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To my son, Hayden, my very own junior drag racer.
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Faith sat in her hot pink junior dragster with great anticipation. She had determined this to be the season to show everyone she wouldn't be overlooked, and that she was just as good as Willow Hartzel, the teen phenom junior drag racing champion.

Last year, Willow and her father had become popular and wealthy enough to offer a sponsorship to one junior racer at Faith's home track in Ohio. Faith was so hopeful that she would qualify and get it. Everyone knew her parents didn't like her racing, and she desperately needed a new car. Unfortunately, Faith became the runner up, with the sponsorship going to Tommy Lancaster, her good friend.

Faith tried to be happy for Tommy since his family was also struggling financially after his dad lost his job, but it hurt too much. She took it hard and ghosted Tommy at the track and school. She knew it was wrong, but she dreamed of racing after graduation. The sponsorship could have led to future sponsorships for her to build her career.

She shook her head when her friend, Malone, tapped her helmet. She had zoned out while replaying the events of last fall. No, she wouldn't- couldn't- let it get her down or distract her, especially right before her first race of the season.

“Focus!” Malone yelled over the noise of the engine of the car next to them. She gave him a thumbs up, and he stepped to the back of her car to start her engine. The familiar rumble and vibration soothed her soul. This is what she loved, and it wasn’t just her car. She loved all the noises, such as the various rumblings of the different types of engines. There was also the greasy track food, especially the pizza slices that dripped oil, soaking the paper plates through. The comradery between the racers typically showed that they cared for their competitors, even if some weren’t nice. She’d often seen the oldest drivers giving engine advice or spare parts to their younger competitors. Yeah, she loved it all.

After she said a quick prayer of safety over herself and all the racers, the track attendant waved forward her and Eric November in his neon green car. The two cars together were vibrant against the black top. His car reminded her of Tommy’s; whose car was a slightly different shade of lime green. She forced the thought away, needing to concentrate on the track in front of her.

Faith pulled up to the starting block, preferring to line up fast. It was a tactic of hers to rattle her opponents who only had fifteen seconds to finish lining up after her. Often, many parents wasted a lot of time tweaking the RPMs on the idle knob of their child's car. Eric’s dad always waited until he pre-staged his first light to check. It annoyed her how long he took, so she quickly staged to begin the staging timer. Seeing Faith had fully staged, Eric mistook his dad’s hand gestures and tapped the accelerator too hard to pull forward the few inches he needed. 

He over-staged passing the light! His dad panicked, reaching to pull the car back, but it was too late. The lights were already racing to green. Seeing Faith take off, Eric slammed on the accelerator, having been distracted by his dad. His dad jumped back, avoiding the back tire before it could roll over his feet.

At the turn off to exit the track, she received her slip from Meredith at the ticket booth, one of the more seasoned track employees. “Good run. When are those boys going to learn not to dawdle around you? He almost ran over his dad!”

Faith lifted her helmet visor. “No way!”

Meredith looked over as Eric pulled up next to her. 

He tore off his helmet angrily and slammed it against his lap. He pointed his finger at her accusatorily. “Faith! Stop playing games.”

“I'm not playing games. It doesn't take long to pull up and get set. I come to race, not sit around and wait. And you know as well as I do that the engines get too hot sitting there.”

Meredith laughed. “She's right, Eric. We'd never get through all the races if we took our good-ol’ time.”

“Whatever.” He rudely grabbed the scoring slip from Meredith’s outstretched hand and got out of his car. “I'm sure my dad will have some words for you.”

Just then, Malone pulled up in his four-wheeler and swiftly hooked her up. She waved at Mr. November as he passed them with a deep scowl. She heard him trying to get her attention but ignored him. At just seventeen, she was underaged. If he had a problem with her, he could talk to her dad. He wouldn’t though.

Back at their flatbed trailer, Malone parked the four-wheeler and hopped off. He took her helmet from her.

“Wow, Faith!” He laughed as she climbed from her car. “Eric nearly ran over his dad.”

She unzipped her fire-retardant suit, enjoying the cooler air rushing into it, and looked up for more information than Meredith gave her. 

“I know you didn't see anything.” Faith once had to explain to Malone that it was extremely hard to move her head sideways. She was tightly strapped in with a five-point harness across her chest, and she had her helmet strapped into a Hans device that prevented her from moving. Also, when she was on the line and fully staged, meaning both lights were on, she didn't look away.

“Anyway, he panicked, hit the gas, and overshot the line. So then-” he lifted his hands to get her attention as she climbed out of the car and reached for a folding chair- “his dad reaches up to pull him back, but he's not fast enough. He's a big guy, you know. He moves slowly. Well, your lights went, and boom!” He clapped, bringing a smile to her face. “Eric took off after you without resetting.” He laughed hard like it was some kind of slapstick comedy show.

“Was his dad okay?” Faith never wanted people to get hurt, especially on the track.

He wiped a rogue tear from his eye. “Yeah. He ranted all the way back to his fancy-shmancy golf cart about how you cheat. Rowan’s dad said it was a fair technique. He didn’t like that so much.”

He crossed his thin arms and looked at her seriously. “Keep this up, and you can be unstoppable.”

She loved her best friend. His support was what got her through what she referred to as her dark winter. At her lowest days, he showed up at her house to distract her with his video games. They would take walks because his dad said exercise was good for the soul, and had helped him out of a bout of depression back in his twenties. Having known Faith for so many years, Malone knew exactly how to distract her and lift her up. She’d be forever grateful to him.

Faith ended up in three more races that day, and she won each round. Her last race was late into the night. Midnight stroked as she lit up her under glow lights. They made her car look like it was floating over the track at night, and she was only one of three that had them on their junior dragsters. Next to her was Tommy, of course. Willow had spent every test and tune night with him, giving him tips to make him good like her. He wasted no time, unlike Eric. Tommy knew Faith since they began racing several years before. He knew her tricks. He also knew she paced the other driver well, and that she had a weird way of knowing how to come in just under her posted time.

When the green light lit up bright into the dark of the night, both cars floored the gas pedal. It was neck and neck. Off the line, Faith's reaction time was 0.002 seconds while Tommy's was 0.004 seconds. It was a close race. He easily caught up to her by the 60-foot mark, and they reached 74 mph quickly. 

Faith reached the 330-foot mark and slightly pulled off the gas. To those watching, it would look like she was slowing down too early, but Faith felt her speed and knew she would go over her time allotted if she didn't slow down. As she crossed the eighth mile line, she looked up. Her light was flashing the win. She came in exactly on time, while Tommy broke out or went over his time by 0.01 seconds. 

“Woo!” she yelled, romping the engine a few times before she slowed down. She won the day! It felt so good.

At the end of the track, Meredith gave her a high-five as Tommy pulled up next to her. They both took off their helmets. Her long golden hair was stuck to her neck, so she adjusted it over her shoulder. Tommy loosened his harness and leaned forward, watching her longingly with his deep brown.

“Good race, Faith. It was perfect.”

Surprised, she raised her eyebrows. “Thank you. That was so close.” 

He looked like he wanted to say more, but their crews arrived to pick them up.

“Well, I'll see you next weekend.”
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A few weeks passed, and the season was going perfectly for Faith. She had won her first two races. She was hopeful that the third race would be just as successful, but she was also nervous. How long could this streak last?

As she started her engine to warm it up in the cool morning air, it sputtered terribly and popped. After running for a few minutes, it seemed to calm down, so she shut it off and covered the engine with a thick blanket.

“Let’s hope that works itself out.” She sighed, looking at the rugged old car silently praying it would continue to work and wouldn’t need anything expensive to fix it.

“Maybe the methanol got some moisture in it.” Malone speculated.

She raised her eyebrows. Malone was not into cars and knew next-to-nothing about them. It dumbfounded her that he’d know something like that.

“Where did you come up with that?” she asked.

He smirked and stuck his hands in his pockets, rocking back and forth. “I heard a guy say that last week when his car sounded like that.”

She burst out laughing. “Maybe.”

When the junior racers were called to line up, her car sputtered again and quickly corrected itself as she drove up to the staging area. She tried to ignore it so she could focus on her race against Avalynne.

Halfway down the track though, her car made a loud pop, and then her belt broke. Her car lost power instantly. She felt the car run it over and immediately killed the engine. She let herself coast about ten more feet in order to pull over until she applied the brakes.

She was in shock. Avalynne’s light was blinking her win, and Faith was stuck halfway down the track. She had never had to stop on the track before, and she was beside herself bewildered. On top of that was the embarrassment of having to leave early if her dad couldn’t fix it before the only buyback round. Tears sprang into her eyes, but she quickly blinked them away.

She heard the running footsteps as she released her helmet from her Hans device. She pulled it off as Rowan’s dad, the track’s new owner, stopped beside her car.

“Hey, Faith,” he said with a smile. “Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself?”

She shook her head and finally looked at him. Tears were already pricking her eyes again.

“Hey,” he softened his voice and squatted to her level as the track tractor came to tow her the rest of the way. He held up a piece of rubber. “You broke your belt, but it sounds like you have some oil blowing by your head gasket too. Have your dad look at it. Okay?”

She couldn’t respond. His sweetness was making her feel worse, and she always cried when she was embarrassed. Nodding again was all she could do.

“Alright. Let’s get you into the tractor with Luke, so you can figure things out. You’ll probably have until lunch to fix it.”

He handed her the broken belt after she stepped out of the car. She thanked him, then climbed up into the tractor.

Back at their spot in the pits, Malone ran up to her and hugged her. “Are you okay?”

Huffing, she slapped the broken belt against her leg with a smack. “Yeah, just completely embarrassed. I need to find my dad. Mr. McKinley said oil was getting by my head gasket, and my clutch belt broke.” She held up the piece of rubber. “Hopefully he keeps spares in Leo’s trailer.”

“Go on. I’ll wait here.” It was no secret that Malone was intimidated by Mr. Shroyer. He avoided interactions as much as possible. He pulled out a piece of gum and sat in an old lawn chair to wait for her to return.

Faith walked the loop that circled the pit area. Cars, trucks, motorcycles, sleds, trailers, and campers of all sizes were crammed into every available spot. Her dad preferred to be closer to the far end of the track and in the farthest corner. They could pull off the track and get back to their trailer quickly. However, it made for a long walk for Faith.

As she walked past the turnoff, Eric and his dad slowly pulled their car around her as they drove back to their parking spot. She could hear his dad say, “Serves her right.”

Was this payback? Was God disappointed in her behavior? She hoped not and would rather not think about that.

She spotted her dad and Leo, her brother, sitting under a canopy. She thought it would be nice to have one for herself and Malone. When the sun got too hot, they often escaped to the food pavilion to cool off.

“Hey, Faith. How’d that one go?” her dad asked nonchalantly while barely looking her way. He hadn’t even watched! When did he stop watching?

“Not good. It’s sputtering and popping. Then I blew my belt. Mr. McKinley said I'm also blowing oil past my head gasket. Do you have an extra belt? I think I can still run with the popping.”

Thinking, he looked at Leo then back to her. “At home, but not here. Load up and head home. You can help your mother bake cookies for church tomorrow.”

She sighed, disappointed. “Figured as much,” she mumbled, turning back to walk to her car. On her way back to Malone and her car, she prayed her dad would soften his heart to her racing and be more supportive of her.

Back at her house, Malone helped her unload her car and left quickly. He enjoyed hanging out with his oldest friend, but he also loved playing video games. A free Saturday afternoon was too tempting for him. Faith wasn’t offended. It was just who he was.

In the kitchen, her mother had worship music playing softly as she swayed and mixed batter in a bowl.

“Hi, Mom.”

She jumped, looking over her shoulder. “I didn’t hear you come in.” She looked at the clock. It was only a quarter to twelve. “You’re home early. Bad day?”

She nodded. “Dad said to come home and help you with the cookies.”

“How thoughtful of him. He’s so good to us. Why don’t you ice the sugar cookies?” Her mother always found a way to praise her father. Faith bit the inside of her cheek, trying to push away the twinge of bitterness she suddenly felt. She didn’t want to argue that he had his flaws, and that she felt he wasn’t acting so good to her at the moment.

Pushing those thoughts aside, Faith laid out four trays on the table and mixed different colors of natural food coloring into her mother’s homemade frosting. She put them into piping bags and got started.

It was Resurrection Sunday weekend, and their church had a big pot-luck lunch with lots of cakes and cookies after the service. Her mother always volunteered to bring something for every gathering. This was the biggest day of worship for their church, even more than Christmas.

“Are you making anything else for tomorrow?”

“I was thinking about either a white bean chili or sloppy joes. No one signed up for those. What do you think?”

“Definitely the chili. You made sloppy joes for Dr. Conlan
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