even look at you.”

“I-I-I don't know,” Rusty stammered. “It was the heat of the moment, and I was trying to make light of the situation, I guess. You know, don't you, that there's no way I could've done this?”

“Of course I know that,” she said. “What a dumb thing to ask. But you have some serious trouble here, and we need to get you out of it. Is there any way we can find those bicycle riders? Anything you can remember about them? Colors of clothing, type of bicycles or something?”

“No. Nothing.” He said. “I occasionally pass those guys and don't pay any attention to them.”

“You said ‘those guys.’” Do you mean the same two guys on different weeks or just any two guys?”

“Good question,” he answered. “Come to think of it, I may have seen those same two on other rides up there. They have those multi-colored outfits and I've always thought that strange way up in the woods. Maybe they ride on Monday's also and I can find them one of these weeks.”

“It's not going to be you who finds them. It's going to be us who finds them. I'm not letting you out of my sight until this thing is resolved. You need a witness to everything you do now, and I'm that witness. So get used to it. I'm your shadow, maybe for the rest of your life.”

“No downtime for me, huh?” Rusty asked. “Will I be able to go to the bathroom by myself?”

“That's about it,” she said. “And only if there are no windows you can climb out of.”

“Okay, and thanks for helping make light of a very serious situation. I need you now more than ever. But wow, what a turn of events.”

That evening, as they were reading the newspaper, Rusty blurted, “I think there's something else that might help.”

“What is it?” Jan asked.

“There was an old tree that had fallen across the road, and I think it was just short of where I saw those guys. It'd been recently cut to allow vehicles through. The shavings from the chainsaw were fresh, and I think I even remember the smell of freshly cut wood. So I'm pretty sure that it had been cut that day. If we can find those two guys, perhaps they'll remember the cut log as well. Then we can find out from the forest service if someone cut that log that Monday. That would place me up there on that Monday.”

“That's good,” Jan said. “Let's call the forest service tomorrow to see if they can tell us anything about the cut log. That'll help narrow it down. And let's call Phillips at the FBI and tell him about this.”

The following Friday, Mark Phillips called Rusty and asked him to come to the FBI office. Jan accompanied Rusty.

“Come on in, Rusty. Hi, Jan. Have a seat,” the agent said. “We have several developments. First, the forest service knew nothing about the log being cut. It may have been done by a private citizen, a hunter or someone in a rig and a chainsaw. So we can't identify the day of the cut. Someone might say that you saw it the following day and mentioned it to cover your tracks.”

Before he had a chance to continue, Jan said, “Yeah, except that this guy is not leaving my sight until this is resolved. And he wasn't out riding yesterday.”

“Okay,” Phillips said, “but it could have been the day before, or someone could have told him about it. We, or you, need to find those two bicyclists.”

“We'll keep looking until we find them,” Rusty said. “You said you had several developments.”

“Yeah,” Phillips continued. “Lindsey, Boomer's girlfriend, has given us some troubling information.”

Jan groaned. “I've been waiting for this,” she said. “I didn't think we'd get by without her saying something damaging.”

“Well, she did,” the agent continued. “She claims that as she was being hit in the street, she glanced through the top of the passenger side window. It was tinted, but it was down a few inches. She thinks whoever hit Boomer was targeting him and wanted the window down enough to see the look on his face as he was hit.”

“So there you go,” Rusty said. “She can't claim it was me.”

“She can and she did,” Phillips responded. “She says she only got a split-second look, but it was you. So now we have this complication that implicates you. I must tell you, this is not good.”

“How does she know what I look like?” Rusty asked.

“She said she got a good look at you when she drove Boomer to your shop the other day,” Phillips answered.

“What else?” Rusty asked.

“We found the car,” Phillips said. “It was abandoned and stripped. Wheels, bumpers, lights, mirrors, steering wheel—all gone. We dusted the handles and what was left of the inside for prints but came up empty. So finding the car doesn't help you in any way.”

“You know,” Jan said, “Boomer had a lot of enemies from his investment theft, and any number of people might've been looking for him. He could've made some enemies in prison, too. Plus, maybe it was just a run-of-the-mill hit and run.”

“Run-of-the-mill hit and run. That's a good one,” Phillips said. “Hadn't heard it referred to as a common occurrence before. I'll have to remember that.”

“So what now?” Rusty asked.

“It remains an open case,” the agent said. “Nobody's going to miss Boomer, except his girlfriend, Lindsey, and she can keep this alive for a long time. She may even try some sort of legal action. You need to find those two bicyclists and get them to corroborate your whereabouts on that Monday. That's your best way out of this. Otherwise, until we come up with something else, you're our only suspect. That said, we want to know if you're leaving the area for any extended period. We just need to know where you are and how to contact you. Sorry, but that's the situation.”

“I'm scared and dejected,” Jan said, trying to remain calm as they drove home from the FBI office. “We need to find those two bicyclists. I think we should just keep driving into those mountains every Monday until we find them. Maybe we should try some other days as well. This could drag on for years if we don't get you exonerated.”

“I'm not only scared and dejected, I'm petrified,” Rusty said. “I don't know what else to do.”

The next day, agent Phillips called Rusty with some thoughts. “Rusty, a few years ago, in 1986, a new technique was developed and was used to convict a suspect in a rape case. It's called DNA, and it can positively track genetic information on any individual. We might try it in this case. If the driver of the car that hit Boomer left any blood, skin tissue, or a hair sample in the car, we can identify it. We can also do this from fingerprints, but we tried that, and it was inconclusive.”

“So let's do it,” Rusty said. “Is there a cost to this? I'll figure a way to pay for it.”

“Yes, there is a cost,” Phillips responded, “but that's not the problem—”

“What is?” Rusty asked before he had a chance to continue.

“The problem is that we do not yet have a large enough pool of DNA samples, or profiles, to match an individual, even if we do get a blood sample. Twenty years from now, we may be able to match DNA from just about anyone in the country.”

“What does that mean?” Rusty asked. “And what does DNA stand for anyway?”

“DNA is a long word that I won't attempt to pronounce. I'm no scientist, but as I understand it, it's a genetic code that every cell in our body contains. It's like a blueprint unique to each person. So if we can get a sample, like I explained before, we can match that sample to that of any person. If it's a match, we know that person was at the scene. It doesn't mean that person committed a crime, but it does show that he or she was at the scene.”

“So let me get this straight,” Rusty said. “If you find my blood sample at the scene, or in the car, then I had to be there or in that car at some time—which you won't because I wasn't. If you find a sample that does not match me, then it's someone else's. You won't know, however, because you don't have a database of samples to compare to. Is that right?”

“That's right,” Phillips said. “So the DNA test won't exonerate you, but it could implicate you if we found a match to your sample. It doesn't mean that you weren't there.”

“Well let's not do that then,” Rusty said.

“I thought you might see it that way,” Phillips continued. “For now, this is an open, unresolved hit and run. The girlfriend continues to claim she saw you driving the car through that partially open window. There's no further proof of that, however. So at this point, it's a he said, she said. We realize that a lot of people had reason to have a grudge against Boomer Laughlin, but until further evidence is found, you're the only suspect. If we develop another suspect and we can match the sample to them, then it's a new ballgame.”
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CHAPTER 38

1992–1993

The first time he hit her was at the one-year mark in their relationship. Actually, it was a suppressed slap more than a direct hit. He took a swing at her and realized midway through that he really didn't mean to strike her. He let up, and the punch fizzled to a tap. But the intent was there, and Lindsey was caught off guard.

“Oh, my god, Linds, I'm so sorry. I really didn't mean to take that swing,” Boomer immediately said. “That was just a non-intended reaction to that stupid move you made. I'm really sorry.”

“What stupid move? What are you talking about?” Lindsey asked. “You had absolutely no reason to take a swing at me. You know how I feel about abuse, and I won't stand for it. Not from you or anybody else.”

“I didn't mean to do that,” he mumbled, reaching out to her to give her a hug.

“You did, or you wouldn't have done it in the first place. And get your hands off of me,” she insisted, backing away from him.

“It's just that you didn't do the thing like I asked, and my anger flared up. I realized my mistake and pulled my arm back,” he said.

“Bullshit. You had every intent of hitting me. The only reason you held back was because you know that if you do, I won't stand for it, and I'll leave you. I mean it. I will. And what are you talking about? What did I do wrong?”

“It was the way you handled that guy at the craps table,” he said. “You know how I like it done. You need to keep him occupied so I have plenty of time to go out and break into his trailer. You didn't keep him at the table, and he returned to his rig just as I was exiting with the stuff. Fortunately, the RV a dozen spaces away was having a parking-lot party and offered him a beer as he passed. He didn't see me, but I was almost caught red handed. Why didn't you keep him there? That was a dumb move on your part.”

“You know, Boomer,” she replied, “I can only do so much to entertain these guys while they are gambling. I can talk sexy to them, I can rub my body against them, I can even let them get a quick feel, but I can't glue them to their seats. He said he needed to take a pee and got up. I didn't know that he was going to return to his trailer to do it. So lay off me, and don't call me stupid. And don't you ever take a swing at me again.”

“Okay, I'm sorry. It's just that mistakes like that could lead to a confrontation that might land me back in jail. And I'm not doing that again. I rely on you to keep these guys away while I get what I can. I'll contain my anger next time. Better yet, don't let it happen again, and I'll have nothing to get worked up about.”

“You're a piece of work,” Lindsey said. “It's always someone else's fault with you. Shit happens, you know, and you need to be able to handle situations like that. So lay off of me.

And I'm not crazy about wearing that sexy cocktail dress that shows off every detail of my anatomy to these sleazy guys. I can see the look in their eyes as they ogle me, and it turns my stomach. But I do it because you ask me to. So control your anger from now on.”

“I told you I'm sorry,” he said. “Let's forget the whole thing and start all over.”

“Okay, but I'm serious,” she repeated. “Touch me in anger again, and I'll leave you.”

The second time was six months later. They both saw a big, handsome guy exit a large RV, one that looked like a bus. They saw him lock the door and head into the casino. Lindsey followed him in and sidled up to him at the roulette table. She had on her low-cut cocktail dress and pulled it down to accentuate her cleavage as she nestled up against him. He glanced down at her, and she could see the interest in his eyes. She knew the impact she could have on guys and was playing her part for all it was worth. Besides, she was interested as well. This guy wasn't sleazy; rather he was well put together and appeared to have lots of money. They started a conversation as he put fifty dollars’ worth of chips on the table, and she was impressed with the amount of money he was willing to lose. She was enjoying herself and coming on to him to keep him interested.

Half an hour later, she felt a tap on her shoulder, and Boomer was standing beside her with a fire in his eyes that she hadn't seen in quite a while. He grabbed her by the arm, yanked her off her stool, and started to drag her through the casino. She was startled and yelled at Boomer to let go of her, trying to yank her arm free from his grip. The guy she had been working at the table immediately left his perch and chased after her.

He caught up with them and said to Boomer, “Let go of her, you son of a bitch. What do you think you're doing? You're hurting her, and she obviously doesn't want to go with you.”

Boomer was going to have none of this criticism and, dropping his grip from Lindsey, took a powerful swing at the guy. The guy didn't expect it but was quick enough to pull his head back as the swing caught him on the side of his jaw. He went sprawling to the floor as Boomer grabbed hold of Lindsey and started dragging her to the door. The guy was lying on the floor, checking his body for broken facial bones as a crowd formed around him. This abstraction allowed Boomer time to forcefully get Lindsey out the front door. She was pulling and jerking her arm, trying to free herself from Boomer's grasp. He'd had enough, turned, and gave her a backhanded slap that sent her to the pavement. She was either in shock or knocked out, so Boomer picked her up in his arms and carried her to the truck. He set her in the passenger seat and ran around the truck to make sure the trailer was attached to the hitch. He jumped in the driver's seat, started the engine, and pulled out of the casino lot as fast as he could.

He drove a few miles from the casino and pulled into a retail parking lot. Lindsey was starting to gurgle and whimper. As she slowly came to her senses, Boomer said, “Can you hear me? Lindsey, can you understand what I'm saying?”

“Wh-wh-what happened? Did you hit me? Why'd you do that? What's the matter with you anyway? I thought you loved me, and you hit me? I'm not doing this Boomer,” she said, and she reached for the door handle.

Boomer reached across her body and pulled her hand from the door handle. “You're not going anywhere. You're mine, and we're staying together forever, remember? I'm not letting you out of this truck.”

“First of all,” she said, “I'm not yours. You don't own me. And if I want to leave, I will. I told you if you ever hit me again that it would be it for us. Why did you do that?” she asked, delicately touching the bruise under her right eye. “I was taking care of him so you could pilfer the RV. And you dragged me away and hit me.”

“I'm so sorry,” he said, “but when I saw you fawning all over that guy, I just went crazy. You know you're mine, and I don't want other guys getting interested. You're just supposed to be a DIStraction, not an ATTraction. I just can't stand it when these other guys get carried away over you. Again, I'm sorry, and I won't ever hit you again. I mean it. You know I love you, maybe too much, and that's why I get carried away. Will you forgive me?”

“Right now, NO!” she said. “With time, I may get over this, but I'm not doing this, Boomer. I swear, the next time you do anything like this, it is over between us. Do you understand?”

Boomer didn't like being told what to do, not even from Lindsey. His blood started to boil all over again, and he turned to her and said, “Look, Lindsey, we're in this thing together, and we're going to do it my way. If you get out of line again, like you did with that guy, you're going to have to be taught another lesson. So just play it straight and you won't force me to get you back in line.”

“What the hell's the matter with you?” she asked. “What happened to the nice guy I've known these past two years? I'm telling you, you hit me again and you will pay the price.”

“What's that mean?” Boomer asked. “Pay what kind of price? Let's turn that around. You try and leave me, and I'll kill you and then myself. I'd rather have both of us dead than not have you in my life.”

“Oh, my god,” she said, “are you really threatening to kill me? I can't believe this.”

“I am, and I will. Just stay with me, do as you're told, and we'll be fine.”

Things were never the same between them after that exchange in the cab of the truck. Boomer got more possessive as the days turned into months, and Lindsey began to withdraw into her inner self. She wanted out of the relationship, but Boomer always kept her in sight. He kept the checkbook and credit card and would only give her money when she needed a necessity. Any time she resisted his sexual advances, he would forcibly take her. She was a slave to him, and she desperately wanted out.

Lindsey was concerned for her life. She said to Boomer, “I don't like you anymore. You're driving me to drink, and I don't like it. I always feel lousy in the morning because I'm trying to forget what my life's turned into. I never thought I'd drink to excess, but you're turning me into a drunk, just like my parents.”

Her thoughts were cluttered.

I need a plan to get out from under Boomer's control. He's going to kill me if I try to escape. I have no money and nowhere to go. Even if I did, he'd find me and bring me back. He's not going to let me out of his sight without a good reason. I can play being a drunk and let him think I have a much bigger problem than I really do. I think I can play this part and use it in the future—need to think about that.

“I don't like your drinking so much either,” he said. “So why don't you just give it up?”

“It's the only way I can have any peace in this arrangement. Besides, I'm addicted to it now, and I'll need help if I ever want out. And I'm sure not going to get it from you.”

Boomer was getting tired of working the casinos of Las Vegas. He had plenty of money stashed away from their schemes and wanted to move on. After a close encounter when the police nearly caught up with him after a break-in of an RV, he said to Lindsey, “We're leaving Las Vegas in the morning. We've worked this town over pretty good and are pushing our luck.”

The news of leaving Las Vegas was welcome to Lindsey, even if it was with Boomer. She had come to despise the city and just wanted to get away. She was also coming to truly hate Boomer. He was controlling her every movement and demanded sex every day, sometimes twice or more. And he was getting rough with her, occasionally hitting her with a hard slap across the face if she didn't follow his instructions. She was retreating further and further into the bottle and knew what it was doing to her appearance and figure. And she didn't like it. She had to find a way out.

On the way out of town, Boomer said to Lindsey, “Do you remember my telling you about that guy in Portland who was responsible for sending me to prison? That asshole Kenneficke? Well, we're going to drive up there, and I'm going to get even with him. I know he's still at that motorcycle shop, and I've been sending him threatening cards for the past two years. Now I'm going to make good on the promise. And I may need your help.”

“How could I forget the story?” Lindsey asked. “You talk about him all the time, and I'm aware of the notes you keep sending him. But I'm not interested in helping you get your revenge. It doesn't have anything to do with me, and I don't need getting in trouble with the police just because you want revenge.”

“I'm not saying I'm going to kill the guy,” Boomer said. “I may just need your help setting up the scenario for whatever I do to him. You will help me with this.”

The drive north took a week. Boomer was in no hurry and took Highway 97. He had always heard about Bend, Oregon, and they spent three days in the recreational area. Lindsey was no longer interested in talking to Boomer and remained in the passenger seat deep in thought. She was hatching a plan. It was going to take guts and perseverance, but she was determined to get out from under the control of Boomer Laughlin.

Arriving in Portland, Boomer parked the trailer in the same RV park on the Columbia River that he'd used years before. He was in no hurry and wanted to do extensive surveillance on Rusty's movements before he hatched his plan. He unhitched the trailer from the truck and drove to Ride On BMW Motorcycles and parked across the street. He wouldn't let Lindsey out of his sight, so he forced her to come with him. After two hours of watching the dealership, he approached one of the employees who'd stepped out the front door and walked down the street.

“Excuse me,” Boomer said, “is Rusty in today? I'd like to talk to him.”

“No, sorry,” the employee replied. “He and Jan are on a three-week motorcycle trip to Alaska and left yesterday. You can leave a message with the receptionist there if you would like.” He pointed to the desk just inside the front door.

“No, thanks,” Boomer responded. “I'll catch him another day.”

Lindsey, who was sitting in the passenger seat of the truck, overheard the conversation on the sidewalk and thought, Good. Three weeks will give me a chance to put my plan into action. I'll need more time than that, but it'll get me started. I'll need to butter Boomer up, though, so he'll let me take the time to do this. It'll take my best acting, but I'm going to make him think I'm back in love with him again.

That evening, back at the trailer, Lindsey said, “Boomer, I've come to a conclusion. I know you're not ever going to let me go. And I'm okay with that as long as you don't beat me. I just will not stand for that. And now that I've made up my mind to do this, I want to get sober so I can enjoy our relationship. I don't like drinking too much every night, and I really don't like how I feel in the morning. But I'm going to need help getting there.”

“You need my help. Is that what you're saying?” Boomer asked.

“Well, yes, I need your support. But more than that, I need you to let me attend Alcoholics Anonymous. I know I can shake this if I have others around me who understand my problem.”

“If that'll help you get back in shape and start appreciating me again, then find out what's involved,” he said.

“I already have. There's a chapter across town, and I can take the bus there. They meet every night at seven. A one-hour meeting and travel time should get me back by nine or ten.”

“So every night until you're sober, is that it?” he asked. “I guess it'll be okay. Just don't screw around, and make it fast.”

“I'm not that addicted, so I think I can shake this thing soon. After all, I've only been drinking heavily for about a year. You'll see. It'll be worth it to you. I'll fall in love with you all over again, and you won't have any reason to hit me.”

“Okay. Get started on the program,” he said. “But I'm going to be watching.”

Thank god he's going to let me do this, Lindsey thought. It's my only way out. Now I need to get to those meetings and get an accomplice. This will be the most difficult part of my act.

Lindsey attended her first meeting and was impressed with the caliber of the individuals.

There was a mix of people in attendance: white, black, Latino, blue collar, and professional people and all seemed truly interested in getting sober. She wore a sweatshirt to the meeting, but once there, took it off and subtly showed off her body in a tank top. Out of the fourteen people at the meeting, eight were men, and they were paying attention. She knew she could find a friend to help her with her scheme.

After the meeting, three of the men approached her with small talk. She sized up the competitors and selected a tall, fit, good looking guy of about her age wearing a suit and tie. She noticed a wedding ring, but she didn't care. She wasn't looking for a long-term relationship. He introduced himself as Barry, and as they began to talk, the other two headed for the door.

Ten minutes later, he was infatuated with her. She began to hatch her plan. “I'd really like to spend some time with you and get to know you better, Barry, but I need to get back. I have a very controlling boyfriend, and I told him I'd be back about ten, and I need to change busses to get there.”

“Tell you what,” Barry said, “I can drive you there. Why don't we take an hour and talk some more? We can go down the street to the Starbucks and get a cup of coffee.”

“I'd like that,” she replied, touching his arm. She was now standing directly in front of him. He'd taken his jacket off and had draped it over his left arm. She stepped to the side to get her purse from the seat on a chair next to him, and her breasts pushed against his right arm.

“Oh, I'm so sorry,” she said. “I lost my balance for minute. I hope you're not offended.”

“Not at all,” he responded. “I'd like you to do that again. It felt good. I haven't had a woman's touch in quite a while, and I miss it.”

“You're wearing a wedding ring,” Lindsey said as they headed for the door. “Seems like your wife should be taking care of that.”

“The ring is merely for appearances,” he said. “I own a large company, and I don't want my employees knowing that my wife and I are separated. On our way to a divorce, actually. It'll be messy, and it's none of their business. I don't need their advice, so I'm trying to act normal, although it's tough to do. Also, I'm wealthy, and many people know it. I don't need any gold diggers chasing me. What about you? You said you have a controlling boyfriend?”

“Yeah, that's the reason I'm here,” she responded. “He drove me to drink. We've been together for several years, and he becomes more abusive with time. He won't let me out of his sight. The only way I could get any time to myself was to attend AA. I'm really not the addictive type, and I'm sure I can quit with a little encouragement. I must say, though, that as long as he's in my life, I see little reason. He's making life miserable for me, and the gin is my only pleasure. I'm hoping these sessions can help me find a way out.”

“Maybe I can help you get there,” Barry said.

“That would be nice.”

They walked another few blocks to the coffee shop, talking about their current partners. He ordered a mocha and she a latte, and they sat side by side at a table in the back of the shop. Lindsey deliberately kept pushing her leg up against his and leaning into him, pressing her body against him. They mostly talked about their pasts: born, raised, school, parents, jobs, partners, and current situations. It seemed like they had hardly begun when Lindsey looked at her watch and saw it was 9:30 already.

“Oh, my god,” she said, “I need to get back. If I'm not there by ten, Boomer is going to be furious and take it out on me.”

“No problem,” Barry said. “My car is only five minutes from here, and I can drive you home. Have you there in no time.”

“Okay, but I'll ask you to drop me at the bus stop. I'll walk back from there.”

“Sure, and can we get together like this after tomorrow night's meeting?” he asked. “I haven't had this much fun in ages. Obviously, I have a lot stuff I need to get off my chest and you've been a wonderful listener.”

“I'd like that,” she said, “and I look forward to it. If we make this a routine, then Boomer will think that the meetings take this much time.”

Lindsey and Barry's clandestine coffees went on after each meeting. They were getting to know each other well and were developing a strong attraction. By the third week, Barry suggested that instead of the coffeehouse, he drive his car to a secluded spot nearby. They would be able to talk more intimately there. She liked the idea. They made love in the backseat on the first occasion. It was awkward maneuvering back there, but it was just what they'd both needed.

“Reminds me of my high school days,” Lindsey said as they climbed back into the front seats. “We should do it again sometime.”

“You don't have to persuade me,” Barry responded. “That was wonderful. Makes me feel like a kid again. Some people I know would be flabbergasted if they knew I was having sex in the back seat of a car.”

*****

The three weeks Rusty and Jan were on their ride, Boomer was trying to put a plan together. He just couldn't decide on how to get his revenge. He wanted Rusty to spend eight years in jail like he had but didn't know how to make that happen. So he thought of other methods. He needed to be cautious, however, because he didn't want to end up back in prison. He also needed to be careful that his parole officer didn't know he was back in town. He was concerned that Lindsey would alert the officer, but she had been so sweet the past two weeks he knew she was back in love with him again. No way she'd dare report him!

*****

When Rusty returned to the office the following Tuesday, there was another card in the stack of mail:

I'M HERE.
SAY GOODBYE TO EVERYONE.

Wednesday afternoon, Boomer entered the motorcycle shop and confronted Rusty. The following Monday, Boomer was killed by a hit-and-run driver.

*****

Lindsey and Barry developed a true love in their brief meetings after the AA sessions. Neither had had any alcohol since they'd met and didn't seem to miss it. Lindsey was confident she could get Barry's help in getting Boomer out of her life, and she began to prepare him for her plan. When they'd moved from the coffee shop to his back seat, she knew it was time.

“You know how I'm feeling about you Barry, and I want you in my life. But there's no way Boomer's going to release me. As a matter of fact, if he found out about you now, he would probably kill both of us. I need to get him out my life so we can enjoy each other always.”

“I want you in my life, too,” he said. “You can't spend the rest of your days shackled to this guy. What are you thinking?”

“The only way to get rid of him is to kill him,” she admitted. “Otherwise we'll never be together. And I have a plan.”

“Wow,” Barry said. He straightened up and held her hand. “I never thought I'd be talking about dusting some guy off. But let's hear your plan. I'm interested.”

“I called the motorcycle shop where Rusty Kenneficke works and found out that he rides his motorcycle through the mountains every Monday. If we pull this off, there may be a way to focus the attention on him as the culprit and take any suspicion off of us, or anyone else for that matter. We could take Boomer out in a hit and run. I can coax him to jaywalk at a certain place at a certain time. We walk to the grocery store every Monday and always leave right after a soap opera he watches each morning. You could be waiting in a car and run him over as we cross the street.”

“Better yet,” Barry said, “I can hire somebody to do it. I can afford to get a guy who can steal a car and do the hit and run for us. You'll have to make sure that you're out of the way though. We don't want this guy running you over as well.”

“Perfect,” she said. “I can even implicate this motorcycle guy by claiming that I saw him driving the car. If this works, I'll have Boomer out of my life for good, and we can live happily ever after.”

“What a woman,” Barry said. “Let's put this together.”

*****

Why in the world did I make that stupid statement about dusting Boomer off? Rusty thought to himself. Without that, our confrontation in the dealership would have stayed just an argument. This could be hanging over my head for the rest of my life. I just need to find those two bicyclists, and I need to get to them before they forget that day and can't confirm the timing of the cut log.

For the next several months, Rusty and Jan rode the motorcycle on the logging roads around where the bicyclists were spotted. Always on Mondays and a few other days of the week when possible. They never found them. The case was still open, and Rusty was the prime suspect.

To be continued…





AUTHOR'S COMMENTS

This is the second book of the Rusty Kenneficke Trilogy, and it's been an evolutionary process getting to this point. Previously I wrote two travel adventure books that were a by-product of personal travels. I was in no hurry to write them, as I had a day job at the time. The more I got involved in writing these two books, the more I found I enjoyed the activity and wanted to continue. Then, as the two books gained some notoriety and began to sell well, I started thinking of a subject for my next writing endeavor.

Becoming an author is a third career and a late-in-life experience for me. My first career, of more than twenty years, was in the wholesale grocery business. I loved it: the people, the finance, the decision making, everything about it. My second career, also of over twenty years, was in the motorcycle business as the principal of two BMW motorcycle dealerships that my wife (Ann) owned. I loved everything about this business as well.

Ann's first career was as the owner of a large retirement community, and prior to getting into the motorcycle business, we thought that this would be a piece of cake after each of us had managed several hundred people. Wrong! Now we had no one to delegate to and had to make all of the hard decisions ourselves, and live by those outcomes.

I enjoyed writing letters in college (the early 1960s) and, later, emails, and I had often dreamed of eventually pulling a book together. I finally got around to it in 1990 and penned the first of my travel adventure books, Moto Raid, based on a 1963 motorcycle trip to South America. The second in this series was written about a similar motorcycle trip to South America fifty years later in 2013. (More on these two books to follow.)

Approaching retirement, I wanted to write some more, but I didn't know what subject to explore. So I took an adult writing class from the community college, and it didn't take long to realize that I had a number of personal experiences in my life that should make an interesting book. I didn't originally intend to end up with a trilogy, but one thing led to another.

THE RUSTY KENNEFICKE TRILOGY

The first book of this trilogy, The Misadventures of Rusty Kenneficke, was inspired by a number of events that have happened throughout my life. I took those experiences and crammed them all into one year of Rusty's life, 1979. So Rusty is really me. But this is not a biography of my life; it is a novel, and as a work of fiction, I have taken liberties with the events, embellishing some of them for effect.

In this book, Rusty is thirty-seven years old, an author fallen on hard times. Living in a shed in the back yard of his uncle south of San Francisco, he decides to sell everything he owns, buy a motorhome, and travel up the California and Oregon coast to Portland, Oregon, hoping to create a new life. He grew up around Portland and has family and friends in the area. His experiences are a cascade of ridiculous incidents, mostly humorous, that transpire throughout the year. By the end of the book, Rusty finds relative happiness. He reunites with his college sweetheart and lands a job at the Portland BMW motorcycle dealership.

As I finished writing this book, I realized that Rusty needed a further life. I myself didn't know what the future would present to him, so I decided to figure it out as I penned the second novel, The Further Life of Rusty Kenneficke. This novel follows the next twelve years of Rusty's life from two perspectives, the subject and the antagonist. Rusty's year of bad luck fades and his life improves by reuniting with his college sweetheart and getting a job he loves. But his past comes back to haunt him, and he is faced with a situation that could imperil the rest of his life.

The third book in the trilogy, Rusty Kenneficke's Third Quarter, follows Rusty from fifty to seventy-five years of age. Here, Rusty finds true happiness in his personal life, but this impending threat of incarceration hangs over him. The developments with his criminal case dog him to the very end. Did he do it?

THE MOTO RAID BOOKS

I dropped out of college between my sophomore and junior years to take a motorcycle trip with my friend Dave Yaden from Portland, Oregon, to Pucón, Chile. We didn't know it at the time, but this was one of the very first motorcycle trips through the Americas (North, Central, and South America). The year was 1963, and this trip turned out to be a true adventure. The journey was six months in duration and 25,000 miles, most of it on dirt roads. We bought a couple of used 1958 BMW R50 motorcycles a couple of years before departing and had many trips around the Northwest preparing for the trip. Two-wheel travel was in my blood, as I had owned a Vespa motor scooter, which was my high school and early college transportation. Ann and I have fond memories of our dates on that scooter.

As I look back, I understand how crazy it was for the two of us to head out on that trip. We were twenty years old and had no idea what awaited us. We spent $1,200 apiece from start to finish, so this trip was obviously very frugal. We pitched a single tent for the two of us each night, ate lots of sardines downed with carbonated soda, and took a bath whenever we could find a clean stream. We had accidents, breakdowns, border-crossing problems, and more than our share of dysentery and other medical issues.

The most challenging part of the trip was when we forged our own road through the altiplano of Bolivia. It took us three days and a tank of gas, which ended with us eventually being thrown in a Peruvian jail as suspected drug smugglers. Had things turned out a little differently, we could have died there, or still be sitting in a cell with a dirt floor and a single lightbulb hanging from the ceiling.

Yet, even with the trials and tribulations of that trip, it was a defining event in my life. It was hard and challenging and fun. For a couple of young guys looking for adventure, it couldn't have been any better.

We returned from that trip in time for school to start in late September, and life took over. Things were back to normal, and I relished those memories for over twenty-five years. Then, in the late 1980s, for personal reasons, I found myself staring at the ceiling at three in the morning on successive nights. I could not sleep and thought I should do something constructive rather than just lay there in my misery. So I decided to write a book about that trip. I had kept a very complete handwritten journal, so that and the letters and newspaper accounts covering the trip were the basis for the book. Moto Raid (Spanish for motorcycle ride) was first published in 1990. The book did well. I reconnected with my college sweetheart and we got involved in the motorcycle business.

Then, in early 2012, I realized that the fiftieth anniversary of that trip was approaching, and I wondered if Dave would like to re-create that trip. However, we would do it differently this time. Six riders, 100 days and 16,000 miles. He said “absolutely,” and we started planning. This time we did it in a more accommodating style, with restaurants instead of beans out of a can and hotels instead of a tent. We didn't even take camping gear this time.

There were three main differences between the two trips. 1-The roads were paved instead of dirt, with bridges instead of fording streams. 2-The equipment was much improved, the bikes with electric start, fuel injection and good suspensions, and with riding gear made for the purpose. And 3-communications and technology: cell phones, computers, and Facetime replaced handwritten letters mailed from embassies along the route; cameras with instantaneous review and distribution replaced rolls of film that were sent home in batches for developing; blogs replaced handwritten journals; ATMs and credit cards simplified trying to get money from Latin American banks; and, most importantly, bottled water (unavailable in 1963) alleviated many of our earlier medical problems.

The first edition of Moto Raid was out of print, so I decided to republish the book with color photos. Additionally, I wrote a book about the trials and tribulations of the second trip, also with color photos. My publisher suggested that the two books be offed as a set contained within a “sleeve.” The Whole Story: Two Epic Motorcycle Trips to South America 50 Years Apart was published. The two books, Moto Raid, Two Guys, Two Motorcycles and a Continent to Conquer: A 1963 Adventure Trip to South America and Ride On, Moto Raid II, The Adventure Continues: Motorcycling to South America 50 Years Later were published in 2017.

You might think that motorcycle adventure books would only appeal to the motorcycling community, but that's not true. These two books cover the culture, people, environment, politics, and the colors and textures of many third-world countries. The contrast of then and now fifty years apart is striking.

For more information on these books, including professional reviews, visit www.keiththye.com.
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THYT is the acclaimed author
of The Whole Story, a two-book set of
his two motorcycle rides through the
Americas, from Portland, Oregon, to
Pucén, Chile,fifty years apart. Moto
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