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CHAPTER ONE

The skinny little announcer smiled at Ian, bright-eyed and mouth full of crooked teeth, as he stuck his microphone in his face, waiting for Ian to answer the question: “Why do you do it?” He waited breathlessly, as his listening audience waited, the “thousands of K-95 listeners and fans out there in central Iowa.” Pimply-faced, earnest, the kid looked maybe sixteen.

“Why do we do it?” Ian smiled his showtime smile back at the fussy little teenager, changing the question from “you” to “we.” He tapped his hearing aid and shook his head as if he hadn’t heard right. The hearing aid always acted up in the heat and dirt and humidity.

“Yes, yes.” The announcer danced from foot to foot, excited. A blob of sweat flew from the tip of his mini-hatchet nose. “Why?” He either had to pee or the station was coming up on network news.

“Why do we do it? Well—” Ian paused, smiling, scuffing his toe in a practiced aw-shucks manner against the packed dirt on the floor of the flag box on the grandstand side of the clay track where they stood. He squinted out, brow furrowed, as if for inspiration, over the crowded grandstand, maybe three thousand people jammed cheek to elbow, lit in the glow of the high overhead stadium lights, the light banks fuzzy with drifting smoke and fluttering late summer moths. “You know, we call what we do a thrill show—”

“Uh-huh.” The kid’s hair bobbed, a comic imitation of Elvis Presley’s pompadour, his toothy smile gaped, and he squirmed like he was sitting on a load of dynamite. Ian wondered if this was his first real job.

“—because,” Ian said slowly, enunciating the well-practiced semi-slogan, “it’s as much of a thrill for us to do as it is for folks—like the good folks listening to K-95 right now—”

“Uh-huh.” No, Ian decided. The kid was the station owner’s son or nephew.

“—for those good folks to see.”

Ian glanced across the track, where his own announcer and clown and his son Joel were deep into the funny-car routine, keeping the crowd’s attention focused on them rather than the mundane preparations for the show finale. The ramp crew had finished setting up the catch cars and ramps for the T-bone on the track and had the hood up on the jump car in the infield. Shaun was bent over a fender, his big head in the engine, doing something, gesturing animatedly with Tink, who sat in the car behind the wheel. The car revved and gray smoke mushroomed from the exhaust. Sounded throaty, balanced, tight, all pistons firing.

It was almost time. Showtime.

The thick, smoky air above the grandstand smelled of gasoline, burnt wood, popcorn, and hot dogs.

Ian’s daughter Hanna had been watching the timing too. She gave a secret little tug low on Ian’s sleeve, a signal: “Showtime, Dad.”

Ian gave her a quick nod: “I got it. It’s me.”

She smiled back at him, dimples, white teeth, and dazzling blue eyes. Her mother’s smile and eyes, but her father’s solid chin. Tall, like both Ian and Grace. Not for the first time, Ian found himself awed at his own daughter’s stunning beauty. So like her mother.

The announcer was asking him some fool question about the stunt but Ian hadn’t heard. It was showtime.

“Sorry, uh—” He’d forgotten the boy’s name. “—but the show calls. I got to go.”

He opened the little wire mesh gate that separated the cramped flag stand area, like a tiny concrete bunker, where the flagger stood during stock car races, from the track proper, and stepped through, Hanna at his elbow. “Just watch,” he said to the announcer. “You’ll see.”

A pace inside the track, he turned back to the announcer and found the microphone still six inches from his nose. He thought maybe the announcer had asked one last question as he’d turned away, but if so, he hadn’t heard it. His hearing aid battery was fading again.

“You tell your listeners to stay tuned for the biggest thrill of their lives. They’ll never forget Sunday, August 20, 1978. Tell them next time to come out to the track themselves and see it in person. There’s nothing like the Ian McGinnis Auto Daredevil Thrill Show, nothing on Earth like it. Just watch.” Then he turned, with Hanna beside him, and started across the track toward the infield, where the jump car waited.

Ian had timed it just right, as he’d intended. His announcer and clown and Joel had finished the funny-car routine and Tink and the other hands were lining up, facing the grandstand from the infield, a tidy row of competent, healthy, smiling, clean, well-trained, well-mannered, all-American, entertainers dressed in red, white, and blue, you’re getting your money’s worth, folks, from the national anthem opening to the thrilling grand finale, yes sir, you are.

Grace gave him the thumbs up from over by the trailer in the infield where she’d laid out a cardboard box of souvenir T-shirts, photographs and programs on a folding table to sell after the show. Shaun had dropped the hood of the jump car, wired it down, and waved Ian’s helmet in the air, smiling as he walked out to join the crew line-up. All was ready for the show finale, the T-bone crash.

Hanna said something to him as they walked slowly across the track, Ian moving as gracefully as a gunfighter stepping onto the street for a showdown, the very picture of competence and confidence, not too fast, not too slow, but he didn’t hear.

“What?” He cupped his ear.

“Why do you do it?”

Ian laughed aloud, a deep-throated guffaw, his smile crinkling up the skin around his eyes. “How many years you been with the show, darling? Eighteen, isn’t it?”

“Dad, you’re dodging the question.”

“I can’t hear worth diddly, honey. Ask me later, okay?”

As Ian walked across the track, his lovely young daughter on his arm, his announcer declared: “Ladies and gentlemen! Here’s the producer and manager of our show! From Rock Springs, Wyoming! Ian! McGinnis!”

Perfect timing.

Ian waved, smiling, as the crowd roared, applauded, whistled, and the broad wooden grandstands thundered under their stomping feet. Hanna joined Grace by the trailer where she grabbed her change apron, ready to put it on, right after the jump, ready for the post-show peddling routine. Ian took the microphone from the announcer, who stepped back, joining the crew lined up on the infield. Ian stepped a few paces toward the grandstand and put the microphone to his lips.

“Thank you!”

The crowd applauded again.

“Are you enjoying the finale of the 1978 Iowa State Fair?”

Roars, applause, whistles, thunderous stomping.

“How about a special round of applause for the announcer of our show, Mr. Keith Whitmore from Port Chicago, California!”

Whitmore took a step forward, smiled and waved, got his due smattering of applause, then stepped back in line.

“And our crew—Mr. Mike Stern from Price, Utah, our high-flying motorcycle stuntman and wheelie expert—” Step forward, wave, smile. Applause. Step back.

“—Mr. Terry Flynn from Seattle, Washington, our dynamite expert—he’s okay now—” Flynn shook his head as he waved, still dusty and a bit groggy after walking away from the Russian Dynamite Death Chair less than an hour earlier. Applause.

“—Mr. Galen Washington from Denver, Colorado, America’s only full-blooded Indian stuntman, and the best crashman in the world—” Tink stepped up, took his applause, and stepped back.

“—Miss Connie Coulson from Casper, Wyoming, our lady driver—” Connie barely managed a smile and wave.

“—my second-in-command, my right-hand man, my nephew, the best stuntman I’ve ever met, from Green River, Wyoming, Shaun McGinnis!” Shaun trotted forward, waved, gave Ian his helmet, and then stepped back in line.

Ian introduced Joel, Hanna, and the clown, and Grace; each got their own moment to bask in applause. Then he gave the mike back to Whitmore and turned to walk toward the jump car.

Ian was pleased with the jump car, a 1964 Nash Rambler wagon, six cylinder, automatic, of course—couldn’t have a gearshift sticking out where it could hurt somebody. They’d found the Nash in a junkyard before their last show at Storm Lake and bought it—a steal at fifty dollars because it hadn’t been running, but Ian knew he and Tink could get it going—and hauled it to Des Moines, here, for the season finale. Long experience told Ian that the ’64 Nash Rambler wagon with a six made the best jump car. Lighter front-end with the six, longer than a sedan, sturdy frame, more steel above the rear, nice balance bumper to bumper. Good aerodynamics. Ian never depended on his bookers or sponsors to find a really good jump car because they didn’t understand what to look for. He praised his lucky stars when they had one waiting for him before a show, but he never counted on it. When he found the right car between shows, he snatched it up and towed it along.

Iowa State Fair Board member Devon Rowe of Rowe Brothers Ford had meant well when he provided a sharp-looking 1972 four-door flat-top Caddy for use as the jump car, and Ian had been polite, even enthusiastic in receiving it, as well as the other two junkers Rowe had provided, all runners, but the flattop Caddy had a tendency to spiral in the air—it was too heavy in front—and the skinny posts always collapsed like cardboard. Dangerous. He’d opted for the Nash as his T-bone jump car, the Caddy relegated to first catch car. The Caddy would tear apart spectacularly under the Nash.

All the crash cars were painted with the Rowe Bros. Ford logo in splashy, bright spray paint, Tink’s pre-show artistry.

Shaun walked at Ian’s side as he approached the Nash’s driver’s side. Whitmore’s description of the upcoming stunt to the audience had turned to mush in his ear as his hearing aid faded further. This was Whitmore’s second season, and he knew the routine. He could take as much or as little time to talk about the stunt as Ian needed or wanted. He was one of the best announcers Ian had ever had, with a natural sense of show timing. Ian didn’t need to monitor him.

He pulled the hearing aids out of his ears and tucked them in his shirt pocket. That familiar underwater feeling enshrouded him again.

After he’d lost his hearing in an early experiment with what eventually became the stunt known as the Russian Dynamite Death Chair, Ian lost a pair of hearing aids in a T-bone crash. The crash jarred the plastic lumps loose and they got ruined. He learned to take them out before doing a jump or a crash. Or the dynamite chair. Put them in your shirt pocket—wear shirts with button-down pockets where you can find them twice in a row—then stick them back in your ear when you get done with the stunt.

At Ian’s side, Shaun started to say something, but Ian couldn’t hear.

“What?” Ian cupped his ear.

He fell.

He grunted in pain as his right foot twisted sideways and he slammed hard to the ground, like he’d stepped on a patch of ice. He sat up and saw the culprit, a greasy black knob of machinery near his foot. Ian groaned through gritted teeth and grabbed the offender, an AC pump.

It was the pump Shaun had been starting to talk about a second ago. He’d taken it out of the Nash at the last minute, probably thinking, Ian guessed, that losing the extra couple pounds in the front end would help the stunt. Not guessing, Ian thought, that leaving it lying around after he took it out was a bad idea.

Swearing through gritted teeth, Ian tossed the greasy lump away without watching where it went or who it might hit.

Details, Ian thought as he tried to stand, Shaun and Tink helping under each arm. Keep the infield neat. Account for everything. Double check. Take care of the other fellow. Have a plan in case shit happens. Details.

“Are you okay?” Tink asked. Ian lip-read more than heard the strained question.

Whitmore kept up his muffled spiel. He probably hadn’t seen Ian fall, he’d gone down so fast, and Whitmore was facing the audience, his back to Ian. Ian tried to put weight on his ankle, but the ankle screamed in sharp reply, and Ian tasted blood in his mouth where he had bit his tongue, crying out in pain.

“Of course I’m okay,” he grunted.

He’d twisted his right ankle, and he wondered if he could manage the accelerator and brake with his left foot. He’d done it before, driven a car with a broken ankle, and he had plenty of track, so there was no hurry.

But when he’d done it before, it hadn’t been a few seconds after breaking the ankle. And this hurt like hell.

He tried to stand on it again, leaning on Tink and Shaun, and he did his best to stifle a scream. It hurt like all hell.

“Ian, maybe I should,” Shaun said, “you know—”

“What?” It sounded to Ian as if Shaun was talking under water, but Ian knew what he was saying. “You do the jump? Is that what you’re going to say?”

Shaun nodded. “Yeah. That ankle looks—”

“Like hell.” Ian pushed Shaun and Tink away awkwardly but forcefully and stood, sweating, teeth clenched, wobbling like a newborn calf. “I’m ready. I can do the goddam jump. I can do the—” He took a step toward the car, and pain lanced up his right leg like fire. He fell. It hurt like hell.




CHAPTER TWO

The previous November, Ian had driven his road show car to the Iowa State and County Fair Convention in Des Moines. His road car was a 1976 Ford Maverick, two-door, three-speed, six-cylinder. He’d repainted it days before in red, white and blue stars and stripes after a design Grace, with help from Tink and Joel, had come up with. After he arrived, Ian washed off the bugs and road grit at a drive-through car wash. He spent an hour hand polishing it. Then he drove the last mile to the motel and parked the flashy show car as close to the motel front door as he could so people could see and marvel.

He’d already been booking through Nebraska and Kansas in the previous two weeks, missing Halloween at home with the kids. He planned to drive straight to Oklahoma tomorrow morning for the Oklahoma fair convention the following weekend, stopping at a few stock car racetracks on the way to see if he could fill in a date or two in the process. After Oklahoma, he’d swing through Colorado and then home a week before Thanksgiving. Then he’d take a long break: return whatever calls he had waiting, wait for his phone to ring, see to his cattle, winterize Gran’s house, tend to McGinnis’s Big D Tires in Green River, take in odd paint and repair jobs in his garage, and work on his show equipment through the bulk of the winter. He’d get back into serious booking mode in February, on the road and on the phone. He’d book through March, then finish getting ready for the season.

He’d set out in mid-April, if he had a good season.

He hoped he wouldn’t have to wait until May to start. A late start cut into the wallet, but there weren’t enough fairs early in the summer, and he’d have to book racetracks to fill empty days. That way always took more time to set up and was more risky financially. For the filler gigs, or “fill dates” as he called them, where he rented a track for a show and promoted it himself rather than coming in sponsored and at a fixed fee, Ian would have to do his own advertising and promotion, buy his own junkers, rainout insurance, and so on. Sometimes he made out like a robber baron, but sometimes he lost his shirt when the stands didn’t fill or there was a rainout and he’d gambled by not buying insurance for the date, or something else happened. There was always risk.

The end of the season was also important. It was easy to find he’d booked two good dates in Texas in mid to late August before he discovered that there were six better ones in the Dakotas or the Corn Belt, dates that he had to pass up because he’d already compromised them in Texas. It was delicate work, booking.

Iowa, he knew, as he set up show posters in the Ramada Inn lobby, could be pivotal and difficult to work out. It was theoretically possible to book as many as a dozen dates in Iowa, but not realistic. There were plenty of county fairs in the state, but many were clustered on the same three weekends in August. If he accepted a contract, say, in Council Bluffs for August 12, what should he do if he got an offer from Dacorah for an afternoon show August 13?

Back-to-back shows were hard enough on equipment and crew, especially late in the season when everybody got tired, lost their edge. But a back-to-back with the second date an afternoon show, and after a long overnight haul?

If Ian needed the money, it might be worth the risk. But he couldn’t know that—or the condition of crew and equipment at season’s end—before the season started. It would be a tough call, and he hoped it never happened.

Then again, he might get a repeat booking in Oskaloosa and Washington—those gigs had worked out well last year—followed by alternate-day swings through, say, Cedar Rapids, Waverly, Madison City, and then maybe wrap up in Sioux City. That would put the show headed west, headed home, on the last weekend of August, a grand finish. A good dream, but it could happen. No five hundred mile hauls between dates, no afternoon gigs, no back-to-backs in August.

Such were Ian’s thoughts as he checked the list of fair dates on the letter he’d gotten from the fair board in September, announcing the convention date and location, and as he studied the Rand McNally road map spread out on his bed in his room at the Ramada.

Snow fluttered and gusted in the parking lot, and the hotel lobby windows sweated with the over-heated air inside as Ian set up a poster in the lobby announcing “The Ian McGinnis Auto Daredevil Thrill Show! Thrills! All-new for 1978! Chills! In its 15th Consecutive Season! Spills! Meet Ian IN PERSON! in rm. 205. Fun for the whole Family! Affordable Arrangements!”

Ian had put the poster out early, even before he unpacked, so he’d get a good spot next to the elevator. He noticed a few other shows had arrived even earlier then he had—The Jordanaires, Carlos “The Great Escape” Lombardi, Patterson’s Carnivals, The Oswald Family Band—and they’d clustered their posters closer to the stairs and the entrance to the restaurant, thinking most people would use the stairs in the three-floor hotel since the stairs were closer to the lobby and so they’d see their posters, but Ian knew better.

Years ago, back when he’d been working with Sid Hirsch, after his first season—that long ago—he’d been booking with Sid in Fargo, North Dakota. It was early December and Ian’s first time booking in the off-season. He’d noticed the room next door to them was getting serious traffic and Sid Hirsch’s Tournament of Thrills wasn’t getting much. Curious, Ian left Sid and his bottle of gin to study.

The next door neighbors, an Italian acrobatic act, “The Flying Lazzarinis,” had a lot to teach Ian as he sneaked a peek into their room. He took mental notes of the bowls of candy, the booze placed so that it could be brought out or hidden depending on whether the fair delegation visiting had liquor already on their breath or if they had kids in tow. There was a buxom teen-aged girl in the room, one of the performers maybe, and Ian took note of her scanty costume and how she placed herself in the room with men bookers. And how she donned a demure coat when those men had wives with them. And the secret winks in any case.

Music, posters, lots of color, brochures, ribbons, a running film. The smell of hot buttered popcorn wafting through the air, aided by a small fan strategically located for the purpose. Food. Drinks. Details.

Ian’s mind reeled when he realized that Sid didn’t have a clue how to promote a show. He decided to make a list of things, of details, to write it all down so he never forgot.

He went down to the lobby, passing Sid’s room where the door was, stupidly, half-closed. Inside, he could hear Sid’s slurry twang extorting the virtue of his own show over that of his competitor, Crash Dick. Sid sounded whiney, defensive. He was doing a good job of selling Crash Dick and the Death Dodgers. Ian shook his head in amazement and walked down to the lobby, still studying. There, he noted the professional job some acts had done with their posters compared to the amateur job evident in Sid’s. Sid’s poster was too small. And in the wrong place.

People going upstairs, Ian discovered, watched their feet so they wouldn’t trip. They didn’t watch posters extolling the virtues of “Augie French’s Amazing Trained Dogs” or “Wailin’ Joe Wilcox” or “Buckskin Jack’s Wild West Show.”

People who used the stairs were in a hurry, too big of a hurry to wait for the elevator, let alone read posters. When they went to the hotel restaurant, their minds were on food, and even if they saw an intriguing poster before they got seated, they would forget about it by dessert.

On the other hand, people going up the elevators sometimes had to wait for the next car, and their eyes drifted as they waited. They had time to read the poster Right There, extolling “The Flying Lazarinis,” who waited in a room Right There, just after you got off the elevator.

The next year, Ian’s first on his own, he got the details right, and he booked a good first season.

Now, fourteen years later, in Des Moines, Ian was surprised to see three members of the Iowa State Fair Board Entertainment Selection Committee shuffled into his room, straw cowboy hats in hand, just before lunch.

“Heard about your show,” one twanged, looking around the room, ill at ease. “What do you got?”

Ian had heard that Jimmy Hapgood’s Auto Thrill Cavalcade had the state fair sewn up, so he hadn’t expected to even have a chance to pitch the state fair. He stifled his excitement. The state fair was a plum date. He could book it for three times the going county fair rate and make out like a bandit selling programs and T-shirts and souvenirs to a larger crowd after.

Part of Ian’s pitch was a sixteen-millimeter film showing brief glimpses of the different show stunts, something he’d paid a small fortune to have put together professionally at KSL TV in Salt Lake City in the off season two years before.

The three men in the committee were all bulky, clean-shaven, middle-aged with deep tans from the middle of their foreheads down, farmer tans. They dressed in pearl-snap plaid shirts, new jeans, big leather belts with dinner plate buckles, and cowboy boots. They smelled of Mennen.

They watched the film without expression, munching Ian’s popcorn and pretzels, sipping his Coke. No boozers among them.

They watched the film and Ian watched them watch. They sat in a row on folding chairs, staring, munching, sipping, expressionless.

The T-bone crash was only a twenty-second segment toward the end of the five-minute film, but Ian saw one of the men lean forward and squint at the screen at that point. Ian altered his pitch and focused on that stunt and the interested fair board member.

It turned out the man was Devon Rowe of Rowe Brothers Ford, a big Des Moines car dealer who did his own TV commercials and had small-time political ambitions. Another fair board member, who didn’t make the booking trip because he was busy working overtime in the wake of a recent ice storm south of the city, was Perry Wallberg of Wallberg Towing and Wrecking. Both were new to the fair board.

Ian found out that the two had lobbied their colleagues hard and fast for a car show as a finale for the fair. It made sense to them because the two could use the show to promote their businesses. They’d sold the notion to their colleagues who’d been burned in back-to-back seasons by over-priced famous-name country and western singers who didn’t draw decent crowds and lost the fair serious money.

They’d tried to book Jimmy Hapgood weeks ago, but Hapgood apparently told them he had a conflicting date, so they’d turned their attention to Ian, Hapgood’s only competition, besides Terrible Tom Tolliver, who wasn’t available let alone affordable. Hapgood was famous, but they’d heard about Ian, heard that he was good too. Ian said the appropriate magic words but couldn’t get an on-the-spot commitment.

The three left. “We’ll talk it up and get back to you.” An hour later, after lunch, they came back.

In his pitch, Ian had casually promised he’d do a T-bone for the show finale, but he really didn’t want to. “You sure you don’t want the car carrier jump?” he asked again, pen in hand, smiling. His boilerplate contract stipulated that Ian had the right to change the show, but everybody knew details could be inked in. Ian didn’t want to get sidetracked this late in the game pitching the car carrier jump over the T-bone, or arguing contractual details, but—

“No, sir,” Devon said, shaking his head, lips pursed. “We got our hearts set on seeing that T-bone.”

Ian later discovered that Devon Junior, who’d just gotten his first drivers license and a brand new Mustang for his sixteenth birthday, had seen an amateur try a T-bone during intermission at a stock car race the previous summer in Fairbury, Nebraska. Some local racing celebrity had nearly gotten killed trying to do the stunt, but Devon Junior wanted to see it again.

“Can do,” Ian said smiling, and he signed, inking in the T-bone as the show finale for the 1978 Iowa State Fair.

He signed Storm Lake and Sioux City too, later that day.







Sitting in the dirt beside the jump car, Ian reached out and massaged his twisted ankle. Grace had seen that something was wrong from the other side of the trailer, and she’d come running.

“Ankle?” she asked, kneeling. She’d gotten the small Johnson & Johnson first-aid kit from the van before she ran across the infield to Ian.

Ian nodded, grunted. Grace started to unlace Ian’s boot, but he pushed her away. He signaled for help and Tink and Shaun helped him stand. Shaun had Ian’s helmet in his hand.

“Put it on,” Ian said.

“What?” Shaun looked baffled. Then: “Oh.” Brightly. “The helmet. You want me to do the—”

“Do the goddam stunt, yeah. I’m afraid I’ll faint trying to hold onto that last corner.”

“Okay, boss, I got you.”

Shaun was already climbing through the driver’s side window, snagging his pants on the twists of bailing wire they used to seal the door—they never trusted door latches on junkers. Tink deftly unsnagged the pants and rewired the door as Ian grabbed Shaun’s shoulder before he could snap the heavy-duty seatbelt on his lap.

“Listen up a sec,” Ian shouted.

“Yeah, I’m listening,” Shaun said, or Ian thought he said, but he busied himself securing his helmet and seatbelt. Fidgeting. Nervous. Blinking the sweat from his eyes. He’d never done a T-bone before. He had done well enough in rolls and the head-on, but Ian wasn’t quite ready to let him do the T-bone.

“Remember to keep her at fifty-five,” Ian shouted a foot from Shaun’s left ear. He didn’t need to shout, but his hearing aid was an inert lump of soggy, dirty plastic in his pocket and he couldn’t hear himself. Whitmore would tell the audience that the car was going to travel at seventy miles per hour, show hype, because fifty-five wasn’t as exciting or daredevilish as seventy, and few people could really tell the difference anyway. And fifty-five was plenty fast.

Shaun nodded and said something Ian didn’t get. He was adjusting the helmet strap.

“Watch your speedo. This one works.” Some speedometers didn’t. In those, a driver had to go by feel, a matter of experience. “You got plenty of straightaway on the front stretch and you’ll tend to get lead-footed as you come out of corner one.” Adrenaline flows down the leg like piss, Ian knew, right to the accelerator, and it took a professional touch to ease up when that happened, something that came from experience, which Shaun didn’t have, at least with the T-bone. “So relax when you come out of that last turn and watch the speedo, okay?”

Shaun nodded, started the engine, gunned it, and said something Ian didn’t catch.

“Hold on,” Ian said. “Let me see your reach.” The crew had already adjusted the seatbelt for Ian, not Shaun, who was four inches shorter than Ian.

Shaun turned off the engine, then stretched across the front seat, grabbing the seat by the passenger door, fingers digging into the seat foam. He held the grip for a moment. Ian called it “stuffing yourself in the glove compartment,” where the driver needed to be when his crash car hit, down low and under the posts so when the car flipped and the top came in, the driver didn’t get his ribs crushed or his neck broken, which might happen if he was still sitting up behind the steering wheel at the time.

It meant the seatbelt had to have enough give in it—not too tight so Shaun couldn’t make the reach quickly as he hit the ramps. But not too loose either, because that could rattle bones in a jarring impact, jerk a back bone loose.

The lap belt was a heavy, webbed airplane seatbelt, chained at each end under the car’s frame through two holes Tink had poked in the floorboards earlier that day with a tire iron and a hammer when the crew were preparing the car, removing the glass, visors, mirrors, back seat, spare tire, and other dangerous and unnecessary items, and cleaning it out.

Two years ago, Tink had found a calculator they’d missed while stripping a car. It dislodged from under the seat in a head-on. It had raised a goose-egg knot on Tink’s forehead as it dislodged on impact and got under his Bell Star and bashed him. Grace still used it.

The seatbelt that came with the Rambler had been rotten. Ian had long ago learned never to depend on factory equipment in a jump car.

“I think it’s a tad too loose,” Ian shouted. “Shaun, you got to take it up a notch, hear? Maybe three, four inches.”

But it appeared to Ian as if Shaun hadn’t heard, as if he was saying something to Tink, or listening to Tink, who was under the car, under the driver’s side, maybe adjusting the seatbelt chain under there, pulling it tighter by a link. But he couldn’t hear well enough, and as he started to repeat himself, Shaun restarted the engine, revving it. Tink got out from under the car, said something to Shaun, who turned to say something to Ian, but Ian didn’t hear.

Shaun started out, with a fist thump-thump-thumping with eagerness on the dashboard, all fire and vinegar, as excited as Joel on his first bicycle. He started the car forward toward the front stretch, in front of the grandstand, where Whitmore would give him a rousing send off, coax up a blast of applause—and maybe come to recognize and deal with the fact that it wasn’t Ian in the car but Shaun.

Details. Ian went over the details in his mind as Shaun sped down the track in a smoky, dusty roar and into corner number three, counter-clockwise around the track. Seatbelt—did he get it tight enough? Speed—what if the cable broke in the front stretch on the final approach? Helmet—did Shaun get the chin strap adjusted?

Approach and take-off.

Shaun had to line up on the ramps straight, but the take-off ramps and the parallel catch cars on the other side of those ramps had been set up angled a bit toward the infield inside the fourth corner, so the crash car would tumble away from the audience at the left end of the grandstand—left from the audiences’ point of view—a safety measure, in case car pieces flew or the crash car got out of control. Shaun would have to adjust his aim and speed right after coming out of corner one as he went wrong-way around the track.

Shaun drove clockwise, instead of counter-clockwise as the track was usually used for races. Crashing clockwise made for a better view for the audience on most tracks, like this one, and it made takedown and clean up after the show easier, faster.

For the moment forgetting his ankle, Ian tried to take a step so he could get a better view of the backstretch—the trailer and his sound van were in the way—to see how Shaun was doing.

His ankle screamed and he found himself sitting abruptly on the ground with Grace yelling something at him, her anger as evident as his pain. She jerked his laces out and slapped Ian’s hand away, brooking no nonsense, as Ian tried feebly to protest. Instead, he let her take off his boot, and he tried to watch Shaun in the backstretch under and between the wheels of the van and the trailer.

“Too fast,” he said to nobody in particular. “He’s going too fast.” Shaun slid low into corner two and nearly lost control of the car. But his speed dropped as he recovered and accelerated into corner one and into the front stretch, high and outside this time, close to the grandstand, where he’d get the longest and straightest approach to the jump ramps, have plenty of time to adjust his speed and aim straight for the ramps.

Ian twisted around where he sat and saw Tink inside corner number one, waving his arms above his head at Shaun, gesturing frantically.

Grace yelled something like “warm-up lap,” as she jerked off the boot. Ian winced in pain and tasted blood in his mouth under his bit lip.

“He should take two laps,” Ian said. He didn’t really care if anybody heard him. He could barely hear himself. He was talking away the pain. Sometimes it worked. “Maybe stop on the infield after the first lap, to milk—”

Even as he said it, Ian heard the Rambler engine gear down and the dust rise as Shaun slid into the infield almost directly in the front and center of the grandstand. A concerned Tink and Flynn and Stern dashed over, talking to Shaun in animated hand gestures, lots of broad body language so everybody in the audience could see “Something Is Wrong.”

Whitmore, Ian could tell by the tone of his voice on the PA, was milking the interruption, grimly intense, with something like “Ladies and gentlemen, we may have a problem—The crew is working over that engine—it’s critical that the engine work at peak efficiency—young daredevil Shaun McGinnis knows his very life depends on—professional engineers working frantically—” And so on.

Details. Ian had forgotten to check the time as he’d dispatched Shaun into the finale.

The show was contracted for two hours. Too short a show and people complained that they didn’t get their money’s worth. Go too long and people got bored. You wanted to leave them excited, breathless, ready to come down on the infield after the show and look at the crunched cars and the shiny new stunt cars all lined up in a neat row and buy lots of programs and photos and T-shirts and get the smiling, carefree and charming daredevils to autograph them and go home happy enough to tell the fair board that they should book the show again next season.

Ian had forgotten to check how much time he needed to kill with the stunt. Usually he did that after he got into the jump car, checking out the belts, helmet, engine, and so on. But this time he hadn’t gotten that far. He’d gotten flustered with the sudden injury and had forgotten to check the time.

Now, he glanced at his watch, wiping dirt and sweat from it, and saw that the stall had been a good idea. The show had been running fast because the roll cars had collapsed too quickly earlier in the show.

Or had Shaun in fact found something wrong in the engine? Shaun understood show well enough—he was a good actor—but maybe this wasn’t show. Ian tried to listen to the crash car engine as Grace babbled to him, swearing at him as she wrapped an Ace bandage around his pale ankle, swearing in her genteel but earnest way as only she could when Ian got unbearably and stupidly stubborn.

Shaun revved the Rambler six dramatically and the crew poked and prodded under the opened hood, shaking their heads, lots of body language projected to the good folks in the back row. He couldn’t hear anything wrong in the engine’s deep roar—they’d removed the air cleaner, of course, and holed the exhaust to get a gutty roar out of the otherwise tame engine—but that didn’t mean Shaun hadn’t felt the engine miss or sputter alarmingly under the accelerator in the back stretch, and the whole world sounded to Ian like he was underwater anyway.

At last, Grace finished bandaging the foot, the crew finished wiring the jump car hood back down, Shaun gave an impatient wave, thumping the dashboard, and revved the engine into a greasy roar. Whitmore whipped up more applause from the audience, Grace helped Ian stand, and the show got back underway.

“One more test lap,” Ian said to himself. Grace had wrapped her arm around his waist, holding tight, standing with him as they rotated around slowly, minding the sore ankle, facing and following the Rambler as it turned into the backstretch from corner three. Ian leaned on her shoulder, appreciating the soapy smell of her long black hair. He wanted the support now, and needed it, though he’d never admit to either.

“That first lap,” he said, “he had trouble rounding into the front stretch, lost his angle and speed. Dirt’s a bit greasy there. He’ll need to check one more time.”

Grace shouted: “He’ll be okay.” Or words to that effect.

“Especially if he found a problem in that last lap with the car.” They’d tested the Rambler earlier that day, after they’d stripped it, to see how it performed. Shaun and Tink had driven laps around the track, then Ian had taken it. It felt good, sounded right. All systems looked good.

But junkers were junkers. This was a ’64 Rambler they’d bought from a junkyard, and it hadn’t been started in years, not until Tink and his crew got to it. Things could go wrong.

In any high-speed stunt—fifty-five miles an hour was considered a high-speed stunt for show purposes, like the head-on or a carrier jump—there was what Ian called “a point of no return.” That point was an instant when the crash car is committed to finish the stunt, where there’s no chance of aborting. At that point, if a wheel came off, or the engine stopped or the steering wheel snapped or snagged, or something else happened—and a lot could go wrong in a junker—all the driver could do was dive for the glove compartment, grit his teeth, hold on for dear life, and pray.

Ian had long ago stopped counting the times he’d missed or wiped out jump ramps because his crash car had gone out of control or quit running at the last second. He had the broken ribs to prove it. One summer, he’d gotten loose and he’d hit a sponsor’s brand new Caddy, with the sponsor sitting in it.

That’s why details were important, why Ian still mentally tightened his muscles, from broad shoulders to bowels, as if it were him in the car, not Shaun, driving—“too fast, goddam it, too goddam fast—”

“He’s just doing show, Ian,” Grace yelled into his ear. “Backstretch show. He’s okay.”

—and that’s why Ian wasn’t really blowing smoke when he told interviewers, like the pimply-faced teenager Radio Boy Wonder he’d spoken to a few minutes ago, that the show “is as much a thrill for us to do as it is for folks to see.”

“Too fast,” Ian mentally coached Shaun from a hundred yards away. “Ease up, ease up, ease up.” Shaun was doing maybe seventy as he entered corner two. Way too fast.

At the last possible instant, Shaun hit his brakes and slid into the second corner, the back end of the Rambler slithered snakelike, and slowed just as much as he needed to keep from spinning out, a show no-no. He came on into the first corner in full control, rounding into the front straightaway, facing the ramps. He hit the accelerator again at the top of the turn and blue smoke and flying dirt followed him toward the jump ramps.

Suddenly, Ian felt his heart sink into his wounded ankle. “Oh, shit,” he muttered, throat dry. “Oh, shit, shit, shit.” He started running—hobbling—toward the crash set-up where Shaun would land. Grace did her best to follow-carry-support his awkward but determined hobble.

Too fast. Too goddam fast.

The T-bone is set up like this: parallel, even ramps are set in front of two cars that are set parallel to each other but perpendicular to the ramps. The ramp top ends are about a foot and a half off the ground, the right elevation. The crash car gets up to the right speed—fifty to fifty-five miles an hour on takeoff—as it hits the ramps. It flies off the ends of the elevated ramps, and hits the first catch car in the side.

If you get the right catch car, one with lots of thin metal in the side, like a big rusted out ’67 Buick Skylark wagon or a ’69 Chrysler Imperial flattop, the one with no center post between the front and back doors, and your jump car has the right speed and you get the right angle off the ramp and the ramp height is right and the distance between the end of the ramp and the first catch car is right, then the jump car rips completely through the first catch car, ripping it clean down to the floor boards, and tips its nose against the inner side of the second catch car, parked a few feet beyond and parallel to the first car. The crash car’s momentum is then sufficiently spent that it rises in the air, nose down, truck up, to form, for an instant, a perfect inverted “T,” which is the point of the stunt and where it gets its name.

Then the crash car, if everything has gone right to this point, drops spectacularly into the dirt or asphalt, but preferably dirt, on the far side of the second catch car. Forward momentum almost fully spent in the first and second impacts, the car comes to rest. It stops rather than crashes.

The driver, belted into his steel-framed cocoon, helmet secured, latched with an iron grip across the front seat and into the glove compartment, then emerges from the car, dirty, waving his helmet in triumph, but not until after a sufficient time for the announcer to dramatically wonder if he’s survived the stunt, and for the ramp crew, or “safety crew,” as everybody gets called at this stage, to gather around animatedly checking to see if the driver is okay, waving fire extinguishers, waving desperately to the standing-by ambulance crew for a false start, milking it, milking it, milking it, all for show.

It’s a grand and spectacular stunt, if everything goes all right. But by 1978, Ian was the only daredevil show still doing a T-bone, and that only rarely, like when he got cornered into signing for it while booking shows the previous winter, as he’d done with this show. Ian didn’t like to do the stunt because it didn’t come off spectacularly—didn’t come off right enough—often enough to afford the broken bones, bruises, and damage to crew and equipment. It was a bone-breaker stunt, and people were just as happy to see a motorcycle jump or a junker car jump over his car carrier lengthwise. Easier stuff, but crowd-pleasers.

Mike Stern had done the show finale most all season, jumping ten cars with his motorcycle, routinely, sometimes more, and giving Ian a rest, though Ian did a few car carrier jumps when he felt like it and had a good car to do it with. But Ian had booked a T-bone for this show, inked the contract in November, and he had to do it.

Shaun had to do it.

And now, he was doing it wrong. Ian’s gut roiled as he muttered between steps toward the coming crash, “Too fast, too fast, too fast—” Grace puffing at his side, the crew converging, Whitmore shouting in cadence with the pending crash, his voice machine-gun fast.

Too fast.

Ian knew what too fast meant with the T-bone. He’d been there, still had the scars.

Seconds, now, and nothing Ian could do about it.

Shaun sped toward the takeoff ramps, still accelerating, Ian could tell, out of the corner. Too much straightaway, he thought. Needed a pro’s touch, Ian’s touch.

Too late, too late, too late—

There was a pause as Shaun hit the ramps. Time froze.

Whitmore’s breathless, shotgun narration over the PA had risen to a fever pitch. Then, as the crash car hummed to within twenty feet of the ramps, Whitmore went abruptly silent and let the hushed, breath-holding, eyes-agog crowd gape in wonder and listen—really listen—to the silence before the horrific impact of metal on metal, a sound like a train wreck, a menacing, awesome sound that needed no hype to register.

But that instant wasn’t exactly silent. Whitmore knew this, and Ian knew it. The crowd had hushed, Whitmore had hushed—and the abrupt shift from whiplash carnie barker narration to sudden silence emphasized that silence. But there was sound, even if at the moment Ian couldn’t hear it over the sound of his panting muttering, “—too fast, too fast, too fast, too fast—” and Grace saying something in his ear as he hobbled helplessly toward the coming disaster. He couldn’t hear the faint girlish scream coming from somebody in the Ferris wheel in the carnival behind the grandstands, or the pop-pop-pop of a carnie shooting gallery or the tacky hurdy-gurdy music from the carnie midway, but those sounds were always there.

He couldn’t hear the woody thump as the Rambler’s front wheels hit the jump ramp approach boards. He couldn’t hear the distinctive high-pitched whine of tires spinning in the air as the car left the end of the ramps and hung in midair for a split second, poised to hit the first catch car—poised as if frozen in molasses—”too fast, too fast”—or the bone-jarring metallic whack as the crash car slammed into the first catch car.

Ian fell again, either catching his wounded ankle on a hole or bump in the uneven ground, or because his heart had fallen into his injured foot and he couldn’t stand the thought of staying upright at that instant.

From fifty yards, an instant before Shaun hit the first catch car, an instant Ian wanted to freeze in his mind, to rewind and try again, only with him in the driver’s seat—doing it right, goddam it, him, not Shaun, doing it right—Ian saw Shaun.

Saw him.

That was bad. Real bad.

If he could see Shaun in that snapshot instant before the Rambler hit, than Shaun wasn’t in the glove compartment. For whatever reason—things went wrong, that’s why you paid attention to details, why it’s called a thrill show—Shaun was sitting up.

The crash car hit, and the first catch car imploded in stunning bright steel, ripped like tissue, and dust and shrapnel flew. The first car split with a heavy metal shriek clear through to the floorboards, but Ian knew what would happen next, knew it as Shaun had turned into the front straightaway “too fast, too fast, too fast,” knew the second car would split too, rather than catching Shaun’s car and spending its momentum.

Shaun would either land on his wheels and go careening farther on down the track, completely out of control—down there, a wrecker parked, Wallberg Towing and Wrecking, with Perry Wallberg himself at the driver’s seat, and his kids, two little girls, “free tickets, and you get to watch from the infield, ain’t that a thrill?” A few spectators always managed to get onto the track at the wrong place and at the wrong time no matter how much energy you spent on security. There they were, two teen-aged boys inside the fence, watching, beer cans in hand.

Out of control.

Either that, or Shaun’s car would slam down into the dirt on the other side of the second catch car so hard they’d end up scooping him out with spoons and sponges.

Ian felt rather than heard the crashes, felt them in his bones. The first, in the first catch car, high-pitched, like a woman screaming, and the second, another woman’s abrupt scream but more brassy, as Shaun clipped the second car, sheered it almost in half.

Then the third crash.

From his vantage, Ian couldn’t see Shaun’s crash. A billow of dust rose from beyond the battered, gutted, raw-edged catch cars, and a piece of loose chrome, like a silvery baton, rose and spiraled into the air, flashing, straight up and straight down into the dust and acrid smoke, and there was a scream.

A man’s scream.

Ian had heard it distinctly, despite no hearing aid, as clear as if it had been his own voice, or Grace who’d screamed, running, limping beside him, her face contorted in anguish.

She’d heard it too.




CHAPTER THREE

Nick Cassidy revved the ’75 Kawasaki Big Horn 350, feeling the power under his leather-gloved hands through the throttle, a palpable kinetic energy cranked to the max and barely leashed. The two-cylinder engine rapped to a piercing high pitch and a tight vibration coursed through his arms and thighs and butt. He closed his eyes, taking a private moment to savor the sensation, a familiar tingle, a high. The dirt bike smelled of burning gas and hot rubber. Sweat drenched his thin cheeks and plastered his long, stringy blond hair to the back of his neck. The bike felt like it wanted to explode from under him, launch to the moon, and he felt ready to let it.

But was the crowd ready for the jump?

Nick eased back on the throttle, gut-roar to gentle buzz, flipped up his helmet visor, wiped the sweat off his pale forehead with a thumb, and scoped the scene around him. He stood straddling the bike at one end of the raised rim of Ingersoll’s Quarry, a semi-oval, stadium-sized, crater-like dirt bowl. Half a thousand members of the Confederacy of Angels and their cohorts and hangers-on ringed the bowl rim, all watching him, jumping up and down, waving their arms, yelling. In the blast furnace hot, clear late August afternoon, sticky-humid, half the crowd—mostly men but a few women—were shirtless. Most were drunk or stoned or both.

Nick couldn’t hear them yahooing over his breathing inside his helmet and the engine rapping. Didn’t want to, or need to.

They were almost ready, anticipation cranked to near fever pitch. Almost.

Where was Danny?

Dozens of granite boulders from the size of dead dogs to some as big as trucks haphazardly pocked the floor of the bowl Nick faced. In the non-stop party that had raged the past few days, thousands of motorcycle treads had packed the bare, grassless ground among the obstacles into asphalt-hard dirt, perfect for bike racing and assorted invented-for-the-moment two-wheeled games and tomfoolery.

The playground was an abandoned rock quarry on the remote edge of a ratty farm three miles east of the gravel road between Red Lick and Tillman, Mississippi, twenty-five miles east of the river. A dense pine forest in low rolling hills surrounded it. The weedy, twin-rut dirt path from the main road to the run-down farm and quarry wasn’t marked by so much as a “private property no trespassing” sign, but the Angels and their friends knew where it was.

Nick spotted Danny’s lanky frame amid a cluster of rowdies and their bikes at the far end of the bowl, battered lime-green helmet held high, waving it. As Nick watched, two big bikers stuffed what looked like handfuls of dollar bills into the helmet, and Nick got the impression that the money bucket was near full. Danny was at the landing site so he’d made a full circuit of the crowd. Almost ready.

The Confederacy of Angels was an outlaw motorcycle club, mostly white, mostly out of Jackson, but their colors flew from Mobile to Natchez and many of the tiny bergs in between. The Angels’ raucous parties weren’t welcome in most places in southern Mississippi, their turf, and definitely not in New Orleans, a rival gang’s territory.

This was a private party, members only, and on private property, member-owned. But under the club’s loose notions, anybody who knew it was going down, knew how to get there and wanted in, was welcome. Cops excepted, of course.

Bring beer, women, and dope.

Nick had heard about the party a week before at a legal, sanctioned and sponsored motocross in Oxford, an all-American, clean-cut, chamber-of-commerce kind of event. He’d played by the rules there and had lost, but he made back most of his loss in a bet with a bunch of fellow losers in an unofficial, un-chamber of commerce-like post-event beer bash that night. He’d bet he could jump his bike over a dozen of their bikes lined up side to side. They’d seen him wreck his Kawasaki that morning and spend the day frantically trying to get it running again, with noticeably poor success, so they felt confident that he couldn’t do it.

The take had been good, but not good enough. After the jump, Nick heard about Ingersoll’s Quarry.

Buddy Ingersoll was an Angel. He’d inherited a farm, Nick had learned, but had to give it up for taxes or something. Didn’t matter. Ingersoll had it for a month before the tax collectors moved in so he decided to throw a party.

Nick arrived after the party was in full swing, brought and gave away a dozen bottles of whiskey for good will, and set about showing off what a daredevil he thought he was, playing the smartass. Did some impressive, showy wheelies but he fell off once in a spectacular fashion. He was loud, cocky, and clumsy. Tried a mediocre jump and crashed. Spread gobs of Ben-Gay on supposedly bruised joints and wrapped himself in yards of Ace bandage. Spent that night fixing his bike, loudly proclaiming that he was going to try the jump again the next morning.

Nobody noticed he didn’t drink or get high.

A gangly, pimply-faced kid had come up to him while he was fixing his bike, offering to help.

“Name’s Danny.” Toothsome grin. Firm, confident handshake, if a bit bony. “You sure know how to put on a show.” Thick Big Muddy accent.

Was the kid saying that he wasn’t fooled?

“How old are you?” Nick had asked. He feigned a muscle twinge, and Danny grinned, shaking his head. Unfooled.

“Eighteen. I’d like to learn how to take a fall like that. How do you do it?”

Nick snorted. “You’re fourteen.” Nick had just turned twenty-one.

“Seventeen.” Danny huffed, Adam’s apple bobbing, indignant. “And ain’t nothing wrong with your bike. I don’t get that either. What’s up, man?”

They finally settled on “fifteen and a half,” and Nick recruited him, cutting him in for a percentage of the take, briefing him that night on his part in the show.

Nick tried the jump again just after sun-up and failed again. Danny helped him wrap more bandage and “fix” the bike, again, and spent the rest of the day shilling for the evening’s planned main event. For right now.

Almost. Another minute, or two.

The sun started to dip into stringy pink clouds laced low over the river when Nick made his move.

He revved the bike again, a mechanical question hollered to Danny a hundred and twenty yards away: “Ready?”

As if he’d heard and understood, Danny turned to face him and waved the money-stuffed helmet over his head, a signal: “Bring it on.” Then he stalked down the rim slope, knees and elbows bobbing like an animated scarecrow, toward the far side of the big boulder where Nick would land in a few seconds. He disappeared behind the boulder and Nick revved again.

Showtime.

Nick took off his helmet and waved it high, ready to go. The crowd cheered, yahooed, whistled and stomped. Nick put his helmet back on and focused on the path ahead, and the next few seconds. If aliens had kidnapped the entire crowd, Nick would not have known or cared.

Focused.

The jump Nick faced was the longest anybody had tried during the week-long party, but Nick had paced it out and he knew what he could do. To a casual observer, it looked dangerous, maybe even impossible, but he had jumped longer, twice, and he felt sure he could handle this one.

That was part of the trick: make it look hard but make sure you can do it.

He faced a thirty-five foot long, twenty-five degree downslope of even, hard-packed clay, onto the bowl floor, then a straight, level stretch of ninety-five feet before he hit the upramp. The upramp, close to thirty degrees but not quite, was two four-by-eight pieces of plywood nailed together end to end and propped up against a boulder about the size of a station wagon and seven feet high. The center of the upramp had been braced with rocks and two-by-fours. Nick had hammered the boards into place himself.

The station wagon boulder over which Nick would jump was eight feet wide. Beyond it was a stretch of relatively open ground and then, a hundred and ten feet away, another boulder. Nick called the second big rock the Oldsmobile because it looked like one. It had almost the same dimensions as his take-off boulder. At the far side of the Oldsmobile, a sloped plywood ramp, twin of the take-off ramp, waited for Nick to land on. Beyond the landing ramp, Nick had a clear-enough shot, eighty-five feet, to the far rim of the arena, near twin of where he now sat.

If Nick missed, and went wide of the landing ramp, to his right, an irregular mass of refrigerator-sized boulders waited to shatter his bones. Flanking the landing ramp on the left, a low pile of square hay bales piled up around somebody’s make-do campsite.

After he landed, he’d ride up the far arena rim, using the thirty feet of upslope there to help dampen his momentum. Then he’d take off his helmet, shake out his blond hair, and wave his helmet to make sure everybody saw him, saw that he’d done it. He’d turn off the bike so he could hear their cheers, close his eyes and soak in the sound for a moment. Applause: his other aphrodisiac.

Then he’d put Danny on the back of his bike—Danny had said he’d hitchhiked in—with the money bucket and they’d ride out of Ingersoll’s Quarry, put distance between them and the large, rowdy, and unpredictable crowd. They’d get out quick; delay might tempt some of the more intemperate to think about robbery. They’d count the loot after they got to the gas station in Tillman where Nick would give Danny his cut, plus a generous tip, if there was enough. Then they’d part company; Danny had said something about needing to get back to his uncle’s farm north of a town called Jack in Alabama.

“Jack?” Nick laughed. “Is that really the name of a town?”

Danny had blushed and stammered, unusual for him. “I don’t come from there,” he’d said. “I’m a city guy, mostly. Montgomery. Mobile. Bright lights and city ways.”

Nick had laughed and Danny had changed the subject.

If all went well, Nick would have enough to cover fall semester.

Showtime.

Nick took a deep breath, eyes on the path ahead, mind already in the air, his entire body wired on adrenaline. He revved the engine to a screaming peak, brake hand aching with the strain. He let the bike go. It tried to jerk out of his hands, but it was part of him now, an extension of his body and will. In seconds, he was airborne.

The roar of an engine between his legs, all that power. That got Nick high. The sound of applause after he’d done something amazing, spectacular, even impossible. That too was a high Nick craved. But neither compared to the thrill that coursed through his veins like heroin when he got airborne, when he was flying.

He hit the takeoff ramp solid and straight at the right speed—he felt it. He launched into the air, leaning forward into the launch. He soared like an eagle, flying free. He tried to freeze the instant at the top of his arc, before gravity pulled him back down to earth.

Freeze it, savor it.

At the top of the jump arc, in that frozen, weightless moment, Nick saw the dog on the landing ramp.




CHAPTER FOUR

Shaun was Ian’s nephew, the youngest of Ian’s older brother Brian’s three sons. Shaun’s older brothers, Erroll and Fred, had had seasons with the show. Erroll had gone out two consecutive seasons, as a sophomore and as a junior at Rock Springs High School, before a drunk driver on I-80 outside Fort Bridger killed him at 3 a.m. January 1, 1971.

Fred did two seasons, ’73 and ’74, then graduated from high school and joined the Army. He served in Nam, got wounded, discharged, and came home a local hero. Now, he lived in Salt Lake City with his wife and two daughters. He drove a milk truck. He took the family to see Ian’s show when it was in the area, anywhere within two or three hundred miles, which happened every couple of years.

Traveling with the Ian McGinnis Auto Daredevil Thrill Show for a season or two was a sort of a coming-of-age ritual for Erroll and Fred, during a summer in their high school years. Ian took other local boys with him on the road from time to time, sometimes after quiet discussions with concerned parents, and on two occasions, after talking it over with school counselors. Twice, he’d taken on a boy as a ramp hand after a talk with Sweetwater County Sheriff Ed Clarke. One boy was the sheriff’s own son, headed for trouble. Ian, as expected, turned his charges around. That was the point.

Ian never pressed Erroll or
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