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For the latest news on upcoming publications, consider joining my mailing list: Author Mark S. R. Peterson

Want more to read?  For a list of all my books by your favorite retailer, please click on this link for a complete listing.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Everyone knows at least one Bruce Gander in their life.

Not necessarily someone by that name, but by what he—or she—is.

The Bruce Ganders of the world are genuinely kind, thoughtful.  There’s nothing fake about them.  No ego.  They are the type of person who would take the shirt of their backs, or pass along a bottle of water to help a friend.  They’d mow someone’s lawn or shovel snow from their driveway without asking.  They’d even watch one’s kids when they had sudden daycare issues.

The Bruce Gander I know . . . well, he’s all that and much, much more.

But there is one thing though that separates him from all the others.  I’ve never seen him angry.

And that frightens me more than Satan himself.

Three years ago

Linda Vaughn gathered us all in the showroom, in the midst of a half-dozen brand new cars, trucks, and SUVs.  The air was laced with the fresh odor of donuts, cookies, and coffee.  The eastern horizon, overlooking rows upon rows of new vehicles and the busy I-29 that cut through Fargo, North Dakota, was golden with a hint of purple, crimson, and blue.

The eleven-person sales team stood in a semi-circle around Linda.  Behind her was a shorter, gray-haired man in a dark suit, a striped maroon tie, and a gold, jewel-encrusted tie clasp.

She gave a quick overview of yesterday’s numbers.  Sales were up two-point-three percent for the month, but we were still running four-point-seven percent under our year-to-date goal.  “We certainly have some ground to cover,” she said.  “And I’m positive we’ll get there.  On that note, let me introduce the newest member of our sales team: Bruce Gander.”

Bruce grinned and waved, looking each of us in the eye.

We quickly went around the room, introducing ourselves, along with our years of experience, and anything special we’d want to share, if at all.

“Sherry Davis, four years.”

“Kevin Berg, two.”

“Mitch Poole, five and a half years, married with a four-year-old daughter Kayla.”  This was me.  Apparently, all it took was one to get the anything special going and then the rest shared a bit more about their personal life.

“Heidi Wahl, eighteen months, single with three cats: Pokey, Smokey, and Mrs. Johnson.”

Linda dismissed everyone with her standard motivational closing: “Let’s go get ‘em, ‘cause today’s a great day to make money.”

She then asked if I would show Bruce around.

We headed outside.  There were only two others on the lot, and if I wanted to beat my monthly quota, I had to go where the customers were.

“So, Bruce,” I asked, “what’s your story?  Are you from Fargo?”

Most hate car salespeople.  In fact, so do I.  All they seem to think about are signing the sales contract and handing over the keys by any means necessary.  I took a different approach, which had led to more repeat customers than anyone else on the team—with the exception of Linda, of course.  She had been in the business for over thirty years, and had clients who had bought their first cars from her, and their children were now coming to her as well.

“Build the relationship,” she said to me on my first day.  “People will buy from someone they like.”

I took that to heart.  Even though the first year was fairly lean—it took time to make someone like you when they despised your profession—it served me well lately.  I have eight families who buy cars from me every six or so months.

And they also pay in cash.

Even though we try to push as many through financing or leasing, I’ve disliked loans and have an even greater hatred for leasing, and it’s those cash customers who have come back time and again.

“Grew up on a farm up near the Canadian border,” said Bruce.  “Sold it after my Dad passed away and none of my brothers and sisters wanted to help me with it.  So, I bought a farm implement business.”

“LIke, tractors and such?”

Bruce nodded.  “Tractors, combines, sprayers, spreaders, you name it.  Did that for . . . oh, a good twenty-plus years.”

“You ran the business?”

There was a dark green Honda Civic turning onto the lot.  I prayed they’d want to trade it in.  I have two customers who have been looking for one, depending on the mileage.  I could make two quick sales—I’d even consider splitting the commissions with Bruce, to help get him started.

Bruce adjusted his gold-colored wire-rimmed glasses.  “I sold them, Mitch.  My wife Patsy ran the business side.  She loved all that bookkeeping stuff.  Me, I’m a salesman through and through.  And, the way I see it, selling cars and trucks is way easier than half-a-million dollar combines.”

I slipped on the pavement.  As I braced myself against a new F-150, Bruce grabbed my other arm.  “You okay?” he asked.

I chuckled.  “Yeah.  I’m just fine.  So, half-a-million dollar combines, huh?  Holy crap.”

Shrugging, he said, “Someone’s gotta do it.  And I love people.”  He gestured to the Civic.  “So, how do you approach these?”

Today

I stop at the intersection.  There are no vehicles or houses anywhere.  Just endless fields of wheat and corn.

The road is a simple tarred one.  It also doesn’t appear to have seen any road construction in the past decade.  There are so many cracks, the pavement looks like a vast array of spider webs.

Behind me, a dark form blankets the entire horizon.

Without looking to see if there are any oncoming vehicles, I stomp on the accelerator and continue going straight.

Straight where, I don’t know.  All I know is that . . . I need to get away.

And fast.

Three years ago, same day

“Bruce, there are different styles of car buyers,” I said.  Perfect.  The Civic was coming down our row.  “And it’s different for new and used cars.  The best way to qualify someone is how they answer what they’re looking for.  Some will say, ‘Oh, I’m just looking.’  Are they serious?  This depends on whether or not they stop at a certain vehicle.  Also, looks have nothing to do with it.  I’ve seen many salespeople dismiss someone who looks like they live in a cardboard box, and it turns out they have enough money saved over the years to buy something new.”

“I think I know what you mean,” Bruce said.  He gestured with his shoulder towards the Civic.  “That car must be close to twenty years old.  Are they ready to buy new?  They might, if they’re smart and have done their research.”

“Exactly.”

“It’s like selling combines.  I once sold a combine for four ten to a farmer whose newest tractor was older than he was.  But here’s the deal.  He was able to put half down in cash.  That’s almost unheard of in the implement business.”

“What’s best is get to them to test drive a vehicle, either new or used,” I said.  “Let the vehicle do the selling.  The last thing I want is to sell a vehicle no one wants.”

Bruce glanced at the Civic.  It parked in front of a silver Explorer.  There were two in the Civic.  A man and woman, from the looks of it.

He patted me on the shoulder.  “I know what you mean.”

Today

Christ, I’m lost.

The dark mass seems to be coming straight west towards me, which is odd for a thunderstorm.  Most storms move from west to east, not the opposite.  I read once that it has to do with the Earth’s rotation or something, but that could just be someone’s guess.

This is real.

Well, the storm is real.  How it came about . . . that’s the unreal part.

An act of God, most would call it.

Not me.  I know who’s responsible.

I turn at the next intersection—again, still nothing but corn or wheat fields.  I go north.  Seriously though, I don’t know why I’m doing this.  I should just let the storm come and take me.  It’s going to anyway.

Because it’s all my fault.

I killed her.

Three years ago, the next day

The husband and wife in the Civic were back.  Bruce spotted them first.

As I suspected, they weren’t ready for the new Explorer, even after testing one out.  The loan would’ve bankrupted them in less than a year.

They settled on a two-year-old Edge.  They drove a Focus, a Mustang, and an Edge, and both loved the latter.

As I hoped, they traded in the Civic.  It was in decent condition, despite its age and mileage, and one of my regulars were interested in purchasing it.  Linda gave me a generous price to offer them.

They took it.

Two sales in one day.  And with it being Friday, it would make for a less stressful weekend.

I offered to split the commissions with Bruce, but he wouldn’t hear of it.  Even when Linda told him it was more than fair, he still held his ground.  “The knowledge I’m gaining from Mitch is more than enough compensation.  Please don’t ask me to take what’s rightfully his.  Especially with a family to raise.”

I have never seen that before in a salesperson.  Neither had Linda, if her expression gave me any such an indication.

Linda then nodded and said, “I love your honesty.”

Bruce and I walked back out.  The showroom was empty, save for Sherry, who was wrapping up the sale of a brand new F-150.

“Any weekend plans, Mitch?” asked Bruce.

I did.  Our daughter Kayla had just turned four a week ago, and we had a birthday party planned for Saturday, with all the grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins coming to help celebrate.  The only problem was the weather.  All week long I had been eyeing the forecast.  On Monday, there was a forty percent chance of rain on the day of the party.  By today, it was up to an eighty percent chance of a thunderstorm.

“There’s a new park a block from the house, with an outdoor shelter, which is perfect for parties,” I said.  “If it storms, we’ll have to move it to our house.  And our house isn’t big enough for everyone.”

I was going to add that it was messy too, that it would take a good six hours of constant cleaning between my wife and I to bring it up to a level where we could invite people over, but I held back.

“No worries,” Bruce said.  He set a finger alongside his temple and closed his eyes.  He then opened them.  “Done.  You’ll have blue skies and sunshine.  Is seventy-five a good temperature?”

I chuckled.  “Sure.”

I didn’t know what was going on, but I went along with it.

* * *
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Jenny had an unfrosted chocolate cake on the stove.

“See the forecast for tomorrow?” she asked.  She popped open a plastic container of pink frosting.

“I saw it,” I said, then sighed.  The house was a mess, as usual.  Clothes were piled here and there, totes were stacked in most corners.  Six hours?  More like eight.  I already felt exhausted.  “I made two sales today.  One was to the Henderson’s.  Finally got them the Civic they wanted
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