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[image: ]TOY FIRE truck set off the series of events that changed the life of Otis Halstead, CEO of Kansas Central Fire and Casualty.

The small cast-iron vehicle was for sale at the Great Prairie Antiques Show at the Marriott Eureka—East on a Saturday afternoon in March. Otis’s wife, Sally, had pretty much forced him to attend the show’s kickoff luncheon because, as one of the leading businessmen and citizens here in Eureka, Kansas, he should be seen supporting such a good cause—the battered women’s shelter run by the Ashland Clinic. Also, their good friend Mary Gidney was the cochair of the whole thing.

Sally then insisted that Otis go with her on a quick walk through the show in the hotel’s large exhibition hall. “Why not at least take a look at what is being offered for sale?” she said. More than five hundred antiques dealers from more than thirty states had set up.

“That’s it!” Otis shouted. “I found it!”

He aimed an index finger at something in the stall of a dealer from Connecticut. He seemed to be pointing toward an expensive Chippendale dining room chest.

“That cabinet doesn’t fit with our decor, and it’s probably a fortune anyhow,” Sally said. “What’s the matter with you, Otis? Lower your voice.”

“The fire engine, not the cabinet,” he said. “That red one with the white rubber tires and the firemen sitting in the seats in front and standing on both sides of the rear running boards.” The words came rushing out loudly. “I wanted one of those for Christmas when I was five years old. I wanted it so badly it gave me diarrhea.”

“All right, now. People are beginning to stare,” said Sally. “You’re no longer five, Otis.”

“I still believed in Santa Claus and had written him a note at the North Pole about it. I went to the live Santa at Buck’s in Wichita and every other place I could find one.”

He moved a step closer to the truck. Sally grabbed his right arm and held it tight. Here they were, a well-dressed couple of substance—he in a blue blazer and matching outfit, she in a light pink suit ensemble. They stood fast, rigidly facing a ten-inch toy in a cabinet under five feet away.

“Everybody knew I wanted that fire engine and only that fire engine. But I didn’t get it. I raced out to see what was under the tree, and that fire engine wasn’t there.”

“Time to go on home now, Otis my darling. I really do appreciate your coming with me today—giving up your Saturday afternoon.” She looked into his face. “Are those tears? Please, now. This is so unlike you.”

Otis, still staring at the toy, said, “I cried and pouted the rest of Christmas Day and for weeks afterward. Mom said Santa must have run out of those fire engines before he got to our house. Dad said Santa must have decided it was too expensive or too heavy to cart all the way to Kansas from the North Pole. It cost fourteen dollars and weighed a pound and a half at the most.”

Sally released her grip on his arm and raised her hands in an act of surrender. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

They went over to the cabinet together. Otis picked up the toy. The two miniature firemen on the front seat and the two on the back and four on the sides were looking straight ahead with their painted eyes. All were wearing firemen’s helmets and coats and boots that had been stamped onto them.

A young salesman, tweedy and eager, joined Otis and Sally. “Mint condition, all the way,” he said. “No restoration—everything on it is original, even the paint.”

So was the price, inked in small numbers on a white tag hanging around the fireman driver’s neck: $12,350.

Sally was stunned. “For a toy?”

“Antique toys like this—this was made by the Arcade Company, one of the finest cast-iron toy manufacturers in history—are going for astronomical prices these days,” said the young man. He extended his hands about two and a half feet apart and added, “We sold a cast-iron Pickwick Nite Coach sleeper bus— early-thirties vintage—about this size last month for twenty-two thousand, if you can believe it.”

Sally said she preferred not to believe it.

Otis said, “Do you take American Express?”

“Otis!” Sally exclaimed. “Twelve thousand dollars for a toy?”

He said, “It’s mine. It just took fifty-four years for Santa to make delivery.”

THEIR BRAND-NEW blue 1997 BMW was considered Sally’s car, but Otis drove it to their home in NorthPark, Eureka’s most exclusive, upscale, and expensive neighborhood. Otis always did the driving when they were together. It was one of the many standard practices in their thirty-seven years of life together that buying expensive antique toys on a whim did not fit.

It especially didn’t fit Otis, who, at age fifty-nine, was mostly a medium: medium height, weight, build, and temperament. The only radical thing about him was the top of his head, which was bald.

Once in their house, Otis, without taking off his jacket or saying a word, put the fire engine down on the polished dark walnut floor in the den. Soon he was on his hands and knees, scooting it between the legs of chairs, over throw rugs, through twists of electric cords, up against desks, bookcases, and wastebaskets.

“Please don’t make the sound of a siren or a motor,” said Sally.

Otis heard her but didn’t respond, either with words or with any other sounds. He was busy concentrating on whipping the toy truck around a hard turn at a mahogany magazine stand.

“Well, at least you’re showing some interest in something besides Kansas Central Fire and Casualty,” Sally said as she left Otis to play by himself. “I’m looking for a bright side.”

Next came the BB gun.

IT WAS AN official Daisy Red Ryder air rifle. Otis ordered it for $39.95 from a Nostalgia Today catalog because it was exactly like the one he’d wanted with all of his heart and soul when he was ten years old. His mother had said no way in hell or Kansas, because those things were too dangerous and he would put out his own or somebody else’s eye with a BB. His father said BB guns were for rich people anyhow and much too expensive for you and us, Otis. Same as cast-iron fire trucks.

But now Otis Halstead didn’t have to pay attention to what his parents said, because, among other things, they were both dead. That left mostly Sally to do the talking.

“At least it doesn’t cost a fortune, like that fire engine, Otis,” she said.

“You’re moving toward a second childhood, Otis,” she said.

“Grow back up, Otis,” she said.

“I’m delighted you’re enjoying yourself away from the office, but this is getting a bit strange, Otis,” she said.

Otis loved his BB gun from the second he took it out of the box and held it in his hands. Three or four guys in his high school had had them, and holding theirs nearly fifty years ago was the last and only time he had done so.

Now, finally, on an early Wednesday evening after a hard day as CEO of an insurance company, he had his very own.

It was thirty-six inches of wood and metal and shooting perfection that weighed just over two pounds. The dark wood stock was engraved with a drawing of Red Ryder, the famous redheaded cowboy of the comics and movies, tossing a lasso from his horse. The rope was configured in the air to spell RED RYDER. On top of the black metal barrel were two stationary sights eighteen inches apart. Hanging from the right near the trigger was a foot-long leather lanyard, designed for carrying the gun on a cowboy’s saddle just like Red Ryder did his rifle.

There was also a supply of BBs. They were in a separate orange cardboard box that was the size and style of a coffee-cream carton. Printed on top was RED RYDER JR. TREASURE CHEST. On the sides was Red Ryder on his horse, running along with his Indian boy sidekick and friend, Little Beaver. Inside were twenty-three cellophane Quick Silver packs of BBs—150 in a pack—plus several paper targets and some historical information on Red Ryder. There was also an invitation to visit a museum in Pagosa Springs, Colorado, where the original comic book drawings of Red Ryder were on display.

There were also booklets on general air rifle safety and the care and use of the Daisy air rifle. There were instructions on everything from how to load the BBs—through a hole along the right side of the barrel—to suggestions for games of marksman skill that could be played, including tic-tac-toe.

Otis immediately loaded the rifle and invited Sally to join him in the backyard for an inaugural game of BB tic-tac-toe. She declined.

So he went by himself to what their architect and builder had described as an outside entertainment area. All it was to Otis was a very large—fifty by forty feet—and very expensive gray slate patio with year-round garden furniture, a built-in gas grill, and a stereo system that played CDs as well as tapes. Beyond the patio was a patch of golf-green lawn for croquet or volleyball and a forty-foot-long swimming pool. The whole area was lit by an elaborate but discreet system of lights hung at various levels from several tall trees—mostly cottonwoods and sycamores— that encircled the entire area.

Instead of making a tic-tac-toe board, Otis grabbed one of the printed targets, a ten-inch-square piece of heavy off-white paper with five black half-inch-wide rings going out from a solid bull’s-eye. It was a standard shooters’ target, with each ring carrying a certain number of points—fifty for hitting the bull’s-eye, ten for the outermost ring.

Otis fastened one of the paper targets on a tree with a thumbtack, moved back to a position ten yards away, cocked the BB gun with its pump lever, sighted the bull’s-eye, and squeezed off a BB.

It missed the target—and the tree.

The next shot struck the paper, at least, but not within any of the rings. He kept shooting until it was almost dark, and by the time he finished, he was hitting a bull’s-eye at least every tenth or eleventh shot.

It confirmed what he had suspected from his childhood in Sedgwicktown—he was a natural-born BB gun marksman, a natural-born Red Ryder.

He was back out there in the morning before breakfast and shot off another twenty BBs.

He did the same thing the next morning and the next and the next, reporting his scores to Sally. “Four bull’s-eyes, three fifties, five twenty-fives, and only six that were tens or out of the money. Does it make you proud?”

It was on his tenth straight morning of shooting that Sally said, “I talked to Mary Gidney about your problem. She says there’s a man out at Ashland Clinic who specializes in treating what you’re doing. She said she’d ask Bob.”

The Ashland Clinic—the world-famous Ashland Clinic, as it was called around Eureka—was one of the most prominent small mental health institutions in the country. Its prominence in Eureka made the open discussion of mental health problems, psychotherapy, and psychoanalysis as routine around town as steaks in Kansas City, Fords in Detroit, and movies in Hollywood. Mary Gidney’s husband, Bob, was the clinic’s top authority on paranoid schizophrenia.

“You mean there’s a guy at Ashland who treats only grown men who buy toy fire engines and Daisy Red Ryder air rifles?” said Otis, who may have been one of a handful of Eurekans over the age of fourteen who hadn’t had at least one session with some kind of Ashland professional.

“Mary said there’s probaby even a name for what you have, but she couldn’t place what it was. Some kind of syndrome or ‘ism’ or ‘philia.’”

“BB-ism? Fire-truck-ism? Air-rifle-philia?”

“I’m serious, Otis. It has to do with men turning back into children,” Sally said, waving him away as if he were a problem child. “There was a play, and a movie, in the seventies about some New Mexico weirdos, and one of them thought he was Red Ryder. It was called When You Comin’ Back, Red Ryder? I believe.”

“And they’ve got someone at the world-famous Ashland Clinic who treats Kansas weirdos with Red-Ryder-itis?”

Again, Sally waved him off.

Otis ignored her Ashland suggestion and kept up his daily shooting. What he quit doing was reporting his daily scores to Sally.

Within two more weeks, he was up to hitting bull’s-eyes at least ten out of every twenty shots. It made him wonder if there were competition shoots for the BB gun. Think of the trophies, the glory, the fame—the T-shirts, the pennants, the embroidered patches, the autographed photos.

He laughed out loud at the prospect of telling Sally he was going to be gone for a weekend competing in the official Daisy Red Ryder Air Rifle Championship in someplace like Pagosa Springs, Colorado.

OTIS GIRARD HALSTEAD of Sedgwicktown and Sally Jewell Winfield of Independence had met thirty-nine years earlier while students at the University of Kansas at Lawrence. She had come to KU to get a degree in drama and left with one in English. He had come with no plans other than to graduate and left with a degree in business administration.

Sally’s drama interest came with her from Independence, which was the hometown of William Inge, the playwright who won awards and fame for his straightforward plays—Come Back, Little Sheba, Bus Stop, Picnic, The Dark at the Top of the Stairs, among others—about the ordinary people of small-town America. Sally’s parents ran Winfield’s, a small dry-goods store on Main Street that Sally’s grandfather had started in the late 1800s. The Inge influence permeated the whole town, particularly the schools, which sent more than one kid out into the world wanting to be a playwright or novelist, director, actor, or actress.

Sally Winfield’s Inge thing had been acting. Her dream had been to portray the lead females in all of William Inge’s plays on any and every stage in America and the world.

She and Otis met while she was playing such a role. He was in the student infirmary at KU, recuperating from a broken ankle; she was there with a group of drama students to provide entertainment for the student patients as part of a class project.

Otis was in pain, unable to walk, and certain his life was in ruin when this beautiful blond creature came into the ward. She and a crew-cut guy from Wichita wearing cowboy boots did a scene from near the end of Bus Stop, She played Cherie, who was being asked by a young man named Bo to come away and marry him.

“Cherie … it’s awful hard for a fella, after he’s been turned down once, to git up enough guts to try again.”

“Ya don’t need guts, Bo.”

“I don’t?”

“It’s the last thing in the world ya need.”

“Well … Anyway, I just don’t have none now, so I’ll just have to say what I feel in my heart.”

“Yeah?”

“I still wish you was goin’ back to the ranch with me, more ‘n anything I know.”

“Ya do?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Why, I’d go anywhere in the world with ya now, Bo. Anywhere at all.”

“Ya would? Ya would?”

Otis decided there and then that once he got back on his feet and out of this place, he was going to find that blond student actress and do everything in his power to persuade her to go to his ranch or wherever with him.

He found her three years later. Otis had to first find a job before taking on a wife and family. They stayed in touch and saw each other often, but Sally spent the time working in her parents’ store in Independence. Her life with Otis, when it did begin, was one that had no stage appearances in any William Inge play, or any other, for that matter. Sally’s drama professor at KU—a retired stage character actor named Overbrook—had preached the message that acting was a life, not a hobby. So she put it completely aside, to be first a wife, and then a mother— delayed for an additional four years after marriage until Otis could see a solid long-term future at Kansas Central Fire and Casualty—and a good citizen of Eureka, Kansas.

Sally and Otis had had only one real conversation about her stage career that never was. They were driving alone together on the interstate back to Eureka from Kansas City, after seeing Inge’s The Dark at the Top of the Stairs, which had originally starred Pat Hingle and Teresa Wright, at the Lyric Theatre. Otis and Sally were in their mid-forties, but he had been struck on this particular evening by how young and beautiful Sally still looked. Her bright blond hair, which she wore straight and shoulder-length, shone like an exquisite silk crown, her soft brown eyes were like jewels in that crown, her complexion was like the tan coating on a piece of elegant enameled china …

“You could have been as good—and as famous—an actress as Teresa Wright, if you had chosen that instead of me,” Otis said.

“We’ll never know, will we?” Sally replied.

At first Otis thought he detected a tone of anger and remorse, longing and disappointment, but then she said, “And that’s probably just as well, Otis. I never found out for sure, so I will always have my what-if dream instead of disappointment.”

A few miles farther down the highway, Otis asked, “If you had known I was going to be bald, would you have given me even a second look, much less given up your acting dream for me?”

Sally reached over with her left hand and caressed the top of his hairless head. But she said not a word.

THE NEXT THING Otis bought was a football helmet.

It was an official regulation NFL helmet of the Kansas City Chiefs, the favorite team of Otis and nearly everyone else in the Eureka area. Kansas City, only forty miles beyond Lawrence and 125 from Eureka, was the big city in the lives of most people in Eureka, even if the largest of the two separate Kansas Cities was on the Missouri rather than the Kansas side of the line.

Otis saw the helmet in the window of a Sports World superstore at the North Side mall, where he had gone Saturday morning to buy a new book about the naval battles of World War II. The helmet’s plastic shell was glowing red, with the Chiefs’ arrowhead symbol on each side. Without a second’s thought, Otis bought it for $185 and went right home to put it on his bald head.

He looked at himself in the mirror over the sink in the downstairs bathroom and very much loved the boy from Sedgwicktown who stared back at him. It was a sight he’d never seen when he was such a boy, and that was what had prompted his impulse decision to buy the helmet.

Otis and all thirty-six of the other boys in Sedgwicktown High School had played on the football team because they’d had no choice. If they hadn’t, they would have been labeled “fruits,” and their lives would have been ruined for high school if not forever, at least in Sedgwicktown. Some played varsity in the games against Valley Center, Lehigh, Maize, Mount Hope, Haven, Hesston, and other neighboring Kansas towns. Then there were the scrubs who scrimmaged only in practice as fodder for the varsity. Otis was a scrub, too small for a lineman, too slow for a running back or split end, and too uncoordinated for a quarterback. So he spent every fall afternoon through four years of high school being tackled, blocked, hammered, slammed, kneed, elbowed, and thrown around as a live practice dummy.

The worst part was that he didn’t even sit on the bench during the games. He was in the stands with the girls because the Sedgwicktown Cardinals could afford only twenty-five game helmets. They were shiny white plastic, much like those the college teams then used, with a bright red cardinal on either side.

“Buy your own helmet, and you can suit up,” said the coach to Otis and the other scrubs who didn’t—and never would— make the game cut.

His mother said she was just as happy that Otis wasn’t out there on the football field endangering his life, ignoring the obvious fact that the coach never would have sent Otis onto the field. His only endangerment would have been from tripping over a bucket or getting a splinter in his butt from the wooden bench.

His dad said wasting money on a football helmet was out of the question.

“Well, what do you think?” Otis now asked Sally as he walked into the den with his new Kansas City Chiefs helmet on his head.

“I think you must get help, Otis,” she replied. “You really must.”

“You can’t tell I’m bald, can you?” he asked.

“Otis, you’re close to being in real trouble.”

Otis smiled through the face protector and went outside with his Daisy rifle and shot off some BBs at a target. It was not easy, sighting the rifle with the helmet on, but he soon figured out an effective way to do it.

He fired off ten BBs and then, without really thinking about it, let his aim and the gun rise up and to the right, to a floodlight in one of the trees.

He pulled the trigger. Pow! went the gun. Pop! went the light. Crash! went glass onto the patio.

Within a count often, Sally was at the sliding glass door, then outside and inspecting the damage. “You’re sick,” she said quietly but firmly.

Otis couldn’t remember the last time he felt so good.

He spotted a small brown bird on a tree limb off to his left. Again, he aimed and fired a BB. The bird fell from the tree.

“That’s it,” said Sally.

OTIS KNEW THE “quiet dinner with the Gidneys, just the four of us,” was a setup. Sally said it was to have a belated celebration of Mary Gidney’s birthday, but that was clearly not so. Otis knew for a fact that Mary had quit celebrating or even acknowledging her birthdays ten years ago. But Otis went along with the line because he really didn’t mind talking with Dr. Bob Gidney. Through the years, Otis had known many of the psychiatric types from Ashland Clinic and found them to be about the same ratio of jerks and fools as corporate CEOs or most other lines of work, insurance included. Bob Gidney was a good man, neither a jerk nor a fool. Sally enjoyed being with him as well.

“Hey, that’s some fire engine you have there, Otis,” said Bob as they came back into the den after dinner. The fire engine was on the mantel over the fireplace. “Something left over from childhood?”

“You might say that,” Otis said. He knew what was going on. Sally and Mary, clearly by prearrangement, had lingered in the kitchen. “I just bought it the other day, though.”

“That’s what I heard,” said Bob.

Otis guessed Bob was only a year or two younger, but he always dressed as if he thought he was twenty years younger. Tonight he was in heavy-starched white duck pants, a purple-and-white-checked button-down shirt, and highly polished brown penny loafers with no socks. Otis, who bought most of his clothes from Brooks Brothers and J. Crew catalogs, was wearing khaki chinos, a solid dark blue short-sleeved sport shirt, and white sneakers. Sally often suggested to Otis that he might consider “branching out” and dressing the way Bob Gidney did.

Bob had grown up in the dressy world of Wilmington, Delaware, son of a DuPont executive, and come to Ashland Clinic from Philadelphia, where he taught at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine and maintained a private practice.

Otis went over to the fire engine and moved it back and forth across the mantel. “Want to push it around yourself, Bob?”

Bob declined the invitation to play with the fire engine, and in a few moments the two men walked back to the outside entertainment area.

“I hear you bought a BB gun, too?” Bob asked Otis.

“That’s right,” Otis said, pointing to a cottonwood. “There’s my target on that tree. I hit eight straight bull’s-eyes this morning—fourteen out of twenty in all.”

“Good for you,” said Bob.

“You want to fire off a few BBs?” Otis asked. “It’s really fun. We can play a game of tic-tac-toe with our shots. It’s done the regular way—you can go first. Start in any corner, then—”

Bob shook his head. “I heard about your tic-tac-toe thing.”

“Sally clearly gave you a thorough briefing through Mary.”

“Sally did it directly,” said Bob. “She came to the clinic herself. I had a BB gun when I was fourteen. Got it out of my system. But thanks. And you bought a football helmet? Sally said you wear it around the house a lot. Is that right?”

“It covers my bald head. Want to see it? It’s a Chiefs’.”

Again, Bob shook his head. “I’ve seen them on television during the games. Bob Junior has one, too. So do most of his friends.” Bob Junior was the Gidneys’ thirteen-year-old son.

Otis, ignoring Bob’s lack of interest, stepped back inside the house and returned with the Chiefs helmet. He put it on and said, “See? Changes everything about me, doesn’t it?”

Bob Gidney said nothing. Otis took off the helmet, turned it over, and showed Bob the inside foam padding and the adjustable headband that held the helmet in place on his head. “I read somewhere that the pros stick things up here in the webbing for good luck during games—money, letters, religious medals, pages from the Bible, condoms, women’s panties. Stuff like that.”

“I didn’t know that, Otis,” Bob said.

Otis set the helmet down on a table, and they took seats on the white plastic lawn chairs on the slate patio.

“What’s going on, Otis?” Bob asked.

“You’re the shrink, you tell me.”

“I hate being called a shrink. How would you like being called a bloodsucker—as some people call insurance people?”

What people call us that? thought Otis. But he said, “When you were a kid, you wanted a BB gun, and you got one. Was there anything you really wanted but couldn’t have?”

Bob grinned. “My own set of golf clubs. I played on the high school golf team at Wilmington, but always with borrowed clubs. I wanted my own, but there wasn’t money to buy them.”

“When did you get your own?”

“After medical school. The first time I had more than a few bucks, I bought a set from a friend. I didn’t have that much time to play golf, but I wanted the clubs, just in case.”

“What else? Maybe something you never did get.”

Bob really was no fool. Otis could tell that he knew what all of this was leading to, but he didn’t seem to mind.

“A Cushman motor scooter,” said Bob.

“Me, too!”

“A red one.”

“They only came in red. At least I never saw one in any other color.”

“Me, neither. Five or six guys in our school had them. And they always had a gorgeous girl sitting behind them, holding on for dear life. My parents thought motor scooters were too dangerous, too expensive, and too exhibitionist.”

“Same, same, same with me. God, what a coincidence. I wonder if they even still make Cushmans.”

“Don’t even think about it, Otis,” Bob said. “Drive up to this house someday with a Cushman, and I promise you, Sally will make me commit you.”

“Then why don’t you buy one, and I can borrow it occasionally?”

“I don’t want a motor scooter anymore. I wanted one when I was twelve years old, but I’m not twelve years old anymore.”

“Speak for yourself, Bob.”

“I just did.”

It was time to rejoin the ladies for dessert. Bob got up from his chair, and then Otis did.

“We’ve got a man at the clinic who is right up your alley, Otis,” Bob said. “His name is Russ Tonganoxie. He’s new, and he’s a bit on the different side. But he’s the best in this field.”

And what exactly is this field? Otis thought to ask but decided not to, because he really didn’t want to hear the answer.

Bob said, “Let me know—or you can have Sally call me— when you want to talk to him.”

He made it sound inevitable.
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[image: ] is NAME WAS Roger Atchison, but he said most everyone called him “The Cushman King” because he owned more and knew more about Cushman motor scooters than any other human being on the face of the earth.

“Take a deep breath, Mr. Halstead, because you’re about to have your breath taken away,” Atchison said as he opened the door to a large white warehouse-type metal building in the small Nebraska town of Marion.

Over the door was a three-foot red sign in script that said CUSHMAN HEAVEN. Under it, in smaller letters, were the words “Thou shalt not love thy Cushman more than thy wife and children: as much, but not more.”

Otis stepped inside and, yes, immediately had his breath taken away.

“Have you ever seen anything like it?” Atchison asked Otis.

“No, sir,” replied Otis.

No, Otis had never seen this many Cushman motor scooters in one place in his life.

“One hundred and thirty-four and still counting,” said Atchison. “One hundred and thirty-four and still counting.”

Otis had heard him the first time. One hundred and thirty-four Cushman motor scooters. There were 134 Cushman motor scooters out there on a shiny painted light blue concrete floor, assembled in a precise formation of at least ten lines, like soldiers awaiting inspection by a general, a president—or a king.

Roger Atchison didn’t look like a king of anything. He was a tall, thin, crew-cut, tanned, smiling, fidgety, chattering man in his mid-sixties who could have passed for a retired Coca-Cola bottler or mayor of Marion, Nebraska, both of which he was. Today he was dressed in blue jeans and a red Windbreaker with CUSHMAN emblazoned in yellow on the back. It was written in the same script style—obviously from the old company logo— that had been used on the sign outside.

Otis had gotten Atchison’s name and phone number from a Harley-Davidson dealer in Eureka whom he called in search of information about buying a Cushman motor scooter. He also had sent his secretary down the street to the reference department of the Eureka public library for some basic information on Cushman. So by the time he called Atchison and made an appointment, Otis already knew that Cushman was a Nebraska gasoline motor manufacturing company that had quit making motor scooters in the late 1960s. But there were several thousand of their scooters still out there, most of them restored and cared for as prized treasures from or reminders of their owners’ past.

In other words, if Otis needed some Ashland Clinic help, so did a lot of other people.

Most particularly, this man Roger Atchison. He had been talking about Cushmans almost nonstop from the moment Otis pulled his Ford Explorer up to the front door of Atchison’s home, two blocks down the street from Cushman Heaven.

Now, inside heaven itself, Atchison’s voice, nasal and excited, was the only sound.

“I’ve got ’em lined up in chronological order. The first is a 1938 Auto-Glide, the last’s a 1965 Eagle, one of the last scooters Cushman ever made. The factory was just forty miles up the road from here in Lincoln. Lincoln’s our capital and where our university is, too. Go, you Huskers. The Auto-Glide’s a traditional step-through, the Eagle’s a straddle.”

Oh, yes, thought Otis. The straddle style meant a rider sat down with his legs on either side of the scooter, as if it were a horse or a regular motorcycle. On the step-through, the rider sat with his legs in front, on a cushioned seat over the small motor, as on a chair. The scooters Otis had longed for in Sedgwicktown, Kansas, forty years ago were all step-throughs. Those late ’40s— early ’50s models were the only kind he knew or cared about.

But he followed Atchison over to the red 1938 Auto-Glide to begin the troop through the entire formation.

“This was the Deluxe Auto-Glide, a little jewel with a storage battery, large headlamps, a taillight, an electric horn, and a lock for the ignition and lights—the whole nine yards. It’s got a one-and-a-half-horsepower engine, hard to start. Mostly had to hope you had a hill to coast down to get it to fire up. A Cushman dealer paid about a hundred dollars apiece for this baby and then sold them retail for one-fifty or so. Red and blue were the main colors of Cushmans. Then they came in with a green. The paint was the same kind used on tractors and other farm vehicles …”

Chatter, chatter up and down the lines, stopping for an occasional detailed description of the machine and its various parts and characteristics.

Otis soon spotted his—the one he wanted. It was a red 1952 Pacemaker, exactly like the one that drove him crazy with envy during his high school years. Jackson Hays got one and, with it, stole the woman Otis loved. She was a blond knockout named Julie Ann—he could no longer remember her last name: Wakeeney? Wakefield? Wallace? After going steady with Otis for two years, she dropped him for Jackson and his motor scooter. Otis could still see the bitch sitting up there behind Jackson, her breasts and other warm frontal body parts hard up against Jackson’s excited back and her arms tight around his waist.

Roger Atchison, the Cushman King, described this Pacemaker. “Traditional step-through ‘chair’ style, as you can see. Single speed, automatic clutch drive, Cushman 100 tires, good lights. Great seat there on the back for a lovely lady. Storage compartment down there behind it that’ll hold the groceries and a lot more. Sold retail for about two-ninety-five—two hundred to the dealers. Among the best of the best.”

Otis began the courtship. “How much would one of these cost now? If you could find one like this one, say, that was for sale.”

“Oh, well,” said The Cushman King, “they are really hard to come by, and that is what makes them expensive—supply and demand, you know.”

Otis knew. “So, ballpark price?”

“Depending on the condition, anywhere from thirty-five hundred to five thousand.”

“How about one like yours here, one that’s in perfect condition?”

“Oh, it would bring five, no problem. But it’s not for sale. I seldom sell any of mine.”

Otis knew what was going on, and Roger Atchison clearly knew Otis knew he knew. But that was part of the fun, the game—the courting.

Otis said, “When you do sell one, what does it take?”

“Oh, that’s hard to say. This is the only red 1952 Pacemaker I have, and I haven’t even thought about what it would be like to live without it in particular, or with only one hundred and thirty-three scooters and still counting instead of one hundred and thirty-four. I only part with a scooter that I feel I can live without or is a duplicate or the offer is just so high no reasonable person could turn it down.”

Otis asked if $7,500 fell into the last category.

“It does indeed, sir,” said Atchison, extending his right hand. “Congratulations on taking your first step toward creating your own little piece of Cushman Heaven.”

They rolled the Pacemaker out of line and outside into a large parking lot, where Atchison gave Otis a few minutes’ instruction on how to start and operate the scooter.

Otis was startled by the joy and by the tingles and tremors of excitement that rushed through his body as he tooled that scooter around.

Look at me now, Julie Ann whatever-your-last-name-was!

The viability of Otis’s personal check for $7,500 was verified by phone with the First National Bank of Eureka, the one-way rental of a small trailer from Ryder was arranged, and soon Otis Halstead departed Roger Atchison’s Cushman Heaven with a red 1952 Pacemaker.

Otis also left wearing a two-and-a-half-inch round button that said, I ♥ MY CUSHMAN.

“I promise you, Mr. Halstead, that your life will never be the same again,” Atchison had said as he pinned the button to Otis’s shirtfront during a brief departure ceremony.

OTIS DROVE THE Explorer, the Cushman-bearing trailer behind it, into the semicircular driveway in front of his house.

Out the front door poured a group of mostly upset people.

Sally was there, as was Annabel, their KU graduate school daughter. So were the Gidneys and Pete Wetmore, the executive vice president of Kansas Central Fire and Casualty, plus two plainclothes detectives from the Eureka police department.

Sally had been crying. “We thought you might be dead,” she said.

“Or kidnapped for ransom, or raped,” said Annabel, who was dry-eyed.

“Raped?” Sally gasped aloud. “We’re talking about your father. Men don’t get raped, for God’s sake. They do the raping.”

“Things have changed out there in the world, Mom,” replied Annabel.

“Not in the world of Kansas, they haven’t!” Sally responded angrily.

Amen! Otis wanted to shout.

“We were also concerned about a
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