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big.  
 His first venture 
failed spectacularly. He’d 
plowed their savings – all 
$1,113 – into an egg busi-
ness. He bought 100 or so 
chickens, material for 
building coops, straw and 
feed. His plan was to sell 
eggs from a roadside 
stand, undercut the super-
markets and invest his 
profits into more chickens 
and more egg stands. Ri-
ley, however, failed to 
invest in refrigeration, and 
after three people came 
down sick with salmonel-
la, the state health depart-
ment came down on Ri-
ley. They folded his tent 
faster than a huckster 
dodging a warrant and 
slapped him with a $300 
fine. 
 Claudia beseeched 
him to find a steady job 
and forget all the foolish-
ness about getting rich. 
But Riley would have 
none of it. Six months 
later, he finagled a $2,000 
bank loan and set up a 
recording studio in Iron 
Mountain, where, he in-
sisted, the area’s top mu-
sical talent would flock. 
He’d be there to produce 
records for the next Elvis 
Presley! The studio was 
visited three times over 
the next year, each time 
by a 62-year-old talent 
named Lyle Wesselman, 

basement and a faulty 
sump pump.  
 Riley cackled out 
loud as he recalled how 
brilliantly he’d played 
her, how exquisitely he’d 
performed the role of the 
poor aggrieved husband 
who pleaded for her not 
to take their house. “How 
about we sell it and split 
the proceeds? Huh, 
whadaya say?” he re-
called asking her in a 
most pathetic, whimper-
ing tone. The ploy only 
fueled her obsession to 
tighten the screws, to 
complete the emascula-
tion, thereby throwing her 
off the scent of the real 
prize, his pay day waiting 
just around the bend.  

*** 
 He thought back to 
1959, the year Riley and 
Claudia first met at a 
bowling alley in Florence. 
He remembered rolling a 
turkey in the lane next to 
hers. She’d found the feat 
impressive and they 
struck up a conversation. 
One thing led to the next, 
and pretty soon it was 
rings and vows, a shower 
of rice, polka dancing and 
a chicken dinner at the 
banquet hall.  
 They bought the little 
two-bedroom on Chapin 
Street, and he vowed to 
give her children and 
riches. The former never 
panned out, the latter had 
all the hallmarks of a 
freak show. While she 
toiled as a cashier at the 
Red Owl, he schemed and 
plotted over how to hit it 

By Benjamin Hines 

 Gene Riley smiled 
and paused to peer down 
on the tree-studded valley 
now basking in autumn’s 
colorful splendor.  
 Fitting, he thought to 
himself as he stood high 
above the Pine River from 
his perch atop a 60-foot 
slate outcrop. At age 75, 
he’d finally risen to the 
top. Finally, after so many 
years of falling short, he 
inhaled the sweet smell of 
success and the sweet fra-
grance of the $17.29 mil-
lion that in three days 
would be wired to his 
bank account.  
 As the sun began to 
sink in the western sky, he 
snickered as he thought of 
his wife Claudia – his 
soon to be ex-wife Clau-
dia, the saggy skin shrew 
who belittled him, the 
nattering nag who’d lost 
all faith in him, the battle-
ax biddy who said he’d 
never amount to a hill of 
beans. Well, he would 
soon amount to $17.29 
million, and Witch Hilda 
would never see a dime of 
it. 
 Oh, she was only too 
happy to sign the divorce 
papers, which he intended 
to deliver to his lawyer 
tomorrow morning by 9 
sharp. The case was on 
the civil docket, set for 
10, and the judge would 
issue the decree by 10:30. 
With a smug, self-
satisfied smirk, she’d take 
title to their weather-
beaten, two-bedroom 
money pit with a leaky 

who cut a record and sold 
nine copies of his smash 
hit “Fish Fry Blues.” 
 Through the years, 
Riley tried and fell flat 
time after time. There was 
the mouse trap factory 
that caught fire, the car 
dealership that sold Ram-
blers, the surefire this, the 
can’t-miss that. He once 
tried to cash in on the pet 
rock craze of the mid-70s 
by selling pet logs. To 
settle a debt, all 749 of his 
pets ended up being cre-
mated in his brother-in-
law’s woodstove. 
 As Riley’s flops con-
tinued to mount, so did 
Claudia’s frustration. She 
finally snapped one after-
noon in 2009 after he’d 
bumbled away $3,596 on 
his latest hair-brained idea 
– a gyroscopic bowling 
ball guaranteed to roll 
straight down the middle 
of the lane. Riley, howev-
er, had failed to account 
for one thing. It wasn’t 
much use for picking up a 
7-10 split.  
 Claudia exploded in 
rage. “You miserable idi-
ot! You stupid, misguided 
buffoon. To think I once 
considered you the man of 
my dreams. But you’re a 
nightmare, that’s what 
you are – a terrible, night-
marish horror of a man! 
You have no redeeming 
qualities. You are a loser 
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– an awful wretched 
boob!” 
  From that moment 
on, the two rarely spoke 
and they shared simmer-
ing contempt for one an-
other. Riley slept in the 
spare room, where he con-
tinued to develop his busi-
ness concepts. His Eure-
ka! moment finally came 
to him late one winter 
night like a meteorite 
streaking across the sky.  
 He worked feverishly 
for nine months to perfect 

the chemistry tantamount 
to his invention: thermo 
pellets. The prototype was 
brilliant. Simple radio 
waves of a precise frequen-
cy would activate a chemi-
cal reaction inside the pel-
lets, warming them to 173 
degrees. The pellets were 
coated with a specially 
formulated metallic paint, 
allowing them to withstand 
immersion into cement and 
concrete. Simply by    
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