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The Simplest Car on the Lot
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Oscar Foley took a systematic approach to automobile ownership.  He would buy the least expensive car available with a creditable maintenance reputation.  Oscar held the philosophy that simpler was better – that the fewer moving (or electronic) parts involved, the less trouble.  Furthermore, Oscar expected simpler vehicles to have much better mileage, making them less expensive to operate, although given the mileage that he drove, this was not much of an issue.


Oscar was very thrifty, and purchased a new car about every seven years, which seemed to be the amount of time for a car of the type that he purchased to start having enough maintenance trouble to be irritating.  The time had arrived for a new automobile.  Oscar reduced the hassle of car shopping by returning to the same dealer every time.  While this would seemingly reduce competition, and thus lead to higher prices, Oscar was willing to suffer this risk for the confidence obtained from dealing with the same organization.  The people were always new anyway.  The dilemmas inherent in shopping were further reduced by always getting the same color of car.  White was perpetually available, as well as acceptable to Oscar’s sense of taste, so the color was always white.


Jesse James was one of the salespeople on duty when Oscar strode into the showroom.  Oscar looked to Jesse like one of those minimum-commission car buyers, who would bicker for reduction of the price on the least expensive vehicle on the lot.  Jesse swore under his breath, calling on his deities to make Oscar's transaction as short as possible, and that no more lucrative customers would arrive until after Oscar was gone.


Jesse heartily greeted Oscar after the normal civilities with the receptionist.  Upon asking if Oscar had been to this dealership before, Jesse learned that Oscar had about as many years of experience with the place as Jesse had lived.  Since the dealership's computer system had changed an average of once every two years, the receptionist was unable to provide Jesse with any more detailed information.  No matter, Jesse was aiming for the fast sale.


So was Oscar.  Jesse asked for the fundamental characteristics of the car of Oscar's dreams.  Oscar's response emphasized simplicity.  He also mentioned white and inexpensive.  Jesse was unfavorably impressed, but he thought it in his best interests to hurry the transaction along.  


Jesse described the features of the first small car fitting Oscar's specifications.  It had a spoiler, automatic windows, automatic door lock, air bags, child locks, a disk player, and a tire security system with a special lock.  Jesse kept a straight face when he read these minimal features, even though they were the bottom of the line, features that came with every car this year.  The sticker price listed the contribution of each feature to the total price, but in reality, it cost more to the manufacturer to delete them.  Such economy messed up their production system.


Oscar was not impressed.  The disk player would mean that he would have to replace his collection of Montovani tapes, and Oscar had carefully built up quite a collection over the years.  Strangely enough, they were hard to replace.  Jesse informed him that replacing the disk player with a tape player would add $400 to the sticker price.  Oscar realized that he could probably find most of his most cherished albums on disk for less than that amount, so he yielded the point.  

Oscar moved on to the spoiler.  Jesse told him that the spoiler was instrumental in improving the gas mileage on this model, which was a total fabrication that Jesse calculated he could get away with.  Oscar complained that the spoiler would only increase the number of things that could fall in need of repair.  Jesse had to admit that the elimination of the spoiler would reduce the sticker price (but only slightly).  It took Jesse's greatest skill to leave the spoiler on Oscar's car.  He had to threaten a three-month delivery time for a substitute vehicle without a spoiler.

Oscar asked if it were possible to get a car with handles to roll the windows up and down.  It reminded Oscar of his childhood.  Jesse was unable to recall having seen such devices, so he had no idea how much the price would increase by such a substitution, but he knew it would be a fair amount.  By asking an aged mechanic, Jesse was able to convince Oscar that there had been greater problems in fixing the old window systems than with the current electronic version.  Oscar reluctantly accepted the automatic window system.

Oscar felt no reason to have a child lock system for the rear doors.  He avoided children whenever possible, and had no intent of carrying one in his car.  Jesse was able to point out that child locks were standard, and had been for years.  As with the automatic window systems, there was no price reduction for their elimination, and there would be a charge to modify the car to take them out.

Oscar wasn't impressed with the tire lock device.  It seemed to him that it was something that he could easily lose.  Since he was careful where he parked, and avoided major urban areas, Oscar felt little risk from car wheel thieves.  But technology's relentless advance caught him again.  Jesse suggested that Oscar place the lock device in a place where he would always find it, such as with the jack in the trunk.  Since the trunk was locked, Oscar had to admit that this seemed to be a workable as well as secure system.

Jesse found that he had spent about twenty-five minutes explaining why Oscar had to take the minimal features.  Jesse gave Oscar the automatic reduction in price, less $200, which Oscar was very happy with.  The dealership gave Oscar the junkyard wholesale price for his old vehicle, which would be turned into a tidy profit through cannibalization into rare parts.  The engine was in great shape, with 35,000 miles in seven years, so the dealership might even do some of the stripping itself.  

Oscar of course had arrived with his own financial arrangements, reducing the cut dealership personnel would gain from the sale.  But Jesse would let the dealership's business manager fight with Oscar over the need for additional warranty, knowing what a futile effort that would be.  Jesse could spend the fifteen minutes warming up the next potential client.

Oscar drove off with his new vehicle.  He had few problems, except that whenever he got a new tank of gas, a dummy light lit on his dashboard, which looked very much like the engine was about to fail.  Looking in his manual, he found that this particular icon was an indicator for either an electrical problem in the engine, or a loose gas cap.  This rather unnatural combination seemed strange, but Oscar checked the engine oil and found it appropriate, and the engine ran perfectly fine.  He therefore checked the gas cap, even though this seemed like an unlikely source of an engine problem.  Sure enough, on the gas cap was a warning that three clicks were required to shut it, lest the engine indicator alight.

Oscar also had difficulty remembering where he put the tire lock (with the jack).  He would check the glove compartment (that's what they used to call it), under the driver's seat, around the tire, and finally around the jack, where he found it more times than not.  After each search, he remembered to replace the device with the jack.

The only other problem encountered by Oscar in the first year of ownership was the failure of the lights on the spoiler.  Despite the fact that Oscar had only opened the trunk to check the air pressure in the doughnut substituting for a spare tire, the wiring system to the spoiler failed.  One of the little lights meant to warn following drivers that Oscar was applying his brakes was not lighting when he did so.  This did not bother Oscar in the least.  However, one of his co-workers who followed him to lunch thought it called for repair.  Probably this individual was biased by the fact that he almost ran into Oscar.  Oscar took the car into the dealer, who told him that unfortunately, the warranty for this problem had expired two weeks ago, and the bill would be $400.  Oscar screamed something to the effect that the spoiler had only been billed at $259 in the first place, but to no avail.  The business manager ran out to point out to Oscar that he had told him that he should take advantage of the opportunity to purchase extended warranty coverage, and that it was still available for a nominal fee.  Oscar decided to find a non-dealership mechanic for future work.

Oscar did not overtax the vehicle, piling up a mere 5,000 miles per year.  He religiously changed oil twice annually, and the car functioned well.  However, because of his regular driving patterns, he rarely drove in stretches requiring extensive stop-and-go driving.  The car's computer therefore got in a rut, optimizing engine revolutions to Oscar's driving habits.  Therefore, when Oscar had to drive to Chicago for the first time, the engine's computer was unfamiliar with the requirements of extended idling periods at stoplights.  Oscar found the vehicle had a propensity to stall, which was embarrassing to him.  He was able to restart the car with little trouble, and moved on.  But at one intersection it took him more than a few seconds to restart the car, by which time his tire was slashed by a street-side entrepreneur trying to wash his windshield.  Oscar drove off a few blocks to gain some distance and to get out of traffic.  He pulled into a driveway, and searched his memory for the location of his tire lock device.  While he was searching, a helpful homeless person named Fred came up and offered assistance.  Oscar muttered, but thought it best to accept the offer.  They managed to change the tire and keep off all other intruders.  Oscar was glad to offer Fred a lift to the homeless shelter seven blocks away.  

It turned out that Fred had run amok because he hated elevator music.  We won’t go into the painful details, but suffice it to say that Fred was wanted in three states, although his psychiatrist had always claimed that he was perfectly normal until offending music hit his ears.   Oscar’s Montovani music brought back bad memories, and after four blocks, Fred flipped and tried to jump out of the car.  Oscar hadn’t realized it, but he had the child-lock safety system on.  Fred therefore found that he was unable to open his door.  His next reaction was to go for Oscar’s throat.  This caused Oscar some discomfort, and diverted his attention from the roadway.  They happened to be crossing a bridge over some viscous liquid humorously labeled on most maps as a river.  They hit a concrete protective curbing, causing sufficient jolt to activate the airbags.  Whether Oscar died of Fred’s chokehold or suffocated in the airbag depends upon whose lawyer you talk to.  The car spun over the railing, and would have landed in the river but for the spoiler, which caught on some part of the bridge, leaving the car suspended in air.  Fred, never very impressed by rules, wasn’t wearing his seat belt, so he flew through the windshield and landed in the river, which was thick enough to break his fall.  Not enough to keep Fred from a coma, but enough to allow his automatic systems to keep breathing.

Fred was in a coma for four months, and soon realized that he was sheltered with a roof and sustenance.  He decided to keep quiet, and the hospital staff didn’t realize that he was out of the coma for another two months.  Fred did not need this subterfuge, as his injuries kept him hospitalized for three years, during which time he was able to savor the comfort of a roof, and at the same time sort out his thinking.  He went on to become a student in archaeology at a local university.  Fred's educational program, like his hospitalization, was funded by Oscar’s estate, which had been sued by the State of Illinois for endangering the public by hazardous driving.

The moral to the story is that one should never give up on furthering one's education.  I suppose you could also say that you should take whatever technology and gadgets they add to a car.  We must learn to live with these advances to civilization, or we will find we are unable to cope with this best of all possible worlds.
return to short stories menu
return to Olson’s home page
