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CHAPTER ONE
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2003

Gary could feel his heart pounding as he took aim. Steady now, he said to himself. It would be his last and only chance in this game of survival. Missing wasn’t an option. He went through the protocol step by step: Firming his grip. Holding his breath. Visualizing the hit. Then he shot.

CRACK!

As usual, the cue ball seemed to have a mind of its own as it hit the eight ball just off center and proceeded to find the corner pocket. Scratch! Nicky, curled up nearby, gave a single wag of his tail and a doleful look at Gary, somehow knowing his master’s lament. 

“You know, Jo, this all started with that loose rack of yours!” said Gary.

“Leave my boobs out of this,” replied Jo glancing down at her ample chest. 

“Yeah, right. Next time rack ’em tight like you’re supposed to.”

“This game was all evened up until that last shot. You should have your eyes examined and while you’re at it, do the rest of your head.”

Gary’s rec room was in the basement of his modest rancher located among a few dozen other middle-class houses in the maturing development. He’d gotten the pool table for free from a guy he met while hanging out at a car restoration shop nearby. ‘Just get it out of my house’ was all Gary needed to hear. A couple of strong friends and a pickup truck got the heavy pool table back to Gary’s house. It was a little rough around the edges but being handy, Gary decided to dismantle it and restore its former glory. His research showed it was built in the 1920s and must have been in a pool hall at that time as evidenced by the cigarette burns on the walnut rails. He could envision a smoke-filled room with a bunch of guys hanging out with ciggies in their hands, a deck of Luckies stuck in a T-shirt sleeve, and cold beers all around. Those dark burns would stay to maintain its character, and he bought new tan felt and matching chalk to finish the job. Nicky, his ever-faithful golden mutt, provided constant companionship during the weeks-long project and his wife, Doris, figured it would keep him out of the trouble that followed him like a shadow. 

“One day I’ll learn to hit a straight shot,” Gary remarked.

“A lot of felt under that shot Gary. Sometimes those are the hardest.” 

“I’ve had this table for what, two years? You’d think I’d practice occasionally.”

“You know how it goes. You get something and you’re all excited at first but after a few weeks the blush is off the rose, and it just collects dust.” 

“That’s an example of my short attention span. I gotta focus. When I have a project like this pool table it’s like I’m on a mission. I have a goal. And the results speak for themselves.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Jo. “You do good work when you put your mind to it.”

“I wish I felt that way about my day job. Managing a shoe store ain’t what I’d envisioned for a career.”

“Quit,” replied Jo.

“And do what? I have a mortgage, kids, the works. I’m stuck for a few more years.”

“Then you need another outlet, another project.”

“The only reason I got this pool table project was because it was free. A hundred bucks for materials wasn’t a problem. The wifey would be hard on my case if I spent too much”.

“You’ve been married thirty years. Haven’t you learned how to handle Doris?” asked Jo, who usually knew the answer before she asked a question. 

“Yes and no. Mostly no. How do you handle Fred.” 

“We have a system. I say ‘yes’... he says ‘yes’. 

“Or else what?”

“He sleeps on the couch.”

“That’s cruel.”

“It works though.” 

“I just thought of a birthday gift for your hubby.”

“I think I feel a Garyism coming. Ok what?”

“A girlie magazine and a box of Kleenex!”

“You are one sick dude Gary Miller.” 

Jo lived just across the street and was a Jo-of-all-trades. She grew up connected at the hip with her dad, a tool and die maker who tinkered with cars after work. Apprenticed as his gofer at the age of five, she watched and learned and by sixteen was adept at tuning up a car and replacing brake pads. Her teenage boyfriends were just as enamored with her mechanical skills as they were with her petite, shapely figure, and pretty face. Her biggest laments were trying to keep the grease from under fingernails or scuffing her favorite red nail polish. Damn if she didn’t have a skinned knuckle for the senior prom as a result of using an adjustable wrench when a properly sized box wrench was the right tool for the job. Lesson learned. 

Early on she’d found the love of her life in Fred, an all-through-high-school classmate who favored reading over doing. Jo, Doris and next-door neighbor Maggie all loved to cook and met regularly in each other’s kitchens to try new recipes or bake a cake that would always get accolades from the guys. And being the neighborhood mechanic, Jo’s honey-do list usually included some task at a neighbor’s house provided there was beer on hand or a plate full of cookies. 

“So, Gary, wanna play best of eleven?” asked Jo.

“That means I gotta win six straight,” said Gary as he twisted the chalk cube on his cue tip. 

“I’m game providing you have enough beer in the fridge. By the way, I didn’t see any more light beer, what gives?”

“Light and beer are oxymorons, and you must be a moron to drink one. Present company excluded.”

“Tastes great and less filling!”

“Lies, all lies,” said Gary. “Looks and tastes like camel piss if you ask me. I only drink beer that conforms to the German purity law... only water, barley malt and hops for the ingredients, and absolutely no ruining it by making it ‘light’.”. 

“You buy St. Pauli Girl for the picture of the buxom fraulein on the box! Its conformity is a bonus.”

“It’s not a perfect world, Jo. Besides I’m a sucker for cleavage.”

“Hey Gary, I just got a brilliant idea. I’ll share it with you for another beer.”

“Hmm. I didn’t know your brain’s rheostat went beyond dim. But you’re a cheap date so... ok, shoot,” said Gary.

“You’ve been talking about those old cars you used to drive. Why not buy a needy classic car and fix it up? 

“I’ll tell you why not... her name begins with a ‘D’.

“Unbelievable. Are you a man or a mouse?”

Nicky’s ears perked up at the word mouse, gave a heads up look around and seeing nothing, he gave his muzzle a quick lick and settled his head back down on his front paws. 

“I refuse to answer on the grounds that my answer would tend to incinerate me. Squeak!”

“Look Mickey, I know you hate computers but listen up. Out there in cyberspace there are auctions for crashed cars, some of which are old classics. Why don’t you check ’em out and maybe you can find a project. My dad used to fix up old cars all the time. It would be fun for me too. I could teach you how to do it.”

“Yet another slight to my masculinity! I can change oil and top off a radiator to boot!”

“Yeah, yeah. I know you can. Such a thin skin. Let’s get on the laptop, and I’ll show you the site.

###
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With Nicky at their heels, they climbed the stairs to the kitchen which was open to the dining and living rooms thanks to Gary having removed the walls years ago in a previous project. Gary and Doris shared a workspace which consisted of a Gary-restored drafting table and on its smooth wooden top sat an older Dell laptop that could barely handle a dated Windows 98. Reboot was the operative word, and Gary had little patience for it but buying a new one wasn’t in the tight budget. Jo, on the other hand, knew its idiosyncrasies having searched recipes with Doris. It only took a minute for her to have it up and running. She typed ‘Acme Auto Auctions’ into the search engine. 

“Gary look. This is it. Just type in whatever make of car you’re looking for and it displays a list of what they currently have and the date of the auction for that particular car. If you don’t find anything, check back occasionally to search again. Easy, peasy.”

“Yeah, and pricey dicey I’ll bet. Where do I get the money to buy this relic if I find one?”

“What about that little nest egg you told me about? The dough from your accident. Three grand or thereabouts, no?”

“Well, there is that. But I promised Doris, we’d save it for a rainy day and frankly there ain’t much more than that in all our savings.”

“When you made that promise you had your fingers crossed, right?”

“Of course.”

“Well then, you’re good to go. Now what would be the car of your dreams?”

“One like my dad owned when I was sixteen. A 1966 Pontiac GTO. I was the cat’s patootie when I drove it around school.”

“GTO, huh? I know the car but what does “GTO” stand for?” asked Jo.

“It’s Italian for Gran Turismo Omologato. It means suited for grand touring racing. You soup up a production car and race it. I guess the guys at Pontiac borrowed the term.”

Way back in 1966 when his dad was car shopping, Gary was constantly badgering him about getting a GTO. It was during those halcyon days of big American muscle cars and the GTO was one of the best. A big 389 cubic inch engine pumping out 335 horsepower. The ’66 model was good looking too with vertical headlights, swept back tunnel roof and louvered taillights. The popular band ‘Ronnie and the Daytonas’ had a hit song in “Little GTO” which Gary still had on a 45 record. It took a while to convince dad and though he opted not to get the ‘three duces and a four speed’, choosing an automatic instead, their metallic green GTO was great looking and could beat most other cars in a drag race. 

“You had all the girls wanting a ride, right?” asked Jo.

“Of course. But the guys loved it too being that I hung out with car nuts. Buried the needle one night at 120 mph. The car only had six hundred miles on it. Dumb.”

“E pluribus unum. The first of many dumb things I’ve heard about ol’ Gary,” said Jo.

“Oh, and I beat a Comet Cyclone in a drag race. It had a 390 cubic inch motor and a 4-speed but I nosed him out at the finish. What a night!”

“Your old man never suspected?”

“Nope. But he might have wondered why the rear tires needed replacement so quickly. That Goat could really lay rubber!”

“Goat?”

Nicky cocked his head at that word as something in his canine brain sensed that a mission could be afoot akin to chasing rabbits and squirrels. 

“Easy there Nickster,” Gary said as he stooped over and petted Nicky. “Yeah, Goat,” he continued. “Kind of a pronunciation of GTO... sort of.”

“But hey Gary, your three grand ain’t gonna get you far in this day and age. It’s a new millenium man. Three large won’t even buy you a good paint job.”

“Don’t bust my bubble. FYI, I hit the lotto for twenty-five bucks just last week. I’m on a roll!” 

“Save that dough for a half tank of gas.”

“Hey, stranger things have happened. Even a blind squirrel finds a nut now and then. Maybe no one else will show up for the auction. I’m feelin’ lucky!”

“Luck favors the well-prepared, Gary.”

“I’m prepped! I got the vision. That’s all I need for now.”

“And you got me in your corner! I’m with you all the way Gary. We’ll do this!”

“Oh baby! You got me psyched! Thanks Jo. I feel like a new man. A man on a mission!”
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CHAPTER TWO
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1967

Gary was sixteen when his parents decided to buy a new car and he, being a bit of a motor head, decided to exert whatever influence in that decision that he could muster. This urging ranged from clipping ads out of the newspaper to putting on a glum face when put off by dad. His mom referred to this as ‘hanging his snoot.’ Well, Gary thought, whatever it takes. 

He didn’t know exactly why the quest for a new car had begun. Perhaps the ’55 Dodge Royal Lancer that dad drove was using a bit too much oil or maybe he was having a mid-life crisis. Gary didn’t much care and the hunt was on. 

In the 1960s, guys were pretty much aligned with the cars that their parents drove. If dad drove a Ford Mustang, you were a Ford guy. If he drove a Chevelle, you were a GM guy. But Gary was an outlier being a GM guy when dad had that Dodge. This had much to do with his older brother buying a jet black ’59 Chevy Impala coupe, a much more exciting vehicle than the old Dodge. They’d ridden to Reading, Pennsylvania with their dad to pick it up at the dealership. On the way home, with Gary in the back, they stopped at the Tropical Treat to get some food. They pulled in and took an ordering space and asked for two Cokes and one chocolate milkshake which were promptly delivered by a cute and shapely carhop.

Handing the shake back to Gary, his brother admonished him to not spill it. Gary grabbed the shake and as he sat back in the seat, he squeezed the large paper cup a little too hard and emptied half of the contents on himself and the seat. Were it not for dad, Gary truly believed that his short life would have ended right there. 

That Impala’s glossy black body was contrasted with a bright red interior and under the hood was a powerful 348 cubic inch V8 motor. You could bury the needle on a straightaway if you had enough cajónes and if the car’s rear end didn’t become airborne due to the flat ‘wings’ designed into the body. Those wings were a 90 degree turn from the ‘fins’ featured on many cars of the 1950s. By 1961, though, both the fins and wings were purged from the stylists’ drawing boards and tastes turned to a more streamlined contour and even larger engines. Hence the GTO.

GM’s John Delorean was responsible for putting the big motor under the hood of the demure Pontiac Tempest. A hood scoop and “GTO” badging were not-so-subtle hints of the immense power that laid within. Uniquely, the badging also proclaimed a ’6.5 LITRE’ engine, perhaps a hat tip to a concocted European legacy where none existed. Now what was the formula for converting litres to cubic inches? 

To Gary, this was the car that should grace the home driveway and be the envy of his friends and a probable girl magnet as well. The lobbying from Gary was incessant and he finally convinced his parents to at least take a look at a GTO at the local dealership. Well, that magic worked and seeing that beautiful metallic green car on the showroom floor, dad and mom were taken hook, line and sinker. They finagled the $3200 sticker price somehow, and Gary’s mission was accomplished. Wait until the guys hear about this!

Alone in a new GTO at seventeen was once beyond his comprehension but here he was behind the wheel and wanting to share the moment with a friend. Jack, his motorhead buddy, was the first to take a ride in the GTO.

“Gary, this car is so cool. I can’t believe you talked your parents into buying it. Have they lost their minds?”

“I don’t think that dad realizes its stature as a muscle car. To him, it’s just new wheels with a little more umph.”

“335 umphs if I remember correctly,” said Jack. “That’s about twice the power of what the Dodge had.”

“Well, let’s keep that a secret. But I’ve got to keep this beautiful beast on a leash for a while yet. It needs to get broken in.”

“How so?”

“The owner’s manual says that for the first six hundred miles you must keep the speed down so that the engine’s internal parts find their own grove so to speak. The pistons, rings, and cylinder walls need to get to know one another slowly. It’s better for the car in the long run.”

“So, what happens after six hundred miles?”

“We take it up on Route 100 and bury the needle,” Gary announced. “That’s a hundred and twenty miles per hour on the speedometer. I’ve never been that fast.”

“Yeah, baby. That’s what I’m talkin’ about! How many more miles until the break- in period is over?”

“One hundred fifty-five. It’ll be a few more days yet. Maybe by the weekend.”

“No rain in the forecast. Can you get it Saturday night?”

“Yeah. My aunt and uncle will be visiting and taking my parents to the Italian club for pizza so the car will be home. I can pick you up around eight o’clock if you’re up for it.”

“Sure am. But ask your mom to bring some of that pizza home. It’s the best.”

###
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By Saturday, the GTO had six hundred and eighty miles on it, well beyond the break in range and Gary figured it should be time to rock and roll. He picked up Jack as they had planned and headed directly for the mile-long straightaway on Route 100 between Pottstown and Boyertown. It was a divided highway, two lanes in each direction with a wide grassy strip separating northbound from southbound. Now if they could just avoid any traffic.

“Jack, keep your head on a swivel and let me know if you see any cops. They patrol this stretch on the rare occasion that they’re not eating donuts at the diner.”

“I just saw a patrol car headed south. We should be good to go heading north.”

“We’re about a mile away from the long straight section, and no cars in the way so far.

Seat belts buckled. I think we’re ready.”

The straightaway came into view as they motored along at fifty miles an hour. Gary’s hands gripped the steering wheel a little harder and his blood pressure rose a little higher. Seeing no traffic ahead and nothing in the rearview mirror, he pressed his right foot to the floor. The GTO automatically downshifted, and the RPMs instantly surged as the guys were pressed back into their seats. The GTO literally leapt forward for all its worth then upshifted into high gear.

“Holy cannoli! This car can move!” Jack shouted over the roaring engine. 

“Eighty... Ninety... One hundred...!” exclaimed Gary as he glanced at the speedometer while keeping the car straddling both northbound lanes. 

“You can do it Gary. Pedal to the metal!”

“Not much straight road left. One hundred ten...” Gary exclaimed as the dashed lines on the roadway slipped under the car at an astonishing rate. ‘Mabelene’ would have been the perfect song to accompany this wild escapade with Chuck Berry singing ‘a hundred and ten a halfa mile ahead.’

“Go man go!”

“There! One twenty on the button! Oh baby!” Gary shouted as he finally let up on the gas.

The arrow-straight highway ended as they approached a slight hill after which it curved gently to the left just before the exit to Boyertown. Gary tapped the brakes. Uh Oh... There was a rattling shutter as the brake pads bounced off the drums, not wanting to engage properly. They crested the hill at ninety miles per hour and Gary eased the GTO into the quickly approaching left bend. He tried the brakes again and this time they held. They slowed to sixty and Gary took the exit while hard on the brakes. At the traffic light, they collected their thoughts.

“What was that weird rumbling all about?” gasped Jack. “It freaked me out.”

“Beats me,” replied Gary. “I guess the brakes don’t like stopping from that speed. Maybe they’re too new.”

“Let’s not do that again. I don’t think my sphincter muscles can take it.”

“I heard you fart. You’ll have to disinfect the seat later.”

“I hope my underwear is still white.”

“Don’t even go there. Just be happy that we hit the target and lived to talk about it.”

“May I suggest we keep it to ourselves and not tell anyone lest your dad find out.”

“You know, Jack. Once in a while, a long while, you come up with a good idea.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment although it was reluctantly given.”

“I give credit where credit is due. Speaking of credit, you still owe me two bucks for the Girl Scout cookies courtesy of my little cousin.”

“But you ate half of them!”

“And thank you for sharing. I’ll pull into a gas station, and you can pay.”

“I guess I’m getting off cheap. That thrill ride tonight was worth every penny,” admitted Jack. “And if you survive into adulthood, you can tell your children all about it.”

“Children? I don’t even have a girlfriend yet.”

“Maybe. But if you did, her name would probably start with a ‘D’.”

Gary puzzled in thought for a moment. Ohh, her! Gary smiled, turned the GTO left and headed for home. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE
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To prime the pump, Jo suggested that they go to a big regional car show in Carlisle PA which was specifically themed to feature classic American Iron... big old cars most of which had giant engines. They were known as ‘muscle’ cars and were produced by all the major US car companies which constantly tried to outdo each other. More cubic inches, more horsepower, and slick styling with badges that denoted big power under the hood were the norm...”427” or “396” were ubiquitous. A big engine came with bragging rights and an inflated ego. Some racers even dropped these big block engines into British cars like the famous Ford Cobra, the Cadillac-powered Allard, or the Sunbeam Tiger. Winning at a speedway or quarter mile drag strip got more attention and sold more cars. Lots more. And the more horsepower and options that you ordered for your car, the more profits for the manufacturers. But most guys didn’t care. They were in it for speed and sex. After all, what young lady of the ’60s didn’t want a ride in a fancy car with a guy amped up on testosterone? 

Gary hadn’t been to a car show in years, and decided what the heck, he’d go. On the day of the show, Jo picked him up in her new 2003 BMW Z4 and headed west on the Pennsylvania Turnpike. When they got there, it didn’t take long for him to be drooling over each and every car. He’d seen ’em all back in the day and here they were again in prime condition. And when they finally found a corral of GTO’s, Gary was in heaven. 

“Jo, look at this one! You can eat off the engine it’s so clean. Like it was built yesterday.”

“I just knew you’d love this show. All these cars are fantastic.”

“Every inch of this GTO brings back memories. The dashboard layout, the pleated seats, and of course the 389 engines. Every time I washed my dad’s car, I’d make sure the chrome valve covers shined along with the rest of the engine compartment. Exactly like this one.”

The owners of the cars were milling about or sitting on folding camp chairs near their cars. Gary caught one guy’s eye and walked over to him.

“Yours?” Gary asked sheepishly to an older gentleman with a GTO logo on his baseball cap.

“Yeah,” the man replied. 

“My dad had one but in metallic green with a black interior. Lots of good memories. Have you owned it long?”

“A few years. The restoration took a while.”

“You do good work though. So nice. I’m thinking of buying one to restore myself.”

“Funny... You don’t come across as a complete idiot.”

“He’s working on his doctorate in idiotology as we speak. Just ask his wife,” Jo chided. 

“I know. I know,” said Gary. “It’s a labor of love.”

“That’s an understatement,” replied the man. “Love, time, more money, more time... did I mention money?”

“Therein lies the problem. I’ve got precious little of each,” said Gary. “That said, I’d like to find one to work on and maybe someday have one that looks as good as yours.” 
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