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Introduction

			“Do you know the place I go tanning?” Cheryl mentioned one afternoon.

			Sadly, I did not. It isn’t that I wasn’t interested in Cheryl’s daily routine, but her tanning salon? It could have been any one of the four or five that were scattered through our town; I honestly did not know which one.

			“Uh, yeah,” I replied, hoping for some small clue.

			“Well, I think they’re going out of business.”

			“Hmm. That’s too bad.”

			This was not exactly earth-shattering news. I never gave much thought to tanning salons; it just isn’t my thing. I see them as I drive through Rhode Island, mostly little mom-and-pop places located in strip malls. I never gave much thought to what went on in them; they were simply there. Not once did I consider owning one. I never considered not owning one either, so anything was possible.

			The beach, on the other hand? Now that’s something I can sink my toes into. I love the beach. I love the sand, the sounds, and everything about it. The seagull’s cry, kids making a racket, even the slight aroma of salt water and seaweed as it lingers in the air until the ocean breeze takes it away, until the wind stops blowing and it returns. I even like the concession stand, the little burger shack, the lousy nachos with the unnatural yellow cheese sauce. The cold showers, the sand in my sneakers and hair; all of it.

			The best thing about the beach is the sun. I love the way it fills the world with warmth and light. I love the way its rays feel on my skin, the colors that develop and change as time marches from morning to night, the oranges and reds at daybreak, and purples and grays at dusk. The palette at the beginning and end are similar but so very different. An eight o’clock sunset produces similar tones to a six o’clock sunrise, but the different feeling and possibilities those colors convey is unmistakable. I am more of a sunrise person; Cheryl thrives after dark. But the sun rises and sets on both of us, most days.

			“I’m thinking of making the owner an offer.”

			“An offer?” An offer. She wants to make an offer. How bad can an offer be?

			In retrospect, I hear alarm bells sounding in my head, sirens blaring, giants with megaphones screaming, “Stop! Think! Be reasonable, man!” but I must have ignored the warnings, because what I said was,

			“Let’s do it!”

			Saying the words “let’s do it” and actually getting it done are worlds apart. “Let’s do it” rolls off the tongue, feels good, is full of fun and possibility. I want to do it, you want to do it, everybody wants to do it!

			Do what? Go to the beach? Make dinner? Watch a movie? Any of those things are imminently doable, with little risk and many benefits. But my “let’s do it” led us in a far different direction.

			Let’s do it. Buy a tanning salon. I should have been taken away by the men in the white coats.

			“He wants forty thousand dollars for the business.”

			“Dreaming.”

			Cheryl smiled at that. One of the movies that we love to watch over and over is a little Australian gem called The Castle. The hero in the movie is constantly being offered dubious “bargains.” Jousting sticks. Overhead projectors. Boats. And my favorite, a pulpit. When presented with the price for the item in question, and before the serious bartering begins, he responds with the same telltale words:

			“He’s dreaming.”

			Things like her little smile at my recitation of a favorite phrase from a movie both of us love are what makes being married what it is. Or isn’t. Fortunately for us, it is.

			When we met in 1985, Cheryl was a waitress, I was a bartender, one thing led to another, and before we knew it we were together. Nights partying after work with the gang, dancing at the local clubs, summer days spent at the beach—it was just a matter of time before we singled each other out of the crowd and paired up. Truth be told, she didn’t have a chance from the minute she walked into the restaurant where I had worked for years, looking for a job. She was half the size of me and twice the person, though I didn’t know that then. I did know she had a great smile, beautiful brown eyes, and an elegant way about her. The fact that she was not only out of my league but in a completely different universe occurred to me, but only for a minute.

			“Think I should offer twenty thousand dollars?”

			“Maybe we should think about it.”

			“Maybe we should.”

			So we did. We thought about it now and then, put it on hold, and went on with our lives.

			We had plenty to go on about, having recently moved into a new home. We had lived the lives of nomads for four years and finally found the place where we planned on spending a long, long time. The place where we thought we would spend a long, long time had to go; it was simply too big, with too much upkeep. Keeping an in-ground pool and the grounds that surround it pristine, a three-bedroom cape immaculate and up to date, and working full time and a half while the other half found walking increasingly difficult became too much. Danielle and Brittany were grown, and though it hurt like hell to sell the place we all considered home, it was time to move on.

			Our downsizing plan took three tries to get right. The first try nearly ended up in divorce court, the second a compromise rental while we got our heads together, and our current home, a nice little two-bedroom ranch in a nice little neighborhood.

			Things fell into place as the months went on, and we began our new lives at a much slower pace than we had been living it. Moving three times in four years is no way to live, and it was past time we started to enjoy life, and each other, again.

			



Chapter 1

			The day we decided to open, the World Health Organization categorized tanning beds as a Level 1 carcinogen. On July 28, 2009, the International Agency for Research on Cancer moved tanning beds to its highest risk category, “carcinogenic to humans.”

			Great.

			Everything was in place for us to begin a new chapter in our lives. We had discussed opening a business for years but never found anything that appealed to us. Both of us had restaurant experience, and thankfully that experience afforded us the luxury of knowing that a restaurant or even a sandwich or coffee shop was out of the question. It’s not that we are afraid of hard work and long hours; rather, we had been working hard for long hours for so long the idea no longer appealed to us.

			We had spent over a decade in the cleaning business. What started as a part-time thing to make a little extra spending money became a full-service cleaning company that peaked in the early nineties at twenty-seven accounts. Hard work and long hours are the norm when cleaning up after other people. We did residential when people were at work and offices when they were home. Days, nights, and weekends were our regular business hours. It was hard and dirty work, without much satisfaction. No matter how well we cleaned, everything got dirty and needed to be cleaned again.

			My career as a firefighter was nearly extinguished; after twenty years, I had seen and done enough to last a lifetime. I had been holding on for the last year, battling severe back injuries, knowing that my aging body would never hold up for the ten years I needed to remain working full time to ensure a comfortable retirement. Cheryl had been battling multiple sclerosis for two decades, and the unpredictable nature of that disease made it difficult to continue cleaning other people’s messes.

			Life flies by on too swift wings, and ours was no different. It was time to plan for the future and do something together. That is our strength—as a couple we raised two kids, fought a debilitating disease, and lived life to the best of our ability. The fire department separated us for long enough, the hours away from home took their toll, and it was time to rebuild.

			



Chapter 2

			Our happiest time together involved the beach. Always the beach. And to the beach we decided to return.

			Tanning salons are not for everybody. Even at the height of their popularity, it is estimated that only 10 percent of the population utilized what they offer. Things go in cycles—what was old becomes new again, and vice versa, and we believe that the sun will regain its prominence in a world covered with sun block. Opening the tanning salon is a risk we gladly undertook.

			Our town, Warwick, Rhode Island, has a population of around 80,000 people. Ten percent of 80,000 is 8,000. There were six tanning salons in the three-mile radius of our future site. If we could attract half of the 8,000 potential customers, things would work out fine.

			The place Cheryl had been tanning was on its way out.

			Why?

			Recession.

			The economy in 2009 was atrocious; unemployment in Rhode Island hit nearly 14 percent. A drive through one of the city’s main streets showed the effects of the economic situation, as closed storefronts representing hundreds of broken dreams littered the roadside. Tailors, restaurants, wallpaper stores, car lots, convenience stores, hardware stores, toy stores, booksellers, pet stores, and beauty parlors were closed, doors locked and dreams shattered. The place that we planned to take over had been barely hanging on and, if not for us, would have joined the ranks of unoccupied space littering the roadway of a struggling city in a state drowning in a sea of mediocrity.

			Rhode Island ranks dead last in just about every business category imaginable. Taxes, regulations, permits, fees, and on and on, so many lasts that there is only one thing left to do: open a business whose primary purpose has just been categorized as a Level 1 carcinogen in a state whose business acumen forced the closing of countless ventures, on a street that bore the evidence of a crumbling economy, while battling a debilitating disease and a trying to ignore a weak back!

			And that is what we did.

			Crazy? We think not. There are two sides to every story.

			We spent weeks searching for evidence to veer us away from making a terrible decision. The harder we looked, the more determined we became. Depending on how we worded our queries, indoor tanning is considered beneficial, essential, detrimental, or deadly. Data here, data there, data was everywhere, and the deeper into the morass of documents we delved, the more confused we became. I wonder what would happen if someday somebody googled something and rather than 1,239,765 responses in .032 seconds, the screen displayed “I DON’T KNOW” in large block letters.

			As the weeks and days progressed and uncertainty mounted, my atrocious diet came to the rescue. Oddly enough, my elevated cholesterol level was the deciding factor. My doctor prescribed a statin drug when my cardiac risk ratio put me on the fast track to filling a casket. I filled the prescription, figuring I would be trapped by the pills within for the rest of my life. I have always prided myself on my lack of reliance on prescription drugs, and the statins represented to me the beginning of the end.

			The statins, however, had never met Cheryl. Or Google. She was relentless in her search of the pros and cons of using cholesterol-lowering drugs. As it turns out, the risks of using these things outweigh the benefit. By modifying my diet and getting a little exercise, I had the chance of lowering my “bad” cholesterol while raising the “good” stuff. By doing so, I also would manage to avoid the side effects of my doctor-prescribed fix for my arteries. Those side effects include, but are not limited to, liver damage, dizziness, loss of sex drive, shrinking penis, uncontrolled diarrhea, and muscle weakness. We decided to go the natural route and by doing so avoided taking one of the most costly, and therefore one of the most profitable, drugs available.

			Indoor tanning had similar results when researched. We learned that the benefits of ultraviolet (UV) light far outweigh the risk, and one of the best ways to get the benefit of UV light is a tanning bed, or booth. So we bought both.

			We opened the tanning salon in January of 2009.

			In the end we decided that the only logical answer to the question of whether or not to move forward was to trust our instincts, learn as much as we could, and believe in ourselves.

			As much as we try and deny it, life is finite. The longer one lives, the faster it goes. To live afraid of everything that includes risk is to not live at all, but to merely exist. I do not wish to exist if that existence fails to be fulfilling. I do not care if my skin prematurely ages. I don’t even know what that means.

			I love life, live life, and take full responsibility for my decisions. The day I put more credence into what an organization with dubious motives has to say about what I do will be the day I give up the will to live my life the way I see fit.

			



Chapter 3

			Days turned into weeks, weeks turned to months, the months became a year, and the tanning salon closed. One day, the lights were off, the door was locked, and the sun set on the place that we would soon own. I wasn’t affected by the closing much, other than the fact that my life was going to be changed forever, but Cheryl was upset.

			“Tanning is an experience,” she said as we ate lunch together, one of those rare moments when ships passing in the night actually connect. “I wonder what is going to happen to the people who work there. Elaine has been a friend for a long time, and Jessica has the baby, and Samantha just moved out of her house and needs the money.”

			“They’ll be okay—I’m sure they’ll find something. Maybe if things work out we can hire them back,” I said, eyeballing the remains of the salad in front of her.

			“Why do you do that?”

			“What?”

			“Stare at my food.”

			“Because I know it’s going to end up mine if I do it long enough.”

			“You are impossible,” she said, and slid the remnants toward me.

			“Might be a good time to make an offer,” she said while I finished our lunches.

			We made an offer, a quarter of the original asking price, and after a little give and take settled on $12,000. Once that was done it was simply a matter of coming up with the loot. A few fruitless forays into the business loan world taught us a few things, the most important being that banks really do not lend money to people without a clue.

			It’s true, I’m sad to say. We honestly had no business opening a business. We had no business plan, no capital, no experience, and no time. I had been working eighty-hour weeks for years, Cheryl had to give up her home and office cleaning business because it is difficult to clean when you can barely walk, and we had recently finished the four-year nomadic journey of Warwick looking for our permanent resting place.

			It soon became apparent that we were on our own if we wanted to start our business careers.

			“Fools rush in,” I said, and the game was afoot!

			We had built some equity and decided to tap into that to get going. The people at the bank were great—there’s nothing they like more than people with great credit and a house half paid for looking to borrow their money. We were approved for fifty-four thousand, a hundred thousand less than what I thought we should have been approved for, but fortunately the real estate market crashed in 2009, just in time to save me from making a really, really big mistake. The house at the end of our real estate journey was worth half what it was in 2005. Had our home been valued at what we paid for it, we would have had even more money to play with, and knowing how we operate in times of renewal, we would not finish renewing the place until all capital was exhausted.

			My brain, never good with numbers, had failed to keep count, and still lived in the glory years of no money down, no job required, everybody gets a house who wants one, everybody qualifies for a mortgage at 3 percent for $500,000 that they cannot possibly afford to buy a house worth half of what they paid for it.

			Ah, those were the days.

			“We should be able to fix the place up pretty cheap,” said Cheryl, and I agreed, figuring some paint, some elbow grease, a little razzle-dazzle and in a few weeks we’d be open for business.

			“Twenty grand, tops,” I said.

			“If that,” Cheryl replied.

			Did I mention that we were clueless?

			Clueless people need lawyers. Lawyers need clueless people, and the more clueless the better. Before we could say “spray tan,” we were incorporated under a name that I had made up one day, “Two Alarm Tans.” I thought it was a great name, and so did Cheryl. It was different, we could capitalize on the double entendre—I’m a firefighter and now a tanning salon owner. It was brilliant, I thought, and so did the attorney. So brilliant, in fact, that he drew up all the papers for our new business under the clever little name that we ultimately rejected for the more marketable and easier to distinguish Sunkisst Tans. Sure it resembled the orange company name, but we truly liked the sound of it, the thought of being kissed by the sun rather than burned by it, the romance that being sun kissed conveyed, and the way the name rolled off our tongues. Two Alarm Tans resounded with gimmickry; Sunkisst Tans did not.

			Our attorney agreed, and charged us double: once for drawing up the necessary paperwork to start Two Alarm Tans, then again for doing the same for Sunkisst Tans. My career as a business executive was off to a flying start.

			The salon’s previous owner had agreed to be available for thirty days as a consultant should the need for any expert advice arise. In retrospect, I should have utilized the consultant part of the deal at the closing and asked him how to locate a former tanning salon owner who does not want to be found. As the delinquent notices added up, and the unpaid bills kept pouring in, and the former owner sank further and further into the abyss, I realized that we were on our own.

			The business was ours; the building was not. Never having negotiated a lease, I quickly became an expert on the matter by using the vast knowledge of Google. Our attorney helped too, and between his business acumen and Google’s immense database, we managed to secure a decent lease and were allowed access to the premises three days before the lease actually began.

			Terms like “first right of refusal” and “Parties, Premises, Access and Liability” are now ingrained in my head. And in my file cabinet. Who is responsible for what is important, and who pays for repairs for damage to the “premises” caused by floods or hurricanes needs to be ironed out in the lease in advance of such uncommon natural disasters. Not that anything like those things were likely to happen during our tenure, but it’s always good to be prepared.

			Did I mention that the lights were out? The lights were out. We had access to an abandoned tanning salon with no power.

			A king without a sword? A country without a king! A tanning salon without light? A tanning salon without tans!

			Still, it felt great to walk into our business that first day and stroll through the shadows and think of how we would make it better. We had made things better since we met; everything we touched took a long, winding, obstacle-laden path to improvement, but somehow, some way, my life and everything that has to do with living it with Cheryl have always improved. Sunkisst Tans would be no different.

			



Chapter 4

			We opened a tanning salon in a state many consider the most difficult place in America to do business. Our product is misunderstood, misrepresented, overregulated, and unfairly taxed. The medical community relentlessly attacks what we offer, the media fans the flames started by them, and our elected representatives add fuel to the fire by using the public’s misconceptions as justification for increasing taxes on the segment of the population that enjoys tanning.

			People who use tanning salons pay a 10 percent tax for the privilege of doing something that they enjoy and helps them feel better about themselves. Evidence suggests that not only do they feel better after a tanning session, but they also actually are better. Some well-intentioned and highly educated and respected medical professionals made the link between sun exposure and skin cancer, one thing led to another, and we find ourselves mired in controversy based on sunshine and the effects it has on human beings.

			Overdoing sun exposure may cause skin cancer.

			Avoiding the sun will cause a whole lot more problems.

			The dramatic rise in skin cancers over the last two decades has a direct correlation to the increase of people using indoor tanning. It also has a direct correlation to the dramatic increase in sunscreen sales and usage. Since the origins of humanity, we have been exposed to the sun. We have flourished under those beneficial rays. Suddenly, the sun is the enemy?

			We think not. Mankind’s instincts have gotten us through so far, and using our own instincts, in addition to hundreds of hours of research, we opened Sunkisst Tans in January 2009.

			It is not our intention to make a killing in the tanning business. Neither my wife, Cheryl, nor I went looking for confrontation or notoriety. We simply chose to enter the third part of our lives as the owners of Sunkisst Tans. My retirement from the fire service looked more appealing as the years added up, and Cheryl needed flexible hours due to health concerns. We had paid our dues, were finishing up our mortgage, and decided that a new adventure was something to keep us close and vibrant while providing a challenging way to supplement our income. Or better yet, if everything worked out as planned, would become our main income source.

			So we did it. Damn the torpedoes, we went in. We went in deep, using every cent of equity we had worked well over twenty-five years to acquire. Sure, it would have been easier and much safer to maintain the status quo and invest in other people’s adventures, or work for those adventurous people. But life without risk and adventure is a life poorly lived, in our opinion.

			So we let the adventure begin.

			“And on the Seventh Day, somebody said, ‘Let there be light.’”

			And there was light. After paying a seven hundred dollar deposit to the electric company, that is. Something about business owners being notorious for going out of business the day the electricity finally gets turned off, they said, and never paying what they owe is the reason we were told.

			“But we have never been in business!”

			“In that case, make it a thousand.” The electric company plays hardball. And they win or lights out.

			“Who do I make the check out to?”

			We were seven hundred bucks deep before we even flicked a switch.

			Late October in New England is truly majestic. The leaves that adorn the trees all summer are in the final moments of their existence but do not come down without one last all-out dazzling display of color. The peak foliage-gazing season hits around the middle of the month, but I love the end, when they fall from the branches first one at a time, then most at once, and flutter through the crisp air before finally reaching their resting place. Some October mornings begin with a frost, and the air is so clean and fresh, just breathing it in makes you feel more alive and vibrant than any other time of year. Each time you inhale, your lungs feel it. There is no taking this necessary function for granted in October, nosiree. Your body awakes every time the air comes in. The air you exhale puts on a show sometimes as well, when the chill in the air drops below freezing and every breath puffing from your mouth leaves no doubt that, yes, you truly are alive.

			Most days the morning chill dissipates, and living progresses without as much fanfare. The days grow warmer, normally culminating at midday with temperatures in the midfifties, sometimes a little warmer, sometimes a little cooler, but most always pleasant.

			Unless, of course, it rains.

			October 2009 recorded more rainfall than any other October in the area on record. I looked it up. It wasn’t a dramatic rain. There was no “nothing lasts forever, in the cold November rain, rain” that was immortalized by Guns N’ Roses. No, October rain is just plain old rotten. At least in November, you have steeled yourself to what the weather will be; an October rain catches you unaware and steals the very life from your blood, leaving you freezing, cold, and empty.

			“Wow, it is cold in here!” said Cheryl when we walked into our new place as owners for the first time. It was just before sunset, and it had been raining all day. We were both weary, bone cold, and nervous, but excited as well.

			“I’ll say, but nothing a little sunshine won’t cure!” I answered. We had stopped by our new place planning to fire up the tanning booths and start having our investment pay us back. Plus, we thought it would be really cool to tan in our own place, with the doors locked and nobody but us inside.

			“Any idea how to turn these things on?” I asked, knowing that Cheryl had been here before.

			“No, but I’m sure we can figure it out. How hard can it be?” She strode into the place like she owned it, walking under a fake tiki hut that stood over the control center of the salon, basically a stainless steel countertop fastened to a bar-height platform, on top of which was the computer monitor. Under the bar stood the computer console, in a pile of debris. How so much dust could have accumulated in so short a time is still a mystery, but we huffed and we puffed and we blew the dust off. The “on” button appeared through the cloud, waiting for the magic finger to push it and bring the place to life. Cheryl pushed it. Nothing happened.

			Inspector Morse arrived on the scene and, using all of my investigative talent, found the culprit. The junction box was inoperable. At least it didn’t light the little lamp that I plugged into it to test it.

			“Is the bulb any good?”

			“Of course it is. Do you think I would have not checked it?” I asked as I brought it over to a different outlet and checked it. It worked, shining more light into the forsaken tiki hut area.

			“See!”

			“Well, what the hell?” Cheryl said, a dismayed look on her beautiful face.

			A 100-foot orange outdoor electric cord was strung behind the bar, into the faux tiki hut grass and snaked over the entrance door and toward an outlet far, far away.

			“This cannot be good,” we agreed.

			I tugged on the cord and was rewarded with so much dust you would have thought Mount Vesuvius had erupted inside the tanning salon, spewing volcanic ash over every rooftop in the quaint little village below. I dusted myself off and looked for survivors. She was there, walking toward the doorway that led to the tanning part of the salon.

			“That. Must. Go,” she stated with finality. And thus ended the tiki hut theme, and not a moment too soon. Once the decision was made to tear down the hut, I made a mental inventory of all the other cutesy little Pacific Island things around. The tops of all the walls were crowned with fake bamboo grass, all the door trim was done with fake bamboo, the ceiling was painted sky blue, and the floor was covered with dirt. I don’t think that was part of the original plan, but nonetheless, the dirt had to go. And so did the outdoor extension cord.

			“We’re going to need an electrician.”

			“I can probably do it; it’s just an outlet.”

			Sometimes a raised eyebrow says more than a thousand words.

			The salon occupied the corner unit of a four-unit strip mall condominium complex. The four stores shared a parking lot that had room for twenty or so cars, if you parked them so close to each other that opening the doors would be imprudent or you do not mind scratched paint on your nice new car. Fifteen was more realistic, and even that was a squeeze. We leased the left corner unit, which had four parking spots directly in front of our windows, and an additional four around the corner, near the dumpsters. Next to us, a breakfast restaurant did a brisk morning business but closed at noon, a vacant store was in the corner, and a realtor’s office completed the complex. It is an L-shaped building, about 4,500 total square feet, of which Sunkisst Tans occupied 1,000. We had room for the employees of the business to park their cars, and two or three customers. But that was a different problem for a different day.
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