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A fierce wind swept across the Baja, whipping up sand as thousands of cheering spectators squinted against the pebble-laden gust, eagerly awaiting the start of the legendary race.


But Doc Copper was impervious to the desert elements. The thirteen-year-old embraced the wind, stinging sand, and the promise of unforgiving desert heat that waited for him. He longed for the agony of thirst, the threat of the unknown, and the danger of unmitigated speed. When he was in its throes, it meant he was doing the very thing he was born to do: racing.


But this time, it was more than just a race.


He stared ahead at the vast, barren Baja desert that stretched as far as the eye could see. Somewhere out there was the battle of his life and a chance for racing glory. His big, dark brown eyes popped with intensity and teetered on the tip of insanity as his body flowed with high octane adrenaline. He felt the engine pulse beneath him as the pistons fired in perfect sync. The heat from the engine began to steam up his leg, but it was the right kind of pain.


Doc pressed his chest against the bars. He pulled the clutch, shifted the high-strung racing machine into first gear, and pushed the engine within a millimeter of the redline. The engine roared, almost lurching forward, primed for the popping of the clutch.


He tilted his head, and yelled out, “This is going to be legendary!”


Mac Irons, his navigator, responded with his customary, blunt, and choppy way, “Yep.”


Mac’s intense anticipation pushed beads of sweat down his brow and cheeks, and they began to soak into the padding of his helmet.


Doc glanced to his right and left, seeing nothing but enemies flanking them. “The entire planet’s coming after us,” he said.


Mac grunted back, “Yep.”


“Let ’em come,” Doc replied.


“Now you’re speaking my language,” Mac replied.
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Ethan Oxidant, the British racer to Doc and Mac’s left, yelled over the roar of the engines, and as loud as it was, nothing could drown out Ethan’s narcissistic scorn. “Hey, Doc, nice ride. I’m a little surprised it still runs.”


Doc knew exactly what Ethan meant, and his scoffing did nothing but add more fury to the raging fire. “Hold that thought,” Doc yelled back, and then pointed to the desert. “We’ll pick this up out there.”


Mac spoke into his helmet’s headset, “That punk would make a nun pull a switch blade.”


The Australian team held down the spot to Doc’s right, and the Aussie driver lifted his helmet just enough to spit on Doc’s front tire. “Let me guess,” the Aussie said, “you want to make this race great again?”


Mac threatened with his fist. “How ‘bout I make your face great again?”


Doc and Mac never wanted to war so bad, and Mac yelled into the madness, “Doc, if you don’t crush these guys, I’m going to let Fire Face kick you in the face.”


Doc rifled back, “If I don’t crush these guys, I’ll let him kick me in the face.”


A young girl walked out into the sandy, cacti-riddled starting line. She began waving a flag in front of the greatest junior off-road racers the world had ever assembled.


“Mac,” Doc said, “have you ever heard of American Exceptionalism?”


“Yep,” Mac cracked his neck.


Doc grinned, “Here comes exhibit A.”


“Roger that,” Mac quipped back.


Another strong gust kicked up the desert silt. Doc pushed in his goggles, making sure the seal was tight.


The girl was waving that flag high above her head, and then Doc saw the slightest pause in her motion. “HANG ON!” he screamed.
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The flag dropped.


Chaos.
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One Year Earlier


Fireworks popped, cracked, and left a smoky haze in the rafters of the indoor arena at the national sixteen and under ATV championships.


“Yeah!” Doc Copper cheered as he let loose of the handlebars of his beloved Honda racing ATV, which he had named The Drakon. He thrust his arms up high as he soared fifteen feet in the air while crossing the finish line.


Doc skidded upon landing, and then busted out his customary donut celebration, kicking dirt into the first rows of the cheering fans.


As he spun his ATV to a stop and stood up on his pegs, he saluted Old Glory, which hung proudly in the rafters. That made the crowd love the boy even more.


He patted his four-wheeler like it was a faithful friend and then found his mom and dad in the crowd and gave them a big thumbs up.


His dad, Dean Copper, the famed steeplechase racehorse trainer, reached fatherhood utopia as he saw his boy achieving both of their dreams. But his mother, Rachel, succumbed to utter mortification. Not because their only son had just become the youngest national champion ever in the sixteen and under division at merely twelve years old, but because he was a fearless daredevil, with all the giftedness of a natural born racer to go with it.


Dean didn’t need a cypher to understand the puzzle on Rachel’s face, and he tried to remind her that this was the path she had chosen for Doc. “Hey, remember what you wanted?”


“Remember? Remember what?” she asked.


Dean had to yell above the crowd noise. “You said you didn’t want him racing horses.”


4

Indignant, Rachel stared her husband in the eyes. “How is this any better?”


Dean pointed to the jumbotron. “Look.”


The big screen zoomed in on Doc and The Drakon. The announcer roared, “Doc Copper! Your new national champion!”


The crowd erupted with cheers that overpowered the thumping victory music that shook the arena. Confetti showered down, and strobe lights flickered to the point of disorientation.


Doc gazed upward through the clouds of confetti to see himself on the big screen. He smiled as the camera circled around. He made sure to show off the back of his classic, brown leather motorcycle jacket. It had a standing collar with dual, off-white stripes adorning the sleeves. Stitched into the back of the shoulders was the custom embroidered logo that read, “Copper Racing.”


That day, Doc Copper was submerged in the euphoric ecstasy of the overindulgent star-hungry craze in America. And then he saw the smiling girl with the three-foot-tall trophy walking his way, and he didn’t know if he’d ever be the same again.


His hometown news website from Bell Buckle, Tennessee, gave Doc the front page the next day. It read:


Doc Copper!


Son of local horse trainer stuns.


Becomes youngest ATV national champion ever.
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Present Day


“Dad! Dad!” The now thirteen-year-old’s voice resonated throughout the Copper farmhouse. There was an amped up energy coming from the well-mannered, southern boy, and Dean knew something was up.
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Dean turned slowly, careful not to spill his nearly overflowing coffee. He heard the feet coming hard and fast to the kitchen, but he kept his eyes down on his coffee. He attempted to walk toward the commotion. Big mistake.


BAM!


The two collided as Doc turned the corner, and coffee went everywhere.


“Doc,” Dean protested, “are you kidding me?”


Doc’s southern voice exuded charm, even in a situation like this. “Dad, not a big deal.”


Dean raised his eyebrows, “Well, it ain’t nothin’.”


Rachel was in the next room and heard the ruckus. She popped her head in. “What just happened?”


“Nothing,” Doc said.


Rachel’s eyes found the puddle of coffee on the floor. “Really?” she said, “Because somebody not called ‘Mom’ will be cleaning that nothing up.”


Doc stood unfazed as he waved a letter in front of their eyes.


“What’s that?” Dean asked.


Doc flipped it around and cleared his voice to add unnecessary theatrics. “Dear Doc Copper,” he read. “The United States Junior Racing Association is pleased to inform you that your point total on the USJRA ATV dirt track circuit has placed you as the top junior racer in Tennessee.


You are hereby invited to Wyoming next month for the honor and challenge of racing in the USJRA Champion Off Road Racing Cup. The winner will be named the Junior Eighteen and Under National Champion.”


The cheers that exuded from Doc and Dean rattled the fine china in the cabinets. Racing was synonymous with the Copper men, and the thrill of high stakes racing turned both into primal barbarians.


“That’s what I’m talking about, boy,” Dean shouted as he put Doc in a fatherly headlock.
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“Wait,” Doc said, “there’s more.”


“More?” Rachel asked surprised. “What’s more than that?”


“Hit me with it,” Dean pushed.


Doc continued to read the letter,




As you may know, every four years the greatest event of junior off-road racing occurs, the legendary Quad Continental. This world-renowned desert race is a one-thousand-mile crucible that pushes the limits of racer and machine. This year, the off-road national champions from eighty countries will descend on the unforgiving desert of Baja California in Mexico to compete for the honor of being the Quad Continental World Champion. Therefore, the Wyoming race will not only name the US National Champion but will also determine who represents The United States of America in the Quad Continental. Young man, start your engine! The USJRA.





The jumps, claps, hugs, stomps, hoots, and hollers of the Copper men consumed the kitchen and nearly broke the leg of a chair in the celebration.


Rachel, however, merely offered a strained smile. She knew her son was going to race as if tomorrow would never come. She coughed a bit, just to get their attention. “It seems like a lot of older kids will be in this.”


Doc and Dean acknowledged the sound of her voice but didn’t pay much attention to it beyond that. She raised her voice a little more. “Maybe we could think about it? Sounds pretty dangerous.”


Her last statement didn’t even register to the Copper men whose ears had checked out to all things contemplative.


Dean smacked his lips and nodded. “We got a trip to plan!”


“We do, and I need my crew,” Doc added.


“Yeah, you do,” Dean agreed. “This is a once in a lifetime opportunity. We gotta make it count.”
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Rachel sighed.


Those next few weeks seemed to move slower than frozen molasses for Doc, but it did give him time to fine-tune The Drakon for the next biggest race of his life. Dean also got the big diesel truck freshly serviced, and they took the gooseneck livestock trailer in for an acid wash. Doc gathered everything he could think of to pack it top to bottom, and when the trailer got back, he was ready to turn it into his mobile racing garage.
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The day had come for them to travel to Wyoming, and nothing could have been more exciting for the Coppers. However, as Dean shifted the rig into gear, Rachel gave him a glance that told him she had something to say.


“Well, alright,” Dean said. “What is it?”


“I don’t like this,” she replied.


“Don’t like what?”


“Don’t give me that. You know exactly what.”


“Um . . .” Dean really didn’t know, so he guessed. “Doc’s a racer. This is what he does. He knows there are risks, but he accepts that. I thought you were cool with all of this.”


Rachel showed a bit of frustration. “While that is something, that’s not what we’re talking about, and you know it.”


Dean shook his head. “I know it? I literally don’t. I didn’t even know we were talking. I just saw a look.”


“Well, I don’t like it,” Rachel replied, “so never again, Dean. Read my lips. Never again.”


Dean’s jaw dropped. “For all things good and holy, just tell me what you’re talking about.”


“The boys, Dean.” She was frustrated that she even had to say it. She pointed back to the horse trailer where Doc and his two friends were riding. “It’s not an RV. We’re responsible for their safety.”
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“Oh.” Dean blew that off. “My brothers and I did that all the time growing up. We never got hurt.”


“Well, things are different today, and you know it.”


“It is different,” Dean agreed, “but what if it shouldn’t be? Is it really all that bad that we expect our kids to toughen up a bit? So what if one of them takes a bump and falls over. We want them to be men, don’t we?”


That perturbed Rachel. “Don’t you go there with me. You know I agree with that. What if we get pulled over with the kids back there in the horse trailer?”


“We’re fine. I’ve never been pulled over by the police while pulling the trailer. The cops know that we country folk are pro-blue, and they respect us, because we respect them. It’s all good.”


Rachel sighed. “I hope you’re right.”


Dean was a bit surprised that Rachel acquiesced so quickly. “Really? Did I just win an argument with the lawyer? Wow, this is a big day for me,” he said with a laugh.


Rachel laughed a bit, too. “Yes, and it will be your last win. So, soak it up.”


“Will do.” Dean smiled. “But one more thing. Are you hinting that you would rather have the boys up here with us all the way to Wyoming? You want J-Dog up here the entire trip?”


Rachel grinned. “Sustained. Even on his best day, J-Dog is an acquired taste.”


“That’s what I thought.” Dean laughed. “I win again.”


The boy nicknamed J-Dog Dynamite had been Doc’s best friend since they were four. Doc often wondered if J-Dog’s mother had just plum given up on trying to influence his dressing habits, because he essentially wore the same thing each day: an old straw cowboy hat, pilot sunglasses, camouflage cargo pants, tan lace-up desert combat boots, and of course, his sleeveless, white, cotton t-shirt which always 9had a hand-painted message on it. Today, his shirt had a picture of an American flag, bearing the caption he scripted above it: “Try burning this one, jerk face.”


Rachel knew that wherever J-Dog was, trouble always followed.


Recently, J-Dog had focused his entire ornery, early adolescence into his streaming channel, called Wild Dog TV, causing widespread anxiety for all the adults in the know.


Nothing was off limits for him. The more inflammatory his takes, the more online reaction he got, and it forever bugged Rachel that a thirteen-year-old boy with a seemingly supernatural gift to stir a pot got so many views.


But he wasn’t alone in his viral escapades. His cameraman was Alfie Ping, a foreign exchange student from Malaysia that lived with J-Dog. One could spot Alfie from a mile away by the bright red nylon jacket he always wore. He and J-Dog acted like brothers, and they fought like cats and dogs. They were two of Doc’s best friends, and they went to every race they could, streaming their lives along the way.


Dean glanced over at Rachel as he gave the diesel engine a bit more fuel. “Honestly, honey, we’re lucky to have them. I know J-Dog is ornery as all get out, but both he and Alfie are good kids. They are a heck of lot better than the norm in today’s world.”


“I know, I know,” Rachel agreed. “It’s just never easy when they’re all together. I need a rule where Doc can only have one friend over at a time. Otherwise, it’s like a carnival after midnight.”


Dean chuckled at that as he merged the rig onto the next highway. “They’re just boys being boys. They’re fine, and they’re back there in the gooseneck making memories that will last a lifetime.”


“As long as they’re safe,” Rachel warned.


“What could happen back there?” Dean argued. “They are literally locked in a cage. What trouble could they possibly get into?”
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Rachel snapped back, “What trouble? This is J-Dog we’re talking about. He invents trouble.”


“In a cage? Really?” Dean protested.


“Especially in a cage.”


“Come on, Rachel. How bad could it be?”


Rachel batted her eyes. “Why don’t we just check what they’re doing?”


“Check?” Dean asked incredulously. “We just got started, and you want me to pull over and check?”


“You don’t need to pull over, Dean. You know J-Dog and Alfie are probably streaming that stupid internet show. What do they call it— Barking Dog or something?”


Dean corrected, “Wild Dog. Wild Dog TV.”


Rachel’s head snapped around. “How did you know that so quickly?” Her eyes widened in shock. “You watch it! You subscribed, didn’t you?”


Dean couldn’t contain his laughter now. He loved how indignant Rachel would get with the boys’ antics. “I might have clicked some things. It’s actually kind of funny. The kid has talent.”


“Talent? That’s what you call it?” Rachel turned in her seat to face him. “He absolutely offends everyone. That’s his talent.”


Dean calmed his laughing, but still smiled. “He’s declared war on safe spaces. I’m not sure he knows that, but that’s what he’s done.”


Rachel squinted her eyes. “You’re a closet Wild Dog fan. I should’ve known.”


Dean laughed. “Maybe I am. They’re funny. They’re good kids, Rachel. And honestly, I think it’s kind of what this world needs.”


“Oh, really? What the world needs?” Rachel challenged. “Why don’t we just log in and see what the world, as you claim, needs right now?”


“Oh boy.” Dean wished he could have that last comment back.


She got her smartphone out and opened the app. She clicked on Wild Dog TV with J-Dog Dynamite, and she winced when she saw 11it. “Oh goodie, they’re streaming right now,” she sarcastically squealed. “Let’s see what the full faith and approval of Dean Copper looks like in real time.”


Dean emptied his lungs and fluttered his lips. “This could hurt.”


“Oh look, Alfie is in the picture, too.” Rachel stared at Dean. “That means they got Doc to film it. They roped our boy into their tomfoolery.”


“And shenanigans.” Dean decided to push some buttons. “It’s both tomfoolery and shenanigans.”


Rachel held up her finger and stopped the conversation abruptly. She studied the screen on her phone. “What is that? Where did they get that?”


“What?” Dean asked, and she showed him the phone as he was trying to drive.


“Where did they get that from?” Rachel asked. “That’s gotta be six-feet tall.”


“It looks like a Mickey Mouse blow-up doll,” Dean answered. “They must have packed it.”


Then out of nowhere, J-Dog slugged the giant inflated Mickey Mouse right in the face.


“Woah!” Rachel said, “he just punched Mickey.”


And sure enough, J-Dog not only punched Mickey but also unleashed a wildly violent mauling of the blow-up mouse doll, kicking, choking, punching, and throwing the mouse all over the trailer until it popped on a bolt.


“You see that?” J-Dog yelled at the mouse as it deflated into a limp, crumpled up plastic bag. “How does that feel? You can’t have your cheese and eat it too, you little rodent.”


J-Dog walked over to the camera and pushed his face right into the lens. “You kill Han Solo, I kill you.”
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Dean was beside himself laughing, and Rachel closed the app. “I can’t watch that anymore. I just can’t. I’m listening to the radio.” She turned the nob on, and Dean’s favorite country music station started blaring, but Rachel didn’t like that either. “I suppose country music is better than watching J-Dog’s show.” She laughed a bit. “Look at what I’ve been reduced to, Dean. In the first fifteen minutes of this cross-country road trip, I’m already listening to country music.”


Dean loved his wife, her wit, and her way. He never thought he would’ve convinced a big city girl like her to move to the country with him. But he was so glad that he had.


Dean tried to explain, “You just gotta get used to road trips. There is a way to do it. We have twelve hundred miles to go before we get to Wyoming. So, sit back, roll the windows down, and listen to some country music. That’s how we pass the time.”


“Fine, I’ll listen,” she said. But it didn’t take thirty seconds for her to protest the song. “What did he just say?” Rachel asked.


Dean leaned forward and tapped his forehead on the wheel. “They’ll be more songs, honey. They’re not all like this.”


She listened intently to the lyrics, and she blurted out loud, “He did say that!”


Dean laughed.


Rachel lifted both hands, open palmed, toward the radio dial. “He just sang that he was a man somewhere in between Jesus and John Wayne.”


Dean acknowledged the lyric, “Hmm, hmm.”


“Who writes that?” Rachel asked. “Who sits down on a stump with a guitar and thinks that’s the gripping lyric?” She looked at Dean and paused, waiting for a response.


“What?” he chuckled, “I didn’t write it. It’s not me.”


“I’m going back to the Yelping Dog. I want to see how bad they mutilated that mouse,” Rachel said.
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“I guarantee they won’t be on the mouse anymore,” Dean replied. “J-Dog jumps topics fast.”


Dean was right, the boys were onto something else altogether.


This time, there was no violence or heavy action; rather J-Dog was sitting calmly in the gooseneck part of the trailer. He was rubbing his chin as if to portray a deep, powerful thought was percolating.


“So,” J-Dog exhaled long and then spoke in a slow, punctuated, and well-elocuted manner, “My parents, bless their hearts, wanted to increase my sensitivities they said. They wanted to expose me to more cultures, experiences, and points of view.” He sniffed and glanced upward as he took off his cowboy hat, dusted it off, and repositioned it on his head. He adjusted his pilot glasses. “They thought there was room for me to grow in these areas. So, to do this . . .” He paused and kind of fluttered his hands before quipping, “They imported a China man.”


Alfie shouted from behind the camera. “I’m Malaysian of Chinese descent. Get it right!”


J-Dog rolled his eyes and waved it off. “Tomāto, tomâto.”


Alfie continue to yell, “You think it’s a picnic for me? There was no mention of bunk beds on the form.”


“Simmer down, Jackie Chan,” J-Dog said. “Today’s the day your ship comes in. We have a question from one of our viewers that, shockingly enough, is for you. Now, I don’t know why they don’t want to hear from me when I’m available. But this individual, for some unknown reason, wants to hear from you.”


“Because he values sophistication,” Alfie retorted. “That’s why.”


“Well, sophisticate this, rice cakes,” J-Dog replied. “Our viewer asks what holidays did you celebrate over in Malaysia?”


“Oh,” Alfie replied, “that’s good. The big three, really: Easter, Christmas, and Jamaican breakfast.”
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J-Dog followed up, “Any more? No Independence Day? No chase the cobras out of the baby’s bedroom day?”


Alfie put his hand to his head as he thought as hard as he could. “I know we celebrated more when I was very young, but I can’t remember my first memories.”


Up in the truck, Rachel turned her phone off, and then slowly put it away into the center console. She looked at her husband who was trying not to bust a gut as he was driving down the interstate.


“You know, Dean, the internet lives forever,” she lectured.
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The rest of the sixteen-hour road trip to Wyoming went as well as twelve hundred miles in a truck and trailer can go. The only surprise to Dean and Rachel was that the boys never wanted to come up to the cabin. They found the windy, loud, bumping, rattling environment of the stock trailer to suit them just fine.


They had a cooler back there, tons of food, each other, and imaginations to boot. That’s all they needed.


And, eventually, the Copper rig finally reached the Wyoming Fairgrounds with the sun just starting to come up.


Doc’s excitement began to build. “Here we go, boys,” Doc said, gripping the slats in the trailer and pressing his head through the opening.


Most of the other racers were there already. There was one slip for every state champion. Fifty racers in all, and the campground was already bustling with activity.


“You know,” J-Dog said as he perused the scene, “if I weren’t such an internet sensation with followers hanging on my every word, I think I would like to race, too. There’s a vibe here that’s easy to get into.”


Alfie was inspecting his GoPro camera and drone kit, and he quipped at J-Dog, “You would lose.”
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J-Dog shook his head. “I’d be great, but I just can’t—” he exhaled and tipped his cowboy hat back “—I’m just too important to too many people.”


“Yep,” Doc remarked, “I can only imagine its tough having your own life when you’re trying to build a cult.”


That got a smile out of J-Dog. “It is. I gotta care for the flock.”


“Don’t forget all the orange drink in the plastic jugs you gotta buy,” Doc added. “That’s cult leader 101.”


J-Dog nodded. “Heavy is the head that wears the crown.”


“I’m ready,” Alfie changed the subject as he stood up from his stooped position from tinkering with his high-powered drone. “You’ve got your eyes in the sky, Doc.”


“Perfect,” Doc replied as the conversation switched to racing, and he pulled out his smart tablet to study the radar app. “We’ve got a high chance of getting rain tomorrow morning.” He looked over at Alfie. “Will your drone fly in heavy rain?”


“Should,” Alfie answered.


Dean found the slip for the Tennessee State Champion, and he had no shortage of fatherhood pride pulling the Copper rig into that spot. After he killed the engine and popped open the door, he reached over to nudge his sleeping wife. “Hey, honey, we’re here.”


She stirred a bit and opened her eyes. “Oh, alright.” She sat up straight and found her bearings. She looked around at the fairgrounds and saw all the other teams, their rigs, and the early morning activity. “Wow, this is something.”


Dean felt the refreshing pre-rain Wyoming breeze as he stretched his legs outside. “Hey, Rachel, I’m going to roll down your window. It feels great outside.”


“Okay,” she said as she wiped down her eyes and flipped down the visor to look at herself in that tiny mirror. “Yikes,” she said as she 16stretched out the circles under her eyes and took in her somewhat matted hair.


By that time, the boys were already out of the trailer, and J-Dog walked by Rachel’s open window and looked inside. “Good morning, Mrs. Copper,” he said.


Rachel didn’t want a conversation with J-Dog to be one of the first things she did that morning.


But J-Dog smiled and was rather sweet. “You look really good this morning, Mrs. Copper.”


Rachel was taken back a bit but appreciated the manners. “Well, thank you. All things considered, right?”


“Yeah,” he replied, “you only look like you’ve been living in a truck for maybe sixteen hours. Definitely not eighteen.”


And there he was. Rachel forced a closed lip smile and heard Dean call for Doc on the other side. She took the opportunity to say, “Looks like they’re talking back there. You should probably go see what’s going on.”


“Yep, they’re going to need my two cents. Well, with inflation, that’s like thirty-seven dollars,” J-Dog replied as he reversed course back to the trailer.


By the time J-Dog reached them, the three others were already in the middle of a conversation.


“Take the day to rest, boys,” Dean said. “The race is tomorrow morning, eight o’clock.”


Doc replied, “I want to be at the starting line no later than seven-thirty.”


“I agree,” Dean answered, “and we’ll have to leave here by seven, probably, to get there. It’s a long race, and the starting line is a fair bit away.”


“This isn’t where the race begins?” J-Dog asked.
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“This is the finish line,” Doc replied as he pointed toward the fairground bleachers and racetrack. “I’ll be coming in from the west, and I’ll be winning the race right there.”


“I like how you think, Doc,” J-Dog said, “so where will the trailer be?”


Dean explained, “We’ll drop Doc off at the starting line, and the three of us will drive the truck and trailer back here.”


Doc piped up, “Alfie, will you be able to control your drone from that distance?”


Alfie nodded to affirm.


J-Dog then deduced, “The trailer is my command center, and I’ll stream the entire race from the GoPro on Alfie’s drone. Then, I’ll split screen the drone’s race footage with my award-winning commentary.”


“You can do that?” Dean asked.


The three boys laughed at the naivete.


“Sweet soul,” answered J-Dog. “You and the Mrs. can just sit back in the bleachers and watch the show.”


Alfie added, “We’ll bring the action to you.”


“Well, that’s cool,” Dean replied, “I like it.”


“Okay, then. We’ve got you guys sorted,” Doc said. “Now, look what I’ve got.” He smiled as he showed the screen of his iPad. “I’ve downloaded the entire topography of the area and then superimposed the racecourse on top of that data. I’ve already started to calculate my desired RPMs on each climb and descent for ideal engine output. I’ll have heavy fuel burn when I need it, but I’ll strategically conserve where I don’t. The good news is I think I can manage with half a tank of gas for the last leg of the race.”


“Why is that good?” J-Dog asked.


“It’s good because everyone else will top off their tanks at the pit stops, which makes them heavier. I’ll stop the fill halfway at the last one. I’ll be a touch lighter, ergo faster.”
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“Whose running the pit stops?” Alfie asked.


“Volunteers,” Doc replied. “There are four pits, and volunteers fuel up all the racers.”


“How much faster will you be?” J-Dog asked.


“Not much, but in a race like this, you don’t need much. I’ll be dragging at the back of the lead pack, which will also give me power in reserve, and then I’ll sling shot around them on that last bend coming into the stadium. I’ll have extra engine, and I’ll be lighter. I’ve won this thing already.”


“Easy, Doc, you’re racing forty-nine other champions,” Dean chimed in. “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch. I’ve learned that the hard way with Fire Face.”


“Not the same thing, Dad,” Doc countered. “I’ve got the data.” He tapped his old leather cylindrical tube.


“Dude,” J-Dog said, always admiring Doc’s wit, “doesn’t it feel good to be a genius? I think it does. I think it feels good to be a genius.”


Alfie shook his head. “Doc’s the only genius here, J-Dog. You’re on the wrong end of the scale.”


“Hey,” J-Dog argued, “I’m a genius, too.”


“No, you’re not,” Alfie pressed. “Doc has a one hundred and sixty-five IQ, and he dropped out of Mensa because it was boring. What do you got?”


J-Dog dusted off the front of his shirt. “I know I’m a genius because I’m a genius. In fact, that’s my next shirt I’m making. So, my brilliance will be forever codified.”


Doc laughed.


Alfie scolded, “That’s circular reasoning, you moron!”


“Not it’s not. It’s logic,” J-Dog countered, “because if someone really is a genius, then they would know that they’re a genius, because a genius would know those type of things. If you don’t know if you are a genius or not, then you’re not a genius, because a genius would know 19those type of things.” J-Dog smacked his lips and snapped his fingers. “There you go. See? I’m a genius because I know I am.”


Doc shook his head. “But the problem with your reasoning, J-Dog, is that morons get the wrong answers all the time. That’s what makes them morons.”


J-Dog snapped his head toward Doc. “What’s your point?”


“The point is, a moron would conclude that they are a genius, because morons reach errant conclusions. Likewise, if a person who thinks they may be a moron, realizes that they are not a genius, then it’s likely that they are not a moron, because they reached the correct conclusion that they are not a genius.”


Alfie raised his hand as confusion arrested his face. “Does it matter who asks the question?”


Dean jumped in, “So, if I follow, and I think I do, if a person truly believes that they are a genius, then they are either a real genius or a complete moron.”


Doc nodded. “Precisely.”


A few seconds of silence went by, and J-Dog said, “Well, that settles that. I think we all know which side of the fence I fall on.”


A couple more seconds passed, and Alfie replied, “Yes, I think we do.”
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The next morning, Dean, Rachel, Alfie, and J-Dog dropped Doc and The Drakon off at the starting line of a race that had his future riding on it. Not only was he going to race for another national championship, but he was racing to represent the United States in the greatest off-road race of all time, the legendary Quad Continental.


At just thirteen, all the other racers had at least two years on him, but those were the odds he liked. He wanted to be overlooked and doubted. Being the afterthought only drove him to go harder and faster.
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“You ready?” J-Dog asked.


“I was made for this,” Doc replied as he zipped up his leather coat, pulled on his helmet, and strapped on his gloves. “Are you guys ready?”


“Locked and loaded, brother,” J-Dog replied. “Our connection is hot. We’ll start the livestream as soon as we get back to the trailer.”


“And you, Alfie?” Doc asked. “I’m starting to feel drops all ready. It’s going to be a wet race. Your drone is good?”


“One hundred percent,” Alfie replied. “No question. I’ll be your eyes in the sky.”


“Perfect, and remember Dead Man’s Curve.”


“I’ve got your back,” Alfie replied with confidence.


Doc gave a thumbs up as he climbed on The Drakon and fired up the Honda engine. It roared like the racing machine it was. He looked around at all the other racers going through the same motions at the starting line, and he knew this was going to be a dogfight out there.


J-Dog and Alfie put on their headsets and switched them on.


“Can you hear me, Doc?” J-Dog asked.


Doc replied into his headphones, “Loud and clear.”


“And me?” Alfie checked his comms.


“Yep,” Doc replied.


“Good,” Alfie said.


Dean and Rachel glanced at each other, amazed at the skills and equipment that these boys had. But Rachel saw the weather turning and gave in to her motherly instincts. She walked up to Doc one more time as he revved his engine. She raised her voice over the popping of the pistons, yelling loud enough that some of the other racers even heard. “Doc, listen, it’s going to storm. It’s going to be muddy, wet, and dangerous. Please just be safe. It’s okay if you don’t win. There will be other races.”


The racer from Kansas shouted over, “Yeah, it’s okay if you don’t win. Mom knows best!”
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Doc didn’t reply to the Kansas racer. But he looked at his mom and shook his head. “No, Mom, that’s never okay.”


It was in that moment that Doc’s mind switched from just a southern boy from Bell Buckle, Tennessee, to a whole different persona. To say that Doc had a game face would be an understatement. He became the game. Every other aspect of his life was fully forgotten. Only one thing mattered in that moment in time: the race.


Rachel got the point and walked back to the rig where Dean was waiting. Alfie and J-Dog were already loaded up in the trailer. She glanced upward, just in time to see Alfie’s drone jettison out of the back of the trailer and zip off high into the western sky.


“Time to roll,” Dean said as he shifted the truck in gear.


She opened the door and climbed in. “Will they have a screen to see the race at the fairgrounds?”


“This isn’t NASCAR, honey, but the boys in the back have you covered.”


“The drone?” she asked.


“Wild Dog TV, live and in living color.”


“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Rachel shook her head.


“You know,” Dean said as he chuckled, “if you create your own account, you can get bonus coverage today.”


“No.” Rachel pointed at Dean. “I will not dignify this.”


“Are you sure? You get discounts on t-shirts.”


“He sells t-shirts? You’re lying.”


“I think he sells them, but I’m not sure he delivers, yet. It’s complicated.”


“Again, I’ll be representing him soon.”


“He’s fine. He’s what they call an influencer. They live by different rules.”


Rachel curled up her lips. “J-Dog needs direction. He doesn’t need to be influencing anybody. Honestly, I don’t want to talk about it.”
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Dean slowed his roll. “I’m just having fun, Rachel,” he said. But over the next few minutes, he studied his wife a little bit more as he drove back to the fairgrounds. He could see something deeper was happening within her. “Honey, you okay?”


“I don’t know, Dean.” She looked out the window and saw the dark clouds coming. “Are you sure Doc can handle this? You know he’s not going to hold back, even if the weather gets crazy.”


“He’s a racer, Rachel, and a good one. It’s in his blood. If we try to stop him from racing, it won’t work. He won’t stop . . . we’ll just lose our son. We either do this with him, or he does it without us.”


Rachel shook her head but didn’t respond. She knew Dean was right, but she didn’t have to like it. Then a few heavy drops fell on the windshield of the truck. “This storm is going to wreak havoc on him out there,” she said.


“Yep, but the good news is all the racers are in the same boat,” Dean replied.


“By the looks of it,” Rachel said, “they may need a boat.”


“Right,” Dean chuckled. “Hey, reach behind you under the seat. I’ve got some ponchos back there. The fairground bleachers don’t have any cover.”
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Squeezing through hundreds of parents and other fans, Dean and Rachel found their way to the bleachers just before the race began. They had left behind J-Dog and Alfie at the trailer to stream.


Dean pulled out his phone. “Are you going to say it?”


“Say what?” Rachel shot back, a bit defensive.


“That you are thankful for J-Dog’s show,” Dean said playfully. “That is, if you want to watch the race.”


“Just give me that,” Rachel said as she grabbed his phone and put one of his ear buds in. Dean used the other.
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By the time they logged in, J-Dog was in full swing with his performance. “If you are just tuning in,” he said, “welcome to Wild Dog TV. I am your fearless leader, the man with the gift of gab, a smile that lights up the Milky Way and melts the hearts of cheerleaders everywhere. I am J-Dog Dynamite. If you want today’s special t-shirt—” he pointed down to the wording on his sleeveless white tee, I know I’m a genius because I’m a genius, “—just send me money and lots of it, and don’t forget to send a donation so I can continue to feed our favorite foreign import, the Malaysian Spitfire himself, Alfie. Trust me, he’s not cheap. He’ll only eat chicken necks.”


Alfie quipped on the other side of the camera, “You’ve never gotten me chicken necks.”


Rachel put her hand to her forehead as she watched the boys. “Are you kidding me?”


“I know,” Dean said through boyish laughs.


“Does Alfie just take it?” she asked.


“Oh, no.” Dean shook his head. “Alfie snaps. Just give it time.”


“This is hard to watch,” she said, but then she went back to it, like a moth to a flame.


J-Dog continued, “If you are new to our channel, you must know that we do not discriminate. We are equal opportunity offenders. We welcome both the bulimics and the obese, the freaks and the geeks, the fools and the wise, the beautiful and the ugly. Hey, Alfie stick your mug out here, I need proof of concept.”


“Why do they need to see me?” Alfie shouted from behind the camera. “I have glorious features.”


“Yeah, you’re quite symmetrical, just show us your face,” J-Dog pressed, “and maybe flex, too.”


“No!” Alfie shouted.


“Come on, Alfie, we’re doing this for posterity. There needs to be a record that I don’t discriminate against the aesthetically disadvantaged.”
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Alfie pushed back, “I’m about to aesthetically disadvantage your face. Don’t make me reach for the bamboo again.”


“You know the cowboy in me welcomes that, but dude, remember your drone? The race is about to start.”


“What?” Alfie yelled. “You’re right. I see Doc!”


“Listen everyone,” J-Dog said, “the boy, the myth, the legend, Doc Copper—all the way from Bell Buckle, Tennessee—is about to open up a can right now on this entire racing field. We’re going eyes in the sky, split screen. Let’s roll!”
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Umbrellas sprouted up across the county fair bleachers. Dean and Rachel huddled up against each other as the rain started to come down hard.


“I’m glad I sprang for the waterproof phone,” Dean said.


“It’s going to be tested,” Rachel replied.


“That picture is so clear,” Dean said, shocked at the graphics and professional output of the stream. “They actually did the split screen. I can’t believe that aerial view. Alfie’s drone is awesome.”


“I see Doc!” Rachel had completely forgotten she was watching J-Dog’s platform, and she leaned over and whispered in Dean’s ear, “Let’s keep this low key. I don’t want all these people trying to watch our phone.”


“Sure,” Dean understood.


The fairground’s stadium announcer’s mic crackled and popped as the old audio system tried to come to life. “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he echoed, “we are going to have a wet, muddy race. Though we may not like it, I can tell you from experience that these racers are going to eat it up. This is what they live for. The racers will be just fine, but the storm coming in is going to hamper our ability to know what is happening out there. Obviously, an all-terrain, long-distance race like this makes it 25impossible to really watch it. But I will give you updates as I get them. We do have a jumbotron. We will try to post info up on that as it comes in. There are support vehicles at pits, so we’ll know something. On that note, I think the race is seconds away from starting.”


The whole stadium sat wet and silent, resigned to the idea that they wouldn’t know any pertinent details until the very second the racers entered the fairgrounds for the final stretch. Consequently, murmurs, whispers, and casual conversations spattered up around the bleachers, just to help people bide the time.


But then that calm was broken when Rachel stood up in the crowd and screamed, “Go, Doc! Go, go, go!”


Dean pulled on Rachel’s poncho. “Real subtle.”


She sheepishly looked down, “Oh, I couldn’t help it. They started.”


“Yeah, I gathered, and um, so did everyone else.”


All eyes turned on her, and then someone right behind her leaned forward and piped up, “Excuse me, are you actually watching the race?”


“Yes,” Rachel replied, and realized she couldn’t uncrack that egg. “We’re watching on our phone.”


“Where?” another asked with excitement.


“It’s, um—” she coughed a bit, nearly mumbling the answer “—it’s called Wild Dog TV.”


“Oh, cool,” the man said. “My kid watches that.”


“Great,” Rachel deadpanned. “Have they tried the Bob Ross channel instead?”


In a matter of seconds, fingers across the stadium began tapping apps, clicking agreements, and accepting cookies to log onto the webcast through all the avenues J-Dog had created.


The domino spread of smartphones lit up the bleachers like a candlelight vigil as the storm made it as dark as early evening. Once the crowd was logged in, they began cheering and shouting with the action. 26The entire stadium became the single largest gathering of Wild Dog viewers in the world.


Then, much to the dismay of Rachel and the wild amusement of Dean, the inevitable happened. The old, fuzzy, nineties-era jumbotron on the north end of the stadium popped on, and sure enough, the race was piped in. The unique perspective of the Wild Dog was unleashed.
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Through the jumbotron, the crowd could see the ATVs push hard through the sheets of driving rain. Most of the racers had opted for high tech water shedding fabrics that day for their jackets and pants, but Doc wouldn’t trade his brown leather racing jacket for the world, and today, he was going to feel it. The jacket was quickly getting water-logged, but he’d live with that. That jacket was part of his persona, part of his transition from young teenager to racing prodigy, and when he zipped it up, it was go time.


Each state champion charged over the unforgiving landscape, the crowd cheering wildly from the action delivered by Alfie’s drone. Doc weaved in and out through the racers, trying to get into that perfect drag position at the tail of the leading pack.


“Come on now, come on,” Doc grunted to himself as rain cascaded over his helmet. “That’s it,” he said to his 450cc Honda racing ATV as he found the spot he was looking for. “Let’s stay here for a while,” he said, the engine humming with perfect pitch.


But then slinging rooster tails of muddy water and debris from the racers in front of him shot up like geysers, splashing an opaque wash of mud and water everywhere. “That’s the thing with being in the back of the pack,” Doc muttered as he took his racing glove, which had a mini-wiper built into its thumb, and squeegeed his racing goggles to a translucent haze. “That will have to do.”
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Doc saw Alfie’s drone high in the sky. Alfie focused the GoPro camera in tight on Doc’s back, showing all the viewers the embroidered Copper Racing across his shoulders.


J-Dog opened the communications with Doc. “Hey, Doc Copper, this is your friendly world famous icon. You are live on Wild Dog TV. Why don’t you give all the fine people a wave.”


“Kind of in the middle of something, J-Dog,” Doc said in his smooth southern tones, but he did manage to give a thumbs up.


Doc felt his tires lose traction, sliding on a hard patch of slick watery clay. “Woah.”


“You okay?” J-Dog asked.


“Yep, all good,” Doc replied. “But play time is over. Things are getting bad out here. I gotta ride.”


“Alright, brother, go win this thing,” J-Dog said.


“Plan to.”
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From Alfie’s drone’s sky-high view, the racers mimicked a flock of birds. The cluster curved back and forth, seeming to move as one collective soul in and out of turns. But the weather began to break up that body.


Then Alfie’s drone got caught in a violent swirl up in the atmosphere and he lost control of it. He furiously pulled, pushed, and fought the controller to try to gain some semblance of flight. The view from the camera shook with violence, making the picture nearly indistinguishable.


“Watch out, Doc, this is close,” Alfie yelled, “it may come down.”


Doc looked up, but a sudden barrage of lightning strikes dazzled his eyes and washed out his view of the struggling drone.


BOOM! Lightning crashed into the ground.
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The sound was deafening. It might as well have been a nuclear blast to Doc’s senses. Blinding light gushed around him enough to make him think that his days were over.


“Holy Moses!” Doc shouted as fuzz busted through the headset.


“Woah,” J-Dog yelled, “what just happened?”


Doc’s stressed voice answered back, “Lightning!” He worked to regain his bearings. “That was close,” Doc said, “I saw it hit the ground.”


“That’s intense and oddly impressive,” J-Dog replied. “I mean, under the circumstances, there is a litany of things that could have followed “holy,” and you kept it kosher with “Moses.” Well done, Doc, you’re going to win a Dove award for that.”


Doc replied to the pressing situation, not the commentary, “It’s bad out here, guys.”


BOOM! Another lightning strike obliterated Alfie’s drone, sending shrapnel to the ground.


More than that, the strike set off a mini-electromagnet pulse that fried the comms in Doc’s headset.


“Hello, hello?” J-Dog tried to connect with Doc, but there was no response.


Dean, Rachel, and the whole stadium gasped as their feed to the race suddenly ended.


Rachel grabbed Dean’s arm. “What happened?”


“Nothing,” Dean replied. “We just lost the race feed. That’s it. I’m sure Doc’s fine.”


“Then I’m turning the rabid dog off,” Rachel said. “I’m not going to watch it if I can’t see the race.”


Dean chuckled. “Let’s not turn it off yet. They may get it back.”


[image: ]


Alfie cried, “My little angel!”
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“Oh man!” J-Dog dropped his head. “We had a live feed, and now it’s gone. The comms with Doc got knocked out, too.” J-Dog looked at Alfie. “We’ll lose some views over this. No other way to say it.”


Alfie’s face reddened with distress, and his eyes teared up. “That’s what you’re thinking of now? All your views? Are you so calloused? What about Doc? What about my drone?”


“You’re right, you’re right, Alfie. I’m sorry. I should have focused on your pain,” J-Dog said as he went and got his iPad and zoomed in on Alfie. “Keep crying for the feed; it will show everyone our humanity.”


“That’s it,” Alfie snapped. “Turn it off.”


“You’re going to have to make me, panda man,” J-Dog said.


Alfie pointed at J-Dog. “Your parents will soon be childless, and I will replace you in their will.”


“Oh, my goodness,” J-Dog replied, “you’ve got your rice sheaves all up in a bunch.”


Alfie pursed his lips. “I’ve got my bamboo stick, and I’m not afraid to use it.”


“Use it on yourself,” J-Dog lectured. “It was your little drone that crashed, and evidently, it was the drone that attracted the lightning which fried Doc’s comms. You need to get your little Philippine mind in order.”


Then things went insane.


“Malaysian mind! I’m from Malaysia!”


J-Dog scoffed. “Wouldn’t it be smarter if all you guys just formed one country? Doesn’t that make sense? Your Olympic medal count would go way up. You could stop clinging to one bronze every twelve years.”


“That’s it!” Alfie had had enough. He jumped in the air and contorted into an ancient martial art fighting stance. He pursed his lips, and with his distinct accent, he let out a long “Oooohh!” He motioned toward J-Dog. “Come, and I will teach you respect.”
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“Oh, yeah?” J-Dog replied. “You’re going full Samurai?”


J-Dog straightened his cowboy hat, raised his right fist, then his left, and conjured up his best Clint Eastwood impression. “Go ahead. I’ll fry your wanton.”


Rachel covered her face as she gawked at the chaos. “Dean, do something. We are responsible for them. This is happening in your trailer.”


“Okay, okay.” He took his phone, opened an app, and started tapping.


“What are you doing?” Rachel looked over. “Aren’t you going down there?”


Dean raised his hand. “I got it.”


Rachel looked at his phone, “Uber Eats?”


“I’m going to send them some burgers. That’ll make ’em lose interest.”


Rachel shook her head. “All these years and I still don’t understand how your mind works.”


“I just know boys,” Dean laughed. “And honestly, this is normal for J-Dog and Alfie. This is what they do,” he said in a matter-of-fact way.


Rachel just lifted her eyebrows.


“How do you think they got so many subscribers?” Dean explained.


Rachel shook her head, incredulous.


“J-Dog and Alfie act like brothers. The difference is, in this day and age, they broadcast it. My brothers and I fought all the time growing up. But we just did it in the barn. These guys do it online.”


“Well, they shouldn’t,” Rachel said, and Dean wasn’t going to argue that point.


Then, across the big jumbotron, the crowd saw a bamboo stick fly across the trailer and knock the iPad off the perch, sending it tumbling to the trailer floor. The stadium roared and Rachel was mortified as sounds of crashing and banging resonated throughout the fairground speakers.
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Rachel rolled her head toward him. “At least you sent them burgers.”


Then the stadium heard J-Dog yelp, “Ow!” And then he tried to tap out, saying, “That’s my ear, Alfie! That’s my ear!”


“Why do you care?” Alfie snapped back. “You never use them!”


But then the audio and video feed into the stadium abruptly cut out, and the jumbotron went black. The race announcer came across the intercom and cut into the action.


“I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen, we just got a call from our legal department, and we are being told we must end the feed to Wild Dog TV for too many reasons to list.”


“That took them long enough,” Rachel said. “And, if they don’t have the race footage, I’m not going to watch their antics on my phone either.”


“Fair enough,” Dean said as he closed the app down.
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The torrential rain made the silty clay into a bed of grease, and it demanded every bit of concentration from Doc. He gave a cursory glance to the sky, and he didn’t see any chance the storm was going to relent. “Time to lock in, Doc,” he said to himself.


He opened his throttle to ninety percent. He didn’t want to go full bore yet, but he wanted more. “Just a little faster,” he said.


It was still hard to see through his goggles. The rooster tails were spraying mud all over the place, but then Doc saw something happen to the racers in front of him. He couldn’t make it out, but it seemed like an unnatural shift in the pack. “What are you doing, boys?” he asked.


Then it happened. The dirt was too slick. The visibility too hampered. Someone lost their line, and then a domino effect of swerves and fishtails broke the unity of the lead group.


COLLISION!
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One racer failed to shift in time, and a front tire clipped the rear end of another. The impact at that speed sent the back ATV into an irrecoverable spinout. With that velocity, the four wheels lost all contact with the ground and twisted into a barrel roll. The rider was able to stay on the four-wheeler through one complete belly turn, but not the next four. A huge wall of water, mud, and broken plastic parts exploded into the air, and the rider was jettisoned, like a stone out of an ancient slingshot, out of the race.


“Whoa!” Doc yelled, and quickly turned his handlebars, but the muddy desert floor didn’t give The Drakon the traction Doc wanted, and he barely changed his path at all.


Doc crouched down to miss a flying chunk of fender that zipped over his helmet, and another wave of mud splashed his face, coating his goggles.


He frantically wiped his goggles, but he couldn’t clean off the muddy, brown swirls. Then, he felt something more coming. It was just a gut feeling, but it made him tap the brakes, just a little. It was like it occurred in slow motion in Doc’s mind. He saw another four-wheeler lose control in front of him, sliding sideways. The two right tires started to lift on the ATV. Doc knew a crash was coming and so did its rider. Milliseconds before that four-wheeler went into a crocodile death spin, the rider bailed out. He dove as far as he could away from his machine, hoping the racers coming up on his six were skilled enough to miss him. Without the weight of its rider, the four-wheeler popped into the air, flipping over and over again with destructive power.


The boy who dove off hit the ground and slid like he was on a slip-and-slide. That probably saved his life, for he was a long ways away from the path of the other racers when he finally came to a slushy stop.


Doc looked back at the crash as he zipped by, and amazingly, the rider looked alright. His ATV, however, was a mangled mess.
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The crash sent a ripple effect through the group. The seasoned riders began to think in unison, and all abided by a slower pace until the terrain would allow a bit more aggression. It was an act of self-preservation that seemed nothing but prudent.


Doc leaned his body left and provided just a bit of turning pressure to his handlebars, testing how well he could turn in the muddy mess. He found some traction, and he drifted to the back left of the lead pack. The move lost him the ability to drag, but that made his view life-savingly better. Trading a little bit of wind advantage to evade the dirty sprays from the muddy rooster tails was a tradeoff he was willing to make.


It was then, in the clearing, that Doc felt the moment arrive. Every race had one. There was a clear danger that the weather and terrain brought to this race, but Doc had learned that in the middle of calamity there was also opportunity. It was the moment where the race would be won or lost. He felt it, and knowing this moment was what made him different.


His instincts triggered a do or die mentality. He knew it was now or never. And here, in the midst of this thunderous western storm in Wyoming, any sense of self-preservation gave way to a predatorial aggression. He was consumed by the adrenaline that surges when going in for a kill.


He craved the racing’s edge of calamity, the rush of chaotic nirvana. He cast aside any fear of injury or harm. This game rage dismantled any inhibitions, doubts, or hesitations. His breathing quickened. His pupils dilated. His heart doubled in beats per minute. Energy surged through his arms and legs.


He was a racing addict, no two ways about it, and he lived for this moment and the mayhem that came with it.
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Dean and Rachel huddled under the poncho in the pouring rain. The main thrust of the storm that had engulfed Doc and the other racers had not yet reached them.


“How can they not tell us what’s happening in the race?” Rachel asked. “You would have thought that they would have prepared for this.”


Dean replied, “Not a lot of money in youth ATV racing, but I don’t think it’s going to be much longer before we see them. Trust me, they’re coming hard and fast.”


“I wish we knew if he was ok, at least,” she said. “I just think we should have waited two more years before putting him in this kind of race. He’s so young.”


“He’s built for this,” Dean said simply.


Rachel wasn’t satisfied with that answer, but then the announcer’s voice came across the fairground intercom, “Ladies and gentlemen, it has been a wild and wet race, but I think I see them coming if my binoculars don’t lie. Still a long way out, but I think the lead pack is reaching Dead Man’s Curve!”
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“Dude,” J-Dog complained, rubbing his head and ear as he ate the burger Dean had delivered from Uber eats, “eight pounds of pressure can pull an ear off.”


“Stop your bellyaching. Why do you need them? They are completely unused,” Alfie said as he stuffed his face with French fries.


“Because I’m saving them for marriage.”


Alfie gave him a suspicious glance.


“Yeah, I’m that kind of guy,” said J-Dog. “I have high moral fiber.”


Alfie chugged down a root beer. “You’re saving your ears for marriage? That makes no sense.”
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“Yes, it does, Alfie. My wife will be very honored that she’s the first person I’ve ever listened to.” J-Dog tapped his head as if he revealed deep wisdom.


“Where do you get this stuff?”


“I’ve got deep wells of knowledge inside of me.” He paused. “But we got more immediate issues.”


“And what are those?” Alfie asked.


“I’m not pointing fingers, but your drone was supposed to give Doc some eyes in the sky. Remember?”


“Lightning strike is an act of God. That’s not my doing.”


“Maybe so,” J-Dog said, “but, do you remember what is coming up near the end of the race?”


“Oh, no. Dead Man’s Curve.”


“That’s right, Alfie, Dead Man’s Curve.” J-Dog spoke condescendingly. “Doc said Dead Man’s Curve was the critical part of the race. Everyone has to slow down. Remember?”


“It’s an S-Shape canyon. Makes you crash.” Alfie put both hands on his head. “He’s trusting us with his life.”


“Yes, Alfie, and the plan was to use your drone to see Dead Man’s Curve from the air. We would then tell Doc it was coming. Now Doc is going to die because of you.” J-Dog shook his head. “Not placing blame. Not pointing fingers, but you’ll have to tell his mom how you, and you alone, are responsible for the death of her only child. If this goes bad, I gotta send you back to China.”


“Malaysia,” Alfie corrected. “But I think we can help him.”


“How?”


“It’s mathematics. Doc showed me how to do it,” Alfie said.


“What?” J-Dog asked. “Why didn’t he explain it to me?”


“Probably because you’re saving your ears for marriage.”


“Alright, Professor, what is it?”
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“This is a classic story problem. If Doc is X distance away from Y, traveling at N miles per hour, then how long will it take for Doc to reach Y?” Alfie clapped his hands. “See? I got it!”


“Okay, great, then what’s the answer?” J-Dog said.


“What do you mean?” Alfie asked.


“What’s the answer of how long before Doc reaches Y?” J-Dog asked.


“I gave you the answer,” Alfie argued.


“No, you didn’t,” J-Dog replied. “You gave me the story problem.”


“Is that not the answer?” Alfie asked.


“No! That’s the problem! Now you have to solve it,” J-Dog gasped.


“How do you do that?” Alfie asked.


“Are you that dense?” J-Dog waved his hands around. “You, um, got to use e=mc2 and, you know . . .” His voice trailed off. “Multiply that by Pi.”


Alfie crunched up his eyebrows, “Alright, so Pi is 3.1416, right?”


“3.1264 is like an abbreviation,” J-Dog said, scrambling the numbers. “You have to use all of it if we want the right answer.”


Alfie shrugged. “I have an idea; let’s just look at where he was when we lost communications.”


The two boys hunkered down together and looked at the map of the race. Alfie whispered to J-Dog without moving his lips, “We’re being streamed right now, everyone is watching this.”


J-Dog whispered back also without moving his lips, but pointed at the map as if he knew something, “I know; we look like idiots.”


Alfie replied while tapping on his temple and giving a thumbs up, “We gotta come up with something, and fast.”


“Okay, I got this, go along with it,” J-Dog whispered, and then he stood up. “I’ve got it!” he announced boldly. “If my calculations are correct, using Pythagorean’s theorem, Doc Copper is there!” He pointed to a completely fabricated spot on the map. “Do you concur, Alfie?”


Alfie stood up. “I concur.”
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“Alright!” J-Dog clapped his hands together. “Time to save Doc Copper’s life.”


“Ah,” Alfie exhaled, and he smacked himself on the forehead.


J-Dog looked at him, “What?”


Alfie walked over to J-Dog and whispered, “I feel so stupid.”


J-Dog wrinkled his brow. “Good, that’s growth.”


Alfie spoke, trying to keep the stream from hearing, “I think I figured it out for real this time.”


J-Dog whispered back, “Really?”


“Yeah,” Alfie replied, and then showed him the map while holding a piece of scrap paper and a pencil. “The map has a legend on it. I think he was about twenty miles away from Dead Man’s Curve when my drone went down, give or take.”


“Alright,” J-Dog said.


“Doc said he was going to try to average sixty-five miles an hour, but in that rain, he is probably only going fifty or fifty-five, give or take.”


“That makes sense,” J-Dog answered.


Alfie scribbled things on the paper. “If I’m right, then I think he was about twenty-one minutes away from Dead Man’s Curve, again give or take.”


“That was about—” J-Dog looked at his watch “—ten minutes ago.”


“Give or take?” Alfie asked.


“Yes, of course, give or take, Alfie.” J-Dog confirmed and looked at Alfie a bit inquisitively. “Did you just learn that phrase?”


“Yes, and I’ve been waiting to use it,” Alfie replied.


“Congratulations on the execution,” J-Dog said. “Are there any other phrases you’ve been waiting to say?”


“Yes,” Alfie replied. “My hips don’t lie.”


“Good luck fitting that one in.” J-Dog rolled his eyes. “But we have to warn Doc, and his comms are fried.”


38

About sixty seconds of precious time ticked by as the boys thought it through, and then Alfie’s eyes brightened. “I know what to do.”


“Tell me,” J-Dog said.


“You have to do so something first,” Alfie said.


“Name it.”


Alfie pointed at J-Dog. “Give me your shirt. Your genius shirt.”


“What? You want my shirt?” J-Dog asked.


“I want the genius shirt, because I came up with the solution, and you didn’t. You’re the opposite of a genius.”


“You’re crazy. You’re not getting this shirt.”


“Then you’ll have to tell Mrs. Copper that you killed her only son.”


“Are you out of your mind?” J-Dog gasped.


“I know how to save Doc. Give me the shirt,” Alfie insisted.


“Fine,” J-Dog acquiesced as he took off his white shirt that said, I know I’m a genius, because I’m a genius, and slung it at Alfie, hitting him in the face.


“Wow!” Alfie looked at J-Dog’s shirtless physique. “You have no muscles, and you are very pale.”


“Shut it!” J-Dog now yelled. “Now, tell me. What do we do to save Doc?”


Alfie started putting on the shirt as he explained his plan to J-Dog. “Mr. Copper keeps emergency flares in the horse box in case he has a flat tire or something. So, we light the flare.”


“I get it,” J-Dog said. “Doc will expect us to signal him when he’s getting close to Dead Man’s Curve. Now, what’s the rest of the plan?”


“The rest?” Alfie said.


“Yeah,” J-Dog pressed. “We’ve got the flare, but what’s your plan to get the flare to where he can see it.”


“I was going to light it. It’s bright.”


J-Dog stood completely still. “Stand outside and light it?”


Alfie nodded. “Yeah.”
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“Give me my shirt back.” J-Dog held out his hand and snapped his fingers. “Give it. You’re an idiot.”


“No, you gave it to me.”


“It has to be worn by a genius, and clearly, you are not a genius. Give me my shirt back.”


“No.”


“I gave it to you because you said you fixed our problem, but the only thing you came up with is lighting a candle outside. Now, give me the stupid shirt!”


“No.” Alfie was resolute.


“Then, I’m going to take it off of you.”


“You can try.”


The two boys collapsed on each other in a wrestling embrace and fell to the trailer floor, rolling around and banging into the gates and walls of the trailer. J-Dog grabbed the shirt and managed to lift it up over Alfie’s head, blinding him with it. J-Dog almost succeeded in removing the shirt when Alfie yelled. “Stop, okay, okay!”


The two boys stopped and stood up. Alfie took off the shirt and held it in his hands. “I have an idea. I will rip the shirt in two, and you can have half, and I can have half.”


J-Dog took a step back and shook his head. “No, don’t rip the shirt. Just give it to me. It’s mine.”


“No, I will rip it. We each get half the shirt.”


Alfie grabbed the shirt and began to pull. The boys could hear the threads began to pop.


“Wait!” J-Dog dropped down to his knees. “Wait! Don’t hurt the shirt. You keep the shirt. I would rather you have the shirt than to see it ripped in two.”


Alfie paused a bit, looking surprised at the genuine plea from J-Dog. “This shirt really means that much to you?” Alfie responded softly and caringly. “You would rather me have it and wear it than to see it torn apart?”
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“Yes.” J-Dog nodded. “Yes.”


“I see,” Alfie said, and then violently ripped the shirt in two, holding the two halves up in the air.


“No!” J-Dog cried out.


“You,” Alfie shouted, “were callous and only thought of yourself when my drone was destroyed by lightning. Now you know the pain of loss.”


“What have you done?” J-Dog’s mourning quickly turned to anger. “That’s the only shirt I brought.”


“What?” Alfie asked. “We’re on a five-day trip.”


“Exactly, and that’s my shirt.”


“You only brought one shirt?”


“Duh, yeah,” J-Dog replied. “How many shirts did you bring?”


“For a five-day trip, I brought five shirts.”


“Seriously, Alfie, you pack like a girl.”


Alfie quipped, “You pack like you’re homeless.”


“Doesn’t matter; you ripped my shirt. So now I must light you up with the paintball guns!” J-Dog stopped for a second. “Oh, I’ve got an idea.”


“What? To shoot me?” Alfie asked.


“Oh, this is big. Really big.”


“What is it?”


“Doc and I snuck our potato canon on,” J-Dog said. “It’s in the gooseneck.”


“You shoot potatoes?”


“We shoot them; we don’t shoot at them,” J-Dog explained.


“I don’t get it,” Alfie said.


J-Dog straightened his hat. “Of course you don’t. It’s American ingenuity, son. Time for a demonstration.”
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After retrieving the potato cannon from the gooseneck, J-Dog and Alfie climbed up onto the roof of the trailer. J-Dog held up the bazooka-sized potato canon, and with no shortage of pride and bravado, explained this piece of artillery to Alfie. “A few years back, I came to Doc with an idea. Nay, a vision. And I offered to invite him into the design process.”


Alfie blurted, “You needed him to make it for you.”


“Let’s not sweat the details,” J-Dog replied. “Through our collaboration, my vision became a reality. I introduce to you the Red Spud.”


He lifted the PVC-pipe canon into the air.


“Now,” he continued, “this is America’s answer for when we get invaded by the Chinese army.” He paused, slightly. “I’ve never said this before . . . no offense.”


“None taken. I’m Malaysian,” Alfie concurred.


“Sure you are. When the Red Army invades our shores, we will blast them in the face with our Idaho sourced, superior complex carbohydrates.”


Alfie summarized that plan, “Yeah, yeah, I get it. So, they compare their rice with the Idaho potato, and they see they are hopelessly outmatched, and then they’ll turn around and go home.”


“Wow!” J-Dog was impressed. “I never thought you would put all that together.”


“I’ve lived with you for years. You’re no Rubik’s cube.”


“No, I’m a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle of a clear, blue sky. But let’s move on to the main event. This is how this works. We’re going to have to jam a potato down this PVC pipe,” J-Dog said while pointing to the business end of the potato canon, “and we’ll have to bury your flare into the potato.”


He flipped the cannon around. “We unscrew this cap on this side, and normally, we would spray hairspray into the combustion chamber, and replace the cap.”
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J-Dog then showed Alfie a hole in the side of the PVC tube. “As you can see, Doc already prepped the chamber with a fuse. So, we will light the fuse, aim it, and boom. We launch the potato and the flare three hundred yards into the air. Doc should see it and realize we are signaling the coming of Dead Man’s Curve, thereby saving the life of Doc Copper. Honestly, we are bonified heroes.”


Alfie enthusiastically nodded. “Yeah, that’s a great plan. We can do this. But there is one question.”


“Shoot.”


“You said you would normally spray hairspray into the combustion chamber. Are we not doing that?”


“Well, evidently, Doc went into his secret little lab and kind of made a homegrown chemical to use instead of hairspray. He said he wanted to, and I quote, ‘better account for the natural existing thermal inertia . . .’ yada, yada, yada. Its nerd speak. In layman’s terms, he wanted a bigger bang.”


J-Dog pulled out of his back pocket a twelve-ounce white tube that had a screw top. “I got it here.”


“What’s written on it?” Alfie asked.


“It’s hard to read Doc’s handwriting, but I think it says ‘super-activating heat accelerant. For Doc’s use only.’ Then there’s a little asterisk, and it says ‘welding shield.’”


“Oh, no,” Alfie said, “you need protection to use that stuff.”


“Dude, look at me. I’m tough as nails, and I’ve got my authentic Top Gun Edition pilot glasses that I bought in the value bin right after I rode the Top Gun rollercoaster. These things are used to shoot down enemy MiGs. I’m good.”


“If you say so,” Alfie said, and then tapped the iPad. “But we gotta get this show on the road. Doc will be at Dead Man’s Curve, kind of now, I think.”


“Then, step back, and let the master do his work,” J-Dog said.
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J-Dog set the modified PVC pipe on one end and reached into the bag of potatoes that Alfie had carried up on the roof. He pulled out the biggest one. He began jamming the potato into the open end of the PVC pipe.


He then flipped the pipe over and unscrewed the thick, threaded, PVC butt cap on the other end, and then tried to pour the ‘super-activating heat accelerant’ into the combustion chamber, but it didn’t immediately come out.


“Huh?” J-Dog said as he looked down the hole to see why it wasn’t coming. “It’s a gel. That’s why it’s in a tube. I got to squeeze it out.” He jerked his head back and blinked. “Whew, this stuff really stings the eyes.” He squeezed the entire bottle into the combustion chamber. “I think Doc said it didn’t need much, but extraordinary circumstances need extraordinary measures, so I’m using it all. I’m nothing if not thorough.”


J-Dog then screwed the butt cap of the potato canon back on tight.


“Now what?” Alfie asked.


“Now we light the fuse. But since we are in a rush, you are going to light the flare, and use the flare to light the fuse, and then stuff the flare into the potato that’s already in the canon. I advise you to find your inner Bruce Lee and move fast.”


Alfie studied the potato gun and the desired combustible outcomes, and then shook his head. “I think I’ll let you do that.”


“You are such a scaredy cat,” J-Dog said. “But fine, I will be the heroic figure here. I’ll be the fifth face on Mount Rushmore. But I only have two hands.”


Alfie muttered, “You may only have one after this.”


“What?” J-Dog asked.


“Nothing,” Alfie replied.


“Let’s do this. Take the plastic tip off the flare,” J-Dog said. “And Alfie,” J-Dog continued, “do you see the tip of the flare?”
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“Yes.”


“Okay, it works like a match. On the plastic cap, you will find striking paper.”


“I see,” Alfie replied.


“Give me the flare,” J-Dog instructed, and Alfie handed it to him. J-Dog took the flare and began to bore a hole in the top of the potato. “If I dig a hole now, it will make it easier to stick this into the potato when we are on the clock, so to speak.”


“I don’t get to say this very often,” Alfie remarked, “but good thinking, J-Dog.”


After J-Dog dug a hole in the top of the potato, he rebalanced the potato gun on his shoulder. He then held the flare out toward Alfie. “When I say ‘when,’ strike the top of the flare, just like a match.”


Alfie reached out and struck the flare, sending sparks in the air, and it ignited the fire-cracking torch.


“What are you doing?” J-Dog yelled.


“You said when you said ‘when,’ to light the flare. So, I lit the flare.”


“I said when I said ‘when.’”


“Right, you said ‘when.’ So, I lit the flare.”


“No, I was only explaining that ‘when’ was the word to listen for.”


Alfie waved his hands. “Right, I listened, and you said it twice, so I lit the flare.”


“No, I had to say it again. It was the next time I said ‘when!’”


“Three ‘whens?’” Alfie asked.


J-Dog was flabbergasted. “Don’t you understand context?”


“English is my third language! This one’s on you.”


“Fine,” J-Dog said, “but no more screw-ups. Alright? Now, I can’t light the fuse to the canon with the flare until we are ready to fire. So, tell me when Doc is close enough to Dead Man’s Curve, and that’s when we’ll light it.”
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“Okay,” Alfie said. “But how long does it take for that fuse on the cannon to burn?”


J-Dog looked at it up and down. “Ten seconds, maybe. Probably ten seconds. Don’t you think?”


“You don’t know?” Alfie asked.


“I’ve never done it, but it would be crazy if someone made a fuse that didn’t burn for at least ten seconds, right? What would be the point of a fuse if it was shorter?”


“I suppose,” Alfie surmised, “but we’ll find out.” Alfie then looked down at the iPad. “I’d light the fuse.”


“What, now?” J-Dog yelled. “He’s already at Dead Man’s curve?”


“Give or take.”


“You are so not skilled labor,” J-Dog criticized. He lit the fuse on the potato canon and sparks quickly scorched the rope racing toward the combustion chamber.


“Oh!” J-Dog yelled at the speed of the spark.


“That’s a five second fuse!” Alfie pointed and yelled.


“You think, Sherlock?” J-Dog screamed as he frantically stuffed the flare into the potato. “Going to be close!” he yelled as he lifted the potato canon and placed it against his right shoulder and aimed it at the sky.


“You’re aiming the wrong way!” Alfie yelled.


BOOOOOM!


The explosion was nearly deafening as copious amounts of super accelerant nukified inside the PVC and blew the potato and flare over a thousand feet high, sending a streaking orange, potato-burning comet through the western sky.


The blast was further intensified by the accelerant’s vapor reigniting with the flare’s flame, causing an engulfing fireball blowback into J-Dog’s face.
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The percussion blast of the canon, absorbed by J-Dog’s right shoulder, sent him careening off the top of the trailer with legs spread high and wide. His body thudded on the prairie grass below, deflating his lungs like a popped balloon.


“Ugh,” J-Dog moaned, trying to suck in air, but it was going to be a few seconds until his lungs recalibrated.


“J-Dog! J-Dog!” Alfie yelled, clambering down the ladder. “Are you alive? Are you alive?”


He rushed to his friend’s side and knelt. By that time, J-Dog resumed breathing, but he was still stunned by the impact and stared agape into the sky.


Alfie put both hands on J-Dog’s chest and started to compress. “One, one thousand.”


“Ow!” J-Dog protested, trying to stop him.


“You have to let me help,” Alfie said and pushed again. “Two one thousand.”


“OW!” J-Dog yelled and smacked Alfie in the head. “I’m not dead. Stop it.”


“I’m saving you!”


“No, you’re not. Get off me!” J-Dog shoved him, and tried to sit up, but then he laid back down, groaning. “Nope, too soon.”


Alfie stopped his CPR attempt and looked at J-Dog’s now smoke-blackened face, and he sat back. “Oh, I thought you were dead.”


“Couldn’t breathe, yes. Dead, no.”


“That’s good. Did you notice it was a five second fuse?”


“Now that you say something . . .”


Alfie stared at J-Dog’s burnt face, so much so that it became awkward.


“What are you looking at?” J-Dog asked.


“Where are your eyebrows?”


“What?” J-Dog reached up and patted his face. “Alfie, give me your iPad.”
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Alfie handed him the iPad, which was still streaming, of course, and J-Dog quickly flipped the camera to see the damage.


“AGGGHHHH! MY FACE!”


“Um,” Alfie tried to intervene, “it’s not that bad.”


“I don’t have eyebrows. I don’t have eyelashes, and I even lost my nose hairs! I look like a cartoon villain.”


“Well, look at the bright side,” Alfie said.


“What bright side?” J-Dog demanded as he studied his blackened nose in the camera.


“You were always ugly, so what’s a little more ugly?”


J-Dog was beside himself. “What?”


Alfie explained, “See, if you were beautiful and then this happened, then you would experience great loss. But there’s not much difference between ugly and then more ugly. So, I’d say you dodged a bullet.”


“Oh no,” J-Dog said, “I’m concussed. I normally would outwit you, but the explosion has compromised my brain.”


Alfie hemmed and hawed. “Well, again, I’m not so sure,” he said as he walked over and picked up the broken, charred, and mangled sunglasses with shattered lenses. “Here are your glasses.” He brought them to J-Dog as he looked them over. “Wow, now that is irony.”


“What?” J-Dog asked.


“Look,” Alfie handed the sunglasses to J-Dog and pointed at them. “These are from China.”
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Doc strained his eyes to see through his muddied goggles, and he saw the pack start an incline. He stood on the pegs to get a better view, but his vision was still hampered by the weather and the ascending terrain. He was blind to what was past that hill. He thought it might be Dead Man’s Curve. “That’s got to be it,” he said to himself.
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Doc knew that Dead Man’s Curve was strategically put in the race to slow the field and condense the pack heading into the final stretch. The small hill that rose and fell into the dangerous S-shaped canyon was a perfect tool to do just that, and he knew that how he navigated the corner would be the difference between winning and losing.


He talked to The Drakon, “I feel it; it’s coming.”


The front pack had opened a lead on the rest of the field, and Doc bided his time at the back of it. The pack of racers started a climb, and in a staccato-like rhythm, all started to brake and ease off the throttles. “They think it’s Dead Man’s, too.”


Then, he saw it, the orange potato flare comet firing across the sky. He laughed, “That’s good enough for me.”


Of course, there was no way to know, for sure, what such a flare could mean. There had been no discussion of launching a burning signal in the sky. But Doc knew J-Dog and Alfie, and that was enough to believe the unbelievable.
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“Dean,” Rachel asked as she pointed to the sky. “What’s that?”


Dean looked at the streaking orange flame sparking high in the western sky. “I don’t know,” he said slowly as he studied the comet-like arc. “Is that coming toward us?”


“Dean—” Rachel’s concern emanated the need for immediate action “—it’s coming toward us, but I’m a little concerned about where it came from.”


“I see it,” Dean said. “I should probably go check the trailer now.”


“Yeah,” she said and then put her hands over her head. “OH!” she gasped as did the rest of the stadium crowd.


The flaming potato flare torpedoed into the oven pit of the hot dog vendor down at the food court. The grease and paper hot dog wraps ignited, setting the whole unit ablaze.
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More than one onlooker captured the inferno on video, along with the jumping man in a giant hot dog costume who just watched his cart go up in flames. He was an eternal meme within seconds.


Dean gritted his teeth, not wanting to look at his wife and knowing he was going to get the blame for this if both their intuitions were right.


Rachel shook her head. “I bet you ten to one that we just bought a food cart.”


Dean didn’t quite run to the trailer, but he jogged.
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When Dean got to the trailer, he found a shirtless and charred-face J-Dog sitting on a chair on the roof with Alfie sitting next to him.


“Hey!” Dean called.


J-Dog walked to the edge. His cowboy hat found its way back to his head. It was charred black as well, but J-Dog liked it. He thought it made him look tough.


“Howdy, Mr. Copper. What’s up?”


“What’s up?” Dean asked. “Why is your face black? Where’s your shirt?”


“Well, sir, there was an incident,” J-Dog replied.


Dean kept going, “Did the incident have to do with the flare we saw in the sky?”


J-Dog and Alfie fist bumped each other with pride.


“Awesome,” J-Dog said, “you saw it.”


“The whole stadium saw it!” Dean dropped his head. “And so did an unsuspecting hot dog vendor.” He turned and muttered, “That’s going to cost me.”


“That means Doc saw it, too,” J-Dog reasoned.


“You did that for Doc? Why?” Dean asked.


“Dead Man’s Curve,” Alfie replied. “We lost contact with him, so . . .”
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“Oh,” Dean said, putting it all together in his head. “Smart . . . sort of.”
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Doc quickly veered to his left to move out from behind the lead pack. He needed a clear runway if he was going to hit that high point just right. Then a guttural command came from the southern boy as he commanded his ATV, “Give me all you got!”


Doc shifted down and hammered the throttle. The Drakon roared. The lower gear brought instant torque and acceleration. He rocked back into a crouched stance and banked further left, giving him a free lane up the hill. This was Dead Man’s Curve, and he wasn’t slowing down at all.


Game rage continued to possess Doc, and like a loaded slingshot, he hurled by the slowing group as he barreled toward the embankment, heading into the dangerous drop and curve. When he reached the tip of the ascent, he didn’t slow at all, but gave it one last twist of fuel.


Euphoria found Doc in a way only racers can understand. The thudding and churning of the terrain gave way to the graceful glide of flight as he soared off the steep twelve-foot embankment.


His eyes drifted down and he saw the two hairpin turns of Dead Man’s Curve zip by beneath him as he cleared both with room to spare.


THUMP! He came back down to earth.


The shocks bottomed out and Doc’s butt slammed into his seat, only to be bounced back up into the air from the collision again and again and again until a permanent connection to the ground was made.


Through it all, Doc held his line, and more importantly, he torched the field with the all-or-nothing move as every other racer chose to snake their way through the decline and hairpin turns.


Doc Copper now had an insurmountable lead over the pack. The stadium crowd rose with cheers as they saw one ATV out in front that nearly raced alone.
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As he got closer, Rachel stood up, and her scream notified everyone that it was the boy from Bell Buckle, Tennessee, that now owned the pack.


Doc blasted through the entrance to the county fairground stadium all alone. He was welcomed by a standing, cheering ovation as he had The Drakon at full throttle. He still maintained a tight racing crouch, and he gunned it around the oval track.


Rachel screamed with ecstasy from the stands, not because he won, but because he lived.


Doc stood up on his pegs, flipped up his collar again, and thrusted his arms high into the air as he crossed the finish line.


The stadium announcer thundered in the speakers, “Your national champion, Doc Copper. Next stop, the Quad Continental!”


Doc throttled down and spun donuts for the crowd before scooting to a stop. He jumped up on his seat and saluted the flag, and the crowd roared.
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After the win in Wyoming, the life of Doc Copper would never be the same. The constant barrage of the press wanting interviews, pictures, and specials on the young racer came nearly every day. However, it suited Doc just fine spending most of his on-air time with his buddies on Wild Dog TV.


Dean came to grips with the fact that Doc had become the most fearless racer he had ever seen. He just prayed his natural giftedness would keep him safe, at least as safe as any racer could possibly be.


Rachel went from anxious, unsettled, and worried to stone-cold mortified at the idea of Doc racing in the Quad Continental. She now had firsthand knowledge as to what lengths her son would go to win a race.
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She used to have dreams that he and his gifted mind would follow in the footsteps of many in her family as a lawyer or a surgeon. Now, those dreams traded places with nightmares that some horrific crash would take all that potential away.


Following the win, Doc had built a relationship with the United States Junior Racing Association. They were the national governing body of off-road junior racing, and he was their champion. They pinned their hopes on him to bring home the trophy of the legendary Quad Continental, something that had evaded the United States for many decades.


The upper brass of USJRA all had their own ideas on how Doc should ride. They discussed strategies, goals, and expectations for him. Doc was quick to point out that, had he strictly applied the concepts they were advocating to the Wyoming race, he would have finished seventh. They didn’t really believe the boy and his calculations, and the frustrations with his “youthful stubbornness” began to mount.


Most importantly though, Doc and the USJRA discussed the specs and delivery of the super desert UTV racer being especially built for the Quad Continental. Doc became instrumental in the final mechanical touches to the machine and insisted on some specs that the power brokers disagreed with. But as the champion, he had won the right to make those calls.


When he took delivery of the official Team USA UTV, J-Dog made sure to stream the ceremonial unwrapping of the machine for the world to see. It was a high gloss red, white, and blue thing of beauty, with the American flag painted in wavy, patriotic glory on the hood.


The side-by-side boasted an engine that was eleven hundred cubic centimeters strong. It made his four-wheeler look dainty in comparison. The desert machine was designed to hit an easy one hundred thirty-five miles an hour while in the silty sand of the Baja. Everything was 53state of the art, from the built in GPS display, satellite link-up communication capability, and power outlets designed to heat special clothing to counter the desert chill that would come with racing at midnight. Every bit of technological advantage and mechanical brute force was packed into this machine.


The USJRA pressed as hard as an organization could to handpick Doc’s pit crew for the race. They wanted seasoned vets, under their own watch, over every bit of operational choice, training, and race day execution.


What the USRJA didn’t expect, though, was when Doc discovered in the fine print that, as champion, his team was his call, and he ended up declining all their offers.


Doc knew he didn’t need their technical expertise or mechanical acumen, for he was already smarter than they were. Rather, he needed a crew he could trust with his life, the kind of crew that would use a potato gun to send a warning flare when all else fails.


So, he told the USJRA thank you, but no thanks. “I’ll take it from here.”


[image: ]


On a sunny Sunday afternoon at the rolling hilled Copper farm, Doc was out in front of his dad’s beautiful horse barn. He was tinkering with the fluid levels in the Baja racer and revved the engine loud enough that everyone within a country mile could hear it. Those riding in the big, black Chevrolet Tahoe rolling down the long gravel driveway could hear it, too.


“I’m telling you, J-Dog,” Doc said as he stepped back from the front hood of the side-by-side, wiping grease off his hands with an old blue, terrycloth towel, “I need someone who can actually ride this race with me. This is a pilot and navigator race.”


“Do you absolutely have to have one?” J-Dog asked.
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“No, it’s not mandatory to have a navigator, but it would be insane not to have one. That’s why it’s a UTV frame, and not a four-wheeler.”


“I just never knew you to need someone else,” J-Dog said.


“This race is different, and that is why, even with Jonah in the crew, we’re still shy one man. I need a full-time navigator for the Quad Continental. I don’t have to remind you, but someone who can race with me for well over one thousand miles under those desert conditions is hard to come by. I need to find an alpha male, tough as nails, with the fight of a honey badger in him. That’s a tall order.”


J-Dog tipped back an ice-cold glass bottle of root beer and took a swig. “Ye of little faith,” he nonchalantly crooned. “I’ve been playing coy.” J-Dog winked. “I took care of you, Doc.”


Doc rolled his eyes.


“You did?” Alfie looked up from his cross-legged, seated position in the grass. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”


By the time the Tahoe pulled around the gravel circle in front of the horse barn, Doc, Alfie, and J-Dog had strolled out to greet it.


The back door to the big SUV swung open, and Jonah Bell jumped out. Jonah was big. The thick-boned, heavy set thirteen-year-old was already north of two hundred and thirty pounds and about six feet tall. He was wearing his vintage Ohio State Ted Ginn, Jr., jersey, and his favorite Air Jordan throwback sneakers to go along with it.


Jonah’s voice and persona had all the deepness, soul, and charisma of a black southern Gospel preacher, and he gave his customary greeting with his one-of-a-kind oratory inflection.


“Ding, ding! Bell is in the ring,” he said and did a chest bump with Alfie, which dropped Alfie to the ground.


“Oy!” Alfie blurted as he accepted Jonah’s outstretched hand to help him back up.


“Sorry, little man,” Jonah laughed. “We need to get some weight on you. Your rice and carrot diet ain’t cuttin’ it. You need some southern cookin’.”
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J-Dog walked around Jonah slowly and in a way that everyone knew some kind of remark was coming. “So, Ted Ginn, huh? Interesting choice.”


Doc dropped his head to the ground and chuckled a bit. “Here we go.”


“So what, J-Dog?” Jonah replied. “What’s your point?”


J-Dog took off his cowboy hat and scratched his head. “I thought you would be more of a trenches type of guy. I thought you looked up to someone a little more rotund. I mean, Ted Ginn? That’s a skinny, little fast guy.”


Jonah got a little testy. “Ginn is cat fast. Long strides, high knees, accelerates like a cheetah. Just. Like. Me.”


“I’m sorry,” J-Dog quipped. “Maybe you mean a Cheeto?”


“Oh!” Jonah raised his voice, “I see, you startin’ up. Alright, I can go there. Because you know my daddy can whip any man in the county, and I can whip my daddy. I’m looking at you, and you’re my light work.”


Alfie shook his head. “You always say that, Jonah, but I don’t understand it. Are you not both in the county?”


“Jonah’s not a man, Alfie,” J-Dog said. “That’s the only way that makes sense.”


Doc started chuckling. “We got to this spot faster than usual.”


One of the back windows of the Tahoe lowered, and a girl’s head popped out.


“All I heard was a cheetah!” The girl giggled like the newly minted teenager that she was. “And if you’re a cheetah, then you’re the slowest cheetah I’ve even seen, because you can’t outrun me.”


“Please, no girl’s outrunning me,” Jonah said as he looked at the boys while twirling his finger around his temple. “She’s been sippin’ out of granddaddy’s fruit jar if she thinks she’s outrunning me. I’m a specimen built for speed.”
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Doc smiled. “What’s up, Flip? Didn’t know you were coming, but you’re always welcome.”


“Yep, low maintenance chick,” J-Dog quipped. “You can point her in a direction, and she’ll just go entertain herself. Gotta admire that.”


Flip was as cute and giggly as a girl could be. She couldn’t be caught without flashing a bright smile and bouncing those medium brown pig tails. But that only told half the story.


She was a true freak of nature. Otherworldly athletic and never saw a game she didn’t need to win. She earned her stripes with the boys, once and for all, when they were all about ten years old. She had twisted J-Dog’s arm until he agreed aloud that camouflage should only be available in pink. That’s the type of street cred that tends to last amongst the boys.


She didn’t dress like a normal girl, either. Rather, she dressed like a girl who never left the ballpark. She could always be found wearing an athletic shirt with its sleeves cut off, a pair of jersey-knit shorts with white tube socks pulled up to her knees, and of course, well-worn athletic sneakers, often cleats, depending on the day.


Today though, she took it to the next level, and Doc was amused. “Flip, you’re wearing eye black.”


“Athletes’ eye shadow,” she laughed. “I played a double header last night and didn’t want to shower because I was coming to a barn today.” Then she blurted, “I stole beven sases!” She paused, shook her head, and giggled. “Seven bases. Agh, why do I always do that?”


That is why they called her Flip. From the time any of them knew her, she would flip letters around in words, and it always made for colorful conversation.


Doc smiled. “The sun is out today, so I gather the eye black is appropriate.” He then elbowed Jonah and whispered, “As soon as your mom gets out of here, we can get rolling.”
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Jonah hemmed and hawed a bit. “Yeah, ‘bout that . . .” Jonah looked back at the van. “There’s this thing.”


“What thing?” Doc asked.


A passenger side door opened.


Doc’s eyes squinted, and he lowered his voice, “Did you bring someone else?”


“So, Doc,” Jonah cautioned, “J-Dog told me that you’re still missing a navigator.”


“Yeah,” Doc pressed, “but I don’t know what that has to do with . . .” He pointed to the person who stepped out of the front door. All eyes went to the sunshine blond girl who climbed out of the front seat of the SUV.


Her bouncing blond hair was pulled back perfectly with a big pink bow which matched the pink bows on her bright white sandals. She wore leggings decorated with butterflies and a white fluttery blouse with a picture of a prancing unicorn fully adorned with glitter. She had manicured nails with little sparkling stones glued to them, and the shade of her nail polish must have come out of the same bucket as her lip gloss.


Alfie’s eyes popped. “She’s so shiny.”


“Hello,” the new girl said.


Doc didn’t care. “That’s not my navigator,” he quipped.


“No, she’s not,” Jonah agreed, “but that’s one of the things I was talking about.”


“I’m not a thing,” the shiny girl said in protest, but no one paid any attention to her.


Doc began to boil a bit. “Jonah, this is a strategy session on winning the legendary Quad Continental. This isn’t a party. This is business.”


Jonah replied in a high-pitched retort, “I know, but, man, my hands are tied. You feel me? She’s the daughter of my momma’s friend who just moved to town. I got pinned into it. Momma said so.”
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“Are you kidding me?” Doc raised his hands.


Jonah stared at Doc, and with a low deep voice, rumbled, “Momma said so.”


“Well . . .” Doc fought with the idea for a moment. “She’s not my momma. She’s your responsibility.”


Jonah’s eyebrows almost hit his hairline. “Have you met my momma? She ain’t no one’s responsibility. If you want to go tell her, I know she’ll roll that window down. I’m warning you, though, she still ain’t allowed to fly on Delta.”


“Alright, alright, fine. I know you wouldn’t do this if you didn’t have to. I just didn’t think anyone else would be here.”


Then a back passenger door opened. “Good,” a boy’s abrupt and choppy voice was heard on the other side of the Tahoe, “then you’ll love seeing me.”


Doc looked at Jonah with cold eyes. “Et tu, Brute?”


“Agh,” J-Dog grunted, “Doc went all linguistic. He might take this worse than we thought.”


A cloud of dust stirred up as the Black Tahoe drove away. When the dust finally settled, there stood none other than Mac Irons. The broad-shouldered, inner-city kid from the streets of Memphis, who was as tough as the asphalt he grew up on.
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Doc’s temper spiked, and he took two quick steps toward Mac, but he was quickly interrupted by the new, preppy blond girl. She tossed her shoulders back and stood with impeccable posture. “Good morning to you,” the bubbly girl interjected. “Perhaps I could introduce myself?”


Her out of place demeanor jarred the scene and brought some levity to a situation that was about to get out of hand.
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“Fine. Introduce yourself.” Doc’s last strand of patience was being pulled. “By all means.”


The girl took a deep breath and made an announcement as if she was standing on a Broadway stage in front of a sold-out crowd, “I am Penelope Parsippany, a poet of epiphany.”


Jonah’s head dropped. “Why does she always do that?”


Alfie looked around bewildered. “Who’s she talking to?”


J-Dog smirked. “Hey, sweet cheeks, you’re on a farm, and we’re not your glee club.”


Jonah offered some explanation, “She’s like a poet or something. I don’t know.”


Penelope smiled and responded with perfect elocution, “Yes, Jonah, you are correct. I am a word maker. I provide perfect prose to bless the heart and tickle the toes.”


Alfie raised his hand. “I don’t want my toes tickled.”


Flip jumped in, “Can you kick a kickball or not? That’s all I need to know.”


“Ooh, I’m not much for athletic confrontation,” Penelope responded, “but I can make words drip like honey and make the mundane sunny.” She then clicked her heels together, for whatever reason.


Flip was baffled. “I don’t know what to do with that.”


J-Dog took off his cowboy hat. “She’s Mrs. Willy Wonka meets Dr. Seuss. I’m getting a cavity just listening to her. Hey, Doc, don’t you have a horse-drawn carriage she can ride away in?”


Doc was frustrated with the whole situation. This was supposed to be the key planning day for the Quad Continental, but now he had a circus on his hands.


Mac Irons reveled in the chaos, and he flashed a patronizing grin toward Doc. “Got your tutu in a twist?”


Doc clenched his fists as he stared down the Memphis kid.
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Mac was wearing what he always did: a plain, white, V-necked t-shirt and faded blue jeans with slight tears and stains throughout. He had short, spiky, sandy brown hair, buzzed nearly to the scalp on the sides. He wore old broken-in basketball shoes and a rawhide leather necklace that was threaded through with a half-a-dozen iron ball bearings.


Doc and Mac, at first glance, were completely different. Doc’s charming southern accent with eloquent speech scratched up against the quickened, choppy bluntness of Mac. Doc had thick, wavy, dark brown hair and boyish good looks, and Mac came with a squared off fighter’s jaw that testified to giving out more than he ever got.


Both were leaders of the pack. Both hated the other for it.


“Irons,” Doc deadpanned.


“Copper,” Mac countered with equal disdain.


Doc jabbed at him. “You’re finally using multiple syllables, Mac. Good to see the improvement.”


“You’re not braiding your hair yet, pretty boy. I’ll take that as a good sign,” Mac shot back.


Doc shook his head. “Mac, any other day, and I would rip that chain right off your neck.”


Mac had a shark-like stare. “You make sure you find me when that day comes.”


Doc bent down and picked up a handful of gravel from the drive. He ground it up for a few seconds and then flung it down the driveway.


“Dang it, boys!” he yelled at Jonah and J-Dog. “This is my team. Heck, this is my barn and my farm.” He pointed at Jonah and J-Dog. “You better believe that whoever is riding with me as my navigator is my call.”


“Now, Doc,” Jonah interrupted, “listen, we all want to win this thing, and both J-Dog and I knew you’d hate this. But—”
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“Well, if you knew I would hate this, then your deduction skills to bring him really lack any semblance of intelligence. I expected more out of both of you.”


“Hey,” Jonah said, “listen. You said this race was over a thousand miles through a desert and you needed someone tough enough to do it with you. That’s Mac Irons.”


Doc shook his head. “No, he’s not tough enough.”


“Now, Doc,” J-Dog interrupted, “everyone knows Mac doesn’t feel any pain. That’s pretty tough.”


Doc was incredulous and flung his arms in the air. “He doesn’t feel pain because he has a medical condition called congenital analgesia! He’s not tough; he’s brain dead!”


Penelope gasped and placed her hand over her chest. “Oh, my heart!” She looked at Mac with sincere empathy. “We should hold a telethon.”


J-Dog laughed. “Yeah, we’ll make little ribbons out of barbed wire and stick it to his chest.”


“Can we focus, boys?” Doc scolded. “The answer is no. Besides—” Doc looked at Mac “—why would you want to help me win a world championship? Last I checked, I wasn’t high on your friends and family list.”


“Ain’t doing it for you, Copper. I’m in it for the money.”


Doc looked at Jonah. “Really? You told him about the college scholarships?”


“Well, duh!” Jonah responded as if the answer was self-evident. “Why else would he race with you? He thinks you’re just a pretty boy with fancy toys. He can’t stand ya!”


“Yep,” Mac agreed.


J-Dog chimed in, “Doc, it’s called swinging a carrot.”


62

“But it’s my carrot,” Doc quickly countered and turned to Mac. “Mac, I’m sure you can Uber your way back to wherever you came from. It’s my call, and you’re out.”


“Now, Doc,” J-Dog stepped in, “calm down. Both Jonah and I agreed on this, and you know that me and Sumo don’t agree on much.”


“Hey,” Jonah said, “watch your tongue, little man. Remember last time.”


“Whatever.” J-Dog ignored him. “The point is, you need a navigator, and it can’t be me cause I’m web-streaming the whole race. It can’t be Alfie since he’s my camera man, and besides, if he was your navigator you’d probably end up in an Asian rice field. We can scratch Jonah off the list, obviously, and Flip’s a girl. So, you know.”


PANG!


Out of nowhere Flip rifled a red dodge ball that pinged off the side of J-Dog’s head, knocking his cowboy hat and new pilot sunglasses off his face. The ricochet sent the ball twenty yards away.


“OW!” J-Dog stumbled back and cradled his face. “What’s wrong with you?”


Flip giggled. “That’s right, I’m a girl. Ba-bam!”


Alfie pointed at J-Dog’s face. “You have VOIT stamped backwards on your cheek.”


Flip turned to Penelope. “That’s called dodgeball, and he didn’t dodge. I win.”


Jonah bent over with a big ol’ belly laugh, then sighed. “I know that hurt.”


Alfie nodded. “Yeah it did. Flip’s like an Altoid. Small, white, and curiously strong.”


Penelope was getting concerned and tried to turn the conversation. “Why can’t Jonah be your navigator?”
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Jonah smiled. “There is wisdom in that question, Penelope. Of course I could do it. But I’m running the pit crew. Oil changes, tire rotations, and things like that take mad skills. That’s my role.”


J-Dog brushed off his cowboy hat and stuck it back on his head. His stinging face led to even a more contentious and sarcastic mood. He rubbed his cheek. “I’m sorry, Jonah, did you say you could be the navigator?”


“Yeah, of course,” Jonah replied.


“Are you out of your mind?” J-Dog asked. “Out in Wyoming, Doc left a gallon of gas out of his four-wheeler just to save weight.”


Jonah lowered his voice as his displeasure grew. “I don’t see where you’re going.”


“Jonah,” J-Dog shouted, “you would sink him like quicksand.”


“Oh, I get it.” Jonah nodded. “Muscle weighs a lot. Yeah, I’m a chunk of granite.” He shoved his shoulders back.


J-Dog grinned. “I’m sorry, Jonah, my ears are still ringing a bit. I thought you said you were a chunk of granite?”


Jonah curled his lips a bit. “That’s right.”


J-Dog feigned deep puzzlement. “Are you going to let your belly in on that secret?”


The slights coming from J-Dog were now starting to pile up. “You’re itching for a beat down, little man,” Jonah warned.


Penelope smacked her lips and used her punctuated pronunciation while she waved her index finger. “No, no, no, we don’t go there. You just point those words out the door to the don’t-come-back store.”


Flip looked around at everyone. “Does everyone else hear her? Or am I dreaming?”


That slowed down Jonah for a moment. “It’s all good. J-Dog’s comments don’t mean nothing to me.”


“No, Jonah. Don’t do that to yourself,” Penelope instructed. “Don’t deflect your feelings. You owe it to your heart. It’s okay if it hurts.”
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Jonah stressed, “Really, Penelope. Let it go. I’m straight.”


J-Dog couldn’t help himself. “No, Jonah, little Barbie 2.0 is right. You owe it to your heart.”


“Boy,” Jonah threatened.


Penelope continued, oblivious to the pot she was boiling as she kept trying her own brand of intervention. “Jonah, all you need to do is be the best you that you can be, because you are such a better you than anyone else could ever be.”


J-Dog slow-clapped. “Oh, bravo, thank you, Miss Renaissance. I feel so enlightened. Jonah, I didn’t know you hired your own self-help therapist. Let me guess, she told you to weigh yourself in smiles!” He laughed and laughed.


Doc tried to caution, “J-Dog, you’re really pushing. This isn’t going to end well for you.”


Alfie shook his head. “Do we have a first aid kit?”


“Affirmative,” Doc replied. “It’s for horses, but yeah.”


J-Dog laughed. “Hey, Jonah, I have a bag of skittles. Come and get your happy.”


“DING, DING!” an infuriated Jonah yelled and bull-charged J-Dog.


Penelope gasped, “What’s happening?”


“Welcome to the Bell Buckle Gang,” Alfie shouted as he stepped out of the way of the big ball of aggression.


J-Dog kept laughing while quickly backing up. “Oh look, a hungry, hungry hippo. Can I pet him?”


THUMP! Jonah engulfed J-Dog and steamrolled him into the grass.


“UGH!” J-Dog grunted as the wind got knocked out of him. The commotion was loud enough that even some of the horses in a nearby field jumped and snorted.
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“Whatchya say, son?” Jonah taunted as he laid on J-Dog, completely smothering him so that J-Dog nearly disappeared under the big mass. “I can’t hear you,” Jonah mocked. “Where’s your witty comeback, now?”


A gasping voice was heard from underneath, “You think I’m witty?”


Jonah raised himself up and then power flopped his belly right down on J-Dog’s head.


“You like that? Huh?” Jonah said.


J-Dog’s reply was too smothered to make out.


The kids surrounded the pile, but no one intervened.


“Shouldn’t we do something?” Penelope asked.


“Nah, it will be over soon,” Alfie said calmly.


“I got a dollar on twenty seconds,” Doc offered.


“Ten seconds,” Alfie countered.


“You’re on.” Doc looked at his watch.


Jonah dominated the skinny, overmatched boy, and kept driving him deeper and deeper into the ground. Jonah lifted himself up so J-Dog’s face could be seen, “What? Are you trying to talk, son?”


J-Dog took the opportunity and yelled at Doc, “Horse tranquilizers! Horse . . .”


“Oh, so we’re not done yet?” Jonah said. “I gotcha.”


Jonah lifted up his shirt and stuck his armpit in J-Dog’s face. J-Dog began squirming now as wildly as he could, but Jonah pushed his armpit deeper and deeper into the boy’s mouth and nose.


J-Dog freed his mouth for a moment. “Dude! They’re so hairy! And wet!”


“That’s right, Dog!” Jonah yelled back. “I got man pits!”


J-Dog fought to turn his head, and got out a scream, “My mouth was open!”


Then there was a sudden calm. Jonah could feel J-Dog go limp underneath him.


The struggle was over. J-Dog tapped out. “Okay, okay, okay.”
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Flip giggled. “It looks like camouflage is still pink.”


Doc looked down at his watch. “Twenty seconds.”


“J-Dog,” Alfie yelled, “you can’t even lose right!” He handed Doc his dollar.


The boys got up off the ground. J-Dog was filthy, and Jonah was satisfied.


“What does that come to now, Doc?” J-Dog asked.


Doc immediately answered back, “Jonah, one hundred and fourteen to J-Dog’s . . . zero.”


“What?” J-Dog asked. “I thought it was only one hundred and thirteen.”


“Well, it was that,” Doc pressed.


“Oh,” J-Dog acquiesced. He brushed off his hat and put it back on his head.


Penelope was aghast. “They do this quite often?”


Flip whispered to her, “Don’t worry, they’re only boys.” She giggled. “I’d take ’em down Reco-Groman style!” She flexed.


“Greco-Roman,” Penelope corrected.


“I’ve heard it both ways,” Flip replied.


The tussling between the two boys deflated the tension a bit, but the bigger issue wasn’t going away.


Doc looked at Mac Irons, “Do you even know what you are trying to sign up for, kid?”
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Doc led the gang around the side of the barn where they saw the incredible UTV desert racing machine.


Jonah lifted his hands to his head in admiration. “Ooh, check it out!”


The side-by-side racer was stunning. The airbrushed flag on the hood, the metallic stripes, swooshes, and stars that swept over the rest of the red, white, and blue painted panels gleamed like crystal.


67

Doc grinned, climbed in on the driver side, and pressed the push button ignition. It came to life with a wild roar, and Penelope quickly covered both her ears. The guttural growl brought a grease monkey like Doc into a mechanical nirvana.


Doc stared at Mac who walked slowly around the racer. Mac reached out and slid his hand across the smooth waxed surface as he circled the machine. He curled his lips a bit and tilted his head. “Not bad.”


Doc killed the engine and responded, “Not bad?”


“This is what money buys. That’s all it is,” Mac replied.


That chapped Doc. “Right, money did this,” he said as he grabbed the USJRA racing publication magazine that was lying on the navigator’s seat next to him. The front cover was Doc standing next to the UTV, holding the big trophy from the Wyoming race.


Doc got out of the vehicle and slapped Mac on the chest with it.


“Read it,” Doc demanded.


Mac grabbed the magazine and scanned the front.




National Champion Doc Copper


Racing Prodigy Doc Copper becomes youngest national champion ever. Sets track record in the process and now turns his eyes toward the Quad Continental.
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