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In memory of Hunter S. Thompson




“The test of the machine is the satisfaction it gives you. If the machine produces tranquility, it’s right. If it disturbs you, it’s wrong.”


—Robert M. Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance


“What’re you rebelling against, Johnny?”


“Whaddya got?”


—The Wild One




PROLOGUE


Taft, California—2004


You can get a long way from home without ever leaving the state. That’s one of the thoughts whistling through my mind as we enter the shitty little ranch house on a dusty afternoon. Like a lot of folks in Taft, a once-booming oil town, we’re transients, here to get a piece of the thriving local crystal meth action. We’re not trafficking or anything; just using our wits and balls to collect “protection” money, and occasionally rip off the drug-addled amateurs too stoned on their own merchandise to take care of business.


There’s low-hanging fruit out here, for sure, but it’s also the Wild West, which is why my buddy Stan and I are on the premises, checking out the stock of a local arms dealer. I’m borderline crazy at this time, my brain muddled from all the injuries and the painkillers and the meth, so the insanity of sifting through weapons in the back bedroom of some guy’s house barely registers as abnormal. And it sure doesn’t seem to bother Stan, a professional mixed martial artist who is just about the craziest guy I’ve ever met. Even sober, Stan is a formidable presence—a little over six feet tall, two hundred pounds of muscle, and a psychotic stare. Toss in some meth and you have a man who would scare the crap out of even the most hardened drug dealer.


We’re ten minutes into checking out the merchandise when a bunch of Chicano gangbangers come flying into the house. One of them, the biggest one, is covered with tattoos, including the number “805” splattered across his face. He’s brandishing a steak knife and screaming at the top of his lungs.


“Where’s Stan?! I gotta talk to Stan!”


This dude in the back bedroom has just shown me a .44 Magnum, so when I hear the commotion I pick it up, stick it in my pants, and run into the front room, unsure of what I might have to do or whether I’d even be willing to do it. And now I’m looking at this guy, thinking I might have to blow him away, and the whole thing starts to feel like a dream.


Suddenly, Stan is charging past me, running at the dude with the knife, ready to take the guy down without hesitation. But the guy holds his hands up in surrender, and Stan stops in his tracks.


“Stan . . . dude. You gotta help us.”


The gangbanger goes on to explain his predicament. There’s a party down the street that’s gotten out of hand. Something to do with rival gangs and drugs and disrespect. I don’t even know. I don’t want to know. But Stan is into it.


The next thing I know we’re climbing into the guy’s car. There’s another Chicano behind the wheel. He nods appreciatively, wordlessly, as Stan and I settle into the back seat. A breeze blows through the car, aided by a sizable hole in the rear window. I can feel the handle of the .44 Magnum in my back pocket, pressing against my tailbone. My heart is racing. What the hell am I getting myself into?


“Dude, how many of them are there at this party?”


The gangbanger doesn’t even turn around. “I don’t know, man. A bunch. Why?”


“Because there’s only four of us, that’s why!”


Stan gives me a poke in the side. “Relax, Link. We’ll be fine.”


I can tell he’s actually looking forward to this.


My mind is racing, but I’m not exactly thinking clearly. I don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve slept. Two or three days . . . maybe more. It occurs to me, though, in a fleeting moment of rationality and regret, that my life had taken a seriously wrong turn at some point. I was one of the best young motocross racers in the world. I pioneered the sport of freestyle motocross. I had a thriving million-dollar business with tentacles extending deep into the growing world of action sports. I had legions of young fans, sponsors, endorsements. Family and friends. And now here I am, in the backseat of a car, with a loaded .44 Magnum in my pocket, heading to a gang fight that will surely end in a very bad and bloody way. I don’t want to be in this situation. I don’t want any part of it. But how do I escape?


Suddenly I remember that “805” up there in the front seat is packing nothing more lethal than a steak knife.


“Hey, man,” I say, as the car starts to pull away from the curb. “You guys don’t need us. You just need some firepower.”


“Huh?”


“Yeah, check it out. Dude back there is selling guns. Go inside and grab some.”


Next thing you know, we’re all back in the house, and Stan and I are basically auctioning off the dealer’s guns without his consent. But what’s he gonna do? We’ll kick the shit out of him if he complains.


A few minutes later, “805” and his friend are on their way, armed to the teeth. Part of me feels sick about it, because I know what’s going to happen. But desperate times call for desperate measures.


I just want out of it. And now I am.


Sure enough, not ten minutes pass before we hear gunfire crackling through the neighborhood. Not one or two pops, but multiple gunshots—the soundtrack of a battle raging. Then silence. And, finally, the predictable bleating of sirens. I’m standing on the sidewalk as the cops close in, my heart practically jumping out of my chest. This is my world now, and I have no idea how I got here.




CHAPTER 1


I didn’t start riding motorcycles—real motorcycles, I mean—until I was almost twelve years old. But it wasn’t like I drifted into it after a career in football or baseball. Truth is, team sports never appealed to me. My mom had forced me into T-ball when I was younger, but I hated it. Couldn’t stand waiting around all day for my one chance at the plate. I preferred action sports, like skateboarding and bicycle motocross (BMX). I had no patience for anything else.


From the youngest age, I craved the rush of adrenaline that came with nailing a trick on my skateboard or catching air on my bike. I can’t speak for everyone, of course, but I think it’s a common trait among participants in action sports: the pursuit of adrenaline. Even as a little kid, I kind of liked being home alone, watching a scary movie with my sweatshirt or pajamas pulled up over my face, peeking out through a corner, testing the boundaries of my bravery and fear. In some weird sort of way, I liked getting freaked out that a monster might be lurking in my closet. I embraced the anxiety . . . the unknown—I couldn’t get enough of it.


Technically speaking, I grew up in Southern California, but “home” was an elusive concept. I have a great relationship with my folks these days, but childhood was something else entirely. We were a dysfunctional family. My mother, Dorian Linkogle, worked long hours and frequently traveled on business, sometimes taking up residence in far-flung cities around the country for weeks or even months on end. And Dad . . . well, he was a man with demons of his own. Les Linkogle was a Vietnam vet who suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder long before there was such a diagnosis. So I spent a lot of time home alone, or under the care of various babysitters. I remember being shuffled from one place to another: a few months with my cousins in Oregon, then a few months with my grandparents in San Diego. For at least the first ten years of my life, I did not develop any close friendships. I simply wasn’t around long enough.


I am an only child, and when you move around a lot and have no siblings, you tend to find ways to entertain yourself. It wasn’t just that stick and ball sports failed to capture my attention. You can’t really play baseball or football by yourself, but you can skateboard and you can ride your bike. So those were the things I naturally gravitated toward. I started riding BMX bikes right around the time I started school. Seriously—I was in first grade, maybe six years old. And my dad, the competitive guy that he was, pushed me right out onto the starting line.


“If you’re gonna ride, then you might as well race,” he reasoned.


My father had no connection to the sport of BMX. None whatsoever. So I’m not sure why he thought it was important for his first-grader to put on a helmet and race his bike, rather than merely ride it for fun and pleasure. I know that he and my grandfather used to race Jeeps at one time, so maybe it was just a natural thing for him. I do believe it was totally about him, and not about me. Not about his ego, per se, or trying to live vicariously through his son, but about imposing his will and belief system on me. Simply put, it was all he knew. Life, to my dad, especially in those days, was all about survival and control. So of course he wouldn’t see any point in riding a bike around the neighborhood for the sheer joy of it. If you had a bike, and there was a track down the street, why wouldn’t you race?


I didn’t mind, though. If racing meant more time on my bike, pedaling fast, then I was all for it. And I wanted to make my father proud. We were living in Orange, California, at the time, a city that should not be confused in any way with the more genteel county whose name it shares. Not far from our home was the Orange County Racetrack, where a variety of events were held on an almost nightly basis. So, one day, Dad tossed my bike in the back of his truck and drove me to the track. I was totally stoked when we arrived. Loved the atmosphere, the smell, the perpetual purple haze that hung over the track, a by-product of all that dirt getting kicked up in the air. Even as a little guy donning racing gear for the first time, I felt right at home.


There were nerves to combat, of course. I knew nothing about the protocol of racing, so I had to just watch the other kids and follow their lead in order to fit in. We were allowed one practice run prior to the race, and I can still feel the butterflies in my stomach when thinking about straddling my little blue BMX bike, leaning up against the starting gate, waiting for it drop open so that we could begin riding. I was so nervous that when I took off, I immediately lost my balance. In my tiny six-year-old mind, I was convinced that someone—probably someone bigger, as different age groups were practicing together—had shoved me in the back or clipped my tire. In all likelihood, though, it was simply a matter of being overly enthusiastic: I had probably jerked too hard on the handlebars coming out of the gate and simply lost control. Regardless, I found myself face down in the dirt in the first few seconds of the first practice run of my first race.


It totally freaked me out. But I got right up and kept going, negotiated the course with relative ease, and soon found myself back at the starting line, where my father was waiting.


“What happened?” he said.


“Somebody pushed me!” I whimpered, my face still wet with tears.


My father waved a hand dismissively. Then he offered the sort of advice that people offer when they have no idea what the hell they’re talking about. This would be a recurring theme over the years, where my father and I were concerned.


“Just pedal harder next time, okay?”


And so I did.


The field was smaller this time, as were the contestants—unlike the practice run, the race included only boys my age. There were maybe a half dozen riders. I was more careful about keeping my balance in the starting gate, and when the race began, I did as instructed—pedaling like crazy from the chute to the first turn, which I reached before anyone else. I was in the lead! And there I stayed for the duration of the race, an event that covered a single lap, four turns, and ended perhaps thirty seconds after it began.


I remember the thrill of crossing the finish line first, seeing the guy waving a checkered flag above me. I remember my dad clapping and smiling, proudly pumping a fist. I remember that it felt easy, like I was better than everyone else. And I remember one of the race officials handing me a little trophy, and thinking it was pretty cool, until I saw the hardware being presented to the older winners. Those guys were getting huge trophies, tall and heavy and glistening. Mine felt inadequate by comparison, and immediately I began to question the fairness of a sport that would not treat everyone equally.


“You won,” my father said. “Just be happy.”


I’d spend the better part of the next three decades trying to figure out how to do exactly that.
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I should preface this by saying how much I love my father and appreciate everything he’s done for me over the years, the way he’s helped me and stood by me through some seriously challenging times. I should say up front how much I admire him for working through his own issues and becoming a successful businessman, a caring husband and father, a good friend, and a person of integrity. A lesser man would have quit or succumbed. Dad and I have both come a long way. But that doesn’t change the fact that our early relationship, was intense and emotional, and sometimes difficult for me to figure out.


You didn’t want to cross my father. Not in those days. He could be a scary dude with a volcanic temper. I remember one time when I was a kid, some would-be gangsters were driving through our neighborhood, a little too fast for my father’s taste, and he shouted at them. This was back when we lived in the city of Santa Ana, a fairly rough place with a heavy gang presence. Most people knew enough to keep their mouths shut around the gangbangers, but not Dad.


“Hey, slow it down!”


The car pulled to the side of the road; the driver, a big kid who looked to be in his late teens, got out. Three of his buddies remained in the car. The two of them stood there for a moment, the kid and my dad, just staring at each other. The kid sort of hiked up his shirt for a moment, just enough to reveal a gun poking out of the waist of his pants. If this was supposed to intimidate my father, it didn’t work; in fact, it had precisely the opposite effect. Dad immediately charged at the kid, screaming, “Is that a gun!? Are you pointing a gun at me?!” and cursing as he ran. I don’t know why the kid didn’t reach for his weapon, but he didn’t, and within a matter of seconds, my father was on him, beating the kid with his own pistol.


Is that brave or crazy? I don’t know, but it was life with Les Linkogle. Maybe he had a flashback from when he was in the war. He didn’t talk about that stuff much, except in the abstract. He was always saying things to me like, “If you were in the military, you wouldn’t last a second!” But for the longest time he wouldn’t tell me anything about his own personal experiences in battle until I was around seventeen years old, when he gradually began sharing things, telling me wild stories.


One day he showed me a photograph: it was my father receiving a medal and shaking hands with President Nixon. I asked him what the medal represented, and he just grunted. Another decade passed before he told me the story. We were hunting in Montana at the time, and out of the blue, Dad started telling me about how he was part of an elite airborne division that had been dropped behind enemy lines. My father had ambushed a group of Vietcong, slitting the throat of one soldier who turned out to be a high-ranking officer in possession of some important intelligence. He told me stories of soldiers fragging their own officers, and of the general insanity of battle.


You couldn’t expect a guy like that to be sensitive and empathetic, and for the most part, he wasn’t. I remember my grandmother passing away (she had brain cancer) when I was in my teens and really feeling brokenhearted by her departure. In a lot of ways, I was closer to her than I was to my own parents, and her death left a significant void.


Here’s how my father tried to put it all in perspective:


“Hey, at least your grandma went out easy,” he said. “She didn’t even know what happened. I had to watch my friends die with blood bubbles coming out of their chests!”


For all his faults, my father was at times undeniably a shrewd and ambitious businessman. I’m still not sure exactly what he did. I know he was an executive with a bank at one time and had his hand in various other business interests. I know that he once ran for mayor of the city of Orange—there are pictures from my childhood of me standing next to him, a tiny six- or seven-year-old waving and smiling out on the campaign trail. I also know that we went from having basically nothing to having a lot of property and a five-bedroom home in Mission Viejo in fairly short order.


I don’t know where the money came from. I know my dad would come and go a lot. Sometimes he was home; sometimes he wasn’t. He didn’t have any kind of a regular office job, that’s for sure. And I know this might sound weird, but I’ve never asked him about it. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that I don’t feel like I have the right to judge anyone or demand explanations. God knows I’ve been mixed up in some questionable activities in my life. Maybe my dad was, too. Maybe not. I don’t press him on it. In just about every way imaginable, he’s a very different man now than he was when I was growing up. I figure there’s no point in opening up old wounds.


But that doesn’t change the narrative. Ours was a strange and transient life. The money seemed to come and go, our standard of living rising and plummeting without warning. I don’t even remember how long we lived in Mission Viejo, but in retrospect it feels like a mere snapshot.


There were odd little excursions to a yacht club near Seal Beach, where Dad and his friends would meet or drink or brainstorm over business deals while their kids would hang out on the boats. For a little while, I felt like a rich kid, or what I presumed it felt like to be a rich kid.


Then, all of a sudden, we were back in Orange, the three of us sharing a humble little two-bedroom home.


What went wrong?


I didn’t ask.


I knew only that the guys at the yacht club were replaced by other friends—crusty dudes who frankly scared the shit out of me but who seemed to respect my father. And not just in a casual way, but in a fearful way, as if they owed him something. That made an impression on me, the fact that these bad-ass guys were afraid of my dad. A couple times I went to a local pub with Dad, and people would get up and move if they were sitting at his favorite table. He rarely paid for a beer.


Real or imagined, my father had that kind of tough-guy vibe going on. I could feel it; in a weird sort of way, I liked it.


But life with Dad was nothing if not unpredictable. There were times when he would just . . . snap. I don’t know how else to explain it, or how else to describe it. I can recall one night, when I was no more than seven or eight years old, stalling before bedtime, refusing to go upstairs and brush my teeth and get ready for sleep. Seemingly without warning, my father got up out of his chair and began yelling at me. He was so pissed off that he ripped the entire banister down—I can still see it peeling away from its foundation like an accordion, the spindles splattering against the walls in a shower of rage.


My mother was at the top of the staircase at the time, watching all of this unfold with what I can only describe as stoicism. As my father flailed away at the staircase, Mom spoke quietly and calmly, as if almost oblivious to the chaos surrounding her.


“Larry, dear . . . why don’t you go to your room now?”


I woke the next morning to the sound of construction—my father hammering away at the demolished staircase, wordlessly piecing it back together. There was no discussion about what had happened, no apology or explanation. On some level I presumed it was my fault, although I couldn’t quite figure out exactly what I had done wrong.


There is another image: my father standing in front of a fireplace, tossing some of the most intimate and cherished memories of his life into the flames. Photos of army buddies, letters he had written to my mother while he was in Vietnam, and letters she had written to him. I can see my mother trying to reach into the embers and extract the charred memorabilia. I can see them both crying.


I love my parents to death; whatever pain or discomfort I might have experienced when I was a little boy, it was nothing compared to what I put them through in later years. It’s been remarkable to see my dad’s transformation, and the way he’s turned his life around. I don’t know exactly what went on behind the scenes—I’m sure my mother was deeply involved—but one day my father made a decision to get help. (This was when I was in my mid to late teens and just starting to go through some bad times of my own.) It turned out that he was among the first wave of Vietnam vets to be diagnosed with PTSD. With therapy and treatment he slowly began to change, eventually evolving into the man he is today.


For me, the transformation was at once confusing and reassuring. Over the first seven or eight years of my life, my father was mostly absent; then he was around all the time, demanding and temperamental. Then he became sort of apathetic and uncaring. I mean, he cared about me to the extent that my behavior or my athletic performances reflected upon him, making him look good or bad. But I got the distinct impression that he could not possibly have cared less about how I was feeling, or whether I was hurting on the inside.


And then, after he sought treatment, I was exposed to a completely different man, one who wanted to care for me and talk with me; a man who would gently say how sorry he was for the way he treated me as a child. Even now, as an adult, I still don’t know how to take that. I still feel awkward when he gives me a hug, because I grew up without open displays of affection; I rarely heard my dad tell me he was proud of me or that he loved me. He tells me that stuff now, all the time, and it still makes me uncomfortable.


But I’m working on it.
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I suppose I was fortunate to have relatives who were willing to take me in when things got particularly crazy at home. When I was in third grade, I spent several months living with my aunt and uncle and cousins in Oregon. I don’t know that I would describe them as a poor family, but they certainly weren’t wealthy. The family owned a small farm with everyone crammed into a small single-wide trailer. They lived off what was produced at the farm, so most meals included scrambled eggs and goat’s milk, along with either pinto beans or kidney beans. To this day, I still can’t eat eggs, and the very thought of goat’s milk makes me queasy. But I loved being there. I embraced the lifestyle, including the work (all the kids helped out around the farm). It was so different from what I knew back home in California. At least there was structure and there were friends. Instead of being alone all the time, I passed each day in the company of my cousins. Cleaning out the chicken coop was a small price to pay.


It was while in Oregon that I was introduced to dirt bikes. The whole family was really into the off-road world: dirt bikes, all-terrain vehicles, four-wheel drive trucks. One of my cousins would put me on the handlebars or the gas tank of his TrailBlazer 50, and we’d go whipping through forests and down to the coastline. I was mesmerized by the whole off-roading experience: getting trucks stuck in the mud and winching them out, riding motorcycles and dirt bikes. Sometimes they’d let me ride alone, and I couldn’t believe how much fun it was. By the time I returned to California, I was totally hooked.


It’s a common thing for people to ask, “Where did you grow up?” For me, it’s a complicated question. I guess you could say I grew up in Orange County, but I came into my own in Oregon, hanging out with my cousins and riding dirt bikes. That’s where I first started to realize who I was and what I enjoyed doing; it’s where I developed some semblance of a work ethic, too. But I didn’t have anything that could be accurately described as a “childhood” until I was back with my parents, and, when I was ten years old, we moved to the Temecula region. That’s when I feel like life really began; for it was there that my love affair with motorcycles blossomed and began to dominate my life.


Temecula is located in Riverside County, about sixty miles northeast of San Diego, and has long been home to a thriving motocross community. The terrain—rolling hills and few trees—is perfect for riding.


Ours was a nice, new house in a nice, new neighborhood, technically located in Wildomar, California, about halfway between Temecula and Lake Elsinore. Our home was part of the first stage of heavy development that, in coming years, would transform this part of Riverside County, and Temecula, in particular, into one of the fastest growing areas of the state. Although I can imagine that preservationists were up in arms about what was happening, I felt like I’d died and gone to heaven. Again, from a very practical, economic standpoint, I don’t have a clue as to how this particular change came about, whether it was largely attributable to my mother’s rising career with Aetna Insurance or whether my father had hit pay dirt with one of his business ventures. All I knew was that we were living in a comfortable home in a brand-new subdivision. Say what you want about the sterility of suburbia; to a kid who had been bouncing all over the West Coast, living in a state of perpetual unease, the cul-de-sac was mighty appealing.


We had neighbors.


We had friends.


Aside from my time in Oregon, I’d never really known what it was like to be surrounded by other kids. School didn’t count, of course. I hated school, never felt comfortable there. I’m talking about throwing open the door in the afternoon, walking down the street, and finding a friend in every driveway. That’s what Wildomar and Temecula seemed like to me.


Best of all, for a kid who loved riding bicycles, was the fact that even after we moved in, development continued unabated. The ongoing construction provided innumerable opportunities for an adventurous kid with a BMX bike. My friends and I would get together practically every day, riding and racing, working on tricks and jumps, and generally just having a lot of fun. We’d ride through the skeletal frames of houses as they were going up; we’d soar off the mountains of dirt that had been pushed aside to make room for new foundations. The whole neighborhood was like one giant playground or skate park.


In every playground, though, there is at least one bully; one kid who tries to make life miserable for everyone else.


For us, that kid was Gilbert.


His family lived at the edge of the subdivision, on a big double lot where the construction ended and the grassland began. By the time our family moved into the neighborhood, Gilbert had already acquired a reputation of almost mythic proportions. He was a giant . . . a monster . . . a kid who would kick the shit out of you if so much as thought about riding across his lawn.


Or so I was told.


“Dude, that’s Gilbert’s land,” one of my friends told me one day, as I steered my bike toward a particularly enticing cluster of oak trees and olive trees just beyond the manicured stretch of grass that clearly belonged to someone. There were maybe a half dozen of us out riding that day. As usual, I was the new kid, and thus completely uninformed about the unofficial rules of the neighborhood. “Stay out of there!”


“Why?”


My friend shook his head, wide-eyed, like I was the dumbest kid he’d ever met.


“Because Gilbert’s crazy. He’ll kill you if you go near his property.”


“Oh, come on,” I said. “Those are some sick trees there. We can make a bad-ass fort.”


“But . . . but . . . Gilbert,” my friend stammered, his voice reflecting the sort of fear usually reserved for sharks and wolves and other king predators.


“Screw Gilbert,” I said. And with that I raced across the street and up onto Gilbert’s lawn. The others followed. We hopped off our bikes and began playing under the trees.


“See,” I said. “You guys are all a bunch of chick—”


“Gilbert!” someone yelled. “Run for it!”


I swear he must have been sitting in his house, staring out the front window, serving as sentry for the family. What he was trying to protect, I have no idea. But suddenly there he was, in all his terrifying glory, pedaling his little dirt bike down the driveway and out onto the street.


Gilbert!


“Let’s get out of here!” someone shouted, and just like that, they were gone. All of them, leaving me alone beneath an olive tree, staring down the oncoming train that was Gilbert.


He rolled right up next to me, threw down his bike, and began ripping off his shirt.


“Get off my property!” he yelled.


I just stared at him, this scrawny kid, about my size and age, standing there bare-chested, breathing heavily, his face flushed red. I don’t know why, but he just looked . . . funny. Not scary or even particularly imposing. Just funny.


“Come on, dude,” I said. “Take it easy. It’s a cool spot for a fort.”


Gilbert was unconvinced. He kept screaming and waving, ordering me to get off his property. And then he began to threaten me.


“Let’s go, right now!” he shouted, his face close enough that I could see the veins popping out on his neck.


“Right now . . . what?” I asked.


“Me and you! Let’s go!”


I figured there was no talking my way out of this one, and while I had no experience in fighting—none whatsoever—I got the sense that Gilbert wasn’t nearly the killer that my friends had described. Anyway, what choice did I have? If my father found out that I had backed down to the neighborhood thug, he’d be disappointed, if not downright pissed.


“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do it.”


Suddenly, Gilbert backed away. His hands, balled into little fists, suddenly fell to his side.


“Uh, no man. That’s not what I meant. I don’t want to fight.”


“Well, what do you want?”


“I just want you to get off my property. Now get out of here!”


I shrugged. “No, dude. I’m not leaving.”


We stood there for a few seconds, two little boys, neither wanting to fight, but both unwilling to turn the other cheek. Finally, Gilbert gave me a little shove in the chest. I responded by punching him in the head. Stunned, he stepped back, held a hand to his face, and started to cry.


“You hit me, man! Why did you do that?”


Good question. I had no answer, and as I watched him walk away, pushing his bike, I couldn’t help but feel bad.


But here’s the interesting thing about that little encounter: Gilbert never gave me any trouble again, and, in fact, we became good friends. Gilbert was the first boy in the neighborhood to trade in his BMX bike for a dirt bike. He had a little Honda XR 80 that he’d ride around the trails behind his property. Gilbert solicited my help in building a series of jumps and berms, a legitimate motocross track constructed entirely by hand. I swear I slaved on it for weeks, partly because I liked Gilbert and he was my friend, but also because I figured that if I worked hard enough, he’d have to repay me by letting me use his bike.


It was only fair, after all.


“Come on, Gilbert. My turn,” I said one day after watching him ride for the better part of an hour.


“No way. My parents will get mad.”


Finally, one day, he let me borrow the bike. I climbed aboard, hit the throttle, and roared toward the first little jump. Airborne, I’d never felt so free, so alive. I rode for the next half hour—I think Gilbert had to practically tackle me to get me off the bike. From that day forward, all I wanted to do was ride dirt bikes. I spent all my time at Gilbert’s house, riding and working on the trails, building better and bigger jumps, designing new obstacles and challenges. I didn’t tell my parents what I was doing, because I was sure they wouldn’t approve. I’d leave in the afternoon on my BMX bike, like I’d always done, and come back covered in dirt and sweat. I figured if they asked, I’d just tell them we were riding regular bikes.


One day, though, my father came looking for me. He stood there on the edge of Gilbert’s property for a while without me even knowing it, watching the two of us ride. When I got home that evening, Dad was waiting.


“So, Larry,” he said. “Anything you want to tell me?”


“Don’t think so.”


“What were you doing today?”


“Nothing,” I said. “Just riding.”


He smiled. “Riding what?”


There was a long pause as I tried to devise an exit strategy. I’d seen my dad tear down a staircase over practically nothing; he might kill me for riding a dirt bike without permission.


“Dad . . .” I began.


“Never mind,” he said. “You’re into dirt bikes, huh?”


“Yeah, Dad. I love it.”


He nodded. “Okay.”


A few weeks later, my father went out and bought me a 1986 KX80 Kawasaki motorcycle, a budding dirt biker’s dream. I had just turned eleven years old and knew exactly what I was going to do with the rest of my life.




CHAPTER 2


Dad got a bike, too—a big-ass Honda XR 500, with a headlight and everything. An impressive ride for a guy who had virtually no experience with motorcycles.


For a while we rode together practically every day. There was a big field across the street from our house that had become an unofficial motocross park; when we first moved in, there were only a few tracks, but by the time I got my bike, the area had been sculpted into a fairly neat little circuit. My father and I would go over there all the time, just the two of us, and we’d ride for hours on end. At first, it was a lot of fun. I’d been dreaming of having my own bike, and I couldn’t believe that the dream had actually come true.


It’s so hard to explain the feeling of exhilaration and freedom you get on a motorcycle—especially a dirt bike. In those days, I didn’t consider it dangerous. I never worried about getting hurt, even though injuries and accidents are as much a part of motocross as they are a part of football and boxing and auto racing, or any of the myriad action sports. It wasn’t that I felt invincible; I just didn’t care. The thrill of riding more than outweighed the risks. The noise, the dirt, the speed—I loved all of it.


Dad taught me everything in the beginning. I mean, I had some rudimentary knowledge about how motorcycles worked, thanks to my time in Oregon—and my few sessions with Gilbert—but those were little bikes, and my experience was limited. The Kawasaki was a real motorcycle, albeit a relatively small one, and it took some practice to use it efficiently.


My father wasn’t a bad teacher in those first few months, in part because he was having too much fun riding himself to obsess about what I was doing right and wrong, or whether I had the potential to be a competitive motocross rider. I had no goal, no plan, no interest in anything other than simply riding for fun. Dad showed me how use the clutch, how to throttle back while going through a turn. A lot of subtle stuff, really. I’m not sure how he even knew any of that shit, but he did. And simply by racing him around the field, the two of us riding in tandem, trading time in the lead, I learned a lot.


Before long, though, Dad’s motorcycle obsession changed. He stopped riding and began watching, coaching, and directing. My life soon revolved around motocross, and my father’s life revolved around me. Dad seemed to have a lot of time on his hands then. He stopped working quite so much, stopped traveling and disappearing for long stretches. Most of the time, he would just lay low, watch television, hang out around the house. Every so often a friend would stop by. Most of his friends seemed like nice enough guys (in the eyes of an eleven-year-old), but looking back on it now, I can say with some certainty that they were shady dudes. I mean, I know shady dudes; I’ve spent some time around them myself. Hell, I’ve been one. Some of these guys fell into that category.


Among the most memorable was a man named Bob who owned a place called the Bug Barn. Ostensibly, the Bug Barn was a Volkswagen repair shop (thus the name). But it had a real low-rent feel to it, with a bunch of scraggly kids hanging out all the time, some working as mechanics, others just soaking up the atmosphere. More than a few of them seemed to live at the shop; Bob would let them sleep there, maybe in exchange for labor.


I have no idea how my father hooked up with this guy. He hadn’t owned a VW Bug in nearly two decades, since before he went off to Vietnam. Maybe they knew each other from those days. Regardless, Dad enjoyed driving over to the Bug Barn and shooting the breeze with Bob. More often than not, he’d drag me along—Dad took me everywhere in those days. He’d pick me up after school and sometimes we’d go straight to the field for a ride; other times we’d go to the Bug Barn.


Anyway, Bob was into motorcycles as well—claimed that he used to race professionally. I never saw any evidence of that, but we did ride together several times, and it was fairly obvious that he knew what he was doing. He taught me a few tricks, showed me some stuff you could do with the throttle when you jump, body position, things that I was able to pick up quickly and use to my advantage. He was a better rider than my father, probably a better teacher too, although I didn’t really think of us having that sort of relationship. He was just a guy who rode with me.


One day, though, when I came home from school, my father was waiting.


“I talked with Bob today.”


“Yeah?”


Dad nodded.


“He says you’re ready for a race.”


A race? I hadn’t even thought about that. Several years had passed since my brief career as a BMX competitor, and while I wasn’t opposed to the idea of being a competitive rider, it wasn’t something I’d seriously considered. I’d only had my new bike for maybe four or five months. It was still a novelty.


“I don’t know, Dad. I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”


My father laughed.


“You’ll be fine. Bob says you’re a natural. There’s a competition at Perris Raceway this Saturday. Bob will be there racing. I told him I’d bring you there.”


“Umm . . . okay.”


Perris Raceway was the oldest motocross track in California, and since the American version of the sport was born in Simi Valley, that automatically made it one of the oldest tracks in the country. Perris Raceway was (and still is) a legendary facility in the motocross world. And like a lot of kids, that’s where I made my debut.


The track was located in the city of Perris, in Riverside County, roughly forty-five minutes from our house. Perris was a nice enough little city, but the track was located on the outskirts, in a run-down neighborhood. The facility was fenced off and skirted by barbed wire, in the hopes of discouraging vandals and thieves. Perris Raceway was set against a breathtaking backdrop of jagged mountains, the rocks and cliff walls emblazoned in spray paint with the names of motorcycle clubs from days gone by. It was, to the eyes of a pre-adolescent biker making his motocross debut, just about the coolest place on Earth.


To say I suffered from a case of the jitters would be a massive understatement. As we walked through the front gates of Perris Raceway, I was struck not only by the sheer scope of the place, but also by the swarm of activity and size of the crowd it had attracted. This was just a normal weekend of racing, and yet there seemed to be thousands of people on the grounds. There were bikes and trailers and trucks everywhere. A day of motocross racing can be that way, as it typically involves competition in multiple age groups, skill levels, and classifications—from eight-year-old novices on mini-bikes all the way up to adult professionals on 500 cc motorcycles, and everything in between. It’s a long and very full day with hours of standing around and watching, fidgeting nervously, killing time. The boredom is punctuated spectacularly by a few minutes of racing.


As was the case with my first BMX event, I was basically clueless about protocol, so I tried to watch and listen and learn. The race would be roughly six to eight laps, maybe fifteen minutes in duration. Long enough to get seriously fatigued and beat up, but also a distance that would be forgiving of any minor errors or miscalculations—an important consideration for a neophyte. Theoretically, I could screw up on the first lap and still have time to get back in the race, which was a comforting notion.


A prerace practice run—just a couple laps—did little to mitigate my anxiety. I was so nervous that I could barely sit still. I realized then that the worst part about racing was the waiting—the anticipation. And since I had no experience with it, I erred on the side of caution. My biggest fear was that I’d be late for the start of the race, or that I wouldn’t hear the track announcer when he summoned my age group and skill level (novice) and classification (80 cc) to the staging area. So I hung out in the vicinity all morning, and when I knew they were getting close, I went to the staging area. Most riders wait until the last minute; I was there at least three races ahead of schedule. Also, unlike most of the other riders, I stayed in my gear after the practice run; not just some of the gear but almost all of it: boots, chest plate, heavy-duty riding pants, kidney belt, knee pads—pretty much everything except the helmet. Only later did I discover that riders usually wait until roughly thirty minutes before a race to gear up. Otherwise, they risk hyperthermia, dehydration, and exhaustion, not to mention a somewhat less dangerous but equally problematic condition: an inability to answer nature’s call in a timely fashion.

OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780762448906.jpg
By Ukoce






OEBPS/images/lined.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
   
  
        
       
 

        
       
 

     
 
   
   
 
 
  
     





