The Road to Negotiations

I called the number, and sure enough, there was a real person at the other end.  And what a small world it is, as the saying goes.  I was speaking with a guy in Alaska, named Scott Echols, and yes, he did own the Pioneer, and yes, he wanted to sell her.

This was just before the Thanksgiving holidays, and this was when the world started shrinking.  He was getting ready to head home for the holidays, and home for him was a little town in the middle of SE Georgia – two hour’s drive from where I was living in N Florida.  Scott was a fish buyer in Alaska, and I was to soon learn that he had started out in that business in Georgia… buying shrimp and fish from one of my best friends who owns a fish house on the Georgia coast.

Scott suggested that we get together over Thanksgiving.  We decided to meet at a half-way point in the town of Waycross, Georgia, a place I was somewhat familiar with, as that town boasts the presence of a very talented luthier, Ronnie Griffin, who had been putting my old beat-up Martin D-28 guitar back together for me for a number of years.  I suggested to Scott that we meet at a MacDonald’s just around the corner from Ronnie’s shop.

I’ll never forget that day.  Summer was slipping away in N Florida, and the early morning was almost chilly, one of those perfectly clear fall days.  When you take your first breath of air as you step out the front door, it feels like your lungs are the size of a weather balloon, and you’re sucking in pure energy.  It was the kind of day all motorcycle riders pray for every night before they fall asleep.  Especially those of us who ride highly modified Buell sport bikes, made by Harley Davidson.
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Mine had a brand new souped-up engine that had just completed the break-in period, and was ready to be let out of the box.  The ride up to Waycross was going to be exhilarating.  Little did I know?

I said a quick “Thank you Lord” for the cool morning and started gearing up, donning leather jacket, complete with internal body armor, leather pants, riding boots, helmet, and leather gloves with their carbon fiber knuckle and palm protectors.  And I lit the fires, endearing myself to the neighbors as their windows rattled in their frames.

I idled through town, trying to keep the beast as quiet as I could, as the air-cooled engine came up to operating temperature.  And then I pulled out of the little coastal fishing town I called home and headed north on A1A.  A little twist of the throttle, and in what seemed like one giant step, I was at cruising speed of 85.

This is what’s called a naked bike: no fairings, no windshield, just you and the machine.  The riding position is not very comfortable idling around town, supporting your upper body weight with your arms.  But at around 85 the wind resistance supports your upper body and you sort of float on this wonderful cushion of air.  Of course, the Po-lice don’t see it that way, so you must be very vigilant when cruising like this.  But one should ride that way at all times anyway.

I turned right at US highway 17, the old north-south route along the coast before I-95 came along, and just a couple of miles before the Georgia border, turned west on a very rural road that crosses over to US-1.  What a great road this is.  A series of one or two-mile straight runs connected by high-speed sweeping turns, all with a brand new asphalt surface.  It’s about as good as it gets down here on the pancake peninsula.

I cruised through the first couple of turns, and rolled out onto one of the longer straightaways.  I was looking down long black ribbon that was totally deserted, and decided it was time to see what this thing would do.  I twisted the throttle to the stops, and in my mind I could see the gaping 42 mm hole at the front of that Mikuni carburetor, and through the insulation of my helmet could hear the exhaust gasses screaming their defiance to be set free.  And that friendly cushion of air I had been floating on became my adversary, trying with more and more determination to tear my head off and send it rolling down that asphalt bowling alley.  Thoughts of Icabod Crane flashed through my mind.

I tucked myself into the machine, making the smallest target I could for all those millions of little fingers that were clawing at my leathers, and through the face shield of my helmet, could just see the top of the speedometer in my peripheral vision as I concentrated on my path.  125, and still pulling hard.

And then the exhaust note changed, and the acceleration dwindled to nothing.  The death rattle.  I let off on the throttle and squeezed the clutch lever, and I was alone on a deserted rural road, coasting to a stop with a dead engine.  No cell phone, and I didn’t have Scott’s cell # with me anyway.

I hit bottom, peeling off my leathers and listening to the ticking sound as the last vestiges of life dissipated from the corpse.

