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Chapter One

Pushing up Daisies

 


The black
car was still behind him, right on his
tail, just where it had been for the last fifteen minutes. He
didn’t know what would be worse— speeding up on this winding
Tennessee mountain road or letting the black car catch up with him,
although now that he thought about it, the end result would
probably be the same either way.

He speeded
up. 

 


Pajan Mosby clutched the scrap of poem in her
hand, and tried to concentrate on Reverend Bartlett’s eulogy, so
that she wouldn’t miss her cue. She had been a bit surprised that
in his carefully outlined funeral instructions, old Jimmy Powell
had requested that she read a poem, but she didn’t mind. He had
been a nice old fellow, already elderly when she was a child. She
remembered him as a great favorite with the neighborhood kids,
always up for sandlot baseball or a fishing expedition to the
river. He had outlived his family before his heart finally gave out
in his ninetieth year, but he certainly didn’t lack for mourners.
Most of the town had turned out for the graveside service, and the
pallbearers, Jimmy’s old cronies, all wore caps emblazoned with “3”
or “24” or “8,” a nod to Jimmy’s love of NASCAR. Someone had
remarked that it was good that he’d be buried facing the highway so
that he could watch the cars go by.

It was a pretty spot to spend eternity in, she
thought. A rolling meadow dotted with wild daisies and shade trees,
all visible from the road above, which skirted the valley on a
little ridge cut into the side of the mountain. And a few hundred
yards off to the right was the river, where one long ago summer
Jimmy had taught her to skip stones across the surface of the
water.

She blinked,
feeling the sting of tears. No, she mustn’t get all maudlin at poor
old Jimmy’s funeral. He’d expect her to read his poem in a loud
clear voice with no sissy blubbering to spoil his send-off. She
could almost hear his voice admonishing her: Anybody what totes a gun to work didn’t ought to be crying at
the funeral of someone who went when he was good and ready.
She would do him proud.

Everyone was looking at her, and she suddenly
realized that Rev. Bartlett had stopped speaking, and was making
faces at her. Obviously, she had missed her cue. Pajan nodded to
show that she understood, and stepped up in front of the row of
wreaths that flanked the coffin.

“Jimmy asked me to read this,” she told the
assembled mourners, as she unfolded the paper. “It’s a poem. I
think he wrote it himself.” Surely. She cleared her throat and
began in a clear, stilted voice,

When the Angel drops the checkered
flag

And says my race is
run…

 


He was a much better driver than
the guy in the black car. Indeed, that fact had long been one of
the central tenets of his self-esteem, but now, despite a good five
minutes’ head start about twenty miles back, he was being overtaken
by his nemesis, on a steep, winding road where pulling over was not
an option. That hardly mattered, though. He had a pretty good idea
that the driver of the black car was in no mood for a civilized
resolution. He dipped the right side wheels off the road on the
inside of the turn and then swung wide with the left wheels onto
the yellow line to block the black car in case he was crazy enough
to try to pass on this two-lane corkscrew. Another tap on his
bumper impelled him to speed up again—doing eighty now, which,
according to that triangular yellow sign, was about twice the speed
recommended by the Tennessee Department of Highways …

 


Almost finished now, thought Pajan.

And when I see the finish
line

Before the Pearly Gate,

I’ll take my place in Victory
Lane

Where Dale and Davy wait
….

 


The assembled mourners started to scream and
run, and Pajan looked up from her typescript, thinking that the
poem hadn’t been all that bad. And then she saw it, too: a white
car had left the road at the curve and was sailing through the
air—straight for them. The shrieking crowd scattered, heading for
the shelter of the nearest grove of trees, well away from the
trajectory of the airborne car, and from there they watched what
happened next.

The soaring car seemed to hang in the air for
a long moment, and then it thumped to the ground, uprooting a swath
of daisies a few yards from the casket, skidding forward,
scattering metal folding chairs, until the nose of the car touched
the row of wreaths a foot away from the coffin itself.

In the silence that followed, one of the
pallbearers called out, “That Jimmy Powell damn sure knew how to
stage a funeral!”

 


 


 



Chapter Two

Unavoidably Detained

 


The moonfaced
policeman peered anxiously through the
bars. “You’re sure you’re not hurt?”

“Hurt,” said Cameron Berkley, “is a relative
term.”

The cop, whose
name badge read Westcott, grinned. “’Course I reckon
you’re used to spectacular wrecks.”

Also a relative term, thought Camber, leaning
back on the thin mattress covering the metal shelf that his jailer
laughingly called a bed. It was true that he had experienced his
share of automotive acrobatics. Once at Talladega he had gone
airborne at 200 mph, and the car had spiraled through the air like
a football before it settled upside-down in the infield grass. But
as dramatic as those NASCAR wrecks had looked on slow-motion
replay, they probably weren’t as dangerous as the header he’d taken
this afternoon off that Tennessee mountain road. In racing, he wore
a fire resistant suit and a complex array of seat belts and
harnesses. He sat in a custom-made seat that fit his body like a
glove, and the seat itself was encased in a steel roll cage, all
designed to protect the driver from just such deadly contingencies
as aerial ballet. Today, though, all he’d had between him and
eternity was a seat belt. The fact that he landed in a cemetery was
probably a cosmic joke—just to underscore the warning about race
car drivers who treat two-lane mountain roads as if they were super
speedways. Point taken.

He was too proud to admit it to the
inquisitive officer, but in truth, he was somewhat the worse for
wear after his unscheduled crash landing. The seat belt had done
its job well enough, but he still had sore shoulder muscles and a
headache that felt suspiciously like a concussion.

“It sure was providential you crashing old
Jimmy Powell’s funeral,” said Westcott. “A race car driver, you
say. Imagine that.”

Resolutely ignoring the throbbing at his
temples, Camber tried to make small talk with the officer who was,
after all, the person who would bring his dinner and should be
encouraged not to spit in it. “The deceased was a NASCAR fan, was
he?”

“Sure was. You should see the collection of
racing memorabilia he left behind. Dates all the way back to the
‘Forties. Why, he’s got stuff there signed by Roy Hall.”

Camber, who did not even date back to the
’Seventies, thought he might have heard of Roy Hall, but through
the pounding of the headache he couldn’t quite place him. “That’s
nice,” he murmured.

“I expect you’d know all about that old stuff
Jimmy had in his collection, bein’ a race car driver
yourself.”

Camber closed
his eyes, because he knew what was coming next. When people found
out that he was a driver, they invariably asked three
questions. How fast can you go?
(Depended on the track and the car; roughly 200
mph.) How much does it cost to race a
car? (If you have to ask, you definitely
cannot afford it.) And How do you get
started in racing? Which wasn’t a short
answer question. He had never managed to condense his entire life
story into a sound bite.

Besides, since he was sitting there in a jail
cell, shouldn’t they be talking about his one allotted phone call
or the availability of a lawyer, or bail or something?

Officer Westcott cleared his throat, “Say,
fella, How fast can—”

* * *

Camber stretched out on the metal bunk,
thinking that it was good thing he was used to being uncomfortable,
because this cell was as spartan as they came. Like a really big
roll cage, he told himself. The town jail was a two-cell affair
tucked away behind a solid steel door in a corridor inside the
police department. A small rectangular window in the steel door
allowed an officer to peer in at the prisoners without actually
having to go into the cell block. There was a metal toilet attached
to the wall of his cell, but no privacy and no sink. Good thing he
was a race car driver. He was used to not having to pee for hours
at a time. Of course, it helped that the temperature in a stock car
was around a hundred and twenty degrees, so that you sweated
instead of peeing. The cell was uncomfortably warm, but nowhere
near hot enough to alleviate the problem. He decided that his best
option was to try to sleep until they let him out for a hearing, or
for whatever was going to come next. It wasn’t easy to sleep with
this possible concussion doing a drum solo in his head, but even
the semblance of a nap would be better than having to conduct a
NASCAR seminar for a bored cop.

 


“Where is that redneck moron who
ruined Jimmy’s funeral?”

Even Westcott, with a gun in his holster,
looked a little shaken at the sound of that imperious voice. In the
doorway stood a small dark-haired young woman whose expression
suggested that it would take tranquilizer darts to subdue
her.

Camber didn’t remember seeing the woman
before, but since she was definitely dressed for a funeral, he had
a pretty good idea who the “redneck moron” was. He waggled his
fingers at her through the bars.

“You!” Ignoring Westcott, she marched up to
the cell door and peered in at him. “Have you sobered up
yet?”

“I was not inebriated,” said Camber
truthfully.

“Ha! That’s a
crock. You came sailing off the highway like—inebriated?”

“Well, intoxicated if you prefer,” said
Camber, belatedly wondering if there were some legal distinction
between the two terms. “Anyhow, I wasn’t.”

Seeing the look
of astonishment on Pajan Mosby’s face, Westcott chuckled and jerked
his thumb in Camber’s direction. “Talks just like
NPR, don’t
he?”

Distracted from her rage, she nodded slowly.
It wasn’t just the five-syllable word, certainly non-standard
vocabulary for jailhouse drunks. It was also the accent—or the lack
of one, and the prisoner’s urbane assurance that he was equal to
anything he would encounter in a small-town lock-up. Her eyes
narrowed. “I thought you claimed to be a race car
driver.”

“Now I
am guilty of that,” said
Camber affably.

She glanced back at Westcott. “What’s his
name?”

“Cameron Berkley. Says so on his Virginia
driver’s license, too.”

She gave him a
wry smile. “So he’s not
claiming to be Jeff Gordon,
then?”

Camber patted
his cheeks in mock alarm. “I don’t look that old, do I?” he said.
“Gordon’s got ten years on me, at least! Although, this
has been a rough day.”
She obviously didn’t know much about racing, he thought. Jeff
Gordon was a good eight inches shorter than Camber, and much
lighter in coloring. Camber liked to think of himself as a younger,
thinner, better-looking version of Tony Stewart, but this hardly
seemed like the time to play image consultant.

Her suspicious
glare returned as she peered at him through the bars. “Who
are you?”

“Ca-me-ron
Berkley,” The prisoner’s frown suggested concern for his
interrogator’s short-term memory. “My friends call me Camber. But
if you won’t believe this nice policeman or the DMV of the
Commonwealth of Virginia on the subject of my identity, I’m sure
it’s no use my telling you.”

The angry young
woman regarded him thoughtfully, and wrinkled her nose as
if—metaphorically, anyhow—she smelled a rat. “You
do talk funny,” she
announced.

Camber raised his eyebrows. “I beg your
pardon?”

“Exactly!” She
nodded triumphantly. “Most of the race car drivers we have around
here would’ve said ‘Whut?’
So would most of the NASCAR Cup drivers, for that
matter. But you talk like a TV anchorman. Big words. Broadcast accent. And
yet you came off the highway at a hundred miles an hour and managed
to control the car well enough to avoid a whole field full of
people, and you claim you’re a race car driver, which I almost
believe, because I know what Camber
means.”

He perked up.
She knew what camber meant? Was she a racing fan? His momentary elation subsided,
though, because her forbidding expression told him that even if
Dale Earnhardt, Jr. showed up to bail him out in person,
which was not happening, this woman would still think he was pond
scum.

Her scowl deepened. “So, what
gives?”

Camber sighed. Here it came. The story of his
life. “With all due respect, ma’am,” he said, “That is a
two-aspirin question, and besides, I think I really should be
talking to a lawyer, or, at the very least, to a bail
bondsman.”

Through the clanging of his headache, he heard
them laughing.

 


The story of his life in a sound bite? That
was easy.

I was the Falls Church redneck.

Most people just
blinked at him in total incomprehension when he said that, but
nonetheless it was fundamentally true. Cameron Berkley—in those
days, years away from being known as “Camber”—had been born within
a Metro ride of D.C., the only child of an ordinary suburban
Beltway couple—two nice college-educated people with dull,
respectable government jobs, who did not watch NASCAR, or listen to
country music, or eat possum. They had gotten divorced, of course,
when Cameron was seven, but that only made him all the more average
in Beltway society. Nobody expected anything else these
days.

Cameron had been raised by his mom in an
ordinary brick house in a genteel Falls Church neighborhood, where
he attended the local public schools with the usual complement of
preppies and jocks. On weekends with his dad he had been carted to
youth soccer league games, enrolled in the neighborhood Scout
troop, and encouraged to thrive in the mainstream culture of
elitist Northern Virginia, where one was expected to dress well, go
to a good college, and, in due time, marry a cheerleader, settle
into a sedate white-collar job in a cubicle somewhere, and take up
golf.

But Cameron Berkley was a
changeling.

The way he figured it, on July 26, 1980 there
must have been some nice country-fried couple from somewhere near
the Tennessee line—a strapping young dude who was maybe a jackleg
mechanic and his pregnant wife, with big hair and a name like Wanda
Jean, who had been passing through Fairfax County on their way to
the NASCAR race that weekend at Pocono, PA. He pictured them
passing through Fairfax in an old Chevy plastered with NASCAR
decals, when Wanda Jean or Sally Jo, or whoever she was, had gone
into labor and been rushed to the county hospital, where just after
midnight on the 27th she had proceeded to give birth to a baby boy,
while her husband, watching TV in the maternity ward waiting room,
was cheering for Neil Bonnet to take the checkered flag at Pocono.
Camber wasn’t sure they even televised NASCAR races back in 1980,
but the scene fit nicely in the movie-in-his-head.

That down-home couple was so real in Camber’s
mind that he could almost see them. He imagined them with a strong
family resemblance to himself. He figured that when they checked
out of the county hospital, the nice blue collar couple from the
hills had been given Baby Boy Berkley, while their real child—who
was no doubt intended to be named Bobby Cale or Darrell Dale—had
been christened Cameron Berkley and sent home to a Winnie-the-Pooh
themed nursery with the two genteel suburbanites from Falls Church.
“Blood will tell.” Somehow despite all his parents’ suburban
propriety, little Cameron Berkley had grown up with an instinctive
love for country music, fields and woods, and stock car
racing.

He figured that somewhere in far southwest
Virginia, there was probably a skinny, bespectacled kid in khakis
and a Brooks Brothers shirt, trying to get his friends to drink
Merlot and to watch the World Cup soccer tournament with
him.

Yep, a changeling.

It had been obvious even before he could
talk.

Almost as soon as he could walk far enough to
reach the sandbox, he had traded all his plastic dinosaurs for
Match Box cars and Hot Wheels gear. He hadn’t just played with the
toy cars, either. He had devised elaborate chase scenes, complete
with intricate jumps and horrific, shattering crashes. The box of
tiny cars had been his miniature empire, in which he was driver,
car owner, track manager, and crew chief, all rolled into
one.

After the Match Box era had come Big Wheels
and then bicycles. This entailed more elaborate jumps and a few
unfortunate crashes, which had put his mom on a first-name basis
with the staff of the local emergency room, but eventually—the hard
way—he had learned motor skills, coordination, reaction time, and,
best of all, judgment. That last attribute wasn’t infallible,
obviously, or he wouldn’t be sitting in a jail cell in the middle
of nowhere, but at least on a race track, he seldom made stupid
mistakes.

Of course, the changeling story was simply
Camber’s own private mythology to explain why he had felt so
out-of-place in Beltway suburbia. He shared the same blood type as
his parents, after all, and people always said that he resembled
his dad. But sometimes he wished the switched-baby story were true,
because, for one thing, that would mean that he and Tracy
Berkley-Brown were not related in any way. But, alas, he very much
feared that they were.

 


“He’s right about the lawyer, you know,” said
Pajan Mosby, who was somewhat calmer now, but no less
exasperated.

Further attempts to question the young man in
the cell had not yielded much information. He’d kept holding his
head and groaning, and finally he lay back on the bunk with his
eyes shut and refused to talk any more at all.

Pajan and the officer had finally given up and
left the cell block. Now they were talking softly on the office
side of the reinforced steel door. Stoney Westcott glanced back
through the small glass panel. The figure in the cell was not
moving. Stoney shook his head. “I gotta tell you, Pajan, he must
have taken a pretty hard hit in that wreck. If he’s not faking that
headache, I think we’d be better off seeing about a
doctor.”

“Have you noticed any symptoms other than the
headache he claims to have? Any strange behavior?”

Stoney hesitated. “Well, I asked him did he
want anything to drink, and he asked for a Ramune Hello Kitty Soda.
You reckon he’s hallucinating?”

“No, I think it
means he really is an asshole from northern Virginia.”

“Yeah, but he could still have a head
injury.”

“He told you: it’s just a mild concussion,”
said Pajan. “He said there’s nothing they can do about it. Just
wait for the brain swelling to go down. And if he’s a race car
driver, he certainly ought to know about head injuries. Besides, we
don’t exactly have a state of the art medical center handy. If he
makes bail, he can go to the Mayo Clinic for all I care, but he can
pay for his own treatment. I doubt he’d bother, though. He seems
more inclined to want to sleep it off.”

“That sure was some header he took off the
highway,” said Stoney. “I reckon you’d have to be a race car driver
to survive that, and not hurt anybody when you landed. Cameron
Berkley. Have you ever heard of him?”

Pajan shook her
head. “No. He’s not a Cup driver, obviously. We’d have heard of
him. Maybe he drives CART or ARCA or something. But his nickname is
a racing term. Camber.”

“Yeah? What’s it mean?” Stoney Westcott’s
hobby was fishing.

Old Jimmy Powell had taught her that, in one
of his many discourses on racing. “Camber is the angle between the
vertical axis of the wheel and—” Noting the glazed look on the
officer’s face, Pajan stopped the lecture with a shrug. “Basically,
Stoney, it’s a factor in a car’s steering and suspension.” She was
still thinking about the wreck, though. Another thought occurred to
her. “You gave him a breathalyzer test, of course?”

Stoney Westcott nodded. “First thing we did,
Pajan. He passed it. Like he told you. He wasn’t drunk.”

“Well, that’s
too bad,” said Pajan. “Because drunks sober up, but
stupid just goes on
forever.”

* * *

Some time later Camber Berkley woke up with
that momentary lurch of disorientation in which you wonder where
you are and why, before memory floods back with full consciousness,
making you wish you hadn’t bothered to remember.

Jail.

Small town in the back of beyond. He wondered
how much time had passed since his race with the black car had
ended in a nose dive off the ridge. Well, it didn’t matter. He had
certainly lost that competition, and thus his big career chance for
the weekend.

Sooner or later somebody here—probably a local
magistrate—was going to ask him why he had been driving that
corkscrew highway like a bat out of hell. Should he tell them the
truth, he wondered. He couldn’t see any percentage in it. If the
truth would make anyone feel sorry for him, or cause them to admire
his bravery, or if it would have justified his wreck, then he would
have trotted out the explanation in a heartbeat, but even to
himself he had to admit that an unvarnished account of the
circumstances did not cast him in a favorable light. In fact, even
if he put the most positive, self-serving spin he could think of on
the sequence of events, telling anything approaching the truth
would not help his case one bit. He tried out an explanation in his
mind, to see if he could concoct a version of the facts that would
make himself sound worthy or sympathetic.

Not a chance.

“Well, sir, you see, it’s like this … My
cousin Tracy is an arrogant, spoiled little jerk, and I’m a better
race car driver than he is.”

“In which case, why didn’t Cousin Tracy land
in the field below the highway, Smart Ass? How come you wrecked and
he didn’t?”

For about two seconds, Camber found himself
wondering where Tracy was. Surely he had seen Camber’s car go off
the road. And he hadn’t stopped to make sure that Camber wasn’t
hurt?

Of course he hadn’t.

Camber’s concussion would have to be a lot
worse than it was before he’d start believing that Tracy Berkley
had an unselfish bone anywhere in his body, or that he would let
any circumstance whatsoever deter him from his mission, which was
to reach Lowe’s Motor Speedway near Charlotte before
dark.

If Camber were being completely honest, which
he had no intention of being, he’d have to admit that had the
situation been reversed, he wouldn’t have stopped,
either.

Strictly speaking, Camber had no business
being en route to Charlotte at all, just as he’d had no business
answering his cousin’s cell phone, which is what started it all.
But Tracy had insisted on going upstairs to find some wonderfully
expensive new publicity photos of himself in his firesuit for
Camber to admire, and Camber had been sitting there wondering how
he could express his sincere admiration for those photos without
Dramamine, when Tracy’s cell phone had rung, and without thinking,
Camber had answered it.

The caller I.D. indicated that the person
phoning was “Flash,” the self-awarded nickname of a rookie Cup
driver who wasn’t as good as he thought he was. Camber always
mentally added “in the pan” whenever he saw the word “Flash” in
connection with that driver’s name. That was interesting. The
racing web-site, which he had checked that morning, said that
“Flash” had wrecked his car at practice for the upcoming weekend
race at Lowe’s.

“Hey, how ya doin’, Buddy?” said Camber, who
didn’t much care.

“Aw, the docs claim I got a concussion,
Trace.”

Several thoughts ran neck and neck in Camber’s
mind: the first being that if Flash in his current mental state
could mistake Camber for his cousin Tracy, then the head injury was
beyond dispute. His second thought was that a diagnosed concussion
would surely put a driver out of the car for the Sunday race, which
was when he realized that what he had intercepted was not merely a
social call. If he could successfully impersonate his cousin for a
few more minutes, long enough to extract the pertinent information
before Tracy came back downstairs with his infernal photo album,
Camber figured he would be the front-runner for whatever offer was
being made.

Don’t talk too much, he told himself. Flash
might spot the difference in voices. Besides, he couldn’t sound too
sympathetic. Tracy had never spared a thought for anyone other than
himself in his whole life. “That’s rough, man.”

“Yeah,” said the driver.

“Guess you tore up the car, huh?”

“Like I care. It’s only a race car. They can
make more. It wasn’t my fault. They shouldn’t spilt rookies like me
going in the corner, Trace. I ran my line. That was all I could do,
right?”

“You just need more seat time,” said Camber
warily.

“That’s what my dad says. I just need time on
these super speedways, and a little luck. We can’t buy
luck.”

Several cynical replies hovered on Camber’s
lips, such as a remark about Flash’s rich daddy who was supposedly
bankrolling his ride, but he thought better of mentioning it.
“Right.”

“So we’re going to have to put someone in the
car till I get 100 percent. And they asked me to recommend
somebody.”

Camber’s heart
leaped. “And you said Trace—er—me?”

“Well, naw, man. I said Chad Chaffin. I’ve
seen him bounce between rides lately, or Tina Gordon. Woman behind
the wheel: that could get us some press.”

Then why are you
calling Tracy? thought Camber. But he
knew. “Your team wants someone they wouldn’t have to pay to drive,
right? Someone who could just fill in for a week or two until you
get better.” Without the money his father was securing for the
team, they just needed to get the car in the race. The points would
help them keep their provisional; after all, Flash wasn’t the best
qualifier. Qualifying is half the car and half driver nerves. Flash
lacked the latter.

“Well, yeah. I figured you might like a shot
at a ride, just to show people what you can do. You
interested?”

“Sure,” said Camber, thinking fast. “When do
they need me?”

“Look, I gotta go in a minute. They want me to
take an MRI. Look, where are you, man?”

“Home,” said Camber. “I mean, my folks’ place.
Close to Knoxville.” He had almost said “my uncle’s place in
Knoxville” but at the last moment he’d remembered that he was
impersonating Tracy. He hoped he sounded dumb enough.

“Can you get down to Charlotte by tonight.
Start in the morning?”

“Sure,” said Camber. “Count on it.”

He heard footsteps on the stairs and broke off
the connection just as Tracy came lurching down the stairs with a
stack of albums and photo boxes balanced precariously in both
hands, and steadied with his chin.

Narrow
escape, thought Camber, thinking that he’d
have been willing to gnaw off his own foot to escape sitting
through a Show & Tell session of that magnitude with Tracy
holding forth. He was glad to have an excuse to leave, although he
couldn’t exactly be truthful about what that excuse
was.

Camber was at the front door before his cousin
reached the bottom step. “I’m sorry, man,” he said. “I just got an
urgent call. Gotta go.”

“A call?” said Tracy, offloading the photo
boxes onto the sofa.

“Um, yeah. Mom. Dad’s away on business and the
car is acting up.”

“Can’t she just call a garage?” asked Tracy.
“I mean, you’re at least eight hours away.”

“Well, you know mom,” said Camber, forcing a
laugh. “She panics. Anyhow, give me a rain check on the photos. See
ya!”

He was through the door, into his car, and
gone before Tracy had time to make any more perfectly sensible
observations about his spur-of-the-moment excuse. Once he reached
the road, Camber streaked out as if he’d just seen a green flag
drop. He figured he could make it to Charlotte in four hours, tops,
and he settled back in the seat, doing the speed limit, because he
didn’t want to spoil a sure thing by taking unnecessary
chances.

It was maybe fifteen minutes later that he saw
Tracy’s black car in his rear view mirror. It was just a speck on
the horizon at first, so that he couldn’t be entirely sure that’s
who it was, but in less than a minute the car had narrowed the gap
considerably, and by then Camber knew not only who was following
him, but why.

“Flash must have called back.”

The injured
driver had forgotten to tell something to his prospective relief
driver, or he’d had a question, and so he had called Tracy’s cell
phone again, only this time the call was answered by
Tracy. Who had no idea
what flash was talking about. What
previous conversation? What driving job? 

Unfortunately, Tracy had been able to figure
out what had happened in less than a minute, and he had been on his
way in a heartbeat, burning asphalt to catch his cousin the
ride-napper.

That’s when the movie-style car chase began in
earnest. At first Camber had thought he could outrun the
competition, but “money buys speed” does not apply only to stock
car racing: it also meant that Tracy’s new BMW had a considerable
advantage of the elderly Detroit rust bucket that Camber was
driving. Still, for a couple of white-knuckle miles along corkscrew
mountain roads, Camber had managed to give Tracy a run for his
money. There were moments when he had thought he might actually
pull it off from sheer bravado, leaving his more cautious cousin
behind in a spray of gravel, but then a quick succession of sharp
curves had allowed Tracy to close the gap between them and to
execute a few bump-and-run maneuvers, finally sending Camber over
the edge and into the cemetery in the field beside the
river.

 


Now here he was in a poky county jail with a
throbbing headache and an immediate future full of lawyers, while
Tracy was barreling into Charlotte, ready to head out to Lowe’s
Motor Speedway for his shot at the big-time. The one consolation
was that there was no television, telephone or access to email
available in the cellblock, so at least for the foreseeable future
he would be spared all news of Tracy’s NASCAR debut. Cold comfort,
but he would take what he could get.

* * *

Later that evening when Deputy Westcott
brought him a plate of mystery meat in gravy and boiled potatoes,
Camber decided to postpone this gastronomic form of Russian
roulette with an attempt at conversation.

“How come your lady friend there is so mad at
me?” he asked, trying to sound concerned rather than
hostile.

Westcott shrugged. “She thought the world of
that fellow they were burying when you crash landed in the grave
yard. She figured it was disrespectful of you to spoil the services
like that. Now, I don’t think old Jimmy would’a minded, but you
can’t tell Pajan that.”

“So was he a relative?”

“Nope. He was ninety-something, so he’d
outlived what family he had, but he was everybody’s favorite around
here. Never saw him mad at a soul. I think he’d have got a kick out
of you wrecking his funeral, because he was crazy about
NASCAR.”

“I wish he was still around,” said Camber, who
felt that his popularity locally could use a boost.

“You should see the stuff old Jimmy collected
over the years. Folks used to come for miles to see his NASCAR
stuff. One time we had Cale Yarborough’s gas man right here in this
town.”

Camber tried to look suitably impressed. “So,
what did the old boy have? Die-cast cars? NASCAR autograph
cards?”

“Some of that,” Westcott admitted. “But he had
been a fan since the ‘Forties, and he didn’t mind keeping a lot of
things that most people would have considered junk. He was a
widower, of course, so he was lucky not having a little woman to
make him get rid of that stuff.”

Camber took a bite of the mystery meat and
wished he hadn’t. “What stuff?”

“There’s a list of it somewhere. On account of
the will. Let’s see … Jimmy had a lug nut from every single car
that ever won the Daytona 500—from Lee Petty all the way up to
Kevin Harvick. Every one of them signed, too, by the driver. And
Daytona 500 race programs signed by all the drivers who raced. I
think he had near ’bout every year. He had car parts from
wrecks—also signed—by Earnhardt, David Pearson, Bobby Allison,
Richard Petty—everybody who was anybody, I reckon. And one of
Curtis Turner’s old firesuits. A helmet of Davey Allison’s. I got a
copy of the list around somewhere.”

“I’d like to see it,” said Camber softly. He
was feeling chills along the back of his neck. He had begun to
shovel forkfuls of stringy beef and boiled potatoes into his mouth
with absolutely no sensation of having done so.

Stoney Westcott, who seemed to have nothing
better to do, since the current jail population consisted of Camber
himself, hurried out into the office, and returned a few minutes
later with a ten-page list of items. He passed the paper through
the bars, and Camber set down the tray with trembling hands, and
began to read the list.

“Pretty good, huh?” said Westcott with a smirk
of civic pride.

Camber looked up. “Look, he really had all
this stuff? I mean, it’s not fakes or reproductions or
anything?”

“Oh, it’s real. I remember seeing a lot of
this stuff when I was a kid, and NASCAR souvenirs weren’t big
business back then. Why, you could walk off with a car part after a
race just for the asking. But not many people bothered. When I look
at the prices some of that junk goes for on eBay, I’d have to say
that old Jimmy Powell was just ahead of his time.”

Camber barely heard him, because he was
captivated by the list. It was like the Holy Grail of NASCAR
collectibles. There were things on the list that Camber didn’t even
know existed, by people who were not famous by ordinary standards,
but within the sport … oh, baby.

A tire signed by
Lloyd Seay. Lloyd Seay?
One of the pioneers of racing, a bootlegger
turned pro. Seay had won a race at Daytona when they still ran the
cars on the beach. He had been dead eight years before NASCAR had
even existed as an organization … Killed in a moonshining dispute
at the age of twenty-one, but he had been the first awesome driver
from Dawsonville, Georgia, well before “Awesome” Bill Elliott was
even born. Camber had never heard of anybody having a Lloyd Seay
racing souvenir.

He let out a low
whistle. What else was on
here?

The list read like a Who’s Who of Motorsports.
Everybody who was anybody had contributed something to Jimmy
Powell’s collection. Camber supposed that the most valuable items
were the ones from the Forties and Fifties, the signed tires and
helmets from the likes of Tim Flock, Red Byron, and Roy Hall. He
saw Ralph Earnhardt’s name on the list, too. The autographs alone
were worth a fortune.

“This stuff ought to be in a NASCAR museum
somewhere like Charlotte,” he murmured, still scanning the
items.

“Yeah, I wonder why Jimmy didn’t think to
donate it to some place like that,” said Westcott. “But as it is,
he left instructions for the whole shebang to be sold, and the
proceeds given to charity, I guess you could say. Some of the folks
at the funeral were thinking about having a Saturday night auction
at the Moose Lodge, but I think it’s worth more than that. What do
you reckon, being in the sport and all?”

Camber looked up, still reeling from the
thought of undiscovered treasure, and in his confusion he blurted
out the truth before he thought better of it. “What do I think? I
think this stuff is worth about two million dollars. Easily that.
Maybe more.”

In hindsight, he probably shouldn’t have said
that, but he found the urge to show off irresistible, especially
when it came to matters concerning motor sports. Modesty was never
one of Cameron Berkley’s more conspicuous virtues,
anyhow.

 


 



Chapter Three

Full Court Press

 


Maybe it
was the head injury, but when Cameron
Berkley looked back on the events of what could laughingly be
called his trial, he always remembered it as a montage of court
room movies ranging from My Cousin
Vinny to Inherit
the Wind. In Camber’s previous imaginings
he had always pictured the film version of his life as an
action-adventure epic starring any James Bond actor at the age of
26, but in his current role as The Defendant in this small county
courtroom, he was very much afraid that the part was more suited to
whoever-played-the-Werewolf in the horror movie of your choice. At
least, that’s how everyone else there seemed to view him: as an
unkempt, alien creature in shabby clothes who might go berserk at
any time. The deputy had not handcuffed him, but his expression
suggested that tasers and pepper spray were not entirely out of the
question, should he make one false move. Nobody bothered to talk to
him, either. Not even his lawyer, who would remind no one of
Gregory Peck in To Kill A
Mockingbird.

Camber’s
hastily-appointed legal representative—the
first guy in the phone book who was not otherwise busy that
morning—was a slight, flustered man in a
rumpled brown suit and a skinny tie, whose horn-rimmed glasses
dwarfed the rest of his face. His yellowing business card, which
read “Edwin Peebles,” had obviously spent many months in the
lawyer’s wallet. Nothing about the man inspired confidence, but
Camber didn’t see that he had many other options, and after all
this was only a traffic case, in a Podunk town, so what did it
matter?

Mr. Peebles had looked distinctly wary of his
newly-acquired client. “Do you have any questions?”

Camber hesitated. “Well, this isn’t my primary
concern, but just so I can stop wondering about it, could you tell
me the name of this town? I think I must have mis-read the
sign.”

Mr. Peebles
allowed himself a taut smile. “People often think that,” he said.
“In fact the town’s name is indeed Judas
Grove.”

“You guys actually named a town for
Judas?”

“Well, therein lies a tale,” said the lawyer,
and, with all the patient serenity of one who charges by the hour,
he settled back to tell it.

When the little east Tennessee town was
founded in 1865, its residents had intended to name it Judah Grove,
in honor of the Confederate Secretary of State, Judah P. Benjamin.
After Appomattox, Judah Benjamin had escaped capture, and fled to
England, with—according to rumors—most of the Confederate gold
stashed away in his luggage. The townspeople did not hold that
against him. In fact, they admired his enterprising spirit. The
dissenting opinion in the community turned out to be the only one
that counted: the newly-appointed postmaster, a carpetbagger who
got the job because of his Union connections. He had no intention
of allowing these Tennessee turncoats to name a town after a Rebel,
and, as a rebuke to them for siding against the Union, he
christened the town Judas Grove, after the most famous traitor of
all.

When the postmaster finally left office in
1876, there was some talk of changing the name back, but by then
Judah Benjamin was a fading memory to the residents, and there was
no consensus on a new name for the town. At the community meeting,
the mayor, who was a book-keeper, pointed out that, since Judas
Iscariot was the treasurer among the disciples, he could be honored
for his fiscal competence as God’s Bookkeeper. No one was swayed by
this argument, and there was some talk of renaming the town
“Elijah,” but since several residents actually were named “Elijah,”
the idea was shelved.

Before further suggestions could be put forth,
Mrs. Liberty Powell, the judge’s wife and an avid gardener, stood
up and said, “It’s the name of a tree, mind you. The judas tree is
the other name for the flowering redbud, which we have in abundance
all through the woods hereabouts. It seems to me that we could keep
the town name Judas Grove in honor of the tree.”

The mayor nodded. “It’s already on all the
maps,” he said. “It would take years to get it changed. And if we
keep the name, we won’t have to reprint our stationery.”

The motion was carried, and Judas Grove sailed
on past two more century marks, feeling few effects from its odd
name, except perhaps that its residents got more than their share
of traveling missionaries, who probably reasoned that anyone living
in a town named Judas was in greater than average need of
salvation.

“I’ll bet you tell that story a lot,” said
Camber.

“Well, people are naturally curious,” said Mr.
Peebles. “Now about your little legal difficulty—”

“You’d think that a town named after Judas
would be tolerant of the sins of others.”

“You—er—you crashed old Mr. Powell’s funeral …
Literally. Crashed into it. ”

“Yes, but I didn’t mean to,” said Camber. “My
car went off the road on that sharp curve, and that’s where I
landed. You know: momentum, inertia. I certainly obeyed the laws of
physics, anyhow.”

The lawyer, blinked at him, apparently
disinclined to consider a physics defense. “Ah umm.”

“I see myself as an injured party
here, really,” Camber went on. “The victim of a tragic road
accident. In fact, I am thinking of suing the state highway
department for the condition of that road. I might have been
killed.”

The attorney peered at the paperwork and
intoned: “Speed in excess of ninety miles per hour.”

It was Camber‘s turn to blink. “How would they
know that?”

Mr. Peebles smirked. “Physics.”

 


The pre-trial consultation was not
encouraging. Camber was all for pleading not guilty, and banking on
his appeal as a dashing young race car driver to charm the jury
into an acquittal, but his attorney thought otherwise.

“Well, you could go that way,” Peebles said,
in tones suggesting that he was humoring a maniac. “I expect the
case would drag on for months, though, and with legal fees running
$200 an hour, it might be expensive. Of course, I guess you race
car drivers don’t have to worry about money.”

Camber hesitated, hating to distance himself
from the likes of Dale Earnhardt and Jeff Gordon by admitting that
practically all he ever did was worry about money. He wasn’t a Cup
driver, which meant that he didn’t have a corporate giant for a
sponsor, or even a team out there trying to keep him in tires. He
drove when he could, trying to impress somebody enough to take him
on as their permanent driver, and he worked at whatever jobs didn’t
interfere with his racing schedule. Money was a sore subject. He
had enough to make it from one month to the next, more or less, but
certainly not enough to keep lawyers as pets.

“Race car drivers can’t afford the negative
publicity of a lengthy trial,” he said. “It would make the sponsors
nervous.” Which was basically true, except that he didn’t actually
have any sponsors.

Edwin Peebles was giving him the appraising
look of a mind reader who doesn’t care for the fine print. But he
was a courteous man who saw no point in embarrassing people just to
prove that you had figured out their shabby little secrets. So he
coughed discreetly and said, “Or you could just stand up in front
of Judge Mosby right now, plead guilty, and take what’s coming to
you.”

A fine, probably, Camber figured, and he did
see the sense in saving large amounts of money that he did not, in
fact, possess. “Does the court take credit cards, Mr.
Peebles?”

The lawyer ventured a faint smile. “I believe
so, these days,” he said. “One must move with the
times.”

Having thus decided on a guilty plea with no
back-chat, Camber’s attorney-client conference lasted less than
half an hour. Camber was a little disappointed to be shortchanged
in his first court-room drama. This was always happening to him.
When he did drive in the rare televised race, he was always having
to call his friends to tell them where to pause the TIVO so that
they wouldn’t miss the one nano-second that his car had appeared
onscreen during the race. The perennial also-ran, that was Camber.
You’d think that when he was the defendant in the case, he get a
little more attention, but apparently not.

What a shame. He
had envisioned dazzling a jury with a parade of expert
witnesses, “Tell us, Mr. Harvick: if you
had gone off that curve at ninety miles per hour in the defendant’s
car, do you think you could have steered the car in order to avoid
the funeral area? You do not? Thank you. Next witness: Tony Stewart
…” Yeah, right. Unfortunately, since
Camber’s acquaintance with Cup drivers hardly extended past an
occasional “How ya doin’,” he didn’t think any of them would
actually remember him, much less show up to help a lower-echelon
colleague with a minor traffic case, even if he had tried to summon
them. Even imagining the conversations made him wince.
“Hello, Mr. Gordon, this is Camber Berkley. You
said hello to me at a race once, and I was wondering if you could
take time out of your busy schedule to come to a town in Tennessee
that is only on the map two days a week to testify for me in a
minor traffic case. Hello? Hello?”

After all, he thought, why not just pay the
$200 fine, or whatever it was, and save all the money on attorney’s
fees and other expenses that he’d otherwise spend trying to fight
it. Not to mention the time factor. Okay, he had lost the chance to
drive this weekend at Lowe’s Motor Speedway, but surely some other
opportunities would arise, and he needed a clear schedule to allow
for any opportunities that might be forthcoming.

Thus, although he had no overwhelming faith in
Mr. Peeble’s legal expertise, Camber decided to take his advice,
and thus the course of least resistance, mostly because the $238 he
had in the bank and his $1200 credit card limit wouldn’t allow him
to decide otherwise. Besides, by requesting an immediate hearing,
he wouldn’t have to worry about bail, or coming back to town, or
any of the other messy eventualities that would accompany a lengthy
jury trial.

So there he was in the sleepy county
courtroom, the day after his automotive sky-dive, hoping to be done
by noon, so that he could tackle his next problem: getting his car
back into drivable condition. Camber had left the scene of the
accident in the back of a sheriff’s department car, while his
Detroit rust-bucket had been towed to some local garage, where it
was no doubt disintegrating peacefully while awaiting its owner’s
release from jail. If its captors wanted more than two hundred
bucks to release it from impoundment, Camber planned to hop a
Greyhound out of town and write off the car as a total loss. He was
a good enough jackleg mechanic to buy another junker at some handy
auto graveyard, and restore it to working order without expending
too much time and expense. While all these thoughts bump-drafted
each other in his head, Cameron settled himself at the defendant’s
table in the tidy little courtroom, and tried to look like an
earnest pillar of the racing community. It was unfortunate that he
didn’t have any dress clothes with him. It was hard to look
important in jeans and a Talladega tee shirt, and somehow orange
prison jumpsuits did not confer the same air of excitement and
glamour as the superficially similar firesuit, but he would make
the best of it. He’d smile a lot. That ought to help.

It wasn’t
exactly a trial—not by cinematic standards, anyhow. There was no
press; no gallery packed with avid spectators; no jury, even. Just
a few very bored-looking “officers of the court” standing around
waiting for the judge to drop by. Occasionally one of them would
make a friendly remark to one of the others, and then they would
all glance uneasily at the only stranger in the room—which was
Camber himself—as if to reproach him for putting a damper on the
occasion, which Camber considered most unfair, considering that he
was the guest of honor. He tried giving them a grin and a little
wave, as if to say “Don’t mind me,”
but these efforts at cordiality only made them
stiffen and turn away. Even Mr. Peebles, who was supposed to be on
his side, had left the table to socialize with his colleagues.
Camber felt like the corpse at a funeral—a necessary encumbrance,
of course, but not one that is encouraged to participate in the
festivities. He sighed and settled back in the uncomfortable wooden
chair to wait for show-time.

Boredom and
anxiety: He recognized the combination as the pre-race set of
feelings. He supposed that he could pretend he was about to be
interviewed on NASCAR Inside
after having his car disqualified for mechanical
infractions, or trying to explain a $10,000 fine for getting into a
shoving match with a fellow driver after a race. Since Camber’s
driving experience in competition was regrettably minimal, neither
of those things had ever happened to him, but he had seen Michael
Waltrip and Matt Kenseth being interviewed in just such situations,
and he tried to remember how they had handled it. As far as he
could recall, their approach had been quiet contrition, topped with
judicious measures of earnest integrity. Okee-dokee. Cameron tried to look
earnest and humble. A Jeff Gordon imitation. Or maybe Carl Edwards.
Got it.

Just before the proceedings began, another
person joined what Camber was beginning to think of as the
courthouse office party. The irate young woman, who had been the
only visitor to his jail cell, swept in and took a seat behind the
railing in the spectators’ section of the courtroom. He tried the
smile again, since they were, after all, speaking acquaintances,
but she gave him a look that could have frozen motor oil, which he
took to mean that she remembered him all too well.

He wondered what she was doing in court. She
looked quite severe in a navy skirt and blazer, with her dark hair
was pinned up in a no-nonsense bun at the back of her neck. Witness
for the prosecution? Surely they weren’t going to bother to call
witnesses to testify that he had wrecked his car in the midst of
Jimmy Powell’s funeral. Mr. Peebles wouldn’t dream of letting him
deny that fact, anyhow. He obviously had no imagination, and his
manner suggested that if anyone had attempted to give him an
original idea, he would have tried to exchange it for breath
mints.

The young woman had turned away from him as
much as possible. Now she was consulting some paperwork in a folder
on her lap. Maybe she was just there as an observer, he thought,
here to see that the disrupter of her friend’s funeral was duly
punished. He hoped she wasn’t a newspaper reporter, because
publicity about this incident would be a bad thing. NASCAR took a
dim view of reckless driving on public thoroughfares.

It was a pity that they’d met under such
unfortunate circumstances, Camber thought. Reasonably attractive
women who knew something about racing weren’t all that easy to
find. In fact, if she would stop looking at him as if he were a
cockroach, she’d be downright interesting. She looked up just then,
caught him looking at her, and gave him another withering look. Oh
well, it was a thought.



Cameron felt an irrational stab of optimism
when the judge turned out to be a ringer for the 80’s Daytona 500
winner Benny Parsons. In his present state of gloom, he decided
that he would take good omens wherever he found them, and surely
having a judge who looked like a NASCAR legend was a hopeful sign.
Unfortunately, the resemblance between his honor and the genial,
hard-driving Mr. Parsons was only skin-deep. Certainly it did not
extend to a fondness for motorsports, if his malignant expression
was any indication. He listened carefully to Mr. Peeble’s
perfunctory explanations. It soon became obvious that Isaac
Newton’s First Law of Motion would not be one of the laws governing
the disposition of his case today. At Camber’s insistence, his
attorney offered it up as a mitigating factor, to which the judge
replied, “Nice try.”

Almost before one could say “foregone
conclusion,” the prosecution and defense attorneys ran out of
things to say. Camber had spent most of the time trying to decide
what he was going to say when the court asked him for a statement,
and he was ready to launch into his Jeff Gordon imitation, but he
never got the chance.

When the judge finally did turn his attention
away from the two attorneys to take notice of the prisoner, he
merely remarked, “Well, Mr. Berkley, what are we to do with
you?”

Camber opened his mouth to offer some helpful
and eminently merciful suggestions, but the judge held up his hand,
ordering him in no uncertain terms to remain silent.

The prosecuting attorney murmured, “There is
the matter of the will, your honor.”

“I was just thinking of that,” nodded the
judge. He looked again at Camber, this time with the thoughtful
expression one gets when one looks at a chicken while thinking up
recipes. He looked down at the paperwork on his desk, smiled, and
said, “The nice thing about being a local judge is that I have some
leeway in your sentencing procedures, which enables me to be
merciful in cases where circumstances warrant it.”

Camber began to feel hopeful, but then the
judge continued, “It also allows me in exceptional circumstances to
be creative.”

He didn’t like the sound of that. What did
creative mean in back-of-beyond Tennessee? Tar and feathers? Being
shackled to the local ax murderer on a chain gang?

“Now, you broke
quite a few laws with that flying car stunt, young man. Speeding.
Reckless driving. Reckless endangerment, considering all the people
you could have killed at the funeral. Why, I expect if we gave our
learned counsel here time to consult his law books, he could have
you so hamstrung with felonies that you wouldn’t see the light of
day for quite a spell. Especially since I could take it upon myself
to see that the sentences ran consecutively, like cars run in
qualifying, rather than concurrently, like they do in an
actual race. I take it you follow me?”

Camber, struck
dumb by this unexpected reference to motorsports, managed to
nod. Consecutively. One after the other. Who knew how many months that could end
up being if they really did get creative? He wondered if anybody in
NASCAR liked him enough to pay his legal fees, because nobody else
he knew would be able to afford it.

“Well, I’m glad
you understand the gravity of the situation, because
gravity is what got you
in this mess in the first place, wouldn’t you
say?”

Camber nodded again, wondering if prisoners
were supposed to laugh when judges made wisecracks. On the whole,
he thought not.

“So taking
gravity into account as a mitigating factor, and also considering
that the deceased whose funeral you crashed was a racing fan, I am, as I
said, inclined to exercise my discretion in the disposition of this
case. In short, young man, I am going to offer you a
deal.”

“Yes, sir?”

“I take it that you are an actual professional
race car driver? Experienced and all?”

Camber was puzzled. Why did they want to know?
“Yes, sir,” he said. He wasn’t anything as exalted as a NASCAR Cup
driver, but that was just a question of luck and money. He had
certainly driven those tracks, sometimes with those guys, and he
figured that in a well-funded car he could hold his own against any
of them. He decided not to go into detail about his difficulties in
finding a ride in the upper echelons of racing. The question, as he
understood it, was could he race, and the answer to that was a
definite yes. He wondered what the Benny Parsons look-alike had in
mind. Not moonshine running, surely, in this day and
age?

“It’s a choice, really. You can do a
substantial amount of jail time for all these vehicular infractions
of which you are indisputably guilty—or—” The judge held up a
forefinger for emphasis. “Here’s where the choice comes in. In lieu
of doing a lengthy stretch in our local jail, you can teach a
little driver instruction here in the county for two weeks, while
you stay in the lock-up. Of course, you owe us a fine and court
costs of $1,000, so if you’re ready to pay that, you’ll be free to
go. Go to a motel, that is, and pay your own room and board while
you do your two weeks of driver instruction.”

“Driver instruction?” Cameron blinked,
wondering if this was the big finale of the judge’s comedy routine,
after which all present would laugh uproariously and adjourn for
lunch, while he would be bundled off to the slammer for decades.
But no one was laughing. They were all looking at him with
expectant interest. Well, except for the stern young woman, who
still seemed to think he was a new species of cockroach.

“You want me to teach drivers ed? After I went
airborne off a country road at ninety miles per hour and plowed
through a crowded funeral, you want me to teach high school kids
how to drive?”

Now
everybody really laughed. When the snickering subsided, the judge took a deep
breath, wiped away tears of mirth, and said, “Well, no, Mr.
Berkley, we do not propose to have you teaching our local young
people the finer points of reckless driving, thank you all the
same. But, as it happens, we find ourselves in need of someone with
exactly your skills. You would be required to go to our county
speedway every day for the next two weeks, beginning at eight
o’clock in the morning, and there you will teach the art of stock
car racing to an assortment of willing, mature
pupils.”

“You want me to teach people how to race?”
Camber took a deep breath, but before he could exhale arguments, he
remembered that the alternative was a stint in the county lock-up,
and, while he couldn’t imagine why a backwoods place like this
would need a stock car racing instructor, he was quite willing to
oblige them if it meant staying out of the slammer. “I’d be glad
to, your honor,” he said. “Could I ask why?”

The judge waved away the question. “Oh,
somebody will get around to explaining that to you. Will you be
paying your fine now?”

Camber winced. “No, sir. I think the county’s
accommodations best fit within my budget.”

Judge Mosby didn’t look surprised. “I suppose
we’d have to see to it that you don’t skip town while you’re
working off your sentence, though.” He looked at the prosecuting
attorney. “This would be similar to work release, wouldn’t you say,
George?”

The attorney nodded. “Electronic ankle
bracelet? I think so.”

“Can you calibrate the thing to encompass the
area of the local track?”

“I think so. I’ll have to check, Your
Honor.”

The stern young woman stood up. “But, Da—er,
Your Honor … what’s to prevent the prisoner from cutting off the
electronic restraint and leaving the jurisdiction?”

The judge tried not to smile as he considered
this. “Well, Pajan, we do have the fellow’s car impounded, but I
suppose he could go bounding off through the woods if he took a
notion. What concerns me more is seeing that he does a good job on
this assignment of his. I suppose he ought to have some
supervision, but I don’t think the sheriff will want to assign a
deputy to a baby-sitting detail.”

“I’ll do it,” said Pajan. “This was Jimmy
Powell’s last wish, and I’d like to see that it is properly carried
out.”

He hesitated. Camber could see the family
resemblance now between the judge and the stern young woman, and he
suspected that a silent battle of wills was taking place. Finally
his honor said, “In a supervisory capacity, I suppose? You will
accompany the prisoner to the track and oversee the instruction
process. No weapon, no handcuffs.”

“Of course.”

The judge turned to Camber. “You have no prior
record, barring a few old traffic incidents, young man. If it were
otherwise, I would not even consider letting you be supervised by
an unarmed officer of the court, but I want your word that you will
uphold your end of this bargain with honor and
diligence.”

Camber nodded. “I will, sir.”

“Good. Because
if you don’t, we will put you under
the jail.”

 


And that was it, really. There were some forms
to fill out, and various other court-related formalities, but
basically Camber’s day in court was over. Mr. Peebles shook his
hand, and wished him luck, murmuring something about charging his
fee to Camber’s credit card.

“Are you going to tell me what I just let
myself in for?”

His lawyer hesitated, glancing at his watch.
“Well, I’m running a bit late. Tee time at the country club waits
for no man. I’m sure Pajan will explain, but of course if you need
me …” He glanced at his watch again for emphasis, and Camber shook
his head. Peebles nodded, and hurried away to catch up with the
prosecutor.

Camber was just congratulating himself on his
newly-restored freedom when his court-appointed baby-sitter
approached with a scowl suggesting that in his case a firing squad
would have been a lenient sentence. He quickly rearranged his
features to convey contrition and earnestness, but Pajan Mosby did
not seem unduly impressed by his efforts.

“So,” he said, “Why don’t you tell me about
this community service business over lunch?”

She smiled. “Love to.”

Twenty minutes later he was back in his cell
balancing a plastic tray of soup beans and cornbread on his lap,
while the stern young woman sat in a folding chair on the other
side of the bars, watching him with interest. She was obviously
trying to look official and intimidating in her new blue suit and
her sensible lady-lawyer high heels, but she was too young and cute
to pull it off. Cameron decided to humor her, though. She had
friends in high places.

“You know,” he said, “when I suggested lunch,
I was thinking more in terms of a restaurant or even some local
fast food joint.”

“I don’t think so,” said Pajan. “As far as I
am concerned you are still a felon and a thug. I’d rather eat with
a pack of wild dogs.”

“I’m sure you’d fit right in,” murmured
Camber, but he was careful not to say it too loudly.

“So enjoy your—whatever that is—and consider
this a business meeting.”

Camber set down the spoon. “Look,” he said,
“who are you, anyway?”

She gave him a frosty smile. “I am the person
who can keep you out of jail. Aside from that, I am an officer of
the court. They told you that. Bail bondsman. Law
student.”

“Judge’s daughter?”

She reddened a little. “That, too. But don’t
think I’m not capable of doing my job. My father’s brains will take
me a lot farther than his influence.”

Camber nodded and went back to his lunch,
because chewing seemed more diplomatic than arguing with his
court-appointed baby-sitter.

“I’m licensed to carry a gun, too.”

“You won’t need one,” said Camber. “I do my
rough-housing with a front bumper.”

“You won’t get the chance. Your driving skills
will be utilized in a strictly advisory capacity.”

He sighed. “Do you always talk like a high
school civics textbook?”

Pajan favored him with a saccharine smile.
“Would you like me to simplify my language for you?”

“Oh, I
understood you,” said
Camber. “I went to college, too, you know. I just think you need to
stop showing off. What exactly do you mean by an
advisory capacity?”>

“Well, it’s your own fault, really,” Pajan
said. “You told us that Jimmy Powell’s collection of NASCAR was
worth a fortune. In his will he stipulated that the collection
should be sold, with the proceeds going to a local church. But in
order to decide which church would get the money, he ordered them
to have a race at the local speedway. The money will go to the
church of the winning pastor.”

Camber almost
swallowed his fork. “The pastor? You mean clergymen are going
to race?” When
she nodded, he said, “Well, do any of them have any experience
driving a race car?”

“No. That’s where you come in. Your community
service assignment is to tutor all the local ministers in how to
drive a stock car, so that they can all compete in the
race.”

Camber started to laugh. “Teach a bunch of
middle-aged out-of-shape duffers how to race? You have got to be
kidding. What you want is a nanny, not a race car
driver.”

Pajan Mosby
stood up. “Well, perhaps you’d prefer to spend the next couple of
weeks in a jail cell, instead of out at the county speedway. It
would give you a chance to catch up on your reading, I’m sure. I
believe there’s quite a nice selection of decorator magazines and
romance novels in the jail library. It’s stocked by donations, you
see, so they have to take what they can get. I’m sure you’d
enjoy House Beautiful.”
When he hesitated, she added sweetly, “And I
could arrange to have an article sent to one of the stock car
racing magazines. I’ll bet they’d love a nice photo of you behind
bars reading Barbara Cartland.”

Camber shuddered. “All right. But I’m pretty
sure this would come under the heading of cruel and unusual
punishment. Listen, stock car racing is a dangerous sport, you
know. It’s not like baseball. People do get killed out
there.”

“Well, if you’re worrying about liability,
you’re covered on that. Each participant will sign a waiver,
agreeing not to sue you, the county, or the person who lends him
the race car.”

“Wait—I’d forgotten that all the ministers
were borrowing cars from the local racers. Why can’t one of
them—”

“Because they all have day jobs,” said Pajan.
“Besides, you’re the expert, aren’t you? They might as well learn
from the best.”

Before Camber could preen himself on the
unexpected praise, she added, “At least the best driver currently
incarcerated in our jail. In a town that doesn’t even have a
stoplight.”

Camber sighed. “It’s a dangerous sport,” he
said again.

“Yes, but they’ll only be competing against
each other. It’s not as if there’ll be any really dangerous
professional drivers out there being reckless.”

“In my experience, it’s the amateurs you have
to watch out for.”

“There’s a lot of money at stake. And no one
is forcing them to do this. Jimmy Powell meant a lot to me, and he
wanted a stock car race as his memorial, so I intend to see that he
gets one. Your job is to make that race as safe and professional as
you possibly can.”

Camber sighed. “Well,” he said, “ordinarily, I
would say that those guys haven’t got a prayer, but obviously …
they do.”

 


 


 



Chapter Four

Penance

 


“Gather
around everyone. My name is Camber
Berkley, and I’ll be your instructor for the forthcoming
race.” God help us all,
Camber thought to himself looking over his
charges. The assortment of middle-aged men grouped around him
seemed to be dressed for a volleyball tournament—sneakers,
sweatpants, tee shirts—and, in one case, a lanky man, whose hair
was a tribute to Elvis, was wearing a shabby black suit jacket over
gray work pants … He’d barely trust this bunch to ride in an
elevator, much less a stock car.

Time to begin his community
service.

* * *

A scowling Pajan Mosby had checked him out of
jail an hour earlier, after first making sure that he’d already
been served his breakfast swill, so that she wouldn’t have to
appear with him in a public restaurant. Camber was wearing the
electronic ankle bracelet, but at least the device didn’t show
under the leg of his jeans. He didn’t think this tangible reminder
of his incarceration would inspire confidence in his new students,
who presumably did not consort with the criminal classes, except in
their professional capacity of visiting … shut-ins. He thought of
making that remark aloud, but present company did not seem to
appreciate his sparkling wit, so he decided to go with earnest
silence, in hopes that she would give him points for
that.

Pajan had very little to say to him as they
left the jail, but he did manage to talk her out of handcuffing him
to the armrest on the passenger seat by reminding her that her
father had forbidden her to use handcuffs. She shrugged. “I guess I
can trust you.”

“Well, of course you—”

“I have
Mace in my
purse.”

She eased the car out of the courthouse
parking lot. Her radio was tuned to the local classical music
station. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said, in tones suggesting
that she hoped he did.

Camber stifled a yawn. “I don’t mind,” he
said. “It won’t keep me awake. They tell me that I have execrable
taste in classical music, by the way. I like all the jingle boys:
Sibelius, Carl Nielsen, Elgar, Rimsky the K., Tchaikovsky
…”

Pajan smirked. “Throw in Wagner and
Stravinsky, and you’ll have the whole orchestral
Luftwaffe.”

“True. I’m a
philistine. I cannot hear the opening strains of
Swan Lake without
picturing Bela Lugosi in a cape.”

“I thought being from the Beltway, this would
be your kind of music.”

“I’m not a representative sample of that
culture,” said the Falls Church Redneck. “But I can tell you, you
wouldn’t do 180 mph to Pachelbel’s Canon. My driving music has to
be louder than the engine.”

“Too bad Attila the Hun wasn’t a composer,”
said Pajan.

Camber had a wide collection of music, mostly
centered in two areas: Classic Rock, and Modern Top 40 Pop and
Rock. Sometimes he felt that he could get in sync with some of the
NASCAR greats like Dale Earnhardt, Davey Allison, and Rusty Wallace
by listening to the music that might have been on the radio when
they were working on their first race cars in dusty little garages
around the South. His musical time machine consisted of Credence
Clearwater Revival, Bob Dylan, The Doors, Skynyrd, and Bob
Seger.

When Camber was working on his own cars, he
played the classic rock radio station that came in clearest, and
since his first races cars were indeed relics from nearly thirty
years ago, he often felt like someone in a time warp until he saw
something that would snap him of his trance: the price of gas, for
instance, or a computer screen.

Socializing with the other up-and-coming
drivers in the sport, which sometimes felt more like baby sitting,
required him to listen to modern country and rock. He found it a
little harder to draw inspiration from most of this music, but
listening to it did spare him the confusion of turning and
expecting to see a 70’s-haired Rusty Wallace sipping a beer instead
of the much less exalted sight of preppy Cousin Tracy holding a
cold Smirnoff Ice. Justin Timberlake, the Dixie Chicks, 3 Doors
Down, Camber enjoyed listening to all this music, but he knew it
didn’t quite define him. He often felt like someone caught between
generations, and that Metallica and Alabama characterized him
best.

Pajan’s classical music station didn’t define
him at all, but at least it was soothing, And considering the
probable driving level of his reverend pupils, 1790 was probably
the right musical year for him today, anyhow.

 


With very little further conversation and
absolutely no stops for coffee, Pajan had taken the two-lane
blacktop highway out of town, past a huge metal structure that he
thought must be a warehouse, and farther on past a little suburban
neighborhood of brick ranch and white-frame houses with green
shutters and manicured lawns. These simple houses gave way to
sprawling farms, where red and white Hereford cows and, here and
there, a few quarter horses grazed in rolling pastures. After
another mile or so of pine and poplar forest, they arrived at a
battered metal sign that marked the entrance to the county
speedway, a half-mile asphalt oval, ringed by metal bleachers, and
encircled by green fields and steep wooded hills. As they turned
onto the speedway road, two deer grazing at the far end of the
meadow looked up as the car went past them, but they could not be
bothered to run.

On that quiet summer morning, the speedway
reminded Camber of a photo he had once seen in a travel magazine: a
small Roman coliseum that had been excavated in the ruins of
Pompeii. Like that ancient arena, this empty speedway seemed like a
perfectly-preserved artifact from a vanished civilization. Camber
always had that same eerie ”lost civilization” feeling at
Talladega—except on race days, that is. Then the place reminded him
of Mardi Gras.

Pajan drove through the open gate and onto the
grassy infield of the speedway itself. She pulled the car up beside
the assortment of sedate-looking vehicles already parked there. The
ministers had arrived early. Camber wondered if they had driven out
to the speedway in convoy, because he’d be willing to bet that most
of them had never been here before. Camber could see a gaggle of
casually dressed men, talking and taking pictures of each other
against the backdrop of the speedway.

When Pajan turned to her passenger, her stern
expression had been replaced by a look of anxiety. “You are going
to behave yourself, right?”

“A deal’s a deal,” said Camber. “I said I’d
teach these guys to drive, and I will.”

“And you’ll be careful with them, so that
nobody gets hurt?”

He nodded. “If you people are going to allow
them to race, I guess somebody has to see that they don’t kill
themselves. Are you going to stick around for the
lesson?”

Pajan hesitated. “No,” she said. “I probably
should, to make sure you don’t try to escape, but I have work to
do. And you do have your ankle bracelet, so I suppose there’s no
danger of your getting very far. I’ll come back for you
later.”

“Your faith in me is touching,” said Camber
with a mocking grin.

Pajan nodded
toward the ministers. “Faith is their job.”

 


He waved as she gunned the engine and took off
without a backward glance. So much for the irresistible charm of a
race car driver. Maybe he’d be more popular with his new pupils. He
motioned for them to gather around. “You guys are the preachers
here to learn to race, right?”

Solemnly, they nodded. “You’re our
instructor?” one of them said.

“Right. Name’s Camber Berkley. I just wanted
to welcome you all, and wish you luck.” This prompted a round of
handshaking and introductions.

He surveyed the
collection of attentive faces, which ranged from anxious to
confident, while a couple of the more optimistic souls beamed with
professional benevolence. Camber repressed a sigh. Rank amateurs.
And their lives depended on his skills as an instructor.
Oh, boy.

“Maybe we should get acquainted before we
start,” he said. “I don’t promise I’ll remember all your names
right off the bat, but I’ll do my best.”

He did a silent
head count. There were ten of them, but the only name he managed to
retain after the first flurry of introductions was that of Fr.
Francis Spillane “Call me
Frankie.”, a wisp of a fellow in jeans,
with an impish face and a shock of graying auburn hair. He was a
good five inches shorter than any of the others, and his lilting
accent was definitely not a product of Tennessee,

“You could be a stunt double for NASCAR driver
Mark Martin, Father” Camber told him. “He’s about your
size.”

Fr. Frankie nodded. “Back in Ireland, they
said I was missing a good chance to be a jockey. I guess I’ve come
round to it at last, in a way, haven’t I?”

“Well, you’ll have one advantage over your
colleagues, anyhow,” Camber told the diminutive priest. “You know,
drivers get in and out of a stock car through the window, and it
will be easier for you than it will be for some people.” He tried
not to glance at the portly gentleman to his right, who looked as
if he would have trouble walking up the ramp into a horse
trailer.

The wiry,
dark-haired man, who had reminded Camber of an early Elvis, said
ponderously, “Well, the Scripture speaks
to that, doesn’t it? It is easier for a camel to pass through the
eye of a needle …”

“…Than it is for
a fat guy to crawl in the window of a stock car,”
said Camber. “I’ll go with that. Tell me your
name again, sir?”

The man stuck out a calloused hand. “Travis
Prichard. I’m pastor of the Sanctified Holiness Church of God. Now,
I don’t have a fancy degree in theology like some my esteemed
brethren here, but I have raced a car a time or two, back in the
day.”

“What level?” asked Camber, hoping to have
found a capable assistant.

Prichard looked embarrassed. “Oh, nothing to
brag about,” he said. “It was a sin of pride to even mention it.
Just back roads and a little dirt track. Long time ago.”

“Well, some things you don’t forget,” said
Camber. “Let’s hope you’ll find the experience useful
now.”

“This will really help me connect
with my flock,” said another of the ministers. He was wearing a red
velour track suit with a gold chain at the neck, and his toothy
smile put Camber in mind of a used car lot rather than a house of
worship.

“And you are—?”

“Romney Marsh. Church of the Crystal Path.
Everyone is welcome. We’re a fairly ordinary middle class
bunch—homeowners, soccer moms, a few professional people. You
wouldn’t think there’d be any stock car racing fans among them,
would you?”

“Yeah,” said Camber evenly. “I
would.”

“Well, you probably saw our church
on the way out here. Big metal structure …”

Camber nodded. “Looks like an airplane hangar?
Yes, I noticed it.” And shuddered, he finished silently. “What
denomination are you?”

“Oh, we are an interfaith worship community.
Everyone is welcome.”

“No belief necessary,” muttered Rev.
Scarberry.

Marsh responded with a tight smile. “On the
contrary, Andrew, we believe in fellowship and promoting a feeling
of peace and well-being in our worshippers—”

While the sparring continued, Camber turned to
the closest minister, Rev. Richard Cunningham, and murmured, “What
exactly is the Crystal Path?”

Rick Cunningham whispered back, “As far as we
can tell, it’s sort of a cross between the Unitarians and a Vegas
lounge act. They sing hymns that sound like greeting card
commercials, and during the service they show nature scenes on a
big-screen TV above the pulpit. Oh, and they have a worship service
dance troupe.”

Camber tried to picture The Rockettes in a
spiritual context. He failed. “Well, what do they believe
in?”

Cunningham shrugged. “Networking.”

“Yeah, but, I mean … Jesus? Buddha? Big
Bird?”

“They don’t seem to care.”

“Well, me, either,” said Camber. “I’m here to
teach you guys to drive, not to worry about doctrine. May the best
man win.”

A distinguished silvery-haired gentleman, who
could have starred in a vitamin commercial for active senior
citizens, held up his hand for attention, distracting Scarberry and
Marsh from their theological debate. “Would it help you if we wore
name tags?”

Camber shrugged. “I’ll catch on soon enough,”
he said. “You’re the Episcopalian, right?”

The silver head inclined in a regal nod. “I
am, indeed,” he said. “Well remembered. Paul Whitcomb.”

Camber smiled. No reason to tell the fellow
that he hadn’t remembered him. Because Paul Whitcomb just looked
like the person that central casting would assign to play an
Episcopal minister, he made a lucky guess. There were nine
prospective drivers—too many to keep straight on such short
acquaintance. Fr. Frankie was easy to spot, being the smallest of
the bunch, and just now he had committed to memory the
distinguished Episcopalian and the “racing redneck Elvis”
Pentecostal guy. The heavy-set, russet-faced man was Andrew
Scarberry, representing the First Baptist Church. Camber made a
mental note to have him bring a doctor’s certificate to the next
practice. He didn’t want to have to deal with a novice having a
coronary at the speedway.

One of the other
ministers was a Fundamentalist Baptist, who seemed quite a
different sort of Protestant from Rev. Scarberry. There was Rev.
Cunningham: he was the Presbyterian, and the last two, a youngish
blond guy and a frail, birdlike old fellow identified themselves as
a Quaker and a Lutheran, respectively. Camber took a long look at
the frail Lutheran pastor, and amended his previous mental note: he
would ask them all to bring a medical release form. Stock car racing was not for
the faint-hearted. Aside from that, he didn’t really care who
represented which faith. It was their driving ability that
concerned him, but, since he was a native of the culturally-diverse
Washington Beltway, it did occur to him that the list seemed rather
skewed.

Camber went down the list again. “What, no
rabbi?”

“Well, we don’t have a synagogue,” said Fr.
Frankie. “The nearest one is in Knoxville, I think. Anyhow, we
emailed them to ask if they wanted to participate in a stock car
race, and they declined with thanks.”

Rev. Scarberry
smiled. “Well, they did use the word meshuggah. But anyhow we did ask
them.”

Rick Cunningham nodded. “We are a small, rural
county, you know. There are several faiths that are not represented
locally, and we contacted some of them, but they all chose not to
participate, either because the racing idea did not appeal to them
or because the distance involved was too great for them to come all
the way out here to practice several times before the
race.”

“So we’re it,” said Fr. Frankie cheerfully.
“The only clergymen in the area mad, bad, and desperate enough to
compete for the prize money.”

“Well, from what I hear about Jimmy Powell’s
NASCAR collection, it should bring quite a lot at an auction,” said
Camber. “A couple of million, maybe, if the right people are
bidding. But racing is a risky business. I hope it’s worth it to
you.”

The
frail-looking Lutheran pastor, Stephen Albright (whose name Camber
had just located on the class roll) smiled. “It isn’t easy to come
by a couple of million dollars in a small rural parish. We all have
pet projects that need funding,” he said. “Di immortales virtutem approbare, non adhibere
debent.” Seeing Camber’s blank look, he
coughed apologetically. “I’m a classical scholar. It’s a passion of
mine. Sorry.”

Fr. Frankie grinned, “D’you want a translation
of that, son?”

Camber shook his head. “Not really, but I’d be
interested to hear what causes would make you risk your life in a
race car. So—what do you want the money for?” He looked around,
making this a general question.

Paul Whitcomb said, “Well, my church—St.
David’s Episcopal—has a tiny meeting hall and an antiquated
kitchen, which makes it difficult for us to host meetings and
wedding receptions. A million dollars or so would add a nice wing
to the facility and a professional kitchen.”

“Outreach,” said
Romney Marsh, he of the velour track suit and the big metal Barn of
God. “Definitely Outreach. That’s what churches need.
Ways to attract new members.”

Camber blinked. “Missionaries?”

“No. Billboards. Advertising. The Crystal Path
could use a completely revamped professional-quality web-site, and
maybe some TV ads on the Bristol station. We have to move with the
times, and media saturation doesn’t come cheap.”

“I guess not,” said Camber.

Romney Marsh warmed to his theme. “Plus we’d
like to bring him some guest speakers to attract visitors to the
worship service.”

In his mind
Camber tried to cross reference the concepts of church and guest speaker, and all he could come
up with was, “The Dalai Lama?”

Marsh shook his
head. “I’m thinking NFL players,” he said. “Maybe a race car
driver. Say, do you happen to know Dale Earnhardt, Jr.?” Seeing
Camber’s stricken look, he went on, “Well, we can talk about that
later. But, you know, I was thinking we need to book some secular
celebrities that people would want to meet. Of course, they’d have
to testify to some spiritual experience, but we need big names.
People flock to events like that. Mostly they come to meet the
celebrity, but then they see how friendly and comfortable we are as
a fellowship, and maybe they come back. It’s a form of recruiting.
Beats knocking on doors. Somebody from one of those
Star Trek shows would be
a real blessing. We could get a mob of folks out to meet one of
them. Costs money, though, to get folks like
that.”

It was a moment before Camber could trust
himself to speak. Grasping at straws he turned to the diminutive
priest and blurted out, “Um … Father Frankie, what’s your
project?”

“Nothing so glamorous as all that, I’m
afraid,” said Fr. Frankie solemnly. “What I had in mind was a day
care center. We get a fair number of migrant workers coming through
the area these days, and mostly they’re Catholic, so we’ve felt the
need to provide child care, so that these people will have some
place to leave their little ones while they work. And then in the
evening, wouldn’t it be grand if we could offer classes for the
GED, and also to teach English as a Second Language?”

“It sounds like a lot of work,” said Camber,
but he was smiling.

“We’d like to improve the church,” said the
portly Rev. Scarberry, unasked. “The First Baptist Church is the
oldest one in the county. Dates back to 1839. It needs some
preservation work, though.”

Travis Prichard raised his eyebrows.
“Preservation work, Brother Scarberry? You’ve been talking about
copper-plating that steeple of yours.”

“Well, yes, but copper-plating would be an
effective way to preserve the wood—”

“We don’t
even have a
church,” said Prichard. “We meet in the old laundromat building out
near the trailer park, and the congregation sits on metal folding
chairs.”

Camber found himself thinking about the
Spanish Inquisition. “Okay,” he said. “Thanks for sharing all that
with me about those good uses you all have planned for the prize
money, but we’re here to worry about how to make this race as safe
and exciting as we can. So let’s get to it.”

“Did you all forget to invite me?” The
inquiring voice was sweet and feminine, but sheathed in razor wire.
Camber spun around, wondering how he had overlooked the newcomer.
She must have been crouched behind the van listening, he
thought.

“Welcome aboard,” he said. “Are you one of the
local clergymen—er, clergy persons?”

If he had to sum
up the woman in one word, that word would be wiry. She was forty-something, small
and sinewy of build, and her mouse gray hair was a tortured mass of
crinkly curls that may have been contrived by a hairdresser, but,
if so, he thought she’d have been better off using the money for
lipstick. The woman’s personality struck him as wiry, as well,
because she was standing there knotting and unknotting her fists,
and her posture would have been appropriate for facing a firing
squad. And this bundle of nerves wants to
drive a race car? Camber
thought. Heaven help us.

Paul Whitcomb spoke up. “Hello, Agnes. I guess
each of us thought one of the others must have told you. I’m glad
you could come. Camber, meet Agnes Hill-Radnor, who runs a local
center for—er—spirituality.”

Camber nodded to the stern-looking woman.
“Welcome, ma’am,” he said. “You’re the pastor of a
church?”

“I am not,” she said. “My work is more
philosophical in nature. I am founder and director of the Institute
of Angels.”

“Really? Have you caught one yet?”

Agnes Hill-Radnor‘s only response was a frosty
glare, so Camber said, “So, it’s a charity, then? I mean, you don’t
actually study angels?” He chuckled at his little joke.

“Oh, but she does,” murmured Rev.
Cunningham.

Old Rev.
Albright cleared his throat, to signal that another load of Latin
was on the way. “Parturient montes,
nascetur ridiculus mus,” he
intoned.

This time Camber did look to Fr. Frankie for a
translation, but the priest’s expression plainly said, “I’m not
touching this one.”

Ms. Hill-Radnor responded to Camber’s question
with a tight little smile, bearing no resemblance to good humor or
amusement. “Indeed I do study angels,” she said. “You would think
that a group of clergymen, who profess to believe in such celestial
matters, would be the foremost supporters of my work, wouldn’t
you?”

“Probably not,” said Camber, who was thinking
of the Spanish Inquisition again. “But what exactly do you
do?”

“I should think that would be evident,” she
sniffed. “We study angels. I—well, for personal reasons—I became
interested in the spiritual presence of celestial beings, and I
used a legacy from my father to fund the center. Scholars and
spiritualists from six countries have come to my institute. It’s
quite renowned.”

“Yeah, but have
any angels showed
up yet?”

She sighed, with the weariness of one who has
had this discussion far too often to be civil. “Throughout history
there have been many recorded accounts of human encounters with the
messengers of God. Not just prophets and people in the Bible, but
ordinary souls all over the world, who have in times of crisis
reported the presence of angels.”

“Mons,” murmured Rev. Albright.

“Exactly.
Mons,” said Agnes
Hill-Radnor, flashing him a grateful smile.

Camber looked blank, but he noticed that
Travis Prichard and several of the other ministers seemed equally
bewildered by the comment.

“Mons was a battle in World War One,” said
Stephen Albright, with the air of someone hoping to forestall a
longer explanation.

“August, 1914,” said Agnes Hill-Radnor, who
was not to be denied her opportunity to show off. “It was the first
battle between the British and German armies on the Western Front.
The British, under the command of General Sir John French, were
proceeding through Belgium, hoping to meet up with the French
forces at Charleroi. But before they got there, they encountered
the Germans, and General French decided to attack, apparently not
realizing the strength of the opposition.”

“Aye, there was a lot the British didn’t
realize in that benighted war,” muttered Fr. Frankie.

“And the angels?” said Camber. “Did they help
the British win the battle?”

“Total victory for the Germans,” said Fr.
Frankie cheerfully. “The British always think they’re on the side
of the angels, but apparently the feeling isn’t mutual.”

“But where did the angels come into it?” asked
Travis Prichard, to whom this tale was also news.

“They appeared to the retreating troops, as a
sign of encouragement,” said Ms. Hill-Radnor.

Camber blinked.
“They were taking sides?”

“That’s not important,” she snapped. Her
expression suggested that the conversation had become a runaway
train that she was anxious to derail. “The point is that angels are
a universal source of spiritual comfort—”

“Have you asked the Germans about that?” Fr.
Frankie contrived to look innocent as he asked.

She plowed on, ignoring him. “—Spiritual
comfort to millions. Proof of the existence of angels is our
assurance that there is a heaven. Angels are all we know of
heaven—”

“And all we need
of hell,” said Paul Whitcomb with a gentle
smile. “Sorry. I thought you were paraphrasing Emily Dickinson, and
I couldn’t help finishing the quote. I love Emily Dickinson, don’t
you? Such profound simplicity.”

The director of the Angel Institute was not
amused. “I never got the hang of simplicity,” she said.

“Well, I hope you can get the hang of driving
at a hundred and fifty miles an hour,” said Camber, who felt that
it was time to bring the discussion back down to earth. “You do
understand that this competition is a stock car race?”

She nodded. “Ridiculous, of course, but they
tell me that the money involved is substantial. It would be
useful.”

“A million or two always is,” Camber agreed,
resisting the temptation to ask her if angels weren’t above sordid
matters like cash flow. “I just want to make sure that you
understand the risks involved. Cars wreck. They turn over.
Sometimes they catch fire. You will all have helmets and safety
equipment, of course, but nothing is foolproof.” He wouldn’t tell
them yet about the tragedies in the sport—not just the drivers who
had been killed, but the ones who ended up with pins in their
spines, or, worst of all in his opinion, the ones who suffered
brain damage. He didn’t want this bunch of amateurs to think it was
easy, though. Too many people thought that.

Agnes Hill-Radnor’s gave him a condescending
smile. “I’m sure I’ll be under someone’s protection out
there.”

Camber gave up. “Well, if you’ve got a
guardian angel, lady, I hope he’s Dale Earnhardt.”

“There is one thing to be thankful for,” said
Paul Whitcomb. “It’s just going to be us in the race. We won’t be
competing against any professional drivers.”

“And the more you can teach us, the safer
we’ll be.” Andrew Scarberry made a show of looking at his watch,
indicating that as far as he was concerned the chitchat was over,
and it was time to get down to the business of learning to drive a
stock car.

“Yes, let’s get on with it, if you don’t
mind,” said Travis Prichard. “I have a day job to get to after
this.” Seeing Camber’s look of surprise, he added, “I told you my
church was poor.”

 


 



Chapter Five

A Wing and a Prayer

 


“Okay,
drivers,” Camber took the hint; race car
drivers aren’t big on boredom. “Let me deliver a brief sermon here,
and then we’ll get right to the physical part of the
lesson.”

In an instant they were all polite attention,
so he launched into his customary student-driver speech.

“Okay, first of all, I have been
racing for seven years now; professionally for three, and, I have
to tell you, this pastor race is just about the craziest thing I
have ever heard of.” That was a bit of an exaggeration, because
Camber had witnessed many bizarre spectacles in racing. At little
local tracks like this one, he had been present when they had
hosted figure-eight races in which the competitors drove old school
buses through a tight and intricate series of turns. He had seen
and occasionally joined bumper-to-bumper rush hour races, and he
had participated in roll-over contests, but the thought of putting
a bunch of untrained preachers behind the wheel of 3400-pound
weapons and sending them out at top speed trumped every weird
racing practice he had ever seen. He took a deep breath. “It’s
crazy.”

The ministers exchanged uneasy
glances.

“But it’s
just us,” said
Bill Bartlett. “We won’t be doing any cut-throat driving amongst
ourselves.”

“And it is a lot of money,” Travis Prichard
said. “You’ve heard some of the things on our wish lists. Most of
our churches could really use the contribution.”

Camber nodded. “So I gathered, but even if you
all try to be as careful as possible, race cars are dangerous. Even
in the hands of experts, they can wreck”

Romney Marsh tapped Ms. Hill-Radnor playfully
on the arm. “You mustn’t drive faster than your guardian angel can
fly, Agnes.”

Camber sighed. Great. A bunch of people who
thought they were under divine protection, and who thought danger
in racing was a joke.

“I know all of you believe you
have Someone watching over you,” he said. “I hope you’re right
about that, but just in case He plays favorites, it will be my job
out here to keep all of you safe. We are going to go over safety
equipment and check out the demo car, so that you’ll all be
familiar with what you’re going to drive. Before we’re through
today, we will even study which line on the track to take, but
first I need to start you off with the basics. Give me a second
here to check out this stock car they’ve provided for the
lesson.”

The stock car, left by one of the local race
car drivers for instruction purposes, was a pale blue mid-eighties
Monte Carlo with a red car number painted on its side panels. In
his days at a local track Camber had raced against a fair number of
these, and this one was a fair example of its type. The car’s
interior was almost bare, and its exterior color of pale blue
continued inside the car, covering the floor boards, roll bars, and
firewalls. All it contained was the small black dashboard with
three gauges, the gear shifter sticking up from a crudely-cut hole
in the transmission hump, and an archaic racing seat.

The only thing this car’s racing seat had in
common with those on modern day race cars was its brand name. This
flimsy aluminum bucket seat lacked all the rigid bracing and
massive head-and-shoulder restraints that are standard in modern
racing: the innovations that have contributed so much to improved
driver safety. The seat’s padding had worn thin from years of
service at the local track, and its covering was studded with bits
of rubber and track debris, now permanently fossilized into the
fabric.

This rig was surely the work of shade tree
mechanics, Camber thought, but he knew that on the track you could
not judge the prowess of a race car by its appearance. If looks
equaled performance he would not have won any of the trophies
currently gathering dust on the top of his bookshelf. The cars he
was accustomed to racing were often considerably the worse for
wear, because a new paint job and panels were luxuries to be
thought of after you got the car running and to the track. For
Camber there was never enough time or money left over to attend to
his race car’s cosmetic needs. He didn’t mind the beat-up look of
the race car. What mattered was its performance.

 


After he had finished inspecting the loaner
stock car, Camber demonstrated the way to enter and exit the
vehicle through the driver’s side window. Several times he executed
the entry-exit maneuver in one practiced, fluid motion that made
the procedure look much easier than it actually was. His pupils,
all of them older and most of them heavier than he was, would soon
find out that the move was harder than it looked.

Inspection and
demonstration completed, he turned back to the class. “Okay,
gentlemen—and lady—lesson one …” He reached back inside the car and
pulled off the steering wheel, brandishing it in the faces of the
startled pupils. “This is a steering wheel. It is exactly the same
as the steering wheel on the car you drove here in, with the
exception that this one comes
off.”

There was some head-turning among the group.
Some of them were checking to see if anyone had already known that
fact about a race car. Only the Pentecostal pastor, Travis
Prichard, with his prior racing experience, had remained
expressionless and calm.

“They make race
car steering wheels detachable so that you can get in and out
quickly and safely,” Camber told them. “Be sure that you always
double check to see that the steering wheel is attached properly
and snapped into place. It is awfully hard to make it though Turn
Three if you’re trying to steer with the little knob that would be
left if this steering wheel came off.” He could tell by the looks
of dismay on some of their faces that they understood the potential
calamity in this. Good, he thought. Frightened students do not
showboat.>

“Any questions yet, drivers?”

The heavyset guy in the navy blue jogging suit
raised his hand. He was frowning. “Andrew Scarberry. First
Baptist,” he said, by way of reminder. “‘Preciate all your help
here, young man. Now my question is—can’t they afford a better set
of tires for this car?”

Camber glanced at the tires and winced. “Don’t
even get me started on tires,” he said, rolling his eyes. “It is
true that Tracy, er—my cousin—needs a set of stickers every time he
puts a race car in first gear, but I swear that is just wasting his
parents’ good money. Anybody who can’t squeeze an extra twenty laps
out of a set of scuffs doesn’t need to be a race car
driver.”

Camber rattled
on, oblivious to the looks of bewilderment on the faces of his
pupils. “I have been in several races where I had to make it
through the whole weekend on one set of tires; practice, qualifying
and the race. On the same set of
tires.

“I would go from
pit to pit just before the race and beg teams for a set of used-up
tires, just in case I ran over something and got a flat. It is true
that new tires make you go faster, for a while, but really they are
just a band-aid for handling
problems. Your money would be better spent
testing with different car set-ups, trying to get rid of the
problem.”

All ten of them were now staring
silently at the smooth, 30readles
tires on the race car, as Camber warmed to his theme.

“Look here.” He motioned them over
for a closer look at the right front tire. “Most teams mark the
sidewall with how many laps there are on a set of tires. You can
see that this tire has only one 50-lap race on it. For as fast as
you guys will be going, we could run these tires from now until
Christmas. Now, does that answer the question?”

Rev. Scarberry,
who had first posed the question, looked confused, as did everyone
else. Meekly, he pointed to the perfectly smooth tires. “But these
tires … they don’t have any tread
left on them.”

That question
jerked Camber back to square one. “Oh,” he said.
“Tread.” He had
forgotten what beginners these people were. Now, trying to hide his
embarrassment over that emotional outburst, he took a deep breath
and reverted to tour guide mode. “Well, no, they don’t have any
tread at all, but, see, that’s normal for a racing tire,
guys.”

“It is?”

“Yeah. See, race
tires’ grip comes from the composition of the rubber, also known as
the compound.
When the tire heats up from the friction, the rubber becomes tacky
like bubble gum, which makes it grip the track.”

“What about when it rains?” asked Fr.
Frankie.

“We don’t race in the rain, so we don’t need
grooves in the tires to get rid of water. Not having grooves gives
the tire a greater surface area, thus producing even more grip.”
The group nodded sagely, and after several of them bent down to
feel the texture of the tire, Camber decided to change the
subject.

“Who has another question?”

The silver-haired man in the
Brooks Brothers polo shirt—that was Paul Whitcomb, the
Episcopalian—was leaning in the driver’s side window and examining
the simple cockpit. “Minimalist,” he said. “Did they give you the
keys to the car? I don’t see one in the ignition. In fact, I don’t
see an ignition, either.” He asked. “Where do you put the key
in?”

Camber smiled.
He had been expecting that one. “See those two switches, one
labeled Ignition and the other Start? That’s what starts the car.
No key required. Flipping on Ignition is like turning the key on
your street car. One click. You know where all the lights turn on?
The Start switch is a momentary switch that engages the starter
motor to spin the engine. Just like turning your key all the way to
the start position.”

Agnes Hill-Radnor was studying the instrument
panel. “Is there no speedometer? How do you tell how fast you are
going?”

To Camber this question was as inevitable as
the sun coming up tomorrow. “No speedometer,” he said. “Too much
trouble. We change gears in the rear end so often that the reading
would always be off, anyway. In racing we use a stopwatch to get
our average speeds, and we use our tachometer to gauge the speed of
the car when we’re going down pit road.”

Camber thought this spiel was proceeding much
like the standard speech he would give at any sponsor event, but
every question from this group reminded him that they were the
rankest amateurs he was ever likely to meet, and that this whole
charade of a race was not only unusual, but also dangerous. Thanks
to his highway duel with Cousin Tracy and the sentence handed down
by that backwoods court, he had no alternative but to push on,
though, and to try to make sure that he taught them enough to keep
them from getting killed out there.

He forged ahead. “Now, one more time I want to
show you the proper way of getting in and out of the car, and then
I want each of you to try it. I have been in racing long enough to
see just about every way of getting in and out of one these cars.
Head first, feet first, backwards, forwards.”

“We know it isn’t easy,” said Rick Cunningham.
“When we first arrived, Romney Marsh tried to climb into the car to
pose for some pictures. They have a big screen TV over the pulpit
in his church, and he wanted a shot to share with his folks on
Sunday morning. But halfway into the car he realized that getting
in through the window wasn’t as easy as Bo and Luke Duke had made
it seem.”

“Especially if you’re bigger than
a mailbox,” nodded Scarberry, patting his well-padded
stomach.

Getting in and out of a race car in one fluid
motion was by now such second nature to Camber that he had to stop
and think out the process step-by-step. “The best approach is to
stand at the rear of the driver’s window, and place your right leg
into the car.” After he demonstrated this, he stopped to explain
the next move. “See, I’m sitting on the window now. While you are
sitting on the window and holding onto the roll bars, lift your
left leg in. Now you have both legs inside the car. Then you walk
your feet from the seat down toward the pedals while lowering your
body off the window and down into the seat, while your arms are
still holding the roll bars above the window.”

Suiting the action to his description, he slid
gracefully into position behind the steering wheel. He looked out
apologetically at the portly Rev. Scarberry. “Of course, being the
size of a horse jockey never hurt the situation, either. Okay, I’m
going to come out now, and let each of you take a crack at
it.”

 


The entering-the-race-car exercise had not
been an unqualified success, although Fr. Frankie, whose size was
reminiscent of a cast iron lawn jocky, mastered the moves almost
immediately. Travis Prichard was too big to be graceful, but since
he had prior racing experience, and he knew what he was doing, he
made a fair job of it.

Camber had to
assist several of the others who had managed to get themselves
stuck in some very uncomfortable-looking positions.
This is the real photo op, Camber thought, as he helped Rev. Albright slowly reverse the
maneuver that had positioned his head next to the pedals while the
lower third of his stick-insect legs dangled out the window. He was
a good sport about it, though, laughing at his own
awkwardness.

Eventually, in varying stages of grace, they
all managed to get into position with minimal assistance. Agnes
Hill-Radnor had tensed up immediately when she tried to crawl
through the narrow window opening, and when she finally did manage
to get herself into the car in an upright position, she was
shaking. She would have kicked out the passenger side window, if
there had been one.

“It takes practice,” Camber told her. “You’ll
get the hang of it before too long. Now, does anyone have any
questions on buckling these five-point belts? Great,
next…”

Although he moved along quickly from point to
point, he was careful to stress that this information was not to be
taken lightly. In racing almost everything is a matter of life and
death. He was glad to see that some of his pupils were taking
notes. After he had discussed gauges, shift patterns, clutches, and
fire systems, he felt that he had covered almost everything about
the operation of a stock car. They wouldn’t be able to absorb this
mass of new information all at once, but at least he had laid the
groundwork for future sessions.

When he had
finished the lecture, he motioned for them to follow him over to
the end of pit road. “Okay, guys, now we are going to take a lap
around the track. This will be the most informative lap that you
will ever take around this place. It will also be the slowest.” He
smiled, as he saw them glance back at the car. “People, we will
be walking.”

Camber always tried to pace out an unfamiliar
track before practice in order to get a feel for the track’s
braking points, apexes, acceleration points, best places to pass,
and its alternative grooves, because familiarity with those
features would serve him well during the race. This time he would
have to walk a few paces and then stop, in order to explain to the
group what a driver should be doing at this part of the track, and
where the car should be positioned. After each short commentary, he
would walk another few feet, stop again, and repeat the
process.

“Okay, everybody. Raise your right hand and
wave.”

After a moment of bewilderment, they all
obediently waved back at him.

“Feels
like Sesame Street,” muttered Rev. Scarberry, lowering his
hand.

Camber grinned. “Reason I asked you to do
that—if something goes wrong, or if you are coming in the pits, you
had better get your hand up and waving,”

An instant later
he had turned serious again, once more demonstrating the hand
waving back and forth in the air. “In my first ever race, some
dipsh—” Eying the clergymen, he shifted to a milder epithet.
“—some moron’s ignition cut out, and he made a dive for the pits without
that warning wave, and without letting anyone else know what he was
doing. Problem was, I was coming off Turn Two low, setting him up
for the pass. And—WHAM!!!” Camber crushed his hands together for dramatic effect as
his listeners staggered back a pace from the force of the
dramatization.

“I hit him square in the left quarter panel,
sent him spinning into the pits, and that left me heading straight
for the start of the inside wall.” He pointed to the low
white-painted wall encircling the infield.

“Now in the big
leagues, the speedways use water barrels along the wall to cushion
the impact, you see, but at little short tracks like this, the best
they have is an old tractor tire. That collision tore my front end
all to he—” Camber stopped short again, “—heck. Let’s just say it was bad.”

“You don’t have to downshift on our account,
you know,” said Fr. Frankie.

“I’m sorry?”
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