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Bounced Check 
I accepted a personal check for $7,800 
for my bike. I trusted the buyer and 
signed over the title and let him ride 
home using my old license plate. 

The check bounced with insufficient 
funds. I called to request payment and 
the buyer said the engine was not run
ning properly, so he did not owe me the 
full amount. I told him to return the bike 
and he refused. What can I do? 

-JamieS. 

This is a common occurrence when 
payment is made by other than certified 
check or cash. In most states, writing 
a check against insufficient funds is a 
crime. You are not permitted to threaten 
prosecution to collect, but you can use a 
form prescribed by law to notify the buy
er that the check was dishonored and if 
full payment is made in 10 days, they will 
not be subject to legal proceedings. 

If the notice does not work, you must 
initiate a lawsuit to collect the money or 
seek the return of your bike. You would 
need an attorney to pursue your claim, 
because the amount exceeds the $5,000 
limit of the magistrate (small claims) 
court system. Even if you win, attorney 
fees may equal the value of your bike. 

Acquisition of property through in
tentional use of a check with insufficient 
funds is a felony, punishable by jail time. 
You could report the bad check to law 
enforcement and seek criminal prose
cution. 

Once law enforcement is involved, 
you no longer have any control over the 
case disposition. If the buyer is prosecut
ed, you will most likely need to appear 
in court for the trial.lf the buyer is found 
guilty, the punishment is jail for the buy
er, but not necessarily payment of the 
amount owed. 

On the other hand, to the extent the 
bike was effectively stolen, it may be pos
sible to use law enforcement to enforce 
its return. Subsequently, the DMV can 
assist with straightening out title issues. 

If the bike was damaged by the buyer 
and is not running properly, repair costs 
may be within the jurisdictional amount 
of magistrate court, so you could seek 
small claims reimbursement without 
paying an attorney. 

The best practice is to never sign over 
title or provide keys to a vehicle until 
the agreed-upon payment has been 
deposited in your account in full. This 
can be arranged at either party's bank, 
which is also safer than exchanging large 
amounts of cash in a parking lot. 
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