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If you’re doing everything you can, it’s only a matter of time.


If you’re not doing everything you can, then just start.


—


RICH BENOIT















INTRODUCTION



Coming to America was my mother’s favorite movie.


She bought the videocassette when it first came out and she’d watch it again and again with her sisters, my aunts.


After all, they could relate. They had all immigrated to the United States from Trinidad and had to familiarize themselves with a whole new culture that didn’t understand them.


I sat beside them on the couch, watching Eddie Murphy navigate through an unfamiliar, occasionally hostile world. I was only seven years old and most of the jokes went over my head, but I didn’t care. I loved to hear my family laugh, and that’s all that mattered.


One night, we all settled onto the couch for a repeat performance, but when my mom hit Play, nothing happened.


She ejected the blocky videocassette, turned the machine on and off, and smacked it on the side. She and my aunts tried a few other things, but nothing worked.


My aunt wrapped the cord around the machine and tucked it into the closet. I knew they didn’t have the resources to fix it—back then, there were appliance repair shops on every corner—or buy another. They all worked multiple jobs to make ends meet, and watching goofy videos was one of the few times they were able to relax.


I hated to see them unhappy.


I wanted to be their hero.


“I’ll fix it!” I announced.


They glanced at each other, then at me.


Even though I was only seven years old, I loved to take things apart, whether or not they were broken. I started with the fake Rolex (Folex) watches that my dad brought back from overseas business trips, and even though they were fake my dad always told me that having a nice watch makes a good impression. When he was at work, I’d sneak them out of his dresser so I could pry out all the springs and tiny screws. And when a Sharpie dried out, I cracked open the plastic case, soaked the felt strip in water, and taped the whole thing back up.


Of course, today I realize there’s no way I could have fixed a VCR, but my mom and aunts liked to indulge me. I was one of those annoying kids who never stopped asking questions. How does this work? Why does it work this way and not that way? Where did it come from? I was a sponge, curious about everything.


Besides, when your seven-year-old kid says he can fix something, your expectations of success are probably hovering somewhere around zero.


Aw, he thinks he can fix it.


My aunt took the VCR out of the closet and set it on the kitchen table.


“Go fix it,” she said, a big smile on her face.


I stared down at the VCR. Somewhere inside that metal box something was broken, and if I could figure out what it was, then Eddie Murphy could make them laugh again.


The cover was held on with four screws. Because I’d already taken apart transistor radios and boom boxes, I thought once I took out the screws, the top should just pop right off.


It did. But there were hundreds of pieces crammed into the small space: plastic nibs sticking out of the bottom, small metal cages with holes popped into them, a wide plastic ribbon that ran from one side of the box to the other. There were gear-toothed wheels that spun, and a green board with thin white lines and tiny silver-headed screws built in.


Somewhere in there was the reason we couldn’t watch Eddie Murphy.


My pulse raced. This was much better than my father’s watches, and, shoot, all these pieces did a lot more than just tell time! What did they all do? And how did they work together?


We lived in a small house in Mattapan, a mostly African American suburb of Boston. My mother had decorated the place like she was back in Trinidad, with lots of oranges and yellows and browns and a few steel drums propped against the wall. The house was always crammed with aunts, friends, husbands, and friends of friends who needed a place to crash for a while. My half brother even stayed with us before he left for the Marines.


It wasn’t a quiet place.


As I undid screws and pulled out wires and cables, all the noise and chaos in the house—even the smell of curry and plantains that were always simmering away on the stove—faded into the background.


Thin rubber pulleys connected two circles, and if I yanked on the pulley both heads moved, but just in one direction.


A sticker with angry-looking letters: W-A-R-N-I-N-G: D-A-N-G-E-R-O-U-S V-O-L-T-A-G-E.


I unsnapped one piece from another. When I snapped it back into place, the click made me feel like I had accomplished something important.


An hour later, the case was empty and everything that had been inside it was now scattered across the floor. Now I can fix it! I started to put it back together, but there were so many pieces that I couldn’t remember what went where.


But I wasn’t worried, because I was learning something new.


When I had put everything back together, there were still a few screws and parts left over. I screwed the cover back into place and plugged it in. I pressed Play but nothing happened.


Eddie Murphy wasn’t going to show up tonight. I shoved the VCR and extra parts under my bed.


I felt bad that I couldn’t fix the VCR because I was disappointing my mom and aunts. But that sadness quickly faded because I learned how the VCR worked, and that was even more important because it meant that I could fix it for real the next time. Fun fact: there was no next time, since VCRs were already starting to be phased out.


It definitely taught me about failure, that not everything is peaches and roses.


My mom eventually bought a new VCR, but she never threw the old one away. Not only were people crammed into that small house, but things claimed a lot of space as well. Today they’d call it hoarding, but back then it was survival. My parents grew up on an island where it was hard to get anything, and they were poor. I don’t mean poor by modern standards, like you live in a van down by the river. I mean poor poor: they didn’t have running water, they bathed outside with a bucket and rainwater, and they went to the bathroom outside, in an outhouse. They also had dogs, but not the kind of dogs we have in America. You know how some owners need to put their dogs on a diet? Not there. These dogs were hungry, and they served a real purpose: they were hunting dogs.


Because my family didn’t have much, they learned to make do with what they had. They never threw anything away because they never knew when it would come in handy.


Of course, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.


After the VCR, I looked around for other things to take apart, broken or not. If someone had a broken radio or toaster oven, they always knew who to give it to.


I’ve been taking things apart—and fixing them—ever since.


No one is more surprised than I am that I’ve made it this far. After all, I had so many strikes against me from the beginning.


I grew up in the hood.


My parents spent most of their time working, so I basically had to raise myself.


I became a father when I was a teenager.


Did I mention that I’m Black? Not sure if you saw the cover of the book…


And when it came time to follow my dream of becoming an auto mechanic straight out of high school, I was thwarted.


Today, I have a successful career on YouTube and am a landlord with multiple properties. I’m also a producer, actor, teacher, and business owner, and I have appeared on successful shows with A-list celebrities like Robert Downey Jr. More on that later.


I’m living proof that your life now doesn’t have to be your life later.


My dad is probably one of the greatest storytellers that I know: he’s funny, he’s entertaining, and he’s engaging. People would sit there, intently focused and laughing in all the right places.


And 93 percent of everything that came out of his mouth was made up.


But they were such good stories. I get 70 percent of my storytelling ability from him. The other 30 percent comes from watching great people perform.


It’s no secret that I do love a good conspiracy theory. I fully admit that I regularly blur the lines of truth in my videos, so that viewers often don’t know what’s real and what’s fake. And when I create these worlds, sometimes I don’t even know what to believe anymore. It’s kind of crazy, but at the same time, it’s lots of fun. After all, how many people can live two lives at once?


What’s more is that no one ever believes that I have children. In fact, many people think that I actually borrow someone else’s kids to stand in for the ones who occasionally appear in my videos. Think about how that sounds: “Do you mind if I borrow your kid for one of my videos?”


I’m constantly thinking of how I can create and live new stories, and because I’ve created a world that looks and sounds real, people either think I live in a castle in the sky or that I’m homeless, and all because I have a YouTube channel that tells you how I fix cars. And I guess my biggest thing is entertainment. What does it matter if it’s real or not?


Why do people want to know? Do they want to model themselves after me? Oh no, please, anything but that. Or do they think they know me based on my videos? Do they think we’re friends? Sometimes someone will come up to me and say, “Hi, Rich,” like I’m a long-lost friend and just start talking. I have no idea who they are, but because I come across as so friendly and approachable in my videos, they figure I’m like that in real life too. I am, but mostly with people I know. Otherwise, it gets real weird really fast. The last post I need on Reddit is “Yeah, that Rich Rebuilds guy, what a jerk.”


I make videos because I want to entertain people and I hope they learn something in the process. That’s it. And from the response I’ve gotten over the years, I’ve succeeded. So if that’s the case, then the reality isn’t so important, right? But it feels like people want to latch onto something, and some see me as a hero or a person they could look up to.


I wrote this book so I could give people a bit more perspective on my own life. After all, there’s a lot of mystery about who I am.


Many viewers like to take bits and pieces of information about me and then build a whole new story around it. I get a huge kick out of people wondering what my deal is. You wouldn’t believe the hours I spend just belly laughing at people who are trying to figure out my life in the Comments section. One time a guy essentially wrote a whole thesis about my life: Well, Rich got divorced seven years ago, and if you look carefully, he’s not wearing his wedding ring—and on and on as he built a highly entertaining story. And because he went into such detail, other viewers thought he must be an insider who had the real scoop, and then they believed him too. I’m not going to lie: even I believed it. He was actually pretty close on a few things.


Why are they so invested in my private life? Sometimes I think it’s because they’re not happy in their own relationships, and they think that if I’m no longer married, then maybe they shouldn’t be either. I swear that the people who do this could have pretty successful careers doing detective work, and here they are giving their gift away for free.


Sometimes Leenda and I call each other to share stories about how crazy all this is, and no, we’re not in a relationship. But it is very entertaining.


Over the course of writing this book, I’ve been thinking deeper about myself and what I really want in life. Maybe there’s a good reason I’m doing this, a much deeper reason. Maybe I’m not happy with my current reality, or maybe I think I’m capable of more. Maybe I create these scenarios to also live in that space, to ask myself, “Okay, what’s this like? Can I do this?”


I’m hoping that you can come away with a good chuckle, and I also want to let you know in the most long-winded way possible that your life can change. After all, I thought I was destined for failure: I had a kid, got divorced, and was paying child support all before I was old enough to buy a beer. Because of this, it’s important for me to let people know that your life now doesn’t have to be your life later, because as things turned out for me, that wasn’t the case at all. Today, my life couldn’t be better.


I also want to give my fans a behind-the-scenes look at my success in the hope that I can inspire people. I’ll talk about my struggles and how it doesn’t matter what you have—somewhere along the line, life is going to punch you in the face and you’re going to struggle. I wish I had a dollar for every night I’ve spent screaming into the void.


Some say life is like a box of chocolates: you never know what you are going to get, but at least you know you’re going to get chocolate, not a Madagascar hissing cockroach. But I’d say it’s more like the Oregon Trail, filled with misery and dysentery, but with some luck and good preparation, you may make it to Idaho.


Writing this book changed me because it challenged me. Digging up my life story uncovered memories and areas of my life that I haven’t thought about in decades. It also sparked a new area of creativity for me since I had to learn how to tell a story without video, just words.


When I was a kid, my mom liked to tell me, “Richie, you have a gift. You weren’t blessed with looks, but damn, you’re entertaining.”


YouTube combines everything I’ve ever wanted to do because I’ve always wanted to be a teacher. I was always the class clown, and it’s kind of what I do now. I get real joy from seeing others be happy.


All it took was a salvaged flood car that everyone else had given up for dead to bring all this to light.














CHAPTER ONE


LIKE QUIET SEX


When my buddy Chad showed up in my driveway in a brand-new Tesla one day in 2014 and told me to get in, I almost sent him packing.


My friends teased me that I only drove cars that middle-aged white men loved, because I had long been a fan of muscle cars like the Camaro and pretty much anything with a Hemi in it. Maybe, but it didn’t bother me in the least. If you want to have fun driving a car, it has to make lots of noise and go fast. Otherwise, why bother?


Chad was a fellow car nut and had been working at Tesla as a mechanic for a few years. He had long raved about the brand, but I had tuned him out. In my mind, electric cars were for tree huggers and vegans. Hybrids like the Toyota Prius were starting to make headway, but few electric vehicles were produced in any quantity aside from the Chevy Volt and the Nissan Leaf, which was just about the ugliest car ever made aside from the Pontiac Aztek. I’d rather ride a penny-farthing bike than be seen in a Nissan Leaf. Besides, EVs back then were woefully underpowered and could maybe manage a range of one hundred miles on a good day.


But Chad wouldn’t take no for an answer. He opened the door of the Model S on loan from his boss and I climbed into the driver’s seat. “How do you start this thing?” I asked.


“It’s already running,” he replied.


It is? Huh. I put it into reverse to back out of the driveway. Still no noise. Weird.


I shifted into drive and hit the accelerator. The car lurched forward and the power pushed me back in my seat even more than when I floored my beloved Corvette.


Okay, that checked off one box. But it was still too quiet. Eerily so.


It was a huge disconnect: the car had incredible torque and was so fast off the line—from zero to sixty in 4.2 seconds, I’d later learn—but it made no noise. How could that be? I pushed my confusion aside and relaxed into the experience. Quiet and power. Maybe this is what driving a stealth bomber was like. Maybe you really could have that much fun in total silence. It was like quiet sex: quiet, but still fun.


I don’t remember where we went or what we talked about, but when Chad and I landed back in my driveway fifteen minutes later, I knew that my life had permanently changed. There was BT (Before Tesla) and AT (After Tesla).


I wanted one, and I wanted one now. I’ve bought a lot of cars in my life and have often stretched to buy more car than my budget—or wife—was comfortable with. But motor oil ran through my veins, and I’d easily spent tens of thousands of dollars on cars I shouldn’t have bought up to that point.


I loved tinkering with them as well. To me, there was nothing better than taking apart a car to see how it worked and then putting it back together to make it work even better. It made me feel complete, calm. Whenever I was upset or needed to cool my jets, I’d head into the garage to wrestle with an exhaust manifold or brake cylinder, emerging hours later triumphantly flailing my bloodied knuckles like I had just won a boxing match.


And whatever had been bothering me had faded into the background.


I reluctantly pulled myself out of the driver’s seat and asked Chad how much it cost.


“Close to six figures for a performance model,” he replied.


So much for my new AT life. No way could I afford that kind of money for a car on my salary as an IT help specialist at a major Boston financial firm. Plus, I wasn’t selling my beloved Corvette Z06 for that.


After I stood in the driveway watching Chad pull away, I dragged myself into the garage to drown my sorrows in my current project, a Jeep Grand Cherokee SRT8 with 420 horsepower. When I’d bought it a few months earlier, it was a shiny new toy I couldn’t wait to get my hands on. Now, in my post-Tesla haze, it looked boring and drab.


I couldn’t bring myself to work on the Jeep, so I went inside to scroll through the car sites to see if Chad was wrong, or to torture myself.


Or both.


The first Tesla model—the Roadster—came out in 2008 and only 2,450 were sold. The Model S—Chad’s car—started production in 2012, and only seventy thousand Teslas had been sold by then. By contrast, in 2014, Ford sold seventy thousand vehicles about every thirty-four days. That meant Tesla prices would likely remain high for the foreseeable future, which the car sites confirmed for me. As I scrolled, looking for a low-priced unicorn, a light bulb went off. I didn’t come from money and I’ve always been a cheapskate. In fact, I’ve only bought one new car in my lifetime. Why buy new when used is usually just as good and a lot cheaper? That’s how I grew up, and it ran deep.


Maybe there were salvage Teslas out there, ones I could actually afford. Salvage cars scare away most car buyers, but they can be a good deal for someone who loves to tinker, and I’ve bought some great cars at a fraction of the cost. Salvage cars are vehicles that were in accidents or other disasters that insurance companies have deemed too expensive and not feasible to repair. I switched over to the salvage sites and found a 2012 Model S in New Jersey that had been in a flood, also something that scares most car buyers. I googled “Tesla” and “flood” and watched several interviews where CEO Elon Musk said that a Tesla could be submerged in water for some time without causing any lasting harm.


Oh, Elon, you sweet summer child…


The car cost $14,000, half of what was in my savings account and around one-fifth of the car’s original cost. I had to run it by my wife first. I told her what I wanted to do and how I felt while driving it. We’d been together for almost a decade at that point, and she knew that my car jonesing ran deep. She asked a few questions, but she definitely got it.


“Okay, go do your thing.”


I am a lucky man.


That kind of trust is exactly what is needed to fix a car. After all, I’m not a trained mechanic and have learned to repair cars through a combination of applying skills learned elsewhere and a lot of dumb luck.


Despite her go-ahead, I was still pretty nervous. At the time, it was one of the largest gambles I’d ever taken. And because I didn’t know how working on an electric car was different from a gas vehicle, I had no idea what I was in for. But sometimes you just have to say, Hey, look, I have these two pennies. I’m gonna knock them together and see what happens.


After I paid for the car, I arranged for a towing company to deliver it. Then I headed to the supermarket to buy a few bags of rice. After all, it works for cell phones, why not a Tesla?


My first Oh, shit moment came when the tow driver called a few weeks later.


“Hey, man, you didn’t tell me it didn’t run or drive,” he said. “And there’s no key. How am I supposed to get into the car, forget about starting it?” I looked like I had lost all my Sonic rings like in the video game.


I had no clue. My Tesla experience had lasted all of fifteen minutes, and that car was already running when I got in.


Since the car was dead—and because there was no key—it had to be loaded onto the flatbed with a massive forklift. When the driver showed up in my driveway, we jacked up the car while it was still on the trailer, slid a tow dolly under each tire, and managed to wheel the car down the ramp without killing anyone. It took every ounce of strength to maneuver the car into the garage. The Tesla Model S is about the size of an Audi A6 but weighs as much as a Lincoln Navigator, about five thousand pounds. The driver left, shaking his head at the poor sucker who bought this loser of a car.


Now I had to be the one to figure out how to get into the car with no key or power. When I smashed the window, the stench made me gag and run outside. It smelled like a fermented onion smoothie.


I must admit that right then part of me wanted to turn back the clock to the moment before my first ride in a Tesla, or at least to the last seconds before I entered the winning bid for the car. I felt like I’d been duped. While I knew it was a flood car, I didn’t know it was salt water. Salt water is extremely caustic, and I’d soon discover that all the electronic and battery modules were completely corroded. For a graphic look, watch “Tesla Model S Corroded Battery Modules,” my very first YouTube video posted back on March 10, 2016, in which I use one of my favorite mechanical tools, a plastic butter knife.


Of course, the car was totally unresponsive and nothing worked. I’d later learn that it had been submerged in water during Superstorm Sandy in 2012 for several days, not the quick dip that Musk had said not to worry about.


As I stared at the reeking puddle of salt water in the back seat, two things came to mind. Number one was my wife saying the dreaded words, “I told you so.” Number two was the prospect of losing the $14,000 I’d spent, since it would be close to impossible to sell a salt-water-flooded car.


I breathed through my mouth so I wouldn’t retch from the pungent smell of what I would describe as a warm turtle tank. I relaxed a little, because I’ve tackled basket-case cars before. I thought of the moment that always comes: the sweet spot while working on a car that I’ve put my whole heart and soul into, when I know it’s going to work despite the weeks of uncertainty. Most of the time this feeling comes when I’m 99 percent of the way done. But even though I’d never worked on an electric car before—let alone one drowned in salt water—I knew I would eventually reach that sweet spot. And perhaps that sweet spot was selling the car and cutting my losses.


So I dove in.


I am happiest when I’m taking something apart because that means I’m learning something new. Flood car or not, the Tesla was a complete mystery, but how hard could it be? There were no hoses to clamp off or push out of the way, and I didn’t have to worry about splashing gasoline or oil onto my shoes.


I name most of my cars. I decided that this car should be named after a character who starts out as a damsel in distress but who eventually grows into a strong, powerful woman.


Wishful thinking, I know.


I christened her Dolores, after the character on the TV show Westworld who follows that exact trajectory. Funnily enough, I stopped watching Westworld immediately after I started to work on Dolores.


I studied the architecture of the car as I loosened nuts and bolts, tucking them into plastic bags and using a notebook to keep track of where they came from. The sheer beauty of a Tesla is its simplicity. It’s just wires, semiconductors, a battery, and a motor.


This car does so much with so little. Over the next few days, I fell in love with it even more.


Unfortunately, the calm didn’t last.


I needed parts.


After I took the car apart, I was left with a chassis. I needed an interior and a complete electronic system.


I made a list of the parts I needed and called the nearest Tesla service center. I told the rep I needed a battery, a motor, and seats, and I gave him the VIN.


After a few keystrokes, he came back on the line. “The car was in a flood and was totaled by the insurance company, so I can’t sell you any parts.”


**Jazz music stops**


Wait, what? Over the many years that I’d been working on cars, every auto parts store, junkyard, or online dealer had been thrilled to sell me used or new parts. In fact, I usually get a volume discount because I buy so many.


Maybe the rep hadn’t had enough coffee that morning or was just cranky, so I hung up and called a different service center. This time, the rep actually took the time to explain why they don’t sell parts to people like me.


“We don’t want people fixing our cars because we’re the only ones that can fix them, so you’ll have to buy a new car if you want one that works,” he said, and he transferred me to the sales department.


When I pried my jaw off the floor, I dialed a third. This time, the rep actually laughed in my ear.


I was trying to play pool with a rope.


I hung up. Something wasn’t right. In 2012, the Massachusetts state legislature passed the Right to Repair initiative, which requires automotive manufacturers to provide consumers with the same repair and diagnostic information they give to dealerships and mechanics throughout the state. But then I read the fine print: the law only applies to manufacturers that have dealerships in the state, and Tesla doesn’t have any because customers order their vehicles online, not in person. The company refused to sell parts not only to people who owned salvage vehicles but also to those whose cars were out of warranty, since Tesla obviously made more money selling a new car than selling parts. Not only that, but the company was so new that it didn’t even have the parts to sell. They were busy making cars, not extra parts. I get it, but still…


Where was I going to get the parts I needed? Teslas were still too rare to be found in junkyards. I asked Chad if he could help, but as an employee of the company his hands were tied.


In retrospect, maybe I shouldn’t have named the car Dolores. In addition to being the name of the protagonist in Westworld, Dolores means “pain” or “sad” in Spanish, which would be my mood for the foreseeable future when it came to the Tesla.


I thought there must be other people in the same boat, so I found an online forum for Tesla owners who worked on their own cars. Back then, there were no online groups like there are today on Facebook, where you can associate names with faces and if some jerk makes a comment you don’t like, you can see his family and friends. In those days, you pretty much typed text into a box and that was it.


I also started a Facebook page where Tesla owners could buy, sell, or trade parts. That generated a few parts, but not the ones I actually needed. Still, I didn’t know when I’d find them again so I grabbed what I could, because in addition to being a cheapskate, hoarding runs deep in my family.


To create an account on the forum, I needed an avatar. My sense of humor has always been a bit warped, so I chose “Hide the Pain Harold,” an internet meme based on a photo of a white man in his seventies with a really awkward look on his face, like he has serious gas pains. I thought it was pretty funny, but it was also an attempt to mask who I was. As a Black man, I was familiar with how a large chunk of the world viewed me, and I wanted to keep the focus on cars.


At first, I asked for general advice and where to find used parts. But I also posted about some work-arounds I’d discovered, and soon people were asking me questions about my project. It was easier to show what I was describing instead of typing the answers, so I started uploading short videos.


Back then, there weren’t a lot of people who were willing to explore the car like I was. So when I posted videos that showed the car completely torn apart, I got a lot of traction because no one had ever seen the inside of these cars before.


The videos were taking up too much space on my phone, and Carl Hewitt, a fellow forum member, reached out and suggested that I start making short-form videos for the world to see. I did just that, creating a YouTube account so I could upload them and free up some space. I called the channel CarGuru, and Tesla drivers who weren’t on the forum soon found it and subscribed. I posted new videos both to the forum and to YouTube.


I was accidentally turning into some kind of Tesla expert, at least in one small corner of the internet. Apparently, many people thought I was Hide the Pain Harold, because one day all hell broke loose on the forum when I posted a video that accidentally showed a brief flash of my hand. In minutes, the racists came out of the woodwork, leaving comments on all my threads, and I’ll leave it to you to imagine what they said. The moderators deleted them as soon as they appeared, but it turned into one big game of Whac-A-Mole. One side effect was that the members who were turned off by the FB forum switched to my YouTube channel instead.


I’d be lying if I said I’ve never experienced racism in my life, of course, but I’ve always taken it in stride. I’ve never been an Angry Black Man, and I wasn’t going to start now. Some might see my worldview as a weakness, but I always like to give people the benefit of the doubt. Always. This has backfired on me numerous times throughout the years, but it’s better than walking around angry at the world.


Instead, I tell myself that people act like this because they personally don’t know anyone who fits my description. I’ve always considered it to be my job to prove them wrong. Back in elementary school—I was the only Black kid in my school for years—I realized that the only previous exposure that my classmates had to Black people was on TV and in movies, which back in the ’80s and ’90s didn’t tend to paint us in the best light: New Jack City, Boyz n the Hood, Menace II Society… the list goes on, but hey, they made money. I’ve always made it my personal mission to prove to people that we aren’t always how you think we are.


The best thing for me to do was to focus on the job at hand: bringing a destroyed Tesla back to life.


When I started working on Dolores, it felt like I was working on an alien spacecraft, since I had no documentation or manuals. I found some half-baked guides online on how to do minor repairs, but nothing covered anything remotely close to bringing a car back from the dead. It felt like I had to learn a completely new language, though a lot of the same methods from working on gas cars still applied. Dolores had brakes, brake calipers, and brake lines, so some of the parts were similar, but the method of propulsion was the polar opposite: instead of a gas engine driving power to the transmission, a battery pack directed power to the electric controller and then to the electric motor itself.


Some of the parts were also radically different in other ways. As I took Dolores apart, I made a surprising discovery: In the early Teslas, some of the parts actually came from other manufacturers. For instance, the steering rack was either from Mercedes or Land Rover, while the window switches, steering column, and turn signal stalks were all Mercedes parts. It’s almost like they were sticking their hands in various parts bins to assemble a vehicle.


I’d swear that some of those early cars were held together with wood screws from Home Depot… and dude, I would know. Some of my own fixes were jerry-rigged, using everything from nuts and bolts to zip ties.


If you work on an old-school muscle car, like a Camaro or Corvette, for three days and follow all the basic rules of automotive repair, it’ll eventually work. For instance, if you swap an old drive motor with a new one, as long as it’s getting fuel and spark, it’ll fire. But if you’re working on that car after three days and it still doesn’t work, then it’s 100 percent your fault.


With Dolores, those rules went out the window. You can work on a Tesla for three, even five days and follow all the basic rules of automotive detective work, and if it still doesn’t work, then it’s the car’s fault, because the car is primarily software.


Without a manual or any kind of documentation—which Tesla wouldn’t distribute to non–Tesla employees—I was flying blind.


I realized I could solve a whole lot of my problems if I had another Tesla that was wrecked in all the ways Dolores was not. I found a salvaged Model S online with an intact interior and drivetrain that cost $14,000, which would clear out the rest of my savings account.


I passed it by my wife, fully expecting her to turn me down. But she just asked one question: “Do you think you could fix this thing?”


“Yes.”


“Okay, then.”


Like I said, I’m a lucky man.


When the car arrived in my driveway, I named it Slim Shady and got to work.


I quickly discovered that having a parts car was even better than having a manual. When I was taking the various components in Dolores apart, I had no idea how to put them back together. I kept notes and labeled the baggies I put them in, but my most frequent question was always Where the hell does this thing go?


With Slim Shady, the answers were very clear, and my progress on the car sped up exponentially. I’d essentially spent $14,000 on a repair manual, but it was worth every penny. I literally transferred every nut, bolt, and screw from one car to another. I didn’t have room to keep two cars in the garage, so I stored Slim Shady at a friend’s salvage yard about a ninety-minute drive away. I’d head there at night after work, take the parts I needed off the car, and then drive back, which made for some very long days… and nights.


The bad thing about a Tesla is that, with four hundred volts of electricity packed into the floor of the vehicle, the car has the potential to kill you at any given point in time.


Of course, the same could be said for a gas-powered car. After all, in order to get your car to move down the road, a steady stream of gasoline needs to run through a gas line under the rear seat—where your kids are probably sitting—to the front of the vehicle, where it is shot into a chamber, which creates a small explosion.


I’m not saying that one is safer or riskier than the other—they both have advantages and disadvantages—but a gas engine is a lot less dangerous than an electric car when it’s turned off, because with a gas tank, you’d have to really screw up to blow up that car and any humans in it. You’d have to beat the crap out of the gas tank or punch a hole in it and then set fire to it on purpose.


With an electric car, no matter how you shake it, there are still four hundred volts coursing through that battery pack. One time, I had to pull all the fuses and couldn’t shut off the power. So I slipped on a pair of lineman gloves, and while surrounded by small puddles of salt water I pulled the fuses. There was still a ton of electricity back there, and I could have died.


After spending almost a year of my life trying to make one good car from two bad ones, flying blind the entire time, the moment had finally arrived.


It was time to take Dolores out for a spin.


I almost didn’t want to. After all, I’d been waiting for this for an incredibly long time. There was a lot of work leading up to this moment, not to mention a lot of money and too many sleepless nights to count.


But if it worked, it would totally rectify my inability to fix a VCR when I was seven years old.




WHAT A TOOL


When I started working on Dolores, I had very limited experience working on cars. I wasn’t a mechanic, nor did I have the proper tools to be a mechanic. I got my first tool set—sockets, wrenches, drills, all that stuff—when I was working on my Dodge Neon SRT.


I needed to remove trim pieces from Dolores, and not only did I not have a trim removal tool but I didn’t even know that such a thing existed. So I asked myself, What’s flat and can get into small spaces to pop off trim without marking up the doors? A butter knife. Turns out, it was perfect. It also worked pretty good as a flathead screwdriver.


When I had to work on Dolores’s batteries, I switched to a pink plastic knife, which I used in my very first YouTube video. It worked so well scraping off battery corrosion that I purchased a whole package of them just to have around.


When it comes to hammers, anything hard can be a hammer. Back then, the “hammer” I reached for most was a drill battery: it’s short, compact, and easy to swing. At $200, it was expensive, but that’s what was lying around. Shockingly, I never punctured one in all the time I’ve been rebuilding cars, and besides, where are you going to find something that broad to smack a bolt in?
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