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RUSTY
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Boomer Laughlin was killed in a hit and run, and Rusty Kenneficke was the prime suspect. The police determined that Boomer was deliberately murdered. An eye witness identified Rusty as the driver of the car that hit Boomer and sped off. Previously, Rusty was overheard threatening Boomer when he'd stormed into Rusty's store. The evidence found in the car implicated Rusty, and his weak alibi for that day could not be corroborated. Once again, things were not looking good for Rusty.






CHAPTER 1

1979
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Rusty's problem started in 1979, when he had that confrontation with Boomer in an RV park outside of Portland, Oregon.

Rusty was an author and was experiencing severe writer's block. He was living frugally in the San Francisco area and decided to sell everything he owned, buy a motorhome, and drive up the California and Oregon coasts, hoping to find inspiration for his next book.

On that trip, he pulled his motorhome into a space next to Boomer's trailer. They spent several evenings engaging in pleasant conversation and drinking beer in a couple of lawn chairs in front of the motorhome. Rusty realized that Boomer was in and out of his motorhome often to use the bathroom and grab more beer from the fridge. He also started to suspect that things were disappearing from his RV: an old wedding ring that he kept for sentimental reasons, a ten-dollar bill, and his prized leather jacket. Obviously, Boomer was pilfering things, and he needed to get into his trailer to see if he could find what was rightfully his.

One afternoon, when he knew Boomer was home, he knocked on the trailer door and Boomer answered.

“What d'ya want?” Boomer asked. As a ruse, Rusty said that he was out of coffee and wondered if he could borrow a little. “I'll look,” Boomer said, and promptly closed the door in Rusty's face.

Rusty was offended and promptly re-opened the door and stepped in. Boomer, who had retreated to the kitchen sink, turned around and glared at Rusty, with fury in his eyes.

He was holding a paring knife in his hand and said to Rusty, “What the hell do you think you're doing? You can't just barge in here like that. Get the hell out of my trailer.”


Rusty answered that he didn't want to stand on the stoop staring at the closed door, so he opened it and didn't think Boomer would mind. Boomer responded that he did mind and repeated that Rusty get the hell out of his trailer.

Rusty had a strong suspicion that his beloved jacket was in Boomer's coat closet, which was just inside the entry. As he turned to retreat out the door, he quickly grabbed the handle on the coat closet and flung it open. His jacket was distinctive in that it had a double leather collar, and he could clearly see it stuffed between some other jackets hanging. He reached in and pulled the jacket from the closet, inadvertently pulling several other jackets off the rod along with it. One of the jackets was a white rain jacket, and it fell to the white, linoleum floor.

Boomer dropped the paring knife in the sink and lunged toward Rusty, who was reaching for the handle to exit the trailer with his jacket. In his haste, Boomer didn't see the white jacket on the floor and slipped, hitting his head just above his right ear on the corner of the kitchen cabinet. Being a big guy, he fell with tremendous force to the floor.

Seeing blood seeping from the wound, Rusty bent over Boomer and realized that he was in trouble; he was unconscious and breathing rapidly. With the help of a neighbor, an ambulance was dispatched to the trailer. A policewoman arrived at the same time. Seeing Boomer down and out, and blood all over the trailer, as well as Rusty's clothes, she assumed that an altercation had taken place. Rusty explained how the accident happened and showed her that the jacket was indeed his, as he had marked the label with his initials in indelible ink years before. She took his statement and told him to be available in case Boomer's description was different.

Rusty visited Boomer in the hospital the next morning and found him sitting up in bed. The moment Rusty entered the room, Boomer got a furious look in his eyes, and said. “What the hell are you doing here, you son of a bitch?”


“I wanted to check on you, to see how you are doing,” Rusty responded.

“You can see how I'm doing, no thanks to you. One way or another, you're going to pay for this, asshole.”

“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 kitchen 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 a 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 went down and showed her the initials I wrote 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. “With a name like yours, I'll be able to find you. It may take some time, but I'll catch up with you. Better be looking over your shoulder from now on. 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, 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 was confused. He didn't understand how Boomer could possibly believe the accident was a malicious confrontation. But after his visit to the hospital room, there was no doubt that Boomer was serious about revenge.

Rusty returned to his motorhome and decided the best thing to do was to move on; he didn't want to be his neighbor when Boomer returned to his trailer. He had previously called his parents about spending some time with them. They lived in Lake Oswego, a suburb just south of Portland, and he drove his motorhome there. Rusty spent a week with his parents and told them about his misadventures on his trip up the coast, particularly about the mishap with Boomer. His father, Harold Kenneficke, asked if he had taken any pictures of the campground, specifically any that might show Boomer's truck and trailer. Rusty had his negatives printed, and one clearly showed the license plate on the trailer. The local police captain, a friend of Harold's, checked the plate and found it had been stolen the prior year in Idaho.

While Rusty's week unfolded, Boomer had more than medical problems to deal with and needed to get out of the hospital. The morning following his admittance, the policewoman who interviewed Rusty at the trailer visited Boomer to get his side of the story. He was sedated but knew she would be back. Boomer knew that she would discover there was a warrant for his arrest and would be anxious to apprehend him. He needed to get out of the hospital, so in the middle of the night, he unhooked his IV and disappeared.

He returned to his trailer and moved to a different location. Two days later, he looked up “Kenneficke” in the phone book, saw Harold Kenneficke and, assuming this was Rusty's father, drove his truck out to confront him and find out where Rusty was. He wanted his revenge. Arriving at Rusty's parents’ house, Harold saw him approach and met him in the driveway.

Boomer saw Harold walking towards him from the house and climbed out of his truck to confront him. “Are you Kenneficke?”

“Mr. Kenneficke to you, Boomer. Mr. Harold Kenneficke.”

“So you know who I am?”

“I certainly do,” Harold said. “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 bigger problems than Rusty Kenneficke.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Boomer asked.

“You see that lady in the window there?” Harold said, pointing at his home. “That's my wife, and she's calling the police as we speak. Probably take them about fifteen minutes to get here. And they're anxious to meet you.”

“Why'd you do that?” Boomer asked. ”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,” Harold continued, “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.

“Those pictures clearly showed the license plate on your trailer. I gave it to my friend, the police captain, and he ran it through the system. Turns out the plate was lifted off an RV over in Idaho last year.


“You'd better get back in that truck and hit the road to somewhere far away from here. My guess is they'll find a bunch of stolen stuff inside that trailer as well.”

“Goddamn you,” Boomer said. “You have no business calling the police on me. I'm in the right on his 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. 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.”

And with those parting words, Boomer peeled out of the driveway.






CHAPTER 2

1992
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BOOMER

Rusty was fifty. He liked to say he had just entered his third quarter. And life was good, except for the fear of a murder conviction that was hanging over him like a lead weight. This was serious, and he needed to prove to the authorities that he didn't do it. He had no credible alibi, at least one that could be corroborated. Because of his past altercations with Boomer Laughlin, there was motive.

Beginning in 1990, Rusty began receiving cards mailed from different cities around the West. They would arrive every few months and threatened Rusty in various ways:

HAPPY BIRTHDAY, ASSHOLE.
ENJOY THEM WHILE YOU CAN!

LIFE'S GOOD, RUSTY?
IT CAN CHANGE IN A HEARTBEAT.

HAVING FUN? ENJOY IT WHILE YOU CAN.

HOLIDAYS ARE COMING.
TOO BAD IF YOU MISS THEM.

Rusty had no idea who held a grudge against him. Then, in 1992, he received a card that gave away the sender.


BE CAREFUL, KENNEFICKE. YOUR HOUSE COULD END
UP IN EMBERS, LIKE YOUR OLD MAN'S NEIGHBOR.

“Bingo!” Rusty yelled as he read those words. He remembered that about thirteen years prior, Boomer had paid his father a visit after the accident in Boomer's trailer and said he would eventually get even. Boomer arrived at Rusty's father's house a few days after the Harlinski house burned to the ground and was still smoldering.

He now knew who was responsible for the cards, but he couldn't believe that someone would hold a grudge for more than ten years over something that was an accident.

The cards had been received over the past two years, and Rusty was concerned enough to notify the FBI that there appeared to be some sort of threat on his life, or wellbeing, at least. The FBI agent, Mark Phillips, told Rusty to inform him as the cards were received. Having been mailed across state lines, this was a matter for the FBI, but until Rusty could identify who sent them, they could not do much. That all changed with this identifying card.

Rusty told Phillips he knew that Bruce “Boomer” Laughlin had sent the cards.

Two days later, Phillips called Rusty and said, “Wow, do we have information on Bruce Laughlin,” and asked him to come to his office, where he took his time relating Boomer's criminal past to Rusty.

“In 1979, Harold Kenneficke alerted the Lake Oswego police that Boomer Laughlin had confronted him and threatened revenge against his son, Rusty Kenneficke, for an incident that had happened earlier that year. A police report had been submitted by you over the confrontation and you had insisted it was an accident. Boomer ended up in the hospital but left in the middle of the night before the police had a chance to get his side of the story.

“The police found that Boomer had stolen the trailer he was living in and had switched the license plates with another from a trailer in Idaho. They also found stolen articles inside the trailer. Since it was an interstate theft, the police alerted us,” Phillips said.

“Our dossier on Boomer started in 1970, when he was reported as having stolen some jewels from a company he worked for in Denver. After that, he went to work for a temporary accounting firm outside Denver. He had an accounting degree and was apparently really good with numbers. His first assignment was with a small manufacturing company, followed by a few other short-term assignments. They all reported petty-cash thefts to the local authorities, and it was obvious Boomer was developing a pattern.

“Then he shows up in Denver. He went to work for a small jewelry store. A husband-and-wife team had run the store for thirty-five years, and she suddenly died, sending the store into turmoil. Rusty took advantage of the confusion and pilfered jewels and watches. The owner's brother showed up, conducted an audit, and Boomer disappeared.

“After that, still in 1970, he hit the jackpot. He took a job as the primary accountant in a small investment firm in Phoenix. Like I said,” Phillips continued, “he was a good accountant, and over the next nearly three years, embezzled more than two million dollars from the firm.”

“How in the world was he able to do that?” Rusty asked.

“Are you familiar with margin loans?” Phillips asked.

“I've heard the term, but I'm not familiar with it,” Rusty said.

“If a stock portfolio is large enough, a client can borrow money against the value of the stocks. So they are really borrowing money against their own money, which they have invested in stocks. All the while, they're getting the benefit of the increase in the stocks’ appreciation in value. The problem is, if the market goes down, they may not have enough money to pay back the loan.”

“And Boomer was doing this?” Rusty asked.

“Yes,” Phillips confirmed. “With other people's money or their portfolios. He was preparing the phony loans and forging the owners’ signatures. Remember, this was the early seventies, and computers were not commonplace. This was a small investment firm, and everything was handled manually.

“The market turned down big time in 1974,” Phillips continued. “Everyone saw it coming in mid to late 1973, and many began to bail 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 little to return. The world was closing in on him, and he knew he needed to run.”

“We lost track of him for five years. We assume he was using a number of aliases and using cash for everything. He never used a credit card or any way to track his movements. He was back in the Portland area in 1979 to retrieve more cash from a safe deposit box when you had your confrontation with him and your father alerted the local police. By the time we found out who he was, he had disappeared.

“We lost track of him again for several years. Then he was spotted in Los Angeles by one of the investors he had stolen from. Boomer knew it was just a matter of time at that point and turned himself in. He was to be sentenced to fifteen years, but he returned $1,750,000 to the investors and cooperated with the authorities. They reduced his sentence to ten years, and he was released in eight due to good behavior. And now he's out and looking for you.”

“This is unbelievable,” Rusty said. “This guy sat right next to me in my lawn chair, in front of my motorhome, drinking my beer, and in and out of my RV for a week telling me how destitute he was. Now you tell me he had two million dollars stashed away in safe deposit boxes and that he knew the FBI was looking for him? The guy should become an actor, because he certainly played the part well.”

“Yes,” Phillips said, “he's a sly one. And now, since he's been released from prison for a few years, he apparently wants his revenge. Hence the threatening cards you've been receiving. He still holds you responsible for screwing up his life. So let's keep in touch on this. If you receive more cards from him, let us know, and perhaps we can find him and track his movements.”

“Absolutely,” Rusty said. “I'll contact you immediately. I want this guy out of my life.”






CHAPTER 3

1993
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RUSTY

After that fateful year of 1979, things began to fall into place nicely for Rusty Kenneficke. He became reacquainted with Jan, his college sweetheart, about the time he started work in a BMW motorcycle shop. They married several years later, 1985, and Jan bought the dealership with money from her previous business interests. They hired a general manager and were enjoying life, traveling a few months each year. Their only real concern in life were the cards that Rusty began receiving in 1990. At least now they knew who was responsible for sending them, which continued through 1993.

HEY, KENNEFICKE. THERE'S A SAYING IN PRISON.
DEAD MAN WALKING. COULD BE YOU.

I'M COMING. BETTER BE LOOKING OVER
YOUR SHOULDER.

And finally.

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 immediately recognized him and knew it was going to be trouble. They got into a verbal confrontation in front of a few customers and employees, with Boomer threatening to make Rusty pay for his years of anguish and incarceration.

Rusty defended himself, and then said, “You know the FBI is looking for you, don't you? 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?” Boomer responded. “I've been evading those guys for years. They're not going to catch me now. You better get your pine box built. You'll be needing it soon.”

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. One of the employees, after witnessing the event, said to Rusty, “The guy's a jerk. No way he's going to kill you. But I must say, hurting you is a definite possibility.”

“Thanks a lot,” Rusty said a little too loudly. “I feel a lot better. Maybe I should just dust him off first. Then I don't have to worry about it.”

The following Tuesday, Mark Phillips called Rusty at his home and said, “Rusty, we have information that we need to talk to you about. There's been a development in your case regarding Boomer Laughlin, and it's important. Can you come to our office and meet with us? The sooner the better.”

Rusty and Jan were sitting in the living room having a beer when the call came in. He was visibly shaken as he put the phone back in the cradle hanging on the wall. Jan asked what that was all about and why he looked so pale. Rusty related the brief conversation.

“Why so bleak?” she asked. “This could be good news. Maybe they found him and have this whole thing resolved.”

“Let's hope so.”


They arrived at the FBI offices two hours later.

Mark Phillips asked Rusty and Jan to join him in a conference room and started in without preamble. “At one 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 toward the sidewalk. He hit his head on the curb and died instantly. The car didn't stop and sped off.”

The expression on Rusty's face was one of bewilderment. He started to interject, but Phillips held his hand up and continued to speak.

“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. We're talking to two witnesses who saw the accident, trying to get more information. One of them 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. We're looking for the car now.

“The windows were tinted, although they were rolled down about halfway. The girlfriend, Lindsey, was dazed by the accident, and when the police arrived, which was just four minutes after the accident, all she said was ‘Rusty.’ Just ‘Rusty.’ We didn't know what she meant because she was still in shock and incoherent. We didn't know if she was able to get a glance at the driver or just mentioned your name because of your past with Boomer.”

“Wait a minute,” Rusty interjected, “are you telling me that she is possibly implicating me in this accident? That's ridiculous. I had absolutely no reason to hurt him. And, as you know, it was the other way around. He's been threatening me for years.”

“Yes, I'm well aware of that,” Phillips said. “But then later, as she regained her senses, she told us that she got a glance of you through the partially rolled-down window. She only got a split second to look but claims it was you driving the car. She said she recognized you from when she saw you at the dealership arguing with Boomer. And she knew your name because Boomer talked about you all the time. She said you two held an ongoing grudge for years.”

“What? That's preposterous,” Rusty said. “I had nothing to do with this. And there's no way she could identify me from the short view she got of me at the dealership. Plus, you're saying she saw me through a partially rolled-down window as she was being hit and thrown to the ground. There's just no way.”

“Well, there's more,” Phillips continued. “We talked to a few employees and customers of yours and understand they heard you say, ‘Maybe I should just dust him off first. Then I don't have to worry about it.’”

“Oh, come on,” Rusty blurted. “I said that in the heat of anger and frustration. It was merely a joke. I was trying to make light of Boomer entering our business and threatening me.”

“Nonetheless, he's dead, and we need to investigate this. Now, I'm going to ask you to tell me the truth up front. I don't want you to later change your story. Where were you yesterday, Monday, at one in the afternoon?”

After a brief moment to collect his thoughts, Rusty said, “I was on my motorcycle riding logging roads through the Cascade Mountains. I always ride on Mondays. Mr. Phillips, you can't for a second believe I had anything to do with Boomer's death. That kind of thought isn't even in my mental capacity. I just find this hard to believe.”

“Mr. Kenneficke—Rusty—I've been doing this 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 Boomer is killed on the one day of the week that Rusty's not around people. That makes it very suspicious. Now, Rusty,” Phillips continued, “I've gotten to know you a little since these threatening notes were brought 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 cooperate with us.”

“You can count on that,” Rusty responded. “I still just find this hard to believe.”

Two days later, after Rusty and Jan had sweated the ridiculous situation out at home, Phillips asked Rusty to meet him again at the FBI offices. “We've spoken to Lindsey Fisher again, and she insists that it was you behind the wheel of that Chevette,” the agent reported.

Jan, who'd accompanied Rusty to Phillip's office, said, “I've been waiting for something like this. I thought she might reinforce her story. I don't know much about her, but she's just a little too slick. Is she even reliable?”

“Well, I've got to go with the information that's presented to me, and that's what she's saying,” Phillips said. “We do have some further information, and this is not good for you,” he continued. “We found the car. It was abandoned and stripped: wheels, bumpers, lights, mirrors, steering wheel, all gone. We dusted what was left of the inside for prints but came up empty. What we did find, however, was a plastic key fob that had fallen to the floor between the seat and the center console. On one side was printed ‘Ride On BMW Motorcycles’ and on the other side the address and phone number. So either you were driving that car or someone is doing a good job of setting you up for it.”


“Oh, my god,” Rusty said, as his stomach began somersaulting. “I can't believe this. “Who would do this to me? I'm telling you, Mr. Phillips, I wasn't even in the area that day. I was riding my motorcycle in the mountains. Someone is trying to do a number on me. No, let me correct that, someone is doing a very good job of doing a number on me and setting me up for a murder. You have to believe me. I DIDN'T DO THIS! Please find out who's behind it.”

The next day, Phillips called Rusty with some thoughts. “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 if they are in the system. 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. Plus, these computers we have in the office are first generation. This is new technology for us, and it's going to take years before we can store and select specific DNA. It's science and technology marching forward rapidly.”

“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 find a match to your sample. It doesn't mean that you weren't there. So, for now, this is an open, unresolved hit and run. But there is definitely a finger pointed at you. The girlfriend continues to claim she saw you driving the car through that partially open window. So at this point, it's a he said, she said issue. And you made a threat against Boomer's life, or at least you said maybe you should have dusted him off. But the real incriminating evidence is that Ride On Motorcycles key fob found on the floor of the car. If you didn't drop it there, then someone went to a lot of thought putting this together.

“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. Let us know if you leave the area, and we'll keep you apprised of any further developments in this case. This has been an FBI case since you received the notes sent in an interstate manner. Now that Boomer Laughlin is dead, we no longer have jurisdiction in this, so it will be turned over to the local police.”

“You mean you're no longer on the case?” Rusty asked. “You're my advocate. You mean I'm going to have to start all over with someone from the local police? And with this evidence stacked against me? This could be bad. What's your advice?”

“Get a lawyer, and a good one,” Phillips suggested. “Sorry to leave you with that, Rusty, but if you didn't do this, then someone else did, and you'll need help getting to the bottom of it. I wish you well.”

Rusty left the FBI offices in a daze. It was a good thing that Jan accompanied him, as she had to steady him, particularly down the steps from the front door to the sidewalk. He couldn't believe that he was being accused of murder.






CHAPTER 4

1992–1993
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LINDSEY

Boomer met Lindsey in a Las Vegas casino in 1992. She was a cocktail waitress, and he was spending idle time on a nickel slot machine. She approached him and asked, “Hi, partner, you need anything? Can I get you a drink?”

Boomer swung around on his stool and was awestruck. She was beautiful—and voluptuous. He couldn't take his eyes away from her. She was blonde with blue eyes that sparkled with or without light, had 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 note pad, he stared at her body. She was wearing a low-cut cocktail outfit with spaghetti shoulder straps and a 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 fetch his drink.

When she returned, they made small talk for longer than she should have, and she finally said, “Boomer, I need to get back to work. If my boss finds me talking to you all night long, I'll be in big trouble. Maybe we can continue this conversation later.”

“I like that idea,” Boomer said. “I'll be right here, or where ever you tell me to be, when you get off work.”

Lindsey changed out of her cocktail dress and into tight-fitting jeans and a loose tank top. At midnight, they strolled down the street to a lounge. They spent the next three hours learning each other's histories. Boomer used his real name and shared stories about faraway towns, schools, family, work, and lovers, but he didn't tell her about the thefts and incarceration. He was afraid it would scare her away.

She told Boomer about her upbringing in Las Vegas and that she was saving money to move somewhere else. She didn't care where; she just wanted out.

“Why?” Boomer asked.

“Too many bad memories,” she said. “My mother and father were both functioning drunks. They could hold down jobs and appear normal through the day, but starting at around five in the afternoon, I never saw them without a drink in their hands. As the hours rolled by, they began arguing and got,” she paused, “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 and had room between the houses. I didn't want the neighbors to hear.”

Lindsey swallowed, keeping the tears at bay before continuing.

“Then, as I approached my teenage years, 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 hide, but he always found me and managed to get a few swipes in before I could run. I'd try to reason with him, but after five or six drinks, there was no talking to him. Mom was never any help; she was scared to death of him. That's probably why she drank so much herself. I left home for good before I was even out of high school. I just couldn't stand to be in that house anymore.”

“Did your dad, or mom for that matter, ever hurt you,” Boomer chose his next words carefully, “beyond the words and the belt?”

“You mean sexually?” Lindsey responded, surprising Boomer with her forthrightness. “No, not themselves. But my dad used to have friends over to the house, and they would all drink themselves into oblivion. I developed my figure at an early age, around thirteen, and Dad's friends would come on to me. Dad always encouraged this game and thought it was funny. I was never assaulted, but I had some bad experiences and close calls, so I decided that I had to get out of that house before they got me.”

“Where'd you go?” Boomer asked.

“My boyfriend lived several blocks away, and I lived with him and his parents for several months. That got stressful, so I moved out. His parents were wonderful to me and helped me get a part-time job, but living together at that age in my boyfriend's parents’ house just wasn't working, so I moved in with a girlfriend and her parents. I lived with several other friends while I finished high school. 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 had a kid, a boy, the next year.”

“Where's your son now?” Boomer asked.

“He drowned when he was five,” she said, spitting the words out as fast as she could. “It's hard for me to talk about. My husband, David, took him fishing in a drift boat and it overturned. David never saw him when he rose 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 after the first time he hit me, I left for good. After a lifetime of abuse, I wasn't about to start that again.” She almost laughed, finding the cycle of her life just as funny as it was sad. “I was twenty-six when we divorced. Three years later, I married again and it lasted six years, until last year. So I'm thirty-six now.”

“How'd that marriage end?” Boomer asked.

“Same old story. Drinking leads to physical abuse. I put up with it longer than I should have, but I really wanted that marriage to stick. The final straw was when I found him in bed with a friend of mine. I learned that the affair had been going on for a year, and I filed for divorce the next day.” She shook her head and sipped her drink. “I try to analyze myself and figure out why I'm attracted to guys that get rough as we get to know each other. It probably goes back to my childhood and my mom and dad, or something like that. I've just never been able to shake myself from whatever it is that leads me in that direction.”

“What happened to your parents?”

“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. Now I just want to get out of this town and put these memories behind me.”

“Well, maybe I can help with that,” Boomer said.

They were sitting in a three-sided booth facing each other, and Lindsey excused herself to go to the bathroom. When she returned, Boomer had moved around to the back of the booth, facing the table and the expanse of the lounge. Lindsey slid into the booth and positioned herself elbow to elbow with Boomer. As they continued to talk, they pressed against each other, touching in expressive ways. Lindsey's right hand found Boomer's left leg, and she began lightly rubbing his thigh. Boomer liked the suggestion and put his right arm around her shoulders, pulling her even closer. The little finger on her left hand began to find its way down his thigh between his legs, and she teased him by scraping her fingernails across his crotch. She could tell it was driving him crazy. There were only a few other customers in the bar at three in the morning, and Boomer began to trace the top of her tank top across her breasts and caress her cleavage with his arm draped over her right shoulder. They kissed, lightly at first and then passionately.

Lindsey broke the kiss and whispered in Boomer's ear, “My place isn't far from here, and my car is in the casino parking lot. We can be in bed in half an hour. How's that sound?”


“I'm not sure I can last that long,” Boomer said, “but it'll be fun trying.”

They walked hand-in-hand to Lindsey's car, and she insisted that Boomer leave his hands off of her while she drove. She was excited for what was to come and didn't want to be distracted trying to get home. She pulled into the driveway and opened the garage door with the automatic opener, but before she could shut off the engine, Boomer was all over her. It was a warm night, and neither needed a coat, so Lindsey was sitting behind the wheel with her tank top barely hanging on. Boomer couldn't resist and had his hands under her top as she was turning the key.

“Wait, Boomer,” she said as she pushed his hand away. “I want this too, but I want to do it right. Let's go inside and take our time.”

“Sorry,” Boomer said, “but you're so beautiful and sexy. I obviously can't keep my hands off you. But okay, I'll try to contain myself. You call the shots.”

Lindsey smiled, excited that a man had finally said those words to her.

They walked inside into the living room and she said, “Do you like Grover Washington, Jr.? I have his albums.”

“Absolutely,” Boomer said, “particularly Winelight. Just about every song on there is made for a night like this.”

“Let me put it on, and then I'll take something off. Matter of fact, I have an idea.”

She slid the CD into the player, and the soft, sexy sounds of the saxophone engulfed the room. Then she turned around to face Boomer, who was standing ten feet in front of her. “I want you to just stand right there and do as I say,” she said. “We're both going to take our clothes off together, one piece at a time, very slowly, and I don't want you touching me until we're done.”

“Oh, wow,” he said. “I'm not sure I can take it. I just want to leap across the room and grab you right now.”

“No, just follow my lead. I'll tell you what to do. First, take off your shirt.” He did as he was told. “I guess I'd better do the same.” She grabbed her tank top at the waist and lifted it over her head.

“Oh, my,” Boomer said, “you have the most beautiful breasts I've ever seen. You're the most gorgeous woman imaginable. I don't believe in God, but if there is one, and he was aiming for perfection, he had to give up after creating you.”

“Well thank you,” she said. “I like what I'm looking at too. Now, reach down and take off your shoes and socks.”

As Boomer leaned over to remove those, he nearly broke his neck looking over at Lindsey as she did the same. Her breasts were jiggling and swinging from side to side as she slipped off her shoes and socks. He could feel a hard-on forming in his pants, which was becoming uncomfortable.

They stood upright, still facing each other ten feet apart.

“Okay,” she said, “now slip off your pants.” And she did the same. There was only one piece of clothing remaining on both of them, and she said, “Looks like there's something in there I'm going to like. Let's take these off and get a look,” at which time they removed their underwear. They were now facing each other, stark naked, still separated by ten feet.

“Well, if you like my body,” she said, “I can claim the same. You're wonderful, and if we don't get that,” she pointed at his crotch, “taken care of soon, you'll blow the roof off this place. Come over here and dance with me.”

Boomer stepped forward to meet her and wrapped her in his arms. It was more like a stationary sway than a dance, but neither was too critical at the moment. He kissed her deeply, and when she broke the kiss, she whispered in his ear, “Take me now, right here,” and she reached down and guided him into her.

They moved from the living room to the bedroom and made love numerous times that night. Since it was early morning when they started the affair, it was nearly noon when they awoke.


“That was amazing,” Boomer said once they finally got up. “Can we do it again after a shower?”

“No,” she said. “I have some things to do and need to be at work by three. But don't go anywhere. I want you around when I get off at midnight.”

“Count on it,” he said.

Boomer and Lindsey had a furious affair, although it was more sexual than true love. They thought they had a chance for happiness with each other, and Boomer moved into Lindsey's house in Boulder City, a small two-bedroom house that was paid off during her divorce from her second husband. 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 managed to finance his life without a job, and he confessed to his investment theft and subsequent incarceration. He also mentioned his fits of temper and the steps he was taking to control it. He wanted to get these issues in front of what he hoped would be a long-term relationship.

“Why didn't you tell me this before?” she asked.

“It's not the kind of personal history most will accept,” Boomer replied. “I really want this to work and didn't want to scare you off before we had a chance.”

“Well, I'm not concerned about your history,” she said. “I like you and take you as you are. I think we can make it together, and I have a few ideas.”

“What kind of ideas?” Boomer asked.

“Well, for starters, I'll sell this house and we can move elsewhere. We can both get jobs. Or you can put some of these schemes you keep talking about into motion. And I can help with those. We can become partners in crime.” The idea was romantic to a girl like Lindsey.


“Wow, what a gal,” Boomer exclaimed. “Pretty, smart, and willing to take a risk. I knew the moment I saw you that we could make a good team. Tell you what, though, I'd like to take some money from the sale of your house and buy a trailer. You know, one of those fifth-wheel trailers that hook up to a coupler in the bed of my pickup. That way we can move from place to place without encumbrances. And once we park the trailer, we'll have the truck for transportation. The rest of the money from your house you can keep as your own private stash.”

Lindsey hardly hesitated, though she was impressed he'd come up with this so quickly. “Whatever,” Lindsey said. “Let's just get on with it. I can't get out of this town fast enough.”

They traveled all over the West, pulling off thefts as they moved from place to place. Lindsey was the perfect accomplice. She could be a distraction just by showing up in a sexy outfit or causing a commotion.

Lindsey asked Boomer about the cards that he was mailing every few months from different towns they visited. Boomer told her about Rusty Kenneficke, his old man Harold, and how they had turned him in to the police. That action eventually led to the FBI catching up with him in Los Angeles and sending him to prison for eight years. The cards he was sending Rusty, he told her, were threats that he was going to get even someday. He wanted to intimidate Rusty and catch him by surprise.

The first time he hit her was past the one-year mark in their relationship. Lindsey had noticed over the previous few months a change in Boomer. His language was getting more aggressive, and his temper would flare if things didn't go his way. She would notice a fire in his eyes that had not been there before and would shy away from him when she saw it. But this was the first time he actually took a swing. He realized halfway through his arm motion what he was doing and held back, but it was too late, and she still took a heavy slap to her cheek.

Lindsey was incensed. She drew back, holding her hand to her face where he had hit her, and screamed at him, “What the hell do you think you're doing? You just hit me you son of a bitch. I won't stand for it!”

Boomer was immediately defensive and said, “Oh, my god, Linds, I didn't mean to take that swing. I just reacted to that stupid move you made. I'm really sorry.”

“What stupid move? What are you talking about? You had absolutely no reason to take a swing at me. You know how I feel about abuse, and you'll never do that again. If you do, I'll leave you in a flash.”

They had been moving from town to town, casino to casino, throughout Nevada as Boomer pulled off his thievery. Usually it involved Lindsey distracting some guy at one of the craps or roulette tables. She would wear her spaghetti-strap dress that accentuated her body more than she was comfortable with. Attention by men at the tables was immediate, and she would play her part well, rubbing up against them, stroking their arms with her hand, and whispering coy innuendoes in their ears. She was a knockout, and the guys knew the game being played yet didn't care; they ate it up.

Boomer had previously scoped out where the mark was staying. He was a master at picking locks and would pilfer expensive stuff he could carry while Lindsey was holding their attention. He preferred trailers and motor homes over hotel rooms, as the hotels often had cameras in the hallways. But he would spray-paint the lens and had yet to be caught. After the score, they would climb in the pickup and haul their trailer to the next town, never hitting two casinos in the same town.

The second time he hit her was six months later. She cozied up to the “mark” and overplayed her part. He was throwing fifty-dollar chips at the roulette table and didn't seem to mind losing. She was attracted to him and pressed up against him more than she needed to. Boomer watched the scenario, got pissed, and threw a punch, dropping the guy to the floor. Then he grabbed Lindsey by the arm and started to drag her from the casino. She pulled and jerked 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 floor. She was either in shock or knocked out, so Boomer picked her up in his arms and carried her to the truck.

After that episode, their relationship was never the same. Lindsey threatened to leave him, and Boomer became more and more possessive. He never let her out of his sight and threatened to kill her if she ever attempted to leave him. She was becoming a slave in his prison and knew she had to come up with a plan to escape. The verbal and physical abuse was more than she could tolerate.

Boomer felt his schemes at the casinos were wearing thin. Word was spreading about a couple that was stealing from the customers, and he made the decision to leave Las Vegas and head for Portland, Oregon.

Since Boomer would not let her out of his sight, Lindsey knew her plan to leave him would have to be ingenious. Her years as a cocktail waitress in the Las Vegas casinos got her to thinking. Boomer doesn't drink much. Maybe I can use alcohol as my way out. He's seen me drink on occasion and doesn't seem to have a problem with it. I'll end up drinking more than I'm comfortable with, but I can exaggerate my drunkenness and lead him to believe that I'm a drunk and need help. If I can get him to allow me to attend Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, maybe I can figure a way out. I know he won't attend the meetings with me, and he may appreciate my attempt to get sober.

Lindsey put her plan into motion and began drinking gin at a rate that surprised even herself. She was actually enjoying it, as it muted the relationship between the two of them. What she didn't like was the way she felt in the morning, but by 11:00 a.m., she was back at the bottle and feeling better about herself again. Lindsey knew she had a non-addictive personality and felt she would be able to sober up once she put her mind to it.

Lindsey approached Boomer one evening and said, “Boomer, I've come to a conclusion. I know you're never 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 be with you, I want to get sober so I can enjoy our relationship. But I'm going to need your help in getting there. I need you to let me attend Alcoholics Anonymous. I know I can shake this if I have others around me that understand my problem.” She'd practiced the words in her head for weeks, so now that she'd said them, it was all on Boomer.

“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 bus ride 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.”

Lindsey was thinking, Thank god he's going to let me do this. It's my only way out. Now I need to get to those meetings and find an accomplice. This will be the most difficult part of my act.

At that first meeting, she met Barry, and within ten minutes, he was infatuated with her. Men were too easy. She began to hatch her plan.

“I'd really like to spend time with you and get to know you better, Barry,” she said after the meeting, “but I need to get back home. I have a very controlling boyfriend, and I told him I'd be back around ten, and I need to change buses to get there.”

“I have a better idea,” Barry said. “I have my car here, so I can take you home. It's only a little past eight, and we can go down to the Starbucks and talk for well over an hour. I'll get you home by ten for sure. But let's walk to the coffee shop and talk on the way. It's only a few blocks from here. We'll walk back to my car later and I'll take you home.”

“Okay,” she said, “but you'll need to drop me at the bus stop two blocks from my house. If Boomer saw me riding up with another guy, he'd go ballistic. He'd beat the hell out of me and I'd never hear the end of it.”

“He's that controlling?” Barry asked, skirting past the “beat the hell out of me” part.

“You'd be surprised to learn the extent of his anger,” she answered. “It's like he's holding me captive. When we started our relationship two years ago, he was a sweet, understanding guy. But as time went by, his anger began to bubble to the surface. He spent eight years in prison, and I met him shortly after his release. I think prison hardened him, because I can't imagine that he carried this anger around with him since childhood.”

“I want to hear every detail about this guy and your relationship with him,” Barry said. “Let's get to that coffee shop. You have my complete attention, and I can't wait to hear more.”

“I'd like that,” she said as she sidled up to him. She was now standing directly in front of him. He'd taken off his jacket and had draped it over his arm. She stepped to the side to get her purse from the seat of 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 a minute. I hope you're not offended.”

“Not at all,” he responded. “I'd like you to do that again. I haven't felt a woman's touch in quite a while, and I miss it.” Lindsey sensed the longing in his voice.

“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 sake,” he said. “I own a large company, and I don't want my employees knowing that my wife and I are in the middle of a divorce. 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.” He chuckled. “Also, I'm wealthy, and many people know it. I don't need any gold diggers chasing me.”

Lindsey was definitely intrigued now. She had a mark, and a good one. Plus, her initial impression of Barry was positive. He was probably ten years older than she was, handsome in a very sophisticated way, well dressed, and had an athlete's body, from what she could tell.

They walked out the door from the meeting and headed for the coffee shop. It was only a few blocks away, but Barry wanted to know more about Lindsey's current relationship. “You said you have a controlling boyfriend. What's the deal with that? Why don't you leave him?”

He put it so simply that it surprised her. “Yeah, that's the reason I'm here,” she responded. “He drove me to drink. We've been together for a couple of years now, 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 an addictive person, 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 ordered their coffee and went to a corner table. This was the moment Lindsey had been waiting for, and she wanted to make sure she played her cards right. She was well endowed and she knew the effect she had on men.

Before sitting on the chair, she removed her bulky sweater that she wore to the meeting. “It's hot in here,” she said.

Underneath the sweater, she had a close-fitting white blouse, and as she raised her arms to remove the garment, her breasts pressed against the shirt, nearly popping the buttons. She could tell by Barry's gaze that the motion was working, and she knew she had his complete attention. She placed the sweater on the back of her chair and excused herself to go to the bathroom to wash her hands. Before leaving the restroom, she unbuttoned her blouse just enough that her cleavage was subtly revealed.

She picked up the two coffees at the counter and returned to the table. Barry was sitting facing her empty chair, and as she passed behind him, she leaned over his right shoulder to place his coffee in front of him. He turned his head in her direction, and as she bent over, his cheek brushed against her breast.

“Oh, I'm sorry,” he said. “It seems like every time I turn around I'm rubbing up against you.” There was little remorse in his tone.

“Don't worry about it,” Lindsey responded as she sat in the chair facing him. “The only touch of a man I've had in the last two years has been a coarse grab of my arm to lead me around or rough sex, and I'm tired of it. I want out of this relationship but don't know quite what to do.”

“Well, like I said, maybe I can help you with that,” he said. “But tell me about this guy. You said he spent time in prison. How'd you get mixed up with him? And how does he manage to hold you captive?”

“Those few questions are a whole week's worth of telling,” she said. “But we don't even have an hour, so let me see if I can make sense of this. His name is Boomer Laughlin. Actually, it's Bruce Laughlin, but he got his nickname playing college football and it stuck. He's a big guy, tall and husky, not overweight but strong as an ox. In high school and college, he devised some ways of stealing money from others, and he never got caught. After graduating in accounting from Portland State, he took a number of jobs around the West, mostly in accounting fields. He finally landed a job with a small investment firm and managed, over the course of several years, to embezzle two million dollars. This was in the early to mid-seventies, so it amounted to a lot of money back then. He put the cash in safe deposit boxes all over Portland. The stock market crashed, and he disappeared for several years, living a modest life. He'd return to Portland every other year or so to pull money from the boxes as he needed.

“He was in Portland in 1979, getting more money from one of the banks when he had some sort of altercation at an RV park around town here. He claims that a neighbor who had his motor home parked in the space next to him broke into his trailer and accosted him. I never fully believed his story because he kept changing it every time he told it, which was often. Anyway, this other guy's name was Rusty something-or-other—”

“That's an interesting name, something-or-other,” Barry interjected. “I knew a Rusty back in the service. Not many guys with that name. Sorry, go on with your story.”

“Yeah, let's just call him Rusty,” she continued. “Boomer claims Rusty surprise attacked him and he ended up in the hospital. He knew the police had been summoned to the RV park and was concerned they would visit the hospital to interrogate him about the incident. He didn't want to be discovered, so he disappeared again. For the next several years, Boomer moved from one location to another, always living modestly and paying cash for everything. The authorities weren't able to catch up with him.

“He was finally spotted in the early eighties in Los Angeles. One of the investors he stole money from recognized him and called the police. Boomer told me he knew that it was just a matter time until they caught up with him, so he turned himself in. He cooperated with the authorities and returned most of the money, and because of that cooperation, he was given a reduced sentence. Originally he was facing fifteen years, but he was released in eight. That put him on the street in 1990, and that's when I met him in Las Vegas.”

“Wow, that's some history,” Barry said. “He must be a pretty sharp guy to get away with stealing that kind of money. After you met him, what did he do? It's usually pretty hard for ex-cons to find employment.”

“That's another interesting part to this whole story,” she said. “He sucked me into his schemes.” She decided to omit the part when she'd suggested they restart his life of crime. “I was a cocktail waitress in one of the casinos when we met. I hated my job and hated Las Vegas, so when he came along, I fell for a slick operator I thought was my escape. He used me as an accomplice to help him rob people. I thought it was exciting at the time, much different than my boring life.”

“How did you help him?” Barry asked.

“I was a diversion,” she answered, shrugging. “I had a couple of sexy dresses that I would wear into the casinos. After Boomer spotted his mark, I would sidle up to the guy and capture his attention. While we were teasing and flirting with each other, he would break into the guy's room or trailer or whatever, and we would move on to the next town. We did that for a couple of years and made a fair living. It certainly beat cocktail waitressing.”

“What did you do with the loot?” Barry asked.

“Oh, we usually pawned it. Sometimes we'd sell it to a guy he met in prison that had some sort of connection to an international fencing outfit. A Rolex could bring a hefty sum through that avenue.”

“So how'd you end up in Portland?”

“Boomer could just not get this guy Rusty out of his mind,” she answered. “He was obsessed with getting even with him. He always felt that Rusty was responsible for calling the attention of the police. He learned Rusty was living in Portland and wanted to eventually get here to find him. Through the two years we were together, moving from town to town, he would send these notes to Rusty threatening to catch up with him some day. And now that day is about to come.”


“What do you think will happen?” Barry asked.

“Boomer has said on numerous occasions that he wants Rusty to pay for the eight years he spent in prison. I don't know how, or what, he intends to do to him. But he can be a violent guy, and I wouldn't put anything past him. What I do know is that I want to be rid of him before he turns really violent.”

With the remaining time they had left at the coffee shop, Lindsey told Barry about her growing up in Las Vegas: her alcoholic parents, the abuse she suffered at their hands, her schools, jobs, and partners. How she escaped the house at an early age and has taken care of herself ever since.

Lindsey looked at her watch and said, “Oh, my god, I need to get back. If I'm not home by ten, Boomer is going to be furious.”

“Okay,” Barry said, “let's walk back to my car. I'll have you at the bus stop in plenty of time.”

They left, and though they were in a hurry, they walked slowly, enjoying each other's company.

“I can't believe that this guy Boomer is such a control freak,” Barry said. “We've got to figure out a way to get you out of this relationship. You're much too smart and beautiful a woman to have to endure that kind of treatment. And I've really enjoyed our time together tonight. I haven't felt this good in a long time. I've been trying to bury my misery in a bottle, and I'm glad I finally came to my senses and decided to do something about it. Meeting you has made me feel like a man again.”

“I feel the same way,” she responded, putting her arm through his as he guided her down the street.

Lindsey walked from the bus stop to the trailer and arrived a few minutes before ten. She opened the door to find Boomer stretched out on the couch, fast asleep. Since Boomer wasn't a drinker, she was surprised to find three empty beer bottles on the coffee table. She tiptoed past him and went to the bedroom, or what passed for a bedroom in the cramped trailer. As she took off her clothes and slipped into her nightgown, which was nothing more than an oversized T-shirt, she felt a sense of euphoria. Her brief evening with Barry had lifted her spirits. Not only did she like him, but she was enthused about the possibility of Barry being able to help her get out of her life with Boomer. She was giddy thinking about their time together and looked forward to the next evening after the meeting.

She slipped into bed and drifted off. This was the first time in months she had not been drunk when retiring for the night and wasn't sure what to expect. But it didn't last. Around midnight, Boomer slipped into bed next to her, roughly grabbed her, and flipped her onto her back. Without saying a word, he entered her and started pounding away. Lindsey was startled, and at first confused. Being awakened from a deep sleep, it took her a few moments to gather her thoughts. Her first sense was how badly his breath smelled, just inches from her face, but then she realized she was being violated. Regardless of their relationship, she was being forced into sex. She abruptly turned onto her side, pulling him out of her, and rolled off the side of the bed. Boomer reached for her, grabbed hold of her right arm and yanked her back toward the bed. She yelled at him to stop and started scratching his body with her fingernails. This was more than Boomer would tolerate, so he backhanded her cheek and she slid across the floor, slamming against the wall.

“Goddamn it,” he shouted at her. “Get back on this bed and let me finish. You have no right to pull away from me like that. I'm not done with you. Now get up here and take care of me.”

“Go to hell, you bastard,” she retorted as she tried to regain her balance. She slipped on the floor but was able to stand up by leaning against the wall. Once upright, she bolted from the bedroom and to the front door. Boomer was a few steps behind her as she stepped from the trailer and started running. Her night shirt was billowing around her waist, and she glanced behind her to see Boomer charging towards her. He was naked but didn't seem to care as he kept charging forward. About thirty feet from the trailer, he managed to tackle her and pin her to the ground. He encircled her body with his arms and lifted her up, kicking and screaming, and retreated to the trailer.

It was early in the morning, and the incident happened so quickly that Boomer was sure no one saw the commotion. He didn't need the police being called about a domestic disturbance.

Once in the trailer, he threw Lindsey into the overstuffed chair that consumed much of the living room. He sat on her lap facing her, spreading his legs over the armrests. Now that he had her pinned so she could hardly move, he finished what he had started. This time Lindsey succumbed; she was through trying to avoid him. But her animosity and determination to get rid of him for good was enhanced.

The next day, Boomer said very little to Lindsey, and every time he left the trailer, he padlocked the door from the outside. She was a captive in his world.

Lindsey was surprised that evening when she said she needed to attend the AA meeting and Boomer didn't object. He told her to walk to the bus stop, have her meeting, and be back by ten. He didn't want to have to come and look for her.

She could hardly wait to get to the meeting; the anticipation of spending time with Barry was overwhelming, and she needed to share with him what had transpired the night before. She was sure that this incident would enrage him and further his resolve to help get rid of Boomer, whatever that meant.

Barry was waiting for her when she entered the meeting. The moment Lindsey saw him standing there she felt a tremendous sense of relief. They participated in the dialogue and agenda and sat next to each other in the circle of chairs, trying not to be too obvious about their newly formed relationship. They couldn't help themselves, however, and kept rubbing elbows and giving each other sideways glances with smirks on their faces. The rest of the group seemed oblivious to their flirting, as they were concentrating on sobriety.

After the meeting, they quickly walked to the coffee shop and grabbed the same table in the corner. They had over an hour to talk, and Lindsey told Barry about Boomer's actions last night. As she expected, he was angry.

He kept interrupting her and saying, “We have to do something about this son of a bitch. Let me think about it.”

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. At the beginning of the third week of their relationship, Barry suggested that instead of the coffeehouse, he could drive his car to a secluded spot nearby. They'd be able to talk more intimately there. She liked the idea. They made love in the backseat on the first occasion. It was awkward but pleasurable for both.

“Reminds me of my high-school days,” Lindsey said as they climbed back into the front seats. “Next time?”

“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.”

Lindsey and Barry's love blossomed in their brief meetings after the AA sessions. Neither had broken their sobriety since they had 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. At the end of their third week together, as they started their back-seat love making, she initiated the conversation.

“You know how I feel 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'd probably kill both of us. I need to get him out of my life so we can enjoy each other all the time.”

“I want you in my life too,” he said. “You can't spend the rest of your days shackled to this guy. What're you thinking?”

“The only way to get rid of him is to kill him,” she admitted, not sure how this would go over. “Otherwise, we'll never be able to be together. And I have a plan.”

“Wow,” Barry said as he straightened up and held her hand. “I never thought we'd be talking about killing this guy. But let's hear your plan. I'm interested.”

“You remember I told you about the guy that Boomer is obsessed with, the one he keeps sending the notes to, threatening him,” Lindsey said as she gripped his hand even harder.

“This is the guy that Boomer holds responsible for him being sent to prison, is that right?” Barry asked.

“Yes. That's the guy,” she responded. “It took a while for me to remember his last name, but I finally did. His name is Rusty Kenneficke, and he—”

“Wait a minute,” Barry interjected before she had a chance to continue, “I know that guy. You mentioned a guy named Rusty before, but you didn't remember his last name. How many Rusty Kennefickes could there be in this world? I haven't heard that name in twenty-five years, but it's a name I'll never forget. I knew him in the service. We were both at the same basic training at Fort Polk, Louisiana, and I wondered if I'd ever see him again. If he's involved in this story, I'm definitely interested. Sorry, please continue.”

Sometimes the stars really did align.

“Okay. I called the motorcycle shop where he works and talked to a guy at the parts counter. I told him I was a customer and had an issue with the store and needed to talk to the owner. The parts guy mentioned that I should talk to the general manager, but I insisted on speaking with the owner. He said that the owner, Jan Kenneficke, didn't often come in the store, but her husband Rusty was the dealership principal and I should talk to him. He transferred my call to Rusty, and I asked if I could talk to him. He was initially reluctant to talk to me without knowing what I wanted—probably thought I was going to try to sell him a radio advertisement or something—but agreed to once he thought I was a customer with a question. We had a pleasant chat, and I found out, through our conversation, that he rides his motorcycle through the mountains every Monday. And he always rides alone.”

“You don't know anything about motorcycles. How'd you strike up a conversation with him?” Barry asked.

“I told him I wanted to buy a motorcycle for my husband and just generally asked him about the different bikes.” She smiled, knowing her plan was coming together. “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. So here's my thinking: I'm suggesting that we kill Boomer with 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. We do it the same way every Monday. You could be waiting in a car and do the hit and run as we cross the street.”

“Better yet,” Barry said, “I know a guy that will do it for us. I've used him before for clandestine things I needed done. He's reliable and keeps his mouth shut. He's not cheap, but he'll get it done right. He 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.”

“Perfect,” she said, though surprised Barry had this darkness about him. Alcoholic aside, she'd stumbled upon a pawn with moves. “I can implicate this Rusty guy by claiming I saw him drive 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.”

“Okay,” she said, “but I want to talk to this guy and help set it up. What's his name?”

“Jimmy. That's all I'm going to tell you. Just Jimmy. If there's a problem and this leads to trouble, I want to protect you as much as possible, so the less you know, the better. But why do you need to talk to him?”

“I can claim that I saw Rusty driving the car, but it's a stretch. After all, I'm getting out of the way of an automobile and can supposedly identify the driver through a partially lowered window. We need to plant some evidence in Jimmy's car that will put some suspicion on Rusty.”

“Like what?” Barry asked.

“I don't know,” she answered as she contemplated the question. “How about one of those plastic key fobs attached to ignition keys? They always give those things away as cheap advertising and probably have some on the counter. We could have someone pick one up for us, give it to Jimmy, and have him leave it in the car. When the police eventually find the car, they'll find the fob, and with my identification of Rusty as the driver, it should pretty well implicate him.”

“I like it,” Barry said. “It sounds like you've put some thought into this already. So let's talk more. This is a murder, and we need to make sure we have everything worked out. But I don't want you talking to Jimmy. Let me handle him.”

“Why?” Lindsey asked, not liking that Barry was challenging her.

“Because I don't want him to know about you. As far as he's concerned, this is between me and this Boomer guy. This may be your idea, but I want you as far removed as possible from it. If something should go wrong, I want to be the target and take the fall for it. Nobody has to know that you're involved. The only way I'm going to do this is if we can protect you. After all, I've done this sort of thing before and you haven't, so just let me handle it.”


“Well, thank you for protecting me,” Lindsey said, “but I should take my share of the blame if anything goes wrong.”

“No way. I won't have it,” he countered. “Either I take full responsibility or I'm not doing this. I will not have you implicating yourself.”

They were still sitting in the back seat of his car, and she fidgeted as she continued. “Before we talk more about the details, I want to hear more about your earlier relationship, or whatever it was, with Rusty. What did he do to make you remember him twenty-five years later?”

“Like I said earlier,” Barry continued, “we were recruits in basic training at Fort Polk, Louisiana. There were one hundred and fifty in our company, and it was a three-month training schedule. Everybody sort of looked up to Rusty Kenneficke because he was one of only about three college-educated guys. Most of the college grads went into OCS, Officer Candidate School, but for some reason Rusty elected to be drafted; or no, wait a minute, I think he enlisted for three years. Middle of the worst war in years, Vietnam, and he signs up to carry a rifle through the rice paddies. Makes you wonder about him to begin with.”

Lindsey listened intently, still unsure how Rusty's world could collide with hers through two different men.

“Anyway,” he continued, “Rusty and I sort of bonded early on. We came from backgrounds about as far apart on the spectrum as possible, but we enjoyed each other's company. We were both athletic and did well on the physical exercises. We had this drill sergeant who was a real piece of work. A classic redneck. He couldn't have been twenty years old and had a drawl that was hard for some of us to understand. Part of that was because of his teeth. Even at his early age, they were tobacco stained, and a few of them were missing. And he had a real grudge against Rusty because of his higher education. I'd be surprised if the drill sergeant graduated high school, but he must have because that was a requirement then, at least I think it was. So this drill sergeant was always all over Rusty, looking for any excuse to send him to the exercise field to pick up everybody else's cigarette butts. Kind of ironic, isn't it. The exercise field is where the guys went to smoke. Or he'd put him on KP duty and—”

“What's KP duty?” Lindsey asked.

“It's kitchen patrol. They make the ‘grunts’ wash dishes. And with three meals a day for that many guys, it's a never-ending task. And this asshole drill sergeant would have Rusty there sixteen hours a day. He really had a grudge against him. I tried to intervene on Rusty's behalf on a couple of occasions, but all I got was a day of KP myself. So I kept my mouth shut and went along. Felt sorry for Rusty, the poor bastard, but not enough to go to war with this drill sergeant over it.

I remember once when were close to the end of the three months of training Rusty realized that his prized wool jacket was missing from his locker. And that's a misnomer because they wouldn't allow us to use locks. Anyway, he reported to the drill sergeant that his jacket was missing, probably stolen. The asshole just told him to grin and bear it. About a week later, one of the recruits told Rusty that he saw the drill sergeant wearing the jacket in a nightclub in town. Rusty reported the incident to the captain in charge, and the drill sergeant was discovered with the jacket and reprimanded. After that, it was truly miserable for Rusty. When I left basic training for my assignment, I heard that Rusty's orders were ‘lost’ and he was assigned permanent KP duty until they figured out what happened. After that, I never heard his name again, until now.

“Gotta say, though, that asshole drill sergeant had one redeeming quality. They'd put a chair over home plate, and eight out of ten times, that guy could underhand fast pitch a beer can off the chair from the mound. Don't imagine that his talent did him any good, though, because nobody could stand the guy.”


“Well, maybe this idea isn't so good, trying to pin the hit and run on Rusty,” Lindsey said. “He was a friend of yours, and I can understand you not wanting to involve him.”

“No problem for me,” Barry responded. “That was then, and this is now. I don't owe him anything. And if your plan is a good way to protect us, then so be it. Besides, if he's not guilty, he'll get exonerated. It'll just be uncomfortable for him for a while. Interesting, though, that he gets dragged back into my life after all these years. Well, best of luck to him.






CHAPTER 5

1960–1992
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BARRY

Barry Marcini grew up in New York City in an Italian neighborhood, which through his teen years, was ruled by a gang. His world in those days consisted of an area three blocks to a side. He seldom left the confines of this neighborhood, and at fifteen was initiated into the junior order of a “club” called The Rollers. A man had to be eighteen to be a member of the senior order. A kid in this nine-block area needed to be a member of the club to have any respect. This neighborhood was his life, and he seldom left it.

Barry's mother had left his father at an early age, and no one seemed to know what happened to her. His father, Bart, was a union member at a steel fabrication plant close to their apartment, and he spent most nights at a local bar drinking and playing cards with his buddies. Other than at work, most waking hours Bart was drunk and didn't have time for Barry. Although he wasn't a mean drunk, he was a lousy father figure, and, consequently, the gang became Barry's family.

Barry gained notoriety as a junior member of the club. He was tall, handsome, athletic, and smart. He was one of the few in the gang that actually enjoyed going to school and learning about the world and the way it worked. He also took orders from the senior members and acted on them without question. Most of the time, it merely involved running errands, but on occasion it meant putting someone in their place: roughing them up, breaking an arm with a baseball bat, or destroying a piece of property.


As Barry entered the senior ranks, he quickly rose to the top echelon of the order. He was smarter than his peers and good with numbers. The bosses wanted him to become their accountant, but Barry preferred carrying out the strong-arm tactics the gang used to get what they wanted. They were involved in petty theft and extortion as well as minor drug trafficking at the schools.

Barry graduated from high school in 1964. A few months later, he turned eighteen and moved up to the senior order. The more he got involved in the activities of the group, the more disillusioned he became. He grew tired of entering businesses and asking for the weekly dues and having to beat someone up if they weren't paid. On a few occasions, he'd been high on drugs the gang was distributing—even though he was warned not to try the merchandise—and he realized he really didn't like losing control of his senses. He saw the damage drugs could do to someone's life and didn't want to fall into that trap. And, he didn't like being responsible for leading kids to a life on drugs. Morality struck him at an odd time, but he'd grown mature enough to see how he was contributing to something he didn't believe in.

The problem was he didn't see a way out. He kept being assigned more and more responsibility, which just tied him closer to the operation. Two years after graduation, he knew he didn't want this life, and there was only one way out: he joined the Army.

All of sudden, he was experiencing discipline like he never had before. The gang had an informal structure and a definite set of rules to live by, but it was nothing compared to the rigorous conformity he experienced in basic training. Barry, having no particular skills, stayed at Fort Polk, Louisiana, after basic training. The Vietnam War was raging in 1966, and Fort Polk had a mock Vietnamese village on the post. Once a soldier went to train there, he knew where he would be in six months.

Barry excelled on the front lines. He saw five “brothers” in his platoon killed in action and received two Purple Hearts and a Bronze Star for valor in action. He loved the life, the action, the danger, the ability to kill without remorse or repercussions. He had found his true home and signed up for a second three-year stint. Through his six years in the Army, he had served two thirteen-month deployments to Vietnam. In 1971, he became disillusioned with the war and decided not to re-up. It no longer gave him the satisfaction it once had.

Upon his honorable discharge from the Army, Barry had made some decisions about his future. He didn't want to return to New York. He had not communicated with his father during his time in the Army, and he definitely didn't want to get dragged back into the gang. He had been studying opportunities to go to college and decided to use the GI Bill for veterans. Since he had little need to spend his paychecks while in the Army, he had saved the money and felt he could get through four years of college comfortably.

Because of the trauma from his childhood, he decided to live on the opposite side of the country. One of his close Army buddies lived in Los Angeles, and that's where Barry headed. His friend kept talking about the great weather, the beaches, the women, the opportunities.

Barry was twenty-six upon his discharge from the Army. He was accepted into California State University, Long Beach, and even with the GI Bill and his savings, he had to work part time. He lived in a dormitory his freshman year and found, to his consternation, that he didn't like group living. Perhaps nothing could compare to the camaraderie that he shared with his Army buddies. His sophomore year, he rushed with several fraternities but didn't pledge because, again, he didn't feel that sense of friendship. So he ended up renting a small apartment off campus.

It was in this studio apartment where Barry found true happiness. He was smart, earned decent grades, enjoyed his own company, and had, with his part-time job, plenty of money to have a nice college experience. More than that, he was a stud. Women were attracted to him like magnets to a steel shaft, which he liked to think he also had. He met women everywhere: in class, at sporting events, parties, and bars. His sexual appetite was insatiable, and he earned a reputation among the coeds as a wonderful lay. His apartment was the perfect place to bring his conquests.

Barry was an average student, but he enjoyed his classes and found studying and exams as welcomed challenges. He majored in business administration and realized he had a calling to be his own boss, but the boss of what was the question.

His senior year in college he took a part-time job working for a local propane company. There were a lot of trailer parks in the area, and most of the residents operated with propane tanks. Most of the park owners and many of the area gas stations had large propane tanks that needed to be filled on a regular basis. After class, on weekends, and during the busy summer months, Barry would drive the truck and replenish the large tanks.

Before long he figured out that he could convert his Buick, which he had owned for the past two years, to run on propane instead of gasoline. His apartment was on one of the regular routes, and it didn't take him long to fill the tank of his car on the way. He was learning ways to keep his operating costs down.

Barry graduated in five years. His work commitments and sometimes smaller-than-average class loads held him back a little. He didn't mind, though, because he was enjoying life as a student and a lover. It was 1977, and he'd just turned thirty-one.

Upon graduation, Barry knew that he wanted to be his own boss, he just didn't know what he wanted to do or how to go about it. He'd been driving the propane truck for several years on a part-time basis through school and decided to continue doing it until he figured his work-life out. But he needed more income than the truck driving offered.

Over drinks at a local bar one evening, Barry mentioned to a friend that he had been a gang member in New York in his youth and he was involved in enforcing extortion from the local retailers. The gang wanted him to become the accountant for the group, but he preferred roughing up the shop owners to pay the weekly fees. He left that life behind him and entered the Army, but he still had a nagging feeling for occasional violence.

The friend mentioned to Barry that he knew of a job he might like. Girls Gone Wild, a strip club in the area, was looking for an evening bouncer. It wouldn't interfere with his driving job in the afternoons, and he could earn good money, as well as be around sexy women all night. Plus, he could satisfy his urge to rough guys up when they misbehaved—legally.

The job was perfect for Barry. He was old enough to be respected, big enough to carry out the discipline, admired by the women that worked there, and appreciated by the owner for his intelligence. Within just a few months on the job, the owner suggested that he become the manager of the club. The current manager was leaving for a prison stint, and he needed to fill the position. Barry quit his driving job and took over as the new general manager of Girls Gone Wild.

Barry and the owner, Sam Genovese, got along well. Sam appreciated that Barry was college educated, strong enough to keep order in the club, able to keep the girls in line, and smart enough to not mess with the help. Barry, conversely, liked the importance of being the boss, being around the women, and being in charge of the club's finances. As the months rolled by, Sam's appearances at the club became shorter and less frequent, occasionally missing several days at a time.

Barry's abilities with the operation and finances of the club were impressive. He was able to increase the revenue and decrease the operating expenses, resulting in more profit. Sam was suspicious of Barry, suspecting that he was skimming money from the club, but since he was making more money than ever, he didn't want to bring up the issue.


Barry wasn't getting rich as the general manager of the club, but with his salary and the small percentage he was skimming from the receipts, he was living a nice life. Sam was treating him well, he had a nice string of women who accompanied him to his apartment, his health was good, and his afternoons were filled with all kinds of activities.

Barry had been with the club for two years when opportunity knocked on his door. Sam was fifty-six years old, smoked like a chimney, and drank too much. His check-ins at the club dwindled as each month passed. And, to Barry, every time he came in the club, he looked worse than the time before. Sam was dying, and he wanted to talk to Barry about it.

“Barry,” Sam said on this particular visit as he sat on the couch in Barry's office, “I need to tell you what's happening to me. There's no easy way to say this, so I'll just blurt it out. I have liver cancer and I'm dying. I've been battling this thing for over a year and, although the initial diagnosis looked favorable, these past six months I've gone steadily downhill. You know I've been a heavy drinker all my life, and it's finally caught up with me. I thought maybe I should give the stuff up, but what's the sense? I enjoy it, and it's too late, anyway. Might as well go down enjoying what I like to do.”

“Oh, my god,” Barry responded. How did a person respond to that? “I'm so sorry, Sam. I knew something was wrong these past few months, but I had no idea it was so serious. What can I say? What can I do to help you?”

“There's nothing to say that will help,” Sam said, “although your sympathy is appreciated. There is, however, something you can do that will help me immensely. These past few months I've been thinking about getting my affairs in order. The doctors give me three or four months, at most, before I'm gone. We haven't talked a lot about my family, but you know my wife divorced me many years ago. We had two kids, and she took them with her and moved across the country just so my visitations would be seldom. Actually, they've been never. My wife turned them against me, mostly because of my ownership of the club. She didn't want them exposed to this lifestyle. So I have no one close to me to talk to about this business.” He took a deep breath. As a lonely man, even talking about his lost family was difficult, but it had to be done. “This place has been my life—my career—and I need to make sure it lives on, even if I don't. I care about the girls and the other employees and want to ensure they're taken care of. And I want you to be the one who does it. I want to sell you the business and for you to continue my legacy.”

“Wow,” Barry said, “that came out of left field. How do you see this coming together? And can I afford it?”

“I have only a few months of cognitive reasoning left, so we need to put this together fast,” Sam said. “I've been able to pay the medical bills up to this point, and all of my debts are taken care of, so I don't need much. I've set up a trust that over the next ten years will pay a yearly stipend to a cancer research foundation. I started the trust with my savings, which were substantial, and I want to create a contract with you where you will pay monthly into the trust. I'm going to sell you the business and the building, which as you know I also own, at about half the value of its true worth. That way I can ensure that the trust will be funded without putting you in financial jeopardy. At the end of ten years, you will own the club and the building. How's that sound?”

“I don't know what to say,” Barry responded. “Obviously it sounds wonderful, almost too good to be true. But at the expense of your life.” Though Barry had taken life during his time in the service, this was different.

“Look,” Sam responded, “I'm going to die, anyway. I have no one else to leave this place to. You know the business, and I trust you to take care of the employees here. I want you to succeed, and I'm pricing the club and the building so you can do just that. I had my attorney draw up the papers last week, and they're ready for you to take a look at. Why not study them over the weekend and give me your thoughts early next week? We can have this signed and taken care of in a few weeks. Once it's signed, I'll meet with the staff and tell them what's going on. I've kept my medical condition private, but I'll tell them at that time why I'm selling to you. As soon as that meeting is over, I'm disappearing, or at least going to sit on a beach somewhere for a week or two. I'll need to come back here for my doctors, but that period will give you a chance to take over the operation.”

All Barry managed to do was nod. It looked like what he'd been searching for had fallen into his lap, all thanks to liver cancer.

Barry took ownership of the club within a month. He had a flurry of meetings with attorneys, accountants, insurance people, suppliers, and various government agencies. A month later, Sam died. Barry had little time to mourn; he had a business to run.

Barry had a sweet deal. The price he paid for the club was half what it was worth. The price had been established primarily on the historical profitability of the business and didn't take into account the “skim” that Barry had been taking the past year and a half. The building was sold to Barry at well below appraised value. The building had long been paid off, with no mortgage, and Sam had been paying rent above market rate, so he was collecting a sizeable income from that.

“Why pay rent if the building is paid off?” Barry had asked before Sam passed.

“Good question. The building houses a business and should collect rent regardless of who occupies it,” Sam had explained. “In this case, I do. As you know, I make a lot of money with this business. The rent is an expense and therefore reduces my profit and lowers my taxes. And I can reduce my salary by this rental income. With salary, I have to pay employer taxes, like workers’ compensation, matching Social Security, and unemployment. This way I save that cost.”


Barry was able to continue this procedure and consequently was making a very nice living from the club and rent payments to his building. The buy/sell agreement between Sam and Barry had been constructed so that the monthly payments by Barry for the business and building would be made to the trust for ten years. If not, the attorney executors would take control of the operation and sell it with the proceeds going to the trust. Barry wasn't about to let that happen. The income over the payments went into Barry's bank account.

Barry was thirty-three and had reached his goal of owning his own business. It may be a strip club, he thought to himself, but it's mine. And it's profitable beyond my wildest dreams. I'm way ahead of where I thought I would be at this point in my business career.

Shortly after buying the club, he purchased a home in Long Beach near the water. It was a 2,000-square-foot two-bedroom two-bath unit with a master bedroom that looked out over the ocean. Modernistic in design, it was a bachelor pad par excellence. Since he primarily worked nights watching over the club, he was having difficulty taking women there, unless they were night people as well.

His first year as the owner, he made a major mistake. He knew that he shouldn't mess with the help, but Simone was more than he could resist. She was one of the newer dancers in the club, and he was smitten. It was inevitable that she'd become a daily visitor to his pad. He liked her youth, figure, sexual appetite, and intelligence. Soon she began asking Barry for favors; better hours, more base pay, and more time off. Barry felt that because she was such a good lover she deserved it. But the rest of the dancers didn't. They asked for favors as well, and when Barry refused, they went on strike and closed the club. It only lasted a few days. Barry gave up Simone and promised everyone he would never date an employee again.

Simone left the club, and Barry found that because of his working hours, he was not using his home for its intended purpose: sex. He just didn't have time to meet women and take them to his place. He was horny all the time and had to fix it.

Beginning his second year as the owner, he received a visit from a competitor, a strip club about two miles away. Lenny had been in business for even longer than Sam and wanted to retire. Lenny had met Barry on a few occasions and was impressed with what he was doing with his business. He knew he was extremely profitable and could probably afford to buy his club. They met, put a deal together, and within a few months, Barry was the owner of two clubs.

Barry's dilemma now was how to manage the two clubs at the same time. His new club, The Sex Kitten, had a manager who had been with Lenny for years, and after a brief conversation, Barry decided to keep her. He began interviewing to find a manager for Girls Gone Wild and found a woman who had been in the business in Las Vegas. He now had two female managers and was able to work primarily during the day, with occasional visits to the clubs at night to ensure they were well managed. This also allowed Barry to get serious about bringing women to his pad and taking care of his problem. Life was good.

Over the next fifteen years, Barry built an empire. By 1994, when he met Lindsey, he owned twelve strip clubs: six in Los Angeles and six in Las Vegas, plus ten pawn shops spread between the two cities. He heard of a group of seven pawn shops in Portland, Oregon, that were for sale. Over the past year, he had taken flying lessons and bought his own small airplane, so he flew there to speak with the owner about purchasing the chain. That's when he met Lindsey. It took two months to put the deal together.

Through the pawn shops, he was loan sharking, making short-term loans at exorbitant rates. He had been married and divorced once and was in the process of divorcing his second wife. In that fifteen-year span, he had fathered three children that he knew of. His relationships with his ex-wives and children were not great, so, for the most part, he had no family.

He tried to keep his businesses legitimate on the surface, as much as he could. He downplayed the prostitution and drugs that were a part of his strip clubs. And he knew that much of the merchandise passing through his pawn shops was stolen. The loan sharking was a side business on the downlow. But they were the businesses he was in; he was getting rich from them, and he had plenty of free time to play with his expensive toys—and women. Over that period, he gained a reputation in both Los Angeles and Las Vegas as one person you didn't want to mess with. He had a lot of enforcers working for him, had connections with the right police departments and politicians, and was able to screw people over while keeping his own hands clean.

Barry had become a heavy drinker over the past several years, and one night, some thugs entered his strip club in Las Vegas that acted as his primary office. He was in his office, drinking while working, when he heard them break in. They yelled for everyone in the club to get down on the floor and proceeded to raid the cash registers and rob the customers. He grabbed his pistol from the safe but, because of his inebriation, stumbled when he stood from his chair. His hand holding the gun hit the side of the desk as he tried to regain his balance, and the gun went off. This alerted the robbers to the office and they entered, guns blazing. A bullet hit Barry in the right shoulder and he tumbled to the floor, unconscious.

One of the robbers pointed his gun at Barry. His partner slapped his hand away saying, “You know who that is? It's Barry Marcini. You take him out and we're dead within a week. His guys will find us. Just leave him. We don't need any trouble. The safe's open, so let's just take the cash and disappear.”

They were dead within a week anyway.

Barry was embarrassed by his performance that night and decided that he needed to get sober. He never again wanted to be in a situation where his drunkenness got in the way of his actions. When he traveled to Portland to check out the pawn shops, he decided to join Alcoholics Anonymous. He met Lindsey, and his world changed.






CHAPTER 6

1993
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LINDSEY AND BARRY

Lindsey and Barry had talked in earnest about how to get rid of Boomer. He was controlling every minute of Lindsey's life, and the only way to escape him was to kill him. Once Boomer was out of her life, they could truly be together. They set the plan in motion.

Barry had talked over all of the details with Jimmy of how they were going to handle the hit and run. Jimmy had identified a Chevrolet Chevette on the far side of town that he could steal. He could easily unlock the car door and knew it had no interior alarm system.

On Sunday night, he broke into the car, hot-wired the ignition, and drove the car to a single-car garage where he parked the car for the night, closing the garage door so it was out of sight. The next morning at eleven, he backed the car out of the garage and drove across town, parking on a street a few blocks from the store that Boomer and Lindsey visited every Monday at noon right after Boomer's soap opera. Barry had told him that Boomer and a girlfriend would be crossing the street about 12:10 p.m. They always jaywalked about mid-block, and he needed to make sure he only hit Boomer, not the girlfriend. She was aware of what to expect and would create some distance between them as they stepped into the street.

At 12:05, Jimmy moved the car one block short of where the “accident” was to take place. He had been given a description of Boomer, who would be hard to miss because of his size, and he would be jaywalking with a woman wearing a lightweight orange coat.


He saw them walking towards him, one block away, and started the engine. His instruction to roll the passenger door window down about half way was a good idea, as he wanted to see the expression on Boomer's face right after impact.

Jimmy parked his car on the street where they would jaywalk. He was careful to parallel park the car at the curb and be vigilant about cars approaching the intersection from the cross street. None were coming, so he shifted into drive and pulled away from the curb. He entered the intersection just as Boomer and the girlfriend stepped from the curb and into the street, mid-block. He gunned the engine, saw the girlfriend say something to Boomer and turn around, retreating toward the curb. Boomer continued on a few more steps, and Jimmy plowed into him, striking him with the right front headlight. Jimmy was traveling with enough speed to toss Boomer into the air. Through the open passenger window, Jimmy could see an expression of surprise and anguish on Boomer's face as he helicoptered towards the curb. As Jimmy continued on down the street, he saw in his rear view mirror that Boomer's right leg hit the girlfriend behind her knees, knocking her to the ground. Boomer hit his head on the curb and died instantly. Not even a brute of a man like Boomer could withstand concrete. The girlfriend, Lindsey, was scraped up but unhurt.

Jimmy sped off down the street but slowed down five blocks away, not wanting to get pulled over for speeding. He drove the car across town and parked it in a location where he knew a local gang would strip the parts off for drug money.

Lindsey and Barry continued their daily sessions with AA even after Boomer's death. They were both enjoying their sobriety and didn't want to fall back into that trap. After Barry successfully purchased the Portland pawn shops, they moved back to Las Vegas. Barry divorced his second wife, giving her more in the divorce than she deserved, and began hinting that maybe he and Lindsey should get married.

“You know, Lindsey,” Barry said, “although I haven't done well with my marriages, I just didn't pick the right women. We haven't been together that long, but I know you're the one I want to spend the rest of my life with. This may be a little premature, but how do you feel about getting married?”

“I haven't had much luck with it either,” she responded, “and it's a subject I'd like to table for now. I feel for you the same way you feel for me, but we need to take this thing one step at a time. Let's just enjoy each other and see how we feel about this in a year or two. The act of marriage doesn't mean anything to me now. I'm immune to it. What counts is our happiness and enjoying life with each other. Can we just see how this goes?”

“Sure,” he responded. “I know how you feel, and that's fine with me. A ring doesn't mean I'll love you any more than without it. So let's just take it one day at a time.”

Lindsey and Barry both had birthdays in October. She turned thirty-eight, and a few days later, he turned forty-eight. After returning to Las Vegas, Lindsey said, “Barry, I need something to do. I want to get involved in the business with you. You have a huge empire that's growing, and I can help. I believe I have business acumen, but I've never had a chance to prove it. Let me in. Show me how to help you run it.”

“My,” he said, “I didn't see that one coming. You know the kind of businesses I'm involved in. I don't know if I should bring you into this. It can be nasty, and you have to be up to doing some shady things that aren't always on the right side of the law. I don't want to put you in any jeopardy that could get you locked up.”

“First of all,” Lindsey said as she stared into Barry's eyes, “you've managed to stay out of prison for all the years you've been doing this. So I don't think you'll be putting me in any jeopardy. Secondly, I did shady stuff with Boomer for two years. We were stealing all over the West and turning it into cash. So I'm no snowflake, you know. I have a strong constitution and don't mind taking a risk. I want to be a part of this.”

“Well, one thing that bothers me about this,” Barry said as he glanced away from Lindsey's stare, “is that to me, you're pure. You are a beautiful woman who is admired by every friend I have. All the women who work for me are jealous of your beauty. And that's saying a lot since most of them are strippers. And every guy who works for me wants to take you to bed. You'll have to be strong to manage this bunch.”

“Well let's use that to our advantage,” she said. “The jealousy and desire can be put to good use. I build on that foundation, and you threaten anyone that crosses the line with your type of discipline. I think it will lead to stronger loyalty.”

“You know,” he replied, “I think you're right. Actually, it's brilliant. You won't need to flaunt your position. Just be you. And with time, as you're accepted as an equal partner with me, your authority will be defined. I like it. Let's start putting your role in motion.”






CHAPTER 7

1995
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JAN

Rusty and Jan had been together for sixteen years and married for ten. They were happy together, and the only troubling thing was the suspicion that Rusty was responsible for Boomer's death. The hit and run was always on Rusty's mind, and he wondered if it would ever get solved.

Mark Phillips, the FBI agent, turned the hit-and-run case over to the Portland police. They checked in a few times a year to bring Rusty up to date on any further information in the case and to make sure he was still around. They mentioned that Lindsey Fisher had left the area and thought she was living in Las Vegas, although they were confident they could find her if needed. After two years, the police quit their contact with Rusty and it was shelved, becoming a cold case.

Ride On BMW Motorcycles was doing well, always one of the top five dealerships in the country in terms of units sold. Although they still struggled financially through the winters, the dealership was profitable. The building was big enough for the current operation but was beginning to show signs of stress due to too much inventory, particularly now because the Tour Trek line of products was growing at a furious pace. Jan told Rusty they needed to do something to help this situation.

All of the employees were on a base salary with incentives or commissions, so the better the dealership did, the better they did. But some of them were beginning to mention that the crowded confines of the building were putting a strain on the operation and affecting their paychecks. They needed more space. This was the same problem Jan had when she originally bought the dealership and ended up buying a new building. The business was definitely growing.

About this same time, Jack Gerson, the BMW area representative, called Rusty and said he'd like to meet with him and Jan. They agreed to meet for lunch at a restaurant in downtown Portland. It was a nice day, and they decided to grab a table outside on the sidewalk. Rusty and Jan sat on one side of the table with Jack facing them. They ordered lunch, which began with salads that were delivered right away. Then Jack started the crux of his message.

“Jan, Rusty, BMW has decided that the Portland market is underserved. You guys are doing a good job, particularly on the east side of town, but our penetration reports tell us the sprawling west side could use—oh shit, did you just see that? Did you see what that guy's dog did?”

“What are you talking about? What dog?” Rusty asked, looking around furiously.

“That guy that just walked by with that big bulldog,” Jack answered. “The dog was just beside me, and when he shook his head, a big glob of slobber came flying out of his mouth. It landed in the middle of my salad. Right here. Look.” He pointed to his salad, simply appalled.

“Oh, yuck,” Jan said. ”I can see it from here. That's awful. You need to go catch up with him and have him apologize and buy you a new salad. We'll have it replaced while you chase him down.”

“Right,” Jack said as he got up from the table and ran down the street toward the guy and his dog.

They turned around in their seats and watched as Jack apprehended the guy, who by now was at the intersection. Jack was pointing towards the table, shaking his head and tapping his finger into the guy's chest. This didn't go well, and an obviously heated argument began. The guy had had enough and pushed Jack hard enough that he went sprawling to the ground backwards. The guy yanked on the dog's leash and hurried across the crosswalk just as the “walk” sign was changing to “wait.” Rusty quickly pushed back from the table and hurried down to the intersection to help Jack get up. By that time, the guy and his dog had turned a corner and were out of sight.

When the men returned to the table, Jan asked Jack if he was okay.

“Yeah, no harm done,” he said. “Other than my temper flaring and the embarrassment of being pushed to the ground like that. Did they replace my salad yet?”

“No, they haven't been by yet,” she said, “but we'll get it done and wait on eating ours. Now, why not finish what you started to say about lousy penetration on the west side.”

“Right,” he said. “You're aware of that new dealer we put out in Beaverton a few years ago. Well, it isn't working. We're not happy with him, and he's not happy with us. He has about every brand of motorcycle known to man, plus jet skis and ATVs, and he's not selling enough BMWs to satisfy him or us. The brand isn't paying for the space it's taking up. He wants to get rid of the franchise, and we want you to pick it up. We like the Beaverton area, so you'll have to get a location out there.”

“I thought you wouldn't allow one owner to have two contiguous areas, thereby controlling the market,” Jan said.

“That's been the policy,” Jack said, “but we need to continue our presence on the west side. We can't just abandon the customers we've developed there, and he wants out soon. Besides, we think you'll do it right. Your store is exclusively BMW, well run, and you have a good following. What do you think?”

“Wow, we weren't expecting anything like this,” Jan said. “We'll have to think about it. It would be a major financial investment, and we'll need to restructure everything to make it work. But you know what, it'll take care of our problem of tight quarters at Ride On. We'd be able to transfer some of our inventory to the new store and maybe even move the Tour Trek product there if we design enough room for it.” She eyed Rusty, who nodded. “I need to tell you, Jack,” she continued, “that one way or another, we'll make this work. This is an opportunity we can't pass on. So let us think about this for a week and we'll get back to you. But count us in. One way or another, that new store will be ours. How much time do we have to put this together?”

“The other dealer needs to give us sixty days’ notice to drop the brand,” Jack responded, “and at this point, he's just figuring out the best time to do that. I think he wants to remain through the summer when sales are good. Then in the fall, as sales start to drop, he'll give notice. So by the end of the year, let's say. That gives you about nine months to get established in a location.”

“Not a lot of time for this,” Jan said, “but we'll do our best. Rusty and I need to talk about how to structure this financially, so we'll need a week to get back to you. But we'll figure it out.”

“This is good news,” Jack said. “I think they're bringing my salad, so let's get on to other topics, like where your business is headed this year.”

Later that afternoon, Rusty and Jan sat in their office and talked about how to structure another dealership.

“When we search for space in Beaverton, I want to only look at buildings to buy, not rent,” Jan said. “I'm not crazy about paying someone else to end up owning the building in twenty years. Do you think we can pull this off financially? What's it going to cost?”

“We'll need about fifteen thousand square feet of building, plus plenty of customer and employee parking,” Rusty responded. “Then we'll need to remodel the building to fit our needs and stock it with inventory and equipment. So probably north of a couple million bucks. Sounds like a push, doesn't it?”


“Well it does, but you know, I think we can do this all on borrowed money,” Jan said. “Here's how I see it. We only need twenty percent down for a mortgage on a building. I've owned the Ride On building for ten years now, and with the equity that's been paid over that period and the appreciation in the property value, we can re-mortgage this building to get most of the cash. Then we can take out a loan or a line of credit for the balance. We'll leverage this deal. We just need to make sure we'll have enough income in the new location to pay the debt. But I don't think that'll be a problem. We should be able to do this without having to mortgage any of my rentals. What do you think?”

“I like it,” he said. “Let's talk to the bank and see if it'll work.”

Bill Presson had been running Ride On as the general manager for nearly five years and was working out well in that capacity. Hiring Bill allowed Jan and Rusty to back away from the day-to-day management and enjoy time to travel. Rusty liked to say he was now “working on the business instead of working in the business.”

The new store, Ride On West, was up and running by the end of the year. Jan spent the better part of that year looking for a general manager.

This second dealership was about thirty miles from the first, and Jan didn't want Rusty gone all day, every day, running this new location. She did understand, though, that Rusty would have to spend a lot of time with any new person in that capacity to familiarize them with how they wanted the store to operate.

There was a lot of interest in the position, and they liked promoting from within, but they wanted to select the best person available. At the end of a protracted interview process, Jean Goddard was selected. Jean had been with Ride On for thirteen years. She was originally hired for the motorcycle sales department and had been the sales manager for the past ten. She was an excellent rider, involved in the community and highly respected. More importantly, she showed a keen interest for how the dealership internally worked. She had been mentioning for the past several years that she would like to take on more responsibility. Now she was about to have it.

In the years Jan and Rusty had come to know her, the only thing they could criticize was her penchant for getting into odd personal situations. Over the years she had been late getting to work for crazy reasons: a train's safety barrier lowered onto the hood of her car; she slipped in the bath tub; she was hit in the eye with a roll of duct tape. Most memorable of all was her story of an old guy riding his four-wheel scooter down the sidewalk when he saw a couple involved in a domestic dispute in front of him. He rode up to them and tried to mediate the argument when the guy cold-cocked him. Jean stopped to assist the guy, who was knocked from his scooter, and the old guy didn't remember why he got involved in the first place. She struggled to get the scooter in the trunk of her car and hauled him to the hospital, showing up at work about noon. There were always some circumstances that instigated the tardiness and were always so ridiculous they couldn't be made up. Fortunately, it only happened occasionally.

Other incidents affected her personal life but did not transcend into her business life. The entire crew would get humorous accounts of her escapades, which would often occur on her vacations. Jan remembered parts of these incidents and asked Jean to expand on them during the interview.

“A few years ago, my husband and I flew to Italy,” Jean said. ”You might remember I was gone for two weeks. Anyway, I was the maid of honor for a friend's wedding, or at least I was supposed to be. The trip was a comedy of errors that ended with me missing the event entirely. The trip was a disaster: the plane was delayed for several hours; it was a lousy hotel; I had the wrong date for the wedding; and our plans had to be rearranged. And then there were two churches with about the same name and I arrived late at the wrong one. I did manage to show up at the reception, but then the bride's father got so drunk he ruined the whole event.

“And then there was the vacation my husband and I took a few years ago in the summer of 1991. I was shopping in a local grocery store when I slipped on a grape in the produce section. I went down hard on my right knee and knew, as soon as I started to get up, something was wrong. The store manager got me to the hospital and they determined that I had cracked my knee cap. I was given a prescription and a leg restraint and sent home. You might remember that I was hobbling around the store on crutches for a few weeks. Every few days, the grocery company's insurance agent would contact me about my progress.” She rolled her eyes, somehow finding humor. Even she was aware of how ridiculous but entertaining her life was. “Beginning in the second week after the accident, the agent began asking, with each call, how I was doing and if I was ready to settle. I didn't understand what this meant. After the fourth call asking about the settlement, I asked what it was all about. I knew that the total expenses paid so far were less than a thousand dollars, and I just wanted to get on with my life and not be bothered.

“The agent said, ‘The insurance company has determined that the damage done to your knee is worth ten thousand dollars, and that is the amount of this settlement. Do you accept it?’

“I said, ‘No, I'm not interested in your money. I just want to work without being hassled. It has cost under one thousand dollars so far and there can't be much left to pay. I'm almost healed now. So no, I don't want to settle. Just let me get on with life.’

“The agent was persistent and said, ‘Ma'am, you need to take this settlement. This is what we value this medical treatment at. So please, just take the money.’

“‘And what if I don't?’ I asked.

“‘Then we will have to sue you. We don't want you coming back to us in the future and claiming that you have persistent problems due to this accident. We are willing to pay up front for any future issues.’

“‘That's ridiculous,’ I said. ‘I'm willing to sign a document saying you have paid the medical bills and nothing further will be required. Will that do?’

“‘No, I'm sorry, but it won't,’ was the answer. ‘We need you to accept this settlement and take the money. Please think it over. I'll call you back tomorrow and ask if you will accept this.’”

“I was incredulous,” Jean continued, “so I called my lawyer and was told that it's common practice for insurance companies to protect themselves from further losses by demanding settlements. He suggested that I just take the money and have a nice vacation somewhere.

“When my husband got home that evening, I relayed the conversation and asked, ‘Robb, where would you like to go on vacation at Christmas?’

“Without hesitation, he said, ‘Portugal. I've never been there and would like to go someday.’ So we went to Portugal for Christmas. But the story doesn't end there.

“I'll never forget the date: December 21, 1992. We had a stopover in New York with a quick connecting flight to Faro, Portugal. As we were rushing through the airport to make the connection, we glanced at a TV screen that was showing the burning wreckage of an airplane, and in passing we heard the words ‘Faro, Portugal.’ That stopped us in our tracks. We didn't have much time but listened as the TV reporter said that the plane had just crash landed at Faro and fifty-six were dead with more than one hundred injured.

“We rushed to the gate to see if the plane was going to fly to Faro and were told that they expected to have the wreckage pushed off of the runway by seven that night, and since the arrival there was after that, the plane would be leaving soon. We found that hard to believe, you know, just get the bodies out of the wreckage, shove it aside and get on with business. But that's the way it happened.


“Before boarding, I looked at my husband and asked if he thought we should get on the plane. He looked at me and said, ‘Sure, we just increased our odds. When have you ever heard of two airplane disasters happening on the same day at the same airport? I'm feeling better about this flight all the time.’”

Rusty and Jan were speechless for a moment.

“So, those were a couple of the incidents I think you were curious about,” Jean said to Jan. “I know we all have odd things happen to us in our lives, but I seem to have more than my share.”

After the interview, Jan and Rusty looked at each other and just shook their heads.

Rusty said, “I've had my share of ridiculous incidents, but I think I've met my match.”

After Jean left the interview, Rusty said to Jan, “Jean just seems to be one of those people that has a continuous string of crazy things happen to her. Fortunately, she's a good storyteller, and we all have a good laugh at her expense. I've always liked her and am comfortable with our decision to promote her to run the store.”

“Me too,” Jan responded. “She'll do fine. But you need to get her up to speed in a hurry. Spring is just around the corner, and our selling season is about to begin. And now we need to find another salesperson.”






CHAPTER 8

1996

[image: images]

RUSTY

Ride On West had been up and running for nearly a year, and the store was doing well operationally. Financially, it was a concern. Jan and Rusty had wondered if purchasing a second store so close to their first would tend to water down their sales.

That didn't happen. The prior dealer had been selling BMWs near the second location, and the new store kept those customers and enhanced the sales base. The problem was that the debt service was a heavy load, and the set-up expenses of the new building were more than anticipated.

Jan and Rusty were sitting at their desks in the office, side by side, when Jan said out of the blue, “You know, Rusty, we need to confront this financial situation. The only good thing I see right now is our tax position. Ride On makes about as much profit as Ride On West loses. So the two cancel each other out and we don't owe tax other than our other income. I understand that we charge ourselves above market rent so we can draw some money as personal income, but we need to get our bank account at the second store looking better. We've talked about this before, but we need to get serious about it. And I have an idea.”

“Let's hear it,” Rusty said.

“We became the exclusive distributor for Tour Trek, our line of German products for the adventure bikes we sell, in 1990,” Jan said as she straightened herself in her chair, not sure how Rusty would accept what she was about to propose. “And we've done well with the products. Actually, we've done a little too well. We can't keep up with the growth.

“Already in the West store, we're tight for space, and that product takes up a lot of room. And it takes up too many personnel resources. We have a manager and an assistant just to keep up with the orders. You've seen the growth of that product line the six years we've had it, and it looks like that will continue. We'll need more space and more people to handle it. So I'd like to sell the product line.

“The way I see it, we're on the wrong side of the operation. Most of our sales are coming from other dealers that we're supplying with product. We buy the stuff from Germany and mark it up forty percent. That's fine when we sell it here in the store or through mail order. But when we sell it to the other dealers, we have to give them twenty percent of the gross margin. That reduces our margin to twenty percent. It's okay for the other dealers because they get to keep the entire twenty. Out of our twenty, we have to pay shipping from Germany, customs, rent, payroll, advertising, and other expenses. Looks to me like we're losing money on the product, and I want to be one of the other dealers selling this stuff. I want to keep at least the twenty percent when we sell an item.

“You know,” she continued, “I see an internet explosion coming in the next few years, and in ten years, it'll probably make sense to sell these products directly to the customer. We can make money with those sales, but doing it over the phone like we are now is just too time consuming. The internet may eventually fix that problem, but I don't want to wait for that to happen. Let's sell it.”

“That's fine with me,” Rusty responded, his comment coming as somewhat of a surprise to Jan. “We need the space to sell other gear, anyway. And, honestly, managing that product line is becoming cumbersome. Got any potential buyers in mind?”

“Actually, I do,” Jan said. “We have a small company right here in Portland that has a few products in the Tour Trek catalogue, and I think we should approach them about a buy/sell agreement. We know Tim, the owner of the company, and I think he'll jump at the chance. We owe the Tour Trek factory in Germany for the last big order, and Tim can just assume that debt, and the balance of the sale we can carry on a short-term contract.”

The business was sold, and within two months, the inventory was in the hands of the new owner.

Rusty was spending most of his working hours at the new store training Jean in the details of the operation. Ten months had passed since the opening, and he found Jean to be intelligent and a fast learner. She was also a great communicator with a mind that could recall conversations from the past with details. Rusty asked if her communication skills were the reason for her success as a salesperson.

She replied, “To me, the biggest part of communicating, by far, is not saying anything. It's listening. I've found that quite often people will talk themselves into a sale if you allow them to ramble on. And, of course, recalling a positive statement that they made earlier helps close the sale as well. Plus, a salesperson really needs to know the details of the product. Tell them something that later proves to be wrong just destroys credibility. It works well for me, anyway.”

Jean was well aware of the problem she had with showing up for work on time, and she was concerned about that now that she was the boss. She had always believed in leading by example, and she wanted to in this respect as well. Consequently, she always tried to show up for work an hour before the doors were open for business.

Two months into her training with Rusty, she showed up half an hour late. “I'm so sorry,” she said to Rusty, “but I just had the most frustrating conversation, if you can call it that. You know I hate being late because I know I have a problem with that, but this was something else. Let me get to work. I'll tell you later.”

“No harm done,” Rusty said. “I was here to open the store, and I understand that stuff happens. Besides, you've been really good about showing up for work well in advance. What happened that was so frustrating?”

“My husband and I are planning a two-week vacation to Hawaii. I have it scheduled on the vacation roster for later this year. Anyway, I said I would make the airline reservations if he would do the hotel. So I rose a little early this morning and got on the phone. I called the 800 number for reservations and it was a nightmare.

“We're going to Kauai and, as good a communicator as you may think I am, there was no way I could get through to this guy. I think I was talking to someone in Pakistan, or something, because he just didn't understand what I wanted. Plus, he was hard for me to understand. So I told him that we wanted to go to Lihue, Kauai, Hawaii. To begin with, I don't think he knew of the Hawaiian Islands, or certainly where they were located. And trying to get him to understand the airport, Lihue, on the island of Kauai, in the state of Hawaii, was impossible. We must have been on the phone for half an hour before he finally turned me over to a supervisor who got it done. But that wasn't easy either. Anyway, it was frustrating, but it's done now.”

“Been there myself,” Rusty said. “You get foreign ticket agents with heavy accents and it can be a challenge. Seems to me that we have plenty of people in this country who can understand and speak the language who should be able to do that job. But then, I suppose the difference between the pay in the two countries is substantial. Sure would save a lot of misery in trying to schedule a trip, though. Let's get to work.”

Through most of 1995, Bill Presson, the general manager of Ride On, was left to run the dealership himself, as Rusty was spending most of his time with Jean at the other store. He was somewhat used to being fully in charge because Rusty and Jan had been doing a lot of traveling over the past couple of years. But Rusty and Jan's almost total absence over the past year was a mixed blessing for Bill. On one hand, he was gaining confidence in running the store, but on the other, he was perplexed with difficult decisions he had to make, particularly the financial ones.

Bill provided Rusty with numerous reports, but they normally stacked up on Rusty's desk until he dropped by to pick them up. Personal computers and the internet were still new to most small businesses, and Ride On was no exception. Even e-mail, with only ten million users in 1996, was a new concept that the dealership was just beginning to adopt.






CHAPTER 9

1996
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RUSTY AND JAN

In mid-April, Rusty and Jan started a four-week motorcycle trip to Texas. Unless they were in a hurry to get somewhere, they always liked to stay off of the interstate highways. The windier, more twisted, and up and down the road, the better. They were always looking for the feeling of leaning deeply into a turn and then powering out of it, looking for the next one.

BMW was having a dealer meeting in Austin, and they toured through Nevada, Arizona, and New Mexico, visiting many of the national parks. Jan always rode as a passenger, on the pillion seat behind Rusty. She preferred that to riding her own bike, as she could enjoy the ride without having to worry about traffic and controlling the motorcycle. Plus, it was a great time for her to lose herself in her thoughts. She got so comfortable riding behind Rusty that she would sometimes fall asleep. Rusty always knew when this happened, as he could feel her helmet hit his as she nodded off.

During the ride, Rusty would call the two general managers each day and get an update on the activity from the previous day. His calls to Bill were becoming troublesome. With each call, Rusty had a sense, from what Bill was saying, that there was a financial problem that would not go away. Business was picking up through the spring, and normally this was the period when the winter shortfall of revenue was catching up. But Rusty had a feeling in the pit of his stomach that something was not right. Jean was not having this problem at the Beaverton store, and Rusty was anxious to get back to Portland and find out what the problem was, if there was one.

Jan wanted to see Glacier Park on the return trip from Austin, and they made that their next destination. Rusty had always heard about Highway 191, a great motorcycle road that went from the U.S./Mexico border to Canada. The map showed that they could ride through Big Bend National Park on the way to El Paso, where they would cross back into New Mexico, then take Highway 9 to the Arizona border. From there it was a short drop south to Douglas, where Highway 191 started on the border with Mexico. A short side trip to the old mining town of Bisbee, featured in many western movies, was only about twenty miles west of Douglas and one of those “must see” western towns. And well worth the visit.

Highway 191 was a delight. Through Arizona, it skirted the border with New Mexico. For a hundred miles, it wound and twisted, one turn after another, heading north and cresting over 8,500 feet near Alpine. Further north were several side trips worth taking: Petrified Forest National Park, Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site, Canyon de Chelly National Monument, Monument Valley, the site of hundreds of western movies, and Four Corners, where the borders of Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, and Arizona converge.

Into Utah on Highway 191, they passed many more sights worthy of short side trips: the eastern end of the Grand Canyon, National Bridges National Monument, Hovenweep National Monument, then to Moab with Canyonlands National Park and Arches National Park nearby, and just before crossing into Wyoming, Dinosaur National Monument.

The highway through Wyoming skirted Flaming Gorge National Recreation Area then north to Jackson Hole and the Grand Teton National Park. Then a short distance further north into Yellowstone National Park, crossing over the continental divide above 8,000 feet.

As they traveled to all of these sights, Jan was saying that they didn't have enough time in two weeks on this particular road to adequately take it all in. It was overwhelming. And the road was wonderful. Fortunately, they had visited many of these places on previous motorcycle trips and had a good recollection.

Highway 191 crossed into Montana, and they headed for the little town of Big Sky. They had remembered this town from a previous motorcycle trip and were looking forward to staying there again. These motorcycle trips were wonderful in good weather but could be difficult in nasty weather, so they would always plan the next day's journey depending on the weather report. That night, it didn't look good. Although it was now early May, a storm was brewing. The temperature was dropping, and there could even be a little snow. On two wheels, this would be a problem.

They got a room at a nice hotel, and as they reclined in the chairs watching the weather report, Jan said to Rusty, “I don't like it. One-ninety-one heads east and north up to the Canadian border. As much as we wanted to do this road from border to border, I think we should just bunch it and head back to Portland. We may even have to take the interstate if this weather continues.”

“Let's wait and see what tomorrow morning looks like,” Rusty responded. “You really wanted to see Glacier National Park, and I'd like to take you there. After all, that's the reason we chose Highway 191. Let's at least work our way up to the east entrance to the park and cross through on the Going-to-the-Sun Road. If the weather is too bad at any point, we can head west and get to better weather.”

“Okay, but I want you to promise that you'll take me home if I'm cold or not comfortable on the bike,” she said.

“Right,” he said, “I promise.”

They had a nice evening with a good room and a wonderful meal. As they sat in the dining room, Rusty, who was facing the window, could see wet snow falling in the light from the parking lot.

“Oh, shit,” Rusty blurted. “Sorry, I didn't mean to say that so loudly. But it's snowing, and we could be in trouble tomorrow.”


“Well,” Jan responded, “we may just have to stay here another day or two. No way I'm riding through the snow. We've done that before and it's no fun. Do you remember that trip we took in a snowstorm along the south rim of Hells Canyon in Oregon? We were sliding all over the place, and to this day, I don't know how we got through that without going over. I don't want to do that again.”

“I do remember that,” he said. “How could I forget? And that was the end of June. I also remember that you had to reach around me and wipe the wet snow off of my face shield with your glove. The stuff was like glue—it just stuck to everything.”

“Yes,” she said. “Fortunately we'd done enough riding to know that we needed to be prepared for any weather. When we finally got to that motel in Enterprise, we were dripping wet. And here we are again, in May, with it snowing outside. I'm telling you, Rusty, I don't want to ride in these conditions.”

“Okay, I understand,” he said. “Let's just watch the weather report tonight and see what it looks like tomorrow.”

In the morning, it was raining, although it had snowed enough overnight to leave piles of slush on the roadway. “Let's wait one more day and see if the roads will dry out,” Jan said. “I sure don't want to try riding today.”

“Agreed,” Rusty said. “We can just hole up here and take a day off. We don't have anything in particular to get back to, and an extra day or two won't hurt. Maybe we can find a movie theater or something.”

And that's what they did. After the movie, they had an early dinner, went back to the room, made love, and spent the rest of the evening in conversation.

Rusty and Jan were enjoying life together. They realized that the love they had for each other their senior year in high school and first two years of college had never really disappeared. The twenty years they were apart after that, and the failed marriages they both had in that interlude, made them both realize that true love is worth holding on to, no matter what.

They talked about the reason, or reasons, they broke up after their sophomore year at the University of Oregon and couldn't remember the incident, or argument, that broke the camel's back. The conversation always started with the damned fraternity pin. Rusty lived in a fraternity his sophomore year, and it was a sign of endearment to give the fraternity pin to one's girlfriend. Rusty felt that his relationship with Jan went well beyond the girlfriend stage and they didn't need that gesture to prove their love for one another. Jan admitted that she was strong headed about “being pinned” but just couldn't get over it. Rusty never gave the pin up, and the relationship went downhill from there, although neither one could remember what followed that led to the breakup.

Now, many years later, they realized that they were both immature in the way they handled their relationship back in college. They had a passion for one another that should have transcended any obstacle or disagreement. And their years apart until they met again in the grocery store were filled with experiences that now led to creating a bond that would never be broken. They now knew that regardless of the issues, they would be together forever.

They talked about deep issues, and now they had the time and the inclination to delve into these topics again. They talked about their prior marriages: why neither one of them had any children; their relationships with their parents and how their upbringing shaped who they are today; their siblings; their aspirations; how they wanted to spend their elder years together; death and how they wanted each other to handle their affairs and politics. They stayed away from the contentious issues of each other's idiosyncrasies, faults, and shortcomings. It was a long and lovely evening.

During the course of the evening, Jan said, “You know, Rusty, I think we should get a dog. We both love them, and with no kids in our lives, a dog could complete our family. We've talked about this before but have never been serious about it. What do you think?”

“Yes, we've talked about it before,” Rusty said, “but it always comes back to the issue of travel. We could do some of this travel by car, and there are more and more motels all the time that are allowing dogs. But travel on two wheels and on cruises won't be possible.”

“Well, there are places that board dogs, you know, although I think neither one of us is comfortable with that,” she said. “Let's see if we can find someone we can trust who would stay at the house with the dog while we're gone. As a matter of fact, I've been thinking lately that maybe our accountant, Olga, would like to stay at the house occasionally. Since her husband died last year, she has been talking about moving closer to the dealership. The only reason they lived out there was because it was close to her husband's work and the airport. Remember he used to travel a lot? She has about an hour commute each way and has always thought our fifteen-minute commute made a lot of sense. Do you like her for this idea, and do you think it might work for her?”

“I like it, and it does,” Rusty admitted. “Let's talk to her when we get back. I don't know if she's a dog lover or not, but we'll find out.”

“That's great,” Jan continued. “I want to get a hypoallergenic dog, though. With your allergies, I don't want you to be sneezing and having watery eyes all the time. Plus, since those dogs don't shed—they have hair like us instead of fur, you know—I won't have to clean up after her every day.”

“Good idea,” Rusty responded, and he reached for her hand and pulled her out of the chair and back to the bed. “And I noticed you called the dog a ‘her.’”

“You caught that, huh? I like the idea of a female dog, although I could be talked into a male if he's the breed, color, and so forth that we want. Just seems to me easier without the dog lifting his leg and marking every tree we pass.”


“Okay,” Rusty said as they both settled on the bed. “We have that decided, now let's continue where we left off a few hours ago.”

The following day, the sun rose over the horizon, the streets of Big Sky dried, and the sky turned a brilliant blue by mid-morning. But it was still very cold. The weather report indicated that it would be sunny yet cold for the next several days.

“Do you still want to get to Glacier National Park on our way home?” Rusty asked. “It'll probably add only a day or two to our ride, and I'd like to do it if you're still interested.”

“Yeah, let's go for it,” Jan said. “We have the time, and I've always wanted to see Glacier. We've talked about all of the other places we want to see, and it's close by. It's cold, but we have heated riding gear. Plus, we have heated handgrips and heated seats. But if it starts to snow, I want to turn back, or least head for lower elevations as soon as possible.”

“Done,” Rusty said.

They had breakfast, climbed on the bike, and were on the road by nine.

About forty miles beyond Big Sky Highway 191 joined I-90. Not wanting to get on the freeway, they worked their way north on backroads to St. Mary, where the Going-to-the-Sun Road crossed the continental divide at over 6,600 feet through Glacier National Park. Although it was a cold ride getting there, they were excited about traversing the park.

But it was not to be. A gate across the road at the entrance to the park indicated that the road was closed due to snow at the 5,000-foot level. They were disappointed, but it was still riding on two wheels, and that was always fun. Except in the snow. Since they'd spent a few more days than they had originally planned, they decided to get home as soon as possible. They worked their way back south to I-90 and then to I-84 leading into Portland.

It was a little over 600 miles from Glacier to Portland, a distance that they had easily done in one day, especially as most of it was on the freeway. But with the cold, they stopped often to get warmed up. And then Jan developed a nasty cough. By the time they got home, she knew something was wrong and went straight to bed.

Over the next two days, the cold developed into a full-blown attack. She tried all of the conventional remedies of over-the-counter drugs and hot liquids, but it just kept getting worse. On the third day, Rusty insisted that he take her to the doctor, who diagnosed her with bronchial pneumonia and had her sent immediately to the hospital where she stayed for one week.

Rusty and Jan were inseparable as a couple. They spent most of their time together. Except for the few hours a week when Jan had to devote some time to her rentals, they were continually side by side: at home, at work, and in the car—or motorcycle. Rusty didn't know what to do without her by his side, so he spent most of his time sitting in a chair beside her hospital bed.

He was worried. This was a serious bout of pneumonia. Her lungs weren't getting enough oxygen and the coughing persisted, wracking her body with spasms. The doctor said that her lungs were inflamed and she would need complete bed rest for two weeks after being released from the hospital. Rusty didn't care about the time it took for her to recover, he just wanted her to recover properly.

Rusty was a good nurse to Jan. He talked to the doctor several times a week and was with her constantly, making sure that she was comfortable and well cared for. In the second week of bed rest at home, her cough began to subside and she was sleeping longer and more comfortably.

While taking care of Jan, Rusty was learning some things about himself. He realized how much he needed her in his life. When she was just lying there incoherent, he kept talking to her as if she were awake. He was fixing meals for her but not eating well himself. He reflected back on the years after his divorce when he was single and couldn't remember eating this poorly. She had become the other half of his life, and he realized he couldn't live without her, or at least didn't want to; not suicidal, but he knew there would be a huge hole in his life.

Throughout her two weeks of convalescence at home, Rusty was talking to the two general managers several times a day, answering questions and trying, as much as possible, to make sure everything was running smoothly. But something was bothering Rusty about his conversations with Bill at the Portland dealership. The answers to some of his questions were not making sense.






CHAPTER 10

1996
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RUSTY

The year 1996 was the first when more messages were sent by e-mail than through the U.S. Postal Service. Google was introduced that year, and the internet was clumsy and slow. Wi-Fi wouldn't be introduced for consumer use until the following year. Jan's dealerships had adopted computers to help run the business, but it was a slow transition from a manual system to these new machines. The employees had to be educated and trained on their use, and consequently it was an awkward integration to this new system. Everything was hardwired, and Rusty had no computer at home to review the reports.

Near the end of Jan's second week of recovery at home, Rusty had a feeling that he needed to get to the store and talk to Bill. The unsettling feeling in the pit of his stomach just wouldn't go away, and it was affecting his sleep. Jan was sleeping better and therefore was able to stay awake for longer periods of time. He shared his concern about the store and felt he had to get there to find out if his feelings were substantiated.

“You know,” Jan said, “we were gone for more than four weeks on the trip to Texas, and now you've been by my side for another three, so you haven't been in the stores for nearly two months. If you have this constant feeling of doom, particularly for the Portland store, you better get down there and find out if we have a problem. Go! I'll be fine. I want to know what you find out.”


Through Jan's convalescence, Rusty's brother Grady had stopped at the house a couple of times to check on her condition. He was a few years older than Rusty, and since they had always been very close, were able to talk about any subject comfortably. Grady's visits to the house now were a good chance for them to catch up with each other's lives.

Grady was a motorcycle rider as well, and they reflected on the many trips they had taken together on their bikes. After college and through their early married years, they would take yearly two-week trips, usually through the Southwest visiting myriad national parks. Later they tried to get together for these rides every few years. When Rusty met and then married Jan, they would sometimes travel as a threesome.

Grady was an avid rider and liked to keep current on the industry, reading motorcycle magazines and attending rallies. Since Jan owned BMW motorcycle dealerships, he was riding BMWs as well and was always interested in the business end of the dealerships. He was an administrative law judge for the Oregon Workers Compensation Division and was not familiar with running a business. He was always intrigued.

On his second visit to the house to see how Jan was doing, he and Rusty got into a discussion on the inner workings of the dealership. Jan had fallen asleep, and they knew they had an hour or two before she awoke. Grady felt comfortable asking direct questions.

“Rusty, I know you and Jan are pretty well-off financially. You've told me that the money to get involved in these dealerships came from Jan's properties after her divorce, but you have a lot of inventory. Where'd that money come from, and how do you pay for it as it swells during the summer selling season? Do you mind talking about that?”

“Not at all,” Rusty said. “It's a good question. Here's how it works. The parts, accessories, and apparel that we sell are straight forward. Vendors send us inventory and send us a statement at the end of the month with all of the invoices listed. We're expected to pay for those billings by the end of the following month, so we usually get about a month and a half to sell the product. Our service department is the parts department's biggest customer, and since customers pay for the repairs when they pick up their bikes, we generate some cash flow there.

“The tricky part is with the motorcycles. Our inventory is over a million dollars in new and used bikes in each store. Obviously, we don't have that kind of money, and even if we did, it might not be the best way to invest it. So here's how it works: BMW sends us a new bike. That bike will be on our sales floor, and in our inventory, but BMW owns it until it sells. The industry calls this ‘flooring.’ They will usually allow that bike to sit on our floor for free for three months. This is the ‘free flooring’ period. If we don't sell the bike in the free flooring period, after ninety days, they will start charging us monthly interest on each bike past the free period. At today's interest rates, that can be a major expense. So we want to sell those bikes as soon as we can to minimize that.

“The really tricky part is when a trade-in is involved. Let's say the new motorcycle sells for ten thousand dollars and the customer trades in a five-thousand-dollar bike. We put five thousand in the bank but owe BMW ten thousand for the new one. And they want these bikes to be paid within just a few days. Hopefully we can make money on the used bike, but if it sits on the floor too long, we may need to ‘floor’ it as a used bike. That is, we send the title to BMW and they charge us interest on that bike until it sells. And the interest is higher on used bikes than new ones. Plus, there's no free flooring period.

“So it's a tricky business. And it works pretty well as long as sales keep cranking along. But as we go into fall and winter when sales drop, we don't have enough revenue to pay for the stuff we bought months ago and haven't sold yet. Usually we have to go to the bank and get a line of credit to carry us through to the next selling season.”

“Sounds complicated,” Grady said. “Is it worth it?”

“Well, it is,” Rusty responded, “especially since Jan owns the buildings separately from the business and we can pay ourselves a hefty rent. We just need to make sure the dealerships can pay the rent.”

Rusty and Grady left the subject of the motorcycle industry and talked of other matters for the next hour until Jan awakened.

Although Rusty had been talking to Jean at the Beaverton store regularly and felt comfortable that things were running smoothly, he wanted to make an appearance there and check the operation and the books. He felt that he would need to spend considerable time at the Portland store, so he went to Beaverton first.

Jean knew he was coming and met him at the door. “Hi, Rusty,” she said. “I haven't seen you for about a year, it seems. How's Jan doing? She's had quite a bout, I guess. And how was the trip?”

Knowing that they wouldn't get much business accomplished until she knew the details, he filled her in. Then they spent a few hours going over the performance of the dealership and the financials. Satisfied with the discussion, he left for the other store and told her he'd return the following day for a more in-depth conversation.

On the one-hour drive to the Portland store, Rusty wondered why he was so worried. I've had this feeling for weeks now that something isn't right. I wonder if Bill is hiding something from me and I'm going to find we have a major problem. I haven't had this feeling about Jean, and everything seemed to be in order. So what's my problem with Bill and this store? Well, I'm almost there, so I guess I'll be finding out soon enough.

Rusty arrived at the store, parked his car in the back lot, and walked around to the front entrance. Approaching the front door, he noticed half a dozen cigarette butts scattered around the sidewalk and a sizeable spider web in the corner window next to the double entry. This was not good. He had always stressed the importance of a clean, well-lit entry that left a good impression with the customer.

The main entry was a double glass door, and he pushed the handle on the left side to walk in. It was locked at the top and bottom, and he nearly did a face plant into the glass from his momentum. He pushed on the right side and the door swung open. Dutch, the parts manager, saw the awkward entrance and rushed to the front door to greet Rusty and unlock the other half of the door.

“Jeez,” Rusty said to Dutch as he stood and looked at the door, “how come that half of the door is locked? Everybody here knows that I want that door fully unlocked. I've never understood why people have a double opening door and leave half of it locked. Doesn't make any sense to me. What's going on here?”

“Sorry,” Dutch responded, “I forgot to check it. Usually Bill unlocks it when we open. I usually double-check, but I guess I got sidetracked this morning. I'll make sure I check it each morning.”

“Yes, please do,” Rusty said. “Never have liked that. And we need to get the front of the store cleaned up. Looks like a vagrant slept out there last night. Actually, Dutch, I'm sorry. I should be talking to Bill about this. It's not your responsibility. Where is he, anyway? I thought after being gone for nearly two months he'd want to say hello right away.”

“Not here,” Dutch said. “Left about an hour ago. Said he wasn't feeling well and needed to go home. He asked if I would tell you he'll catch up with you tomorrow. And I gotta tell you, Rusty, things have been weird around here the last couple of weeks. He asked me not to say anything, but he's been gone a lot, and we've had some trouble being put on hold from some of our suppliers. We're having some sort of cash-flow issues, but he won't talk about it.”

“You're saying you can't get deliveries because our vendors aren't being paid?” Rusty asked. “What's that all about? Do you know what's going on?”

“No. All I know is that I go to order parts, even from BMW, and they tell me they won't ship anything until some past invoices are paid. It's been happening a lot lately, nearly every day with one vendor or another. And, you know, I can't sell it if I don't have it. The other thing is, all of us are on an incentive pay scale, and if we can't sell it, we don't get paid either. So nobody around here is very happy.”

“Oh, my,” Rusty said. “Okay, I need to talk to Olga in accounting and find out what's going on. We'll get this squared away and get it so you can start ordering parts again. I'll get back to you.”

Rusty made a quick pass through the dealership, saying hello to everyone and then headed for Olga's office. She saw him coming, stood, and they hugged as they said hi to each other. He knew she had been on vacation for the past two weeks and asked how it was. She responded with a brief report on her two weeks in Hawaii and said it was good to have him back in the area again. They had talked almost daily during his absence, and she had kept up on Jan's condition the past three weeks but asked again how she was doing. Rusty gave her a full report and then Olga got down to business.

“Rusty, we have a problem. I just returned this morning from two weeks away and don't like what I see. Bill left for home just as I came in the door, so I haven't had a chance to talk to him about it. But you need to look into this.”

“What have you found?” he asked.

“Just a second and I'll show you. But you know that cash flow has been tough during your absence. Our sales are well behind last year yet our inventory has increased. We're buying too much stuff. But that's not the real issue. We had a BMW audit on our floored inventory this morning, and the auditor was looking for a used bike he couldn't find. He asked me to help him figure it out, and I found the motorcycle was a consigned bike.”

“You mean we floored a consignment?” Rusty asked. “We can't do that! The customer owns the bike, not us. We merely keep the bike on our sales floor and sell it for him. How'd that happen?”

“Exactly,” Olga said. “So now we owe for the same bike twice. We have to pay BMW because they loaned us money on it, and we have to pay the customer because we sold his bike. The real problem is, as I looked further at this with the auditor, we had eight bikes in this situation. So now we have to pay BMW eighty thousand dollars for motorcycles we've already paid the customers for. And we don't have the money in the bank.”

”Oh, wow!” Rusty exclaimed. “And Bill isn't here to ask him how this happened.”

“But that's not the end of it,” Olga said. “I found some discrepancies in our parts statements, and I don't know what's going on there. But we better find out. There seems to be some invoices missing, plus I think we may have an inventory shortfall. I think we should do a full inventory as soon as possible. It's the only way we can be sure.”

“Okay,” Rusty responded. “I'll get one scheduled, maybe on Sunday. We can bring in the entire crew and probably get it done in five or six hours. We don't need the extra payroll expense, but we need to find out what's going on. And I'll call Bill at home in a few minutes and get together with him about the used bike flooring issue. I hope there's a good excuse for this.”

Rusty suspected that Bill left early that morning because he didn't want to be confronted, not because he was sick. And Rusty knew that putting the conversation off until he elected to come in was not the way he wanted to handle it. So he decided to visit Bill at his house.

Rusty looked up his home address in his employee file and rang the doorbell around one in the afternoon. Bill opened the door to find Rusty standing there with a sheaf of papers in his hand.

Bill's face turned white, and he stammered, “Hi, Rusty, what are you doing here? I wanted to greet you this morning after our long separation, but I didn't feel well and decided to come home. What do you need?”

“I need to talk to you, Bill,” Rusty announced, trying to keep his voice level. “Are you going to invite me in, or do you want to do this here on the doorstep?”

“Yes, of course, come in,” was the reply.

“I think you know why I'm here,” Rusty began as he spread the papers on the coffee table. “Olga and the auditor found that eight consignment bikes had been floored with BMW. The motorcycles were sold and we've paid the customers for their bikes. Now we have to pay for those same bikes a second time to BMW. You had to know about this. What's going on?”

Bill's hand was visibly shaking as he reached for one of the papers on the table. He lifted it and stared at it, not seeing the individual words and numbers because of his trepidation. He stuttered and slurred his words as he began to speak. “I-I-I, you know Rusty, w-we've had a cash-flow problem. Y-you weren't around to take care of it, and I needed to do something.”

There was a long pause as Rusty stared at Bill, waiting for his next statement. Bill continued, “So I figured we could pay some bills if I floored those consignments. I thought I could get BMW paid back before anyone found out, but you know how it is this time of year. We're going backwards. I was just trying to keep us current. Besides, nobody ever told me not to do it. Just trying to keep us in business.”

“Well, we're not current,” Rusty said as he grabbed the paper still in Bill's hand. “Matter of fact, because of this ridiculous move, we're in really deep trouble. We owe BMW a lot of money that we don't have, and I don't know what to do about it. On top of that, we have a serious inventory discrepancy, and we're taking an inventory this Sunday to find out what's going on there.”

“I thought maybe the inventory was screwed up,” Bill mumbled. “I'll come in tomorrow and get the crew set for the inventory.”


“No, you won't,” Rusty retorted. “You're not coming back tomorrow, or the next day, or ever. We've been in contact at least twice a day every day during my travels, and you never mentioned a cash-flow problem or any of the shenanigans you've pulled.”

Rusty collected the papers scattered on the coffee table, and as he was headed for the door, Bill said, more loudly than he needed to, “You can't do this. You can't fire me for trying to help the company. I'll take this to a lawyer and see you in court. This isn't fair.”

Rusty had his hand on the doorknob, turned to Bill, and said, “I can and I will do this. But I'll tell you what, Bill. You go and talk to Jan, today, and tell her that she needs to come up with a couple hundred grand to pull us out of this mess. If she wants to keep you, I'll go with it. But don't hold your breath. Otherwise, as of tomorrow, you're no longer on our payroll.”

Rusty climbed in his car, and as he pulled away from the curb, he thought to himself: Guy probably will talk to an attorney and find some ambulance chaser that thinks he can make a buck off of us. Now I need to go and fill Jan in on what's happened here. Not looking forward to that. She's recuperating from pneumonia and I unload this on her. Well, I'll be as gentle as possible.

Rusty stopped at Jan's favorite café on the way home, picked up some sandwiches, and took them home. They had lunch as Rusty explained the situation.

“Oh, my god!” she exclaimed when Rusty finished describing the situation. “You know what this means? Right? I'm going to have to take out mortgages on some of my rentals or get a couple of equity lines of credit. This just really upsets me. I hope Bill does come by here this afternoon so I can tell him what I really think! This stinks. And you did the right thing by letting him go. There's no way I'd be able to have a civil conversation with him after this. And take us to court? That would just be a waste of time and money on everyone's part. We may not be a right-to-work state, but I don't think under these circumstances he'd have a chance of winning the argument.” She ran her fingers through her hair in frustration. “This also means you're going to have to go back to work full time until we can find a replacement. I'm not going to like that. I enjoy our time together, all the time, and want you to find a replacement for Bill as soon as you can. Now, tell me about this inventory situation.”

Rusty told her of Olga's comments about the discrepancies from the parts department and that he'd have more information Sunday evening.

The inventory was completed in five hours. The crew was sent home for the day and Olga and Rusty spent two hours reconciling all of the reports. It didn't look good. The physical inventory didn't match the printed reports. Ride On BMW Motorcycles was now using a computerized system, but it was still in the early stages, and Rusty was not sure he had faith in the reports. But, one way or another, he had to get to the bottom of this, which was much larger than he had imagined.

Rusty and Olga each took fifty items from the printed reports and went back and re-counted the number of parts in the bins. The discrepancies were minimal. Then they did the same thing with some expensive accessory items, like saddle bags, tank bags, and trunks. Here they found some problems. Next they checked some apparel items: riding suits, jackets, and helmets. They found the inconsistencies from the first count were correct. That meant they had to re-count all of the accessories and apparel to get to the extent of the problem.

It took several more hours for Rusty and Olga to reconcile the reports to the physical count. They were both surprised to discover tens of thousands of dollars of difference between what they had and what they thought they had.

What's going on? Rusty thought to himself. I leave for several weeks and come back to find that my general manager has been flooring consignment motorcycles to make things look good. And now I discover that someone has been stealing product from the store. How could this happen without us finding out about it? And who's been doing it? I've got to get to the bottom of this, and the place to start is with Dutch. Surely he must know about this, and if not, why not? But he was the one who was complaining, just a few days ago, that we didn't have enough money to purchase some parts he needed. Doesn't make sense that he would complain about something he was creating. Or would he?

The one thing Rusty knew for sure was that he'd have to go back to work in the Portland store and get these problems corrected. No one else was going to figure it out. And then he'd have to start looking for another general manager. But first things first, he ruminated. I've got to get to the bottom of this inventory shortage.

The hour was getting late, and Rusty and Olga both wanted to get home. They had made the corrections from their physical count to the inventory sheets, and there was nothing more to do until the next morning when the crew came in to work. Rusty knew he would have to confront Dutch about the inconsistencies.

Before they left the shop, Rusty had a question. “Olga, who did the physical count of the accessories and apparel? It was Dutch, wasn't it? And who worked with him on it?”

Olga's reply was immediate, as she had been thinking the same thing. ”Dutch did the count. He had a couple of people, one before lunch and then another after, writing the physical counts onto the inventory sheets. I didn't see anyone else actually taking the count of what was on the shelf. And, you know, Rusty, I've been suspicious for some time of problems with the inventory. And then, a few weeks ago, I had one of the employees come to me and tell me that Dutch, who's a political activist you know, was donating big sums of money to a candidate. The employee was wondering where the extra money came from because he knew that Dutch was always complaining about not making enough money.”


“Oh, boy,” Rusty said, more to himself than to Olga, “now we have a second problem with a second employee. I'm going to have to replace two of our most important employees at the same time. Sorry, Olga, I didn't mean to involve you in my problems.”

“Well, your problems are my problems too,” she responded. “I'm going to have to deal with these inventory problems. And I'm going to have to watch the new parts manager like a hawk to make sure we don't have any further problems. Plus, I'm the one that has to deal with the suppliers.”

The following morning, Rusty asked Dutch to come to his office just as he walked in the door. “Dutch, you know that Olga and I stayed after the inventory and did a re-count on the accessories and apparel. We didn't invite you to join us on that count because you were involved in the original count. And you probably already know what we found.”

“What's that?” Dutch asked. “What did you find?”

“We found thousands of dollars of shortages in the physical inventory to the paper counts that you submitted at the end of the day. You took those counts and relayed the information to other employees that listed the counts. Where'd the product go? What did you do with it? You have a key to the building, and I'm going to check the report from the alarm company to see how many times you were the last one to leave the building. Did you carry merchandise out with you? That's the only explanation I can come up with. If you've been involved in any theft of merchandise from this store, you might want to tell us now because here are your options.” Rusty stared him down, trying to gauge his reaction. “Fess up to it and resign right now. We will not prosecute you and you can walk away clean. Or you can deny our allegations and we'll do an extensive investigation. If we find you have stolen merchandise, we will prosecute you to the fullest extent. What'll it be?”

The look on Dutch's face went from antagonism to fury to anticipation in rapid succession. There were thirty seconds of silence before he spoke. “You know, this is crap. I've been with this company for more than fifteen years and have always been a good employee. I don't like being accused of something I didn't do, and if you think I could do this, then to hell with you. I don't need this. I've been thinking of quitting anyway and going to work for a candidate I've been supporting for governor. Just send me my final paycheck—you know my address.” And with that, Dutch walked out the door for the last time.

Rusty's actions were confirmed the following day. Since he had no parts manager in the Portland store, he was working the counter when a customer he recognized came to buy some riding gear. The customer had a jacket, helmet, and riding boots worth over a thousand dollars. He laid them on the counter and said to Rusty, “Where's Dutch? He always takes care of my orders.”

“Dutch isn't in today,” Rusty responded, “but I'll be happy to help you. Will this be it for today?”

“Yeah,” the customer said as he pulled out a wad of cash. He handed ten one-hundred-dollar bills to Rusty and said, “You know he gives me a twenty percent discount if I pay in cash, right?”

“No, I didn't know that,” Rusty responded, thinking to himself: That's how he's been getting away with this. He pockets the cash and doesn't record the sale. “I'll allow that today, but we're going to discontinue that policy for you after this. Dutch was doing that as a favor to you, and we have to be fair with all of our customers. So sorry, from now on it's at the sticker price.”

“Oh, man, too bad,” the customer said. “I've been getting some good deals from him here. Some of my buddies are going to be disappointed too. I've been getting jackets and stuff for them as well. But you're not going to let him do that anymore, huh?”

“Matter of fact,” Rusty said, “Dutch isn't with us anymore, so he won't be offering the special discounts to you. Sorry. We hope to see you back in here anyway, as we appreciate your business.”


Rusty's action of letting Dutch go was confirmed, although he elected not to prosecute him. He never saw that customer again.

Rusty hired a new parts manager and worked with him for over a week until he was satisfied he could handle the job. During that week, he took a morning and went to the Beaverton store to meet with Jean and tell her what was going on. They both arrived at the store at the same time.

Jean was disheveled and looked tired. “Jean, what happened?” Rusty asked. “Pardon my French, but you look like hell. Are you okay?”

“It's another one of my long stories,” she said, “and I'm sorry for my appearance. I don't always look like this. I had a long night, got up late and didn't have time to get myself put together. So again, I'm sorry.”

“I know,” Rusty said. “You're always the picture of perfection, so I'm taken back a bit. What happened?”

“Are you sure you want to know?

“Yes,” Rusty responded.

“There was a movie I wanted to see, and it was only showing in one theater in the whole Portland area. Of course, it was clear across town, twenty-five miles away,” Jean related. “Robb didn't get off work until seven, and we decided to have dinner out. There's a good Mexican restaurant just a short walk from the theater that—well, never mind that. By the time we got to the movie, we had to wait for the final showing, which started at eleven. It didn't get out until one thirty last night. We got to the car and Robb reached for his car key only to realize that it wasn't in his pocket. We were locked out and looked everywhere for that key: under the car, on the pavement, everywhere. Then Robb remembered that he had put the key in his coat pocket and had thrown it on the seat of the booth when we had dinner. By the time we walked back, the restaurant was closed. So then we thought perhaps he dropped it in the theater. Same thing: closed.


“You might figure that I had left my purse at home, which, of course, had my key to his car in it. And, naturally, we both needed our cars in the morning. So there we were, twenty-five miles from home, now two in the morning with a car and no keys. Have you ever tried getting a cab in this town that time of night? Anyway, by the time we got home, retrieved the house key we had hidden, got my key for his car, drove back to his car in the theater parking lot, and drove home again, it was five. In the morning! And I usually get up at six thirty. To add insult to injury, the cab ride cost eighty bucks!”

“Did you get the other key back?” Rusty asked.

“I haven't talked to Robb yet. He's going to call the restaurant and the theater and see if anyone found it. I assume someone did. I'll take him over there after work and pick it up.” Her shoulders slumped. “I need to ask you, Rusty. Do these sorts of things happen to everyone, or am I just a good target for God to unload on? I'm a relatively good person and seem to have more than my share of mishaps. What do you think?”

“I think these things happen to everyone, although you may indeed have more than your share,” he responded. “You might remember that 1979 was that kind of year for me. Everything I touched, and did, ended in catastrophe. I even wrote a book about that year of my life.”

“The Misadventures of Rusty Kenneficke. I do remember,” she said. “You gave me an autographed copy, and I can tell you exactly where it's located in my house.”

“Well, you're here now. Let's get to work. Maybe you can take a nap on your lunch hour. You do look like you need a good night's sleep, though.”

Jan went to the bank and took out two lines of credit on two of her properties that she owned outright. Of the $200,000 that she received, $150,000 of it was swallowed up by the Portland store, making up for the flooring issues with the consigned bikes and replacing the inventory that had been stolen. The other $50,000 was used in the Beaverton dealership just to help get through the winter months. Rusty was splitting his time between the stores, training a new manager in Portland and overseeing Jean in Beaverton.

One evening, Jan was fixing dinner in the kitchen and turned to Rusty, who was on a stool at the raised side of the island counter. She had tears forming in the corners of her eyes and she said, “You know, Rusty, this is crazy. We just dropped two hundred thousand dollars into a couple of stores that should be able to swallow that kind of issue. What are we doing wrong? We're like an airplane that can't gain altitude; we just skim along the surface. If we didn't own the buildings, and if the businesses weren't paying a hefty rent, then this wouldn't make any sense at all. Yes, you get a nice salary, but I've never taken a dime out of the business. Ten years from now, when the mortgages are paid off, we'll have income from the rents to retire on, but at this rate, the dealerships won't be worth much.”

Rusty knew what she was talking about. They had this same conversation on many occasions. “Well, you know, honey, we lead a pretty good lifestyle. Once I get the two managers where I think they should be, we can start spending less time on the business and start traveling again. This is all pressing now because of the recent problems we've had. We'll get it behind us.”

As Rusty was making these comments, he was thinking to himself: It's been a rough stretch all right. Jan gets pneumonia and ends up in the hospital for two weeks, and she still has that lingering cough; our general manager screws up, costing us big money. We fire him and I have to go back to work full time in the store; our parts manager steals from us. Now we have to hire two new important employees; Jan has to mortgage two of her properties to keep the doors open; the dealerships are struggling through the winter, and worst of all, I'm still the prime suspect in a hit-and-run fatality. What's happening to our life?


These recent problems were creating some stress between Rusty and Jan. She was not happy with the business issues. It seemed to her that as soon as they got things running smoothly, a financial or personnel problem would arise. And she certainly did not like having to feed the dealerships financially from her other assets. Additionally, the lingering effects from her illness added to the strain. Rusty was her nearest target and the recipient of her displeasure.

Rusty had his problems too and didn't feel he was getting the support from Jan that he needed or deserved. He became frustrated that he couldn't meet her expectations and would bite back, or at least bark loudly.

They were experiencing a rough period in their relationship and both knew what to do about it; they needed to communicate and try to understand each other's point of view. But neither one felt like doing that. They both knew that they loved each other dearly and would eventually work their way through this but seemed intent on taking their time in doing it. They were both smoldering in their own unhappiness and just didn't feel like cooperating yet. They knew they would come out the other end more in love than before.

And that's what happened. The weeks passed, Jan's cough disappeared, Rusty's attitude flipped a positive switch, the dealerships improved operationally and financially, and things got back to normal. Life was good once again.






CHAPTER 11

1996

[image: images]

CHESTER

Rusty first met Chester in 1979 at an RV park in Portland. Chester was an uneducated fellow who'd had a hard life. His parents were homeless, so he had been passed from one foster home to another. He was caught stealing and spent some time in prison. Upon his release, he worked a garbage truck for ten years and ended up injuring his back. Ever since, he'd been living frugally on disability payments from the government. He drank too much every night, claiming that the booze was cheaper than the medicine.

In 1979, his encounter with Rusty was a few short weeks. However, during that time, they became friends, albeit an odd pair. Their lifestyles and aspirations and interests were completely different. Chester was drawn to Rusty because he was one of the few people who would pay any attention to him. Most people avoided Chester; he was often drunk, smoked too much, and never smelled pleasant. But that year, 1979, was tough on Rusty, and he needed all the help and friendship he could find. During his stay at that RV park, he was on crutches, and then a walking boot from an accident, and Chester befriended him by walking to the store and bringing him groceries.

At that time, Rusty assumed Chester was about fifty, although he looked more like sixty. He'd had a hard life and it showed. But Chester was a kind-hearted person, and they appreciated each other for who they were. They went their separate ways after those few weeks.


Then in 1993, they met again. Chester had somehow heard that Rusty was working in a BMW motorcycle shop in Portland, and he stopped in to see his old friend. A lunch ended with Rusty offering Chester a part-time job washing motorcycles and cleaning up the shop. By that time, Chester admitted his age of fifty-eight, and his work was hit and miss. Chester was not particularly dependable, and when he did work, it was sporadic. The only reason Rusty kept allowing him back in the building was because he had compassion for him and felt he was helping a friend.

This arrangement went on for three years. On many occasions, Rusty wondered why he kept putting up with Chester, but he didn't have the heart to let him go permanently. Then in 1996, Chester left work one day and asked Rusty if they could meet somewhere; he had something he wanted to discuss with him. They agreed to meet for breakfast the next day at the Greasy Spoon two blocks away.

Rusty was sitting in the booth facing the front door of the restaurant when Chester ambled in. Chester always looked unkempt, but this morning he looked particularly so. He looked like he had just crawled out from under a cardboard shelter after sleeping on the sidewalk. He shuffled up to the booth and took a seat facing Rusty.

“My god, Chester, you look awful. What happened? Where'd you sleep last night?”

“Aw, shit,” he responded, “had me a bad night, all right. Been livin’ in that motor home, ya know, an about blew ’er up last night.”

“What?” Rusty blurted before Chester had a chance to continue.

“Tellin’ ya, them gas heaters are nasty. Kinda cold last night, so thought I'd fire up the ol’ propane heater. Thing blew up—threw me clear ’cross the room. Slammed into the wall ’cross the livin’ room. Course it's only ’bout ten feet ’cross. One hell of a blow, though. Guess I forgot to turn the gas off last time and a little seeped out. Went to light it last night and she exploded. Last thing I need, ya know? Now I gotta get the rig fixed. Wanted to meet ya this mornin’ to tell ya I was gonna quit, but I might need the money now—to fix what I done, ya know?”

“So where'd you sleep last night?” Rusty asked again.

“Well, didn't want to sleep in the rig ’cause it smelled bad an’ was all beat up. Course other people from the park came rushin’ over to see what I'd done. Some offered a bed, but I didn't want to be no bother, so I grabbed my sleepin’ bag—the one I keep for sleepin’ outside in summer, ya know—and slept under the picnic area. Couldn't take no shower this mornin’ an’ look kinda rough but didn't want to miss a free meal. B'sides, I got things to tell ya an’ I was gonna quit anyway, but that's off now. Less ya want me gone anyhow.”

“What are you talking about, Chester?” Rusty asked. “I never even hinted that I wanted you gone. Where'd you get that idea? You may not work much for us, and certainly not consistently, but when you are there, we all appreciate it. And besides, you're a pleasant diversion. Everybody enjoys having you around, even the customers.”

“Don't know that diversion thing yer talkin’ about, but I like bein’ around there. Everybody treats me nice, an’ all. Was hopin’ to quit an’ live on my retirement, but I guess that won't work now.”

“What retirement is that?” Rusty asked. “I didn't know you had other income.”

“You know, my disability from the government,” Chester responded. “Was livin’ off that before I came here and thought I'd do it again. But now I gotta get the rig fixed, ya know? So I guess yer stuck with me for a bit.”

“Not a problem,” Rusty said. “The work you do for us needs to be done by someone and, like I said, we enjoy having you around. Now, what's the other thing you wanted to talk about?”

As Chester contemplated his next statement, their orders were brought to the table. Chester had ordered two sunny-side-up eggs, with hash browns, bacon, toast, and a side of grits. They were sitting facing each other in the booth, and at one end of the small table, lined up against the wall were bottles of ketchup, Tabasco, salt, pepper, and sugar packets.

Before he said anything meaningful, Chester said, “Gotta fix my breakfast ’for I start talkin’. Need to get it so's I can eat it, ya know?” He reached for the ketchup bottle. He took the cap off and poured a pile over his eggs. He replaced that bottle and grabbed the Tabasco, removing the cap and pouring a tablespoon over the ketchup. Then he took the salt shaker and sprinkled enough salt on the meal to supply a movie theater's worth of popcorn. He did the same thing with the pepper shaker. Now, with this pile of condiments on top of his eggs, he took his fork and mashed it all together. He made sure he included the hash browns and grits in his conglomeration. He left the bacon and toast for later.

Rusty was mesmerized by this pile of mash. He didn't know what to say, but finally blurted out as Chester took his first forkful, “Jeez, Chester, how can you eat that mess? That's disgusting. How can you taste the breakfast under that pile of stuff?”

“What?” Chester responded. “This's my breakfast. The way I always eat it, least when I get a chance to have one. Sometimes, when I can't get the eggs, I'll just get the grits an’ fix it up this way. Only way I know how. Been doin’ it since I was a kid. Never could afford the eggs an’ such an’ never did like grits by their lonesome. Used to just get the toast and put this on there without the eggs and such. Fellow gets to likin’ it after a while.”

“You mean you can eat those condiments on top of a slice of toast?” Rusty asked, still aghast at Chester's concoction.

“Sure,” Chester responded. “Like I said, get to likin’ it after a while.”

Rusty was silent for several minutes as he prepared his own meal of pancakes and eggs. He tried not to, but he kept glancing over at Chester as he shoveled his mishmash into his mouth. Chester grabbed his fork with his full fist and had one mouthful ready well before he finished the last. It was repulsive, but for some reason Rusty was intrigued by Chester's motion and couldn't take his eyes off of it. He finally decided to get serious with his own meal, and by the time he cut into his pancakes, Chester was mopping up his plate with the toast.

Rusty was glad the episode of watching Chester scarf down his breakfast was over and decided to change the subject. “So now that you're not going to quit, what else do you want to talk about?”

“Before we get to that, I gotta fart,” Chester blurted.

“Excuse me?” Rusty said. “Did you just say what I think you said?”

“Don't know ’bout that, but I gotta fart. Ain't used to big breakfasts like this,” Chester repeated. “Ain't doin’ that at the table, so I gotta go in there.” He pointed towards the restroom.

Chester got up from the table and ambled to the restroom. A few moments later, he returned to the table, and as he pulled the chair out and sat down, he said, “Guy walked in just behind me. I set down a good blast and he just turned around and left. Never washed his hands or nothing. Suppose I chased him outta there before he had a chance.”

“Chester,” Rusty said, “this is a lot more information than I need. Now, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?”

“You got a problem in the shop!” Chester blurted. “Gonna be trouble if ya don't fix it.”

“What kind of problem do I have in the shop?” Rusty asked.

“Well, that gal technician back there, she's raisin’ a fuss an’ it's gonna get nasty. You know who I mean?”

“You mean Linda? Of course I know—she's been with us for ten years,” Rusty said. “What kind of problem does Linda have?”

“Well, that other guy that works back there, you know, the new guy, he keeps pesterin’ her. He's always talkin’ ’bout sex around her, an’ I don't think she likes it. Makes her feel like he's comin’ on too hard, or somethin’. I just got a feelin’ that's how she feels.”


“You know about sex, Chester?” Rusty asked. “I don't think I've ever heard you talk about women or sex.”

“Naw, women are more trouble than they're worth,” he responded. “And sex, hell I always thought sex was highly overrated and a good shit highly underrated—way I look at it.”

“Oh, my god!” Rusty exclaimed. “Did you just say that? Right here over breakfast? I can't believe you just said that. That's terrible. You don't go around making comments like that to everyone, do you?”

“What? No problem on my part,” Chester said. “Jus’ sayin’ like I see it. Don't see no problem in what I said.”

“Okay, let's just skip this conversation,” Rusty continued. All of a sudden his pancakes didn't look so good to him and he pushed them aside. “Now let's get back to the issue of Linda and the other technician. You said the new guy, Burt? He's causing the problem?”

“Yeah, that's the guy,” Chester answered. “Don't like that guy m'self. Seems kinda uppity, like he has an answer for everything, even when he don't know nothin’ about the issue. Might wanna look into it. Linda might quit. I reckon people can bring legal trouble for that kinda stuff.”

“I certainly will,” Rusty said, “and sooner rather than later. I think I'll talk to Linda when we get back to the shop. And thank you for the heads up, Chester. That kind of issue can lead to real trouble, like lawsuits.”

That signaled the end of the conversation, and as they walked back to the shop, Rusty was thinking to himself: Chester's a piece of work. The guy seems oblivious to how his language can affect others. Yet, he has an insight as to how the language of others can be accepted or misunderstood. I've wondered over the last three years he's worked for us if I'm doing either one of us a favor. And yet, he can bring an issue like this to my attention when others won't. And he's a good guy at heart. I'm sure the few bucks he earns from us helps him live a little better, and he performs some tasks around the shop that others don't want to do. I need to make sure, however, that he doesn't make a statement like that to any of the customers.

No sooner had they arrived back at the dealership when Rusty asked Arnie, the service manager, if he would bring Linda to his office as soon as she finished the next job. He had something he needed to discuss with both of them.

Ten minutes later, Arnie knocked on Rusty's door, which was open, alerting his presence. Rusty asked both of them to have a seat and started right in on the subject at hand.

“Linda, I've heard that you're having a problem with one of the other technicians here at work. If there is anything at all going on that is inappropriate, I'd like you to share it with Arnie and me.”

Linda looked a bit surprised, and it took her a moment to compose herself before she said, “Excuse my hesitation. I wasn't sure why I was being called here. I thought perhaps I'd done something wrong and this was a disciplinary meeting. I'm not sure I feel comfortable talking about that issue, but I suppose I'd better if I want something done about it.”

“Yes, please do,” Rusty said. “Look, Linda, you've been with us for a long time. You've always done a good job and we've never had a problem with you. Oh, we've had a few ‘come-backs’ from bikes you've worked on, but every technician has those. Matter of fact, if we could find another tech like you, we'd hire him—or her—in an instant. Now, please, if you're having a problem with anyone in this dealership, just tell us. We won't tolerate our employees being ridiculed or abused by anyone, employee or customer.”

“Okay, thanks for that,” and she started talking about her problem. “Our newest tech, Burt, has been with us for what, about six months now? He's taking some liberties that I'm not comfortable with, and if it doesn't stop, I'll quit and go somewhere else.”

“Like what?” Rusty asked before she had a chance to continue.

“The longer he's here, the more crude he becomes. At first, he was like the other guys with clean, respectful jokes. Six months ago, there was a good atmosphere in the shop. But he'd only been with us for a month when he started to use dirty language and spat rude comments. As the months went by, his language, and particularly his actions, became more pronounced.”

“What do you mean by more pronounced?” Rusty asked.

“He began to touch me in ways I'm not comfortable with,” she said. “He started by slapping my butt as I walked by, and then later he'd just grab my ass and make comments like ‘nice’ or ‘feels good’ or ‘I'd like to see more of that.’ Then he started asking me out for a drink after work, knowing that I'm happily married. One time he suggested we go have lunch together in the back seat of his car.”

“Have the other guys made any derogatory comments to you?” Rusty asked.

“No, they haven't,” she responded. “I've worked with the other guys for years, and they've always been respectful towards me. I guess I'm a little surprised that none of them have come to my defense. I realize that I'm a woman in a man's world and they don't want conflict in the workplace, but these guys are my friends. At least I thought they were.”

“Tell you what,” Rusty said, “by the end of the day, you will not have another problem back there. Let me do a little investigation here, and I promise this problem will be taken care of, one way or another.”

“Well, thank you,” she said as she got out of her chair and headed for the door. She turned to Rusty and said, “I don't want anybody to lose their job over this. I just want the bad behavior to stop.”

“I understand. Just let me look into it and I'll take care of it,” Rusty repeated.

Linda left the office and Rusty turned to Arnie, who sat through the conversation without saying a word. “Arnie,” Rusty said, “how come I didn't know about this before? Surely you must have known what was going on in the shop. After all, you spend every day with these guys, and Linda, and you couldn't be oblivious to this. This is a serious matter, one that could lead to a lawsuit if it's allowed to continue. If we knew about this and did nothing, we'd be in deep trouble. So what gives?”

“You know, Rusty,” Arnie said, “I'm with these guys all day long. I know them. Burt was just joking around, and I didn't think it was a big deal. The other guys would snicker and chuckle to themselves, so I thought everyone was just having a good time. If I'd have thought it was bothering Linda, I'd have done something about it. But she never came to me, so I didn't think much about it.”

“You know, Arnie, it could be that she was embarrassed to say anything, or perhaps she didn't want to be the one who spoiled the fun of the ‘old boys club.’ If she said anything, then the other techs might also turn against her. I can't believe that you let this one by, especially since you obviously knew what was going on. And what I really find hard to believe is that Chester, of all people, was the one who had to bring this to my attention.” Rusty shook his head, incredulous. “Here's what I want you to do,” he continued. “First, you're going to fire Burt. There is just no place for that kind of activity around here. Then I want you to have a meeting with the other guys and—wait a minute, on second thought, I'll have a meeting with all of the employees. I'm going to tell them that this business will be run professionally and that no inappropriate activity or language will be tolerated. Matter of fact, I'll tell them that whenever they're interacting with another employee to pretend they're talking to Jan. If they would not be comfortable saying or doing it to her, then don't say or do it. And furthermore, if anyone feels slighted around here, I want them to bring it to a supervisor's, or my, attention. Got it?”

“Yeah, boss, I got it,” Arnie responded. “Am I okay in this deal? Are you going to write me up, or anything?”

“No, although I should,” Rusty said, “but this is partly my fault, I suppose, for not training you and the rest of the crew in what is acceptable here. We have the employee manual that spells all of this out, but I need to drive the point home. And I will at this meeting we'll hold in a few days. After that, these kinds of issues will be considered more seriously.”

“I'd say Burt will consider it serious when I fire him, which you know, I'm not comfortable doing. He's a good tech, and we always have a hard time finding good ones.”

“Okay, tell you what then,” Rusty responded. “I'll fire him and give you a one week suspension for not taking care of this in the first place. Or you can fire him and stay on the job. What'll it be?”

“All right, I'll let him go. But that's lousy,” Arnie said as he glanced at the floor, not wanting to look Rusty in the eye.

“I'll tell you what's lousy,” Rusty said. “Being a woman in a man's world and not being respected is lousy. Having your ass or your breasts grabbed by some pervert—that's lousy. Or how about having people say dirty, nasty words to you when you don't want to hear them—that's lousy.” Arnie had no retort. “Now get it done. I want him out of here in the next fifteen minutes. He can come back later and get his tools. And you can blame this one on me, but it's the chicken's way out. You should have taken care of this yourself. If you detect that I'm a little pissed by all of this, you're only half right. I'm really pissed. Now get it done and let's get back to work.”

Arnie didn't say much to Rusty over the next few days, and that was fine with Rusty—he wanted him to stew in his own juice for a while. Rusty held the meeting with the entire crew, and at its conclusion, there was no question of what would and would not be tolerated. Jan didn't spend a lot of time in the dealerships, but everyone knew she was the owner and the true boss. When she talked at the meeting, everyone listened intently. She drove home the matter of impropriety so no one misunderstood.

Rusty and Jan had a long conversation that evening over dinner about the business. It was going well, making a modest profit while paying enough rent to provide a nice override. The employees seemed content, earning a decent income with a nice environment in an industry they liked. But one thing troubled Jan.

“You know, Rusty, I think we dodged a bullet with the Linda issue. If Chester had not mentioned it to you, and had you not taken care of it the way you did, we could have had a lawsuit on our hands. And we wouldn't be in a good position to defend ourselves. We were wrong, or the actions of one of our employees was, and she knew it. I know we have insurance that covers these things, but the deductible is high, and we still have to pay twenty-five percent of the settlement. And we've always been fearful that our old general manager, Bill Presson, will sue us like he threatened to when we let him go. Of course, we think we have a good case there, but you never know about a jury or an arbitrator. I tell you, the liability of running a business can be scary.”

“It is scary,” Rusty said, “and we just need to make sure we run a clean operation. But you never know; one of our employees could do something to jeopardize the whole thing. Like you just said, if we hadn't heard of this issue, we could have been in trouble. And in this business, we don't have big financial reserves to handle it. The biggest legal issue of all, though, is that damned accusation about the hit and run. The police contacted me again the other day just to let me know that they're still looking into it, waiting for a break. I'm afraid that something may come to light that lands me in jail. And that would kill me. To leave you and our life together, especially for something I didn't do, would be criminal itself. But I don't know how to exonerate myself. I just don't know what else to do.”

“Let's not dwell on that issue,” Jan said. “It is what it is, and no amount of worrying about it will solve anything. If the police had anything to discover, they would have found it by now. So just try and forget about it.”

“Easier said than done,” Rusty responded, “but I'm afraid that that supposed witness, Lindsey, will concoct some story that further implicates me. I don't know why I have this feeling about her, but something isn't right there. I know she didn't recognize me, because I wasn't there. Yet she seems intent in further involving me. For some reason, she's after me.”

“All we can do is wait and see what happens,” Jan responded. “Just try to let it go. There's nothing you can do. And as far as we know, there's no way to prove it was you.”

“The way you phrase that,” Rusty said, “makes it sound like perhaps there is a way. But I know what you mean. So I'll just try and keep my emotions in check and get on with life.”

“Right,” Jan said. “Let's enjoy what we're doing and put it behind us.”






CHAPTER 12

1996

[image: images]

LINDSEY

Barry's empire was growing, and his reputation in Los Angeles and Las Vegas was growing with it. From his life as a gang member in New York, then six years in the Army, and now as a prosperous business owner, he had acquired a distinctive operating persona; he was always polite, gave the appearance of running legitimate businesses, and yet ruled his empire with an iron fist. He had developed a cadre of employees that were good with their particular specialties in his businesses and had a few enforcers that made sure his competitors and others played by his rules. And his closest ally was Lindsey. She was smart, astute, beautiful, and had no problem living by the rules they enforced. Barry and Lindsey were individuals not to be messed with.

During the three years they had been together, they continued to add strip clubs and pawn shops to their enterprise. Most of these new additions were in Las Vegas and Los Angeles, but they found that with the right person in charge, they could successfully run businesses in cities further away from their base. They still owned the group of nightclubs in Portland and added a few new acquisitions over the past three years. Two pawn shops came up for sale, and they bought those as well. They were gaining a reputation in Portland as a major player in that segment of the community.

Barry wanted a faster airplane and purchased a Cessna so they could easily get to their stores. The airplane was easy to fly and very forgiving, and as he accumulated hours in the air, he felt confident in flying to the new Portland locations. Lindsey was comfortable with his flying technique and found the plane to be a great way to cover the long distances. They would park the plane at small airports and rent a car for getting around town.

Barry and Lindsey were inseparable, forming a partnership in all aspects of life. They had a passion for each other that seemed to grow with time, and they had become equals in business as well. Barry confided everything to Lindsey, and she was a participant in every activity, both legal and otherwise. She was Barry's confidant and eager to try new schemes, some of which she came up with herself. They were doing well in life financially and began to accumulate the assets that came with wealth.

The two new strip clubs in Portland required that they spend more time in the city as they got to know their employees and built a management team that would run the clubs to their format. While in the city, they began looking for other businesses to buy that they could merge into their operation. During their investigations, they happened upon a modest jewelry store in a prosperous strip mall on the east side of town.

Lindsey, with Barry in tow, visited the mall looking for a shoe store that she heard carried a particular pair of shoes she was looking for. While in the store trying on shoes, she heard two of the employees talking about the jewelry store next door that was for sale. One employee told the other that the owners wanted to retire and move to Phoenix but were having trouble finding a buyer. They didn't want to put a “for sale” sign in the window and were trying to sell it by word of mouth.

Lindsey purchased her shoes and reconnected with Barry, who was in the sporting-goods store a few doors down in the mall. Without telling him of the conversation, she suggested that they stop in the jewelry store as she wanted to look at something. They entered the store, she picked out a bracelet that she wanted to see, tried it on, and decided that it was not what she was looking for after all.


As they climbed in the car in the parking lot, Lindsey said, “Barry, I have an idea that I want to talk to you about tonight. It's just a thought at this point, so I'm not ready to discuss it yet, but I think it may have some value.”

“You mean you're going to make me wait to hear the idea?” he said. “That's not fair. You have my curiosity, and I can't wait to find out more. Tell me now and I'll leave you alone; otherwise, I'll pester you all afternoon about whatever it is.”

“Go ahead and pester,” she responded, “but it'll do you no good. I want to think about this before we talk about it. It might be a stupid idea and not worth discussing. Or, it may be brilliant. I just need some time.”

“Okay, but I can't wait to hear what you're thinking,” he said.

They both felt like having a good steak dinner that evening and made reservations at the Ringside for 7:00 p.m. Lindsey told Barry she would tell him her idea at dinner, and he was most anxious to hear her thoughts.

They had barely been seated when Barry said, “I want to hear this idea of yours. I've been waiting all day—so what gives?”

“Can't we order a drink first?” she asked, teasing a little. “I need a glass of wine to put my thoughts together.” As she was making this comment, the waiter came and asked for their drink order.

As the waiter left, Barry said, “Oh, come on, you've been thinking about this all day long and know exactly what you want to say. You're just toying with me because you know I'm anxious to hear it.”

“Okay,” she said, “here's my idea. We own a bunch of pawn shops in both Los Angeles and Las Vegas. We take in a lot of jewelry, and some of it is pretty nice stuff. People get in financial jams and often the jewelry is the easiest and most expensive stuff they have to pawn. Especially in Las Vegas when they get in gambling debt to the casinos and have to come up with immediate cash. They always think they'll be able to buy it back at some point, but sometimes that doesn't happen. If they do buy it back, we get a healthy interest rate for a month or two or more. Sometimes, for whatever reason, they don't return to claim the item and we end up keeping it and selling it for pennies on the dollar to someone else. It occurred to me as I was in the jewelry store this afternoon that we could buy the jewelry store and get in that business as well. But we would have an advantage. Why sell the jewelry from the pawn shops at a fraction of its worth to someone else when we could buy it at the end of the loan contract for ourselves? Or, if they don't come back for the item, we just keep it.”

Before she had a chance to continue, Barry interjected, “But that's the problem. There's little market for used jewelry. Everybody wants new stuff, not someone's old stuff. What makes you think we could do better?”

“Let me continue,” she responded. “We buy the pawn shop jewelry. Or better yet, we take it. We can prepare fake invoices to show the jewelry has been sold in case a customer comes in to reclaim, or repurchase, after the contract period. And, of course, those invoices are at rock-bottom prices. Then we bring that jewelry to our jewelry store in Portland and rework it. We can remove the jewels and reset them in different mountings. Old rings can become new rings, or bracelets, or whatever. Any gold settings we don't reuse, and I can't imagine we'd reuse many, we can melt down and sell through the wholesale market or reconfigure it in the store. We'd be turning high-quality used jewelry into new. We can price our jewelry at very competitive prices. If this works the way I think it can, we may end up with a string of jewelry stores as well.”

“Wow, that's an interesting idea,” Barry said. “Let me think about this. We approach the owners of the jewelry store and, knowing they're anxious to retire, settle on a reasonable price. Maybe they'll carry a contract on a good portion of the sale price so our monthly outlay is minimal for ten years or so. They may be comfortable with that if they have a competent employee who will stay on and be in charge of the store. Then we bring the jewelry from our pawn shops to Portland and rework it into new settings and sell it as new. Kind of like the stock market adage, ‘buy low, sell high.’ Our pawn shops are legitimate businesses, the jewelry store is legit, so we're operating within the law. I really like this idea. Let's talk about this some more and put the details in order.”

Barry and Lindsey discussed the concept that evening. The next day, they approached the owners of the jewelry store and expressed their desire to purchase the store. But they had one problem: they were not jewelers and didn't want to become jewelers; therefore, they needed to have some employees that could take care of the day-to-day business. They would be absentee owners and required a goldsmith or gemologist who could run the store.

The owners were a bit concerned about not having owner/operators if they were going to carry a long-term contract, but, on the other hand, they had a gemologist working for them that they cared for. She had been with them for five years, and they wanted her to stay on at the store. Barry stressed that if he, or Lindsey, were goldsmiths, then they might not need her. This way, she would be instrumental in them putting this deal together. As a matter of fact, if she worked out for them, she would be running the store since they needed someone for that, anyway.

The owners liked the deal, and Barry and Lindsey stayed in town for two weeks while the attorneys put the buy/sell documents together. They spent a few hours each day with the three employees who were going to stay and became comfortable with leaving Helen, the gemologist, in charge of the business. She was in her mid-forties, a little overweight but attractive, a college graduate who had the necessary certificates to prove her trade as a gemologist. Lindsey was confident that as they became comfortable with each other, she would be willing to reset the jewelry. After all, although a bit shady, the idea was not illegal, as far as they knew. Even if it was, who'd know? Determining if a diamond was reset would be impossible.


During their several-week stay in Portland, Barry kept thinking of his old Army buddy Rusty Kenneficke and suggested to Lindsey, on several occasions, that he would like to see him to confirm that he was his old friend. Lindsey kept saying she didn't think it was a good idea. Rusty had never seen Lindsey, but she was his accuser of the hit and run and didn't want to raise any suspicion. And if Barry and Rusty reconnected, it would be very awkward if Rusty saw them together; just too much of a coincidence. But Barry was persistent; he just needed to know if he was the Rusty Kenneficke he once knew. He suggested that he need not meet him, but just get a glance. He was sure that he could recognize him from a distance even after all these years.

Lindsey didn't like the idea but finally relented, and she and Barry drove to the BMW motorcycle shop across town on a chance that they might see him there. Lindsey knew where the shop was because she was driving the car when she took Boomer there a few years ago. It was during that trip that Boomer entered the store and got in a verbal scuffle with Rusty. Lindsey had been waiting in the car at the curb and got a good view of Rusty through the storefront windows. Since she had been there before, she drove the car there this time with Barry in the passenger seat.

The store was on the southwest corner of the block, and Lindsey approached from the north, parallel parking two car lengths from the corner. They sat in the car watching the double entry glass front door of the dealership, which was across the street kitty-corner from their position. After several minutes, they saw a guy exit the front door wearing jeans and a T-shirt with Ride On BMW stenciled across the front. He crossed the street, heading in the direction of the car they were sitting in. The sidewalk was fairly narrow and had a telephone pole with activators for the wait/walk signs, a garbage receptacle, and newspaper box against the wall of the building across from the curb. Because of these obstructions, the employee had to walk close to the curb, and as he got close to the car, he shifted over to the middle of the sidewalk.


As Chester, the employee, approached the car, Barry impulsively jerked the car door open and exclaimed to Lindsey, “I'm going to ask him if Rusty is in today,” and proceeded to climb out of the car.

His action was so abrupt that Lindsey had no chance to stop him, although she tried to grab him and said, “No, Barry, don't do this!”

Her arm motion and exclamation were too late. He was halfway out of the car with the door fully extended when he heard a voice behind him say, “Oh, shit,” and someone plowed into him from behind, driving both of them into the open door. Barry didn't realize when he threw the car door open that someone was approaching from the opposite direction. His action was so sudden that the oncoming pedestrian, who was walking fast, had no chance to avoid Barry and the car door suddenly in his path.

Barry was unexpectedly driven into the door with enough force to buckle his knees, and he crumpled to the sidewalk while trying to clutch the inside arm rest. Lindsey lurched across the passenger seat in an attempt to help Barry but was jerked back by her seat belt, which was still buckled. The pedestrian who slammed into Barry slowly fell to the ground after almost breaking the door from its hinges.

Chester, who was approaching from the front of the car, took a few quick steps to help both Barry and the pedestrian, and as he rushed forward, he said, “Jeez, Rusty, let me help ya up. Nasty collision ya had there. Ya banged into that door pretty good an’ damn near tore it off its hinges. How about you, mister—you okay? Ya both oughta be payin’ more attention to where yer goin’. Coulda been nastier an’ then I'd have to take ya to the hospital, or somethin’. But looks to me like ya got yer senses, seein's how yer startin’ to get up. So everybody okay?”

Chester glanced into the car and noticed a woman sitting behind the steering wheel frantically trying to unbuckle her seat belt. He only got a quick glance because he wanted to attend to the two crumpled on the sidewalk. But something was odd, and he thought to himself: Lady looks familiar, somehow. Seen her somewhere, maybe. Don't happen to forget a face like hers. Have to think on that. But somethin’ ain't right.

Rusty responded to Chester, “I think we'll be okay, at least I will. How about you, sir. I think I did more damage to your car door than I did to you.”

“I'll be fine, I think,” Barry said. “Not your fault. I threw that door open right into your path. You had no chance. Sorry about that.”

Barry and the pedestrian struggled to their feet, and after a few moments regained their composure. Having heard the name Rusty, Barry glanced at him as he dusted some debris from the sidewalk off of his shirt. Rusty, now wanting to confront the idiot who suddenly threw a door open into his path, turned to face him. They both looked at each other for what seemed like an eternity.

Barry broke the awkward silence and said, “My god, is that you, Rusty? Rusty Kenneficke? My buddy from many years ago in the Army? You must be—you look just like him, and how many guys have the name Rusty?”

It took a few moments for Rusty to mentally absorb what the other guy had said, but suddenly Barry's facial features came into focus and he recognized his old friend and said, “Barry? Is that you? I can't believe bumping into you like this. Or more appropriately, you bumping into me like this. Where? What? I don't know where to start. I haven't seen you in, what, thirty years and plow into you returning from lunch? This is unbelievable.”

As this dialogue was going on, Lindsey was sitting behind the wheel of the car with her seat belt still fastened, fuming. Jesus, I can't believe this, she thought to herself. I allowed him to talk me into this fiasco and now Barry and Rusty are old, long-lost buddies. The guy that we've implicated in a hit-and-run murder is now back in our lives. This is just too much. Rusty may not know what I look like, but if this case goes anywhere, he may eventually. He'll know that I'm the eye witness accusing him of the crime, and now we're supposed to be friends? Eventually those dots could come together. I can't believe Barry let this happen. He promised he wouldn't involve me, and now look. I should have insisted that we stay away from here. What a stupid thing to do.

Barry and Rusty continued to talk on the sidewalk as Lindsey was contemplating the seriousness of this encounter. As she was cogitating, only half listening to their conversation, she saw Barry lean into the car and say, “Rusty, this is my partner Lindsey.”

Lindsey was tempted to balk. He didn't even bother to use a fake name.

Rusty bent over and said hello. He was immediately struck by her beauty and took a moment longer than necessary to respond. She nodded politely, making no effort to further the introduction.

Then she was horrified to hear Barry's next statement. “You know, Rusty, we need to catch up. Maybe we could all have dinner tonight. Lindsey and I are leaving town tomorrow morning, but I'd really like to hear about your last thirty years.”

“That's a great idea,” Rusty said. “Jan and I would both like that. Let's meet at Jake's Crawfish in downtown at seven. We'll make the reservation. It'll be fun. See you then.” He turned and walked to the dealership.

Barry entered the car rejuvenated and feeling good after seeing his old friend after all these years. At least, until the barrage from Lindsey started.

“Barry, what the hell do you think you're doing? You realize you just met the guy we're framing for murder, don't you? This is unbelievable. There's no way we should have seen him, let alone talked to him. And now you've suggested we meet him and his wife for dinner? What were you thinking? This could unravel the whole deal. And if for some reason the police uncover the truth about the murder because of this encounter, we'll both spend the rest of our lives in jail. I never should have allowed this ridiculous situation to happen in the first place. I'm so mad at you I don't even want to look at you right now.”

Barry was defenseless but tried. “Lindsey, honey, I didn't mean for that to happen. I just wanted to get out of the car and ask that employee if Rusty was around today. It was merely a coincidence that Rusty was coming the other way and plowed into me as I got out of the car. I certainly didn't mean for that to happen. And then we had that brief conversation and ended up staring at each other. I didn't know what to say next so I invited them to dinner.”

“Yes you did,” Lindsey retorted. “You blurted that invite out so quickly you almost tripped over your own words. It's just unbelievable.”

“It sounded like a good idea the time. After all, we were close friends for several years, and after seeing him I'm anxious to hear about what he's done with his life. I'm sorry it played out this way, but I'll make sure he doesn't find out about our connection to Boomer. Let's just be cautious.”

“You better be cautious,” she said. “If you make one mistake and say the wrong thing, it's the end of everything for us. Right now, I'm pissed, and I need the afternoon to cool down. I'm driving to a shopping center somewhere and spending the afternoon alone. You can take the car and do whatever. Just stay away from that guy until tonight.”

After his interview with a prospective new employee, Rusty called Jan and asked if she could meet him. He told her about his run-in with his old Army buddy. He mentioned that Barry appeared to be in good shape: handsome, well-proportioned, and as strong as ever, if his handshake was any indication. He also mentioned that the woman with him was stunning, although he only saw her crunched behind the steering wheel. He didn't think they were married, as Barry had referred to her as his partner. They'd have a chance to get better acquainted that evening over dinner.


Jan said, in passing, that she only knew one other Lindsey. That was the woman that had identified Rusty as the driver of the hit and run car that killed Boomer. There was a TV celebrity as well with that name, and she was surprised that there weren't more Lindseys in her life, as it was a fairly common name. But she wasn't about to forget the name Lindsey Fisher.

Rusty and Jan were seated in the restaurant when Barry and Lindsey arrived. Everyone was well dressed, the guys in casual business attire and the women dressed elegantly. Jan's dress was a bit more refined than the sexier dress that Lindsey wore, but both women attracted the attention of every guy in the dining room when they all stood and shook hands. Rusty and Barry, looking at each other's ladies, knew they had more in common than their past.

The evening passed quickly. The early conversation was mostly nostalgic as they recalled their time together in the Army. Then the topic switched to the past thirty years. Barry talked about their “nightclubs” and “loan” businesses, not wanting to appear sleazy to Rusty—or to Jan. She seemed very sophisticated, and he wanted to impress her by portraying their best attributes. He told them about shuttling between Los Angeles, Las Vegas, and Portland in their airplane and boasted about their holdings. The story of how they met at AA was modified, with certainly no mention of Lindsey's past with Boomer.

Rusty shared his tough times as an author and meeting Jan after a twenty-year separation. He mentioned that Jan saved him financially the first year they were together, as she had substantial real estate holdings. And since then, they purchased and built their dealerships to two of the more successful ones in the country. During this conversation, he talked about his difficult year of 1979, when everything he touched seemed to end in disaster. The only good thing about that year was when he reconnected with Jan.

And then he mentioned the Boomer incident. He related his early friendship with Boomer in the RV park and the accident that sent him to the hospital. Then he fast forwarded to 1992 when the threatening postcards began arriving and the eventual hit and run that killed Boomer. A witness had identified Rusty as the driver of the car that sped away, and ever since then the police considered him as the prime suspect. Rusty had no credible alibi, and now, three years later, they continued to contact him once or twice a year to check in on him.

Rusty talked a little more about the incident and his audience listened intently.

At this point, Lindsey had had enough and said to the group, although directed to Barry, “You know, Barry, we have to get an early start tomorrow. As much as this conversation is fascinating, maybe we should be calling it a night. Since we get to Portland occasionally to check on things, we could continue this another time.”

The conversation dwindled to small talk, and Lindsey pushed back from the table and stood up. It was an awkward gesture, but obvious to the group that she was ready to go. The other three took the cue, stood, shook hands, and all headed for the door. They stood outside of the restaurant, prolonging their good-byes as the valet retrieved their cars. They drove off in different directions.

Lindsey was furious and lit into Barry. “What the hell do you think you're doing? That was the most preposterous situation I've ever been involved in. They may be nice people, but we could both be sent to prison forever if they find out who we are. What were you thinking?”

“Well, it may have been awkward, but what was I supposed to do? A dinner invitation seemed like the thing to do after what happened. Besides, we'll just make sure they never find out.”

“Damn right they'll never find out,” she said, “because neither of us is ever going to see or talk to either of them again. No contact! You got it?”

“Yeah, okay,” he responded. “I guess it was a stupid thing to do. I promise to never contact them again.”


Lindsey cooled down a little and said, “Now that you've met him again after all these years, how do you feel about setting him up for murder? Any misgivings, even though it's way too late for that?”

“No, no problem there,” he said. “That was then and this is now. I don't owe him anything, and if he was a convenient way for us to get rid of Boomer, then so be it. Besides, if he can prove his innocence, then there's no harm done. That's his issue. Sure is a coincidence, though, that the guy you peg as the scapegoat for our crime is someone from my past. How ironic is that?”

“All right then,” Lindsey continued, “I'm going to drop this issue because I don't want to stay pissed at you forever. But, god, Barry, be a little smarter in the future, will you?”

“I will. And I'm sorry I suggested staking out the dealership in hopes of getting a glimpse of him. Lesson learned.”

Barry and Lindsey needed to get back to Las Vegas, as they had been gone longer than anticipated because of the purchase of the jewelry store. But they were comfortable with the deal, even though it had only been two weeks. They got to know Helen, who stayed on as manager of the store, and felt that with time she would be amenable to the scheme of turning old jewelry to new. And the strip clubs, or nightclubs as they now liked to call them, were doing well. Their empire was growing, and their assets too.

On the flight back to Las Vegas, Lindsey said, “You know, Barry, I think we should buy a home somewhere removed from our business so we can get away from it for a while, and I think that San Francisco might be a good place to look. The weather is wonderful, it's a great cultural city, close to the ocean, and Napa Valley is only an hour away. The other thing is, I'd like to pick a place where we wouldn't get involved in owning a business. Let's remove ourselves from that part of our lives while we're there. What do you think?”

Though Barry was surprised, he wasn't opposed to the idea. “I could do that. What if we get involved in a house and it doesn't work out? Are we wasting our time?”

“I've learned a few things from you,” she said. “You've always said that if you need more money, you just work a little harder to get it. Or if you make a mistake, just get over it and move on. And you've said that if you spend money on something that doesn't work out, just sell it. No big deal. It's not like you're stuck with it for life; not like you're having a kid or something.”

“You're right, I do say that,” he said. “Let's take a right turn and fly into the San Francisco regional airport and take a look around. Another day or two won't hurt in us returning home. A friend of mine used to live there, and I've been intrigued with the North Beach area ever since my early visits. Keep in mind we have this habit of making impulsive decisions, and we might end up buying a place before we leave. So let's try and control ourselves and think it over if we see something we feel we just have to have.”

“Agreed. We do make impulsive decisions, but sometimes that's fun,” she said as she felt him turn the rudder towards the city.

Three days later, they had in escrow a beautiful three-floor townhouse in the North Beach area, just off of the corner of Vallejo and Powell. It was the perfect location, close to many restaurants, China Town, Telegraph Hill with Coit Tower, Russian Hill, the financial district, and Fisherman's Wharf. All within walking distance. And the famed streetcar line was a half-block away. They were living life to the fullest.

They had rented a car at the airport and wanted to do some sightseeing while in town. The first two days were primarily devoted to looking at properties, but they had the late afternoons and evenings to themselves. They were staying at the St. Francis Hotel at Union Square and, during a break in their afternoon search, decided to return to the hotel, freshen up, and get some lunch. A good sandwich shop was recommended to them and they found it just one block from the hotel. It was mid-afternoon by the time they were seated.


Lindsey and Barry both ordered a cup of soup and a sandwich and made small talk while the order was being delivered. As the sandwiches were set on the table, Lindsey said, “My word, these things are huge. We should have ordered one sandwich and split it. There's no way I can have that cup of soup and eat this entire sandwich. How about you, Barry? You going to be able to plow through that whole thing and have room for dinner?”

“I don't know,” he responded, “but it's a good-looking sandwich, and I might try. I'll let you know how it goes.”

They had a leisurely afternoon ahead of them, so they took their time with lunch. Barry managed to work his way through the entire sandwich, but Lindsey still had half of hers left on the plate when Barry asked for the check.

He leaned across the table and asked her, “What do you want to do with that half? Take it with you?”

“Yeah, I think so. I sure don't want to leave it. Now that I think about it, did you see that homeless guy out on the sidewalk as we walked in? He had his shopping cart with all of his stuff piled in it. I'm going to offer him the sandwich. He'll probably really like the gesture. He looks like he could use it.”

“Good idea,” Barry responded. “Let's go see if he's still out there.”

Barry paid the tab and they exited the restaurant. They could see the guy with his shopping cart a half-block down the sidewalk and approached him with the sandwich in a cardboard container.

“Hi,” Lindsey said to the guy, “I just left the restaurant there,” she pointed to where she had come from, “and I have half a sandwich left over. Thought you might like it. Are you interested?”

The homeless guy was dressed in baggy jeans and a soiled sweatshirt. He smelled bad, and Lindsey kept more distance between them than necessary. He looked at Lindsey for just a moment and his eyes roamed from side to side, as if he wasn't able to concentrate on any particular subject. He had both of his hands on his shopping cart like he was afraid someone was going to steal it from him.


It took him a few moments before he responded. “What kind of sandwich?”

Lindsey thought it was an interesting question coming from a starving person and said, “It's a ham-and-cheese sandwich, or at least half of one. And it was good—just more than I could eat. Do you want it?”

“What kind of bread?”

“Well, it's sourdough. Why? Does it make a difference?” she asked.

“Don't like them brown breads, like rye.”

“Okay, it's not brown bread. So do you want it?” she asked again.

“What kind of cheese.”

This is getting ridiculous, she thought to herself. Does this guy want this sandwich or not?

“Cheddar, medium, I think,” she said. “Now do you want it or should I give it to someone else?”

“Let me see it,” the homeless guy said.

“Look, this is getting ridiculous,” Lindsey said to the guy, who was still gripping his shopping cart. She opened the lid of the container and showed the sandwich to the guy. “Now, do you want it or not?” she said for the last time as she closed the lid.

“Well, I suppose,” he said as he reached for the container and slowly removed it from Lindsey's hands, as if he wasn't sure he was doing the right thing.

Lindsey and Barry watched him take the container and put it gently under a blanket that he had over the top of his stuff in the shopping cart. He mumbled something to himself, turned, and shuffled slowly down the sidewalk, pushing his cart ahead of him.

Lindsey turned to Barry, who had been standing next to her, and said, “My, that was an ordeal. I wasn't sure if he wanted that sandwich or not. Maybe he thought it wasn't up to his standards.”

“Hard to tell,” Barry said. “These poor folks don't quite have their act together. But it was interesting. I thought he might dive into that sandwich, but I guess he's going to save it for later.”


“Maybe so. I'm not sure it was worth the effort, though.”

They walked around Union Square, ducking into a few of the exclusive shops, and an hour later walked by their homeless guy huddled with one of his buddies on a street corner. They saw their guy handing the sandwich container to the other fellow in exchange for what looked like a couple of pills.

“Well, let's hope they both got what they wanted,” Lindsey said to Barry as they passed by. “I thought giving a sandwich away would be a simple matter, but it turned out be a series of transactions. Interesting.”

They returned to their car and decided to spend the rest of the afternoon driving around the city and getting a feel for their new vacation home. It was a delightful day, sunny and sixty-five degrees with a slight breeze coming off the bay. They drove up to the top of Twin Peaks to get an overview of the city, then spent the rest of the day driving to the usual tourist spots: Golden Gate Park, Fisherman's Wharf, the Embarcadero, the twisty Lombard Street, the Presidio, and just generally wandering around the city in the car.

They were so impressed with their new city that they decided to stay an extra day and visit Napa Valley and the wine country. They crossed the Golden Gate Bridge and had breakfast in Sausalito. A few miles farther north, they got a glance of San Quentin State Prison, and Barry said he knew of two old friends who were serving time there. Lindsey wasn't impressed by this and suggested that Barry keep that sort of information to himself.

Highway 101 took them past San Rafael to Petaluma, where they cut off through the rolling hills to the city of Napa. This was the commercial area of the valley and not what they were interested in, so they continued a short distance north and came to the quaint little city of Yountville. They had heard that the famous French Laundry restaurant was in this town and wanted to see it. Knowing that you had to have reservations about a year in advance to eat there, they merely wanted to drive by. They did learn, however, that there were many other Michelin-caliber restaurants in the tiny town and thought, after visiting many of the wineries in the valley, they would return there for an early dinner on their way back to the city.






CHAPTER 13

1999
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JAN AND RUSTY

Jan and Rusty had been in the motorcycle business for fifteen years, and they were considered to be very successful. Just about every year for the past five years either Jan or Rusty were contacted by the Portland Chamber of Commerce, asking one of them to run as a candidate for the board of directors. Jan had no interest at all. Rusty, however, was intrigued with the idea and decided to put his name on the ballot in 1999. He didn't run much of a campaign but was elected anyway and began his term in January.

While deciding to run for the position, he thoughtfully pondered whether it was a good idea or not. He was not much of a “joiner,” impatient with a group if they didn't make what he thought was an obvious decision. He also didn't like to waste his time. Four meetings into his three-year term, he realized he had made a mistake. He was beginning to see this board as a “good ol’ boys club” that was primarily interested in promoting their own positions within the community, not particularly for the betterment of it. He was getting tired of the chest pumping and self-aggrandizement and wondered if perhaps he should quit before he got sucked in further. At the June meeting, there was a midterm opening to fill a board seat from a member who had recently died. A slate of three candidates was offered, and the only woman on the ballot was elected.

The July meeting took place just before Jan and Rusty left on their next trip. Rusty arrived at the meeting to find a man he had not met before sitting in the chair vacated by the deceased member. The meeting was brought to order, and one of the first items on the agenda was old business. No one brought up the matter of the new board member so, before moving on to new business, Rusty raised his hand. He was called upon by the chairman.

“Mr. Chairman, I'd like to ask what happened to Ms. Alstrom who was chosen to fill Mr. Ardley's seat. Did something happen? Did she decide not to accept the position?”

“Did you not get the notice, Mr. Kenneficke? We sent out a message last month two days after the election. We understood that Mr. Harden was interested in returning to the board after a three-year absence. He was the chairman three different times over two decades, and we felt he was deserving of the position. So he has been offered, and accepted, the open slot.”

“So you installed your old crony to the position to which we legitimately elected a woman. Is that what I'm hearing?”

“Mr. Kenneficke, we don't need your ridicule as we carry on the business of this committee. We sent out a notice, and I don't know why you didn't receive it. We had not yet offered the open position to Ms. Alstrom and felt that she could take the next open position. Do you have a problem with that?”

“Yes I have a problem with that—with electing a person to a position and giving it to someone else. Tell you what, she can have my chair. I don't like to operate that way.” With that, Rusty picked up his papers from the table, shoved his chair back, and left the chamber.

Rusty's immediate resignation and stomping out of the meeting made the Oregonian newspaper the following morning. The article went into considerable detail of the reason for his abrupt departure. Many in the community applauded his action; an equal number were not impressed. The upshot was that his name became known in the city as an independent individual.


Rusty and Jan were observing a rapidly changing world. The internet revolution was in full swing, and Ride On and Ride On West were trying to keep pace. The younger employees working for them stayed current with the rapid-fire changes coming from the new technology, but Rusty and Jan were struggling to keep up. The “Y2K Millennium Bug” was threatening to shut down computer-based functions, and a worldwide self-imposed hysteria evolved. All they could do was stand by and watch, not understanding what the future might bring.

They discussed at length other things happening in the news: Russian President Boris Yeltsin survived impeachment hearings but president Bill Clinton didn't; Dr. Jack Kevorkian was convicted of second-degree murder for his work with voluntary euthanasia; the euro was introduced; the Columbine mass shooting claimed thirteen people; wars were happening all over the world; and natural catastrophes seemed to be getting more severe as time passed. There was no reason for lack of conversation.

“You know,” Jan said as she and Rusty sat in their living room discussing world events, “it seems to me that the few years before and after the end of a century creates unusual worldwide turmoil. I wonder if there's some sort of supernatural force that takes control for a few years at the turn of a century. It just seems like this year has more and more severe world upheavals and events than in the past. And last century saw the same thing. The Industrial Revolution, the buildup to World War I, the Galveston hurricane, Panama Canal—just seems odd to me.”

“My, you must have studied this theory!” Rusty exclaimed. “How would you remember the Galveston hurricane, or the U.S. taking control of the Panama Canal? At any rate, I'll just go along with you and agree that nature, or whatever, has a calendar and upsets the world at the turn of any century. Will you buy that argument?”

“I think you're patronizing me,” she said, “but I'll accept your statement. And incidentally, I do know world history—I love that stuff.”


The conversation turned into more mundane topics, and eventually Jan said, “I forgot to tell you. We've been invited to a charity auction next week, and I saw a list of the items being auctioned off. One of them we might be interested in.”

“And what might that be?” Rusty asked.

“It's a one-way voyage on a freighter from Tacoma to Anchorage, Alaska. The company takes trailers with containers on them several times a week. As I understand it, since freighters do not normally take passengers, we'd get the owner's stateroom. We'd dine with the officers and have as much time on the bridge as we like. My thinking is we could ask to have our motorcycle strapped to a flatbed trailer and hauled up there with us. Then we could take two or three weeks riding back to Portland. What do you think?”

“I like it,” Rusty responded. “I've thought about that trip and always wanted to do it. We could spend some time around Anchorage and the Kenai Peninsula, then up by Denali Park and Mt. McKinley to Fairbanks. On the way back, we could cut off at Tok and take the Top of the World Highway, through Chicken, which I've always wanted to see, to Dawson City and back through the Yukon Territory and British Columbia. Sign us up for the auction. I'm in. And I can't imagine that there will be too may bidders on that item.”

The trip was everything they hoped it would be. They took the freighter in early July and enjoyed temperatures in the mid-sixties with little rain. The main problems were with the road: frost heaves that could jar their teeth loose if hit at high speed, and road construction zones that would extend for tens of miles. In order to keep the dust down, water trucks were pouring water on the dirt sections, creating quagmires. Rusty, with Jan sitting behind him, lost control of the bike on two occasions, and they both spilled into the muck. There was no damage, since it was slow speed and a soft landing, but riding the rest of the afternoon with dried mud on their riding suits was uncomfortable.


Rusty was realizing that as he aged, his riding style was changing. He was fifty-seven on this trip and knew that his reflexes were not as sharp as they once were. Maybe he figured he had more to lose in life than he did in his earlier riding days, or perhaps he just felt that because of age he was losing control at high speeds and in the turns. It did scare him on one tight right-hand turn on this trip when he crossed the center line into the oncoming lane. Fortunately, no cars were coming and he quickly corrected back into his own lane. But it got his heart beating fast. Jan tapped him on his shoulder and asked him if he was all right. He said, yes, that he had just momentarily drifted, but inwardly he knew that he had made a major mistake and needed to pay more attention.

Getting away from the business for a few weeks was always good for the two of them. They would get daily updates on the two stores and discuss their successes and failures. One evening they were talking about advertising; what worked and what didn't.

“It's hard to tell sometimes if we're getting the kind of response we need from some types of advertising,” Rusty said. “I'm just not sure if it's effective or not. For instance, we've tried radio advertising a few times, and I just don't think it helps us. But it's hard to tell because we don't ask every customer that comes in how they heard about us. And now I'm getting inundated with calls from radio advertisers asking to come in to present their pitch to me. I'm tired of making excuses to these people, so on this last call, I came up with the answer.”

“What'd you do?” Jan asked.

“I told the guy he could come in and have as much of my time as he liked. I charge fifty dollars per hour!”

“Wow, that's ingenious,” Jan said. “What did he say to that?”

“Well, that obviously took care of that call. He said something about that being ridiculous and an affront to his professionalism. As he hung up, he mumbled some sort of obscenity and that was that. Perhaps rude on my part, but I'm tired of these guys incessantly calling. So that's my new comeback.”


“It won't take you long to get a reputation among the radio advertisers with that statement,” she responded. “But no harm done. I don't think radio is a good use of our money for this business, anyway. Good work.”

They had learned on this Alaska trip that a lot of people were traveling by road during the few good weather months in this part of the world, and there weren't enough hotel or motel rooms to handle the crowd. It was easy to ride well into the late evening hours in July because the sun didn't set until almost 11:00 p.m. After the first night of almost not getting a room, they learned to check the map each night and determine where they would end up the following night. Then they would check their travel guide and call ahead for a room, guaranteeing they would have a spot.

One night they happened to reserve a room that did not fit the description in the travel guide. In the book it sounded okay, but when they arrived, it was a dump. There were no other rooms available in the small town, so they reluctantly checked in. The railroad tracks that were on the far side of town would not have been a bother if the motel hadn't been constructed of cardboard, or so it seemed to Rusty. The flimsy building allowed irritating sounds from the other rooms, the street, and the distant, occasional train. His entire life Rusty had an issue with flare-ups of indignation, and the train whistle set him off every time he heard it.

Jan could see the emotion pass through his eyes and asked, after the second whistle, “What's the problem with the train whistle? I know it's loud in here because of these thin walls, but I think there's more to it than that. What gives?”

Rusty lowered himself into the lone chair in the room and looked at Jan, who was sprawled out on the sagging bed. “You might remember that I told you about growing up in Millbrae, just south of San Francisco. I was in the second grade, and in those days, the kids ran the town. We didn't have to worry about abductions or perverts, and we roamed freely. We lived about twelve blocks from the movie theater, and four or five of us used to walk down to the Saturday afternoon matinee by ourselves. My parents were fine with that as long as I was home by five. That was dinner time on Saturday. In those days, it was a double feature with a news reel and a cartoon or two, so with lengthy films, it could run past my time to be home. I could hear the train whistle from inside the theater, and if the five o'clock train came by, I was in trouble. My parents were strict about this, and they made me feel guilty for not being home on time. Ever since, I've been bothered by the sound of a train whistle. I get this nostalgic feeling, a forlorn boding that I'm late. Never been able to shake it.”

“Yes, it's interesting how those childhood memories can stick with you,” Jan responded. “My father used to sit in his chair and read the newspaper in the morning. The sun would reach a particular height in the sky and the sun would reflect off his watch, sending a concentrated beam of light into the room. He used to think it was fun to direct that light at my face. I never liked it because it was really bothersome, but he continued to do it for years. Some sort of perverse humor on his part. I don't remember it continuing forever, though, so I guess he finally got tired of it.”

They weren't anxious to sleep in the rickety, soft, sagging bed, so they talked well into the early morning hours. They eventually got back to the subject of running the business. Jan blurted an idea she was not sure Rusty would like.

“Rusty, I think we should sell the dealerships. For the money we have invested in them, and what little profit they provide, we'd be just as well off putting the money in the stock market. And we wouldn't have the headaches that come with them. You know I'm getting awfully tired of financially feeding the stores through the winter, and we never seem to get that winter's investment back. We always say we'll pay ourselves back, but we seem to just add to the inventory, or that money disappears into the atmosphere. I'm tired of it, and I think we should get out.”


“Wow, I didn't see that one coming!” Rusty exclaimed. “I'm not sure I agree, and I'll need to think about it. We're only fifty-seven years old and too young to retire. What would we do with all of our time?”

Before he had a chance to continue, Jan retorted, “I still have my properties that I manage. And as a matter of fact, we'd be better off investing in a few more houses than what we're doing with these dealerships. And you still have your writing. You've been talking for years about getting back to writing novels, and this would allow you time to do that.”

“Yes, that's true,” he said, “but I'm just not sure I'm quite ready to give up on this business yet.”

“We're not giving up on it,” she said. “We're just moving on to something else. We've done well compared to most in this line of work, and I want a change. You know I've not been crazy about this industry for the past several years, and I think it's time to sell.”

“What the businesses have allowed us to do,” Rusty responded, “is to have a reasonable salary and a lot of fringe benefits, such as paying our health insurance, cars, and taxes. Plus, the rent we're collecting over and above the mortgage payments is money in the bank to us.”

“I understand all of that,” she said, “but I just don't think the effort is worth the return. We'd still own the buildings, unless we sell them, so we'll still have that income. And the proceeds from the sale of the business, if invested properly, should supplement the salary and fringe benefits. At least most of it. Our lifestyle wouldn't change much.”

“I'm not crazy about this idea,” Rusty responded, “but you're the boss. You're the owner, so I'll do as you wish. But could we have some time to think this over?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I don't want this to be an issue between us, so let's give it some time to set in and—”

“Or fester,” Rusty blurted without thinking.


“Oh, my god, Rusty,” Jan said. “Are you really going to make a big deal about this? It doesn't have to happen tomorrow, you know. Tell you what, let's continue to talk about it and set a target of three years from now. That sound okay to you?”

“Well, no, but I guess I'll deal with it,” Rusty responded. “I need time for this to set in. Let's drop the issue for now—let me think. I'll get over it, eventually, I suppose. The last thing I want is for this to get in the way of our relationship.”

“Well, it sounds to me like it's going to,” Jan said. “But I really want you to think about this.”

“Okay,” was the response. “Let's just go to bed. I want to check the map for tomorrow's travel and get some rest before climbing back in the saddle.”






CHAPTER 14

1999
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RUSTY

Rusty and Jan returned from the Alaska trip rejuvenated physically, but there was a dark cloud, like a pall, hanging over their relationship because of their disagreement about selling the business. Neither was happy with the other's stance on the topic, and they felt the best thing to do was to avoid the subject. That avoidance was awkward and affected their usual banter. They would need to address the issue if they had any chance at peace.

Before getting reacquainted with Jan in 1979 and becoming employed in the motorcycle dealership, Rusty had published two motorcycle adventure books. The first book was successful, and the second book just marginally so. At that time, he was still writing a monthly article for a motorcycle magazine but was finding it hard to financially support himself, though he lived a frugal life. The magazine was eventually swallowed up in a merger and discontinued. He had a request from a different magazine but decided not to continue with the monthly obligation.

That year he decided to sell everything he owned, buy a motorhome, and drive from San Francisco to Portland. He experienced a whole series of mishaps on that trip and over the twenty years since he'd started writing the manuscript. He thought it was pretty good and decided to edit it and present The Misadventures of Rusty Kenneficke to his publisher, Marc Zimmer, in San Francisco. He also had some ideas for a follow-up book and wanted to talk to Marc about that as well.


Rusty had not seen Marc over that twenty-year period and talked to him only twice, so their relationship was like starting over. Marc had once told Rusty that he thought some literary talent was buried deep down in his body somewhere and had yet to surface. When he found it, he wanted to talk to him again. Rusty had decided the time had come.

He wanted to meet Marc in person, not present his manuscript and his ideas for a new novel through the mail. Calling Marc's office in San Francisco, he was distressed to hear that his long-time assistant, Gloria, had died a few years prior. Rusty always liked her and was looking forward to catching up with her. His new assistant, Susan, was pleasant, took the time to listen to Rusty's history with Marc, and promised to call him back and let him know of Marc's interest and schedule.

Two days later, she called. Marc was indeed interested in looking at the manuscript and having a chat about their intervening twenty years. And it got better. Marc's elderly father was in a retirement home in Portland, so Marc frequently visited him. He planned on being in Portland in two weeks and could set aside an afternoon and evening for him and Rusty to get together.

Marc visited the dealership at two in the afternoon, and after a tour of the facility, they sat down in the office. Rusty wanted Marc to meet Jan, so she showed up for the afternoon session. Most of the talk was about their days in the San Francisco area. As the conversation drifted toward the manuscript, Jan excused herself, having a scheduled evening meeting with a tenant. She would not be joining them for dinner.

Marc liked the idea of The Misadventures of Rusty Kenneficke and promised to give it serious consideration. He reminded Rusty that he had talked about some initial ideas for another novel and wanted to hear those details but would like to wait for dinner. He needed to go back to the hotel room, make a few calls, and rest up.

They met at the Chart House at seven. Macy, a petite waitress probably in her late twenties, was their server. Upon first approaching the table to get a drink order, she said, looking at Rusty, “You look familiar. Where have I seen you before? I know I've seen you somewhere.”

“Can't answer that,” Rusty responded. “I've lived in Portland for many years, so we may have crossed paths somewhere. But you don't look at all familiar to me.”

“No,” she said, “I've seen you just recently. Let me think. Maybe it'll come to me.”

They ordered drinks followed by Caesar salad. When the waitress appeared to remove the salad plates, she said to Rusty, “I know why I recognize you! Aren't you the guy whose picture was in the newspaper last week? The one who walked out of that meeting, or something? I don't remember the details, but I do remember the incident—and your picture.”

“Yes, that's me,” Rusty responded, interrupting his conversation with Marc and glancing at the woman. “I didn't realize that event was a big deal. I just didn't agree with the way they handled that board seat election and didn't want to have anything further to do with the group.”

“Well,” she said, “I've gone back to school at Gresham Community College, and we had a full hour discussion on whether or not you did the right thing. Some thought it was glib on your part and you should have stayed, but others thought you did the right thing by standing up for your ideals and leaving the group.”

“What was your opinion?” Rusty asked.

“I was torn. I can see both sides. But in the end, I think you did the right thing. The woman was selected but then passed over later when one of the ‘good ol’ boys’ wanted to get back on the committee. I think it was sexist, and by the end of the discussion, most of the class agreed with your stance.”

“Okay, well, thank you,” Rusty said.

Waiting for the steaks to arrive, Marc wanted to know what that exchange was all about, so Rusty brought him up to speed. Then the subject changed to the new novel Rusty was contemplating.

“Give me a synopsis of your new book,” Mark said.

Rusty detailed the main character and mentioned that the book would be written in the first person. He told Marc that there would be sex and violence, including a murder, in the plot. Marc said he wanted to get a feel for the script and asked him to relate some of the dialogue. Rusty didn't have it on paper yet but thought he could adlib a sequence.

Macy thought there might be an interesting conversation at the table. She had a small recording device in her purse for situations just like this and went to the lunchroom to get it. She put it in her apron and left it on in record mode as she delivered the main courses.

As she was reaching over Rusty's left shoulder to set down the steak in front of him, she heard him say, “I met Julie six months ago, and we had this immediate attraction, which led to a torrid love affair over the next six months. I never realized sex could be so good, and if my wife finds out, I'm a dead man. She'd never forgive me.”

Macy, not knowing this was dialogue from an upcoming book, was intrigued, and as she moved to set Marc's plate on the table, she got to thinking of how she might use this information. Rusty continued to relate to Marc, in the first person, more dialogue from the yet-to-be-written manuscript.

Rusty and Marc finished their dinner, with Macy hovering around the table more than she should have, waiting for more morsels of Rusty's private life. She didn't pick up any further incriminating conversation but knew she had something valuable. And she knew just where to take it.

She couldn't wait to get off her shift and get back to her boyfriend, Rolly, who worked as a journalist for one of Portland's ”cheat sheets.” This weekly newspaper dealt with rumors, innuendo, gossip, and any news worthy of print in the tabloid. This was juicy, and Macy knew she had the scoop. She told Rolly of the dinner arrangement, the conversation, and then replayed for him the recording she had made. Rolly was ecstatic and knew he had something more than just an article.

Rolly suggested that they blackmail Rusty. They would demand $10,000 from him or they would turn the recording over to his wife. Macy thought it was a wonderful idea, and they put their plan to work.

She had heard Ride On Motorcycles mentioned during the conversation, did some spadework, and found that Rusty was the president of the company. Two days after the dinner, an envelope arrived addressed to Rusty at the Portland store. He opened it and found a recording tape with a note surrounding it that said, “Have $10,000 in cash by Friday or this goes to your wife.” The note was scrawled in black ink with no return address.

Rusty was flabbergasted; several thoughts ran through his mind: How could she be astute enough to record this in the first place? Why does she think she can get away with this? Did she not understand that the talk was the dialogue for an upcoming book? Even if it were true, would it be worth $10,000? What happens when I don't pay?

Rusty knew two conversations had to happen immediately. The first was to talk to Jan and relate the entire episode. The second was to call Marc and fill him in.

The conversation with Jan was really not of much concern to Rusty. Even though he and Jan were going through a rough patch in their relationship because of the potential sale of the business, he knew she would not believe he was capable of an affair. They had problems, yes, but they loved each other too much for that. And, he had discussed the ideas for the new book with Jan and she was well aware of Julie, the sex, and the violence that would be between the book covers.


When Rusty called Marc and related the blackmail attempt, Marc just laughed and said, “Good luck with that!”

Not knowing who else might be involved in the blackmail, Rusty went to visit Macy at the restaurant the evening after receiving the tape. He caught up with her in the parking lot as she was arriving at work.

“Macy, what the hell is this all about? Why would you do something like this? A blackmail attempt? That's ridiculous. First of all, that recording is nothing more than the dialogue from an upcoming book. Second, my wife knows that I would never, ever be unfaithful to her, and third, what makes you think I'd pay up even if it were true?”

“Oh, yeah, I'm sorry about that,” she said, rather unconvincingly. “I played that tape for my boyfriend, and he thinks he can get some money from you. I have nothing to do with that. He works for The Portland Rag and said he's going to print an article about you with that quote if you don't pay. He claims it'll damage your reputation in town, especially after the article about you walking out of that meeting a few weeks ago. You'll have to deal with him on this.”

“Pardon my French, but bullshit,” Rusty blurted. “I have absolutely no intention of talking to your boyfriend. Tell him to go ahead and write his article. If he thinks a little bad publicity is going to affect me, he's wrong. I'll look for it in the next edition. And also, you might mention to him that blackmail is against the law and he could be in serious trouble if I notify the police.”

The article was published but only managed to get on the fourth page. Rusty never heard a comment from anyone about it and didn't bother with the police.






CHAPTER 15

2000
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BARRY AND LINDSEY

Barry and Lindsey were building an empire. From the roots of his first strip club in Los Angeles in 1979, the two of them had expanded the operation to the entire West Coast, from LA to Seattle, as well as Las Vegas and Reno. They now owned nineteen clubs, twenty-two pawn and loan shops, and thirteen jewelry stores. Everything was profitable, particularly the jewelry stores since they were creating a lot of “new” jewelry. The one major city they did not have a business in was San Francisco. They stayed true to their original decision to use that city strictly for their personal enjoyment.

The businesses were legitimate—mostly. Some loan sharking going on from the pawn shops and some prostitution from the clubs, but that didn't bother Barry or Lindsey. What bothered them was when a competitor tried to infringe on their territory, or when one of their employees tried to steal money from the operation. Barry grew up as a major member of an Italian gang in New York City, and his enforcement techniques hadn't changed much over the years. He often called on Jimmy, his hit-and-run specialist, to handle heavier situations for him.

When Barry and Lindsey became partners, the one thing Lindsey kept insisting was that they not get involved in drugs. She knew that they didn't have enough “muscle” to play in that game, and she realized that people usually didn't live long in the drug trade. Besides, they didn't need to. She was enjoying life to the fullest and wanted it to last.


About 40 percent of their business revenue came from their operations in and around Las Vegas, and they spent a great deal of their time there. But, because of Lindsey's difficult upbringing and bad memories from growing up in nearby Boulder City, she didn't want that city to be her main residence. They didn't have kids and enjoyed spending money on themselves; hence, they bought a sprawling 6,000-square-foot home in the Hollywood Hills of Los Angeles overlooking the city. The home, with its views, infinity pool, six-car garage, fine artwork, and chef's kitchen, was matched by the humongous walk-in closet with all the dress accoutrements. It was the kind of home that Lindsey used to scoff at and was a life that Lindsey could only dream of in her formative years.

They kept a condo in Portland for their frequent visits there. Seattle was only a three-hour drive north, and they had a favorite upscale hotel on Elliott Bay that they liked to stay in while in town. And then, of course, they had their townhouse in San Francisco. Reno was easily accessible from there.

Barry was a car guy; he loved fast, hot cars and was building a nice collection of them scattered among his homes. He had two Ferraris, a Lamborghini, two Porsches (one was a vintage, 1962), a BMW, a Mercedes, and a Rolls Royce, plus a small collection of classics that he hoped would appreciate over the years. But he drove a Lexus SUV to most of his store visits and business meetings. Lindsey insisted that he not be too ostentatious around the employees. In late 2000, the Mini Cooper S was relaunched and Lindsey bought a white convertible with blue and orange racing strips on the hood and trunk. She loved that car and thought it was the sexiest of their herd, as well as certainly being the least expensive. She was proud of her thriftiness, at least as far as her car was concerned.

They both played their parts well. Barry was now fifty-five. He had kept his five-foot-ten frame in good shape over the years playing racquetball and working out at the gym. His body was rippled and sinewy, with sharp facial features and black eyes that could bore a hole through concrete. He had a full crop of shoulder-length hair that had turned pure white. He realized that people stared at him when he entered a room, and he often thought they were trying to place him as an actor in a movie. He garnered attention, and he loved it.

Lindsey turned forty-five in 2000 and looked ten years younger. She was at the top of her physical attractiveness. At five foot seven, her height was a good complement to Barry's. She knew she was a knockout and used it to her full advantage. She had an hourglass figure and, ever since her early teen years, thought she was a little too big on top. But she knew what guys liked and learned to use that feature to her advantage. Her bright-blue eyes accented her sparkling blonde hair that fell to her shoulder blades. When in a meeting, trying to impress some of Barry's sleazier business counterparts, she would wear high heels, a short, tight skirt, and a V-neck sweater that highlighted her physical assets. She was the perfect distraction for Barry to get the upper hand in the conversation. She didn't use plastic surgery because she didn't need it, a fact which many found hard to believe. She was the perfect business partner, lover, and contemporary for Barry. They had both found the life partner that had evaded them in their prior relationships.

Barry and Lindsey were seldom seen apart. The enjoyed each other so much that they worked and played together. It didn't take long for them to operate as a single entity, like one person with compatible abilities, ideals, and purpose. They had developed a company of several hundred employees and needed a cadre of trusted managers to run the diverse businesses and territories. When one of the managers, or their employees, got out of line, Barry would enforce the rules. Lindsey had no problem with this and often made the call herself. She was an equal in all aspects.

Their business interests stretched from Seattle to LA, and in order to cover that much territory, they were using the Cessna several times each week. Barry was getting proficient at flying the plane, and Lindsey felt comfortable riding in the passenger seat. She quickly became the navigator and was able to read the maps and charts, helping Barry to the next airport. In the first year of flying, she went to a “powder-puff” school for one week, so at least she could land the plane if Barry had a medical problem.

They had met some friends from a Los Angeles flying club, and a few times a year, they would join a “fly-in” to someplace in the United States. These events enabled them to learn some advanced flying techniques, and they enjoyed the camaraderie of the group. There was always talk of upgrading to the next best airplane, and Barry was apprehensive about getting the “yacht syndrome,” needing the next biggest and best airplane. He was happy with his little Cessna, but thoughts of getting a King Air did creep into his consciousness. He started calculating the amount of time he could save between destinations at the higher speed.

Their passports were current, although they had not used them in years, and they decided to join three couples from the flying club on a ten-day outing to Mexico. It was February, and the weather was supposed to be wonderful south of the border. The other pilots were accomplished with thousands of hours flying airplanes, and two of them had been fighter pilots in the Air Force. Barry liked his previous brief fly-ins with them because he could learn a lot in a hurry.

They flew to Cancun and had three lovely days there. The next morning, they agreed to meet at nine at the airport and fly to Cabo San Lucas at the tip of the Baja Peninsula. They planned on stopping in Mazatlán for an overnight and fuel. “Dusty” Rhodes was an early riser and was always badgering the others in the group to get going.

Barry didn't know Dusty well but was impressed with him the few times they had talked. Dusty was involved in the casino business in Las Vegas and had no problem letting everyone know he was a high roller. He had a walk about him that left no doubt that he liked to be in control. Barry thought his walk resembled that of Vladimir Putin, who had become President of Russia earlier in the year. It was a distinctive swagger, and Barry thought Dusty was using it to great advantage. Everything was exaggerated with Dusty: his houses and cars were bigger; he had a 100-foot yacht that he kept at his private dock in San Diego; he was chauffeured everywhere; his trophy wife had more plastic surgery than she'd needed.

Barry did not sleep well. Lying in bed cogitating about the day, he saw the sun break the horizon, and it looked like it was going to be another ho-hum day on the Mexican Riviera: sunny, eighty-five degrees, and a slight breeze. Since he couldn't get back to sleep, he decided to get up and take a walk on the beach. Half a mile from the hotel, he saw Dusty walking towards him. Apparently he had gotten up even earlier for his walk.

They chatted while standing on the sand and Dusty suggested that they go to the nearby hotel and get a Bloody Mary. Barry didn't think the bar would be open at such an early hour but was surprised to find that it was. Neither Dusty nor Barry were serious drinkers, but the libation went down a little too easily at that hour.

Barry suggested another, but Dusty said, “No, we need to fly in a few hours and it's just not a good idea. You go ahead. I'm heading back to the hotel. See you at nine, ready to lift off. Be careful with that stuff.”

Barry knew his limits and felt confident that he could handle a few drinks. So that's what he had. He bought an English-language newspaper and settled into a comfortable chair, topping off his two Bloody Marys with a glass of champagne. He looked up and saw the sun rising, glanced at his watch, and realized that by the time he walked back to hotel, he would be pushing it time-wise. He extricated himself from the chair, stumbled, and thought to himself, Oh, god, what have I done. I know better than this. Well, I'll play it cool and no one will notice I'm tipsy. I'll be okay behind the stick, and anyway, it's still a couple of hours before we have to leave.


When he got back to the hotel, Lindsey was folding her clothes and placing them in her small, wheeled luggage. He entered the room and stood there, stupidly watching for longer than he should have, unsure of what he should say or do. He knew that his hesitancy was blowing his opportunity to hide his inebriation from her.

She glanced up from her task and studied Barry for a moment before speaking. “Where have you been? We have to leave here in about fifteen minutes and you haven't even showered yet.” She walked closer to him and studied his eyes for a moment, then said, “Why are your eyes all blurry? And why do you smell like alcohol? Don't tell me you've been drinking. What's going on, Barry?”

His eyes dropped to the floor, and he said, “I took a walk on the beach this morning. Couldn't sleep, so I left at daybreak. Didn't get far, though, because I ran into Dusty and we had a drink. I didn't even know bars were open this early in the morning. Time got away from me. Sorry.”

“Are you telling me that Dusty had a drink early in the morning? He hardly drinks in the evening. And it looks to me like you've had more than one. What did you do?”

“Yeah, I blew it. He left after the first one. It was about seven by that time. I bought a newspaper, had a couple more, and before I knew it, it was eight. I'm a little tipsy, but I can handle the plane. I know my limits, and I'll be okay.”

“I'm not so sure that's a good idea,” Lindsey responded. “And I'm in that thing with you. You have a problem, or do something stupid, and I'm not sure my training will do much good. I think maybe we should tell the group we're staying here an extra day and meet them in Cabo in a few days.”

“No,” Barry said, “I'll be okay. I promise. And I don't want to give the others any indication that I've violated one of the golden rules. They'd never trust me after that. Tell you what, why don't you tell them that we're running late and they should go on. We'll see them in Mazatlán this evening. Their planes will fly faster than our Cessna, anyway. That extra time will allow me to get a better handle on myself.”

Lindsey looked at Barry from head to foot, shook her head, and said, “I can't believe you did this. I've never known you to not be in complete control. If I didn't know you so well, I'd walk away, but I do have confidence in your abilities. Just get in the shower and make it a cold one. You need to be squared away when we get in that airplane. I'll tell the others to go on and we'll meet them later, probably in Cabo. It's a long flight from here to Mazatlán, and we're getting a late start. I think we'll end up at least a day behind them. Another thing they told us in my one-week training is that it's not a good idea for inexperienced pilots to fly alone over water, and we have a good stretch from Mazatlán to Cabo.”

“Well, I'm no longer inexperienced,” Barry responded, “and it's only a couple hundred miles across the water. We'll be okay. Just tell them we'll be a day behind them. They wouldn't be flying with us anyway because of the speed of their airplanes. We'll catch up with them somewhere.”

They had a long flight ahead of them and knew they would have to stop for lunch and to refuel on the way. Barry learned that it was important to always fuel the plane at every stop. You never knew what could happen, and it was a good idea to have a full tank. But by the time they got to the airport, the fuel truck to replenish the airplanes was involved in an accident. Barry didn't see this as a problem because they still had plenty of fuel and could drop down to any number of small airports along the way.

Barry realized he was lightheaded and was being especially cautious, lifting off the runway at ten, flying west towards Mazatlaán. They were fighting a stiff headwind, and Barry kept a close eye on the fuel gauge because of it. He was using his fuel faster than he had expected. Lindsey was getting concerned and was checking the map for a runway where they could refuel. She spotted one in a small town two hundred miles east of Mazatlán and suggested to Barry that they set down there.

Lindsey told Barry that the chart said the preferred direction to land was from the south. But Barry had two problems: his fuel level and the wind. So he decided to land from the north. Descending to the runway, Lindsey saw a knoll at the end of the runway as they approached and mentioned that to Barry. He acknowledged that. What neither saw until it was too late were the two poles on the knoll, directly in line with the runway.

As they got closer, Lindsey said, “Barry, I think I see wires hanging between those two poles. You're going to have to pull up fast.” Barry stayed silent, concentrating. Then, “I SEE WIRES!”

It took a moment for Barry to see the wires Lindsey was screaming about, and they were headed straight for them. He immediately pushed for full power—”balls to the wall,” as the pilots liked to say. At the same time, his heart raced and his stomach started to ache. This was not going to be good.

The propeller snapped the wires in half, and by that time, Barry knew he had to set the plane down. He corrected his power, made a smooth landing on the runway, and taxied to the small Quonset hut that served as a terminal. Barry knew he had hit the wires and wanted to inconspicuously check the plane, particularly the propeller. He saw a black burn mark on the leading edge of the wing, but there was no real damage, and he was relieved to find merely a slight indention in the propeller blade. Hopefully it would not affect the performance of the plane. He needed to fuel and get back up in the air before anyone realized what had happened. It was a close call.

A bit shaken but still in control, Barry walked quickly to the terminal and ordered fuel. Lindsey staggered out of the plane on wobbly legs and stumbled to the ground. She stood up, dusted herself off, and walked to the terminal, which was the size of a large travel trailer, and caught up with Barry.


He took her gently by the elbow and stepped to the side of the counter and whispered in her ear, “We have a problem. I bought a sandwich and a cold drink, but the guy behind the counter couldn't take my credit card because the electricity went out. My Spanish isn't very good, but I think he said sometimes it happens here. Actually, I think we cut the power when we clipped those lines. We need to get out of here before they realize what we did. The problem now is that we can't use our card for the fuel. How much cash do you have? I have a couple hundred, and I need to go out and tell the fuel guy to hold off. Hopefully we'll be able to pay for what he's put in to this point.”

“I have a couple hundred also,” Lindsey said. “Give me your money and I'll pay the guy what we have, which means we'll probably overpay for what's been pumped, but that's okay. We just need to get out of here before they figure out what happened. They're not going to be happy when they find out we clipped the electricity to the entire town.”

Lindsey handed the counter guy $400 in U.S. currency while Barry raced out to the fuel truck. He explained, in his limited Spanish, that they had paid for the fuel transferred to the plane and to remove the hose from the filler cap. They were in a hurry to take off and would now be able to get to their destination. The fuel-truck driver didn't understand a thing Barry said and continued to fuel. Fortunately, the tank topped off as Barry was about to yank the hose from the driver's hand.

Lindsey raced to the plane just as the fuel line was being extracted. She pointed out to Barry that the guy from the terminal was walking rapidly toward them. He was shouting something about wires being cut, although they couldn't make out exactly what he was saying.

Barry surmised the guy had discovered the lines were cut as they approached the landing strip. He didn't want to deal with a confrontation and told Lindsey to quickly get in the plane. They were going to take off immediately. The fuel truck started to pull away from the plane, so Barry had room for the wings to pass. He fired up the engine, not even bothering to do his pre-check of the instruments, and taxied down the runway. As they lifted off the tarmac, they could see the flashing lights of a police cruiser hurriedly approaching the little airport.

Once in the air, Barry's emotions caught up with him, and he realized that he needed to pay attention to what he was doing. He thought to himself: Flying is the one thing I don't want to mess with. Having those drinks before lifting off was stupid. I'll never do that again. But what were those power lines doing right at the end of the runway? What a dumb place to put them. Of course, I did land from the wrong direction, and I did come in too low, but you'd think they'd have accounted for that. My instructor told me that I'd learn from my mistakes. This is one I'll not make again. Plus, I had Lindsey with me, and to risk her safety because of my dumb move is unconscionable. If I had harmed her, I'd never forgive myself.

He suggested to Lindsey that they not even bother catching up with their travel companions, even if they had a chance, until they got to Cabo. They were going to be late getting into Mazatlán and didn't want to have to explain why they were held up. It would be embarrassing, especially admitting it to these experienced pilots. Besides, their Cessna would not be able to keep up with the King Airs the others were flying. Maybe by the time they got to Cabo they'd be able to gloss over the story.

They had a nice evening in Mazatlán and found the water crossing from Mazatlán to Cabo San Lucas uneventful. Barry expertly landed the plane at the private airport; they unloaded their luggage, rented a car, and headed for the hotel. After a few phone calls, the four couples agreed to meet that evening in the lounge and then go on to dinner together.

Barry and Lindsey had a very uncomfortable stay in Cabo. So much of it was perfect: the weather, the setting, the beach, and the company of their travel companions. But they were both bothered by the incident with the power lines and were fearful that the Mexican authorities might be looking for them. They had to provide their airplane registration and identifying markings before fueling, and they knew they were on the run. They couldn't get the uneasiness out of their systems and decided to cut their trip short and fly home. They made an excuse to the other flyers, blaming urgent business matters, and left on the second day in Cabo.

As they got into U.S. airspace, they relaxed a little and began talking about the shortened trip and how they were going to be more careful in the future. Lindsey once again lit into Barry about his drinking episode before flying that same morning.

“I don't know, Barry, I just can't imagine you doing that. You're not even a drinker. We go to a party and you have diet cola. And then you have several drinks before nine o'clock in the morning? On a morning you're going to be piloting the plane? With me in it! It's just not like you. I've noticed you've been a little funny lately. What's going on?”

“Okay, I'll fess up,” he said, as he glanced at his controls to make sure he was on course. He knew he was distracted and needed to force himself to pay attention. “We have several problems—”

Before he could continue, Lindsey said, “We—WE have problems? Now you have my undivided attention.”

“First of all, our Reno operations are a disaster. I think Rick, our manager of that region, has been skimming from the clubs. He doesn't know enough about the pawn shops to cause a problem, and I keep a close eye on that. But I'm pretty sure it's Rick.”

Once again, Lindsey interrupted. “We were there together just two weeks ago. Everything seemed fine. We checked the books like we always do. When did you find out about this, and why didn't you tell me?”

“Found out last week,” he said. “Our accountant called with some discrepancies. I haven't had a chance to look into it yet, but my instincts tell me it's Rick.”


“Would have been nice if you'd told me,” Lindsey said. “And if it's a serious issue, what are we doing down here in Mexico while we're being ripped off in Reno? What else?”

“Yeah, sorry,” Barry responded, “but I thought I'd make sure before I told you. Anyway, I had Jimmy do a job for me two weeks ago, and he got a little sloppy. The guy lived and, although he's still in the hospital unconscious, he may be able to identify him if he ever wakes up. Jimmy's going to try to take care of it once and for all.”

“I don't think I want to know what that's about,” Lindsey said. “The less I know, the better. I appreciate that you've kept me clear of Jimmy, and I hope I never have to meet the guy. But, Barry, you've got to be careful about this sort of activity. We have way too much at stake for you to get thrown in jail or, worse yet, have someone seek retribution. Why did you need to get Jimmy involved?”

“A guy was being very blatant about infringing on our territory,” Barry answered, “and I couldn't just stand by and watch. I tried to persuade him on several occasions, but he just wouldn't listen. What was I supposed to do? Just let him come in and take over some of our business? I needed to teach him a lesson. And so, like you said, the less you know about this stuff, the better.”

“Well, if anything happens to you and you're locked up for the rest of your life, then I'm left with dealing with this empire we've built. I can do it, but I don't want to do it alone. So promise me that you'll be more careful in the future.”

“There's one other thing I want to talk to you about,” Barry said. “The night we were having dinner with the group in Cabo, I overheard Dusty mention something to one of the other guys that intrigues me, and I'd like to follow up on it.”

“What's that?” she asked.

“Dusty mentioned something about buying a casino in Las Vegas. I didn't get many details, but apparently he and a few others have found a casino for sale and are looking into it. I think we should see if we can get into the investment group.”


“Why? We're doing all right, and it sounds like we have enough problems in Reno. We surely don't need more,” she said. “And with the types of businesses we're involved in, we may have trouble getting past the Nevada State Regulatory Board. Plus, now we have this thing you got Jimmy involved in. Why do you want to do this?”

“Yes, we do well enough, I suppose,” Barry said, “but we go to these national meetings of pawn brokers and nightclub operators and I realize we're just one of the myriad mid-level operators. I want to be big time. I want to show these other guys that we're the best of the best. And this casino may be a springboard into the really big money.”

“Well, I'm not so sure it's a good idea, but I suppose we could talk to Dusty about it,” she said. “It's not like we have to get involved. But we need to be really careful about a deal like this. Why do you need to be a big shot to those guys who operate nationally? You're a big shot in our part of the world. Isn't that enough?”

“No, it's not,” Barry responded. “These guys have complete organizations, a cadre of people that take care of everything for them. If we were on their level, then I wouldn't have to get involved in the Jimmy-type issues. Someone else would discover the problem and have Jimmy take care of it. Besides, wouldn't you like to have a hundred-foot yacht parked at our own private dock, like Dusty has?”

“No, I don't need that,” Lindsey said as she glanced at Barry, wondering if she really knew him as well as she thought she did. “You know, there's always someone out there with more money, more things, more toys. I'm happy with what we have and enjoy our operation. Growing it a little each year is comfortable for me.” She bit her lip, not normally nervous when it came to discussing business matters. “And another thing: these high rollers are on their third or fourth wives and still have mistresses on the side. Did you see the way Dusty looked at that hot, little Mexican waitress when she bent over to take our order? I thought Dusty was going to attack her right there with his wife, and us, sitting at the table. It was ridiculous. The one thing that would hurt me more than anything else in our relationship, our life, would be to have another woman enter it. I just would not stand for that.”

“That'll never happen,” Barry said. “You know you mean more to me than life itself. I could never find another woman who could possibly compare. And you know how I feel about infidelity: the same way you do. The one thing you don't have to worry about is me getting involved, in any way, with another woman.”

“Well, okay,” she said. “But talk is cheap. Just let me remind you that these guys you're cozying up to don't need us. Don't get sucked into their lifestyle. And if you, which means us, get involved with people like this, you better know exactly what you're getting us into. I don't want anything screwing up our life. We deal with a lot of shady people in our lines of business, but at least they're on our level. What you're talking about is a whole ’nother thing. And if you're not careful, you may end up being a pawn in their game.” She crossed her arms, feeling secure in her point of authority. “So are you telling me you think this casino deal might be worth taking a look at?”

“I'm not sure what you're asking,” Barry admitted.

“I'm saying look into it,” she responded, “if that's what you want to do. We don't have to get involved, but there's no harm in sniffing around. But I want to be really, really cautious of what we might find. And, like everything else we do, I want to be fully involved in every aspect of the discussions. No secrets. We know nothing about the casino business, and we know very little about the players. Let's take this slow.”

Barry had heard what Lindsey said about being careful getting involved with the casino group. But the more he thought about it, the more it captured his attention. He couldn't stop thinking about it. He wanted to be a really big high roller.


The 1990s had been good to Barry and Lindsey: their businesses had grown exponentially; with better profits, they were able to skim more off the top each year; the dot-com boom was going crazy; the NASDAQ stock index was trading at all-time highs almost every week; and their bank accounts and stock portfolio were bulging. And at the turn of the century, things were looking good for the future as far as Barry and Lindsey were concerned.

When they returned to the U.S. at the end of February, Barry called Dusty Rhodes and said that he would like to meet with him regarding a business deal. He didn't know how Dusty would receive his inquiry about joining the investment group, so he didn't divulge the true intent of the meeting. Dusty wanted to meet in Las Vegas on the last day of the month, which happened to be February 29—leap year. Lindsey suggested that they drive over from Los Angeles and spend a few days celebrating his fifty-fifth birthday.

They met for dinner at a steak house that, by coincidence, happened to be right across the street from one of their nightclubs. Barry wanted to make a good first impression, so he wore his best dark-blue suit with a subtle silk necktie. Lindsey wore a dress that fell to just below the knees; the top of the dress was not particularly revealing, as she didn't want Dusty ogling her at dinner.

Over drinks and appetizers, they made small talk, mostly about the great time they had in Mexico. Dusty wanted to know why they had to leave after the second day in Cabo, and Barry made up a story of impending business that had to be dealt with. The vacation with the four couples didn't get into much business discussion, so Dusty didn't know much about Barry and Lindsey's business interests. He asked what they did for a living.

Barry figured if he wanted to get involved with Dusty in the casino business, he'd better be upfront with him. As the salads and steaks were delivered to the table, Barry related his history, starting with the single strip club in Los Angeles. Lindsey then countered with her past, amending the story as needed, how she met Barry and her involvement in the businesses. They talked about the nightclubs, the pawn shops, and the jewelry stores. What they didn't tell Dusty was the enforcement methods they used to keep control.

“I have no problem with that,” Dusty said. “Sounds like solid, profitable businesses to me. After all, I'm in the casino business, and we have our dark side to the operations as well. So you wanted to meet with me to talk about a business venture. What do you have in mind?”

“In Cabo, I overheard you talk about an investment group that's being assembled to purchase a casino in Las Vegas,” Barry said. “Lindsey and I have stores here and would like to get involved in the group, if that's possible.”

“Oh, I see,” Dusty responded. “I wasn't quite expecting that. As a matter of fact, I mentioned that in confidence to the other two couples because we have other business interests together. I guess I wasn't confidential enough. But no matter, I see no problem in you knowing about it.”

“If it's a possibility, could you tell us a little about it?” Barry said as he straightened up in his chair, expecting a possible rejection.

“I can't tell you much,” Dusty said, “only because I don't want to give too much information away. Other groups are vying for this casino, and we need to hold our cards close to the vest. I'd have to check with the other investors about you joining the group. And, of course, we'd have to do a complete background check on you and Lindsey. Just so we don't waste energy on this thing, what I can tell you is that there is a five-million-dollar buy-in for each investor, and it has to be cash, not collateralized. You'll need that collateral later. Would that be a problem?”

“No, no problem at all,” Barry stated, perhaps too quickly. He hoped Dusty didn't see the lump in his throat. He quickly glanced at Lindsey and hoped Dusty didn't see her roll her eyes as he had.

“Well, tell you what,” Dusty said. “Let's table this conversation for now. I'll talk to the others in the group and I'll get back to you. If it's a go with them, then we can get into some of the details. Now, let's walk across the street to that strip joint of yours and see what kind of action is happening.”

That evening, driving home in the Rolls, Lindsey turned to Barry and said, “If we pursue this deal, we'll need to do some magic. We don't have five million lying around. To get that kind of money, we'd have to sell a house or two, and maybe your car collection. These are big shots, Barry, and I don't think we should get involved. And I sure don't want to have to sell assets to take on a risky venture, and this sounds like it could be one.”

“Honey, I'm not saying we have to get in with the group. I just want to find out what's involved. Maybe they won't like us, or maybe we don't like what we see and back out. No harm, no foul.”

“Okay,” Lindsey responded, “but I don't want you making any commitments without us agreeing in advance. I want you to sell me on the idea before we take even a baby step in that direction.

“Deal,” Barry said as he drove the Rolls up to the security gate.






CHAPTER 16

2000
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JAN

A year had passed since Jan had mentioned that she would like to sell the two dealerships. They didn't talk much about selling since Jan had given Rusty three years to think about it. But the tension was always lurking below the surface in their conversations when issues arose at work. And as the dealerships grew, so did the tension: taking out bigger and bigger lines of credit in the winter and then having to pay them back in the summer; liability concerns; employee issues; more competition in the region.

The two dealerships continued to grow in sales with only marginal increases in net profit. Their revenue was growing partly because they were getting more aggressive with their pricing, so their gross margins were dropping. Plus, it seemed like when they made an extra dollar they ended up adding to the inventory, giving raises to the long-term employees, or trying to keep up with rising prices from the suppliers. Still, they were doing okay, setting money aside in the building reserve accounts.

The two new employees they had hired after firing Dutch, their long-time parts manager, and Bill Presson, the manager of the Portland store, were working out well. Arnold Smythe, the new parts manager, had worked at other dealerships in Southern California, and Carol Simpson had managed other BMW dealerships on the East coast. She was good and a nice complement to Jean, who was still the manager at the Beaverton store. Rusty imagined that Jan must be the only multi-store motorcycle operator in the country with two female general managers. But it was working well for them.

They had built a sizeable portfolio of stocks, and with the growth they had seen throughout the ’90s, they were always anxious to see the quarterly reports from their stock broker. They would meet with their financial advisor and go over the reports in person. The stock broker was a believer in internet-based stocks and heavily invested there. Jan didn't like that approach, feeling they should be more diversified in the Dow, S&P, and Russell 2000 stocks. Rusty agreed with the advisor, claiming that they had done very well with his approach over the past decade. The issue became a point of contention between them.

Things were looking good financially, and then on March 10, 2000, the NASDAQ stock market crashed. The dot-com bubble burst, losing eight trillion dollars of wealth. Throughout the 1990s, the internet craze was on a rampage, pushing computer-based stocks higher and higher. The pundits had been saying for months that the market couldn't continue to go up and up and that the valuations of the stocks were unreasonably high. Corporate corruption was a leading cause of the spike through the ’90s, with companies posting profits through illegal means and fraud, overstating profits, and understating expenses and debts. And the stock options that the corporate officers took were affecting valuations. Even companies that had never shown a profit, and had no hope of showing one, were posting valuations of billions of dollars. Internet trading, a relatively new form of buying and selling stocks, was also a factor. Many of the traders engaging in the new technique didn't have the necessary skills or experience to adequately gauge the market; many were operating from home on personal computers with gut-feel trades. Plus, the banks and companies that were setting the ratings on the stocks were doing so in their favor, often putting a positive outlook on the companies they were rating. Interestingly, the following week, the Dow industrial index pushed into near record territory, picking up some of the money pulled from the NASDAQ. But the damage had been done, and losses to portfolios were widespread.

Jan and Rusty's investments were heavily weighted toward the internet stocks, and overnight they lost 50 percent of their portfolio. Jan was furious at both the stock broker and Rusty; she had tried to persuade them that they should be in good, solid companies with a long track record. She understood the “buy and hold” philosophy and realized that markets could not go up forever; there would be corrections, some with a major impact from time to time. Yet when she tried to convince Rusty and the advisor, she was unsuccessful and now paying the price. She realized then that she had to be more forceful and demand that she be heard. After all, much of the money in their portfolio was from the sale of the homes and rentals she still owned.

At their quarterly meeting, the stock broker didn't make apologies; rather, he tried to cover his tracks. Rusty knew that the last person to talk was the one to get in trouble, so he kept his mouth shut. He had to accept his fair share of the blame, though, and on the ride home, he got what he deserved.

Rusty was driving and Jan turned to him in the passenger seat, stretching the seat belt in order to face him head on.

“Rusty, why don't you listen to me? I'm just pissed. We just lost half a million bucks because you and that incompetent broker of ours couldn't see the forest for the trees. Every pundit on television has been calling for this day to come. I saw it, so why didn't you? But more than that, why didn't you listen to me? It's like I'm just the little lady whose opinion doesn't count. I'm tired of that and don't know what I have to do to get you to listen to me. What really burns me is that most of the money in that account came from the sale of my homes, and yet my opinion doesn't count. I'm not doing this anymore, so get your act squared away.” She wasn't used to scolding Rusty this way, but she had reached her limit after so much of hers—and theirs—had been lost, when she knew full well how to prevent it. “And it's the same thing with the sale of the dealerships. We know this business is getting more difficult all the time. Hell, you're losing more sleep every year because of the stress. You complain about it all the time. I've been saying we should get out, but for some unknown reason, you want to keep on. By the time you get around to it, it'll be too late; there won't be anything left to sell. I said I'd give to until 2002, but I want you to reconsider and get with me on this.”

“I have no good response to all that,” Rusty admitted, knowing it was time to relent. “I could make up some stuff, but you'd see right through it. I was definitely wrong on the internet stocks, but that's water under the bridge now. Let's get a different broker and follow your format. The portfolio will bounce back. As far as selling the dealerships, yeah, I suppose you're right. I'll contact that business broker we used when we bought Ride On West and see what he thinks about the climate for selling right now. If he sounds positive, then let's sign a contract with him and start looking for a buyer. The last thing I want is to have you get mad any more than you already are. I know my attitude has bothered you this past year, and I'll do my best to correct it.”

“Thank you,” Jan said, rather sarcastically.






CHAPTER 17

2000
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RUSTY

In early 2000, Ray Bandon was hired by the Portland Police Department. Ray had been with the Boston police for ten years, and he and his wife, an executive for Nike, moved to Portland when she accepted a transfer from the company. Ray had been held in high esteem in Boston primarily because of his knowledge of DNA and had solved several cold-case homicides. The Portland Police Department was thrilled to get such an expert.

For the first few years after Boomer was killed, Rusty was plagued with thoughts of being found guilty of the crime and thrown in prison. He couldn't get over the way the circumstantial evidence pointed in his direction. It was very coincidental that the hit and run happened on the one day of the week that he was alone, riding his motorcycle in the mountains. He often thought it was as if someone was setting him up to be the perpetrator. But as he reflected on that thought, he couldn't imagine whom it could be, or why.

As the years passed, Rusty didn't think much about the hit and run anymore. He was tired of losing sleep dwelling on the crime and had finally managed to put it to the back of his thoughts. He knew he didn't do it and hoped it was behind him forever. He hadn't heard from the Portland police for a few years and hoped they had put it to rest as well.

In October, the mayor of Portland was hosting a business conference in order to get the pulse of executives about the future of their businesses in the state. Rusty was invited to attend and, although he normally thought these kinds of affairs were a waste of time, he decided to go to this one. He had some issues about taxes the city was imposing on small businesses. These were taxes the new internet retailers cropping up everywhere didn't have to pay. Being a brick-and-mortar retailer, he had property taxes that the internet retailers didn't. Fortunately, Oregon did not have a sales tax. Just across the Columbia River in Washington, they had an almost 10 percent sales tax that the internet retailers didn't have to pay. If Rusty had that discrepancy, he really would have been galled.

More than 100 executives were in attendance, and Rusty sat through the morning session wondering what he was doing there. The mayor gave a long speech about why those in attendance, and throughout the state, should support local manufacturers and others doing business in the state. She waxed on, in a monotone, about how purchasing goods from foreign producers and other states was hurting the local economy. Rusty's mind was wandering throughout most of the speech, but when he did come back to attention, he wondered what she thought about residents from Washington State crossing the river and buying goods in Oregon to avoid the sales tax. Apparently she didn't have a problem with that.

At the mid-morning coffee break, Rusty was ready to leave and go back to work but decided that since he had paid for the conference, he may as well stay around through lunch and get some of his money back.

The lunch break was late getting started because the last presenter of the morning session kept reiterating his main point, driving most in the room to distraction. When he was finally done, there was a dash for the bathroom and lunch line. Rusty was in no hurry, figuring he would wait for the lunch line to get short, eat, and then leave while the others were getting seated for the afternoon session. He wasn't about to sit through an afternoon of that gibberish again.


He accumulated a plate of sandwich makings, chips, a cookie, a soft drink, and glanced around for an empty chair. The round tables had ten chairs, and since he didn't know anyone at the conference, he took the first spot he saw. He sat down, introduced himself to the person on either side, and began assembling his sandwich. It appeared that most of his table mates either came together or knew one another, as they were all joking and seemed at ease. Rusty knew no one and started making small talk with those next to him.

Midway through his sandwich, the fellow sitting directly across from him at the table eyed Rusty and said, louder than he needed to, “Say, don't I know you? You look familiar, and I know I've seen you somewhere, but I can't place it. How do we know one another?”

“You do look familiar,” Rusty replied, “but I can't place it either. Are you a customer of mine that I've seen in the shop?”

“I don't know what you do,” the speaker answered. “What business are you in? Perhaps that is the answer.”

“Motorcycles,” Rusty said. “BMW motorcycles, two stores, Portland and Beaverton.”

With the mention of motorcycles, the other conversations at the table came to an abrupt halt. Rusty had noticed this before. Perhaps it was because most guys, at some point in their lives, had either owned, or wanted to own, a motorcycle. It was a small industry that garnered more than its share of attention.

“Aha,” the table mate exclaimed, “now I remember. I'm Charlie Thornton, on the Portland Chamber of Commerce board of directors, and last year you were the guy who abruptly got up and walked out of that meeting. I don't remember why. What was that all about again?”

“I didn't think it was right,” Rusty responded, “that the committee duly elected a woman to the vacant position and yet awarded it to some guy that had connections from past affiliations on the board.”

“Well, there was no harm done,” Charlie retorted. “She ended up on the board at the next available seat.”


“Yeah, because she took mine,” Rusty said. “I just didn't like how it was handled. We elected her and should have carried through on the promise. That's why I left.”

“Well, you created quite a controversy,” Charlie said. “For weeks after that there were discussions and editorials on whether we did the right thing or not. Some were totally on your side and others thought we did the right thing. Actually, as I look back on it, although I voted to install the guy over the woman, I think you were right. We should have honored the election. He could have had the next open spot. So, for my part at least, sorry for the experience.”

“Well, thank you for that,” Rusty responded. “I appreciate the sentiment.”

Their conversation dwindled, and the woman sitting to the right of Charlie said, “There's something else about you. I'm trying to place it. You were in the news again, years before this thing with the chamber of commerce. What was that all about?”

Rusty was contemplating his response to this question, fearful of what it might bring to light, when one of the other table mates asked, “Wait a minute. Didn't you say you had a motorcycle shop in the city? Didn't you have something to do with a death? A hit and run, or something? Years ago. You were accused of being the driver of the car? Is that right? I sort of remember this because that also made the news at the time, and I always perk up when motorcycles are involved. I've been riding for years and they still interest me. What ever happened to that case? Did they find the guy who did it?”

Rusty inwardly groaned. He really did not want to have this subject brought up again. But there it was, staring him in the face. Now he had the complete attention of everyone at the table—and a few from the surrounding tables. Even though he had often thought how he would respond to this question if it ever came up, all of a sudden he was at a loss for words.

He stammered a bit before saying, “Well, I suppose the case is still open. Surely I would have heard if the police discovered who the driver was.”

“But you were the prime suspect, if I recall correctly,” the questioner asked. “How did you exonerate yourself? Didn't someone overhear you saying that you were going to kill this guy, or take care of him, or something?”

“Look,” Rusty replied, “this is a subject I'm not comfortable discussing. That episode haunts me to this day. The FBI, at the time, and later the Portland police, were all over me for the crime. I escaped it by a hair, and it could have been bad for me. But I didn't do it, and there's no way they can pin it on me.”

The lights were flashed on and off a few times, indicating that the meeting was about to resume and everyone should take their seats. This table was slow to react; they were mesmerized by the conversation.

The questioner continued, “Look, I know we have to get back to the conference, but this is interesting. You certainly have the attention of this table and some others around us. So what happens now? And if you did do it, how can you live with yourself?”

“Okay, that's it,” Rusty said as he pushed his chair back from the table. “I told you I didn't do it, and I'm not about to start taking abuse from you.” He walked away from the table and headed for the exit. As he walked, he thought to himself: Jesus, why do people have to act like that? The last thing I need is for some idiot to bring this to the public's attention and I have to start defending myself again. And why do I always seem to be walking away from these people?

Rusty was about to exit when he heard a voice behind him yell, “Excuse me, sir, can you wait? I'd like to talk to you for a minute.”

Rusty made the mistake of turning around and waiting for the individual to catch up with him. As he approached, Rusty glanced at his name tag and thought, Oh shit, here we go!

“Hi, I'm Seth Thompson with The Oregonian newspaper,” he said, a little out of breath.


“So I noticed from your nametag,” Rusty responded. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, I'm here covering this conference,” Seth said, “and I overhead the talk at your table. The part about that hit and run many years ago. I remember that because I was a rookie reporter at the time and I was assigned to look into the crime. I did a follow-up article a few weeks after the incident, and the FBI was just turning the case over to the Portland police. I've thought about that case a few times over the years and wondered if they ever found the driver. Would you be interested in doing a follow-up story on it? If you're innocent, then what would be the harm?”

“No, I'm not interested,” Rusty said quickly. “It's past history. I know I didn't do it, and I'm not anxious for the whole thing to be dredged up again. Please, just leave it alone. Sorry, I need to get going.” Rusty turned away and left the building.

Seth Thompson was intrigued. He returned to the conference and couldn't stop thinking about his brief conversation with Rusty and that old hit and run. He knew what he was going to do: he was going to throw together a quick article about the conference and then start delving into the cold case. He wanted to know what really happened. Taking his seat, he thought the first step was to jot down the statement that Rusty had made at the table; that was the catalyst for the whole story he was going to write: I escaped it by a hair, and it could have been bad for me.

Returning home from the conference, Rusty had a hard time concentrating on his driving because of the brief conversation he had just had with the reporter. I didn't want to come to this conference in the first place and then I have to meet up with a newspaper reporter that remembers that hit and run from years ago. God, I thought all that was behind me. I wouldn't be surprised if he dredges this thing up and I'll have to defend myself all over again. I really don't need this. Maybe I can just not talk to him and he'll leave it alone. But then again, maybe he doesn't need me for his story and will make a big deal of it, anyway. Well, nothing I can do about that. Guess I'll have to carry on and see what happens.

Sitting in the afternoon session of the conference, Seth Thompson was daydreaming and not really listening to the speakers. He had enough material from the handouts to put a quick article together. What he was really interested in was diving back into that cold case about Rusty Kenneficke and the death of Bruce “Boomer” Laughlin. Interesting, he thought, how that name popped back into my head after all these years. As I remember it, what made the story particularly interesting was the life that Boomer had led: his upbringing, anger issues, thefts, imprisonment, notes sent to Kenneficke, confrontation between him and Kenneficke in the dealership, and his death pointing to Kenneficke as the suspect. But it was never proved. It would make a good soap opera.

He talked to his editor about pursuing the story and was told that his priorities needed to be on current events. However, he could put something together on the Kenneficke story in his down time.

Returning to the office, Thompson pulled the old articles and backup information from his files. It was an intriguing story in late 1992 and stayed in the news for several days until November 3 when Bill Clinton was elected president. The story was never resurrected in the paper after that.

Seth needed to get any further information from the police department that he could. His files ended with the final story in the paper in 1992. Checking in at the front desk, he was told that an unsolved hit and run would now be a cold case and he should talk to a new cold-case officer by the name of Ray Bandon. Getting directions to his office, Seth climbed a flight of stairs to the second floor and asked for him.

Bandon appeared in the waiting area a few minutes later and, sticking his hand out, introduced himself. Bandon was well over six feet tall and towered over the five-foot-eight Seth Thompson. His hand swallowed Seth's as they shook and eyed each other, trying to get first impressions.

“What can I do for you today, Seth?” Ray asked. “I hope you don't mind if we use first names. Just seems less formal that way.”

“I agree,” Seth responded. “I'm a reporter for The Oregonian newspaper and would like to talk to you about a case from 1992. Perhaps you remember it. Boomer Laughlin was killed in a hit and run and Rusty Kenneficke was the prime suspect. It went unsolved, as far as I know, and I'd like to do a follow-up story on it.”

“I'm new to the Portland police, so I'm unfamiliar with the case,” Ray said. “Why not fill me in on the details and I can pull the files on it. If there's information you don't have, I may be able to help you. I have some time now, so tell me about it.”

Seth told the officer the highlights of the case, detailing Boomer's history. He could see that Ray was intrigued. He ended his dialogue with the statement he overheard Rusty Kenneficke say at the lunch table: “I escaped by a hair, and it could have been bad for me.”

This statement got Ray's attention. Did the suspect get away with something? If he could solve a cold case in his first few weeks on the job, it would be a feather in his cap. This one was worth looking into, and as soon as Seth left the office, he went to the archives and pulled the Boomer Laughlin file. He spent the afternoon reading and re-reading the documents. Boomer's story was fascinating, and the fact that he was killed just after the confrontation with Kenneficke had his complete attention.

What interested Ray most about the case was that the evidence definitely pointed to Kenneficke, but there was just not enough solid evidence to convict him. The threatening postcards Rusty had received over a two-year period provided motive. There was the confrontation in the dealership when Rusty said publicly that he should dust the guy off. There was the Ride On key fob found in the car used in the felony. There was the testimony of an eye witness, although questionable because of the partially open window. It would be instrumental to find that witness and talk to her. And there was the lack of a substantiated alibi by the suspect.

He thought if he could find just one more piece of evidence, he could convict. Also, a lot of progress had been made with DNA over the eight years since the crime. As an expert working with DNA analysis, perhaps he could find something from the evidence left in the boxes on the shelf in the cold-case room.

He knew from reading the file that the car involved in the hit and run had been stripped and there was little left of it at the time. What did remain of it was hauled off for scrap metal. They had checked it for any fingerprints, but the few they found did not match Rusty's. He emptied the box of evidence and found little of value. A quarter, some rumpled papers with paper clips, a tire iron, a hand crank for the window, and most importantly, the Ride On BMW key fob. He checked everything again for fingerprints: the key fob, tire iron, and window crank. What he found was inconclusive.

Ray called Rusty at the dealership on Monday, introduced himself over the phone, mentioned why he was calling, and asked if he could come down to the police station and answer a few questions. Rusty, realizing that he had little choice here, said yes he could. Inwardly, Rusty was dreading this visit. Rusty agreed to meet on Wednesday at noon and mentioned that he may be bringing his wife, Jan, with him.

On Tuesday of that same week, an article appeared on page one of the local news section of The Oregonian. It was a lengthy article with a facial picture of Boomer and a picture of a car similar to the one used in the crime next to a picture of the actual car after it had been partially stripped. The article was well written, detailing Boomer's history, his confrontation with Rusty, Rusty's history, and the hit and run. It identified the evidence in the case, particularly the eye witness and the key fob. Rusty's unsubstantiated alibi was a full paragraph.


The last sentences in the article were incriminating just by mentioning the quote: “I escaped it by a hair, and it could have been bad for me. But I didn't do it, and there's no way they can pin it on me,” Rusty had said at the lunch table.

Interestingly, the article was good for business. Lots of people, including customers he had not seen in years, came into the store. They all wanted to chat with the “could be” criminal.

Jan was furious when the article appeared in the paper. “Rusty, why in hell would you make this ridiculous statement to people you don't even know? We had this whole episode behind us, and now there's a half-page exposé in a newspaper that half the city reads. Plus, this guy gets the police department to open the cold case and see if there's anything they missed the first time. And now we have to go down and talk to the officer tomorrow.” She rolled her eyes, annoyed that this fiasco was a part of their lives once again. “I just can't believe what you've done. It's as if you're deliberately trying to piss me off. First the sale of the dealerships issue, then our financial plight, and now this! You have this innate ability to open your mouth and spit out statements at the wrong time. And you've really done it this time. Now, I know you didn't do it, but it's as if you're goading them to reopen the case.”

“I'm defenseless,” Rusty blurted. He couldn't look Jan in the eye and kept staring at his shoelaces. “But what was I supposed to do? I ended up at a table where someone recognized me and one thing led to another. And, coincidentally, a newspaper reporter happened to overhear the remark. And, of course, he was involved in the story when it happened eight years ago. And then he goes to the police and now they want to take another look. If I ever get out of this thing, it might make for a good book.”

“Well,” Jan huffed, “I'll go down to the police station with you tomorrow and defend you. We both know that you won't end up in jail, because you didn't do it, but it's as if someone tried to implicate you. If so, maybe they'll find out who.” She sighed, but the wheels started turning. “It's interesting, those weeks you spent with Boomer in 1979 when he claimed poverty and actually had two million dollars in bank safe deposit boxes. Now we possibly have someone from your past who wants to tag you with this hit and run, if that is in fact the case. Are they good actors, or are you just oblivious to their true character?”

“I've wondered about that myself over the years,” Rusty said. “Why me? Is there some flaw in my constitution that prevents me from seeing the faults in some people? On the other hand, I think I can correctly judge people from first impressions. We do it at work with our employees. Maybe it's just fate. It is what it is.”

“Okay, well let's leave it at that then,” Jan said.

They were a few minutes early for the Wednesday meeting with Ray Bandon. At high noon, he came to the front desk and, after handshakes and introductions, asked Rusty and Jan to join him in a conference room. He gave a brief history of his career and his specialty with the new science of DNA testing and analysis. During the course of his dialogue, he asked if Rusty would agree to give a DNA sample. He also said there were other methods to obtain it, like from the glass of water Rusty just had a drink from. Rusty responded that he had nothing to hide. He was given a swab and ran it around the inside of his mouth, handing it back to Bandon.

The detective then reiterated the case as he understood it from the case file. He also mentioned that he had contacted Mark Phillips, the FBI agent originally assigned to the case, and gotten his recollection of the facts. He stated that Boomer's girlfriend, Lindsey Fisher, had perhaps remarried, although he wasn't sure, and he was looking for her.

Bandon then asked Rusty to relate his side of the story. What he heard was fairly simple. He had been riding his motorcycle alone through the Cascade Mountains that day. He had no idea why Lindsey Fisher would implicate him as the driver, and he had no idea how the key fob ended up in the car.

“Why then,” the detective asked, “did you make the comment in 1992 about dusting off Boomer and then again the other day about escaping it by a hair? It certainly sounds like you were involved.”

Jan entered the conversation at this point and said, “Mr. Bandon, you need to understand Rusty. He has this penchant for saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. Always has. I've known this guy since high school and can tell you that there's not a more honest, forgiving person on earth. He has to be telling the truth because he's not capable of lying. I wasn't with him on that motorcycle ride that Monday, but he's done those rides by himself for years.”

“Which would make for a believable alibi,” Bandon interjected.

“Perhaps,” Jan continued, looking Bandon directly in the eyes, “but I can tell you he didn't do this. I know him. He's not capable of it.”

“All right,” Bandon said as he summed up the meeting. “I'll check the DNA and let you know the results. Then I'm going to track down Lindsey Fisher. I want to talk to her. And I might warn you, Mr. Kenneficke, to keep silent about this matter. You will do yourself no good by talking about it. The more you talk, the more opportunities to say the wrong thing, like you did at that luncheon the other day. Thanks for coming in, and I'll be in touch.”

It was a silent drive home in the car. Jan was not happy, Rusty was not happy, and they were both fearful for what lay ahead.






CHAPTER 18

2001
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BARRY AND LINDSEY

Barry was consumed with the thought of getting involved in the casino investors group. Over the past two months, he had been spending an inordinate amount of time trying to ingratiate himself with the investors. He realized early on that they did not need him to put their deal together; they had substantial financial resources without his money. But the more time he spent with these high rollers, the more he wanted to be like them: the private jets, yachts, chauffeurs. One of them even owned his own island in the Puget Sound.

Lindsey didn't like what she saw happening to Barry. He was concentrating so much on putting together the initial payment that she felt he was jeopardizing their ongoing businesses. The down payment had increased from five million to eight million in cash, and they didn't have it. She was keeping a close eye on the books and questioned Barry occasionally about inconsistencies she detected. She knew he was trying to skim as much money as possible from the operations, and she was closely following a separate bank account he had set up for the casino funding. They had several million dollars in the account but were still several million short. He was talking about re-mortgaging buildings and one or two of the homes they owned. He was even desperate enough to suggest selling a car or two.

NO WAY! She was not going to allow Barry to touch their properties; they were off limits. She even suggested to Barry that since she was not in favor of this deal anyway, perhaps he should set up the casino operation as his separate entity. Just leave her out of it. Everything they did up to this point they did as a couple even though they weren't married. All of their businesses were set up with both of them as owners. They could arrange this part of their life as his separate deal. If they did this, however, she wanted to make sure she was protected from any personal liability or lawsuits.

Barry didn't like this idea, but he could see the logic in it. They were a couple in everything they did, and he was not comfortable having his own concerns. He knew the casino operation was going to consume a lot of his time, and he wanted her to be involved in it with him. He didn't want to have to spend time away from her while he dealt with this matter, yet he knew taking the casino deal by himself was the thing to do.

The group of investors were leery of Barry. They didn't know him. Dusty was his advocate within the group and his conduit to the progress they were making putting their deal together. Barry knew he had to get the confidence of all the group members and asked Dusty what he could do to facilitate that.

Dusty had an idea. He intimately knew the other eight members of the investment group; they had put deals together before. Most of their investments had been in the casino, entertainment, and related fields. Most of them were also swingers. Dusty thought getting the group together at one of Barry's nightclubs for a private function might tip the balance in his favor. Half of them were unmarried or between marriages. Three of them were married to “arm candy” and had several marriages behind them. One of them, Dusty related to Barry, was a strict religious man. If there was to be a problem, it would be Reginald “Reggie” Forsythe.

The date was set for mid-August. It would be blistering hot in Las Vegas, but these guys were used to that. Plus, it would be seventy degrees inside the club. Barry selected ten of his favorite “girls” from his clubs in the Las Vegas area and two bartenders that he knew would keep their mouths shut about what went on at the party. They would all be well compensated.

The club was closed to the public that Saturday night, and the nine men arrived around 8:00 p.m. in expensive, fancy cars or by limousine. The wives and girlfriends were not invited. A red carpet stretched from the sidewalk to the front door. Inside, soft jazz was playing over the speaker system, hors d'oeuvres were set on bar tables, and the smell of something wonderful was coming from the kitchen. The “entertainers” were all skimpily clad and voluptuous. The guys were enthralled. From initial appearances, Barry got the idea that, with the exception of Reggie, all in attendance had Dusty's appetite for adventures with the opposite sex. And even if they didn't, the scenery was marvelous. Even Reggie seemed to enjoy the view.

Drinks were consumed, dinner was served, and along with dessert, the girls put on a show that left little to the imagination. After that, there were more drinks, and the keys to the three rooms in the back of the club, which were left in an ashtray on the bar, were rotating between the men that were looking for some action. Everybody seemed to be having a great time. Barry spent a good deal of the evening studying Reggie and thought even he was enjoying himself.

By the end of the evening, most of the investors agreed to ask Barry to join the group. There were two holdouts. One wasn't sure; Reggie was thumbs down. Barry would need a unanimous vote of the group at the next meeting for his acceptance. Plus, he would need to meet the financial prerequisites before any information would be given to him. Rusty assured them this would not be a problem.

It was 3:00 a.m. when Barry got home after the event. He found Lindsey fast asleep in bed and, not wanting to wake her, slid in quietly next to her. He awoke mid-morning to the smell of a hot breakfast, quickly dressed, and went to the kitchen, anxious to tell her of the event.

They usually had a large, hot breakfast on Sunday mornings, and Lindsey was flipping pancakes while manning sunny-side-up eggs when Barry entered. The smell of crisp bacon wafted through the room.

Barry addressed the subject head on. “Good morning, honey. Wow, that was some meeting. Those guys are a piece of work. Dusty thought they might enjoy some risqué activity, and he was certainly right about that. They couldn't get enough of our ladies, especially Candy who—”

Lindsey interjected and said, “I don't need a blow-by-blow description.” She smiled. “Just tell me the outcome. Did they accept you into the group?”

“They did, sort of,” Barry answered as he pulled a chair out from the table and sat down. “They need a consensus of all the investors for us to get in. We have the support of eight of them. One is on the edge, and Dusty said that he can get him to go along with the group. The other guy will be a problem.”

“Why's that?” Lindsey asked.

“He's a zealot,” Barry responded. “Very religious and, even though I think he enjoyed himself last night, I could see the scorn in his eyes about the girls. I need his vote to get into this group.”

“So what're you going to do to swing him over?” she asked.

“I'm not. It won't happen,” Barry said. “Talking to him last night, he told me so in no uncertain terms. He doesn't like me, or our business interests, and will not let me in the group. Kind of ironic, don't you think? A strict religious guy involved in the casino business that doesn't like nightclubs and pawn shops. I don't get it.”

“So?” she asked again. “I think I know your answer.”

“Yeah. It's time for me to have a talk with Jimmy,” he said. “It'll be the only way. We need another hit and run, or something. I'll talk to him to see how to best get rid of this guy. Otherwise, this will never happen. I can just tell from my conversation with him.”

“You have to go to that extreme, huh?” This wasn't a low life Barry wanted to go after. This was a rich man, one with status—who would be missed. “You really must be desperate to get into that group if you need to do this. It's one hell of a risk, getting Jimmy involved.”

“It's the only way,” he said.

“Well, be careful about this,” she said, “and don't tell me the details. Just let me know when you get accepted.”

“Okay,” Barry said. “At their next meeting, in mid-September, they want to see proof that we can come up with the eight million. Then they'll give us all the details and written information. This still doesn't mean that we're obligated. That doesn't happen until we sign some documents. I know you're very skeptical of this deal, and although I'm excited about it, I want to make sure we know what we're doing.”

“We don't know what we're doing,” Lindsey responded as she set the hot breakfast in front of Barry. “We have nowhere close to eight million dollars in cash, and I want you to tell me where we're going to get it. We could come up with half of that, but the other half is a problem. And we need to do this by mid-September? What's your plan?”

“We can show five million in the savings account by the time of the meeting,” he said. “About a million of that will be an extra draw from our ongoing operations, and we'll have to pay it back to survive, but for the purposes of getting the eight together, it will work. Another three gets us in the door, and we'll have to come up with a temporary loan to satisfy that. It doesn't mean that the money is going to be drawn and paid to the casino account right then. It's like an escrow account. The money is there but not being used yet.”

“And where does this temporary loan for three million dollars come from?” she asked.


“Lines of credit on our properties and assets,” he said. “I know that you don't want to touch any of our existing finances or sell any real estate or businesses to pursue this deal, and I fully intend on paying every cent back to ourselves. This will get us involved from the start.”

“And how are you going to pay us back eight million dollars?” she asked.

“I've been thinking about that, quite a lot,” Barry said as he stuck his fork into his pancakes. “Now I know how you feel about what I'm about to say, but I want you to be open-minded. This is a way for us to come up with the cash.”

“Well, what is it?” Lindsey asked as she picked up her fork and eyed Barry.

“All we need is one good drug run,” Barry blurted as he glanced at Lindsey out of the corner of his eye, hoping for a positive reaction.

He didn't get what he was looking for, as Lindsey immediately pointed at him with her fork and said, “Barry, I've told you numerous times that drugs are the one thing we will not get involved in. It's too dangerous and too messy. I don't need you ending up in prison, or worse, in some culvert with your neck slashed. So let's just not waste time talking about this.”

“Okay,” he responded, “but Jimmy could take care of everything for us. He knows the contacts and could pretty much leave us out of it. We'd have to give him a good percentage of the deal, though.”

“I thought I just told you we're not going there,” she said. “Didn't you understand what I meant? Let me try this another way: You do this and I'll never forgive you. Ever. Even if you managed to pull it off and not get killed, I'd never forgive you. So just drop it. Let's move on.” Her fork scraped against her plate. “As a matter of fact, I have another idea that we might talk about. But before we do, I want to reiterate that I'm not in favor of the casino. We don't need it, we don't need those partners, we don't need the power you seem to think we'll get, and we don't need the financial burden it'll create. But I know you're intent on pursuing this, so I'll go along until you come to your senses and realize that it's not a good idea.”

“I know how you feel about this deal,” he said as he slowly made his way through the pancakes, bacon, and eggs. “But you really got my attention when you said you have another idea. What is it?”

“We can create a charity,” she said, staring at him straight on.

There was dead silence for ten seconds, and he stared back at her with his fork full of breakfast halfway to his mouth. She could see the wheels turning in his head. “Are you thinking what I think you're thinking?” he asked.

“I am,” she responded. “It's free money to us, and I don't know of any law that says we have to limit administrative expenses. So we raise ten million dollars and it costs us ninety percent to administer and operate the charity. The other ten percent of the money we give to a good cause. You want to give it away domestically or internationally?”

“It's brilliant,” Barry stammered. “I love it. How do you see it working?”

“I've had all of two minutes to think this thing through,” she responded, “but with this new internet, we can create a web-based charity and ask people to send money in, which is really to us. It's rather anonymous. Had we thought of this ten years ago, we'd have to do it by mail, and that could be awkward. But we can have someone create a nice website for us, with lots of color pictures of people in need. We can make the pictures and dialogue as distressing as possible. And we can appeal to the goodness and charity in people and ask them to send what they can afford. We can even suggest amounts from as low as five dollars to as much as thousands or more. They can send a check, or better yet, they can use this new money transfer thing called PayPal. We just need to make our pitch through the website and advertising as convincing as possible.”


“God, what a woman!” Barry exclaimed. “I love it. No risk to us, little administrative expense, a quick way to get millions, and very little federal oversight if we do it properly—and we will, just as we do everything else. It's just a wonderful idea. Let's talk this through. Timing will be an issue. The next meeting of the group is about two months away, in mid-September. We'll have the cash for the escrow account by then. Let's get this up and running by the first of September so we have a few weeks of operation by the time of the meeting.” He smiled, astonished by what a woman he'd managed to keep in his life. “We've talked about it,” Barry continued, “and I want to leave you out of the casino deal. I think we should—”

Before he had a chance to continue, Lindsey interjected, “I've sort of re-thought that. We do everything together, and we should do this together too. After all, we're risking everything with the lines of credit and putting all of our savings in escrow. We're together in this.”

“Hear me out,” Barry said. “You haven't liked the casino deal from the very start. You don't like the players and you don't like the financial risk. And I don't want to jeopardize you in this deal. So I want to take full responsibility for it. If it goes belly up or gets in legal trouble, I want you removed from the entire thing. Now, I understand that we're putting all of our assets on the line for this, and I want to protect you from it. So what I want to do is sign over all of our properties to you individually: homes, businesses, buildings—everything. The charity will be mine alone. You'll have absolute control of everything outside of this casino deal except the charity.”

“What do you mean not the charity?” Lindsey said a little louder than she needed to since Barry was sitting three feet away across the table. “It's my idea, and now I'm out before we even start?”

“Yeah,” he responded. “You're an equal partner, just not on paper. Just as I'll become an equal partner in everything else we do, but I'm quitclaiming it all to you. We're still in everything together but separating the assets. I'm suggesting this because the casino, and the charity, will be risky deals. If anything goes wrong, I want to take the hit. I don't want you to be implicated. Besides, if I end up in jail, we need you to continue the business.”

“If we're talking about jail time, then why are we doing this?” she asked.

“I'm just reaching for the outermost possibilities,” he answered. “I'm intent on this casino, and yet I don't know anything about the business. And the charity could get us in trouble, I suppose. We're taking people's money and using it for something other than the intended purpose.”

“Yes, and it was my idea,” she said. “Seems to me like I'm the one who should be put in jail if anything goes wrong.”

“Nope, won't have it,” he reiterated. “I want to keep you separate from this deal. I want to protect our existing properties, and I want to protect you. So please think this thing over and see it my way. Otherwise I'm not going to do the casino deal and you'll have to live with my contempt forevermore.”

“I don't care if you don't do the casino deal. I'd prefer you not. But I've seen this thing take control of you over the past two months. I've never known you to be so intent on anything. What's going on? Is this a power grab on your part? We have a comfortable life with growing businesses and, as far as I'm concerned, don't need more money or prestige. And as for the charity, I'm sorry I mentioned it.”

“I have a burning desire to do something grand,” Barry said as he clasped his hands and rested his arm on the edge of the table. “Yes, I'm comfortable with our lifestyle too, but we can do even better. And I think this casino deal is the way to get there. And your charity idea is perfect. It's the method for us to pull this off.”

“I suppose this is a result of our hobnobbing with Dusty and his friends,” she said. “I'm sorry we ever met them. Private jets and one-hundred-foot yachts are a bit over the top.”

“Not for me,” he responded. “I kind of like the idea.”


Lindsey thought it over for the next few days. Barry would not let it go and kept driving his point like a rock-star drummer. Finally, she relented. They would separate assets, with everything going to Lindsey, set up the charity in Barry's name, and put the five million dollars they had in escrow. They would beg for a few more weeks to come up with the other three million. The meeting was to be held on Friday the 15th. The prior Monday before that was September 11, 2001. Everything came to a screeching halt.






CHAPTER 19

2001
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RUSTY AND JAN

Rusty's first meeting with the Portland police cold-case detective had been at the end of October 2000. Rusty talked with Bandon once more in November and then didn't hear anything more from him until mid-July of the next year. At that time, Bandon told him that he was working on a number of cases and had not devoted any time to the hit and run. He mentioned that he would be reopening the case soon and his first duty was to find the girlfriend and witness, Lindsey Fisher. He asked Rusty if he had come up with any information that would back up his alibi or help with the case. Rusty had not and reiterated his innocence.

Rusty was in the kitchen when he took the phone call from Bandon on his new Nokia 5110 flip phone. What a revelation! He couldn't get over walking around the room talking to someone on a phone without having to drag a phone cord behind him.

After the call, Rusty got that lump in his throat, and his stomach turned at the thought of having to go through the investigation all over again. He was afraid that this detective wanted to make a name for himself within the department and might use this case to get there.

Jan knew that Rusty was upset when he hung up the phone. She set the dish she was washing back in the sink and said, “Rusty, I know you're bothered by this case and won't be able to forget about it until it's settled. But that's going to take some time. Why don't we get away for a while, take a trip somewhere, and try to enjoy ourselves?”


“What kind of trip? What do you have in mind?” he asked.

“Well, you're half Danish and have always talked about going there and visiting your shirt-tail relatives. Why don't we do that? Maybe take a cruise through the Baltic Sea and spend a few days in Copenhagen before or after the cruise.”

“That's a wonderful idea,” he responded.

They flew to Copenhagen in September and spent time with a bunch of Rusty's relatives he had never met. Within the first half hour, they all felt they had known each other all their lives. They had a wonderful five days getting to know one another, touring the city, having delicious meals, and talking about the history of the family. On the sixth day, they took the train to Amsterdam and started a twenty-day cruise through the Baltic, stopping in Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Russia, and Estonia. They were having a great time on the ship, relaxing, eating much more than they should, and enjoying the entertainment. About a week into the trip, they were approached in a hallway by a woman they had briefly met at dinner a few nights prior.

She had a harried look on her face and abruptly stopped them and said, “I know you're Americans. Did you hear the news? Have you heard what happened?”

“No, what's wrong?” Jan asked.

“You need to get to the library right away and watch the television. It's terrible,” the woman responded.

“What is?” Jan asked again.

“Just get there fast and you'll see. I don't want to say.”

Jan and Rusty hurried to the library that was on that same floor and walked into a crowd watching the television. They witnessed on the screen the second of the World Trade Center towers collapsing in a cloud of dust.

Passengers from all over the world were mesmerized by what they were watching. The atrocity was met with sighs, groans, oh-my-gods, and utterances of disbelief. How could something like this happen in today's world?

After the second building and many around it had collapsed and the dust settled, the passengers began to solemnly head to other parts of the ship. Rusty and Jan stayed in the library until only a few travelers were left.

They quietly walked back to their stateroom and were struck by how many other passengers stopped them in the hall and offered their condolences. Everyone was remorseful for what the terrorists had done. Throughout the rest of the trip, the attacks consumed the conversations, and many looked for Rusty and Jan, wanting the thoughts of the Americans on board.

The rest of the trip was delightful, although tainted by the feeling of remorse that hung over everyone like a cloud. Every time a TV news program was turned on, the images of the crumbling buildings was replayed over and over. For the Americans, with nearly 3,000 people killed and another 6,000 injured, this monumental event would always be remembered. Rusty and Jan returned home to a world in mourning.

Settling back into the routine of home and work life felt good. The Baltic trip was the break they needed from the pressures of the dealerships and Bandon's investigation into the hit and run. Two days after returning, Rusty received a phone call from the detective while he was at work. Because of 9/11, he was being temporarily reassigned to the Portland anti-terrorist squad and would be putting all of his cold cases on hold. He would let Rusty know when he was back to his specialty of solving old cases.

Rusty hung up the phone and let out a huge sigh of relief. He thought any delay was in his favor. He was anxious to get home and tell Jan this good news, and as he was getting into his car in the back parking lot, he heard someone call his name. He glanced around and saw Chester walking quickly in his direction. Chester caught up with him.


“Boss, I gotta talk with you. Got some things on my mind. You buyin’ breakfast again?”

“Okay,” Rusty said, “I'd meet with you now except I'm in a hurry. Tomorrow morning at eight. Same place. That work for you?” No sooner had he said that and the thought of watching Chester plow through a plate full of mishmash consumed his thoughts.

“Works for me,” Chester responded. “I'll get cleaned up good so's you won't smell the cigarettes and booze on me. Been laying off that stuff somewhat. I'll be there.”

Rusty arrived home and told Jan of his brief conversation with Bandon. She agreed that any delay in the case was good news. Anything could happen over the years, and perhaps, as the progress with DNA advanced, the police would find evidence of someone other than Rusty in that car. They had long ago given up on the hope of finding the two bicyclists Rusty saw in the mountains that day. His alibi would be his alone.

Rusty also wondered if Bandon had located Lindsey Fisher. Certainly he would have mentioned it if he had. He thought she might be married and now using another name, but it was odd that she had not been contacted. But he also knew that she was instrumental in accusing him of the crime. She was out there somewhere, and he feared the day she would be found.

Rusty showed up at the breakfast café at eight to find Chester already sitting in a booth. As he approached, Rusty could smell the strong aftershave lotion that Chester had applied over his stubble. But he looked good: freshly washed shirt, clean hands and fingernails, and obviously a good night's sleep. He assumed he still wore his signature rumpled jeans, although he couldn't see them because of the table.

“Hi, Chester,” Rusty said as he sidled onto the bench seat across from Chester, “you look good this morning. You feeling good?”

“Yep,” he responded, “got me a new dog. You ’member the little yipper I had at the old place? Well, got another sorta like that but better. He don't bark so much.”

“And that makes you feel better?” Rusty asked.

“Sure. Get more sleep this way. Dog ain't barkin’ at me durin’ the night. An’ he stays on his side of the bed, mostly. Course, like I said, I'm laying back on the booze, and that helps too. Kinda the same with the cigs.”

“Well, glad to hear that, Chester,” Rusty said. “That shit'll kill you if you're not careful. And we want you around for a long time.”

The waitress came and took their orders. They both decided to have what they had the last time they had breakfast together, pancakes and eggs for Rusty; two eggs sunny-side-up with hash browns, toast, grits and bacon for Chester. They made small talk while the dishes were being prepared. Rusty was ready for the concoction Chester was about to create when the plates were delivered. Sure enough, Chester grabbed any condiment within reach and poured in on his plate, then took his fork and mashed it all together.

Rusty had to comment on the mess and said, “Chester, that just looks disgusting. I guess I said that the last time we had breakfast together, but I can't get over it. How can you taste anything?”

“Whatcha mean?” was the response. “It all ends up in the same place, anyway. Tastes better this way. Them eggs got no flavor by their lonesome. An’ the taters need somethin’ for sure. Way I always do it.”

“Yes, I know,” Rusty said. “It's just a little unique, that's all. Now, what do you want to talk about?”

“I gotta quit,” he said.

“That's it? You gotta quit? Why?” Rusty asked.

“Can't do it no more,” Chester said. “It ain't workin’ for me.”

“Would you care to elaborate?” Rusty asked. “Seems like there must be more to it than just ‘I gotta quit. It ain't working for me.’ You've been working for us for several years now, and I'd like to know what the problem is.”


“No problem,” Chester's said. “I just gotta quit ’cause of the money.” He held his fork with his fist like a gardener digging weeds with a trowel and was shoveling food into his mouth at a furious pace. He was working through one mouthful and had a particularly big forkful positioned for the next entry when a big glob of egg and Tabasco fell off his fork onto his clean shirt.

“Aw, shit!” he exclaimed, louder than he needed to. “Just dropped a glob on my shirt. Got all fixed up good for this meetin’ and go an’ do that. Now I gotta spend the whole day with this blob on me. Ain't nothin’ goes right for me mosta the time.” He tried to clean it up with a napkin but to no avail. “Anyway, it's the money thing,” he continued. “Ya know I'm on disability from workin’ that garbage truck all them years. I get money from the state. They gimme a fixed amount every month, an’ I just got a raise from them. They don't like me workin’ an’ earnin’ money elsewhere or they take it away. Guess they figure I'm gonna get rich workin’ a few hours a week for you, or somethin’, an’ they don't want that to happen. So I can stay with you an’ earn money by workin’ or stay with them an’ earn money by not workin’. I'm gonna take the money for not workin’.”

“Well, I guess that makes sense,” Rusty said. “We're going to miss you, though. You've been a part-time fixture around here for years, and everyone enjoys having you around. Are you going to stay in the area?”

“Don't know ’bout that,” Chester responded. “Can't say, hard tellin’. Thinkin’ maybe Boise, or somethin’. That is, if the ol’ motorhome will still start. Haven't had it runnin’ for a couple years. Gonna cost a few bucks to get it goin’ again.”

The check came, Rusty paid it, and they slid off their respective bench seats in unison. There was more small talk as they left the café and stepped to the sidewalk, shook hands, said their farewells, and walked in different directions. Chester was a few steps in his direction when he turned back in Rusty's and said, “Oh, wait, forgot to tell ya. Make sure ya talk to that customer about his problem.”


“What?” Rusty yelled, having a hard time hearing Chester but thinking he understood and feared the worst.

Chester walked back to Rusty, who had stopped and moved toward Chester. “Ya got to get that problem with the customer fixed. Could be bad for you.”

“What problem with what customer?” Rusty asked. “Remember, I've been on vacation for several weeks and haven't been around.”

“Oh, yeah, forgot about that,” Chester said, “but ya need to fix it. One of the sales guys did it. Need to talk to him. Customer's pissed, and it could be bad for you.”

“Yes, you said that already, Chester, and thanks for the heads up. I'll look into it right away.”

With that, Chester and Rusty each turned in their respective directions and walked away from each other. On his way to the shop, Rusty thought to himself, Quite a guy. I'm going to miss him. I wonder if I'll ever see him again. Wouldn't surprise me if he showed up around here in a few years. Actually, I'd like that; he's been a good friend and employee. Saddens me to see a good person like Chester have such a hard time with life, but you'd never know it from him. He's never known any other way and seems to do fine just taking one day at a time.

Rusty returned to the shop and asked Carol, the general manager, what the issue was with a customer. He mentioned he had just finished breakfast with Chester, who just quit and said something about a problem with a customer.

“Is this something I need to know about?” Rusty asked.

“Yeah,” Carol responded, “this is the first time I've seen you since you returned from your vacation. I didn't want to bother you the last day you were on the cruise, so I thought I'd wait until today.”

“So what's it about?” he asked.

“Wes sold a used Triumph to a customer,” she related. “The guy came in every day for a week looking at that bike and trying to work the price down. It was a really nice bike, and this guy was all over it—even laid on his back and inspected underneath the bike. He paid for it with a check, we helped him load it in his trailer, and off he drove with it. Two days later, this was almost a week ago, he called us back and said he was returning the bike and wanted his money back. A friend had come over to see the bike and found a scratch under the transmission housing. Wes told him the bike was his, that he paid for it, we had cashed the check, and he had signed a slip of paper indicating that the bike was sold ‘as is’ and took it home. The guy kept calling Wes back and threatening all kinds of things if we didn't give him his money back. In his last call, yesterday, he said he would take us to small claims court if he doesn't hear from us by the end of today and gets his money back. Rusty, the guy spent five days looking at that bike. What do you think?”

“Carol,” he responded, “when Jan and I first got in this business, one of our customers, a mentor to me, said that sometimes it's just best to cave in and avoid the trouble. I think this is one of those cases. As much as I would love to battle it out with this guy, it'll be easier to take the bike back, return his money, and sell it to someone else. And probably at a better price. It doesn't sound like we want him as a customer, anyway.”

“You're probably right,” she said. “The guy beat us up on the price, and we nearly sold it at cost just to get rid of him. Plus, we don't do service work on Triumphs and would never make another dollar off him, anyway. So, okay, I'll get it taken care of. And thanks for the advice. I'll remember it.”

Rusty and Jan's issues were still lurking in the background of their daily activities: whether or not to sell the dealerships, their financial situation, and the cold case hanging over Rusty. But their Baltic cruise had lessened the pressure they were exerting on each other. Plus, the 9/11 terrorist attack had taken some of their personal feelings and transferred them to the problems the world was facing. Maybe their problems weren't so bad after all.


Life carried on for them, and as 2001 came to an end, they were settling back into a familiar, comfortable pattern of daily activity. As winter settled in, they battled the seasonal downturn of the business but managed to struggle through. Spring brought renewed hope with high expectations for a good year, and the sunshine made the world bright again.

By mid-summer of 2002, Rusty was feeling pretty good about the cold case. He had not heard from Detective Bandon since September and hoped, rather skeptically, that perhaps that issue was behind him.






CHAPTER 20

2002
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LINDSEY

The September 11, 2001, terrorist attack on the World Trade Center delayed the purchase of the casino. A meeting of the investors was to have taken place on the 15th in Las Vegas, where they would vote whether or not to admit Barry into the group. Barry had arranged to have Jimmy “take out” one of the investors who had proclaimed openly that he would not support Barry's introduction into the group. The delay allowed more time for Barry to do two things. First, to raise the additional three million dollars he needed to put into escrow. Second, to give more time for Jimmy to arrange the hit and make it look like an accident.

Lindsey's idea of creating a charity couldn't have been better timed. She began to put the details of the charity together just months before 9/11. And now with everyone scrambling to help those affected and to rebuild New York around the World Trade Center, money was pouring into charities like never before.

Her first move was to develop a website—something she knew nothing about. She needed to find a confidante. Her intention was to not divulge that the charity was a money grab for Barry's casino, but if someone discovered the true use of the money, she needed to be able to trust them to keep it a secret. And she knew just the person.

One of the girls in the Los Angeles club on Sunset Boulevard was a college student majoring in computer science. She was stripping in the evenings for extra money. Cindy was a knockout, although that made little difference to Lindsey. It did bother Lindsey, however, to bring such a beautiful woman into her inner circle. She trusted Barry to keep his pants zipped, but having this delicacy around the office all the time could be a temptation hard to pass up. But she knew Barry and realized that he had his pick of about fifty women anyway and managed to stay away from them. She also offered to pay Cindy twice what the job was worth, emphasizing that Barry was off limits.

She mentioned her selection of Cindy to Barry, and he thought it made a lot of sense. Cindy had been dancing since her freshman year, and she was now a senior, so they had come to know her over the years. Lindsey had her do a mockup of what the site might look like, and they were impressed.

Cindy worked on the website through July and August and launched it on September 1, 2001. After the terrorist attacks, Lindsey suggested they advertise their charity in the newspapers. Then she put together a thirty-second TV spot. Being on the West coast, she realized that everyone wanted to help but didn't know how. They were far removed from the disaster and would do whatever they could to help. Lindsey understood that desire and took advantage. The money poured in. By the end of the year, in just under four months, she had raised the ten million Barry needed for his share of the casino. They wouldn't need to borrow a cent.

The charity carried on into 2002, and Lindsey felt that they may be pressing their luck. Someone would eventually investigate the charity and find out that 90 percent of the money was going into their personal bank account. She talked this over with Barry but he didn't see the problem. It had been so successful that he felt they should carry on for another year or two. He also stressed that now that 9/11 was behind them the contributions were dropping off rapidly. Now at $100,000 per month, it was pocket change.

Lindsey was the mastermind behind the charity; it was her idea, and she was the one that put it together. But as they had agreed before it became a reality, it was solely in Barry's name, as was the bank account the money went into. As a consequence, all of their other holdings were put into her name alone, including the other bank accounts. She now owned the nightclubs, pawn shops, jewelry stores, homes, and buildings the businesses were in. Together, Lindsey and Barry were a powerhouse.

Lindsey had been watching the pawn shops and noticed that occasionally, short-term loans were issued at exorbitant prices. This was okay; they had been doing that for years. But sometimes the loans were not paid back. In these cases, strong-arm tactics were employed to extract the money—or physical revenge. It was a form of debt collection Lindsey didn't like.

She studied debt collection companies and decided to form another arm of her enterprise. Linds’ Debt Collection Agency was incorporated, and by the end of 2002, she had three shops in Los Angeles. She forecasted that within five years she would be in all of the cities she was doing business. She knew it would be another thriving piece of her little empire. And besides, if there was a particularly difficult collection, she could always revert to the old system.






CHAPTER 21

2002
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JIMMY

As Lindsey was busy putting the charity together, and then administering it, as well as forming the debt collection business, Barry was getting himself ingratiated with the investor group. He had the support of all but one of the investors. He had talked to Jimmy about taking care of the holdout just before 9/11 happened. That disaster was well timed, as it gave Barry and Jimmy more time to come up with a plan.

Jimmy had been following Reggie Forsythe to get a feel for his daily routine. Even though he had never spoken to him, Jimmy knew he didn't like this guy from the start. He was narcissistic and a bully, using his influence to badger those who worked for him. One day, he watched Reggie give a sales clerk in the shoe department such a hard time he drove her to tears. Jimmy saw no sense in that and really wanted to make this guy pay for the abuse.

All of Reggie's wealth was inherited, which really pissed Jimmy off. He also knew, from his observations, that Reggie Forsythe was a hypocrite. Fanatically religious, he secretly had a mistress and was involved in a high-stakes poker game on Wednesday nights. Just watching this guy strut around infuriated him. He had to hold himself back in order to follow the plan, once he developed one.

Jimmy needed to talk to Barry, so they agreed to meet outside Las Vegas at a spot way out in the desert. It was near the spot where a few of the bodies were buried. Jimmy was just itching to add one more to their graveyard, but Barry thought in this case the body would need to be found. Jimmy's question was how to do it. Did Barry want it to look like an accident? How about an induced heart attack? Or maybe a robbery gone bad. Whatever the scenario, it was going to take some planning. It also needed to be quick. Barry didn't have time to have him poisoned over a period of time. It had to happen before the group's next meeting.

Barry was cautious. Reggie had connections and would be missed. Regardless of the circumstances of the death, there would be an investigation. The family would be suspicious if anything looked out of order. And even if it didn't, they would demand an autopsy. So they had to do this right.

Perhaps they could cast suspicion on a particular person as the perpetrator, much as he and Lindsey had done with the hit and run on Boomer Laughlin. Or perhaps it should be an accident. Another hit and run? A construction crane “accidentally” drops a load of lumber on his car? As Barry and Jimmy talked about it, they agreed that they would like to tarnish his reputation and legacy in the process. Maybe have him die somehow in the act of having sex with his mistress. It would serve him right. This was worth thinking about.

They stood in the cool desert night with the light of only a single flashlight. It was amazing how far light would travel with no impediments in the open desert, and they didn't want to take the chance of anyone knowing they were there.

Barry said to Jimmy, “I think we should stage a robbery in the apartment you say he has in town for his afternoon visits with the girlfriend. You'll probably have to take care of both of them, though, because surely she'd see you.”

“Not if I wear a mask,” Jimmy said.

“So you'd break into the apartment while they're in there?” Barry asked. “Or would you be inside when he arrives?”

“Don't worry about it,” Jimmy responded. “Just let me take care of the details. If it's a robbery and I kill him in the process, then I don't have to get rid of the body, which would be a problem because his unit is on the fourteenth floor.”

“Well, it's risky, but I'll leave it to you. You've done enough of these that I trust you to pull it off.”

It took three more weeks for Jimmy to execute his plan. From his weeks of surveillance, he knew that Reggie would walk several blocks to the apartment building and use his key card to enter the main lobby at noon. He was usually in the building for three hours and upon leaving would walk two blocks down the street to a town car that was waiting for him outside a tall building housing a number of financial firms. He wanted to give the driver the impression that he was leaving a meeting with his broker.

It was a tall building with many residents, and Jimmy had no trouble walking in as another was walking out. From a bus stand close to the entrance, he could see people approaching the front door from the inside. When he spotted someone, he would act like he forgot something and rush to the door. Usually the person leaving would hold the door for him as he approached. For most it was an anonymous existence, knowing only a few of the other residents, so they assumed he was a resident also.

Jimmy had been in the building on three prior occasions and knew the apartment that Reggie owned, or rented; he wasn't sure. Although residents used a key card to gain access to the lobby, the apartment doors were secured with standard key locks. And this was good because there was not a door lock that he couldn't “jimmy.”

Jimmy chose his day for the robbery with care. It was a Thursday, which was the day of the week that Reggie always visited at noon. From his surveillance, Jimmy knew that the mistress lived in the apartment and would be there waiting for him. He had seen the woman from a short distance on a couple of occasions and was struck by the fact that she was not beautiful; most mistresses he had known were. But there was an attractive element to her that caught his attention. Slightly overweight with pendulous breasts and black hair that flowed to her shoulders, she had an air of sexiness that got him excited every time he saw her. He even found himself getting a hard on just thinking about her.

He entered the building at 11:00 a.m. and made his way to the fourteenth floor. As he rose in the elevator, he knew this was going to be more than a robbery and Reginald Forsythe's last day. He was going to have that woman one way or another.

He pulled out his tools, looked up and down the hall, and jimmied the lock, cracking the door just enough to gain entry but not enough to alert anyone inside. Pushing the door open inch by inch, he was able to expand his view to the inside. He was in luck; the door opened into a hallway with a den on one side and a spare bedroom on the other. He stepped in and cautiously made his way down the short hall. It opened to a kitchen on the right and a solid wall on the left. Farther in was a dining table that separated the kitchen from the living room. The solid wall was broken by an entry across from the dining table. There was a gas fireplace beyond the entry on one side of the living room. A TV was mounted just to the side of the fireplace.

Jimmy didn't see anyone in the kitchen or living room, so he stepped in farther. He assumed that the master bedroom and bath were on the other side of the solid wall. It looked like the fireplace opened to both the living room and the bedroom. He entered even farther and stood in the doorway that led to the bedroom. He was in luck! He could hear water running and someone showering.

From his position in the bedroom, he could look into the bathroom and see the woman's reflection in the large mirror over one of the double sinks. She was soaping herself and running her hands all over her body. She seemed to take great delight in fondling her breasts and rubbing her hands between her legs. Jimmy was mesmerized. He liked heavyset women and this one was driving him crazy. He couldn't stand it, so he unzipped his pants and freed his cock, which was at full mast. He began jerking himself off but then thought there was a better way to satisfy himself. He removed his shoes, pants, shirt, and underwear and was now as naked as she was, except for his rubber gloves and socks that he always wore to hide his prints. Then he entered the bathroom.

She had her back to the shower door. Jimmy opened it and stepped in. When she realized something was happening, she turned around and was nearly face to face with Jimmy. She let out a blood-curdling scream that only lasted a second as Jimmy placed a forceful hand over her mouth. Her eyes were wide with fear and fury, but Jimmy was in complete control. He grabbed one of her flailing arms and pinned it to her back. Her other hand was beating and scratching Jimmy on his back, but it didn't seem to bother him. He pressed his chest against hers and could feel her heart racing. He was ready to explode and slid into her with little effort. He only took a few stokes before he came, and it occurred to him that he had never had an ejaculation like that. It was fast and furious.

She was still trying to scream, and he knew that once he removed his hand from her mouth, she would raise holy hell, so he kept the pressure on. He didn't want to pull out of her, because he continued to squirt, and he wanted her to enjoy every last drop. She was kicking and scratching, and Jimmy finally realized that he had to shut her up and prepare for Reggie to show up.

There was only one thing to do. He removed his hand from her mouth and quickly placed both hands on her throat. He was good at this; his hands were strong, and he had done it before. He placed his thumbs on her larynx and pressed hard, wrapping his fingers around the side of her neck. The pressure from his thumbs reduced her scream to a gurgle, and within a minute, she was dead.

Jimmy stood there in the shower, looking at the woman crumpled on the floor with the water from the showerhead washing his cum from her body. What a shame, he thought to himself, she was wonderful. I wonder if she enjoyed it. I wish she hadn't screamed. I think I could have done her again in a few minutes. Oh well, I better get ready for Reggie. He's not going to like this. Maybe I better not let him see her. Or maybe I should—serves that asshole right.

Jimmy left her in the shower. She'd be pretty heavy to move, and besides, what's the difference; dead is dead. He turned off the water in the shower and dried himself off. Then he went into the bedroom and put his clothes back on. He thought the best place to wait might be in the walk-in closet. That way Reggie would come into the bathroom and see her lying on the floor of the shower. He wouldn't know right away that she was dead. He had a plan. As he thought about it, he returned to the shower and turned the water back on.

Reggie entered the apartment a few minutes after noon. Jimmy, who was standing behind the open door to the master closet, could hear him call her name from the hallway. Not getting a response, Reggie walked into the bedroom and repeated her name. He could hear the water running in the shower and entered to find her crumpled on the shower floor. He shrieked, yanked the shower door open, and turned off the water. Then, still calling her name time after time, he bent down on his knees and tried to move her. He rolled her over and could tell that she was dead. He wept and just stayed there, bent over her, sobbing and calling her name.

Jimmy was watching this from the crack between the door and the frame and had seen enough. While Reggie held her in his arms, rocking her back and forth in the shower, he stepped in from the closet. Reggie was bent over with grief, preoccupied with her and didn't see Jimmy move behind him. Jimmy had taken a silk scarf from a drawer and twisted it until it made a tight rope. He quickly looped it around Reggie's neck and applied all the pressure he could. Reggie didn't have a chance and was dead within minutes. Jimmy was surprised at the little struggle Reggie made; it was as if he had no strength. Maybe in those brief seconds he was just glad it was over—his hypocrisy.

Jimmy decided to leave them as they were. Someone would come looking for the woman and find them both lying there on the floor, one naked in the shower and the other dressed, half in and half out. Jimmy was careful to wear gloves and have plastic bags over his shoes through the ordeal so he would leave little evidence.

Jimmy slowly opened the door of the apartment and checked the hallway for people. Not seeing anyone, he stepped out, removed his wet gloves, took the plastic bags off his shoes and stuffed them in his coat pockets along with the silk scarf. He left the building without seeing anyone and discarded the gloves and bags individually in different garbage cans as he walked through town. The silk scarf he cut into pieces with his Leatherman knife and again used several garbage cans. Jimmy called Barry on his cell phone and asked for Tim, which was their code for a completed mission.

Reggie, not returning home that night, was reported missing by his wife. The next day, after not showing up for work, a co-worker went to the woman's apartment. Finding the door locked, he went to the manager and suggested they enter the apartment together. They found the two bodies in the bathroom and called the police.

The Las Vegas newspaper tabloids had a hot story. Reginald Forsythe, one of the city's prominent investors, philanthropists, and religious leaders had a secret life. His wife of thirty years and three children didn't know that he had an apartment in town where he was keeping a mistress. He was found in the apartment fully clothed with the woman naked. Both were dead.

It was a double homicide. Autopsies showed that both bodies had been strangled. The man had been choked from behind with some sort of rope or cloth and the woman appeared to have markings of being strangled by hand. Nothing seemed to be missing from the apartment so a theft was ruled out. Also, there were no fingerprints or footprints to identify a third person. There were, however, indents in the carpet that showed someone with a larger foot than either victim had recently been in the apartment, but there was no tread design to the footprints.


Of most concern to the family and police was that the woman had been raped, apparently in the shower. Sperm samples were taken, but the DNA database, which was established earlier in the year for forensic purposes, wasn't organized. The perpetrator couldn't be identified, and the case went unsolved.






CHAPTER 22

2003

[image: images]

BARRY

The murder of Reginald Forsythe and his mistress set the remaining investors on their heels. They all felt that Reggie would be the last in line to be involved in a sordid affair.

Reggie was a Catholic, and laying him to rest would take place a week after the autopsy was performed. First there was the vigil with an open casket. Barry was invited to the service and almost threw up when he walked up to the casket and saw him lying there. Not only did he look unnatural, it looked like he was back to haunt him. Normally, when he had someone “taken care of,” he was done with them forever.

Mass was followed by a gravesite service. As Barry watched the shovelfuls of dirt being thrown on the casket, he was glad the whole thing was behind him and he could get on with joining the group.

The investors wanted time to mourn Reggie's loss, but the sale of the casino was back on track and they were now pressed for time. The meeting was rescheduled for March 30 and Barry was asked to show up thirty minutes after the meeting started. They were going to vote on him joining the group, and at this point, it was merely a formality.

The meeting proceeded, and the first order of business was financing the initial round. Now that Reggie was no longer involved, there were only nine members, including Barry, not the ten they had thought. The price for the casino was 450 million dollars, and the group was required to have 20 percent in an escrow account before the transaction could move forward. Therefore, each member would be required to add another two million to the escrow account, making it ten million per. This was no problem for any of them. Barry was comfortable with it because the charity was doing very well and his bank account was swelling because of it.

Other investment groups were competing for the casino, but since 9/11, they seemed to pull back, not sure of what the future might bring. The stock market continued to drop after the 9/11 attacks and reached lows in October that had not been seen in years. Once the hysteria had passed, the markets rallied to the mid-8,000s, but it was short lived. By March of 2003, the Dow reached a final low below 7,500.

The year 2002, like any in recent history, had its share of U.S. and world issues. The U.S. dollar declined against the euro, reaching a 1 to 1 valuation not seen since the euro's introduction years earlier; a volcano in The Democratic Republic of the Congo killed 400,000 people; Kmart filed for bankruptcy, the largest retailer in history to do so; snipers in Washington D.C. killed ten people; tornadoes ripped through the Southeast, killing 36; the U.S. was still at war in Afghanistan. And into 2003, the United States declared war on Iraq in February, and terrorist attacks occurred throughout the world. The Group of 9, as they called themselves, were not concerned, and they moved forward rapidly to secure the deal.

Many members of the group had retired from CEO positions and now sat on corporate boards, collecting lucrative compensation for doing little. They were involved in hedge funds that required substantial investments with substantial returns. They were executors of large estates and inheritances. Barry became an important member of the group because he was none of these. He was the only one to have a day job. His retail operations throughout the city brought to the group a report of the pulse of the city.


Lindsey watched Barry as he gained influence within the group, and she didn't like what she saw. He was turning into one of them: pompous, aggressive, and inconsiderate. She wanted to fix this behavior before it overwhelmed her.

They were having dinner at home one evening when she reluctantly brought up the subject. She thought the best tactic was to be blunt. “Barry,” she said as she forked a spear of asparagus and bit off the head, “I don't like what's happening to you.”

“Excuse me?” he said, startled by her admission. He had a forkful of food halfway to his mouth dangling over his plate. He leaned forward on the table. “What do you mean? You don't like me anymore? Where'd that come from? Are you thinking of leaving me? Gotta say, Lindsey, you blindsided me on this one.”

“That isn't what I said,” she responded. “I said I don't like what's happening to you, or what you're turning into. I still love you, but I want you to change your behavior before you become someone I don't recognize. You're turning into one of the ‘good ol’ boys,’ and it's embarrassing—at least to me. I fell in love with you because you're not like them. You're successful but in a more modest way. You don't need to strut around like they do. Regardless of how well we do in my businesses and your casino, we'll never match their fortunes, so let's not try.”

“What do you mean your businesses?” he asked. “We're in this together, remember?”

“Of course I remember,” she said, “but it was your idea to turn the business interests over to me, in my name, while you took the casino and the charity in your name alone. So we have split assets now where hopefully one side won't affect the other.” She sighed, frustrated that he didn't see it. “Look, Barry,” she continued, “I don't want to make a big deal out of this. I just want you to get your act together and be the Barry that I know and love. You don't need to turn into one of those high rollers. You're certainly not going to impress me, and probably not anyone else for that matter. So will you please just accept my statement at face value and be a little less self-indulgent?”

“I must admit,” Barry said, still holding his forkful of food over his plate, “I've enjoyed myself with these guys and maybe got a little carried away. And, okay, I get your point, and you're right. I have sort of let this thing go to my head. But it's hard when every day you're dealing with guys who throw big money around like it's pocket change. It's mesmerizing.”

“Maybe so,” Lindsey said. “We do just fine from our operations, but we don't have that kind of pocket change. And for that matter, your group just bought the casino and haven't even opened the door to the public yet. Let's see how that goes. Remember, the prior group went bankrupt trying to make it work. And, although I know your guys have a different strategy they say works in their other casinos, it doesn't mean it will work in this location. So just be careful.”

“I hear you, and I'll straighten out my act,” Barry retorted. “The very last thing I ever want is to make you unhappy. And if I ever lost you because of my behavior, I'd never forgive myself.” He chuckled. “Can I eat this bite of steak and mashed potatoes now? I'm getting tired of holding it out here.”

“Yes, you can,” she responded, and they smiled at one another and laced their fingers together across the table.

Lindsey's enterprises were doing well. She and Barry still operated them as a team, but because of Barry's responsibilities with the casino, he was not joining her on the visits as much he used to. Lindsey didn't like this; she didn't like traveling alone, and her visits became less common because of it. Besides, Barry was the pilot, so she had to drive or fly commercial to the different cities. Barry told her that once the casino got remodeled and opened, he would have more time.

Barry was accepted as the junior investor of the group. Not only the last to join, he was the one with the least money and influence. The others were turning him into a gopher for the group, and he was beginning to resent it. It was a slow, gradual mutation. At first he didn't recognize it, but he began noticing that the others always seemed to be vacationing or “busy” on some other project. They were gone, problems arose, and someone had to make the day-to-day decisions. Therefore, most of the development of the casino was relegated to him by default. Barry appreciated their confidence in him to run the operation, but he knew it was because they didn't want to be bothered if they had someone else who could do the time-consuming work.

Barry could see some insidious problems were arising with the remodel of the casino. The cost overruns were mounting, and at the group's bi-weekly meetings, Barry would compare the budget with the actual expenditures. At each succeeding meeting, he was being held more and more responsible for the problems.

Six months before the casino was to open, one of the Group of 9 died. He had a massive heart attack and crumpled on the fifth green at his country club. It shouldn't have happened at sixty-eight years of age, but Aaron smoked too much and drank more than his share. Plus, he was five-foot-eight and 240 pounds, a perfect combination for this outcome.

The documents that the nine shareholders of the corporation signed had a strong “successors and assigns” clause. This language bound the heirs, in this case, to the agreement that had been signed, including the personal guarantees that the nine had to commit to the project.

Aaron had a large family, and they weren't interested in the casino; they were interested in the ten million dollars he had fronted for the project to get underway. They wanted that money, and they were going to fight to get it. The two attorneys involved in the Group of 9 insisted that the contractual language they had was strong, but the lawsuit Aaron's family threatened could delay the project for some time.


The banks backing the project were not happy. The cost overruns were troubling, and the impending lawsuit had them worried. They suggested that the remaining eight members of the group come up with their share of the ten million and pay off the family.

At the next meeting, they decided that it might be best to pay up. It was almost unanimous; there was one dissenter. Barry felt he had contributed enough and inwardly knew that the charity, which had been receiving fewer and fewer contributions as 9/11 fell into history, couldn't come up with the money. Plus, he was doing most of the work for the group and felt his share should be in “sweat equity.”

Dusty, the one who helped Barry get into the group, was sympathetic with Barry but felt the distribution had to be equal among the partners. He put up a weak argument for Barry's position, but in the end sided with everyone else.

Barry was getting upset. Actually, he was getting mad. These guys were sitting back expecting him to do all the work and taking little of the blame. Aaron's family was raising hell, the banks were getting very demanding, reluctant to lend any more money, and the project was falling further and further behind. Plus, he was falling into disfavor with the group. They were setting him up as the scapegoat for all of the problems, and he didn't like it.

Each evening at home, Barry would relate the day's activities to Lindsey. He was getting to the breaking point.

“You know, Lindsey, I'm beginning to see what you were saying months ago—about my behavior. I was falling into a pattern of emulating these guys and turning into one of them. What was I thinking? I guess the really big money had me hypnotized.”

“I'm glad you're realizing that,” she said. “Quite honestly, I've noticed these last few weeks that as you've become disenchanted with the group, you've been returning to your old self: combative, authoritative, in control. And I like it. What's the outcome with these guys going to be?”

“I don't know,” he responded. “Had I known then what I know now, I would have stayed away from this deal. It's in big financial trouble. We're way behind schedule, and these guys are driving me crazy. Now they want me to pay my share of Aaron's investment, nearly two million, and I don't have it.” He tried to ignore Lindsey's obvious shock. “This casino is going down, and I don't want to put another penny into it. The banks are closing in; I can smell it. Because I've been doing all the work on it, I'm closer to the banks than they are. Plus, Aaron's heirs are going to delay it even further. And if it goes into bankruptcy, then our personal guarantees could be called. They could come after our businesses, houses, and personal assets. We could end up with nothing.”

“That's not quite right,” Lindsey said. “Your personal guarantees might be at stake, but not mine. You signed all of our business and personal assets over to me, remember? You were afraid something like this might happen. I have nothing to do with the casino or the charity. If you walk away from the deal and have them eliminate you from the corporate agreement, then you forfeit your ten million dollars to them. But not me. I'm still in business and still have our houses and other assets. You'll still have the charity and can work your way back financially with that. We didn't get married partly because of a situation like this, and we did it this way for a reason, remember? Nevada is a community property state, and if we were married, the assets would belong to both of us—fifty-fifty. Not being married, we're able to split them, so what you own is yours; what I own is mine.”

“So what you're saying,” Barry blurted, “is that I write this deal off and start all over. Then you take everything we've worked for and I end up working for you in the businesses. Is that right?”

“That's right,” she responded, “but at least one of us still owns this stuff and they can't come after it. Look, Barry, I told you not to get involved with these guys. You went absolutely berserk trying to fit in with them. You were willing to risk everything we had to make this work. We even had to set up a sham charity to raise the money.”


“It's not a ‘sham’ charity,” Barry retorted. “It's legitimate, registered and everything. It was your idea.”

“Yes, that's true,” she responded, “but you're taking ninety percent of the income for administrative purposes. Only ten percent is going to those in need. So maybe it's not a sham, but it is immoral.”

“You were the one that suggested that formula. How can you criticize it now?” he asked.

“I don't know,” she said. “I guess just taking the money for this casino deal upsets me. You know I never liked it and only came up with the charity idea to make you happy so you could afford to get in the group. I wish I'd never suggested it. Now you're in a bind and need to get out. The only thing I see is to let them have your share and walk away. That may satisfy them. They can take your share and pay off Aaron's heirs. Plus, each of them gets a larger percentage of ownership that way.”

“I suppose you're right,” he responded, “but it hurts to give up ten million. However, if I don't and the casino goes down, which in my view is inevitable, then I'm out even more than that. The extra two million I'll have to pay in now for Aaron's share, for instance. So I'm on the hook, not you.” He huffed, in pain having to admit his dismal failure. “And you're telling me,” he continued, “that you're not going to sign over half of the assets back to me when this is done? That wasn't part of the deal.”

“Look, Barry,” she said, “we did this separation of assets for your purpose. It was your idea. So what's next? Some cockamamie scheme to get involved in some other ridiculous project? I'm not signing anything back over to you so you can get us in further trouble. Just take your charity and start over. We're still together, and we'll still share a lifestyle, but it's on my dime now until you get yourself back in business.”

“Well, we have another problem I haven't told you about,” he said as he squirmed in his chair. “This is difficult for me to admit,” he said, “but I could be in some IRS trouble with the charity.”


“Don't tell me you've been holding out on paying the taxes,” she said as she stared a hole through him. “I can't believe you'd be crazy enough to do that.”

“Well, not exactly,” he said. He picked up a letter that was lying on the table in front of him and waved it in the air. “I got a notification from them last week that they're going to do an audit of the charity. Charitable organizations don't have to pay taxes as long as the money goes to the intended purpose, minus expenses. But they want me to prove that ninety percent administrative fees are not excessive. Since I'm the only employee, that's a problem. Plus, I wanted to get every dime I could for the casino, so I cooked the books. And, when I set the charity up, I lied on some forms about the intended purpose. So I'm in trouble. This could be serious.”

“It certainly could,” she said. “You know, Al Capone was sent to prison for tax evasion, and he died there. I don't want to have to come visit you at San Quentin, or something. I just can't believe you've done all of this. So what's your plan now?”

“I don't know,” he responded. “In retrospect, I guess having all of our business and personal assets in your name was the right thing to do. Sign any of that over to me and the government will probably come after it. To answer your question, the first thing I need to do is approach the group about letting me out. That could be tricky. They'll want me to pay for my share of the cost overruns, plus, of course, my investment, which has been spent on progress so far. I'll point out to them that they'll be better off taking my ten million, paying off Arron's heirs, and increasing their percentage share from my dropping out. At this point, they've lost confidence in me because they had me running the show and the project is in trouble. I'll defend myself, of course, but I know they won't see it my way.” He clenched his fists. “What a fiasco! I just want out. Hard to walk away from ten million dollars, though.”

“Look at it this way,” Lindsey said. “You didn't have the ten million coming into this deal, and now you won't have it going out. So, no harm, no foul.”

“Yeah, except in the process, I signed our personal assets over to you and have myself in trouble with the IRS. I wish I'd just listened to you in the first place.”

“Well, you didn't, and now we're in this situation. So I repeat my question,” she said. “What's your plan now, once you get out of the Group of Nine?”

“I don't know. Let me think on it,” he answered. “You know, I don't normally lose sleep over difficult situations. Hell, I've cheated, connived, strong armed, and even ordered hits on people and never had a problem sleeping. But I'm losing sleep over this one. Losing ten million, signing over my assets, and now having the IRS after me is more than I can stomach. If they look closely, they'll probably find we've been skimming off the top of our businesses.”

“Well, those are mine now, so let me worry about that,” Lindsey said.

“Boy, you're sure driving that point home,” Barry said, somewhat sheepishly, shifting around in his chair again. “It hurts for me to have gotten myself into this position. You don't have to keep reminding me that I blew it. I'm normally a confident guy, but this situation has humbled me. I realize that I'm working for you now, so please don't rub it in. Okay?”

“Okay,” she answered. “Now we have to get back to running our little empire and trying to keep you out of prison. Let's get to work.”

At the group's November board meeting, Barry brought them up to speed on the progress of the casino. He was the one who had been working with the contractors and banks and knew intimately that the project was in trouble. But he painted as rosy a picture as possible. It amazed him that the group trusted him to be in charge of the operation; after all, 450 million dollars was a big deal, even to these guys, and a few of them didn't even particularly like him.


Then he dropped a bombshell; he told them that he wanted to forfeit the ten million he had invested in the group and move on. They could use his forfeiture to settle Aaron's estate demand, split his ownership share, and carry on. He told them that the casino was getting in the way of running his other businesses and he needed to concentrate on those. He'd lose a lot more than ten million if his empire went down.

The group met without Barry for an hour, called him back into the conference room, and said they agreed. Legal documents, which Barry had prepared in advance, were signed, and Barry shook each member's hand and walked out of the room.

Barry was free from the Group of 9

As he took the elevator to the lobby and walked down the sidewalk, he thought to himself: God, what a fiasco. I'm glad I'm out of the casino deal, but I really did a number on myself. The one thing I have left in this world is Lindsey. If she left me, I'd be a wreck. I need to handle her gently now that she's in control of my life. All of my years on this earth I've been in complete control. The big shot! I had all the answers and ruled my empire. Any problems I had I could muscle or buy my way out of. I was invincible. But it's a different ballgame now. I need to attack this IRS problem. I could be in big trouble on this one, but I think it'll take years to resolve. I'll drag it out as long as I can.

From late 2003 into the spring of 2004, Barry and Lindsey got back to their old lifestyle. He did feel, however, as if he was relegated to chauffer and pilot for Lindsey. Since she had taken control of their business life, there was no question as to who the boss was. She ruled with an iron fist. Barry appreciated that she listened to his advice and tried not to be overbearing. He even admitted that she normally made all the right decisions. And he also realized that he had lost his position of power in their relationship. It was a humbling experience for him. At least he loved the person who was wielding the power.


While Barry had been working on the casino deal, Lindsey had taken complete control of their other enterprises. And she was loving it. She found she had a knack for managing people and the operations. She located a few more strip clubs, pawn shops, and jewelry stores in the cities she operated in and purchased them. And her new bad-debt business was really taking off, expanding throughout the region. If there was anything they could rely on, it was that there would always be people who needed money—desperately.

Her one concern was that now that Barry was done with the casino business and in trouble with the charity, their relationship might change. She did not want to relinquish any control of her empire because she was fearful of two things: Barry might get involved in another scheme and jeopardize the assets, and he could end up in serious legal problems with the charity. She wanted to keep everything separate. But she realized that Barry was used to being in control and would not take lightly being subservient to her decisions. She tried to include him in everything she did, but not at the expense of detriment to her holdings. She also knew that referring to the businesses, houses, and other assets as “hers” really hurt him. But that's the way it was, and he had to get used to it. After all, it was his decision to turn everything over to her, and she wasn't about to relinquish it back.

Throughout 2004, they worked on developing a new relationship. In business, she tried to include him and give him a sense of importance, and he tried to accept his position as second in command. Personally, their love for one another was as strong as ever. They found a compatibility in life that they knew was precious and they wanted to nurture it. They both worked hard on growing together. And their sex life always had been, and continued to be, very good. However, they both knew that the dynamic had changed between them and they were careful how they handled each other. Lindsey was cautious of her power while Barry was cautious of his subservience. Adjusting to the new arrangement would take time.






CHAPTER 24

2004
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RUSTY

In late August of 2004, Rusty got the call he was dreading. He was driving his car when his cell phone rang. He pulled to the side of the road and stopped the car.

“Rusty, this is Ray Bandon with the Portland Police Department. We haven't spoken in some time, and I have some news that I would like to discuss with you. I feel it would be better if we met in person. Can you come down to the station sometime this week?”

“Hello, detective,” Rusty said into his cell phone with his hand slightly shaking. “Yes, I can meet with you. Can you give me a hint? I'd like to be prepared for whatever it is you have to say.”

“I've located Lindsey Fisher,” he said, “and I need to talk to you about her and the case.”

There was silence on the phone as Rusty assembled his thoughts. “And she's still insisting I did it?” Rusty asked.

“Just meet me at the station, please,” the detective said. “I'd prefer to have this conversation in person.”

“Okay. You set the time and I'll be there, and Jan will probably accompany me,” Rusty said.

“That's fine, Friday at one. My office. See you then.”

Before getting back onto the road, Rusty called Jan. She answered her cell phone as she was inspecting one of her rental homes. Rusty said he had some news he wanted to discuss with her and would meet her at home when she got there.

“No rush, but it's something we need to talk about,” he said.


“What is it?” she asked.

“I'll tell you when I see you,” he responded.

“That's not fair,” she said with a tinge of apprehension in her voice. “You do this to me, bait my curiosity and won't give me a clue. I have a minute—just give me a hint.”

“I just heard from Ray Bandon at the police department. He wants to talk in person.”

“Oh, great,” she exclaimed. “I was hoping all of that was behind us. What's he want to talk about?”

“He's located Lindsey Fisher and apparently the case is being resurrected,” Rusty answered. “We meet with him Friday at one.”

“Okay, here we go,” Jan said. “We need to get you exonerated from this crime once and for all. It's ridiculous that this is carrying on this long. It's been more than ten years. Let's hope he's sharp enough with this DNA stuff that he can figure it out. And maybe he already has. Perhaps he wants to tell us the case has been solved and they have the guy who ran Boomer over in custody.”

“That would be nice,” Rusty replied, “but I didn't get that from his tone. He was very straight forward and abrupt. I think if he had good news, he would have said so. I'll see you at home.”

Rusty continued to sit in his car on the side of the road with the engine idling. His mind was running in every direction, and he couldn't concentrate on any one thing. A song he liked was softly playing on the radio, but it started to irritate him. It was as if he had suddenly turned against the song and wanted it out of his life, so he turned off the radio. He thought: That was easy. Why can't I turn other things off like that? These insidious, recurring thoughts are driving me crazy. And I can't do much about them until this felony is behind me. I didn't do this, and I need to prove it. But the evidence they have is stacked against me. And now Lindsey Fisher is back.

Rusty and Jan arrived at Bandon's office on time, and he asked them to have a seat in the conference room just down the hall; he would be with them shortly. They pulled two folding chairs from the scratched metal table and, as they sat down, Rusty said to Jan, “I don't like this. Before when we met with the detective, he asked us to join him in his office. Now we're directed to this bleak room that's designed to intimidate. Something's going on here.”

“Don't get too worked up,” Jan responded. “Let's just see what he has to say.”

Five minutes later, Ray Bandon entered the conference room with a folder, which he made a fanfare of dropping onto the table. He sat down, his oversize frame squeaking the chair, and leaned over the table with his elbows resting on the edge.

“Mr. Kenneficke, it's been years since I've reviewed this case. I'm off of the terrorism taskforce and back onto cold cases now and thought I'd take another look at this one. A review of the file shows that you had an altercation with Bruce “Boomer” Laughlin in your dealership.”

“Yes,” Rusty interjected, “after he sent me intimidating notes for two years and threatened me physically at my business.”

“Let me finish, please,” Bandon said. “After that altercation, you made a statement about ‘dusting him off’ and then made a similar reference like that at a conference a year or two later, which ended up being quoted in a newspaper. An eyewitness claimed she saw you driving the hit-and-run car. When the car was found after Boomer died, a key fob with your business name on it was found in that car. And you had no substantiated alibi for the day of the crime.” He eyed Rusty, who was trying not to crumble in his seat. “I asked you to come in here today to let you know that I'm reopening this case. I've located Lindsey Fisher, the eyewitness that identified you as the driver, and have spoken with her over the phone. You might remember that I asked when we first spoke years ago if you would let me take a DNA sample from you, and you complied. Well, DNA forensics has come a long way in the past few years, and we found your DNA on that key fob. I find that a little too coincidental.”


“How can that be?” Rusty asked. “You said years ago that you didn't find any fingerprints on the key fob. What's changed?”

“Your key fob has a plastic, oval surface with the name of your business, address, and phone number stamped on it. Attached to that is a swivel that is designed to attach to a key ring. We found a small hair that had been caught in the swivel. We never noticed that tiny hair before. DNA confirms it to be your hair. I'm not charging you with the crime at this time, but I will be talking to the district attorney about this case. If he thinks there's sufficient evidence to take this to court, then that's the direction we'll go. I don't want you leaving the area without notifying me. In the meantime, I'm going to contact Ms. Fisher again and ask her a few more questions. That's it for now. Do you have any questions for me?”

Rusty was overwhelmed and didn't know what to say. He stammered and finally blurted out, “But, Detective Bandon, I didn't do this. I was riding my motorcycle in the mountains that day. And as for my DNA on that key fob, those things are available for free throughout the store. I'm forever picking them up and moving them around. How can I exonerate myself? This sounds like a setup.”

“Okay,” Bandon responded. “Who do you know that would want to do this to you and had the ability to put it together? Someone, other than Boomer, must hate you a lot to go to such lengths to set you up. So until you come up with that answer, I'm putting you at the top of my list. And I'm actively working the case. That's it for today. I'll be in touch.”

Jan had to help Rusty exit the police station. He was shaking so badly he could hardly walk. When they got to the car, Jan said, “Let me drive. You're in no shape to be behind the wheel.”

They sat in the car in the parking lot and Jan tried to settle Rusty down. “Look, we know you didn't do this, and they have only circumstantial evidence. So let's not get too concerned until there's some sort of legal charge. Which brings us to the next step. You need a lawyer, and a good one. We use Perrins-Aston for some dealership issues, and they have good trial lawyers, so let's contact them.”

Before she had a chance to continue, Rusty said, “They're really expensive. This is going to hurt.”

“Yeah, they are expensive,” Jan responded, “and we'll get our money's worth. Keeping you out of prison is worth whatever it costs.”

They sat in the car for another ten minutes talking about the next steps to take and drove home in silence. Rusty was deep in thought, and Jan didn't know what to say to make him feel better.

Business was going well for Jan and Rusty. The two dealerships continued to grow in revenue and profit. The teams they had developed at each dealership were proficient and able to run without daily oversight from Jan and Rusty. And Jan's rentals were doing well. The housing market in Portland was increasing at double digits. She would occasionally sell a property that had lots of appreciation, then turn around and buy two more with the proceeds. She kept saying she wanted to get out of the rental business, but it was going so well she just couldn't help herself.

They always enjoyed talking about politics and world events, and there was no lack of subject matter. In 2004, a Flash Airlines plane went down in Egypt and killed all 148 on board; Mark Zuckerberg created Facebook; bombings and terrorist attacks occurred throughout the world; the Israelis and Palestinians continued to kill each other; the European Union added ten members; the U.S. was unsuccessfully trying to get out of Iraq; the summer Olympics were held in Athens, Greece; George W. Bush was reelected. The world went on. But their conversations always seemed to revert to Boomer's death and Rusty's suspected part in it.

Jan and Rusty continued to take at least two motorcycle trips each year, usually two or three weeks in duration—longer with cross-county trips. They also found they liked taking cruise ships to exotic places: Tierra del Fuego, the Arctic Ocean, and the Panama Canal among them.

Through all of this, Rusty was plagued with the thought of being arrested, and each time they left Oregon, he had to notify Bandon and tell him where they were going and for how long. He felt like he had a long leash tied around his neck. And he didn't know what he could do about it.

The employees at the dealerships knew all about Rusty's legal problems, and they were on his side. They had known for years that he took Monday rides through the mountains and probably did on that fateful Monday as well. But they couldn't corroborate it. They knew Rusty and didn't believe he was capable of pulling off a murder. So they tried to make him feel better with light banter.

Life went on for Rusty and Jan, and it should have been good for them at this point in their lives. They loved each other, the businesses were doing well, they had a good income, and they traveled several times a year. But a feeling of doom lurking in the background prevented them from totally enjoying themselves. They needed something to happen that would resolve Boomer's murder and exonerate Rusty.

There was a lighter side to their lives as well. Rusty and Jan owned two cars. Each day they seemed to be going in different directions, Rusty to the shop and Jan to her properties, so they needed two cars. Other than working, they always rode together and used one car or the other; hence, they both always carried keys for both cars.

Rusty mentioned to Jan that her car was ten years old and was in the shop frequently and should probably be replaced. “What do you think?” he asked. “What kind of car would you like to drive?”

“I don't know,” she responded. “I haven't thought about it. But it would be nice to have a car with electric door locks and cruise control. I always enjoy that when I drive your car. Let me think about it.”


Three weeks later, Jan was the proud owner of a new white BMW X3. The SUV had been introduced in 2003, and Jan, owning BMW motorcycle dealerships, was able to purchase it on the BMW employee purchase plan. She soon learned to love the car. It was fairly small yet able to carry stuff she needed for her rentals. She particularly liked the ability to unlock the car doors as she was approaching with an armful of groceries.

A few weeks after owning the car, she and Rusty decided to drive it on a round of errands. They got in the car, Rusty started the keyless ignition by merely pushing a button, and they headed for the grocery store. Rusty needed to go to the hardware store, which was about one mile down the road, so he dropped Jan off without turning off the engine. Then he drove to the hardware store. He pushed the button, turning off the ignition, and walked into the store. Returning to the car in the parking lot, he reached for his keyless entry remote to unlock the door as he approached. The keyless remote wasn't in his coat pocket where he always left it, and he checked his other pockets. Trying the door handle, the door opened and he realized that he didn't lock it when he went into the store. So where was that key? He couldn't start the car without it. He looked for it on the floor boards and outside the car, thinking he may have dropped it when he got out.

He sat behind the steering wheel and contemplated the situation. It occurred to him that he had grabbed a different coat out of the closet when he left the house. The one he meant to take had his keys and phone in it, but it was hanging on the back of a chair at the kitchen counter. That familiar feeling of indignation shot through him like a bullet.

So what now, he thought as he kept his hands on the steering wheel as if driving out of the lot. My key is at home in my jacket pocket. I was able to get here because when I started the car Jan was sitting next to me with her key for this car in her purse. The car has been operating on her key since I didn't turn off the ignition when I dropped her off. Now I can't start the car and I have no way to call her since I left my phone at home as well. If I had the old key system, I wouldn't have been able to turn off the ignition without it. I guess I'll just have to walk back to the grocery store, get the key from Jan, walk back here, get the car, and drive back to pick her up. Jeez, what a mess. She's going to wonder where I am. But no sense dwelling on it. I better get going.

It took him twenty minutes to walk to the grocery store. Jan was sitting on a concrete bench with three bags of groceries next to her.

“Where have you been?” she angrily asked. “I've been sitting here for ten minutes. And where's my car? What happened to you? You're breathing hard and sweating.”

Rusty quickly told her of the key problem and that he didn't have his cell phone. As she handed him her key from her purse, she said, “Well, while you're gone I'll have to go back in and buy new frozen food items. The ones I have are starting to melt. This will be interesting walking through the store with a cart full of groceries I already paid for.”

As Rusty hurried the mile back to get the car, he thought to himself: This is reminiscent of the ridiculous things that have happened to me over the years. I wonder if I'll ever get my act entirely squared away.






CHAPTER 25

2005
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JIMMY

Jimmy wasn't a big guy, but he was stocky and built like an ox. Barry often referred to him as being a walking fire hydrant. He was not an employee of Barry's but was available for “special” assignments when needed. Jimmy had known Barry for twenty years and, except for a six-year stint in prison, had been stellar in carrying out those assignments. Jimmy was particularly proud of the hit and run he carried out for Barry more than ten years ago when he ran that guy down without hurting the woman walking with him. Oh sure, she was thrown to the ground, but he later found out she was unhurt. That job was masterful. Unfortunately, he couldn't tell anybody about it, as he was sworn to secrecy. And Barry always paid him very well for these special assignments, so he didn't want to jeopardize them in the future by bragging about his “hits.”

Jimmy lived a frugal lifestyle. He had a dingy one-room apartment in Los Angeles and spent a lot of time there, reading and watching TV. He was not an educated person, only completing the eighth grade, but he was proud of his professional approach to his job. He learned, by trial and error, how to stay under the legal radar. He did his homework before carrying out a hit and was certain of his method; he knew he would not be caught. He required cash for the jobs he performed and always paid in cash, not even owning a credit card. He was hard to track.

Jimmy had no friends. He was always worried that someone would find out about his profession and turn him in. And because he spent so much time by himself, he came to enjoy his own company. He liked being alone. He saw his lifestyle as one of complacency; he didn't get in arguments because he only had himself to argue with, and that didn't make sense. Also, he knew he had a terrible temper and could fly off the handle at the slightest provocation. Not wanting to put himself in that position and draw attention to himself, he just didn't deal with people unless he had to.

Jimmy was also meticulous, both personally and professionally. He cleaned his small apartment every afternoon, removing every item and book off of the shelf and making sure it was returned to exactly the same spot on its replacement. Nothing was out of place—ever. He didn't invite anyone over, not even the occasional woman because he was afraid they might mess up his home.

One thing Jimmy was becoming more and more careful of were the numerous video cameras being installed throughout public areas. Until just a few years ago, he didn't have to worry about them, as they were few and far between. But recently street cams were being installed, and businesses and residences were using them 24/7. He did extensive surveillance of the area surrounding his next job to make sure he would not be spotted. On occasion, he needed to spray paint the camera lens to black out the scene.

Barry didn't know Jimmy intimately; they kept a professional relationship. He did know enough about him, however, to know that Jimmy was extremely superstitious.

Jimmy had a daily routine that he religiously kept. He got up at 6:45 a.m., walked to the Starbucks down the street, had coffee and a croissant, returned to his apartment by 8:00 a.m., went to the gym until 10:00 a.m., and continued his daily routine that was set hour by hour. Wherever he walked he had some sort of superstitious activity running through his brain. From mid-block he would estimate the number of steps to the next intersection. He would adjust his stride to try and hit the number exactly. If he guessed the number correctly, something good was going to happen to him that day. If he was only a few steps off then it wouldn't be a total loss; he could make it up by going two out of three over the next few blocks.

Another game he played with himself was to guess how many cars would pass him before he got to the next intersection, or fire hydrant, or telephone pole. If his guess was way off, he might decide that he meant cars traveling in both directions. He tried to fix the odds in his favor, knowing that not getting close could be bad. If his estimate was way off, he might retreat to the past intersection and repeat that block. If he wasn't able to get to his numbers, then he might retreat to his apartment for the rest of the day, knowing that something bad was going to happen.

He also had a penchant for doing things in threes. He would repeat a process three times just to make sure it was done right. Personally, he would turn a light switch on and off three times, or pull a chair out from a table three times to ensure its proper placement. Professionally he would also use the rule of three: he would stab a person three times, no more, no less; he would yank on the wire around someone's neck three times to make sure it was complete; he would always use three bullets.

He also had a habit of turning around the opposite direction in succession. If he turned a circle to the right, then he had to reverse it by turning to the left. This assured him that everything was back to normal.

Jimmy wasn't exclusive to Barry. He had several other people he did jobs for. Those that he did deal with he knew well and trusted. He never took on new clients without extensive research and good references. His life depended on trust from his clients, and he needed to stay as invisible as possible. His communications with his clients were always surreptitious, usually in handwritten notes left in hidden places or face to face in the desert. Phones were seldom used.


In the fall of 2005, Jimmy took on a new client. Joe Farelli had been recommended to him by Barry, who had met Joe when he was involved in the casino deal. He was a friend of a friend. Barry made the introduction by handwritten note and suggested that, since Joe was an acquaintance only, Jimmy needed to do his research to confirm his authenticity. Jimmy accepted the job but did not want to meet Farelli in person. Once the down payment of 50 percent was made in cash, Jimmy would arrange to perform the needed punishment.

Joe Farelli had a number of business partnerships throughout the Las Vegas area. One of those partners, Erik Flinders, was involved in a home moving company they owned. Joe was the money behind the business and Erik was the operating partner. Joe had approached Erik on a number of occasions and accused him of keeping most of the money from the operation. Erik denied any wrongdoing and offered the company's financial books to prove his point. What Erik didn't know was that Joe had entered the office late one night and found the second set of books, the accurate ones, hidden in the false bottom of a desk drawer. Joe had had enough; he didn't need to be in business with a cheating partner anymore. So he arranged to have Jimmy, through Barry, fix the problem.

Joe didn't want Erik killed; he just wanted to teach him a lesson. Maybe a good beating would convince Erik that he needed to be fair with his business partner. Jimmy had a baseball bat that he liked to use in these situations and was called upon to take care of the problem. The down payment was made and Jimmy went to work.

Jimmy followed Erik's movements for several days and learned that he always took his dog out for a walk between 10:00 and 10:30 each night. It was a small dog and shouldn't be a hindrance. The three nights Jimmy surveilled him, he didn't see anyone else on the sidewalk.

On Wednesday night, Erik left the house with the dog on his leash. Jimmy followed him at a safe distance, and when Erik reached one of the dog's favorite trees to do his business, they stopped. Jimmy was at an awkward spot on the sidewalk and decided to keep walking in Erik's direction.

As Jimmy passed, Erik grabbed him by the arm and said, “Hey, buddy, why're you following me? You were here last night too. What the hell do you want?”

That was the wrong thing to say to Jimmy. He slipped the baseball bat from under his coat and took a swing at Erik's right knee. Erik yelped as Jimmy took his second swing, a direct blow to the kidneys. Erik reached for Jimmy's pant leg and pulled hard. The yank caught Jimmy off guard and he fell to the sidewalk. Erik managed to hold onto the pant leg as Jimmy struggled to get up. This really pissed Jimmy off, and a surge of anger overcame him. He took a mighty swing and nailed Erik just above the right ear. Blood started spurting, the dog started barking, and lights on a few of the surrounding porches turned on.

Jimmy didn't understand it, but as Erik was dying on the sidewalk, he continued to hold onto Jimmy's pant leg. Jimmy had to reach down and uncurl Erik's fingers from the cuff of his pants. As he did so, he felt Erik's fingernail scrape his wrist, drawing a spot of blood. Jimmy was always careful about covering himself so he would leave no trace: heavy pants, long-sleeve shirt, gloves and shoes with a smooth surface, or plastic bags over his shoes for inside jobs. But this guy managed to scratch him on the one vulnerable spot on his body.

How did he manage to do that? Jimmy thought to himself. He was dying and still had an iron grip on me. Well, I screwed up this time. I had to take that third swing. I was only supposed to teach him a lesson and now I've killed the son of a bitch. And now people are starting to come to the windows to see what's going on. I need to get the hell out of here.

Jimmy scurried down the street with his baseball bat held in his hand. The dog continued to bark furiously as he chased circles around Erik.


Jimmy didn't own a car and had planned his escape route by walking a half mile to a bus stop. It was at a busy intersection with buses stopping frequently going different directions. Jimmy didn't care which direction the bus was going; he just wanted to get on the next available one. What he didn't plan on was having to carry his baseball bat with blood on it. One block before the bus stop, he stepped into an alley and threw the bat into a dumpster behind a restaurant. As he heard the bat clatter to the bottom of the dumpster, he thought to himself, Goodbye, old friend. You've been a worthy tool of my trade. I never thought I'd have to part with you. Probably should have put it in a dumpster with a lot of garbage and then set it on fire. Would have burned the evidence. Well, too late now. Besides, the fire would have just drawn attention. Need to get to that bus.

Jimmy jumped on the next available bus and took a series of other buses, getting back to his apartment well after midnight. It took an hour, and he had a chance to cogitate his life and his future. I've been doing this line of work all my life. It put me in prison once, and if I'm not careful, and I wasn't tonight, I could end up there again. Maybe I should just give it up. I'm fifty-one now and have enough money in the safe deposit box to live without ever doing another job. But what would I do? This is the only thing I know. And I like it. I'm good at it.

Days later, Jimmy learned, through his clandestine message system, that Joe Farelli was not going to pay him the other half of his fee for taking care of Erik. Farelli said he just wanted him hurt, not killed, and since Jimmy botched the job, he wouldn't be paid. This was the wrong thing to say to Jimmy. Within a month, Joe Farelli was badly beaten.

As Jimmy was delivering the final blow, Farelli heard the attacker say, “I'd suggest you pay your bills. You didn't like it when Erik didn't. You don't want to end up like that, do you?” Jimmy received the rest of his fee within a month.






CHAPTER 26

2005–2006
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FINALE

The murder of Erik Flinders in November of 2005 caused a bit of an uproar in the upper-crust circle of Los Angeles. Erik was a business partner of Joe Farelli, who, coincidentally, was badly beaten a short time after Erik's death. And Erik's wife of twenty years was an Orange County council member with her sights on higher office. She wanted the murder of her husband solved and was relentlessly pushing the police to take it to the top of their list.

The police didn't have a lot to go on. There were no eyewitnesses of Erik's murder. There were no surveillance cameras in the area, and there was nothing left at the scene. What they did have, however, were some particles under Erik's fingernails. Apparently there had been an altercation prior to Erik being hit in the head and Erik had scratched the assailant. The police thought it might be possible to get some DNA evidence from those particles.

Erik's wife had recently run, and won, the position of county commissioner and now had some influence with the DNA lab. She wanted the killer of her husband to be found and brought to trial.

The holiday season rolled into 2006, and the DNA samples were sent to the lab for testing. The problem was two-fold: DNA was still a relatively new science and there was a tremendous backlog of cases to be handled. All of a sudden, the police had a new tool in their toolbox and every officer, attorney, and DA wanted it used on their cases. Secondly, the database was still very small. Most people in the U.S. did not have their DNA on file, and so there was no way to make a match with what was found at the scene. There was one very important exception to this: all federal prisoners passing through the system in California had to give a saliva swab for DNA purposes. Jimmy was in that system.

The last time Rusty had heard from the Portland police detective, Ray Bandon, was in late August of 2004. Bandon had told Rusty at that time that he was reopening the Boomer Laughlin case and felt he had enough evidence to take it to the district attorney. Rusty said that he was innocent and would be hiring an attorney.

Rusty hired a defense attorney with Perrins-Aston. At $450 per hour, this was going to be expensive. Although Rusty had not yet been charged with the crime he spent hours with the attorney explaining the case and why the police suspected him. The attorney admitted that the case against Rusty was strong, especially the DNA found on the hair stuck in the key fob, but he believed in Rusty's innocence and they would find a way to win this case.

Rusty learned through his attorney that Bandon was anxious to charge Rusty with the Boomer Laughlin murder. Bandon's cold case backlog was growing and he needed a win. As near as he could tell, this one was a strong case.

By mid-year of 2006, Ray Bandon was getting anxious. He had suggested to the district attorney that the case be put on the docket for the grand jury to hear. The DA agreed, but again there was a solid lineup of cases to be heard, and it would be several months before that hearing could take place.

Bandon had talked to Lindsey Fisher several times over the last couple of years and tried to get more definitive information from her. She explained time and time again that it was many years ago, her glimpse of the driver was brief, and it was through a partially opened, tinted window. She thought at the time the driver of the car was Rusty Kenneficke. This was based on a brief look she got of him when she was waiting at the curb in the car in front of the dealership while her boyfriend, Boomer Laughlin, was having a confrontation with Rusty. Each time she apologized to Bandon for not being more specific, but she could no longer be positive of the identification.

During these conversations, she was thinking to herself: Now that I've met Rusty, it's difficult for me to falsely accuse him of something I know he didn't do. And I didn't really lie to Bandon—I told him I didn't know him. I didn't get to know him until years later. At the same time, I just want to disassociate myself from this issue. I'm afraid that it could come back to bite me. After all, I was the one that came up with the hit-and-run idea in the first place to get rid of Boomer. I managed to get Barry to arrange the hit, and now that we're partners, I sure don't want to see him, or me, go to prison for this. I was hoping that time would let this case have a slow death. Here I am making jokes with myself for this serious matter. I need to just keep stalling Bandon. I sure hope he never asks me to appear as a witness in court; I wouldn't want to have to testify against Rusty face to face.

Bandon kept pushing for the case to be brought in front of a grand jury. He and the DA both felt that once the evidence against Rusty Kenneficke was heard they would recommend an indictment be issued. He was pushing hard, and he thought this case would be a slam dunk. On the other hand, Rusty's attorney had been doing everything he could to stall the process.

Once Rusty and Jan hired an expensive lawyer, Bandon quit communicating with them directly. Since that time, his communications were to the lawyer or through the DA's office. The lawyer kept Rusty apprised of the progress of the case. He knew he had an uphill battle proving Rusty's innocence since the evidence against him was strong.


Rusty was having a hard time sleeping. His thoughts were consumed with the possibility of a trial. It would be a capital-punishment case, and if found guilty, at his age, he would never again set foot as a free man.

Rusty thought: How can this be happening? The coincidences are just too strong for this not to be some sort of setup. But why? And who? I've finally put my life back together with a woman I love and a job I enjoy, and now it's all in jeopardy. I've had a lot of bad luck in my life, but nothing this serious. What I need is to finally get a massive dose of good luck. It's my turn! I didn't do this crime, and I just have to look at it positively. Something will happen that will exonerate me. It has to. I just can't imagine a life in prison.

Two weeks before the grand jury was to convene, Rusty got a call from his lawyer. “Rusty, I just spoke with detective Bandon, and he would like to see you in person. He has some information about your case and—”

Before the attorney was able to continue, Rusty excitedly asked, “What kind of news? Is it good? What can you tell me?”

“I'm trying to,” the attorney said. “Let me finish.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Rusty sheepishly responded.

“Anyway, he has something you're going to want to hear. It's good news, and I'm going to let him tell you. He's asked that I not divulge what he told me, and I'll certainly honor that. Once you've talked to him, give me a call and we can talk about the next steps. Good luck with this.”

Rusty could hardly contain his emotions. The first thing he did was call Jan. She was doing something with her rentals and he wanted to check her schedule before he called Bandon. She would want to accompany him to the meeting. Rusty called the police department and set an appointment for 1:00 p.m. the following day.

That night at home, Rusty was jubilant. He didn't know what information Bandon had, but the attorney said it was good news. He and Jan speculated on what could possibly have happened and knew it would be a long night of anticipation.

Wouldn't it be wonderful if they found the real killer? Rusty thought to himself. But maybe I'm getting ahead of myself. I need to take it easy and try to get some sleep tonight.

Rusty and Jan arrived at the police station ahead of time and waited in the lobby. Bandon greeted them, and after a brief salutation led them into a small conference room with a rectangular table and four metal chairs. Rusty and Jan sat on one side facing Bandon.

He led the conversation with a preamble: “Mr. Kenneficke, I've been a police officer for many years and have solved a lot of crimes. Sometimes circumstantial evidence points definitively to a person, or conclusion, and there is little doubt that a particular person did it. This was the situation in your case. The evidence was stacked against you. You had motive because of an ongoing feud with Boomer Laughlin; you had made statements, heard by others, that you should ‘dust off’ Boomer; an eye witness identified you as the driver of the hit-and-run car; a key fob found in the car with your DNA on it, and you didn't have a corroborated alibi for the day of the killing. Everything was pointing in your direction.”

Rusty and Jan were sitting side by side, spellbound, waiting for the next statement. Had the attorney not said something about good news forthcoming, they would have been waiting for the next shoe to drop. They were sitting upright on the edge of their chairs. Bandon was deliberately taking his time just to create a climate of anticipation, and it was working.

After a moment of silence, Bandon continued, “Something happened two weeks ago that sheds new light onto this case. I don't think I've ever seen a coincidence quite like this in any criminal case I've dealt with. Do you remember—”

“Coincidence?” Rusty interjected. “What kind of coincidence? Is this good news for me?”


Bandon seemed irritated by the interruption but continued, ”Please, Rusty, just let me talk. Your questions will be answered.”

“Yeah, sorry,” he replied. “I'm just nervous. Please continue.”

“Two weeks ago there was a murder on a sidewalk in Los Angeles. The husband of the county commissioner, Erik Flinders, was beaten with what we believe was a baseball bat. He died at the scene. Did you hear about that crime?

“Yes,” both Rusty and Jan said at the same time, glancing at each other out of the corner of their eyes. “We read The Oregonian every day. It was all over the news,” Rusty said.

“Mr. Flinders was able to scratch the perpetrator during the beating, and the coroner found some particles of skin and a hair under one of his fingernails,” Bandon explained. “Mrs. Flinders, the commissioner, pushed the DNA technicians to do an analysis of those particles and they were able to match that DNA to a suspect that was in the database.”

“I thought the database was still being developed? That there weren't many people in the system?” Rusty said.

“That's correct,” Bandon responded, “but prisoners entering the federal system have had their DNA samples taken for the past several years. The samples taken from Mr. Flinders were a match with someone already in the system. The killer of Erik Flinders was a convicted criminal who spent many years in federal prison. He was released years ago and has still been at his trade: a hired killer.”

“Okay, that's good that you got the guy,” Rusty said, “but what does that have to do with me?”

Jan turned to Rusty and said, “Just give the detective a chance, will you, Rusty? He wouldn't have called us down here if there wasn't a connection.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Rusty said, glancing back at Jan. “I'm obviously overly anxious to get to the meat of this conversation.”

“Yes, well,” Bandon continued, “the perpetrator's name was James ‘Jimmy’ Walenski. His parents were Polish, but he was born in this country. I guess that doesn't matter, but he has led a life of criminal activity since adolescence, following in his father's footsteps. Anyway, Jimmy was apprehended two weeks ago and, based on the DNA, confessed to the murder of Erik Flinders. He was charged with capital murder, possibly the death penalty but certainly life in prison, when he asked for a plea deal. He would offer up the names of the people who hired him to commit the murders he was confessing to if we would give him consideration for a reduced sentence, or at least take the death penalty off the table. We agreed if we thought the information was accurate and helpful in putting some other bad guys behind bars.

“One of the names he gave us was that of Barry Marcini. Jimmy claimed that Marcini paid him to set up the hit and run on Boomer Laughlin.”

“WAIT! WHAT?” Rusty blurted. “Barry Marcini? I know a Barry Marcini? How many Barry Marcinis can there be?”

“Well, I don't know the answer to that question,” the detective continued, “but Jimmy gave him up. Before we apprehended Marcini, we wanted to make sure that Jimmy wasn't just making this up in order to get the possibility of a reduced sentence. So we asked him why we should believe him. He needed to give us some information about the hit and run that would make us believe him. Jimmy told us the make, model, and color of the car involved in the accident. We responded that all of that information was in the newspaper at the time of the investigation. He also told us that he had planted a key fob he had taken from Ride On BMW in the car. We said that information was also mentioned at the time. We needed something from him that no one else, other than the police, knew.”

Rusty bit his tongue, trying not to interrupt.

“That's when he told us where he had stolen the car from and the time of day, or in this case, night, that he had taken it. He also mentioned that there was an indentation in the driver's door and a deep scratch in the left quarter panel. The scratch was hard to miss when he walked around the car and the driver's door was hard to open because of the indentation. The owner of the car confirmed this. None of this information was ever divulged to the media, and we were able to corroborate Jimmy's statement. We didn't find any of his DNA in the car, but this guy was a professional and wore gloves and took care not to leave any trace. He was proud of his technique and was able to avoid detection for years because of his preparation.”

Rusty and Jan were mesmerized. When Bandon finished talking, they sat in silence, trying to comprehend everything he had said and what it meant. Bandon was waiting for Rusty to say something and said, “What this means, Rusty, is that you are no longer a suspect in this case. You are absolved of any guilt.”

Before Bandon could continue, Rusty finally spoke. “Detective, I'm shocked. For years I've had this thing hanging over me like a dark cloud. I've had the prospect of federal prison staring me in the face and didn't understand why no one, other than Jan, would believe me. And Barry Marcini being—”

Bandon interrupted him and said, “You need to understand, Rusty, that all of the evidence pointed directly at you. It was the only thing we had to go on. There was no other conclusion for us to consider.”

“I know,” Rusty continued, “but it's hard when I knew my innocence and couldn't prove it. But even more disturbing is that we, Jan and I, know Barry Marcini. I served in the Army with him, and we met with him a few years ago. We even had dinner with Barry and his wife. What was her name?” Rusty asked as he glanced at Jan.

“I think it was Lindsey,” Jan said. “That was a while ago, and we even agreed that we didn't know another woman named Lindsey, even though it's a common name.”

“There's more to this story,” Bandon said. “Lindsey was not Barry's wife. Let me go back a few years and bring you up to speed. We have Barry Marcini in custody, and he confessed to hiring Jimmy to do the hit and run, and he provided the history I'm about to tell you. Lindsey Fisher was Boomer Laughlin's girlfriend for two years. She said at first he was a loving and caring man. She assisted Boomer in some minor thefts throughout Las Vegas and Southern California. As time went on, he became very possessive and started abusing her, finally getting to the point that she could not even go the bathroom without asking him. She was his captive. The only escape she could think of was to find a way to join a group that he would not attend. So she forced herself to become addicted to alcohol. Boomer didn't like her drinking and she told him she could shake it and get back to loving him if she could go to Alcoholics Anonymous. She needed help, and if he wanted her back to her old self, she needed to join. At AA she met Barry Marcini. They formed a bond so deep that Barry knew the only way to get rid of Boomer was to kill him.”

“Lindsey wasn't involved in the planning of this?” Rusty interjected. “And how did they get me involved as the prime suspect?”

“I'll get to that,” Bandon answered. “Barry Marcini was involved in a number of shady businesses: strip clubs, loan sharking, pawn shops, and so on and had used Jimmy to keep his competition in their place. He knew he had to take Boomer out in a way that wouldn't involve Lindsey and came up with the hit-and-run scheme. With surveillance he knew that Boomer and Lindsey went to a grocery store at a certain time on one particular day of each week. The hard part was making sure that Jimmy took out Boomer without hitting Lindsey as they crossed the street. But Jimmy was the ultimate professional and managed to pull it off.”

Jan held Rusty's hand, shocked that she'd had dinner with such a couple.

“Boomer was killed. Lindsey was hurt but not badly, and Barry and Lindsey became a couple. Apparently Lindsey had told Barry the story of you, Rusty, and Boomer's ongoing feud. She had seen Boomer send you notes over the years and the verbal confrontation in the motorcycle dealership. She even learned that you took solo motorcycle rides in the mountains every Monday, weather permitting. Barry put this information together and came up with the idea of taking Boomer out on a Monday and having Jimmy plant some evidence in the car, the key fob that would cast suspicion on you. And it worked. Until two weeks ago, you were our only suspect.” Bandon shook his head. “I must admit,” the detective continued, “it was a masterful plan and would have worked if Jimmy hadn't been apprehended for the murder of Erik Flinders and asked for that plea bargain.”

Rusty and Jan were stunned through this dialogue, then Jan asked, “So, detective, you're telling us that Lindsey knew nothing of the plan to kill Boomer? She was the catalyst in this whole affair and had nothing to do with the planning?”

“It seems unlikely,” Bandon responded, “but that's what Barry tells us. She was what caused the sequence of events but was not involved in the planning. We've asked Lindsey about this, but of course she's not going to implicate herself. At this point, she's free.” He paused. “Another thing, they never married, yet Barry signed over all of their business and personal assets to Lindsey. They had built a large business empire involving strip clubs, pawn shops, jewelry stores, and bad-debt recovery businesses that stretched from LA to Seattle. Barry got involved with a bunch of high rollers who wanted to buy a casino for half a billion dollars. Barry didn't have the money for his portion of the investment, so he created a phony charity and took most of the proceeds. He wanted it to appear legitimate, so he cooked the books. The IRS suspected him of tax fraud and were closing in on him. He could see this coming well in advance, so he signed his portion of the assets over to Lindsey. They weren't married, so there was no problem with community property laws. He's going to go to prison for a very long time, and Lindsey is now in charge of a vast array of business interests, cars, houses, and bank accounts. She comes out smelling like a rose.

“Personally,” Bandon said in closing, “I think she was involved in every aspect of this deal, maybe even the mastermind. But she's not going to prison if she doesn't have to. She wants to stay out and run her empire. Can't blame her for that. But I must say, if she's the mastermind behind this whole deal, she's brilliant. I'm sure she and Barry love each other very much. So much that even Barry is protecting her from involvement. He's going to prison for arranging the killing of Boomer and additionally for tax fraud, and he needs Lindsey to run the empire. It's his legacy. That's how I see it.”

“Wow,” Rusty said as he sat back in his chair and held Jan's hand tighter. “I'm blown away by this whole thing. I'm having trouble putting it all in perspective. An hour ago, I thought I might end up in prison for the rest of my life. Now I've learned that an old acquaintance of mine was framing me for the murder of an adversary. This is just too much to comprehend in an afternoon.”

Jan added to his comments. “Interestingly, we never connected Lindsey, the witness to the accident, to the Lindsey we met as Barry's partner. Maybe we never heard her last name years ago. Or maybe we just forgot. And, of course, at dinner we just assumed they were married. I always look at a woman's left hand for a wedding ring and would have noticed if there wasn't one. Then again, she may have worn a ring to make people assume they were married. At any rate, it's a connection we didn't make. This is just bizarre.”

Bandon rose from his seat at the table and said, “Well, Rusty, this is the end of the story for us. You are free to go.” He stuck his hand out, and as he shook Rusty's hand, he said, “No disrespect, but I hope to never see you again. The best of luck to you and Jan.”

Rusty and Jan sat back down in the chairs for a moment; Rusty was shaking so hard with relief he wasn't sure he would be able to walk without help. They were still sitting side by side and he turned his chair towards her.

“I just don't know what to say. For the past ten years I felt like I was walking around with a very heavy lead weight around my neck. Then, within a matter of a few weeks, a grand jury was to be convened to hear my case and probably turn it over for trial. Then, coincidentally, Jimmy Walenski gets nabbed for beating a guy to death on the sidewalk. He plea bargains his case and agrees to give information about the people who hired him to do his dirty work. Barry gets caught in the web and is arrested as the one that hired him to kill Boomer. And I'm set free. Amazing!”

“It truly is amazing,” Jan said. “I am so glad this whole thing is behind us. Now maybe we can get on with living life without the threat of prison breathing down on us.”

“You know what's interesting about all of this,” Rusty said, “is that I don't understand how I could have missed a couple of really important things in my life. I've always felt I could read people well, but I missed two big ones. First, with Boomer. I lived next to him for two weeks in that trailer park, drinking beer and conversing every night. He sponges off of me for beer, appearing to be a pauper. Then years later I find he had two million bucks stashed around town in safe deposit boxes. Then there's Barry. We were friends in the service. We got reacquainted and you and I spent time with him last year, even having dinner with him and Lindsey. We renew our friendship only to find that he has set me up for a murder I didn't commit. And Lindsey! If she was the mastermind behind the whole thing, then she's not only brilliant but the best actress I've ever seen. What a show! I think I just found the material for my next novel.” He smiled. “The other thing I've thought of,” Rusty said as he continued to look at Jan and hold her hand between his knees, “is that maybe my luck has finally turned. That year, 1979, was a disaster for me with all of those weird things happening to me. Then I had a series of odd circumstances throughout the ensuing years. Maybe this one big turn of events is an omen that it's all behind me and my luck will be positive from here on out. What do you think?”

“I like it,” Jan said as she stood up and motioned with her head towards the front door. “Let's get out of here and get on with life.”






CHAPTER 27

EPILOGUE
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CHESTER: Chester was never seen nor heard from again.

JIMMY: Life in prison, this time around, was not good to Jimmy. He escaped the death penalty but knew he would never see daylight again, at least outside of the prison yard. In his second year of incarceration, he got into a fight with another inmate and stabbed him in the neck with the handle of a plastic fork that he had turned into a knife. The other guy lived, but thereafter, every other inmate stayed away from Jimmy. He died a lonely death of lung cancer in his sixth year in his cell.

BANDON: Detective Ray Bandon stayed with the Portland Police Department until his retirement. He was credited, and got accolades, for his DNA work, which started with the apprehension of James “Jimmy” Walenski for the murder of Erik Flinders. He eventually retired and moved out of state.

BARRY: Life in San Quentin was difficult for Barry. He was sixty years old when he entered federal prison. Had it been just the hiring of Jimmy for the murder of Boomer Laughlin, he may have had a chance for release in old age, but he had the tax-evasion charge on top of that. He owned no assets and had no chance of payback for the money he took from the charity. He never revealed to anyone that Lindsey was involved in either Boomer's death or the charity. He remains in prison to this day.


LINDSEY: Lindsey continued to run her empire of nightclubs, pawn shops, jewelry stores, and debt recovery businesses. She sold off her enterprises in Portland and Seattle and took that money to buy more ventures in Los Angeles and Las Vegas. She sold her home in Las Vegas but continued to live in the LA home overlooking the Pacific Ocean and her condo in San Francisco, which she used strictly for non-business purposes. From the condo each month, she crossed the Golden Gate Bridge to visit Barry at San Quentin. She continued to love him and didn't take any new life partners.

JAN: She sold off a rental home or multiplex every two or three years until they were all gone. She and Rusty were sixty-four when he was exonerated, and she finally convinced him it was time to sell the dealerships. They found a business broker they liked and put them both on the market in mid-2007. They knew it would take time for the dealerships to sell, as there was a small pool of potential purchasers and not a lot of profit for the investment.

In mid-September of 2008, Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy, which heralded the beginning of the Great Recession, the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression of the 1930s. Over 50 percent of the motorcycle dealerships did not survive during the next four years. Jan's two stores did survive, but not easily.

In 2015, both dealerships were sold to different buyers, and Rusty and Jan were able to retire, now seventy-three years old. She continued to own the properties and established twenty-year leases, providing a retirement income for the two of them.

RUSTY: After the sale of the dealerships, Rusty was able to return to his true love of being an author. His first book of a trilogy, The Misadventures of Rusty Kenneficke was published in the early 1990s. Ten years later, he published The Further Life of Rusty Kenneficke, which followed the feud between Boomer Laughlin and Rusty. This book ended with Rusty being suspected by the police as being responsible for Boomer's death in a hit and run. The third book in the series, and the one he published a few years after his retirement, was Rusty Kenneficke's 3rd Quarter, focusing on finding the real killer of Boomer Laughlin. All three books did well in bookstores and as eBooks, a new phenomenon in the publishing industry.

Rusty and Jan continued to travel around the country by motorcycle and car. In their travels, they discovered Cave Creek, Arizona, and decided to purchase a home there to spend their winters. They had often vacationed in Central Oregon and moved their primary residence to Sunriver, just south of Bend, Oregon.

They decided to get the dog they had often talked about, a Beagle named Daisy, and since they did not have any children, treated her as their only child. She was spoiled but a delight. They had a wonderful love affair with each other, and every day was special. Rusty's bad luck had turned positive. Life was good.
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