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Dedication

To Jesus, first and always.

To my dad who tried to get me to race but also gave me the love of watching it.
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Willow leaned against the concrete barrier with her elbows resting on top and hands clasped together. She was in her happy place. The mid-April sun was surprisingly hot overhead, and the concrete was warm against her skin. She closed her eyes letting her senses take in the sounds and smells around her.

It was a busy day at the track. It seemed everyone here this weekend was testing and tuning their cars. As she leaned over, she listened to the familiar sounds of hurried voices, clanking metal, pneumatic drills, shoes squishing against the sticky asphalt, and engines of all sizes. Some would roar to life like any other car while some would pop or sputter in defiance of its owner which also came with a few choice words cursing at the car. Others rumbled so loudly that every cell within her vibrated. Those were her favorite.

Before opening her eyes, Willow took a deep breath. Her sinuses filled with a unique blend of hot asphalt, fuel, exhaust, trash from a nearby can, and track food. She was lucky today that she wasn’t near the port-o-johns. That smell, although a part of the track life in every way, was not her favorite part.

Willow opened her eyes just before two funny cars bolted off the line. Tucker Harris, a popular driver, was having an off day. His timing was too fast, and he kept red lighting.

“He’s got ants in his pants,” a voice said behind her.

Willow nodded, smiling. “Sucks to be him.”

A boy about her age stepped up next to her and put his hands on the concrete divider. He had shaggy strawberry blond hair and freckles dotted his cheeks. He had on tight jeans and a track staff shirt. “He’ll work it out by Saturday,” he shrugged, squinting in the bright sun.

“Maybe,” she shrugged back, hoping he’d stay antsy. “You work here?”

The boy smiled then and turned to lean on his right arm to face her. “Sort of. My dad manages the place. So, when I need money, I help out.”

“I see,” she said before looking back at the line where two more cars lined up.

“I’m Rowan. I haven’t seen you here before.” He stayed facing her, taking her all in, not in a flirtatious way but more inquisitive.

“My dad, brother, and I are new in town. He’s got a government contract job. They shuffle him around a lot. He always tries to find the best track wherever we move.” She sighed. “I’m Willow, by the way.” She turned slightly and held out her hand smiling. He shook it. It wasn’t unusual for her to get attention at the track, but Rowan seemed different. He wasn’t hitting on her like most track brats did.

“Your dad races?”

“Yep.”

“What’s his name?”

“Hartzel.” She shaded her eyes to look up at him against the sun.

“Like Willi Hartzel?” His eyes widened. “Willi Hartzel is a racing mystery. He always has his gear on and never reveals himself. It makes him a legend more than his near perfect timing and stats.” Willow didn’t say anything as he lusted over her dad’s career. She just smiled and nodded like she always did until it was time to go. “I hear his son has taken up the mystery too.”

She pulled out her phone to check the time. Close enough. “Well, Rowan, it was awesome meeting you. I’ve got to get to the car and help Dad.” She paused. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to go to Jefferson High?” She smiled again, hoping she didn’t offend him by cutting him off.

“I do.” This made Rowan blush in a shy way.

“Sweet. Then, I’ll see you for my first day on Monday.” She touched his shoulder, and he could only nod. Willow lived and breathed racing, but she also loved casual flirting. Rowan helplessly watched her walk away wondering who Willow was and how much his buddies were going to like her. His girlfriend, on the other hand, probably wouldn’t.

Willow met her dad back at their trailer, freshly painted before they came to Ohio. It was a dark plum color with a white horse reared up on one end of the trailer and a picture of the new white and plum dragster on the other end. Her dad was just unloading it next to his matching plum mustang when a man nearby whistled.

“Beautiful, huh?” Willow smiled at him.

“I like it,” he yelled over the engine’s prater.

“Thanks.” Willow began walking around the car, looking it over to make sure nothing had gotten damaged during the trip. She kicked each of the new tires and high-fived her dad as he pulled himself out.

“I checked everything over before I pulled her out. She’s perfect.”

“Good.” Willow couldn’t help but smile. This was always her favorite part of the day. “Let’s get suited up!”

Father and daughter stepped back into the trailer, and he helped her put on her fire retardant plum colored racing suit. This year it was littered with sponsor patches. The biggest was the piston company on her back, who helped her upgrade to a new car. She was grateful for each patch and sticker she put on the car. More companies were beginning to show an interest in her, especially since female pre-professional drag racers were few and far between. And she was still a mysterious enigma to most sponsors who only cared to look at the stats. Like her father, she never revealed her identity and most assumed she was a boy since she went by Willi Jr. on the track. Next year though, she’d come out wholly as Willow, hopefully as a professional top fuel racer.

Once her suit was situated, she put on her shoes, helmet, and gloves before her dad ran down his safety spiel that he recited before each run.

“How’d the conditions look today?”

“Hot ‘n’ sticky. Just how I like it.” She giggled every time. “I’ve decided I’m gonna start calling it a cinnamon roll. ‘How’s the track, Willi?’” she mocked her dad’s voice. “Cinnamon roll kind of day!” She laughed harder as he rolled his eyes, trying to hide his grin.

William exited the trailer completely suited while Willow prayed. It was part of their pre-race ritual, and she asked for protection and speed. She recited her favorite verse for the track, “I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, not the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all.” It was the same verse that she had referenced on each side of the car in bold white letters, “Ecc. 9:11.” It reminded her that each race was unique, and no matter how good someone is they can have bad days too. She wanted to stay grounded in her faith that Jesus was the one behind the wheel. When she felt ready, she left the trailer and sat in the car.
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Willow started the car and smiled as she felt the soothing vibrations she knew and loved. The low rumble of the engine sang to her, and she tapped the accelerator to make the car growl. This was her element, her happiness, and just her.

She looked up and found her dad sitting in the golf cart, ready to escort her to the staging area. Wilson, her older brother, got her attention. “I got ya!” he yelled as usual as he tapped on the side of the car. He wore a matching outfit as hers, but his was a mechanics jumpsuit and ball cap. He loved working on and fine tuning her car but hated to race. She gave him a thumbs up, and he disappeared behind the car. He was her mechanic and pit guide. It was up to him to get her there safely, while their dad led the way and dispersed the lingering people. 

She shut down the engine and allowed the tow line from the golf cart to pull the car. She steered it around the corner and into the spectator side of the track. Now she waited. The sun was getting low as evening approached. She was getting anxious. There were five other junior dragsters lined up today.

She hadn’t met any local racers yet. Most of the time, they refused to take her seriously since she didn’t reveal that she raced. They all just assumed she was another bored track brat waiting on Daddy to get done, so they could get home.

Thirty minutes later and with sweat trickling down her back, she pulled up to the line. Her car rumbled, and she said another quick prayer for safety for herself and the other racer. It wasn’t an official race, but everyone treated the testing runs as if they were.

She looked slightly right so the tree was in her peripheral vision. This one was upgraded to LED lights. They were bright and switched colors instantly, she reminded herself. She gripped the wheel, took a breath, and waited. She blinked at the first yellow light. Yellow, yellow, yellow, green!

As she punched the accelerator, the tires fought for traction and caught, sending Willow forward past the other driver. She gripped the wheel tight to keep the car straight as she sped down the track. The adrenaline that coursed through her now made her alert to everything, the complete opposite of how she felt just a half hour ago. Her car shifted smoothly, her max speed approached, and she held on strong. Just like that the eighth mile had come and gone, and she pushed the brakes to slow down.

She rolled around the exit as her competitors’ car, driven by Tommy Lancaster, limped toward the end of the track behind her. Willow left the track feeling successful in this first trial run of her new car. She felt she owed her sponsors and her brother more than a pat on the back for all their hard work. 

Willow moved the car out of the way while she waited for her dad’s tow. She sat up on the edge of the car with her feet on the seat as Tommy approached.

“Nice run. Good times,” he smiled, taking his helmet off. Willow just nodded as she left hers on. “I’m Tommy Lancaster. Willi, right?” She nodded again, extending her hand to shake his.

“Nice to meet you,” she lowered her voice and kept it quiet like Wilson taught her. “Sorry ‘bout yours.”

“Ah.” He dismissively waved at his car as he glanced toward it. “I keep asking for an upgrade, but... you know, money.” He rolled his eyes. Willow nodded in understanding. She got it. This new car was her first in four years, and she only got it because they promised the new sponsor more space on the car.

“My dad’s here,” she said, sliding back in.

“See ya around,” he replied, turning back to his car. Willow thought Tommy seemed nice, but they all were until she talked to them away from the cars. For whatever reason, the boys club at the track was not one she could infiltrate. Her dad insisted it wasn’t like that in the adult leagues, so maybe it was just immature boys. She quietly observed girls getting laughed at or mocked, then quit at each track she raced at. She only managed to have respect because no one saw her face while racing. Her helmet stayed on. It shielded her not only from accidents but also from ridicule. It’s not that the girls were worse drivers, it was just a male dominated sport. 

That’s okay, she thought. I’ll show them at my debut in pro. She meant it.

Back at the trailer, Mr. Hartzel and Wilson loaded the cars and the golf cart as Willow changed back out of her suit. It was hot and beads of sweat glistened on her brow. She stepped outside into the cooling evening air.

“Nice run.” A voice sounded around the side of the trailer in the shadow. She was startled and quickly turned to see Rowan smiling.

“I don’t know...”

“I’m not stupid, Willow.” He smiled, walking toward her before whispering, “I mean, Willi.”

Her lips pursed as she looked all around. “Shh! No one knows.”

“Your secret is safe with me.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the trailer. “Why the BS?”

Willow sighed and stepped closer. “Respect.”

“Respect?” He contemplated her for a moment. “You’re a great driver, Willow, regardless if you’re a girl.” The thing that Rowan didn’t understand was that even if she was the best, she had heard the comments about the other girls' scores when they lost.  She didn’t want that. She wanted to hear typical excuses for a loss like bad timing, something broke, or something blew. She didn’t want to hear ‘she’s just a girl’, ‘girls can’t drive’, or ‘she drives like my grandma’.

“Look, Rowan, I just want people to see me race. They’ll see my face when the time is right. Can you please keep this between us?” She sighed.

Rowan thought about it quickly, regained his mirthful grin, and said, “I can handle that. I’ll wait for you on the steps at school. I want you to meet my girlfriend and the guys.”

“The guys?”

“Yep. I think you’ll get along with them just fine. Besides, it helps to know someone, right?

She laughed a little. “Right. See you Monday.”
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Wilson pulled into the school’s drop-off line while Willow fidgeted with her hair. “You do this every time, you know.”

“Shut up, Wil. I’ll be fine once I step out of the car.” She was trying to reassure herself as much as Wilson. Willow knew that Rowan was nice, but was everyone else?

“Look at it this way, it’s the last time.” Wilson knew how to comfort his sister. He knew she needed someone who was there for her and rooting for her. Wilson always did.

“Thanks. Here goes!” She fist bumped him and opened the car door. 

Rowan caught sight of Willow as he and the group waited next to the doors of the old school. He had his arm draped over his girlfriend’s shoulders and listened to the guys talk about their weekends. “There she is!”

“Where?” piped up Carter.

“She’s getting out of the Torino. Interesting choice for a car,” Rowan answered.

“Who’s looking at the car? She’s gorgeous, Row,” Amber chimed in. “You neglected to say beautiful brown curly hair, perfect hourglass shape, and legs for days.” He could hear the jealousy in her voice.

“I say it’s a nice surprise, man,” Matt laughed.

Willow took a moment to look at the school before she noticed Rowan. His hand was on his backpack, and he gave a small wave of his fingers with a smile. His other arm, she noticed, was wrapped around a shorter, curvy girl with a pixie haircut. She thought she was cute. She waved back, plastering on a big smile.

As she made her way to the group, she assessed each boy next to Rowan. They talked amongst themselves and occasionally looked her way. The first was tall and very skinny with long hair tied back who looked annoyed to be there. He felt her eyes on him, and crossed his arms.

The next had a shaved head and was leaning against the wall. His hands were in his pockets, and he held a conversation with a heavy-set blond next to him. She thought she saw the edge of a tattoo poke out of his shirt sleeve. The heavy-set boy seemed expressive and friendly. 

Finally, the fourth boy hadn’t taken his eyes off her. He was tall with light, cool brown hair color and muscles for days. His gaze made her blush, but she waved to him as she approached. Game on, buddy, she thought.

“Hey, Rowan! Thanks for waiting for me.” She decided to appease the girlfriend first to ease the scowl on her face. “This must be your girlfriend you told me about. She’s cuter than you described.” She smiled and held out her hand, “I’m Willow.”

“Amber.” They shook hands as Rowan blinked in disbelief. He knew he only mentioned Amber and didn’t describe her. “So, he told you about me?” she asked awed, and elbowed him gently in the side. When Amber looked away from Rowan, he mouthed his thanks and Willow turned to the others.

“Guys, this is Willow, the girl from the track I told you I met. She just moved here.”

“Hi. It’s nice to meet you,” she said with as much perk as she could muster for seven a.m. 

“This is Graham.” He pointed to the tall lanky one, “Logan.” The shaved headed boy. “Matt.” The heavy set one. “And Carter.” The ridiculously cute one.

Carter held his hand out. “It’s nice to meet you. If you need anything just ask.” He poured on the charm, so she returned it. “I will, thank you.”

The bell rang and Logan pushed off the wall. “I’ll see you guys at lunch.” He walked past her and went into the building.

“That’s just the first bell. We’ve got ten minutes. Let’s get your schedule,” Rowan said, shifting his arm from his hold on Amber. Carter joined them as Graham and Matt went their own way. 

“I hope I didn’t upset them,” Willow said, concerned, turning to Carter and wondering at their abrupt exits.

“Nah. Logan’s always mad, and Graham likes to see his girlfriend before class. She doesn’t like us though.”

“Oh. Well, her loss, right?” Willow shrugged trying to look at ease.

“Row, I like her already,” Carter laughed. “Come on, the office is this way.” Carter continued to make small talk as they approached the office. “Do you need any help?”

“I’ll be alright. This isn’t my first move, but I’ll find you for lunch if that’s alright?”

Amber laughed. “Sure. You can join us. It’ll be nice to have another girl at the table. I swear all I hear is about girl’s bodies and cars, cars, cars.” 

“You poor thing!” Willow laughed too.
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